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  Chapter 1


I’d never been a party girl. I’d been a ‘stay home on Friday night and get ahead on your homework (with the extra credit), girl.’ I considered it the height of irony that my chosen ‘job’ involved attending every party in Savannah. 
I still hadn’t learned to cut loose and enjoy myself. Then again, that was a good way to end up dead at the parties I went to. Tonight wouldn’t be any different. 
The creeping feeling in my gut told me this would go wrong. I was used to the disorienting flashing lights, deafening music, and crowds being elbow to elbow at these houses, but the instant magical high from whatever smoke was floating in the air? 
That was new. 
Someone at this party was friendly with a witch. A witch who liked her mind-altering substances. Damn it. 
Unlike my friends, most witches didn’t hunt vampires. The McCormic coven’s vendetta against vampires went back centuries. One of their ancestors had been killed by one. They’d hunted them ever since. They felt vampires would enslave the world if their population weren’t kept in check.
Also, a lot of vampires tended to turn into ruthless killers, and when they did, you not only had a sociopath murdering innocent people, but you also risked exposing the magical world.
It was a pity more witches didn’t hunt them. We could always use more people loyal to the cause. It was high risk. More hunters tended to die than join. But some witches were pacifists, some didn’t care about the fight or felt it was prosecuting a vampire before they’d done anything wrong, and others thought going up against vampires was a suicide mission. It was difficult to disagree on the last point.
It took a savvy hunter to last as many years as I had. It didn't hurt to have connected friends. I was convinced I'd gotten this far because of Kori. 
That was the only reason I'd come with her tonight. I owed her. She'd kept me from dying more than once over the years. But I wasn't sure I could support her in this decision.
I snagged a drink, leaned against a wall, and kept an eye out. I didn’t look for Kori. She’d snuck around back, and if anything seemed suspicious about us, we’d get into trouble quickly.
Any other night, I would line up a target of my own, but Kori was off her game. I was making it my one mission to ensure she made it out alive. I’d keep an eye on Laura, but she could deal with anything she came up against. It was Kori’s plan I expected to go sideways.
She was here to kill her sister. And unlike my sister, hers wasn't a raging bitch. 
Everyone loved Grace. 
Had loved Grace…
Because now Grace was a vampire. A disgrace among Kori's coven. I usually wouldn't object to Kori killing a vampire, but I didn't think she'd survive murdering her sister. She should have let me handle it, but no, 'honor' and 'duty' were involved.
Stupid coven laws.
Then again, killing Grace wouldn’t have been easy on me either. 
As I glanced around the room, I caught sight of the woman in question. I tensed, but she was entirely absorbed by the male vampire who had a possessive arm around her. 
I saw the appeal. He was cute. Big, blond. Too clean-shaven for me. Almost like he should be some shiny 50s frat boy, singing acapella in a Letterman sweater, but clean-cut had always been Gracie’s type.
But under that, he was the monster that had murdered her.
I casually slipped into the next room, needing to avoid her. She’d know me on sight, and getting spotted in this crowd would end badly for me. 
My eyes scanned the room, and it took everything in me not to cringe and dart out. 
I had to step in here? 
The main feeding area. 
Goosebumps broke out along my arms. If there was any room to avoid at a party or vampire club, it was this one. Once you walked in, you were fair game. 
It all looked normal at first glance. Couples having passionate make-out sessions on the abundant seating. Hell, some might even be having sex. I tried not to look too close, but I knew one thing:
These weren’t just engrossed couples. 
Vampires were feeding in here, and I wondered if any of these humans would die tonight. 
These rooms always curdled my stomach. Odds were someone in here would make the missing person’s list in a few days, all while rotting out next to some highway. Friends and family would never know what happened. All that would be left of their loved one would be the video of their family pleading for their safe return on the news.
It was wrong—willing victims or not.
No matter how many vampires I killed, it never felt like enough. Not when I was standing in this room. 
“You don’t look like you belong in here.”
I swallowed a gasp and blinked up at the man who’d taken up residence against the wall next to me. I’d been transfixed by a hand. 
A limp hand. 
Maybe unconscious. Maybe dead. 
I hadn’t seen him sneak up on me, and he probably hadn’t been sneaky about it. 
He was handsome—light hair, eyes I suspected would be blue. In the dim lighting of the room, it was hard to tell. And he looked suspiciously like the man next to Grace. 
A brother. 
There were supposed to be three of them.
Now, this man was more my speed. A couple of days of beard growth. Ripped jeans. Black t-shirt. An effortless sexy, and he knew it, and there was a compelling intensity about him. Something that made him seem out of place at a party like this. 
I would guess they weren’t his idea of a good time, either.
He smiled and tucked a strand of my straight brown hair behind my ear. His warm palm brushed my face. He smelled fantastic. Oak-y, masculine. Like a good whiskey. I swayed toward him, almost like he had his own gravity. 
I took a breath and tried to clear my thoughts, but more enchanted smoke entered my lungs. 
My plan for the night shifted. I’d found my target. Or rather, he’d found me. If he hadn’t been related to Kori’s new brother-in-law, I would have found an impolite way to get rid of him and stayed focused on getting her out alive, but now that I had his attention, the best thing I could do was keep it. 
I’d have him so busy he wouldn’t realize anything was wrong until Kori’s job was done. 
Yeah, let’s keep him ‘busy.’ 
I struggled to keep my expression pleasant as the inappropriate and unwanted thought crossed my mind. I wouldn’t be keeping him occupied like that. I’d probably have to kill him. He was here to feed, and hell if I’d let him rip into me. 
I set my cup down. I’d emptied it anyway after I’d slipped my strength potion in. I had two hours to kill him and get home before the potion wore off and I passed out cold. 
Wrapping my hand around his, I pulled him out of the room, careful to keep my back to where I’d seen Grace sitting. “Dance with me.”
I might as well have a little fun while I was here, and I loved to dance. I’d been raised in ballet but had taken every other kind of dance class I could get into. Of course, it had been years. 
I was busy hunting vampires. I’d gone from dance classes to martial arts and weapons training. My dance skills paid off in learning to fight, but it didn’t hold the same joy for me. 
It had nothing to do with joy.
He grinned at me, and it didn’t reach his eyes. He wasn’t here to dance. He was here for blood. Well, he’d have to play my game before he could try for it.
He hadn’t struck me as the dancing type, but he didn’t argue, and when we started to move, he was flawless. I couldn’t keep the true smile from my face. Finding a guy who knew how to dance was like finding a gold nugget in a dingy gas station parking lot. 
While my experience with the opposite sex was fairly limited, I did know that when you danced well together, the sex would be fantastic.
We swayed to the music, and I watched his attention jump to the different parts of my body as I slid sensuously under the beat. 
I got in close to grind on him, and he put his hands on the skin left bare from where my tank top had ridden up. A sizzle of awareness traveled up my spine, and heat curled low in my belly as he ran his palm across it, fingertips skimming below the waistband of my jeans. Just enough to tease me.
I mentally cursed myself. I didn’t want to be aware of him. Aroused by him and every liquid move he made. He was a killer. He’d rip my throat out if he knew what I was.
I turned, and his warm lips brushed mine. Once. Twice. Damn that spark. I wrapped my arms around his neck and opened for him. His silken tongue tangled with mine in an intimate mimicry of what we were doing on the dance floor. 
What we could be doing in bed.  
When he lifted his head, the “wow” popped out of my mouth before I could stop it. 
Heat swept over my face. How mortifying. Like I was some high school girl with her first crush. His knowing smile made me a little weak in the knees, and I rose on my toes to kiss him again, but he pulled away. 
He grasped my hand and tugged me into a hallway leading to a darkened part of the house. Good, we needed privacy. 
No.
I needed privacy.
To kill him. 
And I’d keep my head on straight. 
He threw open a door, leading me out into the night, and I took a deep breath of magic-free air. For a dizzying second, it seemed to make the effects worse. 
I giggled breathlessly when he spun me and pressed me against the wall. Giggling? Oh boy. I couldn’t hold my witchy smoke. The next time I came to a party with that shit floating in the air, I was leaving. Before I could take another breath, he kissed me again.
The last one had been teasing. Exploring. This one was possession. Fiery burning passion. He hiked one of my knees around his hips, and I rocked against him.
“Let me make you come, Astrid,” he whispered in my ear before sucking on the lobe.
I tried to glue my thoughts back together, but he kept rocking against me, making me shudder. “But— I don’t even know your name.”
That’s your objection? The panicking, rational side of me finally decided to speak up.
“Jasper. I guess I’d better tell you if I want you to scream it.”
Wait. But how had he known my name?
Before I could push him away, a sharp pain pierced my throat. His bite! Oh God. 
But the pain faded as quickly as it had come, and a wave of sexual heat boiled up my spine. Impossible to resist. I’d been bitten before, a hazard in my line of work, but it was nothing like this. This crushing need for him. His hips stilled, keeping me on the edge. I rubbed myself against him, seeking more friction. I’d never ached like this. I fumbled for the button on his jeans but couldn’t seem to work the damned thing.
He lifted his head enough to mutter. “So sweet. I might have to keep you.” 
When his fangs sank into me again, my core clenched around nothing as the orgasm ripped through me. I just wanted him inside me. Needed him there.
He shoved himself away from me abruptly, and I crumpled to the ground, landing on my hip and elbow, barely able to hold myself up. I was dizzy and lightheaded. Everything had a fuzzy, dream-like edge. How much blood had he managed to take?
If he hadn’t let go, would I have let him take it all? 
He knelt in front of me, and I cringed away from him. “You made a mistake coming here tonight, Astrid.”
Didn’t I know it.






  
  Chapter 2


“You know who I am?” I winced and clutched my throat. Now that he wasn’t biting me, it hurt. The adrenaline coursing through my body was beginning to sharpen my attention.  
“I’ve seen you around. I’ve been trying to decide exactly what I want to do with you for a long time.”
What the hell did that mean?
"I've been watching Kori. I like to keep track of as many vampire hunters as I can find. Most of them are killing the bad actors, which is fine. Spares the king the trouble. But Kori’s coven? It needed further scrutiny. They have a history of torturing innocent people.”
“What? Like you? Because you’re so innocent?” I couldn’t speak for the entire history of Kori’s bloodline, but I knew she’d never hurt a human. 
His gaze darkened. “I was once. And I can really hold a grudge. When I heard their coven had left Europe, I decided to track them down. Took me a few decades, but I’ve finally caught up to them, only to find they’re helping humans hunt us. Just like the good ole days.”
What exactly had Kori’s coven done to him? If I lived long enough, it was a question to ask her.
“You and your little nest of hunters. It's been a long time since I've come across human hunters. It's a dangerous line of work. Most of your kind die quickly. But then, it helps to have a witch on your side, doesn't it?"
I glared at him. "Yes, it does."
"But it won't help you now. Is Kori here?"
I kept my mouth shut. I probably wouldn't make it out alive, but I wasn't going to give up my friends. My heart banged against my ribs as I looked for an opening. I’d need to be patient for the opportunity to get away from him, or I’d lose my chance.
His hand tangled in my hair in a blur of speed. "Is. Kori. Here? I mean, you'd have to be pretty hardcore to kill your sister. Maybe she sent you to do it? I've seen them together. It might wreck her."
He rose to his feet, and I winced as he pulled me with him. "She asked me to do it. I came in alone. It's too dangerous."
His eyes narrowed, grip tightening. "It's not nice to lie, Astrid. She came to do it herself. Anyone in her line would if she didn't want to be shunned for the rest of her life. I need to finish dealing with you so I can warn my brothers."
He sank his fangs into his wrist and pressed it to my mouth. Panic boiled in my thoughts as the warm blood slicked over my clenched lips, the copper smell almost making me gag. I clawed at his hand before reaching for his face. I'd take his fucking eyes out before I'd let a single drop in. 
To turn me, he would have had to drain me to the point of death before giving me his blood. But with the dizzying amount he’d taken, slipping it to me now would create a blood bond—a powerful, irreversible link between a vampire and his chosen human. 
You might get immortality with the deal. You’d be almost as indestructible as the monster you were tied to. But it was nearly slavery. You’d become a human doll for your master, with no control over your body. 
You’d get to live trapped in fear and pain while they used you until the day they decided to trade you in for a new toy. 
He released his grip on my hair to clamp it under my jaw, trying to pry it open. He pulled me closer, and I used his momentum to drive my knee into his balls. He shoved me away with a growl and hit the ground on his knees.
I tumbled down the steps that led into the backyard. My ankle crunched as I landed wrong, and I howled in pain, but that was the least of my concerns. 
My hand shook as I swiped at my mouth and spat into the grass. I stood, praying I hadn’t gotten any of his blood in my system. Anything but that. 
He shoved himself to his feet and strode stiffly down the steps. At least I’d hurt him.
“You’re too breakable to be playing rough, Astrid.” He winced. “Though the strength spell is a nice touch. You almost made me sing high notes.”
He tilted his head at the way I limped. A gesture of a predator spotting a weakness. “My blood could fix that.”
“Screw you!” 
“I’m sure we’ll get there. I plan to break you in for days.”
“Is this what you do to all the hunters you meet? Toy with them? Take them as your sex toy.”
He smirked. “You can try to make me the bad guy all you want, but you targeted us tonight, and you can’t deny that you planned to kill me. I’d stayed away. Alaric didn’t want me stirring up trouble. You weren’t hunting our parties, and a group of mostly human hunters isn’t a threat to creatures as old as we are. You’d taken out a few vampires that were the bad element around here. But you stepped into my territory tonight. You’re fair game.”
How old was he, exactly? Had he manipulated me with his powers? I’d been trained to withstand many of a vampire’s mental tricks, but their magic increased with age.
His eyes narrowed. “Your little friend Kori didn’t tell you who we are, did she? How old? You think I’m toying with you, but you let the witches play with your life. You’re expendable to them. Someone willing to help with the mad quest of the McCormic coven to destroy all vampires.”
I ground my teeth. That might be true of Kori’s coven, but it wasn’t true about her. She hadn’t mentioned his power because a witch wasn’t affected as easily. She had a lot weighing on her. It had slipped her mind. 
“I guess it’s not entirely her fault. I do work to hone my skills. Most vampires don’t. They’re content with whatever powers age brings them.”
“You made me want you.”
He chuckled. “No, afraid not. I made you come in your panties when I bit you. You wanted me first. But I have clouded your mind to other things.” 
Shit. That could mean anything. I took another step back, and my weak ankle wobbled, probably only holding up because of the knife strapped to it.
My knife! I wasn’t some defenseless bird with a broken wing being stalked by a predator. I was armed. 
I crouched and unstrapped the blade, but when I stood again, he was gone. Disappearing with that speed of theirs. 
I’d blown my shot at killing him. If he hadn’t messed with my head when he’d bitten me, I could have pulled the knife and struck then. Vampires were most distracted when they were feeding. Now, all I hoped for was to make it out of here alive. And not as his pliant little blow-up doll. 
“A witch’s knife.” His hand clamped around my wrist as his other arm locked around my chest. An involuntary scream spilled from my throat. “Of course, you have a witch’s knife. Let it go, or I’ll hurt you.”
He started to squeeze. I couldn’t breathe as his arm constricted, forcing the air out of my lungs. I whimpered when something in my wrist cracked.
I twisted my arm in his grip and grazed the blade across his forearm. He cursed, and my hand was free. I didn’t think I cut him, but the very touch of a witch’s blade could make pain sing through his body.
I jabbed the knife back repeatedly, hitting anything I could. I even grazed my side in my panic. Blood coated my hand, and I almost lost my tenuous grip on it. He flung me away from him with a roar. 
I stumbled but didn’t go down. I fled deeper into the woods behind his house as shouting and screams erupted from within. 
I glanced over my shoulder as I limped away as quickly as possible. The pain was so intense tears blurred my vision. It was hard to pick out which injury hurt the most.
He was down, clutching his middle, his head tilted toward the house. He glanced back my way, but when he pushed himself to his feet, he went toward whatever commotion was happening inside.
A branch whipped me across the cheek, drawing blood, and I turned my attention back to my path.
He’d let me go.
But he’d had my blood.
This wasn’t over. 






  
  Chapter 3


“Astrid.”  
The darkness seemed to moan my name on the wind. The trees swayed, leaves rustling in the warm breeze. It stirred my hair, rolling over my body like a caress. 
“Astrid.”
I studied the shadows of the tree line that surrounded the house. There wasn’t much to see. The porch light didn’t reach that far. The only thing lighting the forest was the moon overhead. My feet seemed to move without my consent, sinking into the soft grass as I stepped onto the lawn. 
I'd left the house’s lights behind before I could make out his silhouette. My legs locked up, and I glanced back. My home seemed so far away.
“Come to me.”
I turned my attention back to him. I still couldn’t make him out. Part of me ached to throw myself into his arms, but something kept me rooted to the spot. The creeping knowledge that if I went to him, he’d own me. 
“Come to me, Astrid.”
The world seemed to click into sharp focus, losing its distant magical quality. I remembered who I was and where I was in a breathless rush.
“I’m dreaming.”
The chuckle that rolled out of the darkness was rough and sexy. “You’re very well trained. Not many humans could slip through my fingers.”
He stepped from the shadows, and the moonlight hit Jasper’s face. “Come to me, or I’ll come to you.”
I turned toward the house and tried to run but gained no ground. Like my feet were stuck in quicksand. My breaths came quick and shallow as I fought for control. A cold prickling of dread welled up inside me until his arm wrapped around my waist. He pressed against my back, his presence warm and soothing, and my heart rate began to slow. 
I relaxed against his chest. “You’re controlling me.”
“I’m putting in a great deal of effort.” He swept the hair off my shoulder, tugging my head to the side.
“What does feeding from me in a dream get you?”
His lips caressed my throat. “Who said you’re dreaming?”
I woke with a start, sucking in a gasp. I sat up so fast I tumbled off the couch. I clutched my throat but only found the wounds I’d gotten last night. Those were disturbing enough but not new.
I sat there for several seconds, relearning how to breathe and listening for sounds other than my thundering heart. And then I heard it. The padding of feet on wood. The subtle creaking of the stairs. 
My heart thundered in my ears, and my mouth went dry. Was he here? I seized the shotgun off the coffee table and jumped to my feet before creeping toward the front door. I psyched myself up and braced my body for the kick of the gun. I could handle this. He was just another vampire. 
I jerked the door open, shoving the gun in the trespasser’s face.
Her hands were headed for the sky, but I lowered the weapon before they made it. Kori’s wide blue eyes stared at me. She hesitated a beat before her hands descended, like I might shoot anyway.
She looked worse for wear than the last time I’d seen her. Her blonde hair was in tangles and speckled with blood. She was wrapped in a giant black trench coat that dragged the ground—bruised and battered, with a bite mark on her throat. Neither of our nights had gone well.
“Holy shit, Astrid, you scared the hell out of me? Should you even be up? I heard you were injured.”
I stepped back and let her into the house. I glanced around the yard, my eyes catching on where I’d seen Jasper in my dream. The sky was warming. Dawn was coming. It didn’t make me feel safer. A lot of vampires could tolerate sunlight. Jasper might not like it, but odds were, he could be out in it. Capable of hunting me in it. And he could go for days without sleep while I was hazy and unfocused from the lack of it.
“Where is everyone?”
I flinched at the sound of her voice breaking the quiet and hoped she hadn’t noticed me examining the woods. I quickly shut the door. I should tell her about my dreams. She might be able to help me keep him out, but something kept it from my lips.
“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.”
It had taken some artful lying to get them to leave. This was my fight, and I suspected Jasper had plans for me—the others he’d just kill for being in the way. But try telling that to a bunch of vampire hunters. They gambled with their lives nightly. They didn’t fear death. They expected it, and they didn’t fear vampires. They just eliminated them.
She 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.”
My grip tightened on the weapon. I wanted to clutch it like a prized teddy bear. She was right, of course. It would hurt a vampire, but it wouldn’t kill one. Not unless I got right under its chin and took out the whole head. I’d seen it done. Messy. And we’d still taken the heart just to be safe.
I limped into the living room, and I was so jumpy that even having Kori at my back felt like too much trust. It made the skin on my shoulder blades itch. I sank onto the couch with a sigh, trying to blow out the tension. Kori was my friend, not a threat. 
“Damn, Astrid. Are you all right?”
No. Definitely not. But there wasn’t a damned thing she could do about it. I wanted to tell her that I was worried Jasper had gotten some of his blood into my system. Even now, I might be under his control. I wanted reassurance that it wasn’t possible. Surely I wouldn’t have been able to fight him, even in a dream, if he had power over me?
But… witches could be dangerous. Kori’s mother had tried to kill a friend of ours when she’d been blood bonded to a vampire. I didn’t expect Kori to betray me, but… It was information I wanted to keep to myself.
“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.” I brushed my hand over the bite mark on my throat. “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. I thought it might buy me some time.”
The other hunters had a witch friend do some healing before I’d made them leave, but it would still take time. I was still human.
A look of pure guilt swept Kori’s face, and I knew she’d found out about Laura. Laura hadn’t made it out last night. When I’d gotten back here, I’d sent a few hunters out to track her phone, knowing she’d need a lift. 
Once you killed a vampire, you had to get out fast. I’d circled the area half a dozen times, searching for a sign of either one of them, but I knew my strength spell would wear off, and I’d had to give up the search. The hunters I’d sent out found her body.
I didn’t know her well. She was new to the group, and most of us kept to ourselves for this very reason. We knew we were going to die someday. It was better not to get too close. Did she have any family? Was I supposed to inform someone that she was gone?
Kori would feel the weight of that as much as I did. More, since this had been her hunt. “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!” My voice broke. I didn’t want to have this conversation. The cold weight of guilt settled on my shoulders. Like I should feel more for Laura. Like I should have gotten to know her better. But all I could feel was relief that I’d gotten away and fear that Jasper would come for me soon.
We were silent for a long time, each lost in our thoughts. Replaying the evening. Spotting every missed opportunity and tiny fuck up.
I finally couldn’t stand the silence anymore. “What about you? I thought you were dead. Interesting outfit, by the way. Looks like you might flash some strangers or go streaking.”
Neither of us laughed at my poor excuse for a joke, but it was laugh or cry at the moment. I’d rather make a joke than wallow.
She ran a hand through her hair, wincing when it pulled. She needed a hairbrush. “I’m injured, upset, confused… I think everything I’ve been told about vampires is a lie, Astrid.”
I sat forward, deadly serious now. It was unlike Kori to have doubts. Besides, what was there to doubt? They were monsters. It was simple. “What do you mean?”
She told me everything that had happened to her that night. How Alaric hadn’t wanted to kill her. How her sister seemed as sweet and innocent and loving as always, and she’d freed her before Alaric could make her a vampire.
“Fine, so Gracie is still the same person. But those vampires aren’t. They’re evil.” Jasper was toying with me. He wasn’t going to let me go. It was going to come down to him or me. 
I told her as much when she suggested we leave them alone. “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.”
I started to shake. I could almost feel Jasper closing in on me. If I was up against his brothers, too? I hadn’t been this scared in a long time. Possibly since my family had been killed.
“Don’t worry. I won’t be going after him. He had me, Kori. It was the most disturbing thing that’s 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.”
She sighed and stood. “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.” The thought filled me with anxiety. Kori wouldn’t take anyone with her. Not after what had happened to Laura. She’d go on her own. It would probably get her killed. “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 my mother. Hopefully, she lets it go.”
Her mother, Priscilla, was bat shit crazy. She’d never let it go. Maybe if Grace left town, she’d be safe, or Priscilla would just chase them to the ends of the Earth. 
Kori changed clothes and left, and I passed out on the couch, useless shotgun nearby. But when I woke up, it was late afternoon. I called Kori’s name, and the silence that answered me felt hollow and ominous. 
Kori’s sister Grace always said that even humans had a bit of magic in them. That intuition was your deep connection to the divine. Kori would roll her eyes and say intuition was a hunch mixed with subconscious observations. Patterns your primitive brain recognized before the rest of you caught on. 
She’d then tell her sister to stop buying into new-age witchcraft and study one of the family grimoires. The collection stretched back centuries and was far more practical—old-world magic, born in the blood that spiritual beliefs didn’t have to touch.
Whether my intuition was a connection to the universe or a hunch, something about Kori's absence made it ring like a klaxon. She should have been back by now. 
I peeked through the blinds toward her house as if that would tell me anything. We were separated by several acres of thick Georgia forest. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. 
I snagged the shotgun and my cell phone off the table, grabbed the keys to my truck, and went out. If I got pulled over with the gun, I’d probably need bail money, but while it might be useless against vampires, it wasn’t so useless against a witch. 
If there was anyone I didn’t trust, it was Priscilla McCormic, and if Grace hadn’t lied to her sister, Priscilla had been the one to try and have her killed. Alaric had saved Grace’s life when he’d turned her. I thought that was a stretch, but Kori seemed to believe.
Would Priscilla try to kill Kori, too? Leaving her sister alive was a big deal. Each coven had its laws, and killing Grace was Kori’s duty. What if Priscilla took it to the extreme?
I was about to climb into the truck when my phone rang. I breathed a sigh of relief at Kori’s name on the screen. 
“Kori? Where the hell are you? You’ve been MIA all day.” I shut the door and leaned against it. “I was just about to go looking for you.”
The signal crackled, and Kori cursed on the other end. “Astrid, can you hear me? Whatever you do, don’t go to my mother’s house.”
I glanced toward Kori’s house again. What had that crazy bitch done now? The fearful tone in Kori’s voice made me want to smack her mother around. You know, if she wouldn’t have killed me or cursed me with boils. 
“No problem. She hates me, so I’m more than happy to stay away. What the hell is going on?”
“She’s dangerous, okay? I think you should leave town. Shit, I should have… I should have called before now.”
I scowled. “Well, if your anxiety-riddled tone is any indication, I’m guessing you’ve had a rough day. She hasn’t blown up my house or anything yet. Tell me what’s going on?”
“The whole coven tried to burn me at the stake, Astrid.”
I almost dropped the phone and scrambled to catch it. “What?”
I heard her take a shaky breath. “My mother tried to raise a zombie. One of my ancestors. Witches aren’t supposed to raise people from the dead.”
“Right, you’ve mentioned that before.” Metaphysical crap was mostly beyond me, so I struggled to pay attention, but I did retain some hard and fast rules.
“Well, when she did it, she brought a demon back with the zombie.”
Demons were hard as hell to kill. Rare too. There were different breeds and different demon realms. Who knew what the hell we were dealing with? I was far from an expert. 
“The entire coven is infected because they share magic with my mother. That initiation ceremony Grace and I never got around to? It connects their magic.”
“We’ll figure something out. Tell me where you are. We’ve dealt with worse.” Pretty sure that was a lie, but I’d roll with it. “There’s got to be something that can kill a demon.”
“You can’t come here.” Her voice was deadpan. She was trying very hard not to show any emotion.
“I’m a vampire,” she said in a breathless rush. “I came to warn Grace that this zombie would come here to kill them. Well, it showed up. I was hurt. I was going to die.”
I swallowed, and it felt like a rock was lodged in my throat. All my anxiety when I’d woken up had been entirely justified. I’d lost my best friend. She might be talking to me now, but she couldn’t be trusted. All vampires would turn on you eventually. It’s what I’d been taught. Why Kori had viewed it as necessary to kill her sister.
My chest hurt, and I sank to the ground next to my truck. My legs just couldn’t hold me up anymore. All my friends had been turned. It had been a rough year. I still had hunting partners, but we weren’t close. It was just the job. Kori and Grace had been like family, as close as I had after my own had been murdered. Closer than I was with my one surviving sister.
“Astrid?” Her voice sounded far away.
I cleared my throat. “Yeah, I’m here.”
“Look, I have problems, but I didn’t call about any of that. Jasper is going to be a problem for you.”
“I’ve figured that out already. 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.”
“That fucker,” she muttered under her breath. “I think I’ve thought of something. I’m going to text you. I can’t talk freely here.” Every vampire in the house could probably hear both sides of our conversation. Supernaturally good ears were like that. “Good luck, Astrid.”
The call ended, and I felt like it severed my life. Cut down the middle. What had been, and what was now. It had happened before. When vampires had killed my family, the rift was so large I didn’t even recognize the girl I was before. 
My phone pinged with a text message. Kori wanted me to leave town, but… it was too late for that. Jasper would find me. I was just buying time.






  
  Chapter 4


“Shit.” The door jamb to the little cottage was busted. The place where the deadbolt should be was completely ripped away in shards of shredded wood.  
My trip from Savannah toward Nashville had been uneventful up until now. Kori had told me of a witch, Elena, who could keep me hidden from Jasper.
I swallowed the lump in my throat. That was probably the last favor Kori would ever be able to do for me.
The next time we met, we’d be enemies. 
However, my best friend becoming a vampire was the least of my concerns. Hard to imagine life had fallen so far so fast. Whatever had kicked in this witch’s door had rocketed to the top of my list of problems.
I drew one of my knives as I gently pushed the door. The knives were special. Blessed by a witch to kill vampires, but of course, they were more than capable of handling other threats. 
Elena’s door swung in without a hint of the creaking the horror movie lover in me expected. You’d think hunting vampires would give me enough thrills and chills for a lifetime, but I still liked my movies spooky.
Little dust motes danced in the sunlight that came through the windows. With the dark wood paneling of the walls, I bet the place would feel like a tomb if you shut the curtains. I pushed the door flush with the wall to ensure no one was hiding behind it before I moved deeper into the house. 
Every hair on my body stood at attention. The table in the hallway was tipped over, bits of ceramic scattered across the hardwood floor. A bowl holding keys, maybe, or some sort of decoration? It could be a ridiculously cute Hummel figurine, for all I knew. 
I didn’t know the witch who lived here. Only that Kori had assured me she could help me. However, the black pit of unease in my stomach told me I wouldn’t be getting anything from her. Except maybe more nightmares. 
I scanned the living room as I walked past. Nothing else seemed out of place. A sharp smell filled my nose and spilled across my tongue as soon as I moved past the overturned table. Like I’d been sucking on pennies. 
Blood. Lots of it. 
There was no sickly sweet stink of rot, and during the summer in Tennessee, that meant the person hadn’t been dead long. It wasn’t until I turned the corner that flecks and streaks of red appeared on the floor.
My heartbeat thundered in my ears, and it was only when I started to get dizzy that I realized I was holding my breath. My breathing seemed so loud in the quiet that I wondered if I’d be able to hear an intruder over it.
“Damn it.”
What I found in the bedroom wasn’t a surprise. The witch was splayed out on the floor, lying in a pool of her cooling blood. Her throat had been slit, her face frozen in terror.
I took shallow breaths through my mouth, trying to fend off a gag. I’d seen dead bodies before, but I never seemed to get used to it. Not the way some seasoned cops I’d worked with seemed to. 
It made me think I was in the wrong line of work. One thing was for certain: if vampires hadn’t murdered my parents, my life still wouldn’t have turned out as planned. 
I never would have made it as a surgeon like my father had wanted. Mom had said I belonged in law school.
Guess she really was always right.
Now that I’d found the body, the prickling unease in me seemed to dissipate. I quickly checked the rest of the house to be safe, but my instincts told me the perpetrator was gone. 
Which led me back to her. I tried to get a look at her body without stepping in her blood. I didn’t want to screw up the crime scene. But if a vampire had killed her, they’d never find him. At least not without a seasoned vampire hunter… someone like me.
But there was a lot of blood left for a vampire kill.
I tried to rub the tension from my forehead. I needed a massage or a drink. Or a vacation.
Was Jasper already on my trail? Had he beaten me here and decided to kill this witch before she could attempt to hide me from him?
Or maybe Kori betrayed you to him. 
If Kori had betrayed you, Jasper would be here. Waiting.
I wouldn’t have relied on Kori’s witch contact if I had had any other options. For all I’d known, I was walking into a trap, but I was running short of choices. I’d spent days checking with my other witch contacts for a solution before coming here.
I needed Jasper off my ass. Besides, if Kori was willing to turn me over to him, I needed to know and just trust that I could wiggle out of it. For now, it still sounded like she was on my side.
It still sounded like she was my best friend.
It made me wonder when exactly vampires lost all humanity. Did it take months? Years?
According to everything Kori had taught me, they all killed eventually. It was just a matter of how high the body count got before a hunter could take them out.
I called the cops from Elena’s phone. She actually had a landline. Some witches didn’t embrace technology, and from the Cottagecore feel of her space, I’d gamble that she had preferred a slower lifestyle. 
I hung up when the cops asked for my name and left as quickly as possible. Under normal circumstances, I would stay. Even help solve her murder if the detective in charge knew about the paranormal side of the world, but Jasper would catch up with me if I stopped moving. 
I wanted to believe Elena’s death had been him, but there were several things about the scene I couldn’t shake. Which meant there was another player in the area.
I slammed the car door and sat in her driveway for a long minute. A human would have a hard time getting the drop on a witch, so that meant something supernatural had probably killed her. Part of me wanted to stay and figure out what it was and put a stop to it. 
“Damn it.” If more people got killed because I wasn’t able to investigate, I was going to blame Jasper.
I threw the vehicle in reverse and turned around to get back to the highway. 
What now? The question circled in my head over and over again, every repetition making my heart race faster and giving me no answers. My sister was in Nashville, which meant I should pass right through, but what if Jasper knew about her? If I took her with me, it could get her killed, but if he knew about her, I would be leaving her to him.
My breath pinched in my throat. It felt like an elephant was sitting on my chest. Several car horns blared as I swerved out of the fast lane and onto the shoulder. I flung open the door and wrestled with my seatbelt. I finally made it out and rounded the hood of the car to stand in the grass. 
I leaned against the passenger’s side door for a minute. I needed to get back in my car before some good Samaritan pulled over to try and help me and witnessed me having a full-blown mental breakdown. But I felt better outside the car.
I needed time to think. I’d, arrogantly, never planned for this. I’d planned for dying. I’d always figured Death would come for me sooner rather than later, but a vampire hunting me back? A vampire who’d had his eye on me for… who knew how long?
He said he’d been watching Kori and her family and noticed me, but he hadn’t mentioned how long it had been going on. 
I started hyperventilating again when I reflected on the past few months. Anytime I’d noticed something had been moved. Anytime I’d noticed a window had been left open. Anytime I’d woken up in a blind panic and switched on the light only to find no one in the room.
Hunters came and went from my house regularly, and I’d always assumed anything out of place was because of them. And nightmares? A pretty regular thing for me.
But what if I’d been wrong? What if it had been him? 
I shoved that as far into the back corner of my mind as I could. I’d make myself crazy if I assumed every prickle on my neck over the last few months had been Jasper.  
He’s been watching Kori. He never said anything about watching you. He said he noticed you. ‘Noticed’ is not ‘watching.’
But as I got back into my car, I couldn’t shake the feeling that it had been more.






