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      The creature scented blood on the cool night air.

      A low-lying fog crept over the barren land like a lover’s fingers across their partner’s skin. With no towns or cities nearby, the breeze carried with it the aroma of boggy peat and animal dung, and underlying that was the faint sweetness of the yellow gorse bush that covered the ground. The lack of pollution meant it was able to pick out the slightest variant in scent, its nostrils twitching, its upper lip pulling back from its teeth.

      The massive granite outcrops of the tors of Dartmoor towered into the night sky. Trees were scarce out here. The ones that managed to grow in the inhospitable landscape were stunted and bent against the wind.

      The creature used the rocks as shelter to move from place to place to keep from being seen. With its belly low to the ground, it slunk across the moorland.

      Animals sensed it coming. The wild Dartmoor ponies kicked up their hooves and galloped away, snorting their fear in hot plumes of air which turned white against the cold. Grazing sheep bleated their alarm. The creature had made plenty of good meals out of the sheep, but it was developing a taste for something bigger.

      A river burbled somewhere nearby. The creature’s ears pricked and it slowed its pace.

      What was that smell? Human. It had resisted for so long, but the time was getting near, and it didn’t know if it could last much longer. Hikers, camped out for the night. It heard their easy laughter over the babble of the river, the cracks of cans being opened, the scent of meat being cooked. The campers had to make do with a barbeque rather than an open fire. Open fires weren’t allowed on the moorland, the risk of it spreading too great.

      A darkness churned at the creature’s soul. It wouldn’t be the first human it had taken, but others had been more happy accidents. They’d been lost people who’d happened upon its path. The sort of people no one would notice missing.

      Hunting them, however, was something new ...
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      Ivan Sokolov stood on the London street outside the club, his hands jammed against his hips, and a frown marking his face. Cheap plyboard had been used to block up all the windows, and someone had already spray-painted graffiti across the wood. Barely a week had passed since the owner of the club, Deacon Thorn, had been arrested and put to death by The Directive for his part in people trafficking, and yet the place looked as though it had been shut for months.

      On the road behind Ivan, numerous cars, including black cabs, drove by. On the other side of the street, a group of drunken youths staggered arm in arm, calling out loudly to each other, despite being close enough to be attached.

      Guilt snaked through Ivan for not getting down here sooner. He’d tried calling Michaela—Deacon Thorne’s daughter—after her father’s arrest, but she hadn’t answered any of his calls, and there had been no sign of her at her flat. Perhaps he should have tried harder, but there had been too much to deal with, and the members of The Directive had only recently left.

      Maybe Michaela didn’t want to be found, yet her face kept playing on his mind. What they’d shared hadn’t been anything like what his vampire offspring Nikolai and his Bloodmate Lauren had together, but they’d had some good times, and he hated to think how she was now left without a father, and her family’s business had gone under in part because of him. It wasn’t his fault her father had been involved in trafficking and The Directive had been forced to step in, but it hadn’t been her fault either.

      Ivan didn’t like how they’d left things, and he wanted to make things right. She’d probably call him every name under the sun and punch him in the face, but if that went some way to helping her heal, then it would be worth it. The Directive had interviewed her after her father’s death and come to the conclusion she hadn’t been aware what Deacon had been into, and that was good enough for Ivan. He knew there was no chance of them still messing around together, and he didn’t want that either, but a sense of responsibility lay on his shoulders. Deacon Thorne had been her father, no matter what he’d done, and she was bound to be grieving. He hated feeling as though he’d just abandoned her.

      Ivan sighed and glanced around, uncertain of how to progress. He wasn’t sure what he thought he’d find here at the club—Michaela herself, perhaps, or even a forwarding address. All he knew was he didn’t have anything else to go on, and that realisation made him wonder exactly how much he’d known about the half-wolf. He’d thought he’d cared about her enough to push Nikolai into doing business with her father, but now he’d seen how Nikolai was with his Bloodmate, everything he’d shared with Michaela seemed so superficial. Maybe that was what he was doing here. Maybe he was hoping to share something deeper, or reach into the more intimate recesses of emotion than just sex and blood. Not that there was anything wrong with sex and blood, but now he found he yearned for something more.

      He spotted the alleyway which led to the back entrance of the club. He doubted he’d find anything, but something drew him. Using his vampire’s hearing, he tuned in to the area. Yes, he heard movement. Footsteps from inside, and a muffled heartbeat. Not vampire, then? Wolf? He inhaled deeply. Unlike his progeny, Nikolai, he didn’t share the other vampire’s revulsion of the scent of a werewolf. They did have a distinctive scent, however.

      Michela was only half wolf, and she’d only ever smelled mostly human to him. He’d fed from her a number of times, and her blood had tasted mostly human, too, but with a faint hint of something muskier, which he assumed was her wolf side. It was an acquired taste, he realised. Had she offered herself up to someone like Nikolai, he’d probably have turned green with disgust.

      Returning his thoughts to the present, he took the number of steps needed to bring himself opposite the entrance of the alleyway, and then called upon his vampire’s speed to dart inside and stop beside the rear doors with his back pressed to the red brick wall of the building.

      He listened again, hard, trying to place the person. They were headed this way, through the corridors which had once led to the club for exotic dancers, and the werewolf’s den for trafficking those with special blood to ancient vampires prepared to pay a lot of money to own it. The person was human. Who were they, and what were they doing here?

      Ivan froze, his breath held as he waited, not wanting to alert the person to his presence. He sensed they were human, but that didn’t mean they were solely human. They might be a witch, with some kind of spell that would alert them to the intrusion, or another kind of supernatural he hadn’t considered. Either way, his senses had gone on high alert.

      Footsteps grew closer, the thumping beat of the person’s heart increasing. It had been a while since Ivan had last fed, and at the thought of a pulse thudding beneath skin and fresh blood flooding down his throat, his fangs extended. Ivan frowned and forced them back again. That wasn’t like him. He was over three hundred years old, and he had good control of his bloodlust now. It hadn’t been so easy at first, and he’d often taken more lives than he’d needed, but now he didn’t need to kill. He’d feed from those who were willing, or from blood banks, not from random strangers he hadn’t even seen yet.

      The door beside him cracked open, and Ivan lunged into movement. Catching the new arrival by the front of his t-shirt, he yanked him through the open doorway and out into the alley. Before the man had even had the chance to yell in surprise, Ivan had used his vampire’s strength to lift him and shove him up against the wall. He held him high, so the man’s feet didn’t even touch the ground. Not that it mattered if they did. This human was no match for his strength. He wouldn’t be going anywhere until Ivan got what he wanted.

      He could compel this human to tell him what he needed to know if he wanted, but he didn’t think there would be any need. From the fear in the young man’s eyes, he’d spill everything quickly enough.

      “I’m looking for the daughter of the werewolf who used to run this club. Where is she?”

      His eyes were wide, showing the whites, the pupils flicking back and forth as though he was searching for an escape. “Daughter?”

      “Yes. Michaela. You know her. Everyone who worked here knew her.”

      He nodded frantically. “Yes, yes. Michaela. I know her.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Not here. She went away. Wanted to get out of London.”

      He gave the man a small shake. “Where”

      “I don’t know. Somewhere down south. She said she wanted to go somewhere remote, where no one else could find her. The moors, I think she said.”

      Ivan frowned, narrowing his eyes. “The moors?”

      “Yes, yes. Dartmoor!”

      Ivan didn’t know that part of England. The farthest south he’d been was Folkestone to get into France via the Channel Tunnel. Maybe it would do him good to get away from London as well. There wasn’t much here for him, not now Nikolai had found his Bloodmate, and Michaela was gone. He had his businesses in the city, but they’d manage without him for a few days. So much could be done online these days, and he was sure even Devon had WiFi.

      “Do you know where she’s staying?”

      “No, but she made the arrangements from Deacon’s office.”

      Hmm. Perhaps there would be something there that would tell him where she’d gone. He believed the human when he’d said he didn’t know where she was staying. It wasn’t as though he’d been hard to get information out of.

      Ivan loosened his hold on the man’s shirt, and he dropped to the ground and scrabbled away.

      “Don’t worry about locking up,” Ivan said as he moved towards the still-open doorway. “I’ll see it gets done.” He paused and then added, “Oh, and if you happen to see or speak to Michaela, make sure you don’t mention that I was here.”

      He didn’t give a shit one way or the other if the club was locked up or not, but he didn’t want Michaela to know he was stepping on her territory. Perhaps the club would make a good place for squatters—after all, there were enough homeless on London’s streets. The place certainly wouldn’t be opening as a new club any time soon. The Directive had frozen all of Deacon’s assets, including this place. If it had been acquired by ill-gotten gains, the club and everything inside it would be dissolved.

      Ivan knew his way through the club’s back corridors. Slipping inside, he navigated them quickly, making his way to what had once been the werewolf Deacon’s office. Electricity was still being run to the place. Ivan’s eyesight was excellent in the dark, but once at the office, he flicked the switch and flooded the space with light. There was no point in working harder than needed.

      He moved behind Deacon’s desk, his gaze scouring the wooden surface. He wasn’t sure what he thought he’d find—a printed invoice, perhaps, or a scribbled note with the name of a hotel on it. But most of the contents of the desk, like everything else in the club, had been cleared out.

      Ivan let out a growl of frustration. Maybe she didn’t want to be found. That was most likely correct, but he wasn’t going to let that stop him. He wanted to tell her that he had never intended for things to end up as they had. Maybe it wouldn’t help, but he was a selfish creature, ruled by his own desires, and he thought it might stop him turning over the events in his head.

      It didn’t look as though he was going to find anything of use here, however.

      He was about to leave the office when the phone on the desk caught his eye. The computer had been removed by The Directive, most likely wanting to see if anything on it would help them learn if the trafficking had spread further than just Deacon. So there was a chance she’d used the phone to book where she was going. It was a long shot, but he picked up the handset and hit the redial button. With his hearing, he didn’t need to place the handset to his ear to hear what was being said.

      “Good evening, you’re through to the Hare and Hounds Hotel.”

      Ivan didn’t respond. Instead, he gently placed the handset back down and allowed a hint of a smile to curl one side of his lips.

      He knew where she’d gone.
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      “What the bloody hell would do something like this?”

      Police Constable Charlene Ramsden shook her head as she stood over the body of the mutilated sheep. Its previously white wool was stained pink with blood, so only its rear end resembled anything of the animal’s normal colour.

      “You think what rather than who?” Her colleague, Constable Stephen Farnham, was standing beside her, rubbing his hand over his mouth.

      Charlene pressed her lips together, and her nostrils flared. “This has been the third one in a little over a week. They’ve all got exactly the same injuries, the same massive bite mark to the throat, the same loss of blood. If this was kids, they wouldn’t have been able to kill the animal in exactly the same way each time.”

      “I don’t know, Charlie. They could be messing around with black magic,” he suggested. “Cut the throat each time as some kind of sacrifice.”

      She knelt and, with her gloved hand, lifted the animal’s chin to expose its ravaged throat. “That’s not a cut mark, Stephen. That’s a bite.”

      “Dammit. You know what’s going to happen if word about this gets out. We’ll have every local newspaper speculating about the Beast of Dartmoor, and this place will be crawling with reporters in no time. They’ll scare away whatever is causing this.”

      “Maybe that would be a good thing,” she mused.

      Myths that there was some kind of giant animal roaming around the desolate moorlands had been going on for hundreds of years. Every now and then, there were a spate of killings of the local wildlife and it stirred up the rumours again, and then things died away. All the tourist shops dotted around the national park stocked numerous books about the myths of the moorlands, including haunted bridges and lost soldiers, and, of course, the Beast of Dartmoor, but nothing was ever proven. There were numerous sightings and some casts of paw prints—most likely created by the same people who photographed them and offered them up as proof of the creature’s existence—but no actual animal had ever been caught. Besides, it would be hundreds of years old now if such a thing were truly real.

      The truth was, there wasn’t a huge amount they could do about the slaughtered animal. They were there as a formality, taking photographs, bagging anything that might look like evidence, before bagging up the animal as well and sending it to a local veterinarian to be disposed of. The police budget didn’t stretch to putting any more resources into finding out what was happening to a handful of animals that effectively roamed wild out here. They had a duty to follow it up, but chances were they’d never actually find out what was responsible for the killings.

      “I hope this is the last of it,” Stephen muttered. “I hate being all the way out here in the middle of nowhere. This place gives me the chills.”

      Charlie laughed. “I’d rather be out here than having to deal with the clubs kicking out in the city. People punching each other, and puking, and vandalising things. Give me nature any day of the week.”

      He nodded down at the sheep. “Even this kind of nature?”

      “Well … I normally prefer them frolicking around a field, but yeah, I’d still rather deal with this than a bunch of drunk students.”

      “I prefer lamb on my plate for Sunday lunch,” Stephen said with a grin.

      She sent him a mock scowl. “Hey, have some respect for the dead.”

      He joined her laughter. “Anyway, it’s not the dead sheep that bothers me. It’s more whatever did it.”

      A shudder worked its way across his shoulders. She’d worked with him for a couple of years now, and Stephen wasn’t the type who scared easily.

      “You don’t actually think it’s black magic, or something occult, do you?” she asked in surprise.

      “I don’t know, but if it isn’t, what’s the alternative? That there actually is something large enough to cause those wounds roaming around out here? We’ve both seen dog attacks on sheep, and they don’t look anything like this.”

      He had a point.

      Charlie dug her teeth into her lower lip as she thought. “So, what are we going to say in the report?”

      “Nothing else we can say.” He shrugged. “Large animal attack. Same as the others.”

      Charlie sighed and bent to finish taking samples. She couldn’t explain why, but this didn’t feel like it was only the result of a wild animal hunting for a meal. Her instincts told her it was something else, but she had no idea what.
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      The following night, the moment the sun went down and released its hold on him, Ivan got on the road. It would take him three to four hours to reach his destination, and he wanted to get there at a reasonable time in order to be able to check in without raising too many eyebrows at turning up in the middle of the night. He had no idea if Michaela would even still be there when he arrived. He could have called and asked reception, but he didn’t want her to get any clue that he might know where she was.

      Though over three hundred years old, Ivan still wasn’t old enough to walk in the sun. He didn’t know exactly when he’d get old enough for that to happen—he imagined he still needed another few hundred years under his belt. He did find himself visualising how it would be, however, to suddenly be able to walk in the light again, to be able to feel the warmth against his skin and gaze out across a sunlit vista. Or maybe it wouldn’t be suddenly. Maybe the power of the sun to send him to sleep would gradually wane the older he got. His maker, Sergei, was no longer walking this earth for him to ask, and even if he had still been alive, he’d never exactly been the nurturing kind. In fact, the last thing Sergei had ever said to him was about what a disappointment Ivan had been to him. He’d done his best not to let those words echo in his mind, but he couldn’t pretend it hadn’t hurt. Just like with any parent, it didn’t matter how much they were a sick son of a bitch, deep down the child always ended up craving their approval.

      The drive out of London was the slowest part of the trip. Even after rush hour, the traffic was still back-to-back, but once he’d made it onto the motorway, he was able to put his foot down. He could have done the journey on foot, using his vampire’s speed to cover hundreds of miles in a matter of a few hours, but he liked to drive. He knew plenty of older vampires rejected anything technological, having lived through simpler times and preferring to rely on brute speed and strength to get things done, but Ivan enjoyed leaning back in the leather seat of the Mercedes coupe, with the sound of the engine purring around him.

      Besides, arriving in a car went some way to making him appear more human. Sure, he knew the human race was aware of the existence of vampires, but that didn’t mean he had to shove it in their faces. Certain populations were easier to blend into, but he had the feeling the British countryside most likely wasn’t going to be one of them. But if Michaela had managed to integrate without causing any problems, he couldn’t see why he wouldn’t be able to do the same.

      One benefit of being a vampire was he didn’t need to worry about taking any comfort breaks. With a full tank of petrol, he was able to drive straight through, his foot heavy enough to stay just a little above the speed limit, while making sure he wasn’t pulled over by the police.

      Within a few hours, the motorway gave way to smaller roads, and he found himself leaving the traffic behind to crawl along country lanes. He drove through a tiny town, barely big enough to be called a town, and then the number of houses he passed became scarcer. He tried not to cringe as he was practically forced into a bush when he met another vehicle passing in the opposite direction and heard the screech of branches down the Mercedes’ paintwork. The headlights caused the lane, with its high hedgerows on both sides, to look like he was travelling through a tunnel. Being out here made him realise just how dark it was, however. Even with his excellent sight, he noticed the difference here compared to London where there was constant light pollution.

      A blanket of clouds covered the sky, hiding the light of the moon, and the countryside was in total darkness. London was never dark, even in the middle of the night. Building lights were left on all night, there were always cars on the road, and the streetlights were numerous. Out here, there was nothing.

      Ivan continued to follow the directions of the car’s inbuilt Sat Nav. A sign up ahead read ‘Take Moor Care’, and then the car rumbled over a large cattle grid, sending vibrations through him.

      The tall hedgerows vanished, and the headlights swept across an expanse of empty moorland. He didn’t know what he’d expected, but he’d not thought it would be quite so remote. A couple of dark shapes appeared on the side of the road, and he swerved to avoid dozing ponies.

      The clouds cleared for a few minutes, and the huge rocky outcroppings of one of the tors towered in the distance. He hadn’t studied the area well enough to be able to name it. From what he’d read about the place, there were over four hundred tors on Dartmoor, though locals often didn’t seem to be able to agree on whether certain rock outcroppings qualified as a tor or not.

      Ivan was driving uphill for some time before the road veered back down again. The route took him over a tiny, narrow bridge built from rock, which crossed an impressive-looking river, and then headed upward again. He was beginning to wonder if he’d ever reach the place where Michaela was staying.

      What the hell was she doing all the way out here, anyway? She’d struck him as a city girl who liked finer things. Not someone who’d want to get back to nature. Okay, losing her father might have had a profound effect on her, and perhaps she thought this would be a way of connecting with her wolf side, and that would bring her closer to her father’s memory. Or maybe she’d wanted to put the whole sorry mess behind her, and running off to this godforsaken place was the best way of doing it.

      The hillside descended again, and there, in the dip of the valley, he spotted lights. Finally, he’d reached his destination.

      The hotel was a cross between a quaint country pub and a hotel. A thatched roof adorned the top of the building, and a small car park was out front. A number of picnic tables were positioned outside, the umbrellas speared through the middle of the tables currently folded down.

      It was late now, but lights were still on inside, and a number of vehicles were parked outside. He scoured them quickly, trying to spot Michaela’s four-by-four. He didn’t see it, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t here. She could easily be driving a hire car. It occurred to him that she might also recognise the vehicle he was driving but figured it didn’t matter if she did. It wasn’t as though he was stalking her. He wanted her to know he was there. He just wanted to see her first.

      Ivan pulled the car into an empty space and switched off the engine. He leaned over to pick his bag from where he’d left it on the passenger seat. Though he didn’t expect to be here for long, he’d prepared for the unexpected and had packed some changes of clothes and even a couple of blood bags. He could go without feeding for days, but that didn’t mean he wanted to. Besides, since going to the club, he’d found he’d been hungrier than usual. Every time he thought of blood, his fangs descended, and he had to force them back into his gums. His hunger sat in the back of his throat like strep, impossible to ignore and making it harder for him to swallow.

      Climbing out of his car, he thrust the thought of blood to the back of his mind. He had other things to focus on, and being distracted wasn’t going to help. As he walked towards the entrance of the hotel, he kept an eye out for any sign of Michaela. He didn’t know exactly what he was looking for but figured he’d know if he saw it.

      He pushed the old, heavy door open and stepped into a cosy, warm foyer. A young woman stood behind a reception desk, and she smiled prettily at him as he walked in. Ivan knew he made a striking figure with his dark good-looks and expensive suit. For a moment, he cursed his outfit. He should have worn something more casual. He stood out too much among all these tourists and hikers.

      A staircase was towards the back of the foyer, a red, patterned stair carpet finished with stair rods guiding the way up to the rooms. To his right was a doorway which led onto a bar, and to the left was a restaurant where a few people were still dining, and a couple of bored-looking staff stood around, waiting impatiently for them to finish.

      “Good evening. How may I help you?”

      Ivan turned his attention to the receptionist. She was in her early twenties and wore her dark hair twisted into a knot at the back of her head. The style exposed her throat, and he found himself staring at the faint trace of blue veins which ran beneath her olive skin. His head suddenly filled with the thu-thump of her heart beating, and that strange inability to swallow took over him again.

      “Sir? Can I help you? Do you have a reservation?”

      Her voice broke through to him, and he shook his head to try to rid himself of his reverie. “Um, no, sorry. I don’t. I wondered if you had a room for tonight?”

      She bent her head to check her books. “Just for the one night?”

      “Possibly two,” he replied. “And can you make a note to say I’m not to be disturbed at any point? I don’t need any maid service to come to the room. I’m working strange hours at the moment and often need to catch up on sleep during the day. I’d be most displeased about someone interrupting my rest.”

      She smiled, but a wariness in her eyes made him think she knew there was something not quite right about him. “Of course. Just make sure you put out your ‘Don’t Disturb’ sign. Then no one will enter the room.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I will need to take some ID and a credit card.”

      “Of course.”

      He handed over what she needed and kept his eyes fixed on the reception desk, so as not to be distracted by her throat again. Damn it. It wasn’t like him to be so fixated on his next feed.

      The receptionist handed him the key. “It’s room two hundred and four. Second floor.”

      “Thanks.”

      He snatched up the key and lifted his bag from beside him on the floor. He’d been planning to ask around after Michaela, but the bags of blood he’d brought with him were calling to him. Maybe after he’d sated his thirst, he could make some enquires.

      Ivan took the stairs, navigated the hallway, and found his room. He used the key to open the door and pushed into the room. He slammed the door shut behind him, blocking himself off from the people staying there, and from the lure of the receptionist’s delectable neck.

      What the hell was going on with him?
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      Charlie woke to the sound of her phone ringing.

      Peeling herself from sleep, she scrabbled for the phone on her nightstand. She managed to coordinate her fingers enough to swipe to answer. “Ramsden speaking.”

      “There’s been another one.”

      It was Stephen, and she rubbed her hand over her face before pushing herself to sitting. From the lack of light beyond her curtains, it was still night time outside, and she glanced at the LED clock. 4:45 a.m. Far too early to be awake. Especially for a dead sheep.

      “Another sheep attack?” she confirmed.

      “Another attack, but not a sheep this time. Looks like whatever is doing this has progressed to human prey.”

      Instantly, she was wide awake, and she reached out to flick on her nightstand lamp. “Human? You mean someone’s been murdered?”

      He seemed confused by her choice of words. “It’s not exactly murder if it’s an animal attack, is it?”

      She frowned at herself. Why had she jumped to that conclusion?

      “Yes, of course. Sorry.”

      She swung her legs out of bed and got to her feet, stretching out her shoulders and arms. “Where’s the scene of the crime?”

