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Prologue



5,000 years ago, in a realm outside of Earth

It had been ten runic spans, each marked by a full solar cycle since, Rayne Gael, a former Sister of the Sheena Su Danis and court mage for Queen Esarelle’s Eastern Court, had been exiled from Salaentos, the southernmost continent of Allorn. Her crime—breaking the Sisterhood’s fourth cardinal law and sullying herself with the seed of the Northern Court’s High Prince, Queen Amarenthia’s son and heir to the throne.

The courts forbade such unions, as it had been decreed that a royal could not ascend the throne if not of pure blood. Rayne loved Prince Keryth of House Fabriell, but she’d always known that in the end, their courtship would never be accepted by Queen Amarenthia. But Rayne cared little for the throne of a corrupted crown and even less for the rot eating at the roots of the Sisterhood’s power. Thus, when she was stripped of her Sister title and cast out of the kingdom, Rayne had no choice but to accept her fate, for it was the secret she’d carried in her womb that truly forced her into hiding.

If the Sisterhood or the queens ever discovered she’d given birth to twin daughters, and that one of the girls carried the four sigils of the foretold Spirit Marked, Rayne would’ve been hunted to the vast corners of the realm for the power surging through her daughter’s veins.

Mercifully, with the help of her brother, she’d managed to keep herself and her twin daughters concealed, finding refuge in an abandoned cottage deep inside Loraen Wood, a forest four waymarks from Doskhebraedas, the nearest village in Nevielle, one of the four kingdoms of Cerritos, the westernmost continent of Allorn.

It was a humble home, but at least her daughters had stable shelter and warm food on the table. Rayne’s skill in making tonics to heal ailments earned her a good reputation amongst the townsfolk and allowed her to earn her own coin. To them, she seemed to be a simple woman of the wood, able to turn plants and herbs into remedies. They never guessed what her true talent was, where her abilities truly came from.

Rayne should’ve known her secret wouldn’t stay hidden forever. For like calls to like, and the turbulent magic like the one carried by her daughter, Enid, could never be fully contained.

As Rayne readied her daughters for bed, the warmth of a crackling fire and the smell of baked bread wrapped themselves around her like a quilt. With a gentle sigh, she poured hot milk from an iron cast kettle into two small clay cups, a smile curling at the corners of her lips.

Sitting at a wood table across from her, her young daughters stared with bright eyes, waiting for their frothy treat. One licked her lips as if she’d never enjoyed warmed milk before. Rayne reached for a small basket full of freshly baked unleavened bread and placed it at the center of the table. “Keeley, Enid,” she said to the girls, “wait until they cool a little.”

“Okay, Mama,” they replied in unison, their voices full of excitement as they both rushed to grab a slice anyway.

Taking a careful bite of the hot bread, Keeley moaned with delight, her mouth full as she said, “I wish we had some jam. Sunberry would be nice.”

Rayne let a small breath escape her lips as she looked around at their small cottage. The low ceiling was lined with wood beams and the floor was nothing but packed dirt. Four cots rested against the walls along with some baskets full of cheap grain and their meager belongings.

She blinked away the moisture in her eyes. Sunberry jam was a simple luxury they could no longer afford.

Outside, the wind howled, rattling the rickety wooden door and pulling Rayne away from memories of her comfortable past at Queen Esarelle’s court and back to her harsh new reality. Smoothing her apron, she forced a smile for her daughters. “Okay, my darlings. Finish up and let’s get to bed.”

“What about Uncle Ferran?” Keeley asked.

“Oh, Keeley, don’t worry about him. He’ll be home soon enough. But you and your sister better get to bed.”

“Yes, Mama,” Keeley said.

“The storm is wicked,” Enid uttered as she slurped the last of her milk. “Why are the spirits so angry with us?” Her auburn curls glowed in the candlelight, amber eyes brilliant and crystalline, like warmed honey. Rayne’s heart squeezed. The girls weren’t identical, and while both had red, curly hair, Keely had her mother’s mossy green eyes. Enid, however, had inherited not just the color of their father’s eyes, but that curious and mischievous fire buried in them.

The fire Rayne missed with every fiber of her existence.

Pulling a lock of hair behind her daughter’s ear, Rayne smiled. “You’ve been listening to your uncle’s crazy stories.” She reached for her daughter’s hand and guided her to one of the cots, the girl’s too long, white linen nightgown dragging on the floor.

“Uncle Ferran says one day I’ll be strong enough to control all the wind. I can tell it to stop being so angry. Maybe I can make it happy.” The little girl made a delicate hand gesture and the flame on the candle sitting on the table flickered and died.

“Oh my, did he now?” her mother mused.

As Enid climbed onto her cot, she said, “You don’t believe I’ll be strong enough to join the Sheena Su Danis?”

Rayne tapped her daughter on the nose. “I believe you are very strong. Stronger than any mage I know. But you can choose whatever path you want. You don’t have to join the Sisterhood to be powerful.”

“But weren’t you a⁠—”

“Time for bed, my love.” She tucked her daughter under a blanket and kissed her forehead, shrugging off the fact she herself used to be one of the most powerful elemental mages in Queen Esarelle’s court.

A loud boom shook the cottage as the wooden door blew open. Rayne jerked back, eyes growing round, heart pounding like a war drum. A man stood at the entrance, his hooded cloak soaked. The top of the broadsword strapped across his back glinted with rain drops. “We must leave at once,” he said, his voice hoarse, those signature green eyes that belonged to her family were darkened to the color of deep moss.

Rayne jumped to her feet, rushing to him. “What do you mean? You said we’d be safe here.”

He lowered his hood and a mop of shaggy chestnut hair fell over his brow. “They found us, Rayne. Gather only the essentials. We don’t have much time.”

As if they’d rehearsed this several times, she rushed to a back corner and grabbed a small satchel, packing bread, apples, and a couple of blankets. “Ferran, where’re we supposed to go?”

Throwing a few food items into a satchel already strapped across his shoulder, he addressed his sister, “Take Keeley to Thorynth. The queen won’t dare enter one of the Independent Cities.”

“If Esarelle is willing to enter Nevielle and risk a war with King Velmaaris, nowhere is safe.” Rayne searched her brother’s eyes for any indication he disagreed, hoping he’d tell her she was wrong. All she saw was the flame of the small hearth glinting in his eyes.

“Cousin Brigid, her husband worked in the mines,” he said, ignoring what they both knew to be true. “They will help you find passage through the mountains into San Gil. I will meet you once the ajumadea are no longer on our trail.”

Eyes wild, Rayne shook her head. Those shadowed beasts would never relent. The wraithlike hounds would scour the realm until they found her daughter. Able to scent magic, they could not only track mages with frightening efficiency, but once they did, they could devour a mage’s elemental magic, leaving the wielder nothing but a hollowed husk. “I’m not going anywhere without Enid. Especially to yet another continent.”

Ferran stalked closer, his large boots leaving wet footprints on the dirt floor. Grabbing his sister by the forearms, he said, “The court doesn’t know Enid has a twin. Separating them is the best chance the girls have. I will divert the dogs away from you. Give you a chance to get Keeley to safety.”

“You’re using Enid as bait? She’s only a child, Ferran. Not fully into her powers.”

Opening a wooden trunk, Ferran reached in and pulled out a leather bag full of weapons. Swords clinked against each other, and a few arrowheads poked out of the bag. “She will be safe with me. I swear it. On our father’s honor.”

She grabbed her brother’s arm. “And what of the prince? Any word?”

Ferran dropped his chin.

Iced blood ran through her veins, his silence slamming down on her like a hammer. Her lips trembled, but she kept her tears at bay. “Maybe Keryth hasn’t found a way to get a message to us?”

Ferran said nothing as he helped Enid strap on her boots and put on her cloak.

“Where are we going, uncle? It’s vicious outside.”

“Come on, darling. We have a long ride ahead of us.” He dragged her toward the door, his sister following behind with Keeley who’d already put on her cloak.

“Where will you be riding to?” Rayne asked.

“It’s better you don’t know.” Thunder rolled and a flash of lightning broke through the thick darkness as he pulled the door open, rain whipping furiously. Ferran kissed Keeley’s forehead and gave his sister a strong hug. “If you ride through the night, you will reach Thorynth by sunrise.”

Rayne dropped to her knees and adjusted the hood on her daughter’s cloak. “I will see you soon, my child.”

The girl wrapped her arms around her mother’s neck. “Mama, I’m scared.”

“Don’t be, sweetness. You are the strongest person I know. Be brave for me. Promise?”

Nodding, Enid wiped tears from her eyes. “I promise.”

“Good girl. I love you.” She kissed her daughter, and chest heaving, stood and faced her brother one last time. “Bring her back to me.”

“By the power of the Ancient, sister.”

The twins hugged, Keeley sobbing into her sister’s shoulder. “We’ll see each other soon,” Enid said, pulling Keeley back and wiping tears from her sister’s eyes.

“I don’t know how to be me without you, Enid. Who will sing songs with me at night? Or tease the lily hoppers by the pond?”

Enid leaned in. “When the wind brushes against your cheek, sister, it will be me sending you a kiss.” As if speaking in a silent language only they could hear, they smiled and embraced one last time.

Rayne’s heart shattered as she watched her brother mount his horse and take Enid with him, his beast galloping into the grim night. The cries that erupted from her throat were drowned by the howling wind. The branches of the Red Flame trees of Loraen Wood swayed with violence as the rain pounded harder. She wondered if it wasn’t Enid’s own sorrow of being separated from her twin that fueled the storm.

She hoped not. Magic that strong was a beacon and those hunting her daughter already had her scent. Without wasting another second, Rayne lifted Keeley onto her horse and galloped west toward the Serranielle Range and the mountaintop city of Thorynth, but not before reaching within her core and plucking out a tendril of her own magic. Enid was still too young to fight off a pack of those beasts on her own, and Ferran was skilled with the sword, but even the mightiest of warriors couldn’t outlast that kind of attack.

But a Sheena Su Danis might. By the power of the Ancient she had to at least try. The ground rumbled beneath her, the earth already responding to her call.

If the ajumadea wanted a hunt, she’d give them one.


The Blood Oath
An Interlude



Requiem Nightclub, New York City, Present day

A soft knock at Luther’s bedroom door shattered the sanctity of his midnight feeding. He growled, clenching his jaw harder and sinking his teeth deeper into the soft neck of the lily, his blood-host. Ignoring the second knock, he remained in bed, skin bristling at the impudence of the imbecile who dared interrupt his meal. Refusing to let himself be robbed of the moment, Luther savored the warm blood flowing down his throat, pulling with fervor and draining the girl of every drop.

Her naked body fell limp in his arms. She hadn’t fought him. Pity. Fear-laced blood was always sweeter.

He shrugged off the slight disappointment. Made little difference. After all, the result was the same.

Luther let himself be lulled by the silence, rocking the girl as she expelled her last weakened breath.

Peace. Rapture.

The moment when the transfer of life happened—when a vampire became transfixed as if drugged by the most potent elixir—was the reason he fed until the heart stopped beating. It wasn’t her blood alone he’d taken, but her energy—her life force. The electric currents once flashing through her body now flashed through his.

Her memories flowed through his mind like a gentle wave. She’d dreamed of becoming a dancer. Of falling in love. Of one day becoming a mother.

But fate is cruel, and her short life had been primed for a different purpose.

Sated, he pulled away from the dead girl’s neck, closing his eyes and taking in an exultant breath. His veins throbbed as the life-enriched blood fed his bones and muscles. Invigoration soared through him as every strand of his decaying vampire DNA repaired itself, making him stronger and faster than any human.

His vision sharpened, allowing him to see in the darkness. He could hear the thump of a human heartbeat and smell the scent of fear and arousal—the weapons of a true predator.

The euphoria induced by the transfer of life was the reason his kind was predisposed to the bloodfever—and why they had to take caution when draining their hosts.

Luther seldom held such reservations. He was an elder—a Third-Gen vampire—and his centuries-old experience afforded him certain luxuries. He believed he possessed both the mental and physical capacity to resist the bloodfever, although he much enjoyed tempting fate. Or perhaps he delighted in testing his thresholds as his method of preserving his resistance.

Another knock.

He glared at his door and snarled. Cretins. Communing with a blood-host was sacred and the foolish guards outside his door would bear the heat of his intolerance for such an outright disregard of his orders.

As he conjured up ways to tear into the idiot knocking at the door, the distinct scent of a living human filled his nostrils, dulling the edge of his anger. Curious, he inhaled the sweet scent deeper into his chest.

Ah, another lily.

The honor of being his blood-host had already been bestowed upon the dead girl who lay on his bed. Luther wasn’t certain why the Harvester had sent him another so soon. Blood-hosts were supposed to provide sustenance to a vampire for several weeks—even months—until the host grew too weak, at which point the hosts were…

He glanced at the dead girl on his bed. Well, disposed of.

Still, at the scent of the girl behind the door, his hunger revved up again. Perhaps he wasn’t as satiated as he’d thought. He pushed the dead girl off his lap, grunting as he slid out of his red silk sheets. Rising from bed, he moved through the shadows with the swiftness of a specter.

Not bothering with any clothing, he yanked open the heavy wooden door, startling the young lily and the two vampires guarding their posts. The light cast from the flickering hearth inside his bedroom danced on his skin like a ballet of flames. Fangs at full length, he licked a streak of blood off his lips, a grin twitching at the corners of his mouth as he regarded the creature.

Maya. He knew this one well. Taking another pull of her scent, his mouth watered, remembering the sweet taste of her untarnished blood—she was still a maiden. But what truly made her special was evident in the way her throat bobbed. As much as she tried hiding her fear, her body’s natural instincts betrayed her. Hosts were a commodity. It made living amongst the mortals less troublesome, but willing lambs didn’t taste as good as those who still wanted to live.

Waiting at the entrance dressed in a long, sandy-colored plain gown, the young female trembled. Her eyes traveled over his chiseled chest and further down to where his sexual arousal stood on full display.

He took note of the blood flushing her dark-skinned cheeks as she shied her gaze away. Luther curled his lips in a smile, his displeasure at the interruption now nonexistent.

The young lily bowed her head, dark bouncy curls framing her face, her honey-colored eyes averting his. “Apologies for the interruption, my lord. Banton sent me.”

Banton?

Luther’s brows pinched. As second-in-command, Banton knew better than to interrupt a feeding, even if it was to send him a second course. Something was wrong. Gesturing to his guards, he ordered them to leave. Once they were out of earshot, he nodded for the girl to continue.

“Priestess Liliuth is here to see you,” she whispered.

Fucking. Hell.

Dread spider-walked up his spine as panic surged through his veins at the mention of that name. He needed this as much as he needed a stake through the heart. Rankled, he straightened his back, running tense fingers through his dark hair. Lustful thoughts forgotten, he weighed his situation.

An unannounced visit from a member of the Vates Ordo could only mean one thing: the witches had come for their pound of flesh.

A grunting sound from inside his room drew both his and the girl’s attention.

Wretched demons.

For a moment he’d considered siring the young female laying on his bed. The thought didn’t last long. He didn’t have the time to deal with a whelp. But he’d neglected to break her neck immediately after draining her and now she was transforming into a strigoi.

“Have Banton bring the priestess to my study,” he said to the girl. “And tell him to send someone to dispose of that disgusting creature on my bed. Quickly, before it completes transformation.”

“Yes, my Lord.” With hurried steps, the lily disappeared down the long hallway to the upper floors.

Back in his dressing room, Luther donned his signature black suit. A one-of-a-kind bespoke silk ensemble made specifically for him. As he ogled his own reflection in the antique, full-length mirror, a glint of satisfaction shone in his green eyes.

Embodying the power his suit exuded, he puffed his chest, admiring the crisp, clean lines of his attire. Through the soft fabric, the tight definition of his muscled body could be traced like the hard planes of a marble statue.

Sordid amusement played over his facial features.

If only the entire world knew about the kinds of monsters living among them.

Exposing the humans to their kind had been his father’s dream—vampires as the true master race. No longer forced to dwell in the shadows, a curse birthed from magic.

The magic wielded by the Vates Ordo, the most powerful witch hive in the world—and the vampires’ centuries-old enemy. Unfortunately, he owed them his allegiance.

With one last look in the mirror, he adjusted his cufflinks and loosened a resigned breath. “So, it begins.”

Anticipating the reason for this unannounced visit, he took his time to stroll through the flame-lit, stone passageways of his underground kingdom, tucking his hands in his pockets and absorbing every moment of his borrowed power.

Ornate rugs softened his steps as he admired the large antique paintings on the walls. Some depicted battles fought, or victories won from his time in the Blood Prince’s army centuries ago. Others were portraits of their mightiest warriors, including one of the Blood Prince himself, Azrael, his father.

Luther stood in front of the painting, pausing to marvel at the strength and power depicted in this rendering. Sitting atop Phlegon, his beloved war horse, Azrael wore his impenetrable, black armor—a gift from his witch-bride and rumored to have been spelled for protection.

Luther gazed into his father’s deep blue eyes, his body shuddering at the memory of the last time he saw him—the day Azrael’s own brother, Kane, betrayed him. “It is time for us to reclaim our kingdom, Father.”

Floors above, the muffled sounds of hard bass and electronic music pulsed through the walls of his exclusive underground New York City nightclub, Requiem. Envisioning the cohort of vampires and inebriated human hosts dancing en masse as a single organism, Luther released a slow breath.

This was hardly what his father would have imagined as his legacy, but what Luther had accomplished in the five hundred years since his father’s entombment was far more valuable than anything they could have foreseen.

His father would need to accept that.

He decided he’d let the priestess wait long enough and tore himself away from the portrait, moving at his vampiric speed the rest of the way.

Pulling open the door to his study, a muscle in his jaw twitched as he regarded the individual standing in the middle of the room. Draped in a thick, green velvet cloak, she looked as if she’d been plucked from the pages of his past. Not everyone was as fond of the modern world as he was; the witches still cherished their arcane ways.

“Priestess Liliuth, what a pleasant surprise,” he uttered, voice dry and unwelcoming. The windowless study was brandished in the same opulent flare as the rest of the coven. A Persian rug woven in rich burgundy and gold threads adorned the center of the room, showcasing a grandiose oak wood desk and two large, brown leather chairs. Behind his desk, an oversized, red-velvet upholstered chair dominated the space like a king’s throne.

Warmly lit by a crackling fire, the study offered a glimpse of Luther’s most valued treasures. Dark wood shelves filled with antique books and relics from his past lined the walls, along with the modern touch of security cameras and screens monitoring every angle of his kingdom.

“Of course, you could have phoned,” he said. “I would have ensured a banquet was prepared in your honor.”

Not bothering to lower the hood of her cloak, the priestess faced Luther, her shrewd, violet-colored eyes locking with his as he ambled toward his desk.

He sat, inviting her to do the same.

Gaze brimming with an internal fire, she ignored his request. “We have business to discuss,” she replied tersely.

Luther cocked his head, scrutinizing her head to toe, eyes lingering on her beautifully defined angular face. The hardness of her cheekbones was softened by her brilliant eyes and a mouth ripe for biting. “It’s been a while since a member of the Vates Ordo visited my home. Do humor me with pleasantries.”

The lines on her forehead tensed. “My kind prefers not to consort with strigoi,” she said, her last word dripping with disgust. “I am here on my mother’s orders.”

The vampire snarled, rising to his feet as heat flared through his body, fangs descending to full length. “I am no strigoi. I am my father’s son, and you would do well to call me by my name, or High Lord if it pleases you better, witch.”

Luther heard the raised tempo of her heartbeat, saw her throat bob, smelled the dark tones of her anger.

Satisfaction flamed in his veins.

Two can play this game.

He sat down, leaning back in his chair. Steepling his fingers, he said, “Now that insults are out of the way, do enlighten me with the reason for your visit.”

The woman pulled a small bronze scroll container from inside her cloak and presented it to him.

As he reached for the cylinder, he jerked his hand back at the sight of the black snake coiled around her arm, elbow to wrist. It raised its head and stared at him through yellow eyes with long black pupils, tongue licking the air. The priestess chuckled. “Settle down, High Lord. Miriam is harmless.”

He glowered at the reptilian as he took the scroll.

“Don’t tell me you’re afraid of a little snake,” she said, tilting her head.

“I’m not afraid. And that is no simple snake.” Her amusement at his aversion to her earth spirit grated against his skin.

Liliuth relaxed her posture, her cold smile dripping with malice. “Miriam can do no harm unless I will it.”

“I’ve been around plenty of your kind far too long to not recognize a creature for what it truly is.” He looked at the snake then up at the priestess, his gaze prolonging over her shimmering eyes. “Makes sense you’d pick a serpent.”

Liliuth snapped, “Stop wasting my time and open the scroll.”

Luther grinned, taking pleasure in watching the witch squirm. Sliding his fingers over the ornate dragon wrapped around the length of the cylinder, he asked, “Why didn’t the Divine Mother come herself?”

Priestess Liliuth inclined her chin. “There was no need. I am her second. She has other matters to attend to.”

He swallowed hard at the insolence. Opening the container, he pulled out the rolled parchment. Noting the red seal, he inhaled deeply. There was no need to unroll the document to know what it was. He’d surmised as much already. Back muscles taut, his lip lifted at the corner in a snarl. “Matters more important than a five-hundred-year-old oath?”

She stepped forward, shoulders bunched, lips pulled back as she gritted, “I did not come to entertain your displeasure. It was a blood oath forged by dark fire, and one you must honor or be turned to ash, High Lord. So, stop wasting my time with pointless questions. What matters is your duty, not the identity of the emissary.” The priestess’ bare hands crackled with a green flame as she muttered words in the witches’ ancient tongue. The ground rumbled and the books and baubles sitting on the shelves rattled.

Luther shot to his feet and growled, a warning she wasn’t the only powerful supernatural in the room. He knew the rules and the consequences for breaking them; he didn’t need a brazened girl reminding him. “Magic is forbidden here, witch. Do not make me tell you twice.”

Acknowledging his threat, she relaxed her muscles, the green flame disappearing and the invisible force shaking the ground dissipating.

“Very well,” he said in a clipped tone, incensed by the audacity of his unwelcomed guest. “When must I fulfill my oath?”

“Forthwith,” she replied coolly, catching him off guard.

His muscles tightened as he fought his instinct to leap across the desk, wanting to wipe the arrogant smirk ghosting on her lips right off her face. He’d expected he would at least have enough time to put his affairs in order.

Damn these cursed witches. Always finding ways to screw things up.

“The old magic has stirred,” she went on, ignoring his unease. “There can be no delay. Things have been set in motion that cannot be undone.”

Luther sniggered. “Your kind. Always a flare for the dramatic.”

Stalking closer, her face obscured by shadows, she said, “A new age approaches, vampire. Choose your alliances wisely.”

The blood in his veins quickened. She had the gall to intimidate him in his own coven. His fangs could be buried in her neck faster than she could blink, but witch blood was illicit, and drinking from one was punishable by death.

She knew this, but he quite fancied living on the edge. “Likewise,” he uttered, licking the top row of his teeth, showcasing his elongated canines.

Liliuth bowed her head, acknowledging his warning. “You leave for Scotland tomorrow. The Divine Mother has made arrangements for you and your men.”

Sinking deeper into his chair, he let his anger simmer. “I shall await her orders.”

A flouting smile twitched on her lips as she raised one shoulder. “Treachery should come easy to you, High Lord. After all, wasn’t it you who secretly aided in your father’s capture five-hundred years ago?” Her eyes glinted.

The shameful memory buried its claws into his flesh.

“A deed for which you were handsomely rewarded,” the priestess added.

Vile harpy.

Her calculated jab hit its mark. This time, he couldn’t control his anger. Rising to his feet again, he leaned forward on his desk. “Do not speak of things you know naught of, girl.”

Standing straighter, she puffed out her chest as if satisfied with the way she could so easily rattle him.

“I think it’s time for you to leave,” he ordered.

As the priestess turned toward the exit, Luther called out to her one last time, “Liliuth.” He purposefully left out her elite title. One he knew she’d spent years training in magic to earn. Only a few held such prestige, demanding the utmost respect. He wanted her to know she’d not earned his.

Her back to him, she halted, the fury exuding from her pores making the air ripple with her power, the ground rumbling once more as she whispered her witchy words. Luther couldn’t deny he relished fanning her rage.

Pivoting, Liliuth looked over her shoulder, darkened eyes narrowed to slits.

“My father,” Luther began, “will not have forgotten what your foremothers did.”

“Is that a threat?” she asked.

He matched the intensity of her glare. “Simply a warning. Tell the Divine Mother what she’s asking of me will bring dire consequences. Irreversible consequences.”

Her lips thinned into a starkly sinister grin. “If Armageddon is what you’re referring to, we’re counting on it.” Turning from him, she crooned, “It would be in your best interest not to fail us, Luther. The entire world will soon learn the meaning of true fear and you’re going to want to be on our side of history.”


Incantation to summon an air spirit. Translated from the pages of the Anákeum, the Ancient’s Book of Elemental Magic
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Chapter One
AVERY



Crown Heights, Brooklyn, Present Day

For as long as I could remember, people had called me crazy. To be fair, the psychologist at the Arizona Winslow Group Home for Troubled Girls called me far worse than that—psycho, schizoid, and my personal favorite, cunt. Yeah, he was a total douche, and that was putting it nicely. When I outright refused his advancements, he made sure anyone who ever looked at my file would only see a deranged girl with serious mental and behavioral issues. I was sixteen at the time and lucky to have been able to fight off the asshole when he tried to put his hands on me.

Not every girl had been that lucky.

That was five years ago. As soon as I turned eighteen, I signed myself out of that place and moved to Brooklyn with my best friend, Catalina Jorge—CJ for short. She was the only one who didn’t believe I was delusional, who didn’t mock my affliction. I’d thought—at least hoped—that once I left that hellish home, the dreams would subside some, especially since they were always followed by crippling headaches.

I thought perhaps my childhood trauma, followed by the years spent in the foster care system and then the Winslow Home, had been the triggers. Unfortunately, they only got worse after I left, and even though I knew the dreams were clues to solving my parents’ murder, somedays I wondered if perhaps they were right.

Maybe I was crazy?

But, then again, I couldn’t really accept that. How could I? After everything I went through, allowing what people had labeled me to cloud my reality would invalidate what I knew to be the truth. I saw what happened to my parents fourteen years ago. I knew their deaths hadn’t been an accident, and I was convinced there was more to my dreams and visions.

Sometimes they came every night; other times, I could go weeks or even months without one. Regardless, every time I experienced a dream or vision, I was unable to find rest until I drew every detail of the images I saw—of the strange world and nightmarish creatures that had haunted me since the night I lost my parents in a gruesome car crash.

I was seven when it happened, and up until then, I’d grown up in the backseat of my parents’ Jeep.

We lived like nomads, never staying long enough in any one place. Mom and Dad would get a temporary job at a local diner or sometimes a job working at the motels we were staying at. Then, without warning, they’d gather our things in a rush, and we’d be back on the road.

Felt like we were always on the run. They tried to downplay things for me, but I saw it in my mother’s eyes—the fear, the constant worry something awful was going to happen, that someone was chasing us. Back then, I couldn’t make sense of my parents’ behavior.

But I was a kid and all that mattered was being on the road with them, enjoying the breeze through the car on warm days, holding Teddy in my arms, gorging on gummy bears like my teeth wouldn’t rot from all the sugar.

I didn’t care that we didn’t have a house, or a dog, or that I wasn’t in school and didn’t have any friends. I never even questioned if we had other family.

It was me, Mommy, and Daddy. We were on an adventure, and nothing could ever pop our perfect little bubble.

Until something did, and the whole world spun wildly on its axis.

It had been sometime in September, shortly after my seventh birthday. We were driving down from Montana in the dead of night.

Back then, the evening sky was a looking glass into space, and billions of stars covered the heavens in a glittering blanket cradling a blue moon. It was magnificent. Sitting in the backseat as I gazed into the beauty of the expanse, I overheard Mom talking to Dad about needing to be ready and having to prepare.

That Sedona was the best place to show me.

“Sedona?” I asked, wondering what was so special about it. Both my parents jumped at my voice. They’d probably guessed I’d been sleeping in the backseat. “Show me what, Mommy? Are we going to a theme park for my birthday?”

Mom shifted on the passenger seat and faced me, lips curling into a warm smile. “Not this time, Avery. But Sedona is very magical. You’re gonna love it, Bunny. I promise.”

“Will there be a pool and slides?” I pressed her, eyes wide with hope.

“We’re going camping, Peanut,” Dad chimed in, briefly peeking at me through the rearview mirror. “You love camping, don’t you?”

I slouched in my seat, averting his eyes in the mirror. “We always go camping.”

“We’ll make s’mores, catch fireflies…” Dad continued.

Looking out the car window, I stared up at the looming full moon. “I don’t want to catch fireflies.”

“You used to love catching fireflies.” There was a whiff of disbelief in his voice.

“I was little then, Daddy.”

From the corner of my eye, I saw my mom glance at me over her shoulder. “Avery. Bunny. You’re still little.”

“I’m bigger now.” I peeled my eyes from the window and met her gaze. “Would you like to be trapped in a glass jar?”

For a second, her face was expressionless, eyes frozen in a deep stare, as if she didn’t recognize me, then she smiled. “You’re a very special child, Avery Marie Jaxson. Never forget that.” But her smile faded quickly, overtaken by a shadow of worry. “We have a few more hours on the road,” she said flatly, focusing back on the empty stretch of highway ahead. “Better get some sleep, Bunny.”

I’d really been hoping for a theme park or maybe a cool resort. We seldom did anything but camp or stay at motels. Although, we did occasionally go to the movies, and that was always fun.

That night, though, a tinge of disappointment settled over my young heart. For the first time ever, I craved a normal life. And as I snuggled with Teddy, watching the stars blur as my dad sped us down the highway, I imagined what it would be like to have that life.

After spending so much time with them, I’d learned they only spoke about serious things when they thought I was asleep. So, pretending to be in dreamland, I eavesdropped on their conversation.

“It’s time she learns the truth, Daniel,” Mom whispered. “She needs to know how to protect herself in case something happens. In case they find us.”

“They won’t find us, Cassie.”

“Each day I grow weaker,” she said, her voice trembling. “I can’t protect us forever. My…my energy is depleted.”

She grew quiet and an eerie silence fell over us. “I can…sense them,” she uttered after a long pause.

“Did you see anything?” my dad asked.

“Last night. In the mirror.” She paused, as if choosing the next words carefully. “She is drawing closer. If we don’t get to the vortex by tomorrow⁠—”

“We will get there,” Dad said, the engine roaring, tires rumbling as we sped faster down the highway. I slid my lids open a smidge, and through slit eyes, I stared out the window, the stars twinkling in a sea of darkness. But the moon… it was the biggest I’d ever seen it.

There was something almost mythical about it, like it was alive and watching. It sang within me. It was a soothing lullaby telling me that despite what my parents feared, I would be okay. A wave of tiredness took over me and my parents’ voices faded away as strange dreams pulled me into a watery abyss.

That was the last trip we took together.

Most of my memories of the days that followed were snapshots of the landscape and fragments of things that didn’t make sense. Like waking up in the car and thinking we were on another planet, everything looking like we’d landed on Mars.

The monstrous red rocks dwarfing us and making us feel small as ants. The white-hot sun beating on our brows. My short legs aching from the long hike to our campground.

Then, the menacing howls echoing in the night. My heart pounding fiercely as we ran through the brush in the cool night, the sounds of my dad’s ragged breaths sawing in and out of his chest as he followed behind us, urging us to run quicker. My mother’s screams as she fell and twisted her ankle. The sting on my flesh as a sharp branch pricked my arm.

Amongst the splintered memories of the night the wreck occurred, one image would always burn intact in my mind—out of breath, when we finally made it to the car, my mother told me not to look back.

But when did I ever listen?

As my father turned the engine and the Jeep growled to life, I looked out through the rearview window. My screams froze in my throat.

Made of black flames and eyes of fire, the beast I saw stalked toward us like a shadow of death. Everything its black flames touched turned to ash, the ground crackling as this monster scorched the earth.

From the ashes, a pack of howling hound-like creatures arose. Hides made of swirling smoke, they snarled as their blood-red eyes flooded with fury. They sprinted after us, and it was the last thing I saw before a high-pitched shrill blasted through my ears, shattering the car windows.

The next time I opened my eyes, I was lying on a hospital bed, clutching my mother’s fluorite necklace. They said the trail we’d been traveling on had eroded from recent rainfall and crumbled beneath us, plummeting our car down a ravine.

My body was found yards from the crash site, unscathed. No one had any idea how I’d survived. My parents hadn’t been so lucky. Their bodies were crushed under the Jeep before the car exploded.

A tragic accident.

Or so they said.

Shortly after, I found myself in the Arizona foster care system where each time I wound up in a new home, my foster parents would call social services asking for my removal. Some folks believed I was possessed and that my drawings were manifestations of some evil that existed within me. Others couldn’t make sense of my drawing trances, when my eyes would apparently roll to the back of my head, yet I could still manage to draw intricate depictions of my dreams. To them, I was too much of an oddity, and fear won over their hearts. Eventually, that’s how I ended up at the Winslow Home.

Now, fourteen years later, I was still having those visions and dreams—some were even more like nightmares. And for the third day in a row this week, I had been trying to deposit the bizarre images from my most recent dreams onto paper.

Biting my lower lip, I pressed down on my pencil so hard, the tip snapped, scattering teeny-sized lead pieces all over my drawing. Mentally whacking myself upside the head, I groaned as I stared at the unintended black smear marring my picture.

Just lovely.

I’d been so razor-focused, I hadn’t realized how hard I’d been pressing. Not to mention that was my last Faber-Castell sketching pencil, and I’d sharpened it to a stump.

Damn it.

Blowing pencil shavings off my desk and pushing loose papers of half-finished drawings to the ground, I looked for my sharpener but found a stick of mint gum instead. I sighed in relief and added it to the balled-up lump inside my mouth as I flung the wrapper over my shoulder.

There was a good chance the floor was littered with a mountain of little aluminum papers. My jaw sure felt like I’d chewed through three packs of gum, maybe four.

Better than chewing my nails down to the cuticle.

I’d been bent over my sketchpad for hours, so desperate to finish the drawing, I hadn’t paused for a bathroom break. Now the joints in my fingers and wrist throbbed with a vengeance, but if I didn’t find my sharpener soon, the headache accompanying each dream would pulverize my mind, fracturing the images, which would result in an incomplete rendering.

Each drawing was a puzzle piece, and the answers to my parents’ deaths lay buried inside. I was sure of it.

Brief mental note to self: Stop for more drawing supplies at the crafts store on my way home from work.

Work?

Geez. I hadn’t even bothered to check the time.

No use checking now. I was too close to the finish line.

As I continued to sweep the remains of my pencil arsenal off my desk, a metallic glint on the floor caught my attention. Lying beside the trashcan at the side of my desk was my sharpener.

As I leaned down to pick it up, the sudden crack of shattered glass followed by an explosion of ear-piercing bird caws hauled me right back up.

A gaping hole the size of a saucer smack in the middle of the window by my bed stared back at me. My jaw dropped and the ping-pong sized ball of gum fell out of my mouth,

What in heaven’s name…

The white curtain usually dulling the morning light billowed in the winter air as hundreds of crows gathered right outside my apartment, all of them perched on electrical wires and yapping so loud, my thoughts were a web of confusion. Putting a palm up, I shielded my eyes from the bright sun.

Had someone thrown a rock through my window? But how? I lived several stories up. I shivered as the frigid February air swirled through the room. This was the last thing I needed. I shared a one-bedroom apartment with CJ, but she had the bedroom while the living area functioned as both my bedroom and the common space. It was a tiny, rundown apartment and I knew my cheap-ass landlord was going to take the broken window out of our deposit. If he even bothered to fix it.

I grumbled. Fantastic.

But also, what was with the screeching birds?

I squinted and peered over to the clock on my nightstand.

Seven-twenty-three a.m.

I’d been drawing for close to three hours. Had it really been that long since the nightmare woke me? This lack of sleep was going to kill me one day. Palming my face, I groaned as I realized I only had two hours before needing to be at work.

How was I supposed to function later? And how in the universe was I supposed to finish my drawing with all this noise? I could barely hear myself think, let alone search my memory for details of the dream.

As far as bad mornings went, this one took the prize.

Un-wrinkling my muscles, I stretched and stood from my chair when the sound of a solitary caw caught my attention. My brows pinched. Near the broken window, an injured crow sat on the floor surrounded by shards of glass, its right wing hanging loosely to the side as it stared up at me.

My chest caved. “You poor thing,” I whispered, hoping my voice wouldn’t scare it. “You’re the one responsible for all this chaos?” As annoyed as I was about the intrusion this morning, I hated to see an injured animal.

How it crashed through the glass and still survived was beyond me. As I walked toward it, it flapped its good wing, cawing frantically.

Outside, his comrades cawed even louder, the sound stabbing at my head like an icepick. I shut my eyes, trying to mentally block the grating bird calls. But it was useless. My headache was already on full throttle, and this wasn’t helping.

Temples throbbing, I released a few deep breaths before looking down at my little invader. A chord in my heart pulled. It was so stressed its chest rose and fell in rapid succession, beak wide open as it breathed.

“Relax, buddy,” I cooed, trying to soothe it. I considered picking it up to examine its wing, but after seeing how frightened it was, doing it with bare hands was out of the question. It would try to peck at me, and that beak didn’t look too friendly. The last thing I needed were more agitated caws from the crows outside.

“Look, I’m not going to hurt you, but I’m going to need to take a look at that wing,” I said softly as I walked past it toward the bathroom, careful not to step on any broken pieces of glass. “And I’d appreciate it if you told your friends to stop making such a ruckus.”

A high-pitched caw erupted from its chest, and the chorus booming from the street ceased. I looked at the injured crow and frowned, my skin prickling with goosebumps. “Did you just…”

Cocking its head, it blinked. Which made me blink in turn, an uneasy feeling curdling in my gut as I noted the eerie awareness hidden behind its dark, beady gaze. Pivoting away, I ruffled off the willies lodged between my shoulder blades and puffed out a heavy breath. “Get it together, Avery. It’s all in your head. There’s no way it would have understood.”

Yet…

Turning my head over my shoulder, I stared at his little form. Dark eyes twinkled like shiny marbles. Crows were smart, but this one kindled a different level of intelligence behind its gaze. It made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Now that the murder of crows had stopped calling for their fallen flock mate, an eerie silence fell over my room. I ambled toward the bathroom, leaving the creepy bird by the window.

Luckily for the crow, I knew a thing or two about wrapping broken wings. When I was a little girl, my father would take me for long hikes, teaching me everything he knew about nature along the way. Several times we stumbled upon injured animals, particularly birds, and he’d show me the proper way to care for them.

I smiled thinking about those days. My father was such a gentle soul. Although it had been several years since he’d been murdered, the sweet memories of our little adventures were always tainted by the pain of his death.

Burying the gloom back into the recesses of my mind, I focused on helping my new avian friend. Sadly, if the wing was broken, the crow’s flying days were over. Birds who suffered those kinds of injuries rarely regained their ability to fly. The bones simply didn’t heal right.

Poor fella. The loss of flight and not being able to join his friends would break its spirit. No more freedom.

A pang of understanding rang in my chest. I knew the feeling all too well.

Crestfallen, as I stepped barefoot into my outdated, black-and-white-checkered tile bathroom, the cold floors sent an icy shock through my feet and up my legs. The hole had made my room drop several degrees already. And as I was dressed in black boy shorts and matching camisole, my body wouldn’t stop shivering.

As I reached for the medicine cabinet, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror hanging over the tiny porcelain sink. My eyes were bloodshot, and the dark circles and puffiness did little to hide the toll a few nights of poor sleep had taken on me.

Opening the medicine cabinet, I reached for the self-adhesive gauze I needed to wrap the crow’s wing and a small bottle of saline for my eyes. I squirted a droplet into each eye, the cool liquid balm easing the burning pain. Blinking away the excess fluid, I gathered my curly auburn hair into a bun and washed my face.

As I met my amber-colored gaze in the mirror once again, water dripping from my eyelashes and trickling down my neck, my lips pressed into a hard line. This headache wasn’t as bad as some others, but it was still crashing through my brain like a tidal wave.

Leaning toward the mirror, I took deep and steady breaths, hoping to dull the pain. Watching the drops of water roll down my face and drip off my chin, my breath caught when the droplets suddenly stopped rolling, as if each globule was suspended in time.

Shit. I was about to have a vision. When this happened, time in my world seemed to come to a full stop. My body shivered as an army of ants scurried up my back. I hadn’t experienced a vision in a long time and the anticipation of what I might see sent my blood rushing through my veins like a river of white water. Visions were different from dreams in that they felt more real, and sometimes I couldn’t even discern the difference between my world and the vision itself.

Hands shaking, I lifted a finger to my face and touched a droplet. It evaporated upon contact in a tiny plume of sizzling steam.

A trembling breath escaped through my lips as I stared at my fingertips, puzzled at the tingling and the pale blue light emitting from my hands—this was new. It pulsed in tune to the beat of my heart. In a panic, I pulled away from the sink, ready to dash out the door, but an invisible tether tugged at my core.

Something pulled me back toward the mirror, and it did not want to let go. Fearful of seeing my reflection, I shut my lids and fought the compulsion to open them.

Don’t look. Don’t look.

I needed to get out of that bathroom. Maybe I could shake myself out of this vision if I refused to look in the mirror. Yet a part of me fought with my own instincts. My need to know more, my desire for answers slowly urged me to peel my eyes open.

Settling my gaze on the reflective surface of the mirror, I held my breath as I waited for the vision to take form. The surface rippled like liquid until it morphed into clear glass. Now translucent, it was as if looking through a window into another world.

My spine tightened and the tingling in my veins subsided, ice now spreading throughout my body.

Beyond the window was the dank courtyard from my dreams.

For three nights in a row, I’d suffered the same nightmare, enduring a horrifying execution—burned alive at the stake until I was nothing more than ashes. I always awoke at the same moment, when my soul escaped my body. Same as today, right before jolting awake from the nightmare. It was what I’d been drawing.

Could I still be dreaming?

Had the crow crashing through my window been a part of all of this?

But as I peered even closer, something seemed different. I felt different—awake. This was definitely a vision.

Terrified and fascinated at the same time, I reached to touch the mirror, but an unknown force pulled me through until I reappeared on the other side, face down on a muddied ground, barefoot, and dressed in a white nightgown.


Chapter Two
AVERY



Wiping wet hair from my eyes, I stood and looked around. A few feet in front of me stood a charcoal mound—a blackened corpse staked upon it. My knees nearly buckled as I remembered the flames, the heat. This was the second part of the wretched dream I kept having.

Dear heavens. I’m back in my nightmare.

Trying to calm the shivers, I wrapped my arms around myself and closed my eyes, thanking the universe for the frost now coursing through my veins. My gaze drifted back to the scorched mass.

While the body perched on the stake held no resemblance to anything human anymore, I knew the body wasn’t mine. I’d lived and died in someone else’s body.

But whose?

I studied the remains, trying to decipher the meaning of this vision, but nothing made sense. I did not know who the person was—or had been.

As I walked closer, rain began to pellet the earth in large beads, the water rinsing down the aftermath of the morbid death, staining the muddy ground black as coal. I peered up, letting droplets fall on my face as I gaped at the ebony, starless sky blanketing the empty courtyard.

Nothing had changed since the last time I’d dreamt. It was a snapshot of a time long dead—a time when death by fire was a public spectacle. Yet, no souls remained now, only darkness inhabited the homes erected around me. I stood alone; the soft pats of raindrops bouncing off the thatched roofs were my only company.

A bolt of lightning struck, followed by rolling thunder, the rumble making my bones rattle. As the skies lit the courtyard with an electric bluish hue, a cloaked figure materialized in front of me. My gut twisted as I stared at the kneeling individual, his broad shoulders bunching as he looked up at the charred remains.

The sky continued to flash with light while thunder echoed off the mountains in the distance. An ominous prickle crawled over my skin. Something was off about this place.

I swallowed hard and tightened my back. My eyes scanned the surroundings, expecting the images to dissolve or the ground to open and swallow me whole as it always did in these dreams.

But nothing happened.

Thunder cracked again, and the electrified storm briefly illuminated the man’s red cloak. He wept with raw emotion, belting a woeful roar that echoed through the damp and dreary landscape.

The sound of his torment cut through my flesh.

As my lips parted to utter words of condolence, his cries ceased as if he’d sensed my presence. Holding my breath, I stood still and silent.

The shadowed figure slowly rose up from his feet, his height towering above me. The menace of his stance impregnated the air around us with a ghastly weight, frosting my skin. With his back to me, he lowered the wet hood from his head, revealing a shoulder-length mane of midnight-colored hair.

“Have you come to mock my misery?” he asked, the whisper of a foreign accent coating his deep voice.

I sucked in a short gasp. I recognized that voice from other dreams.

“There will be no mercy,” he warned. “I will kill every single one of these creatures you’ve been sworn to protect. Her death will not be in vain.” Laced with nails, his voice was a calm fury scraping against me with every syllable.

Was he talking to me? And who was this woman he mourned with such sorrow? And why had I relived her death staked upon that mound, suffering the cruelest of punishments?

And him?

In the last five years since I’d left the Winslow Home, this man cloaked in shadows—his face efficient in finding ways to elude me—had haunted my sleep with his voice. I’d found him once in a dream, chained up against a cold stone wall in a dungeon cell. Naked, dirty, half dead. His long black hair had hung over his face, obscuring his features. He’d tormented me with his pleas for justice, his words full of anger and despair, proclaiming he’d been betrayed and dishonored.

And here he was again.

The memory of his sorrow made my chest tighten. I wanted to place a hand on his shoulder, to tell him I was sorry for his pain. And he was so close, all I had to do was extend my arm, but my trembling fingers couldn’t find the courage. Still, as drawn as I was to the mystery of him, I distrusted everything about these dreams.

Fighting my instincts to want to comfort this stranger, I watched as his shoulders expanded with every breath he took, wanting, wishing he’d end this stalemate and turn around instead. I prayed he’d finally let me see his face. But I waited, patiently and with resignation, for the instant he’d dissolve into oblivion, leaving me alone once again.

He didn’t leave. And I didn’t return to my reality. Rain continued to soak us, and my wintry skin beaded with gooseflesh. Every second ticked down in slow motion as I waited. And waited.

I shut my eyes and shuddered. “I can’t do this anymore,” I said. “Let me see you. Please.”

He said nothing as he continued to exhale deep and heavy.

“Tell me who you are,” I begged, my voice merely a whisper. “Why do you keep doing this? Invading my thoughts, my dreams? Making me follow you through the shadows of your pain and anger only to disappear without a single explanation?”

More silence.

A weight settled over my heart, pressing hard like a boulder, making each inhale a labored task. He wouldn’t turn around. Wouldn’t speak. Choosing to torture me instead with his luring yet distant presence, making me want to know more, needing to know why he’d picked me.

And I was convinced it was him, a man of bone and flesh and not a figment of my imagination. I knew as I knew my blood ran hot through my veins that he existed out there in the ether.

I couldn’t explain it, but I didn’t need to.

“Your voice. Your scent. Your breath,” I said, clenching my fists. “It all haunts me. You haunt me. Do you hear me?”

More silence.

“Answer me, damn you,” I gritted, losing patience with these damn visions. I waited for a reaction, but he still didn’t answer. “I know you’re real. I know you want me to see you, so just show yourself.”

His continued silence wrecked me.

I paced, trying to calm my anger, not wanting to shed any more grief for this man, this illusion. This being I had no reason to want—or need—to know.

But I gave up on caution, and turning to face him, I took a step forward. “Show yourself, dammit. End this fucking game!”

He spun around in a flash, the shriek of scraping metal as he unsheathed his sword from his scabbard sliced through my core, causing me to lurch back. He pointed the tip of his weapon right at my bare throat as he pierced me with the heated stare of his sapphire-colored eyes.

Heavens above. Those eyes.

There was a sharp blade less than a centimeter from my jugular vein, yet the blood there pulsed with excitement rather than fear.

Tears of blood spilled at the corners of those enchanting eyes, staining his prominent cheeks red with the painful affirmation of his sorrow. I was afraid to breathe, to move. He looked inhuman. Beautiful, brutally stunning in the most frightening way. As if I was standing before a divine being, an angel. He did not wipe the blood as it streaked down his face.

He lowered his weapon, cautiously, as if gauging my intentions. But as I took a step forward again, he snarled in calculated warning, baring his teeth.

No, not teeth. Something far deadlier. A warning that his sword was not his only weapon. My mind told me what they were, what he was, but I refused to accept it even though deep down I’d always known. And yet, against my survival instinct, against every fiber in my body screaming at me to run away, I wanted to run to him.

Heart racing, I stepped forward again, but the anger swimming from his body washed over me in a torrent of emotion, rooting me in place. The fury in his eyes reminded me of a predator protecting its kill.

The man seethed, eyes transforming in front of me, red veins branching out over his sclera until both eyes flooded entirely with the crimson stain of his blood, completely blotting out the sapphire blue.

I’d not been ready, not for the wicked fear spurred by the sight of his transformed face—that unblemished pale white skin as if carved from the finest alabaster morphed from one belonging to a divine being to one made for the devil himself.

With eyes locked on me, he growled, “Stand back, brother. You will not deny me the proper burial of my mate.”

I blinked.

Brother? Mate?

“I’ve come in peace, Azrael,” a man replied behind me.

I turned to look at the other man, and a wall of armor almost knocked me over. He stood inches behind me, his shaggy, golden hair stained dark with rainwater clung to his face, dripping wet. Towering over six feet tall, his presence felt like an impending force.

There was no mistaking who he was. I’d seen him in my visions countless times.

Kane.

A snarl drew my attention, and I turned to look back at my dark angel.

“Azrael…” I repeated the word, his name, in a whisper, tasting it, savoring the sweetness it left on my tongue. I couldn’t believe it. Seeing his face—knowing his name—felt euphoric. I wanted to touch him, to feel the heat of his skin. He snarled again, those sharp and elongated fangs making my heart squeeze and my limbs tremble.

“Alas, I cannot let you take her,” Kane continued, his deep voice resonating in my chest, snapping me out of my daze. Repressed emotion was evident in the even-keel-tone of his voice. “She belongs with her coven. Her people will see to it she is given proper rites and is buried amongst her ancestors.”

Azrael’s eyes darkened. “Her coven will see to it she is desecrated. I will never allow it. You owe me this much, brother. For letting them butcher her like this.”

“I cannot stand between the witches and their doctrines. You know I cannot break the covenant.”

“But you can assist them in their crimes,” Azrael quipped.

She’d been a witch? A knot twisted in my core. What did all this mean? Why these damn dreams and visions? I walked between the two men, walked around them. They continued to stare each other down, oblivious to my presence. I stepped to the side, my head swiveling back and forth between them, tracking their conversation.

Kane pointed a steel-plated, gauntleted finger in the direction of the pile of blackened flesh. “That woman…” he uttered, his voice choked with grief, “committed crimes against her people and against ours. She paid with her life. The sentence for treason.”

Azrael curled a lip and huffed an unamused chuckle. “Treason against your heart, you mean.”

“Enough, brother. I did not come here to hash over our grievances,” the blond knight said, gazing into the distance. The rain had finally stopped, and the purples and reds of the morning rays branched above the horizon. “Take her now. The witches will be here at sunrise to collect her body. If they find you, they will seize you. Without the protection of the night, you will be vulnerable to their craft.”

Azrael’s eyes narrowed as his stance widened, one foot slightly further back, his shoulders bunched, seeming to posture for an attack. “Why do you grant me this mercy?”

Kane faced his brother, a hand reaching for the sword at his side, fingers slowly wrapping around the elaborate hilt. His gaze hardened, voice harsh as he addressed his brother’s threat, “Careful, Az. Do not mistake my leniency for weakness. You will be brought to justice, but I will be the one to bring you to heel.”

Azrael sneered. “Because of your brotherly love, eh?”

Kane stiffened before he said the next words, eyes shuttering, gaze lifting to the burned witch. “No, brother. Because I loved her.”

There was no explanation for the tightness that built around my heart at the mention of his love for the burned witch. In every vision where I’d seen him, there had been only one time I’d seen him with a woman, but I never saw her face. Could that have been the witch burned at the stake?

As the dawn awakened, my attention shot to the sky where the heavens fractured like cracked glass. Shards fell in slow motion to the earth, and a strong wind began to blow, swirling, howling.

Swallowed by the churning sea of air, I held my breath until there was nothing left of this world, and I was back in my black-and-white checkered bathroom. Standing. Staring at my mirror. Face dripping wet. Everything as I’d left it. Nothing had changed.

Except everything had.

Transported to that other world, I’d finally set my eyes on the man whose mystery had tormented me for years. And he was the most otherworldly, dazzling, hair-raising monster I’d seen in my whole existence.


Chapter Three
AVERY



Iblinked fast and placed a palm against the mirror.

Solid.

Staring back were my own eyes.

I breathed deeply, remembering the times my mother would slip into some type of trance. Her eyes would roll to the back of her head, and she’d be stuck in that state anywhere from a few minutes to a few hours.

Stars. I hoped I hadn’t been standing there for hours.

Before heading back to my room, I looked again in the mirror, a sense of longing fluttering within me. How I wished my mother were still alive. I missed her so badly my chest tightened. If there was someone who could explain what was happening to me, why I suffered with this strange affliction, it was her.

My parents worshipped nature as their deity, and when my mom fell into this hypnotic stupor, Dad would tell me she was communing with the elemental spirits. That they told her things no one else knew.

Elemental spirits? I recalled looking at my dad like he had horns sprouting from his head. But I never questioned him further. I just thought Mom was strange, which was fine by me. She was still my mom and I loved her any which way.

As I stared at my mirror, I realized how dumb and naïve I had been to think of her as strange, dismissing her uniqueness simply because I hadn’t understood who she was—what she was. I knew I’d been just a child, but I still regretted not asking more questions, not asking her to share her secrets with me. Things would’ve likely still not made sense to me then, but now that I was grown, I might’ve had a better understanding of who I was. I’d since accepted that there was something different about me, even if after all this time all I had were more questions than answers. Though at least now, I had a face and a name.

Azrael. My angel and my tormentor.

Putting my palm back on the mirror, a deep and demanding need settled over my heart. The desire to see my mystery man one more time made my entire body ache. But why? I had no idea why he intrigued me so much.

After all the years of hunting for him in my dreams, he’d finally revealed himself to me, and the shock of it all made my blood burn wild. An electric current ran up and down my spinal column as I recalled the intensity of his sapphire-colored eyes and the hatred buried in them.

That pain. A pain so real he bled from his eyes.

And his teeth. He bore the maw of an animal, of a monster. And yet, the fear in my veins spiked with fascination. I wanted to know more. Needed to.

I peered into the mirror, hoping to will it to change, to show me that place, that world. To show me him.

Nothing.

I concentrated harder, making my head pound, and as I focused all my energy on the image of his face, the culprit for my broken window suddenly made a clacking sound, startling me and knocking me out of concentration.

My avian patient had walked all the way from the window and into the bathroom. It stood by my feet, staring up at me. That dark, beady gaze tunneling into me. What was with this bird and looking at me as if it was hiding some secret?

Sighing and reaching for a hand towel to dry my face, I said, “I guess you weren’t part of the dream after all?” With one last glance at the mirror, I reluctantly gave up on trying to summon him.

I shook my head.

As if I had a clue how to even do that.

Bunching up my shoulders, I inhaled deeply then let the air out slowly, needing to calm the shivers skating over my skin. But the fright—the inkling something had changed, that something wasn’t right about this new vision—wouldn’t leave me. I tried to abandon those thoughts to focus on what I’d originally gone in the bathroom to do. I bent down and scooped up my little patient in the towel.

To my surprise, it didn’t protest much, but it did give me a non-threatening peck as I gently touched its silky, black wing. I opened it, stretching it as far as I could without causing it too much discomfort, feeling along the edges and lightly pressing on the bones to determine if it’d broken it. There was a bit of blood at the shoulder joint from the impact as it shattered the glass, but thankfully, the bones did not feel fractured in any way.

“You’re a lucky guy,” I said. “Or gal.” I had no way of knowing its sex. “The good news is, looks like you dislocated your shoulder. The bad news is… this may hurt a tad.” I held on snuggly as I positioned the wing and tugged with enough force to knock the bone back in place. There was a slight cracking sound, and the bird squirmed and tried to peck my fingers, but it lasted a moment once it realized it was no longer in pain.

It didn’t give me a hard time as I wrapped the wing in a typical figure eight bandage for added precaution. I found a medium-sized box in my closet, which I cushioned with a small blanket before putting the crow inside. “There, all better.”

It sat on its legs as if warming an egg and closed its eyes. Poor thing was exhausted from the trauma. My gaze settled over its body, admiring the plumage. Black as night and shimmering with an iridescent blue hue whenever the light hit the feathers at certain angles, the color looked almost liquid in nature. The crow was an impressive-looking bird, but sadly, it would be a while before it could fly again. What a shame. And what if it left a mate behind?

“Sorry, luv,” I said. “It’s you and me now. But I’ll take good care of you, promise. And I guess if I’m going to have you as a new roomie for a bit, I might as well give you a name.”

As I ran a finger along its head, its eyes opened, then closed again, as if enjoying my touch. “Dark. Mysterious. Creepy.” I smiled as I thought for a second. “How about…Shadow? Sorta fits, right?” He didn’t open his eyes or flinch. “Shadow it is, then.”

As I placed the box on top of my bed, another icy gust of wind blew through my broken window. Darn it. My landlord was one hundred percent going to yell at me for this, and if I’d learned anything from the other tenants, we would be waiting quite a while before he fixed it. I needed to find another way to cover up that hole in the meantime or I would freeze to death.

Unable to tolerate the cold any longer, I slipped into a pair of black leggings and a cream-colored, oversized knit sweater. I sat on my bed and winced. The throbbing on the side of my head was growing stronger. I needed to draw to help ease the pain.

I still had about an hour before I needed to be across town for work. Not to mention CJ was due to come home from her second job, which meant she’d interrupt my drawing session.

She worked at the hospital as an orderly during the day, and at night she moonlighted as a DJ. Last night had been Friday night, one of the busiest clubbing nights in the city. She’d likely played at a couple of clubs, crashed for a few hours at one of her friend’s couches, grabbed breakfast, and was on her way home to shower and clean up before heading back out to the hospital. Only to head back out to the clubs again. I had no clue how she did it.

Not wanting to waste a single second, I rushed to my kitchen and rummaged through my kitchen drawers looking for a rogue pencil. There had to be one somewhere someplace.

For crying out loud, I was a sketch artist. Having spare pencils stashed in every corner should have been my number one rule of life.

Then. Bingo.

In the very back corner of the random crap drawer was an unsharpened, emoji-themed pencil with a chipped eraser. Just perfect. My mystery man finally decided to reveal his face, and all I had was a cruddy dollar store party favor?

It would have to do. I had to draw, and at this point I was willing to use anything, even my own blood if it came down to it. This time, though, it would be more than a drawing. This time, I had the missing key piece to the puzzle haunting me for years.




After covering up the hole in the window with the lid of a cardboard box and some tape, I put a kettle on the stove. Chamomile and vanilla tea did wonders to ease a troubled mind. I dropped in a tablespoon of honey before pouring the hot water into my favorite mug. While my tea steeped, I leaned against my kitchen counter, turned toward our living space, startling myself when I realized how furiously I’d been drawing the last few hours.

Drawings of a castle lit in flames littered my exposed-brick walls, images of the witch burning on a pyre lay scattered on the hardwood floors, and random images of people and places I’d seen in my recent dreams were strewn across the entire living area. The apartment wasn’t very large, and aside from my full-sized bed, night table, small armoire, and a tiny dining table for two, the only other furniture was a love seat and my desk. With all my crap scattered all over the place, it looked like a hurricane had barreled through our living room. CJ was not going to appreciate the mess, despite knowing about my affliction.

As the kettle went off, CJ stormed in through the door, her short purple hair still spiked with gel. She stopped short as she scanned the room, her deep brown eyes finally settling over me. They were bloodshot from little sleep, but they widened to twice their size. Her bronze skin tone made her look glowy despite how tired I knew she was.

CJ was my ride-or-die. Like me, she’d lost her parents when she was just a little girl. Difference was, they lost custody of her when she was merely six years old due to drug-trafficking and living in squalor.

With no next of kin, we both ended up in the foster care system. She bounced from foster home to foster home because of her challenging behaviors.

My blood sizzled at those words—it was the same thing they used to say about me. Try being torn away from your parents and thrown to live with strangers who rarely made you feel welcomed. See if you wouldn’t have issues.

We were kids forced to grow up real fast. The things we experienced… no kid should ever live through that.

The state of Arizona thought we were troublemakers and believed deep in their hearts they were saving us—that they were doing what was in our best interest. If only. Until you’ve lived it, you’ll never understand the hardship of being a foster kid.

It’s why I became a runner, and it was during one of my runs when I met CJ.

But eventually we ran out of places to crash, and we grew too hungry to care where our next meal came from so long as it came. It wasn’t long before we found our way back to the system. Couldn’t say they weren’t trying to help. It wasn’t like we had any other place to go.

But one year, they ran out of foster homes willing to take us, and fed up with our behavior, the state of Arizona sent us off to the Winslow Group Home for Troubled Girls.

In other words, a prison for kids. Those memories would be forever forged into our skulls.

Without taking her eyes off me, she slowly placed her bags on the floor by the entrance, her lips parting.

“I’m gonna clean everything up, I promise. After I finish drawing my latest vision.”

She looked around again, her mouth agape. “All this…was from one vision?”

“Well, not exactly. I had a dream and woke up early and just started drawing, then this crow crashed through our window,” I said, pointing at the patched-up pane. “Then I was in the bathroom, and I went through the mirror⁠—”

“You went through the mirror?”

I closed my eyes and puffed out a breath. Even though she knew I suffered from these dreams and visions, I also knew how preposterous I sounded. “Not literally. I mean, yes, I went through the mirror, but not physically, if that makes sense.”

She walked up to me and wrapped her arms around me in a silent hug. I returned it, and even though she was much shorter than me, I caved into her embrace. She didn’t need to say a single word to make me feel safe and to make me feel like I wasn’t losing my mind. When we pulled away, she pursed her heart-shaped lips, still stained with her dark purple lipstick. “Don’t worry about the mess. I’m more concerned about that window.”

“If Chuck doesn’t get it fixed, I’ll take care of it.”

Tugging on one of her silver cross earrings, she strolled over to the window. Dressed in her tight, ripped black jeans and short cropped leather jacket, CJ showcased all her dangerous curves, making sure she didn’t step on any broken shards with her Converse sneakers as she looked over the broken window.

“I already cleaned all that up, but I’ll double check.”

Shadow squawked, making her jump. “Shit,” she said, putting a hand to her heart, the four roman numeral tattoos inked above her knuckles reminding me of our bond. We’d both gotten the numbers one through four tattooed on our right hand as a reminder of the four years we survived together at the Winslow Home. She peeked inside the box on my bed. “So, we have a pet bird now, huh?”

“Only until I know he’s okay. I plan to bring him to Lola’s.”

“She’ll let you bring in a stray crow?”

“I work my ass off in that pet store for what she pays me—she owes me. Plus, even though he won’t be for sale, an exotic bird like this will probably still attract more customers. Speaking of which, I need to hurry up and finish this drawing before I’m late for work.”

As I headed toward my desk, CJ said, “Don’t forget about tonight, by the way.” The edge of her tone clearly indicated she thought I’d forgotten.

I hung my head. I had forgotten. Damn it.

The reminder she’d left me sat on top of the kitchen table under stacks of other papers. It was a small, wallet-sized, crimson-colored card made of some velvety material with the word Requiem etched across in gold and black lettering.

Requiem was the new underground invite-only nightclub in town, and CJ had somehow scored two invites. She was desperately trying to break into the dark, electronic music deejaying scene, and landing a gig at Requiem would be her golden ticket.

She’d been begging me for days to accompany her, but with the resurgence of my nightmares, my headaches had been debilitating. Enduring a night of ear-pounding beats at Requiem wasn’t on my priority list.

“Avery?” she said more firmly. “I need to RSVP before noon.”

I had a feeling there was no way I was going to finish my drawing before work, and not tonight if I went to Requiem.

“You know how much this means to me,” she continued. “And I really want you there.”

I did know how much Requiem meant to her. Music had seen her through some of the darkest moments of her life—it’s how she coped, and now she wanted to give back.

She’d been working on a set for months. Getting an invite to Requiem was like winning the lottery. I still didn’t know how she’d done it, but it was an opportunity she couldn’t miss.

I offered her a warm smile. “CJ, even if I said no, you’d drag me kicking and screaming.”

A sparkle shimmered in her eyes, matching the glimmer of her diamond stud nose ring. “So that’s a yes?”

“Is Ricky gonna be there?” I asked, rolling my eyes. Even saying his name made my tongue feel icky.

She pursed her lips, cocking her hip to the side. “Ricky is who got me the invite. Of course he’ll be there.”

I grunted. Ricky Williams was one of her new DJ friends, and every time we were in the same room, something beneath my skin prickled. Ever since she’d met him, he’d been up her ass and pretty much absorbed my best friend.

“What?” she asked, as if she didn’t know why it annoyed me to hear his name.

“Something’s off about him. I keep telling you that.”

“You just don’t know him like I do.”

“I don’t trust him.”

“You don’t trust anyone. Not even your own shadow.”

I gave her a pointed stare. “There are reasons for that.”

“You sound edgy. What’s going on?”

I sighed. Ricky wasn’t the only thing making the hairs on my skin bristle. “It’s been an interesting morning, that’s all.”

“The vision or the crow?”

“Both.” I glanced over to the clock—it was almost nine. “Shoot.”

“What is it?”

“I have thirty minutes to get to work.”

“Okay. I’ll let you finish your thing. But don’t forget about tonight.”

“I won’t. Aren’t we getting ready together anyway?”

“Can’t. I’m going straight to the club after my shift.”

As CJ ran to her room to put on her scrubs, I stared at the blank canvass waiting for me, the eyes of the man who had finally revealed himself materializing in front of me, begging me to put my fingers to work. Heavens, the man—creature—whatever he was, was inhumanly perfect.

Shaking my head, I inhaled deeply and pinched the bridge of my nose. I struggled to find the words to describe what I felt. It was this nudging tightness at the back of my skull, a sensation, or a premonition of some sort. As if I knew deep in my subconscious there was more. As if finally seeing his face was only the start of the beginning.

There had been a shift, like a gear was set in motion, and I could feel it in my blood, this fiery ripple growing warmer and warmer, warning me something big was coming.

Until now, my dreams and visions had been like stepping into a movie and observing the action in 3D. This time, I felt like a character in a story for which I’d yet to see the script.

I couldn’t help but wonder why he’d chosen now to show his face? Why had he cried tears of blood? Who was the woman he wept for, and why was she burned at the stake?

Questions. Questions. And more questions. That’s all I ever had after every vision. It seemed now I was about to start getting some answers. A truth existed out there, of that I was certain. The tingle in my veins told me there had to be an explanation for all of this.

And I wouldn’t rest until I unearthed every single secret buried in my dreams.

As much as it killed me to leave without finishing his portrait, I had to make it to work on time or I’d have to listen to Lola complain.

Before heading out, I checked on Shadow. Slightly turned to the side, its head rested on top of its shoulder. Poor thing was still sleeping. I put a small bowl with water inside the box and gently caressed its crown. “See you later, my little Shadow.”

Before heading out, I slipped into a pair of fluffy winter boots and a long coat, then slid a slouchy hat over my head and a pair of fingerless gloves over my hands. Slinging a messenger bag over my shoulder, I hollered to CJ, “Heading out. I’ll see you at the club tonight.”

“Leaving in five myself,” she shouted back from her bedroom. “Don’t be late tonight. Remember I want to pregame.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be there,” I said, darting out the front door.

I lived on the corner of Eastern Parkway and Bedford Avenue, a block away from Brooklyn’s lively Franklin Street, the neighborhood’s up-and-coming main drag, home to all the new trendy hipster shops and cafes.

Many of the nineteenth century-built structures still standing were being torn down or remodeled into modern versions of their vintage past, making room for the new wave of residents spilling in to stake their claim of the new and hottest neighborhood not ending in ‘burg’.

Our apartment was on the fifth floor of one of the remaining relics. The building was so old, it still housed a birdcage elevator no one was brave enough to use. The thing was a death trap in my opinion.

