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Synopsis


Sebastian

Blood. Torture. Murder. They’ve been my only companions for centuries. I haven’t needed or wanted anything else.

Until I see Matty smile. Then something in me, something that’s been dormant for centuries, begins to reawaken. 

Matty doesn’t belong in my world. He’s loving, innocent, and full of joy. The darkness of my life would corrupt him in a heartbeat, but when he’s dragged into it against his will, nothing can stop me delivering my personal brand of justice.

Matty keeps fighting for things I can’t give him, for things I’m no longer capable of. I can’t come between him and his family. I can’t give him what he needs.

But I also can’t stay away from him.

Matty

I’m surrounded by couples in love.

Once, I thought that’d be me. That I’d be swept off my feet and experience the kind of epic love you only see in movies.

Now, I know better.

A horrific night taught me to look for other things in a partner. Someone who’s predictable. Safe. Stable.

Sebastian is anything but.

Everyone tells me to stay away from him, but I don’t understand their concerns. How can he be a villain when all he’s shown me is kindness?

He makes me want things I thought I’d given up on. Things I’m too scared to admit I still want.

The trouble is, I can’t figure out what Sebastian wants. He tells me he can’t say no to me, but he won’t open up. He says to stay away from him, but he keeps coming around.

One thing is for sure, Sebastian is who I want in my future.

But how can I keep fighting for us if I’m the only one doing it?

Justice is a MM PNR romance about a grumpy vampire assassin and the sunshine human he can’t stay away from. The second in the Damned Connections series, each book will follow a different couple as they find their HEA. Although better read in order, these books can stand alone.


For Nicole Dykes - my most aggressive cheerleader

Love your face!
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Prologue - Sebastian
OCTOBER 1432


Candlelight danced over the room, mingling with the laughter of my family. The wind was howling outside the castle walls, but inside our banquet hall there was nothing but warmth.

My heart was full as I looked around the table at all the smiling faces. We were gathered for my youngest sibling’s birthday. Amelie was turning three, clapping her chubby hands together at the attention my mother was lavishing on her.

Being vampires, birthdays were not something we tended to celebrate. Contrary to the rumours circulating among the villagers, vampires were born, not made. Conceiving was difficult though—nature’s way of ensuring the human population was not overrun by the supernatural one.

Amelie was an unexpected miracle. My parents had already borne three children: myself, Geralt, and Magnus. The three of us had all been birthed within two decades, and Amelie’s arrival three hundred years later had been a surprise, to say the least.

So yes, we were celebrating her birthday. There was little we would not do for her. Her birth had heralded a new beginning for our family. We had always been close, but there was something about Amelie that knitted us all together. She was the sunshine that we wanted to protect.

Our world could be a cruel one, but our clan was strong. Our presence kept the neighbouring supernaturals in line. We lived a quiet life on the outskirts of a popular human town. It allowed us to feed as needed, but we were careful never to hurt anyone. We wanted to co-exist with the humans.

The proof of that sat to my right, his warm hand clasped in my cool one. Laurent, the son of a washerwoman, had taken a wrong turn in the woods about a year ago. Losing his footing, he had skidded down a hill, knocking his head in the process.

Fortunately, I had been out for a ride at the time, and my supernatural hearing had alerted me to Laurent’s plight. I had thanked god every day since that I had been the one to find him. Our land bordered that of the Cameron Clan, and unlike us, they had little respect for human life. Their leader, Jeremiah, was barbaric. He harboured the belief that supernatural beings were the superior race. That we should rule the humans, treating them no better than slaves.

Needless to say, our relationship with the Camerons was turbulent, but thanks to our strength and numbers, they tended to keep to their land. There might have only been five of us, not counting Amelie, but we were more powerful than their entire clan put together.

If one of them had discovered Laurent, that day would have been his final one on earth. I could not bear to think of it now. The thought of anything happening to him was painful.

I had taken one look at Laurent’s beautiful face and fallen instantly. I had never given away my heart before, but it had handed itself to this quiet human before I had even realised what was happening.

The past twelve months had been the happiest of my immortal life so far. Laurent completed me in ways I had not realised I was missing.

My family were all shooting me covert looks whenever Laurent’s attention was elsewhere. Papa winked. Maman smiled. And my brothers? They smirked.

All of them knew about the box in the pocket of my breeches. The question I was going to ask Laurent later tonight.

No, we could not marry in the traditional sense. As vampires though, we could choose a mate. A person to offer our immortality to.

I could not wait to start living the rest of my eternity with Laurent by my side.

“It is a shame Tobias was unable to join us.” Papa’s deep voice rumbled as he reached for his wine laced with Adamanthea. Adamanthea was one of the few substances that could intoxicate us. Only served on special occasions, all of my family bar Amelie were drinking some. Even Laurent was drinking, but naturally, he had ordinary wine.

I, however, was not drinking anything. I wanted a clear mind when Laurent agreed to be my mate. I did not want to forget a second of it.

Not wanting Laurent to become suspicious, I had taken the glass my father poured out and even pretended to sip from it. My subterfuge made me feel giddy. Everything about this night would be perfect for my love. I was certain of it.

“It is a shame,” I responded. Tobias was my cousin on my father’s side and, aside from my brothers, the being I was closest to. Both his parents had been tragically killed by a group of mages a century before. “Unfortunately his ship was delayed leaving port. He hopes to join us in a few weeks though.”

Amelie began to squeal as Maman presented her with yet another gift. Some might have said we spoiled Amelie, but how could we not? We were addicted to the way her face lit up. The way she clapped her hands and kicked her feet in excitement.

Laurent fidgeted in his seat beside me and I frowned. Leaning closer, I dropped my voice to a whisper. “My love? Is something wrong?”

Laurent’s golden hair fell over his forehead as he ducked his head. “I have a headache. May we get some air?”

I frowned. You could not miss the shrieking wind beyond the walls. “Outside? I do not think that is wise.”

“Please,” Laurent whispered. His hand was trembling in mine. My instincts were rattled. This was the issue with being with a human. Their needs were so much more complex than ours. “Let us walk outside.”

I was not one to deny him anything. Besides, a proposal under the moonlight would be a romantic story. “Of course, my love.”

My family all looked up as we pushed back our chairs. Maman frowned slightly. “Is everything all right?”

“Yes,” I responded with a reassuring smile. “We are going to take a turn about the gardens.”

Laurent was already out the door, missing the way my family beamed at me. They must have thought I was going to propose outside. I was, but only because a walk was what my Laurent wanted.

I bent down to brush a kiss over Amelie’s curls as I passed. “We will return shortly.”

Maman caught me with her hand on my wrist. “Congratulations, my son.”

“We are happy for you,” Papa added, his arm going around Maman’s shoulders. “There is nothing more valuable in this life than love and finding your mate. Go and claim yours.”

I blew them both a kiss before hastening my steps. The ring I had for Laurent was an ancient family heirloom, one my parents had bestowed on me when they gave me their blessing for this union.

They had presented the best possible example to follow. Mated since before the birth of Christ, my parents had not spent a single day apart since they had met.

I had been searching for a love like theirs since I had reached my maturity, and now I had Laurent. I knew without a shadow of a doubt that he was the one I was meant to be with.

Entering the corridor, I frowned. Laurent was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he had already made his way to the gardens.

I smiled at servants as I passed. They may have been human, but they had served my family for generations. They were loyal to us, and their loyalty was greatly rewarded.

Stepping into the garden, I spotted Laurent on the edge of the tree line. Something shifted in my gut at seeing him so far from the castle.

It took me less than a minute to join him. Putting my hand on his shoulder, I turned him to face me. He was pale, ever so pale. “My love, are you not well?”

He gave me a thin smile. “’Tis but a headache. Come, let us walk through the woods.”

I eyed the trees sceptically. “Perhaps the paths of the formal gardens would be more suitable. It is cold and dark, my love. I do not want you catching a chill.”

“I am fine.” Laurent waved off my concern, already striding off into the darkness. “You will keep me safe while we walk.”

This was true. Even though the border with the Cameron Clan ran through the centre of the woodland, we had nothing to fear. Laurent had known my true nature from day one. We did not keep secrets from one another.

Laurent was walking briskly, sticks cracking beneath his feet. I followed him, as silent as the shadows, my fingers toying with the small box in my pocket. Should I ask him now? It seemed appropriate, given this was where we had first met.

My lips curved in a broad smile as I realised where Laurent was leading us. The small hunting cabin came into view. It was where I had carried him the day he had been injured. Where I had nursed him back to health.

Where we had first made love.

Yes, this was the right spot. Offering him eternity in the place where I had given him my heart was perfect. Perhaps I had not been as subtle in my planning as I had believed. Trust Laurent to take my idea and make it even more special.

Laurent strode into the cabin and stopped dead in the centre. He was facing away from me. His whole body was trembling. His hands were in fists at his sides.

My poor love. He had no need to be nervous. One little question and we would be starting our eternity.

Together.

“Do not worry, my love,” I murmured, resting my hands on his shoulders. He flinched at my touch, ducking out of my reach.

“Laurent?” My brow furrowed as I stepped towards him. “What is wrong?”

“Nothing.” He lifted his chin, but could not hide the way his lip was trembling. “Nothing, Seb. Everything is as it should be.”

I opened my mouth to question him, but a faraway sound had me freezing.

A scream.

Amelie.

My blood curdled as a wave of noise hit me at once.

Yelling. Snarls. Bellowing.

Howling.

Fear clawed its way up my throat, choking me. Grabbing Laurent by the shoulders, I steered him towards a wardrobe in the corner. “Stay in here. Do not open this door for anyone but me. Understand?”

“I understand, Seb.” Laurent was shaking even more now. No doubt that was because of my reaction. We were too far for him to be able to hear the racket at the castle.

I pressed a hasty kiss to his lips, hating that I had to leave him. “I will be back, Laurent. Do not fear.”

“I have nothing to fear.”

That was right. He knew I would not let anything hurt him.

I did not bother locking the cabin. No ordinary lock would keep out a wolf shifter. I just had to pray that they were all distracted at the castle and would not come looking this far out.

The screams and shouts got louder as I drew closer to my home. I was the wind between the trees, moving so fast that my feet were barely touching the ground. Every howl had my fear ratcheting higher.

Just how many wolves were there?

I raced through the door we had left via earlier, skidding on a pool of blood.

The servant I had smiled at earlier was slumped against the wall, a gaping hole where her throat had once been.

Fury began to wend its way through my veins. How dare these wolves break into our home? How dare they hurt those under our protection?

We would make them all pay.

Grabbing my stakes from my belt, I ran for the banquet hall. I passed three more bodies in the hall, all servants who had been with us for decades. The final one was only feet away from the doorway to the hall, a knife clutched in his hand, as though he had died trying to defend my family.

He would be buried with the highest honours, but first, I needed to assist the others.

Stepping carefully over his body, I came to a halt in the doorway.

The sight made my vision go hazy. For a second, it was as if I had left my body and was floating above the horrifying scene. A shrieking noise filled my ears. A scream. Where was that coming from?

Oh. It was coming from me. From my mouth, contorted in horror. From my heart, which lay in pieces.

I tried to take it in. But I could not.

I could not focus on what remained of my papa, recognisable only by the tunic he had been wearing.

Nor on Maman, her bloodied body cradling Amelie’s.

Even in eternal death, she was trying to protect her.

But she had been too late. Amelie was too still. Her curls too matted. Her pale skin now scarlet.

Magnus had fallen close to them. His unseeing eyes were staring at the pair, as if he had wanted them to be the last thing he saw before he relinquished his immortality.

“Seb!”

Geralt’s roar had me slamming back into my body. My brother was fighting off three wolves. Panic filled his eyes as his arm was torn from his body. “Seb, run!”

I did not think. I just moved.

My first stake found its home in the neck of the wolf who still had Geralt’s arm in his jaws. The second I thrust through the jaw of another.

The third wolf? I grabbed his snout between my bare hands, shoving it backwards until there was a satisfying crack.

Geralt fell to the ground, his body trying and failing to heal itself. “Seb, you have to run. Leave. It is too late for me.”

“No,” I said with a snarl, ripping the tapestry from the wall. Within seconds, I had torn a strip from it and tied it around Geralt’s shoulder, I tried desperately to stop the blood flow. I gritted my teeth in frustration. “Why are you not healing?”

“Seb.” Geralt’s voice was faint. I forced myself to meet his green eyes, so similar to my own. “It is too late.”

A choked sob fell from my lips. “No. It is not too late. I refuse to let you die. Do you hear me? I refuse.”

Geralt lowered his remaining hand to the bottom of his tunic. Seeing what he was trying to do, I lifted it. The sight of the bites littering his torso broke another piece of my heart.

“No, no, no,” I sobbed. “No, Geralt. You cannot leave me.”

“I must,” Geralt said hoarsely. “I cannot recover from this. And you must flee, Seb. Now. There are two more searching for you.”

Laurent. Was he safe?

“I am sorry, Seb,” Geralt’s voice was getting fainter with every word. “I do not know what happened. They overpowered us with ease. I do not understand it.”

“No, I am sorry,” I choked out, pulling his head into my lap. “I should have been here. I should not have left.”

Geralt gave me a weak smile. “Do not punish yourself, Seb. Of us all, you are the one with the biggest heart. Do not let this break it.”

It was too late. Pieces of it were scattered around the room. Geralt would take another piece with him with his final breath.

“Promise me,” he said urgently. “Promise me to not let this haunt you.”

“I promise,” I choked, already knowing it was a lie.

“Please…go,” Geralt wheezed. “Do not let them kill you too.”

“I will not leave you,” I replied stubbornly. “I am with you. Always.”

“And I will always be with you, Seb.” Geralt smiled up at me. “Be happy, Seb. For us.”

How could I be happy without them? They were my family. Other than Laurent, they were my everything.

I held Geralt until his chest stopped moving. Footsteps echoed down the hall. I had left it too late. Geralt had been right, I could have fled.

But I would not have left him to die alone. I could not have. I just had to hope my choice had not cost me Laurent too.

Pressing a shaky kiss to my brother’s forehead, I shifted him from my lap to face the remaining wolves.

Jeremiah, alpha of the Cameron Clan, and his beta, Bessie, stood there in human form. Their eyes ran over the dead wolves with barely a flicker of emotion.

My fangs descended rapidly, venom filling my mouth. “You made a mistake today.”

Jeremiah sneered. “No. Your clan did that the day you moved in and believed you could lord your power over the rest of us.”

“We just wanted to live in peace,” I hissed. “What is wrong with that?”

“Everything,” Jeremiah retorted. “Humans are scum. They do not deserve our love or protection. With your clan out of the way, we wolves will make this area our own. Soon, we will have taken over the whole country. Humans will be taught their proper place—kneeling at our feet.”

I snarled, thinking of Laurent and all the joy he had brought to my life. “You do not understand the meaning of love.”

To my surprise, Bessie began to laugh. The sound was shrill, piercing to my ears. “Oh, you foolish being. How easily you were blinded by folly.”

I stared at her in confusion.

Jeremiah grinned, stepping back and gesturing to someone in the corridor. “Indeed. I think it is time we let Sebastian understand how this all happened.”

Laurent appeared between them and I surged forwards.

“No you don’t,” Bessie chirped, slipping a dagger beneath my chin. “Trust me, LeClerc, you’re going to want to hear this.”

My family name on her tongue had my blood boiling. “Hurt him and I’ll end you with your own dagger.”

Bessie clucked her tongue. “Oh, Sebastian. You fool. I knew you were easily manipulated, but this is ridiculous.”

What was she talking about?

“Please, just leave Laurent be.”

“You do not need to worry about me,” Laurent spoke up suddenly. There was something in his eyes I had never seen before.

Disgust.

“Like I told you earlier, I have nothing to fear.”

Then he took a step sideways, towards Jeremiah. The wolf smirked at me widely as he threw an arm around my love’s shoulders and pressed a familiar kiss to his temple.

No.

Something dark began to bloom in my stomach. Something new. Something twisted.

“I do not understand.”

“I hardly think it is that difficult to comprehend,” Jeremiah drawled. “Laurent is my lover. He seduced you, worked his way into your heart, your home, your family. Then he arranged for us to take you down. Once and for all.”

“No,” I shoved Bessie’s dagger away, and she let me. I took a trembling step towards Laurent, blinking around the tears filling my eyes. “No, my love. Tell me it is not true.”

Laurent shrank back from my hand. “I am not, nor have I ever been your love. My heart has always belonged to another.”

Jeremiah tugged him closer gloatingly. “Laurent has been working for me all this time. He told us you would all be gathered tonight. The easiest route in. He led you, the strongest among them, to the cabin to weaken your clan’s numbers.”

With every word, the darkness in my stomach began to spread. It worked its way through my veins, changing me in a way I knew I would not come back from. “No.”

“You have not even heard the best part,” Jeremiah crowed. “Did you not wonder how we were able to overpower everyone so easily?”

The shrieking noise was back in my ears, but it was coming from inside me now. An internal shattering that would never be repaired.

Laurent could no longer meet my gaze. Still, he was the one I directed the question to. “What did you do?”

He did not answer me, shrinking closer to Jeremiah.

“He drugged the Adamanthea,” Bessie explained, throwing her dagger into the air and catching it again by the handle. “It slowly drained all of your powers as the evening went on. We will kill you as easily as we did your family.”

I continued to stare at Laurent. “Why?”

“I love him,” he said simply. He smiled up at Jeremiah in a way I had never seen him smile at me. “He’s promised me eternity.”

“I would have given you eternity,” I whispered. “I would have given you everything.”

Laurent dismissed me with a wave of his hand. “You are not the one I want. You are not the one I choose. You never will be.”

Jeremiah removed his arm from around Laurent’s shoulders. “Any last words?”

I bared my fangs at him. “No. Because I am not the one who will be dying today.”

“As wrong as you are, you are not the one I was talking to.”

That was all the warning Jeremiah gave before his hand transformed into a massive paw. His claws sliced across Laurent’s stomach in a single swipe.

Despite his betrayal, I found myself giving an anguished bellow as Laurent fell to his knees. He touched the wound before gazing at his bloodied hands in horror. “Why?”

“You have outlived your usefulness. You cannot honestly believe I would tie myself to a human for eternity?”

Laurent slumped to the floor, unable to hide the heartbreak on his face. Tears rolled down his face as he realised he had been manipulated as easily as I had.

We were fools. Love had made fools of us both.

“Now it is your turn,” Jeremiah did not bother to shift. Bessie leaned against the wall as she waited for Jeremiah to kill me.

Laurent and I were not the only fools in this room.

I waited until Jeremiah was within arm’s reach before launching into action.

I grabbed his hair, yanking his head to the side. I had no plans to drag this out. I needed to dispatch the two of them quickly. I needed to get out of this room. Away from every reminder of how I had failed. How my foolish, foolish heart had cost me everything.

It was a mistake I would never make again.

Jeremiah barely had time to give a gasp of surprise before my fangs tore his throat open. With the venom coating my teeth, there would be no recovery for the alpha.

Laurent’s cry of horror was drowned out by Bessie’s shriek. She shifted, her dagger clattering to the floor.

Her wolf was covered in fur as dark as night. Her lips peeled back to reveal her fearsome fangs.

I smirked at her, flashing my own fangs in return. We both knew whose were more lethal.

It took multiple wolf bites to take down a supernatural as powerful as myself.

But it would take just one bite from me. Bessie was still labouring under the misapprehension that I had drunk the drugged Adamanthea. That I was weakened. Easily beaten.

Her error would prove fatal.

We launched ourselves at one another, the force of our collision sending us sprawling into the dining table. The table at which I had sat with my family less than an hour before. Where we had been laughing. Planning my future with Laurent.

Now they were dead. Because of me. Because of my foolish, naive heart.

Bessie and I grappled, neither of us able to get the upper hand. Then, from the corner of my eye, I spotted two things.

Amelie’s tiny hand on the stone floor, and a shining blade inches away from it.

My fist connected with Bessie’s jaw, making her retreat with a yelp. In one smooth motion, I grabbed the cool handle of the dagger.

When Bessie threw herself at me again, I was ready. The blade sank into her throat as though it were butter.

“I warned you,” I said simply. Then I leaned forward and sank my fangs into her neck.

I held on to her longer than I had Jeremiah, refusing to let her die quickly. The sight of Amelie had solidified the darkness into me. It was everywhere now. It had shaped me anew.

There was no going back now. Not for me.

When she was dead, I yanked her dagger back and stared at the blade. There was vampire blood on it. Which of my family had she used it on?

I rubbed it against my tunic. I would keep this blade with me always. It would be a reminder of what I had lost. What I would never risk again.

“Seb…”

A broken cry had me stalking over to where Laurent lay. His wound was fatal. He was hovering mere inches from death. “Seb…save me.”

I could not believe what I was hearing. “What?”

“Save me…” he begged. “Please. Make me your mate. I will learn to love you. I will. Just save me.”

Numbness filled me from head to toe. Had it only been this evening that I had been prepared to give him everything?

“Please. You love me. You love me, so save me.”

My face was expressionless as I spoke my final words to him. “I love nothing and no one. Not anymore. You made certain of that. Love has cost me everything. I will not make the same mistake twice.”

I leaned into that numbness as Laurent’s soul left his body. I refused to let myself feel anything for his passing.

I held on to that feeling as I buried each member of my family. As I wrote to Tobias to inform him of the news before he could depart. As I put a torch to our home and watched it burn.

I did not think I would feel anything ever again.

Good.


Chapter 1

Sebastian
PRESENT DAY


There could have been several reasons why I, a notorious vampire assassin, was sitting on a roof on a chilly night in mid-October.

I could be here on a job, stalking my prey at a distance before making my move.

Or maybe I was hunting for information. Perhaps I was gathering intelligence that I could use to my advantage at a later date.

I could even be hiding from a tail…not that anyone was ever good enough to be able to find me. Even Hell’s most infamous tracker couldn’t discover my location unless I wanted him to.

There were many sensible, logical reasons that could have explained why I was perched on a roof in the centre of Southampton.

Fuck, how I wished any of them actually applied. Anything would be more logical than the actual reason I was here.

Across the street, a raucous party was underway. Laughter mixed with poor karaoke as the people inside threw aside their stresses for a night of…fun.

God, it made me shiver just to think of it.

Even worse, the attendees were gathered to celebrate the birthday of a human. A tiny scrap of a man who had somehow managed to snag not one, but two of the most powerful supes ever created. Dagon, one of the sons of Lucifer himself, and Dimitri—an archangel turned demon. Both of them were head over heels for Lucky, the aforementioned human who’d squealed with delight on finding they’d arranged a surprise party for him.

Pathetic behaviour. Almost as pathetic as them throwing him a party in the first place. Although, humans were ridiculously fragile, even when mated to supes. Perhaps celebrating them making it through another year wasn’t as preposterous as I’d thought.

Unsurprisingly, my opinion on humans had taken quite the U-turn since that fateful night long ago.

The front door opened below, making me scramble up from my lounging position. Disappointment coiled in my gut as two figures appeared, neither of them the one I was waiting for.

Mori, the tracker from Hell who was completely oblivious to my presence, strode towards a car. His mate, a water mage called River, was thrown over his shoulder. I eyed him warily. I’d made the mistake of…upsetting him a while back and earning his wrath.

It was something I did often. Upsetting people. Probably why I hadn’t warranted an invitation to the party I was spying on.

Not that it bothered me that I hadn’t been invited. It wasn’t like they were strangers or anything. I knew every supernatural in that house, and a few of the humans too.

None of them liked me, and I had to say, the feeling was mutual.

The opinion of others wasn’t something I particularly cared about. Not anymore. Honestly, I wasn’t normally in one place long enough to make an impression either way.

It made my presence here all the more troubling. Aside from the odd job I’d already had booked in, I hadn’t left Southampton for several months.

For some reason, I couldn’t stay away.

That’s a lie, my inner voice taunted me.

Okay, I knew the reason. But I didn’t fucking understand it.

And it was driving me to do strange things.

Like stalk a party from a distance. A party I likely could’ve scored an invite to if I’d just reached out to my cousin, Toby. He was a solid part of their little crew. Unlike me, Toby enjoyed being around others. Love and happiness were things that came easily to him.

They were things the old version of me had yearned for, but he didn’t exist anymore. He’d died centuries ago, along with my family.

Toby, however, willingly sought out the company of others—including humans. First as a doctor, and now as a manager in a bar. For heaven’s sake, it wasn’t even like he was doing so to have easy access for feedings. Like most vampires these days, Toby used a blood bank.

Ridiculous behaviour. Humans were literally food for us.

My inner voice decided to prick at me a bit more. So why have you stopped feeding from them and started using a blood bank too?

It’s more convenient, I told myself. Yes, that was why. It wasn’t because the few times I’d tried recently, I’d not been able to bring myself to pierce the skin of the humans I’d acquired.

I hadn’t seen humans as anything other than a source of sustenance for a very long time. They were fickle and troublesome. And god, they made the most terrible racket when killed.

Why couldn’t they do the considerate thing and die with a little decorum?

Mori and River returned a couple of hours later, exchanging kisses as they walked. Revolting.

Not long after, the door swung open again, but once more I was disappointed. River’s twin, Blaise, slunk out into the night. His hands were deep in his pockets, his head hanging low.

I counted in my head. One. Two. Three.

My cousin slipped from the house. A smug smirk tilted my lips as I watched him stalk the mage through the night. No one seemed to know what was going on between Blaise and Toby, least of all them. Whatever it was seemed to induce epic levels of pining and angst.

I looked away in disinterest. Their melodrama wasn’t the reason I was here either.

Finally, after what felt far too long given I was immortal, the reason for my strange behaviour stepped through the door and into the night.

I leaned forward, wishing I was close enough to smell the lemon and mint that seemed to envelop him. It was too risky though. This was close enough to get what I needed.

“Come on,” I urged in a whisper, my hands gripping the tiles. “Give me what I want, sunshine.”

Like he’d heard me—impossible given his human ears—Matty lifted his head.

I held my breath, waiting.

And then it happened.

The smile bloomed as fresh as morning dew on a meadow. He didn’t just smile with his lips, but his whole face. His eyes, cheeks, brows, they all arranged themselves with perfectly fluid artistry. It was as though he was drawing on the purity in his soul, gifting those in his vicinity with more grace than they’d had before.

Then someone spoke, turning his face away from me.

I exhaled shakily, falling back on the roof. My heart was hammering in my chest, the way it had every time I’d seen Matty smile.

I didn’t understand it. I didn’t like it.

But apparently I needed it.

The first time I’d met Matty, I’d dismissed him as an insignificant, albeit very pretty, human. A combination of golden curls, deep brown eyes, and a smattering of freckles that might have piqued my interest once upon a time. My attention had flicked over him with as much emphasis it would an ant.

But then he’d smiled…and all was lost.

I couldn’t get enough of it. After centuries of feeling nothing, Matty’s smile made me feel too much.

It was addictive.

I’d tried to stay away, but as with every addiction, it wasn’t long before it was calling to me like a siren. I found myself seeking him out, watching him from afar, waiting for these little moments. I hoarded them like a miser, flicking through the memories whenever life kept me from him for too long.

Matty was heading down the road, but fortunately he wasn’t alone. He was flanked on one side by his brother, a human called Leo. I had to begrudgingly admit that he was a skilled fighter.

For a human.

However, it was the figure on his other side that had me relaxing. Ferry, formerly the boatman of the river Styx, was scanning the night. As supes, we had to expect threats at any time. Coming from any direction.

Given my occupation, I was one of the reasons why supes like Ferry could never fully relax.

I felt no guilt over it. The jobs I took on were always well researched before I signed on the dotted line. The lives I removed from this world didn’t deserve to be a part of it any longer. They were the lowest of the low. Scum that even demons wouldn’t touch with a barge pole.

I didn’t care if they were human or supe. Male or female. The only criteria I needed was the list of their crimes.

Then I became the face of their nightmares.

It was a face I never wanted Matty to see. On anyone, not just me. That was why I was so glad Ferry was accompanying him. A supe would be signing his death warrant to challenge Ferry now his powers had fully returned. As Matty’s future brother-in-law, it was in Ferry’s best interests to protect him.

Good. I needed him safe. The thought of anything happening to him made me want to break bones.

Ideally, those belonging to anyone who caused him to lose his smile.

Thankfully, Matty had befriended a group of the most dangerous supes on earth. Not that he was aware of this. From our single meeting, it was clear that Matty knew nothing of our world.

Not that it mattered. They’d keep him safe now he was part of their inner circle.

I stalked along the rooftops, following them at a distance. What was it like, that sense of belonging?

I might’ve known it…once. But that was a very long time ago. I’d forgotten what it felt like.

Unlike my cousin, it wasn’t something I’d sought out again, but I had to admit their blind loyalty made me curious.

I didn’t take my attention off Matty for a second. The darkness was no barrier for my vision. I could clearly make out the relaxed swing of Matty’s hands. The way he subtly bounced on his toes when excitement overtook him.

I couldn’t see his face from back here, but that was okay. That smile would be enough to get me through at least the next few days.

Hopefully.

I followed them all the way back to the flat Matty shared with his brother, Leo. I couldn’t go any further, not without alerting Ferry to my presence.

No, this would have to be enough. The knowledge felt like a blow to my stomach.

I poked at it with a scowl. How dare it be so…finicky.

Nothing made sense where Matty was concerned. The funny thing was, I didn’t even like him. In truth, I knew almost nothing about him. I had no intention of finding anything out, either.

It was just that damned smile.

Maybe if vampires had fated mates like the demons, it would make more sense. But we didn’t. Like shifters, our mates were people we chose.

And after Laurent’s betrayal, there was no way I’d choose a human as my eternal mate.

Even if Matty’s smile was more beautiful than the stars.


Chapter 2

Matty


Cream the butter and sugar. Add the eggs. Sieve in the flour.

I hummed as I walked through the steps, my hands moving nimbly. This cake batter was something I could make in my sleep, but sometimes when my brain was noisy, I found it soothing to talk it through in my head.

Mix until it’s a drop-like consistency. Pour into greased tins.

My brain was rarely this noisy, but after a night out a few months ago…

Nope. We don’t think about that.

I scraped the spoon around the bowl to catch any lingering drops.

Bang the tins on the counter to expel air.

I’d just slid them into the oven when a door opened on the other side of the flat. My brain quieted further, my mood lifting at the knowledge that I was about to have company.

“Good morning,” I sang as Ferry appeared. I was already putting a cup under the espresso machine, making his preferred drink. “Sleep well?”

“Perfectly.” He gave me a charming smile that I was sure made my brother go weak in the knees, but it didn’t do anything for me.

Apparently I preferred a scowl to a smile. A face drifted into my mind—an image of the most perfect scowl I’d ever seen.

I’d only seen it once, but that had been enough to have it seared into my soul.

“You don’t have to make me coffee,” Ferry said as I handed him his cup.

“I like taking care of people,” I said simply, turning my focus to the icing. We did this little dance every morning, but it made me genuinely happy to do it.

And did I maybe do it to make sure he sat with me for a bit? If that was true, I’d never admit it.

I was sure Ferry would’ve sat with me anyway. He seemed to suspect how lonely I was when Leo was on shift. My brother was a firefighter—a career he absolutely adored—but he worked long hours, meaning I often went days without seeing him.

Which was fine. Totally normal. It wasn’t like many brothers lived together into adulthood. And it also wasn’t like he was my sole support system. I had a great relationship with my parents and a variety of different friends I could call upon if I wanted company.

But even though I tried to remind myself that I had more than most, it still wasn’t enough. The loneliness I tried so hard to keep at bay still crept in.

For a long time, I’d believed that maybe it was love I was missing. A passionate, all-consuming love. A love to write stories about.

It existed for some people. You only had to look at how Leo and Ferry were together to see that.

But that wasn’t what I was searching for. Not anymore.

No longer was I looking for fiery passion. For a love that would excite me. For a partner who would worship me.

Don’t get me wrong, I was still looking for a partner, but my criteria had shifted. Now I wanted someone safe. Someone I could come home to at the end of the night and share details about my day with. Someone who would never hurt me. They didn’t need to excite me, they just needed to be safe. Dependable. Predictable.

Until then, I’d content myself with my family and friends.

“You’re baking early again,” Ferry said as I whipped up the buttercream.

“Yep.” It wasn’t difficult to force cheer into my voice. I was used to being the sunny, happy one. It was my default state. “Woke up early and decided I fancied Victoria sponge cake.”

Okay, so maybe I omitted the fact that a nightmare had woken me, but Ferry didn’t need to know that. I’d already caught him and Leo worrying over me more often than necessary.

They didn’t need to know that night still haunted me in my sleep.

“Hmm.” Ferry eyed me over his coffee like he knew I was hiding something. “What’s on your agenda for today?”

“Lucky is picking me up later and taking me to the bookshop to see the renovations.” Lucky was one of my closest friends and I’d been at his birthday party only a week earlier. His brothers-in-law, Oscar and Cal, had had a fire in their bookshop, and by all accounts it had destroyed it. I’d popped in a few times, but I was excited to see the latest developments. “Then tonight, I’m going out with Riley and Ethan.”

Riley and Ethan were my friends from university. Riley was constantly on the prowl, never appearing to want to settle down. Ethan, however, was happily coupled up with Dave, who he’d met around the same time Leo and Ferry had started dating. I was amazed he was leaving him to come out with us, to be honest.

“You’re going to The Closet, right?”

I smiled at Ferry’s question. I didn’t know why he and Leo were so insistent on us going there. Maybe it was because they knew the owners. Mori and River were another set of Lucky’s brothers-in-law.

All of Lucky’s brothers-in-law were queer and coupled up with super-hot men.

Lucky himself had not one but two partners, and I’d never seen people as happy as their triad. I’d asked him once if they ever got jealous of each other. He’d laughed.

“No. If anything, if two of us are together without the third, it’s just…hot. Seeing Dimitri making Dagon happy makes me happy. And vice versa.”

It worked for them. I didn’t think it would for me though. I was secretly selfish—something I hid from everyone. I wanted to be the centre of someone’s universe. The sole person they loved and treasured above everyone…

My brain came to a screeching halt. No. That wasn’t what I wanted. Not anymore.

It’s not what I want. It’s not.

Looking for that had led me to men like the one I’d gone home with. It was too dangerous.

I realised belatedly that I hadn’t answered Ferry’s question. “Yes, we’re going to The Closet. I think Lucky’s going to try and join us too.”

Ferry’s shoulders visibly relaxed. “Fantastic. I’m sure you’ll have a great time. Just remember, if anyone gives any of you any trouble⁠—”

“We’re to let one of the staff know.” I reached over and patted his hand. “I know. But don’t worry. I’m sure that won’t happen. We’re just going to dance and have fun.”

Ferry disappeared off to shower, leaving me alone to set my cooling cake on the counter.

Yes. I was going to go out. Dance. Have fun.

And maybe tomorrow, I’d start the hunt for my stable man. My safe partner.

Then this loneliness would leave me alone, once and for all.
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Caffeine Daydreams pumped from the club’s speakers. Ethan was on one side of me, Lucky on the other. My arms were in the air as we screamed our way through the bridge of “Tease.” Riley was with us, but he was thoroughly distracted by a bear who’d hit on him half an hour before.

Once upon a time, I wouldn’t have left the house wearing trousers as tight as these. I certainly wouldn’t have paired them with this sheer black tank or the pastel pink lace thong hidden under my trousers. Nor would I have felt confident enough stepping outside of my front door with winged eyeliner or the purple lipstick Riley had picked out for me.

But times were changing. Leo and my family had given me the confidence to embrace my true self. And here, in The Closet, I fit right in.

I’d found my place.

Riley finally came up for air, sauntering over while his dance partner watched on hungrily. “Right, I’m off.”

Panic rose in my chest, squeezing my ribs in a vice. “Now?”

Riley peered at me through his wide-rimmed lenses in confusion. On most people, the size of them would look ridiculous. But Riley pulled them off with ease. I didn’t know if it was his high cheekbones, strong Roman nose, or just his confidence. Whatever it was, Riley was working it. “Yes, now. I’ve pulled.”

He thumbed over his shoulder at the bear, who was surreptitiously rearranging himself, his gaze fixed firmly on Riley’s rear.

Memories of another man flashed through my mind. Another night in a club.

“Is that okay?” Riley’s confusion had morphed into concern. “I can stay if you like.”

He isn’t that man. That’s not what’s happening here.

“No, it’s fine.” I forced my smile back onto my face. “Lucky and Ethan are here. You should go.”

“Okay.” He went to turn, but I stopped him before I could help myself.

“Wait,” I blurted out. “Are you going back to his place?”

“Yeah, it’s closer.”

“Text me his address. And then again when you get home.”

Riley snorted like I’d lost my marbles. “What’s got into you? You never used to fuss over us like this.”

I kept my smile in place, determined to not let Riley see anything was wrong. I’d kept what had happened from all of them. My brother, Leo, only knew because he was the one I’d called for help.

Even he didn’t know the full story.

It wasn’t that I was ashamed of what had happened. Logically, I knew it wasn’t my fault.

But I didn’t want my friends’ pity. I didn’t want them to question which of my smiles were real and which were fake. I just wanted to be Matty around them. The happy-go-lucky, never lets the world get him down, Matty.

Both Ethan and Lucky had stopped dancing and were watching us too. “Can’t I just be concerned about my friends?”

A large hand fell on my shoulder, making me jump about a foot in the air. “Everything okay?”

I twisted around, relief flooding me when I saw Dimitri. Lucky’s dark-haired boyfriend might have looked scary with all those piercings and tattoos, but from seeing him around Lucky, I knew he was a complete softie.

“Everything’s fine,” I said brightly as Dagon, Lucky’s other partner, appeared on my other side. “Riley’s leaving.”

“Matty was asking him to text us with the guy’s address, and again when he’s back home,” Lucky added, looking at Dagon pointedly.

Dagon turned his charming, lopsided grin on Riley. “That shouldn’t be an issue, right?”

Riley’s eyes seemed to go unfocused for a second. I blinked rapidly, rubbing at my own eyes. No, I must’ve been imagining things. He seemed fine now. “Of course not. I’ll send you those messages, Matty.”

We all said goodbye and returned to dancing. Dagon grabbed Lucky around the waist with a growl, pulling him tight to him. Dimitri covered his back. The three of them exchanged kisses. I couldn’t help but watch them wistfully out of the corner of my eye.

I wouldn’t have that. And unlike Riley, I wouldn’t be leaving the club with a one-night stand any time soon.

Regardless of how much I needed to get laid.

But that was okay. I had Ethan. The light danced over his freckles as he happily belted out the chorus to “Vampire” by Olivia Rodrigo.

I went to grab his hand, planning on twirling him around, but before I could, a tall blond wrapped his arms around him from behind.

My heart sank as Ethan squealed and greeted his boyfriend by sticking his tongue down his throat.

I continued dancing for a few minutes more, but it was hard to find my enthusiasm when I was surrounded by hot men making out.

Something that should probably turn me on was just a reminder of how alone I was.

“I’m going to get a drink,” I announced to no one in particular.

Ethan was too busy whispering in his boyfriend’s ear, but Lucky’s head popped up like a meerkat. “Shit. Sorry, Matty. Didn’t mean to get carried away.”

Both his boyfriends were backing up, sheepish looks on their faces. I waved at them, giving them a smile to show there were no hard feelings. “No, you guys carry on. Honestly, I just need a sit down and a drink.”

Lucky looked like he was about to protest, but I was away and slipping through the crowd before he could. I was sure either Dagon or Dimitri would recapture his attention. I didn’t need anyone worrying about me. It wasn’t their fault I was single and alone.

I was used to it.

There was one empty stool before the bar. I slid onto it and waited for one of the bartenders to notice me. Normally, Lucky would be behind the bar, but thanks to the degree he’d recently started, he’d cut back on his hours.

With no one paying me any attention, I let my smile drop. Why was it so hard for me to make a connection with someone? Even before the…incident, I hadn’t managed to make it past a third date with a guy.

Was it me? Was I not trying hard enough?

The man to my left got up and left, his seat filled almost instantly. Wasn’t a surprise, given how busy the bar was.

What was a surprise was the question the newcomer threw my way.

“Why aren’t you smiling?”

Goosebumps rose on my arms. I knew that voice. The cold, sneering tone. The hint of demand that made me want to drop to my knees.

I summoned my smile back as I faced Sebastian. He wasn’t dressed for a night in a club. With his deep navy waistcoat and tailored trousers, he looked more suited to an old-fashioned cigar bar. Even his curls, falling a few inches above his shoulders, seemed to fit a more vintage aesthetic. Couple that with his beard and piercing green eyes…yeah. Sebastian was the whole package. “Sorry, what?”

His scowl deepened and I bit back a groan. Why did he have to be good looking and an arsehole? The combination was my kryptonite.

Used to be. It used to be.

“You weren’t smiling.”

Handsome he might be, but apparently he wasn’t particularly bright. “People don’t smile all the time, you know.”

“You do.”

“How would you know?” His gaze was so intense it was like he was stripping me bare. “You’ve literally met me once before.”

“Everything okay here?”

River’s voice cut across the bar, giving me an excuse to look away from Sebastian’s too-perfect face. I smiled up at the grey-eyed bartender. “Everything’s great. Can I get a bellini?”

Sebastian snorted in derision.

I bristled. “Something amusing about my drink choice?”

“No. It’s sweet and bubbly. Precisely what I’d expect you to order.”

I had no idea why, but I got the impression Sebastian was mocking me. “I like peaches.”

Then his eyes locked with mine, the heat there unmistakable. “Oh, trust me. I’m a huge fan of…peaches.”

My mouth fell open. Was Sebastian…flirting with me?

Suddenly, the man in question jolted in his seat, his whole body tensing for a few seconds, like he was frozen. His expression turned deadly as he whipped his head around to face River. “You wanker!”

River was leaning on the bar, pure venom in his gaze. Mori had appeared from nowhere, also glaring at Sebastian. “Maybe you should leave.”

I was so confused. What was going on?

Sebastian looked like he was going to argue. Then Dagon, Dimitri and Lucky popped up on our side of the bar.

“Fine,” Sebastian muttered, throwing some notes on the bar. “Not like I want to spend time in a shithole like this anyway.”

“Wait.” My voice pitched high in alarm. “Why are you leaving?”

His gaze briefly met mine before darting across the others. “I’m not welcome here.”

He tried to pull away but I was scrambling to my feet. No. Sebastian wasn’t leaving. As far as I could see it, the man hadn’t done a single thing wrong. My hand slid down his arm, clasping his cool fingers. “No.”

Sebastian froze, staring down at my hand in his. I tightened my grip to stop him from pulling away as I addressed the others. “Why are you telling him to leave?”

It was like I hadn’t even spoken. Everyone was staring at the place where Sebastian and I were connected, various degrees of shock on their face.

Really? Was it that surprising that a man as handsome as Sebastian might touch the likes of me? I bristled again. All these alpha males were going to turn me into a cactus before the night was through. “Hello?! Are any of you going to answer me? Or have you all lost your marbles?”

Lucky recovered first, his voice low as he stepped closer. “You want Sebastian to stay?”

I faltered, my hand slipping slightly from Sebastian’s. He stiffened before pulling out of my grip entirely.

I swallowed, trying not to feel the sting of rejection. “I don’t think he should leave unless he wants to. We’re just talking. What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing.” Lucky’s face softened. “Literally nothing at all. We’ll go and dance.”

Lucky sauntered off into the crowd, his two boyfriends following on his heels like well-trained guard dogs.

I sighed. Lucky truly deserved his name.

“What about the rest of you?” I turned my smile on those on the opposite side of the bar. “Can Sebastian have a drink now? Or are you going to explain to me why he needs to leave?”

Mori and River exchanged a look before the latter shrugged. “Fine. If he behaves, he can stay.”

“I am capable of behaving in polite society.” Sebastian’s tone cut like a knife.

“I’ll believe it when I see it.” River gave Sebastian one more withering look before stalking away. Mori poured a healthy amount of gin into a glass, slamming it down on the counter before joining his boyfriend.

“I’m sorry about them,” I said as I perched back on my stool. “They’re normally so welcoming.”

Sebastian was eyeballing the glass of gin Mori had left. “Maybe it’s best if I leave.”

My heart sank. There was me standing up to the others for him, and Sebastian didn’t even want to be here. “Of course. You don’t need to keep me company. I’m sure you have better things to do.”

“I do have better things to do. Many better things.”

I twisted on my stool, picking up the bellini River had put on the bar top before things had gone south. “Okay, you go do them then. I’m going to finish my drink, then I’ll dance some more.”

I didn’t look around. I didn’t want to watch Sebastian leave.

To my utter surprise though, a long-suffering sigh cut through the air before Sebastian’s profile appeared in my periphery. “They don’t like me talking to you.”

“That makes sense.”

“Does it?”

“Of course.” I took a sip of my drink before offering Sebastian a small smile. “You’re far too good for me.”

Sebastian’s lips twitched. For a split second, I wondered if I was going to get a smile from him. “You’re joking.”

“Why would I be joking?”

I went to lift my glass, but Sebastian stopped me. One of his long, slender fingers touched my wrist, resting on my pulse point. Could he feel my heart racing? Fudge, I hoped not. That’d be embarrassing. He was barely touching me but my whole body was responding like he’d stripped me naked.

“You must be joking because I’m not too good for you. That implies there’s something in me that’s worthwhile.”

My head was spinning. What was Sebastian trying to tell me? “I don’t believe that. Everyone has good lurking somewhere. It might be hidden, but it’s there.”

Sebastian’s lips twisted, but there was no humour in it. “Really? Everyone?”

The man from a night not dissimilar to this one reappeared in my mind.

I pulled my hand back, tucking them both into my lap.

“Not everyone is good, Matty. Least of all me. I’m ruthless. Unforgiving. That’s why everyone wanted me to leave. That’s why River is watching us so closely. Why Dagon and Dimitri are hovering at the edge of the dance floor. They’re protecting you. From me. I’m an evil…person. Someone you should stay far away from.”

My head was spinning. If what he was saying was true, why was I still sitting here? Why wasn’t I gesturing to one of others to chuck him out?

I turned my head so I could look him full in the face. Did I really believe what he was telling me?

Or was there something deeper going on with him? Something from his past that made him feel this way?

When I opened my mouth, none of those questions came out. “Would you hurt me?”


Chapter 3

Sebastian


It took every century of my experience to keep my expression impassive as Matty’s words unlocked image after image.

Him whining beneath me.

My fangs in his throat.

Licking blood from his inner thigh.

Matty was watching me closely, his wide brown eyes hiding nothing. I could tell the little human wanted me. Perhaps even believed we might have some magical future ahead.

That wasn’t happening. I’d meant it when I’d told him to run from me.

Because it was clear as fucking day that I couldn’t keep away from him.

“I’d like to think I wouldn’t.”

Matty hummed, draining his drink before standing up. “You know, I think that’s the first honest thing you’ve said to me.”

My lips twitched again. Fuckers kept trying to betray me. I knew if I let them loose, they wouldn’t smirk at Matty.

No, the traitors wanted to smile. To return his joy. To bask in his sunlight.

I wasn’t allowing it.

Matty stepped closer and I automatically widened my legs to accommodate him. As soon as he was in my sphere, the chaos in me calmed. My sunshine was within reach.

Safe.

The thought chilled me to the bone. I wasn’t safe. I was literally an assassin who murdered for money…and often for sport.

He leaned in, so close I could smell his blood in his veins. It was hot and sweet. My mouth watered at the thought of tasting him. “I don’t think you’re as bad as you say you are. My gut tells me you’re good, Seb.”

I balked, the nickname too familiar. Too close.

My hand snapped up to fist his shirt. “Your gut is not to be trusted, Matty. One of these days, it’s going to get you in trouble. Men like me take advantage of naive souls like you.”

Matty stiffened. Finally. My words were sinking in.

But then he pulled back.

And I saw his face.

That wasn’t the confused expression I’d been expecting. Or the bemused one. Or even a pissed off one.

No, Matty looked haunted. Afraid. Weary.

It was like someone had poured concrete into my veins. My dead heart, the organ that hadn’t felt anything in centuries, began to ache in my chest.

“You’re right,” Matty said, unaware his words were turning my world upside down. “That’s something I’ve already learned. Thank you for reminding me.”

He spun around, stalking off into the crowd.

My hand was still in mid-air where I’d been clinging to his shirt.

“That’s something I’ve already learned.”

Someone had hurt my sunshine. Someone had put that haunted look on his face. Someone had done exactly what I’d threated to do.

Taken advantage of his naivety.

Right then, I knew the answer to Matty’s earlier question. The one he’d asked that I’d been so uncertain about.

No. I’d never hurt him.

I couldn’t.

I couldn’t be the reason for that look on his face, but I also knew I was right about everything else too. I wasn’t good for Matty. I wasn’t what he deserved.

I needed to leave. Go somewhere far away and lose myself in Adamanthea and work until Matty’s mortal life was at an end.

But first, I was going to track down the man who’d hurt my sunshine.

And I was going to carve the smile he’d stolen from Matty into every inch of his skin.

“Sebastian?”

River’s voice broke me from my reverie. I cleared my throat, pulling my hand back and reining my temper in. I couldn’t let myself loose now. Not until I knew who I was aiming my fury at. For that, I needed my cousin. “Where’s Toby?”

“Isn’t that the question of the hour.”

I glared at him until he elaborated. “I don’t know what happened, but Blaise took off. Toby has apparently gone after him.”

“And you didn’t? Aren’t twins supposed to be close?”

River gave me a withering look. “We are. Close enough for me to know when to keep my nose out of his business.”

“But Toby has followed him?”

“I assume so. None of us can get hold of him, but he texted Mori that he was going after him. That was two days ago. His phone’s been off since.”

Fucking fabulous. My attention drifted over the dance floor. Matty had his hands in the air again, singing along to whatever monstrosity this song was, Lucky and Ethan at his side.

His smile was still wrong though. Whatever I’d inadvertently reminded him about was painted in the creases around his eyes. I doubted anyone else could tell.

But I could, and it was unacceptable.

I tapped my foot impatiently, considering my options. There was no way River or the others would tell me who’d upset Matty. Assuming they even knew.

Leo would, though. I hadn’t missed the way he and Ferry had hovered protectively over Matty.

I’d put that down to him being younger. Human. Fragile.

Maybe that assumption had been wrong. Maybe there was a more sinister reason.

Whatever it was, I was going to find out.

“You need to stay away from Matty.”

I had River over the bar in a flash, glasses flying everywhere. “Wanna tell me that again?”

Mori tore over, flames wreathing his wrists. River shot up a hand to hold him back.

Hilarious. We all knew the only reason I had River by the throat was because he was letting me. I’d never come across a supe as lethal as him.

Which, given how many I’d slaughtered, was saying something.

“You can’t honestly have feelings for him,” River said, a knowing gleam in his eyes. “He’s human. Only good for feedings.”

I balked as he threw my previous sentiments back at me. “I don’t have feelings for him.”

“Reeeally,” River drawled the word. “Then explain this reaction.”

My teeth ground together. It felt odd to have my fangs hidden, but I hadn’t wanted to scare Matty. “Just…keep him safe. Okay?”

I let River go. I fought with myself for a moment before speaking again. “I’m not…pursuing Matty. You can rest assured about that. I have no intention of seducing him or anything of that nature.”

River studied me, seeing far more than I liked. “We all look out for Matty. Aside from our mates, he’s the most protected human in a thousand miles.”

I nodded curtly. I knew that, but for some reason I needed the reassurance.

Stalking away without saying another word to River, I made it all the way to the door before I caved.

I needed one more look at him.

Just one.

He was where he’d been before, but he wasn’t smiling or dancing. No, he was staring at my empty stool, his wide eyes bright with sadness.

It was a reminder of what was at stake here. It wasn’t my feelings that mattered, but Matty’s.

I couldn’t let him fall for me.

Not when it’d end with me breaking his heart.
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For several days I mulled over the best way to get the information I needed.

It made sense to approach Ferry rather than Leo, but if Ferry knew who’d hurt Matty, he would’ve killed him already. There was no way he would’ve left the fucker living knowing he’d hurt someone close to his mate.

And he wasn’t dead. I knew that in my gut. I’d watched Matty in the club before I’d made my presence known. Long enough to see his smile slip more than once. For him to glance around like he was searching the crowd for danger. To hear the hurried exchange between him and his friend and wonder what had prompted it.

“You never used to fuss over us like this.”

It had seemed like such an innocuous statement at the time, as had Matty’s behaviour leading up to that moment. Humans needed to be aware of their surroundings at all times.

Coupled with what had happened after I’d approached him though, it all made sense.

Matty had been hurt. Part of him believed that person might reappear and do it again. Or perhaps, that someone else might do the same.

That wouldn’t happen though. Not with his little group of supernatural bodyguards.

It was frustrating that Matty believed them all to be human. Perhaps if he knew how well protected he was, he might not carry so much fear around.

If Ferry hadn’t killed the man responsible, that meant either he didn’t know the full story, or Leo had asked him not to. If the latter was true, it was unlikely Ferry would give me the information I needed.

Which meant it was Leo himself I needed to speak to.

Ideally, without his demon mate at his side, since all the supes in their circle were wary of me—rightly so, given my past behaviour and natural inclination to stab instead of talk.

I looked around the empty flat I’d broken into and nodded in satisfaction. Situated squarely in the area served by Leo’s precinct, it was the perfect location. The small fire I’d set in the sink was burning away merrily, fed by a few squirts of accelerant.

Of course, there was a chance that a firefighter other than Leo would storm in to save the day, but I’d been watching his shift pattern for the past two days and noticed one key thing.

Leo and his wolf shifter friend were always first through the door on a callout. They were either suffering from massive hero complexes or were trying to protect the others on their crew who weren’t immortal.

Either way, it was pretty pathetic, but it suited my needs well.

Sure enough, when the door was kicked open, it was Leo and Danny who entered.

“You took your time,” I muttered grumpily, pouring the bucket of water I had ready over the flames. “If I were human I would’ve died from smoke inhalation three minutes ago.”

Danny ripped his mask off to reveal his snarl. “What the fuck are you playing at?”

“Simmer down, pup,” I said, noting the way his whole body was vibrating. For obvious reasons, wolf shifters were the supes I had the least time for. “I’m not here to cause trouble.”

Crossing the room, I threw open the windows to let the smoke billow out. Once it had cleared, I gestured to Leo. “You can take your mask off now. And stay calm. I’d like to have this conversation without your fiancé removing my spine.”

Danny snarled. “He doesn’t need Ferry to do that. I’m more than capable of removing your bones—shifted or not.”

“As fun as it would be to play with you, I’m just here because I need to talk to Leo.” I gestured at the oversized wolf pup. “Feel free to stay if you like. But radio down and make sure no one else joins us.”

Danny glared at me as he did just that. Leo pulled off his mask and helmet eyeing me warily. “What’s this about?”

His eyes were similar to his brother’s. Too similar. “I need to discuss Matty.”

Both men stiffened, but it was Leo who spoke through gritted teeth. “You stay the fuck away from him.”

I waved off his warning. “I don’t intend on going near him. I just need…information. Tell me who hurt him.”

“What?” Danny barked, wheeling on Leo. “Someone hurt Matty?”

I didn’t like the protective note in the wolf’s voice. A growl rattled up from my stomach as I reacted instinctively, pinning him to the wall. “What’s it to you? Do you think you have some claim on him?”

“Sebastian, let him go.” Leo pulled at my arm. “Now. Or I’ll have Ferry here in less than a minute.”

Right on cue, Leo’s phone began vibrating. He held up the screen, showing his mate’s name flashing at me. “What’s it going to be?”

I hissed in Danny’s face before releasing him. To be honest, I was surprised he’d stayed in his human form. He could’ve shifted and fought me, but he hadn’t.

Behind me, I could hear Leo quietly reassuring Ferry that he wasn’t needed. Knowing how irrational demons could be where their mates were concerned, we probably didn’t have long before he joined us regardless of what Leo told him.

The shifter gave me a shit-eating grin, folding his arms over his chest. “Don’t worry, bloodsucker, I see Matty as a little brother. And as such, I can tell you you’re not getting within fifty feet of him.”

“Seconded,” Leo said gruffly, having hung up with Ferry.

“Like I said already, I have zero intentions of pursuing anything with Matty. All I want to know is who hurt him.”

Danny had obviously forgotten this part when I’d slammed him into the wall. “Yeah. Funnily enough, I wanna know that too. You been keeping secrets from me, Leo?”

Huh. Perhaps Danny being here would be a help, not a hinderance. “You don’t need to tell me details. Just a name. Address. Anything. I can do the rest.”

Leo sighed heavily, pushing a hand through his hair. “Matty made me swear not to tell anyone.”

Danny reeled back. “So something did happen?”

Leo gave a clipped nod. “Few months ago, Matty phoned me in a panic. Some guy took him home from the club. He wouldn’t tell me exactly what had happened, just that the cunt wouldn’t let him leave. He took the phone from Matty and hung up before he could tell me anything else.”

I was deadly still as Leo spoke, every word adding another torture to my list for the perpetrator. “How did you find him?”

Leo lifted his phone. “This. Matty made me install the Find My Friends app so he’d know when I’d been called out to a fire. Located the right house and kicked the door down.”

“Why didn’t you call the police?”

There was a gleam in Leo’s eye. One I recognised from my own reflection. “I wanted justice. A kind the police aren’t guaranteed to deliver.”

My respect for Ferry’s mate increased. “I trust you got it?”

Leo cracked his knuckles. “I went there just planning to threaten him a little. Knock him about for scaring Matty. But then I saw Matty and…” His voice trailed off as my brain began screaming. It was a noise I hadn’t heard in a very long time. “I couldn’t stop myself. I beat the fucker to within an inch of his life. I only stopped because Matty begged me.”

That was fine. I didn’t need to stop. No amount of begging, even from Matty, would save the fucker. “I need his address.”

Leo jolted. “No. I promised Matty it was dealt with and nothing more would come from it. We’re lucky he never reported it.”

Both Danny and I snorted. With Ferry in his life now, that wasn’t something to worry about.

“He’s still breathing, so it’s not ‘dealt with.’” I folded my arms over my chest. “His name. Now.”

Danny stepped closer to Leo, dropping his voice low like I couldn’t hear. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.”

“Matty asked me not to,” he repeated, before glaring back at me. “I don’t understand how you even know about this.”

I tapped my fingers on my arm, deliberating how much I should reveal. “I spoke to Matty at The Closet last night. Something I said caused an….unexpected reaction.”

“Did you upset him?” Leo’s nostrils flared as he stepped forward.

In the distance, I could hear wings on the air. “Inadvertently. And now that I know he was hurt, I need to fix it. I need justice for him.”

“But why?” Leo asked in disbelief, his eyes searching mine. “Why do you care?”

I stepped back, not used to having anyone that close. “I don’t know. But I do. Give me his name or address and I’ll handle it. It’s literally what I do.”

Leo’s brows shot up. “I’m not paying you for this.”

“And I’m not asking for money.” Heavy footsteps echoed across the roof. My time was up. “His address?”

Leo’s face shuttered. “No. I promised Matty. I can’t go back on that.”

“Fine.” I stepped back towards the open window. “I’ll find him myself.”

I threw myself backwards just as Ferry entered.

I was gone before he could do more than glare in my direction. I might not have wings, but I was more than capable of tumbling efficiently through the air and landing safely on my feet.

I was a cat with one life, but given it was an immortal one, it was a pretty easy trick.

I straightened my jacket as I headed to the place I’d rented in the city.

Leo might feel like he’d delivered justice for Matty, but it wasn’t enough. Not for someone who’d hurt my sunshine.

And Leo might not realise it, but he’d given me enough to track the soon-to-be dead man down.


Chapter 4

Matty


“It’s one hundred percent capital.”

“No, it’s income.” Ethan countered hotly, waving his textbook at Riley across the table. “It would be caught by Transactions and Securities.”

Riley turned to me. “Matty, come on. You need to settle the argument. Who’s right?”

I sipped my hot chocolate, grinning at their antics. “You know I’m not daft enough to side with either of you.”

“But we need to know this for our exam.” Riley slumped back in his seat, pushing his glasses up on his face and rubbing at the bridge of his nose. “Don’t you think you should be more worried about it?”

I shrugged, fussing with my mug. “I mean, if you can argue why you think that, you should be okay. So long as you can back it up with examples from previous cases Revenue and Customs has brought to court, you’ll be fine.”

Ethan stabbed at the textbook in triumph. “Ha! Examples. I’m right. Suck it, Riley.”

“If I found you attractive, I would.”

Ethan rolled his green eyes. We all knew Ethan was attractive—his bright red hair and freckles meant he didn’t think so, but he was totally hot. “Meanie.”

I stepped in before they could start bickering again. “I think I’m going to start dating again.”

That took the wind out of their sails. They exchanged a significant look before Ethan cleared his throat. “We noticed it’s been a while…”

“We didn’t want to say anything though,” Riley said hastily, covering my hand with his. “We figured you’d open up to us when you were ready.”

My friends were both wearing matching looks of concern. I sighed internally, even as I smiled. This was precisely why I hadn’t told them anything. I hadn’t even announced I was taking myself off the market, I’d just quietly stopped going on dates.

“Well…I’m ready now. After seeing everyone coupled up at the club the other night⁠—”

“Sorry about that,” Ethan murmured, his hand going over my spare one. “I didn’t mean to make you feel left out, and I’m sure the others didn’t either.”

“Oh, it’s fine. Don’t worry about me. But it was a reminder that I want that for myself.”

“Ooh, this is exciting.” Riley clapped his hands together as he bounced in his chair. “What are we looking for? A handsome bear you can call Daddy? Or maybe someone younger? Someone who has the energy to rail you for hours?”

“Riley, stop it,” Ethan chastised as my cheeks flamed red. “A casual fuck is fine for you, but not for Matty.”

“It’s never been a problem before,” Riley protested.

I took another sip of my hot chocolate to hide the expression on my face. No, it hadn’t been a problem before. I might not have had as many hookups as Riley, but I hadn’t been a saint either.

“Matty said he wants to date,” Ethan fired back. “Right, Matty?”

“Right.” I gave Riley a kind smile so he didn’t feel like we were ganging up on him. “I want something serious. With someone stable. Sensible.”

Riley goggled at me like I’d lost my mind. “But we’re only twenty-one, Matty. There’s loads of time for sensible and serious. This is the time for fun.”

I flinched. Look where fun got me before. “The next few months will fly by. We’ll be graduating before we know it and I’m ready to move on to the next stage of my life. Those are the things I want.”

I was so rarely this firm with anyone that they both seemed taken aback. Ethan recovered first. “I think that sounds great, Matty. Any man would be lucky to have you.”

“Of course they would,” Riley added swiftly. “And we’ll make sure you’ll find a great one. Have you set up a profile yet?”

Urgh. Just the thought of having to go through the whole rigmarole of online dating made me want to take a nap. Still, it was better than trying to meet someone in a club. At least this way I could try to sniff out any red flags before meeting someone. “Not yet. Fancy helping me with it?”
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Aweek later, I was sat in an upmarket restaurant and questioning my life choices.

Jeremy seems lovely, I reminded myself as I straightened up the cutlery. Exactly what you’re looking for.

True to their word, Riley and Ethan had helped me set up my profile. After going through an alarming amount of responses, I’d settled on Jeremy. At twenty-seven, he seemed to have his life remarkably well worked out. He had a steady job in risk analysis, owned his own home, and was looking to settle down.

On paper, he was my ideal match.

But as he strolled into the restaurant, his smile showing off way too many teeth, I knew this wasn’t going to work.

Determined to give him a chance, I stood up to greet him. He gave me a kiss on the cheek, and I had to fight not to wrinkle my nose at the overpowering scent of his cologne. Had he bathed in it before coming out?

Be nice, Matty, I told myself sternly. You’re trying something new, remember?

“This is a nice spot.” Jeremy’s voice boomed as we took our seats. “I always bring my first dates here.”

I glanced around. “Yes, it’s quite nice⁠—”

“Make sense, you see,” he continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “Then I can compare all the dates. I even order the same food. That way, the only thing that’s different is the bloke.”

“Lovely,” I said faintly. “Well, what dish do you normally go for?”

“Plain steak and chips.” In an Italian? “Can’t be risking anything with garlic in, you see. Just in case.”

Then he gave me a lascivious wink I really could’ve lived without.

Strike one.

The waiter appeared to take our drinks order. Jeremy requested a beer, while I opted for a sparkling water. Something told me I needed to keep my wits about me.

“Go on, live a little. Bit of booze might loosen you up. Besides, tonight’s on me.” He addressed the waiter. “Bring him a double vodka and coke.”

Strike two.

“I’ll have the water,” I said to the waiter, keeping the smile on my face. Wasn’t his fault he was serving a moron. It wasn’t like he’d willingly decided to go on a date with him.

Nope, that idiot was me.

“While you’re here, can we place our food order? I’m famished.”

Actually, I was planning my escape. The faster I ate, the faster I could grab an Uber and return home to my crochet.

Jeremy frowned at my question, but proceeded to give his order to the waiter before I had a chance to.

My brain dawdled while he droned on at the waiter about the specific temperature his steak should be cooked to. I could call Leo to come get me. In fact, a message to him under the table and he’d no doubt be here in less than ten minutes, ready with an excuse to get me out of here.

But he’d just come off his shift rotation. There was no way I was eating into the precious time he got to spend with Ferry.

“And for you, sir?”

“I’ll take the garlic, parmesan, and chicken pasta, with a side of garlic bread.”

Jeremy scowled at that, but I pretended not to notice. Maybe I could salvage something from this evening. Even if it was just practising date conversation.

“So, Jeremy, have you lived in Southampton long?”

“About nine years,” he said. “Came here for university and ended up staying.”

I lit up. “Oh, at Southampton? That’s where I’m studying.”

Jeremy snorted. “Figures. You’re at the one for the snobs.”

My smile slipped in confusion. “Pardon?”

“Southampton University,” he said, in a tone that implied I should understand. “I went to Solent. The real man’s university. Not the stuck-up one for posh fuckers.”

Okaaaaay. Of course I knew there was a bit of a rivalry between the two institutions, but this was the first time I’d come across this level of animosity. “What did you study there?”

“Football studies.”

A small giggle broke from me before I could help it. Oh fudgesticks, he wasn’t joking.

Mortified, I smothered it with my napkin.

“It’s a real degree,” Jeremy said indignantly. “Worth just the same as one of your fancy, trumped-up ones.”

“Of course it is,” I said hastily. “I never meant to imply that…”

“S’all right,” Jeremy grumbled. “Guess I’m a bit sensitive about it.”

I softened. Maybe Jeremy wasn’t so bad. He obviously had some issues going on.

“Why’d you wear all that shit on your face?”

I froze, hoping beyond hope that I’d heard him incorrectly. “Excuse me?”

“All that girly shit.” He waved a hand in the general direction of my face. “I like my men to look like men.”

Strike three.

Before I could think of a response, cool hands landed on my shoulders, holding me steady. “Matty is every inch a man, regardless of what is on his face or the clothes he wears. You, on the other hand, are a pathetic excuse of a human who’ll soon get what’s coming to him.”

Sebastian.

Jeremy stood up, his ruddy cheeks flushing. “Now see here, we’re on a date. You can’t just barge over here and start interfering.”

Sebastian’s hands tightened on my shoulders. “Matty, do you want to continue this date?”

My voice was strained. “No, thank you.”

Sebastian moved up next to me but kept one hand on my shoulder. He looked just as put together as the night in the club—too perfect to be here among us mere mortals. The expression on his face as he stared down my date had me shivering. “Leave. Now.”

I’d expected Jeremy to argue, but he stood up without a word and left.

As soon as he was out of sight, I dropped my head into my hands. “Oh my goodness.”

“I take it that didn’t go as planned.”

“No,” I said miserably. “He seemed so normal on the app.”

Sebastian let go of my shoulder and I immediately mourned the loss. Fortunately, he wasn’t going far, just taking the seat Jeremy had just vacated. “Perhaps that’s where you’re going wrong. Surely you can’t find a suitable partner via an app.”

“Seems to work pretty well for most people.”

Sebastian’s green eyes were piercing as they met mine over the table. “You’re not ‘most people,’ Matty.”

I was saved from thinking up a response by the arrival of our waiter. He put my plate in front of me before looking at Sebastian uncertainly. “Umm, steak and chips?”

Sebastian’s lip curled like he’d been offered gruel. “Certainly not. I’ll take a glass of your finest cabernet, please.”

The waiter returned less than a minute later with his drink, before vanishing once more. “Are you not hungry?” I asked.

Sebastian’s lips twitched like I’d said something funny. “No. The wine will suffice.”

I took in his outfit—a smartly pressed shirt and suspenders. Oh no, had I interrupted him on a date? “Are you here with someone? You can get back to them if you like. I don’t want to keep you from them.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Sebastian said mildly, twirling the stem of his wine glass as he watched me. “Eat, Matty. You deserve to get one good thing from this night, even if it’s not the thing you were hoping for.”

I gave him a cautious smile before tucking in. I couldn’t help but give a small moan as the flavours exploded on my tongue.

Sebastian stopped twirling his glass. “Good?”

“Delicious,” I said. “Sure you don’t want to try a bite?”

He peered over at it, his nose slightly wrinkled. “What is it?”

“Garlic, parmesan, and chicken pasta,” I said. “Jeremy said he didn’t like to order garlic ‘just in case.’”

“Jeremy’s a dead man.” Sebastian flashed his teeth at me in something that almost resembled a smile. “Your response was to order the dish containing the most garlic?”

“And garlic bread.” I gestured at the basket by my elbow. “Really had to make sure I got the message across.”

Sebastian grunted, eyeing me with respect. “Good. I’m glad.”

My joy at pleasing Sebastian faded. “I should’ve walked out right then. Maybe then I wouldn’t have had the comment about my makeup.”

“His ignorant comment, you mean. Because that’s what it was.”

I shrugged, suddenly feeling more self-conscious than I had in years. Thank heavens Jeremy had shown his true colours before he’d discovered what lay under my clothes. If he thought my makeup was too feminine, then my underwear would’ve sent him over the edge. “Maybe he’s right though. Maybe I’d find it easier to get a man to stick around if I toned it down a bit.”

“Matty, look at me.” The bite in Sebastian’s tone had my head snapping up. “You are perfect, just the way you are. If a man doesn’t accept you exactly as you are, he’s not worthy of breathing the same air as you.”

I wanted to protest, to dismiss what he was saying, but one look at the hardness in his eyes and the way his nostrils were flared had me holding my words back.

Instead, I cleared my throat. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me, Matty. I’m only speaking the truth.”

I twirled the spaghetti on my fork, trying to calm my racing heart. Sebastian was not the man I was looking for. And he’d made it pretty clear that he didn’t think he was right for me either. “Who are you here with?”

“No one.”

“What? You came to eat alone?”

