
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			By Colette Rhodes

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2021 Colette Graimes 

			All rights reserved

			The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

			No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

			Cover design by: Colette Graimes 

		

	
		
			Trigger Warning

			Please note that this book contains references to a suicide that took place many centuries before these events.

		

	
		
			If I cannot move heaven, I will raise hell.

			Virgil
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			“We are ever striving after what is forbidden, and coveting what is denied us.”

			Ovid

			The pain was exquisite. 

			Fire licked under my skin, burning me from the inside, while knives criss-crossed over it on the outside, tearing me open. 

			Breathe. I had to breathe. 

			I sucked in a lungful of air, but it gave me no relief. It felt foreign, wrong. My body rejected it. 

			Unnecessary. Dead men did not need to breathe. 

			The more I inhaled, the more it burned my insides like smoke. My scream was deafening even to my own ears.

			Perhaps this was the underworld. 

			No, I was still in the cellar. The cellar that the beautiful, terrifying woman had brought me to. If I wanted to help my love, I had to follow her. I did want to help her. As soon as the pain subsided, I would find her.

			Another scream. How could it hurt so much? I was already dead.

			“Cover his mouth,” a feminine voice hissed. Aelia. She had told me her name was Aelia. “Bite, youngling. It will help,” she cooed. She possessed some kind of dark gift that made her words impossible to ignore. 

			When she commanded I follow, I had followed her. 

			When she told me I would need to die to be with the woman I loved, I died. I looked her in the eye as she walked up to me, grabbed my head and snapped my neck.

			My mouth was suddenly filled with fabric, and I bit down on it as instructed. Anything to ease the ache. The need to bite was all-consuming. Every part of me hurt, though my teeth perhaps suffered the most. 

			No, my heart. That was what hurt the most. Grief had taken a knife to my chest and turned, turned, turned it until there was nothing left but a mangled mockery of what my heart had once been. 

			Porcia was dead. 

			No. She had suffered a fate worse than death. She had been turned into a monster. An undead monster. A creature of darkness who fed on the blood of humans. A gift, Aelia had called it. I was surrounded by such creatures now, — Aelia and four men she seemed to command — letting them injure me, kill me, revive me. Drinking Aelia’s cursed blood as she pressed her bleeding wrist to my lips.

			I did not know what I had agreed to. What kind of bargain had I made with Orcus to gain immortal life? Was my soul intact? Did it matter?

			For Porcia, I would suffer any fate.

			I screamed around the fabric as another tremor of agony ripped through my body, my bones shifting somehow. Transforming my body. 

			Somewhere out there, Porcia was experiencing misery like this, and she was alone. Aelia had turned her and abandoned her. Saved her and damned her. Then left her unprotected in the world. 

			That could not be. Porcia was beauty, light, wit, and kindness. The mistress of this household, where I had lived my whole life as an unworthy slave in her husband’s possession. Porcia was the perfect woman, and night creature or otherwise, she needed protection. She needed someone devoted to her safety, as I had been since the moment I had first laid eyes on her.

			Porcia needed me. If that was all she needed from me, I would give it willingly. I would always be what Porcia needed. 

			The waves of torment receded, or perhaps they just became insignificant in the face of the raw, dry thirst that scraped painfully at my throat. The ache in my teeth became more acute. Sharp pains stabbed relentlessly at my gut. Hunger. 

			“Time to feed, youngling.”
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			“How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.”

			Elizabeth Barrett Browning

			The sounds of night falling woke me up, as reliable as any alarm clock. 

			The traffic died down, the rumble of functional work vans morphing into the soft purr of more luxurious vehicles. The click clack of shoes on the pavement and aggravated voices of workers talking on their cell phones became raucous laughter and inane chatter as the pubs filled up and patrons spilled out onto the pavements. One thing I’d always admired about the British was their dedication to standing on the sidewalk drinking pints, whatever the weather.  

			For six nights of the week, I waited for Monday. Mondays were the quietest night at Porcia’s burlesque club, Sugar. Mondays were the only time she left the premises these days, and therefore the only opportunity we had to see her. To lay eyes on her and know irrefutably that she was safe. 

			 Porcia Catonis.

			My obsession. The reason for my long, otherwise pointless, existence. My life began and ended with Porcia. Amor meus. My love. 

			A horn blared on the road below, a human yelling about using indicators, each word is clear as a bell to my sensitive ears. Our townhouse in Spitalfields was noisier than our country estate, but it was conveniently close to Porcia’s apartment and club in Shoreditch. If Louis found the commotion of central London irritating, he’d never brought it up. He had lusted after Porcia for 1500 years less than I had, but I was confident his devotion ran as deep as mine. She had that effect on others, whether she wanted to or not.

			If London was where Porcia was, London was where we would be. That was an indisputable fact. She’d lived out many lifetimes here over the centuries. It was one of her favorite places.

			I sat up in my bed, propped up against the pillows, and swiped my phone from the bedside table. 24 November. It was the anniversary of when I’d discovered Louis in 1347, recently turned and in the throes of bloodlust. Each year he jokingly referred to it as our anniversary, since we’d been together ever since. 

			Louis was tenacious. When I’d found him, he had been crawling through a ditch in Saint-Andiol, desperate to find drinkable blood. He’d been abandoned by his sire who had been on a hunger-fueled rampage through southern France, turning victims of the Black Death. Those were dark days, when finding a healthy human to drink from had been almost impossible. I remembered the hunger acutely. Sending healthy humans to Porcia first, then taking what was left to sustain myself. 

			As desperate as things had been, I’d never succumb to the temptation to turn anyone else as many of my peers did in those days. They would get carried away, high off a feed after coming so close to death, reveling in the thrill of siring new “life”. Turning them was one thing, but they rarely stuck around for the painful part of the transition or the subsequent bloodlust their “progeny” suffered from. 

			I did not consider myself a compassionate man. At the time, I cared for no one except Porcia. But it must have been fate intervening because leaving Louis to suffer, alone and vulnerable, had been intolerable to me. He’d reminded me of the younger slaves I’d helped care for and defended in my mortal life. So, rather than kill him like I’d done with every other revenant turned in that spree, I took him back to my cottage in Cavaillon for him to finish his transition safely. I taught him how to feed responsibly, and gave him time to mourn the life that had been stolen from him. 

			He’d never left. It was a fact I was grateful for now, though I was simultaneously grateful that I’d acquired no other strays over the centuries. 

			We were due to feed tonight, perhaps we could make it a celebratory occasion. Pick up a couple of women to enjoy the night with. Louis’ teasing label of it as our ‘anniversary’ depressingly wasn’t wrong. We were like a married couple, without the sex.

			I pulled up a news site on my screen, curious to see if any new disappearances had been reported during the day. There had been an unusual rate of humans vanishing over the last month since we’d got back from a trip to New Orleans to keep watch over Porcia. It was only a four-day trip. Generally our territory, five miles or so around our home, would have been safe from poachers in that time. The scent of our venom would have lingered anywhere we’d fed or fucked. If the disappearances were courtesy of a revenant, they hadn’t encroached close enough for us to worry yet, but I took no chances with Porcia’s safety. 

			Female revenants were rare. Ones as ancient as Porcia were non-existent.

			Even if that wasn’t the case, I loved her. I would never let any harm come to her. 

			My attention snagged on a news article about another disappearance. It had only just occurred last night. The man had been out drinking with his mates. Mysteriously disappeared. His friends were talking to the media, concerned the police weren’t yet treating it as suspicious. The guy had been drunk and was known for all-night benders, but his friends knew something was wrong. 

			It was the eighth such case within a month, so far as I could tell. They weren’t on our territory, or Porcia’s, but they were uncomfortably close. 

			Louis strolled into my room without knocking in low-hanging pajama pants and no shirt, flopping down on the bed next to me. He absentmindedly blew a stubborn lock of hair that persistently fell into his eye. “Happy anniversary, honey. I’m famished.” 

			“We need to feed,” I agreed, suppressing a grin as I returned my gaze to my phone. “But before we celebrate this most sacred of nights, we need to do some detective work. I’m concerned about the spike in disappearances near here. I want to look around tonight, see if we spot anything... amiss.” 

			“Anywhere in particular?” Louis asked, rolling to his side and propping up on his elbow to look at my screen. 

			“Let’s start in Stratford and go from there,” I suggested. 

			There wasn’t any pattern to the locations that I could find, except that they were all in areas of East London and all tended to be attractive young adults, which is what made the stories so newsworthy. I was hardly some immortal crusader who cared for the lives of precious humans, but if someone was siring revenants and commandeering large swathes of territory, then they needed to do it someplace else. Somewhere very fucking far away from Porcia.

			I wondered idly if she’d noticed. Porcia’s attitude to revenants was she would leave them alone so long as they left her alone. In centuries, there had only been one she’d befriended.

			My mind went to the worst-case scenario, as it always did where she was concerned. Porcia could always return to her main estate in East Lothian if the situation worsened, but it was more of a retreat she’d used over the ages than a permanent residence. There weren’t enough local humans to feed from without eventually drawing attention.

			Louis rolled to his back, pushing his messy blonde hair out of his eyes again. “You think they’re turning them?” 

			“At first, yes. Now I’m not so sure. The first disappearances, if they were changed, would be experiencing bloodlust about now. There would be signs of their presence. Weakened humans walking around, reeking of venom,” I responded absently, skimming through the article for clues. Just thinking about the process made me shiver, and the noise Louis made in the back of his throat made me assume he was remembering his transition, too. 

			Time hadn’t dulled the memory at all. It had been days of endless misery, pain like I had never experienced. Until the fog had cleared, leaving room for nothing but hunger. After I had fed and finally taken a good look at what I had become, I’d realized nothing about myself had been the same. 

			My face and body were improved, more aesthetically appealing. More alluring. For weeks, my focus had been almost single-mindedly on blood, except for the small part of my brain that wondered if Porcia was okay.

			That had never disappeared. She was still my first thought when I woke up, and my last before I fell asleep.

			No one had noticed my death — I was a mere lowly slave — but Porcia’s, just one day earlier, had been a shock to everyone. Destroyed by grief after losing her husband, her untimely death had been a tragedy. She was mourned. 

			In the beginning, when I’d finally found her again, that was why I never approached her. She was a grieving widow, what would she want with me? An unworthy slave. I’d lived in her household for years and she’d never noticed me. I wasn’t worthy of her, not even when we’d both been changed into creatures of darkness. I could watch her, protect her. Covet her, but from afar. She needed a loyal guard, not an obsessed lover, and Porcia’s needs always came first.

			“I don’t think there are baby revs running around either,” Louis said eventually, frowning as he contemplated the idea. “They would go to her. They wouldn’t be able to help themselves. She draws them in. We’d have noticed.”  

			“I hope so,” I muttered. The more reclusive Porcia became, the harder it was for us to watch over her. We couldn’t enter her club, she would notice our presence without question. What we could do, we did from afar.

			Whenever there were uprisings, disputes over territory, revenants who got carried away with siring, I had ensured none of it ever touched Porcia. She should remain unsullied, untainted by the politics and disputes of revenants. 

			If I had to get my hands dirty again to keep hers clean, I would, without question. Female revenants were more possessive, more alluring, and easier for us to fall prey to. They were queens, and weak men feared powerful women. If a revenant wanted Porcia’s territory, they’d kill her rather than try to run her off. 

			Louis was still lying on his back, drumming his fingers against his abs, playing an invisible piano. 

			“Are we spending our anniversary stalking our mutual love?” Louis inquired, a teasing note to his voice. I gave him a sidelong glance, raising my eyebrow. Of course we were, that question didn’t merit an answer. We had spent centuries together, he knew the depths of my obsession better than anyone.

			“It’s growing harder, you know. I’m sure you feel it too,” Louis added quietly, all traces of humor gone from his voice. 

			“Staying away?” 

			“Don’t pretend it doesn’t bother you,” Louis replied harshly, glaring at me as if he was daring me to lie. As if I could, Louis knew me better than I knew myself, and I respected him too much to deceive him. 

			It had been nearly a month since we arrived back from New Orleans. Porcia had performed in a Halloween-themed burlesque show in a club she owned on Bourbon Street. Usually, we watched her from far enough away that there was no risk of her seeing us. She didn’t know we existed, and that’s how it was meant to stay. 

			But we’d never been to her New Orleans club, and it was more intimate than we realized. She saw us. Not just saw us, looked directly at us and danced for us. 

			Teased us. 

			My balls ached just thinking about it. 

			“It bothers me,” I admitted gruffly. 

			“The more I think about it, the stranger it is,” Louis said, seeming relieved we were both struggling. “She didn’t seem bothered in the least to have us in her territory.”

			“She may not have viewed it as hers. She owns the club, but she doesn’t live there,” I pointed out, wondering where he was going with this. 

			“Have you ever considered she knew who we were?” Louis hedged.

			No. Not once. “Impossible. We have always maintained enough distance for that not to be an issue.”

			“Maybe.” Louis shrugged. “I just can’t see Porcia being completely fine with two powerful revenants — men, no less — showing up in her club unless she knew we weren’t a threat. I’m going to get dressed, I’ll meet you downstairs.” 

			I nodded silently as Louis let himself out, setting my phone aside. Could he be right? 

			My fascination with Porcia had only been mildly less potent when we were mere humans. She was a senator’s wife, beloved by the upper echelons of Roman society — young, quick-witted, exceptionally beautiful, and renowned for her devotion to her husband. Centuries after his death, and I still felt jealous every time I thought about him. Porcia gave up everything for him. Louis and I could never compete with that. 

			Porcia evidently agreed that no man could compete with her dead husband either. She bedded human men, but that was the extent of her relationships with them. Good thing, too. If she’d ever taken an immortal lover, I’d have killed him. I wouldn’t have been able to help myself. It was one thing for her to indulge in sex with humans — they were temporary, unimportant. Conveniently, Porcia rejected attachments, as my jealousy would never let me stand for seeing Porcia with a man who she could form a permanent connection with.

			In my head, she was always mine. Now mine and Louis’. No one could love her the way we could.

			That was why we had to keep our distance. We could never settle for just one night, and she would never offer any more than that. I’d have to remind Louis of that later, as painful as it was for both of us.

			Shaking off my melancholy thoughts, I got out of bed and began getting ready for the night ahead. I had long since accepted that we could never have Porcia’s love, but I would never stop keeping her safe. 

			***

			I loved this time of year in Britain. We could leave the house at five in the evening and be perfectly safe from the sun. The paths of the Olympic Park were well-lit and crawling with mortals making their way home from work, bundled up in coats and scarves against the late November chill. It was the only time of the year where we could almost pretend to be human again, drifting among the masses as they went about their day. The illusion never lasted long. We were creatures of the night, and there was no escaping that. 

			The police had investigated this area recently after the disappearance of a young woman a few nights ago. There was camera footage, but she seemed to vanish right on tape according to the news reports. They were putting it down to a suspicious technical glitch. I suspected it was a revenant moving too fast for any camera frame rate to track. 

			“I don’t think there’s anything useful here,” Louis said, looking around with a frown, hands tucked into his gray woolen peacoat.

			“I agree,” I sighed. “They were careful not to leave any evidence behind. Not so much as a single drop of blood.” 

			Louis chuckled, rubbing his palms together in anticipation. “When was the last time we had to deal with an overexcited revenant grabbing territory?” 

			“A century at least,” I replied thoughtfully. “Though it’s a little more complicated now with the media scrutiny and cameras.” 

			One false move and the conspiracy theorists would be out in full force. I wouldn’t risk that kind of attention on our kind, lest Porcia was the one to suffer. Whoever was responsible for these humans disappearing would have to be dealt with. 

			“I can’t concentrate on anything until we eat,” Louis said absently, gazing at a mortal woman walking past fiddling with her scarf, exposing the creamy skin of her neck and the steady beat of her pulse. 

			I snorted, shoulder checking Louis as I walked back the way we came. “Let’s go to The Rose & Crown before you maul someone.” 

			“Maul someone in public,” Louis clarified. “I fully intend to maul someone, but I prefer my mauling to be done in private.”

			It was a short walk away and one of our favored hunting grounds over the years. The pub was popular, giving us plenty of options, but tucked down a winding laneway with lots of hidden shadowy spots nearby for privacy. 

			Louis was already scoping out potential prey while I watched his back and scouted our surroundings. We were a good team, Louis and I. We’d both consciously toned down our allure, so as not to draw every mortal in the vicinity towards us, desperate for our attention.

			“Let’s go for the couple that just showed up,” Louis suggested, his voice too low for human ears. “Everyone else will taste more like ale than blood,” he continued, wrinkling his nose in distaste at the diluted smell of the blood in the bar. 

			“You’ve gotten snobby,” I replied drily, making our way towards the young human couple. For centuries, it had been nigh on impossible to find an adult without alcohol in their bloodstream, though the beer they’d drunk throughout the day was weaker than what they had nowadays. 

			“Probably,” Louis conceded under his breath, sidling up to the circular bar table the couple were seated at, hands clasped together, smiling at each other in that soft, adoring way I’d never experienced. 

			Couples were by far the easiest to feed from. They would get wrapped up in each other, Louis and I would bite one each, give them the best orgasms of their lives, then they’d forget all about us while they fucked each other into oblivion. 

			“Hello,” the man said with a sigh, his eyes flicking between us. Without thinking about it, I let my allure radiate out, envisioning it snaking around the couple, drawing them in.

			“May we join you?” Louis said smoothly, nodding at the empty stools. “It’s packed in here tonight.” 

			“Please do,” the woman replied breathily, staring at us with wide, eager eyes. 

			“What are your names?” I asked in a tone that sounded disinterested to my own ears, but would sound like the height of seduction to theirs. 

			“I’m Cam, this is Samira,” the man responded, gazing longingly at Louis, who was eyeing the pulse in Cam’s neck. 

			“I’m David, this is my brother Jason,” I replied, flipping through my mental catalog of identities to recall which names we were going by at the moment. 

			“You don’t look like brothers,” Samira murmured, staring at me adoringly. It was true, I had Mediterranean coloring that contrasted against Louis’ fair skin, blonde hair, and gray eyes. “Even though you’re both like, crazy hot.”

			“That’s very kind of you. Perhaps we could find someplace more private? Get to know one another better?” I sighed, looking disinterestedly around the room at the hordes of drunken mortals. Semper idem. Always the same. The clothes and music were different, but humans gathering, drinking, laughing at vulgar jokes, and trying to fuck one another was unfailingly consistent. 

			I understood why Porcia integrated herself so heavily into human society. There was something soothing about that constancy. 

			“Yes, let’s go somewhere more quiet,” Cam agreed enthusiastically, answering the question I’d forgotten I’d asked. 

			Louis rewarded them with his most sensual half-smile before signaling to follow him out of the bar. I did a final sweep of the area, ensuring we hadn’t attracted any unwanted scrutiny, before following them onto the old cobbled street and around the corner into the shadows. 

			“So, what should we do?” Samira asked breathily, squinting to see us in the darkness. 

			“Cam, kiss your girl,” Louis drawled, a lazy command. Cam jumped to obey, grabbing Samira around the waist and tugging her against him. His mouth crashed down on hers and I inclined my head, assessing the passion between them. We weren’t exerting any real compulsion, or forcing them to do anything they didn’t want to do, anyway. We could if we tried, but we weren’t those kinds of revenants. 

			Louis stepped up behind Cam, running a finger down the side of his exposed neck, causing Cam to shiver. I shot Louis a hurry up look over the couple’s heads. Hungry as I was, I would not miss the opportunity to see Porcia. He seemed to agree, dipping his head to lick a line of euphoria-inducing saliva on Cam’s skin. I mirrored the action on Samira, waiting until I felt her shudder of desire and the slackness of her muscles, telltale signs she was ready, willing, and beyond recalling any of this. 

			With practiced synchronicity, our fangs clicked out, and we both surged into our meals at the same moment. I’d fed countless times in my immortal life, and that rush of blood, the flood of liquid gold on my tongue, still felt better than anything else. Better than sex even, though I’d only ever indulged with humans. 

			Samira moaned in ecstasy as her orgasm hit, pulling Cam nearer as he groaned his own release. I drank deeply, though I was mindful not to draw too much, before sealing the wound with my saliva. Louis finished a minute later, closing his own victim’s wounds, and we vanished into the night, leaving the panting couple just as they ripped each other’s clothes off.

			“I almost want to stick around,” Louis said conversationally, wiping the corners of his mouth with his thumb. “They’re kinky, I can tell. I want to see if they do anal in the alleyway.” 

			I snorted. “Do you want to see that more than you want to see Porcia?” I asked, ensuring the coast was clear before we took advantage of our enhanced speed to run through the streets to Sugar, Porcia’s burlesque club. 

			“Of course not,” Louis scoffed. “I went a little mad with the venom though, that guy’s erection is going to last 24 hours. We could probably return after we check on Porcia and find them still going at it.”

			“They’ll have been arrested by then. Race you,” I added with a smirk, taking off into the night, winding unseen around pedestrians. I could practically feel Louis’ irritation as he struggled to keep up with me. Unlike humans, revenants only grew stronger and faster with age.

			We came to a halt in the shadows opposite Sugar, leaning against the wall of an old office building and suppressing our allure while lighting cigarettes to throw any attention off us. On Mondays, Porcia would take a night off from performing and go out, visiting the late night stores to shop, or just feeding in the area surrounding her club. Just Mondays, though. She seldom left the property these days, and it caused me some concern. 

			She used to be much more adventurous, going out exploring, feeding, running all kinds of illegal clubs and speakeasies in an era when women couldn’t leave the house without a male companion. Porcia had a way of making sure the rules didn’t apply to her. I wondered if her hermitess-like behavior was because she was at a loss of what to do in a world where she didn’t particularly need to rebel anymore.

			Louis and I straightened as Porcia exited the alleyway next to the club and stepped out under the streetlight. After generations of skirts and dresses, Porcia seemed to be rather in the habit of wearing them now. Tonight, she wore a black wrap dress that tied at one hip and fell to mid-thigh, revealing her elegant dancer’s legs. As ever, she favored lethal-looking heels — tonight’s were all black except for their red soles, pointy and strapped around her ankles. 

			I would give my kingdom to see her wearing those heels and nothing else. 

			As we stared, she pulled on a tan trench coat, blending in with the surrounding humans. Her eyes drifted over the shadowy alcove where Louis and I stood, but didn’t pause. There was no way she noticed we were watching. Louis’ idea that she knew who we were was nice, but it was a fantasy. 

			If my heart could still beat, it would burst out of my chest at the sight of her exquisite face. Porcia was a classical beauty — fine-boned, with big round eyes, a dainty nose, pouty lips, and slim jaw. She wore her mass of curled dark brown hair naturally again these days, after so many years of taming it to match the fashion of the times. Her bright blue eyes were her most striking feature though, standing out against her pale skin and dark eyebrows. 

			She’d appeared much the same as a mortal. Slightly less perfect, her skin more flawed, her teeth not as straight and gleaming, but still captivating. Now, she was radiant. Everything about Porcia the revenant called weak humans into her orbit, ready to throw themselves at her feet and slice open their veins for the privilege of satisfying her.

			Weak humans, and weak-willed revenants.

			Louis made a quiet pained noise in his throat, crushing the burning cigarette in his fist. I understood what it meant to be tempted, I knew the urge to go to her. Always had. It hadn’t taken long for Louis to catch on to my preoccupation with Porcia after I’d taken him in, and it took even less time for his own infatuation with her to bloom. 

			In the beginning, I’d wanted to rip his head off for daring to look at her. Now, there was no question in my mind that his adoration matched my own. Besides, if by some miracle we were ever given a chance with Porcia, she’d want Louis’ light and mirth to balance out my own stoic nature, and she’d always preferred more than one bedmate at a time. That much had become very clear over the years of observing her with humans. 

			“I don’t know how much longer I can do this,” Louis murmured, voice strained. “To be so close and yet so far away.”

			His pain was palpable, calling to my own. I couldn’t give him reassurance. I was the fixer of the two of us, the problem-solver, but I couldn’t see how to fix this without giving Porcia up. I would have sooner severed my head from my body than live a life without at least her presence.

			Instead, I said nothing, opting to follow Porcia at a distance down the street like I’d always done, hoping the answer would materialize in front of me. 

			Amor meus, tell me how to let you go.
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			I met a traveler from an antique land

			Percy Bysshe Shelley

			Any minute now, I would summon up a modicum of enthusiasm for the night ahead. Tonight’s theme was one of my favorites, after all. I saved all the best shows for Saturdays. The women around me flitted through the dressing room, bursting with excitement in their pink costumes, while I tried to remember what it felt like to be excited about anything. 

			Still, the comradery was nice. It was why I kept the club open, why I still danced. The setup was probably unconventional — I had no interest in anything resembling rehearsals, and the hours I kept weren’t exactly conducive to human group projects. Instead, I set a rotation of themes we used throughout the year. Some women paired up or did group numbers, it was their choice. 

			So long as they performed well and played nicely with others, I guaranteed their spots. The kinds of establishments I owned over the years had changed, but my women-centric philosophy had not. Even if it wasn’t quite as radical these days. 

			I ran my hands lovingly over the shiny rose gold corset that paired perfectly with my thigh-high boots. An elaborate trailing skirt with a bustle fixed around my waist gave the impression of a floor-length gown from the back, but showed off my legs and killer boots from the front. It was cutesier than my regular outfits — on-stage or off — but occasionally I liked to feel like a fairy princess. 

			A fairy princess whose tits were about to bust out the top of her corset, but a fairy princess nonetheless. The nipple pasties hid the good bits, anyway.

			I topped up my crimson lipstick, patting some glitter over top so it would stand out on stage, and focused my hearing on the main floor of the club, tuning out the surrounding chatter, in case the staff were having any issues. 

			“Welcome to Sugar! Tonight is our Pink Bits show, and 20% of proceeds go to breast cancer research. How many are in your party?” Shaliah, my favorite hostess and manager, was calm as ever. She was the consummate professional, which was sometimes a tall order. Our clientele were often wealthy, attractive, and by the time they left, horny. Not all of my employees kept a level head when faced with that combination. 

			The voices of patrons in the queue at the hostess stand were building to a steady clamor, we’d have a full house tonight. I, Lady Lucy, would open the show. Performing was solely for my vanity — the spotlight gave me a high that only blood could beat — but I didn’t need the best time slot. Carmina had that honor tonight. I gave her candy-themed costume a onceover to make sure she didn’t need any adjustments. It was a little modern for my tastes, but it was popular with the audience.

			Carmina fluffed her long black hair, her rich brown skin glowing against the pastel pink costume. She was objectively beautiful and smelled delicious. Too bad she was an employee. As pretty as my staff were, I wouldn’t drink from them. If I indulged once, I might indulge again, and I couldn’t risk bonding them to me as a permanent thrall. Aside from the short life span it afforded them, the last thing I needed was a horde of adoring humans following me around, nipping at my heels like irksome little dogs. 

			I must be hungry if I was eyeing up Carmina, but there were plenty of patrons settling into the booths. Someone would catch my eye. 

			Celeste, the MC, started doing her piece on stage and I tuned out the world around me as I pulled on my elbow-length pink satin gloves and checked the knot on my bustle. The faintest trickle of pre-show excitement went through me, highlighting how stale my daily routine had become over the past fifteen years. 

			In my years owning Sugar, I’d watched Shoreditch grow into a creative hotspot, full of technology businesses I didn’t understand and had no desire to learn about. My ‘Lucy’ identity was running out of time, even with my insistence that Botox and plastic surgery kept me young. If this little corner of London was a puzzle, I was a piece that no longer fit.

			I’d be sorry to part with this place, though. Sugar was all glossy oaks, leather booths, red velvet curtains, and dim lamplights that gave it the feel of an old-world parlor, so at odds with the combination of slick office buildings and grungy street art outside. With the club’s strict no-phones policy, I could almost forget the noisy, fast-paced world existed.

			The lights dimmed, and I made my way to center stage, accompanied by the noise of wolf whistles from the crowd. There was a beat of silence before the spotlight illuminated me and the opening notes of Diamonds Are A Girl’s Best Friend rang out. I shot the audience a flirtatious grin, swishing my hips seductively but borrowing some classical ballerina positions for my arms, highlighting the long lines of my torso. 

			I’d always danced — historically, opportunities for women to make money using their brains rather than their bodies were limited — but I admired the freedom of burlesque in particular. It was funny, extravagant, irreverent and sexy all at once. 

			I blew the crowd a kiss before turning my back on them, playfully swishing the bustle of my skirt before flipping it out of the way, giving the audience a peek of an ass that humans had crawled on their knees and begged for a taste of. 

			Immortal woman, immortal problems.

			Having given the ass men a little something, I spun around, bent forward and did a little shimmy for the boob men. I considered myself an equal opportunity tease. I provided another dazzling smile as I dragged the gloves off with my teeth, spinning them in the air as I strutted across the stage. 

			The catcalls and applause were as ubiquitous as they’d always been, but the gratification was hollow. It wasn’t the first time I’d had a lull in my two thousand years. I’d bounced back before, and I would do it again. Perhaps it was time for another stint in Oslo. Or maybe Berlin. 

			I gave the audience my back again, shaking my ass as I scooped my blush-colored ostrich feather fans off the floor. There wasn’t any thought going into the steps as I twirled the fans through the air, wrapping them around my body and unfurling them with an exaggerated wink. Muscle memory guided my movements, from the sultry roll of my hips to the perfect O of my mouth. 

			My gaze snagged on a tempting-looking man seated nearby the stage. Tall, dark and handsome — precisely my type. In my dispirited mood, the concept of flirting with anyone, seducing them, enticing them somewhere private for a bite they’d never remember and an orgasm they’d never forget held no appeal. I needed to feed, though. A bloody, hunger-fueled rampage through East London was not how I planned to retire my ‘Lucy’ persona.

			I blew Tall, Dark and Handsome a kiss, setting my fans down so I could toy with the skirt, tantalizing the crowd before dropping it, revealing my sparkly thong in all its tiny glory.

			My mark looked like all his dreams had come true. Yes, he’d do, though I wouldn’t fuck him. I was too exhausted for that palaver. No, he’d have the best orgasm of his life, be a little fuzzy on the details, assume we’d had sex in the back alley, and tell all his friends that he “boned” the burlesque dancer at Sugar. 

			Boned. Slang truly got worse with each generation.

			I slid down to the floor on my knees, picking up my fans and twirling them above me as I arched my back, giving a few cheeky thrusts to get the crowd in the mood. A man wiped his brow in my periphery, and a glimmer of satisfaction permeated my fog of discontentment. 

			The crowd was lively, the show would be a success, whatever was happening in my brain would have to stay there.

			I ditched the corset, using the fans to obscure my glittery pink nipple pasties, and making eye contact with audience members like we had a secret that I was only sharing with them. I shimmied and twirled, showing off my naked back, and working the feathers to shield my front. 

			Only as my routine ended did I fan the feathers at the base of my spine like a peacock’s tail, shimmying my ageless boobs and staring directly at my supper. The seating area was dimly lit, but darkness didn’t affect my vision. There was no hiding that rapidly beating pulse in his neck from me. Delicious.

			The audience clapped and whistled, but my usual end-of-performance rush was absent. Disillusioned, I let myself off-stage and into the dressing room to put on my outfit for the rest of the night — a silky magenta dress that ended just below my knife holster, with thin spaghetti straps. 

			I sashayed back into the club, winding past tables with an extra swing in my step, until I found Handsome eagerly waiting for me. He’d moved to the outside of the booth — handsome, but no subtlety — so I slid in next to him with a flirtatious smile. My allure wasn’t something I thought consciously about, it just happened, and it was certainly working on Handsome. I hadn’t even said hello yet, and he was tilting his chin up to show off that exquisite pulse in his neck, thrumming like a siren call for a bloodthirsty immortal.

			“And your name is?” I purred, crossing my legs and letting my dress slide up as I leaned in close. He smelled tasty. Healthy. Sick people smelled sour, their blood off-putting. There had been a time when most of London smelled like that.

			“Lee,” he rasped, staring awestruck at me. The rest of his table were too, though they weren’t receiving the full extent of my allure like poor Lee was.  

			“Lee,” I replied, with my sultriest smile, batting my eyelashes at him. “I’m Lucy.” 

			“Will you walk into my parlor?” said the spider to the fly.

			“I know. You’re like, well famous ‘round here. Fuck, you’re fit,” he muttered under his breath, scarcely concealing the erection tenting his trousers with his hands. Maybe I should fuck him? No, not tonight. Handsome though he was, there was nothing challenging about him. Nothing that lit a fire in me. Occasionally I got carried away while feeding and ended up seducing my prey, but if I went in resolved not to, I never faltered. 

			I had to keep my wits about me. Rule number four: Don’t kill the humans.

			“So are you,” I responded, struggling to keep the disinterest out of my tone as I leaned into him and ran a finger down his shirt. Fit. Stars. “You don’t have a wife at home, do you?” 

			“Shit, no. I’m single,” he breathed, following my finger with wide eyes as it drifted towards his belt buckle.

			“Perfect.” Let the record show I had some morals. Most of the time. I planted a soft kiss on his jaw, ready to work him up enough to follow me into the dirty back alley without a second thought.

			“I’m sure you must be weary, with soaring up so high,

			Will you rest upon my little bed?” said the spider to the fly.

			I discreetly licked a trail of venom over his skin to lower his inhibitions, but before I could make him properly delirious, a presence by the hostess stand grabbed my eye. A presence that most definitely didn’t belong.

			Whoever he was, he was one of my kind. His features were too refined, skin too flawless, eyes too vivid to be anything other than an immortal. A handsome one too, with neat black hair, olive skin and glittering green eyes. If I wasn’t averse to taking a tumble with my own kind, I’d take him for a ride. As it stood,  he’d walked brazenly onto my turf like it was his due, which immediately had my hackles rising.

			“Excuse me, Lee. Duty calls,” I murmured, absentmindedly stroking his thigh before slipping out of the booth, past the tables to the back of the club. 

			Damn it, Shaliah was ogling the newcomer like he was a tall glass of water in the middle of the Sahara. He was sending her an appreciative look back, a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth.

			“Boss,” Shaliah greeted as I let my far stronger allure wrap around her, pulling her focus. “Excellent performance, as always.”

			“Thank you. Let me deal with this one, hm?” I suggested, tipping my head at the stranger. There was a flicker of disappointment in her eyes, like she’d failed him. 

			The man straightened as I neared, stepping confidently into his personal space, leaning in to whisper in his ear. “I have a collection of testicles in jars in my home. They belong to immortal men who use their allure on my employees.” 

			That was a lie, immortals left me alone, but my resolve was sincere. Rule number three: Guard your territory.

			He blanched, and I felt the sudden withdrawal of his allure as he reined it in. I glanced at Shaliah over my shoulder. She was still giving him moon eyes, but the attraction was all hers now. 

			“What’s your name?” I asked, turning back to my unwanted guest.

			“Alessio.” His accent was thick, I could tell as much from that single word. Italian. The one place I would never visit. 

			“Join me for a refreshment, Alessio. I presume you’re here to speak to me,” I sighed, not disguising the impatience in my tone as I spun on my heel and led him to the bar. 

			“What can I do for you, Alessio?” I inquired politely, leaning against the quiet end of the bar, giving Amy the bartender a slight shake of my head when she moved towards us. I’d see what he wanted before I offered him hospitality. He mirrored my posture, propping an elbow on the bar and facing me. He was playing it cool, but he wasn’t unaffected by my allure. 

			“I have a proposition for you.” 

			“Grand. What woman doesn’t yearn to be propositioned by a stranger?” I deadpanned. 

			“I’m merely the messenger,” he replied defensively, moving to grab something from his blazer pocket. Quicker than a human could blink, I slid my hand under my dress and drew my small dagger out of its thigh holster. Alessio’s fingers froze above his pocket and I pressed my advantage, pushing the blade through the seam of his slacks to rest against his balls.

			Commando. How convenient.

			“I-I was just giving you a drawing,” he stuttered, his body tense.

			“Go on. I’m not stopping you,” I replied blithely. I inched closer and stroked the lapel of his jacket, angling my hip to hide my knife-wielding hand. To onlookers, we would look like a cozy couple. 

			With painful slowness, Alessio reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper pinched between his fingers. 

			“Show me,” I purred, twitching slightly to remind him of the dagger, though I doubted he’d forgotten. Men were awfully sensitive about their balls being threatened. 

			“Of course,” he replied, clearing his throat and carefully unfolding the piece of paper. I tilted my head as I inspected the charcoal sketch of my melancholy face. It was good, I had to admit. They had captured the fineness of my features, my overly large eyes, the pronounced cupid’s bow of my upper lip. My mass of curls was depicted in a low bun, with loose strands framing my face.

			The most striking part of the picture was the tiara that sat pride of place on my head. It looked like two branches of laurel leaves tucked behind my ears and crossing over the top of my head, creating the peak of the crown. It was… curiously Roman.

			“Cute,” I drawled.

			“The Imperator himself drew it,” Alessio said eagerly, misinterpreting my response. “He has been consolidating territories across Southern Europe and the new world, with plans to expand throughout the UK.” 

			Imperator.

			Emperor. How obnoxious.

			“Imperator, hm? Imperator of where?”

			“Imperator of… of the Lamia, as it were,” Alessio replied awkwardly. A self-styled title, then. What a wanker.

			The word lamia made my bravado falter for a brief moment. A lamia was a blood-drinking demon from Greek mythology. It was the kind of monster parents had told their children about when I was young. A boogeyman of sorts. I hadn’t heard the word in centuries.

			“Did your Imperator not get the memo that democracy is all the rage these days?” I asked drily.

			Immortals were not meant to be disciples. I mean, the only ones I knew were myself and Marguerite, but we couldn’t spend more than a few days in each other’s company and only on neutral territory. After that, our possessive urges implored us to assert dominance over one another.

			“The Imperator wishes to assure the safety and survival of all lamia by unifying them under his leadership,” Alessio recounted obediently.

			“How altruistic,” I replied impassively. “What does this have to do with me?”

			“The Imperator intends to subsume this territory and take you as his consort. You’d be an Empress. Revered among our kind.” His sincerity was grotesque, and I subconsciously pressed my blade a little harder against his balls. I half expected to hear the splash of liquid on metal as his piss hit the knife. 

			“I fucked an emperor once,” I mused, my grip unfailingly steady. “In the 700s, if my memory serves. It was the best sex I ever had. Nowadays, they’d call him kinky. In those days they considered him rather the sexual deviant.”

			“You were alive in the 700s?” Alessio asked, awed.

			I threw him an affronted look. “I was already ancient by 700. When was your death day, bambino?”

			He bristled at that, but was aware enough of the dagger to control his temper. It was impressive he’d had any negative response to me. I wasn’t pushing my allure or outright compelling him, but I was powerful enough that it was rare for anyone to question me or express any disapproval, no matter how mild. Marguerite was the only one bold enough. 

			“1940,” he responded reluctantly.

			“An Italian turned at the beginning of the war, now serving as an emissary to a self-styled Imperator,” I summarized, cocking my brow at a progressively uncomfortable Alessio. “I’m certain there’s a story there.”

			I could compel him into doing my bidding if I wished. He was powerful for his age, but he was nevertheless an infant. However, if I compelled him, this “Imperator” might assume he genuinely intimidated me. Why bother retaliating, if not? No. Best to send the handsome little envoy on his way under his own steam.

			“Tell your owner I am no man’s consort. My territory is mine. If he’d like to challenge me for it, he should do so himself.” I applied just enough pressure to feel his skin break under my blade. Alessio’s eyes widened in alarm while his body grew impossibly stiller.

			It was just a scratch, it would heal in seconds. But no man — mortal or immortal — liked to have blood drawn from their testicles.

			“Yes, my lady,” he responded hoarsely. “I will pass that on.” 

			“You do that,” I said, stepping back and offering him my most sugary sweet smile. I tucked my knife back into its holster and straightened the lapels of Alessio’s jacket. “Off you pop then, darling. See you never, if you like your testicles where they are.” 

			With an audible gulp that warmed my cold, dead heart, Alessio tugged his jacket down, covering the impromptu alteration I’d carried out on his expensive slacks.

			I waited by the bar as he hastily made his escape, not sparing Shaliah a glance. She frowned at his back as I moved behind the hostess stand with her to offer some empowering words of feminine wisdom.

			“He asked me if I’d masturbate for him since he’d never seen a woman orgasm in person before,” I told her solemnly.

			“Typical,” Shaliah sighed, tidying the already immaculate desk. “The hot ones never know how to operate the equipment God gave them.”

			“Amen,” I replied sweetly, albeit disingenuously, leaving her to it. Lee was giving me his best fuck me pout on the other side of the room, but I wasn’t in the mood. Alessio had thoroughly put me off my dinner, the little shit.

			I took up a position behind the bar to mix drinks and accept compliments for the remainder of the night. My gums ached a little, but I knew my body. I wouldn’t dance tomorrow to conserve energy, then I’d have a big feed to catch up. Another day wouldn’t hurt. 

			***

			It was still early when I left Sugar and retired to my flat upstairs. Too early. There was a time when every second of darkness was precious to me and I wouldn’t have wasted any of it sleeping. The older I grew, the more disillusioned with life I became. 

			What was the point? The more I slept, the more energy I conserved, the less frequently I had to feed. It was practical. 

			I was feeling so old these days. I had seen it all. Done it all. Eternal life had become tedious. Noisy. The rapid advance of technology in the last century had created a world I no longer recognized and didn’t feel part of. 

			Perhaps I should lock myself away at my estate and find out how long it would take for me to wither away without blood.

			I sighed impatiently. I’d go rabid with bloodlust and take out half of East Lothian before that happened. One day, a young immortal with enough moxie and not enough brains would be brave enough to cut my head off. Or push me into the sun. Perhaps this Imperator would try, since I had no intention of caving to his demands.

			Rule number one: Don’t go out in the sun.

			Rule number two: Don’t get decapitated.

			My flat was my haven. I retained an assortment of properties I’d collected over the ages, but for the past five decades I’d preferred apartments. Ones with a club underneath I could run. It was easy to travel between them whilst avoiding the sunlight. 

			I headed straight into the spare bedroom, which I’d converted into a vast closet, mostly containing burlesque costumes. My favorite feature was the built-in double wardrobe that housed my shoes. They were the only babies I had these days, and they were always lined up in precise rows. I undressed, setting aside my dress for dry-cleaning and neatly lining my shoes up with the others. 

			After a quick shower, I put on in a short gray silk nightgown, not even bothering to set my hair and wrap it in a silk scarf like I normally did. My dark brown curls fell midway down my back, the same as they had when I’d died. It had never grown longer, never grayed. 

			Maybe it was time for a few years away from the club scene. Work was a hobby rather than a necessity, a means to pass the endless time I had at my disposal, I could certainly afford the time off. Owning a burlesque club didn’t provide quite the same sense of rebellion these days. Why would it, when there was an underground BDSM club not two miles away? I was due for a proper reinvention, not just a name change.

			It would have to wait with the appearance of an immortal angling for my territory — if I moved now, I’d look like I was conceding. Soon. Soon, I’d start a new life and find that sense of fulfillment that had been eluding me.

			***

			The noise woke me first. The crackling, distinct sound of the electrics frying in the wall. The acrid smell of smoke hit next, and I shot to alertness, shoving the silk sheets off me and leaping out of bed. 

			The building was on fire.

			I didn’t have time to reflect on it. Burns wouldn’t kill me, but they’d be immensely uncomfortable to recover from. Plus, I couldn’t risk a human seeing me survive the flames.

			Irritated beyond measure, I applied the complete extent of my immortal speed, swiping my go-bag from next to the front door and wrenching up the sash window in the kitchen. I vaulted onto the counter, then dropped lightly into the alleyway two stories below.

			Whoever had set the fire — presumably the Imperator’s minions — were nearby, I could feel at least three sets of eyes on me. As much as I loved the idea of tying them to a lamppost and leaving them to the sun, I couldn’t afford the delay. Daylight was coming, and I was depleted from hunger. 

			I shrugged the leather backpack over my silk slip and fled. No shoes, hardly dressed, and a backpack of cash and fake identities. There was a spare outfit in there, but securing a shelter to spend the daylight hours was more important than getting changed. 

			Un-fucking-believable. Forced out of my home in a negligee like a fledgling immortal. Someone would die for this disrespect.

			Without the throngs of mortals that lined the streets in the earlier hours, the sidewalks were easy to navigate. I ran while thinking through my options, working out a course of action. I owned a modest cottage in Billericay, not far outside London. It would be a push, but I could make it. It wasn’t my most protected property, but it was sun-proof.

			For the love of the moon, why hadn’t I fed? I should have sucked pretty boy Lee to an empty husk when I’d had the chance. 

			After two blocks, it was clear I had a tail. Damn it all, if I’d fed, they wouldn’t have a hope of even following me, let alone catching me. They were infants. It was absurd.

			I could never tell Marguerite about this. She’d be the first immortal to die of laughter.

			Despite the circumstances, I had to admit the rush of fear was exhilarating. When was the last time I’d felt even a little afraid? I couldn’t recall. 

			The further I got from the city, running through residential streets and past corner shops, the more uneasy I grew that I wouldn’t make it in time. Why were they still pursuing me? Surely they were worried about the sun? 

			I vaulted into a yard, hoping that cutting through the increasingly large gardens outside the city would throw off my pursuers. 

			The grass barely shifted under my bare feet as I practically flew over it. Alarm bells were blaring from every side of my brain — one part demanding I run faster, put more distance between myself and the threat. The other, more logical part of my brain urged caution. Slow down. Check the area. They could be herding me for all I knew. 

			The immortals on my trail were tenacious, I’d give them that. Sunrise was rapidly approaching, and they didn’t show any sign of giving up. 

			Why hadn’t I fed? 

			What a headache.

			I jumped over a low stone fence into a grassy paddock. Foreboding crept up the back of my neck and I peered around as best I could without losing any speed. There was a flash of motion out of the corner of my eye and the distinct whistle of a blade flying through the air. Panic gripped my chest, even though I could hear it wasn’t heading for me. There was a thud as it met its mark, accompanied by the sound of a scuffle. 

			I paused, my steps faltering for a moment. Maybe one of my guardian angels had followed me? It wouldn’t be the first time they’d rescued me over the ages. That split second was all it took. An enormous weight crashed into me. Any air I’d been reflexively breathing was knocked out of my lungs as I landed on my stomach with a thud, my pursuer’s body covering my back.

			Was that… was he turned on right now? For the love of the moon. 

			I was only in the silk nightgown I’d gone to bed in with no panties, and I couldn’t be more aware of that fact now if I tried. Based on the feel of his skin against mine, he was only wearing a pair of thin linen trousers, which weren’t doing anything to contain the… situation.

			My fingers twitched, but he was too fast, his tanned hands clamping down firmly over my wrists. Rather than leaving them there, he slid them over mine, interlinking our fingers even as the heel of his palms roughly pinned my slim wrists into the dirt. It was a sensual movement, a rough version of a lover’s caress. If the clicking drop of his fangs was anything to go by, he was thinking the same thing. 

			“You should not have slowed down,” he purred in my ear, his deep rumbling voice as smooth as honey. “I would have never caught you if you had not hesitated, angel.” 

			“I am no angel,” I scoffed, indignant that I was pinned in the grass like an amateur. This entire night was a humiliating comedy of errors. 

			“No,” he allowed with a delighted chuckle, the sound sending thrills through my body. “Right now, you are my prisoner.”

			I snorted inelegantly. “Do try to keep me here, see how well that goes for you. Get off!” I commanded, my voice thick with compulsion.

			As I spoke, I wriggled beneath him so I could turn my face to the side, grinding my ass into his erection. Desire was a potent weapon, one I wielded effectively for most of my life.  

			“I assure you, angel, you need not put in any effort if you are hoping to seduce me.”

			He loomed over my right shoulder, and I got a look at his face. Oh my. It wouldn’t be a hardship if I had to fight this battle on my back. Embarrassingly, my fangs dropped in agreement. I ran my tongue provocatively over them as if I’d meant for it to happen, watching his smug expression grow heated. 

			His face looked like it had been sculpted by Venus herself to tempt innocent maidens into sin. A straight nose, high cheekbones, smooth brown skin, unnaturally light hazel eyes surrounded by sooty black lashes… His thick hair was a deep black, artfully messy.

			“Angelus,” he said with a teasing smirk, calling me angel in my native tongue. The shock of being taken to the ground and the surprise of how unnaturally handsome my assailant was had knocked me off guard. It was only then that I realized he’d rejected my compulsion without so much as flinching.

			“Antiquorum,” I sighed. Ancient. This night was going spectacularly poorly. How many immortals were even in existence that were strong enough to resist my compulsion? And I’d just run right into one’s backyard.

			“You may call me Tir. Or Sir,” he replied, the corner of his lush mouth tipping up slightly. 

			“Perhaps I should call you delusional?” I rolled my eyes impatiently, though I was a smidge amused by his ludicrous level of confidence. “Have you forgotten your manners after all these centuries, Tir? It’s impolite to pin a lady in the dirt.” 

			“How about on a bed?” 

			“Let me up and I’ll see how I feel,” I countered. Anything to get him off me. “If you were paying attention, you’d realize I was in fact running from something.”

			“I am always paying attention, angel. The younglings are on their way with some stab wounds for their troubles, though I am certain they will return. Thank you for leading them to my home. Very kind of you,” he leaned down as he spoke, his lips brushing my hair. 

			“You don’t seem that upset,” I pointed out drily.

			“Not in the least. I am overdue for some fun. I am going to let you up, do not run little angel,” he cautioned.

			“Obviously, I am going to run.” As appealing as he looked, men were men. Not to be trusted. Especially when they could ignore my compulsion like I hadn’t spoken. 

			Tir licked slowly up the side of my neck, tugging the lobe of my ear between his teeth. The trail of venom tingled against my skin, bringing nerves I wasn’t aware I had to life. “You are ravenous, angel. Come inside, I will feed you.” 

			Stars, I was starving. It had been a long time since I’d used my gifts to run, and I’d forgotten how much it took out of me. I doubted I’d manage more than a human-paced jog right now, and I still had a long way to go. I couldn’t get to Billericay before sunrise, and while I could find someplace else to take shelter, there was nowhere more sun-proof than an immortal’s home. 

			But if I stayed here, I would have to manage the slightly deranged man whose generous equipment was nestled between my ass cheeks like it belonged there.

			“Fine. I accept your offer of hospitality,” I sighed, as if it were a huge imposition and not a much-needed lifeline. 

			Tir leaped off my back instantly, scooping me off the grass and into his arms. Then we’re striding towards the dilapidated Tudor cottage at the top of the hill. That it was still standing was a minor miracle. The exposed timber frame and plaster walls were so warped that the entire structure looked at risk of sinking into the ground.

			“Put me down,” I demanded, momentarily stunned. I couldn’t recall the last time I’d been carried. Not since I’d died.

			“My angel is hungry and fatigued,” Tir responded cheerfully. “You will conserve your energy, so it is my honor to carry you.”

			“Less of the my, I don’t belong to you,” I groused, debating whether I had enough juice to fight him off, while not wanting to admit to myself how lovely it was to be cradled in someone’s arms. That was a dangerous train of thought to indulge in.

			“I have no other name for you. But of course, you are right, angel,” he acknowledged, bowing his head. “You do not belong to me. I belong to you.” 

			“You are peculiar. Has anyone ever told you that? You should be under 24/7 observation.” 

			“You can observe me as long as you wish,” Tir responded confidently. “I have lived a very long time, and never come across a specimen as outstanding as you. I will follow you anywhere, my angel.” 

			Oh, he was definitely odd. Maybe I could use him as a shield if the Imperator and his minions came after me again. Or a sacrifice. 

			“You may call me Porcia. And no woman likes to be referred to as a specimen,” I sniffed, choosing to respond to the least alarming part of his statement.

			Why was he walking so slowly? I kept my face deliberately blank, not wanting to reveal my fear, but the leisurely pace he was strolling at was truly the most unnerving thing about him. Presumably he wouldn’t have survived as long as he had without knowing how to avoid sunlight, but I’d appreciate a little more hustle. 

			Ancient or otherwise, no immortal was immune to sunlight.

			“I confess, I am a little out of practice with impressing women,” Tir chuckled. “I have grown lazy and reliant on compulsion. I trust you will put me in line, sweet angel, Porcia.” He dragged out my name deliberately, as if savoring the sound of it on his tongue. 

			Oh wonderful, he was going to continue talking like we were together now. His voice was exquisite, though. I tried to place his accent, but it was like nothing I’d ever heard before. 

			Stop that, I scolded myself. Curiosity is a slippery slope. You are not interested in the beautiful, powerful immortal man. 

			Rule number five: Never trust men.
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			Even the darkest night will end and the sun will rise.

			Victor Hugo

			What had I done in my life to deserve this fucking angel falling into my lap? Mostly dreadful things that would haunt me for the rest of my days. But I would keep doing dreadful things for as long as I lived, now it had resulted in this beautiful, tempting, sent-from-the-heavens woman barging into my life.

			And it was right before sunrise, and she was totally depleted, too exhausted to escape. Some higher power was looking down on me. 

			Porcia.

			I wandered leisurely up the slope to my cottage as the glimpse of sunlight appeared on the horizon. Porcia was tense in my arms, but I was not concerned — I enjoyed playing games with my glowing adversary in the sky, pushing myself to new limits. 

			“Are you mad? The sun is rising,” she hissed, tucking herself into my chest so the first rays would touch me, not her. 

			My angel did not want for self-preservation instincts. 

			“I have it timed down to the second, angel,” I promised, appalled she would think I would ever let any harm come to her. “I respect the sun, but I do not cower at its feet.” 

			I had a magnificent burn on my shoulder blade that attested to it. I had learned the hard way that vampires do not heal from sunburns. 

			“This is where you live?” Porcia asked curiously as I let us into the grand entryway of the ancient, crumbling cottage. Once upon a time, this had been just a portion of the stately home that stood here. I had let it crumble into disrepair over the ages.

			“It is.”

			Readjusting my grip on my lovely little captive, I carried her up the stairs to the master suite. In spite of her sullen expression, she was making no attempt to get free.

			“You know, these days, men aren’t allowed to just snatch women up and carry them into their bedchambers,” Porcia remarked drily. My angel was delightfully witty. 

			“I have always favored seducing a woman into my bed, rather than dragging her. Where is the fun in that? In any case, I brought you in here because I presumed you might enjoy a bath.” Her front was covered in dirt from where I pinned her into the ground, though I could not bring myself to regret it. She had felt like paradise underneath me. Perhaps she would let me tie her up?

			“That’s suspiciously kind of you.” 

			“I will always be kind to you, angel,” I purred, setting her down on the rim of the clawfoot bathtub and moving around to fill it with water and lavender oil. Perhaps I remembered how to woo a lady after all. 

			Porcia sat in silence, studying the once opulent chandelier above her. The world outside was bright and inhospitable, but with the boarded-up windows and heavy drapes, the interior of my home was a vampire’s oasis. 

			“What did the younglings want with you?” I inquired curiously, wondering if I would regret not slaughtering them when I had the chance. 

			Porcia scoffed indignantly, and it was the most endearing sound I had ever heard. “Some immortal calling himself ‘the Imperator’ is taking over territory in London with this little band of younger immortals he has assembled. I refused to hand mine over to one of his peons earlier in the night. He sent more back later and burned my home down.” 

			That explained the faint smell of smoke that lingered on her skin. Now I absolutely regretted not killing them. How could anyone treat such a jewel with so little regard? They could not have gotten so far from here, if I left now…

			“Whatever you’re thinking, stop it,” Porcia said, eyeing me warily. “You look like you want to go on a murderous rampage, but also like you’ve just spotted a particularly adorable puppy. It’s an unsettling combination.” 

			Just like that, the haze of my anger was broken. The effect that her words alone had on me was startling. My entire life I had struggled to draw back from the brink when my rage got the better of me. I rarely experienced fury, but when I did, it blinded me to all else.

			I wondered if Porcia understood she had just sealed her fate? That I was going to follow her to the ends of the earth for all of eternity now?

			“Don’t your neighbors find it odd that someone lives in this boarded up old wreck?” Porcia asked bluntly, turning the full impact of those vivid blue eyes on me as she confidently insulted my home. 

			Where was her army? I would follow this woman anywhere in the hopes that I might lay down in the mud and let her trample all over me, just to keep her from getting a speck of dirt on her flawless body. 

			“Do you usually stare mutely at people when they ask you a question?” Porcia sighed, scowling at me. She did not squirm under my gaze. No, this was a woman accustomed to getting attention.

			“No,” I said eventually, furrowing my brow as I struggled to recall her question. “Oh, my neighbors. They believe this house is haunted.” 

			“Haunted?” she repeated dubiously, raising a brow incredulously. “Why do they believe that?” 

			“I bang on the walls at night, run nails over the wood, yell for the devil to cease hunting me. That sort of thing,” I responded cheerfully, thrilled that she was inquiring into my life.

			“Right,” Porcia drawled. “That must make you popular.” 

			“Indeed,” I assured her. “I have a sex club that visits once a week for feeding. The neighbors believe they are occultists.”

			“Humans come to you — voluntarily — to feed,” Porcia said, voice dripping with disbelief.

			“Oh yes. It is much easier nowadays. I am told there are… message boards? And word of mouth. That is how they discover the place.” I nodded my head sagely as I spoke. Did she need help to set up a sex club? I could do that for her.

			No, actually, I would not. She could have sex with me instead. I could fulfill all of her wildest fantasies.

			“What is your greatest sexual fantasy?” I asked, preferring to prepare for any specific desires. I had an entire room devoted to erotic paraphernalia that humans had acquired for me over the years. Whatever she craved, I could arrange it.

			“Why on earth would I tell you that?” Porcia looked at me like she was trying to understand me. It was both flattering and distressing. If she looked too hard, she might not like what she found.

			“So I can ensure you are satisfied, of course. I have an extensive collection of items for pleasure, I am certain whatever your tastes are, I can accommodate them,” I responded confidently, proud I could serve my lady.

			“When was the last time you left the house, Tir?” Porcia’s gaze narrowed. 

			“I visited one of my other properties recently,” I volunteered, scraping my memory for when that was.

			“How recently?” 

			“Not long after the Great War. 1919 perhaps?” 

			“Stars,” Porcia muttered, shaking her head. Rather than question me further, Porcia uncrossed her legs and stood slowly, looking me square in the eye as she pulled the thin nightgown over her head, leaving her masterpiece of a body entirely exposed. 

			Not wanting her to assume I was a quick finisher and deny me the chance to please her, I dug my fangs into my lower lip to distract myself, lest I embarrass myself like an untried boy. 

			How did she go around looking like that? 

			Porcia was all smooth curves — full perky breasts, a tiny waist that flared into delicious hips, and long toned legs. With her pale skin and dark curly hair, she reminded me of a Renaissance painting. Perhaps a French artist’s rendition of Venus in all her sensuous, fertile glory. 

			I fell to my knees, staring up at her in supplication. “Please, allow me to worship at your altar,” I begged, barely allowing myself a glimpse at the smooth mound between her legs. It was calling to me like a siren’s song. 

			Porcia snorted inelegantly, shoving my head aside and climbing into the bath without so much as a second glance. 

			Vampire women were much harder to seduce than human women.

			“Was that a no?”

			“You are the most ridiculous creature I’ve ever met. Go make up a bed for me, I’m exhausted and I’m not sleeping next to you,” Porcia ordered, lifting one leg out of the water and pointing her delicate toes. 

			“Fine,” I acquiesced, entranced by the rivulets of water running down her shapely leg. “But only because I need to pleasure myself.” 

			“Not on my sheets,” she called after me. My angel was so clever. 

			***

			My pretty angel slept all day, holed up in the guest room across the hall and somehow thousands of miles away from me. Why would Porcia not sleep in my bed? I had never entertained the idea of allowing anyone to sleep next to me before, but for Porcia it was instinctive. I would have fucked her to sleep, then woken her up with my tongue between her legs. She would be content, and I would not have the sorest balls I’d had in centuries.

			What more could any woman want?

			Blood. She needed blood. Fortunately, my guests were due to call on me in an hour. We could both feed then. 

			I bathed quickly and dragged on some loose trousers, leaving my chest bare. I used to go through the motions of dressing, but the more years I spent isolated in my home, the more pointless it seemed. The only guests I had didn’t come to see me clothed. Usually, I eschewed trousers too.

			My cock was a work of art, but it was perhaps best to keep the big reveal for later. I did not want to intimidate my angel; she was skittish as it was.

			I stepped out onto the landing, intending to go downstairs and clean up before Porcia had a chance to look around, but she opened her door at the same moment I did, wearing clothes she must have had stored in her bag.

			“I preferred your nightgown,” I said, glaring at the offensively tight trousers and long-sleeved top that hid the most tempting figure in the universe. 

			“It wouldn’t be my first choice either,” Porcia replied, plucking at the fabric of her trousers in distaste. “Leggings are not pants. However, beggars can’t be choosers, and this is all I have with me.” 

			I felt like I had been struck by lightning, the words ‘PLEASE HER’ flashing through my mind over and over again. 

			“Angel, I have clothes for you,” I said excitedly, gripping her far smaller hand in mine and pulling her down the hallway. 

			“How I adore wearing other women’s clothes,” she drawled, allowing me to guide her.

			“They do not belong to anyone, angel. They are here for the use of my companions while they are visiting.” Before she could respond, I opened the door to my playroom with a flourish. It housed all manner of tools for sexual gratification, and my chest puffed out with pride as Porcia took it all in, knowing I could deliver her orgasms beyond her wildest dreams in this room. 

			It was a sexual palace. What was there not to love? The furniture I had built myself, but the accessories had been gathered by my all-too-willing human visitors.

			Understanding that she may be feeling overcome by all the options available to her in here, I guided her to the antique wardrobe in the corner of the room, opening it confidently to reveal the treasures inside. 

			I turned to take in Porcia’s awe and longing and was astonished to find her lifting an imperious eyebrow at me instead. 

			“Disregarding all of… this,” she began, waving her hand absently at the playroom behind us. “Are you seriously expecting me to wear polyester sex clothes covered in who knows how much dried semen?” Porcia asked slowly, shooting the French maid costume a sidelong glance as if it personally offended her.

			“They are laundered after each use,” I responded defensively, not entirely sure what the issue was. Was it the material? Surely I had some silk in here somewhere... 

			With a pained sigh, Porcia spun on her heel and made her way out of the room, winding between the St. Andrews Cross and spanking bench without pause. 

			Perhaps I should rule out restraints as part of her ultimate sexual fantasy. And French maid costumes.

			Porcia strolled confidently into my bedroom like she had no care in the world, making a beeline for my closet. If anyone else had presumed to walk into my personal space like they had any right to be there, I would rip their spine out of their bodies for the disrespect.

			I had done it before.

			Not with Porcia, though. She could do whatever she liked, and I would probably lick her feet and thank her for the privilege. It was worth it to feel so incredibly alive for perhaps the first time since I had died. 

			“I’m going to wear this,” Porcia announced, plucking my finest white shirt from the built-in closet. “Dated as it is,” she muttered, wrinkling her nose in disdain as she examined the high collar.

			Unbothered by my presence, she stripped out of her clothes and slipped the shirt on. There were no buttons, and she left the collar loosened, revealing a generous swathe of cleavage. It fell to mid-thigh and was perhaps the sexiest thing I had ever seen. 

			Porcia breezed past me as the thud, thud, thud of the heavy brass door knocker alerted us to my guests’ arrival and for the second time in as many minutes, I was left standing in the wake of Hurricane Porcia as she calmly turned my life inside out. 

			I shot down the stairs to open the door before Porcia could get to it, suddenly engulfed by protective instincts I was not aware I had. She huffed a quiet laugh as I sped past us, swaying her hips sensuously as she walked. 

			I doubted she would admit it, but she was too low on blood to move at any great speed even if she wished to. She was using her sexuality as a shield to cover her vulnerability. Did she not realize I would shield her with my own life if she asked me to?

			My feeding and sexual gratification system operated by word of mouth. My visitors knew to bring a new friend on their return visits. I would not feed from the same human twice. I could not risk making them a thrall. Never again.

			Dallas stood at the door, a charming blonde man who had been here before, with two new guests. 

			“Dallas,” I cooed, standing back to allow the trio entry. “Introduce us to your friends.” 

			“My girlfriend, Lena, and my best mate, Malik,” Dallas replied automatically, though his gaze was firmly locked on Porcia, who smirked at him in reply.

			Malik, who looked like a cheap copy of me to be frank, was giving her the same bedroom eyes, leaving me with the sweet blonde, Lena. 

			Possessiveness was not a sensation I was accustomed to. My dalliances were always temporary, the names and faces became interchangeable over the years. With Porcia, though… I could not stand aside and watch her be intimate with one of these humans. They were not worthy of her. 

			Nor was I, but she would have to deal with that.

			I showed our small party into the living room, my aggravation making me less hospitable than usual. Lena sank to her knees at my feet when I sat on the couch, and without preamble, I covered the column of her throat in venom before sinking my fangs into her delicate skin. Porcia sat on the couch opposite, and I never took my eyes off her while I fed. It was a herculean effort not to rip Lena’s throat out when Porcia indicated that Dallas and Malik should sit on either side of her.

			Struggling to focus, I withdrew my fangs from Lena’s neck and licked over the wound. I glanced down in surprise to discover her moaning and writhing against my legs. Had she been doing that all along?

			“Take your lover in your mouth,” I instructed, nudging her away from me. I needed to give my full attention to my angel who appeared to have chosen her meal. The man that looked vaguely like me.

			Porcia climbed onto Malik’s lap, licking lazily up his throat, maintaining eye contact with me even as he tipped his head back to give her room. With a teasing smile, she gripped the fabric of his shirt and rolled her hips against the bulge in his trousers, before discreetly dropping her fangs and sinking them into his neck. 

			Malik groaned in ecstasy, his eyes rolling back into his skull and his hands coming to rest on the curve of Porcia’s hips. She squirmed against him, and the hem of her borrowed shirt shifted, giving me a peek at the underside of her ass. 

			I fingered the dagger at my waist, wondering if I should wait until she was done feeding to cut his hands off or not. 

			She was having dinner, I could wait. I was not a total barbarian.

			I listened as Porcia’s drinking slowed to sips, and after what seemed like an age, she retracted her fangs and closed his wounds. 

			I could feel the sexual tension in the air, the desire that was practically pouring off her. Sex and feeding went hand in hand, and she had been so depleted to begin with that all of her nerves would be firing on high, heightened after such a rush of blood. 

			Her mouth traveled from the junction of Malik’s neck to his collarbone, dropping open-mouthed kisses that trailed down his chest as she writhed in his lap. 

			Unacceptable! 

			“Everyone out,” I directed in a deceptively calm voice, considering how I felt, thick with compulsion. 

			Lena jumped to attention, scurrying out of the room with Dallas hot on her heels, frantically shoving his erection back into his trousers. Malik doubtless would have stayed if Porcia had used her own gifts on him — I had no doubt her compulsion was as strong as mine. But thankfully she clambered off him and offered no protest as he followed the other humans out of the house.

			“If I didn’t know any better, I’d assume you didn’t want me to enjoy myself,” Porcia purred, stretching her legs out on the settee and batting her eyelashes at me. 

			“I fully intend for you to enjoy yourself, angel. But not with him. You will fuck no human while I am here,” I growled, no room for argument in my tone. She could try, but I would kill them. I would relish it.

			“I want to cut his hands off for touching you.”

			“While you’re doing that, I’ll be here getting myself off then,” Porcia retorted, sliding her hand between her legs with a mischievous smirk.

			No, that was not acceptable either. 

			“Mine,” I snarled, shooting across the room and pushing her hand out of the way. I crouched between her spread legs on the sofa, my body aching with the need to touch her. I could kill the boy later. I had to demonstrate to my queen that she would never crave another cock again after she had tried mine. I would show her how I could bring all of her fantasies to life.

			“Mine,” Porcia countered sharply. “But you can service it for now.” 

			Good enough. 

			I threw her leg over my shoulder and devoured her. There was no gradual buildup, no teasing touches or gentle flicks of the tongue. If that was what she required, I would have given it to her, but I knew better. Porcia was desperate to come, and I would get her there. The mix of venom from my saliva and the venom from her arousal was potent for both of us. Heavenly. My eyes rolled back at her taste — she was sweeter than any honey. Like the gods’ own nectar was made in her pussy.

			I wanted it for every meal.

			I scraped my fangs over her clit before sucking it into my mouth, sinking two fingers into her wet heat at the same time. Porcia shattered around me, her muscles clamping so hard I thought she might break my fingers, and I nearly came with her just thinking about how that would feel on my cock.

			I should not have been astounded. Vampires were the ultimate predators, and we relied on sex to lure our prey. Of course she had an exceptional vagina. 