When we first moved into the building, no one bothered to warn us the elevator was temperamental and rarely functioned properly. I wound up locked inside between floors for twelve hours before the fire department freed me.

That was the first and last time I used the damn thing. It also meant my legs enjoyed an extreme workout every day.

As I exited the front entrance of my building, a gust of wind hit my face like a million tiny blistering-cold needles stabbing at my skin. It made my eyes water, tears streaming down my face in icy rivers.

I pulled a scarf from my messenger bag and wrapped it snuggly around my neck, covering the lower part of my face to protect it from the arctic wind assailing the city. Luckily, I didn’t have a long trek to the subway station.

As I took off on my sprint-walk, I glanced up at the electrical wires and my heart shivered. The crows were all gone. Roomie had lost his flock. Poor Shadow. At least he had me.

Remnants of the prior week’s winter storm covered the sidewalks in small mounds of dirty, frozen snow. The sun shone brightly, but no amount of sunshine could melt the ice on this rimy February morning.

I walked, that weird sensation still tickling the back of my skull. Everywhere I turned, I found strangers staring at me as if they knew me.

The notion sparked a nervous energy in my muscles, prompting my legs to move faster. Perhaps it was the way my morning had started that had me in a state of paranoia.

People didn’t know me; there was nothing special about me to cause heads to turn or eyes to pause over me. My body was probably still on edge from the nightmare.

Not wanting to dwell on the silly thoughts swirling in my mind, I tucked myself tighter into my coat and scurried away to catch my train, careful not to make eye contact with anyone, not even my own reflection in the glass windows of the subway car.


Chapter Four
KANE



Brooklyn, Same Day

Ishould’ve been fast asleep while the morning sun battled to melt the remaining snow from the city’s recent storm, but the tingling fire running through my veins would not let me rest.

Something is off.

Inhaling the cold air of my barren and makeshift bedroom, I stared up at the ceiling of the vacant warehouse now functioning as our temporary headquarters and serving as barracks for me and my warriors.

The tall, wide windows covered in black paint blocked out daylight—except for the one sliver of yellow light shining through the small hole in the far-right corner where the paint had chipped.

I laid under the sheets, staring at that one rogue ray shooting across the room, illuminating the dust motes suspended in the air. As a Second-Gen vampire, my centuries-old age and lineage made me more resistant to daylight. My sire had been the primordial vampire, a pure-blood created by magic. Unlike my sire, my brother and I were born human, but given our vampiric age, our blood gave us certain advantages over younger vampires. The sun wouldn’t burn me to ash immediately upon contact, but it would still singe me like a motherfucker, and looking at it even from a distance made my eyes sting.

A constant reminder of my curse in this world.

I glanced at my watch and ran an agitated hand through my hair.

Damn this shit.

Winter awarded our kind a reprieve from the long daylight months, but it didn’t make waiting for nightfall any easier. Eight more hours until sundown meant eight hours of wasted time until the hunt could resume.

Our UV protective gear enabled us to work amongst the mortals during the day, but it also made it a bitch to stay inconspicuous. And right now, we couldn’t risk being exposed—not when so much was at stake.

Unable to remain idle, I sat up, causing Ice to stir next to me. I caressed her pale cheek. Strong, beautiful, and loyal, she would make the perfect mate for any male of my kind. But for us, our relationship was much simpler. All we had were the wars we’d fought, the mental scars left behind, and the occasional fuck to numb it all to hell.

She deserved better.

And now everything was about to turn every shade of fucked up all over again. Seemed we were always fighting the same battles—protecting the humans from the supernatural. Made me wonder why we bothered.

Perhaps we were fighting to protect my people from the humans instead. Their inability to accept our kind would drive them to hunt us down to extinction. The only way to co-exist in peace was by keeping our world in the shadows.

But after centuries of the same shit, perhaps letting darkness devour this world would be easier.

But not wiser, I reminded myself. There were worse things than humans.

A few days ago, we were alerted of a powerful magical signature detected in New York City. A resurgence of high-vibration energy not felt in five hundred years.

It was the reason for our trip across the pond. And the reason I couldn’t find rest.

The last time Earth encountered this surge of power, we’d nearly lost the battle against the Vates Ordo, the most powerful dark arts witch hive in the world. Their sole purpose was to rip open the veil between our world and their ancient birthplace, a realm long thought to have been decimated by their own magic.

They believed opening that portal would enable them to reclaim their lost power, laying ruin to all mankind to make way for a new world filled with their potent magic, one that would grant them dominion over every realm.

And the only way to garner enough power for the level of magic required to open a portal between worlds was to tap into this rare energy given off by the earth’s core.

To do that, they needed a Spirit-Marked witch, one who could not only summon all four elements, but embody their power.

To our knowledge, the last Spirit-Marked had died during the Prophecy War, when, after her betrayal, the witch was burned at the stake by the Vates Ordo and the Sisterhood of the White Light—a sect of witches banded together to fight against their dark counterparts.

And although a Spirit-Marked witch was as rare as the earth’s energy spikes themselves, according to the Sisterhood, both occurrences seemed to be linked.

Having borne witness to the destructive power of such a creature, I knew all too well what awaited humanity and all of us who inhabited this planet if that portal opened.

I would burn to ash before letting those wretched witches even try to unleash their dark magic into our world once again.

Trouble was, as quickly as the signature was detected, it went dormant. Now more than a week since I’d left my homeland, we were no closer to finding the Hive.

Seemed the witches were doing everything in their power to shield their magic. Not even Anya could sniff out a rat. All this inaction wore on my last nerve.

But something else also scraped at my insides. While my abstinence from human blood was taking a toll, it wasn’t the clenching in my gut or the hankering in my veins that made me want to rip out of my skin.

“What troubles you?” Ice asked, sitting up next to me, her jade-green gaze drinking every ounce of my restlessness. My body stiffened at her probing stare.

Not wanting to acknowledge the fear burrowing in my muscles, I looked away. “We have no new leads.”

Ice leaned against me, feathering her soft lips across my shoulder blades. “You can’t hide your afflictions from me,” she said, her breath warm against my skin. “This isn’t about the witches.”

Sometimes I hated how well she could see through my bullshit, which meant I’d gone soft. I’d have to put an end to that.

“I felt him,” I said, conceding.

“Your brother has been entombed for five hundred years. After all this time, he is in a somnolent stasis. There is nothing for you to fear.”

That she knew exactly who I was referring to was yet another prime example of how much I’d let her in. I wasn’t accustomed to this level of intimacy. Not anymore at least.

I enjoyed her company, but the pitfalls of being with someone like me—someone with a cold heart—would soon sour what we had.

Still, I couldn’t hide the truth of what stirred the dread churning in my gut, not when everything we cared about was at risk. “He is awake. My blood senses it.”

“Kane,” she drawled, her soothing voice searching to balm the turmoil in my chest. “The only way Azrael could be awake is if someone unearthed him. Last I checked, he was still buried in his casket, deep below Bringham. And your son guards the bloody castle.”

I grunted. Leaving Larick in charge hadn’t been a willing choice.

“He can be petulant,” she went on, fingers trailing paths down my back. “Even if he is seven hundred years old. But he’s also loyal… more than you give him credit for.”

“It’s not his loyalty I question. He’s a hothead with an army at his disposal. He thinks himself invincible.”

Tracing another line of kisses across my shoulders, she said, “Lay back down. You need to rest.”

My back muscles tensed, and my breath stilled. Receiving my message, she withdrew her touch. Our stolen night of pleasure was over, and now, it was back to business. We’d been through this plenty of times. I’d given what I could, and she wouldn’t make demands for affection.

It’s what we’d agreed upon. Sliding out of the covers, she stood and searched for her clothes. There was no longer a need to share my bed.

Averting my gaze, she picked up her black fatigues off the floor, her movements sharp as she dressed. Like all my warriors, her body was hard, muscles cut and well defined. Evidence of centuries spent fighting wars.

Short-cropped, bleach-blonde hair hardened the softness of her feminine features—a rounded face and long-lashed, almond-shaped eyes. She pressed her bow-shaped lips into a tight line. But it was the furrow etched between her brows that told me that despite her best efforts to seem aloof, my indifference had wounded her after all.

Fuck.

And that was exactly why there existed zero room for anything else between us.

Pushing to my feet, I reached for my black jeans lying crumpled on the floor and pulled them up, leaving them unbuckled as I walked across the room looking for my encrypted satellite phone.

No point in staying in bed either. I couldn’t sleep, and idly waiting around would maul my mind. Rotating my neck, I stretched my arms and flexed my fingers, hoping to placate the rattled nerves.

The heat of her gaze left a searing mark on my back as I walked past her. She knew there was another reason for the ragged blade of my demeanor—something I always tried to hide. But she wasn’t about to let me off that easily.

I prayed she would, but if there was one thing I knew about Ice, it was her sheer determination.

Whether it was killing her target in battle or searching for a way to get me to open myself up to her, she was not one to ever give up, no matter the cost. It was the reason she’d clung to her mortal life within a mere breath from death when we’d found her centuries ago.

My brother’s men had attacked her village, leaving none alive, except for Ice. She’d fought with that one last breath for a chance at revenge.

I gave her that chance and allowed one of my vampires to sire her, even if her life hadn’t been ours to claim.

Still, she knew me better than anyone and could sense the nuances in my behavior. The slight tremors in my hands. My rolling shoulders as I cracked my neck. Ice was all too familiar with my hunger pangs and the toll it took on my body.

“You need to feed,” she said, her voice clipped. My rules about blood-sharing and my aversion to drinking from a human had always chafed against her skin.

Hunger would not derail me from my mission, though. I’d gone longer without blood before. “I’ll hunt game once we get back to Scotland.” Spotting my phone on the desk opposite the bed, I silenced the growling beast and focused on the documents and photograph of the most recent surveillance footage lying scattered on the desk’s metal surface.

I picked up the photo and stared at the violet eyes looking back at me. The energy signature Anya detected had led us to a vampire-run underground nightclub deep in the heart of Manhattan. Gaining entry had proven more difficult than we’d anticipated, but my recognizance team had captured this image.

Priestess Liliuth, the Divine Mother’s daughter and next in line to take over the Hive. Why she was in a vampire-infested club made my skin prickle. Last time our kind consorted with witches, I had to bury my brother inside an iron coffin.

Ice placed a soft hand on my arm, and I flinched. “You can’t keep doing this,” she said. “Hunting animals. You need human blood.”

Recoiling from her touch, I crossed my arms and bit down on my jaw, landing her with a hard stare. She knew better than to press me about my feeding choices. “How I handle my sustenance is my business.”

Her eyes flooded with the pigment of her blood as her fangs descended. It wasn’t a warning but a blunt show of her displeasure. Stepping closer, she said, “That’s where you’re wrong. This is our business. Or have you forgotten we are out here fighting your war? An unfed vampire is dangerous.”

I understood her resentment, but she had a choice—they all had. “You are free to leave whenever you please. I’m not keeping you here by force.”

The scarlet sea in her eyes receded as she took a step back, a line of disappointment forming around her lips. “I fight for you—with you—because I believe in our vow to protect this realm. I made you an oath, and I intend to keep it. But as our leader, we need you to be sharp to defeat the Hive.” Offering me her wrist, she whispered, “For saints’ sake. Feed from me.”

The sanguine thirst flaring through every fiber in my body stoked the fires of my hunger. I turned from her, dropping my chin to my chest as I grabbed the edge of the metal desk, knuckles turning white as frost.

Blood-sharing was off limits for me and her persistence to tempt me was unacceptable. “We’ve been through this⁠—”

“I don’t need you to remind me of my promise, but I’m done seeing you like this. I fed yesterday and can sustain us both,” she insisted. With her hand still extended, she stood next to me, waiting for an answer. “This isn’t about binding you to me, Kane; it’s about life. I can give you what you need.”

The pounding in my chest beat in my ears, muffling all other sounds. She was right. I needed sustenance, and my refusal to take it from a human or to feed from her could hurt the team. I lived in a constant battle with myself, always on the edge of succumbing to my urges. Maybe caging them was the wrong approach.

One taste was all I needed to dull the knife edge cutting at my flesh.

Taking her wrist in my hand, my fingers felt the warmth of her pulse under her delicate skin, and the thrill of drinking living blood made my gums throb with blinding hunger.

My fangs descended as my animal instincts gunned for the driver’s seat. Hunting game had kept me alive, but it was human blood that fortified a vampire’s body. Drinking from another vampire wasn’t the same as drinking from a human, but as she’d fed recently, the blood was still tepid and pure in her system.

Saints save me.

Awareness of the sickness I shared with my brother fired off warnings in my brain. Yet, I also knew my body would only grow weaker as more days passed without sustenance. My veins constricted, screaming for me to surrender to Ice’s doomful proposition.

Take her, my beast growled.

Gripping her wrist tighter, I was about to give in when my phone rang.

Heaven’s grace.

I dropped her hand and brushed trembling fingers through my hair. I’d been too close to succumbing. I needed to find another means of sustenance soon.

My satellite phone chirped again, and a surge of foreboding flooded through me. My blood never lied. Smudging the feeding images from my mind, I picked up the phone. “Trek,” I said, “how bad is it?”

The device threatened to crumble under the pressure of my grasp as my tech expert related the news from Scotland. Ending the conversation, I rushed to the bed, found my black long-sleeve shirt, pulled it over, and stepped into my boots.

“What’s going on?” Ice asked.

“Bringham was breached,” I said as I finished tying my laces. Without further explanation, I flash-ran to our communications station located in the grand room of the warehouse.

Ice followed.

Trek sat in front of four computer monitors, his mocha-colored skin illuminated by the light coming off the screens. His long dark locks were secured at the nape and a muscle twitched in his jaw as his fingers raced over the keyboards.

“Show me,” I said as I leaned over his shoulders.

Trek stroked his fingers against one of his keyboards, and after a couple of taps, images popped up on all the monitors. Surveillance footage of what transpired flashed on the face of the screens. The castle lay in ruins, smoke billowing into the sky as fires blazed. I felt the vessels behind my eyes swell as I watched in horror. “Get Larick on the phone.”

Trek spun in his chair and looked up at me, worry creasing around his brown-colored eyes.

“What’s the matter?” I asked, already reading the trouble brewing in his gaze. A knot formed in my throat when he remained silent. “Trek, did something happen to my son?”

“Your brother…he…”

Losing patience, I grabbed him by the collar and lifted him off his chair. “Out with it.”

“Azrael is risen, Kane.”

My eyes narrowed. “What did you say?”

“The breach was a rescue mission. Our forces were outnumbered.”

“We have cameras positioned all around the perimeter, men on the battlements. How was this possible? I need to speak to Larick.”

Trek paused again, eyeing my hands still gripping his collar. “He’s in bad shape.”

I released my hold and spun from him. Larick was Third-Gen and one of my mightiest warriors. He wasn’t an easy vampire to wound. “Can you patch him through?”

Trek sat back in front of his computer, fingers tapping commands. “There is something else you should know.” The dread riding on his voice chilled my marrow. “Azrael fed from him… Larick’s blood woke him.”

The video call to Scotland began to stream, and sorrow and rage weaved through my heart when the first images appeared. Someone held a mobile device, transmitting the call as our medical team worked on Larick. He lay on a gurney as tubes roping around his arms fed him fresh blood.

Leaning in closer, my eyes widened. His right arm was mangled, hacked off at the elbow.

Trek leaned back in his chair and rubbed a palm down his face. “I’ve been on the phone with Bringham for the last twenty minutes, gathering intel before alerting you. They attacked in the middle of the afternoon, when they knew the castle would be vulnerable. The assailants came equipped with weapons we’ve never seen before. Their bullets and blades were laced with some kind of toxin.”

My jaw tightened. “Toxin?”

“Whatever it is, vampires can’t heal fast enough. Worst yet, it corrupts the body, accelerating decomposition. Our men didn’t stand a chance. It was a massacre.”

“How is Larick still alive?”

“He tried to stop them from entering your brother’s tomb, but Luther⁠—”

My heart dropped. “Luther did this?”

“He took Larick’s men hostage, cutting off their heads one by one until Larick agreed to open the sanctum. Forced him to cut his wrist and…”

I clenched my teeth. “Feed my brother.”

“Larick fought back but lost part of his arm to Luther’s sword. The blade was laced with the toxin.”

Back on the screen, doctors messed with all sorts of machines. “What are they doing to him now?”

“They’ve been trying to flush the strange substance out by filtering his blood, but even our high-tech medical machinery is not working fast enough. His Third-Gen genetics is probably the only reason he’s still breathing, but we don’t know for how long. Unless we find an antidote, Larick will likely die.”

“We’ll find the antidote, even if I have to rip my own brother’s heart out to do it.”

Ice stepped forward, muscles tense. Hearing Luther’s name no doubt riled her beast. “Bringham is impenetrable. Luther must’ve had inside help.”

Trek pulled up camera footage from the keep. After a few taps, he zoomed in one of Luther’s men.

I slammed a fist against Trek’s desk, rattling his computers. “Fucking Hogan.”

“I never trusted that slimy bastard,” Ice growled. “Caleb’s the one who screens the sons of bitches. How the fuck did he let that rat through?”

Trek shook his head. “They didn’t just show up with those poisoned-tipped bullets; they attacked our security systems.”

The blow must have been especially hard for him since he had designed those systems.

Placing a hand on this shoulder, I tried to assure him that I didn’t blame him for the attack.

I glanced back at the screen. Watching Larick fight for his life sent a shudder down my spine. We had argued before I’d left Bringham. He’d been angry I was leaving him behind to guard the bloody castle like a fucking steward while choosing to bring Balthazar, his brother, as my second to the States.

It wasn’t just stupid sibling rivalry. Larick hated those damn witches as much as I did and felt I was robbing him of his right to aid in the fight to end this war.

The sound of combat boots thudding against the concrete floors of the abandoned warehouse snatched my attention, heralding the approach of Larick’s brother.

Balthazar pushed through the huge, metal-framed door. Raven hair slicked back and dressed in black tactical UV gear, he dropped his assault rifle at the nearby weapons table, but kept his Sig Sauer pistols strapped to his thighs. What you couldn’t see was the array of blades I knew he kept tucked in hidden pockets.

With his impressive six-foot-six heavily muscled frame, he towered over most human men. His broad chest puffed as he stopped in front of the communications desk. “How’s he doing?” he asked as he looked at the screen, his green eyes shadowed with worry for his brother as he watched the same horror unfold.

Under Larick’s skin, a black and greenish substance branched out through his veins. His body convulsed and several doctors had to hold him down.

“Docs are trying to flush whatever that is from his blood,” Trek said.

I placed a hand on Bal’s shoulder. There was nothing we could do for Larick. I needed him on task. “Do we know anything else about the nightclub or why the priestess was there?”

Reluctantly, he tore his gaze from the screen. Took him a couple of breaths to change gears. “Gideon was out last night and got lucky with some intel. That underground nightclub Anya tipped us on? Get this… It’s Luther’s fucking lair. Scumbag is dealing plasma.”

I bit down hard, almost cracking teeth. “The attack has to be connected to the resurgence if the club belongs to Luther,” I said to Trek.

He shrugged. “It’s too coincidental not to be.”

“That’s not all,” Bal went on. “We think he’s running some type of human trafficking ring. Young girls are being turned into hosts.”

Ice grunted as she paced, trying to reel in her anger. “Un-fucking-real. That’s how low he’s stooped?”

Bal cocked his head as he mulled over something. “That might explain the other thing we found.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“Caleb’s team smoked a strigoi they found in an alley near the nightclub. A young woman. She was feasting on a freshly deceased human, likely a homeless person.”

A sheet of ice covered my body. Unlike sired vampires, strigoi were mindless, savage beasts with one sole purpose—to feast on human flesh.

Neglecting to sever the spine of a dead host not chosen for rebirth was not only reckless but dishonorable. “He’s unleashing those wretched creatures into the general population. Fucking nut bag. I knew he shared his father’s ruthlessness, but not his insanity. Releasing that thing into the gen pop could lead to an infestation.”

Bal drew closer, his gaze hard. “Luther’s been lying low for centuries. Nothing’s adding up. Why wait until now to poke his head out of his hiding hole? To rescue his father? It’s been five hundred years and my cousin never once tried to come for Azrael.”

“Unless…” I paced, piecing together the only evidence we had. “What if all this time Luther never tried to rescue Azrael because he was simply buying time? Waiting for just the right moment.”

Ice cocked her head. “The right moment for what?”

“The resurgence clearly connects the witches to Luther and now to my brother as well.”

“But why would Luther be aiding the witches?” Bal scratched his short beard, eyes crinkling with doubt. “How does reviving his father tie in with the resurgence?”

Dropping her hands to her hips, Ice added, “Bal’s right. To open the portal, the witches need a Spirit-Marked, not a vampire. And even if they did, why bring back Azrael? Arabelle’s death is tied to the Vates Ordo. He’ll only want to seek revenge.”

I blew out a slow breath. “I don’t know, but they planted Hogan months ago. They must have predicted the resurgence and that we’d follow the signature here, leaving the castle vulnerable to an attack. To unearth the creature that sabotaged their first prophecy, Azrael must have something they need.”

Trek pressed on his com as he received an incoming call. “Copy that.”

“What is it?” I asked.

A wild look crossed his eyes. “Caleb’s team. They were heading back in from the night’s patrol when Anya detected another signature. This one is more powerful than the last.”

“Where?” Bal, Ice, and I asked in unison.

“Right here, in Brooklyn. And only a couple of blocks away.”

“Meet them,” I said to Bal. I don’t care if the sun is still up. The time for careful tactics is over. I need to know what these witches are planning and waiting around is no longer an option.”

“Patching the coordinates to your phone, Bal,” Trek said.

Bal walked to our weapons cache and loaded up with ammo, secured twin military titanium knives to ankle holsters, and strapped his rifle back over his chest. “I’ll radio in once I arrive.”

“Trek, send them to me as well,” Ice said as she prepared her gear. “I’m taking my own car.” She secured Sigs inside a double shoulder-holster and slid her arms into a black UV-protected leather jacket, concealing her guns and loading up the inside pockets with extra ammo.

I walked over to her as she finished zipping up her jacket. “Be careful out there.”

She smiled. “When am I not?”

“I know how personal this is to you. We never expected for Luther to be involved⁠—”

She cocked her head. “Are you suggesting I don’t know how to do my job?”

“I’m saying your mission is the witches; I’ll handle Luther and my brother.”

“As long as I get to be the one to hack off Luther’s head, I don’t care who captures him.” Her green eyes darkened with hatred before she slid her UV-protective helmet and goggles over her head.

I watched as she exited the warehouse, a prickle running the length of my spine. She’d managed to keep her personal vendetta in check for centuries, but that’s because Luther had gone into hiding.

Taking care of rogue vampires, deranged sorcerers, or humans who’d gotten mixed up in our affairs had kept her occupied. But now? I knew how fierce she was when she wanted something and finding out Luther was involved had opened old wounds.

“Kane?” Trek interrupted my thoughts.

“What is it?” I snapped, unable to keep my rattled beast in check.

He hesitated, but not because of my anger. He’d known me long enough not to be frazzled by my mood. Something else made him uneasy. Squaring his jaw, he handed me the sat phone. “Caelian’s on the line.”

Fuck, word of Azrael’s escape had spread fast.

The last thing I needed now was to answer to the Shadow Knights.

Pinching the bridge of my nose, I took the call. “Cousin.”

“The council is disappointed, Kane. You assured us Azrael was secure.” Her voice was steady, cold.

“He was.”

“Then how do you explain his escape?”

“I’m handling it, Caelian.”

“This wouldn’t be an issue if you’d done your duty in the first place. We knew the risks. You, more than anyone, understood what was at stake, yet you chose to ignore our laws.”

“I drafted those laws.”

“Yet you chose to let your brother live.”

“I don’t need to be lectured by you. I was the leader of the Knights and made the choice that was best for my family.”

“Failing to execute a traitor is what stripped you of your seat. And for what? Entombing him was worse than death. Did you ever consider what would happen if he escaped? The wretched beast is not going to want redemption. It wants one thing alone: ultimate power at any cost, except now he’s awake in a modern world. Have you any idea what this means?”

“I know the risks, Caelian.”

“Then you know the council will not accept anything but his death. You will capture Azrael and bring him before the Shadow Knights or consider yourself excommunicated.”

The line went dead.

“Fuck,” I hollered, frothing at the mouth as I crushed the satellite phone in my hand before pitching the remains through the air. A large chunk collided with a blacked-out window, shattering the glass and shooting a beam of sunlight into the room. Both Trek and I flinched.

To hell with the saints-damn sun.

Centuries of careful tactical planning, heightened security, and technological upgrades… all for nothing. In the blink of an eye, it had all gone down the shitter.

“For nearly five hundred years my brother lay buried, protected.” I grabbed a metal chair near the desk and flung it across the room. “I should’ve never left Bringham. This would’ve never happened if I’d been there.”

“Kane,” Trek said, “we had no choice. Anya sensed the magical signatures. We couldn’t stay.”

“I know,” I spat, shaking my head. “But it’s only a matter of time before Luther’s men revive my brother to his full strength. Everything we’ve fought to protect will be lost.” I rooted my gaze to his, daring Trek to dispute my fears. He said nothing.

The silence in the room was broken by the sound of a call coming through Trek’s comms. “Field team is checking in.”

“That was quick. Patch them through.”

Trek tapped a few keys on his keyboard and video streamed through the monitors. Bal stood in the middle of a bedroom. “We tracked the signal to an old apartment building. We were able to gain access with minimal effort.”

“Where are you exactly?”

“Anya guided us to a small apartment on the fifth floor. But whoever lives here is out for the moment.”

“Bal, come take a look at this,” Caleb’s voice carried through the feed. Bal brought his camera to where Caleb stood and pointed it to a drawing on a desk.

I peered in closer. “Is that…”

“It’s a drawing of Bringham in flames. But that’s not all… the whole place is littered with drawings.” Bal panned the camera around the room. Sketches upon sketches depicted scenes from my past: battles, locations, even a portrait of Arabelle.

I bit down on my jaw. “Put Anya on.”

“Anya,” I said as the dark-skinned vampire appeared on the screen. Her snow-white curly hair cascaded to her shoulders, and her deep-set sandy-colored eyes were blood-shot and haggard. “Tell me what I’m looking at? Why are there drawings of my castle? Of our past?”

“There is powerful magic here,” she uttered, her voice breathy. “Power beyond anything I have ever seen.”

“Who lives there?”

She closed her eyes, a low humming vibration echoing through the speakers.

“What is it?”

Before she could reply, a loud squawk boomed through the feed. The camera shook as someone attempted to refocus the lens, then a new image appeared. A crow sat perched on top of a metal-framed bed as it flapped its wings. Loose papers flew around as a strong wind swirled in the room.

“Bal, what’s going on?” I demanded over the feed.

“Bird appeared out of nowhere, seems to be startled. Not sure where this gust of wind is coming from.”

“We must leave at once,” Anya’s voice boomed with alarm. “It’s a sylph⁠—”

Her last words were cut off as the video feed died.

A sylph?

The lump in my throat fell to my stomach. Seemed the resurgence, Luther, my brother, and now whoever lived in that apartment were all linked. I only prayed we weren’t too late.


Chapter Five
AVERY



After running for two blocks from the train, I managed to make it to Brooklyn Heights by nine-thirty-three. Lola’s small pet store was mushed between a laundromat and a Chinese take-out restaurant. The tips of the worn red awning snapped in the wind. I arrived just as she was flipping the sign from closed to open. The bell hanging off the doorknob jangled as I walked through, the sounds of budgies chirping and the smell of hamster and rabbit bedding hitting me square in the face.

“Hi, Lola⁠—”

“You’re late,” she uttered flatly, her permanently etched scowl adding extra lines to her aged skin as she glared at me.

I mock-checked my watch. I knew I was only three minutes late, but to Lola, punctuality was everything. “I’m sorry, it won’t happen again.”

She scoffed, “That’s what you said the last time, Avery. It’s ill-mannered to keep customers waiting.”

The store was a tiny rectangular space that allowed for only two aisles. One aisle had a wall of fish tanks and small reptiles and the other aisle had cages with small birds and rodents. You could easily scan the whole store with one glance. There were zero customers waiting.

Keeping my mouth shut, I didn’t bother acknowledging the obvious and simply took up my post at the register. Running her hands through her thick mop of shoulder-length black hair streaked with gray, she retreated to the backroom to do whatever it was she did back there and left me to man any would-be customers and the register by myself. “The glass on the front door could use some cleaning, Avery. Try to do it before lunch.”

“Sure thing,” I hollered back as I stuck a strip of gum in my mouth. I blew out a silent breath, needing to remind myself why I’d taken this job and why I continued to tolerate my boss. When I left Arizona five years ago, I possessed zero professional skills, so it wasn’t like I could’ve just landed a job anywhere I wanted. I didn’t have a surplus of opportunities. I tried waitressing at a local diner, but after I punched the manager in the nose when he tried to get handsy with me, I decided I needed to try something different—a job where men weren’t in a position of power over me.

I loved animals and had a connection to nature since I could remember, so it made sense for me to work at a pet store—plus, the Promenade was only a couple of blocks away which made it easy to take a stroll there on my breaks or on my way home. The spectacular views of the East River, Lower Manhattan, and the Brooklyn Bridge lured many to its peaceful walkway—tourists and locals alike. Suspended above the Brooklyn Express Way in an unusual triple cantilever, the Promenade was physically attached to the highway.

Joggers, walkers, or anyone looking to sit at a bench and admire the view of the New York Harbor flocked to the walkway, undeterred by the sounds or sights of the traffic below.

I loved going there for walks because seeing the river and open sky gave me a slice of freedom, something I cherished since turning eighteen and leaving The Winslow Home.

Lola didn’t pay me much, but at least it covered my portion of the rent plus my bills. And despite how intolerable she could be at times, I loved tending to the animals and the customers were usually pleasant.

Grabbing the window cleaner, I strolled outside to clean the glass on the door when I heard a woman’s voice boom from the sidewalk, “Aiden, no!”

As I turned around to see what happened, I watched the woman run after a little boy around the age of four who seemed to have gotten away from her and had crossed the street going after a black cat.

My heart thundered as I watched in complete horror at the scene unfolding before my eyes. A passenger bus approached down the street. Pin focused on the cat, the little boy chased after it across the wide, two-lane busy street.

Dropping the cleaner, I ran toward the intersection, hoping to help wave the bus down to a stop. But the driver didn’t see me, didn’t seem to notice all the people on the sidewalk who were running toward the little kid. But there was no way the driver would be able to brake in time. My heart sank. The little boy wasn’t going to make it across without getting hit.

Panic coursed through my veins, and, as I neared the intersection, a rush of wind surrounded me as if a tornado had suddenly sprouted out of nowhere. A debris-mix of dead leaves, broken branches, and littered newspapers swirled in the air, hitting me in the face and obscuring my vision. Using my hands to shield my face, I continued to run toward the street.

The whole scene played out in slow motion as if I was moving through molasses. Then the whispers began, a cacophony of hundreds of voices chanting in my ears at once.

I couldn’t see where the voices came from and couldn’t understand a word they said, nor did I care. The only thoughts knocking around in my brain were of that boy and his mother. I couldn’t let this happen. I had to do something. As if on instinct, I halted dead in my tracks, the unrelenting whispers making my skull crack. I shut them out, and with every fiber in my body, I prayed to everything holy, putting my hands out and screaming, “Stop!”

In that instant, a loud pop blasted in my ear—the sound made when air is sucked out through a vacuum. All the wind swirling around me rushed toward the bus in a hurricane-type speed and force, blasting into the side of the bus and knocking it over.

The bus’s windows exploded into millions of raining shards of glass. People screamed and tires screeched as other vehicles stopped short to avoid colliding into the overturned bus.

I stood cemented to the ground, wide-eyed and shaking, unsure of what had just occurred. Then my right hand burned as if I had placed my palm over the hot plate of an iron. I gasped as I stared at my hand in shock. Branded into my palm was a flaring hot symbol of some sort, an upright triangle with a horizontal line across it.





I didn’t understand what it meant, but more worrisome was the fact that I couldn’t comprehend how it appeared there. The burning subsided, but the raised flesh remained raw and tender to the touch. As I continued to stare in bewilderment, the sounds of people screaming drew my attention back to the accident.

Snapping out of my daze, I darted across to the other side of the street. Pedestrians helped trapped passengers while others stood by with their phones pointed at the accident. Emergency sirens echoed in the distance as first responders rushed to the scene.

Walking through the thick crowd of onlookers, I finally spotted the boy huddled in his mother’s arms on the sidewalk near where the accident took place. He’d made it. I couldn’t believe it.

Relief swam in my veins until it hit me—what I’d just witnessed. I stared in fright as paramedics rushed to the injured passengers. People laid on the sidewalk, bloodied and moaning in pain. I felt weak and lightheaded. Images of the swirling wind flashed in my head. I recalled the popping sound, the whispering voices. Then I looked back down at my branded hand. The burn had faded, but a pinkish healed scar in the shape of the symbol remained.

Had I done this? Hurt all these people? No. How would that be possible? I didn’t even know what happened or what caused the bus to overturn. Unable to take the sick feeling in my stomach, I turned away from the scene and dry heaved until I vomited bile.

Breathing deeply, I wiped my mouth and leaned back against the brick building behind me for stability. I felt ill, as if all my energy had been sapped from me.

Nothing made sense.

But the wind… It seemed to have reacted to me as if it had read my thoughts to stop that bus. It was absurd. An impossibility. Yet, I’d seen it with my own eyes as it churned debris around me. Heard it as it spoke to me in a foreign tongue. Felt it as a crackle of energy sparked on my…

I closed my hand into a fist, hiding the mark.

What was happening to me?

Perturbed and unable to tolerate the carnage, I ran from the scene and back to the pet store. Dread struck my heart like an ax as I burst through the front door, my chest feeling tighter, not sure if it was from the cold air or a panic attack. I placed my back against the door and tried smudging away the images of all those people lying on the ground. “Please, don’t let anyone be dead. Please.”

Tears streamed down my face. If I’d caused this…

I shook my head. What was I thinking? How could I have done that?

Lola rushed from the backroom. “What’s with all the sirens? What’s going on?” When she saw me panting by the doors, she said, “Avery? What’s going on?”

Another emergency vehicle raced past the store. “I need to leave,” I told her.

“What are you talking about? Your shift doesn’t end until five o’clock.”

A wave of dizziness slammed through me, and I almost fainted into Lola’s arms. “Avery, what happened? You’re pale.”

I could barely focus on her face; her features a total blur. “I’m sorry, I don’t feel so good.” Wobbling to the coat rack, I grabbed my things and stumbled out the door.

“Avery! You can’t just leave. Avery!”

Her voice sounded like it was miles away, but I just kept walking . I needed to get away from that place. As I rushed back to the train station, people turned my way, eyes lingering over me, uncomfortable gazes leaving a slimy coat of uneasiness on my skin. I’d never felt so exposed, so seen.

I needed to be off the streets and in my apartment, curled up under a blanket.

Lola was probably going to fire me for leaving, but I simply couldn’t stomach seeing the chaos of that accident. I nearly broke into tears in the subway car, but I managed to keep it together.

Closing my eyes, I leaned my head back, letting the rumble of the train vibrate through my body, the familiar sensation soothing my unsettled emotions. The loud squealing noise of the brakes as the train came to a stop made me open my eyes. Years from riding the train had given me some type of sixth sense when arriving at my stop.

Heart in my throat, as soon as the doors pinged open, I ran out of the subway car, squeezing through the crowd of people waiting to board the train.

As soon as I stepped out into the winter air, my world came to a halt. Walking was like trudging through a membranous substance, the air thick and sticky, every movement my muscles made required too much energy.

People moved in slow motion, their bodies weighed down as if their shoes were made of cement and the earth’s gravity had suddenly magnified.

Across the street from the subway station, a dog barked, the delayed sound reaching me in a muffled rasp as if my ears were clogged.

Heavens. Was I about to have a vision?

A sleepy haze fell over my eyes, the urge to sleep hitting me like a bulldozer.

I need to get home…

Forcing my limbs to respond, I pushed through my fatigue and the fog in my head. I couldn’t pass out on the sidewalk. I couldn’t let myself fall asleep.

“Let’s…go…Avery,” I told myself, summoning strength from the depths of my core.

By the time I reached my apartment and closed the door behind me, I’d drained every ounce of life from my veins. Felt like days, maybe months had passed since I’d been home. Barely able to move another muscle, I wobbled to my bed and fell on my back, plummeting into a dark and cold hole.


Chapter Six
AZRAEL



Somewhere over the Atlantic

“Father,” Luther’s voice pulled my attention from the air-coach’s window. I’d been lost in thought the last couple of hours since we left Scotland. We were now flying through the heavens inside a metal tube toward the Americas.

A vampire could appreciate such an impossibility, even if it rattled me.

Luther sat across from me on one of the plush seats of the private jet as he called it. Pivoting to look at him, I said, “This new world. I struggle to make sense of it. How is this possible?” Although revived, my body wasn’t fully restored and talking after being silent for half a millennium felt like nails were lodged in my throat. “Flying without magic?”

“In time, Father, you will understand,” he said, crossing a leg over a knee and taking a sip of the wine in his glass. He’d changed from his peculiar black armor to a bland, black ensemble unfit for a man of our status.

If he could afford a flying transport, could he not afford a proper doublet and breeches? Looking down at the peasant robe covering my marred body, I wondered if I would blend in with this new world once I was dressed like him.

With his black hair cropped short and beardless face, he was almost unrecognizable. But I could never forget the sharp cunning behind his green eyes. Despite his novel appearance, he was still my son, and that brought me comfort in this time of uncertainty.

“You’ve been catapulted through time, is all,” he said. That would suggest I’d not felt the last five hundred years. That I’d been asleep, unaware I languished in the bowels of my family’s castle for centuries before waking up in this alien world—the punishment for my sins.

Well, if love is a sin, then I deserved every day of misery and every ounce of deprivation inflicted upon my body for the last five hundred years.

Love for my people, my species. Everything was torn from me because I wouldn’t cower from the sun. Because I refused to hide in the shadows like some cockroach. Because I wanted to lead my people to freedom.

But greatness is not for the feeble-minded. It’s why my enemies sought to defeat me. They couldn’t stomach my potential.

Death was supposed to be my sentence, but to my brother’s demise, his strength was always his greatest weakness. He called it mercy; I called it stupidity. He chose to bury me alive in eternal confinement inside an iron coffin.

But there was no real mercy in his heart, only cowardliness. Kane couldn’t kill his own brother, so he gave me something worse than death—eternal pain.

He should have killed me.

Leaning forward, I arrowed my gaze into Luther’s, and gritted, “I lived every second of every hour buried in that bloody coffin. Starving. Thirsting.” I looked away from him to stare out into the night sky through the small oval window. All I saw was my reflection.

The evidence of what my brother had done to me was cruel and unyielding. Clenching my fists, I struggled to remain calm.

What stared back at me was revolting. Ashen, dehydrated-looking skin. My long, black mane was reduced to thin strands of white hair. Eyes, dull and milky, rested inside a sunken, skeletal looking face.

“You will be restored, Father. And you will have your revenge.”

My son thought I lamented the loss of my youth and beauty. As much as I hated looking at my reflection, I knew in time my body would once again be full of vitality. What made my insides boil was the thought of my brother sitting proudly on our castle’s throne while I rotted in the dungeons.

“He will wish he’d killed me,” I murmured to myself, staring at my reflection. Five hundred years was a long time to plan revenge, and mine would not be short and swift.

“You will need your strength, Father. The windows will shutter closed for the remainder of the trip. You can rest in my cabin.”

As I stared beyond my reflection into the platinum-kissed night sky, a burning sensation bit at my skin, anger bubbling inside me. This injustice would not go unpunished. “Bring me another host,” I ordered. “The time for rest is over.”


Chapter Seven
AVERY



Iblinked several times, trying to make sense of what I saw, but my mind felt sluggish, as if waking from a deep sleep. Swirls of clouds painted in burnt yellows and strokes of burgundy sailed across the sky. A light breeze carrying the faint scent of wildflowers caressed my face and the sound of grass blades whispering in the wind reached my ears.

My palms pressed into something soft and moist. And as I took in a breath of air, my nose filled with the distinct earthy smell of peat, moss, and recent rain.

Something about all these scents fired up a neuron in my brain. A memory of some sort. A feeling. But everything was still so foggy, and the world spun in and out of focus. Felt like I’d been sleeping for days. But where? On a patch of grass?

I took in another deep breath and the aroma of mint and lilac swathed me, sending me back to when I used to go camping with my parents. Smiling, I sunk into myself, letting the scent permeate through me.

Home. It smelled like home. Those were some of my fondest memories of them. Just the three of us on magical adventures. If I’d only known that trip to Arizona would be the last time I’d ever see them again…

In the same breath, the smell of home also summoned memories of pain. I rubbed my temple, hoping to erase the images of that nightmare, wishing there was a way to wipe them away forever. At the same time, the memory of that night kept me fighting to seek the truth.

Sitting upright, I rubbed my eyes again, finally able to focus, and took in the vastness of my surroundings. The fen-like terrain I’d been lying on sloped into an unpopulated strip of land that stretched for miles with a spine of rocky mountains carving across the valley in the distance.

As I gazed above the horizon, my lips parted in a silent gasp. Setting behind a snow-capped mountain was the top half of a monstrous orange-red sun. Its solar flares could be seen with the naked eye, reaching out like tentacles over the heavens.

A shiver rippled through me as I became aware, lucid. A memory nudged against my skull—a faint recollection of me walking back to my apartment and suddenly feeling so tired I …

Shit. I stood, shaking off the dreamy haze.

The bus. The accident. The sick feeling in my stomach as I made my way back to my building and collapsed on my bed.

Where the hell was I now? I reached for my pendant. It glowed. Another dream. Peering down at my hand, I noted the branded triangle mark was still there, too. I closed my hand into a fist and stared back out into the distance.

As the ominous sun completely sank out of sight, the sky darkened and an inky purple sea blotted out the pink waves of clouds, showcasing an ocean of twinkling stars. Enchanting as they were, they were out staged by a pair of twin full moons shining brilliantly over the meadow, each casting shadows into the night.

This new dream was unlike all the others—it felt like a memory. My blood hummed with affinity as if it recognized this place, even if I didn’t. A sensation of belonging, of being home, welled in my chest.

Then the crackling sound of tree branches breaking and the rumble of quaking earth jolted me. I swirled toward the sound erupting behind me, half expecting to find a wild animal tromping through the brush, but what I saw was far more frightening.

A dark and dense forest stood before me, its menacing tall trees and crumbling ground moving by their own volition. Gnarled branches pulled back as organic debris blew away, revealing a hidden dirt path.

A gust of air accompanied by an unnatural disembodied groan escaped from within the forest’s maw, prickling my skin as it touched my face with invisible feather-like fingers. The deathly chill seeped through my flesh and burrowed deep into my marrow, making my bones rattle and knees wobble.

A trembling breath swooshed out of me. This was the part of the dream where I should have willed myself to wake up. Or turned from the beckoning gaping mouth of the black forest and ran down the sloping hill as far away as my legs could carry me.

The fear churning in my gut warred with my reality, as if trying to remind me of my apartment back in Brooklyn, to tell me this was just a dream, that I shouldn’t be afraid. But the thumping in my chest wouldn’t cease, and the heat of adrenaline rushing through my veins wouldn’t ebb.

I clenched my fists and shut my eyes.

Think, Avery. What is this place, if not a dream? Don’t let fear paralyze you.

But I couldn’t wrap my mind around what I saw. Thinking through it made my head pound.

I reached for the crystal dangling from my neck and palmed it tight. This place isn’t real.

Fear would not conquer me. I needed answers, and damn if I didn’t know I’d find them inside.

As I took a step forward, heavy fabric hanging from my shoulders snagged on a fallen tree branch. Scanning myself over, my eyes widened at the odd clothing I now wore. Despite the countless dreams I had experienced, I could never get used to the way in which details changed on their own.

Black velvet-like pants clung to my thighs like a second skin. Buckled up to my knees, brown, worn leather riding boots hugged my calves. An long, emerald-colored tunic was held snug against my torso by what appeared to be a tight, brown leather buttoned vest. Maybe it was a corset or perhaps some type of armor, I couldn’t be sure.

My brows dipped lower. The leather was artfully stitched with intricate swirls and patterns. Clusters of ornate flowers were embroidered with gold and burgundy threads on the hem and tapered sleeves of the tunic. The indigo-colored cloak draped around my shoulders hung around me thick and heavy. Partially amused, I giggled, feeling ridiculously dressed, like I was cosplaying for a renaissance fair.

Then a thought occurred. What if I wasn’t me? What if like the witch on the stake, I was in someone else’s body? I checked my hands, but they seemed like my own, especially since I still bore the scar.

I pulled on the tips of my hair. Still red and curly.

Seemed it was me after all, just dressed like a character from a fantasy movie. Expecting to find a bow and a quiver full of arrows strapped to my back, I glanced over my shoulder. I shook my head when I saw nothing. Worth the shot.

As I pulled the hood of the cloak over my head, ready to enter the forest as if I had the slightest idea what in the universe I was stepping into, the glint of moonlight reflecting off a metallic surface on the ground caught my eye.

Laying on the ground beside me was a dagger.

Reaching for the hilt, my fingers wrapped around the leather-bound handle, the gold guard glinting under the light of the moon. My eyes grew large as I admired the pommel. The faceted crystal ball shimmered like a prism, the silver light of the twin moons hovering in the sky making the ball glimmer in a rainbow of colors.

Magnificent.

The remarkable wavy-blade dagger seemed to be forged of steel, but I couldn’t be certain. It appeared to be made of a dark gray metal that snaked down the center of the blade to form a flawless, smoky design.

Fascinated and perturbed at the same time, I tapped the pointy end with my index finger and drew a tiny bead of blood. I hoped I wouldn’t have to stab anything… or anyone. But if I was going to walk into a ghoulish-looking forest, then having a lethal weapon wasn’t a bad idea.

Grasping it firmly, I lifted my gaze to the dark path. Anxiety coursed through my veins, fast and hot, making my skin damp with sweat. Taking deep gulps of air, I reminded myself this was just a dream, even if it didn’t feel like one.

Nothing can harm me here.

I glanced down at my hand.

Then why am I gripping this so fiercely?

Reaching for my necklace, I palmed my mother’s fluorite pendant once again and drew from it the courage I needed before squaring my shoulders and walking into the mouth of the beast.

The forest came alive again the instant I crossed the threshold, the trees closing the entrance behind me. Tree branches twisted and cracked as vegetation grew over rocks, vines wrapping their tentacles around trunks in tight knots.

With the path sealed behind me, and the light of the moons unable to penetrate the dense canopy, I was left in complete darkness. The only illumination came from my pendant, but it wasn’t sufficient to guide the way.

As if reading my thoughts, the crystal pommel on my dagger brightened, casting a beacon of light into the darkness.

I didn’t question how it was possible; I simply marveled, appreciating the fact I wasn’t going to need to do this in the dark.

As I walked deeper into the forest, keeping to the dirt path, I didn’t dare look behind me. A nudging feeling at the back of my neck told me I was being followed, but I wasn’t ready to confirm my fear.

Fear.

Dammit.

No matter how hard I tried to convince myself there was no reason to be afraid, I couldn’t help the dread dripping down my spine. What made things more shuddersome was the unnatural silence that surrounded me now that the path had closed behind me. No crickets chirping or owls hooting, not even the scuttering of small animals or the swish of leaves fluttering in a gentle breeze. Nothing.

I could have forced myself to wake up, but if I did that, it was possible I would never return to this place and whatever it wanted to show me would be lost.

No. I couldn’t give up now. The smell of home—of camping with my parents—when I first awoke in this place had to be a clue, an indication that I was close to uncovering something.

I couldn’t forget the red eyes, the bodies made of smoke, or the piercing shrieks that tore through my eardrums that dreadful night my parents were taken from me. Those creatures were otherworldly, like this place.

The answer to my parents’ deaths lay hidden in these dreams and visions.

Muscles tense, I pushed onward, my heartbeat racing and thundering throughout my entire body. With no choice but to blindly follow the winding path, I picked up my pace, practically running, determined to find the end.

More running. And running. And running.

No change in the path. No fork in the road. Nothing.

Fuck.

Eventually, I came to an abrupt stop. The more I ran, the darker the shadows grew and the more deafening the silence became. This was ridiculous. I didn’t even know how long I’d been stuck in this forest, and I could’ve been going in circles for all I knew.

This was never going to end. Just one more meaningless hamster wheel. Being one step behind the truth.

The sharp clack of twigs breaking and bushes rustling broke the silence, snagging my attention and quieting my thoughts. I swiveled my head left and right, lifting my dagger to illuminate deeper into the brush.

Something was out there alright, but what?

“Show yourself,” I yelled into the darkness, my voice trembling. “I know you’ve been following me.”

There was no reply.

I peered deeper into the blackness, trying to distinguish limbs from trees. There was no use; I couldn’t see anything. Then it happened. Something deep in the brush reflected the light coming off my dagger.

Two bright dots.

A deer?

I walked toward it, slightly coming off the path. “I see you.” Whatever you are. My foot came down on a broken branch and the cracking sound echoed through the forest.

The dots blinked, and a jolt of fear punched through me. Whatever it was, it was definitely a living, breathing creature.

What now?

I was in the middle of a staring stalemate with heavens only knew what.

I inched closer.

You’re not going to intimidate me, blinking-dots. I’m not leaving this damn creepy-ass forest without answers.

Blinking-dots must have sensed my intentions and in a split second, it took off running.

“Oh, no you don’t!” Not giving myself a chance to second guess my decision, I sprinted after it, holding my dagger out in front of me, attempting to use its brightness like a flashlight. Tree branches snapped accompanied by the thumping of feet against the soft earth. Then the rumble of a rolling log was followed by the loud grunt of someone falling.

I couldn’t see the creature, but the sound of its heavy breathing reached my ears.

I was closing in.

There, a stone’s throw in front of me, with its back to me, stood a figure. I stopped, my heart ready to burst from my chest. Bipedal and draped in a dark cloak, its humanoid figure hunched against a tree trunk, but the instant it sensed me, it took off running again.

“Stop!” My voice reverberated through the forest.

A spring tightened around my muscles when the creature listened. With caution, it turned its hooded head. Although human-like, this creature was not human. It stood tall and would likely tower over me.

Long, straight, snow-white hair poked out from the hood, framing its pale, angular face.

But what stilled my breath were the atypical, large, almond-shaped black eyes. As we gazed at each other, it raised a long, thin finger to its lips, and gestured for me to be silent before taking off again and disappearing into the forest.

What the— “Wait,” I whispery-yelled as I rushed after it, but my ankle twisted on a rock, and I went flying, falling hard on the ground and rolling down a jagged hill.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

Rocks dug into my back and ribs, sticks poked my limbs, every plunk of my body against the earth hurting more than the one before it. When I finally came to a stop, a loud groan whooshed from my lungs.

Took me a long minute to test my extremities.

I was still intact.

But I lost my breath yet again when I took in my surroundings. I’d fallen down a steep hill into a clearing in the middle of the forest. The moons shone brightly, casting their silvery light over the grassy patch of land.

Tall and proud, an enormous knobby tree dominated the open field, its trunk wide enough to fit a car. Twisted branches reached high above the dark canopy.

But what made my heart gallop with wonder was the mirror-like surface etched onto the bark. It stood about ten, maybe twelve, feet high and was almost as wide as the trunk. A faint, pale blue light emitted from within, capturing my attention and luring me like a beacon to a ship lost at sea.

I stepped forward with caution, looking into the shadows deep in the woods, remembering someone was out there, watching me. Its silent warning bounced in my brain louder than words could belt.

Stay quiet, it had warned with a finger to its lips before disappearing into the darkness.

Something told me I should heed its warning.

As I neared the tree, my eyes widened at the true immensity of the trunk, the mirror even bigger than I thought, the glass surface rippling like water. Entranced, I pressed a finger against it, and the ripples ceased, the surface solidifying and becoming translucent, revealing another world within.

A portal… Just like the mirror back at my apartment. But this one was on a whole different scale.

Slack-jawed, I stared through the glass at a throne room carved into the rock face of a mountain peak. The same twin moons hovering above me could be seen through the large gaping opening behind the throne itself. From the looks of it, beyond the opening was a sheer cliff to a vast chasm.

Was this one of the mountains I’d seen in the distance when I first awoke in this dream?

A tingling sensation spread across my skin when my eyes landed on the majestic creature sitting atop the throne. I did not know how else to describe it… her. She was the most magnificent, regal being I had ever seen. She dazzled in a sleek gown so black, it must have been made of liquid night. The firelight from the torches flanking each side of her throne reflected off her dress like rivers made of flames.

Long-limbed and slender, she sat with impeccable posture, her legs crossed at the knee, her spine a solid beam. A hand rested on each armrest as she sneered down at the white-cloaked individual who stood mere feet from the dais.

The queen’s long, golden hair fell in large curls around her shoulders, and a crown made of what appeared to be finger bones pointing upward sat on her head. Each bone appeared too long to have belonged to a human.

What was this place?

Where was this place?

“You hear them, Amarenthia?” The bone queen’s voice vibrated through the mirror, her spoken tongue foreign, yet familiar. I shouldn’t have been able to understand her—it was a language that did not sound like anything from home, yet sounded as if it was my own.

“They demand your body be skinned alive,” she continued. “Your head on a pike. Tell me why I shouldn’t give them what they want.”

In the distance, the boisterous chants of a large crowd echoed off the rock walls, their voices harsh and rife with vulgarity.

“Killing me won’t save your people,” the individual replied in a soft feminine voice.

The bone queen narrowed her eyes. “But keeping you alive will?”

The female lowered the hood of her white cloak, revealing red plaited hair running the length of her back. “You know I’ve come in peace, Esarelle.”

The queen’s stiff posture remained intact, but the sable sparks in her gaze gave away her discontent. “What makes you believe I would honor such a timeworn agreement?”

“Killing me would be an affront to our doctrines. A violation of our laws and the Ancient.”

“Being here is an affront to me!” The bone queen pushed up from her throne, her lips curled in a snarl. “You dare step foot in my kingdom, invoking the Law of Unity, believing I wouldn’t rip out your beating heart?” she growled. “I could end your life with one word from my tongue.”

“You could,” the red-haired female replied, her voice untroubled. “But you’d be declaring war on my people and sentencing yourself to death.”

The queen sat back down, a rankled breath escaping her lips as she sunk her head. “The Ancient is gone, and so are her rules, sister.”

Sister?

“Besides, death means nothing to me,” she continued. “This world is already dead.”

The red-headed woman stepped forward with caution, hands clasped at the fingertips, her snow-white cloak swishing at her feet. “I have an offer.”

Raising her head, the queen let her gaze rest on the woman’s face. She seemed to consider her words. “What need have I for bargains? There is nothing worth fighting for any longer. You should have stayed in Callienne, Amarenthia, and died with your people.”

“I know we cannot heal our world from the sickness spreading from its core, but our people do not need to meet the same fate, Esarelle. There is still a chance to save both our kingdoms.”

“No magic is strong enough to prevent our demise.”

“You are wrong,” the woman said, stepping even closer to the dais. “You know this.”

“The Artifacts are lost. No one can wield their power any longer.”

“There is another way,” Amarenthia said, reaching into a satchel shielded under her cloak and pulling out a silver-plated tome. “I found the Anákeum.”

Esarelle cocked her head, eyes awash with disbelief. “The Ancient’s book of spells… It was lost along with all four Artifacts.”

“That’s inconsequential,” Amarenthia said, waving a hand. “What matters now is that it is in our possession.” Walking to a nearby table, Amarenthia placed the book on the black stone surface.

Her sister stepped down from the dais, each step a calculated movement. She joined the red-headed woman, hands gently caressing the book in awe.

Flipping through the pages, Amarenthia opened it to a particular one, pointing to something written in red ink. “Here. According to the Sheena Su Danis, the book speaks of a prophecy: A child not of this realm carrying the blood of Allorn will reunite all four races and restore the ruling houses of our world.”

Not of this realm? Exactly what realm was this?

Esarelle read the passage, reciting it in a language different than the one they spoke. Shaking her head, she looked back at her sister. “Allorn is dying, sister. How could this be?”

“A child from another realm, Esarelle, with the blood of our people. It means we must find a new home. A place where we can rebuild.”

Eyes widening, Esarelle took a step back. “But how? Where?”

Their gazes locked in a tense exchange of unspoken words. Then Esarelle broke the stalemate, her face a canvass of disbelief. “Are you mad? The Sacred Portal is closed.”

More portals?

“It’s our only option,” Amarenthia said. “It is time for Allorn to pass, but it doesn’t mean our people need to perish with it.”

“Even if I agreed to your preposterous plan, the Sheena Su Danis no longer hold the ability to harness the power needed to open it, let alone to keep it open long enough for all our people to pass through.”

“A Spirit Marked could.”

Esarelle’s back stiffened and she seemed to grow even taller. “None have been born in over a century.”

Amarenthia cocked her head, her voice darkening. “That is not entirely true…”

Esarelle eyed her sister suspiciously.

Closing the book, Amarenthia stored it back in her satchel. “Rumor stirs that a young girl bearing the marks was seen traveling through Lagolosa into Doskhebraedas.”

Marks? Heat flared from my hand. I couldn’t help peeking down at the symbol branded over my palm. Could it be possible? Was my mark related to this somehow?

“Your spies know no bounds, do they? If King Velmaaris learns you have spies traipsing through Nevielle, he would declare a war not just against Calliene, but our whole continent,” Esarelle said, her voice grim.

Amarenthia swallowed thickly.

“Who is this child, anyway? Why should I risk a war with one of the most powerful kingdoms in Cerritos for her?” Esarelle asked, skin tightening over her high cheekbones as she shot her sister a cutting stare.

Amarenthia lowered her gaze. “The child is a bastard spawn. Spoiled fruit from my son’s indiscretion with a mage from your court.”

Laughing, Esarelle spun in place, her gown swooshing like a river of black silk. “You can’t be serious. An elemental magic wielder born of royal blood? A low-breed grandchild of House Fabriell? And with one of my mages?”

Elemental magic wielder? A lump formed in my throat as memories crystalized in my mind. My mother by the lake…her summoning circles, her chants.

“A bastard child with no claim to the throne,” Amarenthia snapped.

Esarelle’s lips curled with a wicked smile. “A bastard child with no claim to the throne who you’ve kept very secret, sister. A bastard child with the four marks and potentially strong enough to open the Sacred Portal. Tell me, how long have you known about her powers?”

“They began to manifest recently. It’s how my trackers were able to find her.”

“Trackers,” Esarelle scoffed. “Filthy spies. And what of your son? Does Prince Keryth know of his bastard child?”

“He does not,” Amarenthia gritted, stepping toward her sister, face tense, body bristling. “I sent that harlot away before she gave birth.”

A glimmer of understanding shone in Esarelle’s gaze, eyes growing impossibly wide. “Ah, I recall now. Rayne Gael. The Sisterhood exiled her for breaking the fourth cardinal law. But they failed to mention who she’d laid with. I wonder what your son will think when he learns of your machinations.”

“Keryth will never know he fathered a low-breed.”

Cold amusement danced on Esarelle’s face. “A low-breed who now appears to hold our fate in her hands. Tell me, have you any idea what the old magic requires, Amarenthia? Opening the Sacred Portal comes with a high cost."

Amarenthia inclined her chin. “All magic has a price.”

“It will take your grandchild’s life, bastard or not.”

“It will.”

“And you’re willing to offer the life of your own son’s blood so easily?”

“For my people? Yes. This world is already dead. Were those not your words? If we do nothing, everyone dies. This is our last chance to survive, sister. This way, her death means something.”

The bone queen took a step back, shaking her head. “I was wrong about you,” she purred with malice, the menacing tone of her voice making my back muscles twitch with warning. Something sinister hung in the air, firing up my instincts to run, to wake up.

But I needed to know more.

I had to stay.

“The portal is our only hope,” Amarenthia said, meeting the bone queen’s astounded eyes. “If what the prophecy says is true, we must leave Allorn if we’re to have a chance to build a new life.”

Esarelle circled her sister, watching her with inquisitiveness. “The Ancient forbade opening that portal for a reason. The power of Allorn must die with it.”

“Look out there, Esarelle.” She pointed at the open chasm beyond the throne. “You are their ruler. Will you let them die believing there was nothing you could’ve done to save them? Will you let our lives—the legacy of our ancestors—perish in the ashes?”

“It is better to accept our fate. We could be dooming them to a worse end by sending them into another world we don’t know.”

Amarenthia approached the queen, pinning her with an unwavering stare. “There is no worse end than to die without hope. The portal must be opened, sister. It’s the only way.”

Esarelle took a deep breath, regarding her sister in silence for a brief moment. “You wretched woman.” She chuckled, but her laughter lacked mirth. “I’m to be the wicked one, yet you are the one bargaining with your own grandchild’s life.”

“Don’t pass judgment onto me, sister. My son’s child—” she cut herself off, disgust tracing across her lips. “The Ancient’s laws were put in place for a reason—to keep order, to ensure our dominion. No royal shall ascend the throne, let alone be born, if not of pure elven blood. Our kingdoms have waged wars to keep the bloodlines clean. It has been so for thousands of years. Yet, here we are.

“I should have ordered that mage’s death as is written in our doctrines. I could’ve demanded reparations from your court for the affront to mine, but I chose to let her live—to let the child live in secret away from our continent. I would like to think it was my love for my son that pushed me to violate our laws, but the prophecy is written in red ink, sister. This was the Ancient’s doing. This child bears the marks. She has to be the key that sets it in motion. Who are we to stop it?”

“Then why are you here, sister? Go, take your grandchild and offer her life to the old magic. Save our people if that’s what you wish. But I will take no part in sacrificing a child for a prophecy I don’t know is real.”

Crossing her arms, Amarenthia held herself in a tight hug as she walked toward the edge of the throne room and stared out into the vastness of the open mountains, the wind blowing strands of her braid undone. “I will not watch my family burn,” she half-whimpered. “I will not let my kingdom fall to this sickness.”

“Did you ever stop to wonder why the Ancient closed the portal?” Esarelle replied with a taunting smile.

Squaring her shoulders, Amarenthia spun around. “Because we failed. We exploited the magical gifts of our world, dooming it to this hapless end. But now we have a new opportunity. Will you aid me or not?”

Esarelle walked back to her throne and sat, eyeing her sister with resignation.“I’m afraid your efforts to woo me have been in vain. I will not risk a war with Nevielle and put my people through more bloodshed for this child.”

“That poor little girl…” I muttered, placing a palm over my mouth when I realized too late that I’d spoken out loud.

Amarenthia said, “I should have known you’d let me down yet again⁠—”

“Silence,” Esarelle hissed, hushing her sister.

“I will not be shut⁠—”

“Quiet,” she ordered again in a firmer tone. She scanned the throne room as if searching for something… or someone.

“What is it?” Amarenthia asked. “I don’t have time for⁠—.”

“It seems…” Esarelle drawled, her gaze tracking an invisible line across the room, straight to where I stood. “We have an uninvited guest.”

My blood drained the instant her cold eyes locked on mine.

Oh. Shit.

Something rustled in the brush, the sound reminding me that I was in the middle of a dark forest. I searched the blackness of the woods. Something scuttled behind the trees.

An ill-boding feeling twisted in my stomach, my Spidey-sense going haywire. When I turned back to the mirror, the bone queen stood right in front of me.

“Well, well. Look at what we have here.” She reached through the mirror at lightning speed and grabbed me by the neck. “A spy?” she sneered, scrutinizing me with her sharp, golden-colored eyes—eyes that were inhumanly large. She held me firmly without squeezing my windpipe too tight, yet hard enough to keep me from moving.

She tilted my head as if trying to decipher a mystery, gaze widening as she examined me closer. “I know those eyes, dream-walker,” she said, the golden flecks in her irises shimmering with curiosity, a perverse grin carving across her mouth. “It appears, dear sister, we’re about to strike a bargain after all.”

Panicked, I raised my dagger in warning, and the bone queen immediately released her grip on my neck. She retracted her hand back into the mirror, her face contorted in horror.

“Impossible,” she said, glowering at the dagger then back at me.

I stood frozen, unsure what to do. I needed to wake up, but how? Energy vibrated from inside the dagger, pulsing in beat with my heart. My gaze drifted to where I gripped the weapon by the hilt. The pommel brightened, and from inside the mirror, the queen hissed. “Blessed Daughter,” she said, her eyes blazing. “There is no place to run.”

“What did you just call me?” I asked, stepping backward with caution away from her.

But she ignored my question. “Drop the dagger and no harm shall befall upon you.”

Somehow, I doubted that. Dream or not, I didn’t want to find out what would happen to me if she came through that mirror. And if she did, I wasn’t about to give up my only weapon.

“Drop the dagger,” she gritted, her hands fisted, face a breath away from the surface of the glass separating us.

“No fucking chance in hell, lady.”

Her eyes narrowed, brimstone burning behind her stare. “You’ve taken something that does not belong to you. But you’re not the only one who can walk in the In Between, dream-walker.” She smiled so wide and sinister my knees nearly buckled. Then she hollered to someone in the throne room,“Release the ajumadae. It’s time for a hunt.”

In the distance, howls pierced the silence of the forest. I didn’t need to see what was coming to know what it was. There was no forgetting that sound.

The beasts who had chased after me and my parents that night in Sedona had been unleashed and were now coming after me.


Chapter Eight
AVERY



Run!

My father’s voice echoed in my brain. It was the same word over and over again.

Run! His voice boomed harsher now, same as when these beasts chased us down the mountain in Sedona sixteen years ago. This time, I didn’t think twice. I took off running into the dense forest.

Thick undergrowth crunched under my feet as I sprinted through the brush. Twigs cracked and dead leaves became dust. The faster I ran, the closer the howls sounded. Don’t turn around… my mother’s voice warned in my head. I didn’t want to, but dammit, I didn’t listen to her then, why would I listen now?

It took but a second to realize I should have heeded her grave warning. Over my shoulder, two sets of large, red glowing eyes drilled into me. With bodies made of smoke, the hounds moved through the forest like specters, swift and calculated.

True fear is unforgiving. It steals your breath and robs your limbs of oxygen.

I didn’t stand a chance. Paralyzed, I fell backward on my ass, legs completely useless. The heat of their smoke-like bodies singed the hairs on my skin as they stalked closer, the rancid stench of their breath stinging my nose.

It’s a dream, Avery. Wake up. Wake up.

But my mind was a prison. I couldn’t break free of my fear.

They’d come after me, to finish their job.

Then a set of strong hands grabbed me from behind, forcing me to my feet, and dragging me through the forest at unfathomable speed. The world flashed around me in a blur of shadows. Coming to a sudden halt, my head spun as I gathered my senses. Took me two breaths to realize who’d saved me from the beasts.

The creature who’d followed me through the forest. The one who’d warned me to stay quiet, towered over me, its impressive height making me feel inferiorly human. But it was the blackness of its eyes, darker than coal, yet deeper than an ocean, that punched through me with recognition, as if we were more alike than I could’ve imagined.

In that instant, a million questions fired off in my mind, but I didn’t have a chance to ask them.

The beasts caught up to us and the creature who’d saved me grabbed me by the hand once and muttered words I didn’t understand. With one last word, he pushed me off the cliff I hadn’t realized was behind me, and I plummeted down a sheer mountain cliff, screaming, limbs flailing, chest ready to explode.

My life flashed before me as I readied for impact, but instead of a rocky bottom, I fell into an icy sea. The sudden rush of salty water into my mouth and nose sent my body into spasms as I swam disoriented, needing air.

Why had I fought my parents when they’d tried to teach me to swim?

I kicked with every ounce of strength my muscles possessed, frantic that this watery abyss would be my tomb. And when I finally broke through the surface with a violent gasp, I found myself not floating in an ocean, but sitting upright on my bed—breathless and drenched in sweat.

Blinking repeatedly as I regained my bearings, I reached for my pendant, relief weaving through me at its lack of light. Thank heavens. The dream was over. But as I looked back up, I nearly fell off the edge of the mattress when the man standing at the foot of the bed cocked his head.

I jumped from my bed, stumbling as I demanded, “Who the hell are you?”

He put his hands up in defense, as if I was the one presenting the threat here. “I can explain,” he said. “But please, highness. Put down that weapon.”

Weapon?

Glancing down at my hand, I gasped at the sight of the dagger gripped in my fingers—the one I’d held in my vision.

What the…

How this was even possible would have to wait. Right now, I needed answers. I gripped the hilt harder, pointing the dagger at his heart, and said, “I don’t think so, buddy. How the hell did you get into my apartment?”