  
  Chapter 5


I’d gotten a hotel just off the highway. The rooms were in one long strip, and there weren’t many. Dingy, with grass growing through the parking lot, making you wonder if it was abandoned. The kind where you might expect a semi-driving serial killer to barrel through your room.  
I would have picked a better hotel, but money was tight. My parents had left me and my sister, Charlie, quite a bit of money, but it hadn’t been ‘never work again’ money. 
I was almost out. The rest had gone to Charlie’s expensive, out-of-state tuition, where she changed majors more often than some people changed underwear.
If I’d taken paying vampire hunting jobs, I’d be flush. I’d been told more than once that I was sitting on a goldmine, but I didn’t do it for the money. I did it to save people’s lives. Unfortunately, I would have to start compromising that principle if I wanted to keep living life.
I grabbed my overnight bag from the trunk when a chill went down my spine. I resisted the urge to glance around the parking lot and tried to keep my breathing even. I didn’t want whomever was watching to know I was on to them. 
The question was, what the hell was it? Ax murderer, vampire, or something else? The deadly version of rock-paper-scissors. 
I hustled to the hotel room and unlocked the door, but as I went to close it, I took the peak I was itching to take. I found exactly what I expected to find; not a damned thing.
When I locked the door, I noticed there was no security bolt or chain and cursed. In a hotel, any number of people could have keys to your room. I always kept the chain in place and checked the closet before going to sleep. It wasn’t a cure-all, but it made me sleep better at night.
I dug one of the potions Kori had made for me out of my bag. If a vampire fed from you after you drank it, it would incapacitate them, but it wasn’t exactly pleasant for you either. She’d dialed back its lethality. The first few batches had melted vampires from the inside out, and taking it would probably have killed me. 
What were the odds that what I’d felt in the parking lot was nothing? I could very well be paranoid. I had a vampire tracking me, and I’d just come from a fresh murder scene. What if the culprit had followed me from there?
Taking this potion would only give me an edge over a vampire if he bit me. If it wasn’t Jasper, or he just decided to slit my throat while I slept and be done with me… But vampires usually liked to get a free meal if they were going to kill someone. 
I popped the cork off the potion bottle. I would regret this if whatever was stalking me wasn’t a vampire, but catching Jasper was why I’d stopped. 
It was time to make a stand and settle this before we reached Nashville, and he was within killing distance of my sister. I downed it in one noxious gulp and immediately went into a coughing fit. It burned like ghost pepper vodka. My eyes watered as I sucked in a breath, and that made the burning worse.
Everything in the room seemed blurry and overly bright. I lay back on the bed as the dizziness overwhelmed me. I should have at least gotten ready for bed. Would he think that was suspicious? 
My priority hadn’t been to look like a snack in any sense of the word, but I didn’t want this to feel like a trap, either. After a few attempts, I was able to toe off my shoes. That was all I managed before I passed out. 
I didn’t think I was out long before I heard the door creak open, spilling a sliver of moonlight into the darkened room. Unfortunately, I couldn’t make out who had come through the door. A man, that much I could tell—a big bastard judging by his silhouette. 
Everything was dreamlike. The potion I’d taken was like that. But something… an awareness zipped through my nerves. If this wasn’t Jasper, I’d eat this slightly stained bedspread. 
I tried to sit up but found my muscles didn’t respond.
“Yeah, I’ve got you locked down. I’d hate for you to do something stupid.” His rich, deep voice rumbled through the room, even in a hushed tone. “You been drinking? Your mind was easy to slip into tonight.”
Shit, mind control. That was a downside to the potion I wish I’d known. But the only other person I knew who’d taken it had her own natural psychic defenses. All I had was hard-won discipline and lots of practice to keep a vampire out of my head.  
He didn’t turn on the light. Of course, he could see perfectly. I was the one with the disadvantage there. He loomed over me like something out of a sleep paralysis nightmare—the monster you could barely make out in the corner.
It sent a chill through me, and I had to say something to break the tension—anything to get him to speak to me again. “You’re incredibly creepy right now. I had a stalker in high school that freaked me out less.” 
He snorted. “You’re going to crack jokes when I’ve come to kill you?”
I should have been terrified, but his voice relaxed me a bit. He wasn’t some nightmare. He was flesh and blood. I could damage him if I could wrestle back my control. But the heat in his voice made me shiver. Like it was more a sensual threat than a threat to my life.
“You sure you’ve come to kill me?”
He stood there in silence for a second. I couldn't see his face, but I could feel the weight of his stare. 
"No, I'm not here to kill you. It’s too late for that."
My hand twitched on the bed as I struggled to move. I no longer found that sensual tone comforting. My heart rate spiked in alarm. I’d forgotten he could do a lot more than kill me.
"Wow, I didn't expect you to admit to something like that."
His chuckle rolled down my spine like a caress. "I can't explain it. I should have killed you at the party before that, really, but I wanted to play with you first. And somehow, we ended up here."
"Because you're a stalker."
"You're a killer, so we're even."
I bristled at that and wished I could hit him. I hunted his kind because they killed humans. I was saving lives. 
"You're the killer." Brilliant comeback, Astrid.
He shrugged, not debating the accusation. I felt a little vindicated. He had killed. He'd earned whatever I did to him. 
"I've done what I had to do. I'm sure you can relate."
He approached the bed, and I could see more of his features. He was as handsome as I remembered. There was something about the darkness that seemed to accentuate the hard angles of his face. Some dark allure. Probably something to do with being a vampire. Deadly predators were the most beautiful.
“How long have you been watching me, Jasper?” I needed to know. It would slowly drive me crazy. “Have you been in my house?”
The corner of his mouth kicked up. “Almost every night. I’ve been in your bed, and you never woke.”
“What?” The question came out squeaky and alarmed. It was enough to slip his control for the second required for me to sit up. How? There was witch warding, alarms, locks, and a house full of hunters. I was never going to sleep again.
He shrugged. “Everyone has their talents. Breaking into places was a skill of mine even before I was a vampire. I’ve almost been caught a few times.”
“Why did you never, I don’t know, rip my heart out?”
“A very good question.” He reached a hand toward me, and I flinched, closing my eyes, but he just brushed a lock of hair off my throat. His thumb caressed my lips, warm fingers skimming my jaw. My eyes flew open when the hand skimmed down my throat, likely feeling the rapid beat of my pulse under the thin skin.
“I meant to kill you that first night. It would have been so easy. Once Kori left, you were all alone in that house. A rarity, I discovered later. Usually, you’re surrounded by other hunters, but not that night.”
He scowled. “I hate vampire hunters. The main reason is obvious. But when I was human, they held me captive—tortured me for days. I didn’t know my brother was a vampire, but that didn’t matter to them. He was my family, and so I was guilty. By the time Alaric got to me, he had to turn me, or I would have died. But when I came to kill you, you looked almost sad.”
I swallowed hard. I wasn’t sure which night he spoke of. He was right; vampire hunters usually stayed in the house, but they were away often enough. Hunters were always busy. I’d never tell them, but I hated when they left.
I’d grown up in a large family. Six children, including me. It was hard to remember how annoying it had been. Brothers who were rotten little shits and put frogs in my shoes. Sisters who stole clothes and bathroom time. 
Life had been loud and bustling.
When everyone was dead, and only me and my youngest sister remained, it was quiet. Too damned still. And then she’d gone to college.
The silence had nearly driven me crazy. Kori stayed with me when she was in town because she’d do anything to avoid her mother, but I needed more. 
I’d started offering vampire hunters a place to crash, and suddenly, the house was full again. It wasn’t the same, but it was better than the echoing quiet.
But apparently not much safer.
“There were many times I meant to kill you, and yet I never could, and I wondered…”
Wondered what? I wanted to ask him to finish his sentence, but I also didn’t want to draw his focus. The longer he talked, the longer I could scheme to gain control of my body. 
He shook his head, and his gaze lost that thoughtful look, refocusing on me. Shit.
“That night I saw you at my brother’s party, I made a decision about you. You’ll likely find yourself bound to a vampire at one point or another, or worse. I decided that vampire would be me.”
The bed dipped under his weight, his arms wrapped around me, pulling me into his chest. I wanted to be terrified, but part of me felt I belonged right here. I still jumped when his lips brushed my throat. I knew it didn’t hurt, which made it all the more terrifying. He could drain me to death, and I’d never protest.
His fangs sank in, and the pain was sharp and quick, over in an instant as pleasure tingled through me, building.
But not for long. He took one deep pull from my vein and stiffened before pulling away from me and leaping to his feet. I flopped back on the bed like a puppet whose strings had been cut.
“What the hell did you—” he stumbled into the dresser, and it rattled and banged against the wall. I cringed and hoped no one was in the room on the other side of that wall.
He crashed to the ground face-first and didn’t move.
The potion had been more effective than I could have imagined. I slid to the end of the bed and nudged his hip with my bare toes. He didn’t even moan. I stared at his back for a minute and saw it rise and fall steadily. Then I wondered if that was stupid. 
He could survive even if he didn’t breathe. Vampires were resilient like that, and breathing wasn’t a requirement. I pushed myself out of bed and almost fell on top of him. 
I needed to secure him before he woke up.






  
  Chapter 6


The chains clinked as Jasper shifted in the chair, rolling his shoulders and neck, and I said a quick prayer that he’d be too weak to get loose anytime soon. The wooden chair would be nothing for a vampire to shatter into little splinters at his full strength.  
When his eyes opened, his gaze was as foreboding as I’d ever seen it. If we weren’t already mortal enemies, I’d say we weren’t fucking around anymore. 
“You’d better take my head now because this won’t hold me forever, and when I get loose, you’re going to pay,” he growled.
“Don’t worry, Jasper, it’s not like I’m going to forcibly take your blood. Keep you as a slave? Sleep with you? How far are you willing to push your mind control crap?”
“As far as you want me to.”
My eyes narrowed. “What does that mean?”
He chuckled. “It means I’m very in tune with what you want from me. And I had a very light grasp on your mind. You could have broken free anytime. The problem is you didn’t want to. You want me. My vampire powers just make a good scapegoat for your denial.”
My jaw hung open, and it took me a second to get the damned thing off the floor. Of all the arrogant… Self-absorbed… Cocky…
“You’re lying. You’re in my head.” It felt like he’d had a death grip on my mind.
He shrugged. “I’ve done a little redecorating up there. I worried you’d have something up your sleeve if I got too close.” He shifted his shoulders, pulling at the chains. “I can’t imagine why, and I wanted to make sure I kept my head. Did you even question tying me to this chair? You could have just killed me.”
“I still can.”
He smirked. Confident. Too fucking confident. What the hell had he done to me? “Even if you could, there’s no need. I’m not going to hurt you. I promised Kori I’d watch your back.”
I covered my face and turned away with a chuckle that sounded a little unhinged to my ears. “He’s going to watch my back, he says. Because that’s not utterly terrifying, and it’s definitely something I’d want.”
“Do you always talk to yourself?”
I glared at him. “Only when the other person in the room is crazier than I am. I figure you can’t judge me much. Why would Kori send you to ‘watch my back’? You’re my problem!”
Despite my rising voice, his stayed level. “When I came to pay you a visit, your house was trashed. While I’m sure you were in a hurry to pack, I doubt you left it like that.”
No, my room was a mess when I left, but nothing else. No one should have been in the house, so who trashed it? In the end, it didn’t matter. I’d deal with that on my own.
“You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t trust you. We did try to kill each other. You bit me.”
“I told you I no longer want you dead.”
Yeah, yeah, but he had another agenda I found more terrifying. He certainly wouldn’t leave me with enough free will to come back and kill him and his brothers. He had to know I wouldn’t agree to whatever truce he’d called.
And then there was Elena.
“Did you kill Elena?”
He scowled. “Elena?”
“A witch Kori sent me to outside of Chattanooga. When I got there, she was dead.”
His eyes narrowed. “I just caught up to you, Astrid. I didn’t beat you to Chattanooga to kill a witch. Trust me, that’s a dangerous mission, even if they don’t hunt vampires. I’d probably be injured in the fight.”
I started shoving the few things I’d unpacked back into my suitcase when my fingers brushed the sheath of the short sword I had in there. I should kill him. My mind immediately rejected the idea. He wasn’t going to hurt me. He was defenseless, tied to the chair like that. 
I growled in frustration. A ‘defenseless’ vampire. A laughable concept. What the hell had he done to me?
“Where are you going to go, Astrid? I’m going to keep tracking you.”
He kept giving me reasons to kill him, and yet…
“My blood will pass out of your system eventually.” However, that only made it easier to find me. Like my own little GPS ping in his head. Even when it was gone, he’d still know my scent, and if he’d been watching me for so long, he might know my habits, too.
He chuckled. “You know it’s not that easy. Besides, I think my connection to you is permanent.”
My head whipped up. “What?”
He shifted in his chair, testing his bonds. “Your blood should have metabolized days ago, and yet you’re still in my head. I think you must have swallowed some of my blood.”
It was my worst fear confirmed. My head felt light as the information sank in, and my vision danced with little black spots. 
He growled, and the chains rattled. The chair groaned as he strained. “Astrid, breathe, damn you.”
I slipped to the ground, back against the bed, and did as he said. 
When I could speak again, I asked, “I’m blood bonded to you then?”
That was it. It was all over. The news formed a cold knot in my stomach. But why couldn’t he convince me to free him? He should have complete control over me.
“Nothing so deep, believe me. I wouldn’t have had to chase you across Georgia if it were. I would have called you to me like I tried to that first night. But it is enough to find you anywhere. You can’t hide from me.”
My hands were shaking when I pushed my hair out of my face. What was I going to do? I didn’t know any other witches who could break the link. Or mask it. 
I’d heard whispers of a sorcerer in New Orleans. He’d help you… for a price. It was rarely a price you wanted to pay, but he could do almost anything if you were desperate enough.
Jasper went perfectly still. “Don’t do whatever you’re thinking. It’s crazy and far more dangerous than dealing with me.”
I sniffed and met his gaze. “How do you know that? Can you read my thoughts now?”
He shook his head. “I just have to look at you. Don’t cry, gorgeous. Untie me.”
The muscles in my arms trembled as I pushed myself up, the bed sagging under my hand. I swiped at my eyes and realized he was right. My cheeks were wet. “No way in hell.”
I met his gaze. He was worried. Whatever he felt from me scared him. Good. Maybe he’d learn that he shouldn’t back me into a corner. 
I made up my mind then and there. I’d start heading for New Orleans. It was still a serious magical hub, even if I wasn’t willing to deal with the sorcerer. Hell, they were almost open about it there. I could find others. 
I couldn’t leave my sister. I’d have to uproot her life and take her kicking and screaming from school, but I didn’t trust him. He hadn’t threatened her, but he’d been watching me. The last thing I wanted to do was drag Charlie into this insane shit. She resented me enough, but if I was wrong and she got hurt, I’d never survive it.
“Shit,” he muttered under his breath and began putting all his effort into breaking the chains. 
I swung my suitcase off the bed. I needed to go now. I opened the blinds to let the sunlight in just in case he was still trapped when it rose. It wouldn’t kill him, but it would deplete his strength further. Hopefully, it would buy me more time, and hopefully, no one getting a room here peaked in the window and decided to help his ass.
As I passed his car, I slashed all his tires. Anything to slow him down, even if he would be extra pissed that I touched his ride.






  
  Chapter 7


I stood awkwardly outside Charlie’s apartment and debated what I’d say to her. She didn’t know about vampires, my life, or problems, and she wouldn’t like me swinging by without telling her I was coming. It had been two years since she’d seen me.  
I’d seen her. From a distance. Was it weird that I occasionally stalked my sister? Probably… I wanted to know she was happy and that being away from me was the best thing for her. Just because we’d never gotten along didn’t mean I didn’t care. She was still the only family I had left. 
Besides, she wasn’t the only one to blame for the rift between us. We’d had normal sisterly squabbles growing up. She thought I was the goody-goody golden child who could do no wrong. I thought she was a spoiled party girl, and our parents had let her get away with everything. 
Now, there was an ocean of secrets that I’d put between us. A whole magical world she knew nothing about. I never let her come home to visit in case any vampires showed up, and eventually, she’d stopped asking.
Now, I was going to wreck everything.
I raised my hand, knocked on the door, and waited, trying to be still and not pace. I wiped my sweating palms on my jeans. 
The door swung open, and the blond, bubbly roommate stood there. Brooklyn, I think, was her name. From Charlie’s infrequent emails, I’d considered the girl a flake and more a frenemy type than a genuine friend, but it wasn’t like I could pick who Charlie spent time with.
She smiled tightly. Hadn’t anyone told her all that gloss on her lips looked like drool? “Hi, can I help you?”
“I came to see Charlie. I’m Astrid, her sister.”
Her mouth fell open like a fish out of water, and I wondered if she’d even known Charlie had a sister.
“Oh, come in.” She gestured toward the inside, and I entered the small apartment.
It was spotless and social media-worthy. Done all in creams and gold and pink. Not my style. I felt like I was dirtying it just by being inside. I glanced at my path, trying not to be obvious, and was relieved that I hadn’t tracked in mud, blood, or anything else questionable. 
Brooklyn wrung her hands as she stepped past me into the living room. She put her finger to her lips to shush me before leading me into one of the bedrooms. Her and Charlie’s, judging by the pictures.
She kept her voice low. “Sorry, Harper is sleeping. Did no one call you?”
“Call about what?”
“Charlie’s kind of missing.”
I went light-headed and clutched the door frame. My mind jumped to Jasper immediately, but I took a shaky breath. That was impossible. I’d left him tied up. He would have had to beat me here yesterday and double back. 
My voice sounded distant to my ears. “What do you mean my sister is missing?”
Brooklyn slumped on the corner of her bed. “I can’t believe no one called you. Charlie must not have you listed as her emergency contact.”
Probably not. We didn’t exactly get along. Hell, I wasn’t even sure when we’d talked last. But right now, that wasn’t my concern.
“Brooklyn, stay on track. When did my sister go missing? From where?”
I needed details. I’d solved a few missing persons cases in the past. I swallowed past the sour taste in my mouth as I sank onto Charlie’s bed. 
Most of those people had turned up dead. 
“We went to this club. I mean, we’ve been going every Saturday night. It’s our new spot, and Saturday is ladies’ night, so we get in free.”
I glared at her, wanting to strangle her. I felt like she was stalling. “I’m familiar with the concept.”
“Well, that night, she started a fight with this guy and got kicked out.”
“And?”
“And we all stayed in the bar. We thought she’d call a ride share.”
Charlie, you have shitty friends. “No one went to check on her? Or take her home?”
Brooklyn had the nerve to roll her eyes. “Charlie does this a lot. And then, when you try to take her home, she puts up a big fight. She usually wants to go to another bar to keep partying. Or she just disappears for a few hours and shows back up. Probably hooking up with some guy.”
Nice that my parents’ savings were going toward Charlie’s party years and future need for a liver transplant.
“She always makes it home if we get separated, but this time she didn’t. We wouldn’t worry, but six other women have gone missing.”
Six other women! My news app had failed me. I kept an eye on this city for danger, specifically because my sister lived here. How could I not know about this? Hell, at six girls, it should have already made the radar of vampire hunters.
“What club?” I’d go check it out. See if I could look at any of their security footage. It was a long shot. Playing the bereaved sister sometimes didn’t get you anywhere. Sometimes, you needed a badge. 
“The Blood Diamond. It’s downtown.”
If I hadn’t already been sitting, I would have fallen over. 
Vampire code words. 
Most big cities had a few vampire clubs. Some were more dangerous than others. It was a feeding den—human trafficking, secret auctions. Any human who came in was fair game for the night. The fact that any of Charlie’s friends had walked out was a minor miracle. 
Then again, not every patron could go missing—too many red flags for the cops and people like me. The clubs had a strict hierarchy, and if you wanted to take a human, you had to get approval from the Master. 
He ran the club and had either turned all his ‘employees,’ or they’d vowed to serve him if they wanted to join the nest. 
My eyes narrowed on Brooklyn. These places were exclusive—invitation only, with a password. Whoever took them there the first night probably knew exactly what they were getting others into.
“Who took you the first time?”
Her eyes widened. Panic. She knew something was off, and I’d bet she’d taken them.
“We all decided to go. It’s new and hot.”
I smiled, and when she cringed, I wondered what that smile said. 
“I’m going to ask you this once.” I slid the knife out from the small of my back, and her gaze darted toward the door. I kicked the damned thing closed without leaving my spot on the foot of the bed. Small, shithole apartment. 
“Pay attention, Brooklyn.”
I leaned forward, elbows on my knees, blade pointed casually at her. “What’s the password? Just give me the password, and you can keep going with your little grift. What are you trading friends for? Sex? Money? The desperate hope that you’ll get turned? FYI, fat chance. You’re another dead bimbo in an alley to them.”
Rage crossed her features. “I’ll scream.”
“Yeah, you will. But I have friends in this town. In high and low places.” I didn’t, but she didn’t need to know that. 
“I’ll bet Charlie isn’t your first ‘friend’ to go missing, so when I make up some story about confronting you with that, you attacked me because I knew your secrets. It was self-defense, and I’ll walk, and you’ll still be dead extra number three.”
Her bottom lip trembled. She was too easy. These vampires should have picked someone made of stronger stuff. 
“This week’s password is ‘purgatory’.”
I snorted. Wow, could it get more cliche? What idiot ran this place? I stood, and she flinched. Goody. I grasped the doorknob, but I turned to her before I left. “Don’t tell anyone I’m coming, or I’ll come back for a visit.”
Someone would be stopping by either way. I’d let a couple of friends know she was feeding people to vampires. I didn’t particularly care how they convinced her to stop.
I left the apartment and took the stairs quickly on the balls of my feet. The sun was setting. I needed to get changed and get down there. I was guessing the dress code was ‘stripper,’ but with all the parties I attended, I had just the thing.
It occurred to me that going in there was insanity. Seventy-thirty split their way that she’d rat me out. They’d know I was coming.
I wasn’t sure how I’d make it out of this one. Usually, I wouldn’t risk it. I’d assume the missing person was dead and continue my search somewhere else. Vampire clubs were too risky without backup, but she was my sister. I had to do something.






  
  Chapter 8


The cool air swirled around me and into the warm evening as I entered the bar. As my eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, I noticed I was being watched very carefully. Every creature in this place could probably hear my frantic heart, but it was hard to calm it down when you were surrounded by monsters.  
Brooklyn must have ratted me out. She probably had the owner of this place on speed dial. 
The building was old. The walls were a patchwork of uneven bricks. Mostly shades of red, but occasionally, a brown or gray one stood out. It was dirty. Unlike Charlie’s apartment, where I’d felt like I was the problem, here I felt like I was going to catch something. The stains on the floor looked suspiciously like old blood.
A set of iron steps flecked with rust led to a balcony where you could survey the main floor. Several doors were tucked away up there.
This was the hot new club? This was a grungy dive bar. Were my sister and all her friends on heavy drugs? It especially didn’t seem like a place Brooklyn would appreciate hanging out in. Anything to become a vampire, I guess.
I made my way to the end of the bar, close to the door that probably led to a back room so I could keep an eye on as many patrons as possible.
“Been a long time since I’ve met a hunter this stupid.” The bartender said, slamming a shot glass down in front of me and filling it with whiskey. “You must be the sexy bait and not the brains.”
I quirked an eyebrow at him and grinned. “You think I’m sexy, then?”
Getting insulted was pointless since I was doubting my intelligence, too. Probably a lot more than he was.
He rolled his eyes and jerked his chin at the shot. “Have a drink and calm your heart down before one of these bloodsuckers decides to do something about the hard-on you gave him.”
A flush rose in my cheeks, and I glanced at the vampire propped on the stool next to me. He snorted and smirked at me, showing a lot of fang. “Listen to Dax, lass. Just don’t drink too much. You’ll need your land legs to fight your way out of here.”
His deep voice had a Scottish burr that probably had women around here presenting their panties. Handsome, too, in that rough around-the-edges way I liked. The same thing that attracted me to Jasper. 
Shit. I turned my attention back to the shot of whiskey in front of me and knocked it back, enjoying the tingling warmth that rippled through my chest. No more swooning over sexy bloodsuckers. That was what had sent me on the run in the first place.
I felt a little more at ease. I was in a room full of monsters, but at least the fight wasn’t on right this second, so my situation was probably even worse than I anticipated. They knew they had me trapped. But the vampire next to me didn’t seem inclined to start shit, and the bartender… 
I took a closer look at him. As a human, I had a massive blind spot when dealing with these creatures. A witch would be able to tell what she was looking at through auras or power signatures or whatever the fuck. Kori had tried to explain, but I saw none of it. I had to rely on keen observation and my instincts. I knew he wasn’t human, but I’d have to guess the what. 
“You’re not a vampire, are you?”
The vampire next to me shook his head and took a sip of his beer.
Dax crossed his arms over his chest. “You’ve got a good eye for a human.”
I wasn’t sure about that, but all that time spent hunting vampires was enough to tell me when something wasn’t quite right.
“Dax is a werewolf.”
Dax slammed a frosted mug down in front of the vampire with enough force I was surprised it didn’t shatter. “Gavin, you mind keeping your trap shut?”
Gavin just grinned. He seemed impossible to offend. Probably a good thing for me since I wasn’t sure I could survive starting a supernatural bar brawl. 
I understood why Dax would want him to shut up. Wereanimals were hunted by their shapeshifter cousins. Their bites were infectious, and the shapeshifters made it their mission to eradicate the illness. Never mind that it meant murdering mostly innocent people. 
Rumor had it shapeshifters caused the disease to spread in the first place. They could get “moon sick” and essentially go crazy. They’d attack a bunch of people, and the ones that survived would turn on the next full moon. But a wereanimal was always infectious in their beast form. 
They were supposed to have less control than a shapeshifter, too. A shapeshifter was born magical and taught to control their gifts from the beginning. The difference in being trained to use a gun versus being handed one and not being told which end would hurt some folks. 
He was in hiding, and Gavin was playing fast and loose with his life. Which while Gavin seemed good-natured enough, it made me think he might be an asshole. But I’d reserve that judgment for whether he tried to kill me or not. 
I pulled out my phone and showed Dax a picture of my sister. 
He barely glanced at the picture before looking away. “See a lot of people, hunter.”
When I flashed the picture at Gavin, he took longer to study it, his gaze bouncing between me and the picture, making comparisons and calculations between the smiling, sunny blonde in the picture and the glowering brunette seated next to him. 
“I haven’t seen her, but Dax clearly did.”
“Gavin!”
“Come on, Dax. She’s not stupid.”
I arched a brow at the werewolf, but he stayed close-lipped. “Come on, Dax. I’d hate to beat it out of you. You seem like a decent guy for someone working in a blood den.”
Claws shot from the end of his fingertips, thunking lightly into the worn wood of the bar, almost like he’d drummed his fingers. His eyes glowed, the green of them lightening.
My estimation of his power rose. A partial shift was rare. In broad daylight, far from a full moon? I wouldn’t have thought it was possible.
When he spoke, I saw fangs. “Are you sure you can take me?”
No, maybe not even with a strength potion. “Yes.”
He snorted and started to turn toward the bottles lining the wall behind him. When his hand slipped off the bar, it had nice, human nails.
He busied himself with pouring a drink for another patron before he made his way back to me.
The look he shot Gavin was hostile before he said, “I recognize her. As far as I know, she walked out of here. Alive and alone. Her friends stayed.”
“Her roommate said she started a fight with a man?”
His lips pinched. “You won’t like it.”
I ground my teeth in an effort not to yell at him. “Tell me anyway.”
He glanced at Gavin before focusing on me again. “She’s been meeting a vampire here. They go in back. I’m sure you can guess why.”
Gavin cleared his throat. “What Dax isn’t telling you—“
“Gavin, shut up.”
I held up a finger to Dax and arched a brow at Gavin. “What won’t he tell me?”
“That vampire is kind of a recruiter. There’s a new master vampire in New York City. Very mysterious. No one is even sure who he is yet. He butchered the previous ruler, and not all the vampires were happy about that. The vampire your sister talks to is looking for someone to eliminate him.”
I shook my head, but my mind was rioting. “My sister isn’t a vampire hunter. She’s not even supposed to know about vampires. That’s my department.”
Gavin grinned crookedly and glanced away. “Whatever you need to tell yourself.”
Was he right? My sister had started hunting vampires, and I’d somehow missed the memo? “If she was hunting your kind, why would she come here and take work from a vampire?”
He snorted. “Money. We pay well, and we have information on vampire society you’re not going to get associating with your average vampire hunter. If you want to save the world, you go after low-level riffraff for no cash. If you’re looking to make bank, you come to places like this. It can be more dangerous but lucrative.”
He was talking about assassinations, not killing vampires to make the world a safer place.
I’d worked so hard to keep her from this life, and she’d found it without me. How? When? 
Taking random vampire hunting jobs from people you didn’t know was a gamble. No matter what, you were a vampire hunter, and there would be a good chance it was a trap. The weight of guilt crushed my chest. If I’d just trained her, maybe she would have known better and wouldn’t be in danger now.
“I want to know who she met with.”
Before either man could answer, the door swung open, bringing a warm breeze in from off the street. The bar broke into hushed whispers, and my grip on the shot glass clenched as the strangest sense of knowing rushed down my spine. 