      “Near Hameldown Tor.”

      “Okay. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      Charlie didn’t waste any more time. She quickly dressed in uniform and used the bathroom to freshen up. She pulled her long blonde hair into a ponytail and then twisted it around to create a bun. One thing she’d learnt over her years in the force was that people tended to pay more attention to her and take her more seriously if she was able to hide her hair. For some reason, long blonde hair immediately meant she was an airhead, when in fact she was anything but.

      In less than ten minutes from receiving the phone call, she was in her car and heading down the A38 towards the moors. She didn’t use her siren. The roads were practically clear at this time in the morning, and it wasn’t as though the body would be going anywhere.

      Twenty minutes later, she was navigating the narrow roads of moorland, slowing her speed, careful to avoid any wild ponies or sheep that were grazing. Last night’s clouds had cleared, and the moon was close to full, sending an eerie white glow across the moorland. In the distance, the stacked rocks of the tors towered into the sky. The moors were beautiful during the daytime, but they definitely had a creepy atmosphere at night. Of course, that she was about to visit the scene of a death wasn’t helping to ease her creeped-out feeling. It wasn’t as though she hadn’t seen a dead body before—she’d seen plenty in her six years on the force—but that didn’t make it any easier. It always reminded her of her own mortality and how fragile life was. Most people walked around thinking ‘it couldn’t happen to me’, but then they ended up being one of the bodies pulled from a car wreck or out of a river.

      The swirling blue light of Stephen’s car caught her eye before anything else. He didn’t have any sirens on, but she guessed he’d left the blue light on to pinpoint the location for her. It was a little way off the road, but the four-by-four he drove had allowed him to drive across the moorland without fears of getting stuck in the boggy peat, which could suck people under.

      She wasn’t driving a four-by-four, however, and so pulled the car over. She’d been expecting to see a makeshift campsite, with other campers around, frightened and worried, or even grieving if the dead man was someone they knew well, but instead there was only Stephen cordoning off the area. A sheet covered a lump in the middle of the cordoned-off space, which she assumed hid the body from prying eyes.

      He’d seen her approach, but only now stopped what he was doing to straighten and look in her direction, his lips a thin line of concern. Stephen was in his forties, with a wife and two children at home. She knew he hadn’t been best pleased about getting a twenty-six-year-old woman as a partner, but they’d bumped along together initially and quickly found they worked well as a team. She didn’t need to worry about any juvenility from him, and she’d met his wife a number of times now and they’d got on great, so there was no tension on that front either. Stephen was dedicated to his job and his family. He didn’t have time for messing around.

      “The victim is twenty-six-year-old Richard Hutton from Plymouth. He was out here on a hiking break with two others. His friends have already identified him and have been taken down to the station to be interviewed. They’ll need to do a formal identification back at the station, too.”

      “How’s it looking?” she asked, removing her torch from her belt and shining the beam in the direction of the covered body.

      “Hate to say it, but it’s the same M.O. as in the deaths of the sheep we’ve been seeing.”

      “I thought you said this guy was a camper? There’s no sign of a campsite here?”

      “No. Seems whatever took the man dragged him out here. The campsite is almost half a mile away.”

      Charlie frowned. What kind of thing were they dealing with that could drag a fully grown man half a mile?

      “Did the people he was camping with hear anything?”

      “No,” Stephen said, “but we need to interview them further. I’m struggling to believe a grown man can be snatched like that without anyone hearing so much as a yell.”

      Unease threaded its way through her veins, and the hairs on her arms stood to attention. Subconsciously, she found herself rubbing at her forearms. “They didn’t hear a thing?”

      “They’re all in the single-man tents—you know, the pop-up kind. The two others he was with say they heard the front of the tent unzip but assumed he was just stepping out to take a piss. One of them got worried when they didn’t hear him coming back in, so they set out in search of him. They thought he might have got disorientated and not been able to find his way back to the tent. Then they stumbled across his body.”

      “Jesus.” She pushed her hand over the top of her head. “Any defensive wounds?”

      He gestured to the body. “See for yourself.”

      Charlie crouched beside the covered body and took a deep breath, then pulled the sheet back. At the sight of the body, she closed her eyes briefly, composing herself, and then looked back. The man appeared to have been killed in exactly the same way as the sheep they’d seen over the last couple of weeks. His throat was missing, blood smeared across the lower half of his face and drenching the front of his t-shirt. The ground beneath was also sodden in blood, which made her think the man had been dragged here and then killed, rather than killed at the campsite.

      She snapped on a pair of gloves and got to work. She checked the man’s hands and under his nails. There were no scratch marks on his hands or arms, and she couldn’t see any sign of skin or blood under his nails. In short, nothing to show the man fought back. Had he been knocked unconscious back at the campsite? She couldn’t see any other explanation as to why he’d not fought back while he’d been dragged all this distance before being killed.

      “We’re going to need to interview everyone who was in the area last night, see if anyone saw or heard anything unusual.”

      Stephen nodded his agreement. “Yes, though that’s going to take a while. This is a big area.”

      “But sparsely populated. We’ll need to try to interview anyone who might have been passing through as well.”

      He heaved out a sigh. “Going to be a long day.”

      She gave a wry smile. “All part of the job.”
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      The scent of blood surrounded Ivan.

      He hadn’t even opened his eyes, yet already his fangs lengthened from his gums, and a thirst he’d never experienced before constricted his throat.

      Ivan opened his eyes and found himself staring up at the ceiling of the hotel room. Bewildered, he lifted his hands in front of his face. He widened his eyes in shock. His hands were covered with dried blood. He lowered his chin to his chest and looked down to find more blood, which had also dried, soaked into the material of his shirt.

      What had happened last night?

      It took him a moment to piece together the events that led to now. Of course, he was in a hotel on Dartmoor, in Devon, England. He’d come in search of Deacon’s daughter. Had he found her yet? Was that what all the blood was about? He scoured his memories, trying to remember. He’d arrived at the hotel, and the thirst he’d experienced back in London, with the man outside of the club, had arrived with full force. But he’d brought bagged blood with him. He’d moved it in from the car, together with his luggage. Was this where all the blood had come from? It didn’t make sense. Why would he be covered in it?

      Needing answers, Ivan sat up from the bed and got to his feet. A small under counter fridge—together with tea and coffee making facilities, which he clearly wasn’t going to need—was positioned beneath the desk in the room. He remembered placing the bags of blood in the fridge to join the small bottles of wine, vodka, and gin that had been provided by the hotel. He pulled open the door and bent to check inside. The bags of blood he’d brought with him met his gaze.

      “What the hell?”

      So, the blood covering his hands and face and the bedsheets wasn’t from the blood bags.

      Though he wanted to solve the mystery, the thirst he’d woken with showed no sign of abating. At the sight of the blood bags, the hunger intensified, and without thinking any further, Ivan snatched out the first bag and drained it. The blood was cold and not to his taste, but it slid across his tongue and down his throat beautifully. He gulped and gulped, draining the bag. Not pausing, he threw it to one side and started on the second.

      The two bags of blood had been meant to last him the entire trip, but he drank them dry. What was happening? He was an older vampire and had his bloodlust strictly under control. But right now, all he could think about was sinking his fangs into a smooth young throat and drawing hot blood up over his tongue. His cock throbbed at the thought, and he realised it wasn’t only the blood he was interested in. He would like to push his cock between the soft, wet folds of a young woman at the same time he was sinking his teeth into her throat, and fuck her hard.

      With a growl, Ivan spun away and slammed the fridge door shut. He clutched both hands to the sides of his head and tried to dispel the images crowding his mind. What was going on with him? This wasn’t like him at all.

      Realisation dawned on him.

      Of course. How had he not recognised it sooner? He’d already witnessed this happening to another vampire recently—his own progeny, Nikolai. For some reason, it had been easier to spot from the outside looking in rather than diagnosing it in himself. Perhaps if Nikolai had been around, and less caught up in his Bloodmate, he would have seen it developing in his maker, but they hadn’t seen much of each other since Nikolai had found Lauren.

      Ivan gave another growl and stalked over to the mirror. He slammed his hands down on the dressing table beneath and leaned forward to get a better look at himself. His fangs were out, and his eyes were burning with a red tinge. Dried blood coated the lower half of his face and had dried to an almost black crust. More of the blood had dried on the collar and top of his shirt, the material stiff. His hands and arms were also covered.

      He squeezed his eyes shut against the image and shook his head. “What the fuck happened last night?”

      He remembered getting to the hotel and checking in. He’d brought his bags up to the room, and after that ...

      Nothing.

      Just darkness.

      Had The Thirst taken hold and he’d blacked out from it? A sudden spurt of panic sent adrenaline racing through him. Had he found Michaela and she’d put up a fight, and this blood belonged to her? He lowered his nose to his shoulder and sniffed. The blood was far from fresh, but it was definitely human. No hint of werewolf in its scent at all. A small part of him relaxed. Okay, so he hadn’t found and attacked Michaela, but he’d hurt someone. He hoped it hadn’t been the pretty young receptionist from last night. Perhaps he’d not killed the person and had simply fed, albeit messily, and then compelled them to forget what had happened and sent them home.

      Ivan focused for a moment and extended his sense of hearing. Was the hotel in chaos? If he’d gone on a rampage of some kind, then surely people would be panicking? But he couldn’t hear anything outside of what he’d normally expect in a hotel—people chatting at the bar, staff behind reception, a maid wheeling a cart up the hall. There was nothing indicating the inhabitants of the hotel were concerned because a body had been found. He flicked his gaze to the door. He’d locked it, and the safety chain was still on, so no one had been inside his hotel room while he’d slept away the day. Good thing, too. He imagined how that would have looked, him lying on the bed, covered in blood and apparently dead. He had blackout blinds—the kind you could sucker to the window—to prevent any light coming in while he slept, but he still couldn’t have run the risk that someone might enter the room and draw back the curtains, letting the light in. His body would have reacted to save himself, crawling beneath the bed, or shutting himself in the windowless bathroom, but it wasn’t something he’d ever want to explain.

      Still, none of those things had happened, so there was no point wasting time worrying about them. The reality was that he still had a lot of blood on him, and no idea where it had come from. The blackout was worrying, too. Nikolai hadn’t mentioned anything about blackouts when he’d been struggling with The Thirst. Was this a symptom independent to him, or had others suffered with blackouts as well? He didn’t know, but he did need to get back to London and find some help. He didn’t like the idea of not being able to trust himself. Okay, maybe he hadn’t been the most well-behaved vampire of all time—he’d always enjoyed a drink, women, and even a little gambling here and there—but he’d been in control of what he was doing. He was a vampire, and unlike some vampires who seemed to hate what they were so much that they fought against every natural impulse, he enjoyed being one. He didn’t believe he should be ashamed of needing blood and sex, but not like this. He took what he wanted, but he was constantly in control, and whoever he took it from was a willing victim.

      He wouldn’t be able to travel back to London looking like this, though. He needed to wash off the blood, ditch the ruined shirt, and dress in clean clothing. Frowning, he glanced around for his shoes. There they were. By the door. But there was mud tracked on the patterned hotel carpet, and both the fronts and the soles of the shoes were caked with mud. Wherever he’d been the previous night, it looked as though it had been muddy.

      Okay, so he’d been outside of the hotel. He hoped that meant whoever the blood belonged to hadn’t also been a hotel guest. He needed to get out of here as quickly as possible before his misdemeanours caught up to him.

      Ivan yanked off the filthy shirt, then reached to his suit trousers and popped the button and undid the fly. As he let them drop from his hips, he moved in the direction of the bathroom. It was compact, with a walk-in shower and no bath, but he wasn’t in the mood for luxury anyway. A quick wash to rid himself of the blood was all he needed. The hotel provided miniature items of toiletries—a body wash and a two-in-one shampoo and conditioner. He turned on the shower, and steam quickly filled the room, and he stepped beneath the flow of water.

      Immediately, the dried blood on his skin began to wash away, so red poured down his body and swirled in the water around his feet. At the sight, a surge of hunger and lust rose inside him, and his cock twitched, his balls tingling. Damn it. He needed to get a move on, but now his thoughts had been crowded out again with images of blood and fucking. Tension flooded through his balls and out to his cock, his erection growing harder. He groaned and reached out to place both palms on the cool tiled wall. He hung his head, squeezing his eyes shut against the swirling red at his feet. Now was not the time, but he had the feeling he’d be able to think clearer if he just gave in and did what his body needed.

      A low growl rumbled deep in his chest, and he released one hand from the wall to grab his cock. The moment he tightened his fingers around his length, a tiny part of the tension in his body eased. Yes, this was what he needed. If he couldn’t have the real thing, this would have to do. He used a little of the body wash to slick his palm and then gripped himself at the very base and ran his hand up his length.

      A flash of an image appeared in his mind. A blonde, tall—statuesque, even. Blue eyes filled with determination. A woman. Who was she? The same person the blood belonged to? She had an incredible mouth, her lips plump as they parted and said something. What was that? He struggled to lip-read her, distracted as he was.

      He continued to work his cock, running his hand up and down his erection, pumping hard. The head was swollen purple, the slit gleaming under the water. His balls pulled into his body, his arousal building, tightening all of his muscles. His abs were rigid, his thighs taut muscle. The arm he was using to masturbate bulged at the biceps, and the muscles of his forearm stood out beneath his skin. His breathing came faster, morphing to grunts with every pump of his fist. He needed to come so badly, but his mind was now filled with the face of a blonde woman he’d never seen before. Was it her? Was she the one he’d fed from? Yet that didn’t seem quite right, though he couldn’t put his finger on why.

      He sensed her beside him, somehow here, and yet not here.

      She leaned in closer, her breasts pressed against the side of his arm, and then her perfect mouth was only inches from his ear. Slowly, she breathed out, sending her hot breath to caress his lobe.

      Ivan’s orgasm hit, and he squeezed his eyes shut right before exploding over the tiled wall. A stream of white ribbons hit the tile, and his hips jerked, the muscles of his arse tight as he came, once, twice.

      He exhaled a long, shaky breath and lowered his forearm to the arm still pressed against the cool tile. Jesus Christ. What was going on with him? He needed to get out of here, not jerk off in the shower to the face of some blonde he didn’t even know.

      Quickly, he finished showering, soaping his body down and rinsing off, before turning off the water and stepping out. He grabbed the hotel towel and was relieved he left no stain of pink on the white after he rubbed it across his face. He’d need to get rid of the bloodstained shirt and he imagined there was all sorts of evidence of wrongdoing on the soles of his shoes—if, in fact, he’d done something wrong—but he’d travelled light and had only brought that one pair.

      He dressed in clean clothes and hastily packed. With his luggage in one hand, he looked around, wishing he could wipe the room clean of fingerprints. But there was no point. If someone really wanted to track him down, they could. He’d used his credit card when he’d checked in, and it was his vehicle in the hotel car park. They could easily run the number plate and see it registered to his home address.

      He just needed to get out of here. Get to London, get in touch with Nikolai, maybe even contact The Directive. Shit. What would they do with him? Would he even tell them about his blackout? Yes, he’d have to. Until they came up with a cure—if they were even working on such a thing—he was going to be a danger to everyone around him.

      Slipping the chain of the latch, he unlocked the door. He used his hearing again to tell if anyone was around but didn’t pick up anything out of the ordinary. Clutching his bag tightly in one hand, and the ruined shirt bundled in the other, he opened the door and pulled it shut behind him. An elderly couple were walking towards him, and both smiled and nodded at him as they passed. Ivan did his best to smile in return, but their expressions faltered as he accidentally revealed his fangs. His vampire side was far more pronounced right now, and he didn’t feel he could do anything to rein it back in. Maybe more blood would help, but he couldn’t allow himself to think on that too hard, worried it would spur him into attacking someone for their blood, or even bring about another blackout. That was something he certainly couldn’t risk.

      A little farther up the hall was a maid’s cart. It was unattended, and at the rear of the cart was a black bag used for rubbish. Only wanting to be rid of the thing, he glanced around to make sure he wasn’t going to be seen, and then shoved the ruined shirt right into the bottom of the rubbish bag.

      Ivan kept walking.

      He reached the lobby. People milled around, but none of them seemed particularly anxious. He needed to check out of his hotel room, but the receptionist was already busy with another man.

      The thump of heartbeats surrounded him, the whoosh of hot blood pumping through the veins of the humans. He shuffled from foot to foot, glancing between the reception and the front doors. Screw it. He spun away from the reception desk, heading in the direction of the exit. Outside, a car approached, a swathe of pulsing blue light stopping him. Shit, it was the police. He tightened his hand around the bag. What to do? Turn and run, making himself appear instantly guilty, or lift his chin and march out there? They had no reason to stop him that he was aware of.

      Gritting his teeth, he pushed out of the door. Fresh air hit his face. The sun hadn’t been down for long, and the ground beneath his feet still held some warmth. He didn’t even glance over at the police car, which was already parked. The driver’s door opened, but Ivan focussed on his own car. A part of him wanted to use a spurt of speed, to be in the car and gone before the police officer had even noticed him, but he knew doing so would make him look guilty. He glanced back at the front of the hotel. Just as he’d suspected, they had security cameras. A second thought swept over him. What if they had footage of him returning, covered in blood? He didn’t want to give them a reason to check the tapes.

      He’d almost reached his car now. He was so close, he could reach out and touch the door handle.

      “Sir? Excuse me, sir.” A female voice, and there was no mistaking that it was directed at him.

      Ivan froze, every muscle in his body tensed. He forced a smile, careful to make it a closed-lipped one so the police officer didn’t see his fangs, and slowly turned.

      But he didn’t get the chance to think any further. A scent swept over him, erasing all concerns about himself, blood, and his blackouts from his mind. And that wasn’t all. Though the woman standing before him wore a black police uniform, and her blonde hair was tucked into a neat bun at the back of her head, there was no mistaking that this was the same woman he’d visualised in the shower.

      “Sir?” the woman said to him again, her eyebrows lifting, and Ivan realised he’d been staring.

      Could she feel it, too, this knowledge that they already knew each other? At least he could forget the idea that she’d been the one the blood belonged to. Unless, of course, he had fed from her and then compelled her to forget. That was always a possibility, but he didn’t believe it to be true. He’d never have forgotten that scent surrounding her—dark chocolate and red wine and orange blossom. It swept over him, igniting his senses, filling his nostrils and seeping into his veins. His fangs reacted and the itching, gnawing hunger that had been plaguing him since leaving London faded away.

      She was still staring at him, and he shook his head, trying to clear his mind. “I’m sorry, Officer. How can I help?”

      Who was this woman? She was tall—not as tall as he was, but five feet ten, at least. Even with the police uniform masking her figure, he could tell she had a good set of hips, a nipped-in waist, and a generous chest. She didn’t look waiflike at all, more like she could flip him onto his back and straddle him if she wanted, and the idea excited him.

      She frowned at him. “Are you leaving?”

      He glanced down at his bag in hand. “Oh, I have a meeting in London I have to get to.”

      Her frown deepened. “At this time in the evening?”

      He forced a chuckle, trying to appear relaxed. “No, of course not. But I have an early start.” Could she tell he was a vampire? He didn’t know how things worked down here. In London, they all had their places where they hung out. There were werewolf zones, and areas you were more likely to find vampires. Even the most reclusive types of paranormal creatures had their own favourite haunts. He didn’t know anything about this area, however, but it seemed more full of human hikers and tourists than anything paranormal. He hadn’t even spotted any sign of Michaela, which had been the whole reason he’d come down here in the first place. Strangely, he’d discovered she’d been the furthest thing from his mind.

      But however enticing he found this woman—a police officer, no less—he still needed to get to London. If he was suffering with The Thirst, he needed to get help, and he didn’t have time to deal with the police.

      She was human, of that he was sure, so he would be able to make her forget about him. The prospect of doing so twisted something in his chest, but he didn’t have any choice.

      He reached inside himself for his power, feeling it tingling through his veins and into his eyes. He locked his gaze on hers, staring deep into her wide, blue eyes, and trying not to get distracted by how long her eyelashes were.

      “You need to turn around and walk into the hotel,” he said firmly. “Forget you ever saw me, and erase my name from the guest list.”

      She stared at him. “What are you talking about?”

      He blinked and jerked back, surprised.

      Dammit. Why wasn’t he able to compel her? She was human, wasn’t she? He should be able to compel a human.

      “Oh, err, nothing. Just wishful thinking, I guess. I really do have to make this meeting.”

      She shouldn’t have been able to resist him. What was happening?
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      Charlie wasn’t the type of person who allowed herself to get ruffled by things, and especially not handsome, suited men with dark eyes and even darker hair. But the moment she’d set eyes on him it was as though small explosions were happening inside her chest, and her heart raced. The hairs on her arms lifted, and the ghost of a breath swept across the back of her neck. Who was this man? He was tall, over six feet, with broad shoulders that filled out the suit jacket perfectly. She guessed him to be in his early thirties, so a few years older than she was. He clearly wasn’t from around here, and she detected a hint of something Slavic about his accent.

      But she was here to do a job, and she couldn’t let a set of pretty dark eyes and a sexy accent distract her.

      “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to stay around. There was a death on the moors last night. I’m here to interview everyone who was in the area to find out if you saw anything suspicious.”

      Was it her imagination, or did he suddenly look away? His feet shuffled in the dirt, and she glanced down to see smart brogues caked in mud.

      She wondered why he’d get such expensive shoes so messy. “Can I ask when you arrived here, and what your business was?”

      “Of course.” He replied smoothly, a little too smoothly. “I was down here chasing after an old girlfriend.”

      Her eyebrows lifted. “You were chasing an old girlfriend.”

      “That’s not as bad as it seems. She was taking a break from London. Her father died, and I wanted to make sure she was all right.”

      “And was she?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t seen her.”

      “I see. Well, I still have a number of questions for you. Perhaps we could go back inside to answer them?”

      The man looked back towards his car. It didn’t take a mind reader to see that he wanted to get away. Why was that?

      “Could we do this another time? I still have a long drive ahead of me, and like I said, I have an early meeting.”

      “If you’re going back to London, I don’t see when we would be able to do this.”

      He glanced away again, and she didn’t miss the tension in his jaw. She didn’t know if his reason for wanting to leave was anything more than what he was telling her.

      She nodded down at his shoes. “You go somewhere muddy?”

      She almost expected his cheeks to grow pink at her calling him out on his messy shoes, but his complexion remained pale. Unnaturally pale, in fact. Something jarred through her. No, he couldn’t be. They didn’t get any of his kind around here. But then she remembered the thought she’d had about how the death of the sheep had been murder, and it had been a ‘what’ rather than a ‘who’ who’d killed the man.

      “How many days did you say you’d been here, sir?”

      “Umm, just since last night.”

      “And you have proof that you weren’t in the area over the past week.”

      “Yes, I believe I can come up with proof of my whereabouts.”

      “Even so,” she continued, “I really am going to have to insist we step inside. A man has been killed, Mr ...?”

