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A HUMAN SEARCHING FOR HER SISTER, &

A GRUMPY VAMPIRE BODYGUARD,
AND A-PREDATOR ON THE HUNT.
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About the Book

Twilight meets The Vampire Diaries in this steamy new adult
romantasy.

A human searching for her sister, a grumpy vampire bodyguard in charge of
keeping her alive, and a malicious creature hunting them down. What could
go wrong?

THE SURVIVOR

The death certificate says my sister died two years ago in the accident but
her body was never found. I was the sole survivor. Then I saw her. Someone
lied. Now, I must travel across the country to find answers from a
bloodthirsty vampire with one thing on his mind. I will find out the truth.
Even if it kills me.

THE PROTECTOR

I didn’t mean for this to happen. I didn’t mean for any of it to happen. Now
Raya is here. She is mine, and I must protect her at all costs. If she dies, I
die. It doesn’t add up, and it’s all a mess. It’s my job to fix it and find my
brother. She knows I’m hiding something, but I’'m terrified to tell her the
truth.

THE PREDATOR

It’s been years since I had a lead.
Now, I have one.
I will watch. I will wait. I will strike.
He will be mine.
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To those who never grew out of their vampire era.

OceanofPDF.com


https://oceanofpdf.com/

Thank you for choosing to read Die For You, I really hope you enjoy it!

Some of the content may be triggering to some readers. Content warnings
include profanity, explicit sexual scenes, and descriptive scenes of death,
violence, and brutality.
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1
RAYA

The Survivor

ON THE DEATH CERTIFICATE, it states my sister died a year ago. Who would have
thought a single piece of paper could hold so much weight? There was a
funeral, there is a gravestone. But there is no body.

With a sigh, I look around the small apartment that has been my home
for as long as I can remember. Warm, light, and cosy. My happy place. The
one space that is filled with all the things, and the people, I love most in the
world. At least it was.

Once upon a time, the thought of leaving this place would have had me
on the floor in tears, but that version of me feels like a lifetime ago. People
have always told me how overly emotional I am, that I feel too much, that
I’m too empathetic. Not anymore. While I was the only one to survive the
accident, I know a piece of me died that day too.

My mind floods with memories; running around the apartment, getting
into all kinds of mischief. From children, to teenagers, these walls watched
us grow into adults.

Now, there is just me.

I turn around slowly, remembering how it once looked. Now, everything
is gone. The paintings, the lounges, the cabinets we assembled as a family.
Looking to my right, I trail my fingertips down several markings on the
wall, each one a new milestone as we grew up.

Cora and me. My sister. My best friend.

There’s a tightening in my chest at the thought of her, and I distract
myself by gripping the strap of the bag, feeling the weight of the box inside
it. When I was clearing out the apartment, I discovered my sister’s journals.
Thick notebooks filled with Cora’s messy scrawl. I know I should never
read my sister’s journals, but she’s gone, and I’'m glad I read them — they



changed everything. Now, I carry the box everywhere I go. A gift, a curse —
I haven’t decided which yet — but the moment [ started reading them, I
knew my life would never be the same.

Pulling the front door closed behind me, I take a deep breath in an
attempt to prepare myself.

You can do this. You owe it to her. To yourself.

Forcing myself to walk, I stride down the dingy hallway, refusing to
look back. Eager for a distraction, I let my eyes roam around, taking
everything in, knowing this is the last time I will ever walk this path. It’s an
eerie feeling, though it’s not until I enter the elevator, that it starts to sink in.
This is the last time I’1l take this elevator, listening to it whirr and clunk,
wondering, like I always do, if today will be the day it breaks down,
trapping me inside.

Despite the heartache, I allow myself to feel everything, just for a few
moments. Years of memories spill forward to the forefront of my mind. All
the good times, the bad, and everything in between. Just when the despair
reaches an overwhelming level, the elevator doors stagger open. Releasing
a shaky breath, I leave those painful memories inside the lift as I walk out
with my chin held high, feeling strangely cleansed.

Alex is waiting for me outside, standing there, his back against the brick
wall, dressed all in black — as usual. His hands are dug deep inside his
pockets as he gazes across the road, oblivious to my arrival. His unruly,
midnight-black hair is kept in check by the black beanie he has pulled down
over it.

‘Hey.’ I say, walking towards him.

As he slowly turns and looks at me, I see sympathy sweep across his
expression when he notices my watery eyes. I swallow thickly, clenching
my teeth and trying to keep a grasp on the grief threatening to break
through.

“You okay?’ he asks, with a slight frown.

‘Fine.’ I reply, wishing I had a more convincing poker face.

He nods, keeping his thoughts to himself, though I can tell by the slight
raise of his eyebrow that he doesn’t believe me. Silently, he picks up his bag
from where it rests at his feet, and together we begin the short trek to the
train station. It’s an unusually cold night tonight, and for a while I’'m
distracted by the puffs of mist that release as I breathe. I find it somehow
comforting, like a reminder that I’m still here. I’'m alive.



Don't look back. Don’t look back. Don'’t look back.

‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ Alex asks as if he can hear my
thoughts. ‘This is the last chance to turn back.” Reaching into his pocket, he
withdraws a packet of cigarettes and offers me one before taking one
himself.

‘I’m sure,’ I nod firmly, waving off his outstretched hand. ‘Are you?’

“Yeah.” He holds the lighter against the cigarette, puffing as he
encourages the flame to take, the orange embers bright in the darkness of
the night. I watch him from the corner of my eye as he inhales deeply,
holding it in for a moment before blowing out a cloud of smoke. ‘Life sucks
for me here, it will probably suck for me there. Doesn’t really matter where
[ go.’

‘Inspirational,’ I reply dryly.

He grins. ‘I should put that on a bumper sticker.’

“Totally.’

I’ve only known Alex for a couple of months. I discovered an online
forum — They Walk Among Us — dedicated to people seeking answers to the
unusual and unexplainable things happening around them. Knowing that
my sister’s disappearance was unusual, I thought the forum could help me
uncover the truth about what really happened. Yet what I discovered was
beyond anything I could have imagined. I mean, these people talk about
vampires and other creatures as though they’re real. At first, I thought they
were joking, but the more I read, the more I realised that maybe the things
I’d believed only existed in movies are in fact real.

And that was where I met Alex.

Alex went on the forum after experiencing a bizarre situation when
travelling a few months ago. He woke up in an isolated park with blood
stains on his shirt, and no memory of how he got there. Reading about that
made goosebumps scatter across my skin. Yet our actual friendship started
with an argument after I reposted an article I had read discussing the origin
of vampires. He disagreed with the information I shared and what sources I
used to obtain it. Finally, we compromised and concluded that some of the
articles were accurate, and some were not. The one thing we could both
agree on was that arguing was pointless, and we quickly became friends as
we dove deep into a bunch of theories we’d both read about. After talking
every day for a few weeks, we decided to meet for coffee. That’s when I



finally explained to him what I thought was the truth behind my sister’s
disappearance — and that I’'m using her journals as a guide to finding her.

I never intended to bring Alex — or anyone — with me, but as soon as he
suggested it, I realised it would be so much easier having someone else
there with me. Safety in numbers is always the smart way to go about things
and having company wouldn’t be so bad. The support Alex has given me
since we met has really helped me to stop doubting my sanity. Not once has
Alex ever called me crazy for the thoughts and theories I've shared with
him. Maybe because we’re both crazy.

Noticing my lower lip trembling, he wraps an arm around me, drawing
me close to him. The scent of his aftershave drifts over me; the warm, spicy
scents of cinnamon and sandalwood. Sure, I hadn’t known Alex long, but
his presence, and his signature scent, have become a comfort to me. I’m not
stupid, I know that I’m attaching myself to him, because everyone else has
left me, but I am powerless to resist it. And I don’t want to. Considering
Alex doesn’t have many people in his life either, I think he feels much the
same way.

Slowly, he drops his arm back to his side, and I offer him a tight-lipped
smile of thanks, not quite trusting myself to speak yet without bursting into
tears. He smiles back, a dimple appearing in his left cheek. As we walk, my
mind runs back through everything that has led me to this point. After all
this time, it’s still hard to make sense of, and I am becoming increasingly
frustrated. All I can recall was sitting in the car — me, mum, and Cora. The
next memory was waking up inside the wreckage of our car; one of us
conscious, one of us missing, one of us dead. I was the conscious one.

“The Survivor’, the newspaper articles dubbed me as. I didn’t feel like
one, not when my mother was dead, and my sister seemed to have vanished
into thin air.

Even if Cora was thrown from the car in the accident, she would have
been found, injured. But no. Instead, she disappeared without a trace — and I
am determined to find out what happened.

My thumb absently circles over the scar on my left arm. A half-moon-
shaped indentation that almost looks like a small bite or a deep scratch. I
figured it must have happened during the accident. I’'m sure it is only in my
head, but it tingles whenever I think of my sister.

Two months ago, I saw her. Some viral video showed a guy
backflipping from a moving vehicle in a bustling street banked with traffic.



Yet, it was the sight of a girl walking in the background of the video which
caught my attention. Even though it was posted after my sister was formally
announced dead — it was her. I know it was.

Because she has a distinctive birthmark on her face. A small line across
the top of her cheek, looking like a straight-lined freckle. We were often
mistaken for twins growing up and that was an easy way people could tell
us apart. Tall, with long dark hair and soft green eyes, framed by dark, thick
lashes. That’s the reason I have a violet stripe in my hair, as we were both
sick of people getting us mixed up all of the time.

As soon as I saw the video, I messaged the poster, who told me it was
filmed in a town called Red Thorne, which is the first stop on my journey.

I’m pulled from my thoughts by the sound of the train approaching.
Alex drops his cigarette to the ground, grinding it with his shoe before
picking it up and tossing it into the bin. We walk onto the platform as the
train pulls in, and exchange matching looks of foreboding as we step into
the carriage.

The train isn’t as busy as I thought it might be, given that it is early
evening. We are later than the peak traffic time, but I still thought there
would be more people out and about.

Weaving down the aisle, we find a pair of seats facing each other
towards the back of the carriage. I drop down across from him, dumping my
bag beside me before nervously turning the thin black ring on my finger. I
don’t remember when my sister gave it to me, but since she disappeared, I
haven’t taken it off.

Alex props his feet up on the edge of the seat beside me, pulling out a
book from his bag. He leans back, half-turning his back against the window
as he gets comfortable, since we will be travelling for a few hours. In turn, I
take out my laptop and place it onto the small table between us. I bring up
the forums on Red Thorne, even though I’ve read through them all
countless times.

Red Thorne. The place where people disappear.

Intrigued, I clicked on that one. Leaning forward, I rest my chin in my
hand as I drag my finger across the mouse pad, scrolling through all the
comments.



SoulEater888: 1 can’t believe people still say they don’t believe when
these types of towns exist. Red Thorne isn’t the only place around.
Wake up people, they walk among us.

Clicking on this, I read the comments.
ThatGirlSteph: What walk among us?
SoulEater888: The supernatural.
ThatGirlSteph: Like what?
SoulEater888: Vampires. Werewolves. Witches. God knows what else.
SugarPlum?71: 1 hope they’re hot. Like in the books and shows.

SoulEater888: There’s nothing ‘hot’ about people being murdered in
cold blood.

WhiteFo0x89: Proof, or it didn’t happen.
SoulEater888: *Attachment*

Clicking on the attachment, I narrow my eyes, scanning over the
articles. It’s a collection of newspaper articles reporting missing people,
violent attacks, and mysterious deaths.

I don’t know what any of this has to do with my sister, if anything at all.
What I do know is that she was the girl in the video, and if someone took
her, I’'m going to fight to get her back.

Then there is the other thought. The one I hate letting myself even
consider. The fact that she may have willingly done this. A lump lodges in
the back of my throat. It’s honestly unthinkable. That she would choose to
leave me . . . That my sister could be so cold as to force me to return to our
apartment after losing her and our mother on the same day. I wouldn’t wish
that kind of pain and loneliness on my worst enemy — and I couldn’t let
myself believe Cora would have wished it on me, despite what her journals
may say.

Swallowing thickly, I turn my attention back to the forum and continue
reading.

ThatGirlSteph: Why would anyone willingly go there?
SoulEater888: To die.



ThatGirlSteph: Damn . . .
SoulEater888: Or to become one.
ThatGirlSteph: Become what, exactly?
SoulEater888: A monster.

The comments stick with me. More than I’d like to admit. My mind
wanders to some dark places because of it. Between these comments and
reading my sister’s journals . . . I’ve wondered about things.

Things that I thought impossible.

Rummaging through my backpack, I grab one of Cora’s journals.
Flicking through it, I find the page I tabbed.

He is so handsome. The most handsome man I have ever laid my eyes
on. And he noticed me!

I can’t stop thinking about the way his mouth inched upward into a
smirk as he beckoned me over. His hands were cold to touch. When they slid
over my skin . . . I lost my mind.

He is alluring. Addictive. Intoxicatingly handsome.

Did I mention handsome?

Right there and then, I wanted to be his. More than anything I have ever
wanted in my life.

They say it’s evil. Wrong. Selling your soul to the devil.

I don’t care.

My soul is his to claim.

An icy shiver runs down my spine as I read over her words. Shaking my
head, I slam it shut and shove it back into the bag.

Alex raises an eyebrow but doesn’t lift his gaze from his book.

I close the thread and find another one.

Number One Rule: Be Prepared

BlackHeart: 1f you do decide to visit, ALWAYS be on the lookout for a
predator. Armour yourself. Be smart.

NateDawg11: With what?



BlackHeart: Pure silver. Have it in liquid form. Spray directly into their
eyes. Blinding them is your best shot at getting away.

NateDawg11: How do you liquify silver?
BlackHeart: Here’s a tutorial.
BlackHeart: *Attachment*

BlackHeart: Always remember, if you run, it’s only encouraging them
to fall into their natural instincts. To hunt.

NateDawgl1: So . . . don’t run?

BlackHeart: Weaken them, then get to a public place. The last thing you
want to do is run and get your blood pumping. That will just make you
more enticing to them.

NateDawgl11: Never thought of it like that.
BlackHeart: Most don’t. They’re no longer here because of it.

Taking a deep breath, I settle back into my seat and distract myself by
gazing out the window. It’s too dark to see much of the countryside. A blur
of passing trees, road signs, and the occasional petrol station.

Closing the laptop, I shift in my seat, trying to mimic Alex’s position as
I close my eyes, hoping that I can get a little sleep before we arrive. I drift
in and out over the next few hours, spurring awake every time the train
jolts.

My eyes are aching when we reach our stop; they feel dry and tired. I
rub them with the heels of my palms as I get to my feet, a huge yawn
escaping me. Alex picks up my bag, handing it to me.

“You’ve been reading those forums again?’ Alex guesses.

‘A little.’

“You’ll never sleep again if you keep reading them.’

‘I had nightmares long before I started reading them.’ I exhale as I
stretch, hearing a few bones crack. ‘Exhaustion is a part of my personality
at this point.’

Alex cracks a smile. ‘Do you want to get a coffee before we get to the
apartment?’



Shaking my head, I slide the bag strap further up my shoulder. ‘I just
want to get there and crash. Thanks though.’

Nodding, he leads the way off the train, along the platform and out onto
the sidewalk, with me right behind him. Here we are. Red Thorne. It’s
unusually quiet. Swallowing, I let my eyes scan the streets, noticing that
most of the streetlights are blown. My eyes move to the giant sign that
looms over us.

‘Welcome to Red Thorne. A town you will never want to leave!’

Alex booked us an Uber, but the wait for it has me feeling jittery. I don’t
like standing here in the dark, with no one else around. I feel like we’re
sitting targets.

‘Imagine if a vampire swooped in and ate us right now. Before we even
got to the apartment,” he whispers, so close to my ear that I startle,
whipping my head around to glare at him.

I give him a deadpan stare. ‘That is really not funny.’ His grin tells me
he thinks otherwise. ‘You know vampires don’t eat people. Not exactly.’

‘Mmhmm,’ he says as he strides ahead, not seeming as terrified or alert
as I am.

‘Besides, you’re the one who booked the ride at this ridiculous hour!’ I
hiss.

“This was the only time there was. Same time, every day.’

My eyes dart to his. “What? Really?’

“Yeah.’

“You never mentioned that before.’

‘I didn’t really think much of it,” he shrugs.

My heart thumps loudly in my ears. ‘You’re saying only one train
comes into town and it is at this exact time, every night?’ I repeat, my
breathing coming out in short, sharp spurts, my eyes quickly scanning the
area around us, as if something might jump out this very second.

“Yes . . .” Alex trails off, swinging his gaze to meet mine, suddenly
losing the playful smirk he was wearing before.

A stick snaps somewhere in the dark off to our left, and with how quiet
it is, it sounds as loud as a gunshot. I yelp, clutching Alex’s arm. I open my
mouth to say more, when I catch sight of the Uber cruising down the road
toward us. I sigh with relief, much to Alex’s amusement, though at least he
tries to hide it. We climb into the car, and while the driver seems friendly
enough, I hold on to my can of mace just to be on the safe side.



“You kids better be careful being out and about at night in a town like
this,” the man says, giving me a side-eye look that makes me even more
concerned than I was before. A long scar runs downward from the corner of
his mouth. My eyes linger on it for a moment before I quickly look away.

‘I came prepared,’ I say, withdrawing a knife from the shoulder bag I
have with me.

The driver doesn’t seem as phased as I hoped. He gives me a wry smile.
“You know how to use that, sweetheart?’

“Yes,’ I reply, narrowing my eyes. Pointing the end of it, I jab it through
the air. ‘Aim and stabby stab.’

Alex snorts in the backseat and the man’s smile widens, insulting my
confidence further.

‘What?’ I ask, looking over my shoulder at Alex who snickers at me.

‘Nerves make you act weird,” he points out. Only his mouth and chin
are visible in the dim lights, casting the rest of him in a dark shadow.

‘Shut up.’

‘Just sayin’.’

Frowning, I turn to face the front once more and silence settles in the
car. As relaxed as the driver appears, I keep the knife clutched in my hand,
feeling extremely stupid for doing so, but I don’t want to make assumptions
that may have me killed.

I peer over to double check that the right address is showing on his map
before I lean back and stare out the window. The real estate agent mailed
the keys to us last week after we’d paid our deposit and the first month’s
rent. I have no idea what the apartment looks like, but I don’t care. I just
want a bed and a place that has functioning utilities.

Through the window all I can see are tall, dark buildings that seem
ominous and unwelcoming as we pass. A chill shivers within my bones,
spreading throughout my body and growing colder the closer we get to the
centre of town. When the driver pulls up along the curb, Alex and I
exchange a glance before we climb out of the car.

Gathering our bags, we pause on the pavement, staring up at the
building that is our new home. It’s an old Victorian mansion that looks like
it is about twenty years overdue for renovations. Most of the windows have
curtains drawn over them, as if the building is closing itself away from the
outside world.



Dark cobblestones cover the exterior. When the headlights of the car
swing across the building, several bats fly from the roof.

‘Is it just me or does this place have a really empty feel to it?’ I whisper,
trying to hide my apprehension, but the anxiety inside me rises to the point
of nausea.

‘It’s late, Raya. Most people would be sleeping.’

I nod — it makes sense, and I try to let his words reassure me, even
though I’'m still holding my breath. And the knife.

It’s eerily silent as we walk through the lobby — there’s not a person in
sight. I know Alex said people are likely sleeping, but it’s the absence of
any presence at all that I find alarming. I tell myself it’s just my imagination
working overtime, but our steps sound too loud as we walk across the foyer
towards the single elevator. As soon as Alex presses the up button, the doors
open, and we step inside. It silently carries us to the fourth floor.

I glance up and down the dimly lit corridor as Alex unlocks the door. I
can’t get inside fast enough, and I am surprised to find the apartment seems
quite cosy as I casually walk through, inspecting it. It has two bedrooms at
opposite ends, with a living room and kitchen separating them, and I
already know I want the bedroom furthest from the front door. The place is
dark and a little cramped, with long dark curtains blocking out any natural
light that will enter during the day. The bathroom and laundry are set off to
the back corner. Some of the tension leaves me when I hear the door shut
and the lock click into place.

We’re here. We made it.

After we eat dinner together — two-minute microwave meals that melted
during the train ride — I shower and walk into my room. Swinging my bag
onto the bed, I begin to unpack. I’'m impressed that my wardrobe space is
more generous than I expected.

The room feels a little less stark seeing my things spread around it. If I
was planning to stay here for a while, I would love to put up wall hangings
and have a few plants on the windowsill, and of course, my bookshelves.
That will be one of the things I miss the most about my family’s apartment,
not that much of it would fit in here.

The last item I pull out is a small picture frame. Cora, mum, and I smile
up from the faded photograph. Tears spring to my eyes as I trace their faces.
Placing the frame onto the bedside table, I sniffle, wiping the tears that had
spilled down my cheeks with the back of my hand.



Feeling drained, I collapse onto the bed, kicking the now-empty bag to
the floor. It lands with a hollow thump. The mattress is a little hard, nothing
like the one back home, but it will do. It’s not like I sleep a lot anymore.

With a sigh, I roll onto my side and stare out at the black, misty sky.
Nothing about this place feels anything like home. I guess that’s because it
isn’t. This place holds secrets and things I can’t even begin to understand,
but I’'m not leaving without answers.

It feels surreal to be here, like a dream I’m expecting to wake up from. I
lightly touch the ring on my finger.

‘T’1l find you,’ I whisper to myself, my sister’s pretty eyes appearing in
my mind. Even if I die trying.
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2
HUNTER

The Protector

I STARE DOWN AT THE COrpse as I step over it. Male, late twenties, his neck bearing
a bloody wound, and his once-white shirt now soaked with blood.

It’s late. Cold, dark, and eerily silent, with most of the streetlights blown
out, casting the road into a deep shadow. Red Thorne is a quiet place. Not
many people venture out when the sun disappears — for this very reason. A
dead body has been dumped off to the side of a footpath, bordering on the
edge of the woods.

“They’re getting messy,” Theo growls, a furious flash darkening his
stare. He shoots his gaze over at me, the frown deepening the shadow over
his features as he appears to study my face carefully. He’s a total pain in my
ass — and he also happens to be my best friend. Someone I simultaneously
love and hate, if that’s even possible.

‘What do you know about this?’ he barks, gesturing toward the messy
remains of the body at our feet.

‘As much as you do,’ I reply with a sigh. ‘I’m sick of spending my
nights cleaning up after them. I have better things to do with my time.’

‘Oh yeah? Like what?’ Theo raises an eyebrow, the corner of his mouth
curving upward. ‘Studying?’

I give him a flat look. “Yeah, actually.’

“You’re such a fucking bore, man,’ he rolls his eyes. ‘I give you eternal
life and you waste it by going to university and actually studying.’

“You make it sound like I asked for it?’

The fury flashes once more in those stormy eyes of his. This is the
constant battle between us. He thinks I owe him for this life. But he made
the decision for me. It’s not something I would have chosen. He took that
right from me.



‘Asshole,” he mutters.

‘Besides, what’s wrong with getting an education? Just because I’m not
going to die any time soon, doesn’t mean I should waste the time I do have.
I’ve always wanted to do something with my life, only now I have longer to
do it. Otherwise, we’re just existing, and what’s the point of that?’

‘I’m not having this conversation with you again.’

“Then stop bitching about it.’

We stare at each other for a long moment, equally as stubborn. Theo
clears his throat, which he always does when he’s about to cave, and we
both return our attention to the dead man at our feet.

‘Next time I see one of those douchebags, I’'m going to rip their heart
from their chest and put it in a pie,” he says through gritted teeth.

“You don’t like pie.’

“That’s not the point I was trying to make.’

Crouching low, I survey the corpse more closely. I pick up a variance in
scent as I carefully inhale. The strongest smell lingers over the neck wound,
but there’s another, more subtle scent and I trace it eagerly to its origin.
Another wound. I yank up his shirt and reveal a second bite.

‘Oh shit,” Theo groans, glaring down at it.

Flicking my gaze between the two wounds, I notice the difference in the
holes that pierce the skin.

“Two vampires,’ I say.

Theo crouches beside me and inspects the second wound, his gaze
sharp. His messy blond hair looks dark with the lack of lighting, his body
composed of tall, hard, lean muscle. Winding, thick lines that run over his
pale skin, and tattoos decorate his long arms, similar to my own.

‘He’s made another.’

‘It could be more than that.’

‘Do you know something? Are you holding out on me?’ Theo demands,
rising.

I groan inwardly as I follow suit. ‘No, I’m not holding out on you.’
glance around, making sure we are still alone. My heightened hearing
always detects people beyond my line of sight, but I can’t help ensuring we
aren’t being watched. ‘I want answers just as much as you. And for this to
stop.’

“You’re not the one with a target on your back,’ Theo points out, glaring
up at me — he’s a few inches shorter than me, much to his annoyance.



‘It makes no difference to me whether the target’s on you, or me — I
would still approach this situation the same way.’

He grunts, which is his way of letting me know he’s happy with my
answer. ‘Well, what should we do with this one?’ he asks.

‘Burn it.

‘Good idea.’

Theo bends at the knees and scoops the dead man up and over his
shoulder effortlessly before shooting off into the protection of the dense
woods. I follow him. I can’t believe they’d so carelessly left the corpse on
the footpath, out in the open for anyone to find. Assholes. Blood has
dripped over the grass, and I drag my foot over it, flattening the grass until
the blood blends in with the dirt.

Jetting forward, I stick closely behind Theo until we are far enough
amongst the trees not to be seen or heard.

Withdrawing a lighter from my jeans, I watch Theo throw the body
roughly to the ground. His movements are at lightning speed, scouring the
trees to find the gasoline we’d stashed after the last body we had to dispose
of.

He douses the body generously before cautiously backing away, his
eyes on the lighter in my hand. I wait until he’s in the safe zone before
flicking it on and tossing it toward the body, while simultaneously hurtling
myself backwards to a safe distance. The body erupts into flames, the strong
stench of burning flesh filling my nose. My insides coil in repulsion, and
yet a hunger gnaws at me so violently I stagger slightly. Theo’s head whips
towards me, his eyes narrowing.

‘What was that?’

‘Nothing.’

‘When was the last time you fed?’ He asks, and by his tone, I can tell he
has already guessed what I’m about to say.

“Two days ago.’

“You’re kidding?’ he growls angrily, striding towards me while giving
the burning body a wide berth. ‘Do you have a bloody death wish?’

I shrug. “We ran out of blood bags.’

Suddenly, Theo is right in my face, but I don’t let it deter me. I stare
down at him, unflinching. His marble skin glows in the pale moonlight, and
his eyes are silver-grey, the same colour mine should be, but instead, mine
are so dark that they’re almost black since I’'m way overdue for a feed.



‘I don’t think I need to remind you that there’s plenty of food sources,
you know, walking by you every second of the day.’

‘My classmates?’ I ask. ‘Oh wait, no, my professors?’

‘Don’t be a brat,” he spits. ‘Act like the fucking vampire you are. Stop
being an embarrassment to your kind.’

‘I don’t tell you how to live, Theo.’

‘Because I don’t need to be told.’

I look away, and step around him, watching the flames dance across the
remains of the corpse, consuming every inch of it. I feel the heat of his gaze
as he stares at me, but I refuse to turn around. It’s not until the fire begins to
subside, when there’s nothing left to feed it, that I turn and flee without a
word, leaving him in my dust trail.

When I finally slow, I stumble, falling to my knees. I clutch at the dirt
as I steady myself, needing a moment before I stand. When I do, I feel
woozy and disorientated and I take a moment to right myself, to refocus.
It’s dangerous that I’m this weak and light-headed being this close to town
— especially with everything that is going on.

The sound of loud music piques my interest as it weaves through trees
towards me, coaxing me back to my feet. Laughing, talking, the sound of
footsteps, of bodies moving.

A party.

Usually, I wouldn’t have an issue walking by it and ignoring it
completely. But I have been disorganised and lazy this week. Now I’'m
paying the consequences, because I need to feed, and having vulnerable
targets this close is too much temptation.

I pause for a moment, weighing up the options. I don’t want to be this
kind of vampire. The stereotypical predator that hunts humans. Yet, the
hunger rises, clogging my throat, burning my lungs, and I know I’ve left it
too long.

I hate this. I hate myself, and every part of this. The feeding. Taking
from people. Innocent people. I can’t stand it.

My body moves effortlessly as I speed through the night, feeling the air
rushing past me. Within seconds, I’'m walking into the party, smoothing my
hair and straightening my jacket. I’d seen this party advertised around
campus but paid no mind to it. I don’t go out much, and I’d rather be
anywhere except here right now, but desperate times and all that.



The first couple of years after I turned, I partied a lot, but I quickly
realised how out of control I could get, and each time I did, I felt less like
myself.

I refuse to be like them.

As I step into the room, I feel overwhelmed by the sudden onslaught on
my senses, feeling my head growing lighter by the second. Clenching my
jaw, I try not to gag over the smell of sweat and alcohol that permeates the
air when suddenly a high-pitched voice screeches over the noise towards
me.

‘Hey!”

I silently curse. I should never be startled by a human approaching.
Ever.

‘You came!”

Turning, I force a smile on my face as I come face to face with Adriana,
a girl who has shamelessly flirted with me for weeks. Not that I haven’t
enjoyed the mild distraction, though her insistence on inviting me to every
social event on the calendar is wearing thin.

I try to focus on her pale blonde hair and blue-grey eyes, but I’'m instead
drawn to the delicate skin of her long and graceful neck. Her skin is so fair,
I can almost see the veins beneath, and I am momentarily hypnotised by the
pulsation of her skin at the base of her neck, keeping time with her
heartbeat. Despite my best efforts, I feel myself start to salivate, and I
clench my hands into tight fists, welcoming the pain as my fingernails dig
into my palms.

‘Are you not even going to say hello?’ she chides, fluttering her
eyelashes at me, forcing my attention back to her face.

‘Hey,’ I force myself to say with what I’m hoping is a charming smile.
Her eyes glaze slightly, and I release a breath, relieved my charm still has
an effect, even in my weakened state.

‘What brings you out tonight?’ She beams happily, enjoying finally
having my attention.

Why can'’t I enjoy this? Why can’t I be normal?

‘I wanted to see you,’ I say, forcing a relaxed smile onto my face even
though I’'m talking through clenched teeth. ‘I felt bad for not coming out
those other times you asked.’

Her eyebrows fly up, though she quickly tries to hide her surprise. I've
been nothing but closed off to her since we met. But hunger changes



everything.

‘Oh,’ she grins, a slight blush colouring her cheeks. ‘Can I get you
something to drink?’

My gums are aching to let my fangs descend and I struggle to control
their premature release. ‘Yes. Please.’

I follow her as she sashays over to the bar and mixes us both drinks. I
notice how strong she makes them, but I’m thankful for it. Alcohol is great
to help curb the cravings, although it’ll affect me more in this weakened
state.

Adriana is talking, but there’s a ringing in my ears that is making it
impossible to pay attention. My fingers tap restlessly against the bench as
she finishes making the drinks, totally oblivious to my internal struggles.

My mouth waters as I absently inch closer. My gums tingle as my fangs
threaten to descend and I quickly swallow, pushing the thoughts back but I
can feel myself losing the battle. With a quick shake of my head, I clear my
throat, and try to focus on the girl in front of me.

Innocent. Kind. Pure.

You can walk away. It’ll be hard, but you can do it. One voice whispers.
Just do it. She won't die, nor will she remember anything ever happened to
her.

Shaking my head, I try to fight the dark thoughts taking over my mind.

Again, my gaze drops to the smooth skin of her slender neck. Heaviness
weighs on my chest, like someone standing on top of me, constricting my
airway. Unable to contain myself any longer, I growl, reaching forward as I
grab her wrist and drag her out into the backyard. The cold and windy night
is the harsh slap back to reality that I need, although my bloodlust still roars
through my veins.

‘Is everything okay?’ she asks breathlessly, stumbling to keep up with
my long strides. I can hear the slight tremor in her voice, like she’s unsure
whether she should be thrilled or scared. As the alcohol sloshes over the
side of the cups and onto her dress, she curses. ‘Hunter, what the hell?’

I slap the drinks out of her hands, and she yelps, staggering back against
the brick wall behind her and hitting her head. Generally, I’'m much more
subtle about it, but I can’t help myself. Gripping her face, I lean in, gaining
access to her neck.

My fangs release and sink deep into her flesh before she has the chance
to protest. The warmth of her blood coats my tongue and I groan as a



shudder of pleasure courses through me. Wedging my knees between hers, I
drink deeply and hear her gasp against my ear, her fingers tightening around
my shirt. A breathy moan escapes her and when I step back, her expression
is one of blissful content as she stares over my shoulder, out into the night.

Rubbing my pointer finger on the edge of a fang, I nick open the skin on
my finger and press it to her lips, forcing my blood into her mouth.
Instantly, the wound heals, and the cloudy expression intensifies.

“Thanks,” I mutter, licking my lips, stepping back. ‘That was fun.’

“Yeah,’ she murmurs.

