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For Beatrice, my moon-loving, earth-nurturing, take no sh*t friend.

Here’s your book. Sorry for the wait. I hope it was worth it.











  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        38
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        39
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        40
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        41
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        42
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43.
        
        43
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        44.
        
        44
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        45.
        
        45
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        46.
        
        46
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        47.
        
        47
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        48.
        
        48
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        49.
        
        49
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        50.
        
        50
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        51.
        
        51
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        52.
        
        52
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        53.
        
        53
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        54.
        
        54
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgments
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also By
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  

Chapter one
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Blake slept like the dead. Or was it a baby? Whichever, Tori studied the steady rise and fall of his chest; the sleep of a person untroubled by guilt.  

Her guilt had her twitchy and irritable as she slouched against the headboard, scowling at his stillness. Beyond the walls of their bedroom, October carried the promise of snow on its breath. She could smell the icy kiss, its beckoning whisper on the night air promising answers. But she couldn’t slip out in search of them, not again. Alexander’s disappearance should have been cause for celebration, not the concern urging her to sweep the perimeter of Cedar Copse for the countless time. 

The back of her skull beat an impatient rhythm against the wooden headboard. It produced a considerable thud, but Blake would need a stampede of wildebeest to stir him awake. “Are you asleep?” she tried all the same, thinking another round of love-making would occupy her mind. A poke to his shoulder yielded nothing but a stutter in his gentle snores. She’d tired him out. 

Despite the open window, stuffiness clogged the room. Tori flipped over her half of the duvet, freeing her thighs to cooler air. She should have knocked back a second bag of blood before bed. It would have soothed her enough to blanket niggling thoughts and lull her into a light doze.

Above the wardrobe, a fat spider claimed the corner. She peered at its shadowed nook, the repose of eight hairy legs annoying her further. Weren’t spiders nocturnal? Didn’t they do their weaving, trapping, and eating at night? Why did she have to be the only thing awake? 

She considered the idea while examining her nails. Genna had brought nail varnish home that afternoon, along with an assortment of make-up and hair accessories she wanted to try out before her birthday party. She’d tipped the contents of the bag onto the kitchen table, grimacing at Tori’s look of disbelief. ‘I went a little overboard,’ she admitted. The varnish had a matte finish. Both still undecided if they liked it, Tori splayed her fingers, wondering if a third coat would make a difference.

“Bloody hell.” 

She slapped the mattress in irritation. Blake didn’t budge. Why did she find it so damn difficult to lie still for eight hours? What was so awful about pressing herself to Blake’s warm, solid body while he slept? Why couldn’t her thoughts shut the hell up and grant her peace? 

Frosty air brushed her nakedness when she slipped out of bed and eased the window back on its hinges. The moon wasn’t due to peak for another week. Patiently waiting for its full splendour, Cedar Copse slumbered in peace. Tori loved the nights of a full moon the most. Blake would run for hours, leaving her free to indulge her own supernatural senses without guilt. He’d return wired, giddy, and insatiable. Those nights, she never laboured to fall asleep. But the others left her vampire nature whining like a spoilt child.

Beyond their lodge, night waited with smug patience. A fox picked its way along the lake’s edge, snuffling as it tracked a delicious scent. Keen amber eyes observed from above, a low whoo-whoo warning the surrounding creatures of the predator’s presence. She wondered for whom the owl hooted louder; her or the fox.

Tori leaned further out, closing her eyes to focus on a deliberate inhale.

For months, Alexander had fouled the air. He’d polluted her days, his scent even finding its way into Blake’s house as she hid from the sun. When she moved through the werewolves’ territory at night, he sometimes slid alongside, watching—waiting. For what, she didn’t know. The wolves to turn on her? For Blake to realise the foolishness of falling for a vampire? Or for Tori to have an epiphany and admit Alexander was her one and only? The idea made her snort. 

The wolves despised Alexander’s scrutiny. For a long time she had, too, but somewhere along the way, his stalking became background noise. Days would pass without a crack of twig or whisper of movement reminding her of his obsessiveness. When it did, she flicked it aside, disinterested. The others couldn’t. She’d seen Michael cock his head in Alexander’s pungent direction, not bothering to hide his disgust at the odour. She wondered how he hid his dislike of hers better, or why he didn’t snap at her to get rid of the lurker.

But two weeks ago, Tori woke one evening to discover Alexander had vanished. 

She’d paid little attention for the initial three days, knowing his routine would have him lurking again by the night of the fourth, but when a full week passed, she took her first pause. Curiosity poked halfway through the second week. Why had he left, and to where? Was he coming back, or had he finally accepted she belonged with the wolves and not him? 

Tori turned away from the temptation outside. Blake’s form bulked out his side of the bed. He’d spent the day working on fencing with Michael. Between his hard labour and her antics in the bedroom, nothing would rouse him from his coma. He wouldn’t notice if she left him for a while. As long as she returned before dawn, he’d sleep on, undisturbed by her fidgety restlessness. 

The owl burst into startled flight. Tori spun to taste for the danger, but it was only the hungry fox pawing the tree where the snowy bird had perched. Shame bit deeper. She hated the blaring silence of Alexander’s absence, loathed how she missed his noise, but most of all, despised herself for wanting the twisted order of her life returned. Grabbing the t-shirt Blake tugged off earlier, she vaulted out the window. 

Cedar Copse idled as Tori picked her way through the trees. Wildlife, greenery, and familiar pack scents drifted as silently as she, but with every search that tickled her nostrils or spiced her tongue, none hinted at Alexander’s return. She approached the lake, the water lazy and black as oil as it tongued the shale under her bare feet. The body of water changed after dark. The brilliance of its daytime sparkles mutated into something foreboding and deadly, its murky depths turning menacing. Watching it ripple, fear shivered through her. Tori hugged herself, peering beyond the lake’s boundary to where Michael’s land rolled upwards towards the mountains. 

Alexander’s absence left her afraid. She wished differently, but alone and unwatched by Blake, or anyone else for that matter, she surrendered to the admittance with a stifled sob. She loved Blake, adored Genna, treasured most moments of her new home in Cedar Copse, but Alexander’s lingering on the periphery of her world promised an out, a cracked door through which she could run. His wretched presence offered a waiting hand in case she needed to flee. And why? Because despite how she fought to pretend otherwise, every day she struggled to fit in a place where, as Alexander had so astutely reminded her, she didn’t truly belong. A vampire living with a wolf pack. Who was the greater fool to dare believe it might ever work—Blake or her? 

Although executed too many times already, Tori lapped the perimeter line of the pack land. She’d avoided the route for months, unwilling to grant Alexander a chance to speak, or even make eye contact. He’d tried. Sometimes, when the wind swirled in his favour, she’d catch whispers of his pleas. On a few occasions in Rochfort, he’d dared to follow closer; once too close, enough to make Blake turn and snarl. 