      “Sokolov,” he filled in for her. “Ivan Sokolov.”

      “Not from around here?”

      “Russia, originally, though I’ve lived here for more years than I can count.”

      “I see. Well, I suggest we go back inside, unless you’d prefer to do this down at the station?”

      His gaze shifted across her, flickering over her shoulder and back again. Yes, this man was definitely acting guilty. She couldn’t say what of yet, but he was hiding something.

      There was no way she could let him leave.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but I really am going to have to insist.”

      A smile spread across his face, but it wasn’t a smile she trusted ... not yet anyway. It was all too easy to allow a handsome face to cloud a person’s thinking, but she wasn’t that kind of person. She was level-headed, and she wouldn’t allow him to charm her into not treating him how she’d treat any other suspect.

      The word surprised her. Suspect? Was that how she was thinking of him? He was a stranger in the right area, at the right time. Was he really capable of ripping out a man’s throat?

      That pale skin ... If she touched him, would he be cold?

      A shiver ran through her, and she immediately chastised herself for it. She’d never met a vampire in real life before. She knew they existed, of course she did, but Devon wasn’t exactly a typical vampire haunt.

      That smooth smile again. “That’s fine. I can always be late.” He gestured towards the hotel’s entrance. “Shall we?”

      Taking charge, she nodded and led the way. She and Stephen had been working all day to cover all the homes, bed and breakfasts, and hotels in the area, and she was exhausted, but this had to be done. They didn’t have the budget to cover what the chief was still saying was an animal attack, but her gut told her otherwise. What kind of animal in England was capable of pulling a grown man for a mile, without anyone hearing a thing? Not a single yell of pain or fear. It was as though whatever killed him had moved so quickly, he’d been unable to react or fight back. If it had been a big dog attack, or even a big cat, to support the rumours that one had been dumped on the moorland by a passing fairground, there would have been snarling, and the man would have fought. Even a big cat kill wouldn’t have brought him down so quickly.

      She stepped into the hotel. It was warm, comforting, familiar. Low ceilings and wood panelling, and over-patterned carpets that looked as though they’d seen better days. To one side, a cabinet displayed racks of leaflets to all the local attractions. These kinds of places were popular with hikers and families from up country, all wanting to explore the wilderness of the moors. Sadly, people often underestimated the terrain, however, and lives were lost. People fell from the high tors, trying to get a picture of themselves while perched on the rocks, or they got dragged into one of the numerous bogs, or the fog rolled in and they found themselves disorientated and lost. She’d dealt with a number of deaths up here, but never one like this.

      A small bar was through a door to the right. “Go and take a seat,” she told the man, Ivan Sokolov. “I’ll be with you in a moment.”

      She thought he was going to put up more of a fight, but he nodded and left her to go to the bar. Her uniform was already garnering a number of curious glances, and she smiled and nodded at anyone who caught her eye. The woman behind reception also smiled at her as she approached, but there was a nervousness to her eyes, which Charlie was used to seeing. Something about seeing a police officer always put people on edge.

      “Officer, how can I help you?” The receptionist kept the smile fixed to her face.

      “I’m going to need a list of all the people staying here last night. There’s been a death on the moors, and I need to speak with anyone who might have seen something. I’ll want to speak with you, as well.”

      She nodded. “Of course. How dreadful. Is there anything else I can do to help?”

      “Thank you. Just the list for the moment.”

      “Of course. I’ll have it with you shortly.”

      “I’ll just be through there.” Already, the dark-haired man was sitting at the bar, his suit jacket stretched across his shoulders. What was it about him? She was someone who trusted her instincts, and her insides had gone off like fireworks the moment she’d laid eyes on him. Was it just that something about her recognised that he might not be human, or was it something more? And how did she approach the topic of him possibly not being human? What was the etiquette with that? Did she just come out and ask him? Because she couldn’t help feeling like if they had something paranormal in their midst, there was a good chance he was connected with the death on the moors.

      She left the reception to join him.

      “I took the liberty of ordering you a drink,” he said, motioning to the bar. He stood slightly as she approached and then sat back down when she took her place beside him.

      “You didn’t need to do that,” she said. “I’m on duty.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. It’s non-alcoholic.”

      “Thank you, Mr Sokolov.”

      “It’s Ivan, please.” His head tilted slightly as he regarded her. His eyes were terribly dark, so brown they were verging on black.

      She had to know.

      Though she knew it was completely unprofessional, she reached out and touched the back of his hand.

      The moment she did, she let out a gasp. Not only was his skin ice-cold, but images flooded her head like a flash of numerous photographs through her mind—faces she didn’t recognise, people in old-fashioned dress, a horse and cart struggling through snow-covered grounds. Money exchanging hands, kisses against naked skin, men fighting. And blood, so much blood. It was as though she experienced his entire lifetime in a matter of seconds.

      Charlie stumbled off her stool, almost falling. But strong, cool fingers caught her wrist and pulled her up again.

      “What ...?” She struggled to find her words. “What are you?”

      They’d started to gather attention from people nearby. To the outside world, it must have looked like he’d done something to her, when he hadn’t—at least not physically—so she forced a smile and retook her seat. She stared down at the tips of her fingers. “What the hell just happened?”

      He shook his head. “I’m not sure you’d believe me even if I told you.”

      “Told me what? You’re not human, are you?”

      “No, I’m not.” He fixed her with those dark eyes, and her heart raced.

      “You’re a vampire.” It wasn’t a question, but he answered it anyway.

      “Yes, I am. And I think you’re my Bloodmate.”

      “Your what?”

      “My Bloodmate. You saw inside me just then, didn’t you? Saw everything I was and everything I’ve ever been since.”

      “I ... I ... I don’t know what I saw.”

      “We’re connected, you and I. Destined.”

      “I don’t believe in people being destined.”

      “Not people. But vampires and Bloodmates, yes.”

      “That’s crazy. You don’t even know my name.”

      A slight smile tweaked his perfect lips. “No, but you’re going to tell me.”

      And she found she did. “It’s Charlene. Charlene Ramsden. But everyone calls me Charlie.”

      “If you saw inside me, you might be able to tell me what I did.”

      His words made her pause. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re looking for the person ... or creature ... who killed that man. What if I am that person?”

      Confusion flooded though her. “You mean you don’t know?”

      “I blacked out. I woke up with blood on my clothes.” His gaze shifted away. “I may be responsible but I can’t remember.” He brought his eyes back to hers. “Something called The Thirst has taken hold of me. I was going to go back to London to contact The Directive and let them deal with me, but now you’re here, and that changes everything.”

      “Does it? How?”

      “You’re my Bloodmate, and your presence keeps The Thirst at bay. I don’t feel the need to feed and f—” He’d been about to say something else, but cut himself off. “I feel better now I’m around you.”

      She shook her head. “This is insane. I should arrest you as a suspect.”

      He held both wrists out to her. “Then do it.”

      “I don’t have any proof, unless you’re planning on confessing, of course.”

      “Can I confess to something I have no memory of?”

      “Perhaps not, but there would be evidence of what you did if, in fact, you were responsible.”

      He glanced away. “There was blood. Lots of blood.”

      “Where is it now?”

      “I washed myself, but I still have the shirt.” He paused, and a slight frown crossed his brow. “I mean, I did have the shirt. I dumped it in the maid’s trolley on the way down.”

      “We’ll have to go and get it back. The lab will be able to match that blood to the DNA of the man who was killed.”

      “And if it wasn’t me who killed him?”

      She sat up straighter. “Then you’ll be free to go.”

      His eyebrows lifted. “So you’re going to arrest me?”

      “I don’t think you’ve left me with any choice.”
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      Ivan knew he should run. Staying was most likely going to get him in a whole heap of trouble, but he also knew he couldn’t leave this woman’s side. The second he’d caught the scent of her, The Thirst had released its clutch at his throat, and the panic that had gripped him since waking faded away. Nothing else existed now except for her. The moment he’d scented her, he’d known she was his, and he was going to be hers. If only everything wasn’t so damned complicated. If he’d met her yesterday instead of today, then things would have been all right. Had he messed everything up before they’d even had the chance to meet?

      He’d watched this happen once before with his own progeny, and now it was happening to him. This woman was his Bloodmate, and he couldn’t just walk away from that. He needed her, wanted her, desired her more than anything else in his life, but he could tell this wasn’t going to be easy. She was a naturally sceptical person, and a human, no less, who didn’t look as though she’d had much contact with the paranormal world. She was going to take some convincing, and he’d be lucky if she didn’t slap a pair of cuffs around his wrists and haul him off to jail.

      But he’d had an effect on her; he knew he had. He’d sensed it in the race of her pulse, the way those perfect lips had parted, the hitching of her breath. He longed to yank her hair out of that prim bun and rake his fingers through her tresses. He wanted to tear off the restrictive police uniform and feast on the glorious body he was certain lay beneath.

      She thought he might be responsible for killing a man on the moors, however. Truth be told, he wasn’t totally sure he hadn’t been the one to do it either. She might be his Bloodmate, but that didn’t mean he was any good for her. She clearly had a successful life here. What good would he do her by coming into it? But at the same time, her role as a police officer was to keep people safe, and her being in his life would do that. Without her, he would continue to go on a downward spiral, and if blackouts were a part of The Thirst, there was no telling what he might be capable of.

      He didn’t know what he was supposed to do. Perhaps he needed to call in The Directive and get them to make that decision for him. He knew what they’d say—that she needed to be with him, that Bloodmates were destined to be together, and their bond was more important than anything else. But would they think differently if they knew he’d already killed someone?

      “I need to contact The Directive,” he told her. “If the man’s death is down to me, then it’s because The Thirst took hold, and that is their jurisdiction. I know you probably won’t believe me, but that isn’t who I am normally. I’m not going to pretend I don’t feed on blood, but normally only from a blood bank, or from a willing participant. I wouldn’t kill someone I fed from.”

      “So maybe you weren’t the one responsible,” she said.

      “If it wasn’t me, then I’m afraid you might have something else to worry about.”

      “Let’s get your shirt back and then go down to the station and find out.”

      He didn’t want to go down to the station, but what choice did he have? He needed to be with this woman, and she needed to find out who was responsible for the death. If it was him, then they’d have to get The Directive in to deal with him. His heart tightened at the thought. He’d only just found her, and now there was a chance he’d lose her again before they’d even had the chance to get to know each other.

      “What if I choose not to?”

      Her shoulders straightened. “Then you’ll force me to arrest you.”

      “I’m a vampire. I’m afraid you’ll find it difficult to arrest me if I choose not to let you. I’m stronger than you’ll ever be, and I’m fast, too. You could lock me in a cell, but I’ll simply bend back the bars and step out again.”

      She seemed to consider his words. “If you could have done all of those things, why are you sitting here with me now? You could have run the moment you saw me, but you didn’t.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      They sat, staring at each other, and everyone else in the room fell away. The space between them tingled with charge, and he longed to cross it, to lean in and tangle his fingers in her hair and push her back across the bar. His cock stiffened at the thought. She might not know it yet, but that was what they were destined to do, and though she looked as though she’d punch him in the mouth and then sit astride him and handcuff him if he so much as attempted something like that, somehow that made her even more enticing. This woman wasn’t the kind to go fawning over him just because of his appearance or how much money he had. No, she valued integrity above all else. He’d not lived a flawless life—far from it—but maybe she would be the woman to change all of that.

      Assuming he didn’t end up being taken down by The Directive for his part in current events, of course.

      “Okay. Take me wherever you need me to go, but there are three things you need to agree to first.”

      “You shouldn’t be the one making demands in this situation.”

      “You don’t have any choice. Agree to them or I’ll run.”

      Her full lips thinned, but she gave a single nod. “Tell me.”

      “The first is that I’ll need to be somewhere away from any windows by sunrise. The sun will kill me.”

      She nodded again. “Agreed.”

      “The second is that we need to contact someone at The Directive and let them know what’s happening here. I’ve been struck by The Thirst and you’re my Bloodmate. There are people who may want to use that to their advantage, and besides, if it turns out I’m a killer, The Directive are the ones who’ll decide what to do with me.”

      “I think I can manage that. What’s the third?”

      “That you stay nearby at all times. You’re my Bloodmate, and I need you with me.”

      A small, disbelieving smile touched her lips. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am. The only reason I’m not running right now is you. I know you don’t feel it the way I do, but we’re connected, you and I.”

      “Destined,” she said, but he didn’t miss the disbelieving tone in her voice.

      “Yes. I hope we have time for you to be able to discover that for yourself.”

      She closed her eyes briefly and shook her head. “This is insane.”

      “Do you agree to my terms?”

      “I guess I don’t have much of a choice.”

      It was a small victory, but a victory nonetheless. With her at his side, at least he didn’t need to worry about hurting anyone else. The Thirst had released its hold on him and would continue to do so while they were together.

      He still hadn’t checked out of his hotel room but he figured there wasn’t much point in doing so now. It didn’t look as though he would be returning to London any time soon.

      “Give me a minute,” he said. “I need to go and find the maid’s cart and hope she hasn’t disposed of the black rubbish bag already.”

      Charlie got to her feet. “I should come with you.”

      “No, really. I’ll be quicker on my own.”

      Her blue eyes narrowed. “Because of your ... speed?”

      “Exactly.”

      Before she could say another word, he’d already left, darting out of the bar area faster than she was able to see. He took the stairs back to the floor his room was on and spotted the maid’s trolley only a little farther down the hall. The black bag still hung from the end, and from the smell of blood which filtered through to his nostrils, he was able to tell the shirt was still in there. Using his speed, he ran to the cart, plunged his arm into the bag, and pulled out the bundle of material. Before anyone had even noticed him, he was back in the bar, taking his seat opposite Charlie.

      She widened her eyes at him. “Now, that was fast.”

      He repressed a smug smirk. He wasn’t in any position to be smug right now.

      Not wanting any of the other guests to see what was in his hand, he pushed the bundle of clothing into the top of his bag.

      “We’re taking my car,” Charlie said.

      He wasn’t going to argue with her about that. “How far away is the station?”

      “About forty minutes’ drive.”

      He allowed a small smile to play across his lips. “A little time to get to know each other, then.”

      She shot him a look. “This isn’t a date, Mr Sokolov.”

      He trapped the smile between his lips. “Of course not. My apologies.”

      But he was still happy to spend time in her company, even if it was only to be driven to a police station and possibly arrested for murder. He’d have considered the idea laughable if someone had suggested such a thing to him only a matter of days ago, but he discovered things could change fast and with no warning at all.

      He threw a ten pound note onto the bar to pay for her drink and then got to his feet. Already, Charlie was walking away, heading out of the door, and he found his gaze drifting down to take in the way her waist nipped in and flared out at the hips. Even the bulky police uniform couldn’t hide those curves.

      He let out a sigh and ran his hand over his lips. Life could be so damned cruel. He’d found her—the rare thing that was a vampire’s Bloodmate—but she thought he was a murderer.

      Reaching down, Ivan picked up his bag and followed her outside. She was already at her car and had opened the rear door.

      He cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t expect me to sit in the back?”

      “How am I going to explain to my colleagues that I’ve arrested a suspect, but I let him ride shotgun?”

      “Don’t tell them you’ve arrested a suspect. I’m not under arrest, am I? I’m coming in voluntarily.” There was no way he was sitting in the back like some kind of criminal. Okay, maybe he was a criminal, but he was still working on the innocent-until-proven-guilty theory. Anyway, he wanted to sit beside her.

      She ground her teeth at him. “You’re not making this easy for me.”

      “I am,” he replied, thinking of all the ways it could be difficult to take a vampire in for questioning. “Believe me, I am.”
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      Charlie had no idea how she was going to explain this to her colleagues back at the station. She wasn’t stupid. She knew how bad this seemed and how hard it was going to be to explain. Vampires weren’t a common occurrence around these parts, and she certainly hadn’t been expecting to take one down to the station with her. One thing she hadn’t been betting on was that she’d be driving back with a vampire sitting next to her. She’d expected a few tall tales from people, mostly revolving around rumours of the Beast of Dartmoor, but she hadn’t expected to be bringing something paranormal back with her.

      He might be a murderer, too, a little voice spoke in her head. What’s to stop him doing exactly the same to you?

      But, for some reason, she hadn’t feared for her safety. The way he looked at her didn’t instil fear into her. Quite the opposite. It sent shivers racing through her body, condensing at her core, and she was thankful for the thick material of her uniform which hid the way her nipples crinkled when he stared at her in such a way. Maybe it was a vampire thing, and this was how he got people to relax in his company before he attacked them, but she didn’t think so. And it wasn’t only the way he looked at her either. When she’d touched the back of his hand, it was as though she’d been able to see right into the centre of him. She’d felt as though he’d allowed her to live his life, if only for a few seconds. She didn’t even know it was possible to do such a thing, and she felt as though she’d experienced the type of man he was from the inside out. No one had ever been so open with her before.

      She’d been caught up in a whirlwind of madness but she couldn’t back out now. Not only did she want to do her job, she also had curiosity burning at her soul at the idea of being his Bloodmate. She’d never had a serious relationship with a guy—nothing more than a few dates or a one-night stand that never went anywhere. Though she’d always considered herself to be the most independent of women, having lived alone since the age of twenty-three after finally managing to shake off the last of her flatmates, something about the idea of someone who was destined to be with her forever appealed. Maybe that was the reason she’d never been able to find the right guy. It wasn’t as though she’d not been introduced to any, because she had, but none had sent her heart racing as this man did.

      No, not a man. A vampire. She needed to remember that. She had no experience with his kind, and she needed to stop reading too much into things. This could all be a trick, and she’d be the one left looking stupid.

      As she drove, the headlights illuminated the moorland ahead. These roads were narrow, with a single lane each way, which often reduced to just one lane for both directions. But there wasn’t much traffic at this time in the evening, and they barely passed another soul. She was aware of how isolated they were out here. If the vampire decided he didn’t want to come with her, he could easily break free and run. Why wasn’t he doing just that? Surely there was more to his motives to want to help her than wanting to be near her? But why turn himself in? Did he genuinely believe he might be dangerous and so was trying to protect others from himself? If that was true, it meant he didn’t trust himself, and it didn’t seem like a good thing for her to be sitting in a car with him, alone.

      “You’re quiet.” His voice came from beside her, making her jump.

      “Sorry. A lot on my mind.”

      “You mean me?” Despite the gravity of the situation, she still detected a teasing, flirting manner to his voice.

      She kept her tone firm. “I mean my job.”

      “Of course.”

      They fell back into silence again.

      Charlie took her eyes off the road for a moment to glance over at him. He really did have beautiful eyes, and his profile was like something she’d seen in a men’s health magazine. She knew she shouldn’t let herself be drawn in by his looks. Wasn’t that exactly what vampires used to lure in their prey? A pretty face was always disarming, and combine that with a confident, charming personality, it was a struggle to think of the person as being a deadly killer.

      An image of the dead man’s body, his throat torn out and blood everywhere, flashed in her mind. She tightened her fingers around the steering wheel, and she took a shaky breath. That was what she needed to focus on—not the attractive mouth of the man beside her or imagining how those strong-looking fingers would feel against her skin. She had to remember what he might be capable of.

      Still, Charlie squirmed in her seat at thoughts of him touching her. It had been a while since she’d had a man in her life. Most men she met were intimidated by her—either by her height or by her job.

      “Are you okay?” he asked her. “Your heart rate has increased.”

      Shit. “You can hear that?”

      “Yes. I can hear the prickle as the hairs on your arms stand to attention, too.”

      She froze. She didn’t like that he could hear how her body reacted to him. It might give her away.

      Give what away? That you find him attractive? That deep down you hope there might be an inkling of truth to this whole Bloodmates thing?

      Either way, she didn’t like it.

      “Well ... just ... stop listening,” she finished lamely. “Or I’ll have to get you some noise-cancelling headphones or something.”

      He grinned at her, revealing white teeth. “They won’t work, I’m afraid. My hearing is too sensitive for even headphones to block out sound.”

      “Perfect,” she muttered, staring at the road to concentrate on her driving. How the hell had she ended up getting into this situation?

      The police four-by-four rolled over a cattle grid, and then the road widened as they left the moorland and headed onto the main road. The nearest police station was situated in a small town, and soon she was pulling into the car park out front. At this time in the evening, the most interesting things going on were people drunk or getting into fights after leaving the pub. They had the occasional domestic violence case to deal with, but otherwise things tended to be quiet around here.

      At least, that was until a man was found dead, and she ended up with a vampire sitting in the car beside her.

      Charlie spotted Stephen’s car parked outside. So, he was already here. It had been a long day with an early start, and he probably wanted to get home to his wife and kids. She wondered if he’d found anything, but he’d probably have let her know if he had. She realised she hadn’t called in about Ivan Sokolov either. It wasn’t exactly an easy call to make.

      She drove into her space and glanced over at the vampire. She was about to get other people involved in this, and she didn’t know how they’d respond. Disbelief, at first, she imagined. But then fear? Dealing with a vampire wasn’t their normal territory, but it wasn’t as though this particular vampire was threatening at all, even if he did think himself capable of killing a man.

      What if it wasn’t him? What if he was wrong and there was something else on the moors that had done that to both Richard Hutton and the animals before him? If there was one paranormal creature stalking the moorland, then why couldn’t there be two? Hadn’t she thought of something paranormal when she’d seen the sheep that time? And hadn’t she wondered how he’d been killed without any of his friends hearing a thing, or that he hadn’t had time to fight back? The killer being something paranormal would explain that.

      Yeah, something like a vampire.

      “You’re doing it again,” Ivan said, his hand resting on the car door handle.

      “Doing what?”

      “Getting lost inside your own head.”

      She rubbed her hand over her eyes. “Yeah, sorry. I tend to think everything over a lot. Part of the job.”

      “You can always say those thoughts out loud, you know. I might be able to help.”

      “You don’t want to know what’s going on inside my head. Trust me on that.”

      She pushed open the car door and climbed out. Nerves caused butterflies to churn her stomach, but, strangely, she discovered it wasn’t the vampire who made her nervous, but the reaction of her colleagues in the station. She wasn’t following protocol here but she wasn’t sure they even had protocol for this situation.

      Charlie led the way, striding towards the entrance. She smiled and nodded at the officer behind the desk.

      “Hey,” she was greeted. “Long day?”

      “Definitely.”

      The other woman’s gaze flicked over Charlie’s shoulder to Ivan. She didn’t want to explain who he was so just gestured with her head for him to follow her into the back.

      Stephen was standing with his head bent over a desk. He must have sensed her enter as he lifted his head to look at her as she walked in.

      “Evening,” he said. “I was starting to think you’d gone home already. Find anything useful?” He caught sight of Ivan and frowned. “And who is this?”

      “This is—” she started, but Ivan stepped forward, directly into Stephen’s personal space. She expected her colleague to react, and for a moment worried Ivan would try to hurt the other man, and she would have no way of stopping him, but instead Ivan spoke.

