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Moon Children: Dark Cravings
One
The pink snow creaked under my knees and the toes of my boots as I twisted to look up at the sheriff and admitted, “I don’t know. There aren’t any tracks, except ours and the dogs’.”
“Okay,” he accepted, sticking out a gloved hand to help me to my feet. I felt guilty; this was the first time I’d failed since coming to Derris three years before. Taking advantage of the result of his gesture, which left me standing very close to him, Will breathed, “No scent?”
“None,” I whispered my reply. “And I don’t like it.”
Will’s cornflower blue eyes searched mine as he released my hand. Stepping back, I bent to dust off the snow clinging to the knees of my black ski pants; straightening, I allowed him to see how spooked I felt for a few seconds. Whatever had slaughtered Harv’s dogs wasn’t something I’d ever run across before.
His handheld radio crackled to life. “Will, we’ve got another call.”
Will gave me a brief glimpse of how tired he was; just a quick flash over his face as he freed the radio and raised it. “Go ahead, Alma.”
“Steve Winnes’ dogs.”
“Shit.” He closed his eyes. “All right, tell him we’ll be there directly.”
“What did it?” Cradling his rifle, Harv’s face looked like carved granite, belying the redness of his eyes.
“We don’t know. There’s no tracks for Chelsea to look at, Harv,” Will replied. The bigger man glared at me over the sheriff’s shoulder, as though it were my fault. I offered an apologetic look and Harv sighed, his glare fading away.
“It had to be an animal, right? Maybe wolves? I mean, look at them.” We looked again; I scanned the pink and crimson snow, my eyes sliding over the blots of torn fur and dulled eyes. I might have missed something, I thought; but once again, I saw nothing but churned up snow and clawed earth.
~
“What could do that, Chelse?” Will’s quiet question was just audible over the hum of tires. Staring out the passenger window at the white expanse that seemed to go on forever, I shrugged.
“I really don’t know. If it was wolves, I didn’t smell them. And even someone like me would’ve left tracks.”
“You’d never do anything like that. I wasn’t implying…”
I interrupted. “They’re not all like me, Will. Some of them glory in it. Become what we call ‘moon-crazed’. They lust for blood…among other things.” I shrugged again. “It happens.”
The truck slowed, coming to a stop in the middle of the snow packed road. Will’s warm hand cupped my chin to turn my face to his. “You worry about it, don’t you? Worry that it’ll happen to you?”
“Wouldn’t you?”
His lips found mine when he leaned towards me. Will had never been afraid of what I was, not even that first time he’d seen me. Pulling back only slightly, he smiled. “Not if I was you, no. You’re not moon-called and you’ve built ties here, sweetheart. Strong ties.”
“Yeah.” My voice was soft. “I have.”
It was the closest I’d allow myself to come to saying the truth. The truth could get him killed if Malachi, Caleb and the others ever found me. I’d run long and hard to escape my gilded cage, but never let myself think I was truly safe from being recaptured.
Giving my cheek a final caress, he settled back into his seat and put the truck in gear once more.
~
“I don’t understand it.” The sound of the zipper was loud as I pulled it down while moving out of Will’s way so that he could enter his house. Shrugging out of my parka, I ran a hand through my dark hair. “I don’t like this, Will.”
“I can’t say I do either. Coffee?” he suggested, taking my parka to hang it up with his on the brass hooks mounted to the wall. Nodding, I followed him to the kitchen.
“There should’ve been something,” I complained, rubbing my hands together. “A partial track, a vague scent…something.”
“We can’t win them all, Chelse.” Scooping the dark, ground coffee into a fresh filter, Will shrugged one shoulder. “We’ll figure it out.”
Two steps had me staring out the window into the gathering darkness. Hugging myself, I listened to him fill the coffee maker with water while my eyes searched the street outside. My gaze refocused as Will loomed up behind me, his reflection joining mine while the coffee maker began to gurgle loudly.
Wrapping his arms around me, Will gazed out the window. “We’ve warned people.”
“I hope that’s enough.”
“They’ll gather together and there’s safety in numbers. It’s a rule.” He smiled, his blue eyes meeting mine in the glass. “Are you staying here tonight?”
My small cabin lay just beyond the edge of town, which gave me the privacy to slip away into the nothingness whenever I needed to; to go unseen when I changed. Whatever this thing was, if it began attacking people, it wouldn’t find me an easy victim.
Or would it? I shivered at the thought and watched Will’s reflected smile fade. “Chelsea?”
“I’m staying.”
~
Will’s lips trailed across my cheek and neck; letting my eyes close, I stroked the muscles of his back with trembling fingers. Each time was a precious gift to me. This man gave me what Malachi and the others never had: choice.
Their idea of tenderness was always laced with the knowledge that submission would be forced if I resisted. Will’s tenderness was honest; I could tell him at any time to stop, and he would. He’d lie awake all night holding me, if that’s what I wanted.
He’d known that night. Had looked into my eyes and seen that I was inside the massive figure. That it was me behind the burning yellow eyes. Will had lowered his gun, gaze moving from me to the unconscious child, then the dying bear. ‘Don’t shoot her’ he’d told Garvey and Sam. ‘Don’t shoot Chelsea. She saved Matt.’
I’d slunk away as the other two gaped at me, guns slowly dropping. Arriving at my cabin, I’d begun packing, knowing I had to leave. But the three men had shown up before I could do so. ‘You don’t have to go, Chelsea’ Will had told me before promising ‘We’ll keep your secret’.
And they had.
Will raised his head, the backs of his fingers brushing across my cheek while gazing into my eyes. Nothing was spoken; he let his eyes speak for him. I drank thirstily of the silent love he offered, feeling him still buried deeply within.
When I spoke, my voice was a whisper. “You’re more than I deserve.”
“No, you deserve more than I can give,” he murmured in return before kissing me sweetly.
Later I listened to the steady beat of his generous heart, feeling it thrum through me as we lay spooned. The beat of mine matched it; their rhythm had become the same during our first night together. Surrounded by the warmth of my lover, I fell into a dreamless sleep.
