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​I shifted in my seat and took a big drink of my pumpkin spice latte. Glancing around the crowded coffee shop, I wondered if the milling normies and their overpriced cups of froth would be any help against whatever supernatural bullshit was about to happen. 

"You're what now?" I muttered.

The guy sitting across from me was a bundle of contradictions. He was in his early twenties, black, athletic build, with dreadlocks down to his waist. He looked like one of the cool college kids I'd gone to school with, like he spent his free time playing basketball and video games. He folded his newspaper precisely as he set it aside, brushing back a lock of hair and tugging his sweatshirt straight as if he was wearing a three-piece suit. Something about the way he moved just screamed top hat and cane...relic. I gaped at him as he pulled a pocket watch out of his sweatshirt pocket, checked it, and put it back. 

His energy was all messed up too. Dead, but not dead. Powerful but...muted somehow. And the buzz of his deep voice sounded like there were two people talking to me at once. 

"Skinwalker," he said again, impatient. Like I should know what the hell he was talking about. He flicked his brown gaze around the room. "Perhaps we can go somewhere else to chat?"

I put my elbows on the table and glared. "You're the one who decided to stalk me in the coffee shop. If crowds were such a problem, why not ambush me in a dark alley or something?"

He sighed and it hit me again—that stiff demeanor of his, straight-backed and...proper. The personality didn't fit the body. He was younger than me, but he moved like a rigid old man.

People acted strangely all the time. I didn't know why this bit of oddness should hit me so hard, but it did. It made the dark thing inside me sit up and take notice. And I really didn't want to know the reason why. 

"What's a skinwalker," I said, modulating my voice down to something not quite a whisper. Because whispering about creepy shit in the middle of the coffee shop would probably look even more suspicious than just talking about it normally. It was just past Halloween after all. 

He took a fussy sip of his coffee and set it aside, pursing his full lips and drumming his long fingers on the table. "Oh, no,” he said, quirking a wry smile my way. The expression didn't quite seem to reach his eyes. "I'm not giving up all my secrets until you agree to help me."

I rubbed my temple. "I can't help you if I don't even know what the hell you are. Besides, who says I'm going to help you anyway? Who says I give a shit? I kind of hate people. Especially creepy stalkers."

He chuckled. The buzzing undertone in the sound was chilling. "You don't hate people."

I stared at him. "What would you know about it?"

He shifted forward, eyes intent and just a little glassy. "I've been watching you, Esper. You do nothing but care for people. Your white trash family. Your defective sorcerer. Your outcast vampire. Even your twisted up little human friend." He grinned, showing blocky, slightly yellow teeth. "You have a weakness for strays."

I pushed my chair back and stood. I was so done with this fucking conversation. "Stop stalking me," I ground out, clutching my latte like it could save me from this weirdness. "And stay away from my family and friends."

He tilted his head, looking up at me with curiosity. "But I'm a stray too, Esper. And besides, if you fail at helping with my little problem, at the very least you'll have a nice, empty body to use, puppeteer."

I turned my back on him. "I'm not interested in collecting bodies." What the actual hell?

His rich, buzzing chuckle made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. "Oh? But isn't that what you necromancers do?" He followed me to the door, his paper neatly folded and tucked under one arm. "You don't even know how to be what you are yet, do you? If it's knowledge that you want, I can provide it. I've been around a long time, puppeteer."

I continued out the door, the weirdo trailing along behind me. "I don't know what you mean," I muttered. Even though I did know. Whatever it was inside me that gave me these terrible abilities...it was growing, getting more demanding every time I used it. 

"What do you want?" I demanded, spinning around so suddenly my latte sloshed on my hand. "Just what am I supposed to save you from?"

He was staring up at the gray sky. Wind whipped around us like an angry ghost, and the first fat splatters of cold rain hit the pavement and stung my cheeks. "I thought I wanted to give up," he said slowly, his voice barely a whisper over the rising wind. "Fade. Like the others before me." His dark eyes met mine and I was terrified at how old they were. And how achingly filled with something I didn't understand. "Then I saw you on the courthouse green. And I thought maybe the Powers That Be had sent me an answer, finally." 