“I…” His voice shook, gaze shifting toward my patched-up window where the moon shone like a beacon through the broken pane. His lips twitched in a sheepish smile. “… crashed through there.”

I stared at him, unsure if I should have laughed or stabbed the sonofabitch. Ignoring his idiotic comment, I said, “You have two seconds to tell me who you are, or I swear I will jab this dagger so high up your nose your fucking brain will explode out of the top of your skull.”

The terror frozen over his ebony-colored eyes sent me off kilter. Seemed he believed my threat, which was beyond me. I was the one scared shitless and would’ve run before stabbing him.

Not that I’d advertise that no matter how much I wanted to pee my pants.

I knew I didn’t look remotely intimidating, even with a dagger, so his feigned fear had to be a ruse. The guy was well over six feet and muscled. And dressed in tight-fitted, combat-looking black clothes, he resembled a deadly ninja assassin—minus the face covering.

If he tried to attack me, he’d overpower me. Anticipating he would try to lunge at me and try to take the dagger, I dug my heels and readied to defend my ground.

Avery Jaxson would not go down easy.

Instead, he lowered to one knee and bowed his head. “I mean you no harm, highness.”

His words stunned me in place. That was the second time he’d call me that. The first time I ignored it, thinking the asshole was poking fun at me, but now…

Now this whole thing was borderline absurd. Yet, as crazy as he sounded, a part of me suspected he meant what he said—he wouldn’t harm me. Lowering the dagger, I relaxed my muscles and steadied my breath. “Listen, whoever you are, I have no desire to stab or kill anyone today, but if you try anything, anything at all, I swear…”

Lifting his gaze up to meet mine, he nodded. “You have my word. No harm shall befall upon you from my hand.”

He remained lowered to one knee, his dark gaze rooting into mine. Time seemed to stand still as I took in every feature of his appearance. There was no arguing he was handsome, in a very unnatural way. Angular face, chiseled, yet soft. Sensual lips curved into a warm smile, and his complexion looked like silky, unmarred porcelain. And those eyes…so dark they seemed conjured out of onyx. But what struck me hardest was the familiarity of his gaze, as if I’d seen those eyes before. As if they had seen me.

His lashes, eyebrows, even his shaggy hair were all similarly dark and reminded me of the silky texture of Shadow’s iridescent black feathers.

It was as if…

I crashed through there, he’d said.

Nah. It couldn’t be. That was ridiculous.

But then again…

“Shadow?” I asked, cringing at the idea that this could even be possible.

“It is an honor to be bestowed a name. Only a select few are given one.”

Was he for real? I sighed. “Okay, that’s enough, buddy. I don’t have time for stupid games. You need to get the hell out of my apartment or I’m calling the cops.”

With the swift movement of a ballerina, he rose to his feet and spun, the physical plane distorting in front of me like some type of optical illusion. And before I could blink, the man had disappeared and all that remained was my crow standing in his place.

I jumped back as it flew up to perch on the metal footboard of my bed. Then the air distorted again, and the man sat in a crouched position, balancing on the bar where Shadow had been.


Chapter Nine
AVERY



Istaggered backward, words evaporating on my tongue.

Shadow or whomever he was, climbed off the footboard, his movements so fluid they looked like a choreographed dance. “There’s no need to fear me, highness.” His voice was smooth and musical, like a lullaby if only he wasn’t some shapeshifting, ninja-clad assassin.

I mean, I wasn’t certain about the assassin part, but he certainly looked lethal enough, even if he wasn’t brandishing any weapons.

Flattening my back against the wall behind me, I pointed my dagger at him again. “Yeah, well, I just saw a man turn into a bird and back into a man, so I think fear is quite the appropriate reaction, don’t you think? And why do you keep calling me highness?”

Silver specks glimmered in the dark depths of his gaze as it flickered from my blade then back up to meet my eyes. “You’d rather I call you by a different title? Are you not a daughter of the All Spirit, a princess of the elementals?” he asked as he took a slow step back, never losing track of the weapon in my hand.

I shook my head, words failing to piece themselves together. Daughter of the… what? A princess of the who? “None of that answered my true question, but let’s stick with Avery for now, okay?” I said, slowly lowering the dagger. Something in my core told me he wouldn’t dare get near me so long as I held this blade.

How in the scorching sun this thing followed me from the bone-queen’s kingdom still prickled my skull.

“As you wish, Avery.”

I sighed, expunging a slow and shuddering breath. I had so much unsettled energy rippling through my muscles after that soul wrenching dream, waking up to find a stranger in my room speaking in riddles did not help.

What I needed was tea. A full kettle of it. Or I would rip out of my own skin soon.

Wrapping my mind around the fact I was talking to my crow-now-turned-man made my head twist into a pretzel. Perhaps he was connected to everything that happened recently? I mean, I’d always known there was something out there, but aside from the time I saw those beasts chase my family down the mountain, I’d never seen anything like him outside of my dreams.

“Listen,” I began, uncertain if I should still call him by my bird’s name. “Shadow?”

He smiled and nodded.

All right then. I offered him a half smile back as a peace offering. Knowing the dream dagger made him uneasy, I tucked it into the waistband of my stretchy pants and slowly walked out barefoot from around my bed.

I wasn’t sure what he was yet, and it was better to remain cautious. “Look,” I said. “I’m really sorry for seeming rude, but I literally just woke up from a bad dream, and finding a strange man in my room…”

Taking note of my unspoken cues, he widened the gap between us. Seemed he was as weary of me as I was of him.

“My apologies. I shouldn’t have presented myself to you in this way.”

Yeah. No kidding. I was sure there had to be other subtler ways to reveal you’re a shape-shifting bird to someone.

Making sure not to take my eyes off him, I continued toward my small kitchen, my throat thirsty for the soothing sweet notes of chamomile, my nerves anxious for the mind-calming aroma of lavender. I grabbed the kettle and filled it with tap water, and with my back to him, I said, “Can I offer you a cup of tea? I mean, do shapeshifting crows even drink tea?”

“I’m not a shapeshifting crow, Avery. I’m neither animal nor human.”

I stopped for a second, remembering the way his tight, black clothes clung to every single male muscle of his ripped body. He looked damn human to me. “So, no tea?” I asked, holding up my assorted-tea box.

Silence.

Okay. No tea for the non-animal, non-human.

After flicking on the stove and placing the kettle on the burner, I turned to face him, and my heart plunged into the pit of my gut.

Shadow stood in the middle of my newly rearranged apartment. My dresser had been relieved of all its drawers. Pajamas, underwear, bras, and T-shirts shamelessly lay strewn across the floor. Every book I owned decorated the floor in a sea of trampled pages. My closet had apparently decided to vomit all my belongings into the middle of the floor.

And my drawings…

I gulped, but the saliva tasted of sand and broken glass. Everything I’d had pinned on the walls was gone.

I’d been so dumbstruck at finding this man in my room, I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed until now that it seemed a tornado had touched down in my apartment. I couldn’t help my gaze from darting everywhere as I walked out to the center of the floor. “What the hell happened here?”

“Vampires came for you this morning. I had no choice but to reveal myself to get them to leave.”

I choked on my own saliva. “What do you mean vam—” But I couldn’t even finish my sentence when I noticed my sketchpad was missing. Panic ripped my heart straight down the middle.

No. No. No.

Rushing past him toward my desk, my blood iced when my fear was confirmed. I spun toward Shadow, my voice hard. “My drawings. Where are they?”

Shadow shrugged. “They took many things.”

Heat flushed up my neck. “Who would do this? Why would they do this?” Fury built behind my eyes as my fists clenched. Staying composed was becoming increasingly difficult. Since waking up, all this creature had done was spew nonsense. I needed real answers.

Before we got to the assholes who broke into my apartment and stole my drawings, I needed to know one thing first.

An electric current ran through my hands as static energy crackled by my ears, those voices I’d heard back by the pet store—right before the incident with the bus—floated in whispers around me again.

My hair lifted above my shoulders as if gravity had ceased to exist. I didn’t understand what was happening to me, but the sensations were both terrifying and intoxicating.

And right now, intoxication won the battle.

Stepping closer to him, I said, “I’m done with the riddles. You’re going to tell me exactly what you are and what you’re doing here. And speak plainly or I swear I’ll pull out the dagger.”

His nostrils flared as he stood straighter. “Breathe, Avery. Unless you want to blow the top of this building off with that anger.”

The loose papers and strewn clothes swirled in my room as if some vortex had sprouted out of nowhere. My hand burned and I looked down at my palm. The triangle scar pulsed with an internal blue light.

Closing my hand, I peered at Shadow, fear wrapping around me like an icy tentacle as the images of what happened with that bus flashed in my brain. Hissing in pain, I pushed on, “Answer the question.”

His brow dipped, black tendrils of his feather-like hair swishing in the oscillating wind. “I’m what your kind calls a sylph.”

I blinked. “What the hell is a sylph? And what do you mean by my kind?”

He cocked his head. “Mages, or as your realm would call them—witches,” he uttered, as if I should have known that. “You are Spirit-Marked, a witch blessed by the All Spirit, born with the essence and power of all creation, the four elements of life—Air, Earth, Water, and Fire.”

The gears in my brain spun wildly, the energy around my ears still crackling. “Go on.”

The black pools of his eyes swirled with shadows as he assessed what was happening around us. Clearly, whatever I was doing to cause this electric vortex was upsetting him. But he remained stern, his spine an unmovable pole, his lips a hardline slashing across his face. “I’m an Air Spirit. A guardian—your guardian. Chosen as your conduit to the essence from where you draw your power.”

A normal person might have laughed. Maybe even told him to fuck-off. But I’d been hoping for answers for over a decade, and this sylph, air guardian, or whatever he called himself, regardless of his riddles, seemed to be full of them—the answers I’d wanted so desperately.

If it hadn’t been for the fact I was affecting the air around me for the second time, and that I’d seen what he was with my very own eyes, or that a dagger I’d apparently pulled from my dream was tucked in my waistband, I would have told him to drag his ass out of my apartment.

But I’d always known I was something other. And even though I didn’t know what he was talking about, his words felt real.

Gulping several mouthfuls of air, I reeled in my anger until the electric charge in the room fizzled out, the swirling air dying with it, papers and clothes falling back to the floor. My shoulders relaxed and the rage I’d felt at the realization I’d been violated—that people had been in my home and stolen from me, stolen the drawings I’d suffered countless nightmares to draw—simmered beneath my skin, but it was no longer blazing through me.

The kettle whistled, cutting off my thoughts.

Without saying anything else, I marched to the stove and shut off the burner. Reaching for the cabinet over the sink, I pulled out my oversized mug, poured the boiling hot water, and dropped in the teabag.

Each movement was muscle memory. The familiarity grounding me in the middle of this mess. Everything was happening at lightning speed. As much as I’d wanted answers all my life, I hadn’t been ready for the onslaught of them.

With my back to him, I waited for the tea to steep. Taking the time to collect myself, I perked up as something he’d said plucked a memory from my mind.

He’d mentioned it twice. First, when he’d called me daughter of the All Spirit, a princess of the elementals. And now, when he said I was apparently Spirit-Marked. My father once told me about my mother communing with elemental spirits.

After letting the tea sit for two minutes, I added a teaspoon of honey, then carried my mug across the small space to my bed. Shadow’s eyes tracked every move I made, or perhaps it was the dagger he was tracking. The thing kept making him so nervous, I felt his unease rumble off him as I walked past him.

As I sat down on my bed, his words sunk deeper into me, unraveling all the questions I’d harbored since losing my parents.

Talking about that day always triggered an avalanche of sadness and maddening resentment. Choking on the words, I began, “The day my parents died, we’d been on our last camping trip. My mom… she went off by herself sometime after lunch, mumbling something about an offering, and needing to make sure we were safe.” My voice cracked as every painful moment from that awful day sliced through my flesh with fresh cuts.

Regardless of how hard I’d tried to shield myself from those images, they existed in my mind like I’d seen them yesterday.

The sky had been the palest shade of bluish-gray and the sun had been so blinding bright, it looked white. Not a single cloud had been in sight. Still, one of the most peculiar sensations that day had been how physical the wind had felt. “The breeze…the way it touched me. It wasn’t like any other day when it just swishes past you and flips your hair. That day, I felt it touch me as if fingers were walking on my skin.”

Lowering my chin, I sighed, recalling how I’d pranced through the brush, giggling as butterflies fluttered around me, not truly questioning why things felt so odd.

I’d been so happy. So oblivious. So stupid.

Shadow remained silent as he waited for me to continue. My breath stilled for a moment. He stood so poised—tall, chest broad, hands clasped behind his back, his manner so elegant, he looked out of place in my small apartment. Recalling the bone-queen, I thought he’d make more sense standing in her throne room as part of her court.

His beautiful, glittering eyes softened over me as he bowed his head in a short nod, a lock of midnight hair falling over his brow. Understanding of my pain shimmered in his gaze and he granted me the pause I needed before continuing.

I offered him a gentle smile before sipping my tea, the hot flowery aroma a balm to my frayed nerves, the hot liquid a soothing coat down my throat.

Wrapping both my hands around the warmth of my mug, I inhaled the steam and regained my composure. “I followed her down to the creek.” I smiled, thinking back to how silly I was hiding behind trees and bushes so she wouldn’t see me. “She sat on a stony ledge, back to me, beautiful golden hair swirling around her as she whispered things I couldn’t hear.”

As if physically transported to that moment, I stared out into the middle of my room. The walls fell away, and the furniture disappeared. All that remained was my mother sitting on that large rock.

Mimicking her movements, I said, “She reached into a jar filled with white sand and took a pinch of the powdery grains then threw them in the air as she said…” I paused, my heart beating so fast it could gallop out of my chest.

I’d never been able to recall her words before, yet now, as I watched the memory playing out before me, I heard her voice so clear it made my insides tremble. “I call to the summer breeze and the roaring wind, to the echoing song and the lifting wings. Spirit of air, you who are mighty fierce and forever free, breathe your power into me. I summon the four winds to protect and conceal the one who came from me. Bless this circle, keep her safe and free. As your will, so mote it be.”

A ripple of energy blew through my room as I repeated every word. My entire being felt instantly charged, almost as if I’d stuck my hand into a wall socket, but instead of being shocked and charred, I was glowing like the sun. Then the glow subsided as quickly as it appeared.

Shadow fell to his knees. He panted, body hunching over. I shot to my feet, tea spilling over the lip of the mug and onto my clothes. I hissed at the scalding heat. Placing the mug on my nightstand and wiping the wetness on my sweater, I rushed to him, kneeling beside him. “Shadow, are you okay?”

Lifting his pained gaze to me, he nodded. “Seems your mother was a powerful witch.”

“The words I chanted⁠—”

“An artfully woven spell. Meant to summon an Air Spirit. To take its power.”

I reached under one of his arms and helped him up, guiding him toward my bed. The hardness of his muscles and the weight of his body felt like that of a man, but the energy vibrating off him told a different story.

It was almost as if his true self was fighting to break free of the human form he was in. Whatever he kept trapped inside felt colossal and one hundred percent otherworldly.

“It’s strange,” I said as we both sat down, and I pressed an uninvited hand to his hard chest. “The energy flowing from you, it flowed through me, too.”

“The spell your mother cast invokes one of my kind and temporarily transfers our power to the spellcaster.”

Lifting my gaze to his, I peered at him in awe. From his boyish good looks to his impressive muscular size, he seemed so human. And yet, he’d also been my injured crow. I was so confused by all this that a part of me believed I was still dreaming.

His lips curved into a gentle smile, as if he could read my thoughts. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

He rotated his right shoulder. “For taking care of my wing.”

I looked at him curiously. “But I thought you’re neither animal nor human.”

“You have much to learn, Avery.” He winked, his expression warm and unusually calming. “When one of my kind takes a mortal form, we embody that form’s physical properties. We experience the world as they would, animal or human.”

“So, you would drink tea, then?”

He rolled his eyes in a very successful human manner. “I guess… I would,” he mused. “I haven’t taken a human form in quite some time.”

There was so much I wanted to ask him now, like how old he was, and what other forms he could take. I wanted to know why he’d come to me as a crow first and not a man. But there were other more important questions looming.

“I’m so sorry for whatever it was I did with those words,” I began.

“I will recover. And in time you will learn the true power of words.”

“Was my mom… was she like me, Spirit-Marked? Is that why she tried to summon an air spirit?”

“I didn’t know your mother, but from the way that spell was constructed, she was a powerful witch, but not like you. You’re the first Spirit-Marked in centuries. Your power comes from within, not without. You have no need for spells to summon our kind.”

Every time I received an answer, it was weighed down by more questions. After fourteen years of trying to figure out what happened to my parents, or why they were ripped from me, I realized I knew even less about who they were. About what I was. “There’s so much I don’t understand.”

He reached over and placed a hand on my shoulder. “That’s why I’m here, Avery.”

I huffed and stood, shaking his hand off. “Okay, but why now, after all this time?” I bit out, my voice harsh. “My parents died fourteen years ago, killed by some... thing. No one’s ever believed me. Making me out to be some damaged kid who is mentally sick. Now, after everything that’s happened since you showed up, there’s proof I’m not crazy.”

“Avery, I do not hold the answers to what happened to your parents.”

“I’ve been so alone,” I went on, unable to look at him, my insides churning. “Lost. Scared.” Slowly sliding my gaze toward him, I sharpened all my torment into an arrow tip and aimed it at him. “If you’re who you say you are, why didn’t you come for me sooner?”

“Your mother must have known you were in grave danger if she tried to summon one of my kind for a protection spell. She must have bound your magic. That would explain why your abilities were blocked, and how you were hidden from us.”

I fisted my hand, obscuring the scar on my palm, the memory of the pulsing power that had flared in me making me shiver. “But why block my magic? Why take away my ability to protect myself? And if she was trying to hide me from you, how were you able to find me?”

“The spell must have been broken. Perhaps it was tied to the resurgence.”

I sunk my face into my palms and sighed. “I didn’t even know your kind existed and now you’re talking about broken spells and a resurgence?”

I’d not realized he’d stood up until he gently pried my hands away from my face. “I know this is a lot to take in, Avery. I’m so sorry for placing this burden on you. I know you must have a myriad of questions, so how about we start with what happened here earlier and the vortex you created. That wasn’t the first time you used magic, was it?”

Given my unsurprised reaction to what I’d done in my room, he must have guessed I’d done it before, so I nodded and showed him my scar.

“The symbol for Air. When did it appear?”

“Earlier,” I said.“After you showed up and I left for work. There was an incident with a boy. He ran into the street. I knew I wouldn’t be able to save him from getting hit by the bus so a part of me panicked and suddenly, the wind did that thing where it swirled. And the voices. They all whispered things I couldn’t understand and somehow, I guess, I commanded the wind to stop that bus.”

Tears beaded at the corners of my eyes, and I wiped at them. “Whatever this is inside me, it made me hurt people. Maybe that’s why my mother shielded this from me. Because she knew I was a danger to others.”

Reaching for my shoulders, he said, “Avery, listen. Your powers are manifesting faster than normal because they’ve been dormant for so long. You weren’t ready. Your powers are tied to your spirit and connected to your emotions. If left unchecked, yes, they can be dangerous. But that’s why spirit guardians were chosen to guide you.”

Taking my hand, he slowly traced the mark with his finger, his soft touch sending a shiver across my skin. “This is my mark on your palm. My arrival awakened the essence of Air in you, but you had no time to accommodate for the surge of power—that was my fault. I take full responsibility for anyone who got hurt. You shouldn’t feel guilty about what happened. I should have shown myself to you in human form, told you about your power before you left. The unfortunate reality is, our instinct is to remain in animal form, choosing only to become human in extreme situations. But I should’ve known better.”

Staring down at my hand, I wondered about what he’d said when I asked how he’d been able to find me. Taking my hand back, I lifted my gaze to his. “You mentioned a resurgence as the reason the spell my mom used to bind me broke.”

“All life is connected by the All Spirit, here on Earth and across all other realms.”

Other realms? Maybe like the one I’d seen in my vision? “Tell me more about that.”

“Elemental power, or magic, however you want to call it, manifests differently in every realm. On Earth, for a witch to command an element, they must tether themselves to an elemental spirit, whether that spirit wants to bond to the spellcaster or not. And once a witch chooses an element—once she tethers herself to a spirit—she cannot change elements.

“The only ones who can wield all four elemental powers are those born as Spirit Marked, like you. Your spirit guardians are also chosen directly by the All Spirit and granted to you, they are not forced into an unwilling bond when young witches come into their powers, between the ages of seven to ten. In this realm, only two have ever been born blessed by the All Spirit. You’re the second. Both instances corresponded with a big resurgence of natural energy, typically when the planet undergoes a cleansing.”

He leaned his back against the brick wall and stuck his hands into his pockets, drawing my gaze to his broad chest. His movements were so fluid and natural, it was hard imagining he was anything but a real man. “During a cleansing, the All Spirit releases massive amounts of energy from the earth’s core,” he went on, oblivious to the thoughts circling in my head. “You’ll notice higher occurrences of earthquakes, storms, tsunamis, forest fires all taking place in clusters of decades. A Spirit Marked is supposed to help restore any imbalance caused by these occurrences.

“We had a severe spike in energy the day I found you. That spike must have been so high, it broke through the binding threads of your mother’s spell. Your magical signature was like a beacon, and I immediately flew to you as fast as I could.”

I bit my bottom lip trying to make sense of all this new information. “But if a Spirit Marked is supposed to help restore the planet, why would my mother bind me or hide me from you? My earliest memories of my family revolve around running away from something or someone. Whatever my parents were running from found us and killed them. Yet, they spared me.”

He crossed his arms and shrugged. “Or your mother hid you from them as well. She used elemental magic to protect you. Makes sense that natural energy—the energy from the All Spirit—would break the spell.”

I recalled the recent earthquake that had struck London. Something that caught geologists by surprise. Even the arctic front that hit the Northeast recently had been record setting.

I looked down at my hand, the strange symbol seared into my hand was now a pinkish scar on my palm. “But none of this explains why my parents were killed. Or what those things were.”

Shadow’s gaze deepened. “The energy released during a cleansing is very powerful. There are entities in this world, others who seek to harness its power for evil. Your parents must have known something was after you—after your power. It’s the only reason that makes sense as to why she would shield you. Perhaps she wasn’t trying to shield you from us, but from those meaning to hurt you. And clearly, you’re still in danger.”

A prickle ran across my shoulder blades. “What do you mean?”

“Vampires came looking for you, Avery. Witches and vampires have been at odds for centuries. It can’t be a good sign they were here.”

I swallowed deeply. Vampires had broken into my apartment and stolen my drawings? My mind instantly flashed to my dreams of Azrael and Kane. The veins in my neck tensed and an uncomfortable chill scaled down my back.

Shadow’s eyes narrowed. “This is not the first time you’ve heard about vampires.”

The confirmation that I had been right all along—that vampires existed—sent a flood of adrenaline rushing through my system. I paced. Did that mean Azrael and Kane were also real? That they existed outside of my dreams and visions?

“Ever since my parents passed away,” I began, carving tracks on the floor as I paced, “I’ve had vivid dreams. Visions of a world and of creatures I’ve never seen, yet that I’ve always suspected were real. The day you broke through my window, that morning I’d dreamt of that world. That’s what was on my walls and on the sketch pad they took. Pictures of my dreams. Of—” I cut myself off, fearful of sounding ridiculous at my fascination. Especially if vampires were the reason I was in danger. If that’s who my mom was trying to protect me from.

I stopped pacing and looked at Shadow. “Maybe that’s why I keep having these dreams. A warning perhaps? If those things came looking for me here, then maybe they are the ones responsible for killing my parents. Or they know who is.”

Shadow ran a hand through his hair. “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Avery. We don’t know why they were here. We can’t go assuming anything other than the fact that you are in danger, and we need to find a safe place for you to prepare for what’s coming.”

“What do you mean?”

“There are three more guardians who will soon detect your presence. The amount of magic that will spring inside you will be more than you will be able to control. We need to find a place where not only you will be safe, but where we can minimize the collateral damage.”

Taking a step back, I stared at him in disbelief. “I can’t go anywhere. Not when I’m so close to finding out what happened to my parents. I need to know why those vampires came looking for me. And why they took my drawings.”

Shadow approached but stopped short when he caught sight of the dagger tucked in my waistband. His face paled.

“What is it?” I asked. “What bothers you so much about this dagger?”

The angles of his cheekbones sharpened. “I wasn’t certain before, but the power emitting from it is undeniable. But how you’ve come to possess it is an impossibility I fail to comprehend. The blade you hold is called Erelldyl, and it is not of this realm.”

“I pulled it out of my dream, as crazy as that sounds. I mean, at least I think I did. I have no clue how I brought it back with me.”

His jaw muscles moved as he thought for a second. “Forged from the depths of the Thorynth caverns, it is the only weapon known to have the power to kill an immortal. Erelldyl was one of four magical relics bequeathed by the Ancient to each of the four ruling races of Allorn, the birthplace of all elementals. The birthplace of your foremothers.”

I took a small step toward him. “The bone queen. She mentioned the Ancient.”

“Bone queen?”

“In my dream, she wore a crown made of bones. She was unlike anything I had ever seen. Tall, regal, frighteningly beautiful.”

This time he didn’t care that I held the immortal-killing sword, and he closed the gap between us, grabbing me by the shoulders. “You saw Esarelle?” A veil of shadows draped over his features, his onyx-colored eyes growing impossibly dark, like a blackhole in outer space.

Almost losing myself in those depths, I blinked several times. “I… guess? I don’t remember their names.”

“There was more than one?” His grip tightened, alarm coating his voice.

“Another queen it seemed. Her sister,” I stammered.

He peered away from me as if lost in turbulent thought. “Amarenthia…” The word was spoken as if saying the name out loud was a mortal sin. “Did they see you?” he asked.

Taking note of the utter dread blanketing his face, the inside of my mouth dried up like a desert. “Esarelle... she was angry when she saw I held the dagger. That’s why she sent her dogs after me. What I saw… that wasn’t just a dream, was it?”

Pivoting his gaze back to me, his lips thinned. “I’m afraid not.”


Chapter Ten
AVERY



Out of nowhere, my phone rang to CJ’s custom ringtone, interrupting Shadow mid-sentence just as he was about to explain my dream. I grimaced as we waited a painfully slow fifteen seconds for the ringtone to end, but then the phone rang again.

I closed my eyes in a silent cringe.

Oh, CJ. My wonderfully persistent best friend.

Shadow’s lips parted as he prepared to say something, but I put a finger up. “Hold that thought,” I said as if my shifter-crow hadn’t been about to reveal some colossal piece of information and I hadn’t literally put him on pause.

Shadow cocked his head and eyed me, his expression a mix of irritation and disbelief.

“Sorry,” I crooned, scrambling to find my phone under the piles of clothes scattered on the floor. By the time I found it the call had already gone to voicemail. My shoulder muscles relaxed. I prayed CJ had taken the hint, granting me time to call her back later.

Then the voicemail notification went off. That couldn’t be good; CJ never left voicemails. Angry texts when I took longer than a minute to reply? Sure. But a voicemail? I rubbed my eyebrows.

“What is it?” Shadow asked.

“My best-friend. She…” But as I unlocked my phone, I was blasted with a myriad of notifications. Twenty-something unread texts, all from CJ. My shoulders tensed and panic scurried over my skin like thousands of tiny spiders. “Fuck.”

“Avery, what’s going on?”

“It’s nine-thirty on Saturday night.”

“And?”

“I… ah …have to go,” I stuttered, unable to focus on anything other than the fact I was about to let my best friend down on one of the most important nights of her life. I’d promised her I’d be there for her big break; I was the closest thing to family she had. If I missed this, she’d never forgive me.

I’d never forgive myself.

“I need to find my shoes,” I said as I mined through the debris of all my stuff. I didn’t bother to change. My black leggings and waist-length knit sweater were not club attire, but I had no time to find an outfit. There was no time to fuss over make-up, either. I just needed to find my black boots and coat.

Shadow approached, his face twisted in utter confusion. “Where are you going?”

“I have this thing. My best friend… she’s deejaying at a club,” I said as I found the boots and laced up.

“A club?”

I peered up at him. “You know, a nightclub where people dance and get drunk.”

He didn’t blink.

“Don’t tell me you’ve never been to a club,” I said, sniffing my pits. Thank heavens, I didn’t stink at least. With no time to run to the bathroom to brush my teeth, I reached for a stick of mint gum inside my desk drawer, then ran my fingers through the nest of curls on my head as I looked for my apartment keys.

He trailed behind me. “I know what a nightclub is; I just don’t know why that’s what you’re choosing to do right now when there are things at stake here that cannot be ignored. You need to prepare to receive your other guardians, and we need to find out why Erelldyl presented itself to you. We do not have time for you to go dancing and drinking.”

Finding the keys on the kitchen counter, I spun toward him and stared him square in the face. “No one wants to know why the hell this dagger followed me through my dream more than me,” I said, holding up Ere—whatever it was called—the mini sword. “Or why my parents were killed, or why vampires are after me. But CJ is the only person in my life who means anything to me right now. She’s like family, a sister. I’ve waited fourteen years for answers; I can wait one more night.”

He narrowed his eyes to inky slits, an ashen storm brewing. “Are you always this half-witted of a human?” he spat, his voice transformed, almost venomous.

Neck muscles stiffening, I speared him with my own gaze. Had he just called me…a stupid human?

I’d been called worse by my foster parents, not to mention my case managers, simply for refusing to bend to their will, but for some reason I couldn’t understand, coming from him, the words paralyzed me. They’d stung, deep. And I hated how he’d made me feel.

He didn’t know me; he had no right to form an opinion about me. I mean, who in this stinking shithole did he think he was? He was the one who’d shown up fourteen years too late.

I’d been the one who had to learn to navigate my crappy-ass childhood on my own, and up until now, I’d managed fine without him, regardless of the bumps in the road. The last thing I needed was for some new stranger to start dictating how I lived my life. That never ended well.

Ever since my parents died, I’d stopped living by other people’s rules. And I wasn’t about to start now, not even for some shape-shifting crow.

“You know what, Air Spirit,” I spat, pronouncing the words like spoiled milk sat on my tongue. “If you don’t agree with my decision, then you can go suck it. I’m leaving.” I reached for my coat lying on the floor, the messenger bag still flopped near the door, and the Requiem card I found under all the crap on my kitchen table.

I grabbed the doorknob and went to leave but stole a last glance his way. He stood in the middle of the room, slack-jawed. A whipping tornado of confusion and despair circled the air around him.

A tendril of guilt wrapped around my heart.

A very tiny tendril.

He may not have meant to insult me, but he’d not earned my trust yet, and he’d crossed a line he shouldn’t have touched—not even with a million-foot pole.

I slammed the door shut before he could see the remorse in my eyes.

Too many people had hurt me, and I was not about to let anyone else take a piece of me, not even him. I was prickly, and if he was meant to be my so-called guardian, then he’d have to learn soon enough there were ways to push me away. And once I left, there was no coming back.





According to the card, Requiem was in Bushwick, which was all the way across town. The exact address was provided once I texted the code KRMZN to the number on the card. On foot, it would take me almost an hour, but if I took the train, I’d cut the trip in half.

CJ was scheduled to do her set at ten-thirty p.m.. as a warmup to the main event at midnight. It wasn’t the pre-game we’d planned, but at least I’d be there when she got on stage.

I shot CJ a couple of texts, letting her know I was on my way, but I received nothing back. I even tried to call, but her phone went straight to voicemail. From the angry progression of her earlier texts, I knew she was borderline ready to rip my head off.

But I understood her anger with me. Her fear of abandonment—of being rejected—fed her anxiety. Sometimes I took long to get back to her, but I would’ve never ghosted her today if I’d been awake, and the thought she believed I had abandoned her on her big night made my insides twist into a million knots.

Needing to pick up the pace, I was about to spark into a sprint when a gust of wind and a flutter of wings startled me. I squealed as Shadow landed on my shoulder in his crow form. Bastard nearly shot my heart out of my chest. Thankfully, the sidewalk was barren of any other pedestrians. “You do realize that in the Earth realm, walking around Brooklyn with a crow on your shoulder is not normal.”

He squawked and fluttered his wings.

“Suit yourself,” I said, wiggling my shoulders to whoosh him off. “But if the goal is to keep me inconspicuous so the vampires hunting me don’t find me, this will accomplish the direct opposite. Like I said, normal people don’t walk down Franklin with a crow on their shoulder.”

He fluttered his wings again and snapped his beak at me. This time, the swift gust of wind was followed by that weird space distortion. In the blink of an eye, Shadow-the-man was walking beside me, his strides so wide, I had to mini-jog to keep up. “So, shapeshifting where everyone could see you is better?” I asked.

“No one saw,” he said, his voice stern, his strides picking up speed.

“Where exactly are you headed with such urgency?” I said rather loudly since he was several paces in front of me by now.

“Wherever this best friend of yours has summoned you so boldly tonight,” he replied over his shoulder. “Which you’ve foolishly decided is more important than finding out the truth of who you are. Or who might have killed your parents.” The bitterness of his tone was sharper than a blade.

I stopped. And when he realized I was no longer trailing him, so did he. Turning around, his eyes widened as if shocked I wasn’t following. I said nothing because if I uttered a single word, I would cry. Dammit, I would cry. Because as much as I hated to admit it, his words cut, and now he’d used my parents’ death as a weapon.

And that was low. Too low.

So much had transpired since he’d crashed through my window that morning, collapsing my world all over again. His presence validated all my fears about my parents—that they’d been murdered and that there was another world out there with all the answers.

He had no clue how much pain was embedded in my heart and burrowed into my bones. What I’d had to do to survive, to stay sane, to not break. I’d had to seal myself in a mental box just so I wouldn’t crack, so I wouldn’t bend.

Him showing up opened that box. The death of my parents had been the end of my life. With them gone, there was no one left who loved me. No one gave a damn about who I was or what happened to me. I’d been alone until I met CJ, and for him to reduce those feelings to mere stupidity…

My lips trembled.

He was beyond clueless, but his ignorance was no excuse for his arrogance. I’d stashed so much sadness and anger into that mental box that tearing that lid open without warning threatened to tear me apart, fiber by fiber.

Sparks of electricity crackled at my fingertips and the wind picked up, swirling my curls around my head. The leafless branches of the trees lining the streets swayed, bending harshly against the gusts.

The promise of finally finding out the truth had reopened my wounds. And when he called me stupid for simply wanting to be there for the only goddamn person I’d been able to let in, the only person who’d shown me love?

Something in me splintered and an icy wind spread from my core like a cyclone. It was as if pure coldness flowed through my veins, carving paths through my body until it reached my hands, igniting my palms in blue flames.

“Avery…” Shadow uttered, dread blanketing his face as the wind whipped his hair with fury.

Maybe it was stupid. Maybe it was foolish and downright asinine to choose to go to a nightclub to watch my friend at her turn tables instead of jumping at the opportunity to uncover the truth, to finally understand the purpose of my pain.

But I knew how much my absence tonight would cleave CJ in half. She needed me, and there was no fucking way I wouldn’t be there for her.

“Avery, I’m sorry.” Shadow’s dark eyes shimmered under the silver light of the moon, his features softening as he approached.

Each step he took was slow, cautious. My entire body vibrated with rage, and I’d never felt so afraid. Whatever was happening to me was all-consuming, feeding off the emotional turmoil churning in my chest.

But as frightened as I was, another part of me was allowing this to happen. A part of me I didn’t know how to control basked in the power.

The wind gusts blew harder, knocking down street signs and violently shaking the traffic lights. The parked cars on the street slowly lifted and one car slammed into the one in front of it, firing off a security alarm. Terror seized my spine in a vice grip, freezing every limb. Memories of the bus accident slammed through my mind.

“Shadow,” I said, my voice trembling. “I don’t know how to stop it.” In less than a breath, he stood in front of me, placing his palms against mine.

“Avery…”

“I can’t stop it…” The words were barely audible.

“Avery,” he whispered again, holding my gaze and silencing my thoughts as he tunneled that penetrating look into my soul. The depths of his black eyes swallowed me whole. “I shouldn’t have tried to stop you. I dishonored you with my words. It won’t happen again. This I promise you.”

A long exhale escaped from my lungs, and I felt the hammering in my chest subside. The crackling electricity circling my head died, too, and with it, the wind gusts. Shadow’s breath—his words—swept through my insides, and I felt him, his true self, caress my spirit with his own icy flames. Euphoria and peace melded into one.

My hands still in his, he said, “I overstepped.”

I couldn’t break his gaze. Our hands remained clasped together as the intimacy of what we’d just shared shook my foundation.

He’d not only touched my spirit with his, but he’d looked at me like no one ever had. He had looked through me; he saw the little girl still trapped in that mental box. She’d looked back and not challenged him.

I shuddered. I’d kept that part of me protected from everyone for so long.

He took a step back. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to reach that deep, but it was the only way to calm your power.”

Wrapping my arms around myself, I offered him a short smile. “Thank you… for whatever it was you did to stop that.”

“You draw your power over the wind through me. All I did was reach inside you and ground you.”

He’d done more than that. He’d touched my spirit with his essence. I’d never felt anything so pure, so calming. It was like he’d tamed a raging ocean into a crystalline sea. Still, even though Shadow had managed to find my off button, I knew the reprieve was only temporary.

I lowered my chin, shying my eyes away. “I could have hurt someone.”

“But you didn’t.”

My shoulders bunched as I peered over at him. “This time. What happens the next time I lose it again?”

His gaze grew stern. “You won’t.”

“How do you know?”

Stepping closer, he brushed a rogue curl from my brow. “Elemental magic is very reactive. It responds to your spirit, your emotions. I felt yours, Avery. Held it in my hands. As angry as you were, your desire wasn’t to hurt me, or anyone else for that matter.”

I turned away, thinking back to the first time the power manifested. “I didn’t want to hurt anyone when that bus overturned, but people still got injured.”

“Because I wasn’t there to ground you.” Shadow placed his large hand on my shoulder, gently squeezing it, perhaps wanting to reassure me that somehow, I could figure out how to control this.

“What if you aren’t there the next time?” I asked. “What happens when my anger stokes and the rage inside me erupts again? I’m a ticking time bomb.”

He slowly spun me back to him and tipped my chin up with his fingers, his skin emitting that cool, soothing balm. “You have the power to summon me, Avery. Anywhere. Anytime. I will always be by your side whenever you need me.”

The blackness in his eyes swirled with a million tiny specks of light. It was as if all the galaxies in the universe existed inside his shimmery orbs. Finding it hard to hold his gaze, I pulled away. I wasn’t ready to be seen again, not like he had.

“Well, at least now you know not to piss me off again or you might be responsible for the decimation of Brooklyn.” I half smiled, hoping to deflect.

He smiled back, and two half-moon dimples formed at each corner of his lips. Seeing his shoulders relax set me at ease. Somehow it felt like we’d cleaned the slate.

He nodded toward the intersection where a few people gathered. “Mortals are getting curious about the commotion. So much for not wanting to attract attention with a crow on your shoulder.” He shook his head in a playful reproach and tsk-tsked at me, his dark, silky hair falling over his brow. “You landed a mini tornado in the middle of the street with that temper of yours, daughter of the All Spirit. Perhaps we should go find this friend of yours before we draw any more unwanted eyes?” He extended his arm to me, gesturing his desire to escort me, his lips curling into a crooked grin.

Coolness swelled inside me, and I wasn’t sure if it was Shadow or the frigid February air that made my skin prickle with goosebumps, but regardless, I welcomed it. Accepting his arm, I asked, “When was the last time you took a human form?”

“Honestly? I can’t remember. Time passes differently for us.”

“How?”

“We exist outside of time. It’s hard to explain, but everything exists, and everything is happening at the same time forever.”

The concept made my brain twist. He noted my confusion and shrugged. “Like I said, it’s hard to explain.”

“Yeah, I don’t think I’ll ever wrap my mind around that one.” Guiding him toward the subway station, I said, “And I’m meeting CJ at Requiem. I don’t think she’s ready to meet my spirit guardian, regardless if she knows about my visions.”

“I’m not letting you out of my sight, Avery. The very fate of the world may rest in your hands. I can’t risk anything happening to you.”

I laughed. “What could possibly happen to me at a nightclub? I’m just going there to see her play music. I don’t even like clubs. I don’t plan to stay all night.”

“I can blend well. She doesn’t have to know I’m there with you.”

Glancing over at him, I took note of his strange, black attire. It was a mix of some type of sleek, leathery combat clothes with zippers and buckles in odd places. If Requiem was as underground and eccentric as people claimed, he’d probably blend in better than me. “How do you choose your outfits, by the way?”

“What do you mean?”

“These clothes you’re wearing.”

He shrugged. “It’s complicated magic.”

“In other words, you have no clue.”

He smiled again, his gaze focused ahead, and I couldn’t help staring at the dimple that formed on his left cheek or the crinkle by his eye. I still couldn’t believe this was the crow that had crashed through my window. That he’d turned into a man. That this man was so…

“Don’t look at me that way,” he said as if he’d read my thoughts. He hadn’t even been looking my way.

A rush of heat filled my veins. I’d not meant to advertise those thoughts. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Shadow stopped and faced me, his brow pinched. “Listen to me. I’m not a man, Avery; I’m not even human. You can never look at me like that.”

My saliva dried up, and I stumbled through my words. “I didn’t…”

He grabbed me by the shoulders, his grip hard. “Avery, look at me. You must promise. You can never see me like that. Do you understand?”

I was still so stunned, I forgot to blink.

“Avery.”

“Okay. Yes. Fine. I promise. Geez,” I spurted out. “Can you let go of my shoulders now?”

Gently loosening his grip, he let go and walked on, forgetting to offer me his arm again.

Moody much?

“It would help if you…I don’t know, maybe took a different human form?” I muttered under my breath. “Perhaps not shift into some hot, muscly, twenty-something with silky black hair and sultry eyes?”

“Avery…” The sound of my name rumbled from him like a growl.

“What? It’s the truth,” I shot back. “You could shift into a skeevy old man or perhaps a mouthy teenage girl.”

He let out a low laugh. “One mouthier than you?”

I huffed. “I’m not a teenager.”

“But you are mouthy.”

Blowing out a grunting breath, I mentally gave him the middle finger. “Point is, what’s the big deal, anyway? Just because I admired your human smile doesn’t mean I’m going to fall for you. Get over yourself, Air Spirit.”

He spun to face me, cocking an eyebrow. “Are you done?”

“Are you going to explain to me why it’s such a problem to find you pleasing to look at?” What I wanted to say was hot, attractive, and sexy, but there was no chance in hell I’d ever tell him that. After all, he wasn’t even human, never mind an actual man, so that would’ve been totally bizarre and mildly inappropriate.

He said nothing, but his neck muscles strained, veins roping up and down that long column. There was something he wasn’t telling me. The tension vibrating off his shoulders was impossible to ignore. If I kept pushing, he could potentially snap. Not sure I cared to see that version of him right now. “Fine, we don’t have to talk about it now, but⁠—”

“Where’s this club located?” he interrupted, shooting me a sideways glance. “I wouldn’t want you to miss your friend’s rendezvous.”

Message received.

We walked the rest of the way to the subway in silence with him a few strides ahead of me as if he already knew where we were going. Once on the train, he sat next to me, his face solemn, and barely a word was spoken.

“What troubles you so much?” I finally asked as the train came to a squealing halt at our stop.

He stood and said, “I don’t want to fail you.”

“That’s ominous. What the heck is that supposed to mean?”

He ignored my question as we walked up the tunnel stairs and onto the street, where snow flurries had begun to coat everything in a soft white blanket. Above, the moon was completely covered by a grayish cloud that appeared to suffocate the city.

Snow had not been in the forecast tonight, and I had the slightest inkling this weather phenomena wasn’t random.


Chapter Eleven
AZRAEL



Drip. Drip. Drip.

Watching droplets of water leak from a rusted, black metal pipe, I sat naked in a tub, submerged up to my chest in cold, blood-tinted water. Razor-focused on the slow and steady pings, I breathed deeply, each exhale trickling from my lips as I tried not to think about the hunger clawing at my insides.

My body shook, painful tremors rattling my bones.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

My skin itched, but I resisted the urge to rip it off with my nails and clamped my fists shut under the water instead.

This was madness. I knew what my body needed and being denied that necessity mauled my senses.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Seeking an ounce of relief from the tight cramps in my gut, I closed my eyes and leaned my head against the back of the tub, continuing to breathe deeply, hoping the quiet would silence my cravings.

But all that did was heighten my hearing, and the tiny drops turned to loud, piercing echoes bouncing off the walls in the windowless, all-white washroom—rather, what used to be an all-white washroom.

I’d not been entirely careful with my recent feeding.

But if I was being forthright, I’d not cared much about being careful. In truth, I’d been shamelessly savage—as evidenced by the four lifeless human females lying next to me on the now crimson-stained marble floor, throats torn from their necks by my teeth, their spinal cords severed.

I raised my head and opened my eyes, wiping soaked hair from my face and glancing over at the bodies. The fingers on one of the females twitched.

Well…maybe I’d missed snapping one spinal cord.

I leaned back against the bathtub again.

Seemed I was five hundred years out-of-practice—or maybe just too saints-damned chafed to give a fuck about ensuring a clean feeding.

But could any of them blame me? I’d been pulled out of an iron coffin only to be locked up again. Except this time, instead of starving me, they’d chosen to feed me willing humans like some captured animal hungry for butchered meat. Both scenarios offered the same result—unsatisfied hunger.

Had they forgotten who I was? Had Luther forgotten whose blood ran through his veins? I was a predator, and predators hunted prey.

And now it had been one day—one fucking day—since I’d awoken in this new world and already, my son had shoved me inside another cage.

For my own sake, he’d said. He was too afraid I’d leave a trail of corpses lining the streets of New York City, drawing unwanted attention to myself.

I could be reckless, sure, but I wasn’t an imbecile.

He’d tried to make me comfortable, tried to make me feel welcomed.

Welcomed? He’d stuck me inside an underground makeshift residence and forbade me to leave.

I flexed my fingers. Asshole forbade me to leave.

Remembering his audacity, I smashed a fist through the tiled wall next to me, chunks splashing in my bloodied water.

Regardless of the effort he’d put into fashioning my new residence after my original home, this wasn’t my home, and I wasn’t some callow child in need of protection.

The familiar paintings on the walls. My old books. The double-piped armchair he’d managed to preserve all these centuries. Even the charcoal-colored walls and violet bedspread. None of it made being caged any easier, especially when he treated me like I wasn’t the one who created him.

But more disillusioning was the fact that half a millennium after my capture, my kin continued to dwell underground. Hiding in the darkness like vermin, feeding from hosts like pampered dolts.

I needed to be up on the streets, hunting, staking claim to what was mine. Not buried below, trapped inside four walls under the city Luther had promised was due to become my new kingdom.

He’d said it would be temporary, until I fed enough to regain my full strength.

I grunted as I returned my gaze to the slayed bodies—the day’s second meal. Voluntary offerings, Luther had called them. Lilies who had proudly sacrificed themselves to revive their king.

Voluntary? Doubtful. More like subdued and forced into submission. Who willingly walks themselves into the slaughterhouse for a king they’d never served? One they neither loved nor feared.

I’d about had my fill of insipid blood.

Pushing up from the bath, water slid off my renewed muscles and sloshed over the tub’s lips as I climbed out. Making sure not to step on any blood-soaked tiles, I climbed around the dead females and stood over the one undergoing the transition, her nipples still peaked.

She’d been quite fun moments earlier, satisfying at least one need. But now? My nose scrunched, my back growing rigid with disgust.

She was becoming a strigoi, a monstrous aberration birthed by death.

Death brought upon by a vampire’s bite, that is. The sight was repulsive, yet fascinating if you’d never seen one. I’d been witness to many transformations in my lifetime to be mesmerized by the rankness.

Rolling a listless gaze over her naked torso, I watched her entire body twitch, dark veins webbing across her once olive-toned skin—skin now grayish in color—as black, razor-sharp nails elongated from her fingertips.

Bones cracked and muscles ripped as she morphed into a stronger and faster lurid form of herself. My chest puffed and I put my hands on my waist. The transformation was almost complete. It was now too late to sire her. Not that I had any desire to father any more children. One failure was enough.

But I could have terminated the change at any point. Could have stopped the toxin from spreading. Could have stopped her body from convulsing. Could have stepped on what remained of her neck and crumbled her spine until it was nothing but powdered bones. Yet, I continued to watch, unblinking, letting it all unfold.

Her eyes snapped open, and I flinched, chuckling at myself. Didn’t think anything could send my heart racing any longer. Guess I’d been wrong. But at least the heat of excitement spreading through my veins had chased away the burning ache in my stomach.

For now.

She stared blankly at the ceiling, the green hue of her irises darkened to coal-black, a sign the toxin in my saliva had finally transmuted her body. Without warning, she leapt off the floor, landing on her haunches with swift ease, forcing me to take a couple of steps back.

I smirked. Their instincts were primitive and quite predictable, but this one seemed different, its eyes flashing with awareness, as if something ticked in its brain. It didn’t attack right away; instead, it bounced on the balls of its heels as if strategizing its attack, perhaps thinking itself a formidable match against me.

Interesting.

Two rows of yellowed fangs protruded from its gums as it tried to growl at me, except it couldn’t since its throat was missing.

Unlike vampires, strigoi didn’t heal. They could, however, still function with critical wounds. The only way to kill one was to sever the spine.

It bared its fangs, angry claws swiping at the air as it dashed for me. These mindless, barbaric creatures had one need—kill anything that lived and feast on its flesh, even vampire flesh.

Without expunging a single breath, I snatched it by its mangled neck before it even took two steps. Lifting it off the floor, I stared into its black eyes as its feet dangled. Thrashing, the strigoi swiped at me with its claws, but I held it far away enough that my nearness was a tease.

Bile rose up my esophagus. The temporary intrigue evaporated faster than it’d appeared. This creature proved to be the same stolid nuisance as all its kind, its brain capable of understanding two basal needs—to kill and eat. Thing didn’t even fight to preserve its own existence.

A being created by the same toxin flowing through my veins was trying to kill me with such poor execution, its lack of intelligence and skill made me blister with rage. What an utter waste of meat and bones.

Nothing had changed. Five hundred years without even a whisper of evolution.

These things were still ineffective hunters, merely a plague that served no purpose other than to decimate our food supply. With the help of a witch, I’d once contemplated creating an army of strigoi, only to realize not even magic could make these beings capable of following one simple command.

But Luther had centuries of technological advancement at his fingertips, and he hadn’t at minimum found a way to keep humans from turning into this? What had my son been up to all this fucking time, jacking off?

Before the strigoi could take another swipe at me, I squeezed the vertebrae until the bones pulverized under my fingers and all that remained was blackened blood slicked over my palm.

The headless body slumped to the floor as the head fell in the opposite direction, landing in the bathtub with a splash.

Enough of this fucking nonsense.

“Guards,” I shouted out into my bedchamber as I walked to the washbasin to rinse the bloody mess off my hand. When a muffled reply sounded outside the main door, I added, “Send someone to fetch me my clothes.”

Unexpected relief stirred in my chest as I caught my reflection above the vanity, briefly dulling the tension rolling off my shoulders. I pivoted my face—left then right—letting the light of the flame-lit sconces on the walls dance off the angles of my cheekbones and the sharp edges of my jaw.

No more ashen or wrinkled skin.

Hmm.

It was as it had been, smooth and ageless, as if cut from the finest stone. As flavorless as these hosts had been, their blood had served its purpose.

The deep blue of my eyes had also been restored, but what burned behind my gaze was black rage. I allowed a ghost of a grin to form on my lips. The time for reckoning had arrived.

“My lord, I’ve placed your clothes on the bed,” a female said, but her sweet rose scent had already floated into the washroom long before the sound of her voice reached my ears.

The notes of hesitation and nervousness in her aroma warmed my belly. Grabbing a small drying rag from the hook near the washroom door, I wrapped it around my waist, barely covering much, and exited, startling the lily as I walked out into the red-carpeted room. Gasping, a hand flew to her mouth as she snapped her gaze away from my near naked form.

A small laugh rumbled through me.

I had no urgency to dress and quite enjoyed watching her squirm. The unease coursing through her veins flushed the skin above her bosom, delighting me as much as the spicy scent of curiosity spiking in her blood enticed me to taste it.

Dressed more modestly than the dead women laying in the washroom had been, she stood at the foot of the bed, hands clasped in front of her, head bowed. As drably as she looked, the outlines of her feminine curves could be discerned under the thick fabric of her shapeless gray smock.

I could’ve donned the robe splayed at the foot of my bed, but I couldn’t resist the sound of her heart fluttering in her chest like a little bird trapped in a cage. In slow, calculated strides, I made my way to her, knowing if she kept her head lowered, she wouldn’t be able to avoid looking at my damp body.

Just as I predicted, she raised her head when I stood merely a foot from her. Framed by long lashes, her caramel-colored eyes tried to avert mine. “If there’s nothing else you need, my lord⁠—”

I reached over and placed a finger over her soft, rosy lips. “Oh, but I do need…something, little bird.”

Her body stiffened as I rubbed my thumb over her mouth. My eyes tracked every nuance of her movements. From the way she tried to mask the dryness in her mouth, to the way her fingers shook as she clasped her hands tighter.

The thumps of her heart echoed in my ears, the pace picking up tempo. A droplet of sweat beaded on the side of her temple and slid down her beautiful dark-skinned face. My gaze traveled that length, further down to where her thick carotid artery pulsed with ferocity. Prickling with gooseflesh, the tiny hairs on her skin stood on end. The scented warmth of her blood practically leaked off her, swathing me.

I inhaled deeply.

Ah, yes. There it was.

Fear. Pure, undiluted, primal fear. Her blood was laced with it, and it made my gums throb and my blood vessels swell with hunger-lust. She was exactly what I’d been craving—what I’d been suffering to taste for so very long.

And she knew it. This human understood her predicament, yet she still walked inside my cage.

I liked that, respected it.

Take her, the beast prowling under my skin growled. I swallowed deeply, practically tasting the sweet, silky flavor of her fear on my tongue without even taking a single drop of her blood.

If I did…

She’d be dead by now.

And my beast would be sated. I’d no longer hear its cries or feel its claws. I’d be able to think without the gnawing churns inside my gut driving me to insanity. Pressing my lips into a hard line, I kept my canines hidden, trying to keep my beast trapped for a little longer.

If I unleashed it now, she’d run, and then it would all be over much too soon.

I’d not waited this long to devour this delicacy in one breath.

No. Hunting was about the game as much as it was about sustenance and flavor. Lowering my hand from her mouth, I asked, “What’s your name, little bird?”

The breath she’d been holding came out slowly and shaking. “Maya.”

“Pretty name.” I turned from her, flexing my neck to each side to reduce the tension building in my shoulders, hoping to keep my instincts from reducing me to a mere animal. Taking a couple of steps toward the washroom, I added, “Tell me, Maya, do you know why you’re here?”

She stuttered. Perhaps thinking it was a trick question.

With my back still to her, I pressed, “Maya?”

“You called for your clothes, my lord.”

I smirked to myself. Humans… always so simple-minded. “No, my little bird. Why you’re really here.”

Her breathing quickened. “I wasn’t told you needed a host. Lord Luther fed from me yesterday. We normally require a couple of days rest before we can offer more blood. I can ask the Harvester to send you⁠—”

“Master Luther,” I cut her off with a growl.

“I’m sorry. I don’t understand.”

Pivoting toward her, my gaze narrowed. Her words had struck a nerve down my back. “It’s Master Luther. I’m your only lord now,” I gritted.

She gulped, her bottom lip trembling as a tiny whimper escaped. “Apologies, my lord.”

Flashing toward her with vampiric speed, I pried her hands open and took her wrist, flipping it over to see the evidence of my son’s bite. Two small, reddish-purple punctures marred her skin. Vampire bite wounds always took long to heal.

I drifted my eyes up to hers. “My son feeds from you?”

She nodded, and the timidity of her gaze as she lowered her chin made my neck stiffen. Saints be damned. Looking her over, at her delicate frame, her dewy skin, the thick and shiny rivulets of brown curls cascading to her shoulders, and the innocence-filled eyes, I shamefully noticed what I should have had much earlier.

I’d been so consumed by the smell of her fear that I’d not cared as much about what she looked like as I had what she probably tasted like. Which was most certainly silken honey spiced with cinnamon.

Fuck. I shook the thought from my head. “You’re probably still a maiden. How old are you?”

“I will be eighteen in a couple of weeks, my lord,” she uttered, pulling her wrist back slowly and covering the wounds with her other hand.

I clamped down on my jaw. Bastard. Had I not taught him well? As much as these simple creatures were mere food and entertainment, humans this young had always been off limits. He knew our laws. Without them we’d be nothing but savage animals. “How long has he been feeding from you?”

“Not very long. I’ve only recently joined the Garden.”

Cocking an eyebrow, I shook my head and offered her a mocking smile. “The Garden? Is that what they call it?”

“It’s where the Chosen are sent to await the culling.”

Moving toward the bed, I ran a hand over the modern clothing laying on the mattress. Sleek black breeches, a white silk buttoned shirt, and a black overcoat. Next to them, a pair of undergarments and a black leather belt. I breathed deeply. Would my entire wardrobe be this bland and unrefined? “This modern world lacks imagination.” I picked up the overcoat. “Is this truly how all men dress now, or only the plebeians?”

“I’m not quite sure what you mean, my lord.”

Dropping the rag wrapped around my waist, I proceeded to dress. “Never mind that. Tell me, little bird, what exactly are the Chosen being culled for?”

“When we are called upon to serve. It is an honor to be a host to your kind.”

I slid my arms inside the silk shirt and began to button. Looking over my shoulder, I asked, “And what is my kind?”

The room filled with the spicy, warm scent of her anxiety. Her pulse raced, the beats of her heart divulging her secrets.

Take her…

Her adrenalin-laced blood would be sweeter than nectar, and the thought made my mind whirl. My skin tingled as if hundreds of ants crawled over me—it felt too small, too taut around my muscles. Not to mention the twisting knot tightening in my stomach had me on the verge of retching.

My fangs descended, and holding back my bloodlust was like trying to hold back a cracked dam. I closed my eyes and took deep, slow breaths.

Fuck Luther for this temptation.

Sending such a youngling into my chamber—knowing the condition I was in—had been intentional, no doubt about that. My son wanted me reduced to my basal instincts, wanted me off kilter. He was sadly mistaken if he thought I could be so easily manipulated. With unsteady will, I took control of my senses and held back the dam. “Maya?” I said, reminding her she still hadn’t answered. “What is my kind?”

Clearing her throat, she said, “Divine legend. Beautiful and mystifying. Gods amongst the humans.” Her words were monotone, practiced lies on her lips. She breathed deeply and I knew she was trying to calm the hammering in her chest.

Both of us were attempting to hide our true selves, and both of us were borderline failing.

Slamming the cage closed on my beast, I approached, each step deliberately steady. “I asked for the truth, Maya, not the nonsense you’ve been fed by my son. Try it again, but no lies this time.”

Her lips thinned as she pressed them together, her chest rising and falling in rapid succession. “I don’t know what you mean, my lord. I promise you, I’ve not meant to offend you.”

“Very well, clearly, they’ve impregnated your mind with rubbish. Let’s try a different tactic. Why do you fear me, little bird?”

Her entire body trembled. “I…don’t, my lord.”

I reached for her cheek and caressed her skin, tracing her delicate jawline with my fingertip. Lips quivering, she opened her mouth to say something, but I took her by the nape, and with incalculable speed, dragged her toward the washroom.

Maya nearly tripped as we came to a harsh stop at the threshold of the marble room, her hands rushing to cover her mouth as she gasped in horror. Brushing my lips against her ear, I gritted, “Lies are like venom… they poison your blood. Again, little bird, tell me, why do you fear me?”

Whimpering, she uttered, “I fear death, okay?”

Taking her by the shoulders, I pushed her back against the wall and growled, my canines fully descended, “I am eternal life.”

She straightened, her gaze lifting to mine as tears trickled from the corners of her eyes. “No, my lord. Your kind is cursed to live a life of eternal dying. I do not long for your deadly kiss. I fear becoming like you.” She pivoted toward the washroom. “Like her.”

She meant the monster I’d decapitated.

Anger rumbled in my chest. I was not like that creature.

Impudent human.

Inching closer, I said. “You are either too brave for your own good or too stupid.”

She raised her chin, tears streaming down her face. “They took my sister. I can’t let them kill her—turn her into a zombie. If that makes me stupid…” She shrugged, those fierce eyes never leaving mine.

She wasn’t looking for sympathy. That kind of hope would be wasted on my kind, and clearly, she knew that. Turning her neck, she offered me what I couldn’t take. “Make it quick.” Her words were sharp and punctuated with resignation yet filled with flagrant challenge.

My eyes grew wide as I gazed at her with utter disbelief. The will of this young human fascinated me.

I let a grin curl at the corners of my mouth. Sympathy might not have been in my repertoire of emotions, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t see an opportunity for a shared benefit. “Not this day, little bird. Today, you will serve a different purpose. You help me get the fuck out of this place and you might yet live to see another day.”


Chapter Twelve
AZRAEL



As I drew open the wooden door to my chamber, Maya and I were met by the barreled chest of one of Luther’s fiercely loyal guards. “Apologies, my lord. You are under strict orders to remain inside your quarters and rest until your son returns.”

I looked up and down the corridor to make sure we were cleared before I punched through the vampire’s chest and pulled out his still-beating heart. “Sorry, mate, nothing personal.” The poor chap was dead before he realized what had happened. I took no enjoyment from killing my own kind, but collateral damage was par for the course. I was not about to risk him thwarting my plan by alerting other guards.

He fell back against the wall then slid to the ground. I dropped the heart on the floor, shaking blood from my hand, but my sleeve still dripped. “Lovely.” With no time for a wardrobe change, I leaned down and wiped the blood off on his clothes. Searching his body for weapons, I found a blade strapped to his thigh.

“Why not take his gun?” Maya asked, seemingly committed to helping me escape.

“You mean this curious piece of machinery?” I said, hooking a finger through the strap of the modern weapon secured to his chest. She nodded. “Because, my little bird, I want to remain inconspicuous and these things, from what I witnessed, are far from.”

I may have looked restored, but my strength was not at full capacity. Last thing I needed was to fight off a horde of vampires.

Maya’s body shook as she stood with her back flattened against the stone wall. Her wide-eyed expression made her look like a scared rabbit. My gums throbbed. Fucking hell. I needed her to staunch that fear, or she’d derail my mission.

I stood and cupped her chin. “I’m not planning to hurt you. You do as I say and you’re going to make it out of this alive, you might even have a chance to save your sister, but I need you to stay focused. You understand?”

She stared blankly.

Looking deep into her eyes, I attempted to use compulsion, but my gifts hadn’t returned to me yet. Another by-product of my entombment, compliments of my brother. Fucker.

Still, I did my best to reassure her that despite what I’d just done to the guard, she was safe. A sparkle returned to her eyes as she relaxed her facial muscles. The beats of her heart also took on a normal rhythm. “That’s it, little bird. Take a couple of deep breaths. Good. Now I need you to do as we agreed. Get me the hell out of this place.”

We wound around several more hallways where I used the blade I confiscated to stab two more guards in the heart. Thankfully, Maya knew her way around the structure and made sure to keep us out of the prying eyes mounted on the top corners of the walls—the security cameras, as she’d called them.

She took me through the secret passages used by the lilies to keep them out of sight as they moved through the underground home, which minimized unwanted temptation for the guards. Most of the girls were asleep or at Requiem, Luther’s nightclub, which, from her explanation, sounded like a tavern of some sort.

As we arrived at an indistinct gray metal door, she said, “That’s the exit, but there will be guards positioned outside.”

I gripped the knife’s hilt harder. “How far away is the club?” I asked, glancing at the quivering lily. But that wasn’t fear I smelled perfuming the air. Sweat beaded on her forehead and I spotted small droplets on her neck as well. The stress I smelled was her body preparing for flight. She was already planning her escape. A part of me lamented not being able to sire her—she would have made a formidable vampire.

“Maya?”

She licked her lips as she held my stare. “Make a left at the end of the alley, followed by a quick right and then make the second left. The entrance to the club will be down another alley to the right.”

Stepping closer to her, I said, “Wait ten minutes after I exit this door before you try to leave.”

Her head cocked and she raised an eyebrow.

“Ten minutes. Not before,” I reiterated, offering her a knowing look. Perhaps she hadn’t believed me when I told her I wouldn’t harm her.

“And then?” she asked.

“Spread your wings, little bird. It’s time to fly.” I winked as I pulled the door open and slinked out, quickly shutting it behind me.

The two guards standing at their posts heard my approach a second too late.

There was no scuffle, neither one had a chance to draw their shiny weapons. Both died of twin stab wounds to their hearts. I cleaned the blade on their black clothes and walked toward the main street. The morning sun would make a meal of their flesh before any humans would find them.

I stopped and took a full minute to delight in my freedom.

Five hundred years was a bloody long time to be imprisoned. I stared up at the wintry evening sky, tiny snowflakes flurrying in the wind, skin welcoming the icy particles, the sensation inundating my senses.

This frigid night was brutal, but it felt heavenly. I’d not bothered to ask for a fur coat, not that I truly needed it. The cold was a nuisance, but it wasn’t something my body couldn’t tolerate.

I was alive. Nothing else mattered.

Except maybe finding my son and ensuring he knew his father was back. Then we’d get down to business.

I’d not been unearthed to keep resting.

Luther had explained he’d designed an elaborate plan to give power back to the immortals. Claimed that with the advancement of science a toxin had been created that could render our vampire enemies dead without the need of hand-to-hand combat, but he’d also found a way to enslave humans to vampires without much effort. This I needed to see. Compulsion wasn’t permanent, and very few vampires inherited the gift.

Needing to lay my eyes on this kingdom my son had promised, I took off into the night in search of Requiem.

I strolled down the streets of New York City, puzzled but mesmerized, trying to immerse my mind into my new surroundings. Awoken into a world once known to be vastly unpopulated, and only having one day to absorb five lifetimes worth of history and technological advancement, my heart struggled to find the right rhythm. My blood rippled through my veins, unsettling me at the immense lapse of time and space.

The world was no longer what I remembered… far from it.

Luther said vampires had been reduced to mere folklore and fantasy. Surely witches were also that of legend. Yet, if they too were still in hiding, how else could the world have advanced so rapidly? I refused to believe humans were capable of such genius.

In my time, witches had been behind most technological endeavors and industrial achievements. Their wizardry had proven helpful in ushering out the dark ages and welcoming the rebirth of civilization, but even then, their power and practice was kept secret.

As I walked, staring at windows and streetlamps, I mentally scratched at my head. Fire was no longer required for illumination. Lights shimmered and twinkled from peculiar lanterns lining the streets, and homes shone bright in similar fashion.

Roads were covered in smooth stone-like surfaces and carriages no longer required equine power. The metallic roars, wheels treading, and loud honking from the automated machines ripping past me on the road clawed at my eardrums. I shut my eyes, attempting to hone my senses and dull out the chaotic sounds of this place.

Sliding my hand into my overcoat pocket, I cradled the small, black mechanical object Luther had left me for communication. I retrieved it and stared at it with a pinch of resentment.

A cellphone, as he had called it.

To communicate with someone all I had to do was press on the glass screen, enter a passcode, press again and the voice of the person I sought to reach would be summoned.

For a moment I thought of summoning Luther. But for what? To warn him I’d escaped his poorly designed prison? No. I needed my mouse thinking the cat was still in its cage. My thumb hovered over the device. To hell with this technology.

Sticking the cellphone back in my pocket, I was forced to pause in my tracks when the thundering rumble of an object skimming the sky rattled the insides of my ears.

The pain made my face tense as I stared up at the heavens. One of those airplanes I’d had the pleasure of traveling in from my homeland flew past.

A mournful sigh escaped my lips. The mortals had been extremely occupied the last few hundred years. Meanwhile, I’d been stored away inside an iron box. I hated playing catch-up. Vulnerability was not one of my virtues.

These modern human dwellings and structural innovations were baffling, preposterous buildings that stretched beyond the limits of my imagination. And that was not an easy feat since I had quite a vivid imagination. Despite the thrill of feeling alive again, my heart pounded with longing for the familiarity of my native hunting grounds.

As I made the first right Maya had instructed, I looked up and down the long, wide streets. How could I possibly rule here when none of this made sense? When I had no idea where I was or how anything functioned.

