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      Everything was sharp and cutting.

      The edges jagged. Broken glass.

      The sounds of life from the house. The light from the sun outside the window. The feeling of his clothes on his skin. The smell of his own hair.

      Too much. And never enough at the same time.

      It all left Eric bleeding from wounds no one else seemed able to see.

      And there wasn’t enough air in the house. Too many people. Too many beating hearts. Too many bodies. Suffocating. Stifling. He hadn’t noticed it before. Or maybe it hadn’t bothered him. Before he’d⁠—

      Everyone watched him now. Always ready and waiting for the next crack to appear. The next migraine. The next nosebleed. The next sign he was running out of time. Treating him every day like he was made of crystal instead of diamond. Still see-through, but fragile now. Breakable. Maybe he was. Maybe he’d always been. Maybe he’d been pretending to be something he wasn’t all these years.

      Hunter dropped his suitcase on his way to the bed, the hard shell loud against the wood floor. A sharp clatter that cut through Eric’s ears directly into his brain.

      Eric winced.

      “Sorry. Sorry.” Hunted laughed nervously, brushed a hand through his curls as he bent to scoop it up and continue on his way.

      “It’s fine.” It wasn’t. Nothing was. Not anymore. Maybe it hadn’t ever been. Maybe Eric had convinced himself it was. Lied to himself. “I just—” Eric sucked in a breath, but it felt like when he breathed with a scarf over his face: too warm, too close. “I’m gonna get my shit out of the bathroom.”

      If Hunter was going to say anything else, Eric didn’t give him the chance. He disappeared into the en suite bathroom and shut the door behind him. Threw the lock so no one could follow. Slammed his back into the door to effectively block it. It wasn’t any quieter in there. But at least with the light off and no external windows, it wasn’t as bright. Apart from the glow of the crack under the door.

      The urge to stuff a towel into it and curl himself up in a corner lived under his skin. A breathing thing. But he didn’t do that. Couldn’t. Hunter would worry. He’d tell Tony. Then Tony would worry. Somehow the kids would hear. They would worry too. There wasn’t time for all that. For them to dogpile on him. And their concern would make everything harder. Make him feel even more like a failure.

      He allowed himself five slow, steady cycles of breath before he turned on the light over the sink, his eyes already squinted in preparation for how bright it would be. It burned. Everything did these days. And painkillers and weed did fuck all against a world that seemed intent on cutting him to ribbons to leave him bleeding on the floor.

      The image in the mirror felt increasingly distorted. Less and less of the Eric he expected to see reflected back to him every day. He knew, logically, it was his face. He knew it looked the same as it always had. But the man who gazed back at him didn’t feel like Eric. Although he couldn’t quite put his finger on how. The wrinkles around his eyes had been there for the last few years. The bags under them weren’t uncommon, given his lifestyle. The way his clothes fit was largely the same. But something was off about the gleam in his eyes, about the way he held himself. Something was⁠—

      There were two small locks of hair near his temples that had gone white over the last couple of days. The only consistent outward sign that something was wrong with him. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

      Eric shook himself and ducked under the sink to grab the travel bottles for his shampoo, conditioner, and body wash. He could deal with the rest when he got back from Transylvania. After they’d settled this whole thing. That’s what he told himself, at least. The surface-level task he’d set aside for himself.

      But the truth was⁠—

      The truth was that he was running out of time. He was swimming against an uphill current. Every day his lungs and heart struggled a bit more. Every day the darkness seemed a bit closer.

      And every day he wanted⁠—

      His legs gave out from under him. The muscles turned to jelly by some unseen pressure. The half-full travel bottles hit the floor with a loud clunk, and he followed after, his shoulder jamming into the door of the vanity, nearly ripping it from its hinges on his way to the floor. Blood pooled at the edge of his right nostril. Not trickling out, not yet.

      “Eric?” Tony’s voice was muffled by the door. “You good in there?”

      He wasn’t.

      “Yeah. I’m fine.”

      He thought he managed to keep his voice level. Even. But there must have been the telltale wobble in there somewhere that he was unable to cover up because he heard a soft “fuck” from the other side of the door. Followed by “Hunter, get me the skeleton key.”

      Hunter, to his credit, didn’t ask why, and a moment later both Hunter and Tony were crowding into the little bathroom right along with Eric. There wasn’t enough room for three grown men. Their nearness felt equally as suffocating as everything else these days. But Eric couldn’t push them away. Didn’t want to. If he was going to⁠—

      Then he wanted them close. He wanted to know that he wasn’t alone.