Two
Will cursed under his breath, surveying the street. I was dazed, standing between him and Sam, unable to believe I hadn’t heard anything. That no one had.
Vehicles lay on their sides, scattered down the street, ripped out parts sprayed about them. The phone lines were dead; every cell and satellite phone had disappeared overnight from the homes of those who had them. Derris was now completely cut off from the outside world.
Fear rose as a new thought lodged into my brain. Had they found me? Was this the beginning of a cruel lesson in the futility of running away from them?
My hand shook when I raised it to cover trembling lips; the movement caught Will’s attention. Shaking his head and moving to my side, he slid his arm around my shoulders. “No, Chelsea. This isn’t your fault.”
“People are going to die. I have to go. If I leave, they’ll follow me.” Tears filled my eyes, blurring my vision as the certainty they’d found me solidified. My life here was over; I couldn’t allow these people, whom I’d come to care for, to be harmed. I repeated, “They’ll follow me.”
“Chelse, no, you can’t go back to that,” Will protested. “Sam…”
“We’ll fight for you, girl,” Sam’s gravelly response made the tears spill over. I looked down the street, at the people standing in groups and talking quietly.
“You won’t be fighting,” I told them. “You’d be dying. You’ll be safe if I leave.”
“But you won’t.” Will grasped my arms, forcing me to meet his gaze. “Sweetheart, they’ll catch you. Catch you and take you back.”
“It’s okay. I…you’ll be safe. I’ll know you’re alive.” It would be enough to give me the strength to endure. My memories would have to be enough to give me comfort. “I have to go, Will. I won’t be able to live with myself if anyone dies because of me.”
Enfolding me into his arms, Will quietly sighed. “I don’t want you to leave.”
“You know I’m right. These people are your responsibility. You have to keep them safe.”
Voice thick, he informed me, “I hate this fucking job.”
~
I took a last look at Derris before snow swirled to conceal the town. Turning away, I reluctantly began trudging into the wind, feeling terribly exposed. My chest hurt as faces flashed through my mind; one face caused rapid blinking.
Will had looked so tortured, his jaw clenched tight until the skin was bloodless under the stubble decorating it. “Chelse, I…”
“Don’t say it” I’d asked him. “Please.”
“But you know?” It had been a plea, and I’d nodded in answer, not trusting my voice.
Closing my eyes, I gave myself a moment to savor that last embrace. Then I opened them, setting off at a run. Distance would assure their safety. His safety.
~
Running blind, the blizzard in full force around me, I slid to a halt as the awareness of another of my kind struck. Turning slowly, I tried to pinpoint the direction, but it had been too long since I’d been near another Moon Child. The maleness of him flooded my senses and I struck eastward in a panic.
Not five minutes later, I ran directly into a hard chest and arms that closed around me like steel bands as we went down. I snarled, beginning to fight to free myself.
“Easy” a deep voice crooned; he was making no effort to do more than keep hold of me. “Easy.”
I went limp, hoping he’d let go of me and that I’d be able to run. He didn’t; rolling us to our sides, he squirmed down until we were face to face to regard me with a somber expression. His hair was black, his eyes a deep brown. “Why are you alone?”
“I’m not.” My growl made him stiffen; a gasp was forced out when he rolled us again, lying on top of me while raising his head to scan the sheets of blowing snow.
“I don’t sense anyone else.”
“They’re coming. Let me go.” My struggles were unsuccessful; he stared down while I panted and cursed underneath him.
“You came from the town. From Derris?” His question made me freeze. “What’s happened there? Have they arrived?”
“I ran. They’ll come after me.”
He shook his head. “No they won’t. They’ll feast.”
“They don’t do that,” I protested, stunned by the claim. Not even Malachi or Caleb would feed on humans. Would they? Had they changed in the three years since I’d run away?
He buried his face into my neck and snuffled, pulling my scent deep into his lungs. “Mmm.”
“Let me go!” I bucked, trying to throw him off as fear of what would happen next spiraled into me. His dark eyes had changed to burning orange when he raised his head.
“Did they send you to distract me?” A slight grin curved his lips. “It’s working.”
“Why would they do that?” Confusion was quick to well; Malachi would’ve never allowed a male not of the pack this close to me.
“They’re afraid of me.” His grin faded as he searched my expression. “You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?”
“I…no.”
“What’s your name?” His lips hovered over mine; drawing in my exhaled breath, he blinked and orange had become dark once more when they re-appeared. “Tell me your name, lupa.”
He’d called me ‘wolf queen’. He knew I wasn’t moon-called, though I didn’t know how. Females were rare among Moon Children; females that could resist the call of the moon when it was full were even rarer, and he knew I was one. “Ch-chelsea.”
“Chelsea.” I had the impression he was rolling the taste of my name around to savor it. “I’m Rance. Don’t run, Chelsea. That’s not your pack back there.”
“Then what is it?”
He ignored my question to ask one of his own. “Do you care about the humans there? Because they’re all going to die unless we do something.” He scanned my face. “You do.”
“Don’t hurt him.” Cringing when his eyes narrowed, I realized I’d slipped. “Please don’t.”
His mouth settled over mine; need flared into being at his taste. I moaned helplessly, lost in the rush of primitive instincts while my fingers dug into his jacket and I tried pulling him closer. I’d thought the craving gone; but no, it’d only been muted by distance. There was no distance now; just he and I, and the blizzard raging around us.
Raising his head, Rance informed me, “A human can’t give you what you need, lupa.”
“He can give me love.” I was panting, straining to bring our mouths together again. Releasing his grip, Rance rolled away and sprang to his feet, leaving me sprawled and aching.
“Get up. We need to get there before they truly begin.”
“Who?” Pushing myself upright, I made it to my feet and tottered a step towards him before locking my knees.
“Vampires.” My mouth dropped open. Deciding he was crazy, I spun and began to run. I didn’t make it far before Rance tackled me, turning to take the brunt of our landing on his back.
“No one believes in us either, lupa,” he murmured in my ear. I stopped struggling, accepting the truth of those words.
Three
Lying on my stomach, I watched my breath melt the snow before my face. We were on the edge of town, having dug into a deep drift for cover. The close quarters made it impossible to ignore the craving as I studied Rance’s dimly lit profile from the corner of my eye.