      “You need to go home. Forget you ever saw me. Wait for Charlie’s call in the morning.”

      To her surprise, Stephen nodded. “Yes. I will. I’ll go home now.”

      Her colleague picked up his belongings and then turned to Charlie. “I’ll wait for your call in the morning.”

      “Wait? What?” Confusion swam through her mind.

      Stephen pushed past them both and left them alone in the office.

      She spun to Ivan. “What did you do to him?”

      “Compelled him not to interfere with these proceedings.”

      Something dawned on her. “That’s what you were trying to do with me outside the hotel, wasn’t it?”

      He nodded. “Yes, but it didn’t work.”

      “Why not?”

      “Honestly, I have no idea. Perhaps it’s because you’re my Bloodmate.”

      “It certainly appears to have worked on Stephen, but why wouldn’t you want him to help?”

      “It’ll be easier, just the two of us, at least for the moment. We’re going to have to call The Directive in, too, and again, they’ll most likely want to take over, assuming this death is down to me. They’ll need to decide what needs to be done with me.” His teeth dug into his lower lip, and he glanced away.

      For the first time, she realised he was actually worried about the proceedings. “What do you think they’ll do with you?”

      “I’m not sure. If I’ve killed a man, I’ll have to be punished. And if they decide I’m still a danger, that punishment may be permanent.”

      She widened her eyes at the implication. “Permanent?”

      “Yes, though that is also dependent on you.”

      “Me?”

      “You’re my Bloodmate. Without you, the blackouts will return, and so will my thirst for blood. I won’t be able to control myself. Who knows how many others I might kill.”

      “And with me?” Her heart thrummed in anticipation.

      His eyes locked with hers, and she didn’t detect so much as a trace of humour on his face. “With you, I feel complete. Like my whole world has slotted into place, and I can finally live in peace. No more searching for fulfilment in empty, meaningless hookups.”

      When she spoke again, her voice came out breathy. “That’s a lot of pressure to put on one person.”

      He nodded. “I know. And that’s why I won’t demand anything of you. You’re my Bloodmate. I knew it the moment I caught scent of you in the carpark, and all of the pain from The Thirst flooded away. But you’re also human, and I understand if you don’t feel the same way. These things can take time.”

      Her mind was reeling. How was she supposed to respond to any of this?

      Instead of emotion, she fell back on what she was comfortable with—procedure. “Let’s find out if you are responsible. Where’s the bloodied shirt?”

      He bent to his bag and unzipped it before pulling out a white shirt that had been bundled into a ball. She wasn’t squeamish in the slightest, but still the sight of the amount of blood shocked her.

      “You said you woke up with all of this on you?”

      He rubbed his hand across his mouth and nodded. “Yes, and no memory of how it got there.” He lifted a foot. “My shoes were filthy, too, as though I’d been running through mud.”

      “Do you normally get this ... messy ... when you feed?”

      His lips twisted, his dark eyebrows pulling together. “No, not at all. Vampires wouldn’t normally waste blood in this way. But if I was caught up in the grips of The Thirst, there’s no telling what I might have done.”

      She nodded. “Well, the best thing we can do to find out for sure is to send this off to the lab. They’ll be able to compare the blood samples to the body. If they don’t match, we’ll know you’re not the killer.”

      “If they don’t match, there’s probably someone else out there who I hurt. It doesn’t mean I’m innocent, only that I’m innocent of that particular death.”

      He had a point.

      “How long is it going to take to get the results back?” he asked.

      “Normally, it would be at least twenty-four hours, but they know me in the lab and might be able to put a rush on it. Still going to be at least twelve hours though.”

      Lines appeared across his smooth brow. “It’ll be daylight by then. I’ll need somewhere I can sleep undisturbed. I need to contact The Directive as well, and let them know what’s going on. They’re busy with the number of Thirst cases that have cropped up lately, and the number of Bloodmates, too, but they need to be alerted to what’s happening.”

      She wondered who this mysterious Directive were. “Do you know how to contact them?”

      “Yes, I have the number for the vampire who heads them up. It might not be him who comes. He may send in a different team if he’s busy. It depends on who is available.”

      “And what do we do with you in the meantime? I can get a cell ready. They’re internal, so no windows?” Even she felt bad at the idea of putting him in a cell for the day.

      But he shook his head. “The police station will be too busy during the day. People will ask too many questions. I won’t be able to defend myself if I’m asleep here and someone with a thing against vampires decides they don’t want me in their town.”

      She frowned. “What are you suggesting?”

      He locked his eyes on hers again. “I need you with me, remember, or The Thirst will take hold.”

      “I have to stay with you? Like, all the time?”

      He shook his head. “Short periods apart are fine, but any length of time will drive me crazy. Literally. And right now, I’d rather not play around with how long is too long. My progeny came down with The Thirst, too, and found his Bloodmate. They were forced to be apart, and it did take a couple of days before he started to lose it, but then he didn’t experience blackouts, either, so it may vary from vampire to vampire.”

      She’d hooked on to one word. “Your progeny? You mean you have a son?”

      A smile transformed his face. “Yes, though I doubt Nikolai sees himself as my son. I mean, he’s a fifty-year-old vampire, so it’s not as though he’s a child.”

      The idea of him with a son somehow softened her towards him. “And how old are you?”

      His smile widened. “Almost three hundred and fifty years old.”

      “Holy shit.” The idea of him being that old was mindboggling. He looked to be in his late twenties or early thirties. The things he must have seen were incredible, just how much the world had changed over hundreds of years. She could barely comprehend it.

      “How old were you as a human when you were turned?”

      “Thirty-two. Believe it or not, that was a good age for a human to live, back in those days. Most would be lucky to reach a fortieth birthday, not like nowadays.” His gaze slipped away from hers, as though he was looking into the past. “Still, it was difficult leaving my human life behind. Some things are never easy to let go of.”

      She wanted to delve further into his past, to find out what kind of man he’d been, and what kind of life he’d lived, but she knew there wasn’t time for that now. Whatever else might be happening, she had a job to do, and part of that job was finding out if Ivan Sokolov was the killer.
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      Ivan watched Charlie finish bagging up the evidence, and then she took it to be sent off to the lab. They would have to wait for results to come back before they knew anything more.

      “So, are we going back to your place, then?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “Unless you’d prefer me to return to the hotel, of course, but then I guess you would need to stay with me. I think I’ve made it clear that I can’t be trusted on my own.”

      Her fine blonde eyebrows lifted. “But you can be trusted with me?”

      “Yes. One hundred percent. And it means you would be doing your job by keeping the public safe from me.”

      “And who keeps me safe from you?”

      He grew serious. “I would never do anything to hurt you, Charlie. I would die myself before that happened.” He stared into her eyes, wishing there was a way he could make her believe him. But it was a lot to ask. She was human and didn’t have any kind of magical powers to allow her to see they were destined to be. That he might be a killer she was after also didn’t help his case. If it was proven that the dead man’s blood was on his shirt and he was responsible for the death, then whatever relationship might have blossomed between them would be already dead. He was a vampire, and he wasn’t going to pretend he hadn’t killed in the past—when he’d first been turned, it had taken him some years to get in control of his urges—but that had been a long time ago now. A different lifetime.

      “You can’t go back to the hotel.” She pressed her lips together as she thought. She looked cute like that. Younger, somehow. She exhaled a sigh, and her shoulders relaxed. “Okay, don’t make me regret this, but you can come back to mine. Only until tomorrow night, though, when we can get the results and know for sure.”

      He ducked his head. “Thank you.” He thought of something. “Before we go, am I able to get a look at the crime scene photographs? Maybe seeing what happened will help jog my memory.”

      She hesitated and then nodded. “Yes, okay. I would have shown them to you anyway during interrogation, if this was a normal situation. My colleague, Stephen, should have uploaded them by now.” She went to the computer on the desk and wiggled the mouse to bring it to life. Her fingers flew over the keyboard as she entered her login details and then started to search through the hard drive’s numerous files until she reached the one they needed.

      “Ah ha. Here we go.”

      She pulled up the file and angled the screen in his direction. “Just warning you. They’re not pretty.”

      He shrugged. “I’m a vampire. Blood and death doesn’t bother me.”

      She clicked open the first of the images, gave him a moment to study it, then moved onto the next. She was right; the photographs were far from pretty. The man’s neck was all but gone, only the spine keeping the head attached to the body. Blood drenched the gorse beneath him.

      Ivan frowned and ran his hand across his mouth. Nothing he was seeing made him think he was responsible for this death.

      “Well?” she prompted.

      “Honestly, I know it suits me to say this, but this doesn’t look like a vampire attack. Vampires don’t tear flesh like that, and we certainly don’t waste blood by leaving it all over the ground.”

      “So you don’t think you were involved?” He didn’t miss the hitch of hope in her voice. Did she want him to be innocent? It would mean she still had to find the killer so she’d be back to square one. The only reason she’d want him to be innocent was if she thought there was something in his words about them being destined for one another.

      “Honestly, I can’t say for sure. There’s still the blood on my shirt, and I had it all over my hands and face when I woke up. And of course there’s the blackout to consider, and that I wouldn’t have been in my right mind because of The Thirst. There’s no way to say for sure.”

      Her expression dropped with disappointment. He wished he could have said something different to comfort her, but he wasn’t going to start lying now. She was his Bloodmate, and he wouldn’t start this relationship on a foundation of lies. If she could accept the very worst of him, well then, maybe they had a future, but he wasn’t going to make himself out to be something he wasn’t, only to cause her heartbreak and disappointment down the road.

      She clicked out of the file and shut down the computer. “Let’s just wait until the samples come back to see if the blood is a match, and we’ll take things from there.”

      “We still need to call The Directive. Even if I wasn’t the one responsible, I’m still pretty sure you have something paranormal stalking the moorland, and dealing with that will be their job.”

      She nodded. “We’ll call them as soon as we get home.”

      She moved to leave, but he reached out and caught her arm. She turned to him, her eyes wide. The air between them grew tense, and his body reacted at having contact with her, something in his chest swelling with emotion.

      “Charlie,” he said. “I just wanted to say thanks.”

      “What for?”

      “For not going crazy at me. For believing what I’ve told you.”

      She held his gaze. “I’m not some airhead girl. I’m a grown woman and a police officer. I think things through and I don’t act rashly.” She glanced down at where his hand was still touching her arm. “And that includes with you.”

      He released her. “Of course.”

      Damn. This wall she had built up between them was driving him crazy. But he couldn’t ask her to break it down, not with everything that was going on. Things were too complicated, and what if he made her see how they were destined to be together, only for him to be eradicated by The Directive? He’d be asking her to accept him, only for them to be torn apart again.

      Together, they left the police station and went back to her car.

      “How far away is your home?” he asked.

      “Not far. About thirty minutes from here.”

      He nodded. “Good.” They still had plenty of time before the sun came up and he was forced to sleep again. He watched her hide a yawn behind her hand. “It’s been a long day for you, too?”

      She gave him a small smile. “Up since four this morning. Almost twenty-four hours now.”

      “You should rest.”

      She shrugged. “I’m used to it. Comes with the job.”

      They did the drive back to Charlie’s home in companionable silence, and within half an hour had pulled up in her allocated space outside of the building.

      Her flat was beautiful—small but modern, with a view out onto the canal. On the canal path, the shapes of numerous swans with their heads tucked beneath their wings could be seen. Farther downstream, a bridge curved over the still water, joining one bank to another.

      “It’s beautiful here,” he mused.

      London had its pretty areas, but they didn’t have this kind of peacefulness. There was always noise in London—sirens blaring, people coming back from all-night bars, music playing. It suited his nocturnal lifestyle, but there were definitely times he found himself longing for peace. He’d lived in multiple places over the last three hundred years, and London was simply the latest. It had suited him that Nikolai was there as well, but now Nikolai had Lauren, and most of their time was taken up together.

      She came to stand beside him at the window. “Thank you. I love it, too. It’s not big or flashy, but it’s calming, you know? Sometimes I need that after a crazy day. I love sitting in the window, just watching the swans float by. It’s good for the soul.”

      He smiled at her. “Yes, I imagine it is.”

      They still had a few hours before morning. With a heavy heart, he knew the time had come to call The Directive. They were made up of ancient vampires and a powerful werewolf, and so weren’t affected like him when it came to moving around in the daytime. If they were a distance away, which was more than likely, they would have the daylight hours to travel.

      He slipped his mobile phone out of the inside pocket of his suit jacket and swiped the screen to call the number he needed. He placed the phone to his ear, and when a female voice answered, he spoke. “This is Ivan Sokolov. I need to speak with Magno Zara urgently about matters concerning The Thirst.”

      “One moment please,” the woman on the other end chirped. “I’m putting you through now.”

      The line clicked, and then Magno’s smooth Italian voice answered. “Mr Sokolov. How may I help you?”

      “I’m afraid I’m not calling with good news. You may have heard recently that my progeny, Nikolai Petrov, was struck by The Thirst.”

      “Yes, of course. Is he unwell again?”

      “No, it’s not him. It’s me. I’m afraid I, too, have come down with the same affliction, only I seem to be affected differently.”

      “In what way?”

      “I suffered a blackout, and someone was killed. I’m not sure if I was the one responsible or not. The local police department are looking into it.”

      “If it was a vampire killing, that is our territory.”

      Ivan flicked his gaze over to where Charlie was watching him. “I’m aware of that, and so are the police. They know I’m calling you now.”

      There was a pause on the end of the line before Magno spoke again. “And you think you’re responsible?”

      “Honestly, I’m not sure. But it does look as though the killing was done by something paranormal, so it’s still your territory.”

      “And yourself? How are you feeling?”

      “One of the police officers dealing with the case is also my Bloodmate.” He glanced over at Charlie again as he spoke. She stood with her fingers pressed to her lips, watching him in concern. At the mention of her being his Bloodmate, her cheeks flared with colour, and he heard her heart start to race. The idea of them being destined to be together affected her, though he was still unsure if that was because she was frightened or if she liked the idea.

      He realised Magno had said something. “Sorry?”

      “I asked if your Thirst is under control.”

      “Yes, sir. It is. Being with her has done that. No more cravings or blackouts.”

      “Good. Tell me where you are.”

      “I’m in Devon, England. The murder took place in a national park called Dartmoor. I’m staying about thirty minutes away from there.”

      “Good. I’ll come down with my team. It’ll take a few hours to reach you, however, possibly not until nightfall.”

      “That’s okay. We’ll be safe until then. Thank you, Magno.”

      He hung up the phone.

      Charlie was looking at him expectantly. “Well?”

      “They’re coming.”

      “What are they like?” she asked, chewing on her lower lip.

      “They’re made up of two ancient vampires, and a powerful female werewolf. They are ruthless and relentless, and not people you want to cross.”

      Worry crossed her pretty features. “What will that mean for you?”

      “I guess it depends on if I’m the killer, and whether or not they deem me dangerous.”

      She took a step forward. “Surely they can lock you up if they think you are. They can’t just kill you.”

      “If they lock me up, I’ll be away from you, and then The Thirst will return. I won’t be safe to anyone, and they won’t just be able to keep me chained up for the rest of my existence. I’d go crazy, lost in a blood rage and unable to do anything to sate it. I’d be a danger to anyone who came near me. Honestly, I’d rather they just killed me and got it over with.”

      Her eyes widened. “You can’t mean that.”

      “If I’m the killer, death will be the kindest thing for everyone.”
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      Charlie couldn’t stand the thought of this stunningly beautiful man being destroyed. At some point in the last few hours, her allegiances had started to swing like the pointer on a compass. Where before she’d been focussed on finding the killer, now her thoughts went to protecting Ivan Sokolov from what The Directive might do to him.

      This was crazy. She couldn’t go up against The Directive.

      And if Ivan was guilty of the murder, it was her job to make sure he was punished as much as it was The Directive’s.

      To her surprise, at the thought of him being killed, she found tears pricking the backs of her eyes. “No, I can’t let that happen. There has to be another way.”

      The faintest hint of a smile touched the corner of his mouth and, shaking his head, he took a step towards her, closing the gap between them further. “There isn’t, Charlie, I’m sorry.”

      She blinked furiously, trying to hold back the tears. She wasn’t a crier, and she certainly didn’t want to cry over a man she’d only just met. But the image of him trapped between a choice of eternal madness and misery, over death, strummed at her heart.

      “Maybe the blood won’t be a match,” she said, taking another step closer.

      “Maybe.” His voice was soft as he matched her step. “But then that only means I hurt someone else.”

      She felt as though she was being drawn to him, an invisible thread that pulled her closer, and she was incapable of fighting. The sensation made her pulse race, her mouth running dry. For some reason, her mind couldn’t seem to fathom the idea of him hurting someone. Though she knew what he was, her brain was sending out completely the wrong signals.

      “Maybe it was an accident.” Her voice was barely a whisper now, a breath upon the air. Anticipation fired every one of her senses, her heart swelling in her chest, her lungs tightening. Her nipples had crinkled into buds, and she was suddenly aware of the tingling at her core.

      “Or maybe it was what was needed to bring us into each other’s lives.”

      “Maybe ...” she managed, but now they were only inches apart, his body so close to hers, all she needed to do was lean forward slightly and she’d be able to press her breasts against his chest.

      To her surprise, he reached out, past her face, and touched the knot of hair at the back of her neck. “May I?” he asked.

      Unsure what to say, she nodded.

      His voice became a low growl. “I’ve been wanting to do this since the very first moment I set eyes on you.”

      His fingers hooked into the band holding her hair in its sensible bun, and he pulled it out, releasing her blonde tresses so they spilled down her back. Though normally straight, having her hair up all day had created a wave to the strands.

      He ran his fingers through the length. “Fucking hell. You’re beautiful.”

      She wasn’t used to compliments. “No, I’m not.”

      “Yes, you are. The most incredible woman I’ve ever seen.”

      Her breath caught. She wasn’t sure she could stop this now even if she wanted to, which she didn’t. It was like he’d said; fate wanted them to be together. It was as though their bodies were pulled together by an invisible magnet, an attraction she’d fought since the first moment she’d seen him standing beside his car in the hotel carpark. She’d thought it was just a vampire thing, but now her heart was making her wonder if it was more than that. She’d only known him a matter of hours, so why did the thought of something terrible happening to him make it feel as though it was cracking in two? He was the bad guy, and she was the good guy. It wasn’t supposed to work like this.

      Ivan leaned in, and his lips touched hers, gently at first, as though asking her through kiss alone if this was all right, and then when her eyes slipped shut, and she opened her mouth to him in response, his kiss grew firmer. She slipped her arms around his neck and she pressed herself fully to him, crushing her breasts to the solid muscle of his chest. She was still wearing the black shirt of her police uniform and the unflattering trousers that went with it, but she didn’t even care.

      He groaned into her mouth, and the hard line of his erection pressed against her stomach. He wanted her. Did he want to bite her, too? He was a vampire, so wasn’t that kind of thing natural to him? So many thoughts flooded through her head. Would she let him? How would it feel? Was his cock as cold as the rest of his body? How would he feel pushing inside her?

      Her thoughts turned her on as much as his kiss, and she found herself grinding on him. His hands went to the buttons of her shirt, and she didn’t even try to stop him. He pulled them open, exposing the black lace of her bra. With a sudden burst of speed that appeared to only be a blur of colour around her, she suddenly found herself missing a shirt and the clasps of the back of her bra were open. The items of clothing were whisked away from her, exposing her naked breasts, and then his hands were on her unsightly uniform trousers pushing them down her hips. Now in only her knickers, she stood before him, with him still fully dressed.

      “Jesus Christ. You’re fucking spectacular.”

      Her breasts were large and heavy, her hips curved out enough to be considered more than just child-bearing. But she knew her waist was small, and she was proud of the long legs that gave her height.

      He leaned in, his jaw skirting hers. “I’m going to eat you now,” he murmured in her ear.

      “What?” Her heartrate skyrocketed. Was he going to bite her?

      He gave a small chuckle. “Not like that.”

      “Oh.”

      He dropped to his knees in front of her and slowly rolled her underwear down her thighs. She stepped out of them, and he threw the slip of material to one side.

      Ivan reached up and cupped her breasts with his hands, weighing them. He pinched her nipples, rolling them between fingers and thumbs, making her gasp. And his face nuzzled between her thighs, so she stepped her feet apart.

      Oh, so this was what he meant when he said he was going to eat her.

      His hands left her breasts and moved around to her rear to cup each cheek of her bottom. He pulled her to his face. His cool breath gusted against her mound, then he darted his tongue between her folds and licked her. She squirmed as the wetness of his saliva mixed with the cream from her pussy.

      “Oh God.” She laced her hands in his soft, thick hair, and her thighs trembled as his tongue delved deeper.

      The muscles of her belly were taut, pleasure pulsing up from her pussy, making her nipples tighten. Had she ever experienced pleasure like this? She thought she might lose her mind with it, and he’d only just touched her. She whimpered as his tongue curled around her clit and then flicked fast a couple of times, before sliding back down her slit. She was utterly at his mercy. He could have done anything he wanted to her. Her body was his to own.

      One of his hands left her bottom and pushed between her thighs, his fingers joining his tongue. He slipped his finger into her slick channel and then added a second, stretching her around him. His skin was cold against her hot wetness, and the combination of temperatures took her arousal to another level.

      She pressed her palms onto his naked shoulders, her fingernails digging ellipses into his skin. This was madness. Utter madness. She didn’t do things like this. And she was having sex with a vampire!

      Her breathing grew faster, the air leaving her mouth in little cries of ‘oh!’ Her eyes slipped shut to concentrate on her building orgasm, so all her focus went to where his fingers and tongue were pushing inside her. The trembling from her thighs spread to her belly, her core winding tighter and tighter.

      “Oh God, Ivan.”

      She gave little gasps, and he thrust deeper and harder until she finally broke the dam, and her orgasm pulsed through her in waves. She shuddered with its force, her toes curling, her mouth slack with pleasure.

      Ivan gave her a minute to allow the final pulses of her orgasm to wash through her, and then he got to his feet.

      “Bedroom,” he growled, and whisked her up into his arms.

      Before she could even process what had happened, she found herself on her bed, with the vampire standing at the end of it.

      He shed his clothes quickly, revealing a perfect, well-muscled chest with a line of abs and broad shoulders. A spatter of dark hairs ran from his navel to join the thatch from which a large, erect cock stood proudly to attention. The rest of his chest was completely smooth. He was an incredibly beautiful man, and she could barely believe this was happening now. Never in her wildest dreams would she have imagined when she’d woken up that morning that events would bring her to this moment.

      “I hope I have enough time to take every inch of you,” he told her as he stared down at her. “Every single part.”

      She lifted her hand to reach for him, and he complied by crawling onto the bed, shadowing her with his body. She slipped her palm between them, smoothing across hard abs until her hand bumped with his erection. She curled her fingers around his length, and he groaned. He was cold. Ice cold and rock hard. How was he going to feel when he pushed inside her?

      She thought of something. “What about protection? Shouldn’t we ...?”

