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        Vampire apocalypse? Check.

        Three mysterious hotties? Check.

        Prophecy about being the “chosen one”? That, too.

      

      

      Avery is more interested in keeping herself fed - and supplied with toilet paper - during the vampire apocalypse than she is in saving the world. But when three mysterious hotties show up and proclaim her to be the long lost descendent of a famous siren, Avery is thrust into the very adventure she didn’t know she needed.

      

      She didn’t want a quest. She didn’t want an entourage of preternatural beings—a vampire, a werewolf, and a faerie lord. And she certainly didn’t want to fall in love.

      

      It’s the end of the world...but what if the end of this one heralds the beginning of something new?

    

  


  
    
      Please note that this book has been written in British English and therefore uses British spellings and expressions.

      

      This is a reverse harem where Avery won’t have to choose between her love interests.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To toilet paper. We missed you.
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      I stared at the empty shelves while my bladder sang a ballad of woe. All the toilet paper was gone. Again. People were idiots. Having a stockpile of toilet paper in your house wouldn’t protect you from the vampire pandemic. An acute case of vampirism didn’t give you diarrhoea, either.

      My bladder, however, really needed its own fresh, clean roll of toilet paper. Sadly, it looked like a copy of the Mirror would have to do.

      I passed empty rows of where I’d usually find hand sanitiser and soap. Again, not something that stopped the vampire virus, or V-Virus, as it was now known.

      Humans didn’t deserve to have survived this long. Which was why we were now going extinct.

      "Sometimes I think we deserved this," a voice said from behind me.

      I spun around, my hand automatically going to the stake holstered at my belt. The brown-haired man standing there held up his hands in a posture to show he meant no harm, but I didn't relax my stance. Relaxing was what got people drained and dead – or worse – turned into vampires.

      He grinned when he saw the stake, and the grin made a dimple stand out in his cheek. With the deep blue eyes, the effect made him look like a charming rogue. "You know that wouldn't actually work on a vamp, right? Not unless you've got the muscles of Momoa and the speed of Usain Bolt."

      "I don't care," I said. "I won't ever go down without a fight."

      "Feisty," he said, flashing that dimple again. "I like it."

      “I don’t care,” I repeated, “...unless you have some toilet roll?”

      His gorgeous blue eyes flicked to my empty bag as if he expected me to be one of the nutters who’d emptied the store of most of its contents. “You could come to my place, I’ve got some there.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Are you trying to pick me up?”

      Lowering his voice and winking, he said, “Is it working?”

      I snorted and turned away. My bladder problem was getting ever more urgent.

      “Hey!” he called after me. “You lost something.”

      I should have kept on walking, but curiosity got the better of me. I looked back at him, just in time to see him thrust my stake into his own heart.

      "What...the..." I rushed forward as the man fell to the dingy linoleum of the store's floor. The grin on his face didn't change while black blood oozed from his wound. I stopped short of touching him. "You're...you're infected with the V-virus."

      "Not anymore," he said, coughing blood.

      "Someone help!" I called.

      A store employee came around the corner, all red hair, freckles, and adolescent awkwardness. "For the last time, no, all the toilet paper is gone and no, you can't – holy shit! What happened to him?"

      The man's legs were kicking out at odd angles.

      “Staked himself,” I said with surprising calm. “But he’s not dead.”

      “Told you…stakes don’t work,” the man coughed. “Not on everyone.”

      Black fluid ran down his chin, looking more like ink than blood. His body was twitching uncontrollably, but he seemed unwilling to lose consciousness. I kind of wished he would die. That would make my life so much easier. Stakes kill people when thrust into a beating heart. V-Virus or not. That was the rule. Stake equals death. Then why the fuck was he still breathing?

      The store guy was talking urgently on the phone, hopefully to call the Pandas—that’s what everyone called the Pandemic Guard nowadays—or at least an ambulance. I knew basic first aid, but that class hadn’t included anything on what to do with still-alive staking victims. Self-inflicted staking, for that matter. Stakicide?

      “Why?” I blurted.

