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        We would always joke about our friendship lasting forever. Now, it’s not so funny.

      

      

      

      
        
        I used to be best friends with Colt Enigati. When he left town, I thought I’d never see him again. And when I finally do, I end up wishing he had stayed away.

      

      

      

      
        
        Colt’s not the boy I remember; he’s a dhampir, and his mother’s royal vampire blood is starting to take over. He says he’s dangerous, especially to me, but when I find him near death, I risk it everything to help him. My reward? A slight graze of his fangs.

      

      

      

      
        
        Now, we’re both basically vampires.

      

      

      

      
        
        Maybe turning into vampires isn’t the worst thing—not with the royal vampire family coming to fight a moon-mad werewolf and start a supernatural war. But if we can’t control our powers and stop the chaos before they do, we’ll lose more than our friendship.

      

      

      

      
        
        We’ll lose each other—forever.
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      I press both hands over my ears, but they don’t block out Dad’s angry, slurring words.

      “Your grades are slipping.” He hammers the point home for the thousandth time. “And your class schedule is too light even by community college standards. Do you really expect to go through life half-assing things?”

      I shake my head. “I’m trying.”

      He points a fleshy finger at me. “A heart of gold beating in your delinquent chest isn’t going to get you a good job, Lacey Banner. You’re becoming a bum, like your Aunt Lydia—a bum who has never amounted to anything.”

      “That’s not true!”

      Frustration cracks my ribs from the inside. I widen my stance, ready for battle, knowing in my heart of gold that I’m tired of the fighting.

      Dad’s sneer twists his features so that we look less like each other than before. The only commonality left is our auburn hair. “Which part?”

      Both. Aunt Lydia runs a beautiful bed and breakfast and lives life on her own terms, outside of her family’s business. That alone is blasphemy in this Banner house.

      As for me⁠—

      “You’re twenty-one, Lacey.” Dad says it with a drunken sigh like I’ve committed a grave offense. “It’s time to get serious.”

      I’m not the one who drinks myself into a stupor most nights of the week. I’m not the one who throws a pity party for my life, either. I might be the delinquent and the next budding bum, but I do have dreams. And the more Dad nags at me and tells me they will never happen with my current attitude, the more it fuels my determination.

      “Are you even listening?” he seethes.

      I hate him. I hate him and his bad habits.

      I walk away, my body straining for fresh air and silence.

      “Lacey? Lacey!” Dad barks as I head for the back door. “Get back here!”

      His house, his rules. He’s always said it since Mom died. And those rules still apply even if you’re an official adult living at home.

      Running away from the argument will make it worse later. I know that.

      The worn soles of my sneakers skid over loose gravel, sending me careening across the backyard toward the brown waters of the creek.

      The setting sun is a frickin’ mockery and beats down on my slumped shoulders, like everything else. I halfway expect it to grow vocal chords and berate me for not being careful.

      I’ve definitely heard enough of it over the last hour.

      Scrubbing my hand over the tearstains dried on my face doesn’t clear my head, though. It does nothing for the grit burning my eyes.

      Dad’s never going to stop, especially when he’s on a bender. But he doesn’t know me as well as he thinks he does. Grades aren’t always important. How I do in history class in community college won’t dictate where my life is going.

      And it’s my future. Do I need to have it all figured out now? Would it really be so bad to turn out like Aunt Lydia? At least she’s happy.

      I slip down the slope, stopping just before the water’s edge by some miracle of God. Across the stony bank, the twisted limbs of the old juniper hedge mark the confusing sprawl of the property line. A flicker of light over the hedge hooks me, and I lift my gaze up into the tangle of the oak cradling a treehouse.

      Amber glints from the rectangle of the window after nearly ten years of neglect and my stomach flip-flops.

      The oak sort of straddles the two properties between me and my former best friend, Colt Enigati. Surprise skitters through me and lodges in the base of my spine.

      Dad’s furious words fade away but the anger stays, growing with every hop across the creek. I haven’t seen Colt in, what? A decade? Now he’s just chilling in our treehouse?

      He used to live next door with his father, just like me. We bonded over being forced to survive with only one parent and took comfort in each other.

      We were best friends back then. Eleven is a tender age. Twenty-one feels decidedly less tender and more angry.

      Colt hasn’t used the treehouse for years. “Clubhouses are for kids,” he’d said with a sneer, right before he disappeared. More likely, he moved away without telling me anything or trying to contact me.

      So why’s he here now?

      My hands curl into fists, and I purposely unclench them to grip the rope ladder, the rungs swinging as I haul myself into the treehouse. He wants to come to our place without me? After he disappeared without a word or answers?

      Confusion buzzes like a best friend to my frustration as I heave up through the floor.

      “You know, dickhead, you’ve got a lot of nerve—” I start.

      The Grateful Dead T-shirt stretches across Colt’s chest as his back bows, the skin on his face equally tight. Sweat plasters gleaming blond hair to his pale face and he writhes, his head twisting painfully.

      He grinds his teeth against an agonized scream, and I’m frozen.

      “Colt!” All thought of reaming him out disappears.

      It’s been so long since I saw him. I didn’t expect to find him near death and in terrible pain.

      His overly long legs kick out, sending the small bookshelf packed with magazines careening across the floor. He can’t control his movements. And he doesn’t flinch when I knock the trap door closed again and reach for him in the same crab-crawling movement.

      “Colt, what’s going on?” My fingertips brush against his arm.

      He flinches, screaming like I’ve burned him, and when he opens his eyes they’re shot through with pulsing red veins. “Lacey, get out!”

      His terror is a bitter taste in my mouth.

      “And leave you like this?” I grunt. “When you’re having a damn seizure?”

      I reach for his arms to pin him in place, and he brushes me aside with a swat of his hands but the force sends me backward just like the shelf. Shit, he’s strong. The treehouse reeks of sweat and blood and an undertone of something spicy, musky.

      I swallow over a swell of unease. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily. I’ll call 911.”

      He rolls on his side, his body spasming and the features of his face literally twisting. His lips peel back from his teeth.

      His pointy, gleaming white, definitely not human teeth.

      They make me pause for only a millisecond. I’ve got my cell out of my back pocket and in hand before he grabs my wrist to stop me. He squeezes hard enough to crack bone, making me cry out.

      “No.” The teeth muffle his voice. “The only hope for me isn’t medical. It’s supernatural.”

      I shouldn’t have come. This was a mistake.

      Only there’s no way I’m leaving.

      “My change could kill you,” he grunts.

      “What change? Colt, talk to me.” My chest rises harshly. “What the hell is going on?”

      Friends don’t leave each other, no matter what happened in the past. Right? Loyalty counts for something. He needs me. He needs someone to help him in case he seizes again and those fangs chomp right through his tongue. If I leave and he dies…

      “I’m fine. I’m…” He trails off on a groan and curls in on himself, another shudder wracking through him. He drops my wrist. “Go. Now. Before it’s too late.”

      “I let you walk away from me once. I’m not going to lose you again,” I insist.

      Despite the growing worry, the anxiety prickling every nerve I’ve got, I crouch and reach for him.

      His chuckle surprises me. “It’s not what you think.”

      The face looking at me now doesn’t belong to Colt. The brow bones are too thick, the red completely overtaking his eyes. His fangs are stark white against his nearly bloodless lips and he stares at me with an animal intensity.

      “I’m a dhampir,” he whispers. “Half vampire. Half human. That’s who and what I really am. Born from a human father a-and…and a vampire mother.”

      For two people who shared everything in the past, this is not what I expect him to say by a mile. I’d never believe it if he hadn’t dropped fang.

      “A vampire? Like the sparkly kind?”

      Another tremor ripples through him and his eyes narrow, glinting with dangerous intensity.

      “No. Not-Not sparkly.”

      “Vampires aren’t real.” I sound like a broken record skipping on perpetual repeat. “There’s no such thing as⁠—”

      Then why the fangs? Why the glowing eyes?

      “The supernatural is real.” He grunts out the last word, his shoulders curving forward, his fingers light on the wood now. “The pain is from the t-transformation overtaking my body. I’m…I’m taking on my mother’s vampire powers.”

      Maybe I desperately need something to believe in, or maybe there’s no way for me to excuse what’s in front of me. Maybe I’ve always had a supernatural inclination because of all the hours I’ve logged on World of Warcraft.

      Or maybe this is Colt, and he’s kept things from me, but he’s never lied.

      Colt curls in on himself, shivering. “Leave. Before I hurt you.”

      I even shock myself when I snort out, “As if you’d ever hurt me.”

      Well, physically.

      Colt’s done plenty of hurting in the past, just not the physical kind.

      “You aren’t even wearing your necklace. The silver one I gave you?” he asks.

      My hand lifts to my neck. “No.”

      I took the chain off a few months ago, feeling absolutely silly for still wearing the gift he’d given me at eleven.

      “You can control it,” I say. “Can’t you? Or is this the, ah, the first time you’ve changed?”

      Disbelief trickles slowly into confusion, which is much more familiar to me. And I’m grateful my body thought to pitch my voice low, the same way I’d do if I met a bear in the woods.

      Because Colt isn’t just dangerous, he’s hungry. I recognize the glint in his eye. His stomach might as well be rumbling as his gaze ticks down my neck to my racing pulse and pauses there.

      It’s not bravery that keeps me here to help him fight the pain. It’s care, and a shared past. I wonder if he knows.

      “Lacey, I’m sorry.” He shakes his head and shaggy blond hair falls across his face. “I’m sorry for abandoning you. I’m sorry for leaving you, and hurting you. I had to go. I had no choice.”

      “Now really isn’t the time for explanations,” I blurt out. “Let’s get through the change first.”

      “Now might be the only time. I’ve wasted enough of it to know.” He’s rambling. “I should have done so many things differently. I regret hurting you because you are one of the only people who knows me. I c-care about you.”

      Ah, shit.

      He might as well go for the actual jugular. My heart lurches at his sincerity and how easy it will be to just forgive him. Like this crazy and strange moment of vulnerability is all it takes to erase the past hurts.

      Something tickles the back of my mind, a feeling I might have had for him if he’d stayed rather than disappeared. The beginnings of a crush I’d never had the chance to give into with his disappearance, and leaves me wondering now if things will be different.

      I bob my head decisively. “Colt, let’s get you help first. Then you can apologize to me until you’re blue in the face.”

      I attempt a laugh.

      He slaps my probing hand away. “The change isn’t complete. When it is, I’ll hurt you. Please. Go.”

      “And I already said you’re not going to hurt me,” I reply, my lips a stubborn line. “It’s okay.”

      I’ve missed him terribly. It’s second nature to wrap my arms around his shoulders and hold him through the tremors. Red eyes and fangs don’t make him any less Colt. He’s the guy who used to push me on a tire swing at home, or stick up for me on the playground at school when the kids bullied. The way kids do.

      His arms slowly band around me and squeeze, once, hard enough for my heart to skip a beat.

      “I’ve missed you, Lace,” he murmurs against my neck. “You have no idea how badly I’ve missed you. You’re the only person…”

      “It’s gonna be okay. I’m not leaving you.”

      He’s going to kiss me. Even though I want to run and my feet are demanding it, I can’t leave him here to die.

      I might not be able to save myself, but I’ve got to do something. I want him to kiss me.

      “There’s no stopping it. Once it starts—” He draws a deep breath, smelling me.

      Smelling me?

      My skin pricks in alarm and goosebumps lift when I pull back from the hug. Colt isn’t letting me go.

      He locks his wrists behind me as I pull.

      “Colt?”

      “You know how good you smell? Like sunshine and sweat and sweet oranges. I want to taste you.”

      Alarm turns into something more sinister. “Colt!”

      His fangs graze my skin. The tips of his teeth cut deeper and pain spirals before he stops himself. My palms press to his chest but not hard enough to move him. Not when something like pleasure mingles with the pain and the coppery scent of blood ripens in the air.

      Then he shoves me away, cowering. Shame flickers across what’s left of his human features, a flush traveling across his cheeks before he ducks his head.

      “Get out! Grab your necklace,” he shouts. “Leave.”

      “I’m not⁠—”

      He draws in another breath, releasing it atom by atom until his body shakes. “Lacey, I’m not going to tell you again. Go now.”

      I clamp my fingers against the scratch—it’s just a scratch—hysteria twitching my lips because if he’s worried, then maybe it’s time for me to worry, too. This time, I’m not going to argue with him. My fingers come away stained with blood.

      Blood, vampires, I might as well have cut open a vein and jumped in the ocean with a shark.

      His expression changes again as he watches me, marking my moves. I head to the trapdoor and slide a shaky foot against the first ladder rung. I won’t take my eyes off him. Won’t blink in case he comes for me again. His nostrils flare and the last glimpse I have of my friend is him licking his lips.

      Tasting me.

      I land hard on the ground, my knees buckling and halfway refusing to hold me upright.

      A dull roar drifts down from the treehouse, and I book it with arms pumping for speed and my pulse thundering in my ears.

      Dhampirs. Vampires. Colt.

      His words play on a repeat, and I haul my terrified ass over the creek, digging into the mud on the other side. I’m out of breath by the time I make it home.

      The interior of the house is deadly quiet and promises a rematch the second Dad realizes I’ve returned.

      A trail of mud links me to the creak. I kick off my sneakers, pulling myself up the stairs to the bedroom two at a time. The sun touches the tips of the trees outside now and gilds them in gold.

      What’s Colt going to do when it’s actually dark?

      Can he turn into a bat? Is he going to hunt for food? The questions spiral, a strange and kinda awkward blend of concern and curiosity.

      A glimpse of myself in my vanity mirror pulls me up short. Oh, god. My reflection is wild-eyed and traumatized. Black pupils have entirely taken over my eyes and the only spot of color on my face comes from the trail of blood turning my shirt brown.

      “Crap, crap.”

      I smear blood over the top of the jewelry box, fumbling for the latch. The metal links of the silver chain and heart pendant are familiar. The pendant dangles, catching the last rays of light, and I slip it over my head, hoping it will cover the graze mark.

      New pain roars and the tips of my fingers burning. The second the metal touches my skin it sears and I yelp, ducking my head to get it off. I throw the necklace into the dust bunnies on the floor near the trash bin.

      “Okay.” I release a slow shaky breath. Laughing. “Okay, it’s all good. It’s nothing to worry about.”

      Nothing a little hydrogen peroxide and Neosporin can’t fix, right?

      Dad’s off key singing suddenly blasts the wrong words to a Lynyrd Skynyrd song from the kitchen. I’m not going down for dinner. I’ll miss everything as I tumble into bed, exhaustion leadening my limbs.

      Full dark comes, and I’m lost to sleep with my skin tight and throbbing. Colt’s voice is in my head, a mixture of concern and cursing.

      Lacey. Lacey?

      I wonder if it’s the last time I’ll ever see him. Wonder if he’ll be gone by morning, or he’s already lost to whatever transformation he can’t fight.

      Will he come for more blood?

      I slip deeper into exhaustion.

      Maybe we’re both basically lost, and we always have been.

      Exhaustion settles in and I pass out into disjointed dreams. In sleep, I see Colt. I hear him, cursing, worried about me. He’s reaching for me but something always comes between us before we make contact.

      Don’t worry, I try to tell him through the dream. Everything is going to be fine.

      His lips pull down in sorrow. We both know that’s a lie, Lace.
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      The flashback dream shoots me out of it as quickly as it dragged me down.

      I wake with a jolt and bolt upright in bed, sweat beading along my brow. I slap a palm to my face as sense returns. I’m at Club Mera, in the basement, in my makeshift apartment.

      I’m home.

      Club Mera is one of the properties that Colt’s human father owned, and secretly gave to Colt under a fake name in order to protect the son from the mother—to stop her from finding him.

      Colt turned the space into a supernatural paradise for people like us, not only those caught in between but for all creatures.

      The dream has its hooks in me, though.

      My room is the same, although the glimpse I catch of my reflection tells me one thing—the mirror is a sadist.

      It’s definitely showing me the flaws rather than anything I want to see, which would be a woman in control. Someone who doesn’t look like she’s just been dragged from her bed against her will.

      Fine wisps of reddish hair halo my face no matter how many times I tuck them behind my ears. My eyes are three sizes too large and the paleness of my skin makes every freckle stand to attention like blots of ink.

      “Good morning to you, sunshine,” I mutter to my reflection.

      I fling myself off the mattress with a yawn, dressing automatically. Black clothes on black hangers dominate my fridge-sized closet, although I never really considered black to be my color.

      There are no windows here, but I feel the moment the sun sets. I’m more alive. A familiar rush of energy lights my veins.

      I’m halfway presentable on my next glimpse into the mirror of doom. Deft fingers pluck the collar of the leather jacket to cover the sides of my neck. Dressing helps shake away some of the nerves but I know myself.

      This isn’t the first time the nightmares have left me reeling and it won’t be the last.

      I walk over to Colt’s room and knock on his door. “Hey! Wake up.” I pause, and then admit, “I had another one.”

      He pulls open the door with his face set into an expression of automatic annoyance. I am the worst neighbor slash roommate he’s ever had. Or so he told me when the same thing happened yesterday.

      “Stop waking me up for nightmares, Lacey. You do it every night,” he grumbles. “Ever heard of self-soothing?”

      “It’s your fault I’ve been changed so you’re the one who has to deal with me now.”

      I flash him a wan smile and a tiny glimpse of teeth that will lengthen the moment the rumbling in my stomach gets too loud to ignore.

      As usual, the sight of him gives me a little jolt, a thrill I can’t name.

      It’s all the light hair, dark eyes, and brooding bad-boy vibes he puts off, even when I know better.

      Colt rolls his eyes and slips out the door, pulling it closed behind him. “You know what helps with distraction? Work.”

      “You see I’m already dressed to impress.” I gesture toward my outfit. “This is for chorin’.”

      He barks out a laugh before pushing past me. The hallway leading to our rooms opens up in a secondary door and we head past shelves of inventory and up the basement steps.

      It’s time to start our rounds for the club.

      Inhaling deeply, I close my eyes and mount the stairs automatically, the ringing in my ears subsiding. It takes half a thought to compartmentalize the sounds of the world and tune them out.

      Otherwise, I’d never be able to think straight.

      Being here at Mera marks a drastic change in my life. There’s no more community college and no more of Dad’s rules, only a rush of life streaming through the doors of the club. Colt’s always around to keep me in check.

      I’m always around to keep him laughing.

      The off-key singing and whistling and the nights of tucking my drunk father into bed are in the past. The bands we hire know their shit and the apartment is mine. I don’t have to listen to any kind of classic rock if I don’t want to.

      The perks of being a vampire, basically. Or almost one.

      At least life hasn’t changed much. I still enjoy the same things, still live in the same town, and find comfort in the familiar.

      I trail after Colt into the club already busy for the night.

      “Yo! Colt!” Our human manager, Kai, lifts her arm in greeting from the bar.

      She crosses the dance floor with her attention narrowed in directly on him.

      “She likes you,” I tease low enough for his ears only. “No wonder she works extra-long hours without wanting to get paid overtime.”

      “I don’t care,” he replies blandly.

      He doesn’t want to be bothered. Kai might want to take her flirtation to the next level, but she also handles our daylight chores professionally. Colt likes to start work in the moments before the sun touches down otherwise he considers it a waste, and Kai always waits to see him before taking off.

      Kai is breathless by the time she stops in front of us, licking her painted and Botox plumped lips. “We already have a line snaking down the street,” she begins excitedly. “I let the VIP ticket holders in early, as you requested.”

      I sense the crowd from her, hundreds of different exhalations mingling in a cloud and their pulses like thunder rocking through me.

      I shudder, swallowing hard, my mouth watering. I should have grabbed a snack.

      “Thanks, Kai.” Colt is already heading toward the front doors. “Good work.”

      The hall funnels into one massively large room with a black ceiling to appear limitless.

      The bar to the right expands across the entire wall, done with a mirrored background like mercury. The shelves are spotless, pristine, and lined with bottles of jewel colored booze like good little soldiers.

      The band we hired warms up on stage with some last-minute instrument tuning.

      Kai stares after Colt with a longing so deep I wonder if she even knows what she’s doing.

      I clear my throat and fix her with a pointed look. “You can go now, Kai. Have a great night.”

      She barely listens to me on a good day. I push a little extra coercion her way until her gaze goes unfocused and blurred.

      “Yeah, have a good night,” she murmurs before marching woodenly toward the break room in the back.

      To grab her things, I hope, and get home. Because a part of me needs her to stop staring at Colt with such love sickness.

      I drop the coercion once Kai is out of sight and my smile is finally genuine.

      I like to think I’ve adapted pretty well to my new normal as a part-vampire. The physical strength has been fantastic if you discount the broken windows and the ten mugs I’ve shattered.

      Sometimes it takes a girl a bit of time to learn her own strength.

      The enhanced abilities are great, too. Quicker recovery times. Heightened senses.

      How great would the perks be if I were a real vampire? Not just this halfling stuck in the gray area between in and out. I swallow over the sting.

      “Oh, good, Lacey! You’re here.” Our bar manager Mariah uses her clipboard like a shield she’s prepped to use tonight. “Can you sign off on the inventory before I place the order? We’re going through Patron like crazy.”

      I grin wickedly at Mariah with her length of black hair plated around her face. She’s the only one of our employees who has never looked at me sideways for my age.

      I’m keenly aware of Colt’s bristling from across the room as I take the clipboard from Mariah and scan the inventory. “Yeah, girl, it looks good to me.”

      I scrawl my initials at the bottom and hand the pen back to her.

      “I thought I was stocked up enough for the band tonight, but I’m a little worried. There are a ton of people out there and we might have a mob on our hands.”

      At thirty, Mariah has seen some shit.

      She has a better handle of what to expect from crowds than I do.

      “You know, I’m here,” Colt grumbles as he approaches. “I’m the one with the final say on ordering.”

      He’s the one who always makes sure we have enough blood on hand.

      Mariah flashes him a passing frown. “I know. Night, boss.”

      She presses the clipboard to her chest and hustles off, probably to use the office laptop to place the order. I stamp down my laughter at Colt’s put-out expression.

      He stares after Mariah. “I don’t know why they like you best when I’m the one having to pick up all the slack.”

      “Because I’m a natural leader, and they appreciate my casual confidence, but it’s not true.” I pat him on the chest and flutter my lashes. “Kai prefers you, hands down, if it makes you feel better. Now go find some other corner to brood. I’m going to tell Clark and Jason to open the doors for the general public. Aren’t you happy with the added security I hired for tonight?”

      I top off the insult with a boop on the tip of his nose because I know it pisses Colt off.

      The tension hasn’t gone away. And no matter how many jokes I make, it won’t. It goes way beyond me waking him up, too.

      Two hours later, he’s moody and watching the band blast through a song with a throbbing baseline, his arms crossed over his chest.

      There’s no getting him out of his shell when he decides to crawl into it. I’ve spent the last year trying.

      Colt has never fully embraced the transformation, even though he was born to it. Too many nights he isolates himself from the others and he snaps like a chained dog when I mention it. We have no other vampire friends.

      I cast another eye roll at him, and he pretends not to notice.

      The divide between us is filled with bodies. We might share space in Club Mera, we might live in the basement together, but there’s a chasm of emotional distance too large for us to span. A pity.

      Colt also hasn’t fully come to terms with how I’ve changed. He’ll never forgive himself for what he did. It doesn’t matter that I like it, or how I’ve thrived. It’s definitely been a little complication to our relationship.

      An elbow jostles my side and I react, grabbing the culprit by the back of his shirt. The material is some kind of cheap rayon fabric and threatens to slip through my fingers.

      The lanky dude glares at a much smaller man with hair across his knuckles and bucks against me to free himself. “Outta my way, dwarf!”

      The smaller man—decidedly not a dwarf—clenches his glass like he’s considering using the shards to puncture an aorta or two. “It’s gnome, you prejudiced prick! And I have a right to be here just like anyone else.”

      The supernaturals (also known as supes) of the club are my responsibility to manage as well as the humans. The glamour pumped over the humans when they step over the threshold keeps them from realizing exactly what kind of fantasies they’re dealing with.

      It’s like cotton candy over their brain and their logic.

      They leave happy and safe in the knowledge that the “real” world is the only one that exists.

      I’m in control of this space, though, not them. The taller man has no idea I’ve got hold of him until I wrench his face down to meet mine and force him eye level with me.

      “Another word out of you and you’re out. Enjoy the show, and if I see you making trouble again…” I trail off, flashing fang, and his eyes widen.

      “Sure. Sorry.”

      He stumbles clunkily over his apology and the gnome tips his head in a silent thank you. Both of them disappear back into the writhing crowd of bodies.

      There we go.

      I wipe my hand on the front of my black jeans. Human sweat. It kinda lingers in the nose, just seeping out of their pores.

      “Well done. People like that can be a menace if you don’t handle them properly,” a voice murmurs beside my head.

      I hear every syllable as though the two of us are alone in a room and crane my face up toward the speaker.

      Aside from the out of place puka shell necklace and the giant septum in his nose, he’s decent looking. A little too old for me, though. I place him around forty.

      “It’s nothing,” I reply with another grin. “You should see what happens when we get a few trolls together. I don’t know where they hide their clubs, but they sure do make a mess of things.”

      “And your fighting skills are up to par?” the man asks.

      “Like I’ve been training all my life.”

      The strange thing is, my new existence has brought a strange and unique balance of power and enjoyment to my existence. Not only did it get me out from the force of Dad’s fist, but the confidence—I’ve never felt this good about myself.

      Like tonight. Human Lacey would have been peeing her pants at the slight flirtation with this dude, whose scent gave him away as some kind of shifter halfling. Not anymore.

      Not even with Colt a literal thundercloud. Distant, protective, always aloof.

      “Dance with me?” Puka Shell holds out a hand and waits.

      I shrug. “You know what? Sure.”

      I place my palm on his and Puka Shell leads me out to the dance floor. The music is fierce, the atmosphere on point, and the general energy of the club high and vibrant. I twist my hips and Puka Shell smiles.

      It has the makings of a good time, a quick dance to a fast-paced song full of potential to let loose, let it all go. Until Colt spots me.

      I know when it happens, too. It’s an arrow of awareness straight through my subconscious and in the next beat he’s at my side, yanking me off the dance floor.

      “Lace, for real. No interacting with the customers,” he scolds.

      “One dance isn’t interacting,” I reminded him. “He asked me. You want me to be rude?”

      There’s no way in hell I’m going to let him drag me through this conversation again, and not with his current tone. Like I’m someone who needs the reminder to keep from going off the rails.

      Colt’s scowl is back in place, and it only pisses me off.

      “You know what we are.” He drops his voice. “It’s dangerous to get so close.”

      The only way to transition completely, to become a full vampire, is for us to drink the blood of a non-vampire until we drain them to death.

      Neither one of us has drained anyone yet, and it’s one of those major, lingering decisions we’re both avoiding.

      “And what’s so bad about being a full vampire?” I whisper back.

      His expression goes knowing, which is another sure way to devolve this into a full argument. “Trust me. It is.”

      “Pass.” I elbow him to get some breathing room. “You’re annoying me.”

      He follows.

      Glowing incandescent bulbs at the back of the stage illuminate the band for their final number, but the night is just getting started.

      Their shadows leech across the dancefloor, casting gloom over the throbbing dancers. But the shadow over me is longer and leaner and the skin on the back of my neck prickles. His cool fingers wrap one by one around my bicep.

      Anticipation.

      “The dark and brooding vampire thing can only take you so far,” I tell Colt.

      “That’s not what I’m doing.” He drops his hold immediately.

      There’s enough of a dark threat in his voice to make me shiver, but stubbornness has me tossing a look over my shoulder.

      He always steps in this way. Like he can’t help himself, as the one responsible for these changes, and always has to put his nose, foot, or whatever where it doesn’t belong.

      If I so much as wink at a dude inside the club, Colt is there to put a stop to it.

      Puka Shell melts away entirely, because who the hell wants to come up against a surly blond Nosferatu?

      “Do you have something you want to say to me?” I drop my voice.

      We hear each other well no matter how loud or unruly the crowd gets. One of the perks of supernatural hearing.

      “I just think you need to be a little less open about your powers,” Colt replies, equally low. “We’re a supernatural club but there are plenty of humans here tonight.”

      “And if you were that worried about it, you’d be double checking the misters. As it is, the humans are fine. They’re not going to notice if I toss a guy across the room.”

      Which I’d had to do once.

      Colt shakes his head. “You’re still partly human, Lacey.”

      His insistence on pretending gets to me sometimes, when my guard is down.

      “And you need to get over this reluctance to fully embrace your vampire side.”

      “Because there’s nothing to embrace.” He brushes me off, as usual, the two of us tapdancing expertly around the reality of needing to kill to complete our transformation.

      “Oh, really?”

      His eyes harden. “I’m just telling you to be careful. If you want to brush off my words of wisdom⁠—”

      “I know you’ve worked hard on these pearls, but you’re the only one brushing things off.”

      The familiar standoff is dull. The outline of his fingers burn on my skin although he’s not touching me anymore. As though the parts of me connected to him by blood ache for more closeness than he’ll ever allow.

      “I know that voice! Lacey? Girl, you’ve been hiding away under a rock.”

      Colt straightens at the new voice belonging to a lanky woman who happens to be the owner of the arms now pulling me backward. I collide with a warm chest and a rapidly beating heart.

      I reach behind me to hug Whitney by the neck, her face snuggled beside mine. “After all this time of begging you to come out, you finally decided to catch the end of the show?” I greet. “Welcome!”

      Colt stares me down and neither one of us breaks eye contact.

      Whitney is a sylph on her Mom’s side and passes through town occasionally. We hit it off over a coffee once, and I’ve been begging her to come for a visit since.

      “I brought a few friends with me, too. I hope you don’t mind,” Whitney says against my ear.

      Colt grimaces before melting back into the darkness near the wall. He’s practically holding it up these days.

      Determined to forget him, I shake my head, gently breaking out of Whitney’s hug.

      “Sylph friends,” she explains, “and I brought a dryad with me too. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Why would I mind? I’m just happy you decided to stop by! How long are you staying in town?”

      I parade them toward the bar for a round of drinks.

      Whitney tosses silver hair over her shoulder with a laugh like a spring breeze. As a human, I’d have considered her the ‘It’ girl to copy even though my movements would never be graceful.

      Humans are inherently clunky. You’d have to be some kind of trained dancer or prima ballerina to match the fluid way Whitney and her friends move.

      I’m better now, but nowhere close to her level.

      I hold up a few fingers and gesture for Mariah to pour a round of shots of Ouzo, favored by the Greeks.

      “We’ll be here for a week until the wind changes and then we’re heading across the country. A road trip,” Whitney explains. Her features are light as she grips the shot glass between two fingers. “We’re staying in the old orchard across town.”

      “Just be careful. There are a lot of crazies out there.”

      Great, now I sound like Colt.

      “We know how to protect ourselves.”

      It’s one of those things you learn or you die.

      I’m comfortable with my new powers, unlike Colt. I’ll never understand why he hasn’t embraced the gifts he’s been born with. As a born dhampir, he’s even stronger than me, but he refuses to see it as anything more than a hinderance.

      A strange chill shifts the tide of the air and Whitney shivers. Her friends instinctively crowd closer while my instincts are on high alert.

      Alarms blare in my head. My next inhalation draws in old dirt, stale blood, gold.

      Scents that are definitely out of place in the club.

      I step in front of Whitney and the others, blocking them with my much smaller body. My gaze fastens on the door to the club.

      Colt is there in a blink without anyone noticing the movement.

      “Don’t say a word,” he whispers.

      It’s not my specialty, but the surge of adrenaline in my veins has me biting my tongue. The atmosphere in the club shifts and the last bit of happiness melts away. The doors open and a group of polished, old-school style vampires walk in.

      They stand out from the rest of the crowd, not just for their powers but their bearing. They are unlike anything I’ve ever seen.

      I glance sideways at Colt, locking in on the thinning of his lips and the panic in his eyes. “Colt, do you know them?”

      I reach for him and our fingers tangle.

      “I know them,” he agrees. “They’re from my mother’s side. Looks like they’ve finally found me.”
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      Colt’s struggling to hold it together, not that he’d let anyone know. I’m close enough to note the muscle ticking at his temple and the way he clenches his jaw, the grinding motion he does when he’s stressed and thinks no one is watching.

      I know his mother is a vampire. I also know Colt despises her, but he’s never shared the details with me.

      Right now, those details seem pretty important because I have no doubt these vampires are a part of her crew.

      They’re dressed like gothic royalty in shades of ebony and midnight, lace and silk. An eagle-eyed female leads them, with hair as black as pitch and the neckline of her dress pushing beneath her chin and forcing her posture rigidly straight.

      I have no idea who they really are but everything inside of me wants to get down on the floor like some kind of sycophant. Their presence fills the room with an eerie tension, especially when their gazes land on me. On Colt.

      He twitches, his scowl lines deep and his eyes troubled no matter how hard he works to wipe everything clean.

      “What are we going to do?” I whisper.

      He turns and his features are dark with fear and resignation. From the corner of my eyes, I track the group, their minute movements as they scour the club and find us and our patrons clearly lacking.

      “You’re not doing anything. This is on me. Whatever they want, it won’t be good. They’re here for me.” Colt squeezes my fingers hard enough to break them. “They’ll be the end of us, Lacey.”

      No. It can’t be the end. Because for the last year, I’ve finally felt like my life is beginning.

      The vampires are clearly not leaving. They’re as aware of us as we are of them and they are content to be patient and wait for us to approach. They want us to make the first move.

      Which means the stakes are higher than I can even imagine.

      I take an automatic step forward and Colt pulls me back. A small cluck of his tongue tells me not to move yet.

      The vampires are powerful enough to pluck my instincts, for me to recognize the superior predators in the room. Their regal bearing makes me uneasy and Colt’s discomfort messes with my head.

      I reach through the mental connection between us automatically and not for the first time. The more we work together, the more time we spend together, the easier it gets to read Colt’s thoughts like my own. At least, until he realizes he’s got a visitor in his head and slams his walls down.

      The female vampire especially unnerves him, although he recognizes several of the males in the entourage.

      My knees quake until I lock them. I’m about to see just how deep Colt’s connections go—and how far he’s willing to go to protect what’s his from this new shit storm.

      The temperature in the room plummets. A hush falls over the rest of the crowd as the vampires glide over the dance floor, heading toward the VIP section.

      There are five of them moving on feet that refuse to touch the soiled floor. The buzz of the crowd diminishes in their wake.

      I feel them in my blood, my bones, my soul. The weight of their authority and the hunger radiating off them is impossible to ignore. My teeth lengthen. This isn’t just another group of vampires; these are ancient creatures, and Colt looks at them like they’re a curse he can’t escape.

      We track the vampires with their eerie grace and gazes scanning the club. It’s impossible to miss the way their focus remains fixed on Colt regardless. The club, the home I’ve made it into, is a cage now. The air is too thick to breathe.

      Colt’s posture shifts and his shoulders curve forward. His jaw goes tighter yet, his hands clenched into fists. He’s on edge, and I feel it.

      We’ve always had a strange connection to each other but tonight is different.

      The tension in the air is palpable enough for the humans to note and just before the royals steal seats, Colt lurches into action.

      He tugs me with him for a step before dropping my hand. I keep up regardless. I’m too curious to sit this one out and he’s not telling me to hide, which means it’s gotta be somewhat safe.

      My tongue is tied in knots.

      The ancients turn as a singular group to watch our approach and Colt stops feet away. It’s like two waves crashing in the ocean and I’m trapped between them.

      He stiffens in their presence. His anxiety, his rage, his fear, it’s all in my head. I’m spinning and my gut takes a deep dive. I press my fingers to my temple to drown him out but the wall he tried to erect between us topples brick by brick.

      Someone sobs behind me, the small sound leaked out through pressed lips meant to keep it inside. But the rest of the club might as well not exist. Time stands still and there is only me and Colt—the two of us one being in two bodies—and the royals.

      Stillness lasts only another moment before Colt says, “Meet with me upstairs in my office. Don’t cause a scene.”

      Before I have a chance to ask him about the game plan, he turns toward the staircase across the room like he knows the others will follow. And since I’m not willing to make such a big fool of myself, I fall into step behind him.

      This is our place and I’m not going to let those animated corpses disrupt the vibe. The sooner we get them upstairs and away from the general public, the better.

      The band strikes up another song, the first few chords shaky. Had the entire club gone silent without me noticing?

      Colt shudders and his thoughts scratch the inside of my head like a boxed cat. The fear might be mine to share but not the rest of it.

      I’ve always been able to feel a flicker of his emotions but now it’s a river after the spring thaw. Colt is rushing through me and I can’t block him out. The world passes us by in a blink and the only solid thing in it are those vampires.

      Sucking the light, the joy, the life out of the room without even a facial tick.

      What kinds of things does Colt feel from me? Because the connection works both ways no matter how hard he’s tried to keep his distance.

      He memorizes the way the royals move, the way they comport themselves behind his turned back, and his demeanor changes. A haze falls over him and now those scratch marks in my mind are filled with a filigree of frost.

      The vampires are a wall of ice sweeping away whatever minuscule amount of body heat I’ve got.

      Colt leads the royals down the short hallway toward the corner office, his body tense. Every step is calculated. He pushes open the door and steps behind the desk, the ruler of this domain.

      As we settle into the private room with the guitar riffs from below muffled, the door silently swings shut without anyone touching it.

      The tall woman with sharp features catches my gaze, her attention like the blackened inside of a collapsed star. Her smile is terrifying, beautiful, her gaze appraising.

      My heart skips a beat.

      There is something dangerous about the way she studies me, something that raises every alarm I’ve got.

      Okay, so she’s staring at me like I’m gonna get eaten. Or maybe toyed with before she goes in for the kill, which is definitely worse.

      Her gaze lingers for a moment too long before she turns to look at Colt.

      The first appraising glint from her is the only one I’m given.

      Colt stands, his shadow long over the table, and the royals go stiff. “Speak.”

      Being stuck in a room with five immortals makes my skin itch like someone pumped me full of ants. Backing down now isn’t an option, however, not with the vampires standing like so much furniture. They’re relics from a forgotten past.

      Strange.

      It’s been me and Colt stuck in the middle of a transformation.

      Now I see how it could be and I kinda hate it.

      A broad-shouldered man wearing an air of superiority locks eyes with Colt. Their confrontation, quiet yet palpable, is filled with an unspoken BS. “That’s a hell of a way to speak to us after all this time.”

      Maybe I shouldn’t be here.

      The animosity between them is raw, immediate.

      I feel the history there, a shared past of tension and resentment, like a physical book in my hands waiting for me to open and read.

      The female vampire takes the lead in the conversation, brushing dust and crumbs from the top of the spotless chair. “I’ll be brief. Our presence here is unwanted and we understand your hesitation. But we require your assistance, Colt Enigati.”

      Colt smirks. “Then you might as well spit it out.”

      The female shares a look with the nearest male. “There are certain issues plaguing us,” she continues.

      “And you think I can help?” Colt’s voice drops in a low warning. “I’m not a part of your world.”

      The desire to pull away and distance myself from this rapidly deteriorating conversation is just as large as the curiosity to stay. To watch the play-by-play on these emotionless creatures.

      Colt does his best to do the same but he’s too human. He hasn’t made the transition to play this game on their terms and his feelings rush me. Crashing down and threatening to drown me with their intensity.

      I curl my fingers into fists, mimicking him, and slide them into the pockets of my leather jacket.

      The royals aren’t deterred.

      “It doesn’t matter how far you run. This will impact you as well,” the female insists. “We’re not leaving until we have what we came for. You will never be rid of us just like you will never be rid of your duty.”

      “I’m not interested in duty.”

      Colt faces them like he’s thinking of ways to get them out the door. But how in the world will he do it? They are so much stronger than either of us, and the human guards we’ve got outside are a joke in comparison. The steely strength in their pale, slender hands would swat my guys away like gnats.

      “Why don’t you go ahead and call it what you really want to call it,” the broad-shouldered man insists. “A burden.”

      “You’ve already said it for me.”

      “You simply don’t understand what’s at stake,” the woman continues.

      I’m probably out of my mind but the woman sounds like she’s got a fondness for Colt. Or maybe she’s just making nice, trying to ply him with a sense of familiarity, like she actually has his best interests at heart.

      As long as he does what she wants, right?

      I know the type.

      She reminds me of Dad.

      One of the vampires, a round-faced man locked perpetually in his fifties with narrow calculating eyes and an ugly hooked nose finally speaks. “I’ll tell you plainly, boy, if the others won’t.”

      Finally, an explanation.

      “There is a disease—a madness—spreading among the werewolves. It’s affecting their minds, driving them into a frenzy, and it’s becoming harder to control,” the man explains. “The disease is claiming our old foes and in doing so, taking vampires down with them.”

      “A moon madness,” the female clarifies. “It’s spreading through the packs around this town.”

      Colt’s silent, withdrawn. A different sort of quiet than his normal broody kind when he’s trying to stay away from me.

      They want something from him he can’t give. My mind ticks away and if Colt were to pay attention, he’d note my process. He’s too focused on the royals to mark my mental progress.

      His struggle is real. He wants to reject them, to walk away from anything that has to do with this life, but there’s more. Something he isn’t telling me.

      Colt lets out a shuddering breath. “I don’t see how a situation with the werewolves has anything to do with me.”

      “We have our own interest in the situation,” the female hedges with a flick of her nose. “The police believe it’s a serial killer taking down teens. Really, it’s a few wolves, tearing up vampires, literally limb from limb…”

      I haven’t heard anything about a serial killer. Not even a hint on the news. Are the police keeping this out of the media’s attention?

      “You’ve got to be mistaken. No statements have been released,” Colt says through his teeth.

      “The local vampires have tried to keep it under wraps and settle the problem on their own. But they can’t stop it.” The calculating older male slants us a sideways look. “We need your bloodline. Your power. It’s the only weapon we have to control the situation.”

      I definitely shouldn’t be here. Or maybe I should because this is a part of the supernatural world Colt hasn’t bothered to explain to me.

      I know about wolves. I’ve had my own brand of immersion therapy there.

      But royals? Moon madness and vampires torn limb from limb?

      What else have I missed?

      I shift to step backward and Colt’s fingers latch on my wrist to pin me in place. His hold has the chilled bite of iron manacles.

      The female vampire marks the movements but it’s the older man who speaks again.

      “We believe this disease is tied to something darker. Something that can spread and impact other supernaturals.” He draws in a breath and the blackness of his iris expands. Fresh blood. “We need you, not just as a dhampir, but as the heir to your mother’s throne, to help us control the chaos.”

      “Wait, what?” I blurt out.

      Disbelief and concern for Colt surge down my spine in tandem. He definitely doesn’t want me to say anything. Especially not when the broad-shouldered vampire gazes at me with his hunger raw and on open display.

      These ancients have a different way of composing themselves from anything I’ve seen before. They hate it here. They hate the stench of humanity and they probably, deep down, hate me, too.

      Colt was born into this life.

      I’m vampire adjacent on accident no matter how I try to pretend I fit in.

      “Your bloodline is being called and you are the one who must answer. It’s the only reason we’re here,” the female insists. “The locals have done something that will cause many complications for the vampires in the area and for you, the only true royal.”

      “They called us in.” The broad-shouldered vampire is thrilled beyond measure.

      “The queen is on her way and coming into town to fight off the moon-mad wolves thinning our ranks. She will be heading straight for you.” The female pauses. “You’re the heir to the Enigati Vampire throne. You are a target for all supernaturals looking to make a name for themselves and start a supernatural war.”

      Colt lets out a surprised laugh. “You think the wolves are here for me? You’re out of your mind. There is no war. This is another one of your attempts to bring me to heel and I’m not falling for it.”

      He’s shaken, though.

      Are they using him?

      Is this all just a game for power?

      The royals are blunt about their interest in Colt. They don’t seem to care about his feelings. The ancient versus the newly minted. That’s got to be some powerful draw.

      “Find someone else,” Colt insists. “I’ve got nothing for you. I’m content where I am. Tell Mother she can stay in her palace and I’ll handle the wolves without her, on my terms.”

      In other words, their problems are their business. I’m inclined to agree but not knowing the whole story⁠—

      The broad-shouldered man glares and Colt returns the gesture. “That’s the strange thing about destiny, Colt. No matter how far you try to run, there’s no escaping it. Sometimes you are the only one left no matter how content you are. There is no way for you to prevent a war without our help.”

      “You have a lot of nerve talking to me about running, Stryker,” Colt seethes. “After the stunt you pulled four years ago?”

      The female slices a hand through the air and I’m halfway convinced invisible ribbons will flutter to the floor with the gesture. “Enough.”

      “We are prepared to do whatever it takes to make sure you fulfill your destiny,” says the man with the crooked nose.

      The weight of those words settles in my chest. Has Colt’s life never been his?

      I mean…I’ve known him since we were kids, and if you take the decade where we were not really speaking out of the equation, then he’s the closest I have to a best friend. Back when he was simply Colt with the slight lisp and the easy twisting grin. Rather than Colt Enigati, Prince, the one on the vamp’s most wanted list.

      The royals are coming for him. No, scratch that.

      They’re here.

      If they want to prevent a fight, then I’ll do my part. For Colt. I might not have superpowers yet, if I’m ever going to get them, but I do know how to fight. Martial arts style and good old street fighting.

      Not to mention the many hours logged on WoW.

      The royals make their demands, their voices a low drone of menace, and I’m lost in the overwhelming sense of connection to Colt.

      His emotions are clearer now, the fear and frustration coursing through him.

      I step closer and reach up to flick my fingertips against where he still holds me. There is a sense of calm underneath it all, the skeleton holding him up, even though his mind is racing.

      In that moment, I know two things for certain. This bond we share is deeper than just a connection. He changed me, and in some way, I’m a part of him.

      And I know the royals are never going to let him go, no matter what reasons he gives them.

      Will the bond be enough for us to face what’s coming? I’m not sure.

      I catch a flash of guilt which Colt is quick to disguise under a different emotion—disgust.

      “I’ve heard your arguments,” he interrupts, stopping the female in her tracks. “I’ve heard your warnings and now hear mine.”

      He breaks contact and sets both his palms flat on the top of the table.

      “I’m not coming with you. I’m not taking the throne. I’ve made my position on this clear. I won’t play your games. You want a puppet? Find someone else. Until this war lands on my doorstep, I’m out.”

      Implied? There is no way for them to drag him back in.

      He’s wrong, though. Maybe he doesn’t see the change in them the way I do. The royals leave without another word spoken but Stryker’s disgust for Colt lingers behind.

      He stays at the table until their chill recedes and a small measure of warmth returns to the club.

      Finally he turns to me, his expression a mess of conflict. There’s uncertainty, as if he’s wondering how much he should tell me. My tongue finally unknots itself.

      Everything. I need everything.

      I point a warning finger at his face. “Don’t even think about lying to me. I’m serious.”

      Because he is. There’s a flicker of confusion in his head as he skitters over the facts of what to share and what to bury.

      “I’m the heir to my mother’s bloodline, like they said,” he finally admits woodenly. “I’m a dhampir, despite my father’s hopes that I would miss out on my magical heritage. My mother’s genetics started to show a few years ago. And now I’m a danger to everyone I love. I never thought they’d track me down.”

      My world tilts on its axis as the weight of his words sinks in.

      An ancient vampire family…and one that will apparently stop at nothing to bring him back into their fold. They’d have never made the trip here otherwise.

      “How did you get out the first time?” I want to know.

      His lips thin into a smirk. “As you saw tonight, I didn’t get out. I only managed to skate ahead of them for a time.”

      And now the ice is cracking and we’re both ready to plummet. Except Colt knows about this world, the details of it, and I’m at a loss.

      The throbbing in my temples ramps up and spots of color flash in my vision. I’ve been holding my breath.

      “With great skill. And help from Dad,” Colt admits, knocking me with his shoulder.

      I squeeze my eyes shut. “How long have you been running?”

      Like it does any good trying to skip ahead of reality. Especially when you know, without a doubt, there’s no escaping it. Because Colt knows.

      And he’s got no answer for me.

      He’s shutting down and folding into himself, adopting the same broody overlord mask that causes our human patrons to yeep in surprise, or groan and crane closer.

      We’re at a face-off. Me staring in disbelief, him in stubborn resignation. My mind races as the shock of his confession settles like a stone in my stomach.

      Colt isn’t just in danger—he’s at the center of a storm that threatens to tear our world apart. Ours, not just his anymore.

