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| PART ONE |

THE BLOOD IS THE WIFE

London 2018


1.

They said there was a vampire on the Northern Line.

Nicole Sun, drenched from the sudden summer downpour, dripping a pool onto the carriage floor, had laughed when her friends warned her against taking an evening Tube home. Even now, as the train charged through tunnels, and the peanut-smelling underground rose in her nostrils, she almost laughed — a vampire would hardly want a soggy schoolgirl.

But her blood, she remembered, was still warm. And the man seated at the end of the carriage was still there, not looking her way, as if he wished she’d forget his presence.


Even if they weren’t the only two travellers, she’d have noticed him, in his black velvet jacket with the red piping, his shock of whi­te hair, his absolute stillness as the train rocked about them. He exuded a sense of unnatural calm, of—what was that her privileged girlfriends said of their need for yoga, for spas, their meditative “weekends of me” copied directly from their unhappy mothers?—mindfulness, that was it. He poured it into the carriage like a thin mist.


Nic rubbed her face, wet with rain. She wiped hands on her chequered skirt. Probably should be grateful for the storm, to cool her against the hellish heat of the Northern Line.


But she wondered now if she should’ve stayed at Jess’s, in Ennismore Gardens, a fortress, with the concierge, the rattling gated lift, and the lobby off the flat to hold unwanted visitors.


There was a puddle at her feet showing her reflection. She grimaced at her sodden hair, bangs limp around her throat.


The train charged into a station—Oval. Four more to home. She always found that funny. The red logo, unquestionably a circle, with its official stamp of proof denying that anything was wrong. Just another small indicator that the world was messed up. At least, that’s how she was seeing things, portents and signs in the minutiae of the day. The “Don’t Walk” figure cutting into walk time earlier than yesterday, the ticket machine requiring three swipes of her Oyster card to recognise her validity, her presentiment that the gap (Mind the Gap) was getting larger. The dapper gentleman in the old-fashioned jacket, minding his own business, not moving, sitting so still he might be dead.


No one entered their carriage. The doors whirred closed and clamped.

The train shunted into action and quickly passed into the next tunnel.

She closed her eyes, breathed deep, and sighed through her nose, removing anxiety, taking in calm. Then she coughed at an unpleasant odour—mothballs, and the sharp tang of rust.

When she opened her eyes, the elderly gentleman was sitting opposite.

She startled back in her seat, smacking her head on the window. As she rubbed her skull, he made a moue of sympathy.

‘I’m dreadfully sorry, my dear. I didn’t mean to startle you.’ His voice was deep and assured, with a foreign inflection. ‘I saw you alone, and... well... I worry about our young in these... perfidious times.’

‘I can look after myself, thanks, Grandpa.’

A thin smile teased from his lips. ‘You’ll catch your death,’ he said, glancing at the pool at her feet.

She scowled.

The carriage squeaked on its rails.

‘If you would allow me?’ he asked, magicking a large, white handkerchief from the air, which he offered her.

‘You a magician?’ Her eyes narrowed. Never trust a man who performed tricks.

‘Merely a little theatre, in the hope of a smile.’

To refuse him would be rude when all he’d suggested was kindness. And the rain was slick on her fringe. She blinked and took the handkerchief. She did not smile.

He let it unravel from between long fingers with finely manicured nails.

‘I’m inordinately fond of the theatre. It’s so... colourful. Far better the delights of fiction than the grim grey drudgery of the real world, don’t you think?’

She muttered something noncommittal, not wanting to be pulled into his act.

As Nic rubbed her head, she breathed in scents of camphor, dried roses, and dust. The white square was limp in seconds, much like her hair, which she smoothed down with both hands.

‘Thank you.’ She felt a little drier, and a little better.

She handed it back, but as the elderly man grasped, it fell to the floor, into the puddle.

‘Tsk, tsk,’ he murmured and in a swift lunge retrieved the handkerchief. Moments later, it was in his pocket.