‘See you around.’ I leave her there and disappear into the shadows,
feeling rejuvenated and not in the least bit remorseful after seeing how
pleased she looked. Strolling through the trees, I glance up at the bright
moon overhead. Ah. Full moon. No wonder I felt so much weaker than
usual — I always have less control on these nights. I keep my ears trained for
any movements as I walk, knowing the full moon always brings out the
creatures of the night. And not just us vampires.

I jolt as a scream pierces the air and I turn towards the rustling of
leaves, the groans of a struggle, and a final scream for help. I take off in a
blur, hurtling through the trees before coming to a stop at the edge of the
clearing.

Standing there is a darkly dressed figure, wrapped in shadows, leaning
over a girl with volumes of dark hair cascading around her. The hairs on the
back of my neck stand. Another vampire. One that isn’t in control.

I shoot forward, knocking him back with an easy swipe of my hand,
while simultaneously reaching for the falling girl. She screams again and I
catch her before she hits the ground. Across her neck is a gaping wound and
I appreciate the fact that I just fed.

A solid whack to the head pulls my focus back and I grunt, taking the
hit. I gently lower the trembling girl before I spin around and face the
vampire. With a hiss, he bears his fangs, still dripping with the blood — the
smell is distracting.

“You’re going to regret that, Hunter.’

He knows my name. Interesting.

‘Am I?’ I raise an eyebrow, holding his gaze, daring him to try and hit
me again so I can drive him into the ground. His eyes scan over me, as
though sizing me up. I notice the miniscule shift of his foot, and my eyes
narrow as I brace myself. Instead of coming at me, he turns on his heel and



flees into the night. I consider chasing him for a moment, but quickly
dismiss it as the girl whimpers behind me.

Crouching down, I reach out my hand. She flinches, scampering
backwards, crying out.

‘Hey,’ I say softly. ‘Look at me.’

Timidly, she raises her head, her dark hair falling across her eyes.

“You went for a walk and got lost. You feel a little disorientated, but
you’re okay.’ I tell her, pushing my coercion onto her as strongly as I can.
Her stare softens and she blinks slowly and sleepily as she nods.

“Yeah.” She agrees, her voice soft before she yawns. ‘I got lost.’

I heal her wound before helping her to her feet. I decide to lead her back
to the party, and she’s quiet as we walk. As soon as the other revellers are in
sight, I gently push her forward and quickly leave, but not before I hear her
friend cry out in relief as they reunite. She must have been missing for a
while.

Within seconds I’'m home, and music is drifting out the open window. I
walk inside and stop, staring at my friend and his girlfriend, with their fangs
sunk into the neck of the human girl between them as she stares straight
through me, blissfully unaware.

Crimson ribbons run down her pale, slender neck. Theo’s hand trails up
the girl’s thigh, as Lucy leans in closer, her raven-black hair running like a
midnight river down her back. The smell of fresh blood is potent in the air,
raising a tsunami-level hunger inside of me.

I say nothing as I pass through and head upstairs to my room, deciding
to tell them about my encounter with the baby vamp once they’re a little
less preoccupied.

Sprawled across my bed, I’'m lost in my own thoughts, watching the
moon from the window. My bedroom is my safe place. Simple, dark, and
quiet — for the most part. When people leave me alone, anyway. Laying on
my bed, listening to the sounds of the night makes me feel at peace after the
craziness of the evening. At least for a few moments.

The creak of a floorboard is the only giveaway of Theo’s arrival. I
glance over to find him leaning against the doorframe. His arms are folded
over his chest, and he still has a dab of blood on the corner of his mouth.
It’s distracting and I wonder how it tastes, before mentally scolding myself.
I hate that I have this nagging thought all the time. The line always wants to
be crossed. It’s begging me to.



‘Didn’t want to join us for dinner?’ he asks.

Scoffing, I stare back out the window. ‘Stop acting like you’re a
monster, Theo.’

‘We are monsters.’

‘We don’t have to be.’

“You wouldn’t have said that five years ago.’

‘Five years ago was different.’ I sigh. I don’t enjoy thinking about the
first twelve months after I was turned. It’s basically a blur anyway. A
whirlwind of blood, drinking, and reigning havoc. ‘What do you want?’

‘Have you fed?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good.’

He turns to leave but stops when I speak again. ‘I stopped one of the
new vampires from killing a girl tonight.’

‘Did he fight?’

‘No,’ I shake my head. ‘He knew my name.’

Theo curses, rubbing his hands roughly over his face. “They’re getting
closer to me.’

Since Theo has been turned, he has made questionable choices. Ones
that have led to him having enemies. Theo carelessly fed on whoever,
whenever, and one day, he chose the wrong girl, and he went too far.

Six months ago, Theo was doing what he always does; partying,
feeding, and having the time of his life when he took too much blood, and
was too out of his own mind to heal the woman he fed on, he left her to die.

Turns out, she belonged to a vampire — Adrian Black — who is now
making it his life mission to torment Theo and reign chaos in his life. My
efforts in telling Theo to pack up and get out of this town fall on deaf ears.
He has always been stubborn. Painfully so, only becoming worse after
being turned.

He likes it here. We all do. It’s the perfect place for us. The weather is
accommodating, the people here make it easier for us to be ourselves, and
most of all, we get to meet other people just like us. I don’t particularly
enjoy meeting other vampires, since they are all much the same, but Theo
thrives on finding more of us. He loves the thrill of partying with someone
who can keep up with him, on every level. In all fairness, vampires are fun,
if they’re not out to get you.



There aren’t a lot of towns like this one, but I still argue that Theo has
endless time. He can always come back, when things cool down.

“We’re stronger than they are,’ I say, facing him. “We can take them.’

‘Unless there’s an army.’

Exhaling, I nod. ‘Right. Well. We could leave.’

‘I’m not leaving,” Theo quickly argues, eyes darkening. ‘I like it here.’

“You can go anywhere.’ He raises an eyebrow dubiously at me. ‘We can
go anywhere.’ I amend, not wanting another argument to start. I attempted
to bring up the possibility of us parting ways a few weeks ago, and got a
punch so hard to the jaw that it dislodged my teeth. I didn’t get a chance to
say we would see each other all the time, we just wouldn’t live together. 1
haven’t broached the subject since.

‘I like it here.’ he reiterated. ‘Vampires run this town. We won’t get this
kind of . . . environment, elsewhere.’

I frown at him. That’s not much of a reason. ‘There’s plenty of places
just like Red Thorne, Theo. Places that aren’t swarming with other
supernaturals.’

‘I’m not leaving.’

Sighing, I rub my hand down my face. Theo’s practically a brother to
me, and as much as I love him, he is hard to tolerate at times. It’s his way,
or no way. Back when we were at school, one of the student’s descriptions
of him at graduation was, ‘Theo’s always right. Even when he’s wrong, he’s
still right.” Sums him up perfectly.

‘Why?’ I ask in exasperation.

‘I am the top of the food chain in this town,” Theo growls, face
darkening as I — yet again — don’t just simply nod and take whatever he is
saying and roll with it. He hates when I argue back, and actually have an
opinion. ‘I’ve started over again and again. Lasting only a few months in
some random place is not my idea of a good time.’

‘I know,’ I say, understanding exactly what he is saying. ‘But this time
is different. You have people hunting you. They’re using you like a pawn in
their game, and you’re letting them.’

‘No,” Theo disagrees, pinning me with his brutal stare. ‘I’m playing the
game. They just don’t know it.’

“You know that’s not what I mean. This isn’t a game, Theo. It’s real life,
impacting real, innocent people.’



‘Running away scared is allowing them to win, Hunter. I won’t back
down.’ He steps forward, thrusting a finger at me. ‘I won’t give up.’

With a sigh, I give up. Theo would argue the sky was green if the mood
struck him. It must infuriate him when I always ignore his jabs that thinly
veil his attempts to start an argument.

‘We need a plan,’ he says, pushing off from the wall. ‘Let’s brainstorm
tomorrow.’

‘Sounds great,’ I reply sarcastically.

The room falls quiet once more after he leaves. Rubbing the palms of
my hands into my eyes, I feel exhausted, and drained.

The war inside me rages on each day. The constant battle between the
need to feed, and the urge to protect people. I’ve always wanted to do more,
to be something. Someone who people could rely on, and look up to.

I’ve always wanted to protect people. I never would have imagined that
I’d have to protect them from myself.

When Theo turned me five years ago, I thought I was being offered
endless freedom.

All T feel now is trapped.
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RAYA

The Survivor

reD THORNE 1s ADARK and gloomy place. The sky is constantly grey, and there is
a persistent chill in the air that has me reaching to pull my jacket tighter
around me as I walk down the street. I’'m not sure if I would feel so
paranoid or find the place so eerie if I didn’t know all the rumours about it.

Tall, black, brick buildings loom over the sidewalks, casting dark
shadows in all directions, making me feel like I need to constantly check
over my shoulder in case someone is about to jump on us.

“This place gives me the heebie-jeebies,” Alex mutters, casting a frown
to his right as a man wearing a long trench coat strides past us, almost
knocking us onto the road with his large, hurried steps.

The man lifts his eyes. Alex scowls at him, turning up his nose in a way
that is completely snobbish, and mutters something under his breath before
hurrying down the street as if someone is chasing him, continuously
looking over his shoulder. For a moment, I’m just relieved to see I’m not
the only one.

‘It’s certainly creepy,’ I agree, scowling at the man. Every shop in town
looks like it is decorated for Halloween — and that they celebrate it all year
round.

‘Is that a real spider web?’ Alex asks in a hushed tone, peering up at the
building next to the bus shelter.

Squinting, I watch how it moves in the breeze. It’s huge, spreading
across the wall of the building, and swaying down low. If we were much
taller, we would walk straight through it.

‘I’m pretty sure it’s real.” Alex shudders, his grip tightening on my arm.
I roll my eyes.



‘I don’t think that is the main issue you should be concerned about in
this town.’

‘I hate spiders,’ Alex mutters.

Smiling to myself, I follow him. Alex is such dork. He loves to notice
the weirdest things — he gets a real kick out of it. We definitely view the
world in completely different colours. Where something would set off my
anxiety, he sees excitement. When I’'m tense, he’s relaxed. When I’m crying
or stressed, he’s laughing, not having a care in the world. We continue
walking along the narrow pavement. A few people are out and about,
strolling between shops, but overall, it’s quiet.

When we get to the end of the street, we walk inside a small, dimly lit
café. Our footsteps echo on the dark, hardwood floor as we make our way
over to a booth in one of the front windows. It’s busier than I expected,
considering how quiet the streets are.

Sliding into the booth, I relax into the worn leather seat. We order
coffee — a soy latte for Alex, and a flat white for me — with a carrot cake to
share. We settle into a few minutes of people watching through the window,
noting that other than the dark feel of the town, it all seems relatively
normal. I suppose vampires aren’t going to be roaming the streets, showing
people what they are. At least, not during the day.

The drinks arrive with a tiny marshmallow sitting in a pink love heart
on the edge of each plate. Alex pops his marshmallow onto his tongue,
simultaneously swiping for mine, and tossing it into his mouth to join the
other one. He always does this — since the first time we met — stealing my
food more often than just eating his own, always claiming that what I order
is better than what he did, even though I pick the same things over and over,
meanwhile he tries something new at almost every restaurant we visit.

Shaking my head, I lean back into the seat, still bewildered that I’'m
seriously considering the possibility that vampires exist. It’s totally insane.

Isn’t it?

Even though I have made the trip here, rented a place, and have gone to
all of these lengths, a part of me still thinks someone is going to turn around
and tell me I’ve been punk’d, or something. If it weren’t for Alex, I
seriously would have questioned my sanity by now. I never planned to
move here. | wanted to stay at a hotel, but not a single one has a vacancy.
Even the leases on apartments were a minimum of three months to a year
long, not enabling us the choice of a week-to-week lease, or even monthly.



Not here in Red Thorne, or in any of the bordering towns. I’m starting to
suspect that they don’t want tourists coming and going. They want people
to stay here for the long run. A shiver ripples through me at the thought. It’s
why we decided that we would stay for three months, posing as university
students. We will also need to find jobs to pay the rent here. Both serve as
good opportunities for us to meet new people and ask them questions
without raising too much suspicion.

Someone here must know something.

‘Are you excited for classes to start tomorrow?’ Alex asks sarcastically,
leaning onto his forearms, and wiggling his eyebrows.

“Totally,” I reply, matching his tone.

“Would you be studying for real, if we weren’t here right now?’

“Yeah, probably. I always wanted to go to an art school. I love to draw,
paint, and sketch.’ I shrug, a small smile finding its way onto my face. ‘I
haven’t decided what I want to do yet.’

‘I saw some of your sketches. They’re pretty cool.’

“You did?’ I ask in surprise. “‘When?’

“You left one of your sketching pads on the kitchen counter. I thought it
was one of Cora’s journals.’

‘Oh,’ I say. ‘I don’t usually show them to anyone.’

‘I didn’t mean to pry,” he quickly says. “They were great, by the way.’

‘Thanks,’ I say, feeling a little tense.

My drawings are extremely dark and edgy, and also very personal to
me. Alex and I are close now, and have shared a lot with each other, so I
don’t really mind that he has seen them, but it still makes me a little
uncomfortable. I don’t really know why.

‘If you didn’t join me on this mission, what would you be doing?’ I ask.

Alex sighs, turning the coffee mug in his hands. ‘I don’t know. I guess
that’s the main reason why I tagged along. This past year I’ve felt so lost. I
don’t enjoy hanging out with my friends, I hated my job, never really spoke
to my family . . .” he trails off with a thoughtful, deep expression on his
face. ‘I needed a change.’

‘Fair enough.’

“The self-defence training we did made me feel like I had a purpose
again,’ he continues, colour rising in his cheeks at his confession. ‘Sounds
stupid.’



‘No, it doesn’t,’ I say softly. ‘After I lost my family, having this to do
gave me a reason to get out of bed in the morning. So I get it.’

A small smile graces his lips and his shoulders relax a little at my
admission. It’s always nice hearing that someone else feels the same way
you do. Since we met in-person for the first time, we just clicked. No topic
is too sensitive or taboo for us. We can have effortless conversations about
anything and everything. That’s why I knew this would work out. We are
open and honest about everything and promised to make sure we stayed that
way throughout this journey. Alex and I did a semester of self-defence
training in preparation for this trip. Of course, we will never outsmart or
overpower a vampire, but if we at least know basic self-defence we can
hopefully get ourselves out of a situation and have the stamina and
endurance to run.

‘Have I mentioned this place is seriously creepy,” Alex mutters as he
side-eyes a group of teenagers dressed in all black who walk by the
window, openly staring at us. One even stops and presses their face to the
glass, which causes me to break into a light sweat of paranoia. ‘If I were to
direct a TV show about zombies, I would film it here.’

I let out an unladylike snort of laughter, appreciating the fact that he
distracted me from the creepy guy looming over at us, looking like he
stepped out of a Halloween poster. The group finally moves on, and I feel
the tension seep from my body — just a little.

‘Zombies freak me the hell out,’ I admit. ‘That’s why I don’t want to be
buried when I die. I want to be cremated.’

‘Me too,” Alex says. ‘I would rather my ashes be spread somewhere
nice. I want people to visit me somewhere nice like Paradise Bay, not a
cemetery. They are creepy as fuck.’

‘Agreed,’ I nod, brushing my hair back from my face. I used to love my
curtain bangs, the way they hung around my face, but now they seem to
always be in the way. Especially when I was training. I only got them to do
something different from Cora, since everyone used to always get us
confused. ‘I actually have been to Paradise Bay before. I went camping
there with my school. It was really beautiful. I learnt to stand up paddle
board there. I got so sunburnt that my lips blistered and I didn’t leave the
house for a week.’

Alex laughs. ‘Sunburn is a killer. I used to go camping there, too. When
I was a kid. It’s sort of my happy place. A place I got to visit before life got



shitty.” He takes a sip of his drink, finishing it in one long gulp, making me
screw up my face. He practically just shot a large coffee. I would be
bouncing off the walls if I did that. ‘Although being buried does have its
perks. I would love to rise from the dead and terrorise the people that
bullied me in high school. I would definitely go after them if I was a
zombie.’

Breathing a laugh, I shake my head. ‘Count me in, too.’

We finish our coffee, and cake before continuing our self-directed tour
of the town, spending the afternoon wandering in and out of shops, and the
museum, before finishing up at the library.

‘Check this out,’ Alex says, jerking his head toward the section of books
he is standing in front of. The library is way bigger than I expected.
Massive floor-to-ceiling bookshelves with long, sliding ladders that take up
most of the walls. I always wanted a bookshelf like that growing up, but
since our apartment was the size of a shoebox, I wasn’t able to collect many
books, only enough to fill the small bookshelves I crammed into my room.

Alex hands me the book that’s caught his interest. It’s heavier than I
expected and I almost drop it. Thick pieces of dust fall to the floor.

‘“Wow,’ | murmur, trailing my fingers over the spine. “This must be
ancient.” The book cracks a little when I open it, and I wince at the sound.
The yellowed pages are stiff as I gently flick through them. ‘Look at the
pages.’ The book contains pages of extremely detailed illustrations, and a
shiver rolls down my spine when I see soulless black eyes and fangs staring
up at me. Alex nods, already having seen it. My eyes travel to the chapter
title.

The Monsters of Red Thorne

The chapter doesn’t provide much information. It speaks about
disappearances, unsolved cases, mysterious deaths, about the people of the
town thinking they were safe during the day, when in fact, that was just a
myth.

‘Huh,’ I say, tracing my finger over the sentence. ‘Vampires don’t just
come out at night.’

“What?’ Alex asks, leaning so close, I can smell his aftershave.

‘See this,’ I say, shifting the book so that the dim light shines over the
section of the page I am reading. ‘It says that’s how no one in this town
knew about vampires for so long, because they were out both during the
day and night. Everyone assumed they were safe.’



‘Damn,’ he mutters, glancing over his shoulder at the sound of someone
walking across the end of the aisle. The girl glances our way and both Alex
and I instinctively take a step closer to each other. Frowning, she gives us a
weird look before moving on. We probably look like the suspicious ones,
not the other way around.

We get so caught up in our reading that we quickly lose track of time,
and as I look up, I notice the sky darkening outside. I nudge Alex with my
elbow, pointing my chin toward the street beyond the window.

‘“We need to go,’ I say in a hushed tone, drawing my jacket tighter
around me.

Snapping the book shut, he returns it to its slot on the shelf, and we
weave our way back towards the front entrance and out onto the pavement
just as thunder rumbles across the sky. Rain dances around us as we hurry
down the street. After reading that article, my paranoia intensifies, even
though I honestly don’t know what I believe — if any of it. Either way, I
don’t want to be out on the streets at night. I continuously scan our
surroundings, making sure no one is following us, trying to ignore the
pestering question at the back of my mind: Would we really know if
someone was, if they didn’t want to be seen?

When we get inside, we lock the door, lacing the handles and doorway
with silver.

‘Do you feel as ridiculous as I do?’ Alex laughs as he strings up a silver
chain above my head. To anyone else, it would look like we have a very
bizarre way of decorating the apartment. Since silver only wounds and
weakens vampires, I imagine it won’t stop one entering, but at least it might
buy us some time. We must have looked crazy when we bought all this
silver. I’'m glad we weren’t bag-checked on the train — it would have looked
like we had robbed a jewellery store.

‘One hundred and ten percent.’

‘Are we really brave for coming here or really stupid?’ Alex raises an
eyebrow.

‘I’d like to say brave, but let’s be real. It’s probably stupid.’

Alex grins, a small dimple appearing in his left cheek. I stare at it for a
moment. My sister was always a sucker for dimples. Now when I see one, it
reminds me of her gushing about the guy she crushed on for years during
school.



After dinner, we head off into our rooms. I lock my door, my window,
and then cover my neck and wrists with silver as I climb into bed.

Laying back on the mattress, I stare up at the ceiling, twisting the ring
on my finger around slowly. Bringing it to my lips, I softly kiss it.

‘I’m here,’ I whisper. ‘I’ll find you.’

“This campus is ginormous.’

[ murmur in agreement as I look around the huge courtyard filled with
people clustered in groups. Most are situated at tables, a laptop in front of
them, a coffee in their hand, earphones jammed into their ears. Overall, it
looks like any other university that I’ve visited.

“We are going to need a map,’ Alex says with a huff, staring around. ‘I
have no idea where our intro class building is.’

“They sent us a map in our welcome email.’

He faces me. ‘Bold of you to assume I check my emails.’

I roll my eyes, shoving my hands deep into my pockets. ‘I thought you
said you were actually going to try to take this seriously.’

‘Who told you that?’

“You did.’

‘Ah, well, that’s not a reliable source,” he shrugs, pushing the sleeves of
his shirt up to his elbows. The slight breeze ruffles his hair, causing him to
run a hand through it.

Shivering a little, I reach for my phone to pull up my email. I manage to
find the map and bring it up on the screen.

Neither of us had the intention of studying. It’s a cover and a good
opportunity to meet and spy on people. Our plan is to blend in and start
networking.

Our goal: be invited everywhere.

‘Okay, we need to go that way,’ I point north-west. At least, I think it’s
north-west.

‘Aye, aye captain,’ Alex replies, always willing to follow me basically
anywhere, even though I generally don’t have a clue what I’'m doing.

It’s another dreary, dark day, and despite the multiple layers I’m
wearing, I still feel cold. There’s almost an unnatural chill in the air, making
my paranoia ramp up even more.

Will I ever not feel like this here?

‘I need food,’ Alex announces, patting his stomach. ‘Do we have time?’



I glance down at my watch. “Yeah, okay. I'll grab coffee while you
order.’

We part ways and I line up at the coffee cart. Just as a tall guy steps in
front of me, reaching the end of the line a few seconds before me, the ring
I’m wearing sends an electric pulse that makes me yelp in surprise.

The guy is dressed in dark chinos and a leather jacket. He glances back
at me curiously. Jesus, he is attractive. The kind of attractiveness that
makes me feel taken aback, like I’ve accidentally just bumped into a
runway model, or some big celebrity. Someone different than just a regular
person such as myself.

‘Slingshot myself,’ I say, pointing to my hair band that is snagged
around my wrist. I grimace when I see a bundle of dark hair stuck to it.
Great. That’s a good look. ‘Sorry.’

Dark shades cover his eyes, but I feel them burning right through me.
Nodding once, he turns to face the front once more.

Swallowing, I look down at my ring, inspecting it. What the hell just
happened? It felt like I had just stuck my finger into a power socket.
Bringing it up so close to my face that I hit the end of my nose, I squint at
it, inspecting it for some sign that I didn’t imagine it.

Cora . . . my mind whispers. Did she do something to this ring? Is this
linked to her? She is the one who gave it to me, dfter all.

‘Hey!” A chirpy voice startles me. I look up, but the girl isn’t talking to
me. ‘I saw you last night, right?’

“Yeah,’ the guy replies in a cool, deep voice. Goosebumps scatter across
my skin at the sound of it.

‘I was so surprised you came!’ she continues, a radiant smile on her
face. Suddenly, she looks a little awkward. ‘Did we . . . make out? I feel
like I remember going somewhere with you, but it’s super hazy.’

‘No,’ he replies in a blunt, clipped tone that makes me wince from
second hand embarrassment on her behalf.

She blinks, looking a little surprised. Or confused. Perhaps both. ‘Oh.
Um. Are you sure?’

‘I think I’d remember that,’ he states, and I wince at his harsh tone
again.

She lets out an awkward laugh, ducking her chin, her hair cascading
across her face like a dark shadow. ‘Right. Yes. Of course. Me too.’



Swallowing, she turns to face the front again. I narrow my eyes and
watch her hand move to her neck for a moment before she suddenly turns
and leaves the line. I watch her retreat with growing interest. When I glance
back, the guy is watching her too, a stoic expression on his face. He collects
his order, something in a tall black tumbler, and then walks to the bin,
tipping out its contents. I stare in bewilderment as he empties it before
tucking it under his arm. When the guy starts to turn and I fear he will
notice me gawking at him, I face the front again.

I make a mental note of what that girl was wearing, hoping to track her
down later. I quickly think of an excuse to talk to the guy after I’ve ordered,
but when I turn, he’s no longer there. Scanning the courtyard, I try to locate
him, but it’s as though he vanished into thin air. An unsettling feeling sinks
in my stomach, and I feel a little breathless at the thought of possibly being
so close to a vampire.

I feel totally ridiculous even thinking that.

My number is called, and I grab the two coffees. I meet Alex back
where we were previously. Collapsing onto the seat, I place the drink tray
down. Alex, who is on top of the table, swings his legs around, bumping his
knee into my shoulder.

‘Something weird just happened,’ I say, moving my eyes around the
courtyard one more time to confirm the guy really has disappeared. I fill
him in on the brief encounter I just witnessed, leaving out my ring, not
totally sure that I even felt anything.

‘Cool,’ Alex says, not seeming as intrigued as I thought he might have
been. ‘We have a lead, then.’

“Yeah,’ I agree.

“This is so good,” he moans, taking another ginormous bite of his
burger. “Want some?’

‘Sure.’” He tilts it toward me and I push up off the seat, taking a bite.

‘Fuck, leave me some,’ he grumbles, sending me a sour expression.

Smiling, my mouth full, I ignore his complaint. ‘Are you free one night
this week?’

‘Why?’ He raises an eyebrow. ‘Taking me on a hot date?’

Brushing off the comment, I don’t react to it. I have noticed that Alex’s
eyes linger on me for a heartbeat longer than necessary at times, and
sometimes his comments border on the line of flirting. We were both open
about not looking for anything of the sort when we first met. He stressed to



me that he can come across as flirting when he isn’t, so I ignore the little
moments here and there, assuming he doesn’t even realise he’s doing it.

‘No,’ I turn, finding the girl sitting down behind a laptop. “You’re taking
her out.’

‘I am?’ He gives me a baffled look.

I nod. “Yeah. She’s the one that was talking to the guy.’

‘Okay, sure.’

After I finish eating, Alex and I part ways. We thought we had planned
it well enough to have most of our lectures and tutorials together, but the
timetable had different ideas.

I’m surprised to find that most students are already seated when I walk
inside the lecture hall. The place is huge, and there are way more students
than I expected for some reason.

Glancing down at the time again, wondering if I’'m somehow late, even
though I’'m here a few minutes early. Most of the seats are filled and I scan
the room, trying to locate a seat that will allow me not to have a neighbour.

My gaze pauses on a familiar looking guy. The one who was in front of
me in line. His jacket is slung on the back of his seat, and I stumble over my
own feet when I take in the sight of him. He has dark tattoos covering one
side of his body. They begin on his bicep on the left side, disappearing
underneath his shirt, and spreading like spilled ink down his arm. It’s such a
stark contrast having so many detailed tattoos on one side and nothing on
the other.

Noticing that the seat beside him is vacant, I casually make my way up
to the back of the room. I drop into the seat beside him. He briefly glances
at me. Offering a tight-lipped smile, I look forward and slouch in my seat,
trying not to look as nervous as I feel.

The lecturer strides up to the front, dressed impeccably in a dark
designer suit. He swings his briefcase onto the table with a thud and flashes
a smile up to us.

‘Hello, everyone.’ His voice is deep, resonating around the room as if he
is wearing a microphone. After a brief introduction, he instructs us to begin
taking notes.

Everybody pulls out a laptop and I curse under my breath, feeling like
the odd one out. Quietly, I withdraw my notebook, placing it onto the desk.
Much to my relief, the guy beside me does the same. At least I’m not the
only one.



I rummage through my bag, pretending I can’t find my pen, and I'm
hoping to use that as an excuse to strike up a conversation with the
attractive and mysterious person who may or may not be a vampire.
Grumbling, I search furiously for it, already having missed the first few
notes [ was meant to have written down, realising I actually have forgotten
to pack a pen.

A throat clears. Looking up, I see an extended arm and a black pen
between his thumb and pointer finger. He has black leather bracelets on his
wrist, as black as his hair and the tattoos on his arms. I’m growing more
interested in him by the second. A thrill rushes through me from how easily
my plan worked. The noise I was making probably annoyed him.

“Thank you,” I murmur quietly, taking it from him.

I begin scribbling down the notes, finding it hard to concentrate when
there is possibly a gorgeous but deadly vampire seated right beside me.
Swallowing, I push all those thoughts to the back of my mind and pretend
I’'m focused and paying attention. Last thing I need is for him to get
suspicious.

My hand cramps, and when I glance down, I realise I have written
almost ten pages of notes by the time the lecture wraps up. I stretch and flex
it as I skim over my notes. I found myself growing more interested as the
lesson went on, as if [ was a normal student here actually trying to learn. I
mentally shake myself.

Don't get side-tracked.

‘I hope you found today enlightening. We will be covering a lot of
information very quickly. If you’re unwell, away, or unable to attend for
any reason, it is up to you to catch up. Find a study buddy. Pick someone
near you, pick a friend, I don’t care. But that person will be in charge of
sharing class notes with you. If you do not have one by next week, I will
assign you one.’ He switches off the screen behind him. ‘Have a fantastic
day. You’re dismissed.’

Gathering my things, I push them into my bag and stand.

‘So,’ I say, wrapping my fingers around the strap of my bag, feeling
nervous. This is my chance to get my plan rolling. To get closer to him, and
hopefully find out some answers. “Wanna be my buddy?’

Turning, he raises an eyebrow. Under the golden lights, his eyes are a
soft, silver colour. They’re beautiful. I attempt to force my gaze from them,
wanting to seem totally unaffected by his appearance, but I . . . can’t.



‘“What?’ His voice is deep, rich, and warm, making me shift the weight
from one foot to the other as I try desperately to look away from him, but
find my eyes are scanning every inch of his handsome face.

His voice. There is something so alluring about it. Like I could lay
down in bed and listen to him talk all day.

“You know,’ I say, throwing my hand toward the lecturer who is striding
from the room, looking at his watch, managing to blink myself back to
reality. ‘The thing he suggested.’

‘Oh,’ the guy says, his voice soft and rough, caressing my skin, making
me feel a little . . . hot and bothered. Meanwhile, he looks totally unphased.
In hindsight, this is a very normal conversation, I don’t know why it is
making me feel so antsy. ‘Sure, I guess.’

‘Great!’ I exclaim, and release a breath of relief, my shoulders slumping
slightly. I didn’t realise how tense I had been for a moment there.

‘Hunter,’ he says when I keep staring, his expression completely
unreadable. I’ve always been told everyone can know exactly how I’'m
feeling at all times, due to my expressions. I wish I could be as cool and
collected as this dude. His face is so sculpted and chiselled, like it was
carved from God himself. Or the Devil, rather, since vampires are ruthless
creatures who enjoy torturing others. Or so the articles say.

Hunter. How fitting. A vampire, who hunts humans. Named Hunter. I
wonder if he did that on purpose. Is it a game he plays with us naive,
oblivious humans? Panicking, I fear my thoughts are exposed on my face,
and I quickly shift into a neutral expression, hoping that I’m not appearing
as weird as I think I am.

‘Hunter, with the pretty eyes and the cool tattoos.’

I freeze, blood rushing to my cheeks, my heart tripping over its regular
rhythm in my chest.

Fuck my life, did I really just say that?

Lips quirking, his eyes roam over me, making my insides tighten.

Inhale, exhale. Yep, you’re doing great.

‘And your name?’ he asks, the weight of his gaze making my mind
blank, as I focus on those silver-grey eyes.

My own narrow and I take a step closer, convinced I can see the colours
shifting and swirling. He clears his throat and heat jumps from my neck to
my cheeks when I realise I'm studying him like he is an ancient, rare
artefact.



‘Um,’ I mutter, as if [ have suddenly forgotten my own stupid name.
‘Raya.’

‘Raya, with the heart-shaped face and purple streak in her hair.’

I make a soft humming sound, not quite a laugh as I feel the heat rush
up my neck and into my cheeks. Folding a loose wisp of hair back behind
my ear, [ nod, feeling uncharacteristically breathless for no valid reason.

Gah. Get me out of here and away from this guy.

‘We should trade numbers.’ I suggest. When he arches a brow, the
corner of his mouth twitching, I blush a little. “You know, just in case we
want to send notes that way.’

When the silence stretches between us, I regret asking, realising I’ve
pushed my luck, but much to my surprise, he nods. Pulling out his phone,
he looks at me expectantly. I quickly prattle off my number.

“Text me, so I have yours?’ I ask, trying not to look as eager as I feel.

‘Sure.’

My phone buzzes, and when I glance down, a smile emoji is looking
back at me. I quickly save his number into my contact list.

“Well, it was nice to meet you, Hunter. See you around,’ I say politely,
ignoring the fact that I sound like I’ve just run a marathon.

“Yeah,’ he says, sliding his bag over his shoulder, not casting his eyes in
my direction again. Bullets of sweat slide down my spine. My mouth is
paper dry, I anxiously lick my lips to moisten them.

As he descends the stairs, I notice how muscled his back is under his
tight black T-shirt. Damn. He is sexy. Why do bad boys always have to be
sexy? I hope he isn’t a blood-thirsty vampire. He’s too pretty and seems
normal . . . kind of.