      The realization hits me hard, rocking me back on my heels. Colt’s eyes widen.

      I’m in this with him, whether I’m ready or not. This fight for his future, and maybe my own, is just beginning.
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      The tension from the royal’s visit lingers in the air, the heaviness of their words taunting me with every second.

      Colt hasn’t said much since they left.

      The weight of his emotions stays behind like the stench of an awful microwaved leftover, and his unease, his frustration, press in on me. They’re a constant reminder of how much danger we’re in.

      We, plural.

      There is no more singular Lacey Banner anymore. Not without the bleeding watercolor edges of Colt. He’s there with me in the wee hours of each morning, the edges of the sun gilding the treetops with the first rays of peach and amethyst.

      He’s there when I curl into cool cotton sheets, my toes curling, the knitted quilt from a mother I never knew more for show and normalcy than use draped over my torso. He’s there when I close my eyes, dragging in a breath, and see again the female royal’s penetrating eyes. They bore holes through me and I wonder if I’ll ever get rid of her.

      Those eyes trail me like the mad werewolves they claim are killing people.

      “Let me help,” I say, before Colt has a chance to tell me it’s not my problem.

      The words are right there, ready to be launched.

      “There’s nothing you can do to help. You don’t have full vamp superpowers yet, and I hope you never get them.” He says it all in a single rush like he’s eager to speak his peace before I argue. Which I totally will. “And at this point, I say we go ahead with Plan A.”

      My brows drop into a V, my stomach with them. “I hate Plan A. It’s your plan, not mine.”

      And he’s taken to dropping it like bits and pieces of a trail I don’t want to follow.

      Colt won’t meet my gaze. “If the situation devolves, and I have a bad feeling it will, then the best thing for you will be to get one of the older vampires to administer a known cure for non-born dhampirs. It will save you. My mother will know what it takes.”

      He’s more concerned with healing me, or rather, taking away my vamp powers by administering a cure, than the serial killer wolves.

      To me, his priorities are wonky.

      “She might even know witches who can help,” Colt flounders.

      The walls press in and my head is swimmy.

      “I’m not sure I want to be cured.” I brush past him to avoid the conversation but there’s no escaping his concern.

      It’s inside of me. And luckily, Colt isn’t too keen to continue to convince me that Plan A is our best bet.

      I haven’t sweat since the tooth scrape that changed my life but when I fall into nightmares, when they take control until the sun finally sinks again and my eyes pop open, there’s a film along my skin.

      There is something shaky in the way I propel myself away from the cocoon of my pillows.

      My powers have grown over the last year, but so has the creeping sense that I’m losing control. It’s never been more prevalent than it is right now.

      Tubes of makeup lay untouched on my bathroom vanity top as I pry the pieces of red hair back into a messy ponytail. Tonight isn’t for the club. We have people to handle things until we make an appearance.

      The first few hours of Saturday have always been for training.

      Teaching me about my new powers has been one of the only things Colt is willing to give me about this life. At least there, it’s normal for us to attack each other, or to be at each other’s throats at the drop of a hat.

      The things I don’t know about this life can fill an ocean liner but Colt can only donate a couple hours to walk me through what it physically means to be dhampir. It’s like he enjoys going through life with an arm and a leg tied behind his back.

      Hell, both arms.

      It’s his attempt to keep me grounded and human.

      The smile I flash myself in the mirror is feral and most definitely not human.

      Now is the time for us to⁠—

      The pressure in my skull builds immensely, punctuated only by the slight tinkling of broken glass. When I glance up, the mirror is indented right where my face reflects. The neat spiral of shards looks like someone took a pellet gun to the surface.

      I did that.

      Shaken, I turn and grab a pair of yoga pants from the top of a pile of dirty clothes, slithering into them until the tear in the knee is in the right place.

      The training space we use is adjacent to the club and used to be a gym, which counts for a hell of a lot. Some of the machines are still in use during the day but only to a select clientele chosen by an owner who doesn’t mind that a couple of underage not-vampires use it during the night.

      Colt’s already waiting for me with his arms crossed over his chest and an air of diffident frustration.

      He looks ready to fire off with some sharp-tongued zinger about my tardiness—he probably didn’t sleep well last night either—when he catches sight of my face. His emotions dip into concern. “What’s wrong?”

      “You mean besides murderous wolves and crazy vampires?” I fire off a zinger of my own. Besides you being a vampire prince? “Nothing. I slept like a baby all day.”

      “Liar,” he teases.

      “Lying for the cause,” I correct.

      I’m staring at my sneakers, at the knots in the laces I’ve left in place from a time when I hadn’t been able to fumble them loose.

      I know Colt’s concerned, skeptical, and fumbling. I know he’s staring at me and waiting for an answer as though I’m expected to bark when he holds up his fingers in a command.

      The connection to him is sharper than before, sharper than it had been before the royals arrived. Every breath I take into my lungs is dripping with Colt’s emotions and their loss when he finally realizes it and starts to reel himself back in.

      But the wall won’t hold.

      “I get that it’s a lot,” he says bitingly. “Which is why it’s more important than ever for us to make time for training. At least until we execute Plan A.”

      I force my eye to meet his. “Are you going to give me more than a couple of hours?”

      I shiver from the coldness he adopts like it’s better to forget any kind of warmth you’ve ever known. He’s thinking about it.

      “Come on, Colt.” I shrug out of my jacket and toss it away. “If we don’t get to Plan A soon, the moon madness might take off faster than fleas, and I’ll be a target.”

      Surely he understands. Or so I hope, at least until he says, “You’ll keep out of the way. It’s the safest option for you.”

      He watches me until I’m down to a black tank top and the yoga pants my father once tried to hide in the garbage. I fished them back out.

      “I’m not hiding in our office,” I insist.

      “My office,” Colt is quick to correct.

      I grind my teeth and turn to face him, working my neck from side to side.

      He hasn’t budged an inch. He might as well be welded to the floor like one of the bench presses. Tonight he’s got on a pair of gym shorts and that Grateful Dead T-shirt, bringing back memories like an injection of nostalgia.

      “Well?” I lift my fingers in a give-it-to-me gesture. “What do you have in mind?”

      Colt moves in a blink, too quickly for the human eye to catch but for me⁠—

      He’s got his sword in hand and another arcing through the air toward me. I catch it by the hilt without thinking, wondering what kind of damage the sharp point would have done if I’d been a second slower.

      I lift it in time to block his parry.

      He grins in my face. “I think you’re ready for metal this time.”

      Why does the statement send warmth spiraling to my lower abdomen? Why does his nearness force hyper awareness through me, making my mouth go wet?

      I lick my lips.

      He wants action. He wants something to get rid of the horrible wiry electricity in his veins. I’ve only just glimpsed the swords on occasion, one of those artifacts on a wall backdropped by a coat of arms.

      “Did you rip these down?” I ask.

      Amusement flashes but his face gives nothing away. I’m better at sensing people’s emotions, his specifically, than he thinks.

      My grip tightens on the hilt. “Okay, fine, don’t answer my questions. Think fast.”

      I know the basics of swordplay and fencing. But up until this point, Colt hasn’t trusted me with anything more dangerous than wood. What am I going to do? Give the royals a splinter?

      He bats my attempt away like someone with an obnoxious moth. My sword clatters between the mat and dingy tile floor and he’s frowning.

      “You’re not going to win any fights with brute strength.” He’s been through this with me before.

      I wince, working at a sore spot in my knuckles, too dense to figure it out, apparently. “Is that what it is? I thought it was a failure.”

      Colt waits patiently for me to retrieve the sword and then moves into position, once again patient until I mimic the posture.

      “You know where to start.” He shuts down the moment the words leave his pursed lips.

      I slice at him first to make the opening move and this time, our swords meet. He’s a natural with his while these training sessions help me become more and more aware of the full extent of my new abilities.

      I’m not a full vampire but my senses have sharpened and my reflexes are faster.

      I’m able to sense other people’s emotions more clearly than before. And the connection to Colt has only intensified.

      Last night it had felt thrilling—empowering, in a way—to sense him so clearly. To practically see his thoughts like black ink on white paper.

      I duck my head and his sword whooshes above me right where I’d been standing.

      It would be easy to rely on the sixth sense too much. Especially when Colt’s default mode lately has been to shut down, to retreat inside himself to a place where it’s impossible to follow unless I want to start writing fantasy.

      I haven’t fully mastered controlling the changes to my body and I already feel like I’m losing the line between what’s natural and what’s not.

      Colt grimaces, flashing his teeth at me. “You’re going too hard too soon, Lacey. There’s a balance you’ve gotta strike. Like dancing.”

      He’s parried every hit but I haven’t gained any ground and my legs are starting to shake.

      Tension hangs in the air between us.

      “I’ve never been one for delicacy,” I remind him.

      Please, just give me anything. Anything except Plan A.

      “How about you pretend I’m the guy with the shoulders? Stryker, you called him?” I toss out the name waiting for him to react and he gives me nothing. “You two looked like you’ve got some serious beef between you.”

      “What happened is in the past,” Colt reminds me. His irritation flickers in my head. “Drop it.”

      He’s the first to move this time and I manage to block him at the last moment, holding my ground.

      I’m breathless. “I don’t think I should drop it. Not when those people turn up unannounced on our doorstep and they’re not going to stop.”

      I shouldn’t have to remind him. His past is knocking but Colt isn’t the only one to answer. I’m here, too.

      He cares enough to keep training me.

      “They’re not people. They’re Machiavellian machinations wearing human skin.”

      “Good to know.”

      I circle him, steel gliding against steel. So, shouldn’t he care enough to tell me the whole story from start to finish?

      He might be here in body but he’s putting all of his energy into blocking me. Anything he says out loud is clipped, unspoken unless necessary. He’s more withdrawn than usual and I can feel the emotional distance between us growing.

      I lash out and manage to catch the edge of his shirt with the tip of my sword.

      His eyes widen infinitesimally and he grunts out a compliment. The next time he moves, there’s a frenzied quality to the movement.

      I want to break through. To get him to open up about the royals and what they want, about his fears.

      “Come on, Colt,” I push. “You’re going to have to tell me what’s going on. I know you researched their claims last night. What did you find?”

      “It’s better if you don’t know,” he insists. “It’s not your fight.”

      “I’m not human anymore.” My voice shakes. Apparently he needs the reminder.

      “You’re not a vampire, either.” His own voice is as sharp as those glass shards from my broken mirror.

      Unspoken? You never will be.

      Not if he has anything to do with it.

      If the bond between us didn’t exist, I might find him too icy to tolerate. He’d chill me to the bone and break me into pieces without trying.

      “What are you really afraid of?”

      I grip the hilt with both hands to keep him back. His face is close enough for me to note the lines around his eyes, the darkness above his cheekbones. Yup, he’s joined me in the Sleepless Night Club.

      The bond is giving me complicated messages. There’s his frustration, his guilt, his deep-rooted fear, but he’s starting to mix with me. Amplifying my fear and frustration.

      Shit fuck. What kind of toll is this taking?

      And is this bond a curse instead of a blessing?

      He jerks back with his nostrils flaring. “A curse, Lacey?”

      Shock clenches my ribs tighter around my heart. “You heard that?”

      His grimace deepens and he pulls back, adjusting his shoulders. “The connection works both ways. I feel it, too.”

      I’m breathing heavily. My movements are clumsy when I attack him again. “If you feel it, then why do you keep shutting me out?”

      I can’t give up. I need to learn to control my powers even if it means pushing Colt beyond his comfort zone.

      Being near him makes the connection louder. It’s a wail I can’t escape, written inside my head and powerful enough for me to feel down to my toes when I look at him.

      His eyes meet mine and both of us stop our movements mirrored by the other.

      “Is this how it always is? When a vampire turns someone else?” I ask in an undertone.

      His brows furrow into a hard line. “We’re not vampires.”

      He drops his weapon, dragging his fingers through his hair. And when the need erupts out of nowhere, when the desire to touch him and to feel those fingers on my skin blots out every other thought, I stop breathing.

      It’s uncontrollable. I’ve taken two steps toward him before I stop myself and Colt stares at me like a deer trapped in the headlights of a semi-truck barreling down a highway.

      There’s no escaping it, but I’ve got no clue if this is his feeling or mine. Or is it both of us?

      Do we somehow want each other so badly it’s difficult to think? The pull is undeniable.

      But so is the fear of what it could mean.

      The intimacy of the connection brings another sharp ache to the center of my skull. Colt reacts, reaching, brushing his fingertips against my forehead. He’s drawn, too, the same way I am.

      He stops before he makes contact again. There’s only the fire of his proximity and the strange garbled emotions. The beast inside of us, the beast of this connection, grows deeper without encouragement.

      Louder, brighter, more vivid than before until Colt is the only creature in existence. Even I’ve disappeared. If I don’t kiss him, I’ll be erased. I need his lips and his touch to anchor me.

      My hands are on him followed by the bee sting of his slap to my knuckles.

      “Lacey, control yourself.” His mouth thins, his cheeks flushed but the rest of him pale. Sweat lines his hairline.

      I haven’t seen him sweat in over a year.

      “We’ve got to get to work,” he grinds out.

      He swivels, bending to grab our two forgotten weapons and racing toward the exit. Holy crap.

      What just happened?

      Breathing heavily, I stay rooted to the spot, the ache in my head slowly dissipating with his bodily distance.

      “If I’m going to make this work, I’ve got to figure out a way to block him.” The sound of my voice is still a little shaky but hearing it out loud helps.

      Even if it’s just a tiny bit.

      I’m strong enough now, right? I’m strong enough to be able to fight this and stay in control.

      I stay clear of the club that night. Sunday evening finds me a little stronger than before and I rush into the office with all the stolen confidence of a drunk with an agenda.

      Leaning on the door jam like it’s my business to keep it upright, I glare at Colt. “Okay, spill?”

      He stares at the laptop screen and the dull mechanical glow highlights the hollows and caverns of his face. “What now?”

      We’re civilized. We’re distant and clinical strangers.

      So I fling myself across the desk and close the lid on him, forcing him to acknowledge me.

      “Your. Research.” Keep up, dipshit. “What are the police hiding and how have the local vamps made it worse?”

      His emotions pierce through me like a needle to the skin before he reels them back, forcing them to stay behind a wall of thick cotton. He leans back in the chair with his hands behind his head. “Not much,” he finally admits. “The police are stumped. The vamps glamoured them to drop the case before the feds were called in, but the local nests aren’t equipped for something like moon madness.”

      “So it’s happened before? This kind of disease?”

      He sighs, the sound turning into a growl that rumbles his throat that I feel inside me. “Damnit, Lacey. I’m trying to keep you out of it. All of this is for your benefit. Okay?”

      Or so he thinks.

      Everything he’s said, or not, keeps me right on the pedestal and above the bullshit of his existence. Unfortunately for him, the royals and the werewolf disease are nothing but saws hacking away at the legs to said pedestal and, sooner rather than later, I’ll be right down there in the shit with him.

      What doesn’t he get about that? Plan A isn’t a plan at all. I’m tossing it out.

      I broadcast the thoughts loudly enough for him to hear, along with a final message on repeat: I’m not going anywhere.

      “From what I understand,” he adds, “the moon madness spreading among the werewolves is some kind of disease that turns them into violent, uncontrolled monsters. There isn’t a lot of readily available information to Google.”

      “So how do we find out more without the internet?” I toss back.

      He glances down at the floor rather than me. Embarrassed. “I’ve been in contact with a few people I know. Connections from the past. Right now, the local moon madness is not as widespread as the royals wanted me to believe. Yet. I think the disease might be connected to something far darker, something the royals might be involved in.”

      A part of me wants to jump for joy because this bit of vulnerability is more than I’ve dragged out of him in months. But another part of me is furious because it shouldn’t be this hard to get something out of him.

      The world is poised to shift again.

      It’s already changed so much.

      I hold my breath, bite down on my tongue, waiting for him to say more about it

      His knuckles have gone white and he curls those elegant fingers around his knee. The paleness is a stark contrast to the black pants.

      “Who have you contacted?” I ask.

      He pauses, debating, always considering what to say and what to withhold. Then finally he replies, “The royal family’s agenda is still unclear. But I know all about the games they play. It’s why I’ve tried to stay away.”

      Okay, he’s not answering. So he either wants to keep his sources a secret or it’s something, someone, bad with a capital B.

      “You think they’re somehow using the moon madness to lure you into something worse?”

      He shrugs. “I wouldn’t doubt it.”

      “Either way, we need to find out how to stop the disease before it consumes everyone we care about.” My stomach dips sickeningly. “I don’t particularly want to see my dad torn limb from limb.”

      “There’s no way to know whether it will spread through the werewolves to other creatures. They’re just trying to scare us,” Colt says with a snort.

      Discouraging me from going down that line of thinking.

      It’s foolish not to think about it, though.

      “Whether they meant it or not, if we can find out more about the disease, then maybe we can find a way to stop it.” I crowd closer. Forcing him to acknowledge me. “They won’t stop while the disease is rampant, right? So we find out how to stop it. And we take away their leverage.”

      Colt still won’t look at me but a flicker of unease finds its way along the bond, the air going thick again. He knows I’m right.

      But if he keeps wasting our time with his brooding demeanor, how many more people will the disease take before we do something about it?
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      I halfway expect the royals to come back for us. Or even to send an emissary to check in with Colt and make sure that he’s playing by their rules. Two days go by with nothing but the constant anxiety to keep me company.

      My worry plays into every interaction I have with Colt and the rest of our employees.

      It doesn’t matter how many new guards I hire for Club Mera. Does it? Once fear takes root, it infects everything.

      Even humans like Kai are on edge and snapping. I’ve never seen her give Colt the cold shoulder until now.

      And just yesterday I saw Mariah practically tear our delivery driver a new asshole when the number of boxes came up short a bottle.

      They don’t understand what’s going on but I do. Colt’s nerves are infecting all of us despite his best attempts to keep it together. His reassuring smiles are a cheap kind of currency.

      They don’t work on anyone.

      I grind my teeth after the third time Colt crowds me out of the office. My cuticles are bitten away to nothing and my skin as frayed as the rest of me.

      Why is he insisting on working alone?

      There is no more alone. There is only the two of us and the heaping pile of shit his mistake landed me in, too. Not that I regret it. He thinks I do.

      I hold my arms out to the side and block him from getting away from me. I’m an X marking the doorway as the spot. “Give me an update.”

      “I’m busy,” he manages

      “Too busy to hear my next plan of attack? I’m calling it Plan A 2.0,” I say.

      He shakes his head. “There’s no change there. There’s no attack. There is business and there is you doing your job. You’re the least effective manager I know, Lacey.”

      He says the insult to get me off his tail, hoping to light the fire underneath me and make me mad enough to give him space. Too bad for him. I’m keenly aware of his tricks.

      “But I happen to be the prettiest manager you know.”

      He’s close enough for me to touch if I want to, and boy do I want to. There is something alluring about his entire demeanor from the way he stands to the scowl he reserves just for me. A little rougher around the edges because he doesn’t actually mean it.

      “I’ve been thinking,” I say into his silence. “You have your contacts, and I have mine. I happen to know a couple of witches, RJ and Aimee. If anyone can help us find a cure for the moon-mad wolves, it will be the two of them.”

      “Witches?” He groans automatically. A gut response. “They won’t be able to help us.”

      He says it like I need to leave him alone. Like he’s the one who knows best and I’m just the kid with a Lego set trying to make a weapon. I’ll never be effective.

      “How do you know?” I push. “They’ve been through a bunch and they’ll want to be brought into the loop if something seriously bad is happening in their town.”

      “Because this isn’t their fight. They’re practically kids.” Colt emphasizes the statement with a sneer.

      “They’re around our same age.”

      “That doesn’t make them trustworthy,” he replies. “It doesn’t put them in a position to help us with a cure.”

      “Ah, so you agree! We need a cure.”

      I latched onto the win and relish the way Colt coughs, clearing his throat.

      “I mean, yeah, of course I do. We don’t need murderous wolves but we also don’t need another war.”

      He and I have been at our separate books for about a week now, doing all kinds of research into the occult and magical maladies. I’ve come up with…nothing.

      Worse, it’s a whole armful of nothing, and every passing day makes it harder for me and Colt to be in the same room. It’s like every failed avenue of exploration is a knife to the gut. Or maybe a silver stake driven in at just the right point to cause pain but not permanent death.

      “It’s because you don’t want to ask for help.” I say it in a challenge. “You’d rather be all macho dhampir on me.”

      “I’m the one with the royal blood.” He leans in closer, drawing in a sharp breath that pulls low at my belly. “I’m the one who brought this on us. Isn’t it up to me to make it right?”

      “Nope,” I say. “It means it’s time to start leaning on your old best friend and her idea to see the witches.”

      It’s too much for one person to shoulder alone. The ancients need to have their necks wrung for what they did to Colt.

      He flashes me a smile that imprints itself in my head. “Trust me. If they had better resources than me, I’d have already reached out.”

      I stand my ground, swallowing hard over the lump in the back of my throat. “You don’t know. And rather than risk exposing yourself, you’re blocking me.”

      I can be just as bullheaded as him.

      “Hey, if you want to talk to the witches, then by all means.” Colt lifts his hands in surrender.

      “Ah hah!” I point in his face. “You can’t take it back. I’m involved now.”

      He’s pissed at me, but not really. He’s also amused, frustrated, and exhausted. Underneath it all, a thread so thin as to be invisible, he’s terrified of finding a cure, because it involves us even deeper in this problem.

      We’re already enmeshed in it but he’s still hoping to find a way to dodge the bullet headed straight for him.

      There’s no escaping.

      Colt backs up, stealing the warmth with him.

      “I’d feel a whole lot better if we could get their take on it.” I gnaw my lower lip to give my cuticles a break. “Isn’t a conversation a small price for peace of mind?”

      He glances at me sideways trying to gauge my reaction. Finally, he caves. “Fine.”

      “Now?”

      “Don’t you think we have more important things to do tonight?” He rolls his eyes.

      I shake my head once. “Nothing should be more important than searching for a cure.”

      Colt’s shoulders are rigid, rising up toward his earlobes. He wants to contradict me. He wants to tell me again, because I’m not paying attention, that the cure isn’t our problem.

      Instead, he heaves out an exhalation of the greatly put upon and I grab my cell from the pocket of my jacket. “I’ll text them.”

      It ends up being a few hours before we head out to meet the witches at a neutral place. Colt and I follow the address to the other side of town, along with directions to head down the alley five paces.

      “What do we do now?”

      Colt shrugs, his attention boring holes through the brick. “I guess we knock and wait for an answer?”

      Before his fist makes contact with the brick, a golden outline of a door glows and opens.

      RJ answers, outlined by the glow, and Colt is a storm cloud beside me. His thunderous presence doesn’t erase the smile on her face.

      “Welcome!” RJ winds her arm like a player ready to cast the first pitch.

      That’s right. Vampires have to be invited inside.

      I’m not sure if it counts since Colt and I aren’t fully loaded yet but I appreciate her sentiment. I’m the first one through the door, but Colt’s hesitant, keeping his emotions on lockdown.

      They’re bubbling, though, like a witch’s brew, in the back of my head.

      “Welcome to our hang out room, our very own room of requirements. Come on in.”

      “A magically covered door in an alley on Mountain Crest Boulevard?” Colt sneers.

      “Hell yeah.” The glinting key necklace dangling around RJ’s neck grabs my attention. “We made it with magic, a cloaking spell or something. I wanted to call it a hidey-hole but Aimee thought it would be too obvious.”

      “And vulgar,” Aimee says with disgust.

      The witch sisters, RJ and Aimee, are unparalleled for their skills, and their proximity to the coven’s inner circle.

      RJ rolls her eyes, her dark hair done in two matching French braids. “We settled on the Hollow. Since my sister is a prude.”

      Their secret room is filled with nooks and crannies, all of them stuffed with plants, crystals, and books. About the size of a normal bedroom, they’ve got bookshelves on every wall and a random assortment of chairs around a central cauldron.

      Yes, bubbling.

      Aimee’s already perched on a comfy cushion, as light in looks as her sister is dark.

      “We figured you have a lot to discuss, since you never text,” RJ began right off the bat.

      I grinned. I always had a soft spot for RJ; she’d been a firecracker since we met, and her no-nonsense attitude really speaks to me.

      She has the kind of brusque and irreverent attitude a girl like me can really appreciate.

      Colt remains on the periphery of the room, glancing back and forth between the two of them, his shoulders hunched forward, bringing the squall inside his head out into the open.

      “I’m against this,” he says of the bat. “Our issues are our own.”

      “And it’s exactly that kind of archaic attitude that fosters tension between witches and vamps. Chill out.” RJ drops beside her sister and adjusts her legs. “But I get it. Something massive has to be happening for you to want to bring us into your own inner sanctum.”

      She wiggles her fingers like we half-vampires have our own brand of woo-woo not unlike their kind.

      “You’re both full witches now, right?” I ask.

      Hopefully not sounding as stupid as I felt.

      The two sisters share a look before Aimee giggles out, “Yeah, we are.”

      There are secrets here I’m not privy to and from the way Colt rolls his eyes, I wonder if he knows the whole story in a way I don’t.

      “I’ll come right out and say it because we’re short on time,” I say, speaking for both of us. “But we’ve recently become aware of a sort of disease spreading through the werewolf community. Our sources call it a moon madness. Apparently the local human PD thought it was some kind of serial killer but whatever is happening to the wolves, they’re tearing teenagers apart. Like, into pieces.”

      Aimee sobers quickly enough for me to recognize the change in her. Okay, this isn’t new news for them.

      “What do the vampires know about moon madness?” she asks.

      Ah, shit. It doesn’t seem like they’re any better informed than we are. But at least it’s not a surprise.

      “Not much,” I admit, sitting across from them on one of the stout four-legged stools. The flickering flame underneath the cauldron gives off controlled heat that doesn’t spread behind the periphery of the cauldron bottom.

      Colt’s got the choice to sit and listen or stand and brood. He chooses the latter.

      “Right now, we’re kinda just starting out in our research. But we know enough to worry. And Colt knows more than I do.” I foist a thumb at him.

      He glares at me like I’m putting all of our cards on the table for everyone to see. So what? The more people we have on this subject, the faster it will get solved. Right? It takes a community.

      He doesn’t feel the same way. And the sudden silence from the sisters puts me on guard. Or maybe it’s Colt, seeping through the wall between us. I’m a little dizzy.

      “We only just started our research, too,” Aimee admits, pushing her light braid over her shoulder. “Seemed like the prudent thing to do, considering how fast it spreads through the wolves. No one we know has been attacked yet, but we have a few friends who are wolves.”

      “We’re not about to let anything happen to them,” RJ clarifies. “They’re good people no matter what the old prejudices say.”

      She turns to Colt, who once again lifts his hands in a well-practiced gesture of surrender.

      “I don’t feel that way,” he replies.

      The smoke of incense burning in several gleaming holders twines through the space. If I were human, it would go straight to my head and make the dizziness worse. As it is, seeing through the haze of the smoke is a slight nuisance.

      “So everyone is concerned?” I ask. I’ve got my thumb to my teeth and my cuticle ready to shred. I slowly lower it. “The vamps who came to see us think it might start another war.”

      “I mean, with how quick the vamps are willing to crush anything they see as a problem—no offense—then yeah, it’s concerning. Anything that cuts through a supernatural population as fast as this seems to do is a concern. Who knows how it might mutate and spread,” RJ answers quickly. “We’ve been going through all of our mom’s books and even asked some of the coven for their grimoires.”

      I lean forward excitedly. “And?”

      Colt harrumphs but he’s intrigued. He wants to know what they’ve found as badly as I do.

      Aimee clamps down on her lip until it goes bloodless.

      RJ’s eyes are wider, darker, than they were when we first arrived. “We think it’s tied to a curse.” She holds up a hand. “Don’t quote me on it, but it seems like from how rapidly it sets in…kinda roots the moon madness in something magical. Something ancient.”

      “How can you be sure?” Colt asks with a grimace.

      “We’re not sure of anything.” Aimee leaps to defend RJ. “We’re only telling you our suspicions so far.”

      RJ shifts back on her elbows. “There are a few texts we’ve seen that talk about a similar magical malady. Except it attacked a different shifter population. The phoenixes.”

      “Phoenixes are a myth.” Colt’s shifted a little closer to our circle now.

      Aimee arches an imperious brow. “Are they? Or were they nearly wiped out from the same kind of curse madness?”

      That shuts him up. His surprise bleeds into mine.

      “Tell us more. Please.” I’m hasty to tack on the last bit.

      Colt doesn’t want to involve them much. He’s made his stance clear, as if the insistence he’s sending to me mentally isn’t new. But we need all the help we can get.

      “There isn’t too much more to tell unless you want to try your hand at reading Greek and Latin,” RJ says with a short laugh. “It’s not easy work and my accent is shit. It just seems like the curse has been enacted before. As we said, we’re still trying to gather information.”

      “And in the meantime?” I listen intently, the weight of their words pressing in on me. “What can we do to make sure no one we care about is killed?

      “I wish I knew.” Aimee tries to land it softer than her sister. “So far, we’re coming up empty on a lot of aspects. But…” she trails off.

      “We’ve heard some bad news,” RJ supplies. “We’re not sure if we can trust it yet.”

      “The same madness popped up in a small nest of vampires in the next county. If the rumors are to be believed.”

      The two sisters deliver the news back and forth, seamlessly finishing each other’s thoughts.

      “That’s not true,” Colt interrupts.

      “Isn’t it?” I turn to him. “The royals told us the same thing.” I think.

      His expression is murderous. He’ll throttle me to shut me up. “Maybe we need to ask the witches about Plan A. They might know about a cure for you.”

      “What’s this?” Aimee stares between us. “A cure for Lacey?”

      Colt smirks. “She’s not a natural born dhampir. She can still change back with the right potion. I was going to ask my mother but this might be a better route. Less delicacy needed.”

      “We can look into it, if you want.” RJ yawns widely, the light of the candles set around the room glinting off her necklace. I finger the empty spot on my neck where I’d always worn the pendant Colt gave me. My skin no longer tolerates the touch of silver.

      “No. I don’t want a cure. I want to help.” I’m ready to stamp my foot and throw a tantrum.

      “Well, when you guys figure out what you want and need and get on the same page, we’ll be here,” Aimee finishes.

      “And we’ll work on figuring out this moon curse business so our friends don’t turn rabid and start murdering people.” RJ sounds irrationally chipper for the topic.

      “Like furry Jack the Rippers,” I add.

      The joke draws a giggle, which I consider a win if nothing else.

      Colt refuses to uncross his arms as we cut through the haze of incense and back onto the street with promises to keep in touch from both sides.

      “This job shouldn’t belong to any of us,” he mutters.

      I nudge him with my elbow. “But it does. It might not have been handed to us but we’re the ones working on it.” My own expression is distinctly I-told-you-so.

      He’s worried about the danger. The path ahead is fraught with it and all that jazz. Since when has anything been easy for us?

      Dhampir, witch, werewolf—it doesn’t really matter at this point.

      None of us are supposed to exist and if this ancient curse spreads the way everyone thinks it will, then we won’t. Permanent death.

      There’s no greater danger.
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      The dream is back for the third time.

      The nightmarish images appear the same way they have over the last week, with an explosion and pain and my dream self running and getting nowhere. And I say appear because it doesn’t feel like the dreams are dragged from my head.

      They feel like they’ve been thrust on me against my will, vivid and chilling. The nightmares are the type where even when you know you’re dreaming, it feels like waking up, and even the sunlight on your skin is real.

      Colt reaches for me and our fingertips brush without touching. There’s no way for me to actually get to him and the harder I try, the farther away he gets. I’m slogging through mud. Each step I take is hard-won.

      Colt is never far enough away for me to miss the moment he dies. Tonight, the wind dies down, and he clutches his throat. Blood pours between his clenched fingers and when he drops his arms, the slice across his neck is deep and wide.

      I wake up with a scream and my skin chilled and prickly and too tight to contain my racing heart.

      The first time I dreamed about Colt dying, it felt like a mistake. Like something I could easily explain away as stress. We’ve all had those, where our teeth fall out or we’re falling or bitten by snakes.

      I’m worried about Colt, ergo, he dies when I close my eyes. Natural, right?

      Not to mention all the reading we were doing…of course I’d have nightmares.

      In each one, Colt is killed—sometimes by the royals and the eagle-eyed woman, sometimes by werewolves ripping him to pieces like a toy doll. Each time, it’s a different killer, but the outcome is always the same.

      He’s gone. I’m alone.

      I wake up in a cold sweat with the images of his death seared into my mind.

      I pause a beat, my hands fisted in my sheets, staring at the ceiling. This shit has to stop. I’ll go out of my mind before we figure out a cure.

      I’m still trembling as I make my way into the club, almost two weeks after the royal’s initial visit.

      “Girl, you look like you need to down an entire case of Monster energy drinks. You need to take better care of yourself! Are you not sleeping?” Mariah says like a greeting.

      My stomach gurgles in answer. I haven’t been eating, either. Too stressed to do anything except keep stressing. It’s the story of my life.

      “I didn’t sleep too well last night,” I admit. “You’re right.”

      I scrub my face while Mariah hums out some kind of tune I half recognize. It’s like I’m changing the future, and the more I try, the more I worry that these dreams aren’t just a warning—they’re a prophecy.

      Which is stupid. Isn’t it?

      What if the royals won’t be satisfied by anything we’re trying to do? Maybe they’ll take Colt’s insistence on giving up the throne as an insult and they’ll kill him?

      My gorge rises again.

      So many of my doom-and-gloom mental scenarios make sense. Which means it’s time to dissociate. It’s the only way I’ll get my work done.

      “You know, Lacey, if you need some help, my brother swears by magnesium spray on the bottom of his feet,” Mariah adds, rearranging the spotless shelves of liquor. “He says he does a couple of pumps and then he sleeps through the night. Doesn’t even get up to go to the bathroom.”

      “High praise for the magnesium spray,” I mutter.

      “Right? I can’t bring myself to try it yet. But then again, I know the cure for insomnia.” Mariah lifts the bottle of liquor into the air and cheers.

      “I’m not sure my system would like getting drunk every day.”

      I tried, once, to drink myself into a stupor, one of those early days into my dhampir journey when I still tried to live at home and make it work with Dad. I snagged one of his bottles of gin—it tastes absolutely awful—and downed half of it before I realized alcohol didn’t work anymore.

      The initial buzz only lasts a few minutes before my system processes it out.

      “It’s not every day. More like five out of seven,” Mariah corrects. “Don’t judge.”

      Mariah is a night owl like the rest of the people who work at the club. And for the first time since I started changing, I kinda wish I were like them.

      I grab a seat at the bar and cross my arms in front of me, resting my head down in the cradle I made. It would be easier to be a human and not know what’s going on underneath my nose.

      Ugh, no! I send those thoughts spiraling away as quickly as possible. Then it sounds like I’m giving into Plan A and I absolutely refuse to do it, not unless it’s necessary.

      If I were human, I’d still be under Dad’s thumb and his worries about my future plans, plans he has no hope of deviating from, no matter how many times I insist I’m not made for college. Straight C’s don’t really get you on the dean’s list, do they?

      I’m also not organized enough to have a bed and breakfast like Aunt Lydia. All those people to be responsible for every day? To cook for? Nope.

      The quiet of my breathing gets to me and when I glance up, Mariah is gone, replaced by Colt, like it’s magic.

      Abracadabra.

      My insides go sour. “What do you want?” I ask.

      The bluntness of my tone takes him by surprise but his expression is painstakingly neutral. Usually he’s the one who is blunt with me and not the other way around.

      “Checking on you. You had another nightmare but you didn’t knock on my door to let me know. Why?”

      I can’t come to him with these. They’re too graphic and real.

      “You told me not to bother you.” I’m not going to explain further; the last thing I want is for him to peek down the bond and see the images for himself. “I’m fine. It won’t impact the way I do my job. Scout’s honor.”

      I cross my ring and index finger.

      “I never thought it would,” Colt replies. “And don’t besmirch the good name of the scouts, okay?”

      “Then tonight would be different from literally every other day when you accuse me of not being able to handle the work.”

      I feel like being nasty. I feel like really laying into him although it won’t help either one of us.

      Colt waits for me to get myself under control, practically tapping his foot. I’ve wanted him to look at me this way for longer than the last year. And because I’m afraid of getting what I want, I glare at him.

      “Then you’re probably not going to be well equipped to hear what I have to say,” he replies lightly.

      “Oh, god.”

      His words have the deserved impact. Exactly the way he knew they would.

      Any tender openness he might have displayed with his concern disappears as he slams down the familiar mask of anger.

      “There was another killing.” The space between us is thick enough to make breathing difficult. “It’s getting closer to our front door every day. Whether the royals told us about the madness or not, it would have shown up eventually. I want you to⁠—”

      “No.” It’s a simple thing, one word, a world of meaning. “I already told you.”

      “I know.” He’s been trying to talk me into it. He doesn’t want to be cured, not yet, but he’s pushing me into it like it’s the only inevitability left.

      He shuts down, hiding his emotions from me to the best of his abilities. He’s always insisted that he doesn’t deserve to be saved, that he’s too far gone. Which is complete bullshit because neither one of us have drained a human to be a full vampire.

      So he’s definitely not too far gone if he’s still making the argument.

      “Where was the killing?” I kick my heels against the stool.

      “Pack land.” He hisses the air out of his lungs. “A couple, wrong place, wrong time.”

      “And has anyone talked to the wolves themselves?”

      “Let me handle this, Lacey. You focus on those nightmares, okay?” He turns to leave and I snake out my arm to grab him, the movement quick.

      “Sooner or later we’re going to have to have one hell of a Come to Jesus moment.”

      “Not about this.” He doesn’t shrug free but he’s begging me to stay in my box, the one he relegated me into.

      My fingers band around him. “About a whole lot of things you’ve been pushing down.”

      I can’t let him lose himself to this process. I’m willing to do whatever it takes, even if it means using magic, potions, or whatever else we can get our hands on. If there’s no cure for the moon madness, then I’ll make sure Colt is out of the royals’ game. I just haven’t figured out the logistics of it yet.

      They can’t make him take the throne as a human.

      It’s not an option. Until it is.

      Colt shakes me loose with little effort, proving just how much stronger I’d need to get to reach his level even as a dhampir.

      “Drop it.”

      “Yeah, your favorite words,” I say.

      His tone of voice sounds a whole lot like fuck off, and normally I’d be happy to trail him for the rest of the evening and force him to listen. But the dreams are getting to me, my nerves fraying night by night, so this time I watch him disappear into the shadows.

      Letting him go.

      After making sure the club is in the right hands and the band of the evening is set to go on without issue, I head back to the books.

      I’ve commandeered an entire corner of the office for myself. The first time I moved a stack in, Colt put up a fuss. Boundaries and that kind of thing.

      Now, he grits his teeth and glares at the rising stacks like they’re polluting his air.

      The search for answers isn’t easy but I figure as long as one of us is willing to bend ourselves into a pretzel, it’s worth it. And Colt might not realize this, but I won’t let him go down without a fight. Whatever the sacrifice is, whatever it takes to save him, I’ll do it.

      Even if it means losing myself in the process.

      We have too much history for me to let him go down alone.

      I fling myself into an old armchair, grabbing a book on the healing properties of plants. My bones ache like they’re heralding the first coming of winter and for a heartbeat, I’m ancient. I’m older than my twenty-one years and I’ve got one foot in the grave.

      Vampires. Courts. Werewolves. Witches.

      The supernatural exists and I’m not on the outside anymore, no matter how many times Colt wants to shove me back over the line.

      A flicker of emotion trickles down the bond between us before he shuts it off again. I’m left staring at the text while the words blur together.

      I glance up, gaze pivoting to the antique mirror opposite the coat of arms that hangs on the wall above the desk. As though Colt needs the reflection to remind him on a subconscious level that there’s no escaping blood.

      From this angle, the only person in the mirror is me with my trembling hands.

      Who am I?

      Who am I becoming?

      A hollow cavern opens up inside and threatens to swallow the last pieces of the girl who’d barely been able to scrape out a passing history grade. The power I’m harnessing as a dhampir is intoxicating, terrifying.

      Will I ever be able to fully control it?

      Colt’s fate is tied to mine and I’m realizing that our futures are entwined too, in a way neither one of us can escape.

      My trembling fingers somehow manage to close the book. I need to talk to the witches again. To see if there’s something they know about vampires, something they might not have been willing to say in front of Colt last time.

      I’m halfway down the alley with my hands in my pockets when the air around me goes hot. I flinch back from the heat, hissing at the rising emotions from an unknown source.

      It’s like someone aimed a blow torch at my skull and missed by inches. The pain follows, a nagging ache from the bombardment of the emotions.

      Who the hell⁠—

      I stumble backward, my shoulder knocking into the wall. Black-and-white spots blink beneath my closed eyelids. I drag in a shaky breath.

      Whoa. I’ve never felt emotions like this before, without source. All that rage…

      When I finally come back to myself, the night breeze is gentle, the mysterious heat gone. I straighten but stop at the slender folded edges of a piece of paper resting right where I’d stood before I stumbled.

      My arms go numb and my tongue swells. Bitterness fills my mouth.

      Someone was here.

      I force myself into motion and grab the letter. Prying it open takes a force of will absurdly large compared to the task.

      Try to run, you’ll die too.

      There is no saving the Enigati line. The vampires and the wolves will both fall.

      The paper flutters out of my weak hold. A warning, a message from an unknown source. Oh, god. I hustle out onto the street, gulping air into my lungs.

      Colt’s life is in much more danger than we thought. And now, there is no escaping what’s coming.
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      Running hadn’t felt like an option.

      I’m too stubborn to tuck tail and back down from a fight, even one where the odds are impossibly stacked.

      I crumble the paper in my hands until it folds accordion style, but the words grow more massive by the second. Who the hell would have sent something like this? Why do they want the wolves and the vampires to fight each other again?

      Shoving the paper into the linty recesses of my jacket pocket, I book it down the block a couple of turns. There’s no hint of anyone around, which definitely doesn’t soothe me.

      After a few blocks my muscles loosen and the knots of tension in my shoulders ease, but it isn’t enough for me to pretend to make polite conversation. That’s way beyond my capabilities.

      I’m a good showman but I have my limits.

      I plaster a fake smile on my face before striding into the club with the note burning a hole in my pocket. I grab a dimly lit corner across from Colt, who has taken up his perch like our resident vulture.

      Across the room, he’s watching the crowd, and now I understand at least a portion of my unease. He’s tense, and I’m tenser, winning this contest. The note is driving me nuts. Those last few lines… I wish they were cryptic.

      No, actually, I wish I could throw my hands in the air and ask the universe or whatever, whoever, is listening—what does this mean and how do I stop it?

      One of those questions is clear enough. The other is mud.

      My foot bobs on its own, twice, before my dhampir senses kick in and still the movement without conscious thought. I’m as still as part of the scenery as Colt chats up one of the regulars.

      The dude has always shown an interest in me. He’s not bad looking, either.

      I’m feeling a little spiteful as I sidle over toward them. Okay, more than a little. I’m nervous and twitchy and ticked off, picking up on Colt’s emotions and using them in place of gasoline.

      Because of the spite, I stop beside the vampire, Nemesis, who feels appropriately named at the moment. I’m close enough to feel his body heat but not touch. Yet.

      “I have a bad feeling you guys are talking about me,” I say sweetly.

      The interruption has the desired effect. Colt’s eyes go dark as pitch while Nemesis cranes his head toward me with a smile promising literal forever.

      He’s always really good at that.

      “Lacey. Your ears were ringing.” His smile doesn’t waver. “You heard me saying how good you look tonight.”

      Good enough to eat is what he means and because he’s a vampire, he might actually mean it. There is always something distinctly predatory in his gaze and I’ve backed off from the challenge whenever he flirts too hard.

      Tonight, I don’t.

      Blame it on the spite.

      I reach out to touch the elbow of his leather jacket. “I appreciate the compliment.”

      Nemesis draws in a breath. “New perfume?”

      Yeah, it’s called anxiety.

      “Maybe.”

      “You certainly weren’t over there brooding, were you?” he purrs in return. “That’s not your style.”

      “I was watching for the right time to make my entrance.” I lift a hand to brush against his bare skin then stop. Too much?

      My coy answer splits open the dam keeping Colt and I barely separated. His growing jealousy is the beginning. It’s insane—his emotions flooding into me like a crashing tide. It’s all I can do to hold myself together as the energy between us crackles, the air thick and cloying.

      “And I was telling Nemesis we have no need for another bartender,” Colt supplies unhelpfully.

      He neatly angles his body to wedge between us, using the excuse of his previous conversation about hiring. Yeah, right.

      We actually could use another bartender but there’s no way he’ll bring Nemesis in to do the job.

      He’s always been a little jealous whenever the man tries to get too close to me. Now, it’s getting under my skin.

      I bristle. “Aw, come on. I’m sure we can find a place for him. I didn’t realize you wanted to work for us.”

      “I’ve always been ready for you to put me to work,” Nemesis croons. He flips his longish hair back like a 90’s boy band member.

      I dig it.

      Colt practically erupts. He bares his teeth, allowing a flash of fang to glint in the low light. “You’d be hired under me, and I’m the one telling you there are no openings. Lacey isn’t in charge of those details.”

      “Yet,” I interrupt with enough animation to irritate him.

      “She’s the security manager,” Colt clarifies.

      Nemesis shrugs, unbothered, the dark raven of his hair shifting into a devil-may-care curl over his forehead. “Then she can manage me.”

      Colt isn’t budging. “No.”

      As much as I want to dismiss it, there’s a part of me that finds his possessiveness both irritating and intoxicating.

      I don’t want anyone to tell me what to do. Yet when Colt’s eyes find mine, engaging with a familiar intensity, I can’t deny the pull toward him.

      The fight between us is a constant current—what I want and what he wants always seem to be at odds, and neither of us can fully resist.

      His gaze bores into mine and for a brief second, Nemesis is forgotten. Gone. My mouth goes dry, then wet, my attention dropping to Colt’s lips. If I smack him, if I make a scene, will he touch me?

      “Am I interrupting something here?” Nemesis asks. “Seems like I’m the third wheel suddenly.”

      I shake myself, shedding the strange intensity between me and Colt. I’m upset, remember? I’m irritated and he’s not making things any better.

      The letter is still in my pocket.

      I finally drop my hand from where it’s magnetized at my pocket to Nemesis and his elbow. “We can talk more about it later.” My smile feels like it’s spread too thin. “You know where to find me.”

      “Yes, I do.” Nemesis drops his voice again.

      With his kind of magnetism, he’d be a great bartender. He’d flirt any willing female into spending way too much money or maybe even induce the males around into spitefully buying just to keep the attention off Nemesis.

      A smart business venture, all around.

      Colt will never see it that way.

      I turn on my heel and two sets of gazes bore into my back. But only one of them reaches me at a soul level.

      Only once I’ve put enough distance between us do I touch the note again, and wonder whether I’ve decided to tell Colt about it or not.

      The night passes with only three scuffles for me to handle and dismiss. The moment my head touches down on cool cotton, sinking down into my pillow, the nightmare erupts.

      Tonight, the colors are vivid. Colt’s death is sharper, more detailed, more real. The sword from his coat of arms is thrust through his heart, his fingers wrapped around the blade and his eyes widened as though he somehow didn’t see it coming.

      He dies that way, frozen in perpetual surprise. The bright crimson blood slows and colors his pale skin.

      I can’t stop his death just like I can’t stop the dreams, or find out who sent the note. In them, I’m trying so hard to change the future and it’s nothing but a losing battle.

      “You really need to do something,” Colt starts the moment I tumble out of my bedroom door.

      He’s leaning against his door jamb.

      “Were you waiting for me?” My voice is a grind of two stones.

      He shrugs and says, “Hypnotherapy, pills, an actual coffin, I don’t care what you do. But something has to give.”

      We’re closed tonight, but neither one of us takes a night off.

      The weight of the nightmare presses down on me and makes it harder to focus. My head is in a fog, the pressure building. Every time I look at Colt, the reality of his fate hangs over me like a storm cloud.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I snap, going instantly contrite. “Sorry, you’re right.”

      His brows automatically shift down in a sharp V while his hands float high to shield him. “I know I’m right. I’m also worried about you.”

      “Then let’s catch our rogue werewolves and give them an antidote to their moon madness. Maybe then I’ll sleep a little better.”

      It seems like a likely excuse.

      But the pain in my head throbs a little harder and my chest constricts a little more.