I needed him with an intense hunger that scared me. I imagined it was something similar to the need a crack addict felt for her next fix.
Rance’s head turned; my eyes closed as his lips brushed against my ear and sent thrills of heat racing down my spine. “Where will they gather, when they realize they’re under siege?”
“Anywhere there’s a generator.” The power had been cut and most of the town was dark. Turning my head, I blindly sought his mouth. Rance’s quiet growl rewarded me as he accepted my kiss, a hand winding into my hair. Tugging, he forced our mouths apart.
“Later, lupa.” It was a muttered promise while he sniffed my face, his nose brushing lightly over skin. Ignoring the grip on my hair, I tried to catch his mouth again. “Concentrate. Your human friends are in danger.”
Will’s face appeared in my mind’s eye; I shoved at Rance as he released my hair. A faint, mirthless grin stretched his lips for a few seconds while we stared at each other. It faded and he began to instruct me. “We’re immune to the infection of their bite. Humans aren’t; after having been bitten or fed upon, they become vampires. Take their heads off to kill them, Chelsea.”
He paused, again giving the impression he was savoring the taste of my name. “You won’t smell them until they’re close enough to touch. They’re fast, but we’re faster.”
Studying my face, he added, “They have the advantage of numbers. This isn’t going to be easy, lupa.”
“Nothing ever is.” My response made him smile, transforming the arrogantly carved planes of his handsome face into something warmer and more accessible.
“Some things are very easy, once you accept them,” Rance spoke in a gentle voice. “Let’s move.”
We were silent, creeping through the failing snowfall and using shadows as cover. When we reached the café where lights beckoned, Rance gestured for me to gain our admittance. My tap on the glass of the door brought a gun muzzle and Will’s grim face into sight. His eyes widened in relieved disbelief; the door was unlocked and flung open.
I stumbled across the threshold, straight into his eager embrace. “Chelse! Thank God. Are you hurt?”
There was no chance to answer; Will’s gaze moved from my face to over my head, his gun coming up while he dragged me back a half step. Rance had entered. “Who the hell are you?”
Shutting the door, Rance flipped the switches to douse the lights. “It’s a bad idea to advertise where you are like that.”
“I asked a question.”
“He’s a hunter. We ran into each other.” I clung to Will, praying desperately for the love he bore me to mute the craving. Will’s gun didn’t waver.
“Seems that there’s a lot of hunter types who’ve suddenly found Derris to their liking. Tell me why I shouldn’t blow your head off right now,” he suggested. I stepped back, freeing myself from his one armed embrace.
“He’s here to help.” My knees buckled, because the move had brought me into contact with Rance. Arms slipping around my waist, the Moon Child breathed into my ear. “Concentrate, lupa.”
Eyes half-closing, I pressed my cheek to his before startling and meeting Will’s worried gaze. Rance gently shoved me back towards my lover, who asked me, “Is he…”
“Yes.”
“One of those that…”
“No. His name is Rance. Will, he says it’s vampires behind all of this.”
“It is.” Rance’s voice was calm and firm. Shivering at the sound of it, I buried my face into Will’s shoulder. “How many people live here? This can’t be all that’s left, not this early.”
“A little over two hundred.” Will holstered his pistol. “Vampires, huh?”
“We could get everyone to the school.” Sam’s gravelly voice broke the momentary silence and I peered past Will to find him sitting at the counter. A quick glance around showed me there were roughly three dozen bodies in the café.
“How many know what you are?” Rance asked, only to shrug off the question. “It doesn’t matter. They’ll all have to know, so that they don’t shoot us.”
“Know what? What the hell are you talking about? No one would shoot Chelsea.” A mountainous figure rose from a back booth. Harv still cradled his rifle.
“Your kind has named ours ‘werewolves’. It’s not what we call ourselves, but it’ll do,” Rance replied, and voices muttered in the wake of his words.
“Vampires. Werewolves. Are you on drugs, man?” Tonya asked, her youngest asleep in her lap. “There’s no such…”
“And that is what has allowed us to live invisibly among you.” He pointed a finger at her. “Disbelief.”
His restless hand smoothed my hair as Will cuddled me close. Sam’s expression turned questioning when I looked back to him while Rance continued. “There is such a thing, or things, and the one you should fear the most is lurking outside now, thirsting for your blood.”
“Chelsea?” Clinging to Will and still watching Sam, I cleared my throat.
“What he says is true. We call ourselves Moon Children. Will knows. He, Sam, and Garvey have known what I was since Matt was attacked.”
Rance’s head snapped around, dark eyes changing to orange in a flash. My shriek of fear ended when his hand closed around my throat, ripping me away from Will and slamming me into the wall. He ignored the sounds of guns being cocked while snarling in my face. “Did you kill him? If they’ve protected you…”
“She saved me.” I hadn’t realized Matt was present among them. The boy, now a teenager of fifteen, appeared at Rance’s elbow and grabbed his wrist. “Everyone tried to tell me it was just my mind playing tricks, that it was another bear. I knew it wasn’t a bear, but I didn’t know it was Chelsea. She saved me, so let her go!”
Choking as his brutal grip eased, I slid down the wall until my feet found the tile. Coughing, I watched orange darken to brown once more before Rance crowded close to embrace me. Tremors shook him while he crooned a quiet, wordless apology, and I melted into him with a hoarse sigh. The tension caused by his assault evaporated as the guns were lowered.
A sense of loss filled me when he sent me back to Will’s arms and turned to look out the window at the street. “Our duty, first and foremost, is to protect the human flock. From the moon-crazed and others who stalk them as prey. Too many of our kind have forgotten that sacred duty.”
Matt worked his way into my arms for a hug. “Thank you, Chelsea.”
“I’ve been trailing this group for months,” Rance informed us. “I’ve killed some, but they’re able to replenish their ranks quickly.”
“I don’t believe this load of fairytale bullshit,” Harv declared. The voices of others rose in quick agreement.
“It’s true.” Will’s firm declaration stilled the rumble. “We saw her that night. She killed the bear that attacked Matt.”