  
  Chapter 9


I didn’t need to look to know who had walked into the bar.  
My stalker. 
Gavin, the rat bastard, noticed my tension immediately and spun around on his stool, leaning back to rest his elbows on the bar.
“You survived a run-in with him?” His attention returned to me, and he eyed me up and down. “My first impression of you just went up a few points. He butchers hunters on any given Tuesday. Don’t even think it’s an event for him.”
“Gavin, you’ll draw his attention to the girl.”
He snorted. “He’s here for her. He doesn’t spend his time in places like this. He might get some fun on him.”
The creeping sensation across my shoulders told me all eyes were on me as Jasper made his way through the bar. I gulped down the shot of whiskey Dax had silently poured me, the pleasant warmth becoming something lighter.
It wasn’t as relaxing as it should have been. My tension was too high for that. When Dax leaned forward to refill the glass, Jasper’s hand slammed down on the countertop between me and Gavin and I jumped. 
“No more, werewolf.”
Dax scowled at him but moved away to serve other patrons. Though I doubt they needed him. Everyone seemed focused on our little unfolding drama. 
Because I had the last stool on this end, Jasper was forced to lean against the bar. He wedged his body between me and Gavin, standing too close, the heat of his big body radiating into mine. “Do you always get drunk before a big fight? How have you survived this long?”
The insinuation that I didn’t know how to do my job set my teeth on edge. I’d show him. I’d kill him, and then he’d know. I turned to face him and wished I hadn’t. He was seething. A muscle jumped in his jaw as he surveyed the patrons before his gaze returned to mine.
“It was my second shot, Jasper. I’m not that cheap a date. Besides, everyone was getting along fine until you walked through the door. I wasn’t going to do any fighting.” 
Probably not true. Everyone in here knew I was a vampire hunter. Leaving without coming to blows with someone was probably impossible.
Jasper’s skeptical expression told me as much. “Why did you come here, Astrid? You have to know it was an insane idea.”
He’d gone from insulting to coaxing in an instant, begging me to see reason. “Leave with me now.”
“She goes nowhere, Jasper.” A voice boomed from above us.
I turned and looked up, and I might have laughed if not for the collective whispers of reverence around us. The vampire on the wrought iron balcony above us looked like a nobleman from the 1700s, from his lacy cravat and cuffs to his stockings and the shiny gold buckles on his shoes. 
But there was something about his eyes. Like he was picturing me stretched out on a torture rack and couldn’t wait for the moment he could inflict some pain.
He descended the stairs, and I slipped off the stool. It put me farther from Jasper, a win, and I wanted to be standing when this monster reached me. His lips curled at the movement. He didn’t feel threatened. I was tonight’s amusement.
“She belongs to me, Ethan.”
I jerked my gaze away from the vampire on the stairs to glare at Jasper. ‘Belong to him’ my ass. I’d kill us both first.
Ethan chuckled, and the fine hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. “It doesn’t look like she accepts your claim.”
His gaze dropped to the bite mark on my throat. “But she does bear your mark.”
I’d left it uncovered to come here, though it made me feel naked and guilty, which was ridiculous. It wasn’t the first one I’d gotten. Sometimes, the vampires got too close for comfort.
Maybe because it was proof that a vampire had gotten a second taste of me. I’d killed all the others, but Jasper was still alive. Alive to take more from me. To hurt others.
Jasper crossed to my side, wrapped an arm around my waist, and, with his other hand, brushed the backs of his fingers over my throat. I tensed and elbowed him but didn’t try to break his hold.
Despite what he might think, I wasn’t a complete idiot. This Ethan was king here, and he was a threat. If I wanted to leave here alive, I might have to follow Jasper’s lead.
Ethan paused on the last step. He was shorter than I’d thought. Closer to my five foot three than Jasper’s towering six feet.
“She clearly rejects your claim. I think you’ll have to prove it or have her taken from you.”
Prove it? Hell no, I didn’t like the sound of that. Chair legs squealed over the bare floor as most of the vampires rose to their feet. 
Ethan’s lips quirked up. “My, my, looks like you have plenty of challengers. More than you could muscle past without getting her killed.”
There was movement to my right as Gavin rose, polishing off his beer. 
Jasper’s fingers dug painfully into my side as Ethan laughed. “Gavin, I’m surprised. This isn’t usually your sport.”
Gavin shrugged. “He doesn’t deserve her. I’m looking for a new toy anyway.”
He leaned toward me, paying no mind when Jasper snarled in his face. “Your sister tried to kill me, by the way. Been hoping to find her, but you’ll do.”
I lunged for him, and Jasper quickly swung me away while Gavin laughed. He released me too quickly, and I stumbled and went down, scraping my knees on the stone.
Blood spilled—just a little.
Time seemed to freeze, and I thought I heard the group inhale. Like they’d sucked in every molecule of oxygen in the room.
One vampire stepped forward, and the man next to him slugged him in the face. Then, the bar erupted into chaos. As vampires tried to reach me, others took them down. 
I dodged the grasping hands of one as someone dragged him back into the fray and ducked to pull my knife from my boot. 
I hadn’t come heavily armed. The dress code in a place like this left little to the imagination and even fewer places to hide a weapon. Knives inside my knee-high boots were about all I could manage. Besides, I’d figured I probably wouldn’t survive the night if I needed one.
“Astrid, put your blade away,” Dax said calmly. I glanced at him. He’d taken up a place against the door behind me, arms crossed. My eyes narrowed. He was guarding it, which meant it was a way out if I could get past him. 
He arched a brow before his gaze focused on something behind me. He jerked his chin toward the melee, and I turned back.
One of the vampires on the other side of the wrestling match on the floor ripped the head off another. A torrent of red showered him and everyone surrounding him. 
His gaze dropped to my knife, and he grinned, teeth red from the blood that had gotten in his mouth, as he stepped over the fallen. Instead of backing up, I rushed to meet him. Jasper shouted my name, but I ignored him, single-minded.
The man stretched out a hand to snag my blade at the exact moment a leg from the tangle on the floor kicked out. He tripped, his big bulk approaching me at an alarming speed. 
But that had been the plan. He all but fell on my knife, his momentum carrying him into the carefully positioned blade. His body went rigid, and I shoved him off the weapon and onto the pile of squabbling vampires he hadn’t made it past. Even with the strength spell, it took a lot of effort. He was huge. 
I quickly stepped back as someone tried to grab my ankle. The vampire I’d stabbed didn’t move, and there were several curses from the pile. I’m sure his weight wasn’t helping matters. 
Hopefully, he was dead. Blows to the heart, even with a witch blade, weren’t necessarily a killing blow. It depended on his strength. Even if it hadn’t killed him, he was gravely injured. It would take days to heal. 
I would have preferred to take his head, but in a battle like this, and with limited weapons, I’d take what I could get. 
Jasper appeared in front of me, using that uncanny speed vampires had. I knew he’d exchanged blows with Gavin early in the fighting, but I couldn’t see the other man anywhere. If there was anyone I wanted to stab next, it was that bastard.
Keeping the blade between us, I stepped back, always wary of Jasper’s intentions. Were we trying to kill each other, or was he the only one in the room on my side? I mean, better the devil you know, right?
“Give me the knife, Astrid.”
I didn’t spare a glance at the mayhem around us. “Are you crazy? I’m using it right now!”
He grabbed for it, and I whirled away, slashing at his torso out of reflex. It should have been a blow he’d easily dodged, so I was surprised when he straightened from a crouch and lifted his shirt. There was a thin line of blood along his ribs. It probably healed the second I’d made it, but the smeared evidence was there.
He turned toward Ethan. “First blood!” His voice rang over the din of battle, and as abruptly as it had started, the fighting ended. The vampire I’d stabbed wasn’t the only casualty. I understood the blood stains on the floor now.
Ethan’s face twitched, lips pinching. His face turned red with rage. “You allowed her to cut you!”
Jasper shrugged. “Maybe I’m not as good as you thought. Either way, I win.” 
The twitching continued, but he seemed to get control of his emotions enough to nod. “She’s yours then.”
Like hell! I was still armed. This wasn’t over until I was down. But a thick forearm wrapped around my throat. Before I could attempt to stab whoever had grabbed me, he knocked the blade from my hand. Disarmed so easily. I clawed at the arm cutting off my air.
Ethan sighed, resigned. “Thank you, Dax.”
Ugh, I was a fucking idiot. I’d accepted Dax was behind me. I hadn’t thought he was a threat in this fight and to be fair, he hadn’t been. But he was still there to enforce whatever fucked up house rules there were. I slammed my foot down on his. He grunted but took my abuse as my lungs screamed for air.
Ethan scowled at Jasper. “I don’t expect you’ll continue to entertain us?”
Jasper shook his head tightly and seized my arm. Dax released my windpipe, and I collapsed, gasping as Jasper clutched me to him. “I want privacy.”
I sure as hell didn’t. I yanked at the hold he had on me, but my strength spell was waning, and I’d nearly had the life choked out of me. My ears rang, and my head was fuzzy. I needed to get out of here before I passed out, but I didn’t think I’d get the chance. 
Ethan jerked his chin toward the door Dax had been guarding behind me. “There are rooms for your use back there.”
I looked longingly at my knife, lying in a splash of blood on the floor, as Jasper dragged me toward the door.






  
  Chapter 10


The hallway beyond the door was empty, but the rooms lining it weren’t. All the doors were shut, but I heard things. Screams, moans, what sounded like the crack of a whip, all muffled by the closed doors and stone walls. The temperatures were frigid and strangely damp, and I started to shiver. Then again, maybe that was some kind of shock. I was having a rough day.   
The scent of mildew and old blood coated my throat and tongue. There was a puddle of dark, congealed blood drying on the floor that I managed to tip-toe over as Jasper all but dragged me down the hall. His grip wasn’t painful, but it was unbreakable.
He pulled me toward the one open door at the end of the hall. I was pretty certain I didn’t want to go in there with this vampire radiating a kind of cold, controlled rage, but we reached it whether I liked it or not. 
He swung me into the room, and all I caught sight of was a massive bed with shackles attached to the headboard before he closed the door, and I was plunged into darkness.
My breathing and the blood thundering in my ears were the only things I could hear. I itched to find a wall, anything to hold on to. I felt cut a drift in the vastness, but I was too scared to move. 
I was alone in the dark with a monster.
The stuff of nightmares.
I swallowed the lump in my throat and reminded myself that maybe Jasper could be reasoned with. He hadn’t killed me yet. He’d told me he’d had plenty of opportunities. However, what he wanted was far worse, in my opinion.
“Jasper, the lights.” My voice came out a breathy, pleading squeak.
“I can see you perfectly, hummingbird.”
I gritted my teeth, grateful for the small bit of annoyance that crept past my fear, but before I could bitch at him, he spoke.
“Kori claims you’re the most level-headed hunter she knows. Always calculated, never reckless. I knew she was exaggerating. All hunters have a death wish, especially the human ones, but coming in here? It takes a special kind of crazy.”
I took a thin breath to tell him about my sister, but he didn’t let me get a word in.
“I’m not sure what to do about this situation, Astrid. You haven’t left me with many options.”
The hair on the back of my neck rose, his statement derailing the explanations on the tip of my tongue. “What do you mean?”
His sigh ghosted over my ear, and I jumped and stumbled away from him. I didn’t draw my final knife. Not yet. If he took it from me now, I was screwed. I’d save it for when the true fight began.
“If I don’t blood bond you to myself before we leave here, the vampires in the bar will kill us both.”
“And if I kill you and sneak out the back?”
He chuckled. “You kill me, and you can walk right out the front door—rules of the game. If I’m weak enough to die by a hunter’s hand, that hunter is free to leave. However, everyone here has your scent. Not sure how far they’ll let you get.”
“Well, that doesn’t sound fair.”
He snorted. “You’re at the epicenter of the blood slave business in this half of the country. ‘Fair’ died here a long time ago. Even if I bind you to me, they might try to kill us. They don’t like me.”
“Really? Because Ethan seemed like a big fan.”
He chuckled, and it was close. Too close. I took another step back and met the wall. I was blind and cornered.
And then he closed the distance. His arms trapped me against the wall, his body coming flush with mine, and a zip of awareness went through me. 
Frustrating. Confusing. I should be terrified of him; a part of me was, but a darker part wanted him just like this. Closer, even.
“Don’t be afraid of me,” he whispered.
In what must have been a moment of madness, I pressed my lips to his. He groaned and took control. The kiss fired my blood, wild and needful. The adrenaline of the last hour fed an unwanted, burning desire for him. I pulled and pushed at him, wanting away from him or so much closer. 
The door burst open, and Jasper jerked away. The light flicked on, and I cringed, covering my eyes. Finally, I felt like I could take a full breath.
“Thank fuck,” Jasper whispered. “What took so damned long?”
“I had to wait for Ethan to be distracted with some new amusement. Besides, it doesn’t look like you minded the extra time.”
I peeled my eyes open against the light and saw Dax framed in the doorway. Resentment filled my chest when I looked at him, though none of this was really his fault. If he hadn’t disarmed me, I likely still would have ended up in this room. There had been a room full of vampires to take me down.
But the knowledge didn’t make his small betrayal burn any less.
His gaze flicked to me and widened. “Jesus, she’s white as a sheet.”
Jasper stepped back but kept his hands on me, which was good. I didn’t think I could stand up on my own. 
“Her strength potion is wearing off. We need to go.”
“This way.”
Jasper’s grip was the only thing keeping me upright as we left the room. 
“Where are we going?” My question seemed distant, maybe a little slurred. Each step seemed slow and plodding, like walking through thick mud.
Jasper cursed, and I suspected I was slowing him down because he swung me into his arms and sped up. I wrapped my arms around his neck and tried to stay conscious even though I knew it was no use. When your time was up, your time was up. It was why we were so careful with the strength spells.
And now I was about to do something I’d always avoided. I was about to pass out in a vampire’s presence—certain death under any other circumstance. Now, I wasn’t sure what would happen.
We came to another room. It looked like someone’s office. Dax strode to one of the bookshelves, tipped a book backward, and the whole case swung away from the wall.
A hidden tunnel. It would have been a lot more awesome if I weren’t about to faint.
As we passed, I let go of Jasper and wrapped my hand in Dax’s shirt. “Tell me where to find Gavin. Does he know where my sister is?” My gut told me the vampire knew much more than he’d told me. We hadn’t gotten down to it before Jasper had interrupted, and all hell had broken loose.
“Jasper, will you fucking take her already?”
But Jasper had paused. “I want you to answer her questions.”
A muscle jumped in the werewolf’s jaw. “We don’t fucking have time for this.”
I yanked on his shirt, nearly strangling him with the bunched fabric. “I’m not leaving until I know. It’s why I came here.”
I could barely see him through the encroaching shadows. I saw his lips move but didn’t hear what he said next as I sank into the darkness.






  
  Chapter 11


My whole body jerked, and I sat up with a gasp. Where was I? The room swam around me, and pain stabbed behind my eyes at the sudden movement. I was grateful the light wasn’t on. It would kill.  
I was in a luxurious bed. The fluffy, white duvet was heavy and too hot for the season. The wallpaper was cream and gold striped, and the lacy curtains were shut. They must have had a thicker set under them to mute so much light, or I’d slept until dusk.
I nearly came out of my skin when I saw the man seated in the delicate chair in the shadows of the corner across from me. His hands were clasped across his stomach. 
He sat forward, and I relaxed when I made out some of Jasper’s features in the dimness. I was pretty sure I was in no immediate danger with him.
He stood and came to sit next to me on the bed. “Good morning, hummingbird.”
I groaned and glanced around. Being a hummingbird sounded like it required a lot more energy than I possessed. Sounded a lot prettier, too. I, in no way, felt pretty. I felt crusty and a little greasy. 
Water and two aspirin sat beside the bed on a little table. I couldn’t take the aspirin. It didn’t go well with strength spells. It would triple the headache and cause vomiting, but I was grateful for the water.
I chugged it and cleared my throat before I spoke. “What happened?”
“You passed out."
I scowled at him. That part I’d figured out.
“I carried you out of the club and got a hotel room. Compelled several people on the way up to forget I’d carried an unconscious woman up here, and now you’re awake.” His hand brushed a bit of hair off my face as he cupped my cheek. “How do you feel?”
“Hung over, but without all the fun of partying. I might throw up on you if you keep sitting there.”
“I’ll risk it.”
I smirked. “Well, that will be very romantic and gross.”
He rolled his eyes. “Why don’t you get some more sleep?”
“Can’t, another side effect of the spell. Once you’re up, you’re wired for a good ten hours, even if you long to sleep it off. Even if people are sewing up your injuries and you wish you could be unconscious.”
A muscle in his jaw jumped, but he said nothing, and I wasn’t going to ask. There were other things on my mind.
“Why are we still here? I figured we needed to get far away. Didn’t you say Ethan’s men would be hunting us?”
He nodded. “We’re waiting.”
I frowned, and it made my head throb. “Waiting for what?”
Right after I said it, a heavy knock came at the door—three quick raps. Jasper stood, and I pushed myself out of bed. When I swayed, he caught me and sat me back down. 
“Stay,” he said before he walked away to get the door.
Gavin stepped through, and I surged to my feet, nearly falling on my face. “What the hell is he doing here?”
Gavin held his hands in a non-threatening gesture, but I didn’t care. I didn’t trust him. I wanted to rip him to pieces. 
“I came to give you information. I’m not here to start shit.”
Jasper nodded, but I wasn’t satisfied. “So you’re not hunting for my sister?”
“I am.”
I grabbed my knife off the dresser, and Jasper’s hand locked around my wrist. He gave a short shake of his head, and I released the blade. I didn’t like being without it. Having Jasper in the room was bad enough, but being unarmed around Gavin? It made me itch.
Gavin handed Jasper a slip of paper. “Go talk to this vampire. I believe you know each other. I’ve tried to kill him, so I can’t exactly go to one of his parties looking for information.”
My brow puckered. “Why are you helping me?”
He arched a brow. “I’m not. Your sister tried to kill me. I thought she’d fled, and I would have to track her down. But when I went to interrogate the witch who does the warding spells on her apartment, she was dead. That witch in Chattanooga you found? She does a lot of work for your sister. She was the most powerful light magic worker in the south.”
“You were there?” That was horrifying. I hadn’t sensed anything.
He waved his hand dismissively. “Yes, but the point is, that witch was killed so someone could take your sister from her apartment. It wasn’t me, so she must have made a new enemy I don’t know about. But I lied earlier. You wouldn’t be a substitute for her. I joined the fight in case Jasper lost.”
“And you were hoping, what? That I’d lead you right to her?”
Gavin smiled tightly. “Still hoping. You and Jasper can investigate places I can’t.”
I glared at Jasper. “Did you know about this?”
He shrugged. “I knew Gavin was no barfly in a barely legal blood den.”
Gavin snorted. “Barely legal, my ass. Trust me, if the King knew what went on there, he’d have Ethan and all the staff executed.”
Jasper lifted one shoulder and leaned against the wall. “I’m sure the King has his reasons for letting Ethan continue to operate.”
My gaze darted back and forth between them. They were having some sort of hidden conversation. Neither one was willing to reveal too much of what he knew. It was like we were playing spy versus spy.
I stepped around Jasper to get in Gavin’s face. “If you think I’ll lead you to my sister—”
“Wherever she is, she’s in trouble. I don’t expect you to hand her over. I’ll steal her from you when you find her.” He shrugged. “Follow my leads or don’t. If I fail to find her, I won’t get my revenge. If you fail to find her, she’ll be dead.”
I clenched my fists, and he smirked like he knew what I was thinking. I ached to take a swing at him, but it was suicide. 
I thought he would goad me, just to see if I would, but he lowered his gaze and stepped back. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I plan to find a bed. It’s a dreadful hour of the morning.”
His gaze flicked to Jasper. “Don’t get her killed… Well, more accurately, don’t let her get you both killed.” He shook his head, “Vampire hunters. All of you are fucking crazy.”
“Someone has to protect humanity from things like you.”
He chuckled. “Yeah, fucking crazy. Have fun with that, Jasper.”
I shut the door in his face and turned to Jasper. “Who’s name is on that paper?”
He shrugged. “A contact. Twitchy kind of guy. I should probably—”
“No.”
He arched a brow. “No?”
“You want to meet with him alone and leave me here. No.”
He paced away from me and pulled a bag up from beside the bed. “Astrid—”
I’d try a different tactic. I got the feeling demanding wouldn’t get me anywhere, so I batted my eyes at him and felt like a jackass. “If you go without me, who will keep me safe? Surely, this room isn’t warded against other vampires. Anyone could break in.”
“Wow, that’s all you’ve got? Pitiful.”
“I’m going with the argument that works.”
He crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “I pity any vampire that breaks in here, but fine.” He pointed a finger at me. “But if you go, we do this my way. You’ll have to fake being blood bonded to me, and it had better be convincing. If you blow our cover, he’ll try to kill us, and I’d rather not have another night like last night.”
His gaze slid from my serious bed head to my bare feet. He must have gotten my shoes off before he tucked me in bed. “You’re going to need a different outfit.”






  
  Chapter 12


“I can’t possibly fight in this. Or hide a blade.” The floor-length dress was made of blood-red silk. It clung to every curve, the cowl neck in the front exposed more than I usually did, and the back… Well, there wasn’t one. It nearly dipped to my ass. 
But the expression on his face when he turned to look at me almost made it worth it. Like I’d struck him between the eyes. More than that, since I probably had struck him between the eyes and not gotten that reaction. 
He looked pretty gorgeous himself. The tuxedo hugged his powerful form. He hadn’t tied the bow tie yet.
“I’ve never been to a vampire party that required formal attire before.”
He cleared his throat. “Yeah, Benny likes to pretend he is someone. He’s a low-level player. Not even a noble. However, they will condescend to attend his parties. But because of his position, he has all the gossip from the upper echelons of vampire society to the lowest scum. If anyone has breathed a word about your sister, he’s probably heard it. And lucky for you, he’s a friend of mine.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “That’s great and all, but I’d still like a weapon.”
“It will be fine. If there’s any fighting, we’ll be in deep shit. We’re strictly looking for information.”
“I don’t like going around this many vampires unarmed, Jasper.” It made me seriously twitchy.
“You’ll have me. We won’t be separated at any point. I’ll carry an extra blade for you, but word will have spread about the fight in the bar last night. They’ll know who you are. Benny would never let an armed vampire hunter into one of his parties, whether you’re blood bonded or not. He’s going to be pretty pissed that I’m bringing you in the first place.”
All the more reason to be armed, in my opinion, but I’d promised to do this his way. I was starting to think I should stay in the hotel.
“You sure this isn’t just an excuse to dress me up?”
His gaze heated as it slid down my form. “It does have that added advantage.”
He stepped toward me, and I had to tilt my head back to look him in the eyes. He slipped a finger under the spaghetti strap of the dress, toying with the fabric, and I shivered. 
“You look amazing, Astrid. I hope word has gotten around from the bar that I’ve claimed you, or I might have a fight on my hands.”
His compliment thrilled me, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, feeling a little too bold. I blamed the slinky dress. I tossed the untied bow tie on the bed with a little shake of my head. “And how do I claim you at a party like this? The women will throw themselves at you.”
“Don’t worry, they’ll notice I only have eyes for you.”
My skin buzzed with the tension between us. The kind that said to skip the party and find a bed. He stared at my mouth like a starving man.
But then he blinked and stepped back. He grinned, boyish and goofy. “And if you need to start a catfight, I don’t think any of the male guests will object, even with the uptight society that shows at these things.”
I snorted and smacked his arm, grateful he’d broken the trance we’d found ourselves in. I had a sister to find. And what the heck was I doing flirting with a vampire? A man I was sure wanted to kill me fifty percent of the time?
We’d been in the car for fifteen minutes before he broke the silence.
“I’m surprised you can walk in heels.”
I elbowed him teasingly. “Rude. I can be a fucking lady if the occasion calls for it. It’s Kori you’d have to worry about. I don’t think she’s ever worn a dress, let alone a pair of heels. Her mother raised her to be ready to fight at all times.”
He glanced at me before his attention returned to the road. “What about you?”
I pulled my gaze off of him to gaze out the window, already dreading this line of questioning. “What do you mean?”
“I don’t know why you became a vampire hunter. I don’t know why I assumed you’d always been one, but you wouldn’t have been. You’re human, not a witch. Very few humans are born into this life.”
I swallowed hard, and it stuck in my throat like a rock. This wasn’t exactly a conversation I wanted to have right as we pulled into vampire central. I needed to keep my cool right now. “Vampires murdered my parents. Kori trained me after that. I was a normal girl until then.”
“I doubt that. There’s something about you, Astrid. You’re special.”
I rolled my eyes. “You just think that because I’ve tried to kill you. Maybe you need therapy.”
The corner of his mouth kicked up before he sobered. “What did you want to be growing up?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I was one of those kids who let her parents run her life. Mom wanted me to be a lawyer. Dad wanted me to be a doctor. The classic debate. All I knew was I needed to have the best GPA in my school to get into whatever college they decided they wanted me in. I probably would have self-destructed my first semester and decided to backpack across Europe or become a dancer. Something they would have hated. It was okay to take dance classes to be well-rounded in my education, but become a dancer? Ridiculous.”
I smiled a little until I realized how it sounded, and my gaze jerked to his. “They weren’t bad parents. I was totally on board with the grand plan at the time. It’s just hard to imagine that path was for me. Imagining normal after all the things I’ve seen and done.”
I cleared my throat, uncomfortable with our little car confessional. “What about you?”
He chuckled. “My father died before I ever knew him. He was drunk and died swimming across a river on a dare. Left my mother to raise four sons in medieval France. We were probably better off, but I’m sure she didn’t feel that way. I was well on my way to following in his footsteps. 
“Alaric was the family hero. He became a knight and raised us from poverty. Tried to give us a proper education and opportunities. I resented him trying to control my life when he’d been away for most of it.”
He tugged on his ear and shifted in his seat. “I didn’t even notice when he came home different. I’ve never asked him when exactly he was turned, and no matter how much I think back on that time, I can’t figure it out. And then his fiancée turned out to be a witch who tried to kill us all for what he was, and my life changed.”
“You became a vampire.”
“I would have died otherwise, so I’m pretty glad my brother didn’t hesitate to turn my ungrateful ass.”
“Were you glad at the time?”
His hands tightened on the steering wheel. “I was devoutly Catholic, along with the majority of Europe. We knew there were monsters in the world then. It took a long time to realize I wasn’t one of them.”
He tilted his head, and his neck cracked. “Of course, most people would disagree. You would disagree.”
Did I? He’d hurt me before, but I’d been trying to kill him. Now he was helping me find my sister. I was grateful. I never would have gotten into a party like the one we were headed to. He made the line between good and evil much more blurry than I’d always seen it.
In the end, I shrugged. “It’s hard to call you evil when you’re helping me.”
When I’m annoyingly attracted to you. I left that part out. No matter what, he was still a vampire. I wasn’t allowed to fall for him. We’d find my sister and part ways, and I hoped he never came up on my radar again. 
Yeah, I hoped.
We lapsed into an uncomfortable silence when he didn’t respond. It took another twenty minutes in the car before we were parked in front of a tall wrought iron gate. 
Jasper rolled down his window and hit the call button on the speaker box. “Jasper de Carnac.”
There was no crackle in the speaker when whoever was working the gate spoke. “You’re not on the guest list.”
“Check with Benny. He’ll make an exception,” he said in a blase tone I’d never heard from him. He was the most intense person I’d met. He’d never sounded apathetic or bored.
We waited a full two minutes as a line started to form behind us when the gate finally slid open.
“Sorry, sir. Pull through.”
Jasper slid the car through the gap and drove down the driveway at a sedate pace. I was nearly coming out of my skin, and it didn’t help that I could get out and run faster than this. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been without a knife. The courthouse for jury duty last year?
“If you don’t relax, someone will notice, Astrid.”
I glared at him. “I’m not allowed to be nervous?”
He shook his head. “You’re supposed to be blood bonded to me. I’d be keeping you calm.”
I gaped at him. “What you’re asking is impossible. Can’t you lie to them? Tell them you’re letting me be nervous to torture me? Something. If I have to be entirely chill, this will never work.”
He rolled his shoulders and nodded. “All right. Just don’t act on any of those nerves.”
“I’m unarmed. What the hell can I do,” I muttered to myself.
He snorted. “I’ve learned not to underestimate you.”
I batted my eyelashes at him. “Charmer.”
He grinned and shook his head. “Shit, you’re going to get me killed.”
I didn’t argue that point. We were getting gossip from vampires. I could say the same thing to him. 
I glanced out the windshield and got my first look at this house as we came around the curve of the circular driveway with its ostentatious fountain. It was massive. Some people loitered outside on the porch, leaning against the thick marble pillars despite the cold. The heavy wooden doors were propped open. 
We rolled to a stop, and Jasper got out. He handed the keys to a younger vampire in a fancy gold uniform. Our car was going to be stashed somewhere on this property, too. I didn’t like that. If we wanted to escape quickly, we were going to need it. I glanced around to see where the valet might park the vehicles but couldn’t tell. 
Jasper opened my door and extended a hand to me. I took it and brushed the dress down as I stood. He wrapped my arm around his as he escorted me toward the doors, which felt a little like entering the gates of Hell. 






  
  Chapter 13


Heads turned our way as we walked through the throng of people. They seemed as shocked to see Jasper as they were to see who was on his arm. Jasper was right. Word must have gotten out about last night’s bar fight because the hostility in their gazes told me everyone knew I was a vampire hunter.  
Perfect.
Jasper seemed to take it in stride, and his confidence relaxed me a little. I didn’t like being around them, but I didn’t expect to be attacked at any second if he wasn’t bothered.
And… If someone tried to hurt me, he would defend me. The realization almost made me stop. How the heck had he gotten me to trust him so quickly?
Mind games, probably. And saving my ass the night before had helped.
We turned into a room where a man was speaking with a group. He had a great booming voice and talked with his hands. The vampires around him smirked and exchanged sly glances. I didn’t think he had a lot of respect in this crowd, and when he noticed he’d lost the attention of his audience, he turned.
His smile froze on his face, the joviality draining out until he was baring his teeth at us more than smiling. If this was Benny, I wasn’t sure how willing he’d be to give us information. He may have let us in the door, but he didn’t seem pleased. 
He strode over and clapped Jasper on the shoulder. “Jasper, my friend! It’s good to see you. How have you been, my boy?”
Jasper returned a smile that beamed with the warmth Benny was attempting to fake. Either Jasper liked the dude, or he was a much better actor.
A frighteningly good actor…
“I’m excellent, Benny. I apologize for crashing your little soiree, but I was in the area. There’s nothing else to do around here on a Saturday night.”
Ugh, subtle snobbish barbs. Not my expertise. It was going to be a long night if Jasper was playing the asshole. Being insulting didn’t seem like a good way to get information, but what did I know?
Benny’s smile tightened further. “Well, my party will seem rather boring when you spent your Friday night in a bar fight over—” he gave me his full attention. Not exactly what I wanted. “This enchanting creature.”
He snatched my free hand and turned it over, kissing my pulse point. Judging by how the muscles in Jasper’s arm bunched under my other hand, it might not be a standard greeting. Maybe more of a threat, and I wondered which of us would hit Benny first.
I pulled my arm out of his grip, trying to make it look subtle. But I was dealing with vampires, so I was sure everyone noticed.
Benny gestured to the couch in the room. One of those uncomfortable ones covered in heavy brocade, the wood painted gold in case anyone doubted he had money. 
“Please, sit. I’d love to hear all about your bar brawl. Not usually your style.”
Jasper snorted and glanced at me. “She brings out the worst in me.”
I bared my teeth at him, not bothering to make it look like a smile. “Flatterer.” 
He sat and pulled me into his lap before I could sit next to him. I gasped and grabbed his shoulders. Was this appropriate for Benny’s stuffy party? Benny stared as if Jasper had done something insane. 
I wanted to pinch him. I didn’t want to be the center of attention so he could scandalize Benny’s guests. 
Benny regained his composure and waved the other vampires out of the room. “Leave us, please. I’d like to catch up with Jasper.” 
After they’d filed out, his gaze flicked back to us. “I admit, I thought about killing you for bringing a vampire hunter to one of my parties.”
Jasper’s lips curled, and the look gave me shivers. He wrapped a lock of my hair around his finger, causing more chills to march down my spine. “She's blood bonded to me now. Completely under my control. She's not a threat to you.”
The way Benny scrutinized me told me he doubted it but wasn’t about to call Jasper a liar. “Usually, you just kill vampire hunters. What made you decide to take a pet?”
“Maybe I wanted to punish this one a little more.” He slid his hand into my hair, pulling at the roots a little. It was a soothing sensation completely at odds with his words. “That's why I’ve come. I'm looking for her sister. I have some very special revenge planned. Have you heard anything?”
“I've heard some rumors. Some students have been disappearing from the campus. What the public doesn’t know is some of them have turned up dead and drained of blood. The reckless and sloppy kills of a new group. They’re holed up at the old Miller farm outside the city. The local police are all over it. No doubt the King will send some of his soldiers to assist with the investigation, and then we're all screwed.”
If he knew where they were, why hadn’t he done anything to stop them? Then again, Benny struck me as someone who disliked getting his hands dirty. And what was the murder of a few girls other than an inconvenience to him?
“Has Charlene Hardy-Smith been one of the students to turn up,” Jasper asked, and I tensed, holding my breath for the answer.
Benny’s eyes widened, and he glanced at me. “Oh, so that’s who you’re looking for. I’m afraid you won’t be getting her back.”
I tensed, and Jasper’s hand clenched on my thigh in warning. 
“Why is that?”
“The rumor is that Cyrus took her. Much like you, if he didn’t kill her, he has plans for her.”
“Cyrus is in Nashville?” Jasper asked.
Benny nodded. “Yes, it’s been his fall retreat for a few years. You think my parties are wild? Be invited to one of his. It’s living the way our species should be living. The way only a royal can.”
Wild? Wild was not how I would have described Benny’s get-together, not that I was complaining. I hoped it stayed sedate. I didn’t like the way he described Cyrus’s parties either. How did Benny think vampires should be living? Like upper-crust serial killers? Did Jasper agree?
“Who is Cyrus?”
Benny’s brows shot up. I guess he wasn’t used to humans asking questions. His gaze went to Jasper, who shrugged, but his wrathful gaze made me want to slide off his lap. “Indulge her, Benny.”
“I suppose if you plan to keep her alive for any length of time, she should know some of our history. Cyrus is a nobleman. He’s second only to the king in power. Their families founded the vampire kingdom in ancient Greece.”
“That’s enough information.” Jasper shoved me off his lap onto the couch beside him and leaned toward Benny. I tried to keep the annoyed expression off my face. I wanted more on the topic, and he’d been a little rough. He was playing the part of the asshole well.
“Do you know where Cyrus might be residing? I’m willing to negotiate with him for Charlene. I want my hands on this woman before the King's Eternal Guard shows up to deal with these murders. They're spoiling all the fun lately.”
Benny stretched and leaned back in his chair, clasping his hands behind his head. “There are rumors that someone's looking to change that.”
Jasper's eyebrow ticked up. “Is that so? Well, that should make things interesting for the King.”
The man chuckled. “Considering they plan to kill him, I’d say it will get very interesting for everyone.”
This seemed to have moved beyond finding my sister, but I didn’t tune them out. Why was Jasper ferreting information about assassination plots? Was Benny an informant or just stupid?
Benny stood, and Jasper rose with him before extending a hand to help me up.
“You’re in luck, Jasper. Cyrus has promised to appear tonight. You might be able to negotiate for your hunter’s sister.”
Jasper smiled, and I hoped I was the only one who realized it looked tight. “That is good luck.”
Benny swung his arm around Jasper’s shoulders. “Come on, let us join the festivities. I’m sure the others are curious about your girl."
“As long as they’re not too curious, there shouldn’t be any problems.”
“My, my, possessive.”
“I’m still a vampire, after all.”
Something I intended to keep in mind.