When she reached the spot from where he’d surveyed the most, Tori dropped to her hunkers and scooped up a handful of earth. An upward glance gave her an unobstructed view of Blake’s lodge. Alexander had cleared the surrounding vegetation; the branches and leaves snapped off to create a glassless window framing an uninterrupted scene. She studied her home as Alexander had, vision narrowing to where moths fluttered around the porch light, to the webs lacing the corner of the living room window, and then up, to their bedroom. Blake had made and fitted wooden shutters to protect her from daylight. They also hid her from Alexander’s surveillance; not a single chink offered a slice of the room behind. 

Tori lifted the dirt to her nose. Nothing of Alexander remained. Loamy earth, rotting vegetation, and lycan urine spiked the soil. The wolves didn’t want him coming back, and if he did, the ammonia stench was a not-so-subtle ‘piss off.’ 

She brushed her palms clean. Alexander’s departure didn’t mean he’d finally entrusted her to the wolves. He hadn’t surrendered—he didn’t know how. For him to have vanished meant something demanded his attention, and in the solitude of the quiet forest, Tori knew it was of dire urgency to have left her behind. 










  
  

Chapter two
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Tori had just begun to doze when Blake rolled over and slid his arm around her waist. Warm lips nuzzled her ear and neck, pulling her out of the first delicious slide into sleep.  

“You’re back,” he murmured against her cool skin.

Sleepiness vanished as her eyes flew open. “I disturbed you?”

“I woke up and you were gone,” he explained, tugging her closer. “Were you hungry?”

“No.” Tori nestled her shoulders into his chest. She loved how Blake could envelop her entirely with his broad form. “I couldn’t sleep.”

He buried his face in her hair, taking a moment to inhale her scent, but when he exhaled, it sounded more pained than pleasured. “He’ll be back, don’t worry.”

“Who?” she tried to sound nonchalant, but guilt cracked her sleepy voice.

“You know.”

She flipped over to face him. 

Blake brushed hair out of her eyes, spreading it across the pillow behind her in a russet fan. “I don’t get why, but him being gone is bothering you.”

“Because I don’t know what he’s up to.”

“Who cares what he’s up to? I’m just happy he and his whiff have gone, and I hope it stays that way.”

“My whiff is still here.” 

Blake kissed the tip of her nose. “Yours is a million times nicer.” 

“But it’s still Eau de Vampire.”

“It’s Eau de Tori, and a lot more palatable. Can we please not discuss He Who Stinks in our bed?”

“Fine,” Tori relented with a smile. “What do you want to discuss?”

“It’s not what I want to discuss.” Blake trailed the curve of her hip, walking two fingers into the dip of her waist before slipping them under the hem of the tee she’d left on after returning from the forest. “It’s what I want to do.” 

“And what would that be?”

He flipped her onto her back, settling the length of his body against hers. “That thing I did last night,” he said, his first kiss of the morning chasing all prickling thoughts away as his knee parted her legs. “I think I should do it again.”

“Only if I can do the other thing first,” she replied, gripping the curls at the back of his neck to take his kiss deeper. “But slower.”

Blake groaned approval. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Tori could sense Genna’s anxiety the second she burst through her front door and skidded to a stop on the polished hall floor. Heavy rain doused Cedar Copse, but not the persistent kind, more the sudden deluge kind that cleared in a flash to leave sun beaming down. Playing Russian Roulette with crisping sun was not how Tori fancied passing her Friday afternoon. Only two dozen last-minute errands needed running, she would have stayed indoors, catching up on the sleep she desperately needed. A week of combing the woods at night and staying awake during the day had finally caught up with her. 

As Tori emerged from under the protection of her sodden jacket, Genna appeared at the top of the stairs. “Thank God you’re here. I’m freaking out.”

“What’s wrong?” 

“The frickin’ chiller broke down last night. I’ve to inventory the damage and deal with the paperwork.”

Genna had booked the entire weekend off work, leaving the kitchen of the retirement home in capable hands, but faulty chillers obviously nullified her leave. Tori slung her jacket over the end of the stairs. “What can I do to help?”

“Compel me into being a calm, normal person.”

“You are a calm, normal person.”

“Compel me not to give a shit, then.”

“But then you wouldn’t be Genna.”

Genna threw up her hands. “Well, at least tell me which outfit to pick for tonight. I still can’t decide.”

“The black dress,” Tori climbed the stairs towards her. “And this,” she displayed her nails, “is a no. It’s too dull.”

“I agree. I prefer glossy.”

Tori followed Genna into her bedroom. The curtains had already been drawn, but Tori stayed to one side of the room, away from where aching eyes protested against muted light. 

“This is the last thing I need today,” Genna grumbled, sitting on the side of her bed to jam her feet into her shoes.

“So let me help. What can I do?”

Genna had hung Tori’s birthday gifts on the outer door of her wardrobe. Tori admired her preferred choice; a black silk dress. The moment she’d seen it in the boutique, she’d whipped it off the rail, knowing how stunning it would look with Genna’s dark colouring and bottle green eyes. Genna’s second option was an emerald jumpsuit with slits up to mid-thigh. The jumpsuit vibed with a night on the town; cocktails, dancing, and fun. Tonight, Genna had already warned, would be a little more demure, perfect for the classic understated elegance offered by the black dress.

“I need to place an order for the meat we’ve lost. Suzette’s already called the engineer, and they said the chiller will be fixed by lunch, but I have to wait for their report before I can notify the insurance company. Apparently,” she huffed, “only my signature will validate the forms.” 

Tori plonked herself on Genna’s dressing table stool. “Sucks being head chef, eh?”

Genna almost smiled. “Then I’ve the food to prepare, decorations to hang, wine and beer to—.”

“Where’s the list you had yesterday?”

Genna straightened up from tying her laces, blowing her fringe out of her eyes as she glanced around the room. “Um, probably in the kitchen.”

“Leave it to me. I’ll divide up what needs to be done. There are plenty of hands here to help. You sort out Willow Lodge and the spoiling meat situation.”

“Okay, that sounds like a plan.” Genna slapped her palms on her knees, but didn’t jump into action. “You know, a teeny tiny compulsion to make me believe I’m not stressed, and that tonight will go without a hitch, would be the best birthday present ever.”

“I’m too tired to compel anyone today,” Tori half-joked. “You’ll just have to make do with me telling you that there’s no need to get your knickers in a twist because the party will be perfect.”

“You think?”

“Yes. My vamp senses tell me it’ll be wonderful, so chill, go do some damage control, and I’ll sort out things here.”

“And tonight, we can get steaming drunk and forget all our problems?”

“Sure,” Tori laughed, knowing neither would happen. 


      [image: image-placeholder]In the time it took Michael to calm Genna further, kiss her goodbye and return to the kitchen, Tori had the list divided into three. She handed him his errands, and tucked hers and Blake’s into her back pocket. 

“Thanks,” Michael said, reading through his. “I should have this done by lunch.”

“If the sun stays out, I may need to swap things around.”

“Sure. Keep in touch and let me know.” 

Michael would normally duck out at that point, but instead, put an empty mug in front of her. “Where’s Blake?” he wondered, filling it with hot, delicious coffee. 

Tori savoured the aroma as it rushed her nostrils. Caffeine was just what she needed. “Showering, and he said he wanted to call in an order for more fencing wire.” 