      “Vampires don’t get diseases, Charlie,” he said. “We don’t get women pregnant, either, so there’s nothing to worry about.”

      They kissed again—hungry, urgent kisses. His tongue pushed into her mouth, battling with hers. Charlie didn’t release his cock but continued to masturbate him, marvelling at the silky soft skin surrounding the iron rod. He was big, too—big enough that she couldn’t get her fingers all the way around his girth, and she wasn’t a small woman.

      She was already wet from her orgasm and she lifted her feet to hook them around his back. They both knew where this was going; there was no need for any more talk. With her hand still around his dick, she guided him into position then lifted her hips to meet him. The head of his cock slipped between her folds, and he moved to thrust inside her, but she pulled back. She didn’t want to rush this. Still holding him, she used his cockhead to rub between her folds and then up over her clit. Her previous orgasm had left her sensitised, and the touch sent sparks racing through her. She moved him down again, allowing his head to push inside her entrance before edging him back out.

      “Ah, fuck, Charlie. Such a tease.”

      But there was pleasure in his voice, and they both knew that with his strength he could break free from her in an instant.

      She repeated the process, allowing him a little deeper inside her each time. Just when she thought they both might go mad with lust, she released him and pushed her hips forward. He met her thrust and drove deep, and they both gasped with pleasure against each other’s mouths. Ivan’s hands knotted deep in her hair, and he stared into her eyes as they met each other, thrust for thrust.

      She felt him so deep, his coldness to her heat, stretching her wide. It was unlike any sex she’d ever had before. She wrapped her thighs around his back, and their movements grew faster. Ivan’s hips jack-knifed against hers, and she couldn’t keep up. She had to surrender to the need growing inside her.

      “Oh, fuck, Charlie. You’re so fucking beautiful.”

      “I’m coming, I’m coming,” she managed to gasp before she orgasmed hard. Her body trembled as pulses of pleasure took over her every thought and feeling, leaving her sweating and shaking in its wake.

      Ivan swelled inside her, followed by a sudden rush of cold as he met her orgasm with one of his own, coming inside her and filling her deep.
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      They stayed awake until the sun hadn’t quite broken across the horizon, and then Ivan had to sleep with the blackout curtains drawn. The moment the sun rose, his eyes slipped shut, and he lay utterly motionless.

      Charlie was exhausted as well, both mentally and physically. Her body ached but felt completely sated at the same time. Never in her life had she had that kind of sex. She’d read and heard it existed, but to actually come across it in real life was mind-blowing.

      She glanced down at his sleeping face, the way his dark lashes lay on his cheeks, the slight part to his lips. He was like a Roman carving of a god, so still and perfect. How could this man be a monster? How could a mouth that could kiss so gently, creating shivers and goose bumps across her skin, be the same mouth that could cause those injuries on that man? With every passing moment she spent with him, she became more and more convinced he wasn’t the killer, no matter what he said. Maybe it was wishful thinking, especially after what they’d just done, but she’d always considered herself to have a good instinct for these kinds of things.

      All she needed was for the proof to come back to say he was innocent, and at least then her thoughts and feelings for him wouldn’t feel so muddled.

      Feelings? Did she have feelings?

      She’d only just met the guy and she wasn’t one to believe in insta-love. Caring about another person took time and mutual affection and respect, not an intense situation and an amazing fuck. But he’d said she was his Bloodmate. That they were destined to be together. Again, that sounded like a fairy tale, and she felt like she must have lost her mind to be considering it for even a second, but she couldn’t help herself.

      She’d been awake for over twenty-four hours now and she needed to get some sleep. Her eyes felt sore and scratchy, and her limbs had a weight to them that seemed to be drawing her down into the bed.

      Sliding onto her side, she wriggled closer to Ivan, pressing her face on the cool skin of his shoulder. It had been a long time since she’d shared a bed with someone else, and she found she liked the feel of another body pressed up against hers. It wasn’t like sleeping with another human—she couldn’t warm her feet up on his legs, for example—but at least she didn’t need to worry about him snoring or fidgeting and keeping her awake.

      Charlie’s heavy eyelids slipped shut, and as she snaked her arm around Ivan’s naked waist, she quickly fell into sleep.
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      Once more, she woke to the ringtone of her phone.

      Charlie opened her eyes, disorientated, her mind taking her back to the previous day and trying to piece together events. Ivan had compelled Stephen to stay away from the case, so she didn’t know if it would be him again.

      What time was it? Was she late for work? She thought it was still daylight outside, and when she glanced over at the vampire lying beside her, he looked exactly the same as when she’d gone to sleep. Could anything wake him when he was like this? She mentally tagged it as one of the questions she needed to ask him.

      Reaching over beside her bed, she found her phone. It continued to ring, and she glanced at the number and frowned. It was Stephen.

      When she answered, he didn’t even bother to say hello. “There’s been a body found on Dartmoor.”

      Her mind blurred, and she felt as though she was experiencing a crack in time, as though she’d somehow slipped back to the previous day. Was this a result of Ivan compelling Stephen? Had he not remembered what had happened and so was repeating events?

      “Yes, I know,” she replied, sitting up in bed and pulling the duvet around her to hide her naked breasts. “We’re looking into it.”

      “No, there’s been another one.”

      Her heart lurched. “What?”

      “A second body has been found. Looks like it’s a recent death, too. The body was still warm when the ranger found it.”

      “Where?”

      “Near the same place as last time.”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      She glanced over at Ivan’s sleeping form. It was still daylight, and there was nothing she could do to wake him. He was literally sleeping like the dead. Also, she didn’t know a huge amount about vampires but she knew enough to understand that the sun might kill him. She didn’t want to take the risk of hurting him.

      No, she’d go and do what needed to be done and then call him when the sun went down. He’d left his phone on the bedside table, so she picked it up and swiped the screen. It didn’t have a lock code, so she scrolled down the handful of contacts until she reached the one that said Ivan Sokolov’s number. Seemed even three-hundred-year-old vampires sometimes had trouble remembering their own phone numbers.

      She copied it down into her phone and then on a whim programmed her own phone number into his.

      Moving quickly, she used the bathroom to wash and then dressed in her uniform. Not worrying about making too much noise for fear of waking Ivan, she grabbed her stuff and let herself out of her flat.

      A little over half an hour later, Charlie found herself standing over a second dead body. It didn’t take a team of forensic scientists to see the man had been killed in exactly the same way. His entire throat was missing, the ground beneath him soaked in blood.

      “Jesus Christ. Another camper?”

      Stephen was standing beside her. “Yes. For some reason, no one ever takes any notice of the warnings. Despite us saying a wild animal might be on the loose up here, everyone decides they’re either immune to sharp teeth or they think they’re being smart by coming up here and trying to track it.”

      “You think that’s what this guy was doing?”

      Stephen pointed to an item he’d already bagged for evidence. It was a large, expensive digital camera. “Looks like he came up here hoping to get some shots of it.”

      “And did he?” she asked hopefully. “Maybe he caught something on film before he was killed.”

      “I haven’t checked it yet. We need to dust it for prints first and then we’ll see what he got.”

      She wasn’t going to admit it out loud, but though she hated that someone else had been killed, at least it meant Ivan wasn’t responsible. He’d been asleep beside her when the attack had happened.

      Uncertainty threaded through her. Had he? She’d been sleeping, too. Was it possible that he’d risen and killed, and then returned to the bed, all without her knowing he’d gone?

      But no, this man had been killed in the daylight, and the sun could kill Ivan. She wasn’t even sure it was possible for him to be awake when the sun was still up. He couldn’t be the one who was doing this, which meant something or someone else was. She was relieved The Directive would be arriving soon. They might be able to shed a little more light about what was going on here. She couldn’t help feeling she and Stephen were way out of their depth.

      He frowned and rubbed his hand over his face. “I don’t know why, but I can’t remember getting home last night. I don’t think I finished my work, either. Any idea what happened?

      She felt horrible lying to him but what else could she do? She wasn’t about to tell him a vampire she was sleeping with had compelled him. “No idea, sorry. You seemed fine when I got back to the station last night.”

      His frown deepened, and he shook his head. “Must be getting old,” he said dismissively. “Oh, and while I remember, the lab called and said they had the results of the DNA test. What was that again? I swear my memory is playing up on me.”

      She thought quickly. “I found a shirt that had bloodstains on it when I was asking around last night. It’s probably nothing, but I thought it might be worth checking out.”

      He nodded. “Well, chase it up. You never know. It might actually give us a lead on this thing.”

      “So you didn’t find anything yesterday, then?”

      “Nope, not a thing. Though now I’m wondering if I’d have even remembered if I had. You know, with two deaths on our hands, the chief is going to want to bring in some heavier hands.”

      She wasn’t about to tell him there were ‘heavier hands’ already on their way in the form of two ancient vampires and a werewolf.

      “I’m going to call the lab, see what they’ve found out.”

      “No problem.”

      Charlie used the moment to make a call.

      She pulled her mobile phone out of her pocket and called the lab to get the results from Ivan’s shirt. Maybe the blood had come from an animal? Either way, it would be good to hear definite proof he wasn’t the killer. She wandered a little way down the road so the others couldn’t hear her conversation.

      “Hi, this is Police Constable Charlene Ramsden. I’m calling to get results on a DNA match that I sent in last night.” She gave them the evidence ID code.

      “Let me just check that for you,” the male said on the other end of the line.

      Less than thirty seconds passed when the man returned. “Hello. Yes, I can confirm it was a match.”

      All the blood drained from her face, and her legs went weak. “What? Say that again?”

      “I said the blood found on the shirt is a match to the victim. I’d say whoever was wearing it is also likely to be the killer.”
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      Ivan woke as the sun set.

      He knew instantly that he was alone. The thumping of Charlie’s heartbeat had vanished from the flat, and only the lingering scent of her remained, the scent that was ingrained into the floor and walls and furnishings of her home.

      Damn it. What had happened?

      Fear spiked inside him. What if she’d been taken, like Lauren, Nikolai’s Bloodmate, had? He’d tear the entire earth apart to find her again if he had to. The thought of losing her now was more than he could bear. The taste of her remained on his tongue, and the memory of being inside that luscious body caused his cock to stiffen. He kicked himself for not having at least taken her phone number so he had a way to contact her.

      His own phone buzzed, and for a moment he thought he’d managed to conjure her just by thinking of her, but then he checked his phone to see an unrecognised number.

      He answered it.

      “This is Clarence Collins,” came a male voice with an English accent. “We’re right outside.”

      He exhaled a sigh of relief. The Directive was here. At least if someone had taken Charlie, they could help him find her. “I’ll let you up.”

      He went to the front door and hit the buzzer to allow them into the flat. He opened the front door, peering into the hallway and waiting for them to make their way up. His sharp hearing picked up their footfalls as they ascended the two flights of stairs.

      Clarence led the way. A tall man with a slim build, his brown eyes darted around the place, instantly taking in every detail of his surroundings, looking out for any potential threat. Behind him came the head of The Directive, Magno Zara, and bringing up the rear was the female werewolf, Jana Noskova.

      “Thank you for coming,” Ivan said, gesturing for them to enter the flat.

      They walked through, and Ivan shut the door behind them. They seemed too big for the place. Though Magno Zara was a short man, far shorter than Ivan, he gave off an aura of power that made him appear far larger. He ruled the supernatural world with a ruthless idea of good and bad, and if he thought someone out there was putting their kind in danger, he’d kill without a second thought.

      The wolf shifter, Jana, was Magno’s second-in-command. She also came from Europe and looked every part her Czech heritage with her blonde hair and dark-blue eyes. Her height and colouring reminded Ivan of Charlie, but that was where the resemblance ended. Jana was a dangerous wolf and wouldn’t hesitate if Magno told her to take someone out.

      All three of them, standing in this small Devon flat, gave the impression of being completely out of place—like kings who’d been plucked out of a palace and deposited in a shack somewhere. They glanced around, as though unsure where to place themselves.

      “Where is your Bloodmate?” Magno asked, not bothering with any introductions. “I can tell there is no one else here.”

      Ivan bit his lower lip. “That, I’m unsure of. She was here when I went to sleep but gone when I woke.”

      “Do you detect that she’s in danger?” Jana asked.

      He shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. I haven’t picked up any kind of fear from her, but I’m not even sure if we’re joined that way.”

      “Possibly not,” she said, “but it is possible for Bloodmates to detect these things about each other. Like twins who can tell when one of them is sick or hurt, even when they’re not together.”

      He nodded. “She’s been able to pick up things about me. She’s kind of ... looked into me.” He didn’t know how else to describe it.

      Magno took over again. “And you say she’s human?”

      “Yes, fully, as far as I’m aware.”

      The ancient Italian vampire paced the floor, his hands clasped behind his back. “We need to know exactly what has happened. Every moment, from the time you first detected The Thirst coming on, to this moment now.”

      Ivan nodded and filled them in. “I’m annoyed with myself that I didn’t realise what was happening when I was back in London,” he said when he’d finished. “I should have, after seeing the same thing happen with Nikolai.”

      “The Thirst works with our natural vampire instincts,” said Clarence. “We all know how it feels to have that hunger for blood and sex, and it starts slowly, so the vampire isn’t always able to distinguish between the affliction and how they would normally feel.”

      Ivan appreciated his support. “Thank you. I just wish I’d picked up on it sooner.”

      “It might not have changed events if you had.”

      “I could have got help. I might not have hurt someone.”

      Magno lifted a hand, cutting him off. “First of all, I don’t want to hear you speak like that again. You’re acting guilty, when you don’t even know you were the one responsible. We’re here to make sure no one else gets hurt, of course, but we’re also here to protect you and the rest of the vampire population. If word gets around that a vampire has lost it and gone on a rampage, then that looks bad for the rest of us as well. I’m not going to have other vampires affected, especially when we don’t even know for sure that the death was caused by you.”

      Ivan wasn’t used to being admonished, and he bowed his head. “You’re right. My apologies. I hadn’t considered the bigger picture.”

      “It’s important that we do. With all these Thirst cases recently, there’s a chance someone might use it against vampires. If one of the other supernatural species decided it was a good enough reason to start a hate campaign against our kind, they could make things very difficult for us.”

      Ivan couldn’t help flicking his gaze to the tall werewolf, Jana. “You have other supernaturals than just vampires in The Directive. Wouldn’t they be able to put a stop to things if they looked like they were headed in that direction?”

      Jana spoke, her accent making her words sharp. “We would do everything we could, of course, but not everything is within our control.”

      His mobile phone rang, causing them all to turn towards the sound. Ivan had left the phone in the bedroom, and he quickly located the handset. To his surprise, Charlie’s name appeared on the screen. She must have taken his number while he was sleeping and programmed her own number in. He swiped the screen to answer. He didn’t need to place the phone to his ear to hear what was being said, but he’d need to have his mouth near so she could hear him speak.

      “Hello?”

      “Ivan, it’s Charlie.”

      The tightness that had existed in the centre of his chest since he’d woken up and found her gone released at the sound of her voice. “What the hell, Charlie. I thought something terrible might have happened to you.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to just leave like that but I needed to come into work. There have been some ... developments.”

      “There are developments here, too. The Directive have arrived.”

      “Good, because we’re going to need them. There’s been another death. Another young man, killed in exactly the same way as the last one.”

      Despite the death, he slumped with relief. There was no way he was responsible for that killing. He hadn’t had any blackouts, and he’d been asleep the whole time. And if he hadn’t killed that person, it was highly unlikely he’d been responsible for the first death either.

      Charlie hadn’t finished. “There’s something else.”

      The tightness in his chest instantly returned. “Tell me.”

      “The blood on your shirt matches the first man who was killed.”

      If he breathed like a regular human, he was pretty sure he would have expelled all the air from his lungs. “What?”

      He glanced over at the three members of The Directive, who were all standing nearby. Able to hear every word that was being said by both him and Charlie, they watched him with matching stern expressions.

      “It’s true,” she continued. “I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “So there’s a strong possibility I was the one who killed him?”

      “If there hadn’t been another killing, I would be sending a team to arrest you for murder right now, but with this new development, I’m not sure what the answer is.”

      Magno made gestures and mouthed, “We’re going there,” at him.

      “I think we’re coming to you. The Directive need to see the body and the evidence to help figure out what’s going on. If this is paranormal, this is their jurisdiction now.”

      He heard her exhale. “Yes, okay. Some fresh eyes on this would be good. There are still no witnesses, and now we have conflicting evidence. Right now, you’re our only lead, and I can’t say I’m happy about it.”

      “That makes two of us,” he agreed.

      She gave him the exact location, and then they hung up. Ivan turned to the members of The Directive, who were still watching him. He threw his hands up in the air helplessly. “I have no idea what’s going on.”

      Magno pressed his lips together. “Then let’s go and find out.”
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      Charlie watched the headlights of the car approaching, mixed emotions churning in her stomach. She wanted to see Ivan again but she couldn’t ignore the overwhelming evidence that he was responsible for the first man’s death. She was nervous about meeting the members of The Directive, too. She wasn’t normally someone who was intimidated by others, but the idea of meeting two ancient vampires and a werewolf was unnerving.

      Above her head, the almost full moon hung heavy in the sky. One by one, the stars had revealed themselves and then she’d known Ivan would be awake and she would be able to call him. Though it was dark, it was easy to make out the surrounding moorlands and the tors towering into the night sky on the horizon. The hustle of extra vehicles and people at this time of night hadn’t scared off the Dartmoor ponies, and they stood around, perhaps hoping for extra snacks like they scavenged from the tourists who so often visited the moors.

      The area surrounding the body had been cordoned off. A tent had been erected around the body to hide it from prying eyes and protect any evidence.

      The approaching car pulled over into a small lay-by a little way off.

      Charlie stood with her shoulders tensed as all four of the doors opened and figures stepped out. She spotted Ivan right away, and her heart lurched. A part of her wanted to rush over and throw her arms around him and beg him to tell her that it wasn’t true, that there must have been some kind of mistake, and he could explain it all. But the police officer in her held herself back, and she clenched her fists at her sides instead.

      The four people approached, and she caught Ivan’s eye. He held it, and she saw the pain and confusion there and knew he felt the same way she did.

      “Charlie ...” he said.

      “Hello, Ivan.”

      He introduced each of them. “This is the head of The Directive, Magno Zara, his second-in-command, Jana Noskova, and their lead investigator, Clarence Collins.” Charlie shook hands with each of them in turn, then she turned to introduce her own colleague. “And this is Constable Stephen Farnham.”

      Stephen shook each of their hands, but the slightly confused expression never quite left his face. She knew he was as out of his depth dealing with all of this as she was. Now it seemed they had a killer on the moors, rather than just a wild animal, and they’d have to get the local CID in. Charlie didn’t know how happy they’d be discovering they’d have to work alongside werewolves and vampires either.

      The shorter vampire with olive skin turned his attention back to her. “We have reason to believe the perpetrator is something supernatural, which means this is our jurisdiction now.”

      Charlie put her hands on her hips. “No way. You don’t get to come in and take this over. I appreciate your help, but this is our turf.”

      Ivan stepped forward. “I’m sure there’s a way everyone can work together.”

      Magno Zara didn’t even glance at him. “You might find it difficult to be impartial with Ivan being your Bloodmate.”

      She didn’t miss the way Stephen’s head snapped towards her, his eyes widening. She doubted he’d ever heard the term, but she thought he could probably figure out what it meant.

      “I wouldn’t let anything get in the way of me doing my job.”

      Jana Noskova’s eyebrows lifted. “Were you thinking of your job when you slept together?”

      “I didn’t say a word.” Ivan held up both hands in defence.

      “He didn’t need to,” the blonde continued. “I could smell sex on the air the moment I walked into the flat.”

      Charlie’s cheeks flared with heat at the idea of her flat stinking of sex. If the woman had picked up on it, it was guaranteed the other two had as well.

      “Don’t be embarrassed,” Magno said. “Sex is the number two way for Bloodmates to forge their lasting bond.”

      “What’s the number one way?” she asked, almost wishing she’d kept her mouth shut.

      The corner of the vampire’s mouth curled. It was an expression she thought he didn’t muster very often. “By the vampire feeding from you, of course.”

      Automatically, her hand went to her throat. It wasn’t as though she hadn’t thought about it—there was no way someone could be with a vampire without thinking about the way they fed—but having it spoken out loud made it feel all the more real.

      “It’s okay,” Ivan said from beside her. “You know we’d only ever do that when you were ready.”

      “It might not happen at all if we discover Ivan is the killer,” Clarence pointed out. “And on that note, I believe we should see the body now.”

      Charlie nodded, glad to have the conversation turned away from her sex life. She gestured to the tent covering the body. “This way.”

      They tramped over to the tent and pushed their way inside. The small space quickly became crowded with so many people, but she wasn’t about to allow The Directive in unsupervised. They were vampires and werewolves, after all, and she didn’t know how much she could trust them. Would they tamper with evidence to protect one of their own?

      Magno Zara frowned down at the body, his finger crooked against his lips. “I’d be extremely surprised if that was done by a vampire. Look at the blood on the ground. A vampire would never waste so much blood.”

      “A vampire in a rage might, though?” Charlie suggested. “They’re strong enough to rip out a throat, if they wanted to.”

      “Yes, of course, but—”

      “So it is possible,” Charlie interrupted. “We can’t rule out a vampire.”

      He put his hands on his hips and shook his head. “No, we can’t.”

      “Which means Ivan is still a suspect.”

      Ivan turned to her. “I was with you all of today when the second murder happened.”

      She hated that she was challenging him, but she wouldn’t have been doing her job if she didn’t. “We assume you were. I was exhausted and sound asleep. You suffer blackouts. You might have sneaked out while I was sleeping.”

      He shook his head again, insistent. “No, I couldn’t have. I can’t walk in the sun. The moment I stepped out of the door, I’d have been fried.”

      Magno nodded. “He has a point.”

      “But what about the blood all over his shirt? It matches the previous victim.”

      “Ivan,” the taller vampire, Clarence, said. “When have you ever fed and covered yourself in your victim’s blood?”

      “Well, I haven’t fed from an unwilling victim since I was first turned, and assuming The Thirst took me back to how I was back then …” He rubbed his hand over his lips and gazed into the distance as he remembered. “No, even then it was very clean. I might have spilled a couple of drops, but that was all. I’d never have covered my whole face and hands and chest in it. Why would I when all I’d ever want to do with blood is drink it?”

      Clarence nodded. “That’s my point exactly.”

      “So, you think the blood got there by some other means? Someone else put it there when I was blacked out?”

      “I think that’s a possibility.”

      “But that would mean someone is trying to set me up for the deaths of these men. Who would do that? And why? None of it makes sense.”

      “It does if we consider the possibility that they are doing a smear campaign on vampires and using The Thirst to show how vampires are now no longer in control of their natural urges.”

      Ivan frowned in confusion. “I don’t know … Maybe that’s it.”

