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Chapter One
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The Day I Didn’t Strangle Roe

––––––––
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“I’ll have two double bacon cheeseburgers, a large fry, a strawberry shake, large, and, um...” Roe pauses, scanning the dessert section. “Oh, and a slice of apple pie. Heated, with a scoop of vanilla on top. And, uh, make sure the burgers are medium rare, yeah? Extra bacon, lots of cheese. Ava, you want anything?” she asks, peering over the menu with those light grey eyes.

I scowl, considering the state of my wallet. “Just coffee. Black,” I mutter, clicking my lighter open, shut, and open again.

“She’ll have the pancakes, Dolores. Blueberries with whipped cream. Lots of syrup, too.” Roe winks at the waitress.

Dolores scribbles down the final assault on my wallet and wanders off, probably to weep for humanity in the back.

“I said I didn’t want anything sweet.” It’s like she’s intentionally trying to piss me off.

“And I said, ‘lots of syrup.’ You need to try new things. It’s good for your soul.”

“My soul is just fine, thanks,” I snap.

“C’mon, live a little. What’s life without a bit of syrupy goodness?”

“It’s a life without diabetes.” I lean forward, my elbows hitting the cool surface of the table. “You do realise I’m paying, right? What, did you miss lunch and dinner for a week or something?”

Roe leans back, stretching her arms along the top of the booth with a smirk. “What’s the matter, Ava? Worried about your wallet or just pissed you didn’t get to order for yourself?”

“Both.”

“You know, you could try enjoying yourself. We’re not in a bloody library.”

“I would enjoy myself more if you weren’t spending my money like it’s your bloody birthday.”

“What’s money for if not to spend, right? Besides, we might be dead by tomorrow. Might as well go out with a full stomach and all.”

I scoff, glancing around the diner. “Full stomach? You ordered enough to feed an entire bloody football team. And don’t talk about dying. It’s bad enough without you jinxing us.”

A laugh bursts from her, loud enough to draw the eyes of the few other patrons. “Ah, always so grim. What are you, my mother?”

“If I were, I’d disown you for sheer idiocy,” I mutter, rolling my eyes. Why the hell am I stuck here with her? Two days, two insufferably long days, and she’s already under my skin like a splinter.

Roe leans forward. “Bet you’re glad I found you bleeding out, though. Not very witchy of you, getting caught like that.”

I bristle. “Shut it, Roe.”

“Look, Ava, I know this isn’t your ideal Friday night, but considering the days we’ve had, I’d say we deserve a bit of grease and sugar.”

A muscle in my jaw ticks. The burnt rubble of a house that used to be her home, the lifeless faces of people she loved. I avert my gaze, focusing on the laminated menu.

“Yeah, well, you could try ordering something that doesn’t involve clearing out the kitchen,” I mutter, annoyance spiking as my stomach churns.

Roe’s smirk doesn’t waver. “What can I say? I eat my feelings, and I’m very emotional right now. I deserve a little comfort food.”

The waitress returns, slamming down a glass of water and my coffee before disappearing again.

“A little? Those calories aren’t going to burn themselves, Roe.”

“Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong. See, being with you is a workout. My heart’s been racing since we met and it hasn’t stopped once.” Her tone is teasing, but there’s something earnest behind those words that makes my skin crawl in a not entirely unpleasant way.

“Keep your fantasies to yourself. And next time, you’re paying. Or better yet, there won’t be a next time.” Under the table, I press my middle and index finger against my pulse. Irregular, great.

The waitress returns, balancing more plates than physically advisable, and starts unloading them. Roe’s spread covers nearly every inch of the tabletop. The burgers are monstrous, dripping with cheese and layered thick with bacon. The fries are a golden heap, steaming and salty, and her apple pie sits like a promise of future regret, ice cream melting down its sides. And then there’s my plate of blueberry pancakes, drowning in syrup, and a shake that’s practically a monument to strawberries. I almost feel my arteries clogging at the sight.

