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  Chapter 1


The only thing keeping me from falling asleep was how dang hot it was. I’d parked under a tree with the windows down, which kept me from literally roasting in my car or getting a weird one-armed tan from sitting in the light, but there was no escaping a summer in Georgia.  
I tried to blow my bangs out of my face, but the sweaty golden strands were stuck to me. Gross. Of all the crap I had in my car, a hair tie was nowhere to be found. They were one of those things you knew you had, but they seemed to fall into a void between realms whenever you went looking for one. 
Stakeouts were not my thing. I was impatient in general and not covert. Two hours ago, a wasp had flown into my car, and I’d jumped out screaming. Stinging, flying bugs weren’t my thing either. 
My cover was blown if anyone in the bar had been paying attention. And my reputation as a badass, vampire-killing witch was toast.
The narrow, dilapidated door I had my eye on opened. You wouldn’t think there was a vampire bar hidden here. The magic cloaking it made it look like the entrance to an abandoned space in the building. Out of place among the cheery doorways to the other shops and restaurants. 
The vampire I wanted to kill stepped out into the open, slipping his sunglasses over what I knew to be bewitching blue eyes. Alaric. He wasn’t sensitive enough to sunlight to be stuck inside. 
I’d always assumed the ability to tolerate the sun had something to do with power, and that probably did help, but it seemed to be an individual thing. Like whether or not a human burned or tanned. Except more painful and immediate.
I’d been parked outside The Devil’s Trap for the whole night. Ever since I’d done a spell for my best friend Pagan to reassemble a burned-up letter. It was supposed to incriminate the best friend of King Octavian for treason. The vampire king.
I’d helped vampires. Go figure. Mom would be so proud. Or homicidal.
The blond vampire slipped into the alley next to the bar. He was built like a Viking. Tall, broad. Possibly used to swinging swords longer than I was tall. I didn’t know his history. Maybe he had been a Viking. No matter what he’d been, he wouldn’t be an easy opponent to kill.
I slid out of the car and into the sweaty weather to stalk him. He’d be hot if he weren’t an evil, walking corpse. 
Do you even believe that anymore?
I growled. Now wasn’t the time to be having a crisis of faith. I’d been raised to believe that vampires were demons with no soul walking the Earth, and I would keep believing it.
Pagan still seemed alright. She’d become a vampire recently, and instead of killing her, I’d helped her and the one that had turned her. Nyx. A vampire so lethal and old that witches didn’t dare hunt him. Pagan had dared, and look how that had ended. 
I was kicking myself for helping them. I killed vampires. I didn’t help them with pet projects. 
Pagan was a threat to me and every hunter she’d known as a human. Her loyalties were no longer with us. But I’d been told that helping them would keep people alive, so I’d let myself be convinced.
Pagan had tried to feed on me, so clearly, everything wasn’t alright. Only Nyx’s quick action had kept her from draining me dry.
You could have killed her, but you chose not to. You still see her as your best friend. Hell, the ancient bastard that turned her didn’t seem half bad himself. 
Ugh! No matter what I believed, the vampire I was stalking knew my sister, and I intended to put a stop to whatever was going on between them. 
Grace had sworn it was nothing, but she couldn’t know him. It would get her killed. Either he would kill her at some point, or our mother would.
I hastily cast a cloaking spell over myself before I stepped into the alley. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do if he didn’t know he was being hunted.
“How long are you going to stalk me, witch? Am I supposed to be the monster in this story? Because you’re creepy.”
I stood, stupid, in the mouth of the alley. Crap. So much for the element of surprise. How had he spotted me? Usually, vampires I hunted didn’t know someone was tracking them until it was too late—a testament to my skill and, if I’m being honest, their arrogance. I pressed myself against a wall before I crouched and crept behind the dumpster. Gross. That smell would linger. 
“Unless you want to be lunch, I suggest you get back in your car and drive away.”
A chilly blast of wind swept through the space. Could that be his magic? Sometimes, the bloodsuckers were impressive. And the wind carried a dark, foreboding sense that made me want to turn tail. I probably would have if I’d been human and not a witch.
“You can’t hide from me. I can feel you…taste you. The reek of garbage doesn’t hide your scent from me. I also spotted you across the street earlier. That fight with the bee was funny. When I tell everyone I know, I don’t think you’ll ever live it down.” 
I resisted the urge to growl at him and give away my location. His voice had been closer. Coming toward me. Shit. 
I drew my knife, and he chuckled at the small sound of metal clearing a sheath. “Most hunters would realize they’ve been beaten and back off.”
“Would you ever let them back off?”
He was silent for a bit. “I’ll make an exception for you, Kori. My brother is ridiculously in love with your sister, and I think slaughtering her family would create more problems than it would fix.”
His brother? In love? I scowled. I’d been aware that Gracie knew Alaric. She’d been shocked to see him at Nyx’s bar before we’d done the spell, and that little secret had slipped out. But she was dating his brother? This was worse than I thought. Gracie, what were you thinking? 
I didn’t consider his offer to walk away. There was no way. They knew my sister. They were a threat to her in so many ways. Now I had to kill him and this mysterious brother. Who would be pissed and know I’m coming for him. And if they were in love (ugh, I threw up in my mouth a little), I might even get push-back from her. She’d made a mess. 
But she’d never been cut out for vampire hunting. She was well-trained and could do the job, but she was also too soft. Too sweet and forgiving. It was only her unfortunate bloodline that forced her to be a hunter. This just highlighted the fact that I needed to convince her to quit before it was too late. 
It had been in the back of my mind for months now, but it was hard to lose the partner who always had your back. The other witches in the coven were cutthroat. There was no loyalty there. If your ass was in trouble, you had to dig yourself out. There was no such thing as backup. 
Taking on this big, blond son of a bitch without being able to surprise him hadn’t been my plan. Oh well, coming out guns blazing might shock him. I stepped around the dumpster and faced him.
He smirked and slid his gaze down my body. I almost felt it like a lover’s caress as he took in my wrinkled clothes, and his grin widened. “We’re still going to do this? I’d hate to kill such a pretty witch. Even a night in the car didn’t damage your looks.”
Did this monster think he could charm me? Not a chance. “Well, if you’d like to stand still while I put this knife in your heart and behead you, it would save me some time.”
He tipped back his head and chuckled. The sound would have been sexy if not for the mocking edge to it. “Yeah, not going to happen. I’d prefer if you came over here, tilted your head to the side, and let me take a bit of blood. Promise it won’t hurt.”
His power beat against my skull, and I ground my teeth together. If I’d been human, I probably would have walked straight to him and done as he asked. As it was, it was almost an insult for him to try to influence me.
“I’m a witch, ass. You can’t use your powers on me.”
He scowled. “Always good to give it a try. Who knows, you could have been weak, but like I said, I haven’t fed in a while. My magic isn’t up to scratch.”
He pulled a knife from the sheath at his waist. He was so fast I almost didn’t see the movement. He was trying to intimidate me. He didn’t need that kind of speed at this time of the fight, but I’d seen it all. I knew how fast and strong they were. My magic gave me a leg up in a fight, but I’d had my ass kicked before. 
He sighed and tossed the knife end over end before catching the handle again. “Are you sure you want to do this? I like to play with my food a little, but I’d hate to hurt you.”
It was my turn to laugh. Granted, the situation wasn’t ideal, but I’d been born to kill his kind. 
My heart throbbed, and I rubbed my chest with my free hand. What was that? I was in perfect condition. There was no reason for this tightness in my ribs or my stomach to feel queasy. A stab of pain shot through my gut, almost like I’d been kicked, and I doubled over. Something was wrong.
His gaze sharpened with interest. He arched an eyebrow. “Problems?”
I glared at him. Was he somehow doing this to me? I built up my psychic walls, and the feeling abated a little. Either way, it was time to push through the pain.
I rushed him, aiming my knife for his throat. He blocked hard, and I lost my footing, stumbling into the wall. Thunder cracked, and the sky opened up, dumping a deluge of water on us both. 
A flash of lightning illuminated his puzzled stare. “What the hell is wrong with you, hunter? As cocky as you are, I wouldn’t think you were this inept.”
I rammed my foot toward his knee, but he sidestepped easily.
“Slow, too?”
He was right. Something was wrong with me. Paralyzing weakness swept through me. I wasn’t even sure I could keep my feet without the wall’s help.
In a blur of motion, he was there. The back of his hand connected with my face, and I tumbled to the ground. I wasn’t sure if the dizziness and inability to breathe were from his blow or whatever was happening to me. I’d dropped my knife when he’d hit me. Whatever was wrong with me was about to get me killed. 






  
  Chapter 2


The vampire’s boots entered my line of vision, and I glanced up at him. I couldn’t move. He crouched next to me before tangling his hand in my hair, yanking my head up.  
“You’re fortunate I’m not the monster you think I am. I could rip your throat out, Kori, and believe me, a few days ago, I would have.” He released my hair, and my head hit the pavement. I had no strength to hold it up. “Stay away from me. Stay away from my family; we’ll do the same with you and yours. We don’t cause much trouble. It’s why we’ve lived undetected in this territory. That and we’re damned powerful. Best not to fuck with us.”
He was gone in an instant, leaving me shaking on the ground. I lay on the gritty pavement, rain steadily soaking my clothes, and considered my options. He was right. No one in his family had been linked to deaths in the area, or we would have been alerted to it. 
Didn’t mean they were innocent. Bet if I did my research, he’d have a long list of victims, as would his brother. His aura was enough to tell me he killed. Maybe not every victim, but he’d killed. And just because they weren’t leaving bodies in the streets didn’t mean they weren’t hidden in a basement somewhere.
I’d need to find a way to get the upper hand and kill him. He couldn’t live.
I curled into the fetal position. Each breath caused a ripping pain in my chest. I didn’t have time to consider the fact that I was damned lucky he’d left me alive. I was still worried I would die anyway.
My magic alerted me to the problem, and what I found there made me heave. 
My sister was in trouble. She was dying. The knowledge sank like a stone in my gut. I needed to get to her. 
A witch could sense people they had a deep emotional bond with. Humans had a bit of it, too. That gut instinct that told you a missing family member was alive or that someone you loved was in danger. It was the psychic imprint they left when you loved them that hard. You could feel it across any distance. Some humans were more sensitive to it than others, and witches were more in tune with that sense. Magic made it far more accurate.
I gathered my strength and shoved myself to my feet. Using the wall as support, I made my way down the alley. My hotel wasn’t too far away. I needed to pack weapons and get moving. 
I felt her power reach out over the distance, and I knew I’d never make it in time. She was fading too fast, broken and battered. I poured as much power down my end of the bond as I could spare, but I’d have to cut her off before I could drive. Or before she took me down with her. 
I shoved the last of my magic down the bond, and my vision went white. I vaguely felt a sharp pain as my knees hit the pavement, but it was nothing compared to the sawing agony in my chest. “Hold on, Grace.”
I cut off the flow of energy. I’d done all I could. The weight in my chest vanished, and my headache subsided to a dull roar. I was still unsteady as I pulled myself to my feet. However, the dark pit in my stomach expanded. I didn’t even know where she was. If I could have left the bond open, I would have been able to find her, but without it, I was back in the dark.
I made it to my car and grabbed my phone. I wiped at the warmth that had spilled to my lips, and my hand came away with bright red blood.
“Please, let this be a dream. A fucking brain hemorrhage. Anything!” It was a reoccurring nightmare of mine. I dialed my sister’s number. “Gracie, damn it, pick up your phone. Please, baby sister, pick up.”
It went to voicemail, and I sank onto the sidewalk, resting my head on my knees. This wasn’t a dream. I reigned in the need to throw the damned phone down the street and dialed again. She wouldn’t pick up, but maybe someone would find her in time if her phone kept ringing.
I got into my car and drove to the inn I was staying at in a daze. I’d gotten a room near here in case the spell I worked for Pagan had taken so much out of me I couldn’t drive back to my friend Astrid’s house. My sister had felt the need to avoid my questions and took off after the spell. I’d stayed behind to hunt Alaric. Not that she knew that part.
What the hell happened in the few short hours I’d been away from her? I got to the hotel and started packing up my things. As I worked, I took out my phone and braced to dial the number I always hated calling.
I took a deep breath and tried to center myself. There was always a chance what I felt was incorrect. Magic could be tricky business. And psychology could be tricky business. I’d seen a lot of fucked up shit lately. Investigating those child murders in Atlanta had left a mark, and killing the vampire who committed them hadn’t erased it. 
Now that I had some distance on the feeling, I could almost convince myself it had been one hell of a panic attack. “Maybe you’re having a mental breakdown. This call is just going to interrupt whatever your mother is doing, and she’ll be pissed.”
“McCormic.” My mother’s voice was sharp and cold over the line—nothing unusual about that. Maybe everything was fine. Our line of witches hunted vampires exclusively and attempted to deaden our emotions. Many people said my mother was the perfect hunter, but they were wrong. She felt, even if the only emotion she was capable of was anger—constant, white-hot rage.
“Hello, mother. This is Kori. Where is Grace?”
“She’s been damned.” Her chilly voice didn’t change as she said it, but I knew she wanted to do violence.
I froze. I had thought Grace was dead. Being a vampire was worse. I couldn’t have heard it right. “What?”
“She’s damned. She’s been turned into a vampire and hasn’t killed herself. She’s evil.”
I shook my head even though she couldn’t see the gesture. “How do you know that? I felt her in intense pain, near death. I didn’t feel her become a vampire. How do you know she was turned?”
“I caught her with a vampire. I knew when I disowned her for not killing him, she would go running to him. I’ve watched them fight, and his love for her is stomach-churning. A pitifully twisted demon refusing to kill his mortal enemy. I’d hoped she’d do the right thing in the end. You must have cut yourself off from her if you didn’t feel her turn. What’s wrong? Can’t you sense her death without being worried you’ll be sucked under too?”
Another dig at me for being overly emotional. I should be able to witness my sister’s death dispassionately and not be so tied up that I died with her. I scowled at the phone. I was surprised my mother had enough feelings left to sense anyone. Though Grace was the favorite. If there was any soft emotion left in my mother, it would be for Grace. But she still had enough control not to die with her. 
Bile rose in my throat. I swallowed hard and composed myself. Either way, the sister I knew was dead. Just because her body walked the Earth didn’t mean her soul was in it. Liam and the rest of his family would pay for this. Alaric said he’d leave us alone if we left him alone, and it hadn’t taken long for that pact to break. Hell, before he uttered the words, they’d been made into lies. A vampire’s word couldn’t be trusted. Subject to the whims of their inner monster.
“I’m coming home.”
“I was going to tell you to. She must be dealt with before she becomes a black mark against this family. With a fallen daughter, what will the rest of the coven think of this family? Even vampires will cease to think we’re a threat. We can’t have one of them associated with us. We would never be trusted to execute them. You would never get one of your ‘jobs’ again.”
My coven had a problem with me hunting vampires for money. They did the job because witches were meant to. We were the protectors of the humans. Keeping the balance between good and evil. Blah, blah, blah. Personally, I felt I had a specialty, and I should be paid for providing the service. Greedy of me, but at least I could pay the bills. And it never meant I refused to deal with a bloodsucker if I happened across one or if a savvy cop called for some assistance, like the case in Atlanta. 
“As the eldest of the new generation, you’re expected to handle something like this, Kori.” I swallowed again, hoping I’d keep down lunch. I wasn’t sure I was ready, even with all I'd been taught.
She continued while I struggled with the facts. “But if you don’t have the stomach for it, I’ll be forced to. You’ll never be Matriarch of the line if you allow the task to fall to me, but I don’t believe you have the power to lead the witches when I’m gone anyway.”
Annoyance sparked in my chest. Like I gave a damn about the coven right now? I narrowed my eyes at the phone. Sometimes, I wanted to strangle her. I didn’t want to be the Matriarch. I’d taken off to get away from duty, honor, and the responsibilities that had been pressed upon me from birth. But I also didn’t want the position torn away from me. Things inside the coven needed to change. If I became Matriarch, I would have the power to force changes.
“I know what I’m supposed to do, Mother. I know that it’s not my sister in that body. Figure out her location, and I’ll take care of it.” Even if it killed a piece of me. My sister's soul couldn't move on as long as that demon inhabited her body.
“As far as I know, she’ll be at their house. I suspect the three of them will take her out of town as soon as she can be moved. You’ll have to be quick.”
“Three?” It finally clicked where I’d heard Alaric’s name before. “Like of the three brothers that decimated Europe in the Middle Ages? Murdered great-grandmother Sarah, among others?” Alaric, Jasper, and Liam.
It was old family lore. I’d forgotten much of the history, but if it was right, then Alaric’s family and mine went way back. He might not even remember. But once upon a time, he had killed a witch. An ancestor of mine. After that, her relatives and descendants decided all vampires needed to die. 
“Yes. If they’d been smart, they would have murdered her children. Celebrate their stupidity and make the kill in the name of our ancestors. Don’t fail me, Daughter.” She hung up.
“Well, what a wealth of information you were.” But she’d told me all I needed to know. I could find out where the infamous band of brothers lived from my sources.
They were old, but not the oldest vampires walking the Earth. Still, they’d be the oldest I’d ever faced. Seven hundred years or more, and they were damned skilled. The rumors about them were ridiculous, claiming they had a body count that rivaled the Black Death.
It would be hard to kill her if they protected her. She was the priority. Like Pagan, she’d become a threat to any hunter she’d known, as well as innocent people.
My eyes burned, but I refused to let myself cry. 
You didn’t kill Pagan. You don’t have to take down your sister.
I gritted my teeth and got in the shower. I was cold and wet, and my face was covered in blood from my nosebleed. I needed to firm up my resolve, or I’d never get this done. I hadn’t killed Pagan because Nyx would have crushed me. He was thousands of years older than Alaric and his family and could probably wipe me out with a thought. 
I got dressed quickly, zipped the suitcase, and collapsed across it. My sister was dead. I hadn’t been able to save her. But then, had I ever saved anyone? The image of little limbs tangled together flashed through my mind. Those children had been thrown into a basement like they were trash. If I let my sister live, how many innocent people would she go on to kill? All vampires killed eventually. Even if they started out seemingly normal, they were a ticking time bomb.
I sniffled and pinched myself so I had a different kind of pain to focus on. It cleared my head a bit. The McCormic witches didn’t cry. The McCormic witches didn’t feel anything. But then, I’d never been like the rest of the family. My mother must have been proud. One vampire daughter and one weak, emotional, royal fuck up.
I shook my head and pushed myself off the luggage. There was time for self-pity and debilitating grief later. Right now, I needed to load up the car and head home. Or Hell, depending on how you saw it.






  
  Chapter 3


It was dark when I pulled into Astrid’s front yard and parked the car. 
I always stayed here when I was in Savannah. She knew exactly how well I got along with my mother, who was conveniently up the road if I had to see her. My sister hadn’t moved out yet, so I was here often. She would come to see me.
She’d always insisted that Mom might need help, so she hadn’t moved out. Grace liked to say that deep down, Mom would miss us. This I doubted. But at least while she’d been here, she hunted with Astrid and her friends.
I’d trained Astrid to hunt vampires in our last year of high school after they had slaughtered her parents. She was one of my best friends and was eternally grateful that I’d taught her to fight. 
My mother had been against it. Unlike me and Gracie, Astrid was fully human. Without the help of a few charms and spells I’d given her, she’d be nearly helpless against vampires. And those spells took their toll. Magic as powerful as that came at a price. But I'd keep doing them for her if she wanted to pay it. I’d also taught her a few tricks. Just because she wasn’t a born witch didn’t mean she couldn’t work some limited magic.
She lived with most of her hunting party, which turned her place into a wild frat house. Hunters liked to work hard and play harder. It had been quiet the last time I was here. A group of them were in Texas, checking in on some demon omens. 
Which was just what the world needed. There hadn’t been whispers of true demonic activity for five hundred years. The occasional possession or slaughter when someone summoned something they shouldn’t, but nothing more severe than that. I hoped that’s all that was going on now. 
But the news had sent a tremor of unease down my spine. My instincts seemed to think we’d be hunting a lot more than vampires in the coming months.
There was no one else in the driveway. They were probably still out. Depending on what went down, a hunt might last an hour or all night.
While most vampires could come out in the sun, they tended to keep themselves hidden during the day. If you happened to find their daytime resting place, they’d know exactly why you were there. If you were alone, you were a midday snack. Hunting at a party was safer. You could mingle with regular guests, and there were noises and distractions, making it easier to bag a vamp and get away unnoticed. And hide a nervous, accelerated heart rate. 
I pulled my suitcase out of the backseat and walked up the porch steps. I was looking for the porcelain turtle that contained the key when a battered, red truck came barreling down the driveway, gravel spinning in its wake. The bed of the pickup was packed with boisterous vampire hunters. 
They were a disheveled group streaked with blood and dirt. They were battered from the fighting and passing around a bottle of liquor. There was a chorus of shouts and whistles when they spotted me. 
The truck came to a screeching halt that made me question the driver’s sanity. A cloud of dirt drifted over the porch. Hunters bailed out from all sides. 
“Isn’t it a little early for drinking?” I shouted over the thumping bass coming from the car.
One of the men, Ethan, handed me a bottle of whiskey when he bounded up the porch steps. “We caught a nest. Weak ones, too, all tucked in the basement, hiding from the sun. We saved the group of humans they were feeding off, and then the fight was on.”
Before I could comment, questions started firing at me from all sides.
“How have you been?”
“Making the big bucks?”
“Made any awesome kills lately?”
“We brought pizza!”
Astrid’s lithe body slid through the mass of hunters. She liked to joke that she had the body of a twelve-year-old boy, and if she hadn’t started hunting vampires, she would have become a model. “Chill, boys and girls. Let Kori catch her breath and get some food.”
They all clambered past me into the house, the screen door banging shut behind them, and her face turned serious. I’d called her on my way back. She knew why I was here. 
“Are you okay?”
I took a shuddering breath. “No. Definitely not. But we have shit to do, so I have to be.”
She flinched. “Are you sure about this? You’re talking about killing your sister.”
I patted her arm and then turned to go inside. “Not my sister. A vampire.”
She groaned. “Okay, I know the difference, but I doubt it will feel different. Why don’t you let someone else handle this?”
I raked my hand through my hair and turned to face her. “Because it’s my responsibility. She’s my sister. If she kills anyone and I could have taken care of this, it’s on me. Besides, I’ll never be welcome back in the coven if I don’t do this.”
She faked a gag. “Do you care? They seem to suck. Case in point, they want you to kill your sister.”
I shrugged. “And now they’re all the family I’ve got left.”
Astrid rolled her eyes. “Family is what you make it, Kori.” 
She pushed past me into the house, and I grimaced. I’d insulted her. As someone who lost nearly everyone she loved, Astrid had made a new family with these hunters. I was supposed to include myself in that.
“You know, I didn’t mean it like that. You’re one of my best friends. These are just people I grew up with. What if I want to be part of the coven someday? Or need their help?” She had to understand. She did have a blood sister. “It’s like it is with you and Charlie.”
She scowled at me. “I haven’t talked to Charlie in a year. We never got along, and now this big secret of vampire hunting puts a figurative ocean between us.”
I grinned at her. “Exactly. But she’s still family.”
She rolled her eyes. “Fine, point taken.” She marched back to me and slung an arm over my shoulder. “So, when are we going in?”
“Uh, we aren’t. Tomorrow night, I’ll go by their house and check things out—just reconnaissance, more than likely. I expect Grace to be heavily guarded. She’ll know I’m coming.”
She shook her head. “I don’t care if you’re only going on a little fact-finding tour. You need backup, and I’m going with you. You can’t talk me out of it, so don’t even try.”
I sighed. I’d been lying when I’d told her I just wanted to do some spying, and I’d bet my last dollar she knew it. I didn’t want anyone involved in this, but I’d already insulted her once. “I guess it would be nice to have backup for once. I don’t hunt with a group anymore. If I get neck deep in shit, I have to dig out of it myself.”
Astrid clapped me on the back. “Good girl. You didn’t argue nearly as much as I thought you would. Now, let’s get some sleep. Hopefully, the children are done partying.”
They were not done partying, though some had passed out after using a strength spell. It was why Astrid had started inviting them to stay with her. If you used a strength spell, you needed someone to guard your unconscious ass for a good eight hours. You were nearly comatose. It was a good way for any vampires that had gotten away to kill you. 
If you didn’t go comatose, you might engage in crazy behavior like blackout driving. You wake up once surrounded by a couple of cops in the Taco Bell drive-thru, and you realize real quick that you need a post-spell babysitter.  
We slipped into Astrid’s room and shut the door while the remaining hunters fought over whether it was a rap or rock music night.
Astrid started tossing off those millions of decorative pillows every woman, except me, had on her bed. I’d never understood them. They were just in the way.
“We’ll have to share. All the rooms are full. It’s getting to be a bigger and bigger crowd. I might have to build these lunatics a barn to live in or something.”
I poured on extra enthusiasm. “It will be just like high school! We’ll sit up all night and gossip about Billy Blake. And that Sharon is such a witch with a B.”
She snorted and tucked a few strands of her straight, dark hair behind her ear. “Billy Blake was not that hot, and I was more likely to be tutoring you in algebra.”
She hit the light, and we got into bed. I stared at the popcorn-textured ceiling, making pictures in my mind out of the bumps. 
Sometimes, I still thought of Astrid as the teenager she had been before vampires killed her parents. She’d been bubbly and happy—something I’d found nauseating at the time. We’d never gotten along. I’d been jealous of her seemingly perfect life. She loved her studies and couldn’t wait to become a lawyer, as lame as I’d thought that was. She had been genuinely devoted to helping people.
When they were killed, she became a frightened woman who had seen too much. She had been alone and feeling powerless against the monsters she knew existed. When I’d started to train her to hunt vampires, I’d wanted to help her get her power back.
Now, I had doubts. There were other things I could have done to help without exposing her to my world. I found myself missing that endlessly perky girl. I wanted her back before the new and improved version got herself killed.
“What if you went back to school, Astrid? Get out of the game before you die. You got the vampires that killed your parents. It’s over.” My voice sounded hollow to my ears. It was a wasted speech, and I knew it. I couldn’t even put power behind it.
The sound she emitted was somewhere between a sigh and a growl. “I don’t think I could ever go back to a normal life. Knowing what’s out there changes you. You don’t understand. You grew up knowing all this crazy shit. I like killing vampires. I’m saving people.”
“You could help people as a lawyer, too.”
She sat up on her elbows, and I could feel her glare in the darkness. “And I’d be the butt of a lot of lawyer jokes. Can we drop this, please?”
“No, we sure as hell can’t.” I bit out through clenched teeth.
She jumped to her feet, flicked on the light, and I sat up. She rotated her shoulders as if she were trying to get the muscles to loosen up. “What’s causing this sudden concern, anyway? You’ve always supported me. The more people killing vamps, the better.”
“Oh, I don’t know. My sister being turned. Pagan being turned. I guess it’s finally hitting home that vampire hunting gets you killed.” I’d lost people before, but none so close to me. Not back to back.
Astrid swung around to face me. “Pagan is a vampire? But she was the best.”
“And eventually, she went up against a vampire that was better.”
Astrid threw up her hands. “Pagan was reckless and angry. You’ve said it yourself. I’m not. I’m calculated.”
“That won’t save you. Some day, a monster is going to get the upper hand.” I flopped back on the bed. “Vampire hunters are destined to die young. Probably slowly and as painfully as possible.”
When I looked at her again, her eyes were so wide I thought they would pop out of her skull. “Geez, Kori, you can’t go into battle thinking like that. You’ll lose.”
“Mindset doesn’t matter. Eventually, I’ll die anyway. I can feel it. Death is close.” I had no idea where the words came from, but somehow, I knew they were true.
“Bullshit. Mindset is everything. And you can’t know you’re going to die. Precognition isn’t one of your gifts.”
I shook myself mentally and plastered a fake smile on my face. “I’m sorry. You’re right, of course. I’m upset about Gracie.”
“You can take that Barbie smile off your face. I know it’s fake. And you could never look that air-headed without practice.”
I rolled my eyes. “It’s fine. Let’s just get some sleep.”
Astrid’s eyes narrowed, but she flicked off the light. “Don’t you dare do this without me.”
“I won’t.” I just hoped I didn’t get her killed. Or worse.






  
  Chapter 4


The aggressively large houses in this neighborhood were well-spaced apart. Still, Alaric’s neighbors couldn’t like all the cars parked on more than his share of the street. There was clearly a charm suppressing the music, and probably the screams, that would come from the house, but it was still swarming with people.  
Vampires liked parties for the same reason Nyx ran a club in downtown Savannah. Lots of willing vampire junkies. Which I’d have less of a problem with if they didn’t also bring a lot of their innocent “friends” who had no clue what was going on. Anyone who would feed you to vampires wasn’t much of a friend.
Astrid caressed one of her knives. “These parties make me twitchy. All these stupid people who don’t know they’re walking into danger. Or willing victims.”
As I’d expected, the house my mother knew about had been abandoned. Not a surprise. Vampires usually kept more than one and ditched them when they worried hunters were on to them. We’d hit three parties and not found who we were looking for. One party was a complete bust. Not only no brothers but no vampires. The second party had vampires but still no brothers. We’d left a batch of our party crashers there to stay and hunt.
Astrid and I weren’t killing any vamps except the ones we were looking for. Fights were, needless to say, dangerous. We could end up too injured to keep party hopping. And once Astrid used her strength charm, she had limited time before she was burnt out.
Laura huffed in the backseat. “Well, they’d better be here. This is the last party my informants know about.”
No problems there. I swallowed hard. I could feel my sister’s presence. Fuck. Now, I had to hope she couldn’t feel mine. I tried to shield so I didn’t blow our cover before we even made it inside.
Astrid leaned over the seat to look at the GPS app on my phone. “Which house is it? There are so many freaking cars here. It could be any of them. Stupid vampire junkies.”
I pointed to the sedate red brick house alone at the end of the cul-de-sac. “That one.”
Astrid frowned at me. “How do you know?”
I unbuckled my seat belt and pushed open the car door. “Blood calls to blood.”
Shutting the door, I strode toward the house. I heard someone get out of the vehicle behind me.
“Kori, wait. Explain that. It sounds very vampire-like to me.”
“No, it’s a witch thing.” I thought about it for a second. “Well, I imagine vampires can do something similar. She’s my sister, and we’ve always been close. We’ve done magic together, and that binds you closer. I can feel her. I felt it when she died.”
Astrid bit her bottom lip. “Well, can you push the pause button on finding her while we formulate a plan? And can you come out of this creepy trance-hyper-focused thing you’ve got going on? It freaks me out.”
I glanced at her and tried to smile. “Sorry. I didn’t think I would feel her this way anymore. She’s joined the ranks of the undead. A demon inhabits her body. It’s not her. So why do I still feel this soul-deep connection with her?”
I glimpsed the pity in Astrid’s eyes before she could hide it. “I don’t know.”
I shook my head. “We ready to go in?”
“Yep. Give us the signal if you see them.”
Astrid and Laura approached the house, seemingly two drunken, rowdy college bimbos, while I snuck around back. I’d cast a quick glamor over myself for the night, but I didn’t trust that Alaric or my sister couldn’t see through it. Alaric had seen through my cloaking spell in the alley, and my sister was…well, my sister. If anyone could see through my magic, it would be her. This hunt felt all wrong in my gut. Like it would go to shit faster than anyone imagined.
I shook myself mentally. None of that. If it was too dangerous, we could always back out and wait for a better time. Eventually, they’d let their guard down. 
I got lucky when I reached the back of the house. A sliding glass door led to the kitchen, and it was wide open.
The only lights in the place were rotating, flashing, and different colors, leaving almost everything in darkness. The room was so thick with cigarette smoke that my eyes watered. I guess vampires weren’t going to die of lung cancer. There was something else, too. A heady, magical feeling, like an instant high. Damn it. That’s what we all needed. I kept to the darkest shadows. A vampire could see perfectly fine in this environment. 
I scoped the party, looking for my sister. When I’d blocked my presence from her, I’d also blinded myself to hers. I had to rely on my eyesight to spot her.
I also couldn’t tell who was a vampire and who wasn’t. If you could feel their magic, they could feel yours, so anytime you entered a party, you had to shut it all down. Inconvenient, but in a place like this, you were bound to pick up a vampire and not a human guy. That was the whole point. And eventually, you learned to spot them on sight. However, my magic also gave me a sense of their age and power levels. Not using it meant occasionally taking on more than you could handle.
Astrid danced under the beat of the thumping techno music. She was all over a hot, blond vampire. He looked eerily similar to Alaric, except his hair was shorter. I’d eat my shoes if he weren’t Alaric’s brother.
She was pure sex on the dance floor, and I could see the blatant hunger in the man’s eyes. A human might mistake it for sexual heat. Luckily, Astrid knew better, so when he led her from the dance floor, I knew I had nothing to worry about except finding my mark before she killed him, and I had to bolt.
Several other couples were necking on couches or against walls. Emphasis on the word “neck.” To an uninitiated human, it might have looked like a lot of passionate make-out sessions. I wondered how many people would die at this party tonight.
I sighed. This was so not my sister’s scene. She would rather be at home with a good book. Even when she’d been killing vampires, she tried to avoid the parties and would instead find them hunting in the bad parts of town.
As if thinking of her made her appear, I spotted her on the couch. Her smile was strained as she fiddled with the ends of her hair. Another blond man sat beside her with his arm draped over her shoulder while he talked to a vampire I’d never met, and I wanted to deck him. As much as he supposedly “loved” her, he couldn’t tell she was seriously uncomfortable? I officially disliked him for reasons other than vampirism.
She stood and brushed down the back of her skirt. He caught her hand, and I thought he’d force her to stay. Whatever she said caused him to frown, but he quickly turned it into a smile and raised her hand to his lips. 
That wasn’t enough for her. She leaned down and kissed him so deeply and passionately that I almost blushed. The vampire he’d been talking to looked anywhere else. I agreed with him. It was a little too intimate for a public venue. Though, in this crowd, they fit right in. 
She turned and flounced away from him, putting a little extra swing in her hips to ensure he noticed. It worked. He stayed tense. Like any second, he might jump up to follow her.
Shit, she was coming this way. I ducked behind the door frame I’d been leaning against and noticed the kitchen was a few steps behind me. I nestled beside the humming refrigerator and waited for her to pass me. 
“Did you feed?” Alaric’s rich, deep voice rumbled from the hallway I’d just been standing in, and I jumped. Where the hell had he come from? I tried to relax. If he’d seen me, I’d probably be dead already.
I heard a sigh, and then my sister said. “I can’t feed off these people, Alaric. They’re a bunch of vampire junkies, hoping I’ll give them eternal life or a cheap thrill. It’s creepy.”
His voice came out hard. “They’re willing donors.”
“Yeah, except the ones who have no idea what’s going on.” Her voice rose, and I heard footsteps as Alaric pulled her further into the hallway, just past my hiding spot. I cast a quick cloaking spell, putting all my power into it, but they were so focused on their conversation that I wasn’t sure they would have noticed me even if I hadn’t.
“I’ll take from Liam. He’ll feed.”
He raked a hand through all that glorious hair. “You shouldn’t become dependent on him, Gracie. Hopefully, he’ll always be there for you, but what if he’s not? You should learn to feed off humans.”
“I’m not dependent on him, Alaric. I could feed off them if I wanted, but he’s around, and I don’t want to.”
“Liam might indulge you, but I won’t. If you're hungry, you’re a threat to every human you pass.” His voice was hard, and I scowled at his back. Don’t pick on my sister, leech.
She crossed her arms over her chest. “Blood bags. It’s the 21st Century. Meals on the go.”
He growled. “They’re missing a psychic charge. They work for a while, but you’ll need the real deal.”
He tilted his head back and seemed to pray for patience. Good luck, buddy. My sister could out-stubborn even me.
“I’m worried about you, Grace. If you accidentally kill someone, it will be three deaths on my conscience because you won’t survive it, and my brother won’t survive losing you.”
Ouch, argue with that, Gracie. 
More doubts crept in. Was my sister really a monster if she still cared about hurting people? I knew she could be dangerous. She might end up killing people. But from what I was hearing, she hadn’t yet. She couldn’t even bring herself to feed on willing donors.
She took a deep breath, and her voice broke a little. “Can you please just give me a couple of days? I’m grateful you saved my life, but this is a big deal. Being a vampire was everything I was raised to hate. My own family is going to kill me over it. I need some time to adjust.”
He’d saved her life? Color me skeptical. I’d assumed Liam had turned her for whatever selfish reasons a vampire would have to turn a witch against her will, but somehow, they’d convinced her they’d done it for her own good. Holding in my snort of derision took a force of will. 
However… it planted a seed of doubt in me. 
If my mother had known about Liam, there was no telling what she’d do, but trying to kill her youngest daughter for dating a vampire seemed a little extreme, even for her. Locking her in some tower for the rest of eternity? Maybe. But the fact that my mother was the first person to spring to mind sent a wave of unease through me. It was telling. Grace would have as many enemies as the rest of us, but my first thought was my mother. 
No. No, these vampires had just brainwashed her. 
“I needed time, too, and it cost people their lives. I don’t want that for you. But I’ll give you time. Now, please stop crying, or Liam will come kill me.”
She snorted. “Good night, Alaric.”
“Good night, little sister.” I seethed at the endearment. She was my sister, and he’d taken her from me. 
They went in opposite directions. He went out toward the party, and she went further into the house.
When I was sure he was gone, I slid out of my spot next to the fridge and stepped into the hallway, the cloaking spell falling away. They were hard to maintain if you weren’t stationary. I followed my sister as silently as possible. We’d circled back around to the front of the house, which was delightfully empty. I spotted her on her way up the stairs. There was a row of doors overlooking the entryway. She slipped into the fourth, and last, door.
I glanced around to make sure I hadn’t been noticed and slipped up the stairs. I opened the door to her room and stepped inside, shutting it softly behind me.
Gracie spun and gasped. “Kori?”
She stepped toward me, and I pulled the knife from the sheath at my back. “Don’t come any closer. You know why I’m here.”
Gracie immediately took a blade from her hip. I was surprised but didn’t let it show. My sister usually avoided confrontation with me. Then again, she knew what would happen if she lowered her guard. Before, it was sisterly bickering. Now, it was life and death. “I don’t want to fight you, Kori.”
I don’t want to fight you either. “Then don’t. You’re a corpse that doesn’t know when to lie down. Let me put you in the ground. Let me give my sister a dignified burial.”
She shook her head. “I’m not a corpse. When you become a vampire, you only die for a split second, and then your heart starts again.”
I rolled my eyes. “Is this some bullshit line they told you to feed me, or do you actually believe it? You have all the memories of my sister, but you aren’t her. If you were, you would have killed yourself when you woke up a monster.”
Tears welled in her eyes, and I tried to harden my heart against her. I never could resist comforting her when she cried. I’d always been the protective older sister.
“I’m not a demon. And I couldn’t take my own life when I woke up. I love Liam. If I’d killed myself, it would have broken his heart, and I could never do that. And there are things you don’t know. Being a vampire is an adjustment, but it’s not worse than death. We’ve been fed bullshit since the cradle. Most vampires aren’t bad people.”
“They aren’t people at all.”
It felt like a lie. Why did I feel sympathy for her? Why did I want to throw down the knife and hug the sister I thought I’d lost? It went against everything I’d been taught. I thought killing the thing that inhabited my sister’s body would be easy. Was she somehow messing with my head? It didn’t seem possible. Compelling a witch would be an advanced trick for someone who hadn’t even been a vampire for a week.
“Yes, they are. Please, Kori, I’m no different. Alaric saved my life, and he didn’t have to. His family would be a hell of a lot safer if he’d let me die. Like he wouldn’t have a vampire hunter in his house right now, for example.”
Could she still be the same person she’d been as a mortal?
No, she has all the memories of your sister. The demon is just a good actress.
“What can I do to convince you, Kori? You helped Pagan when she was turned.”
“I went there planning to end her, Grace, but you insisted on coming with me. Nyx would have killed us both.”
Grace growled. “That’s bullshit, and I know it. Murdering a friend isn’t as easy as you thought it would be, and murdering your sister won’t be either!”
I shook my head and curled my lip at her. I wouldn’t let this thing talk me out of what needed to be done, even if it killed me in the end. “There’s nothing you can say. Mother wants you dead. You’re a monster and a threat to her and every hunter you’ve ever met. You know them on sight, and you’ll get them killed. You have to be eliminated.”
She nodded, her lips pressed into a thin line, and her tone turned dismissive. “You won’t be able to do this. We were almost evenly matched when I was human. Now I’m more powerful and faster than you are. Even if you get away with this, you won’t make it out of this house. Liam’s brothers aren’t exactly thrilled, but I’m family now. Please put down the knife and leave. If one of them discovers you here, they’ll kill you before I can stop them.”
She glanced behind me, and her eyes widened.