Sebastian stared at me with bored eyes. “I do most things alone, Matty. Eating happens to be one of them.”

I studied him curiously. “Don’t you get lonely?”

“No.”

“What, never?”

The glass resumed its spinning. “No.”

Maybe Sebastian liked being alone. “You don’t have to sit with me, Sebastian. I can finish eating on my own.”

Sebastian took a sip of his wine. “Do you want to eat alone?”

“Well, no…but I can. I’m an adult.”

“Didn’t say you weren’t. Eat, Matty. I’m not going anywhere.”


Chapter 5

Sebastian


Ihadn’t planned on stalking Matty this evening, but having finally located his attacker—a loner called Colin Delaney—I was burning with the need to see my sunshine. To remind myself of exactly who Colin had hurt before I snuffed out his miserable existence.

I wasn’t surprised to find Matty out on a date. To be perfectly honest, I was amazed Matty didn’t have a constant stream of suitors vying for his attention.

What had surprised me was my reaction. There’d been no way to explain the explosive rage I’d felt seeing him merely converse with another man. The urge I’d had to pluck the stranger’s eyes from his skull for simply daring to look at my sunshine.

No, it wasn’t jealousy. Vampires as old as I weren’t affected by such base emotions the way humans were. Besides, I didn’t want Matty like that.

I just wanted to keep him safe and smiling. That was all.

I hadn’t intended to interfere either. That wouldn’t be fair, not when I just wanted Matty to be happy. But with every hateful word that came from the other man’s lips, my resolve had been stripped away.

The comment about Matty’s beautiful makeup was the final straw.

Now I was driving Matty home. His lemon and mint scent was filling my car, making me dizzy. I’d never taken so many deep breaths in my life, trying to inhale every part of him. Like his purity might be enough to soften my tarnished edges.

He’d tried to insist on getting an Uber. It hadn’t taken more than a withering glare to get him in my passenger seat though.

I hadn’t missed the smile he’d tried to hide either. It was almost as though he liked it when I was grumpy.

That couldn’t be the case. Literally no one, across many centuries, had been able to put up with my shit for longer than a few hours.

Matty was humming along with some song on the radio, his hands tapping on his knees. I shouldn’t want to get to know him. Shouldn’t ask him more questions.

“Why don’t you drive?”

Matty shrugged. “Took a few lessons. Hit way too many kerbs and decided it wasn’t for me.”

“Maybe you should try a different instructor.”

“Nah.” Matty was watching me, his lips tilted at the edges. “I get by okay with Uber and the bus. Trains are there for when I want to go further afield.”

“You get in cars with strangers? Didn’t your parents warn you about that?”

My hands tensed on the wheel as the sound of Matty’s laugh washed over me. “Everyone gets Ubers these days, Seb. Besides, you’re only one step up from a stranger.”

“And I did tell you to stay away from me,” I added darkly.

“You did.” He hummed softly as he studied me. “You’re supposed to be the bad guy.”

I pulled up outside Matty’s flat. I didn’t turn the engine off. I didn’t want Matty inviting me up.

Because I knew I wouldn’t say no.

“I am the bad guy.”

“No, the bad guy was the one knocking me down several pegs. You’re the hero who swooped in to save the day.”

I didn’t look at him, staring out into the dark night. “I’m not the hero, Matty.”

“You were tonight. Thank you, Sebastian.”

I didn’t respond. Didn’t look around. Didn’t give Matty any sign that I’d heard him.

But somewhere, buried deep inside, the darkness was pushed back another inch.

“Good night, Sebastian.”

Only when he stepped out of the car did I allow myself to look at him. I watched him to the front door like a hawk. He’d gone all out for his date, wearing a tight pale blue tank under a sheer white shirt. And those jeans? They were so tight they looked painted on. A fashionable black coat completed his outfit. I was grateful he’d included it, given the weather, but I hated that it hid his spectacular rear from view.

Once I knew he was safely inside Ferry’s wards, I reversed my car out at speed.

After that meal, I had an additional stop to make tonight. Which was fine. It would take me no time at all to locate Jeremy and teach him a lesson about how he should behave in future.

But Colin? He’d earned several hours of my time and skill. I didn’t want to rush that.

One thing I was sure about was that I needed to get this done and be gone. I’d spent too much time stalking this human and worrying about him. It was changing me. Shifting my priorities.

I’d had centuries of only caring about myself. Now was not the time to add someone else to the list. Especially not a human.

Not again. And certainly not a human as pure and joyful as Matty. I’d ruin him. My black soul would taint him into something beyond recognition.

I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.

So I’d dole out the justice for my sunshine, then I’d be on my way.

When I was several streets away from Matty and the temptation to seek him out, I stopped and pulled out my laptop. It didn’t take me long to locate Jeremy’s surname and address.

Time to get started.
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As I’d suspected, my lesson with Jeremy didn’t take long. If the physical punishment I’d doled out didn’t improve his behaviour in future, the compulsion I’d left on his mind would.

Let’s just say I was quite literally going to be the face of Jeremy’s nightmares going forward.

Now it was time for Colin.

Despite Leo’s refusal to hand over his address, I’d been able to track him down. It had just taken me slightly longer. The key had been the app that Leo and Matty used.

Something else to know about me—I’m not just an assassin. I’m also the supe others call for anything technology related.

I’d yet to come across a system I couldn’t hack. Last New Year’s Eve, I’d hacked into the US Military database and sent them all a cat video.

What can I say? I was bored. And it had counted as my good deed for the year. I’d realised I’d made it all the way until December 31st, so figured…why not?

My little prank had highlighted the various weak points in their system. If they were smart, they’d fix them before someone with more nefarious intentions followed the path I had.

I’d probably do the same thing again this New Year’s Eve. I already had a video saved and ready—an amusing dog one this time.

I started off by downloading the GPS locations both Matty and Leo had visited. Leo had told me the incident had happened following a night out at the club, meaning I could eliminate any movement during the day.

I also knew this event had taken place prior to the battle in Hell. If it had happened when Ferry was topside, he would have intervened.

Nothing Leo could have said would’ve stopped him.

Then it was just a matter of running through the locations Matty had been at, followed not long after by Leo.

There were only four.

The first and third were at a house rented by Riley and Ethan. I knew from my…stalking, that these were friends of Matty’s.

The fourth was a bar. Matty had been there for less than an hour before Leo joined him.

Which left the second address. A house Matty’s location had pinged at following a few hours at a club.

Followed by Leo’s an hour later.

Within thirty seconds, I had the full rundown of the property owner. Colin Delaney. Twenty-nine. Worked in IT support for the council.

He was probably one of those who just told frustrated people to turn it off and turn it on again. Shame the skills he used for work weren’t advanced enough to keep me out of his network.

Any uncertainty I’d had over whether he was the one I wanted were erased by a quick glance at his search history.

If I hadn’t already planned on killing him, I would’ve based on that alone. It was so much worse than I’d thought. Bile had risen in me at the depraved things I’d discovered.

Just what had he done to my sunshine?

I was silent as I broke into his house, creeping like a shadow into his bedroom. Colin was in his bed. Sprawled on his back, his chest rose and fell as he slept peacefully.

My lip curled. He was handsome. The most dangerous predators usually were. Just look at all the supes in Toby’s little group. They weren’t attractive by chance. No, it was another string to the bow, another lure to entice unsuspecting humans into the net.

It was a shame for Colin that he was about to meet a predator far more dangerous than he could ever hope to be.

Not wanting my fun to be cut short, I threw up a compulsion net. Taking off my jacket, I draped it over the back of a chair and rolled up my sleeves. This visit would require my full range of movement.

Colin woke up as I straddled his waist. He grunted in surprise, squinting at me through the darkness. “Who the fuck are you?”

“My name is Sebastian.” He tried to throw me off, but his strength had nothing on mine. He didn’t shift me an inch. “You made a very grave error, Colin. You’re owed a punishment, and I’m here to settle the debt.”

Colin froze. “I didn’t do nothing.”

I sighed, extracting Bessie from my boot. Normally, I didn’t bother using this dagger on humans, but this death was special. Colin had earned it. “That double negative alone would seal your fate, but believe me, Colin…you have done something. Something to someone you should’ve steered well clear of.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Colin said, sweat beading along his hairline. “I didn’t touch no one.”

I ran Bessie along the side of his face, a trickle of crimson pooling in its wake. “I didn’t say anything about you touching someone. Tell me, why’d your brain go there, Colin?”

“Look, I have money,” Colin said, his eyes darting around the room as he sought out an escape. “I can pay you.”

“You mean the two-hundred and seventy-three pounds in your current account with NatWest? Given you owe over five thousand pounds on your Tesco credit card, I don’t think you’re in a position to offer me anything.”

Colin’s jaw gaped wide. “How do you know that? Who are you?”

“You don’t need to know, Colin.” I leaned closer, letting my fangs descend. Venom was blooming in my mouth, slicking my elongated canines. The gasp of horror Colin gave was music to my ears. “All you need to know is you went after the wrong person. You hurt my sunshine, so now I’m going to hurt you.”

“Please,” he begged, tears running down his face. They stirred nothing in me. “I can get money.”

“I don’t want your money,” I hissed. My eyes darkened as bloodlust took over. “I want justice.”

He went to speak again and I hit my limit. Thrusting my fingers into his mouth, I grabbed his tongue roughly. “No. There will be no more begging. No more bargaining.”

The fool gagged as he continued to try to do just that.

“Guess we’re doing this the hard way.”

Pulling his tongue out as far as I could, I paused with Bessie pressed against it. “Actually, before we get started, is this where you hurt him?”

The acrid smell of urine had me rolling my eyes. Pathetic. “W-w-wha⁠—?”

“This room,” I said calmly, releasing Colin’s tongue so he could answer me. “Is this the room where you hurt my sunshine?” When it became clear I needed to narrow down who I meant, I elaborated. “Matty. You met him in a club five months ago. His brother arrived and tried to teach you a lesson, one I’m about to reinforce.”

Tears mingled with snot on his face as his eyes flashed with recognition. “It was…d-d-downstairs. The sofa.”

“Looks like we’re relocating then, Colin. First though, let’s make sure we don’t have any more tedious interruptions from you.”

It took less than a second for Bessie to remove Colin’s tongue.

Blood bubbled up Colin’s throat as he tried to scream. Venom dripped from my fangs as the desire to feed overcame me.

No. I wouldn’t taint myself with anything from this disgusting excuse of a human. I’d waste every drop.

But not before I’d had my revenge.

I swallowed the venom and forced my body to hold it back. When I knew it was safe, I held Colin’s jaw open in a steel grip. I spat into his mouth. Once. Twice. Three times.

My saliva worked fast, healing the wound and stopping the blood loss. “Much as I hate the idea of putting anything of myself inside you, I can’t have you dying just yet.”

Colin’s eyes started rolling back in his head. I slapped his cheek until they flew wide.

“No,” I said, letting my power compel him. “You will not pass out. You will stay conscious for every damned second. You will not disassociate. You will feel every ounce of pain I deliver until I finally give you the mercy of death.”

With that, I hauled Colin up by his throat. “Right. Let’s find this sofa, shall we?”
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Dawn was breaking by the time I let myself out of Colin’s house.

Usually, I was meticulous in my cleanup. Unless told otherwise by the client, I would dispose of the body and all evidence of any crime having happened.

Not today though. No, I wanted people to know Colin had been murdered. I’d left him in enough of a state to guarantee a feature on the national news.

Who knew how long it would be before he was discovered. Colin didn’t seem like the kind of person to have friends or family who’d notice his absence. It’d probably take him not logging in for work before someone finally clocked something wasn’t right.

That was fine. Matty would learn of it eventually, and hopefully then he’d feel a sense of peace.

I also normally prided myself on clean kills. I could murder someone, then in the next breath be calmly strolling along the street, not a hair out of place.

There’d been none of that with Colin. His blood coated me liberally. My throat was on fire with need. I didn’t crack though.

I walked out of there with a compulsion net in place, heading straight back to the house I’d rented. My route took me straight past Matty’s home. Just going past, knowing he was there and safe, had some of the tightness in my chest uncoiling.

My temporary lodgings were only two streets away from Matty’s. Bypassing the shower, I made my way straight to the fridge. My hands were trembling with a mix of adrenaline and thirst as I grabbed two pouches of blood. Tearing it open with my teeth, I emptied the first bag in seconds.

My stomach balked at the temperature. It wasn’t the same as drinking from the source. In all honesty, I hated it.

Why couldn’t I get over this stumbling block in my head? Maybe it was time to give it another go.

Just the thought had my hands trembling. Picturing my fangs in anyone seemed impossible.

Unless that person happened to be Matty. Funnily enough, my brain had no trouble conjuring up that scenario.

Chucking the empty pouch into the sink, I made quick work of the second. The fire in my throat finally receded, leaving blissful relief in its wake.

It was a far cry from what I was used to, but it got the job done.

After a speedy shower, I was back out the door. I knew Matty’s schedule like the back of my hand.

I’d just go see him once more before I left for good. Just once. I needed it. I needed his smile. He didn’t know I’d learned more about that night. That I’d been inside the room where it’d happened.

That I’d avenged him.

No, he didn’t know. But I did. And that knowledge was like a fresh chasm of darkness inside me. I needed Matty’s sunshine to battle it back.

I settled into my customary position on the roof opposite Matty’s building. Three minutes later, like clockwork, Matty’s fair curls appeared.

Instantly, I knew something was wrong.

There was no smile. No bounce in his step. Matty’s head was bowed, his shoulders hunched.

Fuck—was that a frown?

I leapt easily from rooftop to rooftop as Matty made his way down the street, cataloguing every detail of his appearance. His outfit was more muted than anything I’d seen from him before, like he’d picked something that would easily blend into the background.

I wasn’t having that. Matty deserved to fucking shine.

Rain began to fall. Matty lifted his face as the first drops hit him, and I realised what else was missing.

Matty’s makeup.

I’d never seen him with a bare face before. Even if it was just a touch of mascara or lip gloss, he always had something on.

My temper rose. Only the memory of my visit with Jeremy kept me calm. He’d paid for his idiotic sentiments.

Now I just had to make sure Matty knew that was what they were—idiotic sentiments from a cunt who didn’t deserve to breathe the same air as him.


Chapter 6

Matty


“How’d the date go?”

I mustered a smile at Riley’s question. “It was…okay.”

Riley, Ethan, Lucky and I were grouped around a table in the canteen. Having started his degree a few weeks ago, Lucky was now a fixture on days when his schedule aligned with ours. On days when it didn’t, Dagon or Dimitri would join him so he wasn’t alone. More often than not, it was both of them.

Imagine having boyfriends who cared so much about you that they’d interrupt their day to make sure you weren’t lonely during your breaks.

It was something I yearned for, even if I knew I shouldn’t.

Normally we’d eat our lunch out in the quad, but the rain had put paid to that. We didn’t have long before our next seminar, so it wasn’t surprising that they’d got straight down to business.

“Okay?” Riley chimed in, one eyebrow raised. “Oh god, that means it was a disaster.”

For the first time since I’d left Sebastian the night before, a real laugh left me. “What makes you say that?”

My three friends exchanged a look before Riley elaborated. “You never say anything is just okay.”

I shrugged a shoulder, fiddling with the crust of my sandwich. “It was okay…until it wasn’t.”

All three of them began to speak at once.

“What did he do?”

“Did he hurt you?”

“Are you okay?”

I laughed off their concern. “It’s fine. He wasn’t very kind.”

Lucky’s face was thunderous. “Want me to sic Dagon or Dimitri on him?”

“No, it’s okay,” I said softly. “It took a bit of a turn, but by sheer coincidence, Sebastian was there. He overheard part of the conversation and told the guy to leave.”

Lucky’s brows were in his hairline. “Sebastian stepped in to help?”

“Wait, who’s Sebastian?” Riley asked. Ethan looked just as confused.

“He knows Leo and Ferry,” I said, feeling my lips lift as I thought of him. “Super hot, but way out of my league. I bumped into him at the club the other night.”

“He was chatting to you then too,” Lucky muttered, tapping his fingers on the table. “Have you seen him anywhere else?”

“No, just last night at the restaurant. To be honest, I was glad he was there. I wasn’t sure how I was going to get away from Jeremy.”

“Did Sebastian leave you alone when Jeremy left?”

“Well, he joined me for a drink while I ate my meal, then drove me home.”

Lucky sat back in his chair, studying me with shrewd eyes. “Do you like him?”

“Don’t be silly.” I waved my hands at my flushed cheeks. “Of course not. He’s way out of my league.”

Lucky rolled his eyes. “Sweetie, you could not be more wrong there, trust me. But…just be careful with Sebastian, okay?”

“I promise, nothing’s going on.” I blew out a breath. “He’s not the kind of man I should be going for. I need someone safe. Sensible. Stable.”

Lucky snorted. “Yeah, I don’t know much about Sebastian, but he definitely doesn’t tick those boxes.”

I couldn’t help the twinge of sadness as Lucky confirmed my fears. Not that Sebastian had given any indication that he was interested in me.

Still, I couldn’t shake the idea of him. Of what it might be like if I went there…

Riley gestured for my phone. “In that case, let’s look at the next option. We’ll all pick out your next date together. We’ll find someone worthy of you.”
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Iwas humming as I returned home that evening.

My mood was far from where it’d been when I’d left that morning. Even though I knew I shouldn’t let Jeremy’s toxic words get to me, that hadn’t stopped me lying awake half the night turning them over in my mind.

Was that why I wasn’t getting more dates? Maybe I was too much for a relationship. Maybe if I toned down my look and personality, I’d be able to make it past the third date mark with someone.

It was those thoughts that had had me picking out my most drab outfit this morning. When I’d hovered in front of my makeup table, I couldn’t bring myself to even put on a bit of gloss. I just kept hearing Jeremy’s hateful voice on a loop.

“I like my men to look like men.”

Sebastian might’ve told me to own who I was, but that wasn’t enough to quell my current uncertainty. Not when it was coming from someone who clearly had no interest in me. He was just being nice because he was friends with my brother.

I’d swept all the makeup off the top of the table and into the drawers beneath. Shame had filled me as I slammed them shut. Leo had built this table for me after catching me trying on makeup as a pre-teen.

“Never be ashamed of who you are,” he’d told me when he’d gifted me the table.

This morning, it had been hard to remember that. But after a day at uni and some time spent with my friends, I was feeling more positive.

The flat was quiet that evening as I made my way to my bedroom. Leo was off shift, so he and Ferry must have been out somewhere. My heart warmed. I was so glad Leo had found his person.

Connecting my phone to my Bluetooth speaker, I selected a playlist and started to shimmy along to Caffeine Daydreams as I stripped off my clothes. My plan was to get into my comfiest pyjamas and settle in front of the tv with my crochet.

I was dancing in a circle, belting out the chorus to “Deep Down” when something on my dressing table snagged my eye.

All the makeup I’d swept into the drawer this morning was neatly arranged on top. I swallowed around a lump in my throat as I ran my hand over the brushes. None of it was organised the way I usually had it. Leo must’ve realised I’d shoved it out of sight and tried to put it back the best he could.

A small burgundy bag sat in the centre. I gasped as the light caught the golden logo—Charlotte Tilbury. Oh my. I loved this brand. Every time I went to John Lewis, I’d spend ages poring over the new products, making a mental list of exactly what I’d buy if I could afford it.

It was wishful thinking. Even when I was finally working full-time, I wouldn’t be able to justify spending what those products cost.

I peeked inside and gave a small squeal of delight. There were three different lip stains, all colours I’d drooled over only last week when I’d been there with Riley. That wasn’t all, either. There was mascara, primer, and a contouring stick also nestled in the bag.

Tears filled my eyes as I pulled it all out in awe. How much had this set Leo back? He’d always been generous with me, but this went beyond that.

Once I’d found new homes for the products on my table, I pulled out my phone and shot a text to my brother.

Thank you for the new makeup. You really shouldn’t have, but I love it so much.




When his response popped up, it made me giggle.

Leo


What new makeup?




Typical Leo. He never liked to own up to nice gestures like this one. When I’d tried to thank him for the table, he’d pretended he’d found it somewhere, which I might’ve believed if he hadn’t had several plasters on his hands and yellow paint up his arm.

I sent him several kissy emojis before flicking back over to my music app. I needed something upbeat and peppy while I did some experimenting with my new makeup.

“Shake it Off” filled the air as I reached for the primer.

Leo’s kindness was just what I needed to put last night’s disastrous date behind me. Sebastian’s words floated back to me as I picked up my sponge.

“You are perfect, just the way you are.”

Perfect was a stretch. But I’d cling onto the hope anyway.

The hope that, maybe one day, I’d find a man who could accept me for who I truly was.
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Saturday rolled around and I found myself at a loose end. We’d been given an extra bank holiday this year to celebrate some silly royal milestone. Great for everyone else, but it meant I had three long, empty days ahead of me.

Everyone else was taking advantage of the extra day off to be with their partners. Ethan was going to visit his boyfriend’s family. Lucky had been whisked away for an impromptu weekend in Paris with his partners, while Ferry and Leo were going to Scotland. They’d invited me along, but I didn’t want to be the third wheel.

Even Riley was busy. We had a major essay due on Tuesday. Ethan and I had finished it weeks ago, but Riley being Riley had left it until the last possible minute. I’d offered several times to help him with it, but he’d declined. Riley might have seemed flighty at times, but he was also incredibly stubborn.

I might’ve dealt with being alone easier if it hadn’t been for the news that morning. I didn’t even watch the news, but this story had been plastered all over social media.

Local man brutally murdered in own home.

That in itself was shocking, but that wasn’t what had me feeling out of sorts.

No, it was the fact that I recognised the house in the photo accompanying the headlines.

It was the house Leo had rescued me from months ago.

Colin’s house.

What disturbed me was my reaction to the news. I wasn’t sickened or scared.

No, I was…relieved.

Whether Colin had finally got his comeuppance or fallen foul of something else didn’t really matter. The end result was the same.

He was dead.

I shouldn’t have felt like a weight had been lifted off me. I shouldn’t have been rejoicing that someone was no longer living.

But I couldn’t help myself. Even though I’d known the odds of him getting his hands on me again were slim, they weren’t zero. Now though?

Now, I could finally breathe.

Without Leo or Ferry around though, I was processing this alone. My usual loneliness felt amplified, the silence in the flat almost deafening.

I had to do something. Anything to distract me from the fact that I wasn’t upset when society said I should be.

I started my morning by baking up a storm. But by the time I’d finished icing my coffee cake and taken the lemon shortbread out of the oven, it was still only 11.30 a.m.

Picking up my phone, I FaceTimed Mum. She and Dad had retired to the South of France when I’d moved in with Leo. I missed them something fierce, but it was nice being able to escape to their house in the summer for a super cheap holiday.

Ferry had accompanied us during our last visit. If my parents had been taken aback by Leo’s choice of partner, they hadn’t shown it. Thanks to me, Leo had known he didn’t need to worry about how they’d react to him coming out as bi.

So long as we were happy, they were happy.

It was at the back of my mind to tell my mum the news about Colin, but how could I explain it? They didn’t know the first thing about the situation.

No. I was going to have to deal with it myself.

Mum was brimming with gossip from her little village. Given her French was rusty at best, I was always amazed by how much tea she had to give me.

After a long catch up with her, she passed the phone over to Dad. Our conversation focused mainly on my studies and the cricket. Neither topic was of particular interest to me, but I didn’t let that show.

The phone call killed another hour.

Lunch I managed to eke out to a grand total of forty-five minutes.

After all of that, it wasn’t even 1:30.

Was it just me, or was time actually moving slower?

My hand hovered over my phone as I debated whether or not to check my dating app. My friends had picked out another man for me—Steve. He’d been thoroughly vetted by the three of them before I’d even been allowed to send him an introductory message.

I didn’t mind though. I liked having friends who cared enough about me that they wanted to interfere.

Steve and I had been messaging back and forth all week. He seemed…nice. Normal. But then again, so had Jeremy.

He’d suggested meeting up for a date tonight, but after seeing the news about Colin, I was feeling extra wary, the reminder of how fast it could go wrong too fresh. With Leo so far away…I didn’t want to risk it. And it wasn’t like I could expect Sebastian to miraculously turn up whenever I needed saving.

Hmm. Sebastian. I needed to make him something to say thank you for his kindness the other night. He was always cold, yet I’d never seen him with anything more than a coat. He needed a scarf.

I purposefully didn’t look at the many cakes and balls of yarn as I grabbed my house keys. All my yarn was now arranged by colour in several glass cabinets surrounding the TV Ferry and Leo had built together. It made it much easier to see what I had.

On the surface, it was perfect, but in reality, it wasn’t a good idea. Not if I wanted to continue spending all my disposable income on pretty yarn that I didn’t actually need.

Which I absolutely did want to do.

So now I was reduced to pretending not to see the cabinets and ignoring any twinges of guilt that followed.

It’s fine. At least it’s not drugs. It could be worse. It’s just yarn. Yarn makes you happy.

Humming under my breath, I left my house and made my way to the bus stop. It was a glorious day. Autumn was in the air, the smell of lit fires intertwining with the sharp chill of the breeze.

I loved all the seasons, but autumn was definitely my favourite. There was nothing better than snuggling up under a blanket with a mug of hot chocolate topped with whipped cream. Halloween had already passed, and Christmas would be here before we knew it.

Perching on the bench at the bus stop, I pulled out my phone to check the travel app and immediately regretted not having looked before I left home. Thirty minutes until the next bus. Oh well, that gave me time to come up with a response to Steve.

I ran through our last few messages. He was perfectly nice. Polite with a good sense of humour. Flirty without crossing the line. Asked excellent questions about my life and seemed genuinely interested in my responses.

So why wasn’t I more excited by the idea of meeting up with him? Where were the butterflies?

You don’t need them, remember? We’re after solid and safe.

Well, Steve certainly fit that description.

I glanced up as a vaguely familiar black car screeched to a stop at the kerb. The window rolled down, and my stomach jolted as Sebastian’s perfect scowl appeared.

“What are you doing?”

“Umm, waiting for a bus?” Surely me sitting at a bus stop made that obvious.

Sebastian rolled his eyes, telling me yes, it was obvious. “Where are you going?”

I tugged at my scarf. What was it about this man that had me so unsettled? “To a yarn shop over in Woolston.”

Sebastian scowled at me for a moment. “Get in.”

“Oh, it’s okay, I don’t mind taking the bus.”

“It wasn’t a question, Matty. Get in the car.”

My mouth popped open even as my feet moved to follow his command. Why did I find his overbearing attitude so darn hot?

He didn’t stop there either. My door had barely closed before he was at it again. “Seat belt on, Matty.”

I did as he asked, crossing my legs to hide the effect his bossiness was having on me. I gave him the address before fiddling with my scarf again. “Thank you. You don’t need to do this.”

“I know I don’t,” Sebastian said as he pulled away from the kerb. “But I can’t have you getting on a bus, of all things.”

My lips twitched at the disgust in his voice. “Buses are perfectly suitable modes of transportation.”

“They’re full of people.”

I shrugged. “I like people.”

Sebastian side-eyed me like I was speaking a foreign language. “Why?”

“People are fascinating. You can learn so much just from watching them.” We stopped at some traffic lights and I gestured at a mum pushing a buggy in front of us. “Like that lady. She’s smiling at her baby, chatting away. Looks really happy, right?”

Sebastian grunted as he eyed the woman.

“But if you look closer, you can see the bags under her eyes. And notice how she’s limping? She’s got an injury somewhere on her left leg. The shopping too—she must have a week’s worth of groceries stuffed under the buggy.”

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

“She’s so happy,” I said softly, watching her as she disappeared into the distance. “She’s exhausted, in pain, and has no car to do her shopping. God knows how far she has to walk, but she’s singing to her baby and not letting any of that bother her. It’s so easy to look at people and see their flaws or struggles, but if you look close enough, you can find the good. The thing that makes them happy or keeps them going.”

“Not everyone has that, Matty.”

“Maybe not,” I said. “But I’d like to think the majority of people do.”

Sebastian didn’t speak again until he’d pulled into the small car park beside the shop. “What’s your thing? What makes you happy?”

“Lots of things. Baking. Listening to Caffeine Daydreams. Spending time with my friends and family. Dancing. Crochet.”

Amusement glinted in his eyes as he turned off the engine. “Hence the yarn shop.”

I grinned at him. “Exactly. Don’t worry about coming in with me, I’m happy to get the bus home.”

“You’ll get the bus over my dead body.” Wow, I guessed he really didn’t like public transportation. “But I can wait here if you don’t want company.”

“I didn’t say that.” I fidgeted in my seat. Being on my own was the last thing I wanted, especially after learning about Colin. It was weird, knowing I didn’t have to look over my shoulder anymore, and that weirdness lessened with Sebastian at my side. “Don’t feel obligated to come in with me though. I’m sure it’ll be super boring for you.”

Cold fingers gripped my jaw, turning my head so I was forced to look at him. “Matty, do you want me to come in with you?”

I stared into his eyes—dark pools that seemed never-ending. “Yes.”

He nodded curtly as he released me. “Then let’s go.”


Chapter 7

Sebastian


I’d planned to leave Southampton, I really had. I’d even gone to the club to see if there was any word from Toby. His phone still hadn’t been turned back on. I didn’t particularly care what he was up to, but given he was my only living relative, I felt an obligation to check.

River hadn’t heard anything from him or Blaise. Thanks to the bond he shared with his twin, he knew he was alive and well, and I deduced from that that Toby likely was too. I doubted very much that he was far from the mage.

However, it had been the other piece of information he’d divulged that had made me change my plans. Apparently Leo and Ferry were in Edinburgh for the long weekend. They weren’t the only ones who were away either—Lucky and his mates had absconded to Europe for a few days.

Which meant all of the supes who normally kept watch over Matty were gone.

“It’s fine,” River had explained when I’d demanded to know what precautions had been put in place for his safety. “Ferry has the flat warded to high heaven, and Leo made Matty promise to message the group chat if he needed anything at all.”

Logically, River was correct.

Logic was not working for me now. Not where Matty was concerned.

So instead of being busy unaliving an American senator like I was supposed to be, I was trailing around after a human while he shopped for yarn.

Does anyone know where Sebastian is? Because he’s sure as fuck not here right now.

Matty didn’t stop talking as he filled the basket with ball after ball of yarn. He told me about the essay he’d just written. A new biscuit recipe he wanted to try. The next book he was reading as part of Oscar’s little ‘book club.’

If anyone had glanced over, they might’ve thought I wasn’t listening. Hundreds of years doing my job meant I was skilled at keeping a constant look of disdain on my face.

In truth, I was drinking in every drop of information Matty gave me. No, I couldn’t say I cared about the people or things that he was telling me about, but for some disturbing reason, I cared that Matty cared.

My obsession with this human was going too far. I didn’t like it. I didn’t understand why I was feeling this way after centuries of keeping everyone at arm’s length.

Why couldn’t I just walk away?

“Seb?”

My head shot up, and I realised Matty had asked me something. “What?”

“Which colour do you prefer?” He was holding two different balls, one blue and the other dark brown.

“I honestly don’t care. Why are you asking me?”

Matty’s lips curved down at the edges and I cursed myself. I was so used to speaking without a filter, I hadn’t realised how harsh my words could sound.

Before I could say anything else, Matty was smiling brightly and returning the balls to the shelf. “No worries. I’ll find something else.”

“Wait,” I said gruffly, grabbing the brown one and shoving it in the basket. “This one. It’s the same colour as your eyes.”

Said eyes widened before Matty shook himself, shyly grabbing another ball of the same colour. “Better get two for what I’ve got in mind.”

I grunted, dying to ask what he was making. I couldn’t speak. My fangs were descending against my will, begging me to sink them into the creamy skin of his throat.

This was dangerous. I was getting too close to Matty.

No one would like that. Least of all me.

Caring for someone, loving them, only led to pain. Betrayal. Heartbreak.

I kept silent through the rest of Matty’s shopping trip. I had to fight the urge to insist on paying when we got to the till. But Matty wasn’t mine to spoil.

And he won’t ever be. Don’t even go there.

Once he’d paid, I rushed him out of the shop and back into my car. I reached across him to open his door, my arm brushing against his chest.

It was the smallest of touches, but the reaction started like an avalanche.

Matty’s breath caught in his throat.

His pulse began to quicken in his throat.

My fangs lengthened.

My cock stiffened.

Bite him.

I yanked my arm back like it had been burned. “Get in the car.”

Matty swallowed, once again following my order without question. I cursed under my breath as I walked around the back of the car while adjusting myself. My cock was begging me to take him home and see if he was just as obedient when naked. Would he go to his knees for me? Let me fuck him until he was speaking in tongues? Hold back his orgasm until I gave him permission to come?

Matty was dangerous. My resolve to stay away weakened with every minute I spent in his presence.

If Matty thought our interaction had been odd, he didn’t say anything when I joined him. Instead, he spent the drive back to his place excitedly pulling out various balls of yarn and explaining what he was going to make with them.

“And these ones are for the Southampton General fundraiser. I’m going to make a teddy from them to be auctioned off.”

I frowned over at the pink balls in his hands. “Why?”

Matty laughed like I’d said something funny. “To raise money, silly.”

“I know what a fundraiser is, Matty. But why are you doing it?”

“Umm…to be kind? Don’t you ever do things just to be nice?”

“No.”

“Hmm…” Matty’s eyes were sparkling with mischief. “I dunno, I think you driving me to the shop and back to avoid me taking the bus is pretty nice.”

No, that was keeping him safe.

“And stepping in when you saw how uncomfortable Jeremy was making me. That was also nice.”

“Trust me, Matty. You can ask any of the others and they’ll tell you I’m far from nice.”

“You’ve always been nice to me.”

I bit back a sigh as I pulled up outside Matty’s home. “That’s different.”

“How?”

I met his eyes coolly. “Because it’s you.”

I tried not to notice the perfect way the blood filled Matty’s face. How it rushed up his neck, blooming across his delicate cheekbones. My fangs punched through my gums as my cock pulsed.

Matty’s tongue swiped over his lip before he cut his gaze away. “We’re friends…right?”

His question was like diving into an ice-cold river. “I don’t have friends.”

“Everybody needs friends.”

“Not me.”

“Well, you do now. We’re friends. I’ve decided and there’s no going back on that now.”

My heart sank as I took in how his lower lip jutted out defiantly. How the fuck was I supposed to say no to that? “What exactly does being your ‘friend’ entail?”

Matty must’ve known he had me on the ropes because he fucking beamed at me. “Nothing too onerous. Hanging out occasionally. Grabbing dinner or coffee, maybe. Giving me your phone number.”

That didn’t sound too bad. Maybe being Matty’s friend was the best option. It’d allow me to keep him safe, and I’d be close enough to him to get my fix whenever I needed it. “Okay.”

“Excellent.” Matty was bouncing in his seat. “Let’s start right now. Come upstairs and I’ll get you something to eat.”

Visions of the kind of meal Matty could give me spun through my mind. Fuck, I bet he’d taste so sweet. The forbidden nectar that could sustain me for years. I’d make it so good for him too, have him purring my name as I sank my fangs into his soft skin and…

“Seb?”

I jumped, clearing my throat. “Um…sure. I just need to make a quick phone call. I’ll meet you up there in five minutes?”

“Okay.” Matty flashed me his dimples before leaning forward to grab his bag of yarn.

“Leave that,” I said sharply. “I’ll bring it.”

Matty rolled his eyes at me. “I can manage it.”

I glared at him. “I didn’t say you couldn’t. I said I’ll bring it.”

His lips twitched like he found me amusing. “Fine. I’ll let you feel like a big man this once.”

He moved to get out of the car, but I grabbed his upper arm, hauling him towards me. “Don’t pretend you don’t like me taking care of you, Matty. Your pretty cheeks give you away.”

The aforementioned cheeks blushed a deeper pink. I had to swallow back a growl as his eyes dropped to my lips.

To my utter shock, Matty called me out. “Doesn’t matter what I like though, does it? We’re just friends.”

Fuck, he was right. What was I doing? I let him go hastily. “Go upstairs, Matty. I’ll be right behind you.”

Not in the way I want to be though.

Matty didn’t say another word as he left me alone with my thoughts. When had my desire to make him smile turned into desire for Matty himself?

I hit my head on the steering wheel as I cursed internally. Maybe I needed to leave. This ‘friendship’ idea was sounding more ridiculous by the second.

But then I spotted the bag in the footwell. Matty had left it…just as I’d asked.

God, I was so screwed. I couldn’t go there with him. Not only would the demons strip my skin from my bones, I’d only end up hurting Matty.

I’d done a lot of heinous shit over the centuries. Things that would make the inhabitants of the ninth circle of Hell cringe. I’d done it all without batting an eyelid, before moving on with my life like nothing had happened.

That wouldn’t be the case if I hurt Matty, I knew that with as much certainty as I did my own name. There’d be no moving on. No forgetting it.

I didn’t actually need to make a phone call. It wasn’t like anyone was waiting on me. Well, except the American senator I’d been hired to eliminate. I was sure he wouldn’t mind living for a few extra weeks.

The human who’d hired me wouldn’t dare complain if I didn’t meet my deadline. Not when I’d made it clear what the consequences of rushing me were.

Namely, being added to my ‘to-do’ list themselves.

No, what I needed was time to work my way past the various wards without alerting anyone. Like all of the human mates’ properties, Leo and Matty’s flat had been warded by Ferry, Harlow, and River.

Before I’d met Matty, I would’ve said it was total overkill. Now though, I was happy for the several layers of protection around him.

None of them were aware that I was able to counter their wards. Even Toby didn’t know. Given how many of my hits were on supes, it was knowledge I’d had to acquire a long time ago.

I made my way to the outer doorway where the first layer of wards was. Casting a compulsion net around me, I removed my dagger from its sheath. It was coated in a substance I purchased regularly from a witch who lived in Scotland. I paid a hefty price for it every time, but it hadn’t failed me yet.

Not only could it pierce the shields of supes, as Leo had discovered when rescuing Ferry, it could also break wards.

Bright light flared as I temporarily broke the ward. I jumped across it quickly and repeated the process on the wards outside Matty’s front door, landing directly in front of it. I couldn’t do this when Ferry or one of the others who’d set the wards was inside them, but seeing as Matty was alone right now, that wasn’t an issue.

The wards resealed behind me with no one any the wiser.

Matty’s voice rang out the instant I knocked. “It’s open!”

I was scowling as I entered. “What if it hadn’t been me?”

Matty’s tongue was sticking out the side of his mouth as he plated up an enormous slab of cake. “But it was you.”

I rubbed my temples. The wards would protect Matty from supes, but other humans were often just as bad, if not far worse. “You should check, Matty. Every time.”

“Don’t be such a worrywart,” Matty said, sliding two plates of cake onto the table. I eyed them warily as I sat at the table. “How do you take your tea?”

“I don’t drink tea.”

Matty stared at me. “But…you’re British…yes?”

Technically, I was French. The whole LeClerc family was.

Toby had adopted a British accent when he’d moved here in the 1700s in an effort to fit in. I’d done the same, but mine was born out of a sense of self-preservation.

Every time the crisp accent of my youth passed my lips, I was reminded of my family. Of Amelie.

Of Laurent.

“I can be British and not like tea.”

“You can,” Matty said slowly, “but it’s weird. What do you want to drink with your cake?”

Your blood.

“Water is fine.”

Matty filled a glass and placed it in front of me before taking his seat opposite. “You don’t have to wait on me.”

“I know.” He used the side of his fork to cut off a chunk of cake. “I like it though.”

I’d thought there was nothing better than Matty’s smile, but his reaction to the cake was pretty close. His lips closed around the fork, a deliciously sinful moan escaping him as his eyes drifted closed.

There was a strange creaking noise. I glanced down at my hands, my eyes widening in alarm. Shit, my fingers had created divots in the tabletop. I hurriedly pulled my plate over them, hoping Matty wouldn’t notice.

Brilliant. Excellent restraint there, Sebastian.

At least I hadn’t tackled Matty to the floor to see what else I could do to get that reaction from him.

Friends.

I turned my attention to the cake. I had to admit, it did smell delicious. Human food wasn’t something vampires required—we got all the necessary sustenance and nutrition from blood—but contrary to how we were portrayed in the media, we could eat and drink it.

I never normally bothered, but Matty was waiting for me to try it.

I lifted the first mouthful to my lips, noting the hungry way Matty tracked the motion. Flavour exploded on my tongue. It was nothing compared to how Matty would taste, but it was good.

“It’s lovely.”

Matty’s smile was sweeter than the cake. “Good.”

A smarter version of myself would’ve made my excuses once our plates were cleared and left. But, realistically, when was I going to get the opportunity to have Matty all to myself again?

I’d never pretended not to be selfish. If I was going to put distance between us, I needed to stock up on as much Matty as possible while I could.

That was my logic and I was sticking to it.

Matty had moved in front of a large cabinet that surrounded the TV, his hands on his hips. “Hmm….Seb, can you open the top cupboards for me?”

I should tell him not to call me that. I hadn’t let anyone call me that in a very long time.

But fuck if I didn’t like the sound of it coming from his mouth.

“Sure.” I crowded up close behind him, leaning over him to open the doors that were out of his reach. “Holy shit…”

“I know it’s a lot,” Matty said sheepishly, his shoulders slumping. “I think I have a problem.”

I eyed the countless balls of yarn filling the space. He had to have every colour and thickness available. “You do have a problem. You need more storage.”

Matty turned to smile up at me softly, his eyes brimming with happiness. The darkness that had lived in me so long receded a little bit more, the old me yearning to push to the surface.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

“Here,” I said gruffly, grabbing his bag of new purchases from the floor. “You make yourself another cup of tea while I find room for this lot.”

“Thank you,” Matty said. Then he did something entirely unexpected.

He rested one hand on my chest and rose on his toes.

And brushed his lips over my cheek.

Heat exploded in me, starting at the point where our skin had met and spreading like a wildfire. It rushed through me, battling back the darkness even further.

Matty bounced off, humming under his breath like he had no idea what that simple touch had done to me.

And he never will know, I told myself sternly, turning my attention back to the cupboards.

With my height, it was easy for me to see into the cupboards. I’d need to do some rearranging to fit in Matty’s latest purchases.

I was just starting on the second cupboard when my fingers brushed against an unusual texture.

Frowning, I pushed the yarn aside to reveal a pair of red Converse shoes hidden from sight, shoved right against the back of the cupboard. What on earth were they doing there?

I pulled them down, turning to ask Matty if they needed to be there.

He was walking back into the room, a mug of tea in his hand. “Seb, are you sure you don’t want any⁠—”

His words faded away as he saw what I was holding. The blood drained from his face as he swayed on the spot.

I saw what was about to happen a split second before the cup slipped.

Dropping the shoes, I raced across the room, clearing the sofa in a single jump. I had Matty in my arms before the cup hit the floor.

It smashed on the wooden boards, right where Matty’s bare feet had been a second before. The scalding liquid hit the bottoms of my legs, soaking my trousers.

“Oh my god,” Matty yelped. “I’m so sorry. Your skin!”

“It’s okay,” I lied, carrying him over to the sofa. I couldn’t move past the fact that his whole body was shaking. “It missed me.”

“I’m so sorry. Oh god, how could I be so careless? I didn’t mean to…”

Matty was babbling non-stop. I sat on the sofa, Matty straddling my lap. I pulled him close to my chest, one hand in his hair, the other around his back.

“Matty, it’s okay. Just breathe. I’ve got you. Breathe.”

He was shaking still, but little by little, he relaxed. His head came to rest on my shoulder, his breath hot against my neck.

My arms were like bands of steel as I held him close. I didn’t relax until I felt his breathing slow. Until his pulse was no longer thundering.

Only then did I let my grip ease. It almost killed me. I wanted to hold Matty to me forever and promise him he’d always be safe. That I wouldn’t let anything upset him ever again.

But he wasn’t mine. He never would be.

I forced myself to let my hands fall to my sides. “Okay?”

Matty sniffed, not lifting his head. “Embarrassed.”

“Why?”

He didn’t answer, just buried his head deeper into my neck like he was trying to burrow inside me.

Sighing, I put my hand on his chin, nudging it up until I could see his face. “Why are you embarrassed?”

His eyes were rimmed with red and he couldn’t meet my gaze. If he hadn’t been sitting on my lap, I would’ve left the room and found someone to stab.

“I shouldn’t let something so silly upset me,” he said miserably. “I was wearing those shoes when…when something happened. Something bad.”

I didn’t know how I kept my face impassive. “Tell me.”

Matty gave a half shrug. “Not much to tell. I went home with someone I shouldn’t have. It’s my fault.”

My nostrils flared. “It is not your fault, Matty. Do not put this on you. Whatever happened, you did nothing to deserve it.”

Matty sighed. “Logically, I know you’re right. But…it’s hard to let it go sometimes. Thinking maybe I led him on or something.”

I gritted my teeth. “Matty, I’m going to say this only once. No one has permission to do anything without your consent. You could be halfway through sex and change your mind and that would be okay. More than okay. Any person you’re with who doesn’t understand that should have their skin removed.”

Quite literally.

Matty gave me a tired smile. “It’s okay, Seb. You don’t have to make me feel better.”

But I did. I fucking did. I needed him smiling. I needed him happy.

“Anyway, looks like he messed with the wrong person. He’s dead now. Found out this morning.”

Yes, he’d messed with the wrong person. My person.

No. Not yours.

I couldn’t read Matty’s tone. “How do you feel about that?”

Matty buried his head in my neck again. “Umm…will you judge me if I say I’m relieved? Maybe even…happy?”

I smirked, glad he couldn’t see how his answer delighted me. “I’d never judge you. Some people are bad, Matty, and they don’t deserve to live. It’s okay to not mourn them. If it helps, I’m glad he’s dead.”

Matty lifted his head again, peering at me in confusion. “Why?”

“Because he hurt you.”

Matty frowned, clearly missing the connection. Not wanting him to make it, I diverted him.

“Why do you keep the shoes?”

Matty slumped. “It’s silly really. They were my favourite pair. I saved up for ages to get them and I can’t bring myself to bin them. It’s not like I can afford to replace them.”

“So you hid them up there?”

He glanced over his shoulder in confusion. “Is that where you found them?”

“Yeah, buried under half a tonne of yarn.”

Matty’s face softened. “Ah. Leo must’ve hidden them there. He…he was there that night. Kind of saved me, if I’m honest.”

I was really glad I’d loaned Leo my dagger months ago. I hadn’t known at the time what had prompted me to give him Bessie, but maybe fate had known I’d end up owing Leo big time.

“Anyway, it’s fine. It’s all in the past.” Matty wriggled, but my hands tightened on his hips.

“No. I suggest you stay right there, Matty.”

Matty squinted at me in confusion. “Why?”

“Because I’m not ready to let you go yet.”


Chapter 8

Matty


“Are you okay with that?”

“Yes,” I said quickly, shifting closer. If Sebastian wanted to hold me, I wasn’t about to stop him. Seeing the shoes had rattled me more than I would have expected, especially with what I’d found out about Colin’s fate. But sitting here with Sebastian’s arms bracketing me, that night seemed a million miles away.

Seb let out a long breath, his hand winding into my hair again. He steered my cheek back to his shoulder, and I happily let him, my body purring at the attention.

It was nice. I couldn’t remember the last time someone had just…held me.

I didn’t know how long we stayed like that. But it was long enough for my dick to recover from the shock and start thinking something else was going on.

I couldn’t blame it, really. This was more action than we’d seen in months. Even if I had been getting laid regularly, I probably still would have reacted this way. How could I not? Seb’s hand was stroking up and down my spine, his muscled chest rising and falling under my own. Even his scent was intoxicating.

But we’d agreed to be friends. Friends didn’t get hard-ons while hugging one another.

I scrambled off him, hopefully before he could notice my predicament. From the heat that filled his eyes as they followed my retreat, I didn’t think I was successful.

Everything in me wanted to put myself back on Sebastian’s lap and grind my erection all over his undoubtedly perfect abs.

“That night is why I’m dating,” I blurted out, attempting to redraw the lines between us. “After what happened…I need someone safe. Normal. Predictable. Steady. Someone I can start a family with. Build a life with. They don’t need to be exciting or passionate. I don’t need someone to drive me crazy in bed, I need reliability. That’s why I was out with Jeremy. His online profile suggested he fit that criteria, but…yeah.”

Sebastian smoothed the legs of his trousers down. “So you’re, uh, going to keep going out on dates?”

“Yep. That’s the plan. I’ve been chatting with this guy called Steve. He seems to tick all my boxes.”

Sebastian’s nose wrinkled. “You thought Jeremy ticked your boxes too.”

“True, but this time, Ethan, Riley, and Lucky have helped pick him out.”

“Good. I’m glad they’re helping you out in this. They seem like great friends.”

“They are.” I smiled fondly as I thought of them.

“So…when are you and Steve going out?”

My heart skipped a beat. Was that a hint of jealousy in his tone? “We haven’t set a night yet.”

“Maybe you should do it soon,” Sebastian said before pushing to his feet. My heart sank at his closed-off expression. “If you’re determined to find your perfect man, you better get searching. He’s not going to just stumble into your path when you least expect it.”

I’d been wrong. Sebastian wasn’t jealous. Of course he wasn’t—why would he be? I tried to make a joke to lessen the sudden tension that seemed to be bubbling between us. “Not like you did, you mean?”

Sebastian’s expression was dark as he loomed over me. “One key difference here though—I’m not your perfect man. I’m not safe. Nor am I normal, predictable, steady, or reliable.”

His hand skated over my jaw as he leaned down to whisper in my ear. “I’m definitely exciting and passionate though. And believe me, I’d drive you crazy in bed in ways you haven’t even dreamed of.”

All my blood rushed south as I bit my lip to stop a whimper escaping.

“But like you said, that’s not what you want.”

My whole body begged me to change my mind, but as Sebastian stepped back, I knew there was no point.

He might talk the talk, but he wasn’t about to walk the walk. Not with me, anyway.

Sebastian turned, and I knew he was going to leave. Desperation flooded me. I didn’t want him going and leaving me in this state. It’d lead to fantasies and want, things I couldn’t afford to give in to. If he stayed, maybe I could put him back in the friend box.

God, even in my head that logic sounded flimsy.

“Wait. Don’t leave.”

Sebastian paused with his back to me, his spine stiff.

“We’re not done hanging out,” I said firmly. “Besides, you still need to find all my yarn a new home, remember?” He grunted, which I decided to take as a yes. “Great! You get that sorted while I clean up the mess I made, then how about we watch a film?”
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At some point during the film, I’d fallen asleep. My dreams were full of my cheek resting on a strong thigh and long fingers carding through my hair, stroking my neck, tracing my lips.

But when I awoke, I was totally alone.

Disappointment filled me as I sat up on the sofa, a blanket that hadn’t been there earlier sliding to the floor.

The television was dark, the flat empty. From the shadows falling across the room, I’d been asleep for a while.

Feeling groggy, I grabbed my phone from the table. Yep, it was late. No wonder Sebastian had left.

A message awaited me on the screen.

UNKNOWN NUMBER


This is Sebastian. Save my number.




Butterflies erupted in my stomach. He must’ve reached out to one of the others to get my details.

I added him as a contact, then before I could question it, I tapped out a reply.

Thank you for covering me with the blanket. You could’ve woken me though.




His response flashed up almost immediately.

Seb


It’s not a problem. You looked peaceful.





I bit my lip before catching myself. What was I doing? I was getting giddy over his message like a schoolboy with a crush.

Sebastian was right. He wasn’t what I was looking for.

I closed out of our chat and opened up the one with Steve. Scanning through the messages, I tried to summon even an ounce of the excitement I felt around Sebastian.

There was nothing.

But that didn’t matter. That wasn’t what I wanted.

Right?

Taking a deep breath, I messaged Steve.

Do you want to meet for lunch tomorrow?
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Steve was everything I’d hoped he’d be and more.

He’d met me outside the restaurant, smartly dressed in chinos and a shirt. After exchanging air kisses, he’d guided me into the restaurant with his hand resting lightly against the small of my back.

I couldn’t help but compare it to the dominating way Sebastian had grabbed my hair the night before. How he’d used it to steer me to where he wanted me.

How had that felt safer than this?

I tried to push Sebastian out of my mind as Steve and I made small talk over our starters. He was perfectly pleasant, asking intelligent questions about my studies and plans for the future.

“Well, when I’ve got my degree I’ll try and get a graduate position somewhere. But…if I’m being honest, what I really want to do is stay at home and raise a family. It might sound daft, but…”

Steve’s hand had slid across the table to hold mine. “It doesn’t sound daft. I think it sounds pretty great.”

The meal had gone without a hitch. If it had been The Great British Bake Off, then Steve would’ve been named Star Baker.

So why, when he tried to kiss me, did I turn my face so it landed on my cheek? Why did I give him a brittle smile and a false promise to message him?

The answer was a scowling grump I couldn’t get out of my mind.

You just need distance, I told myself as I opened our front door. Time and distance to get over this…crush.

It was so depressing coming home to an empty flat. There was still over twenty-four hours until Leo and Ferry would return.

Something caught my attention from the corner of my eye. In the centre of the coffee table there were five shoe boxes.

With trembling fingers, I opened the lid of one of them. A pair of brand-new blue Converse was inside.

Putting it to the side, I went through box after box. Each one contained another pair of Converse in a different colour. There were green ones, grey, yellow, black.

But not a single pair of red. Tears filled my eyes.

Dragging a chair over from the table, I clambered up on it to peer inside the cupboards Sebastian had sorted through the night before.

Just as I’d suspected when I’d seen the first pair of shoes, the ones from that night were gone.

Maybe I should be mad at Sebastian for taking the decision out of my hands, but all I felt was relief. It was like a massive weight had been lifted from my shoulders.

With Colin dead and the shoes gone, I could finally put that night behind me.

Choking back a sob, I climbed down from the chair and pulled out my phone.

I have no idea how you got back into my flat, but thank you. As kind as this is, I can’t accept this. It’s too much.




The reply came immediately.

Seb


I don’t know what you’re talking about.





I rolled my eyes.

You’re telling me that five pairs of brand-new Converse just happened to appear in my living room after the conversation we had last night?




I bit my lip as I waited for him to reply. This time, the bubbles appeared and disappeared several times before his response came through.

It’s a strange coincidence.




I huffed.

Okay, well if you aren’t going to admit to it, at least let me cook you dinner tonight as a thank you.




Aren’t you full from your lunch date?




Had I told Sebastian about that? I thought I’d arranged it after he’d left. I must’ve mentioned I was thinking about it while we were watching the film.

No, so come on over and I’ll feed you dinner.




I held my breath as I waited for him to reply, and I knew it didn’t matter what my brain wanted. It didn’t matter what was logical, or sensible, or the right thing to do.

My heart and body wanted Sebastian. It was probably the most foolish crush I’d ever have, but I couldn’t deny it any longer.

If there was to be any distance between us now, it was going to be down to Sebastian to enforce it.

His message came through, sealing my fate.

Fine. I’ll be there in thirty minutes.
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Thirty minutes wasn’t long, but I made the most of every second.

By the time Sebastian was rapping on my door, I’d showered and changed. My makeup was flawless, my hair styled perfectly.

My nerves were jangling as I opened the door. Now that I’d stopped denying my attraction to Sebastian, my body wasn’t holding anything back.

I wasn’t the only one who’d dressed up for the evening. Sebastian’s hair was pulled back in a stubby ponytail, dark suspenders over his crisp white shirt. He’d trimmed his beard close, showing off his sharp jawline.

He was leaning on the doorjamb, his green eyes smouldering at me with an intensity that dried my mouth out.

“Hi,” I squeaked.

Sebastian prowled forwards, his brows drawn tight. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong.” Heavens, he was downright sinful when he was glowering down at me like that.

“Then why do you look nervous?” Sebastian demanded. My back hit the dining room table as he crowded closer. “Did that piece of shit you had lunch with say something to upset you?”

Murder flashed in his eyes. Sebastian’s chest was rising and falling rapidly, his hands in fists at his sides. Why was he so angry?

I lifted my hand, resting it against the crisp cotton covering his heart. “Seb…breathe. Everything is fine.”

He stilled at my touch. I could almost see the war between rationality and his temper playing out in his eyes.

Acting on instinct, I reached up to grab the back of his neck. I pulled his head down until his forehead was resting against mine. “Everything is fine. I’m fine. Nothing happened.”

Sebastian took several deep breaths. Our mouths were mere inches apart, but that wasn’t what I was thinking about.

At least…not until Sebastian pulled back an inch. His gaze turned from furious to heated as he glanced down at my lips.

The line of friendship between us was drawn taut. One of us just needed to be brave enough to step over it.

I could do it. I could do anything if it meant feeling his lips against mine.

Even for just a second.

I pushed up on my toes, determined to do just that.

Sebastian ripped himself away from me so fast I stumbled, catching myself with one hand on the wall.

He was on the other side of the room, his back pressed against the door. How had he got over there so fast?

“Sorry,” he said, bowing his head. “We…we can’t do that, Matty.”

Frustration bubbled in me. “Why not?”

His lips twisted up on one side. “You know why. I’m no good for you. You’re looking for forever with someone. That person isn’t me.”

“Maybe I don’t need forever,” I whispered. “What I do need is you. Right now.”

Sebastian let out a rattling breath before his stormy eyes met mine. “Don’t tempt me, Matty. I can’t say no to you.”

“I don’t want you to say no.” I stepped closer, smiling encouragingly. “Say yes. Say yes to me.”

Sebastian’s body was trembling, the muscles in his arms and neck corded like he was physically holding himself back. “Matty⁠—”

A shrill beeping cut him off and had me taking off towards the noise. “Oh fluffernut, the enchiladas are ready.”

Sebastian followed me into the kitchen. “Fluffernut is a new one.”

I groaned as I pulled the dish from the oven and put it on top of the hob. “You know I don’t like swearing.”

“It’s a real fucking shame,” Sebastian murmured. He was so close, I could feel his breath on my neck. “The English language is so much richer when you use the full range of vocabulary provided.”

My hands were shaking as I pulled out a chopping board and a knife. “My substitutions are creative.”

“Fluffernut is definitely…creative.”

I started to chop the spring onions ready to garnish the enchiladas. “My favourite one is gumb-ouch.”

The knife had slipped, catching the end of my finger. Blood poured from the cut, pooling on the board. The sight had the room shifting beneath me. Whooshing sounds filled my ears as black spots danced at the edges of my vision. “Oh dear.”

Steady arms caught me before I hit the ground. Just like the day before, Sebastian lifted me easily, cradling me against his chest. “For fuck’s sake, Matty. You need to be more careful when handling dangerous objects.”

“It was a small knife,” I said in protest as he lowered me to the sofa. “Besides, it was your fault, you were distracting me.”

Sebastian lifted my hand to study the cut. I took one look at the red running down my hand and that was it.

Everything went black.

By the time I came around, Sebastian was leaning over me with a pinched expression on his face.

“Shit, Matty. Talk about scaring the fuck out of me.”

“We should get you a swear jar,” I murmured. I didn’t try to move, knowing I needed to let my body rest for a minute. Sebastian had thoughtfully put my feet up on several pillows, elevating them above my head. “Within a week you could pay for us to go to Paris like Lucky and his men.”

“Matty, I don’t need a swear jar for that. I’ll take you to Paris right now if it’ll make you smile.”

My lips turned up at his joke. “You always make me smile, Seb.”

Okay, I needed to survey the damage. Without passing out this time. It had been deep, that much I knew. It’d be just my luck to end up having a needle jabbed into me rather than Sebastian’s cock.

But when I lifted my hand, there was nothing more than a tiny plaster covering the end. “Is that it?”

Sebastian grunted. “I cleaned it up while you were out. Didn’t need more than a plaster, and to be honest, you can probably take that off in a bit.”

He was right about cleaning it up—there wasn’t a drop of blood to be seen. “I’m guessing you’re better at dealing with blood than I am.”

A small chuckle broke from him. “Yeah, I guess I am.”

He was still chuckling as he helped me into a sitting position. I had to twist my lower body so he couldn’t see the effect the sound of his happiness was having on me.

If he ever let out a full laugh in my presence, I might come on the spot.

“Can’t believe you faint at the mere sight of blood,” he said, like it was the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

“It’s not that unusual,” I protested. “And like I said earlier, you were distracting me.”

I was sitting on the sofa, Sebastian kneeling before me, and the tension from before was back, eating away at the space between us until there were only two inches of air between our lips.

But, just like before, Sebastian bottled it at the last moment. He was on his feet, striding away and pouring himself a shot from a bottle of spirits Ferry kept here. I had no idea what the clear liquid was, but he’d made it obvious it was too strong for me.

That was fine. I preferred my drinks light and fruity. With enough alcohol to blur the edges, but not enough to make me lose control.

Sebastian had no such compunctions. He sank two shots in a row before wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. He didn’t look at me as he spoke. “I told you, we can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

He set the glass down. “I’m no good for you.”

“Shouldn’t I be the judge of that?”

“No.”

Irritation bubbled in me. I hadn’t even been aware I had a temper, but apparently Sebastian was bringing it out of me. “If you don’t want me, just say that, Sebastian.”

He took a step closer, like he was moving on instinct, before stopping himself. “It’s not that simple, Matty. I can’t…I can’t do that with you. I’m sorry.”

Embarrassment flooded me at the sight of Sebastian literally cringing at the thought.

“It’s okay. I shouldn’t have said anything.” I stood up stiffly, my cheeks flaming. I’d misread this situation completely. No wonder I couldn’t keep a boyfriend. What in the heck had I been thinking, throwing myself at Sebastian like that? “If you don’t want me, that’s fine.”

“Matty—” His voice cracked as he lifted a hand towards me.

“I think it’s best if you go.” I gave him a brittle smile. “I’m sorry if I made you feel uncomfortable.”

I twisted on my heel and scurried from the room. I fled to my bedroom, giving Sebastian the space to leave without any more awkwardness. I leaned on my dressing table, letting my head hang forward as I braced my weight on my hands.

How could I have been so stupid? Of course Sebastian doesn’t want me like that.

I held my breath as I waited for the front door to open and close, but when the sound of a door closing came, it was closer than it should’ve been.

“I warned you, Matty. I told you I can’t say no to you.”

I didn’t lift my head, scarcely daring to believe he was here. “You had no issue saying it out there just now.”

His hand grabbed my chin from behind, forcing me to meet Sebastian’s gaze in the mirror. His eyes were glittering, his jaw tight. “I didn’t say ‘no’ to you. I said we can’t. Those are two very different things.”

“Then why are you here?” My knees were threatening to buckle under the intensity of Sebastian’s stare, but I refused to back down. “Why haven’t you left?”

“Because I can’t,” he whispered. “We shouldn’t do this…but I can’t say no to you.”

“Then don’t.”


Chapter 9

Sebastian


Matty’s challenge had the last of my resolve crumbling.

Oh, who was I kidding? The tiniest taste of his blood earlier had almost shattered it. But I’d had to heal the cut. It had been so deep. A quick lick when he was unconscious, and it was like it had never happened. What was the alternative, taking him to hospital and making him suffer longer?

It was far easier for me to be the one suffering. Because, believe me, getting a small taste of his blood and then knowing I had to pull away?

That was nothing short of torture.

I should’ve left before he came around. Maybe then I wouldn’t have been in this position.

Matty was shaking in my grip, but the lift of his head was determined. Regal, almost.

A king waiting for me to serve him.

Like he could sense his triumph, the corners of Matty’s lips twitched up.

I was done for. All my concerns about how I wasn’t good for him went out the window, along with the promises I’d made the others to stay away from him.

I would. After this, I’d leave his life, never to darken his doorway again.

My arms went around him as I began to toy with the buttons at the top of his shirt. He’d only done it up halfway, leaving an expanse of creamy skin on display. I’d been hard from the second he opened the door.

Now, with him so close to me, my erection was almost painful. I couldn’t look away from our reflection. How I towered over him. How safe he looked surrounded by me. His words from before came back to haunt me. I understood exactly where he was coming from when he’d told me what criteria his next boyfriend needed to fulfil…but it had made me want to scream. Not because I wanted to be that man, but because there was no way Matty would be happy with the things he’d listed. He might believe that right now, but it was his anxiety talking. I might not have known everything about Matty, but I knew deep in my soul that he needed to be loved. He needed it all. Excitement. Passion. Devotion.

He couldn’t have those things with me, but he deserved to have them with someone. I was going to show him. Show him he didn’t need to settle. “What about everything you’re looking for?”

Matty’s breathing turned shallow. “What?”

“You know, your perfect man. Someone who’s safe.”

One button came undone under my fingers, revealing more of the creamy skin beneath.

“Predictable.”

Another button.

“Sensible.”

Another.

“Reliable.”

I undid the final button, letting his shirt fall open. Matty was caught in a trance, a faint blush blooming across his chest.

I pushed the shirt from his shoulders, letting it drop to the floor beside us. “Is that what you want, Matty?”

“What?” he asked, his wide eyes meeting mine in the mirror.

There was arrogance in every inch of my smirk. Fuck, I shouldn’t delight in how easy it was to turn him to putty. “I said, is that what you want? Someone sensible to come home to every night? Someone pleasant who will keep you company but never really know you? Someone you can exchange subpar blowjobs with once a week before falling asleep four feet apart in the bed?”

Okay, so it was a bleak future I was painting, but I couldn’t help it. I needed Matty to want…more. He deserved to be with someone who’d treasure him. Who’d worship him. Who’d bring the light and passion to his life that he needed.

A shadow flickered across Matty’s eyes as he looked away. “Maybe that’s what I deserve.”

“No,” I said, tugging his chin until he was forced to look at me again. “That’s not what you deserve.”

“Oh yeah?” There was a hint of defiance in his voice. “Then what do I deserve?”

I hauled him back against me using his throat. He gave a small gasp when my hard cock hit the small of his back.

“Everything.”

Matty’s head fell back on my shoulder, leaving his throat exposed.

My fangs started to descend as the urge to bite him came over me.

But not because I wanted to taste him.

Because I wanted to claim him.

“Is that what you’re offering? Everything?”

My gut twisted. I couldn’t do it. To claim him would be a death sentence for him. Not in the traditional sense…no, his life would be tied to my eternal one.

Being mine would be far more painful. A slow eroding of his good nature and happiness, until he was as dark and twisted as me.

I’d known it all along, but having him in my arms shone a light on the horrific realisation of where we’d end up if I led him down this path.

“For tonight.” That was all I could offer him.

Matty’s gaze bored into mine in the reflection. It was like he was trying to strip away my layers, desperately searching for something worth saving.

But there was nothing. The vampire who might’ve been worthy of Matty had died alongside my family a long time ago.

“Okay,” Matty said slowly. “I’ll take that. For now.”

“This is all there’ll ever be,” I said. “I mean it, Matty.”

He smirked. My sunshine smirked like he knew something I didn’t. “Fine. Better make the most of it then, hadn’t we?”

He tried to spin around to face me and my heart leapt into my throat. I couldn’t risk him kissing me. If I tasted him again, I’d forget everything.

“No,” I growled, hauling him back to where he was. “I want you like this. I want you to watch me take you apart.”

One of my hands fell to his shorts while the other teased his nipple. “And, Matty?”

“Yes?” His hips were wriggling, like he was hoping that’d get my hand moving faster.

“If you say stop, I’ll stop. At any moment. Don’t be afraid to say it. If you feel uncomfortable, tell me and I’ll stop.”

A sheen came over his eyes as he swallowed audibly. “Okay.”

My fingers skated under his waistband and I drew in a gasp. “Matty, Matty, Matty. What do we have here?”

Matty’s reflection smiled at me shyly. “Why don’t you find out?”

I eased his shorts off, tossing them to the side so I could take him in properly. Scarlet lace teased between his peachy cheeks, skimming over his hips. It was an effort to drag my gaze away from his tempting rear, but I had to see the front too.

I wasn’t disappointed. The red lace wrapped snugly around his hard cock, holding it in place. They’d clearly been designed for men.

Matty looked so fucking tempting that I had to push down on my erection. This wasn’t about me.

It was about Matty.

“Do you like it?”

“Depends.” I drawled, cupping him over the lace. Matty whimpered, his head falling back. “Did you put these on for me? Or for your lunch date?”

Matty’s lips twitched. “What do you think?”

I grunted in satisfaction. “Why don’t we see how pretty they look filled with your cum?”

He groaned, thrusting against my hand. “You have such a filthy mouth.”

I smirked at him in the mirror. “Do you like it?”

His cheeks were flushed with a mixture of embarrassment and arousal. “Yes. When it’s coming from you, I do.”

“What can I say? I have a very talented tongue.”

The second I said it, I wished I could take it back. My tongue certainly wouldn’t be taking part in any of this. Sadly.

I ran my nose along his ear, inhaling his scent deeply. Fuck, I wished I could lick him all over. Taste his lips. Lave my tongue over his cock. His hole. Let him spill his pleasure into my mouth.

That was a line I couldn’t cross though. The temptation to bite him, claim him, was too great. Tasting him again might push me over the edge.

Instead, I’d have to satisfy myself with his scent.

“I’m going to leave these on,” I murmured, slipping my hand beneath the lace. Matty shivered at the touch, and I paused. “Shit, are my hands too cold?”

“No. I…like it.”

The light inside me expanded a bit more. “Good.”

I explored his cock slowly, mapping out every inch of it with my fingers. I wanted to memorise him so thoroughly I’d never forget him. He was short but girthy. I bet he’d fill my mouth so perfectly.

God, how I wanted to go to my knees to test the theory.

“Aren’t you going to get naked?”

I hid my wince behind a smirk. “No. This isn’t about me.”

Being naked with Matty… Nope. Couldn’t go there. The more barriers between us, the better.

Matty opened his mouth to protest, so I covered it with the hand not teasing his balls. “No. I want to see my sunshine debauched and begging while I’m still fully clothed.”

Matty’s eyes flew wide, making me pull my hand away hastily. “Did you just call me ‘your sunshine?’”

Oh, fuck a duck.

I pulled my hand out of his underwear to run my tongue over it before returning it to where it’d been. “Don’t read into it, Matty.”

“Hmm.” He was smiling at me, his head tilted to the side. “I think you might have a crush on me.”

I growled, my grip tightening around his cock as I set a punishing pace. “No. I just want to see you come apart.”

He gasped, his eyes rolling back in his head as his body responded to my purposeful strokes.

Matty seemed to forget my slip-up as he lost himself in how I was making him feel. I changed up my grip, alternating between tight and looser strokes. My other hand got in on the action, tugging gently at his balls and rolling them in my palm. It was tricky, manoeuvring under the lace, but I’d meant what I’d said.

I wanted to see them filled with Matty’s pleasure. I wanted it dripping out, smearing over his tempting, peachy skin.

Matty was letting out a series of small moans as he writhed against me. His hands were braced on my forearms, his nails digging into my skin. For a second, I wished I were mortal so he could mark me. A physical reminder that I’d been his.

