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I said, open
your eyes. The order was insistent. He didn’t know how much
longer he could resist but he had to try. The warm body tangled in
the bed sheets beside him was worth so much more than he could ever
have imagined. Her hand rested on the cool skin of his chest, her
head close to his shoulder. Her breathy sighs were curious soft
sounds that relaxed his tensing muscles. He forced a breath he had
no need to take; concentrating on the simple physical task allowed
him to ignore the irritating voice in his head, at least for a
while. But the voice wasn’t used to being refused. Open them,
now.

If only the kid
would wake up. The orders didn’t affect him. He half suspected the
boy didn’t hear anything at all. The handful of times he’d sensed
Ben’s soul within his shared body he’d mostly picked up a
predictable mixture of old memories and new fears.

I won’t say
it again. The hint of threat wasn’t lost on him. With an
irritable sigh, he let his eyes snap open. It was still light out,
but the thick curtains shaded him against the certain death. She
only ever let him out of the basement in daylight, one of the many
conditions she imposed that he accepted blindly. He waited for his
next order, stroking her hair back from her face. She was asleep.
Exhaustion, he supposed. Drink from her.

He already had.
“No.”

More would be
reckless. The bond had made limits easy; he could tell when he was
close to taking too much. The agonising sudden head-rush forced him
to stop. Usually they didn’t ever reach that point. Her
self-healing powers made her the ideal shade. She could give him
all he needed without risking injury. It was the perfect match and
he wasn’t giving it up for anything.

I can take
you over. The warning wasn’t one to be taken lightly. He shook
off the human’s face. His fangs shot out but hunger didn’t take
over. He pushed Sarah back and moved over her, grabbing her throat.
Her bright blue eyes shot open, wide and sparking with anger. He
gazed into them, pushing a desperate thought into her head he was
sure his maker couldn’t hear: Take me down.

She snapped the
kid’s wrist making him let go. The crack was loud but he didn’t
feel a thing. He could fake pain when it served his purpose but it
made no difference now. He smiled. A fast elbow to his flat stomach
and she had him on the floor, pressing his face side-on into the
carpet. Her heart-rate went through the roof. He flashed back to
her blood coursing down his throat.

“Do I have to
teach you another lesson?” She was learning. He slipped back into
Ben’s face and grinned. She slashed his broken wrist with the
straight-razor she’d first used to open her own vein for him. A
shiver followed the sharp nip of white-hot pain he shouldn’t be
feeling. She yanked his wrist to her mouth and drank.

Stop playing
with her. The tone of his maker’s orders changed to angry. He
knew he was risking a take-over and hell only knew what he’d do to
Sarah if he got his hands on her.

“I’ll stop,” he
promised. Sarah dropped his arm. When he looked back she was
licking his blood off her lips.

“You need to go
back to your cage.” Guilt flashed across her face, neon bright. She
got up and hauled on the tight jumper and jeans she’d come to get
him in. He sat up, watching her silently. The wrist was already
healing. He touched the splash of red the cut had soaked into the
carpet.

Find out where
her brother is.

He got up and
hauled on his own clothes when she threw them at him. She washed
them every so often and she always let him use the shower before
she took him to bed. He knew he wouldn’t still be living in the
basement if it wasn’t for her brother and his blind hatred of
vampires.

“He’s coming
back then?”

She frowned at
him. He took his time with the clothes. She liked the look of the
kid’s body. He’d taken decent care of it. Her gaze always
strayed.

“He’s out for
the night,” she told him, folding her arms. He knew that already.
She never chanced letting him out if the guy was due back anytime
that same day. Regret filled him at their day cut short. He never
would have pushed her buttons if he hadn’t been ordered to. The
half-dozen encounters she’d let happen were what he was clinging
to. He had her as much as she had him. It wouldn’t take much longer
to make her believe setting him free was her own idea.

“Can’t we
just…”

“I’m just
taking you down, sicko.” She told him, pointing the bloody razor at
him.

Knock her
out. Drain her. He stared. He felt the push at the kid’s body.
If he didn’t do it, his maker was taking over to do it for him. She
narrowed her eyes.

“Move it or
lose it, dead-boy,” she warned him. He moved towards her bedroom
door. It couldn’t happen. He couldn’t have his maker know. The bond
would change the game. The push got harder. He pushed back but his
maker was stronger. Holding him off wasn’t an option.

He thought at
her quickly: Something’s wrong. Run!

When he turned
and flung himself at her she darted out of the way, launching a
punch at his face. The growl of frustration came seconds before his
maker thrust himself into Ben’s skin. He tried to move, to leave,
but the body wasn’t in his control. He looked out through eyes that
stared intently at the girl who belonged to him. Sarah froze.

His maker
laughed. “So we meet again, Sarah Gallows.”

“It’s you…”
Stunned, she stumbled back against the bed. Her sword wasn’t in the
room. He wasn’t sure any of her weapons were. The razor wasn’t
going to be much help. He tried to think at her but the connection
wasn’t there, or it wasn’t open. He’d just have to trust she could
fight him off. It was a worse prison than the cage. He felt himself
move forward.

“Well, well.
What have we here?” He took in the crumpled sheets. His sense of
smell told him what they’d been up to. He seemed amused, more than
anything.

“It’s called
sex. There’s no law against it,” she snapped, with a sudden flush
in her cheeks.

“You’ve kept
this one a long time,” he pondered.