      “Can’t…walk past a…pretty lady with…a stake.” He grinned at me, but he was definitely getting weaker. Blood was still pouring from his chest wound like a gory black spring.

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      “It would have…if you’d asked the right question.”

      "Pandas are on their way," the store employee said. His chin wobbled and his freckles stood out in stark relief against his pale skin. Poor kid. Probably wasn't more than fifteen. He shouldn't have to see this.

      The guy on the floor jumped up, pulling the stake from his chest. "The Pandas are coming? Guess that's my cue to leave, then." He reached out a hand. "Well, pretty lady? Are you coming, or what?"

      "Pardon?"

      None of this was making sense. He'd jumped to his feet more like a spry leopard and less like a dude coughing V-virus blood all over the linoleum. The wailing blare of the Pandas reached my ears, and the guy thrust his hand out a little further towards me.

      "Well?" he said again.

      I looked at my empty shopping bag. The need to pee was real. "Does wherever you're going have toilet paper?"

      "More than your little booty could ever desire."

      Avoiding his hand, I walked past him. "Okay, I'm in."

      “Boy, is there a back exit?” the man asked. If he was a man. He was definitely male, no doubt about that, but no normal human was able to walk around after being staked in the heart. Not even a vampire, as far as I knew.

      The shop assistant shakily pointed down an aisle, which was just as empty as the rest of the supermarket. I should have just stayed home and cut up some newspaper like everybody else.

      For someone mortally wounded, the man moved surprisingly fast. I had to jog to keep up with him.

      Just when the Pandas stormed into the shop on the other side of the building, we stepped through a fire exit and into the cool winter air.

      “Do you have a car?” I asked when the man looked around the parking lot as if he was searching for something.

      “No, I transform into a bat and fly.”

      “Really?”

      He grinned, blue eyes sparkling even in the dark night. There was that dimple again. “No. I’ve got my bike parked over there.”

      A helmet rested on the bike. He handed it to me and climbed on the seat. I held the helmet in my hands, feeling stupid.

      "Do you not know how a helmet works?" the man asked.

      "What are you?"

      He shook his head. "Helmet first. And you need a bathroom, right?"

      Yes, I did. But was that reason enough to follow a stranger and a possible vampire at that? I should go home. Run, a tiny voice inside of me shouted, but it was drowned out by the pressure in my bladder and the strange urge to find out more about this guy.

      Pulling on the helmet, I nodded. I didn't want to encourage him to drive fast on the bike, especially not with me on it, but if we didn't find a ladies room soon, the situation could become dire.

      I climbed on the seat behind him, feeling awkward at being so close to a stranger, and wrapped my arms uncertainly around his waist. He smelled like leather and bergamot, and I inhaled deeply.

      The engine roared to life and we sped off. The Pandas' lights were red, white, and blue strobes in the distance. The bike's seat rumbled beneath me, taking my mind off of my full bladder and distracting me with more pleasurable sensations in that general vicinity.

      Driving through London should have been hectic at this hour, seven in the evening on a Friday night. Yet the streets were mostly empty. A car drove past us, its horn blaring. The man driving the bike flipped off the other driver. Most cars, parked along the side of the road, looked completely abandoned, with windows broken, tires pulled off, gas tanks uncapped after being wrenched open for others to steal fuel from. Glass littered the sidewalks from all of the lower windows of the buildings after a series of lootings had taken place a year ago, at the very beginning of the Vandemic.

      Although some essential stores still operated, the city was in ruins.

      Welcome to the apocalypse.

      After a few minutes, my rescuer – kidnapper? – slowed the bike and we pulled into an alley. I looked around. Was this where I was going to die? It had been utterly stupid to go somewhere with this man. Or this...person. Being. Whatever he was.

      He pointed to a nondescript black door. "Our destination, milady."

      I practically leapt off the bike. He climbed off with the kind of fluid grace I could only dream of while I struggled with the buckles on the bike helmet.

      He flipped open a slender black box next to the door, revealing a keypad, then punched in a series of numbers. There was a faint beep, and he pulled open the door.