      Colt waits a moment before he says, “The royals delivered another message, a few moments ago. I think they figured I’d wake to the surprise and be off guard.”

      He drops it casually, easily, with an unnatural grace that automatically stiffens my spine.

      Another note? Were the royals behind the one I’d intercepted?

      “Then we need to figure out how to deal with them,” I manage.

      I sound like I’m being slowly strangled to death.

      “It’s not a matter of dealing with them,” Colt corrects, “but playing by their rules. Leave it to me.”

      “Ah, so in other words, this is a matter where I need to shut my mouth.”

      We’re at an impasse. Unable to take it anymore, I cut through the basement, Colt on my heels.

      I’m not in the mood to play nice, by their rules or anyone else’s. Every time I close my eyes, the dreams come back, and the Colt in front of me becomes the ghost of all the times he’s died when I’m asleep.

      I should tell him about the note. Now would be the right time.

      I practically fly up to the third floor and kick out behind me to shut the office door and give us a little bit more privacy since Mr. Vampire Prince can’t take a hint and leave me alone.

      Might as well do this now.

      Colt leans heavily on his flat palms on the desk to give him a better view of staring me down. “I’ve never told you to shut your mouth, Lacey⁠—”

      “Good, and don’t start now,” I interrupt, thrusting my hands through my hair.

      “The note was meant to scare us, among other things.” Colt sniffs, the barest flicker of movement. “The danger is becoming clearer every day but let’s focus on one thing at a time.”

      I’m not exhausted enough to miss his implications. “What happened?”

      The air stills between us before he huffs out a sigh dragged from the depths of his abdomen. “Little things. Eyes on me when no one else is around. Windows open after I’ve closed them. They’ll escalate.”

      I sidle to the edge of the desk and push my hip against it. “You’re sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure. These are the basic opening moves. It’s small things to keep me wary and guessing. They’re not just coming for me. They want to take me back into the fold, into their world of power and control.”

      “I’m not going to let that happen.” Fire pushes the words out of me.

      I don’t want to see Colt lose himself, but I also don’t want to lose myself in the process.

      “You can try.” His smile is sympathetic and thanks, I hate it. “I tried. Dad tried for years to keep me out of this. The second my dhampir nature activated, it put me back on their radar, and all the running was for nothing.”

      The royals aren’t the only ones determined to fight. Whatever it takes to keep Colt safe, to keep him out of their immortal clutches…

      It sounds so frickin’ cliché when I hear it in my head. I can only imagine how it would sound if I say it out loud.

      “I’m not strong enough now,” he admits. “Not like this.”

      He’s struggled to embrace his vampire nature for longer than I’ve been aware of its existence. But it’s his nature that’s his greatest strength and his greatest weakness.

      “What do you want to do about it?” I ask carefully.

      Our next moves will depend on his answer.

      Colt loses his strength, the wind going out of his sails and stalling him on the water. “I’m not sure yet.”

      “We can’t keep going around in circles. Either you agree that we need to explore our vampire strength or you’re against it. Plan A isn’t just about turning me back into a human. If there’s a cure for non-born dhampirs, then there has to be one for born ones.”

      I’ve always felt more drawn to the world he tried to avoid.

      A frantic flurry of knocks sound from the other side of the door and it opens without either one of us issuing the invitation. Mariah groans from the other side of the threshold.

      “I’m sorry,” she begins. “I know I shouldn’t interrupt, but you have visitors.”

      Colt and I both straighten at the same time, then stiffen. Mariah’s pulse thuds erratically and bumps against the side of her neck. Her face has gone paler than I’ve ever seen her before.

      The visitors don’t need names. They announce themselves with the fear they inspire.

      I lurch into motion without waiting for Colt, but I sense him falling into step beside me as I push past Mariah, striding down toward the empty cavern of the club.

      Standing at the center like the eye of a hurricane is the female vampire. She makes no move toward us and yet the bulk of her attention hits me square in the chest. She is a catastrophe masked as a beauty queen and every human part of me that I haven’t managed to shake is ready to cower.

      I do nothing. I stop short, quickly enough that Colt has to sidestep to avoid running into me.

      “Aetna.” Colt bit out a terse greeting. “I’d like to say it’s a pleasure but I make it my business not to lie. It’s shady, don’t you think?”

      Her features don’t change but a glint lifts the black bullets of her eyes. “No need to lie, Your Highness.”

      Ugh. I can’t stand her. My skin prickles and the urge to fight her animates my limbs.

      The heat starts in the base of my neck and crawls up my skull. Aetna, since that’s her name, only arches an elegant eyebrow like she somehow senses the fight itching to get out of me.

      The one curling my fingers because I really want them around her neck. Squeezing.

      She’d be as cold and as unyielding as marble. Tonight, she’s wearing a velvet gown out of place with the times with another high neckline with a diamond shaped cutout at the center of her chest, her skin an elegant contrast to the black.

      “You’ve gotten my letters?” she asks.

      Colt shakes his head. “You mean the two pages of script so scrawled as to be nearly illegible? I got it.”

      “I’m referring as well to the one I wrote for Lacey.”

      I’ve never been one to shy away from a challenge. And Aetna just dropped this one in front of me, the gauntlet thrown, practically begging me to sink my fangs into her to see if I make a dent.

      Colt doesn’t turn to me but the pull on the bond is suffocating.

      “Did you not know, Your Highness?” Aetna is all sweetness and light. “I thought she’d bring it to you immediately.”

      The club separates us but I can’t bring myself to move closer to her yet. For her sake, not for mine. I almost believe the lie.

      This situation is much bigger than anything I’ve faced before.

      I was going to tell you about it. We were interrupted.

      Hopefully, Colt hears my unspoken words.

      “I want to make our position painfully clear. We will not be leaving without an answer from you,” Aetna says.

      She never moves, not a single hair out of place, but her malice pushes through my pores. There isn’t even a flicker of emotion in those dead shark eyes but it’s a pointed attack. And not for Cole.

      For me.

      The fine hairs on my arms and on the back of my neck lift. Colt says something but it’s lost in the hum inside me. This vampire came into this place, our place, a club Colt had gotten from his father and made into a unique spot.

      I’d been brought in as a manager—and probably so he could keep an eye on me and my transition to dhampir—but the club is mine. Or at least, it’s more of a home than my house with just me and Dad had been.

      “Stop it.” I whisper the words. “Why are you doing this?”

      Aetna rewards me with a jerk of her pointed chin. “No one is talking to you.”

      It’s the first time she’s addressed me like I’m worthy of existence. And I’ve had enough of it. I’ve had enough of everything.

      My hands curl into fists and my nails dig crescent grooves in my skin. “Get out!”

      Power blooms along with the words and an unnatural wind rips through the dancefloor. I’m a casual observer to the scene rather than an active participant. A part of me separates, a clinical slice with a scalpel, and I watch the strange wind batter against Aetna.

      She shifts backward a step before she regains her ground. There’s a flash of fear across her face, a strange widening of her eyes before she throws her composure back over her features.

      “We’ll be in touch.”

      She lifts her voice to be overhead but the wind dies as quickly as it appears. She tips her head to Colt, gliding without touching the floor, and disappears into the cavernous mouth leading toward the exit.

      Colt’s attention flickers down the bond.

      “Lacey.” My name is a warning. “What happened?”

      His guess is as good as mine because I’m at a loss. For an explanation or even the words required to set his mind at ease. My arms are limp and my fingers uncurl.

      I don’t know.

      What kind of powers do I actually have? That’s what it is, right? Some kind of vampire power I’ve never seen before. I’ve never been in the middle of a fight of this magnitude.

      I shift away before Colt touches me, the knowing of his next move filtering through my head before he physically turns. And with horror railing me, I stride into the office, convincing myself I don’t need to lock the door behind me.

      Not to keep the others out.

      But to keep myself in until I figure this out.
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      I leave the club before dawn, shaky in ways I can’t explain.

      And wherever Aetna disappeared to, she’s nowhere around, not even the lingering scent of magic on the street. Not that I know what magic smells like.

      Mine came out of nowhere and disappeared just as quickly. It left no trace behind, either. Whatever I‘d done, out of spite or power or a combination of the two, I need to know if I can do it on command.

      It’s either a fluke or it’s me.

      My footsteps are hard, legs carrying me away from the club in the opposite direction.

      I can’t make sense of it.

      Despite the taste of a spring dawn on my tongue, and the way my senses flare out and seek dark places to hide against the oncoming sun, I keep walking. The streets are silent now but in thirty minutes to an hour, the quiet will shatter.

      Workers will leave their houses and start their cars, fueled by desperation or caffeine.

      These people have no idea that the quiet is already broken. Something is out there, going on right underneath their noses. Not only do vampires and werewolves exist, but there are hierarchies to the first and a disease running rampant through the second.

      I glance up and the sidewalk has shifted from a straight and flat line to a winding, wild path with cracks from tree roots.

      Well, shit.

      I walked home.

      A few houses down the row, at the end of the cul-de-sac, a cheerful two-story Cape Cod sits back from the street. It needs paint to bring it up to community standard with the neighbors. The window boxes are filled with dead pansies and petunias, their brown stems blending in with the dirt.

      It’s a good time for planting new flowers though, if Dad remembers.

      Mom always liked violets. He told me himself.

      My childhood is smacking me in the face, which feels awkward and ill fitting, considering I only left home a year ago.

      Although the houses block the view from the road, the land rolls away down toward the creek and the farmland beyond that can’t be touched according to state legislature.

      I not only walked home but I covered half the town in what felt like the blink of an eye, miles in minutes.

      A dullish light spreads rays from the living room window, although Dad pulled the curtains shut against the blackness. He’s awake?

      More than likely he’s been up the entire night with his eyes squinted on the TV screen and a bottle melded to his hand. It’s his favorite position, besides towering over me with his self-righteousness.

      A thought brings me to the front door. I move faster than my mind follows.

      A cold knot settles in the base of my stomach and reaches icy tendrils toward my spine. My powers might be growing, but they’re also harder to control. Things happen in the span between seconds.

      My hand presses to the doorknob half a heartbeat later.

      I’m in way over my head and it’s too late to turn back now. Something inside of me wants to be home. Is it any wonder?

      There’s safety in the known even if it’s not a good place to be. Sometimes we cram ourselves back into a tiny box because it feels better to fight against the claustrophobic walls than to find one that fits us better.

      “Dad? Hey!” I call out the greeting overly loud. “Where are you?”

      There won’t be any hint of surprise, if I have anything to do with it. He can’t claim I didn’t announce myself or I intended to sneak up on him.

      “I’m home!”

      The moment the door swings wide enough to let me in, the stale scent of liquor and sweat force their way into my nostrils. My stomach heaves and I swallow over a gag.

      Has it always smelled this bad? Or is it me?

      I shiver in a way that has nothing to do with the chilly spring and everything to do with my sneakers treading over familiar worn wood. The frayed edges of the red-and-blue rug disappear into lines of dust Dad hasn’t bothered to clean.

      It’s hard to motivate yourself when you’re drowning rational thought in the bottom of Jim.

      The TV switches from sitcom to commercial with a flash of shadow and light painted across the living room wall. I round the corner and yeah, he’s in his usual chair. Dad’s head lolls to the side, his gaze bleary but awake. Unless he’s learned to pass out with his eyes open.

      It’s never been his MO.

      “Morning, Father of mine,” I say.

      His body flops in my general direction like a rag doll. “Lace? That you?”

      I’m not sure who else it would be but I plaster on a grin for his benefit. Despite the reek, despite the memories of the years under his know-it-all control, he’s my dad.

      “Yeah, it’s me. Morning.”

      He grumbles, the sound degenerating into a wet cough. His fingers tighten around the neck of the bottle of Wild Turkey.

      “It can’t be morning yet. Can it? The six o’clock news isn’t on,” he grouses.

      “You’re on the wrong channel for the news. You’re stuck with old reruns of Seinfeld. But they’re your favorite.”

      It’s work to stay where I am and not use my strength, my speed, to rip the bottle right out of his hands. I’d have it across the block and shattered into a million pieces before he realized what happened.

      “What are you doing here?” he asks instead.

      He doesn’t move so I force myself forward, slowly, slower than I’ve ever had to walk before. Dad doesn’t know what I am and it’s better that way. He thinks he ran off to avoid doing actual work at college. He’s never stopped to wonder why I didn’t go far, if that’s the case. I’m still in the same town, in the same state.

      Then again, a second layer to his argument had been about me and Colt, how I followed good dick to greener pastures. Dad has no clue.

      I crouch in front of him to force him to look at me by getting in his face. “Are you doing okay?”

      He’s torn for a second between an irrational anger at being questioned and concern for me. Because I don’t come home often so, of course, there has to be a good reason for my appearance now.

      “I’m the one who should be asking you,” he replies. “I’m fine, Lace. I’m still kicking.”

      He thumps his hand against his heart.

      I hear that, too, the steady and sluggish beat of his pulse.

      He’s got to stop drinking. There’s really no choice. And since I’m there, since I’m worried about him, I give a push. I use the powers I discovered tonight and aim them true, because this is hope and desperation.

      This is one thing I might be able to control and a person who needs help.

      “Put down the bottle, Dad,” I urge. “You’ve had enough.”

      He clutches it closer to his chest. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “You’re going to stay sober this time. And you’re going to listen to me.” I stand, staring down my nose at him, forcing more command into my voice. The same kind of command I used on Aetna only this time, it’s personal. “The alcohol is killing you and even though you aren’t a real great father without it, you’re even worse when you’re drunk. Can’t you see how you’re hurting yourself?”

      I say the last bit to get a reaction out of him. It’s like a mental test to see if my powers are actually going to work.

      This close to one another, there’s no wind. There is nothing outward and no physical manifestation of my magic. But Dad’s eyes glaze over and his fingers slowly uncurl, although he refuses to let go of the bottle entirely.

      “No more drinking,” I reiterate.

      “No more drinking?” He sounds sad.

      If I can’t use my newfound strength to keep my dad in check, then what good are these powers? Even when it feels completely unnatural to be in this situation.

      Or to take away his free will, just like he did to me in the past.

      “If you take a sip of liquor or beer or wine, you’re going to be sick. Really sick,” I add. “You know it’s better to just give up drinking altogether. Even the smell of alcohol makes you want to puke. You know you’re so much better off without it. You want to get healthy. You want to stop drinking.”

      I send out another push, a wave of it, forcing the command to embed itself inside of him.

      Who am I?

      Dad relinquishes his hold on the bottle and scowls at it like he’s realized it’s filled with vinegar rather than bottom shelf whiskey.

      If I’m changing this much, how can I stay the person I used to be?

      “Sorry, Lace.” He hiccups before digging his knuckles into the crust around his brown eyes. “Not sure what I was thinking. I didn’t mean to go full hog.”

      “It’s fine.” The magic rushes through me, ready for an outlet, ready to be channeled into something important. “Take the bottle.”

      My command comes out shaky but Dad does it, bending slightly to take the liquor in hand.

      “Smash it.”

      Why do I need proof? Why do I need to know, without a shadow of a doubt⁠—

      Dad throws the bottle at the fireplace. The shards turn to dust against the bricks and mortar that haven’t been used since I was five.

      I let the power recede. It leaves me carved out and hollow with a sour taste on my tongue. What have I done?

      “Do you, ah, want to sit?” Dad asks. He coughs phlegm from his throat. “I can make you something to eat. We can talk, if-if you want.”

      He tries to stand and wobbles. The desire to drink might be gone, if I’ve used my power right, but the liquor is still in his system. His balance is shit.

      Bile burns the back of my throat. It’s not up to me to control Dad. I’m just like him.

      “Another time, Daddio,” I reply nonchalantly. “I’ve actually got to get going. I can’t stay long.”

      This, I realize as I stumble out the door, is why Colt fights so hard against his powers. You think you’re doing the right thing and helping people, but is it really help if you’re going against their free will?

      My father has been an alcoholic all my life. It’s his choice, isn’t it? He wants to bury his emotions. I’m over eighteen. I’m out of the house.

      Does it matter if he drinks himself to death?

      I sob but there are no tears. Nothing comes out and I flinch at the first rays of dawn over the tops of the budding trees. Instead of the soft caress of light on my skin, the gleaming gold pricks with the bite of needles.

      I’ve got to get home, immediately.

      Maybe my commands won’t stick.

      Maybe they’ll slip away like every raged insult I threw at him as a teenager, where I called him a life ruiner and told him to leave me alone. I told him he didn’t know me. He doesn’t.

      Not really, and definitely not now.

      I pump my arms but it’s not necessary. My unnatural speed takes me back across town in what feels like a single inhalation.

      The following night, I stare at my familiar spot on the ceiling and feel the sun set. Soon the nights will stay light later and later, pushing back the hours I have on my feet. But for right now, the pall of winter hasn’t left yet. And I have things to do.

      Too many things to stay in bed, no matter how comfortable my pillows or how great it feels to pass out, even with the nightmares.

      I don’t want to think about things. I don’t want to have to worry about Colt, or about myself and what these changes mean for who I am.

      Reaching out, I tug my cell from the charger and flick open the screen, typing out a quick message to the witches.

      
        
          
            
              
        You have time to meet for a chat?

      

      

      

      

      

      Three little dots answer me almost immediately. They might not be creatures of the night but they keep odd hours the same way the dhampirs do.

      RJ answers with:

      
        
          
            
              
        Sure. You wanna grab a latte?

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn’t need coffee anymore, and it does nothing for me in terms of a caffeine jolt. I type out an agreement and press send, waiting for her to agree on the time. The sooner, the better.

      It might make more sense to talk to Colt about my hesitations and misgivings but I already know what he’s going to say. Plan A, baby, and full steam ahead.

      I feel his answers before they reach me through our bond.

      And for the first time since I started to change, I kinda see his point.

      It might actually be better for us to get out of this situation with the royals that way. Or it’s a pipe dream and I just don’t know any better.

      Becoming a dhampir changed things on so many levels. I didn’t have many friends to begin with, nothing below surface level except for my connection to Colt, but now it’s hard to find someone who sees me. Who knows who I am and still wants to be there.

      The witches probably don’t want to be there but they understand. They get it. Maybe they’ve had a little bit of magically brewed luck and are willing to spare some.
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      I cut through town towards Books & Brews, past the barber shop, the corner market, and a random stairwell ending in the middle of the sidewalk. The rooftop bar above isn’t really on a rooftop, but the place has been known to draw quite the crowd.

      Not as much as Club Mera, of course.

      In high school, I’d wanted to be up there on the rooftop with the visiting college kids, home for the holidays or summer break and all of them over twenty-one.

      Now it doesn’t matter anymore.

      A small group of people cluster near the doorway of Books & Brews. The first author signing done at the vintage bookstore slash coffee shop went over well. Normally the town is ready to tuck in at this time of night, on a weekday, because people work in the morning.

      The store has been expanding lately to draw in a larger crowd.

      There’s no author tonight, but a small area toward the back is cleared and a stage erected for poetry readings.

      A part of me desperately wants to stop at the coffee counter for something normal, something hot to wrap my hands around and drive away the chill lodged in my blood. But RJ stands from one of the wingback chairs in the Victorian Romance section. She’s got something in her own hand and gestures wildly for me to come over with the other.

      I slither through the crowd and the stacks of books like tiny towers ready for a willing reader to purchase and devour. “You sure we won’t be overheard?” I greet her.

      She glances over at the crowd gathering closer to the stage and the podium then scoffs. “Nah. They’re too busy composing haikus in their heads. Besides, if anyone does, they’ll just think we’re talking about fiction. It’s the perfect place.”

      She takes a sip of what smells like a caramel latte and for some reason, the scent churns my stomach. Maybe I’m too keyed up after what happened with Dad.

      I should check on him.

      I should stay far away.

      “What did you want to talk about, Lacey? Your message sounded urgent,” RJ presses gently.

      It’s weird with her sitting and composed when I feel nearly feral and out of control with the energy in my system. I’m used to being the one who sits still. Not the other way around.

      So I force myself to fold into the chair opposite her and, for good measure, I drag it closer until my knee bumps hers. I give the witch credit. She doesn’t flinch back from me.

      “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking. I wonder if the witches know of any kind of—” Do I dive right into asking for a cure for Colt? For me? “I need help controlling my abilities. Among other things.”

      I’m floundering here.

      She sees it all and casts me a sympathetic smile. “What kind of powers do you have? And why do you want help controlling them?”

      “Look, I’m sure you already know what’s going on here. I don’t come from a vampire line. I don’t know anything about this stuff.” I spread my hands wide on my lap, staring at the frayed cuticles. “I used to be human.”

      “Why hasn’t Colt told you what you need to know?” RJ leans forward slightly. “From what I hear, he comes from a long line of them.”

      It’s not my story to tell and the pieces are very much missing anyway. So I simply tell her, “He doesn’t want to embrace that side of him. But I’m faster than I used to be. And stronger. I can, ah…” I clear my throat. “I can make people do things?”

      Not just humans, but vampires too. Although I have my doubts there. Knocking Aetna back a step might be a fluke and not a budding power to bank on.

      And I need to see if Dad really has stopped drinking. It will give me my final clue that I’m stronger than I’ve ever been.

      My throat works. RJ, bless her, is patient although I taste her curiosity like drops of sugar on my tongue.

      “I might need these powers if the shit really does go flying and I want to make sure I’m on the right path to control. I can’t have things sporadically working one day and not the next,” I finish.

      “I think, in the case of your speed and strength, the best thing for you to do would be to find a mentor, someone who has walked the path before you and knows the ropes. The Institute for Arts and Sciences of Magic does the same for people in my situation.”

      “I’m clueless, really. Colt changed me but he still treats me like I’m human.” And I’ve never felt it more than I do right now.

      RJ’s face shutters, like she has a few choice words to say about Colt but doesn’t want to upset me in any way. She takes another sip of her latte. “There are places out there, I’m sure of it. But your kind, even halflings, are usually solitary. That’s what we’ve learned in class.”

      “Do you think you have more books in the library at the Institute? I could borrow some.” My fangs descend slightly but not from hunger.

      From eagerness.

      RJ brightens. “I actually pulled a few of them myself, before I got here.” She reaches down to the bag leaning against the chair legs and draws out three hardcovers. “Here. I’ll just need them back in a few days. I’m sure there are more in the forbidden section of the library, in the vaulted room, but I don’t have access. No one I know does.”

      “I guess we’ll see if I’m a speed reader, too.” I take the books from her and rest them on my thighs. “Thank you.”

      “There’s something else you want to ask. Right, Lacey?” She licks at the whipped goodness around the edge of the cup.

      I’m on edge. My teeth want to chatter and the nearness of so many other people is getting under my skin in a way that it should not. I’m used to people. I’m around them all the time.

      It’s the ignorant bliss of their situations.

      They know who they are, or where they want to go, and they know where they come from. There’s a whole lot of education out there on how to be a human. Not necessarily a good one, but an effective one.

      They are Members of Society.

      Colt changed me into a dhampir and yeah, he took me under his wing and gave me a job at Club Mera. It’s been a closed lip situation when it comes to what to expect, beyond the hunger or what it takes to be a full vampire.

      He was really quick to warn me about that.

      He’s been dead set on Plan A from the start.

      RJ stares at me, waiting for me to answer.

      I shake my head but it doesn’t clear. “I want to know if there’s a cure. If you have any idea on how to reverse dhampir-ism, but for those who are born to it. Not made.”

      My fingers twist together into complicated patterns, my skin white and bloodless.

      “Does Colt know you want a cure for him?” RJ asks softly.

      “What we’re dealing with, I know he’ll throw himself in the fire to keep me safe, and those he cares about…but if we’re cured, it won’t matter. We’ll just be human again.”

      The fight won’t belong to us anymore.

      “Ah, so this is really about the moon madness?” RJ nestles the coffee between her knees and bends for something in her bag again.

      “In part, yeah,” I reply.

      She drags her hands through the bag but comes up empty. Scowling, she reaches instead for her cell, and a look of relief washes her features clean. “Aimee and I wanted to talk to you about that.”

      “The moon madness?”

      RJ drains more of the latte and most of the whipped cream dotted on top. “Yeah. We’ve been researching the curse, trying to gain some insight into the disease so we can find a potential solution before it reaches a critical stage.”

      I’m close enough to see the fine dark hairs curling around her forehead. There is a slight sheen of sweat on her skin, out of place with the temperature in the room. I drag in another deep breath. She’s nervous, I realize with a start, nervous about what she has to say.

      Which means it can’t be good news.

      RJ opens her mouth and Aimee interrupts, arriving in a flash of pink from her shirt to the high top sneakers on her feet.

      “I should know by now, you’d forget your head if it wasn’t attached to your shoulders.” She thrust a small purse out toward RJ.

      My gaze latches on the purse. “What’s that?”

      RJ draws a small stoppered bottle out of the purse. “It’s what I forgot. Thanks for bringing it by, Aim.”

      “Not a problem.” Aimee settles herself on the edge of a nearby low coffee table, gently nudging the books and magazines aside.

      “I was just about to tell Lacey what we found out about the curse,” RJ says.

      Aimee is much worse at hiding her emotions. Her every thought is written across her face. “Not much. The literature glosses over details and most of what’s written is about the vampire’s victory in the war, which was the last time the madness made an appearance.”

      “Without a sample, our potions are a bandage over a hacked limb at best.” RJ’s explanation makes me shiver and she wiggles the bottle. “But we’re trying.”

      “The potions are unstable,” Aimee explains, gesturing with her nose toward the bottle. “This one is the best we’ve been able to come up with so far. It dampens the magic in the blood, and it’s only effective if the subject hasn’t actually killed.”

      I glance between them. “That’s a nice way of putting it.”

      RJ thrusts the bottle in my hand for me to examine. “We’re going to need to do more research, clearly. We don’t know how the madness mutates to impact different species, if that’s possible. Generally, curses are meant to impact only the initial target.”

      We finish our conversation within the hour and it turns out that RJ is right. There are so many people in the bookstore for the poetry reading that no one pays the smallest bit of attention to us.

      When I leave, my legs are heavier than iron and the pit in my gut is more deep and awful than before.

      For the rest of the week, Colt and I are two wrecking balls just missing each other. I have RJ and Aimee’s assurances that they’ll keep working on their research, and I finish the books I borrowed within days.

      I think. I read. I scheme.

      I catch Colt looking at the door for any sign of the royals and their passive aggressive notes.

      Nothing’s happened yet but we’re bracing for impact.

      By Saturday evening and our training, I’m looking forward to squaring off against him.

      “You’re sweating already, Lacey,” Colt observes casually. “Want to tell me why?”

      He’s offering me the chance to be honest before he feels it through our mental connection. It’s harder than I thought to admit I’ve already been in the gym for hours, trying to make the equipment move and master my new powers.

      Or are they old powers?

      Are they things I might have been able to accomplish before but the circumstances were never right?

      My skin itches wherever his eyes touch. How am I going to feel when we get on the mat?

      I shrug and say, “I’ve done my workout already.”

      A darkness falls over Colt’s face. “You shouldn’t go off without letting someone know where you are.”

      “Like I need your permission to use the gym?”

      “And if you happen to meet a moon-mad werewolf who wants to take a chunk out of you? It’s good to let people know your schedule,” he corrects.

      I brush his concern aside and scrub the sweat from my face. “Do you have the swords? I want to work with them again.”

      Colt narrows his eyes and only a slight gust of motion heralds his exit. He’s back in place a moment later with a lock of blond hair ruffled and two swords in hand.

      “Are you sure about this?” he asks.

      His voice is a grind of stone on stone.

      His concern is stifling. “I’m very sure, thanks.”

      “Steel isn’t going to work against the vamps, if that’s where your mind is going.”

      I grind my teeth. I hate it when he talks to me like this, like I’m stupid and I need to catch up. Maybe I’d catch up a little faster if he actually let me into the damn circle of trust, if he’d talk to me rather than force me to read library books from the Institute.

      “You want to hit me?” Colt teases. “Don’t you?”

      The tease adds gasoline to the fire of the tension between us, the kind we can’t seem to erase.

      “Just show me how to do a two-hand hold,” I reply. “I want a superior grip.”

      Then I’ll hit him.

      No matter how awkward things get between us, we’ve worked out on Saturdays from the first bite. Only this time, in between clipped instructions, I push Colt right back, harder than before.

      He drives me bonkers. The overprotective streak isn’t cute anymore.

      I slam the flat of the sword against his and push him a step in reverse. “You’re the one I need to worry about,” I grind out through gritted teeth. “Not the other way around.”

      He juts out his chin. “Why are you worried?”

      Oh, let me count the reasons. “Because you’re clearly not sleeping either.”

      His skin is paler and thinner looking beneath the harsh glow of fluorescent lights. I mean, no one looks good there, but Colt looks almost sickly, and there are purple patches above his cheekbones where his skin used to be clear.

      The curve of his shoulders makes it clear he’s shutting down. There isn’t even the faintest trickle of emotion through the bond.

      “It doesn’t matter. I’m still strong enough to do what needs to be done.”

      “What needs to be done? I’m throwing Plan A in the toilet,” I say with a clash of steel on steel. “I’m not doing it, so either let me in or deal with me butting in on my terms.”

      He slashes out and I jump back to narrowly avoid the point of the blade. “Not sleeping well doesn’t make me weak,” he replies. “It’s safer for you to be human. What aren’t you getting, Lacey?”

      His movements are erratic. He’s pushing forward harder, faster, his arms and legs starting to blur.

      I rescind with a burst of my own speed. My muscles shake but I’m holding my own. Ish. “Your thoughts are miles away.”

      “Does it matter? I’m doing what it takes to keep you safe.”

      I shake my head and thrust forward, catching the fabric of his jeans near the knees and tearing a neat hole. The strange thing is, no matter how hard the two of us push, we always end up right back in this potion, circling.

      We’re drawn together like two magnets and depending on which side we have out, we’re either attracted or repelled.

      I’m the only one trying to master my new powers. “I don’t need you to keep me safe. I can do it on my own.”

      But he needs me. And I can’t help but feel like I’m slipping into a role that I’m not entirely ready for.

      “How is it working out for you so far?” Colt slashes again. “Let me handle this my way.”

      “Your way isn’t working.” I jump backwards and then parry, but he anticipates the movement.

      I feint to the right, his gaze tracking me, and he swivels to come up on the side I’ve left unguarded.

      “You have no idea what I’m doing or how hard it’s been to maneuver between the life I’m living and the life I’m supposed to inherit,” he says with a scowl. “It’s a steep cost.”

      We’re moving faster than humans would in this situation, the gym filling with the constant ting of metal against metal.

      My gaze fastens on the hair now plastered to his face with sweat. On the way he moves, his smell. My senses are heightened and there is only him. How quickly the world narrows when Colt is in the room with me. Any room.

      “The royals want me to take my place as ruler of my family. I don’t want it.” Colt hits even harder to emphasize his opinion.

      “Are you⁠—”

      “Afraid?” he finishes for me. “Yes. Of what I’ll become and what I’ll lose if I give into the power.”

      His arms fall and he drops his sword. “I’m scared of the future. For the first time, I’m not entirely confident I can pull off a win.”

      His vulnerability is out there in the open, without the safety of the sullen and distant boundaries he’s constructed.

      This time, the buzzing inside my skin takes on a different quality.

      The longer we train, the more the intensity builds between us. The lines between friendship, loyalty, and something deeper blur.

      It’s impossible to ignore the pull every time Colt’s near. I should lift the sword and keep fighting, keep pushing, but the connection is undeniable.

      It doesn’t matter how often he tries to fight it. The attraction is and always has been real between us.

      Sweat gleams on Colt’s skin, his chest rising and falling with shallow gulps of air. Adrenaline rushes through my system. Or does the adrenaline belong to him and I’m on the receiving end?

      “You’ll never stop,” I whisper. “Not until you find your win.”

      “What if this time is different?” His eyes drift shut. “What if⁠—”

      “No.” It’s my turn to interrupt. Colt tenses when I step closer. “You’re not gonna fail because you’ve got me. I’m not leaving. We’ll do this together, the way we always have.”

      If he lets me.

      He bats his eyes open and the blue is richer, deeper, headier than I’ve ever seen it before. “There were a lot of times when we weren’t together.”

      Yeah, he’d made sure of it.

      “I’m here now.”

      Our eyes lock for a moment too long and Colt is inches away. Inches and falling fast. My lungs catch as his lips brush unexpectedly against mine. The spark, the electricity, explodes, igniting into something familiar and new.

      We reach for each other for steadiness, his mouth a slight and tantalizing pressure. More.

      I’ll beg for it if I’m not careful. I’ve waited for this kiss⁠—

      A sharp knock on the backdoor of the gym interrupts us. Colt pulls away abruptly.

      “What was that?” I hardly dare to breathe.

      His face hardens and the wall crashes down, those blue eyes glazing over as he sends his powers out. Blinking, his scowl deepens. “The royals are here. And they’re expecting an audience.”
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      Colt bolts from the gym and I jog after him. The swords lay forgotten on the mat.

      He kicks open the back door but there’s no one outside. Who knocked?

      My heart crawls to my throat and makes itself cozy. We cut across the street and avoid the blaring horn of a car coming way too close. Colt isn’t moving vampire fast, more like the power walk of a millennial knowing they’ll have a big meal later and getting their steps in now.

      The moment we reach the sidewalk in front of Club Mera, I feel them.

      Their presence is palpable and solid. The vampires didn’t come alone this time. Or rather, they didn’t send Aetna to bully Colt by herself. There are more of them.

      I don’t realize I froze on the sidewalk until Colt pinches my elbow.

      “Stay out of sight,” he warns.

      Our gazes fasten. “I’m not going to cower just because they brought friends this time.”

      Friends, or backup. I’ll see in a second.

      “I’m not asking you to cower.”

      He turns and strides through the side door without waiting for an answer. I scoff. Typical Colt, and too bad for him, because he doesn’t know how much I’ve been reading, or that I’ve gotten a better handle on my powers.

      He doesn’t know because he doesn’t want to know. That’s an entirely different story.

      I hustle forward, catching the end of the door as it swings shut, and every step I plow forward is an announcement. I’m here whether they want me to be or not.

      My teeth grind to nubs. The vamps chose a helluva time for their rendezvous.

      In less than an hour, tonight’s crowd will surge through the doors with a crazy pulse and crush. It will be like having the buffet come to them instead of the other way around.

      Are they trying to give themselves to the bloodlust of being surrounded by so many meals?

      My mind scurries faster than my feet and I pull up short before crashing into Colt’s metal-stiff back as he rounds off against ten immortals. Oh, shit.

      They really pulled out the big guns.

      The five in front stand as straight as Colt, their eyes coal black, their skin all a matching alabaster except for one devastatingly handsome male. His ebony skin matches his eyes and he flashes the longest set of fangs I’ve ever seen at Colt.

      Air hisses through those sharp points.

      “You are insufficient in your welcome, Your Majesty,” the man rumbles in a booming baritone.

      “Then you should have taken my answer when I told you that you weren’t welcome, Braham,” Colt answers.

      A flicker of disdain mingles with terror, slithering through Colt’s shields. He’d been scared the first time the royals made a surprise appearance; this is more than fear. This is something deeper, a primeval instinct our years of evolution can’t erase.

      However old Braham looks on the outside—he might be around forty to the casual observer—he’s much more than he appears to be.

      Aetna stands at Braham’s side with her bloodless lips twisted up in a sneer. Her expression is clear. She’d silently promised to return with friends, and she’d delivered in spades.

      Vampires hold grudges. It makes sense.

      “We are welcome wherever we please. Your domain is only a handful under our power and until you accept your rightful place, the title is but a courtesy you don’t deserve,” Braham answers. The lapels of his modern suit jacket lay perfectly over his bulging pectoral muscles. “We need to speak privately, Enigati.”

      “Then say your peace,” Colt snaps.

      We’re flies and the vampires are the swatter ready to slap us to mush.

      “There must be someplace more comfortable and welcoming for us.” Braham is disgusted by the dancefloor and the spotless bar tables. “You will take us there. Now.”

      A bellow of power follows Braham’s command and his black eyes turn flinty. It’s a flash of the monster lurking inside his skin, and the fate that waits for any of us who take the final step into full vampirism. At least, what happens to us after however many years he’s been alive.

      I shiver and press closer to Colt. He doesn’t budge. “Is our VIP section not good enough for you? Or perhaps you’d like us all to cram into the office, bodyguards and all?”

      The royals ignore me. No, it goes beyond that. They skip over my existence as I expect them to.

      Colt refuses to react. “There is a private meeting room down the hall from my office,” he says instead. “Join me there.”

      There’s a what?

      My jaw drops. I’m too late to keep it in place.

      Colt sweeps out his arm and neither of the major players move. The first to break, in fact, is a silvery haired blonde I’ve never seen before. She shifts gracefully around Aetna, around Braham, stopping halfway across the dance floor with her shoulders thrown back.

      The guards are for her.

      The world narrows in a way I’m used to, only I’m not a part of it this time. The space turns into a vacuum, stealing every last molecule of air from my body, because in this world there is Colt and the newcomer.

      Highborn.

      The word whispers through my head but the voice doesn’t sound like me. Or him.

      Whatever she is, she’s gorgeous. The long sweep of moonlight hair cascades down to her breasts in soft waves like someone waved a wand and wished for the best hair day ever. It beats the most expensive blowout on earth. Her skin glows with a luminosity the others lack.

      “Colt Enigati,” she greets.

      Shit, even her voice is perfect.

      Pureborn.

      She’s uppercrust level for sure, everything I’m not.

      Colt steps forward and offers an elbow. “Ah, Princess Irina,” he greets in return. “I should have known you’d make an appearance.”

      “Aren’t you pleased to see me again?” she coos.

      “Pleased isn’t the word I’d use.” Colt waits for her to place her hand on his arm.

      The two of them lead the parade of ancients. They march past me without so much as a sideways glance.

      The vampires disappear through the hallway toward the private meeting room I’d never heard of or seen Colt use before.

      I’m empty, meaningless, easily dismissed, even by the boy who’d turned me.

      It shouldn’t hurt as much as it does. But the dismissal shreds through me and turns my heart into dust. It’s stupid to leave—or maybe it’s the smartest thing I’ve done—I take off down the street. My arms pump against the spring breeze for extra speed and even the limbs on the trees lining the road bend when I pass.

      What is this? Jealousy?

      I can’t be jealous of a girl who popped into my life. I don’t know her, I don’t know what she is to Colt or the others⁠—

      I know she’s someone special. And I know she’s beautiful and he looks at her the way he doesn’t look at me.

      The barely there kiss in the gym is forgotten. I’ve banished it to the realm of fantasy in my mind until it’s even less real than my nightmares of Colt dying.

      I stop on the front stoop of Dad’s and slam my hand against the side of the house to stop my momentum. I’m shaking, trembling from the top of my head to the tips of my tingling toes, but I’m not breathing heavily.

      Oh god, I’m gonna barf.

      Nine o’clock at night and the lights are on in the living room. I lean back, catching a glimpse of two shadows moving together inside. My brows draw together and I open the door without knocking.

      “Hello!” My greeting echoes back to me and a bout of laughter ebbs away.

      “Lace? You back already?” Dad’s head pops out from the living room. “Didn’t I just see you?”

      He’s healthier than I’ve seen him in years. The shadows are almost erased from beneath his eyes and instead of the ruddy flush I associate with his alcoholism, his cheeks are naturally pinked.

      I push trembling fingers through my hair. “Yeah, I thought I’d check in.”

      “Is that my niece?” A second head joins Dad and if I didn’t know he was older by five years, I’d have thought he and Aunt Lydia were twins.

      The sight of her sends me toppling right off balance with no hope for a return anytime soon. “Aunt Lydia? What are you doing?”

      She rushes out and wraps slender arms around my shoulders to drag me against her chest. Her old plaid shirt brushes softly against my nostrils and fills them with the scents of peppermint and hay.

      I return the hug automatically, my heart beating too quickly. Lydia hasn’t been to visit us for the last ten years. Not that I can remember.

      She’s never approved of Dad’s drinking and after a spectacular fight where the two of them screamed out a death match and someone threw a chair through a window, she took off, threatening to break his arm if she came back and found him drunk.

      Dad told her to never come back.

      She’d obliged.

      I assumed that was the real reason why he was hard and judgmental with her. It’s not her lifestyle he disagrees with, it’s his own guilt.

      I stare over her shoulder at Dad and the way his smile beams from ear to ear. Even his hair is freshly cleaned, tossed across his face. This isn’t the depression I knew, the same one that’s been stitched into his face before.

      This is open and happy.

      “Wow, you’ve gotten so big.” Aunt Lydia leans back and pushes more hair out of my face to give herself a better look at me. “I’ve missed a lot.”

      “What are you doing?” I repeat.

      Aunt Lydia is glowing as well. “Your father called me. I guess it was past time for us to put our differences aside.”

      It’s been a good reunion apparently.

      “Oh, and I brought one of my cleaners with me. She’s a wiz with cooking, too, the guests all love her crepes with strawberries and fresh cream. Callie, come on out here and meet my niece!”

      Lydia keeps one arm looped through mine as the other gestures wildly.

      Slowly, a slip of a girl rounds the corner from the living room with a glass of water still clenched between her hands.

      “Hi, Callie, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Lacey.”

      I hold out a hand for her to shake, and hers are soft and light. I practically crush her bones and I have to force myself to loosen my grip before I actually do.

      Her eyes widen. “It’s nice to meet you too. Your aunt is really sweet for taking me in,” Callie says.

      “Well, it’s a no brainer. I get a competent person to help me run the B&B and you get to learn from the best.” Aunt Lydia doesn’t care about being boastful.

      Lydia’s always been confident about her skills, whether it’s for the business or not.

      Dad stares between us, a half circle of women around him, and beams. “Let’s sit and catch up. You actually have great timing, Lacey. I’d hoped you would stop in but I know you’re busy on Saturday nights and I didn’t want to bother you.”

      “I had some time,” I mutter.

      My attention is on Callie because there is something off about her.

      It’s nothing obvious. She’s adorable, for a human, but almost too delicate. It’s my sixth sense, not controllable, and not always right.

      I’m probably still thinking about Irina like a delayed reaction.

      “I have a pitcher of iced tea. I know it’s a little late for the caffeine and the sugar rush but…” Dad trails off.

      “I think it’s really wonderful that you’ve made the decision to get sober, Morgan,” Lydia continues. She drags me into the living room and forces me down on the loveseat beside her. “It takes a lot of strength.”

      A.K.A. it’s about time, too.

      Dad shrugs. “The funny thing is, Lydia, it wasn’t strength. I just woke up one morning and the urge to drink was gone. I haven’t touched the stuff since. Even the stench makes me kinda sick. I broke a bottle here and I smell it sometimes.”

      I keep my gaze on Callie.

      She settles in one of the chairs like a nervous bird. Her hair is the color of wheat and done in two braids hanging on either side of her head. My nerves tingle and a fresh wave of awareness settles in my chest. There’s nothing distinctive about the warning, though, nothing to give me an indication of exactly what I find unsettling about her.

      This is the strangest reunion of my life, more so because I was the center of attention in a good way.

      Tonight, Dad’s telling Lydia all about the manager position I’ve got working for my childhood friend. Even Colt has become a good guy versus a bad influence.

      I’m not used to Dad being proud of me. I’m used to him always pushing for more, always struggling to corner me and tell me about my shortcomings. He’s never said he’s proud of me, not once in my life.

      It’s too much change for me to handle. Aunt Lydia’s return, Dad’s sobriety, Callie’s inclusion…and those are things at home.

      Try to add in the changes at work and it leaves me with a splitting headache and a god awful taste in my mouth.

      I stand abruptly and almost knock the coffee table and the pitcher of tea over.

      “I’ve gotta go,” I blurt out.

      “Honey, you just got here.” Dad’s on his feet as well. “Are you sure you can’t stay a little longer?”

      I shake my head. “Things at the club, busy night⁠—”

      But I don’t offer an invitation. The last thing I need is my human family coming to visit me while the dance floor is packed with royal vampires.

      I make false promises to visit more often, and a second one to head out to the B&B to see what Lydia and Callie have been doing.

      No one calls me on the excuses and I almost wish they would. I wish someone would start an argument because that, at least, is familiar. I went from being ignored to being the center of attention and I wonder why there’s never any middle ground.

      Maybe I can’t find it because I’m too stressed and anxious and overwhelmed.

      My smile hurts and frays at the edges when I head outside again. The night has darkened, the wind picked up, and I hunch my shoulders against it, letting the gusts push me back to the club.

      The line outside the door has grown a bit in the last hour but there is still time before the band starts.

      I nod my greeting to the bouncers, using the front door this time. A sharp tug on the bond, from my end, yields no results. Whatever Colt is doing, he’s effectively blocked me out.

      “Colt?” I call out.

      “He’s upstairs!” Mariah’s voice calls back. “He said he doesn’t want to be disturbed by anyone.”

      Fuck that. I’m done with being the odd one out. I take the stairs three at a time and refuse to knock, almost like it’s a point of principle.

      The knob turns easily in my hand. I rush inside the office like I’m waiting for a viper to strike.

      Colt’s there, true to word. He’s also got company. Irina, the perfect princess, perches on the edge of the desk and the two of them jolt away from each other at my arrival. One of them looks guilty.

      The other only smiles.
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      Oh, god.

      Okay, breathing is outside my scope.

      I’m a stranger to Colt, a subject to Irina, and pain fractures my skull at them in an obviously interrupted connection. The pain splinters down to the pit inside me, and it’s mine alone.

      The distance widens, more massive than the years of silence when Colt took off. Or maybe it’s easier to deal with someone when you aren’t staring into their face. His eyes have gone dead, his finger tapping out an erratic rhythm on his knee—until I notice the motion. Then he halts it like he’s proving a point.

      “This is a cozy set up.” I hate the way my voice dips down into jealousy.

      “It’s been years since Colt and I had a chance to catch up.” Irina lets out a laugh like the tinkling of a bell.

      So of course I automatically hate her.

      I tug on the bond with both mental hands, shaking it to get Colt’s attention. LOOK AT ME. But he’s snagged on her—on the place where Irina’s hand rests on his bicep. I’m getting nothing out of Colt because he’s giving her everything.

      My dark thoughts swirl around in useless circles. This time, I can’t swallow the poison down.

      “It’s difficult to keep up with old friends when you’re in hiding,” Colt reminds Irina with only a slight, playful chastisement.

      She giggles again and flicks her hair over her shoulder. “There was no reason to hide! You and I both know there’s no such thing as escaping your destiny. We’ve talked about this. Remember?”

      Oh, they have, have they?

      Colt has a lot of nerve.

      My jealousy bubbles and congeals into something close to rage. Before, it seemed like our relationship was changing. We were getting closer. He got so mad about Nemesis paying attention to me.

      Is this the same?

      I’ve got no one to bounce ideas off, no one to talk to, as most of my friends don’t know what I am. Those that do are shared friends, like the witches. I don’t even have vampire pals.

      That’s part of the problem.

      “I’ll take off and catch up with the band, since it seems like I interrupted something,” I say easily. “Don’t forget we’ve got a busy night, Colt.”

      They take no notice of me. Their heads tip together and their voices go too low for even my supernatural hearing to catch.

      I pull a narrow push through it like things are normal out of my bum and make it through the night despite the ache, something no amount of food or blood or flirting fills.

      The night goes off without a hitch outside of a few dudes who had too much to drink. I slam their heads together and send them off dizzy and reeling, but they don’t make any more trouble for anyone.

      There are always a couple of assholes in any crowd.

      Colt remains conspicuously out of sight and although the sensation of the ancient vampires lingers, I don’t see them again.

      He must have decided on a conclusion, otherwise they’d still be here. Will he tell me later? Will he lie?

      At least the ancients aren’t bothering our clients. It has to count.

      I have to let it.

      I can’t bring myself to tug on the bond again. The wall I’d wanted between us when things felt too electric is now an insult. And if I were stronger, I’d tear it down, and then I’d barrage him with my questions.

      Who is Irina to him?

      How long has he known her?

      Why are they getting cozy right after he kissed me?

      My thumbs are back in my mouth and my cuticles are bloody fragments of skin at this point.

      His flirtation with Irina feels inconsiderate at the least and a devastating betrayal at most. I’m not going there.

      Sunday night, I creep down the hall restless. Sleep hadn’t come easily for me and I spent more time than not during the daylight hours staring at my ceiling. I’d watched dust motes dance.

      Now I knock on the office door before popping it with a preemptive, “Hey!”