They blend in though, right?

I have to remember that everything about these creatures is meant to
invite us in. Trust them, make us weak, so they can move in for the kill.

A clicking sound echoes around the now empty room. I glance down,
seeing my thumb pressing down onto the pen I borrowed. It is a sleek black
pen, and is heavy to hold, with the letter ‘H’ engraved. I’m surprised he was
willing to give me something that feels like it would be valuable. Hurrying
down the steps, I make my way out into the busy hall, to try and catch
Hunter.

With his tall, broad-shouldered frame and striking tattoos, he isn’t hard
to find. His back goes rigid as another guy approaches him. The guy has a



dark smirk twisted on his lips as he walks toward him.

Slowly, I make my way to where they are in the courtyard, noticing that
Hunter is scowling. It looks like they are in a heated discussion from how
tense Hunter stands and the way his brows are pinched together. A rational,
sane person would walk away.

My ring zaps me, and my hand jerks in response. I don’t allow myself
time to think about it since I’m now right where the guys are standing.

‘Hi,’ I say.

They turn at the same time and blink at me. It’s intimidating having the
weight of both their piercing stares directly on me. The guy next to him has
a similar eye colour. Under the light of the gloomy sky, they’re a pretty
silver-grey, deep and round, with darkness bleeding into them.

“You have something on your face,’ I say, my mouth seeming to have a
complete mind of its own.

The guy drags his thumb across the corner of his mouth, sucking on it
before grinning. His eyes bounce toward Hunter.

‘Must have been my breakfast,’ the guy says, and I grit my teeth at the
sound of it. ‘It was delicious.’

My heart splatters painfully into my stomach. The red smudge on his
lips wasn’t sauce as I had initially thought. For a moment, I forgot where I
am and what kind of people I am dealing with.

With my heartbeat roaring in my ears, I realise I have two vampires
standing right before me. They have to be. No one I have ever met has eyes
like that. Their skin is flawless, an unnatural smoothness to it, and they both
have an air about them that is just something else. It’s hard to decipher what
exactly.

They can hear my heart. Shit.

‘Um,’ I say, just to say something. “Thanks. For the pen.’ I thrust out my
hand. Hunter eyes it for a moment. He looks at the man next to him before
reaching out and taking it. His fingers brush mine and the coolness of his
skin makes me jerk my hand back.

‘Sure,” Hunter says, eyes briefly connecting with mine, before he
glances down, pocketing the pen. There is an undeniable tension in the air,
just as there was back in the auditorium. Something isn’t right. ‘No
problem.’

‘See you later,’ I say lightly, forcing a smile onto my face.



‘Bye bye,’ the other guy says, waving at me. His tone makes my skin
crawl. Shuddering, I rush toward the largest group of people I can see, and
reach for my phone, dialling Alex’s number.

The line connects. I sigh with relief as I look back to where the guys
were standing. My breath hitches when there is now no one there. I whip
my head around. There is no way they could have left that quickly.

With my heart thumping and my knees knocking together, I lean against
the table next to me.

What the hell have I gotten myself into?
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HUNTER

The Protector

LOUNGING AGAINST THE couch, | read over my notes from class earlier today.

‘Come on,’ Lucy says, moving to the end of the couch and leaning
forward, placing her hands on my shins.

Lucy is all legs. Dark skin, raven black hair, and glittery silver eyes. She
was a model before she turned, and she loves to remind every single person
she ever meets of that fact. She tightens her hold on my legs, digging her
nails in to get my attention.

Scowling, I shake my head, feeling the muscle in my jaw twitching in
anger. No one can make me angry as quickly as Theo and his girlfriend. I
don’t know what it is about them that makes me so tense, like I’'m wound
up as tight as I can go, locking up every part of my body until I can barely
see or breathe. ‘For the fifth time, no.’

‘He’s in a mood,’ Theo says, strolling out of his room. ‘He doesn’t like
it when I go to his school.’

Lucy rolls her eyes and smiles playfully over her shoulder at Theo. He
winks at her as he wanders around the room, shirtless, picking up the first
item of clothing that he can find and inspecting it. He is a slob to live with.
Something that hasn’t altered since before or after his transition.

‘“Why?’ she asks, tilting her head, eyes shimmering with curiosity.

She loves to pry into my life. I fascinate her, or so I have overheard
from her hushed whispers to Theo when she thinks I can’t hear her. She has
met a lot of vampires, and yet, she cannot figure me out, or compare me to
another, which only makes her think about it more. The fact that I am not
normal. A normal vampire is power-hungry, cruel, cunning, always wanting
to test the boundaries. They love the thrill of being the most powerful
person in the room, but I feel like I’m the opposite.



Sighing, I massage my temples. I just want to be left alone. By every
person. Anywhere. All the time.

I hate that I can’t sit in the living room in peace. I always lock myself
away in my room, so I don’t know why I risked sitting out here.

‘He doesn’t want people to know he is different,” Theo coos, pouting at
me. His face may be playful, but those dark eyes are as sharp as blades.
Constantly assessing me, evaluating my moods, studying me. ‘Or for me to
meet his pretty little human friend he lends pens to.’

Groaning, I slam my notebook onto my lap, the distinct clap of the
pages echoing around the room. “You are both annoying as fuck. I don’t
want to go out tonight.’

“You never want to go out,’ she huffs, turning her nose up at me. ‘I have
never met a more boring vampire than you.’

I ignore her, like usual. It’s easy enough to do, and I admittedly garner a
little amusement in the knowledge that it pisses her off.

‘Hush now,’ Theo says, moving behind her, planting a kiss on the side
of her head. His hands curl around her hips possessively, dragging her close
so that her back hits his chest. ‘He will grow bored of it and join us soon
enough. You’ll see.’

Tossing my notes onto the cushions, I push to my feet. Making a beeline
for the fridge, I pull out a blood bag and slam the door shut. My patience is
wearing thin, and the hunger gnawing at me is intensifying with each
passing moment.

‘Go on!’ Theo shouts at my back, as [ make my way to the door. ‘Go for
your moody boy walk. We’ll be out having fun, thinking of you!”’

I stick up my middle finger in response.

Zooming through the trees, I place a healthy distance between myself
and them. I land softly on a tree branch and sit down, dangling my legs off
it. I rip open the blood bag, immediately intoxicated by the scent as I take a
long sip. The hunger that has screamed at me all day finally eases and the
tenseness in my muscles ebbs away.

Leaning my head back against the bark, I watch as the cars drive by
below. Soft, murmuring voices, laughter, heavy footsteps. I listen to it all as
I watch and drink, trying to keep calm and relaxed. I don’t know what it is
about Theo that riles me up so much. Him and Lucy both do a good job of
pissing me off. It’s like sport to them. But then, most things are.



A part of me wants to pack my things and move on. Somewhere where
no one knows me. Where I can truly blend in — or at least try to. Theo
would hate me for it, he thinks I owe him my life now that he has given me
this curse. Gift, he calls it, which is exactly what my brother always says.

But I know he would come after me and drag my ass back here. He was
clingy before and it’s even worse now. He is insistent I stay here. Honestly,
I can’t for the life of me figure out why he is so fixated with the place. The
world is his oyster, and he loves to proclaim that. Yet, he sticks to this
small, little-heard-of part of the world. It makes no sense.

Exhaling heavily, I drain the bag, and close my eyes. A heart-shaped
face and emerald eyes flash through my mind. I startle at the image of
Raya. I open my eyes and blink, wondering where the hell that came from
as I give myself a mental shake.

I’ve been lonely for a while, that much I know. It’s a hollow feeling that
burns inside my chest. That must be it. It’s the first time I’ve interacted with
a human for a while, outside of situations of needing to be fed. That’s all it
is. I don’t care for her, or for anyone. It’s nothing.

Withdrawing my phone from my jacket pocket, I pull up the security
cameras that are connected to an app I have installed. A breath of relief
escapes me when I do a headcount of my family. They are living incognito.
I need to protect them from him. Kian, my brother, who became a vampire.
The worst human to have been given that kind of power. He is psychotic,
off-the-rails, and has totally lost touch with reality. I’m positive he would
slaughter them in spite of me. Compelling them into a new life was the only
way they will remain safe. I like to check in on them most days, and I
always feel relieved when I see them all come into view, going about their
ordinary lives.

Kian and I have never gotten along. It started from the moment we were
born, I’m sure of it. He hated that I existed, because in his eyes, I could do
no wrong. I had the better grades, loyal friends, girls who threw themselves
at me. He claims I had everything handed to me on a silver platter while he
had to work hard for all that he has. Like I didn’t work hard to get good
grades, or for anything else for that matter. At times, our family did treat me
more favourably, but that was because he never did himself any favours.
Narcissists only care about one thing.

Slowly, I make my way back to the house. It’s quiet. Theo and Lucy
must have left already and knowing them, they won’t be back for hours.



Good.

Kicking off my shoes, I go to my room. After showering, I collapse onto
the bed, finally able to breathe a little more freely now that I’m alone.

Lucy’s words whirl around inside my mind. I have never met a more
boring vampire than you.

I know I’m different from most other vampires. Hell, I’ve never come
across one like me. Sometimes I wonder if it was the severe depression I
often dealt with as a human which was heightened when I turned, morphing
me into this dull state of not quite vampire, but not human either. It’s a
weird feeling. Not feeling anything. It’s like a part of my body is numb. Or
maybe, I just hate what I am, and I’m lonely.

With a sigh, I close my eyes. Eventually I drift off.

Long, dark dreams invade my mind.
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RAYA

The Survivor

I WAKE WITH A Gasp. Sweat coats my skin. My shirt clings to me as I kick off the
blankets and swing my legs over the edge. My feet touch the cool ground,
causing a shiver to slither down my spine. Standing, I move toward the
window and glance out of it. Another dark, dreary day. No surprises there.
I’m starting to question whether this place ever sees sunlight.

Stretching, I feel the crack of a few bones along my spine realign, and
feel better for it, though my skin is hot and clammy from the nightmares.
They’re always the same. Loud clashes of metal against metal. My mother’s
screams. Sweltering heat. Bruising pain all over my body. A vicious,
burning sensation over the skin of my wrist. My fingers rub over the area,
and I glance down, staring at the mark there. I have no idea what it is.
Something must have burned or cut me — neither the doctors or the nurses at
the hospital could tell me for sure. I think they thought I had more
important things to worry about. I don’t have any memory of its inception
except intense pain.

I’m not sure there ever will be a time I don’t relive the horrific car
accident that altered my life forever. The moment I lost everyone I loved.

Reaching for my phone, I look down at the time. It’s barely 6 am. The
floorboards creak as I walk out into the living room. Alex’s soft snores
travel through the tiny apartment. If I was back home, I would go for a walk
or run to clear my mind. I’m too scared to do that here. I feel like if I leave
this apartment by myself when it’s dark outside, I won’t make it back alive.

It’s too early in the morning to be thinking about death. I need coffee.

Moving around the kitchen and preparing my usual flat white gives me
the feeling of familiarity. Like I’'m doing something from my old life, even



though I’ve only been here for a few days, and the normalcy of it helps
push away the lingering shadows of the nightmare.

Dropping down onto the lounge, I fold my legs beneath me, and go
about my new ‘normal’ of researching vampires, looking up articles about
this town, and scrolling through endless threads. I’'m always on the lookout
for something new, or something about my sister. It’s become an obsession.

Feeling much more alert now, I head into the shower to wash away the
evidence of my sleepless night. When I step out of the cubicle, I smear my
hand across the fogged window. Lifeless eyes blink back at me, rimmed
with dark circles. Sighing, I lean in close, inspecting them. I might need to
start wearing makeup again to hide these. I don’t want people thinking I
look as tired as I feel, because that will lead to questions I don’t intend on
answering.

Soon after, I'm dressed in a long-sleeved top tucked into high-waist,
ripped jeans. I step into my Converse and shake my hair over my shoulders.
I’'m ready to go by the time Alex staggers out of his room, his messy bed-
hair sticking up in all different angles.

He yawns, peering over at me. ‘Did I sleep in?’

I shake my head. ‘No, I just got ready early. No rush.’

‘Mmhmm,’ he mumbles, rubbing his eyes.

‘Go shower, I’ll make you coffee.’

‘Not all heroes wear capes,’ he states, saluting me before disappearing
back through the doorway.

I like making coffee. It keeps my hands busy while my mind races with
a million different possibilities about anything and everything. It’s
exhausting. I wish I could wipe my memory clear of all of this and live a
normal life. But I can’t, and my sister deserves better. We all do.

The wind howls and rattles against the window. I push it open a little
and a blast of cold, icy air rushes into the small space. Shivering, I yank it
shut again.

Alex reappears dressed in skinny jeans and an oversized jumper. The
sleeves are so long they swallow his hands. Rolling the sleeves so that they
sit mid-forearm, he makes grabby hands at the mug of coffee. I hand it over
and follow him to the lounge.

‘So, when are you going to ask him?’ Alex asks, blowing unnecessarily
loudly over the top of the liquid, as if that somehow cools it down quicker.

‘Hmm?’ I ask, only half paying attention to him as I scroll on my phone.



“Your friend,” he replies. “When are you going to ask him if he is a
blood sucker?’

I laugh at his word choice. ‘Maybe after class. Or maybe I should stand
up in the middle of class and ask him in front of everyone. You know, make
it a bit interesting.’

Alex flashes a grin that shows almost all his teeth. ‘I double dare you.’

‘I value my life, thank you very much.’

‘Do you?’ he asks mockingly.

I shrug. ‘Well. To some extent.’

‘Morbid. T like it.’

Smiling, I glance down at the time. ‘Okay, I said no rush before, but I
changed my mind. We gotta go.’

‘Roger that,” he replies, standing and draining the remainder of his hot
coffee into his mouth like a psycho.

‘It is so weird that you do that,’ I point out. He does that all the time.
Coffee, water, juice, energy drinks — no matter how hot or how cold. ‘I’'m
positive you are incapable of drinking normally.’

‘T just enjoy the look on your face when I do it.” He smirks.

‘Go on,’ I say, shooing him with my hands. ‘Hurry up.’

Within half an hour we arrive on campus. It seems busier than usual
today. All the eateries have long lines and every table in the courtyard is
filled. Rubbing my hands together, I try to circulate the warmth they’re
generating through to the rest of my body with little success. My fingertips
feel so frosty they’ve gone numb. Noticing, Alex takes my hand, wrapping
it up with his. I glance up in surprise, but he is looking ahead, like us
holding hands is something that we always do.

‘Alex! Hey!” a guy calls out, beckoning us over.

‘Friend from class,’” Alex explains quickly, his fingers tightening around
mine, another reminder that we are still holding hands. ‘He knows that girl
you want to question.’

‘Perfect,’ I say through a smile, pulling my hand away from him and
politely waving at the group. I don’t want anyone thinking we are together
because that will make our plan fall through.

We make our way over. There’s four of them at the table. Plastering a
warm, friendly smile on my face, I quickly assess their eyes, coming to the
conclusion that there are no vampires amongst them. Or so I assume, since
none of them have that silver glimmer in them. Or the creepy black.



‘Hey,” Alex greets them, and it’s weird seeing a big, goofy grin on his
face instead of his usual sullen and sarcastic smirk.

‘Hey,’ the guy replies. ‘Everyone this is Alex and . . .” he trails off,
looking at me expectantly.

‘Raya. I’'m a friend of Alex’s.’

‘I’m Seth, this is Brax, Adriana, and Jed.’

Seth has long hair that’s pulled back into a ponytail. He’s nursing a
thick textbook in his lap and an iced latte clutched in his hand. Brax waves
at us, his eyes lingering on me just long enough for it to be considered
awkward. Jed doesn’t even look up from his phone, just nods his head, and
the girl perks up when she notices Alex. I sit down beside Seth, and Alex
moves around to the other side of the table, casually dropping into the
empty space beside Adriana.

‘Are you new here?’ Seth asks, combing his fingers through the loose
wisps of hair framing his face.

“We just moved here, yeah.’

‘“What do you think of the place?’

I shrug. ‘It’s fine. A little eerie sometimes.’

“You get used to it.” He smiles, almost taking me out with his elbow as
he re-ties his hair. ‘Are you planning on going to the party tonight?’

I give him a curious look. “What party?’

“There’s a thing tonight that one of the TA’s is hosting. Sounds like it is
going to be pretty good. You should come.’ Seth moves his eyes to Alex.
‘Both of you.’

“TA?’ Alex frowns.

“Teacher’s assistant.’

‘Oh.” Alex nods, looking like he just realised he probably should have
assumed that.

‘We’re in!’ I smile, not giving Alex the chance to respond. ‘Sounds fun.’

As the time for class draws nearer, we push to our feet, gathering our
things. I didn’t even have to try, and our plan was already in motion. Off to
a good start.

‘We will meet you there,’ I say. “What time are you meeting up?’

‘About seven-ish,” Seth answers.

‘Sounds good!’

Alex and I exchange a glance before parting ways.



It appears I’m one of the first to class today. I make my way to the same
seat as yesterday and fall into it. Steadily, the lecture hall fills up. Glancing
toward the empty seat beside me, I frown. I’'m unsure why I feel
disappointed that Hunter isn’t here today.

Throughout the lecture, I make detailed notes so that I can photocopy
them after and give them to Hunter. I get a nervous — definitely not excited
— swooping sensation in my stomach at the thought of seeing him.

After class, I go straight to the library to photocopy my notes. I have
them stacked in a neat pile when I see him. I freeze, my heart seems to beat
sideways as he walks up to the book return slot and slides a few books
inside.

‘Hunter,’ I call out, jogging over to him. As usual, he is dressed in all
black, contrasting the dark patterns on his arm perfectly with his lightly
tanned skin. As I reach him my ring pulses against my finger and I startle,
glancing down at it quickly. There is definitely something going on with it.
This is the third time it has shocked me, and every time has been when I’'m
near Hunter. ‘Hey.’

Glancing up at me, he pushes his sunglasses into his hair. Since the sky
is a dark grey, I don’t see how sunglasses are necessary, but everyone seems
to wear them outside regardless.

‘Raya,” Hunter nods, those hypnotising eyes sending a thrill through me.
Straightening my back, I attempt — and fail — to appear nonchalant.

‘Hi. I got this for you,’ I say, thrusting out my hand and waving the
stack of papers under his nose, breathless again. I blame it on the fact that I
rushed over to him. It certainly isn’t being this close to him, and how
attractive I find him. No connection there.

Nope. None.

‘What is it?’ he asks, a little sceptical.

‘Notes from class,’ I reply, my voice a little quiet as I take in his
hesitation to take the papers.

‘Oh,’ he says, a small but genuine smile flashing across his handsome
face as he takes it from me. “That’s nice of you. Thanks.’

‘Well, you’re my buddy,’ I reply, and instantly cringe.

Why do I say stupid things when I’m around him?

‘Right. Yeah.” He nods.

‘How come you weren’t in class?’ I ask. It’s not until I say this that I
realise it seems super nosy. Hunter always waits a second too long to



answer, like he mulls over every word I say carefully, inspecting them,
before deciding on a response. I wish I had that ability, instead of just
blurting out every random thing that enters my mind.

‘I was thirsty,” he says, raising the tumbler he’s holding.

I do my best to keep my expression blank as I nod, glancing at the
tumbler as I wonder what it holds, considering he tipped out the contents
last time.

I wonder if he fills it up with blood . . .

The colour drains from my face. I feel a little light-headed, and I see
Hunter frown in what I hope is concern. Reaching out, he touches my
shoulder, and I shiver, feeling his coolness through the material of my
jumper. It’s surprisingly comforting. ’'Raya? Are you all right?’

‘What? Oh . .. fine,’ I stammer.

I don’t think I’m cut out for this kind of work, considering the mere
thought of this guy being a vampire makes me weak in the knees. And not
the good kind.

“You look as white as a ghost,” he comments.

‘Just tired. And hot,’ I say, and then blanch when I feel the sharp
coolness of the wind slap my cheeks, as if purposely reminding me that this
town is anything but hot.

‘Okay . . .” he trails off, looking puzzled.

My mouth is dry, and I fiddle with my ring. His eyes dart down to it and
I quickly stop touching it, not wanting to draw attention to it.

‘Have you got plans tonight?’ I blurt, the words tumbling out before I
can second-guess myself.

He raises an eyebrow and leans casually against the wall. The change in
angle causes his shirt to pull taut over his chest, showcasing the defined
muscles beneath it. ‘Um, not particularly, no.’

“There’s a party on. I think I’'m going to go.’

‘Oh, yeah. I heard about that.’

‘Do you want to go?’ I ask, twisting the bottom of my shirt. I tell myself
I’m only asking because finding out more about him is a part of the plan,
right? Since he may very well be a vampire. Therefore, inviting him to the
party to spend time together makes perfect sense in a non-datey kind of
way.

‘We could . . . er. .. hang out. If you want to.” Swallowing, I look down
at my feet. ‘If you don’t have plans, or whatever.’



When I glance back up, his eyes are narrowed slightly as he studies me.

‘I don’t really do parties,’ he says wryly.

‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Okay then. Cool, cool, cool.’

Cool, cool, cool? Get me away from this guy right now before I say
something worse.

Making an awkward clicking sound with my tongue, I salute him and
turn on my heel, hating how my cheeks flame, giving away just how
embarrassed I’m feeling.

Did I just salute him?

‘I might call in for a bit.’

My head jerks up. Turning back, I smile, circling my fingers around the
straps of my bag, trying not to stare at him in shock and disbelief. ‘I might
see you there then.’

“Yeah,’ he replies. He holds the papers up in the air. “Thanks again for
this. I appreciate it.’

He turns, jogging down the steps two at a time. The way he moves is so
elegant. The more I study him, the more I can spot tiny differences between
him and us. Us as in the general, non-vampire population.

He has to be a vampire. I’m determined to find out more, whether he
wants me to, or not.

Pulling the poster off the wall with a distinct ripping sound, I stare at the
details of a welcome party. The theme? Supernatural. I blink down at it.

Wow, go figure.

I’m sort of looking forward to tonight, even though I shouldn’t be. I
remind myself that this is purely to gather information, and to investigate
what the hell is going on in this town. Someone here must know something
that can help me.

We are meeting the others there. At least I’ll have them to hang with
while Alex will be busy getting information out of Adriana.

When we get back to the apartment later that afternoon, I head straight
for my room. Flopping down onto the bed belly-first, I open one of the
journals and begin reading again. It’s all I ever do now — re-read the
journals, look for clues and hints, and then move onto the online forums and
articles.



Being around him feels like being high. High on . . . something that
doesn't feel like it belongs in this world. It’s hard to explain. The way he
looks at me — like he owns me. In a way, he does. Or he will. Very soon.

Not long now . . .

I spend the rest of the afternoon preparing for the party, my sister’s
words bouncing around in my head. I’ve gone with a plain white dress with
fake blood marks slashed across it. My long dark hair falls perfectly straight
down my back, and I plait the purple streak, pinning it to the side. If the
circumstances were different, I would have gone all out with a costume, but
I can’t stand out or draw attention to myself. Alex and I are flies on the
walls of this creepy fucking town.

I will get the answers I’m looking for, one way or another.

We allow ourselves only two drinks while we get ready. This party isn’t
about having fun. After I spend forty-five minutes drawing snakeskin across
Alex’s face and neck, since he is going as a basilisk, I allow myself one
more drink for good effort.

‘Here,” Alex says, when I lean away from him. He passes me the
canister of liquid silver that we made. I slide one inside my boot, the other
in my bra.

“You have yours?’ I ask.

He nods, showing it to me before pocketing it.

“You're freakishly good at that,” Alex says, assessing my artwork in the
small mirror that’s hanging up in the lounge room.

‘Cora and I used to do a lot of dress up that required makeup and art,’ I
reply, sipping my drink.

‘What was she like?’ he asks. ‘I never wanted to ask much about her, in
case it was too hard for you.” Clearing his throat, he lowers his gaze. ‘I
didn’t mean to use past tense.’

‘It’s fine. Everyone does,’ I say, leaning back into the seat and propping
my legs onto the coffee table. ‘She’s fun. The life of the party. Firm, strong,
and stubborn.’ I laugh, thinking back to a time when we were both
teenagers. There was always someone she loved profusely, and someone
she hated, and as her sister, I was obliged to feel exactly as she did — her
words. ‘If she likes you, she’ll go to the ends of the earth for you. But if she
hates you . . .’ I take a long sip. ‘God have mercy on your soul.’

Alex grins. ‘She sounds fun.’



“Yeah.’ I run my palms across the fabric. ‘The last few months she was
different. Cold. Like a total mean girl suddenly. Which is weird because we
were always so close. It was totally out of character. Then I read her journal
and it started making a little sense.’ I stand suddenly and go to my room. I
reach for the journal and bring it back out. ‘But look at this.” I open it up to
the tabbed page and place it in front of him.

He leans forward, dragging it closer to him.

I hate the way I’ve been treating them. The hurt in their eyes will haunt
me forever. But it’s necessary. I need to do this. It’s all a part of the plan.

Alex’s eyes lift to meet mine. ‘It’s all a part of the plan,” he murmurs,
furrowing his brow. ‘What plan?’
Sighing, I shrug. “That’s what I’m here to find out.’

The party room is big, and very dark. Reaching for Alex, I grab his hand as
we weave through the bodies. Red neon light strips line the edge of the
ceiling. The air is stale with alcohol and body odour, and there are way too
many people crammed into this space. It’s hard to breathe. It’s
disorientating when the lights start flashing, though after a few minutes, my
eyes adjust to the dimness. The music vibrates the floors and shakes the
walls.

The idea of separating from Alex makes me nervous, but I know it’s
necessary. Scanning the room, we don’t stop moving until we find the group
of people we met earlier.

‘Hi!” I smile at the group, dragging Alex behind me. My eyes continue
to search the room, subconsciously looking for Hunter. I wonder if he will
come, or if he said maybe just to be polite.

‘Hey Raya!’ Seth smiles at me. “You look great.’

“Thanks! You too.’

‘Hi there.” Adriana beams, glancing at me briefly before turning her
attention to Alex. He turns his smile up a few watts, having her totally
dazed within moments.

Damn, he’s good.



‘Shall we go get a drink?’ he asks, his voice low and sultry. That tone,
mixed with his look, even made me shiver. Looking a little in awe, she
nods, linking her arm with his. He looks over her head at me and subtly
winks as he leaves with her.

Well. That didn’t take long.

For a moment, I forgot it was all a part of the plan. Someone calls out to
Seth, and he yells something inaudible back as he makes his way over to
them. Damn. One less person to question now.

“Where are you from?’ the other boy asks, and I try my best to think of
what his name is.

I curse myself for not being more prepared. Suddenly, a bulb lights
inside my brain. Brax, that’s it. I suck at being a detective so far.

‘Here and there,’ I shrug with a small smile. ‘I moved around a lot
growing up. Hard to really pick just one place.’

‘Ah, okay,’ he replies, not seeming particularly interested in what I have
to say, anyway.

Slinging an arm around my shoulder, he guides me toward the kitchen. I
carefully watch as he makes us both a drink. I take the one that he looks like
he is about to drink, just to be on the safe side.

He laughs. ‘I’m not going to poison you.’

‘Good to know,’ I say, attempting to sound light-hearted, but it comes
out tense, and a little awkward.

‘Best to keep your wits about you though,’ he says with an ominous
wink. “You never know who or what is out to play in this town.’

Tilting my head, I narrow my eyes. “What do you mean by that?’

‘Oh, you know, the rumours.’

‘What rumours?’ I ask quickly, and then relax my shoulders, hoping that
I look easygoing. I need to play the newbie card. Make them all think I’'m
completely oblivious to the rumours about the town I just moved to. I also
notice he doesn’t take a sip of the drink he prepared for me.

A wicked smile lights up his face. ‘This place is filled with creatures of
the night. Haven’t you heard?’

Goosebumps prickle against my skin. It’s all fun and games reading
about this stuff on a screen. Now I’'m here, listening to it in person.
Swallowing, I force a curious smile onto my face.

‘Creatures of the night?’



“Yeah. Witches . . . wolves . . .” He suddenly lunges toward me, and
slams me back against the kitchen counter. He shoves his face into my neck
roughly. ‘And vampires!” He makes an over-the-top sound of biting and
slurping. Laughing, he steps back. I’'m as rigid as a rod as I attempt a laugh,
trying not to seem as spooked as I look. He lightly pushes my arm. ‘Lighten
up, it’s a joke.’

It’s not a joke. None of this is a damn joke. Pushing the thoughts of
Cora and all the confusion around her disappearance away, I step toward
him. I need to do something. To take control. Mustering up the courage, I
inch closer, forcing a flirty smile onto my face.

“You got any stories to tell me?’ I murmur, leaning in close, staring up at
him through my dark lashes.

Brax’s eyes lower to my lips, before travelling back to my eyes. His
smirk widens. ‘I’ve got plenty.’

‘I’d love to hear them,’ I say, grazing my arm against his, unsure
whether I’m laying it on a little thick. The way he looks at me makes me
think I’m doing something right.

‘Maybe we should go somewhere quieter,” he suggests. ‘So, you can
have my full attention.’

‘Sure!’ I say confidently, hoping he doesn’t notice the slight tremor in
my hands as I hold the cup a little too tightly.

He finishes the rest of his drink and pours another. The smirk on his
face makes me inwardly cringe, but I remind myself this is necessary. With
his hand on my back, we move through the swaying bodies and people
making out across the dance floor. We step out through the sliding glass
door.

The cool night air nips at my exposed skin. We head around to the side
of the house. Casually, he leans against the wall, sliding his fingers through
mine.

‘What do you want to know?’ he asks, taking another sip. His eyes are a
little glassy. He’s had too much already.

‘Something real . . . something terrifying,” I whisper with an excited
grin, toying with his fingers. He pulls me a little closer, enjoying my open
display of affection. So close I can smell the stale beer on his breath.

‘People disappear here,’ he says quietly.

“What happens to them?’ I whisper, eyes widening.

“They’re dinner.’



‘Dinner?’ A nervous, high-pitched laugh escapes me before I can stop it.

‘For the supernatural,” Brax answers, loving the fact that I’'m hanging on
his every word. ‘Or so they reckon.’

My heartbeat thuds in my ears. “What do the police say?’

Brax laughs, reeling back a little. It’s a humourless laugh that sends a
shiver down my spine. ‘They don’t care, because they don’t want to be
next.’

‘I don’t believe that.’

‘It’s true,” he argues. “The vampires run this town.’

‘It’s not real,’ I say, unsure who I am truly trying to convince here.
“These creatures . . . they don’t exist.’

‘Don’t they?’ He quirks an eyebrow.

‘Have you ever seen one?’ I push, trying to work out whether he knows
anything concrete.

‘I was at a party last year. One like this. I met a girl. We danced, made
out a little . . . the next thing I remember, I wake up in the middle of the
football field. Blood is all around the collar of my shirt. I’'m woozy,
disorientated — like I had been running a marathon without any water. There
were no marks on me anywhere, but I know, I just know one of the bastards
got me.’

Nauseous bubbles form in my stomach. An image flashes through my
mind of the guy in front of me, blood everywhere. An icy chill seeps into
my bones at the thought of it. It sounds like a similar story to what
happened to Alex. It must happen all the time.

“That’s so scary,” I whisper, leaning in close to him. ‘Why are you still
here?’

He eyes me for a moment. ‘Simple. I want to become one.’

“You do?’ I breathe, my eyes widening. ‘Is that . . . is that possible?’

He nods. ‘It is. You find a vampire. One that is willing to turn you. You
find a sacrifice. Boom, you’re a vampire.’

‘A sacrifice?’ I question.

“Turning someone into a vampire upsets the balance of nature,’ he
explains. It’s quiet out here, and suddenly, I don’t feel safe. I look over my
shoulder, realising we are completely alone. The ring on my finger pulses
and I gasp, yanking my hand out of his hold, clutching it to my chest. The
music is faint from where we are standing. An uneasy feeling settles over



me and I swallow, stepping back a few inches. ‘A human must die — as a
price — for you to turn.’

I open my mouth to question him more, when his hands shoot out,
shoving me hard. I fly backwards, landing in a painful sprawl. Choking on
my breath, I lay at an awkward angle, blinking up at the dark sky.

‘I’m sorry,’ I hear his low voice. ‘But I need this.’

Pure, unrivalled panic shoots through my body, and a scream rises into
my throat when a blur of motion suddenly appears to my right and jerks me
to my feet. My heart flip flops inside my chest and my breath comes in
shaky gasps as I reach into my pocket and withdraw a cylinder of liquified
silver. I remember what the article said. My heartbeat is hammering so loud
I can barely think.

‘Better run, little girl,” Brax says from behind me, his voice taunting,
nothing like the way he spoke to me before. “You’re about to be dinner.’

A man appears in front of me. Tall, partly hidden in shadows. Two silver
eyes glow in the darkness. My knees knock together as I tremble.
Adrenaline courses through me like a torrent, holding me upright. I lift my
chin, staring back at the thing in front of me. I don’t look into its eyes,
instead, I look at its mouth, which is twisted into a menacing snarl.