  
  Chapter 5


I spun and slashed out at Alaric. He hissed and leapt back, avoiding much of the blow. But a thin diagonal cut marred his flesh under the black t-shirt. Freaking vampires were silent as the grave. He would have had me if I hadn’t been paying attention to Gracie. 
Behind me, she gasped. “Alaric, what are you doing up here?”
He drew a knife from his waist and didn’t take his eyes off me. “I was a knight. I’m used to having eyes in the back of my head. Did you think I wouldn’t notice you in the kitchen, Kori? I admit I noticed too late for my liking. You could have killed us both, but now you have my full attention.”
“Please, Alaric, don’t hurt her. She’s my sister.”
He eyed me from head to toe. “I think I should have killed her in the alley when I had the chance.”
“Yes, you should have. You won’t get another.” I rushed forward, aiming my knife for his heart. He slammed his forearm into mine, and the knife went flying. He slashed for my throat, and I heard Gracie scream. 
I ducked the killing blow and pulled a knife from my boot. I sunk the blade between his ribs as I rose.
“Alaric, no!” Gracie shouted.
His fist came flying in an uppercut. I didn’t have a chance to dodge. 
I crashed into the dresser, and it buckled under the impact. A large sliver of wood jammed itself into the back of my thigh. I howled and yanked it out. Blood gushed from the wound. I didn’t think I’d hit an artery, but it was bleeding like a son of a bitch.
It felt like someone had detonated a bomb inside my skull. I probably had a nasty concussion. The uppercut would have broken my neck if I'd been human. I tilted my head from side to side and grimaced. Or maybe it would have taken my head clean off.
I glanced up, praying he was dead. I wasn’t sure I could take another hit like that. He’d meant it, despite Gracie’s pleading.
To my horror, he was using the wall to help himself stand while Gracie hovered around him, hands fluttering nervously like she wasn’t sure if she should pull the knife out or help him to his feet.
Slowly, he pulled the blade out of his chest. He screamed, short and sharp, but didn’t fall back down. The knife cleared the gaping wound, and he stood there gasping for air.
I pulled myself to my feet using one of the bedposts. It hurt to stand, but I could. If he wasn’t dead from the initial blow, then he wasn’t going to die, and I needed to get the fuck out of here. 
He straightened to his full height and buried my knife in the wall with a grunt. “You missed the heart, bitch.”
I groaned and slipped my secondary blade out of my boot. “You want to call a truce? I’m not feeling up to more fighting.”
He grasped the back of his shirt and pulled it over his head, revealing the tightest abs I’d ever seen. I can admit that he looked good. Any female hunter would think twice before killing him if he took off his shirt.
The hole I’d put in his chest was rapidly shrinking. The initial slice I’d made was long gone. There wasn’t a mark left to show it had ever existed. I couldn’t pick my jaw up off the floor fast enough. These were spelled knives. The wounds shouldn’t have closed so quickly. 
He flashed an evil half-smile. “I’m not done fighting. I feel fine. Better by the second, in fact. You look shocked. I’m guessing you haven’t fought a lot of vampires my age. See, the old ones get smart and a hell of a lot harder to kill. I might not have fed in a while, but I can still go another ten rounds. And if I let you go, you’ll come back in force. I say we finish this now.”
Gracie stepped in front of him and put her small, feminine hand on his chest. “Alaric, please. Let her go.”
Alaric picked her up under her arms like an errant toddler and deposited her behind him. “Nope, can’t let her go. She’ll be back to kill you.”
He retrieved his knife from the floor. He must have dropped it when I stabbed him.
Gracie grabbed his arm, tears in her eyes. “Alaric, please don’t kill her. I’ll do anything to convince you not to kill her.”
He rolled his eyes and growled low in his throat. “Fuck.” He tossed the knife on the ground. It thrummed as it struck and stood upright in the hardwood floor. “Fine. I’ll knock her out. Not that she would pay me the same courtesy.”
I grinned tightly. “Nope. Sure won’t. You already have the advantage. I won’t give up my knives.”
His eyes narrowed. “That’s all right. This little fight is going to come out of your blood. Witch blood is some powerful shit. I can’t wait to get my hands on you.”
I eyed his chest again. “Damn. I might let you if you didn’t mean that in a blood-sucking fiend way. You’re hot for a dead dude.”
He shook his head. “For a hunter, you’re very ignorant. I’m not dead.”
“Blah, blah, blah. My sister tried to feed me the same line. Drop it. The longer we discuss this crap, the more blood I lose. I need to beat the shit out of you and get out of here so I can stitch myself up.”
He smirked. “Confident, considering I healed before your eyes. And you’re hurt.”
He was right, but I’d win. I always won. There was only one time I hadn’t, and it was time to finish that bit of business. I rolled my eyes. “Are we done talking?”
The smirk disappeared. “Yeah, we’re done talking.”
He slipped toward me, looking for a weakness. I braced myself for his attack.
“Alaric.”
I jumped and glanced at the door. The vampire who’d led Astrid from the party stood in the doorway. He was injured in several places. A shiver of fear went through me. He was injured, not dead, which didn’t bode well for Astrid. I prayed she was alive.
Alaric rushed me, taking advantage of my distraction. I rolled out of the way, barely avoiding two hundred pounds of muscular, pissed vampire.
“Make it quick, Jasper! I’m a little busy here.”
“We have one hunter dead, and the one who tried to kill me escaped, but she’s pretty banged up, so it might be a matter of time.”
A sick feeling slid through my gut. I’d gotten Laura killed, and Astrid was hurt. I needed to end this quickly and get out of here. She probably needed a patch-up.
“Anyone hurt?”
“The dead girl almost had Tommy, the idiot. He’ll live. Kinda wish he wouldn’t.”
“Check for more hunters.”
Jasper left to obey. I wasn’t about to tell them we were it. I didn’t want Alaric to have backup. I wasn’t too worried about my sister getting in the way, but Jasper was another story.
I rushed forward and slashed for Alaric’s throat. He cursed and jumped back.
His hand went to his neck and came away with blood. “Damn, you’re faster than I remember.”
I sneered. “I was feeling my sister die in that alley. That’s why I lost. It’s time to end this. Astrid needs my help.”
He smirked and was at my side in a blink. He grabbed my knife hand and slammed it against the wooden bedpost. I howled as something snapped. The blade slipped from my grip, and the world went white for a second. With that incredible speed, I wonder how much he’d been toying with me. 
“Well, she’s not going to get it.”
I slammed my other fist into his chin. It was my weak arm, but I put all my magic into it, and he fell on his ass with a curse. I aimed a kick at his head, envisioning knocking it off his body, pouring more power into it. He rolled out of the way, and it was my turn to curse. Using magic to back up your attack was effective but draining. Every blow that didn’t land was a waste of quickly flagging energy. 
I bent to retrieve my knife with my left hand. I trained with both, but the left always felt a little awkward, no matter how many hours I practiced.
Alaric rolled to his feet and ran a hand through his sweaty hair, slicking it back from his face. God, that was hot. It was such an inappropriate thought to have. My hormones had kicked into overdrive and sent my brain out for lunch. Then again, the pain from my broken hand and the blood loss had left me pretty dazed anyway. 
Or all of that was enough for this vampire to slip inside my head and play with my mind? It wasn’t impossible. It had happened before.
I blinked to clear the spots from my vision and stalked toward him.
“Goddamn. You vampire hunters are willing to take a lot of abuse. I can’t believe there are so many of you out there. One look at you all beaten to shit is enough to make anyone quit.”
I swayed and almost fell over. “You underestimate our resolve. Most hunters want to kill your kind because you’ve murdered someone they love.” I glanced at Gracie. “This fight is a perfect example.”
Alaric licked his lips and relaxed his stance a bit. “Gracie’s not dead. You could even spend time with her if you weren’t so blindly determined to kill her.”
I thrust for his heart with my blade. He dodged and delivered a staggering blow to my solar plexus. I dropped to the ground, gagging. Shit, way too slow. Human slow. But I’d managed to keep a hold of my knife. I wondered if he’d obliterated any internal organs.
Fuck winning. I just needed to do enough damage to get the hell out of here.
I laid my head on the carpet and feigned death, or at least passing out, which wasn’t hard to do in my condition and quite tempting.
Alaric wrapped his hands in my hair and lifted my head off the ground. I slid the knife into his belly. Blood rushed over my hands. He roared in pain. I didn’t even see his fist coming.






  
  Chapter 6


Someone was toying with my hair, their soothing fingers creating tingles that shivered down my neck. Until they brushed a sore spot on my temple. I moaned and leaned away, and then my whole brain started throbbing. The next groan came out louder. 
“Wake up, sunshine. I know I got you good, but my family is discussing your fate. I think we should have a chat before I weigh in.” 
The deep rumble of his voice reverberated under me. His chest. I was sprawled across a man’s chest. I burrowed my face into his T-shirt to block out the light that was piercing even through my closed eyelids. He smelled good. Clean, like cedar and citrus, and I sighed.
The arm around me squeezed tighter, the hand kneading low on my back. Very low. Under the waistband of my panties. 
“What happened?” I mumbled, and it dawned on me that I wasn’t seeing anyone. Hadn’t dated in over a year. Who the hell was I on top of? Who pretty much had his hand on my bare ass?
I blinked, and even the dim lamp on the side of the bed caused my brain to scramble and ache. “Shit.”
My gaze followed the line of the man’s shoulder until I found his face. Handsome. Full lips, five o’clock shadow. Eyes the teal color of water off the coast of someplace tropical and warm. 
If I was going to climb into bed with some random guy from a bar, I’d chosen well, at least in the looks department. I leaned forward and brushed my mouth against his instead of saying good morning. I’d meant for the kiss to be light and leisurely, but he chuckled and took control.
Vampire! My magic screamed, and it was like my brain snapped into place as I jerked away from him, only to almost pull my left arm out of the socket. 
I was chained to the headboard! Crap. 
I couldn’t move farther than his lap unless I wanted to fall off the bed. And the wound in my thigh ached, even though it had been bandaged and was probably already on the accelerated witchy mend. There was an air cast on my wrist, but that hardly hurt. Magic prioritized the most severe wounds first.
The shackle was iron, and I gaped at it. Someone had been paying attention during the Inquisition. Iron neutralized a witch’s powers. One of the few things Heinrich Kramer had gotten right when he wrote the Malleus Maleficarum, the witch hunter’s bible. Things had gotten much easier for witches when the authorities started using steel.
I glared at the vampire under me. He’d crossed his arms behind his head, showing off his muscles and stretching his T-shirt tight across his chest. He seemed to be content with our position.
“Alaric.”
He arched his brow. “Good. I thought I’d busted your brain, and I would have to call a healer.”
“I’m fine,” I ground out through gritted teeth. In reality, I’d felt better. I wouldn’t have turned down a healer. 
I moved to get off him, but his hands clamped down on my thighs. He rolled his hips, and I found out just how happy he was to have me sitting on top of him. I felt exposed, sitting on him in nothing but my underwear and a tank top.
I narrowed my eyes. “Let go.”
“I miss that soft look you had when you thought I was just some guy you’d banged.”
“Well, my powers screamed that you were a freaking vampire, so that moment is over.”
His lip curled back in a snarl. “Well, if I’m just the big bad vampire, I should take what I want.”
He flipped us, so I was under him. The quick movement made my vision a blur of colors, and the pain in my head made me grit my teeth. It took a minute for everything to settle, and when it did, I found I was clutching his head to my throat like it would steady me.
“Geez, don’t do that. My head hurts.”
He hummed, his warm lips brushing my collarbone. Then I realized he was probably in a vampire’s favorite position for multiple activities and shoved at his shoulders.
“Don’t bite me!”
He lifted his head enough to glance at me, and the look was one of a man settled between my thighs, not at my neck.
“It doesn’t hurt. I promise, and I don’t plan to kill you.”
Oh, I had no doubt he’d make it good for me, too. A vampire could make his bite pleasure or torture. “I still don’t want you to bite me.”
He kissed a path up my throat and rubbed a thumb across my clavicle and down my shoulder, using his magic to heighten the caress. I shuddered.
His fangs slid into my flesh with the slightest prick of pain, and then an intense pleasure radiated from the wound, sending shivers down my spine. Heat curled through my belly in a rush. I wanted him to fill me. It didn’t matter that he was a monster. I needed him to touch me.
The maelstrom of sensation ended as quickly as it began. When he pulled away, I whimpered in protest, my hand clenching in his hair before my mind returned to me, like surfacing from water.
I had to swallow twice before I could speak. “I can see how people get addicted to that. It’s like hours of foreplay in sixty seconds.”
His tongue caressed the wounds, causing another erotic jolt to run through my body. “I can do more. I could get you off with one bite and my powers. And if I bit you while I pumped into your body, it would blow your mind. I could demonstrate both methods.”
He raked his teeth gently across my throat. “N-no, thank you. You’ve gotten your blood. Get off me.” My mind might be set against him, but it seemed to have very little control over my body. Waking up with him had been too intimate. The idea that he had all the power was more terrifying than his bite.
“I only took a taste.”
I glared at him. Shit. “Because you can track me with it?”
He tilted his head, his gaze unreadable. “It does have that advantage. It won’t be as easy as if you were blood-bonded to me, but I know your taste. Your smell. The psychic feel of you. So, in case you were hoping to get away, know that you’ll only get so far.”
He stood up and stretched, and the movement momentarily hypnotized me. I was going to blame the blow to my head.
“Now I have to figure out what to do with you.”
“Why is there any debate? It’s you and your brothers against my sister. She’s outvoted. I’m surprised you bothered to bandage my wound and didn’t just let me bleed to death or kill me while I was out.”
“Jasper is the only one who wants you dead. Hell, he’s having trouble adjusting to Grace being in the family. He’s not a fan of witches, and witches who are vampire hunters? He’d kill you with his bare hands. Liam’s on the fence. He doesn’t want to hurt Grace.”
I snorted. “And what’s your reasoning?”
He scowled at me. “Maybe I admire you. Feel like you’re a kindred spirit. You love your sister. Were protective of her, and you feel like you failed her.”
I glanced away from him, startled and uncomfortable with his observation. I didn’t want him to see that he’d hit the nail on the head. Though he clearly did anyway.
“I know the feeling. I failed my brothers, too.”
I shrugged but didn’t meet his gaze again. “Then let me go.”
He chuckled. “Yeah, and there’s the problem. Unlike you, I never tried to kill my brothers for things they can’t change.”
I swung my head back to glare at him. “Because you’re the same kind of monster!”
“You’ll just try to come back and kill us. I’m not sure what to do with you. I assume you’ve done a ritual that keeps a vampire from blood-bonding you.”
“I have. It would kill me if you tried.”
He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the wall. “I doubt it would work to control you anyway. Didn’t work very well on Pagan, and she’s not a witch.”
Nyx had blood-bonded Pagan to himself after they fought the first time to keep her from trying to kill him again. Alaric was right. It hadn’t exactly worked out.
He smirked. “So, you see, we’re at an impasse. Three of the four don’t want to kill you, but no one is sure what to do with you.”
He flicked off the light, plunging me into darkness, and I cursed. He let in a sliver of it as he left the room, and then nothing. I started pulling on the cuff tethering me to the bed. With my increased witch strength, I could probably break it. Or the thin, wooden post in the headboard. The only problem was that the sound would go off like a gunshot, bringing the vampires running. Not what I wanted because I was pretty sure when I stood up, I’d have a giant, blinding headache, not to mention my other injuries.
I was in my tank top, underwear, and nothing else. None of my clothes were in sight. Even if I managed to get out of here without alerting the vampires, I’d certainly make an exciting spectacle for the neighbors.
I heard raised voices just outside Alaric’s door. I stilled and listened as hard as I could.
“We need to kill her. Alaric, go back in there and drain the bitch dry.”
Gracie’s voice interrupted him. “Jasper, that’s my sister you’re talking about. She practically raised me.”
“I don’t give a damn. She’s a vampire hunter. She deserves to die. She’ll kill us all if she gets a chance.”
“No. You’re wrong. She was hesitating. She probably would have left if I’d had a moment longer to talk to her. Alaric, back me up.”
There was a long pause. “I can’t, Gracie. She loved you, but now she thinks you’re a monster. I think she would have done it. She might have never been emotionally stable afterward, but she would have done it because she thinks she’s morally obligated.”
“Liam, please, talk to them.” I could hear the tears in Gracie’s voice, and it hurt my heart despite myself.
“Gracie, sweetheart—”
“No. Don’t ‘sweetheart’ me. And if you try to hug me again, I’ll kick you. This is my sister you’re all talking about murdering. Alaric, surely you get family loyalty if no one else does.”
There was a sigh. “I guess we don’t have to kill her. We could turn her. We’ll hurt Gracie if we kill her.”
Someone growled, and glass shattered. “I don’t like that idea. She’ll have too much power.” Jasper. He was determined to see me dead. I’d have to pay him back if I got out alive.
“Besides, she wouldn’t want that,” Gracie said.
“Well, shit, Gracie! What do you expect me to do with her? Keeping her chained up in my bedroom isn’t an option. Well… no, no, it’s not an option.” I could tell he was grinning from the tone of his voice.
“Alaric, are you attracted to this witch?” I could hear the disgust in Jasper’s voice.
“Something is alluring about her, yes.”
Jasper grunted.
“So what are we going to do?” Liam asked.
“I don’t know yet. Let me think about it. In the meantime, Jasper, you’re not to touch her. You’re not even allowed in my room. Understood?”
“It’s a mistake to leave her alive, but fine. I have my own problems to take care of.”
“Good. I need to take a fucking walk.”






  
  Chapter 7


I gave up trying to get out of the iron. The house was way too quiet now. It seemed everyone had settled down in preparation for sunrise, and Alaric hadn’t returned. Maybe when the sun rose, I could break the cuff and escape. Vampires were sluggish during the day, particularly in the early morning. 
A small, soft hand covered my mouth, and I jumped with a squeak. The hairs on my arms stood on end as the creature’s magic brushed my skin. Vampire. I hadn’t heard or sensed anyone come into the room. It had gotten pitch black once the meeting outside the door ended, and the hallway light had turned off. Damned vampires and their desire for blackout curtains.
“Shhh. Kori, be quiet. I have to get you out of here without them hearing.”
Gracie’s hand moved, and I heard the jingle of keys.
“Gracie McCormic, you scared the shit out of me.” I hissed under my breath.
Her apology was barely audible.
The cuff loosened, and I sat up, rubbing my wrist. It was bruised and rubbed raw but not cut. Gracie grabbed my arm and pulled me from the bed.
“I can’t see a thing. I’m going to stumble into something.”
“You won’t. I can see perfectly, and when we get to the window, I’ll open the shades, and the moon will have to be enough for you.”
She stopped moving. “Stay right here.”
I heard the rustling of fabric, and then I could make out some of my surroundings from the silver-blue light filtering through the glass. 
She pushed open the window as silently as possible, and the cool breeze hit my partially clothed body. The first brush of fall had gotten here sometime after I’d entered this house. We’d been due for a cold front. It would probably only last until the sun came up, but of course, I was escaping the house in the middle of the night with hardly any clothes on.  “Fuck. This ought to be fun.”
She shoved me onto the shingled roof. “Hurry. It’s only a matter of time before Liam starts looking for me. He’ll know what I mean to do. Hell, I’m surprised there’s not a guard on you.”
“What about my clothes?”
She glanced over her shoulder, gaze quickly taking in the room. “I have no idea where they are, and you don’t have time to dress.”
The shingles rubbed against my thighs and butt like sandpaper as I slid out the window, snagging a little on the bandage around my thigh. “Why are you letting me go?”
Her dark scowl told me I’d asked an insulting question. “I can’t sit by while you’re killed. And if you were turned, you’d kill yourself. I couldn’t bear that either. Now go. Be careful when you jump to the ground. We’re on the third floor.”
I slid a little farther and hesitated. If Gracie were some undead monster, wouldn’t she want me dead? Or at least not have a problem with the thought? Was everything I’d been raised to believe a lie?
“What are you waiting for? Alaric will be back soon. You have to go now.”
I turned around and clasped her hands in mine. “Come with me. We can get away from these vampires and Mother. You’ll be safe.”
Her mouth dropped open, then she rolled her eyes. “Took you long enough to see the light.”
I shook my head. “It’s probably a mistake, and if you kill me, there will be one less idiot in the world, but I can’t leave you here.” I tugged on her hands. “Come on.”
She nibbled her bottom lip. “I can’t. The only reason I didn’t fall on the sword is because I have Liam. I love him, and he worships me. If I killed myself, it would be like killing him, and I could never hurt him.” She shook her head. “If I left, he would never stop looking for me, and I don’t want to live without him. Also, I could be dangerous to you. I’m still learning to control myself. Pagan almost killed you at Nyx’s bar.”
She squeezed my hand before releasing me. “I love you, Kori. Now, leave and never come back. I won’t be able to free you a second time. I’ll try to keep Alaric and Jasper from hunting you down. I’m safe and happy here. Those are two feelings I’ve never had before.”
I understood that completely. We’d never been safe or happy at home. Mother was an ice block who tended to bring the vampire-hunting business to our doorstep. Even at home, we’d always been armed to the teeth. Though I couldn’t comprehend how she could feel safe with these creatures, I had to leave her with them.
I sighed. “Mother will never stop hunting you.”
“The guys will keep me safe. And Liam and I might move away until she dies. The time will be nothing for us, but…”
“But what?”
“I wanted to stay close to you. In case you ever needed backup. I know I’d feel if you were in trouble, especially now.”
I shook my head. “You can’t offer me backup. If you start hunting vampires again, eventually, they’ll kill you. Leave with Liam.”
She covered my lips with two of her fingers. “Did you hear that?”
I arched an eyebrow, and she smiled. “Of course you didn’t. Hurry. I think Alaric is home.”
I took one last look at her. I’d probably never see her again, and that made my chest ache.
I turned and slid slowly down the roof, cursing as the rough shingles scraped the backs of my thighs and made my underwear slip into the crack of my ass. I tried to keep the injured thigh from rubbing the roof. When I reached the lip of the rooftop and carefully dangled myself over it, I glanced down. It was still one heck of a drop.
There was only one way to get through it. I let go and tumbled to the ground. I landed on my feet, but the impact reverberated up my legs, and the injured one gave out from under me. I sprawled on my butt, barely holding in my cry of pain. The impact was bone-rattling, but luckily, it wasn’t enough to do any damage.
I rolled over, got to my feet, and crept along the tree line toward the street. Right before I reached the sidewalk, there was a crunch of leaves to my right, and I froze. Someone was hiding in the trees.
Throwing out my magic, I tried to sense what it was. Vampire. Fuck, was there a convention in town? His power choked me. This vampire killed—often. I stumbled away from him and landed on my knees on the sidewalk under a streetlamp.
A match flared and winked out. I could barely make out the smoldering end of a cigarette amongst the trees, and then he stepped into the light.
This vampire didn’t even attempt to play human. He was dressed all in black. It was stark against his pale skin. Either he was a vampire who couldn’t stand the sunlight, or he just never bothered to go out in it. Where Alaric and his brothers had a buttery yellow cast to their hair, his was nearly white. He held his long leather trench coat draped over one shoulder.
He snarled, baring his fangs at me. “I can’t believe Alaric didn’t kill your ass. A lapse in judgment.”
I had a feeling he wouldn’t have a problem murdering me here and now. I gathered my magic around me, but it died out. The effects of iron were cumulative. The longer I wore it, the longer it took my magic to wake up. Like trying to get sensation back in a limb that’s fallen asleep. And here I was, without a knife to defend myself. I should have asked Gracie for one. She was always armed. I wouldn’t get a chance to make that mistake again.
“Who are you?”
He took a long drag of his cigarette and slowly exhaled. “I’m Warin.”
He flicked the cigarette from his fingers, and I jerked my legs out of the way as it landed next to me. He dropped his coat and wrapped his hand in the front of my tank top, jerking me to my feet. When he slammed me back into the lamp post, I gasped as pain lit up my spine.
“I heard my brothers were having a little witch trouble. Imagine my satisfaction—” He rammed me against the post again, and before I could stop myself, he was rewarded with a short scream. “When I show up just in time to find you sneaking out of the house.”
“I didn’t know they had another brother.”
He tilted his head and smirked. “Oh, yes. I’ve been ostracized. I’m a tad more violent than they like. But I don’t give a fuck if they want me around or not. They’re in danger, and so I’m here.”
He slammed me against the metal pole again, and I barely held in my yelp of pain. “Now, if you ever come near my brothers again, I will kill you in some slow, incredibly unpleasant way. Do we understand each other? The only reason I’m letting you go this time is because of that touching little scene of family loyalty on the roof. But you see, I’m loyal to my family, too, despite what they might think. Hurt my brothers, and you’ll find out how loyal I am.”
He tossed me to the ground, and I scraped my hands and knees on the concrete. “Feel free to take the coat. You make a great peep show, but I’d hate for you to get picked up by the cops.”
“Thanks, asshole.” I glanced up to issue some threat, lame as it would be coming from someone battered and half-naked on the ground, but he was gone. I shuddered and glanced around. I’d been scared for my life before, but I was terrified now. With some vampires, the threats were all posturing, and they couldn’t do half the shit they said. But not that one. I believed every word.






  
  Chapter 8


My car was gone. Astrid had probably taken it when she had to bug out. Luckily, I found an unlocked phone in one of the many pockets of the coat. A car had already been called on the ride-sharing app. I also had a gun and a couple hundred bucks in cash. For a scary son of a bitch who’d threatened my life, the vampire hadn’t left me helpless.  
The car dropped me off in front of Astrid’s house about an hour and a half after my escape from Alaric’s.
Reluctantly, I felt grateful to Warin. He could have left me stranded and unarmed and whistled a jaunty tune. Arming me right outside his house was a ballsy move. Then again, a handgun probably couldn’t kill one vampire, let alone four, even if I pumped the whole clip into its brain. 
A hunter’s knives were spelled to prevent healing. I hadn’t figured out the magical recipe for blessing bullets. It hadn’t been as straightforward as I’d hoped. Have a gun melt in your hands and see if you keep trying. I’d tossed it and ducked for cover before the damned thing had exploded, bullets flying everywhere. 
It was a weird item for him to have. I’d never known a vampire to use guns. There wasn’t much of a point. You couldn’t kill most supernatural things with them, and using them to kill humans was laughable when you could rip someone apart with your bare hands.
I dragged myself up the steps of the porch. I could sleep for days. I didn’t knock on the door. Everyone let themselves in unless the door was locked.
It swung open, and the barrel of a shotgun was in my face. Slowly, I started to put my hands up, but the business end of the gun was already pointed at the ground.
I glanced at Astrid. “Holy shit, Astrid, you scared the hell out of me? Should you even be up? I heard you were injured.”
She backed out of the way, and I stepped over the threshold. “Where is everyone?”
She shook her head. “I told them to get hotel rooms after they patched me up, and I woke up from the strength spell crash. I’m waiting for that vamp I fought last night. He threatened to find me. I didn’t want to lose any more friends to him and his brothers.”
I nodded. “Well, hopefully, it was an empty threat. I think if we leave them alone, Gracie will convince them to leave us alone. She got me out. Give it a few days before you call the others back. And, FYI, I don’t think a shotgun will help against Jasper.”
I followed her as she limped to the living room. She sank onto the couch with a relieved sigh. 
“Damn, Astrid. Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. Well, I’m not fine. I have a sprained wrist, some bruised ribs, twisted my ankle, and lost a lot of blood.” She touched the bite mark on her throat. I shuddered. It mirrored my own. 
“I know a gun won’t help, but I’m not in any condition to go hand-to-hand. Hell, I’m not really in a condition to fire this kicking bastard.” She patted the shotgun. “I thought it might buy me some time.”
I doubted it. She’d just have one pissed-off vampire on her hands, but when it’s your only option, you just have to go with it. 
I licked my lips. I didn’t want to be the one to break the news to her about Laura if she didn’t already know. Coward that I was. But this was all my fault. I shouldn’t have taken anyone with me when I’d gone to execute my sister. It should have been my job.
Astrid growled. “Stop looking at me like that. I know about Laura, and I know you feel guilty. Get over it. We’re big girls. We knew what we were getting into.”
“But—“
“Kori!”
The silence was heavy and seemed to stretch on for hours. My guilt didn’t stop just because she didn’t blame me. I blamed me.
Astrid took a deep breath. “What about you? I thought you were dead. Interesting outfit, by the way. Looks like you might flash some strangers or go streaking.”
I ran a hand through my hair and sat back on the couch. “I’m injured, upset, confused… I think everything I’ve been told about vampires is a lie, Astrid.”
She straightened. “What do you mean?”
I told her everything that had happened to me since she dragged Jasper away that night.
“Fine, so Gracie is still the same person. But those vampires aren’t. They’re evil.”
I shook my head. “We threatened them. We came into their house and picked a fight. We tried to harm their loved ones. Maybe we deserved what we got.” 
“But this Warin guy? He’s evil. You told me yourself that he kills his victims. And I’m sure the others have killed, too. Just because it wasn’t recent enough for you to sense doesn’t mean they haven’t.”
“I threatened Warin’s family, but I’d kill him if I thought I would survive the fight. He had some of the most intense power I’ve ever brushed. I couldn’t even defeat Alaric, and he went easy on me because he wasn’t trying to kill me. Warin wouldn’t let his new sister-in-law’s feelings get in the way.”
Astrid stared at me. “So… what does this mean?”
I shrugged. “For now, it means that we leave the brothers alone. I want to give my sister time to get out of town. Besides, we’re too injured to do much of anything.”
She crossed her arms over her chest. “You might believe that vampires aren’t what we thought, but I’ve had my friends and family killed. Those things are monsters, and Jasper threatened me and my friends. I’ll kill him if he comes after me.”
“I’d never say you shouldn’t defend yourself, but I wouldn’t hunt them anymore. They’re not the usual loners we deal with. If you go after them, you face them all.”
She shook her head. “Don’t worry. I won’t be going after him.” She clenched her fists to stop their nervous shaking. “He had me, Kori. It was the most disturbing thing that’s ever happened to me since I started hunting them. I’ll be staying right here, awake, waiting for him. So, announce yourself next time you come up the stairs. I’ll be going on very little sleep and might shoot you by accident.”
I sighed and got to my feet. “I’ll be back. I’m not letting you wait for him alone. But I have to tell my mother I failed. It will be worse for me if she finds out from her contacts.”
“She’s going to want you to try again.”
I nodded.
“What are you going to tell her?”
“That I’m not going to do it. I told Grace to get out of town, so maybe she’ll convince the rest of the brothers to go, too. No one in the coven is as skilled at killing vampires as I am, not even her. Hopefully, she lets it go.”
Astrid arched a brow, and I sighed. “Yeah, yeah. I know.” 
My mother would never let this shit go. The real question was, how bad would the fallout be?