      Colt isn’t there. Just like he wasn’t in his room.

      Where in the world…

      Sunday is lowkey but he’s a stickler for routine. If he’s not in his room, then he’s up here on his laptop.

      Stalking through the empty club feels pointless. Mariah and several of the other backup bartenders belt out a greeting and I half hear them.

      “Hey, Lacey, I wanted to double check with you,” Mariah says. She waves me over. “Tonight is the first shift we have Nemesis scheduled to do. Where do you want him?”

      Her eyes widen slightly at my groan. The last thing I want right now is to have Nemesis here. I’d totally forgotten that I’d put him on the schedule, hired a week ago out of spite.

      Or…and hear me out…this is a good thing. The tiny voice in my head strives to rationalize it and turn this negative into a positive. If Nemesis is here, then I’ll have my own distraction.

      “Wherever you feel it’s best to start him. He has experience bartending,” I reply. “Hey, do you know where Colt is?”

      “Actually, I haven’t seen him yet.” Mariah stares at me with her head tilted quizzically. “Aren’t you two attached at the hip?”

      “Not recently,” I mutter. Then I plaster a dazzling grin on my face. “Maybe he’s finally decided to pull the stick out of his butt and have a little fun rather than dig his routine rut deeper.”

      Mariah chuckles but we both know it’s a bad joke. “Sure.”

      She doesn’t believe me.

      I turn my back to her. Colt has been a constant buzz in my head since he turned me. If I can’t tune into his energy, outside of the strange connection between us, then I’m a terrible dhampir. I’ve got the skills. I’ve got the determination.

      I let those senses draw me back to the basement, and I stop in front of his room.

      He’s inside. And he didn’t answer the door.

      My gut goes sour. “Colt, I know you’re in there, and I’m coming in.”

      Heart hammering, I wrench the door open, breaking the lock.

      Colt glances up sharply with the loafer laces pinched between his fingers. “You know,” he says with forced ease, “usually a locked door indicates that the person inside doesn’t want to be bothered.”

      “You never lock the door with me.” I’m close to pointing a finger at him in warning and narrowly avoid the temptation.

      He straightens, heading to the mini fridge. From there, he grabs a bag of blood and pours it into a glass. Practice has him going slow and he doesn’t spill a drop.

      “There’s a first time for everything, Lace.”

      “You’re acting strange.”

      I have to get it out now, while it’s the two of us, without an audience.

      “Am I?” He takes a sip, his attention darting to my well-worn Converse.

      I can’t bring myself to throw them out.

      Then I see him and it’s like I’m looking at a stranger. For the first time, Colt’s not wearing black on black. He’s dressed in a navy button up, the color bringing out his eyes.

      “What is this?” My mouth straightens. “Are you serving jury duty?”

      “I have an important meeting tonight,” Colt clarifies.

      He steps toward me with the glass of blood in his hand and my mouth waters. The long lines of the black pants emphasize the muscles in his legs and with his hair slicked back, his pale skin, he looks every inch the vampire prince he’s supposed to be.

      And princes marry princesses.

      It’s the law of the universe.

      If I puke on his rug, will he be mad at me?

      “What kind of meeting, Colt?” Getting an answer from him is worse than pulling teeth.

      “The kind I don’t feel comfortable talking to you about. So drop it.”

      Finally, something normal.

      My body goes hot, then cold, a sure sign of nausea. “We’ve always been able to talk to each other about everything.”

      He shakes his head and drains his blood. “Not this time.”

      “Does it have anything to do with the reason why you look like a vampire tonight?” I hate drawing the parallel, take no joy in it. “You look like one of them.”

      And if I’d made the comment a month ago, he’d have bitten my head off. His self-loathing for anything vampire practically dripped from his pores.

      He taps his fingers against the glass. “I’m turning you back, Lace. It’s the best option for everyone. A dhampir without her full power is only going to be cannon fodder if things get bad,” he continues, like I’m not breaking into pieces.

      “Oh, you discussed it with Irina?” Rage blinds me. “And if I don’t want to be turned back?”

      Colt sets his empty glass delicately on the dresser, not answering me. “I have a date. I’ll give you the details tomorrow. It would be best if you⁠—”

      Whatever he’s about to say is lost. He shakes his head again. Shock ties my tongue into knots. I stare at him, at the easy way he draws a black coat over the blue button up. A date…no wonder he’s dressed up tonight. It explains the tardiness.

      “You can handle things while I’m gone,” Colt says before striding past me, moving my shocked body aside and leaving behind a chill scented with cologne.

      He just leaves.

      Suddenly it doesn’t matter how willing we both are to sacrifice for the safety of the other.

      None of it matters.

      My control is gone, ripped right out of my fingers, and I’m floundering. I rush out after him, the door slamming behind me but Colt is already gone. For his date.

      Handle things? I barely handle myself.

      I gloss over the high points of Nemesis’s training, leaving the bulk of the work to my bartenders. And the moment the coast is clear, I book it to the basement for inventory, because it’s not really hiding if you’re working.

      The inventory isn’t going to take itself.

      Busywork barely cuts it, though.

      I lose track of time before footsteps sound from overhead, my hearing picking up every individual stride of the several sets. Then the feeling arrives, the cold blankness of so many ancient vampires in one place. The royals are back.

      So is Colt.

      “We’re closing up early tonight, Mariah. Clear the floor. Have the bouncers get everyone out of here and promise vouchers for twenty percent off drinks on their next visit.”

      I jolt. Why is Colt closing the club early?

      I clutch the tablet to my chest and hold my breath, listening for what comes next.

      “Colt, are you sure? I mean, it’s not really busy tonight but it seems like that isn’t a good idea.” Mariah sounds as confused as I am.

      “Yes, I’m sure. Get everyone out. The staff can go, too. I’ll handle the closing duties tomorrow,” Colt says. “We have very important guests this evening.”

      “If you’re sure…” Mariah trails off.

      Instead of going with the rest of the staff, I decide to stay.

      Does this mean the date went well, or straight to hell where I wanted it to go? What kind of guests is he bringing back here?

      The presence of so many vampires means he’s not in search of a little one-on-one with Irina. It’s a small blessing.

      I can’t move.

      The minutes tick by and I’m rooted to the spot while the club empties. The last human heartbeat disappears within twenty and the only creatures left are the immortals and their disdain for anything that’s not them.

      Surely one of them notices my energy signature lurking in the basement. When no one calls me out, and no one heads down the steps to retrieve me, the answer is clear.

      I’m one of the rats in the wall.

      “Well?” Colt’s voice surprises me with its harshness and thrusts me out of my head. “You wanted to have a discussion alone. I’d say it’s good to see you, Mother, but Dad taught me not to lie.”

      Wait a⁠—

      A bolt of lightning rips through me and burns my insides. Is Colt’s mother here?

      “You haven’t changed.” The feminine voice is ice on a winter night, below freezing. “You still resemble your father more than me. It’s a pity. Although the eyes, those are mine, a sign of our bloodline’s strength.”

      I flounder for purchase, my arm cutting through the basement’s darkness and my fingers latching onto the nearest metal shelf for support.

      “I expect I’ve changed a little. You haven’t seen me since I was two.” Colt holds his own but it’s only a matter of time before the weight of his mother’s presence crushes him, the way it’s threatening to crush me.

      I can’t breathe.

      “You’ve finally accepted your place as a gracious host.” Braham’s voice is deep enough to rattle the rafters. “It’s about time you acknowledge your queen. She rarely leaves her stronghold.”

      A queen. Royalty.

      For the first time, it hits me hard that Colt is related to someone of royal blood; it’s in his veins like the others claim. Because to me he’s always just been Colt, even after he changed me.

      I force myself to the stairs and climb one riser at a time, my knees unsteady. I hop the last three and land in the hallway. They want to have a meeting without me? I’ll show them I’m not going to be brushed aside.

      An aching curiosity to see the queen overtakes everything.

      “You’ve lured me out, my son, to discuss two important matters,” the queen says. “We must find a way to stop the madness with the werewolves. And we⁠—”

      I jog into the club and pull up short.

      Colt whips his head around and his eyes narrow when he sees me. “Ah, dammit.”

      The queen stands alone, the rest of her retinue bowed on the floor in front of her like supplicant statues. With infinitesimal slowness, she turns to me, her gaze scraping over my features.

      She looks like Colt no matter what she says to the contrary. They have the same strong chin and light hair, the same depth to their penetrating gaze.

      Her upper lip curls slightly and I’ve got a feeling she sees me to my core. Everything that makes up Lacey Banner is laid bare for her.

      Someone scoffs low in their throat and from the corner of my vision, Braham drops his chin to his chest, disguising his expression.

      “You said two things.” Colt lassos the attention back to him. “What is the second, Your Majesty?”

      I’m permanently altered by her presence by the time the queen addresses her son.

      She’s etched herself into my skull in an afterimage—her gracefully tailored pantsuit of deepest red and the intricate curl of her updo.

      “I would also like to discuss a way forward with new leadership.” She doesn’t miss a beat.

      In the seconds after the word leadership lands, Irina steps up beside Colt, clearly linking the two of them together.

      There’s no greater statement than one made in silence and it knocks me backward.

      My spine presses to the wall.

      A flicker of concern buzzes down the bond. Colt wants me out of there. Which only makes me more determined to stay and hear what the queen proposes. I’m crushed beneath her presence and power, nothing but a gnat, and I don’t care.

      One vampire stands. “I say we keep our hands off and take care of matters privately. Our dungeons will be too full otherwise.”

      A murmur of agreement ripples out from his statement.

      “Might I make a suggestion?” Braham interjects. “Bring movement to the table, if you will?”

      He waits for permission to continue and the queen grants it with a grateful sweep of one pale arm.

      “I say we act quietly, swiftly, and without mercy.” Braham smiles and the gesture fills me with dread. “We wipe out the werewolves. Be done with their issues and focus our efforts on rebuilding our ranks under our prince.”

      And rather than someone putting an immediate stop to it, the murmur of chatter grows louder. Even the queen appears pleased.

      “All those in favor of the motion?” she asks smoothly.
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      Horrified, I slip out of the club on shaky legs. I don’t wanna wait around to see the others agree with Braham’s plan.

      They want to annihilate the werewolves.

      What the hell kind of plan is that? Seriously? The kind that has minimal effort and maximum impact. Even thinking about it makes me sick and I double over on the sidewalk, retching.

      My insides are desperate to stage a coup.

      I haven’t eaten since yesterday so nothing comes up despite my body’s valiant efforts.

      If someone asked me last week about Colt’s intentions, I’d have defended him to the death. I thought he’d had a plan to stand against his mother’s wishes until the bitter end. He was always looking out for the underdog.

      Now? I’m not sure anymore.

      I’m not sure of anything, and it’s the uncertainty that really does me in. I’ve always had a sense of where to go and what to do. My way might not be right but I’d fight for it.

      The feeling of doom trails me.

      With one hand pressed to my riotous abdomen, I stumble as far from Club Mera as I can go, away from those terrible and craven vampires with their hard hearts.

      Why had the arrival of one princess changed so much between me and Colt?

      He can’t change so much that he’ll agree with a full scale genocide. Are werewolves that bad?

      “It’s gotta be blackmail,” I say out loud. “They have something on him, something to rope him into being forced to take the throne. They know he’s no real help with the moon madness.”

      I stumble to a stop and bend at the waist to catch my breath.

      When I straighten, I’m not surprised to see a stretch of land spreading out in front of me with the perfect smooth boulder perched at the edge of the crest. The trees are pushed to the edge of the field and here, the creak widens out into a river rushing off into the depths of the forest.

      A few lines of the same river form the creek behind my house.

      The life in the town melts away under the quiet of the breeze through the tree limbs.

      If I could cry anymore, I would.

      I used to come out here when I needed extra space to get away from Dad and his lectures, and the treehouse didn’t feel safe. While we weren’t speaking, I didn’t want to be reminded of the distance.

      So I’d head out there and sit on the rock with my knees up to my chest, watching the sunset. Dawn presses closer and I’ll be here to see the sunrise.

      A male voice comes out of nowhere with, “Lacey Banner? Is that you?”

      I whip around, teeth bared, my predatory instincts rising to the surface in seconds. They’re worse, because I’d let myself be surprised.

      I’d let someone sneak up on me.

      “Whoa, sorry! I didn’t mean to scare you,” the same man adds.

      The surprise slows to a dull roar, my fangs receding when Grayson Larimore steps around the stone, keeping one hand on the surface to steady himself from his limp.

      My fangs recede, hopefully fast enough for Grayson to miss them. “What are you doing here?”

      He’d been one of the popular kids in high school. His broad shoulders made him perfect to play football and the last thing I’d heard, he’d gone on to one of the bigger schools in the area on a football scholarship.

      He paints an odd picture out here in the dove gray morning with mist tailing up from the river’s surface.

      Grayson’s grin spreads and he hops onto the rock with minimal difficulty, making himself comfortable. “I could ask you the same thing. Don’t tell me you’re an early riser, too?”

      His smooth tenor is a marked difference from Colt’s grinding baritone and I find myself grinning back. There’s no way I would have dared talk to Grayson in high school.

      A few years and a bite from a dhampir changes things.

      “Does it count as rising early if you haven’t gone to bed yet?” I reply. “I’ve, ah, had a strange night.”

      Grayson’s eyes round in surprise. “Good point. If you want to be alone, I’ll leave.”

      I join him on the rock with enough distance for it not to feel awkward. “No, it’s fine. Stay.”

      “I thought I was the only one who knew about this place,” he says easily. “I didn’t realize it had gotten popular.”

      “It’s just us, not something I’d call popular.”

      The sun will touch the horizon shortly. I don’t have much time before I’ve got to get back indoors but, without being fully changed, I have more leeway with sunlight than a lot of the others. Unfortunately, the tug of curiosity is potent.

      What’s Grayson doing here? He’s got the castaway look of a man doing the same kind of running I am.

      “Another good point. I didn’t realize you had so many zingers.” Grayson laughs, leaning back on his elbows.

      He stretches his legs out in front of him and his right one hitches just a little. He does a good job of disguising the grunt of discomfort.

      The movement snags my attention and my senses expand on their own. There’s more to Grayson than meets the eye. His scent is different, too—not that I remember what he smelled like in school.

      It’s different from other human males. He smells like forests and moonlight and moss.

      “You okay?” I keep my tone light.

      Grayson shakes his head. “It’s the reason I’m home. Got knocked around a lot on the field. It kinda ruined my chances to play pro, but the physical therapy is working.”

      Is he sure about that? The explanation strikes me as thin but I’m not gonna press.

      “I’m sorry.”

      What else can I say? We haven’t chatted like this before. We each had our parts to play in school and rarely did our paths cross.

      “It’s fine. It’s not like I don’t have a business degree to fall back on.” His smile is frayed at the edges. “What about you?”

      “I, ah, manage a club in town. I’m sure you’ve heard of Mera?”

      “Wow. That’s an accomplishment.”

      I scoff. “It’s not like I own the place. I work there.”

      “It’s still not easy.” Grayson is too damn amiable. “I worked a part-time gig at a local diner while I did classes. Dealing with the public isn’t for the faint of heart.”

      He’s near enough for me to feel the body heat rolling off him. I’m surrounded by humans and other supes on a daily basis and I guess I’m used to Colt’s coolness. His body temperatures don’t run as hot as normal people.

      Mine doesn’t, either.

      I lean a little closer to Grayson. “I try my best. Sometimes I have to beat some heads together,” I joke.

      The first golden rays of sun gild the trees in gold.

      “I find it hard to believe,” Grayson says. “You’re slight. You always stayed under the radar in school.”

      My senses are tingling for some reason. Grayson is different.

      I tell myself it’s just because people change.

      I did.

      “Just because I didn’t stir the waters doesn’t mean I’m incapable.”

      He turns to stare at me sideways. “I guess people surprise you.”

      It’s nice talking to someone like this. It’s ordinary and without strings or complications. I see how easy it would be to like Grayson, if I was open to it.

      Fate is strange. It might put people in your path but whether they’re meant to stay or not is a different beast.

      Grayson is a passing diversion who might be more if I give him an indication. I feel his interest and his curiosity about me. His thoughts aren’t clear in my head but his intentions are—he thinks I’m pretty and he wonders why he’s never noticed before.

      Vampires, even dhampirs, have a natural allure. It doesn’t mean Grayson’s interested in me as a person.

      The sun tilts higher on the horizon and I suck in a breath. The sky is an array of peach and red, and thin grayish-black clouds speckling it like a mad painter’s attempts at reality.

      “Another good one in the books,” Grayson mutters.

      The rays split through tree limbs, one of them landing on my ankle. Through my pants, my skin smokes, the pinpricks of pain impossible to ignore.

      I jump into the shadows with a yelp. What the actual eff?

      “Something wrong?” Grayson asks.

      Yeah, a whole lot. “I’m fine. I’ll, ah, leave you to it.”

      I force myself off the rock before Grayson notices the trails of gray smoke trailing up from my burns. The sun has never hurt me before.

      “Actually, I’m a little chilled. I think I might head home and make a pot of coffee.” He shifts up and pulls his legs underneath him. “You want to join me?”

      “Another time,” I say with a smile.

      “I’d hold you to it.”

      The moment is filled with promise. I’ve got a little bit of regret when I step away from Grayson and do some limping of my own.

      The vamps and their mutantly freaky queen are gone. It’s embarrassing to let my sigh of relief sound audibly. Colt is alone in the office when I stride through the door, back to normal.

      He snaps the lid of his laptop shut without looking up. I wait for him to tell me exactly what I missed, or to assure me I’d heard it wrong, but he says nothing. I might as well not be there.

      The tension threatens to snap. “Well?” I finally ask.

      “Well, what?” he snaps back.

      He seems to be going the act like a dick route.

      “Wow, really nice.” I clap slowly in a way designed to piss him off further. Because, well, screw him. “That’s seriously how you want to play this?”

      “I’m not playing anything.” Colt straightens and tries to walk around me.

      I block him from exiting. It’s my go-to move anymore. But the sun hurts me now, and I’m not playing. Damn the royals and their games. Give me good, old-fashioned bluntness any day.

      His expression shifts into a glower. “Lacey. Go to sleep. It’s daylight.”

      His dismissal slices deep and I turn to hide my wince. “Why was your mother really here? Does it have anything to do with Irina?”

      “Take tonight off,” Colt says instead as he strides past me. “You’re not needed.”

      Not. Needed?

      Surprise makes me easy to move again—one of my worst habits—and Colt pushes me to the side.

      The bond between us that felt so vibrant and alive only days ago is now diminished, a shriveled and dying thing. And I’m worried that if I try to tug on it, the strands will fall apart.

      The chasm between us goes so much deeper than vampire vs. human, finding a cure, fighting the moon madness. It goes beyond secrets from the past and dealing with family we’d rather forget.

      We always bonded over being raised by our fathers. This Colt is a stranger, and a part of me suspects he’s his mother’s creature. Whether that’s for show or not is an entirely different story.

      Not needed, huh?

      I drop into bed, the sun fully risen, and insomnia my new bestie.

      I’m too keyed up to rest. I don’t want to be alone here with Colt across the hall. Where does it leave me? If I head to Dad’s house, it will look suspicious. I’ve visited more in the last week than in the past year.

      Unfortunately, with the lack of options and the need for a roof over my head to keep me out of direct sunlight, I stay.

      All I’ve done is pingpong lately. I’ve bounced back and forth between places, landing nowhere, wanted nowhere.

      And with Colt, it feels like I’m the only one who wants our friendship to be a priority. Wiping out the werewolves isn’t a cure. The options aren’t exactly black-and-white but it feels as though the split path has two definite directions—we either go full vampire, our way and without the royals, or we go full human.

      We’ve straddled the line for too long.

      The moment the sun sets, my bag’s slung over my shoulder. Running away, the snide voice in my head reminds me, is not a solution. But do I run, or do nothing while I wait for Colt to mess things up by throwing in his lot with his mother?

      Or maybe it’s the princess who really bothers me.

      My insides churn as I go home, the skin between my shoulders prickling. My skin tightens, going hot and itchy.

      Will I sizzle now, like meat on a grill, if I get caught in the sun?

      Let’s not go there.

      I push into the house. “Dad? Hello?”

      “Lacey? I thought I locked the door.” His voice comes from the kitchen this time.

      “I have my key.” The lock isn’t strong enough to keep me out, even without the key I most definitely don’t have.

      “What are you doing?” he calls out. “You’re going to scare me if you keep popping in.”

      The scent of eggs frying too long in a pan doesn’t help the circling in my stomach or the heat on my skin.

      The first thing I do in the kitchen is check for bottles. Growing up, they lined the countertop like soldiers preparing for battle. It didn’t matter what day of the week it was, Dad never went anywhere without the support of a good buzz in his veins.

      There’s nothing on the countertop except the open carton of eggs with the shells scattered in the empty cradles.

      Dad scrapes the spatula across the pan and turns to stare at me over his shoulder.

      “How many times has it been this week?” he asks immediately. “I’m not used to seeing you this much.”

      “I used to do a lot of sneaking out, not sneaking in,” I agree.

      Because it seems like he’s actually ticked off to have me around.

      “I know it’s late.”

      “You’re lucky I’m retired now. Otherwise I’d have a serious problem with these nightly interruptions,” he replies.

      “A serious problem?” I repeat, grabbing the rungs of a chair and pulling it away from the table. “I thought you’d be happy to see me.”

      I send out a wave of power. He’s always in a bad mood when he’s sobering up. Just because there are no bottles now doesn’t mean he didn’t stash them after drinking solo all night. But there’s no hint of alcohol in his blood and I automatically reinforce the commend: don’t drink. You’ll be sick if you touch a drop of alcohol.

      His shoulders hunch imperceptibly and he grabs the pan and upends it on a plate. Scattered pieces of brown egg flick over the side and across the countertop.

      “I’d be happier to see you, Lace, if you called ahead. There’s no reason for you to keep showing up unannounced the way you are,” he says. “I haven’t made enough breakfast for dinner to share.”

      “I’m your daughter. This is my house. I don’t want your food.”

      It’s harder to keep the smile pinned on my face.

      “You couldn’t wait to get out. That’s what you told me before you moved out into that shitty basement under your precious Club Mera, wasn’t it? That you couldn’t wait to go and start your own life?” Dad scoffs, the lines around his mouth twisting. “I see how far you made it. And you can’t stop yourself from crawling back.”

      This is a marked change from the last time I’d come. Dad seemed absolutely over the moon to have Lydia and Cassie visit. Now, I face down a different person, one made of anger and frustration and searching for a target.

      I’ve given him the perfect one. Battling with my own frustration, my knee bobbing uncontrollably, I send out a new wave of will: be nicer to me.

      Treat me with respect.

      “Are you sure there’s not enough eggs for us to share? It’s been a long time since we had breakfast for dinner together,” I reply, ignoring every nasty thing he said.

      Rather than answer, Dad grabs the plate and slams it down in the sink. The plate cracks, the sound of shattering porcelain sending my heart into spasms.

      Dad grips the sink edge and his body shakes. “Get out, Lacey.”

      “What?”

      I reinforce the command with more power.

      “Get the hell out. You wanted to leave me so badly? You thought you knew better? Then go to your own place, because from where I’m standing, you act like you’re on a pedestal and I’m done trying to force my life to meet your standards.”

      “That’s not true.”

      But the barely concealed violence in the tension of his muscles has me pushing away from the table with a skid of chair legs.

      “Get out! Get the fuck out, and don’t come back.”

      It’s impossible to control him even though he’s not drinking. He’s meaner. That can’t be right.

      “Let me repeat this so I’m crystal clear.” He turns and his eyes are rimmed in red. “You don’t want to be in this house and I don’t want you.”

      My teeth bite down on my lower lip and draw blood. Finally, I bolt.

      Damn me, but I do head back to my basement room. I can’t look at myself in the mirror. I can’t stand to see the reflection of another person who doesn’t want me around. Because I can’t stand myself either.
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      I fall asleep on top of my comforter with my clothes and sneakers on.

      My fingers freeze around the strap of my bag and I’d have stayed that way, passed out with dried tears on my cheeks, if my cell wasn’t vibrating loudly from my pocket. The repeated buzzing drags me out of a dead sleep and I flounder for it, rolling off my right shoulder.

      My arm fell asleep and pins and needles pricked my palm.

      I grind my teeth and groan, somehow managing to get my phone out of my jeans pocket. The screen lights when I hold it to my face.

      
        
          
            
              
        Meeting at our house ASAP.

      

      

      

      

      

      Five exclamation points accompany RJ’s text and I sit bolt upright fast enough to send my head swirling. Shit. The headache lodges itself deep and feels like it isn’t going anywhere fast.

      Forcing past the swell of pain in my skull, I type out a response:

      
        
          
            
              
        OMW. Gotta eat first.

      

      

      

      

      

      I’ll be less than without some blood in my system. My stomach is empty and gnawing at me. Grit has permanently caked my eyes half shut and the sour taste in my mouth is going nowhere when I run my tongue over my teeth.

      A glance at the clock shows the blurry outline of 6:45 p.m.

      Why would the witches want a meeting? Exhaustion leaves me in a rush, replaced by surprise. Unless they somehow managed to get more information about the moon madness.

      Pushing off the bed, I cross to my own mini fridge, tearing into a bag of blood. It’s chilled and the taste kinda sucks but it does the trick and fills my veins with nutrients. Little by little, the ache between my temples eases.

      The bag nearly slips through my fingers. Wait a minute. Did they send the same text to Colt?

      Because the thought of seeing him right now sends shivers down my spine. Especially after his comment not to come to the club tonight. I’m not needed.

      No, that much is painfully clear.

      And it sucks because the Lacey of a few weeks ago would have gotten in his face and made a point of being underfoot, to force him to see exactly how determined I am to stay whether he needs me or not.

      What’s happened to us?

      I finish off the last of the blood. What happened, and is it a permanent change?

      I change out of my old clothes into a fresh pair of black leggings and a comfortable yellow long-sleeved T-shirt. After grabbing the black leather jacket, I head out, shoulders hunched, toward the Hollow.

      My senses stay on high alert.

      The days of calm walks alone at night are way in the past. The pieces in the air are ready to plummet down like tiny bombs. I’m not the strongest thing on these streets anymore.

      Things change in the blink of an eye. I know that, better than anyone else.

      The town is quiet at the beginning of the week, after a weekend of life. Luckily for me, because the one person I passed on the street who met my eye blanched and yeeped their way past me.

      Must be looking rough.

      It’s not such a bad thing. I’m feeling rough, too.

      The argument with Dad, Colt’s dismissal, they both hound me as I stop in front of the solid brick wall. Ah, shit, what was the password again? RJ told us the first time we’d been here and I⁠—

      “Abracadabra?” It’s a little on the nose.

      But when I press my palm to the lopsided brick a slightly darker color than its brethren, the door shows itself.

      It’s silly to hesitate before going inside. It’s silly to feel like I’m off balance just because I don’t have the answers. Yet. Maybe that’s what this meeting is really about. Answers.

      Finally I step over the threshold and the wall solidifies behind me.

      Aimee lets out a strangled sound of surprise and her hand presses to her racing heart. “Jeez, you scared me.”

      “I do that a lot,” I answer with a wide grin.

      Her eyes are wide when she scours them over me, her light hair smoothed back in a sleek braid. “No offense, Lacey, but you look like shit.”

      “Thanks,” I answer dryly. “Just an average night.”

      “You don’t have to play tough with us.” Aimee steps aside to give me room to enter. “We know all about those average nights. If something’s wrong, just say it.”

      I scrub my face with the back of a hand and wait for the punchline where they turn on me, too. Which is really stupid for me to say, but the way my luck has been going, who knows?

      The room is smaller than I remember and suddenly, unbearably hot. I shrug out of my jacket and push my sleeves up to my elbows. A slow sigh of release escapes through my clenched teeth.

      “I went home last night and my dad was pretty negative,” I admit. “It sort of put me in a bad state of mind.”

      Not to mention the surly blond dhampir and his new princess arm candy. But I’m not about to mention it to Aimee.

      She gestures for me to grab a seat in front of the still simmering cauldron and honestly, the thought of being close to those flames, even if they aren’t giving off the crazy heat they should be, churns my stomach.

      “Is that a new development?” she asks.

      “No, he—” I pull up short. “Kinda, I guess. I enforced a command to stop drinking and it seemed to have worked. Until…”

      I trail off and drop onto the same seat I’d commandeered last time. Aimee moves around me confidently.

      “It’s a byproduct, if I have to guess,” she replies gently in my silence. “You don’t know how to glamour properly.”

      I shrug. “I have no control of my powers yet.”

      If I can’t admit it to her, then I’ve got no one else to speak to, no one I’m comfortable being vulnerable around. And damn it, I need to open up to someone. I have to get this off my chest.

      A burst of incense winds straight up my nostrils and I glance up sharply as RJ waves it around in a circle.

      “Palo Santo,” she explains. “I’m doing an energy clearing.”

      “You’re making me nervous,” I admit.

      The air is supercharged.

      “Your issues with glamouring are caused by the fact that you’re not glamouring properly,” RJ explains in a rush, like she’s eager to get that out of the way as she does aerial acrobatics with the smudge stick. “I can probably find a few books on the subject for you to read. Proper glamours take practice. Otherwise, if you do it half assed, the subject will fight against the instructions. It causes rage.”

      “Rage is about right,” I say, thinking about the way Dad broke the plate in the sink. “He just⁠—”

      I pull up short, my sixth sense suddenly blaring out an alarm too loud for me to ignore. I stand up, lightheaded, every nerve I’ve got tingling with awareness before my attention zeros in on the slight shadow of a third person in the room.

      My fangs are out immediately and my head spins with a combination of concern, overthinking, and Palo Santo.

      “Who’s there?”

      Aimee touches her fingers to my arm gently. “Someone we want you to meet. We thought it was important.”

      RJ isn’t undone by my display of predatory instincts. She blows a wet raspberry and says, “Put the fangs away, Lacey. This is Mandi. She’s our friend.”

      Mandi flashes a look at me, pales, and skitters over to where Aimee holds out an arm to greet her.

      “She’s also a werewolf,” RJ finishes, like the last part of the sentence isn’t what she should have led with.

      I relax slightly but only because Mandi reeks of fear rather than any kind of negative emotion like, say, moon madness. I’m not sure what the symptoms look like on a were but Mandi isn’t giving me anything except a dull throb in my chest.

      My fangs slide back into normal teeth. “You okay, dude?” I ask.

      She shakes her head and her lips press into a line so thin they almost disappear.

      “Mandi is a little shy. And you already know Grayson,” Aimee adds. “We didn’t want you to freak out, Lacey⁠—”.

      She’s interrupted by another door opening from somewhere in the Hollow. A familiar, tall, dark-haired boy steps over the threshold with a rueful grin.

      “Hey, Lacey.”

      Grayson sounds ashamed. And damn, he should.

      My brows draw together. “Grayson? What are you doing here?” And then to the witches I add, “You didn’t say anything about visitors.”

      My voice is weak.

      I’ve always hated being surprised, and this is the worst kind because I’m already off kilter and it feels like I’m being ganged up on.

      RJ finishes her rhythmic gymnastics with the smudge stick before she tosses it in the cauldron and a belch of violet colored smoke twines up from the brew. “Yeah, sorry about that. It’s my fault. Mandi just got in and was a little worried about all the moon madness going around. She’s a werewolf.”

      “Sort of,” Aimee corrects. She folds her legs underneath her on her cushion. “She can’t shift. She’s either a late bloomer or, worst of all, moonlocked. She won’t be able to shift, ever, if that’s the case.”

      She runs soothing circles on Mandi’s shoulders.

      “It’s not really something I like to tell people, and definitely not strangers.” She stares through me until my knees unlock and I fall down to the seat again.

      Grayson watches us like he’s aware I’m confused and wanting answers from him. Whether I’ll get them or not…well, I’m not holding my breath.

      Is Mandi shaking cold-kitten style and hiding her face behind a swell of hair because of me? It makes a girl wonder because she’s also not making eye contact. Even a moonlocked werewolf shouldn’t act this way unless there’s more to the story.

      Ugh, the headache is back.

      Two bags of blood would have been a good idea.

      I glance back to Grayson and he’s staring at me appraisingly, waiting for me to put the pieces together. Our eyes meet and gone is the boy I’d watched the sunrise with.

      It felt like ages instead of hours ago.

      “The madness is here in our area, for now,” RJ says as she takes the thread of conversation. “But it’s not going to stay that way for long. Not when the curse is traveling quickly between the packs. And if it continues to spread, there’s no way it will remain exclusive to the wolves. It will work through all of us.”

      Grayson doesn’t blink. He only stares at me, sussing out my secrets and pain with nothing but a soft inhalation flaring his nostrils.

      RJ’s lips twist in a half smile. “Grayson was bitten, in case you were wondering, Lacey.”

      “Grayson can speak for himself,” he adds.

      “He’s going through the changes slowly and painfully.” RJ didn’t seem to care about his interjection. “He hasn’t gone full furry yet.”

      My attention drops to his knee and the injury I thought he’d said was from football. It’s a story I’d believe, too. If he hadn’t suspected me to be a vampire then I had no reason to think he was any kind of supernatural creature. Especially not when he smelled human.

      He still does.

      Finally the tension between us snaps and Grayson folds himself at my side close enough for our shoulders to brush together.

      He half shrugs. “I’m sorry for keeping it from you. You surprised me, and although I knew there was something different about you, I didn’t know if you were trustworthy or not.”

      “Trust me, I get it.”

      Grayson shifts his head to the side, a slanted glance, and smiles. “I’m still the same person I’ve always been, Lacey.”

      “I didn’t really know you before. I definitely don’t know you now.” What I don’t know can fill an ocean.

      “I guess we all come with our surprises, huh? A vampire.” He whispers the last word from the corner of his mouth.

      “Dhampir,” I correct. “A bitten one. I’m not a full-blown vampire yet.”

      I’m not sure I’ll ever be but right now my powers are a safety blanket I’m drawing around my shoulders.

      I don’t know enough about the hierarchies of wolves or how it all works. With two of them in the room, I know I can’t say anything. I don’t want to start a war by fucking up my words.

      “I can handle the changes when they come,” Grayson says, clearing his throat. “But I’m not prepared to lose myself to the moon madness, and Mandi says she knows a few of the infected. Which means it’s closing in on us. I don’t want to die. I’m new enough to the world to not understand what it really means.”

      “Grayson and Mandi aren’t the only ones in the direct line of impact.” The steel in Aimee’s soft voice pulls me out of my head.

      “I don’t need you to bring in examples,” I reply dryly. “I already understand the costs. We’re all working toward the same thing.”

      “We’re not pulling in examples. We’re pooling resources.” RJ wiggles her fingers. “The best thing we can do is work together.”

      The room is too full of people and smoke for me to think clearly. The overwhelming presence of the witches is one thing but when I add in the wolves, I feel like I’ve been tossed into the deep end of a pool without knowing how to swim.

      A little warning about their arrival would have been nice.

      Unless the witches expect me to lose my cool when it comes to wolves. They don’t know me very well, then. I’m too new to this world to carry any old prejudices about wolves or other supernatural creatures.

      “We all want the same thing,” RJ agrees. “And if we work together, we’ve got a better chance of accomplishing it than our parties all going our separate ways. We combine resources. Research. Mandi and Grayson are in a prime position to get us the samples we need from one of the moon-mad wolves.”

      Grayson scoffs. “Good luck getting close to them.”

      “They’re unstable at best and uncontrollable.” Mandi shudders, her voice soft and soothing. “The madness takes them without warning and they disappear off pack land. The Alphas have warned us not to get near them.”

      I bob my head. “Smart.”

      Grayson sits no closer than he did this morning but my awareness of him has changed. He’s not just the popular kid from school anymore. He’s been bitten. He’s changing and suffering and a real flesh-and-blood target for the madness.

      Whatever sickness this is, maybe I had needed a reminder of how little time we had left. Or how little we knew about the cause.

      “Things are ramping up on my side, too.” It’s a nice way of saying that his mother is in town, because I’m not sure if the witches already know about the vampire queen’s arrival or not. “I’m not sure if word has reached you yet, but the Enigati Queen is in town, along with some pampered princess.”

      The sisters share a look, as they so often do, like two sides of the same coin. They both share a secret and silent language.

      “Wow, they’re really coming in hard, aren’t they?” RJ asks.

      She’s gone as shaky as Mandi.

      I lift my hand to my head and press the butt of my palm to my temple. “They want Colt to take his place and I’m afraid they’ve put the pressure on him. He’s caving. They must have something on him because he’s changed.”

      RJ works her shoulders, twists her head from side to side like she’s trying to work off a long-lived bout of frustration. “All sides are plotting,” she says. “Not just your vampires.”

      That piques my interest. “All sides?”

      “Witches, wolves, and vamps,” RJ clarifies. “There’s gossip everywhere and it’s hard to figure out what to trust and what’s nothing but a distraction. We know the madness is real and the wolves are freaking. We know it might be possible for us to find a cure.”

      “But only if you get your sample,” I repeat. “Got it.”

      I gnaw on the inside of my cheek. Do I tell them about the queen’s plan and what I’d overheard? If all sides are plotting, then the witches need to know they’re already involved. For their protection, I decide to tell them, my jaw dropping and the words on the tip of my tongue.

      The door opens behind us with a blast of cold air lifting the hair on the back of my neck. Awareness blossoms and I don’t need to turn around to know who just arrived.

      But I do.

      Colt’s smile is ruthless and his outline darkened by shadows. “What did I miss?”
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      What is Colt doing here? Did the witches invite him or did he somehow know we’d left him out and come on his own?

      “Nothing,” I blurt out.

      His slanted sideways acknowledgment at me only deepens my guilt. Me. He’d come because of me, because the connection is still open.

      I’m such a fool.

      Mandi growls, the sound there and gone in an instant as Grayson shushes her.

      At the same time, RJ says, “We’re talking about the moon madness.”

      I swallow my tongue, and in the silence, RJ takes the lead, acting as though we weren’t interrupted.

      Colt steps forward, the wall closing behind him, his hands in the pockets of his pants.

      He’s exchanged the suit and loafers for his usual pants and comfortable sneakers but there’s no erasing the image. They superimpose on top of one another. Which version is the real one?

      “Our friend Mandi is a werewolf with the Ironwood Pack,” RJ explains. She stares at Colt like she’s subconsciously willing him to sit but he doesn’t budge. She huffs in frustration. “They’ve lost several of their members to the moon madness.”

      “Ironwood has suffered the greatest losses so far,” Mandi adds.

      Then the chihuahua shaking is back and she falls quiet again. The hush is broken by another belch from the cauldron and this time the smoke is a darker navy, the brew still cooking.

      “And is the Ironwood Pack determined to take responsibility for the human deaths at the hands of their members?” Colt asks easily.

      Ah, a loaded question if I’ve ever heard one.

      He’s the first breath of winter on bare skin. He’s unyielding and distant and dismissive and my heart lurches at the sight of him.

      There is an undeniable pull between us that tugs me in his direction even when he’s not paying the least bit of attention. Any sort of interest I might have had in Grayson disappears instantly.

      “She’s not high enough in the pack to make those decisions. And don’t worry.” RJ, who looks ready for battle, misses a beat. She swallows hard. “Mandi is clean.”

      Mandi, in the presence of two dhampirs, shrinks in on herself more and more until she’s a shell of a human. In my opinion, Mandi herself isn’t going to do anything about the moon-mad wolf no matter what the rest of her pack decides. She’s too timid. Maybe it’s a product of her inability to shift or maybe it’s simply her.

      I don’t know her well enough to make the assessment.

      “How do you know she’s clean? How do you know she hasn’t been infected by the moon madness and it’s taking time for the symptoms to set in?” Colt makes a good point.

      “From what we’ve heard, once infected, the wolf changes within a few hours,” Aimee replies.

      “And are the wolves working to combat the infection? We’re training to deal with the attacks.” Colt hasn’t moved but he’s got one foot out the door and it’s obvious to everyone. “The witches and the wolves should be preparing themselves for the inevitable.”

      “And what would the inevitable be?”

      I tug at the bond to figure out what he’s thinking but he lets nothing beyond a sliver of dissatisfaction show. He doesn’t actually want to be here and considers it a burden to have to tell the sisters what they already know. Or should know.

      “We’re not the enemy,” Mandi insists, her voice reed thin.

      “You might not be the enemy now, but you will be. The madness is sweeping through faster than anyone can track. If one infected wolf showed himself, then the Ironwood Pack is already down. It’s only a matter of time before you realize it,” Colt insists with a sneer. “Don’t you get it? We’re fighting a losing battle. Maybe I’m the only one who is ready to call it but there is no sense in delaying the inevitable here.”

      My insides twist into complicated knots. Does he agree with Braham?

      Have the vampires decided to wipe out the wolves?

      Grayson struggles to his feet, the injury to his leg causing him to stumble slightly before he rights himself. “Okay, enough. We’re not going to fight with each other. Not here. We all want the same thing.”

      “You have no idea what I want,” Colt grunts out.

      “I know you want to protect the people you love. How are we any different?”

      Do Colt and Grayson remember each other? They stare each other down like two wrestlers in a ring preparing for the first step of the attack.

      “You know I’m right,” Grayson offers as a final warning.

      “I agree.” I let both words land hard. “We have bigger enemies to focus on.”

      Colt should know better. He has to get himself under control.

      Instead of playing fair, Colt’s sneer deepens. “He’s human.” He says it like an insult.

      “If you’re only here to insult us, then just go.” RJ waves her hand and a small blast of power sends the cauldron flames sideways.

      Colt removes his hand from his pocket to stare at the ring on his finger, one I haven’t seen before. It’s large and gold, the metal hammered in a way that makes it look old. A sigil ring?

      “I thought you all should know that preparations are in order for something big. Massive changes. Be prepared for a blowout no matter what side you’re on.”

      The sinking feeling inside of me is an anchor dragging me past the point of no return. Colt, his news delivered like the last gracious act of a much removed monarch, stalks off. The door dissolves into an opening for him before re-solidifying.

      I scramble to my feet fast enough to knock the chair aside. “I’m sorry. I want to help you with your research, so I’ll… I’ll be back.”

      I take off after Colt, following the nearly soundless tread of his footsteps on the sidewalk. The heaviness of the wards are triggered by my abrupt departure and tickle the top of my head. Finally I make it into the alley, pulling free of them.

      “Hey. Hey!” I call after Colt. He doesn’t slow but he does flinch at my tone. “What the hell is going on with you? Did you come here to start a fight?”

      He pauses. “Here I thought I came to do you all a favor. Especially since you decided to meet without me.”

      His chastisement falls on deaf ears. “You’re acting like a dickhead and you know it.”

      “You’re lecturing me because I called Grayson a human?”

      “Human?” I snort, insulted. “He’s been bitten.”

      Colt turns to me. “Yeah? That’s basically human. And?”

      “So, he’s half.” The chasm between us widens.

      It’s easy to blame the vampire’s arrival for pushing us to opposite sides of this issue. But I wonder if, even a few weeks ago, Colt and I might have still had different opinions. I wonder if this is specifically because of Grayson or some other issue that Colt isn’t willing to share with me.

      I’m floundering and desperate for answers but every step forward only brings more questions.

      It’s easier to breathe without the cloying palo santo smoke in the secret room, but not by much. Not with Colt close enough for me to reach out and touch.

      “You don’t hold humans in high regard,” I finally say. “So why do you want to change me back so badly?”

      “Not true.” He turns to fully face me. “I think humans have their purpose and their place. They’re removed from the situation.”

      “You sound like an asshole.” My stomach clenches. “You sound just like the rest of those horrible vampires you hated having in Mera. Now you’re with them.”

      “I’m not with them, Lacey. This is me. This is how it has to be.” There’s a thread of something else in his voice, a plea.

      Like he’s begging me to understand something he can’t say out loud.

      “Why?” I press.

      Neither one of us have moved but we’re farther away from each other than ever.

      “Is this Colt speaking or is this the prince? Because I’d much rather talk to one of them than the other.”

      “This is me.” He brushes his hands down his front to gesture to himself. “This is me finally telling you my mind and my opinions. This is me doing my duty.”

      “Your opinions suck,” I say hotly.

      He shifts forward slightly and bares his teeth. “You don’t want to know what I really think. You’ve always been happier going along with your blinders on. As long as Lacey Banner is happy, nothing else matters, right?”

      Ouch, he hit the center target.

      “You know what? Yeah, I do. If you have something to say to me, Colt, then come out and say it. Because I’m pretty sick of trying to read your mind when you refuse to let me in.”

      “I think you’ll never go through with the final part of becoming a vampire no matter how many times you insist it’s the right thing to do. These powers of yours that you have and you can’t control? They’ll kill you. All of it will. Until you turn back to what you are.”

      Human.

      “Inferior?” I ask instead.

      He shrugs. “You said it. Not me.”

      Colt has changed. I’m not sure if it’s recent or if it’s been going on right underneath my nose for longer than I can pinpoint, but he’s not the same person I’ve always known. And no matter what kind of bond keeps us tethered, even with his walls between us, I’m looking at a stranger. I didn’t realize it before.

      The silence ringing out around us brings a keen awareness that the others above heard every word of the fight.

      I purposely drop my tone and say, “I don’t think we’re friends anymore.”

      I can’t look away from the frigid glint of his eyes.

      “No,” he replies. “I don’t think we are at all.” Colt pauses and glances over my head toward the secret room. “A final word of warning, though? Keep away from the other wolves. Stick to your own lane and go back to just being human. It’s safer that way.”

      “It’s not your job to keep me safe.”

      “And it’s not your job to save me.”

      Before I have a chance to ask him what he really means, he disappears. I stand there with a ragged cavern in my ribs where a heart used to beat. Every inhalation scrapes the broken edges of bone against each other.

      Not literally, of course, but the pain is the same.

      He’s a dick. If that’s a hint of what he’s going to be like as a full vampire, then I don’t want to know him. And maybe he’s right. It’s best for us to stay away. He didn’t say those words specifically but between the lines, the message was clear.

      I force my deadened legs to carry me back to the Hollow. Fully human Lacey would cry about it, because somehow, anger always gave way to tears.

      I’m dried eyed and prickly when I sit beside Grayson again. “What did I miss?” I force out.

      None of the others want to look at me.

      Mandi has stopped shaking but she’s crowding even closer to Aimee for moral support.

      Grayson is the first to speak. “We were discussing how to get a blood sample,” he says awkwardly. “We don’t have the facilities to hold a wolf, let alone an infected one.”

      RJ gestures to the room. “I thought we might be able to rig something here.”

      The fight with Colt took something from me. I somehow manage to get my mind in some kind of position to at least acknowledge the conversation happening, even if I can’t follow it.

      Colt and I had been friends for what felt like our entire lives. We were always in this together no matter how we grated on each other’s nerves. Now he’s become something less than a stranger. With the two of us on opposing sides, he almost feels⁠—

      Like an enemy.

      “And those vampires with their plans can piss right off,” RJ is saying with a matter of fact certainty. “Their us versus them mentality is nothing but a problem.”

      “I agree.” Mandi’s voice is stronger without Colt around.

      We need to talk to each other. Too many issues are created not just with the division between our different supernatural factions but because of the amount of misinformation passed between us.

      Everyone keeps their cards close to their chests.

      Just like I have no idea what Colt has been doing and I’d still be in the dark if I hadn’t interrupted his meeting with his mother. Eavesdropping has its advantages.

      I turn to Mandi. “Have you seen someone impacted, firsthand?”

      “She did,” Grayson confirms for her. He dips his chin. “At least, that’s what she told me.”

      “I only caught a glance of the wolf,” Mandi admits. “They keep me separate from the rest of the pack because I’m moonlocked. They don’t want me getting hurt. But it was awful.”

      It surprises me for a second because this is the most Mandi’s spoken. I don’t get the same creepy feeling from her that I did with Callie, but my energy isn’t exactly running smooth. It’s ragged around the edges from the fight with Colt.

      I’m not sure I can trust my instincts.

      “It’s like the creature inside of him was clawing to get out.” Mandi shudders and Aimee wraps her arms tighter around the girl. “His skin kept peeling off and he wouldn’t stop clawing at himself. Then he took off. The Alphas said he killed a boy camping in the woods.”

      “They don’t want anyone to contract it by getting too close,” Grayson fills in.

      To my credit, I don’t stare too hard at Grayson, even though I want to. “Did you see something?”