Michael nodded approval as he rooted his travel mug out of the cupboard. Never one to mince words, she knew he’d be straight up with whatever had him enticing her to stay in the kitchen. 

“About tonight. Is there any chance Alexander will reappear?”

Tori swallowed the first caffeine hit. “Honestly, Michael, I don’t know.”

“I can’t have him stalking you with so many guests here. The other wolves won’t accept it like we do.”

“I know.”

“If there’s a retaliation, I can’t intervene.” 

“If he returns, I’ll talk to him myself.”

Unexpected guilt flashed as he poured his coffee. “No. I don’t expect you to engage with him. Blake and I will. I just wanted you to be aware that the current rules won’t apply tonight, and if he does show his face, he’ll be told as much.” 

Tori wrapped her palms around the mug. A shot of bourbon would turn it into the perfect beverage. “Okay. But, I think he’s gone, Michael. For good.”

A contradictory laugh snorted. “He’s not. He’ll be back.” With his mug filled he slapped the lid in place and headed for the hallway. “See you later.”

Tori folded herself over the counter with a quiet groan. She had no reason to believe Alexander would come back tonight, but could already sense a shitstorm brewing. His uncharacteristic disappearance didn’t trouble just her; others also wondered what had happened—Michael especially. His concerns rippled through the pack, the worry of how her ex-lover’s return might come with force, his patience finally snapped from waiting for Tori to surrender. Alexander would favour tonight for the showdown, too. It’d be the perfect backdrop; a pack of testy wolves unable to react in front of dozens of oblivious humans. He’d relish their frustration, rile them just for sport, all in view of the naive guests.

“Shit.”

The more she pictured it, the more it made sense. And she’d have to be the one to face him. After months of unblemished avoidance, she wouldn’t get away with delivering a simple request for him to leave, either. He’d want more, much more. Tori thumbed a bead of coffee from the rim of her mug, considering the idea of not attending Genna’s birthday party at all. Truth be told, innocent humans and crotchety wolves would benefit if she dawdled elsewhere for the evening. 

“Here you are.” Blake pushed through the kitchen door, curls still wet from his shower. “What’s the story?”

Tori straightened up, propping her chin on her hand as Blake helped himself to Michael’s coffee pot. “Genna’s been called into work—a complication with the meat chiller. We’re on party duty without her.”

“Not a problem.” Blake leaned in to kiss her before taking the stool at her side. When she handed him the list, he glanced through it and gave a shrug of acceptance. “That’s all doable. What’s on yours?”

“All the Branston stuff. I need to top up my pantry, so I may as well kill two birds with the one stone.”

“I checked the forecast. It’s to rain all day.” Taking her chin, he tipped her face up. “You look tired. Are you okay?”

“Nothing a few hours of sleep won’t fix.”

“If you were to actually sleep.” Irritation edged his tone. Blake added a spoon of sugar to his coffee, slow deliberation circling the teaspoon. 

Not wanting to find herself in another conversation about Alexander, Tori drank hers back, ignoring the scald. “I should go.”

“Did Michael talk to you?” he asked a little softer. 

“He did,” she slid from the stool, crossing over to the sink. “And if Alexander turns up, I’ll deal with him.”

“No, you won’t.”

Aware he’d whipped round to face her, Tori carried on with rinsing out her mug. “He’ll provoke the two of you into a death match.”

“Tori.”

“It’s fine, Blake, I’ll deal with it. I’m more than capable of speaking to Alexander.”

“Tori.”

His insistence made her turn. 

“I don’t want you talking to him,” he said. “I don’t want you anywhere near him.”

“What choice do I have? There’ll be dozens of humans here later. You really don’t want Alexander flexing in front of them. I’m the only person he’ll talk to.”

“Which is exactly what he wants—you know that, don’t you?”

Tori threw the tea towel aside. “All I know is that even when he isn’t here, Alexander still manages to piss everyone off.” 










  
  

Chapter three
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Branston bathed under a determined drizzle. Tori admired the burdened sky as she left the multi-story, helmet and list in hand. With Blake and Michael tending to the jobs requiring larger vehicles than hers, she had last-minute decorations to buy, a cake to pay for, taxis to book, and a dozen other errands that would have her criss-crossing the town for the afternoon. She couldn’t collect her blood bags until six-thirty, so any remaining time between then and completing Genna’s list, she’d spend at the movies where the only feature she intended watching was The Amazing Adventures of the Back of Tori’s Eyelids.  

All went smoothly until her buzzing phone woke her from a deep sleep in the theatre. When she squinted at the screen, Michael’s number flashed. 

“Please tell me you’re still in Branston,” he pleaded when she answered. 

“I am. Give me a minute, I’ll call you back.” She stumbled her way out of the empty row, disorientation tripping her feet. When she pushed through the doors, blinking against her return to wakefulness, crowds filled the foyer. Human-scented air rushed her. Tori shouldered through, glad fresh blood waited at the clinic as she swallowed against the burn. 

Outside, a queue had also formed on the street. In no humour for standing amongst a cacophony of thumping pulses, Tori ducked into the alley at the side of the building. The sickly sweet stink of buttered popcorn blasted from a vent above her head as she dialled Michael. “Hey, sorry. I couldn’t talk. What’s up?”

“I forgot to collect the gift voucher for Genna.” 

“Okay, from where?” 

“The salon she likes; Belles, is it?”

“That’s the far side of town.”

“Shit. I’m such an idiot. I forgot to pick it up yesterday.”

“It’s okay, hang on.” Tori checked the time. She had ten minutes before Genna’s favourite salon closed. “Can you call and tell them I’m on my way?”

“Yes, good idea. I’ll do it now.”

“It’s rush hour. If the traffic’s bad, I won’t make it for six.”

“I’ll tell them, just hurry, please.”

“I’m on the way.”

“Thanks, Tori.”

Tori shoved her phone in her pocket and zipped up her jacket. She stalled in the alley, considering which route across Branston would get her to Belle’s the quickest. “Damn it.” The clinic closed at six-thirty. She’d never make it back for her blood collection. “Tomorrow,” she decided. She wouldn’t have Genna missing out on a birthday present, and if things got bad enough before then, she could retreat up the mountains with a few bottles of bourbon. 

Night had settled while she’d been sleeping in the theatre. Rain had thinned, leaving a fine mist and a muggy breeze. A sullen puff gathered loose refuse from somewhere behind her, kicking it down the alley to tangle in her boots. A scent tumbled with it. Although she’d caught only the base notes—and amongst so many humans, likely she’d mistaken it for a similar cologne—she spun in its direction. 

The alley lay empty except for a scavenging rat scurrying near a dumpster. Besides the litter, she and the vermin were the only creatures in the darkness. “Now you’re hallucinating smells.” All the same, she hurried out to the busy street. 



The closed sign swung on Belle’s, but Tori’s knock brought Carol to the door. 

“Hey,” she smiled, recognising Tori from her visits with Genna. “You made it.”

“I’m so sorry for keeping you waiting. The traffic is crazy.”

“It’s fine.” Carol ushered her in, putting her butt to the door to close it behind them. “The voucher’s in the office out the back. You can nip in and grab it yourself while I cash up here.”