  
  Chapter 9


I walked the three miles to my mother’s house. The air was still crisp with the early notes of fall. Dew glittered on the green grass, making everything seem like a fairyland. I’d needed to clear my head and wasn’t looking forward to facing her.  
The sun crept over the horizon, and some of the tension drained from my shoulders. I didn’t think any of the brothers were pursuing me. Not tonight. But still, it felt like a little extra protection, though I knew Alaric could tolerate sunlight. He might even enjoy it. No one got that deep, bronzed god look without spending a lot of time in the sun. 
Ugh, why did I have to think of him like that? 
If I wasn’t entirely safe from Alaric, at least a lot of other beasties had an aversion to the great ball of fire in the sky. It was something.
I reached the driveway leading to the house and stared up at it. This place had rarely held any happy memories, but now it sent shivers of foreboding down my spine. There was something wrong in that house.
My mother had been working some dark magic the last time I'd been here. Just days ago, but it felt like months. She’d been communicating with the dead. Or raising them, which was something I didn’t even want to consider. 
She had to kill someone to raise the dead, and witches could rarely do it correctly. Our magic didn’t mesh. A witch’s magic was tied to life. The strongest among us could pull someone from the brink of death, but not beyond that. We saved raising the dead for necromancers. If she had done it, I needed to tell the coven. They’d shut her down hard. They might even execute her if she’d gone too far.
Pagan and I had interrupted her ritual that day, and the cloud of dark magic should have dissipated like a bad smell. But it hadn’t. 
My foot was on the first porch step when a high-pitched ringing filled my right ear. I cringed and pressed a hand to it, trying to get it to stop, but I felt a pull in my gut to round the house and check out the family graveyard in the back. I was having a magical alarm bell moment. As soon as I gave in to the feeling and started walking to the back of the house, the ringing stopped.
I put my back against the wall and peeked into the little graveyard like I was casing the place. I sighed and shook myself. This was my old home. I didn’t need to act like a creeper to look around. I stepped around the corner. 
It had been weird growing up here. Witches were all about ancestors and connection. They’d dug up old members of the coven in Europe and transferred them here when the family had settled in Georgia. Every little girl’s dream was to tell her classmates that her whole family was buried in the backyard. Oh, just me? I guess I was the morbid, weird one in school.
The place was steeped in magic and crawling with ghosts. Spending midnight out here was terrifying. Spending Samhain out here was downright dangerous and forbidden growing up. Our ancestors had a lot of unfinished business and weren’t very moral about how they finished it or who they used to do their dirty work. But those are stories for another time.
Before I knew it, I was standing at the foot of the grave my magic had called me to. Sarah Maitland. The ancestor who started our family down the path of hunting vampires. Pagan and I had stumbled into it on our mad dash out of the house, and the black power coming off it had made Pagan puke her guts up. Everything was the same—burned-out candles wreaking of the darkest magic. Except the grave had been filled in again. 
“Don’t jump to conclusions.” Maybe some magical item had been buried with Sarah, and my mother had needed it. Some things were buried with the ancestors for safekeeping. You had to communicate with the spirit to remove them, or it was a bit like robbing someone’s house. Except with more interesting consequences.
Oh, come on, Kori. You can’t deny what this is. A communication ritual wouldn’t feel like this. 
She could only raise the dead once a month on the new moon, and we interrupted. She missed her shot days ago.
“Kori, dear, what are you doing?”
I jumped and jerked my gaze to the porch. Several of the elder coven ladies peered at me with curiosity. My mother stood behind them, scowling. Susan, the woman who had spoken, peered at me over her thick, wire-rimmed glasses. Her frizzy, red-dyed hair gleamed in the early morning light.
I swallowed, reluctant to bring up my mother’s indiscretion, even after everything she’d done. I glanced back down at the grave and carefully made my way around it. If anyone was curious about my behavior, no one asked. 
“Nothing, just walking the graves.” It wasn’t an uncommon practice to seek the counsel of the ghosts. On rare occasions, the dead would offer advice without needing a ritual. There was also supposed to be power in spending time with the ancestors. They appreciated being remembered.
“Well, come inside. Did you walk here? The air has a bite this morning.”
I smiled at the gentle scolding. The older coven members always made up for the warmth my mother had lacked. 
“There’s hot chocolate and cookies.”
Lordy, sugar coma incoming. But, if I didn’t have some, they’d be hurt.
My mother’s black look turned on Susan. “She’s a fighter, she shouldn’t eat that.”
The older woman flapped her hands at my mother. “Oh, Priscilla, you always were so strict with them. One indulgent morning won’t hurt her.”
I rolled my eyes. ‘One indulgent morning’ with the coven would mean every morning if they had their way. Doting grandmothers, the lot of them. But they also knew I’d have a cookie just to thumb my nose at my mother, even if I mostly agreed with her. I stayed in peak physical condition to hunt, and desserts were rarely on the menu. But even at the ripe old age of twenty-six, I still rebelled against my mother. Maybe because she still tried to impose her will on me.
I bounded up the porch steps and followed all but my mother inside. She glared at me as I passed her, and the hair on my neck stood up. Like my instincts didn’t like having her at my back. I mentally shook myself. It was absurd. She was up to no good, but she was still my mother. But I couldn’t shake the feeling. 
Unable to deny it, I casually leaned against the counter as I snagged a cookie off the ugly flowered tray that always seemed to show up at coven functions. After all these years, I still wasn’t sure who owned it. I popped the Russian tea cake in my mouth, careful not to inhale. You’d inevitably choke on at least one of the powdered sugar-coated bastards every time you ate one. They were impossible to resist, though. A ball of butter cookie filled with pecans and rolled in powdered sugar. Sign me up. 
“Where is Aunt Carol?” As much as I loved the women in the room, Carol was my favorite. She’d always been a sympathetic shoulder to cry on. She was the closest to me and Grace in age. Still old enough to be our mother, but more like having a best friend. 
Most witches preferred a solitary life these days. The old ways of the covens were dying out. And it was hard to be accepted unless you were born into one. Carol was one of the few new members inducted when Grace and I were growing up.
“Oh, you know Carol. Off on some new adventure. She’ll be back next week.” 
I’d never been much for travel, but Grace’s soul would light up every time Carol talked about the amazing places she’d gone. I hoped my sister would take my advice and leave with Liam sooner rather than later. She could see all the things she wanted to see. A pang of longing filled me. I’d never get to hear about her trips. How could I kill her when even the thought of not seeing her again left me lost? It had been stupid to think I could go through with it.
I passed on the hot cocoa and made myself a cup of coffee. A little cream and no sugar to offset the sweetness of the cookies. Coffee always tasted forty times better with something sweet on the side.
Despite the friendly chatter of the women in the kitchen, I could feel their attention on me as I sipped it. They were waiting. Waiting to hear how hunting my sister had gone. Waiting for my mother’s patience to snap. 
“Well? Did you kill the vampires or not, Kori?” 
A hush fell over the room, and the vague attention I’d felt turned into blatant stares. I glared at her over the rim of my mug and dusted my sugary hand on my jeans. 
I was shocked that she’d ask here. I’d thought the shame of having a fallen daughter, not to mention the potential shame of her eldest not being able to finish the job, would have kept her quiet until they left. I also wasn’t sure all the members agreed with our families’ stance of murdering all vampires. At least it was hard to reconcile that these sweet little old ladies would want the favorite, the youngest, of their coven executed. 
I set my cup on the counter with a sharp click, not wanting to meet my mother’s eyes. I fiddled with the handle, pushing the cup around the counter as I confessed what happened.
I saw movement out of the corner of my eye and straightened as my mother stepped toward me. Her slap echoed in the kitchen, and I clutched my aching cheek. I gaped at her. I wasn’t surprised that she’d slapped me. She’d done it before. This wasn’t the first time I’d failed her. But she’d never done it in front of the coven. 
However, when she raised her fist? That was a shock. I squared my shoulders and held my hands loose at my sides. If she wanted a real fight, she was dicking with the wrong daughter today. 
Susan seized her elbow. “Priscilla, don’t overreact. We’ve planned for this.”
I darted my gaze to Susan. Red alert. “What do you mean ‘we’ve planned for this’?”
Susan turned to me, her eyes hard like diamonds. She’d never looked at me that way. Not even in my wilder teenage years when I’d done plenty to deserve it.
“Your mother suspected you were too weak to do this.”
I sighed and raked my hand through my hair. “Please, Aunt Susan. Grace saved my life. She could have killed me or at least left me to the rest of them. She’s not evil. I—” my voice broke, “I just can’t do it.”
She nodded, but her sigh of frustration sounded more like a growl. “We’ve understood since you were young that you and your sister have a weakness toward each other. It’s unfortunate for you, Kori. The shame you should feel, child, about caring for a bloodsucker!”
I squeezed my eyes shut, suddenly unable to focus. Everything had taken on a dream-like quality, muted by shock. My mother, I had expected, but the condemnation of all the elders? 
“Your death will be much faster than hers. Though it shouldn’t be, traitor.”
I gaped at her, and it took me a second to realize the wobbly feeling in my knees hadn’t been shock at all. My hands scrambled over the counter as I tried to keep myself upright. I knocked the coffee cup, and it shattered on the floor before I hit the ground next to it, the warm liquid soaking my shirt. 






  
  Chapter 10


By the time I came to, I was chained to a wooden post in the ceremonial execution spot in the woods behind the house. Not good. I think waking up chained to a vampire’s bed had been a better predicament. And who would ever think I’d say that?  
I hadn’t been here in years. I didn’t think anyone had. The underbrush was full of dead leaves that hadn’t been cleared. Fresh, green summer grass had squeezed its way to the surface in patches of the little clearing. I hadn’t lost much time to whatever they’d drugged me with. The smell of morning dew and damp forest still lingered in the air. 
The last time I’d been here, we’d executed a witch. I’d been young, and my mother thought it would set a good example for us. No matter that Gracie had woken up screaming for weeks afterward. I’d always kept mine quiet, but the nightmares persisted to this day. 
I didn’t think for one second that I was alone. There was movement in the deep shadows of the trees. Sunlight blazed down on me, keeping me partially blind. And the shadows seemed abnormally thick in the woods—nearly pitch black. The sun should have given me some peak at the witches surrounding me. But I saw enough. Sensed enough.
I hadn’t thought coming back here would be a fatal mistake. I’d known my mother would probably disown me, but the coven was family. I’d thought. My eyes burned. I’d tried to kill the only person who gave a shit.
I cleared my throat. “Is refusing to kill my sister really an execution-level offense?”
Susan stepped into the clearing and pulled the hood of her black robe off her head. “Your weakness can’t be allowed to fester in this coven. Your mother has informed us of you and your sister’s transgression. Falling in love with a vampire. Planning to run away together and getting turned. So disgraceful.” 
Susan walked the rest of the way toward me and leaned a log against the base of the post I was tied to. 
“And you.” She shook her head sadly. “You are the biggest disappointment of all. You had such promise. We all thought that once you’d gotten over your wild ways of killing vampires for money, you would return to the coven to lead a new generation. Instead, you worked for vampires. Taking money from that vampire, Nyx, and his new whore. That is your true offense. You’ve been corrupted.”
I squeezed my eyes shut and banged my head against the wood, wincing when a rough bit snagged my hair. Damn it. I’d known that would come back to bite me in the ass. How had I thought for one second that my mother would never find out?
As Susan spoke, every witch from the coven came to place a piece of kindling at my feet.
Witches started burning each other at the stake long before humans did. It was a way to extract the last of a witch’s power and prevent any resulting hauntings if you salted the area. Witches didn’t take kindly to being murdered, and we had much more power to work with in the afterlife than your average mortal. 
It was a special kind of irony that humans had chosen that method to kill witches. They unwittingly unleashed the witch’s power back to the coven and didn’t salt the earth afterward. The woods near Salem and other historical witch execution spots were haunted as hell as a result.
Susan took a breath and rolled her shoulders. “We have to clean up this mess before word spreads.”
The last of the puzzle clicked into place. “So you’ve raised a witch from the grave? Mother couldn’t do it on her own without the dark moon. But the whole coven could force the issue.”
Which made them crazier than a bag full of squirrels on meth. Raising the dead was delicate business. 
I gaped at them and raised my voice for everyone to hear. “How could you do this? How many times have we been lectured that only necromancers raise the dead? You never raise a witch? You never perform that particular ritual outside of a new moon? Could you break any more rules, people?”
Renegade zombies were the stuff of nightmares.
Susan’s eyes flashed red for a split second, and I tensed. If I’d blinked, I would have missed it. It hadn’t been a trick of the light. What the hell was that? 
“We have control. We don’t need to be lectured by the likes of you. Sarah Maitland is the perfect solution to the monsters we’re currently up against. Alaric killed her. She’s wanted revenge for a very long time.”
Crap. I pulled at the chains wrapped around my arms, even though it was useless. I couldn’t even gather my powers in the iron. The rust bit into my skin as the chains rattled. I had to get to my sister and warn her. I wasn’t even sure what this thing could do, but the vague accounts from the last witch zombie that had been unleashed said it was nearly unstoppable. 
Now, I wished someone had bothered to include some instructions. Maybe a weapon in the archives with a note like ‘break glass in case of rogue zombie.’ We knew it had been defeated, but not how. The witch keeping the journal had died in the fighting, and no one had bothered with a detailed version of the story.
Susan’s gaze hardened. “Even now, when you’re about to die, all you can think about is helping them.”
Red eyes glowed in the forest around me, and a chill walked down my spine. Demonic possession was the only explanation, but the whole coven? How? Most of us wore powerful protection charms against this sort of thing and performed cleansing rites regularly to eliminate any dark energies that might have attached to us.  
There was a sharp pop, and I shrieked as the firewood under me burst into flames. The witches began to chant and circle closer around me. They kept a healthy distance, but it still caused claustrophobia to rise in me. 
The sensation of a great black void filled my chest. My power leaked from it, being yanked out one drop at a time. But it dug its hooks in. My magic wasn’t meant to leave me. I screamed again as those invisible hooks dragged along my flesh, snagging on my organs and bones. Nothing around me mattered, not even the fire at my feet. The awful sensation held my entire attention. Was this what would kill me? The pain of my magic being yanked out? Or would I die a slow death later as my soul faded?
Oh, right, the coven wouldn’t wait for me to fade. I was going to burn to death. I got the feeling that would make my power being drained feel like the head-butt of a kitten.
A sharp gust of wind slammed through the clearing, strong enough to topple the tinder under me. Flaming logs were sent rolling, and startled witches scattered, slapping at the hems of their long robes. Their spell was severed, and I sagged in the chains when the pain stopped. I gasped for the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. 
Susan growled. “Don’t stop! We’re not finished!” She glared up at me. “How did you do that?”
There was no way I could have, being chained like I was, but I didn’t answer her. She didn’t deserve an answer. Maybe karma had just come to bite her in the ass early. 
I heard a terrified scream in the forest and jerked in my bonds. Okay, that didn’t sound like karma…
The clearing was suddenly deathly quiet and still. All I could hear was my harsh breathing as the other witches froze. And then came chaos. 
Dark storm clouds rolled in overhead as more cries filled the woods around me. The ripping wind seemed to amplify them until I wished my arms were free just to cover my ears. A roll of thunder shook the ground as lightning forked out over the sky.
Shit. The last place I wanted to be was tied to a pole in iron shackles when the sky looked like that. I also didn’t want to be here as monster bait when whatever was tearing through my coven got done and turned its attention to me. Little ole’ me all conveniently trussed up like the Thanksgiving turkey.
I struggled in the chains and thought I felt them loosen. Warm blood trickled down my hands as the rusted chains raked them, but I didn’t stop trying to get out. There was a blinding flash of light as lightning struck a tree opposite me. It split down the middle, falling onto a witch who didn’t even have time to scream. 
A deep rumble bubbled up through the earth. The ground shook as dirt and grass were propelled into the air. Electricity was following a tree root. Straight for me. Shit!
There was a sharp crack, and I felt the pole split under my hands. Splinters were embedded in my arms. It groaned and began listing to the side. 
I hit the ground with a great, booming thud. Pain radiated up my left arm on impact, and I might have blacked out for a second. I blinked hard to clear my vision and wiggled my fingers. I didn’t think anything was broken, but it didn’t feel pretty.
My chains were loose! I wriggled and twisted and was finally able to get free. I pushed myself to my feet, ignoring my elbow as it howled in protest, and stumbled deeper into the forest. 
I didn't want to go back toward the house where the witches were and where whatever was ripping through them seemed to be coming from. About a mile in this direction was the highway. Hopefully, I could flag a passing motorist. Maybe get a ride to the hospital. Though... I didn't think it would help. 
No human doctor could fix what was wrong with me. 
I didn't think my magic was gone entirely, but I could still feel what had been ripped from me, like a gaping wound in my spirit. They'd taken enough to do damage. I just wasn't sure how much. If they’d taken too much… I’d die. A witch was her magic. Having it stripped was a death sentence. Which meant I was on the clock to warn Alaric and my sister about a rampaging zombie.
Black spots danced before my vision, and I stumbled against a tree. The rough bark abraded my arm. The shouts behind me had died out, which meant the beast had already been stopped, and witches were on their way to me. 
Or it had killed everyone, and it was headed for me. 
I wasn’t sure which scenario I liked less. 
I took a deep breath, trying to get my roiling stomach under control. The last thing I needed to do was throw my guts up. Whatever was out here would definitely take advantage. 
There was a crunch in the leaves behind me, and I sprang into motion again, sprinting toward the highway. The forest was eerily silent, like even the animals knew something wicked was out here. The only thing making noise was me.
I reached the forest’s edge and sagged against a tree, glaring at the steep embankment I’d have to scramble up to get to the road. I wasn’t sure I had the energy left, but what were my options?
“You don’t look so good, witch.”
I spun around and fell on my ass with a teeth-rattling thud. I stared up at a man who had managed to get way too close to me. Within arms reach. He hadn’t made a sound. I groped for my magic to identify what he was, but nothing answered my call. My throat closed up. It was like missing a limb or one of your senses. All I knew was he wasn’t one of my coven members.
He was dressed entirely in black. A hooded sweatshirt hid his face, and leather gloves encased his hands. The shining substance on them had to be the blood of my coven. Another vampire, maybe? There must be a reason he was still fully covered. The morning had gone from the cool taste of fall to hot and sticky, just to remind you that it was still a southern summer.
“Calm down, little witch. I’m not here to hurt you.” His deep voice, which usually would have been sexy, held a hint of amusement that set my teeth on edge.
“You just murdered everyone in my coven.”
He snorted. “Not everyone, unfortunately. Most fled.”
“Why the hell shouldn’t I kill you then?”
He leaned against the tree I was seated under and crossed his arms over his chest. “Should I remind you that they’d turned on you? I just saved your ass. Also, if you hadn’t noticed, they’re playing with some bad shit. If I hadn’t killed them, witch hunters would have.”
I scowled up at him. “There are no witch hunters anymore.”
They’d stopped hunting not long after the Salem Witch Trials. Too many innocent people had been executed over the centuries. Witches became better at hiding what they were or gave up practicing to save their families. The old ways faded into obscurity. 
He shook his head. “Not so. Like witchcraft, hunting has been passed down over the centuries. They simply haven’t involved themselves since witches stopped causing trouble and seemed to police themselves. But playing with demons? The hunters know that could send the world spinning into another Dark Age. They won’t ignore that.”
“So the whole coven is possessed? How? We’re so cautious about that sort of thing.” It made me feel a little better to think they were possessed. Maybe my family hadn’t tried to kill me of their own free will. Except probably my mother. I was pretty sure that she wouldn’t have any regrets even in her right mind.
He threw back his head and laughed. “There is no ‘careful’ when playing with demons. They’re cunning and stronger than just about anything walking the Earth. Maybe the old gods have them beat. Maybe. As for how they could take over a whole coven? I don’t know.”
“How could you not know? You seem to be some sort of expert.”
He shifted against the tree, causing pieces of bark to flake onto my shoes. “Far from an expert,” his voice was tight. “Demons are secretive. I don’t know everything. But I do know possession is a one-on-one thing. It’s also hard to achieve if the host is fighting them. There’s no way thirty demons could cooperate long enough to take over a whole coven, and I sincerely doubt all the witches would agree to this and put up no resistance. I don’t think it’s possession. Why don’t you fill in the blanks for me? What’s happened here?”
“Oh no, no, no. You first. Who the hell are you? How do you know they’re messing with demons?”
He straightened and offered me a hand up. I accepted it, but as soon as my hand was clasped in his, his power washed over me, strong enough for my faded witch sense to confirm what he was. Vampire.
I yanked my hand, tacky with blood now, out of his grip once he’d pulled me to my feet and backed away. 
He sighed and held up his hands. “I see there’s some magic lurking in there after all. I think we’ve established that I’m not here to hurt you, and I’d like to remind you that you’re unarmed, so attacking me would just get you injured. You witches are so predictable.”
I swallowed. He wasn’t wrong. My first instinct was to try and kill him. “Answer my questions then.”
He growled and muttered something under his breath. “My name is Dagger. I was in the neighborhood when I felt a demon come through and thought I’d investigate. This isn’t the only demonic activity I sense in the world, which is why I was here in the first place. Something is up. I would have ignored it, but they sent someone to kill me. Slaughtered the entire village I was living in. They must think I can stop whatever is going down.”
“Why would they kill you?”
He yanked the hood off his face, revealing dark hair and tanned skin—a square stubbled jaw. At least I could pick him out of a lineup now. He flinched from the sun, sinking deeper into the trees. When he opened his eyes, I took an involuntary step away. They glowed red, like Susan’s had for a second before she’d tried to burn me to death. 
“I’m connected to the demons. I was possessed. I’m free now. Mostly. But I know what they’re capable of, and I’m here to help you stop them. Tell me what is going on.”
I raked a hand through my hair. This was new to me. Zombies, demons. Allying with vampires. Unfortunately, I didn’t have a choice. I needed to get to my sister, and he was the way to do it.
“I’ll tell you on the way. I have to get to someone. Do you have a car?”
He shrugged. “A motorcycle. Back at your house.”
“Great, we need to get there.”






  
  Chapter 11


We rolled to a stop on the street in front of Alaric’s house. I’d explained everything that had happened as we’d traveled. The bad part? Zombies were a new problem for Dagger, too. Of all the creatures he’d dealt with over the centuries, zombies hadn’t been on the list.  
I’d also recovered a bit on the way over here, which was a pleasant surprise. I’d expected, once my magic was gone, to slowly get weaker. Maybe there was enough left that I wouldn’t die.
“You got any kind of plan, huntress?”
I shrugged and got off the bike. “I figured I’d break in and talk to Gracie. She can warn the guys and get them to skip town.”
Dagger rubbed the back of his neck. “You ever tried breaking into a vampire’s house? Super hearing gives us the advantage. Hell, most of us don’t even lock our doors. Anyone who happens to wander in is just convenient food delivery. Easier than an app. And these vamps you’re screwing with? They aren’t known for being heavy sleepers. Or merciful toward witches.”
All things I knew. But if I got caught… well, Alaric had been reluctant to kill me before. I was hoping that was still the case.
He nodded at the cobalt blue muscle car parked across the street. “The Dodge Charger is Warin’s car. Only met the man once, but I get the feeling you can’t sneak up on that fucker.”
I massaged my forehead to try and loosen the headache that was brewing. I didn’t think you could sneak up on him, either. “You know a lot for someone who spends his time hiding in the rain forests of another country.”
He rolled his eyes. “Snippy. And yes, I keep track. I’ve led an… interesting life and a lot of vampires want me dead. I imagine Warin wouldn’t mind taking a stab at it himself.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “Wow, after one meeting? Making friends everywhere you go, hmm?”
“You’re one to talk.” 
I had no smart-ass comeback for that one. My coven had just tried to kill me, and we were on the doorstep of yet more people willing to kill me. 
He waved a hand toward the door. “Why don’t you try knocking?”
“Alaric and I just spent a good amount of time kicking the crap out of each other, and then I escaped him. I think he’ll hold a grudge. And his brothers just want me dead. And yes, I have broken into a vampire’s house before. Granted, none were as old as these, but I’ll manage. You could always come in with me if you’re concerned.”
He grimaced. “Honestly, I think they’d be happier finding a vampire hunter slinking around the place than me. You break the news that I’m here. Besides, someone should keep an eye out for this zombie.”
“Coward.”
“Hey, it was my idea to call, not just show up here.”
“I lost my phone. I think it’s in the house. I don’t have Grace’s number memorized.”
“Who doesn’t have their family’s number memorized? What happens if you lose your phone?”
I kicked the lawn because I couldn’t kick him. “You break into a vampire’s house to give your sister a message. That’s what happens. Come on, have you been living in the jungle since the 90s? No one has anyone’s phone number memorized!”
And the zombie had a head start on me. I wasn’t sure how much. I needed to see Grace and confirm for myself that she was safe. My mother had been absent during my death ceremony, which made me nervous. What if she’d already come to kill them?
I turned and walked toward the house.
“I hope they ask you why you’re here before they kill you. Think they’ll let me have a taste of you?”
I flipped him off without looking back. “Stupid, blood-sucking jackass.”
I tiptoed up the porch steps and glared at the doorknob. I didn’t have any lock-picking tools. I could force the door open with little effort but a lot of noise—time to test Dagger’s theory on vampires not locking doors.
The knob turned easily, and the door swung inward, casting light into the darkened house. There was no creak of hinges, but the sight still gave me a shiver. Like I was stepping into a haunted house. But Dagger had been right. Vampires didn’t have to worry about armed robbers or axe murderers. They could take on any psychopath who doomed himself by stepping in here.
Doomed. What a terrible way to put things as I was about to waltz over the threshold. I took a deep breath and stepped in anyway. I had to warn my sister. 
I shut the door behind me as silently as possible and tiptoed to the stairs. As I crept up, I prayed to the gods that they wouldn’t squeak.
When I reached the top, I breathed a sigh of relief. No loud, creaky stairs. It was a miracle in a house this old. I glanced down the hall. All was clear, except that the second door was open. I’d have to be extra careful not to wake the room’s occupant.
As I passed it, I peered in. Fuck, of course, it would be Alaric’s room because the universe had a sick sense of humor. He lay on his stomach in nothing but jeans. His peaceful face was turned toward the door. He didn’t snore, which was another tally in the perfect column.
He was handsome when he wasn’t trying to kill me. Looking at him like this made him seem a lot less threatening. It brought back memories of his lips on mine. This vampire had thrown my life into chaos, and he rattled my thoughts now. 
Though, my life had already been in chaos. I just hadn’t known it yet. I couldn’t blame him for the coven going off the deep end. I’d been blindly trusting everything I’d been told. He was trying to protect his family. Something I understood, though I’d been taught vampires had no loyalties like that.
I took a breath and skulked past him. When I reached my sister’s room, I cracked open the door. Whatever dim light there was in the hallway hit Gracie. She groaned, rolled over, and yanked the pillow from under Liam’s head to cover her face. It had always been impossible to wake her. 
My heart sped up, and I hoped no one would hear it. He would wake up and see me standing here like…well, a vampire hunter standing over her prey. He mumbled in his sleep but made no move to take the pillow back or get out of bed.
I pulled the door shut so it was open, just a crack. There was no way to close a door quietly. The click of the latch always sounded like a gunshot when you were trying to be quiet. 
Damn, I was a dumbass. Of course, the boy toy would be in there with her. I kept my annoyed sigh to myself. What now? Going to Alaric sounded like a really bad plan. At least I’d beaten Sarah and my mother. We had time. 
Despite what Dagger said, I regretted not forcing him to come in with me. He could have prevented them from taking me hostage again, and I could have convinced them he wasn’t a threat. Win-win. At least someone would have been on my side. 
The thought caused a bubble of humor to well up in my chest. I had a vampire ally. Maybe the coven had been right to try and execute me. I was violating our laws with every action I took lately. I spun around to head back out but came to an abrupt halt.
Alaric frowned down at me from less than three feet away.
My slowing heart redoubled its pace. “No chance you’re a sleepwalker?”
He smiled, but it wasn’t a humorous look. “Nope. Now, are you going to come quietly, or are you going to wake the house? My brothers wanted to hunt you down. Imagine their joy if they find you right here.”
I went for the knife that lived at my back and found nothing. “Crap,” I muttered.
The coven had all my weapons, and I hadn’t thought to ask Dagger for a blade. In my panic to get here, I’d forgotten I was unarmed. Weapons were such a regular part of my wardrobe, like strapping on a bra. Hell, occasionally, I went without the bra, but I always had a blade.
His smirk became more genuine. Glad someone thought this shit was funny. “Perfect. We couldn’t fight without getting everyone out of bed anyway.” He jerked his head toward his door. “My room, get moving.”
I stepped around him while he eyed me like I was prey. Could I make it to the front door? There were a few tables I could put in his way, but he could probably jump over them without much effort, and I’d have to make it down the stairs first. And it would wake the whole house.
But giving up and going into his room wasn’t an option. I didn’t think he was going to give me much of a chance to explain myself. However, he hadn’t woken anyone else or killed me. How long had he been standing behind me? Damn, the coven. My lack of magic was putting me in danger.
He seized my upper arm and jerked me to him, pressing his lips to my ear. “Don’t run. The chase is exciting. I’m faster and stronger than you, and I’m famished. I only tasted you last night. I haven’t fed. You’d never reach the door, and I might hurt you for trying. I wouldn’t mean to, but the damage would be done.”
His grip loosened, and he ran his other hand through my hair and released a shaky breath. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
We walked to his room, his hand still on my arm, as if he didn’t trust me not to run. Hell, I didn’t trust me not to run. 
Under all my training, there was a fear of vampires. Every hunter had it. It was a knowledge that one day you’d come up against one whose mind was stronger than yours. They’d drain the life from your veins while you begged for more. People got addicted to that rush. I’d experienced it the first time he’d bitten me. I knew exactly what kind of sweet embrace I was missing. 
How much of this craving was for his bite, and how much was the simple desire for him? 
He pressed me against the wall and ran his thumb over my bottom lip. “You’ll never figure it out. It’s all tied together for us. Blood and sex and fear and pain. It’s the lure of us as predators. Even I’m not sure where my magic ends and true attraction begins. The bottom line is you want me in whatever deep, dark corner of your soul you’ll pull away from in the light of day. And I have no problem taking whatever you’ll give to me.”
I frowned up at him. He made it sound like he never expected to mean more to me than sex. I wasn’t sure that was true. There was already something more between us. We understood each other. I might even like his sarcastic ass. 
Before I could respond, he shoved me into his room, and I stumbled against the bed. Whatever hypnotic spell he’d weaved around us in the hall snapped as he shut the door and turned to face me.
I stood and backed around the bed, but there wasn’t enough room to escape him. “Alaric, I have to talk to you. I came to warn you.”
“Or you came back to kill your sister like I predicted. Maybe you’re too much of a coward to face me, but coming back to kill her? It’s your duty, isn’t it.”
My gaze narrowed at the ‘coward’ part of his accusation. “You do know she let me out, right? Why would I come back to kill her?”
“You needed to regroup. You couldn’t win against a vampire, no matter how young, while you’re half naked with no weapons.”
“You’re being ridiculous.”
He smirked. “I know your kind. I’ve been betrayed by witches before.”
“Is that why you killed Sarah Maitland? Because she betrayed you?”
He strode toward me and pushed me back against the wall, using his forearm to pin me. “How do you know that name?”
“Come on, Alaric? How many witch families hunt vampires? Sarah was our ancestor.”
He released me like I was on fire and backed away. “Fucking Jasper. No wonder he was pissed about Grace.”
I scowled at him. “What do you mean?”
“We didn’t live in Savannah until recently. Moving here was his suggestion. I’m guessing he heard your family was in the area. It’s too much of a coincidence. It’s why he argued so hard for your death and why he was pissed I turned Grace. I wonder how long he’s been hunting you.”
The cold breath of death breezed across my neck. His brother was a freaking sociopath.
His lips pinched at whatever he saw on my face. “You’ll have to forgive him. Sarah did have him tortured. He’s enjoyed killing vampire hunters ever since. Can’t say I’ve objected.”
I took a calming breath. “And now? How safe is my sister around him? How safe am I in this house?”
His gaze narrowed. “Your sister is perfectly safe. Or have you forgotten she’s one of us now? Your fate is questionable. Why are you here?”
Light glinted off something behind Alaric, and my attention snapped from him to the rotting corpse behind him.
“That’s why!” I shoved him to the side, but he cursed, snagged my arm, and we tumbled onto the bed, momentarily defenseless against my axe-wielding ancestor. 






  
  Chapter 12


Alaric rolled us out of the way as the double-sided axe bit into the bed where our heads had been. I kicked the zombie in the stomach. She stumbled into the dresser, rocking it and rattling the drawer handles. 
This had to be Sarah. She looked pretty good for a zombie. Mother must have poured a lot of magic into her. But you could still tell she was a corpse. Her skin was almost gray and stretched taut across her bones. Her limp hair hung well past her shoulders, and a small patch was missing on the side of her head. Thinned lips pulled back from her rotting teeth, and the stench of her was enough to make me gag. She must have been cloaked in magic for Alaric not to have noticed it well before I spotted her.
Stuffing flew as I yanked the axe out of the bed. I leapt off Alaric and spun around. I swung the heavy blade at Sarah’s head with all I had. She ducked, and it struck the wall with a thunk. 
She punched me in the chest, and I tumbled into Alaric, who had risen to his feet. We hit the ground, Alaric taking the brunt of the fall with a grunt. His head cracked against the bedside table, and he cursed. I lay there for a second, wheezing around my aching ribs. Nausea swelled up in my gut. Oh gees, not now. I didn’t want to be vomiting up everything I’d ever eaten when this bitch decapitated me. 
The door shook as someone pounded on it, and the doorknob rattled. 
“Alaric!” A male voice shouted from the other side. 
“Can you hear us? What’s going on?”
“We can’t break down the door.”
Magic. She was holding them out. It would take a hell of a lot of power to keep three vampires from breaking in.
Jet black, pointy-toed boots came into view. I knew those damned boots. Apparently, my mother and Sarah were on clothes-sharing terms. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and looked up at the evil dead.
She stared down at me with clouded gray eyes, the eyes of the dead, and I felt her disgust. Her lip curled back from her teeth. “Why do you defend this creature, daughter? You are of my line. You should be hunting it.”
She seized a hand full of my hair and yanked me to my feet. I’ll admit I helped a bit. My choices were to stand or lose a chunk of my scalp. “This one killed me. You should avenge your ancestors, and instead, you defend it.”
She backhanded me, and I hit the door face-first. My face throbbed, and my vision fuzzed out for a second as I collapsed to my knees. Blood trickled down my chin from the new split in my lip. A drop of it seemed to shine like a beacon on her hand. She turned from me, and I felt the thick strand of power stretch between us. Coven power.
I narrowed my eyes—no wonder the coven had stolen my magic. Theirs was tied up, keeping the undead shambling. If I could drain it, I could weaken her. Not to mention buy myself some time. I just wasn’t sure how to do that. I’d never considered needing to steal magic to survive. 
She moved toward Alaric. “You shall die, vampire. You converted one of mine, and her mother called on me to seek vengeance.”
He snarled. “How is this possible? You’re dead.”
She took another step toward him. “Yes, you killed me. Did you know that blood bonding me to thee would kill me slowly and painfully?”
A muscle in his jaw clenched. “I knew nothing about witches at the time, but if I could go back and do it again, I fucking would. You tortured my brothers!”
“You deserved to die,” she screeched. “Vampires are abominations. A blight on humanity. Your brothers were complicit.”
“They didn’t even know what I was. They were innocent. Hell, so was I. I never did anything to you.”
I banged my fist on the wall, drawing Alaric’s attention. “Stop talking to her, Alaric. Kill her. She came back wrong.” Though that was an assumption. Maybe she’d always been a bat-shit-crazy zealot. 
There was a sharp crack as he kicked her in the knee. She didn’t make a sound as it folded under her, and I feared she was incapable of feeling pain. She landed on her ass on the ground. He pulled a sword from under the bed, rolled to his feet, and swung it at her neck. 
The blow that should have severed her neck passed through it as if she were made of smoke. 
“Mortal weapons cannot defeat me.” Her voice gained a demonic echo, and Alaric’s eyes widened. She planted her uninjured foot in his stomach, and he crashed into the wall above the bed.
He hit the ground in his belly, wheezing. 
She shoved her knee back into place and rose smoothly to her feet as if it had never been injured.  Drawing a knife, she strode toward him. It was one of the magical blades supplied by my coven. The kind that could kill a vampire. 
I jumped to my feet and hurled myself at her. I grabbed her knife hand, and we tumbled to a heap on the ground. 
A sharp, blinding pain radiated from my abdomen. I glanced down to see another knife sticking out of it. She drove me back, shoving the blade deeper into my stomach until she was lying on top of me. I howled and raked my nails down her face. She didn’t flinch as the flesh peeled off in a slimy layer. 
“Kori,” Alaric yelled. 
She yanked the knife out, and I clutched the wound with my palms. 
I lifted my hands and stared at the blood. I knew what to do with what little time I had left. I clapped my hands on either side of her face. She screamed that same inhuman scream that raised every hair on my body and tried to pull away from me, but my grip was truly a death grip. I yanked on the thread of power and felt it flow to me easily. It wasn’t meant to be holding her together. It settled in my chest like it belonged to me. 
Her back bowed, and she hit me with pitiful slaps as I drained the magic from her. Her flesh began to rot in double time, and the stench hit me in an eye-watering, gag-worthy wave. But it wouldn’t kill her. I wasn’t sure what would.
“I cast you out,” I shouted in the old language. She burst apart right under my hands. I collapsed back on the ground without the support of her. The door fell inward, and all the residents of the house, and Dagger, tumbled in a giant pile on the floor.
I managed to lock eyes with Gracie, and she gasped. “Kori. Oh my God.” There were several curses as she kicked herself free of the heap. She rushed toward me and dropped to her knees beside me the same second Alaric crouched by my other side.
I grabbed Alaric’s forearm and sunk my nails into it. “Hurry, you have to finish the spell. Smear blood under all the doors and on the windowsills to reinforce it.”
He nodded. “Does it need to be your blood?”
“No, anyone’s will do.”
He glanced across the room. “Warin, Liam, get on it.”
A shadow fell over me, and we glanced up at Dagger.
He knelt near my head, balancing on the balls of his feet, and Alaric’s eyes narrowed. “Who the hell are you?”
“Dagger.”
Alaric snorted and turned his attention back to me. “You’re making interesting and notorious friends, I see.”
Dagger’s gaze flicked to my injury. “Is the wound fatal? It’s been a good, long while since I was human. I can’t tell anymore.”
I ignored him. He’d find out soon enough. I had things to say before I died. I put my hand on Gracie’s, where she tried to stop the bleeding. “Don’t bother. Internal bleeding. I stole enough time to tell you—”
I had to break off and take a breath. “I love you, little sister. I want you to be happy. You need to get out of town. Hell, maybe out of the country. You haven’t seen the last of her. Find someone who knows how to stop a zombie. There has to be someone.”
I had to take another pause.
Gracie shook her head before I could start again. “No, this isn’t goodbye. You can become a vampire. To a vampire, this wound is nothing.”
“No.” I tried to put as much power behind the word as possible, but I got the feeling it was lacking.
Tears made tracks down her pretty face. “Yes. You have to live. I can’t let you die. I need you in the world.”
“I won’t be a vampire.” And there was no telling what turning me would do to the spell I’d just cast. I was using my death to protect this house. I took a breath to tell her so, but it felt like too much to explain. My thoughts were pulling apart like taffy before they were even fully formed.
“It’s better than dying.”
“I don’t want to spend my last minutes arguing with you.”
She dropped my hands and stood slowly. “Alaric, turn her.”
Jasper stomped farther into the room. “Alaric, don’t do it.” 
“What?” Gracie gasped. “She’s my sister, Jasper.”
He glared at her. “I think Alaric made a mistake turning you, not to mention this one. They’re vampire hunters, Alaric. The enemy. Descendants of the woman who tortured Liam and me. Do you think they won’t turn on us? They’re feral.”
Before Grace could argue, there was a blur of motion, and Jasper stumbled as Liam shoved him. “That’s not true. Grace loves me.”
Jasper snapped his fangs at him. “Maybe she does. Time will tell, but this one? She loves no one. Not enough to outweigh her hate.”
Alaric growled. “She hesitated to kill her sister. I saw it.”
I coughed, and blood splattered my lips, the copper taste settling in my mouth. “It doesn’t matter. I told you no!”
Liam grasped Grace’s elbow. “Grace, are you sure? Your sister… has a reputation for being an Ice Queen. She doesn’t let emotion get in her way.”
Grace yanked her elbow out of his grip and shot him a look of betrayal. “Don’t confuse her with my mother. Kori is a good person.”
A muscle ticked in his jaw. “And yet you feared her when you woke up a vampire. You knew she’d come to kill you.”
He wasn’t wrong. I’d come here to do just that. I hadn’t been strong enough, but all my training had screamed for me to do it.
“And she didn’t!”
Warin leaned against the door frame, intent to watch the show. Jasper jerked his chin at him. “What do you think?”
He arched a brow. “You won’t like my answer. I think you’re weak and pathetic. If a couple of witches several hundred years younger than you can get the better of you, maybe you deserve to die.”
Jasper opened his mouth to argue, but Warin held up a hand. “You’re selfish. Asking him to let the woman he loves die. Alaric should do what he wants.”
Jasper snorted. “Love? Bullshit. They haven’t spent two seconds in each other’s company without resorting to violence.”
Warin lifted a shoulder. “Fine. Is obsessed with? Admires? Hell, maybe he just doesn’t want to watch an innocent woman bleed to death on his carpet.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Would you let Astrid die?”
“Astrid is a passing obsession I plan to dispose of in the end. I certainly wouldn’t give her more power to use against us.”
Rage spiked through me, and I wrapped my fist in the hem of Jasper’s jeans. “If you touch my friend, I’ll run you through, fucker.”
He yanked his ankle out of my grasp, my nails scraping over the fabric as I tried to keep my grip. I choked on a gasp when the movement pulled at the wound in my side. 
“Even in her last few moments, she can’t resist threatening to kill a vampire. Besides, she said she didn’t want this.”
Warin rolled his eyes. “Which one of us did? We got over it. An eternity is a long time to hold on to something like that. Your call, Alaric.”
Dagger bounced to his feet. “I’m siding with Jasper on this one, but for different reasons. She’s made her wishes clear.” 
I felt a tinge of gratitude toward him. He respected my beliefs, something my sister would have me cast aside.
Grace swiped at the tears on her cheek and pointed a finger at him. “I don’t know who the hell you are, so you don’t get to add your two cents.”
He smirked, eyes narrowed on me. “I’m just saying, let her go. If she wants to give up, now is an easy out. Eternity is a long time, and killing yourself as a vampire is a lot harder.”
I glared at him. So much for gratitude. But I wasn’t about to let him double-dog dare me into becoming a vampire.
Gracie turned to focus on Alaric. “Do it. I don’t care what she wants. Please.”
Alaric looked into my eyes. His face was utterly blank.
“Don’t you dare? You know better. I’ll kill you if you turn me, you bastard.”
Jasper threw his hands into the air in an I-told-you-so gesture.
Alaric arched an eyebrow. “I’m so terrified. You already hate me. Turning you is just icing on the bitter ass cake.” He glanced at my sister. “It might make her hate you, though. You prepared for that?”
Jasper stalked out of the room, ramming Warin’s shoulder as he left. “She’ll betray us someday, and you’ll regret it.” 
Grace stuck her tongue out at his retreating back before she said, “I know the consequences, Alaric.”
Black spots filled my vision, and I let my eyes fall closed. It took too much effort to keep them open.
“Alaric, hurry.”
I heard the pop of cartilage as Alaric bit into his wrist. I tried to turn my head away, but he grabbed my jaw in his painfully tight grip, keeping my mouth open unless I wanted to attempt to bite his hand. No matter what, he’d get his way. He shoved his wrist against my tongue.
His blood’s rich, copper taste hit me, and raw power filled my body. The magic of it sparked against mine. It wanted more. All thoughts of resisting fled. Hell, all thoughts, period, were gone. I grasped his wrist with both hands and drank in giant gulps.
He stroked my hair and whispered something, but I couldn’t understand what he said. 
I released his wrist as fresh agony flooded my body. It overrode the pain of being stabbed. I couldn’t see or hear as I writhed on the floor. But I could feel hands on me, adding to the blinding torture as they touched my sensitive skin. And then everything went black.






