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        “Hatred. Manipulation. Jealousy. It seems the innocent always pay the price. They’ll take from you, and they’ll break you. When your heart is ripped out, you’ll have no choice but to protect yourself. Insulate. Survive. Strengthen. And then choose to do better than they did. Be the better person. Love again. Flourish, because there is no better revenge.”
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      Oxygen drags razor blades down my throat and jabs them into my lungs. Pain batters me relentlessly, but hundreds of years of self-preservation keeps me from folding in front of everyone.

      Bishop Savage says something to me, but my autonomic system doesn’t have the capability to deliver the words to my brain for processing. I barely incline my head in response to who knows what and turn on my heel, pivoting quick enough that I blur—but that’s nothing no one here has seen before.

      At least I don’t have to hide that ability.

      I push through the tent flaps and force myself to keep walking. Left foot, right foot. One foot in front of the other. Conversations hum around me, the words lost to the air.

      Pressure builds, and with an internal POP! panic seizes every molecule within me. My heart races uncontrollably and saliva pools in my mouth. My hands shake, and sweat drenches the skin within my clothes. Left foot, right foot—faster now—each step pulling me away from loss and toward the renewal I need.

      I blur quicker to the forest edge and through it, my feet hitting dirt and leaves fast enough that I’m gone before the sound even reaches my ears.

      My body bows forward with the effort to stay upright. Am I far enough away? It doesn’t seem to matter. My lungs might as well be collapsing with the very much-needed air refusing to get in. Or maybe it’s my throat that’s so closed up.

      My leg gives out and I hit the ground, landing hard on my hands and knees. Rocks I can’t see beneath the musky foliage inched out over the forest floor tear into me, and blood seeps out. My skin becomes crepey and thin, the veins suddenly dark and close to the surface.

      I curl into a ball, attempting to get a hold of myself, and close my eyes, focusing on each muscle, on each normally necessary step to living. Breathing in, then out, calming my heart and body.

      When Bishop dragged me back to the rare Magical encampment in the middle of who knows where, I didn’t know what he’d expected of me. That he wanted me to give up a life to save the human, Cassie—that he wanted me to give her one of my lives.

      If I had known, I wouldn’t have come easily. Actually, I’d have run selfishly far away.

      My lives aren’t finite. And I don’t give them out unwillingly. Shit, I never give them out willingly. I can count on one hand in nearly three hundred years that I chose to do so.

      But I didn’t have a choice when he said he would expose me to the rest of the Guardianship, knowing damn well I’m in hiding. The man’s a complete bastard, with a well-deserved reputation of cold cruelty as the one in charge of the Guardianship’s Investigations Division. There was nothing I could do but give up a coveted life.

      Each breath slowly kills me. It should sustain me, but it doesn’t. Neither does water or food. Those minuscule things mean nothing without the only thing I really need to live.

      I gather my strength through sheer stubbornness. I’m nothing if not highly trained in the skill that has kept me alive for decades. But without the willpower to search out my livelihood, I would’ve died lifetimes ago. The once proud Raine, mitigated to dust. Destroyed and wilting away as my last life manipulates my body into rapidly catching up to its true age.

      Fuck that.

      Rising slowly, I bend at each vertebra, curving fluidly until I’m straight, and force each foot in front of the other again.

      I finally break from the tree line and stand on wet pavement. Swiveling my head, I close my eyes and inhale hard through my nose, searching for the scent of sexual attraction that will lead to everything in my body mending.

      Far, far away there’s a particular human whose scent would call to me, but I can’t answer it.

      Purpose fills me, flooding my soul with the promise of life, and I stalk forward. For now, my immediate goal’s locked and loaded.

      The rundown building appears sad and decrepit, yet it’s probably the lifeline of this little town. Inside, men will gather round a piece of wood, worn down by years of glasses sliding down its length, and the women will join them in the hopes of a good gossip and a frothy glass of something to help ease the tiredness of a long day and bolster them for the evening to come.