My beast growled, the vibration echoing deep in my chest. For far too long, my existence had been denied of the one and only thing I needed to survive—human blood. And now my beast demanded his first real kill.

Saints. The hunger never dies. It gnaws and rips and tears. But I couldn’t let it win. Couldn’t let it distract me. The time for hunting would come. But right now, I needed to find that club and see for myself what my son had promised.

Picking up my pace, I flashed across the next two streets until I made the second left, finding the alleyway Maya had mentioned.

There you are.

The scent of Luther’s guards was potent. Something in their blood stank of impurities. What the hell had they been feeding on, diseased rats?

I contemplated my options as I walked down the alley. I’d shed enough vampire blood tonight. There was no longer a need for the element of surprise. Donning my diplomatic skin, I trained my face to erase all signs of irascibility.

The vampires stood at the top of a stoop, sniffing the air as I approached, no doubt detecting my scent as one of their own. Still, their scowls and puffed out chests were an indication they didn’t recognize me as their elder, but saw me as a mere pest.

Despite the scent of my Gen-Two blood, I was unfamiliar to them, and they held zero respect for who I was. We’d need to remedy that.

They drew closer to each other, blocking the entrance, shoulders squared, sleek weapons strapped across their chests. I blew a vexed breath, dropping the smile I’d plastered on my face. Diplomacy would not work with these imbeciles.

Ripping the hearts from their chests before they could blink would save me some trouble. Or… I could try civility. This was a new modern world after all. Back muscles tense, I resigned myself to giving these dimwits another opportunity.

Putting my palms up to show I held no weapon, I said, “Why don’t we do this with minimal grief, huh mates? I’ve managed to keep my suit blood-free so far.” Then I remembered the guard outside my chamber, and I shrugged. “Well…mostly blood-free.”

“Get lost, asshole,” the one with the short-cropped beard uttered, pointing his weapon at me.

My jaw twitched.

Here we go.

“You heard the man,” the one with blue eyes added, sneering at me as if I was some Third-Gen. “Get lost. Entry is invite-only.”

Flexing my neck, I pulled the leash tight around my beast and tunneled my gaze into the guard’s challenging eyes. “Why would I need an invitation to enter an establishment that belongs to me?” I replied, lips taut while I worked to retain some sense of composure.

They glanced at each other and sniggered, then cropped-beard said, “Seems we have ourselves a comedian.”

His buddy laughed. “Not gonna tell you again, asshole. Get lost.”

Cursed Saints. I’d truly hoped not to shed anymore vampire blood tonight, but these two jobbernowls had plucked my last nerve. “Tell you what, I’ll give you one last chance to bloody move away from the door and let me pass. I’ll even promise to forget this slight impediment.”

“Who the flying fuck do you think you are?” Cropped-beard left the deceptive safety of his perch, his chest now a mere arm’s length away from me. “We said get lost, pal. Unless you want⁠—”

I could have used the knife hidden inside the waistband of my pants; it would’ve been cleaner. But feeling his blood spill over my hand as I squeezed his beating heart with my fingers was far more gratifying. “I don’t enjoy killing my own kind,” I spat, my face inches from his. “But I’ll gladly dispose of useless blockheads.” Before yanking out his heart, I drew even closer, catching my reflection in his moist, horrified eyes. “Name’s Azrael, mate.” Looking up at the second guard, I gritted, “Go on, run along. Tell Luther that daddy is here.”


Chapter Thirteen
KANE



We hadn’t confirmed it, but I was almost certain the person who lived in that apartment was the Spirit Marked. After discovering the elemental spirit, my team hightailed it out of the apartment building. There was no predicting how powerful the spirit was, but centuries of experience taught us how territorial they were when protecting their charge.

And I wasn’t about to take any chances.

They confiscated most of the drawings, the sketch of my castle lit up in flames the most concerning. Even the portrait of Arabelle was astounding—she’d been dead for five hundred years, and how they drew such an accurate rendition was beyond me. Then again, witches were known for their tricks. Or this one was already working with the Hive, in which case, we were in deep shit.

Bal and his team left the apartment, but not the surrounding area. Keeping a close eye on the building, they waited for any suspicious activity or anything that could hint at who the owner of the drawings was.

Countless people entered and exited the building, but they couldn’t be sure if any of them had been the resident of that apartment. Not that we knew what the witch looked like, but they knew to look for anomalies.

But that wasn’t our only problem.

It had been more than twenty-four hours since my brother’s escape from Bringham. We’d been monitoring Luther’s club as well for any signs he was back in the States, but our surveillance team hadn’t secured any leads. Seemed Luther and my brother had gone deep underground.

The club was heavily guarded, and unless we were certain Luther and my brother were inside, we weren’t going to take any risks—even with the new reinforced body armor Trek had secured. Especially after what happened at the castle.

The toxin they’d used on my coven had wiped out more than half my warriors, and Larick was left fighting for his life.

I leaned back on the leather chair I was sitting on and swiveled away from the computer monitor, weary eyed from the countless videos, photographs, and files I’d been scanning in search of breadcrumbs, of any whisper of where my brother might be.

Running an exasperated hand through my hair, I was about to stand up and go for a walk when Trek strolled into the communications room, his skin seeming to glow with the flush of human blood running through his veins, his rich mocha-colored eyes clear and sharp—another sign he’d recently fed.

I tried not to think about it, but with everything going on, my abstinence from human blood wasn’t just slicing my insides like razor blades, it was crushing my mind. I didn’t know how much longer I could go on without feeding.

Thankfully, my team knew the rules. No feeding on the premises, even from a blood bag. I didn’t question their sources. They knew I had zero tolerance for preying on humans near me. Most had a supplier with ties to a blood bank or hospital, and those using a host made sure I didn’t know about it.

“Nothing new?” he asked as he plopped into the chair next to mine.

The blank expression on my face told him everything he needed to know.

He tapped on his keyboard, waking up the monitor. “Azrael and Luther will turn up.”

Pushing to my feet, I blew out a rankled breath. “I should join the team. All this inaction is making me crazy.”

“You’re no good to them in your current condition.”

I shot him a poignant stare. “So everyone keeps telling me.”

“Kane,” he drawled. “Bal is more than capable of handling this mission. We just need to hang tight.”

Pressing on my temples, I paced. “That’s the fucking problem. Hanging tight is all I’ve been doing since we arrived in this city. I’m tired of waiting around for something to happen.”

“And what do you want to do, walk up to Luther’s lair and knock on his door? Ask if Az is home?”

Shrugging, I sat my ass back down. “Why not? Fucker wants a piece of me anyway. We should get it over with.”

He leaned back in his chair as he swiveled toward me. “Then what? Finding your brother is merely one of the pieces to this never-ending moving puzzle. The Vates Ordo is likely seeking to open that portal and all they need is that Spirit-Marked to end this world. If you go facing off with Az right now, we’ll lose focus on the real mission.”

I hung my head, elbows resting on my knees. “We’ve been fighting this war for far too long. Sometimes I wonder if it’s not easier to let it all go to hell. I’ve been battling my nature for centuries, forcing all of you to suppress yours, and for what?” Raising my gaze to his, I continued, “If our kind is exposed to the world, the humans will try to hunt us down like animals. They won’t care about what we’ve done to protect them. Maybe we should embrace our kind and be the predators we were meant to be. Perhaps Az was right all along.”

A shadow of worry eclipsed Trek’s eyes. “You don’t mean that.”

The air grew stale as I contemplated my own words. How much longer could I go on with nothing to fight for but a principle born out of a weak heart? “What if I do?”

Before Trek could answer, my satellite phone rang. Grabbing it off the desk, I rushed to answer. “Tell me you’ve got something,” I said over the receiver.

“Our girl is on the move.” Bal’s deep baritone vibrated through the phone.

My jaw tightened as I jumped to my feet. “You sure it’s her?”

“Apartment lights came on a little while ago. Gideon had eyes on the windows. Caught glimpses of her and her guardian talking. Things got heated it seemed, and she left. We followed her for a couple of blocks until the sylph flew in out of nowhere. Then things turned really interesting.”

I paced. “Go on.”

“Something he said set her off, and she sprouted a tornado in the middle of the fucking street. Should’ve seen it. Cars lifting off the ground. Trees practically bending in half.”

An electric coil wrapped around my gut, sending warning shocks through my body. This was worse than I thought.

“Judging from her interaction with her guardian,” Bal continued, “it doesn’t seem she meant to stir up the wind. I’m afraid we’re dealing with a newbie.”

An untrained witch was a liability, even more so if she was a Spirit Marked. The source of their power was fueled by their emotions. If she was unstable, that meant she was extremely dangerous. “Proceed with caution. Don’t engage until I give the order.”

“Caleb just radioed in. She exited off the train and is headed toward Requiem.”

I vice-gripped the satellite phone. “Luther’s club?”

“Seems we’re in for a fun night. She’s gotta be working with him. Or the witches. I mean, what are the chances the Spirit Marked is headed toward the most underground vampire club in the city?”

“Do not engage,” I gritted, heat flooding my veins at the realization I’d lost control of the situation. My brother had escaped and the Spirit Marked was most likely already working with the Hive. But saints be damned if I would allow the rest of my team to walk straight into a deathtrap alone.

Bal grunted. “What if we lose her again? For all we know there could be a labyrinth of tunnels running underneath that club and that’s how they’ve been getting around unseen.”

“Keep your distance. I’m coming out to meet you. Wait for my orders.”

I felt the hesitation in his breath, sensed his anger through the unspoken words. He didn’t agree with my decision, didn’t like me tromping on his turf. This was my team, but those were his men. “Bal, tell everyone to stand down. No one is to engage the target until I arrive.”

The silence on the other end spun my muscles like a rope. Fed up with everyone questioning my stability, I spat my next words, “Balthazar, do not engage. Do you copy?”

More silence. “What if Azrael is there?” His clipped tone grated against my skin. He was my son and second-in-ccommand, but he never shied away from challenging my orders. It was something I both admired and loathed.

“It will be a fucking family reunion. Again, do you copy?”

After a long and resigned breath, he said, “Aye. Copy.”

“I’ll radio in when I’m close.”

Pocketing the phone, I rushed toward our weapons cache.

“Family reunion?” Trek asked, following after me.

I shrugged, strapping a pistol to my thigh holster as he handed me some extra ammo. It wasn’t the toxin-infused bullets Luther’s men had, but if you shot a good regular round into one, you could incapacitate a vampire long enough to make an escape.

His eyes narrowed, gaze calling out my bullshit. “You don’t have a plan, do you?”

I reached for an army blade and holstered it to my ankle. “I always have a plan.”

“Not having a plan is not a plan.”

I spun toward him, hands clamping into fists. “I buried him in an iron coffin for five hundred years. If I know my brother, he’ll be full of rage and acidic insults. But he’s not a blockhead. Azrael is calculated, like a cobra waiting for the right moment to strike. That moment is not tonight. Not when he’s still going through his rebirthing process and likely not at full strength.”

“So your non-plan is …?

“To capture the Spirit Marked with minimal collateral damage. Bring her in for questioning. Find out what the witches are planning, and why they need Luther and my brother.”

He crossed his arms, jaw set as he eyed me. “And how do you plan to capture the Spirit Marked? We all know what happened when you helped capture Arabelle. She nearly burned down the entire castle. Took decades to repair the damage.”

“Vampires are still faster than witches, and if she’s as new to her powers as we believe, then as long as I can get near her fast enough, I can incapacitate her. Plus, five hundred years ago we didn’t have this,” I said, reaching for the tranq-gun stashed inside a metal case. Picking up two darts tipped with hypodermic needles, I examined them to make sure they were pre-filled with the sedative.

Trek raised a brow, head cocked to the side. “One of those can knock out a bull.”

“Or a sylph. Taking him out will also dampen her power, especially if she hasn’t learned how to tap into the All Spirit on her own.”

“And then what?”

“I’ll give her a sedative until I’m ready to interrogate her. Maybe Anya can help. She used to be in the Inner Circle, so I’m sure she remembers a way to bind the witch’s power with the use of sigils or wards.”

Trek leaned against the metal table holding our gear. “Anya’s never dealt with a Spirit Marked. Wards and sigils might help temporarily, but Anya no longer has any magic of her own. If you want a better chance at neutralizing that witch’s powers, you’ll need a different kind of help.”

I paused, taking in a slow breath. “Are you suggesting⁠—”

“It’s time, Kane. The Sisterhood can help.”

Placing the tranq-gun back in its case, I grunted as I snapped the lid closed with more force than I intended. “The Sisterhood left Anya for dead.”

“Sabeena had to do what her hive demanded of her… what the doctrine demanded.”

Stepping closer to him, I puffed my chest. He stood and met my gaze, his shoulders pulled back. This wasn’t the time for this conversation. He knew how I felt about that treaty. “An agreement I was forced to sign, Trek. Those witches can’t be trusted, simple as that. If the time comes when I need their help, I will measure my options.”

Hooding his gaze, he took a couple of steps back, widening the berth between us and avoiding a confrontation that would derail us further. Putting his palms up, he said, “Alright. What about the sylph? What happens after you tranq him?”

I cocked a brow and patted his shoulder. “That’s where you come in.”

His forehead crinkled. “Is that right?”

Grabbing a key fob from the key rack, I motioned for him to follow me to one of our vehicles. “I need an iron cage. Preferably one small enough for a crow.”

Sideling up beside me, he handed me some body armor as he kept up with my wide strides. “Good luck getting him inside,” he said, voice pitched high with disbelief.

Pausing at the driver’s door of a black Camaro, I said, “Thing about elementals is, when they are in their corporeal form, they must abide by the physical laws of the form they choose. Whether it takes a human or animal body, as long as it is in that form, it is susceptible to the same type of bodily harm of any living creature. Or in this case, a sedative.”

“So, you’re just going to wait for him to shift into a crow?”

Sliding into the driver’s side, I placed the tranq-gun case on the passenger seat and made a quick sweep of the interior. Not what I normally drove, but I could appreciate its curves. If I hadn’t been hunting for the architects of the apocalypse, I might’ve taken it for a spin.

“Kane?”

I pressed on the brake and hit the keyless ignition, rousing the car from sleep. Its loud yet smooth engine-purr traveling through my bones helped ease me into the plush leather seat. “Elementals can’t stay in one physical form for too long or they begin to lose their sense of self, of who or what they are. Spend too much time as a human and they’ll get swallowed up by emotion. Spend too much time as an animal and they will be governed by instinct rather than thought. Both pose a risk to their mission. It’s how we were able to capture Arabelle’s guardians, you recall, don’t you? Too drunk to notice what was coming.”

Trek’s eyes glimmered with doubt, his neck muscles straining under his dark skin. “And if he doesn’t shift?”

I smiled. “If he’s anything like Arabelle’s was, he will shift to get away, but by then, the sedative will have kicked in and he won’t be able to fly.”

“What about this iron birdcage you want me to get? Where the heck am I supposed to find one of those?”

Before shutting the door, I said, “You’re my guy-in-the-chair. Do your chair-guy thing. Figure it out and call me when it’s ready.” I backed-up and peeled out of the garage as soon as Trek opened the gate, peering at his fading form in the rearview mirror.

He shook his head.

Witch or crow, I was not coming home empty handed.


Chapter Fourteen
AVERY



Heavy snow flurried around us, covering the streets in a soft blanket of pristine white. Salt trucks were late this evening, which was nice since it preserved the serenity of the night. Unfortunately, I was about to plow through that peacefulness.

As we trekked down the wide sidewalks, I reached into my bag and palmed the small rectangular card—my invite to Requiem. A prickle scratched at the base of my skull. It didn’t occur to me until we were in the subway car that the invite was enough for one guest.

I’d not mentioned it to Shadow and had a gnawing premonition he wasn’t going to take the news well.

About a block from the club, I summoned enough courage and stopped. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

“What is it?” he asked, pivoting back toward me, the snowy backdrop a stark contrast to his dark countenance.

The fierceness of his facial features was arresting. The shadows cast by the night carved angles on his face, erasing his boyish good looks and replacing them with something hard and cold, like granite.

I’d not seen him like this, so tense, the muscles on the column of his neck were taut, almost strained. Those black-as-coal eyes zeroed in on me with such ferocity, I thought they might swallow me whole.

“When we get to Requiem,” I said, pausing for a moment to gather myself as I knew what would come next once I told him the truth. “You will need to wait outside.”

Sucking in more air than I thought could fit in his lungs, his chest expanded, stretching his black, skin-tight, full-of-random buckles shirt, pronouncing those pectoral muscles in ways that should be illegal for any man—and he wasn’t even human, which made this whole thing even harder for me to process.

Stars, save me.

Shadow stared at me with quizzical eyes, that monumental breath he’d taken seeming to remain trapped in his lungs. Then, as if finally realizing there wasn’t anything left for me to say, he breathed again. “Nonsense.” The word sounded like a curse.

I pulled the card out from my bag, hating that my fingers trembled as I showed it to him. “I … only have one invite.”

Shadow’s forehead creased as he stepped closer and gently took the card from me, examining it as if trying to decipher a secret code before peering over at me again. “And?”

I shrugged, snatching the card back and shoving it into my bag. CJ was to get on stage in less than ten minutes and I didn’t have time to argue. “Admittance is only through personal invitation. I’m sorry but it’s just going to be me.”

He blinked, slow and possibly deliberately dramatic. “You’re suggesting I have no choice but to let you walk into that club alone.” His lips twitched with a very subtle, wicked smile. As if he thought this was some ploy he’d figured out.

A little fire lit up inside me. Glaring, I said, “I’m not suggesting anything; there is only one invite, plain and simple.”

He crossed his impossibly-hard-to-ignore large arms and echoed my gaze. “Not going to happen.”

My lashes fluttered. Standing straighter, I closed the distance between us—my nose barely above his crossed forearms—and peered up at his smug expression. “I wasn’t asking you for permission.”

He leaned down so his lips were mere inches from mine. “I am obligated to guarantee your safety. You cannot go alone.”

This close, I could practically taste his breath and see the ashen-colored swirls dancing in the depths of his eyes. And those full lips beckoned like succulent cherries on a hot day. He must have possessed the manual for recreating the perfect form of any living creature.

Heavens, he was marvelous. How could a lowly mortal like me not be lured by such magic?

And that’s when I realized that was exactly what was happening here. He was a magical being and this absurd attraction was nothing more than a way to get me to cooperate.

That fire burning in my core raged hotter. I didn’t like being handled. I blinked, breaking from the spell. “Listen, the whole dark and broody thing is losing its charm. I can handle myself. So, if you’ll excuse me…”

As I took a step toward the club, he used his tall frame to block the way. “But now you have vampires hunting you,” he started. “Now you have the power to command the wind at your will, a power that isn’t something to take lightly. Your entire realm depends on you staying alive, Avery.”

How could he expect me to accept this chosen-one bullshit after knowing nothing but loneliness and pain my whole life? And on top of that, now he wanted me to abandon the one person left in this world who mattered to me.

I didn’t ask for any of this. I didn’t want to be a Spirit Marked, didn’t want powers over the elements, and I certainly didn’t want to be in the middle of some supernatural war.

All I wanted in this world was my family back and it was the one thing I could never have.

Biting my lower lip, I held back all the hurtful things that wanted to spew from my mouth.

“Avery, I’m sorry. I know this is a lot to take in, but you’re too important.”

“I have to do this, Shadow.” My voice trembled despite my best efforts to keep my emotions locked away. “I can’t miss CJ’s big moment. Please tell me you can at least understand on some human level how much this means to me.”

Stepping closer, he wiped at the beads of moisture at the corners of my eyes. “It’s not that I don’t understand. But what’s at stake is bigger than you, bigger than any of us. Your safety is paramount—my only mission. If I fail…” He pulled a lock of hair behind my ear, his touch a cool salve to the pain slowly burning its way to the surface.

I couldn’t understand how he could tamp my emotions, keeping me from tearing at the seams, but he took my burden and made it his.

The weight that lifted off my body was immense. My anger melted away along with the ache in my heart. Without thinking, I reached over, stood on my tippy toes, and roped my arms around his neck.

And when his arms gently wrapped around my body, that wintry gale that had blown through my soul when he’d pulled me out of my angered state before gusted through me again.

This was addicting. To not feel sorrow, to not feel alone, to have someone who could make everything better with one touch.

I didn’t care that it was magic. That maybe it was an illusion. That perhaps it wasn’t real, and he was only doing this to pacify me. All I cared about was that the pain had faded, and I didn’t feel heavier than gravity.

“You won’t fail me, Shadow,” I whispered into the crook of his neck before letting go.

“I don’t like it,” he whispered back, his eyes inked with the dark blue of a stormy night.

“You don’t have to like it,” I replied with a wink. “You just need to find someplace to chill while I look for my friend and watch her set.”

He opened his lips to protest but I put my palm up as my gaze shot over his shoulder. A block down from where we stood, I spotted some type of altercation taking place in front of the entrance to Requiem.

“What is it?” Shadow asked, following the path of my gaze.

“Something’s going down. Looks like… Oh, shit!” The air was sucked from my lungs like a vacuum. Pointing down the street, I struggled to form the words. “Th-that guy literally tore that man’s heart out of his chest.”

Before I could even finish my sentence, Shadow grabbed me by the arm and dragged me behind a building front, out of view of the club. Nearly out of breath, my heart slammed against my ribcage. “That guy just killed someone,” I croaked, a ribbon of panic wrapping around my nerves. “We need to call the police.”

“Hush,” he ordered, pressing a finger to his lips as he pinned my shoulder against the brick wall with his other hand. “Vampires.”

“Vampires?”

He peeked over the corner of the building. “Have you ever seen a mortal yank a man’s heart out with his bare hands?”

A sheet of ice draped over my body, weaving itself into every strand of my DNA. This was insane. That man had torn into that guy’s chest like he was made of gelatin, then he just ripped out his heart like it was nothing. My stomach churned and I keeled over to the side, vomiting all over the sidewalk.

“We need to get you out of here,” Shadow said. “It’s not safe.”

Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I sucked in the frigid air, taking gulps of it until my insides felt like a freezer. The cooling effect eased my nausea. Looking up at Shadow, I said, “CJ is in that club. I can’t leave her there.”

Shadow helped steady me against the brick wall. “You saw what happened. Vampires came looking for you at your home. They were inside your apartment, Avery.” When he saw none of that seemed to change my mind, he added, “They destroyed your place and took your drawings. You go inside that club, you might as well hand yourself over on a gold platter.”

“I don’t even know what they want from me.”

His eyes flashed, anger and worry churning in their depths. “Vampires and witches have been mortal enemies for centuries. Trust me, they didn’t ransack your room because they want to be friends.”

“I’m not leaving CJ.”

A muscle in his jaw pulsed. “Are you listening? The last time witches and vampires meddled in each other’s business they nearly destroyed this world.”

I pressed my lips tight, determined not to let him cower me into not going. “I don’t care about their ancient feud. I don’t even know how to use my magic. Once they realize I’m not a threat⁠—”

He stalked closer. “They won’t care that you can’t control your powers—it only makes you an easier target. You are not just any witch, Avery. Last time a Spirit Marked walked this Earth, they burned her at the stake until all that remained was a pile of blackened ashes.”

The mention of that witch suddenly yanked the dream images from my mind, sending me back to that burning mound, the searing heat barreling through me like a forest fire, knocking me to my knees. The flames whipped against my skin, eating my flesh down to the bone.

My body convulsed and I fell to the ground.

Shadow dropped to his knees and took me into his arms. “Avery, what is it?”

The torment finally subsided as I eased into his chest. Perhaps it was Shadow and his morphine-esque touch, or maybe my body finally realized it was only a memory, but I didn’t care. All I wanted was to continue lying motionless in his cooling arms.

“I’ve seen her in my dreams,” I said, my voice barely an audible whisper. “Been her. Died as her. It’s so vivid, when I wake up, I can still feel the fire scorching me. Can still smell the rank scent of burnt flesh.”

“Blessed mother, Avery,” he said, sliding a strand of hair from my eyes, “That means… you’re not only a Spirit Marked, but a dream-walker as well.”

Gently pulling away from him, I sat on the snow-covered ground, wetness dampening my pants. Why did that term ring a bell? Where had I heard it before? Then it dawned on me. “Dream-walker… The bone queen; she called me that.”

Standing and offering me a hand, Shadow said, “We need to get you back to your home. Figure out what we need to do next.”

Still a bit wobbly, I took his hand and stood up slowly, shaking my head as I wiped snow off myself. “Is that it? You’re not going to explain to me what a dream-walker is?”

“In due time, Avery. Right now, we need to get you out of here.”

“Right now,” I echoed, “I need to find CJ. Then you’ll tell me exactly what a dream-walker is.”

Shadow stood like a sentinel before me, his body poised and ready to unleash his muscled strength to force me to go back home.

I smirked. No one could force me to do anything, not even him. Many had learned that lesson the hard way, and he would too. “Are we going to do this all night? We both know what happens when I get pissy.”

True fear flashed in his eyes. He didn’t think I was bluffing.

And I wasn’t. I could already feel gravity shift around me, the tips of my hair beginning to rise.

He put his palms up. “Simmer down, Avery. You don’t want to do this.”

As much as I didn’t know what the vampires wanted from me, after witnessing that gory death, announcing who I was in the middle of the street was not a brilliant idea.

I took a few deep breaths, letting the air settle to an easy breeze around us, gently whipping flurries in our face. I nodded as the coals of my temper cooled and things shifted back to normal.

“I’ll be quick,” I said, trying to appease him a little, but he said nothing. “I promise. I mean, it’s not like I look any different than any girl out for a night of fun at Requiem.”

Shadow approached, took me by the shoulders, and spun me to face the glass façade of the storefront next to us. “Are you certain?”

I didn’t even need to get closer. The white-hot ring around my pupils was so bright, it cast its own light in my reflection.

Shit.

I turned around, a lump in my throat. “Is this permanent?”

“No. But elemental power flows through you. Every time you activate it, it’s visible through your eyes. Takes several moments to subside.”

Shifting back toward the glass, I watched as the white-flaming rim slowly dimmed back to my natural color.

Okay. So, all I had to do was not activate the power.

Piece of cake.

Except, I had no clue how to control it. Since it had manifested, it activated on its own whenever I was hyper-emotional. And unfortunately for me, that frequently seemed to be the case quite recently.

I just needed to stay as calm as possible. Seal the volcano. Staunch the dam.

“Cool as a cucumber,” I mumbled as I moved away from the storefront.

“Excuse me?” Shadow asked.

“It’s an expression. Means all I have to do is remain as emotionless as possible and I’ll be okay.”

His raised eyebrows told me he didn’t think I was capable of such a feat.

Whatever.

Checking my watch, I grumbled as I realized it was now past ten. CJ was probably getting ready to get on stage. “I’m done wasting time. I’m going, and that’s final. You stay here and do your guardian thingy from afar. Keep a lookout. And if I need you…” I paused, not really knowing what I was supposed to say. “I guess, if I need you, I’m sure I’ll make it known.”

He crossed his arms and huffed a long breath. “Very reassuring. I’ll perch on the roof. Don’t be long or I’ll find a way to drag you out.”

Rolling my eyes, I peeked around the building. The altercation seemed to have ended. The heart-ripping guy was nowhere in sight, and neither was the heartless one. All that remained was a blackish stain on the ground, probably blood. I almost heaved, the metallic taste in my mouth making my stomach churn.

My courage didn’t seem so grand anymore.

You can do this, Avery. Just some vampires at a nightclub. What can go wrong?

Wind fluttered above me as Shadow shifted into his crow form. Looking up, I marveled at how fast he’d healed. He spread his beautiful wings, gliding toward Requiem, his black plumaged body cutting through the falling snow like a deadly blade.

He was beyond magnificent even as a crow. Utterly glorious.




Get through the front door, find CJ, drop to my knees and apologize until the sky fell, and sneak us the hell out of there. I repeated the plan in my head a zillion times as I approached the obscure entry to Requiem. Shadow belted a squawk so loud, it bounced off every rooftop, making me and even the guards jump at the sound. I looked up with a scowl. He ruffled his feathers as he perched on the edge of the building’s roof and stared back.

The message was clear: Hurry my ass up.

The burly bouncer hardly acknowledged me as I approached, unphased by the fact I had to sidestep around the probably still-warm blood of the man who had been murdered in front of him merely moments ago. Snow covered the spot where he’d fallen, but the dark stain of his blood was still visible underneath.

What truly made my skin prickle were the rifles strapped across their chests. I couldn’t recall when mercenaries started doubling as bouncers, but okay.

This was no ordinary club, after all.

Coupled with the fact they’d disposed of the body already and had kept going business-as-usual, I probably should’ve guessed things wouldn’t go as smoothly as I’d hoped.

That, plus the knowledge there was no signage to indicate where I was, were all bad indications this wasn’t going to be as easy as I’d hoped.

As I handed the bouncer the card, he didn’t bother checking if it was authentic. He barely glanced at it then threw it into the trash bin beside him before sniffing the air around me. With a slight nod, he gestured to his buddy who opened the metal door and ushered me in.

Well, that was creepy. Then it dawned on me. What if the bouncers were also vampires? What if he smelled me and decided I was food? Feeling terror claw against my neck, I squashed those thoughts. Probably should’ve asked Shadow if witches smelled different than regular humans.

I was met by a poorly lit hallway as soon as I walked in. The only illumination came from one set of circular, red fluorescent lights in the middle of the ceiling. It provided little visibility, casting reddish shadows on the walls. The pounding sounds of hard bass vibrated through the tiled floor and up my legs, which meant the club was likely below ground.

Another bouncer stood at the end of the hallway. He also sported a rifle across his chest, but this guy held a metal detecting wand as well.

Shoot. I’d forgotten about the mini sword in my bag.

What the heck was I supposed to do now? Either he confiscated the sword, or he’d send my ass back out the front door.

I tried to remain calm. No turning back now.

I flashed him an innocent smile, hoping perhaps he’d think I couldn’t possibly be a threat. No such luck. Internally cringing, I acted unbothered as he raised the wand and waved it over my body.

No beeps.

What the heck? How did the wand not detect my dagger?

Blowing a silent breath of relief, I offered the brooding bouncer another smile as he opened the set of double metal doors behind him and ushered me through into a stairwell.

The metal doors closed behind me with a loud clunk, and my stomach clenched, heart thumping hard in my chest. Ringing my clammy hands, I stood motionless for a moment, wondering what the heck I was supposed to do now.

How had my best friend ended up playing a set at an underground vampire club?

Music piped up from below. Seemed I’d been right. Placing a hand on the cool metal railing, I began my descent. Bathed in the same ominous lighting, the stairwell dove about four flights of stairs. In the shadowy corners, people huddled together, couples kissing and grinding against the wall. At one point I swore someone growled and scratched their nails on the concrete.

I sprinted down the last staircase until I came face to face with another set of metal doors blocked by another enormous bouncer. This one too smelled the air around me before letting me through.

Steeling myself, I inched through the door. I’d not known what to expect, but nothing would have prepared me for what was splayed out before me.


Chapter Fifteen
AZRAEL



Adjusting the cuffs to the new clean overcoat I was provided, I waited for the two vampires escorting me to Luther’s underground study to open the heavy wooden door. As they ushered me in, Luther looked up from the mechanical device resting in his hand, that centuries-old calm, schooled expression crack free.

Blasted hell. I’d find a way to chip it.

The door closed behind me with a soft click and I was left alone in the room with my dutiful son. The flickering flames of his hearth bathed the shelves of his expansive book collection—which spanned the entire room—in a warm, fiery glow swirling with playful shadows.

Sitting behind an oversized oak desk, he puffed his chest as he reclined on his red-upholstered monstrous chair. At his back, a wall of…

What did he call them back on the air coach?

Video monitors.

They displayed what those prying eyes of his were seeing. The contrast between the old world and new warped my mind in a dizzying spell.

Hair slicked, he steepled his fingers, shrewd eyes dissecting me, waiting for me to make the first move. There was a time when I would’ve been the one sitting behind that desk, examining some poor bloke like an insect under a magnifying glass.

But seeing my son sprawled on his makeshift throne, underneath this stone city, surrounded by his modern gadgets, made me feel obsolete, reduced to a relic. A figment of the past who no one no longer feared.

Hot rage flared through my veins, but I refused to let it burn through me.

Glancing around his study, my gaze snagged on a familiar text, the deep red, hand-bound leather, colored edges and gilded spine inscribed with the words Divina Commedia flashed me back through time. Aware Luther’s eyes were tracking every move my muscles made, I took a step toward the bookshelf and reached for the illuminated manuscript that had been in my family for centuries. Preserved well it seemed.

“Ah, Dante Alighieri,” I crooned, remembering the trilogy of poems. “Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita.” I smiled as I perused the pages of Inferno, noting to myself how fitting this piece of work was. “I knew him.” Slightly glancing at Luther, I feathered my fingers over the magnificently engraved vignettes still so rich in color and texture. “Did I ever tell you?”

His hear rate up-ticked. Good, I had his attention.

“I knew you loved his work,” he replied matter-of-factly.

I took a deep melancholic breath, reminded of my travels through Ravenna as I continued to scan through the text. “Yes, I did. Brilliant poet. Pity how he died.”

“Malaria, was it?”

I craned my neck and cocked an eyebrow, feeling the corners of my lips curl. “Is that what they say?”

Luther leaned forward on his desk, face taut, eyes spitting fire, lips pressed into such a hard line, it carved brutal edges across his cheeks. “Let’s cut the bullshit, Father. You didn’t leave a trail of corpses on your walk here to talk about a fucking dead poet.”

There he is… Finally, the unbreakable façade splinters.

In a moment’s breath, I was leaning over his desk, my face inches from his as I slammed the manuscript on his desk. “How insightful of you,” I gritted in a harsh whisper as I reached up and gripped him by the collar. “Let us get to it, then.”

Before Luther could respond, two of his blockheads busted through the door. I peered over my shoulder and caught their weapons aimed at me. “Let him go,” one ordered.

Still holding onto Luther’s collar, a grumbling growl erupted from me as I sneered, baring my teeth, but I shackled my beast. During my escape from Bringham, I’d seen what those weapons could do.

“It’s okay,” Luther uttered. “Lower your weapons.”

“My lord⁠—”

“I said. Lower. Your. Weapons.” When they complied, he added, “Leave us. Now.”

As they left, I shifted my gaze back to my son, fingers still curled around the fabric of his crisp white collar. His eyes flashed with subdued rage, but hiding the tips of his fangs was a harder ordeal.

Swell. I wanted him riled.

Eyeing my hands, he gestured for me to let him go.

I waited three seconds before unfurling my fingers, readjusting his collar as I patted his shirt free of non-existing wrinkles. As I straightened my shoulders, an arrow of recognition fired off in my brain, my gaze landing on the artifact sitting on the shelf behind Luther. Ignoring his wide-eyed expression, I hurried around the desk, heart at a hard run.

“How… How did you acquire this?” I asked, reaching for it, awed by the unmarred beauty of the silver-hilted dagger in my hand, its balanced blade reflecting the orange flames of the hearth as if the steel itself was made of fire.

It looked exactly as it did five hundred years ago. Remarkable.

“I was preserving it for you,” Luther said, eyes locked on my fingers as I ran them down the length of the sharp edge.

I drew a tiny droplet of blood on my fingertip as my eyes flicked to his. “Were you?”

He lifted a shoulder. “I knew you’d want it back one day.”

“Hmm,” I said, licking off the small red bead from my fingertip. “I was certain it was lost during my capture at Dundrennan.”

Luther appeared to have forgotten how to blink, perhaps even how to breathe. The dimple in his chin deepened as he clenched his teeth. He stared at me for an extended breath as his throat bobbed.

Had I said something to alarm him? Then a curious thought stirred. “How exactly did you come to possess it?” I asked, my brows pinching. “You were in Cromarty at the time I was ambushed and taken prisoner by my brother. We’d been on opposite ends of the country. News of my capture probably didn’t reach you for days if not weeks. Not to mention I’d been traveling through a dense forest. The chances of you finding the dagger…quite outstanding if not near to impossible.”

His face muscles relaxed, but his eyes remained alert, the gears in his brain turning.

“Well?” I asked, growing inpatient by his stunned silence.

“I bought it at auction many years ago,” he blurted out, running fingers through his black hair before signaling to the array of artifacts accompanying his book collection.“Father, it’s how I’ve acquired most of my antiquities.”

I frowned. Probable enough, but I wasn’t truly convinced. The erratic beats of his heart told me something was amiss. He was either lying or withholding some truth.

“Are we going to talk about everything other than why you felt the need to kill several of my men simply to pay me a visit?”

Haughty asshole.

Unbuttoning my suit jacket, I took a seat on one of the black leather chairs in front of his desk. Continuing to admire the blade, I rested an ankle over a knee, then shot him a steely look. “Know what needles me?” I asked, pausing to give him a minute to ruminate on my question. “Why you waited half a fucking century to unearth me from that tomb?”

He leaned back in his chair and puffed his chest. “It wasn’t the right time.”

The air seemed to chill around us. I should’ve been relieved he wasn’t going to try to lie to me, but I couldn’t help the acid that churned in my stomach at his blatant honesty. I tilted my chin downward, planted both feet back on the floor, and inched to the edge of my seat. “Oh. And who the damn saints determined when the right time would be, precisely?”

He rubbed at his clean-shaven jaw, eyes focusing on everything except me. “Kane went on a hunting expedition after he captured you. Sent men to all our command posts, and they cornered us. Forced me and my men to flee.”

I leaned in even closer, nerves fraying. “Flee?”

A slow blink followed by a sharp inhale. “We boarded a ship to the Americas.”

My hand tightened around the hilt of my newly reacquired dagger. “Let me understand this correctly. After my brother captured and tortured me. After he buried me in the dungeon of my own family’s castle, you took your men—my men—and you fled to America, leaving me to rot?” I jumped off the damn chair so harshly I knocked it back.

Luther’s face paled. “Father, calm down.”

Clamping a fist, I brought it to my closed mouth as I bit down on my teeth. Swaths of heat flashed across my chest as I fought to control the beast clawing from within. Canines descending, I gritted, “Don’t you fucking tell me to calm down. All this time, you’ve been hiding underground in this fucking city like vermin. And not once in the last five hundred years did you make any attempts to rescue me from that hellhole?”

He swallowed. “It’s more complicated than that.”

Approaching his desk, I plunged the pointed blade right into his precious antique desk, cracking the wood. “Enlighten me.”

Luther lurched back, slack jawed.

“Speak.”

“This desk… was a one-of-a-kind⁠—”

“And now it’s fucking rubbish. Try again.”

“At…at the time,” he began, his gaze shifting up from the blade. “A trip across the ocean for our kind required a special crew. Sixty-six days at sea with no food, sunlight beating on our heads for most of the day. We… um…” He swallowed hard, but something caught in his throat. “We needed help.”

The hesitation in his voice made my gut clench. Deducing who he meant, I proceeded to seek confirmation. “From?”

Luther stood, walking around his desk and putting his palms up to placate me even before his reply caused my ire to erupt. “Father, please, hear me out. I had no choice. They offered me and my men safe passage on board one of their ships.”

I was right, then—he’d made a pact with my enemy. “In exchange for what?”

Back stiff as a steel beam, he tried to keep his breath steady. His gaze clamped onto mine, a shimmer of resignation and perhaps even regret shining in their depths. “That I wouldn’t return to Scotland for you… not until the time they would call upon me.”

Pulling the blade from the desk with minimal effort, I took a step toward him. “The witches who killed Arabelle… the ones who burned her alive until nothing remained but ashes. The same wretched beings who tried to eradicate our kind?”

He took a step back, his voice dropping in supplication. “I had no choice.”

Closing the gap between us, I pointed my dagger straight at his heart, the tip pressing on his tailored shirt. His eyebrows hitched when he realized his back was against a bookshelf. “You had a fucking choice,” I said, my eyes trained on his. “You could have told them to bugger off. You could have come for your blood.”

“If we didn’t get on that ship Kane would have exterminated us. And with that, any chance of you ever escaping that coffin. If it hadn’t been for those witches, you’d still be a withered husk.”

Those last words struck like a fist to my gut. They’d been the ones to leave me in that coffin and now he wanted me to thank them for breaking me out. I would not agree to owe them anything, especially my freedom.

But bigger questions remained.

Why offer Luther a chance of survival to begin with? We’d been their enemies for centuries. They’d succeeded at killing Arabelle, my mate. And while in my brother’s hands, I was no longer a threat to them. Why the need to save Luther? And why unearth me now?

“What does the Vates Ordo want with me?” I asked, lowering the dagger.

“When we made our pact, I wasn’t allowed to ask questions. They simply stated it was in both our interests to lie low for a while. The time would come when they would call upon us to settle the debt.”

Pressing on my temple, I paced in a small circle. “They were biding their time. But for what? Why wait five hundred years? How do I fit into their scheme?”

He sighed, long and hard. Another revelation was about to be dropped. “They’re on their way here…. As we speak. To discuss the terms of our agreement.”

I spun toward him, every muscle on my neck and shoulders bunching into tight coils. “Terms?”

His expression changed, fear morphing into hope, remorse into ambition. The dark gleam in his eyes took on a life of their own. “A new age approaches, Father. The world as we know it is about to spin wildly on its axis. A shift in power, with us at the top, not the mortals.”

A candlelight flickered to life in my mind, the answers weaving themselves together like the threads on a tapestry. “They promised you power. This,” I said, gesturing to the walls of his underground compound, “this is all because of them, isn’t?”

“They agreed they wouldn’t interfere with my work as long as I…”

“Didn’t return for me…” My chin dropped, and a fist wrapped around my betrayed heart. If having my own brother sentence me to an eternity of despair wasn’t crushing enough, my own son had bartered with my life, dissolving that age-old adage. Blood, it seemed, was not always thicker than water.

I stumbled backward and fell into the second chair positioned in front of his desk. Rubbing my forehead, I tempered my angered pain, otherwise I would’ve ripped his throat out with my bare teeth. “All those centuries, starving, my flesh consuming itself. My mind melting into chaos without rest. And those witches held the key to my freedom. Because my son handed it to them. I peered up at my disappointment of a son. “You allowed them to let me suffer.”

Skulking back to his stolen throne, he said, “You have this all wrong. My hands were tied. The only way to defeat Kane and rescue you was to collaborate with the Vates Ordo. If it was a decade or centuries later, it didn’t matter. I didn’t have the men or resources to launch an attack on Bringham.”

“Excuses.”

His chest expanded. “No, not excuses. Back then, we would’ve been overpowered by the Shadow Knights, not anymore. The weapons you’ve seen my men use, the ammunition consists of toxin-filled bullets—an anticoagulant concoction fabricated by their alchemists. It blocks our healing capabilities. Wounds are deadly. Practically makes vampires mortal. The witches did that. Can you imagine what would’ve happened if I’d refused to cooperate? Father, they gifted us a weapon Kane can’t fight against.”

Sitting forward, I placed my elbows on my knees and hung my head. “Once again we’re at the mercy of their damn magic.” I looked up, meeting the self-assured smile plastered on his face. Imbecile. He thought this a victory, but the witches had us by the fucking balls.

I shook my head, lips twisting into disgust. Arabelle and I had fought so hard to rip their claws from our flesh. To rid ourselves of their power over us only to end up in a worst situation. Her—dead and below ground—and I, destitute of power and back in their clutches. A part of me now wished they’d left me inside that bloody coffin. “Seems everyone got what they wanted. The witches kept their magic, you stole my kingdom. Why, suddenly—five hundred years later to be exact—was I worth releasing from my iron prison?”

Luther inclined his chin, eyes growing cold. “You can ask them yourself when they get here.”

My eyes cut down to slits. “But you were planning to meet with them without me. Evidently, you felt my presence was not required. Yet now you see fit to include me?”

“You weren’t at full strength, Father. Still aren’t. I didn’t think you’d⁠—”

“Precisely.” I stood and adjusted my cuffs. “The only time you ever considered others was when it involved your own self-preservation. Seems nothing’s changed.”

His jaw twitched, lips ready to spew some defense. I’d had plenty of his nonsense for one night. “I will not be a pawn in your game or theirs,” I began, cutting him off before he even released a single vowel. “If there’s something I’ve always known, it is to never trust those witches.”

“Things are different now.” He leaned over his desk, the lines on his brow deepening as he ran a hand through his slicked-back hair, unruffling it at the sides. Eyes pleading with mine, he gritted, “We are indebted to them, Father. If we go back on our word⁠—”

“Your word,” I shot back, closing the distance between us. “I owe them nothing.”

He slammed a fist down onto his desk, splintering the wood further. “You owe them everything,” he snarled, fangs descended at full length, eyes flooded a deep red with blood. “This world, Father, is not our world. It belongs to the fucking mortals. You wouldn’t last a day out there without the protection my coven offers, a privilege earned by a blood oath I took in your name, our family’s name. You may loathe the fact that you chose to sire me, that you made me your kin, but I am all you have. I am your legacy and the only reason you are standing before me, breathing oxygen back into your cursed blood, is because of those saints-damned witches and the fact I sold my fucking freedom to them.”

I drew closer, meeting his flaming stare, sharing his stinking breath. “You will not make a mockery of my name. You will not heel before those detestable creatures. And I will not be a barter for your debts. They should have thought better than to accept your word in my name.”

“Think this through, Father. Despite our strength and our numbers, our vulnerabilities remain the same—we are still prisoners to the darkness. You know we are no match for a full-fledged hive. If we don’t meet with them, the Divine Mother will order an attack.”

Fucker wasn’t wrong, which only made my rage burn like molten lava. But I wouldn’t let my irascibility make an idiot out of me. A humorless chuckle slipped from my lips. “Guess you’re still incapable of not shitting all over everything. And now I must clean up your putrid mess. Tell your precious witch friends that I will meet with them… when I very well damn please.” I reached for the door of his study.

“Where are you headed?”

“I’ve been underground for long enough.”

“Don’t leave the premises.”

I paused, barely looking over my shoulder. “Beg your pardon?”

“The city is not a safe place for a newborn vampire.”

“I may be reborn, but I am no careless fledgling. Remember your place. I don’t take orders from you.”

Stepping out into the hallway, I shut the door behind me and grinned wider when the crack of something hitting the door blasted from inside his study.

The two blockheads standing guard eyed the dagger in my hand with a glint of trepidation in their eyes. They didn’t attempt to stop me from leaving. Self-preservation was a primal skill. “Well, mates, time to see my promised kingdom. Lead the way.” I winked, marching my ass up behind them to the next floor where loud, ritualistic booms of drums and indistinguishable music assaulted my ears.


Incantation to summon a spirit of fire. Translated from the pages of the Anákeum,The Ancient’s Book of Elemental Magic
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Chapter Sixteen
AVERY



Thunderous base vibrated through my bones as I ambled through the doorway. Ribbons of seductive beats wrapped around my limbs, urging me to succumb to the music, beckoning me to join the bodies entwined in a dance orgy in the center of the dance floor. The electric notes pulsed in synchronization to my heart, and familiar notes weaved themselves through my muscles.

I’d heard this set before in our apartment when CJ was composing it. It was her song, except now, it had been infused with something darker, richer.

I walked around the perimeter of the dance floor, trying not to get lost in the sights and sounds pulsing around me. Violet strobe lights bathed the entire room in flashes of forbidden images, and I wasn’t even sure if what I was seeing was real or not.

Misty fog produced by hissing machines did little to hide the bodies writhing in the shadowed corners.

Large velvety couches lined the walls, each one hosting erotic scenes of unrestricted pleasure. Heat filled my chest, spreading to all my extremities as I gazed on acts I’d never even seen in adult videos before.

A part of me wanted to look away, embarrassed at my perversion, but another part of me couldn’t ignore the heat pooling in other more intimate places.

I walked by another couch scene, my gaze locked with one of the women laying on her back, her naked body rocking back and forth as a man laid on top of her.

I was about to look away when I noticed she wasn’t really looking back at me. She was staring blankly, her eyes dead. Her arm hung loosely off the couch as the naked man lying on top of her pushed into her, hard and unrelenting, his face buried in her neck. Then he yanked his head up, catching me in his red-eyed gaze. Blood dripped from his mouth as he smiled, fangs extended from his gums.

My body froze, my breath gone from my lungs. I wanted to scream, but it got stuck in my throat. What the hell was this place? How was any of this possible? I knew New York City had a dark underground, but this went beyond anything my mind could ever conjure.

This wasn’t a nightclub; it was a slaughterhouse… and humans were the meat.

Shutting my eyes, I tried to reel in my emotions, to shake the fear that threatened to pop the lid off the cauldron of power sitting in my belly.

I needed to find CJ and get us out of there.

Taking a step away from the grotesque scene before me, I was swallowed up by the dancing horde. Bodies swayed, hands roaming my body.

Clutching my messenger bag against me, I pushed through the tight crowd, careful not to make eye contact with anyone. I stood on my tippy toes, looking over the sea of gyrating bodies, scanning for the DJ booth. Finally spotting the raised platform on the other side of the dance floor, I squeezed through, slowly carving a path out of the inner circle of hell.

When I reached the edge of the dance floor and shot my gaze up to the DJ booth, a surge of panic raced through my veins. CJ’s music blasted through the speakers, but the DJ booth was empty. Shit. Where the heck was my best friend? How was I supposed to find her in this swarming pit of vampires?

Spinning in place, I searched the couches lining the walls, hoping I wouldn’t find her entwined in an orgy of blood and sex, my heart racing at the possibility I might be too late. Continuing to look for her familiar face and that unmistakable spiky, purple hair, my shoulders loosened when I finally caught sight of her in the middle of the dance floor, arms tightly roped around Ricky’s neck, body rolling into his tall, lanky form.

I hurried to her, not caring who I pushed out of the way. We needed to get out of this place before either one of us got added to the menu.

“CJ!” I called for her, but the bass muffled my voice. After pushing through another set of people, I called to her again, and this time Ricky turned to face me, his pale blond hair falling over his dark eyes as they narrowed in disgust as soon as he saw me. Before I could reach them, he took one of her hands and tried to lead her away, but I rushed forward and grabbed her other arm.

“CJ, stop!” I held on to her wrist while Ricky pulled her in the opposite direction. “Let her go, Ricky,” I shouted over the loud music.

This time CJ turned toward me. I braced myself, ready for her dragon fire. I’d hurt her and deserved every ounce of anger she wanted to unleash on me. But what I hadn’t been ready for was the blank stare in her brown eyes.

The languid body. The pale face. CJ wasn’t looking at me, she looked through me, as if she didn’t recognize who I was. Taking her cheeks in my hands, I tried to get her to focus. “CJ, hon. It’s me, Avery.”

Nothing. My best friend’s face was utterly expressionless, her eyes a glassy lake. She looked like a ghost lost in purgatory.

I stared up at Ricky as he refused to let go of her hand. “You drugged her?”

“I did nothing she didn’t want to do.”

“You son of a bitch,” I growled, pulling CJ closer to me and chopping at his other hand. “Let her go.”

He smirked. “Or what, freak?”

Arrowing my gaze into his, I said, “Or I’ll fucking gut you.”

The asshole laughed, and that’s when I realized my mistake. I’d stepped right into his plan. He stuck out his other hand, grabbed my face, and pushed me back so hard, I fell flat on my ass right in the middle of the dancing horde.

Scrambling to my feet, my gaze darted in every direction, searching for where he’d taken CJ. I called after her, but it was no use, the music was too loud. An icy claw trailed over my skin. What had he done to my friend? Where had he taken her?

I brought a trembling hand to my chest. Terror threatened to pummel through me, and the thought of losing control in the middle of a vampire frenzy only added to my shaken nerves.

Shadow’s words echoed in my brain. Losing control now would be like handing myself over to them on a golden platter. I gulped air, focusing on the beats of my heart, though it was hard to distinguish between my actual heartbeats and the bass reverberating through my body.

Continuing to scan the crowd, I untangled myself from the mess of bodies pushing up against me. In between flashes of violet strobe lights and images of vampires feeding on and fucking humans, I caught a quick blur of purplish hair.

Ricky was dragging CJ behind the DJ booth and through a backdoor.

A wall of despair came tumbling down on me. “CJ!” I vainly called out to her again. But just as she was about to disappear through that exit, she seemed to have heard me, or maybe it was simple instinct that caused her to look back, but her eyes widened when she saw me, as if she’d finally awoken from some dream.

But it was too late. The door closed as she opened her lips to scream. I took off after her but was knocked back when my forehead hit a wall.

“Ouch,” I grumbled as I rubbed at my head. “What the hell?”

Shaking off the dizziness, I stumbled as my eyesight refocused, almost falling on my ass again from the shock of what I saw.

There had been no wall.

The world slowed the moment my eyes landed on the man standing in front of me, all movement around us ticking by at half speed. Lights dimmed lower and the music spun in muffled thumps.

Fear. Panic. Shock. The web of emotions spider-webbing through me only moments ago stopped weaving.

I forgot my reason for being there.

Was it possible I wasn’t dreaming?

Regardless of how dark the club was, there was no mistaking the gleam of those sapphire-colored eyes or the silkiness of that raven hair. Towering above me and standing a mere breath away, the man cocked his head curiously, his arrow-tipped gaze leaving pinpricks on my skin.

I scanned the rest of him, thunderstruck at the realism. Dressed in a tailored black suit that displayed every angle of his chiseled body, he stood with hands in his pockets, feet a shoulder’s width apart.

His lips curved, eyes roaming my face as if examining some oddity.

I almost laughed at the absurd reality of this vision. But was he a vision? I had to know. Needed to know.

I went to raise my hand to his chest, but he raised his to my hair, halting my breath as his fingers twirled around one of my curls.

“What a peculiar twist of events,” he uttered, his voice a deep, saccharine rumble that burrowed into my essence. Stars, it was as I remembered…

A voice that beckoned darkened thoughts.

One that stirred desire and longing.

I wanted to speak, to touch the fingers entwined in my hair, but words failed me. I couldn’t move my lips, couldn’t move a single muscle.

“Luther failed to mention you, little witch.” His sensuous lips curled wider, a glint of white peeking through. I remembered those teeth as well, and as much as my brain shouted at me that I should be afraid, I only inched closer, my legs no longer rooted to the floor.

I placed a palm to his chest, and a current of heat swept through me as I felt the hardness of his body and the satiny texture of his suit jacket under my fingertips.

Dear heavens, he was real. “It’s you,” I whispered, tearing my gaze away from his chest and peering up at him, losing myself in the calm chaos of his eyes. In that instant, I was transported through time in a spinning tunnel of images.

Skin against skin, bodies entwined in fevered moans.

Mine? His? Ours?

I wasn’t sure, but the sweetened warmth stoking in my center summoned a hungered cry from my chest, one of deep longing. How could this be? I’d never met him outside of my dreams, yet right this second, I felt connected to him on a visceral level.

Raw, animalistic instinct battled to control me.

Frightened by the potency of my unbidden desire, I forced myself to blink, to dissolve this carnal vision into a million fractured pieces until the woman wrapped in his arms no longer felt like me.

I was Avery. And I was back in the club.

Inhaling deeply, I tried to douse the coals still burning in my core. Easier said than done. The growl vibrating through his chest reached every nerve ending.

Breaths shallow, he seemed to awaken from the same stupor I’d been in.

“Azrael,” I uttered, as if his name belonged to me, each letter tasting like warm honey on my tongue.

His expression hardened at the mention of his name, eyes darkening. There was confusion swirling in their depths mixed with the black ink of an angry storm. He yanked my hand off his chest, grabbing my wrist with iron strength. He leaned down, lips feathering across my cheek as he reached my ear.

Every fiber in my body shivered at his touch, heart drumming against my ribcage.

“I know your kind, witch,” he whispered harshly, his warm breath brushing against my skin. “Best save your tricks for someone else, or you might find I have no allegiance to your frivolous pact. I have an acquired taste for witch blood, and your impudence has made me thirsty.”

His words stunned me into silence.

I trembled, unsure what to make of him as he pulled back. My skin burned from where his fingers still wrapped themselves tightly around my wrist. He was about to say more when something snagged his attention.

His nostrils flared and his gaze shot to the back of the room, cheekbones sharpening and jaw muscles twitching. I turned to look at what had rattled him, but a whoosh of air flipped my hair, and before I took my next breath, the hold around my wrist was gone.

And so was he.

Everyone around me came back to life in a rush of sights and sounds. Everything was suddenly too bright, too loud. I spun in place, disoriented, unable to make sense of my surroundings. But then, like a jigsaw puzzle, the pieces finally came together.

Requiem. CJ.

Shit, I needed to find CJ.

Gathering my senses, I settled my heart. Azrael was here. And he was as real as my own flesh and blood. But whatever the devil’s horns had just happened between us would need to wait.

I ran toward the backdoor where I’d seen Ricky drag CJ, but another current of fear rippled through my body the instant I laid eyes on the man standing right across from me on the other side of the dance floor.

You’ve got to be kidding me.

Had all my monsters received an invitation to Requiem tonight?

Dressed from head to toe in black combat gear, he looked like death on a mission. I knew instantly who he was. I’d recognize that warrior a mile away, whether he was dressed like a fifteenth century knight or a special ops Navy SEAL.

Taller than any man in this room, his broad shoulders and impending stance would make anyone cower in his presence. But it was the golden, messy mane, the sharp edges of his chiseled jaw, and the arresting intensity of his gaze that knocked the air from my lungs.

“Kane.” The word left my tongue in a whisper before I had a chance to think. He heard it twice as fast. Head swiveling in my direction as if tracing an invisible path straight to where I stood, his eyes locked on me, and a string tightened in my gut. Then his nostrils flared just like Azrael’s had—as if catching my scent—and the feral expression that overtook his face blew through me like a polar wind, broadcasting one primal truth.

He was on the hunt, and I was the prey. Fuck. Plain instinct awoke inside me.

He tapped on a device strapped to his neck, then moved his lips as if speaking to someone.

Shadow had warned me, and I’d been the idiot who’d refused to listen.

I’d never been afraid of Kane—not in my dreams, at least—but I couldn’t help the cold sweat dripping down my back or the shudders vibrating between my shoulder blades.

It was a split-second decision, one born out of sheer instinct to survive—run.

I pushed back into the crowd, crashing into drugged humans and half-naked vampires. I couldn’t see him, but I felt his presence at my back. As I spilled out from the dance floor, the stuffiness of the crowd thinned, giving me a small break as I sucked in oxygen. But the reprieve was short-lived.

Before I knew what happened, my back was pinned against a wall, Kane’s impossibly strong hand was wrapped around my throat, his entire body practically swallowing me whole as he caged me. His breath was inches from my face, those intense blood-red eyes glaring at me.

Being under Azrael’s gaze had felt like being caressed by shadows, and touching him like a luscious sin punishable by death.

But Kane… Heavens, being under his gaze felt like I’d been shoved inside a tornado, and I was now inside the eye, looking at the monster as it raged all around me. The sheer force of the power radiating from him could break me in ways I couldn’t even fathom. I tried peeling his fingers from my neck, but they felt like iron bars. What surprised me was the fact he wasn’t squeezing, though. Hurting me wasn’t his end goal. I was, in fact, inside the calm fury of the storm.

He bared his deadly teeth. “Not so fast, little monster. Where do you think you’re going?”

Through my peripheral vision, I caught sight of more men dressed like dark commandos, slowly approaching from opposite ends of the club. They were planning to box me in. “Get off me,” I croaked, simmering anger stoking the icy flames of the cauldron inside my belly.

A growl rumbled in his chest, the sensation vibrating off him like a raging river. “How did you know my name, witch? Who the saints-fuck are you?” His gruff and demanding voice made my insides quiver. Stars. This man felt like a Mack truck about to plow through me.

I eyed his hand. “Let go and I might tell you.”

“Nice try,” he hissed, and I swore his canines glinted under his lips.

But while he’d been busy trying to intimidate me with his growls and fangs, I’d reached into my bag and retrieved Ere-whatever-the-fuck-sword and had it aimed right between his legs, the point grazing what I knew any male—human or vampire—valued more than life.

I swallowed thickly. “If you don’t get your filthy paws off me, you can kiss your cock goodbye.”

His gaze flicked to mine, the blood-red tinge fading until all I saw was the navy blue of his glittering eyes. Those eyes…the same deep set, long-lashed ones I’d seen countless times in my dreams. A slow breath escaped my lips. My God, he was brutally gorgeous even in person—more so. It was a fact I couldn’t ignore even though his broad fingers were wrapped around my throat.

Eyebrows dipping, he looked at me with awe, his lips twitching in some sort of annoyed grin. The muscles in his jaw flexed, but when he still hadn’t removed his hand, I pressed the dagger harder against his junk, until he flinched and finally let go.

Not so big and scary anymore, are you?

He took a step back, but he was still close, too close. I hated having to threaten him, this man, this deadly vampire who I’d wished so many times I could touch or talk to in my dreams. Who I’d wanted so badly to be real and not just a figment of my imagination and whose true reality now pricked my soul.

Shadow’s words haunted me. These vampires had violated my home—Kane had violated my home. And he’d come for me, proving Shadow right. Vampires and witches were enemies. Kane was my enemy, and a little part of my heart splintered at the thought.

I raised the sword to his chest. He put his palms up, though I knew if he really wanted to subdue me, I’d stand no chance against this mountain of a man. “I don’t want any trouble. I just need to find my friend,” I said.

Suddenly, excited yelps erupted from the dance floor as some crazy song piped through the speakers, sending a stampeded of people slamming into us. I took the opportunity to duck out of his way and beelined it for the hallway directly across from me, hoping somehow it led to a backdoor. Heart lodged in my throat, I ran as fast as I could, knowing full well that if those vampires really wanted me, I would have no place to escape.

I barged through a door, realizing a moment later that I’d trapped myself inside the women’s bathroom.

Half-dazed girls who looked much younger than me swayed in front of the mirror as they attempted to apply make-up, their hands completely uncoordinated. One girl had blood staining the front of her white shirt all the way down to the hem, while another had blood smeared across her face. Another girl sat slumped on the floor, net stockings ripped, back against the tiled wall, a small, empty glass tube resting in her opened hand.

Sadness sliced across my heart. The lost look in their eyes, the loneliness and desperation choking the life out of them, it all reminded me of the look in CJ’s eyes. But it also reminded me of my time walking the streets as a runaway—of all the times I met girls just like these, girls like me. The leftovers. The ones no one cared about anymore. The ones men like the ones running this club took advantage of because no one would bat an eye if they went missing.

My hands clamped into tight fists. It wasn’t right, none of this was. These girls didn’t deserve this. Human or vampire, the men who used young girls like they were expendable were all monsters. And now CJ was being used, too. As if her life didn’t matter. As if no one would care if she went missing.

Well, I fucking cared.

And I was done running from my nightmares. I had no way of knowing if Kane or Azrael were a part of this disgusting place, but I’d take them down just the same. If they were hunting me, then they would now know I wasn’t easy prey.

I spun toward the door, knowing they would soon barge in. The air crackled around me, my palm burning as the symbol branded on my hand flared to life. The fire stoked deep in my belly, flames reaching out like the branches of a tree, spreading to every limb, to every crevice in my body.

My breath hitched, a spindle of fear threading through me. The icy fire was now all consuming, and I had no way of knowing how to squelch it, even if I wanted to.

Fuck my fear. I was done feeling scared. The mirrors on the walls shook. Garbage cans knocked over. Toilet paper swirled in the air. The girls in the room screamed, their eyes bloodshot with terror. I didn’t know what they saw, but as I turned my head toward one of the shattered mirrors, I witnessed the horror of what I was, my image splintered into hundreds of cracked shards.

Eyes flaming white, I hovered a foot above the ground, my hair floating above my shoulders, electric sparks crackling over my head and over my fingertips. Images of what I was capable of flashed in my mind. I could take this whole building down. Destroy the vile creatures feasting on young girls, as if they were nothing but disposable flesh.

‘Avery…’ a familiar voice whispered in my head.

I blinked. “Shadow?”

‘You don’t want to do this.’

“Get out of my head. You haven’t seen what I’ve seen.”

‘Avery, you won’t be killing only them. If you crumble that building, you’ll also be killing all the humans inside. Calm your rage. Listen to my voice.’

I clenched my jaw. “They have CJ.”

‘You won’t be able to help her if you’re dead. Now listen, I can help you. But first, you need to get out of there.’

“I can’t. Place is littered with vampires. The ones who came looking for me at my apartment… I think they’re here, too. I don’t have much time. If I don’t do something…”

‘Focus. Picture the air around you, every particle floating, suspended. Air is not visible to the naked eye, but you’re not like anyone else, Avery. You’re the daughter of the All Spirit. You can see. Just open your mind’s eye. Feel the energy flowing through you. You can control the source pulsing at the center of your soul.’

Closing my eyes, I looked inward, searching for the white, cold fire raging inside me. I dug deeper and deeper, hunting through darkness until…

“I’m here… I can see it.” A white orb of energy pulsing with unimaginable power sat seeded at my core.

‘Now, open your eyes.’

When I did, the world looked different. The air particles glowed like tiny, blue feathered jewels. As if I was swimming in a vat of them, every movement I made caused them to swirl. “I see…” I whispered.

‘Every single particle you see is an extension of you, Avery. All you need to do is will them to do as you would any part of your body.’

“What?”

‘Draw them to you, until every single particle in that room has been sucked from every corner and now hovers over you, on you. This will conceal you from anyone.’

“Camouflage?”

‘Exactly. But you must move quickly. This type of magic draws a ton of energy, so you won’t be able to hold it for long. Hurry. Find that exit.’

The loud thumping of boots blasted outside the door. They were here. I’d run out of time.

Not knowing how to command air particles to heel to me, I did the only thing that came to mind. I sucked in the biggest mouthful of air, picturing every particle getting sucked right into my lungs. To my shock, the tiny blue feathers swirled around me like snow during a whiteout.

When the bathroom door flew open, it smashed against the wall, cracking the tile.

A beast of a man stood at the doorjamb. Dressed in the same black combat gear, he held a gun in one hand, aiming it as he made a quick sweep of the bathroom. He sniffed the air, examining the girls in the room. Eyes completely bathed in red, he continued to stare, as if convinced something was awry. My body shook. I’d sucked in so much air and now it was screaming to come out.

Please. Please. I prayed for him to leave. I didn’t know how much longer I could hold my breath. He took another step into the bathroom and cocked his head at the girls. “Did either of you see anyone else come in here?’

Shit.

I closed my eyes and tried not to think of the burning in my chest, of the air trapped in my lungs for so long that it threatened to burst through my ribcage, guts and all. I grew dizzy. By now, my feet were back on the ground, and I fell to my knees.

‘Shadow,’ I whispered in my head. ‘I … can’t… hold it…’

“I said, did any of you see anyone else come in here?” the man gritted again.

Right when I felt the last of my energy evaporate, static sounded in the room. He pressed on an earpiece. “Fuck,” he grumbled, and he was out of the room as fast as my lungs caved.

Gasping for air, I laid on the bathroom floor, every limb feeling like lead, my head throbbing so hard I thought my skull would crack. I listened for Shadow’s voice, but nothing came through. I crawled to the door, wondering how in the world I was going to get myself out of there if I couldn’t even walk.

There was no way I had the energy to use that nifty air trick again. If I was gonna get out of here, I’d have to do it on hands and knees.

I opened the door and peered out quickly toward the dance floor. The music still blasted, but the dancing had stopped. More importantly, no vampire SEAL team waited to capture me. There was a crowd forming a circle instead. Men shouted at each other, and everyone was too busy watching.

Perfect.

Still on my hands and knees, I stayed close to the wall, avoiding the mayhem taking place on the dance floor.

Gathering strength where I had none, I speed-crawled around the perimeter, partly desperate to get out of there and partly curious to see the commotion, but there was no time for that. Finally, finding the set of double doors I’d entered from, I managed to stand and pull on the handle.

But the curious part of me couldn’t let me run free just yet.

I glanced back to the dance floor and my gaze locked with Kane, the vampire warrior turned modern soldier. His eyes narrowed briefly as if letting me know he’d seen me, but then he went back to whatever argument he was having with the club’s security team, as if he didn’t care I was escaping.

Then I saw why. The big, burly dude who’d come chasing after me into the bathroom was slinking through the crowd in my direction, weapon still in his hand.

Shit. Time to go.

I begged for the energy I needed to climb up the several flights of stairs to the exit. Someone must have heard my imploring prayers because somehow, I made it to the top, although the only memory I had was of the ice-cold wind and frosty snow as I stumbled out the door and onto the pavement.

“Shadow…” I croaked, my throat so dry it hurt to speak. I landed on my back, feeling the pins and needles of numbness spread through every limb. I couldn’t move, could barely breathe. Before completely losing consciousness, I felt the light flutter of wings caress my cheeks.