      It was selfish. He recognized that. It would only hurt them in the end. But he was allowed this one thing for himself, right? This one bit of selfishness when he’d spent his entire life dedicated to protecting people who didn’t even know he existed. That was permitted. Surely.

      “Talk to us, princess,” Tony grumbled as he squatted in front of Eric. He didn’t reach for him, didn’t try to touch him. Because Tony seemed to have clocked early on how Eric flinched now when he didn’t see physical touch coming.

      “We’re here,” Hunter agreed, dropping onto his ass on the linoleum on Eric’s other side. He curled his legs into a pretzel in front of himself, as if he could make himself smaller when he was the tallest of the three men. His hands gripped his knees tightly, like he too was holding himself back, keeping himself from reaching out when that’s all he itched to do.

      Eric hated himself a little more, seeing the restraint on their faces, in their body language.

      “It’s my hair,” Eric lied. Because what else could he say? He couldn’t tell them the truth about what he’d experienced in the After. Couldn’t be honest with them. It would only make them worry more. This was easier.

      Both Hunter’s and Tony’s eyes flicked to the bits of white around Eric’s temples on cue. Their attention sufficiently diverted to something Eric could more easily explain.

      “There’s more of it. I swear there is.” He let his breath hitch, let his control slip. His eyes were already burning from tears; he let them fall now. Let himself curl in further on himself, rub his now-bleeding nose on the long sleeve of his Henley. Black. To keep from staining when this happened. It felt good to let it out, even if he was lying about where it had come from. Even if the cause was hidden.

      “Oh, Ricky,” Hunter sighed.

      “I like it,” Tony declared with all the brashness of his normal bluster. It was endearing how so much around Eric had changed. Every person in his life shifting to accommodate a new reality both internally and externally, but this one piece of Tony refused to disappear. He was a werewolf now, but he was still the same man. “I think it’s sexy.”

      “Distinguished,” Hunter piled on.

      “Really adds to the whole hot-for-teacher thing I’ve got going on.”

      Eric sobbed a laugh and flung himself forward into their arms. Let them take his weight, hold him up, keep him from hitting the floor. For a moment, it wasn’t too much. For a moment, it was enough. He had Hunter, and he had Tony, and he was okay. It was easier to block out⁠—

      He breathed deeply, inhaling their scents and allowing them to seep into his brain. It helped. It wasn’t much, but it helped. It pushed everything else away.

      “Okay,” Eric said, finally, swallowing against the lump in his throat as he untangled himself from them. His hands shook as he brushed away the remaining tears. But they let him sit up, let him hold himself up, let him pretend to be strong if only for a moment. “Okay. I’m fine. I’m good.”

      Tony raised one blond brow skeptically. “You sure?”

      “Yeah.” Not that he had any choice in the matter. He’d never had any choice in the matter. “When are Ava and Kalla getting here?”

      Hunter checked his watch. “You’ve got about ten minutes. I can hold them off though, if you need a bit longer. Keep them distracted.”

      “Nah. I’ll be fine. I just need to get my ass up and put this stuff in my suitcase.” Thankfully the bottles hadn’t busted open and dumped their contents all over the floor. It was almost impossible to remove the slick feeling of conditioner off linoleum, he knew too well from experience. Another thing he didn’t really have the time nor the energy for.

      “I’ve got it,” Tony volunteered and scooped the bottles up, along with the small plastic pouch they went in, on his way to his feet. “You’ve got all your shit laid out right?”

      “Yeah. It’s on the bed.” Eric grabbed on to the counter and hauled himself to his feet.

      The doorbell rang a second later, and Hunter muttered, “They’re early.”

      “Damn it,” Eric hissed, rubbing his hands together. They were numb. The fingers cold. Like his heart wasn’t beating well enough to make the blood flow all the way to his extremities. “I’ll just⁠—”

      “I’ll go get it,” Hunter volunteered and didn’t wait for an answer before he swept out of the bathroom, leaving Eric to Tony.

      “I’ll finish packing your bag for you,” Tony said.

      “You don’t have to. I can pack my own suitcase. I’m not⁠—”

      “Did I ask, pretty boy?” Tony cocked his head, a lock of curly blond hair falling into his face. He looked soft and touchable like this, his hair in a loose braid Hunter had fixed for him, wearing a T-shirt he’d stolen from Eric’s dresser that he was almost swimming in. Eric’s hands itched to draw him in close.

      “No. But you’ve got other shit to handle. Let me do my own stuff. I’m a big boy.”

      “Yeah, you are.” Tony winked, then spun on a heel and left Eric standing there, blinking. Stunned.

      It took him a second to recalibrate, then he was following Tony. “Hey. Hey, wait a minute. You can’t just flirt, then run off to win an argument. That’s not how this works.”