Tori followed Carol’s directions and found the small office through a hallway shielded by a beaded curtain. She nudged open the door, but instead of finding an envelope lying in wait, it hung in mid-air, grasped in a gloved hand. 

In the millisecond it took for her eyes to flick up, and her instinct to scream that she bolt, Alexander had already darted behind her to block the exit. 

“Please, I ask for only one minute.”

“Don’t you do this now.” Tori backed away from him, bumping into the edge of a chunky wooden desk. Something toppled to the floor. “I’ve played your damn game for the last six months, put up with your constant watching, and—.”

“Victoria, I need your help.”

“No.”

“Please,” he begged again, a visible tremor as he held Genna’s voucher out of her reach. 

Tori had neither seen nor heard such desperation since the night he’d packed her off to Lola’s coven for protection from the hunter. But then again, Alexander manipulated with adeptness. “Find someone else,” she darted for the envelope. 

He whipped it out of reach with ease, his coat tail flapping with the movement. “Please. One minute, Victoria. Just one minute.”

Tori weighed the situation. If she left without the voucher, Michael would be pissed with himself. It might also mean Alexander following her back to Cedar Copse, refusing to leave until he had his say. But if she did listen, it would give him a win, and she’d be damned if she let him worm his way into the lead after six months. 

“It’s Johann,” he said before she could decide. “He’s missing.”

Johann and missing did not belong in the same sentence. “Alexander—.”

“Victoria, please.”

“No. Whatever it is, no.”

“Please.” 

She’d lost her edge. Quicker than she could register, Alexander clamped her arm, firm, but without threat. The last time they’d stood so close, he’d kissed her. This time, the desperation in his touch differed. 

“He travelled to London a month ago. I haven’t heard from him in two weeks.” 

“So why are you here and not there?” 

“Because London isn’t safe.”

“Where is for you?” she snapped, careful not to meet his stare and invite compulsion. 

“The Call has been activated.”

The unexpected announcement popped her lips apart. Aware he now had her attention, Alexander released her. Tori eased to the far end of Carol’s messy desk, her heel catching against whatever had fallen. “The Hunters’ Call?”

“Yes.”

“What in the hell did Johann do?”

“He was there to rectify the situation.”

“So it’s other vampires?”

“Yes, a Scandinavian brood. It’s—it’s complicated, but I fear they’ve taken him.”

“How many?”

“Too many.”

Tori bit down, furious with herself for asking questions. She’d almost allowed him to suck her in. “Whatever. It’s not my business.” She gestured at the captive envelope. “Come on, Alexander. I have to go.”

“You’re the only one who can help. The hunters won’t harm you.”

“It’s the Walker hunters who swore me no harm,” she clarified, “no other line. If there’s a war kicking off in London, there’ll be dozens of hunters, many of whom will want my head as much as yours. I’m not getting caught up in that.”

“But I need—.”

“No. I owe you nothing, Alexander. I have a good life here, a great life. I’m not leaving these people to get involved in your mess.”

“Victoria—.”

“No, your time is up.”

Tori moved for the door, but he shifted to block her path again. She hadn’t mistaken the scent in the alley; this close, she could discern every individual ingredient of his cologne. Habitually dressed in a tailored suit, he looked and smelled obnoxiously good.

“You’re Johann’s only hope,” he pushed.

“I’m not. He has an army of recruits. Put them on his trail.”

“They can’t do what you can.”

“Look—I heard you out. Let me pass.”

The envelope lowered. Tori snatched it, reached around him, and grabbed for the handle. He had the advantage when it came to strength. As she wrenched the door open, she fully expected him to yank her back with a roar for her to obey. 

“My plane leaves Colton Airfield for London at eight o’clock tonight,” he said instead, remaining passive as she darted into the tiny hallway.

Lingering nail varnish and acetone fumes assaulted her nostrils. “Good for you. Have a wonderful flight.”

“I’ll wait until then, but no longer.”

“Wait as long as you want. I won’t be there.” 

Tori left the salon so fast she sent a stack of brochures flying. She was on her bike before the outer door slammed, a thick black skid of panic scarring the street in her wake. But he didn’t follow. As she tore through Branston, ignoring the horns blaring at her traffic violations, no backward glances revealed Alexander on her tail. 

Shaken, she waited until the outskirts of Rochfort before slowing. She needed to pull it together before returning to Cedar Copse. Blake would pick up on her jitters in a second, and the announcement of Alexander’s return would sour the night for everyone.

“You have your answer now,” she murmured, checking over her shoulder once more.

Alexander had abandoned his stalking for a damn good reason, but not one she could digest. How could Johann, the most dangerous, violent, and capable vampire she knew, be missing—and presumed captive? It beggared belief. 

Regardless, it was Alexander’s problem, not hers. But more importantly, it left him too distracted to visit Cedar Copse and stir trouble. Things were suddenly looking up. Her promise to Genna of a perfectly wonderful night, wasn’t so empty after all. 










  
  

Chapter four

[image: image-placeholder]




Tori rode into Cedar Copse with a clearer head and growing anticipation for Genna’s birthday celebrations. Numerous cars already occupied the grass out front, the coloured lights Blake had hung from the porch reflecting in the glass and chrome. The newest arrivals piled out of a red Ford, a gift-wrapped box and an enormous bouquet emerging with them. Tori recognised Tony Black; Genna’s uncle. His wife lay the flowers on the hood as she fixed her hair. “You look beautiful, sweetheart,” she heard him tell her.  

Music, chatter and laughter poured from the pack house. The party had already kicked off. Tori removed her helmet, bracing for the first whiff of human. Before joining the revellers, she needed to change. Branston’s sticky traffic clung to her clothes and hair, the noxious scent catching the back of her throat. Alexander also clutched, the memory of his grip slow to fade. She still couldn’t wrap her head around Johann’s disappearance—never mind the idea someone had potentially captured him. But overriding the entire playback, the panic she’d seen in Alexander’s eyes echoed the loudest. To see him so openly anxious had unnerved her. 

The rich aroma of mortals tickled for attention. It dragged her back to the present, and how she had a night of human company with a short blood supply and zero sleep with which to manage the feat. She cleared the burn away with a tight swallow. The hours ahead called for bourbon and dancing. She hoped the playlist had ‘80s tunes. 

Noise lifted and fell as the front door of the pack house opened. Michael welcomed Tony and his wife in, but then nudged by them to stride towards her, tension thudding his steps. 

“I got it,” she said, unzipping her jacket to retrieve the voucher. A trace of Alexander’s cologne lingered. She banished it with a discreet swipe of thumb. “And I sorted out the taxi for Genna’s mother. It’ll be half an hour later than Genna had wanted, but it was the only booking I could get.”

“Thanks.”

“No problem.” Tori held the envelope out further when Michael didn’t budge to take it. “Sounds like the party’s off to a good start,” she commented, searching his taut expression for a clue about whatever had firmly shoved a thorny stick up his ass. At least she could cross the appearance of Alexander off the list. He had an eight o’clock flight on his fancy jet to catch. 

“Tori.” Michael grasped the handlebar of her bike. “I, um, there’s something I . . .”

