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In a where and when not too dissimilar from our own...
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The guy who had been sitting opposite me since I had boarded the overnight train in Bucharest hadn’t stopped staring. Perhaps the word staring was something of an exaggeration but I had definitely noticed him on several occasions shooting me sideways glances. When I glanced back, he was quick to look away, out of the train carriage window and in the direction of the snow-capped mountains in the distance. I didn’t mind him checking me out. He was more than cute, with his dark eyes, black scruffy hair and stubble covered jawline. He wore a white shirt that was open at the throat, a black leather jacket and blue faded denims. 

I kept a travel blog about the steamy journeys I made across the world—and it wasn’t just the steam that poured from the old trains, which I travelled on that had made my blog so successful. Nor would my readers be particularly interested in the fact that I was traveling on the world famous steam train, The Scorpion Steam. People enjoyed reading about the steamy guys I met on my travels—just like the guy who had been sitting opposite me. And although we had both caught each other’s eye, any real conversation between us had been made impossible by the small girl and her mother who shared the train compartment with us. The little girl, who I suspected was no older than nine, had a small puppy with her. It was a dear little thing, with pointed ears, chocolate brown eyes and a stumpy tail. 

The pretty little girl with the puppy hadn’t stopped talking since the train had left Bucharest. And although she spoke fluent English, I couldn’t place her accent. Despite where she and her mother had boarded the train, neither spoke with an eastern European accent. It wasn’t French nor German, either. I had travelled much of the world, yet I couldn’t quite place her accent or make a guess as to where either the young girl or her mother orientated from. 

At first the girl’s chatter was about the cuteness of the puppy she cradled in her arms. She offered the pup to both me and the young guy sitting opposite me so that we might stroke it. But as the evening sky turned full dark outside and snow began to pelt the carriage windows, the girl’s conversation had turned to darker subjects. She was convinced that a shapeshifter prowled the Carpathian Mountains—the mountains that our train would pass through during the night. 

Her mother had corrected her young daughter and said that in fact it was the Vaser Valley where it was rumoured a shapeshifter roamed. I was startled that the young girl’s mother believed in such a ridiculous idea. Perhaps she was simply playing along with her daughter’s wild fantasy—encouraging her over active imagination. But what did it matter what the girl with the puppy and her mother believed. There was no such things as shapeshifters and even if there was, we were traveling on a steam train—traveling at speed through the mountains. We would be perfectly safe. And besides, I had more important things to think about—like the extraordinarily hot-looking guy who was sitting in the train carriage opposite me. 

As the girl continued to speak about the legendary shapeshifter who would board the train and slay us in our beds, I looked at the guy and rolled my eyes. He shot me a knowing smile and his dark eyes twinkled. Christ, he was good-looking. And traveling alone, which was more than an added bonus. We wouldn’t reach our destination until nine-thirty the next morning, so I still had more than twelve hours in the company of this guy. But I knew that any chance of further acquainting myself with him would be almost impossible if we remained in the carriage with the girl who dominated the conversation with talk of a shapeshifter—a shapeshifter she now claimed to be called Wolf-man Jack. Seriously? I had never heard of such a ridiculous thing. I was beginning to wonder if the girl’s mother had been letting her daughter watch too many horror films despite her young age. When my mother and father had been alive, they would have never let me watch such things at a similar age—I didn’t enjoy watching them now at the age of twenty-two—but perhaps watching movies about shapeshifters as a child was a thing wherever the girl and her mother came from. 

The guy sitting opposite me pulled a packet of cigarettes from his jacket pocket and lit one. I glanced up at the ‘No smoking’ sign attached to the compartment wall. He followed my stare, then with a shrug of his shoulders, as if he didn’t much care for the sign, he offered the packet to me.

“Want one?” he asked.

“No thanks,” I said, “I don’t smoke. And besides, this is a non-smoking compartment.”

He cocked an eyebrow at me. “You don’t like to break the rules? You’re a good girl are you?”  

“I’m good when it comes to not smoking,” I said, with a smile. “And I don’t like to be called, girl.”

“So what do you like to be called?” he asked, cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth and squinting through the rising smoke at me. 

Before I’d had the chance to answer, the woman spoke.

“Do you mind not smoking?” she said, waving away the smoke that was drifting in her direction. 

Without saying a word other than releasing a deep disgruntled sigh, the guy pulled down the compartment window. A howling gust of wind blew snow inside. 