      “Really?” Tony asked. His back was to Eric, his hands moving swift and sure as he rolled up Eric’s clothes and jammed them into the small carry-on suitcase he had laid out on the bed. “Seems like I just did.”

      “You’re so fucking obnoxious sometimes.” But it was said with fondness, because Eric couldn’t deny that he’d grown to find Tony’s particular brand of annoying really adorable. Tony had this way of wrinkling his nose, his green eyes dancing with mirth, that made even aggravation worth it. He was at his most beautiful when he was being a pest on purpose.

      “I know,” Tony admitted. “And you’ve got shit to do.” Then he spun, grabbed Eric by his hips, and turned him around toward the door, giving him a light shove out into the hall. “Go on. You’ve got to make sure the gremlins are set to go while we’re gone. Don’t get them wet. Don’t fed them after midnight. No bright lights. All that jazz. Go take care of it.”

      Eric let Tony push him toward the stairs. He looked back once to smile gently at Tony, then headed down to where Ava and Kalla were already at the kitchen table, mugs of coffee in hand.

      “Decaf for you, baby,” Hunter murmured gently, putting a mug in his hands, kissing his cheek, then disappearing back into the pantry. Likely to check to make sure they didn’t need to do another grocery run before they left.

      “Right.” Eric took a sip, curled his nose, and settled at the table across from his best friend and his ex. “Thank you both for agreeing to keep an eye on the kids while I’m gone.”

      Kalla shrugged.

      Ava tilted her head, a lock of green hair falling into her face. “What else were we gonna do? Let the rugrats run around unsupervised?”

      “Well. No. Probably not.” Eric rubbed the back of his neck, where a headache had formed almost the moment he’d woken up, quickly morphing into a migraine that not even weed could knock out these days. “But this isn’t your job.”

      “Even so,” Kalla said with a shrug.

      “The coven is going to help where they can,” Ava offered. “Hunter and I have already spoken to Rus about it. They’ll trade off with us so it’s not such a big load on us.”

      “And you’ll have Linda from HR,” Hunter added from farther in the kitchen.

      A soft chittering sound followed, the raccoon that was Hunter’s familiar seeming to agree.

      “Yes, for all the help she’ll be,” Ava muttered with an eye roll.

      “Good. That’s good.” Eric’s shoulders relaxed a little. Not much, but a little. He’d known that Hunter had headed out to talk to Rus, but hadn’t had time yet to ask him about it. “I just wish I could keep them from going out hunting all together. But the council won’t allow that.”

      “And we can’t let them know you’re gone.” Ava nodded. “We know.”

      “Thankfully the vamp activity is mostly back down to where it was pre–Dash’s interference.” Enough so Eric had been able to catch some real rest. Not that he felt it in his bones, but it was something. No more swarms. No more rabid vampires. Just the normal transient vamps coming in from out of town, drawn to Moondale but unable to cross the border after they reached Ironport. A couple every week or so. “A one-team patrol every other night should be enough to keep things under control while we’re away.”

      At least he hoped so.

      “We can handle that.” Kalla sipped her coffee. “Don’t worry.”

      Right. Don’t worry. Because Eric was so historically good at not worrying.

      “Thank you.” He dipped his head forward. “I appreciate this.”

      “No problem.”
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      Perhaps it was a blessing in disguise that they weren’t given a whole lot of time to plan this trip, or to think what it would mean for all of them before they boarded the plane. The fear of what would happen couldn’t penetrate through the layer of frantic, chaotic energy Hunter felt when helping Rus and Az save Moondale (again), booking flights, and making plans for Eric’s students while they were gone. Being busy didn’t leave him time to think overmuch about what was coming, or overthink how it could all go wrong.

      Because it could all go wrong. It could all go completely tits up.

      And oh. Okay. Wow. So now he was thinking about it. Shit.

      But anyway, it was to the point that it didn’t really hit Hunter that he was boarding the first plane for a two-part twenty-hour flight until they were standing in line to have their luggage checked. And by then, it was too late to turn back. Not that Hunter was going to. He couldn’t. This wasn’t for him. And the chances of Eric’s survival if he didn’t do this? Didn’t bear thinking about.

      Hunter couldn’t lose him too.

      “You should have taken your anxiety meds,” Eric muttered, his gaze fixed on Hunter’s hands.

      Hunter took a breath and forced himself to stop twisting the ring around his thumb. “I’m fine.”

      He had to be. There wasn’t any room not to be. He’d been monitoring Eric as closely as Eric would let him over the last month, which wasn’t near as close as Hunter would like, he’d have you know, and he’d noticed how Eric wasn’t doing well. He was more tired than ever before. Slower. The headaches and nosebleeds. And he seemed to jump at his own shadow in a way that he never used to. No doubt the effects of whatever hell he’d gone through in the After and his fear of having to return there too soon.