Chapter Seventeen
KANE



“Kane.”

The instant that soft, feminine whisper reached my ears, something inside me clenched. I followed the sound of that voice and locked onto a pair of heart-shaped lips slightly apart, shallow breaths sawing in and out of that supple mouth. My pulse hitched when I scanned the rest of her face. Amber-colored eyes glowed like warm honey, transporting me to another place and time.

Wretched saints.

Anya warned me the Spirit Marked would be a descendent from Arabelle’s bloodline, but fuck me, she even had the halo of red curls. The similarities were uncanny. This young female was no doubt the witch we were searching for.

The second she realized I’d tracked her voice, her dewy eyes swelled with fear. Fuck. I’d not wanted to scare her into a run, but I’d clearly not masked my reaction to her.

Or my intentions.

Every muscle in my body tightened, priming itself for the chase. I swallowed. This was a mistake; I should’ve never come, especially not in my condition—blood deprived and surrounded by the debauchery going on around me. If she took off now, I didn’t know how I’d be able to hold back, especially when I could practically taste the blood in the room—and the intoxicating scent of the fright racing through her veins.

Don’t run, witch. Don’t run.

Too late. In a blur of red hair, she disappeared into the crowd.

Gums throbbing, my fangs descended, thirsting for the one thing I’d been starving myself from for too fucking long.

The iron tang of blood permeated the air, driving the vampires in this club sick with bloodlust. But what I coveted was far more potent, far more satisfying.

The skin around my eyes strained, a sign my irises were flooding with the deep red stain of my blood. A growl rumbled through me, hunger for the hunt raging like a caged animal. A slow breath trickled from my lips as I readied for the sprint.

One second I stood where I was, the next, I had the witch by the neck and pinned against a wall. Saints save me. I hadn’t been this close to a witch in centuries, let alone one that reminded me so much of my past—one whose scent was about to turn me into a rabid beast. I pressed on the delicate column of her pretty neck, the heat and thumps of her pulse under my fingertips making my blood rush with a fire that threatened to consume me.

Everything primal about me—everything that made me a lethal predator—had awoken with fury. I didn’t know how much longer I could restrain myself from either crushing the vile creature’s windpipe, or from simply sinking my teeth into her flesh and drinking the bloody witch dry of her bewitched blood.

Damn this club. My heightened senses flooded me with turbulent hunger—hunger for blood, for sex, for life. Venom dripped from my fangs, a sign my body was clamoring for me to feed. I needed to drown out the world around me, needed to focus on my mission or I’d fucking derail it. We needed the witch alive to get to the bottom of the Vates Ordo’s plan.

She squirmed, trying to pry my fingers off her. I almost chuckled in her face. Witches could use magic against a vampire, but when it came to sheer physical force, they could never overpower a vampire’s strength, let alone a Second-Gen. “Not so fast, little monster. Where do you think you’re going?” I growled at her, needing her to stop fighting or she’d make this even more complicated. Especially when the fight fueled my instincts, and I was already close to losing the battle raging within me.

The warmth of her skin was making me lose my mind. Saints, she was so full of life. I had no doubt her blood would taste like heaven, but taking even a drop would cause the Sisterhood of Light to declare war against my coven, and that was the last thing we needed right now.

With an unwavering stare, she gritted, “Get off me.”

For such a young, inexperienced witch, she had some balls. I inched closer. “How did you know my name, witch? Who the saints-fuck are you?”

She eyed my hand, then snapped those amber eyes back to mine, her gaze alive with challenge. “Let go and I might tell you.” A bratty smirk danced on her lips which both amused and pissed me the hell off.

“Nice try,” I hissed, making sure she saw my fangs. I had zero time for games. Then I felt the sharp press of a blade’s point between my legs. She bore her gaze into mine, a self-assured glint shining in their depths. Arrogant little witch.

She swallowed hard. “If you don’t get your filthy paws off me, you can kiss your cock goodbye.”

I’d clearly underestimated her, and apparently, I must have taken too long to do as she demanded because she pressed the sword tip harder against me. Any deeper and I’d be doing exactly as she said, kissing my cock goodbye.

I could appreciate her cunning. The way I saw it, though, I could simply press hard enough on her jugular and knock her unconscious, or I could get her to lower her hackles if I pretended to play by her rules. Unclasping my fingers from her neck, I took a step back. She took the opportunity to raise her blade to my heart. I put my palms up to show her I didn’t want to harm her while at the same time admiring the peculiar yet gorgeous dagger.

“I don’t want any trouble,” she said, her shaky voice unmasking her fake bravado. “I just need to find my friend.”

Out of nowhere, the music exploded into a loud remix and the crowd went wild, sending a massive horde of bodies into us. I tried shielding her from the weight of the crowd to protect her from getting crushed, but the cursed little demon ducked and ran off.

Fucking hell. I’d just gotten outmaneuvered by that crafty hellion. As I scanned the crowd for her, I caught a glimpse of her red curls as she scurried through a door down the hall. I was about to sprint after her when Bal grabbed me by the shoulders and shoved me back against the wall. I snarled at him.

He gripped my tactical vest with steel fingers, pulling me forward, his face inches from mine. “Reel. It. In,” he gritted. “You’re going to fuck up this mission.”

“Get off me,” I growled.

His fingers tightened as he sunk his granite-hard gaze into mine. “Father, we need her alive.”

I glared back. Coming between a vampire and his prey was asking for death. But Bal didn’t relent. He’d challenge me right then and there if I didn’t heed his warning.

After a few short breaths, I forced myself to re-focus, pushing my beast back into its cage. Satisfied I wasn’t a danger anymore, he finally let go. “I’ll find her. You, get your shit together.”

I shook my head and rotated my shoulders, slaking the fiery hunger in my gut. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not.”

I wasn’t about to have this conversation here. “Go. Before we lose her.”

“We’re not done talking about this.” He eyed me one last time before signaling for the rest of the team to circle the perimeter, closing off all other possible exits. Bal stalked through the crowd, careful not to trail too close. We didn’t need her panicking and sprouting a fucking tornado in the middle of the club—as I’d almost done by marking her as my prey and pinning her against the fucking wall.

I swore under my breath. We’d be lucky to get out of there with our target before the rest of the security found out we’d taken out four of their guards. Then I spotted Luther’s men already approaching from opposite ends of the club, cutting off Caleb and Gideon. So much for hoping they hadn’t found those bodies yet.

“We’ve got company,” I said over our comms.

“I see ‘em,” Caleb replied. “Not gonna lie, kinda hoped we’d end up rendezvousing with these dickheads at some point tonight.”

“Don’t get too excited. They might be packing poison rounds,” I reminded him.

“Let’s hope this new body armor Trek acquired holds up, then,” Gideon added.

Yeah. Let’s hope.

A body flew across the dance floor, landing on a heap of dancers. Some people screamed while others scurried. On the other side of the dance floor, Caleb’s brass knuckles glinted under the strobe lights, a crooked grin on his face. His long, blond hair was tied at the nape, displaying his fierce jaw and glowing red eyes.

The vampire lying in the middle of the dance floor cursed as he climbed back to his feet, rubbing his jaw where Caleb had just delivered the heavy blow.

“Jig is up. Bal, eyes on the target yet?” I asked.

“She’s in the women’s bathroom. Going in now,” Bal answered.

“Try not to scare her too much.”

“More than you already have? Not likely.”

Wanker. He knew he could get away with shit because he was my son and best warrior, but disrespecting me in front of the team?

Yeah, we’d have words later.

Several growls grabbed my attention, revealing that the club’s security had surrounded me. One unlucky bastard stepped forward from the crowd—the prick who Caleb had upper-cut and sent flying into the mass of people.

“You knob heads will regret crashing this club tonight,” he gritted as he signaled for his men to apprehend me.

Raucous music bounced off the walls, but everyone had stopped dancing. Receding from the dance floor, they unintentionally created a ring around me and the guards. I was outnumbered, but the challenge spiked my blood with an adrenaline rush.

I glanced around, noting the feeding frenzies in the dark corners of the club. Oblivious to what was happening, blood-lusting vampires fed on humans. The reckless use of blood hosts, even if they were voluntary—and I wasn’t certain they were—was reprehensible.

“Blood-host parties are prohibited,” I said to the bloke who approached, looking to distract the guards from the real reason we’d crashed their party. “I’d like to speak with the vampire in charge. Where’s Luther?”

“I’m in charge,” he spat, eyes narrowed into some type of threat.

I sighed. This pup clearly had no clue who I was. “Nah, you’re just the guard dog. How about you cooperate, and we can avoid spilling blood. Again, where’s Luther?”

“You chose the wrong club tonight.”

His men inched closer. Good. The longer I kept these idiots focused on me, the more time Bal had to execute the rest of the plan.

“Bal, target secured, yet? Luther’s men want to tango,” Caleb said, speaking into the comms as he stepped out from the shadows and into the ring, a smirk spreading across his lips. “Let’s make this quick, eh boys?” He directed his comment to the guards. Taking a boxer’s stance, he bounced on his heels, brass knuckles in place of gloves. “Got a sweet lass back in my bed. Don’t want to keep her waiting.”

Cutting X’s in the air with his fighting knives, Gideon joined the party. “Yeah, all this talk is boring me to shit.”

Seemed we’d need to fight ourselves out of this one. Taking my tactical knife out from my thigh holster, I postured for an attack, but then a new figure appeared from within the crowd, flanked by several more guards.

“If it isn’t my dear uncle,” the male drawled. “What’s with all the unannounced visits lately? Do people not know it isn’t polite to not call ahead?”

I cocked my head. Still the same arrogant piece of shit. “Funny. Don’t recall you calling Bringham to tell them you were coming to unearth your daddy.”

He smirked, but his gaze was sharp as blades. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

Lowering my knife, I stepped forward. “What you’re running here is prohibited.”

Huffing an annoyed grunt, he approached me as well, his flaring nostrils inches from mine. “You’re still trying to govern our kind like you’re king. Sorry to say, you were dethroned ages ago, uncle.”

“It goes against our doctrines.”

“Your doctrines. Last I checked, I run my own coven.”

As much as I wished to dismantle whatever operation he had going on, right now we had other problems. “Where’s Azrael?”

“Finally, the real reason for your visit.”

“My brother, Luther. Where is he?”

Before he could answer, a blur of fiery-red curls caught my attention. In that same split second, I spotted Bal in the crowd, tracking our witch. I looked away before Luther noticed what was taking place behind his back. I needed him focused on me.

“My father’s whereabouts don’t concern you,” he spat with a snarl.

“In other words, you don’t know. You really didn’t think this one through, huh? Thought you could keep my brother under control like a good little puppy? You’ve unleashed the world’s most dangerous predator in New York City, and you expected me not to come knocking at your door?”

“I’ve heard enough.” He gestured to his guards. “Shoot them.”

A dozen or so guards raised their rifles.

Fuck. That’s not how I’d intended this to go.

“Wait,” I said, putting my palms up. “You may want to rethink that.”

“And why would I do that? By now you’ve seen what these weapons can do. You’re the unfortunate assholes who walked into my club uninvited.” He tilted his head, a mocking grin carving across his face. “How’s Larick, by the way?”

Prick. Thankfully, I’d come prepared. “Does he know?” I blurted out, not taking his bait.

Luther’s brows dipped, creasing his forehead, a cloud of confusion swirling in the depths of his gaze. “Does who… know what?”

“Your father. Does he know about the deal you cut with the witches? You remember,” I said, inclining my head. “The full details of his capture.”

Luther stayed silent, eyes branding me with rage, teeth grinding as he contemplated what I knew regarding the bargain he’d struck with the witches—that he not only knew about the plans to capture Azrael, but he helped orchestrate it.

“Something happens to me and my men, Trek will make sure my brother finds out the whole truth.”

Luther worked his jaw. “Lower your weapons,” he finally told his guards.

I smiled. “You’re smarter than you look.”

He sneered. “What do you want?”

My lips twitched. “In addition to letting us walk out of here, I need the antidote.”

A laugh trickled from his lips. “Larick’s still fighting for his life? Impressive.”

“I won’t ask you again.”

Luther shrugged, hands still tucked in his suit pants. “Sadly, uncle, there isn’t one. The toxin is spelled by the Divine Mother herself.”

“Magical origin?”

“Precisely. Unless you can convince her to heal my cousin, only a witch as strong as her can help him. I’d march my ass back to Scotland, uncle. Say your goodbyes before he turns to ash.”

“If he dies, I’m coming for you.”

“I’ll be waiting.” He gestured to his guards. “Let them through.” As I went to leave, he gritted, “This isn’t over. Soon, you’ll be seeing things my way.”

Caleb and Gideon followed behind me as we exited the club. Seemed I had yet another reason to find that Spirit Marked.


Chapter Eighteen
AZRAEL



Had the amber-colored eyes not poked at my past, I would have swatted away the lowly witch who unceremoniously staggered into my chest. But then the red flames in her hair seduced me to reach for a curl, thrill skittering over my skin at the touch of the silky strand between my fingers. “What a peculiar twist of events,” I murmured, examining the rest of her. “Luther failed to mention you, little witch.”

Her lips parted, the heat of her breath carrying the scent of her innocent curiosity. Her instincts felt off. She should’ve been afraid.

I smirked as I watched her hand gently raise to my chest. Intrigued by her boldness or perhaps her blatant disregard for decorum, I allowed the witch to tempt her fate.

When her palm touched me, fire shot through my heart, spreading through every muscle and bone.

Saints damn me.

I’d gravely misjudged her intentions.

The invasion of her mind into mine felt like the delicate hands of a seductress, each caress more branding than the last. Every touch was impossible to resist. I’d not been prepared for the onslaught of memories she unearthed from my past—the ones I’d buried while in my prison.

Buried because the outright recollection of those moments, of those hands, those lips, that voice…

It’d been torture beyond anything imaginable.

And I’d let this witch dig them up. Let her show me my weakness and remind me why I’d lost.

Devotion. Passion. Love. All for a woman who promised me her heart, yet loved power more. And still, I’d given her everything, including my dark soul.

My pulse raced as a vision spurred to life in my mind. The blood in my veins quickened as Arabelle dug her nails into my bare back, her naked body arching beneath me, her swollen mouth begging me to go deeper, to bite her. To⁠—

The tether snapped, the memories sinking back into the depths of my wrecked heart.

Every muscle in my body felt rigid and liquid at the same time. Shaking my head, the images scattered until all I saw were those damn glowing amber eyes. The strange lights and obnoxious music of Luther’s club also rushed back into focus, unsteadying me.

“Azrael,” the witch whispered, pronouncing every letter as if she had any right to claim something that wasn’t hers.

I yanked her hand off my chest, curling fingers around her wrist. She winced, but I knew my strength. If I wanted to truly hurt her, I would’ve.

Leaning down, I brushed my lips along her jawline, searching for her ear under the cascade of curls. I wanted to frighten her, to show her the deadliness of the game she’d played, but the feel of her skin doused me with unwanted desire, forcing my canines to descend.

Cursed demons.

If Luther sent her to tempt me—to trick me into cooperating with the Vates Ordo—then he’d made a grievous mistake. “I know your kind, witch,” I said, feathering my mouth over her ear, taking note of her rapid breaths. “Best save your tricks for someone else or you might find I have no allegiance to your frivolous pact.”

I wanted to witness fear hurtling into her eyes, but another distant yet familiar scent stole my attention. Looking over the crowd, I tracked the thief until my gaze hooked onto the individual across the room.

Balthazar.

My lips twisted into a snarl, mouth salivating with the taste for vengeance. Gums throbbed, my fangs eager to tear into my nephew with unrelenting rage. I was about to lunge toward the vampire, but a quick realization rooted me in my tracks.

Now was not the time. I wasn’t yet renewed to my full potential. Battling a Third-Gen vampire without my complete strength would land me on the losing end.

What the bloody hell was Balthazar doing in Luther’s club, anyhow? Had my son neglected to inform me of a family reunion? Weasel. This tangled web of lies and misinformation made me quake with fury. Luther’s handle on this coven was questionable at best and reprehensible at worst. I would not allow this to go on any further.

But I’d deal with him soon enough.

Right now, I needed to find a way out of this place.

Not wanting to risk a confrontation with Balthazar or his men, I slid through the crowd like an unseen fog, leaving behind traces of disturbed air before disappearing through a back door.

I burst through a different passage that emptied me out into an abandoned alley and heaved as I swung the door shut behind me, my gut wrenching. The loud noises of the club mixed with the smell of sweat, alcohol, and blood, were overtaking my weakened body and making me nauseous.

I attempted to sort through thoughts of my brother’s son and his men on Luther’s grounds, but fragments of a distant past pulverized the concrete walls I’d built around my mind.

Arabelle…

At first, the only thing that kept me sane while I laid paralyzed in my coffin was her memory. But time has a funny way of toying with your sanity. The unbearable sorrow eventually grew worse with every image of her face. It was a constant reminder I’d never see her again, not even in death.

I’d chosen to lock the memory of her love away instead.

And now that woman…

The woman with the brilliant eyes that pierced through me like a spear had awoken something inside. I wished I hadn’t been forced to leave so abruptly. What she did was a violation of their so-called treaty with my kind. She’d used magic on me and that was a punishable offense. It pained me to have left her there; I would’ve loved to wring every ounce of fear from her arteries.

The impertinence of her behavior made my insides blister. Or maybe, it was the ringlet of her potent scent wrapping around me as I’d hastened away from the married swarm of mortals and vampires that made my head swim with murderous thoughts.

Her blood hadn’t reeked of impurities; it was sweet cream and honey, driving me to maddening hunger.

Fucking witches and their wicked games.

My head spun again, and I fell backward into the wall of the building next to me. Bracing myself, I took sharp breaths. I fucking needed to focus. Needed to feed, or I’d rip myself out of my skin.

Several yards from where I skulked in the shadows, my acute hearing picked up the dull thumping of footsteps. I peeled myself off the wall, careful to remain cloaked by the night.

Approaching the street, I slowly turned a corner and relief wove through my muscles. A trio of women stumbled out of the backdoor of an establishment, the rhythmic throbs of their hearts pumping blood echoing in my ears.

Every single one of my senses instinctively aimed themselves at one single purpose—to feed.

Adrenaline ran amuck in my body, inebriating my senses. I’d fantasized about this moment—about the hunt—for five hundred years. The unabashed intoxication of warm, fear-laced blood surging through my heart. My entire body tightened, coiling with anticipation. I licked the top row of my teeth, pressing my tongue against my fangs. Venom already dripped from their tips.

Adorned in modern attire, the three women locked elbows as they walked in unison in the opposite direction from where I stood. A low growl rumbled through my chest.

Time to stain the night red with mortal blood.

I stalked them, registering their distinct heart rates, their breathing patterns, the differences in their voices, and the intricacies of their movement. I became intimately attuned to each girl.

Could I have taken all three in a moment’s breath? Undoubtedly, but it would’ve tainted the delicacy of savoring my kill. Hunting was about foreplay, not just about reaching the climax.

I stalked closer until one of them stood out as the more formidable prey. They wound down darkened streets, their anxiety perfuming the wintry air.

I smirked. Someone’s instincts had kicked in. Though I’d stayed close to the shadows, all creatures had the ability to pick up on unseen cues. Looking over her shoulder, the girl with shoulder-length brown hair stopped walking, scanning the dark corners of the street for something she couldn’t quite see.

“What is it?” her blonde-haired companion asked.

“I’m not sure…” she replied. “Just had the strangest feeling someone was following us.”

Her two friends joined her in searching for the unknown threat. The blonde girl shrugged, smiling as if her friend was simply paranoid. But the third female, the one with violet streaks in her jet-black hair, snarled into the night.

She reached into her short fur coat and pulled out an object. “Listen, asshole,” she shouted into the barren street, snowflakes covering the tracks their heeled shoes had left. “Unless you want your eyes burning with acid and your nut sack ripped off, I’d suggest you walk your ass back home.”

“Stacy!” the brown-haired girl squealed, her nervous laugher carrying her voice down the street. “Don’t piss off whoever is out there following us.”

“I’m not afraid of some creep,” the girl with the boisterous threat on her lips replied. “Let him try to come at me.”

Oh, the fight in her…

My lips stretched into a wider grin.

She was perfect.

My ears twitched at the sudden change in heart rates. They wanted to appear unperturbed, but their animal instincts betrayed the coolness they tried to blanket over their faces.

The smiles they tossed in my direction, as if they believed only some imbecile lurked back here, failed to hide the intent behind their quick, shortened strides. They knew danger loomed as much as they wished to deny it.

One by one, the women went their separate ways, their departures sealed with strong embraces until only one remained, and not a single soul, except my own, accompanied her.

No longer needing the shadows, I stepped out into the light shining from the single lamp lining the street. I did not mask my footsteps as I closed in.

The brunette spun toward me, almost losing her footing. Despite the frostbitten night, sweat beaded on her forehead.

Her palpitations fluttered with a mix of fear and a desire to fight. Gripping something in her hand, she aimed it at me as she took small steps backward. “Stay back,” she yelled, her eyes trained on me as her other hand mined for something inside her small, red satchel. She finally yanked it out. A cellphone.

I sighed. This new world loved to trample on my fun.

I’d felt the pull of the skin around my eyes moments before, which meant my irises were already flushed red. Flashing my elongated fangs, I crooned, “Don’t trouble yourself, lass. This will be over before you have a chance to summon a knight to your rescue.”

She screamed at my transformed face, dropping the canister in her hands as she wobbled out of her shoes and took off in a sprint.

A slow smile crept onto my lips. This was my favorite part. The chase.

Strolling at an even pace, I let her believe she had a chance to escape. I listened intently to the sound of her blood rushing to feed her muscles with oxygen. I inhaled deeply, absorbing the fragrance of her panic, that flight response hormone that could drive me into a frenzy.

But it wasn’t quite as alluring as what came next.

In a streaking blur of speed, I took off after her, reaching the young female in less than half a second. I snatched her body mid-run, then dragged her behind a tall, stone building. The alley stunk of urine and garbage, but the sweet aroma emanating from her pores chased the offensive rank away.

I pinned her against the cold wall, pressing my body against hers, never once breaking contact with the terror flashing in her eyes. The girl fought to break free from my grip, but it was useless. My supernatural strength was an unmoving pillar against her mortal efforts.

Still, she was relentless.

“The pain is brief,” I whispered, brushing my lips over her ear, hoping she’d stop wasting her energy. If she kept this up, she’d ruin the flavor of her blood with all this aggression. A little fight spiked the blood with a bit of spice, but too much and it became unsavory. “I give you my word.”

She stopped squirming, brows knitting closer together as she took in my words. Confusion swirled across her face until the meaning of what I’d said buried its nasty claws into her flesh.

Eyes widening, she gasped, breasts rising and falling against my chest with each rapid inhale. That feistiness burning inside her refused to succumb. “Fuck you,” she gritted as she spat in my face, tears rolling down her cheeks, eyes challenging me to do my worst.

I let the saliva drip down my jaw as I reached for the corners of her eyes, dabbing at the tears and licking them off my fingers. The strong salty taste burned my tongue.

Angry tears.

Any other time I may have ripped into her neck and snuffed away that seditious attitude before she could ruin my meal, but tonight, I felt somewhat gracious and gifted her a smile instead. Humans were mere sustenance, but I could appreciate strength even in a mortal. “Your will is impressive. You may have tempted me to break my oath had your aggression not been so overly rash, lass. But I have neither the time nor the patience to deal with a newborn vampire.”

Not to mention I cared little to offer my gift again only to suffer another let down. Luther had proven to be quite the blunder.

The terror storming in her green gaze made my heart clench a little. She couldn’t have known what awaited her, but my words had clearly suggested this wouldn’t be a typical death.

I’d tortured her enough.

Grabbing her by the hair, I angled her neck and sunk my teeth deep into her flesh. The pressure of my needle-sharp fangs made her spine arch, the flaming sting I knew had shot through her nervous system making her body quiver in agony.

But her screams died in her throat. The drugging properties of the toxin coating my fangs and in my saliva was almost instantaneous, numbing the pain.

Her body fell limp in my arms, the toxin lulling her into submission. Holding her tight, I drank and drank from the wound, stealing her life, her warmth. Each pull of blood coated my throat with honeyed liquid and my gums throbbed as I sank my teeth deeper. I growled as if I couldn’t get enough.

This. This… was everything.

The power surging through me made me lightheaded. The fibers of my muscles stitched themselves tighter. Bones splintered and healed simultaneously as they reinforced themselves, the pain masked by the euphoria riding the blood pumping through my heart.

My vision focused to a pinpoint. Hearing sharpened until I could home-in on the slight crunching noise a single snowflake made when landing on my overcoat. I pulled more blood, feeling my gut clench with more hunger.

No. No. I would not allow myself to be consumed by the sickness. Shaking the bloodlust from my nerves, I took the last gulp, listening for the quieting of her pulse before unlatching from her neck.

I lifted my head, lips soaked with blood, the trills of life singing throughout my body.

Lowering my eyes to the lifeless girl in my arms, her short memories flashed through my mind. She couldn’t have been much older than twenty-five. An only child, her father had doted on her. He’d been the one to gift her the canister she’d held in her hand. For protection, he’d said. He’d underestimated the nature of the monsters prowling this city.

I cradled her cold body and sighed. She’d died with her eyes open, so I closed them with my fingers before breaking her neck. As I lay her body on the ground, the snow covered her corpse in a quilt of white.

What a rush. Releasing a sated breath, I smiled, silently thanking her for her sacrifice.

If my brother ever regretted not killing me, now he’d wish I’d never been born.


Chapter Nineteen
AZRAEL



Iarrived back at Requiem sometime before dawn. To my delight, the grating, unmelodious music had ceased, and the unpalatable feeding party was over. 

“Welcome back, my lord,” one of Luther’s guards stated as he offered me a trip down to the main living quarters aboard their elevator. “Master Luther requests your presence in the library. The Divine Mother is here.”

My gut roiled. I cared little to see that odious creature. I was still furious about the witch they’d sent to dig inside my brain. I planned to see the bloody Divine Mother and demand answers, but on my own time. When I saints-damned pleased.

But if she was already here, perhaps it was best to get the unpleasantry out of the way sooner rather than later.

“I’ll take the stairs,” I said. The thought of being enclosed inside a metal box gnawed at my bones. “And inform my son that if the witch wishes an audience with me, I’ll be in the drawing room. You do have a drawing room here, I presume?”

He nodded. “I’ll have a lily meet you on the third level. She’ll escort you.”

“Very well, thank you.”

I heaved an irritated breath with every step down the metal staircase. The thought of being in the same room with the creatures who’d taken so much from me gutted me balls to chest. I’d never met this Divine Mother, but the leaders of the Vates Ordo were all the same—vile, conniving harpies.

No doubt this one had a serpent mouth like her foremothers. And while I’d told Luther I didn’t plan to meet with them, the truth was, even though I would rather burn my eyes out with a branding iron than breathe the same air as them, ever since running into the red-headed witch at the club, my mind hadn’t stopped churning, wondering who the saints-damned she was and how she’d been able to tap into my mind. Or why.

With a simple touch she’d burst open the locked chest of memories I’d drowned in the cold abyss of my heart, dredging up all the muck of my torment. If they sought my cooperation, this wasn’t the way to secure it. These witches were playing a dangerous game if they thought they could use their magic on me and get away with it unscathed.

To my surprise, waiting at the bottom of the stairs, dressed in a white, flowy gown, Maya stood, head bowed and hands clasped behind her back. “I did not expect to find you still here, little bird. I can’t guarantee you another opportunity to escape.”

“My lord,” she uttered quietly. “I’m grateful for your kindness, but my little sister is being kept in the cells. I can’t leave without her.”

“You’re a brave soul to trust me with your burden. I’d offered you your freedom, not hers.”

Her gaze snapped up, a flash of dread blanketing her beautiful face.

I inched closer, tipping her chin up with my fingers. “My kind is wretched, little bird. Don’t let my manners fool you. Underneath this skin prowls a panther. Always hungry, always ready to pounce. Never let your guard down around vampires; it’s a mistake that could cost you’re your life.”

She blinked slowly, understanding sinking into her fluttering heart. She bowed her head and led me into the drawing room. A small smile crept to the corners of my mouth.

Fashioned similarly to Luther’s study, the room dripped of overindulgence. Persian rugs, Italian crafted furniture I recognized from our home back in Scotland, to a time right before my capture. More dusty books and relics lined the expansive floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. Monstrous paintings adorned the gilded-trimmed walls, depicting battles and voyages at sea. An immense, gold chandelier hung from the coffered ceiling.

A pang of melancholy rang through my heart. Luther had crafted this underground dwelling to resemble our ancestral home, but no matter how grand, this place could never compare.

“Wine, please,’ I said to Maya. “French, if you have it.”

“Right away, my lord.” She bowed and scurried off. Now that my hunger for blood was sated, a good spirit might help get me through this miserable meeting.

One could only dream…

Taking a seat in front of the fireplace, I leaned back on the red velvet settee framed by ornate carved wood, crossed a leg, and waited for Luther to barge through the door. As Maya returned with my glass, he stormed in behind her, as I had predicted, hair wild in all directions. Despite his rage, he paused for a brief second to stare Maya down, his lascivious gaze making my gut tighten, my lips curling in a silent snarl. I’d not expected to feel protective over the lily, but the simple human had found a way to worm herself into my black heart.

“You enjoy this, don’t you?” he gritted as he neared, heels digging into the textured green rug.

After taking a deep inhale of the wine’s aroma, I savored the notes of oak and spice before swirling it and taking a sip. I swallowed delicately, the rich flavor smooth on my tongue. At least my son’s taste in wine hadn’t waned. “I enjoy a great deal of things,” I said, blinking up at him. “Be more specific.”

Pacing like a caged tiger, he flattened his lips and combed frazzled fingers through his hair. “Dismissing my authority in front of my guards.” He paused, hands on his waist as he waited for a reaction from me. “Have you any idea what that makes me look like?”

“Borrowed authority. Let’s call it what it is. And I care little what anyone thinks of you.” Taking a hearty gulp of my wine, I stood, pretending to admire the painting above the mantle—a large ship sailing on a raging sea in the middle of a storm. “Perhaps you’ve forgotten your place. Too many years away from your true home.”

Fisting his hands, he stepped closer. “I’ve not forgotten who I am or where I come from. But this is now my coven. You can’t step foot in here and demand everyone forgets the last half century. Trample on what I’ve worked so hard to build.”

I trained my gaze on his heated expression. The deep-set lines on his forehead aged him beyond what I remembered. “The pressures of running this coven have weighed on you, Luther. I believe you lost control of this empire long before you decided to unearth me. We were royalty in our time, but now our coven lives like rats in this city. You’ve squandered my fortune and have nothing to show for it, except what…this?” I gestured to the walls of the drawing room.

“What I see,” I spat, closing the distance between us, “is a coven in need of rebuilding. By its true leader. You chose your alliances poorly. Perhaps you should have left me at my brother’s mercy if you weren’t ready for my return.”

With a hardened gaze, he sucked in a deep breath. “I don’t have time to spar words with you, Father. I did what I thought was best, and I stand by that decision. We don’t have to be at war with the witches. I’m asking you, please, listen to what they have to say, to what they are offering us. And don’t cause a scene.”

I blinked, my lips pausing on the rim of my wineglass.

Don’t cause a scene?

Bile rose in my throat. He was forcing me into a conversation with the creatures who took everything from me. The ones whose people killed Arabelle and later schemed to keep me imprisoned. And he wanted me to remain calm? To play nice like some courtier appeasing his queen?

He was fortunate I didn’t tear his heart out with my bare hands. The only reason I was going through with the fucking charade was because my blood sizzled knowing they’d sent that amber-colored-eyed witch to invade my thoughts. I may have been recently revived, but I was still a Second-Gen vampire, and I would make damn sure they remembered.

Gulping the last of the wine, I flung the empty glass into the fireplace, shattering it into a million pieces, sending sparks flying. “Sunrise approaches, and after the evening I’ve had, I’m spent. This meeting will have to wait until nightfall.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible, lord vampire,” a deep feminine voice drifted from across the room. Dressed in a floor-length, indigo gown and draped in a forest-green, hooded cloak, the woman ambled toward me, loose ringlets of snow-white hair poking out beneath her hood. Two similarly attired women trailed behind, though neither bore red curls. Neither were the witch from the club.

The woman who’d spoken stopped a few steps away from me, pale blue eyes framed by aging lines shimmered under the twinkling light of the chandelier. “Time is of the essence,” she uttered, clasping the five-knot Borromean cross pendant dangling from her neck, passed down through generations to the leaders of the Vates Ordo.

A growl rumbled in my chest. This new Divine Mother spoke as if she owned time itself.

Tossing her an iced smile, I tilted my head, acknowledging her arrival with a toothy grin. “Grand witch. If I didn’t know your kind was mortal, I’d swear you were your noxious foremother in the flesh.”

Her lips remained bowed in a permanent scowl. “You shall address me as Divine Mother, lord vampire. Centuries have passed since your interactions with our kind, but our customs have not changed.”

Contemptuous hag.

My jaw muscles flexed as thoughts of ripping into her neck and yanking out her jugular threatened to snuff out my diplomatic side. But unleashing my beast this early would send Luther into a tizzy and I cared little for one of his tantrums.

For now, I’d play courtier.

“Where are my manners, Divine Mother,” I said, offering her a falsely warmer smile, my spine taut like the string on a fine-tuned violin as I gestured to the settee. “Please, have a seat.”

Tipping her nose up, she anchored her unmovable gaze into mine. “I’ll stand,” she uttered, her voice heavy with disdain. “I’m not here for tea.”

Saints be damned. Why did these witches always have to test my patience?

Sit. Down.

The command echoed in her mind, compelling her body to obey. Ungraciously, she plopped on the velvet seat, eyes wide with consternation. I’d not been certain my gift would work, but the smile stretching to the corners of my mouth failed to hide my pleasure. 

“How dare you, beast,” she growled. “Using compulsion on me⁠—”

In one breath, I hovered above her, the blade of my dagger pressing against the delicate skin of her neck.

So much for diplomacy and keeping my animal in its cage. But I was a monster, and monsters never played nice.

The witches accompanying her drew their daggers. Made little difference. The Divine Mother’s neck would be sliced open before any of them could reach me. 

Ignoring their weak threat, I dug my gaze into the Divine Mother’s blazing eyes. “How dare I?” I gritted, flashing her my elongated venom-dripping fangs, showcasing how much of a beast I could really be. “You send a witch to use magic on me, yet question my motives? I should slice your throat open right now for that offense, you loathsome crone.”

“Please, don’t hurt her,” one of the other witches croaked.

Luther stepped closer, approaching with caution. “Father, there’s no need for incivility. Think about what you’ll be starting if you kill her.”

Fear flashed across the witch’s face when I pressed the blade a little harder against her neck, nicking her skin. My lips twitched, adrenaline rushing through my veins, the sound of her heart’s frantic beats thumping in my ears.

Good. Now she knew her place.

But I was far from done with her.

“Her people killed Arabelle,” I ground out, snarling in her face. “They plotted against me. Took away five hundred fucking years of my life. I not only lost the woman I loved, but my home, my people. All because of them. And now they want to form an alliance? As if I can so easily forget their transgressions against our kind?” I inched closer to her face. “And you, Divine Mother, now have the gall to send a mind-seeker to dig up my memories, as if you have any right to invade my mind. Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you.”

Her lips trembled.

“Tell me!”

“Because the witch you encountered is not one of us. We didn’t send her,” the Divine Mother’s other companion added, her voice quaking.

Without taking my focus off the woman under my blade, I said, “Then how do you know who I’m talking about?”

The Divine Mother shifted her gaze to Luther. “Show him,” she uttered, her voice strained.

Motioning to one of the guards who’d escorted the witches into the drawing room, Luther asked for a small handheld monitor, which he brought to me.

Still holding the dagger to the Divine Mother’s neck, I watched images play out, seeing myself hours earlier in the middle of the club along with images of the young witch sneaking around the place, trying to escape the debacle that must have occurred when Luther’s men discovered Bal and his men.

Then I caught a fast glimpse of who I knew had to be my brother. Bloody asshole.

I met Luther’s gaze, the unspoken questions flashing in my eyes. He nodded, acknowledging that right now was not the time to discuss what my brother and his men were doing in the club earlier.

Not in front of these witches at least.

I blinked at the screen again. While the images were in black and white, there was no mistaking the girl on the monitor was the red-haired witch who’d stumbled into me. 

My nostrils flared. Catching up to this modern world put me on edge. They’d seen into the past like a crystal ball, seen the witch stumble into me. “Who is she?” I demanded.

The second witch who’d accompanied the Divine Mother stepped closer. “We believe she’s the Spirit Marked,” she uttered, her voice unperturbed. So different from her companion.

Interesting.

Finally shifting my gaze to her, my mind paused for a brief second as I took in the deadly edge of her sharp, violet-colored eyes. The challenge in that gaze was impressive, given I held her Divine Mother under my blade. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t believe we’ve been acquainted.”

“Priestess Liliuth.” She inclined her chin, her dagger tightly gripped in her hand.

“Priestess?” I hadn’t intended to sound astounded, but seldom few held that title.

Fury sparked in her eyes at my disbelief. Stepping closer, she uttered, “Let her go. Now.”

Prideful witch.

An irascible breath blew from my lips. With a smirk, I said, “Come nearer and she dies, priestess.”

The ground shook as she flicked her wrist and a green flame appeared over her palm, dust particles and small debris raining from the ceiling. “She dies and this place crumbles.”

My smirk widened into a grin. Now I understood how she’d attained that title. But having command of one element hardly made her a matched opponent. “Have you ever faced off with a Second-Gen vampire, priestess?”

Her jaw twitched, but she remained silent, that green flame flickering higher.

“Stand down,” Luther warned her with a growl. He too knew the stakes. Few witches threatened a Second Gen and lived.

Gaze narrowed thinner, she made the ground rumble again.

Prideful and stupid.

Aim your dagger at your gut.

Her eyes widened as the command echoed in her mind. She took the dagger she’d been holding and gripped it with both hands. The green flame died, along with her bravery. Her body shook as she tried to fight the command.

Push deeper.

She swallowed hard and her lips trembled as the tip of her dagger began to slowly pierce through her tunic.

“Father, stop this,” Luther said, his voice harsh.

The other witch standing next to her simply gasped, her feet glued to the ground.

The priestess could ask me to stop, could beg me to drop the compulsion, but her pride was too strong.

As was mine. I had zero qualms about killing a witch, but what I cared to know was how badly she wanted to live. I was about to command her to press even harder, enough to puncture flesh, but the Divine Mother interceded for her.

“My daughter,” she whispered, as if desperately trying not to move her throat and have the blade cut her further. “She’s my daughter. I beg you, lord vampire. Please, stop this.”

When I looked back down at her face, I saw true fear in her eyes. The woman who’d entered my coven commanding time as if she was its sole owner had disappeared and all that remained was a mother begging for her child’s life.

No one was invulnerable. This version of her I could tolerate.

Releasing her daughter from my compulsion, I allowed the Divine Mother one more labored breath under my blade before pulling away.

The priestess’ dagger dropped to the ground as she fell to her knees. I realized then how much energy she’d expelled trying to fight the compulsion. She’d clearly trained in more than potions and spells.

“Now that we’re all done measuring dicks,” Luther said, “can we get back to business?”

Still on the settee, the Divine Mother dabbed the blood from her neck with a handkerchief Luther handed her. “There is much to discuss, and we’ve already wasted precious time,” she said, her tone clipped.

I pinched the bridge of my nose. The use of compulsion made me hungry, and the scent of her witch blood only agitated my beast. Had I not fed earlier, it would’ve sent me into a frenzy. I tried to remain unperturbed. Taking a few deep breaths, I walked to one of the armchairs near the fireplace and sat. As little as I wanted to entertain this conversation, there was something the priestess said that had piqued my interest.

“You mentioned a Spirit Marked…” I sighed, scratching the stubble on my jaw as I stared at the Divine Mother sitting across from me. “Your people killed the last Spirit Marked when she refused to sacrifice herself for an ancient dead prophecy. Burned her at the stake before my eyes. Don’t tell me you seek to redo the mistakes of your foremothers. Or are you unfamiliar with your own history?”

Breathing heavily, Priestess Liliuth rose to her feet. “The girl is actually a descendant of your precious Arabelle, the one you aided in conspiring against her sisters⁠—”

I cut her off with a click of my tongue. Perhaps I’d let her off too easily. “Your sisters wanted to strip Arabelle of her power to open a portal to your dead world,” I said to the naïve witch. “A ritual that would have taken her soul. If anyone conspired, it was your order against her.”

Narrowing her gaze, she bit out her next words. “Magic has a price… one she would have been willing to pay had you not interfered.”

I raised a brow, already discerning this witch would never acknowledge the faults of her people. “You have an interesting version of events, priestess, but I care little to discuss the details of my past with you. What I’m more interested in is why you’re all here.”

With a gaze hard as a rock, she said, “You should show a little more gratitude. If it weren’t for us, you’d still be in that coffin.”

Sitting straighter, I allowed her spiny rebuke to slide off my skin. She was too easy to toy with and my interest in her dimmed. “My gratitude is not what you seek, priestess. If you came here to play, then you best know the game.” Shifting my attention back to the Divine Mother, I asked again, “Now, why did you unearth me?”

Clearing her throat, the Divine Mother stood from the settee and stepped closer, her gown swooshing at her feet. “The answer is not that simple. For that, lord vampire, we will need to revisit your past.”

I could already feel the blood in my veins quicken. Resting my chin on my fingers, I said, “Tread carefully, Divine Mother. My patience is worn thin.”

She nodded, training her gaze on a random painting as she began her dive into my past. “When Arabelle learned of the Ancient’s prophecy, she stole the Anékeum.”

I swallowed deeply at the mention of that book, remembering the day Arabelle arrived at my doorstep in the dead of night, soaked from the torrential rain, her horse almost dead from exertion. Shaking from fear, she told me she could never return to her order. That her sisters would want her dead once they learned what she’d done.

When she showed me what she carried in her satchel, I knew the centuries-old feud between witches and vampires was about to turn into an outright war.

I said, “The Ancient grimoire passed down through generations since the first witches walked through the portal into this world. Arabelle hid it from your foremothers for a reason. She didn’t believe they were deserving of the power stored inside and feared what they would do with such magic, especially if she ever opened the portal.”

“We scoured the four corners of the earth looking for it for centuries,” The Divine Mother went on, clasping her pendant as she recounted the story. “Not a single trace was ever found.”

“If you think I know its location, you are gravely mistaken. She did not disclose that to me. And had she, I would never reveal it to you.”

Dismissing me with a side glance, she paced. “Eight days ago, a spike in elemental energy was felt around the globe. It sparked geological phenomena, including an earthquake that shook the foundation of the London Museum of Archeology and Anthropology. In their clean-up efforts, they discovered the book hidden in a crate long-forgotten by their curators.”

Icy fingers trailed down my back. Was it possible the book had been found?

Lowering her hood, she continued, “When they opened the book, they set off a wave of elemental energy. Like calls to like, lord vampire, and the book called to us.”

My heart sank. Inching to the edge of my seat, I asked, “You have it?”

She nodded.

Saints be damned. Arabelle’s efforts to keep the witches from ever discovering the book had failed. Worst of all, they not only had the book, but if they were right about the girl in the club, they also had another Spirit Marked—a descendant of Arabelle, one of the strongest witches to ever walk the earth. Perhaps that’s why the girl was able to summon those memories from me. A shared connection of some sort.

I shut my eyes as the images she’d summoned flashed through my mind again. It had been the last time we’d been together, the last time I’d made love to Arabelle. I pulsed with anger, shoving the memories to the dark corners of my heart. These witches had tried to manipulate me with memories I’d wanted to forget. And for what? I still didn’t know how I fit into all of this.

Narrowing a heated gaze over the Divine Mother’s expectant stare, I said, “You have the book and a Spirit Marked, so why do you need me?”

She paused for a second, letting me stew in my anger.

I growled. She’d forgotten I’d had a blade to her neck only moments before.

“Our sisters believed Arabelle gave you the location of the book before she died. But your blood rage and hatred toward our kind knew no bounds, lord vampire. If we’d aided in your escape back then, we would have put everything we were striving to achieve at risk.”

“You mean the destruction of my world in order to reclaim your ancient powers.”

“Those powers are our birthright, lord vampire. Our ancestors were driven out of their home, forced to migrate to a world with buried magic. Magic we struggle to access. To a Source that limits our abilities to wield its power as we see fit, granting gifts to a limited few.”

“Your ancestors abused their power, killing your world. Arabelle tried to stop you from repeating their mistakes.”

“Don’t be a fool. Arabelle wanted the power of the book for herself.”

“Spare me the speech. Your foremothers tried to feed me that horseshit once before.”

“Believe what you will, I’m not here to convince you of Arabelle’s motives. I’m here because a prophecy was written thousands of years ago, long before your cursed kind even walked this earth. That prophecy promised our world would be restored by a Spirit Marked—one born with all four marks, and the only one able to open the portal. When Arabelle died, the prophecy was reset, a new Spirit Marked was chosen, but not knowing when this new witch would be born, our foremothers decided to try to find the book on their own.”

She paused to look at Luther. “As insurance, they offered your son a chance for redemption. If by the time the new Spirit Marked was discovered the book hadn’t been found, we would assist him in recovering your body.”

Unamused by her admission that her kind contributed to my prolonged imprisonment, I tossed her a frosted stare. The unsteady look in her eyes confirmed what I suspected: there was more to this story, lots more. And I’d grown increasingly irritated with her abuse of my time.

“You keep weaving your tale and we keep coming back to the same conclusion. You found your Spirit Marked, you recovered the book, yet chose to still unearth me. Stop wasting my time,” I gritted. “I’m tired of your damn web. Why the fuck did you aid my son in my escape?”

Priestess Liliuth interjected, cutting off her mother with a harsh tone. “Because Arabelle tore out the damn pages containing the magic spell needed to open the portal, along with a spell on how to bind magical words to her bones. The book is useless.”

A ripple of joy flushed through my veins, briefly snuffing out my anger and forcing a chuckle from my throat.

Arabelle, my clever girl.

The warmth spreading across my chest made me gasp. I’d not been prepared for how wildly my heart could still beat for her. “In the event of her untimely death, Arabelle made sure you’d never recover the spell even if you ever found the book… How brilliant.”

Swiping a lock of hair from her brow, the Divine Mother sighed, unease clouding her eyes. “If Arabelle simply wanted to keep the book from us, she could have destroyed it or burned the pages she tore. But she chose to bind the spell to her bones.”

She paused, eyes storming with an unspoken truth, as if she harbored some dark secret about Arabelle I didn’t know. Her silence made my mind race. The joy I’d felt quickly morphed into something black and cold, like an iron ball sitting in the pit of my stomach.

I knew Arabelle kept secrets—it was part of her allure—but I couldn’t avoid the tightening in my chest, the hollowness in my center. She’d taken far more to her grave than I ever imagined, and the fear she’d betrayed me more than once splintered through my bones. “What are you implying?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” the Divine Mother teased. “Arabelle refused to give up her power. She bound her spirit to this world instead of allowing it to return to the All Spirit upon her death. She’s trapped in limbo. Why else transcribe the spell onto her bones? Arabelle planned to return to the world of the living.”

The gears in my brain stopped spinning. She couldn’t be serious. What she said made zero sense. Return from the dead? How was that even possible? And even if I chose to believe it was, why wouldn’t Arabelle have told me? Why allow me to go on thinking she was gone without a chance of ever coming back? No, they had to be wrong. This had to be part of their vicious scheme.

Arabelle couldn’t have…

I sank into my chair. I wouldn’t know how to deal with another blow—with more proof that her love of power was greater than her love for me.

“Arabelle would have told me.” I jumped to my feet and shook my head, my mind still whirling, unable to accept she would have kept that secret from me. “She would have told me…” I reiterated, my voice trailing, the idea of her returning to the living failing to solidify.

Running fingers through my hair, I fought to wrap my mind around the Divine Mother’s preposterous theory.

But what if Arabelle had lied?

My fists clamped as rage surged through my body. Partly because I knew these witches would do anything to entwine me in their machinations, say anything to get that spell. And partly because the instant those words left her mouth—that Arabelle planned to return—my world had collapsed.

Could Arabelle truly return to me after all these centuries? Was it possible I could feel the softness of her skin again? Kiss the sweetness of her lips? Hear the music in her voice? See the passion in her eyes? Taste the richness of her… blood?

That last thought made the ground shake beneath my feet, and this time it wasn’t the priestess doing it. I shook the dizzying thoughts from my mind. I had to remind myself of the trickery of these witches. They were the reason Arabelle was killed in the first place. They were the ones who ensured my son never came for me.

This was what they wanted, to see me unravel.

“You tempt me with your words, Divine Mother,” I said, stalking closer to her. “To forget who you are. Why you’re here. Fulfilling your prophecy is the only thing that matters to your people, and you don’t care who you trample on to accomplish that.”

“The prophecy will come to pass, lord vampire, whether you choose to accept it or not. It has been decreed, that I can assure you. The only thing you can control is the role you play in it. One way or another, we will get that spell.”

“Is that a threat?”

She took a step closer. “It’s a promise. But there’s no need to be enemies. I was not lying about Arabelle; she inscribed that spell onto her bones for one reason alone, to be able to extract it upon her return.”

“Provided I believe you, how do you know she hasn’t already returned?”

“Because Arabelle can’t cast a rebirth spell from limbo,” Liliuth answered. “To return to the living she would’ve needed the assistance of a powerful hive. She knew this. She was likely counting on us reviving her to get the spell.”

“Even so, her bones are a pile of ashes, witch. There’s no body for her to return to, no spell to be extracted.”

“To return, she needs a body… nobody mentioned anything about using hers,” Liliuth said, her lips stretching into a cocky smile.

Craning my neck toward the Divine Mother, my brows pinched as I contemplated the implications of what her daughter said. “What is she talking about? You plan to bring Arabelle back in someone else’s body? You said the spell was on her bones. I fail to see how bringing her back in someone else’s body helps you achieve your goal?”

The Divine Mother snorted. “It doesn’t. Arabelle was a smart witch, but she was also naïve. She hid the spell on her bones hoping that whoever wanted the spell would have to revive her to get her to fork it over. She thought it was her fail-safe. However, she didn’t know she’d be burned at the stake, and she certainly didn’t account for me. I don’t need to revive Arabelle to get the spell; I have the power to extract the spell straight from her ashes. I’d be reviving her as my offering to you, lord vampire, in exchange for the location of her ashes.”

A pummeling rush of realization knocked me back into my seat.

There it was. The reason they’d unearthed me. 

“You conniving witch. You offer my son unmatched power, dominion over the humans. But you offer me the one thing I never even imagined.”

“It’s a fair deal.”

I smirked. “No, you don’t bargain well. I know what will happen when you open that portal; the sickness that consumed your world will spread through ours. My so-called kingdom would be laid at my feet in shambles. It’s why Arabelle refused to sacrifice herself for a dead world. There was never a Chosen One who would reunite the races because no amount of magic can heal Allorn. You are all foolish to think you can when your queens couldn’t. Magic is what destroyed it, and Arabelle knew that. What makes you think I would divulge the location of her ashes and allow you to desecrate her grave only to have this world turn to shit, anyway?”

Tunneling her gaze into mine, she played her last card. “Because I know how much you still love her, despite her betrayal to you. I can see it in your eyes. The fire still rages. Don’t you see, she trapped herself in limbo, waiting for you. For this moment. For you to make the right decision and finally bring her back.”

“You wretched woman.”

She smiled, walking toward the fireplace where she stoked the flames with an iron pick. “The error my foremothers made was thinking that all they had to do was reopen the portal. But the prophecy is written in the Ancient’s language, and what they failed to understand was that re-opening the portal was only part of the equation. Arabelle knew that; she’d studied the old magic and the Ancient’s tongue. Arabelle was smart in refusing to sacrifice herself, because as you said, she wasn’t the Chosen One. Opening the portal would’ve simply destroyed Earth.”

“What’s changed?”

“The girl you ran into today… She’s not just the new Spirit Marked, she’s the one the book foretells, the one meant to bring Allorn back to its full glory.”

“What makes you so sure?” I asked incredulously, certain she’d probably spew more lies.

“We’ve been searching for her since she was born. Her mother was a member of our order. A close friend of mine, in fact. She had the gift of foresight and knew her daughter would be the next Spirit Marked. But… she and her husband ran away from the Hive before the child was born.”

“Maybe it had to do with the fact she knew you would sacrifice her daughter to open the portal,” Luther offered with a chuckle, his unsolicited reply echoing my thoughts exactly. 

“Cassie had a duty to her sisters,” the Divine Mother spat. “Bearing the Spirit Marked is an honor, a blessing. But every witch knows their children belong to the Hive. We are born to serve the All Spirit.”

Memories of Arabelle’s mother and sister played in my mind. Tears had flowed from their eyes as they watched her burn, but they never tried to stop it. “Would you so easily sacrifice your own daughter?” I asked, glancing to Liliuth.

The priestess answered for her mother, “She wouldn’t have to. I’d freely sacrifice myself if I could. But I’m not the Spirit Marked.”

“Easy to say when your head is not the one on the chopping block.”

She cocked her head, those violet-colored eyes darkening. 

I offered her a cold smile then shifted my gaze back to the Divine Mother. “Even if you managed to open the portal, then what? How is this any different from when your sisters tried to have Arabelle do it? Allorn is still a dead world. You’d be sacrificing a new Spirit Marked for nothing, and polluting this world in the process.”

A grin spread across the Divine Mother’s face. “Ah, but here’s what you don’t know, lord vampire. The Ancient gifted four artifacts to the four governing races of Allorn, granting them unmeasurable power over their people, wealth unlike anything they’d ever seen. But hearts are fickle and the kings and queens of Allorn became corrupted. Eventually, the Ancient took back what she’d given and dispersed the artifacts throughout the land, never to be found. It was the beginning of our end, when the planet began to rot.”

Rubbing a palm down my face, I uttered, “I grow weary, Divine Mother. Spare me the history lesson and get to the saints-fucking point. Convince me why I should tell you where Arabelle’s ashes lie?”

Stepping closer, she tilted her head up to meet my gaze. “Because Cassie knew her daughter wasn’t only the new Spirit Marked, but a dream-walker, one able to travel through time and space via the dream realm. She revealed as much to me before deciding to run off.”

She let that sink before she continued, “The new Spirit Marked can travel back in time and across dimensions to find the artifacts and bring them back to us. Once the portal is open, I will be able to heal Allorn by using their combined power.”

“But wouldn’t taking the artifacts from their timelines affect the normal passage of time somehow?” Luther asked. “And if she can travel through time, why not just bring all of you with her?”

“You’ve been paying attention, Master Luther,” the Divine Mother uttered. “The dream-walker can’t physically travel through time, though. It’s her consciousness that travels. But what she can do is transference—the ability to pull objects from a different time and space through the dream realm into ours.”

My mind swam with so many questions, but one kept circling back. “That still doesn’t solve the problem Luther had mentioned,” I added. “We’ve all heard of your dream-walkers. Due to the complexities surrounding time travel, the All Spirit forbids them from meddling with the threads of time.”

“Yes, lord vampire, we are quite aware of those complexities. But we don’t plan to take the artifacts before they were lost, only after. We wouldn’t be meddling in anything.”

“But you’d have to find them first, and that was the original problem—why Allorn died. No one was ever able to find the damn artifacts.”

“The clues to their location are buried in the Anékeum. I’ve studied the old magic and understand the Ancient’s tongue. I am more than certain I can find them.”

Despite their efforts to explain, this all sounded too far-fetched, too grand of a scheme for them to pull off. Something didn’t add up. But if there was a small chance that what this witch was saying was true, that this could work, it meant their prophecy would come to pass. Allorn could be saved.

But then what of our world?

The amount of power required to open that portal would sap every ounce of energy from Earth. And we didn’t have a Chosen One prophesied to heal our planet.

“And Earth?” I asked. “There’s no scenario in your plan where my world survives.”

“But why have dominion over this stale planet when you could rule in New Allorn alongside Arabelle? Think about it. No more prisoners of the shadows, no longer slaves to your appetite for blood.”

Her scheme deepened, stirring my curiosity. “You can’t be serious.”

She smiled wider.

“You can assure me that my people will be able to walk in daylight? That we won’t be consumed by bloodlust? How?”

“Are we to strike a bargain, lord vampire?”

I eyed her suspiciously. Striking a bargain with a witch was as deadly as crossing a vampire. There were too many moving pieces, too many variables. Something didn’t feel right.

“This whole plan of yours is contingent on two things, Divine Mother. One, that my love for one of your kind is stronger than my hate for all of you. Second, that the new Spirit Marked is willing to sacrifice herself. I will let you simmer on the first. Regarding the second, I want to hear it directly from the Spirit Marked’s lips. Bring her forth.”

The Divine Mother’s face paled as she shared glances with her daughter then Luther.

My blood rippled with triumph. I knew her plot hadn’t been hole-proof. “What is it?” I asked, knowing she’d try to weave another lie.

More glances were shared, the level of intrigue rising.

Priestess Liliuth broke the silence. “We don’t know where she is.”

My eyes widened. I’d not expected that. Scratching at my temple, I said, “Let me understand this correctly. You came here to offer me a bargain, yet you don’t even have the Spirit Marked? You don’t know if she’ll be willing to sacrifice herself for your cause? You’ve been searching for her since she was born. Does she even know who you are? Or what she is?”

“All we know is that her power only recently awakened,” Liliuth said. “We felt her signature a couple of times, but it wasn’t strong enough to track her. Until tonight, when she was here. Luther’s men searched the video footage. But we arrived too late, and she was already gone.”

“The most recent footage we have,” Luther said, “is of her leaving the building and collapsing outside in the alley, but then the video went grainy, as if there was some sort of interference. Seconds later, the image cleared, but she was gone.”

No one seemed to be asking the most important question. “Why was she here in the first place?”

“I know,” a scrawny voice from across the room said. We all turned our heads to the unknown human clad in black standing in the far-right corner, as if he’d been there all along.

How had I missed the stink of his sweat?

“And who the devil might you be?” I demanded.

“That’s Ricky,” Luther replied for the boy. “He’s the Harvester’s lily recruiter.” 

My nose scrunched in disgust. “The one responsible for grooming your human hosts? What’s he doing here?” I gritted. “Since when are humans allowed to meddle in our affairs?”

“I came looking for one of the lilies and overheard your conversation, my lord. My apologies for eavesdropping.”

Come here..

The human’s response to my compulsion was instant. Wide-eyed, he ambled forward. “What is it you know?” I asked.  

“The… the girl you speak of,” he stuttered. “I think I know who she is. She came here tonight looking for her friend.”

I swallowed deeply. “You think or you know?”

“I… I know.” His voice shook. “Her friend has told me about her. About her dreams. What she sees.” Turning toward the witches, he added, “She has to be the Spirit Marked you seek.”

The Divine Mother stepped forward, her eyes widening with hope. “Speak, child. How do we find her?”

Pulling his cellphone from his pocket, he showed us images of a girl inside what appeared to be a cell. “That’s her best friend.”

Luther stepped forward and took the device from the human. “Is this one of our holding cells?”

“It is. I completed her recruitment tonight. I know where she lives… where they both live.”

Taking the device from Luther, I stared at the screen. The girl sat in a corner hugging her knees and rocking back and forth. Cold, dark wrath wove through me. He’d completed another recruitment of a young girl tonight—another host, another lily. Remembering what Maya had said about her sister being in a cell, I asked, “What’s wrong with her?”

“She’s jonesing,” he said, laughing, like it was some kind of joke.

“Jonesing?”

“Means she’s going through withdrawals,” Luther said. 

I blinked, still not understanding.

“She’s a fucking vampire blood addict,” the human added. “Give her some KRMZ in exchange for information and the bitch will squeal. She’ll tell you everything you need to know about her stupid friend.”

Fisting her hand, the priestess approached Luther. “Take us to her cell.”

“What do you plan to do?” I asked, stepping between her and my son.

“You heard the human. That’s the Spirit Marked’s best friend. You asked how we’d get her to cooperate, and here’s your answer.”

I crossed my arms and stared down at her refined nose. “And if she doesn’t cooperate?”

“She will… I will make sure of it.”

“That’s the same thing the ones who came before you said about Arabelle. They couldn’t bend her to their will, so they killed her.”

“They weren’t strong enough.” She flicked her hand and the green flame flickered brighter, a snake head poking out of the sleeve of her tunic. “But I am.”

I blinked at the elemental spirit coiled around her arm, its half-closed lids an indication of its strained power. “My dear priestess, mastering one element doesn’t make you a match for a Spirit Marked.”

Violet eyes brimming with fire, she said, “Arabelle was not invincible. Otherwise⁠—”

“Arabelle,” I said, cutting her off, my voice low but lethal, “was captured because my brother betrayed her. Make no mistake, young witch, had your kind tried to capture her without his help, they would’ve failed.”

Lips tightly closed, she remained silent, knowing I spoke the truth.

“When we find the girl,” the Divine Mother said, placing a hand on Liliuth’s shoulder, “we will educate her. Teach her our ways. Show her the path set forth by her destiny. Once she understands the importance of her gift, she will offer herself willingly.”

Impetuous witches. I reached for the bottle of wine Maya had left on the side table and poured myself another glass. “You are all deluded. Don’t think for a second that you’ve convinced me to disclose the location of Arabelle’s grave. I know your people’s ways, witch. And I’ve learned my lesson. Your trickery knows no bounds. I will not sacrifice this world for the love of one woman.”

The Divine Mother’s blue eyes darkened. “We’ll see about that, lord vampire,” she uttered as Luther and his men led her and the other two witches out of the room, to wherever it was that girl was trapped in a cell.

I blew out a rankled breath when they left the room. The blood in my veins ran cold, even though my heart raced faster than Phlegon raging toward a battle. Sinking into the settee, I discarded the wine and buried my face in my hands. What the bloody saints had just happened? I breathed hard, hoping to ease the tremors crawling down my spine.

Everything they’d said bounced off the walls of my skull like an angry echo. I still couldn’t wrap my mind around the possibility of Arabelle returning to the world of the living. Or maybe, I refused to accept it.

Refused because otherwise, it would mean what I’d told the Divine Mother had been a bloody, flagrant lie. Because if there was any true chance Arabelle could be brought back from the dead, the question wasn’t if I’d give up the location of her ashes, but how fast I would burn this planet to the ground to get her back.


Chapter Twenty
AVERY



Ahigh-pitch whistling sound roused me from a dreamless coma. Every muscle in my body groaned with complaint as I sat up in my bed, brain coming awake as if emerging from a dark cave clogged with spiderwebs. Rubbing my eyes, I grimaced at the throbbing at the side of my head.

What happened?

Across the room in my kitchenette, and with his broad back facing me, Shadow stood in front of the stove as he shut off the burner. Grabbing the teakettle, he poured the boiling water into a mug. 

Eyes widening, warmth spread across my face as a tiny smile crept to the corners of my mouth. “You made me tea,” I uttered, my voice hoarse and tinged with a splash of awe. 

Startled, he spun around with the mug still in his hand, spilling hot water over his fingers. Shadow hissed as he put the mug back on the counter, cutting himself off from cursing. Taking a steadying breath, his gaze softened over me as he plastered a forced smile on his face, hoping to mask the burn still stinging his hand. “You’re awake.”

“How long was I out?” I asked, touching a sore spot on the side of my head.

“You fainted on the pavement outside the club. I brought you back about a half hour ago.”

“Feels longer.”

“You hit your head badly when you fell; knocked you out cold. We really need to work on your endurance. You can’t be blacking out every time you use your power.”

“Tell me about it. But I have no control over that.”

“You will. With proper training you can control how much energy you exert when you tap into the source.”

Training? I couldn’t feel more like a chosen-one cliché if I tried. Why couldn’t the heroines simply wake up one day knowing all this shit?

“Anyway,” he went on, “you started shifting around a few minutes ago, so I figured I’d make you this.” He picked up the mug and sniffed the steam, an eyebrow hiking up his forehead. “Smells…like a flower garden. Did I do it right?”

I smirked. He’d made me tea, and I couldn’t understand why, but the gesture filled me with a fuzzy warmth that reminded me of being wrapped up in a cozy blanket while reading a book. “Above the sink,” I said, pointing to the cabinet. “There’s a little jar of honey. Pour in a teaspoon and it will be perfect.”

After rummaging through my drawers in search of a spoon, he finally found what he was looking for and poured a small dollop of honey, stirring it in as he walked toward me with the mug. As he sat at the edge of the bed, he handed me the tea. “I saw it made you feel better earlier.”

I smiled, fingers wrapping around the mug as I brought it to my lips. Letting the steamy aroma of the lavender leaves spread through my senses, I took my first sip. “Mmm,” I moaned. “That’s heavenly.”

“How do you feel?” he asked as he pulled my hair back behind my ear to look at the bump on the side of my head. His touch sent a jolt of awareness throughout my body. I wasn’t accustomed to someone taking care of me like this.

I flinched. “Like I was hit with a sledgehammer.”

He dropped his hand and his gaze followed. “I failed you. I should’ve never let you go in there alone.”

I placed my hand over his. “Shadow, if it weren’t for you, those vampires would’ve captured me. You found me. I… I don’t even know how, but you did. Your voice, what you said to me… It’s why I was able to escape.”

He remained silent, his gaze still lowered as if he couldn’t bear to look at me. The torrent of guilt radiating from his body broke my heart. “Shadow, look at me. Please.”

Slowly tilting his head up, he kept his eyes closed, feathery black lashes shimmering with wetness.

“Oh, Shadow. Don’t. Please.” I squeezed his hand. “Open your eyes.”

When he did, my world spun. Black as night, his eyes swirled with specs of sepia moonlight, but it was what I saw in their dark depths that made my soul ache.

Shame.

Putting my mug on the nightstand, I sat up straighter and leaned in, using my thumbs to wipe at the wetness still coating his lashes. It was too late by the time I realized how close we sat on my bed, hip to hip even though my legs were under the comforter.

Our breaths were mere inches apart as I invaded his space, wanting to erase the disquietude stripping him of the usual calm he embodied. “You did nothing wrong,” I soothed, my fingers wet with his silent tears. “I’m still here… I’m alive. And it’s because of you.”

He swallowed deeply, but he remained silent. Shadow didn’t recoil from my touch or from our closeness. And for a moment, I forgot he was an air spirit and not a human. We were two friends sharing a moment.

Cupping his cheek, I said, “I made the decision to go looking for CJ. This is on me. Not you.”

He took my hand and cradled it in his. “It’s not safe here, Avery.”

My temple throbbed as I thought back to the club. Pressing fingers to my head, I said, “You were right. Those vampires… they know who I am; they were looking for me.” I paused, remembering the feral look in the golden-haired warrior’s eyes. Kane’s eyes. “More like…hunting me.” 

Blinking away any remaining wetness, his broken demeanor faded, replaced by cold firmness. “They will be back. We can’t stay here.” Pushing to his feet, he took a step, but I gripped his wrist before he moved far.

“Wait.” I pulled him back down. “Sit. I’m not going anywhere until I have answers.” Gulping a mouthful of air, I said, “Azrael was there.”

His scratched at his chin. “Who?”

“The vampire from my dreams. And his brother, Kane—he was there also. How’s any of this possible? How could they know who I am? How can they be real when I’ve only seen them in my dreams?”

His lips flattened, jaw tightening. “I tried telling you before, you’re a dream-walker. It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”

Cocking my head, I waited for him to elaborate.

“A dream-walker,” he continued, his tone rushed, “is one able to traverse through time and space. To walk through the In Between.”

“What you’re saying... it’s insane. You know that, right?”

He blinked. “You still doubt my words after everything you’ve witnessed?”

I pulled my legs from under the covers and jumped out of bed, pacing barefoot in front of him. “I’m not saying I don’t believe you. Obviously, after seeing what you are, running into actual vampires, and this,” I said, showing him my palm, “nothing should surprise me. But time traveling via my dreams? That’s next level shit. And what the hell is the In Between?” Then a memory flashed in my mind and my breath snagged in my chest, stopping me in my tracks.

“What is it?” Shadow asked.

“The bone queen…” I uttered, voice trailing. “That’s what she said to me in my vision before she unleashed her dogs on me. That I wasn’t the only one able to walk in the In Between.”

Shadow reached for my shoulders. “We need to gather your things. Now.”

I flung an accusatory look at him. “You just told me I can time travel and you expect me not to ask questions?”

“No,” he crooned. “I expect you to ask all the questions. But can you do it while you pack a small travel bag?”