      My only concern in such desolation is the lack of healthcare. And the lack of choice, not discrimination, that fuels these people’s sex lives.  As long as my life has been, I still haven’t learned to stop caring about germs.

      I shove the door open, and like any stranger, stop on the threshold and look around. The bar hushes as everyone turns and stares. I know what they’re seeing. A gorgeous woman with green eyes and luscious, long black hair. A trim body, a lithe figure. Milky-cream skin and a flawless complexion. None of my fear, nor my body’s physical breakdown shows—I’ve perfected my projection lifetimes ago.

      After a few jaws dropping and nothing happening, they collect themselves and return to what they were doing before I barged into their world.

      I know they won’t believe it anyway. Tomorrow when they’re chatting with friends, they’ll recount the impressively sexy woman that stepped into their bar in the middle of nowhere. They’ll question what they saw, maybe get a few jibes about drinking too much and hallucinating. And they’ll agree and forget they saw me.

      It’s a curse and a blessing.

      I continue to sniff delicately, searching through some of the rubble of yeast gone bad, of rancid spills on floors that haven’t been properly mopped. My nose wrinkles. I’m fast losing hope that I’ll find what I want here.

      And then it’s as if someone opened a window out into a warm sunny day, a summer breeze laden with flowers and honey. My mouth dries and my heart hammers in my chest. Though that may be because I’m dying.

      It could also be because my body knows—senses—it’s close to reviving and is frenzied with feral desire. I can’t remember the exact last time I depleted myself like this, and it’s not something I’ll care to repeat in the near future. The frailty is paralyzing. I have too much to do yet, to accomplish with my life.

      My gaze lands on a group of four humans oozing that delectable sexual attraction at the corner booth and I saunter over, careful to keep my weakening limbs from limping. I could wish for more from the people—some refinement maybe.

      All four look like farmers, filthy from a day out in the fields with their crops and animals. Boots pulled up over mud-splattered jeans, cowboy hats and bandannas laying on collars and in the corners of the booth. They’re loud and obnoxious with laughter, but at least they have the table manners to take their various head coverings off before eating and drinking.

      I sigh. Variety is the spice of life, or so they say. I’ve tasted it all, become jaded, and not much gets me off anymore. But beggars can’t be choosers.

      Fortunately, I’m going to have to be choosy, at least this time. All four sport wedding rings, and the closer I get, the more I notice the little things. One couple holds hands under the table, the other snuggles a bit closer, feet touching, randomly rubbing.

      They seem completely devoted to each other. Either newlyweds or years together, working through sorrows and problems and coming out stronger on the other side.

      Fuck.

      My allure, turned up to its strongest, won’t give them the chance to say no, but I won’t break up any marriages. Having my own set of morals may yet be the death of me. And wouldn’t that be a touch of irony on the gravestone.

      Blood seeps into my mouth and my tongue slides over a molar, now loose. I swallow the metallic taste as desperation rears its head and claws its way up my chest from a sickening pit in my stomach.

      I alter my course, searching out a group of younger guys. Ones possibly on a night out after a hard day, looking to chug some beers before going home to lonely beds.

      Finally, attraction flickers from two men looking over, eyes traveling down my body, before shyly looking away.

      The two chat quietly at the end of the bar. In my experience, they look like they’re just about ripe for a good long fuck. And with the minutes passing and the fear pushing out of my belly and into my entire system, I’m going to need both of them. Honestly, I probably need thousands of them to get to the life energy equivalency of yesterday.

      I quickly walk up, my senses on full mode, checking them for any detectable diseases. None, thank the Fates. I drape an arm over each set of shoulders and smile wide, my teeth flashing prettily in the middle of the darker atmosphere.

      “Hello, gentlemen. Which one of you wants to take me to bed?” I purr quietly, knowing that they’re already under my light spell. The ones that are the most susceptible fall fast, quick to jump at having sex with a stunning woman they couldn’t hope to nail on a good day.

      The ones with ethics and standards, with higher codes of honor, don’t succumb so easily.  And the stronger their convictions, the more they’re capable of saying no. Those are the ones I aim for.