I shook my head as images and memories flooded my mind, not all of them my own. I saw myself on the lawn at the courthouse. I remembered the businessman who had collapsed on the lawn. The voice in my head, curious and intrigued. Then the old man who had stalked me at Jared's party and in the bookstore. I blinked at the man before me. The one who was wearing yet another body. "That was you...?"

He smiled. But it wasn't a comforting look. "Skinwalker, Esper, means that I have no body of my own. I must jump from body to body, wearing them like someone else's old, cast-off clothing until they wear out and I'm in need of a new one. It's an existence I've grown rather tired of. I need you to find a more permanent solution. Before I lose what's left of my mind."

I gaped at him as the rain started to fall in earnest. I had absolutely no fucking clue what to say to that. 

"My name is Awan. We'll meet again," he said, holding the poor newspaper over his head in lieu of an umbrella. "Take care, puppeteer. The streets of this town are just teeming with little nasties these days."

I watched him walk away for a solid minute before I scrambled into my car and headed home. 

Jet, still in his cat carrier from our vet visit, gave a low, inquiring meow. I met his amber eyes and shook my head, wiping rain off my face with the hem of my shirt. "I have no fucking idea," I answered him. "Why does this shit keep landing on my doorstep?"

He lifted a paw and planted it against the door of the carrier, making a little chirping noise, his big yellow eyes imploring. I laughed. "Oh, no. I'm not letting you out of there so you can cause a car accident. We'll be home in a little bit. Then it's Kahlua-laced coffee for me and tuna for you. We've both earned a treat today."

He huffed and curled into a ball, putting his tail over his face like he was snubbing me for refusing to let him out. 

The cat had character, I'd give him that. But I really didn't need one more guy with an attitude in my life right now. 
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​When I got home, there was a vampire in my house. Lucky for me, it was the needy, affectionate kind.

Who knew supernatural fiends could be so...mushy? It was embarrassing, really. 

I let Jet out of his carrier and got him his can of tuna. Damned fussy feline refused to eat normal cat food, and with all the weirdness at the vet's office, I hadn't thought to ask them for recommendations on what to feed the little princess. 

Drake leaned against the kitchen counter, nursing a steaming cup of peppermint tea. I tried to keep my breathing even as I took in the sight of his tall, broad-shouldered frame wrapped in soft jeans and a fitted t-shirt. His silver-blue eyes met mine and his wide mouth quirked up in a smile as he offered me his teacup. 

I got a grip on my raging hormones and shook my head, pointing to my coffee cup. "I'm good, just need to heat it up."

He oozed closer, motions fluid and graceful. "You are good," he purred, his aura rubbing up against mine. "I can help you with the heating up."

I laughed. "It's been a long, weird day. And it's only like half over. I'm not sure spending time with a bloodthirsty vampire is the best idea."

He pushed his silky brown curls back from his face and pouted at me. "But it's not blood I want." He grinned, and it was a strangely magical combination of boyish and evil. "I've been lonely all day. It's horrid. We can comfort each other. Like good nestmates should."

I shook my head and went to get down the Kahlua. Drake in hungry, randy mode was terrifying. Mostly because I couldn't seem to keep from losing my fucking mind around the energy vampire. "Go," I said, shoving him out of the kitchen. "I need coffee and booze."

He chuckled, but padded off toward the living room on silent feet. Stalking. He was stalking. That shouldn't be cute. It should be terrifying. He could move silently, and faster than thought. He was inhumanly strong, and he fed off soul energy. And here I was, thinking he was cute. Because one creepy boyfriend wasn't enough. I needed two. Maybe my brain really was warped. 

I reheated my latte in the microwave and added a splash of alcohol. Then I straightened my spine and tried to shove down the nervous, excited sensation in my gut that happened every time I thought about my love life. 

Some part of me was constantly chanting "This can't be real." 

Drake lounged on the couch. He glanced up at me as I entered the living room and his face went all predatory. He looked at me the way most men would look at a Victoria's secret model if she just came strutting into the room wearing the latest lacy bra and non-existent panties. 

I quirked a brow at him, feeling my whole body flush in response. I knew damned well it wasn't the over-sized t-shirt and bib overalls that had him looking so hungry. But still, wow.

His wide mouth stretched into a sly smile and his light blue eyes went silvery and half-lidded. "Bring that fat, sexy aura over here."