Roe claps her hands, delighted. “Look at that! Beautiful, isn’t it?”

I scowl, pushing the plate of pancakes slightly away from me. “It’s excessive and wasteful.”

Roe digs into her burger, juices running down her chin. “Don’t be such a sour witch.” She chews loudly, mouth half full as she talks.

“Slow down, you’ll choke.”

Roe winks at me, crumbs on her lips. “Would you save me if I did?”

“Maybe,” I grumble, unsure whether I’m more annoyed by the question or by the fact that I would, indeed, save her. And it annoys me even more that part of me wants to slide over, wipe her mouth, and taste the foolishness that is Roe. But I don’t. Because that’s not what I’m here for. I’m here to keep her alive.

“So, what’s the plan after this? More running, or do you have an actual plan, witchy?” Roe asks through a mouthful of fries.

“First, don’t talk with your mouth full, it’s disgusting. And second, I’m thinking. It’s what people do when they don’t want to end up dead or worse.”

Roe reaches for the strawberry shake. “Dead or worse? Sounds like my kind of night.”

The shake disappears at an alarming rate. There’s something off about her, something more than what she lets on. It bothers me not knowing.

“Just keep your eyes peeled, okay? We’re not exactly in the clear.” I finally stab a fork into the pancakes, the syrup oozing out like blood from a wound.

“Always am,” she says, but her attention is already back on her pie.

I sigh. This is going to be a long meal. And possibly an even longer night.

I take a bite of my pancakes. It’s an assault, the sugar hitting my tongue like a sucker punch, disgustingly delightful in a way that makes me want to groan. I chew slowly, pretending each mouthful isn’t an explosion of flavours that, quite frankly, are fucking delicious. It’s irritating how good it is, how the sweet syrup mingles with the tart berries, and I hate that I don’t hate it.

“Not your cup of tea, huh?” Roe teases, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

“It’s like eating a sugar bomb,” I grumble, pushing the pancakes around my plate. “Designed to induce a diabetic coma.”

Roe chuckles, tearing off another chunk of her burger. “Trade you one of these heart-stoppers for your berry disaster?”

Meat over this sugary shit any day. “Deal.”

Roe slides her plate toward me, the burger still half intact, lettuce and tomato peeking out.

We swap plates, and I grab the burger, taking a large bite. The meat is perfectly cooked, juicy, and flavorful, mingling with the sharpness of the cheese and the crisp texture of the bacon. It’s bliss, and I have to hold back a moan. It’s almost obscene how much I enjoy this.

“Better?” Roe asks as she digs into the pancakes.

“It’s passable,” I lie, swallowing another mouthful of the delicious burger.

Roe laughs, syrup smudging her face. “You’re the worst liar, Ava. You’re practically making love to that burger.”

I roll my eyes and drop the burger down with a sloppy squelch. “How are you so... fine with all this? Most people would be losing their shit.”

Roe licks syrup off her fork. “What can I say? I’m a fast learner. Besides,”—she pauses—“Twilight.”

I choke on my coffee. “You’re shitting me. Twilight? That’s how you’re processing all this?”

Roe’s shoulders shake with laughter, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “Hey, don’t knock the power of teenage vampire romance. Made the idea of the supernatural kinda sexy, didn’t it?”

Fucking unbelievable. She’s not freaking out because she likes Twilight. Of all the asinine, ridiculous—

“Twilight. You’re seriously using Twilight to anchor your acceptance of a world where things actually want to kill you, not date you.”

Roe wipes her mouth with a napkin. “Well, when you put it like that, it does sound a bit stupid. But if Bella can handle a emo vampire boyfriend, I can handle some monsters.”

I press my fingers to my temples, feeling a headache brewing. “Roe, we’re not in a bloody romance. This is life or death. Real monsters aren’t going to whisk you away into the moonlight; they’re more likely to rip you apart.”