Or maybe he had come. Tori steeled herself for an account of fangs, claws, and injuries. Instinctively she peered towards the house, wanting to find Blake’s voice to ensure he wasn’t the reason for Michael’s sombreness. “What is it—what happened?”

Michael’s lips vanished in regret.

“Michael,” she pushed. “What happened? Is someone hurt? Is it Blake?”

“Blake is . . . fine.”

“Well then, what is it?” Tori moved to push by him and see for herself. 

“No—wait.”

The order bordering on a bark, coupled with the nervous look he flicked over his shoulder, stalled her. “Michael, what the hell is going on?” Damn Alexander. He’d made it here before her. How had she not sensed his stare from the shadowed tree line?

“I’m sorry.” Michael stepped beyond her, deliberately placing himself between her and the straightest route to the porch. “I really am, Tori. It’s um . . .”

“Spit it out, you’re scaring me.”

“There’s no easy way to say this.”

“Yes, there bloody well is. Use your words.”

“Genna’s friends, Tina and Shaun, they brought a girl with them, a girl from their college.”

“So?”

He threw a heavy gesture towards the sounds of merriment. “She, um, Emer is . . .”

“She’s what?”

“I’m sorry, Tori. But . . . as it turns out, she’s Blake’s . . . mate.”

Deafness detonated. 

Tori watched Michael’s mouth twist, studied his agitation as he gesticulated, but it was just a picture, a moving image devoid of sound. Dazed, her wide-eyed stare drifted towards the lodge. 

Silhouettes filled the downstairs windows, Blake’s possibly amongst them as he basked in the Universe’s gift. Was his mate’s hand already in his? Or his arm around her waist? Was he smiling down at her, and she up at him? ‘Yes’, a disconnected, emotionless part of her mind answered. ‘And as they spin in the wonder of their mate connection, they’re oblivious to the world outside their ecstatic bubble—yourself included.’

'Wait', she wanted to laugh at Michael, 'you’ve got it wrong, you idiot.' She’d only kissed Blake goodbye a few hours ago. They’d made love that morning, for goodness sake! How could such a monumental shift have taken place since then? 

“Tori.”

Michael’s grip brought sound rushing back with such ferocity, it rocked her on her feet. 

“He doesn’t know you’re here yet. I wanted you to know before, well, I thought it would be easier for you out here.”

Tori shuffled aside, working her throat to force up words. “Yeah, um—.”

“I’m so sorry. What can I do? How can I help?”

Why couldn’t she stop staring at the windows? Did she actually want to see the Disney moment happening inside? “I just—I need a minute to think.”

“Sure.”

“I should go—.” Home she was about to say, but the arrival of Blake’s mate had put a swift end to that. “I need to change, and think.”

“Do you want me to tell Blake you’re here?”

“No. Don’t say anything. I need a few moments to myself first.”

“Will I get Genna? She’s inside. I can—.”

Tori shot by him, not caring if human eyes tracked her inhuman speed across the grass and into Blake’s lodge.

Wrestling with shock, her surroundings spun as fast as her thoughts as she staggered into their bedroom. Once, only once, had they approached the ‘What If You Find Your Mate?’ conversation. Blake had assured with brilliant confidence it would never happen. Choosing to be a little more realistic in that moment, Tori had simply said three words; ‘a clean break.’ She remembered the slicing motion she’d made as Blake had gaped at her. 

‘That’s cold,’ he’d said.

‘No, it’s practical,’ she’d told him. ‘You think I’d want to hang around to watch you fall in love with someone else?’

He’d grinned then, caught her by the waist and pulled her down onto his lap. ‘I’ll only ever love you, Tori Walker.’

‘That’s what you say now. Just wait until your mate comes along.’

He’d silenced her with kisses, and she’d allowed him, because the idea of Blake meeting his mate had physically hurt. 

“A clean break.” Tori stared around the room. Nothing had altered, yet it already looked different, felt hostile. She was unwelcome here. The bed was no longer hers to lie in, make love on, fidget in for endless hours, or watch Blake sleep in while she threaded her little finger through his black curls. Her clothes filled the space meant for another’s, the drawers already silently reprimanding her disrespect for every second they held her possessions. 

Blake’s mate, Elaine, Emily—whatever her name was, would soon own this room, this house—and Blake. In fact, she already owned him. The moment their eyes met, unbreakable bonds chained them together forever. 

Scalding tears blurred the shutters he’d crafted especially for her as she continued to turn on the spot. Blake wasn’t next door with a girl who flirted for his attention. Tori had watched it happen many times; in the diner, at a bar, even when shopping for groceries. He’d always ignored the approaches, been unaware of the smiles and batting eyelashes, but this was different. The Universe had swathed him in true, undying, depthless love. Tori wouldn’t—and couldn’t—fight such an immeasurable force. They could spend weeks, slowly and painfully peeling themselves apart to soften the pain of separation, but it would only prolong the agony. They no longer belonged together. Fate had granted them a precious blink in time, but now Blake’s path had forked, leaving her alone. 

Tori swiped hot tears and wheeled for the wardrobe. A duffel lay folded up behind her boots. She tugged it free, shaking it open before grabbing jeans, tees, and hoodies off the shelves. She spun to the dresser, scooping out underwear, more tops, and with one encompassing sweep, her toiletries, perfume, and jewellery, the bottles and jars clacking dangerously as they tumbled into the mess. The bottom drawer spat out her precious photo album, a small diary, and a spare set of leathers. 

The duffel heaved. Tori shoved the contents down with a sob, ignoring the rip of machine-stitched leather as she yanked the zip closed. Metal teeth popped and a warning tear sounded. 

A tiny part of her wanted to take in this last moment, to pause for reflection before she left her and Blake’s bedroom, their lodge, and beautiful life in Cedar Copse. But a greater and far less stable side warned her to run. 

If Michael waited in the clearing, she didn’t know. She moved so fast, her bike was halfway to the boundary line before she’d even mounted it and started the engine. 

Tori tore away from Blake and Cedar Copse, never guessing a clean break could hurt with such magnitude. 








  
  

Chapter five
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When mania subsided enough to allow a modicum of awareness slip through, Tori pulled over. She was lost, both metaphorically and geographically. An unfamiliar horizon lay ahead, the silhouetted trees and roofs unrecognisable. She couldn’t recall if she’d turned left or right onto the main road from the pack land, or if she’d even travelled through Rochfort town itself. Whatever direction she’d taken, she now idled beside a strange ditch in an unknown place.  

Notifications announcing eight missed calls and fourteen text messages choked her phone screen. Tori swiped them aside, tapping on the maps app instead. East Creston, it told her; eighty miles beyond Rochfort. How hard had she pushed her bike to get this far so fast? She shrank the map, scouring for a familiar place to hide out, but the offered choices roused a burning lump of sorrow. Chesterfield, Branston, Hartstown; all locations stuffed with reminders of Blake. 

“Shit.” Tori blinked blurring eyes dry. She needed somewhere recognisable but Blake-free. A strange town would be her undoing right now. She’d learned that the hard way when Alexander had cut her loose. She survived better in places she knew; streets she could navigate for hotels, alcohol, and blood. Alien terrain would compound the loneliness already gnawing at her marrow, and such profound hurt tended to flip her crazy switch. 