      He barks out a rough laugh. “They don’t want me around. I’m bitten, not born. They don’t really like made wolves in Ironwood.”

      “But there are other packs?” It’s like I’ve been held back several grades at school.

      “There are many packs in the area and they all keep to their territory lines.” Grayson looks at me first, then the witches.

      The ache in my tailbone has shifted all the way up my spine and locked at the bottom of my skull.

      For the next hour, the witches hand off several of their books on cures and dhampirs, werewolves and the impact of the moon. The forbidden books. The books no one wants them to have but they somehow do.

      Neither one of them crack open the grimoire yet but my gaze keeps snagging on the old book, resting within reach.

      If Grayson feels out of place in this scene, he doesn’t let it show. He’s adopted an easy grin and the relaxed posture of someone who is absolutely comfortable in whatever social situation they’re in. I wish I felt the same.

      My skin is tight and the rest of me too hot and itchy and anxious to stay still. My foot bobs and I keep losing my place in the lines of text.

      By the time I leave, Aimee and RJ have agreed to attempt a potion to counteract the curse, if that’s actually what the moon madness is. But without a sample from one of the infected, there’s no guarantee of it working. The spell needs to be keyed into the magical signature of the curser.

      My head is spinning.

      And with my attention fractured and constantly going back to Colt, I know it’s time for me to leave.

      Grayson pushes to his feet. “I’ll walk you out.”

      I cradle the books to my chest, the ones unable to fit in my bag, and shake my head. “It’s okay. I can manage.”

      “You don’t have to isolate yourself. If you want the company, Lacey… I know how hard it can be to fight with a friend.” There’s no strength, no insistence, in his statement.

      I appreciate his offer but the thought of having to spend more time with another person, even one as easygoing as Grayson, lifts bile into the back of my throat.

      I make my excuses and bolt out of there faster than any of them can follow.

      Isolating probably isn’t the smartest thing to do in this situation; RJ is right about that. The more we constrict down into our own individual pockets of power, the harder it will be to fix this problem impacting all of us.

      Just for a day, I tell myself. I need the space for a day, because it’s not just the loss of a friendship for me. It’s the loss of a future.

      And my mind can’t stop thinking about the kiss during training and how things will never go farther.
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      The avoidance tactics between me and Colt became a complicated dance.

      Club Mera might be an unspoken neutral zone where we aren’t actively at war with each other but there’s no more eye contact. There are no more stolen glances and certainly no energetic tugs.

      I don’t feel him. Not when we’re together and not in the back of my mind during our absences from each other.

      He’s cut himself off from me, the wall of ice thick. Maybe the chill will eventually kill off the last of my feelings for him.

      It doesn’t stop me from the occasional mood swings where the emotion is almost too much to handle. I swallow my fair share of sobs before I refocus on work and getting the club in order for our weekend entertainment.

      Guess Dad is right. You have to push through, you have to fight, because life is hard.

      Thursday night is easygoing. Colt made his excuses to several employees, who told me, and took off on a date while leaving the place in capable hands.

      I wonder if he means mine or everyone else. Since I’m not needed. Yup, still bitter about it.

      Rather than dressing up on Friday night, I opt for a comfortable pair of stretchy pants and a black-on-black top. The color scheme matches the circles underneath my eyes.

      When did I last eat?

      I can’t even remember anymore. No wonder I’m operating from a perpetually dizzy place. Nerves do that to a person. They devour you until there’s nothing left.

      The club is filling up and the only glimpse of Colt I get is one where he’s slinking out the back door with his head down.

      “Sneaky little shit,” I murmur to myself.

      Probably off to neck with Irina. I hope she gives him blood poisoning, I really do. Except it’s a lie and me and my battered heart know it.

      I’ve taken a page out of his book. I’m the one lurking in shadowy corners with my arms over my chest. Focus on the job. Focus on making the band tonight one of the best experiences people have had.

      Surprise throws me off balance when a shoulder knocks against mine and I glance up, and up.

      Nemesis grins at me. “I know you’re going for this whole mysterious and brooding thing, but you look delicious tonight,” he says with a purr.

      The lecherous tone is nothing new and it’s annoyed me on occasions. Now, it doesn’t feel annoying. It feels like a distraction.

      “Didn’t I have you down to work?” I tease in return.

      Nemesis winks, his eyes wide and the pupil stretching until they’re nearly black. “Colt gave me the day off. A few of his buddies are in town and as odd as it is, they happen to be my buddies as well.”

      “Awfully generous of him,” I reply, my powers pushing out of me and cresting across the room without conscious thought.

      The sense touches on the energetic signatures of several supernatural creatures in the audience. Joy, fun, lust, greed, frustration. The emotions mingle into one and set my heart throbbing. I clench my teeth and force it back, blocking it out.

      “What’s the matter, Lacey babe? You mad he didn’t give you the night off, too? Because you know you’re more than welcome to chill with us.” Nemesis digs his elbow into my ribs but not hard enough to make an impact.

      “As much fun as I’d have chilling with you guys, someone has to be a manager while Colt is out playing,” I toss back.

      I’m not the kind of girl who can be saucy without coming across as fake. But maybe I could be. Maybe the powers aren’t the only things that make me different from the person I used to be.

      I angle my body toward Nemesis and slightly arch my back. His gaze narrows. He notices.

      Then again, he’s a vampire. He notices everything.

      “Sounds like you two have a little bit of beef.” Nemesis steps closer and cocoons us in our own little world. “That works to my advantage.”

      I cluck my tongue as the first tap of the band’s drum rings out over the audience and they erupt in a cheer. Excitement turns the air electric. “In what way?”

      “It means that you’re free for me to make a move. Seems like every time I showed interest before, there was always someone stepping in to make sure I stopped.”

      Nemesis sends his power cresting into mine, and I feel it like a physical touch. His power is a cat trailing its back against something hot. A cat in need of petting.

      How bad would it be to let myself go?

      I’ve never given Nemesis more than a passing curious thought because of Colt, if I’m honest. As a vampire, Nemesis probably has information I need and it might pay to get to know him better.

      Fuck, he might actually know something about the moon madness.

      The dynamics of the room shift and Nemesis pries his gaze away from mine. His expression shifts into a wide and excited grin. “There you fuckers are!”

      Just like that, the spell is broken. With my powers on high alert, I know exactly what kind of creatures approach us even if Nemesis hadn’t held up his hand for a round of violent high fives.

      The vampires that join us aren’t old by any means, not when I compare them to the royals. But they’re clearly old chums of Nemesis, older than the first group of his buddies I met. Sidling up behind the pair of newcomers is Colt wearing a tight emerald green Henley that contours to every muscle in his chest.

      “New friends of yours, too?” I ask sweetly.

      Colt says nothing, which gives Nemesis the space for introductions.

      He slings his arm around my waist and tugs me against his side. “Haydon, Mike, this is Lacey. She manages the club. Lacey, these are the best vamps a guy like me could ask for.”

      The two go still, their nostrils flaring as they draw in my scent to appraise me.

      “So you’re the one who brings the whip down on him.” The one on the left, Haydon, has a buzz cut and a scar running down the left side of his face.

      “Only if he asks me nicely,” I reply.

      This prompts a snort out of Mike and a glare from Colt.

      “When I’ve been a very good employee, she gets the whip out,” Nemesis clarifies. “It’s my treat.”

      Colt does nothing to stop the flirtation. His jaw clenches but otherwise he only looks between his new friends.

      The boys groan under their breath like they’re on the verge of another round of high fives. They might be vampires, but they were stuck somewhere in their early twenties looks wise.

      Did Colt know them before his involvement with the royals? I have so many questions and clamp down on my tongue to keep from asking them. No matter how I try to spin it, the questions won’t come out well. I’m not that good of an actress.

      The band is picking up steam and the dance floor filling. No one is paying the smallest amount of attention to me and with my superior hearing, I’m glad. It means none of us have to lift our voices to be overheard by the others.

      “How long are you guys in town?” I ask Mike.

      “Just for a couple days. We came to visit our boy here, but Colt’s been really showing us around,” he says.

      His grin shows canines. He’s hungry.

      I’ll have to stay on high alert while they’re here. Club Mera has a no biting policy, but with out-of-towners, it’s always best to be on guard.

      Nemesis squeezes me tighter to his side. “It’s good to have friends in high places, isn’t it?”

      Colt looks at the guy and subtly shifts himself forward. In the next beat, before I’m aware of the movement, he’s wedged himself between us.

      “I’ve got to make sure my new friends are taken care of,” Colt insists. “Show them the ropes.”

      Haydon looks as though he expects nothing less than the red carpet treatment. They might be bro dudes on the outside, their clothing carefully curated, but maybe they’re not as shallow as I thought.

      My hackles rise.

      Colt smells like midnight and spice. He smells like sin and my darkest dreams, and I want to lose myself in him. It’s hard to draw back and remember I’m mad at him. He told me to go back to being a human.

      Plan A is on, but it’s a punishment rather than a salvation.

      The memory of our conversation sets my teeth on edge and the healthy dose of mad helps me with distance. I push away from the wall and shift subtly closer to Haydon, no matter how distasteful it might be to consider Colt an enemy.

      “This place is cramped for someone of your stature,” Mike adds. “I’d think the prince would have an entire empire under him.”

      “This is step one,” Colt says, like it’s a reminder. “Club Mera is prestigious enough to attract all kinds of attention. The good kind.”

      “As it should be,” Haydon agrees. He licks his lips, his attention fractured as a couple of drunk humans dance closer to our little group. “It’s a vampire’s rightful place to claim power for themselves.”

      “Too true,” Colt agrees.

      This talk is different. And Colt going along with it is unlike him.

      “Really?” I gawk at him. “I thought vampires were about blending in with the shadows.”

      Haydon laughs. “For now. The royal council might want us to tread lightly, but it’s only a matter of time before we come out in the open and claim what’s rightfully ours.”

      “It’s the perk of immortality,” Mike agrees.

      Nemesis lets out a raucous whoop. “Hell yeah!”

      “I didn’t realize you were actively accumulating power, Colt.” My voice hardens.

      I’m half a second away from smacking him and the inkling is worse because he won’t look at me.

      “I’m a prince,” he says with a shrug. “It’s my right.”

      My eyes round. “To rule over others?”

      “Vampires are in an automatic position of power because of our gifts and strengths. What we can do is unparalleled by any of the other supernatural factions.” Mike speaks slowly for my benefit, like I’m a child who needs to be caught up.

      Once again, I feel like I’m held back a few grades at school.

      I hate the way Mike is looking at me and my skin bristles.

      “Lacey, come on. Might makes might,” Nemesis explains. “It’s true for everyone.”

      “Ignore her,” Colt urges. “She doesn’t understand. She’s still too human.”

      Haydon takes a step toward me, drawing in a deeper breath. “Ah, that explains it.”

      I’m a problem for them to figure out, and I fucking hate it. I scowl at Colt until the intensity of my gaze forces him to lift his head and meet my eyes. “Really?” I whisper. “I’m too human?”

      “It’s the truth.” He shrugs, and I’ve never wanted to smack him more.

      Vampire rights, vampire strength…this isn’t him. This is his mother speaking, and everything she represents, everything he’s tried to distance himself from. That distance is gone now.

      “Excuse me,” I grind out. “I have to get back to work.”

      I force my way out of the group and stalk off, determined to ignore him. The last time we’d had an actual chat where we weren’t at each other’s throats was our last training session. And the last time we’d seen each other was the night at the witch’s house, where we’d tried to find a cure.

      Has he been with these assholes and not Irina? He certainly hasn’t been interested in mending any fences with me. He’s got the purebloods he spends time with.

      I stalk across the dancefloor.

      Tomorrow night, when we usually train, my gut tells me he’ll make an excuse. Why should I bother showing up? Why should I try to train when I’ll only lose control rather than master it.

      Colt is a stranger.

      Instead of going to bed after we close, I head out, careful to time my walk to end before the sun rises and crisps me. I say the magic word, and the Hollow opens for me.

      Much to my surprise, Aimee is in the center of the room with a small scythe and she glances up at my approach.

      “Lacey?” Surprise laces her voice. “What are you doing here?”

      “I didn’t think you’d be here. I needed some space. Or maybe I need someone to talk to.” I shift from foot to foot awkwardly. “I’ve got⁠—”

      No one. I’ve got no one and it’s the truth.

      I’m not a part of the vampire club. My human friends are gone, my father is a rage-filled mess because of my attempt to help, and I’m not close enough to the werewolves to confide in them.

      My subconscious brought me here for a reason.

      “What are you doing?” I gesture toward the basket hanging off her one arm.

      Aimee glances down at the basket and the scythe. “I’ve been harvesting herbs. Most of them are more potent if you cut them in moonlight. I need them for the curse removal potion.”

      I shouldn’t force myself on the witches.

      I should go to bed, or finish reading the books they’d lent me.

      “If you want to hang out while I get these brewing, be my guest.” Aimee gestures toward the cauldron.

      I jerk sharply. “I shouldn’t bother you.”

      “Judging from the look on your face, you need it. And it’s all right. Come on. We actually found something last night we wanted to tell you about, but Friday is a busy day for the club.”

      She offers a kind smile.

      Aimee is just too sweet for her own good. What will happen if the vampires get their way? If they wipe out the werewolves, it’s only a matter of time before something draws their attention to the witches. Or maybe I’m making a much bigger deal about this than I should. Maybe I’m letting my imagination run away with me.

      The nightmares have only been getting worse.

      She gathers the last batch of herbs she just sliced off and holds out a bundle, swishing the tips of blush pink flowers over the top of the brew in a clockwise motion.

      RJ enters from the same concealed door in the back of the secret room and glances up from the book in her hands.

      Her brows draw down. “Oh snap. Lacey? You’re back so soon.” She yawns and stretches her one arm overhead.

      “And you two should really be in bed. The sun will rise in about thirty minutes,” I reply dully.

      “Yeah, it’s fine. We’ve been staying up most of the night, actually. Makes classes a little hard to deal with but what are you going to do?” Aimee shrugs and sets the basket of herbs on the floor. “The moon madness takes precedence.”

      “What kind of herbs do you have?” I ask.

      Aimee drops the bundle into the cauldron and places the blade and the basket on the nearest chair. “Vervain. Lemongrass. Mugwort. We found that the potency isn’t only better but it makes the other individual elements of the potions stronger if we do this rather than relying on dried stores.”

      “It’s a good thing we’ve got this place because Mom and Dad would NOT like what we’re doing,” RJ says chipperly. As though she actually likes the idea of rankling her parents.

      “Actually, I guess it’s good you’re here. I didn’t say anything last time, but Colt has been awful this week.” I flop onto the cushions and the moment I touch down on the softness of the comforter, my exhaustion doubles. “He’s leaning way more into his vampire side. I’m pretty sure he no longer wants to go back.”

      “Well, if that’s the case,” Aimee began hesitantly, “then there won’t be any hope for suppressing his vampire side. But if you can catch him before he makes his first kill, up until that point, there is hope. Once he makes his first kill, he’ll turn cold.”

      “I don’t think he’s killed yet.” My voice is small. “It’s coming, though. The vampires are set on wiping out the wolves. It’s how they’ll contain the moon madness.”

      I feel small.

      The witches are less surprised than I thought they’d be.

      RJ closes the book on her lap, setting it aside. “If what we’ve found will help, then we can get ahead of the vampires before they make a move. We found something. In our grimoire.”

      “What?”

      Aimee makes a small sound in her throat and when I turn, she’s got the grimoire in her arms. “This,” she says reverently.

      And my stomach drops. I don’t need my powers to understand how bad the news will be, if this is their delivery. Whatever this is, it won’t be good.
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      The giant, gaping pause confirms my fears.

      I brace myself for whatever Aimee has to say, waiting tentatively as she opens the grimoire to a bookmarked page.

      “I didn’t expect there to be much information about vampires in here,” she began, tacking it on like a trigger warning, “but the grimoire is an extensive resource for those who know how to read it. There are things in here beyond any scope of our current power and new things pop up all the time.”

      “It’s a witch’s greatest tool,” RJ clarifies.

      Sure, witch tools, got it.

      My heart thunders out an erratic beat. “So what did you find?”

      “Okay, so, you might think it’s total BS, but it’s a poem, written by one of our ancestors. And it does sound like it’s about our current time period,” Aimee says in a rush. “The Latin is hard to make out but we’ve done our best to translate.”

      “A poem?” Maybe I’m worrying for nothing. “Give me a break.”

      “A lot of our ancestors were Seers. If they wrote it down this way then it came through in a vision, and we’ve learned to trust those.” The strength of conviction lights a glow in RJ’s eyes. “I mean, if you can interpret them correctly.”

      Sounds like woo-woo stuff to me, and I’m living in the middle of woo-woo city right now.

      “The gist of it is, that when a female dhampir is hurt by the sun, when the royals rise and a leader falls, when the moon is turned, then the world will end.” RJ yawns again, undercutting the severity of the situation. “Sorry, sorry!”

      “There’s a Latin word for dhampir?” It’s just a stupid poem though, right? I need it to be.

      “Roughly translated,” RJ reminds me.

      “Look, Lacey, nothing is written in the grimoire without a reason,” Aimee explains. She’s even worse than her sister at hiding her thoughts. Her face gives everything away. “It almost has a sentience to it. We were researching individual potion components when it turned to this page on its own.”

      RJ scratches her head. “The pieces fit.”

      Just like that, like there is no way of getting around it.

      “But it’s not true,” I insist. My skin crawls. “Just because a few pieces are there doesn’t mean it’s talking about the world ending now.”

      The royals, the female dhampir thing…if this prophecy is true, and I’m specifically mentioned, then how much am I willing to bet that it’s related to my nightmares? And that I’m the one who’s gonna end the world.

      “It’s not just about the world ending, it’s about losing ourselves, our identities and our community. Losing Colt. And with you—” RJ began.

      Aimee peers at me closely. “Does the sun hurt you, Lacey?”

      No one knows how, in the last few days, I haven’t been able to walk around with the sun out. I used to be fine as long as I didn’t put myself in direct sunlight.

      Not anymore.

      The nightmares began, and I became roasted duck.

      With that, and Colt’s new set of friends, it seems like it’s getting too late all around.

      The book flops closed with a thud I feel in my chest.

      “If it doesn’t tell us any way to stop the moon madness and stop the world ending, then it’s not very useful, is it?” I snap. “It’s all doom and gloom written in Latin by someone who is bad at poetry. Why are you guys not freaking out?”

      My palms have gone sweaty and my heartbeat is hummingbird fast, while the witches are casual. It’s like any other Tuesday for them.

      “We don’t know anything for certain but we’re going to keep looking,” Aimee insists. “This isn’t over yet.”

      “Not according to your ancestor.”

      Why are we even fighting?

      If it’s hopeless from the start—not that I put any stock in prophecies—then it’s a losing battle and the end is inevitable. Colt’s death is inevitable.

      The chill roots in the base of my vertebrae and infects every part of me.

      “I’ve got to get somewhere before the sun rises.”

      Aimee and RJ call after me but I block them out. My ears are ringing and the paraphrased words of their prophecy play on repeat in my head. Why try so hard to save Colt, or struggle against his desire to turn me human again? Why do any of it when it’s hopeless?

      There’s no guarantee that the potion bubbling away right now will even be effective. We have no information.

      We have nothing.

      I rush back to my basement room, hauling open the door with such force the wood splinters. Colt is going to kill me for this.

      None of it matters.

      “Fuck!” I draw back, hissing air through my teeth.

      The nightmares when I finally fall asleep are despicable and detailed. Every drop of blood from Colt’s cut throat gleams like rubies on snow. His eyes are wide and terrified and frozen in death. No matter how hard I tried to stop the blade from slashing his throat, I was always too late. Too late.

      Ineffective.

      Just like in my waking world, there is no end to the madness, and the harder I try, the more out of control I get.

      I finally drag myself into work on the weekend after the longest shower of my life. Despite my hours of sleep, I’m more tired now than when I first passed out. Every sound splinters through me agonizingly and it’s only going to get worse once the DJ takes up space at the head of the room.

      Mariah casts an exuberant wave at me and windmills her arm. Knowing there’s no way to avoid it, I head over, struggling to greet her with equal enthusiasm.

      “Did you see her?” Mariah begins the second I get close.

      Dread fills my veins. “See who?”

      “The drop-dead gorgeous girl Colt brought in! With the silver hair.” Mariah vibrates with excitement before sighing dreamily. “Colt’s got a girlfriend.”

      My heart immediately shreds itself and the torment is bad enough I bite down on my lip and draw blood. The smile I’ve got for Mariah is so thin it will crack under the least amount of pressure.

      “Wow, good for him.” The words fall from my dead lips, my voice the squeak of the ill-intentioned. “That’s great.”

      She nods her head, too lost in her romantic notions to see I’m being strangled, or maybe she sees it and wants to hurt me. “Well, I’m not sure if it’s official or not, but he’s brought her in here every night and they look really close. It seems like it’s going really well.”

      Really well, huh? Someone put a stake through my heart right now because this is the last thing I want to hear.

      My insides are mauled, my gut equally flambéed, and Mariah is happily chirping away about Colt and Irina, who, I note, he’s taken some great pains to keep out of my sight.

      I’ve thrown myself into work all week and never caught so much of a whiff of her presence, or her energy signature.

      It’s just another way he’s pushing me out.

      Pretty soon, I’ll be lucky to still have a job.

      Mariah has no idea the suffering she’s heaped on me as I turn and stalk down the hallway. The office is the obvious choice for a good cry but there’s a high probability of Colt finding me.

      Instead, I clomp back down to my room. The pain is worse with the lack of tears. All that sorrow, all that awful anguish, and no outlet. My chest constricts and I double over, slamming the butt of my hand against it like I’ll somehow get my heart to beat normally again.

      Get it together!

      This is the worst.

      It shouldn’t impact me this hard. I saw them getting close myself the day I caught her practically on his lap. I just thought⁠—

      I have no clue what I thought. That he isn’t serious about her, maybe. That he knows she’s a ploy from his mother to pull him in line and he’d see right through the charade.

      Maybe it’s all an act. Maybe she’s not his girlfriend.

      My power is a whirlwind around me and a screaming storm in my head. The more I try to wrangle it, the harder it is to breathe. I need something. I need blood. I need a good slap in the face.

      Somehow, I manage to throw my ass upstairs again.

      And the devil herself steps in front of me to block my path.

      Her energy is the first kiss of frost in winter. There isn’t a single hair out of place on her perfect head, her makeup flawless, and tonight she’s outdone her previous outfits. She smells like midnight jasmine and starlight; of course I hate her guts.

      The silver dress perfectly accentuates the tone of her hair and hugs her curves in the right places. I curl my hands into fists to keep from checking my own lackluster hips.

      “It’s Lace, right?” she questions.

      I hate her voice. I hate the pert little upward crook of her nose. Colt’s girlfriend.

      I hate that I hate her.

      “Lacey,” I correct.

      Her smile perks higher and I knew I’d played right into her snare. Crap!

      “I think it’s cute how you want to embrace your vampire side, truly.” She doesn’t move but her energy gets in my face and my hackles lift higher. “There are certain things you are simply not equipped to do. You understand that, don’t you?”

      This again? “Because I used to be human?” I snap.

      “No, because you are human.”

      The intensity of her voice seeps inside of me through every pore. If she wants to act this way, then I’ll be cold right back. Unfortunately, Irina has much more practice at it than I do.

      I know better than to offer up a threat I won’t be able to follow through with. If I tell her I’ll rip out her throat and prove to her what I really am, we’ll fight, and I’ll lose. I know it.

      I have no control and she’s got years of it. Maybe even centuries. She may look my age but her power is great.

      I sense it in the feet separating us.

      “Enough.” Colt steps in, and I jolt.

      I hadn’t felt his arrival. He wraps his fingers around my bicep and squeezes hard in reprimand.

      “What do you want?” I’ll rip his throat out too.

      “It’s Saturday night,” he replies like it’s self-explanatory.

      “And we haven’t had a training session in a while.” If I pull out of his hold and he refuses to let me, then I’ll look like a fool.

      If I stay here and do nothing, he’ll keep touching me. I force waves of black hatred down the bond whether he feels them or not.

      The stare down lasts for an eternity until my eyes go blurry. I’m the first to look away.

      “Come on. Irina, I’ll catch up with you when we’re done.”

      Colt drags me down the hallway and releases me so abruptly once we’re out of sight that I stumble.

      My skin burns where he touched and I blurt out, “You have a lot of nerve.”

      He’s not listening to me. He never does, not with his head held high and his marching steps taking him across the street toward our gym. Damn me, but I follow after him helplessly. My body recognizing our old dynamic, more than likely.

      The gym door slides closed behind him, and I push into it with all my strength, leaving dents in the metal.

      Colt refuses to turn back to look at me until he’s shrugged off his jacket and exchanged his loafers for a pair of sneakers.

      “Well?” he chides. “Get into place.”

      “You clearly don’t remember the conversation where we decided our friendship is terminated?” I say sweetly, my jaw clenched. “What part of that still leaves room to train?”

      “The part where I say so.”

      I sidle closer, not bothering to change into my regular training outfit, and not bothering to say anything to him. There’s a physical itch in my gut, a desire to dominate him. To prove to him that I’m not weak and I’m not better off human.

      I’m the one who wanted to lean into our vampire gifts from the start.

      Now I’m being pushed into a smaller box than before, relegated to what I’d been at birth, and it doesn’t feel fair.

      It’s not all Irina’s fault, either. It’s Colt, for letting the princess and the queen force him into a certain box and forgetting⁠—

      I’m close enough to touch and lock my hands together, lifting them like a club I’ll bring down between his shoulder blades, when Colt whirls around and our eyes meet.

      A grin flashes across his features, there and gone in a second, and I launch myself at him. He moves faster than I do and meets my fists before they make contact with his face. Blowing out a breath, he throws me to the side, rolling with me, sending us both onto the mat.

      I hit my shoulder hard but use the momentum to haul myself over top of him. Colt won’t let go of my wrists to give me any maneuvering room. With a sneer, I push down on him, only to have him use a burst of strength to reverse our positions yet again.

      He slams me on my back and nestles himself between my legs to pin me in place. Giving me no room to use my knees on him.

      I’m not that flexible.

      “You’re still mad at me,” he murmurs.

      “Why shouldn’t I be? It’s not like you’ve apologized for being a dick and hurting my feelings.”

      He rears back to get a better look at me, and I curl my lower half upward, managing to get my left leg between us and kicking him back. Rather than land on his tailbone, Colt recuperates, his arms windmilling and his superior skills landing him on his feet.

      I hop up fast and adjust my stance for balance.

      Colt still has a rack of wooden practice staffs leaning against the far wall and I turn only long enough to grab one. The wood warms in my palms as I twist it in a circle, my muscles loosening. With the staff in one hand, I take off my own jacket, shucking it.

      Colt watches me with his eyes dark and his chest hardly moving whereas mine is heaving.

       A combination of awareness and anticipation.

      “You’ve got plans for where you want to put that staff?” he jokes.

      It’s either going up his assess or down his throat. Whichever happens first.

      “I knew you weren’t going to resist a chance to kick my ass. And I couldn’t resist this time alone with you.”

      “Oh, please,” I scoff. “You don’t give a flying fuck about me.”

      “Read what’s not written, Lacey.”

      His goading does the trick and red clouds my vision. This is what he has to say for himself, after weeks of dismissive behavior? After interrupting a conversation at the witch’s to start a fight with me?

      And the worst offense, in my exhausted mind, is bringing Irina into Club Mera and parading her underneath my nose.

      I run at him and stab the staff forward towards his left hip. Colt intercepts and blocks the hit, reacting with a right hook that lands on the side of my arm. I swing the staff town toward his ankles and he jumps over it, twisting around to intercept before I hit him with the blunt edge. No matter where I strike, he’s faster.

      I dive forward and he jumps backward with his arms held to his sides like he’s admitting defeat.

      “Wow. You’ve gotten much faster. Have you been training on your own?” A pall shrouds his eyes from any genuine emotion. “Or maybe you’ve been having sessions with Grayson?”

      He’s got more nerve than I’ve ever credited him, for sounding jealous. Especially considering⁠—

      With a yell, I launch myself at him. The staff is short enough to be an extension of my body and that’s the way he taught me. I lash the end toward his midsection and he curves his abdomen to avoid me, slashing his arm over my head.

      I duck so he doesn’t clap me on the side of the head and come up swinging, using my free arm to punch the underside of his jaw.

      Colt blocks my attempt.

      And when I’m close enough to see the beads of sweat along his hairline, I realize I’ve made a grave error, and he’s got a knife to my throat.

      “This is why you always have to be aware of your surroundings, Lacey,” he says in a breathless undertone.

      The blade pricks against my skin but not hard enough to draw blood. Not yet. Where had he hidden it?

      I’m mindless when his gaze dips down to my lips and his throat bobs. He swipes his tongue across his lower lip, like he’s a starving man.

      Shit, this close, it wouldn’t take much for me to kiss him. I’m not distracted enough to miss the glint of desire on his end. He wants to kiss me, too.

      Triumph surges in my veins, and I toss back, “Shouldn’t you be aware of the same thing?”

      He glances down, and I’ve got the end of the staff less than half an inch away from his dick. I arch a brow.

      Your move.

      “You think you’ve won?” His voice drops lower.

      “Yes, I think I’ve absolutely won,” I reply. “You might have the blade, but I’m fast enough to avoid getting my throat slit. You’re down the second I knock your balls into your body.”

      Colt shifts his head to the side as he studies me, his lips pursing. His throat works again and my next inhalation brings with it a shift in his scent. Desire.

      “How about we call it a draw, then? We can start over.”

      I arch my throat to him like I’m begging for him to slice. “As friends?”

      His grin is playful. “We’re not friends, really?”

      “It doesn’t seem like it.” I mirror his expression back to him.

      This close, it’s too easy to remember the last time we’d been in a similar position. I remembered the heat of his body against mine and the soft, playful press of those lips to mine.

      “Well, we can see,” he says. “We need to do something.”

      “You and your girlfriend?” My voice takes on a harsh grate.

      “Us.”

      The word does the trick to break my spell, my own desire receding. My smile widens before I slam my head forward, risking the blade to smash the top of my skull into his nose. Off balance, Colt stumbles backward, the shock sending him down to his ass as I’d wanted.

      He sprawls, coughing, losing his grip on the blade.

      I step over him and send the end of the staff between his legs, leaning heavily on the top.

      “Doing what?” I ask.

      His nose isn’t broken, but his eyes are watering and I count it as a win. “We can try to find answers. Right?”

      “For you? Or for the werewolves?”

      He’s not making sense and I’m tired of the back and forth dynamic. The push and pull is getting tiresome, especially with Irina added into the mix.

      “You’re as stubborn as ever.” Colt takes his time getting to his feet.

      I rush after him. Friends or enemies or something else, we do need answers, so whatever else is going on⁠—

      I know him well enough to understand he’d shut down any talk of finding a cure for himself or for me. Not to mention I have no claim over his decision.

      Blocking out my old hurts, I wait for him to turn to me and acknowledge my accession. He never omitted things to me before. Not like he’s done recently, or like I’m doing now.

      “Work together?” he clarifies.

      I nod. “Yeah, work together. Let’s get started.”
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      This tentative truce is flimsy at best.

      It’s startlingly clear that neither one of us trusts the new dynamic. Is the trust we used to have gone, or is it salvageable? But I know one thing for sure—I’m making no headway on my own.

      Working with Colt might give me a clearer view of his motives.

      The chemistry between us is alive and kicking despite the circumstances. I’d be stupid to refuse to acknowledge it. It makes me a liability when it comes to him because no matter how mad I get, I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to completely disengage from him.

      “So, what do you suggest?” Colt asks.

      I break away to return the staff to the wall. My neck stings from the prick of the blade but the cut will heal. They all do.

      “This is your idea,” I say to him. “Tell me what you’re thinking, and we’ll see if I agree.”

      Colt chuckles before replying, “I’ve gone through all the research at my disposal on werewolves. I’ve even been in contact with several of the local packs but they aren’t diligent about keeping records. Their oral tradition makes it difficult to get details about the first wolf and vamp war.”

      “You’ve been what?” I straighten, surprised. He’s been speaking to the local packs? Was this before or after he insulted Mandi and Grayson? “What did you find?”

      My stomach twists with a combination of eagerness and dread. I already know what Colt’s going to say.

      “There’s nothing,” he says dully. “No mention of a curse. We’re coming up empty.”

      Is that why he’s been playing ball with the royals? I can’t bring myself to ask him yet.

      “Or maybe people have gone to great lengths to hide the information. Strike it from the records or whatever.” I drop down hard on the bench. “It’s been the same for me.”

      “You’ve been researching?”

      I glance up at him sharply. “It’s not like I’ve been sitting on my ass waiting for someone else to fix this. You said you were going to exterminate the werewolves. I had to do something.”

      I can’t have it on my conscience, now or later.

      Colt taps his fingers on his chin. “Interesting.”

      “Even the witches aren’t having luck finding information. They’re working on some sort of potion to counteract the curse, if that’s what the moon madness is really. But unless they get a sample to analyze, then it’s taking a shot in the dark,” I tell him.

      Every part of me is tight. Lack of sleep and stress will kill a body. I wonder if I’ll ever be able to relax again.

      Which is part of the reason why going backwards into humanity will never be an option for me. I know too much about what’s going on in the world.

      How do you return to such a small and ignorant existence when there is so much out there?

      Colt snaps his fingers. “The witches. Their library at the academy is filled with information. Normal people don’t have access to it.”

      His words tug a memory from the depths of my brain. “RJ said something about a restricted section. A vaulted room.”

      Colt nods. “Everyone knows witches are excellent record keepers.” He strides to the door.

      “What are you doing?” I stare after him.

      “I’m going to sneak into the library. Straight into the forbidden section.”

      My eyes widen. “You have work tonight.”

      He shrugs into his jacket. “Irina is there. She’ll handle it in our absence.”

      “You know, I really hate the idea of having her here, when she knows nothing about how we do business.” A bit of petulance creeps in and Colt notices.

      “You wanna die on that hill, or do you want to break into a magical library with me?” Colt holds out a hand.

      Yeah, I might actually want to die on this hill, and I reserve the right to revisit it a little later. Tonight, our time is limited.

      I’m not sure if Colt’s doing this because he wants to use me, to hide whatever he’s doing from prying eyes because he’ll get in trouble, or what.

      In the end, I give him the benefit of the doubt. If he wants to help, then I’m all for it. The best way to stay off the radar of people with power is to get to the answers faster.

      The Institute is across town. Getting there isn’t the issue. Colt and I stand near a tree on a grassy area across the drive from the four large brick buildings, ivy crawling up their sides. From this vantage point, the front doors of all the buildings are visible, the moon overhead casting shadows on them.

      The buildings are arranged in a slight arc and the two at the ends angled. The wrought iron gate around the property won’t be able to keep us out.

      “The library is in the fourth one, there, along with a lounge,” Colt advises in an undertone. “And there’re some cabins deep in the woods for specialty magic.”

      “Whatever that is,” I grumble.

      The place reminds me of community college and the similarity alone is enough to make me anxious. Sneaking in won’t be an issue. Grappling with the memories of my less than stellar performance at college? Those might just do me in.

      “What do you know about the wards?” I ask him.

      “I know we’re immune to most of them. You have to have a heartbeat to trigger them.” Colt pinches me before taking off.

      I jog to keep up. “Unless something’s changed, asshole, we have heartbeats.”

      “Dhampir don’t work the same way as full humans.”

      “And yet you keep telling me I’m more like a human than I am a vampire.” Do I need to remind him?

      He flashes a smile over his shoulder. “You’ll be fine. Let me do the heavy lifting. You keep your eyes out for guards or good, old-fashioned alarms.”

      This is exactly the kind of stunt I always wanted to pull as a kid, when Dad kept Indiana Jones on repeat. And suddenly, I’m not a C student but an adventurer, following my life into a situation with crazy low odds of success and danger around every corner.

      Until I remember that I’m mad at him, and how Colt insulted me.

      We pause in front of the door of the fourth building and Colt tests the lock. He sniffs the air. “What do you see?”

      I tune into my sixth senses. “There’s a warning spell on the doorknob. If it’s jimmied, I’m sure some kind of alarm will start screaming and bring the backup.”

      “Then we try the windows,” Colt says easily.

      “I’m sure those will be warded, too.”

      Despite the tangle of adrenaline in my system, getting into the building isn’t as difficult as I’d thought.

      We drop in through one of the skylights of a choral room that isn’t as heavily warded as the others. No one ever expects an aerial attack, especially not when the roof isn’t designed for people to hide on.

      Colt rips the skylight off the roof and gestures for me to hop inside. It’s a long way down but I land lightly, bending my knees to absorb the shock. The drop ruffles my hair and chills the sweat on my skin.

      Colt follows a moment later, and when I look up, the glass is in place like nothing happened.

      A few wards stop us in the hallway down from the band room and a lounge, but it’s the same feeling I got when I left the Hollow, like walking through a wall of water.

      Whatever spells are in place to detect intruders, they’re not built for people like us.

      I’m shaking in the best way. I flick another smile at Colt to find him already watching me.

      “What?” I whisper.

      “You get off on this, don’t you?” he whispers back.

      Hell yeah I do.

      We trip the first activation spell on our way into the library. Surprise makes the first screech of the alarm worse and the sound pierces my eardrums. I curve forward with my hands over my ears.

      “Colt!”

      He’s racing toward the back of the library and an arched doorway there. Despite the way the sound makes my teeth rattle, I follow him, pushing into the door and the room beyond. It opens up into an octagonal room with a vaulted ceiling and several tables displaying neat lines of books.

      “We have about five minutes before the witches are on our ass,” Colt yells over the sound.

      We’re going to have to work fast. Grab whatever you can.

      His voice is back in my head and I’m gonna puke. The alarm is just one point in the defense. Maybe he doesn’t see the silvery mist creeping into the room, pumped from invisible projectors in each of the eight corners.

      His estimate is generous. I’d say we have less than two.

      I head for the oldest books and pry my hands off my head.

      The information we want might be in any of these and the collection in the vaulted room is expansive. Between Colt and I, we grab about five books that mention wolves in the index and shove them into a shoulder bag he’d brought.

      The mist thickens, crawling up my nostrils and burning everything it touches. I cough wetly.

      Let’s go!

      Colt wraps his hand around my arm and hauls me back out the door. The entire library is packed with the silvery mist and another round of spells detonates behind us. An iron gate snaps down on the entrance to the vaulted room.

      The witches clearly don’t want anyone accessing their knowledge.

      Then again, they left it right out there in the open with nothing but a plaque warning students to ask for admission from the head librarian before access.

      The students at the Institute know the rules.

      Hysterical laughter bubbles up from my depths and turns into another hacking fit as we run, my lugs wracked and filled, heavier than normal.

      Was it worth it? I guess we’re gonna see.

      The heavy thud of footsteps sounds behind us.

      “Stop! Stop, thieves!”

      The cavalry has arrived.

      Colt and I pick up the pace and outdistance them easily. He stops underneath the skylight and crouches, propelling himself upward with a single jump. The glass bursts and showers me with a thousand diamond-like shards.

      Shouting grows louder, along with a thunder of more footsteps.

      “Come on, Lacey! You can do it!” Colt is a shadow above, outlined by the full moon.

      I don’t give myself time to hesitate or think about how impossible it’s going to be for me to leap fourteen feet in the air. If Colt can do it⁠—

      I jump as the door crowds with bodies. The witches cast a round of spells at us and the blasts nip at my heels but I clear the skylight. Jagged pieces of glass tear at my clothes and the pain is distant. Miles away from me.

      Colt grabs me and hauls me forward, the soles of my sneakers skidding along the roof tiles. My laughter cuts off, my arms windmilling to keep from plummeting before I’m prepared. I don’t want to end up as a pile of mush on the concrete below.

      Red-and-green spellwork erupts from the crater where the skylight used to be.

      Once we’re on the ground, we keep our heads down, our footsteps light and speedy. Anyone who sees us on the street might think we’re a couple out for a stroll and enjoying the spring weather. My insides are taken up by knots. There’s no more room left for other emotions, not with the amount of anxiety.

      “Where can we go to see if we got the right books?” I mutter.

      Colt shakes his head and turns his collar up against the night. “Keep walking. The witches will be on the lookout for anyone who runs.”

      The alarms slowly trickle off into the silence of deep night. We make it into the heart of downtown before I lower my guard.

      The nerves and adrenaline still prickle and my lungs are crystallized from whatever smoke they used. Eventually, Colt and I find ourselves in the gym again, everything the exact same as when we left. It feels like a joke, somehow.

      He drops his shoulder and lets the bag open on its descent to the floor.

      “Well?” He sits with his legs crossed. “Want to see our booty?”

      “This is really freaking weird.”

      But I do as he does until our bodies mirror each other and the books are spread between us.

      In the end, the books grant us more questions than answers. There is nothing in the past recorded about the werewolves and their moon madness.

      “This sucks.” I push one of the books aside. “There’s a shit ton of information about the earlier war and the truce, but nothing about the cause of the curse.”

      Colt is close enough to the book he holds for the tip of his nose to brush the pages. “At least now it makes sense why the vamps are keeping things on the downlow. They don’t want anyone else to know about their plan to fight back.”

      “And why the werewolves aren’t saying a word, either,” I say.

      It’s a delicate balance between the two, and the truce between the creatures is as flimsy as the one with me and Colt.

      “Is there…anything?” Colt asks. “About the moon madness?”

      I’m a speed reader but nowhere near fast enough to get through all the books we stole. Flipping through the pages, there’s a whole lot of rhetoric about wolves, and an equal number of passages about vampire lore.

      I shake my head. “Hey, it’s not a complete loss. But it’s not what we expected to find.”

      “It’s my fault.” Colt drops the book and leans backward on his elbows. “I went in half-cocked. I knew we didn’t have time.”

      “And here I always thought time management was one of your skills,” I soothe.

      He glances around the gym with his expression souring. “Come on. Let’s take a walk. I’m not going to waste the hours we have until dawn feeling defeated.”

      He pushes up and holds out a hand for me to take. I’m not ready to touch him any more than necessary and rise on my own.

      “A walk? Is that smart? The witches are after us.”

      “And they’ll come up against all kinds of shit they don’t expect if they try to trail us into the gym,” Colt says with a matter of fact twist to his nose in the air. “I have it protected.”

      I should have guessed. I force my eyelashes to flutter. “My hero.”

      We’re outside in a blink, casual, side by side the way we might have if the world weren’t pressing our shoulders.

      “Have you heard from the wolf anymore?” Colt asks suddenly.

      “Which wolf?” I know exactly who he means. “Mandi?”

      His gaze hardens although he stares straight ahead. “You know who I mean.”

      The rift between us is still there. A joint adventure isn’t enough to mend the distance. He might want to run from the sadness and defeat but mine is right here between us.

      “I’m not sure Mandi actually wants to know any more about this, so she’s not reaching out. Not to me, anyway. Grayson deserves to know. Mandi isn’t able to shift, so she won’t be impacted by the disease. She doesn’t want to be hunted or in danger from the werewolves.”

      “There isn’t much we can do tonight,” Colt replies.

      “The sooner we deliver the information, the sooner they can get to work on something,” I argue, my heart clenching.

      Colt stops in the middle of the sidewalk and forces me to as well. “I don’t want to fight with you anymore. I don’t like it when we’re at each other’s throats.”

      Neither do I. Sometimes I’m not sure we have any other dynamic between us. Fighting seems to be our default setting.

      “Who’s fighting?” I say blithely.

      “Look. I think we should blow off a little steam,” he continues. “Go see a movie. Try for normalcy. Things we used to do.”

      It’s been ages since we saw a movie and a part of me leaps in gladness at the prospect. Years ago, we’d watch something in the old drive-in theater then grab an ice cream afterward.

      “I’m not sure anything is playing at four in the morning.” It’s a gentle reminder.

      “There are always movies playing at the old theater. It’s Saturday night. And it’s the last Saturday of the month, so they do creature features until dawn.” Colt sounds hopeful, almost wistful.

      Is he missing the old days as much as I am?

      I’d kill for something normal, a lodestone anchoring me to old feelings of comfort where life made sense and I’m not trapped in a web of crap.

      “Fine,” I agree. “Let’s do something together.”

      It sounds impossible. Like I’ve stepped out of a nightmare and into a fever dream where Colt doesn’t have Irina, and the royals, and I’m not the one struggling to keep up.

      He’s right, too.

      The old drive in is doing a creature feature which lands us smack in the middle of Creature from the Black Lagoon with about an hour left before Nosferatu starts.

      He sets his jacket on the ground and we settle on top of it, our shoulders and thighs brushing. He smells the same. He feels the same, and here, in our place, if I close my eyes⁠—

      It’s easy to imagine the enmity of the past two weeks never existed in the first place. There’s only the friendship and, below it, the opportunity for more.

      After the movie ends, we head out to the park where we used to walk. Colt grabbed two ice cream cones with the chocolate shell and nuts from the drive thru. There’s no sustenance in it for us, but the first taste of vanilla and chocolate releases the tightness around my heart.

      “Good?” he asks.

      He knocks against me and sends chocolate right between my lips and nose.

      I swipe my tongue across it and laugh. “Better than it should be.”

      “Nah, ice cream should always be good. It’s one of those facts of life, like the sun rising in the east and setting in the west.”

      We both feel the press of it coming closer with each second. I’ve got to be inside before it hits the horizon or I’ll be in for a world of pain, and the last thing I want to do is ruin this decent morning with something worse than a sunburn.

      “Do you remember the last time we were here?” Colt asks.

      I glance over at him. “Yeah, it was right after the treehouse. You said you wanted to talk and we were sitting right over there by the gazebo.” I point in the direction. “You brought a pizza.

      “With your favorite toppings,” he reminds me.

      I fight a grin. “Bacon and mushroom really isn’t a stretch as far as toppings go. I’m sure a lot of people consider it a favorite.”

      He’s indulgent when he says, “You ate more than half of it yourself before I told you that regular food isn’t going to be enough anymore.”

      I scarf down more of the ice cream. “It’s more fun this way.”

      It certainly makes a girl appreciate things. Colt opens his mouth to respond when a howl splits the air and we both stop, the cones forgotten.

      “Lacey—”

      He barely has time to say my name before a shape, darker than the night, separates from the shadows. I catch a glimpse of raised fur and sharp canines before the werewolf attacks, heading for Colt’s throat.
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      Colt in danger ignites a frenzied bloodlust inside me that I’ve never felt before. Everything goes hot and still in a flash and I move before I consciously decide to. I slam my shoulder into the werewolf and knock it off its stride, away from Colt.

      I briefly cast my gaze over to Colt, noting distantly how still he’s standing in the shadows. How surprised he is when he looks at me, no doubt wondering why I’d put myself directly into harm’s way rather than retreating and letting him handle things.

      “Lacey, you have to go,” he says, staring at me, his voice cracking. “Run.”

      The werewolf regains its balance and lurches toward me rather than Colt. My reflexes are sharper than they have been in my life and I duck to avoid the claws slicing the air over my head.

      The wolf is a wall of heat threatening to melt through me.

      I’m vaguely aware of Colt’s horrified stare as I throw myself at the wolf with a battle cry. The poor wolf doesn’t realize I’m not just a human it can take down easily.

      Ice cream forgotten, I crash against the wolf. It throws all of its weight at me. I lock my knees and refuse to buckle, calling on whatever power I’ve got as a dhampir. We were finally okay with each other.

      I reach up with magic as well as my fists and pummel into the wolf’s torso, the sensitive spots designed to hurt. Nothing.

      I might as well be trying to run through a building on my own, with the sun midmorning high, no less. The wolf curves its body over me and swipes its claws across whatever bit of skin it reaches first.

      “Don’t let it touch you!” Colt’s warning rings in my ears. “It’s moon mad.”

      Well, that certainly changes things. Alarm bells louder than those at the Institute blare to life in my head and I drop at the last second, pressing my belly flat to the ground.

      The wolf, off balance without a target in front of it, stumbles and smashes a paw at the center of my back. The breath pushes out of my torso. Both lungs seize and stars dance behind my closed lids.

      I brace, expecting the wolf to snap down on me while I’m struggling to breathe, but nothing happens. The scuffle a few paces away grows louder, punctuated with a snap of teeth. I force my eyes open and roll to my side, on my feet as quickly as my body allows.

      And there’s Colt, head-to-head with the thing, his white fingers standing out with ghostly attention against the sable-colored full.