“Come on, Will, that’s cra…”
Rance growled; the deep, threatening sound reverberated through the air and sparked an answering one from within me. Shocked gasps informed me that my eyes had changed, and I raised my hand.
It stretched, fingers thickening and lengthening as curved claws erupted from the tips. My skull made loud crackling sounds while narrowing, ears growing to points. The rustle of fur sprouting to cover my face sounded loud in the hush.
Matt reached up, fingers steady while smoothing the wrinkles around my partially formed muzzle away, ignoring the new sharpness of my teeth. My growl faded, as did Rance’s. He studied us with intent orange eyes, taking in the way Will continued to hold me, and the lack of fear on Matt’s face.
But I knew that it was the halted transformation that held most of his attention when I met his eyes.
“You are truly a prize beyond reckoning, lupa.” He grasped my raised hand and drew me from the shelter of their arms. “No wonder you thought it was your former pack who’d come. They’ll never stop searching for you.”
“I know.” It was a resigned response; I suddenly understood what he was, or rather, wasn’t. “You’re not moon called.”
“No, I’m not,” he agreed, running fingertips over my face with a growing look of fascination. “I’ll fight them, when they come for you.”
Something in his tone made it an offer, not a statement. I looked away, towards Will, wondering if he understood what wasn’t being said. His blue eyes were darkening; I shifted back and stretched a hand towards him, resisting the urge to climb Rance’s muscular body and beg him to protect me from Malachi.
Will took my hand. Rance stepped back, dropping his own. The gesture wasn’t lost on me; he’d wait for my answer. I wondered, while stepping to Will’s side, why Rance was behaving so differently from the way Malachi and the others had.
“We need to get everyone together. Have them bring what’s needed – weapons, food and bedding. Once you’re ready to defend yourselves, Chelsea and I will begin our hunt.”
“Why Chelsea? She couldn’t find their tracks or smell them earlier,” Will objected, moving even closer to me. The Moon Child gave him a shuttered look.
“Your lives depend on her learning how to, so she will.”
He was right. I would learn.
Four
The creak of snow underfoot and the soft respiration of the Carter family filled my hearing while we cautiously crept down the street. It was decided that there would be two teams going out to bring in survivors. Rance assured us that there had already been casualties. Not many, but some, because the vampires would’ve fed after arriving.
An odd smell filled my nostrils. Grimacing, I turned, striking out blindly, and knocked a pale-skinned woman away an instant before she snatched one of the children. She hissed and appeared to blur, on her feet once more while her luminous silver eyes focused on me.
We stared at each other until I broke the hesitation with a step, my hand changing and talons slashing through her throat. Gagging, she dropped to her knees as I drew my hand back, and a second blow sent her head spinning out of sight, into the darkness under the building.
I’d never killed anything that looked human before. Stunned and shaking, I stared at the headless body as it toppled over, then flinched when a hand closed around my arm. My eyes were wide when I looked into Will’s face.
“That was fast,” he muttered, flicking a glance around to check our surroundings. “We need to get them to the school, Chelsea.”
“O-okay.” Astonished expressions filled the view when I turned towards them to say, “Stay close together.”
I suppose it was the kiss Will pressed to my temple before releasing my arm that reminded them that I was still Chelsea. Perhaps a stranger Chelsea than they were used to, yet still the one they knew. Margie Carter offered a tremulous smile of gratitude, the daughter I’d saved snug against her side.
Stretching my senses to their utmost, I circled the group while Will led the way. Ours merged with the one led by Garvey and Rance halfway to the school. The Moon Child sniffed the air, a smile flashing when he glanced in my direction. He’d smelt the rank blood on my hand. Looking away, I wished he’d never appeared.
But if he hadn’t, I’d still be running, and never known I’d left them all to die. Glancing at the front of the group, finding the back of Will’s head, I was overwhelmingly grateful that it hadn’t occurred that way.
~
“Ready?” Will surveyed our faces while we all nodded, gathered at the main doors of the school to make our third trip out into the dangerous night. A few screams and shots could be heard. He nodded back before turning to Harv and Sam. Their task was to guard the doors and watch for our return.
“Keep your eyes sharp. No one comes inside until we get back and can make sure they haven’t been bitten. I don’t care who it is.”
Both men wore grave expressions as they tightened their grips on the guns they held. The doors opened to allow us to file outside, and Rance grabbed my wrist before we started down the steps.
“Stop.” His order was a sharp whisper. Vampires seemed to shimmer into sight to block our way. Will fired once; the head of the one that stood nearest the steps exploded. More shots split the air when they rushed us, and there was frantic scrambling to regain the safety of the building.
Bodies thudded against the heavy metal doors a scant second after Sam and Harv slammed them shut. Hastily locking them, both men stepped back to stare at the faces pressed against the small squares of glass. Harv’s ‘Holy shit’ echoed down the hallway.
“We’ll have to wait for sunrise,” Rance said. “When the sun rises, they’ll need to take shelter. Now that they know where we are, they’ll guard this building to prevent us collecting any more survivors.”
Harv whirled around, his eyes wild. “People are dying out there!”
“They won’t kill everyone. If they kill us, they reduce the number of weapons and make their eventual victory a certainty.”
“He’s right.” Will’s voice was weary. “It’s not possible to save everyone. I wish it was, but it isn’t. We’ll just have to do our best to find as many as we can once the sun’s up.”
“That’s hours away, Will,” Sam pointed out.
“I know” was his simple reply. Back pressed against the wall, I slid down it to sit with my head hanging, having heard the resignation in his tone.
~
“Chelse, you need to rest.” Will squatted down as I raised my head, not certain how long I’d been sitting there. Offering a hand, he added, “Come on, sweetheart.”
Letting him draw me to my feet, I leaned against his arm while we walked down the hallway. He didn’t lead me to the gym, but to the tiny nurse’s office that faced it. Shutting the door and closing the blinds that covered the glass set in the top half, Will nodded at the padded lounge. “We can sleep here.”