“But you won’t let that happen, right?” Roe’s tone softens, her gaze piercing as it meets mine. “I mean, you’re here, you’re real, and you’ve saved my ass more than once already.”

It’s unsettling how she looks at me. Like I’m some kind of hero. It’s not admiration—it’s expectation. And it’s bloody terrifying because I know the day might come when I won’t live up to it.

I sigh, pushing my plate away. “Just—don’t use Twilight as a reference point for anything real, okay? This isn’t a game.”

Roe nods. “Got it. No more Twilight. Just real, badass Ava saving the day.”

“Yeah, ‘badass Ava’ is going to strangle you if you keep bringing up Twilight.”

Roe raises her hands in surrender. “Fair enough. But for the record, you’re totally the Edward in our dynamic.”

The bell above the diner door jingles a too-cheerful note as three figures step inside, shaking off the drizzle like dogs after a swim. My spine stiffens the moment I catch sight of them through the reflection in the window. Their clothes are messy—shirts torn, jeans scuffed like they’ve been rolling around in a fight or worse. It’s their eyes that cinch it for me; one’s got irises the colour of old blood, another’s a sickly yellow, and the last—a girl—her eyes an unnatural shade of green. Werewolves, without a bloody doubt.

“Shit,” I mutter under my breath, my hand tightening around the mug.

Roe slurps her milkshake with a satisfied sigh. She catches my expression and frowns. “What? Is there something on my face?”

“Worse. There’s trouble on our doorstep. We need to go. Now.” I nod subtly towards the newcomers. They’re scanning the diner now, looking for something—or someone.

“I haven’t finished my shake.”

“Listen, you daft cow, we need to leave.”

Roe twists around. She studies them for a beat, then shrugs and turns back to me. “What, are you jealous of their vibrant eye colors or something?”

I resist the urge to throttle her right there. “Roe, for fuck’s sake, they’re werewolves.”

“Werewolves? Really?” Roe’s eyebrows shoot up. “Cool. But my milkshake, Ava. Chill.”

Cool? Chill? “When a werewolf is in the room, you don’t bloody chill. You run. Or fight. But considering our current armament, I vote run.”

The werewolves make their way to the counter, their movements too fluid, their smiles too sharp. I know they’re hunting, and an eatery this small doesn’t offer many places to hide.

Roe finally sets down her empty glass with a clatter. “Alright, drama queen, let’s go then.” She salutes the waitress and slides out of the booth.

Too late. The werewolves’ attention snaps to us, their nostrils flaring as they scent the air. The guy with blood-coloured eyes locks his gaze on me, a slow grin spreading across his face.

“Evenin’, ladies,” he calls out, his voice a low growl that sends a shiver down my spine. “Why don’t you join us for a bite?”

Roe stiffens, her earlier flippancy evaporating. “What’s the play here, Ava?”

“Follow my lead and keep your head down,” I whisper back, wincing as I slide out of the booth, vision darkening momentarily.

The smallest werewolf, the girl with the green eyes, lunges. My instincts urge me to dodge, but I stand my ground, letting her claws rake across my arm. Pain sears through me—a raw, vicious sting that feels like fire. I suppress a hiss, focusing on the droplets of blood beading on the surface of my skin.

Perfect.

I shove Roe towards the cracked vinyl.“Stay the fuck down,” I hiss.

As blood drips to the floor, I flick my wrist sharply as if cracking a whip. The blood responds instantly, swirling and rising into the air, forming a long, sinuous tendril that whips through the space between us and the werewolves—my favourite spell.

“Shit, Ava, what the fuck?” Roe calls out.

Green-eyes recoils. I lash out with the whip. It wraps around her leg with a wet snap, and I pull, sending her crashing into a table.

Her comrades snarl and move to flank me, but I’m already swinging the whip again, extending it in an arc that catches Yellow-eyes across the face.

“You bitch!” Red-eyes growls, charging me.

I sidestep, more nimble than he expected, and send another lash of my blood whip curling around his throat. It tightens with a squeeze that could crush tracheas. I pull him close, his face inches from mine, and smile.