Nic noticed the pool of water was gone, which made her pause. Surely the handkerchief couldn’t absorb that much liquid? She felt oddly naked without a reflection.

The gentleman reclined in the garish moquette. ‘There, that’s better, isn’t it?’ He steepled hands, then clacked nails.

Nic wasn’t certain it was better. She had a sudden realisation she might have given too much of herself to this man, who was, she thought, still a stranger, despite his friendliness. He’d eagerly snatched the handkerchief away, as if he wished to sniff it later in private, like some sick pervert.

But to shove off a sense of danger, she said, ‘Yes.’


The train screeched into another station—Clapham North. Two to home. Had she missed Stockwell? (Never. She waited for it, with the crude reminder of her Saturday job at Boots, and Mrs Linson’s tart, onetime declaration, “If we stock well, Miss Sun, we can survive an apocalypse.”) She blinked to clear her head.


Again, no one entered. Again, the doors, beeping, shut with a hard lock of safety, of imprisonment.

For your own good, she thought.

As the train started up, like a labouring animal dragging its meal home, the white-haired gentleman spoke.

‘I think,’ he said, his eyes grey, rushing clouds, ‘that you are most brave.’

‘Brave?’ Nic said. ‘To talk to you, you mean?’ She jutted her chin to show some courage.

He blinked, slowly, and a sudden sloth overcame her. ‘Not at all,’ he replied. ‘You should never talk to strangers.’ His lips twitched in amusement. ‘Unless they mean you well.’

There was a knowing in the gentleman’s eyes, as if he understood her reluctance to engage, and he relished the challenge.

‘I meant brave to walk about in these anxious, colourless, unprecedented times. Not knowing your future, insular and alone.’

‘I’m not alone. I have my family, my girlfriends.’

‘You live with them? You come home every day to a warm home?’

‘Well, no, I live alo...’ She faltered at the cat-like gleam in his gaze.

A susurrus rose in the carriage, like a thousand whispers from a thousand future stories. Wind from the rushing train slipped in through the open window, raising hackles. A shiver ran through her body.

She blinked, and he was seated beside her.

Nic started violently away, but he grasped her wrist. His thumb pressed into a vein, the radial artery, and her pulse thudded.

‘Please, don’t be frightened,’ he said and she found her heart slowing, her fear dulled.


The train chatter-racked chatter-racked down the line. Had she missed her station? She couldn’t recall the last. Surely the train must reach a station soon. She noticed the industry of bolts and rivets and steel flash by the windows.


The gentleman still held her wrist, and his thumb tapped out a rhythm. A numbness overcame her; her tongue touched the bottom of her mouth, spreading a sluggishness, and her eyes began to close.

His voice, when it came, was like submerging herself in a warm bath. ‘You see, I notice things, child. Such as the way you sit, feet together,’—even as he said it, she tried to part them—‘your shoulders back, and those eyes, those lovely grey eyes... cast down, but flickering, aware, catching everything in the corners.’ Nic willed herself to open her eyes, but the lids were so heavy.

‘You’re not the usual schoolgirl, are you?’

Despite the spell he’d cast, weighting her body to drop like an anchor at sea, she gave a clear answer. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m not.’

If the gentleman heard the iron in her tone, he ignored it.

‘Well, you’re fortunate, in that I like the unusual ones, too.’

From the corner of her drowsy eye, Nic saw him open his jaw wide. His eyes gleamed with pleasure. Then his mouth was hot on her neck.

For a moment, she was struck silent with sensations—the train rollicking them through the dark, lights dimming, then flaring; his teeth, digging.

Then the vampire gave a frustrated grunt.

His enlarged incisors were stuck, and he attempted to rip them free, pulling back in a vicious motion. Nic felt something tear at her neck.

She opened her eyes, clear and cold with judgement.