Sitting on the end of it, I began to unlace my boots. He joined me, bending to do the same with his own. The small room was chilly, but didn’t have a window to the outside, so it was secure. I sighed and stretched out while Will collected a couple of blankets from the shelves lining the opposite wall. He paused after shaking them out. “I didn’t ask if you wanted me in here with you.”
“Yes, I do.” After responding, I had to ask, “Where’s Rance?”
Spreading the blankets over me, he answered, “In the gym. He was asleep the last time I saw him.”
I snuggled into his arms when he lay down beside me, eyes closing as our body heat began to fill the space under the blankets. Like this, the craving for Rance faded away to something I could ignore with a determined effort. Once this was over, I would have to decide what my next step would be.
If I was allowed to decide and Rance didn’t make a decision for me. My eyes snapped open at the thought. “Will.”
“What, Chelse?” His response was hushed, as though he were dreading what I might say next.
“I love you. I want you to know that.”
“I know,” he reassured me. “And you know that I love you.”
“Yeah.” My next words were full of fear. “Rance knows too.”
“I take it that’s not a good thing, him knowing.”
“No. I don’t know him. Don’t know what he’ll do once this is over.” Licking my lips, I tried to find a way to explain. “When I escaped Malachi and the pack, it was as though I was tearing a part of myself out.”
“Even with all they’d done to you?” Will frowned slightly, studying my face.
“Yeah. It’s, I-I can’t find the right words to tell you,” I admitted. “I hated it, hated them, but needed them.”
“Now you need Rance the same way.” It was a sure statement. After all, he’d seen the way I reacted to the other Moon Child.
“Yeah. I don’t want to need him, but that doesn’t stop it. I thought that the need would go away, if I wasn’t around them anymore. But he looks at me, and I want to…” Burying my face against him, I didn’t finish the sentence. Instead, I said, “I can’t help it. Can’t stop it.”
“Let’s worry about it when the time comes,” Will suggested before pressing his lips to my hair. “Just answer one question, Chelsea. If you have a choice, what do you want to do?”
“I want to stay with you” was my mumbled response.
Five
“You humans have created many legends about vampires.” Rance scanned the faces surrounding him the next morning, his gaze pausing on mine. His eyes dropped to my hand, which was clasped in Will’s. “Things like garlic, crosses, holy water – none of that works against them.”
“What about the sun? You said it’d be safe to go out.” Garvey looked tired when I glanced at him.
“It weakens and blinds them, but doesn’t kill them. It does injure them by burning their skin. My strong advice is to have people come out to you, instead of going into each home or building in search of them. Inside, out of direct sunlight, they’ll still retain some of their power. A single bite infects a human.” He turned away from us. “All it takes is one scratch from a tooth, and you’ll become one of them unless they kill you before you turn.”
Will stepped forward, and I moved with him. “You heard him. Let’s get going. Shout out, tell people to get their guns and such and come to the school. I want everyone inside and settled before nightfall. Make a note of any houses that you don’t get an answer from. He and Chelsea might need the information.”
“If they kept you from going back out last night, how in the hell are the two of them going to get out to do anything?” Harv asked.
“Simple. We won’t be in here when the sun sets. We’ll be out there, waiting for them.” Rance had turned back around. “We’ll kill those we can, returning here each morning to eat and rest for the next night.”
“Won’t they just leave, once there’s no one out there for them to…once they see it’s useless, and they’re just being whittled away?” Garvey looked from Rance to me, a worried expression on his face.
“They won’t leave until you’re all dead. They choose small, isolated towns for a reason: they’re easier to wipe out, to make it appear that some sort of accident occurred. Usually fire, because it burns away all the evidence. They don’t count on disbelief to keep their existence secret.”
“What’s going to stop them from attacking us here, once they realize there’s no one left outside for them to hunt?” Someone in the back asked.
“Nothing. You will have to defend yourselves. Meet every attack and repel it.” He looked around then shrugged. “This building is more defensible than most of the others. As long as you stay alert, you should be safe here.”
They should be, but I wouldn’t be. Not outside - not alone with him. I tightened my grip on Will’s hand and he looked at me with unhappy eyes.
With everyone but women who had children to tend to out tramping up and down the street, shouting until our voices were hoarse, it didn’t take long to gather everyone, all of them eager to leave their hiding places.
Will gave quick, decisive orders, seeking to make the school more easily defensible. The classrooms were determined to be a weak point, with each having a half wall of windows. Those were boarded up and their doors barricaded from inside the hallway. There were four ways into the school: the front and back doors, which lay at each end of the single hallway; the door in the cafeteria that supplies were delivered through, and the door in the gym that led out to the football field and playground.
Those that could be chained shut, were. The cafeteria’s windows were covered with sheets of plywood and bookcases from the library were dragged in to provide added security. By early afternoon, a mountain of supplies was cached away and the school as secure as possible. Only the hallway, gym, locker rooms, and cafeteria were to in use. The tiny nurse’s office Will had claimed as his own.
Satisfied people were settling in and didn’t require his supervision or assurances for the moment, he ushered me into it. “If you’re going to be out there all night, you need to try and get some sleep, Chelsea.”
I’d seen Rance crawl under the bleachers about an hour before, dragging a sleeping bag with him. Apparently, the noise of more than a hundred people milling around didn’t bother him, because he hadn’t reappeared. For a fleeting moment, I wanted to join him, but looking at Will’s face when he turned from shutting the door made the idea fade away.
Come nightfall, depending on what happened while we were out there, Rance might decide to make good on his promise of the night before. Guilty anticipation filled me and I bent quickly to remove my boots, not wanting to meet Will’s gaze.
“Chelsea.” He hadn’t moved from the door. “We need to talk for a minute.”
“I know.” I forced myself to sit up, but couldn’t manage to look at him. “If he…”
“Look, let me try and make this easy. If,” he hesitated. “If something happens between you and Rance, I know it doesn’t have anything to do with you and me, with how we feel about each other.”
“No, it doesn’t. It’s not about choice, it’s something else.” Did he really understand? I finally looked up, searching his face for an answer.
“Yeah. You’ve shared your past with me, so I do kind of understand how different some things are for you.” Will pushed away from the door, coming to kneel before me while taking my hands. He licked his lips, meeting my eyes. “I’m not going to stop loving you if something does happen, okay? You said last night, if you had the choice, you would stay with me.”