“I’m done with
him now,” she said. She sounded convinced but he knew she was
lying. His maker probably did too but he didn’t want him thinking
about it too much. Better that he just thought she had some weird
kink. The kid had meant something to her, at some point, and his
maker knew that.

“I think he’s
done with you. We both are.” He launched at her. She slammed the
razor straight into his open mouth, embedding it in his throat. He
stepped back with a bloody gurgle.

She smiled
tightly, producing a stake from under the bed. “No, I’m pretty sure
I’m done with him.”

His throat
hurt. Choking, he collapsed to his knees. His maker departed
without a trace. He saw Sarah’s arm rushing towards him and he fell
back, thinking furiously at the re-opening connection:
Don’t. Sarah, don’t, it’s me.

A sob burst
from her. She dropped the stake, an inch from its target. He looked
at her, clawing at his throat. She shoved her hand into his mouth
and yanked the razor back out, dropping it onto the carpet. The
wound didn’t hurt without the blade. He frowned. It had hurt
cutting him open too.

“Are you okay?”
She moved to touch his face and backed off quickly before her
fingers could meet his skin. Watching him with her arms tightly
folded, she took a slow breath. “What the hell was that?”

He took me
over, I couldn’t stop him. It was all he could tell her. She
closed her eyes.

“I’ve met him
before. He knows me, somehow.”

I wouldn’t have
hurt you.

She pursed her
lips. “I know.”

 


Two

He didn’t say
another word and she knew it had nothing to do with the throat
wound. Vampires healed at least as fast as demon trackers. She
hauled him to his feet. He knew the way back to the basement and he
didn’t deviate. The only difference was how easily he got back into
his cage this time. She pushed the door and turned the key.

“Who is he?”
The keys shuddered in her hand. She shoved them into her pocket and
folded her arms. The vampire still wore Ben’s face as he regarded
her silently from his prison. His frown wasn’t exactly encouraging.
She stared. He stared back.

You know who
he is, she thought bitterly.

“You
knew,” he told her.

“I’ve met him
before,” she said, waiting for the telling reaction. He just
continued to stare.

“I couldn’t
stop him.” He shook his head limply.

“You think I
don’t know what that means? You lied to me about your maker.”

He looked down.
“Anything else would have given you false hope.”

She’d been an
idiot. Anger burned through her. “Who is he?”

He flinched.
Drastically turning the volume up was just something outrage did to
her voice. She narrowed her eyes. All this time, he’d known and he
hadn’t told her.

“It’s
impossible for me to speak his name. It would be a betrayal.” He at
least had the grace to look uncomfortable. Her arm shot through a
gap in the bars, hand clamping around his throat. She yanked his
head against the bars. His vampire face came back in self-defence.
She tightened her grip.

“Show me,
then,” she demanded.

“We tried this
already,” he hissed.

“Blood bonds
are tighter than any other,” she told him, trying to make sense of
it.

“He made his
first,” he reminded.

“Dammit,” she
swore, letting him go. Her anger was muddying her common sense. Of
course the bond to his maker was stronger. She looked to the
upside; he had a maker. She would find a way to get enough
information out of him to find the creep and then she’d set Ben
free, finally.

“There isn’t
anything left to save, if you’re still thinking about the kid,” he
warned, with a sneer. She hadn’t talked to Ben in months. All he
did was beg for death. She’d been too gutless to give him what he
wanted, so she’d stopped trying to reassure him.

“You just don’t
want pushed out of that body,” she denied, forcing a smirk.

He smiled. “You
don’t want that either or you wouldn’t keep coming down here to get
me.”

She snorted.
“Get over yourself. You’re just convenient.”

She walked
away, folding her arms tightly.

“Keep telling
yourself that,” he called after her.
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She turned the
heating on. It was always cold waking up beside a vampire. She
didn’t think it was something she could ever get used to, but that
was okay. It was a reminder that what she was doing was wrong. The
last six months had been a special kind of torture. Shaun was
getting more and more suspicious about her reasons for not staking
the vampire, when they knew his maker was dead.

It wouldn’t
matter to him that she knew for sure now his maker was alive. As
far as her brother was concerned the vampire had over-stayed his
welcome. She knew the only reason Shaun hadn’t staked him was
because he’d have to forgive Ben first and that wasn’t something he
could make himself do. It didn’t matter that Ben had done nothing
wrong. He’d hated the guy on sight.

Sarah sighed,
pacing the floor. Every third weekend Shaun went back home for
training. He’d decided it was necessary after Melissa had locked
him in her basement. He admitted he’d probably gotten lucky
breaking the lock with brute strength and he wanted to make sure he
could focus his abilities better. She’d never thought she’d hear it
from him. He’d seemed embarrassed.

With another
sigh, she picked up the phone. The night felt long without a
partner.

“Sarah, hey,”
Dev picked up in a single ring.

“What were you
right next to the phone?” She had to laugh.

“I was just
about to call for pizza.”

“Ooh, sounds
good,” she told him.

“You want to
come over?” he asked. He’d moved back in with his parents when Ray
broke up with her. He wanted to stay friends with them both and
that didn’t seem possible if he was still crashing on Ray’s
couch.

“I wouldn’t be
imposing?” She was never sure what he was up to these days. His
parents didn’t seem to bother when he randomly brought women home
for sleepovers. At twenty-three he was old enough to do what he
liked, but parents didn’t usually see things that way so it always
seemed weird that his didn’t give a crap.