			“That was…” Porcia panted, thighs trembling around my head. But as I looked up the line of her body, I could already see doubts beginning to rise as her orgasm wore off. Porcia was evidently far more comfortable with humans than with vampires.

			Employing the full extent of my speed, I shot up, laying my weight over Porcia’s body and licking the shell of her ear. Why was I wearing pants? My cock would be nestled in the gateway to heaven if this stupid fabric was not in the way.

			“Would you like to role play, angel? You can close your eyes and pretend I am just some faceless human you never have to see again,” I whispered, contradicting my words by running my very inhuman fangs down her neck.

			“I should say no, but I’m thinking with my vagina,” she responded, pressing up against me. If my cock was not free of these trousers soon, it might explode.

			“Does your vagina say yes?”

			“She does.”

			That was all the go-ahead I required. I shoved my trousers down and drove forward, impaling her with one thrust. Fuck. I may have just slid my cock into the Garden of Eden. It was paradise, with the temptation to sin right there within my reach. 

			Porcia moaned and the realization that I did not have to be gentle with her like I did with my other lovers struck me with the force of a bullet. I cupped the back of her head, burying my hand in her masses of curls and using them as leverage as I powered into her like a man possessed. Porcia was no wilting flower though, wrapping her arms and legs around my hips and back, meeting me thrust for thrust.

			“Fuck!” Porcia gasped, tightening around me. I gritted my teeth to hold back my impending orgasm, my balls already drawing up in anticipation. I was not ready for this to be over yet, but it felt like a fist was gripping my cock so tight it would burst in the best way.

			I wanted to gaze into her eyes as I made her lose her mind over me, but I knew my angel would not appreciate that. Not yet, at least. Instead, I maintained my grasp on her hair, and slipped my other hand down to grip her ass, squeezing the luscious globe with my fingers.

			I made a note to myself to bite it later. Perhaps she would let me use my fangs. 

			“I want to ride you,” Porcia said breathily, tipping her head further back and grinding up against me. 

			No please. No begging. She did not even raise her voice. How long had it been since anyone gave me orders in the bedroom, or even made requests? It was oddly refreshing to not be in complete control. 

			I pulled back, groaning at the feeling of giving up her hot, wet pussy even for a moment. Porcia flipped me over with impressive speed, shoving the center of my chest to propel me back onto the couch and straddling me with a sly grin that made me pause.

			Why was she looking at me like that? 

			Before I could ask, the cool silver of my own dagger pressed securely against my throat. Porcia smiled seductively, using her other hand to give my cock a languid stroke before lining it up with her entrance and sinking down until her ass rested on my thighs. 

			“You have a blade at my throat,” I rasped, astounded my angel had taken me off guard. With my own dagger, no less. How had she gotten it out of my trousers without me noticing? She was a revelation. 

			“Mmhm, doesn’t it make you feel alive?” Porcia moaned, undulating her hips while keeping her hand reassuringly steady. “It’s a sharp blade, too. I could slide it into your throat so easily. Saw away until I sever that pretty head from this magnificent body.” 

			I had not realized the full extent of my madness until that moment when my cock twitched and somehow got even harder at her words. 

			This must be her sexual fantasy. She was a sadist! I could work with that.

			“You like the hint of danger, I can feel it,” Porcia whispered, planting her hand steadily over my heart to increase her pace, the knife breaking my skin. Porcia’s eyes hungrily followed the trickle of blood that ran down my throat. 

			“Have you ever tasted vampire blood, angel?” I gritted, trying desperately not to come. I wanted this to last forever.

			“Vampire,” Porcia scoffed, as if the term was ludicrous. 

			“Indeed, vampire. Answer the question, angel.”

			“No, I have never tasted an immortal’s blood.” 

			Her sharp blue eyes practically glowed with desire, and something inside me bloomed with warmth that I could give Porcia something she wanted, even if it was not in my familiar form of sexual favors.

			I tilted my head back in invitation, the blade cutting in a little more before she whipped it away and replaced it with her mouth. I felt the moment her tongue lapped at my blood like a shock to my entire body. Porcia’s teeth scraped at my throat, but she did not bite down, content to lick from the cut like a kitten lapping at a bowl of milk. My precious blade that had been at my side for centuries clattered to the floor, and I could not have cared less.

			She drew back after a minute, her lips stained red with my blood and her eyes hazy with lust. I slid my palm down her front, roughly circling her clit with my thumb to give her the push over the edge I knew she needed. 

			“Kiss me,” I demanded hoarsely, needing to feel her lips against mine, to savor my blood in her mouth mixed with her own unique flavor.

			Porcia’s eyes flashed with defiance, and I half expected her to tell me no to spite me. Instead, she surged forward, plunging her tongue into my mouth and exploring me as thoroughly as I was exploring her. The taste of her. If there was such a blessing as soulmates, Porcia was mine. She had to be. 

			Our tongues battled for dominance the way our bodies did, our hands were everywhere, tearing, scratching, and pulling. My fangs itched to sink into her veins, to sample what was undoubtedly the sweetest blood on the planet, but I knew that would end this dalliance prematurely, and not in the good way. Porcia did not want to think too hard about the fact that there was a vampire between her thighs. 

			Her nails raked over my nipples, and my thin thread of self-control snapped. I chanted her name like a prayer as the orgasm to end all orgasms split me apart and put me together again. As my high ended, Porcia found her own release, clenching hard enough around me that my balls attempted round two, though I was fairly confident she had drained them. 

			This was an unfortunate setback. My recovery time with humans was instant. I may need a minute to recover after sex with Porcia. Thirty seconds, tops.

			“Your blood tastes sho good,” Porcia slurred, sex-drunk and boneless as she lay draped over me.

			I chuckled, toying absently with her silky curls. “Of course. Vampire blood is like caviar after eating a stale slice of bread.” 

			“But we couldn’t live off that alone,” she surmised. 

			“No, I do not believe so,” I mused. Not that there was a guidebook. “It is too rich to consume a whole meal. Makes for an erotic treat, though.” 

			“You would know, by the sounds of it,” Porcia replied drily.

			“Are you jealous, angel?” I asked hopefully. Not that I had been with a female vampire before. But I needed her to be as obsessed with me as I was with her. It was essential to me. 

			“That your indiscriminate dick has been in everything, with or without a pulse? No.” 

			Hm. Obviously my first performance had not been enough to convince her to fall in love with me. I thought I had it all figured out, but evidently not.

			“What is your sexual fantasy?” I pressed. I needed that knowledge so she would fall in love with me. I was not good for much, but sex I could do. 

			Porcia rolled her eyes as she shifted off me and retreated to the other end of the sofa. Why did she not wish to cuddle me? She did not even look sad. I felt like I had a part of my soul ripped away the second she moved.

			“That was a one off,” Porcia said lightly, so obviously building up her defenses I could almost see them growing before my eyes. “You caught me in a moment of weakness. I do not sleep with…” she faltered, gesturing at me. 

			“With…? If this is about race, I confess, I had thought better of you.”

			“Of course not,” Porcia snapped, looking affronted. “It’s an immortal thing. And a man thing. You are dangerous to me.” 

			“I would never hurt you, angel.” Everything in me rebelled at the idea. 

			“You might not have to,” Porcia grumbled. 
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			Immortals are never alien to one another.

			Homer

			Oh dear.

			My penultimate rule was consistent since the day I’d been turned: never trust men. While having the best sex I’d had in over two millennia — no contest — wasn’t the same as handing my heart to the man, the intensity of what we’d shared had me panicking just a smidge. 

			Usually, discarding sexual partners after I’d finished with them came as easily to me as feeding. I didn’t get jealous. I never craved a second round somewhere down the line to revisit the chemistry. 

			I certainly never wanted a second round straight away.

			But with Tir, I hadn’t wanted round one to end. Shifting to the other end of the couch had been a mammoth effort in self-preservation that went against every one of my instincts.

			This could complicate matters. Particularly as I’d led the Imperator’s stooges right to Tir’s door and inadvertently dragged him into my territory dispute. That was all without considering my silent protectors, who would at the very least be wondering where I was.

			I had always prided myself on keeping my life free of complications. This was the height of complicated.

			“I should go.”

			“Nope.” Tir replied, popping the ‘p’ and shooting me a wide grin from the other end of the couch where he was reclining.

			I raised my eyebrows in disbelief. “Nope?”

			“It is clear that you have some trust issues, angel.” You have no idea, I thought. “But leaving alone with just the clothes on your back and a ruined nightgown in your bag while a cartel of vampires chases you down seems rather foolhardy.” 

			“First, I have other things in that bag,” I retorted defensively, holding up a finger then raising another. “Second, based on what I’ve seen, calling them a cartel is giving them far too much credit. Regardless, I’m sure you don’t want them on your doorstep.”

			“My angel, your troubles are my troubles,” Tir cooed, grabbing my ankle. He tugged my foot onto his lap and did some kind of magical massage that made me appreciate why people found the foot to be such an erogenous zone.

			“Not your angel. Not your troubles,” I reiterated in a groan, tipping my head back and closing my eyes for a moment before straightening up and opening them again. I was dropping my guard already. I’d briefly tried to regain control, riding him and pressing the dagger to his throat, yet the second I’d scented his blood, I’d lost my resolve. 

			Never trust men.

			“Relax, angel. You have had a vexing few days. I will give you several more orgasms and a bath, and tuck you in to sleep. You can continue trying to push me away tomorrow.”

			Trying. He was tenacious, I’d give him that.

			Nevertheless, I allowed him to tend to me. It was just one more night. I’d run tomorrow. Definitely tomorrow. 

			***

			I woke up in the guest bedroom at Tir’s home for the second time, only panicking for a split second about my strange whereabouts. The concept of sleeping in someone else’s home was alarming. The windows were boarded up, but there was still the chance that they could be unboarded and I would be at the sun’s mercy. Putting my faith in others went against everything I believed in. 

			I must be going soft in my old age. 900-year-old Porcia would have never let this slide. 

			I could already hear Tir pottering around downstairs, so I went to the bathroom and made myself as presentable as possible with my minimal supplies, dragging on the shirt Tir loaned me yesterday. Or that I had brazenly taken from his wardrobe. It’s not like he was using it, I’d yet to see him wearing more than a loose pair of slacks.

			Despite my internal reminders to maintain my distance, I could admit that I was curious about Tir. Which was probably inadvisable, but I couldn’t help myself. He made it sound like he hadn’t left this place in a hundred years, which was… strange. Not that I was some bastion of knowledge on how immortals lived — Marguerite was the only one I spoke to, but she was heavily involved in the human world, and kept a steadily revolving harem of immortal lovers. They all had their own human business interests as well, moving around and changing identities as needed. 

			Plus, there were the two immortals who followed me around. They moved around. Wherever I went, namely.

			Tir’s isolated existence made me feel claustrophobic. I relied on humans to keep me grounded. They were born, they aged, they died. The passage of time was never more evident than it was in the mortal life cycle. Did Tir just exist in an endless vacuum? No wonder he was a little odd.

			I mused on those thoughts as I made my way downstairs where Tir was lighting candles. The lack of technology in this home I could support.

			“Good evening, angel,” he said easily, as though we did this all the time. He set aside the matches and bit the corner of his lip as he ran his eyes up my bare legs. It would have seemed lecherous if anyone else had done it, but Tir’s gaze was a combination of tempting need and terrifying adoration.

			It was all very well reminding myself not to grow attached, but eventually I’d have to address his borderline worship of me.    

			There was a crash from the garden that immediately caught our attention. Tir’s eyes narrowed dangerously as he looked towards the backdoor in the kitchen, posture taut with tension. 

			“This is what you get for kidnapping me,” I declared, heading to the source of the commotion. “You have brought my trouble to your doorstep.”

			“If this Imperator is serious about seizing territory, he would have come for me eventually. At least this way, I have my angel in my life,” Tir responded happily, stepping in front of me like I was some fragile human that needed guarding. 

			It was kind of sweet, though his sudden switch from aggressive back to cheerful had given me whiplash.

			“Stop saying things like that,” I muttered, continually overwhelmed by the intensity of Tir’s attention. Note to self: Have a serious conversation with Tir about the parameters of our friendship.

			We both paused in front of the back door, keeping still and listening for any further noise from outside. After a minute, Tir looked back at me and shrugged. It sounded like whoever had been there had left, but only an immortal could move that fast. Dagger at the ready, he opened the door, but something on the ground captured his attention before he could step out.

			“What is that?” I inquired, peering over his shoulder at the piece of paper he’d picked up. 

			“It is you, angel,” Tir responded, sounding terser than I’d ever heard him. He handed me the drawing and there was no doubt that it was me. Another charcoal sketch. If the Imperator weren’t so persistently creepy and hadn’t burned down my club, I might be flattered at such a lovely picture. Pity I’d have to burn it.

			The Porcia in the portrait was a Queen, sitting on a high-backed throne that sat in a pool of what I assumed was blood. My legs crossed, my expression accurately bored. The tiara was the same as the one depicted in the drawing Alessio had given me at Sugar, with sweeping laurel leaves that sat atop my long curly hair. It was the outfit that seized my attention, though. It was a black gown that seemed to sparkle even in charcoal, with a sweetheart neckline. Draped over my shoulders and tied at the neck was a campy “vampire” cape — high collar and all. 

			It was eerily similar to the costume I’d worn just last month, at a Halloween performance I’d done at a club I owned in New Orleans. Marguerite had insisted I visit her in America, and we’d met in New Orleans for a weekend of debauchery. I’d kicked it off with a vampire-themed Halloween performance at Wine & Whiskey.

			I’d wonder if it was a coincidence — a black dress and cape weren’t exactly original choices — were it not for the other two occupants of the picture.

			On either side of the throne were men on one knee, their heads bent in supplication, an arm resting across their thigh. Their poses mirrored one another, but their profiles were distinct. One man was larger, with thick dark hair. The other man was muscular but lean, with curled pale hair denoted by the lighter shading. 

			Their profiles were fuzzy compared to the sharp likeness of me, but the identities were clear. My two devoted guardians who had watched over me for centuries were drawn kneeling at my side. I’d never met them, never interacted with them, didn’t even know their names. The closest I had gotten was that Halloween night, when they’d been close enough to the stage that I’d stared right at them as I danced.

			They were certainly old enough to command an army, but I knew without a doubt that neither of them were the Imperator. They had protected me at a distance for centuries — first the dark-haired one alone, then later the blonde as well — they would have never burned my club down. 

			No, this image was intended to be a warning. Whoever the Imperator was, he knew who they were. Were they his next targets? The idea discomfited me. These men had done so much for me and asked for nothing in return. The very least I could do was warn them. 

			“This is my outfit,” I murmured, tracing the edge of the cape with my finger. I was no no stranger to being watched — as evident by the two stalkers in the picture — but the Imperator’s watchfulness was different. Unsettling. When Alessio told me the Imperator wanted me as his consort, I’d assumed it was because there were few female immortals to choose from. This picture, though, made it seem… personal. Unsure how to explain the two men to Tir, I didn’t elaborate.

			“Is this your crown?” Tir asked, a hint of amusement back in his voice as he tipped his head, examining the absurd headdress.

			“It’s a little old-fashioned for my tastes,” I replied drily, opting not to tell Tir what the crown supposedly represented. I’d sooner die permanently than play royal families with this arrogant upstart “Emperor”. 

			I sighed. “I should leave. I’ve overstayed already, it would be rude of me to linger, knowing that it makes you and your home a target.”

			Tir scoffed as though I’d said the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard. “I have many homes, but only one angel.”

			“You have zero angels,” I reminded him curtly, needing to nip this in the bud before his devotion to me got any further out of control.

			The sex was so good though...

			“One angel,” he acknowledged, as though he was agreeing with me. “Let them come. They can burn this house down for all I care. I will slay this Imperator myself when he shows his face.” 

			I pursed my lips, mulling that over. I wouldn’t say no to an ally, especially as the Imperator seemed happy to send others to do his dirty work and there was only one of me.

			“This doesn’t need to be your fight,” I said eventually, giving Tir one last out. 

			“A challenge against you is a challenge against me, angelus,” he purred, dropping to his knees and grabbing the back of my knee, guiding my leg none too gently over his shoulder. 

			“No preamble? You’re just diving straight in?” I laughed in disbelief, pulling up my shirt. Not that it was doing a great job of covering me. 

			“I have not tasted you in hours, angel. Indulge me,” he all but begged.

			“Fine. I’ll indulge you,” I replied, rolling my eyes. What a hardship. 

			***

			Tir feasted on me like I was his favorite meal and fucked me noisily against the back door in the kitchen. Afterwards, he carried me upstairs like a princess for a relaxing bath, bemoaning the fact that he had no humans on hand for me to drink from. 

			“I fed yesterday,” I laughed. “We didn’t use that much energy.”

			“Then I am doing something wrong,” Tir muttered, depositing me on the counter so he could run the bath. “Perhaps we could move to the playroom?” he suggested hopefully, looking at me with eager eyes. 

			“I assure you, your playroom holds no interest to me,” I replied drolly, examining my chipped nail polish with dismay. 

			“But how do you know it does not interest you unless you try it?” Tir countered, looking a little sulky.

			I was hardly a prude in the bedroom — or anywhere else — but apparently I’d discovered my line, and that line was doing anything in the room Tir had used for countless orgies with nameless, faceless humans for who knows how long.

			Frankly, I deserved something more luxurious than his thoroughly broken in sex dungeon, but I wasn’t going to tell Tir that. I was having too much fun watching him flail about trying to figure it out on his own.

			“For starters—”

			“We have to move,” Tir barked, blurring into motion as he crossed the room and yanked me off the counter. “Get your things.”

			I didn’t question him, shooting into the guest room and shoving my limbs into my emergency outfit, snatching my backpack, and meeting Tir in the hallway. His sense of smell must have been sharper than mine — it wasn’t until I got downstairs that the stench of gasoline hit me. The arsonists were back.

			“Come, angel,” Tir urged at the scratch of a match striking in the distance reached us. “Better to run than be surrounded. There are more this time.” 

			He was right, I could hear multiple feet shuffling past the backdoor. With an irritated sigh, I let Tir lead me into the parlor and followed him out of the low sash window he pulled open, just two seconds before flames erupted, blinding us in the still darkness. 

			Tir and I darted across the road, leaving the sounds of movement and hushed voices in the distance. The Imperator’s men seemed to have congregated in the garden where they’d started the fire. Amateur hour over here, by the stars. 

			Tir grabbed my hand, not slowing as we ran up the road, further and further from the house with even more urgency than I was feeling. 

			“What—?”

			A deafening boom shook the ground below us, making me instinctively dive for cover under a nearby hedge. What the hell? Did they bomb the house? To what end? If the Imperator wanted me as his consort, it made no sense to risk decapitating me. 

			Stars, maybe it wasn’t the Imperator. Perhaps Tir had enemies of his own.

			“Bastards,” Tir spat as I climbed to my feet, standing next to him. He’d made no attempt to hide. Just stood in place with his arms crossed, glowering at his blazing home in the distance. 

			“Explosives don’t seem like the Imperator’s style. Do you have any enemies I should be aware of?” I asked wryly, annoyed at myself that I’d flinched and he hadn’t. 

			“Hm?” Tir said, glancing distractedly at me. “Oh, you need not worry about that angel, I am confident it was your Imperator.” 

			“I highly doubt he’d bomb me,” I pointed out. How was it that men always delivered their incorrect assumptions with such certainty? It was a gift.

			“The explosives were mine, angel. Buried under the house. The fire just set them off. I had quite the collection that I was saving for a rainy day,” he sighed, sounding put out. 

			Well, I couldn’t argue with that logic.

			“Of all the immortals whose land I could have trespassed on?” I muttered, massaging my temples. “Come on, let’s head into the City. The night is young and the Imperator won’t touch us if we’re surrounded by humans.” And I have something that I need to do, I added silently.

			With a grimace Tir nodded his head, gripping my hand and keeping me close as we used our speed to vanish into the night, faster than any human eye could see, leaving the flaming wreckage of Tir’s home behind us.

			***

			By the time we’d arrived in the City, the combination of the run and two nights worth of orgasms had made us both peckish. It made sense to feed now, then we needed to find somewhere safe to stay before the sun rose.

			I had a plan for that, but I needed to butter Tir up with blood and maybe an orgasm first, because I didn’t think he was going to like it. I couldn’t very well leave him behind now, though. And he wasn’t the worst person to have around.

			Not that I was getting attached. I could walk away from his beautiful face and superior penis whenever I was ready. 

			I glanced down at my underwhelming outfit. This wouldn’t work at all. It spoke to how badly this night had gone that I’d left Tir’s house in a pair of leggings and a man’s shirt. He didn’t look much better, in a pair of slacks that hung deliciously low on his hips and no shirt. He looked incredible actually, but not really fit for society. 

			“I’ll get us clothes, stay out of sight,” I instructed, pulling a pair of folded up ballet-style flats out of my backpack and thanking myself for having the foresight to pack them. Even if they were  the ugliest pair of shoes I owned. Better than walking into a department store in bare feet.

			“I cannot let you go alone, angel,” Tir admonished, looking horrified at the suggestion. 

			“Relax, big guy,” I cooed, patting his bare chest. “I’ll be in that store across the street, you can watch the door. Howl like a wolf if I need to make a speedy exit.” 

			As much as I wanted to speed around the store, grab everything and go, there were sales on and it was too crowded for me to move without bumping into someone. Late night stores and mega sales were the devil’s doing, I was sure of it.

			I snagged a black velvet mini slip dress with a square neckline and spaghetti straps, wondering idly if I’d saved any similar dresses from the 90s in my vault. Fashion was so cyclical. I grabbed a pair of black strappy platform heels that would go with anything, and a few other dresses in case it was a while until I could shop again. After a quick trip into the men’s section to pick up a few items for Tir, eyeballing the sizing, I bought a duffel bag to carry it all in and paid using the cash reserves in my bag.  

			I was gracious enough not to steal, but not quite gracious enough to queue. Parting crowds using my allure came naturally. It would be a crime not to use my skill.

			Appalled at the idea that any more people might see me so unkempt, I ducked into the restroom to change into the dress and heels, and apply the cheap red lipstick and liquid eyeliner I’d grabbed at the counter. I would most definitely be adding makeup to my go-bag in case of future emergency exits. The whole trip must have only taken me half an hour, but by the time I got back, Tir was pacing in the alleyway where I’d left him, agitation written all over his face. He snatched me up into his arms and spun me around like we were reuniting after a war. 

			“Angel,” he crooned, nuzzling my neck. 

			“My staff would have called you a stage five clinger,” I informed him, wriggling out of his grip and trying to keep the foolish smile off my face. Why was his neediness so endearing? 

			“Here, get dressed,” I commanded, pulling out a timeless white shirt, charcoal blazer and tie that looked intentionally coordinated with the gray slacks he was already wearing. Tir dressed slowly while I pulled out black loafers and patterned socks out of the bag and set them on the concrete for him. 

			“Problem?” I asked, standing up and crossing my arms over my chest. Tir’s eyes dropped to the swell of my breasts, his wary face lighting up instantly. Men. 

			“Of course not, angel,” Tir murmured directly to my tits. “I just have not worn clothes such as these for so long. It has been hundreds of years since I last wore shoes,” he added, glaring at the loafers like they might bite him. 

			Stars, Tir was starved for interaction that wasn’t of the sexual variety. He was basically a puppy that needed to be socialized until he learned to behave himself.

			I stepped forward, finishing up the buttons he had left and taking the tie from his hand. Baby steps into the big bad world. Step one: get dressed. My breasts brushed against his chest as I looped the tie around his neck, and his hands came down firmly on my hips, holding me in place while I secured the knot. Tir reluctantly tugged on the jacket, socks and shoes, huffing the entire time like clothes were an enormous burden. 

			I preferred his slightly feral, undressed look if I was being honest with myself, but I was also a sucker for a well-dressed man. And Tir looked like he’d just stepped off the pages of a fashion magazine. In fact, he looked really good. Maybe too good. Could I take him out looking like this? I may end up killing a human for lusting after him. 

			“What is that face?” Tir asked, giving me a slow, panty-melting smile. Or it would have been if I was wearing panties, but my lady parts demanded far more expensive fabric than any that had been on offer in that store. I’d sooner go commando.

			Rather than answer and vocalize my newfound, entirely unwanted jealous tendencies, I seized the lapels of his jacket and yanked him towards me. In my heels, I was only a couple of inches shorter than him, easily tall enough to plant a bright red lipstick mark on the collar of his shirt. Better. 

			“Is my angel feeling possessive?” Tir purred, rudely drawing attention to my territorial display. 

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I shot back airily, scooping up the duffel bag and thrusting it at him. “Come on, let’s eat.” 

			There was a club nearby with VIP booths that provided some privacy from the main dancefloor. It was a nice spot to feed whenever I’d left the relative safety of Shoreditch. Between Tir and I, our combined allure could get us in anywhere, though I wasn’t sure whether Tir would take to club life or not.

			Probably not.

			As we walked, I kept my head down to avoid my face appearing on any cameras. I didn’t know the state of “Lucy”, — if I was presumed dead or missing — but it wasn’t a good look to be wandering around unscathed either way. In person, I could compel anyone who wondered why I was walking around completely unharmed, but cameras posed more of an issue. If only I could compel security footage.

			Tir slung the duffel bag over his back and offered me his arm. Impressed at his gentlemanly display, I linked our elbows and led him along the still buzzing street. If there was ever a time of year to go for a nighttime stroll in London, this was it. London did Christmas lights like nowhere else on earth. String lights hung across the road in the shape of doves, angels, and snowflakes. Even in my old age, disillusioned as I was, I found the atmosphere… romantic.

			Stars, I was going soft.

			We’d been too focused on getting here to take anything in along the way, but now we were strolling leisurely along the sidewalk, Tir looked like he wanted to examine everything. A swell of pride rose in me, seeing him exploring the world outside of his home, but I squashed that feeling as soon as it arose. He wasn’t mine to feel proud of.

			The roar of a motorbike pulling up to the curb captured Tir’s attention, and he observed in fascination as the driver climbed off the bike and fiddled with his helmet.

			“What is that?”

			“The motorbike?” I replied distastefully. I despised modern transportation. Horses and carriages never spontaneously caught fire.

			“No, his… armor,” Tir responded, awed.

			“I suppose that’s one way of looking at it.” I suppressed a smile. “It’s made of leather, protects the rider if he falls off the bike.” 

			Tir hummed thoughtfully, glancing back over his shoulder at the rider, fascinated. 

			“You really don’t get out much, do you?” I asked curiously, giving Tir a sidelong look while I tried to remember when motorcycles had become popular. The First World War? I’d been in Louisiana then, my last stint in America. Or the Second World War? I’d spent those years as an Allied spy in Belgium.  

			“I have no need.” Tir shrugged, looking uncomfortable. “Humans come to me.” 

			Don’t ask, don’t ask, don’t ask.

			Tir was an ally, and a temporary means of sexual gratification. He wasn’t my friend.

			“Is it not exhausting living amongst humans? Do you pretend to be one of them?” he pondered, like the idea had never occurred to him. 

			“You’ve never done it?” Stars, Porcia! Don’t. Ask. “It’s more exhausting than it used to be,” I added, my eyes flicking up to the street cameras above. 

			“It is different to how I remembered it,” Tir said contemplatively after a long silence, staring at the lights overhead. 

			“What is?”

			“The world. Perhaps because I am experiencing it with you.”

			Could he hear the crack in the icy walls I’d erected around myself? It echoed in my ears, refusing to be ignored.

			“Stop saying things like that,” I reminded Tir in a low voice, tightening my grip on his arm and urging him forward. 

			“Never,” Tir replied confidently, matching my stride as I steered him past the line and into the club. Hopefully, the noise would discourage anymore heartfelt confessions.

			The main dance area was on the ground floor, lit up by colorful neon lights, but I led Tir up a flight of stairs to a VIP booth. The booths surrounded the dance floor from above, the glass balcony offering an unobstructed view of the revelers below. 

			I gave the server our drink order while casting an appraising eye over the dancefloor. Tir scrutinized the flashing lights with an intensity he’d previously reserved for figuring out my sexual fantasy, though he switched his focus to his cocktail when it arrived.

			“They look promising,” I said, swilling my drink, eyeing up two young men sitting at the bar, probably looking for women to pick up. 

			“Whatever you wish, angel,” Tir responded, sipping inquisitively at the tequila sunrise I’d ordered for him, assuming rightly that he would have never tried one. 

			“Are you attracted to either of them?” I asked with forced lightness, taking a sip of my own drink. This was why I should run as far as I could in the opposite direction. Men made me stupid. 

			“How can I be attracted to anyone else when you are right in front of me, angel?” Tir countered smoothly, wrapping a hand around my nape and tugging me across the booth until our lips met. His tongue plunged into my mouth without warning, branding his taste on mine. 

			Perhaps he was better at hiding his possessiveness than me, but I hadn’t forgotten how he’d flown into action when I got a little too close to that human I was feeding on at his house. He’d had me flat on my back, dick buried inside me before I could say jealous.

			We broke apart reluctantly, staring into each other’s eyes, our noses brushing for a brief moment before I snapped myself out of whatever kiss-induced trance he’d put me into.

			Never trust men. Idiot.

			The server walked by at that moment, refocusing my thoughts. “Would you ask those two gentlemen at the end of the bar to join us?” I requested, just a trace amount of compulsion in my voice.

			“Of course,” she replied dreamily, turning on her heel and returning to the lower level. 

			“Feeding only, angel,” Tir reminded me with a sultry grin. “I will take care of this, later.” 

			He boldly slid a hand between my legs, cupping me firmly for a moment, before removing his hand and taking a deep swig of his drink like nothing had happened. I had been alive so long that not much surprised me these days, but Tir’s blatant claim had done it. I sat there, gaping, until our dinner appeared next to the booth, looking a suitable combination of eager and bewildered. 

			“Join us!” Tir invited, voice thick with compulsion, recovering before I did. 

			Well, okay then. I guess he’d be taking care of this later.
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			Not with a bang but a whimper

			T.S. Eliot

			From the second I laid eyes on the drawing at Tir’s backdoor, the one I’d thankfully had the foresight to tuck into my shirt pocket, I’d known what I would need to do next. 

			Even so, I’d been relishing the slew of distractions that allowed me to avoid thinking about it. And everything about Tir was a distraction — I may be old, but I appreciated a cut jawline and beautiful eyes as much as the next red blooded woman. 

			I was a strong, empowered woman. I ate humans for breakfast. Well, the good parts of them, at least. I feared nothing. 

			But I was definitely procrastinating. 

			There were three things I knew to be true:

			
					The Imperator did not appear to be giving up.

					The Imperator knew about my two guardians, conceivably making them a target.

					Tir was a useful ally, but a little unstable, and far more relaxed about the level of risk than he ought to be.

			

			Ergo, it was time for me to talk to the two immortals who had watched over me for centuries. If they were at risk, then I had a duty to inform them. It was the least I could do, considering all they had done for me. 

			The trouble was, we’d never actually met. They’d always been so careful to hang back in the shadows, it was conceivable they thought I’d seen them for the first time in New Orleans. 

			Honestly, they were giving themselves far too much credit if that was the case. They kept their distance, but I wasn’t blind. Anyone would notice two exceptionally attractive men following them around. Setting that aside, I wasn’t naïve enough to think that trouble just happened to pass me by. No one was that lucky. They’d been keeping me safe for centuries. 

			However, they must have their reasons for not approaching me, and I was about to blow all of them out of the water. Plus, I had Tir along with me, which made the entire situation even more uncomfortable. It would be impossible to follow me for hundreds of years without realizing I didn’t get involved with immortals. Not only was I showing up with one in tow, Tir had no compunctions about his possessive tendencies. We needed to have some hard words about that.

			A few blessed days ago, I had no men in my life. Now I was contemplating how to navigate the emotions of three men, two of whom I hadn’t even met yet. 

			When the Imperator situation was resolved, and no one was in imminent danger, I was going to sit down and reflect on all the poor life choices that had brought me to this moment.

			I scooted to the opposite side of the booth to give Tir and I room for our guests, and tugged the man nearest to me into the seat. He was handsome — with a sharp jaw, and thick black hair, wearing a trendy outfit. He looked no older than 30, and usually he’d be just my type. Even if Tir hadn’t been here, I doubted I could muster up the enthusiasm for anything more than this man’s blood. There was too much going on in my head.

			“What’s your name?” I asked, leaning into his personal space and looking up at him through my lashes, doing my best to appear small and dainty, lulling my prey into a false sense of security. They may not know what I was, but humans could sense a predator. 

			“Will you walk into my parlor?” said the spider to the fly.

			“Percival,” he replied, a star-struck look on his face.

			“Percival?” I repeated incredulously, sitting up to look at him, destroying the atmosphere I’d been setting. Who was going around naming their kid Percival in the early 1990s? He nodded silently, still under my compulsion despite the sudden mood change.

			“Hey,” I called, leaning over the table to the guy making heart eyes at Tir. “Is your friend’s name actually Percival? As in King Arthur’s perfect knight, Percival?” 

			“Yeah,” his mate sighed dreamily, eyes still fixed on Tir. 

			I swung my attention back to Percival and gave him an assessing once-over. “I was going to make this quick, but you deserve the best orgasm of your existence for dealing with that millstone around your neck.”

			“Careful, angel,” Tir warned, his mouth hovering an inch away from his target’s neck, eyes flicking toward me. “Do not get carried away.” 

			Perhaps Tir’s crazy was rubbing off on me, because the idea of testing him was incredibly appealing. I had no intention to do anything with Percival, I just wanted to provoke Tir’s ferocious side, bring it out to play. If I was going to foolishly have sex with an immortal, I may as well reap the benefits. And the biggest benefit was playing rough with no risk of accidental murder.

			Maybe I could swipe his blade again. 

			I cuddled up to Percival and took my time saturating his neck with venom. He’d never remember me after this, but he’d come harder than he had in his life when I sunk my teeth in there, and be horny for hours afterwards. If there had ever been any sexual attraction between him and his friend, they would probably embark on the kind of sexual experimentation most humans got out of the way in their university days. 

			You’re welcome, Percival. 

			His head tipped back with a low groan, a bulge straining the crotch of his pants. Pity he’d worn beige today. It would do nothing to disguise the wet patch. 

			I glanced back at Tir, unsurprised to find him about to dig into his meal, fangs entirely exposed with zero regard for his surroundings. 

			“Be discreet,” I hissed.

			“Why?” Tir asked, looking baffled. It sounded more like fwhy when he spoke around his fangs, and that combined with his little boy lost face made it difficult to pull off the stern expression I was trying to give him. 

			“Cameras,” I retorted curtly, sucking in my cheeks so I didn’t giggle like a schoolgirl at his antics. Stars, save me from myself. I pulled Percival closer to show Tir how it was done, not dropping my fangs until my lips were at Percival’s neck and my mouth hidden from view. He shivered as I ran the points over his skin, teasing him a little, before I drove them into his jugular vein. 

			It is a truth universally acknowledged, that no two humans taste the same. No matter how often I’d fed over the ages, the moment someone’s blood hit my tongue was always a new experience. Percival was healthy, his blood sweet yet a little tart, barely enough alcohol in his system to register on my tastebuds. I’d had much worse in my time.

			Percival made a pained noise as lust rocketed through his body, and I guided his hand pointedly to his crotch so he could take care of it himself. He fumbled with his zipper, shoving his hand into his trousers and pumping one and a half times before cum started spurting out of him like a fountain. I angled my body away carefully, keeping my fangs in his neck. Cheap dress or not, I wasn’t about to get semen on it. 

			Walking around covered in some strange man’s cum would not help with the man problem I would undoubtedly have later tonight. 

			Once I’d drunk my fill, I sealed Percival’s wounds and glanced back to find Tir’s eyes already on me, flaring with need. 

			“Leave us,” he commanded, each word laced with compulsion. Percival and his companion scrambled out of the booth, eyes hazy, doubtless searching for outlets for their own lust.

			“Come here,” Tir ordered, hazel eyes practically glowing as they traced the progress of my tongue as I licked away the remnants of blood on my lips. 

			I snorted. Cute. “Does that usually work?”

			“Every time.” There was a gleam of challenge in Tir’s eyes that reminded me he wasn’t used to working for sex either. We were both high on the thrill of the chase, even knowing with certainty how it would end.

			My voice of reason warned me that this was a bad thing. That this addictive sensation would only lead me down a road filled with poor decisions and ending in misery. At the same time, I was positive there would be a minimum of three orgasms per poor life choice. I’d just take a brief detour along the poor life choice path for a while. Just until I had dealt with this Imperator business.

			Resolved to enjoy my descent into the inevitable hell that was awaiting me once all of this was over, I shot Tir a predatory smile and parted my legs under the table, making a show of sliding my hand down my body to where I wanted him most. Tir’s expression turned hungry as he traced the movement, his body unnaturally still, taut with tension. 

			“I believe I said that was mine,” he breathed as my fingers parted my wet folds and I hummed in delight. Stars, panties were for losers. Going commando made everything so accessible. 

			“And I believed I said you could service it for a while,” I countered. “Yet here I am, doing the job myself. Good help is so hard to find these days.”

			Moving fast, too fast, considering our surroundings, Tir slid around the booth and knocked my hand away. I expected him to tease, but either he was impatient or he had a point to prove because with no preamble, he shoved three fingers inside me and stamped his mouth over mine to catch my strangled moan. 

			“Regret tormenting me now, angel?” Tir murmured, bringing his mouth to my ear and scraping his fangs over my skin. The soft movement contrasted with the hard, rough thrusts of his hand. The pleasure edged with pain had me sobbing as my orgasm built, winding me tighter and tighter. 

			What was this? No human would dream of treating me with anything other than reverence. I took care of my mortal lovers, but finding my release had always been my responsibility.

			Not so with Tir. Tir demanded my orgasms. Ripped them from my body with the precision of a master and the enthusiasm of a young man discovering sex for the first time. 

			“Answer me, my angel,” Tir cooed as his thumb found my clit and pressure built in my belly at an almost punishing rate. “Answer me or I stop.” 

			“I regret nothing, but if you stop now, I will rip out your intestines, stuff your testicles inside them, and feed them to you,” I snapped, writhing in my seat and giving up any pretense we were doing anything other than what we were doing. 

			“Romantic,” Tir chuckled, curling his fingers and putting extra pressure on my clit. Against my better judgement, I looked into his eyes as my orgasm crashed into me like a freight train, holding his gaze as pleasure wracked my body. The possessive satisfaction in his face frightened me and made me crave more all at the same time. 

			It’s just a detour. Just a quick stop in Bad Ideaville. 

			Tir didn’t permit me a moment to over analyze it, dragging out my bliss as long as he could before sliding his soaked fingers out of me and cleaning them off with his tongue. I never considered myself much of a cuddler, but Tir didn’t give me a choice, wrapping himself around me like a koala and keeping me tucked in close. It was nice. I should stop it.

			“It is too loud in here. I dislike all the lights,” he grumbled into my hair.

			“Cantankerous old man,” I teased, jumping on the change in subject and extracting myself from his grip.

			“I am both old and cantankerous, angel. As are you. Now that we have fed, where are we going?”

			And there goes my post-orgasm high. 

			Forget putting distance between us, I was not above seducing him to make him cooperate. I straddled Tir’s lap, draping one arm around his neck and running a finger lightly down his face.  “We’re going to visit some old friends of mine.” 

			“What kind of friends?” Tir asked, whipping his head to the side and capturing my finger between his teeth, the sides of his fangs rubbing my skin. I regarded him warily. I recognized that so many years alone had made Tir a little mad, and mostly I found his madness intriguing. Unpredictability was immensely sexy after two thousand stale years. 

			But if he tasted my blood without my express permission, I’d decapitate him. Some things were non-negotiable. 

			Tir grinned around my finger, sucking it into his mouth and making a spectacle of retracting his fangs before releasing my digit with a pop. It was like he’d read my mind. “What kind of friends, angel?” he repeated.

			“The kind I’ve never met before,” I responded mildly, balancing my palms on his chest and climbing off his lap out of the booth. “Ancient friends. It’s more of a long distance relationship.” 

			“Oh?” Tir asked, sounding intrigued as he slipped out of the booth behind me. “After centuries, you never bothered to meet? Why? How? I could hardly stay away from you for five minutes.” 

			I had to admit; the reminder struck me square in the ego. I’d always found my guardians attractive, but wondered if their interest in me was more than platonic. 

			“I suppose we’ll soon find out. A word of warning,” I cautioned, spinning back and twisting his shirt in my hand, batting my eyelashes sweetly. “Do not presume to have any kind of claim on me when we get there. This is temporary, remember?”

			Tir’s brow furrowed in consternation and I released him, turning around to lead him out of the club. I didn’t want to see the flicker of hurt in his eyes. “You wish to pursue some kind of relationship with them and want me out of the way? Is that why we are going there? That strikes me as a little cruel, angel.” 

			Tir slung the duffel bag over his shoulder and stayed tight at my back as we made our way through the parting crowd of revelers. 

			“That’s not it at all. I don’t want to pursue a relationship with anyone,” I retorted, shooting him a pointed look. 

			“You live to tempt me, angel,” Tir sighed dramatically as we escaped the deafening buzz of the club. 

			“I’m not convinced you’ve accepted my rejection,” I replied drolly, leading him to a secluded spot in the dark where we could take off at speed without attracting unwanted scrutiny. 

			“I have not,” he confirmed cheerfully. 

			“Of course not. Look, I don’t know how this will go and these two have watched over me for centuries expecting nothing in return, so just… rein it in, okay? It would be inconvenient if they killed you on sight.”

			I was out of practice at explaining myself to people and I had to say; I did not enjoy it. For all the fun I got out of Tir challenging me sexually, it was awkward when he challenged me emotionally.

			“We’re running from here, don’t get lost,” I instructed, rushing out into the darkness before he had a chance to respond. 

			Dodging humans on the sidewalk, moving faster than they could see, was the closest thing I did to sports. It was freeing, to use my gifts, to feel the burn of exertion in my muscles. I’d gotten so consumed with the day-to-day running of Sugar over the past decade, I’d scarcely left the property anymore. Perhaps there was a silver lining to the recent hurdles in my life. It had gotten me out of the house at least, back out into the world. I’d have to give the Imperator a gift basket before I cut his head off.

			We slowed to a leisurely stroll once we reached Shoreditch, blending in with drunken human stragglers making their way home from a night out. Not long ago, I’d felt sure that these streets were my domain, but already that surety had faded. The stench of other immortals was all over this place. Their venom clung to the humans they’d fed from, it made them smell off-putting until their blood replenished. 

			That I could detect that vinegar-like scent from here, when the streets were emptying, was alarming to say the least. How many followers did the Imperator have? I didn’t realize there were so many immortals in existence. The ones that had been feeding here were draining the population dry at this rate, Shoreditch would gain a reputation as the orgasm capital of the world. 

			It was four in the morning when we arrived at the remnants of my club and home. I pulled Tir backward, hoping the dilapidated phone booth we stopped next to would hide us from any surrounding cameras.

			My home.

			Rage made my blood boil like lava. Sugar was a small, old-fashioned club and the apartment above had been even smaller and older. But they’d been mine. The Imperator had stolen them from me, and I couldn’t allow that to go unpunished. 

			I may not have been as emotionally invested in this property as I was to my main estate, but for fifteen years this building had served me well. I’d employed fine people whose jobs were now gone, and since I was probably “dead”, I couldn’t even rectify that.

			The brick walls still stood, though they were more black than red now. Not much else had survived — there were no windows or doors, and the roof had collapsed, leaving just a few blackened rafters in its place. Those fucking immortals. That fucking Imperator. I’d perform the slowest, most painful decapitations in history for what they’d done to my home. 

			I knew with absolute certainty that the two ancients who’d followed me and guarded me were here, close by. I imagined they’d returned here every night since the fire, hoping to see me. A strange part of me felt guilty for worrying them. 

			Guilt was a long dormant emotion, and I didn’t like it. 

			“This was your home?” Tir confirmed, tilting his head as he inspected the ruins. 

			“It was. I lived upstairs, below was a burlesque club where I danced.” I didn’t need to check to know Tir’s eyes had lit up with that tidbit. 

			“Burlesque?” Tir asked, perking up instantly. Not that he’d been particularly un-perky to begin with, he never seemed to react normally in any given situation. “I am not familiar with such a dance. Will you give me a show, angel?” 

			“Later,” I shot back with an eye roll, trying not to smile. His one-track mind had distracted me from my rage at least. 

			Just like every Monday when I’d left the club, and for centuries before that, I felt their eyes burning against my skin even when I couldn’t see their faces. I’d always sensed a heavy dose of possessiveness from their combined gaze, but that was ratcheted up by a thousand tonight. 

			This meeting had been centuries in the making, and nerves made my limbs tremble in a way that I hoped no one noticed. I smoothed my palms over the front of my dress and fussed unnecessarily with my hair before realizing what I was doing and forcing myself still. What was wrong with me? I did not fidget.

			“Okay, let’s do this,” I muttered, chiefly for my own benefit as I led Tir away from the wreckage of the club. 

			As predicted, they were waiting, concealed in shadow. I sensed them tense as I approached, and hoped they didn’t panic and leave, assuming they had to keep up the long-distance act. Tir began whistling obnoxiously, strutting around like a peacock, and I couldn’t decide if he was deliberately antagonizing them or just demonstrating his lack of decorum.

			I came to a halt in front of the two of them, the height difference between us starkly evident. We said nothing, each taking the measure of the other. 

			I didn’t know them. I had never spoken to them. The only time I’d given any hint I was aware of their presence was a month ago. But the one thing I knew unequivocally, with not a shred of doubt in my mind, was that they already hated Tir. Their expressions of awe when they looked at me morphed into pure loathing when they looked at him. 

			Wonderful. 

			The blonde one acted first, taking half a step towards me like he wanted to touch me, but holding himself back at the last second. His eyes had grown wide in alarm as I approached, while the brunette, more reserved with his expressions, was rippling with tension. The contrast between them was striking — one fair and angelic, the other tall, dark and devilish. 

			The dark-haired giant was my original stalker. Or protector. He’d been there since almost the very beginning. At first, I’d found it terrifying. I was still coming into my abilities and learning to manage my bloodlust; I had no way of defending myself if an immortal attacked me. The more he watched, the more relaxed I became. He’d had ample opportunity to hurt me, and never had.

			It was over a millennium before the blonde joined him. The first man had never appeared with anyone before, and I still had a wild array of theories as to why the two of them had bonded, let alone why both of them now watched over me. 

			Not that I was complaining — the blonde was beautiful, in a seductive, masculine way, and his presence brought a lightness than his intense friend didn’t possess. 

			Stars, I probably should have planned a speech. I stood a foot in front of them, Tir so close behind me his chest brushed my shoulder, and I said… nothing. What do you say to your stalkers-slash-guardian-angels who have watched over you for generations, asking for nothing in return? There was no etiquette guide for this situation.

			“Not here,” the dark-haired, stoic one rumbled in a voice that seemed to connect directly to my clit. Now that was a talent. “We have a home on Folgate Street, corner house, red door. Follow us in five minutes.”

			And then they were gone. Just, gone. After centuries of buildup, it was a little anticlimactic.

			For the hundredth time just tonight, I wondered if I’d misread their intentions. I had nothing to go on, other than that they followed me around, and I seemed to have far less trouble in my life than I reasonably should for a single immortal woman. Marguerite engaged in far more territory disputes than I had, though she had a penchant for turning her younger challengers into lovers. 

			No, they must have good intentions. Perhaps they were just thrown off by me approaching them after all this time. Or more likely, by me approaching them with Tir. 

			As though he was reading my mind, Tir chuckled and wrapped his arms around my waist. I should have pushed him off. It was an overly intimate position for two people just fucking one another. But standing outside the remains of my home, muddling through my thoughts at meeting them for the first time after centuries of avoidance, I let myself relax into Tir’s embrace for a moment. I’d deny it until the world stopped turning, but it wasn’t terrible having someone’s arms around me. 

			“I hope you know what you are doing, angel,” Tir whispered, nuzzling his nose in the crook of my neck.

			“Hm? Why do you say that?”

			“Like calls to like, my angel. Perhaps you do not see it, but I do. You have just tripled the number of obsessed men in your life without saying a word.”
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			Candy is dandy, but liquor is quicker

			Ogden Nash

			Centuries. 

			For centuries we had watched Porcia. Intervened from afar when she needed allies, but was too stubborn and isolationist to ask for them. 

			For centuries, we’d loved her. Obsessed over her. Coveted her. Done her a favor by staying the hell away from her. 

			For hundreds of years, we had protected her without letting ourselves get close. Oftentimes, I wondered if Porcia was even real. Perhaps she was just a fever dream Calvus and I had cooked up, one man’s obsession ever stoking the other. Folie à deux. But she wasn’t a dream. She wasn’t a hallucination borne from our combined madness. Porcia was real, and she had sought us out. 

			And she had shown up with another man. 

			Porcia was a cruel temptress. 

			Calvus unlocked the door to the grand Georgian townhouse we kept in Spitalfields, and I followed him into the study at the end of the hallway. Neither of us had spoken since we’d taken off, leaving Porcia and him behind outside the wreckage of Sugar. Calvus silently flitted around the room, straightening papers on his already immaculate desk, before looking through the small bar in the corner for ingredients. He always enjoyed mixing drinks, but I knew in this case he just needed something to do with his hands. 

			At least one of us had remembered how to host, though I was surprised that it was Calvus. If I felt resentful seeing Porcia with an ancient revenant — a genuine equal — for the first time in her life, Calvus must be beside himself. My love, my mania, was an offshoot of his. He’d loved Porcia since they’d both been mortal, and she hadn’t known he’d existed.

			Calvus was constantly a steadier presence than I was, though, especially in the face of adversity. Few revenants survived as long as Calvus and Porcia had — most died in territory disputes because they became greedy. Calvus had kept both himself and Porcia alive because he was smart and unflappable. Even when the situation was beyond fucking dire, like it was right now.

			He raised an eyebrow at me from across the room, noting my balled up fists and grinding teeth. “She’s safe.” 

			“Yes.” Was that my voice? It was rougher than usual. 

			The past couple of nights had been all nine circles of Hell rolled into one. I hadn’t experienced fear like that since I’d been turned. We didn’t know where Porcia was, whether she’d been injured in the fire that razed Sugar, or if whoever had set it had taken her with them. Calvus and I were both exhausted and starving from devoting every second we could to finding her. 

			While we’d been searching, running ourselves ragged looking for her, Porcia had probably been fucking the stupid revenant the entire time, happy as could be. Logically, I understood I had no reason to be angry at her — Porcia owed me nothing; she didn’t even know my name — yet I felt distinctly jilted. 

			I’d loved her for so long, sometimes it felt absurd that she didn’t love me back. 

			What a fucking chump.

			“You did say you couldn’t do this much longer,” Calvus pointed out wryly, throwing my words of a week ago back in my face, as if it was a good thing that Porcia had swanned into our lives the way she had.

			I threw him an incredulous look. I had said that, but that was before she’d disappeared. The terror I’d felt over the past two days, not knowing where Porcia was, confirmed what I already suspected: I’d never be able to let her go, even if it hurt. And fuck, did it hurt.

			“When I said that, I meant perhaps I’d relocate to Romania and pull back my obsessive tendencies. Not get closer. Not get closer while she’s with…” I trailed off, making a frustrated noise in the back of my throat. 

			Who the fuck was that guy? 

			Porcia didn’t have partners. Even lovers was a generous term for the meaningless encounters she had with humans. I would know, Calvus and I felt much the same about our own relations with mortals. 

			Was Porcia screwing the revenant? She had to be. He’d stepped right into her personal space, at her back no less, and she hadn’t even flinched. 

			And the way he looked at her… God, it was like he was remembering how she felt. I was going to have to kill him. There was no question about it.

			“Romania may still be an option, depending on how this conversation goes,” Calvus responded gravely. “In the meantime, get the door, would you?” 

			He was wrong, and he knew it. Romania was not an option when Porcia was on our doorstep, stepping freely into our lives. In my brief moment of weakness, I’d been considering leaving because the agony of being so close and yet so far away from her was driving me mad. But I wouldn’t be going anywhere, now. Not even if she wanted me to.

			And she would absolutely want me to.

			I would probably drive her crazy.

			I yanked open the front door just as Porcia and her hanger-on sped past me into the foyer. They spun to look at me, and he slid his arm around her waist, shooting me a smug grin. 

			Porcia tsked, spinning gracefully out of his embrace. “You are testing my patience, Tir,” she censured, although the look she gave him was indulgent. I’d never seen anything like that on her face before. It was unsettling. “Remember what we talked about.” 

			What the fuck kind of name was Tir?

			“Angel, how can I be expected to be in your presence without touching you?” he lamented, offering her a forlorn look like she’d kicked his puppy.

			Angel. What a tosser. Where’d she even find this sap? Frankly, I expected her to have better taste.

			“This way. Calvus is in the study,” I announced curtly, striding down the hallway. I had no inclination to hang around for their lover’s tiff.

			Since almost the beginning of my eternal existence, I’d imagined what it would be like if we breached the invisible line Calvus had drawn between us and Porcia. Last Halloween, we’d gotten close. She’d stared at Calvus and I for her entire performance, and we’d stared right back. The youth of today would call it eye fucking. She’d swung those nipple tassels just for us. 

			It had given me hope, and hope was a dangerous thing.

			That night had changed things. There could be no more denying that Porcia knew about us. Yet, when I’d broached the idea of finally talking to her, Calvus had immediately shut it down. Porcia was a Queen in his eyes. Untouchable. Unsullied. She’d kept herself intentionally away from revenants and everything they represented. Though now she’d lowered herself to seeking us out — with another revenant, no less — I wondered if that opinion would hold.  

			Without distance and idealism between us, Porcia was just a flesh and bone woman he’d loved his entire life. And Calvus was a man with a boundless libido and a possessive streak a mile wide. By bringing a companion with her, she had waved a red flag in the bull’s face.

			Fuck it. If Calvus didn’t lose the plot, then I would. Everything about this encounter was wrong. I’d had so many elaborate days-long threesome fantasies I’d planned on acting out if we ever met. This meeting was anticlimactic in more ways than one. 

			Calvus said nothing as the three of us entered the study. He’d made three Old Fashioneds already, but was meticulously mixing the Negroni that Porcia had favored since the 1920s. Exactly the way she liked it. She regarded him as he worked with raised eyebrows. 

			I knew undoubtedly that Porcia had been more aware of our watchful presence in her life since New Orleans — she had assumed we’d be at the ruins of her club and deliberately sought us out. Calvus thought that Halloween was the first time she’d seen us, but I disagreed. I knew little about female revenants, but I knew they jealously guarded their territory. The New Orleans club may not be her regular feeding ground, but it was still property she owned. She would have confronted us — should have confronted us — unless she knew unequivocally that we were no threat to her.

			But judging by her bemused expression as Calvus meticulously made her drink to her exact standards, if Porcia had known about us before, she hadn’t realized how deep our obsession ran. 

			Calvus gave me a pointed look and with a labored sigh, I grabbed an Old Fashioned and handed it to Porcia’s friend without looking at him. Interloper.

			I swiped a glass and flopped down in a leather armchair, resentful that humans could drink themselves into oblivion. They didn’t even appreciate what a gift that was. 

			“I suppose I’ll do the introductions while the dust settles from the swirling tornado of testosterone,” Porcia said wryly. “I am Porcia. This is Tir.”

			I am Porcia. 

			Like we didn’t know her true name and every name she’d used since. 

			“Calvus,” my companion grunted, smoothly handing her the Negroni in the fine crystal tumbler he’d procured from under the bar. “This is Louis,” he continued, gesturing at me. I tipped my chin, searching for a trace of my manners under the fog of envy that was clouding my brain.

			Tir advanced like he was about to touch Porcia again, but backed down at the warning glance she shot him. 

			“You know, after the centuries of stalking I expected a warmer reception,” she drawled, sipping her Negroni and sauntering around the room. She studiously examined everything, skimming her fingers over the spines of the leather books, and eyeballing each painting on the wall like she was trying to decipher their meaning. 

			I glanced at Calvus, hoping he’d formulate a better response than the one I’d come up with. Sorry? We were expecting to provide you a warmer reception too. One that involved so many orgasms, you would pass out from exhaustion and we would drip-feed you blood to revive you?

			Wait. Centuries?

			“You noticed us,” Calvus stated warily. He didn’t seem surprised or disappointed. Just resigned. Probably bracing himself for the worst.

			“Of course,” she replied, eyebrows raised. “You didn’t think Halloween was the first time I saw you, did you?”

			Despite the maelstrom of emotions I was experiencing — namely jealousy — I managed to shoot Calvus an I-told-you-so look. His jaw ticked in annoyance. Calvus was our fearless leader, he despised being wrong. 

			“Forget these dullards, angel. If we leave now, we will make it out of the city before sunrise. I have another property, though I have not visited it in many years,” Tir proposed, offering me an antagonistic smile. The prick. Where was he the past few centuries when Porcia needed allies looking out for her? He had appeared out of nowhere, acting like he could stake some sort of claim on her now when he’d never lifted a finger to keep her safe. 

			The click of my fangs dropping as I fought the impulse to gut him echoed in the quiet room. Three sets of eyes swung to me, and I didn’t even attempt to disguise my fury.

			The insolence of this guy.

			Porcia strutted across the room like it was the stage of her own club and fell into my lap, crossing her long legs as she sat sideways across me, winding an arm around my neck. 

			“So you do care,” she purred seductively, toying with the curled ends of my hair. 

			“Care?” I gritted out, focusing on the soothing sensation of her hands on my body rather than the pit of jealous rage that was trying to devour me whole. “Care is such an understatement, it borders on insulting.”

			“Louis,” Calvus barked, shooting me a warning look.

			“We are obsessed with you,” I forged on, ignoring him. “Live for you. Covet you. The depth of our love for you is so potent, it borders on hate. How can anything so wonderful, yet untouchable, exist? You are a temptation sent by Lucifer himself.”

			I stared into the luminous blue eyes I had only imagined looking into for centuries, startled by how striking they were up close. As I watched, I saw the shutters coming down in real time. 

			Sex was safe territory, declarations of love were not.

			“I think you might be giving me too much credit,” Porcia breathed, leaning in to run her tongue up the shell of my ear, blatantly trying to regain control of the situation. Perhaps Tir — seriously, what the hell kind of name was that? — let Porcia off the hook whenever she fluttered her lashes at him, but I was not inclined to be so gracious.

			“You should run,” I growled, grabbing her thigh with one hand and fisting her hair with the other. I meant to push her off, but I instinctively drew her closer. Nothing about pushing Porcia away felt right. 

			Just one more minute. 

			How long had I waited to hold her in my arms? The first time the impulse had struck me, she’d been wearing a loose pink gown with a train and a hennin on her head. It was in a great hall in a home in Paris’ third arrondissement, and she’d been flirting diligently with the human she would sink her teeth into that evening. 

			I wanted to rip off her outer clothes, shove her linen chemise over her hips and feel her come on my cock. Calvus, still significantly stronger than me in those days, had thrown me out of the building on my ass. He’d pinned me on the sidewalk until I’d calmed down enough not to snatch her where she stood like a barbarian. 

			Not that I would have survived the attempt if I’d tried. Porcia would have ripped my head clear off my shoulders if I’d laid so much as an unwanted finger on her.

			Porcia sucked my earlobe into her mouth, tightening her hold on my hair. Just two more minutes, and I’d stop. Why was she even here? I needed to focus.

			“Are you toying with him?” Calvus rasped, capturing my attention and reminding me we weren’t alone. His eyes were trained on my fingers as they flexed on Porcia’s thigh, brushing the hem of her dress that had ridden all the way up. I swore I could feel the heat of her pussy, urging my palm just a little higher...

			“You’re the ones who avoided speaking to me for centuries,” Porcia pointed out, pinning her penetrating stare on Calvus. “Maybe you’ve been toying with me. If you’d approached me earlier, perhaps we could have been enjoying one another’s company all along,” she lied. 

			Calvus scoffed in disbelief and I could have laughed. Porcia did not do relationships. She didn’t let anyone in. It was why we’d kept our distance. If we got too close, we wouldn’t be able to let her go, and she didn’t want to be kept. Of both facts, I was now absolutely certain. I glanced at Tir, whose face was furrowed in confusion.

			Porcia gave Calvus a haughty look that quickly turned mischievous before twisting back to face me, leaning in until our lips brushed, as light as a feather. 

			“If Calvus didn’t seem so averse to a little attention, I’d give him a cuddle too,” she murmured conspiratorially, though Calvus could easily hear. “Maybe he’s scared. Pity. His eyes on me were always a special kind of addiction over the ages. And when you joined in…” she trailed off, her tongue darting out to slide between my parted lips, running over my fangs that were now fully extended for a very different reason. Her own fangs dropped, and I felt the scrape of them on my lower lip that sent an electric shock to my dick.  

			Porcia was distracting us. Pivoting away from the emotions she didn’t want to deal with. I knew it. She knew it. Calvus knew it. Yet, he rose to the challenge in her tone immediately. Porcia smiled against my mouth as he took the bait she had set out for him. 

			I released her hair and dragged my fingers down her back to the base of her spine, knowing what Calvus would do from the moment he pushed off the desk. We’d spent hundreds of years together. I knew him better than I knew myself. 

			Porcia ran her tongue over her fangs, looking smug for a moment before Calvus snatched the handful of hair I’d surrendered and yanked her head back to look at him. 

			The look that passed between them lasted a split second and was one of the most erotic things I’d seen in all my 670 years. It was centuries of lust, wonder, and yearning bubbling to the surface. Calvus looked at Porcia like he would lay down his life for her amusement, and Porcia looked at Calvus like she’d let him.

			That brief reprieve was all the signal Calvus gave before gripping Porcia’s jaw tight with his other hand and sinking his tongue into her mouth. Despite both of their confidence leading up to it, the moment their mouths connected, they both froze. It was a split second of shock, of overwhelming intensity. They recovered at the same time, mouths moving in tandem, struggling to get closer to one another.

			To call it a kiss was an injustice. They devoured each other like their souls were demanding to taste one another. 

			Calvus’ grip was unyielding, yet Porcia had all the control. She could ruin him with the click of her fingers. Throw his centuries of devotion back in his face and utterly destroy him. She still might.

			My erection throbbed painfully, digging into Porcia’s ass, and her hand whipped out to fist my shirt in response, dragging me closer. Giving me an even better view of their mouths moving together.

			I’d developed a keen interest in pornography in recent years, but nothing I’d seen compared to this. But where Calvus was primal, possessive, and hungry, Porcia was holding back. The carefully constructed walls she had built around herself were as impenetrable as ever. She wanted to fuck him — and me, based on the writhing she was doing on my lap — but fucking was the extent of it. 

			The realization sank in my gut like a lead weight, and I felt the moment it hit Calvus as well. He caught Porcia’s lower lip between his teeth, scraping his fangs over it as he pulled away, her head still trapped in his grip, preventing her from chasing his lips as he pulled away, her eyes hazy with lust. 

			“You are toying with us,” he exhaled, shutters crashing down over his eyes, shielding his emotions. “Perhaps you don’t mean to. Perhaps you do.”

			“What do you want from me?” Porcia asked, looking up at him with a mixture of astonishment and apprehension. 

			“Everything,” I murmured in her ear, dropping a kiss on the crook of her neck. My fangs ached with the need to taste her blood, not out of hunger but lust. Fuck, I couldn’t even fathom how sweet she would taste.

			Calvus and I released her at the same moment, and I spotted the flash of disappointment in her eyes as she climbed off my lap and sat in the chair next to me, her movements stiff and controlled. Tir was at her side in an instant, his hands resting on the back of her chair, almost touching her. The gesture was affectionate without being overtly sexual. Apparently, he was held to a different standard than we were.  

			“Why did you seek us out?” Calvus muttered, downing his drink in one swig. My heart hurt for him, and for myself. Her tacit rejection had stung more than I feared it would. I could feel a black mark of despair blossoming above my heart, inking over my skin. Everywhere the darkness moved, it ached. Could she not see my anguish?

			Worse, did she see it and not care?

			“An immortal who calls himself the Imperator — yes, he really calls himself that — has assembled himself a gang of young immortals. He’s an ancient, I believe. He has their eyes on this area, stealing territory for his own,” Porcia responded in a voice that suggested she wasn’t wholly unaffected by what had transpired between us. It didn’t make me feel any better.

			“We suspected something was amiss, given the disappearances nearby, even before the fire at your club,” Calvus replied, spinning to look out the window into the dark night, giving us his back. He was hiding, though he’d never admit it. “Though you generally don’t bother yourself with these matters.” 

			It wasn’t the first time someone had angled for her land, but usually we took care of it before the threat got near her. We’d both been struggling with our failure to protect her home since the fire, and the panic of not knowing where she was. Still, Calvus’ words had been almost scathing. He was hurting.

			“His approach is aggressive. I can hardly sit back and do nothing,” Porcia said carefully, giving Calvus’ back a wary look. “He burned down my home. I will have recompense for that. Besides, I believe he’s coming for you, next. We could ally ourselves to take him out. We should.” 

			She plucked out a folded piece of paper from the bulging duffel bag Tir had brought in and passed it to me. Without looking at her, I unfolded the paper, scanning the drawing. On the plus side, it made our stalking look less creepy. This Imperator — an even stupider epithet than Tir — had not only captured Porcia’s likeness in startling detail, he’d also depicted Calvus and I, our identities obvious despite the faces being hidden. We’d never left her sinister drawings. We had some standards. 

			“A crown?” I scoffed, handing the sketch to a waiting Calvus.

			“He has delusions of grandeur,” Porcia retorted easily, though I sensed she was holding something back. Not that it mattered. We didn’t need the threat to our own territory to act. The Imperator had signed his death warrant by burning down Porcia’s home. The only shock was that Porcia was expecting to get her hands dirty alongside us. Though perhaps she’d always been willing and we’d never given her the opportunity before.

			We were fools for this woman who didn’t want us. 

			Or the woman who only wanted us for our dicks and our expertise in combat. I knew from the tense set of Calvus’ shoulders that we would always be fools for Porcia. Centuries of watching over and caring for her wouldn’t be undone in one evening. Besides, she had kissed us. Not only that, the reality had far exceeded my fantasy. How were we supposed to let her go now? 

			“Is this the only correspondence you’ve received from this… Imperator?” Calvus inquired gruffly, still staring at the image.

			“One of his men dropped by Sugar a few hours before they set it alight. Suggested I give up my territory willingly, et cetera, et cetera,” Porcia replied with a dismissive wave. What wasn’t she telling us?

			“So we deal with this Imperator. What about your friend? What of him?” I asked, not trying all that hard to keep the derision out of my tone. Tir had been oddly silent this entire time, watching every interaction with an attentiveness that only rivaled ours on Porcia. I was hoping he’d give me an excuse to attack him, but so far he’d been inconveniently respectful.

			“Tir is my ally.” Porcia’s voice was stern, if not a touch defensive. “I led them straight to Tir’s territory, he held them off for me. His home was destroyed, and I have put him at risk. I won’t abandon him.” 

			“I would not allow you to, angel,” he purred in her ear like an unwelcome, oversized house cat. 

			Calvus angled towards me, and I saw the question in his eyes beneath the veneer of misery he was valiantly trying to cover up. 

			Do we help Porcia, understanding we’d have to deal with her companion as well? Could we help her without killing him? The possessiveness I felt for her was like a roaring lion in my head, drowning out my common sense. 

			It wasn’t really a question. We both knew we would. 

			I sighed, tipping my head back against my chair and closing my eyes. It would be a welcome distraction from the eternal boredom, at least. Perhaps, while we were disposing of the Imperator, we could convince Porcia to love us back. She’d ask us to kill Tir, and all would be well.

			“We will assist you and Tir in getting rid of the threat,” Calvus agreed reluctantly. “Let’s consider it a temporary alliance,” he added, presumably for Tir’s benefit. If Calvus didn’t want to slay the intruder as badly as I did, I’d sunbathe. Calvus was just more diplomatic than me.

			Porcia exhaled in relief, but I kept my eyes determinedly shut. I didn’t need to see the satisfaction in her eyes that she was getting what she wanted from the two miserable, pathetic men who had confessed their love, their obsession to her, only to be dismissed like we were no different to the humans that fell prey to her compulsion.

			My pride could only take so much for one night.

			A sudden overwhelming need to laugh hit me hard, and I bit down on the urge. Even though the whole situation was fucking absurd to an almost hysterical degree.

			Porcia was here. In our house. Sitting in our study. Drinking our gin. Looking like that.