“I meant it,” I said quickly, worried he that didn’t believe it.
“I know you do. I guess what I’m saying is, if something does happen between the two of you, don’t let it affect what we have. But right now, well,” Will shrugged, a faint smile appearing, “We’re kind of in a crisis situation. Do what you need to, sweetheart. Once this is over, we’ll figure out how to handle things, okay?”
“Okay.” I leaned forward, wrapping my arms around his neck, relief flowing heavily. The kiss we shared turned heated within seconds. Will gave me a questioning look before rising to lock the door after my nodded response. Turning back, he wore a sheepish expression while beginning to unbutton his shirt.
“I was actually serious about you getting some rest.”
“I’ll sleep,” I promised, reaching for him. “After.”
Six
A light tapping noise woke both of us; Will’s sleepy “What?” was answered by Rance’s deep voice. “Sunset’s an hour away. We need to leave, lupa.”
I bolted upright, clutching the blanket to my chest while staring at the door. My voice sounded breathless. “I’ll be out in a minute.”
He didn’t say anything else, just moved away from the door. Listening to his footsteps recede down the hallway, I flinched when Will stroked a hand down my back. He sat up, kissing my shoulder before swinging his legs out from under the blanket. “At least we have a sink. Care for a bath?”
Somewhat clean and once again dressed, I followed Will out of the tiny room and glanced towards the front doors. Rance was waiting, arms crossed, his eyes focused on the tile floor as he leaned against the wall. I wondered nervously what he was thinking about while Will settled an arm around my shoulders and we began walking down the hallway.
The Moon Child glanced up, his expression was thoughtful as he studied my face. He said nothing, just straightened and dropped his arms when we reached the doors. Will hugged me, whispering, “Please be careful.”
“I will be,” I promised.
“We won’t return until the sun is completely up,” Rance informed him. “And we won’t try to gain entrance during the night at all. No matter what happens. Be wary of tricks, Sheriff.”
“What if you’re both hurt? Are we supposed to leave you out there?”
“Yes. We won’t be hurt. We’ll either live, or we’ll die. They won’t leave us wounded. If they did, it would only be to use as bait, to draw you out so they can attack in force,” Rance pushed the door open, pausing halfway out to glance over his shoulder at me. “Let’s go, lupa.”
Giving my lover a final look, I followed Rance outside. The doors shut behind us and the locks clicked. I resisted the urge to look back, knowing that I’d see Will and Sam both watching. I’ll see them in the morning.
“Your pack,” Rance said, leading the way towards the street. “I assume it wasn’t a pleasant situation, if you chose to leave them.”
“I was a prisoner.”
“Prisoner? Or protected?” He gave a sideways glance I couldn’t decipher. “You’re a double rarity, lupa.”
“I can’t help what I am, but that didn’t give them the right to steal me away. To take me from my parents and my life.” The old bitterness rose as I spoke. “I was sixteen.”
Rance shrugged. “Sooner or later, you would’ve left on your own. Once you experienced the first change, you’d have known you couldn’t stay.”
“I guess it’s just fine by you that they raped me too, huh?” I stopped walking, wrapping both arms around myself. He turned around to look at me, one black eyebrow rising.
“Raped you? Impossible. Once you were with them, you’d have wanted them the same way they wanted you. It’s the way of our kind.”
“I was sixteen,” I protested. “A girl. They could’ve waited until I was older, no matter what their instincts insisted.”
Lips pursed, he studied my face before taking a quick step to close the distance between us. A chaste kiss illustrated his unspoken thoughts about the matter. I was panting and trying to pull his head back down when he lifted his lips from mine to ask, “Could they have?”
Refusing to answer, I forced myself to pull away, trying to concentrate on slowing the racing of my heart. Rance began walking again; after a second or two, I followed.
~
“Two or three, we attack. Larger groups, we avoid for now,” he whispered while we were crouched under the post office. “If we attract more attention than we can handle, run for the edge of town. They won’t follow us very far out into the snowfields, lupa.”
Nodding, eyes closed, I fought the urge to turn my head by trying to recall every touch that had passed between Will and me only a few hours earlier. Rance continued speaking, his voice a low mutter. “Learn to listen to the air. They aren’t silent, nothing is. You’ll hear the air parting before them when they move.”
“The wind’s blowing.”
“It will sound differently. Pay attention to it. Don’t depend on your nose to tell you that one is near.” He was ready when I lost the silent battle raging inside, his mouth catching mine as my head turned. Pushing me over to my back and crawling on top, Rance feasted on my mouth without any of the restraint he’d shown before.
I forgot everything for a few moments. All I was aware of was him and the craving that demanded to be sated. I wanted to rub against him, feel him grow hard with wanting, but his greater height and the fact his weight held me firmly pinned to the ground prevented that. Frustrated in that effort, I sent my hands down his sides. He captured them and broke the kiss.
This time he was panting as well, his eyes orange as he gazed at me. “It’s not safe to continue this right now. Concentrate, lupa. We’ve work to do.”
“You resist your instincts. Why the hell couldn’t they?”
He grinned, sliding off me. “I’m not moon-called, but I’m not resisting my instincts either, Chelsea. I’m just negotiating with them. The fact that there are vampires around who would like nothing better than to force me to watch as they tear you apart helps cool other needs. They know how rare female Moon Children are.”
Shuddering, I rolled over and followed him out from under the building.
Seven
Rance struck so quickly, neither vampire had complete their turns. The first one’s head thudded into the side of the gas station as I lunged for the second, my claws scything through the vertebra of his neck. His head flopped forward, noxious smelling blood oozing from his neck as I cringed back.
Turning, Rance shook his head before slapping the hanging head and sending it flying across the street. “Completely, lupa. Not half way.”
The two headless bodies dropped as I looked away in embarrassment. He’d killed three already, and midnight hadn’t even arrived. Even though I knew they weren’t human, the vampires looked it and I was having a difficult time forcing myself to attack them. I hadn’t hesitated the night before, but then there’d been true humans to protect.