“Where are we going?”

“Someplace that’s not here.”

So descriptive. I flew across my room, digging through the piles of clothes still littering the floor and stuffing random shit into a backpack. “What exactly am I packing for, by the way? Where the heck are we even going? Should I be packing shorts or sweaters? Do you have some secret hideaway in some remote mountaintop? And for how many days?”

“Avery, just pack a few changes of clothes.”

“So, like four pairs of underwear for a long weekend-getaway-type of change of clothes?”

His cold, stern look didn’t give me much to go by, so I just continued picking through the piles, and throwing whatever was a mutable item of clothing and stuffed it into my bag until it was full. I guessed if I needed anything else, I’d just buy it.

I held up my backpack. “Well, now that I’m packing, can you explain how I’m able to travel through time?”

Leaning his shoulder against the brick column in the middle of my room, he said, “The In Between is an unphysical realm where the consciousness lives. It’s where worlds connect, where time and space merge into one.”

My thoughts came to a screeching halt as I shoved an extra pair of underwear into my backpack, because you could never have too many clean pairs of underwear. “I’m sorry, can you explain that again?”

Hands on his waist, he dropped his chin, pinching the bridge of his nose before looking back up at me. “When a regular person sleeps, their consciousness enters the In Between. Most people stay in the dream realm, never experiencing anything outside of what their mind conjures. But some people can walk beyond the veil of the dream realm, and into what is called the Tunnel.”

“The Tunnel?” I asked, yanking a couple of T-shirts from a half-fallen drawer.

“Its length is as long as all time, and it exists at the vortex where all worlds connect. Only a dream-walker can enter the Tunnel. Once that happens, the dream-walker is immediately brought to a certain time and place, past, present, or future. Sometimes you’ll view events as if looking into a mirror, other times, while rare, you will transfer your consciousness to someone living in that place and time, experiencing the world through them.”

My jaw dropped. “That’s fucking crazy.”

“Avery…”

“I’m sorry, but this is all…” I huffed, unable to come up with words to describe how I felt. “Are you telling me all this time when I thought I was just having some vivid dream,, I was actually dying that witch’s death? Like actually dying?”

He nodded.

“But I’ve had these visions while awake too.”

“Certain dream-walkers don’t have to be asleep to cross the veil, and if trained, they can choose when and where they want to travel.” His eyes shifted down, his jaw working.

“Is there something else you want to tell me?” I asked.

“I…understand now how you were able to bring Erelldyl through.” He paused, his eyes widening. “Transference.”

“Come again?” I drew closer, stuffing a sweatshirt into my bag and zipping it closed.

“Not all dream-walkers can do it, but it’s the ability to pull objects out from or through the In Between.”

I thought about all the times I died on that pike. About the dream in that forest. About the mirror, the witches and the wickedness in the bone queen’s eyes. Pressing a finger to my lips, I recalled the most recent vision I had when I touched Azrael. Of us…or him and someone else tangled in sheets. Of unimaginable pleasure. Of…

I shook the images from my head as sweetened heat spread through my body.

“Your mind churns,” he said.

I pressed the butt of my palms against my eyes. “That’s what happens when you tell someone they can travel through time. That I can pull magical objects from some realm that isn’t even physical. All this time I thought I was having dreams or visions, and it turns out it was all real. It makes my head hurt just thinking about it.”

Opening my eyes, I scanned my room looking for my boots, needing to keep moving or my body would burst from all the unsettled energy vibrating through me. “But it goes beyond the fact I can do this stuff,” I went on as I spotted my shoes by the foot of my bed. “Why does my mind travel to these points in time?”

Before Shadow could reply, the glass panes of all four of my apartment windows exploded inward as men clad in black gear stormed through, landing on the floor in a roll before jumping back up to their feet, rifles aimed at us. Small broken pieces of glass rained over me and I fell as I stepped barefoot on a jagged shard, the pain shooting up my leg.

I screamed as two more men dressed like dark soldiers kicked in the front door, their rifles pointed in my direction. Behind them, two women cloaked in green hooded robes strode forward in such fluid strides they appeared to be gliding.

“Seize them,” one of the women shouted.

Terror scaled up my back. I turned to Shadow, only to see plumes of gray smoke and distorted air as he shifted in and out of human form. He moved about the room with the grace of a deadly ballet dancer, bullets erupting as the intruders shot at him but missed.

Shadow volleyed back pulses of blue-white energy, sending men flying against the walls every time he shifted into his human form.

I stared in stunned silence, fear and awe latching onto my bones. I sat on the floor like a useless sack of potatoes, not knowing what to do, but then a sharp pain lanced through my shoulder, and I flew backward, a scream erupting from my chest as I landed on my back.

“Avery!” Shadow’s voice reached my ears like a distant echo. I tried sitting up, but my shoulder burned like acid had been poured over it.

“Enough of this nonsense,” a female hollered as the floor rumbled. “You pathetic morons. We need her alive.”

My vision slipped in and out of focus, but then I felt a familiar presence near me.

“Avery,” Shadow said, putting his hands under my back and helping me to sit. “Have you been shot?’

“I… I don’t know.” I groaned, my heart pounding fiercely against my ribs as I looked around my place. Walls were cracked and my furniture lay in shambles. Icy air blew through the shattered windows and glass crunched underfoot.

“So, you’re the famous Spirit Marked,” one of the cloaked women said as she approached us. When I looked up at her, I took in a small gasp, startled by her luminous violet eyes. “I was expecting… more.”

Shadow turned in her direction, hands moving in some strange formation, but the cloaked woman was just as fast, and before I knew what happened, the small plant I’d had sitting on my nightstand exploded out of the pot, roots shooting out like tentacles, vines slithering like snakes. They’d grown to massive proportions faster than I could even blink.

Panic surged up my throat as the branches wrapped themselves around Shadow’s limbs, keeping his arms stretched, his hands immobilized. “You’ve been quite the nuisance, sylph. Shackle him, now,” she ordered the men standing with their rifles. “Quickly, before he shifts.”

Two men rushed forward, strapping manacles around his wrists and a collar around his neck—both appeared to be made of iron. He fought against the restraints, the air around him distorting, but not fully. He couldn’t shift.

What the hell? What did they do to him?

He dropped to his knees, face contorting as he let out a pained groan.

“Shadow!” Battling against the burning sting in my shoulder, I pushed to my feet, needing to run to him, but the violet-eyed woman stood between us. “Get out of my way,” I growled, gravity shifting around me. Slowly, the air began to churn, debris rising from the ground.

The woman smirked.

“Let him go or I’ll⁠—”

“Or you’ll what?” she challenged, stepping closer. Her violet eyes burned as she took me in from head to toe. “You’re in no position to be making threats.”

Bitterness coated my tongue. “You don’t know what I’m capable of.”

“Why don’t I show you what I’m capable of.” With a flick of her wrist, one of the vines that had sprouted from my plant snaked around Shadow’s neck, tightening until he coughed and his face flushed wine-red.

Body trembling, I stared as the vine continued to wrap around his neck. “What are you doing?”

“Ever see an elemental spirit die, Spirit Marked?”

My eyes darted from him to her and back again. “Stop this.”

The vine coiled tighter, and this time Shadow wasn’t even able to gasp. I’d not known him longer than tonight, yet I felt anchored to him, as if I’d known him my whole life. To see him in agony, to watch him struggle to breathe sent a current of nail-laced fear scraping over my skin.

He was dying. Because of me.

Because of my irrational decisions. Because I’d failed to listen to him. Because as much as I refused to accept the labels everyone had ever strapped on me, I was that kid. The stupid rebellious girl who made dumb choices that always got others in trouble.

He’d warned me; he told me people were coming, that I wasn’t safe. And I chose to follow my impulses instead. I always chose to believe my gut feelings were what kept me alive.

But I’d been wrong. My life choices were the things that had kept me on the streets, unable to ever find a home, a family. And Shadow had come into my life, offering me back a piece of my past and I’d all but spat on his face.

Heavenly stars. I’d fucked up everything all over again. The idea of losing him now, when I’d finally begun to unravel the secrets of my life, blazed a path of chilling terror down my spine.

He’d touched my soul, caressed it with his hands. He’d been able to ground the wild anger that seemed to run amuck inside my heart without cease. Losing him would be like tearing my spirit apart. And he’d saved me tonight. Despite my careless decisions, he’d never abandoned me. Whether sworn to be my guardian or not, he’d cared for me as if he’d always been a part of my life.

Universe be damned, I would not let him die. But if I tried to use the untamed power raging inside me, I was beyond certain I’d find a way to fuck it up.

Not this. Not him.

“I’ll stand down,” I said, eyes pleading with hers. For the first time ever, I would have to learn not to fight. “Just let him go. Please.”

‘Avery…no.’ Shadow’s pained voice echoed in my head as I severed the connection to the power burning inside me. The air stopped swirling and all the debris that had been suspended plummeted to the ground.

‘I’m sorry…’

The woman’s lips curled into a satisfied grin. With another flick of her wrist, the vine loosened, air rushing back into Shadow’s lungs in gasps and coughs.

“Smart choice,” she said, “though weak.” She approached and leaned forward until our noses nearly touched. “Love is not strength, it cripples you. Remember that.”

Who in the blooming hell was she to talk to me about love? She knew nothing about me, knew nothing about the feelings blazing inside my heart. But I wouldn’t flinch under her menacing stare. I wouldn’t give her another ounce of satisfaction.

Lips quivering, I fought the pain shooting down my arm, inclining my chin and meeting her wicked gaze. “What do you want from me?”

Her violet eyes darkened to a midnight purple. “Your power.”

Icy rain washed over my body as her words sunk into my core. Hunger and ambition sharpened to pinpoints as she aimed her unyielding gaze. She wasn’t a vampire—that much I could tell—but she was a predator, nonetheless. With magical powers.

Who the hell is this woman?

Commotion by the front entrance caught both our attention. The woman turned and one of the men came forward. “Priestess, Liliuth, we need to go, now. Kane and his men are on their way up.”

Kane? If these people weren’t with him, then who the hell were they?

“Cursed leeches,” she mumbled under her breath. “We need to split up. You two,” she pointed to the closest soldiers,“take her to the roof. The rest of us will try to hold them off. We’ll rendezvous back at the checkpoint.”

They nodded as they reached for my good arm and yanked me forward.

“Wait, where are you taking me?” I demanded, limping as they dragged me forward, the bottom of my foot stinging from the broken piece of glass I’d stepped on.

“Home, dearie,” the woman replied with a sarcastic drawl.

I noticed they weren’t bringing Shadow with us, and a new sense of dread hooked onto every nerve ending. “Hold on. We can’t leave him here.”

“Oh, don’t worry. He’s coming with me,” she replied. “And don’t even think about doing anything stupid, or I’ll slice his throat open myself. And then I’ll kill your little friend as well. Are we clear?”

My eyes widened, fear scratching at my back. “CJ?”

The vile woman smiled.

Images of me ripping out her eyeballs with my bare hands flipped through my mind. I wouldn’t need to unleash any special powers to tear her to shreds. And if she threatened Shadow or CJ again…

A growl rumbled through me.

Keeping it together was a herculean effort, but then I looked over to where her men had Shadow dangling by the arms. Whatever she’d done to him had drained him of his energy, of his power. His head hung to his chest, knees buckling. A jagged blade stabbed at my heart as I took in the pitiful sight. I was responsible for this mess. And I owed it to him and to CJ to keep my rage in check.

“Avery Jaxon, are we clear?” Her tone and use of my full name suggested she knew more about me than I knew of her. Knowledge, I was one hundred percent certain she intended to use against me.

But clearly, she wasn’t the only one with intimate details about my life. Seemed a whole slew of supernatural creatures were privy to information and secrets I had yet to learn. And that alone stoked the fires of my volcano.

But I breathed deeply, taming the flames. Eyes narrowing over hers, I gritted, “Crystal.” Before I could ask for a pair of shoes, the men dragged me out of my apartment, screams echoing down the hall as some of my neighbors opened their doors to spy on all the noise.

“Get back inside,” the men holding me shouted to the onlookers, threatening them with their rifles. I tried looking over my shoulder, needing to see where the woman was taking Shadow, but I was pulled into a staircase before I had a chance to see anything.

‘I’m with you…’ a faint voice sounded in my head.

‘Shadow.’

‘You need to find a way to escape, Avery. You can’t let them take you captive.’

‘Who are these people? ‘

‘You can’t let them take you.’

I winced as I was dragged up the cold staircase, blood from my foot smearing the white tiles. ‘What about you?’ I asked, feeling lightheaded.

‘Don’t worry about me.’

‘Are you nuts? I’m not going anywhere without you.’

‘Avery, please listen. You mustn’t risk your life for me.’

Why was he saying these things? Didn’t he understand I couldn’t contemplate the thought of losing him? Iced blood sluiced through my veins. I couldn’t do this without him. Distraught, I tripped as we neared the rooftop. ‘I need you…’ I implored.

‘You need no one, Daughter of the All Spirit. Your power lies within.’

‘Shadow… I can’t do this alone.’ Tears streamed down my face as the anger I felt inside erupted in a river of despair. ‘I don’t want to do this without you.’

‘You… must. My power… weakens.’

His voice cut off when my captors threw open the rooftop door, a blast of arctic wind knocking into me, forcing me to my knees. A helicopter hovered above the roof, blades spinning as two men rappelled down a black rope ladder.

The air in my lungs stalled. No, this couldn’t be happening. I refused to leave Shadow behind. These people would not take me against my will.

This… this all felt too familiar, reminding me of the times the police rounded the runaways. Of when I was forced to go to the Winslow Home. A frenzy of hysteria swelled through my chest and my breath hitched. “Let go of me,” I shouted through the drone of the helicopter.

I yanked my arms, but their hold was too powerful, their hands gripping me with the strength of a hundred men. The pain that shot up my injured arm caused me to arch my back, and I fell back down.

“Stupid witch!” one of the men shouted. “Hoist her over your shoulder.”

As one of them did, the sounds of bullets hitting metal rang in my ears. The man holding me grunted and fell over, taking me down with him. Stunned, I rolled to my side and peered up, and my heart plummeted to my stomach.

Blond hair whipping wildly, Kane ran toward me, red glowing eyes driving the fear of hell deep into my belly.

This time, I couldn’t tamper down the white-hot flame that burst from my core.


Chapter Twenty-One
KANE



We’d been staked out outside the witch’s building waiting for reinforcements when a chopper flew overhead and landed on the rooftop. I knew they were Luther’s men the instant I spotted vampires rappelling down the side of the building, crashing through her apartment windows. What I didn’t get was why. Her presence at the club suggested she’d either been working with them or the Hive.

Coincidence seemed too convenient. And the fact they’d decided to show up guns blazing meant they knew we were after her or…

Or who the fuck knew what the hell was really going on. Regardless, I wasn’t about to lose my prize twice this night and come home empty handed.

Jumping out of the Camaro, I pressed on my comms. “Bal, you seeing this shit?”

“Aye. Chicken shits beat us to the party.”

I reached for the tranquilizer gun in the passenger seat. “I’m going in.”

“Bravo team is on its way. We should wait.”

“Fuck that. By the time they get here it will be too late.”

Stepping out of his black pick-up, Bal flashed toward me, grabbing me by the shoulder and pinning me to the side of the Camaro. “We barely made it out of that club. No doubt these dickheads are also packing poisoned-tipped bullets. We don’t have enough manpower to take them on.”

Shrugging off his arm, I said, “We’ll manage. I’m not losing the witch.”

Narrowing his gaze, he stepped closer. “We could be walking into a trap.”

“Luther knows he can’t touch me, not unless he wants my brother to rip out his heart.”

A muscle in Bal’s jaw twitched as he contemplated the situation, but I didn’t have time to weigh my options. “I’m doing this, with or without you,” I gritted.

Swallowing thickly, he dropped his chin as he rubbed his forehead. Turning from me, he gestured to the large SUV across the street. Caleb and Gideon stepped out, blades strapped to their thighs, rifles across their chests.

Time to bring our own heat.

Leading the team, I pushed through the front door of the building. In a single breath, we ascended the staircase to the fifth floor, but as I slowly pulled open the fire exit door, gunfire erupted in our direction.

“Fuck!” Bal shouted. “Take cover. Shitheads are probably using poisoned ammo!”

We returned fire as we dashed across to the perpendicular hall, crouching behind a wall. Bal peeked around the corner and a bullet nearly missed his head. “They got us pinned!”

Sprawled on the floor and writhing in pain, Gideon grabbed his thigh.

“Shit,” I said. “Are you shot?”

“Sons of bitches got me!” Gideon immediately tore off his belt and ripped his pants, wrapping the belt around his thigh like a tourniquet to staunch the blood gushing from the wound.

Vampires could heal very quickly from a single bullet wound, but the bullet hole wasn’t closing—quite the opposite. Damn wound kept widening, the blood darkening to black in his veins, the toxin visible as it spread through his bloodstream.

“At this rate I’m going to bleed out,” he grunted out, breathing raggedly. “I won’t have a chance to heal. What the bloody hell is this shit?”

“These fuckers aren’t playing fair,” I spat.

Bal pressed on his comms. “Base, this is Alpha. We have a man down, repeat; we have a man down.”

A response came in through with static. “Alpha, this is Base, repeat your status?”

“Trek?” Bal said, his voice strained. “We’re taking serious fire. Luther’s men intercepted us. Came for the witch and sprayed us with the same shit they used at Brigham. Gideon is down.”

Gideon was barely breathing. His eyes had rolled to the back of his head, the dark toxin already climbing up his neck muscles. “He doesn’t look good. Don’t think he’s gonna make it.”

“Hang tight. Second team is on its way, over.”

“There’s no time,” I said.

“Kane, don’t do anything stupid,” Trek cautioned over the comms.

“I’m not letting them take the girl.” Motioning to Bal and Caleb, I said, “Cover me.”

Caleb took me by the shoulders and pushed me back against the wall. “What are you doing? You saw what they did to Gideon. You’ll get killed.”

“I’m fast.”

“And what if you can’t dodge all their bullets?”

Taking a swift look around the corner, a growl rumbled in my chest when I caught sight of two vampires hauling who I could only surmise was the sylph away. Fuck. They’d gotten to them first. Of greater concern were the two cloaked women who accompanied them. “Witches…” I gruffly uttered. As if hearing me, one of them looked in my direction, our eyes locking in a silent battle. I recognized her violet eyes from our surveillance videos. “The Vates Ordo is here too.”

A cold smirk spread across her lips as she pressed her palms flat on the floor. She mumbled something incoherent, and the ground shook as if an earthquake had hit the city.

“What the fuck is going on?” Caleb shouted as he braced himself against the wall.

“A priestess,” I gritted, unsheathing a military knife from my ankle holster, balancing on my feet to stay upright. Debris fell from the ceiling and cracks spiderwebbed across the tiles on the floor. The drone of helicopter blades thumped through the sound of the old building’s creaking metal. They hadn’t escaped yet.

“She’s going to crumble this building!” Bal shouted.

“Not with them in it, she isn’t.” As I was about to leave the protection of the wall, gunfire erupted in our direction again, but at least the quake had subsided. The witch couldn’t sustain her power. Good to know.

I cursed as I flattened my back against the wall, avoiding more nasty rounds. Still, I risked another look and spotted movement farther back down the hall before more bullets rang out. I smirked as I spotted the lone shooter. The rest must have run for the roof.

The witch underestimated us. “I’m going after them.”

I ran straight for the shooter, my Second-Gen vampire speed giving me the advantage as I shifted on my feet, left and then right, bullets racing to bury themselves into my flesh as I maneuvered away with barely a centimeter to spare.

I dropped to the floor and slid a few feet, granting Bal and Caleb the opportunity to spray him with their own gunfire, earning me the perfect chance to leap back to my feet. I rushed toward the adjacent wall, away from the shooter, then jumped off the wall and launched myself at him.

Aiming for the vampire’s neck, I sliced it clean through, severing bone and muscle in one swing before landing flat on my feet, the shooter’s head toppling over and falling at my heel, followed by the collapse of the body.

With a nod, I motioned for Caleb and Bal to join me as I wiped the blood off on my pants.

“Looks like they took off through the rooftop access stairs,” Caleb called out as he reached me.

“Gideon?” I asked, already fearing his fate.

Caleb dropped his gaze, but Bal scorched me with his. “Trek is sending someone for his body,” he uttered, jaw tight.

Saints. A rope of guilt wrapped itself around my body, but I couldn’t let his death slow us down. We were warriors and warriors died. But I didn’t have to risk any more lives. “Stay with him, the both of you,” I said, marching toward the rooftop access. “I’ll go after the girl on my own.”

“The fuck you will,” Bal said, pulling up beside me, Caleb not far behind. “Not passing up an opportunity to smoke the shitheads who did this.”

We followed Luther’s men, reaching the top as I spotted a vampire draping the girl over his shoulder. He ran toward a rope ladder hanging from the helicopter hovering above. I yelled over the loud thumps of the chopper’s blades, “We can’t let them take her!”

Bullets pelleted the ground where we stood, a gunman aiming at us from the chopper. We ducked behind an air-conditioning unit. “Caleb,” I called out, pointing at the helicopter, “take out the shooter in the bird.”

To Bal, I said, “Cover me while I go for the girl.”

With a roar, I sprung out from behind the air-conditioning unit and aimed one of my knives straight at the girl’s captor, catching him in the back of the thigh. He fell over, throwing the girl off his shoulder as they both landed in a heap of tangled limbs.

The girl turned over, latching on to my gaze, her eyes a swirl of terror, red curls spinning in the helicopter’s wind. Amongst the chaos erupting around us, the frantic beats of her heart reached my ears, the smell of fear spewing from her pores.

Fuck. That scent, sweeter than honey, awakened the animal inside me. Running toward her, I came to a sudden stop as another vampire hurdled toward me, weapon drawn, but in that instant, a piercing shriek dug into my skull.

I fell to my knees, holding my head in agony. The pressure was unbearable, my head feeling as if it was going to implode.

But I wasn’t the only one; the vampire who’d aimed at me also fell to the ground as Caleb and Bal also roared.

What the fuck is going on?

Across the way, the witch sat on her knees, a burst of white light radiating from her in waves. Every time a wave hit me, the pain in my skull intensified. The witch was going to kill us with some type of supersonic pulse. I’d never experienced anything like it.

Above, the helicopter spun out of control—the pilot must have been experiencing the same skull crushing agony. The piercing shriek grew louder, stronger. I fell on my back, holding the side of my head, blood seeping out through my ears, pouring out through my eyes. This was torture.

Fucking kill me now…

A thundering noise broke through the shriek as the chopper took a nosedive onto the street. Chunks of the building blew off as the chopper’s blades chewed through brick and mortar, debris flying in all directions. Then a fiery explosion blasted through the air, rocking the building’s foundation.

When the pain drilling through my brain eased, I stood, knees wobbly, head in a fog. Canvasing the rooftop for survivors, I spotted Caleb and Bal stumbling out from behind the air-conditioning unit, looking as bad as I felt, but at least they were alive. I couldn’t say the same about the other two vampires laying on the ground.

I had to assume it was our Gen-Two and Gen-Three genetics that had kept us alive.

An orange glow reached up from the street. I didn’t need to peer over the roof to know the chopper had exploded into a fireball the moment it spilled over the side of the building.

Sirens sounded off in the distance. Emergency responders were already speeding toward us. We needed to get the fuck out of there or we’d have bigger problems on our hands. Shaking off the buzzing in my head, I searched around the debris littering the rooftop for any signs of the girl, but a tornado of worry ripped through my chest when I couldn’t hear her heartbeat or catch a tendril of her scent.

Fucking saints. She was gone.


Chapter Twenty-Two
AVERY



The instant I saw that colossal man barreling toward me, a string of white-hot dread weaved through my muscles, blazing a charred path straight to my gut, but there was no pain, only rage.

I’d had enough. I was done playing nice.

Images of me and my parents running down the mountain in Sedona as we were chased by those smoke-like beasts flamed in my mind. The images of the burning witch and the countless times I’d re-lived her death fueled my anger, followed by the bone queen with her golden eyes and deadly threats.

And Shadow’s body being dragged away, CJ’s lost eyes…

Oh heavens… CJ.

This was too much.

Too damn much.

Holding my breath, I let the white fire consume me, let it take up all the space inside my body until every fiber of my being was filled with it. Seconds ticked by, maybe minutes. I couldn’t tell, but when I could no longer contain the fire, I let it burst out through my mouth, a scream erupting from the deepest recesses of my chest.

A high-pitched shriek pierced the night, the sound bouncing off the rooftops of the buildings. The men standing around me dropped to their knees, holding their heads, including Kane.

I didn’t know what was happening, but whatever I’d done had immobilized them.

The helicopter spun out of control, the propeller coming awfully close to slicing my head off. I fell flat to the ground, my eyes widening as the chopper plummeted to the street below, tearing through the building as it dove several stories before crashing in a thunderous explosion.

I didn’t have time to think. Instinct urged me to pick myself up from the ground. The pain in my foot burned, as well as the sting on my shoulder from where the bullet had grazed my flesh. But I fought through both as I limped toward the rooftop access door, slamming it shut behind me with my leg before trekking back down to my apartment.

I needed to find a way to get to Shadow and CJ.

A gentle whisper nudged me at the back of my skull. I couldn’t decipher what it said, or who said it, but I didn’t need to. I felt who… or better… what it was. What it needed.

Erelldyl. The small dagger was calling to me.

In the mayhem, I’d left it behind inside my messenger bag. I wasn’t going to question how it was possible a dagger was speaking to me. At this point, after everything I’d seen and experienced in less than twenty-four hours, reality as I knew it was over. This was my new normal.

I was Avery Jaxson, a Spirit Marked witch who somehow controlled the elements, or at least one of them—barely. I had a shapeshifting guardian, and now had vampires, and apparently, other witches hunting me for heavens only knew why. Oh, and I could travel through time via dreams and pull magical objects through some realm that wasn’t even physical.

Yeah, that pretty much summed up my super fantastical fucked-up new reality.

And now I had to figure out how to rescue my friends.

The witch’s warning flashed in my head. Perhaps sending that helicopter nosediving into the middle of the street hadn’t been the wisest idea—especially since she’d threatened to hurt them if I pulled some stunt. But crashing the chopper had never been my intention. I’d merely reacted. And that was my biggest problem. I had no control over my power and people kept getting hurt because of me.

Fuck. In trying to escape from Kane, I’d dug myself deeper in this shithole.

I had to hope she wouldn’t hurt them. That somehow her need for my power would outweigh her need to prove she hadn’t been bluffing. She’d gone through a great deal of trouble to capture me.

Bile rose up my throat.

Heavens help her if she hurts them.

Because if she so much as scratched them, then whatever I’d done to those vampires would look like child’s play compared to what I’d do to her.

Then, an uncomfortable prickle danced on my neck as I recalled the coldness in her violet eyes. That bitch didn’t seem like the kind to make empty threats, and I could envision her torturing Shadow and CJ to get me to comply. That prickle scaled down my back.

I wanted to pretend I was so tough, that I could march up to her and demand she give me back my friends, but the truth was a harsh reality.

I’d frozen in place when they’d taken Shadow. I could have unleashed the fury inside my veins, yet I’d sat there and watched them shackle him. Saw them drag him away while I did nothing to stop them. What kind of friend was I really, if not a coward?

Fisting my hands and digging in my heels wasn’t going to get my friends back. That witch also had powers and was clearly trained. Plus, she had people, helicopters.

I was a nobody. I had no minions of my own, no guns or bazookas. I barely knew how to use my so-called gifts.

The only thing I had was myself. Which was why I possessed zero choice but to run back into the enemy’s hands. I had to turn myself over to her in exchange for their safety—it was the only way. I’d figure out how to escape after. I’d not become the most notorious runway in the state of Arizona for nothing.

It was a simple and no doubt a stupid-ass plan, but I had nothing else.

I needed to go back to Requiem and hand myself over on a gilded platter.

Chaos welcomed me as I made it to my floor. Residents were rammed into the stairway as people looked to escape the building. The helicopter had chomped through one side of the building before exploding on the street.

Damn me. What if there had been people on the street? Or what if it tore through someone’s apartment on its way down? Had I done it again? Hurt innocent people, possibly killed someone?

My chest constricted, knees growing weak as I thought about my carelessness. I’d been so consumed by rage I’d not cared about the collateral damage. All I’d wanted at that moment was to hurt the people who had hurt me…who sought to capture me.

Pushing my way through the people blocking the doorway, I spilled into the hallway, a hand flying to my mouth as I took in the destruction. The floor tiles were cracked, along with sections of the walls and ceiling. Looked like the building would tear in half soon.

Had the explosion caused this?

I winced in pain as I carefully stepped barefoot over shards of glass and broken plaster. When I made it to my apartment, a burning ache settled in my stomach. Lips quivering, I held back a deluge of tears as I looked around the tiny space I’d learned to call home.

Even though I’d witnessed it be torn apart, somehow, now that I stood at the entrance alone, the reality of what’d happened smashed through me like an avalanche crushing through an evergreen forest.

I trembled. In one night, I’d lost everything. My home and those I cared about had been taken from me once again.

The wintry February gale blew through the broken windows, summoning goosebumps and shivers over my skin. Furniture lay tossed over or crushed; my possessions, while not much, were strewn around the room like garbage.

And my drafting table…

I fell to my knees. It lay in shambles, the wood splintered straight down the middle from someone taking a fall right through it. My life’s work, every drawing… gone.

The sound of my heart shattering overpowered the indistinguishable chatter of people scrambling to get out of the building. Even the sound of emergency sirens blaring felt worlds away.

I’d worked so hard to build something that was mine. To prove to myself I could do it on my own. That I didn’t really need anyone to survive. And now it was all gone.

My home was gone.

And the people I cared about…

I’d failed to protect them.

Unable to staunch the tears any longer, I let them stream down my face. I let all my anguish pour out of me. Let it drown me.

‘You’re stronger than this. Get up. Now’.

The voice inside my head snapped me out of my stupor. “Shadow?” I said out loud, wiping at the wet streaks on my face.

‘There isn’t much time. The others will come, but you can’t let the witches capture you.’

“The others? What are you talking about?”

‘Guardians. To awaken the rest of your powers.’

Springing to my feet, I searched for my boots among the mess littering the floor. “Where are you?” I demanded, not registering anything else he’d said. If he could reach my thoughts, he had to be close by. Maybe he was still inside the building. “I can come get you.”

‘It’s too late for me. You must find a safe place.’ His voice trailed off and terror crashed into me.

“Shadow?”

Silence.

“No. No. No.” Giving up on finding my boots, I reached for a pair of flip-flops. I slid my feet inside them, then dug my messenger bag out from under a fallen dresser.

Quickly checking that Erelldyl was still inside, I sighed a breath of relief when my hand folded around the hilt. A surge of energy traveled up my arm, filling me with a sense of peace, as if a part of me that had been missing had found its way back to me.

Shadow had said this little dagger was special, that it possessed great power. Well, time to put it to the test.

Leaving my tears and sadness behind in the rubble, I rushed out of my studio, determined to kick some ass and find my friends. But the instant I set foot out in the hallway a sheet of ice draped over my skin. Coming through the fire door were three men dressed all in black.

Come on. Seriously?

Faces smeared with blood, Kane and his two companions looked like they’d been through Hades and back. After what I’d done to them on the rooftop, it was no surprise they stared at me with murderous eyes.

Something told me these vampires had a different agenda than the witch who’d taken Shadow. If I had any chance of getting my friends back, I couldn’t let Kane and his minions put their nasty paws on me.

And as far as I knew, I only had two options. I could try my luck at fighting off three vampires with nothing but my magical dagger—that I had no clue how to use—or let my nifty new ability explode out of me again, but then I might hurt people still lingering inside the building.

Or…

Pursing my lips, I glanced to my side and bit down on my teeth. Okay, so there were three possible options. But number three was my least favorite… by a long shot.

The birdcage.

I’d swore I’d never set foot inside that death trap again, but right now it seemed it was the only probable way out of this stalemate without getting captured by the wrong vampires, especially when those vampires took off after me in a sprint that looked more like a blur of lightning.

Shit.

Without a chance to talk myself out of this stupid idea, I jumped into the birdcage across from my apartment and locked the door at the same time the vampires reached me.

“Fuck!” Kane banged on the bars, practically denting them as he tried to force himself inside.

I lurched back, managing to press the button for the lobby.

His ocean blue eyes darkened to pools of black, his square jaw hard and brutal as he cursed. I flinched as one of his companions raised a gun, but Kane ordered him to lower his weapon.

The blond warrior snarled as he watched me descend.

I smirked and flipped him the bird. He grinned back with a humorless smile, fangs gleaming white and so damn pointy they made my bones shudder. As the birdcage lowered out of view, I caught a last glimpse of the vampires as they disappeared in another blur of bodies.

Blooming hell.

They could probably descend to the lobby faster than the elevator. Pressing the emergency button, I forced the damn birdcage to a creaking stop on the second floor, the scraping metal echoing down the hall. This stupid elevator had no clue how to be inconspicuous—not to mention that it stopped in between floors.

Prying the door open, I managed to pull myself up and over the opening of the elevator and onto the second floor. The hall was empty of people. Seemed everyone had evacuated already.

Thank goodness.

If I remembered correctly, Hank Tortorella, the superintendent, lived in the apartment at the end of the hall. His living room windows faced the back of the building. I could use his fire escape to sneak out the back.

Flip-flops slapping on the tiles, I limp-ran to his apartment, pounding on this door. When no one answered, I turned the knob, smiling when the door opened.

As I reached his living room window, my mind searched for Shadow, but all I received in return was silence.

Dammit.

Pulling the window open, I climbed out onto the fire escape. The brutal winter air hit my face like a storm of icicles. I hadn’t felt the cold this bad when up on the roof, perhaps due to all the adrenaline, but now the full force of the bitter cold ripped at my skin like a savage beast. Fingers burned as I grabbed the frozen metal railing and climbed down.

Teeth clattering, I wondered how long I would make it without a coat. All I wore was a pair of leggings and an oversized sweater.

As I stepped off the last rung, a flash of warmth wafted toward me. The fire from the explosion still blazed so hot it reached behind the building. I peeked over the side. Emergency vehicles had finally arrived. Paramedics were assisting people who appeared to be injured while firefighters began putting out the flames.

That was my cue to go.

Turing the opposite way, my flip-flops slid on the slick ground as I ran down the alleyways and courtyards of the surrounding buildings. The freezing temperature had numbed the pain from the cut on my foot, but now my exposed toes throbbed like a mother from the icy burn of the snow. A pin-needling sensation also attacked my fingertips, nose, and ears.

When I finally reached the sidewalk on the opposite end, I leaned against the side of a brownstone and hunched over, needing to catch my breath. The freezing air stung my lungs with each gasp. The gash on my shoulder still bled, blood soaking the entire left side of my sleeve and dripping off my hand.

A deep, burning soreness sunk into my arm and I could barely move it without pain shooting across my shoulder blades. I gently pushed off the building, but my head spun. I was disoriented, and uncontrollable shivering overtook my body—not sure if from the cold or potential blood loss. Maybe it was from the utter craziness of the night, but I struggled to stay upright.

Refusing to succumb to another blackout, I willed myself to keep going. I needed to get to Requiem before that witch could hurt my friends. Grunting, I managed to make it to the crosswalk, but as I looked up and down the street trying to orient myself, a black sports bike came to a smoking halt in front of me, nearly knocking me backward.

A female rider dressed in all black leather unsaddled the bike faster than I could blink. Unsheathing a sleek sword from her back, she pointed it straight at my throat.

Stunned and unable to unglue my eyes from the blade, I didn’t move as she took off her helmet with her free hand. A halo of bleach blonde, short-cropped hair framed a sharp-edged face. Light green eyes thinned over me as she smirked. “Heading somewhere, luv?”

Sight going fuzzy, I wobbled a bit. “Who…who are you?”

“The better question is, who are you?”

Before I could think of a reply, she looked over my shoulder. “You boys owe me a drink.”

Poking beneath her pouty lips were two sharp fangs glinting under the gleam of the streetlamp. Took me two seconds to realize my mistake. By the time I spun around to look behind me, it was too late. Someone wrapped an iron-like arm around my neck.

I thought about the one defense class CJ had forced me to take, but that served no purpose because I had zero strength left in me, and it took less than half a second for my world to fade to black.


Chapter Twenty-Three
KANE



With her limp body in my arms, I ran across the street to where two black Suburban trucks idled.

Caleb high-fived Ice as she straddled her bike. “Damn, lass, you couldn’t have timed that better if you tried.”

“Like I said, you owe me a drink.” Winking, she slipped her helmet back on and peeled off into the night.

Caleb whistled, placing a palm over his heart. “I’ll give her more than that if she wants.”

Bal smacked him upside the head. “Shut the fuck up and get in the second truck. We need to get our asses off the streets.”

Bal opened the back passenger door to the first Suburban and helped me settle the witch down. Once we had her fully across the bench seat, he joined Caleb in the other truck.

Before closing the door, I had the sudden urge to move a lock of her red hair away from her face. The instant I touched the soft skin of her cheek, a jolt of energy shot up my hand. I jerked back, eyes widening.

Fear—raw and visceral—ran through her blood. Not hatred, not disgust. This witch harbored no ill feelings for my kind. It didn’t make a lick of sense.

While one of my brother’s gifts was compulsion, one of mine was the ability to feel people’s emotions as potently as they did with a simple touch. But given how starved I was, I shouldn’t have been able to feel anything. I’d not felt anything back at the club, either.

Our gifts needed fuel, and that fuel came in the form of blood.

And still, I’d been able to take in all that emotion as if it had been mine.

But fear hadn’t been the only thing hitchhiking a ride in her veins—a sense of recognition flowed as well, as if she’d known me longer than I had her. Hell, I didn’t know her at all. I didn’t even know her name, yet she knew mine. And that jabbed me right between the sternum.

Who the bloody saints was this witch?

I had to give it to the young woman, though, she was a quick thinker. Resourceful, too. Wasn’t everyday someone escaped being captured by vampires.

She almost slipped through my fingers twice this night.

I thought back to the moment she jumped into that piece of shit elevator. A part of me thundered with rage when she managed to slam the metal door in my face. I could’ve ripped it right off its hinges with my bare hands if I truly wanted to, but the instant my eyes locked onto her amber gaze, I hesitated.

I fucking hesitated. Because when our eyes fixed on each other, a surge of memories ricocheted inside my skull as if a bullet had been shot through my head.

She didn’t just have the same-colored eyes as Arabelle; she possessed that same untamed, wild challenge in their depths.

Back at the club, she’d unlocked the cage to my beast, baiting me to taste her blood. But those eyes had unlocked something else. something more.

She’s a witch, I reminded myself, as if that was enough to quell my hunger. After Arabelle, I’d vowed never to thirst for the blood of another hellion, yet there I was, my tongue hankering for a drop of her blood. It didn’t help that her arm was bleeding, and her sweater was practically soaked in her blood.

Shit.

I couldn’t keep doing this to myself. My lack of sustenance was a liability to my team. There was no other explanation for the tremors vibrating through my body, for my inability to stay focused around this woman. If I didn’t drink blood soon, I would fuck up our entire mission.

And there was no chance in hell I’d allow that. We needed to get to the bottom of what the Hive and my brother were planning. Of why they needed this girl. Because if the plan was to open the portal, there existed little choice of what to do with the witch next.

Something tightened inside my chest.

If it came down to cold-blooded murder, could I go through with it? For the sake of the world?

I looked over at her somnolent face and puffed a labored breath. I’d cross that bridge when the time came.

Sitting in the driver’s seat, Lars said, “Sir, we need to get going.”

Right. Snapping out of my stupor, I closed the door and climbed into the passenger seat as Lars pressed on the gas and took off. When we jumped on the freeway, I pulled out my cell and called Trek.

“Boss,” he said as if he’d been expecting my call.

“Target is secure. How’re we doing with that intel? I need to know who this girl is.”

He hummed as he tapped on his keyboard. “Okay, here we go. She wasn’t too hard to dig up. Name’s Avery Jaxson. Twenty-one. Parents died when she was seven—car accident. Grew up in Arizona’s foster care system before moving to New York City five years ago…”

“That’s all?”

“She had a few run-ins with the law, but nothing serious. All juvi stuff. Record’s clean otherwise. Had a couple of odd jobs here and there, most recently at a pet store.”

“No connections to Luther or his club?”

“That’s all I got, boss.”

“Hmm.” Peering over to the back seat, I took a moment to catch my breath, remembering the feel of her soft skin and the electric pulse that shot up my arm when I touched her. She was more than she seemed. You wouldn’t know it by looking at her that this petite, fragile-looking human had killed a squad of vampires and taken down a chopper.

“Everything okay?” Trek asked.

I blinked, snapping myself out of my turbulent thoughts and focusing on the blur of traffic racing past us in the opposite direction. “Nothing’s adding up, that’s all. She’s a total mystery. Make sure everything’s ready when we arrive. I knocked her out, but she’s going to need a sedative.”

“On it. And the sylph?”

“We were too late. Hive took him.”

“Look at it this way, at least with him out of the picture, the witch might not be as strong.”

“Don’t count on it. She managed to down that helicopter without much effort.”

There was a moment’s pause, then he added, “Hey, listen. I’m sorry about Gideon.”

I swallowed hard. With all the commotion, I’d not been able to process the fact we’d lost one of our own. A stabbing pain throbbed in my chest and a lump formed in my throat. What ate at my stomach wasn’t only his death, but the ire and disappointment I’d seen flashing in Balthazar’s eyes. Clamping down on the influx of emotions fermenting in my gut, I kept things simple, businesslike. “He’s going to need proper rites.”

“No worries.” The coolness of his voice indicated he understood my unspoken message—that I wasn’t ready to talk about it. “Bravo team was able to recover his body,” he went on. “Preparations are already underway.”

“Thank you, Trek.”

“Don’t mention it. See you when you get here.”




An hour later, I stood inside the headquarters’ dingy bathroom and wiped steam off the flimsy bathroom mirror. I stared at my dull eyes, water dripping from my hair. Sunken cheekbones and blanched skin spoke the truth of the physical ill overtaking my body. I’d pushed myself too far by refusing to feed.

Now Gideon was dead. And it didn’t matter if his death was a direct result of my actions or an inevitable consequence of the work we did.

Gideon no longer breathed, and his death hung off my shoulders like a cloak made of lead.

The scalding shower had washed away the blood and dirt, but the true aftermath of tonight’s mission would stain my hands red forever.

I would’ve never guessed the night would culminate with one of my men dead and a downed helicopter in the middle of Brooklyn.

A knot rolled its way down to my gut, landing like a pile of bricks. Deep down I knew I’d made the right call, but after the ungracious appearance my unwieldy hunger made at the club, I knew doubt had been cast over my competency. Balthazar made sure to remind me of that the moment we arrived back at headquarters.

Barely saying a word to me and refusing to look me in the eyes, he took off to prepare for Gideon’s funeral.

I knew he blamed me for Gideon’s death—that much was obvious—and he had every right to pin it on me. I’d made the call to go in after the witch.

If I hadn’t, Luther’s men would’ve captured her. The fact the Vates Ordo was there also confirmed our fears about them working together.

It’d been a tragic call, but it had been the right one.

I took full ownership of that. But my son believed I didn’t care who I lost, so long as I always completed the mission. He was wrong, brutally wrong.

I carried every single death in my heart, the names etched onto its beating flesh with the jagged blade of their memory. If there was a way to permanently etch them onto my skin, I would carve the names into my flesh with my own knife and wear each scar with honor. But our nature made it impossible to mar our bodies, even intentionally.

Taking a weighty breath, I silenced the tempest churning inside. I needed to be strong. Needed to show that despite our loss, we’d not come home empty-handed. Gideon’s death had not been in vain.

I wrapped a towel around my waist, exited out into my room and dressed. The sun would be up in a couple of hours and to honor his death, Gideon’s body would be offered to the light in a proper rite. In the meantime, other preparations needed to be made.

The sedative we’d given the witch when we arrived was short-term, and Ice had agreed to monitor her while I cleaned off all the blood and grime.

A muscle worked in my jaw as I pulled on a black T-shirt and a pair of jeans. I’d hoped to do my questioning stateside but after seeing what the witch was capable of on that rooftop, I couldn’t take any chances. As much as I hated to admit it, Trek had been right again.

I needed the Sisterhood.

The witch was worse than dangerous. Never mind what she did to me and the other vampires on that roof. What she did with that helicopter?

That crash could have killed innocent people. Maybe it had, but we couldn’t confirm any casualties. Things were already messy, and we didn’t need to attract unwanted attention from the authorities by getting involved with their investigation.

After lacing up my boots, I marched across the warehouse to where we were keeping her. As I approached the makeshift cell, I noticed Ice injecting something into the witch’s IV bag.

I couldn’t deny a certain type of feeling cycloned through my heart at the sight of the witch lying motionless on that cot—the only movement the rising and falling of her chest. Less than two hours ago she’d been on that rooftop belting out a scream so loud she nearly popped my brain like a grape. Then she’d made us chase after her, but not before flashing me a cocky, almost charming smile punctuated by the flash of her middle finger.

Bratty witch.

I’d gifted her a knowing smile, acknowledging her well-played move. As much as I wanted to despise her and as much as every cell in my body fired off alarms inside my blood, there was something about her that didn’t settle right.

There had been innocence in those eyes. As if she hadn’t meant to cause any of that carnage. As if she’d only been trying to protect herself.

Witches were always self-aware, a coat of arrogance draping over them like a second skin.

But not her.

Looking her over now through the bars of the cell, I couldn’t quite fathom how so much power lived inside such a small human. She appeared so harmless.

Chuckling to myself, I crossed my arms and shook my head. Only a moron would let her small frame and delicate features fool them. The witch packed enough power to take out my entire coven if she wished.

Noting my presence, Ice exited the cell, closing the metal door behind her. “Hey.“

“How’s she doing?”

“Cleaned up her wounds.” She threw a bloodied rag into a trash can as she stripped off a pair of latex gloves and chucked those as well.

My jaw clamped down as my nostrils flared at the scent of the witch’s blood. Knowing my instincts, I took a few steps back and swallowed hard, but the saliva that went down my throat tasted of ash and nails. Resisting human blood was bad enough, but a witch’s blood?

The car ride back to headquarters had been a nightmare. The potent swaths of her scent nearly drove me mad.

Now, I was getting hit with it again.

Oh, this was going to be a long fucking night.

There was a reason the treaty between the vampires and witches made feeding off a witch an offense punishable by death— to both the giver and the taker. The magical properties in their blood were like catnip to a vampire.

More like heroin, if I was being honest. And for the giver, the experience was sex on steroids on top of fucking crack. But this girl wasn’t just a witch—the magic living in her blood would taste of starlight and infinite sunrises.

And of soot and betrayal.

Relaxing the tension in my shoulders, I blinked, resuming some semblance of composure.

Clearing my throat, I asked, “Was she badly injured?”

“Nothing serious. Stitched up the gash on her shoulder and the cut on her foot.” She eyed me for a second, perhaps reading the unruly hunger in my eyes, and added, “And changed the bloodied sweater. Just gave her more of the sedative. She’ll be out for several more hours.”

I peered over at the witch. Dusky red curls fanned around her face, and a natural flush pinked her cheeks, showcasing the light sprinkle of peachy-colored freckles beneath thick-lashed eyes. Sensual lips parted slightly with each breath she took, and I found myself battling to tear my gaze away from her.

She looked so peaceful. And so damned-saints beautiful.

Pressure built behind my ribs. Stunning to the point of stealing a vampire’s breath? Yeah, the witch was as dangerous as they could get.

Tension knitted through my shoulders again, wrapping around my neck like a serpent as I thought about what I needed to do. “Ready her for transport.”

Ice quirked an eyebrow. “Transport?”

It had been a last-minute decision; hell, most of the team hadn’t been briefed yet. “We leave at sundown.”

“Where are we going exactly?”

“Home.”

Her forehead crinkled, an ashen cloud of disbelief shadowing her green eyes.

We weren’t going back to Scotland because I missed the comforts of home. To interrogate the witch, I needed the damn Sisterhood. Despite my reservations at working with that impish lot, I had no other option but to bring the witch back to my homeland and trust they wouldn’t betray me to the Hive.

But that wasn’t why Ice looked aghast.

She crossed her arms, matching my stance. “You’re going to pack her up and whisk her to another country without her consent? Simply hand her over to the Sisterhood? You know what they’ll do to her.”

I remained silent. Neutralizing a Spirit Marked’s powers required unconventional methods only the Sisterhood could execute, and it wasn’t even guaranteed. The process was painstakingly difficult and not entirely painless.

Shudders ran the length of my back as I recalled Arabelle’s skull splitting screams the night she was captured and taken by her sisters. That night was forever seared into my brain.

“I saw the look in her eyes back in that alley, Kane,” Ice went on, dragging me back from my past. “That wasn’t the look of someone working with the Hive or with scum like Luther.” She pointed at the girl. “She is not the witch you think she is.”

Holding her gaze, I chose stale coldness over discussing the matter further. I’d seen it too. The girl didn’t reek of malice, but I couldn’t take any more chances, not after what happened with Gideon. “Just make sure she’s sedated for the flight.”

I turned to walk away but Ice grabbed my forearm. “You’re really going through with this?” She paused, waiting for a reaction from me.

I said nothing, my gaze unwavering. The decision had already been made.

She sucked in a harsh breath, her shoulders bunching as she let go of my arm. “This is not what I signed up for. She’s innocent; she deserves the right to know what is going to happen to her.”

The subtle accusation riding the undercurrent of her words stung. I knew why she’d said it, but she was out of line. “This is not the same thing, Ice. What happened to you was beyond my control.”

“Was it?” she challenged, her gaze sharpening.

We’d had this conversation before—hundreds of years ago when she was first made. I knew the psychological wounds would never fully heal, but I hadn’t realized they still festered. I wasn’t certain what the heaviness in my chest was, but the fact she still resented me dug a hole deeper than I cared to admit. “Would you have chosen differently?” I asked, my voice even, reminding her I had given her a choice.

“You mean would I’ve chosen not to become this?” She fanned a hand over her body.

“You wanted revenge. I gave you the sword.” Stepping closer, I leaned down and gritted, “But it was you who sharpened the blade.”

She swallowed deep, knowing I spoke the truth. Her transition hadn’t been easy, and the first years of her new life had been stained with vampire and human blood alike. By the time we’d brought her home, the trauma had left the type of permanent scars vampire healing could never erase.

“This,” I said, “what’s happening with the witch, is not the same thing and you know it. You didn’t witness what we did up on that roof. The power running through her veins is beyond anything I’ve ever seen, not even Arabelle had that ability.”

“But does that give you the right to kidnap an innocent girl?”

“She killed vampires,” I snapped. “She might have killed humans too. Regardless of what her intentions may have been, the fact remains. Her power is deadly, and I am not taking any more unnecessary risks. The Hive is up to something, and my brother is embroiled in those plans. I have no choice but have the Sisterhood assist in the interrogation.”

She parted her lips, but I silenced her with a snarl. I was done being undermined. “We leave at dusk. See to it that she’s prepped for the flight. Are we clear?”

Narrowing her gaze, the jade in her eyes darkened to a hunter green. “Aye.”


Chapter Twenty-Four
KANE



Arush of air filled my lungs when I found Trek in front of his computers in the communications room. Blessed saints. After the night I’d had, he was exactly the company I needed—someone who wasn’t planning on handing me my ass.

I hoped.

He put the satellite phone down as I approached.

“Home?” I asked, pulling up a chair beside him.

He sighed as he nodded, pouring himself two fingers of the bottle of Scotch sitting on his computer desk. “They are preparing for our arrival, exactly as you requested.”

I turned the half empty bottle toward me and read the label. A soft whistle puffed from my lips. “Vintage Dalmore. Liquid Gold. Who’d you have to kill for this?”

Trek chuckled and winked as he took another glass out from inside his desk drawer. “A gift from a friend. Care to join me?”

Was he kidding? I’d be a wanker to refuse. “I need more friends like yours,” I said as he poured me a drink and handed me the glass.

“For now, your sorry ass is stuck with me.” He lifted his glass to mine. “For Gideon.”

“For Gideon,” I echoed as I clinked his glass.

“May he witness the sun rise forever in the vale,” Trek said.

“And may his soul finally find peace.”

“Amen, brother.”

Taking a hearty gulp of the amber liquid, I savored it before letting it coat my throat, the intricate flavor of dark chocolate mixed with spices and orange inundated my senses. Reclining, I closed my eyes and hung my head back, taking a much-needed moment of respite.

“You made the right call, Kane.”

Tilting my head back up, I flipped one eye open and stared at him.

He patted his heart, eyes glossy. “Losing one of our own is never easy. You know I’d be the first one to tell you if you’d fucked up, but trust me when I say this, if you’d not gone in there, the witch would be in Luther’s hands right now.”

I took another swig, defiling the scotch. “Tell that to my son.”

Trek leaned in as if sharing a secret, the lights from the computer screens reflecting in his mocha-colored eyes. “Gideon and Bal… they were close. He’s mourning. Give him time.”

Sitting up straighter, I rubbed my palms down my face. “Problem is, we don’t have time. You think Luther and my brother aren’t going to come after the witch? The Hive, too? Not to mention what the council will do when they find out we have the Spirit Marked and that I offered the Sisterhood an invitation to interrogate her without first consulting with them.”

His brows knitted, nodding in agreement. “Yeah, it’s going to be a clusterfuck.”

“With Larick out for the count, Bal needs to take charge. And if he’s not focused⁠—”

“When has he ever not done his job?”

I closed my eyes, rubbing the back of my neck, acknowledging the truth. As hot-tempered and pig-headed as he could be, Bal never once let me down. But the heaviness of his grave stare the moment we arrived at the warehouse weighed on me like a mountain of rubble. In his eyes, I’d failed him, and that was like a molten iron pick through my heart.

Placing the empty glass on the desk, I stood. “Thanks for the drink.”

“Where are you going?”

“To figure out what I’m going to do about this fucking mess once we get back to Stonehaven.”

“Did you tell them?”

“That we’re not going to Bringham? Can’t take that chance. Not yet at least. If Luther planted Hogan as a mole, then he could have planted more. Until I can vet the entire team, everyone is on a need-to-know basis.”




Two hours later, a knock sounded outside my room. “Yeah?” I drawled, pinching the bridge of my nose, sleep clawing at me from behind my eyelids. I’d been poring over old texts about witches and magic, and my mind had turned to scrambled eggs trying to make sense of all their history.

“May I come in?” The sound of Anya’s soft voice lifted my attention. Before leaving for Requiem, Trek mentioned she’d been weakened by the exorbitant amount of energy she’d expelled trying to track the magical signatures. Perhaps she was feeling better. Or she had tenebrous news for me.

Anya had an exceptional vampire gift that none other possessed, and the secret behind that gift rested in her previous life. Prior to being sired, Anya had been a member of the Sisterhood of Light. She’d held the ability to channel other witches’ powers—a skill she used against their nemesis, the Vates Ordo.

An invaluable asset to the Sisterhood, she was part of their Inner Circle, comprised of the most powerful witches in their hive.

But no matter the value of an asset, the Sisterhood held zero tolerance for the violation of their rules. As their magical power lives in their blood, to rip Anya of her magic, they flayed her skin alive, draining her not only of her magic, but of her life. They left her for dead. I found her as she breathed her last mortal breath.

A reprehensible act of unnecessary violence, all because they discovered she and a member of my coven had fallen for each other and shared blood. The vampire she’d fallen in love with had been young and indefensible against the Inner Circle, and all I found of him was a pile of ash.

My people gave Anya a second chance at life, as a vampire—something the Sisterhood took as a major affront. Seeing one of them as one of us tore at the heart of the Inner Circle. They feared a sired witch would be too dangerous if they inherited their magical powers.

I’d half expected Anya would resent us for turning her into one of the creatures her kind was raised to abhor. But she saw it as an opportunity for retribution. Against the Sisterhood.

While she did not keep her magical abilities, she was reborn with a special vampiric gift. She could no longer channel another witch’s magic, but she could detect magical energies—a skill she offered to our cause, aiding us for the last three hundred years in our hunt for rogue witches and sorcerers.

Knocking a second time, she asked, “Lord vampire?”

“Come in, Anya.”

When she poked her snow-white, curly-haired head through the door, I said with a smile, “How many centuries have we’ve known each other, soothsayer? You know to call me Kane.”

Dressed in black combat pants and a hooded white tunic, she stepped fully into my room, clasping her hands in front of her as she nodded. “And you know I do not possess the gift of foresight. I can only read what the bones show me.”

“Come, have a seat,” I said, offering her the armchair opposite from me. Cheeks flushed with a rosy flare, her dark skin glowed against the warm, dim light of my room. Sandy-colored eyes shone brightly, and the grace of her movements was smooth and strong. She displayed the clear signs of a recent feeding and a tiny pang of jealousy curdled low in my abdomen.

Ignoring the sharp claws of my hunger, I said, “Tell me, what have your bones shown you?”

Hands gently resting on her lap, she sat at the edge of the chair, her spine firm as a board. “Great trials await, Kane. The path ahead will not be easy.”

I huffed a small laugh and reclined back in my chair, legs outstretched. “As has been my entire vampire life, I expect nothing less of my future.”

“This is different,” she said, leaning forward. “The fates of many are entwined, including yours. Enemies will be many. Those you love will be in great danger. You must protect those who are close to you—with the heart of a lion.”

I took a cleansing breath. She’d stopped being a witch three centuries ago, but that didn’t mean she’d stopped practicing the craft. Anya claimed magic was unnecessary for divination, only knowledge of the occult and the ability to read the signs provided by the universe were required… skills she’d had many lifetimes to hone.

Still, making life or death decisions from vague details was hardly good strategic planning. As much as I always appreciated her guidance, I needed something more than a be careful. “Can your bones be more specific this time? Names? Dates, perhaps? Something a little more… concrete?”

Her eyes darkened. “You mock me.”

I sat up straighter and offered her a gentle smile. “No, Anya. I’ve always been thankful for your warnings but protecting what’s mine—my people—has always been a top priority for me. I don’t need a sack of bones to tell me that.” Checking my watch, I stood. “I’m sorry. You know I enjoy our conversations, but the sun rises in twenty minutes and⁠—”

She clasped the ring hanging from the chain around her neck. “And we must offer our friend to the light.”

“I wish we had more time.”

Her expression softened, a warm smile spreading across her lips. “We are eternal, Kane.”

“But not un-killable.” As I extended my hand to her, she took it and rose to her feet, but she did not let go of my hand. Pulling in closer, she said, “If you heed any warning, let it be this… Your fate, and that of that girl’s, is linked from this moment onward. You are tied to one another, and the decisions you make will have dire consequences, not only for this realm, but for others. Follow your gut, Kane, and your heart.”

The chill that scaled up my back made me shiver. She’d been ominous before, but this time, she’d managed to send ripples coursing through my blood.

I knew I’d declared war on my brother and the Vates Ordo when I took that girl, yet a dulling ache clung to my neck. I couldn’t quite shake the notion that what Anya meant about our fates being linked ran down a deeper and darker path.

One I was too afraid to explore.





As I stepped foot out into the pre-dawn, a whoosh of brisk air whipped against me. I didn’t bother zipping up my leather jacket—the cold didn’t affect vampires like it did mortals. The snow clouds had cleared sometime during the night, and as I approached the makeshift altar in the middle of the warehouse’s backlot, my boots crunched against the thin blanket of snow left behind by the storm.

Peering up at the sky, I blew out a melancholy breath. The navy-blue sky had begun to lighten to a purplish pink, signaling the birth of another sunrise. We had but a few minutes before the sun would poke its head above the horizon.

The team was already gathered in a circle, and a path opened for me to enter. In the middle, Gideon lay atop a stone altar, his body anointed with myrrh and covered in a white linen shroud.

I drew a small blade and sliced a gash across my palm, letting blood drip onto his covering. “From blood and death, we rise. With fire to ash, we fall.” One by one each member of my team walked up to the shrouded body, offering their blood in similar fashion, chanting the words we’d spoken for centuries when our brethren fell in battle.

Bal was the last to step up to the altar. “May you witness the sun rise forever in the vale.” He sliced his hand and held it over the body, squeezing his palm closed, blood pouring from the wound. “Until we meet again.”

On his last word, the first of the sun’s rays penetrated the small cluster of cottony clouds whispering across the sky. We all took shelter under the cover of the garage, donning protective goggles as the full force of the sun’s light ignited the blood on the shroud. Flames erupted, engulfing the linen and Gideon’s body.

In silence, we waited until only embers remained. At dusk, before leaving for the airport, Bal collected his ashes to bring back home to our coven’s crypt.


Chapter Twenty-Five
KANE



There were perks to being a thousand-year-old vampire… money was never an issue. My old-world fortune, combined with the power of the stock market, had padded our coffers well. But to stay powerful and secret, we’d been forced to target certain high-profile entities, planting operatives both in governments around the world and in private organizations.

Undoubtedly, it made traveling between countries easier, especially when transporting travelers and prisoners of a distinctive kind.

I reclined on the beige leather seat in my private jet. Closing my eyes, I pleaded for peace.

Leavened by magic, the scent the witch’s blood emanated called to me like a siren. The response from my body unnerved me.

And downright pissed me off.

Arabelle’s blood had given off a similar scent, and the memory of her saccharine taste mauled my mind with temptation. One drop had been enough to enslave me, beguiled by her promise of love.

A false love.

I punched the memories of her treachery out of my mind.

Even the origins of my kind’s curse were birthed by a lover’s betrayal—felt as if every tragedy began with the story of a broken heart. Kingdoms rose and crumbled, and at the crux of it all, the wars had always been waged in the name of love.

And now, a new war was brewing; I could sense it deep in my core. I’d felt it when I’d stood outside her cell, focusing on the rise and fall of her breath. She had the kind of face warriors would pillage through cities and fight armies for. The kind that would pit brother against brother, and rain destruction on all who would stand in between.

But her beauty hadn’t been what crystalized the oxygen in my lungs. The magnetic pull of her blood, like a pulsing energy that beat in tune to my own heartbeat—that right there, had been what made the pillars of my foundation crack.

Anya’s warning rang inside my head like the gong from a bell tower.

I never made the easy decisions, but I always stood by them. Never second guessing myself.

Until now.

A part of me feared I’d made a mistake by choosing to bring her to my home. And the rankling sensation had me ready to rip out of my skin.

Immensely aware of my throbbing gums and the swelling behind my eyelids, I took deep breaths. The compulsion to touch the succulent, cream-colored skin of her neck tingled my fingertips. My breath grew shallow, and my heart drummed eagerly, craving the warm silk of the nectar I knew danced in her veins.

I rubbed my face, fingers tangling in my hair. I gripped tight, hoping to block the beckoning of her blood. But I knew better. The need was primal, and if I didn’t do something to quell the hunger, sooner or later my instincts would win. It was simply a matter of when.

Damn witches.

Of all the supernatural gifts my kind possessed, speeding up time wasn’t one of them. I’d have to endure the misery of being enclosed in the same space with this girl for the remaining six hours—without a chance of escape.

Bal plopped his massive body on the empty seat across from me, his facial features drooping with displeasure. He handed me the satellite phone, temporarily offering me a much-needed distraction.

Still dressed in his tactical clothes, it didn’t seem as if he’d bothered to clean up. Black hair disheveled and green eyes devoid of luster, he looked like utter shit. “The council members have assembled. They know we have the Spirit Marked. Caelian asked for you to call her back.”

I quirked a brow. “Let me guess. She’s furious I called a Convening?”

“I didn’t tell her about the Sisterhood.”

“That’s a relief. Gives me more time to decide what I wish to do with the witch without the council’s interference.”

He leaned in, his countenance growing grim. “Our job was to find the Spirit Marked. We should be handing her over to the council. Let them deal with her and whatever the hell the Vates Ordo plans to do next. We need to be back in New York going after Luther, shutting down that vile blood trafficking ring and recapturing Azrael.”

Sitting up straighter, I pressed on my knuckles. “You don’t think I want payback for what they did to Larick and Gideon?”

“Frankly, I don’t,” he shot back, stabbing at my already bleeding heart. “My brother is still fighting for his life and we’re on this fucking plane playing escort. You could’ve shipped her off to the council while we stayed and gone after Azrael.”

I let out a soft breath, allowing his words to sink in. I knew he was angry, but they hurt, nonetheless. “I know how much Gideon meant to you.”

“You know shit.”

“I know you blame me for his death.”

He shot to his feet. “I blame Luther,” he gritted. “Which is why, when we land, I’m going back.”

I pushed up to my feet, standing chest to chest with my son. “I need you at Stonehaven for when the Sisterhood arrives.”

He scoffed. “You’re wasting your time with that lot. You think they’re any better than the Vates Ordo? You’re literally handing them the Spirit Marked, the most powerful witch of their kind.” He ran a hand through his dark mane. “This is what I’m talking about; your refusal to feed is jeopardizing our team. You’re not thinking straight, Father.”

Stepping even closer, my heated breath was inches from his. “I know the threat they pose. And that with my brother on the loose no one is safe. But I need to do this methodically, Bal. The Spirit Marked is what they want, and they will come to us. We don’t have the kind of manpower in the States needed to take down Luther’s coven and the Vates Ordo.” I placed a hand on his shoulder, trying to affirm to him how much I depended on him. “Which is why I need you with me. I want you with me.”

He shrugged my hand off. “The council already sanctioned my mission. Once we arrive at Stonehaven, I will be handing my post over to Lars. He will be the new head of operations until I return.”

“You can’t take them on by yourself.”

“I’m leading a team of Caelian’s operatives.”

“Of course. She’s never one to pass up an opportunity to undermine me.”

Narrowing his eyes, he gifted me a hearty dose of his darkest gaze. “Not everything is about you, Father. Caelian’s doing her job… something you should do, too.” He headed toward the back of the cabin, abandoning me to my troubled mind.

With the phone still resting in my hand, I peered out the window and sank my gaze into the darkness beyond. Things were already starting to fall apart. Bal was right; I could’ve shipped the witch off to the council and gone after my brother instead. But I couldn’t ignore the lead ball sitting in the pit of my stomach, anchoring me to this girl.

Anya had said to trust my gut, and that was exactly what I was doing.

Saints help me if I’m wrong.

The lights in the cabin dimmed, blanketing me in my own personal eclipse. Sitting back down, I closed my eyes and sank into my seat to await the sunrise.

Just six more hours…




Perth Airport, Scotland

The jet pulled into the hangar at around eight a.m. Overcast skies and dense fog shielded the area from the early sun. Three heavily tinted black Range Rovers were lined up waiting for my team to disembark. The girl was still in her drug-induced deep sleep and was carried off the plane by Bal and safely settled inside the second SUV. Caleb and Lars joined her along with Ice. Trek and two other crew members climbed into the third car.

I was the last to exit the plane. Bal joined me as I stepped off the last stair.

“We are set to go,” Bal said, his haggard eyes red from exhaustion and hunger. “For the record, I don’t think going to Stonehaven is a great idea. Bringham is better guarded. The grounds are more secure.”

“That’s what we all thought, then shit happened.”

Crossing his arms, Bal’s impatience ran a current over his skin, his body bristling. “How is your private home a better option?”

“After what happened with Hogan, I’m not taking any chances. I’m keeping my circle small and tight, something I can’t do at Bringham. Trek’s already vetted the security team for Stonehaven.”

Bal huffed and dropped the Rover’s keys in my palm. “You’re driving.”

I flipped the keys once in the air before jumping into the driver’s seat of the first SUV. Bal remained planted by the plane’s stairs as if lost in thought.

“C’mon,” I said. “We don’t have much time before this fog starts to clear.”

We headed northeast toward the seaside town of Stonehaven. The deep green of the rolling hills was visible even through the thick mist, and my chest filled with warmth for the timelessness of the landscape, something only an immortal could truly appreciate.

A quiet fishing village, I’d chosen the coastal nook as my home away from home when the gloom of Bringham became too much. It’s where I went to be alone and to ride out my hunger.

In recent years though, the town’s sense of history, with the impressive ruins of Dunnottar Castle, the majestic views of the North Sea and harbor, combined with the friendliness of its people, had made it a major tourist attraction.

It was no longer a place for a vampire to dwell without calling attention. Temptation ran rampant. Not feeding from the locals was manageable, as a constant stream of missing folks wouldn’t go unnoticed. That knowledge was enough to keep me in check. But an on-going supply of backpacking travelers was like ringing the dinner bell.

Twenty-four/seven. Buffet style.

It’s why I hadn’t visited in a long while.