      No matter what, I always watch for the body language that will give them away no matter what their mind—and my allure—has tricked them into wanting. I won’t force anyone. Regardless of what I am, consent is important and it’s nearly a personal law.

      Even when it means my life or death.
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      I tone down my sex charm because I don’t think I need to expend the energy my body truly needs elsewhere. They seem genuinely eager, both men blinking rapidly and grinning, their self-deprecating smiles even sweeter because they’re honestly interested in the possibility of sex. Sadly, it’s guys that tend to be quick in making that decision. It’s the women that are usually more discerning and the women that I need in desperate times, their capabilities a potent and rare source of energy.

      “I’d like to buy you a drink,” says the one on the left.

      “Hey! I’m buying her a drink!” yells the other, scowling at his newly minted adversary.

      With a quick glance down, my body clenches with anticipation at the bulge in their jeans and the rising scent of lust, and I pull my arms tighter, motioning for them to move and get up.

      “It’s alright. There’s no reason for me to choose.” I move my own shoulders in, deepening my cleavage, my purring whisper dropping in volume. “There’s plenty of me for both of you. I only hope you can keep up.”

      At my words, they both jump, their chairs nearly falling over. I’m sure it’s as if their very fantasy came true. Here I am standing in front of them with a rare opportunity—a gorgeous stranger walking up and offering to fuck them both.

      If only they knew that this isn’t what I would want. Once upon a time, yes. I would’ve simpered and been pleased with the attention. Once, I even commanded it unbidden. Males and females of all ages rushed to gain my affection, doing anything I asked. Now, though I wield the power, I don’t find nearly enough joy in it.

      That’s what happens when something you love becomes a burden around your neck. And when the one you really want is forever unattainable.

      I huff softly, allowing them to lead me out. They argue for several seconds about the who, what, where. I don’t care at all, except for my energy waning at an incredibly fast pace. My legs may as well be made from concrete, as stiff as my joints are. Faster, faster. I need them before I disintegrate into a dusty pile at their feet.

      I lick my lips, my tongue drawing their gazes in. “Please, whoever has the closest, cleanest bed. I don’t want to wait anymore for you to come in my mouth, to come in my pussy—preferably at the same time.” I use the words some men like, my hands trailing down their stomachs toward their groins, stopping just short of their waistbands as if I can’t help myself.

      And it’s damn near the truth. I need their orgasms more than I need anything else. But their shuddering breaths give me pause. I don’t need them wasting it on themselves.

      I’ve said too much, too fast.

      Clearly, they’re young even for normal human standards, maybe early twenties, but not every man can orgasm multiple times in a short period of time, and I desperately need every drop of their primal, sexual energy. I need to slow down, even as my own body prepares for them, soaking my underwear, coating the air around me with the particular smell of sex.

      I sniff softly, high on my own scent of life. Fuck, but if we don’t get there soon, I’ll throw them down and mount them in street, riding one after the other if need be. The need to refill my well consumes me. Already my limbs weaken further, the muscles atrophying, and my left ankle twists as I lose the muscle tone required to simply stand on it for long. I use the movement to turn and face them.

      Faster, faster. I won’t make it.

      I hook a finger into each of their loops and tug. “I need you to fuck me, hard. And then flip me over and fuck me more.”

      They audibly gulp and—finally!—move quickly, pulling me along with them, as we enter a nearby apartment building. The light seems dim. Or is that my vision going? Shit. The sick sensation of panic pulses in my head and moisture gathers above my lip. My breath comes in spurts, the old lungs desperately wanting to quit altogether. I huff air in strongly.

      Not much longer.

      A woman walks out into the hallway, clearly leaving. One of the men stumbles, his feet comically turning in her direction, his body breaking through my lightest level of sexual coercion to keep them on the end goal.

      Ah. A crush.

      The possibility of more than the barest of stopgaps has me scrambling to get her involved. I definitely need as many orgasms as I can get and women, when well pleased, come multiple times—and I have skilled fingers, while practice has made my tongue perfect. Nothing wrong with me checking to see if she’s amenable. Especially when I have so much to gain.