The elderly gentleman pulled pink rubber from his teeth, as if they were stubborn scraps of food. He peered at the offending items, then his gaze moved to Nicole.

‘I think my version of “unusual” might be slightly different to yours,’ she said, and reached up under her neck and peeled off her mask. ‘Probably more effective, too.’

He moved away from her.

She stood, dangling the mask by her fingers, a party store Nixon with tricky dick grin and hollow eyes.

She dropped the glamour she'd cast and with the removal of the façade, the schoolgirl Nicole Sun had faded, her story collapsing into mere déjà vu. In her place was a tall, striking, dark-haired woman. The lines on her face marked her in her thirties, eyes wary, her stance telling of battle-weary stories, and yet a willingness to always hold the line.

The vampire stared at this difficult prey. ‘What a pity. I much preferred the younger version. This...’ He looked her up and down, sneering at her dark clothes, her grimed duster coat. ‘... appears over-oaked.’

‘I’ll admit, I’m an acquired taste.’ She smirked. ‘But let’s not be strangers. I’m Ayesha, and you’re... the problem my boss wants neutralised.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘Supping on schoolgirls...’

The elderly gentleman cruelled a grin. ‘They don’t know how to say no.’

Disgust raged through her, and she dropped the mask to the floor. She reached back, and a hole opened in the air. From the fiction’s ether—seething with noise and hostile light—she drew her broadsword. The silver blade pointed at the vampire’s throat.

‘A duel?’ he asked, amused.

The train lurched around a bend, slammed the carriage straight. They each jerked in response, facing down one another.

‘Of course.’

‘To the death?’ His dark eyes glinted.

‘With my pleasure.’

And, finally, she allowed him a smile.

Ayesha Swanson shrugged off the remnants of Nicole Sun’s persona, the whispers of innocence, the shivers of fear that held together her facade. But she would’ve liked to keep the schoolgirl’s bravery. Not that she was timid in the face of a vampire—she’d seen far worse sights than the dandified monster before her—but impertinent courage strengthened her own.

Ayesha held her broadsword straight as a nocked arrow. To her, she’d already let fly, and the dance they’d perform was settling in the fissures of her brain. He was a vampire, a creature tied to the realm of fiction, and she, as a Storyteller, only had to pull, with her thoughts, any tale of night-dwellers, bloodsuckers, the cold, hungry undead from the Fictionsphere. Even scattered as it was by the handmaiden, Ophelia, Ayesha’s connection to its deep magic held. She only had to think, “What happens next?”

The elderly gentleman smirked at the tip of her sword. ‘Queensbury rules?’

‘Fuck that,’ she replied, and swung.

But he was no longer there, dispersed into mist, which came at her, clogging her nostrils, her throat. She gasped and swung wild, remembering to follow through to slice the space behind her. Satisfied by a hiss of pain.

Red spattered the floor, dripping a path. She followed it down the carriage, which bucked and slammed. The blood stopped midway to show an unmarked floor.

Ayesha narrowed her eyes and pulled, thinking, “What happens next?”


A thousand stories played behind her eyes. The damsel walking into danger, the unseen villain watching, so near, lingering on the promise of his kill. The cliché over-riding sense —“Behind you, behind you, behind you!”


She let her senses creep out into the carriage. He wasn’t behind her; her hackles rose on her neck. Her gaze flicked to the roof, searching for occlusions—nothing.

She bent to a knee and dabbed with a forefinger the nearest droplet of blood. It was cold and viscous. She brought it to her lips... and hesitated.

Then smeared it across her mouth.

Her lips bloomed with heat, like hot spice. Senses banged inside her head as if they were drums. She smelled the fusty tunnels, the rain in her clothes, the solvent in the dry-cleaned seat fabric. The smear of dog shit near the doors, transferred from a shoe; the electric charge of the train striding the metal.

A hint of dust, mothballs and... dried flowers. To her left.

Ayesha sneezed.

She stood, turning her sword toward the empty seat before her.