“Nah. I’m
having a night in. I’ve even baked brownies,” he told her, with
added glee tacked on to the last word. She snorted.

“Pizza and hash
browns. How could I turn that down?”

“There’s even a
shitty horror movie marathon coming on. They’ve got a killer Santa
slasher flick,” he enticed.

“How can I
refuse?”

“Great. I’m
calling for the pizza now, so don’t be long.”

“I’m leaving
right now.” She hung up. She cast one last glance at the basement
door when she grabbed her jacket. She felt wrong leaving him but
he’d lied to her. They wouldn’t get a chance to be alone again for
almost another month. She shrugged off the disappointment. It would
give him thinking time. Maybe he’d think twice before he lied to
her again.
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His maker had
done more than just spoil his weekend. He paced in his cage. She’d
let the bond bring them closer than she’d really wanted it to. The
way she got inside his head when she was unconscious was what did
it. She’d seen more of him than he’d expected to show. He’d let
down walls without thinking twice. He had to hope that meant more
to her than saving the kid. Surely the moment she realised she’d be
losing him to save Ben she’d change her mind. She wasn’t thinking
clearly, that was all.

He knew the kid
didn’t mean to her what he once had. She’d stopped trying to talk
to him. Her kisses were only ever with closed eyes and hands
no-where near his face, for fear of waking the boy up. He wasn’t
what she wanted when she touched him. The kid didn’t know how to
touch her; he had no idea what he was doing. With a sigh, he cursed
his maker once more.

As much as he’d
longed to be alive again, this wasn’t what he’d wanted. The vampire
curse had been twisted centuries ago by witches using the darkest
of magics. The compromise of being under their maker’s control and
slaves to blood lust to survive didn’t seem so great when it
allowed demonic spirits a chance to walk the earth amongst
humankind. His first few seconds in the body were painful. The kid
hadn’t offered himself up for this; he’d been taken. The battle of
wills raged for less than a minute. He was stronger, the body was
his now. Usually the human spirit joined with the demon until
gradually it was submerged entirely, giving the demon all the
knowledge and the control. Because Ben didn’t want to be a vampire,
that most basic union never happened. He wasn’t entirely bothered.
He could dip into the guy’s memories whenever he liked. Anything
else was of no interest whatsoever.

He lay down on
the slab of concrete that served as his bed. He didn’t need
comforts. He only missed Sarah’s bed for the warm body inside it.
She was worth everything he was going through. He knew he had to
find a way to kill his maker. It was a dangerous thing to even be
thinking about, but if he could destroy that link, he’d be free of
his control. Free to be with Sarah without being a threat to her.
He knew if she killed the man she’d be doing it with a blessed
stake, which would drive his spirit out of Ben’s body. He had to
stop that from happening. It wouldn’t sever their bond entirely but
he needed to touch her to keep it from fading. She craved the
intimacy they’d shared. He was afraid what might happen if that
went away. Closing his eyes, he tried to sleep.

 


Five

There actually
was a killer Santa movie. It was god-awful but Dev’s ironic
ho-ho-ho-ing during the slasher scenes made her laugh. He picked at
a pizza crust. She brushed crumbs off his sheets onto the less than
tidy floor.

“You should
clean your room. Santa doesn’t bring messy kids presents.”

He snorted,
giving her a bemused look. “I don’t think I want Santa coming
around this year. I think he’s gone a bit psycho.”

“That guy just
thinks he’s Santa,” she reminded.

“I still think
I’d scream the house down if I saw him in my room now.” He pawed at
the plate of brownies, stuffing another one whole into his mouth.
He shoved the box of pizza crusts onto the floor without even
bothering to shut it.

“So your plan
is to make more mess?”

“My plan is to
get high,” he told her. She rolled onto her back. The manga
spattered ceiling was something to be seen.

“I can’t
believe you painted that.” It resembled some crazy death scene
lifted right out of Battle Royale, except the schoolgirl doing the
killing was blonde and she was pretty sure the other kids in that
movie hadn’t been vampires. He rolled over to look up with her.

“My neck hurt
for like a week after. Worth it though.”

“What are you
doing working in IT?” She asked. He shrugged. “I mean it, Dev. If
that’s not talent, I don’t know what is.”

“Yeah, yeah,”
he said, knocking back the compliment. He curled up on his side and
put an arm around her waist. His touchy-feely nature had taken a
lot of getting used to but these days it was something she didn’t
want to go without. He was just the right mix of sweet and cheeky
to get away with it. Girls either thought it was cute, and if they
did he milked it for all it was worth or it creeped them right out
and he’d earned more than a few slaps from those encounters. He
gazed at her sleepily, the movements of his jaw telling her he was
playing with his tongue ring. The memory of that little piece of
metal hitting the roof of her mouth flashed back to her. That
ill-advised kiss had earned him a fist to the guts but she couldn’t
say it wasn’t something she’d have enjoyed under completely
different circumstances, like say if she hadn’t just gotten
involved with his best friend.

With a sigh,
she brushed his dark hair out of his bright blue eyes. She felt his
contentment and it made her smile. She’d hardly sensed a negative
emotion from him in all the time they’d known each other and when
she had it was mostly just mild frustration.

“I know you
hate your job.” The ‘allergic to stupid people’ t-shirt said it
all. He wore the thing when he was on duty about town more often
than not.