      As dingy and unremarkable as the alley had been, as imposing was the apartment we stepped into. Rich furnishings were arranged over a marble floor, and I felt my mouth fall open at the sight of an honest-to-goodness chandelier dangling from the high ceiling. But the entrance to this place had been in a dark alley. Who was this guy?

      “Bathroom is the second door on the left,” he said with a dry chuckle. “Unless you prefer to stare at my furniture?”

      I hurried off into his gleaming bathroom. I’d have been hard-pressed to find even a single grain of dust on the sparkling chrome faucets. And there was toilet paper. He hadn’t lied; an entire stack was waiting for me on a low cupboard. Relieving my bladder had never felt this good. I actually moaned.

      “Are you having fun in there?” the guy called from the other side of the door.

      Heat flushed my face as I finished up and washed my hands. Was there any way I could sneak out of here without having to face him?

      “I’ll make us some food,” he called out, moving away from the bathroom. “Do you like O Negative?”

      I yanked open the bathroom door to face him. "O Negative?"

      He turned around from where he stood at the kitchen counter, saw my face from across the living room area, and began to laugh.

      "Dick," I said. "You're a dick. Stop messing with me. I appreciate the use of your facilities, but I'll be going now."

      He eyed my canvas bag. "Do my eyes deceive me, or are you planning to walk away with a couple rolls of my toilet paper?"

      "I – " I didn't know what to say.

      "The least you can do, if you're hoping to rob me, is sit down and have some tea and biscuits." He winked, his blue eyes mischievous. "I'll save the O Neg for dessert."

      “Tea without blood?” I asked, just to make sure.

      “Do you want some blood? I can get us a fresh bottle from the cellar.”

      I shuddered at the thought. “No, thanks. I’m good. I’ll stick to water, if you don’t mind.”

      That would prevent him from slipping anything into my drink. I didn’t know the guy; I had to be careful. It was just a pity I hadn’t thought of that before I’d followed him to his apartment. And I hadn’t even been drunk.

      He poured me a glass of water and poured himself some delicious smelling tea. His cup was thin white porcelain with a golden rim. I bet it was expensive. I watched him take a sip. The expression of pleasure on his face when the liquid hit his taste buds was almost endearing. Which was totally not what I should have been thinking. He had a hole in his chest and black blood all over his fancy clothes. I should be running away screaming. Instead, I sniffed my water, just to make sure, and joined him at the kitchen table...which had a marble surface, obviously. The entire place reeked of money. No wonder he had that much toilet paper. Being this rich, he’d be able to buy whatever he wanted on the black market, unlike me.

      "So what’s your name, anyway?" I asked him.

      He hesitated.

      Frowning, I said, "Why are you hesitating? Just tell me. It's not a trick question."

      "You can call me Lysander," he said. "How about you? You look like a Priscilla."

      "What the hell is that supposed to mean?" I asked, feeling my frown deepen.

      “I knew a Priscilla once, about two centuries ago. She was gorgeous.”

      Did that mean that he thought I was gorgeous? …Wait a moment. Two centuries.

      “Aaaaaand the penny drops.” He flashed his dimple again. I was a sucker for dimples. “Figured it out yet?”

      “You weren’t infected by the V-Virus,” I said slowly. “That’s why the stake didn’t kill you.”

      “Bingo. And?”

      “And that means you were already a vampire before the Vandemic started.”

      “Correct.”

      “How? Was there a previous spread of the virus we don’t know about?”

      He laughed as if I’d made a joke. “No, my sweet A Positive. The virus only came into existence a year ago. The creatures it produces aren’t real vampires. They’re bad copies, copied again and again until only fragments of the original remain.” He spread his arms and gave me a wide smile. “Which is why none of them will ever be as sexy as me.”

      "How old are you, exactly?" I asked.

      "To be honest, I don't know exactly. But somewhere around two and a half centuries. Perhaps pushing three?"

      I set down my water glass. Not knowing what else to say, I blurted, "My name is Avery Bennett."

      He clicked his tongue. "I'll never understand this generation's preoccupation with using last names as first names."

      "Can you not make fun of my name, and get back to the business of being...what you are? What do you want with me, anyway?"