A drop of red hit the floor.

She blinked, and a shape coalesced from the moquette.

The bastard had been sitting there, mist invisible, waiting for her to find him.

Before she stabbed into the seat, wings assailed her.

She dropped her sword.

Stupid girl!

She grasped at nothing, at the hope of something... sudden leathered skin and bone and cartilage flapping in her fists.

Ayesha ripped, hearing a wounded screech. Threw the bat against the wall.

Breathing hard, she wiped blood from an eye and searched the carriage.

The vampire, returned to human form, sat askew in a nearby seat, breathing hard. As she watched, he reached for his right shoulder and wrenched. Bone clicked and reset.

‘Might we have a brief respite?’ She was set for a nod when he continued, ‘Before I do you in.’

His arrogance—why were all villains these days white, superior males?—made her clench teeth. She picked up her sword.

‘Are you on the ropes, old man?’

The vampire scowled.

Ayesha hadn’t planned it, had wanted an honest fight, but his disdain at her abilities incensed her. She planted her feet and raised her sword.

She cried out in an unbreakable command, ‘Aristotle Lucian!’


The air inside the carriage—how long had they been in the seething tunnels, where was the next station and sanctuary?—crackled with ozone. The world closed on her, drawing into her skin. ‘Sicherung Magie’, she cried, finishing the incantation.


Suddenly, the carriage filled with the noise of wings and squawks of displeasure. Her magpie breached into existence, and, crying his magic, settled on the tip of her sword.


In an instant, she changed. Her figure covered in armour, with pauldrons and greaves. Energy crackled around her weapon, and the magpie transformed, its feathers reshaped into a fierce Norse-style mask. She snatched it up as it fell.


As the divine metal settled across her face, she had the familiar sensation of safety and imprisonment. Black feathers sprouted from her back—a last flourish of defence.

Ayesha stood in the roiling air: a warrior in royal blue armour.


The vampire’s eyes blazed. ‘So, you are one of them. A binder of the golden threads. A word trickster.’ He straightened and stood, perfectly healed. ‘A Storyteller,’ he breathed, hunger in his tone.


‘What do you know of us?’

‘Oh, you’re a dying breed, most rare. I had a taste, once, just once, of a Storyteller.’ He smiled and tensed, and she prepared herself. ‘Blood as fine as a seared, rare steak.’

He charged her, and she withstood his attack, as his claws scraped her armour, as mist tried to infiltrate between the joins, as the bat flapped impotently at her mask. When he retreated, she brought her sword to bear.

But he danced away from every cut and thrust, leaping to the ceiling, somersaulting over her head, insolently tapping the tip of the blade.

As the train rushed interminably through the bowels of the Tube, the vampire faced her down the aisle of cheap seats. He brushed his jacket, and she noticed only now that it was not black, but the deepest red.

‘Well,’ he said, raising a white eyebrow, ‘we appear to be evenly matched. This could take some time.’

‘Not if you just stand still.’

He laughed, a hugely amused ‘HA’ that resounded in the carriage. ‘Oh, I like you.’

‘Can’t return the compliment, sorry.’

Ayesha stepped forward, one foot in front of the other, closing the gap—Mind the Gap—between them. Her sword drew an unwavering line to the gentleman’s throat; she enjoyed its wish to slit and rend. She walked its line.

The vampire was unworried as she gained ground, brushing down his lapels. ‘Have you never really considered what it’s like?’ His gaze jumped up and caught, reeling her in. ‘Another world, beside this one, but so far from it. Free from harm. Just the smallest price of blood to pay.’

The sword was a surety, its weight, its violent truth. ‘I’m perfectly happy in this world, thanks, old man.’

‘Are you?’

The armour was substantial on her shoulders but moved neatly with her skill. She had only to take three more steps to be on him.

But she stopped.

At the thoughts she’d been having of late, about Aimi, Emilia, and wondering if...