Just for a little while.

“Seb, Seb, Seb,” Matty was chanting my name like I was the anchor keeping him grounded.

The longer I held him, the more I wished I could be that for him. His safety net. His rock. The person he could always count on.

But I couldn’t be that for anyone.

Need warred with fear, the latter winning out.

“You know what I want, sunshine,” I murmured desperately, needing him to come so I could leave. Get far away from him before I did something stupid. “Let go for me.”

Like he’d been waiting for my command, Matty cried out hoarsely as warm liquid covered my hands.

I eased him through the final waves, stroking him gently until he got too sensitive and started to squirm.

Extracting my hands carefully, I examined my work. White was oozing through the detailing on the panties, his cock limp beneath. “Perfection.”

Matty spun around to face me, and the grin on his face took my breath away. It was one I’d never seen before. A sleepy, contented smile that threatened to be my undoing. Suddenly I was picturing him giving it to me over coffee in the morning after a long night out on the town followed by several orgasms. After sleepless hours of night feeds, a baby snuggled in his arms.

“You’re the perfect one,” Matty whispered, reaching out to touch me.

I reeled back. No. I wasn’t perfect. And that was exactly why we’d never have those moments. I’d fail Matty at every turn, the way I’d failed my family.

Matty’s smile slipped at my abrupt move away. I held up my hands, still covered in his cum, as explanation. “Bathroom.”

I scrubbed my hands clean, making sure there wasn’t a drop of Matty left on them. When I was done, I clutched the porcelain basin and glared at myself in the mirror.

What the fuck are you doing? You have nothing to offer Matty except a broken heart.

I took a few minutes to straighten myself up, but really, I was using the time to pull myself together. To remind myself of all the reasons why I couldn’t go out there and kiss Matty breathless.

He’s human.

You’re a literal assassin.

The last time you gave your heart away, you lost everything.

I smoothed my hair back with both hands, watching as the last drop of emotion leeched from my eyes. There. That was better.

When I stepped out of the bathroom, Matty was nowhere to be seen. I froze at the sight of his cum-stained lace panties on the floor.

No. I shouldn’t take them.

That would be wrong.

So very wrong.

Did I shove them deep in my pocket before leaving the room?

Of course I fucking did. I had a reputation for a reason.

Matty was in the living room, perched on the very edge of the sofa. He was nibbling at the side of his thumb nail, deep in thought.

“You okay?”

He jumped, a sheepish look on his face. “Crikey, Seb. You scared the life out of me.”

I shifted uneasily on my feet. This wasn’t how my hookups usually went. Normally I’d be out the door the second it was over, not giving so much as a backwards glance. Then again, I only ever fooled around with other supes who, like me, were just looking for a quick release.

“I’d better be going.”

“Oh.” Matty pouted. God, how I wanted to bite down on that lip. “We haven’t had dinner yet.”

I’d spent centuries building the barriers around my heart, and every second in Matty’s presence eroded another layer. “Sorry, I can’t stay. I’ve got things to do.”

His shoulders sank, and for a heartbeat, I almost reconsidered. “No worries. Maybe some other time.”

My heart begged me to agree. To promise him there would be another time…but I couldn’t lie to Matty. Instead, I inclined my head, memorising his looks one final time. “Goodbye, Matty. Thank you for tonight.”

His arms wrapped around his stomach, hugging tightly. “Don’t know why you’re thanking me. You didn’t even get to…you know.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to tease him for being unable to say the word ‘come.’ That might embarrass him though. The last thing I wanted him to feel when he looked back on tonight was shame.

“That’s not what this was about,” I reminded him. “This is about you finding the man you deserve. Because you, Matty, you deserve the world.”

I made it all the way to the door, before Matty cried out, “Seb…wait.”

All my muscles were tight as I turned to face him. He was scurrying towards me, a bundle in his hands. “Here. I made you this last night and this morning.”

He thrust it into my hands and I examined it wordlessly. It was a scarf made from the yarn he’d made me help him pick out yesterday.

Matty babbled on, filling the silence. “There’s a couple of missed stitches. I was working on it late last night and my lamp wasn’t bright enough. Not an issue with lighter coloured wool, but darker ones are trickier. Anyway, I figured you’re always cold, so maybe this will help warm you up.”

He continued talking, but I was no longer listening, too busy staring down at the soft wool. It was so dark against my pale skin. I’d been right, it was the exact shade of Matty’s eyes.

No amount of knitwear could change what I was.

A vampire. A murderer. A lost soul.

I shoved it back into his hands, cutting Matty off mid-sentence. “I can’t accept this.”

Matty’s lips fell open in a small, surprised O. “But…but I made it for you.”

I was already shaking my head, scrabbling behind me for the door handle. “I don’t need it. I don’t want it. I don’t want anything from you, Matty.”

I never knew silence could be so loud.

I’d done it. I’d done the one thing I hadn’t wanted to.

I’d hurt him.

It was like a pair of shutters dropped over his eyes. Matty’s face hardened so much that it was almost impossible to imagine he’d ever soften it with a smile. “Goodbye, Sebastian.”

I hated it. Hated the sound of my full name. Hated the way he looked at me like I was a stranger. Hated the sheen in his eyes and the way his knuckles whitened as he gripped the scarf.

Then a tear slipped free. He brushed it away almost instantly, but it wasn’t fast enough.

And I hated myself. Hated that I couldn’t be the man he deserved.

That was what I hated most of all.


Chapter 10

Matty


Ididn’t think I’d ever been so humiliated in my life.

What had I been thinking, offering a handmade scarf to a super-hot and fashionable guy like Sebastian? It was no wonder he didn’t want it.

Okay, so maybe he could’ve been a bit kinder rather than just shoving it back at me, but honestly, what had I been expecting?

And then letting him see me cry? Just kill me now.

My only saving grace was that Sebastian had left without another word.

I carried the scarf through to my bedroom, refusing to look at the dressing table where Sebastian had touched me so tenderly.

I’d never experienced anything like it. What was a simple hand job on paper would live in my memory as so much more. His possessive touches had made me feel safe, rather than afraid. He’d been towering over me, pinning me to him, yet I’d never felt more secure in my life.

There hadn’t been a shred of doubt that he’d wanted it as much as I had. He’d done nothing to disguise the hunger on his face. His hard cock had been pressed against my back the entire time. Once I’d come, all I’d wanted to do was kiss Sebastian’s perfect lips before falling to my knees to give him the same pleasure he’d given me.

I hadn’t expected him to reject me. Well, he hadn’t…not really. Leaving like he had, not even staying for the meal I’d prepared was far worse.

Folding the scarf into a rectangle, I laid it gently on my bedside table. It hadn’t taken me long to crochet it, but I’d felt such a sense of joy at the idea that it might keep Sebastian warm. That maybe he’d wear it and think of me.

Now it could be a reminder of my naivety.

I ignored the dinner, my appetite completely gone. I couldn’t think of anything but Sebastian. How he’d tried to push me away. The kind way he’d cared for me when I’d cut myself. How he’d told me he “couldn’t say no” to me.

Well, he’d said no eventually.

Exhausted by the day’s events, I made my way through my evening routine. I skipped the shower though. It was silly, but I couldn’t bring myself to wash off Sebastian’s touch just yet. I’d regret it tomorrow. Heck, with my release sticking to my skin, I kinda regretted it now. But I’d cope.

It took me a few minutes to work up the courage to remove the plaster on my finger, but when I did, I realised I’d been making a fuss over nothing. I must’ve imagined how deep it was, because there was nothing more than a thin red line, already healed over.

Another check in the ‘reasons to be embarrassed’ column.

It wasn’t until I was drifting off to sleep that I realised I hadn’t thought once about my date today.

Steve had been everything I was looking for. If a man could’ve been created from the list I’d put together, then Steve was it.

But it wasn’t enough. He wasn’t enough.

He wasn’t Sebastian.

Too bad I couldn’t have the first man to make me feel something other than apathy or fear.

Maybe I was better off on my own.
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Dreams of Sebastian haunted me all night.

Him standing behind me, whispering dirty things as he coaxed orgasm after orgasm from me.

Underneath me, his cock stretching me wide as I rode him.

On his knees, his eyes flashing up at me as he worshipped me with his mouth.

I woke with a start. I didn’t even need to check my underwear to know I’d had a wet dream. That hadn’t happened since I was a teenager.

Maybe it was because I hadn’t been with anyone in so long. Having the orgasm of a lifetime after a prolonged dry spell was bound to leave its mark.

Now I had no option but to shower. It would be a shame to wash the final reminder of Sebastian from my skin.

It wasn’t until I stepped out of the en-suite, towelling off my hair, that I noticed something out of place.

I froze on the spot, staring at my bedside table. Sebastian’s scarf was gone. In its place was a small red zipped pouch.

Sebastian.

I dropped the towel and raced over to pick it up. A tiny voice in my mind whispered that I shouldn’t just assume it was him, that anyone could’ve broken in and left it.

But Sebatian had already…tested our home security once. And the scarf was gone…

I unzipped the pouch and a small piece of white paper floated to the floor. I ignored it for a second, fixated on the contents of the pouch.

On one side was a thick-handled crochet hook with a removable translucent head. Beside it was a USB charging cable. The other side held several more heads in a variety of sizes.

Pulling the main hook out, I turned it over in my hands with a frown. I mean, I did love crochet hooks. Given how often I lost them down the sides of sofas and under beds, I couldn’t have enough of them. But why would he get me ones with removable heads?

My fingers skimmed across a bump. A switch, I realised. I clicked it and light flared in the hook.

My mouth fell open. It was a rechargeable, light-up crochet hook.

Suddenly I remembered the piece of paper. Putting the pouch carefully on the bed, I picked up the accompanying note.

At first I couldn’t even focus on the words, too awed by the beautiful handwriting. Black calligraphy flowed across the paper in a style I was sure brides all over the world would pay to have on their invitations.

How had Sebastian learned to write like this? What other secrets was he hiding?

I am sorry for upsetting you. Thank you for the scarf. I shall think of you when I wear it.

Hopefully this gift will atone for my sins. I thought it might solve your problem with seeing stitches when working with darker yarn.

S. LeClerc

I sat down heavily on the edge of the bed as I read the note over and over again. There were so many layers to it, I didn’t even know where to start. It made it seem like he wanted my forgiveness, but equally didn’t give any indication that he wanted to see me again. He said he’d think of me when he was wearing it, which made me think he looked at it as a memento to remember me by.

Then there was the S. LeClerc. Seriously, who signed letters off like that? In fact, who even wrote letters these days? He could’ve just texted me rather than leaving a note.

It was an unbelievably thoughtful gesture, but it left me feeling hollow. A representation of everything I wanted but would never get.

Normally, whenever I talked about crochet with a bloke, I couldn’t even get through a few sentences before they’d be stifling a yawn behind their hand.

And there was Sebastian, tracking down a specialist piece of equipment based on a passing comment I’d made.

Who did that?

Each interaction with Sebastian made me fall for him a little bit more. But at every turn, he pushed me further away. It was silly, having a crush on someone who obviously didn’t want what I did. I wished my heart would get that message.

Sebastian hadn’t given any indication that he wanted to hear from me again, but I couldn’t let such a thoughtful gesture go unacknowledged.

Thank you for the crochet hooks. You’re right, they’re just what I needed.




The little read label appeared as soon as the message was sent. But that was all.

There was no response. Not even any dancing bubbles indicating that he was typing.

After staring at the text thread for an embarrassingly long time, I forced myself to put my phone away. Leo and Ferry were due back this evening and I wanted to make sure the flat was spotless.

There wasn’t much to do, but I kept myself busy. I cleaned the oven, scrubbed the floors until they shone, and reorganised the cupboards.

When that was done, I still had hours to kill. The loneliness began to gnaw at my edges, but I refused to let it in. I blew my fringe off my face in frustration before yanking out several pots and pans.

Making lasagna from scratch took hours.

By the time Leo and Ferry walked in, the scent of Italian herbs was wafting through the air.

Leo dropped his bag, making a beeline for the oven top where the dish was resting, Ferry hot on his heels. “Oh my god, lasagna?”

“And homemade garlic bread,” I said proudly, indicating the small loaf sitting to the side. “I was bored.”

Leo exchanged a look with Ferry, guilt flickering in their eyes. “I’m sorry we left you for so long. Were you okay?”

I busied myself getting plates out of the cupboard. “Don’t be silly. I was fine.”

“Really?” Leo gave me that look that said he didn’t believe me. Ferry leaned past me to grab knives and forks. “What did you get up to?”

Memories raced through my mind, all of them featuring Sebastian. “Umm…well, I went out on a date on Sunday.”

Both Ferry and Leo froze.

“A date?”

“Yes,” I said patiently in response to Ferry’s question. I took the cutlery from his hands and laid it on the table. “I’m an adult who goes out on dates. That’s normal.”

Another little look exchanged. Most of the time their secret coupley language made me jealous. Tonight though, it was irritating me.

“We didn’t mean it like that,” Ferry said smoothly. “You know we worry about you.”

“With good reason,” Leo muttered, sitting in a chair.

I stiffened at the mention of that night, colour flooding my face. “I can look after myself.”

Leo jumped and glowered at Ferry. Had he kicked him under the table? Whatever he’d done had my brother giving me a pained look. He jumped to his feet, pulling me into a familiar hug. “Sorry, Matty. I didn’t mean to suggest you can’t. We just worry about you, that’s all.”

“I know,” I said heavily, my voice muffled by his chest. “I just…hate that you have to.”

“I know.” He smoothed his hand over my curls, the way he always had when I was a child. “If it helps, you could be six foot three and seventeen stone of pure muscle, and I’d still worry about you.”

“If you say so,” I said lightly, pulling out of his grip. It occurred to me that I should tell them about Colin, but I couldn’t bring myself to go into it. Now that Sebastian had reassured me about it, I felt oddly fine. Like I could close the door on it. “How about we have some of this lasagna before it goes cold? I want to hear all about your trip.”

That was enough to distract them. Leo told me all about the sights they’d seen in Edinburgh before heading up into the Highlands. Ferry didn’t add much, only speaking when prompted by Leo. It wasn’t that he wasn’t interested, Ferry was just so intent on watching Leo speak that he seemed to forget there was a conversation even happening. He hung on every word, a small smile on his lips, like Leo was describing the meaning of life rather than a meal they’d had in a Mediterranean café.

Would anyone ever look at me like that? The image of Sebastian behind me in the mirror flickered through my mind, but I shoved it away.

There was no point dwelling on someone I couldn’t have.

When our plates were clear, Leo turned the conversation back to me. “So, tell me about your date. What was he like?”

I gave a noncommittal shrug. “It was fine. He was very nice.”

“Nice is good,” Ferry said encouragingly. “Are you going to see him again?”

“Probably not.” I kept my tone light as I gathered our plates. “I’m not sure he’s what I’m looking for.”

Leo gave Ferry a secret smile. “Sometimes what you’re looking for isn’t what you need.”

Sebastian’s words from the night before echoed in my mind.

That’s not what you deserve.

“Maybe you’re right,” I said, stacking the dishes in the dishwasher. “Maybe I should go for someone different. Someone who…excites me.”

Leo waggled his brows at me as he joined me, stacking our glasses on the top rack. “Got someone specific in mind?”

I took a deep breath. I knew I didn’t have a shot with Sebastian, but keeping this quiet was gnawing away inside of me. Besides, I usually told Leo everything. Not telling him this felt…wrong. “Maybe. You know Sebastian? He stopped by here a few months ago.”

The glass in Leo’s fingers slipped. Thankfully, Ferry was there to catch it. He gave my brother a warning glance before addressing me. “Have you been…seeing Sebastian?”

“Not like that.” Much to my dismay. “No, I’ve seen him around and I…” My voice trailed off at the murderous glance the other two exchanged. “Okay, what’s going on?”

“Sebastian isn’t a good…person.” Leo spat. He folded his arms, his forearms bunched. “You need to stay away from him.”

My eyebrows flew up. “Excuse me?”

“Leo’s right,” Ferry said, in a far kinder tone. “We’re just looking out for you here, Matty. Sebastian isn’t right for you.”

Now I was the one folding my arms. “Why?”

My question seemed to throw Leo. He gave me a puzzled look. “Why what?”

“Why isn’t he good enough for me? What is it about him that makes him not a good person?” Silence was all that met my question. “Well? You can’t tell me to stay away from someone and not have any logical reasons. I’m twenty-one, not five.”

“He’s…he’s just not who I’d choose for you,” Leo said helplessly, pushing a hand through his curls.

My chin lifted. “How well do you really know him?”

“Well enough,” Ferry said darkly. “Matty, we really are just looking out for you here.”

I took a step back, shaking my head sadly. “No, what you’re doing is keeping things from me. You can’t tell me to stay away from someone but not tell me why. That’s just not good enough.”

I could’ve told them they didn’t need to worry. That Sebastian had made it abundantly clear he didn’t want anything to do with me.

Instead, I turned my back on them and walked away. I didn’t stop until I was in my bedroom, firmly closing the door behind me.

With a sigh, I let my head fall back against it. All I’d wanted was to confide in my brother about my stupid, useless crush. Instead I’d been made to feel like a small, helpless child in need of guidance.

Maybe this was why Sebastian didn’t want me. He probably wanted someone who had his shit together. Who didn’t need someone else riding in to save the day. Who didn’t have an older brother who tried to wrap him up in cotton wool.

I’d been right last night.

Perhaps I was better off on my own.


Chapter 11

Sebastian


Ibroke into Matty’s flat. Again. Something I was fully aware was stepping over several lines.

But the thought of his last memory of me being one where I upset him?

That was intolerable.

Now hopefully he’d look back on that night fondly. Perhaps he’d think of me when he used the hooks I’d acquired from the craft shop. I hadn’t even stolen them. Usually when I needed an item, I’d simply lift it from the store when it was closed and feel not an ounce of guilt over it.

But when I’d tried to do that last night, Matty’s face had swum in front of my eyes. He wouldn’t like me doing that, especially not with something I was getting for him. The guilt would eat him alive.

And yes, he’d never know…but I’d know. Apparently that was enough to have me dropping cash on the counter before I left.

I was sitting on a roof a few buildings down from Matty’s. As soon as Leo and Ferry were back, I’d be leaving. Going to America to unalive the senator, then wherever my next job would take me.

It was time for me to get back to my normal life. I’d been perfectly content before Matty.

Now I had to learn how to be content after him.

There was no logical reason why I couldn’t leave right now though. Matty would be fine. It wasn’t like he needed to be watched twenty-four seven. He wasn’t mated to a supe, and his association to Ferry meant it was highly unlikely anyone would be foolish enough to try anything.

But still I stayed. I needed to know he was safe.

Then I’d be on my way.

Matty didn’t step outside his flat the entire day. I couldn’t decide whether I was grateful or pissed off. Realistically, I shouldn’t want to see him. My resolve to leave was paper fucking thin. One smile from Matty and it would disintegrate completely.

The sun was setting by the time Ferry and Leo pulled up. The two of them were relaxed, Leo’s arm draped around Ferry’s shoulders as they made their way from the car to the door.

It was a good thing humans didn’t know Ferry’s true identity. If they could see the sickening way he was grinning at Leo, his reputation as the Grim Reaper would be ruined.

Not that he’d care. That part of his life had been left behind. Now all he needed to focus on was Leo.

It was a luxury I’d never have.

Right, they’re here now, I told myself sternly. Time to go.

But my limbs didn’t move. It was like someone had poured concrete through my veins, pinning me in place.

A lump formed in my throat as I stared at Matty’s building. Could I really do this? Did I really want to?

Look what happened the last time you cared about a human, my cold heart whispered. He didn’t truly love you. He betrayed you.

Matty wouldn’t do that though. Deep in my bones, I knew Matty would never hurt me.

Perhaps that made me a fool, but I trusted him.

Even if he does love you, you’ll ruin him. You’re an assassin. You have no friends. No life aside from murder and hacking. Do you really want to drag Matty into that world?

Suddenly I was able to move again. No. I didn’t want to drag Matty into my world.

My past wasn’t the only obstacle to being with Matty—my present was. I didn’t ever want him looking at me and knowing the evil I was capable of.

It would destroy me.
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Thirty minutes later, my Aston Martin was racing up the M3 towards Farnborough. The town was home to a small international airport, catering mainly to private jets.

Both Toby and I had planes there. That was the thing about being immortal, you tended to acquire money at an alarming pace.

Especially if you had a skill set as niche as mine.

I’d barely passed Winchester though when a message flashed up on my phone. It was in the group chat Toby had added me to. I normally ignored it, given it was often full of the sons of Lucifer bickering, or their mates planning some bullshit event or another.

There was no ignoring this message from Dimitri though.

Dickhead former angel


SOS—everyone to The Closet now.





Cursing, I pulled off at the next junction. I didn’t need to go. Let’s face it, before Matty, I would’ve rolled my eyes and carried on to where my jet was waiting to whisk me away.

That wasn’t happening now. Especially given that the last few times this lot had got into trouble, it’d taken me to make them see something painfully obvious.

Demons might be powerful, but they weren’t particularly intelligent.

If whatever this was might impact Matty, I needed to be there to help.

I made it back to Southampton in record time. Any speeding tickets would disappear with a simple hack. With my heightened senses, I was capable of driving safely at very high speeds.

My tyres screeched as I pulled up outside the club. Harlow’s, Dagon’s, Cal’s, and Ferry’s cars were all parked nearby, similarly abandoned.

I stalked into the club, my mood darkening as the noise hit me.

Cal and Dimitri were in each other’s faces, yelling. Harlow, Dagon, and River also seemed to be having a very heated discussion while their mates pulled at their arms, trying to get them under control. Ferry and Leo were on the sidelines, mouths in a grim line. Even Danny was there, watching it all unfold with a look of mild amusement.

No sign of Toby or Blaise. Either they were too far away to answer the summons, or they had other things going on.

Couldn’t blame them. Before Matty, I’d only answered calls like this when I felt like it.

“You can’t be serious. We aren’t going.” Cal’s voice was like thunder.

“How many times has he come to our rescue?” Dimitri’s finger jabbed at Cal’s chest. “This is the first time he’s ever asked for anything in return, and you’re saying we just ignore him?”

“I’m saying we don’t drag our mates into any more danger.” Cal’s hands were in fists at his sides, like it was taking everything for him not to just lamp Dimitri in the face.

Demons. Honestly. They had the rationality of five-year-olds.

With a sigh, I pulled my gun from my waistband. I tended to have a few weapons on me at all times. While I didn’t usually bother with firearms, the client had explicitly requested this for the senator.

Removing the silencer, I pointed it into the air and fired.

Eerie quiet fell over the club as everyone’s heads twisted in my direction.

“Did you just shoot a hole in my ceiling?” Mori said in disbelief.

“Bill me for it,” I grunted, returning my gun to its holster. “Best way to get your attention over all the yelling. Aren’t you supposed to be family?”

Everyone who’d been yelling immediately looked chagrined. All except Harlow, that was. Little shit thrived on pissing people off.

Bit like me, really. The difference was everyone found it endearing on him.

On me? It invited loathing.

“What are you doing here?” Dimitri said, glowering at me.

I rolled my eyes. Staked the guy once and he still carried a grudge. Holding up my phone, I shook it in his direction. “You messaged the chat, remember?”

“So? We message shit like this all the time and you don’t usually come.”

“I was in the area,” I said, stalking over to the bar and perching on a stool. “Now, someone fill me in. Using indoor voices this time.”

A sea of faces glared at me, but it was Ferry who stepped forward wearily. “I’ve got this.”

I waved my hand mutely, gesturing for him to get on with it. Ferry glowered at me, Leo wearing a similar expression. It was on the tip of my tongue to remind them that they wouldn’t even be here if it hadn’t been for me. If I hadn’t given Leo my dagger that day, neither of them would’ve left that cave.

Apparently one kind gesture didn’t make up for centuries of being a cunt. Who knew?

“Dimitri got a message from Micah asking for help. He’s holed up in the back of beyond somewhere in the Amazon.”

Foreboding unfurled in my stomach. Micah was an exceptionally powerful archangel. He was also the leader of the Seraphim. If he was asking the demons for help, that wasn’t a good sign.

“Apparently, he’s not alone. Nox is with him. They both need help.”

My head tilted quizzically. “Wait, Nox as in the demon?”

Ferry nodded grimly. “He didn’t give any specific details. Just that they’re in grave danger and need as many of us there as possible. As soon as possible.”

What kind of hot water had Micah landed himself in? I turned it over in my mind before my attention turned to Oscar, Bailey, and Lucky. “Didn’t the three of you make a deal with Nox in Hell?”

Lucky’s jaw fell open. “How’d you know that?”

Please. The idea that they had any secrets I wasn’t privy to was hysterical. “I pay attention.”

“That’s my point,” Cal said, looking at Dimitri pointedly. “If Nox was truly in danger, the deal would kick in. Our mates guaranteed our protection while topside.”

“He could be unconscious! Or temporarily dead. He might just not know he’s in danger. Who knows what’s going on? Besides, that shouldn’t matter.” Dimitri tugged at his hair in frustration. Lucky, one of his mates, moved like he was going to intervene, but their other mate, Dagon, held him back with an arm around his waist, whispering something in his ear. “Micah has had our backs time and time again. How can you say no to this?”

Cal’s expression faltered. “I know. I just…”

Cal’s mate, Oscar, stepped up next to him, putting his hand on his arm. “Cal, it’s okay.”

“It’s not.” Cal’s head hung low. “You keep getting dragged into this shit and it’s not fair.”

I crossed my legs at the ankles as I studied them. Before, I would’ve mocked them for worrying about their human mates. It wasn’t like they could be killed—not easily, anyway. They were as strong as their demon counterparts.

But now I was imagining myself in their shoes. Faced with potentially dragging Matty into danger.

Yeah. I wouldn’t be on Dimitri’s side. There was no way.

A small debate broke out again as the brothers all argued amongst themselves. I let them get on with it. They were going to go. Cal wouldn’t be able to stop himself being helpful. Especially not if Oscar was on board.

I pulled out Bessie and threw it up in the air a few times. Hopefully it wouldn’t be long before they came to the same realisation I had.

Not that I’d be going with them.

“Didn’t think this was your scene.” Danny sidled up next to me, leaning against the bar.

“It’s not.”

“Then why are you here?”

I threw the dagger higher before giving Danny a withering look. “I told you, I was in the area.”

“Mmm, sure.” Danny smirked at me, like he could see through my bullshit. “Nothing to do with Matty?”

I fumbled, the dagger nearly slipping from my fingers. “What makes you say that?”

“Please,” he scoffed. “You think Leo and Ferry really went away without having me check in on him?”

Shit. “I don’t know what you’re getting at.”

“Yes, you do.” Danny gave me a lazy grin. “Really, Sebastian. You should pay better attention to your surroundings. You never know who’s watching you from the shadows.”

My dagger was at his throat before he finished his sentence. “Are you threatening me?”

He chuckled, but there was no humour in his eyes. “Depends. You gonna hurt Matty?”

“Of course not,” I hissed. “I was only there because I thought he was alone. I was keeping him safe.”

“If you say so.” Danny’s grin hinted at the wolf hiding within. “Hurt him, and I’ll hurt you. Repeatedly. With several helpers.”

I removed the dagger with a grunt. “It’s not like that.”

Danny chortled, his big hand slamming down on my shoulder. “Keep telling yourself that, hun. I’m here if you wanna chat.”

I stared after him as he sauntered away. Was Danny being…nice to me?

No one had noticed our little altercation, too busy yelling at each other about what they were going to do. I was wondering if I should intervene again, when something rendered that unnecessary.

Cal, Dagon, Dimitri, and Harlow all jerked. Their human mates all winced, rubbing at their chests.

“Ouch,” Oscar said. “What the fuck is that?”

“The deal,” Cal responded heavily, his head hanging low. “Fuck. Nox needs protection. Looks like we’re going after all.”

“If you hadn’t argued, we would be on our way already.” Dimitri threw his arms up in exasperation. “Come on, let’s gear up.”

All the supes, plus Leo, trudged towards the door that led to the basement. Inside there was a weapons cache that could rival that of MI6.

Having been inside both, I had to say MI6 had the edge. Their toys were far more fun to play with than the ones the demons used.

Knowing I wouldn’t be going with them, I stayed where I was.

They were back before long, Danny looking slightly put out.

“Well?” Oscar demanded, as soon as Cal reappeared. “You’re taking us with you, right?”

Bailey and Lucky stood behind him, glaring at their respective mates, daring them to say no.

“Of course.” Cal sighed before kissing Oscar’s forehead. “I hate that we’re dragging you along, but I’m not leaving you here in case it’s a trap like last time.”

Last time, when Cal’s dad, Lucifer, came topside, murdered the human mates, and took them all to Hell.

“Plus, we aren’t sure if the deal requires you all to be there or not,” Dagon added grimly, yanking Lucky into his arms. “So you’re coming with us, just in case.”

“Thank fuck,” Lucky said as Dimitri came up behind them. “I can’t be left behind again.”

“Never, little one,” Dimitri murmured in his ear.

I tore my gaze away, my gut souring. “What about Matty?”

Several faces turned my way, but it was Leo who snarled at me. “What about Matty?”

I gritted my teeth and reminded myself that Matty would be upset if I was rude to his brother. “You can’t just leave him here unprotected.”

“We aren’t,” Ferry said, pointing at a pouting Danny. “Pup here is going to stay and watch over him.”

“Told you not to call me that,” Danny grumbled. “Matty’ll be fine. I’d be better off coming with you.”

“Matty will be fine,” I said, getting off my stool and squaring my shoulders for the inevitable onslaught. “Because I’m going to stay and keep an eye on him.”

Just as I’d predicted, that announcement went down like a lead balloon.

“Out of the question,” Leo hissed.

Ferry added, “Over my dead body.”

Neither of those statements fazed me. But Lucky’s quiet question did.

“Why?”

I refused to answer it. I didn’t even acknowledge that I’d heard it. “I am perfectly capable of keeping Matty safe. Take Danny with you and I’ll stay here.”

Leo’s face hardened. “Matty isn’t yours to protect, Sebastian. You told us you’d stay away from him. You promised.”

The sour feeling in my gut increased. See, this is why you’d never work. They all know you aren’t good enough for him. They’d never be okay with it.

“This is about keeping him safe,” I said through gritted teeth. For a moment, I wished Toby was here. He’d back me. Not only was he the only one who knew the truth about my past, but he’d known me before. Back when my soul was whole and my heart unbroken. “I can do that from a distance. He won’t even know I’m there.”

Lucky started to speak. “Maybe we should⁠—”

“No.” Leo shot Lucky an apologetic glance for interrupting. But there was no apology in his eyes when he looked back at me. “Danny will be staying at our place and looking after Matty while we’re gone. That’s final.”

Fine. They could have it their way.

I didn’t say another word to them. Didn’t wish them luck or ask to be kept informed. I just stalked from the club, not stopping until I got to my car.

Looked like I’d be staying in Southampton a little longer.


Chapter 12

Matty


My mouth was stretched open in a massive yawn as I trudged blearily out of my bedroom. Dreams of Sebastian had kept me tossing and turning again. I’d had to get up in the middle of the night to change my cum-soaked underwear, only to wake up this morning with the same issue.

If this carried on, Leo was going to ask why I was doing so much extra washing. Talk about embarrassing. After our little…discussion last night, there was no way I was so much as mentioning Sebastian in front of him any time soon.

“Morning, my fave little sunbeam.”

I gave a small scream. “Cheese and rice! Danny, you scared the fork outta me.”

Danny gave me a toothy grin from the sofa. “I love the way you swear. It’s so gosh darned cute. I made you some tea. It’s by the kettle.”

I perked up, heading for the kitchen. He’d made me tea, so he was forgiven for startling me.

Both my hands were wrapped around my mug as I joined him on the sofa. “Lovely as it is to see you, why are you here?”

Danny shuffled in his seat, clearing his throat. “Something’s come up with Ferry and Leo.”

Alarm shot through me. “What’s happened? Are they okay?”

“They’re fine, don’t panic.” Danny’s hand cupped the back of my neck, squeezing me reassuringly. Unlike when Sebastian had done that, there were no butterflies. Danny was gorgeous, there was no denying that, but he was like a big golden retriever who’d never hurt a fly.

Basically, he was who I should be attracted to.

But I wasn’t.

“Ferry got news that his uncle is sick. He and Leo took off last night to go and visit him.”

“Took off?”

“Yeah. He lives in Brazil, apparently.”

“I didn’t think Ferry had any relatives.” None that he’d mentioned, anyway.

Danny shrugged. “Yeah, I didn’t know either. Think they fell out a while ago and this is a whole ‘make things better while you’re on your deathbed’ kinda thing.”

I made a sympathetic clucking noise. I might have been annoyed with the pair of them, but that didn’t stop me feeling bad. “Poor Ferry. I’m glad Leo’s with him. He’ll look after him.”

“And while they’re gone, I’ll look after you.”

I frowned at him, the annoyance from the night before returning. “Why? It’s not like I’m a child. I’m quite frequently on my own.”

Danny’s smile was tinged with pity, like he understood the loneliness that underpinned my words. “Well, you won’t be alone for the next few days. I’m going to crash in Leo and Ferry’s room. Give you a lift to uni and back.”

“You can’t come everywhere with me, I have book club tonight,” I said pointedly. “And you can’t come unless you’ve read the book.”

“Which book is it?”

“Drama Queen by Charlie Novak. It’s funny and sweet and don’t pretend you’ve read it, I’ve literally never seen you with a book the whole time I’ve known you.”

“Well luckily for me, book club is cancelled. Harlow reached out last night saying he was going to be busy. There should be a message on your phone from him.”

Sure enough, when I checked the screen, there was an effusive apology from Harlow, along with another from Lucky and a third from Oscar. A variety of excuses including a migraine, a forgotten essay, and an unexpected parents’ evening.

Strange. I’d thought Oscar had the week off for half term. I had to be getting my timetable confused. It was different to the uni calendar, after all.

“So it won’t be a problem,” Danny concluded. “Treat me as your personal companion.”

“But why? I don’t get it.”

Danny sighed dramatically. “Can’t a guy just hang out with another guy for no reason at all?”

My lips twitched. As much as I wanted to push him on it, it would be nice to have the company. “Sure, but I’ve known you long enough to know when you’re lying to me, Danny. You’re not as secretive as you think.”

He waggled his eyebrows as me suggestively. “Matty, I’ve got secrets as long as my arm. And look, it is freakishly long.”

The limb in question was waved in my face, making me laugh loudly. “Fine, you weirdo. You can stay with me. I don’t get why, but I’m not going to turn down company.”

“Excellent.” Danny checked his watch. “What time is your first lecture?”

“Ten,” I replied. “Wait, don’t you have work?”

His gaze cut away, a faint blush on his cheekbones. “I’m on reduced shifts this week. I’m only needed at the station during the hours you’re at uni.”

My eyes narrowed at him. “That’s awfully convenient.”

Danny’s smirk was flirting with smugness. “Isn’t it just? Looks like me and you are going to be spending lots of time together over the next few days. Ooh, can you make me a red velvet cake?”
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Twenty-four hours later, Danny was dropping me off at Highfield campus. With him being Leo’s best friend, I was used to spending time with him.

What I wasn’t used to was him being practically glued to my side. Even the night before, he’d sat with me while I’d crocheted the teddy for the hospital fundraiser while watching Bake Off. I was confident that neither of those activities were ones that Danny usually showed an interest in.

“You don’t have to walk me to the door,” I said for the millionth time.

“But what if you get kidnapped?” Danny said in mock horror, his arm around my shoulders. “Who will keep me in baked goods then?”

“I can’t believe you’ve already finished that red velvet cake. I don’t know whether to be in awe of your appetite or scared of it.”

“It’s your fault for making them so good. How about chocolate fudge cake tonight?”

“Anything for you.” My jaw cracked as I gave a massive yawn. “Sorry. So tired.”

Danny looked down at me sheepishly. “My fault. I didn’t mean to keep you up so late.”

“You are very loud.” That was the understatement of the year. At times I hadn’t been sure whether it was Danny’s snores vibrating the wall, or a passing train. “It’s okay, I’ll pop to Boots after I’m done for the day and grab some ear plugs.”

We’d reached the doors, but Danny stopped me entering by putting both his hands on my shoulders. “No, you’ll wait for me to pick you up and we’ll go together.”

I gave a light laugh. “Danny, I’ll be fine. Believe it or not, I’ve been getting around on my own for years.”

“Matty, I’m serious.” I looked up to see his eyes burning with an intensity I hadn’t seen before. “I need you to meet me after uni. Okay?”

“What’s going on?” I whispered. “Why are you being so weird?”

The intensity vanished in a blink, his easy grin replacing it. “Can you just trust me, Matty? Please?”

Maybe another person would’ve pushed or argued, but I just wanted everyone to be happy. If chauffeuring me around made Danny happy, then who was I to argue?

“Now, how about a big hug?”

I let him wrap me in his arms, squealing when his stubble scratched my neck. He was supposed to be clean shaven for work, but he seemed to have a five o’clock shadow by ten a.m., even when he’d shaved mere hours before.

“Gerrof.” I laughed, wriggling out of his grip. “I told you yesterday, that tickles.”

Danny’s smile was wide as he saluted me. “That’s why I do it.”

I was still chuckling when I walked into the lecture hall and dropped into the seat next to Riley. Ethan wasn’t taking this unit, so it was just the two of us.

He eyed me curiously. “What’s got you smiling this morning?”

“I’m always smiling.”

Riley gave me a pointed look. “No, yesterday you were as miserable as sin.”

Fiddlesticks. I’d spent the entire day moping about Sebastian and wondering if I’d ever see him again. I thought I’d hidden it well.

“So? Who is it?” Riley nudged me with his elbow when I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t hiding Sebastian from him per se…but there was nothing really to tell. After trying to open up to Leo and Ferry, I didn’t fancy doing it again so soon.

“Danny,” I replied, pulling my notebook out of my bag. “It’s not like that though. He’s crashing at mine for a few days while Leo’s away.”

“Sure it’s not like that?” Riley waggled his brows in such a similar way to Danny that I started to laugh again.

“Definitely not. He’s like another caring, albeit slightly annoying, older brother.”

“Hmm.” Riley uncapped his pen as the lecturer entered. Professor Pawley always took her time getting ready, so we still had a few minutes. “You know, I’ve never actually met Danny.”

“What?” I gaped at him. “Surely you must’ve.”

“Nope. Seems criminal really. There you are, knowing a sexy pansexual firefighter, and you haven’t even set us up.”

“How’d you know he’s sexy?”

“It’s my imagination. It fills in all the gaps.” Riley shivered. “Don’t ruin my daydreams by telling me he’s unattractive.”

“It’s okay, he’s hot. Just not my type.”

“Is he my type?”

I patted Riley’s hand. “Riley, I say this with love. Everyone is your type.”

Riley huffed. “Well, why should I limit myself?”

“Cheese sticks, that’s so something Danny would say. If you two ever met, the sexual energy might bring down several nearby buildings.”

Riley was practically bouncing in his seat. “So when are you going to set us up?”

I was saved by Professor Pawley tapping on the microphone. Maybe I should introduce the two of them. Both of them preferred one-night stands to relationships, so they might be a perfect fit.

A better fit than you and Sebastian.

The easy smile I’d worn all morning faded away as the truth of that hit me.

I still hadn’t heard from him. Unable to stop myself this morning, I’d sent him a text. Nothing big, just, Hi, how are you?

No reply. Like before, it showed as read immediately.

Take the hint, Matty, I told myself firmly. You and Sebastian aren’t meant to be. It’s as simple as that.
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When our lecture was done, it was lunchtime. Riley tore off to the library. In typical fashion, he’d left his essay until the last minute.

Usually I’d meet up with Ethan and Lucky, but Ethan had text to say he was meeting his boyfriend while Lucky was home sick. Poor guy. I was sure his boyfriends had everything covered, but I made a note to pick up some ingredients to make soup later this evening.

With a lonely lunch hour stretching out in front of me, I decided to go for a walk. It was a crisp autumn day and the sun was high in the sky but with a chill in the air. A.k.a. my favourite kind of weather.

It wasn’t until I peered into my bag that I realised I’d grabbed the wrong hoody. Danny’s had been hung on the hook beside mine. It was the same colour, so an easy mistake to make.

I hovered over it for a second before the breeze made my decision for me. I was sure Danny wouldn’t mind me wearing it. It was at least four sizes too big, but it’d keep me warm for my walk. I added a scarf, just to be sure.

I headed for the path that ran between the Highfield and Avenue campuses. Bordered by woodland on either side, it was a picturesque route.

Clouds of my breath hung in the air as my feet crunched over the fallen leaves. Pulling my scarf a little closer around my neck made me think of Sebastian. Again.

Was he wearing it? I hoped he was. The weather was much colder this week. I should’ve made him a hat too.

I was so preoccupied by thoughts of Sebastian that I didn’t notice someone was behind me at first.

A cracking twig had me glancing back over my shoulder. Two large men were walking at a distance behind me. Strangely, they were only wearing jeans and thin vest tops, their bare arms on display.

They must be freezing, I thought to myself, forcing my attention forwards. Maybe they liked to show off their muscles—they had those in spades.

I wasn’t sure what it was about them that had spooked me, but I found myself walking a bit quicker. You’re just being paranoid, Matty. They aren’t following you.

Still, another glance over my shoulder showed them getting closer. A chill ran down my spine as I realised how intently they were staring at me.

Then, one of them winked.

There was a whisper in my mind, like some ancient survival instinct kicking in.

Run.

I listened.

I didn’t care if I looked stupid or if people thought I was strange. I just broke into a flat-out sprint. My bag was bouncing against my side, my textbook catching my hip painfully. I ignored it, focusing on nothing but putting as much distance as I could between me and the men behind me.

Loud laughter had the unease twisting into full-blown fear. “Where you running to, darling? Danny can’t save you now.”

Oh my gosh. I was right. They were following me. What did Danny have to do with anything though?

I hit the corner onto Avenue campus at speed. I could almost feel the men behind me, the whisper of their fingers on my sleeve.

The doors to the building were closing. They were operated by a key card, locking out anyone who wasn’t a professor or a student.

The gap was tiny and shrinking by the second. I put on an extra burst of speed, twisting and throwing myself forward.

I flew through the gap, landing on the floor with a gasp. I jerked my head around to see the guy who’d winked crash into the glass. The doors closed, locking them out.

The winker cracked his knuckles while the other pointed at me through the glass.

The message was clear.

They were coming for me.

But why? What could they possibly want with me?

I scrambled to my feet, taking off down the corridor at a run. Students and staff zipped out of my way, but somewhere deep down I knew they wouldn’t be able to help me. It was like some instinct was tugging at me. Guiding me. Telling me to run.

To hide.

A door stood ajar up ahead. It was a room I had a seminar in twice a week.

I hurtled inside, knowing there was a storage cupboard in the corner with a lock on the inside. Riley had hooked up with a lecturer in here last year. Apparently, the professor had had it installed for that very reason.

At the time, the knowledge had made my skin crawl. Now I was grateful for our lecturer’s perving ways.

I slammed the lock shut, pulling my phone out with shaking hands.

I should call Danny. I knew that. There was obviously something going on. Some reason why he’d been asked to look after me.

It was almost like they’d known something like this might happen.

But when I hit call, it wasn’t his contact I chose.

Please pick up.

I didn’t need to worry. His voice came over the line before the first ring had even finished. “Matty?”

The fear I’d been suppressing washed over me. My voice cracked as I spoke.

“Sebastian? I need you. Oh god, please, help me.”


Chapter 13

Sebastian


I’d been alive almost seven hundred years.

I’d been betrayed by the man I loved.

Watched my family die around me.

But none of that compared to the terror I felt hearing Matty’s plea.

“What’s wrong?”

“Some men were chasing me. I don’t know why. I started running and they came after me. Oh god, Seb.”

“Deep breaths, sunshine.” I raced upstairs for my laptop. Determined to keep some distance from Matty, I’d stayed home instead of stalking him like I usually did. Fucking idiot. “Where are you?”

A sob broke from him, the sound rattling my soul. “At Avenue campus. I was walking between there and Highfield and these guys just started chasing me.”

Shit. Avenue campus was a twenty-minute drive even if I ignored every traffic law.

Why the fuck were they chasing Matty? “Did they say anything? Tell me every detail.”

“Umm…they weren’t wearing coats or jumpers, which I thought was weird as it’s so cold today. And they were big. Really big.” I closed my eyes as my heart sank. Supes. They had to be. “Oh, and they mentioned Danny. Something about him not being able to help me now.”

I let out a slow breath. Any hope that I was dealing with humans fled. “Matty, listen to me very carefully. Can you do that?”

Another sob. Another punch to my gut.

“Matty, these men are going to find you. If you try to scream or get anyone’s attention, they won’t help you.”

No. Those fuckers would have a compulsion net up the second they laid their hands on him.

Matty whimpered. “Are you trying to scare me?”

I swallowed hard. “No, sunshine, I’m just telling you what’s going to happen so you’re ready. You’re going to do whatever they say, understood? If you resist, or fight, there’s a chance they might hurt you. So do whatever they tell you, okay?”

“But what then?” Matty sobbed. “What’s going to happen?”

My laptop whirred to life. I began opening a variety of different tracking software. “Matty, are you wearing any of the shoes I bought you?”

“What?” My question confused him. “My shoes?”

“Sunshine, focus.” I pinched the brow of my nose, willing my computer to go faster. “Do you have the shoes on?”

“Yes. The blue ones.”

Okay. This was good. “Brilliant, sunshine. Whatever happens, do not take your shoes off unless they force you to. There’s a tracker in each of the heels.”

“What?”

“Sunshine, we don’t have time for me to explain right now. There’s a tracker on your phone too, but if they have any intelligence, they won’t let you take it. Keep your shoes on. I’m going to find you, okay? I’ll be with you as soon as possible, and I’m going to save you.”

“But what if they hurt you?”

My sweet, innocent sunshine. Fuck, how I hated the darkness I was about to unleash on his world. “That won’t happen. They’re the ones who need to be afraid, not me.”

“I hear something.” Matty’s voice dropped to a shaky whisper. “Someone’s coming in.”

My software finally opened up, showing Matty’s location in the corner of the campus. “Okay, I have your location. Remember what I said.”

“They can’t get in. The door’s locked.”

Matty’s voice was frantic. I punched my fist into the wall with frustration that I couldn’t stop this happening. “Sunshine, if it’s who I think it is, the lock won’t stop them. But don’t forget what I told you. Repeat it back to me.”

Matty’s voice was barely there. “Keep my shoes on. Do what they say.”

“And I’ll come for you,” I insisted darkly. “Remember that, Matty. I’m coming to get you. Hold on, sunshine. I’m coming.”

He didn’t answer. There was a loud bang followed by the sound of the phone hitting the floor.

What followed next scorched me to the depths of my soul.

“I’ll come with you. No, you don’t need to…”

Matty didn’t finish his sentence. He was too busy screaming.

I tried to disassociate to focus on anything else I could hear. Any other clues they might drop. But the sound of Matty’s pain was ripping me to pieces.

There was a shuffling noise, then heavy breathing came over the line. Before they even spoke, I knew it wasn’t my sunshine.

“Oh, Danny-boy. You thought we wouldn’t find out…but we did.”

I didn’t speak for a second, waiting to see what else they’d give me.

The voice chuckled. “Really? Going to stay silent instead of begging to save your mate?”

They thought Matty was Danny’s mate?

“I’m not the one who needs to beg.” Fury had my accent slipping, my true voice coming out. “Matty is not Danny’s mate. He doesn’t belong to Danny in any shape or form. He’s mine.”

There was a long pause as the soon-to-be-dead supe processed this information. “Oh yeah? And who are you?”

“Sebastian LeClerc. I trust you’ve heard of me.”

Another long silence. This time, I was the one who broke it.

“I see you have. Naturally, this means you’re aware of what I do. What I’m capable of. If you hurt a hair on Matty’s head, I’ll end you in the most painful ways I know.”

Another heartbeat passed before the voice on the other end guffawed. “Look, maybe I’d believe you if Matty wasn’t wearing Danny’s clothes and living with him. Plus, Danny’s scent marked him. Why would he do that if Matty’s not his mate?”

Another hole joined the first in the wall. He scent marked him? What the fuck had Danny been thinking?

I took a deep breath to get myself under control. “I’m telling you now that Matty is mine. Hand him over right now, and I’ll forget all about this.”

Lies. None of them would be breathing by the time I was done. They’d sealed their fate the instant they’d followed Matty.

“Tell you what, if you want this human back, you’ll need to bring Danny. We want him, you want the human. An easy trade. We’ll meet you at sunset tomorrow, in the centre of the Clan lands.”

“Which clan?”

The shifter gave a humourless laugh. “Danny will know. He might’ve walked away from us, but now it’s time for him to face the music.”

The call cut off and I was moving.

In less than a minute I was in my car.

We wouldn’t be waiting until tomorrow.

I’d have Matty back before sunrise or die trying.
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Iwas outside the fire station in under ten minutes.

I shot off two text messages. The first was to Ferry.

Matty has been taken by wolf shifters. Get back now. Danny and I are going after him.




The second was to Danny, telling him to come outside.

Ferry’s name flashed across my screen as my phone began to ring, but I ignored it, returning it to my pocket. I didn’t have any more information to give him right now, and I needed to keep all my focus on finding Matty.

Danny appeared around the corner, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Sebastian? Why are you here?”

Fury was itching at my skin. Anger that Matty had been taken. Been hurt. Assumed to be Danny’s mate.

And look, here was a perfectly convenient outlet for my anger.

Danny didn’t even manage another step forward before I had shoved my stake through his lower jaw. I angled it up, aiming to deliver the maximum amount of pain possible.

Danny’s eyes widened as his body shuddered, trying to shift. I held the stake there, refusing to let him. “You are an absolute fucking moron.”

The light in Danny’s eyes dimmed as he died. I yanked the stake out, flicking the blood off.

That was a common misconception about vampires. Stakes were our weapons of choice. What better way to ensure we always had them to hand than by spreading a rumour that it was the easiest way to kill us?

I had Danny’s body over my shoulder before he could hit the ground. He might’ve been bigger than me, but due to my supe strength, I had no issue carrying him. Thanks to the compulsion net I’d thrown up on arrival, no one saw us leave.

That had been the other reason for killing him. Not only did I get to work off a tiny bit of my anger, but now I didn’t have to waste time explaining things to him.

There’d be plenty of time for that once we got on the road.

I dumped him in the passenger seat before racing around to jump in on the driver’s side. I’d connected my laptop to the display screen in the car, Matty’s location a little blue beacon guiding me to him.

Gravel flew in every direction as the car screeched out of the car park. Danny’s head whacked against the window as his body flopped from side to side.

A better person would’ve done up his seat belt. I wasn’t a better person.

Danny didn’t resurrect until we were on the M3. Matty’s dot showed he was in a car, about fifty miles north of us.

“What the fuck, man?” Danny came to groggily, his hand rubbing his jaw. “Why the fuck did you stake me?”

“Matty’s been taken by wolf shifters.”

All the colour drained from Danny’s face. “No… I don’t believe it. It’s not possible.”

I tapped the screen. “Believe it. They thought he was your mate.”

There was a long silence, then Danny punched my dashboard. “Fuck!”

Good thing I’d disabled the airbags. Wasn’t like they were any use to a supe anyway.

“I had a similar response.”

“Why do they think he’s my mate?” Danny tugged at his hair. “There’s nothing to suggest he’s anything to me.”

I compelled a driver in front that was going too slow to make him move out of my way. “Given you’re currently staying with him and he was wearing your clothes, I imagine it wasn’t that much of a stretch.”

“He was wearing my clothes?”

My mouth was set in a grim line. If Matty was going to be wearing anyone’s clothes, they should be mine.

He’s not actually yours…remember?

I shoved that snide voice into a box and booted it into the deepest part of my psyche. It could fucking stay there until Matty was back at my side.

Until then, I was going to live in denial.

I took a deep breath before asking him the question that was pissing me off most of all. “Did you scent mark him?”

Danny flinched, his guilty silence answer enough.

“You fucking imbecile.” My stake was out and back through his neck. To his credit, Danny didn’t even try to stop me. I pulled it back out, breathing heavily. Danny’s blood was now liberally coating the inside of my car. Thankfully, shifter blood wasn’t that appealing to me.

I was going to have to buy a new car though. Scratch that, Danny was going to have to buy me a new car. It was his fault he was bleeding everywhere.

He’d barely regained consciousness before I was releasing a tirade of venom. “How could you have been so stupid as to scent mark him? For fuck’s sake, Danny! You were all but claiming him by doing that. No wonder they thought he was your mate. What the fuck were you thinking?”

Danny used his shirt to wipe the worst of the blood from his face. “Honestly? I figured it’d give Matty a bit more protection. I knew if any supe came across him and smelled me, they’d run the other way.”

“Unless they happen to be a wolf shifter. Then this is what happens.”

Danny sighed heavily. “I had no idea they were even looking for me. If I had known, there’s no way I would’ve set foot in Leo and Matty’s flat, let alone scent marked him. I was trying to keep him safe.”

“Look how well that worked out.” I seethed, accelerating harder and willing the car to go faster. “If everyone had let me stay with Matty, this never would’ve happened.”

Danny was silent, but I could feel his eyes burning into the side of my face. His attention was making my skin itch. Eventually I couldn’t stand it any longer. I snapped, “What?”

“If you’d told them all how you feel about Matty, they might’ve let you be the one to watch over him.”

“I don’t have any feelings for Matty.”

“Really? Then why are we tearing down the M3 at a hundred and thirty miles per hour? Why have you staked me twice over him?”

My vision turned red and I staked him again.

“Three times,” I muttered.

Unfortunately for me, all that did was get more blood over the car. Danny woke up and immediately started in again. “See, even that proves my point. You have feelings for Matty.”

“I don’t,” I said through gritted teeth. “I just…want to keep him safe.”

“Mm-hmm.”

I could feel Danny smirking, and I itched to grab my stake again. “Say I had told them I have feelings for Matty…Leo and Ferry still wouldn’t have gone for it.”

Danny hummed. “I think you’d be surprised. Above all else, they want Matty to be safe and happy. Can you make that happen?”

“That’s not what this is about. I can’t be those things for him.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

The little dot stopped moving suddenly. Finally, some good news. “Now isn’t the time to be talking about this. You need to tell me who these shifters are and why they’ve taken Matty.”

Danny pursed his lips, staring into the distance. “Did you talk to them?”

I nodded curtly before giving him a word-for-word rundown of the conversation.

“Fuck.” Danny closed his eyes. “This is all my fault.”

Obviously. “Be more specific.”

“You know I’m an alpha, right?”

I waved impatiently for him to get on with it. Of course I knew he was an alpha. I could smell the power rolling off of him.

“I walked away from my clan a hundred and fifty years ago.”

I don’t think my face betrayed the level of surprise I felt, the muscles unused to doing anything much other than scowling. “Really?”

“Yep. I’m not one for clan politics. Facing eternity as a leader…nah. That didn’t appeal to me.”

Fuck. That was… Wow. At the end of the day, shifters were pack animals. Danny being a lone wolf was surprising—I’d always assumed his clan had been wiped out. I hadn’t considered the alternative.

That he’d willingly walked away.

“They let you leave? Just like that.”

Danny gave a humourless laugh. “No. It wasn’t just like that. There was… Well. Let’s just say a lot happened.”

That was fine, I didn’t need all the gory details. The only parts I cared about were the ones that might help me save Matty. “So why have they taken Matty?”

“I made a deal that I’d return to the clan once I’d taken a mate.” Like vampires and mages, wolves didn’t have fated mates. God left it up to us to choose who we wanted to be with. As seen with Laurent, this wasn’t necessarily a good thing. “They must’ve been tailing me and assumed I’d claimed Matty.”

“How didn’t you notice them tailing you?”

Danny shrugged sheepishly. “It’s been a long time since anyone’s checked in. I have no intention of ever taking a mate, so it wasn’t an issue as far as I was concerned. I guess I kinda just let my guard slip.”

“Yeah well you ‘kinda just let your guard slip,’ and my sunshine is the one paying the price.”

Danny’s lips curved up in delight, alerting me to my error. “Did you just⁠—”

I staked him before he could finish.

“Dude, you’re ruining your car.” Danny’s response was mild as he recovered and surveyed the damage. “Maybe you’d have more friends if you didn’t stab people whenever they piss you off.”

I gave him a withering look. “You’re suffering under the delusion that I want friends.”

Matty’s spot still hadn’t moved. They were at an address approximately three miles off the motorway. Why they’d stopped was beyond me. Hopefully they’d stay there long enough for us to catch up. “So that’s why they’ve taken Matty? To get you to go back?”

“Either that or to lure me there and kill me.”

I arched a brow at him. “To transfer your power to themselves?”

That was how it worked in wolf clans. If the alpha was killed by another shifter in his clan, the power would transfer to them. It was unusual, but not unheard of. It was how Jeremiah had gained control of the Cameron Clan all those centuries ago.

“I’d assume so.”

“Why haven’t they taken you out before now then?”

Danny snorted. “Bitch, please. Like they’d be able to.”

My mind was racing, sifting through this new information. “So they’re hoping to use Matty as…what, some kind of bargaining chip?”

“Makes sense,” Danny muttered. “And you told him we aren’t mates?”

“You know I did.” I’d told him the whole phone call, verbatim. “He didn’t believe me, thanks to your scent marking.”

Danny fell silent, studying the dot. “How are you tracking Matty? His phone?”

“His shoes. They left his phone on campus.”

Danny sighed. “Do I want to know?”

“Probably not. Why do you think they’ve stopped? They told us to meet them on clan lands tomorrow night.”

“The Clan lives in the Highlands,” Danny said heavily, “but there’s an outpost nearby. Given that you threatened to track them down and send them to their eternal unrest, I imagine they’re stopping to rally some backup.”

I nodded sharply. “Makes sense. We don’t have long before they’re back on the road then.”

“Likely not,” Danny said. “Better put your foot down.”

I already had it against the floor. I was now compelling drivers to move out of my way left, right, and centre. Never before had I wished to be a demon or an angel, but those wings of theirs were pretty appealing right now.

I focused on the little blinking dot, praying to whoever might be listening that it wouldn’t move before we got there.

Hold on, sunshine. I’m coming for you.


Chapter 14

Matty


I’ll come for you. Remember that, Matty. I’m coming to get you.

Keep your shoes on.

Do as they say.

I’ll come for you. Remember that, Matty.

I’m coming to get you.

Hold on, sunshine.

I’m coming.

I repeated them over and over in my mind, Sebastian’s words the fragile tether holding me to reality.

The car boot they’d shoved me into smelled like damp and vomit. The thin strip of light was just enough to illuminate the coffin-sized space I was trapped in.

It was too much. I was struggling to breathe.

I closed my eyes. Squeezed them shut so I could pretend I was somewhere else.

It might’ve helped, if it hadn’t been for the rumbling noise of the tyres racing over the tarmac. Or the fact that my head bounced with every pothole. I’d caught my temple on the edge of the boot as they’d shoved me in. I wasn’t sure whether my face was wet with blood or tears.

I was trying not to think about it, if I was honest.

Memories of that night months ago mingled with my current reality. They were tormenting each other, fighting for supremacy.

Why was this happening?

Hold on, sunshine. I’m coming.

The car turned left, flinging my already injured hand against the metal.

A small scream left my lips before I could silence it. I cradled my hand against my chest as nausea bubbled up my throat.

Please don’t be sick. Not again.

The first time I’d accidentally knocked my hand, I hadn’t been able to stop myself. The smell mingled with the damp, the mess sticky under my face.

Rob and Thomas. They’d introduced themselves before shoving me in here. Such ordinary names. A normal greeting.

These men were anything but.

Sebastian had been right. The lock had been nothing to them. They’d ripped it open on the first try.

They hadn’t even given me a chance to follow Sebastian’s instructions. They’d yanked me from my hiding place by my hair. My scalp was still stinging, but it was nothing compared to the pain in my hand.

I didn’t understand why he’d done it. Maybe to make sure I was compliant. Or to send Sebastian a message.

Whatever his reasoning was, the outcome was the same.

His heavy boot smashing repeatedly on my left hand. My dominant one. The one I used to write. Crochet. Masturbate, for fluff’s sake.

It’s going to be okay, I told myself. Sebastian will come.

He will.

I had no idea how he was going to get me out of this mess, or what I’d even done to get involved in it in the first place. It seemed to be connected to Danny, but how? Why?

So many questions. So much pain.

Maybe I should’ve called the police instead, but my gut had told me to call Sebastian. Had he called them? Were there units on their way to get me right now?

I held on to the only things I knew.

I’ll come for you. Remember that, Matty.

I’m coming to get you.

Hold on, sunshine.

Hold on.

Hold on.

Time passed. It could’ve been minutes or hours, but the car was slowing to a stop. I cringed as far back in the boot as I could, instinctively shying away from the pain that was surely coming.

The boot was opened and I squinted against the bright light that filled the space. An ominous shadow loomed over me. My eyes adjusted, revealing Thomas leering down at me.

“Out you get,” he said, jerking his head to the side. “There’s some folks here who want to meet you.”

Do what they tell you.

Hold on, sunshine.

I’m coming to get you.

Dread filled my stomach as I sat up carefully. My knees were shaky, and I stumbled more than once trying to climb out. I was so woozy, my head pulsing in time with my injured hand.

We appeared to be at a rambling farmhouse, surrounded by nothing but fields and woodland as far as the eye could see. Several massive guys were assembled a few feet away in a semicircle. None of them had moved to help me. Their expressions ranged from amusement to disgust.

“This is the mate our alpha chose?” The man who spoke had scraggly red hair that was in desperate need of a brush. “He’s so fucking weak. Look at him.”

Mate? Alpha? What in the fudgesticks was going on?

Blood flushed my cheeks as laughter and mockery broke out. I was sure I did look weak to them. My aversion to the gym meant my limbs were thin and scrawny. Compared to their towering height, my five-foot-seven frame was practically minuscule. Add to that my broken hand, blood-stained face, and the fact I was covered in vomit…Yeah. Weak was probably right.

My lips wobbled as I lifted my chin, but I wouldn’t break. I hadn’t broken last time. I wasn’t going to now.

Hold on, sunshine.

“Best take him to Isaac,” the red-haired man said, sneering down his nose at me. “He’ll want an explanation for why we should help you.”

Rob grabbed him by the throat. “We’re clan, Terrance. It’s what we do.”

Terrance’s jaw opened. No, it wasn’t opening. It was growing. All his muscles and bones shifting until a snout appeared.

I swayed on the spot. How hard had I hit my head going over those potholes?

A voice snarled out from Terrance’s distended jaw. Nothing else had changed, just that. “No, we aren’t a clan without an alpha.”

Thomas appeared at Rob’s shoulder. “That’s why we’re here. With Danny’s mate in our hands, we can take him down once and for all. The power will transfer to Isaac and everything will be as it should be.”

A couple of the men in the back exchanged a loaded glance at those words, and one of them spun on the spot, striding away into the distance.

Thomas and Rob didn’t seem to notice.

“Come on.” Thomas grabbed my arm roughly, the one he’d stamped on earlier. A cry fell from me as pain shot through my nerves.

“Pathetic,” my captor spat, half-dragging, half-carrying me forward. “Terrance is right. No fucking clue why Danny chose you. You’re not worthy of an alpha.”

“I don’t know what that is,” I whispered desperately. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“If that’s true, you’re in for the lesson of a lifetime.”

He hauled me into a large open space that most people would use as a living room. There wasn’t a sofa in sight here though, or anything else that suggested relaxation or comfort. The floor was bare concrete, no rugs or anything to soften the space. Long benches were pushed up against the walls, a table under the window covered in weapons. The only thing that might have been considered homey was the fire flickering in the fireplace. Instead, it cast sinister shadows over the room, making it feel like I’d been dragged into a medieval horror movie.

My eyes darted around the room, counting the men who were loitering on the benches and against walls. Eight. Added to the ones who’d come in with us, there were fifteen of them altogether.

But there was only one who commanded my attention. One who was clearly in charge.

The burly man stood before the fire. This might be a farmhouse, but he was no farmer. A hunter would be more apt. Everything about him, from his shrewd eyes to his lean muscles, screamed predator.

I was shoved to my knees before him. Nothing more than pathetic prey.

Calloused fingers shoved my chin up roughly. “This him?”

“Aye, Isaac. It’s him, all right.” Thomas said gruffly. “Lives with the alpha. Saw him escort him to class this morning. He’s wearing his clothes.”

“Hmph.” Isaac seemed unconvinced, forcing my face this way and that. He spotted the vomit clinging to my cheek and neck and let me go with a sneer. “He’s far too weak to be an alpha’s mate.”

Ouch. Say it like it is, Isaac.

I bit my lip and bowed my head. Maybe if I leaned into this weak, pathetic image they had of me, they might let me go. I didn’t even know what an alpha was. Not in the sense they seemed to be talking about it, anyway.

“There’s more.” Excitement bubbled in Rob’s voice. “He’s been scent marked.”

A startled whimper slipped out as Isaac hauled me roughly to my feet. That whimper developed into a thin scream as he fisted my hair painfully and yanked my head to the side.

“No, please,” I begged, shoving at him with my good hand. “I don’t know anything. I didn’t do anything.”

It was as though I hadn’t spoken. Isaac shoved his nose into my neck, inhaling deeply. “Aye. That’s Danny, all right.”

It only lasted a second, then he was letting me go again. I sagged in relief that he hadn’t done anything more than sniff me.

That relief was doused with Isaac’s next words. “Strip him.”

“What?” I scrambled backwards, colliding with two hard bodies. “Why? What are you going to do to me?”

“Don’t worry.” Isaac sneered as rough hands began to tear at my clothes. “We aren’t going to fuck you, human. Danny might stoop that low, but we won’t.”

Tears were streaming from my eyes as article after article of clothing was shredded from my body. Babbling pleas fell from my lips. The monster from my nightmares rose to the forefront of my mind. Memories of how he’d done this. Of how he’d treated me.

Of what he’d tried to do next.

He’s dead. He’s dead. He’s dead.

Cold air hit my skin and silence filled the room. I glanced down to see they’d left me in my panties. The lilac thong left little to the imagination but gave me a drop of comfort that Isaac meant what he’d said.

The silence grew and grew as the men prowled around my body. My teeth started to chatter, my broken hand throbbing and swollen as I cradled it to my chest.

Hold on, sunshine.

Tears were falling steadily now. I did nothing to stop them.

Eventually, Isaac stepped back, the others following suit. “He doesn’t have a mating bite.”

“He’s important to Danny though,” Thomas said hastily. “He’s obviously planning on it. Why would he have marked him?”

Rob shifted on his feet, making Isaac’s glare snap to him. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Rob and Thomas exchanged a look.

I jumped back as Isaac’s hand transformed into a massive paw topped off with lethal claws. He slashed them over Thomas’s throat, his face impassive as the other man fell to his knees.

The whole room spun. This couldn’t be happening. No. No. No.

No one else reacted to the fact that Isaac had murdered someone in front of them. They watched him approach Rob, unblinking in their attention.

“Tell me what you’re hiding,” Isaac growled.

Rob’s face had turned a sickly shade of green. “Thomas…he spoke to someone on the phone. He said the boy isn’t Danny’s mate. That he belongs to him.”

Sebastian had said that?

Isaac prowled closer to Rob. The latter was actually taller and bigger, but you wouldn’t think it from the way Isaac was towering over him. “Who was it?”

Rob’s answer was a whisper, one I couldn’t hear.

“Say that again,” Isaac threatened. “Because I know you didn’t say what I think you did.”

Rob cleared his throat, speaking louder this time. “Sebastian LeClerc.”

There was a beat of silence before the room burst into chaos.

One of the men fled, shoving others aside as he hurtled from the room. Others began grabbing weapons from the table, hands shaking and faces pale.

Isaac though…he rounded on me. “Boy. Are you mated to our alpha? Danny?”

My voice was shaky, barely audible over the noise of the panicking men. “No. I’m not.”

“What about LeClerc? Sebastian?” His eyes were so wide I could see all the white around them. “Are you his?”

His what? His boyfriend? Fuck buddy? Mild acquaintance?

What would Seb want me to say?

“Yes,” I said loudly, lifting my chin in defiance. “I am Sebastian’s.”

Isaac wheeled around on Rob. “He belongs to LeClerc and you brought him here? You fool.”

Rob shrank in on himself. “We figured we’d be okay if we’re all here. Thomas thought we could use him as a bargaining chip to get him to hand over Danny. And once we get him on clan lands⁠—”

“We’ll never get him back on clan lands,” Isaac hissed. “LeClerc will kill us all long before that.”

Why were they so scared of Sebastian? With everything else going on, it seemed like a trivial thing to focus on, but out of everything that’d happened, it was the thing confusing me the most.

“I hear a car.” A man near the window backed away from it hastily. “He’s here.”

“Okay, let’s try and salvage something from this,” Isaac said. The controlled man of a few moments ago was long gone as he paced the floor. “We have the boy. We’ll follow Thomas’s plan, foolish as it is, and make Sebastian hand Danny over in exchange.”

I could hear the car now. It was travelling at a high speed, getting louder and louder. Brakes screeched. Two car doors opened and slammed, seconds after one another.

And then nothing.

Isaac barked orders to the other men, positioning them around the room. Some of them were holding weapons. There were a few daggers, even a gun or two.

The rest weren’t holding anything, just facing the doorway leading outside with grim expressions.

I was so confused. Were they expecting Sebastian to have a SWAT team with him? I mean, hopefully he did. Hopefully he’d called the police and they were about to storm in and save me.

“You, in the middle of the room,” Issac said, shoving me roughly. “On your knees, right there. So he can see you when he comes in.”

Pain ricocheted up my kneecaps as they crashed into the concrete floor. I no longer cared. Hopefully, rescue was just outside that door. Sebastian was going to burst in with a whole bunch of muscled police officers wielding big guns and save the day.

But when the door finally did swing open, it was just Sebastian standing there.

Something eased in me at the sight of him. His suspenders over his shirt. His slicked-back hair. It was comforting. Familiar.

The blood covering him was disconcerting. It was splattered all over his clothing, dots of it covering his neck and arms. From the casual way he was holding himself, he wasn’t hurt. That was good.

I wouldn’t like it if Sebastian were hurt. Especially if he’d got hurt because of me.

Sebastian surveyed the room slowly, his face totally expressionless as his gaze moved from man to man.

Until he looked at me.

And I realised he wasn’t feeling nothing. No. Sebastian was feeling everything. There was a storm of hatred and vengeance in his eyes, a chaotic swarm of fury unlike I’d ever seen before.

He took a single step forward, and a hand squeezed my shoulder. I flinched in response, the reaction making my injured hand jerk. I bit my lip, holding back the shriek of pain threatening to escape.