      The more I thought about it, the more I thought perhaps I should be making my exit sooner rather than later.

      "I need something from you," he said. I clutched my neck, and he scoffed. "Not that. I have plenty of willing partners to keep me fed, although my supply is dwindling. No, what I need is someone with your unique abilities."

      I thought over my skill set. Cross-stitching. Colourful swearing. Writing sexy fan fiction featuring the cast of Battlestar Galactica. What on earth could he be referring to?

      "I'm not quite sure what you're talking about," I admitted. "I don't have any special abilities. I don't even have a degree because they closed the university the week before our final exams. I'm nobody."

      Damn, it hurt to say those words. But I wasn't lying.

      "You'll see," he said while pouring himself some more tea. This time, he pulled a small hip flask from his pocket and poured a shot of dark liquid into the tea. Blood, it had to be. Yuck. Not that I was squeamish. I'd seen a lot of blood since the start of the outbreak. One of the first symptoms was vomiting up blood, lots of it. If you survived the blood loss, you turned into a vampire. If not...well, let's just say that I'd been to a lot of funerals. Until they stopped doing those and just carted off the bodies to unmarked mass graves.

      "No, I want to know it now," I protested. "Don't lead me on and then backtrack."

      "Oh sweetheart, you'd know if I was leading you on."

      I squirmed in my seat. His flirting was so straightforward, nothing like the bumbling pick-up lines thrown at me by guys my age. Not that there'd been a lot of that, lately, because the Vandemic had halted dating and social interaction. You know it's bad when horny university students aren't even getting it on.

      Trying to cover up my discomfort, I said, "Tell me what you want, or I'm walking out of here."

      He took a sip of his tea. When he set down the cup, the frail porcelain edge was stained with red. My stomach turned and I was suddenly glad I hadn't taken one of the biscuits set out on the table.

      "Your main asset – and please, forgive my untoward bluntness – is about you being entirely average."

      I sat back. Wow. Those words didn't feel good.

      "You look human and you haven't contracted the virus, which I would have to admit is above average on its own. But everything else about you speaks of mundane humanity. You're unremarkable, and that will help you stay alive."

      "Got it," I said, standing up. I didn't need to sit here and listen to this. I already knew I was average. My grades at uni had been good, and I'd been looking at postgrad courses. But I knew there was nothing remarkable about me. I didn't need this sex god with black blood stains on his shirt to tell me so.

      "Wait," he commanded, and something in his voice made me sit back down. "You didn't let me finish. You're unremarkable, which is remarkable because you're your aunt's niece."

      I stared at him in confusion. "I don't have an aunt."

      "Yes, you do."

      "No, I don't. Trust me, I'd know if one of my parents had a sister. I once did a family tree as a school project, five generations back, and I can assure you that I have neither an aunt nor a great-aunt. Most people in my family were single children."

      Lysander smiled indulgently. Or maybe patronisingly. He was starting to infuriate me. I should just grab my toilet paper and go.

      "You have an aunt. I met her. I even worked for her for a decade or so before she decided to retire. And I'm not surprised you never met her; she died before you were born."

      He had to be mistaken. "I'm sure my parents would have mentioned her if that had been the case."

      "I'm sure your father would have loved to talk about her, had he ever had the chance to get to know you."

      This was getting ridiculous. I got up, my chair screeching over the marble floor for dramatic effect. "My dad knew me very well; he raised me. I don't know what game you're playing, but I'm done."

      I'd made it nearly to the door when strong hands gripped my shoulders and spun me around. His scent of leather and bergamot filled my senses.

      His mouth was right there, and I felt a sharp tooth – a fang! – graze my neck.

      The Pandas would have to revive me, but not from any viral infection. My body was hot and feverish – not with the V-virus, but with desire.

      He pulled back slightly and looked at me, his deep blue eyes boring into mine. “You had an aunt, the man you call your father is not who you think, and Avery, your voice is worth more than your weight in toilet paper."

      "My voice?"

      He sighed, then inhaled deeply. His mouth was so close to my ear, I felt another ripple of heat against my skin.