      I spin around and face her, my allure spreading forward until I rein it in a smidgeon. Aha, there’s a reason he hasn’t been successful with her; she’s only got eyes for me. I saunter slowly toward her, giving an extra sway to my hips, hoping none of them can hear my bones creaking and grinding against the joints.

      “Hey. This might seem sus…but I seriously don’t mean it that way.” I laugh softly, hoping I don’t sound creepy. I’d really rather her join us. My breasts tighten in response to the possibility of more sex, of more life energy. “You doing anything? Want to chill with us upstairs? Netflix just dropped some classics, and I need another woman’s voice. Convincing them to watch Top Gun is exhausting. But I’m in my Tom Cruise era…he was so hot, you know. It would be fun if you came.”

      Multiple times, but I don’t say that part aloud.

      It’s become second nature to adopt the younger generation’s expressions, no matter how dumb they sound to me, and I point my thumb over my shoulder. My words are for their benefit, but my actions are for her—hidden from their sight—and when her gaze returns to me, my fingers trail down my shirt and over my taut nipple pushing against the fabric of my shirt, making it clear what I’m insinuating.

      My body hungers for all the orgasms I can possibly entice.

      She licks her lips, but shakes her head. “I don’t know what you…you mean.” Her voice lowers and she stares downward as I pluck at the hem of my shirt. I lift it lightly, showing her a sliver of my—hopefully—still smooth abs and dip my finger into my waistband.

      I drop my own voice, the words barely a whisper. “Netflix and chill.” I pause, staring into her warm, brown eyes like I’m caught in her web. “You and I, sweetheart.” Maybe my puffing breath will come out sounding like I’m simply horny with a racing heart.

      “I’m not…not into…girls,” she whispers back, a slight flush rising in her cheeks.

      Au contraire, my naive, innocent woman. She might be hiding; but she might be confused. Either one is a possibility in this type of desolate town. I lean in until I catch more than a whiff of her blatant sexual interest.

      You can’t lie to me, lady.

      “If you’re hiding your attraction to women because you’re scared of someone, honey, you tell me, and I’ll make sure you’re safe.”

      After I load up on orgasms. Right now, I couldn’t blow over a feather, let alone take anyone on.

      She shakes her head in the negative and bites on her lip. My own head aches, the tension gathering in between my brows. Shit, but my body is decaying faster than I had imagined possible. I think I really, really need her orgasms, too. Dammit.

      Her honest cooperation might be my preference, but at this point I’ll use my full power and fuck the consequences. I won’t have any mental health to worry about if my deterioration is allowed to complete its course. One last try. I’d really rather not force anyone.

      “Three things. Have you ever looked at another woman and wondered what it would be like to kiss her, her soft breasts pressed against yours? Your fingers dipping into the V at her legs, knowing you can play her like a guitar? Or wishing her tongue was lapping at your drippings?”

      She gulps hard, the vein pulsing rapidly at her neck. Her head tilts slightly but she stills, not completing the affirmative movement.

      “Second, how old are you?”

      “Twenty-one,” she breathes out.

      So young. They all are compared to me. I can’t change her age, but at least she’s what passes for a legal adult and I can teach her a few things about what she actually wants.

      “And last, are you single?” This time she nods vigorously and satisfaction curls in my belly. “I can offer you something you’d never get here. An idea of what a woman who knows how to please another woman can do for you. How she can take great care with your lips, your nipples, your hips…sucking on the space in between. And more importantly, no strings attached. I’m gone in the morning with no one wiser to what happened.”

      Her eyes widen and she clutches the keys in her hands, the knuckles turning white. If her clit isn’t throbbing, I don’t know shit. I sweeten the pot, hoping to close this deal. And fast.

      Before I collapse at her feet.

      My purr turns into a light growl—hungry dominance shoving through. “I guarantee I’ll make you come so hard and fast that I’ll barely be able to keep up with licking every last drop while you scream for more.”

      Her breath stops before it whooshes out again. “What about them?”