Everything inside me is screaming at me to run, but I don’t. I didn’t
come all this way only to die my first week.

‘What are you waiting for?’ Brax shouts impatiently. ‘Get her!”’

Swallowing down the building panic, I force myself to focus.

I must think clearly. For Cora.

Taking a moment to even out my breathing, I go through the
information in my head. All the things I have read about. All the research.

Cora’s face appears in my mind, and determination wells inside my
chest.

Narrowing my eyes, I step to the right. He mirrors me. I step to the left.
He does the same.

This is what he wants.

The game.

The chase.

The hunt.

With a shaky breath, I resist the urge to back up. I don’t want to be any
closer to the betrayer behind me. ’Are you going to kill me?’ I ask, my



voice steadier than I expected. I suspect he can hear me perfectly clear even
if I whisper. ‘Or just stand there thinking about it?’

His lips curve into a slow, sadistic smirk. ‘Oh, I’ll kill you. But I want
to have fun while doing it.” He steps closer. ‘I want the chase.’

Everything inside me threatens to collapse, as I try not to let my fear
overcome me. These words being spoken to me have opened up pure terror
inside me. I have never felt anything like it.

Breathe, Raya.

I go over my options. Brax is covering the main exit. The vampire is in
front of me. There is nothing stopping me from going right, but it’s further
away from the party. Less likely I’ll be heard or seen.

“Tick, tock,’ the vampire smiles, revealing two, long fangs. My heart
shudders to a stop. There’s no doubt now . . . this shit is real. And it is
fucking scary. ‘Make your decision, or I’ll make it for you.’

Fuck it.

I take off at a run in the direction I told myself not to go. If I’'m going to
die, I’'m going to go out fighting. I race around the edge of the fence. Not so
elegantly, I vault over it. He gets close, I feel the whoosh of air by me.
Darting to my right, I slide underneath a branch, skidding across the hard
dirt. Sticks and gravel scrape my skin, but I hardly feel it.

A deep laugh that penetrates straight into my soul echoes around the
dark cluster of trees.

“You can’t outrun a vampire, sweetheart,” he says in a singsong voice
that makes my skin crawl.

Sweat beads across my forehead, sliding down the back of my neck as I
run. Skidding to a stop, I see that I’ve reached a spot I can’t get through.
Panic swells inside me, fogging my brain.

Think, think, think.

I’m small. Smaller than average. I can do this.

Launching headfirst, I break through a small window of branches and
somersault down a short hill. I’'m nearly blinded when the dirt flings into
my eyes as I fall. Scrambling to my feet, I keep going, despite my legs
shaking, and the fact that sticks and leaves are clinging to me, digging into
my skin.

I can’t believe that in a matter of minutes — seconds, potentially —
there’s a good chance I’m going to be killed. This can’t be it. This can’t be
how it ends.



In my research, it talks extensively about their hunting instinct, their
quick-thinking, their superhuman speed. There’s no way I’'m seriously
outrunning him right now. He’s toying with me. The panic eating at my
chest is making it hard to breathe and swallow.

“You think you can win, little human?’ the voice whispers and I swear I
can feel his breath on the back of my neck.

I get to a fork in the route, and I fake a right. I dart to the left just as I
hear a crash through the branches, exactly where I was heading. Nausea
clamps down onto my stomach at the thought of how close he is.

This is too hard, a voice whispers. I can’t beat him.

Yes, you can, Cora’s voice whispers in my mind, urging my feet to keep
moving.

If I can stay on this track, I might get close enough to the house to make
a run for it. I push myself so hard that everything inside me burns. A dull
light pierces through the gap of trees and I propel myself forward.

The vampire drops in front of me, his feet making no noise as he hits
the dirt. Gasping, I don’t have time to stop. I slam painfully against him,
and it’s like hitting a concrete wall. I go flying backward and he grabs me
tight, stopping me from falling. I feel sick from the intense stop-and-go
motion.

‘Game over.’ He flashes a leering smile of all teeth.

I fling my arm up and direct the liquid silver straight into his eyes. Alex
and I made it ourselves, and I’m pleased to see we must have done it right.
The scream that leaves his mouth makes my ears bleed. Blinking rapidly
through the sweat and tears, I lunge forward, and run. His fingers wrap
around the end of my hair and he yanks me back. I let out a cry as I collide
harshly with the ground. He swoops down, snarling angrily.

‘I’m going to make it hurt, bitch,” he spits, looking like a ferocious beast
with those black eyes and long fangs. Terror seizes me in an iron fist,
stunting the breath from my lungs.

Gripping my throat in a vice-like grip, he lifts me half-off the ground.
His fangs plunge hard into my neck. My scream fills my ears as a pain like
no other spreads like poison through my veins. I grip the ice-cold skin of his
arm, desperately trying to get him to release me. I bang against his arm,
feeling my vision darkening. I reach blindly for the canister of silver, but
my fingers grasp empty air.



Every limb of my body goes limp and heavy. My head lolls to the side
as he continues to drain everything out of me.

The man is suddenly jerked back. I sag against the ground, drawing in
deep, ragged breaths.

Slowly blinking, my eyes heavy, I turn to see another tall figure, dressed
in all black. In the darkness, I only see their outlines. He’s tall. Muscular,
but lean. Dark, unruly hair, a sharp jawline, and intense silver eyes. Tattoos.
Very distinct tattoos.

‘Leave. Now.’ His voice is deep, and laced with a calm authority that
rings through the air.

“You’re going to die, Hunter,” the vampire roughly growls, his voice
hoarse, and harsh.

I’m not hallucinating. It’s really him.

The vampire — my blood coating his mouth — flies toward him. Hunter
snakes his hands out, twisting the vampire’s neck quicker than my mind can
comprehend. A strangled cry escapes his lips. Hunter pushes his lifeless
body to the ground, it lands with a dull thud. Swiftly, Hunter slides a stake
from his pocket, his finger wrapped around what looks like a rubber handle.
The silver glints for a moment before he plunges it into the vampire’s chest
with a sickening squelching sound.

The dead vampire’s unblinking gaze stares ahead, straight at me.

Hunter turns, his silver-grey eyes flick over me.

‘Raya,” he murmurs. He peers down at me. My heartbeat is so slow, I
know death isn’t far.

In a blur of movement, he is crouched beside me, inspecting the gaping
wound in my neck. As the adrenaline ebbs out of my body, the weight and
pain from the vampire’s attack slowly sinks through. Every part of me
burns.

He freezes. Gripping my wrist, he holds it up and inspects it closer.

‘How did you get this?’ he whispers, eyeing the mark on my skin.

Blood spurts from my parted lips when I try to speak and I gurgle,
drowning in it. He tenses, watching the blood oozing out. As if shaking
himself back into focus, he scoops me up so that I’m on his lap. His fangs
slide out and he bites into his wrist. In one fluid movement, his wrist is
against my mouth.

Screwing my face up, I rear back from him, shaking my head in
repulsion at seeing his blood so close to my face. I want to scream, cry, yell



at him, but I can’t do anything.

‘Raya!’ he snaps, making my wild thoughts slow for a moment. “We
don’t have time for this. Drink.’

The command in his forceful tone pulses through me, and this time
when his wrist raises to my lips, I let the warm liquid spill across my
tongue. Activating some primal response inside me, I grip him as I swallow
deep mouthfuls of his blood. Each swallow, I feel the pain and agony
slowly seeping away. I feel stronger with each passing moment.

For the first time in what feels like years, I feel safe. Warm and
protected, like nothing could harm me at this moment. I melt into him,
seeking his protection, and strength. His grip tightens around me, and the
wind I hadn’t noticed before washes over us, whipping my hair around my
face.

A pleasant, delightful blend of sunshine and moonlight twists in my
mind, ensnaring my senses as a powerful rush fills my body, stealing the
breath from my lungs. Everything turns black for a few seconds before the
world flickers back to life around me.

Securing my hold on him, I plunge my teeth into him, biting, and
sucking with an animalistic severity, feeling greedy, wanting more of this
insane high that is coursing through my body, causing me to tremble.
Letting out a low hiss, his finger traces patterns up my arm. His hand moves
up to the side of my face, where he gently pushes it back at the same time
he removes his wrist from my lips.

We stare at each other, both breathing intensely.

My mouth waters at the thought of his blood, and I let out a little
whimper, my eyes focusing on his lips. ‘I need more,’ I whisper, reaching
for him, threading my fingers through his dark hair.

Closing his eyes, he breathes hard, as if trying not to give in to some
sort of battle waging inside himself.

‘Hunter,’ I whisper. ‘More.’

A low groan leaves him, and he drags me toward him. Biting down onto
his arm, I drink once more, the flavour exploding through me. Pulling me
close, he yanks me from his arm, diving toward my mouth. The Kkiss is deep
and intense, like nothing I have ever experienced. I feel so desperate to be
closer, even though there is no space left between us.

His lips drag across my jaw, down to my neck, where his fangs bite into
me. | gasp, a pure, electrifying bliss zinging through me.



Our hands move and explore over each other desperately. I have no idea
what is possessing me to do this — it’s hardly the right time — but there is
something unworldly that has taken over my body.

I grope at him, feeling highly turned on, and horrified at my own
actions at the same time.

Reeling back, he slams his mouth to mine, and I grind myself against
him. A clap of desire sizzles through me, erupting something inside my
body I had no idea was even there. Dots dance across my vision.

‘No!” Hunter chokes out, wrenching his mouth away, a violent tremor
rolling through him, rustling me in his lap. ‘I can’t take blood from you.. . .
after what just happened.’

Feeling light-headed, I place a hand on him. ‘It’s okay.’

I have no idea what I’'m even saying. I should be screaming, crying,
trying to get away from him, but instead I am calm, and even a little
relaxed. I feel totally safe and comfortable right now, here in his arms.

‘No, it’s not,” he says, sounding nothing like the Hunter I’ve met before.
He looks out of his mind. His eyes are closed as he grapples with getting his
breath under control. ‘The blood, it made my judgement cloudy. I’m sorry.’

Breathlessly, I gaze up at him. His chest is rising and falling rapidly. We
both sit in a stunned silence, unsure of what to do or say, the high still
racing through us at an inhuman speed.

His wide eyes soften as he gazes down at me. Gently, he swipes his
thumb across my lower lip. Warmth fills every part of my being. I feel
whole. Content. Dreamy.

Hunter’s eyes are a stunning, bright silver, with faint strips of smoky
darkness swirling around the iris. A strand of his dark hair falls across his
forehead.

Tenderly, he touches the side of my cheek, eyes curious as they roam
over every inch of my face. It feels like tiny bolts of electricity are shooting
through me with every touch.

‘Who the hell are you?’ he whispers, tilting his head.

‘Nothing. No one.’

His brows crease. ‘A normal human.’

‘As far as I’m aware.’

“This,’ he says, pointing to my scar. ‘Where did you get this?’

‘A car accident.’



His eyes bore into mine so intensely, I feel like he is trying to look into
my soul. A few beats of silence pass as he stares down at it, his expression
unreadable, once more.

‘A car accident?’ he repeats slowly.

“Yes,’ I say breathlessly, still trying to fathom what he is talking about,
and why he’s bringing it up right now.

A frown tugs the corners of his mouth, which still has a red stain around
it. “This is not from a car accident.’

I frown. “Yes. . .itis.’

Shifting so that I’'m propped more into a seated position, he leans back,
and I feel the heat of his gaze all over me.

‘Raya,’ he says, touching my hand. “Who are you?’

‘A regular, ordinary human.’

‘So you say.’

‘It’s the truth.’

‘I don’t believe you.’

I blink at him. ‘I’m telling the truth. Why do you think I’'m lying?’

Hunter gestures between us. ‘This isn’t normal.’

‘What?’ I say, louder than I intended.

‘I don’t know how to explain it,” he mutters, shaking his head, his frown
increasing. ‘It must be because you were so close to death.’

‘What are you talking about?’ I demand.

Saying nothing, he stands, helping me up. He brings our joined hands
toward his face as he stares at them for a moment. I’m not sure if his eyes
are on the scar, or our interlocked fingers.

Wow, I feel incredible. Energy flows through my veins, filling me with a
strange, surreal sensation that ripples through my body with cool, calm
clarity. I quickly adjust my dress, my cheeks flaming at the memory of what
we just did to each other. Then, I remember he is a vampire, and I stumble,
throwing myself off-balance as my thoughts catch up to me, realising how
insane these last few minutes have been. Hunter’s hands are on me,
steadying me faster than I can even comprehend.

“You’re not going to eat me?’ I raise an eyebrow.

‘No,” he answers, looking baffled.

‘Why not?’

He laughs. It’s rich and velvety, wrapping around me like a warm
embrace, brushing across my skin with the faintest of touches. ‘Shouldn’t



you be thanking me? For saving your life?’

“Thanks, I guess,’ I say a little hesitantly, trying to force myself to relax
again.

He breathes a soft laugh through his nose. “You’re welcome, I guess.’

Blinking, I rub my head. ‘Sorry. I feel super light-headed. I have no
words to express how grateful I am for you saving me. Truly.’

‘Why are you in the woods? Haven’t you heard what they say about this
place?’ His dark eyebrow arches upward as the corners of his mouth
twitches. “What people say about us?’

Dusting off the leaves and dirt from my clothes, I inspect myself briefly.
I feel good. Strong. Like I could climb a mountain without breaking a
sweat.

‘I was cornered.’

‘So you ran for the woods?’ he deadpans.

‘It was the best decision at the time.’ I say, narrowing my eyes, taking a
hesitant step back from him. He has no idea what it’s like. I can’t outrun or
outweigh a vampire. I had to make a quick decision. Either way, I would
have died. If it weren’t for him . . .

‘Right.’

“Your blood. It’s making me feel . . .’ I trail off, holding out my arms in
front of me, inspecting them as if they’ve changed somehow, but still
keeping a wary eye trained on him for any movements, not that I would
probably see him coming anyway.

He leans against a tree, his T-shirt clinging to his chest, showcasing the
packed muscle underneath it. When I raise my eyes to meet him, his gaze is
already fixed on me, his brows furrowed slightly, a thoughtful expression
on his face.

‘Good?’ he supplies.

I nod, still unsure how to feel right now. Other than the warm, floaty
feeling blossoming in my chest from his blood — I don’t know whether I
should hug the guy for saving my life or run as fast as I can away from him,
hoping I make it out alive.

But why would he save you, only to kill you moments later?

“Yeah.’

“We aren’t supposed to give humans blood because of this. It’s a high
that is very addictive. Especially the amount that you took.” Running a hand



through his windswept hair, Hunter shifts his weight, resting his shoulder
against the bark.

‘I see.” I nod, seeing and feeling the truth of what he just said. I imagine
people would do anything to feel like this, especially if their health isn’t
good.

‘“What were you doing out in the woods?’ I retort, slight suspicion
etched into my voice.

‘Walking. I was way, way over there.” He points in the opposite
direction of the party. ‘I heard the commotion.’

“Were you coming to the party?’ My face flames as I ask the question,
unsure why there’s a swelling feeling of hope inside me at the thought of
him coming to see me. Coming to the party for me.

Swallowing, I mentally shake myself.

Maybe I really am crazy . . .

A ghost of a smile flickers over his lips. ‘Maybe.’

‘You were, weren’t you?’

“Yes, Raya. I was coming to the party.’

Interesting. Very interesting.

I smile, looking away for a moment, afraid he can tell what I'm
thinking.

‘So, you’re a good vampire?’ I ask, dragging my tongue around the
inside of my mouth, tasting his blood. Hunter is watching me, his eyes
tracking the movement, and I straighten my spine a little at the intense
tingles that ripple through my body.

What the hell? Why did the thought of him watching me make me feel

. like that? Must be the blood.

‘Is there such a thing?’ he asks quietly.

“You’d know more than me.’

‘Fair point,” he replies, a slight smirk tilting his lips.

“You live here?’ I ask after a moment, not sure what to say right now.

He nods, jutting his chin in the direction behind me. ‘Somewhere over
there.’

‘Do you sleep in a coffin?’

He looks alarmed. ‘No.’

‘Damn. That would have been cool.’

He laughs again and it’s just as good as the first time. Hunter pauses,
tilting his head. He is suddenly gone, disappearing into thin air. I look



around for a moment. Then, he’s back just as fast as he left.

“Yours?’ he asks, holding out my phone, which is vibrating.

‘Oh. Thanks,’ I say with wide eyes, still trying to comprehend the way
he can move that quick.

I take it from him and answer it.

‘Hi, Alex.’ I attempt to sound normal, even though I feel anything but.

‘Where the hell are you?’ he hisses. Music blares in the background,
making it difficult to hear him. ‘I’ve been looking everywhere, and you
haven’t been answering.’

‘Long story . . .’ I say, glancing at Hunter, realising he can hear every
word. ‘I’m coming back. Meet me near the pool.’
‘Gotcha.’

It’s silent after I hang up. We awkwardly stare at each other. There’s a
strange tug in my chest, urging me to go closer to him, but I refuse to. He
takes a step toward me, as if feeling the same thing.

“Was that your boyfriend?’ he asks in a clipped tone. My stomach does
somersaults at the question.

‘Boy who is a friend.’

‘Friends shouldn’t let friends be alone in a town like this.’

“We planned it to be that way. Now I’m realising what a dumb decision
that was.’

He grunts in agreement. Half-turning, I go to head back to the house,
but feel a weird sensation rip through me, making me stop. I don’t want to
leave him. It must be the blood. It’s making me not think clearly.

‘Hunter?’ I ask, my voice quiet.

He looks at me, his eyes darkening to an inky black which looks creepy
as hell but also kind of awesome. His eyes travel over me, making me feel
hot all over. The way he stares at me . . . I really do feel like prey, and he is
a predator sizing me up. Yet, I don’t fear him. Not like I did with the
vampire from earlier. If anything, when he looks at me like that, I feel a
little . . . thrill.

‘“Why are you so curious about this?’ I ask, holding out my wrist. “What
does it mean to you?’

He’s silent for a few moments, looking down at the ground before his
eyes swivel back to me. ‘It’s my brother’s mark.’
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HUNTER

The Protector

I NEED TO GET AWAY FROM HER.

I brush a hand through my hair and yank on it for a moment as I pace.

Seeing my brother’s mark makes me feel uneasy. Does she really not
know what this symbol is? That she has been branded? Why is she not
dead? My brother doesn’t leave his mark on someone without ending their
life. It makes no sense.

“Tell me,” Raya demands, holding her pale wrist up, shaking it in the air
to emphasise her point.

‘It’s nothing,’ I say. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

Her mouth falls open once, then twice, but no words come out.
Snapping her mouth shut once more, she takes a step back, looking torn
between staying and asking me for more answers, or running for dear life.

‘Nothing?’ she questions. ‘You just told me this was your brother’s
mark, and now you say it’s nothing?’

“Yeah,’ I reply, schooling my expression into a carefully calculated and
unreadable look, that even the most well-trained lie detectors would have
trouble deciphering.

‘Don’t do this,” she whispers, suddenly looking much more vulnerable,
and fearful, then she did a moment ago when my blood was freshly
coursing through her veins, giving her confidence a boost that has most
definitely impacted her natural instincts. Even if I did just save her, she
should be more scared of me, running, trying to escape, but she is still here,
studying me with an open, calm curiosity. ‘Please tell me what you know.’

‘I made a mistake,’ I say. ‘It’s nothing.’

Lips flattening into a line, she nods, seeing the switch inside me. I can’t
be the nice guy right now. I need to get the hell out of this situation.



‘Fine. I’m leaving,’ she says, but stays standing where she is, waiting
for my response. Waiting for me to try to stop her.

“That’s for the best.” I nod.

Scowling, she turns, her dark hair flipping around in an angry arc before
cascading down her back and swaying with each furious step.

An ache spreads through my body the further she walks from me.

What the hell is this?

Groaning, I place a hand on my stomach, feeling worse as the distance
between us grows. I’ve never experienced something like this after being
turned. This makes me feel . . . human.

My eyes widen at the realisation and I let my mind explore the
possibility. Has she somehow made me human? It’s impossible, surely.
After a quick self-assessment, I confirm that I still have my superhuman
eyesight, quick reflexes, and of course, the ever-present hunger for blood.

‘Argh,’ I grind out, falling to my knees, and wrapping my arm around
my torso as the intense ache continues.

The burning hole in the pit of my stomach seems to cease after a
moment. Not completely going away, but eases enough that I can stand.
Bile rises in my throat, and I spit it out onto the dirt at my feet, feeling like I
might throw up.

This is not normal.

‘“Where have you been?’ A voice asks in a hushed whisper, snapping me
back to reality. Raya is back at the house now, and each step she takes
causes another fierce ache inside my chest.

I lean back against the tree, my arms still clutched around my stomach
as I listen. My mind is reeling.

Who is this girl? Why does she have the mark of my brother? Why is she
here?

“The most terrifying thing happened to me, Alex. You have no idea . . .’
she whispers back, her voice shaking. ‘Let’s get the hell out of here.’

I’m on my feet and gliding out of the woods within seconds. I teeter on
the edge. My eyes focus on the friend for a moment. He casts a worried
look in her direction as they anxiously wait for an Uber.

Her back is turned to me and I realise I long for her to turn around. She
was so fragile in my arms. Weak, doll-like. Her slender arms sway as she
paces, quietly recapping what happened to Alex. There’s blood all over her



dress. Some of it is fake, some of it hers. It’s difficult to tell the difference
unless you’re someone like me.

Her friend wraps his long arms around her, and I tense, watching with
narrowed eyes. Studying him closely, I make out his midnight black hair,
but his face is hard to see with all the paint and makeup of his costume. He
certainly isn’t a threat to her. If anything, quite the opposite.

I step out from the shadows, basking in the moonlight. I love the moon.
It makes me feel calm. It shines down on Raya’s pale skin, making her look
like she’s illuminated from within, emphasising how small and precious she
is. The urge to go to her and protect her almost sends me to my knees.

Alex and Raya get into the car the moment it pulls up in front of them.
As she closes the door behind her, I’'m struck by a sudden and violent ache
as blood spews from my mouth. I groan as I empty my stomach onto the
grass in front of me.

‘Dude, are you okay?’ a random party-goer asks, stumbling toward me,
squinting.

‘Get away,’ I moan, clutching my stomach.

“You need some water?’

I’m flying toward him before I realise what I’m doing. Since I just
emptied out my blood supply, I’'m hungry. Really fucking hungry. My teeth
sink into his neck. I’m not gentle and he howls in pain. I haven’t bit anyone
like this for years. Sobs wrack his chest as I take more than I should, as
though I’m trying to punish him for something I don’t understand.

My insides curl in repulsion. Yanking my teeth from his throat, I stagger
back, looking down at my trembling hands and ghost-white skin. The blood
rises in my throat and floods my mouth, tasting like poison. Gagging, it
sprays from my mouth in an inky, black wall of darkness.

‘What the fuck?’ I moan, feeling pain everywhere.

What is happening to me?

Collapsing onto my back, I heave, the dark sky above me blurring.
When all the blood is out of my system, I stumble to my feet. I heal the
wounded drunk beside me and convince him he never saw me. It hurts to
use the coercion when I’'m this weak. I don’t even know how well it will
work because of it.

Rushing home, I stagger through the front door, a trembling, hot mess.
Hot is a feeling vampires do not experience, and I’'m growing increasingly
concerned by the second.



“What the fuck?’ Theo exclaims, a human girl half-naked on his lap, his
girlfriend nowhere to be seen. He shoves her off him like she’s nothing and
she squeals as she thumps across the floor. He is by my side in an instant,
helping me up.

‘Something’s wrong,’ I whisper. ‘Really fucking wrong.’

When I wake, it’s dark. Blinking, I slowly peer around the room. Cold
towels are draped over me. Theo is leaning against the wall, gazing out the
window. His head snaps to me as though he knows I’'m awake. Relief floods
his face.

He’s by my side in an instant. ‘Hunter,” he breathes my name, shaking
his head, looking like he hasn’t slept for days. He reaches for my arm. ‘You
scared the shit out of me.’

‘How long have I been out?’

“Two days.’

“Two days?’ I exclaim, reeling to a sitting position which only causes
my head to spin.

Flashes of memories bombard my mind. Staying up all night, trying
different blood bags, different humans. Trying to get any blood to stay in
my system.

“You don’t look good,’ Theo says, frowning down at me. ‘I think you’ve
been poisoned.’

‘Surely it would be out of my system now, if I were?’ I groan, voice still
raspy.

Theo shrugs, looking clueless. ‘I don’t know. You’re not looking any
better and you can’t feed. I'm at a loss.’

‘I’ve never heard of this.’ I shake my head.

“Talk me through it again,’ he says, pulling up a chair and sitting on it.
He leans forward, digging his elbows into his thighs, clasping his hands
together. “You were out walking. Your normal track?’

“Well, I change it up all the time, but a track I’ve walked plenty of times
before.’

‘Sure. And then what?’

‘I heard running, screaming — a hunt taking place. When I got there, it
was a vamp I’ve never seen before. He was sloppy and inexperienced.
There was a near-dead girl in his arms. I gave him the opportunity to walk
away. When he didn’t take it, I killed him.’



‘How?’

Holding my hands out, I mimic the twist motion before striking my
hand forward. ‘Neck snap, and stake.’

‘And then you saved the girl,” he says slowly.

“Yeah. She drank from me.’

Theo rocks back and forth, a crease appearing between his brows. ‘How
much did she drink?’

‘A lot,” I admit, rubbing my jaw. ‘And ...

‘And what?’ he demands.

Swallowing, I look away from his piercing eyes. ‘Things got heated. We
... I exhale loudly, sinking back against the pillow and cover my face with
my hands. “We drank from each other, and got a bit . . . touchy.’

Heavy silence stretches between us.

‘She drank from you, and then you drank from her?’ he asks.

I keep my face covered, not wanting to see his expression right now.
“Yes.’

‘Fuck, Hunter,” Theo growls, and I peer through the cracks of my
fingers, seeing his storm fury eyes. ‘The old vamps always say to never
bloodshare like that.’

“They do?’ I question in surprise, never having heard such a thing.

Theo rolls his eyes. ‘If you actually spoke to another vampire, you’d
probably learn a thing or two.’

Sighing, I don’t reply, not wanting this to escalate into an argument. I
don’t have the energy for it.

“You said you had some sort of reaction to her leaving?’ he asks.

“That’s when it started. I felt . . . motion sickness? Do you remember
that feeling, from when you were human?’

Theo nods. ‘You can’t have felt that.’

‘I’m just saying that’s what it felt like.’

‘None of it makes sense. Vampires giving a human blood isn’t all that
uncommon.’

‘I know.’ I sigh, feeling weary and exhausted, despite having slept for
two fucking days. ‘I tried to feed on someone, to replenish my strength.
That’s when the vomiting started. And the shakes. Like nothing I’ve ever
felt.’

‘I know a guy. An old vamp. He might have answers.’

I shrug. “Worth a shot, I guess.’



‘Do you want to try and feed?’ Theo asks, looking concerned.

My stomach turns at the thought of consuming blood. Raya’s face
spears in my mind. That’s the blood I crave. I jolt in surprise at the thought
of her. I push the want — and need — away immediately.

‘I don’t want to go through that again,’ I insist, trying to stand, but
feeling too weak to do so.

“You know what happens when you don’t feed.” Theo gives me a
pointed look. ‘I have seen vampires enter that crazy state of mind. It messes
with you, and a lot of vampires don’t recover from it. Mentally, I mean.’

‘Speak to your friend first. I’ll try later tonight. See how it goes,’
persist, resisting the urge to groan in pain.

Theo frowns again. ‘Okay. Sure.’

Laying back, I place the towels back over me. Theo stands and draws
the curtains closed.

‘Don’t die on me,” he warns, narrowing his gaze, and jabbing a finger in
my direction. ‘Also, I don’t want you to go full loon. There is only room for
one psycho in this bromance.’

Smiling weakly, I close my eyes. ‘I’ll try not to.’
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RAYA

The Survivor

1F 1 THOUGHT 1 HAD BAD Nightmares before, they’re ten times worse now.

As good as I feel — thank you, Hunter — the vicious nightmares that
plague me haunt me even when I’m awake. I jump and jerk at every minor
sound or movement in the corner of my eye.

“You’re so jumpy,” Alex comments, moving around me in the kitchen,
his arm brushing against mine. We had a long discussion last night, mostly
with me in tears and his arms wrapped around me as I made a mess of his
shirt. I ended up falling asleep laying on his chest, both of us tangled on the
lounge. It feels a little awkward now, like we crossed a line that I never
intended to cross. ‘You okay, after what happened?’

‘I’m traumatised,’ I bite back, a little snappier than I meant to. ‘He
hunted me down and almost killed me. I don’t think I will forget that any
time soon.’

I have never felt so conflicted about something in my life. If anything I
despise vampires more now. The lack of power and control we have over
basically any situation with them is terrifying, and infuriating. I have no
idea what to think. One hunted me down and almost killed me, and another
one saved me. I don’t know how I can hate the creature, when I also
immensely appreciate one at the same time.

Or maybe Hunter is just different . . .

‘I’'m going to fucking kill Brax.” Two spots of colour rise in his cheeks
as his jaw clenches. Slamming his fist down onto the kitchen counter, he
whirls to face me. ‘I should stake him. If he wants to be a vampire that bad,
he can die like one.’

Silently, I blink at Alex, a little shocked at his outburst.



‘I can’t believe he led me out there to die . . .’ I trail off, wrapping my
arms around myself, goosebumps splintering uncomfortably across my skin
as I think back to the moment when I realised I had made a very big
mistake.

In my head, I painted vampires as evil, ruthless creatures with no soul
or sense of humanity. I forgot that they are just like humans. Some radical
and extreme, meanwhile others are just . . . normal. In their case, perhaps
the average vampire is more evil than not, but I can hardly assume every
single one of them is like that. No more than I can safely assume that every
human is good. Especially after last night. I wouldn’t want them to assume
that about us.

‘I’m sorry that I wasn’t there for you. Splitting up was a terrible idea.’
Alex’s soft voice draws me out of my head.

‘I’m alive. That’s the main thing.’

‘I can’t believe these things are walking around in plain sight and the
general public know nothing about it,” Alex says.

‘People are busy. Some people believe it. Others don’t want to.’ I take a
long sip of water and lean my hip against the counter. ‘And it’s done now.
We can’t waste time regretting things.’

My mind wanders to Hunter. What do vampires do when they aren’t
feeding? And stalking around in the middle of the night? He seemed so
normal. If I passed him in the street, sure, his striking appearance would
have made me double take, but overall, I would never have guessed
anything was peculiar about him.

‘Can you handle this?’

My eyes snap toward Alex. He’s watching me. ‘Yes.’ I nod. ‘I’m a little
shaken, but I’m fine. I can do this.’

He steps in front of me, placing his large hands on my shoulders. His
long hair falls over his face, and I feel myself tensing even further at his
proximity. ‘This is all up to you. Say the word, we go back and move on
with our lives.’

I’m shaking my head before he finishes speaking. ‘I am not leaving
without answers.’

He nods. ‘Okay.’

‘Okay,’ I reply, sounding more confident than I feel.

Pulling me to him, he wraps an arm around me, pressing his lips to my
forehead. Hugging him back, I hold on a little tighter than I normally



would.

We lounge together for a while, watching a movie. I can’t stop thinking
about Hunter. The way his hands gripped me. How his lips felt on mine.
How his tongue would feel lapping over my skin, and other places. I shiver
at the thought. This must be some after-effect of the blood-sharing. It must
be. I’'m not attracted to a vampire.

I hate them. I hate them for what they did to me, and what they have
done to my sister. It makes me sick that I can’t stop thinking about him.

That I want him.

Alex is snoring softly when the credits start rolling across the screen. I
switch it off and gently place a pillow underneath his head. He rolls toward
the back of the lounge, burrowing into it. I pull the blanket over him and
turn off the light.

When I sink into bed a few moments later, my eyes are heavy and sore,
exhaustion seeping into my bones, making everything feel heavy.

Large, veiny arms snake around me. Tight, secure. Protecting me.
Providing strength and warmth when I need it most.

‘You’re thinking about me,’ he whispers against my ear, his breath
spreading over the skin of my neck.

Slowly, he wraps my hair around his hand. He leaves hot, wet kisses
down my neck, to my collarbone. He shifts so that we are facing. His eyes,
black as coal, bore into mine with an intensity that hits me like a wave.

‘I can’t stop thinking about you either,” he whispers, voice like silk,
curling around my body, drawing me closer to him.

Leaning forward, his arms cage me in. He is everywhere, invading my
space. He is all I can see. All I can breathe.

‘You’re mine.’

With a gasp, I reel into a sitting position. The room is pitch black. I’'m
struggling to draw breath and my heart feels like it’s lodged in my throat.

His voice. His touch. It felt so real.

On shaky legs, I get to my feet. The cold night air blows over me, but I
welcome it. I need to cool down, my skin is a sweaty mess. I whip my head
towards the window with a sudden, alarming, clarity. It was closed when I
went to bed, now it is slightly ajar. The curtains flap against it. I hesitate for
a moment, enjoying the wind kissing my skin, before I hastily slam it shut
and peer down into the darkness.