			It was difficult to even conceptualize how we felt about Porcia after looking from afar for so long. We felt like we knew everything about her, yet I couldn’t name a single reason why she’d ever done anything, because I’d never had the chance to ask her. 

			I assumed I’d had every inch of her memorized, yet today was the first time I’d spotted the golden flecks that surrounded her pupils, or the navy ring around her irises that made her blue eyes inscrutable, not guileless like I’d always dreamed they would be.

			I loved her, and she looked at me like I was little more than a stranger. A part of me loathed her for her indifference, even though it was entirely of my own making. No, that wasn’t right. I didn’t loathe her. I could never really hate Porcia.

			Even if she crushed my still heart into the dirt, which was looking increasingly likely.

			Unfortunately, I’d have been blind not to realize that the mixture of reverence in Tir’s expression when he looked at Porcia was reflected entirely in my own. 

			That could complicate matters.

			“Tell us everything you know about the Imperator,” Calvus instructed, voice heavy with resignation, and it wasn’t solely because we’d agreed to help her. 

			Calvus and I were resigned to the fact that, no matter what happened from here, our life of carefully curated distance from Porcia we’d known for centuries was over. What that meant for all of us remained to be seen.
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			A little learning is a dangerous thing

			Alexander Pope

			I may have underestimated the depth of Calvus and Louis’ interest in me. 

			One thing I could say with absolute certainty was that it was not platonic.

			Clearly, it wasn’t typical to follow someone around for centuries; I was aware of that, but I hadn’t been prepared for the things they’d said, nor the intensity with which they’d said them. 

			I also hadn’t been prepared for the way those words made me feel. I barely recognized the emotion-filled woman I’d become for a brief, idiotic moment, panting over declarations of love like they weren’t the most abhorrent thing in the universe. 

			“We are obsessed with you. Live for you. Covet you. The depth of our love for you is so potent, it borders on hate. How can anything so wonderful, yet untouchable, exist? You are a temptation sent by Lucifer himself.”

			If Tir’s presence had stirred some long dormant part of me that felt things I had no right to be feeling, Louis’ words had sparked it to life and Calvus’ kiss had fanned the flame. 

			That kiss. It was like no kiss I’d experienced in my many years. There was so much need behind it, such craving. It was more than desire. It was indescribable. I’d never been so afraid of my response to a man before. Not even my husband — the husband I’d given up everything for — had drawn that kind of reaction out of my body. 

			Not that my response to Louis wasn’t powerful, but his demeanor was naturally lighter, more playful than Calvus’. Perhaps not so much tonight. Jealousy swam behind his pretty gray eyes like a skulking monster, bracing to pounce, and Tir was his prey. The two of them wouldn’t be friends any time soon, of that I was confident.

			Which was good, wasn’t it? I wasn’t entertaining the notion of the three of them getting along. I certainly wasn’t entertaining the notion of what their combined attention could do to my body. 

			That would be foolish. 

			Stars. Being in Louis’ embrace, feeling his body shift under mine had set my nerve endings alight. The past few days with Tir had been so sexually satisfying, I had presumed that my libido was thoroughly sated, at least for now. Yet, the minute I’d come into contact with Calvus and Louis, lust had clawed at me like a beast fighting its way out of my body. 

			Alright, I was entertaining some terrible ideas. I wanted to fuck them. All of them. 

			Fuck them, bite them, bleed for them. 

			It wasn’t enough, though. Not for Calvus and Louis at least, and not for Tir either, I suspected. They would demand everything. Not just my body, but my mind. My affections. My love. I’d long since locked my heart up tight, determined not to let it lead me astray again. It had come into conflict with my brain once before, and I’d paid the price for it. 

			Calvus and Louis were listening attentively to Tir’s description of our encounters with the Imperator’s merry gang to date. I surprised myself that I’d let him take the lead in this conversation — how many centuries had I been forced to defer to men? — but my silence gave all of us a short reprieve. I needed to pull myself together, and just my nearness caused Calvus and Louis discomfort, since I’d essentially rejected them. More than discomfort, it was causing them pain. Rather than rub their nose into it, I gave them a brief respite to put their unaffected masks in place.

			Hurting them had not been on my agenda, but I also couldn’t do anything about it. I couldn’t offer them more than a temporary physical relationship, and even that was risky, considering the almost explosive way my body responded to theirs.

			“Presumably, the Imperator’s priority is London,” Calvus stated as I shoved my confused thoughts aside to focus on their discussion. Whatever Calvus was thinking, he was the consummate leader, keeping his own emotions tightly locked down. “Biggest population, best feeding ground, plus plenty of luxury real estate. That’s always an appeal for older, well-established revenants.”

			“So it seems. I hope you are not fond of this place. We have undoubtedly led them straight here,” Tir said cheerfully, looking around the room. It was an elegant study — all smooth leather-clad books, glossy wooden furniture, and classical paintings. The kind of room that wouldn’t have looked out of place a hundred years ago or two. I found solace in that continuity.

			Louis scoffed in irritation. “We only maintain this house because of its proximity to Sugar. But we’ll be staying here on principle, now. I’m not letting some jumped up baby revenants force me off my turf,” he snapped. 

			They kept a home here specifically to be near me? This wasn’t helping with the rather unwelcome contrite sensation I was experiencing. Though, we’d never spoken, they’d never approached me. What did I have to feel contrite about, really? It couldn’t be helped that they wanted more from me than I had to give.

			“Don’t underestimate them,” I warned. “They are young, but they appear to be well organized. I’ve only spoken to one, but their attacks were well coordinated enough to put me on the run twice now.” The constant running wasn’t something I was proud of, but I could acknowledge that I was outnumbered and ill-prepared. I hoped these three could acknowledge the same.

			“What would you have us do?” Calvus clipped from across the room. The note of cool indifference slashed at my heart more viciously than any blade ever could.

			“I suggest we stay at my estate in Scotland. It is well fortified, and difficult to find. It will give us a secure base to work from.” 

			“You would have us all stay at your estate together?” Louis asked derisively. “Like one big happy harem of men who all have an unrequited obsession with you? Forgive my crude language, my lady, but that sounds fucking appalling.” 

			“Louis!” Calvus hissed, while Tir roared with laughter. 

			“I quite like my unrequited obsession,” Tir volunteered, chuckling. “I beg, and then I get to worship at the altar of Porcia’s womanhood when she chooses to indulge me.” 

			“You make it sound like I give you no pleasure,” I retorted harshly, not appreciating being painted as a cruel mistress who only doled out access to my vagina when it suited me, leaving him high and dry. 

			“Angel, you provide my pleasure just by looking at me. Though looking is not all you do, and I am infinitely grateful for that,” Tir said with an impish grin. He was impossible. 

			“We don’t want to hear any of this,” Louis grumbled, slumping back in his chair and crossing his arms over his chest. The movement made his arm muscles bulge in the fitted dress shirt he was wearing. If I thought it would help, I’d straddle him and kiss the pout off his face again. But it wouldn’t. Comforting others was not my strong suit.

			“Returning to the issue at hand,” Calvus sighed like a headmaster organizing a group of unruly children. “I am loath to run from anyone. If they wish to drive us away, let them come and do it themselves.” 

			“A tactical retreat isn’t running,” I countered, irritated they weren’t even considering my suggestion. If I were being generous, I could attribute their stubbornness to always being the decision makers, used to making choices about me without my input. I wasn’t feeling particularly generous, though.

			“Regardless, for all we know, we’re safe here. You and Tir can share Louis’ room for today. When we wake, we will go out to feed, then establish a plan,” Calvus directed in such a no-nonsense alpha tone that everyone just immediately listened. His voice and his posture alone inspired confidence. 

			Louis made a strangled noise of protest, presumably at Calvus volunteering his bedroom, but otherwise didn’t object.

			“They’re going to burn your house, but sure. Aye-aye, Captain,” I sighed with a sarcastic salute. I didn’t love the idea of sharing a room with Tir, but I didn’t want to object when the air was already so thick with tension. Had I slept next to someone since I’d been turned?

			No, I definitely hadn’t. 

			Tir didn’t appear to be having the same doubts as me, judging by his broad grin and excited eyes. If he thought we were fucking under this roof with sensitive ears nearby, hating me for not fucking them, he was dreaming.

			“I’ll make up your bed. Follow me,” Louis said stiffly as he stood, looking coolly at Tir, who was beaming angelically back at him. What an arrogant little shit. Good thing he was so attractive. 

			“I’ll be there in a moment,” I murmured to Tir, resting my hand on his forearm as he waited expectantly for me to follow. He nodded, giving me a curious look, before leaving me alone with a silent Calvus. He had turned back to the window, his posture tight with tension. Subconsciously, I lifted my hand and rubbed my kiss-swollen lower lip with my thumb. 

			His indifference bothered me, but I had no plan on how to tackle it. His guess was as good as mine as to what I was still doing here.

			“Bold move, putting a woman you’re interested in into a room with someone else,” I said casually, moving around the room to examine a collection of antiques on the mantle I had no interest in. 

			“Interested in,” Calvus mocked, like the words didn’t even begin to encompass his feelings. “I assumed you must be serious about him, since you’ve never associated with a revenant before. You may as well enjoy your time with him, since after this alliance is over, Louis and I will execute him for touching you.”

			“I’m not serious about anyone,” I retorted with a frown, hoping Tir hadn’t overheard any of that. He was too attached already. “Why on earth would Tir touching me warrant his death?” 

			“You may find killing Tir the only way to get rid of him. You avoid commitment. Serious relationships are off the table, are they not? If only you knew the effect you have on men,” Calvus added quietly.

			“You would kill him to get me out of an unwanted relationship?” I asked incredulously. 

			Stars, what happened to my peaceful existence of one week ago? Where the only thing I had to worry about was which of my patrons I was going to drink from that night? They were easier times.

			“I would kill him for less. But never doubt, Porcia, that we will always give you what you need. We always have.”

			It was exceedingly difficult to remember my never trust men rule around Calvus and Louis. I’d already broken it many times over with them, had I not? I knew they had interfered on my behalf more times than I could count, yet I’d left them to it.

			If that wasn’t trust, then what was it?

			“You know,” Calvus began, finally turning to face me, dark eyes blazing with an emotion I couldn’t identify. “Louis calls you la mouche.” 

			“The fly?” I translated, unimpressed. Six centuries, and that was the best nickname he could come up with? 

			“You are la mouche, and we are les araignées. You have flown willingly into our web, and we only share with each other.”

			I hummed thoughtfully as I sauntered towards Calvus, putting a little extra swing in my hips as I invaded his personal space. He held himself rigid as I ran my hands down the lapels of his jacket before gripping it and giving a firm tug. 

			“Sadly, your analogy doesn’t hold water. Spiders hunt independently. I believe that makes me l’araignée, and all three of you les mouches. I have you all in my web, and it remains to be seen whether I devour you whole or cut you free once this temporary alliance is done.”

			I used my enhanced speed to plant a chaste kiss on Calvus’ stubbled jaw before he could protest, then released him, backing slowly out of the room, holding his gaze.

			Just as I reached the threshold, Calvus materialized in front of me, hauling me against him with one arm around my waist and burying his other hand in my curls. His mouth was on mine before I could mock his lack of self restraint, and I opened to him instantly, not possessing any restraint of my own. Kissing Calvus was like coming home and entering an entirely new dimension all at once. 

			His tongue explored every inch of my mouth almost frantically. Like this was his only chance, and he was resolved to make the most of it. It was strangely heartbreaking. Calvus broke the kiss first, leaning his forehead against mine, his eyes boring into my soul. It was too hard to keep my walls up when he was this close. When my emotions were running high and I could still taste him on my tongue.

			“My apologies, my lady. In that instance, I was thinking of my needs, not yours. It won’t happen again.” 

			Calvus released me and took a step back, signaling for me to go ahead down the hallway. I followed the sound of Tir’s low voice up the staircase, a pang in my chest I didn’t know how to soothe. 

			What was there to say? We’d kissed, again. It had been glorious, again. It changed nothing, again. 

			I stepped up next to Tir, who was on the landing with Louis, inspecting something.

			“What is this?” I whispered hoarsely, staring at the painting Tir and Louis were viewing in horror. 

			“It seems fitting to me,” Tir chuckled. “Vampires hanging a depiction of a bloody wound, pride of place in their home. A little obvious, I might say.” 

			My bloody wound. 

			I was familiar with the piece. It was created in the 1600s, long after my human life had ended. The resemblance was there, but it was unlikely that Tir would recognize me just by looking at it.

			“It’s the original,” Calvus rasped, stepping up behind me on the landing. “The one in Bologna is a copy, we swapped it.” 

			“Why would you have this?” I pushed, embarrassment and anger warring for supremacy. “This is a monument to one of my poorest decisions,” I added bitterly.

			“This is you?” Tir asked in surprise, twisting to study me.

			“Unfortunately, yes.” It depicted me in an elaborate red gown, hitched up to reveal the self-inflicted wound on my thigh, my hand still clutching the raised dagger above my leg.

			Blood trickled down my leg in the picture and I could feel the phantom pain of the wound just looking at the image in front of me. It wasn’t the pain that bothered me, but the burning humiliation at what an idiot I’d been. How stupid I’d become over a man. 

			This was why I had rules. I’d let a man turn my head, and it had driven me to do irrational things because of it. Now I’d landed in a veritable pile of men, all of whom were infatuated with me to varying degrees of unhealthiness.

			Well done, Porcia.

			“Why did you cut your leg, angel?” Tir inquired, sounding mildly curious rather than disturbed as he should be. 

			“It is a stupid, embarrassing story,” I replied shortly. “Not one that I’m in the habit of sharing, though these two are clearly well versed on the details, since they have the moment commemorated on their wall. Perhaps they can fill you in.” 

			“I do not want to learn it from them, angel,” Tir pressed gently. “I want to learn it from you.”

			Of course he wasn’t going to let it lie.

			“Fine,” I snapped. “I knew my husband was planning something. A coup,” I said, struggling to find the words to talk about an experience I hadn’t discussed in centuries. “There were all these secret meetings, men coming and going... It was all very furtive. It frustrated me that he didn’t trust me. I wanted to prove to him I could keep a secret.” Shame burned at the back of my throat. 

			“Tell me all you are concealing from me, for neither fire, nor lashes, nor goads will force me to divulge a word; I was not born to that extent a woman.”

			“Okay,” Tir said slowly, looking between me and the painting.

			“I slashed my thigh with a dagger and let the wound fester for a full day before I mentioned it to my husband. I refused to let him see my suffering to prove I could keep a secret.” 

			Why on earth had I done that? With the benefit of hindsight, I understood why I had felt frustrated in his lack of trust. I was only ever a weak-willed woman in his eyes, and I’d wanted him to respect me. But hurting myself had not been the answer. It was a miracle I hadn’t died of septicemia. 

			Not that it would have mattered much if I had, given the way I’d eventually died. It would have just saved time. Though, I doubted I would have been turned if I hadn’t died when I had, and I had too many fond memories of my life after I was changed to have regrets.

			“That was dedicated of you,” Tir replied, suddenly glum. “You must have truly loved him,” he concluded, bitterness coating his every word.

			He was jealous? Jealousy was the emotion he’d settled on after that story? Somewhat inappropriately, I burst out laughing. 

			“I suppose it looks that way,” I conceded, still giggling as I gave the image another sidelong glance. “But now I don’t think love is the word I would use to describe it. What I felt was more akin to slavish devotion, combined with a staggering shortage of self-esteem on my part. 

			“Love does not demand you hurt yourself. Love does not demand you prove your loyalty. If he truly loved me, he would have trusted me, knowing implicitly that I would never say anything to jeopardize his safety. I don’t believe love is blind, but it does assume the best in our partner.”

			My speech was met with a stunned silence by everyone, myself included. Possibly because those were the most words I’d said on the dreaded topic of love since I’d died, and the three of them immediately seemed to grasp that.

			“So you didn’t know?” Calvus asked quietly, searching my face.

			“No,” I replied. “I didn’t know. I didn’t know until after it was done.” 

			“Until after what was done?” Tir asked, cheering up immensely now that my supposed love for my long-dead husband was off the table. 

			“A story for another day.” I had shared more than enough — bared more than enough of my soul for one evening — thank you very much.

			“You should rest,” Louis suggested mildly, lightening the heavy atmosphere. “Your room is at the end of the hallway, Calvus’ is at the opposite end,” he added, signaling the direction we were meant to go in and giving Tir a resentful look. “We’ll see you tomorrow night.” 

			“Go ahead,” I told Tir, tugging the duffel bag free of his grip. “I need to remove my makeup. I’ll see you in there.”

			He gave me a beaming smile that made uneasiness churn in my gut. I wished I was as excited about this as he was, but I hadn’t shared a bed with anyone — just to sleep — since my husband. Sex was one thing, making yourself vulnerable enough to sleep next to another person was another beast altogether. 

			I struggled to believe how relaxed Tir was about it after so long on his own, though I was beginning to see that Tir would never respond to anything the way I expected him to. His version of normal was unlike anybody else’s. 

			Procrastinating as long as I could, I washed off my makeup in the bathroom, brushed out my hair, bundling it into a pile on top of my head, and dressing in a short nightgown I’d purchased at the store. I couldn’t hesitate any longer. The sun was rising, and the hallway windows weren’t blacked out. 

			I arrived in the bedroom to find Tir already waiting for me. Stars, I would wager money he had nothing on underneath the low slung sheet he had draped below his hips. He reclined against the pillows, one arm bent behind his head with his sculpted torso on display. Whatever concerns I had about sleeping next to him, I could admit the view was good. Smooth brown skin rippled as his abs contracted, and Tir gave me a slow, depraved smile as he noticed where my attention had gone. 

			Despite the confidence he was projecting, there was a hint of indecision in his gaze as well. Maybe he wasn’t as comfortable as he had made out. The realization was reassuring.

			I dropped my bag by the door and tried not to think too hard about sleeping next to Tir in Louis’ bedroom. His personal space. Though it didn’t look overly personal, which helped. The canopied bed was hung with heavy pewter-colored drapes which made the white bedding glow, even in the blacked out room. Heavy curtains covered the windows on either side of the fireplace that I’d bet money were boarded up, and the cool gray walls and wooden floors felt surprisingly warm with the thick rug and cushion-laden armchairs in front of the fire.

			It wasn’t overly masculine, or overly personal, or overly anything. My apartment had been much the same. It was a secure place to rest during the day, but not home in the way my estate was. Apparently Louis felt the same about this place.

			“You are beautiful,” Tir murmured, stealing my attention as his gaze ran over my bare legs, over the short slip, before lingering on my exposed neck. I was unusually self-conscious as he took in my makeup-free face and my messy updo. He’d seen me like this before — it wasn’t dissimilar to how I’d looked when I’d shown up in his backyard — but allowing him to look at me like this on purpose was much more intimate. 

			My look was a carefully curated facade, designed to keep the outside world at a distance. She’s high maintenance. She’s vain. She’s a snob.

			Right now, I didn’t project any of those qualities. I was just Porcia.

			Not acknowledging his comment, I approached the other side of the bed — my side? This was far more domestic than I’d signed up for — and slipped in between the luxurious silk sheets. 

			“No cuddling. Stay on your side,” I sniffed, hoping to force some emotional distance between us. 

			Tir chuckled, sliding down into the bed and flicking off the sole lamp that had been illuminating the room, plunging us into artificial darkness. I lay on my side with my back to him, tucking my hands under my pillow. Without being able to see him, it was easier to pretend he wasn’t there.

			Or it would have been, if he’d stopped bloody fidgeting.

			The sheets rustled incessantly for roughly an hour as he tossed and turned, and my patience wore thin even as I drew some consolation from the knowledge that I wasn’t the only one uncomfortable with this situation.

			Tir was easy, though. If he needed to relax, I could make that happen. As quietly as I could, I slipped my middle finger in my mouth to wet it and slid it between my thighs, where I was naked under my slip. Between the desperate, almost hate-filled kisses downstairs, and the sight Tir made stretched out in bed, barely dressed, I was already very much in the mood.

			I’d been in the mood since I’d let my thoughts get away from me downstairs and imagined how loud all three of them could make me scream. Stars, Marguerite would hear me from New York if I got my hands on all three of them at once. 

			I circled my clit lazily, moaning softly as I sunk two fingers into my aching center.

			“What are you doing, angel?” Tir hissed, instantly ceasing his fidgeting. 

			“Getting myself ready so I can fuck you to sleep, your restlessness is irritating me,” I breathed, rolling onto my back, arching so I could better grind myself onto my fingers. “Better be quiet. If you make any noise, I’ll stop,” I warned him, sort-of meaning it.

			“It would be rude of me to let you do all the work,” Tir responded enthusiastically. He grabbed me around the waist and hauled me up until I was straddling his face. I squeaked embarrassingly at the unexpected movement and prayed to all the gods above that Calvus and Louis hadn’t heard me. I scarcely had time to hold on to the headboard before Tir was tongue fucking me like he’d taste the very essence of my soul if he just got deep enough.

			“Fuck,” I breathed, throwing my head back and grinding on his face like the happiest harlot that ever was. I knew there was venom in my arousal — it’s what made humans so delirious when I fucked them — and I assumed that was what was driving Tir so wild. The noises he was making made me think he’d never tasted anything as decadent as my pussy. It was doing wonders for my ego.

			Vaguely aware we were probably being too noisy, I slid my hand down to play with my clit and pushed myself over the edge, biting down hard on my lip with my fangs to remain silent as my orgasm shook my body.

			“Delicious,” Tir purred, stroking my thighs tenderly. “Eating your pussy is my new favorite pastime, angel.”

			Dangerous territory, my brain reminded me. I shoved his gentle hands away and used his chest for leverage as I scooted back, lining him up with my entrance and sinking down. The remnants of my orgasm made my inner walls contract around him, making us both gasp.

			“Fucckkkkk,” Tir groaned, clamping his hands on my hips, but allowing me to set the pace as I rode him. “Give me your mouth.” 

			I leaned forward, lingering above him so he could lick a drop of blood from my lip where my fang had pierced it. 

			Oh no, this was dangerous territory. 

			Caressing hands were nothing compared to the intimacy of him tasting my blood. I plunged my tongue into his mouth to distract him, but tasting the combination of my arousal and my blood on him made possessiveness like I’d never experienced roar through my veins.

			He should always taste like me.

			The terror that accompanied that errant thought drove me to fuck him harder, fiercer, to rip the orgasm from his body and push myself over the line. Just sex. Just sex. Just sex.

			“Angel,” Tir groaned, his grip tightening as he found his release, mine followed instantly, as if his pleasure had triggered it.

			Infuriating. How was I so in tune with him already? I had a feeling I’d left dangerous territory well behind me. I was now prancing through an emotional minefield like it was a spring meadow.

			“Sleep,” I instructed, climbing off him and scooting back to my side of the bed like I was wholly unaffected by what we’d just done. 

			Tir said nothing, but his body remained still behind me and eventually I let the pull of oblivion take me.
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			There is in every one of us, even those who seem to be most moderate, a type of desire that is terrible, wild, and lawless.

			Plato

			Waking up beside Porcia was a revelation. I did not crave the feel of the sun on my skin when Porcia brought warmth and light into my existence with just her presence. 

			I had never slept beside someone before. In fact, I had been quite convinced that I would never fall asleep being so vulnerable, but I should have known my angel would put me at ease. That’s what she did — brought peace to the restlessness that raged incessantly in my mind. 

			When she had laid down next to me as dawn broke, cocooned in the darkness of the closed off room, I had been more tense than I had been in generations. In spite of her being the light of my world, I did not know how to make myself relaxed enough to sleep by her. 

			If Porcia was struggling with those thoughts, she had not let on. Perhaps she shared her bed regularly, though it seemed unlikely with how guarded she was, and her assertions that she had no interest in relationships. 

			Just the very notion made me sick with envy.

			The ivory sheet had slipped down as we slept, exposing Porcia’s body down to her hips. She was lying on her side, facing away from me, giving me a view of the long line of her back and the tempting dip of her waist. Her mass of brown curls was piled on top of her head, and I propped myself up on my forearm to peer at her peaceful expression. Free of makeup, and without the guarded look she always wore when she was awake, Porcia looked impossibly innocent in sleep.

			My cock liked Peaceful Porcia. He sprang to attention, tenting the sheet until it slid off altogether. She had to wake up anyway, I could already hear our hosts moving about downstairs. Perhaps I could give my angel the kind of wake-up she deserved...

			She had helped me sleep, I had to at least repay the favor, I thought, biting my lip as I took in the creamy swell of her breasts over her tiny nightgown.

			How was I ever supposed to sleep by myself again?

			I moved carefully so as not to disturb the mattress, pressing my front to her back and nestling my cock between her perfect cheeks. I had to close my eyes for a moment, calming myself down so as not to finish before we began — I could gladly come just like this. My angel had that effect on me. She had the kind of ass men wrote sonnets about, and she was wriggling it back against me. Oh yes, my angel wanted a relaxing wake up call. 

			I peeled the sheet away, exposing the rest of her magnificent body to me, and slipped a hand over her hip and down to her center. Porcia hummed readily under her breath, clearly awake but indulging me while I played. She was a kind mistress.

			My tongue traced a line from her shoulders up her neck as my fingers parted her folds, toying with her entrance and spreading her building arousal around her clit. Definitely awake but keeping her eyes shut, Porcia bucked against my fingers and I moved closer to her back, grinding my cock between her cheeks, my fangs descending as my desire soared. Every moment I was with her, it felt like my lust reached new heights. I had never craved anyone the way I craved Porcia.

			“Are you planning on putting that somewhere?” Porcia purred, glancing back at me over her shoulder, her hooded eyes still hazy with sleep. 

			“Anywhere you want, angel.” 

			Please say ‘ass’.

			Fuck, she felt good. How could anyone feel so good? 

			Porcia did not answer with words, instead lifting her top leg and draping it back over me, reaching between us to line my cock up with her pussy. Not that it required much effort. My dick knew where to go, like a compass seeking magnetic north between her thighs. I sunk into her silky wet heat with my eyes screwed shut, still not accustomed to the feeling of Porcia wrapped around me like a fist. I would never be used to it.

			Maybe ass-play next time.

			I had planned to go slowly. I meant to be gentle, to start my angel’s evening in a nice relaxing way, but my territorial impulses were roaring at me to take, possess, to prove myself. I had watched her fall into those kisses with Calvus and Louis last night like she had waited her entire life for their mouths on her, and jealousy had slithered up my spine like a thousand minuscule snakes crawling over my skin. 

			Not that I was jealous she was kissing them. I was jealous she had been engulfed between the two of them and I was standing to the side. I wanted to join the party too. Seeing Porcia’s eyes go glassy with passion was fast becoming one of my favorite sights on this earth.

			“Feel good, angel?” I murmured against her hair, gripping her hips for purchase as I drove into her. 

			“Harder,” Porcia moaned, tipping her head back to tempt me with a view of her perfect, unmarred neck. Soon. 

			I hooked my arm under her knee, pulling her leg up to hold her in place and bury myself deeper. Fuck, she felt like silk. Boiling hot silk. But wet. Silk drenched in boiling water? Whatever it was, it was glorious.

			“Let me wreck you,” I whispered in her ear, catching her lobe with my teeth and tugging it just enough to hurt. 

			Before she could get lost in her head, I rolled Porcia onto her front, keeping my cock buried as deep in her as I could go, and straddled the back of her thighs, bracing my hand on her lower back. I paused, allowing her a minute to adjust to being pinned to the mattress. I knew it went against all of her instincts to let me manhandle her like this, to let herself be vulnerable and give me her back, but I was determined to prove that if she gifted me her trust, I would never take it for granted. 

			“Are you going to let me fuck you just like this, angel?” I asked, sitting back so I could plump her gorgeous ass cheeks. It should be illegal to have a body this sensual. 

			“Are you going to make it worth my while?” Porcia snarled, twisting her head to glower at me. She had all the hiss and self-protective instincts of a feral alley cat. It turned me on in an almost unbearable way. I needed to know where it came from as much as I needed to fuck it out of her.

			“Always,” I promised, bracing my hands on her hips and giving her my weight while I ravaged her. Why had I been having sex with humans all this time? I could have never been so rough, so carefree with their fragile bodies. This was heaven.

			Porcia cursed, turning her face into the bed to muffle her moans. I grinned to myself as the noise of tearing fabric mixed with the sounds of her enjoyment — she had grabbed the sheets with such force they had ripped. 

			Sorry, Calvus and Louis. A little about the sheets. Mostly about the orgasm you are about to hear. 

			“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Porcia chanted against the mattress. What did I have to do to make her chant my name instead? I shifted my weight back and shoved my thumb into my mouth to wet it before rubbing it over her back entrance, pushing past her tight ring of muscle. 

			“Tir!”

			There it was. Sweet angel music to my ears. Ass play for name screaming.

			Porcia was so lost in passion, her orgasm looming based on the fluttering that was taking place around my cock. I suspected she had not yet noticed the banging and stomping that was going on downstairs, but I certainly had. Better wrap this up before they stormed in here and spoiled the fun.

			I picked up the pace, the bed squeaking along the floor with each thrust, until Porcia thrust her arm under her mouth and bit down with an orgasm ripping through her. My eyes rolled back into my head as my own release hit. Porcia’s pussy clenched so tightly around me it felt like my dick would snap off, but fuck, what a way to go. It might be worth being dickless for this. 

			“You win. You wrecked me,” Porcia mumbled, her entire frame trembling with aftershocks. I wanted to strut around naked and beat my chest like a gorilla. I did that to her. 

			“I am a man of my word,” I responded, smug and satisfied, as I slowly pulled out and climbed off my angel. That she stayed face down on the bed sparked hope inside me. First, that I had fucked her boneless, second that she was dropping her guard a little around me. “I will get you a cloth to clean up.” 

			“Put some pants on,” she groaned, face still buried in the shredded linen. “Calvus and Louis are going to be annoyed enough as it is.” 

			I walked down the hallway to the bathroom stark naked, dick glistening with Porcia’s juices, disappointed that her grumpy guardians were nowhere in sight. 

			***

			I’d briefly made my way downstairs to give Porcia privacy to wash up, Calvus had barked at me that they needed to feed, told me to get ready, and stormed back down the hallway. 

			Wonder what got his back up? 

			“Angel?” I asked, cracking the door and awaiting her response. 

			“Come in,” Porcia called. “You don’t have to knock, you’re staying here too.” She was picking through the bag of clothes she’d purchased for us, full lips pursed in disapproval as she assessed her options. 

			“Cheap. Cheap. Cheaper...” she muttered, not sparing me a glance.

			“Our hosts require sustenance. They requested we get ready to leave.” 

			Porcia’s eyes flicked to mine before she went back to perusing her purchases. Did she realize how potent her gaze was? One look from those big sapphire eyes made me weak at the knees. 

			“Here,” she replied eventually, thrusting a pile of folded clothes at me. “I need a few more minutes. My look isn’t usually as low maintenance as it was while I was staying with you,” she added with a wry smile. 

			I shrugged, because Porcia looked magnificent while she had been staying with me, but figured she knew best. I trusted her judgment with clothes because I was not accustomed to wearing them. Fortunately, tonight she had only given me a shirt, trousers, and belt, because that tie had been a torture device, and not the style I was fond of. Unfortunately, I would presumably have to wear shoes.

			I hurriedly dressed and joined Calvus and Louis in the parlor to wait for Porcia, savoring the awkward silence. They were both standing by the window, occasionally swilling their drinks, looking like they were contemplating murder. But I had my own mountains to climb. I stretched out on the couch and left them alone with their deadly thoughts while I tried to make sense of what was happening to me. 

			I was dressed. Wearing shoes. Going out. 

			My seclusion had been a necessary preventative measure. Perhaps it had not needed to last as long as it had — I had lived mostly hidden away for the world for some 700 years now — but I had become so accustomed to my way of life, changing it seemed inconceivable. 

			Porcia would not have recognized me if she had met me then. I used to travel the world, sailing the seas, exploring new lands under the moon’s watchful gaze, feeding from humans of every race and creed. My crew of human thralls had been the most obedient sailors the high seas had ever seen. Every night was a blood-filled orgy. Each day, I slept with the absolute conviction that my blacked out quarters were safe. Compelling humans to do my bidding had been instinctive, and my thralls lived to please me. Nothing made them happier.

			Passing through Marseilles in the 13th century, I had heard talk in a local tavern of young Saracen girls being sold as slaves earlier that day. I distinctly recalled the horror I felt, imagining those children. How frightened they were, stolen from their homes for a life of servitude. The more I considered it, the harder I found it to reconcile my own actions.

			I had convinced myself I was doing no wrong, after all my thralls had been happy. Beyond happy, they had been delirious. But in the end, they were no less enslaved than those little girls in Marseilles had been. Guilt had settled heavily on my soul, only worsening as I distanced myself from my thralls, and they’d subsequently died without my attention. I had felt no genuine desire to attach myself to anyone again until I met Porcia. 

			But attaching myself to Porcia meant attaching myself to Louis and Calvus too, I could feel it. Even if Porcia was not ready to accept that, they were a package. Perhaps they always had been, but since last night, their connection was more intimate and less malleable.

			Their homicidal designs on me could complicate matters. I would have to persuade them to welcome me into Porcia’s harem of lovers before the Imperator was dealt with, so they didn’t try to kill me as soon as the threat was gone. It was clear that Calvus had been watching Porcia the longest, but Louis would be harder to sway. He was hot-headed and passionate, where Calvus was remarkably calm. 

			As though I had summoned them, Louis dropped to the sofa opposite, shoving his hair out of his eye while glaring daggers into my skull. Calvus took a seat in the corner, studying a lit up gadget in his hand. A phone. My human guests had them. Fascinating.

			Perhaps if I learned what their sexual fantasies were and brought them to fruition, would they warm up to me then? I had experienced my fair share of male lovers over the ages; I was not averse to it. Though I suspected no one except Porcia could turn me on anymore. 

			Come to think of it, Porcia was obviously their sexual fantasy. I liked to think they would let me live if I orchestrated an erotic encounter between all of us, but they would doubtless kill the spare and keep Porcia to themselves.

			The three of us stood as Porcia descended the stairs, and paused in the entryway to the parlor. When I saw her in the short black dress last night, I had wanted to tear it off and ravage her until she wore nothing but my marks on her skin. Not tonight, though. Not in that dress. I would insist she keep the red dress on, hike it up around her hips and have my way with her. Porcia was a goddess in black, but a siren in red.

			Louis made a pained noise behind me and I glimpsed him adjusting himself out of the corner of my eye.

			“Exquisite,” Calvus said in a low voice. If Porcia could blush, she might have under the weight of his praise.

			“Right. Well. Shall we?” she suggested brightly, glowering at me when I smirked at her uncharacteristic enthusiasm. She was not masking her nerves as well as she thought she was.

			We alternated between walking at a human pace and using our enhanced speed to get to Ilford, where Calvus wanted to investigate a recently purchased property. He had explained the finer details, but I left the three of them to discuss the minutiae. I was more interested in the revenge aspect than the investigative work. 

			Porcia had informed me that it was close to Christmas, which is why the entire city seemed to sparkle. After some looking, the others found a pub serving seasonal drinks that appeared to be popular with humans. We needed somewhere busy to find mortals with enough blood for Calvus and Louis to feed from. The Imperator must have a significant following, because the remnants of venom seemed to cling to every second human we passed. 

			I could see that it troubled my angel, but it only awakened a predatory beast in me that had been long-since dormant. This Imperator posed an exciting challenge, and I looked forward to making him pay in blood and tears for every second of discomfort he had caused the love of my life.

			Perhaps I should tell her that? I snuck a look at her as she claimed an outdoor table and slid onto a stool, her unnaturally flawless face creased irritably.

			Later. I may be out of practice in the ways of wooing women, but declaring your love while they were in a foul mood seemed like a rejection waiting to happen. 

			Perhaps a few orgasms would sweeten the deal. Porcia said that this was all temporary, and she had no interest in relationships, but did she mean that? Surely not. How could she resist access to endless sexual pleasure? Since the other two men were so intent on having her, she could have all three of us at her disposal. It would only make Porcia’s life better.

			This is why I needed to know her sexual fantasies. I had to prove how good things could be between us. Not that I thought I was underperforming currently — Porcia appeared satisfied after each of our encounters — but satisfied was not enough. 

			Satisfied would not make her fall in love with me. 

			Ruined by my masterful cock would make her fall in love with me.

			Calvus delivered two cups of mulled wine to our table before joining Louis in scouting the crowd for their prey. I smiled over my cup as Porcia made a muffled noise of discontent. The longer they looked, the more tense she grew. Perhaps my angel was hungry too? She could feed, I would not protest. So long as it was just food. 

			I was momentarily distracted examining the heat-emitting mechanism above us, but Porcia made a small growling sound that grabbed my attention, and I followed her death stare to find Louis compelling a pretty human woman. Calvus waited patiently nearby, eyes fixed on the pulse in the neck of the man standing next to her.

			“Are you jealous, angel?” I teased, realizing what was upsetting her.

			“No,” she bit back, eyes narrowed dangerously on the couple. She ran her tongue over her upper teeth, like she was waiting for her fangs to drop, ready to attack. 

			Louis and Calvus were already leading the couple away, behind the building where the lighting was dim and the stench of rotting garbage would keep almost everyone away. I jumped up, snagging Porcia’s hand, and tugged her along behind me, making the decision for her.

			“What are you doing?” she hissed, even as she let me pull her along without a struggle.

			“Watching.” 

			We rounded the corner as Louis and Calvus prepared their humans, trailing venom along their skin. Calvus looked up, appraising Porcia with one brow raised before resuming his task. Louis was less discreet, a broad grin stretching across his boyish face, eyes half hidden by his hair as he took in Porcia’s curled upper lip. She glared at his hands resting on the human woman’s hips like she could set them alight with the force of her stare.

			“You usually have a better poker face than this,” Louis told her with a smirk before sinking his fangs into the woman’s neck. He never broke eye contact with Porcia, which was probably the only thing stopping her from mauling the humans where they stood.

			It should have bothered me, witnessing her jealousy over someone else. I had thought the same when Calvus issued orders and expected them to be followed — should I not despise this? Protest at him overstepping his bounds? And yet, I felt remarkably accepting of the idea. 

			In the same way Calvus had a steadying presence that made following his orders seem unquestioningly logical, Porcia was so naturally alluring, so innately sensual, that the concept of monogamy seemed ludicrous when applied to her. No man would be enough for her on his own. To try would be a fool’s errand. 

			No, Porcia required lovers, plural. All I could hope was to be one of the select few she chose. 

			Louis’ hands glided up the woman’s hips, spanning her waist. His thumbs were perilously close to the underside of her breasts, and although she was wearing a thick winter coat, Porcia’s face was as livid as if he was playing with the woman’s bare nipples. Calvus, still feeding, gave Louis a warning growl that made the human under his fangs groan in pleasure, but Louis was not deterred.

			He wanted to show Porcia what she was missing, and punish her for getting involved with me. That much was apparent. But Louis had not thought his plan through, or he would have realized that he was the one truly vulnerable in this dangerous game.

			“Angel,” I whispered in Porcia’s ear, leaning in close and wrapping an arm loosely around her waist. Louis’ eyes narrowed instantly, and I fought off a grin. He was embarrassingly easy to goad. “What are you wearing under this little dress?”

			I spoke too quietly for the mortals to hear, but Louis and Calvus understood every word. 

			“Nothing,” Porcia replied airily, not bothering to lower her voice. She tipped her chin up defiantly and I let my other hand drift over her stomach, brushing under the hem of her dress and lingering between her thighs, caressing her inner leg. In her tiny dress, the movement was easily visible to Louis and Calvus, who followed the slide of my fingers on her soft skin like they were under hypnosis.

			My fingers disappeared under Porcia’s dress, where I verified she was in fact naked under there, and the speed with which Louis and Calvus retracted their fangs was almost comical. With a hasty lick over the wounds, they all but shoved the humans away, commanding them inside with a heavy dose of compulsion.

			“I call your bluff,” Louis breathed, ignoring me in favor of giving Porcia all his attention. I lightly stroked her slit, burying my smile in her neck as she shuddered under my ministrations. 

			“Idiot,” Calvus tutted. “You heard them. Twice. In your bed, no less.” 

			Louis’ eyes turned flinty and my intention to just tease Porcia a little scattered like dust in the wind. I could share her, I could accept her love knowing I would never be the sole recipient of it, I could even put up with Louis, because I recognized the conviction in his eyes. I saw it myself each time I looked in the mirror over these past few days.

			That being said, he was playing with my angel’s emotions while outright challenging me, and that was unacceptable. 

			I circled Porcia’s entrance, noting how slick she was for me — for us — before plunging two fingers into her soaked channel without warning, knowing my angel liked her pleasure with a hint of pain. Porcia’s answering cry was music to my ears, but feeling her come around my fingers was the reward I wanted. Needed. 

			“Fuck,” Calvus mumbled, adjusting his trousers. Louis moved like he was reaching for Porcia, or perhaps going to attack me and be done with it, but Calvus yanked him backwards by the collar of his shirt and held him in place. He seemed to understand that I had to do this, had to demonstrate that Porcia wanted me, accepted me. 

			Porcia was on board with that plan, subconsciously at least, because her fingers wrapped securely around my wrist, keeping my hand in place as if I would ever deny her pleasure. I craved the taste of her more than anything, but I did not trust Louis and Calvus enough to turn my back on them, even if it was to bury my face between Porcia’s thighs.

			Her head fell forward, hiding her beautiful face behind a mass of curls, but I did not mind. She was absorbed in the pleasure of my fingers stroking her higher and higher, not in the performance that it started out as. 

			I readjusted my grip around her waist as Porcia trembled, letting her know she was safe to let go in my arms. I would never let her fall. My angel belonged in the clouds, soaring through the heavens, because for all her bluster and bravado, unlike me, Porcia was good. 

			My fingers moved faster and harder inside her, pumping against the sensitive spot that made her lose control. I was sullying Porcia’s light and purity with my darkness, but unfortunately for her, I was too selfish to walk away. 

			“Tir!” she sobbed, her inner walls contracting around me, crushing my fingers. I would never get enough of that feeling, of the sight and sound and smell of Porcia in the throes of passion. She was exquisite. 

			“Satisfied now?” Louis grumbled, jaw ticking in irritation despite the prominent bulge in his trousers giving away his arousal. 

			Porcia glanced up as if surprised to discover them still standing there, before matching Louis’ irritated glare with one of her own. She tightened her grip on my wrist, pulling my hand free from under her skirt, and shocking even me by shoving my soaked fingers in her mouth, making a show of licking them clean. 

			“Satisfied,” she retorted, with a cat-like smirk. “Can we go now?” 

			My balls ached, but it only served as a reminder of Porcia’s pleasure and an incentive for later. I had not forgotten the way she had moaned my name when I played with her ass, and I fully intended to explore that in more detail. 

			I had an ultimate sexual fantasy to discover.
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			We are ever striving after what is forbidden, and coveting what is denied us.

			Ovid

			Day one, surrounded by enticing men who would all happily take me to my bed, and take my heart while they were at it. It was not going well. 

			I couldn’t explain what had come over me, seeing Louis’ hands on that mortal woman. What made it worse is that I’d realized he was trying to get a rise out of me, and I’d reacted anyway. The only redeeming factor was that I doubted Louis had predicted I would react like that. 

			Tir was definitely getting lucky later.

			Not right now, though. Now, I had to focus. Calvus, who was by far the most experienced with defending territory, had been making plans, and the three of us had readily deferred to his lead. Apparently, there was a recently sold property near here that would be a logical base of operations for the Imperator. It had two large historic houses on one section, one with five bedrooms, and one with three.

			Immortals couldn’t live just anywhere, even if they wanted to — our homes had to be protected from the sun. But even without that caveat, immortals seemed to have a penchant for nice things. My apartment had been uncommonly modest by my own standards, but I had never considered it a primary residence.

			If the Imperator was planning on making London a permanent base, it made sense for him to choose a grand home, worthy of his station. Or the station he perceived himself holding. We would soon take care of that.

			As we made our way towards the street the house was located on, Calvus fell into step beside me. I cocked a questioning eyebrow at him, and the corner of his mouth twitched as he extended his arm. 

			“I consider myself a gentleman,” Calvus rumbled when I eyed the proffered limb suspiciously. 

			I doubted a gentleman would stalk a woman for centuries, kiss them like they were possessed, then watch the aforementioned woman get fingered by another man next to the bins, but po-tay-to, po-tah-to, I suppose. 

			I slipped my arm through the crook of his, feeling strangely dainty at Calvus’ side. Stars, he was enormous. His size had always been something I’d liked about him over the years. He was strong, solid, unflappable. If Calvus was even remotely concerned about marching into the Imperator’s turf, he wasn’t letting on. 

			“So,” I began, using my best prim and proper school marm voice. “Are we going to talk about the stalking?” 

			Calvus glanced down at me, and whatever else he was feeling, there was such a wealth of affection in his gaze that my throat instantly tightened. 

			“What about it?” he asked conversationally, no trace of an apology in his tone. 

			“Why?” 

			Truthfully, I had so many questions; I didn’t know where to begin, but why was the most pressing. Why had Calvus chosen me to look out for? Why had he never approached me? Why had he put himself in harm’s way to protect me? 

			No one was that selfless.

			“Female revenants are vulnerable,” Calvus responded in a manner that informed me that wasn’t why he’d been following me at all. There was more to this story. To his story.

			“I can look after myself,” I sniffed, leaping to the defense of my wounded pride. 

			“I have no doubt,” Calvus agreed solemnly. “But you aren’t supposed to.” 

			“Meaning?” My hackles rose more with each word he spoke. 

			Calvus eyed me warily, his arm tightening as though he was prepared to hold on if I ran. “From the little I know on the subject, female revenants usually keep lovers for their own. Ones who prove themselves worthy. When they are no longer considered worthy, they are replaced. Those lovers help defend the territory, keep the female safe…” 

			I wanted to immediately refute his words, but my friend Marguerite’s face appeared in my mind’s eye, giving me her most judgmental expression, like she knew I was about to reject Calvus’ theory outright. 

			Did Marguerite not keep a revolving harem of immortal lovers? We’d lived together for the first fifty years after she was changed, but the stronger she grew, the more we clashed. Not as friends, but as immortals fighting for dominance. For the sake of our friendship, she’d struck out on her own, and it hadn’t been long before she’d started collecting lovers.

			There was no guidebook to being an immortal. My sire had changed me, then promptly left. Everything I knew I’d learned along the way, as had Marguerite. And yet, she’d naturally fallen into an arrangement eerily similar to what Calvus was describing. 

			“You’ve met other immortal women with such an... arrangement?” 

			“All except you, amor meus.” My love. I made a distressed noise in the back of my throat before I could catch myself, and Calvus’ eyes twinkled. “You will always be my love, even if I am never yours.” 

			“Not helping,” I squeaked. Squeaked! Day one, Porcia. Pull yourself together.

			“In part, I have always looked out for you because you did not form the usual defense system female revenants use to defend themselves and their territory,” Calvus offered, graciously changing the subject. I chose to overlook the ‘in part’, of his sentence, in case the other part was because of his undying love for me that I’d like to never acknowledge.

			“I spotted you for the first time in Antioch,” I admitted. 

			The words hung in the air between us, heavy with meaning. I had lived in Antioch for the first decade after I was turned, needing to escape Rome, but not yet ready to venture out of the Empire. It was not much of a life. Roman Emperors and Senators visited Antioch with enough regularity that living among mortals wouldn’t have been an option, even if my bloodlust was under control. I’d been too well-known in Rome during my lifetime, particularly among the political elite, to show my face within a generation of my death. 

			I spent those years stealing and hiding while I came to terms with what I was. The monster I’d become. 

			“I’d been searching for you,” Calvus said gruffly, clearing his throat. “After the earthquake in Antioch, and your residence was in ruins... It was like a homing beacon, ordering me to you. I felt like you needed me.” 

			‘Residence’ was a generous descriptor for the windowless shack I’d been living in, but he wasn’t wrong about me needing help at that moment in my life. It hadn’t escaped my notice that Calvus’ arrival in my life coincided with a run of good luck that hadn’t yet ended. 

			I’d been searching for you. 

			Had he known who I was before I was turned? It wasn’t an absurd idea; I had been well known in my time. Something about Calvus knowing who I was and me not knowing who he was distressed me.

			“You knew I was there all along,” Calvus mused, sounding a mixture of embarrassed and awed by that fact. Louis glanced over his shoulder and shot Calvus a smug grin that told me he’d already guessed as much. 

			“So, what do you do when you’re not stalking me?” I asked conversationally, guiding the topic back to safer ground.

			Calvus snorted in amusement. “The stalking takes up less time than you’d think. You’ve barely left your apartment over the past decade.” 

			Ouch. 

			“We have a multitude of investment portfolios under various identities, plus we own a few buildings that we lease out. Managing those takes up a considerable chunk of time.” 

			That sounded… dull, in all honesty. Far less exciting than shaking my tasseled nipples on stage, at least. 

			“This is it,” Louis called, halting in front of a grand gated property and cutting the conversation short. Calvus and I joined him, peering through the iron gates.

			Tir, who had been dawdling to examine every second item on the sidewalk, materialized at my back, resting his hand possessively on the curve of my ass. The gesture made me acutely aware that my arm was still linked through Calvus’. With Louis on my other side, I was the filling in an immortal man sandwich. 

			Worse, I didn’t hate it nearly as much as I should have.

			I stepped out of their reach, which put me in closer proximity to Louis. 

			“Let me guess, it’s my turn for a cuddle?” he teased, granting me a slow smile that had presumably been melting women’s panties for centuries. It didn’t reach his eyes, though. They were still guarded and distrustful, as much as I appreciated why that look was there — why it was necessary — it stabbed at my gut like a knife.

			“Well, that depends,” I retorted in my sultriest voice, because he wasn’t the only panty melter around here. 

			“On what?” How did it look so attractive when he bit the corner of his lip like that? I had moves, but lip biting gave me a little-girl-lost look, while it made Louis look like some sort of God of Flirtation. 

			I leaned in close enough that my lips brushed his ear. “On whether you’ve really been calling me la mouche all these years.” 

			Louis barked a laugh as I stepped back, throwing him an imperious look. In all my days on this earth, I was certain no one had referred to me as a fly before, and I would not stand for it. If I was anything, I was a black widow, seducing males before I devoured them. 

			“It’s a term of endearment,” Louis responded with a mischievous smirk, pushing his blonde hair out of his eyes. 

			“Flirt later, we need to concentrate,” Calvus ordered, stepping between the two of us, sounding more amused than upset. “I don’t think they’re here, though.” 

			Tir scaled the brick wall, shooting into the darkness before I had a chance to tell him to stop. Idiot man.

			“For his sake, you’d better hope they’re not,” Louis sniggered. I doubted he’d be shedding any tears if Tir had just run headfirst into the Imperator’s stronghold. Would I? The last man I’d cried over had been my husband, right before I did something too stupid to take back. I wasn’t sure I knew how to cry over a man anymore.

			“He’s an unusual one,” Calvus muttered, eyes fixed on the side of the dwelling that Tir had just run down. 

			“He doesn’t get out much,” I volunteered by way of explanation. I was not here for the Insult Tir Party.

			“Only mortals inside,” Tir announced, scaling the wrought-iron gate and dropping back down in front of us. “No boarded windows or any sign of vampires having been there.” 

			“Did you have a plan if there had been immortals in there?” I asked drily. “Or were you just hoping for the best?” 

			“I would have decapitated the Imperator in your name and delivered you his ashes as a prize,” Tir responded confidently, puffing his chest out. 

			“Let’s discuss that option before you dive in next time,” I sighed, rubbing my temple. I hadn’t had a headache since I’d been changed, but if anyone could give me one, it was Tir.

			“Any other potential options for property?” Louis asked Calvus, ignoring Tir completely.

			“Not of this size, central to where the disappearances occurred or where the feeding is happening,” Calvus replied, brow furrowed and irritated tic in his jaw out in full force. He must have been feeling confident about this place. 

			“So we search further afield,” Louis suggested with a shrug. “They could just be traveling into this area to feed. Make a statement.” 

			If they were also feeding around their home and clearly claiming the territory there, it wouldn’t be out of the question to leave their mark somewhere else too. Though that would mean the Imperator had more followers than the ten or so I’d presumed.

			Calvus nodded curtly. “Let’s go back to the house then, I’ll look at other options.” 

			***

			Louis was the first to spot the envelope half pushed under the front door when we arrived back at their townhome. 

			I did my best to set aside the impending sense of doom as he opened it and pulled out a small square of paper, far smaller than any of the sketches I’d received. 

			“Is it for me?” I asked casually. Louis nodded, frowning as stared down at the scrap of paper. Apparently, he had no compunctions about opening my mail. 

			Logically, I wasn’t shocked that the Imperator had tracked me here — he’d probably been expecting for me to come after including Calvus and Louis in the last drawing — but it still irked me. My stalker threshold had been well and truly reached between Calvus and Louis, I didn’t require any more.

			I accepted the sheet from Louis, both Tir and Calvus peering over my shoulder to read it. 

			Hainault Forest. Tomorrow at midnight. 

			“Looks like we won’t need to track him down after all,” Louis said smugly. 

			I shook my head as Calvus made a noise of disagreement behind me. “This isn’t his style.” 

			“You have another stalker then, la mouche?” 

			“You tell me,” I challenged. “You’re the ones always watching.” 

			“We didn’t see this one,” Louis muttered begrudgingly. “The first time we realized anyone had a specific interest in your territory was when we found out Sugar had been set on fire.” 

			I’d really brought the trouble right to their doorstep, but I couldn’t force myself to regret it. They had watched me for so long, taken care of me from a distance. They would be involved whether I was here or not. It was no coincidence they had been hanging around the wreckage of the club. 

			The only difference was now I was here to work with them, rather than hiding behind them as I had done for so long.

			I liked to think I’d been doing them a favor, warning them the Imperator had his eye on them too, but I knew in my bones that whatever grudge the Imperator had against them was related to their protection of me. By coming here, I’d probably made it worse.

			I glanced back at Calvus. The guilt that was rolling off him at not catching this threat was palpable. 

			“Can’t win ‘em all,” I announced cheerfully, aiming to diffuse the tension. I didn’t blame them for not spotting the Imperator before he became a problem. I wasn’t quite that ungrateful. Louis and Calvus had done more than enough for me over the centuries.

			Calvus unlocked the door, and we followed him into the parlor. 

			“So we’re going to Hainault Forest, right?” Louis demanded, eyes bright with enthusiasm, hungry for a fight. Probably to work out the anger he felt for Tir on someone else while our alliance held.

			“It might be a trap,” Calvus warned. 

			“We can overpower them,” Tir replied with a dismissive scoff. Louis snapped his mouth shut like he’d been about to say the same thing, but refused to agree with Tir purely on principle.

			Calvus offered me a “what do you want to do?” look because apparently we were already at the silent communication stage of our relationship. Stars, help me.

			“I’d like to go. As I mentioned, I don’t think it’s the Imperator. Perhaps it’s a potential ally?” I suggested, knowing I couldn’t be that lucky.

			“They would be from much further afield, if so, Calvus chased away any revenants who tried to settle within a 15-mile radius of you,” Louis announced proudly while Calvus gave him a death glare.

			“How romantic,” Tir said unhelpfully, grinning. 

			Calvus scoffed, though the big, intimidating man I kept thinking of as ‘Captain’ looked oddly bashful. Cute, even. 

			Stop it, Porcia. 

			“Could I use your phone? I’d like to talk to Marguerite.” Calvus and Louis didn’t even blink, probably knowing Marguerite’s entire life story already, but Tir tilted his head curiously. 

			Marguerite was the only other female immortal I knew. My sire was a woman, but she hadn’t stuck around after feeding me her blood and abandoning me in a dark cave to go through my transition alone. I’d encountered Marguerite a few months after she’d been turned in the Black Forest, back in 1502. She’d been living in hiding, coming to terms with feeding off humans, deeply enraged and ashamed about what had been done to her. 

			I’d felt a kinship with her instantly. I’d taken Marguerite in, helped her control her bloodlust, and set her up with a new identity so she could live among humans again. I’d been so thrilled to have a female immortal friend. For a while, it had been amazing, but it became clear that female immortals couldn’t comfortably share territory. We were each too possessive of our prey, too territorial of our homes and hunting grounds. 

			“She is my dearest friend, though she lives in America now. We see each other when we can,” I added hesitantly, recalling the conversation I’d had with Calvus about female immortals. Maybe there was more to Marguerite and I struggling to spend time together than just guarding our own turf. 

			As much as I’d like to ignore that reality, I wasn’t a coward. I’d have to pick Calvus’ brain again. 

			“There’s a phone in the study,” Calvus volunteered. I shot him a grateful smile, making my way down the hallway, passing an array of artwork that fortunately didn’t depict me. 

			I sat down in the imposing leather chair behind Calvus’ oak desk, sweeping my fingers over the glossy wood. They had always referred to it as “the” study, yet Calvus’ presence was all over this room. It was a serious room, stately even, with none of Louis’ playfulness.

			Marguerite and I always kept each other’s phone numbers memorized, in case one of us had to up and disappear at a moment’s notice. I was grateful for that foresight now. I pulled the far-too-modern phone towards me and dialed, cringing at the ringing in my ear. 

			Why would anyone want to carry one of these around in their pocket all the time? The noise was insufferable.

			“Hello?” Marguerite said, her voice sounding oddly husky. 

			“Have I caught you at a bad time?” I asked drolly. 

			“An outstanding time,” she laughed. “Ray just finished doing this thing with his tongue—”

			“Delightful.”

			“—he has such a gift for it. When will you get over this aversion to immortal lovers you have? You don’t know what you’re missing.” 

			Marguerite had known me a long time. My beat of silence told her everything she needed to know. She knew me better than anyone, except perhaps Calvus and Louis. Which was… strange. 

			“Unless you have overcome that aversion?” she asked slyly. “Where have you been, anyway? I tried to call you.” 

			“Territory conflict,” I sighed, wrinkling my nose. Marguerite had more experience with these kinds of disputes than I did, thanks to my guardians’ constant intervention. “I have three… allies. I’m staying with them.” 

			“What!?” she screeched. I held the receiver away from my ear, wondering if everyone in the house could hear her. “You’re fucking them, right? Please tell me you’re fucking them! I have spent centuries trying to convince you of the extensive benefits of an immortal man’s cock. Honestly, you owe it to me to take them for a spin.” 

			“I’m not taking any cocks for a spin for your benefit,” I laughed. Please, no one be eavesdropping. “The territory issue is a greater priority at this point. The interloper burned down my club.”

			Marguerite made a sound of outrage. “And they’re not dead yet? What is taking so long? You really need a cellphone.” 

			Never. 

			“And stop pulling that face,” Marguerite scolded before I’d said a word. 

			“No, they’re not dead yet. He’s an ancient. He has supporters. It’s complicated.” I thought back on the drawings the Imperator had sent me, wearing the outfit I performed in when I was in New Orleans, visiting Marguerite. “You didn’t notice any immortals in the crowd at the show last month, did you? Aside from the two I mentioned.”

			“If those two are your allies and you’re not fucking them, I’m flying over there to beat some sense into you,” she muttered. I rolled my eyes at her theatrics. “And no. But there was a human in the crowd who so thoroughly reeked of venom, I wondered if he was a thrall.” 

			“What? You didn’t think to say anything?” I gaped at the receiver, frustrated she couldn’t see the look on my face. 

			“Hm? No. He was a human. It’s unfortunate that some sick, arrogant immortal was keeping him as a pet, but it hardly seemed worth fussing over. If I hadn’t been sitting two seats away, I doubt I would have even noticed him. Between the two of us, he was dazzled by our allures,” she added with a laugh.  

			Truthfully, it hadn’t crossed my mind that the Imperator would employ human thralls. They were akin to slaves, and the very concept horrified me. I’d only had one once, not long after I’d been turned and entirely by accident. I fed from the same village girl too often, thrilled with the convenience of it and the intensity of her devotion to me. She’d become addicted to my venom, dependent even. When I cut her off, the woman had died. I felt guilty about it to this day.

			“Anyway, you will sort out this dispute, I am confident. Especially if you have those two men on your side. Who is your third? Someone younger, I hope. My lovers are always younger than me…” 

			I tuned her out, having heard this spiel a thousand times before. Though after my conversation with Calvus, I saw Marguerite’s revolving door of lovers in a new light. Maybe there was more to it than just her short attention span. Like a biological need to find only the best. 

			“...I know you will never admit to it, but you are lonely. The club is gone, and you were due to finish with that identity, anyway...”

			Come to the new world. 

			“...come to the new world! You would adore Seattle. I’m still in New York, there’d be plenty of space between us. Or try something permanent in New Orleans. You already own the club there.” 

			“You know I dislike the new world,” I replied impatiently, giving my chipped burgundy nail polish a dismayed look. Why had I not thought to buy nail polish? “It is all so unfamiliar to me.” 

			In Europe, there were still remnants of the old Roman Empire scattered around the place. Medieval churches that I’d witnessed being built. Renaissance Era buildings that harkened back to the glory days of my people. I walked down the same streets of London now, wearing barely there dresses, that I’d once rode down in carriages filled with petticoats. 

			That tie to the past made me feel a part of the world, instead of the relic of antiquity that I was.

			“You know, if you would just purchase a television, you could take advantage of the excellent self-help programming humans have. It’s imperative that you nurture yourself, push your boundaries.”

			I rolled my eyes so hard; I was amazed I didn’t pull a muscle. “I’m over 2000 years old, I have no boundaries.”

			Marguerite laughed offensively loudly. “You have more boundaries than anyone I know. Try to broaden them at least, while you have three allies at your disposal to push with you. Thrust with you, as it were.” 

			“I’ll take that into consideration,” I replied drolly. “I have to go, it’s close to sunrise.” 

			“Pah, you would tell me that even if it wasn’t.”

			“Mm, probably. Take care, darling.” 

			***

			Marguerite’s words had stuck in my head all day, keeping me up when I’d been desperately trying to sleep and conserve my blood reserves. Tir had attempted to replicate my fucking-to-sleep strategy from the night before, which I’d thoroughly enjoyed even if it hadn’t worked. Probably because Marguerite’s use of the word thrust was still haunting me, and probably would for the rest of my days.

			Sleeping next to Tir involved orgasms to fall asleep and orgasms to wake up, but it was disturbing how much I enjoyed it. How comfortable it all felt. He didn’t even cuddle in the middle of the night, which I’d been fairly terrified about. 

			Calvus and Louis had wisely decided to pack some of their precious items into their car and park it away from the house, in case we needed to make a speedy exit after our trip to Hainault Forest, after their house undoubtedly caught fire, though they still seemed dubious about that assertion. Tir and I were staying out of their way — partly because it was none of our business, and partly because I didn’t want to know if they packed that stupid painting or not. 

			A little arson wouldn’t be such a bad thing if it permanently rid the world of that horrid painting. 

			While we were waiting, at Tir’s request, Calvus had lent us a tablet. For someone who had hidden away from the world for so long, Tir was far more interested in technological advancements than I was. I perched on the arm of his chair while he prodded at the black screen in awe. 

			“Here,” I said impatiently, turning the screen on and touching the globe picture. A familiar newspaper logo appeared, and I tapped that, my nails clicking against the screen. I smiled when Tir’s eyes grew as wide as saucers when screeds of text and garish news photos appeared on the screen.

			“I thought you despised technology, angel,” Tir accused, tentatively stabbing the screen with his index finger. 

			“I do. But as a business owner in the 21st century, I couldn’t escape it entirely,” I replied wryly. My staff had organized touch screens for the hostess stand and bar when I’d left them in charge of upgrading them.

			“This is astounding,” Tir murmured, scrolling through an article about the English cricket team. 

			Personally, I preferred the satisfying flick of straightening a newspaper, the traces of ink it left on my fingertips, the weight of the paper in my hands. I couldn’t deny that having access to so much information in one place was a feat of human achievement, even if I preferred the old-fashioned way.

			“We’re ready to leave. Unless I’m interrupting something?” Louis asked, a hint of surliness in his voice as he took in my nearness to Tir. That ship has well and truly sailed.

			“You would know if you were,” I retorted mildly. Louis harrumphed slightly at that.

			“We’ve parked the car a few miles away, just in case, and we’ll head to Hainault on foot,” Louis added as Calvus strolled into the room. 

			I nodded my agreement, standing and tugging down the hem of the micro dress I was wearing. It was a rather fetching shade of emerald that matched the holiday decorations around the city. Louis and Calvus were both looking practically edible in slacks and knit jumpers. So was Tir, in the dress clothes I’d picked out for him. I was having far too much fun dressing him up like he was my personal doll.

			“Before we go, when I spoke to Marguerite, she mentioned there was a human at Wine & Whiskey on Halloween that she believed could be a thrall.” 

			“Impossible,” Louis countered immediately as Tir shifted uncomfortably next to me. “We would have noticed.”

			“We were a little preoccupied that night,” Calvus pointed out, clearing his throat. 

			You’re damn right, you were. I danced my ass off that night. 

			“Would you have noticed? Thralls are practically nonexistent, especially these days. Marguerite just happened to be close enough to scent the unusual amount of venom on him,” I explained, standing a little straighter after they’d admitted my dancing distracted them. 

			Calvus looked contemplative. “You haven’t noticed anything similar with the humans at Sugar?” 

			“Definitely not,” I responded, shaking my head. “I interacted with the patrons far more there. I would have picked that up.” 

			Calvus hummed, leaning his shoulder against the wall, looking pensive. I could practically see the wheels working in his head, trying to put the pieces of information together, and I was right there with him. 

			So far as I could tell, one of the Imperator’s thralls had seen me in New Orleans, knew what I was, and the Imperator had followed me back here, either coinciding with his existing territory expansion efforts in London, or triggering them. 

			Plus, there was the whole “consort” thing Alessio had spoken of, which lent itself towards the triggering hypothesis. I vaguely wondered if I should mention that, but it seemed irrelevant. We were going to execute the Imperator regardless of his intentions. It made no difference if he wanted to acquire me. If anything, it would only enrage the three of them.

			I couldn’t suppress the nagging sensation that I was missing something important. There was a bigger picture, but the details were just out of my grasp.

			I shook it off; it didn’t matter. We would deal with the Imperator, then get on with our lives as they had been. Everything would be the way it should be.
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			Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair

			Ozymandias (Shelley)

			Hainault Forest was at the eastern border of London, a slice of quiet country just close enough to glimpse the city skyline on the horizon. Not that I’d spent much time here in recent years, I thought with a frown.

			What had I been doing these last 15 years? Hiding? 

			I probably had been hiding, in truth. There was a time when change had affected the world like a tide — it was periodic, regular. New ideas flowed in and old ones flowed out. Now change was a tsunami — fast, unpredictable, and often to the detriment of whatever came before it.

			Not much scared me, but the rapidly changing world I struggled to keep up with did. I swallowed down my sudden rush of anxiety. It’s out of your control, I reminded myself. Focus on the things that are.

Like crushing the Imperator. That, I could do. 

			That stupid name never failed to drive me wild. 

			“We’ll persuade any late night lurkers to move along,” Calvus announced curtly, giving Louis a nod. He had such a natural take-charge personality. It was exceedingly attractive. “Stay within sight of one of us at all times, Porcia.”

			“O captain, my captain,” I responded brightly, saluting him. 

			Attractive as his bossiness was, I was really not accustomed to taking orders. Besides, I had to keep him on his toes. Calvus’ lip twitched for a moment before he and Louis shot forward into the park, compelling human teenagers into finding somewhere else to drink their cheap beer and smoke their spliffs.

			“It must be painful for them, being so intimidated by me,” Tir sighed heavily, a smile playing around his mouth. “They did not even assign me a task to do.”

			“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I expect that’s less of an intimidated issue and more of a, er, social issue. You’re not accustomed to being out and about. They’ve left you in my charge,” I explained as tactfully as I could, though Tir still looked affronted. 

			“I am excellent at interacting with mortals!” he protested, unknowingly proving my point. His stilted vernacular made him stick out like a sore thumb and Calvus and Louis were just doing quick compulsions to clear the area, not pumping them so full of venom they’d forget the interaction altogether.

			I hummed noncommittally, deciding not to protest when Tir smoothly threaded my arm through the crook of his elbow. I almost giggled at the realization that we were taking a turn around the gardens. Stars, how many times I’d done this throughout my life? There was a time when walking arm-in-arm with a man would have been the height of flirtation. 

			We continued along the dimly lit paths, Louis and Calvus eventually falling into step behind us in the empty park. It was peaceful. Wannabe emperors and arson felt very far away when the only sounds around us were the rustling trees and rippling lake. I could feel Louis and Calvus’ eyes burning into the spot where Tir and I touched, but it was hardly the most pressing issue right now. 