Sebastian’s eyes zeroed in on my hand, a growl rattling up his chest as he took another step forward.

There was a click before cool metal came to rest against my head. Nausea roiled in my stomach again. Oh god. I was mostly naked, my hand was broken, and there was a fudging gun against my head.

“Stop right there, LeClerc. You want your little plaything back? You best do as we say. One slip of my finger and he’ll be gone for good.”

Sebastian froze. For the first time since he’d entered, fear joined the fury in his eyes.

“That’s right, LeClerc,” Isaac said. “I’m making the rules here.”

Sebastian didn’t break eye contact with me as he spoke. “No. You’re playing a game you have no chance of winning. Release Matty. Now.”

Two of the men nearest Sebastian began to draw closer to his unguarded back. I opened my mouth to warn him, but the fingers dug in again. Instead of words, a broken yell came out.

Sebastian took another step forwards. “Let him go. Now.”

The men behind him stepped closer as Isaac chuckled. “No. I don’t think I will. You can have him back when Danny hands himself over. You get what you want, we get what we want. We can all leave happy.”

The corners of Sebastian’s lips lifted, but in no universe would I call it a smile. It was too sinister. A dark promise of pain and punishment. “Oh, Isaac. None of you will be leaving this room. We’ll leave your bodies for the wildlife to enjoy.”

His lips widened further and I drew in a sharp breath. I’d never seen those before.

Sebastian had fangs. Literal, Dracula style fangs. They didn’t look anything like the comical teeth children put in their mouths at Halloween. They were sharp and glistening. Deadly weapons.

Strangely though, they didn’t look wrong on Sebastian. If anything he, looked…complete.

Okay it’s official. I hit my head earlier and died. There’s no way any of this is happening.

Sadly, I didn’t think my imagination was good enough to come up with anything even close to this.

Sebastian’s voice was low. A deadly promise. “Do I need to remind you what happened the last time a wolf clan hurt people who were mine? When they took those I loved from me?”

My eyes widened in horror. Who had Sebastian lost? Was that why he kept everyone at a distance?

No one moved except Sebastian, who took another step closer. It was like everyone was holding their breath, waiting for some unseen signal.

Sebastian was almost within reach. I found myself leaning forwards, only to be yanked back harshly, the gun clanking against the back of my head.

Sebastian cracked his knuckles. “Oh dear. You are just as stupid as the Cameron Clan. I’ll give you this one final chance. Release Matty now, and I’ll kill you cleanly.”

Isaac pushed the gun harder against my head. “You’re outnumbered, LeClerc. Where’s the alpha, anyway? He too chicken-shit to face his fate?”

A big shadow filled the doorway. “Actually, the alpha was taking care of your perimeter guards. You really need to train your pups better.”

I stifled a gasp as the shadow stepped into the room. I hadn’t recognised Danny by his voice alone. There was a rough, guttural quality to it that I’d never noticed before.

For some unknown reason, he was stark-bollock naked. Given I was kneeling on the floor in just a thong, I probably shouldn’t be as thrown as I was.

What was strange was that no one else batted an eyelid at his nudity. Did people just walk around here balls out all the time? Surely that couldn’t be hygienic.

Danny’s eyes narrowed as he spotted me. Like Sebastian, he seemed to catalogue my injuries before spotting the gun. His body began to vibrate, making several people in the room tense up. “Sebastian?”

Sebastian held up a finger, not taking his eyes from me. “Isaac. Danny is here. Let. Matty. Go. Last chance.”

My breathing was the only sound in the room. It was rattling in and out of my chest in short gasps as I tried to hold myself together.

I closed my eyes, thinking of all the people I loved. Leo. Ferry. Riley. Ethan. Lucky. My parents.

Sebastian.

My eyes flew open to see Sebastian smiling at me. Not like the smile he’d given Isaac. This one was gentle. Kind. Almost a little sad.

It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

His smile stayed as he spoke quietly.

“Close your eyes for me, sunshine.”


Chapter 15

Sebastian


Matty squeezed his eyes shut, and I inhaled deeply.

If it hadn’t been for the gun, this would have been over already. The instant I’d seen my sunshine on his knees, battered and bleeding, barely clothed, I’d been ready to tear them all apart.

But that gun. That fucking gun. Matty wasn’t mated to a supe. He wasn’t marked by a demon.

If that trigger was pulled, my sunshine would be lost forever.

No matter. I was close enough now.

My fingers were around the wrist holding the weapon in less than a second. I snapped Isaac’s wrist upwards and the gun went off reflexively.

Snarls erupted from behind me. I paid no attention, trusting Danny to have my back.

I didn’t give Isaac a chance to shift. Bessie was in and out of his throat in a heartbeat, his big body crashing to the floor. I didn’t bite him though. I didn’t want to kill him permanently.

Not yet, anyway.

Matty gave a startled yelp at the sound of the gun, his head shooting up.

I scanned the room quickly, my throat constricting at the scene Matty was no doubt taking in. To me, it was pretty standard.

To Matty though? It had to be the stuff of nightmares.

All the wolves had shifted, Danny included. It was difficult to make out Danny’s wolf under the sheer number trying to rip him apart. Fur and blood were flying. Yelps and screams filling the air.

Shit.

Bending down, I carefully scooped Matty into my arms. He was trembling like a leaf, covered in blood, sweat, and vomit. I couldn’t take him from the room. I wouldn’t risk him being out of my sight.

Not again.

“Eyes closed, sunshine,” I said firmly, skirting around the pile of fighting wolves. The room really wasn’t big enough for this many shifters. I needed to get Matty out of harm’s way.

A wolf detached himself, clearly thinking I’d be an easy target while holding Matty.

Bessie found her home in his eye before he made it within three feet of us.

There was a bench against the wall. Trying hard not to jostle him, I placed him gently on it. I wanted so badly to tend to his wounds right away. To cuddle him close and wipe away his tears.

To make him smile again.

But there was no time. As much as I hated to admit it, Danny was doing a superb job considering he was fighting eight fully shifted wolves.

He couldn’t do it all alone though. It’d take far too long.

“Eyes closed, sunshine,” I reminded him, stroking my thumb over his jaw just once. “I’m going to have you out of here in just a minute. Okay?”

“Wait.” His cold fingers grabbed my wrist. I snarled when his big brown eyes met mine. “Don’t get hurt. Please.”

Fuck Danny. He’d be okay for a minute. “Sunshine, you really don’t have to worry about me. I’m just going to kill all of them for hurting you, then I’ll get you home.”

Matty swallowed, his eyes darting furtively at the scrapping wolves. “Not all of them hurt me.”

My nostrils flared as I grabbed his chin, forcing him to look away and focus on me. “Did any of them help you?”

“No, but⁠—”

“No.” I said firmly. “This is what I was trying to protect you from, Matty. Because the truth is, I won’t let any of them walk away. They. Hurt. You. And they will pay with their lives. It’s as simple as that. This is what I meant when I told you I’m not a good person. This is why I’ll never be good enough for you. Because no amount of begging or pleading, even from you, will make me show them mercy.”

Matty’s eyes were like saucers, his mouth hanging open. I pushed on, letting him see the full monster beneath the shining veneer. “None of them helped you, sunshine, so none of them deserve to live. I will destroy anyone and everyone who hurts you. Anyone who so much as makes you lose your smile will face my wrath. Do you understand?”

He swayed on the bench, his face ashen. Shit, now wasn’t the time for this discussion.

“Close your eyes, sunshine. Keep them closed this time…no matter what you hear.”

His eyelids fluttered shut, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. He sank against the wall, like it was all that was holding him upright.

I curled my hands into fists to stop myself reaching for him. That wasn’t who I was. Not anymore.

It was better that he knew the truth. After today, he’d understand. He’d keep his distance and I’d finally be able to move on.

Why did that thought make me feel so…hollow?

A wolf slammed into my shoulder, snapping me back to the moment. I whirled on him with a roar, Bessie in one hand, my stake in the other.

I overpowered him easily, ripping his throat out with venom-coated fangs. Spitting gore onto the floor, I dropped into a crouch before leaping at a wolf going for Danny’s back.

He was dead before he had time to realise I’d bitten him.

Chucking his limp body to the side, I surveyed the room, impressed. Danny had taken out two-thirds of the wolves on his own.

Fuck. I mean, he talked a big talk about how powerful he was. Who knew he had the balls and skills to back it up?

Blood and gore matted Danny’s fur, but none of it seemed to be from him. He had a wolf pinned to the floor, using his teeth to tear him to pieces.

That left just two.

By the time Danny was finished, I’d dispatched them both. I surveyed the carnage surrounding us. Body parts lay everywhere, like Danny had just been ripping them limb from limb.

He shifted back to human form, the blood disappearing like it’d never been there. What did he think, knowing he’d parted his kin from their immortality?

Given the disgust on his face as he surveyed them, he wasn’t cut up about it.

Hm. Perhaps Danny and I had something in common after all.

“Didn’t anyone teach you how to kill cleanly?” I hissed at him quietly.

He shrugged. “Where’s the fun in that?”

A small whimper had my head whipping around. Matty.

I made to rush over to him, but Danny stopped me, whispering too low for Matty’s human ears to hear. “You might wanna wipe your face, man.”

Ah. Yes. Matty might know the real me now, but there was no need to scare him.

Shucking my suspenders from my shoulders, I stripped off my shirt. It’d been ruined long before I’d stepped in here, thanks to Danny making me stake him repeatedly in the car.

Using the inside of it, I wiped all the blood from my face before looking at Danny questioningly. “Am I good?”

Danny’s brows shot up. “Umm, yeah. You got it all.”

Chucking it on the floor, I hastened over to Matty. His knees were pulled up to his chest, his face tucked behind them. He was rocking slowly on the bench, like he was afraid he’d fall apart if he stayed still.

Goosebumps covered his pale skin. The bastards had removed everything except his underwear. Knowing what he’d been through before, I could only imagine what a dark place this was putting him in.

Matty couldn’t shine in the dark. The shadows needed to be forced back so he could be bright again.

I barked an order at Danny over my shoulder. “Get something to cover him with.”

His footsteps faded away and I knelt in front of Matty.

“Hey, sunshine,” I said quietly. “Keep your eyes closed still. A couple more minutes and we’ll be out of here.”

Matty didn’t say a word, but his head moved ever so slightly up and down.

Danny reappeared wearing joggers that were at least a size too small.

“What?” he said indignantly when I raised my eyebrows at them. “They’re all I could find. Here, I got this blanket for Matty.”

He went to settle it around his shoulders, but I snatched it from him, baring my fangs in his direction. “I’ll do it.”

Danny smirked, raising his hands. “He’s all yours.”

His choice of phrase unsettled me as I wrapped the blanket around Matty’s shaking shoulders. He wasn’t mine. And he never would be. What he’d been through today was horrific enough—there was no way I was exposing him to my world on a permanent basis.

Lifting him carefully into my arms, I tucked him tight to my chest. The all-consuming fear I’d felt since I’d answered his call was finally beginning to dissipate.

“What about this one?” Danny said, kicking the inert Isaac in the ribs. “Want me to take care of it?”

I shook my head sharply. “I’ll be back for him in a second.”

Once Matty was safely tucked in my car, I’d leave Danny with him while I disposed of Isaac. He’d earned some one-on-one time with me.

I didn’t want Matty in the same room while I did it. What he’d already heard would have scarred him.

And that was child’s play compared to what I was about to do to the wolf who’d dared hold a gun to Matty’s head.

We’d made it almost to the door, when one of the bodies sat up with a groan.

“What the fu-”

Danny grabbed him by the throat, lifting him from the floor. “Hello, Thomas. I see you haven’t developed any common sense in the century since he saw you last.”

Matty stiffened in my arms, the shaking intensifying. “Thomas? But he was dead…Isaac killed him.”

I curled Matty closer, twisting my body so he couldn’t see Thomas. “Who is he, sunshine? What did he do to you?”

Matty’s lips were bloodless. “He…”

The shaking was endless now, like Matty was coming apart at the seams. He opened his mouth to speak a few times, but when he couldn’t get the words out, he simply lifted his injured hand.

My vision went white as I saw the broken and twisted mass of flesh.

“Did he… Is he the one that did that to you, sunshine?”

If Matty thought it odd that I’d slipped into a French accent, he didn’t say anything. Just nodded mutely as he tucked his mangled appendage beneath the blanket once more.

Rage was pulsing through me again as I glanced over my shoulder. Danny had his hand raised, half-shifted and ready to remove Thomas’s throat.

“Wait,” I barked at him. “Keep him for me.”

Danny gave me a questioning look but shifted his hand back. “Hurry up. This cunt has had this coming for a very long time.”

With a nod, I hastened outside. Balancing Matty with one hand, I used the other to open the back door.

To my horror, Matty began thrashing in my grip as I tried to lower him in. “No, no, no.”

I straightened up, taking several steps back from the car. “Sunshine?”

Matty opened his eyes. The weariness and fear there made me glad I had not one, but two wolves waiting for me inside the house. “Sorry, it’s just….they shoved me in the boot. You trying to put me in the car, it freaked me out. Sorry.”

Venom filled my mouth in preparation for vengeance. I swallowed it back, knowing Matty needed me more right now. “Don’t apologise, Matty. Is it easier if you get in yourself?”

Matty’s head swivelled around to look at my car. Fuck, I wished the interior wasn’t covered in blood. Hopefully Danny had managed to keep it mostly contained to the front seat. “I think so.”

My brain screamed at me in protest as I gently lowered Matty to his feet. He was still wearing his blue Converse, and his feet seemed uninjured.

With the way he whimpered getting into the car, that was the only part of him that was.

I waited until he was in before closing the door and racing to the other side. I didn’t try to hide my speed now. What was the point?

He’d already seen me at my worst. Already seen the nightmare I’d wanted to keep hidden from him.

I studied him carefully, working out where to start. Matty was deathly pale, his knuckles white as he clutched the blanket around his chest. His other hand, the injured one, was hidden under the cloth. Blood and vomit covered the side of his face and his neck.

Strangely, the sight and scent of his blood was doing nothing for me. When he’d cut himself in the kitchen, it’d taken every century of self-taught restraint to stop me biting him then and there.

There was none of that temptation now. My biggest concern was figuring out where the blood was coming from. Given the location and amount, I was guessing he had a head wound.

What scared me the most though was his eyes. They were fixed on the seat in front, utterly blank. It was like what he’d experienced had reached into his brain and wiped it clean.

Leaning over the front seats, I flipped the glove box open. Along with a couple of stakes, there was a small kit for cleaning up murders on the go.

You never knew when your skills might be called upon.

Grabbing the wipes, I scooted closer to Matty. “Sunshine? Can I clean your face and neck?”

His wooden expression didn’t change. For a second I thought he hadn’t heard me.

Then his head bobbed up and down by a few centimetres.

It took half a pack of wipes before Matty’s face was clean. Now that it was, it was easy to see where the blood was coming from. I wanted to ask him how it’d happened, but a bigger part of me didn’t want to remind him of any of this.

“Matty, you’ve got a substantial head wound here. Would you like me to heal it for you?”

He didn’t respond. Just kept staring forward.

Something hot began to burn through me.

“Sunshine.” I gently tugged his chin until he met my eyes. “Matty, I’m so fucking sorry about all of this. Can I make your head better?”

His eyes slipped over my shoulder, staring off into the distance. When he spoke, his voice was barely above a whisper. “Okay.”

“I’m just going to lick you,” I said quietly, not wanting to startle him. “My saliva will heal the wound.”

His eyes flicked to mine, and I could’ve sworn I saw his lips twitch. “You did say you have a talented tongue.”

Relief hit me, so strong I almost felt dizzy with it. There it was. A tiny glimmer that my sunshine hadn’t been extinguished. “Stay still. This will only take a second.”

Matty was obedient, not moving a muscle as I smoothed his hair away from his forehead.

I swiped my tongue over the wound, sealing it over. It took two attempts to close it entirely, but then it was done.

The taste of him lingered like sweet nectar in my mouth, but that wasn’t a problem. I didn’t think I’d ever felt less of an urge to feed than I did in that moment.

“What else is hurting?”

“My hand…” Matty’s voice quavered.

Of course. I cursed internally. I’d been so worried about the blood loss I hadn’t thought to deal with that first. I touched the edges of the blanket lightly, steeling myself for what I was about to see. “Can I look, sunshine?”

Another nod.

Moving slowly so as not to startle him, I opened the blanket.

It was so much worse than I’d thought when I’d seen it a moment ago. And what I’d thought had already been terrible.

I wanted to tear the bones from those fuckers while they were still alive.

I forced that back. They could wait. Matty needed me more right now.

“Jesus, Matty.” I didn’t attempt to touch his hand, knowing it was beyond my level of skill. Where was Toby when you needed him?

Matty’s composure broke, a tear slipping free. “It hurts so much, Seb.”

“I’m so sorry. I should’ve done this earlier.” Stroking my fingers over his chin, I lifted my lips in a small smile. “Look into my eyes, and I’ll make the pain go away.”

His brow furrowed in confusion, but he did as I asked.

I let my power leech out as I spoke. “You don’t feel any pain right now and won’t feel any until your hand is healed.”

Matty’s gaze clouded over for a second before clearing. He gave a small gasp, looking down at his hand in shock. “How’d you do that?”

“I’ll explain later,” I said, pulling back before I could do something I’d regret. Like drawing him into my lap and comforting him. Sinking my fangs into him and claiming him as my mate. Promising him he’d never be hurt again.

Those last two things didn’t go together though. Being the mate of a supe was one thing—look at how Cal and the others had lost their shit at needing to go and help Micah. Being a supe with a mate meant accepting they’d be dragged into our fucked-up world on a regular basis.

But being mated to me? An assassin and hacker notorious for taking out supes and generally pissing people off?

That was a one-way ticket to an eternity of living in fear. And that was before even considering the effect my less-than-stellar personality would eventually have on Matty.

Matty exhaled, his colour returning slightly. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me, Matty,” I said darkly, tucking the blanket back around him. “This should never have happened in the first place. I should’ve been watching you more closely, damnit.”

His lips moved slowly. So slowly, I thought I was imagining it. But within moments, there was no hiding his smile. “You’ve been watching me?”

I growled at him. “You shouldn’t find that attractive.”

But Matty wasn’t listening. His eyes had that faraway look again, like he was still in that room. On his knees. Waiting for his life to end.

Never again. Never fucking again would I let Matty be put in that position.

“I’ll be right back.”

“Wait.” Matty’s good hand grabbed my wrist. I pretended that tiny contact wasn’t making me feel more alive than I had in centuries. “Don’t leave me.”

I gently plucked his hand from me, tucking it back inside the blanket and wrapping him tightly again. “You’ll be alone for less than twenty seconds, I promise. Danny will be out here the second I relieve him.”

Matty winced. “Can’t you let Danny…take care of it?”

“No. What did I tell you earlier?”

Matty shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It does. Because I meant every fucking word. I will kill anyone who hurts you. Me. Their deaths are mine because they hurt you.”

Tears clung to Matty’s eyelashes as he looked at me. “I don’t understand why.”

I couldn’t resist. I had to do it just once.

Leaning forward, I gently rested my hand against the back of his neck. My lips met his forehead, and I lingered there, kissing his skin for as long as I dared.

When I felt myself starting to break, I pulled back roughly and shoved open the door.

“You don’t need to understand, Matty. You just have to know it’s what’s going to happen.”


Chapter 16

Matty


The car door slammed behind Sebastian, and I immediately began to count.

One.

Two.

Three.

I’d barely reached twelve when the door beside me opened again. I flinched away before I realised it was just Danny.

“Fuck, Matty. Are you okay?”

He reached towards me and I scrambled back further.

Hurt flashed across his face, quickly replaced by pity. He pulled his arm back. “Sorry, Matty. Didn’t mean to startle you.”

My cheeks were blazing. “It’s okay.”

“None of this is okay.”

That was true. I didn’t even know what okay was anymore. Over the course of the past few hours, everything I’d thought I knew had been proven false.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Talk about what?”

Danny gestured to himself, like it should be obvious. “Like, the fact you saw me turn into a giant wolf? Or that your boyfriend prefers to drink blood over red wine?”

“He’s not my boyfriend.”

Danny barked a laugh. “Really? That’s the part you’re focused on?”

I shrugged, staring down at the blanket. “Can’t think about the other stuff just yet.”

No, because thinking about it would remind me of everything that had happened this morning. Of everything I’d seen and heard.

Glancing down at my hand, I had to fight the nausea again. It was gnarled and broken, so swollen it was almost unrecognisable.

But it wasn’t hurting. I didn’t know what Sebastian had done, but I also didn’t care. I was just grateful the pain was gone.

I stared through the window, worrying at my lip with my teeth. I didn’t want to be alone, but I was also panicking about Sebastian. “Shouldn’t you be helping him?”

“Nope.”

“But he’s outnumbered.”

Danny snorted. “Two against one isn’t outnumbered when the one is Sebastian LeClerc.”

There was that tone again, the same one the other men had used. Like the words were so much more than a name. A myth. A legend.

One that caused panic at the mere mention of it.

Suddenly, it made sense why everyone had tried to tell me to stay from him. He was everything he’d said he was.

Dangerous.

Ruthless.

Unforgiving.

But with me…he was none of those things. He was gentle. Kind. Calm.

He called me ‘sunshine.’

He’d told me to hold on for him. That he’d come for me.

And he had.

My breath fogged up the glass as I refused to take my eyes off the front door, willing Sebastian to step through it.

It felt like an age before he finally did. He wasn’t in the clothes he’d entered in. Like Danny, he was now wearing just a pair of dark jogging bottoms. His hair was wet and slicked back, like he’d had a shower.

I watched him through the window, searching him for any signs of injury. When I couldn’t see any, the knot that had formed in my chest when he left eased.

No injuries, just acres of creamy skin on display. My eyes were drawn to the way his muscles flexed as he strode for the car. Crikey, who knew Sebastian was hiding abs under his button-up shirts?

Not what you should be thinking about right now, Matty.

I was expecting him to get in the driver’s seat, but instead he yanked Danny’s door open. “Move.”

Danny huffed. “Seriously?”

I couldn’t see Sebastian’s expression, but from the grumpy growl he gave, I had no issue picturing it. “Do I look like I’m joking?”

“You wouldn’t know a joke if you bent it over and fucked it in the arse.”

“Fucking is never a joke.”

I swear, I almost smiled. The muscles in my cheeks tugged upwards, but it was like my lips wouldn’t move.

They were too weighed down by what’d just happened.

Danny grumbled but did as Sebastian asked. They exchanged a few words, too quiet for me to hear, before Sebastian was sliding in beside me.

“Okay if I sit back here with you?”

I nodded mutely, shifting over to the middle seat. Whatever had had me not wanting Danny to touch me didn’t seem to apply to Sebastian.

Danny wasted no time jumping into the driver’s seat. He pulled out of there so abruptly that my shoulder slammed into Sebastian’s.

“Sorry,” I muttered. I didn’t pull away though, drawing strength from the feel of Sebastian’s body against my own.

His hands were on his legs, the long fingers twitching against the polyester. “Don’t say that, Matty. You never need to apologise to me.”

He was so close, but it still wasn’t enough. My skin was itching, burning almost. Like I was coming apart at the seams. “Can you…can you hold me?”

His fingers flexed and, for a heartbeat, I thought he was going to reject me.

Then he let out a shaky breath and inclined his head. “Of course, sunshine.”

I scrambled into his lap, sitting sideways so my legs were on the seat beside us. My head rested snugly below Sebastian’s chin, his arms coming around to hold me securely.

“What about the seat belt?”

His arms tightened around me. “You don’t need to worry about that. I’ll keep you safe, sunshine.”

The countryside whizzed past the windows. Danny had to be speeding, but I couldn’t find it in me to care. Not right then.

Sebastian said I was safe. He’d said he’d come for me, and he had.

I’d trust anything he told me now.

“Do you want to talk about it?” he asked me in a low voice. “I’m sure you’ve got a few questions.”

A few? Son of a biscuit, I had enough to keep Sebastian talking for several hours. Exhaustion swept over me as I tried to figure out where to start. Eventually I gave up, snuggling closer to Seb’s chest. “Actually, I don’t want to talk about it yet. Can I sleep?”

“Of course.” His hand started stroking up and down my back in soothing motions. “Rest, Matty. I’ll be here when you wake up.”

“Promise?”

There was a whisper of movement over my hair, like he was inhaling my scent. Or maybe even brushing a light kiss there. “I promise, sunshine. Sleep now.”
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Ididn’t honestly think I’d be able to sleep after what I’d been through, but I drifted off surprisingly quickly. I wasn’t sure if it was being in his arms, the familiar scent of him calming me, or just that my brain needed a break to process everything that’d happened.

When I started to stir, small snippets of conversation filtered through the fog of sleep.

“Why are you being so stubborn about this?”

“I told you, I’m not discussing it, Danny.”

“You can’t tell me you don’t have feelings for him. Not after the way you reacted today. That boy right there looks at you like you hung the moon. Are you just gonna walk away from that?”

“You don’t understand. This world isn’t for Matty. I’m not good enough for him. None of the others would accept it.”

“You know what that sounds like? Excuses.”

I opened my eyes, expecting to catch Danny and Seb talking, but they were both silent. Danny had his attention fixed on the road, tapping out a tune on the steering wheel, while Seb was watching me.

I must’ve dreamed their conversation.

“How are you feeling?”

“Okay,” I said. “Nothing hurts, at least.”

He grimaced. “I’m sorry I can’t heal your hand.”

Danny turned off the engine. “We’re here.”

I peered out the window to see we were outside my flat. Danny opened the car door, holding out a hand to help me out.

I shrank back against Sebastian as panic filled me.

Danny sighed and moved back several feet.

“Sorry,” I squeaked, mortified by my reactions. “I don’t know what’s come over me.”

Danny crouched, giving me a kind smile through the door. “You’ve been through a traumatic event, Matty. It’s normal to be feeling skittish. I’m not taking it personally.”

Was it normal to want to burrow inside Sebastian’s body so he could keep me safe forever? Somehow I didn’t think so.

Sebastian muttered something I couldn’t hear before bracing his arms around me. “Hold on tight, sunshine.”

The world tilted as Sebastian swung us both out of the car and made his way inside. Maybe I should’ve insisted on walking—there was nothing wrong with my feet. But I didn’t. I didn’t want to.

If I had my way, I’d let Sebastian carry me everywhere.

“Where will you be most comfortable?” Sebastian asked as we entered, Danny hot on our heels.

“In my bedroom,” I whispered, burying my face in his neck. “Don’t leave me. Not yet.”

“I won’t, sunshine,” he said heavily. “Come on, let’s get you properly cleaned up.”

“I’ll wait out here,” Danny said, flopping down on our sofa. “Gonna call Leo and give him an update. Judging by the missed calls, they know something’s happened.”

“I texted Ferry earlier,” Sebastian said over his shoulder as he carried me towards my bedroom. “They should be on their way back.”

“Oh my gosh,” I said, alarm filling me as Sebastian closed the door behind us. “What are we going to tell them? How do we explain all of this? I don’t even understand it myself⁠—”

Sebastian lowered me so I sat on the edge of the bed. He knelt between my legs, looking up at me with a grimace. “Matty, they already know.”

“What? How?”

Sebastian huffed, running a hand through his hair. “Okay, I really shouldn’t be the one telling you this. This should be coming from Leo.”

That stung. I thought back to the last conversation I’d had with Leo, how it had escalated because he refused to give me a reason to stay away from Sebastian. How much was my brother keeping from me? “Tell me.”

He sighed. “Okay. So, a lot of ‘mythical’ creatures? They aren’t so mythical.”

“Yeah, that I’d already guessed. Kinda obvious when your brother’s best friend turns into a giant wolf. And, I mean, you with the—” I gestured at his mouth. “—fangs.”

He opened his mouth slightly to show me. They weren’t as obvious as earlier, somewhat smaller.

“Why haven’t I noticed them before?” I mean, it wasn’t like Sebastian smiled or laughed around me, but even so, it was hard to miss them.

He opened his mouth wider and I watched in fascination as they ascended into his gums, leaving no trace behind. “I don’t have them out around you.”

“Makes sense, me being human.”

“You being human has nothing to do with it.”

I tilted my head, puzzled. “Then why?”

“Because it’s you.”

It was an answer he’d given me before. “I don’t understand what that means.”

“You don’t need to,” he said briskly. “Anyway, Danny is a wolf shifter, I’m a vampire. Ferry and the others are demons.”

My brain screeched to a halt. “I’m sorry…what?”

“I’m really not the right person for this,” he muttered.

“Start with you,” I said shakily. “So you…drink blood.”

His lips twisted up on one side. “I do.”

An unbidden fantasy popped into my head. Sebastian sucking my cock. Pulling off to sink his fangs into my thigh. Licking up the blood that spilled before…

Where had that come from? I didn’t even like blood. For fluff’s sake, I fainted at the sight of it.

Although, there was no denying that Sebastian being added to the equation was making my body feel…all sorts of different things. I pulled the blanket tighter around me, grateful that Sebastian couldn’t see the inappropriate way my cock was hardening.

“Why are you blushing, sunshine?” Sebastian tilted his head, a slow smirk working over his face. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

“Nothing,” I squeaked. Goodness me, there was no way I was telling him. He’d think I was a complete freak if he knew. I went for the most boner killing question I could think of. “So you…what, kill people?”

Sebastian’s face went blank and he sat back on his haunches. “Yes.”

I shivered. “Because you need to eat.”

“No.” He shuffled back further, like he felt the need to put space between us. “I don’t kill when I feed, Matty. In fact, I’m told if feels quite…pleasurable.”

I squirmed as the fantasy tried to rear his head again. The other information he’d given me kept it at bay. “Why do you kill then?”

“I’m an assassin.” Sebastian’s stared at me woodenly as he spoke. “A hacker too, but that’s more of a side gig. Most of my time is spent as a hired gun. People pay me to murder others. I don’t care if they’re human or supernatural, male or female. Life, especially human life, means very little to me.”

Perhaps it was his expressionless face. Or maybe it was the blunt, dispassionate way he was telling me. But something had me shaking my head. “I don’t believe you.”

“I’m not lying. Why do you think everyone wanted you to stay away from me?”

I huffed. Was he being deliberately obtuse? “No, that’s not what I mean. You do care.”

“I can promise you that I don’t.”

Why was I pushing this so much?

“I don’t believe you. If that’s all you are, if you care so little for humans, then why did you come for me today?”

He didn’t answer at first, his tongue running over his bottom lip. “Like I said…you’re different.”

I refused to believe there wasn’t some good in there somewhere. Despite everything, I knew Sebastian was good. He didn’t believe it, but I did. Even with everything he’d told me…I knew.

Something occurred to me. No, it couldn’t have been Sebastian. There was no way he could’ve known. He hadn’t even found the shoes until after Colin had died.

I had to know. “Did you kill Colin?”

“Yes.” Sebastian spoke calmly and without hesitation. “I told you, sunshine. Anyone who hurts you pays with their life.”

“Oh my gosh.” I rested my head in my hands. “You didn’t need to kill him.”

Sebastian touched my knee. “Are you upset that I did?”

Was I? I probably should have been, but whenever I thought of Colin, I thought of that night. The awful things he’d done to me. The things he would’ve done if Leo hadn’t shown up in the nick of time.

“No. Not really.”

“Good.” Sebatian withdrew his hand briskly. “See, Matty, that’s what I’m telling you. I’m not a good person.”

I still refused to believe him. “What about Danny? I heard you helping him in there. You’re really telling me you would’ve handed him over to get me back?”

“I helped him because doing so meant I’d have better odds of getting you out of there safely,” he growled. “Don’t mistake me for the hero, Matty. If the only way to save you had been to sacrifice Danny, I would’ve done it without hesitation.”

My mouth dried out as I gaped at him. Would he really have done that for me? Why?

I couldn’t focus on that right now.

“What about the other stuff? Like stakes, and reflections? Oh my god!” My hands flew up to my cheeks. “I ate all that garlic in the restaurant! Why didn’t you stop me?”

“Because garlic doesn’t hurt me.” Sebastian was biting the side of his lip, like he was trying not to laugh. “I can eat human food too, I just prefer not to.”

I thought back over all the time we’d spent together, working through it in my mind. “I’ve been out with you in the sunlight so I know that’s not true.”

Sebastian gave me a cocky smirk. “You should know the reflection one isn’t true either.”

What did he…? My face flushed red as the memory of looking at him in the mirror hit me. Watching as he towered over me, his hand stroking over my length.

Still smirking, Sebastian moved on to the other part of my question. “Stakes don’t hurt us either. It’s all a myth, although that one we actively spread. Quite handy to be attacked with your weapon of choice. A few centuries ago, there was a period where we were being so actively hunted that I didn’t need to bother carrying my own stake around. Such a timesaver.”

Centuries? “Wait, so you can’t die? Vampires just…live forever?”

All humour was wiped from Sebastian’s face as his eyes shuttered. “No. We can die. It’s rare, but other supes can end our immortality.”

My mouth dried out at the thought of all the wolves he’d taken on earlier. “Like wolves?”

Sebastian cut his gaze away. When he spoke, there was a gravelly note to his voice that I’d never heard before. “Yes. Wolf shifters are capable of killing vampires.”

I reached out to him without thinking, my fingers itching to smooth away the creases on his forehead.

Just then, the front door slammed open, then shut, followed by a very familiar voice yelling.

I yanked my hand back, burying it under the blanket. Sebastian didn’t seem to have noticed, his thoughts obviously far away.

“Don’t tell me to wait, Danny. Matty?! Where is he? Is he safe?”

Leo burst through my door a few seconds later, his hair wild and face frantic. “Matty! Oh thank god!”

He swept forwards to grab me, but just like with Danny, I instinctively flinched back.

Sebastian snapped back to himself and was on his feet, his tall body planted between me and my older brother. “Easy, Leo. Give Matty some space.”

Ferry and Danny appeared in the doorway just as Leo shoved Sebastian in the chest. “Who the fuck do you think you are? Let me see my brother. Now.”

He was so angry. Why was he shouting? My hands flew up over my ears, but it was too late.

I was back in that room watching Isaac yelling at Thomas, the man who’d dragged me there.

My chest got tight.

His hand shifting.

Black spots in my vision.

Blood and gore flying.

Pins and needles in my lips.

Unseeing eyes staring at the ceiling.

Cold hands cupping my face gently.

Roars and screams.

“Breathe for me, sunshine.”

Pain screaming through my hand as the boot came down again.

“I’ve got you, sunshine. You’re safe. Breathe, Matty.”

I listened, sucking in a rattling breath.

“Good boy. Again, sunshine.”

My vision cleared. For some reason, I was lying on the floor with Sebastian leaning over me, his hands on my face. “That’s it, sunshine. No one’s going to yell or touch you unless you want them to.”

As though his words made him realise he was touching me, he started to pull back. My hands shot up to cover his, holding him there. “No.”

There was some murmuring going on by the door, but I ignored it, focusing on Sebastian’s perfect face hovering over mine. A tear rolled down my face. “Please don’t stop touching me.”

Maybe I should have been embarrassed by my desperation, my need to have him near, but I was too far gone to care. I was caught in a riptide, and Sebastian was the lifejacket keeping me afloat.

Something unreadable flickered over his face. “Okay, Matty. Are you feeling well enough to sit up?”

I nodded, letting Sebastian pull me up until my back was against the bed. I leaned against it heavily, exhaustion sweeping over me despite the nap in the car. “Why am I so tired?”

“It’s the shock,” Danny said. My head snapped around to see him, Ferry, and Leo all in front of the doorway, several feet of space between them and us. “That’s probably why you didn’t faint at the sight of blood like you usually do. It’s your brain’s way of processing it all.”

Leo was deathly pale, his whole body shaking. Ferry had an arm around his shoulders, like he was trying to hold him together.

“Matty, can I come closer?”

I nodded, my cheeks burning at my earlier reaction. “I’m sorry about that.”

“Don’t apologise,” my brother said softly. He knelt on the floor, carefully leaving a few feet between us. “What happened?”

Sebastian cleared his throat. “We should leave you both to talk.”

“Wait,” I cried out. “No, don’t leave me.”

From the corner of my eye, I saw Leo and Ferry tense.

“It’s okay, sunshine,” Sebastian murmured, running a hand over my hair. “I’m just going to fill Ferry in on everything and see if there’s someone who can help with your hand.”

“Your hand?” Leo’s voice pitched up in alarm. “Are you hurt?”

“I’ll be right back,” Sebastian promised. Before he left though, he pointed at Leo. “Upset him and you’ll have me to deal with.”

Ferry growled while Leo looked stunned. “Matty is my brother.”

They glared at each other for a moment before Sebastian seemed to remember himself. “Yes, he is. Excuse me.”

I watched him leave the room, Ferry and Danny going with him.

Leo, my protector. My brother. My friend. I couldn’t believe I’d flinched away from him. No. I wasn’t letting today take this away from me. I wanted to hug my brother, and darnit, I was going to. I drew in a shaky breath before throwing myself into his arms.

“Oof,” Leo said, absorbing my weight. Then he hugged me back, holding me safe the way he always did. “Oh, Matty.”

I sobbed gently against his shoulder, letting his scent wash over me. It was nothing on the feeling of safety I got from embracing Sebastian, but it was familiar. Comforting.

“Matty, what happened?”

His words made me remember what Sebastian had told me.

About demons. Ferry.

That Leo knew everything I’d only learned about today.

My relief at seeing him hardened into something else. Disentangling myself from him, I sat back against the bed. “Actually, I think we need to start with why you’ve been lying to me.”

Leo froze. “What?”

I didn’t think I’d ever been this cross with Leo. Irritated, sure. Who didn’t get annoyed at their siblings occasionally?

But the knowledge that there was this whole other world out there? One he’d intentionally kept hidden from me?

Cross didn’t really cover it. I was fuming.

“So you’re telling me you don’t know that your fiancé is a demon? Or that your best friend can turn into a fudging wolf?”

Leo rubbed the back of his neck, a clear sign he was uncomfortable. “Matty…I was trying to protect you.”

Wordlessly, I held up my mangled hand, ignoring Leo’s horrified gasp. “Well, that approach didn’t work. So perhaps you should try being honest with me now.”


Chapter 17

Sebastian


Imight’ve left the room, but that didn’t stop me eavesdropping on Leo and Matty’s conversation. The thin walls coupled with my supernatural hearing meant I had no issue hearing Matty calling his brother out for hiding things.

In the living room, Danny was giving Ferry a very tense rundown of the day’s events. The former Grim Reaper was pacing the living room, the heat notching up higher with every sentence Danny spoke.

When he was finished, Ferry turned to me. “You sure you killed them all?”

I recalled the mess I’d left behind. “Yes. They are very, very dead.”

“Shame,” Ferry grunted before addressing Danny. “Can we expect any others to come sniffing around Matty?”

That thought had occurred to me in the car. Only having Matty on my lap had stopped me staking Danny again for dragging him into this mess.

“I don’t think so,” Danny said slowly. “But I have a…someone I can reach out to in the clan. He might know something.”

“You don’t seem very certain,” I said.

Danny scowled at the floor. “Let’s just say we didn’t part on the best of terms. There’s a chance he won’t talk to me.”

“Give me his name. I’ll make him talk.”

“Get in line,” Ferry said, cracking his knuckles. “I’ll happily get the information needed.”

Danny rolled his eyes. “Simmer down, both of you. I’m capable of handling it myself.”

After earlier, I had to begrudgingly admit he was right. It wasn’t a question of whether he could or not, but of me wanting to protect what was mine.

Except Matty isn’t yours, is he? Because the people you love get hurt.

A chubby hand lying on a paved floor danced through my mind. My brother’s final words in my ears. The man I thought would be my mate bleeding out at my feet.

You had to learn from history. Being loved by me was a death sentence.

I checked in on Matty and Leo while the other two discussed the logistics of tracking Danny’s contact down. It sounded like Leo was filling him in on demons, Ferry, and their true background.

It’d come as an enormous surprise to all of us that Leo was actually Ferry’s reincarnated mate from over four thousand years before. Turned out he’d sacrificed himself to save Leo, condemning himself to ferrying souls over the river Styx until his deal was up.

When I’d first heard the story, I’d scoffed. Imagine spending thousands of years alone, all for a human.

Pathetic behaviour, I’d thought to myself. A disgraceful waste of a supe’s life and powers.

Now, I stared at the closed door standing between me and Matty. My heart was a heavy weight in my chest, warning me I was in danger of sinking.

“Matty’s hand is broken,” I said suddenly, speaking over Ferry. “You need to fix it before doing anything else.”

Ferry raised an eyebrow. “I can compel the pain away.”

I tutted impatiently. “I’ve already done that. I need you to heal it.”

“Sebastian, that’s not something I can do.”

“Of course you can,” I said urgently. “You’re one of the original fallen. Surely you can help him?”

But Ferry was shaking his head. “I’m sorry, Sebastian. That’s not in my skill set. Very few angels are able to perform healings. Matty will have to heal the human way. Don’t worry though, if you’ve compelled him, he won’t suffer.”

The sense of desperation I’d felt earlier started to claw its way up my throat. “No. That’s not good enough! He won’t be able to crochet or write. He’s got exams coming up—how’s he supposed to sit them?”

The talking in the bedroom cut off, making me realise my voice had risen to a shout. I stepped close to Ferry, lowering my voice to a pained whisper. “Please. We have to do something.” Ferry’s mouth was slack as I continued to plead with him. “You must know someone. He can’t be expected to wait like a normal human.”

Ferry stared at me like he was seeing a whole new person. He squeezed my shoulder, a kindness in his voice I’d never heard directed my way before. “Cal and some of the others just crossed my wards. Let’s see if they can help.”

His reaction startled me into realising how unusually I was behaving. Shit. I schooled my expression into one of neutrality, withdrawing until my back was against the wall.

I didn’t move as Cal and his brother Harlow, and their mates, Oscar and Bailey, burst through the door. The demons were demanding answers from Ferry, while Oscar was anxiously asking Danny if Matty was okay.

Only Bailey, Harlow’s human, seemed to register my presence. He sidled over to me, joining me where I was leaning against the wall.

He didn’t speak for a few minutes, watching the activity in the room as closely as I was.

“You okay?”

My head snapped around. “Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

Bailey shrugged. “You’ve got a look about you.”

“What the fuck does that mean?”

“I’m just saying…they might not see that you’re feeling unhinged right now. But I do. Bonus of being mated to Harlow, I guess. When he’s truly pushed to the edge, he locks down and looks—” He gestured at me. “—like this. Utterly still and focused, when in reality he’s nought-point-five seconds away from doing some murdering.”

My attention went to his mate. I’d seen Harlow in action over the centuries enough to know the tiny demon was not to be underestimated. Look at that day in Hell when Harlow and his brothers took on their father to get their mates back. No one had been able to escape Harlow’s wrath, not even Lucifer himself.

I realised Bailey was waiting for a response. “I’m fine.”

Bailey hummed like he didn’t believe me. “If you say so. Well, you know where to find me if you want to talk.”

I stared at the hulking human as he walked away, his arm finding its way to Harlow’s shoulders like it had been made to fit there.

Which I guessed it had. That was the one difference between mates of demons and angels, and everyone else.

Their mates were fated. The one person designed to be their perfect counterpart.

Ours though…we had to choose. Which on the surface sounded great, but when you looked at who I’d originally chosen to be my mate…? Yeah. I wasn’t putting much faith in my ability to find my soulmate.

The door opened and yet more demons filed into the room. This time, it was Dimitri and Dagon, their human mate tucked between them. I rolled my eyes. Did they honestly think Lucky would be in danger here?

Like you wouldn’t do the same for Matty.

As soon as he spotted me, Lucky shoved his guard dogs off, making a beeline for me. “Is he okay?”

I fought against my instinct to snipe at him. He was Matty’s friend. He was concerned about Matty. “He’s alive. Injured, but not fatally.”

Lucky paled. “Injured how?”

Dagon came up behind him, listening intently as I gave them the highlights. “His head wound has healed and he isn’t showing any signs of concussion. But his hand… It’s ruined. I was hoping one of the demons could help, but apparently that’s not the case.”

Lucky whirled around on Dagon. “Do you know someone who can help him?”

“No, but you’re not asking the right mate.”

“Dimitri!” Lucky’s yell had silence falling over the room. The little scrap of a human marched right up to the huge former angel and glared at him with his hands on his hips. “Matty’s hurt. You must know someone who can help.”

Dimitri shifted on his feet, his gaze flitting between Dagon and Lucky. “I mean…I do. The question is whether he will or not.”

Lucky snapped his fingers at the demon impatiently. “Give me your phone. Whoever it is, I’ll convince them.”

My respect for Lucky shot up. I’d always tolerated him, but seeing Lucky fight to get Matty the help he needed?

He’d secured my loyalty for all eternity.

“I can call him,” Dimitri said, squeezing the back of Lucky’s neck. “Other than Micah, he’s probably the one member of the Seraphim who might be amenable to helping.”

I didn’t know much about Dimitri’s former angelic unit, so I was grateful when Dagon asked, “Who is it?”

Dimitri grimaced. “Rami.”

The reaction Dagon had to this information wasn’t the one I’d been expecting. He hooted a loud laugh, slapping his hands on his knees. “Mr. Flirty McFlirtyson?”

Dimitri glared at his mate. “Flirt with him and you’re sleeping on the floor.”

Lucky pouted at Dimitri. “Baby, you wouldn’t make him sleep on the floor, right?”

It was like someone had poured boiling water over the demon with the speed he melted. “Of course not, little one.”

Every supe in the room, including myself, snorted. Dimitri grabbed Lucky, pulling him into his chest as he glared at us all. “Judge away. You’re all as whipped as I am.”

“Except Sebastian and Danny,” Harlow said, a knowing smirk dancing over his lips. “Unless Sebastian has anything he wants to tell us?”

All eyes snapped to me. Some curious. Some annoyed.

But Ferry’s? His were confused.

“No,” I said not shifting from my position against the wall. “I just want Matty healed and I’ll be on my way.”

Dimitri stepped out into the hall with his phone pressed to his ear just as Leo emerged from Matty’s room.

My muscles tensed. I bit my tongue to stop myself asking after Matty.

Thankfully, Lucky asked what I refused to. “How is he?”

Leo shoved his hand through his curls. “He’s…processing.”

“It’s a shock to discover this world through violence,” Oscar said sympathetically. “Want me to talk to him?”

No. It should be me going in there. Me talking to him.

But I couldn’t bring myself to say that. Instead, I started shuffling along the wall in the direction of the front door. I’d stay nearby until this angel healed Matty’s hand, then I’d be on my way.

I wasn’t putting my faith in Danny entirely. I’d make a brief visit to his former clan in Scotland to ensure they got the message that Matty was under my protection.

Then I’d be on my way to America.

Back to my former life.

One of darkness. Devoid of sunshine.

It was for the best.

It was.

My hand was closing over the door handle when Leo spotted me. His tired face morphed into a glare. “Where are you going?”

Everyone looked at me. “Figured you don’t need me anymore, so I’ll be on my way.”

Leo shouldered past everyone until he was toe to toe with me. Unlike his sibling, Leo matched my height perfectly. “Oh no you don’t. We need to have a chat.”

A chat. How fucking grand. I excelled at those.

Ferry made a small noise as Leo roughly grabbed me by the arm and hauled me into his bedroom. Leo just waved his other hand impatiently. “I’ll explain later, Fer.”

“Why do you have to explain?” I said as he slammed the door closed behind me. His room was simpler than his brother’s, but it had subtle touches that had to be Matty’s handiwork. I couldn’t imagine Leo choosing those bright throw pillows or the plush rugs. “Doesn’t that spooky mating bond tell him everything for you?”

Leo positioned himself in front of the door, blocking my exit. “No. It tells us each other’s emotions or if we’re in danger, but not specific information. Shouldn’t you know that?”

I shrugged, picking up a picture of Matty and Leo from his chest of drawers. It had been taken on a beach, their younger faces beaming with joy. “Why would I? I don’t have a mate.”

“About that.” Leo’s tone was cautious, measured. “Is Matty your…mate?”

I reached for another photo, this one had Matty sitting on Leo’s shoulders, laughing widely. I examined it closely just to have an excuse not to look at Leo. “Nope.”

“Sebastian, give me that.” He snatched the frame from my hands. The irritability in his voice was welcome. That attitude, I knew how to deal with. “Are you telling me the truth?”

I forced a lazy smirk to my lips. “Of course I am. Vampires don’t have fated mates. Ask your guard dog if you don’t believe me.”

“Okay, so are you planning on making Matty your mate?”

The weight in my chest grew heavier, dragging me down deeper. I hid my longing and fear behind sneers and lies. “No. I’ll never take a mate. Especially not a human.”

I almost sagged in relief as the familiar disdain appeared on the other man’s face. Good. Being hated was good.

That, I could cope with.

“What are you doing then?” Leo demanded. “Because it feels a lot like you’re pursuing him.”

“Thought you’d be a tad more grateful for me stepping in to save him.”

Leo wavered. “I’m sure Danny would’ve handled it.”

I stepped forward, closing the distance between him. Why was I pushing this? I should just take the out Leo had given me and leave. For some reason, I couldn’t stop myself. “Might’ve helped if Matty had called him. But he didn’t. He called me. Perhaps if you’d let me look after him in the first place, this whole situation could’ve been avoided.”

To his credit, Leo didn’t back away. “Why’d you help Matty?”

“I don’t know.” No, it was me who was backing away. I couldn’t breathe. I needed the space. “Maybe I was bored. Or maybe I’m just looking to curry favour with the most powerful supes around.”

“And maybe I’d believe that if you didn’t say it with a shit tonne of sarcasm.” Leo sighed. “As for bored… Nope, I don’t buy that either. You weren’t bored when you gave me Bessie, either.”

I eyed the door behind him. “Are we done here?”

“Not quite.” Leo’s lips pursed as he studied me intently. “What are your intentions with Matty?”

“Same as they’ve always been,” I said wearily, my veneer slipping with every second I spent being scrutinised. That was the thing with behaving like an arsehole—people didn’t want to look closely for too long. But Leo was more like Matty than I’d realised. He was determined to see something more to me. It made it harder to pretend. “I want him safe and happy. That’s all.”

“Happy with you?”

I shook my head sharply. “No. Of course not. He could never be happy with me, Leo. I’m a murderer. An assassin. I have no friends and one relative who barely tolerates me. My life is not one I want for Matty.”

“That we can agree on,” Leo muttered. “Matty though…he seems attached to you.”

“He’s been through something traumatic. It’ll pass.”

“No, I don’t think it will. You don’t know Matty like I do. Once he sets his mind on something, he doesn’t stop until he gets it.”

Goosebumps rose on my skin, but I didn’t say anything.

Leo took a deep breath, fixing me with a steady glare. “Right, this is going to go one of two ways. The first option is you see where this thing goes with Matty. You swear to me you’ll protect him with your life. And most importantly, you vow to never break his heart. You’ll spend your days making him happy and giving him whatever he needs.”

My temper spiked. “You aren’t the one who has the right to ask that of me.”

“I’ve gotta protect Matty, Sebastian. Even if that means protecting him from himself. So, can you promise that? Can you guarantee you won’t walk away from this and leave him with a broken heart?”

Fuck, how I wished I could give Leo a different answer. Maybe the Sebastian I once was would’ve been good enough for Matty. He could’ve guaranteed he would never break Matty’s heart, that he could commit everything in him to giving Matty the best possible life, full of all the joy he deserved.

But that Sebastian had died a long time ago. Bled to death alongside his family.

The monster who’d risen in his place wasn’t worthy of anything good.

“No,” I said finally. “I can’t promise that.”

A muscle in Leo’s jaw jumped, his fists clenching like he was trying not to hit me.

Couldn’t blame him, if I was being honest. I felt the same way about myself every damned day.

“We do the second option then.”

Exhaustion was weighing down on me so heavily that it was hard to meet Leo’s glare. “What’s that?”

“You stay until Matty is healed and back to his normal self. He’s asking for you. I’m not going to make you leave when he needs you this much.”

I closed my eyes, feeling like my whole self was being torn in two. One half of me wanted to bolt to Matty’s room to put myself at his service, while the other half wanted to flee the flat entirely. The whole fucking country, actually. Accepting that Matty would never be mine was the right decision.

That didn’t mean I had to like it.

“Then what?”

“Then you leave,” Leo said simply. “You vanish from his life like you never existed. And you do it soon, before he gets even more…attached.”

I nodded curtly. Now that I could do.

Hopefully.

I pushed past Leo, ready to get out of there and back to Matty. While I still could. My hand was on the doorknob when Leo’s quiet voice stopped me.

“Oh, and Sebastian?”

I froze, not turning around.

“Sleep with Matty and I won’t need Ferry to kill you. I’ll do it myself.”

Doing anything sexual with Matty was so far from my thoughts right now. He was injured. Traumatised. Broken.

And once he healed, I’d be long gone.

I nodded curtly to let Leo know I understood.

Then I left to go and help my sunshine.

For one of the last times.


Chapter 18

Matty


When Leo left, my mind was reeling with everything he’d told me.

Demons.

Heaven and Hell.

Mates.

Reincarnation.

Battles.

I closed my eyes, waiting for Sebastian to appear. Leo hadn’t been pleased when I’d asked him to send him in, but I was past caring.

I just needed Sebastian.

I understood now what Sebastian and the others had been trying to tell me. He was dangerous. And ruthless. And vengeful.

But not towards me. To me he was caring. Kind. Careful. Loving.

He’d come for me. Just like he’d said he would. He’d saved me, taken away my pain, held me close when I felt like I was falling apart.

Sebastian probably thought today would send me running in the opposite direction. It’d been obvious in how he’d told me what he was going to do to the men who’d hurt me. Like he was showing me the worst version of himself so I’d flee in horror. A mask made from vengeance and fury.

Well I’d seen it. Problem was, it wasn’t frightening when he was the one wearing it. I knew without a shadow of a doubt that that version of himself would never hurt me. He might come out to defend me, but never to hurt me.

It was what lay beneath that scared me. The real Sebastian, the one he believed didn’t exist.

That one could hurt me. Break my heart into little pieces and leave them scattered on the floor.

Still, I wasn’t running. Not from Sebastian.

I couldn’t. Today had been a nightmare of confusion and fear. I’d come out of it knowing a single truth.

Sebastian had called me his. And I wanted that to be true.

I sat on the floor waiting for him. Minute after minute passed, but Sebastian didn’t appear. No one did. I could hear them all out there—their voices were muffled by the walls, but there were definitely more people here now.

Perhaps Sebastian had left. Just the idea had the panic clawing up my throat again.

No, he wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye.

Right?

My hand was throbbing beneath the blanket, but thanks to whatever magic Sebastian had used, there was no pain. What there was, however, was a lingering smell of vomit. Sebastian had done his best to clean me up, but I was desperately in need of a shower.

Using my good hand to push myself up, I got to my shaky feet. It took me a few minutes to get my underwear off one handed, but I somehow managed it, letting it fall to join the blanket on the floor.

Just doing that had the room swimming around me. I had to pause, my good hand cradling my head as wooziness overtook me.

That’ll be because of the blood loss.

Blood loss made me think of Sebastian licking my head to close the wound. Then I started thinking of other wounds he could lick closed. Ones on my body that he’d put there with his teeth.

Stop it, Matty, I told myself sternly. I’d just established that my blood pressure was low. I didn’t need what was left heading south and making me faint.

Imagine having to explain that to Leo and the others? So embarrassing.

It took me far longer than it should have, but I made it to my en-suite without further incident.

I paused just inside the room, leaning against the wall and waiting for the dizziness to ebb away. My broken hand was cradled uselessly against my chest. Why oh why did they have to choose my left hand? It was going to make everything harder.

Tears filled my eyes. No. Don’t think about that now. One step at a time. Just get through the shower first.

That in itself seemed impossible.

The shiny showerhead seemed to stare at me mockingly, like it knew there was no way I was going to be able to get through this without help.

Fudgesticks. Was I going to have to call Leo in?

The door beside me opened, and I gave a shaky sigh of relief.

“Matty?”

I froze. Nope. That wasn’t Leo.

Sebastian’s handsome face appeared around the door. “Oh, there you are. Are you okay?”

“Yep,” I said, forcing a note of brightness into my response. Fabulous. This was not how I’d imagined Sebastian seeing me naked again. “Just going to take a shower.”

I made it all of one step forwards before my knees gave out. I stumbled forward, but Sebastian caught me before I could hit the floor.

“Careful, sunshine,” he said, lifting me into his arms bridal style. “You’ve lost a lot of blood, so you’re going to feel woozy.”

“I know.” I hated how small and helpless I sounded. “I just wanted to take a shower.”

There was a long silence before Sebastian spoke. “I can…I can help you with that. If you want me to?”

“Yes, please,” I whispered, my chin tucked to my chest. “Please don’t make me ask Leo. I’d much rather you help me.”

I chanced a glance up at him and my heart stuttered at what I saw. The same gentle smile Sebastian had given me earlier. “Of course, sunshine.”

I didn’t reply, too in awe of how his face transformed when he smiled. He looked…lighter. Younger. At peace.

Right then, my life gained a new purpose.

To make this man smile every single day. To tease one out of him so frequently that his brain forgot was it was like to not do it. Until it became as familiar to him as breathing.

He kept trying to make me happy. And darnit, I was going to do the same thing for him.

He carried me into the shower, steadying me with one arm as he used the other to turn on the water. I let out an alarmed squeak.

I blinked and somehow we were back out of the shower, Sebastian peering down at me in alarm. “Sunshine, what’s wrong?”

“You’re still dressed,” I explained. “I don’t want the water ruining your clothes.”

Sebastian rolled his eyes. “They’re jogging bottoms that don’t even belong to me.”

I wriggled in his arms in discomfort. “You should take them off.”

“Sunshine, do you want me to take them off?”

If I hadn’t lost so much blood, I’d definitely be blushing right now. “Not like that. I mean, obviously, yes. I’d love to see you naked. But that’s not what I mean. Not right now.”

While I babbled at him, Sebastian sat me gently on the counter beside the sink. His cold finger touched my lips, silencing me. “Matty, I understand. It’d make you feel less vulnerable if you weren’t the only one naked.”

I nodded, biting my lip, relieved I hadn’t needed to explain it. How did he just intuitively know what I needed? “It’d help. Only if you don’t mind though.”

“Do you want me to grab you some boxers instead?” Sebastian said. “I’m happy to strip off, but I don’t want you feeling like that’s the only option.”

I was already shaking my head. “No. I want to feel properly clean. I don’t mind you seeing me naked.”

No, if I got my way, Sebastian would be seeing me naked a lot in the future.

“Well I won’t be looking,” he promised. “I’ll be a gentleman.”

“Shame.” The word slipped from my lips before I could stop it. Mortified, I slapped my good hand over my mouth. “Sorry.”

There was a whisper of that smile tugging at Sebastian’s lips. “Don’t apologise. I like flirty Matty.”

He stepped back, keeping his eyes on mine as he shoved the joggers down in one movement.

I’d like to say I was a gentlemen.

Would love to say that.

But of course I looked.

Oh fudgesticks. Why did Sebastian’s cock have to be just as attractive as the rest of him? Even soft, there was no mistaking the heavy girth there. He was cut too, nothing hiding his shining head.

I really shouldn’t have been openly gawking at Sebastian’s dick. I knew that. But the longer I looked, the more that softness began to ebb away. The thick vein running along the side began to pulse as his length started to harden.

Pickles. Was he really getting hard just because I was looking at him?

Sebastian cleared his throat softly, making my eyes fly up in horror. “Sorry! Oh that’s so inappropriate. I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable.”

He sighed, gesturing for me to step down from the counter. “Uncomfortable isn’t what you’re making me feel, Matty.”

I climbed down slowly, grabbing Sebastian’s waiting forearms when the floor tilted. “Oops.”

“Are you okay with me holding you up? I don’t want you to fall.”

“Please hold me,” I whispered, keeping my eyes on the floor. “I need it right now.”

Not just because of the blood loss, but because when Sebastian was holding me, all the scary stuff seemed to fade away. The horrors I’d gone through today, even the ones from months before, they all disappeared when he touched me.

I just felt calm. It was the most addictive feeling in the world.

I didn’t think I’d ever get enough.

With Sebastian’s support, I made it under the hot spray. His arms held me steady as the water sluiced over my body, the heat stripping away some of the nightmare.

“Put your good hand on the wall, sunshine.”

I did as he asked, letting it take my weight so he could grab my shower gel and scrunch. “Won’t lie, kinda wish you were telling me to put my hand on the wall so you could do something else.”

Sebastian made a choking noise that almost sounded like a laugh. “Jesus, Matty.”

I glanced up at him from under my lashes. “Don’t you want to hear what I wish you were going to do instead?”

“No.” His tone was curt, his movements brisk as he began to wash me down.

“Oh,” I said quietly. “You’re right. I shouldn’t be thinking about stuff like this with everything that’s happened.”

The scrunch paused at the back of my neck. “No, that’s not it. You can feel however you want, at any time. There’s no right or wrong way to behave after what you’ve been through today.”

I stiffened. If Sebastian thought that then he was saying no for another reason. He’d started to get hard earlier, but that had probably just been a natural reaction to the attention. It didn’t mean anything. It was more likely that he wasn’t attracted to me anymore. Maybe he’d meant what he’d said the other day about us never hooking up again.

Or maybe it was seeing me in such a weak position today. Maybe that was a total turn-off for him.

I cringed. I was being so inappropriate. What in tarnation had I been thinking?

“Matty.” I’d been so lost in my own thoughts that Sebastian’s whisper in my ear had me jumping. “What’s wrong?”

I stared down at the floor, hoping a hole would open up to swallow me whole. “Nothing.”

His hand wrapped around my throat, making my dick twitch. “Don’t lie to me, sunshine.”

I bit back a moan, my body torn between embarrassment and horniness. “It’s just…I realised I’m being inappropriate flirting with you. You’re being so nice by helping me out, and I’m making you uncomfortable.”

Suddenly Sebastian’s naked body was pressed to my back. I gasped as I felt the unmistakable heat of his erection against my skin. “Yes, sunshine. You’re making me uncomfortable. Having you naked in front of me and knowing I can’t touch you the way I want to is nothing short of torture. I’m fighting with myself to not push you to your knees. To not stretch your pretty pink hole with my tongue until you’re wailing. To not watch your eyes roll back in your head as I slowly sink every inch of my cock inside you. To not stroke you until you have no choice but to come all over us both.”

I moaned quietly, the sound lost in the fall of water. How I wanted to turn and let Sebastian do all those things. But his hand held me firmly in place, refusing to let me do anything other than hold still as he took me apart with his words.

“So no, sunshine. I don’t want to hear what you want me to do to you, because I already have too many ideas of my own. My self-control is hanging by a thread, Matty. Knowing your fantasies will snap it completely.”

“I don’t mind that.” No, quite the opposite. I’d happily go to my knees and beg for it.

“But I do,” Sebastian said quietly. His hand dropped from my throat as he stepped back from my body. “For many reasons, Matty. I can’t go there.”

A lump formed in my throat. I was thankful my back was to him, so he couldn’t see the effect his words had on me.

It was ridiculous. I shouldn’t be this hung up on Sebastian when he’d made it so clear there’d never be anything between us. But as he silently started washing me again, his touch caring and gentle, I knew I had no hope.

I’d lost myself to him before I’d even realised what was happening.

My mind was racing, going over everything I knew. Sebastian hadn’t said he didn’t want me, just that he couldn’t go there.

If I were a gambling man, I’d put money on it being because he thought he wasn’t good enough for me. That his lifestyle meant he wasn’t deserving of love.

My brain began plotting ways to show Sebastian how ridiculous those sentiments were. There was no pretending that he hadn’t done some bad things, but not a single one of those things had been to me. Look at what’d happened the one time he’d realised he’d upset me, for heaven’s sake. I’d woken up the next morning to an incredibly thoughtful gesture.

Sebastian was good. He might not believe that, but I did.

I also couldn’t forget what he’d said during those heated minutes with Isaac.

“Do I need to remind you what happened the last time a wolf clan hurt people who were mine? When they took those I loved from me?”

This man quietly caring for me had loved. Deeply. Reading between the lines of what he’d said, he’d lost them in the most painful way possible.

They’d been taken from him.

I wasn’t going to ask him about it now, not until he was ready to open up to me. But even without knowing the specifics, I knew what that kind of loss must’ve done to him. How deep that sort of wound would run.

With enough time, maybe I’d get him to see himself the way I did—as someone who was worthy of love. Someone who could open himself up, trusting that he wouldn’t get his heart broken all over again.

“Will you stay?” I found myself asking. “For now?”

There was no hesitation. “Yes, sunshine. I’ll stay. For as long as you need me.”
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Sebastian was the perfect gentleman as he tucked me up in bed. Even so, when there was a quiet knock on my bedroom door, he flew back several paces, his face flushed like we were about to be caught doing something we shouldn’t.

Lucky’s concerned face popped around the door. “Can I come in?”

“Of course,” I said. I braced my good hand on the mattress, trying to push myself up. Before I could get more than a few inches up, Sebastian was there. He silently sat me up against the headboard, tucking the duvet in around my legs.

He stood up stiffly, not meeting my eyes as he stood back. “I’ll ah…leave you to it.”

I gulped. “You’ll come back though, right?”

He met my gaze then, like he couldn’t help himself. “As soon as you call.”

I searched his face for any signs that he was lying to me but found none. Relaxing back against the headboard, I let out a long breath. “Okay.”

Lucky stepped aside to let him past, making no attempt to hide the way he was gaping. When the door was closed behind Sebastian, my friend pointed at it. “Umm…who was that?”

My brow wrinkled. “Sebastian? I thought you knew him. I was chatting to him in the club and⁠—”

“Oh I know Sebastian,” Lucky interrupted me, perching on the edge of my bed. “But the Sebastian I know is a complete arsehole who is rude to anyone and everyone who crosses his path.”

My frown deepened. “What?”

Lucky nodded slowly. “Yep. Total cunt. That’s why everyone had a problem with you getting close to him. He’s got a knack for pissing people off.”

“You mean his being a vampire didn’t have anything to do with it?”

Lucky shrugged a shoulder. “Meh. All of them are either supernatural or eternally mated to one. Being in a relationship with a supe has its dangers, but the benefits outweigh those. Besides, if you mate with Sebastian, I get to keep you as my bestie for centuries. Millenia, even.”

I raised a hand, my mind spinning. “Hold up. That’s not what’s happening here.”

“Come on, Matty. You can’t tell me there’s nothing going on. Even if I hadn’t walked in on him tucking you in, I would’ve known from the way he went off about you out there.”

“He did? When?”

“Just now,” Lucky said. “Trying to get Ferry to find someone to heal your hand.”

“Oh.” I lifted the hand in question. “Yeah, I guess it’s pretty bad.”

“Pretty bad? Jesus fuck, Matty!”

Lucky scooted closer to me. I gritted my teeth as the urge to flinch away hit me again. No. I wasn’t going to let this stop me being close to people.

I held still as Lucky’s fingers gently brushed over the skin. “You’re definitely not in any pain, right? Because if so, I can get one of my guys in here in a heartbeat.”

“No, I’m okay,” I said softly. “Whatever Sebastian did worked.”

There was a beat of silence as I tucked my hand out of sight again.

“Are you…are you mad at me?”

My head whipped up in alarm. “Why on earth would I be mad at you?”

Lucky traced the pattern on the duvet as he shrugged. “Because I kept this from you. We’re best friends and I kept this massive fucking secret from you.”

I hadn’t looked at it like that. I’d been mad at Leo from keeping it from me, but he was my brother. He’d explained that keeping it from me had come from a good place though. They’d all been trying to protect me, not wanting me to know that the world was more evil than I’d believed.

Well, I’d already seen evil that night a few months ago. Learning about actual demons didn’t mean a lot when I’d learned to live with the ones in my nightmares.

“It’s okay,” I told Lucky. “You were trying to protect me. I get it. You didn’t do it maliciously.”

“We really didn’t,” Lucky said, relief filling his voice. “And fuck am I glad you know now. I’ve hated keeping this part of my life from you. Especially given how you found out. You must’ve been terrified.”

Terrified. Such a powerful adjective. Somehow, it wasn’t enough to describe the depths of fear I’d experienced today.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Lucky asked gently. “Ferry told us what happened, but sometimes it helps to talk.”

Now I was the one staring at the duvet.

I’d bottled up everything that’d happened to me after Colin. I’d believed it was better to go through it alone. That I’d find it easier to pretend it had never happened if I didn’t speak of it.

I should talk to Lucky about it. Sure, Leo was also part of this new world I’d just learned about, but there were some things you didn’t want to talk to your brother about.

You kneeling on a cold floor wearing only a lace thong was definitely one of those things.

But what if Lucky judged me? I’d seen the way he stood up to his men—he didn’t suffer fools lightly. What if he thought I was weak? Stupid for not standing up for myself?

“It’s okay, you know,” Lucky said, his dark eyes solemn. “However you’re feeling about today, it’s okay. Danny’s already told us what happened, and I have to say, you’re taking it far better than I did.”

I startled. “What do you mean?”

Lucky chuckled. “Let’s just say I also didn’t know anything about…well, any of it. Demons. Mates. I was in the dark about the whole shebang. But, like you, I found out…unexpectedly.”

“Were you kidnapped too?”

“No,” Lucky said bitterly, clasping his hands together. “My situation was one of my own making.”

My jaw fell open as Lucky told me about Grant, a man he’d believed to be a friend, who’d ended up manipulating him. As he told me about how it had escalated into beatings, threats, and stalking, tears filled my eyes.

“Oh my gosh, Lucky. You must’ve been so scared.”

“I was,” Lucky said hollowly, staring down at his white knuckles. “I thought I was going to spend my whole life on the run. I kept everyone at a distance, refusing to get close to anyone in case Grant used them against me.”

“What happened?”

Lucky’s hands loosened, a goofy smile filling his face. “Dimitri happened. He spotted me in Mori’s club and realised I was his and Dagon’s mate. After he dragged Dagon to meet me, the two of them started to conspire about ways to seduce me.”

I gave him a small smirk. “Bet that was fun.”

“It was,” he said, his smile fading. “Then Grant found me.”

A chill went down my spine. Even with Lucky in front of me, clearly safe and happy, the idea of my friend being hurt had my stomach churning. I reached out with my good hand to grab his. “I’m so sorry, Lucky.”

He took my hand in both of his, giving it a soft squeeze. “It’s okay. He didn’t get the chance to hurt me. Dagon and Dimitri showed up at just the right time and…” His voice trailed off as he pursed his lips. “Yeah, I’m going to make an executive call and say you don’t wanna know the details. Let’s just say that Grant ended up dead, and I was suddenly aware the two guys I was fucking were very much not human.”