  
  Chapter 14


I walked behind Jasper and Benny while they ignored me, and I fought the urge to tangle my hands in the back of Jasper’s jacket like a little kid. All around me, vampires gawked and whispered to each other. I felt like a zoo animal. Or the night's entertainment. Something you never wanted to be in a room full of monsters. 
A tall bald man, who looked more skeletal than human, snagged my arm, and alarm made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end, but before I could strike him or try to pull away, Jasper was there. 
He snarled in the man’s face, and when he dropped my arm, Jasper punched him in the jaw in a blur of motion that sent him sprawling onto the checkered tile. The rest of the party calmly stepped back as if they’d expected him to get hit. 
Jasper’s shoulders bunched like he was preparing to continue the fight when Benny grabbed his arm.
“Jasper, you can’t blame them for being curious.”
Jasper glared at Benny’s hand until he removed it. “I can rip out their hearts if they touch what’s mine.”
The vampire on the floor ran his thumb over his split lip. “You bring a hunter among us and expect us to do nothing?”
“She’s blood bonded to me, and I expect you to obey the rules.”
“These hunters don’t always take to the blood bond well. They do put in time to train themselves to resist us.” The voice, raised theatrically for all to hear, came from behind us. As a collective, we turned to face him.
He stood out in this crowd of people dressed in formal wear. He was a head taller than nearly everyone, including Jasper, who I’d considered a mountain.
His olive skin was sallow, as if it missed the sun. I was betting he was a vampire that couldn’t stand it. Some of them were more sensitive to it than others. I wasn’t sure why. 
His arms were bare and nearly the size of my thighs. His long, black, and red silk robe dragged the ground. It was embroidered in finely detailed gold thread. The silk shirt under it hugged a barrel chest massive enough to match the arms. I suspected if he moved wrong, it would split. 
Even sleeveless, his clothing looked heavy and hot. Did vampires overheat? I knew they didn’t feel the cold like humans, but what about heat stroke?
And at his waist… my heart lurched in my chest, picking up speed.
There was a dagger shoved into the wide leather belt. One, I realized with dawning horror that I recognized. Only two were in existence, and one disappeared a few months ago.
Cyrus seemed to notice my gaze had caught on it, and he smiled. Cold as a lizard, that smile. I’d been so distracted that I hadn’t realized he’d gotten closer to us.
“Your slave knows her weapons, Jasper.” He seized my throat and used his grip to tilt my chin up. “Tell me how.”
I swallowed, and it seemed to get caught under his hand. “Pagan, the hunter who had it last, was a friend of mine. I know that blade disappeared after she was nearly killed.”
There was more. I knew it could kill any vampire, even the one wearing it. Usually, only a beheading would ensure a vampire was dead. Well, a blow to the heart with a witch’s blade could do it, but to be sure, you always wanted to take the head.
It had been a hard-won lesson for several hunters I knew, and it had been drilled into me from the second Kori started training me. 
But with this blade, nearly any wound to a vampire could be fatal. 
“Do you know where the other is?”
“I don’t.”
It wasn’t quite a lie. 
I wasn’t sure how Pagan’s brother, Jason, had acquired the blades. We probably should have asked some questions. He’d given one to his sister and one to his fiancée. 
The one on Cyrus’s waist, at least I hoped it was the same, had disappeared after Pagan’s showdown with the man who had killed her parents. 
Jason’s fiancée, Liora, had vanished with the other. Her future husband and father of her unborn child had become a vampire, and she hadn’t handled it well. Go figure.
I couldn’t blame her, but I’d be damned if I’d drop her name. Jason hadn’t been able to find her, but that didn’t mean this monster couldn’t.
If Cyrus could detect the fib, he didn’t call me on it. He released me and stepped away, hopefully satisfied with my answers. He held out his hand, and my sister’s roommate, Brooklyn, slithered through the crowd to take it. She gave me a little Mean Girls smile and a finger wave before she pouted up at Cyrus.
“I don’t believe them, Cy. Make them prove it.” 
Oh, me and that bitch were going to have words. And violence.
Cyrus kissed the back of her hand, and his gaze went to Jasper.
“I think my lady doesn’t like yours very much, Jasper. If you’re in control of Astrid, you should prove it to these people, if only to allay their fears. Bringing a vampire hunter among us puts everyone in danger.”
I didn’t like the sound of that. How were we supposed to prove I was blood bonded to him? It didn’t seem like a pleasant exercise for me.
I turned to Jasper and raised a brow. What now? 
He rolled his eyes, really playing his exasperation up for the crowd. 
“This isn’t necessary, Cyrus.”
“I say it is.”
A muscle jumped in Jasper’s jaw, and I knew he didn’t have much choice. Among vampires, age gave you power, and Cyrus had a lot of years on him.
Jasper bowed his head in deference but didn’t hide his distaste for doing so. Maybe his acting skills weren’t what I thought. “What would please you then?”
The smirk on Cyrus’s face made my skin crawl. “Be careful how you phrase things, Jasper. Many things would please me.”
“I’m not willing to share.”
“Spoilsport.”
I really didn’t want to be playing the dirty version of Simon Says with a sociopath, and Jasper seemed about as enthused as I was. 
“I can make her stand on one leg and cluck like a chicken if you’d like.”
Well, that sounded embarrassing. 
“I was thinking more like a quick fuck right here in front of everyone.”
Okay, not as embarrassing as that. In addition to being a sociopath, he was also a pig.
Jasper arched a brow. “I’m not quite the exhibitionist you are, Cyrus.”
Cyrus snorted. “Right. You can’t be a good Catholic boy and a vampire. Your religion says you’re going to Hell. You might as well embrace it.”
“I’m not concerned with Hell, Cyrus. I’m possessive.” He brushed a lock of hair off my shoulder, “I said I wouldn’t share, and I meant it. Her body is for my eyes only.”
“She could take your blood. Surely, that’s not intimate enough to offend your uptight, Middle Age morals. After all, she’s done it before.”
My gaze met his. He was mocking us. He suspected we weren’t blood bonded and intended to push the issue when we had no way of worming out of it. 
It was way farther than I’d intended to go. It would seal my fate. There would be no escaping Jasper after this. Not unless I could find a witch powerful enough to sever the connection. It might not even be possible. 
Jasper pulled a pocket knife from the inside of his jacket while he scowled at Cyrus. He yanked a few buttons loose on his shirt with enough violence that one sprung loose and bounced across the marble tile. 
The blade was silver and etched in markings. Witch markings. A vampire would heal almost instantly from a normal weapon. I'd never seen a blessed pocketknife before.
He flicked open the knife with a little click. It seemed loud, like the vampires around us were holding their breath. Complete silence.
“Come here, Astrid.” He held his hand out to me, palm up. Something about his posture told me he was bracing himself for my refusal. If I refused, we'd be fighting our way out of here. We probably wouldn't make it.
In the end, I took his hand and let my glare tell him we would have words about this later. Assuming I was even able to argue with him. I was fuzzy on the details about the true depths of his control over me. It had always been understood that death was better than this.
He cut just below his collarbone as he pulled me into him. He wrapped one arm around my waist while the other threaded through the hair at the nape of my neck. Still, he didn't apply pressure. He was leaving the choice up to me. 
I pushed his shirt away from the wound. The crisp fabric was already stained red. Like blood on snow. I leaned forward and pressed my lips to the cut.
The blood hit my tongue like an electric jolt. Powerful and charged. The taste was like nothing I'd ever known. Not like blood. Like some overly rich dessert you could go to heaven on.
Like having too much might kill you.
I tried to pull away, but now he clutched me to him. A shudder rolled through his body, and I felt the pleasure echo down my spine to my core. Euphoric and dangerous and way more intimate than I wanted it to be in a room full of strangers.
He yanked me away suddenly, and if he hadn’t kept his grip on my upper arms, I would have fallen.
The faint pull I’d always felt toward him snapped into place. The bond was solid and unbreakable. I wanted to run screaming and never come back. But under the panic was a deep sense of triumph. Heady almost. 
Our gazes clashed, and I realized the emotion had come from him. I was feeling what he felt. He’d won, and he knew it. He got exactly what he’d always wanted. 
My stomach dipped, and for a wild second, I wondered if he’d known this would happen. 
If I’d played right into his hands. 
When I didn’t come up with a solid ‘no,’ I thought I might vomit.
He kept his features impassive, probably for the benefit of everyone around us.  If he’d looked as excited as he felt, they would have known we weren’t blood bonded until now. 
I was so screwed.






  
  Chapter 15


Benny cleared his throat, and I jumped. The air around us was charged, and it seemed like it was just for us. I wanted to rub myself along Jasper’s body. To touch him until we were sated, but we had an audience.  
“As amusing as that was, dinner is ready to be served,” he said in a droll voice before he turned on his heel and walked toward what I assumed was his dining room. Other vampires began to follow, whispers breaking out as their lingering gazes slid over us.
Brooklyn giggled and took Cyrus’s arm. As she passed by, she shoulder-checked me. “Oh, sorry.”
My gaze locked on her back, and my hands curled into fists as I saw red. Before I could shove her, Jasper seized my arm and wrapped it around his forearm, keeping me pinned against his side. “Having fun yet?” he whispered.
If I could have answered him without a bunch of vampires hearing, I would have told him how not funny I found him. The glare I gave him would have to do.
Are you okay? His voice whispered in my head, and I jumped.
Could I communicate with him telepathically as well?
Yes. It’s one of the advantages. This could work in our favor. 
Some of the tension drained from my shoulders, and I knew it was his influence. Stop trying to make me relaxed. I want to be tense. I want to be pissed. I don’t want you manipulating my emotions. If I could hit you right now, I would.
He arched a brow and released whatever mental hold he had on me. 
If you don’t want me controlling your emotions, you’re going to have to. Brace yourself.
Brace myself? For what?
We stepped beyond the doors to the dining room, and my stomach dipped. Holy shit…
Above the long dining room table, four people hung by their ankles. They were evenly spaced along a thick wooden beam that spanned the room. Large crystal bowls waited under them. Punch bowls. The kind that made appearances at every family event or prom night.
My breathing picked up speed, and I felt more than a little lightheaded. The three people farthest from me had already had their throats cut, blood dripping into bowls like the faintest patter of rain, but the man closest to us was struggling like a worm on a hook. His eyes darted as he swayed above us. His screams were muffled behind a gag. 
I stepped forward, and Jasper yanked me back to his side hard enough that I stumbled into him.
I have to do something.
They’ll kill us both, and he’ll still die. Jasper’s face showed no emotion as he watched, and rage bubbled up in my chest. What the fuck had I tied myself to?
I pulled on my arm again when I looked up at the remaining man. When he saw me move his struggling and muted calls for help redoubled as our eyes met. 
Jasper pulled me out of the way as a vampire steadied him. Another yanked his head back by the hair and slit his throat. I didn’t look away. I wanted to remember this. This rage and helplessness. I wanted to burn their faces into my mind.
These were the kinds of things I hunted. Jasper might be able to make me forget what he was, but he couldn’t take away my purpose. This was what had killed my parents, and I’d fan that burning hot ember until the end of time. All the vampires here deserved to die.
Once the risk of serious blood spatter was over, everyone sat. Servants came with various food dishes while vampires dipped into the spilled blood like it was punch.
Cyrus took a seat at the head of the table opposite Benny. 
He nodded to the chair on his right. “Jasper, sit here and entertain me with your lovely vampire hunter.”
Oh boy.
Jasper pulled out my chair, and I sank into it. My trembling knees were grateful, but I couldn’t breathe a sigh of relief. Not while the bodies still hung above us.
Brooklyn took the chair on Cyrus’s left. She looked a little pale as she tried to keep her eyes off the dead man hanging a foot above the rim of the bowl.
Cyrus filled a glass of blood for Jasper and then himself. 
Jasper’s lips pinched. “Seems wasteful. It will coagulate quickly like that.”
Cyrus shrugged. “There’s more where that came from.”
When a server sat a plate in front of Brooklyn, she made a small sound and went from pale to green.
“I can’t eat with them…” She couldn’t finish her sentence. Her eyes seemed to dart to the dead man against her will. “I’ll be sick.”
Cyrus’s gaze narrowed on her, and his fists clenched. I thought he might strike her, and no matter what she’d done to me, I wasn’t sure I could sit here and let it happen, but then his expression smoothed, and he waved a hand dismissively. “Fine, go wait for me in our room.”
Brooklyn slunk away from the table like a kicked dog, and I wished I could go with her. If I were her, I wouldn’t be in the room when he arrived. I’d be in a different county. Quickly followed by a different country. 
The first trip to Mars wouldn’t be outside the realm of possibility.
Blood continued to drip steadily into the bowls under the bodies, and I did my damnedest not to look up. A drop of blood had landed on my plate next to my steak. I wasn’t eating that.
Jasper cleared his throat. “Cyrus, while I have your attention, I’d like to negotiate for a girl you’ve captured recently. I thought we might strike a deal.”
Cyrus smiled, and the blood staining his teeth made my stomach jump. “You’ll have to be more specific, my friend. There have been many girls. Some are deader than others.”
The bone-trembling vision of Charlie’s rotting corpse swinging from a ceiling like this one made me want to go screaming into the night. I held my breath as bile rose in my throat. How I hadn’t vomited yet was beyond me.
Jasper’s hand landed on my thigh and squeezed. This time, when his calming influence threaded into my mind, I didn’t fight it. If I did, I was going to hurl.
He chuckled. “This is a special one. A vampire hunter, I hear you went out of your way to capture. One Charlene Hardy-Smith.”
Cyrus waved his hand while he dug into his baked potato. He didn’t mind the little specks of blood on his plate. “Yes, what’s your interest in her.”
“She’s my pet’s sister. I want her.”
Cyrus glanced up from his plate to examine me. “Yes, I suppose I see the resemblance if I look closely enough.” He grinned at Jasper. “You want a matching set, then? I can see the appeal.”
Jasper shrugged. “You know how I feel about vampire hunters. Hurting Astrid’s sister while she can do nothing to stop me sounds very entertaining.”
Cyrus laughed. I thought it sounded wild and unhinged, but maybe I was feeling judgmental. “I didn’t think you had it in you.” 
He paused and shook his head. “Unfortunately, dear Charlie is a gift for an old friend. I would have killed her already if she wasn’t useful to me. She’s not as well-behaved as your Astrid.”
If I hadn’t had a part to play, I would have stabbed him to show him how ‘well-behaved’ I was. Involuntarily, my eyes dropped to the blade on his belt again. If I had the right weapon, stabbing him could go over really well.
Jasper’s hand clenched on my thigh, and I jerked my gaze up. Luckily, Cyrus only looked amused that I had murder on my mind. 
“Surely there’s something—“
Cyrus cut Jasper off with a glare. “There is not.”
His expression shifted from annoyed to mischievous as he picked up his glass and leaned back in his chair. “However, your plot for revenge does make me wonder if the same thing might amuse my friend. Could you be convinced to part with Astrid?”
“No.” The simple answer was hard. Maybe even deadly.
“Hmm… I think there’s always room for negotiation, Jasper. Maybe we could come to an agreement we’re both happy with. I have many beautiful women at my estate. Someone else might catch your eye. Come to my party this weekend. We’ll work out the details after we’ve had some fun.”
What did this creature consider fun? My eyes strayed to the body over the punch bowl, and I jerked it away.
Jasper arched a brow. “I do hope your party is more entertaining than this one.”
Cyrus’s lips curled. “I promise to show you both a very good time. Let’s drink to it.”
Cyrus jerked his chin at Jasper’s untouched glass. Jasper lifted it, saluted Cyrus, and they drained their cups simultaneously. Jasper’s cautious gaze never left him.






  
  Chapter 16


Dinner stayed tense for the rest of the night. At least for me, and I suspected for Jasper, too. When we finally adjourned from the dining room, I was hoping we would go home.  
No such luck. Jasper pulled me toward the massive curving staircase, and I cursed internally, which I was sure he had heard. Or felt… However our new bond worked.
I realized everyone was going upstairs and felt a tremor of alarm. What the heck was going on now? Jasper was frustratingly silent at my side. He hadn’t communicated with me again through dinner. He’d barely said more than two words to anybody.
He opened a door at the top of the stairs and ushered me inside. I went, and when I turned, I saw Cyrus clap him on the shoulder and grin. 
“Have a nice evening.”
All evening? Because I’d hit my limit two freaking hours ago. 
Jasper murmured something to him I didn’t catch, but it made him bark with laughter as he entered his room. Jasper stepped in and silently shut the door behind us.
I walked to one of the two doors in the room and opened it, shoving the door completely flush with the wall. Bathroom, empty. I did the same with the other. Closet, empty.
“What are you doing?”
I yanked the bed skirt up and found no place for anyone to hide. Just a normal room. Nothing kinky or terrifying. No monsters except the one that had come in with me.
It was a fancy room fit for a queen and her king. A four-poster bed stacked with a pretty arrangement of pillows and a fluffy, heavily brocaded bedspread. Tasteful blue and gold striped wallpaper. 
Across from the bed was a dresser I hoped we weren’t staying long enough to use. In one corner, there was a vanity. Its seat had a cushion that matched the bedspread. 
I straightened, breathing heavily. Had I rushed that much to check every nook and cranny of the room, or was I nervous?
I tried to speak and had to clear my throat before I could. “How private is this room? Will anyone else be able to hear us?”
“Benny prides himself on privacy. The walls are entirely soundproof. However—”
“Why didn’t you tell me what would happen at this place?” I hissed. He said the room was soundproofed, but I still wanted to be cautious. 
“I didn’t know.”
I threw my hands up. “How could you not know! You’ve attended Benny’s parties before. Do you know how hard it is to stand there and watch those monsters murder innocent people and do nothing? That man begged me to help him.”
“You’d be dead.”
“I’m not sure I care. As long as I took some of them with me.”
It was impossible to unsee what had happened. I didn’t even want to look at him. All I could see was a monster. The reason I’d started hunting his kind. I’d started to trust him, and it made me ill.
Bile rose in my throat, and I stiff-armed my way past him to the bathroom. “I’m going to be sick.”
My stomach cramped, and I barely made it to the toilet before I wretched. His hands gathered my hair, and I wanted to bat him away, but I was a little busy.
I hadn’t eaten, so there wasn’t much to throw up, and once I’d quieted and flushed the toilet, he had the good sense to drop my hair and step away. I sat there shaking on the tile, breathing heavily while the sweat cooled on my body.
“I’m sorry, Astrid. Please listen to me. I truly didn’t know that would happen. It violates our laws, which Benny has always walked the line in obeying. I promise you these have always been stiff, boring parties, full of mostly gossip and a midnight feeding. I think Benny was showing off for Cyrus.”
“And the parties with your brothers are never like that?”
He was silent for so long I turned to look at him. His cheeks were red, and his jaw pulsed like he held back a nasty insult. But his eyes… he looked hurt by the accusation, but could he blame me?
“I know you think we’re all monsters, but no, our parties have never been like that. No one dies except hunters who attack us first. Anyone caught killing is dismembered. Alaric was a knight in the Late Middle Ages. He’s inventive about getting his point across.”
He paused, and a coldness stole over his features. I felt cut off from him suddenly. It wasn’t the relief I’d thought it would be. Like he’d left me floating in a cold, empty void. “And if this rattles you, you won’t survive Cyrus’s little gathering.”
He turned and marched out of the room without a backward glance.
Whenever I closed my eyes, I saw those people hanging from the rafters. When I was sure I wouldn’t throw up again, I used one of the new toothbrushes next to the sink and cleaned myself up.
When I stepped out of the bathroom, his head was in his hands, and he raked his nails over his scalp a few times before glancing up at me. His face was stoic. He was good at that. Never letting his emotions show. “Do you really think I enjoy that kind of thing? That I didn’t want to help?”
“You drank his blood while his lifeless body dangled above our heads. What am I supposed to think?”
He released a shaky sigh. “What if I told you this is bigger than you and me and your sister?”
He stood and stepped toward me. His big body seemed to block out the light. “I have to play my part, Astrid. The fate of humanity is in play here. In the end, the body count will be much higher than a handful of humans swinging in Benny’s house. If I don’t do my job, it will be like that in every vampire’s house.”
He chuckled, but not like the situation was funny. “Except the few holdouts who can’t be threatened into compliance, like my brother, who Cyrus will get around to executing eventually.”
“What do you mean?”
“Cyrus wants to kill the King. I don’t know if you picked up on that or heard the rumors. You’re not exactly a part of our society. Even most vampires don’t know. Octavian has been looking for him for months, and now I have him in my sights. I can’t back off. I need to know if you’re in or out. You’ll see things more evil than this. We might die.”
“And if I’m out?”
“You go back to Savannah. I’d tell you to seek my brother’s protection, but you never would.” He snorted. “Hell, I expect I’ll have to hunt you down. Assuming I get out alive.”
The anger I thought had been cooling doubled. “Yes, and you’d have an easy time of it now, wouldn’t you? Why offer me an option when you can force me back to your brother? Or control me into helping you put down this coup?”
He lifted his hands like he wanted to strangle me. “I had no choice. Cyrus knew we weren’t bonded. He’s ancient. He can sense these things, and he called our bluff. I didn’t expect him to be here tonight.”
“You can say that, but I felt you.”
“Felt me?”
“You were thrilled. Over the moon! Fucking giddy! You have me exactly where you want me now. Everything has come out perfectly for you.”
He shook his head. “If I was happy, it was because you’ll be protected now. Harder to kill—”
I shoved him, and he stumbled back a step, thrown off guard. “Fucking liar!”
“Astrid—“
This time, I swung on him. I wanted to pound my rage and fear into his face. I wanted him to feel the riot of betrayal and panic that I felt.
The blow barely missed him, and I had a second to realize it had been a blur of motion. Faster than a human could have moved. 
He grasped my shoulders and yanked me into him. His lips pressed to mine, and the kiss became a battle of tongues and teeth, no less vicious than the words we’d been exchanging. 
And then, it gentled. The soft stroke of his tongue along mine sent a shiver down my spine. My lips tingled from the contact, and the magic of his blood heated my own. I’d bitten him at some point.
When he pulled away, he was breathing heavily, and we were both trembling. He swiped his thumb across my cheek, and it came away wet with tears. I’d been crying.
I didn’t like that his betrayal had cut me so deeply. I should have expected it. He was what he was.
“I’m sorry, Astrid. I didn’t mean for this to happen.”
“But you’re willing to take advantage of it.” A statement, not a question.
His shoulders went rigid. “Yes. I wanted you, and you fell into my hands.”
And he planned to keep me. He left that part unsaid, but I felt it. Sometime during the kiss, his emotions opened up to me again. I could feel the desire in him like an ache under my skin. I wasn’t sure if the arousal I felt was his or mine.
When our mouths met again, it was a slow, sensual slide. His erection ground against my belly, and my core clenched.
He pulled back, his eyes squeezed tight. “We should stop.”
I didn’t want to stop. One thing we’d always had between us was passion. It might be a mistake to act on it, but we’d both made a lot of mistakes tonight, and I wanted to forget them.
I slid my hands up under his suit jacket. I could feel the coiled muscles under it as I slipped it off his shoulders. When it hit the ground, his eyes popped open, gaze heated. 
“If you want me, don’t back off now.”
He released me and stepped back, but before my heart could sink with the rejection, he said, “Take that dress off, or you’ll have to walk out of here naked.”
I slipped the spaghetti straps off my shoulders, and the whole thing slithered to the ground in a silken heap. 
I gasped at the spike of lust I felt roll through him as he looked at me. Warmth gathered between my thighs. I needed him to touch me. I wanted to see all of him.
“Now you.”
He made quick work of his shirt, popping another button in the process. It bounced over the floor and hit my foot just as his pants hit the ground.
He prowled toward me, and I got a good look at all the muscles his tuxedo had hidden. He was sleek and hard-bodied, like a panther. His sizable erection bobbed with every step.
I licked my lips, and he groaned. “Now, all I can think about is your mouth on it.”
I went to my knees when he reached me and wrapped my hand around his cock. It was all I could think about, too. Was that the mental link between us or my own desires?
I teased him, running my hand slowly over him, exploring leisurely with my tongue. I licked the bead of precum that had gathered at the head, and he moaned my name. 
When I took him into my mouth, his knees sagged a bit before he got control of himself. I clenched my thighs, needing the pressure on my aching clit.
“Play with your tits for me,” he whispered, and I tilted my gaze up to meet his.
The musky taste of him burst over my tongue again. He liked me looking up at him, so I held his gaze while one hand slipped to fondle my breast. The other hand, I slid to the apex of my thighs.
The first brush over my sensitive, damp flesh had my eyes falling closed. 
“Fuck, yes.” He clutched the back of my head, and when he rocked a little too deep, I gagged. 
“Shit, sorry,” he murmured. 
Far from being discouraged, I relaxed my throat and took him deeper. The power I suddenly had over him was an intense thing. My core clenched, and more wetness coated my clit as I circled it faster.
“Astrid, stop.”
I sucked harder, accidentally hitting him with my teeth. His hoarse cry filled the air, and his hips jumped again, more precum spilling over my tongue. 
He pulled away from me quickly, breathing fast. He scooped me up, took four long strides to the bed, and dumped me on it. 
I rolled over, got on all fours, and dipped my fingers into my channel. “Is this how you want me?”
“Fuck.”
He came down over me. He licked the dip of my spine and then raked his fangs over an ass cheek. He knocked my hand away and thrust two fingers into me before circling the small bundle of nerves with his thumb.
I rocked my hips back. I needed more. “Jasper, now.”
He chuckled and slowed down his circles, lightening the pressure. “I don’t think you’re ready.”
My breath came out on a sob. “Stop teasing me.” 
I was more than ready. I was trembling with need. I laid my upper body on the bed and arched my hips up higher.
The hard heat of him bumped against my clit, and I tensed, waiting. He notched his erection against my core and slowly sank into me. My breath came in needy, high-pitched pants as I rocked against him, urging him to go faster.
“I love to watch you writhing on my cock. It’s better than I ever imagined.”
My muscles clenched around him, and I whimpered. “Please.”
He thrust into me hard, and I cried his name as pleasure spiked along all my nerves.
He pulled out and shoved into me harder. “Like this? Is this what you need?”
“Yes!”
He rode me in deep, lunging snaps of his hips, giving me no time to catch my breath. I met him stroke for stroke. 
The pleasure boiled up my spine, and I fought it. I was going to come. I was going to come with a frightening intensity.
His big body came down over mine, blanketing me, slick with sweat. He tangled a hand in my hair and arched my neck. “Don’t fight me, Astrid. You need this.”
His fangs sank into my throat, and I came screaming his name, muscles clenching around his cock. The ecstasy arced from my throat to my core as he continued to thrust into me. 
He moaned into my throat and stilled, stiffening around me. Delicious warmth coated my insides as he took long, deep pulls from my throat. He rocked against me a few more times, moaning every time my core fluttered around him. His cum coated my thighs. We’d probably made a mess of this bed.
Just as black spots started to dance in my vision, he pulled away from my throat. His softening cock slipped from me as he moved us to lay on our sides. I rolled over and draped myself across his heaving chest, and he squeezed me to him. 
We basked in the afterglow.
“I should have done that when I met you at the party. I could have kept you so addicted to me you’d have forgotten you were supposed to kill me.”
I hummed and didn’t argue because, at that moment, I thought that would have been entirely possible.
“Are you okay? I took a lot of blood, and I wasn’t exactly gentle.”
“I’m amazing.” My speech was a little slurred, and for a second, I wondered exactly how much blood he had taken.
He chuckled, and his fingers danced down my spine as I slipped into sleep.






  
  Chapter 17


We dozed, hands roaming over each other until we cooled off. Then Jasper slid up to sit against the headboard, and I followed suit.  
“So why were you so interested in the knife Cyrus had on him?”
A weird post-coital topic, but I was game.
“It’s a special knife. It can kill any vampire. Any wound inflicted with it will heal human slow. If it's a mortal wound, unless the vampire feeds immediately, they’ll die.”
He scowled at me. “The Blades of Poison Blood? They’re a myth told by the Egyptians to lure vampires to their deaths. Anyone stupid enough to look for them ends up beheaded. It works well for them. Their country is delightfully thin on vampires because of it.”
I held his gaze steadily. “Jasper, these blades are no myth. I’ve hunted vampires with the previous owner. I’ve seen what they can do. I can’t believe Nyx didn’t tell you about them. He’s the one who had them made to kill the vampire that turned him.”
Pagan was a friend in my vampire hunting circle who’d tried to kill Nyx. He was one of the oldest vampires in existence, and she thought he’d murdered her parents. She’d gone up against him with the blade, not knowing he was the one vampire it couldn’t kill. 
He’d had to turn her after her parents’ true killer poisoned her. I hadn’t talked to her since, but Kori had filled me in. Pagan had been turned, and then Kori, and now I was blood bonded to a vampire. To say we’d had a string of bad luck was an understatement. 
“Nyx and I aren’t besties, hummingbird. And even if we were, six thousand years of life is a lot of history to cover. Things are bound to slip his mind.”
I had no doubt. Even the sharpest mind had to forget things after six thousand years, and until now, the blades hadn’t been relevant. 
“So this blade can kill Cyrus, too?”
I nodded. “And your King, which I’d bet anything is why he has it. If we can, we should take it away from him.”
He snorted. “I bet that bitch is glued to him every second of the day, but we’ll keep an eye out.”
We were silent for several minutes, lost in our thoughts. It was official. I was blood bonded to a vampire. Sleeping with a vampire. Willingly feeding a vampire. I’d stood by while the other vampires had murdered people.
Every step I’d taken I felt justified in or cornered by, but when I stepped back, I couldn’t help but wonder how fellow hunters would feel about me now. If they would have made different choices. If I should have died for the cause.
“Stop thinking,” Jasper muttered with his eyes closed.
“You first.”
“I’m trying to devise a plan to deal with Cyrus. You’re engaging in self-flagellation. My thoughts are productive.”
“Maybe I’m thinking about how good the sex was.”
He smirked but didn’t open his eyes. “Liar. But feel free to start. We could go again.”
“As wonderful as that sounds, I’d really like to get out of here. We can go again when we’re safely in our hotel room. Far from this place.”
He nodded and stood from the bed. “The party’s not over yet, but I’ve had about all the excitement I’d like for the night, too.”
I admired the flex of his lean muscles as he stretched, and it was only when he started to dress that I got out of bed to put on my own clothes. Admiring his body was one of the perks of falling from grace. So sue me. 
We exited the room as Cyrus was leaving his. Just who we wanted to run into.
Cyrus’s gaze dropped to the bite on my neck, roving over my mussed hair and beard-burned cheeks. “Enjoying yourself, Jasper? If she’s not to your liking—”
“We had a fine time. Though, not as much as you.” He kept his voice impassive and jerked his gaze away from something beyond the door Cyrus had left open. 
I looked. I regretted it. 
Brooklyn lay sprawled naked on the bed. Her eyes had glazed over in death, her face frozen in terror. Her upper body was covered in bite marks, and her lower body— 
My brain couldn’t put together what I was seeing. She was a mass of blood and gore between her thighs, and when my stomach turned over, I quickly glanced away. Which, unfortunately, had me looking at Cyrus.
He glanced over his shoulder. “Oh, that. Humans break so easily when they’re not blood bonded to you. I’m sure your Astrid can take a good stiff fuck and live through it.”
There was movement behind Cyrus, and to say I was completely unprepared for who appeared at his side would be an understatement. 
Kori’s mother leaned against the door frame behind him. What the actual fuck. The woman had tried to kill her daughters because they’d become vampires, and she was standing in the room where one had butchered a girl.
But her presence wasn’t the only thing that took me by surprise.
Her face was more filled out like the baby fat she’d lost as she’d aged had been replaced. The wrinkles that had started to bracket her constantly pinched mouth were no longer there. It had always been hard to tell if she was graying because her hair was so pale, but I’d swear she’d lost what few grey hairs a person would notice.
It didn’t have the look of surgery and a good dye job. No, this was magical. 
I swallowed hard. Priscilla’s eyes were a deep glowing red. Like embers in a fire. Kori said a demon had tainted her because she raised the dead, but this was beyond tainted. This was a full one-eighty. Absolutely unhinged.
Could the demon blood be why she looked young now? Maybe she’d never been ‘tainted’ in the first place. Maybe she’d made a demon deal for eternal youth. I had a lot of questions now and no answers. I wasn’t exactly a demon expert. Though, as much as we seemed to be running into them lately, I’d better study up.
A high-pitched ringing started in my ears, and I realized I hadn’t breathed. I sucked in air, and my lungs spasmed as I started to cough. Great, Astrid. Smooth.
A sneer curled her lips. “Astrid. My, how far you’ve fallen.”
Did I mention that Priscilla had never liked me? She thought a human hunting vampires was absurd. To her, witches were just better. I wasn’t as fast as them, I was more breakable, and my mind was more vulnerable to mental influence. 
Ironic that her children had become vampires and not me. Then again, I was a slave to one. She must be feeling pretty vindicated at this moment. 
My gaze flicked to Cyrus. “I could say the same. What are you doing here?”
The question popped out before I could think better of it. 
She draped her arms around Cyrus’s broad shoulders and hung off of him. “Cyrus and I have struck up a bit of an alliance.”
Seemed unlikely. I didn’t say it. If they were stupid enough to trust each other, who was I to burst that bubble? Hopefully, they’d kill each other. Yeah, that would be nice. It would save me from having to do it.
My gaze fell to the body on the bed again. I hadn’t liked Brooklyn, but she hadn’t deserved to die like that. And with a vampire hunter in the room watching it happen? They both deserved to die. If they didn’t do each other in, I’d be killing them. Even if it took my final breath.
“Are you going back to the party?” Cyrus asked. “I think we’re running a little late.”
It was two a.m. How late did this stupid party run? I glanced at Jasper. Please don’t make me stay here.
Jasper shook his head. “I have some business to attend to.”
Cyrus reached into the fold of his robes and pulled out an invitation, complete with a wax seal. “This is the location of my little get-together. I expect to see you there.”
It was not a request. The tone made me think he'd hunt us down if we didn’t appear.
Jasper smiled like he wasn’t being threatened. “I’ll be there.”
He moved to take the invite, but Cyrus jerked it out of his grasp. “Both of you.” 
Jasper stiffened beside me. “Of course. We can’t negotiate a deal without the merchandise.” 
Cyrus handed the envelope over, and we finally got out of there.