      “Oh, I swing both ways and have a…healthy sexual appetite. Their cocks will be busy with me, and I have no intention of sharing any of you with each other.” Sultriness infuses my words, the air between us heavy with promise.

      I’m not sure how her eyes get any wider, but they do. She still says nothing, and I shrug. Maybe I can try again after I replenish a bit without having to resort to magical coercion. I’m out of the ability to keep standing here. I turn, putting my hand out on the wall to stop the hall from spinning.

      “Yes.”

      My body instantly thrums with pleasure at the whisper.

      Fuck yes. The orgasms just more than tripled with the addition, guaranteeing my body’s reconstruction. Survival wins again. I turn to the bar men.

      “My new friend here will be joining us, if that’s okay?”

      I flutter my eyelashes, as if they need any convincing. Their facial expressions can’t possibly get more excited, and I nearly laugh, giddy at the relief that’s so close to ending my encompassing need.

      We climb the stairs, our footsteps quick and loud on the carpeted concrete. Everyone’s panting when we finally reach the third floor, for vastly different reasons.

      There’s a moment of quiet awkwardness when the door shuts behind our group and we’re standing in a small but obviously clean living room. Thank the Fates.

      Nobody moves, and I point vaguely down a hallway. “Bathroom?”

      “Second door on the right…” The man on the left trails off, obviously waiting for me to supply my name.

      I shake my head and purr low in my throat, widening my eyes and letting my projection color the unbelievability of my words, turning them into something considered normal. “No names. Now, don’t rub one off without me. I want you both hard and ready to fuck when I return.”

      I hold my hand out. “Come.” The word slides out of my mouth, and I cut off the sentence, waiting to see how she responds. I want to see her lovely brown eyes shine with need, and our talk downstairs has me thinking she enjoys the dominance.

      Her mouth parts and a thrill shoots through me at how quickly I’d summed up her sexual wishes. Commands are easy.

      “Wash up with me,” I finish.

      She nods and slides her hand into mine. It’s a bit damp, and I give it a squeeze as I pull her hastily out of the room. Her nerves will end fast enough when she’s sobbing with pleasure.

      “Don’t be nervous.” We step into the bathroom, and I spin her around, her back hitting the door when I reach around and lock it.

      “I’ll only bite if you want me to.” I yank my shirt off and unclasp the bra with one hand, the other already pinching my nipple. My body demands the things the humans can offer me.

      I throw my head back, my free hand caressing my throat, one knee bending, sliding against the inside of her leg. Her gasp echoes loudly, and I tilt my head forward in time to see her slowly lift her shirt up and over her head.

      I nearly sigh at the serviceable white cotton bra before another thought rips through me. “Are you a virgin?”

      She winces but shakes her head. “No, it was kinda the final thing that made me realize I don’t like penises.”

      Relief pours into me. Using my ability to entice her is bad enough. I draw the line at utilizing it to be her first foray into any sexual realm. And I’d be hard-pressed to back away now. My body probably wouldn’t survive the effort.

      “Darlin,’ if you thought penises were great on their own, you were bound to be disappointed. That appendage can only do so much—poor thing doesn’t stand a chance of coaxing an orgasm from you all by itself.”

      She giggles, her back relaxing against the door. “I didn’t know what to do with one. But I also don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing with a vagina either.”

      “Lesson one…let’s drop the anatomy verbiage, shall we? You’ll find most people don’t use those words in any type of sexy setting. Second, I’ll give you a hands-on demonstration or two, all night long if you can keep up with me.”

      First, I need to live—which means right now I need to tongue-fuck her quickly and, while she’s still quivering from the aftershocks, dive headfirst into the spurting orgasms waiting for me beyond the door.

      I find it strange that my hands lift of their own accord, unbuttoning her jeans, pulling down the zipper and yanking her body toward me. It’s as if I’m not even all here. I glance at the mirror, making sure I’m still protecting her from my body’s true state.