“I’ve tried to
get stuff published,” he admitted. “I’m still trying.”

“Good. You
should keep trying. You’re really good,” she told him.

“You say good a
lot, when you’re stoned,” he mused, smoothing over a crease in her
jumper.

“Yeah?”

“You haven’t
asked how Ray’s doing. Usually you can’t go all night without
asking.”

She’d barely
thought about him since she’d arrived. Her mind had wandered to the
vampire but that was all. She flushed. Guilt tripped her. “How is
he?”

“Good,” Dev
said with a smile. “Well, you know, good for him. He’s always been
a miserable looking cunt.”

She pinged his
arm. “Be nice.”

“So, I don’t
really get what happened with you guys.” He’d probably never be
done digging until she gave him something to chew on. She
sighed.

“I said another
guy’s name in my sleep.”

He gasped. “Was
it mine?”

“Shut up,” she
said, with an eye-roll. He wasn’t being serious. She folded her
arms. “That’s all I’m telling you.”

“You can’t
leave me hanging like that! It’s the end of Veronica Mars all over
again.”

“You’re such a
girl.”

“Tell me or I
get really annoying,” he warned, inching his hand towards her
under-arm. The tickle threat was enough to get her talking.

“It was just
some guy I kissed once. He’s kind of a vampire now. It’s a long
story but it wasn’t like I was saying his name because I was still
into him or anything.”

“Does Ray know
that?”

Would it even
matter if he did? He’d still be right. She hadn’t been ready for
anything serious. She sighed. It wouldn’t change anything. Maybe
she didn’t even want it to.

“It doesn’t
matter. He’s not going to change his mind on a technicality,” she
said, rolling back onto her stomach. “What’s the next movie?”

“It might
matter,” he told her, sounding reluctant. “Is that really all that
happened?”

“Didn’t he tell
you himself?”

Dev snorted.
“Right. Cause Dredd’s all kinds of chatty. No, he didn’t tell
me.”

She’d missed
him, the first few months with no contact. Dev still came around
and to her pleasant surprise refrained from hitting on her. He’d
admitted it would be creepy while she and Ray were still all hung
up on each other. It had been awful, at first. Then she’d kind of
gotten used to it. He was just gone like he’d never been there in
the first place. The complete lack of contact made it that much
easier to forget.

“Then maybe
it’s none of your business,” she said, with a raised eyebrow when
he feigned hurt feelings.

“I just don’t
get it,” he said, hauling a pillow under his chin. “He was
practically obsessed with you. It seems weird he’d break it off for
that. It’s not like you kissed the guy while you were seeing
Dredd?”

She shook her
head. “I was just starting to see him when he got turned, then I
got together with Ray and that was it. Aside from you
thinking it was okay to stick your tongue down my throat.”

He smiled to
himself, not turning from the TV. She rolled her eyes. She’d kissed
the vampire, but it hadn’t had anything to do with attraction. The
bond she’d made created a strange intimacy she hadn’t expected. It
hadn’t felt like cheating but she supposed Ray wouldn’t have seen
it like that.

“I’m sick of
seeing you both so mopey,” Dev told her. “It’s about time you
talked.”

“Maybe,
sometime,” she made the vague statement to dissuade him. The last
thing she wanted was some kind of set up. It wasn’t like she could
say she’d been alone since they’d broken up. There was no way he’d
be okay with her relationship with the vampire, whatever she wanted
to call it.

“Well, I hope
so,” he said, not sounding sure.

“Can we just
not go there, tonight?”

“Okay, but
we’re not done,” he agreed, on the condition they’d talk about it
at some point.

“Ooh, I know
this one,” she said, watching the opening credits roll.

“Creature
feature, double bill,” Dev said, glancing down at the open TV Guide
on the floor. “Critters and Ghoulies.”

“Evil hedgehogs
from space,” she told him, pointing at the TV.

“Followed by
slimy green things out the toilet,” Dev put in, enthusiastically.
“What a lovely way to spend a winter’s evening.”

She snorted at
his put-on posh voice. He grinned, moving forward to hang over the
bed. One long arm disappeared under the valance and Sarah half
expected it to come out covered in mould. A light coating of dust
made it onto the sleeve of his hoody, but that was all. He tossed
her something small and black.

“Or you could
take this and give us a nice show,” he suggested, with the quirked
eyebrow that told her he was thinking nasty thoughts.

“Lipstick?” She
looked the thing over. It felt a little bit heavy for what it
was.

“Think again.
Found it about a month ago so it must have been that bunny-girl
from Halloween. Late night booty call and she was already drunk
so…”

“Ughk, this is
a vibrator,” she realised, shifting her jumper sleeve over her hand
and shoving it onto the floor with a shudder. He laughed. She
glowered and it only made him laugh harder. Eventually, when he was
done, he wiped the tears from the corners of his eyes and
sighed.

“Haven’t
laughed that hard since the South Park movie,” he told her, shaking
his head.

“Rank,
Dev.”

“Oh, alright.
Hedgehogs and slimy shit it is.”
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“You’re awake.”
That seductive low voice rolled over her, ripe with impatient
desire. Sarah felt hard floor under her instead of Dev’s over-soft
bed. The dark room was about the last place she wanted to be but it
didn’t stop her feeling safe there. She sat up slowly and crossed
her legs. He was close. She folded her arms and pursed her lips,
refusing to speak.