‘You’re a Storyteller. You can see all the ways, all the written paths.’ He reached into an inner pocket. ‘Is this the story you want to be in?’ He pulled free the white handkerchief, dangling it between forefinger and thumb. ‘If so...’ The gentleman offered the white square to her once again. ‘I see tears.’

‘You know nothing.’

She slashed, and he leapt backward, inspecting the ragged tear across his chest, cotton thread spilling.

‘Now you’re breaking my tailor’s heart.’ He snarled.

‘Enough of this,’ she said.

But as she ran him down, he did not dissipate into mist, nor transform into fell creatures. He grinned. And that made her want to rip his entitled, arrogant head off with her bare hands.

The train—finally, thank the Prometheans—roared into a station. Her peripheral vision flickered with interest, distracting her.

She was vaguely aware he’d thrown something to the floor, and she looked down—No, eyes on the prize!—to see something white, and then a puddle and then—

She slipped.

Crashed to the floor, her armour absorbing the pain, but a jolt passing through her still. Her mind coming back in exactly the moment that the train shunted to a stop. Throwing her back into her body.

When she looked up, the vampire peered over her. ‘Oh dear. It seems we’re in a comedy.’

Ayesha reeled; he’d conjured that pool from nowhere. It was impossible. She struggled to right herself.

‘Please don’t get up.’ He placed a leather boot on her chest. She barely noticed the pressure through the divine armour, but the gesture was enough to enrage her. ‘I’ve had quite enough physical activity for one day. I’m afraid it’s time to end this little game.’

Ayesha planted elbows on the floor, locked her arms, in readiness for a catapult upward. The gentleman saw her tense and pressed down, and suddenly she had the weight of him—his many days, filled with sins and pleasures; so much story to him he might put his foot through her chest.


He said two words, whispers in the close air: ‘Aufsperren magie.’


She almost laughed. That he was so conceited to believe he could wield the magic of Storytell—


And then her mask twitched.


It was impossible. Impossible! He was a monster, no—

The sound of wings erupted in the carriage—Aristotle Lucian freed from his cage. Armour faded from her limbs.

The vampire reached out in a flash and snatched the bird by its legs.

Ayesha pushed upward with all her strength. But the vampire was strong. And without the magpie, ripped from her like a stolen child, a weakness enveloped her body.

It flapped and struggled. He held it at bay and studied the bird, as if it were a specimen to be stuffed and displayed.

He turned to her, a cruel decision in his eyes.

‘Mo!’ she screamed.

It stopped the vampire, who frowned. ‘No? They never say “no”. Besides, you don’t even know what you’ll miss yet.’

The bird squawked, pecked, stabbed to the bone. With his free hand he grasped the beak to still the animal.

‘I’m really rather interested in how painfu—’

He grunted and paused. Let the magpie go. It escaped out the open window in a flurry of feathers and noise and vanished in a sharp blade of light.

The elderly gentleman inspected the fist protruding from his chest, gloved in red. His mouth worked but no sound came out.

Ayesha pushed, the weight gone from her, and stood. ‘You took your bloody time.’

The vampire was braced on the gore-flecked arm of a short, well-built Asian man, his eyes hidden behind granny glasses. ‘Sorry, bud, but I lost track.’ He grinned white teeth at the possibility of a joke. ‘Did you know there’s a dumpling place just outside this station? Xiaolongbao to die for.’

His fist dripped blood onto the floor.

Ayesha ignored her bodyguard’s irreverent humour and took a step toward the vampire.

But even as she glared, he fixed a malevolent gaze on her. ‘You think it’s that easy?’


‘No,’ she replied, and she enjoyed his wince at the word. ‘I think,’ and she reached for her fallen sword, glinting under a seat, ‘it’s this easy.’ The silver pointed true, wanting his throat.


But even as she prepared to lunge, she noticed the flesh around his wound knitting together. Mo made a noise of disgust—’Urgh!’—and tugged his arm free.