I turned back while Rance closed the distance between us, his head lowering to allow him to sniff my hair. “You’ve never hunted or killed anything but food before, have you?”
“No.” After a second, I looked up. “I didn’t even do that until I escaped. They didn’t teach me to hunt. I had to learn how to on my own.”
“You learned well enough to survive. They aren’t human, lupa. They view humans the same way we do rabbits or deer. As food.” Stepping back, Rance looked around. “Let’s move closer to the school.”
“I thought you said they’d…”
“We won’t get that close tonight. Just closer. You need the practice, lupa.” Holding out his hand, he waited patiently until I took it. We walked silently for a block before he froze in mid-step. I heard something; my gaze followed his when he tilted his head back to survey the rooftop above us. Slowly lowering it, he tightened his hold on my hand.
A second later, Rance exploded into motion, dragging me two steps before I found my stride and was running alongside him. We cut between the buildings opposite, heading for the snowy expanse beyond as an unearthly shriek split the quiet night. Risking a glance over my shoulder, what I saw was enough to make me stumble.
“Stop looking back and just run!” Rance snarled, yanking on my hand. Gulping in a lungful of air, I obeyed. I had no idea how many of them there were, their silver eyes reflecting the moonlight as they poured through the opening behind us.
We ran for what seemed to be hours, the horde of vampires shrieking at our backs. The sound gradually died away. Rance slowed, looking back, and then he stopped, swinging me around and into his arms. Holding me close, he sniffed the air while scanning the darkness. I yelped when he flung me to the ground.
The vampire hissed, spraying saliva as the Moon Child caught him with both hands. It struck like a snake, trying to sink its fangs into him. Scrambling upright, I grabbed its head from behind. A quick twist snapped the creature’s neck. Rance pulled down as I pulled up, and its head ripped loose.
Horrified, I squeaked and hurriedly flung the dismembered head away, shudders racking me. Rance dropped the body, gaze raking the night as he turned in a slow circle.
“They’ve turned back. This one,” he looked down and nudged the body with the toe of one boot. “Was a little more stubborn than the rest.”
“I think I noticed that.” Bending down, I scrubbed my bloody hands with snow. “Why does it smell so horrible?”
“I don’t know. Maybe it’s the infection or some natural decomposition process.” Crouching down beside me, he mimicked my efforts and cleansed his hands. “The worse they smell, the older the vampire.”
Shivering, I stood up and wiped my hands on my parka while looking towards town. The few lights still working seemed extremely far away; very faintly, the crack of a shot fired sounded. I tensed, straining to hear more. Were they attacking the school?
I took three steps before Rance’s hand closed around my upper arm to bring me to a halt. Pulling me back, he wrapped his arms around me and murmured, “Someone just learned their mistake in staying put.”
“Why would they do that? We were…”
“Whoever it was probably thought the vampires would concentrate on the group.” His shoulders twitched. “Poor fool.”
A dusting of snowflakes blew around us and I looked up at the sky, noticing the stars were rapidly disappearing. “Oh, no.”
“What?”
“There’s going to be a white out. We have to get back to town and take shelter.”
“I doubt there’s any safe shelter to be found in town.” Rance tightened his embrace. “How long will it last?”
“As long as it does,” I replied. “My cabin’s not in town. It’s just past the eastern edge a ways.”
Rance nodded after a minute. “Lead the way, lupa.”
~
I couldn’t hear anything but the howling wind. Only the grip we had on each other’s hand assured me I wasn’t alone while we trudged through blinding snow. I tripped over something buried and an arm caught me around the waist. Dangling from it, I peered down at the ground.
A gust briefly cleared the obstruction, and I almost sobbed in relief at seeing the familiar concrete border that lined the path to my cabin. Shouting and waving my arm in the right direction put Rance back into motion. He didn’t set me down until he’d found the steps to my front porch.
Once we’d climbed up them, he warned me silently to stay put while he went inside to check things out. Shaking, I waited for several minutes before he reappeared and pulled me into the relative warmth of the interior. While he shut and locked the door, I hurried across the room to start the fire I’d left waiting two days before.
Once it was burning merrily, I detoured to the bathroom and found that the pipes had yet to freeze. Blessing the gas water heater, I stripped and stepped under the spray with a sigh to begin thawing out my frozen body. I made it a quick shower, knowing Rance would probably appreciate having enough hot water to take one of his own.
Finished, I exited the bathroom to find he’d made coffee and heated up several cans of stew, which I fell upon ravenously while he took up residence in the bathroom. By the time he returned, I was pleasantly full and could feel my fingers and toes once more. After dishing him up a bowl of stew and a mug of coffee, I retired to the fireplace, piling more wood on it before sitting down to soak up all the heat possible.
“I’m surprised, lupa.”
“By what?” I refused to look at him. He wore only his jeans and I’d already spent too much time admiring his broad chest and shoulders.
“I thought you lived with the sheriff. But he hasn’t stayed here often.”
“Will lives in the middle of town.” I cast a quick glance to find Rance staring. “I usually stay at his place.”
“Was it before or after he learned what you were that you became lovers?”
“After, but he was interested before.” It seemed to be important to make that point, for some reason I couldn’t clearly comprehend. Dropping his spoon into the empty bowl, Rance rose from his seat at the table and padded towards me. Sinking to his knees before my perch, he smiled.
“We’re safe now, lupa.”
“Promise me you won’t hurt Will.” I was already sliding off the hearth and reaching for him.
“Can he keep you from me?”
I told the truth in a whisper, hands gliding over his warm skin. “No.”
“Then he has nothing to fear from me.” Rance cupped my face in his hands, tilting my head back until our eyes met. “Nor do you, Chelsea.”
I was certain it was a lie as his lips found mine. But after a few seconds, it didn’t matter because the only truth needed was the craving of my body for his. Hands sliding from my face, he found the belt of my robe and untied it. Rance pushed the material off my shoulders and down, mouth still locked to mine.
My fingers fumbled at his jeans, touching hot skin and the line of hair rising from them. He licked my lips, muscles shying from my touch, before pulling slightly away. His voice was a hoarse whisper. “You’re the first female Moon Child I’ve ever seen, lupa.”