Secretly, I was glad he’d skipped the particulars. I’d had enough blood and gore to last me a lifetime.

The fact that I wanted Sebastian to do things involving my blood made literally no sense. Maybe I needed to make an appointment with a psychiatrist.

“What did you do then? When you’d found out?”

Lucky gave me a thin smile. “I ran.”

My eyebrows shot up. “You did? Were you scared?”

“No,” Lucky said slowly. “Not scared…not really. I think I was just struggling to wrap my head around everything. Grant being dead. Dagon and Dimitri not being human. It was too much to deal with all at once.”

I gave a humourless chuckle. “Yep, I know how you’re feeling there. You obviously stopped running though.”

“Only because Dimitri caught me. Literally threw me over his shoulder and kidnapped me.” He smiled fondly as he recalled it. “Quite sweet, really.”

I thought about how Sebastian had swept me into his arms and carried me away. Yeah. I understood that too.

“They took me to a cabin they’d built centuries ago and kept me there until I’d listened to the whole story. By the time we left, we were mated.”

“I’m glad it ended happily for you.”

It was true, I was happy for him. But I couldn’t lie. A small part of me was devastated by the fact that Lucky’s men had fought for him. Not physically, but emotionally. They’d made him theirs.

Whereas Sebastian was pushing me away.

You know why though. You just need to make him see sense.

“Might sound weird, but I’m kind of jealous. I can’t see anyone ever wanting me enough that they’d go so far as to spirit me away.”

“You never know what might happen with Sebastian,” Lucky whispered, like he could read my mind.

“You’re not…surprised? That I like him?”

Lucky hummed. “Not really. I started to suspect you liked him in the club, then you kinda confirmed it that day in uni, after he saved you from that horrific date.”

“He’s been kind to me. Always kind.”

Lucky squeezed my hand once more. “Good. If he’s ever not, I’ll have Dimitri and Dagon beat him up. They might not be able to take him on separately, but I’m sure together they can do it.”


Chapter 19

Sebastian


This was not where I’d thought I’d end the night.

But here I was, in Matty’s bed. My sunshine was sleeping fitfully, little whimpers occasionally rising from his throat. Rami had agreed to come and heal his hand, but to my chagrin, he couldn’t get here until the morning. Whatever had happened with Micah was apparently having repercussions that his unit had to deal with.

Leo had looked almost as grumpy as I usually did when Matty begged me to stay overnight. True to his word though, he didn’t say anything. Just threw one of his T-shirts at me before shooting me a look to remind me of his parting threat.

Like I’d forget. I knew I couldn’t go there. Not because I was scared of Leo or Ferry, but because I was scared of what it might do to me. To Matty.

Because this would end with me walking away from him. As soon as he was healed enough for me to leave, I’d be on my jet and flying to America.

It was the right thing to do. For everyone.

What was the alternative? Even if Matty could live with my lifestyle and the crimes I’d committed, there was still my less-than-stellar attitude for him to contend with. And if we got over that barrier, I knew my enemies would love to have some leverage over me. There was no way I was letting Matty become that.

But worst of all…I knew what’d happen if I stayed here with him. He’d end up being ostracised by everyone he cared about. It might not happen straight away, but eventually it would. The others might tolerate me for Matty’s sake, but me being around full-time would change things. It’d create a distance that hadn’t been there before.

It didn’t matter how right it felt to hold Matty in my arms. That I finally felt calm after centuries of torment. None of that mattered, because this wasn’t about me.

It was about Matty.

I refused to be the darkness that would eclipse his sunshine.

His cheek was pressed to my chest, his injured hand thrown across my torso like he was trying to make sure I didn’t leave. His leg lay over mine, his foot hooked under my knee.

I caressed his spine as his murmurs increased. It didn’t seem to help. His agitation grew as his nightmares fought to the surface. His face contorted, his lips starting to tremble.

“It’s okay, sunshine,” I whispered. I was torn on what to do. Should I hold him closer? Or would that make him feel trapped?

I let my hands fall to the bed uncertainly. Matty’s eyes flew open instantly, and I knew I’d fucked up.

“No,” he whimpered, scrambling away from my chest. “I’ll do what you say. I’ll do what you say!”

I sat up, flicking on the lamp. “Matty, it’s okay.”

He shrank further back, not seeming to hear me. He was staring into the shadows on his side of the bed. “Please. Please.”

God. All this time I’d been worried about breaking Matty’s heart, and here he was breaking mine. “Matty, you’re safe. It’s me. Sunshine, it’s Seb.”

He turned his head, his eyes landing on my face. He squinted against the light. “Seb?”

Relief flooded me. “Yes, sunshine. You were having a nightmare. You’re safe. I promise, no one will hurt you. I won’t let them.”

He rubbed at his eyes with his right hand. “Jeez, I’m sorry. I thought someone was standing beside the bed.”

I glanced over at the empty space. “There’s no one there.”

“I know,” he mumbled, sleep weighing down his voice. “Earlier…they were all around me. Guess my subconscious knew you had that side covered and decided to freak out about the other one.”

A single tear fell down his cheek. I brushed it away with my thumb. “Sunshine, it doesn’t matter what side someone tries to attack you from. They’ll have to get through me first. I’m far scarier than anyone you can possibly imagine. I won’t let them hurt you.”

“Hmmm.” Matty sounded unconvinced. “It’s just all the empty space and shadows playing tricks on my brain. I’ll be okay if you’re holding me.”

I pursed my lips, studying his room. “I can do one better than that.”

“Where are you going?” Matty’s voice rose as I scooted off the bed.

“Shh.” I gently pushed his shoulders until he was lying down, smoothing an errant curl from his forehead. “I’m not leaving, just doing some rearranging.”

In less than a minute, I’d moved his bedside table and lamp from his side of the bed. Another minute and I’d pushed his bed into the corner of the room.

Matty didn’t make a sound as I repositioned his furniture, just watched me with sleepy eyes.

By the time I’d moved his wardrobe and chest of drawers, I’d build a mini fort around Matty’s bed. He was now fully surrounded, the only gap where I’d be lying. I nodded with satisfaction before slipping under the duvet next to Matty. “There. No more empty spaces.”

Matty wriggled back onto my chest, his limbs winding around me. “Thank you.”

Remembering the other thing he’d asked for, I put my arms around him.

There was a light knock on the door. “Matty? Everything okay? Ferry could hear stuff moving.”

“Everything’s fine,” Matty called back before snuggling deeper into me. “Totally fine.”

I could hear Leo’s breathing through the door and I smirked as I pictured the stubborn man fighting with himself. Eventually he seemed to decide to take Matty at his word and retreated back to his own room.

Matty was almost asleep when he sat up abruptly. “Nope, everything’s not fine.”

“What’s wrong? What can I do?”

“Take this off,” Matty muttered impatiently, tugging at my top. “Want it off.”

I did as he asked, chucking it on the floor. “Your brother won’t be happy.”

“Don’t care.” Matty yawned, lying down on my now-bare chest. “I’m happy now.”

He fell asleep with a satisfied smile on his face.

As Matty finally found the peace he’d craved in sleep, my own heart was filled with terror.

I’d been so scared of Matty falling for me, I hadn’t protected myself.

This human held my heart in his hands, and he had no idea.

I’d promised myself I’d never fall for a human again, and it had happened without me even realising.

And the worst thing?

It changed nothing.

Nothing.

I’d still have to walk away from him, because I couldn’t make him happy. Not in the long term.

I didn’t matter. I never had.

All that mattered was Matty.
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Rami was in Matty’s flat for less than ten minutes before I decided I was going to kill him.

There were several other supes in the room who’d probably try to stop me. Dagon and Dimitri had escorted Rami here with Lucky in tow. Ferry was hovering near the sofa, Leo at his side.

Still, I was pissed enough to try it. Not until he’d finished healing Matty though.

The angel was in front of Matty’s huddled form on the sofa, towering over him even though he was kneeling. Matty’s broken hand was hidden between his own massive ones. Soft white light slipped from between Rami’s fingers as he healed him.

That wasn’t the issue. No, the issue was the way he’d been looking at Matty since he’d entered the room. Like he couldn’t decide between stripping him naked or dropping to his knees to worship him.

Add in the shameless way he was flirting with my sunshine, and I was about three seconds away from detonating.

“Easy,” Dagon whispered, joining me in the corner of the room. “Rami’s harmless.”

I knew my presence probably wasn’t wanted, but there was no way I was leaving Matty alone until he was healed. Nevertheless, I’d kept to my corner, not wanting to cause any issues that might upset Matty.

I continued to glare at where Rami was teasing Matty, making his cheeks flush. “Harmless? He’s literally one of the most lethal angels ever to walk the earth.”

Dagon hummed in agreement. “True, but if you know that, why are you contemplating the best place to stab him with Bessie?”

“I’m not.”

“Even if I weren’t a demon, I’d know you’re talking bullshit. You’ve got the same look on your face that Dimitri had when Rami hit on me.”

Rami winked at Matty and a small growl slipped from my throat. Several pairs of eyes narrowed in my direction, like they were daring me to start trouble.

Dagon covered his laugh with a cough. “Sure. No murder being contemplated here. Nope.”

I gave Dagon a scathing look. “Why do you care?”

Dagon shrugged. “I don’t. Not really. But Lucky cares about Matty being happy.”

“You don’t need to worry, Dagon. I won’t be going there with Matty.”

I could feel his gaze burning into the side of my face, but I refused to meet his eyes. “Okay…so what’s the issue with Rami flirting with him then?”

My hand went to my pocket, my fingers wrapping around the hilt of my dagger. Like I just needed to reassure myself it was there. “Matty’s just been through something traumatic. He doesn’t need to be fending off advances from horny supernaturals. God knows where Rami’s dick has been.”

“Or maybe it’s because you’re jealous. Because you think Rami is who Matty deserves.” Dagon leaned forwards, whispering in my ear so low that none of the other supes in the room could hear. “And that thought fucking terrifies you.”

My stomach flipped as my hand tightened on Bessie’s hilt. “You’re wrong.”

“No, I’m not.” Dagon’s hand squeezed my shoulder. “I spent centuries finding reasons to not be with Dimitri. Don’t make the same mistakes I did.”

Matty saved me from having to reply. “Seb?”

I was in front of him in a second, drawing as close as I could with the damned angel in between us. “Are you okay?”

He nodded, but his smile looked a little shaky. “Can you sit with me?”

“Of course.” The sofa was big enough for both of us, but I’d barely sat down before Matty was trying to wriggle his way onto my lap. Thanks to Rami still holding on to his hand, he struggled.

I pretended I didn’t see the way Leo stiffened from the corner of my eye. Or the glare Ferry was shooting my way. No doubt Leo had repeated our…conversation to him.

Scratch that, he’d probably heard the whole thing from the living room. Everyone here knew I had no intention of pursuing anything with Matty.

Even Matty knew. I’d told him enough times. But this wasn’t about that. It was about offering Matty comfort while he was hurting.

“Hang on,” I murmured, before lifting Matty and situating him on my lap. “Better?”

“Much.” His whole body relaxed back against me. “Sorry, Rami. I’m a bit…”

“It’s fine,” Rami’s deep voice rumbled as his critical gaze flicked between us, assessing the tight grip I had on Matty’s waist, the way he was almost huddling into me. “Ah. I see.”

“Wrong tree again.” Dagon smirked, strolling over to clap the angel on the shoulder. “One of these days you’ll flirt with someone who’s interested back.”

“I flirt with plenty of people who are interested,” Rami grumbled. “Not my fault you lot are mating like bunnies.”

“I think you mean penguins,” Lucky supplied helpfully. “It’s fuck like bunnies. Mate like penguins.”

Rami winked at Lucky over his shoulder. “You telling me you don’t fuck your mates like bunnies?”

Lucky flushed, making Dimitri scowl and lean over to clip Rami around the head. “Stop that shit before I let Sebastian stab you.”

I tensed. Fuck, I didn’t want Matty thinking of me like that. “I wouldn’t do that.”

Several people snorted, while Matty himself twisted his head to look at me. “Really? Because, no offence, but you do look a little murdery right now.”

“Well he needs to hurry up and stop touching you,” I grumbled, my fingers edging under his shirt and seeking out the warmth of his skin. He shivered as my thumb ran back and forth over the small patch I found.

“He’s helping me, not hurting me,” Matty said in a whisper. “You said you’d…ya know…unalive anyone who hurt me. That’s not what’s happening.”

No, but he was touching Matty. His flirty disposition had made him uncomfortable. And that was unacceptable.

But there were too many nosy eyes watching my reaction. Too many supernatural ears that could easily pick up our whispers.

So I did nothing aside from count Matty’s breaths. One. Two. Three. In. Out. In. Out. In. Out.

Matty lifted his hand to cover mine where it lay on his thigh. He mimicked the small motions I was making on his abdomen.

It was the gentlest of touches. A minute motion that somehow felt like everything.

Slowly, his touch began to ground me. His relaxed posture reassured me he was calm. His steady breathing told me he was safe.

By the time Rami announced that he was finished, my murderous intentions had faded. Matty’s presence had soothed my fury into nothing more than a disgruntled murmur.

Still, it was enough to make me eyeball Rami until he’d put a respectful amount of distance between himself and Matty. He held up his hands in surrender, his lazy grin knowing.

Supernaturals were generally irritating motherfuckers, but I swore there was something in the angels’ and demons’ DNA that made them extra fucking smug.

“I can’t believe it.” Matty was examining his hand, flexing his fingers in awe. “It’s like nothing happened.”

My sunshine was thanking Rami profusely, his chipper spirit returning rapidly. He’d likely suffer with the mental repercussions for a long time. Possibly forever. But with his physical injuries gone, it was like a weight had been lifted from him.

I’d thought that, when Matty was healed, it’d be relief I’d feel. And I did—I wasn’t a monster.

But it wasn’t the dominant emotion driving me right now. No. That was fear. Fear and a crippling sense of loss getting ready to settle over me.

Because now I had to leave. I had no reason to stay.

My shoes were filled with concrete, my arms with lead. Not a single part of my body moved. Like it wouldn’t allow me to do this.

But I had to. I had to.

It was what was best for Matty.

I was trying to find the courage I needed to do this. To break my own heart to protect his. I was selfish enough to not want to.

Then Rami threw me an unexpected lifeline. “Ferry, I need you to come upstairs with me. Dimitri, you too.”

Both of them had matching looks of shock on their faces. “What? Are you mad? We can’t go into Heaven. We’re fallen, remember?”

Rami shrugged one of his massive shoulders. “Doesn’t matter so long as you’re accompanied by an arch.”

“Still going to pass,” Dimitri said, his hands clasping both of his mates’. “Don’t really fancy walking up there and getting hauled over the coals. Metaphorically, of course.”

I hid my smirk behind Matty’s head. Yes, the literal coals were more of a downstairs feature than an upstairs one. I understood Dimitri’s concerns though. I didn’t imagine that his former overseers were too happy about him mating a son of Lucifer.

And Ferry? Well, he’d betrayed them a long time ago. All in the name of love.

Neither of them would be expecting a welcoming committee.

“It’s for Micah,” Rami said heavily. “You know what’s happened. I need you to help me intercede on his behalf.”

I had no idea what he was talking about, too focused on what Matty was going through to care.

Ferry balked, but it was Dimitri who spoke. “Is it…is it that serious?”

“Yes.” Rami cracked his knuckles. “As serious as it can get.”

Matty twisted to look at me as quiet bickering broke out in the room. “Who’s Micah?”

“Micah’s an archangel like Rami,” I told him quietly. “He leads the unit Dimitri was once a part of.”

“What did he do?”

“No idea, but whatever it is, it must be bad. I can’t imagine Rami asking Ferry and Dimitri to risk everything if it wasn’t.”

Matty settled back against me, his wide eyes taking in the arguments that were gradually increasing both in volume and ferocity.

Pointless, really. They’d both end up going. They might be scared about the repercussions for their mates, but they’d end up swooping in to save the day.

It was what they did.

I didn’t bother to point out the obvious, instead breathing Matty’s scent in for a bit longer.

They reached the inevitable conclusion in less than ten minutes. Not only were Ferry and Dimitri going, but Dagon had decided he would join them too. Lucky was to stay with Harlow and Bailey while they were gone.

Leo had tried to insist on accompanying them as well, but Ferry had nixed that idea. That was a risk he wasn’t willing to take.

“You’ll be safer here,” Ferry was telling his furious mate. “Besides, you’re on shift this week.”

“Danny can make them change the rota again,” Leo argued. “Wouldn’t be the first time he’s compelled them to get his own way.”

“Danny isn’t here,” Ferry reminded him gently. “He’s gone to Scotland to visit his former clan to make sure there won’t be any further trouble, remember? Besides, Matty needs you here right now.”

Leo’s gaze flicked over his brother, shades of guilt shining clear. “That’s true.”

“I’m fine,” Matty protested. “Rami fixed me all up.”

“No, Ferry’s right.” Leo sighed. “I need to stay.”

“I’m staying too,” I said firmly. Leo scowled, but I raised a hand to stop him before he could speak. “I’m not leaving Matty again. You wouldn’t let me watch over him last time and look what happened. There’s no way I’m leaving him with both Ferry and Danny gone.”

I was tense as I waited for Leo to point out the several demons who lived a few streets away, who’d likely happily take Matty in for a few days. Leo too, if needed. I wasn’t letting that happen.

Matty was mine to protect. I wasn’t going to let anyone stop me.

Ultimately, it wasn’t me who persuaded Leo to see sense.

No, it was my sunshine. He got off my lap and walked right up to his brother. “This is my home too, yes?”

“Of course it is,” Leo said, his gaze softening. “This is your home as much as it is mine.”

Matty’s beaming smile at his response should’ve given Leo a heads-up to the trap he’d laid. “Great. So, seeing as this is my home too, I get as much say in who can stay as you do.”

Leo winced as Matty’s trap slammed shut. “Yes…I suppose so.”

“Fantastic!” Matty clapped his hands. “Sebastian will stay here until Danny or Ferry is back. He’ll keep me company while you’re at work and everyone will be happy.”

Matty turned to face me, a knowing gleam in his eyes as he gave me the same grin he’d given his brother.

I groaned internally. Fuck. Looked like Leo wasn’t the only one being manipulated by Matty.

My clever, sneaky sunshine.

Who I’d be spending twenty-four hours a day with for who knew how long.

I was so screwed.


Chapter 20

Matty


I’d been thrilled with myself yesterday.

Rami might’ve made me want to hide in a corner with his flirtatious comments, but he’d been kind to me. Better than that, my hand was fully healed, like nothing had ever happened.

When everyone had left, I’d been practically floating on air. The trauma of the day before was easier to ignore without the physical reminders, Sebastian was staying with me for the foreseeable future, and Leo was down for four days of solid shifts.

I’d be alone with Sebastian without any busybodies watching us. With nothing else to do, I’d be able to make him see how good we could be together. To show him that he was worthy of love.

That had been twenty-four hours ago, and there was one stunning flaw in my plan that I hadn’t accounted for.

Sebastian’s stubbornness.

Oh sure, he’d stayed with me all day yesterday. But there was no more lap sitting for me. Leo was to blame for that—the glare he gave Sebastian whenever he got within a six-foot radius of me was ridiculous.

Sebastian had, however, held me in bed last night again. Whenever the nightmares chased me from sleep, he’d been there to comfort me. To remind me that he was scarier than anything that might attack me.

That he wouldn’t let anyone hurt me.

So yeah, I’d been pretty confident in my plan when I’d hatched it. But as I woke up in bed alone, the sun already high in the sky, I realised it wasn’t going to be as easy as I’d thought.

After a quick visit to the bathroom, I searched the flat, convinced I’d find Sebastian lounging around somewhere.

But there was no one. Leo’s bedroom door was open, showing the room beyond was empty. His work boots were missing from by the front door, so he had to be on shift already.

I was completely alone.

So much for watching over me.

Feeling foolish, I shook myself. It wasn’t like I actually needed him to protect me. Danny had gone to make sure no shifters would make the same mistake the others had, so I had nothing to fear.

I’d just…I’d thought he meant it when he said he’d stay with me.

A white sheet of paper leaning against the kettle had butterflies filling my stomach, a familiar script on the front.

Sunshine,

I apologise for leaving you while you were sleeping. I haven’t fed in a while and the urge was becoming too great to ignore. Don’t worry though, Ferry has agreed to wait until I return before he leaves. You won’t be unprotected.

I frowned down at the paper. Sebastian had needed to feed? Why hadn’t he told me?

The full implication of what he meant, of what he’d gone to do, hit me. Along with it came a tidal wave of rejection so intense that it had me slumping back against the fridge.

I slid down until my butt hit the floor. The note was in my hands, but I couldn’t see the words on the page. Instead, I was seeing Sebastian’s hands wrapped around a faceless human’s throat. His fangs descending to pierce the skin. His lips locking on like he was kissing them.

The words he’d said to me a couple of days ago rang in my ears.

“I don’t kill when I feed, Matty. In fact, I’m told it feels quite…pleasurable.”

The paper crinkled in my fingers. I shouldn’t be feeling jealous. Shouldn’t be hating the fact that he’d gone to someone else for something he could’ve taken from me.

Sebastian wasn’t mine. He’d made that abundantly clear.

People would think I was ridiculous for reacting like this. For cripes’ sake, even I thought it was a little ridiculous. I didn’t even like blood. When I’d cut my finger, I’d literally fainted.

For some reason though, the idea of Sebastian feeding from me wasn’t a turn-off. Quite the opposite, in fact. I couldn’t get the thought of him doing…that to me out of my mind.

And the thought of him sharing that with someone else…

Would he get as much pleasure from feeding as the human did from being fed on? Was it a sexual thing for him?

I swallowed around the sudden lump in my throat. What had I been thinking? That Sebastian would spend time with me and find me so irresistible that he’d give in?

Stupid, naive Matty. That was me.

Another thing he’d dropped in his note distracted me. He’d said Ferry would stay until he was back. But I was alone…

I blinked back the haziness in my eyes and forced myself to read the rest.

You don’t need to worry about me encroaching on your day. When I’m done, I’ll stay outside to watch the flat from a distance. If you need me, don’t hesitate to call or message me and I’ll come running.

Sebastian

Well, at least he hadn’t included his surname this time. Could I count that as progress?

Probably not, seeing as he’d decided he couldn’t be in the same space as me.

After having a little pity cry on the floor, I decided to stop wallowing. That attitude wasn’t going to get me anywhere.

I just wished I had someone to talk to. Someone who understood what I was going through and wouldn’t judge me for feeling like this.

I shuffled back into my bedroom, spotting the book Lucky had shoved into my hands as he left the day before.

“Here. This is the next book club read. Crea Reitan is a fucking genius and you’re going to love this.”

I touched the spine of Shiver and realised I did have someone to talk to.

I typed out and deleting several awkward messages before remembering this was Lucky. He wasn’t going to judge me.

Finding my courage, I let the words pour out of me. All my silly insecurities about Sebastian not wanting me. The insane jealously I felt about him feeding from someone else. The fact that he’d held me all night but had vanished come sunrise.

I mean, I knew that was what vampires did in stories, but I’d been out with him enough during the day to know that myth was also balderdash.

Thankfully Lucky didn’t keep me waiting long.

Lucky


Wait, he’s LEFT you there? With no one protecting you?





No, he’s nearby apparently. Said to just yell if I need him.




He probs meant that literally. Heads-up that their hearing is annoyingly good. Makes it real hard to get away with fuck all. I’ve learned to stick to texts if I want to plan surprises for Dagon and Dima.




I smiled sadly. I was happy for Lucky, I really was.

But he’d never doubted that his men had feelings for him. He hadn’t had this uncertainty over whether or not he was actually wanted.

I just don’t get why he’s bothering. He obviously doesn’t want to be here. It’s not like I’m in any danger now, so why hasn’t he left?




Matty, if Sebastian didn’t want to be there, he wouldn’t be.




Maybe he’s just being nice. Or feels like he has to stay given I was just kidnapped.




My phone buzzed in my hand, Lucky’s name on the screen.

“Okay, I say this with love,” Lucky said when I’d answered. “Sebastian doesn’t do anything out of the goodness of his heart. He certainly doesn’t take time out of his day to help anyone unless it will directly benefit him.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose in frustration. “You all keep telling me this, but Sebastian has literally never been like that with me.”

“But that’s my point, Matty. He treats you differently to anyone we’ve ever seen him with. Sebastian’s there because he wants to be. No other reason.”

“Then why is he hiding outside?”

Lucky gave a heavy sigh. “Okay, don’t tell Dagon I told you this, but he talked to Sebastian yesterday. He got the impression that Sebastian’s trying to keep you at arm’s length because he thinks he’s not good enough for you.”

I closed my eyes. “Yeah, I kinda got that impression too. Which is ridiculous. If anyone is punching here, it’s me.”

Lucky gave a hoot of laughter. “Aww, Matty, never change.”

I threw myself back on my bed with a huff. “I just want someone who wants me. You know what I mean?”

“He does want you, Matty. He’s just scared to let himself have you. That’s why he’s trying to keep you at a distance.”

“So what do I do?”

“I think you already know.” I could almost hear Lucky’s smirk through the phone. “Get up in that man’s face and refuse to let him push you away.”
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The Seduce Sebastian Until He Sees Sense plan was put into immediate action.

He’d told me once that I deserved everything.

Well, so did he. And I was going to make sure we both got just that.

I’d taken a long shower, making sure I was squeaky clean from top to bottom. Memories of Sebastian helping me flitted through my mind. Without my injuries, there was no need for him to be there.

But I wanted him to be. Oh, how I wanted him.

It was only as I stared down at my underwear, neatly arranged in the drawer, that other memories slammed their way to the forefront of my mind.

Shivering on the floor.

Naked except for my favourite red lacy underwear.

And my shoes.

The shoes.

The shoes Sebastian had given me.

The shoes he’d hidden trackers in.

The shoes that had led to him saving me.

I breathed deeply, grabbing onto that thought like a lifeline. I wasn’t going to let what happened drown me. So long as I had Sebastian, I’d find my way to the surface.

With that in mind, I chose my second favourite pair and finished getting dressed.

An hour later, everything was ready. The table was laid. Small candles filled the room—not real ones, the silly little battery powered ones. Having a firefighter as a brother was a real killjoy as far as having open flames indoors was concerned.

Still, it felt romantic to me. Quiet music played from our Bluetooth speakers, adding another layer of ambience.

Two wineglasses sat on the table, a small salad at my place. I’d had quite the debate as to what to do with Sebastian’s plate. He hadn’t had food that night in the restaurant, choosing a glass of wine instead…but he had eaten the cake I’d made. Had he done it just to indulge me? Had it made him sick after? If I offered him food this time, would he feel the same obligation?

After a lot of dithering, I made him a plate but left it in the kitchen. That way he wouldn’t feel pressured into eating, but I had it available if he wanted it.

I made one final check of the room. Perfection.

All that was missing was my date.

A small twinge of guilt hit me as I pulled my phone from my pocket, but I pushed it away. Sebastian would forgive me for a bit of subterfuge if this worked out in the long run.

Hopefully.

I hit send and started to count. One. Two. Three.

I’d just got to five when my front door banged open, practically coming off the hinges.

Sebastian was in the doorway, his chest heaving and eyes wild. In one hand was a dagger.

“Thanks for coming over!” I said chirpily. I strolled over to him and went on tiptoes to brush a kiss over his cool cheek. “Here, I can take that.”

Sebastian stared at me in bewilderment as I unwrapped his fingers from his dagger. Holding it out gingerly, I popped it in the drawer of the console table. “There. Perfectly safe.”

“I thought something was wrong,” Sebastian said, running his hand through his hair sheepishly.

“Why would you think that?”

“Because you sent me a message saying, ‘I need help urgently.’”

“And I do,” I said lightly, strolling over to the bottle of wine on the counter. “I’m in a bit of a pickle trying to get this cork out. Can you help me?”

Sebastian’s shrewd eyes swept over the space, no doubt taking in the cosy date-like setup. “That’s why you messaged me?”

“Yes.” I held out the bottle and corkscrew, widening my eyes in an attempt to look as innocent as possible. “Think you can help a guy out?”

Sebastian grumbled but did as I asked.

“Bit early for wine, isn’t it?”

“It’s five o’clock somewhere,” I said breezily, grabbing the two glasses from the table and holding them out for him to fill. “Besides, Leo will be home later. It’s hard to unwind with him around.”

Sebastian didn’t seem to hear me, instead frowning at the glasses he was in the process of filling. “Wait, why do you have two?”

He looked again at the table and a thunderous look darkened his face. “Are you waiting on a date, Matty?”

I imagined Sebastian was used to towering over people like this and having them flee in terror. Instead, I just pushed one of the glasses into his hand before sipping from my own. “I am.”

I didn’t wait for his reaction. Just took my glass over to the table and sat down, crossing one leg neatly over the other.

I glanced up to see Sebastian hadn’t moved an inch. His usually pale skin was flushed red, his chest rising and falling rapidly. The wine glass in his hand was trembling, the liquid sloshing up the sides.

Poor man. I should put him out of his misery.

I took another sip of wine first though. It was a little mean, but maybe he needed a reminder of what he stood to lose. If he did really want me, if he was just pushing me away out of fear, perhaps this would be the wake up call he needed.

Okay, I wasn’t going to date anyone else. At this point I couldn’t fathom even looking twice at someone who wasn’t Sebastian.

He wasn’t ready to hear that yet. And until he was, I’d keep that information close to my chest.

Putting the glass on the table, I smiled at Sebastian. “Well, are you going to join me? Or are you taking up a new vocation as a living statue? You would make a beautiful gargoyle, but if I’m being honest, I’d rather you stayed a vampire.”

The only shock Sebastian betrayed was a tiny jolt. His eyes flickered from me to the door. “Umm…”

“Sit with me,” I whispered, my smile falling as my desperation snuck through. “Please, Seb.”

Sebastian pursed his lips, taking the seat I’d indicated. “Why do I feel like I’ve been played?”

I had him here, but that was the easy part of my plan. The next was going to take a boat load of confidence I wasn’t quite sure I possessed.

I was going to try though. It might end with Sebastian laughing in my face or rejecting me again, but I could survive that.

What I couldn’t survive was not trying. Living with the thoughts of what if.

Fighting against my nerves, I picked up my fork and chased a piece of lettuce around my plate. “Maybe I just don’t like to eat alone.”

“I hate to point this out, but technically you are eating alone.”

I shrugged, not looking up from my salad. “I wasn’t sure if you wanted normal food. Or if you’d be hungry after…you know.”

There was a long pause, during which I could feel Sebastian scrutinising me. “Why are you upset?”

“I’m not.” It was no good. I wasn’t going to manage even a bite of this salad. I plastered a smile on my face. “It’s okay, I have a plate ready for you if you’re hungry. I just didn’t want to put you in an awkward position where you felt obliged to eat something you didn’t want.”

This had been a stupid idea. I couldn’t stop picturing it. Had he fed from a male or a female? Had he found them attractive? Was he still thinking of them now?

Sebastian caught my wrist as I tried to move past. He was frowning up at me. “What’s wrong?”

I shivered. Why was it that a simple touch from him had me feeling more than a whole night with any other man? “Nothing.”

“Sunshine…” There was a hint of warning there now.

“I’m fine,” I said brightly. Too brightly.

That was my mistake.

Before I knew what was happening, my feet were off the ground. I didn’t have time for anything more than a startled gasp before Sebastian had us seated on the sofa. He arranged me on his lap so I was straddling him. His hard thighs were under my rear, my crotch dangerously close to his own.

A voice that sounded a lot like Lucky’s spoke in my mind. Perfect position for some seducing.

I mentally shushed him. Despite my planning, this had gone awry.

All thanks to my stupid jealousy and insecurities.

Sebastian was studying me intently, his long fingers stroking up and down my thighs. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

“I told you, nothing’s wrong.” I gestured at my smile. “See? I’m fine.”

He grabbed my chin gently, his thumb smoothing over my lips. “Ah, but you see, I know you’re lying, sunshine. I know every smile of yours. The satisfied one when you have your first sip of your mocha from Starbucks. The slightly embarrassed one you break out when Riley says something scandalous. The amused one you give Leo when he’s fussing over you. The secretly thrilled one when you’re reading something smutty. I’ve catalogued every single one.”

Sebastian thumbed at my lips again. “And this smile? I know this one too. This is the one you use as a shield. The one you don as armour to try and hide the fact that you’re upset. I don’t like it, sunshine. Every time I see it, it makes me want to break something. To turn the world upside down until it disappears.”

I could barely hear him over my heartbeat roaring in my ears. “How long have you been watching me?”

Sebastian’s fingers stilled. “Umm…”

“You have been watching me,” I said slowly. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have known any of that. Is that why you had a tracker in my shoe?”

He winced. “I was hoping you’d forgotten about that.”

“Wait, why are you being weird?” He wasn’t looking at me now, his hands no longer touching me.

“I shouldn’t have done it,” he muttered. “I’m not sorry. Not when it led to me saving you. But I do understand that I crossed several boundaries, and if that upset you, then I’m sorry.”

Okay, enough. Wiggling closer to him, I touched his cheek, waiting until he looked at me.

When he finally did, my heart splintered at what I saw there. Resignation. Wariness. Sadness.

He was waiting for me to tell him to go. He’d revealed something he thought would scare me and was waiting for me to go running.

Instead, I did the opposite.

I summoned all my courage.

And I pressed my lips to his.


Chapter 21

Sebastian


Matty was kissing me.

I thought he’d been about to tell me to leave. For him to call out my unforgivable behaviour.

Instead he was kissing me.

He was trembling, but his lips were firm. My scalp tingled as he slid his hands into my hair, desperately pulling me closer. Even this small taste was overwhelming. He tasted like apples.

Forbidden ones that would undoubtedly be my downfall.

Don’t do it, Sebastian. Don’t give in.

If you kiss him back, you’ll be lost.

He pulled away on a shaky breath. His cheeks were heated, his eyes shining as he hovered an inch away from me. Uncertainty and rejection were written all over his face.

I should let him feel it. Let him think I didn’t want him. That I wasn’t burning for him the same way he was for me.

If it had just been my heart on the line, maybe I’d have been able to.

But that look on his face. That fucking heartbreak.

I couldn’t do it.

Who was I trying to fool? I’d been lost for months where Matty was concerned.

I yanked him forwards by the back of his neck, slamming our mouths back together.

If I was going to shatter, I may as well make the fall worth it.

Not holding anything back this time, I dominated the kiss. My tongue was unforgiving, demanding access to Matty’s mouth.

He relented instantly with a little whimper that would be forever etched on my soul.

For just a minute, I was selfish. I let myself take everything I wanted from Matty. My hands explored the planes of his back. My teeth nipped lightly at his puffy lips before my tongue dove back inside once more.

His taste…Fuck. It was dangerous. I’d known all along that this would be my undoing, but he was more addictive than I’d ever imagined.

How was I going to give him up?

I had to though. Keeping him would be beyond selfish. I’d done more bad shit than I could remember. Ruining Matty’s life wasn’t something I’d be adding to the list.

It was almost painful to break the kiss, but I did it. Falling back against the sofa, my chest was heaving as I surveyed Matty. His cherry lips were glossy and swollen, his tongue darting over them like he was chasing my taste.

“Why did you stop?”

“We need to talk.” I forced my hands back to the sofa, digging the tips of my fingers into the fabric to keep them there. “So, you’re not upset about the fact that I was…tracking you?”

He flashed his dimple at me. “Think we can call a spade a spade. You were stalking me.”

I grunted, not agreeing, but not denying it either.

“But no.” Matty smiled shyly, toying with a button on my shirt. My cock twitched as his fingertip grazed my skin. “I’m not upset about that. Actually, I think it’s quite…flattering. Like maybe you were thinking of me as much as I was thinking of you.”

Fuck. I was on dangerous ground here. “You shouldn’t look at it that way. It’s toxic, red flag behaviour.”

His teeth sank into his lower lip as he looked up at me from under his lashes. “Did I ever tell you I’m colour blind?”

I groaned. Flirty Matty was my fucking kryptonite. “Sunshine, you’ve gotta stop. We can’t do that.”

“Do what?” His eyes widened innocently. Too innocently.

“Matty, with everything that just happened, surely you understand why we can’t be together.”

He pouted. The little shit fucking pouted. It had me immediately wanting to cave. “I don’t see why not. I thought maybe it was because you didn’t want me.” He ground his pelvis forward, his own erection meeting mine. “Doesn’t feel like that to me though.”

“Wait.” I grabbed his hips to hold him in place. My self-control was stretched to breaking point. It was no longer a matter of if I was going to go there, but when.

First though, I was going to find out what had upset him. I wasn’t going to let him seduce me into forgetting there was something bothering him.

“If it wasn’t the stalking, then what were you upset about earlier?”

Matty should never become a poker player. He couldn’t hide anything on that face of his. “I told you, nothing. Why don’t we just forget about it and do something fun instead?”

He reached between us to palm my length. I gritted my teeth. Fine. Two could play at this game.

Unluckily for Matty, I’d had centuries to hone my patience. It might be nonexistent when it came to refusing him, but in terms of edging him until he gave me what I wanted?

That I could do.

I needed more room though. Hands under his arse, I carried him into his bedroom.

This time, Matty didn’t show any surprise other than a quick indrawn breath. Maybe he was getting used to me toting him around on a whim.

I hated how much my heart warmed at that. Hated that I couldn’t just do this forever.

Pushing my own feelings aside, I dropped Matty onto the bed. He fell back on his rumpled duvet, looking up at me with hooded eyes.

I towered over him, slowly unbuttoning my shirt as I spoke. “Here’s how this is going to go, sunshine. You’re going to tell me what upset you. I don’t care how long it takes, but I will get it out of you.”

Matty’s gaze was fixed on my chest as I pushed my shirt off my shoulders. “Looks like I’m the one getting you out of things.”

I smirked as my hands went to my belt. “Cute that you think you’re in charge here, sweetheart. I can assure you that’s not the case.”

I whipped my belt out of the loops, Matty’s eyes following it like a hunter watching a rabbit as I flung it aside. My trousers and underwear followed it in rapid succession, leaving me completely naked.

I stroked my throbbing cock. Matty was openly gawking at me, like he couldn’t believe I’d just stripped in front of him.

An hour ago, I wouldn’t have believed it earlier. Which was stupid, really.

I should’ve accepted by now that I had no common sense where Matty was concerned.

“This is how it’s going to go,” I said, my tone measured, like I was discussing the weather instead of describing what I was going to do to Matty. “Unless you tell me to stop, I’m going to strip you naked. I’m going to touch and taste you. Everywhere. I’m going to drive you crazy until you can’t think of anything other than how I’m making you feel.”

“Holy smokes,” Matty whispered, squeezing himself through his trousers. “Is this really happening right now?”

Smirking, I crawled over him, my knee between his thighs. Wrapping my hand around his wrist, I pulled it away from his dick and pinned it to the bed above his head. Chuckling at the look of indignation he shot me, I winked. “Oh it’s happening, sunshine. But your cock currently belongs to me, as does your orgasm.”

I leaned over like I was about to kiss him, but stopped with my lips just out of Matty’s reach. “Want to guess what I want in exchange for letting you come?”

Matty’s pretty lips parted in shock. “You wouldn’t.”

“Oh I absolutely would. I’ve been trying to tell you I’m not a good person, sunshine. It’s time you started listening.”

He whimpered beneath me in frustration, his hips rising off the bed as he tried to find friction. I kept my hips high though, denying him relief.

“Let be clear though, Matty. If you say stop at any time, we stop. Just say the word now and I’ll leave. I’m only doing this if I have your full consent.”

Matty huffed. “Obviously you have my consent. But are you really not going to let me come?”

Arrogance dripped from my smile. “I told you my price, sunshine. We can play as much as you want. Carry out whatever fantasies you’ve dreamed up. But the only way you’re coming is if you give me what I want.”

Matty eyed me thoughtfully before smiling slowly. “You know what? You’re on. There’s no way you can hold out as long as me. You’ve not been able to say no to me yet. Bet I can get you to crack before I do.”

Ah, Matty. My poor, naive sunshine.

He was right. In any other situation he could crook his finger and have me on my knees. But when I was doing it to protect him? To stop him hurting?

He stood no chance.

I nipped at his jaw. “Just remember what I said. You say stop, we stop. You want to come, you tell me what you’re upset about.”

Matty lifted the hand that wasn’t pinned to the bed, running it down my bare chest. “Game on.”

Batting his hand away, I shoved it down to join the other one. With both his hands held by one of mine, I used my spare hand to tease him.

I started small. Barely there touches over his clothes. I caressed his chest, purposefully missing his nipples. His groin, again avoiding where he wanted my touch.

When Matty started wriggling beneath me, I added my lips to the mix. I dropped butterfly kisses over every inch of his face, his neck.

Then, when his whimpers were filling the air like the sweetest song, I did what I’d been wanting to do since the first time I’d laid eyes on him.

I ran my tongue up the front of his throat. Straight over his Adam’s apple. Up over his chin.

Matty’s mouth was open on a gasp. I took full advantage, plunging my tongue in to taste him.

Satisfaction tingled through me as my sunshine surrendered on a desperate moan. We’d barely started and he was already going wild.

Releasing his wrists, I kissed him as my hands went to the neck of his top. “You particularly attached to this outfit, sunshine?”

“No,” he moaned against my lips.

That was all the permission I needed. A loud ripping sound filled the air as I tore the material in two. His shorts followed, but when his underwear was revealed, I paused.

“Oh, sunshine,” I rasped, going up on my knees so I could examine the delightful package being presented. “More pretty things? You spoil me.”

He stopped squirming, giving me that shy smile that I think was becoming my favourite. “You approve?”

“I’d approve of you in anything.” I touched the lace reverently, obsessed with how the deep blue contrasted against the paleness of his skin. “But there’s something about you in lace that’s extra appealing.”

I took my time removing them, making sure to kiss and caress every inch of the fabric. When I was done with the front, I flipped him over to repeat the process on the back.

Stroking my cock a couple of times, I admired the way the material disappeared between his cheeks, like an arrow guiding me home.

Matty really did have exquisite taste in underwear. Maybe one day I’d take him shopping for some. Hire out a whole shop while he modelled the various pieces for me.

A jolt went through me. No. We’d never do that because we didn’t have a future together.

My cock softened at the thought of leaving Matty. Not wanting to ruin this moment, I focused back on pleasing him.

Not pleasing him. Getting information from him.

Even in my head, that excuse sounded pathetic.

I traced his thong with my fingers first. Then I followed the trail with my tongue.

Matty moaned as I licked down his crack. Wanting more access, I nudged his knees wider, splaying him open to me.

The strip of material was so thin that it barely covered his hole. Not bothering to push it aside, I flattened my tongue against the puckered skin and lace. Fuck. Matty shouldn’t taste this good. It wasn’t normal.

Rimming was something I hadn’t bothered with in centuries. It was too intimate to do with a quick hookup. As those had been the only sexual encounters I’d had, this was something that had fallen by the wayside.

I hadn’t even realised I’d missed it. Or maybe I was just enjoying it this much because it was Matty.

He seemed to have a way of making everything better.

The man in question was rocking back against my face, almost-silent whispers falling from his lips.

I paused, listening carefully.

“More, please. Seb, give me more.”

That was what he was whispering over and over again. Like he was too embarrassed to say it louder. With time, I’d build his confidence up until he had no problem telling me what he needed.

Nope. You’re leaving, remember?

I squeezed my eyes shut. What the fuck was happening to me? Why couldn’t I just enjoy this moment with Matty without torturing myself with visions of a future I couldn’t have?

Taking a deep breath, I focused back on Matty. “I’ve got you, sunshine.”

Easing his underwear off with far more care than I’d shown for the rest of his clothes, I nudged him up on his knees. With his arse high in the air, he was almost in the perfect position. “Can you spread yourself wide for me, sunshine?”

Matty looked back at me, his mouth agape. “You want me to do what?”

I gave an amused rumble, gently lifting his hands and putting them on his arse cheeks. “Don’t be embarrassed, sunshine. I want to taste you, and this will help me.”

“Am I dead?” he whispered, seemingly to himself as he did as I asked. “I must be dead. It’s the only explanation.”

“Hate to disappoint you, sunshine, but you’re definitely alive.”

Then I leaned forwards and licked him from his taint to the top of his crack.

Matty gave a small shriek, his hips lifting in reflex. My hand was there to meet them though, keeping him firmly against the bed.

I was relentless as I attacked his hole. I tongued, sucked, and nibbled until he was a trembling mess beneath me. He wasn’t even speaking now, nothing more than little moans and whimpers coming from the pillow.

“How you doing, sunshine?” Despite my ragged breathing, I kept my voice light, like I’d been doing something mundane as opposed to eating Matty’s arse like it was my favourite meal. “Ready to talk yet?”

Matty huffed. “No.”

I grinned. That’d be way more convincing if he had bothered to lift his head from the pillow. Or if his knuckles weren’t white with how hard he was gripping himself.

“Okay, we’ll keep playing then. Where’s your lube?”

A few minutes later, I was on my back with him kneeling over my face. With my lubed fingers knuckle deep in his arse, I suckled at the head of his cock. This new position was keeping Matty suspended in an endless loop of pleasure. My fingers would brush against his prostate, making him surge deeper into my mouth. I’d suck hard, making him surge back onto my hand.

Whatever embarrassment that kept him quiet earlier had long gone. His moans and pleading filled the air as I took him closer to the edge.

My own cock was throbbing and angry, but I ignored it. This wasn’t about me getting off. This was about Matty. About finding out why he was upset.

I paid close attention to his body. The instant he started to tense, I pulled off his cock and slipped my fingers free.

“Noooo,” Matty cried. “I was so close.”

I stroked his cock, keeping my grip too loose to bring him the satisfaction he needed. “If you want to come, you know what you need to do.”

He let out a plaintive wail, sweat running down his face.

Kissing the inside of his thigh, I gave him a few seconds to catch his breath before going again.

I’d brought him to the brink seven times before backing off at the last second. Matty was practically sobbing now, but still he wouldn’t relent.

“I have all day,” I told him from between his legs. Well, until Leo got home. Thank god for long firefighter shifts. “All you have to do is say stop, or tell me what I want to know.”

Matty’s response wasn’t either of those. It was one I was completely unprepared for. “Seb…please. Please take me. I need you.”

No. He didn’t mean…I scrambled out from under him in a panic. “What?”

Matty rolled onto his back, his eyes shining, pleading with me. “Please, Seb. I want you inside me. I’m desperate for it. For you.”

I pushed a shaking hand back through my hair. I tried to smirk. Tried to play it off as blasé. “I was just inside you, Matty.”

He pouted. “You know that’s not what I mean. I want you to…I want you to f-f-fuck me, Seb.”

I groaned, dragging my hands over my face. Such a filthy word shouldn’t be allowed in my sunshine’s mouth. It made it dirty. Forbidden.

And so fucking tempting.

A hot hand touched mine, making me pull it away from my face. Matty was kneeling in front of me now, uncertainty shining in his eyes. “Please, Seb? I mean, only if you want to. Sorry. Why would you want to? I’m being silly.”

With every word he spoke, he retracted a little further into himself. His arms wound around his chest as he sank back onto the bed.

Still, I wavered. I’d crossed several lines with Matty already. Obliterated them like they’d never existed in the first place.

But this one…this one felt more serious. It was one thing to walk away from him imagining what he might feel like. The sounds he might make as I railed into him. The way his skin might bruise under my touch, or how it would pebble under my fangs.

Yes, it was one thing to imagine those things. But walking away knowing them?

Fuck. That would be brutal. I wasn’t sure I’d survive it.

“It’s okay,” Matty said softly, shrinking back even further against the headboard. “You don’t have to say anything. I shouldn’t have said anything. This is on me. I’m sorry.”

The line dissolved into nothing as Matty apologised. All my selfish concerns went straight out the fucking window as I thought of nothing other than making him smile again.

I wanted to cuddle him. Wanted to reassure him of his perfection. Swear I’d never leave him and that he’d done nothing wrong.

I couldn’t do that though. Instead, I grabbed his ankle and hauled until his legs were hanging off the bed, brushing against mine.

Matty gaped up at me in surprise, the delicious blush working its way up his chest and throat making my fangs descend.

Hiking one of his legs up around my waist, I leaned over him and smirked. “Who said I was going anywhere? I still haven’t had my answer, sunshine. If I need to fuck it out of you, then that’s what I’ll do.”


Chapter 22

Matty


Sebastian climbed up onto the bed, staying on his knees. “So, are you going to give me my answer?”

He pressed the head of his cock to my hole and I shook my head rapidly. “Nope.”

He smirked, pushing forward slightly before freezing. “Shit. Do you want me to use a condom? I can’t catch or transmit human illnesses, but I can wear one if that’d make you more comfortable.”

I shook my head again. My cheeks were now so hot you could probably fry an egg on them. “No. I want to feel you inside me. All of you.”

Sebastian groaned. “Sunshine, you’ll be the end of me.”

My fingers dug into the sheets as Sebastian eased inside me. Fudgesticks. He was bigger than I’d imagined. Bigger than any of my toys. And definitely bigger than any other man I’d been with before.

He moved painstakingly slowly, checking in with me every few seconds to make sure I was comfortable. Every time he did, I said only one word.

“More.”

I tried to urge him forwards with my heels on his rear, but Sebastian was immovable. He seemed perfectly content to ease me open like he had all the time in the world.

Which, as an immortal, I guessed he did.

I, however, didn’t. If Sebastian didn’t start moving soon, I was going to scream.

After what felt like an eternity, he was fully seated. He covered my body with his, taking his weight on his forearms. “Fuck, sunshine. Fuck. You’re so tight. It’s like you’re strangling my cock.”

My own cock twitched at his filthy words, a thread of precum pooling on my skin.

Sebastian smirked down at me. “What’s getting you excited, sunshine? The feel of me inside you? Or what I’m saying?”

Both, my brain screamed. But I refused to give Sebastian the satisfaction of a reply.

Instead, I lifted my head and caught his mouth with mine.

There was no hesitation in his response this time. He sank into the kiss, his tongue sweeping in like he was trying to taste every inch of me.

And finally, finally, he began to move.

He rocked in and out of me at a maddeningly slow pace. His thrusts were measured. Careful.

Frustrated, I tore my lips from his. “You can…you can go harder, Seb. I won’t break.”

He cupped my face, an eerily vulnerable look in his eyes. “I know. But I might.”

My eyes narrowed in confusion. Before I could ask him about it though, his hips pulled back and slammed home. Again. Again. Again. My eyes rolled back in my head as my body was shoved up the bed.

Sebastian’s words fell from my mind as he shoved my legs over his arms to get even deeper. This new position had him catching that little bundle of nerves on every pass. “Seb—oh…Seb.”

“That’s it, sunshine,” he praised, his gaze hooded as he watched me writhe beneath him. “You take my cock so well. It’s like you were made for it.”

I was made for it. I was made for you.

That wasn’t what came out though. Even in a lust-filled fog, my brain was holding on to enough common sense to keep some cards close to my chest. “Sebastian…please.”

I wasn’t even sure what I was begging for, but when his large hand wrapped around my cock, relief swept over me. Finally.

To my dismay, Sebastian didn’t move his hand. No, he gripped the base of my shaft to keep the orgasm at bay.

I cried out in frustration, but all that did was make Sebastian drive into me harder. “Come on, sunshine. You know what I need.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. At this point, it was mere stubbornness keeping me from telling him. That, and I didn’t want him scoffing at my insecurities.

I didn’t have a right to be jealous. If I admitted that to him, he might think I was being immature or daft.

“No.”

Sebastian pulled out of me with a snarl. Before I could protest at the loss, he was rolling me onto my knees and pulling me up so my back was to his chest. He shoved his way back inside, making a low keening noise rip from my throat.

“Come on, Matty,” he said, his thrusts unrelenting. “Please, sunshine. I can’t fix it if you don’t tell me.”

My dick was bouncing with the force of his movements, precum flying everywhere. “I can’t.”

“You can,” he grunted, his fingers tweaking my nipple. “Just tell me the words, Matty, and I’ll let you come.”

I closed my eyes, focusing on the way his cock was filling me. The deliciously wide stretch. The pressure on my prostate. His long, nimble fingers flicking across my nipples. I hid my smile as I felt my orgasm build. Sebastian didn’t know I could come hands free. It was rare, but sometimes it happened.

This was about to be one of those times.

I was going to beat Sebastian at his own game without him even realising. He was kissing along my neck, oblivious to the fact that I was well on my way to release.

I should’ve known I was no match for Sebastian.

It started with a whispered plea in my ear. “Please, Matty. Please tell me so I can fix it. I want to fix it. I need to make you happy.”

The hint of vulnerability almost made me cave, but I held strong.

Then his sharp fangs ghosted down my neck, not breaking the skin. Instinctively, I pushed into them, like that might make him bite me, but he backed away.

The rejection had the words slipping free before I could stop them. “You fed from someone else.”

Sebastian froze mid-thrust. “What?”

I hung my head forward. “You fed from someone else. Bit someone else. Every time I think about it…I go a little crazy.”

“Sunshine, are you jealous?”

I sighed. It was a bit weird having this conversation while his dick was buried inside me, but at least I didn’t have to look at him while I was confessing. “I know I shouldn’t be. But…I just keep picturing it. Like, was it sexual? Did you enjoy it? Did you find them hot? And then I start thinking ‘why didn’t he feed from me instead? What’s wrong with me?’”

To my horror, my voice thickened as tears filled my eyes. “Sorry. This has to be the least sexy thing ever.”

“Don’t you dare apologise,” Sebastian said, hugging me close. His touch, which had been so teasing only moments ago, was now set on comforting me. “I pushed you to tell me, and I’m so glad I did.”

“Glad because now you can laugh at how stupid I’m being?”

“Don’t be mean to yourself,” Sebastian murmured, kissing along my neck. “This is on me. I didn’t realise… I didn’t think about how you might read that note.”

I didn’t reply. My cock hung soft now, my orgasm miles away. I’d wrecked all the fun of the moment with my confession.

“Sunshine, I didn’t feed from anyone.”

My heart stuttered. “What? But you said⁠—”

“I said I was going to feed,” Sebastian interrupted me, his voice steady. “By which I meant I returned to my flat to drink from a bag of donated blood.”

I craned my neck around so I could see his expression, but his eyes were strangely guarded. “I thought you drank directly from humans.”

“I did until recently.”

“What changed?”

Sebastian eased his hips back a fraction before sliding back in. “What do you think?”

Me. He met me.

With my embarrassment fleeing and Sebastian slowly working his way in and out of me, my dick was beginning to get back on board.

“Do you want to stop?” Sebastian said, kissing the side of my neck again. “I can get you off another way. Or we can just stop entirely and do something else.”

“No,” I said, the tingling building in me once more. “No. Please. Don’t stop.”

Sebastian groaned before picking up the pace. One of his arms held me close to him, while the other began to jerk my shaft. Thanks to the edging session, there was enough precum there to smooth his way.

“You don’t need to worry, sunshine,” he murmured in my ear. “You don’t need to be jealous where I’m concerned. You’re all I can see. All I can think about. No one else exists for me. It’s just you.”

I moaned as spots started to dance in my vision. My orgasm was in reach. There was nothing to stop it this time. Sebastian’s lips were on my neck, his tongue lapping at my skin.

But I wanted something more. Needed it.

“Bite me,” I whined, craning my neck further to the side.

Sebastian swore under his breath. “Matty, I can’t.”

“Please,” I begged him. I didn’t know why I needed it, but I did. I needed to feel him in every possible sense. Needed to know that my blood was inside him. That I was the one keeping him going.

No one else.

My hand went to the back of his head, shoving him closer insistently. “Please, Seb. I need it. I want you. I need you. Bite me.”

Two heartbeats passed.

A fevered breath in and out.

Then Sebastian’s fangs pierced my skin. He took the first sip of my blood and shivered.

The pain I was expecting never came. Instead, a wave of pleasure hit me. It was like an orgasm on steroids.

I was vaguely aware of my cock jumping as cum spurted in jets all over me. Vaguely aware of Sebastian thrusting deeply inside me as his heat filled me. Vaguely aware of him licking my neck before gently easing out of me.

Then he laid me down, and darkness closed in.

I let sleep claim me with a blissful smile on my face.
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Never before had I been fucked into unconsciousness. I hadn’t had any say in the matter—my body had taken the decision out of my hands.

Stretching in my bed, I relished the way my muscles were aching. I’d need to consider joining Riley for his gym sessions if I wanted to keep up with Sebastian.

Which I did. I hadn’t planned on letting him go before we’d had sex, and after today? There was no way he was slipping through my fingers. He was perfect in every sense of the word.

Reaching out beside me, I frowned when my hand hit the cold sheet. My heart plummeted. Had he left me alone again?

Sitting up, I was relieved to see he was still there. Fully dressed and perched on the very end of my bed.

As I looked closer, my relief evaporated like smoke on the wind. Everything about his posture, from the way his knee was bouncing to the tense lines of his back, told me he was upset about something.

“Seb?” I sat up, reaching out to touch his arm. “What’s wrong?”

He flinched away before I could do more than brush the tips of my fingers over his forearm.

A warning bell began ringing in the recesses of my mind. Where had the man who’d shown me such affection gone? “Seb?”

At least this time he responded, even if he stared at the wall as he did it. “We shouldn’t have done that, Matty.”

My pulse picked up. “Done what? Kissed? Had sex? Let you bite me?”

“All of it.” I winced at the harsh note in his voice. “Damnit, Matty, I told you we can’t go there. I especially shouldn’t have bitten you. If I could take it all back, I would.”

I would’ve been hurt. Angry even.

If it hadn’t been for his hands.

They were shaking. Like he was coming apart at the seams. There was a ring on his little finger, a ring I’d never seen before. He was twisting it around over and over again, the ruby catching the light with every rotation he made.

A realisation hit me. It was something I’d been aware of, but the full force of it hit me now.

Sebastian was scared.

Whatever he was going through, it wasn’t about me. This was about him. This reaction was him lashing out, trying to make me run so he could go back inside his cocoon where nothing could touch him.

Well that was too bad. I wasn’t going to let him. He was going to live in the sunshine alongside me, even if I had to drag him there kicking and screaming.

“I don’t regret it,” I said baldly, lifting my chin high. “In fact, if you weren’t in such a grump, I’d suggest having another go right now.”

Sebastian stiffened, the ring pausing in its rotation. “It’s not about me being a grump, Matty. It’s about me not being good enough for you.”

“You don’t get to decide that.” Getting up, I shoved my arms into my dressing gown. I hadn’t minded being naked in front of him earlier, but with him trying to reject me again, I needed another layer of protection. “You told me once that I deserved everything.”

“And I’m not everything,” Sebastian said hoarsely as I stalked towards the bathroom. “Matty, I can’t be with you.”

I spun on my heel, storming over until I was in front of him. “Says who?”

“Me,” Sebastian said helplessly, trying not to look at me. “And Leo. Ferry, Harlow, Dimitri, River… None of them want me to be with you.”

“And?” I demanded. “Who cares what they think?”

Sebastian shifted uncomfortably on the bed, twisting his ring with his fingers again. That’s when it hit me.

Sebastian. Sebastian cared.

For all his protests otherwise, for all his conviction that the others couldn’t stand him, he cared what they thought of him.

My anger deflated like a balloon popping.

Gently pulling his hands apart, I knelt between his spread thighs. Tangling our fingers together, I rubbed my thumb over the smooth gold of the ring he’d been playing with. “Sebastian, look at me.”

It took him a minute, but eventually his eyes met mine.

“Why don’t you make more of an effort with the others? You could be part of their group too.”

Sebastian snorted. “Why would I want to be friends with them? I don’t need friends. I don’t need anyone.”

I smiled sadly. “Everyone needs someone, Seb. You can try and tell yourself that that’s not the case, but it is.”

“They don’t like me,” he said, stubbornly ignoring what I’d said. “And I don’t care what they think about me.”

“That’s not true. You do care. If you didn’t then they wouldn’t even be part of this conversation. You wouldn’t be listing them as a reason why we can’t be together.”

Sebastian’s lips tightened. “You’re wrong.”

I sighed, squeezing his hands once more before getting to my feet. “No, Seb, I’m not. You’re scared. Scared of letting anyone in, because you think you’re going to get hurt. I think you’ve been pushing people away for so long that you don’t know how to do anything else.”

“You don’t know anything about me.”

Okay. That one hurt.

“That’s only true because you won’t let me in,” I said simply. “That’s how I know I’m right, Seb. You say you can’t have anything with me, but you also can’t walk away. You say we can’t be together, but you keep coming around. I’m tired of waiting for you to accept the inevitable, Sebastian. This thing between us? It’s happening.”

He didn’t say anything, just stared at the ring on his finger. I continued, driving my point home. “I’m not giving up on you. I’m going to keep pushing until you realise you need me. That you need people in your life. Even if that turns out to only be one person, I’m going to make fudging sure that person is me.”

Bending down, I kissed the top of his head. “I think it’s been a long time since anyone has fought for you rather than against you. I’m going to do that, Seb, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”


Chapter 23

Sebastian


Sunshine


Seb, come quick! I need help!




Iblinked at the message. It was the second I’d received in as many days, not counting the first one that had started me on this slippery slope.

After his declaration that he wasn’t going to give up on me, I’d done the smart thing and put some space between us, but I hadn’t gone further than a nearby roof. I’d spent hours ricocheting between being furious at myself for fucking Matty, to almost weeping at how he’d responded to me.

Most of all, I couldn’t stop thinking about how he’d tasted. I might’ve got a small sample of his blood in the past, but fuck, it wasn’t the same. Nothing compared to sinking my fangs into him while holding him in my arms. I didn’t know which memory I replayed more often—the moan he’d let out or the way his hole had strangled my cock.

And the taste. Matty’s taste. It was like drinking liquid sunshine spiced with honey. It had warmed me right down to my bones, like it was searching out all my dark places and banishing them with light.

Those memories kept me company until the moon was high in the sky. Only then did I allow myself to return to Matty’s flat. I couldn’t stand the thought of being so close and not holding him. Not while he might still be processing what had happened.

I’d expected him to be asleep, but no. He’d been sat up in bed, a book in his hands.

The smile he’d given me had had everything settling, just for a few moments.

Then I’d held him through the night, comforting him through another nightmare, and now I didn’t know how I was going to do it.

How was I going to leave him? I knew I needed to. I wouldn’t be good for him in the long term. Couldn’t give him what he needed and deserved.

But was I selfless enough to walk away?

I was back on the roof before the sun rose, gasping for air as I tried to see sense.

That was where I’d stayed until I’d received another message begging for help. I’d barrelled in just as fast as the first time, almost taking the door off its hinges once again. Matty had been in his room, the zipper on his jacket stuck.

That had ended with me on my knees and Matty’s cock down my throat.

I brushed my hand over my face. So that was twice I’d broken my promise to Leo.

The ending had been the same: me freaking out and running…only to sneak back in and hold Matty all night.

I was so fucked up.

If I answered this message, no doubt it’d end in sex. Again. I’d love to say I was strong enough to deny him. But I knew better. Matty had been holding my leash for longer than any of us had realised.

And yes, I was fully aware he was playing me. That I’d go bursting in only to find him stuck with some made up issue in a ploy to get me into bed.

I couldn’t lie, it was a smart tactic. Part of me was proud of how quickly he’d learned the best ways to manipulate me.

I didn’t hate him for it. How could I? He’d made it clear that he was fighting for me, even though I didn’t want him to.

No, the only one I hated was myself. For not being what he needed. For not offering him the future he deserved. Most of all, I hated myself for being so fucking weak and selfish. For drinking up every taste of Matty while I could. For carving the memory of his sunshine into my heart when I had to return to the darkness.

My phone pinged with another message. Please, Seb. I need you.

Sighing, I gave in to the inevitable. I didn’t even pretend to have any chill, leaping off the roof and sprinting across to his building.

“Matty?” My thunderous shout echoed around the empty living room.

“In here.”

The splash of water followed his statement. Oh fuck. Matty had not come to play. Closing my eyes, I knocked the back of my head on the closed front door.

“Seb?”

Sighing, I decided to face my fate. Maybe I was going to surprise myself. Maybe I’d actually do the right thing this time.

I stepped into his bathroom and slammed to a halt.

Nope. There’d be no surprising here today.

Matty was reclining in the tub, fake candlelight casting shadows over his rosy skin. A half-drunk glass of wine rested on the lip of the bath, the book he’d been reading the last two nights closed on the floor.

There was a film over the water, like he’d started with bubbles but they’d long since disappeared. Nothing was hidden, his lean, naked form visible through the cloudy water. His dick was hard, like maybe he’d been stroking himself just before I’d walked in.

The thought had my length thickening.

He tipped his chin up at me, a sly edge to his smile. “Hey, Seb.”

I grunted, staying in the doorway. My hands twitched, desperate to touch him. I curled them into fists, willing myself to behave.

Matty’s smile widened at my response. He knew who was going to win in this game of cat and mouse. We both did. But I needed to pretend I had some restraint. That I could possibly be the better person that Matty believed me to be.

His hand idly stirred the water. “Want to join me?”

Yes.

“I thought you needed help.”

Matty bit his lip, mock innocence radiating from him. “Oh, I forgot my towel. Can you pass it to me?”

I eyed the stack of towels less than three feet away from him and my lips twitched. “You couldn’t stand up and grab it?”

To his credit, Matty blushed. He didn’t back down though. “With the oils I’ve used? That’s practically asking for a fall. I can’t risk breaking my hand again, not with all the trouble Rami went through to heal it.”

I recalled the big angel kneeling for my sunshine. The teasing way he’d smiled at him.

That was who Matty deserved. Rami could give Matty everything I couldn’t.

The thought was enough to have me grabbing a towel and holding it out to Matty.

He took it from me with a coy look, letting it drop to the floor on top of his book. “Hmm. I think I might soak for a bit longer.”

I nodded curtly. I needed to leave.

For some reason, my legs weren’t moving.

“Why don’t you join me?” Matty asked again, his voice trembling slightly. “There’s plenty of room for both of us.”

No. I can’t do that.

My fingers started unbuttoning my shirt.

I really need to leave.

My trousers hit the floor.

This is a terrible idea.

I climbed over the side of the bath, the water hot against my cold skin.

It won’t end well.

Matty slid back against me, slotting between my thighs and resting against my chest.

The contented sigh he gave was like a gag on my racing thoughts. Matty was in my arms. He was safe. Happy.

Right now, that was enough.

Giving in, I wrapped my arms around him, my hands idly exploring his chest. There was nothing overtly sexual in my touch as I mapped out every line and crease of him.

Matty didn’t seem keen to rush this to its inevitable conclusion either. He just let me hold him, like he knew our time was limited as well. That all too soon this would end.

Then he asked a question, and I realised he had other intentions.

“Do you have family?”

My limbs tensed. Fuck. Any other time, any other person, and I would’ve walked away. The memories I had of them lay in the darkest part of my psyche. A place I didn’t venture into, for fear of what I might become if I let myself remember.

I couldn’t walk away from Matty though. Especially not given our current position. Instead, I offered him a small sliver of truth. “Toby. You’ve met him, right?”

Matty’s curls bobbed. “Yeah, he’s the bartender at The Closet. He comes to our book clubs sometimes. Haven’t seen him in a while though.”

Neither had I. Hadn’t heard from him either. A few months ago, I wouldn’t even have noticed.

But now I was wondering if I should reach out to him. Christ knew he was going through something with Blaise. Perhaps he might need someone to talk to.

I winced. Who even was I?

“He’s my cousin,” I told Matty gruffly. “He’s the only family I have.”

Matty twisted to face me, making the water slosh over the edge. He didn’t pay it any attention as he met my gaze. “But you had other family, right?”

My throat thickened. I squeezed my eyes closed as their faces swam through my mind. Amelie. Geralt. Magnus. My parents.

It was too much. I was skating too close to the darkness.

But my sunshine was waiting for an answer. I nodded. It was all I could give him.

When he spoke, his voice was heavy with sorrow. Like he could guess at what I couldn’t voice. “I’m sorry. Are they the ones who were taken from you?”

My eyes flew open in horror. “What?”

Matty flinched at my tone. “Back when I was kidnapped, you talked to one of them about what happened the last time those you loved were taken from you.”

My breath turned ragged. I hadn’t realised I’d said that. To be honest, my whole memory of the encounter was a rage-filled blur where all I could see was Matty with the barrel of a gun to his head.

Matty continued, pushing further towards my darkness. “Is that who you were talking about? Or was it, like, your partner?”

Laurent.

Another human I shouldn’t have loved. For completely different reasons though.

The outcome would be the same for me—a broken heart and centuries of making the same fucking mistakes. At least this time my family wouldn’t pay the price of my foolish heart.

Only me. I didn’t care about that. The part of me who cared about myself had died as Laurent took his final breath.

Matty’s hands cupped my face, his sunshine piercing the dark clouds consuming me. “Hey, where’d you go?”

His touch was too gentle. His eyes too concerned. I couldn’t stand it. I didn’t deserve his pity.

I’d lost everything because of my own actions. I didn’t deserve a drop of Matty’s empathy. His kindness. His sorrow.

It was my fault. Mine.

There was no way I was dragging Matty into this darkness. It would smother him. He’d suffocate there.

But he was watching me. Waiting for a response.

So I did the only thing I could think of.

I kissed him.

Matty gave a breathy gasp of surprise before giving in to the kiss with a small whimper. His hands moved from my face, skimming down my neck and over my chest.

This is fine, I told myself as I took the kiss deeper. This I can do.

If I focused on pleasing my sunshine, then the darkness couldn’t take me.

And hopefully, after, Matty would forget this conversation had ever happened.


Chapter 24

Matty


Iknew exactly what Sebastian was doing, but just as he didn’t acknowledge my games when I lured him to my flat, I didn’t call attention to it.

Instead, I let him kiss me. Let him lead me down a different path where we didn’t have to talk.

All we had to do was feel.

Perhaps someone else would’ve pushed Sebastian to open up, but I couldn’t. Not when I’d seen the raw pain in his eyes. How his Adam’s apple had jerked as he struggled to swallow.

Whatever he’d been through, it’d scarred him deeply enough that he couldn’t talk about it.

Something told me it wasn’t recent though. If it had been, surely the others would give him leeway. They’d be more understanding of his mood swings. Maybe they’d be aware that Sebastian surrounded himself with barbed wire because it was the only thing standing between them and his broken heart.

The others might be mainly demons, but I’d never seen them behave with anything other than kindness.

If they knew about the trauma Sebastian had been through, there was no way they’d write him off as easily as they did.

The realisation made my heart ache. Didn’t Seb have anyone to open up to? Who did he talk to when he was sad?

It almost had me in tears. Only the knowledge that he had me now kept them at bay. I wasn’t going to let him suffer alone anymore. I wasn’t going to push him now. Not when he was obviously struggling. But I was going to make sure he knew I was here for him. That whenever he was ready to talk, I’d help him through it.