      "Yes, your voice. Your aunt was a siren. Your birth father had the genes and passed them to you."

      "You obviously haven't heard me singing in the shower," I said with a harsh laugh.

      "Want to show me you singing in the shower now?" he asked.

      I pushed him away, immediately missing his embrace and immediately hating myself for that. "No. And I'm sorry to tell you, you have the wrong person. I'm obviously not who you think I am. Thank you for the water." I hesitated. "And thank you for the toilet paper. I'm taking it with me, because this was your mistake, not mine."

      "The only mistake here tonight would be you walking out my door. I need your voice, Avery."

      I thought of a certain Disney villain and had to swallow a burst of hysterical laughter.

      “I’m good at making mistakes,” I said. “It’s one of my best skills.”

      I thought of my ex, and the one before, and the one before him. Yes, mistakes were what I did for a living. Which was why I had to leave now, this instant.

      “Goodbye, Lysander,” I said and opened the door, expecting he’d do the decent thing and let go of me.

      But he didn’t. Instead, he pulled me into his arms and held me tightly. I gasped at the sensations coursing through my body as he leaned forward and nuzzled against my throat. His fangs sank into my neck.

      A burst of bliss raced through my veins before darkness took me.
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      In films, people usually start screaming hysterically when they realise they’ve been kidnapped. Not me, though. The last months had taken away any trace of hysteria I may have possessed. I’d become used to being in impossible circumstances.

      I sat up on a very comfy bed and surveyed my surroundings. I was in an opulent room with rich furnishings and a carpet that looked like it could swallow me whole. The windows were hidden behind long, blood-red curtains that let in barely any light.

      I got up and tiptoed towards the door. The moment of truth. Was I a prisoner or was the door unlocked? Voices stopped me. Lysander and another male, one with a voice like deep velvet that reminded me of those ruby curtains.

      “You’re sure she’s the one?” the man asked.

      A shiver ran through me. What could he mean by that? The one? The one what? I'd read enough fiction to recognise the trope. The special chosen fantasy person who can save the world. And what was it Lysander had said about me? I was supposed to be some kind of siren? Ha. Sirens sang ships onto rocks and like...ate the sailors or something. I eyed my arm doubtfully – consuming human flesh didn't appeal on any level.

      "If you saw her, Charles, you'd know."

      "Well, I fancy taking a peek, then," Mr Sexy Bedroom Voice said.

      "You should know – " Lysander began.

      The door opened so quickly, I had to jump out of the way.

      " – she's awake," Lysander finished.

      I stood face to face with one of the most attractive men I'd ever laid eyes on.

      He wasn't human, that much was for sure. Before the V-Virus, that would have shocked me. Now, I seemed strangely detached from reality. Yes, this guy had beautiful pointy ears and grey eyes that were just a tiny bit too big to be human, but none of that mattered because he was gorgeous. And I was utterly in love with him. I wanted him between my legs this very instant. Needed him. His hands all over my body. His cock buried inside me. I unbuttoned my blouse while walking towards him. I'd rip off his clothes and fuck him like an animal.

      "Charles!" Lysander snapped. "Stop it."

      And just like that, the spell was broken. I froze, very aware of my half-exposed breasts and my heavy breathing. What the fuck had just happened?

      "Apologise," Lysander said sharply.

      I glared at him through the open bedroom door. I wasn't going to say sorry for almost taking off my clothes. I hadn't been myself. The real me would never do such a thing. I wasn't good with nakedness. It made me feel vulnerable. My boyfriends usually had to sleep with me in the dark where I knew they couldn't see my naked body. So walking toward this strange man while unbuttoning my blouse was completely unlike me.

      "I'm sorry," Charles muttered, but the smile curving his lush lips told a different story. He didn't mean it in the slightest.

      I turned to glare at him instead. "What the fuck just happened?"

      He shrugged. Oh my, even that shrug was the most elegant shrug I'd ever seen. This guy was oozing perfection.

      "Apologise properly, before I remember that I love the taste of faerie lord blood," Lysander growled. His smile had disappeared and he actually looked furious now. Wow, the expression on his face made me want to pee myself and I wasn't even the subject of his anger.