Questions filled my mind, fear rising in their wake. Rance moved further away, eyes flashing to orange while his hands dropped from my shoulders to begin exploring. The craving grew even stronger, washing away coherent thought, as his hands stroked over my skin.
I found the button of his jeans, worked it loose; he twisted and stretched out on the rug. A few seconds later, I’d freed his erection and bent to lick the salty moisture seeping from its tip. With a growl, Rance pulled me down, until I was sprawled on my back.
He paused, on all fours above me, naked hunger on his face. Eyes slid down my body, and then he lowered his head, mouth burning skin. Torture followed, my wordless pleas ignored by the Moon Child. At least until he’d touched and tasted every inch between my mouth and knees.
Only then did fit himself between my eagerly spread thighs and slide deep within me. Hands braced, he stared down, perfectly still. Gazing back, I shivered at his dark expression, unable to discern its meaning. Rance moved slightly, hips flexing in a single, short thrust.
My hands rose to tentatively touch his sides, and with a groan, he lowered himself, arms sliding around me. It had been so long since I’d had a male of my kind that only a few steady thrusts brought me. Crying out, I heard his rumbled response.
There was no pause; Rance continued the steady pace, sliding slowly back and pushing deep. He shook, fingers curled over my shoulders and eyes never leaving mine. What seemed an eternity later, his teeth showed in a strained grimace as he came, after several times of my quaking around him.
Head tilting back, throat stretched tight like an offering, Rance howled in victorious satisfaction while I shuddered beneath him.
Eight
The craving was silent as I lay on my stomach, staring into the fire. Rance’s fingertips were lazily tracing down my spine. I wanted to feel guilty, but there wasn’t any guilt to be found upon searching my soul. It was the way things were: I needed the Moon Child lying beside me, and he needed me as well.
I’d been stunned when Rance whispered that I was the first female of our kind he’d ever seen. Stunned, and terribly afraid.
Malachi had taken me less than twenty minutes after he and Caleb had snatched me off the street while I walked home from school. He’d done so in the back of the van they’d used for the kidnapping. Before the craving had fully awoken and settled deep to become a permanent part of me.
Caleb had been next, Malachi taking the drivers’ seat while he crawled back and onto me. I’d still been dazed from the first assault, blood dripping and numb tears falling from my eyes. They’d said later it had been like that because they couldn’t resist the need to claim me, but there had been other times when they’d been just as vicious.
I’d expected Rance to behave as they had, or worse. Had expected all of the restraint he’d been showing to shatter into nothingness, and for him to turn brutal and demanding. Yet he hadn’t, despite the fact he’d been shaking with eager need. He’d been careful not to hurt me; had in fact been what I could only call gently tender, his orange eyes glowing with what seemed to be wonder.
Turning my head, I rested my other cheek on my folded arms in order to look at him. “That wasn’t what I expected.”
His hand flattened across my lower back. Firelight made his brown eyes gleam as he gazed at my face. “Are you saying you’re disappointed?”
“No, just…surprised,” I admitted.
“In a good way?” He blinked, and I watched in amazement as uncertainty spread across his face.
“Yeah.”
Rance smiled, but it wasn’t smug or prideful. More as though he was shyly pleased. “I’m glad to hear you say that, lupa.”
Some perverse impulse caused me to blurt out, “I love Will.”
His smile faded. “I told you I wouldn’t harm him.”
“You’ll take me away from him.”
“You need me.”
“I do,” I agreed, knowing it was the truth. We stared at each other for several minutes, the crackling of the fire and the wind raging outside the only sounds.
“When they come, I’ll fight them,” Rance softly promised. “I won’t let them take you.”
“There’s five of them.” I searched in vain for some sign of worry.
“I won’t let them take you,” he repeated, and those were the last words spoken by either of us for a while as I rolled to my side, reaching for him again.
~
“Lupa.” Rance’s lips were pressed to the sensitive skin behind my left ear, the word more a sensation than a sound. Eyes slowly opening, I viewed the firelight’s flickering painting of orange and gold among the shadows of the ceiling. He moved, rising up enough for me to see his profile. “The wind is slowing.”
“It’s almost dawn.” For as long as I could remember, I always knew how close either night or day was. All I had to do was think about it.
“Yes.” Rance looked down as he shifted a bit, and a slow smile grew across his face. The warmth of it seemed to wash over me my hand rising to trace the lean curve of his cheek. Leaning, he gently nipped my bottom lip before soothing the spot with a quick lick of the tip of his tongue. “We need to get up.”
We rose from the tangled nest of bedclothes that he’d dragged before the fireplace at some point. Washing up, I studied my face in the bathroom mirror and found that the haunted look which had shadowed my eyes for years had eased to almost nothing.
Will, with his honesty and love, had worn it partially away. He’d given me reasons to smile again, to hope that my life was finally my own to live as I wished. The security he’d presented hadn’t been physical, as I knew he had no hope of surviving a confrontation with Malachi and the others if they ever appeared.
No, he’d given me something infinitely more precious – emotional security. He’d accepted me as I was, for who and what I was. He had never pushed me to reveal anything I wasn’t ready to and had held me when I cried when speaking of the past.
Will said that I wasn’t weak. He thought I was much stronger than I gave myself credit for being. ‘You got away’ he’d told me. ‘If you weren’t strong, you’d still be back there, Chelse’.
Rance looked up from lacing his boots when I left the bathroom, and I paused to let his beauty sink into me. On a smaller man, his heavy musculature would’ve looked grossly unfinished. His thick bones bore the well-defined slabs of muscle gracefully. He was wide shouldered and broad of chest, his waist a narrowing path that led to lean hips and long, powerful legs.
Drawn by my gaze, Rance stood and walked towards me, gaze holding mine as he approached. Malachi would’ve roughly cupped my sex in a silent claim of ‘mine’. This Moon Child rested his long fingers lightly on the curve of my shoulders and waited for me to look up at him.
Ever so slowly, Rance lowered his head to brush his lips across mine. His eyes closed as he trailed the tip of his nose along the skin of one cheek in a barely felt caress while breathing me in.
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