  
  Chapter 13


I moaned and cracked my eyes open. The dim light was like burning needles shoved into my cornea, and I shut them again. The pain radiated out into my forehead, intensifying my headache. I could hear the light bulb making an incessant, droning hum. 
“Turn the light out.”
The clicks as someone turned off the little lamp were like gunfire right next to my ears. God, was I hung over? Astrid and I had gotten smashed after a high kill count, but I’d never felt like this.
It felt like my stomach was taking a boat trip. Even the sheets against my skin were uncomfortable. And I was hot. Burning up. Witches didn’t get sick, so what the hell was going on?
I could hear everything. The whisper of cloth as the bed dipped under someone’s weight. And breathing. There were at least four people in the room. And there was pounding. It was faint but, for some reason, incredibly comforting.
“What’s that thumping?” I slurred around a tongue so dry it felt swollen.
A rough hand caressed my jaw, and the most incredible smell filled my nose. Clean male. I turned my face into his palm. In all the discomfort, somehow, only his touch was soothing.
“It’s heartbeats, babe.” His deep, slightly accented voice was like the caress of velvet over my frayed nerves.
I definitely wasn’t at Astrid’s. None of her friends sounded like that. I recognized that voice and opened my eyes again. 
A gorgeous, blond man leaned over me. He was close, and his hair fell in a curtain around us. He licked his lips, and I ached to kiss him, but I was so tired I could barely lift my head.
It took a second to realize who he was. “Alaric?”
Some of the tension around his eyes softened. “Good, you remember who I am. How are you feeling?”
“Achy, nauseated, exhausted. And my memory is a little…gone.”
A man across the room cleared his throat. “Is that normal? The not remembering thing?”
Alaric broke eye contact with me to look at whoever was speaking. “Dagger, you don’t remember your conversion?”
“Not really. In my defense, it was a couple thousand years ago, and I wasn’t exactly in my right mind then.”
Another person laughed. “Only then?”
“Don’t make me kill you, gnat. Just because I turned you doesn’t mean I won’t gut you.”
“Warin, please don’t goad Dagger. I’d hate to have to try and steam clean your blood out of the carpet. And to answer your question, Dagger, yes, this is normal for someone who’s had a violent transition. She’s more coherent than I expected, actually.”
A little bubble of panic welled in my chest and I grabbed Alaric’s wrist. “Transition?” The memory surfaced, fighting past the barriers of my lethargic brain.
I pushed Alaric back and sat up. It was a bad idea. Everything in my body rebelled, and I thought I might vomit. I breathed carefully through my nose and swallowed, gaining control of my stomach after a minute. I dropped my hand to the hem of my tank top and pulled it up to examine my abdomen. There was no wound there—only tender, pink scar tissue.
“It’s healed. In a few more hours, there won’t even be a mark,” Alaric explained, his expression carefully blank. He probably knew I didn’t need an explanation.
I ground my teeth together as anger thumped in my chest. “I told you not to do this, damn it.”
His eyes narrowed. “I’m not your bitch, Kori. You’ll be weak until you feed, not that I’m particularly worried about you killing me anyway. You might be a tad faster and stronger than you used to be, but I still have seven hundred years on you.”
Gracie, who had been silent until now, broke our staring contest. “Don’t blame Alaric, Kori. I asked him to.”
I threw the blankets off my body. They were itchy and hot anyway. I slid my feet to the floor and stood on shaky legs. “You don’t understand. We have problems.”
Alaric grabbed my elbow to steady me. “What’s wrong?”
I wrenched my arm out of his grip, and my butt ended up back on the mattress for my trouble. I glared up at him, and he arched a brow. I spoke slowly, like I was speaking to toddlers. “I used my death to power the spell to protect this house. Except I didn’t die.”
Jasper held up a finger. “Actually, you did. You’re alive again, but you were dead.”
“Magic doesn’t do technicalities. I’m not dead, and I don’t know what that did to the spell. The best I can hope for is it weakened it. The worst? We’re completely unprotected. I need to find out.”
I rose again, and Alaric growled as he seized my arm. I didn’t pull away. It was useless to fight him on this. My drunken legs weren’t cooperating. 
“You need to feed. You’ll weaken and die. I’m not even sure how you’re up right now. Even the easiest of transitions I’ve seen wasn’t like this.”
No way in hell was I drinking blood right now. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be a vampire, even if it meant dying. I’d become everything I’d been raised to despise, and I would deal with him eventually. I couldn’t blame my desperate sister, but he should have known better. I’d put off feeding for as long as possible and decide when I’d had enough time to think on it. As for the other part, I had a theory.
“I pulled a lot of power from Sarah. She had magic from every coven member who helped raise her. I took as much as I could. Maybe it was enough to keep me from being as impacted by becoming a vampire.” 
In fact, I seemed to gain more energy with every minute instead of fading. It was probably temporary, but I would take what I could get. 
I ran my hand up and down Alaric’s arm. His warmth was inviting. His muscular arm was solid under my fingers. I traced a vein to the back of his hand. I could feel the blood rushing there, under the thin skin.
He cleared his throat and waved his other hand in my face, breaking my stare. “Are you sure you don’t want to feed? You're distracted.”
I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to focus. “I need to see the front door to check the spell.”
He helped me walk, and as we passed Dagger, he seized my other arm to hold me upright. We made it to the front door, and I placed both hands on it. I felt the power spark against me like static pops and breathed a sigh of relief. 
“Still strong. That zombie must have been bloated with power. Not dying should have at least weakened it.”
Alaric crossed his arms over his chest. “So, we’re safe?”
I blew out a breath. “For now. But we’re going to need a plan. Eventually, she’ll regain enough strength to break my ward.”
“Zombies? What exactly happened there? Alaric didn’t fill us in. He was busy fawning over you.” Jasper said.
“Ass,” Alaric grumbled.
“Sarah, our ancestor, has been raised from the dead to kill you all. I believe you’re familiar with her.”
Alaric flinched a little around the eyes. I’m guessing he would have had more tact, but I wasn’t in the mood to comfort anyone. 
All the blood drained from Jasper’s face, and he sank onto the couch without a word.
Grace pressed her hand to her throat and swung toward Liam. “This is it. This is what we were looking for. Goddess, what has she done…”
My gaze jumped to her. “What do you mean? What were you looking for?”
She took a deep breath. “Liam and I started working together because he was investigating demon omens in the area. This must be what caused them. We got wrapped up in personal shit before we could find out what it was.”
I wanted to jump on her ass for not telling me, but I held it in. She’d been working with a vampire. I wouldn’t have taken that well. 
Alaric crossed his arms and glared at Liam. I'd bet he’d been left out of the loop, too. “Explain for the rest of the class, please.”
I cleared my throat. “Our mother raised Sarah. It’s against our laws to animate the dead. It carries a death sentence. But, it wasn’t just her, Grace.”
Her eyes widened. “What?”
“The whole coven is in on it.”
She started to pace. “We’re so screwed.”
Alaric’s eyebrows shot up. “Why? Explain this.”
Dagger sank into a chair. “Only necromancers raise the dead.” 
I nodded. “Necromancers are born with powers that allow them to raise the dead without fucked up consequences. For a witch to do it, we have to borrow the power from a demon. It taints the soul, and the demon always gets something in return. Usually, they ride the soul of the person being raised out of the underworld. You damn yourself, the person you raise, and you unleash something from a hell dimension that doesn’t answer to you. You also can’t control a zombie unless you’re a necromancer.”
Dagger snorted. “Not to mention you never raise a witch. They come back with incredible powers and almost fully functioning, independent minds. For a while, anyway.”
I took a deep breath. “And I know I said soul, but what inhabits her body isn’t a soul. It’s only power—and it’s evil power at that. She has her personality, but her soul isn’t truly in there. If she had any compassion at all, the evil obliterates it.”
Alaric curled his lip. “She had no compassion. She had no soul to begin with.”
Jasper spoke, but he sounded dazed. “So, we kill this bitch. She might be stronger, but it’s still possible.”
Alaric shook his head. “I get the feeling it’s not. I tried to cut off her head. The sword passed right through her neck. Like it was made of smoke.”
Dagger chuckled. “When Kori said raised witches have incredible powers, she wasn’t exaggerating. No mortal weapon can kill this thing. I have two immortal ones, but they’re small daggers, which is a little closer than anyone should get. Besides, they weren’t created to kill a raised witch. They were meant to kill gallu, but they haven’t failed me yet.”
“Gallu?”
“Sort of a flesh-eating demon. Kind of like a ghoul, but eats living people instead of corpses. Mindless, merciless. Decimated entire villages in my day. But the blades have been effective on all manner of devils and spirits. Hopefully, they work on a zombie.”
“And even if we kill her, we still have a demon on the loose.”
Dagger grimaced. “Which can only be killed by a Gate Guardian or a mystical weapon that is demon-specific. We could try to send it back to its realm, but if you’ve seen any exorcism movie, ever, that will fail, and the demon will kill us all.”
He cracked his neck. “I’ve done it successfully before, but it would be dangerous. For everyone. You might have to kill me if I get too much evil in me. And more importantly, you might not be able to.”
Warin cleared his throat. “Uh, yeah, let’s not go there. I was around the last time you went dark side. Not a pleasant experience.”
Alaric exhaled slowly. “So, where do we go from here?”
We sat in silence for a second, and then Dagger spoke up. “I think we should call a Gate Guardian.”
“No!” Grace and I shouted at the same time.
Dagger scowled and opened his mouth to protest.
Alaric held up a hand to cut him off, and then pointed at me. “Why not?”
“Guardians are as dangerous as any other demon. They’re unpredictable and damn violent. Let’s not add a propane tank to our fire.”
Dagger grinned. “I like them.”
Alaric snorted and raked a hand through his hair. “Figures. But I need some solid information.”
“Okay. Well, they are dangerous, but it’s their job to deal with shit like this. A Guardian will have special weapons that can defeat this thing. And they will do anything to catch their demon, which is what makes them so scary because they will kill humans, vampires, and anything else that gets in their way. I know who to call if we go that route. Gideon is a giant pain in the ass. He’s tried to kill me more than once, but he’s also saved my life a few times, and he’s damn good.”
I shook my head. “You risk unleashing a rogue on society.” And I’d heard of Guardians not leaving this plane when the job was done. Ultimately, our world was the cushiest place to be, and they were still demons. 
“Well, do you have a better idea? Because for mine to work, we need to do it now before all the magic drains out of you like a hole in a bucket. Thankfully, the magic isn't being used to keep you alive anymore. As long as you don't use it, you won't lose it, as the saying goes. But you need to feed, or that will drain you.”
I glared at him. I didn’t need another vampire ganging up on me about becoming a blood-sucking fiend.  “You should bring your immortal blades, and we’ll try for ourselves.”
He snorted and rolled his eyes. “And some of us will get killed in the process.”
“Or we might pull it off. I feel her out there, somewhere. She’s retreated for now, weakened by my spell. If we’re going to act, we should do it now. Not even death magic will keep her out of the house forever. With her power and a demon backing her, she’ll break it eventually.”
I sighed and glanced at Alaric. “And I’d like to remind you I don’t know what effect turning me into a vampire had on the spell. It feels stable, but I have an ugly suspicion it won’t hold her off for much longer.”
Alaric scrubbed his face with his hands. “Fuck.” He took a deep breath. “Okay, I don’t want to unleash another demon. Sorry, Dagger.”
“Fine. I get why you don’t want to, but it’s still a mistake.”
“You got those weapons with you?”
Dagger shook his head. “Nah, they’re stashed. Close, though.”
I interrupted. “I’ll go with him. No one should leave the house without backup. And I think that backup should be a witch. I’m sure you all fight well, but the only thing that will hold this bitch off is magic.”
Alaric pointed at me. “You can’t go anywhere.” I opened my mouth to argue but didn’t get a word out. “You haven’t fed. I expect you’re on borrowed time. You get to sit this one out. Warin will go. They’ll have to do without a witch. Besides, Dagger isn’t exactly untalented in that area.”
Warin’s gaze turned a little calculated, and Dagger glared at him. They clearly had history, and I wondered how wise it was to send them out together.
Dagger glanced at Alaric. “Warin and I don’t exactly get along. You should probably come with me instead. I don’t trust him not to get a little bloodthirsty.”
Alaric jerked his chin at me. “I’ve got to stay here and keep an eye on things.”
I knew just who he’d be keeping his eye on, and I didn’t appreciate it.






  
  Chapter  14


The living room cleared out, everyone leaving to do their jobs, leaving just me, Alaric, and Grace.  
I scowled at Alaric. “I need to speak with my sister. Alone.”
“Then you’ll need to find another house. Everyone will hear anyway.”
I rolled my eyes. “Fine then, I’d like the illusion of privacy.”
He arched a brow. “Don’t do anything stupid.”
I wasn’t sure if he thought I’d hurt Gracie or myself, but I didn’t appreciate the threat in his voice.
He rolled off the wall he was leaning against and disappeared up the staircase. 
The door shut softly behind him, even though I could still feel his anger echoing in my head. What the hell? He’d left the room, but I still felt his presence for some reason. I hoped that went away eventually. Because underneath all that rage was… concern. For me. Hell, he was a mass of worry. What sort of weird vampire attachment did we have now? 
I shook my head to clear it. Now was not the time to wonder about him.
Grace fiddled with the zipper of her hoodie, clearly waiting for the shouting to start.
“How could you let him do this to me, Gracie?” 
She bit her lip and refused to meet my gaze. “I think that’s obvious. I didn’t want to lose you.”
“I didn’t want to be a vampire. You should have respected my wishes.”
Her gaze met mine. “Do you still think I’m evil?”
I bit my lips, trying to hold back the harsh tide of words I knew would pop out. I wasn’t successful. “I was doubting it, but this incident does make a girl wonder.”
She leapt to her feet, knocking her chair to the ground with a bang. “You expected me to let you die? To lose you like we lost Dad? Or did you forget I was with him when he was killed? Screw you. You think I can live without you, too? I love you as much as you love me, probably more. It was us against the world when he was gone, and you wanted me to go through that again?”
“Should I remind you that vampires killed our father? The same thing you are? The same thing you turned me into? He’d kill us himself if he were alive, and you know it.” What came out of my mouth next would be cruel, but I couldn’t stop myself. “How do you know it wasn’t Liam or one of his brothers? Have you even asked?”
Some emotion, small and young, seemed to fracture in her eyes. I knew her excuse before she said it. “Our father was hunting vampires. That’s what got him killed. I saw them. Liam wasn’t there. Or any of his brothers. I would remember. One of those vampires spared my life, Kori.” 
I reared back. “What are you talking about?”
“One of them discovered me in that cabin. Wouldn’t he have killed or taken me if they were evil?”
I shook my head. “You never told me about this.”
She paced in front of me. “You were always so sure they were evil, and I was afraid you’d tell Mom. If she ever found out, she would have known I had doubts. Who knows what she would have done.”
Oh, I could take a guess. After all, I’d developed doubts, and look how that had turned out. “That doesn’t change everything. So, because you think you’ve come across good ones, all of them are good? Don’t be so naive. You know how vampires get on our radar. Bodies showing up!”
Her chin jutted out. Stubborn as always. “If I’m naive, then you’re blind. Just because some are evil doesn’t mean they all are. Just like humans.”
She took a deep, shaking breath. “Even if you hate me, at least now you’ll be alive somewhere in the world.”
She turned and stomped out of the room before I could remind her that I hadn’t fed and wasn’t sure I would. It was probably best that I didn’t remind her in case she somehow decided to force that issue, too. 
A door slammed somewhere upstairs, and I had the most absurd impulse to find one of my own to kick shut. I wasn’t winning any awards for maturity today. However, when I marched to Alaric’s room, I resisted the impulse and shut it quietly. 
I rolled my forehead against it. The cool grain of the wood felt nice. My head was pounding. Was it a mix of anger, guilt, and stress, or was I slowly dying? I refused to die until I was ready, even if I had to feed. I had to get them out of the mess my mother and the coven had made.
“Crap.”
“You both made good points.”
I jumped and spun around. Alaric was leaning against the headboard of his bed. I’d been too busy worrying to notice him, but it was his room. I felt like I’d just stepped into the tiger’s cage.
I cleared my throat. “Debate classes in high school paid off. That and being siblings. We know just how to find each other’s weak spots.”
He rolled his eyes. “I know all about that sort of pinpoint accuracy.”
“Yeah, three younger brothers. Sounds like constant torment.”
“I was head of the household, too. Imagine being a father but having no authority because you’re actually a sibling. I was grateful for my combat training.”
I chuckled. I’m sure that had worked for him until he’d trained them to beat him. 
“You shouldn’t be so harsh with her. She loves you. That’s how all my brothers ended up vampires. They would have died if I hadn’t turned them.”
“And why did you agree to this? You were considering killing me. Your brothers were against this.”
He shrugged. “Why did you come back to warn us? Maybe I didn’t feel like you deserved to die.”
I snorted. “I don’t exactly consider this saving my life.”
His smile was more like a baring of teeth. “We have a difference of opinion, then. I saved all my brothers and your sweet sister. I wouldn’t have a family if I hadn’t turned them. They all would have died painful, lingering deaths.”
I narrowed my eyes and stepped toward the bed. “What do you mean you saved my sister? I’ve heard that before but didn’t believe it. What happened, exactly?
He arched a brow. “I think you know. How deep in denial are you, Kori? I mean, it took me a minute to put it together. Witches have so many enemies. She was left for dead on my doorstep. Beaten and bloody, but I knew about her relationship with my brother. They sucked at hiding it. So I turned her. But I think we both know who put her there.”
Fury, hot and sharp, rose in my chest. Our mother had done this. It was so obvious, but he was right. I’d been in denial.
I chuckled, and Alaric’s brow furrowed. Probably fearing I was cracking up. “It’s just ironic. Leaving Grace for dead in a fit of temper led to my mother having two fallen daughters. The ultimate disgrace she’s fought so hard to prevent. We were always instructed to end out lives if it ever came to this.”
“You don’t think the witches were framed, then? I half expected that to be your explanation. A scent could be faked or obscured by magic. It’s difficult but not impossible.”
I sank onto the edge of the bed and shook my head. He had a point. The scent could be fake. But that wasn’t easy to do. There were also rival covens who might target her, but the dark pit in my stomach, and nearly burning at the stake, told me that wasn’t it. 
“No. You’re right. I mean, they tried to burn me at the steak. It was the whole coven.” I broke my staring contest with the wall to glance at him. “Requested by our mother, of course. I hope so, anyway. If we have another enemy, we’re in deep shit.”
“My brother complained of witch hunters attacking her. It could have been them.”
I twisted my hands in the blanket. “Why are you giving me alternatives now? You thought I was blind for not seeing it before.”
He sighed. “Wrecking your world blows. And it’s unfathomable to me. I’ve killed for my family. Turned them. Betrayal like this… It’s not who I am. Hard to accept it in others.” 
I shook my head. “In any event, Grace would have been left for us if hunters meant to intimidate the coven. My mother’s wrath is the only reason she would have been left here.”
It struck me then how close I’d truly come to losing Grace. The coven had been sloppy. They’d likely wanted her to suffer as long as possible, and in doing so, they hadn’t ensured that she was dead. If Alaric had arrived home even a few minutes later, he likely would have found her cooling corpse.
The bed dipped as he slipped closer to me, and his warm, rough hand covered mine. When I unclenched my fist from the bedspread, it ached. “She’s fine. I got here in time.”
I threaded my fingers through his, rubbing over the warm gold of the battered family signet ring he wore. His heat, so close to my back, made me want to lean into him. “How did you know what I was thinking?”
He hesitated, and I suspected I wouldn’t like what would come out of his mouth. “I can feel your emotions because I turned you. I’ll be able to for a while.”
I groaned. “How long is ‘a while’?”
“I couldn’t say. It depends on your strength. Having that link to a new vampire is useful, so you know when they’re about to snap and potentially kill some folks. A century is the longest I’ve heard of.”
My jaw dropped, and I shot a glance over my shoulder. “A century? Of you reading my thoughts?”
“No. Nothing as invasive as that. It’s just emotions. Your thoughts were written on your face. Your posture. I’d think a McCormic witch would be better at hiding them.”
“I think we’ve established that I’m a bitter disappointment.” 
There was a crash down the hall, and I jumped. Alaric pulled me down to lie next to him. “It’s okay. Jasper is just having… a fit.”
I swallowed hard, not sure I wanted the details of what I was going to ask next. “Is it true that Sarah was the one to torture your brothers?”
“That’s a long story.”
I needed to know how far Jasper would take his grudge. If it came down to him or my friends and family, I’d ensure it was him. “We’ve got time. The house is secure, and Warin and Dagger aren’t back yet.”
He sighed and wrapped his arms around me. I tensed, and when I discovered it felt natural to be with him like this, I tensed even more. I could feel my shoulder blades trying to grind together.
He ignored my taut body or didn’t care. “Sarah was a mistake I made.”
“Tell me.”
“I came from a family of serfs. But I was chosen to be a knight. My brothers stayed and worked the fields until I’d made something of myself. I rarely saw them. When I wasn’t fighting, I spent my nights in drunken revelry, bedding any willing woman who caught my eye, and when I was home, it was like being around strangers. I was always bitter about that. Because of me, they had moved up in the world. They lived on my land and ran my estate, but I wasn’t family to them.”
“One day, I fell in battle. A vampire found me and turned me, which is a different story entirely. I returned home a different man, knowing that if I’d died on that wretched field, they probably wouldn’t have missed me, and that was my fault. I wanted to know them. I spent as much time as possible with them but kept my new nature to myself. Back then, I was a devout Catholic, and while I firmly believed I was going to hell for what I was, I clung to life. I taught my brothers what I knew best—killing.”
He fell silent and remained that way for so long that I had to glance at him to make sure he hadn’t fallen asleep. “My lord arranged for me to be married. Another knight had died, and he was required to marry off the man’s daughter. I reluctantly agreed. I could have any woman who wanted me, and plenty of them did. But I knew it would be hard for me to father children. If I ever could, but it was my duty.”
He sighed. “But then Sarah arrived. All thoughts of not wanting a wife fled from my head. She was beautiful. Graceful. An accomplished woman by any standard. I assumed her coldness was due to being raised as a noblewoman. She became my world. My brothers were even taken with her, and they had always been surly men.”
For a second, I felt an unreasonable stab of jealousy. I was in no way a graceful, delicate flower like I imagined a woman from his time would have been. I couldn’t measure up to that. The thought made me frustrated with myself. Why did I care? We’d finish this battle with Sarah and the coven, and we’d go our separate ways if I didn’t allow myself to die. I didn’t need to be concerned with what kind of woman he liked. She’d been a fraud anyway.
I hid my discomfort with a mock gasp. “No! Jasper was surly? I don’t believe you.”
His chuckle rumbled through me, and if he could feel my emotions, he didn’t question me. He tickled my side. “Miss Sarcastic.”
I slapped at his hands as an unexpected peal of laughter slipped from my lips. “Stop!”
“Sensitive, are you?”
I wrinkled my nose at him. “Ticklish. It’s a deadly flaw. Finish your story.”
His expression turned so grave I almost took back the request, but before I could, he continued.
“I didn’t know Sarah practiced witchcraft or that her servant’s child was her own. And I’ll never know how she found out what I was. I assume my lord realized I’d gained too much sway in his court and become a threat to him. He was the only one who knew I was a vampire. I do know that when I returned home after a campaign, I found the keep in ruins, and my brothers were long gone. One of her servants was waiting for me. I was instructed to go to her old home alone, or my brothers would die. So I went.”
He chuckled bitterly. “But her family must have been new to hunting vampires. They didn’t realize that I was almost an army all on my own. I butchered the guards she had stationed there and blood-bonded her to myself so I could control her forever. But she’d placed a spell on herself so she couldn’t be tied to a vampire.” 
I was familiar with it. It would have killed her in hours. It was a vow that lived to this day. We all took it for the safety of the coven. 
If the vampire was strong enough, they could completely control any person they blood-bonded. Witches were more difficult to control, but it was still possible. If we didn’t take the vow, the whole coven could be at risk. It had happened before. Entire families of witches had been butchered.
“When I found my brothers, the twins, Warin and Liam, were banged up but would survive. I guess she couldn’t bring herself to order children to be tortured. But Jasper would have died if I hadn’t turned him.”
I understood why he’d done it. Even if I felt he’d made his brothers into monsters. If I’d had the power to save my sister’s life, it would have been impossible not to take it. He had the same relationship with his brothers that I had with her. He’d raised them. Stood back to back with them to fight off the world. He’d had to save them, even if he’d wondered if he was damned.
He tightened his hold on me. “She would have killed them for knowing a vampire, and they would have never known why. When I saw the state of them, I wished she were alive so I could kill her more slowly.”
I wasn’t sure what to say to him. That Sarah had been a terrible person, and no true witch would kill humans to get to a vampire? But was that true? My mother had tried to murder my best friend because she was blood-bonded to a powerful vampire. The coven had tried to kill me for refusing to ‘take care’ of my sister. They’d sacrificed someone in that graveyard to raise Sarah. 
I suddenly felt like I was on the wrong side. I shoved my doubts into the Pandora’s Box of my brain. What’s done is done. “Warin and Liam are twins?”
“Yes. But they were turned at different times. Liam caught the plague in his early twenties, and I had to turn him. I’m not sure what the circumstances were for Warin. We were forced to leave before people realized we weren’t changing. Warin was left to run the estate. All he’ll say is that he got into a little scrape with Dagger and was turned. Which, considering Dagger’s foul temper and occasional lack of sanity, is entirely believable.”
I snorted and propped my chin on my hand, gazing down at him. My other hand came to rest on his chest. “Agreed. I’d love to know the story there, though.”
He grunted and met my gaze. “We all would. They’re both tight-lipped about it.”
My cheeks heated as I realized we were in a very intimate position. Cuddled together like lovers while he told me intimate details about his life. While he was looking sexy, and his lips were too close. I tensed to push myself away, but he slung his arm around my waist, the other coming up to cup my cheek.






  
  Chapter 15


I licked my lips, and his eyes zeroed in on the movement. I mentally cursed myself. That would seem like an invitation. Was it? My lips seemed to tingle under his gaze, and my middle was filled with a tension that told me it might have been.  
He grinned suddenly. “I can see every little worry cross your features. It’s kind of adorable.”
I scowled at him, ready to move again, when he slid his hand into my hair and sealed his lips to mine. 
He tasted smooth and warm. Like vanilla and cinnamon. God, how did his mouth taste like that? It was addictive.
I slipped my hand under the collar of his shirt, touching his warm, tanned skin. The buttons slowly popped loose as my hand wandered lower. His abs bunched as I brushed them.
While I’d been busy, he’d stopped holding me in the kiss. His palm grazed my thigh before hiking it over his hips. We both groaned when his erection hit my center, and my hips rocked before I could stop myself.
I turned my head with a gasp, and he moved to kiss my jaw. My throat.
“We should stop.” But even as I whispered it, my hand strayed to the button on his jeans and worked it free. 
His lips curled against my throat when my hand wrapped around his length. “She says, with her hand on my dick.”
He groaned in disappointment as I managed to gain control of that wayward hand, peeling it off him. But my restraint didn’t last long. He raked his fangs across my throat and latched on to the little wound. The sharp pain seemed to arc straight to my core. The scent of blood and arousal mingled in the air, exciting me more. I gasped and ground myself against him.
He pushed his hands under the waistband of my pants, palming my ass, tugging me more firmly against his body. His hands weren’t where I wanted them. They only reminded me that these jeans were the only thing keeping him from being inside me. Keeping him from where I needed him.
I struggled with the button on my pants. I pushed free of Alaric’s mouth long enough to kick one leg free. He shoved his jeans down just far enough to free his cock. I tossed my shirt, and he sat up, latching on to one of my nipples, the hot, wet heat of his mouth making me writhe against him. When his fangs sank into me, I cried out, sparks of white-hot heat dancing down my spine.
How did that feel so good? It should have hurt, but it felt like he’d latched on to other, more sensitive parts of my body. Each dizzying pull sent me closer to bursting.
He lifted his mouth from my breast, grasped his erection, and I sank onto him. The delicious slide of his cock left us both shuddering. I was so close. My nails dug into his firm shoulders, and rich, dark blood seeped from the crescent marks as I rode him. It should have turned my stomach. It should have made me push him away, but it smelled like his mouth had tasted. Cinnamon, vanilla. Warm, hot male. The liquid slide of sex.
My hands threaded through his hair, and I pulled his head back, baring his throat. A little clamor of warning went off in my brain, but it was interrupted by another delicious shove of his hips. My fangs sank into his throat. My orgasm roared over me at the first taste, taking me under like a wave as I drank him down.
“Yes!” His bark was punctuated by another thrust. He collapsed onto his back, my grip on his throat taking me with him. The warm surge of his seed coated my clenching core as I continued to clench around him.
I released his throat. We were both breathing heavily, shuddering. “That was…” Quite possibly the best sex I’d ever had, but I wasn’t sure I should tell him that. Stroking this man’s ego was probably unwise.
“It was mind-blowing. You’re amazing.” He murmured. The compliment warmed my chest.
He pulled out of me, rolled us over, and then kept going until he leaned over the side of the bed. “What are you doing?”
There was a small pop, followed by the thunk of something closing, and when he sat back up, he held two cold blood bags in his hand, one of which he passed to me. “Drink this. We need nourishment from places other than each other.”
I held it back out to him. “I don’t want this.”
He arched a brow and didn’t take it. He seemed to be watching me, waiting for something. That was when I noticed the bed. It was streaked with more blood than I remembered either of us spilling. Streaks of it on the ripped sheets and the wall. Droplets on the bedspread. It looked like a crime scene.
It was… frightening. Monster sex. A chilling example of what he’d turned me into. I might have killed him if he’d been human.
Then, it dawned on me what he’d gotten me to do. “You seduced me so I’d feed from you.”
He didn’t even have the good grace to look guilty. He only shrugged. “It wasn’t my main goal, but it was on the list. Sexual impulses as a new vampire are intense. Things you could deny before you turned, you can’t hide from now. A little spilled blood, and here we are. Drink up.”
Rage simmered under my skin. “Never mind that I said I didn’t want to. You just took that choice away from me, too. Of all the manipulative—”
His eyes narrowed dangerously, and he sat up. “As long as you didn’t complete the transition, you were a liability. And damned dangerous, I might add. The surest way to go on a blood-fueled massacre is to wait. You think you’re a monster now? Kill a couple of innocent people and tell me how you feel. It’s hard to live with. I don’t want that for you.”
My anger dissipated, and I swallowed hard. I didn’t want to hurt anyone. He was right. I couldn’t live with myself if I killed innocent people. But I still had worries and doubts. Vampires did snap, whether they were well-fed or not. They started viewing people as prey. Beneath them. I’d always been told it was only a matter of time.
But I didn't see a monster when I looked at the man I’d just slept with. Seven hundred years of life, and he still seemed to have his humanity. Some vampires would have forced me to kill on my first hunt. I might not appreciate how he’d handled the situation, but I saw his point.
He took a deep breath and tried to wrangle in his anger. He continued, even though he’d won the argument. “And we could be fighting for our lives at any moment. If you lost the rest of this magic keeping you up during a fight, then what?”
He tucked my hair behind my ear. “But if you think it was entirely mercenary, you’d be wrong. I’ve wanted you in my bed since I met you.” He shook his head,  “had you there several times, but people just kept getting in the way. Your sister freed you, or I would have gotten my way that first night.”
I gaped at him. “Arrogant and cocky.”
He wiggled his eyebrows. “Don’t forget manipulative.”
He sobered. So quickly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear what would come out of his mouth next. “We need to talk. About what we’re going to do.”
Ugh, he’d just said the most dreaded words that could be shared between two people. It seemed a little early to be having relationship talks, but Warin’s words as I lay dying on the floor came roaring back to me. Alaric might not love me, but he felt something. Something that moved too fast for my comfort. I was dealing with becoming a vampire and my family trying to kill me. Starting a serious relationship with a vampire was off the table.
“What we’re going to do?” I parroted back to him like the stunned idiot I was.
“About your mother. And the coven.”
The flood of relief I felt must have been visible on my face because his eyes narrowed. He knew what I thought he meant. I was going to breeze right past it.
But when I opened my mouth to respond, I realized the question he’d asked was also a stumper. What were we going to do about my mother and the coven? They’d been my family and were possessed or… something. Dagger had said it wasn’t possession, but then what was it? Glowing red eyes and homicidal behavior sounded demonic to me. 
Would they want us dead without demon influence? Some? Sure. My mother? Hell yeah. But she was also our mother. Killing her seemed a little cold-blooded. There were good people in the coven who didn’t deserve to die. Were they worth trying to save, or would it bite us in the ass? 
I shrugged. “I’m open to opinions and options, but I get the feeling your thoughts are more murderous than mine.”
“I would kill anyone who’s a threat to you and my family.” He ran his hands down his face. “But they happen to be your family. I’m not interested in an eternity of your hatred.”
Warmth bloomed in my chest. I didn’t think consulting someone on his decisions was his nature. He’d been in charge for so long. Responsible. I knew the feeling. It said a lot that he was worried about my reaction. 
I clasped his hands in mine. “Then let’s take that off the table. We’re going to have to do things to defend ourselves. I’m not going to hate you over that. But I’d like other options. There are good people in the coven, Alaric. People I wouldn’t have thought capable of what they did to me. It’s not their fault if they’re possessed.”
“What about Astrid?”
I dropped his hands like he’d scalded me. “What about Astrid? She’s not possessed. She’s not a threat.”
“She’s a vampire hunter. She is, in fact, a threat. Just because she’s not a part of this mess doesn’t mean she won’t come for us.”
I jumped to my feet and paced away from him. “She won’t. Jasper spooked her. My becoming a vampire will scare her more. She’s run into something she can’t handle. She won’t come back.”
He stood slowly, and I didn’t like the look in his eyes. “Frightened people are unpredictable, Kori. It might be just what she needs to push her to kill us all.”
“I can get her to stop. She’ll listen to me.”
He let out a harsh breath that was more of a growl. “You’re a vampire now. Why the hell would she listen to you?”
Well, he had me there. I had to trust that we were bonded tight enough for her to listen. After my experience with the coven, I had my doubts.
“And I’m not sure I can call Jasper off.”
I narrowed my eyes on him. “What do you mean?”
“Jasper is single-minded when it comes to killing vampire hunters. I’ve never known him to give one up. He disappeared for two years to track one across Russia against my orders. He doesn’t care if I’m pissed. He doesn’t care if it gets him killed. He’s just determined.”
“Astrid is as important to me as Grace. She’s more my family than my mother ever was.”
He held up his hands in surrender. I’d expected him to argue. “I’ll try and talk him down. I’m just not sure he’ll stop. He’s had her blood. He’ll be able to track her. He seems locked on with a determination I haven’t seen in centuries.”
Damned vengeful, one-track-mind vampires.