With shaking fingers, she widened her search. She just needed one place, a town with a room where she could curl into a ball and sob. Once she got her wits about her, she’d make a firmer plan. A fat tear hit the middle of the screen as she searched. Had Blake figured out she’d fled yet? Or was he so utterly caught up in the rush of his mate he hadn’t even thought of her? Maybe they were still wrapped in each other, dancing in slow circles, ignorant to the world around them. 

“Shut up, Tori.” She had to bury those thoughts and images, at least until she found sanctuary. Otherwise, she’d never make it off this damned winding road to nowhere. 

A familiar name slid under her finger. Tori dragged it back into view and zoomed in: Colton. Her position pulsed as a blue dot on the map, and thirty-three miles west of it, lay the airfield Alexander had mentioned. In seventeen minutes, his jet would leave for London.

Tori twisted to face its direction. Colton wasn’t visible on the dark skyline, but if she kept a steady speed of one hundred and twenty miles an hour, it would be in sixteen minutes and thirty seconds. London, she knew. And while it held memories of Blake, the city cradled too vast an acreage for recollections of their time there to occupy every street. It was also far enough removed from Cedar Copse to give her breathing space—and more than ample crying space.


      [image: image-placeholder]She peeled into Colton Airfield with seconds to spare. Alexander had waited, as promised. His plane sat on the tarmac, blocs already tugged away, engines screaming with impatience. Filling the arch of the open doorway, his coat tails fluttered in the breeze. The steps had already begun to rise, but on his sharp command, juddered to a halt. He ignored their slow unfolding and re-descent. Instead, he leapt clear of the fuselage, landing neatly as she pulled her bike to a stop. 

Tori tugged her helmet off as he approached. “Two conditions,” she called out before he could speak. “I’ll come with you on two conditions.”

“Anything, Victoria.” Dressed for travel, he wore tailored black trousers, an elegant charcoal shirt, but the same dove-grey overcoat of earlier. Buffeted by his speed, his scent reached her before he could; cologne, natural musk, expensive fabrics, and the faintest tang of fragrant blood washed over her. When he seized her handlebar as Michael had, Alexander’s expression strained with hope, not regret. 

“One, my bike goes on that plane.”

“Done.”

“And two; you don’t speak a single word to me for the next twenty-four hours.”

He accepted her conditions and helmet in silence. Tori dismounted. She crossed the tarmac, hugging herself against the growing ache consuming her being. Sprinting up the steps, she ducked inside the jet, moving to the very rear. As she curled into a generously padded seat, a gentle shudder announced her bike being loaded. Tears threatened, but she pinched them away, turning her back to the aisle as she drew her knees to her chest. She wouldn’t lose a single tear, not yet, not when trapped on a plane where Alexander could offer opinions and a satisfied ‘I told you so’. 

The outer door sealed with a suck of air. Tori buried herself deeper, tugging her jacket collar over her face. She wanted oblivion, sweet, numb nothingness. Emotion hammered, demanding entrance, but she couldn’t allow it inside—not in such a confined place where the only humans present captained Alexander’s jet. 

A gentle tap nudged her arm. She lifted her head and a bottle of bourbon swung into her eye-line. When she blinked up, Alexander towered over her. He indicated she take the offering with a tip of chin. Tori snatched for it, clutching it possessively until he disappeared. 

Welcome, blessed, sweet oblivion, she rejoiced. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Halfway through the third bottle, Victoria succumbed to the alcohol. Her head rolled against the seat, a final struggle to lift the rim to her lips failing. When it slid from between her fingers, Alexander caught the bottle before it hit the carpet. 

Standing over her, he screwed the cap in place, finally free to look upon his darling girl.

Shrouded in a haze of liquor, torment had lifted. Coaxing tousled locks aside, he exposed her face to study its serenity; pink lips barely parted, lashes slumbering on pale, flawless skin, and brows softened in surrender. But for the sorrow still beading her eyelashes, he would have thought her in perfect peace. 

Curled up tight, she had wished to hide from her pain, from him, too, but her hurt had assaulted his senses so acutely the leather armrest of his seat bore gouges from his struggle. Although her respite would be brief, for now, as he traced the sweep of her jaw, she drifted in numbness, released from anguish. Alexander extricated damp curls from the collar of her jacket, admiring the copper tones as they slid through his pale fingers. But salty tears left the strands brittle between his touch, and the tactile proof of her distress abruptly twisted his softness into fury. 

The wolves had done this to his Victoria. She had chosen them over him, her proclamation of a life she preferred, filled with people she adored, now shattered. He had known the love affair wouldn’t last. Blake Creedon certainly held enough affection and fascination for Victoria to never land hurt upon her, but the others—Michael Vincent especially—their tolerance ran at a far shallower depth. When he learned who had crushed her with such carelessness, he would return the horror. 

Alexander settled opposite her, pouring himself a generous measure of the liquor. They would land in less than two hours. With the amount of alcohol coursing her veins, Victoria would not surface before then. The knowledge offered little solace. She had needed nothing more than passage, and once sober, he feared for how quickly she would flee London. His company wasn’t something she craved—not yet, and it could take tedious months, maybe even years, before it might happen. 

He studied her as he sipped, pausing only to grimace at the liquor and wonder how she could prefer it to the complexities of wine. Victoria would be quarrelsome and stubborn upon waking, itching for a fight. But as she’d demanded twenty-four hours of silence, she’d have to find another with whom to spar.

Alexander raised his glass to her. “My darling girl, here, where you belong, at last.” 


      [image: image-placeholder]London City sparkled under a clear October sky. As the pilot announced their final approach, Alexander slid his coat on while watching the glistening ribbon of the Thames through the window. They met ground with a slight bump, the smooth landing leaving Victoria undisturbed. The pilot taxied along the runway, taking the small jet to a far corner of the airfield where a hangar waited. With precise movement, the plane rolled out of sunlight. Only when the hangar doors shuddered closed and the interior dimmed to a muted light, did the cabin door hiss its release. 

Alexander bent over Victoria’s sleeping form. Her eyelashes remained still when he whispered her name. Mindful to keep his movements fluid, he scooped her into his arms. She didn’t stir as he carried her off the plane, down the narrow steps, and across to the waiting car. Cradled in his arms, he cupped her head to his chest as he eased himself through the door and into the rear seat. 

Alone in the confines of the dark interior, he finally bowed to inhale.

Victoria carried the appalling odour of wolf, the musty tones layered with mildewed earth and wet fur. But beneath the unpleasantness lingered her unique perfume; the delicate simplicity of soap, sweet notes of lilac, and the heady resonance of her velvety blood. A thousand years among the dogs couldn’t overpower the scent. He knew it better than she. 

The car pulled away from the hangar. Alexander closed his eyes, cherishing the coolness of her skin against his. Draped across his lap, her forehead rested against his neck. The easy weight of her petite body felt painfully familiar. He had dreamt of this; the curve of hip under his palm, the swell of breast against his chest, the softness of her buttocks on his thighs. Yet her stillness was foreign. 