“Wrong move, pup,” I hiss and fling him through the front window. The glass shatters with a crash, showering the pavement with shards that glint like diamonds.

My hands tremble, and I tighten my grip, feeling the wet slipperiness between my fingers. It’s okay. It’s okay. My heart pounds, roaring in my ears.

“Jesus, Ava, you’re—"

“Quiet,” I say flatly, watching the werewolves regroup. The girl is limping, the yellow-eyed one is holding his bleeding face, and their leader is trying to extricate himself from a pile of broken glass.

My fingers tingle, and I begin to lose feeling.  “You should run while you can!” I call out to them, my voice echoing slightly in the now-silent diner. The remaining patrons are either hiding or have fled, sensible creatures.

Roe peeks over the booth. “Is it over?”

“Not yet.”

I step outside, the bell jingling once more. Roe is right behind me, a hand clutching the back of my coat as if she could hold me back from Hell itself. Cute, really. Fucking useless but cute.

Green-eyes lunges again—stupid creature. I snap my whip forward, catching her around the neck. The whip tightens, slicing through fur and flesh with ease. I pull, and the satisfying sound of tearing sinew mixes with the werewolf’s pained howl—blood sprays, warm and metallic-smelling.

“You like that, huh?” I sneer at the creature as she collapses, gurgling and twitching on the ground. My heart pounds with a vicious kind of joy.

The other two growl, their eyes wild. They rush me simultaneously—a foolish move. Red-eyes tries to overpower me. Idiot. I slide under his guard, whip slicing through his fur. He falls, clutching at the tear in his side.

The third werewolf snaps at my face. I lean back, feeling the rush of his foul breath, and then strike. My whip cracks through the air, striking his knee. The snap of bone is crisp, and he collapses with a scream. I’m on him in a heartbeat, my boot pressing down on his throat.

“Tell your masters.” I lean in close. “Tell them Ava de la Roche sends her regards.”

His eyes widen, and with a swift twist, I end his misery. The crunch is satisfying. Breathing heavily, I reel my blood back in, letting it absorb back into the cut on my arm, which heals almost instantly. Fucking handy, that. I stand, turning to find Roe staring at me. 

“You didn’t have to kill them,” she whispers, voice trembling.

I wipe my bloodied hand on my pants. “Didn’t I?” I challenge, stepping closer to her.

Her eyes flick down to my lips and then away. “You’re not human.”

“I’m not,” I reply, the truth slipping out because, fuck, I need her to know. She needs to know who’s protecting her—what she’s dealing with.

Roe takes a step back, eyes searching mine. “What are you?”

“Tonight?” I smirk, my mood shifting as I glance back at the bodies. “Your saviour.”
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​Chapter Two
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I Didn’t Ask for This, But Here We Are













Christ, she looks like a kicked puppy—no, a sad, wet cat, exactly that.

Outside, Roe hunches under the narrow overhang of my porch, her shoulders bunched. The denim of her shirt is plastered to her skin, outlining the jut of her collarbones and the lean muscle of her arms. I don’t invite her in, and it’s obvious she doesn’t in any way.

She’s shivering, the kind of violent, uncontrollable shaking.

Pathetic.

I turn away, disgusted—not for the first time since meeting Roe. The idea of letting her into my space repulses me.

I take a long drag from my cigarette. I should feel bad, maybe, but I don’t. I flick the ash onto the floor, watching it scatter—a perfect metaphor for my fucks given, which are precisely zero.

“Going to sit out there all night?” I call out.

Roe looks up, her light grey eyes wide. “I’m fine here,” she shouts back, voice barely rising over the storm’s roar.

I press my forehead against the cool glass. “Don’t be an idiot. You’ll freeze out there, and I’m not having your ghost haunt my doorstep.” Fuck, why do I care?

“And watch you go all American Psycho? I’ll pass.”