      It happens in a blink. A thorough perusal, done almost lazily even with my senses screaming to retaliate. Bloodlust and curiosity are partners.

      A moon-mad wolf…

      The creature towers over Colt’s already gangly frame. Its snout is elongated with red flared nostrils above sickening teeth dripping with saliva and some kind of rabies-like foam. Patches of fur are missing across the rest of the creature’s head and the crest of its skull has gone pointed like someone squeezed its head in a vice.

      Although it’s muscled, large pieces of skin have been ripped away on its forearms and thighs.

      Like it’s torn itself apart.

      The creature breaks free of Colt’s hold and swipes deep furrows across chest.

      “Colt! What happened to not letting the wolf touch you?”

      He pauses for only an instant, pressing the tips of his fingers to the bloody grooves, and then attacks. Red overtakes his eyes, his own lips peeled up in an inhuman snarl. His features twist, pulling tight, and in a blink, he’s launched himself at the wolf.

      Half desperate, I follow him.

      The wolf snaps powerful jaws at me and shakes its head to dislodge Colt. But Colt hauls himself onto the creature’s back, the air spinning around them from the frenzy. Dead leaves spin in a cyclone and Colt locks his feet around the wolf’s neck, his fangs snapping out.

      He snarls at the wolf’s ear.

      With the creature distracted, I attack. There are no weapons here, only my pounding heart and the heat of battle dancing along my skin. This close to the creature the scent is finally obvious, the fresh and stinking scent of open wounds.

      I hiss in disgust and pummel the creature’s chest to break his ribs.

      The wolf seems almost surprised by my fight, that I’m holding my own.

      “Get out of here!” Colt snaps.

      I snarl up at him, square my shoulders, and hit the wolf harder. Between the two of us tearing at him, the beast stumbles backwards.

      “I’m helping you.” I curse, my fangs snapping out.

      The tension coiled in my body is insane and a thick lump forms in the back of my throat.

      “I’m trying to protect you.” Colt’s voice sounds hollow.

      I don’t need him to protect me anymore. The wolf thrashes like a caged animal and I realize too late it’s backed up to one of the trees ringing the park path. It slams Colt against the tree trunk and growls, hatred clear in the tone.

      “No!”

      My moment of panic costs me. I breathe out, my lips parting, and the wolf senses the moment of weakness and strikes.

      It slams the bottom of its clawed foot against my ribs hard enough to shatter mine instead. The force sends me spiraling and I hit the ground with a harsh thud, digging a groove in the grass.

      Oh, god. I can’t move. I’m paralyzed and on my back, staring up at the starlit sky like someone has pressed the pause button on me. I’m only distantly aware of Colt yelling my name, accompanied by a high-pitched wine from the wolf.

      Somehow, I manage to tilt my head toward the wolf, focusing on breathing. In and out, slowly. Too much air expands my chest in a way that sends white-hot agony down my spine. Maybe I really am paralyzed. But the worry is distant in the face of so much agony.

      Colt is nothing but a pale blot against a sea of darkness. He moves against the wolf faster than I’ve seen before. They’re wild as they face each other, both of them beyond humanity.

      Both of them lost.

      The few glimpses I catch of Colt when he’s still enough to come into focus are more like a stranger than a beloved friend. His skin is pulled across his skull and every bone stands out in stark relief. There is no blood left in his face but it’s speckled all over his skin. Not his. It can’t be his.

      This is a feral creature, the boogeyman in the night.

      Even the comparison has a certain numbness to it.

      I give myself a mental shake. Get it together, Lacey. He shouldn’t have to do this on his own. And I don’t want him to.

      I’m here for him, and there’s no better time to prove it.

      So get your ass up!

      I roll to my right, pausing for a second when the world tilts on its axis. But my superior healing is already knitting together the worst offenses.

      The wolf grabs Colt on either side of his head and squeezes like it’s trying to pop a ball. Panic is a strange thing. It forces you through all kinds of injuries and I’m back on my feet, wobbling but pissed off.

      Fury counts for a whole lot.

      The wolf twists, its back to me, and I bring the tip of my sneaker up between its legs and send its balls, or whatever it has in this form, right back into its body. Its screech rattles my bones but it drops Colt and together we tear at the wolf. Forcing it down to its knees in the soft earth.

      Colt is the one to make the final blow, ripping the throat from the wolf with his bare hands. The skin peels away easily and the beast’s lunatic eyes finally close. The wolf slumps forward.

      For a moment, neither one of us moves. There is only the sound of my breath, the scatter of wind blown leaves, and the body twitching with the last throes of life. A geyser of blood erupts from the torn neck and the wolf lets out one final gust of breath before it goes still.

      Holy shit.

      The shaking starts in my knees and jets up my bones. Every part of me trembles and I slap my palm across my mouth to stifle sob.

      A slight sound from Colt jerks me in his direction and I pull up short at his sneer. His attention locks on the body, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d say he’s smiling. Gleeful.

      “Are we sure he’s not gonna—” I start.

      Yup, he’s definitely chuckling. “His throat is on the ground, Lacey. He’s not coming back. Watch.”

      His voice is warped as well, not the same baritone I’m used to hearing.

      We’re covered in blood and fur and things better left unmentioned. I reach for him anyway, tangling our fingers together because I need the contact, any kind of contact. He’s a grounding force, a rock to my shaking.

      For another heartbeat, nothing happens.

      Then the dead wolf’s muzzle shrinks back an inch. Sable fur recedes back into skin and leaves those gaping wounds stark against tawny freckles and slack muscles. The canines shrink into an all too human mouth.

      The wolf morphs down into a guy our own age.

      Or he was, before we killed him.

      A low moan slips between my lips and I push even harder against my mouth, my palm sticky with blood. It doesn’t help stifle the sound, or the horror swelling through me. Nothing helps. We killed a boy.

      “It can’t be helped.” Colt slips back into his usual demeanor until the last traces of his inhumanity disappear, flaking away in the breeze. Or so I hope. “Lacey, he attacked us. We’d be in the same position if we hadn’t defended ourselves.”

      The fur we’d torn from the boy are sickening pink globs against the dark ground. Skin.

      This is real. The full reality of the situation finally bursts through me and I heave, pulling free of Colt and falling to my knees to empty my gut.

      Bile burns and adds to the disgusting mess we’d made of the boy. His eyes are closed.

      Thank goodness.

      If I’d stopped puking only to see his dead gaze on mine, I’m not sure what I’d do.

      When my guts have finished revolting, I drag in a fresh breath, except the air is tainted with the lingering stink of the moon madness.

      “Pull yourself together,” Colt warns. “This is only the beginning. If you’re going to fall apart with one little death, then you better toughen up, quickly.”

      I don’t want it to be the beginning. I don’t want the madness to be here in our backyard, with me and Colt as two of the latest would-be victims. If we weren’t dhampirs, we’d be in pieces right now instead of the boy.

      The police would identify me and call my father, and force him to verify that indeed it’s his only daughter strewn about the park like bread for the pigeons.

      I swipe my mouth with my sleeve and rise. Every time I look away, I’m drawn back to the body.

      Colt stares at the body like it’s nothing. Like it’s vermin.

      Like it’s beneath him.

      The humanity leaches out of him until there is nothing left but the base instincts of a killer. And not even a killer who does so because of survival, or for sustenance. This is a glimpse of a true vampire who considers any other living creature outside of vampires to be inconsequential and insignificant.

      Is this what he’ll be when he changes?

      Heartless and ruthless and the worst of the worst? His morality is gone and I can’t do anything.

      I stand with my breath gusting out of me, my skin prickling and blood spatters drying in the approaching daylight.

      His name is on the tip of my tongue but it refuses to slip out.
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      He spits on the corpse before straightening and running a crimson-colored hand through his hair. The wolf’s blood paints the golden strands, keeping them stuck in place like gel.

      “This battle is over.” Colt’s voice is distant, almost like he’s offering up a commentary on the scene rather than some kind of last-ditch reassurance for me.

      We might have won this fight—we’re alive—but what about the war? At what cost did we win this?

      Is Colt’s goodness the price? I’m getting ahead of myself here, imagining a more dire outcome than the one already in front of us.

      I step away from the body. “Are you sure there’s no way for us to have won without killing him? This is wrong. He’s our age.”

      My heart breaks for the black-haired youth with freckles on his biceps. What’s his story? Who was he before he got sick? Are his parents looking for him? Or a girlfriend?

      “He had moon madness.” To Colt, it’s self-explanatory.

      For me, the events of the last few hours and our truce are a part of some long forgotten past. They died as surely as this poor kid who had no choice in what he did. If the moon madness really did take him, then we could have tried to contain him, and use him to learn more. Not brutalize him.

      Didn’t he suffer enough?

      Why hadn’t I thought about it? Because in the moment, I rationalized the violence. It was him against us and my desperate need to protect Colt would always win out.

      “Can we still use him to get a sample?” I ask tentatively.

      Colt shakes his head, then goes a step beyond, and kicks at the corpse, sending it several feet across the grass. The boy’s limbs flop across his chest and his legs bend awkwardly.

      “We have to dispose of it and get out of here. The sun rises in a few minutes.”

      My eyes burn but there are no tears. “You don’t have to be so rude.”

      “It’s dead.”

      It, not even a he.

      Our friendship, on the verge of some kind of hopeful renewal, takes a sharp plunge into no-man’s land, and I’m left with two options. I can keep fighting for it or not. I’m beginning to not like Colt. The person he shows me over ice cream and creature features isn’t the same person he shows me when it really counts.

      Ice cream and screams are easy. Aren’t they?

      Is there any way to save our friendship?

      Do I want to fight for it?

      If I don’t, Colt might become the stuff of nightmares, a vampire without a soul, with people around him who only want to use him.

      I swallow hard.

      I thought the feral ferocity was gone? No, it’s there. He’s just hiding it better from me.

      This death changed something in him.

      The first pricks of the sun land heavily on the back of my neck, and I stiffen against the sudden bite of pain.

      Since Colt is the one who made me, bit me, what happens to me if he turns? I’ve been in no-man’s land too long as well. The sun burns me, and I’ve got powers.

      “We have to do something with the body. We can’t let anyone else come out here and find it,” I say hurriedly

      “The human cops are all but useless. They won’t find anything, but we don’t want to give them more to think about,” Colt replies, leering.

      He works his shoulders and bends to grip the boy under the shoulders. He drags the body over to the gazebo, stopping only to pry open some of the lattice around the bottom. He pushes the body inside then replaces the lattice without asking for help.

      When he’s done, he wipes his hands on the front of his pants. “The wolves will be here soon to get the rest cleaned up.”

      “It doesn’t seem right. I think we should do something. Maybe call the Ironwood Pack?”

      “Yes, we’re leaving, which counts as doing something. Are you coming?” Colt stares off down the path leading toward the road.

      A pit opens up inside of me. “No, I’m not.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      He takes off without a backward glance. He doesn’t make me come with him. I’m not sure whether I expected him to insist on it or not but whatever I thought he’d say, it’s not this.

      He’s back to being dismissive again and I’m the idiot who lets it surprise her.

      The gazebo hides an awful secret underneath the worn planks that have hosted countless choral groups and bandstand performances. “I’m sorry,” I whisper to the boy.

      I stop only long enough to grab a few stray tufts of hair, prying them free from the grass and stuffing them in my pockets. Colt doesn’t think it will be of use but who knows. The witches might be able to analyze the hair.

      I can’t bring myself to touch the pieces of skin. I could go back to the club, but with the sun lifting overhead, Dad’s place is closer.

      A few stray rays of buttery light hit me with the force of a truck. The pain strikes me between the shoulder blades and I stumble, forcing myself to lope like an injured animal.

      Hissing, I sprint for the cape cod at the curve of the creek and land on the front stoop of Dad’s house smoking and lightheaded. Pain spirals through me, powerful, indescribable.

      I wrench free of my jacket, which might have been a good barrier if I’d used my freaking head, and scrubbed the blood from my face and hands. My keys are back at the club.

      A good sharp twist breaks the locking mechanisms, and I stumble into the safety of darkness, slamming the door behind me.

      Breathlessly, I sink to the floor, smoke curling from my damaged skin.

      It’s a small punishment and I deserve much more.

      This is what happens to me now, my new normal. When summer lands fully and the days are longer, the nights shorter, I’ll be in for a world of pain.

      All of this from giving into my powers and using them more, if I have to guess. I’ve been drinking more blood, too.

      The house creaks in the overwhelming silence and I hold my breath, listening for sounds of life.

      There’s nothing.

      My heart zips up to block my throat. Bracing myself on the floor, I push up, hardly daring to move, my body sluggishly healing itself. “Hey, Dad?”

      The TV is off but when I tune into the energy of the house, his signature is in the living room rather than in bed. I round the corner fast enough for my sneaker tread to skid along the floor.

      He’s seated upright on the couch facing away from the window. His gaze is fastened on the opposite wall. Any relief at seeing him diminishes almost immediately.

      “Dad? Hey, are you okay?”

      The adrenaline rush of the werewolf attack returns with a vengeance. Blurry eyed, I approach slowly, stepping in front of him. He doesn‘t blink.

      A strange flush creeps over my skin as a chill settles deeper inside, the two mingling in a way that makes me automatically sick.

      “Dad? Talk to me.”

      My next inhalation brings the scents of sweat and dust but not alcohol. I wave a hand in front of his face, hoping for some kind of movement on his part, but there’s nothing.

      He’s frozen in place. Not drunk, but in some kind of stupor. The niggling sensation in the back of my head goes loud enough to give me a migraine. Without thought, I reach out energetically, the same way I had with the glamour.

      His mind is foggy and dull, silent, as though every command in his brain is paused. But the fog is familiar.

      It’s mine.

      My control has forced him into some kind of stupor. I pull out of his mind immediately, gasping and stumbling backward until my tailbone hits the coffee table. Does vampire glamour cause long term consequences if not done properly?

      According to RJ and Aimee, I’m not strong enough or knowledgeable enough to glamour properly.

      I just hadn’t gotten back to the house to fix what I’d done.

      “Dad, you have to snap out of it.” I push my energy at him and mentally grab at the fog, willing it to pull back. Dragging the last of my commands out with me. “Forget everything I told you when it comes to your drinking. You are an adult and you can do what you want. If you want to drink, the smell and the taste no longer makes you sick.”

      I’m struggling to remember my exact terminology and come up blank.

      I have to stop it all.

      “When I snap my fingers you’ll wake up, and all traces of my glamour will be gone. You’ll shake it off,” I finish hastily.

      If it works for hypnotists, then it can work for him—I have no clue what else to do.

      I count down from three and then snap my fingers. Holding my breath, I wait for him to blink, to swallow, to do something that isn’t staring blankly at the wall like he caught sight of Medusa.

      Oh god. What if it didn’t work?

      What if something changed inside of him irrevocably and he’s stuck like this? I’ll have to talk to Colt at that point, and see if he knows of any way to reverse a glamour gone bad.

      Dad jolts, groaning, his eyes finally closing as he sags back against the couch cushions.

      “Lacey?” The gruffness in his voice makes it seem like he spent the night screaming. “Isn’t it a little early for you to be here?”

      Yeah, and the sunlight coming in through the dusty yellow blinds will be super painful if I move away from the wall.

      “Hey.” Tears prick the back of my eyes. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like shit.”

      At least he’s not snapping, though. He lifts his knuckles and grinds them against his eyes before sucking in a lungful of air.

      “Fuck, I need a drink.”

      My automatic response is to tell him it’s way too early for booze, not just for my visit. I bite down on my tongue until I taste blood.

      I lean forward, adjusting myself on the edge of the coffee table and grab his hands before he can get up. “Dad. We’ve got to talk.”

      His automatic jerk back when I touch him says more about our damaged relationship than anything verbal. We’ve never been the type to casually hug. It’s not our style.

      If arguing can be a love language, then we have the best relationship in the world.

      “There’s nothing for us to say, Lace,” he starts. “Unless you want to tell me why you’ve been here so much lately.”

      “Because I’m worried about you.”

      Vulnerability hasn’t come easily to us. I thought it would, once, in the early days after Mom…but no. It left us both sour when we tried to explain our feelings to one another, too similar to receive it with an open heart or mind. Dad always acts like he knows best and it’s the one thing I’ve inherited from him besides his pale features.

      “Your drinking is a huge problem. You’ve been hurting yourself for a long time and it’s a big deal.” I force myself to say it clearly rather than rush to blurt it out. “You’re the only one who can change but I don’t want to be around for your self destruction.”

      “You’re never around anyway,” he retorts with a scoff.

      It’s easy to say I might visit more if he weren’t always drunk. Weren’t the last few weeks of me checking in proof enough of that?

      But this time, unlike all the other times, I’m not going to argue with him. We’ve done this song and dance enough times for me to understand how it ends.

      And no matter how hard it is, I continue. “I’m worried about you. You’ve always been a big drinker but you’ve never had control. It’s killing you. I can’t watch you kill yourself this way. I want us to fix our relationship and we can’t do it when you’re drunk all the time.”

      I squeeze his hands harder when he tries to pull away.

      “Please, Dad.” Neither one of us are used to these kinds of heart to hearts.

      My mind flashes back to how he looked when I first found him, and further, to the poor boy Colt had killed.

      Time is short. I might be longer lived as a dhampir but that isn’t an excuse to let things sit unresolved.

      Dad stares at me and he’s tired, older than I remember. There are more strands of gray in his reddish hair and he’s let his facial hair grow scraggly. A part of me braces in anticipation of him lashing out.

      Silence stretches before he tips his head back with a pained groan. “I know. I know it’s a problem.”

      I don’t realize I’ve been holding my breath until my lungs fill with fresh air.

      “I’ll try to do better. I’ll clean up,” he agrees. “But no promises.”

      It’s better than I hoped for so I force out a smile. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “Do you want some breakfast?” he offers.

      The tremor in his fingers deepens and I hold on for another few seconds for good measure. “Actually, I think I’m going to sleep for a little bit. You don’t mind if you use my old room, do you?”

      It’s better to ask. I don’t want to destroy our tentative peace before it has a chance to root.

      “That’s fine, sweetie. It’s all still there how you left it.”

      I’ll have to head to work tonight. I pull away from Dad, wondering if going for a hug would be way too much. Finally I decide against it and head upstairs, stepping out of the sunbeams from the bare windows.

      Exhausted, I pull the old curtains shut and flop down on my bed to a small tornado of dust. It tickles the inside of my nose but the sheets are clean.

      When I do get to work, I’ll have to find Colt, and hope it’s not too late for either of us.
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      It’s not the same kind of feeling, sleeping in your childhood bed as an adult. Or as a dhampir.

      I’m thrown out of sleep the second the sun touches down beyond the horizon like my internal clock doesn’t just come with an alarm, it comes with a sledgehammer to my head.

      Every part of my body hurts.

      Groaning, I stretch my arms overhead, finding the same thin spots in my pillow where I’ve always kept my head and my hands. The feathery down has conformed to me.

      It’s weird to have something so familiar in the same reality as a life that’s wholly out of my control. The room is the same, with the peeling wallpaper with bluebells and daisies. The pillow and the sheets are the same. My jewelry box with the silver chain Colt gave me is front and center on my old vanity, the glass smudged from too many handprints and not enough motivation to wipe them clean.

      Everything else is different. Unrecognizable.

      Dad’s still snoozing on the couch when I head downstairs.

      He looks the same but he’s changing, too, because even a few years ago, he’d have never agreed to clean up his act on his own. He’d have made some excuse about why he needs the alcohol. Or he’d tell me to mind my own fucking business and work on fixing my life instead.

      Those are well-worn arguments.

      He’s smaller, on the couch, frailer and calmer.

      At the last second, I head over and grab one of the old quilts Aunt Lydia had knitted during one of those strange phases where everyone thinks they need a hobby. The pattern is wonky and the colors skew into each other but it’s soft.

      I tuck it around Dad’s shoulders and press a kiss to the top of his head. “I’ll come back and check on you soon.”

      He murmurs something in his sleep, yawning wide enough to show me the old silver fillings in his back molars, and I’m out the door before he wakes. I rush back to Club Mera, anxious for a look at Colt.

      Please let him be the old him.

      I’ll lose my nerve if I don’t confront him now. Things are too raw between us for me to waste any more time.

      My stomach grumbles as I push in the back door. He’s not in the second floor office but I grab a bag of blood from the fridge there and tear into the top, gulping it down greedily. The ice cream is forgotten.

      Colt isn’t at work and he isn’t in his room in the basement. Hours later, I’ve checked the gym—the books are gone, so wherever he went, he took them—and the usual haunts.

      Nada. Not a whisper of a hint of Colt passing through. I head to the park and check the gazebo quickly, before someone catches me peeking under the foundation.

      The body is gone.

      The alarm is back and bleating its familiar warnings. Did Colt take it?

      My legs are numb. I can’t feel anything from the waist down as I make it back to Mera. Someone has to be there, someone who isn’t the magical pureblood princess who doesn’t know the ropes.

      I’m not going to be much good to anyone but I’ll be present.

      Where the hell is Colt?

      He’s nowhere. The ice in my veins is consistent, constant, and I’m afraid I’ll get used to it if too much time passes this way. Am I too late, for real? My anxiety is a Jenga tower, way too high, threatening to topple at the slightest inconvenience.

      The next night is the same. No Colt, and people start to wonder where their boss has gone. Plus side? There’s nothing on the news or in the socials about the body in the park. The death is covered up and the body has disappeared.

      I hide my shot nerves in a massive cup of coffee from the café, sipping it as much for the warmth as for the comfort.

      It tastes like dirt, but everything does since the attack.

      Footsteps sound overly loud and my instincts rise, pricking at me for attention. I know who it is before I turn around and swallowing a groan does nothing to hide the sound.

      “I’m not in the mood,” I call out preemptively.

      Irina doesn’t care when she asks, “Have you seen Colt?”

      I keep walking into the club and the paperwork there for me to go over. “I’m not his keeper,” I mutter.

      I’m not going to tell Irina how I’ve been looking for him, too. More than likely, with her awesome vampire powers, she already knows, and she’s doing this to fuck with me.

      “You might not be his keeper but you know him better than we do; you know his motives and his schedule. Well, this version of him, anyway.”

      Irina says it like this version of Colt is nothing but a farce. Or maybe some kind of mask he’ll shuck off when he’s ready.

      I roll my eyes.

      “No version of him is around so I don’t see how it matters.” I turn with my coffee in one hand and the folder of papers in the other. I’ve never tried a blood-flavored latte before but it’s not so bad. “Don’t you have something better to do than follow me around? Princess duties?”

      Irina arches a prim brow at my disdain.

      The tension in the air is thick enough to choke on. My tongue is ready to twist itself in knots to keep it from happening and Irina refuses to blink. This stare down is getting old and I’m about to break down. I might do it as a treat, if I thought screaming at her would make a difference.

      News flash: it won’t.

      “If this is how you feel, then maybe you should keep away,” she replies easily. “You’ve been told this same thing before. Haven’t you?”

      Oh, this bitch. My hands clench. “Luckily for me, you are not in charge of what I do. Just like you’re not in charge of what Colt does, apparently, since you can’t seem to find him either.”

      We keep staring each other down in challenge, both waiting for the other to crack. I’m riding high on a combination of stress and caffeine so if Irina wants to start something, I’m in the wrong mood to be diplomatic.

      I’m in the wrong mood for a lot of things.

      Naturally, I’m the first one to break the stare down, as Irina anticipated. She allows none of her emotions to show but the vibration of the air changes into something close to victorious. She’s won, again.

      She opens her mouth to argue when she suddenly goes blank, her eyes widening and her jaw slacking slightly. At once, she’s a million miles away, and I’m on high alert.

      Apprehension plucks my nerves like fiddle strings. “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?”

      She shakes off the stupor but there is nothing calming in her demeanor. “The queen wants to see you,” she murmurs “Now. In the office.”

      I blanch. My grip on the mug tightens in an instant and the porcelain cracks, blood and coffee going everywhere. I barely notice the mess. “I didn’t know the queen was here.”

      “She’s masking her presence.” Irina spins on her toes like she can’t wait to get as far away from me as possible. I’m public enemy number one now. “You better not keep her waiting. And please show some respect, Miss Banner.”

      Her order lingers with me and rather than take my time, simply to be annoying, I do hustle.

      There’s no sense in prolonging a meeting that feels inevitable. I’m not a full vampire but I’m a part of this club and the fabric of the town, and as long as the vampire queen is in attendance⁠—

      I’ll play nice.

      Traversing the steps is a challenge since my feet each weigh a thousand pounds. I knock once on the office door and it swings open before I’ve landed my fist again.

      The Queen of the Enigati vampire line sits perched behind the desk and the air of the chamber is different. The steel swords crossed in the crest overhead are more threatening than before.

      She doesn’t rise but her two attendants and her three bodyguards do. They’re all staring me down like I’d be an excellent snack between meals and they’ll use my bones as toothpicks. They’re hungry.

      The queen jerks her nose toward the chair. “Sit.”

      I do as she bids and then shake my head, surprised. It’s nearly impossible to look right at this ancient creature, which makes me wonder how in the world Colt’s dad managed to actually share a bed with her.

      Power radiates off her in frosty waves and her skin is too pristine to have the supple velvety texture of a normal woman’s. She can probably break through walls if she has to.

      Tonight, she’s exchanged her power suit for a tailored gown with a cinched waist and a flowing skirt. Her blonde hair is done in an intricate knot of braids along her crown and temples.

      “It’s well past time we had a chat, Lacey,” she begins.

      Just how old is the Enigati line? Because from where I’m standing, this woman might have hailed from the damn Vikings themselves, one of their lost princesses or something.

      If I once thought Irina intimidating, she’s dwarfed in comparison to this powerhouse.

      Only the healthy dose of mad and worry I’ve worked up over the last few weeks give me any kind of leg to stand on. Bravado can take a girl far.

      The queen eyes me with evident dislike and I know in my bones this is one battle of wills I won’t be able to win.

      Finally, I tell her, “We’ll have to put a pin in it. I have work.”

      “You’ll go when I say you can go.”

      She’s carved of the purest white marble but the longer I stare at the queen, the more of Colt I see. It’s in the shape of their eyes and the slight downturn of their mouths. I always thought he was a dead ringer for his dad but now I know better. He’s cut from the same cloth as this creature he tried to outrun.

      A shadow falls over her face and her men still and lower their head. The air in the office shivers and my nerves twist in my head, my throat constricting like a blade is pressed to it. The queen doesn’t move but she doesn‘t need to.

      “I can’t find my son.”

      The queen’s admittance startles me down to the depths of my soul. “What do you mean, you can’t find him?” Come again?

      “I’d think the words are self-explanatory,” she says imperiously.

      “I’m not sure where he is. I haven’t been able to find him, either.”

      Lying won’t help me. She’ll see right through me. The queen is too old and too powerful for me to stand a chance against if I come at her with half truths.

      “Honestly, if I knew—” I start.

      She lifts a hand and I fall silent. “You know him best. You understand him on a more distinct level than I do, even though he is my blood. Did anything happen in the last two days?”

      I’m hyper aware of the way the other vampires in the room press closer. It’s a wonder I’m not breathing out puffs of white clouds with the chill.

      I hesitate for half a second before I blurt out about the attack. “Colt killed a moon-mad werewolf and when I went back to the park, the body wasn’t there,” I finished.

      The queen doesn’t react the way I thought she might. She only nods. “Things like that happen around you. Oddities in the fabric of reality.”

      “Me?” My hand automatically slaps my heart. “That’s not true.”

      She looks me straight in the eye, unblinking, and despite my best efforts to return the stare, I’m a panicked child, and she’s royalty. It’s the stare of someone so old they’ve outgrown their hunger and know only power. Even death has bowed down in front of her.

      Speaking to me in this capacity in an act so beneath her it’s demeaning.

      “I feel it’s best for you to step back. Allow Irina to take your place, in the club and in his life,” the queen says softly. “You’ve had your time with Colt. His childhood belongs to you. Now, he is grown. He is changing. It’s time for him to stop outrunning his fate, and part of that comes when the cords between you two are cut.”

      The corner of her lips curl.

      I shy the way a horse would and push out of the chair fast enough to have the queen’s guards step toward me with their weapons raised. Their eyes glow with a strange crimson light before they realize I’m shocked, not dangerous.

      The queen has an oddly pleased air for getting this reaction out of me. “I’ve chosen Princess Irina for Colt, not you. The match is already done and approved. You would do well to allow a pureblood to take your place in his life, personally and professionally.”

      Even if the queen’s tone didn’t set my teeth on edge, it’s a stretch to go from news about a werewolf attack to bringing up the princess and a purity match.

      “Did you know about the attack already?” I ask bluntly.

      The queen flicks her fingers and a gust of power pushes me toward the door. “You’re dismissed. Go to work.”

      And enjoy it while I can, her statement seems to say. Instead of being stubborn and trying to make a point, I skip out of there quickly.

      Friends, to enemies, to nothing at all. That’s the trajectory of our friendship and still, I’d do anything for him. Anything to help him escape this because the only future worse than this is one where the person I care about is shackled to that woman for the rest of his unnaturally long life.

      I cut out of the club early. We’re slow, Mariah and Nemesis are here, and in a few hours Kai will probably be in early.

      I’m halfway out the door when I tune into the sound of heavy footsteps behind me. I’d be nervous if they didn’t sound intentional. Only one person walks with such intention.

      I’m worked up when I turn, seeing red, ready to confront Colt. “You have a lot of nerve⁠—”

      But it’s not Colt behind me.

      It’s Irina, and she’s already reaching out to grab my throat.
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      Irina steps closer, and I automatically move away from her to keep a healthy amount of space between us. “What did the queen say to you?”

      I certainly don’t need her perfectly manicured claws around my throat. Whatever she’d been trying to do when she grabbed for me, it’s better to not let her do it.

      She’s slightly menacing in this light, with the unholy paleness in her skin and the mercurial gray eyes. I force myself not to blink.

      “It’s none of your business. Otherwise, she’d have asked you to join us,” I say lightly. “It was for my ears only.”

      The realization rocks through me when I remember what was said. The queen has chosen Irina. The pure blood, the royal. Chosen for Colt as his…what? Girlfriend? Mate? The thought makes me sick.

      I don’t want to know.

      “You really need to be careful, Miss Banner,” Irina continues, uncowed. Her dress swishes in her wake. “You have no idea what you’re playing at.”

      My hands go to my hips. “You’re warning me now?”

      Does she feel the way my insides skitter in her presence?

      “I’m giving you a piece of advice you’d be foolish to ignore.” Her counter is the epitome of rationality and I hate it.

      But there’s another layer to her tonight, a note of sadness, or loneliness. The emotion, rather than make her breakable like it would anyone else, only adds to her devastating beauty.

      Losing my cool on her won’t accomplish anything. It might make me feel better in the moment but in the long run? Not so much.

      “I’m out of here.” I don’t have to stick around to listen to Irina.

      Just like I never had to stick around to listen to Colt be rude in the past. Those days are done, aren’t they? And there’s plenty of time before sunrise.

      If I have to bunk down at Dad’s again rather than go back to the basement, then so be it. Hell, I’ll even run the distance to Aunt Lydia’s if it comes down to it. Anywhere is better than here.

      Unfortunately, Irina keeps up with me no matter how quickly I march off. If it comes down to a race between us, I have a good idea who will win, and it ain’t me.

      “You know, I think I saw Colt inside,” I call over my shoulder to get her off my ass. “He’s probably waiting for you.”

      It’s only a matter of time before Irina falls into step beside me, staring resolutely ahead. “I’m here to talk to you, not him. I heard—I heard he killed a werewolf,” she replies.

      I glance sideways at her in alarm. “We were attacked. It was self defense. He had no choice.”

      Why am I defending him?

      News certainly travels quicker than I thought. Or maybe Colt told her himself, if the glimpse of blond I saw at the club really was him, and that’s why Irina’s with me instead.

      If I think about it too much, I’ll give myself a headache.

      Too late. I smell like blood and espresso and sweat, the caffeine I could have used wasted when I broke the mug.

      Irina doesn’t seem to be interested in the circumstances of the attack. She barely bats an eyelash. “Was the werewolf sick? Did he actually have the moon madness?”

      My mind immediately trails back to the night, to the way the body of the dead wolf shifted into human form. The boy’s features were composed and soft in death, much softer than the flash of fang from the animal.

      I shake my head to dissipate the image. “You can ask Colt if you’re so interested.”

      Irina scoffs. “I’m asking you.”

      “I’m not the definitive source on the subject.” But my attention is already split.

      I didn’t remember a lot of details from the attack. Adrenaline kicked into high gear and every ounce of training from Colt, my previous karate and street fighting lessons came into play. My body knew what to do while my mind took a backseat.

      “Maybe,” I finally admit. “Yeah, okay, he was sick. His skin was shredding off his body and he foamed at the mouth like a rabid raccoon.”

      I’ve never known a wolf to just react that way without a good reason, and Colt and I hadn’t posed a threat. We were eating ice cream.

      With Irina beside me, close but not touching, I keep walking.

      “Why are you so interested?” It’s not lost on me how we’re nearing the park. “It doesn’t really strike me as part of your duties to clean up after a prince.”

      “My mother, not Colt’s, agrees with the plan to wipe out the werewolves.” Irina flicks her gaze toward me. “I’m sure you’re well aware of it?”

      She doesn’t seem to care about my eavesdropping so I nod in acknowledgment.

      “If the madness is in town, then it will spread faster than anyone assumed, and it won’t be a contained war. It will be catastrophic. The madness erases logic and intellect until the cursed one is nothing but animal instinct. And what happens then? A bloodbath,” she says.

      “That’s what war is,” I remind her. “War is nothing but a bloodbath. Both sides do their best to overpower the other and there’s only one victor.”

      “It won’t simply be vampires versus werewolves,” Irina corrects me hotly. “The madness spreads throughout all supernatural creatures. It will impact the witches eventually, and the chimeras. It will spread through even the most innocent of the supernaturals and what will happen then? Only the vampires will be left? I refuse to allow it to happen.”

      Innocents like my sylph friend, Whitney. I shiver.

      “Why do you care, though? The vampires believe they’ll win,” I remind her. “A war might end up being profitable to you.”

      We step off the sidewalk and cross the street into the park. I’m not sure if I’m leading Irina to the scene of the crime or if it’s the other way around. For some reason, neither one of us kicks up a fuss.

      “You’re human,” she says simply. There’s nothing condemning in the word, only logic. “You don’t get it.”

      “So explain it to me,” I demand, since correcting her at this point is redundant.

      Nothing is going to change if we keep brushing the truth under a rug or if the excuses keep getting tossed around that people won’t understand or you’re human. Maybe the vampires aren’t giving humans enough credit.

      Because they keep labeling me that way and I still want to help. I’m still in the middle of this shit and not going anywhere.

      Irina sucks in a deep breath before saying, “Some of the higher placed vampires are breaking off into individual factions. Some say that if we don’t kill off this madness here, now, then it will spread faster than any disease, magical or not. The only way to stop it is a full extermination.”

      “A war is technically two sides fighting. If the disease changes creatures, then it’s not a war. It’s genocide,” I correct.

      “Whatever you want to call it, it will involve all supes. And there are bad people out there. Bad vampires who will enslave those they consider less powerful than them. Oh, those with less power will still be useful, however. If these vampires get their way, the bottom of the food chain will suffer.”

      The vamps consider everyone beneath them as the bottom of the food change. Even so, I want Irina to clarify.

      I want to hear her say it.

      “Who do you consider at the bottom?” I ask carefully.

      We stop beside the gazebo. This park used to be a safe place for me in the daytime hours, when I wanted to get away from Dad. Or when I wanted to eat my lunch in a quiet place between classes at the community college. I’d drive out here and sit, people watch, eat, and think about life.

      Now there’s so much more to life and I’m constantly thinking and worrying.

      Now I’m here with Irina.

      “Ask your friend Colt,” she says with a shrug. “Or don’t. But he knows. After all, why do you think he now wants to be a vampire over a human?”

      I stop and face her with my back turned to the lattice. “He doesn’t want that. He wants to stay exactly what he is.”

      “Are you sure?” Her features are open and expressive, but I’m not sure if it’s an act and she just wants to look that way so I’ll trust her. “He’s changed in more ways than you’re aware. He’s told me himself he’d rather be a full vampire.”

      “You’re lying.”

      She has to be. Colt would never make that decision without telling me. We’ve spent too many nights in the past arguing about it only for him to be the one to call me back and tell me all the reasons why staying dhampir is better.

      “Irina.” Colt’s voice is a rebuking lash of sound before he steps out of the shadows. “Go home.”

      She straightens at his tone. “You followed us.”

      Her head bows slightly in acknowledgment to him but otherwise she’s unflinching.

      “Of course. I needed to make sure you weren’t going to hurt each other,” he replies.

      It’s nice he’s giving me credit, but I think the statement is more for her benefit than for mine. Neither one of them really believes I’m the threat, not here.

      “It’s not safe. Go.” He waits for her to comply.

      I halfway expect her to tell him off but Colt outranks her. Irina eventually caves. She flashes me a quick look before she takes off down the street and leaves me alone with a stranger.

      “Were you ever going to tell me about changing your mind?” I start, going for the element of surprise.

      “About?” he drawls.

      “You want to go full vamp.” I shouldn’t have to clarify.

      “Irina needs to learn to keep her mouth shut. It’s not your place⁠—”

      “My place is with you,” I cut him off. “We’ve been friends for a long time. Even your mother admitted that I know you better than anyone else when she forced me to meet with her today.”

      Colt jerks a little but it’s the only surprise he’ll allow. “She shouldn’t have done that.”

      “I highly doubt you’re in a position to tell the queen what to do,” I argue. “Did you move the body?”

      I’m seething, my veins filled with acid instead of blood. Instead of distance, I go for nearness, and I stalk up to Colt and get in his face.

      “I told you I’d take care of it, and I mean what I say. As for going full vampire, my decision on what to do with my life has nothing to do with you,” Colt says carefully. Each word is a punch. “Please, Lace. I have no need for a keeper. You have to understand.”

      “How about a friend, then? One you constantly decide to push away?”

      He’ll do it now, too. I see it. In the way he eyes me. Right before his attention drops to my lips again and my stomach reacts with almost violent predictability.

      His scent fills my nostrils, the same spicy cologne I’m used to smelling, and I’m helpless.

      I want him to kiss me. I want him to wrap those strong arms around me and tell me it’s all right, I’m not going to be left behind, because he’ll always be there for me. The way he promised.

      How many times has he bolted only to come back?

      How long is it going to take him to realize there’s a connection between us? He’s pulled to me the same way I’m pulled to him.

      I see through his mask, every carefully prepared bit of it.

      “You might be a friend, Lacey, but what I do and the decisions I make are none of your business,” he replies.

      “You are my business,” I insist.

      Angst curls my fingers into fists. Anger, pain, sexual tension, they all mingle inside of me and my chest bows. There’s pain and there’s longing and it’s not just coming from me. Colt’s emotions press at me.

      How bad would it be to grab him now? To take his face in my hands and pull him down to me simply because he’s here, and we both want it? It doesn’t matter how hard he fights me.

      His longing is my own. Our emotions mingle and for a single bright second, they’re the same, the park melting away around us.

      His breath hitches, and I lick my lips when his eyes go dark.

      “Stop pushing me away.”

      Colt cranes his head to the side, the perfect angle to press our lips together. Anger is nothing but an aphrodisiac. The tension binds us together.

      He stops when he’s close enough for us to share breath. “You’re not one of us, Lacey. And no matter how hard you try, you never will be.”
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      The betrayal slices me into pieces. “Low blow,” I whisper.

      He knows exactly how to hurt me and he does it unflinchingly, without the slightest bit of hesitation.

      Which makes all the desire and the connection between us much harder to handle because a part of me knows he’s doing this on purpose. He doesn’t actually mean the words.

      They’re a last-ditch effort to get me to move where he needs me to move on the game board.

      I swallow compulsively, breaking eye contact.

      “It might be a low blow but you understand, don’t you? You have no place in this world and I’m trying to get you back to a world where you do,” he insists.

      Sure. Okay.

      I’m aware of every second of Colt reeling back his emotions. I recognize every devastated piece of me reeling from his sudden availability and even more rapid disappearance. I’m not good at riding the waves and crests.

      Hurt beyond words, I stalk off.

      I’ve got to get out of here and away from him. Wherever I go, it just has to be far enough to not feel him anymore. Impossible.

      He’s always there even when I don’t want him to be, even when it would be so much easier to cut him out of my life.

      I want to hate him, and a part of me does, because I despise how he treats me and how I constantly fall for it. Every time. I hate him for telling his pureblood princess all the things he should be telling me.

      I make it to the edge of the park and turn right, away from downtown. The side streets are closer together in this area, with the buildings filled with apartments and businesses. The sidewalks are less pristine and I squeeze my eyes shut, tears leaking out anyway.

      This sucks.

      It’s one thing to have Irina and the others throw my status in my face. To have Colt do it with such intention is worse. I scrub my eyes with my knuckles until the ache drives deeper.

      He means more to me than anyone else in my life.

      There’s always been something about him, even when we were kids, that I couldn’t ignore. Now it’s clear he’d rather I not be tied to him. He’s always said it was a mistake to bite me.

      My insides erupt, and I choke out a sob.

      I’m nothing but one big mistake. I don’t fit in anywhere. Over the last year, it never mattered much, but now it seems to be the only thing that does.

      The world around me slips away. I’m lost in thought when I need to be aware, when awareness might be the only thing keeping me safe.

      And I pay for my lack of awareness the moment a growl beside my ear ruffles my hair.

      I have time to turn before the first swipe of claws catches me above my hip. The hit sends me flying into an alley, and I stumble backward, surprise sharpening into readiness.

      My arms move on instinct to block the next swipe. The damn wolf came out of nowhere. Terror is nothing but a distant, screaming voice in the back of my mind as I settle into a familiar rhythm, like my body is the avatar in a video game.

      Slash, kick, punch.

      I sweep my leg out but the werewolf is much taller than me. This one doesn’t look nearly as degraded as the boy, but skin is peeling from around its neck and its eyes are deep crimson.

      My mouth goes dry.

      This one is also much larger with muscles on its muscles, and its teeth are the size of my middle finger. It leers in close, huffing out a gust of air from its nostrils that reeks like death.

      I’ve driven past roadkill that smells better.

      I can’t let it bite and infect me with the moon madness.

      Adrenaline surges, my mouth filling with the taste of something bitter. I duck down as the wolf lunges and come up swinging, landing a hit to the underside of its jaw. Its teeth crack together, its head snapping back.

      I might as well be blowing dandelion fluff at the thing.

      It recovers way too quickly and grabs me by the shoulder, shoving me backward. I stumble over my feet with arms windmilling then crash against the wall.

      I shove away from the brick, colliding with the wolf, bringing my leg up again. My knee jams against its thigh. The wolf backhands me and I crouch lower but the hit catches the top of my head.

      My sneakers skid against stinking asphalt. Gnashing its teeth, the wolf follows me back, crowding closer.

      I’m in a funnel.

      The alleyway between buildings narrows until it ends in a metal fence separating the street from the private yard in the back. I’m trapped.

      Son of a bitch.

      My eyes widen and the werewolf slinks forward. Its eyes are narrowed and mad enough for me to catch the glint without light from the moon overhead. I turn, taking a chance, and throw myself at the chainlink fence.

      I land halfway up the eight foot span and haul myself upward, screeching when the wolf grabs my ankle and pulls me back.

      I slam hard on my stomach, my lungs clench, black dots dancing across my vision when my head hits the pavement. The wolf drags me closer.

      “Colt!” It’s his name on my lips, a plea, when I catch my breath. “Colt, please⁠—”

      The wolf has one claw clenched around my ankle and the other grabs the base of my neck and squeezes, bending me into pieces. Its claws puncture my skin.

      The pressure on my spine increases. I’m not going out like this.

      I manage to buck and ease the pressure, twisting my body around in its hold and gripping the wolf’s wrist. I pull with my considerable strength and the surprise of the reversal enrages the creature.

      It lets loose a roar I feel in my bones and somewhere nearby, a car alarm yells.

      In a blink, panic replaces my adrenaline and turns my insides cold.

      My torso constricts and any thought of my strength, my powers, my training is gone. I called out for Colt. Right now, it seems like all I can do. But Colt is cold now. He likely won’t care.

      Let me go.

      I send out the mental command, flinging it wide and hoping it will stick even with the moon madness. The werewolf doesn’t back up, doesn’t release me, but its eyes widen. It’s a nearly imperceptible movement but it’s enough to give me a glimpse of something dangerous…

      Hope.

      Instead of pulling the wolf, I push up, into its grip. Stars blink in front of my eyes, but I keep my attention focused on the wolf’s muzzle dripping saliva.

      Let. Go!

      I send the command out again and its claws go lax. It expects me to get away, to duck and run for the street. So I’ll do the opposite. There’s no such thing as running away in this kind of fight.

      And in WoW, I’m one of the undisputed champions.

      It’s not much, but I like to think my copious hours of playing video games give me a slight edge. Whether the edge is enough to get me out of this situation with a moon-mad werewolf…

      I push up to the tips of my toes and slam my aching head against its nose. The wolf jerks, snorts, and lets out a roar that lifts the fine hair on my neck.

      My heart goes into dangerously fast territory, making my head light. My lungs are so heavy they might literally explode into pieces but I focus on the wolf and jump. Eye level, I punch at its muzzle a second time. Before my nerves falter, I turn sound and leap onto its back.

      I wrap my arms around its thick neck and squeeze.

      The stench is even worse up close. The last wolf hadn’t smelled nearly as bad, and I swallow my horror before my stomach revolts.

      The wolf reaches back and scratches at my spine with its claws to pull me off. I send another wave of command at him, this time to stop its attack and leave, but it comes up against an impenetrable wall. I won’t buckle. I keep holding on, crushing my legs around its midsection while I cling like a tick.

      I need a sword.

      I need something.

      “Colt, help!” My overly loud voice might bring more wolves running. “There’s another one! I need you.”

      I have to take the chance.

      The wolf’s claws sink in. They dig beneath my skin and he pulls me up, blood spraying. I’m screaming, floundering, spinning in its hold. It drops me down, and I land hard on my knees, my bone cracking against stone.

      The wolf roars and crouches above me.

      I’m losing the fight. No matter how badly I want to claim otherwise, my heart and soul knows. My arms automatically rise to protect my head and the back of my neck before the wolf crunches down and kills me.

      The bite never happens.

      The roar abruptly cuts off and a gust of cold air heralds the arrival of help. My heart warms, skipping a beat, because he’s here.

      Colt actually came to save me.

      I scuttle to the wall, finally daring to peel my eyes back open, only to stop again because the Colt now landing punch after punch to the wolf’s stomach is not the one I’ve known.

      Not my childhood friend, or the strange watered-down version of him I’ve seen over these last few days and weeks. This is a vampire.

      Cold. Ruthless.

      I thought he’d changed with the last attack?

      I was wrong. I hadn’t seen anything yet.

      He moves faster than my eyes track and drives the wolf step after step until the creature is caged between the fence and Colt.

      Colt might as well be made from stone. There is nothing recognizable left on his features. His eyes are glittering pieces of onyx, as black as night, focused on one thing—death.

      He’s going to kill this wolf, too.

      I want to feel horrified and a small part of me does. It rapidly fades away watching the beauty of Colt’s attack. He wastes no movement, graceful and deadly. Every strike lands someplace soft and vulnerable and the wolf grunts, slow and cumbersome in comparison.

      Those claws don’t land a single hit. Colt automatically ducks out of the way to avoid them as though he’s been in this exact scenario dozens of times. He knows every move as it happens.

      The wolf goes down on its side and Colt follows.

      He’s a vampire, yes, but at least a part of him wants to keep me safe.

      “Get the hell out of here, Lacey!”

      The hope that bloomed once more with his arrival is quickly dashed. I shake my head to clear the fog and confusion.

      “Let me help you.” The wolf is clearly moon mad. There’s no other explanation for this behavior. “We can handle him together.”

      Please don’t kill him. We need the sample.

      Colt gives no indication of hearing me.

      This is like deja vu. The scene is infinitely familiar. And why isn’t the wolf getting up? Colt hesitates, his fangs lowered and an inch above the wolf’s neck.

      There’s something bizarrely familiar about this.

      “Lacey, you wanted help, and I’m here. Now move before you get yourself hurt!” Colt grinds out.