  
  Chapter 16


I pulled on my clothes and stomped out of Alaric’s room, snagging my cell phone as I went. I’d been right; Alaric had taken it off me after our first fight.  
I needed to find Jasper. It was time to put a stop to all this talk about killing Astrid. But I had to call her first. I’d missed a few calls from her as it was. Shit. No wonder. I’d been missing for hours. Much longer than I should have been gone. She didn’t know I’d lost my phone.
Astrid answered on the first ring like she’d been praying for the call. “Kori? Where the hell are you? You’ve been MIA all day.” I heard a car door slam in the background. “I was just about to go looking for you.”
The phone screen splintered under my grip, and I cursed, pulling it away from my cheek. By some miracle, I hadn’t killed the damned thing. Vampire strength, control yourself. 
“Astrid, can you hear me? Whatever you do, don’t go to my mother’s house.”
“No problem. She hates me, so I’m more than happy to stay away. What the hell is going on?”
I swallowed, and it went down like glass. I did not want to confess to being a vampire right now. But she needed to know. Her life depended on it. She at least needed to know about my mother because she was right; my mother hated her. Would she try to kill her? Or would she be too focused on me and Grace to give a damn?
I ran through everything I’d been through since I left her house that morning, and when I was done, I was met with silence. Kind of the expected response. I wouldn’t have known what to say either.
“Astrid?”
“Yeah, I’m here.”
“Look, I have problems, but I didn’t really call about any of that. Jasper is going to be a problem for you.”
“I’ve figured that out already.”
Worry sank like a rock in my gut. I hadn’t thought he’d had any time to hurt her, but maybe I’d been wrong.
She cleared her throat. “I didn’t tell you earlier because you have a lot going on, and it could be my imagination, but I think he’s been in my dreams.”
I ground my teeth. That wasn’t the reason she hadn’t told me. I’d be willing to bet he’d manipulated her mind into keeping it a secret. There wasn’t a damned thing I could do about him screwing around in her dreams. He’d had her blood, and I no longer had my powers. 
I took a breath to center myself. I might not be a witch anymore, but I had contacts. There were other covens near here. Friends who would help her. But if I gave her the names and numbers now, Jasper would hear.
“I think I’ve thought of something. I’m going to text you. I can’t talk freely here.” I swallowed around the lump in my throat. I didn’t expect to hear from her again. “Good luck, Astrid.”
My fingers flew over my phone. I want you to leave town.
We both know that won’t help. I didn’t need to hear her voice to know she felt defeated. Doomed.
I texted her the number and address of a witch friend outside of Chattanooga. Battling vampires wasn’t her specialty, but I knew she could figure out a spell to keep Jasper from messing around in Astrid’s head. It was common enough. I just hoped Astrid still trusted me enough to see her. 
Go there. She’ll be able to help you. Hopefully, our current situation will keep Jasper busy for a while, and you’ll be long gone before he can track you down.
I deleted my message history before I walked into the living room in case he somehow got a hold of my cell. Jasper was lounging on the couch. “We need to have a little discussion.”
He glanced up from his phone. “You’d think all that sex would relax you a little.”
I ignored that little gem. “I want you to leave Astrid alone.”
He smirked. “That’s not an option. I have a lot of plans for her. Some of them might even be fun for her. Before her eventual gruesome murder. It would help if you told me what you texted her. Smart move, by the way. I was listening.”
Did I have enough power to make him burst into flames? I thought I might, but I didn’t want to use it now in case I needed it later. It was still damned tempting.
“Your kind is why I didn’t want to become a vampire. It just made you a sociopath. One that needs to be put down.”
He stood languidly like he didn’t think I could hurt him. Maybe I couldn’t. He was several hundred years older than me. His hand flashed out and encircled my throat, and I jumped. He wasn’t applying any pressure, but he’d been fast. 
I kept my face blank. He wouldn’t do anything here and now, but his speed spooked me a bit. In my anger, I’d gotten too close. 
But it would take more than a casual threat to make me back off. “If I kill you in self-defense, surely Alaric won’t fault me too much.”
His eyes narrowed. “Yeah, but you started this argument. Alaric knows how I feel about vampire hunters. Astrid is a threat to me and mine, and while he tried to placate you, he’ll support my decision to kill her in the end.”
I shrugged. “Being on the outs with Alaric isn’t a big concern. Understand, vampire, Astrid is my best friend. Your kind has taken enough from her. If you don’t back off, I will take time out of my increasingly busy schedule to kill you.”
His eyes narrowed. “Who—?”
Alaric skidded into the room, boots squealing on the hardwood. “Don’t bash each other’s faces in yet. We’ve got trouble. I’ll need you both coherent.”
The door slammed inward, leaving a dent in the drywall. Warin dragged Dagger’s body up the steps, leaving a dark trail of blood in his wake.
They passed through the doorway, and I felt my magic buckle. A wave of scalding heat streaked through my body, and my lungs seized. My knees hit the hardwood with a resounding, painful thwack as I fought for breath. 
The zombie was approaching from the street. 
The bushes lining the sidewalk turned brown and then black. The little leaves shriveled and curled in on themselves. Despite all the magic I’d stolen, her powers were growing. Now, death followed her.
“She’s coming in.” My voice sounded far away.
Hands grasped my upper arms and tried to set me on my feet, but my knees wouldn’t hold me up.
“Kori?”
“Give her a second. I’m part demon. My blood broke her spell. It can’t be pleasant.” A groan filled with pain followed Dagger’s words and then cursing in a language I couldn’t even begin to understand.
My first complete breath screamed into my lungs. The world came roaring back to me, ten times more intense than it had been. My knees were able to hold me up. I clutched Alaric’s arms tightly enough to leave bruises and probably bleeding fingernail crescents.
“Weapons,” I gasped. “Everything you’ve got.”
He gave me one decisive nod and disappeared. I stumbled to the couch they’d laid Dagger on and collapsed beside it.
“You get those knives?”
He grabbed my hand and pressed one into it. “Warin has the other.” He grimaced. “Sorry, I broke your spell. It must have been more solid than we thought to hurt you like that. It probably would have kept her out for a long while.”
Gracie and Liam stumbled into the room, hair disheveled and clothes not buttoned properly. I made my way to Gracie, holding firmly to the couch so I didn’t fall over.
I grasped her hand and pulled her to Dagger. “Get him out of here. He can’t fight like this.”
She pursed her lips. “Is this also a way of taking your little sister out of the battle?”
“Nice to know you aren’t just a pretty face. Now go.” I glanced at her boyfriend. “You go with her.”
He scowled at me. “What?”
“We only have so many magical weapons. Any normal blade won’t leave a scratch. She needs someone to have her back and give Dagger medical care.”
He nodded. “We’ll go then. I’ll help her pack his big ass into the car. Good luck.”
With vampire strength, she could probably have hauled him herself, but the only thing holding in his bowels was a bandage of what must have been Warin’s shirt. It would be incredibly cruel to pack a vampire with a gut wound like that in a fireman’s carry.
Liam grabbed him under the arms, and Gracie took his feet, and they toted him off toward the garage.
Some tension eased from my shoulders as they left the room. Grace would be safe, at least. For now. If we didn’t kill this thing, that wouldn’t last. 
Alaric rushed back into the room and tossed his brothers swords, but it was the one he kept that he brought my attention to. He held it flat across his palms.
“Do you think this might have any effect on her?”
I examined the blade, noting the runes carved into it. The power seethed from it. Witch power. Old-world runes. 
I jerked my gaze up to meet his. “A witch’s sword? How did you get this?” We didn’t really do swords anymore. Too hard to conceal for everyday slaying.
“It’s Sarah’s.”
I ran my index finger over it. It seemed to have a magic all its own. Old weapons were like that—even human ones. The more lives were taken, the more energy they gathered.
“I don’t think it will kill her, but it might damage her.” A witch’s blade was spelled to fight many things. Things a standard weapon couldn’t even scratch. My line specially enhanced them for vampires, but they could kill other beings. It was best to stay prepared for anything. 
I was surprised he had it. It was customary to destroy them if they’d been wielded by a vampire or otherwise tainted. I’d always thought it was a little superstitious and a waste of a good weapon, but it was how things were done. 
My daggers were stripped sometime between being drugged in my mother’s kitchen and being tied to a stake. I’d bet Grace wasn’t dumped with hers, either.
But Sarah hadn’t been alive to take it back from him. 
A wicked smile twisted my lips. “You having that might piss her off.”
He smirked. “Your vindictive streak is kind of sexy.”
Before I could kiss him for that, the windows facing the street shattered. 






  
  Chapter 17


Alaric tugged me down behind the bar to avoid flying glass. A few pieces caught us anyway. He wiped blood off his cheek with the back of his hand while I dug a large shard out of my forearm. I didn’t look at Jasper or Warin, but from the symphony of cursing coming from them, I assumed they’d been hit, too.  
Ice-cold wind blasted through the house with enough force to send smaller objects flying. She was willing to waste a lot of power to be scary, or she had enough to spare. I seriously hoped it wasn’t the latter.
When nothing was left to hurl at us, the wind died out.
Alaric leapt from cover with a roar as he charged her. It was the cry of someone who’d needed to rally troops into battle. The kind that might make weaker men flee. 
I sprang out after him but hung back. I didn’t want to get in his way. Fighting as a team when you weren’t used to it could easily give your opponent an advantage as you tripped over each other like dumbasses. 
She didn’t bother to dodge him, and his sword sank into her chest. Her lips curled back from blackened teeth. “You dare attack me with my own weapon?”
She took a swing at him, but he danced back with grace, pulling the sword from her chest as he went.
She glanced down and laughed when the hole sealed up as if it had never been. I’d known this was bad, but for a witch’s sword to have no effect? We couldn’t even slow her down. Anyone going in to be a distraction was cannon fodder. 
A blade materialized in her hand, and I gaped. That… wasn’t possible. No matter how many witches she had access to. That had to be the demon magic.
She met Alaric blow for blow at incredible speeds I could barely track. 
It was laughable that I’d tried to fight him as a mortal. There wasn’t a second he hadn’t been toying with me. He could have executed me in a heartbeat. 
He knocked her sword out of her hand, and it vanished before it hit the floor. He aimed to sever her head, but she dodged him. A cut opened just under her jaw. So close. 
She snarled, and before Alaric could attack again, she flicked her hand, and a chair hurtled into him with enough force to smack him against the wall. He managed to keep his hold on the sword.
As a vampire, his powers made flinging him around difficult, but it didn’t mean you couldn’t aim shit at him.
But it took a lot of magic and focus—usually too much to waste in a fight.
Alaric shoved the chair off himself and climbed to his feet. He backed toward me. “I hope those knives work better than the sword did.” He muttered.
Sarah’s filmy gaze locked on to me. Hatred twisted her lips into a snarl. “So you have become one of them now? A disgrace to Priscilla. Her own children were too weak to take their own lives after becoming abominations. No matter, I will end your life as well. I shall eat the flesh from your bones.”
I ignored her and stepped to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Alaric and muttered, “I hope so, too.” If these daggers didn’t work, we would get our asses handed to us. Or worse.
I shared a glance with him, and he nodded. I’d need his help to get in close. We advanced together, Jasper at our backs. I hoped he knew to be careful. If Sarah’s old witch sword hadn’t made a mark, his mortal weapon would be useless. I’d have to trust he knew what he was doing because I needed her eyes off of me. 
She rushed us, and I barely ducked her sword swing. Alaric whirled and severed the hand wielding the blade. There was no time to spare. I was pretty sure it wouldn’t stay detached. 
Jasper kicked her in the gut, and she stumbled back before he shoved his sword into her shoulder. It sank into the wall, pinning her there. Perfect. I jammed the magical knife into her chest and twisted.
Her shriek of agony was louder than a banshee’s. Pain exploded in my head. I slapped my hands over my ears, but it did little to block out the terrible sound.
A blast of energy radiated from her. It knocked me on my ass and shoved me back into the opposite wall. Alaric and Jasper were thrown back and tumbled over the couch, landing in a tangle of limbs on the other side. They didn’t move. I couldn’t tell if they were conscious. Some body parts seemed to be at odd angles. I took my hands off my ears and came away with blood. Shit.
She threw her head back and cackled. It was so strange not to hear the sound. She looked at me, and I read her lips.
“Braxus protects the body that brought him to this plane.”
The image of a massive, horned demon ghosted over her, nearly filling the room. I couldn’t hear what it said. Its distorted mouth surrounded by long, sharp teeth made it impossible to tell, but the words shook the room like a stereo bass. 
Warin stood and rushed toward Sarah, ignoring the demon.
“No!” I knew it looked like a specter, but I doubted the claws would feel that way
Before I could finish screaming the word, the demon slashed Warin. One caught him across the face. One laid his skin open to the collarbone. The other two caught him across the chest and abs. Luckily, it was shallow enough not to spill his guts on his shoes.
He hit the ground, mouth open in a scream I couldn’t hear but could imagine.
The beast’s hand arced toward him again. I jumped to my feet and ran for him. I snagged his hand and pulled him along behind me, trying to get us back behind the bar. Agony lit up my back as the demon caught the lower half of it with its claws.
I collapsed next to the sofa, and when I glanced behind me, the talons were aimed at us again. And suddenly, Alaric was there. He’d found Warin’s dropped blade and slashed at the demon.
I heard it shriek distantly. My hearing was coming back already. Score one for being a vampire.
Jasper yanked me to my feet, and I bit back a scream. The cuts were shallow enough, but they were on fire. My best guess was that Braxus had some kind of poison in his claws. I hoped it wasn’t fatal. That was one of the many bad things about demons. Since they came from realms with other immortals, their poison could usually kill one. It would drop a human instantly.
Jasper grabbed Warin’s other arm and helped me pull him into the hallway. We needed to get the hell out of here. The blade had done damage to Sarah, but not enough.
I glanced at Alaric. I didn’t want to draw his attention away from her. Between dodging her blows and the demon’s, it was all he could do to not get dead.
Alaric slashed her arm. The cut was deep, all the way to the bone.
She reached for him. The demon possessing her swiped at him. But he danced gracefully out of the path of every blow—an impressive show of vampiric agility and seven or eight centuries of practice. 
Power gathered in her hands but flickered out, and the demon vanished. Out of gas. The knife had hurt them both. 
But Alaric still wouldn’t be able to beat her. It wasn’t enough. We needed a stronger weapon. 
She yanked the knife from her chest and aimed for his throat, but he dropped back. He must have known the situation was not to his advantage, but he still looked for a way under her guard. He would probably only get one shot at killing her, and he knew it. 
She swung again, and he blocked. Her blade went spinning. I glimpsed the flash of those red and black claws. She slammed them into Alaric’s chest right as he stuck his blade into her neck.






  
  Chapter 18


Sarah withdrew her bloodied fist and smacked Alaric. The blow would have snapped the neck of any human if it didn’t make their head fly across the room. Alaric hit the wall behind us. The impact shook the whole house. He fell to the ground and didn’t move.  
The zombie collapsed face down on the hardwood, and I rushed to Alaric’s side. I grasped his shoulder and turned him onto his back. There was a bloody hole directly over his heart.
My chest tightened. He had to be dead. There was no way he wasn’t. I listened for his heartbeat and heard an unimaginable thump. It was soft and faint, and then it was gone. I reached out with my magic, searching for the tiny spark of life that animated him. His soul, you might call it. I found it and wrapped it in my power, effectively putting it on a leash so it couldn’t flee his body.
Yeah, but what are you going to do with it now? I could only hold on to it for so long. But I couldn’t think about that right now. I could figure something out as long as the spark of life was there.
I spun and watched Sarah. She was down, but she wasn’t dead. I could feel her dark power prickling across my skin. 
I hooked my arms under Alaric’s and pulled him toward the garage. It was surprisingly easy. Score two for being a vampire. “We’ve got to go. Now. We need a new plan, or we’re going to die.”
Jasper nodded, but he paused, eyes on Alaric’s still body.
“He’s dead, Kori. Taking…” He cleared his throat to cover the catch in his voice. “Taking his body with us now will slow us down.”
I shook my head. “I can fix this.”
Jasper grabbed the back of my neck and squeezed before running his thumb over my cheek. It came away wet with tears. “Your emotions are clouding your judgment.”
I jerked out of his grasp. “No, they’re not, and I don’t have the concentration or energy to argue with your stupid ass and hold onto his soul. Now, I need you to grab Warin, and we need to get the hell out of here while I have time because if he does die, I’m going to blame you.”
He looked like he wanted to continue arguing, but instead, he marched over and slung Warin over his shoulder before leading the way out.
“You’ve got another car here, right?”
Jasper snorted. “Of course. And we have safe houses. We’ll have to go to one of them. We’ll call Liam on the way and tell him which one.”
Jasper pulled Warin far enough into the garage so I could move past him before he laid him down to snag a set of keys off a peg board.
We’d just wrestled them into the backseat of a black SUV when Sarah’s power washed over me like a wave of white-hot needles digging into my flesh. 
I collapsed into my seat, holding Alaric’s soul with everything I had. I didn’t know how I knew, but I was positive she had reanimated and was on her feet.
“We have to go now.”
Jasper leapt into the driver’s seat, and we peeled out. 
I turned as Sarah came through the door to the garage. She moved slowly as if she wasn’t completely healed. Good, she’d never be able to come after us.
I spotted the ball of fire gathering in her hand and tensed.
“Jasper, drive faster, or we’ll get hit.”
He must have stomped on the gas because we spun into the street, tires squealing, and almost landed in the ditch before we shot off down the road.
I settled myself in Alaric’s lap and placed my hand over the hole in his chest. His heart had been hit, but barely. If I could shove enough power into his body, I could heal it. I hoped, anyway. I wasn’t a healer. I would have no idea how to direct the energies to do something like that. 
Well, I had the theory of it, but using magic was different for everyone and something you had to do yourself to learn. Theory only took you so far. And what I had wasn’t even my magic, which added a level of unpredictability I wasn’t comfortable with. But I was desperate.
I’d have to jump in with both feet and pray I could do it. It was dangerous. Healing spells could go horribly wrong, especially with life-threatening injuries. 
You could accidentally give too much of your energy and kill yourself, or if the person’s will was strong enough, they could suck you dry when they were alive enough to do so. I’d have to hope that hundreds of years of being a vampire would give Alaric some restraint when it came to sucking the life out of people.
Jasper snorted and glanced at me in the mirror. “So what’s your big plan for his body, vampire hunter?”
I ignored him and sent out a tiny tendril of magic to start healing the wound to his heart. Starting small was better than flooding him with energy, having no effect, and killing myself in the process. But when nothing happened, I frowned. 
Something should have happened. 
Some tiny bit of tissue should have mended.
Jasper broke my concentration again as I reached out with a bit more power. “Seriously, what are you doing?”
“Will you shut the fuck up?” Warin croaked next to me. At least he was awake. 
“Let the woman work. I’ve just been welcomed back into the family, and I don’t want two of my brothers to die before I get to spend any time with them.”
“Two? Do you know how to count?”
“Yes, I know how to count. I'll kill you if Alaric dies because you’ve ruined her concentration.”
“What if she creates another zombie? That’s something we don’t need.”
I glared at him. “This is different. Even humans can be revived when they die if you’re fast enough. With magic, I’ve got more time. And if you vampires are to be believed, then that’s how you’re made. Didn’t Alaric tell me you weren’t dead? Just revived? Well, that’s what I’m doing. So shut up.”
Jasper didn’t respond, and I reached out with twice as much magic as I’d used the first time to try and heal Alaric. Nothing happened. I could feel his soul fading as I held it captive. I had to do something quickly, or he was gone. 
“Damn it.” I rubbed my face. “Think.”
“Kori, you need to see to your back. You’re bleeding. A lot.” Warin said quietly. He sounded defeated, but I wasn’t giving up yet.
I took my hands off my face. “Blood.”
“Yeah. We can’t die from blood loss, but it can weaken us. Let me—” He groaned as he sat up and pressed a cloth to my back, but I knocked it away. He stared at me like I’d lost my mind.
“No. I need this.” Blood was the answer. It’s what vampires thrived on. It was what had allowed me to steal Sarah’s power. It was everything. I considered swiping at my back to gather it on my hands when I remembered it was probably poisoned. I bit down on my wrist instead. 
I finally felt Alaric’s magic call to me. I was almost overwhelmed by the need to start the healing process.
I glanced at Warin. “Do what you can for my back if you can move. He will need to take my blood, and losing more would probably be a problem.”
“But what about distracting you?”
I shuddered, trying to maintain focus on finishing my conversation with Warin. “I don’t think you’ll be able to if you tried.”
I laid my hand against Alaric’s wound. Blood flowed down my wrist, and when I felt the power wash over me, I shoved all that energy and his soul into him. It was risky. If it didn’t work, his essence would escape me before I could do anything, and he’d be gone for good. But if I waited one more second, I would lose him anyway.
The hole in his heart knitted instantly, but it still refused to beat. I kept going, but I was quickly draining the power I’d stolen, and soon, only the vampiric magic that was keeping me alive would be left.
You need more blood. I nodded absently to myself. That always seemed to be the answer with vampires. I moved my hand from the rapidly healing wound in his chest, pried his jaw open, and placed my wrist in his mouth. When the first drop of blood hit his tongue, his whole body convulsed. His heart stuttered to life but then hesitated.
I distantly heard the startled cursing from the other men in the car but paid them no attention. 
I was weakening. This shouldn’t be this difficult. Something was wrong, but I couldn’t detect what it was.
Suddenly, his heart rebounded. The pounding was so strong I could feel it like a jackhammer in my head. It was so loud. Too loud, and I couldn’t shut it out. I screamed and tried to pull away, but he gripped my arm.
His fangs pierced my wrist, and the pain trebled. There were hands on us. Trying to pry us apart. They didn’t manage before I passed out.

      [image: image-placeholder]I came too huddled next to Alaric in the backseat of the car. I was bone-deep tired. Beyond the kind that comes from pulling an all-nighter, when even curling up on the floor to nap sounds like a swell plan. 
Talking seemed like too much effort, but I managed. “What happened?”
Warin sucked in a surprised breath. “Thank God you’re awake. What the hell did you do? Alaric tried to drain you dry, but when we separated you, both your hearts stopped. You’ve had to stay touching. What witchy mojo went down?”
I frowned. What was he talking about? I could barely comprehend his words, like he was speaking another language.
Jasper met my gaze in the rearview mirror. “Well, witch? What the heck is going on here?”
“Guys, lay off. I think she’s confused right now. Give her a second.” Alaric’s voice was a hoarse rasp close to my ear.
I gasped and sat up. I immediately regretted it as dizziness blurred my vision, and bile climbed up my throat. The rapid movement combined with a feeling, a certainty, that I shouldn’t pull away from Alaric. The space between us was tangible, almost like his gravity was hard to resist, like pulling apart taffy.
Alaric took a deep, shaky breath and grabbed my hand. I laced my fingers with his, and the uncomfortable tightness in my chest eased.
“Okay, now I have the same question they did. What the hell did you do to us?”
I rubbed my forehead. “I’m not sure. I was trying to heal you, but I’m not a healer, and I’m not entirely sure what happened. Something witchy and bad, more than likely. But you’re alive, so things are looking up.”
However, even the thought of releasing his hand was painful. “I think for now it’s best to stay close to each other and hope this feeling goes away.” Living the rest of our lives needing to maintain physical contact was a little out of the question. 
My main concern was that there had been blood involved. Life for vampires combined with the last drop of my magic to sustain him. Even if the current effects wore off, would we ever be able to stand being separated for long periods? 
While there were worse things than being stuck with a sexy ex-knight for the rest of my immortal life, I wasn’t sure our relationship was a permanent thing. I didn’t want to stick around when he moved on from me. He’d admitted to being a lady’s man. And then there was my predicament. 
I was a washed-up witch. 
Useless.
I wouldn’t be able to help with our current zombie problem anymore. Or anything else, for that matter. Just a ruined witch who’d become a reluctant vampire.
I could feel the tremendous aching void where my magic used to be. I’d drained all of it to save him, but how long could gratitude carry a relationship before it turned into resentment? 
Alaric frowned at me, and I wondered if he could feel my riot of emotions down our weird bond. I cleared my throat. “Where are we going?”
Jasper’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “No place you’re going to like. But that’s too damn bad because he’s got bagged blood and donors, and we’ll need both. Dagger wasn’t thrilled either.”
I tapped my fingers on the leather seat, and they came away tacky with blood. He wasn’t wrong about the donors. “That was a nice non-answer. You want to say something this time?”
Warin shifted uncomfortably before the answer popped out of his mouth. “We’re going to see Nyx.”
I nodded. I could feel the beginnings of a plan forming. Or at least a lifting of the sense of doom. “No, this is good. He owes me a favor.”
Alaric arched a brow. “Is that so?”
I grimaced. “Pagan warned me never to collect.” When I’d saved her life, and his by extension, he’d said he owed me. I had to hope he kept his word.
“Immortals and favors are tricky, slippery things. Don’t get in too deep. You’d have a long time to regret the decision.”
What could he possibly ask me for that would put me in that much trouble? “Either way, I have an advantage, and right now, we need it.”






  
  Chapter 19


Nyx’s bar was magically hidden in downtown Savannah, tucked in among quaint art galleries and some of the most sinful and delicious food a person could find.  
The magic kept uninitiated humans out and served as a warning to witches and other supernatural beings who might not be interested in donating a pint of blood. The club was also more extensive on the inside than seemed possible for the area. Like someone had parked a castle, complete with dungeons, where it had no right to be. 
The first time I’d been here, I’d silently marveled at how much power it would take to do that to the place. A vampire couldn’t have done it. Hell, if the whole coven had gotten together, we couldn’t have pulled it off. Whoever, or whatever, had created the place was not a person I wanted to piss off. Or even meet. Knowing the bar’s owner was dangerous enough.
Grace and Dagger made it to Nyx’s bar before we did. Liam had called them and told them we were making the stop. We pulled up behind their car. Grace and Liam were nowhere in sight. They’d probably gone in to get some assistance. Dagger was using the vehicle to prop himself up. Damn it. He couldn’t even stay put long enough for people to help him? 
The inconspicuous black door to the club flew open, and Nyx barged out. I had to admit I could see what attracted Pagan to him. He was built like some bronzed Mediterranean god. He kept his thick, dark hair short, but it was so lush you knew he’d be one of the few men who could pull off long hair. His amber eyes were usually relaxed and seductive—panty-dropper eyes.
Except now they were fixed on Dagger with the white-hot burn of rage. “You!”
Dagger slowly raised his hands, showing he was unarmed, but Nyx socked him in the jaw before he could speak.
Dagger staggered back against the car, gripping his injured middle, and spit out a tooth. “Dumuzid—“
“Don’t call me that.”
The next punch sent Dagger to the ground.
I snapped out of my stunned stupor and threw open my door. “Whoa! He’s hurt, Nyx. You’re going to kill him!”
His smile seemed a little crazed. “Good!”
I stepped between them. It was probably a mistake, but with Dagger’s injuries, he couldn’t fight Nyx off. Alaric must have followed me out of the car because he grabbed my elbow to yank me out of the way as Pagan took hold of Nyx’s arm. 
“What the hell is going on? We’re drawing a damned crowd.” She ground out through gritted teeth.
I glanced around, and sure enough, there were several gawkers with their phones pointed at us. Shit.
Nyx spotted them a second after I did. He seemed to meet the gaze of each one. All seven turned and went calmly in different directions, fiddling with their phones. I could only assume they were deleting any video they’d taken.
It took serious power to control multiple humans. Damned scary.
“Nyx, I wish you wouldn’t do that. It’s creepy and something I would have killed you for when I still hunted.” Pagan hissed.
He scowled at her. “And if they call the cops, I’ll have more, possibly stubborn humans to be-spell. Best to deal with them now so I can rip him apart in relative peace.”
“It’s still wildly disturbing. And you can’t kill him now. Someone could come by at any second. We need to take this inside.”
Nyx seized her wrist and removed her hand from his arm. “This is the vampire that made me, Pagan. So pull Kori out of the way, or I’ll remove her. I thought he was dead. This time, I’ll make sure.”
Dagger sat up behind us. “That was a long time ago. I understand you hate me, but they needed help, and it involves demons, so I stepped in.”
Nyx took a deep breath and rolled his shoulders. “Hate is too weak a word for what I think of you, Jushur. They can stay. You go. I’m sure I’ll live to regret even that decision.”
I stepped back and helped Dagger to his feet. Alaric took his other arm. “Jushur?” I muttered to him under my breath.
He shrugged and winced when it pulled at the wound in his stomach. “Like I said, it was a long, long time ago.”
“How long?”
“Ancient Mesopotamia.” 
I eyed Pagan as she tried to reason with her ancient ass boyfriend. “Wow, Alaric, I owe you an apology. I thought you were robbing the cradle. But six thousand years is a whole new level.”
“I don’t give a damn!” Nyx shouted. Pagan looked about as exasperated as a person could get.
Dagger straightened and shook off our hold. “You two need to get back. I won’t have you dying for me. You still need his help.”
I ignored him. If Nyx was going to throw him out on his ass, injured and unprotected, I would go too. To hell with it. We could find someplace else to regroup. 
“Want to tell me why he hates you so much?”
He groaned and ran his hand down his face, stretching his features. “Not really. It was bad.”
“Yeah, we kind of caught on to that.”
He took a deep breath. “Okay. It’s a long story, but I may have kidnapped his sister, turned him into a vampire, tortured him for a hundred years, and ran a kingdom through bloodshed and terror.”
Alaric and I shared a look. His mostly said, ‘Who the fuck did you bring into my house?’.  
“In my defense, I was heavily into making demon deals, and he did try to kill me.”
“You’re really going to defend that?”
“Demonic semi-possession is a good defense, trust me. I am not the same person now that I’m free from it.”
Alaric arched a brow. “Semi-possession?”
“It’s complicated. Being possessed entirely overwrites your personality. The demon is in you. Bargaining for power sort of… Creates a demon in you. Like a very influential Devil on your shoulder. Giving in feels good. It will block the empathy you might have felt for the suffering you caused.”
Nyx shot him a glare. “Don’t let him fool you. It sounds like a dandy excuse, except you have to murder a few people to get a demon to even notice you. Even the lesser demons consider humans below their notice. It’s why human sacrifice was so common in the ancient world. Justify those deaths to them.”
“I never made those sacrifices,” Dagger shouted.
A muscle jumped in his jaw. “My father was king before me. It was how he maintained power. I became a vampire not long before I became king. The demon who made bargains with my father was intrigued by what I had become. I think our kind was very rare back then. He made me an offer.” 
He scrubbed his hands through his hair. “He knew I’d take it. I was having trouble holding the empire. The king had stretched the borders beyond what we could control. It was a matter of days before another army marched in to behead me.”
Nyx had stopped talking to Pagan and was heading back toward us. She looked like she was contemplating the merits of trying to kill him again.
“Nyx, he saved my life.” And that was the bottom line for me. Dagger had earned my loyalty.
“Good for you. He decimated mine.”
Dagger glanced up at the bar and ran his gaze up and down Pagan, who had stomped after Nyx. “You seem to be doing all right.” 
With a roar, he charged Dagger, but between Alaric, Pagan, and I, we managed to keep them from killing each other.
Alaric cursed. “Dagger, could you not antagonize him right now? That would be great. He’s got thousands of years on us, and if he decides to kill you, there’s not much we can do about it. You’re lucky he seems to want to beat the snot out of you first. Jasper, will you help us!”
Jasper chuckled. “Hell no. I’m not getting between those two.”
Dagger spat blood on the ground. “Let him come. I can take him. Dumuzid always did have a temper.”
Strange. The Nyx I’d met was calm and composed. From what Pagan had told me, he liked a good fight because he saw it as fun. Having near immortality caused some reckless behavior. But there was no burning, murderous rage.
Pagan patted Nyx’s chest. “He saved Kori’s life. Looks like he’s helping all of them. Look at his eyes. They’re normal, not red. I don’t think the demonic energy has control of him anymore.”
Nyx raked a hand through his short hair, making the inky pieces stick up at odd angles. “He killed everyone I ever loved, and you’re asking me to put him near my family again.”
Pagan glanced at me, and I nodded, though now I wasn’t so sure. I knew I’d stick with him because he’d helped me, but letting him near Nyx and Pagan might be a mistake. 
Whatever had gone on between them was scarring. One volatile outburst from either of them was liable to get people killed. Dagger was still a new friend. I knew nothing about his life or his past behavior. I only knew that he’d saved me. And that didn’t seem evil to me.
Pagan licked her lips and turned her attention back to Nyx. “We at least need to know their situation before you toss him out on his ass. They all look beaten to hell.”
He glanced at our bleeding, tattered group before his gaze met Dagger’s. “Before I could kill you, you said my sister was still alive. What happened to her?”
“You did pick an inopportune moment to try to kill me with the human mob storming the palace to overthrow us and all.”
Nyx ground his teeth. “My sister, Jushur.”
“I don’t know. I may have forgotten her for fifty years or so. Those days are hazy. When I went back to collect her, she was long gone. Not dead, or I would have found her. I believe someone helped her escape me. She’s lucky. She likely would have been tortured to gain control of you.”
Nyx’s gaze narrowed. “You’ve got an hour to explain exactly why I shouldn’t kill you.”






  
  Chapter 20


Back wounds are the worst. If you injure any other part of you, you can compensate. If you break a leg, you use crutches. If you break an arm, you string it up and use the other. But when you hurt your back, every tiny move you make sets it on fire. If you walk, you’re in pain; if you move your arms, you’re in pain. You can’t sit, stand, or even lie down without causing some twinge. 
All the scrapes and sore muscles I'd had from the fight had healed, but those demon scratches were still seeping blood. It wasn't a deluge anymore, but they should have been closed. 
So, I was face down on a bed in the infirmary at the club’s back while Pagan tortured me as she stitched up my back. The one thing they didn’t have was painkillers. Go figure. Vampires rarely needed any wound care, and shapeshifters generally metabolized drugs too quickly for them to be helpful.
Either Warin had been treated by someone with a much lighter touch than Pagan, or his condition had worsened. He hadn’t moved or made a sound. He’d passed out sometime during the argument with Nyx. He’d been hooked to an IV because even the smell of blood hadn’t roused him. Not a good sign.
Pagan jerked her chin at him. “Who is he anyway?”
Alaric sank onto the bed next to me and rubbed his neck. “That’s our brother. Liam’s twin.”
Her hands stilled on my back. “No way! I’ve never met him. Not in all the years you raised me.”
I glanced over my shoulder and winced when my back pulled. “Alaric raised you? How did I not know this?” I’d never thought to question how she knew him. When I’d first met him, I’d just assumed he was a friend of Nyx’s or a patron at his bar.
She bit her lip. “I didn’t tell you. I knew you wouldn’t get it. In your eyes, I was supposed to kill him. All vampires were evil to you, and you might have tried to slay him. Your mother definitely would have murdered me just for knowing him. Besides, we’d been estranged for a long time. Hunting vampires didn’t exactly go over well with him or his brothers.”
“How the hell did you end up hunting vampires then?”
“Being raised by Alaric didn’t change the fact that my parents were killed by vampires. I couldn’t let it go, but I only wanted to hunt the ones with a body count while I found my parents’ murderers. But that still doesn’t explain why I never knew about Warin.”
Alaric ran a hand through his hair. “Warin is volatile and dangerous. He can’t seem to control his blood lust. I couldn’t have him around you or your brother.”
I narrowed my eyes on him, and he held up a hand before I could speak. “Yes, I kept his control issues from you. Honestly, I don’t want to know how many people he’s killed, and I definitely didn’t want you to know.”
A good call on his part. I might have tried to slay Warin. Then again, I’d felt his power. It was more likely he’d be picking pieces of me out of his teeth for a few days. 
I didn’t like that Alaric had hidden it from me. Warin had been near my sister. But I hadn’t exactly given him reasons to trust me. 
The door banged open as Nyx entered the room, and Dagger pushed himself out of the infirmary bed he’d been placed in next to mine. I could see his reasoning. Probably better not to be flat on your back when a man like Nyx wants to kill you.
Nyx got in his face. “Time to earn your continued survival. Start talking.”
Pagan had finished with my back, so I cleared my throat and sat up, hugging the tattered remains of my t-shirt to my chest. “My mother, along with the coven, raised a zombie. I don’t know if you know much about witchcraft, but they shouldn’t have done it. They brought a demon hitchhiker with it.”
“And how did he save your life?”
His attitude was starting to grate on me. He had a singular focus on Dagger when he really wasn’t the problem. Then again, he hadn’t ruined my life, so what did I know?
“My coven planned to kill me. For helping you with that spell, FYI.”
His gaze softened a fraction, and I knew that had been the last thing he’d wanted to happen. 
He’d told me that he admired that I was willing to risk it all to help Pagan, whether she was a vampire or not. When I told him I’d done it for the money, he’d said nothing. His skeptical look had been enough. 
He leaned against the wall, giving Dagger some breathing room but keeping a careful eye on him. “Fine. He’s lucky I owe you a coupon book full of favors, or I’d behead him and be done with it.”
Dagger grinned. “I’m pleased she’s sacrificing some goodwill for me.”
Nyx pushed off the wall and started to pace. “What’s the name of this demon?”
Alaric and I exchanged a frown. “Braxus. Why?”
He closed his eyes briefly and drummed his fingers over his lips. “I remember the name.”
“From where?”
“I’ve been doing some research. Pagan had a nasty dream about red-eyed vampires trying to feed her their blood. She was shaken up by it, so I started doing some digging.”
I glanced at Dagger, and he inclined his head. Red-eyed sounded a little too familiar for comfort.
Nyx suddenly turned and strode toward the door, calling over his shoulder. “I haven’t been able to do much research yet, but Braxus is a plague demon. Low level.”
I shouted after him. “This is the power of a low-level demon?”
He stepped back into the room, book in hand. “Yep.”
“Crap.”
“Exactly.”
Dagger cleared his throat. “Well, looks like your coven isn’t possessed. They’re infected.”
Nyx blew out a breath and raked his hand through his hair. “I wouldn’t say it’s an upgrade. As far as I’ve read, there’s no cure. But I’ve never heard of an infection that makes you do a demon’s bidding. That’s new.”
“Something he cooked up in Hell just for us?”
Nyx stood and rolled his shoulders. “This is starting to smell like a nasty master plan. One we don’t have nearly enough information on.”
Dagger crossed his arms over his chest. “Are we starting to feel—“
I rolled my eyes. “That your plan to call a Gate Guardian is our only option? Yes.”
“And that if you’d just—“
“Listened to you in the first place, we wouldn’t have all nearly died. Yes.”
He smirked. “As long as we’re clear.”
Alaric stared at Nyx in exasperation. “Was he always this much of a dick?”
“I’ll answer that after he’s tried to kill us all.” Nyx glared at Dagger. “Because he will.”