Instinctively, I knew that wasn’t what he needed now. Well, it was more the way he was roughly palming my arse than instincts, but the message was clear.

Sebastian needed to escape his brain for a bit. To feel rather than think.

That was something I was more than happy to provide.

“Bedroom,” I urged him, rocking my hips forward so my erection caught on his. “I need you inside me.”

“Fuck yes,” he responded in a gravelly tone.

He didn’t wait for me to get out, just stood with me in his arms and stepped over the side of the bath. Water sloshed everywhere, pooling on the tiles. Neither of us commented on it, just went back to kissing.

The next thing I knew, my wet back was hitting my sheets. Never mind, I’d change them later. I wasn’t stopping now. Not until Sebastian was smiling at me again.

His mouth was hot and demanding as it closed over mine. One of his hands gripped my damp curls, the other going between us to tease my entrance.

I splayed my legs wide, giving him more access. “Please, Seb. I want you. I need you.”

“I’ve got you,” he said simply, leaning over me for a second. When his fingers returned, they were cool with the familiar slick of lube. “Open up for me, sunshine.”

I bore down on his fingers, my body readily adjusting for him. It wasn’t enough for me. I needed more from him.

“Come here,” I whined, tugging on his hair. “I need you up here.”

Sebastian smirked at me, a glimmer of his usual self returning. “What exactly do you need, sunshine?”

I squirmed. Cheese and rice, he was going to make me say it.

“I want…I want to s-suckyouoff,” I stammered, feeling my blush go all the way to my toes. “Please.”

He chuckled darkly. “Well, seeing as you asked so nicely…”

“I always ask nicely. I’m the nicest.”

“That you are.” Straddling my chest, he thumbed at my lips. “This how you want it?”

I nodded rapidly, my tongue darting out as I anticipated his taste. “Yes, please. Give it to me.”

He groaned. “Sunshine, you’re gonna kill me with all this begging.”

Tired of waiting for him, I sucked the head of him into my mouth.

“Fucking Christ.”

I popped off to grin at him. “I’m going to buy you a swear jar.”

I didn’t wait for him to respond before sucking him back into my mouth, swirling my tongue around him.

“Shit, Matty.” He swore again, falling forwards and letting my headboard take his weight. “Don’t forget you were the one cursing last time.”

I blushed again at the reminder. Kind of ridiculous to be embarrassed about it considering his cock was currently hitting the back of my throat.

“That’s it, sunshine,” he praised me. He didn’t thrust, just let me work at my own speed. “Yes, Matty. Take me deep. You look so pretty with your lips stretched around my cock.”

I groaned, not sure which was making me harder—his filthy words or his praise. I lifted myself up slightly, changing the angle so I could take him deeper.

Not wanting to bottom for one-night stands, my oral skills were something I’d honed. Strangely, it hadn’t even occurred to me to not bottom for Sebastian. As I recalled, I’d begged for it.

That wasn’t a surprise. I trusted him like I hadn’t trusted anyone else before.

Sebastian’s biceps were bulging above me, his muscles tensing as he held himself still. “Such a perfect mouth. I should’ve known it would be. You look and speak like an angel, like nothing dirty would ever enter your mind.”

He was panting now, his gaze debauched as he watched me work him over. I was sucking hard now, my tongue working in tandem with my mouth to take him higher.

“That’s not true though, is it? I wonder what other fantasies you think about in secret. What thoughts enter your mind as you fuck your hand at night, sunshine?”

Cripes. This man was going to ruin me. I whimpered around his cock, unable to resist reaching down and taking myself in hand.

I didn’t manage to stroke myself more than three times before Sebastian was pulling out of my mouth and moving back between my legs. “Oh no, sunshine. None of that. Your orgasms belong to me, remember?”

I pouted at him, even as I let myself go. “I thought that was just the other day.”

He leaned over me, his eyes burning. “No, sunshine. While we’re doing this, they’re all mine. Understand?”

It was on the tip of my tongue to ask him how long ‘this’ would be lasting. But then I noticed how he’d frozen, like he’d said something he hadn’t meant to.

Ignoring the ache in my chest, I smiled up at him. “Fine. In that case, you better hurry up and get inside me. You’re too sexy for your own good, and I can’t be responsible for my own actions if you keep looming over me like this.”

That worked, the tension leaving his body as he chuckled. “Noted.”

The ache lingered the whole time he prepped me. I couldn’t help but stare at him. All the fears that snuck in when he left me alone were screaming in my ears.

What if I couldn’t win him over? Would he really walk away from me?

When he eased into me, the coil of tension began to unwind. As my body opened up to welcome him, the fears started to fade.

He felt so good. We were so good.

We wouldn’t lose this. We couldn’t.

I wouldn’t survive it.

Raking my fingers down his back, I whimpered beneath him. I’d never felt like this with anyone else. It was like my body was made for Sebastian, fitting around him perfectly.

“So perfect,” he muttered, his words echoing my thoughts. “Fuck, sunshine. I can’t get enough of this. Of you.”

Good. I didn’t want him getting enough. Not now. Not ever.

His cock brushed against my prostate, forcing a low moan from my throat. My heels dug into the mattress as I pushed back on his cock. “More, please. I need more, Seb.”

He pulled out, making me protest, but it was only so he could grab a pillow. Shoving it under my hips, he gently rubbed the head of his cock over my hole.

“Sebastian,” I whined, trying and failing to get him to breach me. “Don’t tease me. Fuck me.”

My blue language turned Sebastian feral. He plunged right to the hilt in one punishing thrust. “This what you need, sunshine?”

“Yes,” I hissed, my whole body singing.

He was using me ruthlessly, barely giving me time to catch my breath as he pounded into me. My legs were pushed up to my chest, his big hands holding me in place. I couldn’t do anything other than lie there and take it.

I didn’t think I’d ever been happier. Or hornier. If he carried on like this, he was going to learn about my hands-free talent.

A river of praise flowed from him, at total odds with the rough way he was thrusting into me. “You’re so beautiful, Matty. It hurts to look at you for too long. That’s it, sunshine. Take it from me. Take everything.”

I whimpered, my toes curling as my orgasm hovered. I was so close. I just needed a little more…

Like he could read my mind, Sebastian let go of my legs and leaned over me. Licking up my throat, he sucked gently on my Adam’s apple before dropping kisses in a line up to my jaw.

“Not enough,” I whined. “Need more. More.”

“What do you need, sunshine?” Sebastian’s voice was a growl in my ear. “Tell me. Whatever you want, it’s yours.”

I craned my neck to the side. His fangs were so close to where I wanted them. No, where I needed them. “Bite me.”

There was no hesitation this time. My mouth had barely finished forming the words before his lips closed over my pulse point.

His fangs pierced my skin, and I was floating.

I didn’t let the pleasure overwhelm me this time. I just let it take me higher.

It was tough though, especially when Sebastian sucked a little harder. My eyelids fluttered as I was bombarded with wave after wave of ecstasy.

Seb was still moving in me, his hips not faltering as he drank. He brushed over the little bundle of nerves, and I let out a cry.

Cum hit my abs, splashing up onto Sebastian as I came hands free.

Sebastian followed with his fangs still buried in my neck, his fingers digging into my hips so hard I’d probably have bruises. There was no pain though, just a deep-seated pleasure that filled me from head to toe.

Coming down from the high, I stroked Sebastian’s hair as he retracted his fangs and licked my wounds to close them. “Wow.”

“You’re telling me,” he said huskily, kissing the place he’d bitten. “You didn’t ask for permission to come.”

I dug my fingers into his ribs playfully, delighting in how it made him squirm. Who would’ve thought this big bad vampire would be ticklish? “To be fair, it was all because of what you were doing, so it doesn’t count.”

Sebastian eased out of me carefully, disappearing into the bathroom and returning with a wet flannel. After cleaning me up, he got back into bed and pulled me tight to his side. The sheets were still damp, but for now I was content to just cuddle up with him. He’d been so quick out the door the last two times that I wanted to soak up his attention whenever I could.

I snuggled into his chest, winding our limbs together.

Sebastian chuckled, his hands stroking over my naked body. “You’re like a limpet.”

“What’s a limpet?”

“It’s an aquatic snail.”

I frowned up at him. “I’m not sure if I should be insulted or not.”

He smiled down at me, his fangs peeking through the gap. “They’re very strong. They cling to rocks during high tide so fiercely that not even the sea can move them.”

My fingers spasmed on Sebastian’s chest. “I’m okay with being a limpet then. I’m going to hold on to you and never let you go.”

Sebastian’s hands fell to the bed. “You can’t say things like that. We’re not together, Matty.”

His body tensed, like he was preparing to nudge me off. I clung to him more stubbornly.

“What do you call this then?”

The silence was so long that I thought he wasn’t going to answer me. But eventually, he spoke. “We’re having fun.”

“Fun,” I echoed back at him flatly.

“Yes.”

I couldn’t think of what to say that wouldn’t make him run. Others saw a sinister and terrifying vampire, but I knew the truth.

Sebastian was scared. He didn’t know how to be happy. I was offering him that on a platter, but he was too afraid to take it. Or, even worse, didn’t know how to allow himself to.

“Where do you see yourself in ten years?”

Sebastian’s question threw me. Hadn’t we been talking about him? Us?

I bit my lip, drawing circles on his chest as I considered my answer. How honest did I want to be?

Sod it. If I couldn’t be open, how could I expect the same from him?

“Ideally, I’ll be married,” I said softly, keeping my eyes on his chest as I spoke. “My husband and I will have a house close to Leo and Ferry. We’ll spend our summers in the South of France, visiting my parents.”

“Your parents live in France?”

There was a note of surprise to Sebastian’s question. “Yes, they moved there a few years ago once they retired. I don’t get to visit them as often as I like, especially not on my student budget.”

“So you’ve got your husband, your house, and your holidays planned,” Sebastian said quietly. “What else? What else is in this dream future of yours?”

You, my heart screamed. That answer would have him out the door in a second. Instead, I offered him a tiny glimpse of truth.

“Children,” I whispered. “The thing I want most is a family of my own. I don’t want to work. Not really. I want to be a stay-at-home dad. Take them to all the toddler classes. Be on the school playground at pick up and drop off. Maybe join the PTA if I’m brave enough and organise fun events.”

Sebastian was silent, his chest barely moving, like he was holding his breath.

“Then, when they’re older, I’d like to maybe do some volunteering. But, if this is my dream future, I don’t want to work. I want to be there for my husband. To be able to dedicate all my time and focus to him and my children. I don’t want anything getting in the way of that.”

I trailed off, aware that maybe I’d shared too much. Would Sebastian judge me for wanting such a simple life?

“That sounds perfect, Matty.” He hugged me close, burying his face in my hair. “You deserve all of that. Don’t you dare settle for anything else.”

Even as he held me tight, I felt my heart start to fracture.

Because even though I saw Sebastian next to me, with me during every future phase of my life, he didn’t see the same.

This was going to end. He was going to walk away from me.

Sebastian said I deserved the future I wanted. But he was that future. He was what I wanted.

I wasn’t letting him go without a fight.


Chapter 25

Sebastian


For the rest of the day, I gave in to my selfish impulses. Instead of leaving Matty and putting distance between us, I held him. Rather than staying quiet, I asked him question after question, trying to learn as much as I could.

Because this was coming to an end. His dream of a future…it was beautiful. It was everything he deserved. But I couldn’t be part of it. How could I live such a simple and happy life when my hands were coated with blood? How could I relax, knowing my past could come knocking at any second? What if I couldn’t protect Matty’s peace?

What if I couldn’t protect him?

Most of all, I couldn’t give him children. Sure, we had options. Gay couples adopted children or used surrogates all the time.

But I couldn’t do that. Any children we had would be fully human. I couldn’t watch them grow old while we stayed young. If Matty mated with me, he wouldn’t become a vampire, but like with demons, he’d share my eternal lifespan. I couldn’t live through knowing that even if they lived a long and full life, they would die before me. No parent wanted to think that might be a possibility.

Going into it knowing it was a certainty though… No. I couldn’t do that. What was more, I couldn’t put Matty through that.

The longer I dragged this thing out, the more it would hurt Matty.

I wasn’t labouring under the misapprehension that I could walk away and he’d feel nothing, but his heart was human. He’d recover and go on to live his dream life.

Without me at his side.

I’d resigned myself to heartbreak. It’d destroy me to leave him, but it was what was best for Matty.

A message from Ferry had put a ticking clock over our heads. He’d been held up upstairs for far longer than any of us had expected, but was planning on returning in the morning.

Leo had been on shift all week, going so far as to work overtime. Matty thought it was because he missed Ferry.

Privately though, I was sure it was to avoid spending time with me. Yet another reminder of the impact I was having on Matty’s life. He probably didn’t mind not seeing much of Leo this week, but what if this went on for months? Years?

He’d mind then.

So yes, I was being selfish. I was letting myself hold Matty, knowing this was the last time I ever would. I was asking him every question I could think of, drinking up every word so his sunshine could keep me warm on the cold lonely nights in my future.

Matty chatted away enthusiastically, snuggled on my lap and practically glowing. My stomach twisted. He probably saw this as progress in our relationship.

I fucking hated what I was about to do to him. He was strong though. Far stronger than me.

Matty would recover. I wouldn’t, but that was okay. I’d lived with a broken heart for so long that I didn’t know anything different. This time with Matty was the closest I’d come to happiness in centuries. I’d treasure these memories forever.

“You know what I’m thinking?” Matty said suddenly, twisting so he was straddling my lap on the sofa. “I’m thinking we have a few hours to kill before Leo gets home. Wanna have some fun?”

Tears burned at the back of my eyes as I kissed his full lips. “What are you thinking, sunshine?”

He bounced on my lap, wearing my favourite fucking smile. The mischievous one, lined with joy. “Hmm. How about I ride you while you bite me?”

I couldn’t help but smile. “You’re getting more confident about saying what you want.”

“What can I say? You bring it out of me.”

“Are you sure you’re up for another round? I don’t want to hurt you.”

Matty pouted, cupping my face. “I’m fine, Seb. Come on, I want this. And you know you can’t say no to me.”

He had me there. We’d showered earlier but not bothered to dress. I wasn’t sure what Ferry and Leo would think about my bare arse and balls being on their sofa, but I didn’t care. If Matty wanted us to snuggle naked on the sofa, then their views be damned.

“Suck,” I commanded Matty, tapping my finger against his lips. He complied readily, his pink lips parting as his tongue swirled around my digit.

My cock twitched as it hardened. I groaned, unable to escape the image of Matty’s innocent mouth doing filthy things to my shaft.

Once my finger was wet, I extracted it and reached around to tap at his hole. “Sure you’re not too sore?”

“Nope.” Matty’s reply was breathy. “Give me more.”

I shot him a dubious look but applied a hint of pressure. I wouldn’t go any further, not without lube.

I watched him closely for any sign of discomfort. There was none—just a dreamy look tinged with a touch of impatience.

“Please, Seb,” he begged, pushing back on my hand. “I’m fine.”

“Okay, but you tell me the instant you feel any discomfort. Promise?”

Matty’s head bobbed rapidly. “I’ll grab the lube.”

He was off to the bedroom like a shot. I ran my fingers over my face.

What are you doing, Seb?

Fuck if I knew. It was pointless trying to unpick my motivations at this point. All I was going on was that Matty wanted to do this, and I wanted Matty to be happy.

It didn’t matter that this would probably strip away another part of my soul. That holding him knowing it was the last time would fracture the final piece of my heart, leaving it to die along with all the others.

It didn’t matter. None of it did.

“Found it,” Matty sang as he held the lube up like a trophy. “Must’ve rolled off the bed.”

I mustered up a smile. “Great.”

A shadow passed over Matty’s face. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” I grabbed him around the waist, tugging him down onto the sofa. I’d keep this sexual. Maybe that’d stop the fallout hurting too much. “Just need to feel your tight little hole strangling my cock.”

Matty’s blush went from his ears all the way down his chest. “You say the filthiest things.”

I pecked up his neck, taking the lobe of his ear between my teeth and tugging lightly. “And you love it.”

He gasped as my hand explored his cock. “I do love…it. I love it.”

My throat thickened. No, he wasn’t going to say something else. He just hesitated because of what I’m doing to him. That’s all.

I refused to let my mind walk down that path. If this was the final time we’d be intimate like this, then I was going to make it one for the record books.

Prepping Matty was easy given we’d already had sex once today. Still, I made him go slower than he liked as he sank down inch by inch.

When his arse hit my thighs, his head fell back on a throaty whimper. “Oh. I feel so full.”

Gripping his hips, I thrust up into him. “You like that, sunshine? Like feeling my cock splitting you in two?”

Matty let out a cry as I bucked my hips again. “Yes. Oh fudge. Yes. I need it.”

I continued fucking him like that, giving him my all. When his cries turned hoarse, I released his hips. I needed more of him. All of him.

Starting with his taste. My lips found his collarbone, kissing along it before heading up his neck. Along his jaw. His cheeks. His ears.

Finally, I took his lips.

My hand twisted in his curls, turning his face so I could attack him with all the desperate need I felt. He whimpered, his tongue meeting mine like he too knew something was changing.

I held nothing back. The turmoil of emotions I was trying to hide from him leaked into this kiss. All the fear. The desperate need. I selfishly drank him down, like maybe this would give me some of his sunshine. A part of him to take with me. To keep me warm in nights to come.

I knew I was kidding myself though. I could touch him all I wanted, kiss him as much as I needed, but it wouldn’t help me in the long run.

Nothing would.

Matty broke the kiss, colour high on his cheeks. “My turn.”

I leaned back against the sofa, not taking my eyes off Matty as he began to move. His lithe body lifted up and down gracefully, his teeth sinking into his lower lip. That blush I loved so much covered most of his body now, his chest rising and falling as he rode me.

“You’re so perfect,” I murmured, touching him wherever I could reach. “I never allow myself to dream, but if I did, I know I’d dream of you.”

Matty’s rhythm faltered, his eyes flying wide. “You would?”

I could give him this slice of honesty. The last thing I wanted was to walk away and for Matty to think it was on him. “Of course, sunshine. You’re everything I never knew I needed, let alone wanted. From the second I saw your smile, I was hooked.”

Matty had slowed to a stop, his watery gaze meeting mine. “Say more nice things.”

“Little did I know that your smile was just the beginning,” I continued, brushing my fingers over the lips in question. “I mean, it is spectacular, but even that pales in comparison to your personality. I’ve met a lot of people over the centuries, but nobody comes close to your kindness. Even the most powerful of angels would fall short if they were asked to measure up to you. And that’s before we even begin to talk about your cheeky side. The one you bring out to get your way.”

He flushed, looking up at me from under his lashes. “I do not.”

I barked a laugh. “Sunshine, do I need to remind you about the messages this week?”

“You were avoiding me,” he said baldly, his chin lifting. “I’d do a lot worse to get your attention.”

A chill went down my spine.

A few days with me and I was already corrupting Matty. It was a stark reminder of why I was doing this. Suddenly I was struggling to breathe. It was like someone had filled my lungs with glass that was shredding me from the inside out with every inhale.

I’d always believed I’d lived through the worst pain imaginable the day my family died.

Something told me that walking away from Matty would break me in ways I hadn’t known were possible.

“Enough talking,” I murmured, grabbing Matty by the back of his neck until his chest was against mine. “I’m going to fuck you until you can’t remember my name.”

There was a twinge of truth to that. The secret hope that one day, for Matty, this would be nothing more than a distant memory. A fun time with an intense guy that he would look back on with a fond smile.

Our heads rested together, eyes locked as Matty rode me. I kept a hand on his neck, holding him in place. I needed to breathe him in. Needed him more than I needed air.

Sweat was rolling down his temple as he moaned. I bucked up into him, both of us chasing that high.

“Sebastian.” Matty drew my name out over several breaths, punctuating each syllable with a roll of his hips. “I need it.”

My hand touched his cock, but he knocked it away impatiently. “No. I need your bite. Use me. Feed from me.”

My chest constricted to the point of pain. “Sunshine…”

He grabbed my chin, and I hated what I saw on his face. Desperation. Longing.

I didn’t make him ask again. My fangs descended, instinctively finding that sweet spot just under his jaw.

Matty shuddered as I pierced his skin. I closed my eyes, trying to prepare my defences for the onslaught that was about to hit them. It wasn’t enough. Nothing could stop the overwhelming sensations that came alongside the flavour of Matty’s blood.

Need.

Certainty.

Love.

Tears burned behind my closed eyelids. How could I walk away from Matty? Maybe I could find a way to make this work. Maybe being with me wouldn’t be so bad for him⁠—

“What the fuck?”

My eyes flew open to see Leo in the open doorway. His nostrils were flared, his hands in fists at his sides. Over his shoulder loomed Ferry, gaping at us in shock.

Shit.

Retracting my fangs as fast as I could without hurting Matty, I ran my tongue over the wound quickly to close it.

As soon as I was done, Matty’s head whipped around and, for the first time ever, I heard him yell. “Why the fudge are you looking? Get out of here!”

Leo’s jaw fell. “But…you’re…”

I grabbed a blanket from the back of the sofa, draping it over Matty’s back and hiding us from sight. “Yes, we’re fucking. Now do you think you could give us some privacy? Or are you gonna make this more fucking awkward for your brother?”

Ferry seemed to come to his senses, his hand taking Leo’s upper arm. “Come on, we’ll wait in your room until they’re decent.”

Leo shot a murderous glance my way as he left the room. “This isn’t over, Sebastian. I meant what I said.”

“What did he say?” Matty demanded as he eased off me.

It was hard to hear him over the sound of my world crashing down. Seeing the horror on Leo’s face reminded me of the reality I’d been running from.

I didn’t respond to Matty, just walked towards his room to grab some clothes.

“Sebastian, what’s Leo talking about?”

I shouldn’t be ignoring him, but I wasn’t sure what would come out of my mouth if I dared open it. Probably a long, keening scream. The sound of my heart protesting at what was coming.

Moving supernaturally fast, I tugged on my jeans and T-shirt. By the time I was done, Matty had put on his dressing gown. He looked like a fuzzy little bear, all wrapped up and ready to be snuggled.

Fuck. It hurt to look at him. Crossing the room, I gently touched his face to get him to turn it. Peering at his neck, I checked his skin carefully. I’d retracted my fangs far quicker than usual—I had to make sure I hadn’t hurt him. “Any pain?”

He brushed my touch away impatiently. “Seb, I’m fine. What’s going on?”

I swallowed, stepping back. “Matty, we knew this wouldn’t work.”

I could feel his gaze burning into me, but I refused to meet it. “No. I don’t accept that. I told you, I don’t care what anyone else thinks⁠—”

His sentence was cut off by a furious pounding on the door. “Living room. Now.”

Matty’s face paled, his head swivelling to the door. His discomfort was clear, from how he bit his lip to the worry in his eyes.

“You say that, but you do care,” I whispered hollowly. “You love your family. I’m not going to make you choose between us.”

Something in my words had fire lighting in Matty’s eyes. “Choose? Who the fudge said I have to choose?”

With that he marched from the room. I winced as the door handle crashed into the wall, hurrying after him.

Matty was in front of his brother, hands on hips and practically vibrating with fury. “What did you say to him?”

Ferry’s gaze snapped to mine as I entered, scrutinising me like he was trying to puzzle me out.

Good luck. Hadn’t had any luck with that myself.

“I told him he wasn’t to fuck you,” Leo shouted, his cheeks mottled. “He promised he wasn’t going to do that.”

Matty jammed a pointy finger into his brother’s chest. “What gives you the right to have a say over my life, huh? I can sleep with whoever I want to, whether you like it or not.”

Leo pulled at his hair in frustration. “I’m not saying you can’t, but I’m telling you that Sebastian isn’t good enough for you.”

“Who are you to say that?”

Horror had me frozen in place as this all unfolded. Matty, he looked so…angry. I’d done this. I’d corrupted him. Turned his sunshine into wrath.

“I didn’t say it,” Leo responded, finally looking over at me with a withering glare. “Sebastian did. I asked him one question, Matty. One. Could he guarantee he wouldn’t walk away from this and leave you with a broken heart?”

Matty’s face was frozen as Leo laid all my shittiness out for him to see. “You know what he said, Matty? No. He couldn’t promise me that. He’s using you, Matty.”

“No, he’s not,” Matty insisted stubbornly. He turned to me, his tone beseeching. “Right, Seb? Tell him he’s wrong.”

Everything I’d been afraid of was coming to fruition. Even if Matty and I did try to give this a go, the others wouldn’t accept us.

I couldn’t come between him and his family. I might’ve lost my own, but I wasn’t letting him lose his too. The pain of that… No. I knew what I had to do.

He said he wouldn’t choose, and he wouldn’t have to.

I was going to do it for him.

I looked over their heads to Ferry. “Can you give us a minute?”

Ferry’s lips thinned, his displeasure at my request obvious. Thankfully, he didn’t argue, just tugged on Leo’s arm again. “Come on, let’s give them privacy.”

“But—”

“You’ve said your piece,” Ferry said firmly. “I know you’re worried about Matty, but he’s an adult. He can make his own choices.”

Leo looked chagrined, wincing slightly as he glanced back at Matty. “Matty⁠—”

“Save it,” my sunshine said, storm clouds filling his face. “You’ve said enough.”

The tension between them was so thick I could almost taste it. I hated it. Hated the anger and sorrow that Matty wasn’t even trying to hide.

This was all my fault. This was what I did. I’d tried to protect Matty from this, and I’d failed.

Leo and Ferry left, leaving us alone.

For the last time.

I stepped close to Matty, cupping his face with my hand. “Sunshine⁠—”

“Don’t,” he cut me off, his voice trembling. “Don’t you dare end this, Seb.”

“I have to,” I whispered. “This is what happens, Matty. Rage follows me around like a cloud. It’s my curse. It’s the life I’ve chosen. I’m not pulling you into my darkness. I can’t.”

“They’ll come around,” Matty said desperately, his hands coming up to cling to my shirt. “Just give them time, Seb.”

I shook my head, circling his wrists and carefully pulling them away. “No, Matty. They won’t. I’m not going to be the person who comes between you and your family.”

“If they can’t accept you, then they aren’t my family. You’re all I need.”

Even as he said it, I could see the lie in the way his lips twisted. He did need them. He might think he’d be okay with just me, but the resentment would eat him alive. Not straight away, but eventually he’d end up as damaged as I was.

“Matty, I kill people for a living.”

He flinched before lifting his chin defiantly. “So? You only kill bad people. Besides, it’s not like you have to keep doing that.”

Fuck. He wasn’t going to let this go without a fight. I hadn’t wanted it to come to this. I didn’t want to hurt him while ending this.

But a little bit of pain now would save him agony in the long run.

I kept repeating that to myself as I donned the bored mask of the assassin that everyone else saw. “I’m not going to stop doing my job just because of you.”

Lies. If it weren’t for all the other obstacles in our path, I’d change my whole fucking identity if it’d make him happy.

“I don’t care,” Matty insisted, stepping towards me. “We can get through anything, Seb. We can. Just let me in. Please.”

I hardened my heart, not letting my mask slip. Fuck, I really didn’t want to do this, but I had to. Had to tell this lie so he’d let me walk away. “I don’t want you, Matty.”

He reeled back like I’d hit him. “No…that’s not true. I don’t believe you. You can’t tell me that.”

It felt like I was watching myself from a distance. I wasn’t the vampire in front of Matty right now. I wasn’t the one who smirked at my sunshine like he didn’t give a fuck about him. “Listen, it’s been fun, but you’re just a human. You really think I’m going to tie myself to one of you for eternity?”

Matty wrapped his arms around his stomach. “You don’t mean that.”

The arrogant smirk deepened, armour that hid how deeply I was breaking. “I definitely do. It was fun while it lasted, but I’m done. Don’t make it into a big deal. We were just fucking around.”

The sharp slap of Matty’s hand against my face had me slamming back into my body.

He pulled back, staring at his hand in horror. “I’ve never hit someone before.”

The agony in my chest was almost too much to bear. I wanted to pull him into my arms and comfort him. Tell him that sometimes people deserved a smack.

I sure as fuck did.

This just reinforced my belief that Matty would be better off without me in his life. I was turning him into a person he didn’t recognise, a person he didn’t like.

I looked at him one last time, memorising him. The golden bounce of his curls. The freckles over the bridge of his nose. The amber eyes sparkling with tears.

Matty was a heaven I knew I’d never see again.

As selfish as it was, I was grateful for this time with him. Grateful for the sunshine that’d interrupted the storm of my life.

“Goodbye, Matty.”

I turned for the door, opening it, and his harsh voice stopped me.

“You’re a fucking coward.”

I was so surprised that he’d cursed that I spun to face him again.

His teeth were gritted, his ears pink. “That’s right. You’re a coward. You’re so scared of breaking your heart that you’re breaking mine instead.”

I’d rather he’d hit me again than told me that. “Matty, you don’t mean that.”

“You know what I’m sick of? I’m fucking sick of other people telling me how I feel. I’m done. I’m standing here in front of you now, telling you that I love you. You are the one I want. You are the one I choose. You always will be.” Tears were falling freely down his face now. “I’ll fight for you, but I can’t fight alone, Sebastian. Please…stay. Stay and fight with me.”

Was it possible I was literally being torn in two? Instinctively, I glanced down to check and, in doing so, my eyes caught on the family ring on my finger.

The ring I’d been planning on giving to Laurent.

The ring I carried as a reminder of the price I’d paid for my foolish heart. Of everything I’d lost. Of what love had cost me.

“There’s nothing here to fight for.”

My words seemed to make something in Matty crumble. Like I’d cut the rope he’d been clinging to, and now he was falling.

I had to get away. Had to let him heal so he could get on with his life.

Without me.

Tears clouded my eyes, my voice thick as I pressed a final kiss to his head.

“Be happy, Matty.”

Then I walked away into my darkness, knowing I’d never see the light again.


Chapter 26

Matty


13th Nov 4:30 p.m.


Please come back




Seb, you can’t leave me like this. I won’t let you.




7:48 p.m.


I love you. Please come back.




14th Nov, 2:13 a.m.


I can’t stop crying. Please come back.





2:14 a.m.


I can’t sleep without you holding me





3:30 a.m.


What did I do wrong, Seb?





I’m so sorry. I love you so much. Please talk to me.




5:47 a.m.


I don’t believe what you said about there not being anything to fight for. I was there, Seb. I was part of it. You can lie to yourself, but you can’t lie to me.





8:12 a.m.


I had a heart to heart with Leo. He’s sorry about what happened. He was just caught off guard because he walked in on us…like that. And he’s worried about you hurting me.





I explained that being with you doesn’t hurt, it just feels right.


Meant to be.




This hurts tho, Seb. You not being here or talking to me.




I don’t even know if you’re reading these, but I told you I’m not giving up.




3:17 p.m.


Please message me that you’re okay. Please.





I’ll even take one of those passive aggressive thumbs up




8:04 p.m.


Seb, I can’t take this




You said you can’t say no to me, so how are you saying no to being with me?




15th Nov 1:42 a.m.


I cried myself to sleep but I keep waking up hoping to find you here, holding me.





16th Nov 9:15 a.m.


Sebastian, if you don’t get back to me today, I’m going to find your address and go to your house.





12:44 p.m.


Lucky came over, I think Leo might’ve called him. He cuddled me while I cried. I told him I want to go to your place, and he’s asking his mates to find your address.





I’ll do it, Seb




You and the others might think I’m above playing dirty, but I’ll do just about anything to see you.




17th Nov 4:08 a.m.


I woke up screaming. Leo came running in, thinking I was dreaming about being kidnapped. I didn’t tell him it was a nightmare about you walking away from me.





Nothing compares to that. At least that pain was temporary. It didn’t hurt like this.




I can’t stop remembering it, Seb.




You didn’t even look back.




I keep telling myself that’s because you didn’t want to see me fall apart.




I love you. Please talk to me.




18th Nov 10:17 a.m.


Lucky found your address. I can’t believe you’re living so close and never said anything.





I’m coming over. Ferry’s coming with me, but he won’t be mad or say anything, so don’t worry about that.




Him and Leo just want me to be happy.




And for me to be happy, I need you.




They get that now.




11:01 a.m.


What the fuck?





3:30 p.m.


It’s taken me until now to stop crying long enough to send this.





Ferry broke into your place when you wouldn’t open the door. None of your stuff is there, Seb. It’s totally empty.




You’ve actually done it.




You’ve left me.




7:30 p.m.


Please message me, Seb. Even if it’s just to tell me that you’re okay.





Not knowing is killing me.




19th Nov 2:00 a.m.


Another night when I can’t sleep.





I decided to some crochet and got my light-up hook out. Then I was crying too much so I gave up.




I miss you.




8:00 a.m.


I should probably stop messaging you so much.





I can’t help it though.




You’re all I can think about.




11:53 a.m.


I love you.





5:06 p.m.


Riley and Ethan are coming over to keep me company.





Everyone is treating me like I’m bereaved or something.




Makes sense though. I feel like I’ve lost part of myself. Like part of me has died.




11:30 p.m.


Riley kept trying to make me laugh, but I think I’ve forgotten how.





I wish I could see your face.




We didn’t take any photos together. Do you know that?




Not that it matters.




I can’t forget your face even if I wanted to.




I don’t want to. I don’t want to forget a second of our time together.




20th Nov 7:45 a.m.


I’m waiting for the bus to uni. Wanna come and give me a lift instead?





8:00 a.m.


Guess not.





4:45 p.m.


My lecturers keep hammering on about end of term exams. I can’t find it in me to care.





21st Nov 2:48 a.m.


I wish I could sleep. Wish I could pull myself together.





I’m so pathetic.




But I miss you. So much it hurts.




2:10 p.m.


It’s been a week since you left.





Are you okay?




Please talk to me, Seb. Even if it’s just to tell me that.




22nd Nov 11:30 a.m.


Ferry and Leo have worried about me. They think I’m texting you too much. That I need to stop or I’ll never get over you.





They’re wrong though.




Doesn’t matter if I’m texting you or not. I’ll never get over you.




Yes that’s probably dramatic, but I know I’m right. Just like I know I’m right about you.




You’re it for me.




God, I hate feeling like this. Like some ridiculous, pathetic teenage girl who needs to move on.




I can’t do that though. Letting you go is too final.




I’m going to try and stop texting you as much. I need to try for Leo and Ferry’s sakes.




But it doesn’t mean I’m not thinking of you, Seb.




Because I am.




All the time.




23rd Nov 1:00 p.m.


I have my end of term exams in a week.





Every time I open my textbook to study, I remember our talk. The one where I told you what I wanted in my future.




Do you remember that?




I lied, Sebastian. Well, it wasn’t a lie…just an omission.




The thing I really see in my future is you.




I don’t care about the rest of it. All of it is negotiable.




The only thing that isn’t is that I want you to be part of it.




24th Nov 11:57 p.m.


I nearly went a whole day without messaging you, and it felt like I was being gutted.





But it didn’t hurt as much as checking my phone to see no messages from you.




I love you.




Nov 25th 10 p.m.


Riley sat me down and pointed out that texting you this much is obsessive. That if I love you, I’ll let you go and try to move on.





I’m too selfish to do that.




But maybe these messages are hurting you.




I don’t want to do that either.




27th Nov 11:30 p.m.


I did it. I managed to not text you, but it didn’t stop me thinking about you.





Where are you now? What are you doing? Are you happy?




I hope you are.




Even though I miss you, even though I’m mad at you for walking away like you did, I still want you to be happy.




30th Nov 7:03 p.m.


I sat my exams today. Pretty sure I failed them.





I can’t find it in myself to care.




3rd Dec 10:37 p.m.


Ferry and Leo decorated the flat today, ready for Christmas. They tried to get me to join in, but I couldn’t do it. I didn’t even make the franks in blanks that Leo loves, or the Yule log we normally eat once all the decorations are up.





No. I stayed in my room. Seeing them all loved up is great, but it just makes me think of you.




Everything makes me think of you. What I’m thinking the most now is how little I actually know about you.




Do you celebrate Christmas? If you do, do you insist on having two trees like I do? Do you have a family? I’ve asked you that before, I know. But you didn’t give me an answer.




You never answered so many of my questions.




It never mattered to me at the time as I knew I wanted you regardless. My soul and heart knew you were meant to be mine.




I still believe that, even if you don’t.




7th Dec 8:28 p.m.


My mum video called me today. I’ve been avoiding her calls because I didn’t want her to know what a mess I am. Pretty sure Leo told her though, because she didn’t stop ringing until I answered.





I ended up telling her everything. Well…not everything. But all that I could.




She told me that losing your first love is always the hardest, but that with time, I’d get over you.




I didn’t have the heart to tell her she’s wrong.




There won’t be any getting over you. You’ll be my first and only.




I kind of hate that.




9th Dec 11:57 p.m.


Lucky dragged me to book club tonight.





I ended up sobbing over them all.




They told me all these shitty stories about you, but it didn’t help.




None of them matched up to the version of you that I know.




I don’t care about your past. Don’t care what you’ve done.




I love you.




13th Dec 5:16 a.m.


It’s been a month since you left. Do you think of me as much as I think of you?





Probably not.




24th Dec 11:46 p.m.


For the first time since I was a little boy, I’m making a Christmas wish.





I wish that I’ll wake up in the morning and you’ll be in my bed next to me, right where you belong.




25th Dec 6:22 a.m.


It didn’t come true.





Of course it didn’t. I don’t know why I expected it, but now it feels like the wound has been reopened again.




Even so, I don’t hate you.




Merry Christmas, Sebastian.




1st Jan 11:48 a.m.


We went to The Closet last night for New Years Eve. I kept looking for you, half expecting you to pop up from the shadows like you did last time.





But you didn’t.




Everyone tried to keep me distracted, but I didn’t want to bring down their vibe. I ended up excusing myself and hiding in the VIP area where I could watch them from the balcony and think of nothing but you.




I shouldn’t have watched them. It only made it worse. Do you know how hard it is for me to see everyone else mated and happy? To witness them all kiss at midnight knowing I won’t ever have what they do?




No, I don’t think you do. I’m starting to realise this thing might’ve been more one-sided than I thought.




If you felt the same as me, if you knew how hard this was, you’d still be here.




I’m going into a new year without you at my side.




A feeling I need to get used to, even if it feels impossible.




8th Jan 9:03 a.m.


Last night was a bad night.





I had a nightmare about you and couldn’t stop crying. Leo tried to make me feel better, but I just couldn’t catch my breath. It’s like you’ve taken one of my lungs with you, like I can’t breathe without you here.




He ended up texting Lucky, who came over and got into bed with me.




It wasn’t the same as you cuddling me, but I did eventually fall asleep.




Lucky thinks you were lying when you broke up with me. He told me that you love me, but you’re scared.




That’s what I thought too.




But the more time passes, the less I believe that.




13th Jan 4:07 p.m.


It’s been two months since I’ve seen you and I can honestly say I’ve thought of you every day. Every minute of every day. Wondering what you’re doing. If you’re happy. If you’ve found someone to talk to.





If you’ve found someone else.




22nd Jan 4:37 p.m.


I’ve come to a realisation that maybe I’ve made what happened between us into a bigger thing than it actually was.





Maybe I was projecting my own feelings onto you. It’s not like you ever actually said you wanted a future with me. You told me the opposite.




One thing’s for sure, you said you didn’t want to be with me because you’d end up hurting me.




Well guess what, Sebastian?




I’m hurting.




Maybe it’s not fair of me to tell you that, but it’s true.




Not seeing you, not talking to you is destroying me.




31st Jan 4:13 a.m.


Most days I’m so filled with hate it makes me sick. I hate that you’ve made me feel like this. I hate that I’ve forgotten how to smile. I hate that my friends and family are worried about me. I hate that my heart feels like it’s been scooped out of my chest. I hate that I just don’t care about anything.




But I don’t hate you.




I think I hate that most of all. It’d be so much easier if I didn’t love you.




13th Feb 9:00 p.m.


Three months, Sebastian. You really did mean it when you walked out of my life.





It’s Valentine’s day tomorrow. Another holiday where I’ll be alone. There’s hearts and loved up couples everywhere.




It makes me feel sick.




I’m going to try and stop texting you now. Not because I don’t care, but because every one that goes unread chips away a little part of my soul.




Maybe one day you’ll come back to me. Maybe we’ll read these back together and laugh at how much I missed you.




Or maybe you won’t. But at least they’ll always be a reminder that I tried. That I fought for you even if you wouldn’t fight for me.





Chapter 27

Sebastian


Apunch hit my jaw, knocking a tooth free. Never mind, it’d grow back.

Spitting it out my mouth, I tried to focus on the three shifters in front of me. “That all you got?”

The one at the front pulled out something shiny. Finally, it was getting exciting.

Please let it be cursed. Or better yet, just bite me.

Anything to end this pain.

Instead of whatever weapon he had, he booted me in the stomach. I flew off my feet, crashing back through several bins and landing in a sprawl on the floor. Rolling onto my back, I closed my eyes against the spinning sky.

That was a mistake. He appeared.

The one I tried so hard not to think about. It never worked. It was how I ended up in shitholes like this, drinking Adamanthea until I forgot the curve of his smile. His snuffly snores. The way his hands moved as he crocheted.

How he saw something in me I couldn’t see in myself.

It didn’t exist. I knew that. It was why I was letting these shifters beat the shit out of me, praying I’d get lucky and one of them would offer me the final relief I needed.

“Why isn’t he fighting back?” one of them asked. “I don’t trust this. It has to be a trap. LeClerc can’t be this easy to take out.”

Laughter rasped from my throat, the sound foreign to my ears. Stumbling to my feet, I tried again to focus on them through the Adamanthea fog. I was seeing double—six figures instead of three.

Or maybe others were coming to join them. That was good. No doubt my survival instincts would kick in at some point, and six against one would make the odds of them winning higher.

Hopefully.

“No trick,” I slurred, spreading my arms wide. “Just me. The infamous Sebastian LeClerc. Come on, who wants to claim the glory of sending me to my eternal rest?”

Three of the figures shifted, making me squint. Meh, it was probably just the Adamanthea playing tricks on me.

I grew impatient with their inaction. “What are you waiting for? Fucking come on! I’m literally asking you for it.”

Movement blurred in the alley. Finally.

I waited for the pain to hit. To get the distraction I was craving.

Hopefully it’d alleviate the crushing agony in my chest.

The one I’d carried for ninety-four days, six hours, and twenty-seven minutes.

Even the fact that I couldn’t see straight didn’t stop me counting.

The movement stopped, and I squinted down the alley. What the fuck?

There were now three bodies on the ground and two figures standing over them. At the mouth of the alley was a third figure. He stood back, like he was avoiding the fight.

“Don’t care who you are,” I called to the newcomers. “If you’re looking for a fight, I’m game.”

The one at the end of the alley started to stalk towards me. “Oh, I’m looking for a fight, all right. You’re a fucking piece of shit, and I’ve waited three months to do this.”

I had a split second to register the face of my attacker before he cocked his fist back and thumped me in the temple.

Leo.

Darkness slipped over me, and I welcomed it.

Anything to escape the agony.
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Cracking my eyelids open, I winced against the light.

“Am I dead?”

“Not for lack of trying. What the fuck were you thinking?”

My eyes focused. Nope, I wasn’t hallucinating. My cousin was perched on a chair beside me bed.

“Toby?”

He rolled his eyes, leaning over to pull down on my cheeks and peer at the whites of my eyes. “The one and only. You’re hungover as fuck, but otherwise unharmed.”

“The hangover will clear,” I said hopelessly. It never lasted long enough.

Toby pursed his lips. “When was the last time you fed?”

Ignoring the question, I stared up at the damp patch that covered most of the ceiling. “How’d you find me?”

“I always know where you are, Sebastian.”

My head swivelled to look at him. “What?”

“Listen, I give you space because you’ve made it clear that’s what you want. But you’re still my family, even if you don’t act like it. I keep track of you just like I do with everyone I care about.”

“You don’t care about me. No one does.”

Toby sighed loudly, raking a hand over his face. “Yeah? Then why have we come all the way to fucking Argentina to track your arse down?”

“We’re in Argentina?”

“How do you not know what country you’re in?”

I shrugged. “Stopped paying attention after the first few weeks. I never stay in one country for longer than a few days. Location doesn’t really matter, just that…”

My voice trailed off, but the unsaid words lingered in the air.

Just that it’s far enough away from him.

I sat up gingerly, grimacing at the pounding in my head. Already I could feel my healing kicking in, smoothing away the edges. Another few minutes and I’d be back to my usual self.

Fan-fucking-tastic.

I touched my eye socket absentmindedly. “Was that really Leo? Or was I imagining things? Wait, is…is…”

“Matty isn’t here,” Toby said pityingly. I winced, not sure if I was pleased or devastated by that news. “Leo, however, is. Packs quite the punch, doesn’t he? Have to say though, I never thought I’d see the day when Sebastian LeClerc didn’t fight back.”

“I deserved it.”

“I wasn’t talking about the punch from Leo,” Toby replied, his tone softening. “I’m talking about the situation we found you in. They could’ve killed you, Sebastian. Permanently.”

“Good.”

That was the wrong thing to say. My rarely rattled cousin jumped to his feet so fast that the chair he’d been sitting on went crashing to the floor. “What the fuck are you playing at, Sebastian?!”

“Always with the drama,” I drawled. Maybe if I was an arsehole, he’d leave me to wallow in peace. “Tell me why you’re here and then get the fuck out.”

“That isn’t going to work this time,” Toby said threateningly. “You’ve pushed everyone out of your life for centuries. Enough.”

“Like you’re one to talk. Where’s your fire mage? Why haven’t you locked that down yet?”

Toby’s eyes flashed, but he didn’t rise to the bait. “My life isn’t what we’re talking about here. Even if it was, the fact that I have countless friends and a full life proves I’m not the one with an issue.”

“Bit rude to point out my lack of friends, but okay.”

Toby did something I wasn’t expecting.

He laughed.

And not a little chuckle. I’m talking a full-body, belly clutching laugh.

I stared at him, utterly confused.

Dashing tears from his face, Toby finally pulled himself together. “See, that’s the thing, Sebastian. Everyone thinks you’re a complete arsehole who hates everyone, but they don’t know the truth. You’ve hidden it from everyone, pretending to be someone you’re not for so long that no one realises it’s all fake. And I even know why. You don’t let anyone close, because if you don’t care about them, it won’t hurt if they’re taken from you.”

I sniffed. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Ah, but you do. That’s what’s so funny. You can hide from everyone else, but you can’t hide from me. I knew the old you. The one who was quick to make a joke. Who’d go out of his way to make others happy. Who made room in his heart for everyone, whether they wanted it or not.”

Tears pricked in my eyes as Toby forced me to confront the memories I’d been running from for so long. “That person doesn’t exist anymore, Toby. He died alongside his family that night in the castle.”

“What you went through that night was unthinkable,” Toby said soberly. “To lose your family, to be betrayed by the one you loved… I can’t even imagine what it was like, Sebastian. It would break even the strongest of us.”

A sob clawed its way up my throat.

“I tried so hard to reach you in those first few decades. It always ended with you punching or staking me, so eventually I gave up.”

I hung my head in shame, remembering all too well the shit I’d put Toby through.

“Now though…now I realise I shouldn’t have given up. We’re the only family we both have left, and I fucked it up. I should’ve hounded you every day if that’s what it took. I left you alone. You were lost, and I didn’t help you find your way.”

“This isn’t on you, Toby,” I rasped, swiping at my eyes. “It wouldn’t have mattered. I don’t think anyone could’ve got through to me. The only one who did was…”

“Matty. Honestly, wouldn’t have called you falling for a human, but knowing Matty, it makes sense.”

“How so?”

“He’s kind,” Toby mused. “Always positive. Almost a softer version of someone I once knew.”

“Again, he doesn’t exist anymore.”

“Tell me something,” he said, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. “Laurent betrayed you with a clan of wolf shifters, yes?”

Where was he going with this? “You know he did.”

Toby hummed. “Yet when this human, when Matty, phoned you to say he was in danger and you realised wolf shifters were involved…you just went running?”

“Of course I did. He was in danger.”

Toby scrubbed at his face. “Fuck, you really do love him. Don’t you see the point I’m making? You had an almost identical situation—a human you loved, in danger from wolf shifters. But it didn’t even occur to you to question Matty’s loyalty. To exercise caution in case it was another trap.”

“Matty isn’t Laurent,” I said quietly. “I wouldn’t sully him by comparing them.”

“Then why are you punishing him as if he is Laurent?”

Outrage filled me. “I would never.”

“But you are.” Toby frowned. “You’re not with him because of what happened last time you gave away your heart.”

“Yes, but not because Matty reminds me of Laurent. Being with me, being with any supe, it’s dangerous. Especially when you’ve spent the last few centuries collecting grudges from just about every supe clan going.”

Toby scoffed. “Please. If Matty was your mate, you’d never let anyone near him. And even if the worst happened, it wouldn’t just be you raining hell down on them, it would be all of us.”

Mate. I rubbed at my chest. That was something I hadn’t even allowed myself to think about in relation to Matty. “I’m not good enough for him.”

“Remind me, what was the last thing Geralt said to you?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Yes, you do. Don’t give me that. You remembered well enough the first time you told me the story. He said, ‘Do not punish yourself, Seb. Of us all, you are the one with the biggest heart. Do not let this break it.’”

A tear hit the back of my hand.

“Do you know, that’s the last time I heard you say his name?” Toby pressed on. “You’ve opened up about them once in five centuries.”

“I can’t let myself think of them,” I whispered. “The memories…they’re all-consuming.”

“I get that, I do. They were my family too.”

He reached out and squeezed my hand.

My fingers twitched, ready to throw him off. However, when my hand moved, it was to return his grip. “I’m sorry, Toby. I never looked at it like that.”

“It’s okay.” He smiled kindly. “Unlike you, I’ve dealt with my trauma and baggage.”

“How?”

“Therapy, mainly,” he said simply. “I have a great guy I can recommend. He’s a vampire, like us. Doubt there’s anything you could tell him that he hasn’t already heard.”

I grunted. “What’s the point? I’ve got nothing to live for.”

“What would your family say, if they could hear you now, wishing your life away?” Toby was ruthless as he brought out the big guns. “If your mum knew you didn’t speak of them? If your dad knew you’d buried yourself alongside them? What would Geralt think if he saw you like this? You’re alive, Sebastian, but you’re not living.”

I let out a shuddering breath, trying to make sense of the chaotic emotions swirling through me. My brain was still fuzzy, both from the hangover and the lack of blood. It didn’t help that Toby was stirring up everything I’d tried to hide from for so long. I felt raw.

“And as for ‘nothing to live for,’ what am I, chopped liver?” His eyes burned as he leaned closer. “I’ve lost my whole family, Sebastian. You might be a dick ninety-nine percent of the time, but I’m not losing you too.”

I swallowed around the lump in my throat before nodding curtly. “I can’t come back with you though.”

“Why not?”

“I’d make his life a misery. I’m a grumpy fucker. I manage to piss people off without even trying most days.”

“Have you ever pissed Matty off? I mean properly upset him where you couldn’t apologise and make it better?”

“Well, no, but that doesn’t mean it won’t happen.”

Toby sighed. “Do you honestly think River and Mori don’t argue? Or Cal and Oscar? Any of them? Every relationship has its problems, Sebastian. If you’re aiming for perfection you’re always going to fall short.”

“I can’t give him children,” I whispered. “Matty’s whole future, all he wants is to be a father. He can’t be that if he’s with me.”

“Why the hell not?”

“I’m not bringing a child into this world knowing I’ll be burying them,” I said quietly. “I won’t do that, Toby. I can’t.”

He snorted. “Who said you have to? Adopt a supe baby.”

My brain screeched to a halt. “What?”

“There’s agencies about, just like there are for humans,” Toby explained, a small smile on his lips. “Placements don’t come up often, but it’s not like you’re on a time crunch here.”

I couldn’t believe I’d never thought of it. It didn’t matter though, not with the main stumbling block still standing in the way of being with the man I loved. “Say you’re right, say I can make it work with Matty, what about everyone else?”

Toby’s forehead furrowed. “What about everyone else?”

“None of them like me, and for good reason. If I’m with Matty, it’ll end up putting distance between him and his friends and family. I won’t be responsible for that, Toby, I can’t.”

“I think you’ll find they care more about Matty being happy than how you’ve treated them in the past. Besides, what if Matty continues bringing out this…nicer side of you?”

“What nicer side?”

Toby sighed. “Again, I hate to point this out, but this is the longest conversation we’ve had in five hundred years. And no one has staked anyone yet.”

“There’s still time.”

Toby ignored that. “What if being with Matty is bringing out a better side of you? Or even reminding you of the person you used to be? If you spend more time with everyone, without starting a fight, they’ll start to like you too.”

“Doubt I’ll be able to get through every meeting without starting a fight.”

Toby waved dismissively. “We rarely get through one without someone stabbing someone, so you’ll fit right in.”

I would have loved to believe what Toby was saying, but I knew better. “Leo and Ferry though…they’d never accept it. You didn’t see their faces when they walked in on us.”

“Can you blame them? The way I heard it, you weren’t just fucking him, you were biting him. After assuring his brother you wanted nothing to do with him and would be on your merry way soon enough.”

“Which I was. I broke up with Matty as soon as I realised the damage it was doing to their relationship.”

Toby sighed again. “I get where you’re coming from, but did you really have to break that poor boy’s heart?”

Leo’s voice echoed from the doorway. “That’s the question I’d most like the answer to.”


Chapter 28

Sebastian


Leo wasn’t alone in the doorway. Dagon was beside him, two bags of blood in his hands.

Toby jumped to his feet, relieving him of his load with a friendly word of thanks.

“Drink this,” he said, dumping them in my lap.

“Don’t need it.”

Toby raised a brow. “Given your pallor, I’d say you do.”

“Is that the vampiric way of saying he looks like shit?” Leo drawled, strolling into the room and sitting in Toby’s chair. “Because I’m delighted to say he does.”

“Thanks,” I muttered, still not touching the blood.

“This place is also a shithole.” Leo’s lip curled in disgust as he examined my lodgings.

He wasn’t wrong. It was one room with a tiny bathroom off to one side. It held a grand total of three items of furniture: a bed, a table, and a chair.

Really, what more did I need? It was just a place to exist until I felt the urge to run again.

That was something that happened every week or so. When thoughts of Matty became so loud that I needed to move before I did something stupid.

Like go crawling back to him, begging for his forgiveness.

“Don’t assassins make good money?”

“Been a while since I’ve taken on a job,” I grunted. Not that that mattered. Even if I didn’t work another day for the rest of my life, I had enough saved to live the most decadent of lifestyles.

“We’ll leave you two to talk,” Toby said, nodding to Dagon. “Leo, make sure he drinks that blood.”

I glared at the closed door. “He’s always been a bossy fucker.”

Leo wasn’t listening, frowning at the blood. “How long’s it been since you fed?”

“A while.”

“About three months?”

I glared at him. “Why does it matter?”

“And how long since you’ve taken a job?”

“Definitely none of your fucking business.”

Leo’s jaw twitched. “You know, I don’t think I hit you hard enough last night.”

I sagged backwards, gesturing at my face. “Take as many shots as you like. Don’t worry, I won’t fight back.”

Leo’s hand shot out, not to punch my face, but to grab the blood. He tore the corner off, holding it upright to stop it dripping. The scent hit me like a bus, my fangs descending as the fierce thirst I’d been ignoring made itself known.

“Drink this. Now.”

“I can’t,” I whispered, scrambling backwards away from temptation.

“Because it’s not Matty’s?”

Was that pity in his eyes? “I…”

He sighed, extending the arm not holding the bag. In the crook of his elbow was a piece of cotton wool covered by a plaster. “Would it help you to know it’s mine? I know it’s not the same, but we do share DNA.”

“Think that makes it weirder,” I said, eyeing the bag suspiciously. “Plus, Ferry might kill me.”

“Nah, Ferry’s much nicer than I am. Probably should’ve sent him here instead of me, but I wanted to talk to you myself.”

“Why isn’t he here with you?”

“He’s watching over Matty,” he said. “He wanted to come, but I persuaded him to let one of the other demons come with me instead. I don’t trust anyone else to watch over Matty as well as he can.”

I tried to pretend that someone else watching over Matty didn’t hurt. That him being someone else’s responsibility, even temporarily, wasn’t making me want to scream at the top of my lungs.

I took the bag from Leo, begrudgingly taking a sip. It wasn’t Matty’s blood, unfamiliar notes of cinnamon tinging the taste. But it was close enough. I could drink it and know it wasn’t washing away the memory of him.

After I finished the first bag, Leo silently handed me the second. They must’ve been collecting blood from Leo over a couple of days to have this much.

Which meant Toby had suspected he’d find me in this state. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

I used the time to organise my thoughts. To try and figure out why Leo was here. Was it to kill me? I mean, as a human, he wouldn’t be able to do it alone. Maybe that was why Dagon had accompanied him.

Not that I’d stop them. That didn’t make sense given the fact that he was feeding me though. I suspected Toby wouldn’t have left us alone if that were the case.

“Thanks,” I rasped when they were both empty. My body was practically weeping with relief. I’d starved it for far longer than was healthy. To be honest, I hadn’t really noticed. The thirst was nothing compared to the soul-rending agony I was living with.

My brain was so much sharper than before, my thoughts snapping into place with a horrific realisation. One so terrible it had me bolting to my feet.

“What?” Leo jumped up in surprise, whirling around like he was expecting someone to burst in. “What’s wrong?”

I grabbed his shoulders. “Is Matty okay? Has something happened?”

Leo’s lips thinned. “No, he’s not okay.”

“Shit,” I barked, rushing around the flat, grabbing my go bag and shoving my few belongings inside. “You can fill me in on the way back. I need to get to him.”

“Sebastian” Leo’s hand touched my shoulder, holding me in place. “Matty isn’t injured. He’s not been kidnapped, attacked, or otherwise physically hurt.”

The relief had me stumbling back against the wall, the bag in my hands slipping to the floor with a thump. “But you said⁠—”

“He’s heartbroken. You broke his heart, Sebastian. He’s so far from okay that I’m not sure he’ll ever recover.”

I slid down the wall, burying my head in my hands. “Fuck. I thought he’d get over me quickly.”

“Get over you?” Leo’s voice rose in disbelief as he continued to dig the knife in. “He’s not even the same person without you. He’s barely eating or sleeping, Sebastian. He doesn’t leave the flat unless he’s dragged out by one of us. I can’t remember the last time I saw him bake or crochet. Christmas is usually his favourite time of year and I could hardly persuade him to take part in any of it. He doesn’t wear makeup anymore. Doesn’t go out with his friends. He’s not living, Sebastian.”

“I didn’t mean for this to happen.” A sob broke through my hands. “This is what I was afraid of. I didn’t want to ruin his life.”

“Then why the fuck did you break up with him?” Leo roared. “Jesus, Sebastian. Matty literally offered you his heart on a platter and you threw it back in his face!”

“Because I’m not worthy of it,” I yelled back. “I’m no good for him, Leo. He deserves so much better than me. You don’t want me with him either, not if you’re being honest.”

“Oh I’ll agree that you don’t deserve him,” he said, his voice dripping with disgust. “But not that you shouldn’t be with him.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“But you’re right that you don’t deserve him,” he continued like I hadn’t spoken. “Matty deserves to be fought for. Worshipped. Cherished.”

I nodded. Good, Leo understood.

“So, you going to do that?”

My head snapped up. “What?”

Leo crouched down in front of me. “I’m not a total dick, Sebastian. I can’t see Matty suffer any more. I know part of this whole thing is on me. If I’d reacted…better, when I walked in, maybe you wouldn’t have broken it off. Hell, if I’d been less of a dick and tried to get to know you, this might not have happened at all.”

I tried to protest at that, but Leo cut me off with a glare. “It is partially on me. I could’ve made more of an effort where you were concerned. You’re important to my brother, which should automatically make you important to me. Believe me, Matty has informed me of every area I let him down. Honestly…I’m ashamed of myself.”

I stared at him, stunned.

“We’ve been trying to track you down for the last two months,” Leo continued. “Basically since I realised Matty wasn’t going to be happy unless you were part of his life. We weren’t making any headway though. Even Mori couldn’t find you. It was only when Toby got back that we finally located you.”

“Does Matty know you’re here?”

“No. I didn’t want to get his hopes up. Not after what he’s suffered through already.”

Suffered. Leo wasn’t one to exaggerate.

It wasn’t only my heart I’d broken that day, but Matty’s too.

Fuck. Matty was in pain, because of me.

I’d never hated myself more.

“I’ve had a plan in place this whole time,” Leo continued. “I was going to come in here, beat the shit out of you, and list all the ways you’ve fucked everything up. Tell you that I hate you for hurting Matty, and that the last thing I want to do is let you back in his life. That you’re fucking pathetic for toying with him the way you have.”

“All valid points,” I said heavily. “Why isn’t that what you’re doing?”

“For one, you’re in a state that’s possibly worse than Matty’s. That helps. I’m enough of a dick to be happy you’re suffering too.”

I snorted. That was an understatement.

“The rest you can thank Toby for. It was a long flight from Farnborough. Plenty of time for him to fill me in on your background. On how you lost…basically everyone all at the same time. Your whole family, except Toby. And worse than that, you lost them because the human you loved betrayed you? Jesus, Sebastian. It’s no wonder you’re so fucked up.”

I let my head fall back against the wall. “Fucking Toby.”

“Have you told Matty what happened to your family?”

I shook my head, keeping my eyes in the ceiling so I didn’t break down completely.

“Why not?”

It took me a long time to answer. When I did, my voice was thick with tears. “Because talking about it makes it real.”

“But it is real. Talking doesn’t change that.”

I shook my head in frustration. “You don’t understand, Leo. I was a different person before. What if I told Matty and he decided to be with me out of pity? Or, even worse, what if he rejected me because I’m nothing compared to who I once was?”

“So you rejected him to avoid suffering the same fate?”

“No, I rejected him because I was coming between him and the rest of you,” I said hollowly. “As someone who’s lost almost all their family, I wasn’t about to put him through the same thing.”

“No one was asking Matty to choose. Not once did I say that. In fact, I actually gave you the option to be with him. Not that you need my permission. As Matty keeps pointing out, he is an adult.”

Leo sighed before continuing. “Look, I know I freaked out that day I walked in on you, but honestly, can you blame me? If you’d been in my shoes, what would you have done?”

“Probably ripped your throat out first, asked questions later.”

“Exactly,” Leo said. “I know we’ve all given you a tough time, but you haven’t been the easiest person to get on with. To be honest, I feel like Matty is the only one who actually knows you. If he thinks you’re good enough for him, then I’m going to trust his judgement.”

“I’m not good enough. He deserves better than my brokenness. He deserves someone whole.”

“But he wants you,” Leo pointed out. “Not someone else.”

“I’m not enough.”

“That doesn’t matter. What matters is, do you want to be enough? If there was a way for you to be with Matty and both be happy, would you take it?”

My frustration exploded out of me. “Of course I fucking would! I’d do anything to be with him.”

“Then be with him,” Leo said simply. “I hate to be the one to point this out, but the only one stopping you being together is you. And yeah, I get why, especially given what happened in your past. Now that I know what you’ve been through, it makes a lot of sense. But you know who doesn’t know that? Matty. To him, you’ve just walked away for no obvious reason.”

“What if the rest of you start putting distance between yourselves and him? I’m not an easy person to be around, Leo. I can promise I’ll try and change, but there’s no guarantee.”

Leo’s gaze turned stormy. “I get where you’re coming from, but trust me when I say that nothing can ever keep me from having a relationship with my brother. He’s as big a part of my life as Ferry is and nothing, not even you, will ever change that.”

“What if I piss you off?”

Leo shrugged. “I’ll probably piss you off right back. It’s what family does, Sebastian.”

I hung my head. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had one.”

“I know. And hearing that you broke up with Matty partly because you didn’t want him estranged from his family…I hate to admit it, but it kinda makes me like you. Not a lot, but some. You had his best interests at heart, even if the execution was completely fucking wrong.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I never meant to hurt him. I thought it was just my heart on the line. I know he said he loves me, but I figured he’d get over me. I just… What if I hurt him in the future?”

“You won’t. You’re going to come back and show up for him. Every. Damn. Day. If he pushes you away, you’re going to fight for him, the way he fought for you.”

“Why are you encouraging this so much?” I whispered, confused. “I know you said he’s finding it difficult, but I’m not worth it. He’ll get over me eventually.”

Something unreadable rippled over Leo’s face. “Hang on…have you not been getting his messages?”

A chill went down my spine. “No, the first thing I did was ditch my phone and laptop. I knew if I had access to anything I wouldn’t be able to resist checking up on him. That’d only lead to me going back to him and probably hurting him more. That wouldn’t be fair to either of us. I had to go cold turkey if I wanted any hope of surviving.”

Leo rolled his eyes. “You’re doing a bang-up job of that, by the way. While your logic is sound, that probably wasn’t the best tack. Although it makes a lot more sense now why you haven’t come kicking down our door already.”

I got to my feet. “You’re scaring me, Leo.”

“You should be scared.” He joined me, squeezing my shoulder. “I don’t think you’re going to like what you find. He’s hurting. I don’t know exactly what he said in his messages to you, but I don’t think he held back.”

I swallowed thickly. “I need a tablet or a laptop. Anything really, so long as it connects to the internet. I can jump on a neighbour’s wi-fi.”

Leo frowned. “What about the old SIM card?”

“I don’t need it,” I said impatiently. “I can access the messages without it.”

“Wait here.” Leo dashed over to a bag in the corner. I hadn’t noticed it before, too preoccupied with my unexpected visitors. He returned with a laptop in his hand. “Here, I took it on the jet to watch some movies.”

“They have entertainment systems on there, you know.” I grabbed the laptop from him, sitting on the bed and tapping away at the keyboard.

“I know that now,” he grumbled. “Sorry I’m not fancy enough to have flown on a private jet before. Matty’s going to lose it when you take him on one. He won’t admit it, but he loves being spoiled.”

Fuck, how I wanted to be the one to spoil him. I didn’t stop typing, even though I was internally freaking out. Leo was giving me hope where I hadn’t had any before. All the obstacles, all the reasons why I’d left Matty, they hadn’t gone away, but Toby and Leo were making it sound like they were surmountable. Like maybe, just maybe, being with me was better for Matty than being without me.

With a final flourish, my messages appeared on the screen. I opened the message thread, and all the obstacles disappeared like they didn’t exist.

Matty wasn’t hurting.

He was broken.

I read every single one. I tracked his pain. How his desperation turned to apathy, to bitterness, then to acceptance.

When I got to the final message, I could barely see the screen through my tears. That didn’t stop me from scrolling to the top and reading them all again.

Then again.

And again.

Fuck. I could almost feel Matty’s agony like it was part of me that was hurting.

My pain at being parted from him was nothing compared to this—knowing this was because of me.

I’d made him suffer.

I’d forgotten Leo was even in the room with me until his hand firmly closed the laptop screen. “I think you’ve read them enough.”

“How could I hurt him so deeply?” I whispered. “Oh god. What have I done?”

“The question isn’t what you’ve done, but what you’re going to do now.”

I blinked the tears away, focusing on Leo’s grim face. “I don’t understand.”

“I’m going to give you the same option as before. You swear to me you’ll protect him with your life. And most importantly, you vow to never break his heart again. You’ll spend your days making him happy and giving him whatever he needs.”

Could I do that? Could I be that person for Matty?

The laptop was burning in my hands. A reminder of how badly I’d already fucked this up. Of how much I’d hurt him.

How, in trying to protect him, I’d done the one thing I’d been so terrified of.

I wasn’t going to hurt him again. It was time to actually put Matty first, not do what I thought was putting him first.

“I will,” I vowed. “I can’t promise I won’t fuck up, but I’ll spend the rest of eternity living to make Matty happy.”

“He might not make it easy,” Leo warned. “You’ve burned him badly. He’s not the same man you walked away from. If I thought he’d get over you and move on, I might not encourage this. But he won’t. You’re it for him, just like Ferry is for me. If you want Matty back, you’re going to have to fight for him.”

For the first time in over three months, I smiled. “Oh, I’ll fight for him all right. He’s spent this whole time fighting for me. I’m going to prove to him just how special he is, and that he deserves the whole damned world, if that’s what he wants. I don’t care if it takes years, time is the one thing I’m not short of.”

“Good.” Leo stood up, clapping his hands together. “Then we’ve got a plane to catch.”


Chapter 29

Matty


“Matty?”

Harlow’s voice cut through my daydream. One where I was in bed with Sebastian, his arms holding me close. “Sorry, what did you ask me?”

Harlow and Oscar exchanged a pitying look before he held up Soul Eater by Lily Mayne. “Just asked if you have a favourite monster penis?”

Next to me, Riley made a grabby motion for the book. “Matty! There’s monster peen? You’ve been holding out on me.”

Everyone chuckled, a discussion breaking out and allowing me to fall back into my stupor.

Now that the renovations were complete on Cal and Oscar’s bookshop, the book club had relocated there from The Closet. Lucky was on one side of me, Riley on the other, although he didn’t usually come to these, preferring to spend his spare time gaming.

Since Sebastian had left, he and Ethan had been taking it in turns to accompany me everywhere. Like maybe if they were with me, I wouldn’t notice his absence.

It never worked, but I appreciated them trying. If it hadn’t been for them and Lucky, I probably wouldn’t have left the house at all over the past three months. The festive season had been particularly brutal. What was once my favourite time of year was now filled with reminders of a happiness I’d never have.

Every day that passed, the hope that Sebastian would waltz back in faded. I hadn’t even texted him for days now, not knowing what to say.

That didn’t mean I’d got over him. I didn’t even know how to begin.

When Sebastian had walked away, he’d taken half of me with him. I didn’t know what to do with the parts he’d left behind.

Nothing helped. None of my old coping mechanisms did anything. Not reciting baking steps or blasting Caffeine Daydreams. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d picked up a crochet hook. I didn’t bother with makeup now—it sat on the side gathering dust alongside all my hopes and dreams.

Everything that used to hold my interest just…didn’t now.

Something nudged my foot. Forcing myself back through the haze, I looked up to see Cal smiling kindly at me. “You okay, Matty?”

The table was silent again, everyone staring at me. No one mentioned Sebastian’s name these days. Probably because of the hysterical mess I seemed to turn into whenever they did. I knew that was what they were thinking about though. About how heartbroken I was. How lost I was without him. I knew they didn’t understand why I was so cut up over Sebastian, of all people.

None of them knew him like I did. None of them knew the hurt he was hiding from all of us.

Even me.

Mustering up a smile, I pushed my chair back. “Sorry, guys. I’m not in the mood for company tonight. I think I’ll call Ferry to come get me.”