      The scent of her shampoo envelops me as I softly nuzzle her neck, an innocent and sweet cucumber and melon. She’s already moaning when I breathe gently near her ear, my tongue sliding against the sensitive lobe, when she kicks off her pants. I’ve barely started on her, but the sound fuels my deprived body, and I manage to double my projection before a burst of strength flows through me, my hands spanning her waist, as I easily lift her high in the air.

      My inhuman strength and her subsequent questions would kill her entire sexual mood, allure or not. I settle her thighs onto my shoulders and bury my face into the curls.

      Her bucking hips are the last thing I remember holding onto as I sink to my knees.
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      An electric static buzzes through my body and I stretch, arms high, back arching, thrusting my naked breasts toward the ceiling. Satisfaction weaves through me and I sigh contentedly. Is there anything better than waking up in the morning full of life and vitality?

      I lick my lips, savoring the taste of multiple orgasms, sweaty skin, and a distinct essence that permeates the air. Mm, there’s also nothing in the world like fully appreciating your lifeline.

      There’s a moan and I turn my head, a soft blanket caressing my cheek. The woman from last night lays curled up next to me, her hands pillowing her face. There’s a male foot, dangerously close to her head, and I follow the line of hairy limbs up to a muscular, smooth chest. The man’s arms, crossed behind his head, bring to the surface a shadowy memory. He’d held my ass up, literally one-handed—his hips digging into my inner thighs—while I propped myself up on elbows, head thrown back, sucking down every last drop of sexual energy from man number two, while his other hand alternated between rubbing my clit and tugging on a nipple. I vaguely remember staring up at dusky lashes grazing delicate dark circles under his eyes—we’d been several hours in, at that point. His orgasm had ripped through me, causing my own to shudder out while the woman suckled…anywhere she could on my body.

      A feral intensity had covered any shred of decency I’d had left last night. I’d plundered and tasted, touched and caressed, until I’d woken a sleeping beast within the woman, desperate for my life to continue.

      I glance down and sigh. Little bite marks, purple hickeys and scratches are all over me. She’d become overly enthusiastic, but who am I to complain?

      My bones no longer feel like they might melt into a puddle inside me, and that had been the whole reason for this union. But there’s no way the woman will ever go back to closeting her sexuality and sheer revelry with the female body. I may have set her up for disappointment.

      A nagging emotion that might be regret pings through me. I sigh again.

      Panic seems like such a distant thing, though I remember well what I experienced before I blacked out. Thankfully, I’d still been able to perform…and control myself. In all my years, I’ve only once before been that close to the brink of death.

      An icy chill races down my spine.

      The memories of the night will slowly come back to me as my subconscious thoughts solidify into consciousness, but I shiver with horror at the possibility that I may not have made it out alive. That these humans may not have.

      It’s pure luck that I picked two virile men that each had the ability to orgasm not once or even twice, but three times—naturally—in one night. Their cum, their sexual energy, their state of being, fueling my soul. The woman also…

      I frown.

      Did I really drape a towel like a skirt across my hips and pretend to be a half-naked teacher?

      I close my eyes as the vague image that I’d used a wooden spoon to smack her ass comes unbidden, pushing past my coherent thoughts.

      Nooo, I was not so cliché! Ugh.

      But her near-instant orgasm had flooded my mouth, my skin snapping back into its usual suppleness at that very moment. It had driven me to do other cliches I’d have argued I wouldn’t ever demean myself with, but that was before death knocked on my door.

      I shake my head. And where’s the other fellow?

      I roll over and swallow the gasp that almost wakes everyone up. My nose is perilously close to his knee, and I lean my head back to avoid getting unintentionally hit. Say what you want about small towns, but cowboys may just be the ultimate diamond in the rough. This one had assisted me with strong hands and hard forearms as I rode his pulsating dick, never letting the rhythm skip and not once looking up at the balls of his friend that simultaneously slapped my chin with every thrust down my throat. Really, the coordination of two cocks without messing up timing had been impressive even to me.

      Maybe I’ll need to keep places like this more on my radar. The amount of healing that my body accomplished in ten hours without burning them out has been damn near miraculous.