  
  Chapter 18


When we settled in the car, we both sat back with a sigh of relief. We hadn’t died tonight, but calling the evening a win would take it too far. After a minute, Jasper started the car, and it was only when we were rolling down the road that my shoulders unclenched. 
Jasper broke the silence first. “Well, Priscilla has no self-awareness.”
I scowled at him. “You’re joking about this?”
He sighed and shifted in his seat. “Of course not... Trying to, maybe? Shit. It’s too fucked up to do much else. I don’t think much of vampire hunters, but how does a vampire hunter become… that?”
I wasn’t sure. Priscilla had always been cruel, but she at least hadn’t been working with vampires watching them murder people. I’d done some shady shit in my career as a vampire hunter, but that particular line had never been blurry.
Or had it? I’d watched as they’d killed tonight. From the outside, did I look any better than Priscilla? I thought I had my reasons, but maybe I was just as bad. Maybe she intended to kill Cyrus? Was she secretly hunting big game at this party?
There was something about it that didn’t ring true to me. 
“Do you think she’s planning to kill Cyrus?”
His jaw tightened. “I think she’s lost her fucking mind. She tried to kill her daughters.”
“That’s different.” To a witch from Priscilla’s line, becoming a vampire was the height of disgrace. The fact that Kori couldn’t kill her sister was also a black mark.
Jasper snorted. “It really isn’t. You’ve been in with these witches for too long. All their bullshit made-up rules. Love for her children should have trumped that. I don’t know if she was always unstable or if being inhabited by a demon left its mark.”
He was silent for a second. “I don’t like that Cyrus wants you at this party. He was very deliberate about that.”
“Which likely means he has something unpleasant planned.”
“My thoughts exactly.” He licked his lips. “I don’t think you should go with me.”
I scowled at him. “Why the hell not?”
“It’s going to be fucking dangerous? Cyrus kills who he wants when he wants. Benny might find his parties amusing, but I know better. If Benny had said one thing to even slightly inconvenience Cyrus, he would have killed him with his bare hands and had no problem sitting through dinner covered in his entrails. This is a purebred psycho we’re dealing with. I could never keep you safe. Hell, I won’t be safe.”
I leaned over the center console. “He has my sister, Jasper.”
“What if she’s already dead? He could be playing us.”
I shook my head. “No, I’d feel it if she were dead.”
The look he gave me was pitying. His words were soft when he said, “You’re not a witch or a psychic, hummingbird.” 
I didn’t want his sympathy. Not now. Not yet. Too much of it, and I might cry. I stayed rooted in determination. “Sometimes regular ole’ humans know things too, and I know she’s not dead. I believe Cyrus on that.”
He shifted in his seat again. “There are other reasons we can’t go.”
“What are they?”
His gaze flicked to me. “A vampire’s powers advance with age. You know that?”
“Of course. That’s basic.”
“Cyrus is old. You heard Benny. The-rise-of-civilization-in-Greece old.”
I gestured for him to continue. “You’ll have to break it down a little better than that. I’m not exactly an expert.”
“I’m not either, but he and King Octavian grew up together, so these happen to be dates I know. He’s thirty-five hundred years old. Give or take a handful of centuries. I’m not even sure he could tell you. I’m a child compared to him, Benny is an infant, and your life means nothing. There aren’t many older.”
I swallowed hard as the impossibility of getting my sister back sank like a lead weight in my gut. I couldn’t give up. It wasn’t in my nature. Jasper must have seen the desperation on my face because he sighed.
“Damn it, Astrid. I wish you wouldn’t look at me like that. It makes me want to agree to anything.”
I wasn’t even sure I wanted him to agree. Not if it was as perilous as he said. I didn’t want to put his life in danger. 
My God, he’d been right. I was reckless. I would have gone if I’d only been worried about my life, but his safety had become important to me. 
I rolled my shoulders to work the tension loose. It didn’t help much. Being concerned for a vampire’s life was an unwelcome development. 
I tried a different argument to convince him as well as myself. “We don’t have much of a choice. He made it very clear that he wanted me there.”
“I’ll think up a lie. I’m pretty good at that.”
“You’re being unreasonable and overprotective. If my sister is there, I want to find her. Before she gets sent to this ally of Cyrus’s.” I shuddered. Who knew what such a creature would do to her?
I looked at his stern profile, illuminated intermittently as we passed under street lights. “Besides, you have spying to do, and if we can get that blade away from Cyrus, we need to. And if you don’t show up with me, we lose all our goodwill, and he’ll probably hunt us down anyway.”
He glared at me. “I hate it when you’re right.”
“In this case, I don’t like it either. If I could sit this one out, I would.”
A lie. I’d never send Jasper there on his own—more uncomfortable discoveries. I cared about him. But I’d be much happier if we could be on some warm, tropical beach somewhere. 
We pulled into the hotel parking lot. I frowned as I exited the car, and Jasper turned it off. We were plunged into darkness without his headlights. All the street lights were out in the lot.
It seemed strange for such a nice hotel. A sense of foreboding rolled up my spine one second before Jasper hit the ground with a roar.
People in slick, black tactical gear melted out of the darkness, and I threw my hands up out of reflex to show I was unarmed. Three held a gun on me while one put a knee in Jasper’s back and cuffed him. I couldn’t make out the cuffs in the dim light, but they engulfed a thick portion of his wrists, and the chain connecting them was the thickest I’d ever seen. 
I’d go out on a limb and say they were built for vampires. Which meant he wasn’t getting out of them.
Once the cuffs snapped in place, the guns on me lowered.
“Astrid Hardy-Smith?“ The voice was muffled behind the ski mask.
“Yes? What’s going on?“
“We’ve been looking for you since you left Savannah.”
“Okay… Doesn’t answer the question.“
The one standing over Jasper pulled off his mask. “We’re looking for Priscilla McCormic. We’re witch hunters. She’s using forbidden magic and wanted for murder.”
Jasper groaned. “You’re like two months late. Bitch is a psycho. Did you miss the memo?”
The guy kicked him in the stomach. “Shut up, leech. We’ll deal with you later.”
“I’m going to kill you when I get up. If the thing you tased me with can take down a vampire, I can’t imagine what it’ll do to a human. Medium rare, maybe?” Jasper ground out.
I wanted to shush him. Mouthing off would just get him kicked again, but he’d do what he wanted. I was hoping I could talk us out of whatever this was. They hadn’t taken me to the ground yet.
“Whose murder is she wanted for?”
“Matthew and Evie Hardy-Smith and four of their children.”
I felt lightheaded, the names like a punch to the gut, and I put a hand on Jasper’s car to steady myself. “You think she killed my parents? Why?”
“Your father was a witch hunter. He’d have nothing to do with us. He wanted a normal, quiet life. But witch hunting is what he was born into. We lost track of him since he wanted out. We didn’t know about his death until we started digging into Priscilla.”
My brain felt stuffed with too many questions. I wasn’t sure what to ask first. “Vampires killed my parents.”
“And who told you that?”
I stared at him. Jasper lay frozen on the ground, gaze locked on my face. “It was Priscilla, wasn’t it, Astrid?”
Jasper’s quiet question shook me out of my stupor. “Of course, it was Priscilla. She and her daughters were the nearest vampire hunters. It doesn’t mean they did it.”
The witch hunter arched a brow. “We think they did.”
My stomach swooped like a bird on the current. “You think her daughters were involved?”
He shrugged. “Why not? If they knew what he was, they’d have every reason to kill him.”
More blood feuds. More vendettas. Just what the world needed. But it was also all hearsay. I wouldn’t take his word for it. At least not against Kori and Grace. 
Priscilla, on the other hand…
“Do you have any proof?”
“The scene didn’t add up—a lot of spilled blood by sharp blades. Vampires wouldn’t have wasted that much. And they likely wouldn’t have killed the children. They would have taken them. Blood slaves are prized things. The younger the minds, the more control the vampire will have in the long run.
“But witches? They’d want to kill as many in the bloodline as they could. If you and Charlie had been there, you’d both be dead. It’s pretty surprising Priscilla hasn’t found another time to kill you.”
Jasper chuckled. “Oh, I bet anything she’s tried.”
I shook my head, but he spoke before I could argue. “Think back, Astrid. How many close calls have you had over the years? She ever send you out without her daughters backing you up?”
I scowled down at him. “We all go out on our own. Whoever is available when a good target comes up. Priscilla has her ear to the ground for that sort of thing. It’s only natural that a lot of my jobs came from her.”
He shrugged. It looked awkward with his hands behind his back. “That may be, but I’d bet she sent you on some risky ones on purpose.” He grinned. “I guess you’re just that good, hummingbird. She never succeeded in getting you killed.”
“I didn’t expect the vampire to argue our case,” the witch hunter said.
Jasper glared up at him. “The vampire doesn’t like witches. He’s happy to side with you, especially if you let him out of these damned cuffs. Why am I cuffed anyway? You’re witch hunters.”
“Yes, and you’re holding one of our own hostage.” He jerked his chin at me and nudged Jasper’s shoulder with his toe. He looked like he was debating kicking him again. “We might not actively hunt your kind, but we have no problem taking you down if you become a problem for one of us. Looks like you’re a problem for Astrid.”
“Shit,” Jasper muttered under his breath as he struggled against the cuffs.
The hunter kicked him onto his back and planted a boot in his chest to hold him still. He pulled a machete from his back.
Jasper looked resigned, like he knew what I’d do. I could order his death. I could see it in his eyes. He might be able to prevent me from killing him, but I could have someone else do it, and I’d be free.
The hunter glanced at me. “Say the word.”
My insides were a riot of emotions. This was it. I could be rid of him for good. These witch hunters could probably help me find my sister. Granted, they were only human. We might all die in the attempt, but they looked well prepared enough.
No more stalking. No more blood bond. No more machinations.
No more saving my ass when I needed it most. No more making love. No more pride in his eyes when I did something he found amazing. 
“No.”
Jasper’s gaze jerked to mine. “What?”
The witch hunter put the blade away without argument and produced a business card. “Let us know if you change your mind. Now, about Priscilla.”
He made a little wave toward Jasper, and one of the other hunters bent to release him. I hoped he didn’t make good on his threat to kill some folks.
He sat up and rotated his shoulders, and answered before I could. “Priscilla is allied with Cyrus now. Are you aware of vampire politics?”
“Cyrus wants to overthrow your King, correct?”
Jasper nodded. “And he has more support than we would like. He’s also a very good ally for Priscilla to have. I suspect she’s beyond your reach.”
The hunter cracked his knuckles. “But we’ll be waiting for an opportunity.” He reached out a hand to help Jasper to his feet. Jasper glared but took it.
The hunter turned his attention to me again. “Would you be able to lure her daughters out? They’re protected.”
“No.” My voice came out in a hardened snap. “They’re vampires now, and their mates will kill you.”
“The rumor is that one still has her powers.”
I narrowed my eyes and took a step toward him. The men around us tensed, weapons coming up a fraction of an inch. Not pointed at me yet, but more prepared than a second ago. 
“Let me make myself clear; if you go near them, I’ll kill you. They’re my friends. They helped put down Priscilla’s zombie. Leave them alone, or you’ll have a war on your hands.”
He stared at me for a long moment, examining my face before he spoke. “All right, but if they’re ever involved in dark magic, we’ll be back. We’ve stepped into a new era. We’ll no longer watch the world sink into the dark because the witches got out of hand. And fair warning, other people in the order wouldn’t negotiate with you. They want death to all witches.”
Jasper and I exchanged a look. They could come if they wanted, but we were a tight-knit group. Maybe even a twisted little family when all was said and done. They’d be facing more than Kori and Grace if it came to that.
With that, the witch hunters melted into the night as if they’d never been. The street lights flickered to life, and we were alone again.






  
  Chapter 19


Jasper closed the door behind us and leaned heavily against it. “I’m all for never leaving this room again.” 
I ran a hand over his chest. “How badly are you hurt?”
He cradled the back of my neck and leaned his forehead against mine. “I’m fine. Already recovered. Hurt like a bitch at the time.”
I pulled away and grinned at him. “I didn’t know there was a taser powerful enough to take down a vampire. I think I need one.”
He grimaced. “You definitely don’t need one, and I didn’t know either. Something to warn my brothers about.”
He stared at me for a long moment, searching my face. “Why didn’t you do it?”
I snorted. “Do what, Jasper? It’s been a long night. Narrow it down for me.”
He slid his arms around my waist. “You could have had me killed down there. You could have escaped the blood-bond.”
I looked away from the intensity in his eyes. “I need your help to get my sister back.”
“They could have helped you with that too, and you know it.”
I shifted, trying to pull away from him, but he didn’t let go of my waist. “Maybe it seemed unsporting not to kill you myself.”
He grasped my chin and tilted my face until I met his eyes. They sparkled with something I couldn’t read. Or didn’t want to.
He leaned down and captured my lips. The kiss was slow and sensual. Coaxing. I melted into him, threading my arms around his neck.
He straightened, and I wrapped my legs around his lean hips as he stepped toward the bed. My back met the mattress, and his weight came down on me.
His hand slid up my thigh to grip my ass, rocking against me while I moaned into his mouth.
“Have I mentioned how erotic it is that you weren’t wearing panties all night?”
He brushed his knuckles over my sex, through the wetness gathering there. 
I swallowed. “This dress doesn’t allow for undergarments. It would have ruined the lines.”
“I want you bare to me always.” He sank two fingers into me, and my toes curled.
“Jasper,” I moaned.
“I think you deserve to be rewarded for your loyalty. Don’t you agree?”
“Whatever you want. Just don’t stop.”
He slid down my body until his face was framed by my thighs. I tried to close my legs, but he forced my knees apart.
“Jasper, what are you doing?”
He glanced up at me and arched a brow. “Well, if you don’t know, I’ll need to demonstrate.”
I flushed. Ugh, ask a stupid question. “Well, yes, I know what you’re doing, but I’ve never had someone… do that.” I ended lamely. 
He chuckled and laid an open-mouthed kiss on the inside of my thigh. “Do that? Surely you can do a little better than that?”
He nipped the spot he’d kissed with his fangs, and I squeaked, shifting on the bed. “You’re teasing me!”
“Maybe a little.”
He ran his tongue lightly over my sex and moaned. “God, the taste of you. I’m not sure how much longer I can tease you.”
He licked me again, and this time, when I shifted, it was because I wanted more. “Jasper, more.”
“So demanding.”
Before I could protest, he sealed his mouth over my clit and sucked. My back bowed, and I almost levitated off the bed. He feasted on me, and I ground my sex against his face. One of my hands was tangled in his hair while the other gripped the bed. I needed something to hold on to.
He thrust his fingers deep, and I cried his name as the ecstasy boiled over. My thighs shook as I pulsed around his fingers, but he didn’t stop tonguing me. 
I was headed toward another orgasm when he pulled away, leaving me trembling as he prowled back up my body. He didn’t even take his pants off, just freed his erection and thrust into me. 
He yanked on the neck of my dress, and the strap snapped, baring my breasts to him. He latched on to a nipple while he pumped into me, nipping and sucking.
But when he switched to give the other the same treatment, his fangs sank deep. The world went white with pleasure. It should have hurt; the intensity of the orgasm almost did, but there could be magic in a vampire’s bite. Euphoria.
My body clenched around his, and he pulled away with a curse. His hips lost their rhythm before picking up speed.
He murmured filthy things in my ear as I spasmed and clutched him close. 
I felt the warmth of his cum as his cock jerked. He groaned through gritted teeth as I milked him of his orgasm. His elbows sagged, and before he could collapse on top of me, he rolled us over without leaving my body and draped me across his sweating chest. In a minute, I’d want space to cool off, but for the moment, I was boneless in his arms.
When our heart rates had slowed, he said, “You’d save yourself a lot of grief if you just admitted you loved me.”
I laughed and propped my chin on his chest. “What are you talking about? You’re a pain in the ass.”
“I love you.”
I sobered immediately as he continued. “I’ve probably loved you for a while now. There’s this old legend among vampires. Most of us don’t believe it. I never did. That we have one mate meant only for us.”
“A soul mate?”
“Yes. Who you’d never want to part from. Someone whose love would make an eternity feel too short.”
I wasn’t sure what to say. Claiming I felt the same way seemed like a lie. But claiming I felt nothing also seemed false. There was something between us.
I cleared my throat. “Waiting seven hundred years for a soul mate seems like a cruel legend.”
He shrugged. “Or, in Nyx’s case, six thousand. I don’t think he’d complain. I think he’s as content as he’s ever been.”
He kissed me, undaunted by the fact that I didn’t know how to respond. “It’s okay. I’m patient. As I said, I have an eternity with you. If you think I’m letting you go now, you’re crazy. But I think it would save you some frustration.”






  
  Chapter 20


In the shower that morning, I’d flinched when the water hit the bite on my breast. It hurt now that we weren’t in the middle of sex. He’d toyed with my nipple and said, “Every time the fabric brushes this, it will ache and make you think of all the things I do to your body. I think the other needs to match.” 
I’d jumped him then and there, and now the other breast did match. He’d left me to finish bathing, or we’d be in there all day. Surely, even a hotel would run out of hot water eventually.
I exited the bathroom, toweling off my hair to find him fully dressed in jeans and a t-shirt and scrolling on his phone. It looked so normal but felt so bizarre. Did he have social media profiles? He finished whatever he’d been doing and put it face down on the bed.
“Well, what do you think?”
I frowned at him, feeling like I’d come in during the middle of a conversation. “About what?”
“About the thing you’ve been very carefully not thinking about. Priscilla killing your family. Do you think it’s true?”
I turned away from him and knelt on the floor to pull an outfit out of my suitcase, but really, I was buying myself time. He was right. I’d been keeping that buried. Though he’d seemed more than willing to help.
Did I think that Priscilla had killed my family? Or were the witch hunters just more people trying to manipulate me? They had the motive to. They wanted me to turn Kori and Grace over to them.
I sat back on my heels and glanced over my shoulder at him. “It’s a possibility. Priscilla never liked me, and she made that clear. I always thought it was because I was human, but maybe she had other reasons.”
That wasn’t what really bothered me, though. Was it possible my friends had known all along? It seemed unfathomable, yet the witch hunters had sewn the tiniest seed of doubt in me.
Grace… Grace could never keep a secret like this. She was ridiculously honest. Almost incapable of telling a lie. But Kori… she could lie if she felt the situation called for it. But she was my best friend. I couldn’t believe it was all an act. It was life-ruining information.
“Hummingbird?” He was closer now, a warm, comforting presence at my back, which made it all the worse. A vampire being my only support.
He touched my shoulder, and I shook him off. If he tried to comfort me, I’d cry. What a mess my life had become. 
To his credit, he didn’t reach for me again. Instead, he sat down next to me, bracing his forearms on his knees. “Tell me what happened.”
I leaned back against the side of the bed. “There’s not much to tell. I’d taken Charlie to a sleepover and then gone out with friends. I was late getting home. Well past curfew, and I thought I would get grounded because all the lights were still on. I thought they were waiting up. But they were all dead.”
I kept it brief. Clinical. Distant. It had happened to someone else. I wasn’t that girl anymore. I didn’t want him to see the mess I was inside. Things were too real between us, and the memories were so raw, even after all these years. 
“And the bodies?”
My eyes went wet with tears. He wasn’t going to delve. He wanted to stick to the facts. I thought I could love him at that moment. I tried to think back. I’d spent years trying to bury those memories, but every vampire murder I’d seen tended to give me nightmares about it.
“There was a lot of blood. But there were bite marks, too.”
“Faked, maybe?”
“Maybe.”
We sat there in silence for a minute before I asked the question. “Do you think Kori knew?”
“You know her much better than I do. If you’re doubting her now, imagine what I think. If she did, I’ll kill her, sister-in-law or not, but even I have to admit I’d be surprised if she knew. Priscilla is capable of anything, but she managed to raise good daughters, not back-stabbing bitches. Hate to say that about vampire hunters, but it’s true. We can call and ask. We need to tell her about Priscilla anyway.”
I did not want to have that conversation, but Jasper snagged his phone as I pulled on my t-shirt and started a video call with his brother.
Kori answered on the second ring, and Jasper scowled at the phone. “Where is my brother?”
“Well, howdy-do to you too, Bitchy.”
“Kori…”
“Good lord, he’s in the shower. Did you think I murdered him while you were away? Pretty sure if I had, I wouldn’t have taken your call.”
With the way his shoulders relaxed, he thought that was a possibility. He didn’t trust his new sister-in-law yet, if he ever would. He might spend the rest of his life waiting for the other shoe to drop. Knowing her family history, I guess it wasn’t that surprising. 
“How is your hunt for Astrid going? I can see you’re still alive. Have you even caught up with her?”
I cringed a little. It was clear from her voice that she hadn’t expected him to find me. The fact that he had made me feel like I might be a bitter disappointment to her. I wasn’t even going to bring up the blood bond if I could avoid it. 
Jasper tilted the phone toward me and I gave the camera a finger wave.
“Shit!” She’d been lounging on the bed, but now she sat up, her face going from teasing to serious. “Astrid, are you okay?”
“I’m fine.” I blurted before I could consider the question. If I’d stopped to think about it, she would have noticed the hesitation, even if the answer had been the same. 
Which… what else could I say? I was not fine, but there was no fixing any of it. Hell, a genie could offer to grant me three wishes and I wouldn’t be sure where to start. 
Her gaze dropped to the bite mark on my neck. “Uh-huh. Convincing. Like he’s blood bonded you to say whatever he wants.”
“He hasn’t.” I reconsidered that statement. “Well, he has bound me, but he’s not influencing my words.”
“That you know of.”
Jasper cursed under his breath and turned the phone back to face himself. “You’re the one who wanted me to watch her back.”
“Yeah, if you found her, which I was hoping you wouldn’t. And in what way did I say ‘bind her to you for the rest of your lives’?”
“Be thankful I did, or she probably would have been sold to slavers by now. She wandered into a vampire bar by herself.”
“No way. She’s not that crazy.”
He arched a brow at me, and I rushed forward with my explanation before he could dig me a deeper hole. “Kori, Charlie is missing. She used to go there. She was hunting vampires.” I said before Jasper could butt in.
There was silence for a second. “What? How could Charlie be hunting vampires without us getting wind of it?”
I moved shoulder to shoulder with Jasper so I could see her. “I don’t know, but she was, and now she’s been captured by a vampire named Cyrus. He says she’s a gift for a friend.”
She stood up, and we got a view of the ceiling fan’s slow rotation when she tossed her phone back on the bed. “Keep talking. I’m packing.”
Jasper growled. “Kori, stop. You can’t come here. I can’t be seen with Alaric. We’re going to Cyrus’s party to try and get her back, but Cyrus knows Alaric is loyal to the king. I’m playing the black sheep of the family, and it has to stay that way if we hope to find Charlie.”
“I don’t exactly trust you with my friend or her sister, Jasper.”
“Maybe I don’t trust you with them either.”
I glared at him, and Kori stopped what she was doing and picked up her phone again. “What the fuck are you babbling about?”
“Did you know your mom had Astrid’s family killed?” 
Kori’s lip curled in derision. “Where did you hear that shit?”
“Witch hunters.”
She snorted and rolled her eyes. “Well, as long as you got it from a reliable source.”
“They said Astrid’s father was a witch hunter.”
Her mouth opened and closed a few times as if she couldn’t make sense of the information.
“Did you know? Did you suspect?” He demanded, and I elbowed him. We didn’t even know. Not for sure. Kori wasn’t wrong about the witch hunters not being a reliable source.
Her stunned look turned into a glare. “Of course, I didn’t know! What kind of person do you think I am?”
“I think you’re a very determined witch, not unlike your mother.”
“I’ve saved your ass, Jasper. And more importantly, Astrid and I have been friends for years. I could never lie like that. I never suspected a thing, which is why I think my mother didn’t do what you’re accusing her of. She might be nuts now, after being exposed to demonic energy, but back then, she wasn’t.”
“You’re saying if she found out witch hunters were living right next door, she wouldn’t have had them killed?”
Kori bit her lip and shook her head. She was silent for a long minute. “Witch hunters haven’t bothered us in centuries.”
“Would. She. Do. It?” Each word was like the bite of a whip.
Kori was still shaking her head and shut her eyes. “A few weeks ago, I would have said no. Now? Yes, I think she would have done it. I find it hard to imagine she’d order the deaths of children as well as their parents, but I just don’t know anymore.”
She opened her eyes. “But I didn’t know, and I’d appreciate it if you dropped the tone.”
“You witches are hypocrites. You think vampires are evil, but I’ve never murdered an entire family of people.”
I grabbed for his phone, and we had a brief tug-of-war while Kori fumed. He finally relinquished it and paced away.
“We have bigger problems right now, Jasper,” I hissed at him.
Kori groaned. “What do you mean?”
“Your mother is here, Kori. With Cyrus. It’s bad.”
“My mother, working with a vampire? That’s… not possible. Even on her worst day.”
“We saw her!” Jasper shouted from across the room, and I flapped my hand at him. He’d caused enough trouble. He was in a fighting mood.
“We saw her. And the dead girl she watched Cyrus murder.”
Kori shook her head. “No, you don’t understand. She has to be working her own angle. She’d never really be working with a vampire. Killing witch hunters, maybe, but working with vampires? It’s not possible.”
Jasper threw his hands up in the air. He thought Priscilla was capable of anything, but I had to agree with Kori. 
“It has to be the blade.” I arched a brow at him.
“What blade?” Kori asked as I watched Jasper weigh that option.
He finally shrugged. “Yeah. I mean, a weapon that could kill any vampire? A witch’s wet dream.”
“Guys, what blade?”
Jasper came to stand next to me, his chest brushing my shoulder as he leaned into view of the camera.
“The Blades of Poison Blood. Cyrus has one.”
“The knife that Pagan’s brother gave her? The one she only used for very special occasions because everyone wanted it,” I clarified.
“Yeah, I know the knife you’re talking about. Bronze. Big as my forearm. Will that thing actually mortally wound any vampire?”
“I saw it once. Worked like a charm… Well, I think anyway.”
Jasper glanced at me. “You think?”
“We took his head and burned the body. We weren’t going to risk it. But it incapacitated him. His wounds didn’t heal. I’ve never even seen a witch blade have that effect.”
“Blades of Poison Blood, you said?” Kori asked. “I swear I saw something about those in one of the old grimoires. I’ll have to go digging.”
Jasper grunted. “I wish you wouldn’t. Those books are creepy, and half are bound in human skin, which, again, never seen vampires do that sick shit. And one attacked me.”
“How did a book attack you?” I asked.
“It slid off the coffee table and landed on my foot, and then when I picked it up and flipped through it, every page gave me a paper cut.”
I arched a brow at Kori, looking for confirmation that he was crazy, and she shrugged. “He’s right. That book doesn’t like vampires. Sometimes, it won’t even let me open it.”
“So, it’s also moody?”
She shrugged. “I keep the really interesting ones locked in a trunk in the basement. I’ve had nightmares about them trying to kill us in our sleep. But I can’t give them to anyone else. There’s some sick shit in them.”
“So interesting that your mother was their last owner,” Jasper said. 
“Yes, Jasper, I’ve gotten your point.”
Stop, I mouthed to him.
“You need to stay where you are while Alaric and I come to help you. You can’t handle my mother and Cyrus on your own, Jasper.”
He scowled at the phone. “I know Alaric likes to think of me as his snot-nosed little brother, but I’m over seven hundred years old. I’ve got you beat, sister-in-law.”
“Jasper, my mother is dangerous, and now she’s demonic.”
“Your mother isn’t my primary concern. Cyrus is. I followed Priscilla to find him, and I promised Astrid I’d help her get her sister back. I won’t break that promise. If Cyrus moves her, we might never catch up again. Not until we’re far too late. Astrid will have to be my backup.”
“You want each other dead. I don’t see that working out.”
“If you haven’t noticed, we’ve reached a truce. We can handle it, Kori,” I said.
Jasper grinned, and I wondered if I was fast enough to smother whatever would come out of his mouth. “Peace talks were fun.”
“You’re a pig, Jasper. Astrid, what do you see in him?”
The image of his face between my thighs flashed through my head, and my cheeks burned. 
Jasper’s grin widened. “I really want to know what you just thought about.”
I narrowed my eyes on him. I wasn’t sharing with the class right now.
Kori cleared her throat. “Alaric just got out of the shower, so you can explain to him why we can’t come help you.”
Kori handed the phone over, and Jasper gave Alaric an abbreviated version of what was going on and ended with, “Astrid and I are going to Cyrus’s party.”
Alaric broke eye contact with his phone. “Kori, keep packing.”
Jasper threw up a hand in frustration. “Damn it, Alaric, you can’t come here. Cyrus knows you’re loyal to the king.”
Alaric scowled. “That’s a bit of a stretch. I’m not a part of his Eternal Guard. I’m your average citizen.”
“Because you turned down the offer to be in the Guard, but everyone knows where you stand.”
“You’re my brother. You stand in the same place.”
Jasper was silent for a beat. “Not really. I spend enough time not living in Savannah. I have a different reputation.”
Alaric’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of reputation? What do you do when you’re not here?”
Jasper glanced at me, and I shrugged. It was his choice to come clean or not. Hell, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know his reputation or how he got it. Not if Benny’s dinner and Cyrus’s behavior were any indication.
“Let’s just say Cyrus doesn’t quite know what side I’ll come down on. We need to get that blade. He’s going to use it to kill the king, and we don’t know what the hell Priscilla is up to.”
Alaric stared at him for a long minute. “How close are you to the king, exactly? I’m confused as to why you care. Not wanting him dead is one thing, but you’re going out of your way to thwart Cyrus’s plans. As if it were your job.”
The answer clicked for me as soon as Alaric asked the question. “My god. You’re a spy.”
“What!” Kori shouted.
Jasper grimaced. “It’s nothing so official as that. I have some friends in low places, and sometimes I pass information to the king.”
I rolled my eyes. “You mean like a spy would? That explains Benny. You don’t seem to like him much.”
He sighed. “It’s not in any kind of official capacity.”
“Governments usually deny they have spies. It’s a hazard of your business.”
He growled, clearly frustrated with this line of questioning—more reasons to keep pestering him. “I’m not spying. Benny just likes to talk. It will get him killed one day.”
I snorted. “Yeah, when the vampire underworld finds out he’s been chatty with a spy.”
“You’re impossible.”
“Guys.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’m just smarter than you give me credit for.”
“Oh, I have very few doubts about your intelligence. It’s becoming a problem for me.”
“Guys!”
“Is this the part where I end up with two bullet holes in the back of my head in some swamp? Or do I disappear into some sort of high-security prison without a trial?”
He raised his hand like he was contemplating strangling me. 
“Hey, you two!”
We stopped our bickering to look at the phone. 
Alaric arched a brow. “Nice to see you getting along, but I still don’t like this. Cyrus is unpredictable, and Priscilla is crazy, and all you have is a vampire hunter as your backup.”
I scowled at the phone. “My sister is in the middle of this. I’m willing to help Jasper in this.”
“And once you rescue your sister? What then? I don’t trust you not to stab him in the back.”
“I’m blood bonded to him, so I don’t think that’s possible.”
“I know vampire hunters. You’re determined people. You’ll find a way if you want him dead.”
Jasper sighed, “Alaric, I trust her.”
Alaric snorted. “A mistake.”
“I could say the same to you about Kori. More so. You turned her, and she’s a witch with a will of her own. I’m still waiting for that other shoe to smack you in the head.”
“Hey!” Kori protested.
Alaric shook his head. “Fine.”
“Fine?”
“We’ll wait until you call for us.”
“Good. We need to go.”
Jasper hung up without saying goodbye and cursed. “He still thinks I’m fifteen.”
I chuckled. “Take it from the oldest sibling; you will always be fifteen to him.” I nibbled my bottom lip. “What are you to the king, really? I know you don’t want to be honest with Alaric, but be honest with me.”
He raked a hand through his hair. “You know. You said it.”
“And?”
“Cyrus has been very difficult to find, and he’s planning something very bad. Of course, he wants King Octavian’s throne, but he also wants to poison the vampire population with this illness he had a demon, Braxus, create. Priscilla was working with that demon. She’s in possession of that virus through her infected blood, and when she was helping torture me, Braxus sent her to Cyrus. I was tracking her, hoping she’d lead me to Cyrus.”
I scowled at him. “You sound like a busy boy. Why did you stop to toy with me?”
“Because you were headed right for trouble? Somehow, right in her path, which I find too coincidental to ignore. I think she wants you dead, and now Cyrus, her new partner in crime, has your sister."
“So if you’ve found him, why not call in the king’s… people?”
“The Eternal Guard. And I have contacted the king, but we have to be very careful, or Cyrus could slip through our fingers again. Also, no one has presented enough proof that he’s broken our laws unless I find proof that he’s infecting his people. Everything else is rumors and innuendo. Some sources are credible, some less so. 
“In the last hundred years or so, the king has taken a step back from ruling. His nobles have too much power. If he kills Cyrus without cause, they’ll demand answers.”
He sighed and tugged me onto his lap. “Enough of that. I’m not even supposed to be telling you these things. What do you want to do with our day off? We don’t have to be at Cyrus’s until nightfall. I can’t tell you the last time I’ve taken a vacation.”
I grimaced. He seemed to be hoping for a nice, normal day. Relaxation, more sex. While that sounded perfect, I had something different in mind. Half a day wasn’t much of a vacation anyway.
“How about solving some missing person’s cases?”