      “But there’s been nothing public,” Charlie interrupted. She wanted to clutch to the possibility that Ivan was innocent but she didn’t want to do so blindly. All possibilities needed to be considered. “If this was a smear campaign on vampires, why wouldn’t whoever was behind it have gone public by now? They could have used the internet to spread the news, but there’s been nothing like that. I’m not saying someone isn’t trying to frame Ivan, but I’m not sold on that being the cause.”

      “There’s something else,” Stephen said, joining the conversation.

      Charlie had noticed he’d been quieter than normal, and she didn’t blame him. All of this was overwhelming.

      “What is it?”

      “I was able to switch on the camera without removing it from the evidence bag. It’s hard to make out, but what do you think this is?”

      He held out the bagged camera, and they all leaned closer to get a better view.

      Charlie frowned. Stephen was right. It was hard to see, but if she squinted and looked closely, she could just make it out.

      “Is that a paw?”

      Stephen nodded. “Yeah, that’s what I thought it was, too. Big, and black, and hairy?”

      “A dog that just happened to walk by?” she suggested.

      Her colleague raised his eyebrows. “With no owner?”

      She shrugged. “It’s possible.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” Magno said. “In the meantime, I think we can assume Ivan isn’t the killer, and now he’s found his Bloodmate, I don’t think he’ll be a danger to anyone else either. But we do need to make sure no other deaths happen on the moors.”

      Charlie spoke up. “The moors cover hundreds of square miles. There’s no way we can patrol the whole area.”

      “Then make sure people know not to come up here.”

      She exhaled a sigh. “Unfortunately, we already tried that. You tell people around here that there’s some kind of animal killing people, all it does is get people fired up to try to find it. There have been rumours of a beast stalking Dartmoor for hundreds of years now. Every man and his dog wants a decent photograph they can sell to the media.”

      Jana frowned at her words. “There’s supposed to be a beast living up here?”

      Charlie waved a hand dismissively. “It’s nothing. We get the occasional animal escape from the local zoo, or some idiot buys a big cat thinking it’ll make a fun exotic pet, and when they realise their mistake, they dump it up here rather than being responsible and taking it to a rescue.”

      But Jana hadn’t listened to her reasoning. “Maybe this is something paranormal that we haven’t come across before.”

      Charlie stared at the female werewolf. “There’s nothing paranormal stalking the moors. It’s just ghost tales. This place is full of them. There are supposed to be ghosts of long dead infantry men still riding the moors, and pixies in certain areas. There’s even supposed to be a cottage that’s often seen from a distance with smoke rising from the chimney, but then vanishes the moment someone tries to find it.” She gave a small laugh to prove how ludicrous all these things were, but the wolf shifter didn’t so much as crack a smile.

      “The existence of ghosts, witchcraft, and fairies has been known for a long time.”

      Charlie’s own smile vanished. “You’re saying they’re real?”

      A slight frown marked her brow. “Why wouldn’t they be?”

      “So the Beast of Dartmoor might also be real?”

      “I don’t see why not.”

      “And someone is framing Ivan for the beast’s killings?” Each word sounded more ridiculous than the next. “This is crazy.”

      “And this is the exact reason The Directive need to be brought in for cases like this,” Ivan said. “The regular police force is too dismissive of the possibility of the cause being something supernatural.”

      She bristled at his comment, not liking criticism, but he had a point. She’d never have considered that the Beast of Dartmoor might actually be responsible for the deaths. “I still don’t see what connection the beast would have with Ivan.”

      Magno’s dark eyes narrowed. “That is what we’re going to have to try to find out.”

      “I’m still going to have to go through procedures. I have superiors I have to report to.”

      He nodded. “Of course. We’ll be working in a different way to you, anyway. I’m sure we can work side by side without causing each other too much trouble.”

      She couldn’t help asking—she was curious about what they’d be doing to find the real killer. “In what ways will you be working?”

      “Tracking, mainly. Scent. Our eye for detail. The eyes and noses of vampires and werewolves are far more sensitive than humans’. We can detect things you’re unable to. I’m considering getting a local witch involved, too. There may be magic being used, and if so, having someone like her around would be helpful.”

      Charlie couldn’t help herself. She lifted eyebrows in disbelief. “A witch?”

      “Yes, a witch. They’re often helpful in these situations.”

      Her mind was reeling. She didn’t know what to say, and that wasn’t something that happened often.

      “Perhaps you and Ivan should go back to your place?” Magno suggested. “Whoever is responsible for what’s happened may not be aware you’re Ivan’s Bloodmate. If they found out, it could be dangerous for both of you.”

      She frowned. “In what way?”

      “If they did something to you, The Thirst would take over Ivan, and he may well become the monster they’re trying to make him out to be.”

      “I have a job to do. I need to find out who the killer is, too.”

      “You have a colleague who can take over, and we’re here now. Your priority should be Ivan. He’s your Bloodmate, and nothing else in this world is more important.”

      Her mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out. She felt torn. She’d lived for her work, but maybe the ancient vampire was right. Ivan was wrapped up in this case, whether they liked it or not. Maybe by focusing on him, she wouldn’t be abandoning her job, she would just be viewing things from a different angle. Perhaps Ivan could be the one who would lead her to whoever was responsible for the deaths?

      “Okay,” she relented. “But I’m still going to be working. There might be questions I can ask of Ivan that will give us a lead. After all, I’ve barely asked you anything about the reasons you’re even down here.” Ivan nodded to tell her he was all right with that. She turned to Stephen, who was still looking bewildered about what was going on. “Are you going to be all right getting the evidence down to the station?”

      He nodded, his eyes flicking between the vampires and the tall, blonde werewolf. “Of course.”

      “We can help out, if necessary,” Magno confirmed.

      “Err ... thanks,” Stephen said, still clearly unsure how he’d ended up working with vampires and werewolves.

      Charlie’s vehicle was parked on the side of the road, so they’d be able to drive home. She still wasn’t sure how she felt about leaving the site of the crime—it wasn’t in her nature to abandon work—but she was at least able to convince herself that Ivan was a part of her job, too, in a weird way. But she had to admit, though only to herself, and never out loud, that she was happy to have an excuse to be alone with Ivan again.

      They drove back to her flat, and she parked outside of the building. They didn’t get out right away but remained sitting in the car, side by side.

      “How are you feeling about all of this?” he asked her.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure. My brain feels a bit like it’s suddenly got too big for my head, like all of this knowledge is pressing against the inside of my skull.”

      He gave her a half-smile. “Yeah, it’s a lot to take in, I know. I’m sorry I’m putting you through all of this.”

      “It’s not really you, is it? It’s whoever is trying to set you up.” She gave a hopeful smile. “Any chance you happen to know who it might be?”

      He shrugged. “I have no idea. Maybe someone spotted the signs of The Thirst before I did?”

      She frowned. “You mean someone who might have been at the hotel the night you arrived?”

      “Possibly.”

      “I still have a copy of the guest list. Let’s take another look at it, see if you recognise any of the names.” She thought of something. “In the car park when we first met, didn’t you say you were chasing after an ex-girlfriend?” She couldn’t help the little sting of jealousy she experienced at the thought. It was before they even knew each other existed, but still the idea of Ivan being with another woman twisted her insides. He was a ridiculously hot vampire who was hundreds of years old; of course he’d been with other women. Hell, there had probably been hundreds of them. She pushed the thought out of her head, not wanting to think about it.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “How do you know there’s anything wrong?”

      “You’ve gone pale, your palms have started to sweat, and your heartrate has increased again.”

      She shook her head and glanced away, feeling stupid and embarrassed. “It’s nothing.” Him being able to pick up on her thoughts by the way her body reacted was nothing short of awkward.

      He pressed his fingers against her thigh, and she risked sneaking a peek at him. His eyes instantly locked with hers, and she found herself unable to look away.

      “Charlie, we’re Bloodmates, which means we’re destined to be together, no matter what. Nothing you can say to me is going to change that. I know we’ve only known each other a short while, and things haven’t exactly been smooth sailing in that time, but the very molecules that make us who we are know each other. It’s as though our souls and bodies have been waiting for each other. That’s why no one else has ever felt right to us. We were always waiting for the one.”

      “I never really believed in the one. I kind of thought everyone had lots of ‘ones’ they could be happy with.”

      He chuckled. “Now, that doesn’t sound very romantic.”

      “That was just how I thought it worked.”

      “And now?” he prompted, his eyebrows lifted.

      “I hadn’t taken into account stuff like magic. I guess my feelings have changed on that.”

      “So you believe in the one?”

      “I believe that when you were talking about an ex just then, it was as though someone had reached into my chest and twisted my heart, which is crazy, because like you said, we’ve only just met, and you’re a vampire, and I’m seriously not the kind of woman who loses her head over—”

      His lips on hers silenced her rambling. The kiss made her forget everything else, and she focussed only on the way his lips teased hers open, and his tongue sneaked into her mouth, sending every sense in her body firing.

      He broke away but stayed near, so their faces were only inches apart. “That’s because we’re Bloodmates, Charlie. And we’ve got all the time in the world to get to know one another, so I don’t want you to feel rushed.”

      She held back a smirk. “After what we did only a few hours ago, I think we already rushed.” She thought of something else. “But what do you mean by ‘we have all the time in the world?’ I mean, I’m human and you’re a vampire. You never age, where my lifetime will be over in a flash to you. You’re not going to want me as some old lady, Bloodmate or not.”

      “There are ways around that.”

      Her heartrate skipped again, and she knew he’d been able to hear it. “How?”

      “I could turn you.”

      She widened her eyes. “So I’d be a vampire, like you?”

      He nodded. “That’s right.”

      “Then I’d be susceptible to this same thing you’ve been fighting ... this ... Thirst.”

      “I’m not sure you’d be affected, given that you’re already with your Bloodmate. But honestly, I’m not one hundred percent certain. We’d have to check with The Directive and see if they know more.”

      “I don’t know how I feel about that ...”

      “There is another way. You can just take a small amount of my blood each month and that would keep you from aging.”

      “Seriously?” Her heart lightened at that thought. That would be better than turning into a vampire. While the thought of being powerful and fast and having incredible hearing was exciting, she would worry about the transition, about dying and something going wrong. And she’d hate it if she didn’t have control over herself after she turned and hurt someone. Her life had been dedicated to making sure people stayed safe, and the idea of being the one likely to cause someone else harm didn’t sit right with her.

      Ivan leaned in and kissed her quickly on the mouth. “You don’t need to make any decisions right now. It’s not as though you’re going to suddenly age overnight.”

      She laughed and relaxed a little inside. “I hope not.”
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      Together, they left the car and went back upstairs to Charlie’s flat.

      The place was exactly how he’d left it.

      Charlie sighed and unzipped the jacket of her police uniform. She shrugged it off and hung it on a hook at the entrance hall. She looked pale, and the sight caused Ivan’s heart to tighten. All of this must be a massive shock to her. Only a matter of days ago, her life was normal, with no hint of vampires and werewolves, and now she was not only dealing with a paranormal case, but she had a vampire as a Bloodmate to deal with.

      “Hey,” he said softly, catching her around the waist and pulling her into him. “I just wanted to say thank you.”

      She lifted her face to his. “What for?”

      “Not losing your head through all of this. I know it’s been a big ask, accepting me and believing I’m innocent, even though all the evidence has been pointing towards me.”

      “It was,” she said, “but I agree with Magno that it’s looking more like a setup. Plus, those images on the guy’s camera pointed towards there being an animal of some kind in the area when he died. There’s a lot we can’t explain yet, but it was impossible for you to have killed the other man today. That’s good enough for me to believe the first man was a setup, too. Hopefully, Magno and the others will be able to find out who.”

      He lowered his face and planted a kiss on her forehead. “I hope so, too.”

      She lifted her face to his and smiled. “Now, you can do better than a kiss on the forehead, can’t you?”

      He returned the smile. “I thought you might be tired.”

      Her arms wrapped around his waist and squeezed him tighter. “I’m never too tired for that.”

      “In which case ...” he said, his grin broadening. He scooped her up and carried her into the bedroom. He threw her to the bed, and she gave a small squeal of combined shock and laughter.

      Using his vampire’s speed, he stripped her of her uniform and then removed his clothes as well. She was reclining on the bed, utterly naked, like some kind of Greek goddess.

      “Stop staring at me and get down here,” she said.

      “I can’t help it. You’re so fucking perfect.”

      Her cheeks pinked up prettily at his compliment, and she lifted her hand to him. He took it and climbed onto the bed to join her.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever get bored of your skin,” he said, tracing his fingers across her collarbone and down her chest to her breast. He circled her nipple, loving the way it crinkled up in response. “I love how creamy, and soft, and warm you are.”

      A smirk tweaked her cheeks. “I guess it wouldn’t be a compliment for me to say I love how hard and cold you are.”

      He nudged his growing erection against her hip. “Oh, I don’t know. I think you love how hard I am.”

      Her smirk grew into a grin, and she reached for him, her fingers circling his cock. “Okay, I think you might be right.”

      He moved his hand lower, skirting across the soft roundness of her belly and down through the small patch of blonde curls at the juncture of her thighs. She parted her legs for his hand, and he slipped between her folds.

      “I love how you’re already wet for me,” he murmured.

      “I can’t help it,” she gasped as he pushed one finger inside her. “Just being near you turns me on.”

      “Yeah? And how about this?” He added a second finger, and her back arched to meet him. “Does this turn you on?”

      She nodded, unable to speak.

      Ivan’s cock throbbed, desperate for more. Charlie’s fingers were still wrapped around it, but she’d forgotten him for a moment as he fingered her, slicking his fingers through her wet heat, loving how her tight sheath clamped around him.

      He lifted to settle himself between her thighs, and she must have remembered her hold on his cock as she pumped him, her small hand slipping up and down his shaft. He removed his fingers from her body, and she tugged him towards her by his dick.

      “Fuck me,” she said, looking up to stare into his eyes. “Fuck me hard.”

      With a single stroke, he impaled her with his cock, sinking right down to the base. They groaned in unison, and then Ivan set up his pace, slow but forceful. He pulled out, almost so his cock head left her body, and then slammed back in, shoving her up the bed. It must have felt powerful to her, but he was only using a fraction of his strength. To do any more would have shattered her pelvis, and there was no way he would ever want to hurt her.

      It was impossible for him to separate himself from his vampire side, however, especially when sex was involved. He was so close to her skin, he could scent her blood pumping through her veins, and the thump of her heartbeat filled his ears.

      “You have no idea how much I want to bite you right now,” he gasped.

      “Do it,” she said, pressing the back of his head, guiding his mouth towards her throat. “I want you to.”

      He lifted his head to look into her eyes. He wanted to make sure she meant it and it wasn’t just something she was saying because she thought it was what he wanted to hear. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes! I want to know how it feels. I want to feel you inside from both ways—your cock in my pussy, and your teeth in my neck.”

      Hearing her say those things turned him on even more, and he swelled inside her. He gave a nudge of his hips, pushing deeper into her channel, and she groaned in response. Fuck, she felt so sweet wrapped around his cock. He wanted to stay this way forever.

      “Just do it, Ivan. Bite me. I want you so bad.”

      He didn’t need any more encouraging. He placed his mouth against her skin, her pulse pattering beneath his lips. The scent of her was intoxicating, and his fangs lengthened of their own accord.

      Moving slowly, he pressed his fangs gently into her flesh, penetrating her, and then he gave an experimental suck. Drops of her blood touched his tongue, and his whole body sang with pleasure. God, she was exquisite, literally inside and out. He added a little more suction, and Charlie moaned, her fingers laced into the hair on the back of his head, pressing his mouth against her throat, encouraging him. He didn’t want to take too much, not this first time, and make her fear him. That was the last thing he wanted. He sucked a couple of times at the same time as he pumped inside her, and then forced himself to withdraw his fangs. He licked the puncture wound, using his saliva to heal her skin, and he watched the twin holes knot together and become little pink specks. Within an hour or so, they would vanish altogether.

      “Christ, Ivan. That was insanely fucking sexy, feeling you inside me like that.”

      He was still positioned above her and he ducked down to press his forehead to hers. “I’m still inside you,” he said giving an extra thrust of his hips.

      She gasped and playfully thumped him on the shoulder. “You know what I mean. Can we do it again?”

      “Yes, but not now. I only took a little, but we’ll have to build up your body’s tolerance to me. Leaving you with blood loss isn’t a good idea.”

      “In that case, I’ll look forward to next time.”

      He leaned in and growled in her ear. “Oh, I’m not done with you yet.”

      Knowing how much it would heighten her arousal, he slipped his hand beneath her bottom. His finger was still slick with the cream from her pussy, and he used it to trace the valley between her buttocks until he reached the tight star he was searching for. Just a little pressure made her gasp, her back bucking.

      “Is this okay?” he whispered to her.

      “Oh, yes, keep going.”

      He slowed his movements inside her as he penetrated her from behind with his finger. She felt different in here, smoother, but just as soft. She clung to his shoulders, gasping for breath. He moved inside her again, slowly at first, but then building momentum.

      “Oh God, Ivan. I’m close, I’m so close.”

      With her blood coursing around his veins, and his cock and finger embedded deep inside her, Ivan was close, too. His balls were tight and heavy, and he knew he’d come soon.

      She cried out, her whole body trembling beneath his. Her pussy pulsed around his cock, and he could feel her orgasm around his finger as well. He moved faster, slamming into her, and then released. His head spun with pleasure, and he jerked inside her, his body shuddering above hers.

      He slipped himself from her body and moved to the side so he didn’t crush her.

      “I never knew it could be like this,” he told her, gazing down into her flushed face, the taste of her blood still on his tongue. “I’m so happy I met you, Charlie. My love. My Bloodmate.”
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      That was the most incredible orgasm Charlie had ever had. She couldn’t imagine how it must have been for him, to be inside her and to be feeding from her at the same time. A part of her envied him. How would it be to consume another person in such a way?

      She hesitated and then asked, “Can I? With you ...?” Her fingers fluttered at her throat.

      She felt strangely self-conscious asking, especially considering how intimate they’d just been. Did she worry he’d think she was weird? He’d tasted her blood, and if that was going to be the way of their life together, it was something she’d rather face than put off until it became like an elephant in the room. Besides, it had been incredibly sexy when he’d bitten her, when he’d sunk his teeth into her neck. It was like getting fucked twice at the same time, by the same person. She’d never experienced anything like it before and she wanted more.

      “You want to taste my blood?”

      Her cheeks heated. “You said I’d need to anyway, if that’s how I’m going to stop getting older.”

      Propped on one elbow, he grinned down at her. “You’re keen. Are you sure you don’t want to go full vampire?”

      She smacked him with her hand. “Don’t tease me. It was so ... erotic ... so ...” She struggled to find the words. “Connecting, when you fed from me. I guess I’m curious to know how it feels the other way around.”

      “I’ve never done this with a woman,” he said, “but I’ve been told it can feel pretty intense.”

      “In what way?”

      “I think it’s different for every couple, but it will help cement our bond. I know that much.”

      She nodded, her heart flipping. How had this man only just come into her life? Seeing him standing in the car park of the hotel that night felt like a lifetime ago, though it had only been a matter of days. How strange that life could work in such a way. You get up one morning, expecting everything to continue as it has been, and then a chance encounter flips everything on its head and life is never going to be the same again.

      “I want to try it,” she insisted.

      His smile broadened, his dark eyes lighting with pleasure, and then he leaned in and kissed her, slow and sensual. She melted against him, and the thought of tasting his blood had almost left her mind, but then he broke the kiss. He lifted his wrist to his mouth, and she caught a glimpse of white, sharp teeth, and then he bit. She took a sharp inhale of breath, every muscle tensed. He removed his arm from his mouth and offered it to her.

      “You have to be quick. I heal fast.”

      Her heart raced with anticipation, but she darted forward, closing her lips over the twin pin-pricks of red on his white skin, like rose petals on the snow.

      “Just a couple of drops,” he warned.

      The taste of his blood was like iron on her tongue. She swept her tongue over the rapidly healing wounds, and above her, Ivan groaned. “Fuck, that is so sexy.”

      Emboldened by his words, she pulled on the wound, wanting more, but already the bite had healed. His blood was on her tongue, overwhelming her with its taste, like when she’d cut her finger and automatically stuck it in her mouth to stem the blood flow.

      Charlie swallowed.

      She let out a gasp.

      Her bedroom vanished.

      Snow appeared beneath her, crunching underfoot. It was the kind of snow that stayed around for a long time, not just the occasional snow that turned to mush within a couple of days like in England. A grey, low-hanging sky seemed to mute the colours, so everything appeared in black and white. In front of her walked a little boy with dark curly hair. His boots were too big for him and flapped at the toes where the leather had peeled back from the sole. His overcoat was also too large and smothered his skinny frame, but at least it kept him warm. She knew what she was seeing—Ivan, as a small child, which meant this was Russia, more than three hundred years ago. She was seeing a part of his life that had occurred a long time before she’d even been born. The kind of poverty she couldn’t even begin to imagine.

      The scene vanished, and she saw the same boy again, but as a young man this time, his face still smooth. He was maybe eighteen years old, at a guess, and a uniform of some kind covered his muscular frame. In his hand, he held an old-fashioned rifle. Explosions sounded nearby, the pop pop of gunfire, and Charlie cowered, even though she instinctively knew they couldn’t hurt her. Nearby, someone was crying, and another man screamed in pain.

      A war zone, she realised. Her history knowledge wasn’t good enough to know which one exactly, but Ivan was fighting in it. She watched him helplessly as he ran forward, ducking low, before lifting his rifle to shoulder level and firing.

      Then he was gone again, and she was in a home, watching over a family. Children of several ages, anywhere from ten to two, ran around the small house. In a chair sat a woman, rocking back and forth, a baby at her breast. She crooned a song to the child in a language Charlie didn’t understand. But once more, Charlie instinctively understood what she was seeing. Ivan’s family when he’d still been human.

      Ivan once had a family ...
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        * * *

      

      Charlie blinked open her eyes, though she hadn’t even realised they’d been shut, to find Ivan staring down at her intently.

      “You had children,” she managed to say. “And a wife.”

      He nodded, and sadness filled his eyes. “Yes, I did, but it was many, many lifetimes ago. Sometimes I struggle to even remember them.”

      “No, you must remember them, or else I wouldn’t have been able to see them, too. How many children did you have?”

      “In total, we had seven, but only four of them survived. It was common to lose children back then, almost expected, though that didn’t make the heartache any easier. The ones who did survive would have died hundreds of years ago now.”

      She almost didn’t want to ask the question, but knew she had to. “And how did you die?”

      He pressed his lips together and glanced away. “My maker was a cruel vampire. I guess he took a liking to me and decided to turn me. I was walking home from my place of work, and it was dark, and suddenly he was on me. He drained me until I was at the point of death, and then he fed me his own blood. Then he just left me there, abandoned me in the street, certain I was about to die. When I woke, I was changed, but he wasn’t there to guide me in what had happened. But I knew enough to know I was something terrible now, and that I would hurt my family if I stayed, so, ashamed and hurting, I ran.”