			Not when a lone figure appeared in the distance, standing stock still on the path ahead, making a show of announcing their presence. I felt rather than saw Louis bristle and Calvus step sideways like he was about to shove me behind him. 

			“Don’t even think about,” I hissed, quiet enough that our visitor couldn’t overhear. 

			It was one thing for Calvus and Louis to protect me from a distance; I couldn’t see the trouble that they handled on my behalf. Up close, my pride bristled at being tucked away like a princess in the castle while the brave knights went out to battle. I could hold my own just fine, thank you very much. 

			“Alessio,” I called out in realization as we approached him. “Fancy seeing you here,” I added drily. Was I surprised? No, I didn’t think I was. Perhaps this was a trap, but I was inclined to think not. Alessio had displayed none of the viciousness that the immortals who’d attacked Tir’s and my home. Though maybe it was only because he’d had to look me in the eye, unlike the others.

			Tir’s grip on my arm tightened the closer we got. Given how unaccustomed he was to hiding his emotions or having to do anything that benefited anyone other than himself, I was surprised that he was doing a better job of tamping down his neanderthal tendencies than Louis and Calvus were. Maybe those two were so used to leaping to my defense that it had become reflexive. 

			“My lady,” Alessio greeted respectfully, bowing his head. I raised my brows in question. This was a far more formal, respectful greeting than I’d received last time. I didn’t trust it.

			“You burned down my club.”

			“Not me, my lady,” he replied, straightening instantly, eyes wide. 

			“Do not lie to us,” Calvus commanded, apparently having no moral qualms with exercising his compulsion on fellow immortals. 

			“I did not burn down your club, I swear to you,” Alessio implored, his expression pleading with me to believe him. There was no need. I had full confidence that the strength of Calvus’ compulsion at least matched my own, and Alessio was practically an infant in comparison.

			“Why did you ask us to meet you here?” I asked impatiently.

			Alessio hesitated, fidgeting slightly before crossing his arms over his chest. The movement made his muscles bulge, and I could admit he was a handsome man. Henchman was usually my type, but he sort of made it work for him. 

			“I had to see you again, my lady.”

			Not the answer I expected, but it had the effect of unifying all three of my allies for once. Tir wrapped his arms around my front over my shoulders, pulling me back against him while Calvus and Louis shot forward, getting into Alessio’s space.

			“Don’t move,” Louis growled, compelling Alessio into place.

			“Thanks for that,” I sighed, lounging against Tir. “Now these three have got their dicks in a knot and I’m the one who has to go home with them.” 

			“A single knot? All together?” Tir asked, his mouth pressed against my hair. “Fascinating.” 

			“Shut. Up,” Louis hissed, throwing a venomous look at Tir over his shoulder. Well, their moment of unity had been nice while it lasted.

			“He can’t move, can you two back up so I can talk to him?” I asked impatiently, tapping my foot until Louis and Calvus backed up exactly one step. “Explain why you wanted to see me again, Alessio.” 

			His eyes darted to the ground shiftily, discomfort written all over his features. 

			“He wants you,” Louis growled, staring down Alessio. “He wants to be one of yours. He wants you to consider him. He must really want it, if he’s fighting his master’s compulsion to get to you.”

			Alessio bristled at the word master, but didn’t deny it. Or anything else Louis had said, for that matter. Was this what I’d been missing all these years while Calvus and Louis had kept other immortals away from me? How did Marguerite live this way, with men constantly clamoring for her affections? No, thank you. If I was going to take a lover, or lovers, I would choose them because I wanted them, not because I thought they had something to offer me.

			“There is no place for me here,” Alessio muttered, mostly to himself. He seemed resigned to that fact, like he’d judged himself… unworthy. 

			Unease crept down my spine as the conversation I’d had with Calvus loomed at the forefront of my mind. Unworthy. Alessio was acting like… like he’d seen the three men currently either hanging off me or furiously defending my honor, and discerned that he wasn’t good enough.

			It was uncanny. 

			And even though it was odd, he was right — as objectively handsome as Alessio was, nothing about him called to me in the incredibly dangerous ways Tir, Calvus, and Louis did. I didn’t like to think of it in terms of worth, but I had subconsciously decided that Alessio didn’t hold a candle to my three allies before he’d even opened his mouth. From the moment I’d met him at Sugar, I’d known he didn’t interest me. 

			“Who is the Imperator?” Calvus demanded. “I want his real name.”

			“I only know him by that name. That is how everyone refers to him,” Alessio replied immediately, raising his hands in surrender. 

			“Where is the Imperator staying?” Louis asked, a mocking note to his voice when he used the ridiculous title.

			“I was assigned to follow Porcia, I don’t know where the others are,” he stuttered. “I am not permitted to know.”

			“Bullshit,” Calvus snarled, the least composed I’d ever seen him.

			“It’s true! The younger lamia are kept separate, in case one of us falls under someone else’s compulsion,” Alessio blurted, eyes widening in fear at the aura of danger Calvus was projecting. 

			“How many?” Tir asked, his voice almost conversational. “How many are there?” 

			“A hundred?” Alessio hedged, the slight tremble of his hands giving away his fear. Maybe he really was interested in me, but he definitely did not want to be on the Imperator’s bad side. 

			“A hundred,” Louis repeated under his breath, alarmed. It was more than I expected, but I felt confident in our abilities. A hundred of Alessio wouldn’t be an issue — it took 500 years at least for an immortal to grow strong enough to shake off an ancient’s compulsion. If Alessio attacked us, we could simply order him not to and send him on his way.

			“What can you tell us? What do you know?” I asked in exasperation. 

			“I don’t deal with the Imperator directly, I am not important enough,” Alessio hedged. “I know this project has been given the highest priority. That they will continue to attack until you concede. The three of you. Four now, I imagine,” he added, giving Tir a confused look. He had been an unexpected wrench in everyone’s plans.

			“I told you they’d burn your house down,” I pointed out primly for Louis and Calvus’ benefit. 

			“He said ‘attack’, that could be anything,” Louis scoffed, just to be contrary.

			“What do you want to do with him?” Calvus cut in, eyeing Alessio like he was a ticking bomb.

			I had never compelled an immortal, I didn’t relish the idea of doing it now. It was a courtesy — I wouldn’t like it if someone compelled me, though I doubted there were many who could. Calvus, Tir and I were all evenly matched, but Louis was younger so his compulsion was not as strong. I’d have to end my no compulsion on immortals streak for Alessio, though. 

			If it came to being noble or saving my skin, I was going to save my skin. Even if compelling one of his followers legitimized the Imperator’s threats. At the same time, I couldn’t help but pity Alessio. He had fallen prey to an immortal far older and stronger than himself. I could give him a way out.

			“Do not follow me. Do not report on me,” I commanded, voice ringing with compulsion. Stars, I hated this. It felt like an abuse of my power. “Make your own choices.”

			Both Louis and Tir snorted dismissively at my charitable addition, but it was more for my peace of mind than his. 

			“Go,” I added. Alessio bowed his head before fleeing into the night. 

			“We should have questioned him more,” Calvus grumbled.

			“We could have just killed him, you know. Be done with it,” Louis pointed out. 

			I hummed thoughtfully. “It didn’t seem right. He was stifled by the Imperator’s compulsion. He deserved a chance.”

			“We’ve put a lot of effort into keeping you alive for your compassion to get yourself killed now.” There was a hint of bitterness in Louis’ tone that grated on my nerves. I hadn’t asked them to do that. 

			Before I could let him know what an obnoxious sack of shit he was being, Calvus grabbed his collar and rushed him backwards until Louis slammed into a tree trunk a few feet away. Calvus got right in his face, leaning forward and speaking too quietly for Tir and I to hear. Whatever he said had Louis’ body slumping against the tree, like all the arrogance had been drained from his body.

			Tir chuckled, leaning in to plant a kiss on the top of my head. I elbowed him in the gut, stepping out of his hold.

			“Stop cuddling me, we aren’t a couple,” I groused, glaring at him over my shoulder, though I had been leaning into him just a little.

			“Yet?”

			“Ever, remember?” 

			Tir grinned, completely undeterred. I’d press a knife to his testicles too, but it had only seemed to entice Alessio. I may have to rethink my defensive strategies. 

			“I think we’re done here,” Calvus announced, striding back to us with a shamefaced Louis in tow. I looked between them, deciding what to say and not knowing where to begin. Our centuries-long relationship had been built on not talking to each other. 

			“Okay. Let’s go,” I agreed.

			***

			I smelled the smoke from miles away before we reached their townhouse. It could have been anyone’s home on fire, but I didn’t need to see it with my own eyes to know that it was Louis and Calvus’. Why wouldn’t it be? It was only the continuation of an existing trend. 

			Was it petty to say I told you so? It was probably petty.

			Despite the coincidental timing, I felt that Alessio’s need to see me had been genuine, not a distraction. He had specifically gone against the Imperator’s will, undermined his compulsion as best he could in order to talk to us. To me. I doubted that it was an elaborate trap in order to set the house on fire; the Imperator had already demonstrated that he had no compunctions about doing that while I was inside. 

			We rounded the corner, hiding in the shadows from the fire brigades who were battling the blaze. It was grim. The fire at Calvus and Louis’ home looked worse than the fires that had been set at my apartment and Tir’s home. More aggressive. More personal. The sidewalk was crowded with their human neighbors, fleeing their at-risk homes in their night clothes.

			“I guess it’s a good thing we packed,” Louis said drily, speaking quietly so as not to draw attention to us. 

			“Is it too much to hope that awful painting is now in ashes?” I asked hopefully, clumsily trying to lighten the mood. 

			“That’s the first thing I put in safe keeping,” Louis scoffed, dashing my hopes.

			A flash of something flapping from the postbox opposite the house captured my attention. It was a piece of paper, waving in the wind. Before any of the overly protective alpha males in my life could stop me, I darted out of the shadows, using my enhanced speed to run to the postbox and snatch the drawing, returning to the shadows before any human could spot me. 

			Calvus’ enormous arms banded around me, crushing me against his chest. “Amor meus,” he growled furiously in my ear. 

			“I don’t answer to that,” I replied loftily, twisting in his arms to face the other two as I unfolded the paper, unsurprised that Calvus didn’t let go. He’d probably waited a long time to hold me, and I didn’t have the heart to push him away. 

			Stars, he was a good hugger.

			As I suspected, the Imperator had left me another sketch, again from the night of the performance in New Orleans, with me wearing the requisite laurel leaf crown. Headwear aside, this image was far more literal than the one with the throne and pool of blood had been. 

			Drawn from the perspective of someone standing on the stage behind me, I could see the details of my club, Wine & Whiskey. My back was to the artist, and I was already down to just a corset and a sparkly thong, my dress and cape pooled on the floor. It was like the artist had captured a moment in time. 

			That wasn’t the most striking part of the picture though. That was reserved for the crowd. Amongst the blurry figures that made up the audience, two figures were drawn clearly. 

			Louis’ pale hair was easily identifiable by the lighter shading. And of course, as always, there was Calvus. Always watchful, always stoic Calvus. They wore the three-piece suits and Phantom of the Opera-style masks they’d worn that night, but both of them were looking up at the ceiling. Exposing their necks so the wounds the artist had added were visible. Gashes from ear to ear, blood soaking the front of their shirts. The contrast between my depiction and theirs was grotesque in the extreme. Vaguely I was aware that Calvus’ arms around me had tightened, his whole body stiff with tension.

			“Oh, angel,” Tir said, stepping forward to peer over the top of the paper in my hands. “It is almost your first full family picture. Now we just need one with me in it. Sans gaping throat, ideally.” 

			“You are ridiculous,” I scoffed, inching out of Calvus’ embrace. I was quietly glad that Tir had distracted me from the morbid image. It was yet another reminder of the danger I’d brought into their lives. 

			Though I didn’t hate Tir’s idea of having a picture of all four of us. I’d cherish it once I left and tried to pretend that this time with them had never happened, knowing it would be futile. I’d never forget it.  

			“So what now?” Louis asked.

			I sighed. My original plan. “We go North.” 

			“We run away?” Louis confirmed flatly, pushing his hair irritably out of his eyes. 

			“I hate to run,” I agreed. “But taking a step back may give us the upper hand we need.” At the moment, we were constantly on the back foot, and it was frustrating. Plus, our movements were obviously being monitored, and we had to lose the tail.

			“Besides, I need to deal with the aftermath of the club destruction. All of my correspondence will go to my Scottish estate, where the trust is located.” 

			“So we go to East Lothian,” Louis confirmed.

			“Yes, I think that’s for the best,” I sighed. 

			My Scottish home was my private sanctuary, it had been a constant for the last six centuries, and was my longest held property. Occasionally, I would have parties there, if I needed to feed, but only with humans who I could easily get rid of. It was a big leap of faith to allow three immortals into my home. 

			I could hardly kick them to the curb now. Their houses were burned down because of me. 

			“How far is it?” Tir asked. “I’ve never been to Scotland.”

			“You’re missing out,” I replied. “It’s an excellent place for an immortal. Peaceful, but with enough humans nearby to feed. Long hours of darkness. It’s a seven-hour drive.” 

			We could make the journey on foot in one night, but Louis and Calvus had already boxed up valuables and necessities and loaded them into the back of their SUV to prepare for this moment. And if we drove, we’d conserve energy for an attack.

			I’d thrown Tir and I’s pitiful collection of clothing in the car too. At least at my estate, I could pull out some of my favorite outfits. Many of them were vintage pieces, but if I couldn’t wear an 18th century ball gown in the comfort of my own home, then when could I? 

			“Drive?” Tir asked, eyes lighting up in delight. 

			“I’ll be the one driving,” Calvus clarified, giving Tir a wary look, though I could have sworn there was a hint of amusement there. “Come, let’s leave. We’re probably being watched.” 

			They had only parked a few miles away; we arrived at the black SUV in minutes. Calvus got into the driver’s seat, while Louis strode confidently around the car to the front passenger seat, leaving the back for Tir and I. Apparently we were still letting me “enjoy” Tir before Louis and Calvus casually lopped his head off at the end of this little impromptu adventure. 

			Gentlemanly of them. 

			I laid my head against the cool glass, giving myself a moment to just be overwhelmed. I had a growing appreciation for all that Calvus, later with Louis’ help, had done for me over the centuries. I’d never had to deal with anything like this before and it was giving me a headache. Or making me feel like I should have a headache, if I could have headaches. 

			We made our way slowly out of London, Calvus expertly navigating the city streets that I’d always detested driving through. The car was silent, thick with tension. While neither Calvus nor Louis seemed particularly upset about the loss of their home, I was struggling with my guilt. I had led the enemy to their door, and the enemy had promptly burned it down. 

			We were miles out of London on an almost silent stretch of the M1 when it became clear we had a tail. Calvus spotted the blacked out SUV first, glancing repeatedly in the rearview mirror, growing increasingly agitated. 

			“I hate to leave the car,” Tir sighed, giving the steering wheel a longing look. He’d been stroking the upholstery like he could learn how the engine worked just by touching the interior. “But I can get rid of them.” 

			“No need,” Louis replied curtly. “I’ve got it handled.” 

			“Is that a petrol can?” I squeaked as he began pulling supplies out from underneath the passenger seat. I didn’t spend much time in vehicles, I had assumed the petrol smell was normal. 

			“Fear not, ma mouche. All will be well,” Louis cooed, filling a jam jar with petrol like a psychopath. Tir leaned forward, watching him work in fascination. 

			As if I didn’t already fear the car catching fire. 

			I met Calvus’ eyes in the rearview mirror, but he gave me a “what can you do?” look that didn’t reassure me in the slightest. 

			Carefully, Louis wrapped the open top of the jar in heavy fabric, securing it with string. Stars, I was in a car filled with madmen. I was adding this to the list of life moments I needed to question later. Calvus lowered the passenger window as Louis tipped the jar sideways with expert position, wetting the fabric with gasoline. 

			“You are insane,” I whispered, semi wondering if my heart had restarted just to fail all over again. “This is insane.” 

			“Ye of little faith.” Louis tutted, turning around in his chair to lean against the dash. With movements almost too fast for me to see, he lit the material, leaned halfway out the window and lobbed it at the car following us. 

			It went off with a terrifying bang, shattering the windscreen of the car behind us. They veered into the barrier with a deafening crash as Calvus stepped on the accelerator, getting us the hell out of there before our pursuers could get their bearings. 

			“Very effective,” Tir remarked, sounding suitably impressed. Louis glowered at him before twisting back into his seat.

			What the fuck had just happened? 

			More concerningly, why was everyone so okay with it? Apparently, I was the only one who had an issue with throwing Molotov cocktails out of a moving vehicle on the M1.

			Perhaps I was just exceedingly sheltered thanks to Louis and Calvus.

			There was another extended silence, only broken by the sounds of Tir muttering to himself while he played with the windows and door locks. 

			“Do you miss dancing?” Louis asked eventually, staring determinedly out the window. 

			The words sounded like they were wrenched from him unwillingly, and I fought to suppress my smile. I knew Louis was trying to keep his emotional distance as much as I was, and much like me, was finding it more challenging than he’d anticipated. 

			“Yes and no,” I replied vaguely. 

			I danced because performing gave me a small rush of feeling, and having a daily routine in place was important to keep me sane. Despite the lack of routine in my life recently, I didn’t lack for rushes of excitement right now. 

			If anything, I was overdosing on emotions with the three walking, talking temptations I found myself surrounded by. 

			“Why burlesque?” he asked eventually when I didn’t elaborate, still sounding an odd mixture of curious and resentful. The question made sense, I supposed. Louis and Calvus didn’t need to ask what, when, or where. They’d seen the how play out. But the why was a mystery to them. They’d been privy to everything except my inner thoughts.

			“Many reasons,” I replied contemplatively. Tir was watching me avidly from his spot next to me, and Calvus’ eyes continuously glanced back at me through the rearview mirror, like he couldn’t help himself. “It didn’t require me to live with humans.”

			“Like ballet did,” Louis supplied helpfully, presumably having witnessed my brief stint with the Royal Danish Ballet in the 1700s. 

			“Yes… The hours were untenable for me. But more than that, burlesque appealed to me because it was so freeing. Sexy, without the expectation of sex. Playful and fun, without losing the glamor and sensuality that I love about dance.” 

			I shrugged a shoulder, turning my attention to the quiet highways outside the window. 

			“It does not bother you to be responsible for humans all the time?” Tir asked curiously, and I suppressed a grin again when Louis huffed in irritation. They were like jealous schoolboys, those two.

			“On the contrary, I find it useful. It keeps me grounded in the present. Sane, if you will,” I replied, shooting him a sideways glance. It was difficult to conceptualize the passage of time after so many centuries. Watching humans age and die, while often depressing, kept my head in the present day rather than losing myself in memories of the past. 

			“Interesting,” Tir replied, nodding his head slowly, his brow furrowed in confusion. 

			Don’t ask, I reminded myself. Louis and Calvus’ history was so interwoven with mine, in a sense I didn’t feel particularly curious about it. Wherever I’d been, they’d been. Tir was a mystery, though. I suspected he used his flirty charms and sensuality to distract me from the things he didn’t want me to see.

			“Why did you leave the new world?” Louis asked, not acknowledging Tir at all. 

			“Which time?” I laughed lightly. 

			“Both times.” Louis shrugged. 

			He still wasn’t looking at me, but I could see the sharp profile of his features from the back seat. I both wanted his eyes on me and desperately didn’t. The contradictions were irritating even to myself.

			“It was too unfamiliar to me. I’ve enjoyed visiting other countries, but the old cities in Europe are…” I trailed off, wanting to find the right words to describe how I felt without giving too much of myself away. Why did they have to ask such personal questions? Couldn’t we talk about sex instead? It would be far less intimate.

			“They’re comforting,” Calvus finished for me in his deep, rumbling voice. 

			Just hearing him speak sent shivers down my spine. Shivers that then traveled around my midsection to deliver an electric jolt to my clitoris. If he ever talked dirty to me, I’d gush like a waterfall. It was a thought that was equal parts erotic and mortifying.

			“You saw those landmarks being built. You walked on those roads when they were dirt, cobblestone, concrete... The world has changed so much, but there are things that remain familiar in the cities you’ve called home over the centuries.” 

			A lump of emotion clogged my throat, so I tore my gaze away from his in the rearview mirror, nodding curtly as I stared out the window. Calvus saw entirely too much. Not just from two millennia of stalking — though that helped — but he seemed to understand me on a far deeper level than just what my schedule was and how I liked my drinks. Perhaps it was because of the patience that came with age. Louis was far younger than we were and while he tried to disguise his eagerness, he was often unsuccessful. 

			And Tir... Tir hid nothing. I wasn’t sure if that was due to a lack of practice or lack of inclination.

			We really needed to change the subject before I lost my tenuous grip on the thread of control I was holding. Don’t get attached. 

			“Did you enjoy watching me dance?” I blurted, as surprised by the question as Louis and Calvus seemed to be. To say nothing of Tir, whose eyes narrowed in jealousy. 

			“Your Bride of Dracula routine,” Louis said, and I finally heard a hint of playfulness in his voice that matched his mischievous face. I’d always imagined his voice would be light and teasing, and I’d gotten occasional hints of it since we’d met, between the bouts of jealousy and disappointment. 

			“I’d actually asked them to introduce me as the Whore of Dracula, but I guess the DJ wasn’t a fan,” I replied lightly. Louis laughed, and the sound warmed me from the inside out. It was a rich, joyful laugh, and I felt oddly proud that I’d been responsible for bringing it out of him.

			Don’t get attached.

			“I miss the rush I get from performing, but I’ll get to do it again some day. Perhaps in a generation’s time, phone cameras make it harder to keep identities hidden. People like recording performances,” I said bitterly. 

			“The rush, I understand,” Tir said, nodding sagely. I remembered all the paraphernalia in his sex room and thought we were probably thinking of different rushes. 

			I switched my attention to Calvus and Louis, although their faces were half obscured, I could sense their quiet contemplation. 

			What gave them a rush of excitement? What did they do outside of watching over me? How had they stayed together for so many centuries? The questions were on the tip of my tongue, begging to be let out, but the bitterness in Louis’ voice when he’d talked about keeping me alive held me back.

			I might not like their answers. Or worse, I might love them, and I didn’t know which was more terrifying.
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			Beauty is truth, truth beauty; that is all

			Keats

			My estate in East Lothian, Scotland, was cozy and old-fashioned. I’d owned it since the 14th century, when I’d purchased the difficult-to-access rural land and commissioned construction. All under the guise of being a wealthy Earl from further north, because it was much more efficient to get things done as a man in those days. 

			Since glass was an expensive luxury when it had been built, my estate was basically an immortal’s paradise. Some rooms had no windows at all, and the ones that did were easily covered.

			“I believe you described it as ‘quaint’, angel,” Tir said, sounding amused as we approached the white stone exterior, glowing in the moonlight.

			“It has six bedrooms and three bathrooms,” I replied. “I think it’s rather modest.”

			“It is a castle,” Tir pointed out. 

			“A small castle,” I countered. 

			“If I recall correctly, it houses both a Great Hall, and its own dungeon,” Calvus said wryly as he pulled the SUV up in front of the doorway. Stars, he’d probably been part of the building crew in his endeavors to protect me from a distance. 

			“It’s not a dungeon now,” I replied airily, exiting the vehicle. I stretched, enjoying the feeling of freedom after being cooped up for seven hours. The cool, fresh air did wonders to clear my head. Seven hours in a car full of men who smelled better than they had any right to was another solid hit against my already crumbling resolve.

			I led Calvus, Louis, and Tir through the vaulted front doors to the entry hall, a small smile touching my lips at the familiar flagstone floor and beamed ceiling. I paid a local elderly human couple to maintain the property and grounds, just as they’d done for my “mother” before me. If they thought the resemblance between us was uncanny, they had never mentioned it.

			Even with the upkeep, it always felt dusty and unlived in, but that never bothered me. This was home. Everywhere else I went, I strived to fit in, to blend into the human crowd. Here, I could be completely myself. Without fear of revealing what I was or getting burned by the sun to maintain my mortal facade. 

			“Kitchen, dining, and Great Hall down there,” I announced to my guests, gesturing down the corridor at the unnecessary rooms as I led them up the expansive stone steps to the first floor. At least we were all well-fed and wouldn’t have to go out tonight. I took them into the drawing room while I tried to figure out sleeping arrangements in my head. 

			The drawing room had changed little over the centuries — the whitewashed stone walls were unchanged, the oak floors in excellent condition since they were rarely used, and the low wooden beams collecting cobwebs that Mabel must not be able to reach these days. 

			I set to work pulling the dust sheets off the furniture, clumsily folding them and stacking them in the corner to deal with later. Tir jumped in to help me, surprisingly proficient at folding the sheets into flat squares. I should have probably given him more credit. It seemed like he’d been looking after himself for a long time. As far as I could tell, his mysterious word-of-mouth feeding orgies were the only human contact he had.

			It was on the tip of my tongue to ask him more about his isolationist tendencies, but I was trying to navigate a slippery slope, not slide down it. 

			“Very medieval, I like it,” Louis pronounced, winking at me, though the gesture was a little strained. I didn’t want him to feel uncomfortable, especially in my home, though I had no idea why it was so important to me that he felt at ease here. Until he spoke, I hadn’t realized that I was waiting for their… approval? No, that couldn’t be it. 

			I didn’t crave approval from anybody. 

			“Some of my furniture is older than you,” I teased, smiling sweetly back at Louis as his eyes narrowed on me. The corner of his mouth twitched in a barely suppressed smile, and I felt a strange sense of accomplishment that I’d cheered him up.

			“I confess, I’m a little surprised you have electricity,” Calvus said, raising a judgmental eyebrow at me. I had upgraded to safer fireplaces and added electricity and indoor plumbing over the years, but other than that, the entire house was a relic, and that was exactly the way I liked it. 

			I put down the dust sheet I’d been wrestling with and turned to face Calvus, crossing my arms. “Don’t take that judgmental tone of voice with me, good sir. The only reason it surprises you is because I didn’t come up here while it was being installed, and therefore you didn’t see it for yourself.” 

			I gave him a pointed look, but Calvus just stared back unabashed, with that infuriating almost smile on his face. 

			That infuriating, yet immensely attractive, almost-smile.

			Tir flopped dramatically onto a brown leather sofa, making himself entirely at home, while Louis got the fire started and Calvus inspected the small bar I had set up in the corner. 

			Seeing them so comfortable in my home should heighten all my territorial tendencies, but I felt the most relaxed I had since the Imperator’s men had burned down Sugar. It didn’t feel like they were intruding on my space the way others did. 

			I didn’t want to think too hard about why that was.

			With a disappointed sigh, Calvus poured us each a small glass of aged port and distributed them around the room. I hid my smile behind my glass. I’d gauged over the past few days that mixing drinks was an art form for Calvus, and I had an abysmal supply of ingredients for him to work with. 

			I perched on the sofa next to Tir, who was man-sprawling all over the place, and Louis who’d squashed himself at the other end, as far away from my lover as possible. 

			Calvus sat down in a worn cream-colored armchair angled towards us, resting his elbows on his knees and dangling his glass from his fingers. He surveyed our positions on the sofa with a mixture of amusement and exasperation, which was an improvement on the blatant hostility he’d regarded Tir with in the beginning. 

			“Now what, angel?” Tir asked, downing his drink in one swig and pulling his trusty dagger out of its sheath like it was a stress ball. 

			Now what, indeed? We had to do something. The Imperator’s minions had decimated three of our homes and sent us fleeing from our own goddamn territories. That insult could not be allowed to stand.

			I could admit to myself that I had very little experience in this area, though. Whether or not I’d done it consciously, I had broken my ‘never trust men’ rule since the beginning by trusting in Calvus, and later Louis, to keep me safe. 

			“Well, he’s got everything he wants. We’re out of London and our homes have been destroyed,” Louis sighed. “There are only three other revenants in the city, one west, two north. I imagine he’ll go for them next.” 

			“He has not got everything,” Tir said lightly, twirling the blade between his fingers and grinning broadly at me. “Porcia is holed up in her castle 400 miles away.”

			Louis’ brow furrowed in confusion as he straightened in his seat to look at me, and Calvus’ questioning stare felt like it was burning a hole in the side of my face.

			I had made little of the Imperator’s be-my-consort nonsense. It hardly seemed relevant in the grand scheme of things — I hadn’t been prepared to give him either my territory or my body, regardless. 

			Obviously, Calvus and Louis were taking it more seriously than I was. I threw a smiling Tir a filthy look, though I wasn’t entirely sure how he’d figured it out. 

			“Thanks for that,” I sighed, closing my eyes to allow myself a moment of calm. 

			“I do not know how they had not worked it out for themselves already, the crowns were a dead giveaway, no? Besides, surely your prospective lovers should be aware of any competition?” Tir asked smugly, balancing the knife by its point on the pad of his index finger.

			If he didn’t stop talking, I was going to grab that blade and ram it through his gut.

			“I am not surprised to hear he wants you. It would be more surprising if he did not, but did he tell you as much?” Calvus said in a rumbling voice laced with menace.

			“The first time I met Alessio, he mentioned something about the Imperator wanting me as a consort,” I replied, waving my hand dismissively before the testosterone levels in the room got any further out of control. Despite trying to play down the issue, my skin crawled with agitation and I stood up under the pretense of examining the fire so as not to fidget in my seat.

			I was doing that a lot recently. Fidgeting. Attempting to disguise the fidgeting. I disliked how vulnerable being around the three of them made me feel.

			“Female revenants aren’t consorts. They have consorts,” Louis scoffed, though the jealousy emanating from him was no less dark and lethal than Calvus’. “Like your friend, Marguerite.”

			One minute, I’d been the calm one, trying to diffuse the tension in the room. The next minute, I was the tension in the room.

			My vision went hazy at the edges, like a red cloud had descended and blanketed my surroundings. My fangs dropped, slicing into my lower lip and scenting the room with blood.

			I would kill Marguerite. Kill her for even looking at them. They were mine. Mine to keep, mine to protect.

			The jealousy I’d felt when Louis had hinted at flirting with that human at the pub was nothing compared to how I felt hearing Marguerite’s name out of his mouth. My possessive instincts had been on high in New Orleans, I’d ended up cutting my trip short a day because I didn’t want to get carried away and attack Marguerite. 

			They’d been there. They’d been triggering this sense of possessiveness in me since before I even met them. 

			Calvus appeared in front of me, snatching my jaw tightly with his hand, forcing me to focus on him. When I struggled to rein my temper in, he bent down and swiped his tongue over my lips, closing the wound I was barely aware I had. The feel of him on my skin, the rapture on his face as he tasted my blood for the first time snapped me out of my tantrum far more effectively than anything else could.

			My tongue followed the trail he had left, and Calvus’ eyes traced the movement greedily. The constant hum of sexual attraction that seemed to exist between us roared to life, urging me closer, prodding me to take. I wanted to rub against him like a kitten, wrap my legs around his solid body, feel his hands on my skin. 

			“What does her blood taste like?” Louis asked hoarsely, reminding me we weren’t alone in the room. Our two spectators sat leaning forward on the sofa, just a few feet on either side, having prime seats to this little show.

			“Like it was designed by the gods to tempt men into sin,” Calvus rasped, his dark eyes boring into mine. “No wonder the Imperator wants you for himself. But he will never have you, will he, Porcia? You are the collector, not the commodity.” 

			Was I? This was a trick question. Wasn’t it?

			How could I convince him to put his tongue back on me?

			“We made a vow long ago to kill any revenant that touched you, and we’ve never forgotten it,” Louis purred, prowling behind me to speak into my ear. “Never. That applies to the Imperator and anyone left standing when we’re done with him.” 

			With that chilling pronouncement, Louis stormed out of the living room. Calvus gave me a last, longing look before releasing my jaw and following his friend. 

			Their blunt possessiveness should have been off-putting — terrifying, even. That it wasn’t told me everything I needed to know about myself. Those same obsessive, romantic tendencies that had led me willingly to my death two millennia ago had very much survived my transition to immortal life.

			I could not be trusted around men. 

			I shook off the emotion and met Tir’s sparkling hazel eyes. If the threat had bothered him, he didn’t let on.

			“Aren’t you concerned they’re going to kill you?” 

			“Calvus is warming up to me,” Tir replied confidently. 

			“Louis definitely isn’t,” I pointed out, exasperated with his refusal to take anything seriously. Louis was younger than the rest of us, but he wasn’t a weak young immortal by any stretch. 

			My resolve to not get attached was obviously failing, because I hated the idea of Tir dying a lot more than I should. This was supposed to be no-strings sex and a temporary alliance. 

			“Come on. I’ll show you to your room,” I sighed, needing a minute to myself. Miraculously, for once, Tir was silent.

			***

			After depositing Tir in the suite at the top of the oldest tower, I made my way down a floor to my own quarters, pulling the dust covers off everything in the room and fetching clean sheets from the closet. The bed, with its gilded frame, was surrounded with heavy crimson velvet draping, embroidered with gold. I’d commissioned it decades ago. It was dated by modern standards, but it was exactly to my tastes and exceptionally luxurious. 

			My apartment had been functional, but my estate was indulgent.

			There was an en suite and small sitting area in this room, my most private quarters. I’d hosted parties here over the years for the surrounding villagers — mostly when my hunger and horniness had become unbearable — but I’d never invited anyone into my bedroom. 

			The bed would sleep the four of us comfortably. 

			Pah. Maybe I’d hit my head at some point and didn’t remember it. Or I’d hit my expiration date and was suffering from some kind of degenerative condition that made me forget my rules and every standard I’d held myself to for two millennia.

			I made the bed and, satisfied that everything was in order, slipped away into the study, reveling in my moment of solitude. I assumed Louis and Calvus were on the grounds somewhere, since I couldn’t hear any movement in the house except for the occasional rustle from Tir’s room. He’d been examining the bookshelf when I’d left him and he seemed content enough. 

			My manners prodded me to show Calvus and Louis to their rooms, but my pride demanded I stay put and let them find two unoccupied bedrooms on their own. Not only was I embarrassed about my extreme overreaction in the drawing room, I’d really gotten accustomed to having my alone time over the years. All of these men were interfering with my routine.

			Besides, I couldn’t put off dealing with the fallout from Sugar forever. All of my business endeavors — mostly clubs at this point — were composed of a complicated web of shell corporations, off-shore accounts, secret identities, and human attorneys. It was an administrative nightmare that grew increasingly uncontrollable each year. I could compel anyone who got close enough to get suspicious, but it was still so much work.

			Maybe Marguerite had been right. I could try America again. A totally fresh start, get rid of the complicated legal structure and just own one club. 

			I’d need the distraction after my allies and I parted ways. 

			Stars, there was something wrong with my chest. Thinking about the future had never made it ache before.

			The study had sage green walls that had looked rather chic when I’d painted them but seemed a little dated now, and a fireplace big enough for me to lie down in, should I ever feel the urge to set myself alight. Crowded bookshelves completely hid the wall opposite the fireplace, and an antique desk sat in the middle of the room with a high-backed leather chair behind it. 

			I absentmindedly picked through the teetering stack of mail Mabel had left for me on the desk, trying and failing to focus on the mountain of administrative nonsense I had to get through.

			The more I tried to concentrate on the findings of the police report my attorneys had sent me and the small library of insurance documents, the more my thoughts strayed. Why had I reacted so strongly to the mere thought of Marguerite with Louis? He hadn’t even suggested as much, yet my mind had gone straight to the worst-case scenario. The jealousy had been so all-consuming; I knew that if she’d been in the room, I would have attacked her. 

			Yet, Calvus had snapped me out of it like it was nothing. It had been second nature to him. Was that because of his naturally commanding presence, or because it was me? I pressed my feet harder into the floor to stop myself getting up and going looking for them like I wanted to. 

			What was I doing?

			My five rules were very straightforward. Number five was the most simple and the most complex: Never trust men.

			I’d ruined my life over a man — literally thrown my life away — once before. It wasn’t even his fault, not really. For a couple of centuries I’d told myself it was, but the choices I’d made had been my own. 

			Perhaps it was time to amend rule five: Don’t trust yourself. 

			I was the problem, I couldn’t depend on my judgment. Yet, despite telling myself this from the beginning, these three men had wormed their way past my defenses. They were in my home, in my life. We had fed together. I’d fucked one of them, repeatedly, then kissed two of them, knowing that they were as at least as obsessed with me as I had been with my husband.

			I rested my elbows on the desk and dropped my head into my hands. Somehow, I felt more conflicted in the past few days than I’d felt in the last two thousand years. Maybe I shouldn’t have held everyone at a distance all that time. Perhaps these feelings would be less overwhelming if they weren’t so foreign.

			I don’t know how long I sat like that, lost in my own thoughts, but I must have been distracted not to hear Calvus’ approach. His knock on the door almost revived my unbeating heart.

			“I’m sorry to bother you. I was wondering if you’d seen Louis,” Calvus said stiffly, clearing his throat as he hovered in the doorway. The air was thick with the unresolved tension between us.

			“You haven’t seen him since he walked out?” 

			Calvus shook his head, looking uncomfortable. There was a walkway that ran across the stone roof of the building, designed as a lookout post. It was a peaceful spot in the dead of the night, I’d spent many an evening there with my thoughts, just me and the stars. I knew instantly that’s where we would find Louis. My soul felt drawn in that direction, like his soul was a magnet for mine, pulling me closer. 

			“Come,” I ordered Calvus, both of us seeming surprised that he followed so easily. 

			I led him through a small exit in the corner of the study that opened onto a narrow spiral staircase and climbed up to the top of the tower, conscious of Calvus’ eyes burning through the thin fabric of my dress behind me the entire way. There was no sneaking out here, the heavy door creaked and groaned as I pushed it open. 

			“Ah, you found me,” Louis said with false cheer, barely sparing us a glance. 

			He was sitting on the low parapet, elbow draped over his knee, a crystal tumbler of amber liquid dangling from his fingers. It was absurd that Tir called me ‘angel’, when Louis was sitting here looking like the original fallen angel himself. Louis’ face looked like it was hand-carved by a higher power, yet it brimmed with darkness and sin. His blonde hair was mussed from running his hands through it, his full lips slightly down-turned, and his gray eyes were somber as he stared over the expansive land surrounding the property. 

			Lost in my perusal, I hadn’t noticed how close I’d gotten to him. I stood at his side, my breasts almost brushing his shoulder. I stopped abruptly, so as not to rub myself all over him like a cat in heat, and Calvus came to a sudden halt behind me, near enough that I could feel his sharp exhale on the back of my neck. I was prey — caught between the two predators that had stalked me throughout the ages. 

			Louis turned to look up at me, his pupils dilating with a living, ravenous hunger. I swiped my tongue over my suddenly dry lips, wondering idly if all the moisture in my body had headed south. Just having them near me made me go into a state of hyperawareness. I could have sworn Calvus moved an inch closer, inhaling my scent like an addict looking for a fix.

			What would happen if I reached back and looped an arm around his neck? I could tip my face up, that’s all the invitation he would need to kiss me. I knew it in my very soul that he’d never say no to me. Perhaps I could rest one foot on the low wall, next to Louis. A little roll of the hips, and he could slide his hand up my leg. Over my knee. Up my inner thigh and under my thin dress. He’d snatch my damp panties, dragging them right off my body. 

			Would he tease me with his fingers? Work my clit in slow, torturous circles while Calvus’ enormous hands gripped my hips, pinning me in place? No, Louis would be impatient, at least the first time. He’d drape my legs over his shoulders and feast on me until I came so hard and so long, they’d need to hold me up. Yes, that was more like it. 

			At some point during my elaborate sexual fantasy, my fangs had dropped. As my eyes refocused, it was to find Louis staring at them, running his tongue temptingly over his own sharpened teeth. His hands balled into tight fists on his thighs, framing the perfect, delicious-looking bulge that was currently tenting his trousers. 

			My gums ached with my need to fuck, bite, come, and fuck some more. I was nothing more than my base instincts in that moment. 

			Calvus cursed softly behind me. “We should go inside. Separately.” His voice was gravel.

			“Why?” Louis challenged, cocking his head obnoxiously. “Porcia wants to fuck, isn’t that right, ma mouche? We aren’t good enough for your heart, but we’re good enough for your pussy.”

			“Louis,” Calvus warned. “We aren’t thinking clearly right now.”

			“I’ve never seen this situation clearer. Porcia doesn’t trust us with her affections, but she still wants our cocks. So I say, we let her have them. When we walk away from this experience, at least we’ll have the memory of her cunt to keep us warm at night.” 

			“Fuck you,” I hissed, baring my fangs at him. “I should gut you for speaking to me like that.” 

			“Gut me, then. End my misery.” Louis’ fingers trailed up the sides of my legs, tugging lightly at the fabric of my dress. Antagonizing me. And I rose to the bait without hesitation, leaping onto his lap and wrapping my legs around his waist before sinking my teeth into his neck. 

			He groaned in ecstasy, tilting his head back to give me better access as the rich, honeyed flavor of his blood flooded my mouth. I might come from the taste of him alone.

			“Enough,” Calvus commanded, fisting my hair and holding me in place so I couldn’t deepen my bite into the delicious treat I had underneath me. With a huff, I retracted my fangs and swiped my tongue over the wounds, sealing them instantly. 

			Calvus tugged my head further back so Louis and I were almost nose-to-nose, staring at each other both half-blind with lust. 

			“See what you do to him?” Calvus growled, leaning down to speak right into my ear, his breath skating over my neck. “Do you really think he would be satisfied with a quick fuck? Do you truly believe he’ll be able to walk away after he brings you pleasure with his dick? You drive us to madness, amor meus. Do not torture us.” 

			I could see what I was doing to him. Louis’ eyes were crazed with lust, and his need was calling to my own. I knew I should pull back, I shouldn’t let this go any further, shouldn’t let them think there was more to this than there really was.

			On the other hand, I was so horny I thought I might explode.

			“Look at her, Calvus,” Louis rumbled, fangs bared. “We can’t leave her high and dry like this.”

			“I assure you, I am very much wet,” I breathed, grinding in his lap, chasing that friction I so desperately desired. 

			“Wet and wanting,” Louis amended, sliding his hand up my leg, under the fabric of my dress. No panties. A decision I was immensely happy about now.

			Louis’ eyes fell shut, a small hitch in his throat giving away his emotion when his fingers found evidence of my arousal on my inner thighs. Calvus’ grip on my hair tightened, like he could somehow sense what Louis was feeling. I’d always preferred multiple partners in bed — I got bored easily — but having the attention of two immortals on me was almost too much. 

			This was not my first rodeo. I had excellent self-control. Yet, when Louis’ fingers brushed oh-so-lightly against my core, I thought I might go off like a rocket. I should be embarrassed, but instead I rocked against his hand, urging him to give me more. 

			The only redeeming factor was that they looked like their self-control was holding on by a thread as well. 

			Louis’ finger teasingly circled my entrance, before spreading my arousal to my clit that was so eager for attention, I wouldn’t be surprised if Louis and Calvus could hear it begging. 

			“Don’t tease,” Calvus instructed, tugging my head back to look at my face as he spoke to Louis. “She needs to come.” 

			“If she’s coming anywhere, it’ll be on my mouth,” Louis hissed, withdrawing his hand. I wanted to weep. I thought Calvus was the captain of this ship. Calvus had specifically said don’t tease. 

			Before I could whine and add to the mounting humiliations, Calvus wrapped his arms around my waist, hoisting me up against his chest as Louis guided my legs around his head. I had a split-second gut reaction that I was too heavy, but these were no human men. Calvus could probably support my weight with one hand. 

			Any protests I may have been forming died a quick death when Louis’ tongue flattened against my folds, languidly tasting me, exploring me, tormenting me. Louis was not a man who ate pussy solely to get a woman off. Louis was a man who ate pussy because he enjoyed it. 

			He stiffened his tongue, fucking me with it until I squirmed. 

			“If you don’t make her come soon, you’re going to embarrass yourself,” Calvus warned. 

			I looked appreciatively up at him, resting my head against his shoulder and sinking my fangs into my lower lip, letting the blood pool as Louis’ mouth closed around my sensitive clit. With a growl that sounded like a man’s restraint finally snapping, Calvus bent down to swipe the trickle of blood, groaning like it was the best thing he’d ever tasted.

			He moved one hand agonizingly slowly over my breasts to grasp my throat. I kept my eyes on Calvus as Louis picked up the pace, alternating between sucking hard and lashing my clit with his tongue. The wet sounds of him devouring me, the panting whines that were coming out of my mouth, combined with the muttered curses coming out of Calvus’.... It was lewd. I was wearing more than I did on stage, yet somehow what we were doing was filthy. Erotic. 

			Calvus controlled my movements with his grip while Louis studiously focused on wringing every drop of pleasure out of my body. Although I wasn’t in the driver’s seat, I relaxed into them, letting them take the lead. I was so used to having to work my ass off to find my release with a human partner. I thought only Tir could make me feel like this.

			Louis’ teeth scraped against my sensitive clit and my eyes drifted shut as I felt my orgasm build, muscles contracting, everything pulling tight, ready to erupt.

			“Look at him,” Calvus barked harshly. My eyes flew open on command as Calvus moved my head where he wanted it and I found Louis’ penetrating stare cutting into me, slicing at my defenses. “You don’t get to pretend that you’re with anyone else, that Louis isn’t the one making you feel this way.” 

			I met the challenge in Louis’ glare with my own guilt-ridden gaze. This thing between us was complicated and terrifying, and these men had the potential to destroy me. A large part of me was fine with pretending they were someone else, that this was just simple, no-strings-attached pleasure.

			Who would I even imagine in their place, though? Who could possibly compare to the three demigods that had invaded my life? 

			“You taste of Heaven,” Louis groaned against my core, sending vibrations through my entire body. “Fuck. It’s better than I dreamed it would be.”

			That was what did it. Not the feeling of his tongue on me, or Calvus’ unyielding grip around my waist and throat. It was Louis’ admission that he had fantasized about this, about me. About how my body would feel against his. They were wringing desire out of my body, holding me like I was at their mercy, but I’d never felt more powerful. 

			My inner walls clenched and I couldn’t have kept my eyes open if I tried as pleasure flooded every inch of me, filling me like a tidal wave of mind-numbing sensation. I trembled in Calvus’ arms as Louis slowly circled my oversensitive clit with his tongue, prolonging my orgasm until one crest built into another. My limbs felt loose and tingly as every part of my body relaxed. 

			Louis withdrew and Calvus guided my head backwards, his thumb rubbing gentle circles on my jaw. I forced my eyes open, instantly ensnared in his intense gaze. The look he was giving me... If I needed air to breathe, the expression on his face would have stolen it from my lungs. It was pure, unadulterated love. Calvus looked at me like I was his entire universe. 

			It was terrifying. 

			With a wan smile, like he could sense me suffocating under the weight of all that adoration, he gently guided my head back down to watch Louis. With absolute confidence, his pale gray eyes held my gaze while he licked the evidence of my arousal off his lips.

			My core clenched with need all over again. Down, girl. This is very much not the time. I had an emotional crisis to get to.

			Calvus’ hands lingered as he guided me back to solid ground and removed his touch. I tamped down my desire to rip all of our clothes off and pick up where we left off, because this situation was already spiraling violently out of control. Louis looked like he wanted to eat me, Calvus looked like he wanted to marry me, and I’d gone from wildly horny to wanting to throw myself off the parapet and see how well immortals could land from a hundred feet in the air. 

			“Run,” Louis whispered, his eyes hungry but guarded. “You aren’t ready, petite mouche. Run.” 

			Like the coward I didn’t realize I was, I ran. 
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			I wandered lonely as a cloud

			Wordsworth

			I’d disappeared into my chambers after last night’s awkward, yet deeply satisfying interaction. Louis had told me to run, and I’d fled. Hidden even, whilst trying to convince myself that I was absolutely not hiding. 

			I hadn’t even had a relaxing sleep. Thanks to Tir, I’d gotten a taste for being fucked to sleep, and he was in a different room. Not fucking me to sleep. Which had been my idea, but still. 

			Maybe another orgasm and a distraction were in order. And if Tir was anything, he was Mr. Orgasms and King of Distractions. I pushed off the heavy bedding and pulled a short silk robe over my slip. I briefly contemplated putting on makeup, but that ship had sailed. Tir had seen my face bare more than he’d seen me made-up.

			I didn’t let myself think too hard about that. I was impressed by how much self-reflection I’d been able to avoid recently. 

			Oddly nervous, I crept up the stairs to Tir’s room and let myself in, marveling that he’d left the door unlocked. A hasty sidestep was all that prevented Tir’s dagger from sinking straight into my jugular.

			“Look before you throw, would you?” I grumbled, glancing at the blade embedded in the timeworn door.

			“Do not wake a sleeping vampire, angel,” Tir chided, folding his arms behind his head and smiling lazily, like he hadn’t just tossed a dagger at my throat. 

			No harm, no foul, I suppose.

			I opted to respond with actions rather than words as I sauntered to the side of the bed. My robe slid over my shoulders, falling to the floor. I paused for a moment to pull my slip over my head, dangling it between pinched fingers and giving Tir a sultry smile, directly out of one of my dance routines, before ditching that too. 

			Tir watched the entire time with a mixture of delight and hunger. It was the first time I’d tried to seduce him, and he was evidently enjoying the unexpected shift in our dynamic.

			Lest he assume I was going soft and seeking to please him instead of myself, I kneeled on the bed and swung my leg over his head, straddling his face.

			“I brought you breakfast in bed,” I purred, looking down at him between my thighs.

			“Such hospitality,” Tir retorted, his voice muffled as he buried his face in my pussy like a starving man at a four course banquet.

			I hummed in delight as Tir used his teeth, lips, and tongue to bring me off, grabbing my ass and angling me with expert precision. Tir had consistently given good head, but this was great head. He moved confidently, like he’d memorized every inch of my flesh and knew exactly where to go.

			Because I was the shy and retiring type, I grabbed a fistful of Tir’s thick, black hair and maneuvered him myself, grinding down hard on his face when his tongue struck gold. 

			Tir got me off in what must have been record timing. I didn’t even think I could get myself off that fast. The orgasm turned my bones to liquid, robbing my body of the tension I’d been holding since I struggled to fall asleep this morning. It was a moment of ecstasy, a moment where I could concentrate on nothing other than feeling good. 

			I collapsed forward, gripping the headboard and basking in the blissful oblivion. As I floated back to reality, I found Tir grinning up at me, lips glistening.  

			With a snort, I wiped his mouth and climbed off him, sitting against the pillows. The high was wearing off and now I had to deal with the uneasiness I’d had before, plus my budding guilt. I had been honest about what I could offer Tir, but I knew he wanted more. I shouldn’t be indulging in these games with him. 

			“So, angel, will you tell me why you are hiding in here?”

			“I don’t hide,” I lied. 

			Tir chuckled, dragging me down beside him and tucking me into his side. His fingers ran through my tangled curls and my throat tightened with an emotion that was possibly terror. This was definitely veering into couples territory, wasn’t it? Yet, I couldn’t bring myself to pull away. Not yet, at least.

			“I got carried away with Louis and Calvus last night,” I sighed, since Tir was waiting irritatingly patiently for an answer. “I’m apprehensive about how it may impact our... alliance.”

			“You are afraid it will impair your relationship with them.”

			“That’s not what I said,” I grumbled.

			“But it is what you meant,” Tir countered cheerfully. “While I am loath to suggest anything that may affect our relationship, I feel I should point out that if you are sleeping with me because you believe me the safer option, you are very much mistaken. My obsession may not be as lengthy, but it is no less profound.”

			I rolled onto my stomach with an unladylike grunt, burying my head in my arms. I had rules to avert this very situation. I liked rules. When had I forgone the rules?

			“Are you going to hide in your own chambers now and escape all three of us?” Tir inquired, sounding like he was battling a laugh. I lifted my head to glare at him, discovering that he was mimicking my position, lying on his stomach, head turned towards me with a beaming smile on his face.

			The shiny, scarred patch of skin on his back, right where it met his shoulder, caught my attention. I’d seen it before — Tir’s hatred of shirts hadn’t abated — but it had always seemed too personal to ask about. Only the sun could inflict a wound like that. 

			“What did it feel like?” I asked, brushing my fingertips over the scar. The rest of him was all immortal perfection — rich brown skin, ageless and smooth. 

			“The sun?” he confirmed, rolling his shoulders like a big cat under my scrutiny.

			“Obviously.” 

			My mortal life was so long ago. The memories came in flashes rather than detailed recollections. A snippet of gossip, or a hazy vision in my mind of a loved one, but the sun I could remember vividly. The way sunlight wrapped me up, soaked into my skin, warmed me down to my bones. There was nothing on Earth like it. 

			“Painful,” Tir replied with a humorless laugh. “There was a minute, or perhaps a split second, before the burning started that it was heavenly. Warm and soothing, just like I remembered. But it passed all too swiftly, and the agony began. It was almost as painful as being turned.” He shuddered at the memory and the movement ran through me like a chain reaction. 

			“I try not to reflect on my transition if I can help it,” I acknowledged with a grimace, rolling onto my side to face him. “It was worse than childbirth.”  

			And childbirth in the time before painkillers and sterile medical equipment was no joke. From the moment I’d realized I was pregnant, I’d wondered if the baby would die, or I would die, or both. As was custom, my son was unnamed for nine days following his birth, since the odds of him making it weren’t in his favor.

			“You had children, angel?” Tir asked in surprise, rising from his position. 

			I’d surprised myself by bringing it up. It was a sensitive subject, since the decision was taken away from us once we were changed. Marguerite never had children, and she forever felt like it was a human experience she’d missed out on.

			“I had a son,” I admitted eventually. “He died ten years after I did, with no children of his own.”  

			Tir was blessedly silent as I worked through my thoughts. The pain of loss had lessened over time, but the heavy ache of grief had never left me. 

			“I wasn’t there. After I died, I fled Rome. I never returned for him, not even to see how he was doing.”         

			“You were young,” Tir stated, as though it absolved me of all my sins.

			“27. Old enough to know better,” I replied wryly. 

			“Angel, you know you could not have returned. Even after you endured the transition and learned to cope with your hunger… To him, you were dead.”

			“We can move faster than the human eye.” I shook my head, unwilling to let myself off the hook so easily. “There was no excuse not to check on him, other than my aversion to Rome. I’ve never been back. Never made it further than Milan,” I admitted.  

			Why was I telling him this? I didn’t share my history with anyone. Most of what Marguerite knew, she had figured out herself over the centuries.

			“That is not so unusual,” Tir said with a shrug. “I was banished from Seleucia. I retreated to Syria, where I was turned. Once I traveled west, leaving the Parthian Empire behind me, I never returned.” 

			“How did you die?” I asked, my curiosity outweighing social decorum.

			“A cough,” Tir replied, huffing like the notion offended him. “Tuberculosis, most likely. I was changed by a man who took pity on me. Or perhaps was attracted to me. I resided with him for twelve years before branching out on my own. What about you?”

			The words had been flowing loosely until then, but the topic of my death had them clogging up in my throat. That was a topic I never went near. Though Tir had shared a lot with me, it seemed unjust to say nothing in return. 

			“Nowadays they would call it carbon monoxide poisoning,” I said eventually, not bothering to disguise the shortness in my tone. 

			“But you were turned,” Tir said, letting me gloss over the details, much to my astonishment. “A vampire saved you.”  

			Stars, I would never get used to him saying ‘vampire’ with a straight face.

			“A woman. A woman who was appalled with… what I’d done with my life, I suppose. She advised me to do better with the second chance she was giving me.” 

			“Have you?” Tir murmured, gently pushing my hair away from my face. 

			Had I? I thought I had. I’d figured out how to live as an immortal, established my rules, and lived a full and satisfying life since then. It hadn’t been overly exciting, but apparently I was making up for centuries of dullness just this week. 

			Despite the haziness that clouded my mind as venom ripped my body apart, I remembered the woman who’d turned me with remarkable accuracy. She had been an exceptionally beautiful slave in my household. After my death, I realized she was probably a spy sent to watch my husband. I had never spoken to her, yet she went against her own instinctive territorial urges to turn me and gave me an etiam alter locus, a second chance. 

			I had thought that by avoiding the kind of romantic entanglements that had led me to my death that I was doing better, but recently I wondered if by doing so, I had only been living half a life. 

			“I hope so,” I replied with a wan smile. Hadn’t I come up here for a sexy distraction? “What about you? Do you have a grand story of second chances and redemption?” 

			“Not at all, angel. I was a spoiled boy who grew into a spoiled man, and was turned into a spoiled vampire,” he responded nonchalantly, rolling onto his back with his hands behind his head. 

			It was performative relaxation. The tense set of his muscles made it clear that he wasn’t as comfortable talking about this as he made it seem.

			“Come now, Tir. I’ve confided in you about my dead son.” 


			Tir tipped his chin in concession before throwing me a pointed look. “There were also things you chose not to share, angel.” 

			“Alright, that’s reasonable. Tell me something, then. Something about your mortal life. When did you die?” 

			“36 AD, in Syria.” 

			“You’re younger than me,” I teased. 

			“But much older than Louis,” Tir countered with a grin. “My angel enjoys a younger man.” 

			I rolled my eyes at that. Louis was younger, I’d concede. But Calvus was at least my age, and Tir was only a generation younger.

			There was a protracted pause as Tir gathered his thoughts, deciding what to tell me. I could hear Louis and Calvus moving around the castle, but up here in this peaceful bubble, I didn’t have to confront them or what our interaction last night meant. And while I’d sworn I would not get attached to Tir, the more we talked the less I wanted to silence him. 

			“As a child, I was sent to Rome as a hostage,” Tir said finally. “I grew up there, was educated there.” 

			I blinked twice in rapid succession, caught off-guard by his answer. Foreign hostages weren’t unusual in Rome, but they were usually significant in some way — the children of prominent figures, or some other sort of status symbol. Tir may have been more famous than I had been, though I had fled north before his time. 

			“You’re really not going to give me anything else? You must have been important,” I pressed, curiosity burning. . 

			“I do not wish for you to think any less of me, angel,” Tir pleaded, offering me his best puppy dog face. It looked absurd on a grown man.

			“I couldn’t possibly think any less of you than I already do.” I gave him a teasing smirk to soften the blow.

			“Liar, you are growing fond of me, I can feel it. Come on, angel. Let us go and see your additional soon-to-be lovers. It is vital for our bond that we all spend time together.”

			Asshole. 

			***

			We made a quick stop at my room so I could dress, though I insisted Tir wait on the stairs, since I still felt odd about allowing him in my space. I’d chosen an outfit that acted as armor — a tweed pencil skirt, silk blouse that tied around the collar, and vicious stilettos. I’d even styled my hair into a sleek chignon and painted on bright red lips to complete my Professional Woman look. I did not look like a woman who would let one of her temporary allies shove his entire face in her pussy while her other temporary ally held her in place by the throat. 

			No, ma’am. I was all business.

			Tir followed loyally behind me as I entered the drawing room, where Calvus and Louis were already waiting. Belatedly, I realized I hadn’t even shown them to their rooms, and had no idea where they’d slept. Some hostess I was.

			“Good evening,” I greeted stiffly, giving the two brooding men leaning against the mantle a curt nod. They each had a glass of port in one hand, wearing matching expressions so filled with heat I nearly melted into the floorboards.

			“Nope,” Louis announced, pushing off the mantle and striding towards me. “You are not pretending last night didn’t happen. Don’t even consider it.”  

			He placed a lingering kiss on my jaw and grasped my hand, drawing it from my side and wrapping my fingers around the tumbler. Not needing any further encouragement, I downed the contents in one swig, swearing I could taste where his lips had touched the glass.

			Do not think about Louis’ lips, Porcia, for the love of all things sacred.

			“I am so glad you have all accepted the inevitable and we are all one big happy family now,” Tir declared gleefully, rubbing his palms together.

			“I’ll scatter your ashes in the garden once this alliance is over, so you can be with us always,” Louis replied sweetly. Calvus made a peculiar, startling noise that may have been a laugh. I’d never heard it before.

			“That’s not… We’re not all together now,” I choked, wondering how this conversation had gotten away from me so quickly. My Professional Woman facade hadn’t helped in the slightest.

			“The three of us are. Not him,” Louis conceded, tipping his chin at Tir like he was agreeing with me.

			“And yet, I am the only one Porcia is sleeping with,” Tir mused.

			“Enough,” I snapped, scrunching my eyes shut to allow myself a moment of calm. “I don’t do relationships. Nothing will eventuate from any of this with any of you. This alliance will end and we will all go our separate ways. Alive,” I added, tossing Louis a pointed look.

			“We may not be inclined to let you go, ma mouche,” Louis responded with a devilish grin that made his dimple pop. “Never doubt that we covet you just as much as the Imperator does. We just have more respect for your wishes than he does. And better self-control.”

			“Most of the time,” Calvus modified in that low raspy voice of his that had a direct line to my nipples.

			Tir snorted. “Seems to me that if you were so infatuated, you would not have followed Porcia at a distance for so long, content to watch her live without you. Watching her take other lovers, no less.” 

			Louis snarled and Calvus stiffened, warning bells started blaring obnoxiously in my head. While I should jump in and diffuse the situation before it got any further out of hand, I couldn’t help but think Tir had a point. It was difficult to believe they were that enamored with me when they’d never so much as spoken to me. It was why I’d wondered if their interest was paternal.

			“If you truly loved her, you would not have stayed away,” Tir finished with a truly obnoxious grin.

			“It was because we loved her that we stayed away,” Louis hissed, gray eyes flashing dangerously. “Porcia knows that.” 

			Three sets of eyes swung to me as I shifted my weight uncomfortably from one foot to the other. 

			“How was I supposed to know why you were looking out for me?” I asked, exasperated. A large cowardly part of me didn’t want to ask, didn’t want to know. The ignorance was an added layer to the wall of defenses protecting my heart. “For all I knew, your protective intentions were paternal.” 

			Calvus wrinkled his nose in distaste as Louis and Tir broke out in matching mischievous grins. Stars, if they’d stop hating each other for five minutes, perhaps they’d realize how much they had in common. 

			“Are you saying,” Louis began in a low voice that promised trouble. “That you wondered if Calvus had some kind of —”

			“Please stop,” I sighed.

			“—Daddy thing for you? Are you into it? Because I could absolutely be your naughty step-brother,” Louis finished confidently. I gave Calvus an impatient look, waiting for him to put a stop to Louis’ needling, but he looked like he was struggling not to laugh too. Traitor. 

			“What does that make me?” Tir asked curiously, tilting his head to the side.

			“The boyfriend that her family doesn’t approve of,” Louis muttered, and I lost my battle with the smile I’d been fighting. 

			“I can work with that,” Tir replied, eyes gleaming with far too much enthusiasm. “Is this your ultimate sexual fantasy, angel?” 

			How did we get here? I had meant paternal in a fatherly way. Not a… whatever this was.

			“Obviously not,” Louis cut in before I could shoot Tir down. “The daddy/step-brother dynamic would support sharing, but the detested boyfriend would never be allowed to participate. While I’m personally fine with that, Porcia’s favors multiple lovers. The more the merrier, really.” 

			I opened my mouth to lay into him for keeping tabs on my sex life because that definitely crossed the invisible lines I’d drawn when it came to their stalking, but Tir’s ice cold voice interjected before I had a chance.

			“Did you tell him that?” 

			I blinked, my brain scrambling to catch up to what was troubling him, because something was. Tir was coiled tight, like he was about to spring and decapitate someone at any moment, and his hazel eyes that usually twinkled with mischief glittered with something much more ominous. 

			Somewhere in the back of my mind, alarm bells rang, warning me to tread carefully, but the entire discussion was ludicrous. 

			“Seriously? This is what makes you mad?” I asked incredulously, ignoring the persistent “danger ahead” noise echoing in my brain. He was showing more anger now than he did when his house was blown up. 

			It was the wrong thing to say, evidently. Tir’s frown deepened, his hands balling into white-knuckled fists as he stared between Louis and I. 

			Louis flopped down into an armchair, crossing his arms behind his head and reclining with his legs spread like the King Dick he was being.

			Surprisingly, the censure didn’t come from me, but from Calvus, who growled in irritation, glaring at Louis. Louis’ bravado seemed to deflate under the weight of his mentor’s disapproval.

			“Stars, no. Louis and I did not sit down for a chat about my sexual fantasies,” I said exasperated, keeping my narrowed gaze on Tir. I didn’t like that I was explaining myself. I wasn’t his girlfriend. I owed him nothing. At the same time, the idea of Tir suffering because of a simple misunderstanding between us was unacceptable to me. “They have observed me for centuries. Of course they would have an inappropriate level of insight into my life.” 

			“Inappropriate,” Louis scoffed dismissively, blowing his hair out of his eyes. 

			“Unquestionably inappropriate,” I replied pointedly, glowering at him. Calvus had the grace to look a little sheepish, but Louis’ expression was predictably defiant.

			“Oh, angel. I should have realized you would never be intentionally cruel to me,” Tir sighed happily, beaming as though our little argument had never happened. He changed his mood like I changed my outfits. “So where will we live after all of this Imperator business is said and done?” 

			Whenever I felt I was getting accustomed to Tir, he had a habit of finding new ways to knock me off-balance.

			“The three of us will live wherever Porcia wants to live,” Louis said, enunciating the words clearly, as if comprehension was Tir’s problem. “You liked Norway,” he continued, turning his attention to me. 

			“I was thinking of going — alone — to America again. Streamlining my endeavors, just focusing on one club.” 

			All three of them appeared unnervingly contemplative. Probably all planning the logistics of the move they were not invited to accompany me on. 

			“Not that I don’t support your dancing career,” Calvus began, looking suitably wary, because I was already considering biting his head off. “But it’s a little unusual, considering how you spent the last few centuries.”

			“Do tell,” Tir said excitedly, bouncing on his heels. “I always love to hear about our angel’s past.” 

			“Less of the our,” Louis grumbled. On that point, I could agree. It was far too premature for our. 

			No, our was never a possibility. Our was off the table. Get it together, Porcia. 

			“It’s a changing world,” I replied in response to Calvus’ question. “A different time for women. Women can take their clothes off on stage in a way that isn’t sordid or disreputable. They can own businesses, get an education, tackle any male-dominated profession with their head held high, even if they still have to fight for a seat at the table. It’s a whole new world, isn’t it?” 

			“Yes,” Calvus acknowledged, appearing to choose his words carefully. “Do you wonder where you fit in it?”

			His question cut to the heart of the fear I’d been experiencing for the past century or more.

			“Don’t you?” I retorted.

			Growing up, I had been a possession. I belonged to my father, then I belonged to my first husband. I almost belonged to the man who sought to lease me for a few years as a womb-for-hire, but my husband and father had eventually decided against it. When my first husband died, I belonged to the next one. That was the word I grew up in. Women were pretty ornaments who provided heirs.  

			As frightened as I was when I was changed, as much as I despised my abilities in the beginning — particularly my reliance on blood — it had been liberating to be so strong. Physically, it was the first time in my life that no one could overpower me. I bent to no man’s will.

			A few decades after I’d adjusted and came to terms with who and what I was, I made it my mission to defend and empower the mortal women who didn’t have my advantages. It gave me a sense of duty. Why live for so long without doing anything with that time? But now I wondered if I had outlived my usefulness. While the modern world was by no means perfect, and opportunities for women not as plentiful as they should be, there were avenues in place now for the vulnerable to get help where there had been none.

			Where did that leave me? I was a relic of a different time, an ancient world. I didn’t know how to make my place here, and for the past decade, I hadn’t been sure if I even wanted to try. 

			“What kind of things did you used to do, angel?” Tir pressed.

			“I ran women-only textile businesses, opened homes where they could live, that sort of thing. Some needed to escape abusive relationships, or they’d been cast out, shamed by their families,” I replied tersely. 

			“Porcia did far more than that,” Calvus grumbled, glaring accusingly at me. “Don’t understate your achievements. I’ve seen you take women off the street and care for them, clothe them, help them put their lives back together. You cared for infants when their sick mothers no longer could. You opened a school for girls in provincial France. All using someone else’s name—” 

			“Yes, yes,” I interjected, growing increasingly flustered. “All of that. Girl power and whatnot.” Stars, if I could blush, my face would be the color of a tomato.

			“Truly an angel. And now you dance?” Tir added, perplexed. 

			“I’ve always danced. It is freeing, and burlesque is very empowering,” I retorted, scowling at him. “It’s sexy. It’s a tease. But ultimately, the artist is in control. I determine how much of my body I show. And it’s meant to be playful, which is why I enjoy it. I have always enjoyed being provocative, but it’s increasingly difficult to be scandalous these days.”

			“There’s always pornography,” Louis chuckled, waggling his eyebrows. 