      Hunter couldn’t let him go back. Tony couldn’t either.

      So there they were, inside a crowded airport, about to board a plane to Transylvania, to meet with a very old vampire. And Hunter was having a mild panic attack over everything involved with flying. Goddess, he hated flying.

      Eric exhaled deeply and passed Hunter’s suitcase off to Tony before he reached for his free hand and threaded their fingers together. He gave Hunter’s hand a squeeze. “Where are they?”

      “I don’t think⁠—”

      “Yeah. We didn’t ask,” Tony said as he squatted down beside Hunter’s suitcase to start digging through it. “Pill case?”

      “Front pocket probably.” Eric nodded to the small zip-up pocket at the top of the suitcase.

      Hunter tried to protest. “This really isn’t⁠—”

      “The little blue ones,” Eric helpfully supplied as he pulled his water bottle from his backpack, then shook it. “Should be enough in here for that. I’m gonna have to dump it before we go through security anyway.”

      “How many?” Tony blinked at Hunter, big green eyes glowing slightly in that way they did now that he’d been turned into a werewolf, unyielding and stubborn. Goddess, Hunter liked him so much sometimes. He was a brat, but there was something about him that Hunter couldn’t quite ignore. Shame Tony was so far up his own ass he couldn’t see the opportunity right in front of him.

      “One should be fine.” Hunter sighed deeply, his eyes rolling upward.

      Tony tapped a pill into his palm, then passed it off to Hunter.

      “We’ll put the rest in my carry-on just in case,” Eric said, holding out his hand for the pill case.

      They both watched Hunter, unblinking, until he took the pill with a swig of water. “I’m fine. Really.”

      “Yeah. You look it.” Tony snorted and moved around them to put the pill case into Eric’s backpack before grabbing both his bag and Hunter’s, leaving Hunter with nothing to carry. “Why didn’t you say that you hate flying?”

      “Didn’t seem super relevant.” Hunter shrugged.

      “Didn’t seem⁠—”

      “We’re next,” Eric shook his head. “Behave yourselves.”

      Hunter smirked at Tony over Eric’s head, and Tony rolled his eyes in annoyance, then the three of them approached the counter to present the clerk with their IDs and check in their bags. That process, at least, was painless and straightforward. But it was the least of what was to come, and Hunter knew that from experience.

      Next up was the unending line of security. People packed in so close Hunter swore he could feel the heat of their breaths on the back of his neck. He should have left his hair down. He shouldn’t have braided it to keep it out of the way. A shiver raked down his spine, and Eric tightened his hold on Hunter’s hand. Tony moved in closer, his shoulder bumping against Hunter’s.

      “Do we have to take our shoes off?” Hunter asked, moving onto his toes to see the row of scanners and the people dumping everything out of their pockets into plastic bins.

      “Yeah. Probably.” Eric nodded. “But not till we get up there.”

      “And my computer? My tablet? Is this one of those⁠—”

      “Calm down, Hunter,” Eric soothed. “We’ll wait until we’re up there and they give us directions. Then we’ll follow those directions and get through security. We aren’t in a rush. We have plenty of time to get to our gate.”

      “Yeah, but the people behind us might be in a hurry. They might not⁠—”

      “That sounds like a them problem,” Tony grunted, and although Hunter wasn’t facing him, he figured Tony must have cut the people behind them a glare, because they backed off a little.

      “Yeah, but⁠—”

      “Tony, can you deal with his electronics?”

      “Got it.” Tony took Hunter’s carry-on again and looped it over his shoulder.

      “You really don’t⁠—”

      “It’s fine. I didn’t bring anything like that with me. Just my phone.” Tony shrugged, and they scooted up in line.

      Without the strap of his bag cutting into his shoulder, Hunter was able to zone out. Focus instead on the feeling of Eric’s rough palm pressed against his own, on Tony’s steady breathing at his back. Normally, flying with someone else made the anxiety worse. Made his thoughts race harder. But there was something about the way Eric and Tony crowded him, about the heat of their bodies around him, that seemed to keep those thoughts from his head.

      The reminder to take his anxiety meds didn’t hurt either.

      And what felt like no time at all later, Eric was depositing Hunter on a bench with his shoes in his lap. “Get them back on, I’m going to help Tony with the carry-ons.”

      “I can⁠—”

      “Nope. You sit tight.” Eric spun on his heel and headed back to where Tony was waiting for their bags to come through on the other side of the scanners.