      Charlie pressed her fingers to his cheek, sensing his pain as though it were her own. “Ivan, I’m so sorry.”

      He gave his head a slight shake, dismissing the memories. “As I said, it was many hundreds of years ago now. No matter what people say, the pain of grief does fade. Not completely, but after time, you realise the loss isn’t constantly on your mind anymore, and sometimes even days or weeks go by without thinking about it. Now, I’m over three hundred years old, and sometimes entire years can pass by. But when I’m reminded of them again, the pain is almost worse because it’s filled with guilt. Guilt that I haven’t thought of them, and guilt for abandoning them.”

      “You didn’t abandon them. You were forced to leave. You had no choice.”

      “Perhaps, but the pain it caused is still the same.”

      She slid closer, wrapping her arms around him and pressing herself tight against him. She’d never imagined this side to him. The confidence, the teasing and flirting, it had all been a cover for what lay much deeper. So that was what the blood exchange did for them. It allowed them to see right into each other’s souls, to share the same experiences and feelings.

      “Daylight will be coming soon,” he murmured, his lips brushing the top of her head. “I’ll need to sleep.”

      She held him tighter, emotions causing her heart to swell. “I know. It’s okay, you can rest.”

      “You need to sleep, too.”

      “I will,” she assured him, though she wasn’t sure how tired she was. But she didn’t want to leave him now. She just wanted to lie here, holding each other, feeling this close to another person. It was something she’d never experienced before, and she was worried if she moved, she’d somehow break the spell.

      Outside the window, on the other side of the curtains, the light changed, growing brighter.

      In her arm, Ivan’s body suddenly grew still, and she glanced up into his face to see his eyes shut.

      Charlie let out a sigh and snuggled closer. Though she felt there were other things she should be doing, she didn’t want to leave him, and her body felt achy but strangely relaxed, despite everything that was going on. She wanted to fight against sleep, to get up and work and see if there was anything more she could do, but instead her eyes slipped shut, and she joined his slumber.
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        * * *

      

      Charlie woke with a start.

      It was still light, and she wasn’t alone in the room. Her first thought went to Ivan, her befuddled mind thinking he must have somehow woken, but when she realised he was still beside her, she thought it must be The Directive returning. She remembered she was naked and didn’t want to face two ancient vampires and a powerful werewolf while undressed.

      But hands suddenly grabbed her arms, yanking her from the bed. She barely had time to cry out before she was thrown to one side. She hit the bedroom floor and skidded along the carpet on her naked backside.

      What the hell was going on?

      She blinked, her eyes focusing as she came to her senses.

      Several people were standing above the bed where she’d just been lying. They were covering Ivan, who was still in his death-like vampire’s sleep, with a huge, thick blanket.

      “Hey!” she cried, pushing herself to her feet, no longer caring she was naked. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      Two men and a woman. Charlie didn’t recognise any of them, but from what she’d experienced lately, she doubted they were human.

      Suddenly, it dawned on her who they were, though she’d never seen any of them before in her life. These had to be the same people who’d tried to set Ivan up for the killings, and now they’d come for him.

      They were wrapping him in the thick blanket to protect him from the sun. So they wanted him alive.

      “Ivan!” she yelled.

      Though she knew there was little she could do, that didn’t stop her from trying. She lunged forward, heading for the red-haired man who was closest to her. He must have sensed her coming, because he swept out a hand, catching her across the jaw hard enough to send her flying backwards across the room. She hit the wall behind with a thump, jarring every bone in her body and punching the air from her lungs.

      Dazed and gasping, she tried to push herself up again, but her limbs didn’t seem to want to cooperate.

      Her police officer’s mind clicked into gear. There was nothing she could do to physically stop them, but there were people who could help. She’d be able to give The Directive a description of these people, and they might be able to find both them and Ivan.

      The woman had long, wavy brown hair pulled into a ponytail. The two men both had longer hair, too. One was a redhead, with a beard of flaming gold, and the other was a brunette. Both men were big, with wide shoulders and bulging biceps. They were fiercely strong, but when she’d gone for the red-haired man, and he’d struck her away, she’d noted his skin hadn’t been cold. Plus, they were all out in the daylight, and they all seemed too rough, too uncouth, to be ancient vampires who were able to do such a thing.

      They moved fast, however, bundling Ivan into the thick blanket. It was daylight. Could he wake up even if it meant saving his life?

      “Ivan!” she screamed. “Wake up! Please, wake up!”

      “Shut your mouth, or you’ll end up dead, too,” the redhead man snapped.

      “This is nothing more than he deserves,” the woman said.

      Her eyes flashed yellow with anger, and Charlie reared back in shock. She clearly wasn’t human.

      With Ivan bundled, they left.

      For a moment, Charlie remained huddled against the wall, her heart thrumming, her head dizzy with the sheer amount of adrenaline coursing through her veins. Tears threatened to prick her eyes, but she blinked them back. Her heart tore in two at the thought of someone having taken Ivan, of the things they might do to him, but she couldn’t give in to her fears. He needed her to focus now more than ever. She was a police officer, not some simpering little girl, and she’d do everything in her power to get him back.

      The Directive needed to know what had happened.

      Remembering Ivan’s phone, she darted for the pile of clothing they’d left on the floor and quickly rifled through the pockets of his jacket. She closed her fingers around something hard and slim, and she pulled it out. She pushed the button to bring it to life, and the welcome screen flashed up. She checked the dialled numbers. The last one he’d called was hers, but the next one must be for Magno Zara.

      She swiped the screen to redial the number and then clamped the phone between her ear and shoulder while she grabbed her clothes from the floor. She’d prefer to be dressed when she had to face The Directive and tell them what had happened.

      “Ivan?” The smooth Italian voice answered.

      “No, it’s Charlie, Ivan’s Bloodmate. Some people were here. They took Ivan!”

      His tone sharpened. “What?”

      “There were three of them. They threw a blanket over him and hauled him away. He didn’t even wake up.”

      “No, he wouldn’t be able to, not in the daytime. Listen, we were on our way back to you anyway. Stay where you are. We won’t be long.”

      “Okay. Hurry, please.”

      She hung up.

      Charlie didn’t want to stay here, doing nothing, but she wouldn’t be any good to Ivan by just running aimlessly out of the door. She needed to keep her head and push her emotions to one side. Wanting to stay busy, she finished dressing and then picked up around the flat. There was barely anything that needed tidying, but she wasn’t just going to sit on the couch, watching every minute pass by and chewing on her thumbnail. Adrenaline was coursing through her body, making her jittery, her breath short, and despite meaning to do something useful, she found herself standing over the bed where Ivan had been lying, fighting off tears.

      The Directive couldn’t have been far away. Within ten minutes, the door buzzer sounded, and she let them up.

      Magno pushed his way into her flat, the other two close behind. His dark eyes were sharp as he looked around. He lifted his face and sniffed the air. “Werewolves, I can smell them in here.”

      That made sense. The two men had been big and hairy and were warm from what she’d been able to tell when one of them had hit her. “Do you think whatever killed the two men and the animals before that might have been a werewolf?” Automatically, she turned to Jana.

      The blonde wolf pressed her lips together, her nostrils flaring. “It’s possible, though I’ve not known a wolf to attack humans in such a way for a very long time. I have no idea why one would start doing so now.”

      “What about the Beast of Dartmoor?” She hoped she didn’t sound stupid for mentioning it. “You said it could be real. Is there a chance it’s somehow related to wolf shifters?”

      “There might be a chance,” she replied. “It’s not something I’ve heard of before, but then I’m not from this part of the world.”

      Charlie only wanted answers as to who had taken Ivan and why. “Myths surrounding the Beast of Dartmoor can be traced back hundreds of years. Everyone assumed it was just another part of the myths and superstitions that surround the moors, but perhaps there is more to it, and now someone figures they can harness its power.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I still don’t see the connection to Ivan.”

      “Me, neither. But I bet if we find him, we’re going to find out.”

      Magno sniffed the air again. “I can smell blood, too.” He frowned. “Vampire blood. Was Ivan hurt when they took him?”

      Charlie’s cheeks heated as she realised why he could smell vampire blood. His sense of smell must be incredible to still be able to pick it up on the air.

      Again, she was embarrassed to admit it, but she thought it might help. “I took some of Ivan’s blood, and he drank from me. He said it helped to strengthen our bond, and it did. I was able to see into his past again, but stronger this time. I don’t know if that can help at all ...”

      Magno fixed her with his gaze, but instead of disgust or shame, she saw he was pleased. “That’s excellent news. We may be able to use that.”

      It was going to take her some time before she could accept that the exchange of blood in vampire circles was completely normal. “We can?”

      “Yes. You should be able to feel a kind of pulling towards him, a natural sense of direction, like a needle on a compass.”

      She closed her eyes briefly and focussed inside herself. She desperately wanted to feel something, anything, but it was only emptiness. “I’m sorry. I don’t feel anything.”

      “He might be too far away,” Jana said. “Let’s go back to where the killings happened and see if you can pick anything up from there.”

      “And if I can’t?” she asked, anxiety plucking at her nerve endings.

      “You will.”

      The anxiety didn’t leave her with their reassurances. “It’s going to be dark again soon. Ivan will wake up. What if he tries to fight them? What if they hurt him?”

      The taller vampire, Clarence, stepped in. “We’re going to find him, Charlie. This whole thing has to do with the moors and whatever has been killing those men. We believe magic is being used to hide the creature responsible. The witch we’ve brought in caught a trail of it near to where the killings had taken place. That might be why no one else has seen anything. There’s a chance they’ll have taken Ivan to the same place. We have something to go on here. We’re not totally stabbing in the dark.”

      Magno nodded. “Yes. That combined with the blood bond you have with him should be enough to let us find him.”

      Charlie looked between them all. “I just hope we’re not too late.”
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      Ivan was aware of burning around his wrists and ankles, and the same sensation at his throat. He was upright, and, from the chill biting his skin, he was still naked. What the hell had happened? One moment, he’d been sleeping, curled up in bed with Charlie, and the next he’d been plunged into the middle of a nightmare. He’d been aware he was being taken, that someone had struck Charlie when she’d tried to stop them, but he’d been trapped inside his own body by the daylight, unable to do or say anything to change things.

      He opened his eyes, but only darkness enclosed him. Even with his excellent eyesight and nocturnal nature, he still struggled to make out his surroundings. He seemed to be in some kind of cellar. The ceiling was low, so the top of his head almost hit it, and the ground was made up of dank earth. A second scent underlay the peaty soil, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

      No matter, he had bigger things to worry about. He was chained to the wall, and by the way the chains bit and burned into his wrists and ankles and throat, he assumed the chains were silver.

      Ivan clenched his teeth and let out a growl of anger. He knew who’d taken him, though he didn’t understand why. He gave a tentative tug on the chain around his right hand. The metal pressed against his skin, and there was a hiss and the stink of burning flesh. White hot agony shot up his arm, and he yelled in pain before releasing his pull on the chain. If he kept tugging, the chain would cut right through flesh and bone. Maybe he could keep up the pressure and risk losing his hands and feet to escape, but there was nothing he could do about the chain around his neck. He wouldn’t survive without his head.

      The door at the top of the wooden set of stairs on the opposite side of the cellar suddenly opened, and a swathe of light poured into the darkness.

      “I wouldn’t bother if I were you,” came a familiar female voice. “All you’ll do is sever your limbs, and you’ll still not make it out of here alive.”

      “Michaela. What the fuck are you playing at?”

      His ex-girlfriend stepped fully into the space at the top of the stairs and started to descend. She wasn’t alone. Two men were behind her, and he could tell from their scent that they were all werewolves.

      “What the hell is this?” he demanded. “Some kind of vampire hate crime?”

      She gave a small laugh. “Well, you’re a vampire, and I hate you, so yes, I guess you could call it that.”

      “Why did you set me up for the deaths of those men?”

      “I thought that was obvious, Ivan. So no one came looking for us. Of course, we hadn’t planned for you to hook up with a cop. That kind of threw a spanner in the works for us. If she hadn’t been fucking you, she definitely would have arrested your sorry arse by now.”

      He shot her a scowl. “Then you should have been a bit brighter and not killed someone while she and I were together.”

      She took a couple of steps to bring herself closer to him then grabbed the silver chain around his leg and pulled it hard. It hissed against his skin, and he bit down on his agony, not wanting to let her see his pain.

      “You have no idea what’s really going on here.” Michaela laughed mockingly. “You thought you were so smart, tracking me down. Did it ever occur to you that you were totally set up to get you down here? After what you did to my father, how you betrayed him like that, did you really think I wouldn’t want to punish you for it? And the arrogance you displayed was just incredible—thinking I would need or want any comfort from you, of all people, after what you did.”

      The silver chains bit into his wrists, his skin smoking. No sooner had his body healed the burns did another part of the silver touch him again, creating fresh wounds.

      “Believe it or not,” he snarled against the pain, “I was trying to be nice.”

      “No, you weren’t. You only wanted to ease your own guilt. You never gave a damn about me.”

      “That’s not true, Michaela. I’m sorry you were hurt, but what your father was doing wasn’t my fault. He was selling people to vampires. He deserved what he got.”

      “He was a businessman! He didn’t deserve to die!”

      Ivan gritted his teeth. There was no point trying to reason with her. She was caught in a cloud of pain and grief, and it didn’t matter what he said. He would never change her mind.

      “What’s the point to all of this? Why have you even got me here?”

      “You bought us time. While the police were focussed on you, we were growing stronger, and so was the creature we’ve been working to free.”

      “For the killings?”

      “Of course.”

      “What’s been killing those people?”

      “It’s a full moon tonight,” she said almost dreamily, ignoring his question. “Have you noticed?”

      Unlike werewolves, vampires weren’t attuned to the waning of the moon.

      “There’s a creature who’s lived up here for hundreds of years. It rarely gets to see the moon, only every thirty-three years when the solar and lunar cycles match. And guess what? Tonight is that night. For the past three weeks, its strength has been building, and it’s been able to live in our world for just that little longer. Tonight it will be able to break free for good. When the moon goes down and the sun rises, it’ll no longer need to hide itself away.”

      “Why? Why would you want a monster to be free?”

      “It’s not a monster. It’s the most ancient form of our kind, of the werewolf kind. After what you did to my father, I decided it was time for the creature to run free. So it no longer needs to go beneath ground and hide away. No supernatural creature should be forced to live in such a way. But I knew the killings would go noticed, and I needed someone else to blame them on, and along you came.”

      “You’re crazy.”

      “No. I’m sick of vampires or any other supernatural creature telling werewolves what to do! The wolf I’m working to free is the most powerful of them all. It can kill vampires with a single bite. You’ll never heal from its bite. Its teeth hold a kind of poison, and there’s no cure. You’re going to be the first vampire it takes, and then there will be many more who follow.”

      He wanted to tell her The Directive were in the area and would come down hard on her plans, but he didn’t want to give her any clues. She might not know they were around, and telling her would wise her up to their possible arrival, assuming they’d be trying to find him.

      “I hope you didn’t hurt Charlie,” he said instead.

      “Oh, the police officer? I can’t believe you’ve chosen to be with a human. How pathetic. You know, you had everything going for you back in London. You had me, and you were getting in with my dad. Things could have gone very well for you, but instead you messed everything up for that other vampire.”

      He bristled at the mention of Nikolai. “That other vampire is like a son to me.”

      “You weren’t saying that when you were using him to call in favours to stay close to me.” The look in her eyes changed, growing darker and sultry.

      Ivan suddenly became aware that he was still completely naked.

      Her voice lowered to a purr. “We used to have some good times, you and I, Ivan. Such a shame you had to mess everything up.”

      He tensed as she took a couple of slow steps towards him, her hips bumping from side to side.

      His teeth clenched. “It was for the best.”

      Michaela reached him and leaned forward, placing her hands on his naked thigh. Because he was strung up on the wall, the position meant she only had to duck a little for her mouth to be right beside his cock. Her hot breath gusted against his balls, and he couldn’t help the physical reaction of his body. He didn’t want her, not in the slightest, and he shouldn’t want anything to do with sex when he was tied up and in pain, but frustratingly, it seemed he didn’t have much control over his dick.

      “You always loved it when I sucked you off, Ivan. Do you remember? You loved it when I had you deep in my throat and groaned.”

      Her nails morphed into her werewolf’s claws, and she ran her fingers down his thighs, the claws digging into his skin and the spattering of dark hairs, creating lines of blood in their wake.

      “Fuck off, Michaela. I didn’t know what kind of person you were then.”

      One of the men behind her finally spoke up. “Give it a rest, Michaela. He’s not here to be your plaything.”

      She chuckled but mercifully backed away. The claw marks on his thighs took longer to heal than normal—a result of the silver touching his body—but at least his erection had begun to fade.

      “Tell me how you did it,” he demanded, his curiosity getting the better of him. A part of him felt that she wanted to be the centre of attention, and he was providing her with her audience. “How did you know I was going to black out like that? Did you somehow cause The Thirst?”

      He watched the first flicker of confusion cross her face. “Thirst? No. What’s The Thirst?”

      So she hadn’t known about that. It had simply been a coincidence.

      “It’s nothing. Something vampire’s sometimes suffer from. I assumed it was the reason I blacked out.”

      “No. We saw you arrive and found out what room you were in. All it took was a little toxic gas to knock you out, and then we covered you with the dead man’s blood.”

      He thought of something. “But I had a security chain on the door.”

      “You also had a window,” she pointed out. “The door wasn’t the only way in and out of that room.”

      He hadn’t thought of that.

      “We let the gas off under the door, and then when it had done its job, my friends here scaled the outside of the building and opened the window. Doing so released the rest of the gas and made it safe for us to enter. Turns out vampires aren’t the only ones skilled at climbing and jumping. Wolves are, too.”

      Ivan turned his attention to the two men in the room. “What are you both doing taking her side?” he asked them. “Don’t you know that what she’s doing is crazy and against the law? When The Directive gets a hold of you both, they’re going to make you sorry.”

      Michaela laughed. “These men worked for my father, so now they work for me instead.”

      Ivan scowled. “What are you paying them?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “So, you are paying them?” He lifted his gaze to the men. “I’ll double whatever she’s offered. Release me, and I’ll make sure the money is yours.”

      But the red-haired male werewolf shook his head. “Not happening. This isn’t just about money, it’s about loyalty, too.” He curled a lip. “And anyway, I’ve never liked vampires.”
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      Though Charlie was used to being the one driving, this time she rode in The Directive’s car. Clarence drove, while Magno sat in the passenger seat. She was in the back with Jana Noskova. She tried not to feel intimidated by the powerful female werewolf, but it was hard not to feel repressed by the aura the other blonde gave off.

      Before they’d left her flat, Magno had placed a call to the witch who’d been helping them try to track the killer and asked her to meet them at the location of the last killing. Charlie wasn’t sure what use a witch was going to be, but she guessed Magno knew what he was doing.

      Clarence drove fast—far faster than was legally allowed—but Charlie wasn’t about to give him a lecture on the speed limit and road safety. He was a vampire, after all, and an ancient one at that. His reactions were far sharper than any human’s would be, and his eyesight and hearing would alert him to any dangers on the road and allow him to react before they caused a problem.

      Even so, that didn’t stop Charlie from leaning forward and gripping the headrest of the seat in front, her knuckles white. Not only did the speed cause her stomach to lurch, but she was also terrified about what might be happening to Ivan. Whoever had taken him meant him harm, of that she was certain. If she lost him now, she didn’t know how she would carry on. She’d been so independent only a matter of days ago, and had prided herself in the fact, but now she’d been shown how it was to have someone in her life, and all of a sudden her previous existence felt lonely and empty. To have found her Bloodmate, only for him to be snatched away again, made her heart ache.

      They left the main highway and climbed the narrow roads up into the moorlands. Here, even the vampire was forced to slow down, and the whole car vibrated as they ran over a cattle grid designed to keep the grazing sheep and horses on the moorland where they belonged.

      Jana looked over to Charlie. “Are you getting anything yet?”

      Charlie closed her eyes again and tried to focus inwards. She pulled a face. “No, I don’t think so, though I don’t even really know what it is I’m feeling for.”

      “You’ll know when you feel it,” the werewolf replied. “We probably just need to be closer, and you being in a moving car won’t be helping.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      What she feared the most was that the bond between her and Ivan wasn’t as strong as she’d believed. What if they’d got this all wrong, and they weren’t Bloodmates after all, and she was nothing but a fake? But then she remembered how it had been when she’d tasted his blood, how she’d been plunged into the very centre of his memories, as though she were living them for the first time herself. There was no possible way to fake such a thing, and she hadn’t imagined it either. The snow had crunched beneath her feet, and she’d caught the sharp, pungent aroma of gunpowder on the air. She’d experienced Ivan’s grief at being forced to leave his family like it were her own.

      All those things had been real. They had a connection unlike any other, and she had to believe in it.

      “We’re almost there,” Clarence called over his shoulder.

      She knew that already—this was her territory, after all—but that didn’t stop every muscle in her body tensing and her breath growing short in her chest. She was terrified about what they might find and she wasn’t a woman who scared easily. It wasn’t her safety she was afraid for, but that of her Bloodmate’s.

      They reached the area where the murders had occurred, and Clarence pulled the car over. Someone was already standing on the side of the road, waiting for them—a young woman with long red hair and flowing skirts. Charlie’s first thought was that the woman must be cold, but if she was, she didn’t show it.

      Cautious, Charlie climbed out, and the others followed. Not blessed with the eyesight of the vampires and the werewolf, Charlie used a small torch to light up the surrounding area. The cordon was still in place, but the body had long been taken to the morgue.

      The air was cooler out here, the wind sweeping across the moorland. She shivered, suddenly aware of the barrenness of the area, the way there was nothing else for miles. It was a cloudless night, and the stars winked brightly, the moon full and round. At least the full moon meant it wasn’t as dark as it could have been. Even without the torch, she would be able to make out the surrounding rocky tors climbing into the night sky.

      The new woman turned to face them as they approached.

      “This is Amber Morgan,” Magno said, introducing her. “She’s here to help us. She knows these moorlands and the magic it contains better than anyone.”

      “Thank you,” Charlie said to the other woman, who had a large rucksack slung over her shoulder. “I’m Ivan’s Bloodmate and I desperately want him back.”

      The witch nodded. “Of course you do. I’m happy to help, if I can.”

      Magno continued. “Charlie has a blood bond with Ivan. I believe she may be able to help locate him through it.”

      Charlie swallowed hard and nodded, hoping she wasn’t going to let everyone down.

      “Can you feel anything now?” Jana pressed.

      Magno raised a hand. “Give her a minute.”

      Charlie shook her head. “No, it’s fine. I just need to concentrate.”

      Taking a breath, she allowed her eyes to slip shut again. Come on, Ivan. Where are you?

      Then she felt it, a tugging at her heart, literally as though it were on a string and Ivan was pulling at it, guiding her towards him.