My heart drops to my feet.



Black eyes blink up at me. A shadow falls across his pale skin as he
steps back into the darkness, disappearing into the shadows.
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HUNTER

The Protector

My BODY sLIDES THROUGH the window with silent ease.

It’s dark and eerily silent. My feet barely touch the floor as I move
across the room and slip beneath the covers. I hardly had the strength to get
out of bed earlier and yet, the urge to see her was so strong, it overcame
everything else. I needed to see her. To be close.

I shouldn’t have done that. Let myself in. Got close to her. She knows I
was there. She saw me.

I wanted her to.

Sweat breaks out across my forehead. Vampires don’t sweat. Or do
they? Honestly, I’m feeling lost on what to believe at this point.

I must be going mad — like Theo warned me I might. This craving,
desperate feeling to see her is making me feel panicked. It’s not normal and
it’s not right.

The door obnoxiously bangs open. Light filters into the room and I
glance up to see Theo striding in. With the expression on his face, I assume
he knows I left. He drags the chair to the side of the bed and collapses down
onto it.

‘Did you try to feed?’ he asks, and I feel a small moment of relief that
he doesn’t seem to know about my recent trip.

The urge to feed was so strong it was almost violent when I visited
Raya. It took every drop of self-control not to. It’s her that I want. I know
that now. Her blood has ruined everything. I have no idea why.

‘No,’ I answer. My voice is weak. My breathing is shallow and each
breath comes out in an audible gasp. If I don’t feed in the next twenty-four
hours, I really will snap. And I might not come back from it. Maybe that’s
okay. Dying wouldn’t be the worst thing. I’ve been bored and lonely for



years. Maybe it’s a better option than being here, hating who I am. What I
am.

‘I spoke with my friend,” Theo says, his frown starting to look like a
permanent addition to his face.

‘“What did he say?’ I ask curiously.

Theo runs a hand roughly over his face. ‘I don’t know what to think
about it.’

“Tell me, Theo.’

‘He said you might have formed a bond. With the girl,” he says a little
reluctantly.

Alarmed, I jolt upright. “‘What?’

He nods, wincing. ‘It’s rare. Almost unheard of. But it’s possible.’

‘A bond?’ I exclaim, incredulous, waves of shock coursing through my
body at the thought of it.

‘He said it’s because of the way you are,” Theo continues.

“The way I am?’ I repeat with a slow blink, not understanding what he
means.

‘Blood-sharing isn’t totally uncommon, but only older, stronger
vampires tend to do it because the risks of killing the human or turning
them is really high. Since you’re inexperienced, and a relatively new
vampire, you didn’t have the skills required to not let things escalate.’
Narrowing his eyes, scrutinising me, he tilts his head. ‘He also said there
has to be attraction or feelings there beforehand. Anything you care to tell
me about that?’

Swallowing, I contemplate this. I have never had confidence in my
skills with anything about being a vampire. I don’t trust myself not to go
too far — despite never having lost control before — but I've always had the
worry in the back of my mind that I would accidentally take a life. That’s
why I always stick to blood bags.

Of course I knew I was attracted to her. I knew that from the moment I
laid eyes on her. She intrigued me, and for the first time in what feels like
forever, I had wanted to get to know someone. The moment I met her, she
drew me in, although with the nature of being a vampire, it’s supposed to be
the other way around.

When [ say nothing, Theo seems to drop it.

“The bond means you will do everything you can to protect her. She will
consume your mind, body, and soul.” He cringes at his own words as if they



physically repulse him. ‘And it gets worse.’

‘What?’ I whisper, eyes widening.

‘She’s your one and only blood source. She dies, you die. That’s why
your need to protect her will be so strong. Because without her you can’t
feed.” He shakes his head, bewildered. ‘Also, the answer as to why you
can’t stomach any other blood.’

“That’s . . . insane.” Right now, my body is jittery, like I need to pace,
but I feel so weak.

‘I know.’

‘Surely, it can’t be.’

‘It is true, Hunter. Look at you. You’re shaking, sweating, feeling sick.
Unable to feed.” He gestures toward my mess of a body. ‘Have you thought
about her since the other night?’

‘Uncontrollably so.’ I sigh, the ache inside me growing more urgent as
the minutes pass.

Theo exhales, raking his hands through his hair. “You should’ve left her
to die. You knew she was beyond saving, but you brought her back from the
dead, and even worse, took blood from her after bringing her back. Now
you’ve formed this life and death bond, linking you to her.’

A bond. I haven’t ever heard of one. I never knew such a thing was
possible. As much as I don’t want to admit it, it all makes sense. I knew she
was on the brink of death. Once that line is crossed, it’s dangerous to try
and turn someone, or save them. Things can go wrong and get complicated
quickly. Yet, I risked it. I didn’t want her to die. I had only just met the girl,
and yet, she had somehow gotten under my skin.

Theo curses. He stands, kicking the chair. It splinters into a hundred
pieces on impact, skidding across the wooden floorboards.

“Well. That’s just great,” he snaps, throwing his hands up. ‘You know
what this means?’

‘What?’ I dare to ask, peering up at him.

“You now have a weakness,’ he says with a huff, always having the
ability to make everything about himself. “Which is a huge fucking
problem.’

Dressing and getting myself to campus takes three times longer than it
should have. With these vampires attacking, and potentially coming after



Theo, I need to be on my A-Game. I really shouldn’t be out in the open like
this. I’'m asking to be attacked. Or worse.

I need blood. More specifically, I need her blood. But I can’t just take it
from her. It’s not just the bond that makes me want to make it as
comfortable as possible for her. I don’t want to force her. This world is new
to her, and after everything she went through, she most likely is terrified of
vampires. Of me . . .

I would hate to scare her away. The thought of never seeing her again
feels like my heart is being torn in two.

My skin prickles with awareness the moment she walks onto campus. I
can feel her. Sense her. Listening, I hear the car doors close. Their soft
footsteps as they walk up the stairs. The low murmur of conversation.
Forcing myself to walk and appear human, I casually make my way through
the small crowd that has also arrived a little earlier than necessary.

Forcing myself to relax, I take the long way, chanting over and over to
keep it together and not lose control when I see her.

By the time I get to the courtyard, she’s seated at a table with a small
crowd of people I recognise from some of my classes. Alex is introducing
her, explaining how he met a few of them at the party. The party from hell
that changed my life forever.

A vicious ache threads through my veins as I approach the table. Silence
falls as I draw near. My shadow casts over her. The small breeze blows her
long hair over her shoulder. The scent of her makes every inch of me feel
like someone has lit it on fire.

‘Raya,’ I say, my voice coming out hoarse and deep. ‘Hi.’

A ripple of something shudders through her at the sound of my voice.
She turns, looking up at me. I feel every pair of eyes ogling me, but I can’t
pull my gaze from hers. She looks stunning. Her bag strap slips from her
shoulder. A little too quickly, I reach for it and put it back over her shoulder.

‘Hi, Hunter,’ she says slowly, her eyes analysing me just as intensely as
mine are hers.

‘How are you?’

‘Fine,’ she says a little curtly, looking like she is ready to bolt at any
moment. ‘And you?’

Like death if he was a person.

‘Fine as well.’



‘Good,’ she replies, swallowing, the movement of her throat making me
take a step closer.

‘Walk with me?’ I ask. ‘To class?’

A slight reluctance is visible on her face as she glances at her friend.
Everyone is unashamedly gaping at the two of us. It must seem weird, I
never engage with any other students, no matter how desperately they try,
and neither of us seem to be able to stop staring at the other. As awkward as
it feels — and as it should, after what we went through together — there is
still a strange sense of calmness between us.

Inevitably, the tug between us is too strong for her to resist. Getting to
her feet, she stands, and I immediately collect her textbooks. My temper is
threatening to rear its ugly head at how delicately I need to approach this.
It’s the lack of feeding. Being hungry always makes me the ugliest version
of myself.

Her friend’s eyes are wide as he glances between the two of us. A touch
of pink warms her cheeks and my hand twitches to reach out to her.

‘I’ll catch up with you later,” she says to him before turning to the others
with a pretty, warm smile on her face. ‘It was nice to meet you all.’

As she walks beside me, her arm brushes mine. The hitch of her breath
fills my ears and I clench my fist so hard I break a finger. Wincing, I feel it
reset itself after a few seconds.

‘Hi,’ she breathes, letting herself give in to the thread that is growing
stronger between us as the moments pass. I feel relief like it’s a palpable
thing.

‘Hi.

Chewing her lip, she stares down at her feet awkwardly, neither of us
really knowing what to say.

‘How can you walk during the day? Aren’t vampires meant to be
creatures of the night?’ she asks, peering up at me. ‘I read in a book that you
can walk in the day, but I don’t understand it.’

Lazily throwing a hand toward the dark sky, I shrug. ‘We pick gloomy
places like this to live in. We can be out in the sun for a while, but it makes
us weak and will eventually kill us if we don’t cover up. But this sort of
day.’ I point to the dark storm clouds. ‘Perfect.’

‘Oh.” She nods. ‘Makes sense.’

‘Look . . .” I say, directing the conversation to where I need it to go, the
hunger rising inside me, making it difficult to breathe. ‘Something has



happened that I didn’t think was possible.’

‘Okay?’ She tenses a little more, eyes narrowing slightly.

‘“When I healed you, I accidentally formed some sort of bond.
Attachment, if you will.” I explain. ‘It’s uncommon and practically unheard
of, but somehow it happened. I’ve been doing some research and . . . well
.. . it seems like we will form a bodyguard type situation.’ I fumble over my
words, sounding like an idiot.

‘“What?’ she frowns.

‘We blood-shared and since I’m not great at the whole being a vampire
thing, I accidentally bonded with you.’

She blinks at me.

“We are basically attached to each other. In tune with the other’s
feelings,’ I try again, not really sure how to make her understand the
severity of the situation, without freaking her out.

‘Accidentally bonded . . .” She blinks, looking bewildered. ‘How—what
—7’ She starts and stops her sentences a few times, trying to gather her
thoughts. In the end, she blows out a breath, looking confused, and
frustrated. ‘Honestly, this shouldn’t surprise me. Everything I’ve learnt has
been wild so far.’

I don’t know what to say. Rubbing the back of my neck, I try to focus
on her, and not think about the gnawing hunger that is rapidly increasing by
the moment.

She nods. ‘I want to be around you. It’s like a hardcore craving I can’t
kick. I think about you all the time. Dream about you . . .” She blushes
intensely, and I chew the inside of my cheek, trying not to reveal to her that
I also have dreamed about her. She probably thinks she hallucinated seeing
me out her window. ‘I thought it might have been some sort of after effect
from drinking your blood.’

‘It’s not unusual for humans to get attached to vampires when blood is
exchanged, because of the high and whatnot, but this is much more intense.’

She nods again. ‘I see.’

“There’s another thing.’

Swallowing, she peers up at me. “What?’

“You’re now my one and only blood source,’ I say quietly, in fear she
might run away screaming at any moment. ‘Which means I haven’t fed for
days and if I don’t soon, I might . . . snap ... I guess you can say. And
eventually, die.’



Her eyes widen and her hand flies to her chest, hovering over her heart,
as if it hurt at the mention of my death. Looking down at her hand, she
frowns, as if feeling conflicted and confused with her thoughts. I get how
she’s feeling, since I am experiencing a similar thing myself.

‘Okay,’ she breathes. ‘The thought of you feeding on me scares me, but
not as much as I thought it would.’

‘Because of the bond,’ I say.

‘Right.” She jerks her chin a few times, trying to get a grip on
everything I just dumped on her.

‘It’s keeping you calm.’

‘Makes sense.’

‘I’m sorry. I don’t often feed from humans unless I’'m desperate. This is
uncomfortable for me, too.’

She lifts a shoulder. ‘Okay. I’'m guessing we need to do this now, then?’

Wincing, I nod. ‘Sorry.’

‘It’s . . . fine.’

Ushering her into a secluded classroom, I pull down the blinds, and lock
the door. She walks backward. Her bag slips from her shoulder as I advance
on her, the air thickening around us as I draw nearer.

‘Will it hurt?’ she asks.

‘No,” I murmur, standing so close, she has to tilt her head back to see
me. Gently, I lift her onto the desk and stand between her legs. She gasps as
I push her legs apart. I can’t help myself, I need her close. I never do this. If
I have to drink from someone, it’s almost clinical, and I put as much
distance between us as possible. But she isn’t just anyone. Leaning forward,
[ flatten my hands on the desk. ‘In fact, you will love it.’

Rolling her lips into her mouth, she gazes up at me in wonder.

Slowly, my hand travels up from her hip, tracing the delicate lines of
her body. I twirl a dark piece of her hair around my finger before she shakes
it behind her shoulders. I touch the violet streak. My mouth salivates at her
proximity.

‘Ready?’ I whisper, pressing a soft kiss against her neck.

She shivers, her small fingers trailing down my chest, curling my shirt
in her grasp.

‘Yes.’

My fangs slide out and she recoils, scrambling back, knocking her bag
off the desk. In my weakened state, I stumble back in surprise, almost



falling over my own feet.

‘No!” she chokes out, tears welling in her eyes. I flinch at the terror in
them, quickly backing away from her, my heart sinking in my chest. ‘I. ..
can’t do this. I’'m sorry.” Trembling, she hastily gets to her feet, her face as
white as paper.

Everything inside me burns. Every fibre of my being aches for her, and
I clench my jaw, stepping further back.

‘Okay,’ I say slowly, hating how frail and fearful she looks. ‘I
understand. It’s okay.’

‘I’m sorry,” she whispers, the tears racing down her cheeks now,
shaking to the point I fear she is going to topple over.

I want to go to her, to cup her face in my hands, and wipe them away. I
want to comfort her, and assure her I could never hurt her, and that the last
thing I want is for her to be afraid of me, but I don’t. I can’t.

Unable to even look at her, I turn, fleeing the classroom, feeling dizzy
and weak.

The thought of heading home fills me with dread. I’'m honestly not sure
I can even make it. Peering up at the building my next class is in, I force my
legs to carry me there. Finding my usual seat, I collapse onto it, feeling
lethargic and on the verge of blacking out. I just need to sit for a little bit,
then I’ll be fine.

Leaning back in my seat, I sink down into it, trying to keep my eyes
open as the lecture hall steadily fills. Biting my tongue, I feel the coppery
taste of blood. I don’t look at her as she walks toward the front, dropping
down into a random seat.

She didn't sit beside me like she usually does.

She’s everywhere — when I inhale, when my eyes are open, even when
they aren’t. Clenching my teeth, I try to focus on anything but her.

The class crawls by painfully slow. My vision is swimming each time I
try to take notes. The professor’s words go in one ear and out the other. The
pen in my hand tips from my grasp, rolling across the table, falling to the
floor. I don’t even have the energy to pick it up.

When it is finished, I don’t trust myself to stand, so I wait for everyone
to leave. Raya glances up at me, a look of concern on her face.

When we are the last two left, she takes a hesitant step toward me. ‘Are
you okay?’

“Yeah,’ I reply, my voice not sounding like my own.



With a great deal of effort, I push to my feet, and the world tips.
Collapsing on the floor, I land with a heavy thud. Rolling onto my back, I
try to gather my bearings, but blackness borders my vision.

‘Hunter!” Her scent fills my nostrils. A warm, flowery sweetness that
makes my mouth water. ‘Oh my God.” Her small hands grip my arms as she
tries to shake me. “What can I do?’

My eyes are too heavy now. I can barely keep them open.

‘If I do this,’ she whispers, her face dipping in and out of focus as she
looks down at me. ‘Promise me you will help me find out answers and tell
me what you know.’

I make a small sound of agreement.

‘Promise me, Hunter,’ she insists.

‘Promise,’ I reply, my voice barely a whisper.

Taking a deep breath, she nods. Laying on her side, she flicks her hair
back behind her ear. She is shaking as she inches closer to me, her heartbeat
hammering in my ears.

‘Okay,’ she says, more to herself than me. ‘Let’s do this.’

Slowly, I drag her toward me and sink into her soft flesh in one fluid
movement. We both moan. Her grip on me tightens as the explosion of her
taste fills my mouth. It is more pleasurable than anything I have
experienced. Holding her tighter to me, I drink long and hard for a few
moments, feeling drunk off the high of her. My fangs retract with a harsh
snap, as if the bond has complete control over my willpower.

Her eyes flutter closed as she presses her forehead into my shoulder.
Curling my arm around her, I hug her to myself, relishing in the closeness.
Kissing her hair, I breathe her in, feeling warmth spread over me. I haven’t
felt warmth like this since before I was turned.

Leaning away from her, I drag the back of my hand across my mouth.
Her blood is addictive and the need to keep drinking is overwhelming.
Within seconds, I feel like my old self again. Fit, strong, healthy. My vision
sharpens on her pretty heart-shaped face.

“Thank you for trusting me.” She watches me hesitantly. I don’t want her
to be scared of me. I lift the corners of my mouth into what I hope is a light-
hearted smile. ‘You taste divine.’

She laughs quietly, and my smile becomes more genuine at the sound of
it.

“That wasn’t nearly as scary as I thought it was going to be.’



Leaping to my feet, I offer her my hand, which she takes and stands.
She sways for a moment, and I look at her in concern, lightly holding her
shoulder with my free hand to keep her steady.

I nick the skin on my thumb and offer it to her. She stares at it, then at
me, and back to it.

‘A little bit won’t be enough to make you high. It will make you feel
better.’

Slowly, she leans in, keeping her eyes on mine. She slowly sucks my
thumb and I groan at the feel of her lips on my skin. Blood rushes to my
groin, and I press myself against her involuntarily. She sucks it harder and
deeper than necessary, as if playing with me, having quickly lost her fear,
the high replacing it with something much more teasing and light.

‘More,’ I moan, surprised when the word falls from my lips.

Circling her tongue around the end of my thumb, she steps back, her
lips making a popping sound as she releases me.

She smiles up at me, her dark lashes framing those pretty eyes that
invaded my dreams all night.

This girl will be the death of me.
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RAYA

The Survivor

M LATE TO OUR NEXT cLAss and everybody glances up as I walk in. I look over my
shoulder to see Hunter following me inside. He sends me a small smile,
looking a lot better now, but his expression is clouded with . . . guilt?

Feeling an odd mixture of nauseous and a little giddy, I make my way
over to where Alex is sitting and drop into the seat beside him.

The stare Alex is giving me is drilling holes into the side of my face.

‘What the hell is going on?’ he whispers, eyes narrowed to slits.

‘I’1l explain later,’ I say.

‘Now.’

‘Later.’ I give him a pointed look.

Reluctantly, he faces the front, not looking very impressed. I don’t even
know how I’m going to explain any of this to him. It sounds crazy.
Delusional. It feels like I’'m in a dream and I’m going to wake up at any
moment and realise none of this is real.

The moment class is over, Alex drags me out of the classroom, and
basically shoves me underneath a hidden staircase. He stares hard down at
me. ‘Spill.’

I rehash everything to him the best I can. He blinks at me, speechless. I
think this is the first time I’ve ever witnessed words failing him.

‘Fucking hell,” he hisses, his face pale, looking disturbed. ‘Now you’re
tied to that vampire?’

I nod. ‘Yes.’

‘He knew this would happen,’ he growls, his cheeks reddening. ‘He
probably set this whole thing up so that he can have a personal blood donor
whenever he needs it!’

His words feel like a slap in the face. ‘Ouch, Alex.’



‘Don’t let his coercion persuade you into thinking this is anything but a
blood exchange! This is what they do. They lure you in and eat you alive.’

‘No,’ I argue. ‘He seems different.’

Alex scoffs. ‘He is a vampire, Raya. Open your eyes.’

“They are open!’ I snap in frustration. ‘I know, Alex. I’m trying my best
to ignore everything that is going on in here,’ I say, pointing to my chest.
‘But it’s not as easy as you think. Besides, he can help us, and if what he
says is true — which I believe it is — he needs me. We can use this to our
advantage. We can’t forget what the end goal is.’

‘He’s lying to you!’ Alex insists, grabbing my shoulders and shaking
me. ‘And I’m not the one who needs a reminder about the end goal, Raya.’
There’s a whoosh of air and suddenly Hunter is here. He has Alex’s
arms pinned painfully behind his back. Alex squawks in alarm, wriggling

furiously to get Hunter to let him go.

“You don’t touch her,” he speaks, his voice deep, shooting shivers of
desire down my back at the sound of it. ‘Ever.’

Alex gulps, looking frantically at me.

‘What are you doing?’ I exclaim in panic. ‘Let him go!’

Immediately, Hunter releases his hold. Alex stumbles forward, wincing
as he rubs his arm. He scowls up at Hunter, who looms over him like a . . .
well . . . a dark creature of the night. Alex’s face is completely white as he
glances between us.

‘Never again,” Hunter warns, those pretty silver eyes morphing into
something darker and much more sinister.

‘Fucking hell,” Alex mutters, sending me a furious look. ‘He is a total
psycho.’

A deep growl rumbles in Hunter’s chest in warning. I step between
them. For a brief moment, I wonder why my ring never alerted me to his
presence. I thought for sure that’s what it was doing. Warning me when one
was near. Perhaps it no longer sees Hunter as a threat now that we are
bonded.

‘I swear, if this is all some sort of act to get her under your thumb and
you’re going to kill her . . .” Alex warns.

‘Don’t threaten a vampire,” Hunter sneers, flashing his fangs. Alex
flinches, stepping back. In the dark shadow of the stairs, he looks incredibly
menacing. ‘It won’t end well for you.’



Alex frowns at that but is smart enough not to retort. Hunter’s shoulders
finally relax, and he looks at me, his face completely changing.

‘Raya,’ he says, offering me a small smile. ‘Can we meet later?’

‘Fuck no!” Alex exclaims.

“Yes,’ I agree at the same time, my need to know answers overpowering
any rational part of my brain.

‘I’1l be at yours at seven.” He nods.

And then he is gone.

Alex’s jaw is so low, I’m surprised his chin isn’t on the ground. He
opens and closes his mouth several times.

‘He knows where we live?’ Alex breathes.

My mind reels back to seeing him from the window in my room. I
thought I was still dreaming, but what if he was really there?

‘We’re not going to make it out of here alive,” Alex whispers, glancing
in the spot Hunter just was. ‘I truly believe that.’

The time has barely turned seven when there’s a knock at the door. A
swooping sensation of fear — and a little excitement — fills my stomach. A
part of me wants nothing to do with any of this. I don’t want to get closer to
a vampire, and yet, the other part of me craves to know more about him.

‘Creepy motherfucker,” Alex mutters.

I slap his arm, pointing to my ear, indicating Hunter can hear every
word he says. When I open the door, I feel an immense rush of relief at
having him near me, despite a healthy dose of nerves bubbling in my
stomach. He looks just as unsure as I feel, offering me a tight-lipped,
awkward smile.

‘Hi.’

My heart skips a beat. Drinking in the beauty that is Hunter, I force the
breath in and out of my lungs, trying not to let him being so close totally
overwhelm me. My thoughts and feelings are confusing the hell out of me.

‘Hi,’ I say, stepping back.

Hunter walks inside and puts a middle finger up to Alex. Alex makes an
annoyed face and returns the gesture. I ignore them both and walk toward
the table, taking a seat. Hunter does the same. Alex eyes the both of us,
taking a long sip of his drink. My palms are sweating. I subtly wipe them
down my thighs, hoping my nervousness isn’t as obvious as I feel it is.

‘Can I get you something to drink?’ Alex asks sarcastically.



‘Are you offering?’ Hunter counters. The deep, sensual sound of his
voice does things to me. I’ve never felt lust and desire course through me
like it is now as I take in his tall, muscular frame. Every inch of his body is
hard, muscled, and perfectly portioned.

Alex scoffs, looking away. Sighing, I lean forward. Getting straight to
the point, I tap my finger against the mark on my arm.

“You told me this mark is the same mark your brother leaves on his
victims. Correct?’

Hunter leans back in the chair, propping up onto his elbow. He nods.

‘I never had this until the accident, so I’m assuming this could connect
your brother to it. It isn’t a coincidence that my sister’s body is missing. No
one vanishes like that from a car wreck. It doesn’t make sense.’

Alex perks up at this piece of information, leaning forward.

“You think my brother took your sister?” Hunter questions, looking
frustratingly unreadable. He makes it impossible to figure out what he is
thinking. All that I can feel is a quiet calmness coming from him.

I nod, dread inching through me at the thought. ‘Or knows something
about it. I found journals of hers that talk about a guy. It sounds like he was
a vampire. I’m guessing it’s him.’

Hunter chews his lips as he considers this.

‘Since you need me,’ I say, drawing in an encouraging breath. ‘I’'m
hoping we can come to a mutual arrangement.’

‘Arrangement?’ He arches an eyebrow.

“This,’ I say, tapping my neck. ‘For information. Like you promised.’

The corner of his lips twitch. “Well, I have no room to argue, do I?’

Shrugging, I tighten the hold on my fingers. ‘So that’s a yes?’

“Yes,’ he finally says, looking just as reluctant about the whole thing as
I do.

‘Do you know where your brother is?’

‘No.” Hunter sighs. ‘But I can find him.’

“You can’t call him?’ Alex asks sharply.

‘No.” Hunter doesn’t even look at him. “We aren’t in contact. When a
vampire wants to disappear, it’s very easy to. Especially Kian.’

‘Will you help us?’ I ask tentatively.

‘I guess so,” he says. His gaze turns to me and I feel like he is looking
straight through me. ‘I don’t want anything to do with my brother.” Hunter



clenches his jaw and I can practically see his internal struggle. ‘But I’ll do it
for you.’

Alex rolls his eyes so hard they almost disappear into the back of his
head. In a way, I’m reluctant to have the very thing help me that I came to
get my sister away from, but it might come in handy having someone like
him around to help and now, with this bond, I feel safe with him near me.
Like nothing can touch me if he is close by.

“Where do we start?’ I ask, trying to sound confident and in charge,
despite feeling the opposite.

Hunter pulls out his phone. ‘He dropped by Red Thorne briefly a few
months ago, then he disappeared again, but someone told me they think he
might be up north, in the city. It’ll take a few days of driving to get there.’

‘Can’t we fly?’ Alex protests.

“Vampires don’t do well at airports,” Hunter counters.

“We can fly and meet you there,” Alex snaps back.

‘Alex!” I huff in exasperation. ‘Stop being an asshole. He is helping us.
This is why we are here, remember?’

Alex bites his tongue after that.

Once the plan is decided, Alex gets to his feet.

“You can go now,’ he says.

‘Alex,’ I warn through gritted teeth.

‘I need a minute alone with Raya,” Hunter replies.

‘No.’

‘Alex,’ I hiss. ‘It’s fine. Please.’

Looking furious, he points a finger at Hunter. ‘No funny business.’

Hunter rolls his eyes, looking incredibly boyish and human as he does.
Alex stalks off to his room, leaving Hunter and I alone at the table.

Hunter’s long fingers tap against the table, and I study them for a
moment, my mind reeling back to when they touched me earlier today.
Squeezing my thighs together, I squirm in my seat, waves of heat rolling
through me, making it hard to focus on anything else.

“Thank you for doing this,’ I say, a little curtly.

He nods, a jerk of his chin that is short, and sharp. ‘Sure. Anything to
help.’

‘What do we do now?’ I question, once more dragging my sweaty palms
down the top of my thighs. “With this bond? We are going to be linked
forever now, aren’t we?’



Hunter contemplates this. “Yes, I believe so. Let’s just take it one day at
a time. No pressure, no expectancy of anything.’

I release a relieved breath. “That sounds great.’

“You’re sure you want to do this?’ he asks, leaning forward onto his
forearms. ‘Find her?’

I look at him in confusion. ‘Of course, she is my sister.’

‘She might not be the sister you remember.’

Coldness spreads through my chest at the thought. I nod slowly,
understanding what he is trying to say. My mind has gone there before. It’s
not a place I like to visit, but I can’t be foolish and not explore that
possibility.

‘I have to do this,’ I say firmly.

He studies me for a moment and then nods. ‘Then we’ll do it.’

‘Will we leave tomorrow?’

Hunter shakes his head. ‘Give me time to sort some things out. I'1l let
you know.’

‘Okay.’

He stands. He moves gracefully around the table, touching my shoulder
gently. Warmth slithers through me.

‘Sleep well,’ he says. ‘“Talk tomorrow.’

We stare at each other for a moment, unsure of what to do. Swallowing,
I give him a small smile.

‘Until tomorrow.’
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HUNTER

The Protector

THE NEXT DAY, | have maps, notes, and articles spread across my desk. Chewing
my pen, I browse through them, circling parts of articles that discuss attacks
and disappearances. My brother has a dramatic and particular way he goes
about things, it’s easy to pick out which murders are his.

I have narrowed it down to one spot that Kian seems to have stayed for
a few weeks. It’s a bit of travel on our part, so I will need to constantly be
monitoring the news updates to make sure he doesn’t move on before we
reach him.

Taunting his ‘gift’ over me was his greatest joy. The fact that he was
turned. He thought it was something that I wanted and envied. He toyed
with it in front of me, offering to turn me, only to promise he never would.
After seeing how much worse he became, I didn’t want it.

Then, he turned Theo, out of spite. In his game, he never played out the
fact that Theo would inevitably change me anyway, even when I firmly
denied the offer. I blame both of them equally for taking that right away
from me.

The thumping of a headboard against the wall can be heard, and a
moan. Sighing, I stand, searching for my AirPods. Just as I’'m opening the
case, I hear the front door open. I instantly recognise the sound of Lucy,
Theo’s girlfriend, who I thought was the one in the room with him.

Groaning, I realise there is a shit storm about to take place. Moving
quickly down the stairs, I get to the living room just as she is yanking
Theo’s bedroom door off its hinges. She snarls, glowering down at the
human who is on top of Theo.

‘Lucy,’ I warn, my tone low and laced with authority. ‘Don’t.’



Screaming, she lunges toward the girl. Just as her fangs are about to rip
into the girl, I reel her back so violently I hear the bones in her neck crack.
She cries out in alarm, slamming into the wall, splintering the plaster.

‘Don’t,’” I snarl. ‘“Theo is in the wrong, not her.’

She breathes hard, her hair blowing back and forth in front of her face.
She shoves against me, and I press harder. My fingers bite into her flesh,
drawing blood. She hisses, snapping her teeth at me like she is a rabid wolf.

‘Get off me,’ she demands, a threat lacing every word.

“Theo,’ I growl. ‘Get the girl out of here. Now.’

Looking like he is enjoying the show far too much, Theo stands and
pulls his jeans on. He leaves, holding the girl’s hand, and Lucy spits at him.
I don’t release her hold just yet, knowing how fast and brutal she can be.

‘Why do you always go back to him?’ I demand, shaking my head at
her. “You’re both so possessive and jealous of each other, and yet not loyal.
Makes no sense.’

‘I don’t have to explain myself to you,’ she hisses.

‘I’'m sick of dealing with the both of you,’ I snap, suddenly letting her
go and stepping back. She collapses on the floor, heaving as the oxygen
rushes back into her lungs. Making a disgruntled sound, she uses the wall to
support her as she clambers to her feet, her hair wild, eyes furious as she
glowers at me. “This is not my mess to deal with.’

‘Leave, then,’ she says.

‘T am,’ I tell her

‘What?”

We both look to the door. Theo walks into the room, shirtless, blood
smeared in the corner of his mouth. I’'m half-convinced he purposely does
this, just to see Lucy’s reaction. Then they have passionate hate-sex all
night. It’s rather annoying since I have perfect hearing.

‘I’'m leaving.’ I sigh.

‘Since the fuck when?’ he growls, striding toward me, a muscle
spasming in his cheek as his jaw clenches so hard, I wouldn’t be surprised if
he cracks a tooth.

‘Since today.’

‘Where?’

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out. North, somewhere.’

Theo’s face hardens. ‘This better not have anything to do with your
bonded blood bag.’



My fists ball at my sides, anger flaring inside me, as tension coils in my
muscles. ‘Don’t.’

Lucy’s eyes widen at the ferocity in my tone. I’m the calm, patient one.
I never get angry and lose my cool, but when it comes to Raya, I’'m out of
control it seems.

“You aren’t serious,’ he snaps, upper lip curling angrily.

‘She’s leaving, and I need to go with her. She needs me.’

‘Don’t you remember that vampires are literally hunting me?’ He
throws his hands in the air. “‘You can’t leave now.’

‘I don’t have a choice!’ I yell in frustration. ‘Wherever she goes, I go.
We’re bonded.’

A vein pulses in his temple. ‘Unless someone snaps her fucking neck.’

A tidal wave of anger courses through me and I screw my eyes shut as I
try to calm myself, my chest rising rapidly as I breathe hard. My eyes fly
back open and Lucy is studying me with an open-mouth, her eyes switching
between me and Theo.

‘She dies, I die,’ I say slowly. ‘And don’t forget, she is my one and only
source now.’