      Charles rolled his eyes, not intimidated in the slightest, but he said, "I beg your forgiveness, mademoiselle, for my uncouth behaviour."

      Posh and hot. I'd stepped into a Jane Austen novel. Quickly, I buttoned up my blouse and willed my cheeks to cool.

      "Would you guys please tell me what's going on?" I asked. Now that I wasn't flooded with desire, I felt embarrassed and vulnerable.

      Lysander was next to me in an instant. He drew me against him in a sideways hug that should have put me off, but felt comforting and right.

      "I know this is strange for you, Avery," he said, "but Charles and I are going to take care of you while we navigate the next phase of your Awakening."

      "My Awakening?" I felt like a damned parrot.

      "Your transition to your true self has been thrown off course due to the Vandemic," Charles explained. "As a result, you're in danger of being left behind by your people as they journey to the Evermist. We're going to help you reach them. It's our duty and bond."

      I could only stare at him. Desire began to stir within me again. At the same time, I was starting to think I was surrounded by psychos.

      "Cut that shit out," I said.

      "He's not doing anything," Lysander said with a chuckle. "That's all you, love."

      "I'm not doing anything," I protested. "And I had my period two weeks ago, so I shouldn't feel like—"

      I stopped before I could say anything even more embarrassing. The attraction wasn't as strong this time, but still intense enough to make me squeeze my thighs together.

      "It's your siren nature responding to me," Charles said with a smirk. "And judging from your reaction, you're a strong siren indeed."

      "I'm not a siren," I protested weakly. "I'm as human as they come. You've had your entertainment, now let me go."

      "We can't," Lysander said with something like regret swinging in his voice. "You'd be in danger out there now."

      "I'm in no more danger than I was this morning. The world is dangerous, full of vampires, and generally sucks. I'm used to that."

      "You don't understand. You’re changing. I could sense it and so can others. Your Awakening is close and we need to make sure you’re safe."

      My head was beginning to hurt. "If this turns out to be a prank, I'm going to kill you. Slowly."

      Charles laughed. "I like her. She'll fit right in."

      "Into what?"

      The guys exchanged a look.

      "Later," Lysander said, not meeting my eyes. "For now, let's sit down and talk about your siren heritage."

      The sound of breaking glass reached my ears at the same time both men stood up straight.

      "Fuck," Charles said. "They're already here."

      I looked from him to Lysander. "Who? Who's here?"

      "Hunters. Come on, Avery." Charles gathered me to him. "It's time to run."

      He looked down at my shoes. "Someday, I'll see you in the sexiest footwear imaginable. But for now, I'm glad you're wearing those atrocities."

      I looked down at my trainers. They weren't name-brand, but they weren't ugly or anything.

      But there was no time to argue with him, because the sound of pounding footsteps came from down the hallway. Lysander grabbed a package sitting next to the back door and the two of them hustled me out of the house.

      A sleek car was waiting outside. It had to belong to Charles. Unlike Lysander's bike, this car didn't look fit for the apocalypse. How had he managed to not even get a single scratch in the finish? It was near to impossible to keep looters from stealing your tires, so for him to have a perfectly intact and gleaming car was like actual magic.

      "Get in," Lysander shouted and I realised I was just standing there, frozen.

      Too much was happening. I needed time to process it all. Stakicide, tea with blood, toilet paper, kidnapping, blouse unbuttoning...a freaking siren ancestor...this day was starting to feel like a crazed, drunk author had written it while on drugs. But it was real. I didn't doubt that. I wasn't dreaming.

      Charles ran back to me and grabbed my wrist, dragging me along with him. He pushed me into the car and I forced my body to move. My mind was strangely slow, as if my thoughts had to travel through something sticky.

      "Hey, Avery. Look at me."

      Charles's beautiful voice filtered through my hazy mind.

      "Lysander, something's wrong with her. Look at her eyes."

      "I can't, I'm driving. They're catching up fast."