With a disappearing smile, the vampire evaporated into mist. She swung at the greenish colour, but it darted out the opening door.

‘Shit!’ she cried, and followed through her arc, slicing into fabric, revealing cheap foam.

Ayesha planted her sword and leaned on it, breathing hard.

The doors whirred, closing, until Mister Mo stepped between them, shoved an elbow backward into machinery, and they jammed into place. The train made a grunt of injury, but it didn’t move.

She looked at him, incongruous in his army cargo pants, Hawaiian shirt and flip-flops. The broadness of his shoulders, big enough to hold back a tsunami, yet how dainty his toes, with perfect, manicured nails, too fragile to hold him steady. How could a god appear so ridiculous and be so effective?

Mo’s expression became sheepish. ‘Well, I suppose that could’ve gone better, eh.’ He scowled, inspecting his fouled shirt. ‘I can put dry cleaning on expenses, can’t I, boss?’

Ayesha sighed and, with a gesture over her shoulder, as if she was sliding it into a scabbard, disappeared her sword back into the ether with a flare of light. ‘Clean yourself up. We don’t want anyone to notice this.’

He rubbed ineffectually at fabric.

She bent and carefully scraped blood into one of several vials she carried for emergencies. As she slipped it into an interior pocket of her duster coat, she spied her discarded mask.

As she stood, inspecting Nixon for residue, Mister Mo said, ‘Um, boss?’ She turned to look at him, but his attention was fixed over her shoulder. She spun about, and her mouth dropped.

Two rows in, a young man—black hair in a Goth style, skin smooth as eggshell, wide blue eyes vibrating—sat still. If Mo hadn’t seen him, she’d have not known he was there. Ayesha prided herself on her sensitivity of feeling, and yet she’d sensed nothing, not a hair stirring on her neck, during all the time she’d been in the carriage. He could not have come aboard during any stops.

She marched forward, mask swinging its grimace. ‘Who the fuck in Hades are you?’


There was something about the young man, thought Mo, with his wide, staring eyes, and his hunched shoulders, that invited sympathy. As a god, one of the Æsir to be exact, he was practically invulnerable—put an arm through his chest and he’d not be best pleased, but with several days’ rest he’d be as good as new (he’d lost count of the times he’d regrown his arms). Yet it was his sensitivity to vulnerabilities that, to put a fine point on it, made him work. Ayesha, though spiky, and prone to bouts of scalding temper when frustrated, was nevertheless broken more easily than him. Bonded to her as her bodyguard, he sensed keenly her doubt, her elation, her fear. They called to him when she was in danger, and he did not even need to close his eyes to find her.


As he gazed at the young man, a pang of recognition went through him, a sense of an outcast being confronted not by the angry woman before him, but by the charmless, bitter days of the world. The young man pushed his vulnerability out before him like a shield, as if he had no strength and could only hope for the kindness of strangers. Unfortunately, it washed over Ayesha like the spray of a diver.


‘Answer me,’ she squawked, anger bringing out her Swansea accent. ‘What are you doing here? Have you been here, I mean here,’ she spread hands to indicate the carriage, but only showed indignation with her upheld palms, ‘since Charing Cross?’


‘I didn’t,’ he started. ‘I wasn’t spyi—’

‘That wasn’t my question.’

‘I... um. I...’

‘What’s got you so nervous?’

His voice wobbled, and he swallowed another ‘Um’.

‘What did you see?’ Ayesha asked, bending at the waist to better glare at the young man.

‘Noth—’ He stopped as she growled.

Mo placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘Boss...’ She straightened and turned. ‘You’re scaring him,’ he said.

She blinked, and, breathing out, the rage of failure left her face. She sucked her teeth in an apology, though not for the stranger.

‘Be my guest,’ she said and, with a wave of her arm, gave him carte blanche with the suspect. She moved off toward the open doors, coat flapping behind her like wings.