“Oh, come off it. I wasn’t putting on a show for an audience. Get in.”

She hesitates, then pushes herself up, shuffling towards the door. I snuff out my cigarette and move over, swinging it open. She slips past me, not meeting my eyes. I grimace at the puddles forming, the mud smearing.

“Thanks.”

“Don’t get used to it.” I slam the door.

The living room is a battlefield of trash. Dirty clothes and takeaway containers—Chinese, Thai, pizza—a United Nations of bad eating habits. A stack of old newspapers leans precariously against the wall, topped by a half-empty bottle of whiskey.

“Jesus Christ. You live like this?”

“I work a lot,” I snap, my accent thickening as my annoyance spikes. “And I don’t have time for cleaning. Or cooking. Or much of anything.”

I watch her peel off her sodden shirt, revealing a white tank top clinging to her skin, outlining every curve. Dammit, why do I have to notice?

She catches me looking and smirks. “Enjoying the view?”

I scowl, turning away. “In your dreams, love.” I nod towards the bathroom. “Dry off.”

“Thanks.” She makes her way to the bathroom.

I collapse into the lone armchair, my body aching. It’s dull now, pain mixed with an irritating need I can’t quite shake.

Roe emerges a few minutes later, hair damp and dishevelled. She doesn’t sit, instead leaning against the wall near the door.

“So, planning to tell me why you reek of fear, or is it just the new eau de parfum for sad, lost puppies?”

“Guess I’m not used to seeing someone enjoy killing quite so much.”

“You’d better get used to it, or you’re worse off than I thought.”

“So, what’s the plan, witch? You’ve got all sorts of nasties on our tail.”

I cross my arms. “We’ll need to move soon. Lay low. Maybe head north. Less chance of them finding us there.”

“North sounds good. Cold as hell, but good.”

“Scared of a little frostbite?”

“You’ll keep me warm.”

Damn her.

“Sit down,” I snap, motioning to the only clear space on the couch. It’s covered in cat hair, even though I don’t own a cat. How does that even happen? “I’ll make tea.”

“Tea? That’s very British of you.”

“It’s good for calming the nerves.”

I head to the kitchen, which isn’t much better than the living room. Countertops are invisible under mountains of dirty dishes and food wrappers. The sink is full of murky water, and I spy a few forks sticking out like they’re trapped in quicksand. 

Roe wanders in and opens the fridge, immediately slamming it shut. “God, what died in there?”

“Better question is, what hasn’t died in there.”

“How can you even function in this mess?”

“Focus on the job, not the junk.”

I fill the kettle and set it on the stove. As the water heats, I rummage through my cupboards, looking for the good crumpets. The ones I hide from anyone else. This woman doesn’t deserve them, but it’s what I’ve got. I pull them out, along with some butter. I might live like a slob, but I take my tea and crumpets seriously.

“You’re really into this British thing, huh? Tea and crumpets?”

“Yes, Roe, it’s called being British. You should try it sometime—having a culture.”

“Ouch, shots fired. You’re very protective of your tea and crumpets, huh?”

“They’re all I have,” I retort, more sharply than I intend. But it’s true. Sometimes, the simplest things mean the most. “Do you want tea or not?”

“Tea sounds good. Can’t say I’ve ever had a crumpet, though.”

Uncultured swine.

“Is that one?” She points to the small, round bread I’m holding.

“Yes. This is a crumpet. It’s not that exotic.” I shove one into the toaster, watching as she moves closer.

“Hey, I didn’t grow up with this fancy British stuff. I’m a simple American girl.” She leans against the counter, too close for comfort.

I busy myself with the tea, carefully pouring boiling water over the leaves. 

“This is cozy.” Roe picks up a fancy ceramic mug. “Do you have a dungeon in the basement, or is that too cliché?”

“Just because I hunt monsters doesn’t mean I live like one. Besides, dungeons are damp and bad for my hair.”

She laughs. “Right, because your hair is your biggest concern.”