Although he’d dropped me off earlier, he hadn’t stayed, trusting Cal and Harlow to be able to deal with any trouble should it arise.

Not that we were expecting any. Everything had been silent since Danny had returned from Scotland. I didn’t know what’d happened, but he’d been oddly rattled since then. Even my heartbroken stupor hadn’t stopped me noticing the change in him.

“No!” Harlow and Lucky shouted at the same time. There was an awkward beat where they all exchanged strange looks.

Part of me wondered if I should push them on it, but that would take more effort than I could find right now.

Lucky reached under the table, squeezing my knee. “I know you’re finding stuff tough right now, but stay. It’ll do you good. Please?”

I sighed internally, knowing I couldn’t say no to Lucky. “Okay.”

He beamed at me in response, grabbing another book from the table. We were discussing one of my favourite series, Monstrous by Lily Mayne. I’d reread it many times and had actually been the one to suggest it for the club.

But that had been before Sebastian. Before I forgot how to care. How to enjoy things. How to function on something other than the most basic level.

“Where’s Leo?” Riley asked, rocking back in his chair. “How come he isn’t acting as your taxi driver tonight?”

It hadn’t escaped Riley’s notice that Ferry and Leo had been hovering more than usual. Fortunately, he’d assumed it was because I was struggling so much, rather than anything more sinister.

Even without a threat lurking, I suspected it’d be a long time before either of them felt comfortable with me going anywhere alone. It would’ve bothered me once. Now it was just easier to go along with it.

“On a training thing,” I said. Even to my ears, my voice sounded hollow. “Up in the Midlands somewhere.”

“When’s he back?”

I shrugged. Leo had been pretty vague on the details and I hadn’t questioned him. The old Matty would’ve. He would’ve tracked his location the entire trip, making sure Leo had arrived safely and checking in with him daily.

This Matty though? He didn’t even glance at his phone these days. It held nothing other than disappointment and rejection.

Riley hummed. “Shame the hunky pan firefighter couldn’t come along. Still dying to meet him.”

I snorted. “Don’t think this is really Danny’s scene. No one is drinking, flirting, or gaming.”

Riley clutched his chest dramatically. “Stop. Is he just me in a different font?”

“Basically. He might even be a bigger playboy than you too.”

“Don’t say it in that tone.” Riley sniffed. “Being a fuckboi as talented as me is a skill.”

“How?”

“Well first, there’s the skills in the bedroom.” He waggled his brows at me suggestively. My chest jumped, like a laugh was trying to build but failing. “But more importantly, you gotta be good at drawing the lines between fucking and feelings. Make sure everyone has a fun time, but knows going in that there won’t be anything more.”

My lungs squeezed. That wasn’t anything new. It felt like I hadn’t been able to take a full breath since the day Sebastian left. “Yeah. I’m no good at that.”

“And you shouldn’t be,” Riley said quietly, his arm going around my shoulders and hugging tight. “You’re not built like me, Matty. You need all the other stuff. The emotions. The security. The love.”

No. It was too much. I couldn’t sit here and listen to Riley describe all the things I’d never have. At least, not with the person I wanted them with.

I didn’t have anything left to give another person. Not after him.

“I have to go,” I said loudly, forcing the table into silence. “I’m really sorry, I just can’t.”

Lucky’s phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen before smiling slightly. “Okay, I’ll walk you out. Let me text Ferry to come and get you. We can get some air while we wait.”

My breath whooshed out in relief that they weren’t pushing for me to stay again. “Thanks, everyone.”

After a flurry of hugs and promises to meet soon, I followed Lucky outside. Winter was still in full swing, Spring feeling like it was forever away. I pulled my coat tighter around me, my breath hanging in the air.

“You don’t have to wait with me,” I told Lucky. “I’ll be okay.”

Lucky pulled me into a tight hug. When I pulled back, his eyes were shining. “Yeah, Matty. I think you’re going to be fine.”

I frowned as he disappeared back into the bookshop.

“Hi, sunshine.”

That voice.

I froze, not daring to turn around. Was I hallucinating Sebastian now? If that was the case, I was going to take Leo up on his suggestion of seeing a therapist.

Then I felt him behind me. The familiar warmth of his front pressing against my back. His long fingers wrapping around my biceps. Hot breath on my ear.

No. It wasn’t possible.

My chest hitched. “Sebastian?”

He turned me slowly, touching me the whole time. I didn’t lift my gaze, seeing nothing but his black coat as I faced him.

“Sunshine?” His fingers moved from my bicep to my chin. “Matty? Will you look at me?”

I swallowed hard. “No. I can’t.”

His chest expanded and deflated with a heavy sigh. “I can understand that. I can’t look at myself in the mirror knowing what I’ve put you through.”

I focused on one of the buttons on his coat. It was one I recognised. That made sense. If this was a figment of my imagination, I would dress him in something he’d worn before. “It’s not that.”

“Then what is it?”

“I can’t look at you, because this might not be real,” I whispered. “You aren’t really here. You can’t be.”

Sebastian grabbed my wrist, lifting my hand to rest over his heart. It beat steadily under my palm. “I’m here, sunshine.”

“Are you?”

He touched my chin again, and this time, I let him lift it.

My breath hitched. It was him. He was really here.

His face was paler than I’d ever seen it, his hair months past needing a cut. His eyes were sunken. A short beard covered his face, scraggly and uneven. His jeans and the shirt beneath his coat were crumpled, like they’d been at the bottom of a bag for far too long.

I’d never seen Sebastian look anything other than completely put together. It was enough to convince me that I wasn’t hallucinating.

“You look like crap.”

My eyes flew wide, my hand clapping over my mouth. “Fiddlesticks. I didn’t mean to say that. Sorry.”

Sebastian chuckled warmly, his eyes lighting up. “Sunshine, you don’t ever need to apologise to me for anything. I do look like crap. Spending three months wallowing in heartbreak will do that to a guy.”

The reminder of the chasm between us had me raising my guard. “Yeah. I know the feeling.”

His throat bobbed. “You don’t look like crap though. You look just as perfect as I remember.”

The Matty of a few months ago would’ve run into his waiting arms. Even a couple of weeks ago, I might’ve reacted differently.

But too much time had passed. I couldn’t be that man now—at least, not with Sebastian. I couldn’t open myself up only to get hurt again. I crossed my arms over my chest, like it might give my heart some desperately needed protection. “Why are you here?”

“Because I made the worst mistake of my life when I walked away. I want to be with you. Always. I’m choosing you, Matty, like I should’ve done the day you chose me.”

It might have been exactly what I wanted him to say, but suddenly it wasn’t what I needed. “It’s not as simple as that, Sebastian. You left. I offered you everything, and you left.”

“I’m not expecting you to forgive me,” Sebastian said quietly, sorrow etched in the lines of his face. “I’m not expecting anything from you, Matty. We can take this at whatever pace you want. But I’m not going anywhere. I’m not leaving you again. Ever.”

I was trembling, my mind spinning as I struggled to process what he was telling me. “Let me get this straight. I told you I loved you, and you walked away. Now you’re back and I’m supposed to just believe that you’re not going to do it again? It nearly destroyed me, Seb. I can’t go through that again. I won’t.”

“You won’t have to. I did a terrible thing, Matty. I thought I was protecting you and making the right decision to make sure you were happy.”

A coldness unlike anything I’d ever felt wrapped around my heart. “Great job you did there. When are you and Leo going to realise I’m capable of making my own decisions?”

“I’ve already realised that, Matty. I fucked everything up so badly. I don’t deserve another chance with you. I know that. But I also know I can’t live without you in my life.” His voice cracked and he paused a beat before continuing. “So, if you’ll let me, I’d like the chance to try again. To earn back your trust and your heart. To prove to you that I can show up day after day.”

A tear slid down my cheek.

Sebastian cupped my face, swiping it away with his thumb. “Let me fight for you, sunshine. For us. It’s what I should’ve been doing all along, and I’m so sorry I made you chase me, Matty. I can’t change the past, but I can make damn sure I get it right in the future.”

“This is too much.” I drew in a shuddery breath. I couldn’t believe I was going to say this after how much time I’d spent longing for this moment. “I can’t think with you this close. I need…I need time.”

“Time is something we’re not short of, sunshine. Even if it takes you decades, I’ll still be here, waiting until you’re ready.”

His face was an open book. He spoke earnestly, not a shred of artifice in sight. How I wanted to believe him. To trust he meant what he said.

Maybe one day I’d get there. How I hoped I could, even if it seemed impossible right now.

“Can I drive you home? Or would you prefer me to call Ferry?”

“You can take me,” I whispered. Despite everything I’d thought and said, I also wasn’t ready to part from him again yet.

It was official. I was giving myself emotional whiplash.

Sebastian kept a respectful distance from me as he escorted me to his car. More importantly, he took my request for space to heart by not pushing me to talk.

I couldn’t stop glancing at him sideways, unable to believe he was actually here. Everything had seemed so final, and I had so many questions. Why was he back now? What had changed? What if whatever had stopped him being with me last time reared its head again?

The wave of familiarity that hit me as I slid into the passenger seat of his Aston Martin momentarily took my breath away. It was unexpected, as I’d only been in it a few times. But that was my whole relationship with Sebastian in a nutshell—unexpected things that happened a few times.

Even if it felt like so much more. Meant so much more.

There was no escaping Sebastian in this small space. The way he navigated the city traffic with ease, one hand on the steering wheel and the other on his knee.

Most of all I couldn’t escape the fact he was staring at me. Having been driven around by several supes over the past few months, I knew their reflexes didn’t need them to watch the road as carefully as a human would.

Sebastian’s eyes were roving over me thoughtfully, like he was searching out ways I’d changed in our months apart.

Looking wouldn’t show him that. Those parts were hidden. Buried deep inside me alongside the tattered remains of my heart.

Dramatic? Probably. But it was true.

The questions I had for him continued to bombard my mind. Where had he been? What had he spent his time doing?

The one I wanted to ask the most was the one I least wanted the answer to.

Has there been anyone else?

There certainly hadn’t been for me, but who knew what Sebastian had been up to. The cold way he’d dismissed me that day suggested he might be the type to try and sleep with others to get me out of his system.

God, I hope that isn’t true.

It was bad enough to imagine him feeding from others…doing anything more than that?

No. I couldn’t stand it.

“We’re here,” Sebastian said quietly, clicking the handbrake on. “Wait there…please?”

I nodded, hating that there was a note of question in his voice where before there was only demand.

Apparently neither of us knew how to navigate the other anymore.

He opened my door, standing back to give me lots of room.

I hated that too. Hated that he didn’t offer me his hand like he used to.

“Thank you,” I said stiffly, pulling my coat around me.

“You’re welcome. Can I walk you up?”

I was shaking my head before he even finished the question. “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

It was hard enough being out here with him. In there? Where we’d shared the best moments of my life followed by the worst?

No. I wasn’t ready for that yet.

Hurt flashed across Sebastian’s face but he quickly smoothed it away with a smile. “That’s fine, Matty. We move at your speed.”

I nodded, twisting to leave.

I made it three paces before stopping, a sharp tug in my chest stopping me going any further.

What am I doing?

A deep shuddering sob ripped from me, and I was moving.

Sebastian’s eyes widened as I charged towards him, his arms opening just in time to catch me as I leapt at him.

My arms and legs wound around him as I smushed my face into his neck. “I missed you so much, Seb.”

His hand went into my hair, tentatively at first, before gripping me harder. “Fuck, sunshine. I missed you more than words can say. I thought of you every minute of every day. Every fucking second, sunshine.”

Another sob broke. “If that was so, why did you ignore my messages? I reached out so many times, Seb. I poured my heart out, and you ignored them like they were nothing.”

“Because I didn’t get them,” he said hoarsely. “I got rid of my phone and laptop the day I….left.”

I went stiff in his arms. “Oh. I knew we were breaking up…or, stopping whatever we’d been doing I guess given we never actually promised each other anything…but I didn’t realise you didn’t want to speak to me again either. Sorry. Just me being a fool, I guess.”

Sebastian lowered me to the floor but didn’t let me go completely. His hand cupped my neck, his head resting on mine. “No, sunshine. I’m the fool here, not you. It’s not that I didn’t want to talk to you, but that I knew I wouldn’t be strong enough to not contact you. I thought that wouldn’t be fair to you. I thought a clean break would be best.”

“You thought wrong.”

“I did,” his breath shuddered as he inhaled. “I regret all of it, Matty. I regret not asking you out the first day I met you. I regret not chasing you and courting you, exactly the way you deserved. I regret not committing to you the second I realised how I felt about you. And I regret making you feel like what we had was one-sided, when that couldn’t be further from the truth.”

He pressed his lips lightly to my forehead before drawing back slightly. “Most of all though, I regret ever making you think I don’t love you. Because I do, Matty. I love you with everything I am. I’ve been lost in darkness for centuries, but your sunshine burst into my life and taught me how to feel again. I’ll do anything for you to be mine. Anything.”

“I can’t make any promises now,” I sniffed, swiping at my nose with my sleeve. “I don’t know if I can open myself up to trust you again, Seb. You hurt me, so much.”

“I’ll regret that for the rest of eternity,” he said heavily. “I’ll never be able to apologise enough for what I put you through.”

“I don’t need apologies,” I said simply, stepping back. “I need actions. Show me you’re here to stay. Show me you’re willing to fight for me. For us.”

Challenge gleamed in his eyes. “That, sunshine, I can do. In fact, I’ve already started.”

He opened his jacket, removing a folded sheath of papers and holding them out to me. “Here.”

I took them from him, familiar inky handwriting peeking from between the pages. “What’s this?”

Sebastian shoved his hands into his pockets. “I might not have got your messages when you sent them, but when Leo told me you’d been sending them, I hacked into my phone account and read them all.”

“Wait, when did you see Leo?”

“He was the one who found me in Argentina.” He rocked back on his heels thoughtfully. “Well, technically it was Toby who tracked me down, but he did it because Leo wanted to find me.”

“He did?” I couldn’t wrap my head around it. Sure, Leo’d been sympathetic and more doting than usual, but to travel to another continent to find Sebastian? “Why?”

“To give me a few home truths I needed to hear, mainly about how much I’d hurt you.”

“Is that the only reason you’re here?” Fresh pain lanced through my chest. “If Leo hadn’t found you, would you have come back?”

“I don’t know,” he whispered honestly. “But not because I don’t love you, or wasn’t missing you so much it was fucking killing me. Until Toby and Leo opened my eyes, I genuinely believed you were better off without me. There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Matty⁠—”

“Because you never opened up to me!” I cut him off in frustration. “I knew almost nothing, but I loved you anyway.”

“And that’s something I’ve never deserved, but will always treasure.” Sebastian drew his hands from his pockets, carding one through his hair. “I’ll never be worthy of your love, Matty, but that won’t stop me trying to be worthy of it. Starting with telling you everything about my past. Answering whatever questions you have, regardless of what they are.”

He touched my cheek lightly. “So no, Matty. I don’t know if I would’ve made my way back to you if Toby and Leo hadn’t intervened. I was so deep in my own darkness, there was no hope of me finding you on my own. They were the torch that led me back to you. The words of sense and hope in the storm of my own foolishness and idiocy. But make no mistake, Matty. I wasn’t living a life without you. I was barely existing. I’d given up everything worth living for the day I walked away from you.”

“Then why didn’t you come back? Why wasn’t I enough?”

“Oh, Matty.” A tear slid down Sebastian’s cheek, startling me more than anything else this evening. “You’ve always been enough. More than enough. I promise, this was all to do with my past…something I wish I’d dealt with a long time ago. Maybe then I would’ve been in a healthier place when we met and wouldn’t have fucked things up from start to finish. I’m actually going to start seeing a therapist tomorrow. It’s time I started dealing with it—in a healthy way, this time.”

I bit my lip. Everything he said sounded promising, but my walls were so high.

I held up the pieces of paper he’d given me. “And what’s this?”

“My replies.” His throat bobbed. “I read all of your messages, Matty. Multiple times. Then I spent the whole flight home writing my replies.”

The pages in my hand started to swim as tears filled my eyes again.

“I will never ignore you again, Matty. It might’ve taken me a while to realise my mistake, but I promise I’ll never leave you waiting. You said you want actions to show that I’m serious? Take this as the first one. Read my replies, Matty. Please.”

I nodded, clutching them to my chest. “Will I…will I see you soon?”

Sebastian smiled, the sight so sweet the tears almost started falling again. “Sunshine, I promise that’s something you never have to worry about now. I’ll be at your side at all times unless you tell me otherwise.”

I bit my lip, wanting to believe him but still unsure. “Tomorrow? Ten a.m.? I’m off uni for reading week.”

“I’ll be here, sunshine. Every day. I promise.”


Chapter 30

Matty


Iwalked into the flat still half in a daze, the letters from Sebastian clutched in my hands.

Leo and Ferry jumped up from the sofa. My brother was wringing his hands while Ferry studied me from head to toe.

“I’m fine,” I muttered, knowing they were worried. “A little heads-up might’ve been nice though.”

“Sorry,” Leo said sheepishly. “Thought you might like the surprise.”

I took my shoes off, placing them on the rack. They weren’t my Converse. All of those pairs had been relegated to the back of my wardrobe, out of sight and out of mind. I’d used the last of my student loan payment to buy a pair of plain black boots.

They were boring, but sturdy and practical for winter. Pre-Sebastian me wouldn’t have been caught dead in them, but that had made them all the more appealing as I could wear them and never be reminded of him.

“I’m surprised Sebastian isn’t with you,” Leo said carefully. “He found you, yeah?”

I nodded, taking off my coat and hanging it on the hook. Once that was done, I faced my brother. “He did. He also told me how you found him.”

Leo eyed me warily, obviously unsure how I was going to respond to his meddling.

“I’ll put the kettle on,” Ferry said brightly. Way too brightly. “Leave you two to…sort things out.”

I raised my eyebrows at his swift departure. “Wow. Talk about throwing you under the bus.”

“He wanted me to tell you about this whole thing before I went to Argentina,” Leo grumbled. “He didn’t think I should be hiding it from you.”

“Why did you?”

Leo huffed. “Can we sit down while we talk about this? It’s been a long fucking week.”

When we were settled on the sofa, Leo started talking. “I didn’t say anything because I wasn’t sure if we were going to find him. And if we did? Well, I didn’t know if he’d want to come back.”

I pulled a cushion onto my lap, hugging it to my chest. “Did you have to persuade him?”

“Not really. The instant he realised how much you were hurting, he was raring to get back here.”

“But he wouldn’t have come if you guys hadn’t tracked him down.” Even with what Seb had said, that was the point that was still sticking for me. I traced the pattern on the cushion, trying to focus on that so I wouldn’t break down. I’d done that in front of Leo far too many times recently. “I wasn’t enough for him to come back for.”

“I promise that this is definitely not you. It’s him. You don’t know the whole story, Matty.”

“And you do?” Tears welled in my eyes. “Sorry, it’s just…I can’t believe he told you but wouldn’t open up to me.”

“He didn’t,” Leo said bluntly. “It was Toby who filled me in on the flight over. Do you want me to tell you?”

I shook my head sharply. “No, I want to hear it from him.”

“Good. He should be the one to tell you.” Leo shuffled closer, laying his hand on my knee. “Look, I’m never going to be Sebastian’s biggest fan. Anyone who hurts you as deeply as he did is going to have to work for a long fucking time before I can look at them without wanting to punch them.”

I winced. “Please tell me you didn’t punch him.”

“Okay. I didn’t punch him.”

I poked a finger in his ribs. “Liar.”

“Didn’t help much,” he admitted begrudgingly. “He was already in such a state that it was like punching a puppy.”

“Sebastian was in a state?”

Leo blew out his cheeks. “That’s underselling it, really. We found him in an alley, drunk out of his mind, facing off with three shifters.”

I shot to my feet, the pillow falling to the floor. “What in the fudgesticks was he thinking?”

Leo drew me back down with a gentle tug on my hand. I hit the sofa with a huff.

“I think he was feeling like he had nothing to live for now that he’d given you up,” Leo said softly. “Matty, seriously. I thought you were heartbroken…but Sebastian? He was lost. We found him living in a hovel in some shitty town in the middle of nowhere. He looked like he hadn’t showered in days. And from what Toby said, he hadn’t fed in far longer.”

My stomach flipped. “Isn’t that dangerous for vampires?”

“Apparently, the stronger you are, the longer you can last. But I think even Sebastian was at his limits. I think he was refusing to drink blood that wasn’t yours.”

“Oh my god, does he need to feed?” I jumped up again, only to be yanked down by my brother again. “Leo, I can’t let him starve himself.”

“It’s okay, he’s fed,” Leo said gruffly, rubbing at the back of his neck. “I donated some of my blood and made him drink it.”

We both winced as a crashing noise came from the kitchen.

“Stop being so possessive,” Leo shouted. “If you’d seen the state of the bloke, you would’ve told me to do it yourself.”

There was a long pause before Ferry huffed. “Fine.”

I hid my smile. Leo was right, Ferry would most likely have suggested it if he’d been there. What I didn’t understand though, was why Leo had done it.

“Why would you do that?”

“Because you need him,” Leo said simply. “And now you won’t feel pressured to let him bite you before you’re ready. Not that he’d let you feed him. I think he’d literally starve to death before asking you to feed him.”

Yeah, that sounded like the stubborn man I’d fallen in love with. This whole thing was just so confusing though. “What was the point of him breaking my heart if he was just going to give up entirely?”

“That’s the thing,” Leo said carefully, “I don’t think he thought he was breaking your heart. Or, if he was, he thought you’d get over him quickly.”

“Then he’s an even bigger idiot than I realised.” But I kind of understood it. Even before that terrible day, I’d known Sebastian believed himself to be unlovable. Nothing I’d said could convince him otherwise.

“His logic was warped, but I genuinely believe he was trying to protect you.”

I swivelled my head to stare at him. “Never thought I’d see the day you’d be persuading me that Sebastian’s a good person.”

“Wouldn’t go that far,” Leo said gruffly. “But it’s obvious he loves you, Matty. I don’t think he’d fuck it up again. Not like that, anyway. Having said that, I’ve learned my lesson about interfering and not trusting you to make your own decisions, so just know I’ll support you no matter what you do.”

I rolled my eyes. “You say this now, after you’ve tracked down my ex and dragged him back into my life.”

Leo ruffled my curls. “Well you’re still my little brother at the end of the day. If you’re sad, I’m going to move mountains to try and fix it.”

My heart swelled. He might overstep sometimes, but I truly was lucky to have Leo. “Or fly to Argentina.”

“Trust me, that wasn’t a hardship. Did you know Toby has a private plane? I’ve never felt so damn fancy in my entire life.”

I was saved from responding by Ferry reappearing, mugs of tea held in each hand as he eyed us warily. There was no annoyance there, like he’d already got over the idea that Leo had given Sebastian his blood. That made sense—I didn’t think Ferry was capable of being annoyed at Leo for longer than thirty seconds. “Is it safe to come in yet?”

“Yes,” I said, standing smoothly and gathering the papers from the sofa. Taking a cup of tea from Ferry, I stooped to kiss Leo’s cheek. “Thanks, Leo. I love you.”

“Love you too.” He pointed at Sebastian’s notes. “Just let me know if any of that upsets you at all and I’ll send Ferry round to beat on him a bit.”

Ferry’s scowl transformed into a smirk as he inclined his head. “It’d be my pleasure.”

I scowled at them both as I backed away towards my bedroom. “No more beating on my…” What did I even call him? My ex? “On Sebastian.”

I was almost out of earshot when I heard Leo mutter, “Spoilsport.”
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Itold myself I wasn’t going to dive straight into reading what Sebastian had written. I was going to be mature and breezy. Take a shower first, get my pyjamas on.

Yeah, I don’t know who I was trying to kid either.

I’d barely shut the door behind me before I was flopping down and carefully unfolding the pages.

Like he’d told me, Sebastian had replied to each individual text message, transcribing them above his own responses.

13th Nov 4:30 p.m.

Please come back.

Seb, you can’t leave me like this. I won’t let you.

I’m so sorry, sunshine. Leaving you was the worst mistake I’ve ever made, and believe me, I’ve a list long enough to condemn me in even the most lenient of courts. My second worst mistake was throwing away my phone. If I’d seen this message, I would’ve come back so fast. Thrown myself at your feet and begged for your forgiveness.

It hurt to read back my messages, the pain so evident. But Sebastian’s words soothed that ache a little, patching up the wounds he’d inflicted.

His replies to those first few messages were just as full of sorrow. Devastation that he’d hurt me. Horror that I’d reacted so badly and he hadn’t been there to pick up the pieces.

That was particularly obvious when he discovered I’d been to his flat only to find it abandoned, like no one had ever lived there.

I had to empty it, sunshine. If I’d left anything behind, I would’ve used it as an excuse to come back and check on you. It might sound stupid, but I’m not as strong as you. I thought by leaving nothing behind, and taking no reminders of you with me, I might be able to cope.

I was so wrong, sunshine. I don’t need reminders to think of you. I don’t need an excuse to want to check on you. You’re on my mind every second of every day. The desire to keep you safe and happy accompanies my every breath. I’m just so sorry it took this long for me to come back to you.

The words were nice, but I couldn’t escape the nagging voice reminding me that if it hadn’t been for Leo and Toby, he wouldn’t have come back to me. I knew both he and Leo said there were reasons for that, but nothing I’d read or heard so far made me feel any better about it.

Riley and Ethan are coming over to keep me company.

Everyone is treating me like I’m bereaved or something.

Makes sense though. I feel like I’ve lost part of myself. Like part of me has died.

This is a good description for how I’m feeling. I’ve known great loss in my life, Matty, but nothing compares to living without you beside me. I’m so grateful you have such an amazing support system.

I swiped away a tear, both because of what he was hinting at, and the fact that I knew that was something he didn’t have. Seb didn’t have anyone. He’d been going through the same thing as I had.

Alone.

I’m waiting for the bus to Uni. Wanna come and give me a lift instead?

Guess not.

I don’t know why, but these messages hit me so hard. It’s not even a big thing you’re asking for.

But still I let you down.

I hate that I let you down, Matty.

I was sobbing, but determined to get to the end. As much as this was killing me, it was a glimpse into Sebastian that he’d never given me before.

I wish I could sleep. Wish I could pull myself together.

I’m so pathetic.

But I miss you. So much it hurts.

Nothing about you is pathetic, sunshine. You’ve been hurt by someone you trusted and loved. You’re much stronger than me.

I don’t remember the last time I slept more than a few minutes. Sometimes I try, just to try and escape the memory of how you looked at me as I broke your heart. The agony on your face.

But it doesn’t help.

Nothing does.

I put down the letters, picking up my phone. I had to speak to him.

I’m reading your responses.




Seeing it marked as read followed by those little bubbles brought on a fresh round of tears. How many times had I opened this thread and wished for this to happen?

Seb


Good. I’m glad, sunshine. Are you okay? I don’t want them to upset you.





I glanced at my reflection in the mirror and burst out laughing. My eyes were swollen and red. My face was glistening too, probably with a disgusting mix of snot and tears.

Not get upset? Who the fudge was he kidding?

It took me a second to compose a response.

It’s not easy to read, Seb. But nothing about this is easy.




He didn’t leave me waiting.

I know, sunshine. And I’m sorry. I mean it though when I say I’ll never hide anything from you again. I want a fresh start with you, where we can be completely open and honest with each other. To do that though, I need to tell you everything…starting with every message I should’ve sent you in our time apart.




Actually, scratch that. I shouldn’t have messaged you while we were apart, because I never should’ve left in the first fucking place.




My lips twitched.

I’m totally buying you a swear jar.




Sunshine, for you, I’ll try anything.




Taking a deep breath, I put my phone to one side and picked up the papers.

If Sebastian could try, then I could too.

The thing I really see in my future is you.

I don’t care about the rest of it. All of it is negotiable.

The only thing that isn’t is that I want you to be part of it.

I want to give you everything you dream of, sunshine. The house near Leo and Ferry. A big kitchen with two ovens so you can bake multiple things at once. A whole room just for yarn storage. Hell, you can have as many rooms as you like.

Any future you want, Matty. And if you’ll still let me be a part of it?

It’ll be the biggest honour of my life.

I took a shuddering breath. When was the last time I’d baked? Or crocheted?

It was like Sebastian had taken my love for everything in my life with him. Now he was back, could I find those other parts again too?

I skimmed over his responses to the rest of the messages. Sebastian’s guilt was starting to become too much. His pain was evident in every stroke of the pen.

The worst thing was that I knew he wasn’t trying to make me feel bad. He was doing what I’d always wished he would and flaying himself open for me.

I hated it though. Despite what I’d been through, I hated that he’d suffered too.

Flicking through the pages, I found his response to the final message I’d sent.

Maybe one day you’ll come back to me. Maybe we’ll read these back together and laugh at how much I missed you.

If you ever want to, I’ll read these back with you. There won’t be any laughter though. How could I ever laugh at your pain?

And then…

Or maybe you won’t. But at least it’ll always be a reminder that I tried. That I fought for you even if you wouldn’t fight for me.

Oh, I’m coming back, Matty. I’m sorry it’s taken me this long to see the light, but there’s no going back for me now. You’re it for me, sunshine.

And I’m going to fight for you. For us. The way I should’ve done since the first time I laid eyes on you.

Hold on, Matty. I’m coming for you.

My lips tingled, like the muscles were remembering what it felt like to smile, but still not quite getting there.

Folding the pages carefully, I tucked them under my pillow. Picking up my phone once more, I texted Sebastian again.

Be here at eight tomorrow.




His response was instant.

Sunshine, I’ll come right now if you want me to.




I bit my lip, sorely tempted. But I’d gone into this so fast the first time, only to get burned.

This time, things were going to be different. We were going to take this at a normal pace. Perhaps that way my heart would be better protected.

I replied to say I’d see him in the morning, my heart swelling at his immediate message wishing me sweet dreams.

Who was I kidding? We could move at a glacial pace, or never even take another step together.

It wouldn’t matter. Sebastian already owned my heart.

I just had to pray he wouldn’t break it.

Again.


Chapter 31

Sebastian


Iwas outside Matty’s front door, supplies in hand, a whole hour before I was due. I wasn’t going to make my presence known until eight o’clock, but I couldn’t resist being a little closer to him while I waited.

I’d wanted to spend the night outside his flat, on my preferred rooftop, but Matty’s comment about me looking like crap, while endearing, had been a reminder that I should probably take care of some things I’d long been neglecting.

Toby had given me the keys to his place on the flight over, telling me to treat it as my own.

“Where are you going to be?” Understanding dawned as Toby blushed. “Ahh. I see. You and the mage have stopped being melodramatic then?”

Both Dagon’s and Leo’s heads swivelled around at my question.

Toby crossed his arms with a scowl. “I’m not at liberty to say. Like I said, this is about you and Matty.”

“We can multitask,” Dagon drawled, putting an ankle on his knee. “I’m particularly good at it. You kinda have to be with two mates.”

Toby had refused to budge though, which didn’t surprise me. Even before I’d pushed him away, he’d preferred to keep his cards close to his chest.

For the first time in centuries, I found myself hoping Toby had found happiness. Or, at the very least, was on his way there. He hadn’t been lonely in the same way that I had, but he hadn’t had a person to call his own for a very long time.

Perhaps Blaise would be it for him, the way Matty was for me.

After putting myself back to rights in Toby’s flat, I hit up the nearest twenty-four-hour supermarket for supplies.

It’d been so hard to not break into Matty’s flat overnight. Knowing he was reading my replies and reopening old wounds had me tearing my hair out. I wanted to be there to comfort him. To wipe away his tears and reaffirm everything I’d written about my regrets. To reassure him I wouldn’t ever hurt him again.

But that wasn’t what Matty wanted. I’d meant it when I said I’d respect his decisions.

Instead, I focused on the other thing he’d asked of me—to prove with actions instead of words that I was here to stay. I had several things in mind, but the first involved the bag I had in my hand.

I stared at my watch, willing the second hand to move faster. I knocked on the door the moment it hit the twelve.

When Matty opened the door, something in me calmed. He was bare footed, in joggers and a comfy baggy T-shirt.

He looked so snuggly, it made me want to cuddle him up.

Like the night before though, there wasn’t a speck of makeup on his face. Was Leo right? How much of himself had Matty lost when I’d pushed him away?

“You came.” There was no smile. Another intrinsic part of Matty was missing.

Because of me.

I fought against the hurt that he’d thought there was any chance I wouldn’t show. That was on me. I had to earn back his trust.

My lips were burning with the need to kiss him. My fangs were trying to punch through my gums, just the proximity of Matty enough to make me thirsty.

But I controlled myself. Nothing was going to happen without Matty initiating it. And if that never happened?

Then I’d find a way to live with it.

“Morning, sunshine,” I said, giving him a tentative smile and holding up the bag. “I brought ingredients to make us breakfast.”

His brows flew up. “You did? I didn’t know you could cook.”

“I wouldn’t go that far, but I make a mean pancake. I wasn’t sure what toppings you like, so I got a few of my favourites. Maybe we can find out if we like the same things.”

Matty’s eyes softened as he heard the underlying meaning in my words. This was more than just breakfast. It was about me opening up to him.

Bracing myself, I continued, “I brought enough for Ferry and Leo as well, if they’d like to join us.”

Something clattered behind Matty, making him wince. “You did?”

I smiled at him again. “Of course, sunshine. I’d like to get to know them better. They’re important to you, so they’re important to me.”

There was muffled whispering, then Ferry called out, “Let him in, Matty. Poor bloke has been out there an hour already.”

Balls. I’d forgotten about the wards.

Matty’s eyes widened comically. “Wait, you have?”

“I was excited,” I muttered as Matty moved to let me enter. “Thanks for that, Ferry.”

The former Grim Reaper gave me an easy grin. “You’re welcome.”

As I kicked off my shoes, another pang went through me as I noted there wasn’t a single pair of Converse amongst them.

Had they become too painful for Matty to look at? Had he hidden them away like he had before?

It was yet another reminder of how I’d hurt him.

Leo appeared at my shoulder, peering down at the bag. “Pancakes, you say? You actually making them?”

I rolled my eyes, sarcasm rolling off my response. “No, I was going to just assemble the ingredients on the side and wait for the pancake fairy to visit.”

I froze, realising what I’d done.

To my surprise, Leo merely snorted and thumped me on the shoulder. “I assume he’s cousins with the waffle elf and the roast potato king?”

He sauntered off, chuckling to himself over his little joke and plopping down on Ferry’s lap.

Matty sidled up next to me, speaking quietly. “You can be yourself with them, Sebastian. I want to be with you, not the version of you you think I need. No one is expecting or wanting you to change.”

That was a difficult concept to wrap my head around. Obviously I was going to try and stop pushing everyone away…but honestly I’d thought that meant having to rein in my sarcasm and lack of filter. It’d be hard, but I was prepared to do it for Matty.

But was he really saying I didn’t need to change? That I could fit in with everyone despite all the rough edges to my personality?

Matty kept me company while I assembled breakfast. He didn’t speak much, just hovered near my elbow, peeking up at me from under his lashes.

I waited until I was pouring the first batch of batter into the pan before speaking. “My sister loved pancakes.”

Matty froze as he was reaching into the cupboard for plates. “Your sister?”

I nodded, concentrating on spreading the mix evenly so I didn’t break down. “Amelie. I told you before that vampires don’t need human food, but that doesn’t mean we can’t eat it. Well, Amelie had a sweet tooth. My brothers and I were over a century older than her, so we liked to indulge her.”

Matty crept closer, leaning into my arm. “So you learned how to make pancakes for her?”

I smiled down at him through watery eyes, letting his weight support me through this. “I did. She could be a right terror when she didn’t get her way. When she was eighteen months old, she went through a stage of screaming bloody murder at three o’clock every morning because she wanted pancakes.”

Using the hand not pressed against Matty, I flipped the pancake in a smooth motion. “One night I gave in and took her to the kitchen. We had a cook—a whole team of them, actually—but there was no way I was waking them because a toddler was having a tantrum.”

I slid the cooked pancake onto a plate, adding another dollop of batter as I continued my story. “God knows how many pancakes I messed up. Thankfully Cook had all her recipes recorded in this big old book, so I knew the ingredients and method. I must’ve been at it for hours, but finally, I produced one that Amelie deemed acceptable.”

I watched the batter bubble. “I can still remember how she clapped her hands and squealed. She had a temper on her, but she was also easily pleased. And when she was happy, there was nothing that could spoil her mood. She was like a pocket-sized ball of sunshine.”

I choked off at the final part of the sentence as grief overwhelmed me. Matty slid his arms around my middle, like he knew I was fracturing and he was trying to hold me together. “You loved Amelie very much.”

“I did.” I sniffed, kissing Matty’s head before flipping the pancake. “She would’ve been devastated to know how long it’s been since I’ve made pancakes.”

We stood in silence for a few minutes, Matty hugging me while I stacked the pancakes.

When I clicked off the hob, Matty rose on his tiptoes and pressed a quick kiss to my cheek.

“I think Amelie would be pretty proud if she could see you right now,” he whispered. He grabbed the plate and carried it out to where his brother and Ferry were waiting.

Leaving me standing there, fingers pressed to where his lips had touched.

Amelie would be pretty proud.

I wasn’t sure that was the case, but suddenly I wanted it to be. I wanted to be better, not just for Matty, but for my family.

Straightening my spine, I grabbed the various toppings and marched out to join the others.

Wherever my family were, I wanted them to know I wasn’t going to wallow in the shadows any longer.
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Breakfast went far smoother than I could ever have imagined.

It was obvious that both Leo and I were trying to make an effort. I asked him questions about his role in the fire service, while he followed up by asking about various places I’d visited.

Matty hung on my every word, reminding me how little he actually knew about me. I tried to pepper my answers with as many trivial details as I could remember—everything from things I’d enjoyed to people I’d met.

Ferry was surprisingly quiet during the meal, watching me over his mug of tea but not joining in.

It was only as he helped me take the dishes to the kitchen that I understood why.

“I’m sorry about Amelie.”

I stiffened, half-bent over the dishwasher. “I didn’t realise you’d heard.”

Ferry stepped up beside me, taking the plate from my hands and slotting it in. “I tried not to, but you know what our hearing is like.”

“Hmph.” It wasn’t that I was trying to hide my past from Ferry. To be honest, I was surprised Leo hadn’t told him everything already. The fact that he’d kept my confidence was strangely warming. But that moment was supposed to be for me and Matty.

“I don’t know your story, Sebastian. But I’m realising it’s far darker than any of us appreciated. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry I let the opinions of other people cloud my judgement of you.”

“Don’t blame you. Not like I’ve made myself the most likeable person.”

Ferry hummed. “Actually, I don’t think that’s true. You gave Leo Bessie, knowing it was his best shot at saving me. He told me you even helped him work on his stance and grip.”

“Wasn’t much point giving him a dagger he couldn’t use effectively.”

Ferry smirked. “Nah. I think you wanted him to survive. You wanted him to have his shot at happiness, even if you couldn’t admit it to yourself.”

I slid the last plate into the dishwasher before closing the machine. “No idea what you’re talking about.”

“That’s okay,” Ferry said, smiling. “I’m glad you’re back, Sebastian. I think you’re going to be surprised at how well you’ll fit in with everyone when you start to let them in.”

I stared at his departing back in confusion. It was one thing for Ferry and Leo to give me a chance, but I was still doubtful any of the others would. I was fairly certain I’d staked all of the demons at one point or another.

Shaking my head, I followed him out. Matty’s head snapped up when I entered, his lips twitching.

It still wasn’t a smile though. It was strange how…incomplete he looked without it.

“What are you two up to for the rest of the day?” Leo asked before sipping tea from his mug.

“Umm.” Matty’s eyes darted over to me as he bit his lip.

Crossing the room, I squeezed his shoulder. “I have a therapy appointment at four, but other than that I’m free. It’s Toby’s birthday this week. I was thinking of baking him a red velvet cake, but if I’m being honest, pancakes are kinda the extent of my cooking skills.”

“I can help,” Matty said excitedly. “Let me go check if I’ve got the ingredients.”

He shot off into the kitchen, cupboards clattering open and closed as he buzzed around in excitement.

Ferry was frowning at me in confusion. “Isn’t Toby’s birthday in the summer?”

I tensed, but understanding lit up Leo’s face. “Matty hasn’t baked since before you left.”

I inclined my head at him. “I know.”

Leo smiled, getting to his feet with a whistle. “Okay, I think we’re going to get out from under your feet.”

They did just that, almost knocking me over with shock when first Leo, then Ferry, grabbed me in a bracing hug.

I was still frozen to the spot when Matty burst back into the room, a whisk in one hand and a bowl in the other. For some inexplicable reason, he already had a smear of flour over his cheekbone. “Seb? Are you coming?”


Chapter 32

Matty


The next week passed like some kind of fever dream.

True to his word, Sebastian showed up every day. I’d taken to opening the front door as soon as I woke up, knowing I’d find him there even if it was hours before we’d arranged to meet.

I didn’t mind that he was early. Not only did I know he wouldn’t dream of knocking until the specified time, but I secretly loved that he was so keen to see me that he waited outside the door just to be closer to me.

Aside from his therapy appointments, he’d spend the whole day with me. We baked together, went on walks, and caught up on The Great British Bake Off. I’d started the series just before he…left, but never finished it. When I’d mentioned it, he’d insisted we start it from the beginning.

“I need to be able to judge them all properly,” he’d explained, grabbing the remote. “How can I pick a winner otherwise?”

Despite all the time we’d spent together during the day, I hadn’t invited him to stay the night. Leo and Ferry had made it clear that they didn’t mind if Sebastian slept over, but I wasn’t ready.

Don’t get me wrong, part of me yearned to have him in my bed again. Most of that part of me was south of my navel, but I was determined not to let my horniness dictate the speed I moved at.

Which was all well and good, but if Sebastian’s shirt kept lifting every time he reached up into my yarn cupboard, I wouldn’t be responsible for my own actions.

That little strip of pale skin had my mouth watering to lick it. I wanted to stick my tongue in the dimples of his back, maybe before sliding my tongue lower…

I hadn’t had nearly enough time to explore his body.

“Matty?”

His question made me realise I’d been openly ogling him. From the slight smirk on his face, I’d been caught red handed. “What?”

He stepped forwards, mischief on his face as his mouth opened. Then, like he was wearing a leash that had been yanked, he stopped abruptly. “Uh, I was just wondering if you want it organised by weight or colour.”

Disappointment flooded me. Sebastian was treating me with kid gloves, and I hated it. I understood why—he was respecting my choice to take things slow—but I missed that side of us. The teasing, slightly dominant way he used to own me.

“However you like,” I mumbled.

I hadn’t asked Sebastian to organise my yarn. I wasn’t even sure when I’d last opened the cupboards. But he’d turned up this morning and announced that was what he wanted to do.

“Weight then colour,” he announced, studying the yarn with his hands on his hips. “That way you can find the yarn you need before picking the colour.”

“If you say so,” I said, distracted again by the long lines of his body. Had he chosen extra tight jeans today just to tempt me? I grabbed a cushion, dropping it on my lap to hide my predicament.

“Oh, I totally forgot.” Sebastian clapped his hand against his head comically. “I picked something up this morning along with breakfast.”

He strolled in the direction of the kitchen. Much to Leo and Ferry’s bemusement, Sebastian had shown up every morning with breakfast for all of us. He’d assemble it in the kitchen while I kept him company. Sometimes he told me stories about places he’d been and things he’d done, but mostly he told me about his family.

I didn’t know what had happened to them, but I knew enough to assume they were the ones he’d meant when he’d said those fateful words to Isaac all those months ago.

“Do I need to remind you what happened the last time a wolf clan hurt people who were mine? When they took those I loved from me?”

It hurt to know that the family he’d clearly worshipped were the ones he’d been referring to.

That love shone through with every word he told me about them. The special bond his parents had shared. The games of chess he’d played with his mother. The long walks he’d enjoyed with his father. The duelling matches with Geralt and horseback riding with Magnus.

Most of all, it was his love for Amelie that rang through. After the fourth breakfast, I realised that all of his stories about her took place before she turned three.

That realisation had had me sobbing into my pillow that night.

“Here.” Sebastian came back in, waving a magazine triumphantly. “Spotted this at the checkout and thought you might like it.”

He dropped it into my lap. It was a copy of Simply Crochet.

I frowned down at it in confusion as he went back to the cupboard. “Why don’t you look through that and find a pattern you want to do? Maybe we can pop over to that wool shop you like this afternoon and pick up the yarn you need for it. You’ll have more space once I’m done organising.”

Everything clicked into place. The baking. Spending time with Leo and Ferry. Sorting the yarn.

Sebastian was trying to remind me of everything I loved, other than him. Of what I needed to make me happy. The things I’d lost when I’d lost him.

I was off the sofa in a flash, tugging him to face me.

“Sunshine?” His brows drew together. “Is something wrong?”

“No.” I smiled up at him, my muscles aching at the unfamiliar movement. His eyes widened, but that was all I saw before I threw my arms around his neck. I was beyond grateful when he immediately hugged me back. “Everything’s just right.”
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Another week passed, and this one saw me returning to lectures and studying.

I still saw Sebastian every day. He’d arrive in the morning to make me breakfast before driving me to campus. Then, after class was done for the day, I’d stroll out to see him leaning against his car, a smile always ready for me.

One morning, I found myself halfway through applying my face before I’d even realised what I was doing.

For the first time in months, I was putting makeup on. I’d frozen, the Charlotte Tilbury foundation in hand, when something hit me.

The makeup I’d found all those months ago hadn’t been from Leo.

It’d been from Sebastian.

Even when he’d insisted he wasn’t interested, before anything had happened between us, he’d gone out of his way to make me happy. To encourage me to be my true self.

I’d finished applying my face with a shaky hand, unable to stop the hope rising within me.

My smile came easier these days too. We were still taking it slow, but with every part of my life that Sebastian reintroduced me to, I felt more and more like my old self.

“Sebastian’s around a lot,” Riley remarked one day while we were at lunch with Ethan. It was one of the rare days when Lucky’s schedule didn’t align with ours, which was a shame since I hadn’t been able to catch up with him properly since Sebastian had returned.

“He is.” I ducked my head to hide my smile. “I see him every day, without fail.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

The dubious note in his voice had my head lifting sharply. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

He and Ethan exchanged a significant look, suggesting this was something they’d discussed privately. Fabulous. “It’s just…you were so cut up over the guy. Now you’re, what, just welcoming him back into your life?”

“Not exactly.” I squirmed in my seat. How could I explain without them knowing anything about the supernatural world? “We aren’t sleeping together or anything like that. We’re taking things slow.”

“But what if he leaves again?” Riley persisted. “If you let him close again, you’ll be right back where you were a couple of weeks ago.”

Doubt niggled at me as Riley voiced all the fears that came to me in the dead of night. “You’re right, there’s a chance he’ll leave again. But I have to trust that he won’t hurt me the same way again.”

“You need to protect yourself, Matty.”

Ethan nodded in agreement and I couldn’t even be mad at them. Not when I knew it come from a good place.

“I am,” I promised. “That’s why I haven’t invited him to stay over. I haven’t even kissed him, for heaven’s sake. But I want to try. I want to have a future with him.”

“And if he breaks your heart again?”

I met Ethan’s gaze. “It’s already broken. He can’t break it again, but he’s the only one with the power to fix it. He can’t do that if I keep him at arm’s length.”

They exchanged another loaded look before Ethan sighed. “Okay, we trust you know what you’re doing. But we’ll be here if it all goes tits up.”

“This is why I don’t do relationships,” Riley said with a shudder. “Too messy. Too complicated. Hookups are the way to go.”

I got what he was saying, but to me, hookups were unfulfilling. Lonely.

But if they made Riley happy, then I could respect that. Just like they were respecting me.

“Thanks, guys,” I said, reaching over to squeeze both of their hands. “Love you.”
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Despite my insistence that everything was fine, Riley and Ethan’s concerns were still playing on my mind as I slid into Sebastian’s car that afternoon.

Would Sebastian leave again? Sure, he’d been here every day, but it’d only been two weeks. He’d spent centuries travelling the globe, would he be satisfied if he put roots down here? Did he even want roots?

I was so focused on these questions that I didn’t even notice we weren’t at my place until Sebastian clicked off the engine. I peered out the windscreen at the large detached house. It had pretty sash windows and brick steps leading up to the front door. Behind us was a long, curving driveway, winding around the side of a frosted lawn. Beyond that, a woodland separated the property from the road.

“Where are we?”

“About ten minutes from your place,” he said, getting out of the car and coming around to open my door. This time, he extended a hand to help me out. I took it, my blood singing at the feel of his hand on mine. “I’m thinking about buying it.”

I stumbled, letting him catch me. “You’re what?”

He smirked at me in amusement, gesturing at the grand house. “Well, I need somewhere to live. Toby might ask for his place back at some point, and I don’t want to just rent somewhere. Doesn’t make sense when I’m going to be here permanently.”

“So you’re going to buy a house? Of this size?”

“Well, I needed it to have the kitchen we talked about, plus room for your yarn storage.” He tilted his head at me in confusion. “Is it too big? It’s fine if you don’t like it. I’ve got a list of other places we can look at, this was just the one that fit the majority of the requirements.”

“I think I’m going to faint,” I said, leaning forward on my knees. “You can’t buy me a house.”

Sebastian cursed under his breath. “Hold on, sunshine.”

The world spun even more as he scooped me off my feet and marched into the house. Seconds later, he was depositing me carefully on a squashy sofa. He dashed off, returning with a glass of water. “Here. Drink some water.”

I did as he instructed, grateful when the dizziness subsided.

Sebastian was kneeling in front of me, worry etched all over his face. “Sunshine, can you tell me what’s wrong?”

I gave a slightly hysterical laugh. “What’s wrong? We’re supposed to be taking things slow, Seb, and you’re talking about buying me a house? We haven’t even slept together since you’ve been back, and you’re leaping straight to moving in together?”

Relief and amusement flickered over Sebastian’s face as he lifted my hand and pressed a kiss to my fingers. “Sunshine, I’m not asking you to move in with me. And I’m buying a house for me because I need somewhere to live, not for you.”

“Oh.” Embarrassment flooded me, my cheeks burning. “Then why did you say that stuff about the kitchen and yarn storage?”

“Because I want you to be comfortable here,” he said simply. “And while I’m not asking you to move in, I won’t deny that I hope it’s in our future. It doesn’t make sense to buy a home that won’t suit you too. But if you’re not comfortable with the idea, we can put a pin in it for now. If that means we buy a new place when you are ready, that’s fine too, but I’d still like your opinion on wherever I decide on. It’s important to me that you’re happy.”

“You’ve thought about our future?”

“Of course I have.” He kissed my fingers again. “Matty, you are my future. I suspect you’re starting to believe that too, otherwise your brain wouldn’t have jumped on the idea that I was asking you to move in.”

“You can’t blame me for jumping to conclusions,” I said helplessly.

“I don’t. And believe me, if I thought for a second you’d say yes, then I’d ask you to move in in a heartbeat. But that’s not what we should be focusing on right now.”

Right now, what I was focusing on was the fact his lips were only a few inches from mine. If I leaned forwards, would he kiss me?

Was I ready for that?

Before I could decide, Sebastian was leaping to his feet and pulling me up. “Come on, let’s go explore.”


Chapter 33

Sebastian


By the time we reached the second floor, I was relieved to see some colour had returned to Matty’s cheeks. His pulse was still elevated, thrumming temptingly in his neck.

The more time I spent with Matty, the harder it was getting to keep my fangs retracted. It probably didn’t help that I hadn’t fed since Argentina, but like there, I couldn’t bring myself to drink blood that wasn’t Matty’s, especially given how often I was around him. I imagined it was like a human trying to persuade themselves they were truly satisfied with a few lettuce leaves, when a juicy steak followed by a sumptuous chocolate cake were also on the menu.

Matty was far more than sustenance to me, so there was no way I was going to raise the subject with him. He’d feel obligated, and I didn’t want that. So I was either going to have to get over myself and drink donated blood, or wait it out.

I was letting Matty explore the house, stepping in with suggestions about what we could use the rooms for if he seemed unsure. The estate agent had tried to insist on accompanying us, but a dash of compulsion had had her handing me the keys and telling us to take our time.

I hadn’t been lying when I’d said I wasn’t expecting him to move in with me straight away, but I couldn’t picture any of these rooms without Matty in them. I hadn’t lived anywhere long enough to call it home in centuries.

Now that I was ready to, I wanted the man I loved to make it a home with me. I wanted him to choose the colours of the walls, add whatever pillows and blankets he’d crocheted in the master bedroom, buy every kitchen gadget under the sun so he could bake to his heart’s content.

But there was one big thing Matty wanted in the future that we hadn’t discussed since our return. This next room though…it was the perfect opportunity to address it.

I’d spent a lot of time talking about this with my therapist. He’d informed me that we wouldn’t be able to move past this block if I didn’t make Matty aware of it.

The guy might irritate me, but he knew his stuff.

My breath caught as Matty opened the door next to the master bedroom.

He stepped into the space, a large bay window letting the late winter sunlight spill in. “Another guest room?”

I cleared my throat, my heart pounding in my ears. “Actually, I was thinking this would make an ideal nursery.”

Matty spun around, his mouth falling open. “A nursery?”

“Not immediately,” I said reassuringly. “Or ever, if you’ve changed your mind.”

“You never said you wanted children. I assumed you didn’t see them in your future.”

I shook my head. “No, sunshine, it was never that. To be honest, I never let myself dream of having children. If I went the traditional routes available for gay couples, then any child I had would be human.”

“Oh,” Matty said softly as the realisation hit him. “You’d outlive them.”

I inclined my head. “As would my mate.”

“If I was your mate, would I become a vampire?”

I smiled, joy bursting through me just at the idea that he was contemplating it as a possibility for his future. “No, sunshine. Vampires are born, not made. You’d share my strength, healing abilities, and lifespan. You’d no longer age, but everything else about you would remain the same.”

I slid my hands into his as I continued. “Knowing that any children we’d have would be human, that we’d outlive them, possibly by centuries…I didn’t want that for you, Matty. You love with your whole soul. I wasn’t prepared to let you go through that. I’m not sure you’d survive it. To be honest, I’m not sure I would.”

“Yeah, I don’t think we would either.” Matty blew out a breath before glancing around the room in confusion. “Hang on, if that’s the case then why did you suggest this could be a good nursery?”

“Well, when Toby realised this was one of the main reasons I broke up with you⁠—”

“Wait,” Matty interrupted me, rearing back. “It was?”

“Yes,” I murmured softly. “Children and family are what you want in your future, Matty. I didn’t think I could give you that, and I didn’t want you having to compromise for me.”

Matty’s eyes darkened. “That was a choice for me to make. Not you.”

“Believe me, I know, sunshine.” I kissed his forehead. “Just add it to the list of ways I fucked up. I won’t ever assume I know best again.”

“Good,” he said, leaning his cheek against my chest. “Because you’re rarely right, and I always am.”

Another bit of darkness faded away as I laughed. “I’m definitely smart enough to know not to argue there.”

“What did Toby say?”

“He pointed out that we have other options I hadn’t considered,” I said slowly. “It’s rare that supernatural children need adopting, but it does happen. We could also see if we could find a female vamp to act as our surrogate.”

“They do that?”

“Not traditionally,” I hedged. “And to be honest, it’s kinda risky. Vampires are possessive and territorial creatures. Even with contracts in place, her instincts might kick in after birth and have her spiriting the child away.”

Matty hummed. “In that case, we should look into adoption. When we’re ready, I mean.”

My throat thickened as my vision blurred again. Fuck me. Almost six centuries of no tears, and now I was leaking like a faucet every five minutes.

It made sense though. Matty was waking up every part of me that had been dormant. Not only that, but he was talking about a future I hadn’t even allowed myself to dream of.

A future that involved us being together.

“It might take a while,” I warned him. “It’ll likely be decades. Centuries, even.”

Matty lifted his head to smile at me. “Then it’s a good thing we’ve got time. I trust fate will give us the children we’re meant to have, when we’re meant to have them. Until then, we can just enjoy each other.”

“I love you,” I blurted out. “Sorry. I know we’re taking it slow, but I needed to tell you. Again.”

He didn’t freak out. No, he snuggled back into my chest, trying and failing to hide his grin. “Tell me how you see this room.”

Now that I could do. Stepping back, I started to whip around the room, sweeping my arms to show where we could put various items of furniture.

“So I’m thinking we can have the cot here,” I said, indicating the far wall. “It’s close to the door so we can be in here fast if needed. Over here, I was thinking we could get one of those dressers with a built-in changing table. Oh, and we should get a few of those changing mats so we can have them in several rooms, and maybe some caddies full of nappies and wipes. That way if they have a nappy leak we don’t have to worry about rushing upstairs, we can just change them wherever.”

Matty blinked at me in amusement. “You’ve really thought about this.”

“I’ve been doing lots of research,” I said, grabbing his hand and pulling him to the bay window. “Not a lot else to do while you’re asleep, to be honest. I only need about two hours a night, so I’ve been looking stuff up. That’s going to work in our favour too, because I can do the night feeds while you sleep.”

Matty stared at me as I continued excitedly. “Then here, in the bay, I was thinking we could have a rocking chair. It’ll be the perfect place to do feeds or bedtime stories. Then, when they’re bigger, we could put a little train set around the window.” I spun to face Matty. “So? What do you think?”

“I think you need to kiss me now.”

My jaw fell open. “What?”

Matty stepped closer, his fingers digging into my shirt. “Kiss me, Seb.”

He didn’t need to ask me again. My mouth descended on his like a drowning man reaching for oxygen.

Our lips met, and I drew my first full breath in three months.

Matty moaned as I slipped my tongue past his lips, dominating his the way I used to. His fingers were clawing at my chest. My neck. My hair.

All my blood rushed south at his need. Walking him backwards, I pushed him against a wall, boxing him in with my body.

Matty pushed on my shoulders impatiently, trying to communicate without breaking our kiss. Knowing what he wanted, I lifted him off the ground, winding his legs around my waist.

Fully wrapped around me, Matty gave a little sigh of contentment as he sank into my kiss.

My heart ached at the taste of him. Fuck. It’d been so long. Why had I starved myself of him? How had I ever walked away from him?

Never again. They could confine me to the deepest circle of Hell, and I’d still find my way back to Matty.

“Seb,” he moaned between kisses. “I need more.”

“Not here,” I replied.

“Nooo,” he whined, his stiff cock bumping against my abs. “Don’t make me wait. It’s been too long.”

I chuckled, keeping him steady in my arms. “Surely you can wait until we walk next door?”

“Oh,” Matty said in surprise. He gave the master suite little more than a cursory glance before wriggling against me. “Here is good.”

I leaned him against the wall again, but this time I released his legs. “Glad you approve.”

His eyes were hooded as I sank to my knees.

“Seb,” he said as my fingers stroked over his erection, “please.”

“You don’t have to beg,” I said huskily, grabbing his waistband and slowly lowering his trousers. “I’m on my knees, ready to serve.”

I stroked his shaft, carefully pulling back his foreskin. His cock was hard and needy, the mushroom head already shining.

I didn’t make Matty wait. We’d waited long enough.

Tracing the head of his cock with my tongue, I suckled at it for a second before sinking lower.

Matty let out a startled cry as I took him to the back of my throat. “Jiminy Cricket!”

With his cock blocking my throat, I couldn’t laugh. Fuck, I wanted to though. Matty was just so fucking precious.

I loved him so much.

Pulling out every move I had, I sucked, tongued, and touched Matty until his moans were echoing in the empty room. His knees were shaking so hard that I had a hand on his hip, holding him steady just in case they gave way completely.

His balls were drawn up tight, his hands trembling in my hair as his orgasm built. But suddenly, he let out a gasp. “Stop!”

I pulled off instantly, looking up at him in alarm. “Sunshine? You okay?”

Matty’s hair was damp with sweat, his pupils blown. His chest was rising and falling rapidly, his lips glistening. He looked fucking edible. “I want you to bite me. Please.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to ask him if he was sure, but how was that trusting him? How was that showing that I had confidence in his ability to know what he wanted?

I started to stand, but Matty pushed on my head. “No, not there.”

A smirk started to build as I glanced up at him questioningly. “No?”

He shook his head rapidly, his cheeks scarlet. “No. I want you to bite me…”

“Where? Here?” I ran my fingers up the inside of his thigh, letting them rest on where his femoral artery ran between his leg and groin. “Is this where you want me to bite you, sunshine? Do you want my marks right next to your cock? So every time you look down you’ll remember you belong to me? That this cock belongs to me?”

“Yes.” He whimpered, pushing on my head like he could force me to move faster. “Please, Seb, bite me there. I need it.”

I grabbed the back of his thigh, lifting his foot off the floor. “Leg over my shoulder, Matty.”

He obliged rapidly. With him splayed open to me, I nuzzled right over his vein. My fangs, so carefully retracted while I’d been sucking him, descended rapidly at his musky scent.

“Touch yourself,” Matty demanded, his hand coming down to stroke himself. “I want you to come with me. Please.”

That wouldn’t be difficult.

Freeing my aching cock, I spat in my hand and started to jerk myself.

Licking the spot I was going to bite, I glanced up at Matty. “Ready?”

“So ready,” he whispered, his hand flying over his cock. “Do it.”

My fangs pierced his skin. The first flicker of his taste on my tongue was my undoing.

Pleasure slammed into me as I drank from him. My senses, powers, strength, all of them were dialled up with every sip of Matty’s blood. Everything in me felt right as the taste of my mate flooded my system.

We might not be mated yet, but there was no doubt in my mind that that was what he was.

Matty was my mate. My other half. The one who pushed me to want to be better, every fucking day.

I’d never drink from another. Matty was all I needed. All I’d ever need.

I wasn’t going to stop fighting until he realised that too.

Matty’s come hit my neck, no doubt splashing down the back of my shirt. “Seb!”

I came, the sound of my name on his lips mixed with the taste of his blood filling my mouth sending me over the edge.

As we came down from the high, I slowly retracted my teeth, chasing an errant drop of blood with my tongue before sealing the wounds.

“Wish they’d stay there a bit longer,” Matty said mournfully, peering down at the fading marks.

I kissed his skin once more. “I’ll put them back as often as you like. Just say the word.”

Matty grinned mischievously. “You’re saying I can just tell you to get on your knees, and you’ll do it?”

I got to my feet, tucking my cock away as I did so. With a small snarl, I hauled Matty against me, wrapping my fingers around the front of his throat. “You fucking betcha, sunshine. You want me to suck your cock? I’ll go to my knees. Want me to bite you? Just tell me where. Desperate for me to bend you over and fill you up? I’ll take you to the nearest private spot and do just that.”

“Fudge, I think I might be getting hard again,” Matty said, a small note of alarm in his voice. “That can’t be healthy.”

I chuckled, unable to resist kissing him. “You’re going to learn there’s literally nothing I won’t do for you, sunshine.”

Matty sighed. “I want to believe that. Maybe that makes me selfish, wanting a partner who treats me that way⁠—”

“No, it doesn’t.” I cut off that negative thought process before he could even finish it. “You are the least selfish person I’ve ever met, and you deserve everything.”

“I don’t want everything, I just want you.”

“Have me, and I’ll spend the rest of eternity finding a way to give you everything.”


Chapter 34

Matty


“So, what do you think?” Sebastian asked excitedly as we closed the front door behind us.

“I think you need to buy it,” I replied, following him to his car. “I mean, it’s only polite after what we just did in there.”

“Don’t worry about that,” he said, waving a hand dismissively. “I doubt it’ll be the last time we fuck around somewhere we shouldn’t. Besides, we cleaned up after ourselves.”

Actually, Sebastian had cleaned up. I’d been too weak-kneed and distracted processing what he’d said to me after.

Words so hopeful I scarcely dared believe them. So terrifying in the power they had to break me.

I turned to look back up at the house, sighing in contentment as Sebastian wrapped his arms around me from behind. “So, sunshine? Is this the place?”

The place for us. For our family. That was the silent part he didn’t dare say, but we both knew what he meant.

I was quiet, like I was considering it. I didn’t have to though. I could already see myself baking in the kitchen while Sebastian sat at the kitchen island. Hosting Christmas dinner, Ferry and Leo sitting with us in the pretty dining room. Chasing a giggling child down the hallway as I tried to get them ready for a bath.

No, I was quiet because it was too easy to imagine.

And that terrified me.

“Matty, if this is too soon, we can wait,” Sebastian said quietly, his chin resting on my shoulder. “I can rent somewhere. Whatever makes you most comfortable.”

“You should buy it.” The words flew out automatically, but as I said them, I knew they were the right ones—the ones I wanted to say, even if I was scared. “This is the right decision.”

“If it’s the right decision then why are you so tense?”

I bit my lip, wondering how honest to be.

“Sunshine,” Sebastian said warningly, nuzzling at my neck. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

“You’re promising me everything,” I blurted out. “What if you change your mind? You’re dangling my dream future in front of me, and I want to grab it…but I’m just so damned scared, Seb.”

“I know. You have every right to feel that way Matty. Do you know the difference between then and now though?”

I shook my head.

“Before, I was fighting against us. I didn’t make you any promises, because I knew I wouldn’t be able to follow through on them. This time, I’m fighting for us. I can make all these promises because nothing short of an apocalypse will stop me coming through for you. That doesn’t mean I won’t get things wrong sometimes. I’m sure there will many times when I irritate you or have to apologise because I’ve fucked up somehow. But the one thing that will never change is the love I have for you. You’re it for me, Matty. The one I want. The one I choose. Always.”

I shuddered as he placed a lingering kiss against my neck. “Don’t worry, sunshine. You’ll believe me eventually. I’ll keep telling you until you do.”
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“Where are we going?”

It was Friday afternoon a week later, and we were in his car, racing up the M3. I’d spent every waking hour not in uni with Sebastian. We’d even fooled around a few times, but we still hadn’t had sex. At least, not the kind where he whispered dirty things in my ear while he filled me in other places.

That kind.

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to. In fact, over the past few days I’d thought of little else. The more time I spent with Sebastian, the more he opened up to me.

And the more he opened up to me, the closer I felt to him.

My fears of him leaving had been getting quieter by the day. He’d already exchanged contracts on the house, cash apparently a good motivator for getting things moving quickly. In two weeks, it would be his.

So why hadn’t we taken that final step?

Well, there were two reasons. Both around six foot two and seeming to pop up at the most inopportune moments.

Fortunately, they hadn’t walked in on us doing anything yet, but with Leo being on annual leave this week, they were just always there.

I mean, it was great in a way, because the more they saw Sebastian with me, the more they relaxed around him.

They could see how happy he was making me, and in turn, that made them happy.

What would have made me happier though, was a bit of privacy. Somewhere where we’d have enough time for something more than a hasty blowjob or a mutually beneficial frotting session. I’d tried to seduce him into things a couple of times when we’d been behind my closed bedroom door, but Sebastian always put the brakes on if the others were there.

So when he’d had told me to pack two days’ worth of clothes, I’d been very excited. Not only was I getting to spend forty-eight solid hours with him, but we’d be alone.

Sebastian had been very tight-lipped about his plans, but honestly, so long as it involved the two of us and a bed at some point, I didn’t really mind where he was taking me.

“We’re going to an airport,” Sebastian admitted, flashing me a grin. He was wearing sunglasses, the winter sun annoyingly low in the sky. I hadn’t thought it was possible, but he was even more devastatingly handsome with them on. “But we aren’t going too far.”

“Is that all you’re going to tell me?”

“For now.” His grin faded. “Is that okay?”

“Yes,” I said quickly. “I actually…like that you’re surprising me.”

“Good.” He reached over to squeeze my thigh. “I’d hoped that would be the case, given what Dagon told me.”

I glanced at him questioningly. “Dagon? When did you see him?”

“He came with Leo and Toby to Argentina,” Sebastian said, overtaking a slow-moving BMW. “I think Ferry wanted Leo to have another demon with him. Not sure why since Toby is more than capable of handling himself, but he felt more comfortable having Dagon go.”

“What did Dagon tell you?”

Sebastian cringed. “I’m suddenly realising that this might have been said in confidence.”

I stiffened. “Okay, now you need to tell me.”

“It’s nothing bad,” Sebastian said reassuringly. “When Lucky told you about how Dimitri kidnapped him and refused to let him go until he gave them a chance, you told him you wished someone would spirit you away too.”

“Oh,” I muttered. “I didn’t realise Lucky would share that with his mates.”

“He didn’t. Dagon was on the other side of the door making sure the two of you weren’t disturbed, and he heard everything.”

I groaned, pinching the bridge of my nose. This must be why Sebastian was so against us fooling around when Ferry was home. “Fabulous.”

Sebastian hummed in agreement. “Those demons are an interfering bunch of fuckers. It’s a good lesson for the future though—if there’s a supe nearby they’re probably eavesdropping. Anyway, Dagon gave it to me as a suggestion on how to win you over.”

My lips twitched. “Not sure if it counts as kidnapping if I willingly packed a bag and got into your car.”

Sebastian flicked the indicator, pulling off at the junction for Farnborough. “Well, after what you’ve been through, I didn’t think that was a good idea.”

I thought about the nightmares that dragged me from sleep, making me shuffle from the bedroom into the living room to watch mindless TV until I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer.

Now at least I could phone Sebastian to keep me company if I had a nightmare. Not that I had. In fact, I didn’t think I’d had one since the day he’d walked back into my life.

Huh.

“So I’m spiriting you away, but with your permission.” He smiled at me uncertainly. “More of a surprise than a kidnapping…if that’s okay with you?”

I couldn’t even try to hide the smile on my face as I snuggled back in my seat. “Fine by me.”

About ten minutes after we left the motorway, Sebastian was pulling into a small airport. “Are we flying from here?”

“Yep,” Sebastian said, pulling into a parking space. “It caters mainly to private jets.”

I bounced in my seat excitedly. “Oh my gosh! Are we going in Toby’s plane?”

Sebastian laughed, kissing the end of my nose. “No, sunshine. We’re going in mine.”

An hour later, we were in the sky. In the intervening sixty minutes, I didn’t think I’d managed to close my mouth once. Everything, from waltzing through security, to being greeted on the plane by name, all of it had surprised me.

And that was before I’d even seen inside the plane itself. Luxury didn’t cover it. I didn’t know what to take in first—the massive flat screen TVs, the full-sized dining table, or the gigantic seats that looked comfortable enough to sleep in.

Not that we’d need to. I almost died when I peeked my head around a closed door to spy a king-sized bed. Sadly, we hadn’t had a chance to explore it yet.

Turned out that all the luxury in the world wasn’t enough to help me cope with turbulence. I wasn’t a nervous flyer per se, but when it was rough like this, my anxiety got the better of me.

“You doing okay?” Sebastian asked, peering at me over his glass of champagne in concern.

“Okay?” I squeaked as the plane bounced again. “No, I’m not okay!”