			“I’ll pass,” I responded drily. “I have no desire to see what I look like in the throes of passion.” I shuddered at the thought. Marguerite loved taking photos of herself — with or without clothes. The whole concept gave me the creeps. I did not need further evidence of my existence in the world.

			“Do you know any other female immortals?” I asked, glancing between the three of them while steeling myself for another bout of raging jealousy. The query had been on the tip of my tongue since the moment I met them. Marguerite and I were so opposite, I could never tell who the odd one was.

			That wasn’t true. I’d always assumed it was her. Now I was wondering if it was me.

			“Only you, angel,” Tir announced with a radiant smile, as though he were particularly proud of that fact. 

			“I have encountered three female revenants, including you,” Calvus said, not looking at me. 

			Ugh, the jealousy crawled over my skin like a million ants, making me itch. I was ready to pounce, to find each of these women and punish them for just being in his vicinity. Calvus was mine, but that wasn’t right because he couldn’t be mine, since I had no intention of staying in his life. It was all patently absurd.

			Still, who were they? I bet I could take them. A slow, gleeful grin spread across Louis’ face, transforming his whole expression. That dimple would be my downfall one day, I could sense it.

			“Are you jealous?” 

			“No,” I snarled too quickly. 

			“Fear not, you are the only one Calvus has ever had an interest in.”

			I crossed my arms over my chest defensively. “Why would that matter to me?” Calvus’ eyes glittered, the amusement in them both clear and highly irritating.

			“The only one I so much as spoke to was my sire. I can assure you, amor meus.” 

			“I wouldn’t care if you did,” I lied. 

			“Of course not,” Calvus agreed solemnly.

			Hold on. “Your sire was a woman?” 

			Suspicion at the offhand way Calvus slipped that little tidbit in there had my hackles raising. Louis gave him a you’re caught look that only affirmed my skepticism.

			“She — Aelia — I thought she was a slave too. I was enamored with you,” Calvus volunteered, looking more uncomfortable than I had ever seen him. 

			“We have the same sire,” I surmised, my tone flat. Aelia. It was strange having a name to put to the face after so long.

			“Yes.” Calvus cleared his throat. “For her to turn you… emotions must have been running high. She admitted as much. Usually she would have seen you as—”

			“Competition,” I finished for him, nodding my head. I’d never had the remotest inclination to turn any of the millions of mortal women I’d encountered over the years, even when I’d been with them as they drew their final breath. 

			I’d fought past my territorial urges when I’d discovered Marguerite because helping her had been the right thing to do. She’d already been turned, though. This Aelia had taken it upon herself to give me a new life because she’d disapproved of what I’d done with my last one.

			I didn’t resent that I’d been changed, but I hated that I hadn’t been given a choice. 

			Busy taking a leisurely stroll down memory lane, it took me a moment to realize that Calvus factored into this journey too. A slave. He’d said he was a slave. It seemed ludicrous that Calvus could have ever existed on the periphery of my life without me knowing, but I had no recollection of him as a mortal.

			I met his dark eyes, trying to unravel the swirl of emotions hiding there. 

			“Did she kill you?” 

			Say no. Say no. Say no.

			“I chose to be turned,” Calvus replied evenly. 

			“That is not an answer!” 

			My high pitched cry reverberated through the quiet room. Three stunned pairs of eyes gawked at me, as shocked by my emotional outburst as I was. 

			“Calvus,” I whispered hoarsely, the word scraping against my throat like a razor. “Did she kill you?” 

			Tir and Louis were unusually restrained, solemn even, their attention volleying between Calvus and I. 

			“She gifted me a new life, at my request.” 

			At my request. Those three words echoed in my mind, growing louder and more insistent, creating a cacophony of horror. 

			“Tell me you didn’t do this for me.”

			Immortality was a gift and a curse. The gift of cheating death. The curse of watching everyone you love die. 

			The gift of a life free from the fears that haunted mortals. The curse of a life that grew shallow and meaningless.

			The gift of time.

			The curse of time. 

			“I wanted to keep you safe. I had promised myself I would from the moment I first laid eyes on you. My mortal body was no longer adequate for me to carry out that remit.” Calvus’ voice was infuriatingly calm. I felt like there was a volcano erupting inside me. How could he be so flippant about this? He was talking about his own human life.

			“It was not your job to look out for me. You cannot use that as an excuse for giving your life,” I scoffed. 

			“I was a slave, amor meus.” Calvus arched a brow at me. “I would have been expected to hand over my life for your protection. That is not why I did it, though. You know that.” 

			He did it because he loved me. 

			“Don’t say that,” I breathed. “That is no different to… When my husband—”

			“It’s not the same,” Calvus interrupted harshly. “Don’t you dare compare them.”

			“But it is.” I shook my head slowly. This was precisely why I avoided romantic entanglements. Love was a scourge. Love made people do foolish things, it made them act rashly. 

			I had to get out of here. 

			All three men regarded me warily as I stood, clasping my hands in front of me. “I am going to go out, I will see you all tomorrow evening. Please, make yourselves at home,” I added stiffly, making a weak attempt at being a gracious host. 

			A considerable part of me wanted to kick them out of the house, run from this overwhelming crush of emotion and return to the metaphorical rock I’d been comfortably hiding under for two millennia. But the genie was out of the bottle now, and I couldn’t wish away the knowledge I’d acquired, no matter how much I might want to. 

			They were blessedly quiet as I made my way out of the room, down the sweeping staircase to the entry foyer and out the front door. The night air was crisp and cool, the stars glittering overhead. If I focused hard enough on tuning out the distant sound of traffic or the faint smells wafting from the village, I could pretend that I was somewhere else.

			A different era. A time when my life had been uncomplicated, when I’d observed the rules I’d laid down for myself and protected my heart from valiant, adoring men who would steal pieces of it for their own.
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			Fortune favors the bold.

			Virgil

			Calvus and I had never been good at leaving Porcia alone. 

			We gave her space, never infringed upon her life, but the concept of just… leaving her alone? It was untenable. So, despite the fact that she’d run away from us — from her own home — I was following her from a distance, making sure she didn’t do anything rash. 

			Like leave the country.

			I didn’t think she’d run before getting her revenge on the Imperator, but shit, Calvus’ revelation had been enormous. While I’d always realized that the depth of his devotion would be something she’d have to come to terms with, I hadn’t foreseen her comparing it to her own life. Her own death. That was… not ideal. The more I learned about her, the more I realized that Porcia’s immortal life was almost a complete rejection of her mortal one. 

			No sacrifice. No virtuous modesty. No Rome. No love.  

			I watched from afar as Porcia stormed through the village like she was contemplating a rampage. The humans were either tucked up in their homes or cosseted in the cozy pub, so there was no one about to see this hot-as-fuck beauty strolling up the street in high heels and no coat while the wind whipped viciously around her, bringing with it the smell of incoming snow.

			Porcia always looked too beautiful to be real, but mostly in a siren sort of way. Like she was sashaying around, trying to draw hapless souls into her orbit. Not tonight, though. Tonight, she was putting out distinct fuck off vibes. She looked like a vengeful angel, driving everyone away. 

			I wasn’t so easily deterred. If anything, I preferred this side of her. The unpredictability was exciting.

			I followed from the rooftops of the row houses, but apparently I wasn’t as discreet as I thought. Porcia spun on her heels and shot me a ball shrivelling glare from the sidewalk. I grinned back at her — no sense hiding now — and was rewarded with an impatient eye roll. 

			I presumed she’d continue on her way, ignoring me and stewing over Calvus’ heartfelt confession, but instead she scaled a drainpipe, faster than any human could follow, and strode purposefully towards me, leaping between houses. Her heels clicked lightly on the slate tiles with each tiny jump, her movements restricted by her tight skirt. What a goddess. Porcia slid down to sit at the base of a chimney and I took that as a reluctantly issued invitation to join her. 

			“Fancy seeing you here,” I greeted her cheerfully, parking myself next to her, leaning back against the chimney. Our sides pressed together and she threw me a baleful look, but didn’t shift away. Progress. 

			Was it just last night she’d come all over my face? How could we get back to that?

			“I am shocked to see you. Astonished even,” Porcia retorted sarcastically, tipping her head against the bricks and staring at the cloudy night sky. “Where’s your other half?” 

			“Sitting right next to me.” 

			“Hilarious,” Porcia deadpanned.

			“Calvus is at the estate, giving you space. I make no guarantees about how long that will last. My guess is a couple of hours.” 

			Porcia hummed thoughtfully, but it was an ominous sound. Like she was deep in thought, but that thought was how to efficiently murder one or two revenants. 

			“What would happen if I told you both to go away? To get out of my life forever?” Porcia asked eventually. 

			Fuck that. 

			That was my gut reaction, but I didn’t want to lose my head or my testicles, so I swallowed down those words. 

			Her first question had been a stab to the heart. The second, a twisting of the knife. What would happen? The idea of leaving her alone, totally unprotected in the world, was abhorrent. 

			We’d always valued Porcia’s happiness above anything else, it’s why we had maintained our distance. But now I knew what she tasted like… 

			I couldn’t go back to how things were before. Or worse. No contact at all.

			“Your silence is all the answer I need,” Porcia laughed humorlessly. 

			“Give me a minute,” I chided, pushing my hair out of my eyes. “For both Calvus and I, protecting you has been all we’ve known our entire immortal lives. Would it be easy to shut that instinct off? No. Would we honor your wishes if that’s what you wanted...” 

			Also no? 

			Fuck, just the thought was physically painful. What if someone attacked her and we weren’t around? Porcia was a badass, but she was more reliant on our protection than she realized.

			No. I mean, we would, right? We could leave her alone if that’s what she demanded. We’d have to move to another country and get some hobbies to distract us, but we could manage it. 

			I’d entertained the idea not long ago, though it had been motivated by self-preservation, rather than banishment. 

			“Is that what you want?” I gritted out, jaw aching with tension. Say no. 

			“No. Not really. Not yet, at least.” 

			It wasn’t an enthusiastic declaration of love, but I’d take it. 

			“Dieu merci. Thank God for that,” I muttered. Safe. For now, at least. “I know it was a lot to hear Calvus’ story. It was a lot for him to share it.” Porcia shifted uneasily next to me. 

			“Maybe you need a distraction? Would it help if I shared my story with you?” I asked, grinning. There were plenty of other distractions I’d like to offer her, but I didn’t think she was in the mood.

			Porcia shot me a droll look. “Only if it has absolutely nothing to do with me.” 

			“It doesn’t,” I assured her. “I didn’t know about you until months after my transition. Calvus was always disappearing and I wanted to know where he went, so I followed him.” 

			“And so the stalker became the stalkee,” Porcia said wryly, making me laugh. I’d never seen it that way before.

			“It was short-lived, he spotted me after a couple of miles,” I confessed. Even now, I struggled to get one over on Calvus. “Anyway, Calvus found me in Saint-Andiol when I was mid-transition and took pity on me.”

			I paused for a moment, waiting for the lump of emotion that formed in my throat whenever I remembered that time in life to ease. I could remember the crushing hopelessness with perfect clarity as things had swiftly gone from bad to worse.

			“My sire had been on a rampage through the south of France. He was starving, then lost control. Calvus had allied with two other revenants in the area that the guy had pissed off to take him out.” 

			Porcia’s brow furrowed. “I don’t recall that.” 

			“Calvus works hard to keep that kind of shit away from you,” I replied with a pointed look that she mirrored back at me. I doubted she wanted to listen to all the amazing things Calvus did for her right now, but I wouldn’t let his noble deeds go unacknowledged. “It was in 1347.” 

			“Plague?” Porcia guessed sympathetically. 

			I nodded, turning away from her pitying gaze to examine the dirty rooftop. The final week of my human life was hard to think about. Wherever possible, I tried not to. I didn’t need to reminisce on the worst days of my life. The fever had made the memories hazy, but the agony I remembered distinctly. The black lumps that seemed to appear overnight. The blood I threw up that coated my already sweat-drenched clothes.

			Plague was a wretched, degrading way to die. 

			“I was the only one in my home still alive, and only barely. The man who sired me broke into houses throughout the town one night, seeking out healthy blood, turning men in fits of madness. I still don’t really understand it, but Calvus has told me that even a little bit of blood for a starving revenant gives them a high, I guess. Makes them manic.” 

			Porcia listened quietly as I talked. I’d never discussed what had transpired that night with anyone. The only person I was close to was Calvus, and it wasn’t something we needed to discuss. He’d seen the aftermath with his own eyes. 

			“I was near death, the details are murky. When he — my sire — crashed into the bedroom, I thought it was Saint Michael, come to weigh my soul. I was ready.” 

			“And then he stopped your heart and force fed you blood and venom,” Porcia surmised. 

			“I realized pretty quickly that he was no archangel,” I laughed bitterly. “He left as soon as it was done. I didn’t know what was happening to me. I thought I was dead, but the pain got worse rather than better…” 

			I trailed off, not knowing how to articulate the sensation of my body being ripped apart and being put back together, but not needing to either, because Porcia had experienced it firsthand. 

			“I crawled out of the house two nights later, so hungry. I didn’t get far, I was weak. Calvus discovered me, lying in a ditch. He and his allies had already dealt with my sire and the younglings he’d left in his wake before their bloodlust set in.” 

			Porcia gave me a cutting look, like she was getting ready to rip into Calvus again, and I attempted to placate her with a shrug and a wary half smile. “He couldn’t have left a whole town full of fresh revenants, it would have been a disaster. Most of them would have starved anyway, there was no drinkable blood for miles.” 

			“I remember,” Porcia murmured. “Every human I encountered smelled like rot. I was in Avignon. I helped mothers with their babes as they grew too ill to care for them.” She swallowed thickly, the memory clearly causing her pain. “The children never lasted long. Stars, we didn’t understand back then. We got rid of all the cats, thinking they were the cause. We only made it worse.”

			I nodded mutely. The plague returned many times after I’d been changed. Generations of far cleverer people than me had tried and failed to figure out the cause and stop the spread. While I was on my deathbed, I’d been adamant it was God’s punishment for our sins.

			“So then, why didn’t Calvus deal with you?” Porcia asked, visibly struggling to shake the melancholy off. 

			“I assume he took pity on me,” I replied with a shrug. “I’m sure if he’d noticed me two days earlier, he wouldn’t have hesitated to end me.” Some of my humanity had returned by the time Calvus found me. At that point, ending my life would have been a harder call. Not that the other deaths hadn’t made their mark on him, but he’d never admit to it. Calvus lived for others.

			“Well, I’m glad you’re not dead,” Porcia said, only sounding a little begrudging at giving me the world’s weakest compliment. 

			“Stirring words,” I chuckled. The corner of Porcia’s mouth twitched, and I knew my attempt at distracting her had succeeded.

			I was glad Calvus spared me, too. He’d carried me off, fighting and struggling, barricaded me inside his blacked out cottage and brought me humans to feed from whenever he could find any healthy enough. I could never repay him for all he’d done for me. 

			“Maybe he saved you because he was attracted to you,” Porcia said casually. Too casually. 

			I laughed, nudging her shoulder with mine. J-e-a-l-o-u-s. She was totally jealous. “It took a few weeks for my mental faculties to return enough for me to tell Calvus my name or anything about me. I tried to talk, but the pain in my gums from my new fangs made it too unpleasant.” Porcia nodded in understanding. 

			“You know what Calvus called me until I was able to introduce myself properly? Frère cadet.” Younger brother. “Our relationship has always been familial.” 

			I glanced  at Porcia out of the corner of my eye to see how she responded to that. For all I knew, she was harboring some long-standing desire to watch Calvus and I get it on.

			I suppressed a shudder at that image. Calvus was the brother I never had. As willing as I was to do just about anything for Porcia, I’d draw a line there. Likewise at doing anything with Tir for her amusement. But that was because he was a bastard, though an admittedly attractive one. 

			It had taken me a century to work through the rigid ideas I had been indoctrinated with since birth about sexuality. Human, church-going Louis wouldn’t recognize the vampire who enjoyed topping other men while he drank their blood.

			“Did you leave anyone behind? A family perhaps?” Porcia inquired tentatively. 

			It was like she had a secret bingo card and was trying to hit all my most sensitive subjects.

			“I was married young,” I replied, feeling Porcia stiffen against me. “It wasn’t a grand love story or anything. Our families knew one another and we got along well enough. She died three years before I did, giving birth to our first child, Philip. He didn’t make it either.” 

			“I’m sorry,” Porcia whispered, sounding genuinely pained. I knew she had left a child behind when she was changed. Calvus had explained early on that as a wealthy woman from an elite family, Porcia hadn’t been overly involved in her son’s upbringing. Regardless, she was still his mother, and she’d been transformed into a creature that could harm him — kill him — if she’d stuck around. 

			I’d long since come to terms with the loss of my wife and son, and in some ways I’d been grateful that they had died before the plague had come and wiped out most of the town and our families. 

			Still, it was nice when Porcia’s arm linked with mine. I grabbed her hand, tangling our fingers together as we stared up in silence at the dark clouds. It seemed appropriate that we would hold hands after talking about my wife, the last woman I’d had any intimate contact with that wasn’t sexual. 

			We sat in silence for half an hour, Porcia’s body gradually relaxing against mine. Hopefully some of the anger had leached out of her, because while I understood her reaction, her hatred would break Calvus so thoroughly that he’d never recover. 

			Our moment of peace had been so nice while it lasted.

			“Hear me out. I know you’re angry with Calvus, but I promise you he has only ever had your best interests at heart. Far above his own interests,” I added pointedly. 

			“That is precisely the problem. I never asked him to do that,” Porcia countered, removing her hand from my grip. It never ceased to sting when she pulled away. I wanted to smash down every wall she had put up between us, and force her to acknowledge the connection between us. 

			“No, you didn’t,” I conceded. “You were well over a thousand years old by the time I saw you. Confident, independent, entirely in control—” 

			“And I fully realize that I wasn’t all of those things in the beginning. I grew up in wealth, I had always been taken care of by people just like Calvus, who existed in our household for the express purpose of making the privileged few like myself comfortable,” Porcia interrupted, flashing me an impatient look. 

			I couldn’t fault her self-awareness.

			“I understand why he assumed I needed protection, but the point is that I didn’t. I survived.” 

			Maybe I could fault her self-awareness, after all. I raised a questioning brow at Porcia, saying nothing. 

			Try again.

			“Okay, fine. I accept that my life has been infinitely easier because of his diligence. I know he’s kept me safe and been respectful of not crossing any boundaries. I could have managed on my own, though,” Porcia added, a little petulantly.

			“Calvus would have never taken that gamble, though. You are too precious to him. Always have been.” 

			Porcia mulled over my words quietly for a moment, and I did my best to bite my tongue and stay patient. This moment felt significant. 

			If Porcia could make peace with the hundreds of years of silent history between her and I, between her and Calvus, we could build something new. Together. There was a lot riding on this moment, and the pressure made my skin feel too small for my body. Usually Calvus handled this kind of thing and I was just along for the ride. 

			“Is Calvus happy?” Porcia asked finally. “Does he enjoy being an immortal?” 

			“Very much so,” I replied immediately, surprised by her question. Didn’t she? I did. My quality of life was infinitely better than anything I’d experienced as a mortal. “Don’t you?” 

			Porcia hummed her assent, nodding her head in agreement, and hope unfurled in my system. This was progress. We could make her happy. If we weren’t doing a good job of it now, that just meant we had to step up our game. Even if it meant putting up with Tir a little longer.

			Maybe Porcia didn’t love us yet, but she did want to fuck us. That might make her happy. We could fuck her into falling in love with us. 

			Why hadn’t we tried that yet? 

			Porcia was far more relaxed with Tir than she was with Calvus and I, and she’d been fucking him. Maybe that was the key? It sure as shit couldn’t be his sparkling personality. Tir had spent a solid five minutes inspecting a street light back in London. He was a weird dude.

			“Are you ready to return now? There are two sad old men skulking around your house,” I teased.

			“Let’s let them sulk a little longer,” Porcia declared, standing and brushing the dirt off her dress. “We’re going to feed.” 

			***

			The pub Porcia led me into was warm and traditional, with wooden floors, a dark glossy wooden bar, stone walls, and small bar tables with stools packed tightly together. It was a small building, bursting at the seams with humans. 

			“Pity. We’re too late,” I murmured, nose wrinkling as I scanned the room, trying to find two humans sober enough to tempt me. I wasn’t in the mood for boozy blood. 

			“You should have warned me you were a picky eater,” Porcia countered, smirking at me.

			We were both keeping our allure locked down tight so as not to deal with a swarm of drunken humans shoving their veins in our faces, but we attracted attention, anyway. I always drew attention when I walked into a room, but nowhere near the level I was getting alongside Porcia. She was like a beacon, the moment she appeared, all eyes were drawn to her.

			I knew logically no human was a romantic threat to what I had — or hoped to have — with Porcia, but I was still struggling with my urge to gouge their eyes out. They weren’t worthy of even looking at her.

			“Let’s share and come out for a proper feed tomorrow. With the others,” Porcia added absentmindedly, searching for her prey. Did she even realize the significance of what she’d said? Both the casual way she’d put us together as a group, and the suggestion that we share our meal.

			Feeding together, from one human, was incredibly intimate. It required a trust that you were both only drawing your fair share, or the human would die. Maybe Porcia only felt comfortable proposing it because she didn’t spend time around our kind and didn’t know how these things worked.

			Or maybe she trusted me, which was the more desirable option. 

			A redheaded woman at the bar was practically salivating, looking between the two of us. She fumbled awkwardly with her straw, missing her mouth as she attempted to drink without taking her eyes off us. 

			Reading my mind, Porcia approached her confidently, stepping into the woman’s space and letting her allure wrap around the already awestruck prey. 

			“What’s your name?” Porcia purred, running her fingers softly down the woman’s arm. I’d never been jealous of a human’s arm before.

			“Nina.” 

			I moved behind her, inhaling deeply. She’d had a drink, but she was nowhere near drunk. She’d taste delicious. 

			“Beautiful,” Porcia whispered in a seductive tone that was affecting me just as much as it was affecting Nina. “It’s so loud in here, why don’t we find somewhere a little quieter to get to know one another?” she asked, pouring compulsion into her voice.

			It was eerily familiar watching her work. Everything I’d learned, I’d learned from Calvus. Either he’d emulated Porcia’s style, or they were unnervingly similar.

			“Okay,” Nina agreed breathily, nodding as if she was in a trance. She climbed off her stool, following Porcia through the pub in a daze.

			She led Nina and I into a cramped storage closet near the bathrooms, barely big enough to fit the three of us with the door shut. With only the light shining through the cracks to illuminate the space, Nina could probably just make out our figures, while Porcia and I could see her perfectly. 

			Nina’s chest heaved, her breath coming in rapid pants, and her thighs rubbing together eagerly. If she thought she was about to have a quick FFM ménage in the storage closet at the pub, she would be wrong. I had no interest in touching anyone who wasn’t Porcia, and I had even less interest in seeing Porcia with someone else.

			Unless it was Calvus. I could make that work. 

			Porcia was at Nina’s front while I was behind her, my back to the door. Porcia shot me a sultry smirk over the woman’s shoulder before falling to her knees with a thud that made my dick swell in my pants. 

			Fuck. Me. Sideways.

			Nina gasped, leaning against me. I supposed the least I could do was hold her up. Besides, I wanted a better view. I hauled Nina back so I could peer over her shoulder at Porcia, who was sliding Nina’s dress up over her hips. I growled in warning and she shot me a mischievous smile. 

			“Relax, Louis. You’ll live longer.”

			Little minx. Before I could retaliate, Porcia flattened her tongue against Nina’s inner thigh, licking over the femoral vein and letting her venom sink in. Nina turned to jelly in my arms, so I tightened my grip so she didn’t crash to the ground. Shit, I’d collapse too if Porcia was massaging my inner thigh with her tongue.

			“Drink up,” Porcia mumbled against Nina’s skin, a second before the quiet click of her fangs dropping preceded her bite. I followed her lead, letting my fangs fall before driving them into Nina’s neck. 

			She moaned in ecstasy, writhing between us as best she could while I held her in place to stop her humping Porcia’s face. Mine. No one got to face hump Porcia except me and Calvus. 

			Well, except Tir, for now. I’d figure out how to get rid of that fucker eventually.

			I listened intently to Porcia’s swallows, matching my pace to hers. We each took five draws of the blood before pushing extra venom in. I clapped a hand over Nina’s mouth as she wailed out an orgasm loud enough to alert the whole village. 

			Porcia and I sealed her wounds, and I held her up just long enough for her to stand on her own two feet. 

			It’s not like I hadn’t had plenty of sex with humans over the centuries, but just holding another woman felt wrong when Porcia was right there in front of me. When I’d had my tongue in her mouth. On her pussy. She was everything I had ever wanted, the only woman who had ever inspired this level of emotion in me. 

			God knows what I would do if I couldn’t convince Porcia to fall in love with me. Be celibate for the rest of my wretched life, probably. Aside from the fact that I fucking loved this woman with the fire of a thousand suns, I wasn’t going back to beer after tasting champagne.

			With less grace than I usually employed, I shoved Nina out of the closet and shut the door in her face. She wouldn’t remember any of what had just happened anyway. She was horny as hell and would have probably found someone to fuck by the time we got out of this storage cupboard.

			Porcia was still on her knees, teasing me at this point, I was sure of it. She walked her fingers up the outside of my slacks, starting below my knees, then moving them towards my crotch the higher she went. 

			“Are you toying with me?” I rasped, the bulge in my trousers growing painfully tight. If my dick got any harder, it would rip through the fabric.

			“You’re fun to toy with,” Porcia admitted, her fingers just skimming the edge of my stressfully hard cock. 

			“Cruel.” 

			Porcia snorted, leaning forward and placing a chaste kiss over my hard-on. “You tease me constantly, just going around looking like that.” 

			I did? Shit, my ego was growing too big for this tiny cupboard.

			Porcia pushed off my thighs and rose to her feet, adjusting her outfit and dabbing at her smudged red lipstick with the pad of her finger. 

			“Come on. I have laws to lay down,” Porcia declared, slipping past me and out into the crowded pub. 

			Just as I had done for the entirety of my immortal life, I followed her, my balls firmly in her purse and my heart solidly in her fist, ready to be crushed at a moment’s notice. 

			***

			Both Tir and Calvus came running from opposite ends of the castle the second Porcia and I stepped foot through the door. Tir instantly wrapped his arms around her, pulling her against him like he hadn’t seen her in days, rather than a couple of hours. It infuriated me that Porcia didn’t immediately shove him off.

			She didn’t exactly snuggle him back, but it was still more of a hug than I’d ever gotten from her. 

			Calvus stood back, lingering at the base of the stairs like he wasn’t sure whether he was allowed to get any closer. He’d always respected Porcia’s boundaries, he just got a little more creative than others with how he dealt with them.

			“Okay, let’s clarify something,” Porcia announced, clapping her hands. “We’re all working together, and we have a goal. Once we have achieved that goal, this thing between us is finished, and we’re going to discuss suitable boundaries going forward. Deal?” 

			No fucking deal. I was definitely leaving any future deep and meaningful conversations to Calvus, because I had clearly fucked up at some point. But no matter. By the time the Imperator was dealt with, Calvus, Porcia and I would be in love and living happily ever after. Tir would be dead. 

			“What if you fall in love with us?” Tir asked confidently. For fuck’s sake, maybe I should just kill him now and be done with it. She would fall in love with us, but us didn’t include him.

			“That is an impossibility,” Porcia responded flatly. 

			“An improbability at best. Anything is possible,” I interjected, offering her the slow, dimple revealing smirk that I knew revved her engines, even if she tried to deny it. Her pupils dilated, and her lips pursed like she was forcing her mouth to stay shut. “But if you do fall in love with us — us being Calvus and I — then we will discuss what our future looks like together. Deal?” 

			“No deal.” Tir shook his head, giving me a disappointed look like I was an errant schoolboy. Lord, I hated this fucking guy. “Not if I am not included. If you are so sure Porcia will fall in love with you, why exclude me?” 

			“Stars, this is ridiculous,” Porcia snapped. “If on the off-chance I happen to fall in love with any of you, fine. We will have a very calm, mature discussion about sailing off into the sunset together. In the more likely event that I continue to find you all as aggravating as I do now, we will go our separate ways. Final offer.” 

			“Deal,” I agreed readily. I was positive that the more time Porcia spent with us — Calvus and I, and only Calvus and I — the more she would recognize that this connection between us wasn’t temporary. 

			“Deal.” Calvus nodded his head curtly, appearing emotionless, though I understood him well enough to see how relieved he was. God knows what kinds of worst case scenarios he’d been conjuring up in the two hours Porcia and I had been gone. 

			“I agree to this deal as well,” Tir declared, with a smug grin. Never was there a man with such a punchable face. “Though I consider it is only fair that we even the scales a little, angel.”

			“Meaning?” Porcia asked warily. 

			“These two know so much more about you than I do, and since they have not yet come around to sharing your love with me—” I snorted loudly at that. Never going to happen. 

			“—I am forced to compete against them,” Tir finished, looking oh-so-put-out by the whole thing. What did he think was going to happen? We were just going to invite him to play happy families with us? 

			“I still don’t understand what you’re proposing,” Porcia said, crossing her arms. “Do you want to follow me around too?” 

			“That’s our thing,” I cut in defensively. 

			“...Save me from idiotic men…” Porcia muttered.

			“Well, I cannot travel back in time, unfortunately. But there is one thing you could do to lessen the gap between us a little, my angel.” 

			My angel. Calvus’ teeth ground together loud enough for all of us to hear, though Porcia chose not to address it. 

			“Spit it out,” I demanded. “What are you suggesting?” 

			“A dance,” Tir responded, studying Porcia. “Will you perform for me? And these two, I suppose. They look unwilling to leave.”

			Porcia blinked twice, staring at him like she wasn’t quite sure if he was making a serious request. “You want me to… put on a private show for the three of you?” 

			“He’s a prick, but that does sound like an excellent idea,” I conceded as Tir nodded along enthusiastically,  impervious as ever to insults.

			“That sounds like a terribly awkward idea,” Porcia laughed. “Absolutely not. I don’t think I could dance with the three of you staring at me.” Tir’s expression soured and my cold dead heart filled with glee. I was never one to waste an opportunity.

			“You sure about that? You danced just fine for Calvus and I in New Orleans, ma mouche. I could have sworn you winked at me when you took your bra off. Pity those tassels were in the way,” I sighed dramatically, shoving my hair out of my eyes. Calvus threw me a disapproving look, but I forged ahead anyway. 

			“I particularly enjoyed the vampire theme. It was incredibly sexy. Shame you missed it, Tir.” His face had grown increasingly sullen as I spoke, his arms crossed tight across his chest. I shot him a taunting grin and he scowled back at me.

			“Are you… sulking?” Porcia asked incredulously. I snorted because, yes. Definitely sulking. “Stop it, you,” she added, giving me a pointed look.  

			“Why will you not dance for me?” Tir asked, his voice surly. 

			“I didn’t dance for them. They were following me around, creepily spying on me as usual, and I happened to be dancing that night,” Porcia explained, throwing her hands up in exasperation. 

			“Is it creepy if you enjoyed it?” I challenged, not offended in the least. Calvus looked a little sheepish, probably still sore from his conversation with Porcia earlier. 

			“I thought we established that I didn’t enjoy it,” she replied, stifling a smile. 

			“I don’t think we established that at all. It certainly didn’t feel that way when you were eye fucking us on stage,” I pointed out smugly. Before she had the chance to lie to my face about that, the loud crack of splitting wood filled the air, grabbing everyone’s attention. 

			Porcia narrowed her eyes dangerously on Tir before glancing down in dismay at the damaged hall table. “Control your temper. I got that table in Andalucia in the 1700s, and I am rather fond of it.” 

			Tir narrowed his eyes right back, and annoyingly Porcia seemed to like it. She shivered slightly, doing that pursed lip thing she did when she was aroused and trying to hide it. 

			What. The. Fuck. 

			“I find myself inclined to destroy the rest of the furniture in this room,” Tir retorted calmly, eyes locked on Porcia’s in an unwavering stare. “Perhaps the furniture in the drawing room too. Although a dance might divert me from my rage.”  

			“Shameless,” Porcia murmured in a husky voice. 

			How was this working? There was no way he was going on a destructive rampage through Porcia’s home, and yet she wasn’t calling his bluff. Tir was an asshole, but I’d give the man credit for his game. 

			“You miss dancing,” Calvus rumbled, still hovering next to the stairs. “Why not dance?” 

			“Because there is a very real risk that it could turn into a sex show?” Porcia muttered to herself.

			“Yeah, why not?” I pressed. If she wanted a sex show, I’d throw Tir off the parapet and have Porcia demanding an encore in no time.

			“You do realize you’re agreeing with him?” Porcia asked dryly, jabbing a thumb at Tir. “Aren’t you immortal enemies? Sworn to despise each other and disagree on principle?” 

			“Not when the principle is you taking your clothes off. Unless he touches you, in which case the ceasefire comes to an end,” I responded matter-of-factly, opting not to think about the fact that Tir got to touch Porcia all the time. That he’d had her screaming his name in my bed. 

			I could not wait to rip his head off. That day would be like Christmas and all my birthdays at once.

			“Cavemen,” Porcia declared. “Fine, I will find a costume, but only because I miss performing and I happen to be in the mood to dance. Don’t read anything into it, and try not to murder each other in my absence.” 

			“No promises,” I retorted with my most angelic smile. The one with the dimple. 

			Grumbling discontentedly, Porcia disappeared down the hallway and I turned my back on Tir, needing to talk to Calvus about the last couple of hours. 

			Considering how it started out, between feeding with Porcia and watching her dance, it was shaping up to be the best night of my life. 

			Now all I had to figure out was how to make her feel what I felt. 
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			If music be the food of love, play on

			Shakespeare

			The vault was where I kept my favored outfits from over the years. Once upon a time, it had been the castle’s dungeon, but society frowned upon taking imprisonment into your own hands these days, so I’d created a museum-worthy storage vault instead. It was already light-proof, and once I’d gotten electricity installed, I had climate control put in to preserve the fabric as best I could, at Marguerite’s insistence. 

			I could admit that not all technology was bad. Mostly it was the items that were used to contact people that I despised. Why anyone would want to be accessible at all times was beyond me.

			While the wardrobe in my room held my day-to-day clothes from the past thirty years or so, special garments graduated to the vault for me to hold on to. I surveyed the room, deciding where to begin. Anything that could be hung on coat hangers was on the racks around the walls in white garment bags. Items too heavy or fragile to hang were kept in labeled archival boxes on the shelves. 

			Coming down here every decade or so to reorganize and add to my collection was one of the highlights of my increasingly monotonous life.

			What to wear?

			While I had a few burlesque pieces in here, most of my costumes had been burned to a crisp in my London flat. The options I had here were older and a touch more demure than what I normally wore to perform in these days, but… but maybe that was a positive. 

			After feeding with Louis, I was feeling more stimulated than usual. I should probably wear a chastity belt.

			Hmm, or a garter. The thigh holster I’d carried my dagger in was destroyed in the fire, but my eyes caught on a spare one I must have stashed here and forgotten about. It was black, with corset-style lacing up the front to tighten it, and a sheath on the side for a small blade. I had a knife in my room that would do perfectly. I snagged the holster for later and continued on my mission.

			I passed my hand over the stacks of boxes, peeking in a few, just waiting for something to catch my eye. Eventually I spotted a low-cut bralette and matching high-waisted panties from the ‘30s that might work. It was nude-colored, giving the impression from a distance that I was only wearing the sparkling jewels it was covered in. I picked out a few more pieces I needed and hauled them up to my bedroom to dress and fix my hair and makeup.

			In what was either my smartest or my stupidest decision, I decided to do a boudoir-themed performance. Let the record state that I enjoyed playing with fire. 

			Once I’d pulled on the lingerie, I slipped an ivory silky nightgown over it, the lace at the bottom only just covering my ass cheeks. To cover the rest, I put on a floor length silk robe, tied loosely at the waist to showcase plenty of decolletage and even more leg. I slid my feet into bejeweled gold satin pumps, and picked out a cream feather boa in the absence of my preferred ostrich feather fans. 

			Stupid fucking Imperator, burning all my things. 

			The conservative chignon I’d styled my hair in earlier wouldn’t work. I pulled it down, taming my curls and styling the front into victory rolls, wondering how I’d gone from business-chic to boudoir-sexy in the course of a couple of hours, particularly after the heated exchange we’d had before I stormed out.

			I seemed to have left my resolve somewhere back in London. 

			Satisfied with my appearance, I made my way down the stairs at a steady clip, because if I thought too hard about what I was about to do, I’d get nervous. I’d been nervous more times in the past few days than I had been over the past few centuries. 

			I sashayed into the drawing room, confident as could be, and was greeted by three immortals who looked ready to ravage me. I could admit that their blatant desire did give me a confidence boost. As did the fact that no one had been decapitated in my absence. That was reassuring.

			I ignored them for the time being, approaching the gramophone in the corner of the room. It was an early 20th century Victrola and probably the most modern feature here. I flipped through the records in the cabinet underneath, trying to settle on some music. I didn’t want anything too slow and sensual, given how delicate my restraint was right now, but I wanted the sultry brass notes that a big band offered. I opted for Doris Day’s My Dreams Are Getting Better All The Time. I liked the perverse contrast of removing my clothes to a soundtrack by the consummate good girl.  

			My audience was sitting expectantly on the couch — a miracle in itself that they were sitting together — so I positioned myself in front of the fireplace as the opening notes filled the room, laying my feather boa out on the floor, mentally planning how I could utilize the floor and the coffee table for my routine. 

			“No touching. No talking. Enjoy the show.” 

			Not my finest introduction, but the more I spoke, the more chance there was of my voice trembling. 

			I twirled along my makeshift stage, swishing my silky robe and primping my hair. I framed my face, looking up angelically at the sky as if I was a young girl, alone in my bedroom, dreaming of a handsome prince to swoop me off my feet and spirit me away to his palace. The three of them watched avidly, thankfully silent. 

			I turned my back on them, untying the gown and sliding it down one shoulder, glancing back to give them a flirty wink. I didn’t think I’d ever lost my composure while I was dancing, but having their hungry eyes on me was nearly enough to do it. 

			With a gulp that I hoped wasn’t audible, I repeated the action on the other side, molding my features into a suitably flirty, definitely-not-horny expression. 

			I directed my gaze straight ahead while pulling the gown back up. I let it drop down my shoulders and back, catching it under my ass and swishing my hips a little before tossing it off completely. 

			There was a rumbling sound from at least one of them — probably growly Calvus — as I spun around, staring determinedly over their heads as I continued my private show. Each twirl and stretch brought me into a flirty, exaggerated pin-up girl pose — cocked hips, chest up, legs extended, a hand fluffing my curls. I concentrated on keeping my energy upbeat and fun, lest I give in to the desire that made the air in the room feel thick and heavy. 

			It was a testament to how secure I felt with the three of them that I let my eyes fall closed as I moved, relying on my other senses to guide me. The creeping of my fingers as I slid them up my thighs to toy with the hem of my slip. The soft brush of the straps as they slipped down my arms. The cool air on my bared stomach and back. 

			The oppressive sensuality in the room wrapped around me like a blanket, covering every inch of my skin, rubbing against nerves that felt raw and exposed. There was a tight clench in my gut and I pursed my lips so I didn’t reveal my dropped fangs. 

			I had never lost control of my teeth while dancing before.

			The bra I wore was thick and jewel-encrusted, and even then I felt like my nipples were obvious to everybody in the room. That was without even mentioning the damp patch that was most certainly forming in my panties. 

			Stars, I was falling apart. Maybe I wasn’t immortal after all. Maybe this was me finally reaching my expiration date. 

			I was so wound up, my thighs shook. Shook! Slightly mortified by that, I stepped out of my heels to perch on the edge of the coffee table, forcing my knees apart and leaning forward to shake my breasts a little. Even a small shimmy was uncomfortable when my breasts were this heavy and achy. 

			I stretched back on the low table, arching my back seductively and stretched one leg up in a show of flexibility that impressed humans. Inch by inch, I pushed my stocking from thigh to ankle, enjoying the sensation of my palms on my skin far more than I ordinarily would. When it was bunched at my ankle, I pulled the toe of my stocking to my teeth, using the motion to stretch my leg back over my head, before repeating the movement on my other leg.

			I angled my head to the side, chancing a glance at my audience. 

			Nope. There were three bulges right around head-height calling my name, and I was very close to losing my cool as it was. 

			Focus on the dance. 

			I stood, strutting around the table to stand back in front of the fireplace, putting some much-needed space between me and my admirers. Giving them my back, I jiggled my ass as best I could, considering I usually executed this move in a thong.

			Keeping my back to them, I undid my bra, slowly sliding it down my arms while looking cheekily back over my shoulder at a nice, safe blank spot on the wall. I had planned to finish the routine in my bra and panties. When did I decide to take my bra off? Stars, I needed an intervention. I raised my arms over my head, the bra dangling between my fingers for a moment before I flung it aside. 

			This was fine. Totally fine.

			Their combined gaze on my bare back and swinging hips scorched my skin. I didn’t have any pasties on, and my nipples had never been more obvious in their entire two-millenia existence. 

			I bent at the waist, shaking my ass as I went, and scooped up my feather boa, wishing I had my fans. The boa didn’t feel like a solid enough barrier between their eyes and my breasts. I ran the feathers over my front, gathering them in front of my breasts as I twisted from one side to another, sliding the boa over my arms to tease at the goodies underneath. 

			The feathers running over my skin had never felt so electrifying. 

			Time to get out of here.

			I draped the boa around me, drawing it inwards over my nipples before turning back to my adoring fans. Tir, Calvus, and Louis. Deliberately avoiding their gaze, I leaned forward, shaking the boa teasingly, before straightening and arching back, cocking my hip and maintaining my pose as the song ended.

			Tir gave me a slow, indulgent smile that was at odds with the hard work his trousers were doing to keep his cock contained. Calvus looked equally aroused, but he was invariably more reserved in his expressions, and appeared to be suffering from some lingering awkwardness after our heated exchange.

			Louis looked like he wanted to eat me.

			The sexual tension wasn’t just thick, it was claustrophobic. Unlike the human attention I drew after a show that supplied me with a buzzing charge I couldn’t wait to expend, this was a wholly different sort of energy. It was heavier. An oppressive kind of desire that made me ache, body and soul. I wanted to take all of my clothes off, lie across their laps on the couch and let them worship me like they clearly wanted to.

			I had to get out of here before I did something stupid — like peel my underwear off and jump them. I bobbed an awkward curtsy, acutely aware of the brush of my nipples against the feathers. 

			“I hope you enjoyed the show. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to change.”

			It was a reasonable excuse to get out of there, but Louis and Calvus gaped at me in shock nonetheless. 

			“Thank you for dancing, angel. It was exquisite. Enjoy the rest of your night,” Tir announced, standing and bowing his head slightly before slipping out of the room. As I made my own escape to my chambers — not quite naked, but close enough — I heard the thud of the heavy front door closing. 

			The minute-long journey from the drawing room to my bedchamber felt like it took an age. My skin was too tight, my gums ached from the effort of retracting my eager fangs, and I didn’t even care that these knickers were vintage, I was throwing them out. My arousal rivaled the River Thames and I didn’t need to save the evidence. 

			I needed to fuck. My body practically shook with the need to orgasm. I locked myself in my room and changed into the slinky black mini dress I’d bought back in London. It felt cool and soft against my agitated skin.

			I could masturbate. Scratch the itch. My pride demanded I hold back. Somehow it seemed like I was conceding if I did. Giving into the sexual attraction that existed between the four of us. Not that I hadn’t already crossed several boundaries — particularly with Tir — but I’d been upfront with them about where this would lead.

			Tir consistently disregarded everything I said, but I had warned him. 

			I was attempting to establish some distance between him and I, but I’d definitely go fuck this craving out of my system with him if he hadn’t vanished into the night. Why had he vanished into the night? I doubted he was running away. Tir had never viewed Calvus and Louis as competition the way they had viewed him. He’d almost treated the four of us as inevitable, as if he was just waiting on me to arrive at the same conclusion.

			His vanishing act was probably Tir’s way of pushing me towards Louis and Calvus, and I hated that it might be effective. 

			No. I was a strong independent woman. I hadn’t let my sex drive dictate my decisions in two thousand years. I was not going to start now.

			Satisfied by my pep talk, I made my way back down the spiral staircase to the study. I still had paperwork from the insurance company to handle, plus I needed to pen a letter from the company to the club’s staff, expressing my condolences that they’d lost their jobs and offering them additional compensation. 

			I felt awful for them. I’d tried to hire women who seemed like they really needed the work, and London was an expensive city. The only silver lining to the Imperator’s attack was that it had been carried out after the club had closed for the night and no one was injured.

			I’d just finished drafting it when Louis appeared in the doorway, a fierce look in his eyes I couldn’t quite identify. Not appreciating the sitting duck sensation, I stood, maintaining eye contact as I moved around the desk, perching on the edge. He followed my movements like a man possessed, his gaze dropping more than once to the long expanse of leg on display in my micro dress.

			“Something on your mind?” I drawled, flipping my hair dismissively over my shoulder. 

			Totally fine, I was totally fine. No risk of me ripping his trousers off whatsoever.

			“You. Constantly.” Louis’ hungry eyes focused on the column of my throat, exposed now that I’d foolishly pushed my hair back. Tonight was a night of bad choices, I could feel it in my bones.

			“You should take up a hobby. Have you considered knitting?” I responded glibly, hoping he didn’t notice the tremble in my voice.

			“There’s an innuendo in there somewhere, but I’m too turned on to find it.”

			“Something about you penetrating me with your long needle?” I suggested lightly. 

			“Be very careful, Porcia. My self-control was thin from feeding with you. That dance pushed me to my limit. And ‘long’ is right, but ‘needle’ really doesn’t do justice to my girth. Want to check for yourself?”

			“That’s a terrible idea,” I replied, though the husky quality of my voice betrayed me. It was a terrible idea and I was fairly sure I was about to do it anyway.

			“Why?”

			“You know why.” I threw my hands up in exasperation at his deliberate obtuseness. “You and I have opposing ideas about what sex between us would mean.”

			“The beginning of the most satisfying sexual relationship you’ve ever had?”

			“We haven’t done anything yet and you’re already tossing around the R-word, Louis. I am not interested. I just want sex. Just sex.”

			“It won’t be just sex,” Louis growled, prowling towards my spot on the edge of my desk. 

			“It can only be just sex,” I countered, sitting up straighter to show he didn’t intimidate me with his what my former hostess, Shaliah, would have called Big Dick Energy. Oftentimes I found modern slang ludicrous, but nothing described my temporary roommates better than possessors of Big Dick Energy. All three of them had it in spades.  

			“You know,” Louis began casually, stepping right into my personal space and sliding his palm behind my thigh and lifting my leg to hitch it confidently over his hip like he had every right to. 

			“I had intended to make you fall maddeningly in love with me — with us — before sealing the deal with my cock.” He ground the aforementioned cock against me for emphasis and my vagina cried tears of joy. “But I realized when we were sitting on the roof that was a foolish plan, wasn’t it, mon trésor?” 

			My treasure. It was an improvement over fly. 

			“Why’s that?” I asked, aiming for nonchalant but sounding like a whine. 

			By the stars, you’d think I’d never been dry humped before.

			“Because my cock is what will make you fall in love with me,” he growled, bending his head and planting teasing kisses up the side of my neck, before nipping my earlobe. 

			“Don’t sell yourself short,” I breathed, tipping my head back to allow him better access. “Your personality isn’t entirely off putting. I’m just not interested.” 

			“Liar.”

			Louis rolled his hips again, rubbing the steel pipe he was smuggling against my overly excited clit. 

			We are not doing this. 

			I was already dealing with more feelings than I knew what to do with from fucking Tir. Adding another temptation to the mix was an atrocious plan, I told myself, hiking my pesky dress up above my hips.

			Definitely, absolutely not doing this. 

			Louis’ grin was slow and predatory, showcasing that maddening dimple, and while I was unaccustomed to feeling like prey, I kind of liked it when it was him. 

			There was no hesitation as his hand boldly cupped me, the heel of his palm grinding against my clit through my soaked panties. My fangs dropped before I could contain them, and I ran my tongue over the sharp points, trying to force myself to slow down. This was a bad idea. 

			Never trust men, Porcia.

			I could fuck him without trusting him though, couldn’t I?

			But then Louis ripped my silk panties straight off my body and shoved them in his pocket like it was no big deal, and the protests died on my tongue. Fuck it. I’d worry about my sex-driven life choices later. 

			He sank to his knees and buried his face between my legs like he’d done it a thousand times before, shoving my thighs apart so roughly that I collapsed back onto the desk, landing on my elbows. How had I got to this point? My study was a sanctuary, I barely let people talk to me in here, and while Louis’ mouth was moving, he certainly wasn’t speaking. 

			His movements were sure and practiced as he licked up my center and parted my folds, slanting his mouth over me to devour my clit. There was no waste — lips, teeth, tongue — all of it was utilized to create a maelstrom of pleasure so potent I was sure I’d black out when my orgasm came. Right as I approached the edge, he moved, leisurely tongue fucking me like he had all the time in the world. 

			“Why’d you stop? Too much for you to handle?” I snarled. Not that what he was doing didn’t feel good, but I had been right there. 

			“Not at all,” he chuckled, the vibration against my sensitive nerves making me clench involuntarily. “Why rush? I like you like this. You’re less hostile when you’re horny.” 

			“Asshole,” I hissed.

			“Was that a request?” Louis asked, glancing up at me with one cocky eyebrow raised, hair flopping over his face, his hand drifting down my thigh and hovering just out of reach.

			“Go ahead. I want to come,” I all but ordered, not that it seemed to make any difference. Louis returned to his languid pace, though one thumb began rubbing teasingly over my back entrance, making me arch on the antique desk. 

			“You taste so sweet, Porcia. Like fresh berries and fine wine.”

			“And yet here I am, still waiting for my orgasm.” 

			“You have a real bratty side, you know that?” Louis said, sounding amused as he flipped me over before I could come up with a smart retort. I was on my front, legs hanging off the desk, Louis standing between them, kneading and plumping my ass cheeks. “I could spank that attitude out of you.”

			I scoffed, surprised that he’d made such an outlandish suggestion and even more surprised at the submissive position I’d relaxed into.

			“Go ahead,” I replied sweetly, propping myself up on my elbows and looking back over my shoulder. “You’re obviously curious about the taste of your own testicles. Spank me, and I’ll feed them to you.” 

			I was rewarded with one of Louis’ delicious, proper laughs. The kind that made my skin heat and my toes curl. “Mm, maybe Sweet Porcia will reappear with an orgasm. Let’s test that theory.” 

			I had all of half a second’s warning as Louis undid his zipper, then he was in me, filling me entirely with one punishing thrust. My mouth opened in a silent scream. If I’d had any air in my lungs, it would have been knocked out with the force of his movement because, for the love of the moon, Louis was large. 

			“Feel good?” he purred, leaning down to scrape his fangs over my shoulder blades. 

			“It’s okay,” I lied, my vagina clenching traitorously around him like it was doing the Cha-Cha in celebration of this masterful dick.

			“Just okay? That won’t do. Maybe I should just... leave,” Louis drawled, dragging his cock for what felt like fifteen miles until just the tip was in me. How was this even physically working? He was so big, I should be feeling him in my throat.

			Louis held himself unnaturally still and I sunk my fangs into my lower lip to stop myself from saying anything stupid. Like please sir, please fuck me with your monster cock. I was not a submissive woman. I didn’t beg for sex.

			People begged me for sex.

			What the actual fuck was going on?

			“Porcia,” he droned, the twitching of his cock the only indication that he wasn’t entirely unaffected by this. “Shall I leave?” 

			“No, you stupid, arrogant asshole, you should not leave,” I snapped, attempting to push myself back onto his dick, but his hand came down in the center of my back, holding me in place. 

			“What’s the magic word?” he taunted. 

			“The magic word is ‘Tir’. As in, if you don’t fuck me right this second, I will find Tir to finish the job you couldn’t handle.”

			It was a bitch move really, given how much Louis despised him, but there was no denying its effectiveness. With a growl that was just this side of feral, Louis impaled me again. 

			Then there was no more teasing. His hands clamped down on my hips, keeping me in place as he plowed into me like he could fuck Tir out of my system. I curled my fingers over the lip of the desk, holding on for the ride as Louis hit my G-spot with unnerving precision. 

			My eyes rolled back into my head and my mouth hung open like the lady I was as the first orgasm struck like a lightning bolt, bringing every nerve in my body to life. Louis cursed as I clenched around him, but it only seemed to spur him on, like my lone orgasm was a challenge that he had to conquer. 

			Before I could come down from my high, there were fingers roughly circling my clit and my body flared to life again, head spinning with ecstasy. In the back of my mind, I realized I should be doing something. I was never this passive during sex — I took care of my needs and my lover’s. But right now, I didn’t need to do anything. Louis was playing my body like a fine-tuned instrument and he seemed to be having the time of his life doing so. Before I could suggest giving me some room so I could play too, Louis sunk a finger in my ass, speeding up the ministrations on my clit until I fell apart again.

			“Are you making me come to stop me talking?” I panted, attempting to wriggle away from the fingers still circling my hypersensitive clit. 

			“I’m making you come to stop you thinking,” Louis replied arrogantly, pistoning his hips like some kind of ancient god of sex. “So, come,” he added, pinching my clit. 

			I gasped as pleasure bordering on pain wracked my body. Again and again, Louis pushed me over the edge until with a masculine groan that sent shivers through me he eventually  found his own release. And undoubtedly alerted everyone in the house to what we were doing if they hadn’t figured it out already.

			I lay sprawled over my desk, boneless and satisfied, with cum dripping down my thighs as he pulled out. Truthfully, I didn’t recognize myself in that moment, but I didn’t hate it either. As with Tir, sex with Louis drew out my inner nymphomaniac and utterly ruined human men for me.

			I needed to reconstruct some defenses, fast. 

			“Well,” I announced, rolling into a sitting position perched on the edge of my desk and tugging my dress down over my thighs. “It was good, but I’m not in love with you, so I’d say your grand plan failed.” 

			Louis’ cocky grin didn’t falter for a second, the asshole. “The plan was always for you to fall in love with Calvus and I together,” he replied with a shrug. “The missing dick was probably where it went wrong.” 

			It was incredibly irritating how ineffective my bitchiness was on him. 

			“I’m not worried. Maybe you need some time to think about how good we are together, and the throbbing between your thighs will be a convenient reminder for the next few hours,” Louis continued, doing up his pants and tossing me a sexy wink. “I’ll give you a little privacy to concoct new reasons to reject us,” he called over his shoulder as he left the room. 

			He left the room. 

			Like I was just some meaningless fuck. How dare he!? I wasn’t some mortal nobody to him. He’d told me he loved me. 

			“Louis, you asshole,” I muttered, realizing my mind had probably gone down the exact track he wanted it to go down. I hopped off my desk, utilizing the extent of my speed to rush to my ensuite and wash the evidence of our coupling away before anyone saw. 

			Tomorrow. Tomorrow, I would rebuild my defenses. Tomorrow, I’d write new rules. 
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			Because I could not stop for death
He kindly stopped for me

			Emily Dickinson

			Louis strolled into the room I was residing in like he was walking on water and dragging his feet through mud at the same time. He was the very picture of a well-satisfied man, and at the same time, a man unwillingly leaving the source of his satisfaction.

			I contemplated murdering him. 

			I hadn’t been so tempted to kill him in hundreds of years. The last time I’d experienced murderous tendencies towards Louis was when he’d declared a crush on Porcia after the second time he’d seen her. My response then was absurd — my own infatuation had developed at first glance, and she hadn’t possessed the revenant’s allure that she had now. 

			My response now was equally as ludicrous. Louis and Porcia were consenting adults. If they wanted to bathe in blood and fuck each other atop the Egyptian pyramids, that was their perogative. That I was jealous was my issue. 

			Reminding myself of those logical facts wasn’t altogether helpful in the moment, though.

			Louis flopped down on the bed next to me, pushing his hair back to stare unseeingly at the ceiling. 

			Berries and wine. He smelled like her. 

			“Porcia and I had sex.” 

			I snorted at the obviousness of that statement. Even if it wasn’t written all over his face or permeating the very air around him, neither of them had been especially quiet about it.

			I’d always imagined Porcia was loud in bed. Between Tir and Louis, the past few days had confirmed that.

			Louis turned his head to the side and I could sense his eyes boring into my face, trying to gauge my frame of mind. That was unusual in and of itself. Louis and I were usually so in tune with one another, there was no gauging required.

			I had no idea what he would find on my face. I could barely comprehend the gamut of emotions I was running. 

			“What happens now?” I asked flatly, inspecting the chandelier overhead. 

			“She said it could only be sex,” Louis admitted. “Just sex.” 

			I grunted. That much I had assumed. Porcia had been consistently clear about her intentions. Tir had disregarded everything she said, but I suspected if she hadn’t started pushing back against him already, she soon would. The closer he got, the more skittish she became.

			We hadn’t been reticent about our feelings last night on the roof while we had Porcia pinned between us, writhing in ecstasy. It was why she’d run, as I knew she would. That she’d given into her desire and slept with Louis anyway was the surprising part. Though Louis did possess an innate charm that made him irresistible to men and women alike. We were both revenants, yet his natural allure had been far stronger than mine from the very beginning. 

			Porcia had probably decided there was no harm in indulging at least temporarily, though it would unquestionably blow up in her face later, because Louis was no less possessive than I was. I doubted she’d experience such a lapse in judgment with me. Not only did I lack Louis’ charisma and Tir’s self-assurance, now I was a reminder of the kind of sacrificial love Porcia abhorred more than anything. 

			I’d always held out a slim hope that perhaps one day, Porcia and I would be together. I realized now that would never be true. Perhaps I would have the opportunity to touch her, give her pleasure, enjoy the pleasure she gave me, but there would never be more. 

			I had ruined my chances before she knew I existed. From the very beginning. The moment I’d given up my mortality to protect her. 

			No.

			I couldn’t fathom doing it differently.

			If I could have foreseen the way it ended, I would still make the same choices, every time. I had kept Porcia safe more times than I could remember over the ages — driving away challengers, securing territory for her when she had none, sending healthy mortals in her direction to feed from at times when healthy blood had been difficult to come by. There was nothing I wouldn’t do to keep her safe.

			I glanced at Louis out of the corner of my eye, unsurprised to find him still watching me nervously. His body language was unguarded and there was a hint of apology in his face.

			If I wanted to hit him, he’d probably let me.

			“Porcia is a very sensual woman,” Louis began hesitantly, still looking at me like he was waiting for me to pounce. 

			“I know.” 

			There was very little I didn’t know.

			“Sex is important to her.” 

			“I know.” 

			“Don’t you see? This is what we need, all three of us. The sexual chemistry is physical proof of our connection. Irrefutable proof. Cal, it was like nothing I’d ever experienced—”

			“If our friendship means anything to you, you’ll spare me the details,” I rasped, a spear of pain streaking through my chest. The notion of Louis and Porcia together was only attractive if I was in the room with them. Allowed to touch her. Watch her. Hear her say my name.

			“Pursue her,” Louis demanded, rolling onto his side and propping his head up on his hand. I glanced at him, both surprised and unsurprised to see the anger in his eyes. Always the hothead.

			“No.”

			“You’re being a fucking martyr, Calvus. It’s bullshit! You have loved Porcia your entire goddamn life and now, when she is right there within reach, you’re going to let her slip between your fingers. Fight for her.” 

			“I have done nothing but fight for her.” 

			“No. You have fought on her behalf. It isn’t the same.”

			Wasn’t it? No one appreciated better than I that Porcia had a laundry list a mile long of reasons why she avoided relationships. No one understood better than I why that was. I’d been there. I’d witnessed the aftermath of her death firsthand. 

			Fighting on Porcia’s behalf to protect, while giving her space and the life she wanted — needed — was my declaration of love. Porcia was a perceptive woman, she recognized that. She’d just decided she didn’t want me, regardless.

			A future at her side had always been a long shot. Now I could make my peace with it.

			“You’re being a coward,” Louis snapped, digging the knife in deeper. 

			I slid off the bed, rolling my sleeves up and throwing Louis a scathing look, even though his words had found their mark. “Cowardly would be putting my needs before Porcia’s. What she needs is my protection. For a moment, I allowed myself to believe that she wanted more—”

			“—she had sex with me. Of course she wants more—”

			“—but that was a foolish dream, as our discussion earlier tonight made clear. Wanting more with you does not mean wanting more with me. And even if it did…”

			“And even if it did?” Louis prompted when my silence extended. 

			“Want is not the same as need.”

			“You’re a fool,” Louis groaned, flopping back onto my bed. “A noble fool. You are throwing away the chance at happiness for all three of us.” 

			I left him there, shoving my shoes on and speeding out of the castle through the servant’s exit. He was wrong. I might throw away my own chance at happiness, but I would never interfere with theirs. 

			For two millenia, my choices had been dictated by Porcia’s movements. But if she could be persuaded to keep Louis, to allow him into her world, she wouldn’t require me to watch over her any longer. Louis was strong and more than capable, even if he instinctively looked to me for leadership. 

			Perhaps I could return to Rome. Porcia had never been back, therefore I hadn’t either. Unlike her, I was curious about the city of my birth. 

			Besides, it was the one place she would never travel, and I would require as many obstacles as possible to stop me from seeking her out. 

			None of that mattered until the Imperator had been dealt with, though. I would never leave Porcia while there was an active threat against her. Hidden away here, miles from London, it was easy to push that to the back of my mind and prioritize our relationship with Porcia. But now I needed to focus. To fix this. I strode briskly across the grounds, the cool early dawn air clearing my head. I had a little longer until sunrise, and I didn’t have phone reception inside the castle walls. 

			The only other place I’d discovered where I could get service was the roof, and I suspected Porcia may have vanished up there to punish herself for fucking Louis. If I wasn’t certain I was the last person she’d want to see, I’d go and offer her reassurance. 

			Instead, I broke into a run, passing through the extensive fields that surrounded her home, and eventually came slumping to the ground against the base of a tree on the outskirts of the grounds. The sky was brightening, changing from inky blackness to a rich royal blue. It was my favorite time of day, even with the heavy dose of despair that accompanied it. 

			It was the dawning of a new day, yet I was ever trapped in the shadows, watching from outside.

			I pulled out my phone and read at the latest email from the human investigator I’d hired, Jerry. I’d employed him before — he was discreet, and well paid enough not to question the strange hours I kept, or my sometimes unusual requests.

			Using him for revenant business wasn’t a decision I made lightly, and I’d been cautious about where I’d sent him and the kind of jobs I asked him to do. There were still a regular number of disappearances in East London, and I didn’t want Jerry to become collateral damage. I was convinced now, though, that those disappearances were feedings gone wrong rather than new revenants. 

			The Imperator had a significant following, and all of them had to eat. The concept was baffling to me. Revenants didn’t live in large groups. When I’d first taken Louis in, it had been as my subordinate. He had been no threat to me or my territory. It had taken time for us to see each other as a unit, a pack, and work together to defend our combined territory.

			Porcia and Marguerite had never been able to make that adjustment. It went against their monarchical natures. I had assumed as much when I’d discovered Marguerite and subtly nudged Porcia in her direction, but I had hoped Porcia would at least get a temporary friendship out of it. At least until Marguerite grew strong enough to be considered competition. That they remained friends to this day was something I was immensely grateful for.

			I scanned Jerry’s update email with his hourly breakdown of tasks and anything he’d found, which was depressingly meagre. He had been visiting recently purchased large homes in East London during the day, looking for any with blacked out or boarded up windows as a starting point. He’d begun with the most expensive listings and was working his way down. I stared at the list of properties he was proposing visiting with a frown. 

			The Imperator had to be ancient, given that he had a number of revenants under his compulsion. With his grand expansion plans, it seemed likely to want a luxurious base of operations. More than likely, necessary. I’d encountered a number of revenants in my time — either when I was keeping them away from Porcia or allying with them to take down a rogue. Aside from needing a secure home to shelter from the sun, the one thing we all had in common was a taste for the finer things in life.   

			It was a status symbol. A way of warning revenants off by demonstrating our status and success. In recent years, we’d had to be more restrained lest the transactions invite unwanted attention, but it wasn’t insurmountable. If the Imperator — that fucking title — was really planning on expanding in London and then the wider UK, he would logically set up a base.

			Unless expansion wasn’t his primary goal.

			Porcia had downplayed his interest in her, making it seem like a secondary motive after the territory. I’d found it strange when she said it, and the more I thought about it, the less convinced I became. Porcia drew our kind in without even trying, the impulse to impress her and prove ourselves worthy of a spot by her side only manageable after 500 years or so. That was when we reached maturity — or more accurately, antiquity. 

			Only in the last 150 years had Louis reached that point. Only since then could his love, his obsession, be attributed entirely to himself and not an invisible biological force driving him. 

			I almost laughed recalling the interaction with the Imperator’s minion, Alessio. He’d been swayed enough by Porcia’s allure to resist whatever compulsions the Imperator had on him, desperate to wheedle his way into her orbit, to prove himself a worthy candidate as suitor. 

			How humiliating that Alessio thought he stood a chance, when Porcia attracted immortals as powerful as Louis, Tir and I. If he hadn’t been reporting on Porcia’s movements, I’d feel sorry for him. 

			Still, at least his conduct had been normal for a revenant. I couldn’t reconcile the Imperator’s actions with my experience among revenants. His impulse should be to worship her, not capture her. Either the Imperator was more fucked in the head than we realized, or I was missing something.

			I typed a quick reply to Jerry, asking him to check the remains of both Sugar and our Spitalfields townhouse for anything unusual, then to expand his property search  to encompass a broader area of London. It wasn’t enough. We needed a more decisive plan of action. Perhaps I could return to London on my own and look in person. Porcia was well protected here between Tir and Louis, the men she actually wanted.

			I slid my phone back into my pocket and stood, prepared to run back to the castle well in time for the sun to rise. Unfortunately, it appeared I’d have an escort. 

			“Ah, I confess this is not where I expected to find you,” Tir announced, sidling up next to me. I hoped he hadn’t been exploring the local village, because he couldn’t look any less human. Wearing dress slacks and not a stitch else in the frigid morning air. He’d left the estate wearing a shirt, which now dangled loosely from his fingertips, and there was nary a shoe in sight. 

			Of all the strays Porcia could have collected.

			“Where did you expect to find me?” I sighed, resigning myself to this conversation as Tir fell into step beside me en route back to the house.

			“In my angel’s bed. Or perhaps not, as she is very secretive about her bedchamber. Perhaps the drawing room couch, or the floor of the study. Or the roof again. With Louis, of course. In a sweating tangle of limbs somewhere on the property.”

			He was close enough to the truth for his assumption to sting, but I said nothing.

			“Then again, you had that disagreement earlier in the night…” Tir trailed off, not attempting to disguise his blatant fishing for information about said disagreement in the slightest. There were no airs and graces with Tir. It was something I found myself appreciating.

			Tir evidently didn’t know how Porcia had died. Why she died. He undoubtedly had a pretty good idea after tonight’s heated conversation, but if Porcia hadn’t shared that information with him, I certainly wasn’t going to.

			How convenient for her that she’d run into the one revenant who didn’t know how to do an internet search.

			“You want to know why Porcia reacted the way she did. It’s not my story to tell,” I said flatly.

			“I am glad you would not betray her confidence,” Tir acknowledged cheerfully. His shifts in mood gave me whiplash. 

			We strolled in silence until the estate loomed large ahead. The castle had become a temporary home and a prison, all in one. For centuries, I had longed to get inside its walls, to be welcomed into Porcia’s inner sanctum. Now I was, but not to the extent I’d hoped I would be. It was a blessing and a curse.

			“She loved him.”

			Her husband. 

			Tir’s words hung heavily between us. It was a fact I didn’t like to acknowledge, though it was impossible to avoid. I had known Porcia as a mortal — a married mortal. I knew her husband. He was the paterfamilias, the head of the household which owned me. Such was life for abandoned infants in Rome. I had been picked up by a slaver and raised in a life of servitude. Admiring Porcia from a distance had been one of the few bright spots in my mortal life.

			Porcia had been exquisite her entire life — enchanting, intelligent, and beautiful. Her husband had adored her as one would a valuable jewel, or an expensive ornament. 

			In return, she had all but worshipped him.

			No one knew better than me why Porcia avoided relationships.

			“It was a long time ago.”

			“That answer is not as reassuring as you think,” Tir muttered.

			“I know,” I responded with a grimace. We dropped the subject as we approached the castle, and I held the door open for Tir. I hated to admit it, but he was growing on me. Just a little. I appreciated the intensity of his devotion to Porcia, and he made it difficult to feel like we were competing with him when he deliberately got out of our way. 