He didn’t
really think he could lie to her and expect everything to be the
same between them. He’d have to be some kind of idiot and that was
one thing he wasn’t. Shivers ran riot over her. The compulsion to
close her eyes was impossible to resist. The instant she did he
touched her. His thick rough fingers stroked her face and tangled
themselves in her hair. He leaned in close and whispered to her,
“Open your eyes.”

She didn’t want
to. He’d dissipate around her. She always wanted his touch the
moment she got it, no matter how hard she tried not to. Everything
else just fell away.

“No,” she
whispered, arms snaking around his neck.

“I want you to
see.” He resisted her tugging so she did what she was told. A gasp
fell when she found herself staring into the deep-set grey eyes
she’d only seen before in the vision he’d given her.

“How are you
doing this?”

He winced. “It
takes concentration.”

She nodded,
keeping her mouth shut and letting her eyes drift over his harsh
features. She lifted a hand to feel the lines of his face. When her
eyes met his again he raised her chin and lowered his mouth to meet
hers. She closed her eyes and sank into his kiss. It was always
much more intense than with the vampire. He let his guard down in
the dark room. It was the only time she felt he was entirely hers.
The vampire she didn’t completely trust and she doubted she ever
would.

She pulled
away. He held on, only breaking the kiss.

“What’s
wrong?”

“You lied to
me.”

“I had no
choice.”

“I’m not sure I
believe that,” she admitted, regret filling her.

“We’re bonded.
There are very few situations in which I’d be able to lie to
you.”

“Tell me.”

With a deep
sigh, he moved his head back. “Anything regarding my maker is
private. There are laws sealed in place I could never break if I
wanted to. Any other prior bonds take precedence. Anything else I’d
willingly tell you.”

“How ‘bout your
name, for a start?” She still didn’t trust what he was telling her.
Starting small seemed like the best course.

“My true name
is buried under the original contract for the first human body I
lived in.”

“What was your
human name?”

He felt
surprised. She opened her eyes to glance at him. The vision he was
working so hard to maintain was growing fuzzy around the edges. She
closed her eyes again.

“It’s kind of
embarrassing,” he said.

“Humour me,”
she requested.

“It was War,”
he said, with a sigh.

“What like as
in War, Pestilence, and Famine? Just how old are you?” She
couldn’t help the little snort of laughter.

“No,” he
scoffed, “as in short for Warren. I was in a brotherhood, if you
remember. Stupid nicknames were rife.”

She remembered
bits from the vision that made it fit. The vision had cut together
like a bad gang movie when she really thought about it; all blood
and rites and mindless violence.

“Okay, War it
is.”

“You’re not
going to call me that,” he said, seeming to realise why she’d asked
rather suddenly.

“And why the
hell not?”

“It’s
idiotic.”

“Well, War
might be idiotic but it still makes me hot,” she told him
with a smirk.

“I’m never
hearing the end of this, am I?” He sighed to himself sullenly.

“Shut up and
kiss me.”
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Her mouth was
dry. Sarah opened her eyes, taking in the strangely lit room. Dev
had wrapped the duvet around her. She was only mildly surprised he
hadn’t wrapped himself in it with her. Throwing the covers off, she
cleared her throat and got up. The lights weren’t on. It was bright
in the room because it was morning. She pushed open the curtain.
Just looking at the snowy landscape made her feel cold. She really
hoped she’d left the heating on. Insanely massive bills were better
than being anything less than warm and toasty.

“Awake at last,
sleeping beauty,” Dev proclaimed, coming into the room in his
t-shirt and boxers.

“You could have
woke me up last night,” she told him, glad he hadn’t.

He shrugged.
“You looked all peaceful. Plus you talk in your sleep. I like a
good unconscious ramble.”

“I talked?”

“Mostly
incoherent mutterings but I did definitely hear you say something
odd about war being hell and sexy. You’re a freak-show.”

She flushed.
She’d gotten the demon’s old human name out of him. He hadn’t
lasted much longer in solid form which would have been a
disappointment if she hadn’t been starting to creep herself out
with how much she wanted to be with him. Shivers shot over her.

“You’d better
not have touched me up,” she warned.

“If I was going
to do that it’d be when you were awake,” he informed her, looking
indignant.

“Crap is that
the time?” She nodded to his alarm clock as she found her boots and
hauled them on.

“What, like
you’ve got a job to get to?”

“More like a
vampire to feed,” she let slip.

His eyebrows
shot up. “What? Where? Can I see it?”

She cursed the
slip, blaming her tired brain. If only the demon would let her get
some actual sleep.

“Not right
now,” she told him, with an apologetic smile plastered across her
face.

“Aw, man!”

“Next time. I
promise.” She grabbed her jacket and pulled on his arm to bring him
down for the kiss on the cheek he practically demanded every time
she left; something about being paid for his severe patience over
the whole mess between his two best friends. He smiled after he got
it. “Later, Dev.”

 


Eight

It was probably
about time Sarah got a practical winter coat. She hauled her gloves
on and wound her scarf around her neck. The leather aviator looked
great and was a dream to manoeuvre in but it didn’t do much in the
way of keeping her warm in the winter months. Wasn’t really a
problem when she was hitting the adrenaline rush in battle but
otherwise walking around outside was less than pleasant this time
of year. She made her way down the path, folding her arms. The
house was half an hour’s walk away in ankle deep snow.