      Hunter looked down at his ratty Chucks. Someone had untied the laces for him; he didn’t know who. He never untied them when he took them off, especially not when going through TSA, usually slipped them off and worried about untying them later. But someone, either Eric or Tony, had unknotted them and left the laces loose so there was one less step to take to put them back on.

      Letting out a long, slow exhale, Hunter tugged on the laces, his hands unusually steady after having gone through security. He didn’t fly a lot, but he flew enough to know that the older he got, the more nervous it made him. To know that this experience was in no way the norm for him.

      He looked back over at the scanners to find Tony at Eric’s back, keeping anyone from crowding him too as they waited for their carry-on bags and electronics to make it to the end of the belt. It was a relief. To watch Tony orbit around Eric, protective and annoyed, like a pissy guard dog. He was good for them, both of them.

      Nodding to himself, Hunter dipped down and got his shoes back on, tied tight enough to keep them from slipping off his feet, and by the time he was straightening up, pulling his clothes back into place, Tony and Eric had grabbed their bags and were at his side again. Eric didn’t ask permission, didn’t wait—he grabbed Hunter’s hand, and they headed for their gate.

      “You know, growling at the guy behind us and flashing fang maybe wasn’t the best idea,” Eric chided gently.

      “He gave me a flat tire, and he was talking on his Bluetooth loud enough that everyone for a mile radius could hear his stupid-ass conversation. He deserved it.” Tony scoffed.

      “Yeah, but it could be seen as…”

      Hunter drifted on the current of their voices, not really hearing them as he was deposited into a seat at their gate, Eric and Tony on either side of him. The ability to check out and know that they’d get him where he needed to go was a blessing. The kind he didn’t think he’d ever get. Hunter was the caretaker, always had been. Even with Eric. But somehow, in this one instance, the tables had flipped. Eric and Tony, when combined, became the mother hens that Hunter needed in a crowded airport. More proof they were good together. More proof Tony should get his head out of his ass and realize what was right in front of him.

      Ah, well, maybe after they’d gotten over this next hurdle. Maybe after they ensured that Eric was with them to stay. Maybe they could worry about their relationship then. If that was still⁠—

      No. They’d have time for it then. Hunter would make sure of it.

      The next time Hunter tuned into his surroundings, he found himself buckled into a seat on the aisle. Eric was beside him, in the middle seat, and Tony was on the other side of the aisle. Someone else was beside the window, like maybe they hadn’t boarded in time for them to all sit together, but that was all right.

      Take off was… not his favorite.

      Hunter gripped Eric’s hand so tightly he was surprised he didn’t break bone as they sped down the runway, then lifted into the sky. His breathing coming in short, sharp gasps. Even once they were in the air, his heart still beat so hard he could feel it slamming into his rib cage with bruising force.

      Goddess. They were so high up. They were so high up, and all it would take was one minor thing to go wrong and then⁠—

      Who would take care of Chase? If this plane went down, Tony might survive, but the chances were slim. And who would look after the kids without Tony, Eric, and Hunter there? Would it fall to Kalla and Ava? What about the vampires? What about the Council of Creatures? What about Oliver and his bullshit? What about⁠—

      “All right, enough of that,” Eric muttered. He was already on his feet, his fingers threaded though Hunter’s, tugging him out of his seat.

      At some point the seat belt sign had been turned off and the cabin lights lowered. The people around them were mostly asleep or had headphones in, doing their own thing. It was only Eric, Tony, and Hunter.

      “Enough?” Hunter blinked.

      “Yup. Come on.” Eric tilted his head toward the back of the plane, then didn’t wait for Hunter to fully process what was happening before he dragged him down the aisle toward the bathroom. “In,” he said, giving Hunter a little shove into the cramped space, then following.

      The door shut behind them, too loud in the silence of the mostly sleeping plane, and Eric threw the lock.

      “Eric?” Hunter squeaked. “What are you doing? We’re gonna get caught.”

      “Everyone is asleep.” Eric shrugged, his fingers already working to untie Hunter’s sweatpants and shuck them down to his ankles, right along with his boxers. “Including the flight attendant back here. Not that she’d give a shit either way.”

      A soft squawk left Hunter, his shoulder jamming into the wall as Eric sank to his knees. “There isn’t enough room for this shit. Eric. Don’t⁠—”

      “Is that a no?” Eric asked from where he was already face-to-face with Hunter’s half-hard cock. “Tell me no, and we go back to our seats. But Hunter, you need to unwind a little. Maybe this will help you sleep. I know you didn’t get any last night.”