“Please shut the window,” the woman complained, turning up the collar of her coat and placing a protective arm around the young girl. “We might very well catch a cold.” 

“Look, lady, you complained because I was smoking, now you’re bitching because I’m trying to put the damn thing out.” The guy scowled at her. He then snapped the window shut. 

The woman gave him a disdainful look before turning her attention back to the girl and the puppy again. The atmosphere in the compartment was now as frosty as the wind that had billowed through the open window. I tried to think of an excuse to make my leave and find another compartment to travel in—or perhaps I should simply return to my sleeping compartment and have an early night. But I couldn’t help but think it would be a shame to head to bed so early in the evening, especially as there was such an attractive fellow traveller. However, despite his obvious good looks, he did appear to be somewhat obnoxious and arrogant.

Before I’d had the chance to make my excuses and leave the compartment and find another carriage further along the train, the guy leaned forward, so our knees were touching and said, “I don’t know about you, but all this talk of shapeshifters is getting on my freaking nerves. I was wondering if you wanted to get out of here and grab some food in the dining car?” 

I searched his dark eyes and was unable not to notice the mischievous twinkle in them. It was a look I had seen in the eyes of many young guys I had briefly acquainted on my travels around the world. I knew at once that he was up for some carefree fun just as much as I was. Like me, he wanted to pass the overnight train journey not listening to childish stories about a shapeshifter called Wolf-man Jack or being scowled at because he dared to have a smoke.

With our knees still touching and not breaking his stare, I replied to his question. “Okay, then,” I said with a shrug as if it was of no real consequence whether I joined him for supper or not. Of course I wanted to.  

“Nice,” he smiled. “I booked a table for two for nine o’clock.”

“We’ve only just met. How did you know I would agree to join you?” I asked, taken aback by his over confidence. 

“I didn’t know you would join me,” he shrugged, the corners of his perfect lips curling up into a knowing smile.

“But you said...”

“I said, I’d booked a table for two,” he cut in. “I didn’t doubt when I booked my ticket that I wouldn’t find some suitable young woman who would be willing to join me for supper.”

Oh boy, this guy really was cocksure of himself. His over confidence knew no bounds it seemed. 

“Well?” he asked. “Are you gonna join me?” 

I didn’t doubt that he already knew my answer to his question. I glanced down at my wrist watch, then back at him. “Nine o’clock, you said. That gives me just enough time to return to my berth and freshen up.”

“Perfect,” he said. “And while you do that, I’ll have to sit and suffer more god-damn werewolf stories.” Then leaning in closer still, so that his cheek was brushing against mine, he whispered into my ear and added, “Perhaps the little girl knows a good vampire story, too.” 

His breath was cool against my ear and it gently tickled my flesh. His aftershave was intoxicating, sending a warm fuzzy feeling through me. He leaned away, sitting back in his seat once more. His dark and deliberately scruffy hair, framed his rugged face and firm jawline. He placed his strong-looking hands on the knees of the blue denims he wore. I momentarily imagined those rough hands touching my flesh—sinking down between my thighs...

“What’s your name?” I asked. 

“Is it important?” he asked right back.

“If we’re to spend the rest of the night together, it is, don’t you think?” I said as the girl continued to chatter away in the background about shapeshifters and Wolf-man Jack.

“I thought we were going to spend supper together, not the entire night,” he said, his almost black eyes searching mine.  

I ignored his comment. “So?”

“So what?” he asked right back.

“You still haven’t told me your name?”

“It’s Sean Potter,” he said. “But my friends just call me, Potter. And you are?” 

Now, I always hated giving my real name to the guys I met on my travels. I never had any intention of meeting up with any of them again. But more than that, I would go on to write on my blog for my followers to read everything that might or might not happen between us tonight. I used a pen name on my blog to hide my identity. Not because I was ashamed of the fun I had on the journeys I made, but because I would die of shame if any of my friends discovered what I got up to. I never gave my pen name to the men I met because I didn’t want them checking out my blog for fear of them trying to contact me at a later date. What happened on my travels, stayed on my travels and didn’t ever enter my real world or life. The young woman who had casual sex with men while traveling the world wasn’t the same young woman when she was at home. In that respect, I was a bit like a chameleon—a bit like a shapeshifter—like the creature the girl continued to chatter about.  
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