“Can you not be an ass for five minutes?”

“Sorry, it’s a chronic condition. Need any help?”

“I’d rather not have you burn my house down, thanks.”

“Harsh. What kind of tea is it?”

“English Breakfast,” I reply, setting the pot on the tiny kitchen table with mismatched mugs. I place the crumpets beside the tea, and she reaches for one immediately.

“Wait.” I slap her hand away, and she flinches harder than I expect. “You eat it like this.” I grab a crumpet, slather it with butter, and shove it into her hand.

She takes a bite, and her eyes light up. “Damn, that’s good.”

“Of course it is. It’s British.”

I think it’s time to lay down some ground rules. Roe needs to know what she’s up against. She’s been clueless and lucky so far, but luck runs out.

“Roe,” I start, my tone serious. “You’re new to this supernatural shit. You need to know what we’re dealing with.”

She nods, but her focus is on the crumpet she’s devouring. Jesus Christ, it’s like she’s never eaten before.

“First, werewolves. Silver bullets, right? Classic but effective. Aim for the heart or head. It’s not just about firing randomly; precision is key. They’re strong and fast, especially during a full moon. Don’t try to take one on alone.”

Roe looks up, crumbs on her lips. “Got it. Silver bullets. Easy enough.”

“Then, there’s vampires. They’re tricky. Immortal, of course, and they heal fast. Sunlight, garlic, holy water, stake to the heart. Decapitation and fire works too, but gets messy, especially fire. You don’t wanna be close to them when they go up in flames. They’re also cunning, manipulative. Don’t fall for their charm."

“Like in the movies?”

“Yes, exactly like in the movies. Except they won’t glitter in the sun, they’ll burn. And they’ll tear your throat out given half the chance.”

Her attention drifts back to the plate of crumpets—bloody hell.

“And then there’s demons,” I press on. “They come in all shapes and sizes, each with their own weaknesses. Exorcism, holy weapons, specific rituals. They’re tricky bastards. Don’t engage unless you have to. They can be unpredictable.

I catch her eye for a moment, wondering if she senses anything off about me. But Roe just blinks, looking more interested in the butter seeping into her crumpet.

“Jesus. Are you even paying attention?”

“What? Yeah, werewolves, silver, vampires, stakes, demons, run. Got it.”

I sigh. “This isn’t a joke. These things will kill you if you’re not careful.”

“Relax, Ava. I’m listening,” she says. “Just keep talking. I’m taking mental notes.”

“Fine,” I grumble. “Next on the list: spirits and ghosts. They’re usually bound to something—an object, a place. Destroy the binding and you get rid of the spirit. Salt and iron can keep them at bay.”

“Salt and iron? Like in Supernatural?”

I glare at her. “Supernatural’s got some things right, sure. But this isn’t a TV show, Roe. This is real life.”

“Alright, alright. What else?”

“Witches,” I say, pointing to myself. “Not all of us are bad, obviously, but the ones that are? They’re dangerous. Spells, curses, hexes—they can make your life a living hell. Best defence is knowing your own counter-magic or, if all else fails, a good old-fashioned bullet.”

“That sounds more like it. I love guns.”

“You’re not getting it, are you? This isn’t a bloody action movie. These creatures—they rip, they tear, they enjoy it. When we go out there, it’s kill or be killed. You can’t hesitate.”

“I understand. It’s just a lot to take in at once.”

“Do you?” I snap. “Because if you freeze, it’s not just your life on the line. They’ll tear through you to get to me, and I’m not about to let that happen.”

Roe shifts, her gaze dropping to her scarred hands, cigarette burns disappearing under her sleeves. “I won’t freeze,” she murmurs.

I’m not entirely convinced. “Alright, this one’s critical,” I say, voice sharp. “Shapeshifters.”

“Yeah, yeah, got it. Shapeshifters.”

“Are you even listening? This could save your life.”

Roe straightens a bit, clearly taken aback by my tone. “Alright, I’m listening. Jeez.”