			Though now, he wasn’t competing with us, was he? He was competing with Louis. I was not in the running. I hoped if she chose to keep them both, that Louis would get over his aversion to Tir. 

			“I will come in shortly,” he declared, tipping his chin at the open door.

			“It’s almost sunrise,” I replied, bewildered, as he leaned against the stone wall of the castle, casual as could be. 

			“I enjoy challenging myself. It keeps me young,” Tir replied cheerfully, staring out at the horizon. 

			Not willing to risk burning to death out of sheer curiosity, I let myself inside, suppressing a laugh as Tir whistled the tune Porcia had been dancing to earlier. 

			 

			Madman.
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			I am the master of my fate

			William Ernest Henley

			My bed was huge. Immensely comfortable. And incredibly empty.

			Which was what I wanted, wasn’t it? I wanted to have my personal space to myself, to have my bedroom be my sanctuary. I absolutely did not want to get attached and cozy up to these men who I was going to happily abandon at the first available opportunity. 

			Maybe not happily abandon, but abandon nonetheless.

			I was just hungry, I told myself. That’s where all these strange thoughts about the emptiness of my bed had come from. I’d snacked with Louis just last night, but between running to and from the village and the several thousand orgasms it felt like he’d given me, I required a proper meal. I’d feed tonight, and then my bed would feel normal and welcoming again. The weird, lingering irritation I felt at Louis for walking out on me after sex would go away. What had I even wanted? Him to come to my room and cuddle? Absurd.

			Stars, I was going to have to go down there and face the three of them. The only one I’d seen since I’d danced was Louis. The dance made it nerve wracking enough, but I hadn’t been altogether quiet in the study afterwards… 

			It was too bad for Tir and Calvus that they were both old and powerful enough to ignore my compulsions, because I would seriously consider compelling them into forgetting they’d heard anything.

			I moved into the ensuite and fussed with my clawfoot tub, running the hot water until the bath was scalding, undoubtedly waking everyone up with the creaky plumbing. I’d treat myself to an extra half hour of procrastination before making myself presentable and sashaying down there like I didn’t have a care in the world.

			The hot water felt like heaven. I sunk in easily, leaning my head back against the edge of the tub to keep my hair out of the water and closed my eyes. While the relaxing bath and solitude gave me a brief reprieve from the three walking problems outside my door, it also left me dangerously alone with my thoughts. Particularly the thought I’d been trying to escape since I’d panicked and ran last night.

			Calvus.

			Calvus had known me as a mortal. He’d been a slave. He’d asked to end his human life so he could watch over me. How could I have not known? How could I have not noticed him? He’d been so omnipresent since I was changed, it felt like he’d always been there. A guardian angel in the flesh, keeping me safe.

			At the same time, self-sacrifice topped my list of unforgivable sins. I hated the idea of anyone giving up anything for me, to make a decision that could leave them with regrets. I knew what it was to live with regret.

			And yet, Calvus didn’t seem to have any. Well, perhaps now he did, since I’d thrown his act of sacrifice back in his face. I was glad it had worked and he was happy with the life of shadows he’d chosen, but I couldn’t pretend I was okay with him making that call because of me. I wouldn’t pretend. 

			Deciding I could procrastinate no longer, I finished my soak, dried off, and picked through my wardrobe for something to wear. Most of the clothes here were dated enough to pass as vintage. I found a 1960s wool mini skirt and a tight turtleneck top that wouldn’t look out of place these days. Instead of the go-go boots I used to wear them with, I slipped into my heels, loosely pulling the front of my hair back with a clip and painting my lips my signature red.

			Stars, it wasn’t long ago I wore a beehive hairdo with this exact outfit. I was so relieved when they had fallen out of fashion. 

			I smiled to myself as I pulled the garter up my leg that I’d found in the vault last night, securing the ribbons tightly before slipping a small dagger in the sheath. It was a pretty blade, made from Toledo steel, that I’d owned for centuries. The familiar weight around my leg was comforting, I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed it. 

			I could hear Louis and Tir moving around, but only Calvus was in the drawing room by the time I got down there.

			“Sleep well?” I inquired politely, wondering if he’d heard me screaming Louis’ name over and over last night. It was one thing for him to hear me with Tir, but Louis and Calvus were a team. A package. I was feeling something akin to disloyalty. 

			“Very well, thank you.”

			Should I bring it up? I wasn’t one to kiss and tell, but I didn’t want relations between us to be any more strained than they already were. 

			“Louis seems happy,” Calvus commented drily with his eyebrow arched, making the decision for me. His body language was almost aloof, but there was an emotion behind his eyes I was struggling to place. 

			“I suppose an orgasm does that to a person,” I replied loftily, intending to be as upfront as possible.

			Though I also hoped my glib reply would throw him off how I was really feeling. A little conflicted, with a lot of satisfaction. Oddly guilty, yet with no regrets. It was the most confusing cocktail of emotions I’d encountered in centuries, and I was furious about it. Drifting through life, through the ages, watching the world change around me had been much easier to deal with when my emotions seldom featured. These three men had unleashed an avalanche of feelings, and I didn’t know how to stop it. 

			The obvious answer would be to cut them out of my life entirely, but I had a sinking feeling that would make my emotional state much worse. Perhaps I could ease them out slowly, give us all time to adjust. 

			“Then shouldn’t you be happier? Or did Louis not meet your expectations?” Calvus asked, as if we were discussing the weather. 

			“I am quite content. You, on the other hand, seem miserable. An orgasm of your own would do you the world of good. We’re going into the village tonight to feed, you could always try your luck there.” 

			I don’t know why I said it, the words tasted like ash on my tongue. If Calvus attempted to seduce a human right in front of me, I’d kill them. I wasn’t sure I could help myself. 

			That my self-control was so fragile was a terrifying thought.

			Calvus’ cocked eyebrow moved half an inch higher, his stoic expression as close to incredulous as I imagined it could go. “Are you suggesting I find release with some human? I can assure you, amor meus, that will not be happening. Not when you are so close I can practically taste you on my tongue, feel your skin under my fingers. I doubt I could find satisfaction with anyone but you, even if I wanted to.” 

			Stop saying things like that! I screamed in my head, keeping my expression carefully blank, even as relief unfurled inside me that he wouldn’t be pursuing a human lover. My restraint was holding on by a thread. My mind replayed the events of last night, of how good it felt to give in to the chemistry between Louis and I. Of how possessive, yet venerating he’d been over my body. Wondering what Calvus would be like. Feel like. Taste like.

			“Not much for romantic words, are you?” I asked drolly even as my inner walls clenched unsatisfactorily.

			“Odi et amo. Quare id faciam, fortasse requiris? Nescio. Sed fieri sentio et excrucior,” Calvus recited, his face giving away nothing. Be still my unbeating heart, now he was quoting Catullus at me? 

			How dare he. 

			The meaning of the couplet he’d chosen hadn’t been lost on me, though. It described Catullus’ torment that his married lover, Lesbia, had taken yet another lover. Throughout his poetry, it is evident he worked hard for Lesbia’s love, despite her already being married, but her affections were fickle.

			I hate and love. Why I do so, perhaps you ask.

			I know not, but I feel it, and I am in torment.

			It was a paradox of passion and pain. 

			Calvus and I stared at each other in oppressive silence, the weight of what was said and unsaid heavy between us. 

			His admission of suffering was a heavy blow to my defenses, smashing through them like they were made of paper instead of fortified steel. I wasn’t sure he even realized it. Where Louis brazenly looked for cracks in my armor to exploit, and Tir acted like boundaries didn’t exist and rules didn’t apply, Calvus was calm and unendingly patient. He’d made his feelings for me clear, yet demanded nothing. 

			He’d confessed his torment and his love in the same breath. 

			“Get dressed, we’re going out,” I ordered, smoothing my skirt down and storming out of the room. I could do this. I was so old, I was practically a fucking goddess. I’d check my lipstick, deal with my hunger, then fuck someone’s brains out. All would be well. 

			Fucking Calvus and his fucking love poems.

			Yet I couldn’t get that odd, indecipherable look in his eyes out of my mind. 

			***

			The four of us walked into the same crowded pub Louis and I had visited yesterday, instantly catching the attention of everyone in the room. I was used to turning heads, it came with the territory, but I felt like a famous singer with a handsome band at my back walking around with these three. 

			It did tremendous things for my ego, which honestly, didn’t need any help to begin with.

			“Stag do,” Louis announced with a dreamy sigh. 

			It was too convenient an opportunity to pass up. A group of rowdy men in the mood for some fun? It was an immortal’s Christmas. We’d come out early, so they weren’t totally plastered yet, though they were on their way.

			“We’re attracting too much attention,” Calvus grunted, standing at my back like a bodyguard. 

			I could practically hear the wheels spinning in his head as he assessed the room for threats. A few months ago, I would have scoffed at the protective move. I’d been naively confident in my ability to handle myself, though it was becoming increasingly evident that due to Calvus’ intervention, I’d rarely had to. 

			I’d dealt with Alessio just fine, but he had been young and enchanted by me. I hadn’t even contemplated the idea of human thralls acting as spies until it was too late. I needed to be more aware of my surroundings.

			I looked over at Tir, who wasn’t nearly as enchanted by the place as I’d expected him to be. “I thought you would like it here. It isn’t as loud as the club I took you to in London.” 

			“Hm? Oh, yes, it is much more comfortable. I was here last night to feed,” Tir replied absently, looking idly around the room. 

			“You came here last night? Alone?” I asked slowly, turning fully to look at him. I barely recognized my own voice. There was a bitter suspiciousness to my tone that I was certain had never appeared in my immortal life.

			My mood had grabbed Tir’s full attention. He smiled slowly, eyebrows rising to his hairline as he undoubtedly read the envy all over my face. 

			“I came alone and left alone, angel.”

			“And what happened in the middle?” I clamped my mouth shut, but the question escaped before I could stop it. Stars, I sounded like… like his wife or something. 

			The hypocrisy of this line of questioning was hitting me over the head with the force of a steel beam. Tir had disappeared after I’d danced for the three of them, and I’d spent his absence being ravished by Louis on my desk. Who the fuck was I to make enquiries about Tir’s sex life? I’d been explicit about how this was not a relationship, which only made my jealousy worse.

			I was such an asshole sometimes.

			“I need a drink,” I muttered. 

			“One step ahead of you, mon trésor,” Louis said cheerfully, pushing a glass of red wine into my hand. 

			“I fed, angel. Nothing untoward, I assure you,” Tir replied, looking like the cat that got the cream. I reflexively downed half my glass of wine in one pull, now determinedly not making eye contact with Tir. 

			Once again, I was struck with the urge to sit down and assess all the life choices that had led me to this awkward moment.

			Tir stepped into my space, wrapping one hand around mine to guide the glass away from my face and capturing my chin with the other. I wanted to look away, overcome with a sickly combination of vulnerable and ashamed, but I didn’t want to admit that so I stubbornly held his gaze. Tir’s smug expression softened as he looked at me and fear spiked in my chest, wondering what he saw to make him look at me like that. 

			The more I told myself I needed to pull away, the more of myself I seemed to reveal. 

			“Angel—”

			“You don’t need to explain yourself to me,” I interjected, my words tumbling out in a nervous rush. “It was an inappropriate question.” 

			“I wholeheartedly disagree,” Tir retorted, shaking his head. 

			“We aren’t together—”

			“Careful, angel. You will break my heart,” Tir teased. “You needed time alone with your protectors last night, and in the absence of time between your thighs after watching you dance, I decided to feed and explore the town instead. There is not a single soul on this earth who could tempt me now that I have met you, my angel. Of that you can rest assured.” 

			With horror, I realized the hot sensation behind my eyes was tears. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d cried, it had been centuries since anything had affected me enough to draw that kind of emotion from me. 

			Thankfully, Tir released my jaw when I pulled away and I blinked rapidly to banish the traitorous waterworks, swallowing past the tightness in my throat. I would not cry over a man ever again. I should add that to the rules. 

			“Well, at least that’s one less of us who needs to feed,” Calvus muttered, rubbing his temple. “We’re attracting a lot of attention.” 

			I hadn’t noticed Calvus and Louis moving closer, boxing me in and hiding me from the crowd. Their protective gesture was made all the more sweet because they’d subconsciously worked together. 

			“I shall keep watch while three of you feed,” Tir said easily, striding over the bar where he would have the best vantage point. Calvus gave him a grateful nod while Louis tried to murder him with his eyes.

			At some point, Louis had got pints for him and Calvus, and the three of us made our way towards the stag party in the back of the pub, drinks in hand. I was still feeling strangely off-balance from the conversation with Tir, but I shook it off as best I could. I needed to concentrate so I didn’t accidentally kill someone. We were all releasing our allure as we went, drugging the patrons on our presence, and I didn’t want to risk overdoing it and leading a bunch of drunk Scots around like the Pied Piper of East Lothian.

			“Hello lads,” Louis said cheerfully, sidling up next to the man who looked most likely to be the groom. Either that, or he usually wore a tutu and fairy wings. “Room for us?”

			It was a rhetorical question, they’d been making space for us since the moment we arrived. Calvus stayed glued to me as we got comfortable among the group of ten or so men, all standing around some bar tables. They were a good looking bunch, though they had nothing on the three I arrived with. 

			“So, you’re the groom-to-be?” I asked, looking at the man in the fairy outfit who was already gaping back at me. He nodded his head silently, face red as a tomato. The flush of blood in his cheeks made my gums ache. 

			Soon.

			“I don’t suppose your friends gave you any fun dares to complete tonight that require a hot girl to fulfil?” I asked, battling my lashes and attempting to summon some enthusiasm. 

			“He nominated me to complete them on his behalf,” one of the other guys said, stepping forward.

			“Yeah, but—” the groom began.

			“Haud yer wheesht!” his friend snapped. “You’re marrying my sister. I’m supposed to get a lassie to give me her knickers and wear them for the night.” 

			Gross. Calvus swore quietly and Louis’ twinkling gray eyes turned stormy. 

			“I don’t know if they’ll fit,” I drawled, blatantly inspecting the man’s hips, which were significantly wider than mine. “But sure. Maybe your friends would be so kind as to turn around, make me a little privacy wall.” I threaded the compulsion into my voice and they all jumped into action, walling off the back corner of the pub. 

			“Will you walk into my parlor?” said the spider to the fly.

			“Porcia,” Louis growled in warning as Calvus tugged him away. I shot Louis a coy smile before pulling my dinner back against the wall with me. Before he could blink, my tongue was on his neck, licking venom into his skin. 

			He moaned loudly as my teeth pierced his skin. I pressed my body against him, pinning him against the wall with my weight so I could slip my hands under my skirt, finding the waistband of my panties.

			A deal was a deal, after all. 

			I shimmied them down as I fed, awkwardly tugging the hem over my thigh holster before stepping out of them with one foot and using the other to kick the red lacy fabric up into my hand.

			“Stupid, terrible fucking idea,” Louis muttered hotly from somewhere behind me. I knew all three of them were watching. I was sure Tir had moved closer to make sure he could see as well, I felt his nearness in my bones. What was it about them that made their attention so addictive?

			I finished drinking and licked over the wound to seal it. The man shuddered as he came, and while his eyes were still closed and the combination of venom and an orgasm wrecking his system, I tucked my panties into the front pocket of his shirt so they dangled on display, then patted his chest fondly.

			“Unto an evil counsellor, close heart, and ear, and eye,

			And take a lesson from this tale of the Spider and the Fly.”

			How he ended up with a wet patch in the front of his jeans and lacy lingerie in his pocket would be a vague, but fond, memory for him. 

			I made my way back to the group to find Louis gone and the groom missing. Calvus tipped his chin towards the men’s bathroom and I wrinkled my nose in distaste. Louis and  I needed to have a serious chat about acceptable places to feed. 

			“You should go,” I instructed Calvus, giving him a pointed look. “You’re the hungriest of all of us.” 

			The tension between us that had exploded to life last night seemed to cause Calvus physical pain, yet he still looked horrified at the suggestion of leaving me alone. 

			“I will stay with her,” Tir said, materializing at my side and wrapping an arm around my waist. Calvus stared at the touch between the two of us, another indecipherable wave of something crossing his features before he shuttered them. He gave us a curt nod, and I heard him compelling another man to go outside for a cigarette. 

			Tir and I took up seats at the bar, facing out into the room and waiting for the other two to finish up. Tir waved over the bartender, ordering a round of drinks for us before turning his attention back to me.

			“What is it, angel?” 

			“I’m surprised, I suppose. You seem so comfortable being out and about.”

			Tir laughed brightly, and some of the anxiety I’d awoken with eased. He always had that effect on me. “The process of ordering a drink is something of a constant throughout history.” 

			I raised my glass, conceding that universal truth. The clothes and music were different, and the people more diverse, but drinking establishments were remarkably unchanged after all these millenia.

			Tir scanned the room, taking his remit seriously, and I found myself perturbed by having to share his attention. Tir had always given me one hundred percent of him, and this version of him had me feeling off balance.

			No, it was more than that. He wasn’t just taking his duties seriously, something was bothering him. 

			Should I ask?

			We weren’t a couple. But he was a friend, and I didn’t want my friend to feel uncomfortable. 

			Why wasn’t there an instruction manual for this kind of thing? Perhaps I should call Marguerite later. She was an expert in managing men, though she also deliberately selected men who could be managed. 

			I had no such luck.

			“Is something bothering you, Tir?” I asked, wincing internally at how stilted the question sounded. 

			“I had hoped you might tell me about your night, but I will not press you to share if you do not wish to,” Tir replied  lightly. 

			And now I felt guilty. Guilty! What was taking Louis and Calvus so long, anyway?

			“Louis and I had sex. Just like how you and I have sex. It’s purely physical—”

			“That is not what we have, angel,” Tir interrupted gently, giving me a disappointed look that I felt right down to my soul. “And I do not believe it is what you experienced with Louis either.” 

			Tir slid off the stool and came to stand in front of me. He pried my knees apart, moving to stand between them, and I didn’t object.

			Hopefully his body hid my lack of panties, because this was not a long skirt. Tir’s hands remained just above my knees, his thumbs rubbing circles into my skin. His nearness, the cool air on my heated core, and the rush I always got from feeding hit me all at once, making desire simmer low in my gut. 

			“I am not jealous, angel,” Tir purred, leaning forward to speak into my ear. “I have accepted that Porcia, Calvus, and Louis come as a package deal, and I am determined to make myself a part of that equation. The only one who has not accepted that reality is you, angel.” 

			Was he still talking? His hands had inched higher, brushing the sensitive skin under the hem of my skirt. 

			“Time to go,” Tir announced suddenly, stepping back and pushing my legs together in one smooth movement. Another arm wrapped around my waist, hauling me off the seat against a hard, lean body, and I realized Tir had moved so quickly to get out of Louis’ way. If only they’d learn to share.

			No. Bad Porcia. You are riding the wrong train of thought, heading straight to a fantasy land where dreams get crushed and happiness is an illusion. 

			“Shall we?” Louis asked, sounding like he was making a valiant effort to suppress the jealous rage Tir always sent him into. 

			“We shall.”

			***

			Louis had suggested a game of cards when we got back to the estate, which I’d readily agreed to as a distraction. Calvus had accepted the invitation to join, while Tir had been very obviously excluded. He didn’t appear bothered by that in the least. He lounged comfortably on the couch in the drawing room, reading a book about engine design that he’d procured from... somewhere. 

			Did I own any books about engines?

			As much as I tried to concentrate, I ached. The blood had made me frisky, Tir had stoked my need, and Louis was sending fuck me looks every three minutes. The combination had me squirming restlessly in my seat, in a way that was impossible not to notice. From the moment we’d sat down in the drawing room, I’d been rubbing my thighs together like I was in heat, trying to get some of the friction I desperately needed. 

			Why weren’t they affected? Louis and Calvus had fed, and blood and sex seemed to go hand-in-hand. Or they did for me, at least. My view was obstructed by the stupid round table we were sitting at, and I contemplated dropping my cards on the floor to sneak a peek at their goods, to make sure I wasn’t the only one feeling this stifling desire. 

			Stars, these men were turning me into a pervert. 

			“I’m out,” Calvus rumbled, his voice thicker than usual, as he revealed his cards. What were we playing?

			I caught Calvus’ eye and I knew immediately I wasn’t the only one suffering. The look on his face was equal parts torture and desire, and my fangs clicked down noisily before I’d even registered the ache in my gums. My nipples, already stiff, scraped painfully against my cashmere sweater, and my inner thighs were slick with arousal. It felt like someone had been edging me for hours, and if I didn’t come soon I might spontaneously combust. 

			“Goodnight,” Louis announced, standing suddenly and taking his life into his hands by grabbing Tir’s elbow and pulling him out of the room in a blur of motion. 

			What? 

			Calvus chuckled warily from his seat across the table, scrubbing his hand down his face. He was sitting up straight, knees spread wide enough that I could see them past the edge of the table, like a king observing his court. 

			“It seems Louis has decided we need a little push. Perhaps he thinks you will repeat your moment of weakness from last night.” 

			If last night had been a moment of weakness, tonight was a marathon of need. Reenacting it with Calvus sounded like a great idea. Louis was obviously on board with it, and hadn’t Tir all but pushed me in this direction earlier? 

			In the back of my mind, somewhere underneath the deluge of desire that had flooded my brain, warning bells were ringing, telling me there was something I was missing. What could I be missing? Wasn’t this what Calvus had always wanted? Something he’d craved?

			Screw it, if he didn’t want to touch me, I’d hike my skirt  up and get myself off just to rid myself of this sexual energy that was desperately seeking an outlet. Perhaps he’d enjoy the show.

			“Do you want me to fuck you, Porcia?” Calvus asked, dark eyes boring into mine. 

			“Is that a trick question?” I replied through gritted teeth. 

			“It’s an honest question.”

			“Of course I want you to fuck me.” 

			“And then what do you want to happen?” he pressed, leaning forward and draping his elbow over his knee. His eyes leisurely ran down my body in a slow perusal that I felt everywhere. The long pauses over my aching nipples burned like scorch marks on my breasts. His narrowed gaze on my wriggling thighs made me want to come on the spot. 

			“What do you mean?” I asked, trying and failing to keep my voice even. 

			“After I fuck you. What do you want to happen, Porcia?” 

			Ah, this was the trick question. What I wanted to happen was some explosive sex on the sofa then to go to our respective bedrooms and never talk about it again. That answer wouldn’t get me laid, though. 

			Apparently, my hesitation told Calvus everything he needed to know, since he nodded his head decisively, unfolding himself slowly from the chair and rising to his feet. I could have sworn he flexed his muscles a little too, just to torture me. 

			“So, you’re going to leave then? Can’t handle a meaningless fuck, I guess,” I said spitefully, humiliation burning in my chest. 

			“You’re half right,” Calvus murmured, appearing in front of me in a flash. There was the barest hint of a grin on his face — a hungry, feral thing — before he picked me up and all but threw me over the back of the sofa, ass in the air. 

			“What are you doing?” I breathed, arching my back like a harlot.

			“As if I could ever let you suffer,” Calvus scoffed, flipping my skirt up. Well, okay then. “Ah, yes. No panties. You’ve made one human a very happy man tonight. He’ll probably jerk himself off into that red lace for the rest of his life.”

			Calvus’ big hands ran up the back of my thighs and I pushed back into them, willing him to give me more. To give me something. But he wouldn’t be rushed. I squirmed to try to shift his fingers where I wanted them, but was startled when he swatted me on the ass. 

			Did he just spank me? 

			“Two thousand years I’ve dreamed about this pussy,” Calvus murmured, his thumbs brushing achingly slowly, so close to where I wanted them, before sliding down to toy with the holster of my dagger. “Dreamed about seeing it. Touching it. Tasting it. Feeling it wrapped around me, strangling my cock as we came together. Alas, if I can’t have all of that, I’m going to at least take my time with what I can have.” 

			“You can have all that,” I panted, still squirming. He pulled the garter taut, letting it snap back against my skin, then brushing his fingers up and down the handle of the knife, whispersoft against my skin. 

			That I let him was a sign of just how well rule number five was holding up. 

			I absolutely trusted Calvus. Implicitly. He could pull the blade from its sheath and have it at my throat before I could stop him, but he never would. 

			Everything in Calvus would rebel against hurting me.

			Instead, the reminder that the knife was there, the silent threat of it, only served to stoke my need higher. 

			“If I give you everything, there will be nothing left of me when you leave,” he murmured, the barest thread of vulnerability in his voice.

			I didn’t want to ask what that meant, and I didn’t have to, because Calvus separated my folds with his thumbs and blew a cool breath on my exposed clit. His tongue banished every questioning thought to the recesses of my mind, languidly swiping my exposed core in one smooth stroke. Calvus groaned, the agonized sound of a man on the edge, before burying his face in me and devouring. Calvus was a man confident in all things, and that was never more evident than it was here. 

			I writhed against the back of the couch, my breasts rubbing unsatisfyingly against the fabric, still covered by my sweater. I wanted the barriers between us gone, I wanted to feel my skin on his, the roughness of his chest against the smoothness of my breasts. I wanted feathersoft kisses down my neck, followed by bruising bites that left their mark.

			I wanted to look into those dark eyes as he fell apart just for me.

			But I couldn’t have those things. Life had already given me a second chance once before, people didn’t get those twice. 

			Bracing my elbows on the back of the sofa, I buried my face in my hands, both overwhelmed with sensation and drowning in emotion. I wanted Calvus to stop. To keep going. To get me off faster. To draw this pleasure out forever.

			“That’s it,” Calvus said bitterly, pulling his mouth away to shove three fingers roughly inside me. I made a shrieking noise I’m sure I’d never made before against my hands. “Hide. Pretend someone else’s fingers are buried in your cunt right now. Someone who doesn’t give a fuck about you. Someone disposable. That’s what you want, isn’t it?” 

			I whimpered against my hands, but kept my face covered because Calvus was right. I wanted to selfishly take all the pleasure he was giving me and pretend it came from someone else. Someone I wouldn’t think twice about walking away from. Because the alternative, those tempting thoughts about making love to him while I looked into his eyes, were far more terrifying. 

			“I should make you look,” Calvus said, fucking me almost savegely with his fingers. I could feel my orgasm building, swirling like a hurricane, pulling every part of me into it, ready to explode. “I should turn you around and force you to look me in the eyes while you come all over my hand.” 

			My pussy clenched around him, more than a little tempted by that idea, even though it risked emotionally destroying me. 

			“But I won’t,” Calvus finished. “Because you need to pretend that I’m someone else. Our entire lives, I have given you what you needed, I’m not going to stop now.” 

			I came so hard, I couldn’t hold myself up. My body lurched forward, collapsing over the back of the couch as my limbs shook with the intensity of my release. Calvus withdrew, and my euphoric high faded, replaced by a rush of regret. 

			Calvus didn’t want to play games. He had been very clear about that. 

			I spun around, yanking my skirt down as I went, suddenly aware of how exposed I was. Calvus had taken a step back, and was straightening the cuffs of his shirt — with fingers that had just been buried to the knuckles in my pussy — like he didn’t have a care in the world.

			“You don’t want me to—” I started.

			“No.” 

			If it weren’t for the fact that Calvus appeared to be smuggling a steel pipe in his trousers, I’d think he wasn’t attracted to me. 

			“So, that’s it,” I said incredulously, smoothing my skirt down over my thighs unnecessarily. Not even in my mortal life had a man turned down sex with me. 

			First Louis walked out on me, now Calvus. It was giving me a complex.

			“I gave you what you needed,” Calvus replied evenly, repeating the same line he’d been feeding me all night.

			“How do you know what I need?” I snapped, seeing myself reacting poorly in real time, yet unable to stop myself. I hated that he’d said no to me. I hated that neither of us could be what the other needed. 

			Calvus ceased fussing with his sleeves just long enough to give me a disbelieving look.

			“There is very little I do not know about you, amor meus. I know you love to be admired, but hate to be scrutinized, because you fear what people might see. I know you are careful not to interfere with human relationships because you love the idea of love. I know that even temporary intimacy means something to you, or you would fuck out of spite or in anger, but you never do.”

			Every word hit me square in the chest like a bullet, weakening me more and more each time. It took all of my effort to keep my legs functioning underneath me. 

			“I know that once upon a time, love cost you everything. What I do not know is if you’ll realize that not all love is toxic. Not all love expects you to put others before yourself. That there is a good kind of love that empowers, and protects, and cherishes. It is the kind of love you deserve, amor meus. I hope you let yourself experience it someday.”
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			It is nothing to die. It is frightful not to live.

			Victor Hugo

			The wall of my bedroom was carved from one slab of white stone that curved into the ceiling over my bed. It was rough hewn, done by hand, the stone covered with divots and imperfections. 

			After laying awake in my bed for the entire day, staring at the ceiling above me, I think I’d memorized each one. 

			Occasionally, over the course of my endless life, I had flashes of resentment that I couldn’t experience sensations the way humans did. Usually, when I wanted to get drunk. Tonight was one such moment where I resented my body for not feeling the way I thought it should. 

			My eyes should burn from exhaustion. My limbs should be heavy with fatigue. My head should hurt from overthinking every interaction between Louis, Calvus, Tir and I over the past few days. 

			My heart should ache. It should beat too fast, too loudly when I thought of the three of them. I should hear the blood rushing in my ears when I recalled Calvus’ parting words from the early hours of this morning. I’d thought about little else since he’d said them.

			“I know that once upon a time, love cost you everything.”

			He made it sound like there was another way. That things could have been different. I’d briefly allowed myself to hope for the first hours, lying in my blacked out room in the oppressive silence. The more I thought, the more that hope had shifted from something solid to sand slipping between my fingers.

			That obsessive, approval-seeking need I’d felt with my husband never featured with Calvus, Louis, or Tir. In that respect, Calvus was right. This was different, but that only meant it was all the more dangerous. Harder to survive when it all went wrong.

			That taste of intimacy with Calvus had left me satisfied and deeply unsatisfied all at once. I could just sneak up to Tir’s room again. He wouldn’t protest. On the contrary, he’d love it. Worship my body like it was a gift from the divine, putting my pleasure before his own without question. But I could no longer fool myself that we were even close to being on the same page. Tir demanded so much more than I was prepared to give. Was I exploiting that desire by seeking him out?

			Probably. As the day progressed and sleep eluded me, the conclusion I’d drawn was that it was time to rebuild my emotional walls. I should also stop sleeping with them too, but I was a weak woman who’d survived off apparently mediocre sex for two millenia. I knew my limitations.

			Besides, it was beyond time to do something about the Imperator. Up here, secluded in our bubble and distracted by sexual tension and more emotions than we knew what to do with, it had been easy to put off dealing with him. 

			With a start, I realized that my possessive urges seemed to have transferred from my physical territory to the three men I had brought into my orbit. While I hadn’t accepted the Imperator’s invasion of my domain, I had been able to compartmentalize my anger because Calvus, Louis, and Tir were safe. 

			How had this happened? In mere weeks, two millennia of resolve seemed to vanish from underneath me. This is why I had rules. This is why they weren’t optional. These weeks had been a peculiar interlude from the monotony of my everyday life, but reality was calling me home.

			After a leisurely shower, I dressed in a black lace sheath, meticulously applying my makeup — dark red lips, heavily lined eyes — then pulled my hair into a low chignon that highlighted the smooth column of my neck. I wrapped a thin satin ribbon over my head and secured it under my bun, adding some expensive diamond studs to my ears.

			No more bare-faced appearances. No more flirty outfits. I was leaning heavily into the “vampire” look, meant to repel. Designed to tell someone at first glance that I was not in the mood to be fucked with. Fashion and makeup had always been a defense mechanism for me. 

			Frustratingly, Calvus and Louis presumably knew that already, and it was likely Tir had worked it out.

			For all my reminding myself not to trust men, I’d entrusted a piece of myself to each of them along the way, without even realizing I’d done it. 

			The lump already forming in my throat only grew more constricting as I ran my fingers over the thigh holster I’d been wearing yesterday, lying on the dresser where I’d discarded it before crawling into bed. 

			My fingers almost shook as I dragged it up my leg, securing the laces and sliding the dagger in place. The weight of it under my dress reminded me of Calvus’ fingers on my skin, the snap of the garter on my skin when he’d plucked it. The constant low simmer of desire in my gut threatened to boil over so I shut my eyes, forcing myself to remember the outrage I’d felt as Sugar burned down around me.

			Concentrate, Porcia.

			What I needed was some quality girl talk. I could try calling Marguerite on the off chance that she was awake, though if she was, it would presumably be mid-orgy. She would understand what it was like to juggle so much intense male scrutiny. Though there was a good chance she’d try to talk me into some kind of committed relationship, rather than lead me out of it.

			I didn’t encounter anyone as I snuck down the spiral staircase in my black stilettos. Not that I was sneaking. I certainly wouldn’t sneak around in my own home. That would be crazy and imply I was nervous, which I absolutely wasn’t.

			Stars, my excuses sounded weak, even in my head. 

			I dialed Marguerite’s New York number on the old rotary phone that sat at the corner of the desk in my study, the shrill ring in my ear making me wince. I should have just written a letter.

			“You have reached Kevin, Ray, Paul, and Donovan. Leave us a message,” Marguerite’s voice cooed, her French accent as pronounced as it always had been. I wondered how often she had to update that recording, her harems never lasted long. She got bored easily. 

			Calvus, Louis, and Tir would not go quietly into the night simply because I’d tired of them. 

			You are not in a relationship with them.

			“It’s me,” I began after the machine beeped. I had a hundred things I wanted to tell her, but the words died on my tongue. Stars, I missed her. I hated that we couldn’t spend more time together in person.

			Besides, I hated discussing anything of a sensitive nature over the phone. What if the government was listening? 

			“I don’t know why I called,” I sighed. “I suppose I’m having boy troubles and wanted to gab with my girlfriend,” I added sarcastically with a dry laugh, imagining Marguerite’s face. Her entire life had been a series of boy troubles since she’d been turned. I was forever listening to her weigh in on the pros and cons of every immortal man that crossed her path. The shoe had never been on the other foot. 

			“Call me back,” I finished, putting down the phone a little harder than necessary and pushing back from my desk. The stack of paperwork I had to deal with under each of my various identities was growing by the day, but I couldn’t concentrate on admin when my head was like this. 

			Imperator, first. Business, later.

			I climbed the stairs up to the roof, needing the grounding sensation of sitting under the stars for a while so I could plot. Like a spy, or a super-villain. It was a little exhilarating, considering how dull my life had become recently. 

			Calvus was already up there, looking comically large sitting on the low stone wall with his knees almost at his ears, scrolling through his phone. My core clenched, a phantom impression of the shattering orgasm he’d given me last night passing through my body. 

			“Not all love expects you to put others before yourself.”

			I hovered at the entrance, debating what to do. I hadn’t expected to run into him out here, and I still hadn’t formulated a response to the heartbreaking words he’d dropped on me while my arousal still wet his fingers. 

			Calvus looked up, raising an eyebrow imperiously at me, as if to say problem? Unwilling to back down from the blatant challenge in his gaze, I held my chin up and strode confidently over, surprising us both by sitting right next to him, close enough that our legs brushed together. 

			We were friends. Friends could sit next to each other. He was just a friend whose tongue had been in my vagina.

			I waited for the irritation to hit me at having him in my thinking space, for the loss of privacy to grate on my introvert tendencies, but it never came. His presence was actually quite soothing.

			“I’ll be out of your hair shortly,” Calvus murmured. “The reception is terrible inside,” he added, flashing his screen at me before returning to whatever he was doing. 

			“No rush,” I replied, my words coming out more stilted than I would have liked.

			“Did you come up here to work through your conflicted emotions from last night?” Calvus asked, flashing me an amused look. Smug bastard.

			“You wish you occupied that much space in my mind,” I lied. 

			“You wish I didn’t,” Calvus replied smoothly. 

			Exactly. Right?

			Fortunately he turned his attention back to his phone and we fell into a peaceful silence. Tir would have pushed, tried to convince me of his devotion, and Louis would have wielded the desire I felt for him as a weapon, not letting me escape it. Calvus was letting me off easy, and I appreciated him for it. 

			While Calvus did whatever he was doing, I tipped my head back and shifted my attention to the stars. They were brilliant tonight. The night sky was a constant in a world of change, and I’d been experiencing more change than usual recently. I drew the Perseus constellation in my mind, easily identified by the shining Algol star. 

			It had always irritated me that Perseus was honored in perpetuum. His killing of Medusa was immortalized as a heroic achievement, rather than the tragedy and insult that it was. Exceptionally beautiful, Medusa had been raped by Poseidon, in the goddess Athena’s temple. For the offense, Athena had cursed Medusa, making her hideous, and replacing her beautiful hair with live snakes. 

			Medusa was a victim, made into a monster, then turned into a sacrifice. And yet it was Perseus who got his own constellation. How was that for patriarchal nonsense?

			“The Imperator left you a message,” Calvus said bitterly, breaking me out of my peaceful reverie. He tilted his screen to show me a picture of the burnt wall of my club, now defaced with an enormous graffiti mural of a laurel crown. Black lines of paint dripped down the wall from the base of the crown, like it was melting. 

			“Subtle,” I remarked drily, tearing my eyes away from the harsh light of the phone and looking back up at the soothing sky. “I wonder if I’ve met him before. I can’t fathom why the Imperator is so… infatuated with me.”

			Calvus scoffed derisively. “That part requires the least explanation. You have three powerful revenants just within these walls ready to lay down their lives at your feet. You may not seek out this kind of attention, but it will invariably find you.” 

			“Because of what you explained to me back in London?” I confirmed, glancing at Calvus. “About female immortals.”

			“Aelia, our sire, had a harem of male lovers and guardians,” Calvus said, shifting uncomfortably. “They were not threatened by my presence since I was much younger and weaker than them. Aelia only replaced them if she encountered someone stronger.” 

			I blinked slowly. What a life. 

			Calvus tucked his phone away in his pocket, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. The position obscured his face, but just the way he was holding himself told me he was agitated. 

			“Out with it,” I encouraged. Calvus was judicious with his words. If there was something he wanted to say, it would be worth hearing. 

			
Even if it hurt.

			“Aelia explained to me that women were rarely changed. A female revenant is a natural monárkhēs.” 

			Monarch.

			“I’m not,” I said, the denial springing to my lips instantly. 

			Calvus shot me an oh really look over his shoulder, and amused disbelief might be the hottest expression I’d seen on him so far. 

			“You have always formed little courts around you, they’ve just been composed of humans. Neither Louis nor I have ever harbored any desire to live and work amongst humans day in and day out, amor meus.” 

			They hadn’t? 

			Interaction had consistently been important to me, but I’d assumed it was human interaction I’d craved. 

			Though in hindsight, Marguerite had never suffered from that affliction. She ran her businesses in a hands-off manner, socializing almost exclusively with the immortal men she invited into her bed. 

			“Okay, let’s entertain this concept for a moment,” I said in a resigned voice. “Why does that make female immortals rare?” 

			Calvus snorted. “Because men are afraid of powerful women, and it goes against a female revenant’s instincts to create competition for territory or lovers. That is why it is all the more surprising Aelia turned you. Most women are changed accidentally by other younglings. Aelia was ancient. She understood what she was doing.” 

			I doubted it was the altruistic gesture Calvus assumed it was. In the vague memories I had of Aelia in the first moments of my transition, she had studied me with a mixture of horrified pity and disgust. 

			“Then wouldn’t the Imperator see me as a threat to his pseudo empire?” I mused, drawing out his stupid name.

			Calvus grunted his assent. “Either he thinks he is old enough and powerful enough to compel you — unlikely — or this talk of being a consort is an attempt to lure you to him…”

			“So he can kill me,” I concluded. Calvus’ entire body drew taut at the mere suggestion of my life being at risk, and I shoved my hands under my legs to stop myself reaching for him. 

			I still couldn’t shake the suspicion that this was personal. The fact that Louis and Calvus had appeared in some of the drawings, the way they’d appeared, only reinforced that feeling. 

			It didn’t matter. Regardless of his reasons, enough was enough. We needed to nip this in the bud now and get back to real life.

			“Let’s get the others and meet in the drawing room,” I declared as I stood. “Enough waiting around. We need to end this.”

			***

			It took an hour for us to convene since Tir had vanished again. The three of us were waiting in the drawing room when he finally emerged through the front door and came up to join us.

			He looked… tired. It only lasted a moment before he flashed me a beaming smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

			Don’t ask. Not your business.

			“Right. Now that we are all here I’d like to discuss a strategy for handling the Imperator. There are four of us, we are ancient, and we are strong. I say we go on the offensive,” I announced. 

			Tir’s tired eyes gleamed with excitement as he drew his trusty dagger out and started twirling it between his fingers. Louis looked like he was on board with that idea too, but was burying his enthusiasm lest he agree with Tir on literally anything. 

			“You disagree,” I stated, looking across at Calvus in surprise. I expected after our conversation on the roof that we’d been on the same page.

			“He wants you,” Calvus pointed out with a grimace, his posture stiff. 

			“He does,” I agreed with a shrug.

			“If we return to London, we are using you as bait. That is unacceptable to me.” 

			Stars, I shouldn’t find that protective streak as attractive as I did. I was an independent woman, I could take care of myself. 

			Couldn’t I? 

			The argument fell apart slightly when I remembered that Calvus had been protecting me all along, it was just more overt now. Maybe I wasn’t quite the badass I thought I was. 

			Regardless, we couldn’t hole up here forever. And I’d hardly be parading myself around London — “Lucy” had vanished after the fire, and I couldn’t just swan around, healthy and alive. Relatively speaking. I didn’t have the same aversion to using myself that Calvus did, I would have to find a way to be smart about it, regardless. 

			My principles wouldn’t allow me to let the Imperator’s attack go. He’d destroyed my home, attacked my allies, and was a creep to boot. He had to be dealt with. 

			Then I’d disappear and make a new life for myself in Berlin or Copenhagen for a couple of decades. On my own. Again. 

			Because that’s what I wanted.

			“We would never let anything happen to our angel,” Tir said as the silence extended, glancing between us. “Bait is such an unattractive term. Porcia will lure the Imperator and his men out, then we will dispose of them.”

			“So, bait then,” Louis retorted drily. 

			“Letting the Imperator continue to do as he pleases is not acceptable to me,” I challenged, my eyes locked on Calvus’ turbulent ones. “His actions have been personal, and they must be addressed. Let’s finish this and be done with it.” 

			“Be done with him, or be done with us?” Louis asked quietly, arms crossed over his chest defensively, though there was nothing defensive about his coiled muscles. He looked ready to spring to rage against the world if I gave him an answer he didn’t like. 

			Stars, there was that uncomfortable, lump-in-my-throat sensation again. 

			“We can’t exist in this limbo forever,” I snapped, hoping the venom I forced into my voice would mask the shakiness. 

			My gaze snagged on Tir and the gentle disappointed smile he offered me felt like bolts tightening at either side of my throat.

			Calvus ran his hand across his face with a labored sigh. “If you need to do this, then that is our priority. We will come up with a plan that keeps you safe, deal with the Imperator, and let you decide what to do next.” Louis made a strangled noise of protest in his throat, still absently staring at the tapestry on the opposite wall. 

			“Sounds good, Captain,” I responded, aiming for cheerfulness. 

			Tir looked less resigned than the other two, like the idea of me leaving without him hadn’t even crossed his mind. 

			We may be ambushing the Imperator, but I felt like I was the one who would be ensnared. Calvus seemed to feel that the next step was in my hands, but Louis’ mouth was set in a stubborn line. I’d bet he was banking on me changing my mind.

			“Well, now that’s settled, does anyone have any suggestions for luring the Imperator out? I’m sure we’re all missing or presumed dead after the fires. That limits our options for a reappearance in London.”

			“I have no legal identity,” Tir volunteered with a shrug. “I can walk around in public.”

			“That could be useful, but we should aim to draw them out regardless,” Calvus mused. 

			“I could dance,” I began slowly, talking through the ideas as they entered my head. “The thrall saw me dance in New Orleans and they tracked me to Sugar a few weeks later.” 

			Calvus made a noise of protest that told me I was on the right track. 

			“Performing is not the best way to avoid attention, angel.” Tir chuckled. Calvus’ eyes lit up in victory, like he’d just discovered the perfect excuse and fully intended to run with it.

			Logically, I understood that a dead woman mysteriously reappearing on stage half naked would attract the kind of attention we didn’t want, but I was still disappointed.

			“Fine, I won’t perform. We can put enough of my stamp on the show for him to know it’s me. I’ll wear a wig and sit in the audience,” I added, ignoring the pang of jealousy at the thought of watching other dancers on stage while I sat in the audience.

			“No. You miss performing,” Louis said determinedly. “We own a small theater in Hammersmith. One night only, masquerade-themed, so no one knows it’s you. May as well have some fun before we handle the Imperator.” 

			Louis shrugged, like he hadn’t just filled my sad little heart with warmth. Why were they all so conscientious all the time? How was I supposed to put space between us when they kept shoving themselves into the forefront of my mind, taking up all my thoughts? 

			I made eye contact with Calvus, raising a questioning eyebrow and daring him to object. If they owned the theater, then he really had no reason to complain. We would have the home court advantage.

			“He might not come,” Calvus hedged. 

			“He will,” I responded with certainty. I knew in my bones that the Imperator would act if I showed my face in London again, particularly with these three in tow. He’d already shown his hand by burning down their homes.

			“Fine, fine,” Calvus sighed, briefly closing before standing up, already pulling his phone from his pocket. “I will find out when the theater is available, I trust you can organize the production side?” 

			Obviously. My expression must have said as much, because Calvus tipped his chin in acknowledgement, his lips twitching with amusement. “Then I shall leave you to it.” 

			“I’ll assist you,” Louis volunteered. “It’s a lot faster to organize things when you aren’t afraid of the internet.” 

			“I am not afraid,” I countered, my voice snippy. At best I was suspicious. Though it would undoubtedly be easier to find other dancers and arrange staging if I used the accursed thing. “But I accept your offer of assistance. I need time to work on my costume,” I added primly.

			I twisted to speak to Tir, only to find him already halfway out of the room, calling out to me over his shoulder. “I shall see you later, my angel. I have a few errands to run.” 

			“What is going on?” I muttered under my breath, earning a grin from Louis. He looked a combination of ecstatic and curious at Tir’s retreat. My sentiments on the matter were a lot less positive.

			Where did he keep disappearing to? 

			Was it inappropriate for me to inquire, given my goal to create distance? 

			Should I ask, even if it was inappropriate? 

			“Come, l’araignée,” Louis chortled. “You have a web to weave and an irksome little fly to catch.” 

			***

			I busied myself down in the vault, searching through my stores for costume ideas. I wasn’t exactly sure what I wanted the theme to be, but I wanted it to be recognizably me. Something that would grab the Imperator’s attention. Perhaps we could put some posters up on the ruins of Sugar to advertise the show. He’d already proved he was keeping an eye on the place by defacing it.

			Not for the first time, I wondered about the man who was bold enough to call himself ‘Imperator’. The title itself was an odd choice. Imperator, not Emperor. Though the Latin title didn’t necessarily mean he was as old as me, it was the language of diplomacy and learning long after it had fallen out of everyday use.  We already knew he would be at least 500 years old to comfortably command immortals like Alessio, though it was likely he was older to have so many minions at his beck and call. The mystery was intriguing.

			Still, on the off-chance that he was as old as me, a Greco-Roman theme would surely get his attention. Perhaps something goddess-themed to rub in his face that I was no man’s consort. I was powerful in my own right. 

			I nodded to myself. Yes, that would work. I wouldn’t need an elaborate costume. Something with timeless Grecian elegance, all white…

			“You look deep in thought, angel,” Tir remarked casually, leaning against the open door to the vault. He must have been right, I hadn’t even noticed his approach. 

			“A show doesn’t plan itself,” I replied loftily, giving him my back. 

			I was annoyed with him. Irrationally so. Despite reminding myself almost hourly that we weren’t a couple and we didn’t owe each other a damn thing, Tir’s mysterious nightly excursions had me on the edge of sitting him down and demanding answers. It was preposterous. 

			Undeterred by my cool reception, Tir came up behind me, resting his hands on my hips and rubbing slow circles over my dress with his thumbs. 

			“I missed you, angel.” 

			“You’re the one that keeps leaving,” I snapped instinctively. I closed my eyes, willing myself to pull it together. One, two, three… 

			“Your home is poorly fortified,” Tir mumbled, trailing a line of venom up the side of my neck and following its path with soft kisses. His venom was a beacon of desire, signaling to my brain that it was go-time and my body went pliant instantly. Stars, Porcia. At least pretend this is a bad idea. “I cannot tolerate my angel being insufficiently protected.” 

			What were we talking about? 

			Fortifications?

			Tir reached past me to the silk robe that hung on the wall for when I was changing down here. I watched through half-lidded eyes as he tugged the sash free of the loops, until he had a length of cream silk fabric in his hand.

			“I want to tie you up.” 

			“No,” I breathed, tipping my head back to give him better access to my neck, already undoing the side zipper of my dress and pulling it off. 

			I needed an orgasm. I could be mad at him later. 

			“You do not trust me, angel?” Tir asked, helping me remove my dress. As always, he was shirtless, and I relished the feeling of his bare skin against mine. 

			“I don’t trust men,” I retorted, more for my own benefit as I removed my lingerie. 

			“Liar,” Tir chuckled, spinning me to face him when I was naked except for my heels. I made quick work of his slacks, smiling slowly at the almost painful-looking erection that saluted me as I tugged it free. Mine. 

			For now. 

			Tir hummed thoughtfully, rubbing the silk sash between his fingers. Giving me a pointed look, he began to wrap it around his own wrist, holding it out for me to knot. Perplexed, I secured it in place. It seemed rather pointless, it wasn’t like he couldn’t get out of it if he wanted to. 

			Maybe it was a kink thing.

			With a seductive grin, Tir picked up my hand, and calmly wrapped the remaining length of silk around my wrist. He was giving me plenty of time to pull away, if I wanted to. I supposed I could rip it if need be.

			Stars, he recognized I wasn’t comfortable being at his mercy so he’d compromised by making himself vulnerable too. 

			Stop being so thoughtful, I pleaded silently. You’re making it so much harder to push you away. 

			I let him secure the sash in place, connecting us with makeshift cuffs. The tightness around my wrist, the way Tir’s arm followed when I lightly tugged on it… I had to admit, it heightened my arousal. 

			I was no stranger to bondage, but I was usually the one doing the binding. The sensation was foreign, but by no means bad. 

			How was I ever going to go back to sex with humans after this?

			Tir guided me backwards to the circular ottoman in the center of the room. It was tufted gray velvet and big enough for our upper bodies to lie on, though our legs hung off the edge. 

			I laid back, my fangs dropping in anticipation as Tir draped himself over me. He guided our joined hands over my head, and it was the perfect loosening of control for me to enjoy it without getting lost in my own head. Tir’s thigh nestled between mine, and I thrust my hips up shamelessly, seeking friction against his skin. 

			“We should talk,” I moaned, realizing I’d gotten completely absorbed in his seduction. 

			“You do not wish to talk, angel,” Tir countered, his fangs scraping over my collarbone. His free hand worked its way down my body, teasing and pinching my nipples mercilessly until I was a sobbing, panting mess, before continuing his path to where I needed him most. Where I ached for him. 

			“Where do you keep disappearing to?” I rasped, my voice turning suddenly high pitched as Tir lightly circled my clit. Despite the fact that he’d tied us together, everything about his movements was surprisingly… vanilla. Tender. 

			He’s making love to you, a voice in the back of my head whispered. 

			Hush, subconscious. I’m not listening to you right now. 

			“Your home is poorly protected, angel. It worries me. I take defenses seriously.” Tir worked one finger slowly into my soaking, needy pussy and I wanted to cry. 

			One finger wasn’t going to cut it. 

			“Why?” I breathed, trying to focus on what he was saying. Vaguely, I recalled his house blowing up and hoped he wasn’t setting up my beautiful castle for a similar end.

			“I rely on myself,” Tir mumbled against my skin, adding a second finger, almost certainly trying to distract me. 

			“Why?”

			“For a long time, I did not. I did not like the man I became. The vampire I became.” A third finger now, his strokes growing almost desperate. 

			I struggled to make sense of his words through the cloud of desire. All immortals relied on themselves, did they not? We were territorial by nature, independent. 

			Except Marguerite, who chose to live with her harem of lovers.

			And Calvus and Louis, who chose to live with each other. 

			And me, who’d willingly relied on Calvus and Louis from a distance while telling myself I needed no one. 

			But that wasn’t what Tir was talking about. He withdrew his fingers and lined his cock up at my entrance, the tip glistening with precum. There was a plea in his eyes as he pushed into me, a desperate need for me to understand. To accept him — the man he was now and the past he was so ashamed of. 

			“You had thralls,” I whispered as realization dawned, bracing my heels on the edge of the ottoman so I could match his movements thrust for thrust. 

			“It is my deepest shame.” 

			I believed him. The sincerity was right there — the anguish in his eyes, the way his fingers intertwined with mine and gripped me like he’d never let me go. The regret pouring off him was almost tangible. 

			A thrall was a slave with Stockholm Syndrome, magnified by a thousand. They became addicted to their master, to their venom. Lived to please them, then died without them. Their loss of autonomy was total. 

			“I realized the error of my ways. I stopped a thousand years ago and have lived alone ever since, isolating myself as much as I could,” Tir breathed, begging, begging, begging me to understand. 

			“You cannot live as long as we have without shame. Without some regrets,” I whispered, cupping his jaw with my free hand. “We can only try to do better. To make better choices. To fix the things we break.”

			“Do you forgive me, my angel?” 

			“It is not my forgiveness you have to ask for.” 

			And then there was no room for words, no place for regrets. There was just Tir and I, our bodies moving as one, finding our release together, holding one another as we came down from our highs. 

			And a little bit more of my heart unfroze for the man who had hidden himself away from the world in shame. 

			For the man who’d looked at me and seen his salvation, when I could only be his ruin.
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			The lady doth protest too much, methinks

			Shakespeare

			Fucking Marguerite. 

			I stared down at the white box in my hands, turning it over to examine it, and pressing my ear against the package, half expecting it to blow up at any moment. 

			I’d discovered it outside the front door when I woke up, presumably hand delivered by one of the many humans in her employ, since there was no postage information. 

			It had given me a split second of terror when I’d found it, worried the Imperator was upping his game from drawings to gifts, until I’d opened the note. Our luck seemed to be holding as like the Imperator hadn’t tracked us here yet.

			Maybe Louis’ impromptu firebomb had scared them off tracking us. Sane people did not make a petrol bomb on the M1. 

			My dearest Porcia, 

			If you can overcome your aversion to immortal men, you can overcome your aversion to mobile phones. 

			Besides, you never answer your landline. At least humor me until your troubles have been dealt with and you are settled somewhere new.

			Don’t be difficult.

			Love, 

			Marguerite.

			With an irritated huff, I brought the box with me into my sewing room and proceeded to pull the sleek black phone out. She’d evidently got a human to set it up for me, since the blasted thing was already on, the screen glaring brightly in the dim room. Probably recording everything I said and transmitting it to a secret government agency. I placed it down flat on the table and stabbed at it with my finger a few times, discovering Marguerite’s number was already saved on the first screen. 

			Knowing it was too early, I called her six times in a row, hoping it would wake her up. That would serve her right for shipping me a torture device. 

			Satisfied that she would get the message when she awoke of how well I had received her gift, I abandoned it on the table and pottered around the room, picking up where I’d left off last night. 

			We had spent the last week preparing everything and were returning to London tomorrow. Calvus was in charge of our security, Louis had been organizing the theater logistics, and I’d been planning my performance. I hated to admit it, but it had been much easier to arrange last-minute dancers with Louis messaging them from his phone. 

			We were using my corporation, the one which owned the club, to reach out to some of the dancers from Sugar. The company name had been on their payslips, so most of them had been happy to take up the offer for a one-night performance. 

			Rather than compel anyone who happened to recognize me, I’d pulled rank and asked Louis to organize a private dressing room for me, then I’d wear my mask the whole time on stage. It was a bit of a headache — getting ready alongside the other dancers built my energy before I performed — but it would be worth it. I could send off this latest iteration of my London life in style, and draw the Imperator out, be done with this once and for all.

			Surprisingly — considering how against the idea he had been initially — Calvus had left me to my own devices when it came to designing the show. All three of them had, really. Louis would check in periodically about the logistics or any supplies I might need, but other than that he stayed out of my way. 

			I got the impression he wasn’t thrilled about that, but he was giving me space because Calvus urged him to. Louis was headstrong, but he plainly respected Calvus’ opinion. I wondered how different their stalking would have looked if Louis had been the one in charge. 

			A lot less considerate of my personal bounds, probably.

			Tir had been flitting in to check how things were progressing and provided me with worshipful praise in between his nightly outings. It seemed now that he’d gotten a taste for the modern world, he couldn’t get enough. 

			I didn’t know what to make of his behavior. He was still touchy-feely, but the interactions felt more affectionate than seductive. Tir always stepped confidently into my personal space, like he had every right to be there, and that hadn’t lessened over the course of the week. It was almost like he knew something I didn’t. 

			My sewing room was one of the smallest bedrooms in the castle, and housed the sewing machine and treadle stand I’d bought new in 1880. For me, it had been quite an innovative purchase. I usually waited 50 years or so before I trusted technology enough to try it. The center of the room was dominated by a wooden cutting table with built-in storage underneath for fabric, and almost every inch of wall was hidden by shelves groaning with supplies.

			There were no windows and the whole space was cluttered and overflowing, entirely unlike every other room in the house. I loved it. It was cozy and familiar. I’d gotten lazy in recent years, commissioning seamstresses to sew costumes for me and buying clothes. For centuries, I’d made everything I wore. I’d forgotten how much I enjoyed the process of bringing a vision to life.

			This ensemble would be a hodgepodge of existing outfits in my closet, but I was pleased with how it was turning out. I was sitting in front of the sewing machine, hand stitching some beading, when a knock on the door jamb startled me out of my thoughts.

			I was so used to it being Tir who snuck up unexpectedly, that I was caught off guard when it was Louis who materialized in the doorway. This was no casual conversation about logistics, that much was certain. Louis looked predatory.

			It was incredibly sexy. I probably needed my head checked.

			“Hello,” I greeted him, silently cursing the high-pitched tone of my voice.

			Nothing between Louis and I felt settled. We’d had hot-as-hell sex in a moment of passion that bordered on insanity, yet we’d never talked about it. I had assumed we would discuss it the following night — if only for me to make clear that it couldn’t eventuate into anything — but Louis had all but thrown me into Calvus’ arms that night instead. Undoubtedly all part of Louis’ harebrained scheme to get me to fall in love with them via their penises. 

			Except it hadn’t worked because Calvus and I didn’t have sex. Not only did we not have sex, Calvus had instead split all my scars open with his words, and a week later, I still hadn’t worked out how to stem the bleeding.

			Not for the first time, I thought this whole situation might be comical if it was happening to someone else.

			“Good evening. How’s the costume coming along?” Louis asked lightly, sounding genuinely interested in my response. 

			“Good. I hoped it was finished, but the boobs needed more sparkle. You know how it goes.”

			“Mmm, I hate when my breasts fail to get the attention they so obviously deserve,” Louis agreed in a teasing voice.

			“Outrageous.” I threw him a small smile, glad we were getting back the easy banter we’d enjoyed before we’d wrecked it by fucking each other. 

			I supposed if one was going to ruin a relationship, fucking each other’s brains out was the best way to go.

			“Where’s lover boy?” 

			I rolled my eyes at the hint of petulance in his voice. 

			“Out, I assume.” 

			“Where?” Louis persisted. “He could be knee deep in human cum for all you know.” 

			“Thank you for that visual,” I snorted, not bothering to engage with his shameless goading. He was always determined to think the worst of Tir, and assuming that he was out getting his dick wet every night was Louis’ latest theory. If Calvus held that opinion too, he hadn’t vocalized it. Calvus was the tactful one out of the two of them, though.

			“I’m just saying, you should consider it. Are you looking forward to going back to the city?” Louis asked, still leaning against the doorway. 

			My needle was poised over the bodice I was beading. This seemed like another trick question.

			“Well, I won’t be staying in London,” I responded, picking my words carefully. “You know, since I’m presumed dead.” 

			Louis hummed in agreement, pushing off the doorframe and prowling over to me like an animal who had some prey set in his sights. “Likewise. Though Calvus usually handles the administrative side of finishing up identities.” 

			“Where will you go?” I asked casually, tamping down my burning curiosity. 

			Louis stopped at my shoulder, watching me work. His body didn’t emit heat like a human’s, there was no breath on my neck or pounding heartbeat to give him away, yet I could pinpoint his exact location, his exact stance. I knew his hands would be folded behind his back as he bent slightly forward, gray eyes focused intently on my fingers. His blonde hair would be flopping forward, but he’d tilt his head a little to the right so it didn’t obstruct his view. 

			And that mouth. Oh, that sinful mouth. One corner would be tipped up, revealing that boyish dimple that only appeared when he smiled.

			“Wherever you go, of course.”

			Stars, how was I expected to concentrate on my stitching when he said things like that, with such fierce conviction his voice? 

			Damn him.

			I leaned my head back, finding him precisely how I expected, loose lock of hair and all. 

			“And if I ordered you not to follow me?” I breathed. I’d asked him once before, but that was before we slept together. Before his eyes had sparkled with possessiveness every time he looked at me. 

			Louis grinned like I’d just told him a hilarious joke. “Please don’t, I’d hate to have to fight with you about it.”

			I made a disgruntled sound, turning my attention back to my costume. “There’s nothing to fight about. This was always temporary.”

			“Does that mean you’re not in love with us yet?” Louis asked cheerfully, recalling their ridiculous deal.

			“Obviously not. The terms haven’t changed, Louis.” 

			“My cock begs to differ.”

			“Your cock doesn’t have a deciding vote.”

			“Pity. So you’re planning on spending our final night here, sequestered away from the world in this peaceful bubble you’ve created for us, working?” Louis asked dubiously.

			“It would appear that way,” I replied slowly. Trap, my subconscious insisted.

			“Well, it’s important that you get everything done before the show. You just focus on that and I’ll keep myself entertained,” Louis drawled, the sound of his lowering zipper obnoxiously filling the quiet room. “Don’t mind me.”

			Don’t mind him? 

			How was I supposed to not mind him when his monster cock was out? 

			I glanced back at it before returning my wandering eyes to my needlework like I was completely unaffected. In truth, Louis’ dick was a masterpiece — even if you were on your way to another exhibit, you would be remiss not to pause and admire it for a moment.   

			“I hope you don’t work with humans. You are a sexual harassment suit waiting to happen,” I snarked, glancing back at his thickening length out of the corner of my eye again. My needle hovered an inch above the bodice I’d been working on. 

			Beading? Was that what I’d been doing? 

			This must be what the staff at Sugar meant when they said “dickmatized.” I was dickmatized. 

			 

			Suddenly, the urge to taste Louis was overwhelming. I had nothing against blow jobs, but considering my extensive experience with mortal lovers, it was never something I was asked to do. They were always too busy worshipping me. 

			Following Louis’ movements as his hand wrapped around his cock, my eyes tracking each lazy stroke of his fist, I felt like I needed to feel the weight of him in my mouth, his taste on my tongue. If this was all ending between us — and it had to — I wanted to know every part of him. 

			I wanted to memorize every part of each of them. I’d weave each memory into a blanket and wrap myself up in it while I spent the rest of eternity safely alone. 

			Louis’ eyes grew infinitesimally as I slipped off my chair and kneeled at his feet, leaning forward so the tip of his cock brushed against my lips. I kept my mouth closed, smiling wickedly up at him and batting my eyelashes innocently. 

			“I don’t think so, mon trésor,” Louis purred. “If you’re going to get on your knees for me, you’re going to open that pretty mouth.” He tapped my lower lip twice with his cockhead and my core clenched in anticipation. 

			“Am I now?” I cooed, planting a soft kiss on the sensitive underside beneath the head, then lapping at the bead of precum like a kitten. 

			“Open,” he demanded, sending a shiver of desire down my spine. 

			It was so nice not to have to lead in the bedroom for a change. I was sure if I told Louis I wanted to be in charge, he’d back down in a second, but I was glad I didn’t have to be.

			Maintaining eye contact, I licked my lips slowly and let my mouth fall open. Louis’ eyes gleamed with satisfaction for all of one second before they were flooded with a lust that bordered on feral. Just the way I liked him. 

			He plunged his cock into my mouth with a masculine groan that traveled down my entire body, ending with a satisfying zing! at my clit. With my fist wrapped around the base of Louis’ dick and my mouth working overtime because I was determined to suck this man dry, I tugged my dress up and shoved my other hand in my panties. I surprised myself at how slick I was — apparently blow jobs got me hotter than I realized. 

			“Oh fuckkkk,” Louis moaned as I lavished his length with my tongue before swallowing him down again. Stars, he was big. There was no fancy technique happening while Louis was filling my mouth, stretching my jaw to its limit. 

			Louis shut his eyes and threw his head back in ecstasy. I appreciated the validation. I’d only given blow jobs to humans before, but they couldn’t help loving everything I did. I could lick their dick like a lollipop a couple of times and call it a day, they’d have the best orgasm of their life.

			Not tonight, though. Tonight, I had to put the work in. Tonight, I was making the most of my redundant pulmonary circulation system. There was no pesky oxygen stopping me as I relaxed my throat, surging forward to take Louis further.

			My gums ached with the force of keeping my fangs back, somehow I didn’t think he’d appreciate me drawing blood there.

			I moved one hand down to massage his balls and his self-control vanished. He grabbed me by the hair and pulled my mouth off him before I could blink. 

			“I’m not finishing in your mouth,” he all but growled, hauling me up and capturing my mouth in a bruising kiss. “Not this time anyway,” he mumbled against me before parting my lips again with his tongue. 

			There could be no next time, but I wouldn’t risk spoiling the mood by pointing that out. 

			I stumbled slightly as Louis maneuvered me around the room until my back hit a shelf, his thigh shoved roughly between mine, giving me the friction I so desperately needed. Clothes disappeared — mine and his — in a whirlwind of torn seams and flying buttons. The contents of the shelf clattered to the ground, sending spools of thread everywhere. 

			Even skin to skin, our tongues intertwined, he didn’t feel close enough. I needed him in me, under me, around me. I wanted that forever, but forever wasn’t an option. 

			We had right now though. We moved at the same time, my legs wrapping around Louis’ hips as he lined himself up with my entrance, and I thanked all the deities he wasn’t angling for more foreplay, because I was beyond ready. He filled me to the hilt in one smooth movement and my vision blurred, the fangs I’d been concealing dropping so fast it felt like they ripped free of my gums. 

			Where Calvus kindly let me hide my face and pretend like it was some nameless, faceless guy behind me, destroying my vagina, Louis wasn’t so generous. He clamped both hands around the sides of my neck, pinning me to the shelf by my throat while I used my legs to support my weight. 

			“You’re lucky I don’t need oxygen.” 

			“As if I’d be so rough if you did,” Louis scoffed. “Don’t you realize yet how precious you are to me?” he asked, fucking me like I wasn’t precious at all. Just the way I liked it. 

			Unfortunately, this position put us exactly at eye level. Stubbornly, I refused to close my eyes. It would all but announce that the intimacy was bothering me. 

			No, I couldn’t let on that I was affected. I’d stare him down like the apex predator I was. It was a dangerous game, Louis’ eyes were so captivating. I felt like I was sinking into their cool gray depths like a stone, unsure if I’d ever surface again. 

			I wasn’t confident I could hold back the orgasm that was threatening to drown me, but I knew this moment between us would be hard and fast. I wanted us to come together. 

			“Let go,” Louis urged, flexing his fingers around my neck. “I’ve got you. Let go.”

			I doubted I could have disobeyed his command if I tried. 

			My body responded to the conviction in his voice as my orgasm crested like a tidal wave. I buried my face in the crook of Louis’ shoulder as his grip loosened and gasped my way through it, vaguely attempting to keep quiet for Calvus’ sake. 

			Louis’ hands moved from my neck to my hips as he carried me across the room and perched me on the edge of the cutting table, knocking a jar of beads to the floor with a clatter. It seemed like the sort of thing I should have been annoyed about, but I could barely fathom anything existed outside of the aftershocks of my orgasm and the clenching of my muscles around Louis’ cock.  

			“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Louis chanted, driving himself deeper now that the table was supporting my weight. “Swore if I was ever lucky enough to feel you wrapped around my cock again, it’d be in a bed and I’d treat you like a lady.” 

			“I don’t need a bed,” I panted, shoving down the words I wanted to say and locking them in a vault in my head where they could torment me for the rest of my life. 