I huffed a laugh at the absurdity, but my feet shuffled his way without my telling them to. Drake reached out and pulled me onto his lap so I straddled him, my knees on the couch. His big hands slipped over my hips to squeeze the one "fat" thing on my big, bony frame. 

His hands on my ass pressed me closer, and I felt his hard cock through the layers of our clothes. I groaned and wrapped my arms loosely around his shoulders as he leaned in and kissed a path up my neck and to my mouth. "So damned good," he breathed in a raspy whisper, and I felt the little tug that started energy flowing between us. 

Self-consciousness tried to worm its way in, as I realized this was the first time I'd done this with Drake when Toma wasn't around. Having all the focus on me made all my old insecurities rise to the surface. Drake was built like a damned God. And I was built like a half-starved old man with sallow skin and frizzy carrot red hair. 

Good thing he was only in it for the energy. 

Warm hands soothed over my back and he pulled away to look into my eyes, a wry smile on his face. "Stop that," he said, nipping at my bottom lip. 

I stared at him in confusion. "What?"

He chuckled, low and dangerous, lust and hunger echoing in the sound even as his touch and his words tried to be soothing. "I'm connected to you right now, Red," he said, doing something that made the pull on my magic tingle. "I can tell when you're feeling insecure, even if it wasn’t completely obvious anyway."

I pressed my lips together and let out a breath through my nose, frustrated with my own awkwardness. "I'm sorry. It's dumb. I know you just need to feed, but—"

He cut me off, gripping my jaw with one big hand and tilting my head back, forcing me to meet his glowing silver eyes. "You think I only want you for that? You think you're just a Gatorade or something?"

I shrugged. Sure, it sounded stupid, when I was sitting here pressed against his rock-hard dick. But old insecurities die hard. And besides, energy did strange things. He could just be all excited over the magic. Excited enough to ignore the ugly packaging. He had admitted that energy flowed more freely during sex. 

He pressed his forehead to mine. "What are we going to do with you, Red?" It was a rhetorical question. I didn't answer. If I knew how to fix the stupid, fearful part of me that never felt good enough, I would. 

Drake pulled back and gave me a leer that was terrifying. "I know just the thing."

His big hands grasped my ass again and he stood. I yelped and wrapped my legs around his waist, digging my hands into his shoulders in preparation for the fall. 

Instead, he lifted me like I weighed nothing. I was never going to get used to that. My whole body was just waiting for his back to go out or his strength to fail and send us crashing to the ground. I was not a light person.

Drake chuckled as he carried me to the bedroom. "No worries, Red. I've got you."

And...there was more there, a whole big, shiny promise that I was terrified to unpack. 

He bent and lowered me to the bed, more gently than the last time he'd playfully flung me around. Jet hopped up next to us and made an inquisitive sound, tilting his head and watching with round yellow eyes. 

Drake laughed. "Sorry little guy, but I don't need any help right now."

I shooed the cat away, a little weirded out. That cat was not right. He gave me pathetic kitten eyes, then lifted his nose in the air and leaped off the bed, trotting out the door with his tail up like an offended exclamation mark. 

I shook my head. Drake poked me in the ribs to get my attention. "Focus, Red. I was teaching you a lesson."

I raised my eyebrows, trying not to let my face show how he was affecting my heart rate. "You were?"

He nodded, face gravely serious. "Yes. If I only wanted your energy, I could pull it from you from across the room. You're going to learn something here."

Then he set about undressing me, pausing to kiss every inch of skin he revealed, dragging his energy against my own in an echo, like skin sliding over skin. When we were both naked, he dodged my reach for him, slipping back to kneel on the floor by my feet. 

I wanted to die of embarrassment when he started in on my feet, stroking and kissing. He moved up my leg, slow and thorough. My whole body was probably bright red by the time his lips reached my knee. 

I tangled my hands in his soft brown curls, urging him to just get up here already, but he resisted, pulling away to worship my thighs, the ugly points of my hipbones, the little bump of my stomach. He lavished attention on my small breasts, on the freckles that decorated the area below my collar bone. His hard, perfect body slid against mine as he lowered himself down on top of me, still doing nothing more than touching. 