  
  Chapter 21


The sun-bleached barn of the old Miller farm was the only thing still standing on the property. If it had been painted, there wasn’t a fleck left on it—just the graying, weathered wood. The door stood open on its tracks. Maybe it couldn’t slide closed. Judging by the state of things, that wouldn’t surprise me. Rolling tracks were the first thing to break on just about anything. 
Jasper sat tense beside me. “I don’t like this. We don’t know how many vampires are in there.”
“They’ve kidnapped six women. The cops have only found the bodies of two. Those other girls might still be alive. Besides, maybe they aren’t even here. The door is open.”
He turned to face me, arm draped across the steering wheel. “I thought you were done hunting vampires.”
I snorted. “When did I say that? You assume because I’m blood bonded to you that I won’t hunt? Well, you didn’t stop me, so here we are.”
I threw open the car door and climbed out. He followed suit but froze.
“I smell blood. A lot of it. Whatever was in there is dead.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “Well, if they’re dead, there’s no reason not to go in.”
He inclined his head with a sigh. “Right.”
“Don’t you want to find these girls? Don’t you care that they’re in trouble? I know Benny has the attitude of ‘it’s not his problem,’ but I didn’t think you would.”
I stomped toward the door, wanting to get away from him at that moment, and in a blur of speed, he got ahead of me. 
“It’s not that I don’t care, Astrid.” He opened his mouth and then seemed to rethink what he would say. “I have a job to do, and it’s not solving missing persons cases.”
“Spy shit.”
His jaw pulsed. “Something like that. If I get caught getting involved, Cyrus will know something’s off.”
I sighed. “I just want to have a look, Jasper. You said anything in there is dead. There’s no one around to see. Besides, Benny said Cyrus had my sister, but what if he’s behind these other disappearances, too? It would be a big coincidence if we’ve got two gangs of kidnapping, murderous vampires in town.”
He held up his hands in surrender. “All right. Just let me go first.”
I wasn’t about to protest. He was more indestructible than I was, and he was on edge. Best to let edgy vampires be overprotective. 
I could smell the sharp, copper tang of blood as we got closer, mixing with the mildew smell a building got when it wasn’t protected from the weather. There was no scent of rot, though. They couldn’t have been dead long if you couldn’t smell decay, right?
The first body I spotted was missing its head. Blood had pooled under it, but it had long since cooled. And then I saw two more scattered across the barn floor. 
The bodies were strangely shriveled like they’d desiccated. But… “This looks like they’ve been dead a long time.”
Jasper scowled. “But they shouldn’t. It doesn’t smell like an old kill. And there’s no evidence of animal scavenging or bugs, and if they’d died out in the open like this, there should be.”
Jasper wandered off, continuing to explore while I pulled a pair of gloves out of my pocket. I’d been hoping I wouldn’t find bodies, but I’d come prepared. I knelt and started searching for ID.
Unfortunately, there was nothing on them. No wallets, IDs, or convenient notes saying, ‘We have women locked in cages at this address.’
“Nothing.”
And then, the body twitched. I shrieked and fell back on my ass in the tacky blood. Jasper was at my side in a blink, pulling me to my feet.
“What happened?”
I pointed a shaking hand at the corpse, but it was a few seconds before I could speak. “It moved.”
I wasn’t used to corpses moving on me. Not if they’d been dead this long. 
He pulled me a little further back before he went to investigate. He kicked the body onto its back, and the hand darted out and seized his ankle. 
“Shit!” He jerked his leg out of its grip as I grabbed his shirt and tugged him back.
There was a gaping wound where the heart was supposed to be. Everything had been done properly. It should be dead. I’d never seen a vampire move after the head had been removed and the heart had been taken. 
“Have you ever seen anything like it?” I whispered to him like they could hear us.
“Never, and I’ve seen a lot of weird shit. This is new. It should be dead.”
“But it’s dried out like a crusty mummy. If it got its head and heart back, would it be… alive?”
His gaze slid to mine, but he didn’t pull his attention from the thing for long. “Seems like it might. Don’t care to test it.”
“No kidding.” I licked my lips. “I don’t want to keep checking them for ID.” If one of those things grabbed me, I would turn into a giant shrieking mess. So much for being an unshakable vampire hunter.
“Most vampires aren’t going to carry ID anyway. They’ll just use their powers if they get stopped. It’s easier than having to get forged papers.”
I wished he’d told me that before I’d checked the first one. I shuddered and shook out my arms to get the creeps to go away. “Did you find anything else?”
He grimaced. “Nothing you’ll like.”
“Crap. What?”
He jerked his chin toward a corner of the barn obscured by moldering hay bales. “Three bodies. Female. Also missing heads.”
My stomach dropped. I was too late. Like every other case I’d worked. My throat closed up. I wanted to ask if any of them looked like Charlie. Cyrus was supposed to have her, but maybe all these women had been his victims, too. But Jasper didn’t know what my sister looked like.
I strode toward that end of the barn, but Jasper grabbed my arm. “You don’t have to look.”
“I’ve got plenty of nightmares in my head, Jasper. This won’t be a problem.”
He sighed but released me, tucking his hands into his pockets like it was the only way he could stop himself from dragging me out of here. “Even if one of them is Charlie, it would be impossible to tell. They’re desiccated like these. Heads missing.”
I gaped at him. “Turned then? Into… whatever these are?”
He nodded.
“I still have to look. There’s a ring Charlie always wears. I’ll know it if I see it.”
“Don’t get too close.”
“Oh, believe me, I won’t. I don’t think I’ve ever been so freaked out.”
I rounded the hay bales with him close at my side to examine the bodies. I looked at the right index finger of all the women. No ring. 
I breathed a sigh of relief and tried to take in as much information as possible about the bodies without touching them. A normal vampire had a grip that could crush and tear body parts off. I didn’t want to risk getting closer.
“We’re still missing a girl,” I said absently.
“We have no leads, Astrid. This was the one location Benny mentioned. We should pack it in and… I don’t even know. Light this place on fire? Cops can’t deal with it.”
“Do these bites seem weird to you?” I asked absently. With vampires, you expected two little holes. These were a whole bite mark. Rows of sharp teeth, not just incisors. These women had been bitten many times before they’d been turned, and the bites hadn’t had time to heal. 
“It’s all weird, Astrid.” 
“Right.” I stood from my crouched position. “Let’s get out of here.”
We made our way out of the barn, and I peeled the gloves off my hands, turning them inside out before stuffing them in my back pocket.
I’d need another shower and a change of clothes. I was covered in coagulated blood.
“I’m going to need to change.” Before we came out here, we went to my hotel room and retrieved my luggage, which had been a good idea.
He steered me around by the elbow to see how dirty I was, and then he froze.
“Are you admiring my butt? Because that will be a little weird for me at this moment.”
“Shhh. Do you hear that?”
I scanned the woods and strained to hear what he did, but it was fruitless. I was no match for vampire senses. For all I knew, he could be hearing frisky squirrels a mile away.
I opened my mouth to tell him as much when I heard a shriek, and something hurtled into us, taking us to the ground. Its momentum sent it tumbling past us. It landed crouched and snarling in the grass, and before I could register what I was seeing, Jasper yanked me to my feet and whirled me behind him.
It was on him in an instant, a blur of unbelievable speed. I seized his keys from the ground where they’d fallen. I scrambled for the trunk and had a brief argument with the lock before I got it open. I was pretty sure I’d scratched his paint job in my haste. 
I pawed through my suitcase in a panic until my hand wrapped around the handle of the machete. I heard Jasper’s roar of pain and whirled. It had sunk its teeth into his shoulder. 
He tangled his hands in the long hair and peeled it off him. Blood seeped from the deep wounds, staining the grass.
He held it off with both hands as I rushed forward. It snapped at him like a dog hitting the end of a chain. 
“Keep its head up!”
“Hurry up.” He gritted out. “It’s strong. I don’t care if you take a few of my fingers.”
I swung the blade at its throat with everything I had. Blood spurted as the head flew free. Jasper shoved the body away from him in the opposite direction and leapt to his feet. 
“Shit,” he said, breathing heavily. I pulled him into a hug and ran my hands over his body, checking for other injuries, needing to touch him. He wrapped his uninjured arm around my shoulder.
The mouth snapped at the air like a beheaded snake, serrated teeth clacking together, red eyes tracking us eerily for something that should be dead. She. It was female—the last missing girl.
Under the mud and blood, her tangled hair looked blond. She had a mole above her upper lip that I was guessing wasn’t faked. Makeup would have rubbed off by now. 
“What the hell is that?” He asked. I was not comforted by the fact that he was as clueless as I was.
I picked at the shirt clinging to his bleeding shoulder. I wasn’t sure where his blood ended and hers began. He yanked it over his head and dropped it into the leaf litter. 
“Well, that explains the bite marks on the bodies,” he said, inspecting the jagged edges of the wound. 
I pulled away from him to grab a bottle of water out of the trunk and rinsed his injury.
“You think if you get bitten by a Jefferson Starship, you become one?” My gaze flicked to the thing on the ground.
He arched a brow. 
“Sorry, Supernatural references.”
“Yes, hummingbird, I watch TV too. Season 6 Episode 19.”
“Maybe I do love you.”
He grinned at me, but his gaze was troubled as he inspected the bite. “As for your question, I sure as hell hope not.”
I glanced around at the gore on the ground. “What are we going to do with all this? Because I feel like we shouldn’t leave these… zombie bodies out here for anyone to find.”
“I’ll call it into the king’s Eternal Guard. Someone will be out to deal with it.”
I eyed the snapping head, which eyed me back. “And what about her.”
He seized the head by the hair, which seemed to anger it. It hissed at him, blood and spittle hitting its chin. 
I held the back of my hand to my lips. “I think I’m going to be sick.”
He arched a brow. “A large part of your job is beheading things.”
“Yeah, but they don’t usually continue to try and kill me afterward.”






  
  Chapter 22


Jasper had tucked the body into the barn, securing the head in a large toolbox. Hopefully, no one got to them before the king’s men did, but we couldn’t start a fire without drawing human attention, and Jasper wasn’t sure a regular fire would kill them. Not before they got put out by firefighters. 
By the time we were done getting cleaned up, we were officially running late. I taped up the bite on Jasper’s shoulder, which had stopped bleeding but wasn’t healing at nearly the speed he was capable of. 
I watched him carefully for signs of demonic vampire rabies, but it had been hours, and there was no sign of it. Maybe they weren’t turned through a bite? I had too many questions and not enough answers.
I stepped out of the car and stretched. My back popped, and I sighed in relief. Two hours in the car, getting closer to danger made me antsy. It seemed antithetical that I'd feel a little better now that we’d arrived at the devil’s doorstep and I was freed from the vehicle. 
Though, to say this was a house was an understatement. It was like someone had parked a medieval castle in the middle of the Tennessee wilderness.
We hadn’t driven over a moat, but we had driven under an honest-to-God portcullis that was now sinking slowly back toward the ground. Sealing us inside. Gulp. 
Jasper stepped out of the car and removed his sunglasses to rub his eyes before slipping them back on.
I squinted into the fading light as I examined the house. The sun had to bother Jasper. Just because a vampire could tolerate it didn’t mean it wasn’t unpleasant, but he hadn’t mentioned it. I’d offered to drive, but he was just as tense as me and seemed to need the distraction. If I hadn’t thought I’d lose an arm wrestling match, I might have fought him for it.
A figure detached itself from the front of the building and came toward us down the steps. With the sun in my eyes, I couldn’t identify who it was. But as he got closer, I recognized him. It was the werewolf from the bar. Dax.
I walked to Jasper’s side. He was busy getting our things out of the trunk. I tugged on his sleeve. 
“Hm?” He glanced up and spotted the shifter. 
Act like you don’t know him. I jumped at the sound of his voice in my head. 
I licked my lips and tried not to look at the werewolf. What’s he doing here?
His amusement rolled through my head. I couldn’t tell you. I don’t know the plans of every shady asshole. Avoid him. Whatever he’s up to, we likely don’t want to be involved.
Dax interrupted our silent conversation. “May I take your bags, sir?”
Jasper’s lips were set in a grim line, but he handed them over without a fight. It would probably seem weird to refuse. We followed Dax into the main part of the castle. It was dark and silent. With no windows and soaring ceilings, it had a cave-like effect.
Jasper slipped his sunglasses off and took in the tapestries hanging on the wall with avid interest.
“Feel like home?”
He grinned at me and did a little turn to take it all in. “A little bit. He’s modernized the place, obviously. Why build a castle in Tennessee without all the modern conveniences? But it does feel a lot like the keep Alaric took over.”
The only light came from candles that barely penetrated the darkness. It was probably perfect for a vampire’s sensitive sight, but I was at a distinct disadvantage. Jasper claimed it was modernized, and if so, I’d like to see some electricity.
Our steps echoed across the bare stone floor as we made our way to the staircase in silence. Once we made it up, we took so many turns that I worried I wouldn’t be able to find my way out. I had a decent sense of direction, but damn. 
Dax finally stopped and dropped one of the bags to open a door before striding in. Before I could follow, Jasper blocked my way with his arm and went first. He casually pushed the door flush against the wall before stepping inside. 
You expect to be attacked now?
Better safe than sorry. The room is empty. Come in.
I scowled at his back but decided not to bug him about it. If I’d been armed, I would have insisted on helping, but my weapons were tucked away in a suitcase.
Dax stood with his back to the wall as I entered. “The festivities start at full dark. The kitchens are always open. Just pull that rope, and someone will come up to provide anything you need. Your clothes for the evening are in the wardrobe.”
I cringed. Clothes for the evening? Great, I guess we were playing dress-up after all. I didn’t want Cyrus to choose what I would wear, but beggars can’t be choosers.
Dax saw himself out, closing the door behind him.
Jasper pulled open the wardrobe and chuckled. “You’re not going to like this.”
A sense of doom fell over me, and I walked toward him. “What now?”
Jasper reached in and seemed to be pulling out yards and yards of fabric. He wrestled the full-skirted dress onto the bed and jerked his chin at the cabinet. 
“There’s a corset and petticoats in there,” he said with a smirk.
“Like hell there is! That better be your outfit!”
He chuckled. “Looks like I get a fairly modern suit.”
I put my hands on my hips. “I’m serious, Jasper. I can’t fight in these things or even run if I need to. I thought he was Ancient Greek. Why the castle and the ridiculous dress from… when?”
Jasper picked at the sleeve. “The seventeen hundreds, I’d guess. And who knows? I’m sure he’s gotten a taste for many things over the years. Maybe he knew it would piss you off.”
I shook my head. I was betting on that last part. It seemed Cyrus didn’t like me much. 
Jasper held up the dress. “Either way, it’s best to humor the powerful, dangerous psychopath.”
“Am I allowed to be armed?”
He surprised me by nodding. “Yes, you’re blood bonded to me. I won’t have you unarmed here. I’m fairly hated. The other guests won’t expect me to leave you defenseless.” He snorted. “Or maybe they would since you’re a hunter. I don’t give a damn. Just try not to kill anyone who hasn’t tried to kill you first. The good news about the dress is it can probably hide an entire arsenal.”
A little wave of unease traveled through my stomach even though part of me went, ‘Yay, weapons.’ I usually had the advantage of vampires not knowing I was hunting them. I’d have no element of surprise this time. “How likely is it that I’ll be attacked?”
His hands bunched in the fabric. “High. If someone thinks they can hurt me by hurting you, they’ll do it.”
“Well, we haven’t exactly made a spectacle of having a fairytale romance. If you stay indifferent to me, maybe they won’t think killing me would hurt you.”
He shook his head. “Cyrus knows. He’s likely spread the word. You’re also a vampire hunter. They might attack you just to test your metal. I will try to stay close to you, but I do expect Cyrus to try to separate us. Fuck, this was a really bad idea.”
The cold sweat I’d broken out in made it hard to disagree with him.
“Well, we’re here.”
He nodded. “That we are. Okay, strap as many weapons to your body as possible and get dressed. The sun has nearly set. We’ll be expected.”
I lifted a brow at the dress in his lap. “I’m going to need help getting into this crap.”
He grinned. “It would be my pleasure to help you.”
We were late and reluctant to leave our room. Our teasing mood ended when we stepped into the hallway. It was time to get down to business. We’d attend these ‘festivities’ and try to sneak away to snoop. If we got separated for any reason, we’d go back to the room to regroup. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was all we had to work with. 
We’d both had worse.
When we arrived at the head of the stairs, Dax was waiting at the bottom. 
He bowed. “I’ve been instructed to escort you to Cyrus.”
Jasper nodded and wrapped my hand around his forearm to lead me down the stairs. I was grateful. I was going to trip on all these skirts and break my neck falling down the steep castle steps. 
The corset made me feel awkward and stiff, though Jasper hadn’t tightened it enough to restrict much of my breathing. It still limited my mobility. The largest blade rested against my spine, the hilt hidden by my hair. It was good for beheading. My bigger daggers were strapped to my thighs, but some smaller emergency knives were in my boots. However, I wasn’t sure I could bend to get them in case of said emergency. 
I’d refused the period-appropriate undergarments and pinching devil shoes. Instead, I was wearing leggings, a tank top, and tennis shoes under the dress. No one would see my feet anyway. Period clothing on the outside, but ready for a quick change underneath. The synthetic fabrics seemed to cling awkwardly to the natural fibers, but I’d make due.
Jasper had cut out the pockets so I could reach the thigh sheaths without fumbling too much with the skirt and petticoats. I was as ready as I’d ever be.
Music started up somewhere, boisterous and instrumental. People were laughing and chatting. A lot of people. They were almost as loud as the music.
We stepped around a corner to see a masked man striding toward us. The mask covered everything but his lower jaw. It was an intricate golden skull topped with a crown. A row of serrated ruby teeth obscured his upper lip.
Beautiful and terrifying, but it was the eyes beneath the mask that took me aback. They had a demonic red glow. The way Jasper tensed beside me, he must have noticed, too.
When the man tipped the mask back, it was Cyrus. I glanced at Jasper, but he kept his eyes on the vampire. A deep sense of foreboding swelled in my chest. A sick knowing that I wasn’t sure came from me. When I noticed it, it vanished instantly, and I knew it was Jasper who’d let the emotions slip. 
“There you are.” Cyrus shot a glare at Dax, who immediately bowed his head. “I was wondering what was taking so long.”
Jasper bowed himself. “It’s not his fault. We were late leaving the room.”
Cyrus smiled tightly. “Of course.” He snapped his fingers and gestured to us, and Dax produced two masks from his coat. Jasper’s was a simple black leather half-mask with carved scroll work. 
Mine was… one of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen—a delicate gold mask in the shape of a butterfly adorned with flowers. Golden chains beaded with pearls, the occasional ruby, and more butterflies swung from the bottom of the mask and would dangle over my mouth to somewhere past my chin.
As I put it on, I noticed there was something about it I didn’t like. I wouldn’t say it resembled Cyrus’s mask, but there was a synergy in the designs. As if they were a matching set.
Once I had it in place, the band digging into my skull to hold up the weight, he smiled. “Fit for a queen.”
Compliment the mask, stroke his ego a bit. Jasper whispered into my mind.
“It’s exquisite. Thank you,” I turned on a thousand-watt smile when I said it.
He turned and extended his arm to me.
Take his arm. Jasper instructed.
I swallowed the giant lump in my throat and moved past Jasper to take Cyrus’s arm. I hadn’t wanted to. I’d been planning to argue, but for some reason, I’d complied. 
Because Jasper had forced me.
What are you doing? Panic rose in my mind, and Jasper forced it back to functional levels.
Ensuring your survival. He likes you. He’s chosen you. He plans to kill me, hummingbird. I’m the rival in his way.
So you’re just giving me over to him? If I could have turned around and screamed it, I would have.
No, but if I buy you time, you can get out of here. 
So that’s it? Do you just plan on dying? How do you even know you’re right?
Tell me you think I’m wrong.
As I smiled up at Cyrus, that was something I couldn’t do.






  
  Chapter 23


Cyrus’s change in attitude toward me boggled my mind a little. Why me? Jasper wanted me to play Cyrus’s game, but if he thought I would leave him here to die, he had another thing coming. 
I kept that to myself. He might order me to leave him, and what would I do then? I wasn’t sure how much control I’d have over an order like that. Could I use semantics and trickery to get around it? Best not to find out.
We stepped into the cool fall evening. I was grateful I’d worn tennis shoes because the courtyard was paved with cobblestones. I would have broken a leg. There was another raised portcullis here, and beyond that was a massive carnival.
I couldn’t help myself. I pulled away from Cyrus without thought and hurried toward the open gate to stare. 
There were rows of booths as far as I could see, with artists selling handmade things. The smell of roasting meat made my mouth water. Vendors walked around carrying food and drink of all kinds. Bells dinged, and lights flashed from different games of chance.
Performers were everywhere—a troupe of belly dancers in one spot, a contortionist in the next. A hoop sailed into the air, and when my gaze followed it down, a rhythmic gymnast was there to catch it. A woman spinning on aerial silks that seemed to dangle from nothing. Magic. 
She tumbled down them, catching herself just above the ground in a move that made me breathless. The wonder of it filled me with a childlike excitement. I could almost forget why we were here.
When someone captured my hand, I was relieved to see it was Jasper. This might have been fun to explore with him if not for the psycho vampire that had organized it all.
“You seem to have outdone yourself, Cyrus.”
He smirked as he stepped up next to us. “I like to have a good time.”
He snagged two glasses off a tray and handed them to us. “Please, enjoy yourselves. There’s a bit of business I need to attend to.”
As soon as he’d disappeared into the crowd, Jasper took my glass and sat them both on one of the few tables in the mayhem. I agreed with his unvoiced decision. It was probably better to avoid eating or drinking anything Cyrus gave you.
Jasper took my hand, and I kept a tight grip on it. Everyone was in costumes and masked, including us. If I let go of him in this crowd, I’d likely never find him again.
As much as I enjoyed the sights around me, I was antsy. The press of people was overwhelming as they bumped into us, some apologizing, others just accepting it was inevitable in this crush. 
How long do we need to stay out here before we do some spying? I asked silently. I would never have been able to hear him otherwise.
Give it fifteen minutes and hope that Cyrus has no one watching us. Even with the direct mental contact, Jasper’s voice sounded strangely distant. Like we were shouting at each other over the crowd instead of speaking telepathically.
It seemed strange, but I didn’t know enough about the magic to know if it was. Maybe with this level of distraction, even mental communication was difficult?
I turned to ask Jasper when I spotted someone watching us.
His face was covered, like everyone else's. But the mask was something else. It stood out in the crowd of its delicate Venetian counterparts. It was a demonic skull. Nothing like Cyrus’s bejeweled gold one. This was sun-bleached bone, several horns licking up from the top reminiscent of flames, and vicious fangs in its mouth. The eyes were like great black pits, though I knew someone must be staring out of them… I hoped. 
He stood perfectly still as the crowd flowed around him, singularly focused on us. He was a part of the crowd but somehow separate from it. Never jostled or moved. It made the hair on the back of my neck rise.
I clutched Jasper’s arm to get his attention and pointed, but a performer spat a jet of fire into the air, and when it cleared, the man was gone. I wanted to think I’d imagined it, and I might have dismissed it anywhere else but not here.
There’s someone in a skull mask watching us.
I thought Jasper would protest since he didn’t see, but he nodded. Let’s get back inside. It’s too dangerous out here. We’ll make up some excuse.
I was all for that, but it was like fighting a riptide when we tried to turn back. The crowd pushed endlessly forward, penned in by booths on either side. This had to be some sort of safety hazard. We’d have to travel with them, and when they circled toward the castle again, we’d have to fight our way free.
My hand was clenched so tightly around Jasper’s I was probably cutting off the circulation to his fingers. We passed close to the booths to give ourselves some breathing room and maybe look for a closer way out.
As we passed, a veiled woman looked up, and I locked eyes with her as she turned over a tarot card. Elaborate and heavily winged eye makeup decorated her warm brown eyes. The gold eyeshadow complimented her deeply bronzed skin.
She was in all black with delicate golden embroidery stitched into the cloth. The veil was sheer. I could make out the curl of her vibrant red lips. A headscarf covered her hair. There was something mysterious and exotic that drew me in.
I couldn’t stop myself. I stepped toward her booth as she turned over another card. 
“You’re in great danger.”
Somehow, I heard her soft, dulcet tones over the noise of the crowd. It had seemed to die away as soon as I saw her.
I didn’t answer her. I was a human in this place. Of course, I was in danger.
“You’re searching for something.”
I nodded absently before I could stop myself. 
Her eyes sparkled with amusement. “You’ll lose it before you ever really find it. You’ll lose everything if you’re not careful.”
There was a sharp crack, and fireworks lit up the night for a second. I glanced up, startled, and realized, at some point, I’d sat down. The sparks slowly died off, sizzling like rain.
When I glanced back at the fortune teller, she was gone. I was sitting alone. I leapt to my feet. I’d lost my grip on Jasper’s hand at some point. Somehow… 
Panic clawed at my chest. He was gone. Gone in an instant. There was no way he would have left me. 
It didn’t take a genius to realize that magic had clouded my mind. A good thing since I wasn’t feeling like a genius as I pushed through the crowd. They jostled me as if they were trying to keep me from escaping their clutches. Everyone seemed to be laughing at me. They might have been enjoying themselves, but it felt sinister. 
I stood on my toes to try and find Jasper again and spotted that lone figure in the skull mask. He stood fixed in the crowd like a pebble in a rush of water. Closer to me than before.
My heart thundered in my ears as I shoved through the crowd. I just wanted to get back to the main house, though I knew it was only an illusion of safety. Every time I turned, the man in the demon mask watched me. So still, yet he always seemed closer.
Finally, I reached the edge of the mass of people. Someone elbowed me in the back, and I tumbled onto the grass like a seed that had been spit out. I pushed myself to my feet, breathing heavily, and swung back around to search for the man who was hunting me.
There was no sign of him, and for a wild second, I wondered if it was magic or even my paranoia that had produced him. I stepped into the courtyard beyond the gate, sticking to the shadows, though I wasn’t sure why. Any vampire would spot me as if I stood in the circle of a spotlight. 
I trembled in the dark and wished Jasper were here to take me home. But I was on my own this time. He might even be in more danger than I was. The twisting ache in my chest that robbed me of breath told me I needed to find him.
I crept back to the house and was relieved when I closed the door on the din of the carnival. I could hear myself think.
The main house was entirely silent, except for the faint strains of music coming from outside. I saw no sign that anyone was in here. Everyone seemed to have joined the revel.
I swallowed thickly. I didn’t know what to do. I reached out to Jasper with my mind and felt nothing. He didn’t respond. Could he be dead? I thought I would feel that, but what if I was wrong? What if I was wrong and wasted time looking for him, and he was already gone, and I got caught?
But I couldn’t leave until I found him. I didn’t think he’d be in our room, but I would check before looking elsewhere because that was the plan. Then I’d search every room in this confusing ass maze of a house. I tried not to let the fact that it wasn’t just this building. Jasper could be anywhere in the compound. Some place I hadn’t been yet.
I lifted the stupid skirts as I walked up the steps. I still tripped over the damned things on every other stair. It was time to ditch this dress.
I reached our room. As I suspected, Jasper wasn’t there. Where would Cyrus hide him? A dungeon, maybe? It was a freaking castle, and Cyrus was too sadistic not to have a dungeon somewhere in this monstrosity. 
Instead of grappling with the stiff row of buttons down the back, I fished a knife out of my thigh sheath, silently apologized for destroying what I considered more of a work of art than a piece of clothing, and cut it down the front. It sagged around me, and when I pushed the sleeves off my arms, it sank into a fluffy pile on the floor.
I untied the petticoats easily enough and gave the corset the same treatment as the dress. I felt like fifty pounds had been lifted off me. Probably because it had.
Before I left the room, I sent a quick text to Kori. 
We’re in trouble. Come now.
I slipped the phone into my bra so she could trace me. Before we’d left for Cyrus’s, I’d set it up so she could track me and Jasper. I had no doubt that Cyrus would have it taken from me if I were caught, but it was better than nothing.

      [image: image-placeholder]The four millionth door opened as silently as all the rest. No creaky hinges, no monsters on the other side, no couples accusing me of being a voyeur, and no Jasper. I’d gone from completely freaked out to frustrated. I couldn’t even find any stairs leading off the first floor that might go down to a creepy dungeon.
I was also hopelessly lost. I was starting to wonder if this was one of those situations where I’d be turning corners until I starved to death, and they’d find my emaciated corpse a few years later. 
Nah. The castle was too well maintained for that. I was bound to run into a servant or a bad guy.
Door number four million and one was also a bust. I wanted to scream. 
So imagine my surprise when room four million and two was occupied. 
It opened, and suddenly, I’d found her.