      I touched the corners of my eyes. He'd said something was wrong with me. I knew he was right. Everything was so foggy. And now I was getting warm, hot almost. Like I'd been transported to a really sunny beach.

      I smiled and unbuttoned my blouse, ready to do some sun bathing.

      "Oh no, she's doing it again," Lysander groaned. "Avery, stop that."

      “Take her to Tarin’s place,” Charles said.

      “Why the ever-loving fuck would we do that?” Lysander asked.

      The car careened around a corner and my stomach felt twisty. More. I felt hungry and flushed. Was I on some kind of drug? It didn’t matter. I liked this feeling, whatever it was. Abandoning my blouse, I reached for Charles’s belt.

      “Oh, beautiful, you have no idea how much I want to do this,” he said, his voice a growl. “But not now, not like this.”

      His hands came over my wrists and he held my arms in place.

      “Kinky,” I said, then squirmed until I was in his lap.

      “Lysander. Take us to Tarin’s,” Charles said. “Now.”

      Lysander didn’t say anything. I glanced over my shoulder and saw his eyes in the rearview mirror. They widened at the sight of me on top of Charles.

      “Fuck, Charles,” he said. “Keep it in your pants.”

      “I’m trying. You try having her grind on you and – no, Avery. Gods above, you’re killing me.”

      I laughed.

      “Do something,” Lysander said. “I’m taking us to Tarin’s. But it’s at least ten minutes away.”

      “Fine. Hell. Sorry, Avery.” Charles began singing, a low, slow song that turned me on even more.

      Until my eyes began to close. I fought the impulse to sleep, blinking hard. Pressing my chest against Charles’s, I tried to match my lips against his. He moved his head at the last second, still singing that song. The words weren’t English, yet I could feel their meaning. Calm. Peace. Love.

      I didn't quite sleep. It was more of a trance, with me still aware of what was going on around me, but at the same time too tired to react to it. My body was heavy, my breathing slow. I was comfortable and happy. And a lot more relaxed than I had been in months. Or even years. My life hadn't been perfect even before the Vandemic started a year ago, and I'd never quite allowed myself to relax like this. To think. To let my thoughts drift without restrictions, letting them flow into parts of my mind I had never visited before.

      Something drew me to a dark, hidden spot at the edge of my consciousness. Had it always been there? If so, I'd never noticed it. It had the temptation of the forbidden, but at the same time, I knew that there'd be no return if I ventured any further.

      Curiosity killed the cat. Let's hope it didn't have a taste for Averys, too.

      I let my thoughts move towards the darkness. It was waiting for me. Calling me. Something important would happen once I reached it. I was sure of that.

      "Wakey, wakey, we're here."

      Lysander's voice was enough to pull me back from the hidden part of my mind, but not enough to quite lift the trance. My limbs were like jelly, unwilling to move no matter how hard I tried.

      His scent hit my nostrils moments before he lifted me from the car and into his arms. I was quite glad I was still in this weird comatose state. It gave me an excuse to simply enjoy his warmth without having to protest against being carried around like a child. And being pressed against a very hard, muscular chest. Were vampires made to be this hot? Was it some kind of evolutionary trick to make it easier for them to attract prey?

      A moment later, the darkness of the night was replaced with dull lamplight.

      “What the fuck is this?” a harsh male voice demanded.

      I had the sense of someone else approaching me, and I caught a whiff of orange and dark chocolate. And heat. So much heat. The warmth, combined with the scent of my favourite candy bar, was a heady concoction.

      “Yum,” I said.

      “Ha, nice,” the man said, sounding less harsh than before. “What’d you sing to her, Charles?”

      “Just something to relax her. I need you to send a driver out in my car,” Charles said. “Lead the hunters away.”

      “Tell me you didn’t bring them here.”

      “I didn’t bring them here. As long as you send someone out to lead them away.”

      The man cursed. Hanging with these guys was worse than listening to the local builders.

      I opened my eyes wider. The haze of my sleepiness was passing. Lysander gave no indication that my weight was a burden, but I was aware enough of him and my surroundings to think I should get down. I squirmed as a hint, but he held me tighter.

      “If you don’t mind,” I said.