Sighing deeply,
she opened the gate and just about walked straight into Ray. With a
gasp, she backed off. He stood there in his dark t-shirt and
combats, wearing a week’s worth of stubble and a shocked expression
she was more than likely mirroring.

“Sorry,” she
told him quickly, trying not to stare directly into his gorgeous
green eyes. He didn’t make it easy, staring at her until she locked
eyes.

“Six months, is
that all?” He looked hurt and he sounded pissed. She frowned. It
wasn’t like him to get angry. He hadn’t even when he’d broken up
with her.

“I thought you
didn’t want to talk to me,” she tried to defend herself. If she’d
thought he’d have given her the time of day she’d have tried. He
shook his head and started to turn. She reached out to grab his
arm. He shuddered and turned.

“Don’t touch
me,” he said, sharply. She let go. He walked away. She folded her
arms, watching him go. He looked good; not being around her clearly
agreed with him. She wanted to chase him but it wasn’t what he
wanted and she was long past thinking it was okay to change his
mind about things with her persuasive ways. He was better off out
of her life.

She started the
trek home. She knew she shouldn’t but every step towards the house
brought thoughts of the vampire waiting in the basement for her.
Dreaming about the dark room always brought her to him. Their bond
seemed to be at its strongest then. She made herself pace the
living room when she got home; thinking to fight off the cold. The
house was warm. She’d left the heating on. It didn’t matter.

Unwinding her
scarf, she tossed it on the couch. The gloves landed on top of it.
Kicking her boots off, she promised it was the last time. One more
visit and that was it. It had to be. She had a maker to kill. A
maker she didn’t know how to find.

“Damn,” she
swore to herself. Nothing had changed. It had to stop and it had to
stop now; not tomorrow, not later, not one more time from
now. Maybe if she told Shaun he’d stop leaving her alone like this.
She shook her head. It was far more likely he’d just kill the
vampire the second she admitted what she’d done.

What she’d
done. Guilt made her face burn. She wasn’t sure what was worse;
that she’d fed him or that she’d slept with him. She’d made their
bond in blood and she was only making it stronger every time she
submitted to the demon.

The real kicker
was it hadn’t gotten her anything. Her reckless decision hadn’t
yielded the result she’d wanted. Doing something crazy was only
okay if she got what she needed out of it and that wasn’t what was
happening. She felt like screaming.

She picked up
the phone. The dial tone wasn’t there. She bent and plugged the
cord back in. There were a handful of numbers she knew by heart and
her twin brother’s mobile was top of the list.

“Pick up,
scar-face.” It rang out. He’d probably left it in his room. Her
enhanced senses kicked in. She couldn’t hear anything ringing up
the stairs. So he was just ignoring her, or he was busy letting dad
kick his ass. Either way she was on her own. Putting down the
phone, she started to chew on her nails. She should have just
stayed at Dev’s. Hell, she’d have been better off even chasing Ray
down for the argument they were long overdue.

Her gaze
drifted to the basement door. It would be hours before her brother
got home and it wasn’t like she could sleep to get away from the
temptation. She took a step towards the door and the phone
rang.

She closed her
eyes. The ringing didn’t stop. With a weary sigh she turned back to
the phone and slipped into her cheerful voice to answer it. “Thrill
me.”

“You’d better
have a good reason for waking me up this early,” Shaun warned, “and
would you quit answering the phone like that.”

His irritation
brought an honest smile to her face.

“Hmm, you’re
hung over. I wonder what that means.”

“I’m just
tired,” he insisted, with a groan that kind of ruined his
effort.

“Yeah, yeah. I
knew you had other reasons for going back home. Who is she?”

“Piss off.”

“Whatever,
crabby-pants. When are you coming home?” She managed not to sound
too desperate.

“When am I…
What’s wrong?” He caught on quick. She sighed. It would probably be
a hell of a lot easier to admit to her stupidity over the phone,
where the worst he could do was swear ‘til he ran out of breath. If
she had to face him she might chicken out. His disapproval only
ever bothered her when it was justified and it would be this
time.

“I just… I need
to…” She couldn’t say it. It was too hard. Taking a breath she told
herself she was going to just spit it out. I’ve been feeding the
vampire. It was all she’d need to say. “I’ve been…”

The words
wouldn’t come. The start of the sentence had rushed out her mouth
but the rest was caught in her throat.

“You sound
weird. What’s going on?” He was instantly concerned. She kicked the
phone table.

“There’s
something I need to tell you,” she managed, surprised at her
ability to suddenly speak in whole sentences. “I’ve done something
kind of bad.”

“How bad?” He
needed to hear it. She knew he did. She wanted him to. He was the
only one who could help her.

“I put your
spare eye in the pickle jar,” she told him. It wasn’t what she’d
meant to say at all. She didn’t know where it even came from, but
an instant later she was planning the rifle through his nightstand
to find the damn eye and a trip to the shop to get a new jar of
pickles.

“You’re taking
the piss.”

“I might have
been high.”

“You know how
long it takes to get one of those made.” He sounded tired. She knew
it took months. He’d gotten two of them made when he realised how
many weeks he could be waiting if he ever lost one. He’d hated the
waiting; the eye-patch. Pirate jokes ahoy.

“I can clean it
up!” She tried to make it better.

“No you bloody
well can’t.” He was likely shuddering at the thought.

She sighed.
“Well, sorry. So, when are you coming home?”

“I don’t know.
The trains are off. I might wait and get a lift back tomorrow.”