Victoria had loved him passionately. When alone, her hands would explore; nails feathering his skin, tracing cords of muscle and planes of bone. Her lips would constantly seek a taste, tongue soft when it teased. They spent days at a time tangled in each other, their thirst for the high of lovemaking insatiable. If Victoria awoke now, she would not nuzzle deeper or trail fingers below his stomach as she whispered her wants. No. She would leap clear, enraged, disgusted. 

Alexander brushed her forehead with a tender kiss. A lingering reminder of the wolf made him grimace, but just like Blake Creedon’s vain promises of a fairytale life, the fetid scent would soon vanish.










  
  

Chapter six
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A bump to the side of her head roused Tori. No longer curled into a comfortable seat on the jet, she found herself inside a car, skull lolling against a tinted window as the vehicle navigated the downward loops of a multi-storey car park. Alexander sat across from her, attention on his phone, fingers blurring as he typed.  

Staleness coated her tongue. She could remember spinning the cap off the third bottle of bourbon, but couldn’t recall if she’d made it to the bottom. It had served her well. A vast ocean now separated her continent from Blake’s. Distance achieved. 

She straightened up, head woozy as she tugged her jacket into place and crossed her legs. Alcohol fumes filled the interior. She reeked. 

The car slowed to a stop. Alexander put his phone away, and without acknowledging her, slipped out. She followed, hurrying to catch up as he strode towards an elevator and punched a code into the keypad. 

They rode to the top floor in silence. Alexander kept his back to her, and once the doors slid open, walked ahead, leading her onto a dimly lit corridor. New carpet lay underfoot. Fresh paint and varnish soured the air. She recognised the signs; he intended to stay for a while. 

Tori considered her options as panelled double doors approached. Right now, she needed a shower, clean clothes, and fresh blood. All three waited inside Alexander’s residence. After, London was hers for the taking. She could roam to whichever corner appealed, and from there, decide whether she felt broken, numb or murderous. 

“Welcome home, sir.” 

“Good evening. Any messages, Guy?”

“Nothing, sir.”

Tori stepped into a spacious circular hallway, swathed in soothing neutral colours. Black-and-white tiles formed a mosaic pattern beneath her boots, the rippling effect not helping her aching eyes. To her left, the curved wall held four doors. Straight ahead, a steel and marble staircase rose, disappearing around a bend, while to her right, the space flowed into an enormous living area. 

Alexander’s penthouse granted an impressive view of London. Sinking sun threw a peach farewell parade, rimming the clouds with brilliant gold. After hiding behind curtained windows in Cedar Copse, the protection of tempered glass presented her with a vibrant and safe evening display that almost rooted her to the spot. 

Alexander handed over his coat and briefcase, ignoring her with proficiency as he wandered into the living area. She smirked at his retreat. It had to be killing him. She knew he had questions, comments, and opinions, but he wouldn’t break their agreement, no matter how hard he had to bite his tongue.

“Miss Walker; your room.”

The young man dressed in loose linen trousers and a tunic, indicated the door closest to the foot of the stairs. He reminded her of the staff with which Alexander had furnished the Royal Tripura Castle in Shillong, India, where they’d briefly stayed in the mid ‘20s. Unforgiving sun had left him short-tempered and insufferable, and what little else Tori remembered of the holiday comprised a journey home that took longer than the time they’d spent hiding out in the opulent residence. 

Aware the upstairs belonged solely to Alexander, Tori wondered if he’d purposely located her closest to his suite. It didn’t matter; she wouldn’t be staying. 

Guy bobbed his head as she stepped inside. “Your luggage shall arrive soon, Miss Walker.”

“Thank you.”

A tasteful eye had decorated the room in creamy coffee tones and dark wood. A queen canopy bed beckoned. Layered in silks and lace, the pale hues worked in perfect contrast to the walnut furnishings and customary Persian rugs scattered around the floor. “Bloody hell,” she whispered. The entire room was calming, plush, and way too familiar. “Typical Alexander.” 

Tori shoved a tasselled cushion aside and fell flat across the bed. Hooking one leg towards her chest, she unlaced her boot and toed it off. It landed with a thud, its partner following. She flexed her ankles, then tugged up the neck of her t-shirt and sniffed. Travel and misery clung, along with a sudden growing sense of having acted a little too rashly. She’d fled halfway across the world and now ensconced in Alexander’s fancy apartment, he expected her help with the mysterious Johann situation. “Shower,” she told herself. Her brain had insufficient capacity for anything else. 


      [image: image-placeholder]When she emerged from the bathroom, her duffel lay on the floor by the bed. Propped on top, her helmet with the keys to her bike nestled inside. “Welcome to London, baby. I hope you like it here,” she murmured. “But it’s not Cedar Copse, that I can tell you.”

Guy had also left a glass of blood on the dresser. She placed her helmet beside it, eyeing up the offering. Alexander wholly disapproved of blood bags. ‘We dine from the vein, Victoria,’ she mouthed, picking up the crystal highball. It took everything she had not to moan in pleasure as fresh, warm blood washed through her being. House staff, it appeared, included feeders, those Alexander had tested and deemed worthy of supplying him with blood. Straight from vein to glass, it still held the donor’s body temperature. Tori drank directly when she could, but for many months had fed from blood bags. Although her mouth watered for more, she left two inches of sweet perfection. She wouldn’t give Alexander the satisfaction of draining it dry. 

Her clumsy packing had broken the zipper on the duffel. Bent and missing teeth jammed the slider, leaving her no choice but to rip it apart to get her clothes. She didn’t unpack. Instead, she pulled out a fresh outfit and returned the bag to the floor, where she kicked it under the bed. Despite what he assumed, travelling with Alexander hadn’t come with a promise to assist with Johann’s mess. Tonight she would explore and find her own place to stay. Whatever chaos Johann had created, it was his brother’s business to sort out. 

Wrapped in thick towels, Tori contemplated her next move as she savoured the luxurious bed. She couldn’t lounge around the apartment; that was a given, so London’s streets were her only option. She needed to let people know where she was too, just in case Alexander’s plan involved compulsion, locked doors, and no phones. Genna was the only person she could dare talk to, but not here, not within range of Alexander. 

Pandering to her mood, she dressed head to toe in black, scooped up her jacket, and left the bedroom. She crossed the hallway, stopping just inside the living area. More rich wooden floors, Persian rugs, neutral soft furnishings, and subdued lighting filled the enormous space, while floor to ceiling windows stretched the entire length of the room. Sheer curtains interrupted the expanse of protective glass, the silvery columns as lustrous as moon beams. Realising she stared, Tori snapped her limp mouth shut, making a quick check to ensure her awe hadn’t been witnessed.

London wooed her with an inky October evening, but alone in Alexander’s latest home, curiosity won. Just one minute, she warned her nosey self. 

It appeared he nested with intent. Draping her jacket over the nearest couch, she took a closer inspection, suspicions cemented when she saw many of his favourite books and knick-knacks lining the shelves. 