  
  Chapter 21


Nyx rubbed his hands together. “So we’re calling a Gate Guardian? What exactly is that?”  
Dagger arched an eyebrow. “Ah, the mighty, ancient Nyx doesn’t know everything.”
I was surprised Dagger’s head didn’t explode from the glare. He continued without being asked. “There are gates separating this world from others. I’ve only been to one, but I’ve heard equally nasty things about the others. 
“Long before my time, they were sealed, but over time the spell weakened. So, someone very powerful from each realm was chosen to guard the gates. Their powers were tied to the gates to strengthen the spell. When someone sneaks through to a different realm, they act as bounty hunters.”
“Then why isn’t one already here cleaning up this mess?” I asked.
He shrugged. “I imagine, like with everything, there are loopholes. Spells to hide a crossing and such. Probably things demons baked right into the spells witches have used for centuries. There was a time when they infiltrated every coven they could. It’s why the Church started cracking down hard in the Dark Ages.”
I leaned forward, more fascinated by this history lesson than any of my mother’s bland ones. “I’ve never heard any of this.”
Dagger snorted. “Being used as pawns isn’t something the witches want to admit to. And it’s entirely possible that most didn’t know. Any demon slipping into this plane is more crafty than most. Likely a criminal trying to escape the Emperor’s long reach.”
“There’s an Emperor?” I asked in a hushed tone.
Alaric smirked, and his lips brushed my ear, warm breath fanning across it. “Why are you whispering.”
I tried to ignore the little pleasurable shiver that went down my neck. “A demon emperor seems like he’d have a very long reach, even from a hell dimension.”
“She’s not wrong,” Dagger said in a normal speaking voice. “But we’re likely safe.”
Nyx leaned against the wall. “Fine, you’ve earned your keep. Mostly for their sakes,” he jerked his chin toward me and Alaric. “This evil she-bitch is after them anyway, and as long as you’re helping, I guess I can tolerate your presence.”
Dagger bowed his head with a roll of his eyes. “Oh, thank you. You are most magnanimous, Your Majesty.”
Nyx growled but didn’t let the sarcasm rile him. “Have you mentioned to these people that you can’t access most of your powers without losing control?”
Dagger grimaced. “That would be another good reason for us to stay. You’re the only one in the group powerful enough to deal with that situation. And there will be a conveniently summoned Guardian to help you do it. Gideon knows to kill me if he believes I’ve lost it. Hell, it’s hard to convince him not to kill me. I’m part demon, and he feels that means I don’t belong in this realm.”
I laughed and pressed my fingers into my forehead. “Great, do you think you’ll be safe summoning him?”
“Yeah, we have a tentative truce. But I need time to heal, and so do you.”
The last part got Alaric’s attention. “Wait, why Kori?”
“I was going to ask the same thing. I don’t have any powers anymore. I burned through it all to save Alaric. It will have to be Gracie.”
I scowled at the thought. My sister might be used to the dangers of vampire hunting, but tangling with demons and Gate Guardians? I didn’t want her involved. Hell, I’d kept her out of most vampire-hunting business after I’d met Pagan. Pagan had been my reckless partner in crime for years while Grace played normal and went to college, and I was perfectly happy to let her. 
Our mother had fought her every step of the way.
Dagger shook his head. “Trust me, there’s still power in there. The coven took enough to kill you, but they didn’t get it all. My blood will amplify it, and you can siphon off Grace’s power. Not enough to kill her, don’t get pissed.”
“Your blood?” Alaric interrupted before I could get a word in.
He snorted. “Don’t get your possessive panties in a twist.” He glanced at me. “Exchanging blood between vampires tends to be reserved for lovers.
“In addition to more power, I’m hoping giving her a bit of my blood will strengthen her and give her some immunity against the dark realm we’re tapping into. Hopefully, bringing this Guardian won't be physically painful if she has a bit of evil in that lily-white soul. And I’m hoping if she gets used to the sensation now, she won’t go completely dark side when two tons of evil dumps down on her. We’re messing with wicked shit, and I’m guessing she’s only done good magic.”
I shook my head. “Good magic is as powerful as the dark and can be used to do some pretty nasty stuff. There’s a very blurry, fine line.”
He nodded. “I know that, but still, it’s white magic. No decent witch in her right mind would open a portal to a demon realm. Not knowing what could piggyback out.”
“You’re right. I’ve got to be crazy.”
Alaric balled the sheets in his fists. “I don’t like this, Kori. There must be other options.”
I understood why he was getting pissed. I didn’t want to jump into next-level shit, either, but I didn’t see a choice. 
What if I couldn’t handle all this evil Dagger was talking about? Wasn’t wrestling predatory vampire instincts enough? Was I strong enough? My mother had spent my whole life telling me I wasn’t tough enough to rule over the coven. That my lack of fortitude would be my undoing. What if she was right?
And Dagger had a point; I’d only done pure magic. I’d done nothing that could stain my soul because of how dangerous I knew it could be. It could turn me into one of the monsters I hunted. Or worse. Being killed outright was the least of my worries. At least no one else would get hurt if I kicked the bucket.
But when it came down to it, we needed this Gate Guardian.
Nyx pushed off the wall. “Well, I guess I’d better ask for more willing donors. Ours have given blood twice already. They’re resting. Fortunately, the bar is well stocked.”
I shuddered. Willing donors. Another word for junkies looking for a bigger rush than any drug could give them. It was creepy. But it would have to do. Everyone slowly filed out of the room, including Dagger, and I suddenly found myself alone with Alaric, silently grinding his teeth. Well, mostly alone. An unconscious Warin didn’t count.
Dagger pulled the door shut on his way out, and I felt suspiciously cornered. 
I arched a brow at Alaric. “Are you going to sit there and stew, or are you going to blow?”
He jumped to his feet and started to pace. 
“You shouldn’t be up, you’re still hurt.”
He glared at me. “I’m fine. Between your magic and the blood, I possibly feel better than I’ve ever felt. And for a vampire, that says a hell of a lot. But you’re crazy. No way in hell can you do this spell.”
I took a deep breath and tried to reign in the reflexive donkey kick of my temper. I had my mother’s voice in my head telling me I couldn’t do it. I didn’t need his. “I don’t see another choice. I’d take it if I did, but Dagger’s weapons didn’t hurt her nearly enough.”
“I don’t trust him. I don’t understand how you do.”
I was officially lost. “You trusted him a few hours ago when we needed the knives to fight Sarah.”
“I trusted him to get some magical blades. I didn’t trust him with my mate’s life. Also, did you notice they didn’t work?”
“He said the knives probably wouldn’t work.” Wait… what had he just said? Mate?
I leapt off the bed. “You’re going to need to jump back to the ‘mate’ portion of this argument.”
He cursed under his breath before he pointed at me. “Just remember, this was your fault, not mine.”
I threw my hands up, flung myself back on the bed, and then groaned when my forgotten injuries lit a streak of pain down my spine. “What are you talking about? I’ve never heard of mated vampires.”
He gestured back and forth between us. “This healing you did? That’s not all you did, honey. You bound us together. You’ve never heard of it because vampires rarely do it. An eternity is a long ass commitment. But here we are.”
I pushed myself up on my elbows and gaped at him. “Why didn’t you warn me?”
“I knew you would make this my fault—”
“I’m not making anything ‘your fault.’ I’m asking a question!” But yeah, it would have been nice to know there was a mating bond so I didn’t accidentally trigger it.
“How the hell was I supposed to know that you’d manage to bind us together in unholy matrimony for all eternity while trying to heal me? I didn’t even realize what it was when I woke up. But it’s there, and my instinct is screaming that you shouldn’t do this blood exchange with Dagger.”
I jumped to my feet again and got in his face. “Because of what it might do to me or because you’re wildly jealous of your mate exchanging blood with another man.”
“Both!” He shouted.
We both stood there, breathing heavily. He growled and leaned down to kiss me when there was a knock at the door. We flew apart like shrapnel just as Pagan poked her head in. 
She cringed. “Sorry, but Dagger has fed, and he says Kori needs to, and then we need to get this shit show on the road.”
When she stepped away, she left the door open. I wasn’t sure if it was to keep us from going at it again or…well, to keep us from going at it in an entirely carnal sense. 
Could he love me? It seemed too soon for that. But I’d been so worried when he’d almost died. Like I might die right along with him. And then, with our new mate bond, I felt connected to him. It wasn’t love, but it was something I’d never felt before. 
“I don’t want to leave it like this between us, Alaric. I don’t know how this will turn out, but I have to try. Sarah’s zombie will keep killing after she gets you, and this demon could be trying for world-domination-level crap. If you have another idea, I’m willing to hear it, but I need you…”
I didn’t know how my next request would go. Probably not well. I cleared my throat and tried again. “I need you to take care of my sister if something happens to me.”
He paced back toward me and cupped my face in his hands. His lips were gentle as they brushed mine. “She’s already family. You never had to ask. Liam would do anything to keep her safe, and that’s enough for her to win my loyalty. You should go feed.”
He slid his hands down my arms. “You won’t fail. You can’t. You shouldn’t even think about it.”
He said it with complete confidence. There was absolutely no doubt. But I had doubts. The only thing my mother had ever praised me for was how powerful my magic was. Now, I was begging, borrowing, and stealing it just to do this spell. It seemed like a bad omen.






  
  Chapter 22


I unwrapped my arms from around my stomach and straightened my spine as I stepped into the room. Alaric had moved to one of the guest rooms. I wasn’t sure privacy was what I wanted. Not if it forced me to deal with a mate and my feelings about what happened downstairs.  
Alaric turned around and frowned at me. “Did you feed? How is your back?”
I swallowed the bile creeping into my throat. “Yes, I fed. And my back is healing rapidly.” I’d also siphoned my sister’s powers. It was a frightening experience Dagger had supervised to ensure I didn’t go too far—something I’d never do again. The vision of my sister looking fragile and pale as she fainted would live in my memory forever. The nauseating worry that I’d taken too much and had killed her, even with Dagger’s assurances that I hadn’t. 
He squinted at me as if he were trying to read my mind. He could likely feel the inner turmoil if it wasn’t written on my face. “You don’t look like you enjoyed yourself.”
The words rushed out of me before I could shove them back down. “Of course, I didn’t enjoy it, Alaric. These people freak me out. They’re willing to let a vamp do whatever they want. And they don’t particularly care if they die. I almost couldn’t do it. I don’t think I ever want to again.”
He kept his face impassive. “You’ll get over it. Be glad there is a willing food source. In my day, there wasn’t, and you truly did prey on possibly innocent people. I’m surprised you fed. At least on someone besides me.”
Heat rose in my cheeks at the memory. Feeding from him had been intense and far more pleasant, even if the result had looked a little like a murder scene. “The only reason I managed is because Nyx is an asshole.”
Alaric chuckled and leaned against the bedpost. “He’s used to getting the unwilling to feed. It’s what makes him a good sire. He won’t let you give up and die. How did he manage with you?”
“Pure guilt. That man can bully and manipulate anyone into anything. He nicked her with a knife and said if I wasn’t at my full strength, we’d all die, and he’d merrily leave us to it. But at least he convinced Pagan to ‘escort’ Warin, Liam, and my sister to his house.”
He’d said it would be unsafe for Warin and my sister to stay here helpless while shit was about to go down. Liam had gone to play nurse, and Pagan went under the guise of showing them the place. Which they could have found with their phones, but he’d insisted.
Alaric snorted. “I’m sure she’s reluctantly agreed for his peace of mind. Having her so close to Dagger is clearly making him a little unhinged. I’m not sure I disagree, considering what we know now. She might not like it, but she loves him and has learned to compromise.”
We smirked at each other. Pagan compromising on anything was possibly a more considerable change than becoming a vampire. She was more stubborn than I could ever hope to be.
There was a knock at the door, and Dagger didn’t wait for a response before he poked his head in. “Ready?”
The teasing humor in Alaric’s eyes iced over at the sight of him. “We were talking about what a pain in the ass Nyx is.”
Dagger stepped into the room. “Yeah, all my fledglings are like that. I don’t know why.”
I snorted. “Maybe because you’re like that.”
He shrugged. “Could be. But with Nyx, it’s a little more complicated than that.”
Before I could ask what he meant, he pulled a double-shot glass from his pocket. “I think you shouldn’t take from the source because I don’t like the look in Alaric’s eyes. We all heard the yelling earlier. Also, I’m not sure either one of us could handle that. We need to control the dosage. Too much will probably drive you mad.”
I bit my lip. This idea sounded worse and worse, but I wouldn’t back down. I wasn’t a coward. “Are you sure I have to take your blood? If this is going to turn into a problem, maybe it’s not the best idea.”
His gaze shifted to Alaric. “Yes, you have to. You don’t have enough power without it. And you won’t be able to stand up to the evil that we’re summoning. All possibilities seem better with this.”
He slid his knife over his wrist, then pressed on the cut to get more blood flowing. It seemed thicker than usual. The smell even seemed wrong. It was a little weird that I knew that now. He offered me the glass. But Alaric’s arm shot out and seized it before I could take it. 
He tilted the glass in a small circle, watching as it nearly spilled over the rim. “What exactly aren’t you telling us, Dagger? I feel it. There’s another shoe that will smack us over the head when it drops.”
The look on Dagger’s face was pure guilt, and I cursed. “What is it?”
“I think I mentioned Gideon views me as contaminated?”
I nodded and waved for him to go on. “Giving you my blood might make him think the same about you. He might decide you need to go to his dimension where you ‘belong.’ I was able to cloak myself the last time he was after me, but it required a lifetime of running. And I’m not sure it will work again because if he spends any time around me, he’ll be able to pick apart the magical fingerprint of the spell.”
I glared at him. “Oh, so no big deal.”
“There’s something else, and Alaric really won’t like it.”
I turned to Alaric and patted him on the shoulder. “Okay, you can just kill him now.”
“There are some demon princes over there trying to hold the gate to this realm open. They each need brides from this realm for their spell. You would be highly prized if you were sent there.”
The snarl that ripped from Alaric’s throat made the hairs on my arms stand on end. I was glad the sound wasn’t directed at me. 
“Did you miss the part about her being my mate?” he roared.
Dagger held up his hands as if he could ward him off. “The fact that she’d be a hot commodity over there might save her. The Gate Guardian’s job is to keep shit locked up tight. Giving one of the princes a bride takes them one step closer to breaking the spell. He won’t want to do that.”
“What’s to keep him from killing her instead?”
Dagger flinched. “Her exceptional charm? I don’t know. This is a gamble I’d never take if I thought we had another option. Nothing in this world I know of is equipped to kill a demon. If my knives had killed Sarah, we might have had a chance. He might have been sucked back to his plane.”
Alaric handed me the shot glass and surged toward Dagger. He slammed him against the wall. He wrapped his fists in Dagger’s shirt. “If you’ve left anything else out, I will find a way to kill you.”
Dagger’s eyes flashed. He went from apologetic to hostile in the blink of an eye. “You can try. Nyx might succeed, but you? You’re a fraction of my age. A toddler wearing daddy’s old suit. I’d rip you to pieces.”
The corner of Alaric’s lip quirked up. “We’ll see.”
“Yeah, we will.”
I put a hand on one of Alaric’s fists. “Oh, hell no, we won’t. We don’t have time for you to demolish this building. I still need to do this.”
Alaric released him with a flick of his fingers, and he stepped back. 
Dagger tugged on his shirt and jerked his chin toward the glass clutched in my other hand. “You might want to drink that before it eats through the glass.”
I must have looked horrified because they both chuckled, momentarily forgetting their exciting new blood feud.
Dagger sobered first. “Sorry, Kori. I had to.”
I downed the shot and nearly choked on it. “Holy shit. That burns like cheap booze.”
Dagger smirked. “And I’m told it can hit the system like ecstasy. Hopefully, you can burn off some of Alaric’s tension.” He pointed at Alaric, “She’ll want sex or violence. Both if she can get it. Hope you’re man enough.”
He shut the door before either of us could ask what he meant.
Heat roiled in my gut. I screamed as I tried to breathe past the pain. Something was wrong.
“Alaric!” I grabbed his arm, and he jerked back, a perfect imprint of my hand burned into his forearm. I wasn’t imagining this heat. It was really happening. I was cooking from the inside out. Burning in hellfire. Pain overwhelmed my senses, and everything went white. 






  
  Chapter 23


The blinding heat backed off as suddenly as it had consumed me, like a fire smothered. Alaric grasped my shoulders and lowered me onto the bed, but I was fine now. “Kori, are you all right?” 
His sympathy grated on me a bit. I could take a shot of blood without needing his coddling.
I shrugged from his hold, and a line appeared between his brow. “I’m fine.”
“Can I get you something? Do you need a sip of water?”
I snorted and rolled my eyes. “It might wash the foul taste of Dagger out of my mouth. Sure.”
He offered me the glass, and I snatched it from him, taking a disappointing sip. “Do we have anything stronger than this in here? We’re above a bar, for fuck sake.”
His eyes narrowed. “Are you sure you’re feeling okay? Your sister said you don’t drink. Something about being in top shape to hunt vampires.”
“Well, I don’t hunt vampires anymore, do I? And it should take a lot of alcohol to affect me, being a vampire.” The snap in my voice was bitchier than usual, but he’d ruined my life, and it was time to let him know it. All this shit I’d been dragged into was because of him. 
He and his magical dick had somehow made me forget that he’d forced me to become a vampire. The sex had been worth it. A wild and explosive ride, and I was strong now because of it. After Dagger’s blood, I could probably hurt him. It might be fun to tie him down and have a little fun. 
I shook my head and chuckled. All this under the guise of saving his family when he really wanted to punish me for hunting vampires. 
Well, I wasn’t feeling much like saving his ass now. I wanted to drop him on it. Or do one better. 
He stood and stepped back from me, and my eyes zeroed in on the movement. I didn’t think he was afraid. Yet. But he wanted some distance. He sensed a brewing fight. This was good. I snagged his arm before he could move away and stood. 
“I’m sorry. Maybe I am a little on edge.”
A little tension entered his eyes, and I glanced down to see I had claws digging into his arm, drawing a bit of blood. I released him and examined my new manicure. “Claws. That’s pretty cool.” 
I licked blood off the tip of one, and they gave me the most wicked ideas. I raked my claws over his face, barely missing his eye. He jerked away and snarled at me. 
“Don’t be like that, baby.” I stood on my tiptoes and ran my tongue up the bleeding marks on his face. “You always taste so good. And you’ll heal. I didn’t even hit bone.”
He swallowed but wasn’t shaking or sweating or displaying any signs of fear. No fun. “Maybe I should go get Dagger and Nyx. You don’t seem to be yourself.”
“Three men could be fun for me. But only if I make the rules.” I grabbed his chin, squeezing until his lips puckered. Getting my fingers all bloody, “and I’m not sure I could resist killing at least one of you.”
He knocked my hand aside and tangled his hand in my hair, yanking my head back. “There will be no one else for you, witch.”
I laughed in his face. “I’m threatening to kill people, but another guy’s dick in me is what you’re focused on. Mated vampires are so predictable. Just because you think you’re my mate doesn’t mean you can keep me satisfied. What will I do when I’ve wrung. You. All. Out?” I walked my fingers up his chest to his throat. It was a mistake for him to let my new claws this close, but he didn’t realize it yet. 
I pouted at him. “No offense, but I don’t think you can keep up.”
His lips curled back from his fangs, and my knees went liquid, along with other things. “I see why Dagger was so amused when he left the room.”
Before I could rip out his throat and spill all that delicious blood, he gripped my wrist and twisted it behind my back.
I snarled as he used it to propel me to the bed.
“You know, my brothers are going to rub this in. They thought you’d try to kill me eventually. Though I’m sure they didn’t think you needed demon influence to do it.”
“I haven’t even begun to try and kill you yet.”
He released my hair, and a second later, I felt cold metal wrap around my wrist and heard a sharp snap. “Cuffs wouldn’t have held me before the demon blood.”
He grinned down at me. “They’ll hold. These were a special gift from Nyx. You can thank his never-ending suspicion of Dagger for them. He’s held on to them for a very long time. He may have assumed Dagger was dead, but it didn’t stop him from taking special precautions.”
He released my wrist and shoved me face down on the bed. Before I could turn over, he sat on my ass. I slapped at him with my cuffed wrist, hoping the bulky metal on the other side would knock him stupid, but he seized that arm and the free one and locked my hands together on the headboard. 
He massaged my back, and I had to admit he was an expert at it. “Just one thing missing from this delightful picture.”
There was a small pop. “Stay very still.” He whispered, grasping the neck of my t-shirt. 
A few quick flicks of his knife, and the shirt sagged off me. He stood and did the same to my shorts before slapping one of my ass cheeks. “Now, this is the stuff of fantasies. Weapons effectively sheathed—“
I hooked my knee and aimed my foot at his jaw, but he caught it with a chuckle. “You’ll pay for that.”
He ran his hand between my thighs and rubbed my clit with a groan. “You’re soaked. I think Demon Kori likes kinky games. Or was that always in you?”
I didn’t answer, and he removed his hand, seizing my chin and turning me to face a chair near the bed. “Talk, or I’ll stop and leave you all hot and bothered while I stroke my dick over there.”
My inner muscles clenched at the thought. I’d like to see that, but I wanted mine too. “The first time you had me cuffed to a headboard? I was hot. You could have had me then.”
“Hmm, an honest answer I’d never expect to hear from you. Good girls get rewarded.”
He nipped the curve of my butt with his fangs. “On your knees.”
I scooted my knees in so my ass was in the air for him. He made a little sound of approval before he attacked my sex with his mouth. White hot pleasure curled through me as I rocked back against his face. The soft sounds of him going down on me were obscene and exciting.
He slipped two big fingers into me, thrusting in time with the circling of his tongue. I came with a breathy moan. 
Some of the murderous feelings I’d felt bled out of me. It was like someone had turned the volume down on the evil radio station in my head.
The awful things I’d said! The things I’d done… Alaric was lucky to be alive. I’d wanted to kill him. If Nyx hadn’t thought ahead, I would have been able to. 
Alaric seemed to notice that instead of being relaxed from my orgasm, I’d grown tense. He ran his hand up my back, bringing his hot naked body against me. When had he lost his clothes? A little shiver of excitement raced through my body. The satisfaction he’d just given me wasn’t enough. I wanted him inside me. 
“Kori?”
“Don’t stop.” Whatever was in me was far from satisfied, its black claws digging into the wooden headboard.
He dragged his palms down my back as he moved off me. “Oh, I don’t plan to. You told me I couldn’t keep up. I can’t turn down a challenge like that. We’ll see who breaks first.”
He thrust into me and started to ride me with hard lunges of his hips, not giving me time to catch my breath. It was just right. The monster in me needed this. Sweat broke along my brow as I thrust my hips back to meet his. When his fingers brushed my clit the orgasm rode up on me hard and fast. My sex clenched around him almost painfully.
“Shit!” He lost his rhythm, flooding me. 
I collapsed onto my front, and he fell to the side of me. Both of us were breathing hard.
His palm landed hard on my ass, kneading it. “I’m not nearly done with you.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Sometime later, I blinked up at the cuffs on my wrists. “I’m still attached to the headboard.”
“You did try to kill me. I wanted to ensure you were you before I let you go.”
I wiggled my perfectly human fingers, and his gaze flicked to them. “I think we’re good. You want to unlock them now?”
He hesitated. “I’m not sure that’s a great plan.”
I scowled at him. “I’m not feeling murderous. And we have things to do. How long have we been in here?”
He squinted at the clock across the room. “Two hours or so. Longer? I don’t know.”
“Crap. We’re supposed to do that spell.” No wonder things… ached. I was grateful for magical healing speeds. I might be hurting otherwise. 
His smirk was dark. “Told you I could keep up. You tapped out fast.”
I sighed sharply. “You can’t take anything I said seriously. Apparently, the demon part of me is a  bitch. Who knew.”
“Okay, but if you try to kill me, I will be peeved.”
I swallowed hard. The murder-y demon piece was still in there. I felt the desire in my mind. But I had control now. I thought…
The cuffs fell away from my wrists, and he massaged them before tucking me against his chest.
He brushed his lips against mine. “I don’t want to get up.”
I chuckled. “I’m sure Dagger is waiting for us.”
“Ugh, who cares?”
I snuggled closer. “I’m sure he wouldn’t begrudge us a few more minutes.”
“Bet he would. He hasn’t been getting laid.”






  
  Chapter 24


As soon as I set foot in the bar, Dagger was barking instructions about how to set up for the ritual and thrust a jar into my hands. In his opinion, I was late. I couldn’t say I blamed him. I cringed at the thought that they’d been waiting on us and… listening. I wasn’t sure I’d ever stop being mortified. I was grateful my sister had left hours ago to recover at Nyx’s house. 
I opened the container and jerked my head back when the smell hit me—dirt, herbs, sulfur, and maybe something dead. I wasn’t sure Nyx would be able to get any customers back in the bar after I sprinkled it in a circle in the center of the room. Supernatural creatures had supernatural senses of smell. I couldn’t imagine them not turning around and hightailing it out of here.
“What is this stuff? It reeks.”
When Dagger didn’t answer immediately, I cleared my throat. “Dagger.”
He glanced up from his project. He was drawing markings I’d never seen on the floor in his blood outside of the circle I was creating with the nasty dirt mixture.
“Sorry, I’m focused. It’s sand from the last time I summoned Gideon and dirt from his plane. And probably a few ingredients you’d rather not know about. Go light with it so we have some left over. If I were going to make it again, I’d have no clue where to start. Some of the plants in it are extinct now.”
“Where did you get dirt from his world?”
He blew out a frustrated breath and looked up again. “These were my father’s things. I have no clue how he got them. Now, will you let me concentrate? I have to channel power into these six thousand-year-old symbols I barely remember.”
“Touchy,” Alaric murmured in my ear as he came up behind me. I elbowed him as Dagger glared.
I licked my dry lips. “Explain this ritual to me.” As a general rule, jumping to spells you knew nothing about was bad. 
“I don’t have time to explain.”
Alaric growled. “Take the damned time, Dagger. I’m guessing she didn’t ask for the hell of it.”
That earned him a smile. I appreciated the backup against Mr. Arrogance.
Dagger sighed and fell back on his butt. “To accurately explain what I’m doing, you would have to undergo years of training in the religious sect I was raised in. Unfortunately for you, my civilization and its practices are long dead.”
He stood and extended his hand to me. “Okay, I’m done. Hop out, and we’ll do this.”
I placed my hand in his sweaty palm and skipped over the line to stand next to him. “What do I chant?”
He cleared his throat and wiped his palm on his jeans before interlacing our hands again.
He was making me even more anxious. I needed to know if he couldn’t do this because once we were in it, we wouldn’t be able to stop, and I’d be left to stumble in the dark. 
“Are you sure you can do this?”
He rolled his shoulders. “Yes. And you don’t need to chant anything. It’s best if I use your power to anchor and enhance mine. I’ll begin the incantation, and you focus on me and summoning Gideon. Think of nothing else.”
He lifted our joined hands. “Gideon, we summon you. Come forth—”
Alaric whispered. “In English? Really?”
We both glared at him this time, and Dagger growled. “Are you going to continue to interrupt? Because I could screw you over and go back to Penang. Sarah isn’t trying to kill my ass, and every second I spend here is a second I could be discovered by King Octavian, not to mention that I’m about to do something that will risk all our lives and my sanity. As for your question, yes, the chant can be whatever I bloody well please, and the English is for Kori’s benefit. It will help her focus if she’s not wondering what the hell I’m saying, and my words remind her of our goal. So shut up.”
Alaric grunted. “If this will drive you insane, we should find another way.”
Dagger turned his reddening gaze on Alaric. “Silence!”
Alaric flew across the room and slammed into the wall.
I gaped at Dagger. I hadn’t known him long, but I’d never seen him so on edge. My doubts about doing this doubled at his loss of control. I tried to pull away, but his grip tightened.
He flashed me a strained smile and softened his hold, stroking a thumb over the back of my hand. “Relax, Kori. I can deal. Go back to concentrating.”
I glanced at where Alaric was climbing to his feet. He nodded, but his expression was thunderous. He didn’t like this any more than I did.
I reluctantly closed my eyes, and Dagger continued to call for Gideon in English for a long while. I wasn’t sure when he switched to his native language. Our palms were slick with sweat, and I felt a bead roll down the tip of my nose. It was hard to breathe. Like the air was slowly being sucked out of the room. 
A wind kicked up, blessedly cool on my heated skin. I could breathe again. 
Then, the ground shook violently, and I was startled out of my trance. 
The earth seemed to moan as the floor cracked in a circle under the sand I’d poured. Black slime oozed through the crevice, sizzling as it ate away at the wood, causing acrid smoke to fill the air. A glowing, red sphere appeared with an ear-piercing whistle. The light was so blinding that I had to look away.
When I could glance back, a man in a black suit knelt in the shallow smoking hole that used to be the floor.
“There goes the expensive, hardwood floor,” Nyx muttered.
The man straightened. His height was impressive, even among the giants I was surrounded by.
But it was the aura of him that was truly intimidating. Like a black hole that seemed to pull in the light. For someone who was supposed to guard the gates and protect humanity, he didn’t give off savior vibes. He was destruction. Danger. 
Solid black eyes locked on the man standing next to me. “Dagger, you bastard, that hurt like hell.”






  
  Chapter 25


Dagger’s grip tightened on my fingers, and I winced.  
“It’s going to hurt a hell of a lot more when I’m done with you.” His voice was deep. Too deep. The rush of his power crept over my skin, and my legs gave out from under me, leaving me gasping and shaking on the ground. I yanked on my arm while trying to pry his fingers loose. My gut instinct screamed to get the hell away from him.
Gideon paced in the small area, like a tiger in a cage. “Let her go and break the circle then. You can’t harm me while I’m in it, just like I can’t harm you. Face me.”
Dagger’s gaze flicked to me. “She’s mine. And you know I won’t let you out of the circle before I bind you. Or you’ll cart us both back. But when you’re bound to me, I can make this world mine. I can go back to the days when I ruled the land with fear.”
Gideon ground his teeth and then turned his gaze on me. “He’s lost control. Dagger doesn’t want to take over the world. I need you to break the circle, Kori. He’s lost his hold on the darkness. Someone needs to control him.”
Dagger yanked me to my feet, wrapped his free arm around my back, and roared right next to my ear. “Don’t talk to her!”
Alaric came toward us, and Dagger flicked his hand in his direction. A wound opened on his cheek, pouring blood, and he cursed. His teeth were visible through it, and I winced in sympathy.
“Dagger, you’re cutting up people on our side.”
He met my gaze. “They’re against me unless they bow down to me. He loves you. Wants you as his own. He’ll never be loyal. I’ll make an example of him.”
I tried to step away from him, but he clenched me against his body. “Let go of me. You don’t love me, Dagger.”
He ran his palm down my cheek. “No, but you’ll make a powerful queen. Without mercy.”
I flicked a panicked glance at Gideon. “How do I break the circle?”
“Smear your blood through any part of it.”
Dagger growled and jostled me. “Don’t do it. He’ll try to take us both back with him. You don’t want to go to a hell dimension, do you? Don’t anger me, Kori.”
No, I didn’t want to go to a hell dimension, but Dagger had lost it. I could see it in his eyes. He would kill anyone who disagreed with him, and one day, that would be me. Or today. 
But part of me wanted what he was offering. The world was ours. Together, we were powerful enough.
I was choking on evil. Dagger was going to pull me under with him. “Alaric, get him off me.”
Alaric was there in a flash. He wrapped his thick forearm around Dagger’s throat and yanked.
Dagger slammed his head into Alaric’s face. His grip loosened, but he didn’t release Dagger’s throat. However, Dagger didn’t let go of me either.
I brought my knee up between his legs. He grunted, and his eyes flashed red.
Nyx grabbed his arm and tried to pry it from around my waist. I rammed my fist into Dagger’s nose, but I didn’t have enough distance to injure him. I slammed my foot down on his, and there was a sickening pop as Nyx managed to get me free. I stumbled away from the tangle of men and landed on my ass, but Dagger still held my hand. 
I realized Nyx hadn’t gotten me loose. Dagger had backhanded him. Hard. He lay in a heap beside us, his neck at an odd angle. If he hadn’t been a vampire, he’d be dead. 
Dagger dug his nails into the back of my hand, trying to keep me in his grasp, but he had more than one vampire on him now, trying to take him to the ground.
I focused on a cut on his throat. Doing magic was a bad idea when he had me in his grasp. It was too easy for him to put it back on me. But I was out of options. “Bleed. Bleed.” His wounds started to gush thick, dark blood, and he laughed.
“You can’t kill me like that, Kori.”
“I don’t want to kill you, bastard. I want loose.”
“A mistake, my queen. Or did you not notice that I have you, too? And I’ve been practicing much longer than you have. I could kill you with the blood I have access to now. And I’ve been so nice. I could have accidentally broken your hand if I wasn’t focusing.”
I glanced at where his nails dug into my hand. Blood was seeping down my forearm. Shit. He bent my wrist farther back to prove his point, and I yelped.
A drop of blood ran off my elbow and touched one of the markings on the floor. The power of the spells sizzled up my spine. I was close to the circle. I could open it, but I needed more blood. I focused on both of us this time and called for blood, directing the flow down my arm.
“No.”
He tried to yank me away from the circle, but he also had to cart Alaric and Jasper with him. Alaric realized what I was trying to do and kicked the back of his knee. It folded under him, and he hit the ground. I scrambled back, getting a foot closer to the circle. I rubbed my hand in the blood on my left forearm and flung myself back, stretching toward the barrier, though the bones in my other hand screamed for mercy.
“Don’t!” He roared.
I raked my blood through the sand, and it was like air spilled into the room. Dagger shouted and released me as Gideon’s power beat him down. He collapsed under a stack of vampires.
Gideon grasped my injured hand, and I cringed as he pulled me to my feet. He ran his tongue over the bleeding crescent marks, and they sealed immediately. 
He smirked. “Hmm, I see the appeal.”
He released me before I could pull away. I would have, too. His black aura crept over me, stifling my access to the new demon magics and making my hair stand on end. He strode to Dagger and jerked his chin at Alaric and Jasper, still holding him down. They released him and stood, significantly more battered than when I’d last seen them. Dagger must have been trying to battle them with his powers while keeping his hold on me.  
Alaric immediately came to my side and cradled my hand. While Gideon had healed the wounds, it was still a throbbing, bruised mess. Dagger had stopped just shy of breaking it. 
“Are you okay?”
I smirked at him. “I admit, I’ve been better.” I brushed the wound on his cheek. It had already healed to the point where it was just a nasty, deep cut.
Gideon glanced over his shoulder. “Yes, you have. You’ve allowed Dagger to do a very bad thing to you. You’ll have to be delivered to a demon realm, now.”
Alaric bared his fangs. “I’ll kill you first.”
Gideon shrugged. “You can try. You’ll lose. Assuming she doesn’t kill you first. I bet she’s already tried.”
My hand convulsed around Alaric’s, and Gideon smirked. I hated that he was right, but judging by Alaric’s dangerous stillness, he’d try to kill him anyway.
Gideon continued. “I’m surprised a mere vampire could control one of Katoa’s children. The demon that Dagger made his deal with? He is one of the Emperor's generals. You don't want to see villages he's ransacked. Even among demons, he's considered disturbed. And we're a dangerous bunch. People who make deals with him tend to rip their lovers apart during sex.”
I swallowed hard. Did that mean sex between us would always be that way? Alaric risking his life unless I was chained up? Because there were fun bedroom games, and then there were horrific requirements unless he wanted to risk death or dismemberment. One I was occasionally down for, but the other? Alaric was better off without me where he’d be safe.
Gideon turned to face Dagger, dismissing us. “Are you done throwing a tantrum now?”
He nodded. He was breathing too fast and clutched his chest. “Shit. Hurts.”
Gideon crouched next to his head. “That’s why you shouldn’t be here. You shouldn’t have to put the demon back in its cage. If I weren’t here to help, my next visit to this world might see it looking quite a bit different. You should be where others of your kind could take you down if you had an episode like this. Where your violent impulses would be expected.”
Dagger sat up. “I won’t go back. She won’t go with you either.”
“It’s not a horrible place.”
“It’s a fucking hell dimension,” he spat. “Only the strongest of demons survive there. And we’re vampires. What exactly are we supposed to feed on there? Half of the demons have acid for blood. And there’s the fact that the Emperor wants me dead.”
Gideon shrugged. “I could put you in a different demon world then. There are others. As for the Emperor, you did steal his powers.” He glanced at me. “And you’re giving them away. Even your fledglings take a little with them. Did you know you were weakening yourself with each vampire you made? Though, your vampiric powers increase with age, so I’m not surprised that you didn’t notice the demonic powers you attempt to lock away diminishing. It might even be why you have more control now.”
Dagger’s jaw clenched. “My fledglings exhibit no symptoms of this.”
Alaric cleared his throat. “Don’t they, though? It’s not the same as it is for you, but Nyx and Warin are a little more lethal and bloodthirsty. Warin was turned about two decades after I was, and he can take me in a fight. Nyx is one of the most powerful vampires alive, but not the oldest.”
Dagger glared at Gideon. “You know I wouldn’t summon you unless I needed your help.”
“Yes, I realize this summoning has come at a high cost for you.” He jerked his chin at me, “And that pretty thing.”
Alaric growled at him, long and feral. Gideon only rolled his eyes.
“How can I help you, Dagger?”
“Has a demon slipped past you recently, by any chance?”
The large man cracked his knuckles. “One was summoned. I couldn’t prevent his crossing. But he’s low-level. More a ghost than an embodied demon. He’ll be back when his task is complete.”
“And if I told you this demon was trying to find a host?”
He snorted. “I’d tell you I wasn’t surprised. They all try.”
“And if I told you it piggybacked in to inhabit a dead witch?”
Gideon groaned and squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Damn it.”
“Do I have your attention then?”
“Completely.” He glanced at me. “You know the quickest way to kill it is to assassinate the person that raised it? Assuming it hasn’t grown too strong.”
“I didn’t raise it if that’s what you’re wondering. But a whole coven raised it. It’s pulling power from all of them, and they don’t all deserve to die. They’re infected with some sort of demon illness.”
He waved his hand absently. “Yes, yes. Braxus is good with plagues, and a coven shares a power well.” He pointed at me. “But why weren’t you infected?”
“Me and my sister weren’t inducted members of the coven. We both put it off.” Something our mother had hounded us about for years, and it had been the thing to save our asses. Without it, we didn’t have the same connection they had.
He nodded. “Who would have thought that would turn out to be a wise decision.” 
I understood his point. Witches without the protection of a coven were usually vulnerable. Me and my sister had always been strong enough to stand on our own, and we’d bound ourselves together. Our own little coven separate from the dictates of the McCormic line. But some didn’t even know they were witches until hunters came for them. They had no training. They were completely vulnerable, minus the burst of adrenaline-based magic the more powerful ones could exhibit. 
“Unfortunately, there’s not much we can do for the members of your coven. They need to be disposed of.”
I narrowed my eyes. “There has to be a way. If we kill Braxus, will it get rid of this illness?”
He massaged his forehead. “You, of all people, know that magic is tricky. If the witches live, it will be hard to kill this zombie. The zombie is Braxus’s foothold in this dimension. This will be easier if all the witches are dead. They’re a never-ending battery. Even if we could do it without killing them—it might cure them, it might not.”
“I’m willing to risk it. If killing Braxus doesn’t cure them, we’ll find something else.”
Gideon cursed and rose to his feet. “Look, little girl—”
“Screw you. We’re doing this my way, or we don’t need your help.” I was totally bluffing. We needed his help. But I wasn’t willing to murder a bunch of witches to get it.
Alaric sighed. “Kori, this isn’t what any of us want, but they can’t be saved.”
Dagger chuckled. “You’re full of shit, Alaric. The coven of witches that turns out the best vampire hunters in the world and hold quite a grudge against you and your family will be gone in one battle. It couldn’t be more perfect for you.”
I pulled my hand out of Alaric’s grip while he glared at Dagger. His gaze jumped back to mine. “I admit, I have a personal interest in a world with fewer vampire hunters, but that’s not what this is about.”
“They’re my family, Alaric.”
A muscle jumped in his jaw. “A family that beat your sister and left her for dead for being in love with a vampire. A family that would burn you at the stake for not being willing to kill her. They sound great. You don’t know that they’d be any different if they weren’t possessed, or infected, or whatever. They likely would have done the same damned thing.”
Gideon’s eyes flashed, and a crack of thunder rolled through the bar, shaking the place. “Look, this is not my only problem this time of the millennium. And now that I’ve been summoned to this world, I can prepare ahead of schedule. I want to get this shit show on the road.”
His gaze flicked to me. “We’ll try it your way. I have a sword that can kill this zombie and Braxus if he still inhabits her. But it will kill any demon that uses it, which includes you now, sweet cheeks. You better find a vampire volunteer who doesn’t mind risking life and limb.”
My teeth squeaked as I ground them. I was pissed at Alaric, and asking him to help on a plan he disagreed with wasn’t on my to-do list.
He crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ll do it, jackass. You know I will.”
Gideon clapped his hands together. “Excellent. Now, everyone else, get armed for our field trip for when this plan inevitably doesn’t work, and we have to dispatch some demonically enhanced witches.”
Dagger stood and brushed off the back of his pants. He shouldered past Gideon, cradled my elbow in his palm, and began pulling me out of the room. “Come on, Kori. The sooner this is done, the sooner we can be rid of Gideon’s charming presence. And maybe Alaric’s as well.”
I glanced back at Alaric and caught his glare. I didn’t want to be rid of him. I just wanted to stop feeling like an enemy he’d always suspect of stabbing him in the back.