      Charlie gasped. “I felt it! He’s this way.”

      Without even waiting for confirmation from The Directive, she took off at a trot, following the invisible guidelines of her heart that led her towards her Bloodmate. She sensed the others following but didn’t want to turn her head and check, worried she’d break the connection that drew her.

      She kept going but wondered where she was headed. There was nothing but hills, and rocks, and thistle-covered ground out here. No buildings or anything where someone might be keeping Ivan.

      She slowed to a staggered walk, turning in a circle, staring around in confusion. “I don’t get it. He should be here, but there’s nothing!”

      Magno and Clarence exchanged a glance.

      The witch, Amber, spoke up. “I think it might be magic. A masking spell of some kind.”

      Charlie frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “He’s here, but it’s like someone’s placed a mirror in front of where they’re keeping him, so we can’t see it.”

      “How do we break the spell?” Charlie asked.

      “I might be able to do it.” Amber dropped to one knee and began removing items from the bag she’d been carrying. “It’s not foolproof, by any means, but if this is a masking spell, I should be able to stop it from working.”

      The tug at Charlie’s heart came again. “Please, you have to hurry. I think they’re hurting him.”

      From her bag, Amber took out several short, stubby white candles, a tall black candle, a clay bowl, and a small plastic bag which contained leaves of some kind. She set the shorter candles out in a circle and then placed the tall black one, together with the clay bowl, in the middle. She removed the leaves, which Charlie recognised as being bay, and placed them in the clay bowl.

      Amber sat back on her haunches and closed her eyes. She lifted her hand and held it above the circle of candles. “Lux a flamma,” she said beneath her breath. The candles sparked to life with a whumph sound.

      Then she picked up the black candle in the centre and used it to set fire to the bay leaves in the clay bowl. Smoke rose from the leaves, and Amber circled her hand within the tendrils as she chanted.

      “No more befouled, again unbound, again unbidden,” the witch chanted. “No more befouled, again unbound, again unbidden.”

      The air in front of them shimmered, like heat rising from the ground on a hot summer’s day.

      “Something’s happening,” Charlie gasped.

      Jana shot her a glare. “Shh. Let her concentrate.”

      Amber repeated the chant, her eyes closed, her hands held in the smoke created by the burning bay leaves. “No more befouled, again unbound, again unbidden.”

      The air shimmered again, and like a mirage appearing in a desert, something began to take shape. The shape filled in, and in a matter of seconds, a cottage appeared in front of them.

      Charlie staggered back, her eyes wide. “It’s the cottage from the old myth. The one travellers spot from a distance but can never find.”

      “Is Ivan inside?” Magno asked her.

      Her sense for her Bloodmate grew stronger, and she nodded. “Yes, but he’s not alone.”
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      Ivan sensed Charlie was somewhere close, and the knowledge sent mixed emotions through him. He didn’t want her getting involved in something that might get her hurt but he also knew she was a police officer and he shouldn’t underestimate her. Plus, chances were she would have thought to bring The Directive with her.

      He focussed his attention on Michaela still standing in front of him. If he could distract her, she and the other two might not be aware they had company.

      “So where is this creature now?” he asked. “When do I get to meet it?”

      She folded her arms across her chest. “Oh, very soon. But I wouldn’t be too eager to make its acquaintance. It’s likely to be the last thing you ever do.”

      “What makes you think it’s not just going to turn on you?”

      “Because it can sense that we’re the same deep down, that we come from the same roots.”

      “Yeah, stinky animals that like to roll in the dirt.”

      Anger flared in her eyes, causing the irises to burn yellow. She took the couple of steps needed to bring herself close to him again then grabbed the chain around his throat and yanked it tight.

      “Ah, fuck!” he snarled.

      Pain seared around his neck, like nothing he’d ever experienced before. He wanted to stamp his feet to find an outlet for the agony, but his toes didn’t even scrape the floor. Instead, he resorted to clenching his fists and banging the back of his head against the wall behind him. Tears of blood filled his eyes, clouding his vision, and he furiously blinked them away, not wanting to be even more disabled than he already was. The chains around his ankles and wrists continued to burn him as well. Though he was still healing, it was much slower now, and he knew if he managed to get out of this, he’d be scarred for weeks or even months to come.

      Michaela pointed at him. “Let that be a taste of what I’ve got in store for you.”

      “What are you planning on doing?” he managed to grate out despite his pain. “Are you going to take me out on the moorlands and leave me there for the beast like some kind of medieval sacrifice?”

      She gave a cool smile. “You’ll find out soon enough. It’s almost time.”

      A noise came from above them, and each person in the room looked up towards the sound.

      “What was that?” she snapped to the two men behind her.

      “No idea,” the red-haired wolf said.

      “Go and find out.”

      He turned to head back up the wooden staircase, but the door blew open, slamming into the wall behind.

      Ivan’s heart lifted. He didn’t need to see her to know she was there. The scent of her—dark chocolate and red wine and orange blossom—floated to his olfactory senses, easing his pain instantly. But with it came fear. If she was here, she might get hurt, and that would be worse than a whole eternity of being chained to a wall.

      But to his relief, it wasn’t Charlie who stepped through the door, but Magno Zara. The short Italian vampire held a form of ID in one hand, and he flashed it at everyone in the cellar.

      “I command you to stop what you’re doing immediately. This is acting against all of our laws, and I order you to let Ivan Sokolov go. Failing to do so will result in your death.”

      Behind him, in stepped Jana Noskova and Clarence Collins. Close behind them came Charlie, and with her was a woman Ivan had never seen before.

      Michaela’s two men stepped back, but Michaela held her ground. “It’s too late to stop it now,” she said. “Everything is already in progress.”

      “What’s in progress?” Magno demanded.

      But she didn’t answer. Her burning, yellow gaze darted between them all. “Clarence Collins and Jana Noskova, too. I’m glad you’re here. You all played a part in my father’s death. You all helped to decide his fate.” Her gaze fixed on Jana. “You should be ashamed of yourself. You betrayed your kind. What I’m doing here is lifting us above these bloodsuckers, not working alongside them.”

      “She’s letting the Beast of Dartmoor go!” Ivan yelled. “That’s who’s been killing those people.”

      Jana frowned. “Letting it go? Letting it go, how?”

      A smug smile slipped across her face. “You’ll see.”

      Magno stepped forward. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      Ivan locked eyes with Charlie. He saw the pain she was experiencing at seeing him in such a way. Naked and hung like a piece of meat. His skin was burned and scarred, and the stink of his smoking flesh filled the air in the confined space.

      “Please, do something to help him,” Charlie begged The Directive.

      Not showing a moment of fear, Magno started down the stairs towards Ivan.

      “Stop, or I’ll kill him!” Michaela screeched.

      Magno didn’t hesitate. He used his speed—which, for an ancient vampire was incredible—and darted forward. There was a clinking of chains as he undid them, moving too fast for the eye to see. The chains clattered to the ground, and Ivan dropped with them, landing on his hands and knees. He was weak from the number of burns he’d sustained but he was free.

      Beneath his palms, the dirt floor began to shift, and he snatched his hand away. “What the hell?”

      The movement was small at first, as though large worms were directly under him, churning the earth. But then a larger bump created something like a molehill, and Ivan reared away. “What is that?”

      Charlie looked between them all in frightened confusion. “What’s happening?”

      A smile broke out across Michaela’s face. “It’s too late. You’re all too late.”

      The ground moved again, lifting in a massive lurch, as though they were in the middle of an earthquake. The two men with Michaela exchanged a glance of fear then raced towards the stairs. Charlie, upon seeing Ivan collapsed on the ground, was hurrying in the other direction—towards the moving earth instead of away. Ivan opened his mouth to tell her to get away, but the floor shifted again, this time high enough to tip him to one side, so he rolled. The burns around his wrists and ankles rubbed against the dirt, and he cried out in agony, but he was more worried about Charlie getting to close to whatever this was than his own pain.

      Even the members of The Directive didn’t appear to know what was happening. Magno was still near where Ivan had been strung up, while Jana and Clarence were on the other side of the cellar, ready to take Michaela into custody. They all wore matching expressions of confusion. Ivan didn’t like to think it, but he figured this was something none of them had come across before.

      “It’s here!” Michaela cooed in glee, patting her hands together. “Now you’re all going to see what I’ve been working on.”

      She’s mad, Ivan thought.

      The ground shifted again, and he struggled to get to his hands and knees, never mind his feet. He couldn’t find his balance, like he was riding a wave without a surfboard. “Get out of here, Charlie!” he yelled. “Just leave!”

      He caught her eye above another swell of dirt, her gaze wild, frightened, but determined as well. “No, I’m not leaving you again.”

      He looked around for Magno. “Please,” he called to the ancient vampire. “Get her to safety.”

      But they were all too late.

      Wiry, black fur pushed up through the floor, dirt trickling off its back. Ears folded up off its head, and a thick, bushy black tail unfurled from its spine. It was like the earth itself was giving birth to the beast. Long legs and a muscular body were revealed. The beast blinked open blood-red eyes and curled its upper lip in a snarl to reveal a row of razor-sharp teeth.

      “Be careful!” Ivan shouted. “Its bite is poisonous to vampires!”

      The two men who’d been with Michaela took one look at the beast and ran for the doorway. The woman with the long red hair who’d arrived with Charlie also saw the thing then turned and fled. Ivan didn’t blame any of them in the slightest. If he hadn’t been pinned on the other side of the cellar by the body of the beast, he might have done exactly the same thing.

      “There he is,” Michaela crooned, as though she was speaking to a baby. “There’s my boy, all ready to face the world for good this time.”

      The thing curled a lip, saliva dripping from its jaws, and it snarled.

      “Get away from it, Michaela,” Ivan called to her. “I don’t think it’s planning on being your friend.”

      She glared at him. “That’s what you think.”

      Ivan thought that if she’d been a full werewolf, she’d have shifted by now, but she wasn’t. Was that where some of this anger had come from? Was that why she’d wanted to free this creature? Had her father’s death removed her final connection to the werewolf community, and she’d thought that by freeing the beast, she’d have done something to win her way back in again?

      The creature was eyeing up the inhabitants of the cellar as though it was trying to decide who to have first for dinner. Charlie was pressed against the wall farthest away, while Jana and Clarence were closest to the door. Michaela was over on that side with them, and Magno and Ivan were near the wall where Ivan had been chained up.

      The beast was massive, bigger than a horse, and was taking up most of the space. It turned its head and focussed on Charlie.

      “No!” Ivan yelled. “Hey, over here! Get me!”

      The beast lunged for Charlie, and she let out a scream.

      Though Ivan was injured, and his vampire abilities had been weakened by the prolonged exposure to the silver, he darted forward using what speed he could muster. He landed on the creature’s back and wrapped his arms around its neck. The movement worked to redirect its attention from Charlie, but now Ivan had made it mad. The beast let out a growl that echoed around the confines of the cellar, and wriggled and bucked its body, trying to shake Ivan off.

      Ivan clung on as tight as he could, but he could feel himself slipping. Already, he was sliding around the side of the beast’s neck, putting him in range of its snarling jaws.

      The creature’s teeth locked around Ivan’s shoulder, and it lifted him, shaking him as though he were a small rodent rather than a three-hundred-year-old vampire. Ivan could hear Charlie’s screams, but there was nothing he could do to reassure her. In a couple of places, the beast’s teeth had pierced his skin, and he remembered what Michaela had said about the bite being poisonous to vampires.

      Ivan’s head whipped side to side as it snapped him back and forth, but Ivan wasn’t even thinking about that. A burning hot agony, even worse than the silver, pierced his shoulder where the beast’s teeth were penetrating his flesh, and from that spot he felt himself weaken. It was like the feeling of a dead arm after you’d been lying on it for too long, but the feeling was spreading, down his shoulder, and then arm, and in the other direction as well, across his chest. Was the poison spreading?

      The beast finally released him, throwing him against the wall hard enough to leave a dent in the brickwork. Ivan both heard and felt bones breaking as he struck the wall, his ribs crunching upon the force of the impact.

      He slid to the ground, a broken and beaten vampire. The poison in his system continued to spread, and his body was unable to repair his broken ribs or the burns he’d suffered. He was weakening by the second and he knew there was no way back from this.

      His final hope was that Charlie, his love, his Bloodmate, would make it out alive.
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      Charlie watched in horror as the beast threw Ivan across the small space, and she heard the crunch of bones breaking as he hit the wall. Why wasn’t he getting up? He was a vampire. Shouldn’t he be healing?

      But then she remembered what he’d shouted to the others about the beast’s bite being poisonous to vampires. Oh God. Was that why he wasn’t able to get up? Not only had he been hurt by Michaela, but now he’d been poisoned by the creature.

      The members of The Directive were dealing with the beast. As two of them were also vampires and may suffer the same fate as Ivan if they weren’t careful, they stepped slowly around it, circling the creature rather than jumping straight into the fray.

      “Get away from him,” Michaela screamed. “He needs to be free now.”

      Charlie wasn’t quite sure how the other woman figured the creature would even get out of the doorway, but there must be a way, as it had obviously escaped on the previous nights when those men had been killed. She assumed magic would be at play.

      “The chains!” Jana shouted to Magno. “Get the chains.”

      Moving at a vampire’s speed, Magno snatched them up. He threw one end over the top of the creature’s back, and Jana snatched up the other end. He grabbed the second set of chains that had been around Ivan’s ankles and threw the other end of that to Clarence.

      “Be careful of its jaws,” he told the others.

      “Leave him alone!” Michaela yelled as they yanked the chains around the beast’s legs.

      They used their speed to dart around the beast, pulling the chains tighter around its body. The creature snarled and snapped, swiping out with its claws, trying to get hold of one of the blurs moving around it, but they were too fast.

      Charlie didn’t care about the creature, only that they had restrained it enough to allow her to reach Ivan. He was battered and broken, his beautiful body a mess of scars. His eyes were shut, and as she reached him and dropped to her knees beside him, she heard him groan.

      “Oh God. Ivan!”

      She fixed her gaze on the bite wound at his shoulder. Her mind ran through all the things she knew of poisonous bite wounds. She needed to get the poison out, and there was only one way she knew how.

      Leaning over his naked shoulder, she placed her mouth to the first incision. She sucked, tasting his blood flow over her tongue, together with something else, something bitter. Stopping for a moment, she leaned to one side and spat, and then moved back in and repeated the process at the next incision. She didn’t know if it would do any good, but she had to try something.

      Behind her, she heard the scuffles of the members of The Directive as they continued to fight the creature. Though they were two ancient vampires and a powerful werewolf, they might also react badly to a bite from the beast. They’d managed to get the chains around its body and legs, but what they were going to do with it from there, Charlie had no idea.

      Someone appeared at the top of the stairs, snatching Charlie’s attention for a moment. It was Amber, the witch. She held something in her hands—some kind of dirt—and, while speaking in Latin, she threw the dirt at the creature. It scattered across the beast, which let out a snarl in response, and then the ground beneath its feet moved again.

      “No!” Michaela screamed.

      The ground opened up and began to swallow the beast, drawing it back into its dark womb. The chains were still around its limbs and body, and though it struggled, it wasn’t able to get free. It snapped at those around it, trying to get in a final bite before the ground swallowed it again, but everyone stayed well back.

      Its legs vanished, quickly followed by its body, and finally its head as it was hidden back under the ground where it belonged.

      The ground closed over, so there was nothing but dirt once more.

      The Directive turned their attention to Michaela.

      “Michaela Thorn,” Magno said, “you’re being arrested for crimes against both the human and paranormal population.” He looked to Clarence and Jana. “Get the other two as well.”

      They nodded and took off after the two male wolves who had fled.

      Magno caught hold of Michaela’s wrists and pulled them behind her back. The woman stood no chance of fighting off an ancient vampire, and she didn’t even try.

      “Ivan needs help!” Charlie cried. “I tried to suck out the poison but I don’t know if it’s done any good. He’s not healing.”

      The ancient vampire looked at her with deep sorrow in his dark eyes. “I’m sorry, Charlie, but there isn’t anything more we can do for him. Even my ancient blood won’t help him heal against the poisoning.”

      “Please, you have to try.”

      Magno hesitated for a moment and then dragged Michaela over with him to where Ivan was unconscious and propped up against the wall. The ancient vampire lifted the hand not holding Michaela to his mouth, and he bit down on his wrist. He crouched beside Ivan and pressed the wound to Ivan’s lips.

      “Come on, Ivan,” Charlie willed him, her heart feeling as though it was shattering into a million pieces. “Drink. Just drink.”

      But Ivan didn’t even react. Magno’s bite healed quickly, and Ivan was left with nothing more than blood smeared on his lips.

      It was hopeless.

      “We’ll get him home,” Magno said, “and then all we can do is wait. I’m sorry, Charlie. It should never end like this when two Bloodmates have only just found each other, but sometimes the world can be a cruel place.”

      Tears streamed down Charlie’s face, and she held Ivan’s naked, unconscious body against hers, wishing there was more she could do, wishing she could press her life into him.

      Magno was right; the world could be a very cruel place indeed.
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      Two weeks passed by, and Ivan still hadn’t woken from his injuries.

      The burns from the chains had been horrendous enough, but the bite from the beast had almost killed him. Only Charlie’s quick thinking to suck out the poison had meant that he still existed, though existing was all he was doing. He hadn’t moved a single muscle since they’d brought him back from the moors and placed him in Charlie’s bed.

      She’d been given compassionate leave from work to be with Ivan while he tried to heal. It hadn’t been easy, being with him hour after hour, getting no response, but she never gave up. She sat at his bedside, reading to him or telling him stories about her life. At night, she slipped into the bed beside him and silently cried into her pillow.

      In the cold, lonely hours of the mornings, with Ivan motionless beside her, she found herself thinking of the other woman, Michaela, wondering if there was something more she should have said or done while she’d had the chance. Should she have gone for her or shouted something about how much she hated her and how she’d destroyed their lives? But Charlie discovered her sorrow was too great to even get angry. The other woman had lost her father, and, with him, her place in the world. Now she was being detained by The Directive and may even meet the same fate as her father.

      There was the chance the Beast of Dartmoor would start to grow in strength again in another thirty-three years, and once more try to break free for good, but The Directive would be waiting for it when the time came. They hoped the silver chains around its body would be enough to prevent it from fighting free of its sleeping place, but if they didn’t work, they would deal with it again.

      It wasn’t her problem now. All she cared about was the vampire lying in her bed.

      Charlie carried a cup of tea over to take her seat beside Ivan. It was night, and she’d drawn back the curtains, allowing a view over the river below. She remembered how Ivan had commented on it the first night, how he’d said how peaceful it was here. Though his eyes remained shut, she hoped he was still able to find a little peace in the view from her small flat, and it soothed his soul somehow.

      A battered paperback sat on the bedside table, and she picked it up and leafed through to where she’d left the bookmark to keep her place.

      She started to read.

      “Serenity wrenched the front door open and stumbled down the steps onto the gravel drive. The cool air of the night hit her hot skin, making her terrible shaking worse—”

      Movement from the bed cut off her words, and she frowned, thinking she’d imagined it. She ran her gaze across Ivan’s still form, taking in every detail, trying to figure out what it was that had made her heart race.

      Ivan’s fingers twitched, and Charlie sucked in a breath and jumped to her feet. The paperback tumbled to the floor, its pages splayed open.

      “Ivan!”

      His whole arm jerked, and Charlie clamped her hand to her mouth. She definitely hadn’t imagined that.

      “It’s okay, baby,” she said, taking his hand. “I’m here. Come back to me. You can do it.”

      He let out a moan, and his head twisted to one side. His eyelids fluttered, and then suddenly his eyes were open, staring directly into hers. Charlie let out a cry of shock and relief, tears flooding her eyes.

      “Oh, my God. You’re awake. You’re awake.”

      She could barely believe it herself. She’d never wanted to give up on him, but there had been the darkest moments when she’d wondered if this was it for them now.

      “Charlie,” he croaked.

      “Yes, yes, it’s me. I’m here. I’ve been here the whole time.”

      She leaned in and cupped his face in her hands, kissing him, tears spilling from her eyes and spattering his pale cheeks.

      “I was frightened you’d never wake up,” she said, taking a seat on the bed beside him.

      His tongue snaked out to swipe across his lips. “I need blood. Thirsty.”

      “It’s okay. Magno provided me with blood bags. He told me you might need them if you woke.” She caught herself. “When you woke.”

      She moved to stand, but he caught her by the arm. “No. Your blood. I want your blood.”

      “You do?”

      She sat back down again. Her pulse was tripping, and nerves tumbled in her stomach. Though she was nervous, she wanted her blood to make him better.

      “If that’s okay?” he added tentatively.

      “Yes, Ivan. Of course it’s okay. I thought I’d lost you. I’d give you every little part of me if it helped.”

      He stared into her eyes. “I felt you with me the whole time, Charlie. You gave me the strength to keep fighting. I wouldn’t have made it without you. Thank you.”

      She smiled and blinked through her tears. “You saved me, too. Do you remember? The beast was coming for me, and you jumped on its back, and that’s when it bit you. It would have been me it had bitten if you hadn’t done what you did.”

      He frowned and struggled to sit up in bed. “What happened to the beast?”

      “It’s gone beneath ground. It might be back again in another thirty-three years, but The Directive will be ready for it.”

      “And Michaela?”

      “The Directive is dealing with her, too. Technically, she didn’t actually kill anyone, though obviously she hurt you. I’m not sure if they’ve decided what to do with her. Now, enough of the questions. You need blood if you’re going to get strong again.”

      She held out her arm to him, offering herself.

      Ivan lowered his mouth to her wrist, and his fangs extended. The sharp points pressed against the delicate skin, and she took a little gasp of breath. Her gaze was rooted to the spot where he was about to bite, and she watched with fascination as his fangs pushed into her skin, though she experienced no pain. Then his lips were on her flesh, and she felt the pull as he drew blood from her veins.

      “Not too much,” she warned him.

      Though she trusted him, this was his first feed in weeks, and she didn’t know how much control he would have.

      He lifted his mouth from her wrist and licked the puncture wounds. She watched the twin marks closing over, thinking she’d never get used to seeing magic happening right in front of her eyes.

      She smiled at Ivan. “You look better already.”

      His skin was clearer, and his dark eyes had a familiar glint that wasn’t there before.

      He nodded. “I feel better, too. Thank you, Charlie. I couldn’t ask for a better Bloodmate.”

      “You don’t have to say thank you. I’d have given every last drop in my body if I had to.”

      He pulled her in, so she fitted against him. “And I’d have given you my life. I was terrified when I thought that creature was going to kill you. I’ve never known a fear like it.”

      “I felt the same fear when I thought you were going to die. Like the other half of me was about to die with you.”

      “Neither of us is going to die,” he said. “We’ll be together now, forever. Just as it should be. I love you, Charlie.”

      She held him tighter. “My love,” she said. “My Bloodmate.”

      THE END
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