      As cozy as the bedding on the living room floor—surprisingly—is, it’s time to go. My sexual allure and projection only lasts so long once I stop it. Eventually, they’ll come to their senses. Realize they were participants, even willing, in group sex. And for some reason, humans don’t like that. They insist on the self-punishment of monogamy. Silly, really. As if any one person should satisfy someone for all time.

      I shudder. I’d done that once before, and you couldn’t pay me enough, convince me enough that it was worth it. No, thank you. I like my life the way it is.

      Mostly.

      Better for them to wake up when I’m gone, each of them scurrying back to their own homes, embarrassed, even though they’re sexually sated and saturated in the euphoria of hormones. Soon they’ll convince themselves that it was just a great, vivid dream. And eventually even that will become fleeting until they don’t remember it at all.

      But I’ll remember them. I always do.

      I pull my clothes on, not even sure if they’re mine, and step over to the woman. I sigh at the look of contentment on her face. Bending down, I kiss her softly on the lips, my tongue darting out to trace her cupid’s bow. My body calls to the energy awakening in her, as she sleepily reaches up to cup my breast. I pull away, shaking my head, and put a finger to her lips.

      Letting her wake up first to flee the scene is my gift to her for saving my life. Without the explosions racking her body, I doubt I’d feel as good as I do. I honestly can’t count how many orgasms she had. Plus, I’m here for the woman empowerment.

      My thumb becomes wet as she licks it. For a moment, I wonder what would happen to her if I stayed just a little bit. Made her, and the guys, all come—over and over again—day in and day out. Filling me, refilling me. If I took it slow and drew the time out, how long would they last? I wince, battling my body’s need for its life-force. I can’t do it to them.

      “I have to leave, but I wanted to say, own yourself. Find yourself and be true to you. Fuck what people think. I can’t tell you how important it is that you look after you—no one else will do it.  And if you can’t do that here, find a way to leave. Be careful—you are beautiful and generous—don’t let anyone use you, even if you want it. Find your woman and fuck her brains out. Be happy, every day. Live.”

      She nods, eyes wide, and I stand straight. Time for me to leave this small town, too.

      It must be something in the air because that’s the most I’ve ever given of myself, and I’m not sure how I feel about it.

      The men stir, soft moans slipping through their vocal chords as they dream of our night. Tingles spread across my own groin, and I groan softly before shaking my head and cutting off my sense of smell. My body may be in the rejuvenation stages, but they’re far from safe from me. I’ll need more orgasms and more sex. Always more. And I have zero desire to tire these kind people out.

      They deserve to live.
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      Once I clear the doorway of my apartment, I toss my keys onto the foyer table. And stiffen as I notice my favorite picture frame—a large pair of yellow, glowing cat eyes on a black background—tilted five degrees in the wrong direction on the wall.

      I open my senses as far as possible in human form and sniff the air. There’s the barest hint that someone has been here, but whoever it was is long gone.

      I withdraw my cell from my back pocket and pull up the security system app, punching in the code and sliding through the various camera frames.

      My stomach drops as I watch several recordings go dark. Whoever it was had known I had them and came prepared. Bishop? But why would he go to such lengths? He has the authority to enter and is just asshole enough to barge in when I’m gone and flip the middle finger while he’s at it.

      No, it definitely wasn’t him. I’d recognize his scent, and this isn’t it. It’s almost…maybe? Vaguely familiar, but I’m not sure if it’s the scent itself or a component, like a common detergent.

      It doesn’t matter who it is really. I can usually handle anyone, quite literally. I may look like a weak human now, but I don’t when I shift. It’s a lot easier to do that—to be lethal—when I don’t have to worry about dying. And I don’t have any lives to spare right now, so anyone is potentially a serious threat.

      I can’t stay here knowing my haven has been compromised. If it’s anyone but Bishop or Dex from the Guardianship, I need to leave.