  
  Chapter 24


“Charlie?” 
My sister’s head came up. One nasty bruise marred her cheek, its edges fading to an ugly yellow-green. Besides that, she seemed unharmed from what I could see. Her gaze darted around the room, and her face slowly turned bloodless.
“Astrid? What are you doing here?”
I ran forward, skidding the last of the distance as I sank to my knees next to her cell. I stuck my arms through the bars, and we hugged, the metal pressed awkwardly into our chests and cheeks.
“You shouldn’t be here!” Despite the words, her fingers bit into my arms like she’d never let me go. Bruising. I was beyond caring.
“I came to find you.” I pulled back enough to see her face. It was red and splotchy and wet with tears. I probably looked the same. Neither one of us was a pretty crier. 
“Why didn’t you tell me you were hunting vampires?” I still had no clue how she’d kept it from me. 
Her hands slipped off my arms, and she stared at me, suddenly hesitant. “Because I’m not. I hunt witches. Though I might have hunted vampires if I knew what a pain in the ass they could be.”
“But you worked with Elena to ward your apartment, didn’t you? She’s a witch.”
Charlie shrugged. “She’s a light worker. She’s taken vows never to harm another living thing. I’ve seen her shoo a fly out the door, for heaven’s sake. A complete pacifist. Even then, I never trusted her fully.” 
I bit my bottom lip. That was hard to imagine, especially in the magical world. ‘Complete pacifist’ sounded a lot like ‘dead witch walking.’ Which was accurate considering how she’d ended up. “She’s dead, you know?”
She nodded. “Cyrus has been sure to rub that in.”
The giant grandfather clock against the wall chimed the hour before I could respond. It was nearly deafening, and we both covered our ears. I counted the chimes. Midnight. Good lord, how long had I been wandering these halls?
“Midnight.” My sister whispered. She was so pale I was worried she’d pass out, which I didn’t have time for. I needed to get her out of this cage.
And then the screams started. “What the hell is going on out there?”
I stood, about to go to the window.
“No!” My sister shouted and seized my ankle. She lifted my foot, and I stumbled, grabbing at the bars before falling onto my behind.
I rubbed what would turn into a nasty bruise and glared at her, but she shook her head. “Don’t go near the windows. Don’t let anyone see you. The Hunt has started.”
“The Hunt?”
“At midnight, the vampires down there hunt the humans. Or really anyone they want. Other vampires and shifters are fair game, too. Any grudges you hold, anyone you want to… own. It can all be yours at midnight. I’m off limits, but I bet you aren’t.”
I tried to stand again, but she kept a tight grip on my foot. 
“I have to find Jasper!”
She shook her head. “He probably knows the rules.”
“He would have warned me if he knew. Even if he does, he has no one to help him.”
“You’re a lot more breakable than he is.”
She was right, but it didn’t sit right in my stomach that he was alone. Still, I had no clue where to look. I’d searched half this house and hadn’t found him yet. I was more likely to get killed if I left and never come close to finding him. 
I stopped fighting her, but she didn’t let go of me. I was as stubborn as she was. She likely thought I’d bolt if she released me.
“Please stay with me, Astrid. I have to tell you everything in case I never see you again. I’m so close. That bitch that killed our family is here.”
I gaped at her. How long had she been hunting witches? She’d never liked Kori or Grace. I’d always thought she was just being catty. She could never give me a good excuse. She’d only say she didn’t like them. Now I knew why. 
“Priscilla?”
She nodded jerkily. “Yes. I know you think you can trust Kori and Grace, but you can’t. Their mother is the most evil witch I’ve come across. She and Cyrus have done something to the vampires here.”
The door behind me slammed against the wall, and I jumped. Priscilla stood there, decked out in tight black leather. Her face was calm and composed. 
“Nice dominatrix gear. Is Cyrus into that sort of thing?”
She smiled. “Cyrus is into a lot of things.”
Rage boiled in my gut. “Like murdering women while you watch? Or does that get you off?”
She scowled at me. “Why would you care? Brooklyn betrayed you to the vampires.”
I snorted. “Yeah, let’s not pretend you let her die for betraying me.”
She started to prowl slowly back and forth. “No. She was just a junkie who wanted to be one of them. Disposable. I was hoping Cyrus would let me kill you, but it seems he likes you. That’s fine. Cyrus tends to break his toys.”
“Doesn’t say much for your fate, does it?”
She grinned, and it was edged with crazy. “I’m Cyrus’s new partner. He can’t have his army without my help.”
She wiggled her fingers near her temple. “When the demon helping him was vanquished, I retained all the knowledge. It’s all up here, and I’ve ensured it stayed that way.”
“Well, at least you’re not entirely reckless. Do you know what Cyrus will do if he has an army?”
She shrugged. “That isn’t my concern.”
I gaped at her. “Not your concern? We’re talking movie villain-level world domination, and that’s no big deal to you?”
“If you knew what I know, it wouldn’t concern you either.” Her eyes narrowed. “Or maybe it would since you belong to a vampire now.”
Boy, did I not like the sound of that. 
“What’s she talking about?” Charlie hissed.
“Didn’t your sister tell you? She’s got herself blood bonded to a vampire just to find you.”
I scowled at her. “That’s not exactly how it happened, Priscilla.”
She snorted. “Either way, you sold us out. I let you live when I thought Kori had turned you into a dedicated little vampire hunter, but I should have had you killed after the rest of your family.” She jerked her chin at Charlie. “There would have been no one to find out what I’d done then.”
My throat squeezed like I was choking. “So it’s true you had our family murdered?”
“I couldn’t have a witch hunter living within spitting distance. Your father said we didn’t have a problem, but witches have long memories. We’ve been hunted for centuries. Your father might have said he was done, but I knew better. It’s in your blood as surely as the craft is in ours. It’s made you a capable vampire hunter, but they’re not your true adversary.”
I ached to pound the crap out of her, but I knew from experience that she was hard to beat in a fight. And now I didn’t even have youth on my side. Priscilla looked possibly younger than she had at Benny’s. The blood bond was supposed to make me stronger and faster, but would I be stronger and faster than a demonically charged witch?
Flip a coin to see who would come out on top.
“That doesn’t explain why you’ve switched sides. You’re working for a vampire, Priscilla.”
She shrugged. “I’d say that one day you’ll understand, but you’ll be dead long before our plans come to fruition.”
She drew a knife from the sheath at her hip.
“Astrid,” Charlie whispered, sounding near tears.
I ignored her and got to my feet. “I thought you said Cyrus wanted me alive.”
She tilted her head. “He requires your sister. He’d just amuse himself with you. He won’t exactly be brokenhearted by your death. Annoyed, maybe.”
I pulled my knife as she got too close for comfort. “I’ve heard annoying Cyrus is a bad idea.” 
Her eyes fixed on the blade I’d pulled, and something in her gaze flickered. She didn’t like that I had it, and I wondered why. She had to know Kori had given me many witch blades over the years. This was one of many in my possession.
“Where did you get that knife?”
I moved around the cage as she stalked me, trying to keep it between us. But I was only delaying the inevitable. Even if I could get around her and run for the door, where the hell was I going to go? I didn’t expect to find help anywhere on the grounds—only more trouble.
And I’d never leave her in here with my sister standing defenseless in a cage. She might insist that Cyrus wanted Charlie alive, but I didn’t trust her not to betray him. She’d betrayed everyone else.
I slashed at her, more experimentally than anything else. I knew I’d never hit her. She threw herself back to avoid the blade. The move was ungraceful. Panicked, and I saw her flinch around the eyes. I was on to something. I wasn’t sure what this weapon would do to her, but she didn’t want it to so much as scratch her. 
Unfortunately, what she saw in my face must have angered her.
She snarled and lunged toward me, and I jumped back. Before she could strike again, a large gloved hand seized her wrist. She cursed and tried to pull away, but he kept a grip on her. 
My gaze followed the hand. The realization that it was the man in the skull mask who’d watched me at the carnival wasn’t a comfort. At least he’d kept Priscilla from cutting me up. For now.
“The master wants her alive.” His voice rumbled from under the mask. 
She cursed and freed herself with a yank. “He doesn’t need her. I want her dead.”
“You’d be wise to remember who’s in charge. Now that he’s begun to turn his people, you’ll quickly outlive your usefulness if you disobey him.”
I backed away while they squabbled and tried not to draw attention to myself. I didn’t know what my plan was. I’d run out of plans a few hours ago. But if I could hide somewhere, I could start killing the enemy one at a time. Thin the herd until Alaric and Kori came to help. If they were coming. She’d never text me back.
They’d probably leave someone to guard my sister now that I’d found her. A wave of despair washed over me, and my gaze jumped to hers. I couldn’t get her out. I couldn’t find Jasper. I was fucking useless. I’d probably die causing trouble. Her chin dipped subtly. She wanted me to go.
I backed toward the door but didn’t get far before the masked man appeared beside me and seized my arm. I gaped at him.
He hadn’t come to me in a burst of vampire speed; he had literally appeared. Curling wisps of smoke drifted toward the ceiling from his place beside me. What the hell could do that?
I stabbed him in the throat, but as the blade made contact, it shattered into a million pieces like delicate glass. Seriously? What the hell was he?
Before that question tumbled out of my mouth, there was a small pop, and my vision went dark. Pressure built in my ears, along with the sound of whipping wind. The smoke filled my lungs, and I started to cough. 
There was a sensation of falling, like a trap door had opened under my feet. Lights suddenly flashed across my eyes, and when the world felt solid again, I stumbled. The only thing that kept me from hitting the stone face first was his grip on my arm. 
He slowly eased me to the ground. I was surprised he didn’t dump me on my ass since I’d tried to kill him. I breathed shakily through my nose and struggled to hold back my nausea. 
When I finally got a hold of myself, I was able to take in my surroundings. I was lying on a cold stone floor in the middle of a massive room, and when I tilted my head back, I was staring up at Cyrus. 
He lounged on a massive throne, elevated on a dais before me. His eyes glittered with excitement. Or madness. But maybe that was my personal bias showing.
Jasper stepped around the throne, hands in his pockets casually. Relief washed over me, quickly followed by annoyance.
“Jasper, I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”
He chuckled. “I’m aware that you’re making a nuisance of yourself.”
I blinked stupidly at him, feeling like I’d lost the plot. Nuisance of myself? The annoyance I’d felt intensified. I glanced between him and Cyrus while my brain tried to recalculate what was happening.
Jasper shot an apologetic look at Cyrus and bowed slightly. “Forgive me, sire. I’ve left her with too much freedom.”
I’d swear that the blood in my veins froze at that moment. Too much free will? The alarm bells in my head that had set me on edge now wailed at full volume.
Cyrus nodded but didn’t tear his gaze from me. “You’re forgiven. These vampire hunters are stubborn. You couldn’t have known how much mischief she’d make.”
My gaze bounced back and forth between them. “Jasper… what did he do to you?”
He shook his head, rubbing his forehead. “Oh, hummingbird.” Where the nickname had always sounded soft, it now sounded sarcastic. “You’ve stepped in it this time. I didn’t think I could fool you. It’s almost sweet that I’ve finally gained your trust.”
The bottom fell out of my stomach, taking my heart with it. My bottom lip trembled, and I clamped down on it with my teeth. Part of me didn’t want to believe. Surely, I wasn’t that blind? But it certainly seemed like Jasper had turned on me.
“What’s going on?”
“Remember how I told Benny I wanted your sister so I could hurt you more? That wasn’t a lie. However, I’ve had to concede that Cyrus’s plans for her are better than anything I could come up with. We’ve made a little deal. And when I’m done with you, you’ll be his.”
He strode toward me and knelt. “But I plan to have my fun for a very long time. You know what really got me off? Screwing you while knowing this would be your fate. Maybe when I’m finally bored, I’ll even get to enjoy watching what Cyrus does to you. He doesn’t mind performing for an audience, but I bet you do.”
Bile rose in my throat. I’d been played. The rage beat out my terror. Good, I’d rather be angry than cower, but I swallowed everything down. 
I wanted to stab him, and I would get to that, but for now, I needed to bide my time. I’d only get one chance. I had to make it count, and Jasper, as vile as his words were, was not my target. 
For now.
He rose to his feet and stepped back. “Strip her of her knives.”
The man in the skull mask grasped my arm and jerked me to my feet. He patted me down briskly and thoroughly as Jasper strode back toward Cyrus. He removed the knife strapped to my thigh and the one along my spine. But, when he reached my boots, he patted over the smaller blades hidden at my ankles. When he ran his fingers under the top of them, he brushed the grips and rose without removing them.
I didn’t move. I kept my gaze carefully blank. I might have an ally, after all.
Unfortunately, it was short-lived.
“Fetch the girl,” Cyrus demanded, and my new ally disappeared in a puff of smoke.
Damn.






  
  Chapter 25


Having someone on my side was great, but it also created a problem for me. I couldn’t screw this up, or not only was my life in danger, but so was the life of whoever was in that mask. He’d be just as damned as I was and would no longer be able to help me. He’d taken a huge risk, leaving me with the knives. I’m not sure I would have done the same in his place, even if I wanted to help.  
He was trusting me to time this perfectly.
The door banged open behind us. I glanced over my shoulder at the new threat. Unless it were Godzilla, I wouldn’t turn my back to the vampires. However, seeing Priscilla stride through the door caused me to pivot enough so I could keep everyone in sight. Her gaze was locked on me menacingly, and when Jasper moved closer to me, her ruby eyes locked on him.
“Priscilla, nice of you to join us after attempting to kill my human servant.”
She bared her teeth at him. “I want that bitch dead, Jasper. It’s what we agreed to before I left Savannah.”
God, that’s why he’d hunted me down? This had always been his plan.
He caressed my face and brushed a bit of hair off my shoulder. I stepped farther away from him, but he moved to stand in front of me.
“She’s under my power, Priscilla. That will have to be good enough. I won’t let you touch what’s mine.”
She stopped in front of him and peered around him.
“I don’t have to touch her to hurt her.” She flicked her hand, a crack filled the air, and a line of fire opened on my cheek. I slapped my palm over my face, and it came away stained with blood.
I saw red. I didn’t think. I shoulder-checked Jasper out of my way, reached out, and grabbed the giant hoop earring dangling from her ear. It was the chick fight thing to do, but hey, anything to hurt her.
Skin split in a burst of blood as the jewelry was ripped free, and she shrieked. I got in one solid uppercut before an arm wrapped around my waist, hauling me back. I screamed in rage and threw my elbow back, aiming for Jasper’s face, but he grabbed it and used it to whip me around. I stumbled but didn’t go down. 
I braced myself for Priscilla’s coming attack, but Jasper shoved her back as she came for me.
She looked at Cyrus. “Do something. He was supposed to kill her.”
Jasper snarled at her. “I own her. Don’t touch my property.”
I wanted to argue. I wanted to kick him in the back of the knee and behead him, but it would all be so pointless.
Cyrus waved a hand dismissively. “She belongs to him for now. When I’m through with her, I’m sure she’ll be dead unless she’s very clever. Vampire hunters tend to be the ‘I’d rather die’ type. Either way, she’s no concern of yours.” His voice held a note of finality I wouldn’t have argued with. 
She snarled at me, “I’m going to enjoy watching you die.”
“Ditto, bitch.”
Jasper’s shoulders relaxed as she stalked toward Cyrus. He turned to glare at me.
“That was unwise,” he muttered, though everyone could hear him.
I didn’t lower my tone. “Oh, blow me, Jasper.”
He seized my chin, though his gaze held no real rage. “Watch your mouth, pet.”
He ran his tongue up the cut on my face, and I hissed at the burn, trying to pull away. He pressed his mouth to mine. I clamped my jaw shut, but his fingers dug into my jaw, forcing my mouth open. When his tongue slid against mine, it would have been soft and sensual if he wasn’t holding me open to receive him. 
The sweet orange taste of him mingled with my blood, and it was sick, but I responded to the kiss. No matter what, we still had chemistry. He still knew how to work my body.
He pulled back with a chuckle, and I hated myself. Maybe more than I hated him at that moment.
I sucked in a breath when he pressed a kiss to the tear I hadn’t realized was rolling down my cheek.
“How could you do this to me?” The question slipped out without thought. It was stupid. He was the enemy. Always had been. I was the one who’d lost sight of that.
He stared down at me. “We’ve hardly even begun. Brace yourself, Astrid.”
A tremor rolled through my gut. That was what he’d said at Benny’s party before we’d entered the dining room. Something horrible was coming.
He moved around me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “Don’t fight me.”
My body locked up. I couldn’t move. I’d thought it was impossible to feel more betrayed. That I’d hit the bottom. I was wrong. I had no clue how wrong.
“Jasper!” I hated the panic in my voice. It sounded too close to begging. I didn’t want to beg him for anything.
“Shut up,” was all he said.
Without him standing in front of me, I had a full view of Cyrus’s and Priscilla’s amused smirks.
There was a small pop, and the thing in the mask appeared with my sister. Her hands were cuffed in front of her. She must have put up a fight. Jasper’s arm around my shoulders tightened, though I was incapable of fighting him.
She looked at me, and her face went white. “Astrid!”
I ached to reach out to her, just to clasp her hand for a second. I didn’t know what would happen, but I knew I would probably never see her again. Not in this life, anyway.
She tried to run toward me, but the demon’s hold on her arm stopped her. 
Cyrus surveyed us all with a contentment of a madman whose plans had fallen perfectly into place.
The doors to the throne room banged open, and my sister jumped, swinging around. A group of men carried in an old-fashioned coffin. Broader at the shoulders, narrowing down the legs. A plain pine box. I stared at it in confusion.
When they set it down, I noticed the air holes in the lid and along the body before they filed out.
My eyes narrowed, and I found I could speak, so I did. “What are you doing, Cyrus?”
My sister swayed, and only the demon’s grip kept her upright. “Oh, God.”
Cyrus grinned. “Seems Charlie knows what I’m doing.” He addressed her, “I know all your secrets, Charlie. I know you better than your sister. Shameful, really.”
Her hands clenched, and she bowed her head. “Please don’t put me in that thing.”
I blinked in surprise at her defeated, terror-filled tone. I’d never heard her sound like that. Not even when I’d told her our parents were dead.
“Oh, begging. I do love the sound of that. Unfortunately for you, it won’t change anything.”
He jerked his chin toward the coffin, and the demon steered her toward it. She started to scream and struggle, and the only things I could manage to move were my fingers. They scrambled across the soft fabric of my leggings—a useless waste of energy. My breathing was fast, gasping. I was sweating as I strained to break Jasper’s hold over my mind.
Cyrus was right; I’d had no idea she was claustrophobic, but she had to be. She’d probably be safer in the coffin than I was out here, assuming Cyrus didn’t intend to toss her into the nearest body of water. But she wouldn’t stop screaming.
My gasps had turned into great, chest-rattling sobs. 
Cyrus screwed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose. “For all that’s holy, shut her up.”
For a second, I thought he was referring to me, and I tried to quiet myself. Then the demon pulled Charlie close. I didn’t know what he did, but her screams quieted. I barely made out the murmur of his voice before she went limp. Wood squealed when he kicked the lid off the coffin. He easily placed her in it, put the lid back on, and secured buckles on the sides. Then, he walked up the dais to stand on the left of Cyrus, Priscilla to his right.
Cyrus rubbed his hands together. “Good presents need proper wrapping. I think her new master will be amused.”
“Who are you giving her to?” I forced out, trying to get a hold of myself.
He shook his head, his expression disappointed. “Do you think I’ll tell you that? I haven’t even told her. I’d hate to spoil the surprise. Let’s just say her past is coming back to bite her.”
He chuckled. “Since you didn’t even know she was hunting witches, trying to dig back through her history for all the places I might have sent her would take you years. Years you simply don’t have.”
The men who’d carried the coffin in filed back in to take it out. I watched them go with a heavy heart and made a silent promise that if I didn’t die here, I would find her again. When the door swung closed behind them, Jasper released me. As soon as his hands left me, the command to be still seemed to as well. I sank to my knees, muscles like gelatin from all the useless strain. Even my brain felt shaky. Wrung out.
And I got the feeling my night was far from over.
“Now, Jasper. Let’s finish the rest of our business.”
I glanced up at Jasper, and he arched his brow. “What would that be, highness?” 
“I want you to turn Astrid, and I want her infected with this.” He produced a vile of what I could only assume was blood. But it looked darker than normal.
Jasper scowled. “That wasn’t what I planned, Cyrus. I didn’t mean to give her over to you tonight.”
Cyrus smiled. “I understand, but I need more people for my army, Jasper. Since you’ve refused to take the demon blood—”
“You know I can’t. For the time being, the king has to believe I’m loyal. He’ll sense something like that.”
“I understand, but I want a soldier to replace you.” Cyrus eyed me. “Besides, I need a personal bodyguard. What could be better than one that shares my bed.”
I wanted to gag, but it would probably get me hurt. I stared at Jasper in horror as he seemed to consider Cyrus’s words. 
“I will supply you with a replacement. Any of my girls you want, Jasper. There are prettier than her. More talented in bed, I’m sure.” 
“Nasha?”
A shocked chuckle emerged from Cyrus. “My daughter? I didn’t realize you were interested.”
Jasper shrugged. “It’s very traditional for these types of relationships to be cemented in a marriage between families.”
Cyrus smirked and leaned back on his throne. “Your ambitions run higher than merely being a spy for me. You want more power.” His lips curled cruelly. “You and I will get along famously if we don’t kill each other. Very well. Nasha will be yours.”
He held out the vile of poison and jerked his chin at me. “Now turn, Astrid.”
Jasper strode toward the throne and seized it. 
And then he turned to face me. I braced myself as he strode toward me. This was the only chance I was going to get. It was him or me, but I needed to pick the right time. I needed him close.
I was ready.
I could kill him now.
But as he knelt before me, my muscles locked up again. 
No. 
No!
I wanted to wail at the heavens. I wanted to rage. I wanted a fair chance, and I wouldn’t get it.
I dropped my gaze to the ground. This was it.
He captured my chin, but I wouldn’t look him in the eye. “Astrid, look at me.” He commanded me, and I couldn’t disobey.
And then he spoke into my mind for the first time since I’d been dragged into the room. 
I’m sorry. Please forgive me.
The pain, and rage, and regret in him made the air rush out of me. It nearly crushed me. He popped the cork on the bottle. I reached for his hand and met air as he rose and turned from me.
“Jasper, no!” It was a weak rasp. I couldn’t hear it over the roaring in my ears.
And he didn’t obey. Didn’t even hesitate.
This is the only way I can beat him, he whispered into my mind.
He tipped the vile to his lips and swigged the contents before throwing it at Cyrus, who ducked. It shattered against the wall, leaving a bloody smear.






  
  Chapter 26


How the fuck does this help us?  I screamed into his head and hoped he could hear me. 
He didn’t answer, and I wondered if he could anymore. How crazy would this infection make him? Was it instant? I hoped he had a plan.
Cyrus rose smoothly from the throne. “You think you can beat me, boy? I’m still thousands of years older than you. You’ve just given yourself to me.”
“Not quite. I’m bound to the king, Cyrus—a little like a blood bond. The witch, Elena, assured us it would work and even the score. I’m guessing that’s why you had her killed. She was an expert at breaking magical bonds. Corrupting them. You didn’t want anyone learning how to defeat yours.”
Cyrus bared his serrated teeth. “You’ll live to regret this.”
Jasper nodded. “I don’t doubt it, but you’ll still be dead.”
Cyrus swept down the dais, shrugging his robe off as he went. It landed in a pile on the steps.
I leapt to my feet. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” I muttered to Jasper.
He smirked at me, but his blood-red eyes ruined my calm. “Trust me.”
Jasper charged Cyrus, taking him around the middle. It happened so fast. Priscilla barely dived out of the way as Cyrus flew into the throne, shattering it into a thousand shards of wood before slamming into the back wall. 
The whole building shook. Would their fight bring the palace down around our ears? It seemed solidly built, but two vampires fighting? It might be the equivalent of two wrecking balls swinging into the masonry.
Cyrus jumped to his feet, lips peeled back from his fangs. Jasper rushed forward, lifted a heavy wooden chair leg, and cracked him across the head. The blow took him to the ground for a split second, but when he came up, he hit Jasper with an uppercut that sent him sailing.
He crashed to the ground and rolled across the stone, barely missing me. 
Cyrus cracked his neck. “There’s one problem with what you’ve done, Jasper. It will make you reckless. You don’t have the control over the demon that I have. You’ll make a mistake, and then you’ll be dead.”
I knelt next to Jasper as he groaned and sat up, but Cyrus was striding toward us, so I hauled him to his feet. 
Jasper shoved me back when he was halfway up, and I stumbled. His ass hit the ground again, but he got up on his own. “Get back. One blow from him will kill you, probably even with the blood bond.” 
Cyrus grinned at me. His face was a mask of blood, and one fang seemed to be missing. “I wouldn’t kill her that way. I have plans for her.”
Like hell. But… could I use that to my advantage? If he wasn’t willing to use enough force to kill me, I might be able to do some damage. 
Then again, he could always kill me in a rage on accident.
He backhanded Jasper, who crashed into the wall. The heavy battle ax that decorated it toppled, and he threw his arms over his head. It sliced into the meat of his forearm, and blood spurted, but he’d saved his head from being split in two.
I pulled one of the blades from my boot and rushed Cyrus. I was aiming for his heart, but I missed as he shifted. It landed right between his shoulders, the finely honed edge grating against his spine.
He roared and seized my throat. He lifted me into the air, cutting off my oxygen. All I could do was claw at his hand as my legs flailed as I attempted to kick him.
“Now, where did you get that.” He shot a glare at the man in the skull mask. Or at least where he had been standing. He’d disappeared. So much for helping me out. I could have used more reliable backup than that.
I spotted the ancient bronze dagger tucked into his belt. The one thing that might be able to kill him, and it wasn’t tucked up in some safe in the bowels of the castle. Before I could grab it, he threw me.
For a second, the world was a blur, rushing past me. The impact with the wall felt bone-shattering, so much so that I barely felt it when I hit the ground. I couldn’t pull in a breath and had a few seconds of panic. Had he crushed my windpipe? 
The world was silent. Spots swam in my vision, and then everything went black.
My lungs screamed when I finally got a full breath. Or I screamed. I squirmed on the ground, unable to sit still through the pain, and realized I was tangled in something. The thick weight of the tapestry I’d slammed into. The world hadn’t gone black because I’d passed out. The thick rug had blanketed me.
I tugged it off my head, the static crackle making several hairs float around my face. 
Cyrus was on his knees, trying to reach the knife I’d embedded in his back. He couldn’t get it. Even if he managed, he’d probably do more damage pulling it out than I’d done planting it there.
He must have decided the same thing because he stopped trying and got to his feet. I wiggled, shoved, and managed to get out from under the rug, but he wasn’t headed for me. 
Jasper was up and rushing toward him. He swung the ax, but Cyrus jumped back. 
I stood and pulled my last knife, but before I could move, there was a loud bang next to me. I was thrown again. My hip impacted one of the long tables. I tumbled off it, elbow smacking into the bench before hitting the ground with a jarring thud. 
What the hell had happened?
I rolled onto my back, vision swimming, eyes burning from the sweat dripping into them. Priscilla stood over me. 
Magic. That was what had gone off next to me like a bomb blast. Her hands danced with a purple fire, eyes blazing with hatred.
“Cyrus might want you alive, but he’s distracted for the time being.” She raised her hand to aim the magic at me.
I slammed my foot into her knee. Something crunched, and she howled, toppling back. The fire in her hands extinguished as they slapped the ground to keep her from cracking her head open. 
Desperately, I searched for the knife I’d dropped. My eyes caught on it. It had slid under the table I was lying next to. I scrambled after it on my hands and knees, maneuvering myself under the attached bench.
Just as my fingers closed around the hilt, hands seized my ankles. I cursed, bashing my head on the bench when Priscilla pulled me out from under it.
I flipped myself over and slashed wildly, aiming for her throat. I missed but caught her across the cheek. Her flesh sizzled and blistered, blackening before my eyes. When she shrieked, her jaw seemed to unhinge, splitting the rotting skin further. The eerie look chilled me to the bone. She hadn’t looked human.
She dropped my ankles, wheeling away to clutch her face. I stared at the knife for a second. She’d seemed scared of the last witch blade I’d had. Maybe this was why. 
I used the bench and table to haul myself to my feet. She came at me, and I kicked her in the stomach to get some distance. I whirled, slamming my elbow into her face. When I tried to stab her, she dodged the blow, but I had her on the run now, and I pushed my advantage, hacking and slashing. Each time the knife got under her guard, it left a nasty rotting injury. 
Everything went white as a sharp agony bit into my stomach. My knees cracked against the stone, and I glanced down in confusion, clutching my middle. Had she managed to stab me? 
I ran my hands over my belly, but there was no injury there. However, the pain couldn’t be denied. It was dizzying. It ebbed enough for me to find the source. 
Cyrus stood over Jasper. Jasper had a sword buried in his stomach. Shit, that had to be what I felt. I didn’t see what happened next. Priscilla caught my attention again. She kicked the knife out of my hand with enough force that my whole arm blazed with agony before going numb. 
The blow threw me onto my stomach. She braced her knee in the middle of my back, tangling a hand in my hair, and yanked my head up. The cold bite of a blade pricked my neck.
“I’m going to enjoy this, witch hunter scum. All these years having to tolerate you in my house, never knowing when you might stab me in the back. That traitorous vampire was supposed to kill you. I should have known better than to trust him, but he said he could find you.”
I gritted my teeth. “Ironic, since you tried to murder your own children. Who’s the real traitor here?”
She screamed in my ear, and I felt a bead of blood roll down my throat.
And then her weight was gone. I sucked in a full breath and checked my neck. It was bleeding, but I’d live. 
Hands were on me, pulling me to my feet, and I shoved myself away from them without thought. 
“Astrid! Are you okay? Let me look at you.”
They grabbed for me again, and I knocked their hands away, finally glancing up. It took me a minute to get my bearings. Kori looked so similar to her mother that it was hard to separate the blonde who was attacking me from the one who’d just saved my ass.
“Kori?”
She grinned. “You called in the calvary. We were closer than we were supposed to be, Alaric being the paranoid bastard he is. We started toward you as soon as we hung up the phone yesterday.”
“What happened to Priscilla?”
Kori jerked her chin at the other witch crumpled on the ground. “I broke her neck. I don’t think it will keep her down long.”
I looked around for the knife I’d lost. “Do you have any of her knives on you?”
“No, just mine, why?”
“They hurt her.”
Kori snorted. “Yeah, that would make sense. They sense how corrupted she is. You’re not supposed to use your magic for the evil shit she’s done.”
Priscilla’s eyes fluttered open, and we both jumped back with a curse, but she didn’t move. “You should be helping me, daughter.”
A sharp laugh left Kori. “You’ve tried to kill me and Grace several times, and now you’re trying to kill my best friend. Why the hell would I help you?”
“The bronze dagger. I’m so close. We could kill all the vampires with it. The ultimate goal of our line. The demon gave me the power to take it.”
“By draining the whole coven of magic and killing them? If Grace and I had been initiated, we’d be dead too. You should know better. Demons manipulate and cause chaos. It’s lying to you. And now I am a vampire.”
Her gaze flashed, and her fingers twitched. Before I could warn Kori, she flicked her hand, and Kori flew backward. 
Then Priscilla stood, if you could call it that. She floated to her feet like a marionette pulled up by the strings. 
I dove for the knife. My hand closed around it, and I spun. She was right behind me, nearly on top of me, and I thrust the blade into her heart. Her momentum carried us to the ground. I kept rolling until I was on my feet, ready for anything, though I was out of weapons. 
She writhed on the floor, but instead of clutching her chest, she was pulling at her hair.
“No! I did what was right! You don’t understand. No!”
Flames started to lick at the blade sticking out of her chest. When her entire body burst into flames, I leapt back from the heat licking over my skin. The oily scent of burning rotting flesh filled the air, and I gagged. 
Kori groaned and tried to sit up, but one of her arms gave out, and her head smacked the ground again. I rushed toward her to help her up.
“Oh, man. What happened?”
Once she was on her feet, I tried releasing her, but she swayed dangerously, so I kept my grip on her shoulders. “She threw you with her magic. I thought magic was hard to use in a fight like that?”
She nodded and then stiffened like it hurt. “She’s more powerful now with what was left of the demon.”
“Was.” I jerked my chin toward the smoldering remains on the floor.
“Sorry,” I said when she didn’t acknowledge her mother’s body. Awkward. I knew they’d had a strained relationship, but I’d still killed her mother.
She shook her head. “That wasn’t her anymore. Even if it had been, she tried to kill my sister. I won’t waste any loyalty on her.”
I bet it still hurt, but I wouldn’t press the issue.
She grabbed my arm. “The guys.”
I glanced around. In the mayhem, I hadn’t noticed, but the sounds of fighting had stopped. We were alone in the throne room. 
“Shit. Where could they possibly have gone while in the middle of an all-out war?”
Kori clutched her side and doubled over. 
“Are you okay?”
She wheezed, “Crushed ribs. I’ll be fine in a few minutes. Perks of being a vampire. Concentrate on Jasper. You should be able to find him.”
I’d give it a shot. It hadn’t worked earlier, but I guessed he was trying to hide his double cross from me. The connection felt different now. Like a muscle pulled too tight. It hurt a little to reach for him. Was that the demon blood?
“This way.” I started to pull her, but she shook my hand off and shoved me a bit. 
“Go, I’ll catch up.” She slapped one of her knives into my hand. “If I tried to run with these ribs, I’d pass out. Just don’t let Jasper kill Cyrus with the bronze dagger.”
“What? Why? It would be the best way. Possibly the only way.”
She nodded. “I know, but I did some reading on it. According to what we could make out, if you kill a vampire with that dagger, you kill every vampire they’ve ever turned.” 
She glanced at her mother’s remains. “It’s got to be why she was working with Cyrus. She wanted it. You could kill hundreds of vampires, possibly thousands, in one blow. The only problem is that the bloodlines go so far back that we have no clue who we’d be killing. She might not have cared, but Alaric has no clue who turned him.”
And he’d turned all his brothers and Kori and her sister. If they happened to be from Cyrus’s bloodline, no matter how far back, they’d die too. His whole family was at risk.
“My God. Why didn’t you say anything?”
“Been a little busy, Astrid. It’s why Alaric and I split up. Hopefully, he’s managed to tell Jasper, but I’m sure they’ve been similarly occupied.”
“Shit.” I took off at a run toward where I sensed Jasper. 