“There are two types of shapeshifters,” I start, trying to keep my frustration in check. “The first kind can shift into different people. They can mimic anyone—voice, appearance, everything. There’s no surefire way to tell when they’re in human form. You just have to guess and hope you won’t be betrayed.”

Roe nods, her eyes finally meeting mine with a semblance of seriousness. Good. Maybe she’s finally getting it.

“The second kind,” I continue, “shifts into animals. They’re hard to spot, but there are tells. Their eyes—they’re too human. And they might do human things. I once caught a cat making breakfast.”

“A cat making breakfast?”

“Yes, Roe. A cat making breakfast. It was making scrambled eggs if you must know. It’s the little things that give them away.”

“Alright, that’s...weird. How do you kill them?”

I sigh. “In their human form, they’re as vulnerable as anyone else. In animal form, aim for the head or the heart. They’re tough, but they’re not invincible.”

“Got it,” she says, finally seeming to absorb the information. “So, if I see a dog reading the newspaper, I should probably shoot it.”

“Only if you’re sure. Mistakes can be costly.”

“Understood,” she says, and for the first time, I think she might actually mean it.

I take a deep breath. Shapeshifters are the trickiest to deal with. They’re too good at blending in, at making you question everything you know. I’ve seen friends killed by imposters, seen trust shattered in an instant. I don’t want Roe to face that kind of betrayal.

“You need to be careful,” I say softer this time. Shapeshifters can be anyone—your best friend, your family. They can make you doubt your own mind.”

“Sounds like you’ve had some experience with them,” she says, her tone unexpectedly gentle.

“More than I’d like.”

She reaches out and puts her hand on my arm. “I’ll be careful, I promise.”

I pull away. “Just make sure you are. I don’t have time to babysit you. Look, the point is, it’s not about memorising a bloody handbook. It’s about instinct. About knowing when to fight and when to run. Can you do that, Roe? Can you follow my lead?”

“I can follow your lead, Ava.”

Good, she’s got spirit. But spirit doesn’t keep you alive. Skill does. I could train her, prepare her, sharpen her into a weapon. I can work with that. But as much as her ineptitude annoys me, I’m worried she might get hurt.

“Alright then,” I concede with a nod. “We’ll leave tomorrow. First light. Be ready.”

“I’ll be ready.”

“You’re on the couch,” I announce, pointing to the lumpy, old sofa.

Roe looks at it, then at me. “That’s where I’m sleeping?”

“Yes. You think I’d let you in my bed? Not a chance.”

“Looks like it might eat me in my sleep."

“Stop whining.”

I start clearing it off, shoving clothes, empty cans, and takeaway boxes onto the floor. Roe watches with an amused smirk.

“I guess I’ve slept in worse places,” she says, stretching her arms above her head.

“Yeah, well, I want you somewhat comfortable. Don’t need you bitching about a sore back tomorrow.”

After a few minutes, it’s about as good as it’s going to get. “There. It’s not the Ritz, but it’ll do.”

Roe drops onto the couch, testing it with a little bounce. “Not bad.”

I grab an old blanket and a couple of pillows from the closet and toss them onto the couch. As I'm rummaging, I find a stuffed duck. It’s bright yellow, worn, and admittedly ridiculous. It was never mine; it belonged to my dog. Yeah, I had a dog. The stuffed duck was his favourite toy, not mine. I’m not childish, but Roe seems exactly the type. I stare at it for a moment before throwing it onto the couch.

Roe picks it up and squeezes it. “A duck?”

“It used to be my dog’s. Don’t get any ideas—I’m not sentimental,” I add quickly. I don’t do sentimental. Not anymore. “You just seem like the type who sleeps with a stuffed animal.”

She laughs, a light, genuine sound. “I guess it’s company.”

“Don’t name it,” I warn her, half-joking but serious enough. The last thing I need is for her to get attached to anything.

“I won’t.”