      I gather up clothes, as well as extra toiletries. I don’t remember what I have at my office at the exclusive Ferraro’s Club, and I don’t want to have to go back out. After stuffing everything into my overnight bag, I carefully set out a few things throughout my apartment—a hair here, a piece of clear tape, sticky side up, placed there, other items. Each one I lay down will be nearly invisible to someone who isn’t trained to move about undetected. If it’s in a different position or gone, I’ll know, even without the camera’s blips, that someone has come back and which room they were in. Maybe it will give me some insight as to why. Knowledge is always the best weapon.
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      After showering and changing in my office at the club, I order one of Chef’s specialties kept on hand just for me. Salmon and asparagus smothered in a creamy dill sauce—heavy on the cream.

      To most people, I’m just a nurse kept on staff in case anything happens to the rich who frequent Ferraro’s. No one would dare to question him about why I have a private office and suite, let alone special meals.

      Dex is the only one here who knows what I truly am, and I trust that he won’t let anyone find out. It’s the only reason I’m here and relaxed.

      I’m replaying the moment my security recordings turn black, scrutinizing the bottom corner of one video on my phone at the tiniest movement, when there is banging on the office doors.

      “Come in.”

      I don’t bother to look up. Whoever is food running will leave it on the coffee table in front of the couch I’m on. I zoom in, but the screen becomes too distorted, and I growl softly.

      The salty scent on the air fills my nostrils and my head snaps up. I stand quickly.

      Dex.

      Ferraros’ owner moves forward, stress and fear etched onto his handsome face, and places the tray down in front of me. He’s bringing me food? Since when does the man do something so trivial?

      “I’ve only got a few seconds while Cassie sleeps. Bishop’s guarding her.”

      I couldn’t care less about his bartender-turned girlfriend, but since Cassie has one of my lives, I probably should become more invested. Help her take care of it at least. She should fucking appreciate it.

      I hiss when Dex sticks his hand out. He wants me to shake it? What is this, some kind of Guardianship meeting? A club-client negotiation? So formal. But I move from behind the table and take it. He pumps it hard before sighing and pulling me into his arms, giving me a fierce hug.

      I hold still, stiff and unsure of what I’m supposed to do. Hug my current boss back? Yell at my former lover that he crippled me when he stopped contributing consistent, sporadic but safe sex after he met Cassie? Ask his forgiveness for throwing her under the bus and causing the catalyst to most of her pain and torture when Fiore, a corrupt Guardian, tried to kill her? Which led to where we are?

      But I don’t have to do anything at all, in the end.

      “Thank you. I know that Bishop made you come, in order to atone for…everything.” He waves a hand in the air, backing away, and I nearly snarl at the simplicity and injustice of it all. “Thank you for giving her life. She’s my soulmate, and without her…I…”

      Is that a tear in his eye? I nearly roll my own. My how the mighty fall. But I can’t blame him. He’s been raised by those who value their mates, even seeking them out.

      I grumble under my breath but incline my head. I don’t even know why I bother. He’s already gone, the barest hint of warm, salty air swirling in the room before it too dissipates.

      But since she’s clearly never leaving, and I now have a vested interest, I should probably befriend Cassie.

      I snuggle back into the arm cushions, my legs full-out on the couch, and pull the tray onto my lap before digging in. It hadn’t taken long for me to break some of the old-fashioned, ingrained habits I was taught as a kid. It's so much better to be comfortable than to have a straight back. Look pretty. Eat daintily. Pretend you're not hungry. There's a lot to be said for progression and women’s rights.

      I take the first bite, and as the salmon flakes onto my tongue, a soft rumble of pleasure starts in my chest. As usual, per the standards of Ferraro’s, the meal is the epitome of perfection. There’s no other nightclub in the world with loftier ideals. It does more than sate my hunger, reminding me that life’s pleasures are everywhere if only we take the time to acknowledge them.

      I’d forgotten that, and experiencing my last possible moments on this Earth had brought it all crashing down on me yesterday. It’s easy to take advantage of everyday life. To be blinded to what is simply because you focus on what isn’t. I won’t be forgetting this lesson for quite some time. I wish I could say I’d never forget it, but this isn’t the first time I’ve been reminded, and it won’t be the last. Not if I have anything to say about it.

      I plan on living long enough to probably
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