      The wolf blinks open an eye, something like amusement in those red depths, and suddenly it’s on its feet again. It grabs Colt and crushes him to the brick.

      Realization is a sledgehammer to the head. This is exactly how one of my dreams looked. The one two weeks ago, where Colt died from a wolf ripping off his head. That’s why it feels so weird to me now.

      My attack was designed to draw Colt out, and the moon-mad wolf isn’t far enough gone to lose its ruthlessness. It’s still in possession of its wits.

      We’re so fucked.
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      Colt lifts his leg and knocks the werewolf away from him before its teeth snap against his throat. The wolf recovers fast, lunging, and he blocks the attack with both palms.

      “Go, Lacey!” He holds the werewolf in place. His eyes meet mine. “Get out now! Let me do this.”

      The wolf swivels in my direction with a growl. My terror is birthed with a hysterical laugh but I’m still hesitating. Why can’t I leave?

      Because Colt is here and no matter what he tries, I’m stubborn and stupid and more than halfway in love with him.

      I’ll never leave.

      Colt pushes a command at me and my legs automatically carry me to the street before I realize what’s happening. The werewolf snaps again at Colt’s throat and Colt manages to reverse their position, crouching low and coming up around the back of the creature to shove it to the wall instead.

      “I won’t tell you again!”

      His command blasts through me like someone’s lit me on fire. It’s an escape. It’s all he can give me and I’d almost missed the opportunity. My heart is still lodged in my throat and making it difficult to breathe as I bolt, half of me desperate to get out and the other helplessly tethered behind with Colt.

      But his word is law.

      My feet slap against the pavement as I book it, leaving a trail of dust and fear behind me.

      Anyone can follow.

      What if the werewolf has more of his moon-mad friends waiting? The attack was planned. Is it such a stretch to think there are more wolves waiting in an ambush?

      No, the rational piece of my brain left knows the truth. He’d come for Colt and until they finish him, they’re not going to waste their time on me.

      It doesn’t stop me from checking over my shoulder too many times to count.

      I glance backward again and trip on an exposed root in the sidewalk, face planting against the nearest wall of a building.

      Pain fractures through me and I hiss, bending to check my ankle.

      It’s twisted but it will heal. “Dammit!”

      A distant howl splits through the thin hush of night and goosebumps break out everywhere on my body. My mouth is filled with the coppery taste of blood and horror and my stomach churns.

      This night has skewed sideways fast. Nowhere on my Bingo card did I have “second werewolf attack.”

      Sometimes life surprises you in the worst way.

      My ribs are tight enough to pierce through my internal organs and I take my jog home limping and slower.

      There’s no one behind me.

      But every shadow potentially hides an enemy. After all, that wolf came out of nowhere, like it magically shielded itself from me until the last possible minute before it struck. My senses are spread too thin at this point to cover the corners.

      Something flashes from the corner of my vision and I duck, my hands automatically moving over my head as a bat wings across the sky after food.

      Caution can only carry me so far when it borders on paranoia

      I finally make it to the house and stop on the front stoop with my spine firmly against the siding. A second thought strikes me with such force my knees go jelly.

      What if I ran home and brought the wolves to Dad?

      He might be drinking, or he might stick to his word, but he’s human and no match for a beast under a curse. If I’ve put him in danger… I’ll never forgive myself.

      Shivering, I check the house for signs of anything hiding in the shadows and come up empty. Rather than collapse, I stand guard from the porch, watching. Waiting. Ready for the next attack to strike.

      The moon arches across the sky and the hours tick down to sunrise. Colt’s got to be alive. Right? I tap my foot, shivering.

      I’d know if he died. I’d feel it somewhere inside of me. There are no changes in my energy and outside of his last compulsion to send me bolting, I’ve gotten no other thoughts from him.

      I’m tempted to head back to the scene myself when something sparks in front of me like the flash of a firefly in summer. I snap to attention as a second spark coalesces inches away from my nose and winks out, filling the air with the sweet tang of magic.

      More sparks light up the night and spell out a single word in the air—Meeting.

      The witches. Fuck. I drag my hair away from my face.

      Equal parts relief and bitterness fill the cavity in my chest where my heart’s always resided. They want to have a meeting now? It’s three o’clock in the morning, they shouldn’t even be awake.

      My tired muscles move on their own, bones dragging and clanking as I take one last look around the house and then head out.

      If they went to the trouble of sending a spell to alert me, then the meeting will no doubt be about something important or earth shattering. There’s no other kind of news these days. It’s always bad or worse and nothing in between.

      There’s no sign of wolves as I make my way toward the secret room across town. Constant high alert sets my teeth on edge and I’m panting even though I haven’t put in much work. My trembling fingers tap out the correct pattern on the bricks of the old warehouse and they disappear, the opening clear and the inside of the warehouse deceptively black.

      The moment I step over the threshold, the lights pop on and the bricks settle back into place to seal us in.

      RJ, Aimee, and Grayson are all there waiting for me. And so is⁠—

      “Colt!” Forget jelly knees.

      I’m pure Jello.

      I drop to the ground and hit hard, cracking bone and floor. He’s here and he’s alive, standing with his arms across his chest and a thin tendril of blood frozen against his skin. The cut near his scalp is halfway healed already.

      “What hap—when did you…are you okay?” My words pile on top of each other and despite the desperation to get to him, I can’t move.

      “I’m fine. It was no problem.” He sniffs and turns away, giving me the perfect view of his imperious profile. “The wolf is handled.”

      Handled. Like it’s nothing. And his dismissive tone, the cold indifference, burrows deep inside of me until my gut clutches.

      I want to cry. I want to scream. I want a damn hug but he’s not willing to budge an inch and the witches are looking between us like they’re caught in a spectacle they want no part of. Only Grayson moves and approaches with caution before holding out a hand to help.

      “Come on, Lace,” he says gently. “Sit.”

      “Colt came to the summons because he says he’s willing to help,” Aimee begins like she hardly believes it. “It’s time we all come clean.”

      “Come clean,” Colt repeats derisively. “You want to cover a whole lot of ground in the few hours we have left.”

      “We want to do what’s right to make sure we’re on the same page,” RJ snaps. “Check yourself, dude.”

      She’s done her hair in twin braids tonight with a few messy tendrils escaped over her temples. I fixate on them, on the sensation of Grayson’s warm hand on mine.

      Colt isn’t looking at us, but I’m suddenly aware of his attention like he has a right to wonder why the touch has gone on this long. Like he has a right to jealousy of any kind.

      It must mean this isn’t jealousy. It’s ownership. I’m his whether he wants me to be or not.

      His responsibility. His mistake.

      I sigh, settling down in one of the chairs set in a circle around the cauldron. “I’m sure Colt told you about the second werewolf attack a few hours ago?”

      Aimee nods. “He did. If the attacks are ramping up, then there’s a greater cause for concern. Our potions to control the curse will have to be distributed before we can properly test them and without a sample.”

      “If it is a curse,” I blurt out. “I spoke to Irina tonight. She’s, ah, I’m sure you already know she’s a pureblood princess.” And maybe my mortal enemy for personal reasons. “She said the moon madness is currently only located in our area. It’s not spreading the way we thought it would.”

      “That’s not the information we heard,” Aimee says reluctantly.

      “She said there are certain factions attempting to contain the information because they want a war. And the wolf tonight wanted to get Colt alone. I saw it on the creature’s face.”

      I cast an apologetic look at Grayson, who I just realized hasn’t dropped my hand yet. Rather than backing away at the news, he squeezes me tighter. It’s camaraderie. It’s a connection, rather than anything with romantic overtones.

      But how could there be, with Colt in the room?

      “Of course it did. The wolves probably know that I’m about to take the throne.” Colt slips the statement in easily.

      “They wouldn’t want you there if they thought you were a threat to their future,” Grayson replies.

      RJ doesn’t seem to give a crap what Colt does. She taps her chin thoughtfully. “A curse would have spread much further.”

      “It depends on the curse,” Aimee corrects her with a slight smile. “But if the source of the madness isn’t the type of curse we considered at first, the one we’ve been basing our potions off, then we have to start from scratch.”

      She flutters into the seat beside me, crestfallen.

      “Maybe it’s a different kind of dark magic,” RJ says.

      My own hope is inching away bit by bit. The potion they brewed always felt like it would end up being our hail mary no matter what we did or didn’t find.

      “Either way, if the vampires are actively working to use the moon madness to use to their advantage, we need to figure out who they are.” Aimee is desperate. “And we need to find a way to stop them before they start their war.”

      “But how?”

      Aimee eyes RJ like the two of them are in their own little world. Grayson snags the seat on my other side and soon Colt is the only one standing. He’s a pillar of ice in the center of the room and I’m not sure if he’s there to hold it up or to freeze us, too.

      “Do you know?” RJ asks Colt. “Which vampires have ties to the wolves?”

      “Not at this point, but I’ll find out,” he drawls.

      His tone implies he’ll use considerably less effort than we have. Especially since it seems we’ve been spinning our wheels.

      Why am I here?

      I glance around the room at the lines of strain and the narrowed, dejected features of my friends. We’ve been hammering away at this for what feels like months and we’ve gotten no closer to a cure or a way of stopping the madness.

      Will it impact Grayson when he finally manages to shift?

      He turns in my direction like he feels my attention and offers a smile. It’s a struggle to return it, not because I don’t want to, but because it seems like my features have forgotten how it feels to naturally grin.

      There’s been nothing to grin about.

      “If Colt figures out which vampires are working against us, then we need to narrow our focus to the madness itself. All our potions are out the window.” RJ throws her hands in the air. “It pisses me off.”

      “We can make new ones,” Aimee assures her. “It’s not a big deal.”

      RJ laughs. “With what? We might have had a chance if the wolf from tonight was alive but you said it’s gone?” She turns to Colt. “So there’s no hope of snagging a sample.”

      Colt lets out a deep rush of air, finally uncrossing his arms from his chest. “It’s not dead. It’s in the dungeon of my mother’s place.”

      Uncaring even when the rest of us hold our breath.

      “Wait, what?” Aimee whispers.

      “I’m sure you’re well aware the queen is in the area. She has a manor a short distance from town and there is currently a moon-mad werewolf in her dungeon,” Colt says slowly. “I brought it there myself.”

      He didn’t tear the wolf tonight to pieces. Needles of pain drive into my skull.

      “You held yourself back?” I whisper.

      “Then we need that sample,” RJ insists when I tune back in. “Someone has to go and get one. Like, immediately. There’s really no time to waste.”

      She puffs out her chest like she’s proud we’ve gotten somewhere with this last-minute meeting.

      “Fine,” Colt grinds out. “I’ll go. I’m the only one of us who will be able to make it in and out of the dungeon. I have a reason to be in the manor. As long as my acting skills are up to par, I’ll be able to convince my mother’s guards to let me in to see the prisoner.”

      “Just don’t get yourself killed,” Aimee replies.

      At last, Colt turns to face me. The glint of sorrow is there and gone in the time it takes me to blink.

      “I’ll bring the sample here before next Friday. Give me until then, until midnight,” he finishes.

      “Fine, great,” RJ rushes out. “If this works, then we might actually have a shot in the dark.”

      The others accept his blanket assurances that he’ll be on time, but there’s a hesitation to him I haven’t known before. A slyness to his features and I’m not sure I trust him to actually deliver. Those are thoughts I keep to myself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I fall into bed before the sun rises, exhausted in every way. It goes beyond the physical. It’s a mental affliction, something in my soul, eating at me.

      How much longer can I keep up the fight?

      I don’t regret being changed into a dhampir. It’s one of the best things that’s ever happened to me. But with my pillow fluffed under my head and no sound from the room across the hall, I sometimes wish things turned out differently.

      Sleep isn’t restful.

      The nightmares are back and this time they are more graphic than before. I memorize the beads of blood dripping from Colt’s empty eye sockets, see the mass of his severed tongue beside his head. The graphic details send me spiraling out of the nightmare with a sob, clenching my heart.

      One hand automatically reaches across the bed like I’ll somehow find his body there even though he’s never slept with me before. And now, he never will.
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      Friday comes too soon.

      My bleary eyes barely make out the bright red numbers on the clock. It’s only seven. Colt promised to deliver the sample before midnight, and after his stellar disappearing act this week⁠—

      He better pull through.

      This is the last straw. If he disappoints us, if he makes an excuse, then we’re done.

      I force myself out of bed and into the shower. Resting my head against the tile, I let the hot water beat some sense into me. At least tonight, we’ll maybe have the sample we need and hopefully be on our way toward a cure.

      Jeans hug my legs and my favorite sweater has deep pockets and a fuzzy hood, for comfort and for security. My first step out of the basement, I slam against a wall of icy and ancient power.

      My eyes go wide and I slide against the wall in shock. What the hell are the royals doing here?

      I hadn’t even noticed until I left my room, which means they either came in the seconds after my shower, or they somehow masked their power from me.

      My stomach curdles on my way up the steps.

      Colt and Irina stand near the bar speaking in low tones to Braham and Slasher. The two old ones barely spare a glance in my direction but the energy of the room changes subtly. They know I’m here and they couldn’t care less.

      Colt’s eyes flash as he finishes speaking and sends the men on their way. After a few seconds, he grazes his fingers against the small of Irina’s back and sends her out as well. He presses his lips to her temple in a brief kiss that might as well be an entire novel.

      She is the only one to look at me, the only one to offer anything remotely akin to awareness, before she takes her place between the two men heading for the door. The cold lingers behind long after they’ve left and I shake it off.

      Colt must have sent our employees away. Good thing. I don’t want anyone around.

      I wouldn‘t wish this kind of feeling on my worst enemy.

      Or maybe I would.

      “What did those two want?” My voice echoes eerily in the empty, cavernous room.

      “They came to inform me of a change of scenery.” Colt turns his back on me and fixes his attention on the bar. “Apparently, the prisoner’s been moved.”

      “What? No. No, that’s—” Suspiciously odd timing.

      Nerves batter at me, and I clench my fingers hard enough for my nails to break the skin.

      Colt sniffs, unbothered. He’s back to wearing those trim, tidy slacks and a button up shirt. He had a date tonight.

      “Whether you think it’s strange or not, it’s true. The vampires believed that the prisoner was going to be targeted, so he’s being moved to a safer location.”

      “Well, only three other people knew of the plan.” I’m aching for a confrontation. “Why would the only werewolf with the moon madness we have access to suddenly be taken out of our range?”

      The same fire is mirrored in Colt’s gaze when he whips around to face me. “Keep your voice down.”

      “Why?” I throw back, stalking forward. “It’s not like there’s anyone around to hear us. Or do you think your precious little underlings are still lurking and eavesdropping?”

      I’m so sick of this. There’s always a last-minute shakeup despite our plans. When is something going to go our way?

      My memory flashes back to his touch on Irina’s back, the tender way he guided her, the temple kiss. There’s no tenderness when he looks at me.

      All our near kisses mean nothing when I’m not sure there’s ever been tenderness, not the kind I want.

      Colt’s in front of me in an instant and grabbing me by the elbow. He sneers and says, “Come with me.”

      My sneakers skid against the floor, and I put all my weight into staying still, into breaking his hold. “Stop, Colt.”

      He’s not having any of my stubbornness today. He grabs me and hauls me over his shoulder, taking off at a run.

      It’s the most he’s touched me since our last training session.

      “Put me down!”

      I slam my fist against his back, but he’s got me in such a grip that unless I want to break his skull, there’s no getting free. I’m mad enough to do it, too, and I center my power in my hands just as he jumps to the bottom of the basement stairs.

      We’re in his room a heartbeat later with the door slamming shut behind us. He sets me on my feet and the gust of wind ruffles his hair over his face.

      His heartbreaking face and the features I know almost as well as my own.

      “You have something to say, Lacey, then you speak to me in private. Not out there in the open where anyone can hear,” he warns, his voice dropping.

      I round on him and the full weight of everything I’ve held back finally becomes too much to handle. “I have plenty to say but you don’t give a shit.”

      “If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “Oh, like you have so many other, better things to do. You were supposed to be getting a sample for us. You know how important it is.” I curse, and my fangs slip loose.

      The tension coiled in my body is enough to break even the strongest person but I snarl at Colt, throwing my shoulders back.

      “And I had no idea they were going to move the wolf last night.”

      Last night?

      My throat thickens and I swallow it down.

      His nonchalance makes me sick.

      “Sure,” I say in a hollow voice. “It just so happens that the moment we need the wolf, the moment we decide to get a sample, he’s taken somewhere else. No one else knew about our plan.”

      “It must have gotten out somehow, how do I know?” Colt replies with a sniff. “How about you ask your friend, Grayson?”

      I take a step forward, my anger crashing against his, practically setting the air on fire. “You have a hell of a lot of nerve bringing him up now.”

      My head is spinning and I work to reinforce my mental shields. My rage is mighty, but the potency of Colt’s will kill me.

      This is happening way too fast, and it’s not lost on me that we’re alone in Colt’s room.

      His space is a stark contrast to mine. He’s carried Mera’s color scheme down here with the black-painted paneling behind his bed. A king-sized mattress stretches the length of the wall, made up with comfortable linen sheets and a restful taupe-colored duvet cover.

      The dressers are oak and topped with childhood memorabilia. There’s a stone we found in the creak with odd white veining, a framed picture of Colt and his dad at one of the baseball games they used to go to together.

      “How did they know the prisoner was being targeted?” I push. “Did they say why?”

      Colt crowds me, something in his eyes making it clear he’s fighting the temptation to snap. “They have spies everywhere, Lacey! That’s why. And that’s the reason why we have to be careful what we say to each other.”

      The fury in the air isn’t fizzling out anytime soon.

      “You’re the one who doesn’t want to talk to me.” I smooth my hand through my hair and will my heart to calm down. It sounds childish even though it’s the truth. “Right now, we have a mole in our group, and you’re bringing up Grayson.”

      Jealousy is stupid. I know because I feel it too.

      “It’s possible he’s the one spilling information. If the wolves knew that we had one of theirs in a dungeon, they were bound to discuss a rescue mission.” Colt spells it out for me. He hasn’t moved any closer, but for some reason, I’m trapped, forced to take into account the full implications of this. “It makes more sense that the information came from them and the vampires decided to take more precaution.”

      “What have they been doing with the wolf all week?” I ask. “In other words, you had plenty of opportunities before today to get a sample, but you haven’t, which means they’ve been doing something to the poor thing.”

      “I shouldn’t have to remind you that the poor thing tried to take a bite out of you and nearly ripped my head off!”

      In the past, when I’ve been angry with no outlet for it, the frustration always manifests as tears. I want to cry right now but there is no way I’m going to do it in front of Colt. Not while he’s looking at me like I’m the poor thing who’s going to break.

      “Everything I do, I do to protect you,” he tries to say. “Don’t you fucking get it?”

      I interrupt him with a hard laugh. “Stop, please.”

      “Do you have any idea what I’ve been going through?” He points a finger at my face. “No, you don’t. So stop trying to pin this on me.”

      “Maybe I’d have a better idea if you actually let me in. This hot-and-cold thing is getting really old, and I have no idea whether I’m your friend or whether I’m just a poor halfling who is more human than not. A problem.”

      I bite down on my tongue.

      This argument isn’t getting us anywhere.

      “You said you had the wolf handled, but you took it to them. Am I right?” I just want the truth.

      He stares up at the ceiling with his throat working and I wonder if he’s giving serious consideration to strangling me. “You have no clue.”

      “And we’re going around in circles,” I remind him.

      Colt swallows again before lowering his gaze to me. “I’ve been walking a tightrope since the royals arrived. I’m doing everything I can to keep you out of this, but I’m tired, Lacey. I’m tired of always having to be the bad guy.”

      “Then don’t. Just be Colt.”

      I know it without him having to say the words. He’ll never be just Colt again.

      “I’m being forced to marry Irina. I’ll have to do it. I have to do a lot of things, but I didn’t sell you out. You have to understand.” He says it all in a rush like I’ll somehow forget the first sentence.

      “Wait, you…y-you what?”

      I’m going to be sick. My head spins more violently than before and instead of standing my ground, I back up until my legs hit the bed and then I drop.

      “What do you mean, you’re being forced⁠—”

      “To marry Irina,” Colt snaps. He steps up until he’s between my legs and pinches my chin to force me to look at him. “You heard me.”

      I don’t want to look at him. This is a nightmare, only I’m awake, and he’s alive.

      “Why would you do that?” The words are a whisper, and I focus on the pinch, on the way his skin tingles where it touches me. “You can’t.”

      “When the queen demands a match, then her subjects have to listen. Did you think I was any different?” His laugh is humorless. “I’m the prince. I have even less wiggle room than a regular vampire.”

      “You spent so long fighting against her. Why would you just cave in now?” My voice shakes.

      “Saying I’ve caved implies I have a choice. Why do you think my father spent his life running and hiding me away? There’s always been an axe on my neck and you know it. It’s the reason why I’ve stayed out of her path for so long.”

      The mask of fury falls, inch by inch, until there is nothing but pain written into his features. His energy is a tender brush against my mental walls but I’m not in a place to let them disappear yet.

      “Do you understand, Lacey?”

      The fight goes out of me and leaves me cold and trembling like a fool. And Colt is touching me. Colt is bending in front of me and bringing us face-to-face but he hasn’t let go.

      “I have no idea what’s going on,” I admit. “The only thing I know is that it’s better when I’m with you. The real you. I can’t let you do this.”

      I take hold of his face in my hands, and there’s no need to force him to look at me. Neither one of us can look away even if we want to. The magnetic draw between us is back. It’s inescapable and it thaws the parts of me I never realized were frozen.

      “There’s no more choice for us. We’re at the end of the line, Lace,” he whispers, leaning into my touch. “The best thing you can do is to get out now because you aren’t going to like how this ends. It…it will break me if you stick around.”

      He’s defeated, and for some reason, it stokes my anger again. I’m on a roller coaster ride of emotions and there is no getting off. There is only survival.

      “I’m not leaving without you.”

      Because I can’t stop myself, because the temptation is there and the fire needs an outlet, I kiss him.

      Irina can’t have this.

      Maybe she’ll get Colt for the rest of their immortal lives, his legal wife, his partner in the eyes of the vampire royals, but not yet.

      Not yet.

      I can’t let him go without letting him know how I feel.

      A moan burns the back of my throat, but he’s the one making the noise. His groan is desperation and need and hunger and then he’s kissing me back.

      The kiss turns frantic as his tongue sweeps across mine. My mouth opens for him, and I tilt my head to give him better access. Colt pushes up to meet me, no longer on his knees but driving us both onto the mattress.

      He’s strong above me, forcing me into a state I’ve never experienced before, a sort of lush femininity. I’m small and delicate and hot, too hot for all these clothes.

      Colt pulls away and puts enough space to look down at me. It’s too much. I draw him back to me and fasten our lips together to taste him.

      “Don’t stop.” I whisper the warning because some part of him is already pulling away. “Please.”

      The sound of my voice unleashes something inside of him. I’m not sure what door I’ve flung open but his touch is harder, his kisses distressed, frenzied.

      I shove his jacket away from his shoulders and tear at his shirt to get it overhead. I need skin on skin. I need all the things I’ve wanted from him for years and have never had the chance to pursue.

      Even if it’s only for tonight.

      His shirt disappears as he fumbles for my jeans. His deft fingers make quick work of the button and zipper, and he pushes them down my hips. The first touch of cool air against my skin is powerful, and I gasp, every sensation heightened.

      My hoodie and tank quickly follow and I lift on my elbows to give Colt access to my bra clasp.

      Please, please.

      I’m not sure which one of us speaks the words but they echo in my head, a combination of our two energy signatures. I need this to happen, and Colt feels the same way.

      He makes quick work of the clasp and sends my bra flying.

      Just once.

      If that’s what I can get, then I’ll take it, because I need him.

      I love him.

      His tongue flicks against mine, his palm covering my breast and massaging. My nipples go hard, and I arch my hips to bring myself close to his hardness.

      “Lacey. Lace.” My name is a prayer whispered through stolen kisses.

      He nips at my chin and kisses his way down the side of my neck before burying his face between my breasts.

      I fumble for his pants to free him. Colt pauses only long enough to kick them down, to pull them off, and settles between my legs. His hardness probes at me. His hands push my knees to the side.

      There’s no space between us for slow or easy when we’re both desperate for this. He nudges my entrance, and I wrap my legs around his waist, a bid for him to move. To touch. To claim.

      Lacey. My love.

      He calls my name down our bond and the energy flames brighter than it ever has as he slides inside of me. I gasp, his length pushing until he’s buried to the hilt and my muscles loosen and adjust to the intrusion.

      Colt pauses, kissing back to my face, fluttering his lips to my cheeks and my eyelids. After giving me only seconds to adjust, he starts to move.

      The pinching sensation subsides immediately, replaced by heat and lust. My head tilts back and my throat burns with a sob. His growl rumbles through me, his fingers finding my wrist and pinning both hands over my head.

      I’m trapped between him and the mattress. Our movements quicken, picking up the pace, unnaturally fast. His hips piston as he slams into me, and I match him beat for beat.

      This is everything I’ve wanted and more. This moment together, finally realizing how he feels inside of me, how we fit together.

      And the fit is perfect.

      I push into him to match the frantic tempo. My heart races, thundering in my head, our breath mingled gasps of delight and surprise.

      His eyes are dark when I meet them and hold.

      Twin spots of color dance on his cheeks and beads of sweat plaster the fine hairs to his skin.

      I lock my ankles and hold on, our fingers tangling together, my breasts against his chest. Colt’s movements go as ragged as his breath and something changes in his eyes before his thrusts turn sporadic.

      He releases his grip to reach between us and brush his thumb against my core. Electricity zaps through me at the contact.

      A few well-timed circles with the pad of his thumb, and I’m over the edge and toppling off into an abyss of sensation.

      He follows quickly after, our orgasms mingling, our heartbeats in sync. I grip him through his, pulling free to wrap my arms around his shuddering shoulders, his lungs working like bellows.

      “Colt.” I whisper his name.

      His forehead presses to mine and our lips meet in a final kiss.

      The energy between us slows to a trickle as my breathing evens out. After a few shallow seconds, he pulls free, dropping to the side of the bed with his head in his hands.

      “I shouldn’t have done that,” he mutters.

      “Don’t.” Why do I feel like crying? “Don’t you dare apologize to me.”

      I’m on my back, staring at the ceiling, struggling with the emptiness of his departure and the chill where his body used to be.

      “Then I have nothing else to say. It shouldn’t have happened. I let myself go too far.” He can’t stop himself once the words are out. “Lacey⁠—”

      I roll onto my side and grab at him.

      He’s already gone.

      He grabs a sweatshirt from the top of his dresser and takes off into the bathroom, letting the door slam shut behind him.

      My head is reeling and my body throbbing. His absence is keen, missed immediately, like someone just cut off an arm or a leg. I smell him in the air and on my skin.

      I’m imprinted with Colt, and he’s bolted.

      Whatever the hell is going on, we’ll have to talk about it. At some point

      But the insistence is hollow and the voice keeps floundering in my head as I lose focus. The sex leaves me reeling.

      A slow vibration pierces my mind and it takes way too long to realize my cell is ringing from my pants pocket. I force myself off the bed and rumble to answer it, finding my pants kicked to the corner of the room.

      The screen lights when I hold it up to my face.

      “RJ, what’s—” I start.

      “The Hollow is on fire,” she screeches before I finish my greeting. “The whole place is filled with smoke and Mandi’s been arrested.”

      I blink and my sluggish brain struggles to make sense of those words. “What do you mean, Mandi’s been arrested?” I repeat stupidly.

      “I mean that she was taken away. People came up to her on the street and shoved her into the back of a van,” RJ continues. Her voice reaches a pitch audible only to dogs. “We’re the only ones who knew about her nature.”

      She’s close to tears, and I don’t blame her. I push on my side and my heart takes up its hummingbird beat once again.

      “So how did it get out?”

      “Someone must have leaked the information. That’s all I can think of. We’re the only ones who know about the meeting place. There were so many spells to protect it…” RJ trails off. “I don’t know what to do, Lacey.”

      The information had to get out somewhere. And I know the witches wouldn’t have said anything. The Hollow meant a lot to them, and Mandi is their friend.

      Which only leaves one source.

      Colt.

      Did Colt set us up to take this fall?

      I hang up on RJ and her tears, struggling to get my legs into my pants. My bra is on the opposite side of the room, my hoodie halfway underneath the bed. My brain circles madly.

      The Hollow on fire, Mandi taken, our secrets out there in the open.

      They could have only come from Colt, the one person with nothing to lose and everything to gain in this case.

      I pull my shirt overhead and jog barefoot out of his room.

      He hasn’t made it far. He’s at the base of the stairs when I catch up to him, and a part of me wishes he’d held back just because he’s torn. Torn between the need to leave and the pull to stay.

      “Hey, Colt.” His name tastes bitter on my tongue. “I just got a call from RJ.”

      His shoulders stiffen but he doesn’t turn around to look at me.

      His guilt is palpable like a thickness in the air and the last of my good feelings from before die.

      “She says our secret meeting room is on fire.” The words don’t tremble. It’s a small victory for me. “She also says a van pulled up and took Mandi away. RJ seems to think the girl’s been arrested.”

      I wait for him to say something, to turn, to be himself, but nothing happens. He’s a statue at the stairs with one hand on the railing and the other loose at his side, as though I’ve caught him midstep. He’s not pulling away but my heart knows what my brain is still accepting.

      He’s already gone.

      “Tell me you didn’t set us up,” I demand. Needing an answer. “Please, tell me.”

      “I thought you didn’t want me to lie to you anymore.” His words come slowly.

      He’s not denying it and my heart dies a little more.

      “So it was you.”

      The basement is the same, but everything is different and I’m reeling worse than a slap to the face.

      The sex is an insult. Something he did out of pity or a loss of control when everything else in his life is calculated and planned. It’s never hurt me so bad to have him look away and right now, I’m torn between wanting to react and refusing to touch him.

      “Run, Lacey,” he says. “Take the witches and your friends and run, as far and as fast as possible.”

      “And the vampires?” I force the words out. “What will they do to us if we stay?”

      When did all this happen? Or has it been in place all along and I’m too lost in my head to see it?

      “If you ever listen to me in your life, listen now. Go.” Colt drops his hand from the banister.

      He finally turns and there is sympathy in his gaze, which almost seems worse than anything else I could see. Sympathy, like he feels sorry for me and my struggle to catch up. Maybe the sex wasn’t a lack of control on his part.

      Maybe it was pity.
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      It’s bullshit and it’s clear it’s a ruse. My pulse thunders.

      Colt scoffs at my expression. There’s no hint of the person I’d seen before, the one kissing me like he couldn’t get enough. “The good of the many has to outweigh the wants of the few, and standing against it is like trying to force the ocean into a pitcher. This is the way it has to be, Lacey.”

      “Because you’re letting it! Because you’re rolling over and letting them do whatever they want to you. Don’t you see how this is wrong?”

      “The only thing I see is how tired I am. I’m tired of running and fighting, and if I’m at the center of it, maybe I’ll be able to do some good.”

      “Not good,” I interrupt. “You’ll be able to soften the blows but that’s it, if your mother lets you. She’s got you on a choker collar, doesn’t she?”

      “You have no clue.”

      And I never will again.

      He waits for me to finish the argument but we’re treading over ground we’ve already covered. There’s no changing his mind, just like there isn’t a way to change mine. I’m still willing to fight. It feels like he’s given in.

      “Look,” he finally says. “Listen to me. The royals have plans. Be out by Monday, please, if you care about me at all.”

      “What’s on Monday?” I swallow hard, my insides like quicksand.

      “A party at the Ottoman house.”

      My laugh is dry, resentful. “Why give me the name of the place if you don’t want me to crash the party?”

      Colt’s halfway to the door and his departure is the period to our friendship. “You won’t like what you see if you try to crash.”

      “What kind of party is it, Colt? The kind celebrating that crown going on your head?” I call up to him.

      “No. The kind announcing my engagement.”

      The floor opens up underneath me and I sink, suffocating.

      My heart is three sizes too large and blocking my throat, making it difficult to breathe. My skin has also shrunk at some point and it’s way too tight.
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      Come Monday, rather than listen, I’m dressed in a thrift store prom gown and standing in the weeds with the perfect view of the Ottoman house.

      “You’re going to be fine,” RJ whispers in my ear.

      Her assurances mean very little.

      “I know I’m overreacting,” I mutter as I smooth a hand over the front of the corset top.

      RJ squeezes my bicep. “In all honesty, dude, you’re probably not.”

      This is the last glimpse I’ll have of Colt, and the girls need the opportunity to hunt for information about Mandi.

      I can’t do this without them and luckily, the witch sisters are hungry for a little vengeance. Hungry enough to help me put together his ludicrous plan in only a few days. I’ve done more with less but never anything with stakes as high as this.

      I’ve also barged in on quite a few parties back in the day. Unfortunately, gate crashing a royal engagement party is now at the center of Lacey’s Ludicrous Bingo card.

      Our arrival might be secret but if anyone catches wind…we’re taking a massive chance even with the heavy magical protections the witches brewed.

      I’d never been so happy to scoop a ladle of whatever potion they concocted and gulp it down like a thirsty woman in a desert.

      If the potion glamours us to the point where the vamps don’t recognize us, where our magical signatures aren’t able to be traced, I’ll take it. Unfortunately, the brew does nothing to help with my nerves.

      These are a whole different set of issues.

      Aimee and RJ stand at my side and every time I glance over, their features shift. It’s like looking at someone through a heatwave. I can’t get a good read on them even though I know they’re right there and I know what they look like.

      The glamour’s working.

      Why don’t I feel any better?

      “There are guards at the door. Three of them, two on either side and another patrolling the porch.” Aimee’s got a pair of binoculars pressed to her face. “We should be able to slip past them and through the side. There’s a door leading to a parlor-type room.”

      The night air is cool and refreshing.

      Our footsteps make no noise on the old cobblestone drive leading up to the Victorian house. Luckily for us, the building plans are public domain and accessible in the local library. The house is over two hundred years old.

      We’re as prepared as we can be given the rush and the circumstances.

      It’s all going to work out.

      My stomach is securely lodged at the base of my spine and swirling fast.

      Aimee and RJ are saying something and the words bounce right out of my ears. A low drone blocks out the rest of the sound and my nerves are frayed, the rest of me in hyperdrive. I’m overstimulated, hot and itchy, and I barely notice our approach to the door.

      Aimee presses a finger to her lips and gestures to the doorknob. A set of guards pace the outside and we move to the side of the building, hidden in the shadows by their magic. My skin tightens even further but the guards pass.

      I let out a breath, hissing air through my teeth.

      I’m not built for this kind of thing. Espionage is definitely not my forte.

      RJ pushes her fingers to my shoulder to get me moving and I almost cry out.

      Aimee sets a spell at the door, her face screwed in concentration. After a few beats, the lock clicks, and we rush inside as a second set of guards march by on their rounds.

      The door leads out of a cozy glass enclosed parlor into a hallway, cordoned off from the rest of the party.

      Lights and noise ahead signal the festivities are well underway, the sun having set hours ago. The noise is overwhelming, the scents coming from the room delightful and horrifying at the same time. The coppery tinge of blood paints the air and despite my mental protests, my mouth waters.

      “You go ahead and find Colt,” Aimee says next to my head. “Remember, press the ring if you need anything. We’ll come.”

      I twist the metal band around my thumb and nod. The sisters break off and I head forward toward the party like I’m facing a firing squad. This is a stupid risk.

      The queen isn’t here. I’d feel her. There are, however, several ancients in attendance.

      The vampires in charge are thorough so we won’t find much. We’re just three girls floundering in the face of a large enemy with broader connections than we have. We might have the witch magic on our side but I’m all but useless.

      The hallway opens into a massive foyer and beyond it, in the formal dining room, the presence of so many vampires has coalesced into a massive cold spot. The tips of my fingers go numb from the proximity and I shake off the sensation.

      It might all be in my head.

      Or maybe it’s stress and it will kill me slowly.

      One step in front of the other, I make it into the dining room and stop again, slamming a hand against the wall to keep steady. The prom dress swishes around my feet.

      It’s glitter and diamonds and gold. It’s money dripping from every chandelier even though the setting in the old Victorian is quaint. Too quaint for these kinds of people. They lounge on gilded chairs and stand with the poise of long dead kings and queens.

      I’ll never fit into the world and it’s never been more apparent than it is right now.

      Colt wanted me to run? Tough shit. I’m not going anywhere without him.

      I’d never thought Colt would fit, either, not when I think of him as the kid in the treehouse with the gap between his teeth. The one who told me about the stray flyball he caught at a baseball game where his dad nearly choked on a hot dog in surprise.

      The room attached to the dining hall is emptied of most furniture and relegated into a ballroom. A quartet of stringed instruments is set in one of the bay windows to give the vamps enough space to waltz across the old oak plank floors.

      My unsteady legs take me further into the ballroom and underneath the light of the chandelier dripping crystals and wax, where everything is a dream.

      Colt and Irina stand with Aetna, Braham a dark shadow behind them.

      Ugh. They’re the only two old ones here tonight but it’s more than enough. Where the hell is the queen?

      I’m trapped and staring in horror as Colt takes Irina’s glass of champagne and sets it down on the tray of a passing server. One of those nameless black-garbed vampire servants passing through the room, designed to go unnoticed.

      Then Colt draws his fiancée into a dance.

      Their outfits match. That’s the least worrisome part of the evening but for some reason, it bothers me the most. Irina is a vision dressed in emerald silk and lace. The bodice of the gown is cut low and the dress floats around her ankles like water as Colt turns her around the room. Several other vampire couples join them and the movements are fluid, poetry in motion.

      His suit is a darker shade of green-black and the tie brings out the color of his eyes.

      I’m trapped, one hand on my rolling stomach. Heat suffuses every part of me and it’s like being torn into shreds. They are meant for each other. She makes him invincible. They are untouchable and there I stand, unnoticed by everyone, and too trapped and captivated to hide.

      I want to be over him. I want to move on and get rid of this terrible tether between us.

      Then his eyes meet mine over the top of Irina’s head and he sees me. Despite the spells and the magical protections, he sees me. He turns her away, the movement flawless, and it doesn’t matter what kind of connection we have or how far I go.

      I’ll love him until the day I die.

      They make another turn around the room before Irina stops, an indulgent expression on her face. She pats his chest and glides back to where his attendant waits. There is fresh champagne there for her.

      Colt cuts across the room and suddenly he’s there, grabbing my arm. “What the fuck are you doing here, Lacey?” he gripes. “I told you to run.”

      His breath tickles my ear.

      “How did you know it was me?” I can barely get out the words.

      “I’d recognize you anywhere. I can smell you,” he says, his fingers biting into my skin.

      My chest hitches. My heart is trying to get to him, it’s ready to claw its way out of my chest.

      His hand bites down further, and I whimper.

      Before I have a chance to say anything, he whisks me out onto the dance floor.

      “We have to move or it will be suspicious,” he says in an undertone. “But you’re making a mistake.”

      He keeps us turning at the periphery of the other dancers and my back to his mother.

      “Everything I do is a mistake,” I toss back.

      His hand is on my waist, my hand dwarfed in the other.

      “You might still have a chance to disappear.” He leans in even closer and for half a second, I swear he’s going to kiss me. “Even as you are, you’ll be fine. As long as you survive. Everything will be fine.”

      The vulnerability in his voice cracks my heart into tiny pieces. I never thought it possible to be in more pain but every second I spend with him this close, touching me, is agonizing.

      Hopefully the witches are having much more luck than I am because I’m at the end of a rope and ready to hang myself.

      “Come with me, please.” I press into him. “Run with me. We can make it, as long as it’s the two of us together.”

      Will I ever reconcile losing him, if he doesn’t take this risk?

      It doesn’t even matter what display he’s put on, the distance he’s struggled to put between us. I know deep in my soul there’s love, on both our parts.

      “I won’t be fine without you,” I say. “I’m getting more and more erratic and out of control. The sun is starting to hurt me.”

      There are so many things we haven’t gotten to say to each other. Will we ever? Or are the pieces coming together too late?

      “Make RJ cure you,” Colt says curtly. “She’ll know how. They’re here tonight, aren’t they? Snooping around? Trying to find Mandi?”

      I nod as his gaze goes distant.

      “She’ll take care of you.” He adds, “Then I never want to see you again.”

      He lets go of me and I stumble, unsure and shaking in the face of so many steady and sure vampires. The movement draws heads but Colt is gone. He’s cut himself off as he strides back to Irina.

      The princess flicks her attention over to me for a second but quickly dismisses me as unfamiliar. I catch the tail end of Colt’s excuse, I thought I knew her and got stuck in a dance, didn’t want to be rude, before I turn.

      I can’t be in the same room with him.

      The walls close in on me and I never got to say what I came here to say. I’ve completely forgotten it. My skin burns and the place Colt touched me becomes a brand seared down through the skin.

      He wants me cured. I’m not sure if it’s all about my safety or some other, darker reason.

      My footsteps are way too heavy on my way back to the dining room and I’m seeing double. Too caught up in the tangled mess of my thoughts to realize Braham has intercepted me.

      “A new guest and one who I do not recognize,” he says smoothly.

      His words are a knife to my gut.

      “But recognized by the prince, it seems,” he finishes.

      “Sorry.” I have no excuses. I duck my head even though a sweep of hair won’t do much to hide me if he figures it out. Or if the magic fails.

      He steps with me to keep me blockaded in the room, trapped with nowhere to go.

      “There is no need to be sorry. I believe formal introductions are in order.” He thrusts out a hand and it waits in the open air, expectant. His attention fractures any last bricks of cool resolve I’d built up around me. “My name is Braham. And you are?”

      “Expected elsewhere,” I manage to get out, avoiding the hand.

      How can I play this game when I’ve reached the end of the line with Colt?

      I’d always known there was no going back but now it’s official.

      Braham slowly lowers his hand and his dark brow knit together. He snaps his fingers and I don’t need to look to know the guards are approaching.

      “There is something familiar about you. And your dress carries with it a particular scent, someone I’ve met in the past…” he trails off. “Perhaps you’d like a drink and we can chat.”

      I’ll never make it out of here alive.

      The glamour potion only lasts for a few hours before it wears off and when it does, when they see who I really am, they won’t just lock me up. They’ll dispose of me because it’s safer that way

      I open my mouth to make another excuse when glass crashes from the ballroom.

      Braham glances up sharply and the muted gasps of surprise work to my advantage. Rather than waste time glancing over my shoulder, I make a run for it, my chest constricting and making it almost impossible to breathe.

      I’ve got to get out.

      I’ve got to do something, because whatever broke inside was either a happy accident or the hand of God coming down to save me.

      Crashing the party had been stupid but not nearly as dumb as it would be to stick around.

      I’m out the door and past the guards, who are now running inside with their fingers pressed to invisible speakers in their ears. Even the cool blanket of night does nothing to smooth over my anxiety.

      I run until I reach the end of the driveway and press against a tree for support.

      Never again. This kind of thing isn’t for the weak and maybe that’s what I’ve become. Weak.

      I screech when the bushes rustle beside me. RJ steps out with her face as white as the moon. She holds up a hand in assurance but I’m about to leap to the top of the tree, pushed beyond my mental limits.

      “I almost got caught,” she whispers. A small smile pricks at the edges of her lips. “You’ll never guess who protected me.”

      I open my mouth to answer when Irina appears, wholly out of place in the dark foliage. She shines like a star fallen to earth and something inside me crumples.

      “What are you doing here?” I blurt out.

      “I want to help. I know you were there looking for information about your wolf friend.” She shivers but not because of the temperature.

      What does she know?

      And how did she find us?

      “What happened?” I shift forward to keep this between us. “Who almost caught you?”

      My own situation with Braham flashes through my mind.

      RJ glances over her shoulder and her features melt like running water, the glamour fading. “The vamp’s security was a lot stronger than we thought. Aimee should be here soon but they were definitely guarding something. We couldn’t get past them.”

      “If you want to help, then find us a way to stop the Alphas before they kill every wolf in town,” I say to Irina.

      “Why do you think I’m here?” She’s not backing down.

      “And Colt?” Saying his name hurts but I hold steady.

      Irina meets my gaze and her mouth thins into a solid line. “He’s not coming. He never will. I’m sorry.”

      There’s nothing worse than the pity in her voice, as though she knows how much Colt impacts me and there is nothing any of us can do about it. Not if we want her to help.

      Another piece of me dies and I tamp it down with the rest of my broken heart. If we want to save the wolves, we need Irina’s connections.

      “It’s fine,” I reply tersely. “Let’s get to work.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Do you have a safe place to chat?”

      Irina takes up every inch of available mind space and all the air around us just by being here. She is everything a vampire should be—regal, gorgeous, deadly.

      There’s an ethereal quality to her bearing. She doesn’t belong with the rest of us. And if I had my way, I’d send her right back to her engagement party.

      At least the witches aren’t under her thrall like the rest of the humans at Club Mera. They practically scrape the ground with their noses when Irina passes.

      I stare her down in my thrift shop dress wanting to squirm and slap her face. I’m not sure which desire is stronger.

      “Don’t you have to get back?” I ask sweetly. “It’s your party.”

      The kindness burns my tongue and of course she sees right through me.

      “It’s my party, yeah,” she says with a shrug. “But it would be a shame to waste the time we have after I gave my guards the slip.”

      “She’s under twenty-four-hour surveillance,” RJ says, like she understands.

      Irina nods soberly. “The impending wedding has made it even more difficult to escape my chains. We have to make the most of our time, but it’s not safe to talk out in the open. There are eyes and ears everywhere.”

      “Our meeting place is cinders at this point. We’ll have to work on finding another place where the wards will hold.” RJ stares off into the distance in the general direction of our wrecked Hollow.

      I wrap my arms around myself. “This time, we have to make sure the people who know the secret actually keep it.”

      It’s still shocking to me that Colt lied.

      The person I know and the one who sold us out are two different people, and it should be enough for my feelings for him to disappear. Right? That kind of betrayal isn’t something you come back from easily.

      So why do I want him?

      Why does my heart die but not the love I feel?

      It’s the worst kind of agony.

      “You’re running out of time if you want to find your friend,” Irina says pointedly. “I know how to help you, but you have to trust me.”

      She’s asking for more than I can give. The ache inside me gets wider, hotter.

      “Actually, you guys, I need to eat something and turn in. I’m going to leave the logistics to you,” I mutter. “Let me know what you decide.”

      “Lacey, come on, you can’t leave now. Irina is our ace in the hole,” RJ insists, glancing around, this time for a glimpse of Aimee.

      I’m falling apart.

      I’m hot and I’m cold, irrationally angry and sad and horrified at the same time.

      The dreams press in on me, the ones that have come true and the ones that haven’t. I’m trapped and if I don’t go somewhere now, I’ll break, and there will be no way to put the pieces back together.

      “I’m sorry. Send me a text, okay? Let me know…”

      Let me know what?

      It’s hopeless. They can’t save Mandi any more than I can save Colt.

      Irina calls after me as I take off. An extra burst of speed takes me away from Ottoman house, as far as I can get, but it won’t make a difference.

      There’s no escaping myself no matter how far or fast I run. The trouble is still there and I’m trapped with it in my head and in my chest.

      There’s something wrong with me.

      I should be there fighting. Not running. Not pushing my body to the limits of my strength until my lungs stop working and I trip over one of the exposed roots in the sidewalk.

      Dad. Mandi. Colt. Nothing is going right.

      It all started when the royals showed up.

      I slap a hand against the wall of the nearest building and use it to prop myself up. A pity party isn’t going to help save Mandi. It isn’t going to help us get the information we need to stop the vamps from their warpath to extermination.

      Something sharp presses into my shoulder. The pain comes seconds later, blindingly agonizing.

      Teeth tear through muscle and sinew, crunching down into the bone.

      Then the stench comes. The rotting corpse smell I remember from the last attack.

      The wolf bites down deeper into my shoulder and shakes his head, tossing me around like a doll, the pain searing through me.

      No scream is going to get me out of this.

      Did they follow me from the party?

      A second growl joins the first and chills me to the core.

      “Two of them?” I whisper, clamping back on the words when the wolf gives me a shake.

      It opens its jaws and drops me a second later. I land hard, rolling away on instinct and bump into the fur covered legs of the second one.

      Saliva drips from its mouth, eyes colored with moon madness and skin flaking off its skull and leaving patches of bone exposed.

      My foggy brain takes a bit to catch up but once the realization clicks in, I know I’m right.