A confusing
mixture of panic and relief set in. A whole day. She’d have to go
out, or…

“So there
is a girl,” she mused. Winding her brother up might be her
only hope.

“Fuck no.”

“Is it
her?” She knew it wasn’t. Shaun had a soul mate he hadn’t
met yet; another demon tracker he was destined to be with. If she
lived in their home town they’d have come across her before
now.

“Get bent.”

“The psychic,
then?” She didn’t really expect him to admit it, but she’d gotten
the impression they’d kept in touch. The girl was responsible for
almost making Dev a glastig’s minion. She’d almost gotten Ray
killed. Sarah shivered. The memory hadn’t faded yet. Shaun’s taste
in woman left a lot to be desired.

“I’m not seeing
her. She’s a friend.” He might as well have told her he really was
just at home for training. She saw straight through the lies. Shaun
wasn’t a people person. He’d never named anyone a friend and he
wasn’t about to start now.

“O-Kay then.
She’d better not…” She didn’t like the thought of the girl who’d
put her friends in danger getting her claws into her brother. If he
got hurt, in any conceivable way, the girl was in for some serious
pain of her own courtesy of one pissed off sister.

“The whole
thing with Dev and Ray was my fault,” Shaun cut in
quickly.

“Yeah, right. I
swear to fuck, Shaun, if she…”

“She’s not
going to. I swear to fuck.”

“Just let her
know, I’ve got a sword with her name on it.”

“Fine,
whatever. I’m going back to sleep.”

“Nighty-night.”
She hung up when he snorted at her. Her choices were narrowed now.
She could do what her instincts screamed at her to do, go down into
the basement and let her vampire out, or she could run out the
front door and try her best not to look back. It wasn’t really much
of a choice. Just like they usually did, her instincts won out.

 


Nine

Shaun slept. He
woke up just after noon, yawned, stretched and seriously considered
rolling over and going back to sleep. He might have too, if his
enhanced sense of smell hadn’t picked up the sugary cookie scent
coming from the kitchen. Pushing the pretty purple covers back, he
hauled himself out of the bed and stretched again. Twinges from his
recently over-worked muscles made him cringe. The training might
have been little more than a ruse but he was sure as hell feeling
the consequences of it now. Dad had taken it easy the first few
months; the old man wasn’t in as great shape as he used to be and
that was just fine by Shaun. They’d been equally matched for
sparring. Then his Mum stuck her head in and took over, like she
always did. She still got up at 6am every morning and worked out
like she always had back when they were kids. And so the torture
began. He kept telling her he needed more time with his dad and she
kept kicking his ass and telling him to buck up his ideas.

He pulled on
jeans and a t-shirt and went down to the kitchen, leaving his old
bedroom behind. The guest bedroom his mum had always wanted looked
and smelled like the inside of a powder puff. He’d crashed in the
basement more than once when the open window hadn’t been enough to
take the weird talcum smell away. Dad’s hideaway was decked out in
oak and leather and if the couch had been even a little bit bigger
he’d have insisted on sleeping there every weekend he came up.

The cookies on
the countertop were still warm; he could tell by the gooey
consistency of the chocolate chunks before he even picked one up.
The oven was on; telling him another batch was on its way. He
demolished three and breathed a satisfied sigh. He headed to the
fridge for the milk he knew would be there, full fat and ice cold.
A noise disturbed his happiness as he poured his cookie
accompaniment. The front door opened, closed, and the sound of
heels clomped across the hallway. Mum was home. He suddenly
regretted his decision to get out of bed, in spite of dad’s moreish
baking.

“Shaun!” She
called out, probably from the bottom of the stairs. He looked out
the window. His fleeting instinct to escape was entirely futile.
Even if the weather wasn’t so awful he didn’t have shoes on and
there was no way he’d get out without her hearing the door
besides.

“In the
kitchen,” he yelled back, giving in. He put the milk away and
picked up his glass. Another cookie made it to his mouth before she
appeared in the doorway, shrugging off her coat.

“I thought you
were going to sleep all day,” she said, in her usual disparaging
tone. “I hope that’s not your breakfast.”

He swallowed
his last mouthful and washed it down with the milk. He didn’t put
the glass down ‘til he’d drained it. The belch was entirely for her
benefit.

“Ah,” he said
with a sigh. She made her usual exasperated noise of disgust at his
unchecked manners. He smiled and proceeded to wash his glass in the
sink.

“The trains are
off,” she told him. “So I’m guessing you’ll be after a lift up the
road.”

“Tomorrow,
maybe,” he said, waiting for the surprised eyebrow twitch before he
enlightened her, “I might go and visit some old friends today.”

“Well, I’m busy
tomorrow so you’ll have to check with your dad.” She opened the
fridge and began taking things out. “Sit down. I’ll make you a
proper lunch.”

He sat,
reluctantly. She made him a ham and cheese sandwich with salad on
the side. He could taste the butter more than he could taste the
ham, or the cheese. Why she bothered with the salad, he had no
idea.

“Thanks,” he
mumbled through a mouthful of butter-loaded bread. Sarah loved
mum’s weird sandwich making skills. He could just about stomach
anything meat-based with too much butter but he drew the line at
jam, or peanut butter.

She fluffed at
her hair and sat down opposite with a mug most likely full of green
tea though it could have just been the ordinary stuff without
milk.