  
  Chapter 27


The screams reached me before I’d gotten out the door. When I burst into the courtyard, the place was in chaos. People in dazzling, brightly colored costumes were running.  
Screaming. 
Bleeding. 
There were bodies on the ground. My sister hadn’t lied. The place had become a bloodbath at midnight, and the party was still happening. 
I sensed Jasper out here, but how would I get to him without being trampled or ending up in a fight for my life?
I snagged the arm of a girl who was clutching her neck, running from someone. She shrieked and started batting at my hand, but I swung her toward the house and gave her a little shove. “Get inside, go!”
She shook her head. “She’s chasing me.”
“Just go!” I turned back toward the crowd and saw a vampire, her ruby-red gaze locked on me. It looked like whoever was chasing the girl was my problem now. I cursed myself. I’d wasted my time and gotten myself another enemy, but it was hard to regret it when the door slammed behind me. I might have saved one person if she could stay hidden until this ended.
As the blonde vampire approached me, a shiver of recognition ghosted across my neck when I spotted the mole above her lip. I remembered her. I remembered beheading her in the woods on the other side of town.
She was cleaner now and lucid. She wasn’t some rabid animal anymore. 
She grinned, revealing her serrated teeth. “Remember me now, bitch?”
“How did your head get out of that toolbox?” I couldn’t resist asking. It was too weird for me.
She started to circle me, and I turned with her to keep her in view. “Cyrus isn’t the only one vying for power. My master broke from him. He was furious that Cyrus destroyed our nest and pleased I’d escaped. You should have taken my head with you. He released me.”
She came at me in a burst of speed. But she was new and stupid. When the finely honed tip of the knife slid between her ribs and pierced her heart, she looked surprised. I shoved my foot into her stomach to slide her off the weapon, and she crumpled to the ground. 
Shit. I wasn’t sure how long that would keep her down, but I didn’t have time to behead her. My blade was small compared to a machete, and a beheading hadn’t slowed her down much the first time. At least not permanently. 
A handsome vampire dressed in black jogged up next to me, and I held the knife between us, not sure what his intentions were. He held up his hands, which would have been less threatening if a sword hadn’t been in one of them.
“I’m with the king’s guard. You have to take their heads and keep them separate from the bodies. We’re trying to figure out something a little more permanent.”
I nodded, backing away from them both. “Thanks!” I pointed at her. “Keep track of her head. She has information your king will want.”
He grinned, gave me a sarcastic little salute, and drawled, “Yes, ma’am.”
The sword came down on her throat as I turned away and rushed into the crowd.
I heard a roar in the distance and wood splintering. Pieces of several booths flew into the air. Despite the mayhem, the crowd had thinned out. It sounded like a lot of people had fled into the woods when the killing had started. 
Cyrus and Jasper exchanged blows in the corridor between the vendor’s stands. They were bleeding, sweating, cursing each other. I elbowed through the people fleeing from the fighting vampires, which was probably the best idea they’d had all night. 
As I reached them, Jasper hit Cyrus with an uppercut that rocked his head back. I heard something snap, and he hit the ground and lay still. The light glinted off the bronze blade Jasper twirled in his hands, and I rushed forward.
He twisted his fist in Cyrus’s robes and yanked his chest off the ground. “I’m going to enjoy this.”
“Jasper! Wait!”
He glanced at me over his shoulder. His red eyes seemed to glow, and I wondered if anything was left of him that would listen to me. At least I had his attention.
“You can’t kill him with that, Jasper.”
His gaze narrowed, and he dropped Cyrus’s limp body. “Why the hell not?”
The vampire on the ground started to cackle. He was still conscious. Jasper must have broken his neck, an injury he’d heal quickly enough. He’d be a threat again if we didn’t do something fast.
I approached Jasper with my hands up. I didn’t think he’d hurt me, but I didn't want to make any sudden moves between the heat of battle and the demon shining out from his eyes. 
I laid my hand on the wrist that held the blade. “If you kill him with that, you’ll kill anyone he’s ever turned. Anyone they’ve ever turned. His whole line.”
Kori limped into view, standing a little straighter than when I’d left her but still favoring her right side. “The Egyptian priestesses who made it for Nyx thought he was a monster. They knew he wanted to kill his sire with it, but they didn’t think the kingdom would be better off with Nyx on the throne. They wanted them both dead. Nyx never knew, but the story was written down by the priestess who escaped his massacre. It was translated from Egyptian to Greek to Latin and, finally, German, which Alaric might be rusty at, but I think we got the gist. It might be the ancient version of the telephone game, but I’d hate to discover it’s true after you’ve killed him. It’s why my mother wanted it. She was willing to bide her time while he tried to kill the king, and then she planned to kill him, too. Who knows how many vampires she could have taken down.”
Cyrus grinned up at us. His remaining teeth were bloody. “What now? No prison can hold me. No other weapon can kill me. I won’t be paralyzed forever. You’re a monster for nothing.”
Jasper glared at him before he handed me the knife. “Keep that close.”
He limped over to a vendor’s cart with swords hanging along the back wall and snagged one. He measured the weight and twirled it as he strode back toward us.
Cyrus snarled. “A beheading won’t kill me.”
Jasper nodded. “Yeah, but if we store your head separately, it will be hard for anyone to reattach it.”
Cyrus’s eyes widened as the blade came down on his neck.
Cheers rang out from the crowd I hadn’t realized had gathered, and I looked around. More vampires in slick black uniforms stood over bodies, some of whom I knew were Cyrus’s men.
I approached Jasper, and he sagged against me. I stumbled under his weight, barely keeping us off the ground. “The king’s men. In time to clean up the mess. He must have felt it when I took Cyrus’s blood and sent in help.”
Vampires as backup. New to me. “About that. You seem okay. Not… I don’t know, a demonically possessed psycho.”
He took his weight off me and arched a brow. “I just beheaded a man.”
“Well, he deserved that.”
He grinned and shook his head. “True enough. I feel fine. No uncontrollable, murderous rage.”
I forced a smile, but it must have been more of a grimace because he cupped my cheek. “I’m fine, Astrid.”
His gaze darkened, red spilling from his irises into the surrounding white as he fixated on something over my shoulder. Something was going very, very wrong. 
I turned to see Alaric approaching us. He held out his hand. “The knife, Astrid. We should get it somewhere safe.”
I looked down at the blade in my hand. How quickly I’d forgotten it. “What are we going to do with it?”
He shrugged. “Turn it over to the king.”
He stepped closer to me and froze when the vampire behind me started to growl. The hair on the back of my neck rose, and Alaric broke eye contact with me to look at Jasper.
Alaric’s fingers twitched. “Astrid, why don’t you step away from him.”
The snarling intensified, and Alaric’s gaze narrowed. “Come on, Jasper. She might get hurt if you start a fight with her in the middle.”
Aggression filled the air, thick and heavy. The vampires around us knew something was wrong. The one who’d helped me earlier broke from the crowd, stepping up beside Alaric.
“We have some of these demonic vampires locked up. When they’re fed, they’re scary cunning. Manipulative. Sociopathic. But when they’re not… they’re animalistic and almost unbeatable. It might take everyone here to bring him down.”
“Just back off,” I whispered. “He thinks you’re threatening me.”
“Or he’s guarding food like a feral dog.”
I glared at the man, and he shrugged.
“Then get him some blood bags.”
The vampire shook his head. “He won’t be able to keep it down. Fresh blood only, and they always kill who they feed on.”
Alaric cursed under his breath. “I’ll kill your king for this. This was his idea. We have to get Astrid away from him. He’ll never forgive himself if he hurts her. He told me to protect her if it came to this.”
I laid my hand on Jasper’s back, and the growl that seemed to vibrate his whole body stopped. I stepped into him, pressing myself against his back to whisper in his ear. “I’m not in danger. They’re friends. I’m fine.”
A small bit of tension left his shoulders, and then one of those idiots moved.






  
  Chapter 28


I watched Jasper prowl the length of his cell. Cyrus, being a psycho with plans of becoming king, had a magically reinforced dungeon on the premises. My sister had been kept here until it was time for her to be bathed, dressed, and shipped off. They weren’t sure how long it could hold Jasper, even with the magic. 
The fight had been brutal and bloody, but they’d managed to wrestle him into a cage with only three serious injuries. However, there would have been more if he hadn’t had a moment of lucidity. That moment he cooperated was enough to save someone’s life and get him into a cell. 
It also gave me hope. He was still in there, somewhere. There was a mattress on the floor for him. A thin thing, but at least it was clean. However, he ignored it. He didn’t sleep. I’d stand in the dungeon, far from the bars, and talk to him, and sometimes he’d come back to me. But in hours, those times had grown farther and farther apart. 
The vampire guard, Roland, who’d said Jasper wouldn’t be able to hold down a blood bag, was right. Starvation would have made any vampire unstable. Dangerous. With the demon blood, he was terrifying. They were worried he’d rip apart anyone he fed on.
They didn’t want anyone down here. He threw himself against the bars when people were down here, but he seemed less agitated at the moment. I wanted to touch him, to see if he’d respond to me, but I’d been warned to keep my distance. 
“Jasper, I wish you could talk to me.” I sat against the wall. His pacing slowed.
“Do you know who the man in the skull mask was? I think he’s a danger to my sister. I think he was going to leave with her locked in that casket.” 
I swallowed the lump in my throat at the memory of him shoving her into it before continuing my one-sided conversation. “The king’s men stopped him before he could get in the transport truck, but he did that teleporting thing. How does he do that?”
Jasper had stopped pacing and stood staring down at me. 
“Did Cyrus tell you who she was going to?”
He bared his serrated teeth at Cyrus’s name and snarled. Touchy subject, but it gave me more stupid hope. Even in this animalistic state, he knew who Cyrus was and hated his ass. 
His head whipped up to stare down the hall, and he started to growl.
“Alaric doesn’t like you down here, you know,” Kori said as she sank to the ground beside me.
Point of contention. Alaric now thought it was his duty to protect me, even from his brother. It was sweet. In that overbearing, older brother, man of the house way. I understood why Alaric’s decrees from on high rubbed Jasper the wrong way. I’d almost thrown a punch at him when he said I needed to stay out of here. 
The only reason I’d refrained was because I knew what it was like to be the oldest sibling. But I wouldn’t let him keep me from Jasper.
He continued to grumble but didn’t rush the bars. Even Kori sitting near me agitated him. I think because she was a vampire. Whatever was rattling around in his head viewed her as a threat. My sister could sit down here with me, and he’d be silent.
The one time Roland tried to escort me upstairs, I thought Jasper would demolish the castle. His cell had held, but it had become Kori or Charlie’s job to get me out of here after that.
She sighed. “You know, if the king can’t reach him, I don’t think you’ll be able to.”
A derisive snort came from down the hall. “I disagree.”
Using the wall, I got to my feet and walked to the only other occupied cell. Any of Cyrus’s vampires that hadn’t fled had been executed. Well, as executed as they could be. It was deeply disturbing to know that somewhere in this castle was a collection of severed heads that was under lock and key with an armed guard—bodies sold separately. 
There was one person on Cyrus’s side who remained. The sorceress who had bewitched me at the fair. Nasha, his daughter.
I peered into her cell. I wasn’t sure how she still looked ethereal after a battle and a few days without a shower, but she managed. She smiled when she saw me—a sensuous, mocking curve of her full lips.
I shouldn’t listen to her. Anything that came out of her mouth was probably a lie.
But I couldn’t help myself, “What do you mean?”
She shrugged gracefully. “You’re his mate. A much more important tie than loyalty to a king. You’re the one thing that could bring him back from the brink.”
From where I'd left her, Kori leapt to her feet and stormed toward us. “Don’t fucking listen to her. Vampires don’t have mates.”
The woman arched a perfectly tweezed eyebrow. “You have a mate.”
Kori crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s different. That was magic I shouldn’t have messed with.”
Kori had healed Alaric from a wound that would have been fatal, even for a vampire. But Kori wasn’t a healer. The way she’d explained it, you could work a lot of magic on instinct alone, but the more complicated things got, the more you needed training. 
Healing spells were some of the most intricate magic you could do. She’d accidentally created a soul mate bond between herself and Alaric. Unless Nasha was right and the bond had been there the whole time.
Nasha smiled. Indulgent… or condescending. “If you insist.”
Kori scowled at her. “You’re saying he was my mate before that?”
“I’m guessing he had multiple opportunities to kill you that he simply didn’t take, even though it would have been in his best interest.”
Kori shook her head. “He had his reasons.”
She smiled that secretive smile. “If you insist.”
Kori glared at her. “Stop saying that.” She glanced at me. “You can’t be buying this crap. Not from the woman who set you up.”
She snorted, and I saw through her regal, poised mask for a second. “I do what I’m told. My father is imprisoned now, no longer giving me orders. Why would I lie?”
Kori rolled her eyes. “I can think of at least a dozen reasons without even thinking about it.”
Nasha laughed. “Don’t strain your brain, witch. I’m sure I could have plenty of motives, but I’m telling the truth right now. Jasper feeds from her, or he’ll get worse. He’s lucky. The others my father turned have no ties except to him. They’ll be so deep in the bloodlust they’ll be more likely to kill a mate on accident than to be saved. Because of the blood bond and Jasper’s ties to the king, he might still have enough control.”
Kori pointed a finger at her. “Ha! Might. You don’t know. He could kill her.”
“Nothing is certain. And you’ve waited a long time. Every hour that passes takes him closer to the point of no return. It was her presence that triggered his descent into madness. All those vampires were a threat, and he was fresh off a battle.” Her gaze slid to me. “His instinct was to defend you, but they’ve taken you from him.”
Kori shook her head. “He has demon blood in him. Why would he care about a mate bond? Alaric couldn’t fight it for me. He also wasn’t this crazed.”
I stopped her. “Well, that’s not true. You said when Alaric was infected, he wanted to turn you, too. That you would be his queen. The demon blood didn’t destroy the mate bond.”
She shuddered. “Just made it fucking terrifying.”
Nasha interrupted us. “You seem to be under the impression that the demon had this infection down to an exact science. He didn’t. It’s affected a lot of the men differently. According to the rumors, you helped capture a disciple of the rogue my father didn’t destroy.”
I nodded. “The infected vampires killed at the farmhouse?”
“More followers of his. A male that was uncontrollable even for Cyrus. He’ll continue to be a problem. The king should really do something about that one.”
She sighed and rolled her shoulders. “My father does not like disobedience or things that are defective.” The last she said in a clipped tone like she’d been very familiar with what he did to people who defied him. People he considered imperfect.
She swallowed. “Jasper has ties to you and his king. It’s why he could maintain control and fight my father instead of becoming his puppet. But these infected? They have to feed more often. From the source, I’m sure you’ve realized.”
Kori sucked her teeth. “And they always kill.”
“But he won’t kill her. He’ll stop himself.” She tilted her head. “At least that’s my theory.”
Kori mirrored her head tilt. “My theory is that we just throw you to him to take the edge off, and then Astrid can feed him after that.”
Nasha’s smile was tight-lipped. “So sorry, but your king has plans for me. I will always be trapped between bickering monarchs.”
I pulled Kori away from her cell. “Forget about her, Kori. She’s probably trying to get me killed. Let’s get something to eat.”
She agreed and stomped up the stairs ahead of me. I glanced at Nasha one last time before I followed.






  
  Chapter 29


The sun was just peeking over the horizon as I reached the dungeon stairs. Morning was the best time to sneak around a castle full of vampires. They were sluggish, powers dulled in the light. Most of them slept until at least noon, but there were still guards.  
Luckily, I was free to come and go as I pleased. I wasn’t being treated as a prisoner, which was a bit of a shock to me since I was a vampire hunter. The feeling that I was sneaking had more to do with guilt than anything else.
Guilt and the feeling of stupidity. I was about to gamble my life on the word of a woman who, at best, didn’t care if I lived or died. I wanted to ask her more questions, but when I arrived at her cell, it was empty. Damn.
Fuck it. I wasn’t going to wait. She said the longer we waited, the more Jasper would slip away. 
Yeah, she also mentioned it might be too late, genius. What if he kills you?
I shook my head. I didn’t believe he would. She was right. Everything he’d done seemed to be to defend me, and I didn’t think it was because he viewed me as food. 
Alaric and Kori might not be willing to risk it, but it was my life to gamble with. I stopped in front of Jasper’s cell and searched the dim interior for him. With the red glow of his eyes, he was easy to find. I could barely make out the rest of him. He sat silently against the back wall, forearms resting on his bent knees. 
“Jasper?”
His gaze jerked away from me. I didn’t expect him to say anything, but a girl could hope. I dropped to my knees and started picking the lock. I was taking a risk opening his cell. I wouldn’t have done it at all if I didn’t know the exit to the dungeons was also magically reinforced. He could easily go on a killing spree if he were released, but I’d been told the main exit would be enough to hold him.
The cell door opened, and his head whipped up, but he didn’t growl or rush me. However, I had his attention. I slipped in, barely opening the door, like I had a cat that would try to escape and not a two-hundred-pound, demonically infected vampire.
I tried to be quiet about it, but the clang of the cell door closing felt loud in the silence of the dungeon. 
I took a shaky breath. He hadn’t moved, but blood ran down his arms where his grip on them was too tight. He was fighting himself.
“You’re not going to hurt me, Jasper. I don’t think you can,” I said as much for myself as for him.
I moved closer to him slowly. No sudden moves. That was what you were supposed to do with predators, right? His shoulder muscles bunched, and he refused to look at me. 
As I got closer, I realized it wasn’t just his fingernails embedded in his arms. His fingers themselves had sunk all the way to the first knuckle. 
I winced in sympathy as I knelt and started prying the hand closest to me off his arm, but I swallowed nervously. If he’d done that to himself without meaning to, what could he do to me?
A tremble of fear rolled down my back as I remembered the state of Brooklyn’s body. I took a deep breath and let it out to calm myself.
I’d known he could rip me apart before he’d become infected. This was not new information, but that image flashing through my mind at this exact moment was bone-chilling, and I wondered if it was a premonition.
I got his hand loose but kept it gripped in mine. I bit my lip when I noticed his nails didn’t look normal. They were thicker. Longer. Pointed. He had claws. “You’re hurting yourself.” 
He wasn’t breathing. Vampires could do that without ill effects, but I imagined breathing felt natural, and air needed to move past your vocal cords to speak, so they continued the practice. Was he trying to block out my scent?
“Come back to me, Jasper.”
I ran my free hand up his back. His muscles twitched under my palm. “You have to feed from me. It’s the only thing that will fix you.”
In a blur, he rose, pulling me with him, and then he pressed me back against the wall. I gasped and grabbed onto his shoulders. The speed was dizzying. 
My body jolted forward when he yanked my jeans. They ripped like cheap paper and fell heavily to the ground. My underwear had gone with them. He buried his face in the crook of my neck. He inhaled and pressed a hot, open-mouthed kiss to the thin skin.
I couldn’t help the moan that escaped my lips as I threaded my fingers into his hair. I’d assumed he’d go straight for my blood, but the hard length of him pressed against my belly told me that wasn’t what he had in mind. At least not yet.
Something shifted low in my stomach. Any fear I felt vanished. It was exciting that he was so wild for me. I wanted all he could give me. I fumbled with the button on his jeans and then the zipper. His erection sprang into my hand, and he hissed when I stroked along the velvety length.
He pressed his mouth to mine. I licked over one of his sharp teeth and hissed when it nicked me. A broken, needful moan spilled from his lips, and he thrust against me, thick cock sliding through my hands, precum making him slick. 
I gasped, and he pulled away from my mouth, returning to my throat. His teeth sank into the flesh there. The orgasm boiled up out of nowhere. Ferocious as a storm. His bite had always been wonderful, but this was blinding. Yet my body felt unsatisfied. I ached as my inner muscles clenched around nothing. I needed him inside me. I ached to feel the stretch of him. 
I shoved him back, and he snarled. I didn’t wait for him to rush me. I shoved him again, and he fell back on the thin mattress tucked into the corner. 
I straddled him and grasped his shaft, positioning him against my entrance, and sank slowly down over him. We both groaned in ecstasy. His hands grasped my hips, claws sinking in. The little prick of pain made my hips buck. He tried to roll us over, but I slammed my palms into his chest, planting them there, and started to ride him in sharp snaps of my hips.
He ran his hands up my back and yanked me to him. His teeth sank into my other shoulder, and I gasped. My pussy clenched around him as I came.
His shoulder was in front of my face. I ran my nose along it, basking in his sweet scent. An intense ache started in my jaw, the pain dampening my climax. 
I couldn’t resist. 
I sank my teeth into him. 
He released my throat with a yell, his back bowing as his orgasm flooded me. His mouth latched back onto the wound in my shoulder, and he took great pulls of blood while we shuddered from the aftershocks. 
He stopped drinking from me, and I sat up, his body still buried deep inside mine. I tried to blink the spots from my vision and considered lying my head back down. The room seemed to jump and spin.
“Astrid?” His deep voice seemed to slide along my nerves. He pulled me to his chest again, and I let him, trying to take some deep breaths. I couldn’t seem to keep my eyes open. 
“Am I dreaming, hummingbird?”
Suddenly, he flipped us. The abrupt movement didn’t help whatever was wrong with me. He tapped my cheek. I wanted to swat at him but couldn’t lift my arms.
“Astrid? Come on, Astrid. Open your eyes.”
His voice was so rich and deep, rumbling against my chest. Comforting, but under it, I could feel his blazing panic.
“Damn it, Astrid!”
His warmth was suddenly gone. I was overwhelmingly cold. Chilled to the core of me.
“Help! Somebody help me!”






  
  Chapter 30


I opened my eyes and blinked a few times before the ceiling came into focus. I was staring at the smooth concrete of Jasper’s cell, and my heart sank. Why hadn’t they let us out? Maybe I hadn’t cured him? 
We were cuddled together on the mattress on the floor, a heavy comforter tucked around us. I shifted a little, and something on my arm pinched. I pulled it out from under the covers to see an IV needle in it. How had I missed that? My gaze followed the little tube to the blood bag perched beside me on a stand. 
Someone had been down here to set this up, even if they hadn’t let us out of the cage. 
My fingers hesitated over the tape. The IV was bugging me, but it wasn’t the best idea to yank it out. It was there for a reason.
I jumped when Jasper growled, “Don’t fucking touch that. You’re still mostly human, they think. Either way, you need blood.”
I scowled at him, but his eyes remained closed, so the look was wasted. “It’s irritating.” 
But my heart gave a little flutter. He was talking to me. I was so overjoyed I almost missed what he said.
I sat up. “Mostly human? What are you talking about?”
He finally opened his eyes. The irises were an eerie purple, but I was relieved they weren’t red. The whites had cleared, too. “How much do you remember about this morning?”
I frowned. I’d been hoping for a more direct answer and not a riddle. “I crept down here and got in your cell with you to get you to feed from me.”
“And then?”
“We…” Had some very dirty and aggressive sex, but I wasn’t saying that. He must have heard the thought loud and clear because he grinned.
It dawned on me, and my eyes darted to his shoulder. “I bit you!”
My hands flew to my mouth, and I pressed my fingertips to my teeth. They all seemed normal but so did his at the moment. They must only be visible when he was feeling hostile.
He grabbed my hands and clasped them against his chest. “You’re fine. They’re normal human teeth. Look,” he tilted his head toward the shoulder I’d bitten, “already healed.”
And it was. The only thing left of it was raised scar tissue, which would likely fade within the hour. With some uncomfortable neck craning, I tried to inspect what I could of the bites he’d put on me. They were bandaged.
“They’re not healing abnormally fast. My bites last. They’ll heal eventually.”
“So, what happened this morning if I’m not infected?”
He snorted. “I didn’t say you weren’t infected. Oh no. The current theory is you’re infected through the blood bond.”
“But until last night, we hadn’t exchanged blood again.”
“Doesn’t matter. It’s an established magical connection, and that’s all it took.”
I rubbed my forehead. “Okay, but you’re also bound to the king. Has it affected him?”
“Hasn’t seemed to. He’s likely too powerful to be impacted. I’m under his power, after all. You’re under mine.”
“So shit rolls downhill?”
He grinned and brushed a lock of hair over my shoulders. “Apparently. However, the infection can’t take you over since you're not a vampire.”
“Really? Because last night’s level of aggression was more than usual. We’re passionate, but I’ve never shoved you to the ground to jump your bones.”
That smirk on his face was much too satisfied. “You seem fine now. Maybe you just needed my cock.”
My breathing picked up, and my nipples tightened at the thought. He licked his lips, and I barely fought off the urge to kiss him. I would have if I hadn’t heard guards chatting down the hall.
He sat up and kept his voice low—the illusion of privacy. I was sure we’d still be heard. “I think your… appetites are rising to accommodate mine as my human servant. I’ve been on fire since the second the battle with Cyrus ended. If I’m not fighting, I’m thinking about fucking you. If you hadn’t passed out on me, I’m not sure when we would have stopped.”
I whimpered at the thought, and he groaned. “Gods, Astrid, don’t make that sound.”
“We’re still down here!” Someone shouted in a sing-song voice from down the hall.
Jasper shoved himself to his feet and paced away from me. Distance was good.
I cleared my throat. “How do you feel now? Apart from that.”
He raked a hand through his hair. “You mean, do I still feel crazy?”
I nodded.
He took a breath and stopped speaking aloud. Things aren’t jumbled. I feel like I’m in complete control, but there’s also this urge to do violence. And things I’m noticing about people? Vampires always have this instinct to pick out weaknesses, but now it’s in hyper-focus. The drive to exploit those things is nearly undeniable. I can feel the dark impulse twisting in my chest.
He froze and tilted his head like he was listening to something I couldn’t hear.
Jasper?
He blinked, and he was himself again. I fear you’re the only person safe from me, hummingbird, and I’m not sure you always will be. And that terrifies me to the bone.
But feeding from me worked. You’re you again. We can let you out of here.
He crossed his arms over his chest. I nearly killed you to achieve it, and I still want to damage people.
But you didn’t kill me.
You're leaving this cell as soon as I can bear to let you go—end of discussion.
I glared at him. He couldn’t shut me down like that. I won’t go. I’ll leave here with you, or I won’t leave.
He gritted his teeth and closed his eyes, and when he opened them, the purple had deepened a little more, red spilling just into the sclera. I swallowed. 
I didn’t want to make super vamp angry, but I wasn’t willing to let this go. I wouldn’t let him be trapped here until they decided what to do with Cyrus. If killing Cyrus even got rid of this infection. There was no guarantee it would.
“It’s too dangerous,” he said, his voice carefully controlled.
I held out my hands to him, needing to touch him. He clasped them like he couldn’t resist my pull. “All right. I’ll leave if you insist, but I won’t stop giving you my blood. I’ll stand outside the cage and do it if I have to. It would be safer for me if you didn’t fight the urge until you’re starving.”
“No.”
“Yes! You didn’t see what I saw. You were in pain.”
He took a deep breath. “I remember. It was like turning again. Fire and razor wire being shoved through my veins. The bloodlust was so sharp I’d rip into anyone to get what I needed, and that person was you. When you passed out in my arms, I thought I’d killed you. I—” 
Someone cleared their throat, and whatever Jasper had been about to say to me died on his lips.
The king stood outside the cell, looking in on us. I felt strangely cornered, even with him on the other side of the bars. 
“I see you’ve recovered,” he said. 
Jasper stood slowly from the bed. “Yeah, thanks to you.” 
The seething tone put me on alert. His words implied the king had the credit, but the emotion in his words? I thought he might be considering ripping the man apart.
The king arched a brow. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
“Oh, come on, Octavian. I admire Astrid’s many talents, but she never would have gotten down here without your consent. The castle has to be crawling with your finest guards. You nearly got her killed.” 
Octavian shrugged. “A choice had to be made.” 
Fury seemed to crackle in the air. “And her life means nothing to you. You wanted your spy back and didn’t care if one vampire hunter died.” 
Another shrug. “I questioned Nasha when your brother told me what she’d told Astrid. I believed her and was sure to threaten her life if she’d lied or even turned out to be incorrect.” 
Jasper threw his hands up. “Now we’re trusting Cyrus’s daughter? I wouldn’t have risked Astrid’s life on the lies of that manipulative bitch, and you know it.”
“Yes, but I’m your king, and so I chose for you. Astrid agreed with me, or she wouldn’t be here. She made her choice.”
I could feel the rage rolling off Jasper in a big pulsing wave, and when the king waved a hand, and the cell door swung open, silent on its oiled hinges, I feared the worst.
I grabbed the IV pole and used it to pull myself to my feet. Dizziness tunneled my vision, and I had the good sense to sit down before I fell.
Jasper stepped in close to the king. “Don’t ever gamble with her life again, or I will kill you. I had the power to go head to head with Cyrus and win.”
The regal vampire arched a brow. “I’d like to remind you that you’re threatening your king. I could decide to have you beheaded along with the rest of the infected while I decide your final fate for such an offense.”
“Jasper,” I whispered. I didn’t want him to get into trouble. I didn’t want him to lose his temper and, with it, his control. I’d finally gotten him out of here. 
He didn’t look at me, only stared down the king, who looked vaguely amused. “And if I make no promises not to risk her life again, what will you do?”
Jasper huffed and stepped back. “Fuck you, Octavian. I quit. I’m going to take my mate and the rest of my family and go. I’ll never risk leaving her in your care again.”
He turned from him and strode back inside the cell. I continued to watch the king. The corner of his mouth kicked up as Jasper lifted me into his arms.
“I refuse to accept your resignation, Jasper. It’s unnecessary. I swear on my life I will never put hers in danger again.”
He turned with me. “Just like that? After I’ve threatened you?”
The king shrugged. “You only threatened. You’re capable of far more. If a threat to your mate can’t move you to violence, her blood must indeed be the key to keeping you sane.”
I snorted. “A test? Bold move to open the cell door.”
His eyes flicked to me. “It wouldn’t be much of a test if he didn’t have an opportunity to hurt me. Even with this latest trick, I’m a much more powerful adversary than Cyrus. I was never in danger.” 
His gaze returned to Jasper. “Take some time off to figure out your new nature. I’d hate for you to kill anyone on accident.”
He turned on his heel and left. Jasper’s arms trembled, but not from the strain of holding me. I suspected if he weren’t eager to get me out of this tiny, cold cell, he would have chased down the king and pummeled him.
Jasper unhooked my blood bag from the IV pole and carried me to the room we’d shared when we both got here. Everyone we passed was glad to see him out and about. Seeing one of their own locked in a cell had been disturbing. He didn’t try to kill any of them for simply being too close to me. I thought it was good progress.
He settled me in bed and joined me. “You got your wish. The king let me out.”
I fiddled with his hands, running my fingers over his knuckles. “I’m not sure it was his best decision. At least not for his safety, but I’m satisfied. I think you’ll be all right. You didn’t attack him. I thought you would. I kind of worried for everyone we passed.” 
He cupped the nape of my neck. “You were there. I thought about how you might get hurt, how you might be frightened of me. It helped me hold back.”
He shook his head before brushing a lock of hair back from my face. “I never got to say what I needed to say to you. When I came to with you limp in my arms, I worried I’d never get a chance. I am so sorry, Astrid.” 
“Sorry? For what?” 
“For the things I said in the throne room. How I controlled you. I felt your horror. That deep betrayal. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to live with myself.” 
I rubbed his arm. It had hurt. It still hurt, but I wouldn’t ruin things between us over it. He’d done what he had to to get us out alive. “You were acting. You had to say those things to make it believable. You couldn’t afford to trust my acting skills.” 
He swallowed thickly and wouldn’t look at me. “I know. He’d know a lie. But it still had to cut you. I don’t see how you could trust me after that.” 
I tilted my head to capture his gaze. “I don’t know if you know this, but it took a lot of faith in you to go open that cell. I thought I might die, and I still wanted to risk it. I forgave you as soon as you showed me you weren’t on Cyrus’s side. I understood. Never again?”
He squeezed my hand. “I swear to you, hummingbird. I will never use the blood bond against you again.” He said it like it was the most solemn vow he’d ever made, one he’d never betray, and then he smiled. “Pretty sure I don’t deserve you.”
I wiggled my eyebrows. “Pretty sure you’re right. Pretty sure I love you anyway.”
His eyes sparkled with delight. “Do you now?”
“You did tell me to just admit it.”
He chuckled. “I never expected you to cave so easily.”
I gestured around us. “This was easy? Shit. I’d hate to see your difficult assignments.”
He brushed his lips against mine. “You won’t be experiencing any of those any time soon. Octavian will have to do without my expertise. I plan to take a well-deserved vacation with my mate.”






  
  Epilogue

The Man In The Skull Mask


I watched the light in Charlie’s bedroom blaze to life. Two weeks she’d been kept from me. Locked in a castle like a princess.  
Now they’d brought her out. To pack up her life and return to Georgia to start again. Sisterly bonds mended. A new truth between the sisters that had been obvious as they walked into the apartment building. They were a family again.
Out of my reach… well, more difficult to get to. I’d rarely met anything out of my reach. But being surrounded by vampire in-laws and an overprotective sister who was likely intent on bonding to make up for lost years would make things tricky.
I’d been so close when Cyrus was in charge. The only reason I’d been able to infiltrate his people had been the masquerade. I could change my facial features with magic, but making myself look like a specific person was much more challenging and difficult to maintain. The mask had solved that problem for the night. 
She came to the window and leaned against the frame. I saw the way her attention changed when she recognized my car. She bit her lip and glanced over her shoulder before easing the window open as gently as possible.
I used my magic to silence her departure. Silly thing. Sneaking away from vampires was impossible. She likely didn’t know the extent of Jasper’s hearing. 
She didn’t hunt vampires. Hadn’t batted an eye at fucking me. Letting me take her blood. Never knowing how easily I could have taken my revenge. Not knowing who I truly was.
She crept down the well-maintained fire escape until she reached the street. Her sleek ponytail swung back and forth as she jogged toward me. 
Her grin was happy, a little mischievous, as she peaked back toward her apartment building. I blew out the streetlight, a simple little magic trick. She paused, looking up at it as I pulled my skull mask on and slipped silently from the vehicle. 
The lack of light made her a bit nervous, but she had a vampire to protect her from whatever lurked in the dark, so after a second, she continued toward the car. 
I moved in behind her, impossibly silent, even for a vampire. With my magic, I was nearly invisible, too.
“What are you doing out here?” She hissed, but when she leaned into the open window, she saw the vehicle was empty. 
She straightened and looked around. Straining her eyes to try and see in the dark. I dropped the spell, keeping me hidden as she turned.
She gasped, but before she could call for help, I seized her, covering her mouth with my palm. Then we were gone.

THE END
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  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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