“This is fucked.” Theo shakes his head, looking at me like he doesn’t
even recognise me. ‘It’s meant to be me and you. Until the end.’

‘It’s not like this was my choice, Theo.’ I expel a heavy breath, leaning
back against the wall, suddenly feeling exhausted. ‘And you can leave. It’s
the smart thing to do, given your situation.’

Ignoring my comment, as he always does, his lips flatten into a line
barely visible on his face. ‘If you go, consider us done,’ Theo says, his eyes
darkening.

I push off the wall. ‘It doesn’t need to be like this. A friend should be
understanding that I don’t have a say in this.’

He says nothing. Sighing, I walk around him and begin packing up my
things. I can’t stay anymore. With him. With them. The last thing I want to
be doing is a wild goose chase after my asshole, psychotic brother. But I
can’t stay here, either.

It doesn’t take long to pack my things. My chest feels heavy as I hover
near the door, unsure what to do or say to make any of this better.

‘If you walk out that door, you’re basically signing my death wish.’
Theo’s voice is low and deep.



A whirlwind of emotions circle inside me. I’m angry at Theo — and
confused as to why he refuses to leave. There must be another reason.
Something he is hiding from me. Once, Theo and I were closer than I ever
thought two people could be. Since we turned, there’s been a chasm that is
inching wider and wider with each passing day.

Whatever he’s hiding from me, I can’t stick around to find out what it
is. Theo is too smart to stay here, in a place where people are out to get him.
At this moment, I realise, neither of us have been truthful to the other.

My hand is on the door, my back to him. I close my eyes for a moment,
feeling the weight and pain of his words. I know he needs me for
protection. A second pair of eyes, ears, and the lend of strength he will need
if they come. But I can’t stay.

With my heart in my throat, I open the door, a low and threatening
growl at my back, but I know Theo well enough to know there’s also an
undertone of hurt. Walking out into the night, I don’t look back.

It is mid-morning by the time I arrive at Alex and Raya’s house. I had a
sleepless night in my truck. I can’t get the argument with Theo off my mind.
It’s not the way I like to leave things. I feel terrible, but I wish he tried to
understand that this is something beyond what I want. It’s out of my
control.

Raya emerges from the house. Her dark hair falls to her hips in natural
waves. My eyes track her easy movements as she walks toward me. Pretty
pale skin, soft, full lips, round green eyes that shine brightly under the
cloudy sky. She is truly gorgeous.

‘I’m just saying, I wish we didn’t spend a bunch of our savings on this
apartment, only to move on from it five minutes later,” Alex grumbles,
sliding dark shades up his nose.

‘Life isn’t fair,” Raya replies.

‘Don’t I know it,” he mutters.

‘I think the problems we are facing are a little bigger than this.’

Alex doesn’t respond to that. Instead, he offers me a tight smile and a
wave. ‘Hello, grumpy vampire bodyguard.’

‘Hello, annoying friend who is totally unnecessary.’

‘Fuck you, asshole.’

Raya sighs in exasperation. ‘This is going to be a long trip.’



As Alex heads around to the other side of the car, Raya and I
subconsciously draw nearer to each other. Reaching out, I stroke a finger
slowly down her arm, appeasing the gnawing sensation clawing through my
chest. I hear the tiny puff of relief that leaves her lips, telling me she is
feeling the same.

‘Hello,’ I say softly.

‘Hi.’

‘Are you okay?’ I ask. “This is a big thing. Going after her.’

‘I’m fine. I need to do this.’

It pains me. Seeing the determination and hope etched onto her face.
She has no idea what she is getting herself into. Who she is dealing with.

When my brother was in town last, he had a woman with him. After
meeting Raya, I know who she is now. It’s Cora. The sight of her with black
eyes, blood smeared across her face and hands, flashes in my mind. She is
not the girl Raya remembers her to be. But how can I break this news to
her? Besides, if she is involved with Kian, I am sure there is more to the
story. I imagine he has a hold over her, like he does with everyone. I’m not
going to make judgments until I know the full story, and meet her myself.

‘What about everything that happened the other day, with us?’ I
carefully ask, leaning against the doorframe.

‘Fine,’ she repeats, and I frown. Clearly, everything is not fine.

‘Raya.’ I sigh. “You can tell me what you’re feeling. If I repulse you, if
the thought of me feeding terrifies you. I want to know.’

Tilting her head back, she offers me a small smile. “You don’t repulse
me, Hunter. Not at all. That’s what is so confusing, honestly.’

‘I don’t want to make you uncomfortable in any way.’

“You don’t,” she insists, and the breeze blows her hair across her face.
‘It’s like . . . the way I think about vampires and my opinion of you are
totally separate, even though you are a vampire, too. I don’t know if that
makes any sense.’

‘I get it,” [ say. ‘The whole situation is confusing. For me, too.’

With those round eyes blinking up at me, the craving to be closer to her,
to learn more, surges. I want to know everything there is to know about her.
Shaking off the feeling, shoving it far, far back into my mind, I nod,
pushing off from the car.

‘Are you ready to go?’ I ask, assessing her once more.

Nodding, she tucks the loose piece of hair behind her ear. ‘I’m ready.’



Opening the door for her, she sends me a small smile as she climbs into
my truck. I glance up at the darkening sky, the promise of rain lingering in
the air. The engine rumbles to life and I throw my arm around the passenger
seat as I look out the back window, reversing.

I’m relieved that things between Raya and I feel less tense and
awkward. As much as we shouldn’t strengthen this bond, I want her to
warm up to me, and feel like she is safe. I can’t imagine how terrified she
was the night I found her practically dead in the woods and how
traumatised it made her

‘I need to pee,” Alex says only a few minutes later.

Exhaling, I glance at Raya who is shaking her head.

She was right, this is going to be a long trip.
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THE PREDATOR

rm careruL TO KEEP @ few cars back from them. Their truck is easy to track with
its blacked-out windows and all-black exterior. My thumbs tap against the
steering wheel as we both weave in and out of the heavy traffic lanes.

This is it, I can feel it.

I’ve been looking for a lead for a long time. Years. I’ve been watching,
waiting, gathering information, stalking. I was so close, only a few months
ago, but he was gone before I had the chance to pinpoint his location. He’s
like a ghost, ever-present but always out of reach.

Always watching, always listening, always waiting.

The time has finally come.

He will be mine.
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RAYA

The Survivor

IF SOMEONE TOLD ME @ year ago, I would be sitting in a car driven by a scowling
vampire, with someone shouting Britney Spears lyrics from the back seat
who until recently was a complete stranger, I would have laughed.

With one leg on the pedal, Hunter’s other leg bounces up and down as
we continue to cruise down the highway. His continuous glares through the
rear-view mirror are enough evidence that Alex’s one-man-karaoke show is
grating on his nerves. Honestly, it’s getting to me a little too.

‘How long have you been a vampire?’ I ask a little too loudly, trying to
drown out Alex’s increasingly off-key singing. I was starting to suspect he
was doing it on purpose.

Hunter looks over at me for a moment before focusing back on the road.
‘Five years.’

‘Oh...random.’

A breathy laugh escapes his lips and I feel a flutter in my chest. He has
one hand relaxed on the steering wheel, the other resting on the gear stick
where my gaze falls. I swallow thickly, taking in the details of his hand —
the veins running along the top of it, his long fingers, the faintest hint of a
scar along the skin that must have been there long before he turned. I never
thought a hand could be sexy, but, here I am, admiring his.

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Sorry?’ I look up, blushing as he certainly noticed me staring.

“You said my response was random. How so?’

I take a deep breath before I answer. “Well, in all the shows I’ve seen,
and books I’ve read, the vampires are always over a hundred years old.’

He scoffs. ‘If I was over a hundred, I don’t think I would still be going
to university.’



“They do,’ I say, a little too enthusiastically.

‘“Who?’

“The vampires in the movies,’ I reply, in a duh tone, throwing an
annoyed look back at Alex who continues to sing and whistle, his eyes
closed now, so I now know he’s at least in part doing it to be annoying.

“You mean the vampires in fiction,” Hunter states.

I look from Alex back to Hunter. ‘Huh?’

“You’re basing your knowledge of vampires on fiction.’

I hate to admit it, but he has me stumped here. Damn it. But before I can
say anything, he continues.

‘I figure if you were over a hundred years old there’s bound to be other
things more fascinating than study. I guess if you wanted to brush up on
recent findings or tech then it might be okay. Otherwise, I don’t see the
point spending all those extra years studying.’

‘I think it would be pretty cool to know so much.’ I shrug.

“Yeah,’ he agrees quietly.

‘Did you know about vampires before you were turned?’ I ask, flipping
Alex the bird over my shoulder, though I’m pretty sure he doesn’t see it.

Hunter lifts his hand from the gearstick and scratches his jaw. I can’t tell
if he’s irritated by my questions, Alex’s singing — or both. ‘Only because
my brother was turned. That prick of a vampire tormented me and my
friend for months. Made a game out of it.’

‘A game?’ I ask, raising a brow.

‘Used to fuck with us simply because he could,’ he says, deadpan, his
face suddenly void of expression. ‘He loves to play games, and conduct
“experiments” as he likes to call them. He views everyone as pawns, not
people.’

‘And then he turned you?’

‘Not exactly. He wanted someone he could control, and to prove to me
he could take anything — or anyone — from me. So, he turned my friend,
Theo. Then it was Theo who ended up turning me, even though I begged
him not to.” He pauses and looks at me and my breath catches in my throat.
‘I didn’t want this life.’

I’m not sure why, but his confession surprises me, and I twist in my seat
so I can see him better. His dark hair is messy today. I run my eyes down
his sharp jawline, down his neck, resting along the curve of his broad
shoulders.



“You didn’t want to become a vampire?’ I ask.

Alex’s bleating comes to a startling stop, and I glance back at him, but
his eyes are on Hunter as though he’s curious to hear the answer to my
question, too.

‘Hunter?’ I prompt gently, hoping I’m not pushing my luck.

‘Not after seeing what happened to them.’

“What happened to them?’ I ask before I can stop myself. I can’t help it,
I’m desperate to know more.

‘It’s like they forgot what humanity is. They treat humans like they’re
nothing but food. Sport, even. They’ve conveniently forgotten they used to
be one.’ His voice has a clipped, cold edge to it, like he is talking about
some monstrous serial killer, instead of his friends and family.

‘So you are a good vampire.’ I smile. ‘I knew it.’

His fingers tighten around the steering wheel, bleaching his knuckles
white. ‘There is no such thing, Raya.’

‘I don’t believe that.’ I refuse to believe that.

Hunter gives me a tight look. ‘Based on your extensive knowledge
about the species?’

‘No.’ I roll my eyes. ‘Not exactly. You’re here helping two people you
don’t even know solve a mystery that has nothing to do with you. I'd say
that makes you good — vampire or otherwise.’

‘I’m being forced by the bond, Raya. I don’t want to be here,’ he snaps.

My lips part in shock at his blunt words. An uneasy feeling settles in my
gut as they hit me harder than I expect. Maybe I had been delusional for a
few moments there. I shift in my seat and turn back to face the front, feeling
Alex’s stare boring into me from the back seat. He’s probably gloating.

Hunter sighs heavily and I feel his eyes on me as I stare straight ahead,
doing my best to hold back the tears that sting my eyes. I think he might say
something, but instead an uneasy silence stretches between us. Turning my
head, I lean against the window and absently stare out of it, my decent
mood having completely evaporated.

Seconds turn into minutes, and before I know it the minutes stretch into
hours. My eyes grow heavy, and the sky has grown gradually darker for
several hours now.

‘I think we need to find a hotel,” Hunter finally murmurs, breaking the
silence and jolting me out of my daydream.

‘I can drive,” Alex pipes up from the back.



‘Fuck no,” Hunter mutters.

‘“Why not?’ Alex gasps in mock-horror, forehead crumpling in
confusion, like he has never been told ‘no’ before.

‘Because I said so.’

‘Asshole,” Alex grumbles.

‘Bite me, dickwad.’

A snort of laughter bursts from me in surprise at Hunter’s remark. A
ghost of a smirk appears on his lips before it’s gone again. I quickly glance
over my shoulder and offer Alex a small, sympathetic smile, which he
moodily returns.

Rain lightly pitter-patters against the window and I feel oddly nervous
as I watch the lightning sparking on the horizon as thunder rumbles off in
the distance.

‘Are we safe to stop?’ I ask, finally looking at Hunter, since I’ve been
looking anywhere but at him for the last few hours.

“Yes.’

“You can fight, right?’

He looks over at me, lips twitching. ‘I can fight, legata una.’

‘“What?’ I frown.

Ignoring me, Hunter pulls into a car park beneath a neon red sign that
flashes “vacancy’ before he kills the engine and gets out of the car. The door
slams, rocking the car momentarily.

‘“What language was that?’ I question, turning in my seat to face Alex.
He has his leg propped up beside him.

‘Italian, I think.’

‘What did he say again? I’'m going to Google it.’

‘I don’t know. Who cares.’” Alex dramatically flings open the door and
disappears.

Sighing, I follow their lead. Hunter has both our bags slung over his
shoulders as he stalks toward reception. Glancing around the dark car park,
I see ours is the only vehicle there, and the smell of rain fills my lungs with
each breath I take. Alex glances at Hunter wearily a few times, and my
shoulders tense at the look of mistrust in his eyes.

A sudden bolt of lightning forks across the midnight sky and I flinch at
the loud thunder that follows immediately after.

Perfect.



If I wasn’t already on edge at the thought of staying in a creepy,
secluded hotel in a town I’ve never heard of with a hungry vampire capable
of snapping and killing me — the storm definitely now has me teetering
there. Not that I think Hunter could snap and kill me, with the bond and all.
Well. He could snap — just not kill me. Hopefully. Right?

After a few minutes, Hunter returns with a card in his hand and without
a word we follow him up a narrow flight of stairs to the top floor. He taps
the key to the door and holds it open as we walk inside. Alex beelines
toward the lounge and throws his bag onto it as I hover behind him,
inspecting our room for the night. It’s small, allowing no personal space for
any of us. Considering I can barely breathe when Hunter is near me, or
looks at me, this forced proximity is going to be a problem. I doubt I'll be
able to rest, having him so close. And Alex snores like a freight train.

It’s going to be a long night.

‘Shotgun this bed,” Alex calls out. ‘And dibs on the first shower.” He
disappears into the bathroom, the door clicking shut behind him, leaving
Hunter and I staring at the only other bed, while trying to avoid looking at
each other.

“You take the bed, I’ll be on watch,’ he mutters.

‘Do you need to, you know, sleep?’ I ask with a huff, planting my hands
on my hips.

“Yeah, but I’ll manage.’

‘We can take turns,’ I say, swinging my bag onto the bed while kicking
off my sandals.

‘It’s fine.’

‘It’s not fine.’

A phone vibrating interrupts our bickering. Hunter pulls it from his
pocket, a pained look appearing on his face as he glances at the screen. It
might be the most emotion I’ve ever seen him express, except for when he
fed on me. But I try not to think about that. It makes my mind go down a
dark . .. and dirty . . . route. Which is the last thing I need given our current
living arrangements.

‘Uh, are you hungry?’ he asked.

‘No, I’'m fine,’ I lie, just as my stomach betrays me and growls loudly.

‘I’1l go see if there is somewhere nearby to get you both some food,’ he
says, stomping toward the door. He pauses before leaving, turning back to



me and touching his finger to his ear. “You’re safe. I’ll hear if there is
anyone coming, no matter where I am.’

The door slams shut behind him after that, rattling the thin wall. I stare
after it for a few moments, my mouth agape and my mind racing. Edging
toward the window, I peel back the faded curtain and peer out at the night as
I crack it open. The smell of rain makes me smile a little, despite how
anxious and nervous I’m feeling. I love the rain. Droplets of water bounce
from the railing down onto the cement. I stare at it for a few moments,
reminding myself of why it is so important to be here right now, on this trip,
endangering my life. It will all be worth it.

A sudden movement down in the parking lot sends my heart catapulting
into my stomach, and I clamp my hand to my mouth to stop from screaming
as I pull back behind the curtain. I’m positive someone was just standing
there, looking up at our hotel room. With my heart thundering in my chest, I
take a quick peek through the curtains but all I can see is the neon lights
reflected in the growing puddles below. Swallowing thickly, I draw the
curtain firmly shut and step back.

It’s probably Hunter keeping watch. Nothing to be afraid of.

‘What are you doing?’

I startle once more and spin on my heel. Alex stares at me, an eyebrow
raised.

‘Nothing.’

‘Where’s the leech?’

‘Don’t call him that,’ I snap. ‘You could be a little less hateful since he
is here helping us. Not to mention paying for this room. If it wasn’t for him,
we would still be searching for a lead.’

‘Has it ever crossed your mind that he has set this entire thing up?’ Alex
hisses, striding toward me and flinging strings of silver around my wrists.
‘He could have brought us to this very hotel room to leave us as dinner for
his friends!’

‘If I die, he dies, remember?’

‘So he says.” Alex scoffs. ‘Like, we just have to take his word for that,
right?’

Sighing, I eye my wrists. The silver feels cold against my skin. ‘It’s my
turn for the shower.’ I duck out of his reach as he tries to loop a string of
silver around my neck. ‘And there’d better be some hot water left!”



‘Leave that silver on at all times!’ Alex continues, ‘Shower or no
shower. I know he’s pretty and he’s helping us, but don’t forget everything
we have learned — these are scary creatures we are dealing with. They can
snap at any moment.’

I ignore him as I walk through to the bathroom, though his words echo
in my mind. I know he’s right, even if I don’t want to give him the
satisfaction of telling him.

I feel a hundred times better after a shower, especially with my soft
oversized T-shirt and comfy slippers on, and my hair up in a bun, away
from my face. I'm a little surprised to find Hunter still isn’t back when I
come out of the bathroom. Alex is sprawled across his bed with one arm
propped underneath his head as he watches videos on his phone, like he
hasn’t got a care in the world.

I’m feeling desperate for a drink of water, but when I turn on the cold
tap in the kitchenette, it appears to be broken. I try the hot tap, but the
colour of the water spurting out doesn’t look like something I’d want to put
in my mouth.

‘I’'m going to go see if I can find a vending machine and get something
to drink.’

‘Don’t be dumb,’ Alex says, without looking away from his video.

‘I’m wearing my silver and Hunter isn’t far.’

Alex shakes his head, not replying.

Slipping out the door, I trot along the walkway. The wind has picked up
with the coming storm and it slams into me, making me shiver. I wrap my
arms around myself and increase my pace. Most of the lights are out
overhead, making it difficult to see. I brighten when I see a vending
machine. It’s dingy looking with half the lights blown, and the plastic of its
outer casing faded from the sun, but at least there is an array of water, juice
and soft drinks jammed inside.

‘Hey.’

I gasp and stumble over my own feet at the sudden sound. Whirling
around, my eyes settle on two boys. One tall, towering over me, and the
other one significantly shorter, but twice as wide.

‘Hello,” I mumble, involuntarily stepping back as I grip the silver.

Alex was right. I am dumb. So fucking dumb sometimes.

‘What are you up to?’ the shorter guy asks, his voice raspy. His greasy,
floppy blond locks fall over his forehead. I can’t tell if he is just trying to be



friendly or if his creepiness is intentional.

I point to the vending machine. ‘Getting a drink.’

“You here alone?’ the tall boy dressed in a peeling leather jacket asks.
He has long chains that hang from his faded jeans.

Standing a little straighter, I shake my head, deciding to embellish the
truth a little. ‘I’'m here with my boyfriend and his friends.’

The boys’ glance at each other.

‘I see.” Leather-jacket-guy nods, a slow smile inching across his lips.
‘What room are you in?’

‘“What about you?’ I ask instead. ‘Are you here with girlfriends or are
you together?’

The shorter one scoffs, creating a little distance from his friend. ‘We’re
not together.’

‘Right,’ I say with a polite smile. My hand moves to my side, and I
realise I don’t have my knife. Shit.

‘Why don’t you come see our room?’

“Thanks, but I just need to grab one of these waters, and I’ll be on my
way.’

‘I think you might want to come see it,” he urges, flashing a smile of
warning, as if daring me to disagree. ‘It’ll be fun.’

Swallowing, I step back again. With the roaring wind and my heartbeat
hammering in my ears, I can hardly focus on my thoughts.

The taller boy withdraws a cigarette from his jacket pocket and lights it,
although it takes him a few attempts with how strong the wind is. He
dangles it from his lips for a few seconds as he takes a step closer.

‘Don’t,’ I growl. ‘My boyfriend isn’t a friendly guy. You don’t want to
see him angry.’

The boys chuckle, continuing to glance at each other like they’re
sharing a joke I’m not privy to.

‘He ain’t here, little girl.” The short one sneers and if the circumstance
was any different, I would have laughed at the irony of him calling me little,
when he is in fact a few inches shorter than me. Yet before I can do
anything, a whoosh of air wisps my hair around my face. With his vampiric
speed, Hunter suddenly stands between myself and the two creeps. I can’t
help myself, I peer around him as the two boys stumble back, clutching
each other, their eyes wide and their mouths agape by his sudden
appearance. Hunter towers over the pair, and as I place my hand on his



back, I feel his muscles taut as though he’s ready to pounce. I haven’t
asked, but I’'m positive Hunter is well over six feet tall.

‘She’s right,” Hunter says in a deep, calm voice. ‘You don’t want to see
me angry.’

‘What are you planning to do, then?’ The tall one sneers, bravely — or
stupidly — releasing his mate and taking a step forward, his chin raised.

Hunter slowly cracks his knuckles with an ear-cringing pop in response.

‘I’m going to make you regret threatening my girl,” he snarls, the anger
evident in his tone. I’'m completely side-tracked by the unravelling situation
because all I can think about is the fact that he referred to me as his girl. As
if realising what he said he quickly glances at me, looking a little
embarrassed. ‘Any girl,” he adds.

My excitement dims.

The tall guy steps closer again. ‘Oh yeah?’

A deep growl vibrates through Hunter’s chest, and I suddenly find
myself out from behind him and cast to the side, struggling to stay on my
feet as I look over at the three of them. I can’t take my eyes off Hunter,
bewitched as the silver in his eyes darkens to an eerie black. His lips curl,
revealing two, long fangs that even in the dim lighting look scary as hell.
The tall guy jerks backward so quickly he almost topples over the wet
railing before quickly righting himself. Both of the guys disappear pretty
quickly after that.

‘Bad ass,’ I mutter, staring at the now empty hallway.

Hunter’s dark eyes turn to me, his face still twisted in anger and I gulp,
hastily backing up.

‘I didn’t think I had to tell you to stay inside.” He snarls, his fangs
seeming sharper and longer than I remember.

‘Sorry,” I whisper, barely sounding like myself.

‘Get back to the room,’ he snaps. Instead, I take a step towards the
vending machine, and he growls again, making me pause. ‘Leave it.’

Without looking at him, I turn on my heel and storm back to our room,
grumbling beneath my breath, knowing he can likely still hear me. I wasn’t
sure who I was more annoyed with — Hunter for telling me what to do, or
myself for risking my life only to never get the damn drink after all.

Alex looks up when I fling the door open.

“Took you long enough,’ he says. His eyes move to my empty hands.
‘Couldn’t find any?’



I feel Hunter’s presence before I hear him. I side-step out of his way as
the door bangs shut so loudly it drowns out the rumbling thunder in the sky.
Alex’s eyes flick back and forth between us for a few seconds as he lets his
phone fall onto the bed. I guess we are suddenly more interesting than his
videos. I can feel Hunter’s eyes on me and I force myself to meet his
cunning, cold look as he assesses me.

‘I’'m sorry,” I force myself to say.

A vein pulses in his forehead. My gaze travels down towards his hands
that curl into fists before flattening against his leg. Nodding once, he looks
over to Alex, his anger gone as suddenly as it arrived.

‘I understand that but be more careful next time. Who knows what those
guys had planned for you.’

Alex quickly pushes into a seated position. ‘What guys?’

‘Doesn’t matter now. Are you hungry?’ Hunter asks.

Alex shakes his head, yawning. ‘Too tired now.’

Hunter nods. ‘Get some sleep, we will be on the road early tomorrow.’

‘Aye, aye, captain!’ Alex gives a thumbs up before collapsing back onto
his bed.

Alex sleeps like the dead. If the dead snored. I swear he is in a coma-
like state from the moment his head touches the pillow. After brushing my
teeth, I climb into bed, conscious of Hunter’s presence in the room. I
pretend like I’m not watching him as he reaches inside his jacket and
withdraws a bottle of water and a packet of pretzels. He tosses it onto the
bed without a word. I stare at it, feeling a little warm at the thought of him
thinking about me, as well as feeling stupid for not trusting he would make
sure I had everything I needed.

“Thank you,’ I say quietly.

He makes a quiet hum in response, but still doesn’t look at me.

Alex’s snores are the only sound in the room, and with a sigh, I lay back
on the bed and pull the covers up under my chin. I hear Hunter sigh and the
scratching of his hand against his stubble as he rubs his face roughly. I hear
him lean heavily against the wall, as if he is struggling to keep himself
standing.

‘Sorry if I stressed you out,’ I whisper.

‘It’s fine, Raya.’ His voice is frosty, and I swear the temperature of the
room drops a few degrees.

‘“What’s wrong?’ I ask.



‘Nothing. Go to sleep.’ He turns the light off.

Silence stretches between us like his lie, but I don’t dare press my luck.
My eyes drift closed for a few seconds before they pop open again. All 1
can see are his dark eyes watching me through the pale slither of moonlight
across his face.

“You’re hungry,’ I whisper. ‘Aren’t you?’

‘I’'m fine.’

“You look like you might pass out again.’

‘If it comes down to a fight right now, I can still fight fine, if that’s what
you’re worried about.’

“That’s not the point.’

‘Sleep,’ he orders.

‘Eat,’ I snap back.

To be honest, I'm craving his closeness. I know I shouldn’t want this.
It’s wrong. He is a supernatural creature. Aching to have him close . . . to
touch me . . . isn’t normal, or healthy, but I can’t help it. It’s all I feel.
Everywhere. All the time. Seeing him come to my defence just heightened
it.

His jaw clenches as he turns sideways and glares out the window.
Quietly, I remove the silver that Alex draped over me. Peeling back the
cover, I pat the empty space beside me.

‘Let me help you.’

Sighing, he pushes off the wall and walks toward the bed and I move
over. The mattress dips when he sits on it, and he rolls onto his side so that
we are facing each other.

“You are delicate, legata una. I can protect you, but you can’t be putting
yourself in danger like that.’

‘What does that mean?’ I ask. “Those strange words. You said them
earlier too.’

‘Bonded one.’

I smile softly. ‘I like it.’

‘Do you?’ he murmurs, his stare intense, sending my heart fluttering in
my chest. I like this softer side of him; it’s almost vulnerable. I understand
why he acts the way he does, but it doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate it when
he does let me in. Even if it’s just a little bit.

‘Mmhmm,’ I nod. ‘You have Italian heritage?’

“Yeah.’



‘I wouldn’t have guessed. You don’t have an accent.’

‘I didn’t live in Italy long, but my parents only spoke Italian in the
house. They wanted us to be fluent.’

“That’s cool. I’ve always wanted to visit Italy,” I say warmly. ‘It looks
like a beautiful place.’

Reaching out, he tucks a tendril of hair behind my ear. ‘I’ll take you one
day.’

“You would do that?’ I ask in surprise, feeling a little starstruck at the
tender look in his eyes as he gazes at me.

A deep sound of agreement rumbles in his throat. “Yeah.’

‘I’'m getting whiplash from your moods, Hunter,” I whisper.

His face softens. ‘It’s nothing against you. I’'m frustrated at this
situation.’

‘I get that.’

I shake my hair off my shoulder and arch my back, angling my neck
toward him. His hand leaves a hot, burning trail down my side as he gently
touches me, moving down my bare thigh and without thinking about what
I’'m doing, my leg hooks around his waist. With a soft groan he pushes his
hard body against mine. He lowers his face to my neck, his breath on my
skin sends shivers of pleasures along my throat.

Like last time, he kisses the skin softly before I feel the bite. I gasp
momentarily before the feeling of bliss spreads like warm honey through
my veins. I grip his shirt in my fingers as I shamelessly rock my hips into
him, the high of the bite trailblazing through my body. He traces a pattern
against my thigh with his fingertips as he drinks, and I revel in the
sensations. Before I know it, it’s over and he gives a final flick of his tongue
over my neck moments before he leans back, satiated. We stare at each
other, both a little breathless and dazed.

‘Is it always going to feel that good?’ I murmur, my hands running over
the smoothness of his chest with a mind of their own. Hunter’s hands
appear to be on the same page as he slips his fingers underneath the band of
my underwear.

“Yes. I think so.’ His voice is deep, and a little rough, making my spine
tingle deliciously.

Impulsively, I lean forward, kissing his cheek before trailing my lips
across to the corner of his mouth before I suddenly find my lips meeting the
cold night air as I fall forward, face-planting into the mattress.



Gasping, I sit up and scan the darkness for him, wondering what the hell
had just happened. Then I see him standing at the door, jaw clenched, hands
fisted at his sides.

‘Sorry,” he mutters. ‘“We got carried away.’

Rejection stings every part of my body, yet I still crave his touch. I
don’t trust myself to speak without revealing how upset I am, so instead, I
fall back and let myself sink deep into the mattress, wishing it would
swallow me whole — wishing I could disappear completely.

Beneath the protection of the blankets I clench my fists — and my thighs
— and try to convince myself that what I’m feeling is nothing more than the
consequences of the bond. I mean, it’s not like we have real feelings for
each other. Right?

Without sparing me another glance, he moves to the door. ‘Get some
sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.’ Then in the blink of an eye, he
disappears into the night.
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13
HUNTER

The Protector

THE cooL winp whips against my face as I dart along the walkway. Dark,
blinking eyes burn in my mind. The cement is faded and patchy, my
footsteps echoing as I track, searching everywhere for signs that someone
has come through here recently.

We’re not alone. They have been watching us.

“You better run fast,” I growl, my voice low and dangerous, my eyes
flitting around the dark space, taking in every detail. ‘I’'m in no mood to
play nice.’

Pausing, I listen, but all I can hear are the soft humming of the lights,
murmured conversations behind closed doors, and cars driving across the
busy street.

After a moment I’'m satisfied that whoever was there is gone now. I
consider that maybe I’'m being paranoid, but there is always the chance I’'m
not — and that’s not a chance I’'m willing to take.

Striding back to the room, I slip inside, closing the door silently behind
me. Raya lays still, her chest rising and falling. Alex obnoxiously snores on
the other side of the room. Removing my shoe, I launch it at him. He
grunts, tossing me the middle finger before he rolls over and goes right
back to sleep.

Sighing, I lean against the wall and resume my mindless counting of the
bizarre-shaped patterns scattered across the faded floor. I soon tire of that
and rest my head back, letting my eyes drift close. Darkness envelops me
instantly.

Soft breathing fans across my earlobe.

‘Give in to the bond,’ a voice whispers. *You’ll feel so much better if you
do.’



Tender, delicate hands slide down my chest, causing a shiver to run up
my spine.

‘Give in,’ the voice murmurs. ‘Take me. I’m yours.’

I wake with a jolt, blinking rapidly. Raya blinks back at me from where
she sits upright, her legs over the edge of the bed.

‘Sorry,” she whispers. ‘I didn’t mean to wake you.” Her voice is an
extension of the whispering in my dream, and I feel myself ache with
desire.

‘It’s fine. I shouldn’t have fallen asleep.’

As she runs her fingers through her long dark hair, the streak of purple
glimmers as it catches the golden morning light slipping through the blinds.
She sweeps it back, re-tying it in a knot on the top of her head.

“We should go get coffee and breakfast,’ she says. ‘Wait . . . Do
vampires drink coffee?’

‘No.’

“Well, at least you will always have white fangs,’ she jokes. I blink at
her. She releases an awkward laugh. To be fair, vampires really do have
bright, white teeth. ‘Okay. Tough crowd.’

‘Get dressed. We will leave shortly,’ I say curtly, trying not to smile.

Kicking off my other shoe, I throw it at Alex. He grumbles, rolling over
and sending a death glare in my direction. ‘Dude, you’re lucky you’re a
vamp.’ This time I allow myself to smile as I watch as he stumbles out of
bed, tangled in his blanket.

‘I’ve got first dibs on the shower!” Raya shouts, seeing her advantage as
she bolts towards the bathroom and slams the door shut behind her.

I fly across the room, collecting my shoes, and have them back on
before I sit down casually on the narrow lounge.

‘Christ,” he mutters, peering at me through half-closed lids, yawning.
“Too early for this shit.’

As the bathroom door swings open and Raya walks out, I feel my heart
pick up the pace at the sight of her. Dressed in a simple, white dress that
hugs her body, delicate spaghetti straps baring her shoulders, it leaves little
to the imagination of the amazing body she has underneath. My hands
clench at my sides as I take it all in. Licking my lips, I hungrily drink in all
her features, noticing that she’s gathered half of her hair up with a pearly
white clip, leaving the rest to cascade over her shoulders in waves.