I ran my hands up the back of his thick thighs and across his perfect ass, clutching at his sculpted back as I tried to hurry him along, to get away from all the unbearable attention.

He murmured against the sensitive skin of my neck, nipping with his fangs but not breaking the skin. Then he met my eyes, his face only inches from mine. I tried to escape that intense stare, but his deep voice compelled me. "Look at me, Esper."

I swallowed hard, fighting the sudden prickle of tears in my eyes as he continued. "I know we haven't known each other long, but I love every bit of you I've seen so far. You have nothing to be shy about." 

I pressed my lips together. I couldn't do this. I couldn't handle having someone really see me. 

He pressed kisses to my forehead, my thick eyebrows, my square jaw, the smattering of freckles on the olive skin of my cheeks and the bridge of my nose. 

Then, finally, he covered my lips with his, soft at first, then demanding a response. Tears leaked from my eyes as I kissed him back, accepting what he was offering me, even if I felt like it would break me. 

Because there was no way someone would want me for me. Let alone for this to happen twice. First Toma, now this gorgeous, powerful man. I felt like believing him was only going to hurt later, when I realized it was all a cruel joke. But Powers That Be, how could I not take what he was offering. Because he felt like home—the home I'd never had before. 

Drake moved off to grab a condom and roll it on. Then he slid one hand down to grip my thigh, pulling my legs up and easing his thick cock into me in one slow, sure motion. I gasped and dug my blunt nails into his back, arching up into him as my world came apart, narrowed to this one feeling. The feeling of being wanted. Treasured. Possessed. 

And possessing back. I arched my hips up to meet him, clutching him tighter.

Drake growled at my sudden response, his motions becoming rougher. He rolled us, bringing me on top, his big hands squeezing my hips with bruising force as he lost control. His fangs had descended, and the sight sent a ripple of dangerous pleasure through me. 

For one glorious moment, I forgot to hate who I was. I felt powerful, like a goddess, with this creature pinned beneath me. I moved my hips, Drake's grip helping lift me up so far he nearly slid out, then slam back down with more force than I could on my own, burying him deep. When orgasm came, it shattered us both, dark power ricocheting between us like the echo of a thunderclap. 

The overwhelming emotion that swamped me like a wave in its wake was dizzying. He was right. This wasn't just about energy. This was something else entirely.

I sagged and Drake caught me, rolling to the side and wrapping his arms around me. "I've got you, Red," he whispered, squeezing me so tight it was hard to breathe, like he could hold me so close we'd become one person.

I didn't think I was the only one who just learned a lesson. 
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​Drake left late that night to go take care of something that he wouldn't tell me about. Vampire business, he said. I called bullshit, but he could be all mysterious if he wanted, I had other things on my mind. And he was a monster after all. I supposed he was entitled to some dark, brooding "me time."

It rained the rest of that day and into the next, the wind howling like a damned soul in purgatory. The temperamental weather reminded me of the warning we'd gotten from the black witch in town. She had said something about a storm and wolves. I shook off the nagging sense of doom that tried to rise up. I really didn't need any more weirdness in my life. It was just a storm, for fuck's sake. November in Michigan wasn't exactly a sunny time of year. 

With the gray day and the way my mind felt like it was about to short circuit from everything that had happened lately, I finally gave in and took an afternoon nap. Drake and Toma would probably come by later, and the vampire seemed to just get more energetic at night. I'd probably need the rest. 

Jet was still in a snit, as if he knew the trip to the vet yesterday had been about getting him neutered. He sniffed my hand disdainfully when I tried to pet him, but he did finally deign to curl up by my feet on the bed when I pulled my blankets up to my chin and drifted off. 

I dreamed of dead things. Which wasn't unusual for me. What was strange, was that all the dead things in my dreams were inhabited by something else. Sometimes it was a presence that begged for my help. And...sometimes it was a malignant force that tried to swallow my soul. 

Glowing yellow eyes appeared just as the malignant force reached for my essence, to pull my soul from my body. I jolted awake. 

Jet sat on my chest, his fierce purr rumbling through me, and his yellow eyes wide and glowing in the dimness of the room. 

"Fuck, cat," I said to the kitten, sucking in a deep breath of air and trying to calm my racing heart. "You scared the living shit out of me."
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