He stood over the young man, who looked up with trepidation. Mo realised the boy was trembling. ‘Hey dude,’ he said, and got down on haunches, muscles finely balanced as a set of scales, unwavering. ‘Don’t mind her; she’s had a hard day’s night. She’s much nicer than she looks.’

The stranger’s eyes flicked over Mo’s colourful get-up. He glanced down at himself. ‘Me? I’m as nice as I look. No joke.’ He tried a smile, showing teeth, and slowly the boy’s mouth twitched. ‘You got a name?’

He sniffed and, with his chin raised, answered, ‘Lovett.’ He paused for a second, then giving himself to the moment, continued, ‘Strange. Lovett Strange.’

Mo inclined his head. ‘Strange?’

Blue eyes narrowed. ‘No joke.’

‘I’m Mo. Mister Mo to her,’ he knocked his head to where Ayesha prowled the platform, ‘though that’s a function, really. Mo, to my friends.’

‘Friends?’ he asked, his tone wary.

Mo brought up hands that had settled on his thighs, and, as he’d wished, the stran... Lovett’s expression widened, like a slow explosion, at Mo’s exquisite, still balance. He silently counted down from his right thumb to his left middle finger. ‘Got room for a few more friends. If you like, bud?’

Lovett’s scowl smoothed, his eyes losing suspicion.

Mo stood and reached out a hand.

But at the abrupt gesture, Lovett shied, pressing back into his seat.

Mo’s thousand-year-old heart dropped at his wished-for new friend’s fear. There was an unbearable pain in Lovett’s eyes, beyond the fright, as if he’d been alone for all the remembered days of his life, as if he’d forgotten the touch of another.

‘Please,’ Mo said.

Lovett watched him, or, rather, his hand for a moment. A deluge of emotions played over his face, but it settled on resignation. He folded his hand into Mo’s.

The sensation was instant and unexpected.


Wonder poured into him. Every emotion he’d experienced doubled and validated by Lovett’s touch—the despair of ostracism; the numb years of waste; the pleasure of usefulness. He felt what he’d never known before—kinship. He wanted to fold himself around Lovett, so no one could hurt him again; he would be the fleshly barrier into which the barbs of society stabbed. He would be the fortress that invading armies would crash against.


—and then he was breathing hard, prostrate on the hard metal floor.

Lovett stood over him.

Realisation soaked into Mo like a blanket. He’d have given his life for this stranger, but not of his own will. His bond of protection was somehow magnified by their grasp. And yet... the frisson of desire that coursed through him during those seconds was enough to excite him. To be so alive with another’s touch...

Lovett looked at him with distress. ‘I’m sorry, so sorry.’

Mo shook his head. ‘Not at all.’

‘We’re wasting time,’ said a hard female voice from beyond the window. ‘Have you got anything?’ There was a long-suffering expression on her face as she looked at him, refusing to ask why he was on the floor.

Mo winced at his boss’s interruption, looking only at Lovett, his new friend, who pulled back into himself.

‘I’ve got something,’ he replied, and sensed Ayesha preen with pleasure. He let the silence fill, listening to her elevated heartbeat, measuring her want, and only when she turned away did he speak. ‘She’s not your friend, and she’ll want something.’

It surprised him when Lovett answered, ‘I... I–I know...’ He swallowed. ‘I know how to find your vampire.’

Mo’s smile grew like a rising sun. He reached out a hand, steeling himself, and Lovett pulled him to his feet.


2.

Lovett took them back to the Albany, his body screaming all the way that this was a bad idea, that he shouldn’t let strangers into his sanctuary, that Lolly would seethe and ignore him for days. He fumbled the key several times, and only when Mister Mo placed a steadying hand on his shoulder (a brief frisson, as if he’d emerged from under a heavy blanket into bright summer sunshine) did it slip into the lock, and he could open the door.
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