      “I—” It was hard to say no when he put it that way. Hard to think past the rush of blood in his ears, looking down at Eric like that, his eyes so big and dark, hair already a mess where Hunter’s hand was knotted in it. When did that happen?

      “Hunter,” Eric said patiently. “Either nod or shake your head.”

      He knew they shouldn’t. Logically, it was a bad idea. But⁠—

      He nodded.

      Eric smiled up at him, sharp and hungry, then swallowed him down. Mouth hotter than any other part of him as he engulfed Hunter’s half-hard cock, swallowing around him until Hunter had filled out entirely. Which didn’t take long at all. The thrill. The idea that they could be caught. The way he knew they shouldn’t. It all added up.

      He wasn’t going to last. No way.

      But Eric didn’t seem to mind. He hummed, pleased, and began to bob, his cheeks hollowed, and Hunter’s free hand went to his mouth to muffle the soft moan he couldn’t contain.

      Another rumble of approval vibrated up from Eric’s throat into Hunter’s cock, and he choked on a gasp, his toes curling in his shoes.

      Eric’s hands moved. One to Hunter’s thigh, where he gripped the muscle so tight it would bruise. A point of pressure that made Hunter dizzy with want. His hips jerked forward. The other moved to his sack, gentle pressure causing Hunter to breathe so hard it fogged his glasses.

      A scrape of Eric’s teeth, a brush of his tongue, a soft moan of his own, and Hunter was lost. Stars danced behind his eyes when he squeezed them shut too hard, and his hips jerked again, unaware of his movements as he chased his release.

      Practically sobbing as he came, he slumped back against the corner of the cramped bathroom. Eric licked him clean. Then Eric was on his feet, a self-satisfied smile tugging one corner of his lips as he pulled Hunter’s pants back into place.

      “Better?” he asked.

      “Uh-huh,” Hunter mumbled, and let Eric guide him out to their seats.
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      Tony tilted his head, yanking the hood of his sweatshirt farther over his hair as he watched Hunter all but stumble back to his seat. Legs made of jelly, eyes half open. Eric had to help him with his seat belt in between yawns, then he took a neck pillow and eye mask from Eric’s backpack, tilted his seat back, and promptly passed the fuck out.

      Lucky bastard.

      “Don’t be jealous,” Eric murmured. He’d leaned forward a little in his seat to blink at Tony through the dark of the lowered lights in the cabin. His hair was a complete and utter fucking mess. But there was an alertness to him that didn’t fit with the way it was bumfuck thirty in the morning Ironport time, and he’d had a happily satiated smile when he returned to his seat ahead of Hunter. He was always alert these days. Tony was beginning to wonder if he slept at all or pretended until they fell asleep.

      “I’m not.” It was a lie, and they both knew it. Tony couldn’t help being jealous of the relationship Hunter and Eric had. They fit. Like two puzzle pieces set easily together, no force necessary. Whereas Tony was all miscut edges trying to jam himself into a puzzle of a peaceful landscape when he was clearly from a box for a puzzle of a horror movie poster. All blood and terror.

      Eric hummed his obvious disagreement. “You don’t have to keep yourself separate.” His voice was soft, gentle, in the quiet of the mostly sleeping plane.

      Tony hated him for that. Hated the way Eric was holding this thing he wanted out on a platter and begging for him to take it. But they both knew he couldn’t. They both knew he wasn’t capable of it. Even if he wanted to, and damn did he ever, there was no way he’d fit with them. Not really. They both deserved better than that. Better than him.

      “Tony, we⁠—”

      “We’re not having that discussion, pretty boy. Not right now. Not with everything else going on.” Tony shook his head. He didn’t say that he refused to have the conversation with so many fucking witnesses, but Eric must have seen something in the expression on his face, half hidden by his hoodie, because he nodded.

      “All right,” Eric said, still gentle. It was a deception, Tony could see it—so could Hunter. They’d talked about it recently. Eric was pretending like he hadn’t changed. Like his time in the After hadn’t broken him into sharp pieces of glass. Like nothing was different. He wasn’t a good liar. “All right.”

      He wanted to say more, Tony could see it on his face. But what could he offer that hadn’t already been brought up? Hunter and Eric had made it clear that if Tony wanted to make a real go at them all being together, they were on board.

      The trouble with that was that Tony watched them and saw how good they were for each other. They made each other better. They were soft with each other. Tony couldn’t bring any of that to the table. He wasn’t that kind of person. And although they claimed they knew that, assured him that they saw and accepted him for who and what he was, Tony knew that eventually his inability to be good to them in return would wear them down. They would grow to resent him. He would drive a wedge between them.

      He didn’t want that.

      It was better he kept himself separate as much as possible. Better he not let himself get a true taste for something that was beyond his reach. Bad enough he was letting himself be with Eric.