Desire pulses through my body like an electric current, and before I
realise what I’'m doing, I’'m on my feet and edging toward her.

‘Raya,” I murmur.

‘Hmm?’ she replies, glancing up at me with an eyebrow raised.

Alex scoffs, breaking the spell and I cast my glare towards him. He
seems a little smug as he makes a song and dance of gathering his things.
“You’re a weird dude,’ Alex offers before he trots into the bathroom.

Shaking my head, I clear my throat and take a step back, grateful the
surge of lust has faded. Not completely gone, no, that would be too much of
a blessing. I’'m left with the realisation that I am standing a little too close to
Raya.

“You ready?’ I scowl.

“Yes . . .” she trails off, a slight frown darkening her beautiful features.

I exhale sharply and turn my back to her as I move toward the window
and lean against the frame. It’s gloomy outside, the sky laden with ominous,
dark grey clouds, threatening rain at any moment. The perfect day for me to
be out and about.

A few moments later, we’re packed up and filing out the front door, and
I direct Raya and Alex to wait at the car while I check us out.

‘Can I drive?’ Alex asks, his voice hopeful as I reappear alongside the
car.

‘No.” I don’t spare him a glance as I unlock the doors.

‘What about me?’ Raya asks.

Pausing, I survey her trying to get a read on how serious she is.

‘Okay legata una, but no speeding,’ I reply, tossing the keys to her.

The smile that sweeps across her face is a sudden, glorious brightness
against the dreary day. I turn and shoot a smug look at Alex as he glowers at
me. I’m honestly not keen on Raya driving any more than Alex, but I just
can’t seem to pass up on an opportunity to mess with him. He just rubs me
the wrong way.

‘Prick.” Alex scoffs, stomping around to the back of the car,
dramatically flinging himself inside, and then slamming the door.

I take further joy in the fact that Raya appears completely oblivious to
Alex’s sulking as she slides in behind the wheel. “Where t0?’ she asks
excitedly.

‘Depends. Can you manage to actually reach the steering wheel?’ I
tease. She sticks her tongue out adorably as she reaches underneath the seat



for the lever. It jolts forward abruptly, and I reach out, throwing my arm
across the steering wheel as her face heads straight for it. Her forehead
smacks into my arm instead and she blinks, a little dazed.

‘Ow.’

‘Careful,’ I warn.

‘She’s not made of glass, mate,” Alex pipes up from the back, and a
retort is hot on my lips, but I swallow it down, not wanting to expend
energy bickering with him.

‘Where are we heading?’ Raya asks, a quickness to her voice that makes
me think she’s trying to diffuse any potential bickering.

‘Head out to the highway,’ I reply. “We are meeting up with a friend of
mine.’

She raises an eyebrow. ‘We are?’

‘Mmhmm.’ I nod. ‘I could use the extra pair of eyes and ears on this
quest.’

‘Awesome,’ Alex barks out sarcastically, sinking back into the seat.
‘Another one of you.’

‘How do you know them?’ Raya asks as she starts the car and steers us
out of the parking lot.

“We met a few years back. I ended up meeting him once I grew out of
my out-of-control-new-vampire phase. We have been good friends ever
since.’

“That’s nice. What’s his name?’

‘Cas.’

“Tell me more about this villain era of yours,’ Alex says, jostling
forward, poking his head between the two front seats.

‘No.’

‘“Why not?’ I can feel him sulking without having to look at him.

‘I don’t enjoy reminiscing about such things,’ I deadpan.

‘So we’re adding boring to your list of qualities,” Alex grumbles.

‘Alex,” Raya hisses, her eyes narrowing into slits as she glares at him
through the mirror. ‘Enough.’

I’m almost overwhelmed by the temptation to knock him the fuck out,
and I force myself to take a deep breath, stare ahead, and try to relax my
shoulders.

‘So, will he be travelling with us?’ Raya asks.

‘Yes.’



‘I’m looking forward to meeting him,’ she says brightly.

I quickly dismiss the smile trying to work its way onto my face. If I
could feel warmth, I’m sure it would spread through my body, oozing
through my veins as smoothly and slowly as a spilt pot of honey. Instead, I
shift in my seat, and look out the window.

I don’t like these feelings she ignites in me. I don’t want to be attached
to her. Or to anyone for that matter.

She should be living the normal life of a teenage girl — even if that
meant hanging out with Alex. Getting involved with me — and vampires like
Kian — will only end in disaster. The best thing for her to do is forget about
all of this and move on with her life. I’m not selfish enough to let the bond
ruin both of our lives. I may be tied to her forever, but I don’t expect her to
feel the same. A breath of laughter escapes me. Hunter. My name is literally
the very creature that I have become, and yet, I am bound to protect this
fragile, vulnerable, human girl. How can I be a hero and a villain wrapped
up in one being?

The clouds open overhead and rain cascades all around us. The wiper
blades squeak across the window, growing more irritating by the second.
My phone vibrates against my leg and, thankful for the distraction, I inch it
out to find Theo’s name on the screen. Guilt grips my stomach. I hate that I
left him behind and wish he would pack up and leave that godforsaken
town. But I know he loves it — most vampires do — as it attracts a certain
crowd of humans. Ones that are willing to go the extra mile with particular
things, since they know, or at least suspect, our kind’s existence.

I want to answer his call, but I don’t know what to say. I’'m all too
aware of the two sets of human ears in my presence. Besides, I already
know Theo’s calling to demand I return home, but I can’t. He doesn’t
understand what I’'m going through. This damn bond. I am forever tied to
this girl. This mortal. That’s partly why I want to see Cas. He has been a
vampire for a long time. Maybe he will know how to break the curse placed
on us. Though curse doesn’t feel like the right word to use, but in a way, I
guess it is. Raya and I are bound to each other now. Her life is forever
altered and it isn’t fair on either of us.

A sudden clap of thunder rattles the car and squinting, I peer out the
windows. The bad weather looks settled, and I figure it’s going to continue
for a few days at best. Stretching my legs in front of me, I clasp my hands
together, growing more mind-numbingly bored with each passing moment.



At least when I’m driving, it doesn’t seem so bad. With a sigh, I unclasp my
hands and reach down for my bag where I rummage for my book.

‘Oh my God.’ Raya giggles.

‘What?’ I turn, an eyebrow raised.

“You’re reading Dracula.’

‘And?’ I try not to smile, but I can’t help it. I love the sound of her
laugh and being the reason for it.

‘A vampire. Reading a book about vampires.’

I roll my eyes. ‘Ha, ha.’

Alex lets out a snort from where he is sitting at the back but I don’t
acknowledge it. Raya briefly looks back at him with a grin before facing the
front once more.

‘Where are we meeting up with your friend?’ she asks.

‘At his place. We are about an hour away.’

‘Okay,’ she says.

‘I don’t like this,” Alex mouths to her through the rear-view mirror,
clearly not realising that I can detect even the quietest of movements. Idiot.

‘If I was going to kill you, believe me, I would have already,’ I say
coldly as I turn and look pointedly at him over my shoulder. I take some
satisfaction in the way Alex gulps, his face paling a little.

He nods and remains silent for the remainder of the trip. I’'m thankful
for this. I really hate it when someone interrupts my reading.

Precisely an hour later, I’m forced to look up from the pages to direct
Raya off the highway, and we make our way through Rose Hills. I have
visited here a few times, and Cas’s house is so close to the beach. If I was to
move again, I would consider coming here, where I could spend every night
floating atop the waves and gazing up at the moonlight. Since I don’t need
oxygen like a human does, I can actually spend a long time beneath the
water. It’s an amazing feeling. A quietness I often crave.

‘Here,’ I say, pointing to a dark grey house. It’s double the size of any of
the neighbouring houses with black curtains shielding the tall windows,
seeming to cast a dark shadow onto the road in front of it.

‘Creepy,’ Alex mutters.

Raya turns the car into the driveway, cutting the engine.

“You trust me, right?’ I ask her.

Those green eyes, appearing a soft emerald in the natural light and
framed by long, dark lashes, swing to meet mine. Light freckles kiss the



tops of her cheeks and for a moment I forget myself.

She is truly stunning.

“Yes,’ she answers breathily. I can all but hear Alex roll his eyes.

“You will be safe here. I promise.’

‘Okay.’

‘And that obviously goes for me too, right?’ Alex leans forward and
pokes his head between our seats.

‘Get out of the car,’ I growl and push the door open.

The gloominess of the day matches the aesthetic of Cas’s house. Vine-
like plants twist and wrap around the porch, almost consuming the entire
railing and looking like snakes slithering across the surface.

The wooden slats of the porch groan beneath our feet as we walk across
the porch and I rap my knuckles three times on the matte black door before
stepping back. My arm brushes against Raya’s and a sudden spike of
electricity surges through me. We both shiver, glancing at each other before
looking quickly away. Thankfully, the door opens and Cas stares back at us.

‘Hello, Hunter.” His lips tilt in a small show of a smile. “Welcome,
again.’

“Thank you,’ I say.

He steps back and I gesture for Raya and Alex to walk through ahead of
me. [ watch as Alex tries to catch Raya’s eye, but she is already inside. He
scowls, stalking in after her, his eyes darting wildly around the room as if
waiting for something to jump out and grab him. It’s all I can do not to take
the bait.

‘Cas,’ I say, holding my hand out. He shakes it. ‘Are you well?’

‘I am.” He nods, his white-blond hair stylishly messy, his skin smooth
ivory, like he hasn’t seen the sun in . . . well, ever. I can’t remember him
looking this pale, but it has been a while since I’ve seen him. His cool eyes
quickly assess me, and I hate the feeling like he’s taking in every single
detail. ‘And you?’

Deciding not to reply, I place a hand on Raya’s shoulder. “This is Raya.
The girl I was telling you about.’

‘Hello, Raya,’ he greets her in his deep voice which is perfectly
designed to lure humans in. It doesn’t seem to have the desired effect on her
— the bond most likely hinders the effects of other vampires now — but the
quick jerk of Alex’s head as he stares at Cas makes me think he felt it. ‘Nice
to finally meet you.’



“This one,’ I say, gesturing to Alex. ‘I have no use for him. Do as you
please.’

A sharp gasp escapes Raya as she whips her round eyes to me. Alex
hastily steps back, yanking his knives out of his pockets. I admire his
confidence in thinking he can take on two vampires with those measly
blades.

“You brought me a snack, dear friend?’ Cas drawls, a sadistic smirk
stretching over his lips. ‘You didn’t need to do that.’

‘My thanks to you,’ I say.

“You’'re a fucking piece of shit,” Alex spits at me. ‘I knew you were
evil.’

‘All vampires are evil, Alex,’ I say. ‘Don’t kid yourself into thinking
otherwise.’

‘I didn’t,” he snarls, continuing to back up, glancing toward Raya, his
expression raging with how angry and betrayed he feels knowing she trusts
me so easily. The slamming of his heart against his ribcage sends a shiver
down my spine, causing the instinct to hunt to rise. The thrill to chase. To
feed, even though I know his blood is no good to me.

‘Hunter!” Raya whispers brokenly. ‘No!’

Cas and I exchange a glance before we burst into laughter. Raya’s eyes
almost pop out of her skull, meanwhile Alex sags against the wall as if he
was a balloon and someone popped a pin into him.

“Your faces.’ Cas grins, eyes flash with wild excitement. ‘Priceless.’
Turning to me, he smirks, looking far too satisfied right now. ‘Humans are
so easy to toy with.’

“That’s for being a dick.’ I smirk, moving my eyes back to Alex.

‘I hate you even more now,’ Alex seethes, his face blotchy and red.

I snicker, ignoring the glare Raya is shooting at me. I turn to her and
shrug. ‘Sorry. Had to.’

‘Not funny,’ she says, turning to assess the room again.

‘It was a little funny,’ I quip back.

‘It really wasn’t.” She huffs, but she can’t hide the hint of a smile
tugging at the corners of her mouth.

‘Watch your back.’ Alex scowls, shooting daggers to me.

‘I will, big boy,’ I say, yanking him to his feet, and clapping my hand
roughly down on his shoulder, making his legs buckle slightly. He furiously



shrugs me off and stomps over to stand by Raya’s side. She sighs, shaking
her head.

‘Well?’ I say, turning to Cas. ‘Shall we give them a tour?’

Cas turns to the two humans, winking. ‘We shall.’
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14
RAYA

The Survivor

My HEART STILL HASN'T Teturned to its regular pace as I follow Cas through his
house. For a moment there, I really had panicked that Alex was going to
become someone’s dinner. I can still feel the goosebumps across my skin as
I shudder at the thought.

Every window is hidden behind dark velvet curtains, giving the place a
cold and eerie aesthetic. Everything inside the house — walls, floors,
furniture — are a black, a grey, or a deep violet.

I gasp as we enter the living room. Strange and ancient artefacts fill
most of the surface space, and the walls are covered in silver weapons in
place of normal decor. My eyes slowly travel over the daggers, swords,
chains, and handcuffs. The weapons make me feel nauseous. I don’t want to
think about them being used on anyone. Considering silver is painful to
vampires, it seems a little odd to have it displayed as a feature wall for
someone to easily use against him. Maybe that is the whole point of it . . .
that he is so strong that he can comfortably live amongst weapons that are
supposed to weaken him.

Alex lets out a low whistle. ‘Damn.’

The whole place sets me on edge as my stomach twists in knots. I know
Hunter told me I had nothing to fear in this vampire’s house, but I can’t
shake the unease that has settled into my bones like an icy chill. This entire
house screams creepiness.

“This is awesome!’ Alex says, plucking a giant crossbow from the wall.

There’s a distinct snapping sound and suddenly Hunter is in front of me.
My hair flies over my shoulders as though caught in a gust of wind. He
scowls, lowering his hand from in front of my face, and it’s then I notice



he’s clutching an arrow. If not for Hunter, it would have hit me dead
between the eyes.

The crossbow clatters to the floor as Alex curses. ‘Shit, my bad.’

Cas tsks, gliding across the room at a speed quicker than my eyes can
track, his feet hovering above the floor. I see it, I know I do, and yet I can’t
wrap my head around it.

‘Don’t touch my things.’

‘Got it.” Alex looks like a bobble-head as he rapidly nods.

‘Seriously,” Cas’s voice drops low. ‘Don’t.’

‘I got it,” Alex snaps back.

Sighing, I shake my head. That smart mouth and attitude of his is going
to get him in big trouble one day. I can feel it.

I’m suddenly distracted as Hunter turns and faces me, his eyes roaming
over me, leaving me flustered.

‘Are you all right?’ he asks. He reaches out his hand, as if he might
touch my face, but it awkwardly hovers mid-air before dropping back to his
side.

“Yes,’ I say. ‘Thank you.’

With a nod, he steps away from me once more. I feel my face flush as I
notice Cas staring at him before he glances back at me, his interest
apparent.

‘Shall we?’ Cas turns on his heel without waiting for a response and
swallowing thickly, I trail behind him, glad for the distraction.

As we walk up the stairs to the next floor, I take a moment to study Cas.
Dressed in faded jeans and a white T-shirt, he looks completely normal
from the back. It’s those silver and almost-black eyes that make you pause.
Of course most would assume they are a deep, dark brown, but I know
better. The eyes. It’s what I always need to look for when I’m out. It’s a
dead giveaway, separating the vampires from the humans.

Cas has a piercing in his left eyebrow, his forearms are covered in dark
swirling tattoos. His white, blond hair is spiky, sticking up at odd angles.
Combined with his borderline black eyes, there is no doubt that he has an
unnatural look about him.

‘If you are to stay,” he says, barely glancing over his shoulder at me.
“You will be in here.” He looks at Hunter, tilting his head. ‘Perhaps both of
you.’

Hunter’s cheek spasms. ‘No, only Raya.’



‘Mmhmm,’ Cas replies in a disbelieving tone. ‘And you, emo boy, you
will be in this one.’

‘Righto. Thanks ghost-dude.’

Cas arches an eyebrow, a look of amusement falling across his face.
‘Ghost-dude?’

“Yeah. You look like the fucking walking dead.’

‘Alex!” I squawk in horror.

Cas flashes a grin, revealing his fangs. I startle, stepping back, and
grabbing a hold of Hunter’s bicep before I realise what I’ve done.

Damn. That’s a nice bicep.

‘I’1l show you how close you are to death, boy,” Cas snarls, his face
darkening, contrasting starkly with his white-blond hair.

‘Enough,’ Hunter barks, his voice ringing with command. As Hunter’s
fingers discreetly brush against my hand, I relax. It’s as if he clears any fear
and worry from my mind with a single touch.

Cas smirks at Alex, who glowers back at him.

We finally finish the tour of his monstrously big home. Unnecessarily
big for one person, but I suppose when you’re a vampire, you really can do
whatever you want.

When I get to the bottom of the stairs, my stomach lets out an
awkwardly loud rumble, and I place my hand against it as though that
would somehow silence it.

“You’re hungry,” Hunter states the obvious. ‘I will go get you dinner.’

“Why don’t we go out for dinner?’ Cas suggests, placing his hands
behind his back as his eyes move between each of us.

‘I thought you couldn’t eat food,’ I say.

“We can eat, but we don’t need to. That’s why we don’t bother. But we
enjoy drinking.’

‘Finally, something we have in common,’ says Alex with a wry smile.

‘I’m keen for dinner. What about you, Hunter?’ I ask.

He’s quiet for a moment and I can almost see his thoughts ticking over,
calculating any perceived risks. After a few long seconds, he shrugs. ‘Why
not?’

I spend the next hour unpacking and getting ready for dinner. It feels
nice to do something so normal. My hair, my makeup; things I haven’t done
since I started this adventure. I always enjoyed dressing up and wearing a
cute outfit. I used to love trying on my sister’s clothes. Her outfits always



seemed so much better than mine. She was effortlessly gorgeous and trendy.
I always aspired to be like her.

A quiet knock on my door pulls me from my thoughts, and I turn to see
Hunter stroll in, dressed in all black, looking mouth-wateringly handsome.
So much so that I have to clench my thighs together.

Yikes. I’'m in trouble.

‘Hi,’ I smile.

He doesn’t answer, instead his dark eyes travel sensually down my
body. I’ve read hundreds of books, seen a thousand movies. I always see it.
The look. The look of total lust and adoration. Now I am seeing it directed
at me. It feels pretty damn good.

I’m being forced by the bond, Raya. I don’t want to be here.

Hunter’s words ring inside my head. Does he truly feel this, or is it the
bond convincing him he is attracted to me? Insecurity ripples up my spine
like poison as my smile falters. Yet as [ watch him, my mouth becomes
bone dry as his eyes trace the most intimate curves of my body. Biting his
lip, the corner of his mouth tilts, sending waves of desire through my body.

‘Legata una, sei molto bella.’ His Italian drawl makes me feel warm and
fluttery on the inside. Digging his hands into his pockets, his heated gaze
continues to feast on me like I’'m a cool drink after a long trek through the
desert.

‘“What does that mean?’ I can hardly get the words out.

“You are very beautiful,” he says with a cute, boyish smile. One of those
rare, genuine smiles seemingly reserved only for me.

A blush warms my cheeks, but as much as I love the compliment and
attention, I bristle a little at it, his earlier words punching through me.
‘Thanks, Hunter. You look very handsome yourself.’ I say a little flatly,
smiling sweetly up at him. ‘But maybe that’s just the bond influencing me.’

He stiffens, a muscle in his jaw pulses. His eyes swirl, wisping from a
glittery silver, to something darker. Not quite black, but something just as
menacing, and not before I see the hurt behind his gaze. Running his tongue
across his teeth, he nods, taking a step back. I instantly feel guilty even
though it’s exactly how he made me feel earlier.

‘Are you ready to go?’ he asks tersely, looking down at the floor.

“Yeah,’ I say. He turns to leave, and as I see his fists clenched at his
sides it intensifies my guilt, and I suddenly can’t stand it. ‘Hunter. . .’

‘Hmm?’ He stops, turning to face me.



‘I’m sorry.’

‘For what?’ he asks, his expression blank.

“This situation. You don’t want to be here, I get that. I never meant to
involve you in this suicide mission. I’m sorry you’ve had to uproot your
entire life for something you don’t care about.’ I let out a shaky exhale,
suddenly finding the floor fascinating, unable to meet his gaze. ‘I know you
don’t really care for me. Any protective feelings are bond-induced.’ The
more I talk, the more pathetic and whinier I sound. Sighing, my shoulders
slump. ‘T guess, I’'m just . . . sorry. For dragging you into my mess.’

In two long strides, he is before me. I gasp as he raises my chin with his
finger, forcing me to meet his gaze as he searches my face.

‘I’m sorry if I seem harsh sometimes. It’s not you — I just want more for
you. Being tied to a vampire isn’t going to enable you to live a normal life. I
shouldn’t have said that I didn’t care to be here. I do care about you, and
that’s why we’re in this position.’

‘What do you mean?’ I ask, my voice barely more than a whisper.

“Theo told me there has to be attraction beforehand for a bond to form.’

‘Oh.’ I don’t know what to say, and he sighs deeply, his thumb drawing
a circular pattern onto my cheek. I lean into his hand, seeking his comfort.

‘I guess what I’'m saying is . . . I don’t need to have the bond to know
how I feel about you.’

My lips part as I absorb his words. I never suspected that the infatuation
I felt toward him before the bond was possibly returned. I assumed it was
because a vampire is designed to lure a human in. Of course I would think
about him and want to be around him. But for him to feel the same way . . .
not as intensely, I’m sure, but still . . .

‘Um...I...” I mumble, half-smiling, half-attempting to bury my face
into his palm so I don’t endure this growing-more-heated-by-the-second
stare between us. ‘I don’t know what to say.’

“We should be careful,” he says quietly. “‘We can’t. . . It will only make
it...” He sighs.

“You mean, have a relationship? A romantic one?’ I ask hesitantly, my
mind having instantly taken a dirtier train of thought, but I was not going to
be asking that.

‘I mean sleep together.’

I stiffen as the words leave his mouth. If I was blushing before, it’s
nothing compared to what is happening to my body right now. The thought



of having sex with him does all kinds of wild things to my body.

‘Oh,’ I say, trying to look anywhere but at his face.

“Yeah,’ he breathes, pushing his hand through his hair.

‘So. No sex.’

‘No sex.” He nods, eyes fixing onto mine a little too intensely.

‘It will make the bond stronger?’

“That’s what I’ve been told.” He sighs. ‘It might make it so strong that I
turn you. Even if you didn’t want me to because the thought of your human
life ending will make me desperate and irrational. I could never live with
myself if I took that choice away from you.’

‘Wow,’ I whisper. ‘That’s a lot to take in.’

‘Mmhmm.’

‘But we could do other things?’ The words are out of my mouth before I
can stop them. My face feels like it’s on fire.

Okay. Turns out I can ask him that.

The corner of his mouth tilts, and he breathes a laugh, looking down at
his feet before his gaze travels back up to meet my eyes.

“Yes. I suppose we could,” he murmurs, and my heartbeat thuds loudly
in my ears. “We can’t let things get out of control, however.’

‘How would that work?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘If you turned me. Aren’t I supposed to be your only blood source?’

“The bond would still be present, but we both can drink human blood
freely. It breaks that part of the bond. Unless you died of natural causes.
Then, I die, too. Of starvation, if I don’t end my own life because of the
misery of losing my bonded.’

“This sounds like it’s all made up,’ I confess. ‘Some crazy plot in a
movie.’

He offers me a lopsided grin. “Yeah. Well. I wish it wasn’t our reality.’

‘Still. I’'m sorry.’ I wince.

Capturing my hand, he brings it to his lips, kissing it softly. ‘I’m sorry,
too.’

“What’s going to happen to us?’ I ask. “Where will this lead if we don’t
pursue a relationship? You will be my forever bodyguard? That doesn’t
seem fair to you.’

‘Let’s worry about finding your sister. The rest we can figure out later.’



Nodding, I accept that. I have to. Though the thought of not taking
things further just now leaves a hollow pit in my stomach. I remind myself
that it is the bond trying to control me. He will never be far — even if he
wanted to be. I consider it the silver lining of the curse. It will all work out
as it should. I believe that.

The door to my room bangs open, and Alex strides inside. He stops
abruptly when he notices the proximity of Hunter and I. Hunter ignores him
completely, most likely having heard him coming long before he knocked
on the door.

‘Um,’ he says, his expression hardening. ‘It’s time to leave.’

‘Okay,’ I reply, reluctantly letting go of Hunter as he excuses himself,
and swiftly leaves the room.

Alex tries to catch my eye as I gather my things, but I refuse to look up.
I don’t want to hear whatever he wants to say. I know it will be negative.
My head is spinning with the information Hunter gave me. Later, when I
have the time, I will conduct my own research. See if this whole having-
sex-will-strengthen-the-bond thing is true. Sure, it makes sense, but I want
to explore that thoroughly. In case it doesn’t need to be ruled out. Totally
hypothetically, of course.

Cas is waiting for us by the door. He’s dressed in leather pants, boots,
and a leather jacket with studs on the shoulders. With thick eyeliner around
his midnight eyes, he looks demonic — or maybe like he belongs in a heavy
metal band.

“That’s a vibe,’ I say, grinning at him.

‘Is that a good thing?’ He frowns.

“Yeah.’

‘Okay.’ He shrugs. ‘Thanks. Are you ready?’

I nod. Cas opens the door and we file out before he follows closely
behind. We walk out to the garage where his Ferrari awaits. Alex’s jaw
drops at the sight of the sleek black car with its blacked-out windows and
matching rims. The darkest of dark. Totally fitting for Cas.

‘Like?’ Cas smirks.

‘Love,” Alex breathes, his face lit up like it’s his first Christmas,
reaching his hand out hesitantly, as if afraid to touch it.

‘Can this fit all of us?’ I ask, eyeing the subwoofer that takes up most of
the space in the back, allowing legally only two passengers to fit other than
the driver.



“Yeah,’ Cas replies. ‘You may need to sit on someone’s lap though.’
Alex sneers at that, and I hide my smile as Hunter climbs in first. He
shoots me an amused look as he pats his lap. I don’t need to be asked twice.
Considering our conversation five minutes ago, sitting in this proximity to
him seems to go against what he said we shouldn’t be doing. Although he

didn’t seem opposed to the other things I suggested . . .

Drawing in a breath, I slide across onto his lap. His large hands settle on
my waist, securing me better than any seatbelt. At his touch, every inch of
me feels like it’s on fire. His grip tightens, his thumb sliding down the slit in
my dress, touching my skin.

Jesus.

‘Hold on.’ Cas smirks moments before the car launches forward.

I let out a yelp, holding on for dear life as Cas flies through the streets,
overtaking cars with the ease of a racecar driver. He never slows for an
intersection and runs every red light. In the end, I close my eyes and grip
Hunter’s hands as we careen down the road. Cas inches the music up to a
deafening volume. The bass vibrates the seats and the doors, the music
pulsing up my body. Neon strips light up the dashboard and along the inside
of the car, casting a deep purple light over the interior.

Hunter leans forward, pressing a kiss on my bare shoulder. Heat burns
like an untamed fire through me. I wriggle against him. I stare down at his
hands on me, realising that it has been a little while since he last fed.
Considering how heated things get when he does feed on me, it seems risky
to let him right now, but since the others are here, it can hardly get too out
of hand.

Turning my head, I feel his breath against my cheek.

‘Do it,” I whisper. ‘Bite me.’

He kisses my shoulder again. With his grip tightening ever-so-slightly,
his self-control snaps. I hear the lengthening of his fangs before I feel them
sink into my shoulder. A moan leaves me, and I shamelessly grind on his
lap. My eyes flash over to Cas who has his arm out the window, gazing out
of it as we weave in and out of lanes that are clearly not designed for
overtaking.

Alex is not paying any attention to what we’re doing as he lets out a
whoop, drowning out the sounds of me whimpering as Hunter takes what he
needs from me.



The cool night air flows over me, my hair whips around my face,
blanketing my expressions from anyone who may look our way.

Hunter’s hand moves between my legs, and I almost stop breathing. His
fingers walk up my thigh.

‘I thought you said . . .” I whisper, trailing off, suddenly not wanting to
finish that sentence in case he stops touching me like that.

‘I know,” he murmurs, his deep voice making a shiver run down my
spine. ‘But you’re right. We can do . . . other things. Even though I know
we shouldn’t.’

Electricity crackles between us and I lean back against him, loving the
feel of his hard muscles against my back.

‘Don’t stop,’ I whisper, squirming in his lap.

My chest is heaving as I look over to Cas, who is still looking out the
window, and if I wasn’t so caught up in Hunter’s touch, I might have been
more concerned that he hadn’t looked at the road in minutes.

‘I don’t want to stop,” Hunter murmurs into my neck, lightly tracing
patterns onto my thigh. ‘But this . . . these moans . . . seeing you like this
... His hold on me tightens. ‘This is only for me.’

He bites harder into my shoulder, and the desperate ache inside me
grows.

I need more.

My heart is galloping inside my chest, threatening to burst free at any
moment. [ have never felt more alive than I do at this moment.

Cas yanks on the steering wheel, almost taking out the car next to us as
he does a completely illegal park in front of a dimly lit restaurant that is
packed to the brim full of people. The whole trip here seemed to be over in
the blink of an eye. If Hunter didn’t have such a firm grip on me, I certainly
would have flown through the front window at Cas’s hazardous driving.

Looping his arm over the steering wheel, Cas flashes his fangs at me.
‘Here.’

Turning, I smile at Hunter. ‘Thanks for being a great seatbelt.’

Smirking, he drags his tongue across his lower lip, collecting the blood
from it.

‘Sure. Anytime.’

Heat blossoms in my cheeks.

I want him so bad.



When we exit the car, I look at the others. Cas’s wild blond hair is
totally windblown and messy, but it makes him look even more handsome.
He winks at me, and I feel a flush right down to the tips of my toes. He
definitely knows what just happened.

I could die right here, right now.

“That was epic, man,’ Alex breathes, fumbling his way out of the car,
eyes wide, cheeks flushed. It’s nice to see him coexisting with Cas and
Hunter without the snarkiness. ‘You gotta let me drive it one day.’

‘We’ll see,” Cas replies as he exits.

‘He is so much cooler than you are,” Alex points out, directing a bitchy
look to Hunter as he and Cas head off in the direction of the restaurant.

Well. I spoke too soon.

I turn to face Hunter, and for a brief moment, it’s just the two of us. ‘For
the record, I think you’re pretty cool.’

And I really do. Hunter is effortlessly magnetic in a way I’ve never
experienced. I’m desperate to know more about him, and to spend more
time with him.

‘I think you’re pretty cool, too,” Hunter replies, reaching out to tuck a
strand of hair behind my ear.

“Thanks,’ I say.

Slapping my butt, he inclines his head. ‘Off we go.’

‘Yes, sir.’

The street is loud and busy with chatter, laughter, and people loitering
out the front of several bars and restaurants. Cas makes a beeline for the
entrance, bypassing the huge line that goes most of the way down the street.

I’m delighted when Hunter reaches for my hand. I know my feelings for
him are developing a little rapidly. I’'m still in two minds about how
genuine they are, and how much my feelings are impacted by the bond. I’'m
starting to believe it is a mixture of both. It’s exhausting feeling tense and
on edge all of the time. I just want to enjoy this moment without
overthinking it. I know the closer we get to finding Kian and Cora, the more
danger we’ll all be in. Right here, right now, I want to just enjoy being with
Hunter, and getting to know him and his friend.

‘Cas,’ he says to the girl behind the desk, almost completely hidden
behind a display of menus. ‘I have a reservation.’

Shouts of protest follow us, but I don’t make eye contact with anyone.
I’m running with the vampire crowd now, and I’m going to enjoy it.



The young girl frowns, skimming over the list. ‘I’'m sorry, sir. I don’t
see your name.’

‘Look again.’ His voice is deep and a little rough. Alex’s head snaps to
look over at Cas. He shakes his head, fidgeting, as if realising Cas has an
effect on him. Ignoring Alex’s scowl, I look back at the girl as her
expression becomes dazed. She blinks once and looks down at the list. ‘Oh.
There you are.” She beckons over a young man. ‘Anthony will direct you to
your table. Have a lovely evening, sir.’

Nodding at her, he winks. ‘I will, thank you.’

“That is freaking cool,” Alex mutters to me, seemingly unaware that his
cheeks are flushed, and he can’t seem to take his eyes off Cas. I wonder if
Cas is laying the charm on a little thickly on purpose, or whether he is
oblivious to the extent of his effect on mortals. I’'m even more convinced
I’m not affected because of my bond with Hunter.

It’s the classiest restaurant I’ve ever seen — I’ve always wanted to come
to a place like this. As we follow the waiter to our table, it seems like every
pair of eyes we pass swivel in our direction as we weave through the
bustling restaurant. With Hunter’s striking tattoos on display, Cas’s white
hair and their identical inky black eyes, we must look like a strange, motley
group. I hold my chin high trying to ignore that I feel a little inadequate in
my humanness. Alex must feel the same because he is pulling the collar of
his button up like it’s choking him all of a sudden.