  
  Chapter 26


“Boys suck”  is how all the best text conversations with your sister start.
Lol. Since you’re dealing with a bunch of immortals who can out-stubborn you? I’m sure they do. What’s up?
I explained everything that had happened since she’d left the bar and ended it with: They think we need to kill the whole coven to get rid of Braxus and Sarah. I needed her input on this. It was her family, too.
What?!?! They can’t. There are innocent people in the coven. We need to try and save them.
That’s what I think, too, but Gideon says they’re all infected, and that makes them a never-ending battery for Braxus. And Alaric doesn’t care. The fewer witches from our line, the better. He says they probably would have tried to kill us even if they weren’t infected.
The three little dots blinked as she texted back. And blinked. And blinked. I didn’t blame her. It’s not like he was wrong.
She finally hit send on her text. I still don’t think they all should die. There are plenty of vampires who need killing. I just… wish things were different. That the coven wasn’t so blinded by hatred. And I think if the demon influence was gone, they wouldn’t be. They never used to hurt humans for being connected to vampires. And they’ve never turned on a witch. Not like they turned on us. 
Good, that wasn’t only my opinion then. Grace thought the possession had made them different, too.
Dagger opened the door to the room we were staying in. “That doesn’t look like getting armed.”
I lifted my shoulders. “I’m working on it. Just needed to bitch first.”
His gaze turned serious. “I won’t let anything happen to your coven.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “Why do you care?”
He turned from me and started gathering supplies. Metal clanked as he shoved various blades into a duffel bag. “Murdering a bunch of witches is a little short-sighted for one. They’re useful when you don’t make mortal enemies of them.”
I shrugged. “To be fair, Sarah tried to kill them first, and my family has done nothing but hunt them since.”
He smirked over his shoulder. “That mate bond must be powerful stuff. Sticking up for him even when you’re pissed at him.”
Was that the only reason? I didn’t think so. I could see Alaric’s side. If a group of people were hunting my family, I likely wouldn’t feel too cut up when they all needed to die.
“I just understand why he’s reluctant to try.”
The bag he was filling hit the ground with a thud, and he strode toward me. He cupped my cheek, and a little frisson of alarm spiked in my chest. There was a wrongness to his touch. I chalked it up to the mating bond, but it still wormed through my gut and made the hairs at the nape of my neck stand on end.
“I also wouldn’t kill them because it’s not what you want.”
He ran his thumb over my bottom lip and leaned closer. I wanted to lean back, but I was frozen in place. What the hell was he doing?
“He doesn’t understand that he might lose you over this. Even if you are his mate, you could fight the bond. It might hurt you, but you’d fight it.”
I cleared my throat and stepped away, but he suddenly grasped my face and kissed me.
The demon in me rose up at the feel of his lips on mine, clouding my mind. His dark power sparked something in her. She’d take her pleasures where she could get them, and the rough shove of his cock between her thighs would deliver the perfect amount of pleasure and pain. Not to mention the power they would both gain in the act. 
And what a delicious way to create a little bloodshed. I could pit Dagger and Alaric against each other. Two powerful, aggressive men fighting over me. All sweaty and bleeding. And one would die.
The air seized in my lungs. Alaric would die. The beast whose hands were wandering lower would win. I could feel the dark triumph in how his kiss became more aggressive. He grasped the back of one of my knees and hiked it around his hip, rubbing against me. 
A warning spike of pleasure boiled up my spine, and I shoved him, breaking the kiss, but he stayed pressed against me.
“What are you doing?” I demanded, my breathing heavy and fast. But the heat that had coiled in me as my demon side took over quickly cooled as I pushed her back down. My other instincts screamed in alarm. 
Dagger had never had any interest in me before his demon came out. I couldn’t understand his sudden change unless he’d never gotten it back under control. Maybe he was able to fake that sort of thing and fool Gideon. 
He ran his hand over my backside and yanked me against the bulge in his jeans. Only my hands on his chest kept him from kissing me again. 
“Come away with me, Kori. We’ll steal their little sword and save your coven before they can do anything about it. Or Gideon will kill them, and Alaric won’t bother to stop him. I know you don’t want that.”
This time, I heard the insincerity in his voice, like another sense had been opened to me. He didn’t give a damn about the witches. He would probably kill them himself if they didn’t serve his purpose.
But if he’d gone evil, I needed to get myself out of this situation with some tact. If he knew I wasn’t on his side… Well, I wasn’t sure what he’d do. Probably nothing good for me, judging by how bloodthirsty a demon could make you.
I patted his chest and smiled up at him. Unfortunately, I’d never been much of an actress. It felt forced, and I knew it looked it. 
Before I could get some pretty little lie out, he smiled, shook his head, and stepped back. “I’m sorry. I’ve made you uncomfortable. If you're looking at me like that, I’ve buried my passion for you too deeply.”
I swallowed the lump in my throat. Good, maybe he’d mistaken the look on my face for surprise. I wasn’t going to bet my life on it, though. I needed to get away from him. 
“I am a little shocked.” Or a lot freaked out. “But I do want your help. If we could save them, that would be… great.” I finished lamely.
I slid out between him and the wall, suddenly feeling like cornered prey.
He chuckled and shook his head, closing the distance I’d created between us as I continued to back up. “Oh, Kori. You are just the worst liar.”
I bolted for the door, but he was on me in a flash. He threw me to the ground, and my head cracked against the hardwood. Stars danced across my vision, and he settled all his bulk on my hips. His hands wrapped around my throat and started to squeeze.
“This will hurt you a lot more than it hurts me. The demon in you will understand. Maybe when your mate is dead, you’ll stop fighting her. I can break the human part of you.”
I bared my teeth at him and would have told him it would never happen, but I couldn’t get any air.
He sighed and leaned more of his weight on my throat. “I’ve missed this. The sweet feeling of panic when your prey realizes they’re going to die. But don’t worry, I won’t kill you, baby. You’re my queen.”
A sharp crack accompanied a brain-scrambling pain in my neck, and everything went black. 






  
  Chapter 27


The cold that permeated my bones told me I was lying on concrete. Pain radiated from my neck, and I remembered Dagger’s chiropractic adjustment from hell.  
My groan echoed back at me. “What the hell?”
A dark chuckle filled the dim dungeon. “Party too hard?”
Jasper sat on the bare floor, boots crossed at the ankle, sipping on a blood bag like it was a juice box.
“Dagger broke my neck.”
He snorted. “Yeah, that’s what happens when you try to seduce a guy into murdering a bunch of people, and when he’s against it, you try and kill him.”
Stupefied, I blinked at him. I’d never had my neck broken, but did it affect a person’s hearing? Or maybe language processing centers? I didn’t think so.
“What are you talking about?”
“You tried to convince Dagger to kill Alaric. And everyone else in this building. I knew he shouldn’t have trusted you. But you still have his loyalty, somehow. Dagger said you were under the influence of your demon. You’re weak, and you can’t hang. Though that last part is my interpretation.”
The gritty floor was not helping my spinal alignment, and it was disgusting, so I sat up. “Where are they? Why are you here? Where is Alaric?”
“He and Dagger went with Gideon to solve all our problems. Like the overprotective asshole he is, he left me on guard duty.” He snorted, “Place doesn’t even need a guard. It’s mystically enforced. And if you did get out, you’d probably rip me to shreds. Guess he forgot that part.”
A chill went down my spine. I was fully alert now. “Shit. We need to catch them. It’s got to be a trap.” 
He arched a brow. “How so?”
“I’m not the one with demon issues. Dagger is. Alaric is in danger.”
“Uh-huh.” I could hear the eye roll even though his eyes were closed.
“Jasper, damn it, I’m serious.”
There was no response, and I glanced at him. He was relaxed. Too relaxed. That bastard was asleep. How was I supposed to get out of this cell with him nodding off? 
“Jasper!” I shouted, and he didn’t move. Strange, he couldn’t be that heavy a sleeper. I didn’t even think it was possible if you were a vampire. The blood bag clutched in his grip listed to the side and started oozing onto the floor.
The door to the dungeon crept open with a squeal, a sliver of light spilling across the floor. Whoever was sneaking in slithered through the crack without opening it fully. I pressed myself into the shadowed corner of the back wall, but anyone with a hint of supernatural powers would see me there. 
I wasn’t sure why I was hiding. It was likely just someone coming to check in. But I was worried Dagger had come back. I was defenseless in here.
There was a feminine snort as my sister came into view. “Do you really think you’re hiding back there? From vampire eyes?”
Sighing, I stepped forward. “Thank the gods. I didn’t know what to do. For all I knew, someone had come to kill me at this point. I’m happy to see you, but why are you back here?”
“Nope, just here to rescue you. And I’m back because I heard what happened and wanted to hear your side of things when you woke up. Freeing you was a spur-of-the-moment decision. I saw an opportunity in the kitchen and I took it.” She said as she knelt beside Jasper and rifled through his pockets. “Now, if I can find the key.”
We’d been having quite a bit of role reversal lately. Usually, I was the one bailing her out of scrapes. “An ‘opportunity’ like a serious sedative? Are you always going to be the one saving my ass now?”
Her teeth flashed in the darkness. “Hey, I’m getting good at it. It might be naive of me, but I think you’re too stubborn and powerful to give in to a little bit of demon blood. I didn’t believe Alaric when he told me you’d kissed Dagger.”
I smacked the bars with my palms. “Lying bastard. He flipped the story around. He kissed me!”
She flinched. “Well, no wonder Alaric was pissed and couldn’t be convinced. He saw. But apparently not enough to know who’s lips landed on who’s.”
A little niggle of guilt filled my gut. “Well, to be fair to Alaric, I kind of kissed him back.”
At her look of horror, I hurried to explain myself. “The demon in me rose up, and for a split second, I lost control.”
I felt horribly guilty about it, too. It might have been under demon influence, but it was still my lips that had kissed Dagger. My body that he had aroused. I suddenly wanted a shower. I was too loyal to be a cheater. It left me feeling dirty.
I banged on the cage again. “I bet Dagger knew he was watching. You need to get me out of here. He’s got to be leading them into a trap.” 
How could I have been so wrong about Dagger? My instincts were usually spot on, and yet he’d had me fooled. Unless his demonic side coming to the surface was a new development. What if it had never been under control after we’d called Gideon? I wasn’t sure how we’d break through to him if that were the case.
Grace found the key and weighed it in her palm. “How do I know you’re still… you?”
I sighed in frustration. I had no way to prove that. Hell, was I even sure? The manipulation made to my thoughts was so subtle and swift.
Jasper’s hand suddenly seized her wrist, and we both screamed. High and girly, like horror movie rejects.
Grace pried his weak fingers off her wrist and jumped back against the bars of my cell. “Holy crap. You scared me!”
He growled at her but couldn’t seem to move. Yet. “Don’t let her out, Gracie. She’s betrayed us. She’ll kill you.”
She glanced over her shoulder at me, but when his hand twitched again, she jerked her attention back to him. “She’s my sister, and I trust her.”
“I don’t trust either of you. Damned witches will always betray us in the end. Surprised you didn’t just poison me. What kind of nasty witch roofie was that anyway?”
She scowled down at him. “One that wasn’t quite as strong as I wanted it to be.”
“Where is Liam? He wouldn’t just let you come down here. He’d know you planned to free her.”
She nibbled her lip and turned from him to fiddle with the lock. “I may have drugged him, too.”
Jasper snarled and lunged for her but flopped to the ground, missing her by several feet.
“Grace, get me out of here. If you gave Liam the same dose, he might be up already. It’s wearing off too quickly.” I said.
She unlocked the cell door and swung it wide. I breathed a sigh of relief and knelt next to Jasper. He cringed from me. He really expected me to kill him. I could see it on his face. That bitter resignation that there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about his impending death and possible torture before that. I wasn’t sure if it was because he thought I’d let my demon loose or if he just expected betrayal from any witch. 
“Tell me where Alaric and Dagger went.”
He bared his fangs. “Or what?”
“Or he’s going to die. Dagger wants him dead. He’ll probably try to kill Gideon, too.” I squeezed my eyes shut as a horrible thought occurred to me. “Assuming Gideon is even on our side.”
Grace gasped. “You don’t think—”
“I don’t know what to think. I thought he changed during the ritual to call Gideon, but what if he was playing us from the beginning? One thing I’m pretty sure of is that he’ll ally with Braxus, and then we’re all in deep shit.” 
How were we supposed to take on both of them? I’d seen a demonstration of Dagger’s power when he’d saved me. They far exceeded any vampire powers I’d encountered—even Nyx’s.
Jasper pushed himself up, and we jumped back like two frightened squirrels. “If what you say is true, then we need to go.”
“Tell us where. We’ll go.”
He snorted. “Fuck no. I still don’t trust you, and even if I did, Alaric and Liam would skin me alive if I let you go without protection.”
We exchanged a rebellious glance. “No offense, but you can’t stand up.”
“I’m shaking it off quickly enough, no doubt—”
“Grace!” Came a roar from somewhere far too close to the dungeon door, and she flinched.
“Liam is, too.”






  
  Chapter 28


I was surprised the phone hadn’t melted down from the string of foul curse words that came through it. Nyx was not happy. There had been a few I-told-you-sos between all the cussing. He’d taken Pagan with him earlier to handle some business. They hadn’t mentioned what, but I assumed it was vital if they’d left at a time like this. 
Pagan shushed him. “We can’t turn around Kori. It’s one of those life-and-death errands, not a trip to the grocery store.”
“I figured you couldn’t. I just needed to make you aware in case Dagger tries to play nice. Maybe you could convince Nyx to catch up to us when you head back this way.”
He growled. “Yeah, to give you a nice funeral.”
“Prick,” Jasper muttered from the driver’s seat beside me.
I swatted his arm. “Jasper says they went to my house to start the search there. Pagan knows where it is.”
“Yeah, yeah. We’ll be there when we can.” He hung up without bothering with a goodbye.
Grace sighed from the backseat. I hadn’t even tried to convince her not to come with us. It was an all-hands-on-deck situation. “Think he’ll bother hurrying? Sounds like he’s dying to leave us to it.”
“We pretty much raised Pagan. She’ll be itching to come help us,” Liam said.
Jasper snorted. “Alaric raised Pagan. I was busy hunting vampire hunters, and you spent your time teaching her and her brother frat boy pranks.”
Liam leaned forward and braced his forearm on my seat. “Someone had to. Alaric would become an old fuddy-duddy if he had no one to run him ragged.”
He tilted his head toward me. “With her, they will tip the scales into minivan territory. You should move out before they start running your life. It’s a big house, but trust me, it won’t be big enough.”
“Hey!” I protested while Gracie cackled in the backseat. 
Jasper’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. “I’m sure the little witch will keep him on his toes. Same as yours, little brother.”
I wasn’t sure whether to be touched he’d stuck up for me and my (apparently) boring, overprotective ways or if I was annoyed that he still didn’t trust me. “Ex-witch here. There’s nothing left but unpredictable demon power. Next to useless. I’m surprised Gracie didn’t make me sit this one out. I’d deserve it since I always do it to her.”
I’d meant it to be a light joke, but it came out bitter and more depressed than I’d ever sounded. Damn it. I didn’t like cracks in my armor, and that was a glaring one. But I wasn’t sure who I was without my magic. I’d saved lives with it. Helped vampire hunters. Of course, as a vampire, they never would have trusted me again. Most of them had good reason for their hatred of our kind. However, I was just as useless to Alaric now as I would have been to them.
Gracie smacked my arm with the back of her hand. “That’s not true.”
Jasper sped around another bend in the road in a way that made me grateful for immortality. I opened my mouth to respond, only to have the air knocked out of me as Jasper slammed on the brakes. The seatbelt locked in place as I jolted forward, bruising my sternum. 
“Holy shit!”
The SUV we’d fled Alaric’s house in was in the middle of the street. It was a flaming ball of twisted metal resting on its roof. 
I wrestled with the seatbelt and threw myself out of the car. My shout was strained as I squeezed it past the lump in my throat. “Alaric!”
Would he have gotten out before the fire? I darted toward the car, trying to get close enough to see into the windows. One of the tires popped, blowing scorching air and smoke into my face. Jasper seized me around the waist and hauled me back. 
He spun, flinging me further from the vehicle. “Are you crazy?”
“We have to check it! He might not be dead.” I shouted over the roar of the fire.
He jerked a thumb toward the vehicle. “We’re not getting into that damned thing without the fire department. And if you think I’m going to—”
His gaze caught on something behind me, and I spun around. Sarah had come up behind us. Grace and Liam backed closer to us, but when two balls of fire appeared in Sarah’s hands, we darted in different directions.
There was a massive explosion. She’d blown up the second car. Jagged bits of metal bit into my flesh as I tumbled over the embankment off the road. I landed with a splash in the swampy water of the ditch.
There was a groan to my left, and I jerked my head in that direction. Gideon lay not six feet from me, looking a lot worse for wear. His legs and arms were twisted at odd angles. He un-kinked one arm with a series of sickening, horror movie-looking cracks. He panted and did a lot of dazed blinking when he was done but didn’t make a sound. Probably for the best since it would draw Sarah’s attention. 
I crawled to him. “What happened?”
“The zombie flipped that death trap. I wasn’t wearing the harness and was thrown from it.”
“Under normal circumstances, I’d berate you for not wearing a seatbelt, but in this case, the car is on fire, so you were probably safer out here.”
He unfolded his other arm, and I cringed. 
“Yes, I feel safer.” He said through gritted teeth.
“What happened to Alaric? Where is Dagger?”
There must have been something in my voice or face because I suddenly had his attention. “I don’t know. I was knocked unconscious when I landed. But I would assume, from your tone, that Alaric is in great danger.”
My exhale shook. “Yes.”
An enraged shriek tore through the night, and I crawled up the slope to get a look at Sarah. Her appearance had deteriorated. Pieces of rotting flesh fell off her left arm, exposing bone and the wiggling white maggots that had hatched in the gruesome wound. The skin on the right side of her head appeared to be missing. The teeth showed white against the dark red tissue. All the hair on that side of her head was gone, and her eye glared from the socket, no lid to protect it. I ducked down before she could spot me.
“Well, I don’t know whether to consider this good news or bad, but Braxus no longer inhabits her body,” Gideon drawled from beside me, startling me. I was surprised he had been able to climb after me.
“Sounds dandy to me.”
“She should be a little easier to kill, but Braxus is on the loose somewhere. Possibly with enough power to manifest himself now.”
“And it’s a safe bet that Dagger is on his side. One problem at a time. Let’s destroy her.”
Gideon nodded. “Solid plan. But Alaric had the sword.”
God, had they even made it out of the car alive? Being burned was one of the few ways to kill a vampire. If they couldn’t put themselves out in time, it was a death sentence. However, it usually took a long time to burn to death. They were much more resilient than humans—a gift and a curse when it comes to burning alive. If you could get the fire out in time, you’d be hurt but survive. If you couldn’t, it was a slow, agonizing death.
However, with a clearer head, I realized I hadn’t heard any screaming. A vampire on fire would be screaming for a very long time. Judging by how fast Gideon was healing, I figured we missed their crash by minutes.
I stuck my head out of the ditch. “Jasper?” I shouted.
Sarah hurled another fireball toward me, and I hit the ground. Moist dirt rained down on me and Gideon, filling the air with the earthy scent.
“We’re alive, Kori?”
“See a sword anywhere?”
“Fuck. Nope.”
I stuck my head out of our foxhole cautiously. Thankfully, Sarah was down on all fours and not moving. It seemed that without the demon, a couple of fireballs had tired her out. Or maybe she had been up to more than attacking us—a scary thought. I spotted the sword, embedded halfway in the pavement, closer to us than Alaric and the rest of the group. When the car had exploded, it must have launched the damn thing.
“Gideon, the sword sank into the road.”
He arched a brow and looked. “Well, that’s interesting. Can a vampire free that, Queen Arthur?”
“I honestly have no idea. I would think so, but I have yet to try and pull a sword out of concrete.”
He snorted. “Well, what use are you then?”
I rolled my eyes. “Can a demon do it?”
He grimaced. “Well, I could, but I can’t even grasp it. Anyone with demon blood in them can’t kill with it, but I’m a full demon. Touching it will kill me.”
Shit. The sword was closer to us than the other side of the road, where I assumed the others were hidden. Sarah stumbled to her feet, and I jumped. She took a shaky step toward the sword. I swallowed hard.
“If Sarah gets the sword?”
Gideon shook his head. “I have no idea, honestly. In all my years hunting down demons on this plane, I’ve never faced a raised vampire-hunting witch that used to harbor a demon. I assume it will damage her, but it’s also the only weapon we can use to stop her, so it probably shouldn’t fall into her hands.”
“And I can touch it without dying?”
“Yes, but every second you have contact with it will be excruciatingly painful, and if you even try to strike against her, it will kill you. That’s assuming you can pull it from the street.”
Sarah was striding a little more confidently toward the blade now. “No choice. We’re closer.”
I darted into the street, and she shuffled toward me faster. There was almost no human cunning in her eyes now. With any luck, we would be battling a regular zombie. Though… those were scary enough. They were virtually unstoppable and had to be ripped apart. Even then, their body parts still moved until you burned them to ashes. Also, their bites usually got infected. You could get all types of diseases from being bitten by a corpse. However, being a vampire probably made that less of a threat.
I ran past the blade and tried to yank it out as I went by. It was angled toward the other side of the road, so I’d hoped it would come loose.
My brain lit up with pain as soon as I wrapped my palm around the hilt, and my sight went bright white. When the sword didn’t break free of the street, I landed on my back, my shoulder muscles screaming as my arm was almost yanked out of the socket.
I lay in the middle of the road for a minute, trying to remember who the hell I was and how to breathe.
“Kori.” A voice called from a distance, but I couldn’t answer them. Alaric’s voice, I could swear.
Damn, that had hurt. I shook my head to clear it. I wasn’t sure that if I could pull the sword out of the concrete, I could make it to Jasper to hand off the blade. I twisted my head to see Sarah was only five steps from me. Get up.
I rolled to my feet and reached for the blade again, bracing myself for the pain. Control it. 
My stomach roiled from the agony in my head, but I kept my feet this time, and my vision didn’t go out on me. I grasped with both hands and pulled with my whole body weight.
The sword came loose with the grinding screech of metal on concrete. I stumbled and barely had time to get my feet under me before Sarah tackled me, and I almost lost the sword.
She tried to bite my neck, and I forced the sword between us, trying to push her away. The sharp edge bit into my palm as she struggled against me. I almost couldn’t resist using it. A sword wasn’t some stick to ward off an angry dog. I could behead her with it now.
I fought the urge and scrunched my legs between us. I shoved with everything I had, and she stumbled away from me, falling on her backside. I jumped to my feet and ran for Jasper, who was rushing toward me.
“Throw me the sword, and go get in the ditch.”
I was about to toss it to him when a shadowy figure appeared behind him. I shouted at him as his gaze hit something behind me. “Watch out!”
I spun around. Sarah was feet from me and closing fast. I didn’t have a choice. I raised the blade to defend myself.
“Kori, don’t!”
I slammed it into her chest, and a bright white light heated the air, whipping my hair around my head. There was a deep, ghostly scream, and it wasn’t Sarah’s. I covered my eyes and released the sword. Arms grabbed me around the waist and hauled me away from her.
The second explosion of the night shook the street, and we stumbled, a heavy, masculine body falling on top of me.
And then there was silence. Absolute silence. Even the crickets had gone quiet. Probably afraid for their little lives. I know I was. Metal clanged on the street as the sword hit the ground. 
I blinked, dazed, and tilted my head to glance at where Sarah had been. Nothing was left except the glowing red sword lying in the middle of the street.
I had to swallow twice before I could squeeze the words out. “Well, at least that was effective.”
Gideon walked over to us and stood over me. “Wow, you’re still alive.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Surprised?”
“More like fucking shocked.”
Jasper bounced to his feet and pulled me up. Black spots danced in my vision as he ran his hands over my body like he was checking for injuries.
“I can’t believe you did that. What if you’d died?”
I swayed and blinked. The features of the man I’d assumed was Jasper cleared, and Alaric stood before me. I cupped his face. “You weren’t close enough, and something was behind you.”
A crease appeared between his brows. His grip on my arms tightened, and he leaned closer to me. “I turned and saw nothing. Kori, are you okay? It’s me, Jasper.”
I frowned. He wasn’t making any sense anymore. “I was sure it was Braxus.”
A strange burning started in my chest. I rubbed my hand over it. Surely vampires didn’t get heartburn. Even stress-related heartburn. The sensation spread out. I was on fire. My knees buckled, and I hit the ground on my stomach, screaming.






  
  Chapter 29


There wasn’t any part of my body that wasn’t aching. I would have thought I was dead if it weren't for the pain. I’d assumed that I was done for when I went down on the street. At the moment, I wished that were the case. 
Sweat coated me, beads rolling down my body as I slumped over in the chair. If I could move, I would shower and lay in a tub full of ice-cold water. It was almost an urge that couldn’t be denied. Almost. 
My arms, back, and neck ached from holding this position too long. I tried to move my arms, but my back screamed in protest, making me jerk upright with a groan. The ropes ground across my ravaged skin, and I almost passed out again.
I rotated my shoulders and whimpered. God, how long had I been sitting like this?
When I opened my eyes, the harsh, fluorescent lighting blinded me. “Alaric, turn the lights out.” Even I could barely hear my hoarse croak, but I wasn’t sure I was capable of more, and there was no answer.
“Why am I tied up?” Oh, louder that time. I assumed it was to keep me from hurting myself, though judging by the agony of the ropes sliding over my burned wrists, it hadn’t helped. Either way, I was sick of it now. Suddenly, my legs were quivering with the need to stand.
“Hey, someone get me out of this damned chair!”
A harsh male scream echoed from somewhere, and I jumped. Unease slid through me, along with the gut knowledge that we’d never made it back to Nyx’s bar like I’d assumed. I just needed to open my eyes to confirm it. Who had screamed and why? Not that it mattered. All that mattered was that I had somehow ended up in a bad situation, and someone in this building needed help.
I forced myself to open my eyes and adjust to the garish lighting while I wiggled my hands. I wasn’t tied that securely to the chair. The only reason not to properly tie me down was if they’d never expected me to have enough of my faculties again to get loose.
The grimy, off-white tile floor was covered in strange marks done in dried blood. They circled me. Crap. Either those were the real reason I hadn’t been secured to the chair, or they were the prep work for some sort of ritual. Neither option was great. 
I unraveled my hands from the ropes and quickly untied my feet. I needed to be armed. Now. Another blood-curdling scream filled the air, and I cringed. I needed to get to him. Whoever he was. Wherever he was… Damn it. I wish I’d known what had happened after I’d hit the ground. Last time I checked, we’d won the battle. 
I perused the room from within my circle. I didn’t want to leave it. I had a sneaking suspicion that whatever was causing that man to scream would immediately be headed my way if I crossed the barrier. Eventually, I would want that, but I needed prep time first.
The room was small and dingy. All white and almost dirty enough that you couldn’t tell. There was a drain in the center of the floor, under my chair. The room was windowless, and the air was stale with the slight smell of natural gas coming from somewhere. There had to be a leak. Fortunately, it didn’t seem like enough to be fatal. If vampires could even die from inhaling gas.
I listened for a second, trying to hear any sounds from outside. It was dead silent, except for a slight ringing in my ears. I would never be able to tell where we were. We would have to make it out and figure shit out from there.
It was time to cross the circle of power. I didn’t think it would be pleasant, and I wasn’t feeling that great. I took a deep breath and rotated my shoulders. I wasn’t looking forward to getting beaten to hell by a circle whose symbols I didn’t recognize. I approached the side closest to the door. Speed would be key for getting out of here, and as soon as I could, I wanted to stumble out the exit.
I pressed my hands outward and met the invisible barrier. It was heavy and hard to push against. Pieces of power clung to my skin like taffy. Evil taffy. Whatever this magic was, it wasn’t good. It felt familiar, but I couldn’t place it at the moment. I needed out. 
Whoever had placed the barricade had miscalculated. They’d set it to contain a witch. Without my witchy powers, I’d be able to pass right through. Well… with some effort, anyway. Yippee.
The air squeezed from my lungs as I pressed out of the circle. Bitter cold filled my limbs. There was no pain, which I was grateful for, but I desperately needed to breathe. I stepped forward, trying to fight my way out.
The power clenched around me, struggling to keep me in. My vision began to dance with little black spots. I needed air. I clawed at the power. I wouldn’t be able to get out before I died. I shoved with all I was worth and stumbled out of the circle. I was moving too fast now and smacked into the wall. My first breath came screaming into my lungs, and I choked on it, coughing.
And then I felt it. Rage and magic so powerful I collapsed onto my stomach. I had the barest flash of red eyes meeting mine across the body of a man.
“Bitch.”
I came back to myself lying on the ground. I could feel the beast moving toward me like a pull in my gut. Braxus. Nothing else was that pissed at me. I needed to get out of here. Hopefully, he couldn’t track me now that I was out of his circle.
I leapt to my feet and yanked open the door. I wasn’t sure which direction he was coming from, so I picked one and ran. I could double back later, but I needed a place to hide for now, and hopefully, I wouldn’t run into him. And maybe I would run into the man he was torturing.
There was no way to know who he was. All I could make out was that he was blond. One of the brothers, most likely. I hoped it was Alaric. At least then, I’d know he was alive. I ducked around a corner and opened the door to a room. It used to be a public restroom. It was the same disgusting, dirty, white tile, but there were broken stalls and smashed toilets lying in the room. The floor had a solid coating of mold. The place smelled of damp, rotting wood. 
I stood there for a minute and listened for any sound. I heard nothing and felt no dark power moving toward me, but it was hard to tell. My vampire senses were new to me and worked quite a bit differently than my witch magic. The evil feel of Braxus seemed to be getting fainter. Either I was moving away from him, or my brush of powers with him was wearing off. Hopefully, I was heading away from him because I needed to find an exit, not get discovered hiding in a moldering public restroom.
There wasn’t a sound. It was too quiet. I stuck my head out the door and glanced around but didn’t see anything either. I would have to risk walking around out there sometime. I took a deep breath and gathered my courage, trying to slow my heartbeat. I could hear it drumming in my ears. I was sure others could hear it too—things in the dark I might want to sneak up on.
I walked down the damp halls, looking for windows, light, a whiff of fresh air. Anything.
And then I caught it. A light breeze of cool air. A pure, crisp fall evening. I followed the direction of the draft and discovered a window a little higher than my head with a hole busted in the corner. I stood on tiptoes and peeked through.
It led to a meadow. During the day, it might have been pretty. Now, fog had rolled in and drifted across the ground with eerie grace, waiting to snatch someone into the mists. I shook my head. My imagination was getting to me. I needed to stay focused.
To get out, I’d have to smash the windows. I desperately wanted to, but someone in this building still needed my help. What if that man died before I could bring back help for him? If it were either of the brothers, I’d never forgive myself. He might not survive if he didn’t leave here with me.
I crept down the hallway in the opposite direction I’d come. I didn’t want to run into Braxus before I found this man. After looking outside, I knew where I was. I was in the old high school. I had only been in there a few times. They’d closed it before I’d made it into high school, and they’d opened the new one. But I recognized the elementary school across the street.
The building was condemned. No one would be looking for us here. And it was far enough away from the new schools that people were very unlikely to hear us if we were kept here long enough for classes to begin. It was Saturday, unless I’d been unconscious much longer than I thought, and Monday was a holiday.
But since I’d been here before, I knew the school ran in one big square. Hopefully, Braxus wouldn’t catch up with me before I found the room the man was being held in.
“Someone get me the fuck out of here.” I jumped when his shout broke the silence.
“Keep screaming, dude. Let me find you,” I muttered and headed toward him.
“Fucking witches and demons and zombies. You’d think my life would be screwed up enough as a vampire, but in seven hundred years, this takes the cake.”
I heard his words as I passed a door on my left.
I swung the door open. “I suppose you don’t want one of those witches to save you then, do you?”
Jasper narrowed his one good eye at me. The other was swollen shut. His left arm was broken, bone sticking out of the forearm. His chest was a bloody mess.
“Kori, shit. You’re alive.”
I rushed forward and put my finger over his cracked lips. He flinched but quieted. “You have to whisper, and honestly, it’s better if you don’t talk at all. I have no idea where Braxus is, but I certainly didn’t defeat him. We need to get out of here.”
He shook his head. “The others. They’re here somewhere. Your sister and Liam. I’m sure Alaric is, too.”
I untied the ropes on his feet before moving to his arms. As much as I wanted to keep him quiet, I couldn’t help but ask, “What the hell happened?”
“You scared the life out of me is what happened. I think you thought I was Alaric. And then you just hit the ground. We all thought you were going to die. I did my best to keep you from banging yourself up as you had a seizure, but Gideon said there was no hope. 
“I told the bastard to do something, but he said this was cutting into his plans, and we’d have to deal with Braxus ourselves. He ditched us. When your heart stopped, this blinding pain split my skull. Grace and Liam went down. Witches surrounded us. I don’t know why they’re keeping us alive. Braxus said he needed vampire blood in a ritual to raise you.”
I stared at him. “Are you saying I’m a zombie?”
He frowned and shook his head. “I don’t know. I can hear your heartbeat, so zombie doesn’t sound right, but I don’t know. I’m not a magic expert. What do you think?”
I had no idea, and that chilled me to the core. But I felt normal, except for the lack of magic. More normal than I had since I’d been turned into a vampire. There wasn’t even a feeling of evil or the desire to hurt people that had lingered after Dagger had given me his blood. I felt good, which had to be bad.
“I don’t know what Braxus did to me, but it can’t be positive. Come on. We need to get out and get help. Hopefully, Nyx is looking for us by now.”
I helped Jasper stand, and he cursed under his breath. “Braxus is particularly inventive when it comes to torture. He said he hadn’t even gotten started yet, and I could take all the abuse he could dish out.”
He glanced at me, his gaze raw and strained. “Thanks for coming back for me. You could have bolted. You don’t even like me.”
I shook my head and pulled his arm over my shoulder. “I wouldn’t have left anyone here. We’re not leaving the others either. We just need back-up.”
I grinned at him. “Besides, I had no idea who he was torturing. You lucked out.”
He snorted, then flinched and held his ribs. “Glad I did.”
We walked down the hallway, trying to be as quiet as possible. Vampires healed incredibly fast. Jasper was already starting to take most of his weight from my shoulders. The swelling in his eye was going down. He still needed to feed to regain strength, but he was doing well.
However, I was getting antsy. Where was this demon? It couldn’t be a good thing that he was MIA. He had been coming for me. Now, the halls were quiet, so at odds with how it had been the last time I’d been in the old high school. It was strange being in here. Everything seemed small. When I’d gone to the new high school, they’d only held haunted houses here. Sometime after I’d graduated, they must have stopped even that, leaving it to rot.
Though I knew where we could find an exit, the last time I’d seen the double doors of the place, they’d been chained and padlocked. I didn’t want to make the detour to find out we were locked in. Instead, I took us straight to the one non-boarded window.
“Okay, I’m going to bust this window and help you out. Then you can pull me up. We need to hurry because if that demon isn’t already stalking us, it will know where we are when I break this damn thing.”
He nodded, and I took a deep breath, bracing myself for the noise. I picked up a toppled chair and tossed it through the old glass panes. The sound was deafening in the silence. Jasper ran to the window and jumped, pulling himself out. I pushed his legs to help him, and he rolled out onto the grass.
He spun around and grasped my hand. I braced my feet on the slick, red-painted bricks and tried to gain traction. Under normal circumstances, he could have yanked me out like I weighed nothing, but today, he was working one-handed and probably had some broken ribs.
But he pulled me free. I took a deep breath as I collapsed onto the damp grass, Jasper’s hand still wrapped in mine.
Something seized my ankle in a crushing grip, claws digging in. I screamed and sank my free hand into the damp earth as I slid backward.
“You go nowhere. Your body is mine.” The voice was so deep it hurt my teeth. Fear streaked through me. What did he mean my body was his?
Jasper threw all his weight into pulling me out, but I kept sliding backward as his grip broke something in my hand.
I screamed. “Jasper, get back up.”
He shook his head. “I won’t leave you here.”
He stumbled forward and braced himself against the building to avoid getting pulled back in with me. I met his gaze. “You can’t do this on your own. We’ll both end up back in there. Go. Hurry.”
I loosened my grip on his hand, and he cursed me. “Don’t you dare let go.”
I released him and was pulled into the darkness.