“How’s Sarah?”
Mum asked, careful not to look at him. He watched her sip her tea.
She didn’t look the slightest bit interested. He smirked.

“What, she
doesn’t call anymore? I wonder why.”

“That whole
silly business over that Carling girl,” she said with a weary sigh.
“She can’t possibly still be stewing over that.”

He raised an
eyebrow. Melissa Carling had been torturing innocent supernaturals.
Sarah had naturally been incensed at the thought. To then find out
their mother knew, and the Council knew; to find out they knew and
they weren’t doing anything… Sarah took it worse than he had. She
felt betrayed and that feeling wasn’t going to fade anytime
soon.

“She’s just
having boy troubles,” he said with a smirk. “Don’t worry I’m sure
it’ll pass.”

She shook her
head at him. The reminder that Sarah was constantly hooking up with
human boys was something their mother wanted to avoid thinking
about. Heaven forbid she actually pro-create with one. The woman
would die off.

“Enough of the
nonsense. If you’re staying another day we should train. You’re far
too sloppy on your feet.”

“Stuff that,”
he said, “I think you had enough practice bruising my spleen
yesterday. I’m going out.”

 


Ten

The hasty exit
was probably a mistake. He had no-where to go and his dad was just
taking brownies out of the oven when he came back down the stairs
after his shower and change. They were too good to pass up, but too
hot to eat yet. He made the man swear to save him some for later.
He’d just have to try not to be too drunk to taste them.

As soon as the
front door shut behind him, he was wishing the trains were running.
Wading through the slush he watched the bottom of his jeans darken.
There weren’t a lot of options for places to hang out this early on
a Saturday. There were a few pubs, but they weren’t meant for a
younger crowd and he never got the best reception in those kinds of
places. Something about him screamed trouble to anyone not in the
know. He’d rather not risk being kicked out. It was embarrassing
and it might piss him off.

He headed into
the town centre. There was a witch run café he wouldn’t be
completely unwelcome in. He had some exciting new reading material
in one of his over-sized pockets so whiling away a few hours
wouldn’t be all that awful.

He got himself
a hot chocolate and a muffin and found a seat in the darkest
corner. The snack he ignored as he brought the book out of his
pocket. It was leather-bound but it wasn’t heavy. It was too slim
and compact to be heavy. He’d found it the night before last in
dad’s basement room. He’d taken it on a whim and at first he’d felt
guilty, but then he’d just gotten too curious to feel anything
other than a desire to read. The cover was blank. He’d unwound the
leather cord keeping it closed. The very first page was what made
him take it. It was a single sentence, but it really had arrested
his attention; Sarah Gallows Book of Blood.

His late aunt’s
writing was a flowing cursive that was going to take a while to
decipher enough to properly read. He figured he had the time, and
he definitely had the patience. What little he knew about his dad’s
twin was enough to intrigue him. The picture dad kept of them as
teenagers had always made him stop and stand on the staircase.
Shaun’s sister looked eerily similar to the woman he’d never met.
That his dad had named his daughter after his recently deceased
twin wasn’t all that shocking. It was the resemblance that was so
striking. He looked nothing like his father, yet Sarah was a dead
ringer for her namesake.

A date marked
the right hand corner of the first full page. He guessed it was a
sort of diary or journal. The year told him she’d been 28 when she
wrote the first entry. She’d died at 30, on a job alone their dad
told them, an overly obvious warning and one that had stayed with
Shaun ever since.

A cough made
him jump. He snapped the book shut and found Elle staring him down
with a self-satisfied smile on her face. The girl had changed her
look for the third time since he’d met her. Her hair was a fiery
orange, her bright blue eyes brought out sharply by thick black
liner. She was wearing a black and white layered dress under the
purple trench coat, which she revealed properly when she took the
coat off.

He liked the
hair but she still looked fierce. He wasn’t sure if it was the
make-up or her attitude, or a combination of the two. She wasn’t
his type at all. Or she wouldn’t have been, before he met Melissa
Carling and decided curves were a definite asset. Elle’s were twice
as striking.

“The stalker
act is getting old,” she informed him, draping the coat over the
chair opposite and sitting down. She picked up his untouched hot
chocolate and took a sip.

He raised an
eyebrow. “Eh, I was here first?”

She put the mug
down and licked her lips. “So you didn’t follow me to Suze’s house
last night? I suppose next you’ll be telling me you haven’t been
watching my every move for the last, oh, six months or so?”

He felt his
face flush. He hadn’t been that obvious. He knew he hadn’t been.
She had to know something he didn’t. Then he remembered, and he had
to curse himself. She’d probably known every time he was in town.
She was psychic, after all.

“Uh, huh. I
have eyes, Shaun.”

He pushed his
muffin plate towards her with a weary sigh. “It’s not what it looks
like.”

“If it was, I’d
be telling you to stop,” she told him, picking a chocolate chip out
the muffin. “Or getting a restraining order, maybe even.”

“How would your
boss like that?” He supposed he might as well be direct since she’d
picked up on his pitiful attempt at stealth. She took up the mug
again. He sighed and sank back in the seat. He shoved the book back
into a pocket and folded his arms.

“You don’t need
to know about my boss,” she decided, when she stopped trying to
stall. He frowned at her. She drew him a look. “You know what they
say about curiosity.”

“Well then.
What are you doing tonight?” His change of tact was an impulse he
knew he’d probably regret but he committed to it fully and gave her
a searing once over. Shock
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