A member of the cabin crew started to bustle over at my protest, but Sebastian waved her away.

“Come here.” He put his glass to one side, patting his thigh.

“Is that allowed?” I whispered. It wasn’t that there wasn’t room—the seats were more like sofas when compared to usual airline seats.

Sebastian snorted. “Who the fuck cares if it’s allowed? If you want to sit on my lap then you sit on my lap.”

I unbuckled my seat belt slowly. “What if we crash?”

“The pilot is highly trained.”

“What if something goes wrong with the plane?”

“Do I look like someone who skimps on things like this? This jet is top-of-the-line, and goes through checks and maintenance before every flight.”

Getting up from my seat, I quickly crossed the short distance between us and flung myself onto his lap. “What if a missile or something hits us?”

“In that case, you should definitely be on my lap.”

“Even you can’t protect me from a plane crash, Sebastian.”

His fangs lightly grazed my neck, making me shiver. “I beg to differ, sunshine. If something happened, I’d mate you within seconds. Even a plane crash couldn’t take us out then.”

“Flying might be a little less stressful when we’re mated then. I don’t know why I get anxious, statistically it’s the safest way to travel. And travelling like this is far better than the budget airlines I’m used to taking with Leo…”

My voice trailed off when I noticed Sebastian was staring at me, mouth agape. “What?”

“Did you mean that?”

“About the budget airlines? Come on, Seb, I can’t imagine you’ve ever flown on one, but even you must know this is tonnes nicer.”

“Not the airlines,” he said impatiently, his hand cupping my chin. “You said ‘when we’re mated.’”

“Oh.” I leant into his touch, loving the way he was holding me. “Well, yeah. I figured that’s where we’re going, right? Unless… Oh god. Have you changed your mind? I thought⁠—”

He cut me off with a kiss. It was hard. Dominant. I melted against him, debating whether we should take it back to the bedroom, when just as suddenly he pulled away.

“I will never change my mind about you, sunshine. It’s just…that’s the first time you’ve said that. Like you can see a future with us. It…it took me by surprise. That’s all.”

My face softened. “Seb, you’re in every day of my future. That’s never changed. What changed was how much I could trust that vision. But now, with you fighting for us too…” I kissed his lips lightly. “I think we’re going to make it. I’m starting to think I don’t need to be scared anymore.”

“You don’t,” Sebastian vowed. “You never need to fear anything ever again. Not even me.”

I cuddled up against him, letting him soothe me through the turbulence. With his arms around me, I relaxed, knowing he wouldn’t let anything hurt me.

After a few minutes, he snorted. “Can’t believe you’re worried about a missile of all things. Have the UK and France gone to war with each other again and I somehow missed the declaration?”

“France? Is that where we’re going?”

Sebastian stiffened slightly but didn’t stop the languid strokes down my spine. “It is.”

“What’s there?”

“My home.”
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Sebastian grew tenser as we drove through the French countryside. He didn’t stop talking to me though, nor did he let go of my hand as we zipped through narrow country lanes.

Eventually, he pulled into a long, winding driveway. It was so overgrown, I wouldn’t have known it was there. Sebastian seemed to know where it was though, pulling off the road and driving us through a densely packed woodland.

“Are we nearly there?”

“Yes, sunshine.”

I’d been surprised when he’d spoken in flawless French to the man waiting with our hire car. I had a vague recollection of him having an accent back during my kidnapping, but given I hadn’t heard it since, I’d assumed maybe I’d imagined it.

Apparently not. If this was where he lived, and presumably grew up, then French was Sebastian’s first language.

After we got in the car though, his accent returned to the one I was familiar with. It made me wonder if it was normal for him now, or if there was another reason why he smoothed his original accent away.

He turned the car into the top curve of the driveway, pulling to a stop right where you’d expect there to be a front door. Clicking off the engine, he exited the car without a word. I waited for him to open my door, letting him help me out the car. “Are we here?”

“Yes.” Sebastian’s lips were pressed thin, his skin unnaturally pale, even for him. “This was my family’s home. It’s where I grew up.”

I swallowed, surveying the empty plot. Aside from occasional piles of rubble, there was nothing there.

Sebastian was doing the same thing as me, but was obviously seeing something I wasn’t. From the way he was trembling, this place wasn’t bringing back good memories for him.

Nudging my way under his arm, I pressed myself to his side and hugged him. “I’m here, Seb.”

He squeezed my arm, blinking away tears. “I wasn’t expecting it to be this hard.”

“We don’t have to do this now if you don’t want to. We can come back another time, whenever you like.”

“No. It’s time.” He set his lips in a grim line. “I’ve run from this for too long. I’m not letting it chase me any longer.”

We walked towards the plot slowly, Sebastian taking long, slow breaths as we approached. “This was the entryway,” he told me as we passed over the grass. “It led to a courtyard that had a fountain in the centre. Over there were five stables, a horse for each of us. We were in the process of adding a sixth, for Amelie.”

I squeezed his side, offering him my strength as he spoke.

“This here led into the main castle.”

“You had a castle?”

I hadn’t meant to interrupt him, but if anything, it seemed to amuse him. “Yes, sunshine. We were wealthy aristocrats in fifteenth century France. Having a castle was de rigueur.”

I smiled up at him. “Tell me more.”

So he did. He walked me around the seemingly empty field and rebuilt the castle with his words. From the kitchen with its massive fireplaces, to the ballroom where his parents liked to entertain the villagers.

Then we came to an innocuous place, to the far right of the plot. I knew without Sebastian speaking that this was where it had happened. Whatever awful, horrific thing he’d survived, this was where it took place.

Sebastian stared at the ground at his feet like he could still see whatever he was running from. An impulse grabbed me, and I went with it.

“Hey.” I twisted so I was in front of him. “Look at me.”

It took him a second to drag his haunted eyes to mine. When he did, I cupped his cheeks. “I’m here, Sebastian. Whatever’s going through your mind right now, remember that I’m here and that I love you.”

The devastation in his eyes lightened a touch, replaced by a hope so earnest it had me wanting to weep. “You do?”

“I do,” I said fiercely. “So very much, Sebastian. Whatever you’re remembering, I want you to focus on the fact that I’m here, and I’m going to be here no matter what. I love you, and I always will. Whatever you’re going through, we’re going to get through it together, and walk out the other side. Got it?”

He gave me a ghost of a smile. “Got it, sunshine.”

He took another minute before he spoke again.

“It started when I met Laurent.”

I would have loved to say I didn’t feel any jealousy as I heard Sebastian describe the man who came before me. How he’d made Sebastian fall in love with him. How Sebastian had planned to make him his mate.

But I did. I couldn’t help myself.

“The night I was going to give him my ring and ask him to be my mate, he betrayed me.”

Even the wind seemed to go still.

Sebastian closed his eyes, swaying on the spot slightly. “He lured me away from the house, telling me he had a headache. I went with him. Why would I not? I trusted him.”

A tear tracked down his cheek. “I was foolish. So naive and blinded by love that I didn’t see what was happening right beneath my nose.”

Oh, my poor Sebastian.

“We were in a cabin, far away in the woods, when I heard the first screams and snarls. I knew instantly that we were under attack by wolf shifters. We weren’t on good terms with the neighbouring clan, but I’d never dreamed they’d be so brazen as to attack us in our home. I told Laurent to hide in a cupboard before running as fast as I could back to the house.”

He looked up, his eyes on something in the distance that was no longer there. “I saw the bodies of the servants first. A maid. The cook. I was furious that humans we’d vowed to protect had paid with their lives just for being in our service.” A sob choked out of him as he continued. “Then I entered the dining room, and my whole world stopped.”

He strode across the grass, towing me along with him, like he couldn’t bear to let me go, even for a second. “I saw my father—what was left of him, anyway. I recognised his tunic as the one he’d been wearing at dinner.”

Horror gripped me so suddenly that I felt dizzy. I didn’t let it show, needing to be strong for Sebastian in this moment.

He spun us slowly, a shaking finger pointing to another spot. “That’s where my mother lay, her body curled around Amelie’s. A few feet away was Magnus, where he’d fallen trying to protect them.”

“Oh, Sebastian,” I rasped, squeezing my eyes shut tight to stop the tears. “You suffered so much.”

“I’m not done yet,” he said shakily. “Not all of them were dead. Geralt was still alive, just, and fighting off three wolves.”

His voice flattened, like he was donning familiar armour to get him through this next part. “I dispatched all three of them quickly. Like any of my family should’ve been able to do. I was so confused. Even caught off guard, even outnumbered, there was no logical explanation as to why they were able to…to murder them so easily.”

He broke away from me, kneeling in the grass to brush his hands over the dirt. “This is where I held Geralt as he died. He made me promise him something, a promise I knew immediately I’d end up breaking.”

“What was it?”

He looked up at me bleakly, such raw honesty and pain on his face that it crushed my heart. “He didn’t want what happened to break my heart. He made me promise not to let this haunt me.”

So much about Sebastian made sense now. Such horrific, heartbreaking sense. “You still have time, Seb. It’s a promise I can help you keep.”

He got to his feet, dusting off his hands. “I know. And with you in my life, it’ll be easier than I ever imagined. I just need to stop running from the memory of them.”

“You’re doing so well already,” I whispered. “All the stories you’ve been telling me, bringing me here… This is all progress, Seb.”

He lifted his head to the clouds. “Dr. Tyler will be so proud.”

I bit back a grin. For all his griping about his therapist, Sebastian hadn’t missed a session.

He dropped his head, his gaze going to our left. “Now, for the worst part.”

I sucked a breath in sharply. “We haven’t had that already?”

“No,” he said sadly. “It broke my heart to lose them…but learning why obliterated it entirely.”

His earlier words about betrayal came slamming back to me. “Laurent.”

“Laurent,” he confirmed heavily. “The man I was ready to tie my eternity to was the reason my entire family was dead.”

“How?”

“He was planted in my path,” Sebastian said bitterly. “The wolves knew I had a soft spot for humans, especially injured ones. I couldn’t help but take Laurent in. It wasn’t long before he seduced me, before I was falling for him harder than I had anyone before.”

He gave me a wry smile. “Seems funny to think of it now. My happiest moments with him pale in comparison to even the mundane ones I spend with you. I was such a naive fool, so desperate to find the love my parents shared that I leapt at the first opportunity that presented itself.”

“How could he betray you?” I asked in disbelief. “If you were in love, how could he do that?”

“Ah, I was in love, and so was Laurent. Just not with me. Something that became abundantly clear when he kissed the alpha of the wolf clan.”

My stomach swooped. “No.”

“Yes,” Sebastian said grimly. “Turned out he’d never been mine at all. He was playing me, using me to get close to my family and learn our routines. He told the wolves when we’d all be gathered for Amelie’s birthday, alerting them to that being the best time to strike.”

Amelie’s birthday. “Sebastian, I’m so sorry.”

He kissed my head. “He lured me away from the house so they’d have one less member to contend with. Even so, my family should’ve been able to overpower them with ease.”

“Why couldn’t they?”

He closed his eyes. “Laurent had poisoned the wine they were drinking. It sapped their strength and powers, leaving them defenceless.”

That level of betrayal…it left me speechless.

“The wolves with Laurent, they believed I’d drunk the wine too. They assumed I’d be just as easy to kill.”

“But you hadn’t?”

“No.” He snorted bitterly. “I wanted a clear memory of the night that would change my life forever. I was right about that, but not in the way I thought I would be.”

“You killed the wolves.” It wasn’t a question.

“I did. In fact, I killed Bessie with her own dagger.” He reached around his back, pulling his dagger from its sheath and studying it closely. “Ironically, Bessie has served me well over the years.”

“You named your dagger after the wolf who murdered your family?”

“Every time I killed someone, I wanted to remember who made me this way. If my family hadn’t died, I never would’ve become what I am. Using her dagger, naming it after her, it seemed fitting. I wanted to make sure I never forgot why I became what I am.” Sebastian returned it to its sheath, eyeing me warily. “Do you think that’s a little dark?”

“No. I think it’s so perfectly you that I could cry.”

“Don’t cry,” he said, stroking my face. “I’m not telling you this to upset you, but because I need you to know. To understand why I am this way.”

“I know that,” I promised him. “And I want to hear it, Sebastian. This isn’t about me, it’s about you. You’ve carried this alone for far too long. Let me help you. Let me be there for you. It’s all I want to do.”

He kissed me softly. “I don’t deserve you.”

“You deserve everything,” I echoed his own words back to him. “You might not like the person you became after this, but honestly? I’m so proud of you.”

Sebastian’s brows flew up. “What?”

“I’m proud of you,” I repeated, stroking his face. “You survived, when so many others would’ve given up.”

“Barely,” he whispered. “I did so many bad things, sunshine. I can’t even promise you I won’t do them again in the future. Especially if someone threatens you.”

“I’m not asking you to promise that,” I told him firmly. “I already told you, I love you exactly as you are. All I ask is that you don’t shut me out.”

“Never,” he vowed. “Never again.”


Chapter 35

Sebastian


We continued walking around the remains of the castle in silence. We’d reached the foundations of the eastern wall when Matty suddenly stopped.

“Wait, what happened to Laurent?”

I scoffed. “Oh, he was killed by the alpha he was so desperately in love with.”

“Wow, what an idiot. Talk about putting all your eggs in the wrong basket.”

“Tell me about it,” I muttered, gratified that Matty saw it the same way I did. “He didn’t die from his injuries straight away though. After I’d killed the others, he begged me to save him.”

“He did what?”

“He asked me to mate with him. To give him a second chance. Theoretically it was possible. He was mortally wounded, but if I’d mated with him, his life would’ve been saved.”

Would this be too much for Matty? The moment when he realised just how deep my cruelty could run?

For a few seconds, he was speechless. Then Matty said something I never thought would leave his lips.

“What a cunt.”

I barked a laugh, the sound ringing out over my former home.

“Sorry,” Matty said sheepishly, running a hand through his curls. “I don’t like that word, but it definitely applies here.”

“It does,” I agreed, throwing an arm around his shoulders and tugging him close. “He was an utter cunt. I watched him die without a shred of regret.”

“Good,” Matty said darkly. “I hope he’s rotting away in Hell.”

“Probably.” I shrugged, relieved that Matty didn’t judge me for it. “I never cared enough to check. I figured his heart had been broken by being betrayed, just as mine had. That felt like punishment enough for me.”

“What happened to the castle?”

“I torched it,” I said heavily. “It’s the only part I regret, if I’m being honest. For so many centuries I was glad I had, knowing the memories would only torture me. But now…now I kind of wish I had something to remember them by. A place to visit them other than their graves.”

“Are their graves nearby?”

I nodded. “Half a mile in that direction.”

“Do you want to go?” Matty asked softly. “It’s totally up to you.”

Did I?

I studied Matty’s face. The sadness in his eyes. The gentle glow of his hair in the sunlight. His kind smile, telling me he’d genuinely be happy with whatever I decided.

“Let’s go,” I said, taking his hand again. “I want them to meet you.”

We took the meandering path through the woods. Every now and then, Matty would stop to pick a flower. Being early March, there weren’t many different types, but there were daffodils in abundance.

“Maman loved daffodils,” I said, touching one of the petals gently. “She’d fill vases with them and leave them all around the castle. Sometimes I’d wake up and there’d be a bunch just lying on the pillow beside mine.”

Matty beamed up at me before stopping to gather more. “Perfect.”

Really, I should’ve put two and two together, but I didn’t. Not until I led Matty to the crumbling family vault, and he began to speak.

“Hi, I’m Matty.” There was a quiet confidence as he addressed the moss-covered stone. “I wish I could’ve met you properly. From everything Sebastian has told me, I know I would’ve loved you.”

Matty crouched, using his sleeve to wipe at the stone as he spoke. “Sebastian’s had a rough few centuries since you guys left, but he’s got me now. I’m going to look after him.”

Their names were slowly appearing under Matty’s scrubbing. The whole grave needed a lot of work, but Matty’s small gesture had me crumbling as much as the tomb that encased them.

“I promise I won’t ever let him feel alone again,” Matty continued, nodding in satisfaction at his work. He didn’t seem bothered by the fact that his sleeve was now covered in moss and mud. “I’m sorry I didn’t find him earlier, but now I have, I won’t let him go.”

Tears were falling thick and fast as I watched my sunshine arrange the flowers he’d picked on top of the grave.

“I’m not exaggerating, either. He left me once, but I don’t think he’ll do it again. And now I know what he’s been through, I’d be tracking him down myself. I’m not very handy when it comes to that kind of stuff, but some of my friends are.”

A laugh choked out of me as I imagined Matty leading the group of supes as they hunted me down. He was right, there was little his friends and family wouldn’t do for him.

But he’d never have to worry. Nothing could tear me from Matty. Not now.

“I think they’ll be Sebastian’s friends one day too,” Matty said, now pulling up weeds with his bare hands. “He likes to think he’s universally hated, but really, they all like to wind each other up. I think if he gives them a chance he’ll fit right in.”

He hissed as a thorn caught his skin. “Ouch.”

A drop of blood appeared and the pallor of Matty’s skin changed on a dime as he stared at it. “Oh.”

I had his finger in my mouth in a flash. A quick swipe of my tongue and it was like it had never happened.

“Head between your legs, sunshine,” I said, trying to hide the amusement in my voice. “How can you go from begging me to bite you to feeling faint at the sight of blood?”

“In my defence, I don’t see the blood when you bite me,” Matty said, still sounding a bit woozy.

Lifting him into my arms, I encouraged him to rest his head on my shoulder. Then, I turned to face what I’d run from for so long.

“Hi, Maman. Papa.” My accent kicked in instinctively, reminding me of how much I’d lost. I truly had become a whole new person after they’d been taken from me. “I’m sorry for everything I’ve done.”

“You don’t need to apologise for that,” Matty whispered in my ear, stroking the back of my neck. “I never met them, but I refuse to believe they’d judge you.”

I clung to Matty tighter, forever grateful that he’d come into my life. “I hope you’re right, sunshine.”

“I’m always right.”

Laughter broke the tension in my chest. “That’s true.”

Taking a deep breath, I addressed the tomb once more. “Magnus, I’m sorry I wasn’t there that night. I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.”

Matty tensed, likely because he wanted to tell me that it wasn’t my fault, but thankfully he stayed quiet. I needed to get this off my chest, and I was grateful he was letting me.

“Amelie, my sweet sunshine, I’m sorry you didn’t get to grow up. Wherever you are now, I hope there’s pancakes. Enough to keep even you satisfied.”

A drop of moisture hit my neck, and I knew Matty was crying. Not for himself, or for me, but for my family. For the family I’d left behind, but never really said goodbye to.

“Geralt…” I choked on my brother’s name, the cut that ran the deepest. “I’m sorry I broke my promise to you. You died, making me promise to live. To be happy. I’m so fucking sorry I didn’t do that.”

Matty pressed a kiss to my neck, reassuring me that everything was okay. That he was there.

I wasn’t alone.

“Things are going to change now though,” I said firmly. “Meeting Matty has opened my eyes to what I’ve been missing. He’s reminded me that love is worth it. It’s worth any risk, any hurt, any trauma. It might’ve taken me almost six hundred years, but maybe that’s because Matty wasn’t born yet. He’s given me the strength to finally be the person I never thought I’d be again. The person I thought had died alongside all of you.” I hugged Matty tighter, tears blurring the tomb as I continued. “He wasn’t dead, he was lost. Matty was the light that guided him home.”

Matty lifted his head, meeting my gaze. “I love you, Seb.”

“I love you, sunshine.”

“You’re worth everything too,” he said, swiping away his own tears. “Our journey hasn’t been easy, but I wouldn’t change a second of it. Not if it meant ending up here with you. I’m proud of who you are, Seb. Of what you’ve survived. Of what you’re trying to do now.”

“All of it’s for you,” I whispered. “I want to be the man you deserve.”

“You always have been,” he said simply. “So now be the son they’d be proud of. The one who lives his life to be happy. Who fills his heart with the love and company of others.”

“I’ll try,” I replied. “I can’t guarantee I’ll always get it right, but I’ll spend the rest of eternity trying to keep my promise to Geralt.”

I slipped him from my arms, checking he was steady on his feet before stepping back and dropping to a knee. “Starting with this.”

Matty gasped, a hand flying to his chest. “Seb, what are you doing?”

The ring I’d carried that fateful night so long ago was between my fingers. How had I ever considered giving this to another? It was Matty’s. It was always meant to be Matty’s.

Vampires might not have fated mates, but there wasn’t a shred of doubt that Matty was destined to be mine.

“Matty, you don’t have to answer this now,” I said, my hands shaking as I held up the ring, the ruby twinkling in the sunlight. “We’ve only been seeing each other a couple of weeks, and I know it’s crazy soon, but⁠—”

“Yes!” He clapped his hands over his mouth. “Whoops, sorry. I meant to let you finish.”

A warm sensation hit each of my shoulders, like two people had laid their hands there. I had to squeeze my eyes shut for a second.

It couldn’t be my parents. There wasn’t supposed to be an afterlife for supes.

But I wanted to imagine it was them. That they were smiling down at us. Giving us their blessing.

I opened my eyes to see my future grinning at me. “Matty, will you marry me? Will you be my mate? Seras-tu à moi?”

“Yes,” Matty said again, bouncing on his toes. “Yes! I don’t even know what you said in that last part, but the answer is yes. It’s always going to be yes.”

I slid my mother’s ring onto his finger, love burning through me so fiercely I felt almost dizzy with it.

“It fits,” Matty said in wonder, staring down at it.

“It was meant to be.”

“Will you mate me?”

“Now?”

He nodded rapidly. “Please. It feels right, being here. With your family. I want them to know you won’t ever be alone again.”

If I could’ve fallen any more in love with Matty, that would’ve done it.

“You’ll have to take a drop of my blood,” I told him. “But only a drop.”

He considered this for a second, then shrugged. “I’ll just close my eyes. So long as I don’t see it, I won’t faint.”

Fuck, I loved this man and his contradictions so much. How he hated the sight of blood but loved me biting him. The way he tried to hide when he was upset yet was betrayed by his face every time. The man who never swore unless the situation truly demanded it. Who was the happiest soul on earth…unless his heart was broken.

That would never be the case again.

Kissing the ring on his finger, I looked at him solemnly. “Where do you want the bite, sunshine? This one won’t fade, so choose wisely.”

“Really?”

I stroked his face. “Is that okay?”

“You’re telling me I can wear your marks permanently? That everyone will look at me and know I belong to you? Yes. That’s very okay, Seb.”

I grinned at him. “In that case, we’d best put it somewhere obvious. How about here?”

I tapped his neck over his pulse point, the place I liked to bite him when I was buried inside him.

“Yes, please.”

“Always so polite,” I murmured. “I can’t wait until later. I’m going to see what it takes to make you lose that politeness.”

Matty shivered as he felt my fangs slide against his skin. “Probably not much. It’s been too long, Seb.”

That sadness at the time we’d missed because of my idiocy hit me once again. “I’m sorry, sunshine.”

“Don’t be sorry,” he said fiercely, touching my chin until I looked at him. “You’ve got to let it go now, Seb. We’re going into our future together. I’m not taking any past mistakes into it, and I don’t want you to either.”

“You’re right.” I exhaled, brushing a kiss against his lips. “Let’s leave the darkness in the past.”

“But not forget it,” Matty said, eyeing the vault meaningfully.

“No. Sure you don’t want to wait until we’re somewhere more romantic to do this?”

Matty raised a brow. “I mean…this feels romantic to me. We’re as close to your family as we can be. This is where you grew up, where you thought you’d make your mate your own. It feels right, to do it here.”

I swallowed hard. “I’m so glad it’s you, Matty. Even if I had to be lost for so long, I’m grateful for it because it led me to you.”

His answer was to go up on his toes and kiss me. I sank into the taste of him, the sweetness I could never get enough of.

I kissed along the line of his lips. Up along his cheekbone. Around the delicate shell of his ear.

I followed the line of him down to his neck and kissed the spot that would soon wear my mark. “Close your eyes, sunshine, and open your mouth. You need to take my blood at the same time as my bite.”

“Okay.” There was no hesitation. Just certainty tinged with excitement.

How did I get so lucky to find someone that not only wanted to be mated to me, but couldn’t wait to be?

I was going to spend eternity worshipping Matty exactly how he deserved.

Dipping my finger into my mouth, I snagged the tip of my finger with a fang. A drop of blood appeared, the skin beneath healing as rapidly as it’d been cut.

Lining up my fangs, I lifted my finger to his mouth.

His lips closed around my digit as I pierced his skin.

I unleashed my power as I drank, sending it flooding through Matty. The pleasure was there at the taste of him, but not in the sexual way it usually was.

No, this was…healing. Like Matty was filling my veins and patching up holes I hadn’t even realised were there. And when I retracted my fangs and lapped over the bite, he remained there.

“I can feel you,” Matty said, sounding dazed.

“You okay?” I asked anxiously, cupping his face and scrutinising him closely. The mating shouldn’t have any adverse effects, but the faraway look on Matty’s face had me worried. There was such a rush of new emotions coming from his end of the bond, I couldn’t make sense of them. I was certain a lot of them were feelings I hadn’t experienced in a very long time.

A tear fell. “You love me.”

Relief washed over me. “Yes, sunshine, I think we’ve established that. Hence the mating and proposal.”

Tears were streaming from Matty’s eyes now. “No, I mean, I can feel it. How much you love me. It’s… Oh my gosh, Seb.”

He was positively howling now, his hands over his face and his shoulders heaving.

This…was not the reaction I’d been expecting.

Sighing, I pulled him against my chest and rubbed his back. “This is a good thing though, right?”

“Yesss,” he howled between sobs. “I just never thought anyone would want me this much. I knew you loved me, but…”

“There’s a difference between hearing it and feeling it,” I concluded, kissing his curls. “I get that, sunshine. Now you’ll never have to worry again. You’ll be able to feel how much I love you every minute of every day.”

As Matty’s sobs calmed, I began to read his emotions through the bond more clearly.

Certainty. Excitement. Sadness over what he’d learned about my family.

But most of all, there was happiness. So much joy it almost drowned out everything else.

With a hiccup, Matty gently pushed away from my chest to face the vault once more. When he spoke, I knew I wasn’t the one he was addressing. “I meant what I said earlier. I’ll look after Sebastian. I’m going to make sure he never feels alone again. That he wakes up every day and knows he’s loved. You don’t have to worry about him anymore, I promise.”

The warmth on my shoulders appeared again, intensifying for a second, and then it was gone.

Goodbye, I whispered in my mind. I love you all, so much.

I pulled Matty into my arms once more. “I love you, sunshine. Thank you for showing me the way home.”

“I’ll always help you out of the darkness. It’s what we do for those we love.”

Then my mate, my future husband, smiled up at me, his contentment blooming in the bond.

After almost six hundred years of torment, I’d finally found my peace.


Chapter 36

Matty


It was another long twelve hours before I finally got Sebastian alone.

It was my fault. I’d made a casual remark as we got back to the car about how my parents only lived ninety minutes away.

Before I could say anything else, Sebastian was asking for their address and tapping it into the satnav.

Seeing Mum’s face as she opened the door was something that would stick with me forever. She’d yelled for Dad before hugging me tight and sobbing all over my shoulder.

Needless to say, she was the one I’d inherited my tendency to cry at the drop of a hat from.

Dad had been more stoic, just quietly grinning as he pulled me from Mum’s embrace and into his own. It’d been months since we’d seen each other, and for several minutes, we just stood holding each other.

Eventually, I’d remembered to introduce Sebastian. Not that I’d forgotten him for a second. How could I? His joy at seeing my happiness was gently thrumming in my chest.

“Mum, Dad…this is Sebastian. My fiancé.”

To say they were shocked was an understatement. The last time we’d FaceTimed, I’d been a shell of my former self, because he’d broken my heart.

Sebastian had cringed when I’d warned him he might not get the warmest welcome, his nerves bubbling through the bond.

Apparently, even grumpy vampire assassins got nervous when it came to meeting the parents.

I wasn’t worried though. Just like Leo, their top priority was seeing me happy. And with Sebastian now permanently part of my life? I’d officially transcended happiness and was smack in the middle of cloud nine.

Sure enough, by the end of the visit, they were sold. All it took was them seeing how Sebastian hung on my every word. The stories he told them about my baking and ever-growing yarn addiction.

When he promised them he’d bring me over as often as I liked, budget be damned, Mum flat-out started sobbing again.

“You’re sure they liked me?” Sebastian asked anxiously as he unlocked the hotel room door. We’d declined my parents’ invitation to sleep there, instead booking a hotel nearby and promising to visit them the following day before flying home.

I thought Sebastian would’ve been happy to, but I had other plans for tonight. Plans that did not involve any family members within earshot.

“They adored you,” I said, rising to kiss his cheek. “You’re nowhere near as unlikeable as you think you are.”

Sebastian grumbled, opening the door and gesturing for me to enter first. “You have to think that because you’re my mate.”

My mate. Once upon a time, I’d dreamed of the words ‘my husband.’

Now I was going to get both.

I wasn’t sure what I’d done to deserve Sebastian, but he was mine.

And I was never ever giving him up.

My eyes widened as I took in the room. “Cripes, Sebastian. This is too much.”

The four-poster bed was decorated with light ivory gauze that caught the breeze from the open window. To the side was a seating area with several chairs and a sofa covered in countless cushions grouped around a low table. On the table was a bottle of champagne nestled in a bucket of ice with two tall glasses beside it.

My mouth watered as I spotted the charcuterie board, loaded with all my favourite meats and cheeses. For dessert, there were two small dishes of cheesecake, along with a plate of artfully arranged chocolate strawberries.

Best of all was the fireplace, a roaring fire crackling merrily away and bathing the room in light and warmth.

“Nothing is too much where you’re concerned.” He kissed the back of my hand. “Let me spoil you a little.”

“I don’t need to be spoiled.”

Sebastian’s exasperated affection echoed from his face to my chest. “I know you don’t need it, but you want it, yes?”

My cheeks burned and he laughed.

“Aww, sunshine. You can’t hide from me, not with the bond. I know you love it, really. Come on, let me spoil you a little. It’ll make both of us happy.”

“Okay.” I didn’t even try to hide my smile. What was the point? Like Sebastian said, there were no secrets between us now.

It was handy having the reassurance of knowing exactly how he was feeling, but it was going to take time to get used to knowing that the bond went both ways.

“Want to take the champagne and strawberries into the hot tub?”

“There’s a hot tub?” I squeaked. “How much did this place cost?”

Sebastian rolled his eyes, tugging me in the direction of the bathroom. We stepped inside to see a bathtub large enough to fit five fully grown men. Around all the edges bar one was a deep ledge. “You don’t need to worry about things like that now, Matty. I have more money than I know what to do with.”

I’d spent the last few months mostly ignoring how Sebastian earned his money, but this mention had it slamming to the forefront of my mind. I shifted on my feet, unsure how to broach the subject.

Turned out, I didn’t need to.

“What’s wrong?”

I pressed the button to start the hot tub filling before smiling over my shoulder at Sebastian, who was putting the strawberries and champagne on the ledge. “Nothing.”

“Sunshine,” he said warningly, his hands going under my shirt and tweaking my nipples. “Don’t make me fuck it out of you again.”

I pushed my arse back, moaning at the feel of his hardness against me. “Remind me, how is that supposed to be deterrent?”

His hand slid down, squeezing me through my trousers. “You’ll change your tune when I’m refusing to let you come. You know you won’t win here, sunshine.”

I pouted at him over my shoulder. “What happened to not being able to say no to me?”

He smirked. “That only applies when it’s making you happy. In this case, I can’t make you happy if you won’t tell me what’s wrong.”

I narrowed my eyes. “That’s not a fun loophole.”

“You should bring up loopholes at the next book club meeting.” Sebatian chuckled, kissing away my pout. “Think you’ll find the other human mates will have a lot to say about them.”

I filed that detail away to ask Lucky about it later. “Well you don’t need to worry, nothing’s wrong.”

“Liar,” Sebastian said, spinning me around so I was facing him. He unbuttoned my shirt, stripping me down without looking away from me. “We’re bonded now. You can’t hide how you’re feeling any more than I can.”

Sebastian continued to strip me until I was naked before him. While he removed his own clothes, I focused in on the bond. It took a moment, but I was able to separate his emotions from my own. Sebastian was happy. Excited. Horny.

But he was also anxious. Concerned. A direct response to how I was feeling.

My defensiveness deflated instantly. “I was thinking about your job.”

Sebastian’s brows shot up. “My job?”

I nodded. “Not the hacking stuff, but…you know…”

His lips twitched. “Oh, you mean the brutal unaliving for pay?”

I huffed, folding my arms over my chest. “Do you have to put it like that?”

“Come on,” Sebastian said fondly, gathering me to him. “Let’s talk about this in the tub.”

A few minutes later, I was reclining between his spread legs, marvelling at the steam rising off the bubbling water. “I’ve never been in a hot tub.”

Sebastian passed me my glass of champagne. “What do you think?”

“It’s nice,” I said, sipping the cool liquid and shivering at the contrast with the hot water.

“Going back to my job,” Sebastian said, his hands exploring my torso as he spoke, “I won’t be doing that again. Not the assassin part, anyway.”

“Really?” I twisted so I could look at him. “I don’t want you changing your life for me.”

But equally, I couldn’t deny that I loved the idea of him stopping. I knew he only took out bad guys, but even so, it was blindingly obvious that it contributed to his warped view of himself. I didn’t think he’d ever embrace himself as a good person if he spent his working hours unaliving people.

“I’m changing it for me,” he countered. “I don’t need that outlet now. I want to change. I don’t want to let darkness rule my life any longer.”

I kissed him briefly before snuggling back between his legs. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. Besides, if I continued, I’d have to leave you for weeks, possibly months at a time. I’m not doing that.”

I hadn’t even thought of that. “I don’t want that either.”

“There is one exception though…well, two, I suppose.”

“What are they?”

His voice dropped an octave as his fingers found my mating mark. “First, if anyone hurts you. Or even, to be quite frank, upsets you. I haven’t changed my stance on that, Matty. I won’t hesitate to make them pay in the most painful ways I know.”

I could feel the strength of his conviction in the bond. Could I really blame him? How would I react if Sebastian was the one hurt by someone? If I had his skill set and powers?

Could I really say I wouldn’t do the same?

No. I couldn’t.

“What’s the second one?”

“If the others ask for my help,” he admitted begrudgingly. “Most of the time I step up to the plate, but in the past, I only did it if it suited me. But I guess if I want to be…tolerated by them, I’ll have to take part more often. If things kick off, I’ll fight alongside the others.”

Despite the heat of the water, I shivered, hating the idea of any of them fighting. “But that sort of stuff doesn’t happen often, right?”

Sebastian groaned. “Would love to tell you it doesn’t, but the supernatural community is like a school playground on steroids. Drama occurs as often as the sun rises. It’s just a way of life for us.” He resumed his idle stroking of my body, making me shiver for an entirely different reason. “Don’t worry though, I’ll look after you, sunshine.”

“But who looks after you?”

“You,” he answered simply, kissing along my neck. “I can take care of the fighting and everything that goes along with it, and if the darkness creeps back in as a result, I’ve got my sunshine to help push it away.”

“I love you, Seb.”

“Love you more, Matty.”

His knuckles grazed my half-hard cock. My breath hissed out and the mood snapped from tender to sexual in less than a heartbeat.

“What do we have here?” Sebastian whispered in my ear, his fingers stroking me to full hardness. “Want to try out the bed? Or stay here?”

“Why limit ourselves?” I gasped, my hips rising as he rolled my balls in his other hand. “We could go once here and again in the bed. While we’re at it, we could try out the sofa too.”

“Such a dirty boy,” Sebastian muttered, his grip tightening on my cock. “What would the others say if they could hear the things coming out of your mouth? They all think you’re so sweet and innocent, but I know the truth. I know the skimpy things you like to wear. How you choke so beautifully when I stuff your throat. The way you beg me to fuck you when I push you too far.”

My toes were curling under the water as Sebastian’s touch and words overwhelmed me. “Only you. You’re the only one who knows.”

“That’s right,” he growled. “I’m the only one now, Matty. No one else. Ever.”

He let go of me suddenly and I cried out in frustration.

Sebastian just chuckled, nudging me onto my knees. “Kneel on the ledge, sunshine. I want to taste that hole before I fuck it.”

I blushed furiously even as I scrambled to do as he asked. His filthy mouth was an intoxicating mix of too much and not enough.

I was addicted. Addicted to every facet of this man who was mine.

Sebastian was mine.

I still couldn’t believe it.

His hands gently tugged and nudged me until I had my arms folded on the ledge, my forehead resting on them. My knees were on the ledge too, leaving me spread wide for Sebastian.

“I wonder if this is what the designer had in mind when he came up with this,” Sebastian said thoughtfully, his hands massaging my cheeks. “If he did, I want to meet him and shake his hand, because fuck, sunshine. You splayed out here for me like this? Hot and dripping, trembling with how desperate you are for my touch? You look good enough to eat.”

That was exactly what he did.

There was little finesse to his actions. No, he just buried his face between my cheeks and went to town.

“Sebastian…” His name was a long whine of need as my opening softened for him.

His response was to push his tongue past that ring of muscle, his movements mimicking the way his cock thrust inside me.

I flew up onto my elbows, my eyes rolling back in my head as I began to babble. “Seb, oh my god, that’s it. Oh, I can’t…please. Yes. Sebastian.”

I wasn’t even making sense, but I couldn’t stop. My whole body was tingling, my nerve endings practically on fire from what he was doing to me.

It had never felt like this before. Like all my need and lust had been wound into a coil, pulling tighter and tighter, knowing the explosion would be earth shattering.

It took me a while to realise why it felt so different.

I wasn’t just feeling my lust.

I was feeling Seb’s too.

Every zing of pleasure I felt was echoed back by Sebastian—a never-ending loop of feedback unlike anything I’d ever experienced.

Sebastian grabbed my cock. It took barely two strokes before I was spilling over his hand.

I fell forward on my arms again, gasping for air, sweat running down my face like I’d run a marathon.

And we weren’t done. Sebastian’s face was still buried between my cheeks, his tongue attacking me like he was starving. As the sound of my blood rushing in my ears calmed, I heard the tell-tale sound of his hand flying over his own cock. He growled, his fangs grazing the inside of my cheek.

And just like that, it felt like I was coming again as Sebastian’s orgasm hit the bond.

Maybe I did come again. Whatever happened, it was enough to make me black out.

When I stirred, we were cuddled up on the bed, buried under layers of fluffy blankets. I peered up at Sebastian groggily.

“Hey, sleepyhead.” He grinned down at me before dropping a minty-fresh kiss on my lips. “I don’t know whether to be insulted or flattered that you keep falling asleep after sex.”

“Flattered,” I reassured him with a yawn, stretching languidly. “Sorry. I think I’m still catching up on sleep.”

Guilt twinged down the bond. “Nope, we’re not doing that.”

“I didn’t say anything,” Sebastian protested.

“You didn’t have to.” I kissed him briefly before grinning mischievously. “Anyway, I could use another nap.”

Sebastian’s lips twitched in amusement. “Oh, you could, could you?”

“Yep.” I leapt out of bed, grabbing what I needed from my bag before jumping back under the covers. “Cheese and rice, it’s cold out there.”

“Here,” Sebastian said huskily, taking the lube from me. “Let me warm you up.”

Warm and Sebastian weren’t words that should go together, given how cold he ran, but once he started using his hands and mouth on me, I was positively burning.

The blankets fell to the floor as we writhed between the sheets. Our lips barely parted as we rutted against each other, clawing at one another like it could somehow bring us closer.

At some point, Sebastian located the lube again and prepped me.

I was flying so high—impossibly so given I’d come once already. Had I inherited Sebastian’s stamina along with his other strengths?

I hoped that was the case. Think of all the fun we’d have.

“How do you want me?” Sebastian panted, his lips swollen.

“Like this,” I whispered, pulling him over me. “I want you surrounding me. Pinning me down and holding me tight.”

He smiled at me, and I swear my heart stopped. Sebastian’s smiles were rare and hard earned, yet he gave them to me like they were nothing, like I already owned them all.

It made me feel invincible.

He didn’t stop smiling as he pushed into me. The delighted tilt of his lips stayed as he stretched me open.

I gasped as he filled me. “I’ve missed you. Oh, I’ve missed this.”

“Missed you too,” Sebastian groaned, his hips rocking back and forth. “Missed you every second, Matty. Never again.”

“Never again,” I agreed, my arms going around his neck and pulling him close.

Sebastian wasn’t in a rush, and neither was I. He kept his thrusts leisurely, vacillating between sweet kisses and dirty words.

It was perfection.

The bond added another layer too. The two-way echo chamber was back, both of us rising in unison as we fed off the feelings of the other.

All my limbs were wrapped around Sebastian as he pinned me to the bed, just like I’d asked. He was moving faster now, taking me harder. The whole time, he didn’t stop with his sweetly dirty whispers.

“You’re such a good boy for me, Matty. Look at you, taking me so well. You were made for me. Made to take my cock. Do you like how I’m stretching you open? Your body will heal faster now too. One day I’ll fuck you over and over again. See how many times I can fill you with my cum before you’re begging me to take a break.”

He was slamming into me now, my cock caught between us. I wasn’t ready to come though. Not yet. Not without his bite. “Seb⁠—”

“I’ve got you,” he said simply, without me needing to finish my sentence. “Let me see your neck, sunshine. I’m going to bite you right where I made you mine. Remind you just who you belong to.”

Oh god, I wasn’t going to make it. My mind was screaming to just let go, but I fought against it.

“Need it,” I whined. “Now.”

He didn’t make me wait. The instant his fangs pierced my skin, I finally let go.

“Sebastian!” My shout filled the room as I came. I’d barely got over the first wave when Sebastian’s orgasm slammed into me too.

Sebastian gave a startled cry against my neck as his hips stuttered against mine. Then he was closing the wound, kissing his mating mark fondly before grinning at me dopily. “Wow.”

I flopped back on the bed, tugging on his shoulders until he collapsed on me. “Wow doesn’t cover it.”

“I dunno. You’re still awake. Clearly I didn’t try hard enough.”

I hummed, running my hands through his hair. “Any harder and we would’ve broken the bed.”

Sebastian pulled out of me carefully, jumping off the bed and disappearing into the bathroom. My eyes drifted closed of their own accord as warm contentment surrounded me.

Cool wetness startled me awake.

“Sorry.” Sebastian chuckled. “Just getting you cleaned up.”

I made grabby hands at him, not bothering to open my eyes properly. “It’s fine. Come back to bed.”

“You’ll thank me for it in the morning,” he said softly, continuing to wipe me up.

Fortunately he didn’t take long. Then he slid back into bed beside me, extending his arm so I could get close to him.

“There’s my limpet,” he said fondly as I wound all my limbs around him. “Fuck, I think I missed this the most.”

“Me getting all up in your space while I sleep?”

“Yep.”

“Even though I snore?”

“They are the cutest snores.”

I smiled against his chest. “You think everything I do is cute.”

“You’re not wrong there.”

He wrapped his arms around me, securing me in place, and I’d never felt more safe.

I was almost asleep when an errant thought hit me. I giggled, the absurdity of it tickling me.

“What’s got you laughing?” Sebastian asked, stroking his hand down my back.

“Remember the list of what I was looking for in a man?”

“I do.” He snorted. “You wanted someone safe. Predictable. Sensible. Reliable. Unfortunately for you, you’re stuck with me.”

I glared up at him, making him smirk. “Don’t be mean to yourself, I don’t like it. Besides, I was laughing because I kinda did get most of what I was looking for.”

Sebastian’s eyes shone with amusement. “Enlighten me, because I’m certain those are four adjectives that no one else would apply to me.”

“Well, you keep me safe.”

“Okay, that one I’ll give you.”

“You’re reliable. I don’t believe you’ll ever let me down again.”

His gaze turned solemn. “No, sunshine. Never.”

“You’re sensible. I doubt you’ll ever let me go bungee jumping or anything like that.”

“There’s no logical reason why you couldn’t. You’re as immortal as I am now, so…” He broke off with a wince. “Actually, nope. Scratch that. I just pictured it and there’s no way in hell you’re doing anything like that. Unless you really want to, of course.”

“See? That’s three out of four.”

He rolled his eyes. “Fine. But I’m not predictable.”

“No, you’re not.” I leaned up on my forearms, smiling. “I love that about you. You were right when you said those weren’t the things I needed. Well, not the only things, anyway.”

He gave me a half smile. “Still not sure you’re getting the better deal of it with me.”

I nipped at his chin, making him bark a laugh at my ineffective teeth. “Stop that. I swear, Seb, I’m going to get you loving yourself even if it takes decades.”

He rolled us over so he was hovering over me again. “If it helps, I’ve come a long way since meeting you. I don’t….I don’t hate myself anymore. I figure, if you can find something in me to love, then I can too.”

“I’m glad I held out for you,” I whispered, reaching up to cup his face. “You told me once that I deserved everything. And that’s what you are to me. Everything.”

“No, sunshine. That’s what you are to me. And I’d go through every day of darkness again and again if it meant finding you at the end of it.”

I smiled up at him, this beautiful man who was all mine. Who’d been through the unthinkable and was still capable of love, even if he didn’t always believe it. “You’re the one I love. The one I choose. Always.”


Epilogue - Sebastian
THREE MONTHS LATER


Ipinned the end of the birthday banner in place, wincing when an almighty crash echoed from the kitchen.

“I swear to fucking god, if any of you twats ruin this before Matty even sees it, I’m going to castrate each and every one of you.”

Dagon snorted as he entered, a tray of canapés in his hands. “And how much would that sentence have cost you if Matty was here? I imagine that swear jar is getting a bit full now…”

I glared at the demon, calculating the exact angle I’d need to throw Bessie at to strike his neck.

Then I took three deep breaths and reminded myself that they were here to help. That everyone was giving up their time to do something nice for Matty, something that would make him very happy.

I’d completed on the new house two weeks after we returned from France. After hiring an interior decorator, I’d had them consult with Matty on every decision, ensuring that his stamp firmly covered every inch of space.

Another month later, we’d both moved in. We didn’t even try and pretend we were taking it slow any more. We were mated—you couldn’t get more permanent than that.

Living with Matty…it was a dream come true. Sure, there were still times when I managed to put my foot in it, when my rough edges reminded me they weren’t completely sanded down. But we made it work.

Every damn day. Just as I’d promised.

“Dare I ask what happened in the kitchen?”

“It’s all sorted,” Oscar said, breezing into the room. “Leo accidentally dropped the tray of cupcakes, but Ferry has nipped out for more.”

I ground my teeth together. “What if he’s not back before Matty arrives?”

“He will be,” Oscar said, patting my arm like he was used to dealing with supernatural tantrums. “Lucky won’t bring him here until I’ve texted him.”

I sighed, trying to let go of my irritation before Matty felt it. Not that it would’ve made him suspicious—he knew I was hanging out with all the other supes today, and to be honest, irritation was a common emotion for me when spending time with this lot.

I was trying to be better. I really was.

But it wasn’t always easy. Especially when fuck-knuckles like Harlow found it hilarious to see how far they could push me before I staked them.

It’d only happened twice in the past three months. That practically made us best friends, right?

The aforementioned demon sauntered in, frowning at the banner I’d just finished putting up. “That’s crooked.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Yes, it is,” Harlow said slowly, like he was speaking to a child. “See, the left end is higher. Honestly, you think this looks good? You’re so lucky I’m here to help.”

Murdering Harlow would upset Bailey, which would upset Matty.

Dimitri entered, several gift bags over his arms. I rushed forward to help him, not that he couldn’t manage, but because it felt like the polite thing to do.

“Thanks,” Dimitri said, giving me a nod. Thanks to Lucky and Matty’s friendship, he and Dagon were the demons I seemed to spend the most time with.

I wasn’t sure how Dimitri felt about that, but he’d stopped glaring at me so much. Plus, we both had one key thing in common.

We wanted our mates to be happy.

That made it easy enough to put our past differences aside. Not that I held any grudges against him, but he was still salty about Vienna.

For heaven’s sake, I’d staked him once, something, I’ll add, that he’d deserved.

Both Matty and my therapist had encouraged me to open up to the others about my past, but I hadn’t. Not yet, anyway.

It wasn’t because I was keeping my family in the dark, where I didn’t need to think about them. Matty and I had made two trips back to my former home, undertaking some much-needed repairs to the tomb. We’d even discussed maybe making a permanent move back there one day. Rebuilding some of what I’d lost and using it to start a brand-new future for our family.

The reason I continued to keep it from the others was simple. Matty believed they would accept me for me, and I wanted to prove him right. It was worth it to see his quiet gloating. If I told them about my trauma, they’d accept me out of pity. That wasn’t good enough. I’d never feel like I belonged if that was the case.

One day, I’d tell them all. But not today.

The one person who’d always known the truth entered with Blaise hot on his heels. My cousin gave me a massive grin. We’d become closer over the past few months. We still weren’t back to where we’d been before everything happened, but we were on the way.

As for him and Blaise? That was a story for another time.

When Dimitri spotted the numerous bags they were carrying, he turned to me with a sigh. “We’re going to need a bigger gift table.”

I scurried off to find one. I couldn’t even be annoyed about it. I wasn’t the only one who liked to spoil Matty. Everyone enjoyed seeing how he lit up over even the smallest gift or gesture.

He brought joy wherever he went, something we were all grateful for.

That was the real reason so many people were helping out right now. Sure, they probably would’ve for anyone’s birthday. But the fact that it was Matty’s?

I had more helpers than I knew what to do with.

After carrying the new table in, Blaise and Dimitri helped me move all the gifts over. Once that was done, I stepped back to survey the room with my hands on my hips.

“Good,” I said, nodding slowly. The balloon arch looked stunning and Harlow had straightened the rest of the banners. I’d die before I’d admit it, but they were straighter now. The karaoke machine, much to my dismay, was plugged in and ready to go. The dining room table was practically groaning under the weight of the food from the caterer, a beautiful three-tiered cake in the centre. Each layer was a different flavour, covering all of Matty’s favourites—red velvet, chocolate fudge cake, and lemon drizzle.

All that was missing was the cupcakes.

Just in the nick of time, Ferry burst in, a carrier in his hands. “I’m back.”

Leo bustled in, reaching for them.

“No,” I barked, glaring at my future brother-in-law. “You dropped the last ones, remember?”

Leo glared right back at me. “It’s not like I’m going to drop two lots in a row.”

“It needs to be perfect for Matty.”

Leo’s expression softened, and he gestured for Ferry to pass me the cupcakes. “It’s already perfect, Sebastian. He’s going to love it.”

Various people chimed in with their agreement, and to my horror, I felt myself blushing. I felt like I was under a spotlight with six demons, three humans, two mages, one wolf, and one vampire all staring at me.

“Find somewhere to hide,” I snapped at them all as I added the cakes to the empty stand. “Oscar, text Lucky and tell him we’re ready.”

The only people missing were Lucky, Riley, Ethan, and Matty himself. Ethan couldn’t make it, away with his boyfriend as usual, but Riley was coming. Knowing he couldn’t be on time if he tried, Lucky and I had agreed that he should arrive after Matty. Otherwise, he’d likely turn up as they did, ruining the whole surprise.

Lucky had taken Matty to a spa for the day, something he thought was his present from me. He thought we were going to Leo’s for a quiet dinner to celebrate.

He had no idea that all his friends were waiting to surprise him.

“Two-minute warning.” Oscar’s voice had everyone sprinting for hiding places as I ducked behind the armchair.

“This is my spot,” I hissed at Toby as he crouched down beside me.

“Calm down,” my cousin muttered. “Not like we have to be hidden for long, just enough time to jump up and shout.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

Toby smirked at me.

“What?”

“Just think it’s cute, that’s all.”

I glared at him. “What is?”

“You getting all worked up over throwing your human mate a birthday party of all things. Never thought I’d see the day.”

“Keep talking like that and I’ll stake you.”

A flame licked up my wrist, making me hiss. “Fuck off, Blaise. I’m only joking.”

The flame didn’t disappear. I gestured at Toby in exasperation. “A little help here?”

Toby sighed. “Blaise?”

It vanished instantly, a quiet chuckle sounding from a few feet away.

Fucking supes. Toby hadn’t been joking when he’d pointed out there was often blood spilled during meet-ups. Given we were all territorial and possessive immortals with more power than common sense, it was to be expected.

The front door beeped. Matty was here.

I didn’t need to give everyone a reminder. They fell silent automatically, no one wanting to ruin this moment for Matty.

Peeking over the top of the chair, I couldn’t stop the excitement fizzing up. Fortunately, Matty flicked on the lights before he felt it in the bond, and we all sprang up as one.

“Surprise!”

Matty gave a small shriek, jumping back and colliding with Lucky. I laughed throatily as his shock zipped into me, followed quickly by confusion.

“Happy birthday, sunshine,” I said, striding forwards to embrace him.

He gaped around the room, taking in the decorations and everyone who came out to celebrate him. “You did all this for me?”

He still hadn’t learned that there was nothing I wouldn’t do for him. “Well, I had a lot of help.”

Everyone else took that as their cue to sweep forward and greet the birthday boy. I stepped back and leaned against the wall, happy to let Matty have the spotlight. The joy and excitement thrumming from him was reward enough for this, and the party hadn’t even started.

“Being in love suits you.”

I glanced over at Danny, who had joined me against the wall. He had a bottle of beer clutched between his fingers.

“Still not on your agenda?”

“Fuck no.” Danny snorted, swigging from the bottle. “And you know why better than most.”

That was true. Danny taking a mate would mean a return to clan life for him. Seeing as that was the last thing he wanted to do, I couldn’t see him settling down.

“Any more trouble on that front?”

“Nope,” Danny said curtly. “All quiet.”

I didn’t push him. There was no point. To my surprise, Danny and I had struck up a quasi-friendship of sorts. We’d confessed all sorts of things to each other that I didn’t think either of us had expected to share. This, however, was one topic he refused to open up about. Even Leo couldn’t get him to talk.

Matty said Danny had been acting odd ever since he’d come back from Scotland. Now, months later, he still wasn’t the cheeky, laid-back twat I remembered. There was a weight hanging around his neck, a quiet gloom that seemed to chase him out of the centre of attention and into a corner.

I’d been where he was. It was a hard place to escape. If it hadn’t been for Matty, I wouldn’t be here. I’d be sat on a roof outside, wondering why on earth a supe would throw a party for their human mate.

I’d pitied them then. Now, I pitied past me, who didn’t know what was missing.

Love wasn’t necessarily the answer for Danny though, not knowing what it would mean for him.

Matty pulled back from hugging Oscar, glancing all around. “Where’s Riley?”

“I’m here!” The man in question sauntered in, gift bag in hand. His shirt was held together by just the bottom three bottoms, leaving his whole chest on display.

I wasn’t surprised. Knowing Riley as I did now, I was amazed he’d put on a shirt at all.

“Happy birthday, Matty,” Riley said, kissing both his cheeks. “They told me to come late.”

“Probably a good idea,” Matty said, beaming at his best friend. “We all know what you’re like with time.”

I stepped over to join them as everyone else drifted off. Someone clicked the music on while the sound of a cork popping filled the air.

“Now, I know this is your party,” Riley was telling Matty. “But where is this hunky pan firefighter you’ve been hiding from me?”

Lucky coughed, trying to cover a laugh. “Wait, you haven’t met Danny?”

Riley put a hand to his head, pretending to go faint. “I know, I’m so deprived. Here’s my best friend, with access to a single, non-straight firefighter, and he hasn’t even had the decency to introduce me.”

I smirked at Matty, who was covering his eyes with a groan. “I know why he hasn’t introduced you.”

Riley raised a brow. “Oh? Do share.”

I motioned at Danny over my shoulder to join us. He held up a finger to say he’d just be a minute as he finished up his conversation with Leo.

This was too good to pass up. “Because it’s like introducing two predators. I’m not sure which of you is a bigger manwhore, to be honest. I don’t think the world is ready for the two of you to be introduced.”

Riley mock-whispered to Matty behind his hand. “You’re right. Sebastian really does say the nicest things.”

Danny finally sauntered over, his eyes sweeping over Riley calculatingly. “Who do we have here?”

Matty pressed to my side, amusement thrumming through the bond.

“I’m Riley,” he purred, extending a hand demurely. I snorted in response, earning a reproving look from Matty. “You must be the sexy firefighter.”

“Guilty as charged.” Heat flickered in Danny’s eyes as he raised Riley’s hand to his lips and kissed it.

“Guilty? Are you a bad boy then?”

“I’ve been known to break the rules sometimes.”

“I bet.” Riley bit his bottom lip, looking far more innocent than I knew him to be. “Bet you make all the boys cry too.”

Danny leaned closer, testosterone practically rolling off him now. “Only if they beg nicely.”

“Right, I’m out,” Lucky said, raising both his hands. “I don’t know if this sexual tension is making me uncomfortable or horny. Either way, I’m going to find a boyfriend and a drink.”

“We’re out too,” Matty said, shaking his head and smiling. “Have fun, you two.”

I doubted either of them even noticed us leaving. “Bet they end up fucking tonight.”

“I’m not taking that bet,” Matty said. “That’s a guarantee at this point. Question is, what will happen after?”

I shrugged, snagging a glass of champagne from the table and offering it to Matty. “Nothing, probably. I mean, neither of them are looking for a relationship. They’ll have a good time and both go on with their lives.”

Matty sipped his champagne. “You weren’t looking for a relationship either.”

“True, but that was just because I was an idiot,” I said, throwing an arm over his shoulder. “An idiot who was lucky enough to fall for someone willing to fight for him.”

Matty kissed my cheek. “Think I’m the lucky one here. I can’t believe you threw me a party.”

“Well, I knew it’d make you happy.”

“Yes, but you let everyone help you. And you didn’t kill any of them…right?”

“I didn’t, no. I won’t lie though, I came close a few times.”

Matty gave a half shrug. “That’s good enough for me. In fairness, killing does seem to be par for the course in this circle. Harlow stabbed Cal last week at book club for eating the last mini éclair.”

“Sounds like Harlow.”

Matty studied Riley, biting his lip. “Do you think I can tell him tonight?”

We’d all discussed letting Riley in on our world. He was too enmeshed in our group not to now. Plus, Matty hated keeping things from him. It was easier with Ethan as he seemed to be around less and less over the past few months.

But Riley was always with us. We’d all slipped up a few times and ended up compelling him to forget when he’d seen or heard something he shouldn’t. When Matty found out, he’d been livid. It was one of the few times he’d sat us all down for a stern talking to.

Believe me, it had been an experience none of us were keen to repeat soon.

As such, we’d agreed that Riley could be told. None of us thought he’d share our secrets, and it’d certainly make things easier.

However, I didn’t think he’d take it as well as Matty believed. He wasn’t learning about us via someone he was in love with, or because of a situation where he needed saving.

“You can tell him whenever you like,” I told Matty. “Are you sure you want to do it now though? What if he reacts badly?”

“I’d rather tell him,” Matty confessed. “Plus, everyone is here. It’ll be easier the more people there are to convince him. Then we can drink and forget it ever happened.”

I didn’t point out that, thanks to the bond, no amount of human alcohol could make Matty forget anything. “Okay, we can do this now. Whatever you want.”

Matty blew his curls out of his eyes. “I don’t know how to bring it up.”

“Want me to do it?”

Matty blinked up at me. “Would you?”

“Of course, sunshine.”

Danny disappeared to get another drink and a rather flustered Riley swept over to us. “Oh my god, Matty. I’m going to climb that man like a fucking tree tonight.”

Matty blushed and I had to hide my smile behind my glass. We both knew Matty heard far worse things from me in the bedroom.

Or the kitchen.

Or on the stairs.

There wasn’t an inch of this house we hadn’t christened.

Riley was still babbling about the increasingly debauched things he was going to do to Danny. Feeling Matty’s discomfort through the bond, I decided now was a good a time as any. “Hey, Riley?”

He broke off mid-sentence, frowning at me. It’d taken me longer to win Riley over, but I was getting there. Unlike the others, he didn’t know there was no chance I’d ever leave Matty again, not now that we were mated.

That was about to change.

“I’m a vampire.”

All chatter stopped as my words hit the supe ears in the room.

Riley rolled his eyes. “If you mean you know how to suck the joy out of the room, then yeah, I get it.”

Matty huffed impatiently. “No, Riley. He’s an actual vampire. Like, drinks blood to survive kinda vampire.”

Riley tittered. “Hun, are you okay? Has someone spiked your drink?”

Everyone was watching with keen interest now. Dagon and Dimitri were grinning, while Harlow was biting his knuckles to keep his laughter in.

Okay, so we probably should’ve come up with a better plan of attack than this one. Not knowing what else to do, I held my hands up warningly. “Don’t freak out.”

I let my fangs descend fully, drawing my lips back to put them on full display.

Riley blinked before saluting me with his glass. “Neat trick.”

I threw my arms up in frustration. “I give up. Someone else have a go.”

“What are we having a go at?”

I spun around, pointing at Danny. “Ah, perfect! Just who we need.”

Danny put a hand to his chest. “Sebastian, I’m flattered. Personally, I think this is how you should greet me whenever I enter a room.”

Toby snorted, muttering to Blaise, “This is going to be good.”

Blaise smirked in response, leaning closer to him. It hadn’t escaped anyone’s notice that they hadn’t been further than a foot away from each other the whole time they’d been here.

Made sense, given everything that’d happened between them.

“We’re trying to fill Riley in on the supe world,” Matty explained. “Sebastian’s told him he’s a vampire, but he doesn’t believe him.”

Understanding flashed in Danny’s eyes. “Ooh, you need my party trick? Well, I don’t need to be asked twice.”

He ripped his shirt over his head, ignoring the many supes who yelled in protest. Like several others, I threw a hand over my mate’s eyes and glared at him. “Naked? Really?”

Riley put down his glass, clapping his hands together. “Oh, now this is getting interesting.”

“I don’t have any other clothes,” Danny explained, kicking off his shoes and jeans. “I’ll keep the underwear on though. I don’t want to embarrass any of you in front of your mates.”

Puzzlement flickered over Riley’s face. “In front of their what?”

Danny gave Riley an exaggerated wink. “Prepare to be amazed, princess.”

There was a flash, and Danny was replaced by a giant wolf. Two pieces of cloth floated through the air, hitting the floor silently.

“Pointless him leaving on his boxers,” Leo remarked quietly to Ferry. “We’re all gonna see his junk when he changes back.”

“I’ve seen enough of his junk to last me a lifetime,” Blaise muttered darkly, making several others chuckle.

That was true. Wasn’t sure who Danny was being demure for, but thanks to the nature of his powers, we’d all been subjected to what he was packing a time or two before.

Worst part of it was that he wasn’t exaggerating. Prick.

Danny cocked his head to the side, his tongue lolling out as he stared at Riley. Thanks to the size of his wolf, they were eye to eye.

Riley’s face had drained of colour. His words came out in a strained whisper. “What. The. Fuck.”

Toby suddenly pushed off the wall. “Grab him! He’s going down.”

My cousin was right. I swooped forwards as Riley keeled over, catching him before his head slammed into the floor.

Toby was beside me as I lowered him the rest of the way down, checking his pulse and breathing rate. “He’s fine. He just fainted.”

Matty fell to his knees beside me, disappointment flooding the bond. “That didn’t go as expected.”

“He’ll be fine,” I reassured Matty, giving him a kiss. “The worst part is over now. He’ll come round and we can enjoy the party. I promise.”
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MATTY

Everyone cleared out, giving Riley some space while he came to.

He blinked up at me groggily. “Why am I on the floor?”

“You fainted.” I giggled. “Probably not what you thought would happen the first time you got Danny naked.”

“Did he really turn into a…”

“Wolf?” I finished for him when his voice trailed off. “Uh, yeah. So Danny can shift into a wolf. Sebastian, and his cousin Toby, are vampires.”

Riley groaned, pressing the heels of his hands to his eyes. “Did I hit my head and wake up in a PNR novel?”

“Sadly not,” I patted his shoulder sympathetically. “Was I wrong to tell you? You know how I feel about lying.”

“No, it’s fine.” Riley sat up gingerly. “Wait, you’re human though, right?”

“Yes, don’t worry, I don’t turn into a big bad wolf.”

He cracked a grin. “Nah, can’t see you being anything scarier than a rabbit, to be honest.”

“Valid. But no, I’m just me. Leo, Oscar, Bailey, and Lucky are human too.”

Riley’s face paled. “Can’t believe I’m asking this, but what are the others?”

“Well, River and Blaise are mages.” Riley’s brows furrowed so I hurried into an explanation. “They can control elements. River has power over water, and Blaise over fire. Then all the others…well, they’re demons.”

Riley gaped at me. “Like, live in Hell demons? Cloven hooves? Wings? Red scaly skin?”

“Actually, the only part that’s right is the wings,” Ferry said as he entered holding a glass of water. He smiled kindly as he offered it to Riley. “Here. Toby said to take small sips of this.”

Riley took the glass, eyeing Ferry warily. “So you’re a demon?”

Ferry inclined his head. “I am.”

“He’s being modest,” Danny drawled, popping up behind him. He was dressed again, though presumably commando given his underwear lay in scraps on the floor. “Ferry here is the Grim Reaper.”

“Was,” Ferry said from between gritted teeth. “Was the Grim Reaper.”

Riley paled. “I think I feel faint again.”

“Sip the water!” Toby’s voice barked out from the kitchen. “Danny, distract the poor boy, for fuck’s sake.”

“I got this,” Danny said, patting my arm. “Go enjoy your party.”

I bit my lip, looking at Riley, who was studying Danny with interest. “Riley?”

“I’m fine,” he replied quickly, a small smirk dancing on his lips. “Go find Sebastian. I wanna ask Danny if he has a monster peen.”

Yep, that was a conversation I didn’t want to be part of.

With Riley now up and talking, people began to filter back into the living room. I fell into conversation after conversation, everyone wanting to talk to the birthday boy.

The whole time, I felt Sebastian watching me from the doorway. If it hadn’t been for the bond, I might’ve been concerned. I might’ve worried that he was feeling lonely or excluded.

But the bond reassured me that wasn’t the case. Sebastian was content. Perfectly happy watching from the sidelines, basking in the knowledge that I was enjoying myself with my friends and family.

Still, I didn’t let him stay there all night. When Lucky and Harlow got distracted by the karaoke machine, I ran over and threw myself into his arms.

“Thank you,” I whispered in his ear. “I still can’t believe you did all this for me.”

He kissed my mating mark, making me shiver. “You deserve everything and then some, sunshine. I’m never going to stop trying to make you smile.”

I kissed him. “That’s good, because I’m never going to stop smiling around you. You make me so happy you’ll get sick of it eventually.”

He rolled his eyes. “Never, sunshine. That will literally never happen.”

I hugged him tight before pulling him into the centre of the party so I could celebrate exactly the way I wanted.

With Sebastian firmly at my side.
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MATTY—SEVEN YEARS LATER

The call had come in the dead of night.

Unlike others, this one hadn’t threatened our peace. It hadn’t required Sebastian to go running to help because some situation had gone south. It hadn’t seen me locked in a panic room with the other human mates, a couple of supes left to guard us.

No, this call was completely different. The one we’d waited five long years for, but never truly believed we’d get.

The one telling us there was a child waiting. A supe without parents who needed a forever home.

A month later, I still couldn’t believe it.

Stretching awake, I did the same thing I did every morning—jumped straight out of bed and raced to the nursery.

Like always, my husband was already awake. As he’d envisaged all those years ago, he took charge of night feeding, not needing as much sleep as I did.

I paused in the doorway, my heartstrings pulling as I watched my husband coo over our four-month-old son.

“There you go, Geralt,” he said, buttoning up his Babygro. “All clean and fresh. Right, how about we wake Daddy and go see the duckies? Would you like that? You like the duckies, don’t you? You do. Yes you do!”

Sebastian had worried for years about how he’d be as a father.

Me? I never worried about how he’d be. I knew he’d be perfect.

And I was always right.

Sebastian tickled Geralt’s tummy, making him giggle and squeal. I had to close my eyes as tears of happiness burned there.

Not that it mattered. It wouldn’t be the first time Sebastian had caught me crying in the doorway, and it likely wouldn’t be the last.

Sebastian lifted Geralt into the air. “Whoosh! Up you go. Like an airplane. When you get your wings, will you fly Papa around? Take him high in the sky?”

Geralt was a demon, but he wouldn’t get his wings for another few years. Fortunately Uncle Ferry, along with several other demonic ‘uncles,’ had promised to be on hand to help teach him to fly and harness his other demonic powers. “Well he certainly won’t be taking Daddy, I can assure you of that.”

Sebastian’s face lit up at the sound of my voice. I used to think his scowl was the most perfect sight, but that wasn’t true. It was his smile that I treasured. “Morning, sunshine! We were just about to come and wake you.”

“Morning.” I joined them by the changing table, kissing first Geralt, then Sebastian. “Good night?”

“He slept four hours straight,” Sebastian said brightly, passing him over to me. “Here, he’s been fed and changed. Why don’t you have snuggles while I go and make us breakfast?”

“Sounds perfect,” I murmured, cuddling Geralt close. His tiny hand grabbed onto the neck of my T-shirt. I breathed him in, revelling in the smell of our son.

Our son. We had a son.

“Sebastian?”

He paused in the doorway. “Yes, sunshine?”

I smiled at him, the vampire who’d told me I deserved everything, then fought every day to give it to me. Who gave me the passionate, all-consuming love I’d craved, along with the stability and safety I needed. “I love you. So very, very much.”

Love filled his eyes, echoing in a gentle hum along the bond. He walked back to me, kissing me lightly and resting his hand on Geralt’s head.

“I love you too. Both of you. I’m going to spend eternity making you both happy.”

Geralt hiccuped as I smiled at my husband. “You already do.”
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Thank you for reading! Want a spicy bonus scene involving Sebastian, Matty and some yarn?
Sign up for my newsletter here to get your hands on this scene and more!


Ready for Blaise and Toby? Preorder Temperance here.
Can’t wait until then? Make a start on their story today by joining my Patreon here.


Interested in finding out what was happening with Micah and Nox? Preorder their story here.


Stalk Me


Join my Facebook group for the latest news, exclusive teasers and promos, and to witness me generally screaming into the abyss as I write (it’s fun, I promise. Well, fun for you, not necessarily for me) - Romance Larks (Lark Taylor Author group)

Other places to find me:

All links

Website


Also by Lark Taylor


Paranormal Books

Reckless Damned Series

Devil’s Mark

Devil May Care

Deal With the Devil

Luck of the Devil

Damned Connections Series

Patience

Justice

Temperance - Available for Preorder

Hopeless Blessed

Conflicted - Available for Preorder

Contemporary Books

Caffeine Daydreams - Rockstar Romance

White Noise

Green Light

Red Haze- Available for Preorder
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