      “I don’t.”

      His chest was the closest thing to my mouth, so I bit down.

      “Hey, ow!” He released me.

      “You’re not the only jerk who can bite people,” I said, giving him what I hoped was a beatific smile.

      Two people laughed.

      “She’s evil,” Lysander said, looking past me. There was something tense about his smile, but he was weird, so it may have just been his normal smile.

      I turned around. Charles stood by the wall, half in shadows and partly obscuring a painting that looked as if it had been created by an artist who had only two shades on his palette – black and grey.

      Another man stood in the room. He was probably the guy who smelled so good. He held a phone to his ear and spoke quietly. A dark scruff covered his jaw. His black hair curled around his ears and halfway down his neck. Although he wore a t-shirt and jeans, his muscular form made my mouth water.

      Then he turned to face me fully. His amber eyes rendered me speechless. I felt both evaluated and cherished at the same time.

      “Our mutual friends are heathens,” he said, pocketing his phone before stepping forward with his hand outstretched. “I’m Tarin.”

      When his fingers touched mine, my stomach did somersaults and my breath quickened. He smelled so damn good, but I could tell he didn’t like me. And yet my traitorous heart skipped several beats as I tried to subtly take in his rich scent once more.

      I let go of him suddenly, gasping. He met my eyes but his expression gave nothing away. Did he guess what I’d been thinking about him?

      “Okay, that’s enough, gentlemen. Let the poor girl breathe.” A woman stepped into the room. She looked about my age, but she dressed more professionally than I would have done, making her seem older.

      “My name is Tasha,” she said. “Let’s get you comfortable.”

      “I’d be more comfortable if I had some answers about what’s going on,” I said.

      “Of course.” Her brilliant green eyes took stock of the room and she looked at each of the men in turn. “I’m guessing they’ve told you nothing useful, so I’m just going to say it all. Ready?”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      “You’re a siren and you’ve been lost to us for several years. Your aunt hid your family well. We’re gathering all the preternaturals left in preparation to leave Earth and return to where our ancestors came from. Lysander found you and we’re hoping you can help us with something before we leave. And then you’ll come with us, away from the Vandemic and all the problems humans cause.”

      “I...wow. That’s…” I’d lost track after the first three words – you’re a siren. But I’d heard more, and my brain was rushing to catch up.

      “It’s a lot, I know,” she said. “My role here is to ensure your comfort and keep those brutes from acting like animals. Especially Tarin.”

      “Hey,” he said, amber eyes flashing with indignation.

      “Charles wasn’t much better,” Lysander said.

      Charles coughed, but it sounded very much like, “Arsehole.”

      Fatigue made my eyelids heavy, and while I wanted to know more about this something they needed help with, I also wanted to sleep. Or perhaps more accurately, I wanted to process all of this without being surrounded by three guys who made my heart pound and my skin feel tight and hot and my breasts feel heavy with want.

      “Bedtime,” Tasha said. “Now.”

      The guys groaned, but I shot her a grateful look and mouthed the words, “Thank you.”

      “Right this way, Avery,” she said, heels clicking as she went down a hall. Soft sconce lighting illuminated the path.

      “We were...we were trying to get away from someone,” I said. “Aren’t they going to reach us now?”

      “I believe one of our men lured them away. By the time the hunters realise you aren’t in the car, our people will have set a nice trap for them.”

      I nodded as if this made sense.

      My mind was getting ever more sluggish and I didn't have the energy to ask further questions.

      Tasha showed me to a small bedroom, just big enough for a single bed, a wardrobe, and a chair.

      "The bathroom is just opposite. You're the only one using it, so don't worry about one of the guys leaving their beard hair in the sink." She shuddered theatrically. "I hate it when they do that. It’s so inconsiderate."

      She looked at me as if I’d know what she was talking about, but I’d never dated anyone long enough to get annoyed about them shaving messily. I shrugged.

      "I'll grab you a towel and some other clothes to sleep in," Tasha said cheerily and danced out of the room.

      I lay down on the bed, not even bothering to take off my shoes. Showers and pyjamas were so overrated.
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