			I just need you. All of you.

			There was a desperation to our movements that wasn’t solely coming from my end. No, Louis was feeling the same clawing, possessive need I felt. It scraped painfully at my insides, leaving scars that no immortal could heal from. 

			This was the end. Each brutal thrust, each drag of Louis’ cock against my inner walls bought us closer to goodbye. I embedded my nails in his shoulder blades, the smell of his blood permeating the air, but it wasn’t enough to sate the clawing need within me. The wounds would heal, there would be no trace of them. No trace of me. 

			Fading from their memory was almost as painful as the idea that they’d never fade from mine.

			“Stay with me,” Louis ordered gruffly. My eyes widened in alarm — both that he’d climbed right into my thoughts, and that he’d said ‘me’ not ‘us.’ Were he and Calvus fighting? 

			Louis’ mouth twitched in amusement as he took in my probably terrified expression. “I mean right now, mon trésor. In this moment. Stay with me.”

			I gave him a shaky nod, leaning forward to press my mouth against his in lieu of a reply, parting my lips without hesitation when Louis’ tongue drove forward. He kissed me hungrily, his fingers gripping my hips hard enough to leave marks, and I knew I wasn’t the only one struggling. 

			As confident as he acted that this wasn’t goodbye, there was a part of him that was keeping me a little closer than usual, kissing me harder, fucking me deeper, knowing that maybe this really was the last time.

			Louis’ fangs sank into my lower lip and I didn’t chastise him as he sipped at the pooling blood, savoring the taste of me. My thighs trembled and Louis’ hand slipped between us, pinching my clit almost viciously, demanding my orgasm as he found his release. I reared up and sank my teeth into his shoulder, hoping the metallic scent of blood in the air would cover the salty smell of the single tear that tracked down my cheek.

			I swiped it away as swiftly as I could, trembling as my body put itself back together after coming so hard. I felt like I’d been ripped apart from the inside out. Louis appeared just as shaken, withdrawing slowly like he didn’t actually want a sliver of space between us, but knew I needed it. 

			He lifted my chin with his finger, urging me to look at him. There was a wealth of words lying unsaid between us, and my throat ached with the strain of keeping them in. Louis opened his mouth and fear froze my insides that he was about to tell me something that I couldn’t unhear. I was barely holding it together after Calvus’ speech and Tir’s plea for forgiveness. My defenses couldn’t take anymore heartfelt declarations. 

			Before he could speak, a shrill, horrifying noise broke the tense silence, making us both jump. 

			“Since when do you have a phone?” Louis asked with an almost nervous laugh, grabbing the vibrating thing off the table and thrusting it at me like it might burn him. 

			“Since tonight apparently,” I replied awkwardly, fumbling slightly as I took it from him and glared down at Marguerite’s name flashing across the screen. 

			“I’ll give you some privacy,” Louis announced, his voice strained. I nodded mutely as he snatched his clothes off the floor and backed out of the room. Relief and disappointment warred within me, fighting for supremacy. 

			Maybe it was a good thing we’d been interrupted. The sex had felt like goodbye. Words would only ruin it. 

			With an audible gulp, I jabbed at the green circle on the screen until the piercing ringing stopped. Devil thing.

			“Hello? Put the phone next to your ear,” Marguerite demanded. I did as instructed, rolling my eyes.

			“I understand how phones work.” 

			“Barely,” Marguerite laughed. I almost smiled at her easy teasing. Before I’d met her, no one had teased me in centuries. After I got over my urge to put her in place each time she did, I grew quite fond of her humor. “Now, tell me what is wrong? Whatever these boy troubles are, they apparently haven’t improved in the past week. You sound dreadful.” 

			“I do not,” I fired back, offended. I sounded fine because I was fine. Or I would be fine, eventually at least.

			“Darling, you sound like a woman on the verge of a breakdown.” 

			“I think the verge has long since come and gone.” 

			“Porcia,” Marguerite replied, sounding unusually serious. “What is going on? Are you in trouble? I can be on a plane tonight.”

			“No, no, don’t do that. It’s not that kind of trouble.”

			“You mentioned a territory dispute.”

			“A mere inconvenience,” I assured her, downplaying it a little so she wouldn’t worry. “We will deal with the interloper tomorrow.”

			“And after that?” she pressed, delving right to the heart of my issue. “What of your allies?”

			“We’ll part ways, as agreed.”

			Why hadn’t I dressed before accepting the call? I was acutely aware that not only was I completely naked, but I could feel Louis’ cum leaking between my thighs. Talking about leaving him, leaving all of them, while his marks were still on my skin only made my urge to cry worse.

			“Is that what you want?” Marguerite asked carefully.

			“Yes.” Could she hear the hollowness in my voice? I could.

			“You’ve grown attached to them.” 

			I could admit that to myself. Despite my many internal warnings specifically not to get attached, somewhere along the line I had. Or maybe I had been from the beginning, from the moment I felt Calvus’ eyes on me, then Louis’ later down the line. From the second Tir had tackled me into the dirt. 

			But I couldn’t admit it to Marguerite or anyone else. Speaking the words into existence made them real.

			“Porcia,” Marguerite began with a heavy sigh. “Are you so afraid of love you’ll break your own heart to escape it?” 

			“It would hardly be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done in the name of love,” I retorted with a humorless laugh. “Perhaps you were right. Perhaps I should try the new world again. A fresh start.” I was trying to talk myself into it, and my enthusiasm sounded feeble even to my own ears.

			“I will support you, whatever you wish to do,” Marguerite said slowly, delicately picking her words. 

			“But?” I prompted.

			“But I hope you reconsider. I don’t know these men — what they’re like, whether they’re good for you, if they even deserve you. What I do know is that you wouldn’t run unless those sky high walls you’ve built are at real risk of crumbling.” 

			“Is that not the best possible reason to run?” Stars, I felt like there was a knife lodged under my rib cage, turning, turning, turning, with every word. 

			“You haven’t built a fortress to keep others out, darling. You’ve built a prison to keep yourself in. Maybe it’s time to let yourself be free.” 

			***

			My costume and suitcase were carefully stacked in the back of the new SUV Calvus had procured with the guys’ things. I’d locked up the estate, and left a message for the housekeepers asking them to resume their maintenance duties. To strip the beds and put the dust covers back on the furniture. Closing it up for the foreseeable future.

			While this was my primary estate, the property I was most attached to, I’d never felt any great sadness leaving it in the past. I could always come back, after all. It had been here for centuries and was isolated enough that it didn’t attract many trespassers. 

			Tonight though, as I paused on the steps that led up to the imposing doorway, staring up at the gleaming white stone in the darkness, I was bereft. There was a violent ache in my chest at saying goodbye to these four walls, and I knew it was because of the memories I was leaving inside them. 

			I would never be able to return here in the future without thinking of Louis, Calvus, or Tir. Every time I walked into the study, I’d remember Louis throwing me over my desk and ravishing me. Dancing in the drawing room. Calvus’ tongue buried in me while I bent over the sofa. My legs wrapped around Louis’ head on the roof. Riding Tir’s face in the guest room... 

			Stars, I’d had a lot of tongues inside me these past couple of weeks.

			Calvus stepped up beside me, proffering me his arm. I’d barely seen him this past week, but when I had, he’d been the perfect gentleman. There had been nary a hint of the sexual attraction I knew he felt for me. It’s like he’d compartmentalized the memory of that night in the drawing room, tucking it safely away.

			Somewhere it couldn’t hurt him. 

			With a tight smile, I slipped my arm through his and let him guide me to the waiting SUV. Louis, always less inclined to hide his emotions than Calvus, seemed just as morose as I was. 

			Naturally, Tir was humming. It was the same tune I’d danced to all those nights ago, that he’d recalled with impressive accuracy. 

			Maybe he didn’t realize this was the end? Goodbye? Happily never after? 

			Someone who wasn’t me should really tell him. 

			Stars. Have you eaten? I was graduating from a jealous girlfriend to a conscientious grandmother.

			Only as we were pulling away from the estate did  I realize I had no idea where we were going. Hammersmith, presumably, but where were we staying? My never-trust-men rule was laughable in hindsight. I trusted these three so implicitly, I didn’t even question it.   

			“Where are we going?” I asked finally, clearing my throat. The noise was abnormally loud in the silent car.

			Calvus made eye contact with me in the rearview mirror, and I spotted a glimpse of concern before he shuttered his expression. 

			“We bought a semi-detached in Bedford Park,” he replied with a grimace. 

			“It’s a fixer upper,” Louis explained. “But it was the best we could find in the area that hadn’t had a skylight or conservatory added on. Fucking skylights,” he muttered, and I stifled a sudden urge to giggle. Human efforts to let as much sunlight as possible into a property were immensely inconvenient for us creatures of the night.

			It didn’t matter where we stayed, I reminded myself. We would arrive in the early hours of the morning, sleep during the day if the residence was secure enough, then the show would take place tomorrow night. All going to plan, the Imperator would come out of hiding, we’d slice his head off, and then… 

			Shake hands and go on our merry ways? Separately? 

			The dull ache that had been residing in my chest this past week grew acute. 

			I could feel Tir’s probing gaze on the side of my face, but I twisted to stare unseeing out the window instead. We could sit down and talk about this after we’d eliminated the threat. We just had to survive each other’s presence until then.
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			Do not go gentle into that good night

			Dylan Thomas

			Even if the room in Louis and Calvus’ semi-detached had been luxurious — which it most assuredly wasn’t — I doubted I would have slept well. We’d arrived an hour before sunrise, ran around putting up blackout blinds, then retired to our own rooms. 

			I’d lain awake for hours, and judging by the movements I could hear across the hall, I wasn’t the only one. I was certain that was Calvus, staying awake deliberately to keep an eye on things. Ever the watchful protector. 

			How was he feeling? Fine, I assumed. Calvus was the most battle hardened of us all, I doubted he got nervous.

			The Imperator didn’t concern me. Not really, anyway. Yes, he had a significant following, but they wouldn’t be older than Calvus, Tir or myself, and Louis could hold his own. If they were young, like Alessio had been, we’d compel them into submission. If they were older, we would fight. 

			Calvus had defended both my territory and his for centuries on his own, I doubted there was anything to worry about. 

			I wondered what happened to Alessio. I’d compelled him to make his own choices, but for all I knew those choices were to continue following the Imperator around. It would be a shame if he attacked us again. I’d never consider him for my non-existent harem, but I couldn’t help pitying him.

			No, it wasn’t the looming confrontation that had kept me awake.

			I’d showered — under the worst water pressure I’d experienced in years — and put on a simple crimson silk dress that had long sleeves with a deep V at the back. Black pumps that I could easily kick off if necessary. My black double-breasted coat was draped over my arm, ready to put on before we went outside, to blend into the December crowd. My makeup and hair were done but simple, since I’d redo it all once we arrived at the theater anyway. 

			It wasn’t particularly functional battle attire, but we’d agreed it would work to our advantage if the Imperator underestimated us, so we were all dressing as we usually did. 

			Surprisingly, I was the first one ready. I waited in the entryway for the others to join me, intently studying the peeling beige wallpaper. 

			It was tense.

			The entire energy of the house could only be described as tense. Everyone had Very Important Things To Say, but none of us were saying them. Maybe the three of them were waiting to see how tonight played out. Maybe they were in denial. 

			Preparing for the show had been my excuse to avoid any difficult conversations, but my window for using it was rapidly closing.

			Tir appeared on the landing, looking dapper in his dress clothes and sporting a cocky grin. He leapt onto the creaking bannister and slid down at a rate that alarmed even me, despite knowing logically the worst he could do was fall and he’d heal within hours. 

			Still. If I could have heart attacks, Tir would have given me several by now.

			He landed at the bottom with a flourish and snatched me into his arms. Instinct won out the second I was in his embrace, and when he drew me up his body, my legs wrapped around his hips of their own accord. My short dress rode up with the movement, and I knew if anyone came down the stairs right now, there would be no mistaking Tir’s hands cupping my ass, his fingers brushing the scrap of fabric that was my thong.

			“This is a bad idea,” I murmured, draping my arms more comfortably over Tir’s shoulders. “We’re supposed to be establishing distance.”

			“I never agreed to such terms, angel.” Tir’s fingers flexed, and a shiver of desire ran down my spine. 

			I was a sexual woman, I enjoyed sex, but if I couldn’t find a partner who interested me, I was happy enough to go without. Between these three men, I’d become some kind of deranged nymphomaniac. Just one touch and my body was ready to go, to say nothing about the number of panties I was going through. 

			“The closer we are, the harder it will be to separate once all of this is over.” The seriousness of my message was somewhat undercut by my breathy tone and rolling hips. 

			“If we were separating, that would be a consideration,” Tir mumbled against my skin, pressing lingering kisses over my collarbone. 

			I frowned, alarm cutting through the fog of lust. No, that wasn’t right. We were definitely going our own ways.

			“So, he makes the cut but we don’t?” Louis asked coolly from the top of the stairs. My head snapped up to look at him and Calvus, both standing there coiled, ready to… run? Fight? Fuck? The tension rolling off them was palpable. 

			“No, that’s not—” I started, untangling myself from Tir, giving him a light shove backwards.

			“We’ve heard the explanations plenty of times before,” Louis interjected, spitting ‘explanations’ like it was a curse. 

			“Louis!” Calvus barked. “We don’t have time for this. We need to get to the theater to secure the area.” 

			“Cool. I’ll meet you there,” Louis said to his friend with an unfriendly smile before shooting past us out into the night. The old door creaked on its hinges from the force he’d thrown it open with, the noise echoing uncomfortably in the silence he’d left behind. 

			Calvus cleared his throat, walking down the stairs at a controlled pace, looking determinedly at anything but me as he passed, before pausing in the open door.  “We’ll take the car, your costume is in the back.” 

			I nodded mutely, turning to follow him, but Tir’s fingers wrapped around my wrist before I could move. He leaned right into my space, his lips moving against the shell of my ear. 

			“This is not over, angel. Not for any of us.”

			***

			I’d all but barricaded myself in the small private dressing room in the attic of the theater to get ready. It was an interesting building, with a popular pub on the ground floor, a sparse but functional theater on the first floor that seated 50, and a rabbit warren of storage rooms and dressing areas in the low-ceilinged attic. I knew all three men were downstairs somewhere, patrolling the area even though we weren’t anticipating an attack until the humans had cleared out, but I wasn’t acknowledging them. 

			Our interactions were so strained, all of our nerves so on edge, that we were more likely to do more harm than good by speaking right now. 

			One thing at a time. 

			The performance.

			My costume was a collection of swathes of gauzy white fabric that I would peel off slowly as I danced. I fussed with the pieces, checking repeatedly that I’d put them on in the right order. Usually, it would be second nature to me, but my head was all over the place. Each section of material draped over me to create a Grecian-style gown, the top criss-crossing over my breasts, and tucking into a long asymmetrical skirt. It was deceptively simple, and a lot more understated than the fussy outfits I usually wore on stage. 

			Tonight, of all nights, I could have done with the extra fuss. I was already too bare and exposed in other ways.

			I secured the pearl-encrusted underbust corset I’d been working on for the past few days in place, then draped another long piece of gauze around me as a shawl, providing some extra layers for me to shed.

			Satisfied with my costume, I leaned forward to check my dark red lips and liquid-lined eyes in the mirror. With my sleek pin-up girl curls and vintage pearl drop earrings, the whole look was a contrast of virginal white, and confident seductress. Exactly what I was aiming for. 

			The rap of knuckles against the door — Calvus, undoubtedly — alerted me that it was time. I was the final act of the show, but we’d all agreed I should stay up here until it was time to go on stage, lest anyone recognized me. Louis was supervising the performance downstairs, and I pushed back my inappropriate jealousy. It had always been inappropriate, but after the strange stand-off in the entryway earlier, it was infinitely more so.

			Careful not to smudge my makeup, I secured my Venetian mask, hiding my identity. I’d had a few in the vault that I’d used for masquerade parties at the estate back in my heyday, when I’d been interesting. This one was ivory, covered in delicate lace. I’d added two strands of pearls to the bottom of it, framing the lower half of my face, then silk petals that fanned over the top and down one side. 

			I missed Shaliah. She would have taken one look at it and told me adoringly how extra I was. 

			I opened the door to discover Calvus standing alarmingly close, hand raised to knock again. He looked edible in a black suit and matching plain satin black mask, his usually neat dark brown hair mussed from running his fingers through it. 

			His eyes ran over my mask, pausing on my red lips, before trailing down my neck, the swell of my breasts over my corset, my nipped waist, the stretch of leg visible through the layers of gauzy skirt. Everywhere Calvus’ eyes landed, I felt. His gaze scorched my skin, and I knew I’d feel the effects for hours.

			“Exquisite,” Calvus murmured. 

			“Thank you,” I rasped. I’d fed two nights before we left East Lothian and had been conserving my strength so it would last me, but I suddenly felt incredibly thirsty.

			Maybe a glass of wine would do the trick.

			“Anything out of the ordinary?” I inquired, my pitch unnaturally high. Focus, Porcia.

			“Nothing,” Calvus replied with a frown, shaking his head as though he was clearing it. “Louis has gotten near every human in the audience, no sign of any thralls.” 

			I nodded thoughtfully, relief and disappointment warring within me. Louis would smell it on them if they were being fed-on regularly, though there still might be a human acting under compulsion in the audience. We wouldn’t be able to detect that. No matter, humans weren’t our concern, immortals were. 

			If the Imperator didn’t take our bait and come for us, we’d have to come up with a back up plan. That meant more time together, and prolonged discomfort for all of us.

			Calvus’ fingers flexed at his side, his jaw tight as he peered down the hallway, scanning for threats. I pulled the room door shut behind me, sticking close to his side because I knew he needed my nearness to reassure him. That I was precisely where I wanted to be was immaterial, or that’s what I told myself at least.

			“You don’t like this plan,” I said quietly as we made our way down the narrow staircase to the wings. 

			“Everything in me recoils at the idea of putting you in danger.” 

			Calvus’ words were delivered factually, in the same politely distanced tone he’d been employing all week, but his body language gave him away. He was terrified. 

			I pulled him into a shadowy alcove, allowing us a moment of peace before we bumped into the other dancers just a few paces away. My back was against the wall, and Calvus’ body inadvertently pressed against my front, our frames moulding to one another. He made a hissing noise through his teeth, but didn’t back up.

			“I trust you to keep me safe.”

			Calvus’ eyes softened, but his expression was tortured. “Amor meus, you don’t trust anyone.” 

			He backed up a respectful distance, folding his hands in front of him, eyes watchful. Like a bodyguard. 

			No, like the Calvus from before. Before I’d known his name and his story, or that he kissed like a demon. Watchful, protective, and distant. 

			“Sarah?” the MC inquired, wandering towards me looking a little dazed. Was that the name I’d chosen? I could hardly remember. I locked down my allure, not realizing I’d been leaking like a balloon.

			“Yes,” I responded absently, glancing between him and a robotic-looking Calvus. 

			“They’re ready for you,” the MC said with a beaming smile. 

			With a lingering look at Calvus, I followed the MC to the stage wings. We had a plan to pull off, talking could wait. What was I even planning to say? All Calvus had said was that I trusted no one, and that had always been true.

			The makeshift curtains were drawn, and I crossed the stage silently, folding myself into the prop that had been set up for me. I was lying on my side, facing out towards the crowd, ankles daintily crossed. 

			There was a faint whirring noise as the lid lowered, concealing me from view. I had to admit, I was impressed with Louis’ internet abilities. I would never have been able to procure one of these on such short notice.

			With a grimace, I realized that was the exact same thought process that led me to installing power in my house and getting a rotary telephone. 

			No matter how much I held out, modern conveniences always seemed to seduce me in the end. 

			I waited in the darkness as the curtains drew back, the crowd murmuring in anticipation before an expectant hush fell.

			There was a faint twinge of excitement in my gut. This was what I did. This was what I was good at. While I’d always had side projects over the years — both charitable and commercial — performing was the one thing I’d always done that was just for me.

			The band’s opening notes rang out as the lid above me rose. The twinge of excitement remained… just a twinge. 

			The oyster shell opened fully, revealing the “sleeping” Venus inside. I stayed prone for a beat, lying as elegantly as a goddess. I didn’t need to open my eyes to know Calvus was observing from the wings, Tir was staring at me from the front row, and Louis was watching from the back of the room, guarding the exit.

			They were like magnets, drawing me towards them. It was that magnetic energy that made my twinge of excitement swell to a roar.

			Another emotion I would have to reckon with later. 

			I unfolded myself gracefully, stretching like I was waking up for the first time, born as a fully-grown woman. I made a show of examining each of my limbs, extending them, twisting them through the air, lying back to lengthen my legs, wiggling my toes and giving the audience a surprised look when they moved. 

			Only then did I stand, dancing in place in the oyster shell for a moment, putting my weight on my left leg, one hand over my crotch and the other on my breast, emulating Boticelli’s famous Birth of Venus painting for any art enthusiasts in the crowd. With a dainty hop, I climbed out of the shell as though I was testing my legs for the first time. Tip toeing, stretching, then twirling. 

			Why did Tir have to sit in the front row? His single-minded attention was making me giddy. His mask was velvety black, with elaborate gold embroidery that glinted in the light. In the very center, like a crown jewel on a crown, was a spiked golden sun. 

			I twisted the gauzy shawl around me, coyly hiding behind it, running it down my body, letting it flutter from my fingers, before I tossed it to the side. The painfully stiff corset was the next thing to go, leaving me in just the thin layers of fabric I had on underneath. 

			My motions were automatic, practiced, easy. I didn’t think as I untied the longer asymmetric piece of fabric, leaving me in just the tiny skirt and criss-crossed top. I cupped my breasts and slid my hands slowly down my thighs as I always did, rotating my hips and spreading my knees to tease the crowd. They were moves I knew by rote, but nothing felt like it usually did. 

			How could it? There was lust and then there was lust. I had three concentrated doses of lust directed right at me, and it was winding me tight like a coil, ready to spring. 

			When I removed the shorter skirt and shimmied my thong-clad ass at the crowd, heat burned up the back of my neck at the view I knew Tir was getting. 

			When I slowly unwrapped the top with my back to the audience, peeking over my shoulder with my red lips in a wide O, I wondered if Calvus could tell from the wings how affected I was. 

			When I spun around and finished my routine, flashing the crowd my pale pink shell nipple pasties, I wondered if Louis could see them from the rear of the room or if I looked totally topless. 

			There was nothing else for it, I would have to get myself off before we dealt with the Imperator. I couldn’t be expected to concentrate in this condition. 

			Tir’s applause and wolf whistles drowned out the rest of the crowd. I could just make out Louis’ reluctant smile at the back of the theater, but when I looked to my left, Calvus was nowhere in sight. I regretted confessing that I’d been able to see him all along. He’d probably put a lot more effort into hiding now.

			I offered the audience my most dazzling smile and gave them a final bow before taking my leave. The moment I stepped into the wings, there was Calvus, holding up a pale pink silk robe for me to step into. Sensing this was not the right moment to test him, I gave him my back, letting him pull my arms into the slinky garment. He turned me purposefully, his big hands guiding my shoulders around until I faced him. With deft, almost clinical movements, he drew the robe shut and knotted the sash. 

			If this wasn’t ending, if there weren’t so many feelings involved, I’d tease him. Look him in the eye and loosen the sash, let the robe gape a little and strut past the dancers and crew backstage like it was my personal catwalk. Maybe stop and talk to some people, see how long it took for Calvus to throw me up against the dressing room door, fill me to the hilt, and make me scream his name so loud there was no question that while others may get to see me in my panties, no one could satisfy me like him. Except for my other two lovers who’d be in the dressing room with us, hungry eyes watching, waiting. 

			It was a stupid, girlish fantasy of a life that could never be.

			So instead, I crossed my arms tight over my robe and walked sensibly back to my dressing room, smiling demurely when people complimented my performance, while my tight-lipped companion vibrated with tension next to me. 

			Stars, it was like we’d skipped the honeymoon stage and gone straight to an old married couple, complete with thinly veiled simmering resentment and all.

			With visible restraint, Calvus opened my dressing room door, watched me pass, and shut it behind me, the lock clicking with foreboding finality. As his footsteps echoed down the hall, some of the tightly coiled nervous energy wracking my body leached out. Jealous Calvus was unfairly sexy. He’d ignited a sexual fantasy I’d never experienced before. Stars, I wanted to tease him.

			“You can come out now,” I whispered, leaning heavily against the door with my eyes closed. 

			I heard the squeak of the enormous vintage trunk along the low wall as the lid raised, a moment before my robe was tugged open and cool air hit my newly exposed skin.

			“Angel,” Tir murmured reverently, dropping to his knees and nuzzling his nose into my increasingly damp panties. “Are you going to try to talk me out of this?” 

			“The less talking, the better,” I breathed, shrugging off the robe, leaving me in nothing but glittering nipple pasties and a blush-colored thong. 

			My hands went to my breasts to pull the pasties off, but Tir’s warning growl stayed my movements. 

			“Leave them,” he commanded, eyes flashing greedily at the pale pink shell pasties. 

			Maybe he had some kind of ocean fetish? Now wasn’t the time to question it.

			Tir’s fangs clicked out, making it all the more sensual when he yanked my thong down with his teeth, sharp points scraping deliciously against my skin. My gut clenched with need and I knew I wouldn’t last long in this state. 

			Panties discarded, Tir licked enticingly up my inner thigh, but I wasn’t in the mood to be worshipped. I wanted to feel him. I needed that physical connection with him, just one more time.

			Fisting his hair to grab his attention, I yanked his head back, gazing deep into his hazel eyes and trying not to flinch at the depth of feeling I found there. 

			“Fuck me,” I ordered, spinning around so my front pressed against the door. 

			Tir’s fangs scraped over my ass cheek and I tensed, anticipating his bite. Before I could donkey kick him in the testicles, he stood up and banded an arm around my waist. Instead of shoving his dick in me like he was supposed to, Tir lifted me clean off my feet, crossing the room in two steps and bending me over the vanity. 

			I glanced up to see his smug face and my startled one reflected in the mirror in front of me. 

			“Bastard,” I hissed. Then he thrust into me making my eyes roll to the back of my skull, and I made a mental note to rip into him later. 

			“I watched you and Louis, you know,” Tir began conversationally as he slammed into me, giving up any pretense of being quiet. “In your sewing room.” 

			“I didn’t realize voyeurism was one of your kinks,” I panted, snarling when Tir wrapped my hair around his fist, forcing my head up so my eyes were on the mirror. 

			“Nor did I. I confess, it was enlightening. Seeing you with him was significantly more erotic than I could have imagined.” 

			“It’s like you didn’t hear me say the less talking, the better.” 

			Tir grinned at me in the mirror, a stupidly attractive expression. 

			“I admired how he made you look at him.” 

			“Oh? You both must get off on forcing me to acknowledge my poor life choices in real time.” 

			Tir tutted impatiently, giving me an especially punishing thrust that sent the makeup on the vanity flying all over the floor. 

			“I liked it because you liked it, angel. You liked that he made the decision for you. You liked that you could fulfil your desire without questioning what it meant.” 

			How could Louis and Tir not see the similarities between them? Calvus had coddled me and pampered me and let me hide. Louis and Tir were obnoxiously insistent that I acknowledge them. 

			“Lie to me, angel. Tell me I am wrong.” 

			“I hate you.” 

			“A different kind of lie,” Tir responded with a disappointed sigh. Then there was no time for words or lies or truths. There was just the two of us, and the way we made each other feel, and the clock tick, tick, ticking in my subconscious, reminding me that time — the resource I had the most of — was rapidly running out. 

			Tir’s grip on my hair was unyielding. He never slackened, never let me drop my gaze for even a second. 

			Fine, two could play at that game. I maintained eye contact as I slid my middle finger into my mouth,  sucking it and lewdly swirling my tongue around it. Tir groaned as I moved my palm down my body and circled my clit, pushing back harder against him, meeting him thrust for thrust. 

			I was so close, so close, I just needed something. Something was missing. Something…

			“Bite me,” I moaned. 

			That’s what was missing. Without skipping a beat, Tir leaned forward and sunk his fangs into the juncture of my neck. My orgasm had teeth as vicious as Tir’s, and it destroyed me. Ripped me apart from the inside, shredded skin and bone, and turned me into a puddle of bliss. 

			I was vaguely aware of Tir finding his release as I struggled to keep my legs under me. Eventually, he took pity on my trembling thighs, pulling us both to the ground and cradling me gently in his lap. 

			Five minutes. Five more minutes of cuddles and affection. Five more minutes of warmth and security. 

			The countdown in my head continued to echo loudly with every passing second. Tick, tick, tick.
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			Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears

			Mark Antony (Shakespeare)

			“This is torture,” Louis muttered. I was inclined to agree. We were waiting in the pub area below the theater for Porcia to join us. Humans milled around laughing and enjoying their last rounds as midnight approached, giving us a wide berth. We were not feeling hospitable tonight, and that was reflected in the piss off vibes we were projecting.

			I’d been jittery about the risks to Porcia’s safety since the moment we’d left East Lothian. There was an excellent chance we had already walked into a trap just by coming here. A trap we were expecting, but a trap, nonetheless.

			And my dick was hard enough to hammer nails. So was Louis’ presumably, given how frequently he was adjusting himself. 

			Tir sidled up alongside us, swiping a pint the bartender had just pulled for someone else, looking casually out over the crowd. 

			“If you pretend you were doing anything other than fucking her in her dressing room, I will rip your goddamned head off right here,” Louis spat, glaring daggers at Tir. 

			Tir grinned like the Cheshire Cat, and I considered following through on Louis’ suggestion. 

			No. Porcia wouldn’t appreciate that.

			“Fucking is such a crude word,” Tir responded airily, and I wrapped a hand around Louis’ elbow in case he got any ideas.

			Before he could react, we were saved by the siren. The throng parted as Porcia crossed the room, turning heads as she went, mask still in place. She’d changed back into a silky dark red dress that was modest in the front but downright sinful from the back, and black heels. Her hair and makeup still pristine, though more subdued than what she wore on stage. 

			I doubted it was a coincidence that Porcia’s dress was the color of blood, she was out for it tonight. We all were. We just needed our enemy to show up.  

			The Imperator was Porcia’s adversary and her shield all at once. While she had him as an excuse, we all existed in a desperate limbo. Waiting, waiting, waiting. 

			I nodded to the manager to wrap things up and he tripped over himself to hustle patrons out of the pub. We wanted the humans out of the way before the Imperator acted, and it was unlikely he’d do anything until they were gone, anyway. 

			It would be a shame if the theater got destroyed in the fallout, I quite liked this building. I was prepared to make that sacrifice, though. Louis and I had already concealed blades all around the pub area, ready for an attack. 

			“Angel, you were exquisite up there,” Tir purred, wrapping himself around Porcia like a snake. As if he hadn’t had ample opportunity to compliment Porcia when he’d snuck into her dressing room. 

			“Thank you,” Porcia replied with a strained smile, bobbing an ironic curtsy as she extricated herself from Tir’s grip. He didn’t look bothered in the slightest. His persistence was ill-advised, but admirable.

			I moved behind the bar as the humans filed out and the staff rushed around to close. Wordlessly, I created Porcia’s favored Negroni and slid it over the counter. She accepted it gratefully, looking like she needed something to do with her hands. The tension between her and Louis affected all of us, but in stubbornness those two were evenly matched. There would be no resolution there tonight.

			“So, now we wait?” Porcia confirmed, only half interested in the answer. Sometimes I wondered if I’d made her careless by protecting her for so long.

			“Now we wait,” I agreed.

			We were fair game without mortals around. Deliberately so, since we were banking on the Imperator and his men confronting us.  

			Tir had been absent most of the past week, but Louis and I had discussed the plan ad nauseum. The younger ones, we could compel into leaving. The older ones, we would have to fight using the multitude of blades we’d stored here, ready to remove heads from bodies. I would be surprised if there were many revenants beyond 500 years old following the Imperator. At that point, they could shake off a compulsion, unlike young Alessio. We would be fine.

			I was confident in our abilities, but if that confidence was our downfall, I knew I could never forgive myself. 

			“You can go,” I instructed the remaining bar staff, compelling them into doing my bidding. The sooner they left, the sooner things would kick off. The humans didn’t hesitate, rushing off the premises, the pub only half cleaned.

			“Do you think he’ll show?” Louis asked, sounding uncertain. “I’d expected some kind of… sign, or something.”

			“I doubt he’ll want to lose the element of surprise,” I pointed out. Though I had to admit, I’d expected something too. The smell of venom, or the feeling of being watched. Something.

			“Maybe our signs weren’t obvious enough,” Porcia offered, disappointed. Unlikely — the posters her and Louis designed advertised a goddess-themed burlesque show and had been plastered all over the ruins of Sugar. 

			It was unlikely the Imperator would be thrown off just because she’d used the name ‘Sarah’ instead of ‘Lucy’. 

			“Or he is waiting until closer to sunrise as he did when your club was attacked, angel,” Tir volunteered, surprising us all with his astuteness. “Limiting our options.” 

			“That limits theirs, too. I suspect the immortals who chased me didn’t make it out alive,” Porcia muttered, shaking her head. 

			Probably not. The presence of a compelled revenant like Alessio made me think the Imperator was not above treating his young followers as disposable. That was the advantage of having no regard for anyone else’s life, I supposed.

			Tir produced a pack of cards from somewhere, and Louis and I took turns playing Vingt-et-un with Tir and Porcia, while also standing watch as the hours passed. It was a remarkably domestic way to pass the time, in spite of the underlying tension.

			“He’s not coming,” Porcia sighed, scowling at the door. “It’s 4am.”

			“Agreed,” Louis grunted, still not quite making eye contact with her. “We must have been too subtle. Next time we’ll stick one of those ugly crowns he’s so fond of on the poster.” 

			“Too obvious,” I snorted, downing my drink. “They may be waiting for us to leave the relative safety of the building.”

			“Then let’s give them what they want,” Porcia argued. “Let’s get this done. I have my fighting heels on.” 

			And they were incredibly sexy, though not the most practical. Louis’ dismissive snort told me he agreed.

			But Porcia was already leaving, sashaying towards the door of the pub without a care in the world. The three of us jumped into action, rushing to stay close by her side. Maddening woman.

			Tension pulled my muscles taut the moment I pushed off the bar. Within these four walls, Porcia was relatively safe. It went against every single one of my instincts to take her away from here. If I had my way, we’d all hole up in the blacked out theater all day, but Porcia wouldn’t go for that. She wanted this over. Needed this over, so she could move forward. Had I not always been a sucker for giving Porcia what she needed? 

			Porcia turned to me, giving me a sympathetic smile as if she knew what I was thinking. I wondered if she realized how much she’d softened to us recently. She’d probably hate it if she did.

			My senses were on high alert, scanning the quiet streets for any sign of a threat. Louis was doing the same on Porcia’s other side, while Tir chattered in her ear as she smiled indulgently with his arm draped over her shoulder, seemingly without a care in the world. I doubted that was the case, though. 

			While Louis had been convinced Tir was off having torrid love affairs this past week, I didn’t get that impression. I think he’d been planning something. There was more to his madness than he initially let on.

			I had to admit that I didn’t despise the crazy bastard as much as I had when she had first showed up with him. I might even attempt to intervene when Louis attempted to slice his head off after all this was said and done.

			“...so that was foreplay, right angel? Are you ready to have all of your devoted lovers in your bed now?” Tir asked jovially, catching both mine and Louis’ attention as we made our way down the sidewalk at a human pace, searching for a camera-free spot so we could break into a run.

			“Tir!” she gritted out, throwing him a warning look.

			“It is your ultimate fantasy, is it not? It would be delightful, angel. You know that,” Tir pressed, waggling his eyebrows at her. He was going to get a dagger between his ribs if he kept that up.

			“Tir!” she hissed, elbowing him hard in the gut. 

			I knew what she was trying to tell him without her needing to say it out loud. She had drawn an invisible line in the sand well before now, and sex with all of us would be crossing it. It would be meaningful. It would deepen the attachments she was feeling to all three of us, tie us tighter together than we already were. 

			I understood that sentiment clearly. It was why I’d forced myself to keep my cock in my pants when she’d been all but begging for it. 

			My self-preservation instincts demanded I hold something back, because at the end of all of this, Porcia didn’t want to keep us. Tir had wormed his way into her life so quickly, so seamlessly, I sometimes forgot he didn’t understand Porcia to the obsessive degree Louis and I did. He couldn’t always read her like we could, which meant Porcia would actually have to communicate with him.

			My poor little love. Emotional conversations were not one of her strengths. 

			“Angel,” he whined. “Just imagine the satisfaction three vampires could bring you at once. Think of the stamina. The strength. The blood.”

			“I am not concerned about the level of pleasure,” she grated. My lips twitched and I worked hard to suppress my smile, knowing it would only make Porcia more furious if she saw it. She glanced back and scowled at Louis who wasn’t even attempting to disguise his amusement, though he’d occasionally shoot a cold look at Tir.

			“Then you will have to explain to me specifically what your concern is,” Tir responded smugly. It was a bold approach to force her to talk to him. If he was trying to get her to explain her concerns so he could counter them, it wouldn’t work. 

			They weren’t the sort of concerns you could argue with.

			She halted abruptly as we entered Ravenscourt Park, tugging her arm free of Tir’s and twisting to look between Louis and I. 

			“Could you give Tir and I a moment?” Porcia asked with forced politeness. 

			I hesitated, taking in our surroundings. We were alone in a picturesque park, but that could change at a moment’s notice. The moonlight reflected serenely off the still lake next to the walkway. The trees were bare this time of year, offering us good visibility, but also exposing us completely.

			It was bitterly cold and there wasn’t a mortal in sight. Truthfully, if we were going to fight, this wouldn’t be the worst place to do it. At the same time, any distance between us was too much.

			“It’ll be fine, Captain. I’m not entirely helpless,” Porcia sighed, raising her eyebrow impatiently at me.

			“We’ll wait further up the path, but we need to be able to see you,” I compromised, looking Porcia in the eye so she understood I was serious. As much as I wanted to order her to stay at my side, I couldn’t. Besides, Tir was with her and I trusted he could do some damage if he needed to. He looked like he’d fight dirty.

			Louis grumbled the entire thirty foot walk, muttering under his breath about interfering revenants and killing them with their own daggers.

			“She likes him, you know,” I pointed out wearily once we were out of earshot. Porcia was leaning in close to speak into Tir’s ear, her grip on his forearm more demanding than flirtatious. If I had to guess, I’d say he was getting the telling off of his life and likely enjoying every second of it.

			“He’s a novelty,” Louis denied immediately, still refusing to see what was occurring right in front of his face. 

			“He loves her. I don’t know if he realizes that himself yet, but he looks at her...” I scrubbed my hand over my face, the pressure of the emotions I was dealing with — both my own and everyone else’s — weighing heavily on my shoulders. “He looks at her how I look at her. How you look at her.” 

			“Then I’ll carve out his eyeballs before I chop his head off,” Louis snarled, fists clenched at his sides. It had been many years since I’d noticed the age gap between Louis and I, but it was clear now. I’d already gone through this once before, when I’d watched Louis, my friend and protégé, fall in love with my dream woman. 

			At the time, I’d contemplated cutting off his head too. Only our friendship had saved him, but Louis and Tir had no such bond. 

			“If you kill him, you will break her heart,” I stated flatly, knowing it to be true with every fiber of my being. Porcia may be trying to keep us at a distance, but she was already attached. 

			Their conversation was not going well. Porcia was growing increasingly distressed, her voice raising in pitch until even if we wanted to give her privacy, we couldn’t help but hear her. 

			“The last time I was in a relationship, I was so devastated when he died, I took my own life. I don’t trust myself, Tir. I won’t put myself in that position again.” 

			Tir reared back, his eyes widened in horror as he heard the truth he’d likely suspected confirmed in Porcia’s own words. 

			It wasn’t news to me. I’d been there, working the field, when word traveled throughout the household that the mistress had swallowed hot coals in a fit of grief.

			Aelia had stolen Porcia’s body and escaped into the night, forcing her blood and venom to change Porcia before abandoning her. Horrified that she’d left Porcia alone because her own territorial instincts were riding her, Aelia had sought me out. She’d been posing as a slave to spy on the household, and she’d seen me in passing. Noticed my pathetic unrequited crush. Her guilt at abandoning the young woman she’d sired and set into the world had manifested by turning me and insisting I watch over her. 

			And yet, hearing about the horror of that night — hearing it for the first time from Porcia’s lips — hadn’t got any less painful after two thousand years. The pain was as excruciating, as pervasive, as ever. 

			It took a split second for life to change. 

			Whether you’d been on this earth two minutes or two millenia, that was an indisputable truth. 

			For a split second, Porcia and Tir were too engrossed in their conversation to monitor their surroundings. For a split second, Louis and I were ten feet too respectful of Porcia’s demand for privacy. 

			There was a sudden crack, accompanied by a whistle. Then Tir’s pained grunt as he doubled over, clasping his chest. 

			“Sniper!” Louis hissed, looking up in alarm. Fuck. We weren’t prepared for that. Revenants didn’t use guns. Bullets couldn’t kill us. 

			All four of us blurred into motion and the next shot missed, but the distraction had served its purpose. One brief idiotic moment where we let our focus slip, and now we were surrounded. A group of revenants rushed us from the shadows, encircling Louis and I as we put our backs together. 

			Bullets rained down on us from close range, too many for us to dodge. Even as they pierced our skin, our bodies automatically forced them back out, our healing abilities easily able to take care of such an injury. But each injury required energy to heal. They weren’t trying to kill us, they were trying to drain us. 

			“Stop,” I wheezed, shoving as much compulsion into my voice as I could. “Cease fire!” 

			It didn’t work. Not only was my voice weak from the several bullets I’d taken to the chest, they were wearing fucking earmuffs. Military-looking paraphernalia. I thought we’d been prepared for an attack. I couldn’t have been more wrong.

			Through the gap in their ranks, I saw a similar group surrounding Porcia and Tir. He was doing his best to cover her, to take the bullets meant for her as well as his own, but he couldn’t be everywhere. 

			Revenants on both sides were sending out do not approach signals, but it was impossible for humans to miss the cacophony of gunfire. What was the strategy here?

			Over the thundering pelt of bullets, I heard Porcia’s stifled gasp of pain. Pain. My vision sharpened, my own suffering shoved to the back of my mind in the face of Porcia’s. I had to get to her. The Imperator’s men were armed and we were vastly outnumbered, but Louis and I had the benefit of experience.

			And knives. 

			I reached for mine and the act prompted Louis to do the same. I thought I could make out Porcia and Tir wielding their blades too, but my view was obscured and I couldn’t see their expressions. One of their attackers stumbled back as Porcia rammed her dagger in their gut, a vengeful angel in red. Was she afraid? Porcia wasn’t a generally fearful person, but this situation was about as bad as it had ever been. If anything happened to her... Rage and terror bubbled in the pit of my stomach at the thought. 

			Fuck the knife, I’d rip their heads off their bodies with my bare hands if they hurt my beloved. 

			I had to get closer. Separated, we were sitting ducks, waiting to be picked off. I lunged forward, my tattered bloodstained clothes streaming around me in ribbons, pain radiating over every inch of my body. I ducked under the arm of the guy closest to me, driving my blade into his gut and knocking the gun out of his hand. It skidded towards Louis, who sent it into the lake next to us with a hard kick. 

			One down. Six to go.

			Someone — whose face was made a mess before we’d even started — surged towards Louis, and fear made my insides freeze. I’d trained Louis myself, I knew he was by no means helpless. Louis crouched low, getting under the guy and swiping his blade across his attacker’s neck before giving him a hard shove into the lake. The man landed with a crash, breaking through the thin sheet of ice over the water. 

			It pulled his comrades’ focus long enough for Louis and I to work in tandem, slicing and stabbing our way through the pack. Our movements were sluggish, but it was working.

			A piercing feminine scream cut through the night, momentarily drowning out the sound of clashing metal, the thud of flesh hitting flesh, and the masculine grunts of pain. Everything slowed down as a soon-to-be headless man yanked the knife he’d embedded in the top of Porcia’s spine, ripping it down her back, slicing her open. 

			Clumsily, having taken more bullets than any of us, Tir launched himself at the man, wrapping his arms around his head and tearing it clear off his body. Tir stumbled two steps to Porcia, pulling the blade out of her back, his eyes wide with panic.

			This wasn’t working. Tir and Porcia were in worse shape than we were. They needed us.  Porcia was in true danger and I couldn’t get to her. I couldn’t get to her. How could that be? My entire life had revolved around being there for Porcia, defending her, giving her whatever she needed without her having to ask.

			When it truly mattered, I had failed her. 

			There were at least five enemies still surrounding Porcia and Tir, all of whom Tir was trying to take on at once, shielding an injured Porcia. For all the many concerns I had about him, I knew now that Tir’s love for Porcia was indisputable. It was clear in every swing of his fist, each jab of his dagger. He was fighting for her life and he was losing. We all were.

			There was a fist around my heart, squeezing that long-dead organ dry. My body moved on autopilot — kick, block, stab — but my head moved in slow motion, taking in the unfurling horror show.

			Louis fell flat on the concrete with a thud that echoed in my soul. One of the Imperator’s men slammed his foot down on Louis’ head, pushing his combat boot into my best friend’s face. 

			I lunged, but another agonized female scream stopped me cold. Stopped the world, because how could the Earth keep spinning when Porcia was in trouble? In pain?

			“Leave me,” Louis rasped, an urgent plea in his eyes. “She needs you.”

			“So do you!” 

			“I’m not giving you the choice, Calvus.” Louis grimaced as the man crushed his boot further into his face. “Leave me,” he repeated, his voice weaker, but holding more conviction than before.

			This time the cry of anguish was muffled. Deliberately so. I could see from where I stood that Porcia was struggling to conceal her pain.

			Was that a second blade in her back? It would take everything she had to repair those wounds, there was no possible way she could fight back. 

			Anguish speared my gut, accompanied by the kind of rage that could raze an entire city. 

			No. Not my Porcia.

			Amor meus.

			With a roar that began in my toes and rumbled through every inch of my body, I ripped the head off the body of the revenant attacking me, throwing it at the man on top of Louis. He caught it with a horrified shriek before dropping it on the pathway in disgust as it began crumbling to ash. 

			It was the diversion I needed. I dived past the revenants in the way, running along the path with every ounce of energy in me and throwing myself between Porcia and her attackers. 

			“Run,” Porcia begged from the ground behind me. “Calvus. Take Louis and Tir. Run!” 

			Her voice was raspy, like someone’s hands had been wrapped around her throat. 

			“We just need her,” one of the Imperator’s men barked. “Take her and let’s get the fuck out of here!”

			Over my ashes. 

			Tir was battling valiantly, protecting Porcia’s other side and I wouldn’t leave him to do the job alone. I took a clumsy swing at the guy closest to me, catching his side with my blade, but losing the knife as he stumbled backwards. Another took his place, launching himself at Porcia. I shoved him back, struggling to put some space between him and Porcia, but the effort of healing was sapping everything I had. 

			It was why I couldn’t do anything, couldn’t react in time. My opponent whipped a pistol out of his back pocket, pressed it against my chest, and pulled the trigger before I could move.

			“Calvus!” 

			I felt Porcia’s suffering more acutely than my own. I needed to get to her. 

			I collapsed on the concrete, the motion tugging uncomfortably at the wound in my chest, and wrapped my body around Porcia’s, drawing her close. I was as good as useless to her now, but nothing came more instinctively than holding onto Porcia like I never wanted to let her go. 

			Because I didn’t. Not ever.

			If they wanted to take her, they’d have to take me too. 

			I expected Tir to drop down next to us, to cover Porcia with his body too, but with a terrified gasp, he ran. Back the way I came. Back towards Louis. My vision was blurry, like I was in a confined room filled with thick smoke. Louis. Was Louis okay?

			He would be, I had to believe that. Louis was strong, and Tir would help him.

			“Calvus,” Porcia sobbed, turning her head and burying her face against my neck. “Why didn’t you run? You stupid, amazing man. You should have run.” 

			“I have no interest in a world where you don’t exist.” My words were garbled, the blood filling my throat making them sound oddly thick. But Porcia’s cool lips pressed against my skin and I knew she’d understood. 

			Sirens wailed in the distance. The Imperator’s men tried to pull me off Porcia, but I channeled every scrap of energy into clinging to my love, and she clung right back. Blood from my chest spread over the front of her dress, and I vaguely registered my hands were wet with the blood that coated her back. 

			“Fuck’s sake, take them both! The Imperator can deal with the clingy bastard when we get there, he won’t care. We’ve got her.”
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			Let me rage before I die.

			Virgil

			Was I dying? Would I know if I was? 

			Surely, I’d know. 

			Someone had plunged a blade into my throat, of that I was certain. They had drawn it sideways, I knew that. I had grabbed my neck, holding the severed skin under my fingers, feeling the gush of blood that ran through them. 

			I had definitely seen them take Porcia and Calvus, powerless to do anything, helpless to stop it. But was I dying? No, I didn’t think so. The world around me was growing clearer, the howl of sirens becoming increasingly shrill in my ears. 

			Sirens. 

			Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck! I had to move. I didn’t have enough juice to adequately repel humans right now, and I needed a minute to heal my neck, because the fuckwit who had attempted to decapitate me hadn’t done the job properly. 

			What a headache. Neck ache. Whatever. 

			Everything was bad and I didn’t know where to begin to make things right. 

			Heal. I had to heal. And I had to get the hell away from the authorities. That was step one. I barrel rolled across the pathway, wincing at the scrape of the freezing concrete on my multitude of half-healed bullet wounds. I was leaving a bloody trail behind me, but my options were limited. 

			God. This was going to be shit. 

			But the emergency vehicles were pulling up outside the park, I didn’t have a choice. With a resigned sigh, I rolled off the grassy bank and into the icy water of the lake. 

			For a moment, I just floated. I wasn’t sure the murky lake water was helping with the regeneration process or not, but it helped clear my head at least. How had it all gone so wrong?

			Guns. We hadn’t been expecting guns, or any kind of long-range attack, really. Aside from all the human attention they drew, guns couldn’t kill us. I’d never encountered a revenant who used them before. It seemed… dishonorable.

			But honor hardly mattered now. We’d brought knives to a gunfight and were lucky to be alive. We were all alive, weren’t we? Calvus and Porcia had been moving when they were taken away, I was confident that they were holding on… for now. Fuck.

			Where the fuck was Tir? 

			The sound of voices grew closer and I forced myself deeper underwater, keeping my movements as smooth as possible so the water didn’t ripple. Once I reached the bottom, I could weigh myself down and recover down here. 

			Then I’d find them. 

			I’d find them and figure out what to do next. Shit, it was on me this time.

			In over 600 years, I never recalled a situation so dire. Porcia had been taken, and hurt. Badly. From where I’d been lying, I saw the gaping wound that ran down her back. Her smooth pale skin, torn open in jagged movements, coated in blood. I’d wanted to burn the world down and hurl my guts out at the same time. 

			And Calvus was gone, taking his leadership with him. He was the strong one. Impenetrable. Calm under pressure. Calvus had bailed me out of difficult situations more times than I could count, but never the other way around. 

			Until now. It was my turn to be the knight in shining armor, and I wasn’t going to let them down. Calvus would be doing everything within his power to protect Porcia right now, no matter how injured he was. Despite her hesitancy with us, I knew she’d be doing everything she could for him too. Porcia wouldn’t want to see any of us suffer. 

			Mon trésor, hold on. I’m going to figure this out.

			God, my heart ached. How did we get this so wrong? 

			Why had we been standing so far away? 

			I couldn’t even blame Tir, as much as I wanted to. That crazy motherfucker had been stuck with so many daggers at one point, he looked like a pincushion. He’d taken every jab meant for Porcia as well as his own.

			Pride goeth before the fall. 

			We had been proud, and we had fallen.

			I dove down further and landed, with a horrified start, on a far lumpier surface than I’d anticipated. Fear  spurred a sudden rush of energy and I swam as fast I could manage a few feet away, latching onto a boulder to stop myself floating back to the surface.

			Squinting through the debris I’d disturbed, I realized the lumpy thing I’d landed on was a body. Because of course it was, because this was the fucking night I was having. 

			It was definitely one of the Imperator’s men. Hadn’t I thrown one into the lake? I had. It must be the same guy. He’d managed to roll a large rock onto his middle to keep him pinned to the lakebed. I was impressed he’d even done that much, because he looked far worse for wear than I did. He was conscious, but he’d barely even flinched when I’d landed on him. 

			I peered through the murky darkness, trying to figure out what was wrong with him. His face. His entire face was marred with the kind of burns that only the sun could give us, appearing in concentrated patches. My own skin tingled at the thought of how agonizing that would have been.

			It looked like he’d been… tortured. My stomach flipped nervously. Had the Imperator done this to one of his own? Was this how he controlled his men? Some reward for sacrificing their sovereignty.

			He was a sick bastard if so, and that’s where Porcia and Calvus were headed. I had to get out of here. 

			And I’d be taking Icarus with me. 

			He was fighting to keep his eyes on me, but he was too depleted to keep them open. I observed from a distance — with one ear on the activity above the water — forcing my body as still as possible to let it do what it needed to do. 

			I don’t know how long I stayed in torturous limbo before the acute pain morphed into severe discomfort. I rolled my head back and forth, testing the tender spot where the tissue had knit itself together. I was drained, but I was alive. Feeling no stronger than a human, I crept along the lake floor to the burned man, swiping a dagger that had landed conveniently at the bottom of the lake as I went.

			He followed my movements warily, his face resigned. There was no noise of protest as I loomed over him, dagger in hand. He didn’t even look afraid. I suspected a revenant who’d survived a face-to-face encounter with the sun wasn’t afraid of anything.

			Feeling a sliver of guilt, but only a tiny one, I shoved the dagger into his jugular. He barely winced. The guy was already in terrible shape, but I couldn’t risk him getting away. I had no idea where Porcia and Calvus had been taken, and he was the only lead I had.

			Satisfied he wouldn’t be running anytime soon, I swam to the surface, rising so just my eyes and nose were above the water at the farthest end of the lake. The park had been cordoned off, bewildered police officers milling about the place, mostly chatting between themselves. I glanced nervously at the sky above me. I didn’t have time for this.

			Unable to use my full speed, I heaved myself out of the lake and snuck behind the trees at a human pace, barely dressed and undoubtedly looking a little manic. At least the water had washed the blood off. My fangs dropped as the scent of healthy, delicious mortals assaulted me from every direction. It was the first time since my transition that I’d contemplated slaughtering a group of humans to slake my thirst.

			I should do it. There were so many of them. Sitting ducks, ready for me to pick off one by one. Once I’d fed from one, I’d have enough energy to run. They wouldn’t see me coming. 

			I could be efficient.

			Porcia and Calvus need you, a voice in the back of my head whispered. Forcing me to concentrate. Now was not the time for me to fall victim to my bloodlust.

			A female detective bent down among the bushes nearby, examining the ground. Her black hair was drawn back into a tight professional bun, and I could envision the smooth dark column of her neck underneath the collar of her black police jacket and starched white shirt. My gums ached. 

			I was ravenous. 

			She was food.

			I had my hand clapped over her mouth before she could blink, and I licked a messy line of venom over her cheek while I loosened the tie and shirt buttons keeping me from my prize. She moaned, turning pliant against me. Eager. None of that mattered though, not when Porcia and Calvus needed me. 

			The first hit of blood on my tongue made my eyes roll back in my head. Human blood hadn’t tasted this good since I’d just been turned. While I would have happily gone on a rampage then had it not been for Calvus, I hadn’t been strong enough to turn anyone else. 

			I was now. This kind of hunger and the accompanying rush of satisfaction as I fed was dangerous. It sent revenants into frenzies that resulted in rampages and left a string of new revenants in their wake. I could see the appeal of it now, the idea of spreading this high of sustenance after starvation. Why shouldn’t other people feel like this? It was glorious, I should spread this gift. At the same time, it was a curse. The hunger was agonizing. I suffered. Why should I suffer alone? 

			There could be others. Should be others.

			But even as my subconscious encouraged me to go mad, Calvus’ stern voice in the back of my mind warned me to temper my actions, as it had for over 600 years. Porcia’s bright blue eyes appeared in my mind’s eye, not guarded and defensive like they usually were, but vulnerable and guileless. Like they had been when I’d wrapped my hands around her throat and fucked her brains out against the wall of her sewing room. 

			Fuck, I must have been losing it. Even Tir appeared in my mind, smiling like he knew a secret as always, but shaking his head. Do not do this. Control yourself.

			Even if I got carried away, it wouldn’t be with this woman. She tasted powerful on my tongue, I could feel her potential. She could turn around one day and demand I pledge my fealty to her, though my true mistress would never stand for it. Porcia may fear relationships, but she would claim me as her own before she saw any other woman do so.

			She fell apart with an almost violent shudder in my arms, and I licked over the puncture wounds before leaping silently into the willow tree above me, creeping from branch to branch, too swift to be seen by the human eye, until I reached the edge of the park. The blood had staved off the madness, but I could do with more. Healing my multitude of injuries took almost all of what I’d just gained. 

			“Louis!” 

			Tir’s frantic hiss from across the street caught my attention as well as if he’d shouted my name. Shit, he was here. Alive. I darted across the road, skidding to a halt in front of him, forgetting in that moment that he was a smug asshole who I’d contemplated killing with my own hands. 

			“I lost them. I tried…” Tir gasped, his eyes more wild than usual. His skin was pallid, bare chest riddled with still healing bullet holes and jagged slashes from various blades. I dragged him into a narrow alleyway so we were out of sight, my mind racing. 

			“Which way? Which way did that go?” 

			Tir pointed unhelpfully up the street. North? It was a start.

			There were two of us, we’d just doubled our manpower. We’d get Tir healed up, then go after them. He knew at least the general direction they’d gone in.

			Shit, shit, shit! This was all Calvus’ area of expertise. I wasn’t a planner.

			Plus, there was the matter of working with Tir, whom I’d sworn to decapitate as soon as the Imperator had been dealt with. As Calvus would say, the Fates were laughing at me. 

			I mean, I was three percent glad he wasn’t dead, but that didn’t mean I was thrilled about partnering up with him. I wasn’t entirely convinced he was sane. 

			Tir paced up and down, flicking between human and a clumsy superhuman speed, yanking at his hair with both hands. On a good day, he looked just this side of stable, and today was not a good day. 

			“Calm down!” I snapped, his agitation only heightening my own. “You’re wasting energy, and you need to feed.”

			“How can I be calm!?” he exploded, whirling on me. “The King and Queen are in the dungeon, and the spoiled, lazy princes are responsible for getting them out!” 

			It wasn’t the worst metaphor, incestuous implications aside. He and I were followers rather than leaders in our cozy quartet. Not now, though. Now was our turn to rise to the occasion. 

			“We are not princes. Calvus is no King. But Porcia is a Queen, and all three of us are her knights. He is doing his duty and protecting her, we will do the same.” 

			I thought my speech might rouse his spirit, but if anything, Tir looked more panicked than ever. 

			“What?” I prodded impatiently. “If something is bothering you, out with it. We have more serious matters to deal with than your emotional crisis.”

			Like fishing for near-dead revenants.

			“I was a King once. Of the Parthian Empire. The Romans put me on the throne, proclaimed me Tiridates the Third. I had no idea what I was doing. The people hated me. I was so ill-equipped for the role, they deposed me within the year,” he stated flatly, his eyes faraway. 

			I pinched the bridge of my nose, willing the Lord to give me the strength to finish this conversation without ripping Tir’s head off. 

			“So, you were bad at your job 2000 years ago. Are you really going to let that get in your way now?” I asked with an exasperated sigh. 

			“I was King of Parthia!” he replied incredulously.

			“An empire that collapsed not long after you did. I died a poor plague-riddled farmer, but you don’t see me questioning my credentials,” I snapped, enraged at this centuries-old pity party. “You are equipped for this job because you love Porcia and you aren’t going to abandon her with these fucking monsters!” 

			My French accent had gotten more pronounced as I ranted, a string of curse words running through my head in my native tongue. 

			There was definitely some higher power up there who’d laughed while they’d tasked me with giving my love’s other — entirely superfluous — boyfriend a pep talk. But I’d meant what I said, and I knew it was the truth. Tir loved Porcia. It was an inconvenient reality I couldn’t ignore. 

			“You are right. Of course, you are right.” Tir shook himself as though he could physically throw the self-doubt off him.

			Good, now that was dealt with, we could get on with the rescue mission. Shit, Tir’s face, arms, and chest were a patchwork of stab wounds. He needed blood, and soon. 

			“Okay, okay,” Tir muttered to himself. “How will we find them? I could not keep up…” 

			“You need to feed,” I responded, shaking my head. I was disappointed he’d lost track of them, but he’d done more than I had, all with extensive injuries.

			“What would Calvus do? I could find allies, launch a coordinated attack, but it would take too long…” I mumbled, shoving my hand roughly back through my hair, my palms itching with the urge to do something — anything — with them.  

			The weight of the choices we had to make was an anvil on my chest, crushing my ribs and splintering my bones. There were too many decisions, too many variables, more unknowns than knowns. And the consequences if we fucked it up... 

			I couldn’t afford to make the wrong call.

			“But we do not know where they are.” Regret weighed heavily on Tir. His shoulders were slumped forwards, and his usually bright eyes dull. 

			“We can find them. Cause a distraction. I need everyone’s eyes off the lake,” I instructed, becoming a little more sure of myself as I spoke. I could do this. I could step into Calvus’ shoes for a little while, until he was back. And Calvus would be back. They both would, and we would lock Porcia in a high security tower and all live happily ever after.

			Tir’s spine straightened, his jaw set in determination. “I will see it done.” 

			I probably should have given him more direction. Or maybe boundaries. Too late now.

			I hovered in the shadows, crouched like a cheetah ready to pounce as soon as I got the signal. My muscles were coiled tight, but fear made each action more precise and thought out, rather than my usual laissez-faire style. There was no room for error when the two people I cared about most in the world were at stake.

			There was a whoosh as the bonnet of the police car nearest to the park went up in flames. The only thing that moved as fast as a revenant was fire. It drew the humans out instantly, and I watched as in no time at all, flames had engulfed the front of the vehicle, sending a thick plume of black smoke into the night sky. 

			He’d set a fucking cop car on fire. 

			It wasn’t exactly what I’d had in mind, but I wasn’t going to look such a generous gift horse in the mouth. I hurtled past the crowd of panicking humans, too fast for them to notice, and slid into the lake as smoothly as I could. 

			Icarus was where I left him, resting under a rock, his skin healing around the dagger stuck in his throat, looking oddly resigned to his fate. His eyes widened a fraction in surprise when he saw me swimming down towards him, but he didn’t flinch. 

			Irritated at the energy I was expending on this guy, I yanked the dagger out, pushed the boulder off him, and hauled him up by the elbow none too gently. 

			“Don’t make a sound,” I hissed as I hauled him out of the water, having no qualms about compelling him. “And don’t run.” 

			I doubted he’d get very far if he tried. I was pretty confident the only thing preventing him from landing face-first on the concrete was me.

			“For fuck’s sake,” I mumbled after a few clumsy steps, hauling his body over my shoulders like a sack of potatos and sprinting back to the alleyway where Tir was once again pacing impatiently.

			“Finally,” Tir sighed dramatically. I rolled my eyes, dumping the sopping wet, mostly dead revenant on the ground at our feet. His mouth opened in a silent scream of pain and I looked down at him unsympathetically.

			He’d only been in that lake because he’d attacked me, and I was not in a forgiving mood.

			“You can make sounds now, but ensure only Tir and I hear you,” I compelled. He glared up at me with pure hatred in his eyes and it warmed my heart. “I don’t know why you look so mad. You shouldn’t have tried to stab me.” 

			“Impressive forethought, preserving him for later,” Tir commended, sounding genuinely impressed. I accepted his compliment with a brusque nod, pretending I’d been thinking that far ahead. 

			“Okay, Icarus—”

			“Alessio,” Tir cut in, ceasing his pacing to raise his eyebrows at me. “Remember?”

			Park guy? With the ill-advised crush on my lady love?

			I squinted at the disfigured man in front of me, trying to find something recognizable in his features. His green eyes did look sort of familiar.

			“Are you sure?” I asked Tir dubiously, tilting my head to the side.

			“Quite. He has that air of a dictator’s bootlicker about him that not even sunlight can burn off.” I snorted as Alessio scowled.

			“I am Alessio. I am under orders to kill you.”

			“I order you not to kill us,” Tir retorted, pushing his compulsion onto Alessio. “It is a complex loophole, but I believe I have cracked it. Where is the Imperator?”

			“Answer our questions honestly,” I added. I hated to admit it, but Tir’s compulsion was far stronger than mine was, as were Calvus’ and Porcia’s, due to their age. It was giving me a complex.

			“A storage warehouse just outside Leicester.” 

			Tir and I exchanged a puzzled glance. It wasn’t quite the grand estate we’d imagined for someone arrogant enough to call themselves an Imperator. 

			“How far?” Tir demanded, turning his attention to me. 

			“Two hours by car?” I hedged, my throat tight with despair. I didn’t even know how long I’d spent underwater.

			“They will be there by now,” Tir replied, confirming my worst fears. His expression looked as grim as I felt.

			What would Calvus do? He sure as hell wouldn’t do nothing.

			“We can get there in half that time on foot if you feed,” I said decisively, glancing at the sky.

			“The Imperator has a hundred followers there,” Alessio announced bitterly. Fuck. “They are unfailingly loyal, or they receive this,” he continued, angling his head to showcase the burns. “Or worse. Not that they need the threat, the incentives are sufficient to inspire loyalty.” 

			“He sired you,” Tir guessed.

			“All of us. He made us wealthy. Powerful.”

			“We will be killing them all, I hope you are not too attached,” Tir said with a shrug and a lot more confidence than I felt. “Then you will be next, unless you prove yourself very useful. But first, I need to feed.”

			“Go,” I replied with a nod. “I’ll keep an eye on our new ally.”

			“You won’t spare me,” Alessio grumbled. Tir vanished into the street and I hoped he wasn’t in the mood to toy with his food. We had things to do. “Why should I tell you anything?”

			“You don’t have a choice, we can just compel you into telling us whatever we want to know, anyway. Sucks to be young. Regardless, you attacked us. You’ll be making that up to us,” I replied distractedly, already thinking of how I could use him. Judging by the burn marks, he wasn’t one of the Imperator’s favorites, which cheapened his value more than a little. 

			Alessio was quiet for a moment, slumped on the ground like a man with nothing left to live for. “Her allure is like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. The oldest were sent to subdue her this time, since they were the least likely to… succumb. The oldest and me, as punishment.”

			I had no trouble believing the Imperator had sent his oldest and strongest this time. It had been the toughest fight of my life. 

			“Was it your interest in her that earned you those scars?” I crossed my arms, leaning against the wall opposite him. “Porcia compelled you to stay away from him, did she not?”

			“To make my own choices,” Alessio corrected, shamefaced. “I wish she had compelled me to stay away from him. That she’d taken the option away. My own judgment can’t be trusted. The Imperator and his most loyal followers… they made me a wealthy man, but my assets are tied up with theirs…” 

			I could acknowledge that money was a powerful motivator, but he’d been given an out to escape from a life of compulsions, and he’d thrown it away.

			“Well you were shit out of luck, I suppose. Porcia would never take another revenant’s free will away from them.” 

			“She is different from the Imperator. Kind. I’d never met a female vampire before. I wanted to…” Alessio trailed off, struggling to find words to describe the sensation that I knew all too well. 

			He wanted to belong to her. To guard her, to keep her, to serve her. Porcia couldn’t help that she had that effect on others, it was part of her natural allure to attract strong prospects to her, but she’d never abused the privilege. If anything, she’d rejected it, until the three of us. Even if she’d only seen us as temporary. 

			Fuck that. There was nothing temporary about what we had. As soon as I got my arms around her, I was going to tell her that. I wasn’t above begging her to love me back, I just needed her safe and healthy and protected. 

			And I needed the Imperator in ashes, unable to hurt her ever again. 

			“She is the only elder I have encountered that didn’t compel me into subservience,” Alessio said sadly. “She gave me a gift, and I threw it away.” 

			Fuck’s sake, I did not want to feel sorry for this guy. At the same time, I recognized how fortunate I was that Calvus had taken me under his wing and protected me until I was strong enough to protect myself. Clearly, not all young revenants were so lucky.

			“I am a sinner. I am proud, greedy, and wrathful. Let me help you to help her. May God see this as my redemption,” Alessio announced, looking up at me with a determined glint in his eye. 

			I gave him a curt nod, my throat tight. We were creatures of the night, creatures of darkness. There would be no Heaven for our stained souls, but if Alessio thought one good deed might absolve his sins, I was selfish enough to let him run with that folly.