      “Tell me about this Drake guy,” Tony said when the quiet between them had stretched on for too long.

      Tack that on as another thing that Tony wasn’t good at that Eric and Hunter seemed to excel at: silence. Eric and Hunter could live in the silence. They could find peace in it. Very often Tony would walk in on them sitting together, each doing their own thing, not speaking. How did that even work? He didn’t understand it. Didn’t it become deafening? Didn’t it make them uncomfortable? All the things that went unsaid?

      Eric sighed, leaning back in his seat again. “You know as much as I do.”

      With Hunter sleeping between them, they had to keep their voices down. Eric felt so far away like this. Tony wished he could touch him.

      “Tell me again,” Tony insisted.

      “If you’re that uneasy about meeting Dracula, you didn’t have to come.” Suddenly Eric sounded so tired.

      The knee-jerk reaction to yell at him, to cause a scene, kicked up in Tony’s chest, but he swallowed around the harsh words that rose like in his throat. Now wasn’t the time. Now wasn’t the place. There were too many people. He’d wake Hunter.

      Eric seemed to realize he’d poked at something sensitive because a moment later he said, “I didn’t mean that.”

      “I know.”

      More proof Eric wasn’t as fine as he was pretending to be. He was usually so much more careful with how he approached Tony’s issues. Like over the last several months he’d found a way to dance around those insecurities. It was as amazing as it was terrifying.

      “He’s really Dracula, then?” Tony let out an incredulous laugh, tilting back against the headrest and jamming his hands into the front pocket of his hoodie, where Eric couldn’t see him opening and closing his fists on repeat. “Smells like bullshit to me.”

      “That’s what Bat said.” Tony didn’t need to see Eric to hear the shrug in his tone. “She should know, right?”

      “Dracula is just a movie villain.”

      “It was originally a book, actually.” Eric chuckled. “And what’s that saying about stories?” He paused, his swallow a harsh click in the quiet of the sleeping plane. “They all have to come from somewhere?”

      “Yeah. Normies’ imaginations.” Tony scoffed, letting out a long, slow exhale. “A thing living in the dark to explain their misfortunes and lack of knowledge.”

      “You and I both know that’s bullshit.”

      They did. They’d learned enough over the last several months to know that all those stories came from somewhere. That the vampires fed into them, twisted them, to suit their needs. It’s why the Huntsmen existed at all: to protect the normies from the things they didn’t understand. To stop the wolf at the door.

      Ha. The wolf.

      Tony shook himself. “Fine. We trust this Bat chick?”

      “She saved your ass. Or did you forget?”

      He didn’t. How could he? He still had nightmares sometimes about clouds of infected vampire dust settling into his lungs and choking off his air. He knew Hunter did too. You know, when Hunter wasn’t having nightmares about his wife dying in his arms or Eric bleeding out in a morgue parking lot, and Tony wasn’t woken up by a worried Eric from a nightmare of his own about a vamp essentially date-raping him.

      Dash had well and truly fucked them all up. And now, here they were, about to go and trust another vampire with Eric’s life.

      Tony didn’t like it.

      “If I have to put a stake in that⁠—”

      “Calm down, Tony,” Eric soothed. “We can trust our allies. But we aren’t going in with our eyes closed. We will be ready if he causes us trouble.” He shifted in his seat, the movement loud in the silence, and Tony could imagine him running his hands through his hair, making it more of a mess. “Why don’t you get some rest? This is gonna be a long trip.”

      Tony clicked his tongue in annoyance. “Don’t mother hen me, I’m not one’a your gremlins.”

      “They hate it when you call them that.”

      “Like I care.”

      “Okay. Well. I’m taking a fucking nap. You stay up if you want, asshole.” Then Eric shifted in his seat again, tilting it back to match Hunter’s, and forced his breathing into something even.

      Tony wondered who Eric thought he was fooling. Certainly not the werewolf who could hear the way his heart still hadn’t completely settled into a normal rhythm. Like it was beating harder than normal. Like it was working double time to keep up with something. It had been like that a while now. That’s the only reason Tony was going along with this wild fucking gambit. The only reason he was okay with possibly turning Eric into a vampire. With meeting Dracula.

      Something was wrong with Eric.
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      The rideshare dropped them off outside of a well-maintained gate that screeched when they opened it. The road ahead was still plenty wide enough for a car, and considering the size of the hill in between them and their destination…

      “What the fuck?” Tony snarled at the driver. “What do ya mean you can’t take us all the way up? How are we supposed to get up to the fuckin’ house, then? It’s at least two miles! All uphill!”