Through his side mirror, Bal stared at the SUVs following behind. “What’s the plan once we arrive?”

“The staff has been informed to prepare one of the guest chambers for the witch. Anya and Ice will oversee readying her for when the Sisterhood arrives later tonight.”

“I still think we should’ve gone to Bringham. We have appropriate cells, interrogation rooms.”

I briefly glanced at him then back at the road. “Another reason I decided against it. I need her to cooperate and bringing her to a fucking fortress and treating her like a prisoner will start us off on the wrong foot.”

He spun toward me in his seat. “We fucking sedated and kidnapped her. Not to mention flew her across the ocean to another country. Regardless of where she wakes up, she’s going to feel like a damn prisoner.”

His boldness was teetering over the line of outright disrespect. I sucked in a deep breath and clenched my jaw. “Just make sure she’s transferred safely to her chamber. Have fresh clothes and food brought to her as well.”

“Fuck that. You’re not reducing me to a bloody lady’s maid. Anya and Ice are handling that shit.”

I slammed on the brakes, the Range Rover coming to a squealing halt, along with the other two trucks behind me. I bared my fangs, flames burning behind my eyelids. “Until you leave, I’m entrusting you with the world’s most dangerous witch. And if that means fetching her some water, you will fucking well play whatever role I need you to play. Is that clear?”

Chest heaving, he seethed, but kept silent. A simple nod was all the indication he gave me that he understood.

I bit back a curse as I put the truck back into drive when my gaze snagged on a red fox standing at the top of the hill a few yards from the winding road. It cocked its head as if wondering why we’d stopped, then it started running once I pressed on the gas, as if following us down the path.

Not sure why it intrigued me, but as I picked up speed, I kept an eye on it through my side mirror until I lost all sight of it.

An hour and a half from the airport, my home was nestled in the heart of Dunnottar Woods, only a few minutes’ drive from the center of the village. Protected behind a tall wall of mature trees lining the grounds, the gothic-styled estate offered extreme privacy and solitude.

Tires crunched on the loose gravel as we approached the stone driveway. As we pulled through the wrought-iron gates, I spotted the row of house staff awaiting our arrival. At this time of day, the human crew was on the clock.

The fog had thinned which meant we were no longer protected from the sun. Taking the carriage circle to the entrance, I decided to don some UV protective gear and brave the light while the rest of the team proceeded to the attached coach house instead. Bal was already geared up and wasted no time exiting the vehicle.

As I closed the driver’s side door, I caught a flash of red fur snaking behind the house.

Had that fox followed us all the way home?

Not sure why it surprised me. Red foxes were native to this land. Shrugging the thoughts away, I handed the Rover keys to Armand, my butler.

Clutching the keys, he clasped his hands behind his back and bowed his head. “Good day, my lord. Welcome home.”

I patted his shoulder. “Feels good to be back, Armand. Gather the staff in the great room; we have much to discuss. The Sisterhood will be here at sundown, and I would like to offer them a Woods Manor welcome.”

“Very well, my lord. Sounds like tonight will be an interesting evening.”

“Indeed, Armand. Interesting indeed…”


Chapter Twenty-Six
AVERY



When I opened my eyes, I was lying on a soft patch of grass in the middle of a clearing, twin moons shimmering above me. Shit. I remembered this place. Rushing to sit up, I looked around quickly, expecting to see the hellhounds or even the bone queen. The dense forest surrounding the clearing was eerily quiet, same as the last time I’d dream-walked. I breathed a sigh of relief.

I wondered if the elf-like creature who saved me the last time was out there watching me. I had so many questions about this place, and I had a feeling he could answer them. Behind me, that impending tree with the massive mirror stood tall like a sentinel. My heart began to gallop, remembering what I’d seen through the mirror the last time I was here.

I must have been brought here for a reason.

Reaching for my chest, I hoped to find the pendant my mother had given me, but it was gone. I pushed to my feet and searched my clothes for my dagger. Seemed I’d been stripped of my weapon as well. My clothes were mine at least, though I was barefoot. Wiggling my toes, I let the cool feel of the grass and earth ground me. This was a dream. I could control it. I could will myself to wake up if I needed to.

Ahead, a pulsing, icy blue light shimmered over the mirror’s surface, beckoning me.

A part of me trembled at the idea of looking through the mirror, and another part couldn’t silence the curiosity. As I neared the tree, I felt a cool breeze brush through my hair. Maybe I imagined it. Maybe it had been someone’s breath. I didn’t look behind me to confirm.

Pressing my fingertips to the mirror, I gasped as the frost covering the surface disappeared, revealing the inside of a grand ballroom on the other side. It looked like the interior of a gothic cathedral with massive stained-glass windows encircling the entire room, except the pictures painted on them depicted scenes from this alien world—battles, beasts I’d never seen. The room was mesmerizing. Large chandeliers hung from the vaulted ceilings; the lights illuminated as if by magic.

Women and men stood around in one large circle, as if clearing the dance floor for a special dance. Dressed in extravagant gowns of deep reds, greens, and indigos, the women looked like something out of a fairytale. The men were dressed equally as elegant in clothes made of fine silks and threads. A young man dressed in a gold and green elaborate suit fit for a king walked into the middle of the circle. A short, golden crown sat over his thick auburn hair—a lustrous mane that fell to his shoulders.

His large, amber-colored eyes twinkled like gems as music filled the air and he scanned the crowd as if looking for someone in particular. Several unaccompanied women blushed as he approached them, but their shoulders slouched every time he passed them by.

Yeah, he was looking for someone in particular.

He pushed through the crowd and walked to a far corner of the room where a woman dressed modestly, but wearing a thick, velvety burgundy cloak, stood. She’d been trying to blend into the background, but there was no hiding from him. With one hand behind his back, he extended the other and bowed slightly, inviting her to join him on the dance floor.

Everyone’s gaze was zeroed in on the woman he’d selected. Hand shaking, she seemed to question whether she should accept his proposition.

“Please, Rayne, honor me with this dance.” His voice was like honey, rich and sweet.

Hood obscuring most of her features except her mouth, she accepted, a small smile curling the corners of her ruby-colored lips. He guided her toward the dance floor, and everyone parted to let them pass. Some looked shocked, others were stunned.

Once in the middle of the dance floor, something like a waltz began to play and the young prince lowered the hood from the woman’s head, revealing a face that looked like…

Suddenly, a strange sensation filled my body and I felt like I was being pulled through the mirror. I tried to fight it, but before I could brace myself on the frame, I stood in front of the prince, looking up at those glimmering eyes. He placed a hand on the small of my back and delicately took my other as he glided me—her, us—across the marble dance floor.

What the hell is happening…

“What are you doing, Keryth?”

“We are dancing.”

“You know that’s not what I mean. Everyone is staring at us.”

“Let them.”

“But so is your mother. And she looks less than thrilled.”

“You imply that I care what she thinks.”

“She’s the Queen, Keryth.” At those words, I quickly shifted my gaze toward the back of the room where the Queen stood on a dais, watching with fury in her eyes. I instantly recognized the red flames of her hair. Queen Amarenthia.

“To me, she’s just my mother. I will handle her.”

“There’s no handling this. It’s the first dance of this ball. A ball she threw in your honor and as a welcome to the three princesses who are being presented to you.”

Guiding us through the dance, we swirled in perfect harmony. “I know why she threw this ball. She wants me to pick a bride, but I’ve already made my choice.”

“Keryth, you are outwardly insulting their fathers, the kings of⁠—”

“Have I told you how stunning you look tonight?” He spun us around and leaned into my ear, his breath sending a shiver down my spine. “Impossibly breathtaking. Every woman in this room dulls in your presence.”

“Why are you doing this?” she asked again, her breath hitched.

“Because I’m tired of being told who I can be with, who I should marry. I want you, Rayne. Only you.”

Rayne pulled away from his arms, and I swore the entire room went silent. “This is a fantasy,” she said. “You and I, we’re from different worlds.” She gestured to everyone still standing in the circle. “You’re a prince, Keryth. I’m a mage. They’d never accept our union. Coming here tonight was a mistake.” She pulled the hood over her head and walked away from him, disappearing into the crowd, leaving him in the middle of the dance floor.

He called out to her, but she ran through the ballroom and out the large double doors. In that instant, my spirit returned to me, but just as quickly, I was sucked through another black hole. My world spun out of control, arms flaying until with one gasp, my eyes burst open.





Vision blurry, I squinted, shutting and opening my eyes until I could focus. In that same breath, my body was overtaken by the rush of lava erupting from my heart and running through my blood like rivers of fire.

Holy fuck. My flesh was aflame, and a gurgling scream escaped my lungs as I thrashed on the flat surface where I lay.

Restraints held me down.

“Relax, Avery, you are only going to make things worse,” a female voice uttered.

“But it hurts! Please help…it burns!”

“It will go away soon. Hold still, it will sting less.”

I bit hard on my jaw, trying to muffle my screams, but it was useless. This was worse than being burned at the stake. I prayed for death. Prayed for the nothingness. “Let this end, please. Kill me.”

My heart slammed against my ribs. “What’s wrong with me?” I stammered as I fought the trembles seizing my body.

“You were sedated and are experiencing a side effect.”

Slowly, the sea of fire swimming through my veins receded. The trembles stopped and my breathing slowed. I opened my eyes again and realized my restraints were not made of metal but of flesh and bone.

The women holding me down withdrew their hands when they noted my confusion. “We had to hold you down.”

That voice… I knew that voice. Groggy, I sat up, eyes roaming the female’s face, more memories sprouting in my head. That blond hair, those green eyes…

A million butterflies swarmed in my stomach. “You’re the biker chick…” I said, gaze darting toward every corner of my strange surroundings, an ominous prickle skittering over my skin. Holy mother of God. This was the vampire who’d help ambush me when I tried to escape from Kane.

But where was I?

I slid my legs off the monstrous-sized canopied bed and stood, continuing to scan the room. Sandy-colored rugs blanketed the dark, wood floors. Hunter-green-colored heavy curtains clung to tall windows, gold-embossed wallpaper covered the walls, and an enormous, crystal-and-wrought-iron chandelier hung from the ceiling. An antique armoire stood in the corner, along with an equally beautiful wood vanity.

Stars. If I didn’t know the woman standing in front of me was a vampire and that I’d been kidnapped, I’d swear I’d been swept away to a gothic castle far, far away.

But this did not feel like a fairytale. These monsters had taken me captive, and I needed to know why.

“When I wasn’t able to wake you, I administered a shot of adrenaline,” she went on, as if telling someone they’d been drugged was a normal topic of conversation. “It was supposed to give you a little jolt, but it had a much harsher effect on your body.”

I scowled, heat rising up my neck. “A jolt? You chemically electrocuted me. Whatever the heck you gave me almost killed me.” My knees wobbled as I tried to take a step. “Who are you and where the devil’s hell am I?”

The blond vampire squared her shoulders, and she took a defensive stance, her lithe but muscular body promising she could inflict some serious damage if I didn’t watch my tone. “My name is Ice. This is Anya,” she said, gesturing to the white-haired woman standing beside her.

Anya’s honey-colored eyes assessed me. “And you are in Stonehaven.”

“Excuse me?”

“Scotland.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven
AVERY



Iblinked. She couldn’t be serious. “Like… the country?”

“We flew you in this morning,” Ice said.

My insides tumbled. “You mean you kidnapped me.”

“We had no choice. Your power is dangerous,” Anya replied, her voice rising.

“Dangerous?” I spat, taking a step toward them. “You came after me. You’re the ones who broke into my apartment and stole all my drawings. Not to mention trashed the place.”

“Your things are over there.” Ice motioned to a small desk in the far corner.

An ounce of relief seeped into my belly when I spotted a stack of papers sitting on top of the desk. But giving me back my drawings was hardly an olive branch. “What do you want from me?”

“The Shadow Knights will decide what to do with you once the Sisterhood has a chance to question you about your involvement with Luther and the Hive.”

I tilted my head. The Shadow Knights will decide what happens to me?

“I don’t know who you think I am, but you have this all wrong. I don’t even know who Luther or the Hive are. What I do know is that I need to get back home to New York City. My friends are in danger and you keeping me here is only making matters worse.”

Ice’s eyes softened. “I’m sorry, Avery. I understand this is all new to you, and you’re probably scared, but you can’t leave.”

“You can’t keep me prisoner here.”

Anya took a step toward me, and I instinctively put up my palms as if anticipating danger. I made some type of hand gesture with my fingers, trying to mimic what I’d seen Shadow do with his hands when we were attacked. My lips twitched when I felt a ribbon of energy uncoil from my hands. Ha, this wasn’t so hard. But as amusement danced in my veins, the slight distortion of air caused by my spell died without even disturbing a strand of hair on Anya’s head.

The woman’s eyes flashed with a hint of arrogant satisfaction. “While on the premises, your powers are contained,” Anya said. “I advise you to cooperate. Things will go a lot quicker and easier for you.”

My stomach hollowed out. “Contained?”

Clasping her hands behind her back, Anya took in a heavy breath, annoyance crinkling the lines around her lips. “Dulled, if you will. Only temporarily until we understand who you are.” Taking a closer step, she eyed my hands. “You’ll need to work on your seal components. That attempt at a spell was quite pitiful, I’m afraid.”

“You dampened my powers. Maybe you should ask Kane how he enjoyed the pitiful spell I cast on the rooftop.”

The angles of her cheekbones sharpened, a spark of anger igniting in her eyes. “Foolish girl. That spectacle wasn’t a spell but merely reactionary magic. Careless if not callous, if you ask me. You could’ve injured innocent people. Perhaps even killed someone. You should feel shame for what you did, not pride.”

I swallowed thickly. Her rebuke hit me square in the chest. She was right. I could’ve hurt innocent people. But I didn’t need her to remind me of that, especially when they’d been the ones hunting me, forcing me to use my damn power to protect myself.

Their hardened gazes and terse lips told me these vampires wouldn’t care about explanations. They’d call them excuses, as if I posed the danger, not the other way around.

If I was going to get any answers, it wouldn’t be from them. I looked back toward the desk, my drawings stacked in neat piles.

My answers were buried in the past. In my visions.

Squaring my shoulders, I asked, “Is he here?”

“Who?” Ice asked.

Only one person would be able to tell me what I needed to know. Lifting my chin, I tried to mask the anxiety wrapping around my neck, but I was barely able to swallow. “Kane,” I croaked, then cleared my throat. “If I’m to be his captive, then I would like to speak to him.”

“Hmm,” Anya said, her expression alight with intrigue. “Ice?”

“I’ll speak with him,” she replied, her gaze roaming mine as if wanting to decipher some buried secret. “Can’t promise he’ll come.”

Anya pointed to the back of the bedroom. “Washroom is back there. Please clean up. Fresh clothes are on top of the vanity. We also brought you something light to eat.”

As if I had an appetite.

A migraine had begun to build behind my eyelids. Soon, I would be a crumpled mess on the floor.

Ice left the room, but Anya stopped at the door and looked back. “This room is heavily warded.”

With a hand on my hip, I pivoted toward her. “So, don’t try to escape, is that what you’re telling me?”

“You may not want to accept your fate, Avery. But it’s been written long before your flesh came into existence. We each have our roles to play.”

“What’s yours?” I asked.

She smiled. “To show you the signs.”

When she closed the door, several clicks echoed through the hard wood. Warded or not, it was clear they weren’t taking chances with me. I didn’t even bother turning the knob. When had I ever used a door to escape anyway? Head pounding, I hurried to the windows, but as soon as I pulled the heavy curtains aside, my lungs deflated like punctured balloons.

Metal shutters. Hmm. Vampires were either allergic to the sun like in folktales and they didn’t want to risk anyone pulling back the curtains, or they’d gone a tad overboard with their security to keep me from running.

Either way, I was royally screwed.

A knock sounded at the door, and I gasped as I turned around, my chest nearly bursting. I froze for a heartbeat then chuckled at myself for getting scared. Not like I’d been caught trying to escape… even if I had been plotting it.

There was a second knock, this one louder and stronger.

Shit. Could it be him? Ice said she didn’t think he’d come.

The third knock wasn’t asking for permission. Before I could utter a single word, the locks on the door unlatched. Puffing my chest, I held my breath as the knob turned and the door opened a crack.

“May I?” said a deep, gruffy voice.

“Please.”

All the atoms in my body went haywire when Kane stepped through. Felt like I had turned into a Geiger Counter, and Kane into a radioactive power plant on legs.

Two very long, muscular legs. The man was dressed in a pair of faded jeans that sat low on his narrow waist but hugged him in all the right places—all the right places. I rushed to raise my gaze when I realized I’d been inappropriately staring for too long, but was immediately struck by how equally distracting his black T-shirt was as it accentuated the slabs of thick muscle covering his chest and arms. Lord have mercy. I’d never seen shoulders that wide. And his hands… they looked like they could crush skulls.

I had run into him twice already in very unfortunate circumstances, but having him standing before me like this? My thoughts evaporated. I had to remind myself he was not just any man; he was a vampire, and a very dangerous one at that.

Was it fear that made my blood rush? Excitement? Fascination? Maybe a bit of anger at having been taken from my home that made my heart pound like thousands of animals on a stampede?

All of the above.

But also, he was Kane. Azrael’s brother. The knight I’d seen in my dreams stalk through the halls of his castle. The vampire I’d seen drop to his knees in agony after sentencing his brother to an eternity in a coffin. The man I’d seen smile so brilliantly at a royal ball when he spotted the woman he loved across the dance floor.

He’d been living in my dreams for years, only to be made flesh like a storybook fantasy come to life. Except, the real version of him was a hundred times more alluring and frightening. I’d never forget the utter terror that gripped my bones when we’d locked gazes at Requiem. When he’d made me feel like a gazelle about to be taken down by a lion. When he’d chased after me on that rooftop and inside my building, sparking not just utter fear but fascination at how unreal it was to see him in the flesh. And now, he was also the man who held me captive in some mansion that seemed to double as my prison. This was all just too unreal.

A part of me was so anxious to touch him, as if I still couldn’t believe he was standing before me in the actual flesh, that I took a small step forward, but immediately stopped myself. My instincts reminded me this man was a predator and that I shouldn’t let my guard down. Yet, no matter how much I tried to draw up the image of the monster at the club, I couldn’t help the pull I had to this perfect stranger who had no idea I’d been dreaming about him for as long as I could remember.

His face twisted with impatience, and I realized I’d been staring at him like a total mute. I cleared the knot in my throat. “Thank you for coming to see me.”

“Something you wish to ask me, Miss Jaxon?” His grave voice reverberated through me. I swallowed deeply. No one called me Miss Jaxon, except the director of the Winslow Home. I hated that it made me feel like a reprimanded schoolgirl.

“You can just call Avery.”

He stared at me in silence, clearly waiting for more, but the depth of his blue eyes put me off balance, and I blanked out for a second.

“Avery,” he uttered, his stern voice making my spine tighten and knocking me back into this world. “My time is valuable.”

Shit. The way my name rolled off his lips made my insides quiver. Maybe I should’ve let him call me Miss Jaxon—at least it would’ve been less jarring. Pulling on the hem of my sweater, I said, “Straight to the point, then.”

Arms still crossed, he offered me a curt nod, a lock of his golden mane falling over his brow.

“Why did you kidnap me?”

He worked his jaw, taking a moment to respond. “A few days ago, my brother Azrael escaped from his prison, aided by his son Luther.” He paused, as if measuring my reaction to his statement. When I said nothing, he continued, “That escape coincided with a magical energy spike that came from your apartment. Inside, we discovered countless drawings of my people and depictions of our past. Most importantly, a drawing of my castle up in flames—the same castle raided by Luther and where Azrael was entombed.”

Stunned, all I could do was stare.

Uncrossing his arms, he stepped closer, and my pulse quickened. He clearly did not know how much space he took up, and how commanding those sharp blue eyes of his were. “You were found inside Luther’s club Saturday night, and later, the Hive came looking for you at your apartment. So, tell me, Avery, why do you think I kidnapped you?”

I blinked, repeating everything he’d said inside my head. It was hard arguing with his logic given everything Shadow said about a feud between the witches and the vampires. From his perspective, it looked like I had something to do with Azrael’s escape, but before Requiem, I’d never even met him, well, except in my dreams—or at least, my most recent one.

This was all one fucked-up misunderstanding. But then, how could I explain the portraits? I still couldn’t believe how or why I’d been dreaming about these two vampire brothers for years.

“When you piece everything together like that,” I said, taking a slow step back. “I can see why you’d think that I’m working with this Luther guy. But trust me when I tell you I had nothing to do with your brother’s escape.”

“Trust you? After you tried to crush my brain?” He cocked an eyebrow, that gaze of his making me shiver.

“You came after me!”

“I was trying to keep Luther’s men from taking you.”

“How was I supposed to know that when you came barging at me on that rooftop, right after looking at me like I was some juicy steak at that club? Can you blame me for trying to defend myself? Look, I don’t know what you think is going on, but I can assure you I’m not who you think I am.”

He placed his hands on his waist and narrowed his eyes. “Are you not the Spirit Marked?”

I sucked in a deep breath. Shadow had warned me about others being after my power. I had no idea what he’d do with that information.

“Miss Jaxon? It’s a simple answer.”

I straightened my back and crossed my arms. “It’s Avery. And why should I answer that question? All you’ve done is show me what you’re willing to do to get what you want, even if that includes drugging and kidnapping innocent women.”

A rumble vibrated in his chest, lips curling in a snarl. My knees wobbled as images of the beast I’d seen in the club flashed in my head. I expected his eyes to turn red and fangs to poke beneath his lips, but all he did was flare his nostrils—several times—as if trying to hold himself back from becoming that monster.

I couldn’t deny the small thrill ran the length of my back. A part of me feared what that monster could do to me, but another part of me—a part I had no clue existed—purred at the thought.

“When it comes to protecting my own,” his voice was gruff, eyes darkening to an inky blue, “rest assured I will do everything in my power to ensure their safety. And yes, that includes kidnapping the witch who tried to kill me and my men. I know your kind, Miss Jaxon,” he gritted, purposefully refusing to use my name. “And you can’t be easily trusted. Until I know the truth behind those drawings and why Luther and the Hive are interested in you, you’re not leaving this manor.”

My heart landed in my stomach. “You can’t keep me prisoner here. My friends need me.”

As he walked toward the door, he turned his head over his massive shoulder. “Then it would be in your best interest to ready yourself for the Sisterhood. They will be here shortly. Please clean up and dress appropriately for dinner. I will not have them think I’m not treating you well.”

“You can’t order me around like I’m some child.”

He checked his watch before exiting the room. “Dinner is in thirty minutes.”

I ran toward the door and growled the instant he locked it. Banging on it, I yelled, “I’m not going to dinner. I’m not even hungry.”

My complaints were met with the heavy sound of his boots thudding on the hardwood floor as he walked away. I huffed, placing my back against the door and sliding to the floor. Wrapping my arms around my knees, I bit down on my teeth. Who the hell did he think he was? Ordering me around to clean up and get dressed for some absurd dinner party as if I was some dumb princess in his mighty castle.

Did he really think I would so easily follow his commands?

Shadow and CJ were in danger. I had no time to worry about dinner parties, especially any party where he was the host. Pompous ass.

That witch had threatened to hurt my friends; meanwhile, I was halfway across the globe, stuck in some manor with a bunch of moody vampires. I had no clue how to get myself back to New York—I didn’t even have a passport or money. They said we were in Scotland, but they may as well have taken me to Finland. Made no difference. I was far from home.

A bubble of anxiety built up in my chest and suddenly, the air became too thick to breathe. I jumped to my feet, heart racing, hands sweaty. I paced, biting my nails. The thought of being trapped inside this room made my entire body tremble. Not to mention the headache birthed by the dream-walk was thumping at my temples at full throttle, rendering me incapable of thought.

I sat at the edge of the bed and took several deep breaths.

Drawing. I needed to draw. It was the only way I could calm the unsettling energy vibrating through me. I had to calm down so I could think, so I could come up with a plan to escape.

Rushing toward the desk, I heaved a sigh of relief when I spotted the pencil case they’d left me along with blank paper. It didn’t take long for my mind to refocus. Sitting down, the instant I wrapped my fingers around one of the pencils, the throbbing in my head began to ease.

I blew a long and steady breath, letting the images of my dream-walk piece themselves back together inside my head.

The palace ballroom. The prince in his royal garb. The woman in the burgundy cloak. As my hand flew across the paper, the images came to life as if I was back there again. Who were these people? Why were they important? Then I thought back to my first dream-walk into that forest, when I’d witnessed the two queens talk about a child, a bastard child. The mage, the prince… That was them.

I gasped. They’d been in love, and they’d had a daughter. A child who Keryth’s mother, Queen Amarenthia, believed needed to be sacrificed to open some portal. As I outlined Rayne’s features, shadowing her eyes, her lips, my heart stopped, and I tumbled off the chair. Standing, I peered at the picture again and my mouth dried up.

Rayne was me. I was Rayne.

No. That couldn’t be. This had to be a mistake. I’d manifested a self-portrait because I’d dream-walked into that vision, reliving her memory—that had to be the explanation. It was the only thing that made sense.

Chest heaving, I stood about two feet away from the desk, almost afraid to get close to my drawing. What did all this mean? Why did I keep getting thrust into these visions, these memories? This was too much. I needed answers or I was going to drive myself mad.

I was about to crumple the drawing when my attention was snagged by the sound of spinning metal gears coming from behind the heavy curtains.

What in the world?

Cautiously stepping toward the large curtains, I pulled them back and my jaw dropped. The metal shutters had retracted and the only thing staring back at me was a ginormous, floor-to-ceiling cathedral-like window, and behind the thick panes, a full moon cradled by a sea of stars.

But it wasn’t a window precisely, but a set of glass doors that led to a balcony.

I looked around the room, checking every corner for hidden cameras. They had to be watching me. Why else allow me access to a balcony?

But I couldn’t find any evidence of surveillance equipment.

Fuck it. I didn’t care if they were watching or not. Pulling on the ornate metal latches, I gasped as I was hit by an icy gust of wind. Holy trinity, it was almost as cold as back home. Approaching the railing, I realized why these vampires didn’t care about giving me access to the balcony. I was about three stories up inside some mega stone mansion.

Quite literally, I was a prisoner inside a tower.

It didn’t matter whether I could escape or not. Beyond the house all that awaited me was a dark forest. The naked branches swayed in the wintry air, the clacking sound sending shivers down my back. I wondered if perhaps I could command the wind to sweep me off this balcony and carry me safely to the ground.

But then what? Where would I go?

I shook my head. This wasn’t me. When did I shy away from running? What was I truly afraid of?

Peering back down over the railing, a string pulled in my gut when I spotted a red fox sitting on the lawn, staring up at me.

It cocked its head, ears twitching. Something about the way it looked at me made my skin prickle. It reminded me of…

Shadow. That’s how he’d looked at me when he first crashed through my window, as if he already knew me.

Shadow mentioned other guardians would show. Could this fox be another elemental spirit?

“Are you my guardian?” I asked in a loud, whispery voice, half cringing to myself for talking to a fox.

Why couldn’t these spirits just show up in human form?

Standing on all fours, it let out a soft bark, followed by a whine.

It understood me. As a smile spread across my face, the fox took off running into the woods, puncturing the bubble of hope inside my chest.

Thanks for nothing, foxy.

Turning from the railing, I resigned myself to my fate, just as Anya had so aptly put it. Maybe my only way out of this mess was to meet with the Sisterhood. Someone had to listen to me, someone had to understand I wasn’t a part of this witchy-vamp feud. But as I went to close the doors, a yelp sounded from below.

I rushed to the railing. The fox had returned. It whined and ran toward the woods, then back again.

I knew it!

The smile that stretched across my face made my cheeks hurt. But my joy was short-lived. “No-can-do, little buddy,” I said to the fox. “I have no way of climbing down. Unless you have a magical ladder, I’m stuck up here.”

Then a thought sprouted in my head. I ran back to the room and searched for something sharp—scissors or maybe even my dagger. I knew how to make a ladder out of sheets and curtains if I could just find something to cut the material with.

After searching every drawer, I returned to the balcony empty handed. Damn vampires had not only taken my pendant but Erelldyl as well.

I’d have to find a way to get my things back from them, but right now, finding a way down from this tower was more important.

“Can you help me out?” I asked the fox. “My powers are dampened here.”

It barked, but it sounded more like a screaming child being tortured. What the hell? I didn’t know foxes could make that sound. That wasn’t going to help me. If anything, someone was going to hear that and come looking. “Stop that,” I said. But it only barked louder, as if trying to get me to understand.

“I don’t speak fox,” I replied, my lips tight. It cocked its head and this time I was able to discern what it wanted me to do. I looked to the side of the house, and along the right wall was a thick carpet of ivy that stretched the entire height of the manor.

You clever fox.

I had no way of knowing if it could support my weight, but I had to try. Tugging on a few vines, I prayed to my lucky stars and climbed over the railing. The cold wind whipped against my hair, but I was so high on adrenaline, I could barely feel the sting of the icy gale. Gripping on tightly, I dug my fingers into the vines, my naked feet tangling into the leaves and roots as well.

I probably should have looked for shoes before deciding to follow a fox into the woods. Too late now.

Little by little, I began my descent, careful not to look down. I couldn’t believe this was working. It was almost too easy. And right when I thought those words, the vines gave way under my hands and ripped.

Shit. I slipped down the side of the house, screaming as I braced for impact, but my foot snagged on a vine, stopping my fall. I grunted in pain. Dangling about two feet from the ground, I twisted around until the vines broke and I landed flat on my back with another grunt.

That was going to bruise.

The fox licked my face, encouraging me to get up. There was urgency in its movements. I looked around, half expecting to find vampires dressed as soldiers racing to recapture me. There was no one. But that didn’t mean they weren’t on their way. I needed to get to my feet no matter how much everything ached from that fall.

When I managed to stand, the fox spun in place then took off toward the woods.

“Wait up!” I called out, limping after it, but the fox didn’t make it into the forest. Out of nowhere, a flying net fell over the fox, snaring it. It yelped in pain and the sound reminded me of the groan Shadow gave when those iron shackles were placed on him.

“No,” I shouted as I dragged my feet toward the fox. It whimpered under what appeared to be a net made of iron mesh.

“Avery Marie Jaxon, that’s quite enough,” a female voice shouted behind me.

The sound of that voice made every limb in my body turn to stone. I swallowed, but there was no saliva in my mouth. I knew that voice. Knew it like the sound of my own heartbeat.

Trembling, I slowly pivoted toward the person who’d uttered those words. Cascading to her shoulders, hair the color of honey gleamed under the light of the moon. Covered in a white cloak, she took a couple of steps toward me and the air in my lungs turned to smoke.

My mouth parted, but I couldn’t utter the word that sat on my tongue.

Her lips thinned as if disappointed in me, and it was like being yanked through time. At that moment, I was transported fourteen years into the past.

To when my nightmares began.

Lips quivering, I couldn’t hold back my tears and I fell to my knees in disbelief. I looked up at the woman who had showered me with love, who’d made all my boo-boos disappear. Who’d read me stories and tucked me into bed. Who taught me to dance through fields of daffodils and introduced me to the beauty of the universe.

Here was the woman I’d worshiped my entire life, even long after her death.

Except, this woman, my mother, wasn’t dead.

And as I gazed into her amber eyes, I prayed for the one thing I never thought I would. That this was all a dream. Because if it wasn’t, and she was in fact my mother and I’d been lied to all these years, then I knew I would not survive this night.




What happened next became a total fog. Vampire men grabbed me by the arms and dragged me back inside the manor, shoving me back into my room. They didn’t bother closing the shutters, probably because they knew I wouldn’t dare try to escape again. Truth was, I didn’t have the strength to do so. Didn’t have the will or heart. In one breath my world had shattered more than I ever thought possible. All the lies, all the pain, all the loneliness. For what?

Who did that to their child? How could she so coldly let me believe she was dead all these years? How could she allow those people to put me in those homes? Allowed those people to treat me like I was an unwanted child, a burden to society. One of the lost souls who no one would mourn if they died. Who no one called on their birthday or invited over on Thanksgiving. Who no one bothered to kiss goodnight or good morning.

Who no one loved.

And what about my father? Was he alive also? The thought that he could’ve allowed this to happen to me…I’d been his little princess. He couldn’t…wouldn’t. But what if they’d both survived that accident and had left me there in the middle of the wreck?

I couldn’t stand the pain. It was too much. Too goddamn much.

Curled into a fetal position on my massive bed, I held onto my hand—the one where a new mark had branded itself onto me. When the room began to feel like I was in the middle of the Mohave desert at noon and the wallpaper began to bubble and peel off from the wall, I had an inkling as to why.

The more my anger boiled, the hotter the temperature in the room rose. But I didn’t care. The heat felt amazing. Soon, it would incinerate through me, through this fucking castle, and everyone in it, too.


Mark of the Spirit-Bonded, translated from the pages of the Anákeum,The Ancient’s Book of Elemental Magic
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
KANE



Priestess Cassandra Jaxon sat across from me in my dimly lit, dark-walled study. Heavily draped with velvet curtains in varying hues of deep emerald and forest greens, the immense cathedral windows behind her displayed a brilliant full moon, reminding me we still had hours to go before sunrise, and this convening was already off to a shaky start.

The white cloak draped over her shoulders seemed to glow under the heavenly body’s platinum light. Her black tunic pooled at her feet, practically indistinguishable from the black velvet chair she occupied. Her long, and limp golden hair lacked the flare of red flames her daughter possessed, but the radiant amber-colored eyes were the true sign of their lineage. She sat with a leg crossed over a knee, back straight, shoulders rigid.

Hands clasped over her lap, the witch twisted the gold trinity knot ring coiled around her right index finger, the one worn by all sister soothsayers. As their people’s prophets, the rings they wore represented their ability to see the signs of Things That Were, Things That Are, and Things That Will Be. Anya still wore it as a pendant around her neck instead.

I made sure to remind myself that the woman before me was no ordinary witch, though something about her seemed off… way off. A witch’s power usually gave off an almost undetectable hum, a vibration only older well-trained vampires could feel if they sharpened their senses. I’d felt nothing from her.

Cassandra fixed her disdainful gaze on me. Being inside my home clearly made her skin crawl. “You are a guest in my home, priestess. There is no need for such revulsion. You and your sisters are safe here.”

A drop of sweat beaded on her forehead, followed by another. “I mean you no disrespect, lord vampire, but by capturing my daughter you’ve set off a ripple of events that cannot be undone. Time is of the essence, and you have no idea what you’ve started.”

“That’s precisely why I’ve invited you here. I need answers. Avery is more than a Spirit Marked, isn’t she?”

“What she is shouldn’t concern you. What matters is that thanks to you, she is now in more danger than you can imagine. Please, hand her over to the Sisterhood and let us do our duty to protect our own.”

Slowly resting my hands on the black leather top of my antique French desk, I took a moment to assess the subtleties of her movement. The way her throat bobbed with each swallow, as if her mouth was dry. The growing patches of flushed skin on her neck. The way her pulse thumped with such urgency, and the way she picked at her nails.

Her anxiety was more than noticeable.

Finally, I said, “That is not what we agreed upon, at least not what your reverend mother said to my emissary. I will not so freely handover the Spirit Marked to the Sisterhood without convening with the Shadow Knights or finding out why it seems the Hive is working with Luther and why they aided in my brother’s rescue.”

Breath hitched, she stiffly pushed up to her feet. “We’ve been at this crossroads before. We know what they want. Avery is a Spirit Marked, and they plan to use her power to open the portal.”

My gaze remained anchored to hers. “This is different, and you know it. Opening the portal is only part of the problem. The Hive has never worked with vampires before, especially my brother. They’ve gone as far as gifting Luther enchanted weaponry, some type of anticoagulant toxin that not only renders a vampire mortal, but accelerates decomposition. The cure is apparently also magic-based. Tell me how none of that is of my concern? How are we supposed to fight against that?”

“I understand this is worrisome for your kind, but the Sisterhood cannot enter into war with the Hive on behalf of your coven,” she whispered harshly. “Our only concern is Avery. My daughter belongs with her sisters. She will be safer with us; we can protect her in ways you cannot.”

Cocking my head, I grabbed the golden ballpoint pen sitting on my desk and gently twirled it between my fingers. “With all due respect, priestess, but where were you when the Hive attacked your daughter? If it weren’t for me and my warriors, the Spirit Marked would be in the hands of the Vates Ordo as we speak. So don’t lecture me about safety. From what I’ve gleaned, you abandoned your daughter years ago. You placed her in harm’s way. We’re just cleaning up your mess.”

The witch stormed forward, gaze darkening to a thunderous reproach. “You know nothing about me or the decisions I was forced to make, so how about you don’t lecture me about the burdens of a mother. The Sisterhood is grateful for your assistance, but I did not come here to ask for your permission to take my daughter back with me.”

I leaned back in my chair and took a deep breath, marveling at the woman’s convictions. “Your daughter is no longer a child. You have no authority over her.”

“She is an untrained witch, lord vampire. A novice with uncontained, dangerous magic.”

“And whose fault is that?”

“You can sit there and point fingers at me, but the fact remains, her powers are manifesting at an unsettling rate. Her magic is like a beacon. Every time she taps into the source, she will be signaling her location. Sooner or later, the fight will arrive at your doorstep. And we both know what happened the last time you tried to intervene in witch business. We are the only ones who can shield her power from the Hive.”

“And what assures me the Sisterhood won’t use Avery for their own sinister intents?”

“If I wanted to exploit my daughter’s magic, I wouldn’t have tried to hide her powers. What I did, I did to protect her—to protect her from this fate.”

“You’re a soothsayer, priestess. You, more than anyone, know we can’t interfere with the sands of time.”

She blinked in surprise when she realized I knew what her gift was—or had been, since I could no longer sense her individual vibration. And especially since she hadn’t offered me that information on her own. Still, she wisely chose to ignore my bait.“You’re making a terrible mistake, lord vampire.”

“Avery is my ward, and she will remain here until I and the Shadow Knights see fit. We can do this with or without your help, but it would be in your daughter’s best interest—and that of the world’s—that we work together.”

A frantic knock sounded at my door, pulling our attention. “Come in,” I said.

Bal pushed through accompanied by Armand. “Father, we need a word,” he uttered, eyes rimmed with worry.

I nodded. To the priestess, I said, “I’m afraid we have nothing further to discuss. The Shadow Knights will be arriving shortly. Armand will see you to the dining hall; I do hope you and the sisters decide to stay. The chef has prepared a grand feast in your honor.” I stood as a gesture of respect. “You know how my kind loves to lavishly entertain.”

Armand approached, reaching for her elbow, but she yanked it from his touch. “This is not over,” she said, lips terse, amber eyes wide. Now I understood where her daughter inherited that fiery attitude.

I said nothing as Armand guided her out of my study, making sure to keep his distance. Fighting the smile that pulled at the corners of my mouth, I sat back down on my leather chair. There was no denying I drew pleasure from stoking a witch’s anger, but I had an inkling there was more to her rancor than her discontent with not being able to simply take her daughter back to her coterie.

Once the door closed, I ran a hand down my haggard face. “Please tell me there’s a logistic problem with my cousin’s arrival. Despite what I just told the priestess, I would love not to have to play fucking dress-up for the Knights tonight.”

“Sorry to disappoint, Father, but we have a more critical problem. Your little witch is about to burn the bloody house down.”




Now I understood why the priestess was sweating in my study. I’d interpreted it as mere anger for having to share the same air with a vampire, but it appeared her body had also been reacting to the subtle rise in temperature to which mortals were more easily susceptible. “What the hell happened?” I asked as we hurried down the long corridors of Woods Manor, the two-hundred-year-old wooden floors creaking under the hard thuds of my boots.

“We had two guards outside her door when they suddenly started feeling heat coming from her room. They tried entering, but the knob scorched one of the guard’s hands.”

“Did she say anything?”

“Only that she wished to speak with you.”

I grunted. Trek tried to warn me, reminding me of the time Arabelle almost burned down Bringham. As we continued to her bedroom, I tried not to think about the danger the witch posed to my coven. The walls, adorned in dark wood paneling, bore the weight of its history, each carving telling a tale of centuries gone by, the scent of aged wood lingering in the air, offering me both the comfort of being home and the terror of possibly losing it all because of that saints-damned untrained witch.

We ascended a set of spiral stairs and headed toward the third floor of the west wing, passing under pointed arched doorways framed with elaborate Gothic tracery, looming like gateways into another realm. Gargoyles perched on ledges, their grotesque faces frozen in eerie expressions, seemed to track my every move with judgmental gazes, as if all this was my bloody fault—and it likely was since I’d decided to bring her here instead of handing her over to the Knights.

As we drew closer to her room, I began to feel the heat. The baroque metallic green and gold wallpaper on this side of the house was already peeling and curling around her door. Anya and Ice were also standing in the hallway. “Does the Sisterhood know about this?” I asked the small group gathered.

“No one does, except us,” Ice replied.

“Keep it that way. I don’t want to alarm anyone.”

Cautiously stepping toward the dark wooden door, I knocked a couple of times, feeling the heat against my face. “Miss Jaxon. You wanted to speak with me?”

Silence.

“May I please come in? I would very much like for you not to burn my house down. There are people who live here who I deeply care about. I would hate for them to lose their home.” The door was locked from the outside, so I could’ve easily entered without her permission, could’ve tried to subdue her with my strength, but I’d already used force against her, and taken her from her home. Despite having an aversion to witches, I didn’t want to deepen the rivalry.

Especially with her.

When I first went on the hunt for the Spirit Marked, I was expecting to find a cunning and ruthless witch, particularly if she was working with the Hive. But when I ran into Avery at Luther’s club, my instincts reacted in a way I didn’t understand. I knew witches were not to be trusted, but something about her felt oddly wrong.

She wasn’t who I’d expected.

But the witch still made me nervous, though for entirely different reasons I cared not to explore.

I was about to knock again when a faint voice said, “Come in.”

Gently turning the iron lock, I hissed as the heated metal burned my palm. Pushing through the entrance, I was immediately hit by a wave of heat that felt like I was walking into the mouth of a volcano. Vampires were resistant to extreme temperatures, but this was uncomfortable, even for me. Shutting the door behind me with my boot, I was taken aback when I locked eyes with the girl threatening to burn down my home.

Panting, she stood in the middle of the room, eyes encircled with an internal blaze. Arms splayed to the sides, her hands glowed bright orange, and a scorched scar in the shape of a triangle traced over her left palm. Her hair swayed in the air as if a breeze was blowing through the windows, though they remained closed.

Steam rose from her body. “You know,” she said, lips shaking with a mirthless smirk, “it’s kind of dumb to ask permission to come in when my door is locked from the outside.”

Saints, the bratty witch loved to spar words. Normally, I’d fire back with some snark of my own, but right now was not the time to stoke this witch’s fire. “It’s for your own protection. Despite that, you’re a guest in my house and this room is yours while you reside here. I intend to respect that.”

“How noble of you. Kidnapping me to protect me… that’s a cute way to twist things. But I don’t need your protection.”

I took a cautious step toward her, ignoring her attempts to bait me into an argument. I had a feeling it was her anger talking, not her truly wanting to ignite my own wrath. “You wanted to speak with me. I’m here now. Tell me what you want.”

“I want you to release my spirit guardian. And I want to go home.”

“Miss Jaxon, I’m afraid I cannot do that. If I were to release it, your power would be uncontainable.”

She looked around the room—at the peeling and shrinking wallpaper, at the furniture, and the wood that had begun to expand, the cracking noises crackling around us. “You think my power is contained? That I can’t burn your precious mansion down?”

“Miss Jaxon, I don’t doubt you can, but that’s not what worries me. Homes can be rebuilt, lives can’t. If your desire is to hurt me, then do it. But leave everyone else out of this.”

Her expression sagged and horror twisted her face. “I didn’t want for any of this to happen… All I want is to go home.”

I took another step closer to her. “We didn’t start off on the right foot, and I’m truly sorry for that. Tell me how I can remedy it.”

Her nostrils flared and the heat in the room rose. “A little late for apologies, don’t you think?”

I put a palm up, hoping to placate her. “Miss Jaxon, please. Think of all the innocent people you’ll be hurting if you raze this house to the ground.”

Something in her demeanor changed, as if I’d reached the buried part of her that was fighting against her own rage. “I’m…losing control,” she finally said, her voice breaking. “This … power, it’s linked to my spirit, my emotions.”

“You’re hurt. I get that. And confused⁠—”

“Hurt? Confused? No, I’m fucking angry,” she gritted, her hair flaring around her head like a viper’s nest, eyes flaming brighter. “What that witch did to my friends. What you did to me. What my mo⁠—”

The temperature in the room rose another degree and I was certain the furniture and the draperies would soon ignite if I didn’t bring her boiling anger to a simmer. “Then burn me. I’m the one who kidnapped you; I’m the one who took you from your friends. Burn me until I’m nothing but ashes, but please spare my coven. Please, Avery. This is not you.”

“You don’t know anything about me,” she spat.

“I know enough to know you’re not like other witches. Hurting innocent lives will destroy you, Avery.”

Her eyes flooded with tears, snuffing out the flames in her gaze, knocking her to her knees, sobs pouring from her lips. “I don’t want this power.”

This time I didn’t give a shit about caution, and I rushed to her, kneeling beside her.

“Shadow … He… he was able to ground me,” she said.

I lifted her chin and the skin on my fingers sizzled, but I didn’t pull away.

“He knew how to reach within me. How to find…” Avery lowered her gaze, more tears beading at the rim of her eyes only to evaporate upon contact with her skin.

“Shadow, that’s your…”

“Spirit Guardian.”

“The one the Hive took?”

She raised her gaze to mine and that internal blaze threatening to burn right through her flared again. “They hurt him. And now she’s taken my fox, too,” she gritted, the air in the room fanning hotter.

“Avery, listen. Your mother, she⁠—”

She scooted away from me until her back was against a wall. “Don’t. Don’t you fucking dare call her that. That woman doesn’t deserve to be called my mother.” Steam began to billow off her skin again.

“Avery, you’re going to set yourself on fire if you don’t control that anger.”

Body shivering violently as if she was pitching a fever, she said, “You don’t understand, do you? If I don’t allow the vortex of flames seated at the core of my spirit to burn me up, everyone else in this house will die.”

Eyes rolling to the back of her head, she whispered, “I’m sorry. I’m so so sorry. Tell Shadow…I tried.” Then she fell unconscious, tumbling to the floor. Her skin flushed bright red with thermal energy, like a bomb about to go off, and I knew if I didn’t do something, the witch would soon erupt into flames.

“I need help in here!”

I lifted Avery into my arms, my skin instantly blistering from the intense heat coming off her body. A freight train of emotions crashed into me, frying my nerves as all the pain coiled around Avery’s heart wrapped itself around mine like barbed wire.

Saints, the girl was in utter agony—pain unlike anything I had ever felt. I didn’t know how it was possible for my gift to be manifesting when I hadn’t fed in days, but it had done so back in New York when we captured her, and now it was truly pillaging through my body. It almost dropped me to my knees.

Everyone who’d been in the hallway broke into the room and I immediately began shouting commands, “Bal, open all the windows. Ice, fill the bathtub with cold water. Anya, bring me that fucking fox. And tell Armand to send staff up with buckets of ice. Now. Hurry!”

Ice had already begun filling the clawed-foot tub in the large marble washroom when I rushed in and submerged Avery’s scalding body, the sound of steam rising filling the room, condensation coating the windows and mirrors.

A gust of frigid air chased away the suffocating heat as Bal ran in and threw all the windows open. We had to keep the faucet running since the water kept evaporating, but thankfully, several kitchen staff arrived with buckets of ice, though it all melted in a matter of minutes.

“What happened?” Ice asked while I leaned over the tub and used the golden handheld shower head, gently running water over Avery’s forehead, watching it cascade over her delicate face. Eyes still closed, body still limp.

“She’s in pain,” was all I could muster. But it was more than that; Avery’s heart had been shattered beyond repair. And the pain had morphed into a depthless anger that would’ve consumed her… probably still would.

“What can I do to help?” Ice asked, placing a hand on my shoulder, her jade-green eyes soft with worry.

“You’ve done all you can. I’ll stay with her until the heat subsides completely.”

Ice looked at me with a hint of sadness in her gaze, as if she knew a truth I yet didn’t. “I’ll be in the bedroom if you need anything.”

I stayed in the washroom with Avery for almost a half hour, pouring water over her head until her skin felt cold, and she began to stir. Her eyes fluttered gently, but she kept slipping in and out of consciousness, murmuring incoherent words. Lifting her out of the water, I carried her back into the room and laid her down on the bed. Ice was waiting, as she said she would. “She’s going to need fresh clothing,” I told her.

“I can look at your injuries when I’m done with her. I have a salve that will help with the pain.”

I glanced down at my bare arms. I’d been so focused on the witch, the pain from the bleeding blisters hadn’t even registered yet. She’d also managed to burn through my shirt, scalding my chest and abdomen as well. Without fresh blood in my system, healing came extremely slow. “I’ll be okay. Just focus on keeping her cool and comfortable. You’ll likely need lots of icepacks.” Before leaving the room, I brushed a heavy strand of soaked curls from Avery’s cheek and felt a cool, featherlike sensation run up my arm.

Gratitude.

“Don’t mention it, little monster,” I whispered to her, almost inaudibly.

Her lips twitched ever so lightly, and my heart tightened in a way that made me rush out of the room with sheer dread.

When I exited the bedroom, I slammed into Bal’s chest, causing him to fall back into Armand. The poor human stumbled to the floor. Helping him stand, I said, “I’m so sorry.”

“Everything okay, my lord?”

“Need some fresh air, that’s all.”

Anya was also outside, holding the fox in an iron leash. The poor creature looked miserable, in pain. A din of regret rang in my chest for allowing Cassandra to separate Avery from her spirit guardian. “Take the leash off,” I told Anya.

The vampire balked. “But she’ll have access to her full power. If she almost burned the place down before… Now? She’ll⁠—”

“She’s more dangerous without her connection to her spirit guardian. Let the beast comfort her. Saints know she needs it.”

Anya hesitated for a moment, but my gaze told her I was in no mood to discuss the matter further. She unhooked the leash, and the fox immediately ran into the bedroom where Ice was helping Avery change out of her wet clothes.

“Bal, tell the Sisterhood and the Knights that tonight’s dinner is canceled. We will reconvene tomorrow night. They are free to stay in the manor if they please. Armand, please have the Lady’s Chamber on the east wing prepared for Miss Jaxon. This room is inhabitable.”

“The one next to your bedroom, sir?”

“For her safety.”

Eyebrows raised, he didn’t object, though I knew the thoughts running through his head. “Very well, my lord. As you wish.”

I nodded and was about to walk away when Bal grabbed my arm and I flinched, the sting of the burns now extremely palpable. “You honestly think having the Sisterhood and the Knights under one roof is a good idea? Dinner was one thing, but you’re now offering them to stay the night. Are you mad?”

I looked deep into my son’s green eyes. His anger with me had not waned. “What would you have me do?”

“Don’t cancel the convening.”

“Avery is in no condition to attend.”

“And since when are prisoners allowed to participate in coven matters?”

“While she’s here, she’s under my protection. I don’t intend to keep her in the dark about her predicament.”

“If you’re so inclined to protect her, putting her in your private wing is the last thing you should be doing. Especially after what happened at Requiem.”

“That’s why I intend to feed tonight.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine
AVERY



One minute I thought my soul would combust, the next, I awoke in a strange room snuggled next to a ball of red fur. I stretched like a feline beneath the soft, silky black sheets and deep violet, feathery duvet. I had no idea how long I’d been asleep, but it felt like hours. The fox’s round brown eyes flipped open, and the creature yawned as if roused from a deep dream.

“Hi,” I said, scratching behind its ear. When I noticed the triangle-shaped scar on my palm, I retracted my fingers and fisted my hand, remembering the intense heat that had pulsed from the mark. Unlike the one on my other hand, this one didn’t have a line through the top of the triangle.

The fox licked its paws, lazily and happily. As if the magic it had awoken in me hadn’t nearly incinerated me and possibly burnt this house down and killed everyone in it. But it hadn’t been its fault, really. I’d welcomed the heat, the anger.

Fear flicked inside my heart, though. I never wanted to feel that level of white-hot rage ever again.

The fox nestled closer to me and put its red-and-white snout on my shoulder. With those big brown eyes staring at me, it began to emit a clattering sound that reminded me a little of the purring sounds cats made when content, except this one was a little different, breathier.

I’m sorry, it seemed to say with a sorrowful gaze, though I didn’t hear the words in my head like when Shadow mind-talked to me, but it was more of a sensation, a feeling of knowing its thoughts.

“I know you didn’t mean for that to happen. My power has been concealed for so long, it hit me at full force when you found me.”

Happy now. Complete.

I tapped its cute, little black nose and smiled. “Happy that I didn’t kill a house full of vampires and whoever else lives here. And yes, having you with me feels like a part of me has returned home. But…”

We stared at each other for a long minute, and it was like we both knew there was a big hole in our hearts, and I couldn’t help the cold sadness that sank into my bones. I had my fire spirit back, and mending our bond felt like the gash my mother had slit across my abdomen when she ripped my fox away from me had healed. But Shadow was still missing, and his absence was an icy weight in the pit of my gut.

I couldn’t communicate with Shadow—but the tether that anchored me to him, I knew it hadn’t snapped. I knew he wasn’t dead. My spirit knew it as an absolute truth. And it was the only thing giving me hope that it wasn’t too late to save him. “We’re gonna get him back,” I said to my foxy companion. “I promise. First, I gotta figure out how to convince these vampires to let me go home. In the meantime, we need to give you a name. So, what should we call you?”

The fox jumped up on all fours and spun in place, seemingly excited to be given a name. Its brown eyes glowed with an internal fire and a heatless flame erupted over its entire body. “Well, well. Aren’t you a little sprite?”

After a couple more spins, it jumped onto my chest and licked my face.

Bursting out laughing, I sat up and held the fox up under its front legs, its tail dangling like a pendulum. Tongue drooping to the side, the fox panted like a delirious puppy.

I shook my head with a smile. “You’re fiery for sure. How about… Pyra?”

The biggest foxy grin spread across its furry face.

“Pyra it is.”

Now that I was sitting upright, I was finally able to take in the enormity of the new room I’d awoken in. The colossal bedframe was constructed of dark, richly stained wood carved with intricate roses and thorns, as if the entire bed was wrapped in angry vines. Tall, impending posts rose from each corner, their surfaces adorned with ornate filigree and delicate scrollwork.

Heavy brocade curtains hung from the canopy, the violet, jewel-toned fabrics enveloping the bed in a shroud of shadows. The mattress was high and plush, the bedding soft and luxurious, full of cushions in all different shapes and sizes. Without a doubt, it was a bed fit for the queen of a court of nightmares.

And clearly, I was not back in New York, especially if the spectacular yet eerie view across the room was any indication. Cathedral-like windows expanded the entire wall, the decorative iron work that made up the hardware, an artistic masterpiece all on its own. The moon still shone brilliantly, casting silver highlights over the naked, dense forest where Pyra had tried to get me to escape into.

I knew giving me back my spirit guardian had been Kane’s way of showing me he wasn’t a completely heartless pig. And I did have a slight recollection of him pouring cold water over my head, trying to keep me from combusting. But that didn’t mean I had forgotten he’d kidnapped me or that he was working with my very-not-dead mother.

Stars above. My mother. I rolled from under the covers and slid off the tall mattress, my entire body in a solid tremble as I tried to piece together how or why my mother was still alive, or how she was in Scotland in this vampire mansion, or why she abandoned…

Heavens help me, I couldn’t even finish that sentence. Trying to hold back tears, I covered my mouth and paced. A part of me wanted to rush out the door and find her. To throw my arms around her neck and tell her how much I’d missed her. To tell her everything I’d wanted to tell her since that day I woke up in that hospital.

Every heartache. Every fear. Every nightmare. I wanted to tell her about CJ and my drawings, about my visions and about Shadow. I even wanted to tell her how, despite the danger, deep inside a part of me was glad for this strange power coursing through my veins, because I’d thought, maybe, it would bring me closer to her.

But then I remembered all the pain. All the tears. All the cold nights sleeping under a bridge. All the times I had to fight off creepy ass men from wanting to take advantage of me. In those foster homes, at the Winslow Home. All the times I had gone to bed hungry and scared. All the times I cried myself to sleep. All the times I thought life would be much easier if I simply didn’t exist.

She did that to me. And she knew. She fucking knew I had to grow up in a system built for children people believed were broken, damaged goods. And she never once came for me. Because why else would she let me grow up believing she and Daddy were dead, unless she didn’t give two shits about me.

After fourteen years, my mother hadn’t been shocked to see me. She didn’t even look surprised. There had been no trace of happiness or joy, no tenderness in her voice.

No. My mother had been annoyed—disappointed, even—that I’d tried to run from my new prison.

My heart shattered all over again. And I felt that heat rising from my core, felt the river of lava in my veins. But I wouldn’t let her win this time. Closing my eyes, I sank deep into myself until the pyre within me flickered down to embers.

In the pale-lit room, I found a red silk robe strewn across a midnight-blue upholstered settee, and I rolled my eyes at the absurdity of this house. This place was birthed straight from the pages of Bram Stoker’s Dracula. The robe matched the shirt and pants PJ combo I’d been dressed in. I didn’t even want to think about all the times I’d been dressed and undressed by these vampires. I couldn’t help but feel more violated.

But I needed to shrug it off for now. There were more important issues to address.

After finding a pair of red, fluffy slippers beside the settee, I headed toward the wall of windows, needing cold air to help cool off the heat radiating from my pores. To my surprise, the glass door clicked open right away. I stepped out onto a stone patio, Pyra snaking by my feet. A grand stone staircase led down to the immense manicured lawn behind the house, and beyond that, the forest.

The frigid air felt divine. And as I took a deep, cleansing breath, I spotted a shirtless figure disappear into the wood. I jolted at the sight, but more than frightened, I was intrigued. Of course, why wouldn’t there be a shirtless man running into the forest behind this freakish Gothic house? He was likely a werewolf, because why not? If witches and vampires and elemental spirits were real, then why not werewolves?

Pyra rubbed against my leg, emitting that clattering sound. When our gazes met, I felt the softness of her feminine energy. Shadow had said not to look at him like he was a man, as he wasn’t even human, but his energy had definitely been masculine in nature. Pyra…it was like her heat, her spirit energy matched mine. Seemed she could also read my feelings like I could read hers, and her foxy grin told me she agreed with my assessment. But also, she was clearly skeptical about going into the forest to search for that potential werewolf. “What, you’re not curious to find out who the heck is running through the forest shirtless?”

She sat and cocked her head, ears perked as she stared up at me.

“You’re a fire spirit, what could you possibly fear out there? And wasn’t it you who wanted me to follow you into the forest earlier, anyway?”

Pyra’s fur burst into that heatless flame, and she sprung onto all fours, tail high.

“I knew we were the perfect match. If Shadow were here…”

If Shadow were here, he’d find a way to keep me locked up in that house. For his sake though, I couldn’t play damsel in distress. If I was gonna be stuck in some vampire fairytale castle, I might as well explore and try to get some answers. The quicker I learned more about these creatures, the quicker I could probably get myself home.

Checking the area for any vampire guards, or worse, a not-dead mother, I slinked my way across the grassy field as soon as I saw the coast was clear. Pyra padded beside me, her flame my own personal torch. When we made it to the tree line, I paused for a heartbeat, half expecting the forest to open like the sentient forest in my dream.

This time, though, the trees didn’t part to reveal a path.

Before taking a step forward, I reminded myself that, regardless of what nightmares I encountered in there, this was not a dream, and I wouldn’t be able to wake myself up to escape whatever fate awaited me. Something was calling me into this forest, and I was more than ready for answers.

Plus, if anything did attack me, I had my little sprite and the fire kindling in my belly.


Chapter Thirty
KANE



Before retiring to my chamber, Bal briefed me on Larick’s deteriorating health. Everything inside my body tightened at the thought of losing my son. He was running out of time, and I had no antidote to offer him other than the hope that a witch could somehow drain the poison from his veins. Not just any witch, though; we needed someone as powerful as an elder or a priestess. I held little hope the Sisterhood would offer to help, especially after what Cassandra said. But I still had one card up my sleeve.

Right now, the only thing keeping Larick breathing was the nonstop blood infusions he kept receiving, but a scan of his body showed that his internal organs were starting to show signs of decay. We had a few days, if that, before he’d completely succumb to the toxins in his blood. There was only so much damage his body could take before even his Third-Gen genetics could no longer keep him alive.

Those fucking witches and their spells. They were the ones to curse us with our afflictions. They made us what we were and now they were trying to eradicate us like vermin. To make matters worse, to save my son, I would have to strike a deal with them, and likely be forced to use the Spirit Marked as a bargaining chip.

The thought made my gut twist.

Despite her nature, the young witch was innocent. I’d felt it back in New York when I touched her, but even more so tonight when I took her up into my arms. The torrent of pain that crashed into me felt like an avalanche. It was all rooted in feelings of betrayal and abandonment.

From what Priestess Cassandra had disclosed, she’d not only faked her own death to protect her daughter, but she’d shielded Avery from her powers. What I still didn’t understand was why she’d gone to such lengths to hide Avery from the Sisterhood. Spirit Marked witches were worshipped amongst their kind, so it didn’t make sense. But I planned to get my answers during the convening. No one was leaving the table until I got to the truth.

I was also beginning to understand why the young witch was so prickly. If what Trek pulled from her records was true, then the girl had lived a hard life bouncing around from foster home to foster home, unaware of why she was different. It was no wonder why she was completely untrained if not a little unhinged. She’d never received the proper guidance or magic training all witches received, never mind the rigorous training a Spirit Marked was supposed to undergo. Her untamed power was beyond dangerous, but I couldn’t blame her for losing control on that rooftop or earlier tonight, at least not anymore. Not after I’d held her in my arms and absorbed all that soul-crushing agony.

Staring down at my burned arms and charred shirt, I realized I couldn’t continue to lie to myself either. What I felt when I touched her was more than just an echo of her feelings. I’d felt something else, something I’d never felt in the thousand years I’d roamed the earth as a vampire.

A spark, like the fire in her veins had lit a furnace inside my own body—inside my own heart. But the scariest part was that I wanted more of that heat, more of her. And that was something I was not willing to entertain. Not in a fucking million years. Arabelle destroyed me. Destroyed my family. I’d sworn I would never allow another witch to get close enough to burn me like that again.

But as I stared across my bedroom and at the wall separating my room from hers, I wasn’t so sure I possessed the power to control the pull. Maybe it was my weakened state in my blood-depleted body. The hunger raking through me was more than I could tolerate, and unbidden images of feeding from her kept mauling my mind. I knew how incredible her blood would taste, how fulfilling it would feel. The power that ran in her blood would super charge me.

It was a potent drug and the reason my kind was forbidden from drinking from a witch. Still, I’d broken that sacred law once.

Once a sinner, always a sinner.

Gums throbbing, I felt my canines descend, venom dripping from the tips. The hunger pangs were unbearable. Fuck. I needed to get out of this house. I needed to sink my teeth into something, and that something couldn’t be her.

Pulling off the burned shirt, I threw it into the trash and felt the tug of the raw skin across my abdomen and arms. The wounds were beginning to stitch themselves back together, though the process was achingly slow due to the lack of fresh blood in my system.

Time to end the streak. I still had a few hours before daybreak—plenty of time to go hunting. Before heading out, I poured myself two fingers’ worth of whiskey and downed the liquid in one gulp. Getting drunk was impossible for my kind, but sometimes in a weakened state, we could experience the slight effects of a sweet, subtle buzz, though we’d have to drink copious amounts of alcohol, and it lasted very briefly.

Fuck it. What better night than tonight?

Downing the rest of the damn bottle, I bolted out the back door into the cool night in search of my meal.




Though not native to Scotland, wild boar had once roamed the highlands before they went extinct in the country. I couldn’t say vampires weren’t partially responsible. Aside from humans, wild boar was our favorite animal to hunt. However, there had been recent efforts to reintroduce them in various parts of the UK, including Scotland. Most beasts now seen in the wild were a result of escapees from farms or deliberate releases.

Luckily for me, we had such a farm nearby, and although it wasn’t spring and their numbers were extremely low, I was an exceptional hunter, and tonight, I had a taste for boar.

The moon was bright as ever, illuminating my footpath, but I didn’t need its assistance to see. Though I was in a weakened state, my eyesight and sense of smell were still sharper than that of any human, of any predator. So, when a dense fog began to creep through the forest floor, snaking around tree trunks and providing the perfect cover for any would-be prey, I couldn’t help but grin, welcoming the challenge.

Owls hooted. Crickets chirped. Tree branches clacked and dead leaves crunched under my boots. But what I was honing into was the distinct sound of an adult male’s heart. Stalking through the thick brush, I finally picked up its gamey scent long before I heard the thumps of its pulse. My gums thrummed hotter as I snuck up on the unsuspecting beast. The creature had its snout buried in the soil, likely searching for those illusive, rare Scottish truffles.

Couldn’t blame him for failing to sense the danger lurking in the shadows. Those truffles were a hearty meal if he could find one. My entire body primed for the attack. Muscles grew taut and my eyes flooded with hunger. Canines at full length and dripping with neurotoxins, I leapt at the animal and sunk my teeth deep into its jugular before the beast even registered it had been attacked.

I tore into its neck with fury, my body shaking with euphoria as I sapped the beast dry of its life-giving blood. I growled with gluttonous satisfaction, dropping the boar’s limp body to the ground when a new scent filled the air. My nostrils flared and dread vice-gripped my spine.

Sensing her a few steps behind me, I snarled, “Miss Jaxon, do not come any closer.”

The sweet scent of her skin grew stronger, so potent, I almost couldn’t contain the thirst that raked my insides. Fucking hell. I shook with rage. Why the fuck was she here? Did she not realize the danger she was in being this close to a feeding vampire?

“Kane?”

Saints. Why couldn’t this witch ever listen? With fresh blood breathing life into my cells, all my senses became even more razor-focused, triggering all my vampiric instincts and sending them into hyper-drive, including my instincts to hunt. To kill. Humans or witches. Fisting my hands in the boar’s coarse hair, I clenched my jaw, and gritted, “Miss Jaxon, please. For your safety. I beg you. Do not come any closer.”

“Why are you bent over like that? What is—” Then she gasped, probably after seeing the mess I’d made of the boar. I didn’t want to turn around, didn’t want her to see my transformed face, or the need burning in my eyes. If she came any closer, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from pouncing on her. I wouldn’t be able to control my need to claim her, to drink from her until her body ran cold. Was it that I couldn’t or wouldn’t, though? The line seemed blurred.

Then the sound of her adrenaline-filled blood rushing through her veins reached my ears, muffling out reason. The scent of her fear swathed around me, filling my lungs, spreading through every single fiber of my muscles. I was reduced to my basal desires. Just like an animal. Like a fucking beast.

I spun around, fangs bared, eyes narrowed into slits, zeroing in on the thumping of her jugular. Blood likely coated my lips and dripped down my chin, making me look like an absolute monster. Chest heaving, I tightened the leash on that monster. Avery wasn’t prey.

She was… more than a witch I wanted to drain of her blood. She was a woman I wanted to claim.

That fire she’d sparked in me flared inside my chest and my protective instincts began to surface, to win over my need for the kill. I didn’t want to hurt her. I couldn’t hurt her. Not when that tether chaining me to her tugged and tugged again. But fuck, if she…

Saints. I knew what she planned to do before she even took her next breath. Every tiny, nuanced movement her body made broadcasted it loud and saints-damned fucking clear. And if she did, we were both royally fucked. “Please, Avery,” I said shakily. “Don’t. You. Fucking. Run.”

Too late. Her instincts won.


Chapter Thirty-One
AVERY



I’d promised myself that I wouldn’t run, that I wouldn’t let fear win, but sometimes your instincts to survive are greater than your desire to prove you’re strong, especially when a vampire marks you as their prey. The instant Kane turned and his blood-red eyes latched onto my throat, my gut tightened. In that instant, he wasn’t the arrogant vampire lord who’d locked me up in his mansion, or the warrior who’d pinned me against the wall at the club, or even the devil who’d chased after me through my apartment building and kidnapped me.

No, the beast I saw before me was ravenous for blood, and his eyes promised to ravage me until he killed me.

But it seemed I still had much to learn about vampires because I didn’t make it two steps before he tackled me to the ground, spinning me around and burying his face in the crook of my neck. Breath was knocked from my lungs as soon as my body hit the dirt path. I wasn’t even able to scream.