A neat kitchenette sat tucked against the back wall. Alexander had never entertained Tori’s vagary to savour the taste of human food, but occasionally took tea. If she peeped inside the cupboards, she guessed she’d find a collection of Earl Grey, English Breakfast, and Green teas. To her right, a glass cabinet displayed some of his precious trinkets under discreet lights. Tori peered in, spotting the Eiffel Tower replica she’d fiddled with the night she’d confronted Alexander in Plazma. On the shelf below, the Fabergé egg he’d bought in 2014 for over thirty million euro. She rolled her eyes at the extravagance, only for the Renoir hanging above the mantle to capture their fall. Had he wrangled the original back from the museum, or did she gaze upon the reproduction only? He’d gifted her ‘Woman with a Cat’ for her fiftieth vampire birthday. 

Distracted by the memories, she missed his approach. He appeared soundlessly, paying her no heed as he glided to a sideboard. An extensive array of liquor filled crystal decanters, while to its left, a bespoke piece housed wine, each diamond shaped nook cradling a bottle. As if oblivious to her presence, Alexander stood before it, contemplating his choices. 

A door off the hallway slammed. Heavy feet slapped across the tiles. Shocked to realise she wasn’t the only house guest, Tori turned. Disbelief popped her lips apart when she came face to face with the lodger. 

The last time Tori had crossed paths with Electric Blue, she’d flung Johann’s recruit through a plate-glass window in his nightclub. Blue’s broken bones had long since healed that night in Plazma, but her memory of the event obviously continued to fester. 

“What the hell is she doing here?” Decked in a tank top and wide black trousers hooked up by red chequered braces, Blue’s ox-blood lace-ups brought her to a squeaking halt. Tattooed arms flexed as she snapped them across her broad chest. “You said nothing about this, Alexander.” Although twice Tori’s width and at least a foot taller, Blue widened her stance to hog as much space as possible. “Why is she here?”

Only one thing had changed, Tori noted. Cobalt blue streaks no longer stained Blue’s hair. This time, the tips glistened a deep raspberry red. 

“She has a name, Elsa,” Alexander replied, his back still turned as he pondered his beverage selection. 

If Tori had known London included the presence of Electric Blue, she wouldn’t have come. But not willing to break the vow of silence, she couldn’t object. Wise move not to unpack, she praised herself, biting down on her own protestation. 

“Alexander, she has no right to be here!” 

“Victoria has every right to be here.”

Blue rounded on Tori with flaring nostrils. “She is the last person Johann would want.”

“Elsa!” The chosen bottle came down with a warning crack. “Victoria is the only person Johann would want.”

Disagreement snarled. It twisted Blue’s mouth, bright red lipstick raucous against her paper-white skin.

Tori replied to her fury with a saccharine smile. “How lovely to see you again, too.”

Enraged, Blue spun away. “Wolf bitch,” she muttered.

Oh, yes, Tori rejoiced; game on. “What did you say?”

Gratified, Blue slowed against Tori’s challenge. She flung a smirk over one shoulder. “You heard me.”

“No, I don’t think I did. Why don’t you come back here and say it a little louder?”

“Ladies,” Alexander warned. 

“I said—” Blue’s soles squealed against the rotation. “Wolf—” She closed the distance. “Bitch.”

Blue’s neck cracked with a most satisfying crunch. Her body faltered upright for just a moment, vacant eyes drifting towards the vaulted ceiling before her legs folded and her body wrapped itself around Tori’s ankles.

Alexander remained by the bar, his only response an amused twitch of eyebrow. With rage whispering she should snap his neck, too, Tori snatched her jacket off the couch, stepped over Elsa, and strode out of the apartment. 








  
  

Chapter seven
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Alexander watched from on high as Tori appeared on the street below seconds later. Fury powered her stride. She slid on her jacket as she marched, russet hair tumbling when she pulled it free of the collar. An unbidden memory surfaced at the sight, wresting him to a quaint French guest house in the Loire Valley, early May of 1984. 

Candlelight burnishing Victoria’s porcelain skin, a practised flick releasing her jewelled hair-clip, rewarding him with the sensual cascade of lush copper locks. Soft laughs skimming his ear, whispers of tease, but lips full of promise as she straddles his lap. French lace brushes his thighs, Victoria’s eyes hooded as he tugs her to him, grasping her hips to bring her closer. She arches her neck, teeth catching her bottom lip as he leans in to inhale the alabaster slope. His first flutter of tongue elicits a gasp. Fingertips dive into his shoulders in response. ‘Mon amour,’ she whispers, ‘Je suis à vous.’ 

A grunt from Elsa tore Alexander back to the present. In his absence, Victoria had already vanished, slipped into London’s cold depths alone. Flustered by the intrusion of a life he longed to restore, he waited until Johann’s favourite hauled herself upright. “Disrespect Victoria again, and it’s me you’ll answer to.” 

Elsa murmured acceptance as she massaged her tender neck. 

He observed her reflection in the glass, noting the bitter set to her bawdy scarlet lips. “Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, Alexander.”

“And never question my decisions. It is not your place to challenge Victoria’s presence.”

“No, Alexander.”

He’d brought Elsa for her tracking skills. Johann often marvelled at her remarkable sense of smell, and she’d quickly proved her Maker right. Within her first day of searching London, Elsa returned with a comprehensive study of Johann’s movements, including the street from where he’d vanished. But skilled or not, if she provoked Victoria into leaving, his brother could find himself another tracker. 

Rebuked, Elsa left the apartment. She’d spend the night underground, following hints of his brother’s whereabouts, and on her return before dawn would give him a detailed report. They’d yet to pinpoint a static location; it appeared Johann, or whoever had him, scurried with the vigour of the rats inhabiting the dank tunnels. It gave him hope; such consistent attempts to avoid being found suggested his brother lived. 

With that small reassurance, he circled back to a more pressing distress; Victoria, and whatever event had left his darling girl so distraught. 

Graham Northfell answered on the third ring. “Hi, Alexand—.”

“Victoria is here.” 

“Oh.” Static crackled. Background noise indicated a bar, the crack of pool balls and tinny music butting against conversation. Alexander caught traces of Finnish. “That’s . . .she is? Okay, well—.”

“Something happened with the wolves. Find out what.”

“What do you mean something happened? Is she hurt?”

Alexander poured himself a large scotch. Graham had proved himself a reliable informant. He cared for Victoria too, and for a reason Alexander didn’t quite understand, didn’t entirely approve of her dalliance with Blake either. “Not physically.” 

“Did they kick her out? I’ll kill them if they did, I swear to—.”

“I don’t know. We haven’t spoken.”

“What? Why?”

At first Graham had minced around Alexander and Johann, fearful for his life whenever in their presence. But in the last few months, assured of his usefulness, confidence had grown. Johann had commented on how Alexander’s patience with the wolf reminded him of the dog he’d rescued as a human child. Alexander had found it half drowned in a well, and traumatised by the animal’s plight, had hauled it up to safety. The mange-ridden pup stuck to his heels after, and despite how their parents protested, Alexander stole scraps to feed the hound and allowed it to sleep at his feet. “Must you always ask such damned impertinent questions, Graham? Ascertain what happened. Call me when you know.” 
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