  
  Chapter 30


I hit the floor face first, catching myself on my forearms so the smack into the ground wasn’t as stunning. It still wasn’t what I would term “pleasant.” I fought to catch my breath as Braxus dragged me down the hall on my stomach. I scrambled to grab onto anything, glancing behind me as I did. 
The thing pulling me around like a rag doll would haunt my nightmares for years if I survived this. It had to be seven feet tall. Translucent skin revealed every grotesque movement of its muscles, and it seemed lit from within with a red glow that matched its eyes. Two sets of horns curved around its angular head. 
It glanced at me, revealing rows of pointed, interlocking teeth set in a lip-less mouth, giving it a permanent evil grin. 
“I didn’t lock you in before because I thought your mind was gone. I should have known better when I couldn’t enter your body immediately. Though, sometimes witches still require a ritual for entrance, even when they’re crazy. You should be insane.” Its voice was distorted. Probably hard to talk around all those freaky teeth.
“Why?”
“The demon piece was burned out of you by the sword. It should have killed you entirely. Or at least boiled your brain. But here you are with all your faculties.”
The door to the room I’d been kept in flew open, and Braxus released my ankle. Before I could stand, he wrapped his hands in my hair and jerked me to my feet. He shoved me into the circle and touched it. I felt the power rush over me as the barrier became active. Great. Captured, again.
I rubbed my smarting scalp. “That’s why I feel different. Peaceful. The demon part of me is gone?” Why hadn’t I died? A mystery to be solved later.
“Yes, that would be why. But this leaves me with a problem, Kori. I need a host.”
“Why, you’re corporeal now. Why take a host?” No human body would be as powerful as the suit he was wearing right now.
He looked down at his clawed hand, tilting it. “Maintaining this form requires magic for my species of demon. It’s particularly taxing in this realm. It’s easier to possess a host. It also offers me a level of protection. Gideon may have abandoned you for now, but eventually, his attention will return to me. 
“I grabbed you because I felt the demon’s presence being destroyed. I can’t enter another person with demon blood in them, but I thought you would be easy once that was gone and your mind was turned to mush. But now I need your permission to take over.”
“I’ll never give you that.” I managed to say it with a lot more bravado than I felt. I’m sure I couldn’t even imagine the torture he was capable of. Everyone had a breaking point, and I’d bet mine was nowhere near demon endurance levels. 
The creature tilted its head. “Even if I have something you want?”
The flourish of his hand as he gestured to the open door would have been elegant if it hadn’t been tipped with lethal claws. 
Alaric stepped in, his reddened gaze fixed on me with a malice I’d never seen in it, even when we’d been mortal enemies. The whole world seemed to tilt on its axis. Goddess, no. I looked for a hint of recognition in his face and found none.
“You’ve infected him,” I stated blankly while something inside me wailed with grief. What if there was no way to fix this?
Braxus strolled around him. It was hard to determine the emotion on his gruesome face, but I’d say he was pleased. “Yes. It’s been very difficult to perfect the virus for vampires. My employer wanted something particular. All the strength of a demon, but loyal to him. Dagger was kind enough to donate a little blood to my cause. The problem with him is he has all the strength of a demon but is loyal to no one. Almost like being a demon in his own right. But he was useful for study.”
Rage roiled through my gut. When I found that bastard, I was going to kill him. 
He met my gaze over Alaric’s shoulder. “The loyalty has been the most difficult part. I can make mindless automatons, but my employer wants something with critical thinking skills. He wants to build a new race. A race to surpass vampires in every way. There have been several failed attempts.”
“The witches you’ve infected?”
“All fall into the mindless servant category. Hell, for some, the illness burned them up. A nasty problem your Alaric is unlikely to have. His immortality was useful there. Now, your mother survived and was entirely complicit. The others had to be forced, but she’d do anything to see your sister, and now you, dead. We’ve been communing for months. She’s tired of taking the slow approach to eliminating vampires. She would be furious if she found out I was working for one. But, this was all orchestrated by him.”
Who was this mysterious employer? Who the hell would want to create a race of demon-vampire hybrids? I thought back to the dream Pagan said she’d had about red-eyed vampires, and goosebumps marched down my arms. Had her dream really been a vision of what was to come? If vampires could be turned into killing machines loyal to one man just by drinking tainted blood? Not good.
End-of-the-world not good.
“Alaric, you need to fight this.” We needed to get out of here. Our allies needed to know, and while Jasper had escaped, he didn’t have all the information.
He smirked. “There is no fighting this, Kori. You know something about that.”
I ground my teeth. The remark was meant to sting. A reminder that I’d gone too far with Dagger. “I fought. I pushed Dagger away. For you. We can fix this, Alaric. The demon piece was burned out of me because of the sword.”
Braxus rotated his shoulders. “Yes, the sword. I made sure to collect it. Nasty bit of business forged during your Dark Ages. It was lost before it could be of use in the 1500s. We ensured the witches were being persecuted so they couldn’t make another. I’m surprised Gideon left it behind. He must have gone through no small amount of trouble to find it. The demon princes might even reward me for locating one of the few weapons in this world that can kill them.”
But he hadn’t destroyed it yet. I could find it, use it to kill him, and hopefully cure Alaric.
Alaric laughed. “Don’t look so eager, Kori. You’ll never find it, and if you did, Braxus has assured me it couldn’t burn the virus out without killing me.”
I shook my head. “That’s what everyone thought about me, and I’m still kicking.”
He stepped over the magical barricade without even flinching. The magic must have recognized him as an extension of Braxus. He cupped my face, and I tried to jerk away, but his grip tightened.
“Enough. Open for Braxus. You should be more than willing.” 
I didn’t appreciate the double entendre, and I growled at him. “I never slept with Dagger. I love you. You’re my mate, remember?”
I reached down the bond between us, and it vibrated like a picked guitar string. It was still there, even with the demon sickness. My sudden relief made my knees shake. He was still in there somewhere.
His eyes narrowed, and his lips pulled back from his fangs. Whatever I’d made him feel, he hadn’t liked it. “You’ll have to forgive me for not being sentimental. Our mating bond means nothing to me now.”
I arched a brow. “Really, because you seem hung up on one kiss for someone who doesn’t care.”
He snarled, and his hands opened like touching me burned him. He stepped back across the circle but dragged his heel as he went. It was a subtle change in his usually perfect gait, but I noticed. His foot raked through the boundary spell, causing dried blood and paint to flake. 
My gaze flicked between Braxus and Alaric. Braxus hadn’t seemed to notice. Likely because Alaric was infected with his magic. Where I’d forced the lock with C-4, Alaric had the key. 
Braxus wasn’t as in control as he thought he was. And yet, some instinct in the back of my mind told me this wasn’t the fantastic win it should have been. It took my situation from bad to slightly less bad. But I’d take what  I could get.
Braxus clapped his clawed hands together, the sharp sound making me jump and jerk my attention to him. “Now, give yourself to me, or I’ll hurt Alaric.”
My gaze flicked to Alaric. “What more could you do to him? I think you could have tortured him, and it would have had a lighter impact.”
The words were out of my mouth before I’d had a chance to think about them, and I winced. Challenging a demon to make a situation worse? Good call, Kori. They only had an endless supply of torment, and judging by the gleam in his eyes, he was so pleased he might wet himself.
He stepped closer to the circle, giving Alaric his back. “All right. So there’s not much I can do to him. He’s a loyal servant, and Cyrus will want him intact. But I do have other options, or did you forget?”
I swallowed around the lump in my throat. I’d been so horrified by what was going on in front of me that, yes, I had forgotten. I hadn’t seen any signs of my sister or Liam. Out of sight, out of mind.
He glanced over his shoulder. “Bring me the girl.”
When he faced me again, his eyes glowed with sickening glee. “Usually, I’d start with her boy toy so I could have some fun, and you’d know the fate that awaited her, but I’m in a time crunch, and he can still be useful. A pure vampire, none of this half-witch, half-vampire nonsense. It could cause problems.”
When he blinked, his eyelids slid vertically across his eyes. He looked over his shoulder again, realizing that Alaric hadn’t left to do his bidding.
He snarled, a bit of spittle flying from his mouth. “Why are you still standing there? Bring me the girl.”
As he turned to face me, a sickening crack echoed in the room, and his whole body went rigid. He choked, and black ichor oozed down his chin. I took an involuntary step backward.
“You,” he panted, trying to turn, but whatever Alaric had done to him seemed to keep him immobilized. 
“By now, I’m sure you’ve realized you made a mistake.” Alaric’s voice was so quiet human ears wouldn’t have picked it up. 
“I’m not sure where you went wrong. I was perfectly content to do your bidding until you started threatening my mate. That made me… vengeful. No offense, but having you inhabit her body isn’t going to work for me. And, unfortunately, you’ve given me the ability to kill you, even without the sword. You knew it was a risk.” 
Braxus jerked, and then his massive body crashed to the ground. I felt the reverberation in my feet. Alaric tossed Braxus’s heart onto his prone form, and I backed up another step. I fought down the urge to vomit. That had been a little gruesome for me.
Alaric nudged his body with the toe of his boot. “Well, that’s done.” He flicked the hand that had been buried in Braxus’s chest, and black blood splattered the wall. “I’ll need to remove his head and burn the body, I expect.”
“Alaric?” 
His head tilted at the sound of my voice. Something about the gesture didn’t seem quite human. He raised his gaze to meet mine. “Come here, Kori.”
He reached out his bloody hand and stepped toward me, and I backed away an equal distance. Part of me, the part that loved him, wanted to run to him and throw my arms around him. He was alive, and until now, I’d had to hold back the thought that he might not be.
But another part of me, the larger part, thought the image of him reaching for me with that soiled hand would haunt my nightmares. He may have saved me, but his eyes were still that eerie red, and something in his tone sent warning bells jangling across my nerves. 
“Why do you want me to come to you?”
“You’ll be my queen.”
My laugh was shaky, the undertone of my growing anxiety showing. “You know, I’m getting that offer a lot, and it’s flattering, but really? It’s the quiet life for me. Ruling over a bunch of cowering humans doesn’t appeal.”
“That’s why you need one tiny adjustment to be perfect. You’ll see that they’re all pawns.” He spread his arms wide. “The world would be ours for the taking.”
“You mean I need to be infected? Sorry, I’ve already had that cootie. I’ll pass. You want to take over the world then, just like Dagger?”
His gaze narrowed. “Don’t mention his name. I will punish you for that kiss.”
I edged closer to the door. “As kinky as that sounds, wouldn’t you rather find the sword, get rid of your pesky demon STD, and free the rest of our family?”
He smirked. “Don’t worry, I don’t plan to kill them. Not if you cooperate.”
A little spike of rage cleared my head. Centered me. 
It was like that, then? Using the same buttons Braxus pushed to manipulate me. It might make running Alaric through with a sword a little more fun. Then again, he’d won the last fight between us, and that had been pre-demon strength. It might be me on the wrong end of that sword. Would he want to murder his beloved mate after she’d tried to kill him?
He observed me inching toward the door but made no move to stop me. “The sword won’t work. You have to be stabbed with the damned thing, which would kill me, or I’d have to slay a demon.” He glanced at Braxus’s body, “which we’re now short of. And he said it would kill me anyway. This is different than you drinking Dagger’s blood. Specially made.”
I turned and sprinted through the doorway. 
“You can’t defeat me anyway.” He called as he casually stepped into the corridor. “And you can’t outrun me.”






  
  Chapter 31


My mother would have mocked me. She would have told me it was always going to turn out this way. He was a vampire, and eventually, loving one would bite you in the ass. Pun intended, though she wouldn’t have made a joke out of it.  
I needed a plan. I had no clue where the sword was stashed, and I only slowed long enough to glance into rooms. If it wasn’t obvious, I was screwed. 
I’d left Alaric far behind, which… was disconcerting. He could have overtaken me easily. The best-case scenario was that he was so unconcerned he was waiting for me to tire myself out. At the worst? It meant he was up to something. 
Banging echoed from further down the hall, and I jogged toward it. What other horror show was going on in here?
I reached the door and peered in the little window of the abandoned classroom. Grace gawked at me, and I breathed a sigh of relief, leaning my forehead against the glass. I needed to get her out and to safety. She would be one less thing he could use to threaten me. 
I put my hand on the door handle, but before I could give it a good yank, a sharp pop of pain lit up my palm, and I stumbled away from the door with a curse. I shook out my hand. It felt like it had blown my fingers off, but I counted, and they were all there. 
I scowled at the door. Of course, the damned thing was spelled, but if it was just the handle, maybe I could kick it in.
I cringed as I lifted my booted foot and rammed it against the door. I landed on my ass and slid across the ground until I hit the bank of lockers with a clang. Somehow, I’d known it wouldn’t be that easy, but I’d had to try. I was lucky I hadn’t knocked myself stupid. It would be convenient for him if he found me passed out in the hallway.
Cursing, I pushed myself to my feet. If he hadn’t known my location, he would now. 
I approached the door and hoped they could hear me without me shouting, “I can’t get you out. I’d need magic.”
Grace shook her head. “You need to get the sword. I did a spell. I can feel it.”
“That’s great, but you’re in there. And if I leave you here, I don’t know what he’ll do.”
Grace disappeared from my view, and I pressed my forehead against the glass to see that she had crouched. 
Liam’s face appeared on the other side of the glass, and I jumped. “Don’t worry about that. We’ll deal. And I think he’ll chase you if you go for the sword. He has to. He can’t afford for you to get it.”
Something struck my boot, and I glanced down. A blank sheet of paper rested on my foot, and Grace popped back up.
I scowled down at it again before looking at her. “Okay, that’s a blank sheet of paper.”
She rolled her eyes. “Pick it up, genius. You can’t do magic anymore, but that doesn’t mean I can’t enchant something for you. It’s a spell I had to invent on the fly, but it should work.”
Grace’s eyes widened just as I heard Alaric cluck his tongue. “Gracie, you’re making trouble for me. Perhaps I’m going about this the wrong way. If I turned Grace, I’m sure she could talk you into anything. After all, she guilted you into not killing yourself when I made you a vampire.”
Liam pulled Grace behind him so he could glare at his brother, whom I hadn’t turned to face. “You’ll have to go through me first.”
He snorted. “You say that like it would be a challenge, little brother. Luckily for you, I’d rather deal with my mate. It will be more fun.”
Liam’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t you hurt her! You’ll never forgive yourself.”
Alaric propped his chin on my shoulder, his arms snaking around my middle. “I would never… Well, I wouldn’t do any permanent damage. She’s too important.”
Liam’s gaze met mine. Helpless and pissed as hell about it. “Kori, do what you have to.”
The note of finality in his tone shook me. I heard the permission to kill Alaric. My breath caught in my throat. I wasn’t there yet, but whatever Liam had seen in him left him with no doubt. 
Was he right? Would I have to kill Alaric? I wanted a fucking cure, not permission for that. But Liam didn’t want me to hold back.
I rammed my elbow into Alaric’s nose, and he stumbled back with a curse. I crouched down and slammed my hand onto the paper, crumpling it in my fist when it stuck to my sweaty palm.
A tugging started in my chest like my heart was tied to the sword’s location. I careened down the hall at vampire speeds that were probably unsafe for an enclosed space. I hadn’t had enough practice. I could run into a wall and knock myself silly, but it was a risk I was willing to take.
I veered left, and Alaric crashed into the end of the corridor, narrowly missing me. Ha, too much speed, not enough control. He should know better. Maybe a demon cootie wasn’t all he thought it was cracked up to be. 
I reached the room that contained the blade, grasped the door frame, and swung in, sneakers squeaking on the tile. I didn’t bother taking the time to close the door. 
The sword lay across the rickety desk like it was prepared to be part of show-and-tell. I held my breath and seized it. My neck muscles unclenched when there was no pain. The pounding of footsteps coming toward the room made me spin.
He flicked his hand, and the blade was yanked from me. It felt like it had taken several fingers with it. It landed at the back of the room with a metallic clang. 
Telekinesis. More potent than I’d ever seen a vampire display. 
He flexed his fist. “Interesting.” He met my gaze, “This little infection has its perks.”
Fear sank like a lead weight in my gut. I started backing toward the blade, but there was no way I’d make it. He strode toward me, and I started tipping wobbly, graffiti-ed desks in front of him. 
He didn’t break eye contact with me as he began tossing them, not bothering to use his powers. One shattered into a shower of a million wooden shards. Another broke the dingy red and white painted window with a crash.
I gasped as my feet slipped out from under me. For a second, I thought I was the idiot heroine who always trips in the movie until I started being sucked toward him. He was done playing games. His magic had my ankle like an invisible tentacle. 
I screamed, and desk legs squealed over the tile as I grabbed whatever I could reach. He jerked his chin, and they all flew out of my grasp into the back wall. I shrieked and covered my head as wood and metal fragments rained behind me. 
He straddled my hips, and I grunted as all his bulk settled on me. His chest rose and fell with heavy breaths, eyes dipping shut for a second. He was almost out of gas. 
“The power still isn’t limitless, is it? Telekinesis takes a lot of energy, no matter what you are. All that showy desk throwing wore you down.”
He smirked but didn’t open his eyes. “I still won. You’re still defenseless and under me.”
His eyes finally flicked open. “Just where I like you.”
I popped him in the jaw, and his eyes flashed. “Do you really want to exchange blows right now, Kori? I’d hate to hurt you.”
He grasped my throat, cutting off my air, and I clawed at his hand. He bit into his other wrist, and I jerked my head to the side, smearing the blood across my cheek.
“Just drink, Kori. We’ve been here before. This will hurt a lot less than becoming a vampire. Less than even Dagger’s blood. You never feel the minute you get the flu.”
He froze, choking on his words. His grip on my chin slackened. He glanced down at his chest, and my gaze followed his to the sword point sticking through it. It vanished as quickly as it appeared, pulled free. 
He fell on his side next to me, and hands seized my arms, yanking me away from him. I met the ocean-blue eyes so similar to Alaric’s before he’d been infected. They were so filled with anguish. 
“Jasper.” Jasper had stabbed his brother to save me. 
He jerked his chin at Alaric’s prone body and squeezed his eyes shut. “God is he—“ he cut himself off, unable to finish the sentence. Unable to bear it. 
I moved to go to Alaric, but his grip tightened on my arms. “I should check him. You stay back.”
“I can check him, Jasper.” 
He shook his head and pushed me aside. “I stabbed him because he’d never forgive me if I didn’t keep you safe. Even from him. I’m not eager to put you in danger again if he’s still…”
Grace and Liam came skidding around the corner as Jasper knelt beside Alaric. 
“The spell on the door released.” Her eyes flicked to Alaric. “Oh, God.”
Jasper rolled Alaric over, and his body flopped bonelessly to rest on his back. My heart crumpled in my chest, and I dropped to my knees next to him.
I wrapped my hand around his. The demon energy was gone. The sword had worked, but he was so still. Blood pooled rapidly under his body. I sat there and willed his chest to stir with breath. Willed his heart to beat. Please be alive.






  
  Chapter 32


He wasn’t dead. I still didn’t know how he’d survived. The sword to the chest might not have killed him (Jasper had missed the heart on purpose), but we’d all thought the demon-killing sword should have. He was in Nyx’s infirmary, and I was in my customary spot. A cushy blue chair next to his bed. I’d rarely left it, and when I had, whoever I left in charge was under strict orders to call me if he so much as breathed funny. 
He’d burned with fever for three days. But today, he was perfectly still. Eerily still. I gazed at the scar on his chest. It baffled everyone. The injury had healed in hours, as most damage to vampires did, but that flaw remained. Vampires didn’t have scars. Even the ones they’d had before turning were wiped away, leaving perfect smooth flesh behind. But the sword had left a thick raised scar over his heart.
I rotated my shoulders and sat up straighter, adjusting the position of the heavy spell book in my lap. I’d left to get them on the second day of his fever. After what Braxus said about witches creating the blade, I hoped something might be mentioned in one of our older grimoires. 
I’d been right. But while all the information was interesting, it didn’t tell me how to wake Alaric.
Jasper crept into the room silently. He hadn’t been the same after he’d stabbed his brother. Not that I blamed him. 
I placed the book on the bed next to Alaric, and his eyes zeroed in on it. “Where did you get that?” He demanded, sharp and biting.
I glared at him. I didn’t appreciate the tone. “I went and got it from my mother’s house. Mine now, I guess.”
“You went alone? God damn it, Kori.”
“I can take care of myself. You’re worse than Alaric.” And the over-protectiveness was starting to grate. But at least Jasper was willing to confront me head-on. Everyone else was tiptoeing around me like I might lose it.
He took a breath, and I could see him trying to gain control of his temper before we came to blows. We weren’t exactly getting along, and I didn’t expect that to change. But there was a grudging respect between us now and the fact that we were family. “Your mother is still out there. Along with the rest of the coven.”
“The place was deserted. I sensed no presence. If I had, I would have turned around. Don’t you want to know what I’ve found? I don’t think the sword can kill a vampire. The only time it’s killed someone infected that wielded it, it was a witch. A mortal. It couldn’t kill me because I wasn’t human.”
“Then why did Gideon and Braxus tell us it would?” 
I rolled my eyes. “Maybe because they’re demons. Gideon viewed me and Dagger as evil, so why give us a sword that could trap him without warning us that we shouldn’t try? And Braxus is just a liar. Or maybe they even believe the myth.”
“Wait, trap him?”
I nibbled my lower lip. “Yes, about that. We should stop playing with this thing. It doesn’t kill demons. In fact, nothing the witches knew of could kill a demon except another demon. Nearly true immortality.” I laid a hand on the sword’s case, where it leaned against my plush chair, “This only traps their souls. And there is a limit to what it can contain.”
I swallowed hard. I didn’t want to reveal the sword’s true purpose to anyone, but I trusted him now. “The blade was never supposed to kill demons. It harnesses their power by trapping them. I don’t know the sword maker’s final goal, but I don’t think it can be good.
“The grimoires don’t go back to the 5th Century. But the legend goes that the sorcerer who made it was executed. They burnt his entire village to the ground to eliminate anyone who even knew of its existence. I don’t know how much we can trust a legend written down a thousand years after the fact, but I’d say this sword is bad juju.”
“So if it extracts the demon juice, why hasn’t he woken up?”
That was one of the things the book hadn’t answered for me. I shrugged. “He was sick for days, Jasper. It took a lot out of him. This book says that’s how the witch died.”
“You had no fever. Explain that.”
I scowled at him. I had no explanation for that. If my theory held, I should have been subjected to that, too. 
Leaning back, I yanked the book into my lap again and turned the page. “I don’t know. Alaric did say what happened to him was different than what Dagger did to me. But I’ll keep looking. Until I find something.” I muttered the last, returning my fractured attention to the book. 
He growled and pushed on Alaric’s mattress, bouncing him a bit. “Wake up, you bastard, and lay into her. You’re the only one she listens to. Stop this madness.”
I snorted, not lifting my attention from the tome in my lap. “I’m sure he’d disagree with that statement. I listen to no one.”
Alaric groaned, and I sat forward so fast the grimoire hit the ground with a thud, probably ripping some of the thin pages. My heart tripped over itself. He was awake!
“She’s right. She doesn’t listen to me either. What am I supposed to yell at her about?” He croaked from a throat that hadn’t had water in days.
He immediately dissolved into a coughing fit, and I seized my glass of water from the bedside. Jasper sat him up a little, and I pressed the cup against his lips. I think I got more on his chest than in his mouth, but eventually, he pushed me away like he was satisfied. 
Jasper laid him back down. “I’ll go get the others. And blood. You need blood.”
He bolted from the room, and I slid into bed with Alaric, pressing my head into his throat. “I’m so happy you’re awake. No more dying, okay? It’s stressful.”
He toyed with my fingers. “Are you okay?”
“Me? You’ve been unconscious for three days. Don’t worry about me.”
He shook his head. “When I think about what I could have done to you… It’s so strange. I felt perfectly justified. I felt in the right. It’s not like what I imagined possession would be. I always thought a person would be trapped in their mind, horrified by what their body was doing. But this thing was me. I knew you would never be mine if I didn’t infect you.”
He dropped my hand like it burned. “It turns my stomach because it was exactly what I did when I made you a vampire.”
I grasped his arm. “That’s not true. You saved my life when you turned me. It’s not the same.”
“It feels the same. I wanted you, and I wasn’t willing to let you die like you wanted. Like you demanded.”
“I forgave you. A while back. If you hadn’t turned me, everyone I love now might be dead.” I offered him a little smile. “So, it’s been rocky. That doesn’t mean it didn’t turn out for the best.”
I’d had three days of agonizing worry to process everything that had happened. It was funny how fast you could forgive someone you loved when you thought you’d never get the chance. And I did love him. I wasn’t sure how or when it had happened, but it was true.
I leaned forward and brushed my lips against his. Once, twice. His hands tangled in my hair, holding me still to plunder my mouth. But just as it had gotten too good to stop, he released me and collapsed back on the bed, unable to hold himself up.
He cursed. “Sorry, love. I’m not up to it yet. I need blood.”
I gave him a quick peck on the lips before sauntering over and locking the door to the little infirmary. I spun back around, and his sexy grin sent a shiver to my toes. I kicked off my jeans and panties in a hurry, and he chuckled at the rushed movements, kicking the sheets down his body at the same frantic pace. He looked up to it to me.
When I reached the bed again, I straddled his hips, trapping his erection between us. He groaned at the feel of my slick sex. I whipped my t-shirt over my head before snagging the hair tie that held my hair in a messy bun. I stretched it and launched it to the other end of the room before grinning at him.
I grabbed his hand and ran it down my throat, ending at my breast. He cupped it without encouragement, strumming the nipple with his thumb.
“I could wait for a blood bag.”
My blond curls fluttered around me as I shook my head dramatically. “I don’t want to wait.” I leaned down to whisper in his ear. “I want you.”
And I wanted to show him he didn’t need to feel guilty for the things he’d done. He wasn’t in control, just like I hadn’t been when the demon in me had tried to kill him. It was time for us to start over.
His hips rocked under me, his erection meeting that delicious spot between my thighs. “Then you’ll have me.”
He sat up and brushed my hair off my neck before sinking his fangs deep. 
Ecstasy. I moaned and bucked against him as fire bloomed low in my belly. But I was tired of the tease. We both were. I grasped his shaft and slowly sank down over it. He shuddered against me and took a hard pull from my veins, leaving me gasping and my thighs trembling. I was so on the edge it wouldn’t take much. 
His fingers found the juncture of my thighs, and a broken sound fell from my throat. I rocked on him as his fingers circled my clit relentlessly. 
I started to feel lightheaded from his feeding, but it only enhanced the pleasure zipping along my nerves. He laid back in the bed, pulling me across his chest, and drove his hips up. 
“God, Alaric, yes! Like that. Don’t stop.” 
He growled and turned us over, and he sped the pace up, giving me a teeth-clattering ride.
My scream was probably loud enough to startle the bar patrons on the lower level as I clenched around him. 
He pulled away from my throat with a bellow and a final shove of his hips.
He shuddered as I ran my palms over his back. Bracing himself on his elbows, he stared down at me. “Did you mean it when you said you loved me? Or was it just you trying to sweet talk a demon?”
I tucked his hair behind his ear before running my palm over his stubbled jaw. “I meant it. I think I loved you the moment I found out you saved my sister, even if I didn’t consider that ‘saving’ at the time. I didn’t need the mating bond to know.”
He leaned his forehead against mine. “I love you, too. I think I have since you tried to kill me in that alley.”
I wrinkled my nose as I grinned up at him. “You vampires are a little twisted.”
Someone knocked on the door hard enough that it rattled the damned thing, and we both jumped.
“I’m leaving your blood bag out here. And if I have to listen to that all the time, we’ll need a bigger house. Everyone in the building heard you, FYI.”
If I hadn’t been basking in the afterglow, I might have flushed with embarrassment. 
“Damned vampire hearing,” Alaric murmured before he kissed me again. 
The kiss deepened.
And deepened.
I pulled back. “Jasper, if you’re still there, you might want to get away from the door!”






  
  Chapter 33


We’d taken a regular room in Nyx’s bar instead of hogging the infirmary, and we hadn’t left it in days except for blood and food. Which we occasionally ate off each other. As a vampire, I no longer had to worry about carbs and sugar. Living the dream.  
So, when Pagan burst into the room, we were startled. 
Alaric yanked the comforter over us and growled. “Pagan!”
She covered her eyes, even as a flush swept up her throat. It was probably too late to cover us. “Sorry! I just thought Kori would want to read this shit.”
Pulling the sheet with me, I crawled to the end of the bed and snagged the note from her fingertips. She turned and left the room without taking her hand off her eyes. I was surprised she didn’t smack into the door frame.
Alaric saw my face fall at what I read and snatched the letter. He quickly scanned it before he flung off the blankets and leapt out of bed. He dragged his jeans up his lean legs and hips, and I pouted at my now obscured view of his body. 
“I’m going to drag Liam back by his stupid, trendy hair and your sister with him.”
I snorted and shook my head. “No. No point. She’s right. For now, the bad guys are handled. She’s always wanted to see the world, and I won’t take that away from her. You could spend your whole life stumbling from one crisis to another. She only stayed for me. And that was when I was human. I’m not anymore.”
Though things were far from settled. Our mother and the rest of the infected coven were still on the loose. But there also wasn’t much we could do about it. There hadn’t been any news of mysterious murders or other strange occurrences. No zombies shambling down Jones Street or any of the others. Hell, there hadn’t even been a whisper of them in the supernatural world.
He pointed at me. “I don’t like seeing that look on your face. You’re worried. They should know better.”
I grinned at him. “Who’s worried?”
He let out an irritated huff. “Fine, we’re worried.”
“In seven hundred years, your brothers have never taken off on their own?”
“Occasionally, but never when there were demonic witches on the loose and someone plotting against the King.”
When we’d told Nyx what happened in the school, and Cyrus’s name had come up, he’d immediately contacted King Octavian. Apparently, Cyrus was a key player in some sort of coming coup. Our information that he wanted to build a loyal army had not gone over well. Nyx had hung up the phone in the middle of the king’s gasket blowing. 
“They can’t do anything about that.”
“And Dagger?” He ground out. Dagger was a seriously sore subject. Sometimes, I thought Alaric resented the kiss he’d claimed more than his betrayal. I had a difference of opinion. 
His double-cross had nearly gotten us all killed. Without Dagger’s blood, Braxus wouldn’t have been able to perfect his disease. As soon as I was done basking in the glow of my mate, I was going to turn my attention to him. I might not have my powers, but I still had resources. Enough to settle the score.
“He hasn’t been seen or heard from since he turned you over to Braxus. So, not much we can do on that front.” I batted my lashes. “I’m choosing to let it all go. Grace and Liam will keep each other safe. Like we would.”
He wrapped his arms around my waist. “Is that so?”
“Pretty sure.”
“Well, I’m not about to let you overcontrol my life like you do hers. You’ll need an outlet for that kind of thing.”
I scoffed. “I’m controlling? Based on this conversation? Pot, kettle, dude. Besides, we still have two of your brothers if we feel the need to run someone’s life.”
“Jasper left this morning.”
I pursed my lips. “Ah, that’s what’s really bothering you. You worry he’s not thinking straight after Braxus tortured him and he had to run you through?” 
I could see the concern. Jasper had seemed on edge the last time I’d bumped into him in the kitchen. Like he was crawling out of his skin.
“You should be worried, too. It’s your friend he’ll go after.”
And I was worried, but… “I’m hoping since I saved Jasper’s life, and he saved mine, he’ll do me a favor and not kill her. We’ve bonded.”
A hint of jealousy flashed in his eyes, and his hold on me tightened. “Not too much, I hope.”
I snorted. “Trust me, he remains a pain in the ass. Like a younger brother should. In any event, I told Astrid to skip town. She didn’t say where she was going or when, and I didn’t ask. I texted her and reminded her to call if she needed anything. Not that I can really help her.”
Not that she would call. I wasn’t sure she’d trust a vampire, ever.
He shook my shoulders. “Hey, vampire backup is nothing to sneeze at. So you can’t do a spell for her. It doesn’t matter. There are other ways you can help.” 
I took a deep breath. He was right. My magic wasn’t the only thing that made me useful or a good friend. It had taken him to make me see that. He hadn’t given a second thought to my powers being gone. It was an adjustment for me to live without them, but they weren’t why he loved me. 
He grimaced. “Not that you should help her. The king frowns on vampire hunters killing his people. He might send someone. Maybe make an exception for Astrid, but it should probably end there.”
I sighed and nodded. I knew this. I couldn’t keep helping without putting everyone in danger. “Not many vampire hunters would come near me now anyway. Shouldn’t be a problem.”
He smirked. “So, what are we doing if we aren’t chasing down our wayward, honeymooning siblings?”
I tilted my gaze skyward and held a finger to my lips. “Well, we could always harass Warin. He’s up and around again.”
“Or?”
“The king did want an audience with us so he can hear exactly what happened with Braxus.”
“Or?”
I shrugged. “I’m tapped.”
He growled and smacked my bare ass. “You’re about to be.”






  
  Epilogue

Jasper


Pieces of fluff from the shredded couch danced in the air, disturbed when I opened the door. The old grandfather clock she never wound was a pile of shattered glass and splintered wood. All the hidden weapons had been piled on the coffee table, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d think she’d put them there to pack in a hurry. But these weren’t her good weapons. They were for home defense and stayed in their places for the reliability of knowing they’d always be there.  
A paranoid woman, my Astrid.
Then again, a vampire was stalking her. Me.
I didn’t have to go further to know the whole house was trashed. Ransacked. Turned inside-out. The knot in my chest unwound when I didn’t smell blood —or worse— decaying flesh. She hadn’t been here when this had happened. My exhale was shakier than I’d ever admit.
I rang my new sister-in-law. She answered on the fifth ring while I tapped my foot. I couldn’t pace without stepping on the disaster, but the nervous energy had to go somewhere. 
“Where is she?” I demanded before Kori could get a word in.
“Why hello, Jasper. I’m well, how are you?” Her syrupy, sarcastic tone almost made me crush my phone.
“Kori, I don’t have time for our fun little banter. Where is Astrid?”
“Now, why would you ask that? I expect she’s at home. But if you’re at her house and you’ve realized she’s not there, I think you’ve broken our tentative truce where I told you to stay the hell away from my friend.” Her tone had gone from sickeningly sweet to deadpan serious, and I ground my teeth.
I didn’t want to tell her that I’d come to… Shit, I wasn’t even sure why I’d come here. I’d thought I’d come for vengeance and to tie up loose ends, but my reaction to the state of her house made me wonder if I’d come for more than that.
Instead of trying to explain that, I moved on to what was important. “Kori, her place is a wreck, and I didn’t do it. I think she’s in danger. Tell me where she is.”
She was silent for a minute, likely engaged in some nearly psychic conversation with my brother. They’d gone from enemies to being able to read each other at a glance so fast it made my head spin. A couple of days locked in a room boinking, and they were eerily in sync.
“I don’t know where she is, Jasper.”
I clenched my jaw so hard a sharp pain shot through one of my molars. I was glad vampires healed everything, or I’d need a dentist. “Kori—“
“I’m serious. I hooked her up with a witch contact to keep you out of her dreams, but that was days ago.”
I ground my teeth. I hadn’t tried to invade her dreams since the night she’d attempted to kill me. I’d been preoccupied. Not to mention, I’d been in a bad head space after I’d been tortured. Volatile. Dangerous to her.
Kori continued to talk while I was lost in my thoughts. “She didn’t tell me where she was going after that, which I thought was for the best in case you got a hold of the information, but now… She has no backup, Jasper. She thought your obsession with her would get all her friends killed. She sent them away to other safe houses.”
I cursed under my breath. “Text me everything you can think of about her movements and where she might go.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Fuck if I know. Text me!” I ended the call.
I was only sure of one thing: I wasn’t the only enemy she had, and whoever was on her tail had a head start.

THE END
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Want to know how Nyx became a vampire? Click here for a free copy of his story, Demon in the Desert.

You'll also receive a heads up when Astrid and Jasper's book comes out!








  
  Thank you for reading!


Did you love the book? 

Your feedback helps me deliver more pulse pounding action with a side of steamy romance and helps readers like you discover their next book boyfriend. He shouldn't just be your little secret. Share the love! 

It would mean the world to me if you took two minutes to share your thoughts about this book. You can leave a review at your favorite retailer and/or send me an email with your honest feedback. I love hearing from readers, particularly if it involves any kind of compliment!
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