			There wasn’t much I wouldn’t do to bring Porcia and Calvus home. 

			Tir returned not long later, his wounds mostly healed and eyes back to their reassuringly manic state. Though there was something else in them, too. Something that reminded me of the time he’d suggested Porcia dance for us. 

			“I don’t like that sly look in your eye,” I said flatly. “You’re plotting something, and you know I won’t like it.” Tir nodded sagely in agreement.

			“I know how to get them out.” 

			My instinctual reaction was to tell him to fuck off. Porcia and Calvus were my people, not his. But I couldn’t force the words out, because I knew they weren’t true. 

			“What do you need?” I sighed. 

			“Time. I need to get to East Lothian.” 

			Fuck. 

			Alessio looked between us from his spot on the ground. “Well, you won’t make it there before sunrise.” 

			“You need to until tomorrow night,” I surmised, gut churning at the idea of leaving Calvus and Porcia there throughout the day. Though daybreak was rapidly approaching, we may not have a choice...

			“If we act in haste, we risk ruining our chances. Louis, trust me,” Tir pleaded, stepping into my space so I had no choice but to acknowledge him. 

			“You are unlikely to get a second chance if you screw this up,” Alessio supplied unhelpfully. God, maybe I should just kill him now.

			He was right, though. They both were. If Tir was the one with the plan, if he believed in it, then he was the one who should be calling the shots. Getting Porcia and Calvus out safely was more important than satisfying my ego.

			“I still think you’re a lunatic for what it’s worth, but you’re a lunatic who loves Porcia. I trust that is enough for you to save her, and to save Calvus, because she’ll never forgive you if you leave him behind.”

			“Of course,” Tir replied, offended. “My angel loves you both, whether or not she is willing to admit it. I would never hurt her by hurting either of you.” 

			What was that feeling? Guilt? 

			Shit, Tir might be a better person than I was.

			“Have you finally realized that the worst thing you could do is ask her to choose?” Tir prodded, a hint of his usual smugness back in his expression.

			“Go,” I sighed in lieu of admitting he was right. “You have until 10pm tomorrow night, meet me outside Leicester Cathedral. I’ll take Alessio and scope out the warehouse and you just be ready to do... whatever it is you’re planning on doing.”

			“You’re not going to ask?”

			“This is me trusting you. Fill me in tomorrow. Come on, Icarus. Let’s get you enough blood to run.”

			“Source a bomb shelter nearby, too!” Tir called over his shoulder, already speeding away into the night.

			“A bomb shelter?” Alessio asked incredulously.

			“A bomb shelter,” I repeated faintly, suppressing a smile. 

			Tiridates III, failed king of Parthia, was going to cause some motherfucking chaos. 
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			Et tu, Brute?

			Shakespeare

			It felt like we’d been driving for hours. Calvus and I had been unceremoniously dumped in the back of a blacked out van, the drivers obscured from view by a privacy wall. They weren’t saying anything — intentionally I presumed — so we had no idea where we were going. It was a lot further than East London, though. 

			While we were traveling in silence, it was tempting to pretend we were somewhere else. In a bubble, just Calvus and I. Somewhere torture wasn’t awaiting us. Or worse. I tightened my grip on him, hauling myself closer. We were lying on our sides, legs entangled, bodies slippery with blood. 

			A selfish part of me was glad not to be alone, even though I didn’t want him here. He, Louis, and Tir should be safely tucked away somewhere, recovering. Calvus had fought to be here. The Imperator only wanted me. 

			Louis. 

			Every time I shut my eyes, I saw the man standing over him, digging his knife into Louis’ neck. I’d never felt so weak in all my life. Lying on the ground, my spine ripped open, I could do nothing. 

			Tir — weakened, injured Tir — had launched himself to Louis’ aid. I didn’t see if he’d made it in time, Calvus and I had been dragged into the van. But Louis must have survived, right? I’d know if he hadn’t. I was certain that if any of them died, their loss would leave a mark on my soul. More than a mark, it would be a hollowness that I would live with for the rest of my days. Days that may be numbered, depending on what the Imperator had planned.

			A tremor of fear worked its way up my spine, and Calvus leaned in with visible effort to place a reassuring kiss on my forehead. 

			He shouldn’t be here. I’d told him to go. I should have known he wouldn’t listen. Calvus could no sooner turn his back on me when I was in trouble than forget his own name. 

			Calvus’ fingers swept gently over my spine, patting softly at my skin, and I realized that even in the throes of his own recovery, he was checking to see that my wounds were repairing. With every turn the van made, the bullets Calvus’ body had expelled from his chest clanged around the metal floor. Even knowing he was healing, the sound made me ill. 

			I sailed in and out of conscious thought, sinking into the comfort and safety of Calvus’ embrace as we traveled for I didn’t know how long. How had I ever thought I could leave them behind? The only thing that could have felt more right than Calvus’ arms around me would be Tir and Louis with us as well.

			If I ever got to see them again, I would look them dead in the eye and tell them they were mine. 

			The van slowed, and the distinctive creaking of a roller door opening drew me out of my fantasies. Calvus squeezed me a bit harder before pulling us both into a sitting position facing the doors. I scooted closer so our sides pressed together, for once not caring if it made me look weak. I felt weak.

			The van rolled to a stop and I nearly vibrated with dread as we heard the front doors open. Our captors walked around the side of the vehicle, seemingly in slow motion, their footsteps echoing on what sounded like concrete. When they wrenched the back doors open, time stood still. Calvus and I were on the precipice, about to be shoved into the unknown. 

			“Out,” one of the Imperator’s men grunted. I couldn’t see any benefit to staying in the van, and a quick glance at Calvus reassured me that he was thinking the same thing. 

			I climbed out gingerly, the wound on my back no longer bleeding, but most definitely tender. My dress was in tatters — held up on one side by my hand to preserve my modesty — and I was incredibly aware of what a state I was in. Despite the more pressing issues facing us, my disheveled appearance irked me. I wasn’t used to presenting anything less than a flawless face to the world, and now more than ever, I needed that layer of protection between me and the world. 

			Calvus hadn’t fared much better, his slacks were in ribbons from the knees down, his shoes and shirt long gone. Still, despite his injuries, he held his head high like he was a conquering hero instead of a prisoner of war, and I followed his lead. 

			The Imperator wanted me? Let him see who he was fucking with. 

			To my surprise, the van had been parked in a large warehouse. An immortal-ready warehouse, based on the boards and thick blackout drapes that covered the multitude of windows. 

			What was this place?

			No wonder we hadn’t discovered the Imperator’s secret lair. This was the opposite of the luxurious residential properties we’d been looking at. It was sterile, industrial, and swimming with immortals. They all observed us curiously from the ground floor and the metal walkways that crisscrossed overhead, branching off into small rooms that may have once been administrative offices.  

			The entire place was clinical and bizarre.

			“Give her a coat,” a voice ordered from somewhere, reverberating through the enormous warehouse. 

			An eerily familiar voice. 

			But it couldn’t be. Could it? 

			Once upon a time, a voice just like that had incited longing and need. It had made me yearn to please, to prostrate myself at his feet and beg him to love me the way I loved him. I wanted the owner of that voice to long for me and hunger for me and crave me every second of the day, because that was how I’d felt about him. Obsessed to a genuinely unhealthy degree. A sacrificial degree.

			Mindlessly, I accepted the coat a man handed me, shoving my arms into the sleeves and buttoning it to cover my body. I didn’t want the owner of that familiar voice to see it. It wasn’t for him.  

			My hopes that it was just an eerie coincidence were dashed in a split-second.

			The crowd parted for Marcus Junius Brutus as they always had. He strutted like a peacock as he always had. He’d always been a handsome man, and immortal life had smoothed out his imperfections, removed his flaws. My eyes dropped immediately to his hands, which had been injured in the frenzy of the attack against Caesar. Last time I’d seen those hands, before he’d fled to Crete, there were deep gashes there. 

			They were perfect, of course. Smooth and unblemished. 

			His dark brown curled hair was short and neat as it invariably had been. His nose straight, with a slight bump at the tip, his chin dimple as pronounced as ever. 

			Brutus was the consummate Roman.

			Calvus recovered faster than I did, snorting in disbelief as he took in my husband standing regally before us, his eyes scanning every disheveled inch of me. If the situation wasn’t so dire, I’d laugh. I still might, in a sort of manic, how-can-this-be-happening kind of way.

			For two thousand years I’d lain low and avoided serious romantic entanglements, because I was so devastated by the death of my husband. I’d taken my own life rather than be without him. I’d given up everything for a man who had, at best, seen me as a beautiful possession rather than my own person. 

			Aelia may have turned me to give me a second chance, but at the time I’d felt that my sacrifice had been in vain. I’d left Rome, left my shame, left my very much alive son, and never returned. 

			Two thousand long years, I had carried the burden of my marriage, of my choices, on my shoulders. Under the guise of protecting myself, I’d still been letting him call the shots from beyond the grave.

			Except not the grave, because here he was. The smug prick, humming offkey under his breath in that way I forgot I despised. After his initial silent appraisal, he’d turned his attention to fiddling with a system of locks on a wooden box one of his devoted peons was holding out in offering. 

			Tir had been more excited to see me after half an hour of shopping, and we had only known each other for two days.

			“My wife, my beloved.” 

			Could immortals vomit? I never had before, but I was certainly close at that moment. 

			“You are looking worse for wear, my darling. You shouldn’t have put up such a fuss.” Brutus tutted impatiently, like I was an errant child and this whole thing was my fault.  “I have lost good men in the pursuit of my obstinate wife. You have apologies to make to my comrades.”

			Had he always spoken to me this way? 

			He had, hadn’t he? To think, I’d sliced my own leg open in a desperate bid to win his approval. To show him I was strong and trustworthy. How mortifying. 

			“You are quieter than I remember, wife,” he observed, frowning like this displeased him. 

			“You’ll forgive me if I’m a little surprised to see you, after all this time,” I replied eventually, clearing my throat. Calvus tensed up even further at my words and I wished desperately that I could see inside his head.

			What was he thinking? That I would see Brutus and want to pick up where we left off in our mortal life? The idea was so ludicrous, I wanted to laugh and cry in equal measure. If Brutus recognized Calvus as a slave in his household, he hadn’t let on.

			“Ah, here we go,” Brutus cooed, opening the box and pulling out the laurel crown I was so familiar with from the drawings. 

			Of course, he wore a similar one, though his was more traditionally Roman in style. The laurel leaves came up behind his ears towards his face, but didn’t meet at the front like they did on the tiara intended for me. It looked ridiculous with the tailored navy three-piece suit, white shirt, and burgundy tie he was wearing.

			“Your bodyguard has outlived his usefulness, my beloved, though his tenacity is to be commended. You will have new guards now,” Brutus said disinterestedly, inspecting the crown. “Restrain him,” he commanded his men lazily. 

			I made a noise of panic in my throat as a crowd of immortals descended on Calvus, ripping him from my side. I couldn’t get close to him no matter how hard I fought, they blocked my way, barricaded him in, and eventually my own arms were yanked behind my back, forcing me in place. 

			Stars, I’d never felt so weak and drained. My arms were as limp as noodles as I struggled, desperate to get to Calvus who was fighting with equal fervor to get to me. 

			“Enough!” Brutus clipped. “This behavior is beneath you, Porcia.” 

			“You don’t know me,” I retorted instantly. Calvus’ eyes flared in warning, telling me without saying anything to tread carefully.

			“We have all the time in the world to get reacquainted,” Brutus purred, striding towards me with the stupid crown in his outstretched hands. 

			“How can it be you were et inmortale all this time? Were you hiding from me, dulcissima?” I snorted internally, I certainly wasn’t feeling sweet at that moment. I hadn’t been sweet in centuries. He really didn’t know me.

			“I had no idea you had been turned,” I replied flatly. He’d died in Macedonia at his own hand, far away from where I’d remained in Rome. 

			I chanced a look at Calvus out of the corner of my eye. I could hear his jaw grinding from where I stood, his muscles rippling with barely concealed rage. I wanted to soothe him somehow, but I didn’t want to draw attention to him in case he suffered for it. 

			“You would have found me, wouldn’t you, dulcissima? If you’d known?” Brutus pressed, stepping up until he was within inches of me. Once upon a time, he’d have been right. But the Porcia who mourned the husband she’d rather die than live without was long gone

			“I was a different woman then,” I replied, aiming for tact. Tread carefully. Brutus lifted the crown over my head and I forced my body to remain still as he placed it over my bloody, matted hair. It barely weighed anything at all, yet its presence was crushing. 

			“It must have been hard for you on your own. You never were good at being alone,” he replied sympathetically, running his knuckles lightly down my cheek. I locked my muscles in place to suppress my shudder of revulsion.

			There was a scuffling noise to my right and I didn’t dare look, knowing Brutus’ hands on me would be upsetting Calvus enough as it was. He didn’t need to see the proof in my eyes of how wrong those hands felt on me. It would only make him feel more helpless. 

			Brutus’ hand lingered, pinching my chin between his thumb and forefinger, his grip just shy of painful. Those dark eyes I’d once swooned over were looking down at me with affection, but also a chilling resentment. A few weeks ago, I wouldn’t have understood what that meant, but I knew now. 

			Brutus wanted me, but he didn’t want to risk being subservient to me. I was a threat. 

			It was strange seeing someone I’d once known so well and now barely recognized. There was a coldness to him that hadn’t been there in his mortal life. He’d developed the kind of ruthlessness that came after centuries of seeing everything. 

			Calvus, Louis, and Tir had that ruthlessness too, but there’d never been any doubt in my mind that they would turn it on me. I was less confident in Brutus’ scruples.

			“You know, dulcissima, I had no idea you had been turned. None. I split my time between the old world and the new. Italia and the United States,” he clarified stiffly, like the modern names were foreign on his tongue. Once upon a time, we’d sounded alike, but my accent was unrecognizable in comparison to his.

			“One of my humans noticed two powerful immortals entering a club in New Orleans and took the initiative to follow.” My humans. The concept was repulsive to me. “I’m so glad he did. I’d been seeking a worthy consort for hundreds of years, a powerful one who could hold her own against my many strong-willed followers. Then to find my wife? The woman who already unequivocally belongs to me!” 

			He sighed as though he was overjoyed, and fear curdled in my gut. 

			“Porcia belongs to no one,” Calvus spat, close to shaking off what were clearly three of Brutus’ strongest guards. Calvus, Louis, and Tir had been possessive over me plenty of times, but it had never frightened me the way Brutus’ claim did. It wasn’t the same. I’d always had a choice.

			Brutus shot him an amused look out of the corner of his eye. “We were married in the eyes of the people and in front of the gods. No divorce was ever claimed.”

			“Surely dying supersedes divorce,” I suggested lightly, tugging my chin out of his grip. Brutus’ eyes narrowed dangerously on me, and I resisted the urge to drop my gaze. I wasn’t that scared, helpless young woman anymore. I’d stood on my own two feet for millenia. Not only did I not need his approval anymore, I didn’t want it.

			The realization was liberating. I’d lived my whole immortal existence in fear, mostly of my own emotions. Letting it go, knowing that I could trust myself to make the right choice, was a thousand pound weight off my shoulders.

			“We both look alive enough to me,” Brutus replied coolly, all traces of mirth gone. 

			“There’s not a court on this planet who would uphold our marriage,” I snorted, aiming for cheerful, carefree. Nothing to see here. Let us be on our way. 

			It was a desperate plan from a desperate woman who was running out of options.

			“I’m glad we got an opportunity to catch up, you seem to have done well for yourself, which is wonderful. However, I’ll have to decline your consort proposition. It holds no appeal to me. I wish you luck on your quest.”

			Silence met my bold declaration, though I could practically feel the approval and affection radiating off Calvus. I knew deep down, denial was futile — Brutus wasn’t going to just let me walk away — but I was sick of this mask of politeness. We were his prisoners. He had hunted us and attacked us repeatedly. Enough with the niceties. 

			“What happened to you, dulcissima?” Brutus shook his head sadly. “I can only blame myself. I’d heard rumors your body had been swapped, that you faked your death… I never investigated, didn’t allow myself to have hope. How cruel of me to leave you exposed to the unforgiving world alone. You were already prone to hysteria. The time alone has made you foolish.” 

			Hysteria.

			If I ever got that chance to question my poor life choices, I was going to need to start a lot further back than Tir.

			“I question who the fool is in this situation. You burned down my home, attacked my lovers, and expect me to what? Fall into your arms?” I was too baffled to even raise my voice. 

			“Do not presume to speak so freely with me, wife,” Brutus spat. “You may have discovered some strange ideas while you were out in the world cavorting and taking your clothes off for money, but that is not the relationship we will have. You will respect my authority as your husband.” 

			“You are not my husband,” I hissed. 

			“Oh, dulcissima. I wish you had been more cooperative,” Brutus sighed. 

			He gestured lazily at one of his men before stepping back, folding his hands behind his back and looking disinterestedly over the unfolding scene as a massive, ancient immortal stepped into my personal space and sucker punched me before I could even comprehend what was happening. 

			My body reflexively lurched forward, trying to protect my injured midsection, but the man holding me hostage tightened his grip on my arms, yanking my shoulders backwards as my assailant hit me again. And again. And again. 

			The crack of my ribs was painful, but Calvus’ roar of anguish was worse. I felt his helplessness in the depths of my bones, but I couldn’t turn my head to reassure him, I couldn’t do anything but try to hold myself together as Brutus’ men beat me into a pulp. 

			Most of Brutus’ comrades had crowded around Calvus now, and I selfishly wished I could tune out the noise of their fists hitting his flesh, his grunts of pain and screams of rage. I didn’t want to hear his suffering. He shouldn’t be here. He was suffering because of me. 

			Brutus was my problem, he always had been. Even when I’d thought he was dead, he was my fucking problem. I’d led a half life for two millenia because I was so tortured by just the memory of what I’d become when I was with him. 

			Of course, of fucking course, I found the closure I didn’t know I needed now. Of all times. 

			“Calvus!” I screamed hoarsely, knowing there was no way he could hear me over the sounds of the beating we were getting. “Calvus!”

			“Shut her mouth,” Brutus snarled. 

			I let out a strangled noise as the man’s meaty fist collided with the underside of my jaw, pain exploding where the hit landed, radiating out over my entire face. The next blow hit my temple, and mercifully, my vision went hazy as my consciousness faded. Just a little nap, that’s all I needed. A small break from the pain. 

			Louis, Tir, wherever you are. I love you. Don’t follow us.

			***

			Everything hurt. 

			Worse than hurt, it ached and burned and throbbed. Nothing about my body felt like my own, even opening my eyes felt like an effort in futility. But as I lay there and the memories came rushing back to me, I knew I couldn’t stay here with my eyes shut. I was in the belly of the beast, my husband — ex-husband? — was an immortal and no less covetous over me than he’d been when we were mere mortals, and he’d left his wife for me. 

			Come on, Porcia. Open your eyes.

			Calvus. I had to find Calvus. 

			I forced my eyes open. Had they coated my eyeballs in gravel somehow? Everything scraped uncomfortably and I did my best not to wince, not wanting to jostle my cracked ribs. I knew for absolute certainty that they hadn’t stopped beating me after I’d passed out, there were too many injuries I couldn’t remember getting. Every one of my fingers and toes was broken.

			They’d left the coat on, but I could feel the blood seeping from my back again. The struggle must have split my still tender skin. 

			Stars, I’d never been so ravenous. I could work my way through an entire town of humans in this state.

			The absurdity of the situation made my head spin. Where immortality had given me the gift of perspective — something I’d sorely lacked as a mortal — it had apparently cursed Brutus with megalomania. 

			What happened to the man who’d led the conspiracy against Caesar? Who’d called sic semper tyrannis as he’d driven his blade into his former friend, because he thought no man deserved to be dictator in perpetuity? 

			
He would have died a defender of the Republic. Instead, he’d lived long enough to become a tyrant in his own right. 

			Power had a way of twisting ideals, of making people think their opinion deserved more credence than it did. Even if Brutus had found me after I’d been turned, if we’d spent all of this time together, I wouldn’t have been the one to tell him no. I knew it in my soul that I wouldn’t have fought his twisted grabs for power. 

			I was the woman I was today because I’d discovered who I was without a man telling me what I needed to be. 

			My vision came into focus slowly, and I could make out Calvus’ perfectly still leg out of the corner of my eye, his trousers ripped with dry blood coating his skin. They had left us together? How long had we been here? 

			Of course.

			This wasn’t a mercy. 

			I understood with perfect clarity what Brutus planned to do. This wasn’t just a punishment beating, it was starvation. Our bodies were working to heal the wounds they’d inflicted, burning through our blood stores. 

			Brutus would come in here and offer me one more chance, I was certain of it. A magnanimous gesture to give me blood and save my life, so long as I acquiesced to his demands. There would be no such offer for Calvus. Brutus would let him starve and force me to watch.

			“Calvus,” I croaked, my weak voice echoing in the silent room. He didn’t so much as twitch. He had to be alive. Surely he was alive. Calvus was indomitable. Strong. Constant. I’d never known a world without him in it, he couldn’t be gone. 

			“Calvus!” I pleaded, my voice a little stronger in my urgency. 

			With a groan, I lifted my head to inspect our surroundings. We were lying on the concrete floor of some kind of small storage room. The wall behind us looked like it was an outside wall — there was a high narrow window that was boarded to keep the sunlight out. At my feet was a concrete wall with yellowed glass windows running along the top, and a fire escape-type door. It was hardly a high security facility for containing beings with superhuman strength, which meant they knew how weak we were and intended to keep us this way. 

			The tender skin on my back screamed as I slid my body across the concrete towards Calvus, bridging the meter gap between us. I felt like someone had taken a meat tenderizer to every inch of my skin, and whatever progress my body had made on healing while I was knocked out was being quickly undone by my movements. Not moving wasn’t an option, though. I had to get to Calvus. 

			Half a meter to go, muscles screaming from exertion, I took a break. I wanted to cry. No, I wanted to scream. Rage. Kill. I wasn’t a violent person, I didn’t know if I even had it in me to kill an immortal, but I’d try when it came to Brutus. 

			Hadn’t he stolen enough from me? 

			“Amor meus.” 

			That raspy, pained whisper cracked my heart in two. 

			“I’m here,” I promised, tilting my head to look at Calvus’ face. 

			I could see the wounds healing before my eyes, but it was clear how much damage they’d done. He was so covered in blood and bruises, I couldn’t see an inch of his smooth olive skin. Calvus squinted at me through eyes swollen shut, fighting to open them. My strong, watchful protector. My Captain. I could see from the tension in his face how difficult it was for him to be so helpless. 

			“You have to drink from me,” Calvus demanded hoarsely, failing to hide how weak he was really feeling. “Take everything. It will buy you time.”

			“No.” I wouldn’t even entertain the idea. It was horrific. “You are not giving your life for mine,” I hissed vehemently, inching my hand across the gap to link our fingers. 

			This wasn’t like Calvus giving up his mortality for me. He’d still had a life after that. This… this was more reminiscent of my sacrifice.  

			“It’s not the same,” Calvus breathed, correctly assuming where my mind had gone. My deepest fear. My greatest shame. Those usually stoic brown eyes glassy and pained, tightening his grip on my hand with his weak one. “You are not Brutus. I am not you. I am begging you, amor meus, let me save you.” 

			I’d gained a healthy dose of self-preservation after I was turned. In that moment though, I knew I’d rather leave this Earth with Calvus than give Brutus the satisfaction of crawling back to his side and watching Calvus die. 

			I’d had a good run. Two thousand years was longer than what most people got.

			“This will save you,” Calvus insisted, his voice a pained rasp.

			“It will kill you. That’s not a price I am willing to pay,” I snapped, horrified he would even suggest it. 

			“Give Brutus what he wants until you can get free. Louis and Tir need you, amor meus.”

			There was a painful pang in my chest at the idea of leaving them. In a short time they’d come to mean more to me than I knew how to articulate. I didn’t want them to come here, though. I didn’t want them to fight for me and put themselves at risk, to go through what Calvus was going through. 

			“Louis is young, he’ll find someone else. Tir will find a shiny new obsession—” 

			“If that’s what you think, then you have no concept of how we feel about you.” 

			My throat constricted painfully and it had nothing to do with my rapidly progressing starvation. 

			Calvus’ fingers tightened around mine. “I want you to live, Porcia. I want you to take my blood and do what you have to do to survive, but I can’t physically make you.” 

			He let out an agonized sigh, closing his eyes for a long moment. For two thousand years, he’d watched over me, kept me safe, cared for me from a distance. Now we were finally together, and he couldn’t save me. He couldn’t fix this for me. 

			I wanted to reassure him that it was okay. I could see the sense of failure written all over his face, and I hated that he felt like he’d let me down in any way. 

			Before I could find the words to tell him that, he continued. “Since I can’t physically make you live, I have to contend with the idea that you will die. And it gives me some peace to know I’m dying with you, because I cannot imagine a world without you in it.” 

			Cool tears tracked down my cheeks and over the bridge of my nose as I stared into his resigned eyes. 

			“But I cannot let you die not understanding how we feel about you, Porcia. Louis and Tir will not move on. They will not be distracted from their grief by a new pretty face. An obsession like ours — a love like ours — does not perish with death.” 

			I didn’t want to let his words in. I wanted to reject them, let them roll off me like I’d easily been able to with the humans who’d professed their love for me throughout the ages.

			This wasn’t the same thing though. Calvus, Louis, and Tir weren’t just faceless admirers. They had slipped past my defenses and made themselves important to me. Made me love them as much as I suspected they loved me. 

			If this really was the end… well, the least I could do was be honest. I couldn’t just let Calvus think that this was one-sided. I couldn’t let him love me his whole life and die thinking it was still unrequited. 

			Icy terror slid through my veins like slow moving poison as Calvus’ glittering brown eyes drifted shut, his face that had been taut with tension, slackened. 

			No. 

			“Stay with me,” I pleaded hoarsely. “I love you. I love you! I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. Calvus, please. Open your eyes.” 

			Calvus’ thick eyelashes brushed the top of his sharp cheekbones, completely motionless. He looked as though he was carved from marble — smooth and still. 

			“Please open your eyes,” I whispered. 

			But O heart! heart! heart!

			O the bleeding drops of red,

			Where on the deck my Captain lies, 

			Fallen cold and dead.
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			O Captain! my Captain! our fearful trip is done;

			Walt Whitman

			This was the end, I could feel it. I’d let myself succumb to sleep for a few hours after Calvus had lost consciousness, and woken sporadically only to find him as still and peaceful as ever. If it weren’t for the fact that he wasn’t yet a pile of ashes, I’d assume he was already gone. Sometimes I wondered if he was. I’d spent so little time around immortals, maybe there was a way to die without crumbling into nothingness? 

			My mind vacillated wildly between hope that Calvus was somehow alive, and fervent conviction that he was already dead. 

			Stars, even if he was alive, he wouldn’t last much longer. Neither of us would. We were too hungry. 

			The place had been unusually silent for hours, and I could only assume it was daytime and most of the immortals here were sleeping. It had been a glorious reprieve, but as footsteps approached outside the door, I knew it was up. 

			I tightened my hold on Calvus’ limp fingers as a key turned in the lock, and the door slowly opened. Lying on the floor, too weak to move, I’d never felt so vulnerable in my life.

			“Dulcissima,” Brutus purred, strolling into the room and standing at my feet, towering over me. He flicked a dismissive glance at Calvus, his eyes narrowing where I still clung to him. 

			“You have proven your point. I see that you are proud and stubborn, traits I have not traditionally favored in a woman, though it seems appropriate for one of your station. You will rule over some of the most powerful lamia in the world, you shouldn’t lower yourself to their base standards.” 

			Stars, this man liked the sound of his own voice. Had he always been this way? 

			Yes, he had. I was just too young and naive to see it.

			“However, the time has come for you to concede defeat to your husband and superior.” I scoffed, rolling my eyes at his arrogance. 

			“Porcia,” he drawled in a warning tone. “This struggle is pointless. I will bring you blood, tend to your wounds myself, dress you in the finest clothes and most expensive jewels. All you have to do is ask, wife.”

			“I would not ask you for anything. I have no interest in being your Empress. Nothing could tempt me. Not blood nor money,” I spat. 

			“The expression is ‘love nor money’, darling. You are so hungry, you are speaking nonsense,” Brutus chuckled, giving me a pitying look. 

			“You could never tempt me with such an offer, it isn’t on the table. I have the love of three men already, your pale imitation of the emotion could never compare,” I replied lightly, proud that I kept my voice steady through the pain of speaking about the three of them.  

			“But they don’t have your love,” Brutus challenged, eyes flaring with triumph. “You were alone when we discovered you in New Orleans, with no man in your life. You never forgot your love for me, your husband.” 

			There was a thread of truth in his words, and I abhorred it. 

			I hadn’t ever forgotten my love for Brutus, but it wasn’t because I was a devoted mourning widow. It’s because my love for him had poisoned me, tainted the emotion and twisted it into something dangerous, something to be shunned. I had needlessly endured centuries of loneliness due to my insipid notion of love. 

			I couldn’t even entirely blame Brutus for that, as much as I wanted to. I was old enough to know better.

			“I do love them. I would rather die than give them up,” I replied with absolute conviction.  

			“Then you are even more feebleminded than I remember. Fine, die with your lover. Throw away the opportunity for riches and power over some naive notion of love, it’s nothing you haven’t done before. Perhaps I’ll pay a visit to the new world. I doubt your friend, Marguerite, is as particular as you are.” 

			I somehow doubted that, but the threat hung in the air nonetheless. I had no way of warning her and no way of fighting back. The last time I’d felt so helpless, I’d sat in a closed room filled with burning coals, weeping over the monster who now towered over me.

			“Unfortunately, since you have denied me so much as the opportunity of courting you, wife, I cannot grant you a dignified death,” Brutus called over his shoulder as he left the room. “You will lay here and starve. Perhaps you could consider draining your precious lover. It might buy you a little more time.” 

			He laughed jovially as he left the room, the snick of the door clicking shut behind him reverberating in the sudden quiet. 

			I turned my head slowly, shuffling my weary body until I could look up at Calvus’ face, surprised to find his beautiful eyes half open and already looking blearily at me. 

			“You’re awake,” I breathed. You’re alive. Any other words I had were stuck in my throat, overwhelmed by gratitude. Part of me had accepted that I’d never see his eyes open again, never again hear his low, rumbling voice. 

			“You love us,” he stated, his words ringing with assuredness despite how frail he was obviously feeling.

			“How convenient that you woke up for that part and not all the times I actually tried to wake you,” I snarked, deflecting.  

			I didn’t know how to do this. I didn’t know how to have this conversation. I’d thought my worst fear was falling in love with a man again, but apparently my worst fear was falling in love with three men and having to talk about it. 

			“Porcia,” Calvus warned, blinking slowly. He was fighting to stay awake and there was a hint of pleading in his tone. Tell him. 

			“You know I love you,” I whispered, though the words seemed so monumentally loud that I was sure the entire building heard me say them. “I love you, Calvus. I love Louis. I love Tir. You three broke down my defenses, stole my heart, and split it between you, before I even realized you’d done it.” 

			“If I’d known it was possible, I would have tried earlier,” Calvus laughed, a flimsy sound. “We could have had centuries together, amor meus. A happily ever after.” 

			“Maybe this is our happily ever after,” I breathed, the burst of energy I’d found when Brutus had walked into the room rapidly fading. “Our peace, our eternal rest.” 

			This time, my eyes drifted closed, the small, sad smile playing at the corner of Calvus’ lips offering me some solace as numbness spread through my limbs. Too drained and too weak to do anything else, I let the darkness tempt me into promised rest.

			***

			Did immortals have an afterlife? It was a long-standing debate I had with myself. Different religions had risen in popularity and fallen into obscurity with enough frequency over the course of my life that I didn’t hold one particular doctrine to be true. The afterlife was something I constantly questioned, though.

			Hadn’t we lived long enough? Surely, there was nothing waiting for an immortal when they died.

			But as rich, heady blood slipped over my tongue, dripping down my throat, energizing me from within, I thought perhaps I may have been wrong. Perhaps there was a heaven for bloodsuckers after all. 

			Something pressed harder against my mouth, insisting upon... something. “Come on, come on. Drink.” The voice was barely above a whisper, but filled with desperation. It was familiar, but not welcome. It didn’t fill me with a sense of warmth and security the way other voices I knew did. Where were those voices?

			“Drink,” the voice insisted, a tremble giving away their fear. Why were they afraid? I was the one in the afterlife, wasn’t I? 

			Somewhere, in the fog that currently made up my brain, the instruction took root. Drink. My fangs dropped, sinking into the cool flesh pressed against my mouth, and I drank. The blood was too rich, thick and almost sickly, but I persevered. Because I wasn’t dead, and whichever immortal was putting themselves through this was doing it to keep me alive. 

			The flow slowed to a trickle, and I gathered enough energy to open my eyes, finding myself looking up at a swaying, barely recognizable Alessio. His face was… Stars, I didn’t have words. He had been through something traumatic and I was drinking him dry. Horrified at myself, I yanked my fangs free, glancing over to see a very awake Calvus latched onto Alessio’s other wrist.

			“Stop!” I commanded hoarsely. “He’ll die.” 

			“This is my penance. Let me do this for you, beautiful Porcia,” Alessio pleaded. 

			“I don’t need anymore men throwing themselves at my feet,” I snapped, scrambling with unsteady arms and legs to push myself into a sitting position. Calvus eventually did the same, reluctantly releasing Alessio’s wrist and sitting upright, eyeing our unlikely savior speculatively. 

			It wasn’t as satisfying as human blood, but it was a lifeline. Not that it would do much, we were still in a building crawling with immortals, and too weak to fight them.

			Alessio hushed me, glancing back at the closed door in alarm. “Please keep your voice down. They think I am cleaning the blood out of the van to atone for my poor showing in the confrontation at the park.” 

			I glared at him, torn between gratitude and anger at his idiocy. He was going to die. He’d given us everything he had, and it didn’t look like he had much to begin with. I was annoyed that he’d put his death on my conscience. 

			“They’re coming,” Alessio breathed, falling back onto his heels. “Your men. They are coming.” 

			“Tell them to stay away,” I replied instantly, alarmed, even though Alessio wouldn’t be able to so much as stand up now, let alone pass messages along.

			Was I entirely surprised that Tir and Louis refused to give up without a fight? No, not necessarily. But walking into a swarm of immortals on enemy territory was a suicide mission. 

			“They have... a plan. One will come for you.” He pointed with a trembling hand at the small, covered window at the top of the wall. “They know you are in this room. I boarded it up myself.” 

			I shook my head in denial, but Calvus was pondering the tiny window with interest. 

			“You are dying,” I muttered at Alessio, pointing out the obvious.

			“I should have died years ago. I was not a good man. I made deals with the devil for this life. I do not deserve immortality.” Alessio’s words came out between groans as he lowered himself to the floor on his side. “My time has long since come, and I shall pray for forgiveness.” 

			I glanced hesitantly at Calvus who merely shrugged his shoulders, still focused on the window, not bothered in the least about the moaning sack of immortal lying on the ground. “Leave him, amor meus. He made his choices.” 

			Before I could protest, the crack of breaking glass in the top window caught my attention. Calvus jumped into action instantly, hauling me off the ground and towards the wall. Our movements were sluggish, but the fact we were on our feet was a miracle in itself. 

			A fist burst through the board with a crash, loud enough to draw the attention of every immortal in the building. Calvus winced, looking back at the door. 

			“Porcia! Calvus!” Louis hissed. 

			“We’re here,” Calvus assured him before turning to me, both hands gripping my shoulders as he stared intently into my eyes, searching for something. “I’m going to boost you. We need to be fast.” 

			“I’m ready,” I assured him, briefly touching his cheek before turning to face the wall, ready for him to lift me. Alessio’s blood had brought us back from the brink, but we were scarcely stronger than humans right now. Hopefully it would be enough. 

			I stepped onto Calvus’ interlocked hands and he heaved me clumsily into the air, his thick arms shaking from the effort. Louis was already smashing through the boards from the outside, careful not to punch me, and I frantically started yanking at them from my side, making a hole big enough for Calvus to fit through. 

			“Louis!” I sobbed, my hand clasping his through the gap as Calvus stumbled sideways to get us closer. 

			“Porcia, Calvus,” Louis chanted. “You’re alive. Thank God, thank God.” He punched through another section of boards with his free hand just as the door to the room rattled ominously. “I’ll pull you. Calvus, hold onto her.”

			My stomach felt like it dropped out of my body as the two of them quickly redistributed my weight, Louis taking the brunt of it under my arms, and Calvus wrapping himself around my middle. I glanced back to find Alessio had rolled himself in front of the door, barely alive, but holding it closed with his weight for the extra second we needed. I opened my mouth to say something, anything, to thank him for saving us, but Louis tugged me up before I could. 

			We landed in a heap with a groan, me on top of Louis, and Calvus crushing my legs. Stars, I needed a lot more than Alessio’s blood. 

			“We need to move, we have one minute,” Louis hissed, struggling out from under us and hauling us to our feet. Had we jumped out of the frying pan and into the fire? The lightening sky and thin orange glow on the horizon made me think yes, yes we had. 

			If Louis had dragged us out of that warehouse just to fry us in the sun, I’d kill him myself. 

			Louis grabbed one hand, pulling me along, and reached back to grab Calvus. If we were going to burn to a crisp, we would do it together. There were shouts behind us, but I could almost sense their hesitation to move out of the safety of the warehouse this close to sunrise. It was hardly the glorious revenge I’d envisioned for Brutus and his cohorts, but at least we’d be alive I supposed. 

			A car with blacked out back windows skidded to a halt a few feet away, driven but what was most definitely a human. 

			“Get in,” Louis urged. 

			“Where’s Tir?” 

			“Waiting for you to get in the car!” Louis barked, practically shoving me in as he glanced back at the horizon, gray eyes wide with terror. Calvus was shoved in unceremoniously after me, landing on my lap, and Louis leaped in behind us, pulling the door closed. The inside had been fitted out with black-out blinds, including between us and the driver. We were ensconced in darkness. Safe. 

			“Drive,” Louis commanded, voice thick with compulsion. “Do not stop for anything until we reach the meeting point. Go!” The driver roared into action, swerving wildly as we took off for... somewhere.

			“Where’s Tir?” I repeated, meeting Louis’ gaze in the seat opposite me. 

			“Wait for it,” he sighed, leaning forward to grab hold of my hands tightly in his own. He looked like he wanted to close his eyes, as though the weight of the world was upon him, but he couldn’t bear to take his eyes off me for even a second.

			I opened my mouth to ask him what I was waiting for just as a deafening boom filled the air, making the car shake, though the driver fought to hold it steady and never slowed. 

			“Tir?” I whispered, my voice clear despite the crashing noise of a building falling apart outside. I moved to pull the curtain back, but Louis’ grip tightened on my hands. Screams of anguish filled the air from the warehouse, and I knew it was no bomb that had caused it. No explosive made immortals scream like that.

			“It’s daybreak,” Calvus said, giving Louis a scrutinizing look. More than scrutinizing, it was almost accusatory.

			“It was his plan,” Louis immediately replied, looking back at his friend, stricken. “He was — he is — confident that he knows what he’s doing.” 

			Panic clawed its way up my throat and I sobbed, sobbed, thinking about our last conversation. We’d been fighting. He’d been trying to convince me of the obvious truth that was right in front of my face, and I’d pushed him away. That couldn’t be the last time I’d ever see him. It couldn’t. 

			I had to tell him I loved him. 

			“Where are we going?” Calvus asked, some determination coming back into his posture. We may have been out of commission and reliant on Louis and Tir to come to our rescue, but it looked like Calvus was ready to step back into his role as de facto leader, and Louis couldn’t look more relieved. 

			“An old World War II bomb shelter nearby,” Louis replied with a grimace. “It isn’t glamorous, but it’s dark. And you can feed,” he added, tipping his head back at the driver. “God, you two need to feed.” Louis’ eyes drifted over us, cataloguing our extensive injuries. Hopefully the driver had friends.

			“And Tir?” I pressed, squeezing Louis’ hands. 

			“Will make his own way there,” Louis replied resolutely, sounding more confident than I felt. He gave me a sympathetic smile, easily reading the doubt in my eyes. Tir was brave, mysterious, and more than a little impulsive. 

			He was many things, but he wasn’t immune to sunlight. The scar on his shoulder was a testament to that.

			“Alessio,” I began, his maimed face swimming into view when I thought of Tir’s scar.  I trailed off, because what was there to say? He wouldn’t have survived the explosion. 

			“Made his choice,” Louis confirmed, unknowingly repeating Calvus’ words. “He wanted to make amends with his maker. He wanted rest.” 

			There was a pressure either side of my head, squeezing, squeezing, squeezing. I didn’t want anyone to make sacrifices for me. I didn’t want Tir in danger for me. Experiencing the kind of obviously agonizing burns that Alessio had endured since we’d seen him last. 

			Or worse. 

			“This was Tir’s plan,” Louis reiterated, a desperate plea in his eyes for me to understand. “He knows what he’s doing. Have faith in him, mon trésor.” 

			I nodded stiffly, my throat feeling oddly tight. I knew he was right, and I did trust Tir. I trusted all of them, whatever my rules said.

			Perhaps I couldn’t tell Tir how I felt right now, but Louis was right here in front of me, and I didn’t want to let this moment pass me by. I didn’t want to wait any longer to tell him how I felt. Especially since he and Tir had clearly set their differences aside to work together for our benefit. 

			“I love you.” 

			The words hung in the air, reverberating around the enclosed space. The noise from outside the vehicle was nowhere near as deafening as the silence within it.

			“Don’t lie to me, Porcia,” Louis said hoarsely, eyes filled with pain, but also the barest hint of hope. 

			“I’m not lying,” I promised, holding his gaze, hoping he could see the honesty in my face. “I didn’t want to let myself love you, any of you, but it’s too late now. You better not have changed your mind, because I am never letting you go.” 

			“Never,” he swore. “I’ve loved you for more than six hundred years, nothing could ever make me change my mind.” 

			He leaned forward and captured my lips in an achingly soft kiss, still gripping my hands so tightly it felt like he’d never let me go. Tears coursed freely down my cheeks as I held him close, feeling Calvus pressed up next to me. Without Tir, I couldn’t be happy. A third of my heart was in his hands, and I wouldn’t feel whole again until we were reunited.
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			John Donne

			My angel was guarded with her emotions. She was always quick to give a flirty wink or a coy smile, but those were not representative of how she felt. 

			No. In a true moment of panic, the moment the Imperator’s men put a bullet in my stomach, the only sign of her fear had been a quiet gasp and a slight flare of her eyes. With each hit, she had tried to muffle her screams. Perhaps to protect the three men who would burn the world down if it meant she never felt pain again. 

			It was only when she saw our pain that she truly showed her terror. It was the panic on her face that alerted me to Louis’ dire situation. Though there had been screams when they had sliced her back open.

			Those would haunt me for the rest of my life. 

			I had distracted her. Pushed her for words she was not ready to give. I had seen in Louis’ eyes afterwards that he had assumed responsibility, that he thought he had to step into Calvus’ shoes to rescue them, but I knew I had to be the one to take the risk. Porcia’s capture was my fault, and I would get her out. 

			I hoped I would get to see her again. To tell her that just two nights without her had made life not worth living, but I could not guarantee it. I was playing a risky game.

			I watched from an old concrete water tower, which gave me a good view of the seemingly abandoned warehouse surrounded by gravel. The Imperator was smarter than we had given him credit for. The rusted sheet metal building was as far from a grand estate as could be imagined. It may be inconspicuous, but it was also insubstantial. Which meant my angel and Calvus must be in terrible shape, because it would be nothing for them to smash through these walls otherwise.

			The patrols had already returned inside, safely tucked away for the day, taking Alessio with them. He had been immediately accepted back into the fold, and was determined to get to the holding area he was confident Porcia and Calvus were in. If he wished to make some kind of noble sacrifice, so be it. He had attacked us, I was not much in the mood to talk him out of it. He had signed his death warrant walking back through those doors.

			From where I stood, I could just make out Louis standing on a crate, smashing the high side window in. We knew the noise was a hazard, but it was close enough to sunrise to give the Imperator pause before retaliating. 

			Memories of the first time I saw Porcia ran through my head. Pinning her to the ground, grinding myself into her perfect ass, carrying her into my home. 

			“Are you insane? The sun is beginning to rise,” she hissed, tucking herself into my chest so the first rays would hit me, not her. 

			My angel did not want for self-preservation instincts. 

			“I have it timed down to the second, angel,” I promised her, appalled she’d think I’d ever let any harm come to her. “I respect the sun, but I do not cower at its feet.” 

			Playing games with the sun had always been a hobby of mine. Even when I had lived endless days at sea, I had tested my boundaries. I had been preparing my entire life for this moment. Formulating this plan since almost the beginning of my immortal life.

			I, Tiridates the Third, the useless, much maligned, brief king of Parthia, had a plan. 

			I watched as Louis pulled Porcia out, Calvus wrapped around her waist, and they landed on the ground in a heap. My bloody, but not broken, angel. Both she and Calvus were beaten, weak, and vulnerable. But they were alive, and Louis was dragging them to the safety of the vehicle as quickly as he could. 

			He trusted me with my plan, I trusted him with my angel. 

			If it all went well, soon I would join them. Louis and I had worked together, got them out, and Porcia would be so proud of us putting our differences aside that after a nice big feed, we would be fucking her between us for hours. Calvus, too. This was the beginning of our forever if I could make it happen, I could feel it in the air.

			I pulled the motorbike helmet over my head as their car pulled away, checking the leathers covered every inch of my skin as sunlight broke over the horizon. The material squeaked obnoxiously, and I hated how constrained I felt with so much clothing on, but wearing this might be worth it to be outside in the day. 

			The Imperator’s men were near the thin walls, I could hear them scrambling, figuring out what to do. There was a roar of anger inside, and I knew it was time. Porcia and two of her lovers were far enough away to be safe, and I was ready to play. 

			I pulled off my backpack, opening it up to admire the selection of explosives I had accumulated. I used to have quite the collection, but the Imperator’s men blew up half of my store when they had burned down my home. Fortunately, I had weapons caches all around the country, just in case. 

			Most of what I had was too old to be of any use now, collected when I used to go out more. Fortunately, I had decided to restock when I saw the concerning lack of munitions at her home. I had been steadily collecting older pieces from my other properties — and stealing new ones — to bury on Porcia’s estate over the past week while she was preparing for her show. 

			Now, she was prepared. Even though we would have to use most of the exciting items today. Oh well, my angel was worth it. 

			I slid my visor up, facing away from the sun, so my vision was unimpeded. With the thick leather gloves on, striking the match was a clumsy process, but I could not afford to be careless. With a rush that was equal parts nerves and excitement, I pulled the first charge of explosives from my bag, lit the fuse, and waited precisely three seconds to throw it, knowing it would blow on the fourth. 

			The first blow took out the back third of the warehouse. There were screams of terror as sunlight streamed through the newly exposed sections of the building. Before they could get any ideas about getting away, I repeated the gesture with the second charge, lobbing it towards the center of the building where it went off with a satisfying boom. 

			I felt invincible. Standing in broad daylight, grinning like an idiot as I watched the Imperator’s men succumb to the sun’s power. First their skin would start to sizzle and boil, peeling away from their skulls. Their screams were agonized, but brief. Muscles dissolved, bones disintegrated. What were once men, then immortals, were just gone.

			Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.

			With a labored sigh that I was going to lose yet more of my toys, I pulled a third charge out of my bag. I went through the motions, aiming at the last standing section of the warehouse, already swaying ominously. There was nowhere for them to go. They scurried like ants as death came for them. Permanently this time.

			I stood above it all like a god, impervious to the rays at my back. As much as I wanted to stand here and enjoy their suffering, I wanted to see my angel more. I had only gotten a brief glimpse of her as Louis shoved her into the waiting car, but it was not enough. I would not feel sure that she was alive and safe until I had buried my cock in her and heard her scream my name in my ear. 

			That would make me feel much better.

			I leapt from the water tower, ready to grab my ride and go, when I realized the man who could only be the Imperator, based on the ridiculous gold laurel wreath on his head was still hiding the shadows of the remaining wall, whimpering. 

			He was clearly Roman, he even looked familiar. I had grown up in Rome and seen depictions that looked uncannily like this man. Strange. 

			More pressing at this point was that he was a fucking cockroach. I could just leave — the wall looked a minute away from collapsing on its own — but I wanted to see his death with my own eyes. Unfortunately, I was out of dynamite, but there was a Mills bomb I had buried in my backpack in case of emergency. I would have to get out of here fast, I knew the blast radius was 32 square meters, and I was well within that. 

			Fuck it, as Louis would say. I could manage it. 

			The Imperator’s horrified gaze found mine, and pride swelled in my chest that I could be the one to end his life. Perhaps I was still not a good man, but he was a worse one. Mostly for the crimes he had committed against Porcia, but also for compelling vampires like young Alessio, and taking human thralls. 

			Ending him would be atonement for my own transgressions, too. For all the thralls who suffered because of my actions.

			The Imperator had nowhere to go, he could not seek out other protection without leaving the safety of the shade he was hiding in. 

			“Imperator is a fucking ridiculous name!” I yelled, before pulling the grenade pin with my teeth, wishing I had given more thought to my final words for him. 

			There was no acceptance in his eyes as he watched me. No acceptance that this was the end as I threw the grenade with all my strength at the last possible second. 

			Good. I wanted him to die unwillingly. 

			The motorbike I had commandeered for my escape was five miles away. Shiny, beautiful, and in theory, out of the blast zone. I just had to get there. 

			I shoved the visor down over my face and ran like the devil himself was on my tail as the final wall of the warehouse crumbled with a satisfying boom. The force of the blast propelled me forward, making me stumble, but I was in no danger. I was untouchable. The love I felt for my angel was a protective lifeline. I could not afford to be reckless and risk a life without her. 

			Once I was a safe distance away, I paused for just a moment to admire my handiwork. Through the cloud of dust and debris, I could just make out the disintegration of the man who had called himself ‘Imperator’ and disregarded the life and freedom of others so callously. The sound of his agonized screams pierced through the crashing of the wall’s collapse like sweet music to my ears. 

			For you, my angel. 

			If only vampires did not disintegrate. I would bring her his head as a trophy. 

			I picked up speed again, racing to the motorbike with the heat of the sun warming the leather. It was heavenly. The only thing that could have made it better was having Porcia at my side. I reached the bike with a swell of relief and swung my leg over it, kicking it to life with marginally less difficulty than I had when I had stolen it.

			Why had I never done this? This was fun. My angel had opened up a whole new world by getting my house blown up.

			The back wheels of the bike slid out from under me, but I wrestled it under control as best I could without losing speed. I barely knew how to drive this contraption, but for Porcia I would do whatever it took.

			Hold on, angel. I’m coming for you. And you most certainly will be coming for me.

			***

			A row of slumped, burly tattooed humans sat against the fence opposite the bunker, each reeking of venom. Louis had arranged these accommodations at my request — in case follow up explosives were required — then compelled an entire motorcycle gang into doing his bidding. 

			He had shown impressive initiative. I would have to tell him so. We were friends now, I was sure of it.

			It was a laborious process getting through the bunker’s entrances, but I eventually lowered myself into the first chamber, still decked out in my motorcycle leathers. I took two steps to the door so thick, I could only just hear them moving behind it. Not bothering to knock, I shoved it open, my cock springing to life the second I walked in. There were two twin beds pushed against each wall. On one was Calvus, leaning back against the headboard with a muscly, tattooed man between his legs, fangs sunk deep into his neck.

			On the edge of the other bed was another biker, though Porcia was not on the bed with him. She was leaning forward, bracing herself on his shoulders as she drank from his vein, while Louis stood behind her, an arm banded around her waist, another hand stroking up her thigh. He was evidently ready to get the party started. Perhaps they were waiting for me? That was a pleasing thought.

			Porcia had cleaned the blood and dirt off her since I had seen her emerge from the window, but her hair was gathered up in a tangled mess on her head, and she wore nothing but a faded black t-shirt she had taken off her dinner. 

			She had never looked more beautiful to me. 

			Porcia pulled her fangs back the moment I entered the room, her gaze whipping to mine. There was a flare of amusement in her beautiful blue eyes as she took in my head to toe bike leathers, and I felt immensely proud that I had put it there.

			Not wanting so much between us, I discarded the helmet and pulled off the leathers, leaving them in a pile by the corner. Porcia’s assessing gaze scoured every inch of my skin, as though she was looking for wounds. Satisfied there were none, she sashayed over to me, leaving Louis to seal the wound of the dazed human she had just discarded. 

			“Tir,” Porcia breathed, coming to a stop in front of me, her hands coming up to rest on my chest. 

			I felt it then. The love in the room. The warmth and adoration that filled the tiny bunker to bursting. There would be no more talk of a future apart, of a life without love. I could feel the shift in the air.

			“Angel,” I greeted her, sliding my hands under the t-shirt to rest on her bare hips.

			“You’re okay,” she confirmed.

			“Of course,” I scoffed. Did she ever doubt I would be? I was going to collect a whole wardrobe of leathers and helmets and never fear the sun again. 

			“Are you finished with your meal, amor meus?” Calvus asked in an amused tone, sealing his human’s wounds and giving him an extra dose of venom. 

			“I am,” Porcia replied, still staring up at me. Calvus stood, guiding the two lust-drunk men from the room, pausing in the doorway to clap his hand on my shoulder. 

			“I’m glad you’re alive, you crazy motherfucker.” 

			“Likewise, Captain,” I replied with a grin. I knew he loved me, really.

			“Get over here,” Porcia demanded breathily, tugging me back towards the small bed. She pushed me into the spot the human had just vacated, standing in front of me as Louis resumed his previous position behind her. He pushed the shirt up over her hips, kneading her perfect behind greedily. 

			I thought I might get a sweet soft kiss or perhaps a cuddle, but instead she grabbed a fistful of hair and yanked me forward to plunge her tongue into my mouth like she owned it. Which she absolutely did. If there was one thing I knew for certain, it was that Porcia owned every inch of me. 

			“Here’s what’s going to happen,” she said against my lips, like she could barely stand to part from me. “You are going to lie back, and I’m going to ride your dick.”

			“An excellent plan,” I agreed immediately. 

			“What about me?” Louis grumbled. 

			“You may fuck my ass,” Porcia replied primly, while looking back over her shoulder to give him a saucy wink. 

			“And what about this?” I asked, rubbing my thumb over her bottom lip, still wet from our kiss. She parted her lips and I pushed my thumb inside, pulling her jaw down. “Is this for our fearless leader?” 

			Porcia gave a coy nod, sucking my thumb into her mouth, letting her fangs scrape over my skin. 

			“For now,” she said, releasing my thumb with a pop and shooting Calvus a sultry look. “I need you all right now, but then Calvus and I have some catching up to do.” 

			Ah, yes. He had never experienced the feeling of Porcia tightening around him, of being inside her. I would not deny him that pleasure.

			“Alright, my tempting angel,” I purred, lying back on the bed and giving my achingly hard cock a few strokes. “Come take the pain away.”

			“Give me a minute,” Lous grumbled, pressing into her soaked channel with a groan that was equal parts agony and ecstasy. 

			Porcia looked back at him expectantly, and Louis growled in frustration, slowly pulling himself out of her wet heat. 

			“You’re lucky I like you, Tir,” he muttered grudgingly, though the look he gave me over her shoulder showed me how he really felt. He was happy I had not fried to a crisp in the sun. I was winning lots of friends today. 

			Porcia rocked over my length a few times, coating it in her arousal and moaning as her clit made contact with my skin. “You wish to tease me, angel?” I groaned.

			“No. There’s just something I have to do first,” Porcia replied, leaning in close, giving us the illusion of privacy. “I love you, Tir. And if you ever do something that insane again, I will cut your dick off with your own dagger.” 

			“You would never,” I replied confidently, reaching between us to line my cock up at her entrance. “That would break your heart. But I am glad you have come to your senses and realized that you loved me all along.”

			Porcia sank down on me, humming in pleasure while Louis chuckled. “The usual response would be ‘I love you too’,” he pointed out. 

			“My angel already knows I loved her from the moment I met her,” I gripped Porcia’s hips and thrust up into her, stealing the words before she could get them out. Louis paused us with a hand firmly planted on her back, eager to get back inside her.

			I felt as he entered her, everything growing tighter, fuller, more. Porcia’s eyes rolled back in her head, a shudder of desire ripping through her body, clenching her already tight channel. 

			“Captain,” she panted. Calvus moved over to join us, chuckling at her nickname. The noise was so foreign, it gave all three of us pause. 

			“Did you just laugh?” Louis asked incredulously.

			“Do you really want to ask about it right now?” Calvus shot back, pulling his erection free of his shredded slacks and fisting it casually. Porcia turned her head eagerly, licking her lips while staring up at him with lust drunk eyes. 

			“Is this what you want, angel? All three of us filling you up? You know once we all take you together once, we will want to do it over and over,” I warned affectionately. Louis was thrusting into Porcia hard from behind, controlling all of our movements, so I laid back and got comfortable. 

			“Yes,” Porcia replied instantly. “This is what I want.” 

			Then there were no more words, because her lips were wrapped around Calvus’ cock and her movements were frantic, obsessive, all of us trying to get closer together. I changed my angle, grinding against Porcia’s clit, and she came so hard she practically convulsed on us. 

			“Fuck,” Lous stuttered. “Your orgasm is breaking my dick.” 

			“You’re a revenant, it’ll grow back,” Calvus said, moving his hand down to cup Porcia’s face softly. 

			“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Louis chanted, shuddering as his movements stopped, eyes squeezed shut. “Too good, too fucking good. I can’t last.” 

			We gave him a minute before Calvus all but ordered him to move with his eyes alone. Louis pulled out with a groan, flopping back on the other miniscule twin bed opposite us. Space in the tiny bunker was limited, which created an unfortunate restriction on positions. Someday soon, I would get Porcia somewhere comfortable where we could flail our limbs to our hearts’ content and properly enjoy each other.

			With herculean effort, I pulled out of Porcia’s inviting heat as she tugged Calvus down onto the bed next to me and climbed over him, straddling his thighs. She wrapped her dainty hand around Calvus’ girth, stroking it slowly before giving me a hesitant look that melted my heart.

			“You’re going to stay, right?” she asked, unusually apprehensive. 

			“Of course, angel.” I could barely fathom the sexual tension that had been building between her and Calvus all this time. If she needed us near, then that is where we would be.

			Calvus captured her face with his hands for a soft, slow kiss that would have been entirely innocent, was Porcia’s hand not still deftly working his length between her thighs, rubbing his tip against her sensitive nerves and moaning into his mouth.

			It was almost chaste.

			“Whatever you need, amor meus,” Calvus murmured as he pulled back. Porcia’s eyes went soft for a moment, before all her inhibitions seemed to leave at once. She impaled herself on Calvus, her fingers digging into his pecs, and a moment seemed to pass between them that radiated out to all of us.

			We were a unit. A team. A family, albeit a very sexually charged one. 

			It had taken a near death experience and some good old fashioned explosives for us to get here, but here we were. 

			The four of us. All of us had accepted that reality now.

			“We are going to have some alone time, you and I,” Porcia panted, all traces of hesitation gone.

			“I would like that,” Calvus gasped, looking like a man who had just tasted ambrosia.

			Porcia leaned back, bracing her hands behind her on his knees, showcasing the delicious curves of her waist, her breasts that bounced temptingly as she moved, as well as the smooth line of her neck, head tipped back in ecstasy. She was the picture of erotic grace, of feminine beauty.

			“Tir, are you going to fuck my mouth or not?” 

			An angel, sent by the heavens above.

			I got to my knees on the bed, my shoulders hunched beneath the low ceiling, and Porcia all but launched herself onto her hands, mouth open and inviting. I accepted her invitation happily, sliding into her mouth and letting my eyes fall closed. Knowing she could taste herself on me only heightened my arousal. 

			For a minute, I let myself enjoy the relaxing sensation of her hot mouth, her slick tongue, the way she sucked so tight it felt like I was in her pussy. But Porcia’s growl of frustration, pulled me out of my reverie. 

			“I believe the lady asked you to fuck her mouth,” Louis said with an arrogant smile, moving to stand behind Porcia and roughly fisting her hair. She moaned in appreciation as he directed her movements, guiding her deeper until she was taking all of me.

			I should have known Porcia would want it rougher. She had no need for oxygen, after all. 

			Louis slid his other hand between Porcia and Calvus, stimulating her clit until she came with a hoarse scream around my cock. 

			“Keep going,” I instructed Louis, who happily followed my orders for once, stoking Porcia from one orgasm to another, her spine arching and falling like a savage cat. It was glorious. 

			I knew what it felt like to have Porcia strangling my cock with just one orgasm, let alone rolling ones. Calvus’ torso curled up, gripping Porcia’s hips, his face a mixture of agony and bliss, before he collapsed back on the bed, wrecked. 

			With a wicked smile, Louis pinched Porcia’s clit, probably seeing if he could wring one more orgasm out of her, and she delivered.

			Porcia’s fangs dropped, sinking into my cock, and my bones turned to liquid. My balls drew up painfully, my spine almost vibrating with intensity. How could this feeling even be called an orgasm? It was so much more than that. Porcia’s venom sinking into my dick was a religious experience. 

			Amazingly, she swallowed every drop of the copious amount of liquid. My reserve was empty, entirely drained. My balls may never recover from that experience. 

			Porcia withdrew her teeth, pulling back and frantically licking over the punctures to seal them, looking up at me with an apology in her eyes. 

			“I am so sorry—”

			“That was amazing!” I cut her off, grabbing her jaw and pulling her up for a hard kiss. “Amazing,” I murmured against her lips, moving down to press kisses all over jaw. “Incredible. Like nothing I have ever experienced.” Porcia giggled as I placed soft kisses behind her ear. 

			“That can be a Tir thing, because I’m not ready for dick biting. I’ll be honest,” Louis said, looking at me like I was insane, though there was a lot more affection in his eyes now too. 

			“I’ll try it,” Calvus said with a shrug, still lying on the bed. Porcia turned to smother them each with happy, adoring kisses. 

			Happy-to-be-alive kisses. 

			Happy-to-be-together kisses.

			The four of us may have been lost in our own ways for centuries, but at last we had finally found our home in each other. 
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			You who suffer because you love, love still more! 
To die of love, is to live by it. 

			Victor Hugo

			I could feel their eyes on me even when I couldn’t see them. Especially when I couldn’t see them. That was part of the game. 

			I took a final bow, my glittering red nipple pasties catching in the light, before strutting off stage in my red thong and strappy heels. 

			Calvus appeared in the wings, holding up a red silk robe that matched the scarlet costume I’d discarded on stage, his jaw ticking as I took my sweet time sliding my arms through the sleeves. With a slow smile, designed to drive him mad, I loosely belted the robe, fussing with the top until a reasonable amount of cleavage was on display.

			By which I mean a totally unreasonable amount.

			I made a show of stopping to speak to everyone backstage, thanking them for their help as their eyes lingered on my cleavage, and Calvus grew increasingly tense next to me. I ran my fingers over the sleeve of his blazer, shooting him the kind of smile that was designed to stoke the flames rather than douse them.

			Truthfully, I wasn’t getting much out of the conversation I was attempting to hold with the makeup artist. I’d never bothered to learn Italian, having sworn to myself I would never get within a hundred miles of Rome. Yet when it came time for the four of us to decide where to live, Rome had sprung to mind as the obvious choice. The sudden reappearance of my ex-husband in my life had forced me to confront the ghosts that had been haunting me for two millenia, and finally put them to rest. 

			This city, the scene of my most egregious sins against myself, had been one of those ghosts. Moving here, buying my latest club, La Luce, and establishing a life here had exorcised that ghost. 

			The language was a bit of an issue, though. In many ways, Rome was the same, but it was different in far more. Modern-day Italian had far less in common with Classical Latin than I had anticipated. Fortunately, between my knowledge of French and Spanish, I was getting by.

			Of the four of us, Tir had the best Italian, which had been unexpected. He was forever surprising me.

			“Enough,” Calvus grunted impatiently. His voice had reached that low guttural point of no return. Either we found somewhere secluded within the next few minutes, or the staff would get a lot more of a show than they’d bargained for.

			I excused myself from the small crowd of humans and sashayed down the narrow hallway to my private dressing room, with an extra swing in my hips and a brooding immortal on my heels.

			The corridor was deserted, but I still got a thrill out of dropping my robe to the floor and walking the last few meters mostly naked. Calvus’ almost pained noise of longing heightened my arousal, and I paused in front of the dressing room door with my hand resting on the handle, looking back over my shoulder to tease him a little more.

			With speed that caught even me off guard, the door was yanked open and I stumbled for a second before landing hard against Louis’ chest.

			“Leave the Captain alone, wicked siren,” Louis whispered, pulling me tight against him as Calvus entered the room, locking the door behind him with a click that signalled to my body that marvelous things were about to happen. 

			Tir was lounging on the vanity in front of the brightly lit mirror, legs stretched out in front of him, grinning sinfully. 

			“That was my favorite performance yet, angel.” 

			“You say that every time.” 

			“You get better every time,” he countered, but Louis was already maneuvering me down onto the round velvet ottoman they’d surprised me with that sat in the center of the room. 

			I had a feeling Tir was involved in that decision. It was practically identical to the ottoman in the vault back in Scotland.

			“So,” I breathed. “What are we doing?” 

			Louis kneeled between my legs, his fingers already making their way under the edge of my thong. “I don’t know about these two, but I’m having your pussy as an appetizer before we go out to feed.”

			“The fuck you are,” Calvus growled, fisting Louis’ collar and hauling him out of the way. Louis landed on his ass with a delighted grin that made me think he’d probably been planning that. It was a well known fact among the four of us that Calvus was a little rabid after watching me take my clothes off in front of strangers. 

			“The Captain is jealous,” Tir sang, sounding gleeful. 

			Calvus hauled my panties down my legs, tossing them at a laughing Tir before clamping his hands down on my knees, pushing them apart. 

			The nipple pasties were still on. Tir liked shiny things. 

			Calvus’ mouth attacked my pussy with the ferocity of a bear coming out of hibernation after a long winter. Famished. He was starved for the taste of me no matter how recently he’d had me. I tried to keep my head up to watch the master at work, but it felt too wonderful. I flopped back, though the ottoman wasn’t big enough for my head. 

			I watched Tir upside down, with his cock in his hand and a gleam in his eye. Hopefully he’d bring that my way soon. We both got off on him fucking my throat from this angle. 

			But not until Calvus and I had some playtime first. By unspoken agreement, Calvus always got me to himself right after shows, even though I only performed a few times a month these days. 

			“Better come quick, mon trésor. T and I are impatient tonight,” Louis purred, sidling up to the edge of the ottoman. I propped myself up on my elbows so I could claim his mouth. He gave it to me willingly, sweeping his tongue into my mouth, his movements echoing Calvus’ without even seeing what he was doing. 

			Calvus sucked my clit into his mouth and butterflied his tongue over it with his enhanced speed. It was his go-to move to make me come on demand, and it worked every time. 

			Stars, his tongue was a gift from the divines. 

			Every woman deserved oral sex this good. The United Nations should add that to the Universal Declaration of Human rights.

			Louis moved behind me, supporting my weight as I fell apart. I was vaguely aware of them moving me around like a boneless doll — Louis scooping me up so Calvus could sit on the ottman, then being deposited in his lap — but my brain was hazy with the high of my orgasm. 

			“Are you going to ride me, amor meus?” Calvus’ rumbling voice penetrated the fog, his hands moving up and down my back in a way that was both soothing and arousing. 

			“Aye-aye, Captain,” I sighed, rolling my neck before shooting him a sultry smile and reaching between us to line his throbbing erection up at my entrance. 

			I sunk down, amazed at how every time I was with one of them it felt like the very first. 

			“Did I make it hurt? Do I need to take the pain away?” I batted my lashes at him and Calvus gave me an impatient look, though his eyes shone with amusement. 

			“Ooh someone is in the mood to tease,” Tir laughed, Louis chuckling along with him. 

			“Well?” I prompted. 

			“Amor meus, you make us hurt in the best kind of way,” Calvus replied, his words sweet but his actions filthy as gripped my hips and savagely thrust into me.

			“Hear, hear,” Louis called, moving behind me and running his palms over my ass cheeks. 

			“Our little sadist,” Tir agreed cheerfully, his voice closer than I expected as he and Louis silently decided that Calvus and I’s alone time was up. 

			“I’m so fucking in love with the three of you,” I sighed, my eyes rolling back into my head. 

			“The feeling is entirely mutual, angel.”
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