“Just get some sleep. We’ve got a long day ahead,” I mutter, shoving the last bit of clutter off the couch.

She arranges the pillows and blanket, making herself a little nest.

I turn to leave, but she calls out, “Hey, Ava?”

“What?” I snap, spinning back around.

“Thanks,” she says softly, hugging the stuffed duck.

I nod, trying to ignore the lump in my throat. “Goodnight, Anna.”

Roe’s eyes widen, but she doesn’t say anything. I curse silently, pretending I didn’t just call her that. I force a nonchalant shrug and head to my room, closing the door behind me.

I lean against the door, feeling my heart race. Stupid. So stupid.
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Maybe I Should Kill Her Myself—Joking, Obviously

––––––––
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I sit in my leather armchair, watching her sleep because, yes, apparently, I’ve hit the Edward Cullen stage of desperation.

Roe’s chest rises and falls gently under the thin blanket. Her face is uncharacteristically serene. I hate it.

Her hair is a mess, sprawled across the pillow like a goddamn bird’s nest, and there’s a slight drool stain forming at the corner of her mouth. Attractive, right? Yet, I can’t look away. Something about her pulls at the demonic part of me, an annoying itch I can’t scratch away.

“Jesus, what am I doing?” I whisper to myself, rubbing my temples.

Roe’s just a loser, definitely a loser. But beneath that, there’s something undeniably powerful. It pisses me off not knowing. The supernatural doesn’t hide from me, not ever. I know things; it’s what I do. But here I am, stumped by this...this infuriating woman.

I shift in the chair, my wounds aching slightly. I remember how the asphalt felt cold under my hands as I pushed myself up, my body screaming with pain. The damn werewolves and that smug warlock thought they’d had the last laugh, leaving me to bleed out like roadkill.

Just as I got to my feet, headlights blinded me. Then, bam! The world spun, and I hit the pavement again, this time courtesy of a beat-up Chevy Nova. It wasn’t fast enough to break anything—just a love tap from fate via a crappy driver. But it fucking hurt like a bitch.

“What the actual fuck? What the hell are you doing on the road?” The driver’s voice was sharp. “You tryin’ to die?”

I tried to focus, squinting through the blood dripping into my eyes. The figure storming towards me was tall, broad-shouldered, and radiated annoyance. It was Roe, though I didn’t know it at the time.

Roe paused, her eyes taking in my battered form sprawled across the road. “Jesus Christ,” she muttered, faltering for a split second. “You’re bleeding all over the place. What the fuck happened to you?”

“You hit me with your car.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. It was barely a tap.” Roe looked like she’d rather be anywhere else, but she sighed heavily, dragging a hand through her messy brown hair. “Fuck, I’m gonna have to take you to the hospital, aren’t I?

I could barely see her through the blood in my eyes, but I managed a solid “Fuck off,” hoping she’d get back in her car and drive away. Let the night and the creatures in it swallow me up. It’d be quieter, at least.

But no, Roe had other plans. She scoffed. “Yeah, okay. Bleed out in the road. That’s a plan. Brilliant.”

I tried to push myself up, anger boiling at her audacity. “Did I fucking stutter? Leave. Me. Here.”

“Do you know how much shit I could get in if you die here? No thanks. Get in the car.”

Her concern was touching, truly.

Roe helped me up—a bit too roughly, if you ask me—and practically shoved me into the passenger seat. I winced as my wounds protested.

She drove with one hand, the other holding a makeshift bandage to my side. Every time I shifted, trying to ease the pain or get away from her too-close presence, she swore.

“You’re the worst fucking passenger,” she snapped.

“You’re the one who hit me,” I retorted, my voice nothing more than a hiss.

“You’re the one jaywalking in the middle of the night.”

When we reached the hospital, I expected—hoped—she’d dump me at the entrance and drive off. But she didn’t. She fucking stayed. Parked her ass in one of those God-awful plastic chairs like she had nothing better to do at two in the morning.
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