      “Sorry, man,” the driver said with a thick accent, refusing to look at the house on the top of the hill as a crack of lightning lit the sky behind it. The road twisted and turned, cutting through what seemed to be a burned out, dead forest. “Rules are rules. We aren’t permitted past the gate.” A shiver wracked down the man’s spine, and he added in a murmur, “Not that I’d go even if I were. That place is fucking creepy.”

      “And why aren⁠—”

      “Leave it, Tony,” Hunter said, tugging on Tony’s collar until he pulled his head out of the still-open car door. “Sorry about him. Long flight.”

      “Yeah. Whatever.” The driver waited until Hunter shut the door, then sped off, kicking up dust that left them all coughing.

      “Fuckin’ asshole,” Tony snarled, sharp teeth cutting into his lower lip. “I’ve got his scent, I could⁠—”

      “Is that a carriage?” Eric cut Tony’s tirade short, and Tony spun to find that there was, in fact, a black carriage trundling down the winding road toward them.

      Hunter barked a laugh. “It sure as fuck is.” His phone pinged, and he looked down at the brightly lit screen. “Bat says that’s our ride.”

      “Is she fucking joking?” Tony scowled. He didn’t like this. He didn’t like this at all. “I’ll walk, thanks.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Tony, don’t be a tool. Just get in the carriage.” Eric sighed and grabbed his bag.

      “Why didn’t she tell us we’d have to take a carriage up to the house?” Tony continued to complain even as he dropped his duffel into the floor and let Eric all but haul him up onto the seats. “Why is she just now telling us this? Seems fishy to me. Maybe she’s under a thrall. Maybe Dracula is bringing us here just so he can⁠—”

      “Would you chill the fuck out?” Hunter grumbled, slamming his head back into the seat. “Rus wouldn’t have sent us to her if⁠—”

      “Maybe she didn’t know. Let me remind you, sweetheart, this is Dra-cu-la. You know, the original vampire? If the stories are true, and I’m not saying they are, then he’s responsible for every vampire we’ve ever dealt with. Even Dash. Even⁠—”

      “Enough bickering,” Eric cut in, his fingers pinching the bridge of his nose, his eyes squeezed shut. “Enough. You’re giving me a fucking migraine. Look.” He opened his eyes to glare at Tony, but he was still holding the bridge of his nose. “Worst case scenario, we get here, we realize it’s a trap, we dust some vamps, we go home. Nothing changes.”

      Nothing changes. Another lie.

      Everything would change. If Dracula couldn’t help them, what would they do? Who would they go to next? They were running out of time, and fast. If they couldn’t find someone to turn Eric, then he was as good as dead. He’d be sent back to the hell that was the After and⁠—

      Tony swallowed, something sharp threatening to lodge in his throat. This fight had been building for a week, since they started planning this trip. But it was all snuffed out in an instant. The reminder of everything he had to lose staring him in the face with big honey-brown eyes.

      “Fine. But I’m sleeping with a stake under my pillow.” He crossed his arms and flopped back against the seat as the carriage trundled up the road toward the house.

      “We wouldn’t expect anything else.” Hunter chuckled gently, then turned to look out the window, his brows pulled together in a way that told Tony he wasn’t the only one thinking about what would happen if this didn’t work. Wasn’t the only one who Eric had reminded what was really on the line here.

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine.” How the fuck Eric could be so calm, Tony didn’t know, but he did his best to let Eric’s words soothe him as well. Let his raised hackles down. All the while his ears stayed alert.

      The carriage rocked and bumped. Jolting every bone in his exhausted body. The dead forest speeding by around them. Another crack of lightning lit the sky.

    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





OEBPS/images/small-there-will-be-blood-title-page-copy.jpg
THERE L

Huwrens e Fnmneasr; Bom Foun





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Praise for Overkill
      


      		
        Also by Lou Wilham
      


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Sneak peek
      


      		
        Ch 1 Tombmates
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        About Lou Wilham
      


      		
        More Books You’ll Love
      


      		
        These Dangerous Fates
      


      		
        Lineage
      


      		
        Dead Rockstar
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Also by Lou Wilham


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		About Lou Wilham


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/overkill-chaps-2.jpg
S Y,






OEBPS/images/bats-small.jpg





OEBPS/images/overkill-chaps-1.jpg
¥ D]







OEBPS/images/there-will-be-bloodtitle-page.jpg
Huwress o Jnnpan Bony Fum

THERE L

pioop

ho Wilhamm

©

Michight Tide
PUBLISHING





OEBPS/images/there-will-be-blood-ebook.jpg






OEBPS/images/overkill-chaps-3.jpg
¥ it