Bracing for the sharp sting of his canines, my entire body coiled into a tight knot, but the bite never came. The vampire simply raked his sharp teeth against my skin as if teasing me into submission, his hot breath summoning goosebumps all over my body.

“Miss Jaxon,” he growled, “Next time I tell you not to run…Don’t. Fucking. Run. Do I make myself clear?” The rumbles coming from his chest vibrated through me like thunder.

But holy God. I’d not expected to have such a primal reaction to the sound of his commanding voice. Instead of squirming to get out of his hold and screaming for my life, I went rigid and pliable at the same time, as if my body had already accepted this was how I would meet my end. As if I was willing to give myself up to him. And when he inhaled my scent deeper into his lungs, and those deadly, cruel lips of his brushed over my neck like he was savoring me before taking a bite, the sensation that rippled through the intimate parts of my body sent a shockwave of sugary heat straight to the center between my legs.

I’d never felt anything quite like it, not even in my dreams or when I’d fantasized about him long after I’d awoken. The feeling was intoxicating, and I craved more of that feeling… more of him.

What the hell is happening to me?

The weight and warmth of his body felt like I was caged by a roaring lion, making me feel like I was nothing but a little plaything. A mere snack for this mountain of a beast, though for some nonsensical reason, I would’ve preferred he’d handle me like he wanted me to be his main meal.

God. How could I have been reduced to such a quivering, idiotic girl, lusting after a vampire who saw me as food, simply because he looked like the most desirable man I’d ever seen in my entire life. The massive muscles on his shoulders and arms rippled, and I didn’t even dare shift my gaze to his shirtless chest or I’d start panting like a lioness in heat.

He was literally about to kill me, and all I could think about was how immense he was and how horny he apparently made me; meanwhile, he could’ve literally crushed me if he wanted to…

Which meant he was holding back, and not just from smothering me, but from ripping into my throat and drinking me dry.

He shifted over me, and I felt every inch of hard muscle that covered his body, especially when his pelvis brushed against that thrumming part between my legs. Fear evaporated, replaced by something… different. Something richly dark and forbidden.

Heavens. That feline trapped inside me purred again, and so many inappropriate thoughts ran through my head that the instant he chuckled as if he could read my mind, I was yanked back into reality, and I pushed against his chest to shove him off.

“If you want me to release you, remember what I told you. Don’t fucking run. Otherwise, I can’t guarantee the next time I chase you down, I won’t sink my teeth into that pretty little neck of yours.”

“Yeah, well,” I said with a grunt, frustrated that it felt like I was pushing against a concrete wall, “I’ve never been good at being told what to do. Especially by big, tough men who want to intimidate me.”

“Is that what you think I’m doing? Trying to intimidate you?”

“I think you want me to feel defenseless around you. Like you can kill me at any time. Because clearly, you can.”

“You’re right. I can. And I would’ve. Which is why I’m warning you. The last thing I want is for you to feel defenseless around me. Because if you had control over your powers, you’d be able to fight me off.”

“What makes you think I can’t? Or that I won’t use my powers against you now?”

He smiled crookedly then leaned down and whispered gravely in my ear, “Because I can smell your arousal, Miss Jaxon. And right now, your body is betraying your words. You’ll need to work on masking your desires, little monster.” His gaze searched mine, the red sea of hunger now simmered into a dark blue ocean of male need.

Holy God, this man was more dangerous than I thought.

“Get. Off. Me,” I said, pushing fruitlessly hard on his naked chest.

“Or what, Miss Jaxon?”

“Or my fox barbeques your fucking ass,” I hissed.

He turned toward where Pyra stood on all fours, her fangs bared, her entire body engulfed in flames, but this time she was raging hot, and I felt the heat wash over both our bodies, kindling the embers sitting at my core.

Kane swiveled his gaze back down to me, and he let an appreciative smile ghost across his mouth. And for a moment, even with boar’s blood still staining his face, the deadly predator disappeared. All I saw were the severe edges of his sharp jaw and cheekbones. The suppleness of his red lips, and the depth of his long-lashed sultry eyes. Shit. The man was so beautiful, it hurt to look at him.

Without another word, he rolled off me, jumping to his feet and offering me a hand. I took it and dusted dirt off my silk jammies as I stood. The vampire crossed his arms, and I failed miserably at hiding my wide-eyed expression when I took in the true beauty of his perfectly sculpted body. I really did need to learn how to mask my feelings.

But that was also when I noticed the extensive burns over his arms, chest, and abdomen.

Instinctively, I took a step toward him, horrified at my suspicion. “Did I…do that to you?”

He took a step away from me, nostrils flaring. “I could’ve killed you tonight. Please let that sink in for a moment before you go changing the subject.”

His distancing jarred me. As if he believed me to be a threat to him. The man had just tackled me and disarmed me with some vampiric lust hocus pocus, threatening to drink my blood and murder me, and I was the dangerous one? Then again, given the injuries to his body, perhaps I was. “And it seems I almost killed you too, so I guess we’re even.”

“Not even close, Miss Jaxon. What the hell were you thinking coming into the woods?”

“Are you insinuating I’m still a prisoner in your mighty castle? That I’m not allowed to roam the grounds?”

“If you were my prisoner, I wouldn’t have given you the Lady’s Chamber to reside in while you’re my guest.”

“You think offering me a fancy bedroom cleans the slate between us?”

“You also have your fox, do you not?”

“Her name is Pyra, and she should’ve never been taken from me in the first place, so you don’t get brownie points for that.”

“I don’t disagree with you, which is why your fox doesn’t have an iron leash around its neck.”

“Is that a threat of some sort?”

“Miss Jaxon, I have no intensions of re-shackling your spirit guardian, but it’s clear you have no experience with my kind, or yours, for that matter. Which means while you remain in my home, there are rules you must abide by, for your safety and the safety of others.”

“Well, I’m sorry I didn’t meet your Spirit Marked expectations, majesty. Maybe if people stopped lying and hiding shit from me, then maybe we wouldn’t be in this fucking mess.”

“Good god. No need for royal formalities. I’m far removed from that nonsense. But if you don’t want to call me Kane, I prefer my lord, or sir if it pleases you better.

Sir? The hell I’d be calling him that.

“And I don’t hold all the answers you seek, Miss Jaxon,” he went on. “But I promise you, I intend to get to the bottom of this fucking mess, as you so aptly put it. But for the time being, let’s establish some simple ground rules, shall we?” His eyes shifted to the dead hog.

“What? It’s a cardinal sin to catch a vampire in the middle of eating a pig?”

A muscle in his jaw twitched, annoyance riding the lines on his forehead. Well, I didn’t give a rat’s ass if I sounded crude. I wasn’t a million-year-old stuffy vampire with a pointless title.

“A vampire,” he began arrogantly, “in the middle of a hunt is at their most dangerous. We’re predators above anything else, and like all predators, the thrill of the chase fuels our instincts. So, I’ll remind you again, Miss Jaxon, don’t ever turn your back on a vampire and run, especially on one in the middle of feeding. Are we clear?”

I sucked in a deep breath and wrapped the robe tight around me, keeping my arms crossed to chase away the cold—and the repulsion that built in my chest when people told me what to do. “Fine,” I said through tight lips. “I won’t run. But aren’t vampires supposed to drink human blood? Why were you out here drinking from a hog like a wild animal?”

He stepped closer, his massive bare chest inches from my face as he looked down into my eyes, that penetrating gaze anchoring itself deep in my core, as if he meant to carve his words right onto my soul. “We crave human blood, Miss Jaxon, like it’s a fucking drug. It’s a thirst we can’t stave off. But you know what drives me crazier than human blood? Witch blood—that’s the fucking curse your contemptuous foremothers placed upon me.

“You are a walking, breathing temptation that threatens to unravel me thread by fucking thread. I came out here tonight to feed on that saints-damn pig because my hunger for you blasted through me like a hurricane, determined to wreck my bones until only rubble remained, to destroy everything and everyone I love. Everything I’ve ever fought to protect. Because if I didn’t get my hunger under control, there would’ve been nothing that could’ve prevented me from storming into your fucking room and forcing myself on you. Damning this mission to bloody hell.”

My heart thumped a million miles a minute, heat rising from my belly like a pyre reaching to the heavens. He held my breath with every word he said, with every syllable that spilled from his blood-stained lips.

Taking a curl of my hair, he twisted it around his finger before tucking it behind my ear. “And let me make one more thing crystal clear, Miss Jaxon. I’d rather die a thousand sun-scorching deaths before I drink a single drop of your wretched kind’s cursed blood ever again. Especially the heinous world-ending blood running through your saints-damned Spirit Marked veins.”

I blinked as if waking from a dream. No, a nightmare. The spell he’d cast cracked into a million shattering pieces. How had he managed to entrance me with the most horrifying yet alluring words any man had ever spoken to me? To spark desire in me unlike anything I had ever experienced. Only to make me feel like the most repugnant, abhorrent person capable of destroying everything he cared about?

His rejection of me, of what I was, shouldn’t have affected me. It wasn’t like I’d known all my life that I was a witch—that the power in me was so dangerous, that there were others like me. I didn’t even want to be a witch. His disgust toward me shouldn’t have made me feel like I was such a loathsome, revolting monster, that he’d rather die than drink my blood.

But it did. And it cut me straight down my heart because just like everyone I had ever met my entire life—besides CJ—he’d made me feel like I was a nuisance to him. A problem he needed to get rid of so he could stop lusting after something so grotesque he’d rather die.

Once again, I’d been made to feel like an unwanted creature undeserving of gentleness or love simply because of who or what I was.

What the hell was wrong with him? To say those things to anyone.

And what was wrong with me for even caring? He was no one to me except a dream turned flesh.

Yet I’d allowed him—a complete and utter stranger—to disarm me and expose my vulnerabilities with barely an effort except displaying his big muscles and pretty face. Anger boiled inside me, at myself, for getting caught up in this wicked, twisted game of cat and mouse I had no business being a part of. My friends were in danger, and I was in the middle of a forest lusting after a jerk, as if I needed his approval to feel worthy of myself.

I needed to focus on what truly mattered, and that was how to get my ass back to New York. This bizarre, physical attraction I’d had toward this vampire was all part of the illusion, of the fantasy built by my dreams, by the damn visions that held no fucking answers.

He’d told me I needed to learn how to mask my feelings. He had no clue that for the past fourteen years, burying that dumb little girl so desperate for love and attention was my true superpower. The fire mark on my hand burned, but I fisted my palm, hiding my wrath.

Coolly smiling up at him, I said, “So, you’d rather be killed by the sun than drink my blood. Thank goodness for that because the thought of having those disgusting teeth inside me is enough to make me gag.”

“Is it now?”

“I saw what was happening in that club… what vampires do to girls like me. You call witches wretched, but your people are the true vile creatures who prey on the innocent.”

“Those weren’t my people.”

“You know what, I don’t even care if you’re associated with them or not. You’re a vampire just like them. And all I saw were a bunch of depraved animals. At least learn some manners when eating.” I glanced at the hog. “Try being a little less beastly, maybe just a tad less.”

His lips peeled back in a silent snarl. “Noted.”

“Anyway, while we’re talking about ground rules, if I’m to agree to your demands, then I will need something in return.”

“I’d hardly call asking you to keep yourself alive a demand, but fine. You want to bargain with a vampire, I’ll oblige you, Miss Jaxon. But perhaps we should move this conversation to a more suitable venue. I would at least like an opportunity to clean up after my beastly manners.”

“Whatever works, my lord.” I bowed, mocking his dumb title.

“Bal, please escort our guest back to her chamber so she can freshen up while I shower.”

Bal? Who the hell was he talking to? That’s when I noticed a dark shadow move in the brush before a man appeared. If he could even be called a man. This was the guy who’d barged into the bathroom at the club, looking for me. The sheer size of him was enough to make anyone shit themselves. He was probably taller than Kane and built like a tank. I swallowed thickly. Even in the darkness of the night, his displeasure with me was quite evident.

“I can walk myself back,” I said.

“Safety first, Miss Jaxon. We wouldn’t want you running into any trouble on your way. The sun will be up in a few of hours, and I’d like to get our agreement ironed out before the shutters close. I’ll see you in my study when you’re ready.” With a nod, I was dismissed like some lowly peasant, and Bal the tank guided me back to the mansion.


Chapter Thirty-Two
AVERY



We walked in silence, Pyra padding next to me, tail tucked between her legs as if she too had just been reprimanded and was being sent to her room. Dew had begun to coat the grass blades, drops sparkling like a sea of stars across the massive lawn. The skulking vampire who was given the unfortunate job of babysitting me, stomped behind us.

Crabby vampy.

I paused to look down at Pyra. She looked back and the mischief in her eyes had me reeling. “Girl, you and me, on the same wavelength. All of them are a bunch of crabby vampies. They really do need to pull those massive sticks out of their asses.”

“Excuse me?” Bal said behind me.

“Oh, nothing. Just a Spirit Marked-Spirit Guardian thing,” I said, waving him off. “But now that I have your attention,” I glanced over my shoulder as we continued to walk toward the back of the house, “Is my lord always this much of a grouch?”

“Only around your kind,” he growled.

“I see,” I said, a tad disappointed he didn’t find me amusing. Never mind a stick, this vamp had a trunk up his ass. “Let me guess, you don’t like witches, either?”

He remained quiet, his face grim. Black hair slicked back and those sharp green eyes round as saucers, he looked like a shark on legs. He could’ve been attractive if he hadn’t looked like he wanted to break my legs. I gave up trying to talk to him and continued in silence until we made it back to the patio outside my bedroom.

He opened the glass door and ushered me in. “I’ll send Armand to your room with fresh clothes.”

“I’m fine in my PJs.”

“Not to walk around the manor at this hour. Get dressed, Miss Jaxon. And stop objecting to everything we tell you.”

Crossing my arms, I stared straight into his big eyes. “And who are you exactly? Kane’s bodyguard? His spokesperson?”

“His son and second-in-command.” He stalked inside my room, his body seeming to absorb the shadows. “I’m not my father; I won’t sugar coat things for you like he does. But don’t for a second mistake his kindness for weakness. I don’t know why he’s chosen to keep you in the chamber next to his when he should’ve shoved you in a cell. You’re a liability, Miss Jaxon, a threat to this world. You belong locked up or dead. If I’d had my way, I would’ve handed you over to the Shadow Knights and called this mission complete. Now, instead of going after Azrael and trying to find a cure for my brother, I’m stuck here playing lady’s maid to a Spirit Marked who’s about as clueless as a rock.”

“Damn, Bal, tell me exactly how you feel.”

He narrowed his eyes and said nothing.

“Well, I guess I should be glad that you are… what did you say? Oh right, second -in-command. Thanks to your daddy’s kindness, I’m in a room fit for a queen instead of a grimy cell.”

Glowering, he took in an irritated breath. “Be ready in thirty minutes.” With that, he marched his bitchy ass out of my room.

Twatwaffle.

“Pyra!”

The fox pranced over to my bed and plopped her furry butt on the mattress.

“How do you even know what that means? Shadow was in human form and even he was oblivious about some things.”

She laid on her back, asking for belly rubs, which I happily gave her.

Eventually, I laid beside her, looking up at the vaulted ceiling, recalling everything that happened in that forest and up to the moment when Bal walked me back. As awful as he was, he’d at least been honest with me. He hated me, that much was clear. But Kane? I couldn’t decipher that man.

Despite kidnapping me, he’d been kind to me when I almost burned his house down. And then when he tackled me, he could’ve easily killed me and been done with me—if I was as dangerous as everyone seemed to claim. So why bother keeping me alive?

And when he said those things, in that voice… There was no way he hadn’t felt it, too, the way our bodies thrummed synchronously, like the strings on a guitar.

But what he said after, like he was purposefully cutting me down to hurt me as deeply as he could, didn’t make sense. It didn’t feel like him.

What the hell was I even saying? I knew nothing about him or vampires or why the hell they all thought I was the antichrist about to bring forth Armageddon. All I needed to worry about was marching my ass back home. For so long, I’d wanted to know who’d killed my parents and why. Now, I had no interest in even talking to my mother. I refused to listen to her excuses, the reasons that would only make things worse because there was no fucking reason in this world that could justify abandoning your child like she did by faking her death.

I didn’t even want to think about my dad. I wasn’t ready to lift that lid.

Rolling out of bed, I decided to be a good girl and listen to the crabby vampies and freshen up.

But when I opened the bathroom door, I nearly screamed. Kane stood in the middle of a stone and glass shower, stark naked. A cascade of water fell all over his muscled body, his golden skin glistening under the spray, and my mouth went dry. Thankfully, his very plump ass faced me, so I prayed he hadn’t noticed my intrusion. I immediately closed the door, but didn’t shut it, afraid he’d hear the click.

I may have left it open a smidge, but not because I intended to peek through or anything…

Definitely not that… and okay, maybe it was more like a crack, but it was completely unintentional.

So why was I standing right outside the bathroom door, shaking not with nervousness, but with thrill? What the heck was wrong with me? The guy had literally just said the worst things you could say to a person, but there I was, all giddy because I’d caught a glimpse of his naked ass.

But what a naked ass it was…

Though the fact we shared a bathroom was beyond insane. The vampire had told me how much I repulsed him, yet we were now sharing a bathroom? It kind of made sense if what Bal said was true and Kane had placed me next to his own chamber—but it really made me wonder …

If I was such a gross temptation, then why put me so close to him?

Heavens. Maybe he wanted me to see him… I mean, he could’ve locked the door. He knew I was literally right next door. The moral dilemma was really messing with my head. What was so wrong about secretly admiring a person’s nakedness, anyway? Even if they were a complete asshole, unaware they were being watched…

So, so, so much was wrong. But I couldn’t placate my curiosity. No matter how much I told myself I’d be mortified if the tables were turned, it didn’t stop me from pretending all I was doing was innocently walking by when I just so happened to glance his way…

Pyra raised her head off the bed and cocked her head at me. I cocked my head back. I know, okay. Peeping is wrong. But he’s just so ridiculously gorgeous.

And a complete royal prick, so I shouldn’t have cared.

And I shouldn’t have glanced, dammit.

The crack was narrow, but it was wide enough to give me more than a partial view of his body. Soapy rivers snaked down his tight skin, carving out paths over his slick, back muscles. Those massive shoulders bunched as he shampooed his long mane, scrubbing off blood both from his hair and body until the water ran completely clean. The burn wounds on his arms seemed to have healed completely, which hopefully meant the ones on his chest and abdomen were, too.

I hated that I even cared that I burnt him.

Right when I was about to do the right thing and walk away, he turned, and I caught a glimpse of his side profile. I didn’t realize I’d held my breath the entire time since he’d turned around, but I finally released it very slowly, almost relieved he didn’t turn around completely because I may have lost my sanity. Perhaps it was better that way. That I didn’t get to see…all of him, because otherwise…

I’d be royally, irreversibly screwed.

So, when I let out another breath of relief, thinking I’d dodged a bullet, Kane reached between his legs and grabbed himself, the veins on his chorded arm visible as his hand pumped up and down several times until his length grew so thick and large, it jutted out of the top of his fist. I could’ve fainted.

There was zero doubt now that it matched the rest of his body in size. Standing there watching him pleasure himself, felt so freaking wrong, but also so incredibly fucking hot. My breath deepened and swaths of heat spread from the center of my chest to all my extremities.

The last time I’d seen a naked man in person had been four years ago. I’d never had a boyfriend, but I did have sex once. I was seventeen when I did it with this kid from school. But that was not this. This was… Kane was…

The embodiment of male perfection. Imagining what sex with a vampire might be like, I almost melted into a puddle of goo when his deep, throaty, breathy moans reached my ears, increasing in tempo as he pumped himself stronger and faster. I was convinced I would one hundred percent burn down the fucking house this time.

My lips parted a little as I inched nearer, wondering who he was thinking about as he brought himself closer to the finish line. His head hung back in pleasure and everything female in me throbbed with a need I didn’t know could exist.

Heavens, he was so beautiful. And watching him like this, so vulnerable, so lost in the ecstasy his body was feeling, it was too much. This image of him would be forever branded in my mind. Thoughts of touching him scorched a path of desire straight to the apex between my legs.

I brushed a finger over my mouth, imagining that perhaps, maybe, he could’ve been thinking of…

A knock sounded at the door and a man’s voice boomed so loudly, my heart leapt out of my chest. “Miss Jaxon, I have your clothes.”

Shit. Shit. Shit.

Startled, I knocked into a piece of furniture and stumped a toe as I beelined it away from the bathroom. “Motherfucker,” I whisper-screamed as I tried holding back a hollering wail. “Coming!” Fucking dresser was solid wood. Limping toward the bedroom door, I heard the bathroom door click closed behind me.

Shit. He must’ve realized the door had been open. Oh God. What if he knew I had been spying on him…

Heat as hot as the sun surfaced to my face. Someone knocked again. “I’ll be right there,” I said more loudly. “Maybe if this bedroom wasn’t the length of a football field, I might be able to get to the door quicker.”

When I finally threw the door open, a tall and slim older man, probably in his sixties, stood right outside dressed in a very formal black suit. His gray hair was combed back neatly, and he held a silver tray stacked with folded feminine clothes. “Evening, Miss Jaxon. My name is Armand, Woods Manor butler.” His polished English accent made me feel like I should cursty.

“Hi,” I said out of breath.

“Is… everything okay, Miss Jaxon?” he asked, nonchalantly glancing inside my room.

I smiled too widely. “Perfect.”

“Very well. Unfortunately, I did not have time to prepare for your arrival. These are some clothes I was able to gather from our staff. Anya and Ice are busy handling details for tomorrow’s convening, and Balthazar is hardly a lady’s maid, so I have arranged for a proper lady’s maid to arrive tomorrow, along with a fresh wardrobe.” He eyed me from head to toe. “I’m not an expert in these matters, but I think I assessed your size correctly. Please let me know if there is anything else you need.”

It took me a long minute to register everything he’d just said, but I didn’t want to be rude and simply accepted the clothes without issue. “Thank you, Armand.”

“If that is all, Miss Jaxon, I shall return for you in twenty minutes to bring you to Lord Kane’s study.”

A mirthless smile danced on my lips. “Splendid. See you then.”

As soon as he left, I shut the door and sank to the floor, holding the silver tray with the stack of brown and beige clothes. My face still felt flushed, and shame coupled with humiliation radiated all over my body. What was Kane going to think of me if he knew that I’d been spying on him taking a shower? Watched as he touched himself…

I shut my eyes and tried not to recall the size of him or the sounds he made, but it was impossible not to see his image transposed in vibrant color right before my eyes, like my visions did after I woke up from a dream. My lady parts literally throbbed thinking about him, about how much I would love to draw him. To trace every single perfect line of his body. I had to jump to my feet to shake my arms and legs to dissipate the tingly energy skating all over my skin.

Twenty minutes was hardly enough time to get dressed and compose myself, but I rushed to slip into the knee-length brown skirt and black leggings Armand had brought me. A modest beige cable-knit sweater and a pair of black loafers completed my librarian-at-a-snooty-university look.

Honestly, all I needed was a pair of black-rimmed glasses and I’d be set.

Would’ve been nice if I could’ve at least picked my own clothes. Seemed my lord loved to dress me like I was his doll. I’d already been undressed and dressed a couple of times by his vampires since being kidnapped, and it seemed it would continue if I was getting a lady’s maid. But also, who still hired lady’s maids? This was borderline ridiculous. I didn’t need anyone helping me get dressed.

Staring at myself in the long antique mirror beside the bed, I twirled left and right, cringing at my outfit. A pair of jeans and an oversized sweater were more my style. And if Armand was now to play my stylist, I could only imagine what the wardrobe he’d arranged to be delivered tomorrow would be full of if what I wore now was any indication of what I could expect.

A spiny claw traced down my neck. The idea of being trapped in this house long enough that I needed a lady’s maid and a proper wardrobe made me realize Kane expected me to stay longer than a few days.

He’d said I wasn’t his prisoner, but this sure felt like he was planning to keep me here for a while. Guessed it was time we ironed out the details of my stay because there was no way I was staying longer than a week.

Armand arrived punctually twenty minutes later and guided me and Pyra down the long, dimly lit hallways toward Lord Kane’s study. I softly giggled at the presumptuous title.

The hardwood floors of the home were adorned with expensive-looking rugs that seemed like they’d been around for centuries. Paintings and tapestries hung on the dark paneled walls, depicting battles and landscapes. Iron candelabras and chandeliers glowed throughout the home, illuminating everything in warm candlelight. Massive stone hearths raged providing warmth in front of velvet-lined chairs and fancy tables. The home was immaculately clean, but also devoid of life. Where was everyone?

Armand walked ahead, hands clasped behind his back as I followed. “So, how old is the lord vampire?” I asked, glancing at every gothic detail of the mansion, from the stained-glass windows to the absurdly large quantity of gargoyle figures perched on the doorways. “Was he a king or something?”

We descended a long, winding staircase and came to a stop in a grand foyer. “His Lordship comes from ancient Scottish baronage. If you wish to know more of his family’s history…” he nodded to a set of wooden double doors behind me, “you’ll find plenty of books in the library.”

“Library?” I didn’t bother waiting for Armand to object and marched my ass in the opposite direction he was headed, toward those double doors instead.

“Miss Jaxon,” Armand called after me. “The study is this way, please.”

“Yes, but I want to go this way. Tell His Lordship I’ll be in the library.”

“Proper business is discussed in his study. Please, Miss Jaxon.”

I spun to face him, a small smile on my lips. “Books bring me comfort, Armand. I’m sure you understand; you look like a well-read man. Plus, being in the principal’s office… it gives me anxiety.”

His face sagged. He already knew this battle was lost. “Very well, madame.” Proceeding to lead me through, he watched me ooh and ahh as I stepped through the heavy oak doors, a shiver of anticipation running down my back. The circular room was comprised of two levels, the top encircled by an iron banister, and both with towering shelves and dimly lit corners, sparking a mysterious allure that drew me deeper into the room.

Each creak of the floorboards echoed in the cavernous dome, adding a sense of grandeur and solemnity that permeated the air.

Pyra scurried into the middle of the room, curling into a donut on top of a burgundy area rug adorned with golden and green threads. She looked around, eyes wide, seemingly as awed as I was.

“Make yourself comfortable,” Armand said. “I will inform His Lordship you’ve decided to have your meeting in here.”

“Thank you, Armand.”

The butler closed the double doors, living me alone with Pyra. My fingers grazed the spines of ancient-looking tomes as I made my way even deeper into the heart of the library. The scent of old paper and leather enveloped me like a comforting embrace. So many times, when I was on the streets after having run from a foster home, I’d spend my days sequestered inside the local libraries.

It was a way of finding solace and refuge from the tumultuous chaos of my youth. Along with my sketchpads, old books had always been my sanctuary, their weathered pages a tangible link to worlds far removed from my own. Inside their stories, I found escape, companionship, and a sense of belonging.

As I wandered up to the second level, my gaze was drawn to the vaulted ceilings soaring overhead, decorated with elaborate carvings and stained-glass windows that filtered the moonlight into ethereal patterns of shadow and light. Massive dark-stained oak bookcases lined the walls, their shelves stocked with hundreds of books, probably centuries worth of stories and knowledge.

The furnishings were also dark and imposing. Wingback chairs sat nestled in the shadows, their velvet upholstery worn and faded with age. Even the air was thick with the scent of polished wood and ancient secrets, stirring something primal and elemental within me. That churning vortex of power that sat at my core seemed calmer, cooler. Its own curiosity piqued, as if something in this room was calling to it.

I wondered what I would learn if I opened a single page in any of these books. Would I finally get a true glimpse of this ominous world of vampires and witches that had been hidden from me for so many years?

I reached for a book when a puff of wind flipped a lock of hair off my shoulder. “Avery…” a rich, deep voice whispered in my ear, a brush of warm breath tickling my skin as the voice trailed behind me.

I spun around but there was no one there. What the…

“Enjoying my books, Miss Jaxon?” Kane’s commanding voice piped up from the lower level.

Caught off guard, I dropped the book I was holding as I fumbled with putting it back on the shelf. “I’m so sorry.”

“No worries. I’m sure I’ve read it already, anyway.”

Peering over the edge of the banister, I finally spotted him sitting on one of the velvet wingback chairs. Although covered in shadows, I could see his silhouette. Hair half tied back, but loose on the shoulders, he leaned on the chair, an ankle over a knee, as if he’d been sitting there for quite some time. He was clearly also wearing a suit and shiny black shoes, which made me feel really underdressed, though my librarian outfit was probably the most dressed up I’d ever been.

“Um, how long have you been sitting there watching me peruse your bookshelves?”

“Not nearly as long as you were watching me in the shower.”

My cheeks flushed when he leaned forward, letting the moon’s light wash over his face. His darkened gaze met mine, and a string pulled in my stomach.

He knew.

“Tell me, Avery,” he said in that deep, growly voice he’d used on me back in the forest. “How wet did it make you, watching me play with my cock?”

I choked on my own saliva and almost toppled over the railing of the second level and onto Pyra who looked up from below with an I told you so gleam in her eyes.


Chapter Thirty-Three
KANE



I’d wanted to rattle her a little, but I didn’t expect she’d topple over the railing. In half a breath, I made it to the second level of the library just in time to grab her by the waist and pull her back before she fell. “Easy there.”

She backed away from my touch as soon as she was steady on her feet, tucking strands of her lustrous red curls behind her ears, shying away her gaze as she straightened her skirt. Saints. Her reddened cheeks made her look so goddamn adorable.

“Thank you for not letting me fall to my death.”

“That’s an antique rug down there. It’s been in my family for almost two hundred hears. I would’ve hated to replace it.”

Eyes wide, she cocked a hip and stared at me as if shocked I’d say such a thing. Good. Her fire was back, and it stoked mine. “I’m only teasing. And I’m sorry for what I said about the shower. That was very uncouth. I’m usually a gentleman.”

Her eyes narrowed into a boiling accusation. “When did you know?”

I said nothing, guilt burning in my gut. I’d heard the bathroom door open, but it had been her scent that gave her away immediately. And knowing she was watching me through that crack… Fucking hell, it turned me on beyond anything imaginable, especially when the scent of her arousal knocked through me like a bolt of lightning. Had it been inappropriate? Hell, with her, it was fucking dangerous. But that sense of danger made the sinful thought of coaxing her own pleasure impossible to resist.

When I still hadn’t said anything, she stalked closer. “How long, Kane?”

“I knew the entire time.”

She placed a hand on her chest and gawked. “Oh my god. And you just let me keep watching you?”

“You could’ve closed the door at any time, Miss Jaxon. You could’ve walked away.”

Eyes flashing with fury, she tapped a finger on my chest. “You knew we shared a bathroom and didn’t bother locking the door to my room.”

Eyeing her finger, I said, “Look, I know you’re feeling embarrassed⁠—”

“Embarrassed? The whole time I was feeling like a total perv, and meanwhile, you were a bigger perv than me.”

I crossed my arms. “I am not a perv.”

“Right. You just enjoy being an exhibitionist. And frankly, I don’t understand you. One minute you’re telling me I’m the most awful creature in the world and that you’d rather die than ever drink my blood, yet you put me in a room right next to yours where we must share a bathroom.”

“Stop trying to deflect and make this all about me. You enjoyed watching me, Miss Jaxon. There’s nothing wrong with that. Sex is a part of us all. Don’t feel ashamed for feeling desire. For wanting… things.”

Again, she gawked, and holding back a laugh was near to impossible. She had no idea how much I enjoyed toying with her. “I am not having this conversation with you,” she uttered, turning around angrily and stomping down the stairs to the lower level. “We agreed we were to discuss the terms of our arrangement while I reside here, so let’s get to it.”

I flashed past her, barely even disturbing the air, and waited for her at the bottom of the stairs, hands in my pockets as if I’d been waiting for her for hours.

She paused mid-step when she noticed me at the bottom. “How the hell did you…? I need to get used to the fact that you’re not really a man.”

“Oh, I think we’ve established that vampire or not, I’m one hundred percent male. Or do I need to prove it to you again?” I teased with a rakish wink.

“Wow, I guess you’re just going to keep reminding me of the shower incident any chance you get, huh?”

When she reached the final step, I said, voice deep and slightly impish, “Teasing you is too easy and much too enjoyable not to.”

“You know, for a million-year-old vampire, I would expect you to be a bit more mature.”

A roguish smile traced over my lips. “Thousand-year-old. And what can I say, I’m young at heart.”

She pursed her lips, unamused. “Let’s just get to the bargain.”

“I really would have preferred to do this in my study. I hate conducting official business in places I reserve for pleasure,” I said, gesturing to the library.

She paused for a second, eyes assessing me with dark curiosity, as if something I’d said struck a chord. She was about to part her lips when her attention was snagged by something behind me.

Shoving past me, she reached for the first edition copy of Pride and Prejudice I kept on top of an antique writing desk. My breath caught, all playfulness evaporating. I was about to ask her to be careful with that book, but I stopped mid-step when I noticed she instinctively opened the book with extreme caution. Relief wove through me at her respect for the piece. No one else in my coven shared my affinity for literature or rare books.

A small gasp escaped her lips as she gently flipped through the worn pages and stopped at the title page. She must’ve noticed the signature and the inscribed personal dedication. Swallowing deeply, she asked with awe, “You…you knew her?”

“Ours was a brief encounter, but yes.”

Closing the book, she ran her hands over the cover, shoulders relaxing.

“I didn’t peg you for a Jane Austen fan.”

Her gaze narrowed. “Why, because you think me an uneducated simpleton, my lord?”

“Because you don’t strike me as a romanticist.”

“I’m an escapist, if you must know. I was maybe fourteen when I was placed with the only family willing to take troubled youth. They weren’t the warmest people, and they made it quite clear the only reason they took in kids like me was for the money, but they made sure I was fed and stayed out of my way for the most part.

“My room was in the basement. I had no TV and didn’t really have any friends. One day I was searching for sketch paper and buried inside a box I found a beat-up copy of Pride and Prejudice. I don’t know what it was about the book, it didn’t look very interesting, but with nothing better to do, I decided to start reading it, and before I knew it, I’d completely lost myself in that world.

“I never told them I’d found the book. I took it with me when I left their home and kept it with me until I ended up at the Winslow Home. I still have it. Well, had. My apartment is trash now, and after everything that’s happened…” Lowering her gaze, she held the book to her chest as if shielding herself. “I don’t even know if or when I’ll ever get back home, or if things will ever be the same.”

“Miss Jaxon, I don’t know what to say.”

“I’m sorry,” she said abruptly, cutting me off. “For coming in here and going through your things. For being a pain and refusing to meet you in your study. For spying on you.” She put the book back, fingers caressing the spine as she placed it between two of Jane’s other works.

“It’s fine, perhaps meeting in here is best, anyway.”

She shrugged as she continued to slowly parade through the library, her eyes scanning the shelves, perhaps looking for other treasures. A small tendril of her scent trailed behind her, something soft and delicate mixed with the lingering scent of old manuscripts, aged wood, and smoke from the hearth. I took her into my lungs, slowly, savoring her unique smell.

“Certain places just give me anxiety, you know?” she said, looking over her shoulder, perhaps checking to see if I trailed behind her. I’d stayed right where I stood, hands in my pockets, feet planted firmly on the rug. She had no idea how she triggered my instincts to chase after her, even in the solemnity of a library. Even when I’d quenched my thirst for blood.

Or so I’d thought.

She stopped near the large stone fireplace and stared up at the old painting over the mantle—a sunrise over a meadow, the last one I’d painted as a mortal man. She smiled at the painting then lowered her gaze. “The thought of being in a study reminds me too much of all the trips I had to make to the principal’s office, therapist’s office, the Winslow Home director’s office. It’s why I bolted at the first chance I had to not follow Armand to your study.”

“Poor Armand. He’s not accustomed to guests not following his… instructions.”

She tugged on the hem of her sweater, on the sleeves. As if the garment fit too snuggly, or maybe I was making her uncomfortable. Perhaps she was finally picking up on the unseen cues that warned her that despite the face I wore, she was alone in a room with a deadly predator. “I can’t imagine going through the hell you endured all those years. Having to hear others talk at you instead of listening to you.”

“When decisions are made without you having a say in what happens to your life, after a while, you just don’t want to hear it anymore. You don’t care about the decisions others are making for you because they don’t align with who you are.” She rolled her eyes, irritably. “Dr. Douche Bag at the Winslow Home used to say I had Oppositional Defiant Disorder and that I just loved challenging authority.”

“Do you?”

“Challenging authority doesn’t earn you privileges or put you in anyone’s good graces, so no, I don’t love it. But if you’d lived through even half the shit I did, you’d defy those in power too.”

“I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

“I was just trying to survive,” she uttered, almost defensively. “I’m not going to apologize for it. And if you or anyone else wants to hold that against me…” She shrugged and bit back the rest of her words as she looked away, but I hadn’t missed the wetness that coated her eyes.

“I’m not trying to assert my authority over you, Miss Jaxon.”

She snapped her gaze back at me, this time her irises were rimmed with an internal ring of fire. “You say that, yet here I am. In your country. In your house. Unable to walk around without an escort.” She yanked on the sweater and tugged on her skirt. “Wearing clothes your butler got me. Needing to bargain my way back home with an ancient vampire lord. So don’t tell me you’re not trying to assert your authority.”

As much as I hated the witches for what they’d done to my family and my kind—and for what I knew they were planning to do to this world—I couldn’t bring myself to feeling that same kind of hatred for this girl…this young woman who’d just opened a piece of her heart to me. I knew tidbits of her past thanks to Trek’s resourcefulness, but to hear it from her lips, to see the pain and anger etched so deeply in her eyes, it dug a hole in my chest.

She was yet another product of those damn witches. A pawn to move across a chessboard.

“Before meeting you, all I wanted was to capture you and hand you over to the Knights, wash my hands clean, and be done with you. Witches have always been that to me—witches. Beings hungry for absolute power who would destroy anyone or anything to get it. Cunning, ruthless, not to be trusted. Whether working for the Vates Ordo or the Sisterhood of White Light, your kind has always coveted the same thing—being able to return to your home world and reclaiming their potent magic, even if it means dooming this one.”

Her amber eyes hardened. “Clearly you still think that of me. You think I’m no different than they are, even though up until recently, I didn’t even know I had magic running through my veins. What you said in the forest… how repulsed you are by what I am…”

Fuck. What I’d said in the forest had stemmed from my need to protect her. From me. From my coven. I’d sensed Bal’s approach. He’d clearly been looking for her when he realized she was missing from her room. If he’d known the lewd thoughts running through my head or the heat pulsating through my veins at that moment, begging me to taste her blood, saints knew what he would’ve done.

Bal was a warrior, a soldier committed to his mission. And when I’d chosen to bring the witch to my home rather than just hand her over to the Knights as we had been instructed to do, he’d suspected something was wrong. That I was hiding something from him.

He, more than anyone, had seen the damage the last Spirit Marked had caused my coven—because of my indiscretions, because of my inability to control my urges, my addiction to witch blood. He not only despised Avery because of her lineage, but I knew that even though he blamed me for Gideon’s death, he resented Avery for it as well. His lover’s death had been another grim reminder of our war with the witches.

If he sensed that I was drawn to this witch, that there was some invisible tether pulling me toward her…

“What I said to you in the forest wasn’t a lie, Miss Jaxon. A hungry vampire is dangerous, and I hadn’t fed in days, maybe weeks. Running from me like you did… Well, let’s just say you must’ve had the All Spirit looking out for you. Killing a witch unprovoked would’ve declared war on the Sisterhood and brought unnecessary violence to my coven. I wasn’t only trying to protect you, but everyone I’m tasked with protecting as members of my home.”

Perhaps trying to distance herself from me, she ambled toward the brass telescope mounted on a mahogany tripod sitting by the massive windows that overlooked the front of the house. She ran a hand over the brass, as if admiring the craftsmanship. I knew she was simply stalling. I knew the question she wanted to ask me, though I prayed she wouldn’t. I didn’t want to lie to her about the fact I was inexplicably drawn to her in ways that made me tremble, and worse, in ways that could only spell disaster for both our kinds.

“In terms of everything else,” she began, pretending to look through the eyepiece, “you find what I am repulsive.”

Saints. If only it were that simple. “Our people’s history is complicated, Miss Jaxon. In time, you will learn that atrocities have been committed on both sides, enough to cast us as enemies. But I’m not an unreasonable man; I can admit when I’m wrong.”

“So, you admit you were wrong about me?”

I smirked. She was relentless in forcing an apology from me. “I don’t doubt that you’re the Spirit Marked, but I’m not sure you’re the witch the Vates Ordo is hoping for. Your experiences might have made you cunning, but you’re not a ruthless killer. Despite what happened on the rooftop of your building, you didn’t want to hurt those people.”

She took a deep breath and fixed me with a probing stare. “You haven’t answered the question.”

Shaking my head, I stuck my hands in my pockets. She wasn’t going to let me off the hook. “I’m sorry for making you feel as if you should be held accountable for the sins of your foremothers. I was out of line.”

“So where does all of this leave us?”

“It leaves us at our bargain. The Vates Ordo is going to do everything they can to get their hands on you, and if you don’t have control of your power, you won’t be able to defend yourself. To fight in this war, you’re going to need to accept that there will be casualties, both on their side and ours.”

“You speak as if I’ve already chosen your side.”

“When you attacked me and my men on that rooftop, I thought you were on their side, but now I know you were only defending yourself, which is what you’ve had to do your entire life—and not through any fault of your own. You were abandoned by your family.” That last sentence seemed to dull the light in her eyes, and I hated myself for saying it so bluntly. She turned from me, her arms wrapping themselves around her body. It was then that I realized her trauma went deeper than anything I’d felt through my gift.

I’d planned to share with her that it wasn’t just that I knew she hadn’t been raised in a hive, but that I’d felt her innocence in all of this when I’d touched her. Now, I wasn’t sure if I should tell her. She might’ve only seen that as a breach of her trust. And she didn’t need that. Not now. Not when she was so torn and vulnerable. Especially since it seemed I was doing the same thing to her that everyone in her life had done for years—making choices for her.

“Miss Jaxon, I… I didn’t mean to say that so coldly.”

“It’s fine,” she rushed to say, her voice cracking. With her back still to me, she wiped wetness from her eyes. “You didn’t say something I didn’t already know. It’s partly why I’m here, isn’t it? Because of my mother. For fourteen years I thought my parents had been killed but it turns out I was just abandoned and my whole identity, who I really was, was hidden from me.”

Turning to face me again, with a torrent of emotions hiding behind her eyes, she added, “I know you have tons of questions. You want to know why I have drawings of your castle, or why I’ve drawn pictures of an alien world I didn’t even know existed. You want to keep me in this mansion until you figure out why those vampires in the club are working with the violet-eyed witch who tried to kidnap me and took Shadow, but I have tons of questions too. And if you want me to help you, if you want me to fight on your side, then I’m going to need something in return.”


Chapter Thirty-Four
AVERY



Kane sat across from me on a small settee, one arm over a headrest, an ankle over a knee. The warm light from the fire he’d started inside the massive fireplace danced over his hard features, shadows tracing his sharp jaw. His eyes shimmered like liquid blue diamonds, and the highlights of his shoulder-length mane glimmered like rivers of golden threads.

But it was the way his silky, three-piece, charcoal-grey bespoke suit hugged every slab of muscle on his body, and how the crisp, black button-down shirt left open at the collar revealed a patch of that golden skin, that had me struggling to look directly at him without thinking back to that moment in the shower when he grabbed himself and...

“Miss Jaxon, we’re going to need to work on your masking abilities. Vampires are expertly attuned to any conscious or unconscious changes in a person’s behavior, including changes in heartrate, breathing, and changes in their scent.”

Crossing my legs, I gently patted down my skirt and tugged on my sweater. Sitting up straighter, I pulled my hair back in a ponytail, and tried to pretend the heat from the fireplace was responsible for the warmth riding my veins. “What do you mean?”

He leaned forward, brow furrowed. “What I mean is that you’re making it really hard to concentrate on business when your scent keeps broadcasting your intimate thoughts.”

“Well, stop trying to read my scent.”

“Kind of impossible to do when it’s in my nature. And I can’t exactly shut off my sense of smell on demand. Miss Jaxon, I’m not trying to invade your privacy, but this is more than just about the fact that you’re thinking about sex—which is completely normal and truly none of my business⁠—”

“Exactly.”

He leaned back against the settee. “What I’m trying to say is that this is about the fact that a vampire can sense not just arousal but your fear, and that’s a survival skill you need to hone—learning how to keep your bodily functions such as heartrate and breath steady even when faced with danger, or in this instance, an irresistible male specimen.” His taunting, haughty smile made me want to fling the book sitting on the coffee table at him.

“Not everything is about you, my lord.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Are we going to get to the part where I strike a bargain with a self-absorbed vampire or not?”

“Alright, Miss Jaxon, let me remind you of the rules, then. Striking a bargain between witches and vampires goes beyond signing on a dotted line. Our agreements are forged in blood and magic. Once signed, the bargain can’t be broken unless the parameters of the agreement are met, or one of the parties dies. Both of us will be bound to this agreement by powers greater than us. Is that clear?”

Hands sweaty, I tried drying them on my twill skirt, but it only made matters worse. I was trying not to show how nervous I was, but I knew I was failing miserably. My heart felt like it was going to jump out of my chest. Gravity shifted and whispers sounded in my ears, those words spoken in a tongue I shouldn’t have understood, like the whispers of all the witches who had ever come before me, in this world or theirs.

Pyra had been coiled into a ball at the foot of the fireplace, happily absorbing the heat of the flames when her gaze flicked to mine. It wasn’t her element I was involuntarily summoning, though, but Shadow’s. The fire inside the hearth fanned and any loose papers in the room began to flutter around like moths.

All other sound in the room was muted except for the whispers and the thumping of my heart. Shadow had warned me about Kane’s kind. About how much they hated witches, about the fact that having a Spirit Marked in their possession would be the ultimate weapon. Yet here I was, about to align myself with a vampire.

The air in the room churned more strongly, disrupting the books on the shelves. My hands trembled, breath sawing in an out of my chest. Before I knew it, Kane was kneeling before me, taking my hands in his. “Avery, listen to me. We don’t have to do this. I need you to understand that I don’t want you to feel like I’m forcing you into anything. This is your choice, and your choice alone.”

I slowly fixed my gaze to his, to the calm in his eyes, like a gentle undulating wave guiding me back to shore. Everything about this moment seemed to suggest I should trust him. That I should trust this decision.

I’d told him everything I knew about my dreams, the visions I’d been having for over a decade. The fact that before he ever met me, I’d already seen him and Azrael in my dreams. That I’d even met Arabelle, the Spirit Marked whose death I’d relived countless times. Heavens, I even told him about Ereldyll and the fact Shadow claimed I was a dream-walker able to time travel.

Kane took every word I spoke and absorbed it with delicate attention, not missing a single detail. He was fascinated but also immensely perturbed at the fact that my mother had tried to hide my powers from me, that she’d left me so vulnerable in a world designed to eat me alive. In a world filled with monsters.

It felt incredible to talk to someone about my dreams and about my life without them thinking I was crazy. CJ had grown up in the system with me and been a great support—she’d never judged me for my affliction. But Kane was a part of this world; he understood what was happening to me at a different level. And while Shadow had also been a part of this magical world, he’d been a shock to my system that I hadn’t even had the time to process before he too was snatched from me.

Kane was different. Even with the terrible way in which we met or the cruel things he said to me out in the forest, the man before me made me feel like I could tell him everything. Despite the fact he was a vampire, who at his most basic thread thirsted for my witch blood, and the fact our kinds were ancient rivals, he’d offered to protect me—something I’d always craved more than anything, but something I’d never been able to trust that anyone could do until now.

And I believed him with every fiber of my being. Which scared me to death because we’d barely known each other, yet these deep feelings were brewing at a pace I could barely keep up with, as if we were trying to fill a thousand lifetimes in a day—which, maybe we were.

My therapist used to tell me I had a father complex or some sort of attachment issue, which was why, according to her, I always managed to get myself in all types of trouble. That I was always seeking attention because I’d been such a daddy’s girl before…

Before everything happened.

She had no clue what was really going on in my head, or heart, for that matter. I’d not been promiscuous or anything, choosing to avoid relationships for fear of having my heart broken or simply being disappointed in guys. But not having my father in my life did mess with my head, in ways I never really wanted to address with her or anyone.

Maybe I’d just kept wishing someone would come and save me from the hell I’d been living in. I knew I was no damsel in distress—nor did I want to be. I was a survivor, but that didn’t mean that there weren’t days where I didn’t want to fight to survive. When I didn’t want to worry about the monsters hunting me. Maybe some days I wanted to curl under someone’s arm and feel safe, like they could slay dragons for me because I deserved to be cherished—even if I could fight off the beasts myself.

The way Kane looked at me when I told him about the encounter I had with Azrael and the girls I saw in the bathroom iced my blood. Rage seemed to burn in his eyes thinking about the blood trafficking ring Luther was running, but also, he regretted how he had treated me, cornering me like I was a part of that operation when I’d just been there trying to save my friend.

“I’m so sorry,” he’d said. “If I’d known…”

But he hadn’t. And it wasn’t his fault.

Still, even though I wanted to forge this alliance, there was another part of me, the part that had always been kept from the decision table, from being able to choose what was best for me, that seeded doubt in my mind and in my heart that perhaps, I was making a mistake. That the man, the vampire before me, couldn’t be trusted because of everything Shadow had said.

“Avery,” he repeated gently, pulling me from the churning vortex of despair I was trapped in. “We don’t have to do this.”

But didn’t we? When we’d first sat down in front of the fireplace, he’d explained that by refusing to hand me over to the Shadow Knights, the governing sect of his kind, he had outright disobeyed an order given by the House of Elders. He risked excommunication, being completely cut off from the support, not just of the Shadow Knights, but from all the other vampire families. He would be vulnerable from an attack not just from witches, but enemies within the vampire covens themselves.

But if he handed me over to them, it was likely no one would ever see or hear from me ever again. The Knights might not choose to kill me out of fear of repercussions from the Sisterhood, but they’d throw me in a warded cell inside their impenetrable fortress.

Option two was worse. Even though I’d been hidden from the Sisterhood for fourteen years and I’d never practiced magic, the fact my mother was apparently a priestess made me an automatic member of the Sisterhood. The witches held a higher claim to me than the vampires, even though it was Kane who captured me under the Shadow Knights’ orders.

If the Sisterhood was adamant about me being returned to them, and according to Kane, my mother was determined to take me back, they could and would likely use their magic against Kane’s coven, declaring a war.

He claimed he was a centuries-old seasoned warrior and promised me he’d had his fair share of battles against the witches—enough that he’d gladly go against them if that’s what I wanted. But I would never want him to go to war for me, not if it meant it would put his coven in danger.

Still, panic dug its nasty claws in me at the thought of being handed over to the Sisterhood, especially if it meant I’d have to face the woman who’d abandoned me. There was no way I would freely join her after knowing she’d lied to me for fourteen years—regardless of her reasons—and never once came looking for me, and probably wouldn’t have if my powers hadn’t manifested.

Which left option three: my bargain with Kane. Despite the threat to his coven, he was willing to offer a way for both of us to get what we wanted.

He explained what had happened to his son, Larick, the vampire Azrael’s own son, Luther, had mortally wounded when Azrael was rescued from his prison. According to Kane, only an exceptionally powerful witch could potentially heal him. He knew the Sisterhood would outright refuse to heal a vampire, but he knew—or at least hoped—that the power of a Spirit Marked would be strong enough to save his son.

The only way that I would be allowed to remain under Kane’s protection without retaliation from either the Knights or the Sisterhood was by binding ourselves with a life debt contract. According to Kane, witches and vampires were creatures of tradition, governed by the rules of honor and magic. And according to that tradition, if a member of either sect was directly responsible for the death of another, a life debt would be owed. Such that if a witch killed a vampire, that coven’s head could demand her life in return for payment, and the witches would have no choice but to honor it, and vice versa.

Or… the witch could offer herself in servitude as a mage, a practice that had been customary in the witches’ home world ages ago when they used to serve at court in Allorn. A mage’s duty would end once the life debt was considered paid.

Kane explained that, as Gideon’s death came because of Kane’s men trying to rescue me from the Vates Ordo, a life debt was owed. It may have been a stretch, given I hadn’t been the one to fire the gun that shot him, but once the contract was signed, there was nothing anyone could do about it.

By signing the life debt, we both agreed I would be relieved of my servitude when I tried, and hopefully succeeded, at healing his son. But our bargain didn’t end there. I knew I hadn’t been responsible for that death. In return for healing his son, Kane agreed to help me rescue Shadow and CJ. But first, I would need to train and learn to control my powers, as going after the Vates Ordo could spark a war, and I would need to be ready to face some of the most powerful witches to ever walk the earth—the witches apparently interested in exploiting my power to open the portal to their lost realm.

This bargain ensured that not only would I be considered a member of Kane’s coven, but it would grant me all the benefits afforded to all under his protection. No one would be allowed to touch or harm me—human, witch, or vampire—without facing the punishment doled out by its leader.

It would also ensure my mother would not be able to claim guardianship over me as a novice witch in need of training. She thought she could easily discard me and then pick me right back up, as if she hadn’t left her child to fend for herself for fourteen years. Joining Kane’s coven as his coven’s mage would be the ultimate fuck you in front of all her sisters.

And maybe I was being insensitive, or maybe I was overreacting. Maybe she had a perfectly logical explanation for all of this, but I didn’t care. I didn’t have to care. This time, I was making the decisions for myself on my own.

The air around me blew more violently, and I shook as I stared into Kane’s pleading eyes. I was agreeing to this life debt solely based on his word. But if I was making a mistake, it was on my terms, and I was willing to accept that. He’d offered me the opportunity to sleep on it but reminded me the convening was scheduled for the following night. There wasn’t much time left. And I didn’t want to psych myself out of my decision either.

Not to mention that the thought of facing my mother was enough to make the air in the room whip even harder. Kane’s hair was a whirl atop his head, but he kept calm, holding me in his gaze, his hands clasped around mine, offering me the sense of security I needed in that moment.

If I remembered my mother correctly, I knew she would object with all her might. She hated it when my father and I seemed to team up against her, when she didn’t get her way. She was going to try to convince me why she was right. Why abandoning me had been the best choice—the only choice she’d had—but I had no intentions of hearing it.

Probably because I knew if I listened, she’d convince me that it had been in my best interest, that she’d done it out of love. And I would believe it. I would cave into her arms and cry my eyes out, relieved she wasn’t dead, that perhaps that meant my father wasn’t dead, either.

But I would not allow her to erase all the pain and suffering I’d endured because of her lie all with one explanation. She’d wanted me hidden, as if I’d never existed. As if I didn’t have this colossal power ripping through my veins, threatening to pull me apart piece by piece.

Fine. If she’d wanted to give up on me as her daughter, then I would now give up on her as my mother.

Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and sank deep within myself, looking for that roiling ball of light anchored to my soul. I allowed myself to fall into that dark abyss, that cauldron churning with depthless power, beckoning me to dive in, until finally, I was submerged.

‘Shadow, if you’re here, please know I’m doing this for us. You told me to prepare. To learn how to control my powers, to find my guardians. I’m sorry for not listening when you tried to warn me. Please don’t give up on me. I’m coming for you.’

When I opened my eyes, the world around me was lit in a storm of swirling, pale blue flurries. Air. I could see every particle from one end of the room to the other, and each one was tied to me by a thread of light. I could control each individual particle like it was an extension of me, as if it was me. Just like Shadow had taught me.

With one breath, one single silent command, the storm subsided, and the swirling wind died. Kane unclasped his hands from mine, and when I looked down at my palms, my heart thundered. A black feather lay in my hand.

I didn’t know how it was possible, but Shadow was with me—at least a part of him was. As if I’d been able to tap into the source and brought back with me a piece of his essence.

Kane stood, stretching his hand out to me, welcoming me to join him. “Are you ready, Miss Jaxon? To sign a blood oath with a vampire?”

Standing beside him, I looked up into the deep, darkened pools of his eyes. I’d never been more ready in my entire life. “Yes.”

A minute later, Armand strolled into the room holding a silver tray. On top lay a parchment, the details of our agreement already spelled out. All that was needed was our signatures, and as highlighted by the small dagger lying next to a plume and ink pot, a drop of blood from each of us was required to seal the bargain.

Before I took the plume, the sound of metal gears churning began to rumble through the library. I looked at both Kane and Armand, but I realized where the sound was coming from before they could answer. Metal shutters had begun to close over every window. “Daylight approaches,” Armand said. “You must hurry.”

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

“In order for the bargain to be struck, it must be signed under the light of the moon,” Kane said in a rush.

Without another thought, I dipped the quill into the ink jar, which was also sitting on the tray, and signed my name. Kane did the same, then folded the parchment closed. He took the dagger and with the point, he pricked his finger, then let a drop fall on the paper like one would if using a wax seal. I followed suit, letting my blood fall on top of his.

As soon as the drops of blood mixed, red and black flames enveloped the parchment, our drops of blood hardening right before our eyes, sealing the parchment closed until the debt was paid. I heard Kane hiss loudly, and when I looked at him, he was staring at his palm, his face twisted into something like awe and a bit of terror.

“Is everything alright?” I asked.

He fisted his hand and stuck it in his pocket. Staring at me silently, as if not knowing what to say, he took in a deep, solid breath. Then the shutters closed completely. “It is done,” was all he said, punctuated by the last locking gear.




Kane offered to walk me back to my chamber, given that his room was literally right next to mine, and he was eager to get to bed himself. He’d explained how sleep was just as sacred to his kind as blood was, and once the shutters closed around the manor, it signaled to everyone daylight hours had arrived, and a vampire’s most vulnerable time had begun.

He dismissed Armand but made sure to tell him to bring me a selection of clothes for me to choose from at next moon rise, rather than just having a pre-chosen wardrobe delivered to my room.

I hadn’t been expecting that, but I was extremely grateful to not be dressed like the headmaster of a private school the entire time I was to reside in the manor. Kane did remind me, however, that as a new member of his coven, I needed to learn some of their customs and traditions. While he had no issue with how I chose to dress regularly, certain events called for certain attire, and he politely requested—though I knew he was ordering me—to wear the clothes he would personally send to my room for specific occasions, such as the convening that evening.

It was a compromise I was willing to make.

Pyra marched ahead of us, strolling through the manor as if she’d lived there her whole life and was intimately familiar with every nook and cranny. Our footsteps echoed against the aging wood floors, every new hall we encountered as empty of people as the last. Earlier when Armand had been escorting me to the study, he’d explained that Kane’s private wing, where my chamber and his were located, belonged to Kane alone. No one resided or had access to the rooms on this side of the house but him… and now, me.

Guests slept on the west wing, which was where members of the Shadow Knights would rest. My mother and the Sisterhood had chosen accommodations off premises. They truly despised vampires, or perhaps what made them weary was the notion of being trapped in this house with a coven full of deadly vampires thirsty for witch blood.

The rest of Kane’s coven, like Anya, Ice, Bal and more of his warriors and advisors resided in what Armand called the compound—an underground facility sitting right below the manor. I’d not had a chance to ask more questions.

With all the shutters closed and the east wing completely empty, the place seemed to take on the full Bram Stoker vibe. I half expected to run into Kane’s two vampire brides eager to turn me into his third. I kept my dumb thoughts to myself, though. Ever since leaving the library, Kane seemed withdrawn, and his mercurial nature was somewhat jarring. I almost missed his incessant, annoying teasing.

I also couldn’t shake the magnetized pull of his presence, even when he was a quiet pillar gliding beside me, tall and imposing. His figure cast a shadow against the walls that seemed to dance with the dim light of the myriad of sconces, candelabras, and chandeliers.

Despite the centuries that separated us and the hatred he’d claimed existed between our kinds, there had been an undeniable connection between us, a bond that seemed to have stirred beneath the surface of my skin the instant our blood mixed on that parchment. I knew something had happened to him in that library as well—something he wasn’t sharing—and it unnerved me to no end.

Lips sealed and hands in his pockets, he continued to walk beside me, close enough we could’ve touched, yet far enough that the small gap between us might as well have been the size of the Grand Canyon. I didn’t understand the ache that burned in my belly, but it was an unrelenting need to feel his touch.

Perhaps it was because he’d held my hands back in the library when my power was swirling out of control, and that warm comfort had been intoxicating.

I’d been walking beside him with my arms crossed, but I decided to finally drop my hand to the side, my fingers gently swaying, beckoning for him to reach for them. My heart thundered, and I silently scolded myself for already failing at the first task he’d given me—masking my feelings around his kind. But I couldn’t help the fire kindling inside me, and I couldn’t deny that I wanted him to know exactly how I felt.

As if sensing that longing, he pulled his hand out of his pocket, and my breath caught when his fingertips grazed mine ever so gently. It was the barest of touches, almost insignificant if it hadn’t been for the electrified thrill that rode in my veins and spread throughout my entire body.

When he put his hand back inside his pocket, an anchor sank deep within me. God, I hated that I wanted—needed—the warmth of his hand so badly. He may have just recently met me, but I’d known him—of him—for years. He’d been living in my dreams, and sometimes in my romanticized fantasies. And now that I had him before me, in flesh and blood, my insides were going haywire.

Unable to tolerate the deafening silence grating against my nerves, I said the most obvious and stupidest thing one could say to a vampire. “So, I’m guessing the shutters are because sunlight is in fact deadly to your kind? It’s why you sleep during the day?” I rolled my eyes, regretting the words as they spilled from my lips. Pyra looked over her shoulder at me.

Of course that’s why, dummy.

I mentally stuck my tongue out at her.

Kane grunted as if he knew I was trying to make small talk, but he granted me grace and offered a reply, anyway. “Unfortunately, in addition to blood lust and special abilities, that part of the myth is also true. Older generations are more resistant to sunlight and can survive brief exposure, though with severe life-threatening burns. Younger vampires would immediately combust.”

“You’ve tested it?”

He chuckled. “I have… and I don’t recommend it.”

“How old is the oldest of your kind, anyway?”

“Quite old. Our origin story is very long and complex, deeply rooted in magic and lore. I would love to indulge your curiosity, Miss Jaxon, but I’m afraid I’m beyond exhausted tonight.”

We stopped right outside my bedroom door, and a tendril of worry wrapped itself around my heart. I didn’t want the night to end, or morning to rise. Maybe it was my fear of what awaited us when the hour of the convening arrived, but I didn’t want to be alone.

My body pivoted toward him, my heart unfurling like the petals of a moonflower at midnight. His gaze, intense and penetrating, studied every bit of my face as if searching for some unspoken truth. The weight of those darkened eyes, serene like the surface of a lake at midnight, felt like a gentle caress against my skin, igniting something forbidden within me, and stirring my desire to know what I might find lurking within their depths.

As I reached for the ornate handle of my door, I let my hand hover, a rush of anticipation coursing through me. His proximity was inebriating, his presence a pull I couldn’t explain. So many strange sensations battled inside my chest, but I didn’t let them scare me into not voicing what was lodged in my throat.

The implications of what I’d done, of the bargain we’d made settled into the pit of my stomach and dread began to coat my bones that I might regret my decision if I was alone. What if his coven didn’t accept me? What if my mother’s coterie launched an attack against Kane that would threaten all those he loved?

“Stay with me?” I asked, my voice a mere breath. I knew I sounded desperate, that perhaps my request was laden with premature desire for him laced with the need to just feel close to someone.

He reached out, his touch feather-light against my skin as he brushed his knuckles against my jaw. I leaned into his touch as he walked his fingers to my ponytail and released my curls, running his hand through my hair until it cascaded to my shoulders. “I prefer you like this.”

Our eyes met then, and a silent exchange of unspoken desires and forbidden dreams hung in the air, thick with the promise of what could be. I held my breath, thinking he might lean in to kiss me.

What was I thinking, wanting him to kiss me? Our people were ancient mortal enemies, and our bargain was likely going to create an even bigger rift between our worlds. But I couldn’t shake the fact that right now I wanted him.

Needed him.

When he didn’t lean in for a kiss, my heart iced over. Still, I waited for his reply, for his rejection, because I saw it etched across his eyes before he even uttered a single word. Sticking his hand back in his pockets, he said softly, “I can’t stay with you, Miss Jaxon. I may have fed, but I’m far from satiated. You’ve no idea the level of restraint I’ve had to practice this evening. I’m afraid I couldn’t trust myself around you in that bedroom, not tonight.”

I lowered my gaze, nodding in agreement, cheeks flushing with heat at the absurdity of my request. I’d just invited Kane into my room and he’d outright refused me. I’d clearly misread everything that had transpired between us. I felt so dumb and juvenile. I was such an inexperienced girl who’d made a total fool of herself.

Before I knew it, he was tipping my chin up, those liquid blue eyes drowning me. He leaned in and whispered over my lips, so close his breath was a sweet, torturous caress, “This decision has nothing to do with me not wanting you, and everything to do with the fact that I want you more than is safe for me to admit. My self-control is on a precipice, my honor ready to burn to cinders… all because of you.

“Know why I let you watch me in the shower? Because it fucking turned me on beyond measure. So, when you touch yourself tonight, when you bring yourself to a shuddering release, think of that—of how fucking hard you made me, Avery. And about how leaving you at your chamber door tonight is going to feel like a thousand sun-scorching deaths.”

And in a puff of air, he was gone.

I blinked, stunned in place as the sound of his bedroom door slamming shut echoed down the solitary hallway. I remained frozen for a breath, staring at the dark walls and the flickering sconces. The eyes of the woman in the painting on the wall seemed to look at me as if she too was in shock at what had just happened.

Pyra peered at me, tail swaying.

“These moody vampires are going to be the death of me,” I said to her. “Maybe it’s better that it’s just us girls tonight.”

Feeling dejected, I walked into my bedroom, though with his very uncouth words—as he’d put it earlier—he’d left me weak at the knees and somehow feeling like I’d won some type of battle between us tonight, especially when he called me Avery instead of Miss Jaxon. The way my name rolled off his tongue, like it’d been a prayer and a curse all at the same time, made my insides quiver. Damn him.

Maybe it was he who’d won tonight.

Shaking the erotic thoughts from my mind, I closed the door behind me and allowed myself a long cleansing breath. I’d thought the instant I realized I was trapped inside my room behind those shutters that I would feel panic, like I wouldn’t be able to leave if I wanted to. I feared that my instincts to run away any time I felt contained would kick in and I was going to tear the walls down.

But it was the opposite. Being enclosed in my room felt like I was inside the safety of a cocoon. For the first time in my whole life after being placed in a strange new home, I didn’t want to run. Knowing Kane was next door, even though he’d turned me down, was a comfort. I knew that if I truly needed him, he’d be at my door in an instant.

And I also had Pyra. Sensing my thoughts, she leapt up into my arms. Her soft, red fur felt like a security blanket, the warmth emitting from her a lulling touch against my skin.

I nudged her nose as a heavy wave of exhaustion slammed into my body.

Sleep now?

Definitely.

The long night had finally caught up to me. It was strange knowing that outside those windows the sun was shining and birds were chirping. I’d probably not been able to sleep, despite being tired, if those shutters weren’t closed. After quickly changing back into my silk PJs, I slid under the covers of my bed, along with Pyra, who excitedly buried herself deep under the blankets. I’d shut off all the lights but left the fireplace burning. Eventually the flames would die out.

I prayed for dreamless slumber, but I wasn’t certain my monsters wouldn’t try to haunt me tonight. Before I shut my eyes, I remembered the last thing Kane said to me. It was as if he’d known I was worried about restless sleep, so he’d planted a seed. Haughty asshole. I smirked, though.

Reaching between my legs, I did just as he’d instructed; I thought of him in that shower. Of his slick, hard body. Of the way he touched himself. Of the size of his length. Of the sounds he made. Of the way his muscles rippled.

I imagined myself in that bathroom with him, kneeling before him, wanting to worship him in ways I never thought I could worship a man. A soft moan escaped my lips, sugary heat spreading from low in my belly to all my extremities. I knew he’d be able to hear me even through the thick walls of our bedrooms, and the thought made my breath hitch faster. I was playing a dangerous game, but damn if knowing I could rattle the bars of his cage didn’t make me hotter.

After the convening, my life would be irrevocably changed. I would wake up in a new world of magic and monsters. But tonight, at least for this moment, I would find a sliver of sanctity in a fevered dream of desire and pleasure.





This book has ended, but Avery’s story has only just begun…

And for my fantasy smut-loving girlies who made it this far, I see you.

The heat cranks up in

A Dream of Frost and Midnight

Book 2 in the Spirit Marked series

Coming soon.
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