The waiter stops at a table in the centre of the room — somehow vacant
despite how packed the restaurant is. Hunter pulls my chair out for me, and
I drop into it, shooting him a grateful smile. I love this side of him. The
more I see it, the more of it I want. Violin music plays softly from a small
band located at the back end of the restaurant, playing covers of well-
known classics.

‘So,’ Cas drops into the seat opposite me, and I’'m a little surprised as
Alex takes the one directly beside Cas. He eyes Alex for a moment, and
then sends us a cat-like grin. “What are we drinking tonight?’

His jibe misses the mark as Alex snarls and I look at him, my head tilted
to the side before I realise what he’s looking at.

‘What the hell is that?’ he hisses.

Stiffening, I lightly touch my fingers to my shoulder, and feel the
wetness there. Hunter and I were so caught up in our stolen moment that we
forgot to heal the bite. A smirk stretches across Cas’s mouth as he leans



back in the chair. I glance at Hunter, who has his eyes closed for a brief
second, most likely berating himself for his mistake.

‘Nothing,’ I say quietly.

Cas smirks, glancing at Alex. “‘What, you want one, too?’

Colour rises in Alex’s cheeks, and his jaw tightens. Glaring down at the
table, he refuses to meet my eyes. I sink into my seat, feeling like I was
caught doing something wrong. Hunter’s hand touches my arm and I feel all
sense of shame and embarrassment evaporate.

Alex knows that I am Hunter’s only source of blood. Why is he acting
like feeding on me is a cardinal sin?

I’m oblivious to the slight debate Cas and Hunter have over the wine
list before Cas waves his hand and declares he’s ordering the restaurants
‘finest’ wine. I’'m not sure if the compulsion is somehow lingering, or if it’s
just their presence, but all the staff bend over backwards making sure we
have everything we could possibly desire.

‘How is everything?’ A man asks, looming over us, hovering so close to
Cas that it looks like they’re about to touch.

It seems like the staff are on thirty-second rotations to check in on us.

‘Enough!’ Cas snaps in irritation, shooing the man and causing him to
stumble back in surprise. ‘Leave us be. Tell everyone to leave us alone
unless our glasses are empty.’

“Y-yes sir,” the man stammers before rushing away.

Alex and I share a brief truce as we exchange equally awkward glances
over Cas’s flip in temperament. The staff certainly wouldn’t be treating us
this way if it was just the two of us.

After one glass, the wine totally goes to my head, and I can’t stop
talking, and thankfully, everything seems back to normal between the
group. As normal as it can be, anyway. Alex seems to have calmed down
from earlier, and while I’m sure he isn’t impressed with the situation, he
must understand that neither Hunter nor myself can help it. When dinner
arrives, it is mouth-wateringly delicious. Quite possibly the best food I’ve
hadin...well... ever. I haven’t had a decent meal for what seems like a
very long time. I inhale the food so quickly, I should probably be
embarrassed by it. I get so caught up in eating, I barely pay attention to the
idle chit-chat between Hunter and Cas until Cas directs a question to me.

‘So, that’s why you’re here?’ Cas asks. “Your sister.’

Placing the glass down, I nod. ‘Yeah. I'm trying to find her.’



‘If she is out there, we will find her,” Cas assures me. ‘Most vampires
go overseas. Here in Australia, it is much less populated than a lot of other
countries. It’s easier to blend over there. If she’s not here, we will just have
to travel.’

‘I’ve never been overseas before,” I admit. “The thought of chasing her
across different countries scares the hell out of me. I also don’t have the
money for that.’

Cas waves me off dismissively. ‘Money is no problem, little human.’

‘I am not little,” I huff.

He grins. “You are tiny. You barely come up to my chest.’

‘Maybe you’re just a giant.” The wine gives me bravado.

Alex snickers and even Hunter smiles, taking a sip of his wine. He
looks relaxed and carefree, which is so nice to see. It’s like he can finally
ease up a little, knowing he has another person to help make sure we aren’t
in danger.

‘Besides, that’s assuming my sister is out there,’ I say sourly, returning
to the previous conversation. ‘What if this is all for nothing?’

‘It won’t be all for nothing. You met me. That’s an incredible thing not
everyone gets to experience,” Cas declares.

Alex scoffs, shaking his head, but the corners of his mouth twitch.
Hunter chuckles and I join in, our laughs blending together almost
musically.

‘Sure,’ I say.

‘So, let me get this right,” Cas says, leaning forward onto his elbows,
linking his fingers together and resting them against his chin. “You two
completely untrained and inexperienced humans travelled to a known-
vampire-infested town with literally no clue where to start your quest of
finding your missing sister.’

‘Well. When you say it like that, it sounds pretty stupid,’ Alex says.

‘Because it is,” Hunter mutters, swirling the glass of wine in his hand.

‘But charmingly brave, nonetheless,” Cas continues as he arrogantly
taps on his glass, and a man appears to quickly refill it before scampering
off.

“We have had training,’ I interject. “We did a bunch of self-defence
courses and learnt ways to escape dire situations. We didn’t walk into this
with no thought.’

‘Not completely,” Alex added.



‘Right.” Cas nods, looking at the pair of us like we’re simply children
with unachievable ambitions. ‘You’re saying then that you are trained to
outrun a hungry, crazed vampire?’

‘I’m saying we did training to increase our chances of getting away.’

I ignore how uncomfortable Hunter looks about this conversation. I
suppose he doesn’t like the thought of me being in these situations that we
are hypothetically speaking of. Or maybe it reminds him of when the
danger isn’t so hypothetical.

Cas runs his tongue across his teeth, a challenge lighting up those
endlessly deep eyes. ‘Let’s prove your theory, then.’

‘What?’ Hunter growls, whipping his head to look at his friend.

‘Let’s see if they can escape us.’

‘Fuck no,” Hunter splutters, gaping at him. ‘Are you insane?’

‘Insane as they come, my friend,” he says, turning his attention to Alex,
then to me. “What do you say? Are you up for a little game?’

Swallowing my last bite and washing it down with the last remaining
wine in my glass, I set it back down and fix Cas with an intrigued stare.
‘I’m listening.’

“We go out on the street; the hunt begins.’

‘Don’t say hunt.” Hunter winces.

“The game,’ Cas amends. ‘Let’s see if you can escape us.’

I lean back into the chair, exchanging a glance with Alex. He doesn’t
look opposed to the idea, even though I’m feeling a little reluctant. Clearly,
Hunter doesn’t think it’s a good idea, and I trust his judgement.

‘Could be fun,’ Alex says.

‘It’s not meant to be fun,” Hunter grumbles, his hand balling into a fist.
‘It’s supposed to show you whether you really are equipped for a life-or-
death crisis.’

‘Do we get a prize for winning?’ Alex asks.

‘Surviving is your prize.’

Alex rolls his eyes. ‘This is a game, no?’

Cas considers this. ‘All right then. If you somehow escape me, say, you
get back to my car safely, I will give you anything you want.’

Alex nods. ‘Sold.’

‘And if I catch you,’ he says, voice smooth like silk whilst
simultaneously rough. ‘I bite you.’

The colour drains from Alex’s face.



“You will like it.” Cas smirks, looking like he is enjoying this far too
much.

‘Fuck no.’ Alex recoils.

‘Ah, come on.’ Cas tsks, looking disappointed. ‘I grant you anything
you could desire, and you will not grant me one, measly bite? A bite, mind
you, that will give you a high no drug can offer.’

Alex is silent for a few long moments. Cas leans forward, looking at
him intensely. The flush on Alex’s cheeks deepens. ‘It will hurt, won’t it?’

‘Perhaps at first.” Cas shrugs. ‘Depending on how I feel. But the pain
will not last long.’

Alex’s fingers drum against the table. His eyes move to each of our
faces. I can see the gears of his mind ticking over. I don’t dare say a word,
unsure if I want the game to proceed or not.

‘Okay. I’m guessing it isn’t as easy as just walking out to the car?’ he
asks, and I’'m a little surprised at how chilled he sounds about this. Perhaps
it is Cas’s influence that is persuading him.

‘No. You must go somewhere else, and then make your way back to the
car.’

‘Okay,’ Alex relents. ‘Let’s do it.” He faces me. ‘Raya?’

As reluctant as I feel, a part of me wants to test this. We trained hard for
this very thing, and since it is not a real hunt, it will show us what the
limitations of our capabilities are. Besides, I know Hunter won’t let
anything bad happen to me.

‘I’'m in,’ I say, looking at Alex.

‘Me too,’ he agrees.

Hunter exhales, downing the remains of his wine in one swallow.

Cas’s gleam is wicked and an excited tension crackles around the table.

‘Let the game begin.’
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THE PREDATOR

icking my Lies, I adjust my position as I remain squatted low between two
trees, cast completely in the shadows. The two humans and two vampire
hosts spill out onto the street. I can hear the heartbeats of the mortals like a
drum beating inside my skull.

It’s not the humans I’m after, it’s their company. One in particular.

Desperation almost gets the better of me. I want to rush out there and
hold a blade to his neck, demanding he tells me the information I so
achingly seek. But I know he doesn’t know, otherwise we would not be here
right now.

I shall watch.

I will wait.

The time is drawing nearer.

I will be ready for when it does.
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HUNTER

The Protector

THE EXCITEMENT LACED wiTh terror that fills the air around us is palpable. I can
smell it on them. The thrill of the hunt races through me, igniting my entire
body. My fangs tingle, and I rock on the balls of my feet, ready to take off
at any moment. I remind myself this is not real. I don’t condone hunting.
It’s too easy to get wrapped up in it.

“Tick tock,” Cas taunts them, licking his lips, the neon lights of the
nightclubs’ signs drenching his fangs in vivid colouring, bleaching his hair a
magnificent neon green.

‘Okay, let’s plan,” Alex says, turning to Raya.

‘Uh-uh,’ I intervene, placing a firm hand on his arm as it reaches for her.
‘In the real world, you don’t have time for planning.’

Alex huffs, not even looking at me as he turns his back toward me.

“Ten...nine...eight... Cas begins.

Alex and Raya take off at a sprint. Cas and I exchange amused grins.
We move toward a bench off to the side of the pavement.

‘Anyway,’ Cas says, leaning casually against the tree beside him. ‘Talk
to me. What is going on with you and the girl?’

“Yeah, I wanted to talk to you about that,’ I say as I drop into the seat
and rest my elbows on my thighs. ‘Have you ever heard of a human and
vampire bond?’

Cas stills, his eyes slingshotting to me. ‘What?’

Confirming his question, I nod. “Yeah.’

‘I’ve heard of it, sure. Never seen it happen.’

‘I didn’t know it was possible.’

‘It’s very rare,” he says, giving me a curious look.

‘So they say.’



“You know how old I am, and I’ve never heard of it actually
happening.’

I can only nod.

‘How the hell did that happen?’ he questions, pushing off the tree and
coming to sit beside me. He half-turns, directing his entire focus on my face
as he assesses me, as if something in my expression will tell him if I’ve left
anything out.

I quickly brief him on how it occurred. He listens intently, nodding, and
never interrupting my explanation.

‘Well. That’s pretty cool,” he says.

‘Pretty cool?’ I deadpan.

“You’re walking, talking history!’ Cas exclaims, shaking my shoulders,
his cold fingers digging into my bones. ‘Vampirism can be an incredibly
lonely life. Now you have someone to share it with you. This is an amazing
thing, Hunter.’

“Tying her life to mine is not fair on her,’ I argue. ‘Nor is it fair on me.
You should read the articles describing the grief of losing your bonded. It
leads you into ultimate darkness. Complete and utter insanity. Then, you
starve and die.’

‘So,’ Cas says, leaning back, propping up on his elbow. ‘Turn her.’

‘What?’ I jolt in surprise at his words.

“Turn her.’

I’m torn by the thought. A part of me wants to keep her protected and
sheltered from the harshness that can come from being a vampire while the
other half of me is desperate to have her as my equal — to never have to be
without her. The thought of anything happening to her cleaves my chest in
two.

‘And place this curse on her?’

‘Curse?’ Cas scoffs. “What? The ability to get whatever you want? Do
whatever you want? Live to see the entire world, through all its changes.
Gifted with beauty, strength, cunningness.” He shakes his head. “Vampirism
is no curse. It is a gift.’

That is exactly what my brother says. And Theo.

Worry and regret swirls in my gut at the thought of Theo. As much as he
gets on my nerves, [ miss him. I hope he’s okay.

My head falls back, and I look at the dark sky, glittering with colourful,
flickering stars. With my eyesight, I can see the details of them, as if I was a



mortal peering through a telescope. Cas’s words swirl around inside my
head.

A gift, he says.

‘I think they have had a much bigger head start than they should have,’
Cas says, rising to his full height.

“Yeah.’ I sigh, reluctantly standing.

I don’t like the thought of scaring Raya, and further traumatising her.
This is a terrifying thing — being hunted — and she still has nightmares from
what happened to her when she first got to Red Thorne. Yet, I respect that
she’s chosen this, and it’s up to me to show her what she’s truly up against.

‘Let’s go get them.’ Cas grins before he takes off, leaving fallen leaves
circling in his wake.
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RAYA

The Survivor

1race pown THE sTREET, ducking and weaving through traffic and parked cars
like a crazy person. Shouts of protest follow me as I barge not-so-gently
into anyone who gets in my way. Adrenaline courses through my body,
fuelling me to move faster than I thought I was capable of. I have no idea
where Alex ended up. We both sprinted in different directions. I’m not sure
if that was the best decision or a stupid one. Either way, I’'m now at the
mercy of a hunting vampire with no one around to support me. I briefly
wonder if he has made it to the car, or if Cas has tracked him down. My
heartbeat is deafening in my ears as I launch myself down the alley
alongside a club. The door is propped open by a brick and an employee sits
on the ground, a cigarette in one hand, and his phone in the other. He’s so
focused on his phone that he doesn’t see me slip past him and through the
door. I run down the hallway, the music thumping so loud the ground
vibrates beneath my feet.

As a figure appears at the end of the hallway, I skid to a stop, and my
heart plummets into my stomach when Hunter steps out of the shadow. His
dark, menacing tattoos appear all the more so in the dim lighting. He tilts
his head, a predatorial smirk inching across those perfect lips.

I step back. His sharp eyes track my movements.

‘Catch me if you can,’ I breathe, smiling despite the fear coursing
through me. It’s not real fear — I don’t think — but it’s hard to distinguish
since my heartbeat is pulsing madly in my chest to the point it is painful.

Hunter bares his fangs at me. A warmth spreads through the pit of my
stomach as I gaze at them longingly, loving how they feel when they’re
plunged inside my throat.

I wonder how they would feel in other places . . .



Hunter is standing unnaturally still as his cunning eyes assess me
closely.

‘Run, legata una. I am coming for you.’

His words break my trance, and I turn and dart through a door. I’'m
suddenly faced with a throng of people congregating on the dance floor, and
I take a moment to try and see a way through them. Knowing I barely have
seconds, I shoot forward, throwing myself into the centre of the crowded
dance floor. Sweaty bodies bump and grind together, gyrating and thrusting
to the sensual beat playing from the DJ at the front of the dance floor.

Turning, I scan the room, quickly finding Hunter as he drifts along the
edge of the dance floor, smirking.

Hunter draws nearer, slipping between bodies as if he is gliding through
the air. I back up slowly and steadily, trying to find the easiest way to get
back out onto the street. A girl whoops loudly, flinging her bra at the DJ.
Hunter’s eyes quickly follow the movement and I take it as my chance to
flee. Ducking as best I can, I rush toward the closest door, and shove
through it, hoping it leads to the alley. The door bangs shut behind me and I
swallow greedy gulps of untainted air. I peer around me, quickly realising I
have just made a mistake that would have cost me my life if this was a real
hunt.

Instead of ending up somewhere that will lead me back to the safety of
the public, I have somehow detoured to an empty corridor, filled with bright
signs reading, ‘fire exit, use this door’.

‘Shit,’ I curse, spinning around and jiggling the handle.

‘In case of an emergency, this door must remain locked.’

Growling, I shove at the door hopelessly, trying to get it to unlock.
When it doesn’t give, I kick at it angrily. I turn around, taking off at a jog,
and head down the hallway, seeing various fire exit doors that are all
locked.

A blur of motion hurtles past before stopping in front of me. I shriek,
and trip over my own feet in my hurry to backpedal. Before I know what’s
happening, Hunter sweeps me into his arms, and slams me against the wall.
I gasp, and he grins wickedly as his fangs slide out, giving me barely a
second to prepare before he bites savagely into my neck. I scream again, but
it morphs quickly into a moan. The adrenaline surges through my body like
a tsunami as I cling to him, sliding my fingers through his hair. His hands
roam over me, gripping and grabbing me in places I have dreamt of him



touching. He palms my ass, and I love how tightly he holds me against him.
As he continues to suck on my neck, I trail my fingers down his hard
stomach, slipping them underneath his waistband.

‘I want to touch you,’ I plead.

He moans, grinding hard against me. ‘We can’t.’

‘Hunter,’ I whisper. ‘I want you.’ Brushing my fingertips over his skin, I
lean closer. ‘I need you.’

Hunter breathes hard, and I can feel that we’re both rapidly losing the
battle over our self-control as the adrenaline from the hunt and his feeding
overwhelms us. Ignoring his feeble protests, I push my fingers further into
his pants and circle them around his thick length. I feel like all the air
escapes my lungs at the feel of it. Yanking his pants down, he growls as he
withdraws his fangs and pushes his lips to mine as I pump my hand along
his length.

Sinking to my knees, I look up at him, his dark eyes connect with mine,
mirroring the desire I feel as I wrap my lips around him. Hissing, his hips
meet my movements, making me feel all kinds of hot as his heavy breathing
fills my ears, drowning out any other sound around us. I don’t stop until I
gag and my eyes prickle with tears, and I reel back, gasping for air. Hunter
lifts me up and slams his mouth against mine possessively. In one fluid
movement, Hunter tears the top of my dress, ripping the material straight
down the centre, including my lacey bra underneath. My breasts spill forth,
bouncing for a moment before he captures my nipple between his lips. He
sucks it, running his rough tongue across it. Arching my back, I whimper,
reaching down to his length, moving it at a furious pace. His fangs slide
into the tender swell of my breast, and my core throbs from the feel of it.
I’m so caught up in the feeling of his mouth, I forget that my hand is
moving like crazy over him. Warm liquid spills across my hand and he lets
out a roar against my skin as he comes. Both of us are almost out of breath
as he continues to bite. I close my eyes, throwing my head back as I bring
my hand to my mouth. Hunter retracts his fangs, watching me intently as I
lick off his release, loving the taste of him on my tongue.

Hunter makes a deep sound at the back of his throat, hoisting me up
high. I let out a cry, my eyes flying open. I barely have time to reach for the
railing above me. I grip it tightly, as he throws my legs over his shoulders. I
hold myself up as he tears the underwear from my body, opening my legs,
and diving between my thighs. Feeling his tongue lick straight down the



centre of me, I yelp as he buries his face into me. I wrap my legs around his
neck, already quivering, knowing my own release is only moments away.
His tongue ravishes against my swollen clit at an inhumane speed. I come
undone with a scream, feeling the spurts of my desire leave me. He
swallows it up shamelessly, his face now coated in a sheath of wetness.
Completely spent, my grip on the rafter above me loosens and I collapse
into his arms. He cradles me against his chest as the last of my energy
evaporates from my body. My dress is in tatters around me, exposing every
part of my body to him. He sinks to the ground, holding me in his lap.

‘I’m so glad we can do these other things,’ I whisper.

Hunter chuckles and softly kisses my forehead, then my nose, before
lingering on my mouth. He pricks the pad of his fingertip with his fang and
smears it over my lips. I lick it, feeling the energy from him rush into my
body, like a light that was on the verge of blowing out, suddenly burning at
full brightness.

‘How am I going to get out of here?’ I laugh, looking down at the strips
of fabric around my feet. The only part of my outfit still intact are my high
heels. Hunter gently places me on the ground beside him before he gets up
and collects my things. Indents from the heels of my shoes are visible on his
back, but they clear up before my eyes.

‘I’1l go steal something,’ he says.

‘What?’ I exclaim.

‘Be right back.’

After a few moments, he appears with a leather mini skirt and a crop
top. He dresses me quickly. The shirt slips off my shoulder and he adjusts it.

‘Might be a little big,’ he says.

‘I’m not even going to ask how the hell you got these.’

“That’s probably best,” he agrees.

‘Well. I lost the game,’ I say as we walk back to the corridor, the pulse
of the music still humming through the walls. I feel like I’ve just woken up
from an epic massage followed by the most amazing night’s sleep.

‘Didn’t seem so bad losing, did it?’

Smirking, I glance at him. ‘Certainly not.’
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HUNTER

The Protector

ALLOwWING MysELF A FEw ore seconds of holding her hand, I drop it once we are
outside on the street. My senses are on overload in a place like this. All the
sounds of the bustling nightlife, the music, the bright lights . . . it’s easy to
get overwhelmed. Usually, I would zone it all out, but I need to be on high
alert. It’s a fun part of the bond, I’ve discovered — the constant fear that
someone will leap out of the shadows and steal her from me.

I hear Cas and Alex arguing long before I see them. When we reach
them, Alex is looking all kinds of smug while Cas looks extremely pissed
off. Raya and I sigh at the same time. As we approach, Alex spins around to
face us. His eyes flash in confusion — with a hint of anger — when he notices
Raya’s wardrobe change.

‘What the hell happened to you?’ he asks, narrowing his eyes
suspiciously as they flick between the two of us. His hair is messy, and his
clothes a little dishevelled.

‘I got blood all over her clothes,’ I say.

‘Damn, he got you?’

‘Cas didn’t get you?’ Raya exclaims.

“This is one sneaky bastard,” Cas mutters, scowling. ‘Slipped his jacket
off. I tracked in the wrong direction.’

Alex’s smug smile only grows. ‘I hid between a group of people and
made a dash to the car.’

‘Nice!” She grins, looking impressed as they bump knuckles. I can hear
Cas grind his teeth together.

“You won’t win round two,’ he challenges.

‘Game on.’



‘Enough for tonight,’ I say with a headshake. ‘Let’s go back to your
place, Cas. Everyone could use a good night’s sleep.’

“Tomorrow.’ Cas points at Alex. ‘It’s on.’

“You bet it is.’

We pile once more into the small car. I expel a breath and try to grapple
with my self-control as Raya sits on my lap. My hands move to her bare
thighs. Heat ignites inside me, making me all kinds of worked up. I can
hardly think straight when she is this close to me — especially not with our
recent intimacies so fresh on my mind.

The taste of her is potent against my tongue. My new favourite taste.
Even better than her blood, which should be impossible.

Shifting her so that she faces me, I hold her gaze as I lean in to brush
my lips against her shoulder. A shiver rolls through her at my touch.

‘So,’ Alex says, leaning over and draping his arms over the back of the
driver seat, obnoxiously ruining the moment. ‘I guess it’s time for me to get
that favour, yeah?’

It’s a quiet night. Most people are asleep. The faint volume of televisions
nearby tune in and out of my head. I’m sitting on the front porch of Cas’s
house, flicking the lighter in my hand on and off every few seconds.

I love being out at night. Walking or running through the woods.
Bathing in the moonlight. It’s when I feel most calm and comfortable.
When everything around me is still. Looking up at the starry sky, I close my
eyes, hearing the slight whoosh of the world breathing around me. I hear
Cas approaching, his soft footfalls padding along the floor. I exhale, not
really wanting to discuss more about Raya and our predicament right now.
I’m already overthinking everything, talking to Cas about it just makes it
worse.

‘Hey,” he says, digging his hands into his hoodie.

‘Hey.’

‘Can’t sleep?’ Cas asks, rocking on the balls of his feet, gazing out at
the dark sky.

‘Nah.’

“You should try to get a few hours.’

“Yeah. I will.’

“What’s on your mind?’ He drops beside me and plucks the lighter from
my hand, using it to light the end of his cigarette. He tosses it back to me a



moment later.

‘What isn’t on my mind?’ I try to laugh but it sounds strained even to
my ears.

“The girl?’ he guesses.

“Yeah. Just thinking about this bond. It’s easy to tell myself not to give
in and let it grow stronger, but then when I’'m with her . . .’ I exhale sharply,
my mind recalling every delicious moment of the hunt. I can’t get it — or her
— off my mind. The lack of control I have is frustrating. Doing what we did
... it can easily get out of hand. Of course I loved every second of it, but I
specifically told myself not to go there with her. The line between us
continues to get blurrier every day. ‘I can’t control myself.’

‘I say fuck it. Give in. Is it all that bad?’

‘It will only make it more unbearable when we part.’

After the mission, when things come to an end, she will go back to her
life, and I will be there, protecting her, from a distance. It is how it will
have to be to ensure she is safe and able to live her normal, human life.

“Who says you have to be apart?’ Cas frowns, tilting his head curiously.

‘She doesn’t want this life. She never asked for it.’

‘Neither did you,’ he says softly, threading his fingers together as he
leans forward.

‘And I’'m full of regret over those choices that were taken from me,’ I
explain. ‘I don’t want this for her.’

‘Have you actually asked her?’ Cas questions, drawing in a long inhale.
The smoke leaves his lips, disappearing in a cloudy fog.

‘If she wants to be a vampire?’

“Yeah.’

‘No.’

‘Probably should before you make all these decisions on her behalf,’ he
points out with a smirk. ‘I remember how you felt after you turned. We
talked about it, and you got through it. Besides, your situation is very
different to hers.’

Cas helped me immensely after I turned. He has always made me
explore things that I never considered. He always thinks outside the box,
which I like. He offers great advice. As much as we are different in regard
to our personalities, Cas is one of the only people, other than Theo, that I
would consider a true friend.



‘I think it’s a bit soon to be asking her that. She doesn’t even know
anything about us. Not as much as she needs to before making this kind of
decision.’

“Then teach her.’

Picking at my nail bed, I scrape away the skin, watching the blood ooze
out, only for it to heal up just as quick as it split open.

“You’re already in this far, Hunter. The choice on both sides has already
been taken away. Why not embrace it?’

Considering his words, I let my mind explore the possibility of giving in
to the bond and letting our worlds totally and utterly collide. There would
be no going back. But the question is, would we want to?

‘I don’t think our future will be all sunshine and rainbows, Cas.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘If Kian finds out we are bonded,’ I whisper, levelling Cas with a heavy
gaze. ‘He will do everything in his power to take her from me.’

“Your brother is a piece of work,” Cas agrees, looking away from me.
‘But I will be there to protect her, too. He won’t get the chance to touch
her.’

Rubbing my face, I pinch the bridge of my nose. ‘He is the most
cunning vampire I’ve ever known. He is stronger and more powerful than
the both of us. If he wants her, he will take her.’

‘We won’t let it happen, Hunter,” Cas assures me. ‘And if this is really a
concern of yours, you know what you have to do.’

‘What’s that?’

“Turn her,” he whispers. ‘So she can defend herself.’

Tiny, droplets of ice slither through my veins at the thought of taking
her innocence, her humanity, away from her. I don’t know what that would
mean for us and the bond. A part of me wants to cling to her. I don’t want
her to go on with her life, without me. The thought of being apart from her

“Turn her,” Cas repeats. ‘It’s the only real guarantee you can have that
you won’t lose her.’
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RAYA

The Survivor

THE sSoUND oF My FEET pounding against the cement overtakes that of my rapid
heartbeat. I push myself to go faster, my legs screaming in protest, the
muscles burning as I propel forward. Light blinks at me from the end of the
tunnel, taunting me. The harder I run, the farther it seems. Hands circle
around my torso, yanking me back so violently I hear a few bones in my ribs
crack and break upon impact. Teeth slam into my throat, tearing open my
skin. My blood floods out of the open wound, spilling down the front of my
dress, soaking it.

I wake with a scream, wrapped in my sheets, drenched in my own
sweat.

The crunch and twist of my own bones breaking is a sound I will never
forget.

Cold hands touch my face and I whip my head around, meeting the
silver eyes of Hunter. He hovers over me as I lay tangled in the bed.
Wrapping his arm around me, he sits down, dragging me onto his lap.
Pressing his palm against my racing heart, he pushes against it. Gradually, it
slows, the adrenaline fading from me as he absorbs all of my fear and
WOITY.

Slumping forward, I rest my forehead into his shoulder.

‘Bad dreams again?’ he whispers.

‘I can’t stop thinking about being hunted to my death.’

‘We shouldn’t have played that game tonight,” he says quietly. ‘It was
stupid and reckless.’

I stiffen. Does he only mean the hunt, or what happened between us? I
definitely don’t think it was stupid . . . ’No, it’s good practice for the real
thing. I just need to get used to it.’



‘It is not something I wish for you to get used to,’ he says firmly,
tightening his hold on me.

‘I chose this, Hunter. I sent myself on this quest knowing there was a
high chance I would die before I found my sister. I accepted that long
before I met you.’

I will do anything for my sister, including die for her. I’ve always felt
this way. She has been the closest person to me in my life, and I miss her
terribly. The need to find her, and learn what happened, only intensifies
each day.

“You will not die under my watch, legata una. I promise you that. Go
back to sleep.’

I want to ask him to lie with me, but he seems preoccupied, and I can
almost hear his thoughts ticking over. We haven’t seen each other since it
happened. It was only earlier tonight, but the moment we got home, I went
straight to bed. I don’t know if he is regretting what happened, or how he
feels about it — and us. Considering we are bonded, I still find him
extremely difficult to read.

‘Okay.’ I lay down and close my eyes.

I feel the weight shift off the bed as Hunter stands and swiftly leaves the
room. It feels extremely dark and quiet in here now that he’s gone.
Shivering, I bring the blanket up under my chin, and close my eyes. After
half an hour, I still can’t get to sleep, and with a sigh, I rub my eyes, and
quietly get out of bed. I rummage through my bag and withdraw one of
Cora’s journals. Flicking through it, I start reading.

Sometimes I wish I was born into a different life.

Of course I love my family. They mean the world to me. But I wish
things were different. If only I grew up with a wealthy family, in a nice
neighbourhood, with good friends I can rely on, and parents who don’t need
me to help so much. It might be a selfish thing, but I wish I got to enjoy
being a kid.

I don't like living here. In this small, cramped apartment. I want to see
things. Explore the world. Meet new people.

We never have any money. Always living week to week.

I don’t want this anymore.

Life has always been hard. Hard on my mum, hard on me. I tried to be
the big sister Raya could rely on, but it’s a heavy burden to have on my



shoulders. I’'m envious of her. She has been sheltered through so much
because I was always there to protect her.
Life would be so much easier if I was born as someone else.

My heart aches for her. I never would have guessed she felt any of this. I
suppose that’s what she is saying. I was sheltered and protected from the
harsh reality of everything. Of course I knew things were hard for my mum,
but I never knew the extent of it like Cora did.

‘Hey.’

[ startle, the journal slipping from my hands and clattering to the floor.
Alex hovers near the doorway, rubbing his eyes.

‘Christ, Alex,’ I exclaim, placing a hand on my chest. “Where did you
come from?’

‘I didn’t want to interrupt you while you were reading.’

‘Can’t sleep?’ I ask.

He shakes his head. ‘No.’

‘I thought I was ready to do the hunt, but it triggered me from that other
time. I know what we did tonight wasn’t real, but it still brought all the
other stuff up.’ I exhale, flopping back onto my pillows. ‘Ignore me. I’'m
just complaining.’

“You have every right to feel the way you do,’ Alex says, strolling over
and falling into the space beside me. ‘It’s pretty scary shit we have involved
ourselves in.’

‘How are you doing?’ I ask, reaching for his hand, placing mine over it.

‘Fine. I’'m coming around to these guys. A little.” He shrugs. ‘I still
don’t like them, but maybe they’re not all bad.’

‘T agree.’

‘I don’t like how close you and Hunter are becoming. It worries me that
you’re getting in a bit too deep.’

‘I understand that, but it isn’t like I just have a crush on some random
guy. This bonded thing is more serious than I can express,’ I say. ‘It’s
stronger than anything. I can’t control the way I feel. I know the bond has
affected that, but my feelings toward Hunter are genuine.’

Alex chews his lip. ‘Just be careful.’

‘Twill.’

‘I love you,’ he says.



It’s the first time he has ever told me that. I can see it in the way he
looks at me, and how close we have become.

Smiling, I pull him towards me and wrap my arms around him. ‘I love
you, t0o.’

When we break apart, Alex swings his legs over the side of the bed and
gets to his feet, stretching.

‘Night, loser. See you in the morning.’

Rolling my eyes, I shake my head. And there he is, the Alex I know all
too well.

Leaning over the side of the bed, I close the journal and toss it onto my
bag. I make my way to the bathroom. As I wash my hands, I look out the
window. I miss going for night-time strolls. I used to do it all the time. Now,
I sketch, or reread Cora’s journals. I miss the simplicity of going for a night
stroll and forgetting about everything that is going on, even if it is just for a
few moments.

Deciding not to think too much about it — since rationality will surely
win out if I think too hard about what I’m about to do — I step into my
shoes, shrug on a jacket, and slip out the side doo