      My mouth goes sour and my shoulder throbs.

      This is the reason I was able to get out of the party so easily, the reason why they’d let me go without security hot on my ass.

      They’d send the wolves for me and I’d walked right into the trap. The wolves are either fast as vampires or they trailed my scent all over town and waited for me.

      Both options suck.

      They’ve been set on their target and I’m trapped.

      My mental powers won‘t work on them and I haven’t eaten nearly enough for me to pose a threat. I struggle to rise and tear the side of my dress in the process. Blood leaks from the wound on my shoulder, sluggish and cold.

      The wolf on the left huffs out a breath, skin sloughing off at the joints of its knees and elbows.

      It’s enough of a signal to make me wonder if they’re actually working together, if there’s enough intelligence left for them to coordinate, even with the madness.

      Then all thoughts drain away when the first one steps to the side. My gaze tracks it and the second one throws himself forward, cutting off my escape.

      Rather than run, I flex, putting every ounce of energy into jumping.

      If I can make to the rooftops, I might have a chance of getting away, and in this case⁠—

      Retreat is better than doubling down.

      Muscles tensed, I push off the ground, scaling three feet in the air before claws wrap around my ankle and haul me back to earth. Wind rushes past me; I land hard on my belly and my chin slams into concrete.

      Stunned, I do nothing when the wolf grabs me.

      It twists me onto my spine and the second one moves into place and takes my wrists. I’m a piece of meat between them, in a fucking game of tug of war.

      I scream, pulling my knees up to my chest, hoping the surprise of fighting back will be enough. The wolf budges five scant inches before it digs in its heels and pulls me back.

      “Colt!” My screech echoes out loud and down the bond. “Colt, help!”

      Calling out to him is a risk. He’s engaged. He’s at his party surrounded by people, royals and other influential vampires. He won’t be able to help.

      No one will.

      “Colt, hel⁠—”

      The wolves slam me down in tandem and the back of my skull hits first this time, sending pain spiraling through me. It knots my tongue, constricts my lungs, and I’m gasping like a fish about to be gutted.

      This is it. This is the end of everything.

      I close my eyes, the heat coming off the two werewolves pressing into my skin and searing me. Saliva drips on my forehead, on my chest, and the claws holding my wrist tighten and pierce my skin.

      Colt, if you’ve never listened to me before, please. I need you. They’ve got me cornered.

      The words in my head are only half formed and frantic. There’s no way for him to hear me. There’s no way he’s listening.

      He’s blocked the bond.

      I brace for the final blow and scream when teeth puncture my thigh. The wolf clamps down and tears, taking a chunk of my leg with him. The pain is never ending⁠—

      And then it’s gone and there’s nothing but cold air. The wolf holding my wrists sends out a warning howl but the second lands on his ass.

      I force my eyes to open but hope is too precious to give into even when I see Colt twisting the second wolf’s head between his hands.

      You came.

      I’ve rarely cried since my change but I do now. Twin trails scald like acid down my cheeks and dry just as quickly. Colt kicks the first wolf dispassionately, kicking the body away from him.

      The second wolf has much better prey to handle now and drops my arms.

      Sobbing, I pull my knees up to my chest, gritting my teeth through the agony. My dress is shredded beyond repair and bite marks form an unholy ring on my thigh, a huge flap of flesh missing.

      I’m too slow to avoid the crash of bodies when Colt and the second wolf come together. The moon madness makes the were almost invincible but Colt fights with the vengeance of someone with everything to lose.

      He has much more at stake. Or maybe I’m mad with pain myself.

      Maybe I’m imagining the way his lips tighten and his eyes go flat. Maybe I’m imagining the way the last bits of his morals disappear, wiped clean. He tears at the wolf without care for what happens to him, the lines of his suit jacket now decorated in blood.

      Sprays of it fan out and paint the walls, and me, in red. I scramble out of the way but Colt punches the wolf in the stomach, sending it flying until it knocks into me and I cry out again.

      The small sound sends Colt catapulting past the point of no return. He’s a whirlwind, pummeling the wolf, twisting around to come up behind it. The wolf turns and the motion takes him right into Colt’s waiting arms. He twists one arm behind the wolf’s back and shoves the creature onto its knees, turning his shoulders to avoid a swipe of claw.

      Then he grabs the second arm.

      Colt’s canines are lowered. He peels his lips back and with a hiss, he clamps down on the side of the wolf’s neck, sucking deeply. The creature groans with the sudden blood loss, its eyes fluttering and its snarl losing volume by the second. Suddenly there’s nothing but the sucking sound of Colt drinking deeply. As quickly as possible.

      The wolf sags.

      Colt meets my eyes, his teeth embedded in flaking flesh as he gulps down long pulls of blood. The wolf groans, its breathing ragged and slow, muscles twitching.

      “Colt, stop.”

      My plea holds no real merit and we both know it. And I know I’ll remember this moment for the rest of my life. It etches inside of my skull. Colt holds the wolf in a tender, almost loving embrace as he keeps drinking.

      “You’re going to drain him to the point of death,” I whisper.

      His eyes tell me that’s the whole point. The final step to his full transformation. And he’s only here because of me. He came for me.

      I want to be upset about it. Or I should force him to stop before he drains the final drop from the wolf, potentially taking the madness into himself, but there’s a massive hesitation on my part. I’m almost glad the wolf will die. After what they’ve done to me now on three occasions⁠—

      I’m just as bad as the rest of the vampires.

      Colt closes his eyes and sucks in another mouthful of blood and finally the wolf goes still. I know the moment its heart stops beating. The air fills with silence and I’m holding my breath.

      Growling, Colt pulls his fangs free and lets the body drop. It’s done.

      When he looks at me again, he’s different. His skin is hard and perfect, his hair shiny and soft and his eyes two rich sapphires. Every small flaw in his features melts away, replaced by startling perfection.

      “Don’t worry, Lace,” he purrs. Even his voice is different. “I’ve got you. No one is going to hurt you now.”

      “What do you⁠—”

      I bite down on my lip as he falls on the other wolf, the first to die, or so I’d thought. There must be a little life left in the creature because Colt is ravenous. He tears a hole in the creature’s partly broken neck and gorges himself on the blood.

      Shock keeps me there, watching, the same way my attention would be trapped by an accident. Is that what this is? An accident? A side effect of the transformation to full on vampire?

      Colt is stronger than before, and thirsty.

      “Please, stop! Colt?” I reach for him and jump back, terrified, when he snaps at me.

      His teeth nearly graze my fingers before he turns his attention back to the wolf and continues to drink.

      I clench my hand to my chest.

      “You have to stop this. They’re dead. It’s done. Let’s go.” I won’t make the mistake of touching him again.

      I need to get to the witches and ask them about moon madness transference. Maybe there’s a potion they can make for Colt, to stop the flow of the curse before it’s too late, if that’s what the madness really is.

      We know nothing.

      And calling to him does nothing. Finally he pulls the skin of the wolf’s neck, freeing himself and rearing back. Blood smears his face and he laps at it to clean himself off.

      “This isn’t like you,” I try to say. “You’ve never been this hungry before. How about we go back to our rooms and we’ll get you some blood from a bag. You have a lot more there.”

      If this is what it means to be a full vampire, I’m not sure I want it. There is no hint of recognition in his eyes. Nothing but a detached curiosity when I manage to get him to look at me.

      Ignoring the pain slicing through my thigh, I crouch to bring us eye level. “Colt? Come on, talk to me. Please.”

      The connection can’t be gone.

      Tears burn, forcing their way out. Helplessness claws at me.

      “Why?” It’s hard to breathe. “You didn’t have to go this far. You could have stopped! I didn’t want you to do this. I didn’t want you to go so far away from me.”

      I’m not touching him but the nearness is too much. He pushes the corpse at me and stands fully, wiping his mouth on his torn jacket sleeve. His eyes have gone crimson now.

      Wordlessly, he thrusts a vial at me, a small, empty glass tube with a screw-on cap. A grunt is the only acknowledgment he gives but the message is clear. I need a sample from a moon-mad wolf.

      The sample will change everything for the witches, for me.

      My fingers tremble hard and I almost drop the glass. I’m too scared to touch him again. Whatever tenuous grip on control he has on himself, a brush of skin might be enough to cause him to lose it.

      I manage to scrape a few bits of blood into the vial. It better be enough. The sooner I get the sample to RJ and Aimee, the better we’ll all be.

      I’m too afraid to leave Colt alone like this.

      The vial is safe in the pocket of my dress before I turn to him. The wolf’s pulse fades away, well and truly dead at last.

      “What can I do?” I ask softly. “What can I do to help you?”

      He snaps to attention at the sound of my voice and his attention narrows. It’s only the two of us but not in the way it used to be. Not in any good way.

      He’s staring at me like he’s left room for dessert.

      Colt licks his lips and steps through the corpse. The force of his footsteps shatters the dead wolf’s ribs. The low growl starts in his stomach and rises up until it pushes his mouth open, his lips peeling up in a fierce grin.

      “Colt?” If I move, he’ll pounce.

      I know it instinctively.

      I hold in my gasp when his hand comes around my neck and his fingers fan out, putting just enough pressure on me to let me know he can break me if he wants. He leans in close to rub the tip of his nose against my jaw.

      “You don’t want to hurt me,” I somehow get out. “You know me.”

      I love you.

      There’s no recognition, still. Not when he pins me between him and the wall. Not when his teeth graze subtly against my racing pulse.

      One wrong move⁠—

      I’m too terrified to do more than shiver and hope he’ll be gentle when he drains me as well.
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      I don’t want the pain if Colt decides to do to me what he did to the wolf and tear me open. I close my eyes and will my pulse to slow to a steady, calm beat.

      To show him I’m not afraid of him because then he’ll come back to himself.

      It’s not too late.

      “I know who you are. Even when you’re trying to be something else, and even when you’re being a complete shit.” I reach for him, brushing my fingertips lightly on his elbows. “You’re always going to be the same Colt Enigati, as a dhampir or a full vampire.”

      A growl vibrates in his throat. He grazes his nose against my skin, breathing deeply.

      “And you know me,” I whisper.

      He knows me better than anyone else.

      His hand rests against my throat but he never increases the pressure, and he’s strong enough to crush me. He’s sniffing me, drawing my scent into his lungs. His tongue darts out to lap at the blood dripping from the scratch on my chin.

      My lungs seize and he drags his tongue down to my shoulder and the bite there.

      Am I okay with this? If I die tonight, at his hands?

      It almost seems like he’s keeping himself in check for me. Or maybe it’s my ego wishing for a miracle when I know miracles don’t exist.

      “It’s okay, Colt,” I soothe. “It’s going to be okay. We’re going to figure this out together.”

      It’s a gamble to send out a wave of command to him, even with our emotional connection in tatters. I have no way of knowing what will happen. There are only those bad dreams, where Colt is the one dead and I’m helpless and watching.

      I’m still helpless but Colt is alive, and changed.

      A wave of cold blasts us and the energy shifts. Terror rises, a small sound scrambling out of my throat, my terror alive. I’m a lamb facing the slaughterhouse blade.

      The royals are here, come for their wayward prince.

      “Your Highness.” Aetna steps out of the shadows with her hands in front of her like a useless shield. “Stay calm.”

      Her eagle eyes scan the scene and in the same beat, Colt’s growl deepens. It builds in his chest in a clear warning for them to stay back. He curves over me, protective or ravenous, I’m not sure. Probably both.

      He doesn’t want anyone to take away his next meal.

      His fingers curve against my skin and his hips thrust forward, pinning me harder between him and the wall.

      Aetna’s gaze flicks to mine and the tension in her tendons tell me one thing—she’s nervous. For me?

      She didn’t come alone. Braham is with her, as well as Stryker and the white-haired man, the entourage from our original meeting. They take in the carnage, the pile of dead and maimed wolves and the blood spattered over the walls from the fight.

      Stryker makes the first mistake by approaching with a cocky swagger. He should have known better, and I tense when Colt goes still.

      His warning growl deepens.

      “Hold yourself in check, girl,” Aetna warns. “He doesn’t understand what’s going on. The change is too fresh. That goes for you as well, Stryker. Watch your next move.”

      “He is a prince,” Stryker snaps. “He will comport himself appropriately, change or no change.”

      “He drained the moon-mad wolves,” I tell them in a shaky voice. “Will he⁠—”

      “He’ll be fine,” Aetna interrupts.

      Colt erupts into chaos the moment Stryker gets too close, squeezing my neck painfully and sending out a blast of raw power at the others.

      “Don’t!” I manage the word before I choke.

      He’s not going to let me go. He’s going to drain me before he lets any of the others touch me, but it’s not out of a sense of loyalty or compassion.

      His eyes glow in the darkness as though he really has taken the moon madness into him. A flash of worry is buried underneath fear as he clutches me to him, no matter what Aetna says.

      She draws Stryker back with a crooked finger. “There,” she tells Colt. “You see? No one is going to bother her. Or you. We’re only here to help.”

      Colt vibrates against me, the movement quick enough that my supernatural senses have a difficult time tracking him. The motion is electric and his sole, predatory focus is on the others.

      He slowly pries his finger loose but he doesn’t let go of me. He steps closer with his nostrils flared and the red hue in his eyes growing deeper with the passing seconds.

      Each one is a bit of sand in an hourglass. I’m not sure what’s going to happen when the time runs out.

      Aetna maintains eye contact but she does release Stryker, his shoulders hunching forward sullenly.

      “The change can be difficult for some. Colt has been a dhampir for a long time, and as part human, the shift to full vampire can be an even more terrible transition,” Aetna explains. “His royal blood protects him from the madness and his system processes the blood infusion faster than normal.”

      She’s looking at Colt and tracking his movements but she’s talking to me.

      For my benefit.

      “Regardless,” she continues, her jaw tightening. “He will need to take his rightful place among us now. There is no other choice. We’re the only ones able to help him.”

      “He’s not really in a position to make those decisions.” I pitch my voice low so I don’t upset Colt. He’s teetering on the edge as it is. “You have to give him more time.”

      In the few times I’ve seen Aetna, I’ve never known her to let her mask crack. There’s never been so much as a chink in her facade of control, but tonight, something falters.

      Her tongue darts out to lick her bottom lip before she says, “We have none of it.”

      The words between the lines beg me to understand that I’m not the only one who feels the pressure.

      “The queen is firm on her decision. If he refuses, he dies.”

      Colt snarls at the tacked on conclusion to Aetna’s explanation. He presses his body into mine until I feel every individual ripple of the building wall behind me. Until the indentations of the bricks are imprinted into my skin.

      One wrong move and he’ll go nuts again. He’s more animalistic with the change.

      “I’d avoid using that word if I were you,” I whisper. “He doesn’t like it.”

      Colt’s breath gusts into my face and I’m hesitant to turn to face him. I force my eyes wide.

      He’s staring me down again with the predatory intensity I attribute to starving animals in the wild. He’s nothing like the weres we’ve encountered but I’ve seen him in action before the change. I really don’t want to be on the receiving end of his fury now. Not when he has no idea who I am, and worse, who he is.

      “I promise you, we will help guide him through the process,” Aetna continues.

      Stryker scoffs as though the compromise is a waste of time. But in my gut, I know there’s nothing I can do for Colt. Not anymore.

      The royals are the only ones who understand what the transition is like, and how it will impact him personally. They’ve probably dealt with these things before.

      I watch Colt’s face for a hint of recognition, hoping that maybe with the proximity, his memory will return.

      Come on, Colt, you’re in there somewhere.

      I send the words down the bond but if I expect a response, I’ll be waiting a long time.

      “You’ll help him?” I press. “I have your word on it? You can’t hurt him.”

      Another growl builds from somewhere in his chest and ripples through me, shaking me to the core. This isn’t what he wanted. I know that better than anyone else.

      He definitely wouldn’t have wanted the royals to take him, to have access to him.

      “You have our word,” Stryker agrees for everyone.

      I don’t trust his smarminess, or the way he and Colt haven’t settled their beef from the past.

      I slowly slide my hand to Colt’s fingers where they rest on my neck, his thumb against my trachea. How easy it will be for him to crush my neck.

      “Hey, Colt, your friends want you to go off with them. They say they’ll help you. What do you think?”

      “Stupid human.” Braham sneers. “He’s in no position to hear you, let alone answer.”

      Ignore that asshole.

      I focus on Colt.

      We’ve had our back and forth, we’ve had our share of surprises and betrayals, but inside, I have to believe Colt is there. The one I knew, not the one treading so precariously between his wants and the needs of the other supernatural in our community. He’s been up against impossible odds.

      “I don’t think you actually want to go with them,” I continue.

      His head tilts to the side the way dogs do when they’re listening. Another beat passes, the royals restless.

      I can save you.

      “Actually, you know what? I think we’ve got this.” I sound more confident than I feel. “He’s not going anywhere with you.”

      Is that a smile I see?

      “You’re standing against us?” Stryker chuckles. “Impertinent little bitch. Should have known after the stunt you pulled tonight.”

      Oh yeah, they knew about me, glamour or no glamour. I strengthen my resolve.

      “I’m going to take it as a compliment.” I swear Colt is amused, somewhere deep inside. Or I’m fooling and damning myself at the same time. “But I’m not going to let you take him.”

      “Then we’ll kill you, too.”

      Stryker pulls away from Aetna and this time, she makes no move to draw him back. He stomps closer with purposely heavy footsteps and Colt whirls on the older vamp.

      He drops his hand from my neck and claws his fingers around my wrist, pushing me back behind him. His fangs curve, longer than before, and his eyes are a charcoal red like a roaring bonfire.

      “If you value your life, if you value his, then you’ll let us take him,” Aetna interrupts, playing peacemaker. “Are you prepared to fight us for this?”

      The truth was, I have probably a tenth of the strength of these two ancients, and the fight with the werewolves took a lot out of me. They know it as well as I do.

      The fight trickles out of me before it has a chance to grow. Aetna is right.

      Shit. I have to let him go. Don’t I?

      Suddenly, fury claws at me. Hell no, I do not have to abandon him to these people. Not tonight, of all nights. He’d come here for me; he’d gone full vamp for me. He’d run away from his engagement for me.

      The royals will tear me to shreds and I don’t care because fuck them.

      My blood pumps hot, sending an electric charge through my limbs. The fight returns with a vengeance.

      “You’re not taking him!” I bellow, charging across the alley to intercept them.

      I cast the order out from me, shooting it into the royals like aiming a gun and reaching for Colt at the same time. Aetna intercepts me so I tackle her to the ground.

      I flatten my chest to hers, my fingers going for her throat. “I’ll fight you until my last breath.”

      Aetna hits me with a blast of her own mental command. I shift out of the way but not before it hits me in my uninjured shoulder. The blast goes wide, knocking us both out of position.

      My hold on her drops and I crack my hip into the ground.

      By the time I manage to get myself upright, they have Colt pinned between them, struggling, and Aetna is right in front of my face.

      She swings her fists, getting me in my bicep, and I rise up and slam my own fist into her jaw. Black blood flies out and the vamp snarls in rage.

      Instead of retreating, I step into her, punching again and whirling her around. The ancient glowers and snaps her fingers. Two more vampires come out of nowhere and grab me, one on each arm.

      Oh, shit.

      Every ounce of energy goes into getting free but there’s no budging them. I finally fall limp, panting.

      “You child!” Aetna spits and sends blood flying. “You have no idea what kind of problems you’ve caused us.”

      She might as well be screaming in my face. Even without magic, Aetna is formidable.

      “What’s the matter?” I snarl. “Are you jealous that Colt will always come for me but you have to blackmail him into working with you?”

      Aetna punches me without so much as a scream to give away her next move. Laughing in her face will only get mine smashed to pieces.

      My heart pounds. The vamp might be tough, powerful, but I have more to lose than she does. She’s used to fighting back with magic.

      If I’m going to stand a chance, I have to think fast.

      Her next attack cracks the bridge of my nose. I drive my knee up between her legs but I’ve used the maneuver too much. She knows exactly what I’m going to do.

      “Restrain her until we leave,” Aetna tells the others. “I’ve had enough of this. I refuse to let you drag me down like some kind of mortal in a bar fight.”

      She sighs, drawing herself up and smoothing her hand through the stray pieces of black hair. If I’m not mistaken, there’s a hint of shadowing on her otherwise pristine face.

      I push against them but the two of them are strong and grip my arms. Colt’s still growling, the sound growing fainter as the others take him away.

      Blood streams down my face from the crack in my skin, the brawl over right as I was about to turn it on.

      Let me go.

      The command has less of a chance of working against vampires than it does werewolves. They hold tight to me until Aetna and Colt’s energy signatures have disappeared. Cursing, streaming, throwing myself at the two remaining vampires does nothing except crack one of my ribs.

      The vamps drop me and I come up swinging one final time, screaming with rage. The sound trickles into a laugh because they’re already gone, disappearing into the night.

      They’ve made a few mistakes, though. They underestimated me. They took the man I love. And they’ve made me into a damn warrior.
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      Limping and covered in blood, I show up at the witch’s house on Willow Grove Lane, following a scent trail. It took a bit for my broken nose to heal.

      Dawn is on the horizon. RJ and Aimee went home after our waste of time trip to the Ottoman house. Each step we took only brought the vampire’s snare tighter around us.

      I pound my fist to the door and leave smeared marks on the wood before it draws open and Aimee is there, pale face and dark eyed.

      “Lacey!” My name is a screech. “Holy balls, what happened to you? RJ says you just took off tonight. Did you fall in a bear trap?”

      I might as well have.

      I sweep my forearm underneath my nose and the dried blood there. Like it will do any good. “Got myself into a fight with a couple of wolves.” I say it like this kind of thing happens every day.

      And you know what? It kinda does. This is the third attack and the goriest one.

      “Here. This is for you.”

      I thrust the bottle at Aimee and throw myself over the threshold, fingers brushing against the wall to keep steady. When I turn, Aimee is staring at me through a sea of confusion and fear. I must look pretty damn bad.

      “We got your sample from the wolves but the royals followed and took Colt.” I won’t mince words. “He went full vampire to save me from the wolves and the royals came and took him.”

      Aimee whirls around. “Where?” she breathes.

      The pain ebbs away the longer I look at her and I draw in a shaky breath, the feeling returning to my fingers and toes.

      “I don’t know. He said something about his mother renting a mansion nearby, so I’m gonna guess they took him there?” An ache radiates down from my ribs to my hips.

      I suck in a burning breath and press my palm to the area.

      The approaching dawn is a ticking bomb inside of me, fixed in my blood. Aimee clutches the vial to her chest and watches me in silence.

      None of this is right.

      “I need to get him. I don’t care if they kill me in the process, but they’re using him, and everything he’s done has been for me.” I choke down a sob. “He’s in trouble because of me.”

      “If he went full vampire, then he made his choice, not you.”

      Aimee’s delicacy isn’t what I need right now.

      “Where’s RJ?” My heart thrashes wildly.

      “She’s upstairs, trying to figure out where they’re holding Mandi. She’s scrying over a map of the city. Irina told her Mandi’s still alive and we might be able to still get to her⁠—”

      I take the stairs three at a time and move fast enough to leave a tailwind behind me.

      The motion throws the door to RJ’s room open and leaves my veins filled with a mournful panic. My breath comes way too fast as I stop at the foot of the bed, the surprise of my visit sending RJ wheeling back.

      She drops the crystal and her map goes scattering.

      “Jesus. Don’t you have to be invited in?” she says in a trembling voice.

      I glance down at my front and the wet black gleam of Aetna’s blood. It coats my dress the way the wolf blood coats the rest of me. My fangs have snapped out and I force them back in.

      “You’ll need a bigger map,” I say instead.

      The ache in my chest deepens.

      RJ points a warning finger at me. “You took off on us. What the hell, dude?”

      I ignore her. “I’m going to bet they’ve got Mandi in the same place they’ve taken Colt.” I breathe in deeply, biting back the urge to tear the room to shreds. The drums of war are beating in my head. “I’m going to get them back. I need to know where. This scrying…will it get the job done?”

      If Irina had wanted to be helpful, she’d give us an all access pass to the queen’s makeshift palace.

      “You’re going to get Mandi, too?” RJ scrambles onto her hands and knees, fumbling for the crystal dangling on a silver chain.

      “I’m going to try. Colt is my main priority.”

      I wince, working out the kinks in my still healing shoulder. My leg hurts worse.

      Aimee stumbles into the room. “We’ll go with you. You’re not getting rid of us.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not asking you to do anything except find the location. It’s going to be dangerous.”

      I might lose control.

      In fact, I’m counting on it.

      “You’ll cover more ground if you let us help you. This isn’t the kind of job anyone can take on alone. You’re talking about breaking into the queen’s stronghold,” RJ says with a smirk. “It’s a hell of a lot more complicated than the Ottoman house.”

      A dry laugh falls from my lips. “I understand the risks.”

      And they have no idea that the Ottoman house was a setup.

      “I’m not sure you do. You said the royals took Colt?” Aimee asks. “Well, think about how many of them were there then, and multiply it. The queen doesn’t go anywhere without a piece of her army, and I’m willing to bet that whatever place she’s rented, it’s stocked to the gills with immortals.”

      “Strong ones, too,” RJ chirps out.

      She seems much less inclined to heed warnings or logic or any of those nasty things that keep people safe. The smaller map of town is quickly exchanged for a larger map of the county and the five surrounding ones.

      RJ adjusts her seat on the bed and holds the crystal over the map with her eyes closed. Good thing these girls are used to staying up all night.

      “I know what I’m up against. Colt’s been training me for this for a year,” I tell them. “I’m getting stronger.”

      My wince when I step to the bed gives me away. The flesh hasn’t knitted back yet, not completely. I’ll need bags of blood.

      “Stronger, yeah, but right now it looks like you lost a fight with a wood chipper. Can you please?” Aimee stares plaintively at RJ, who refuses to glance up from the map. “Do something.”

      “What do you want me to do? She’s right. This is our only chance. They moved the wolf, and the party turned up nothing,” RJ says.

      Aimee rolls her eyes and tosses the vial of blood at RJ. “Not nothing. Lacey and Colt got this for us.”

      RJ gasps. “A sample?”

      “After we get Mandi back,” Aimee warns. “And you, Lacey, please go shower. I can’t take you seriously when you’re painted in blood and reeking like a dead body.”

      RJ waves me away. “Go on. It’s going to take me a bit more time to try and pinpoint. “I’m not looking for Mandi anymore. I’m looking for Colt. Lacey’s emotions are strong enough to give me a better way to tap into him. The two of them are connected like some kind of braided twine.”

      “A lopsided braid,” I say.

      RJ chuckles and I let Aimee herd me into the hallway toward a small bathroom the sisters must share. The shower, as much as I hate to admit it, feels like a godsend.

      Hot water beats down on my skin and my hunger grows. The tip of my tongue touches my fangs and the beast inside of me lurks closer to the surface. Rivulets of pink spiral toward the drain, my chest heaving as my body tries to heal itself. Without blood to replenish what I’ve lost, it’s a slow go.

      “We have a pair of clean clothes for you, Lacey, when you’re done.” Aimee’s voice calls out.

      When I pry my eyes open, the bathroom door is cracked open and there’s a pile of comfortable looking sweats and a T-shirt on the vanity top.

      The tiles are cold under my feet when I step out of the spray and into the borrowed clothes. My gaze skims my reflection in the mirror.

      Yikes. I look hungry and pissed.

      By the time I get dressed and step back into the room, I pull up short, coming up against a wall of cold much chillier than the tiles.

      Because RJ and Aimee aren’t alone anymore. They’ve got a visitor with hair the color of moonlight and perfect skin.

      Irina’s presence only makes the jittery feeling in my bones worse. She scans me from the top of my dripping head to my bare feet and she snorts.

      “Pink is a good color for you. I’m kidding, of course.”

      “You insinuate yourself pretty quickly,” I mutter. “What happened to you not being able to get away from your guards?”

      She reaches behind her and tosses something at me. My reflexes are slower but I manage to catch the bag of blood before it wonks me in the face.

      “Turns out that little attack proved useful to get the spotlight off me for a change,” Irina replies with equal snark.

      “I called her. Figured we are going to need her expertise if we’re staging a rescue mission,” RJ begins. “She’s the only one who might be able to get us in the door.”

      Huh. So my silent prayer for Irina to come through might actually be answered.

      There’s a first time for everything.

      The princess is out of place in this cozy room with the brightly colored duvet over the bed. She’s the odd man out in a way I always considered myself but she makes me seem like a fluffy kitty cat. She’s the fox ready to snap the necks of every chicken in the henhouse.

      Her nose turns into the air.

      “I know you don’t trust me but I want to help. I was genuine when I offered,” she says.

      “The only help I need is weapons.” I bounce from foot to foot. “Get me in the door and I’ll do the rest. It’s much too dangerous⁠—”

      “Exactly,” Irina interrupts. “You’ll never make it inside without me.”

      I want to break apart her insistence and look for hidden agenda. There has to be some other reason why she’s here, something I haven’t figured out yet. Only Aimee and RJ aren’t bothered by the vampire princess.

      They’ve accepted her presence. I’m still iffy.

      “If you’re not going to get me the weapons I need, then I’ll figure it out myself.”

      I have to go back to Mera anyway. A change of clothes, and those swords from the crest in the office. The blades are good quality. I’ll be a one woman tornado of steel if that’s what it takes.

      I’m inching toward the door when Irina pushes off the bed and glides closer, unearthly in her movements. RJ stays perched over the map muttering under her breath, while Aimee paces one side of the room to the other, probably going over logistics and pitfalls in her head.

      Irina widens her arms to keep me from leaving. “This isn’t the time to be heroic,” she says in an undertone. “I’m offering you a lifeline. You’d be stupid not to take it.”

      “I am stupid.”

      I search her face and come up short.

      “Look.” Her voice drops. “I know you love him. I’m trying to help you. But you’ll get yourself killed.”

      I lean in closer as she grabs for my hand. “So will you, if they catch you helping. You‘re as good as gone. They won’t take your betrayal lightly. Why would you throw it all away to help me?”

      For one brief moment, we’re in this together, on the same side.

      “If I do nothing, I’m dead anyway.” Her cool hand brushes against mine. “There’s not much we can do right now. The sun is rising and it burns my skin.”

      “Mine, too.”

      I deflate slightly. Whatever she senses in me, Irina sighs, the edges of her lips twisting in a slight smile. She gives my fingers a final squeeze before RJ’s crow of delight interrupts the tender and awkward moment.

      “Got it!” She beams at us, pointing at the map. “I know where he is.”

      I’m halfway to the door before Irina grabs me back. “Did you not hear what I just said, Lacey?”

      “Who knows what they’re doing to him!” My stomach curdles, a wave of helplessness overpowering everything else.

      “They’re not going to hurt him. They need him. And newly turned vampires are hard to control. I’m sure they’re keeping him as safe as possible.” Irina drops her voice like I’m the wild animal instead of Colt.

      “You guys can take the attic for the day. There’s less light up there. It won’t be the most comfortable sleep of your life but you’ll be safe,” Aimee offers.

      I know there isn’t much for me to do in the daylight but the adrenaline refuses to abate. It’s there and it’s urging me to get out of this house and save him.

      Whether he loves me back or not.

      Whether there’s any way to save him or not.

      In the end, Irina and I head upstairs to the attic, and Aimee and RJ drape dark sheets over the slats letting in the thin gray streams of pre dawn light. A few spare pillows and blankets become makeshift beds and the strangest bedfellow I’ve ever had.

      I rest my head in my hands.

      “Do you really think we can pull this off?” I ask Irina.

      I’ll give the princess credit. She didn’t so much as blink an eye at the rustic accommodations.

      Although how she’ll get an ounce of sleep in her uncomfortable engagement party dress, I’ll never guess. There are so many bows and ribbons and ties in the thing, she’ll lay on a knot no matter how she rolls.

      Maybe she’s used to it.

      Irina hesitates before answering. “I think we’ll give it our best shot because no one else is going to do a thing to help.”

      “Then why are you? And don’t feed me more bullshit. I’ve had my fill.”

      She rolls to her side, cradling her head in her hand, perched on an elbow. “I already told you, Lacey. I don’t want a war.”

      “Very noble of you.”

      “It’s not noble. It’s survival. There are people out there I care about, too.”

      I swallow down a wave of sickness. “Like your fiancé?”

      I shouldn’t ask but I want to know.

      Her eyes shutter. “There‘s nothing there, and I think you know it. We have roles to play and Colt and I are nothing but pieces able to be moved around at the pleasure of much older beings. That’s our entire reason for existence. He’s just lucky he got out for as long as he did.”

      She clamps her lips shut like she’s ready to say more and isn’t sure about it. But she’s said enough.

      “What?” I blurt.

      “He’s lucky he has someone like you to defend him. Because a lot of dhampirs in his positions, or vampires in mine, aren’t nearly so lucky.”

      With that, she rolls onto her opposite side, ending the conversation.

      “Get some sleep, Lacey.” The pillow muffles her voice. “You’ll need it.”

      Her words haunt me worse than any kind of nightmare. But my dreams are blissfully blank and hours later, when the sun dips below the horizon, I’m awake.

      I’m ready to kick some ass.
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      I rip the swords from the wall and into the holster I found in Colt’s things. The leather isn’t malleable which makes me think he had it recently made, but who knows when.

      Doesn’t matter. The metal warms in my grip and I slide them into place, tightening the strap across my front.

      I thought the nerves would be worse than they are.

      In fact, I thought they’d eat me alive the moment I pried my eyes open, especially when I turned to find Irina staring at me.

      “You snore,” she’d said without preamble.

      “So do you.”

      Our little crew seems motley at first glance but what we lack in skill we make up for in resolve. We head out, hoping for at least a few hours of advantage.

      RJ and Aimee trail me downstairs from the office where Irina rests on a stool near the bar.

      She’d exchanged her dress for a pair of tight-fitting black pants and a loose-fitting sweater with sleeves that tapered to her wrists.

      She stands at our approach.

      “You really need to work on your poker face,” I say with only the slightest tremble in my tone.

      Because she’s looking at us like we’re animals heading right to the front of the line at the slaughterhouse.

      “Oh, trust me, my poker face is practiced. I’ve been at it for longer than you’ve been alive,” she retorts.

      “Then you really don’t believe in us.”

      Without stopping, I march past her, the others behind me. RJ has a bag slung over her shoulder with bottles of potions clinking together.

      Aimee has a matching bag and a pair of daggers strapped to her hips. Irina is the odd man out and bare handed.

      Wordlessly, we pile into the witch’s car, Aimee behind the wheel and the vampires relegated to the back. It’s odd to maneuver with the weapons against my spine but they won’t be able to travel as quickly as we can.

      And the vampire queen’s mansion is hours away.

      My chest burns the closer we get to the spot marked on the map.

      The night deepens, the sky shifting to a darker shade of black and the trees pressing in on us. Finally, the GPS dings out that we’ve reached our designation and the glowing lights of a château rise out of the blackness like a jewel mounted on velvet.

      Three stories of glass and stone make up the bulk of the monstrous place with a view of the forest beyond.

      This is money. This is prestige.

      This is definitely going to be tricker than I thought.

      “We should have taken more time to prepare.” Aimee gulps audibly.

      “We’re out of it.” My voice is flat and I’m on the edge of my seat.

      Aimee pulls the car over to the side of the road and the four of us are out in the open in the next beat, the doors softly shut to avoid excess noise.

      It’s not like we had an overabundance of the stuff to begin with. Witches are mortal, so really, only Irina has the time, and she’s willingly giving it up to help us.

      I glance at her and her resolute steps, her regal bearing and the silver hair she’s done in a plait down her spine, the braid immaculate. I’m a slob in comparison and none of it matters now.

      Colt is somewhere in that damn house and I’m not leaving without him.

      “There’s no sense in being sneaky about this,” Irina reminds us in an undertone. “They already know we’re here. There are cameras planted in the forest. The queen has taken drastic security measures and she’s not going to want us anywhere near her baby boy.”

      A suicide mission, in other words.

      Irina doesn’t have to spell it out for us.

      “If your wolf friend is still alive, she’ll be here. They’ll be studying her. They probably took her because she’s connected to you but if they find out about her being moonlocked, they’ll keep her alive. It will work in her favor.”

      “So, they told you about the moon lock,” I mutter.

      “I’m on your side.” Irina’s voice goes terse. “When are you going to believe it?”

      I stare straight ahead. “You don’t want me to be honest right now.”

      The four of us crouch beneath the boughs of some thick spruce, gazing up at the ridge and the house resting against stone.

      There are no werewolf roars. Nothing in the forest. The dead silence feels eerie and unnatural. I can’t breathe, refusing to move a single muscle, my grip tightening around the hilt of the sword on my back.

      The sensation of eyes pricks against my skin and I share a look with RJ. A challenge lights her eyes and she nods, giving the signal.

      Irina goes first and we jog out of the tree we used for cover, heading like an arrow toward the side door. She sprints ahead with the full speed of a vampire, her form a blur as her feet barely touch the forest floor.

      Cool air caresses my face. The world fades away as we run and instead of the terror I expect to feel, there’s nothing but a thrill in my blood, and a desperate hope of finding Colt intact.

      We scramble over rocks and I reach back on instinct to grip Aimee’s arm when she wobbles. Her pulse hammers beneath my thumb.

      “Thanks,” she whispers.

      The witches can’t match our pace but they’re still fast. I purposely slow to help them navigate the rocky crevice. My eyesight is better. I’m stronger.

      A muffled groan sounds from up ahead followed by the distinctive thud of a body falling. We can’t slow down much longer. If we put a single hair out of place, then we’ll be spotted, doomed before we even start.

      We reach Irina at the door and find her gesturing wildly for us to follow. Then she pulls up short and braces, two blurs speeding towards the door she’d wrenched open.

      The blurs separate from the darkness of the hallway beyond and two vampires crash into us with fangs extended.

      I step in front of the witch sisters, prepared to take the punch meant for them. The vamps are silent. It’s strange, the way they fight, every movement controlled and calculated. My breathing evens out. It’s not like the wolves.

      But there’s no need for me to worry about RJ and Aimee.

      The former reaches into the bag slung over her shoulder and tosses a vial of something colored a putrid green at the vamps, while the latter uses her magic to aim.

      “Duck!” Aimee yells at me and Irina.

      We do as ordered, magic crackling in my head as the potion explodes all over the guards. Their screams echo behind us as we weave around them, shooting into the hallway beyond.

      Aimee’s magic slams the door behind us and locks it.

      “How many more?” RJ asks, her chest heaving. “Can you sense them?”

      Irina places her hand against the stone walls. “More ahead. Probably five close enough for me to sense? Look for cold spots.”

      It’s easy for her to say. She’s used to her powers, I’m not. For me, she’s the cold spot.

      We head deeper into the passage with my throat clogging and my senses already scanning for Colt. He’ll be one of the cold spots now, too, somewhere in this horrible place.

      The tunnel is clean, at least. The vamps keep it swept clear of dust and debris and cobwebs. It finally opens up into a large basement and we slow, checking the four corners of the room.

      My heart stays lodged in my throat, throbbing uncomfortably. Unease straightens my spine.

      “What did you throw at them?” I ask RJ in a whisper.

      The energy around us shifts. Aimee clicks on a flashlight but I don’t need the light to see the strange twisting on RJ’s face.

      “Potion. Should melt bones in the right circumstances,” she says with an offhand ease. “I can’t use my powers around Aimee.”

      “She’s a Siphon,” Aimee explains harshly. “She’ll take my powers and use them. No sense having one of us out of commission.”

      Irina clears her throat from the bottom of the stairs and gestures for us to follow her.

      The shadows deepen in the basement, swirling like they’ll take a chomp out of me if I step any closer.

      I jerk my head and follow Irina up, the witches moving forward too.

      “They won’t keep Colt in the basement,” Irina breathes when I get closer. “But the odds are good there is some kind of passage here leading into the mountain. That’s where they’d stash the wolf.”

      With an unspoken pledge to return, Aimee and RJ break off, and I join Irina on the stairs.

      My fingers twist along the hilt of the sword, my eyes shifting to grow accustomed to more light as we haul ourselves up to the main floor.

      She immediately holds out an arm to stop me from going further, a twisted smile on her face. “Two of them,” she adds urgently. “There. And another pair coming from the opposite direction.”

      There isn’t a lot of room to draw swords in the hallway. My leg and shoulder are healed and the pulse of my power throbs beneath my skin.

      Everything’s built up to this point from the second Colt broke my skin with his teeth.

      He thought he’d brought me to my ruin by making me a dhampir and he’d offered himself up at every turn to keep me safe. With him at the center of my thoughts, I take the left position, Irina at my flank.

      The vampires push into a view a second later and the nearest one, a blond, stares at us in disgust.

      “Your Highness?” he asks, like there’s some good explanation for Irina being here with riffraff.

      She and I move before they have a chance to think too much about our presence. I latch onto the bloodlust inside of me, the hunger and the panic. I latch onto whatever’s going to help me be strong and shove the nearest vampire out of my way.

      He bares his fangs at me, irritated but not pissed enough to break my neck yet.

      Too damn bad.

      I don’t have time for them to pull their punches. I need them to get the hell out of my way.

      I slam my hand into the underside of his jaw and force his teeth to clack together. The energy in the place changes, like they’ve finally realized I’m a threat. The element of surprise got us through the door and now it’s going to take brute force to get me to Colt.

      An immense blast of power reverberates behind me as Irina strikes the guard in the chest. He crumbles to the floor.

      “Hurry up and let’s get out of here,” she growls at me.

      “Yeah, I’m trying.”

      I jump to meet the second guard, but this one is way more skilled at hand to hand combat. He flicks me aside like a gnat and I hit the wall hard enough to send pain spidering through my skull.

      I force my eyes open wider in time to see Irina snap the neck of the second guard. Not to be outdone, I sweep my leg out and kick at the vamp facing me. He catches my leg and drags me forward. Teeth gritting, I push up with the opposite leg and come down, bringing both hands to the back of his neck.

      A challenge burns the back of my throat and I land on him, the collision taking us both down to the ground. I feel the sharp slice of his teeth on the side of my leg.

      With no room to draw the weapons, I swing my arms, landing a punch to the side of his head. Whatever Irina did to take her guards down easily, I’ll need to ask her for pointers later.

      You messed with the wrong person.

      The vampire goes down on his back and I smash my foot down on his face once, twice. Hard enough to break his nose but even that doesn’t get him to let go of my foot.

      Irina comes up and grabs his face, twisting until his neck snaps as well.

      “Stop fucking around,” she warns.

      She’s not even out of breath.

      I’m a sweaty mess with pieces of stray hair plastered to the side of my face, Breathing heavily, I push the hair aside. “I’m sorry?”

      She scoffs and walks on down the hallway without waiting for me to catch up.

      The air goes cold, every exhalation accompanied by a puff of frost. The hall opens into a large foyer and a grand curving staircase to the open second floor.

      Our gazes meet and the temperature plummets into arctic territory before another wave of vampires come at us with a savage cry. The fight descends into chaos, someone slicing at the side of my face and blood pouring from the wound before I see who’s moved.

      I lose sight of Irina in the fray, my thoughts turning off.

      There’s only action.

      There’s agony and fear and I finally have the maneuverability to reach for the swords. The muscles in my arms ache and I swing them sharply.

      These vampires are older. Hardened.

      The hit sends a clang reverberating through my body. I wrench the sword free from the guard’s chest but the vampire’s features twist, going feral, and he lunges for me with a violent sneer.

      I meet him with an animalistic snarl of my own and slash the sword again. The hits do no good. Black blood drips and still the guard keeps coming.

      I twist and drag the blade across his stomach, the second one already spiraling in time to the movement and catching a second vampire at the neck. Not hard enough to decapitate him, unfortunately.

      But this is a death march.

      This is a fight to the death.

      The first guard snaps his teeth, ready to sink them into my throat, and I feel the heat of the near miss. The second vampire slams into me from behind and his weight sends us crashing into the tile.

      I’m not fast enough to roll as I fall and I land with the blade and my arm trapped between my torso and the floor. The handle drives into my ribs and knocks the air out of my lungs. The magic inside of me goes cold and stutters. It’s only in the absence did I realize one massive gamechanger: I’d been using the power of persuasion on myself.

      To help me with every strike.

      To keep me from faltering.

      The vampire shoves me further into the floor and drives his knee against my spine. Something snaps inside of me, a fracture across my lower ribs, stealing the cry before I birth it.

      Holy shit.

      Get up, Lacey. You have to get up.

      It’s my own voice in my head but I imagine it’s Colt’s, even with Irina screaming at me from across the room.

      The vampire’s foul breath scalds the inside of my nostrils when he bends close to whisper against my ear, “We’d hoped you would come, halfling. Now we have the perfect excuse to tear you apart and finish what the wolves couldn’t.”
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      He grabs me by the hair and slams my face to the tile. I thrash to the side, and my cheek hits rather than my nose. The blinding agony incapacitates me for way too long, sending numbness through my brain.

      I’ve forgotten how to fight. I’ve forgotten how to protect myself when the vampire tightens his grip on my hair and drags my head back for another hit.

      I try to buck him off and suddenly he isn’t there anymore. There’s nothing but open air and Irina raising her chin at me. I push to my hands and knees and glance back at the crater in the wall and the limp body of the guard on the floor beneath it.

      “Are you hurt?” she asks.

      I wince, pissed off at her having to save my ass a second time, and shove to my feet. Dizziness sends me careening into the base of the stars and I grip the rail for dear life, feeling like there’s something cracked and bleeding inside my chest.

      “Something with my ribs,” I manage to get out. “A break, or a fracture? I’m not sure.”

      Speaking hurts and I shove the pain aside, my heart thrashing as I stoop to grab my swords off the floor.

      “You’ll heal. Steal a drink from one of them if you need to.” Irina’s distracted, staring up at the second floor like she expects more guards to materialize out of the ceiling and drop down. “Their blood isn’t as ancient as some but it will do the trick.”

      “I can drink from other vampires?” News to me.

      “If it’s blood, then you can drink it. Not all blood’s created equal but it will give you a tiny boost and knit those ribs back together.”

      A flicker of a smirk twitches her lips.

      The thought of sucking at some random dude’s neck like I’m drawing a milkshake through a straw churns my stomach though.

      I push the loathing aside and bend to grab the nearest vamp. There’s no heartbeat but he’s still alive, healing from one of my slices. Alive and unconscious.

      There’s no apology from me as I tear into his neck and draw in a great gulp. Immediately the rush of power sends warmth where there was only ice in the marrow of my bones. It’s a wave of intoxication, the sweetest drink of water on a hot summer day and I’ve been parched for too long.

      It’s hard to get myself to stop after only a few sips and draw away, letting him drop. Irina smooths her hand over his face with a rush of her power.

      “The ones we’ve left alive won’t come for us now,” she assures me.

      “Isn’t it smarter to kill them?” I straighten, one hand plastered to my side, the blood rushing to do its job. “Rather than leaving them this way?”

      “Smarter but there are so few vampires in my nest. I hate losing a single one,” Irina explains.

      Her desire to protect her people is admirable, as well as her reluctance to kill if it’s not necessary.

      “This better not come back and bite us in the ass,” I warn.

      Because there is definitely going to be some hell to pay once we make it out of here, and Irina will be on the receiving end of it too, not just me.

      “I realize that.”

      She bounds for the stairs and takes them three at a time. The pain in my ribs dissipates slowly and leaves behind a dull ache I feel with every step I take after her. She helps me along, one hand under my shoulder while I heal.

      “They’ll have him somewhere high,” she says. “Off the ground.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I understand how these things are done. They’ll want him away from anyone else while he learns to grapple with the change. The higher the room, the better. If there’s some kind of attic or fucking tower in this place⁠—”

      “I get the picture,” I mutter.

      Something strange is happening in this house. The guards who attacked us on the ground floor are conspicuously absent from the second, where I would have thought they’d gather. These are the bedrooms, the spaces where the vampires might go to spend their daylight hours. Where they’d be vulnerable.

      So where are they?

      Irina and I both keep a close watch out for any blind corners or sneak attacks and the further we walk, the more my nerves prickle. Adrenaline burns and my lungs are tight, air erupting out of me through each exhalation.

      We find another staircase leading up to the third floor. A thud cuts the silence behind us and the vampires maneuver into place, more bodies blocking the top of the stairs.

      They’ve got us trapped in a funnel with no way out.

      “Shit,” Irina says under her breath.

      Shit is an understatement. These vampires are much older than the last ones we dropped. And there are more of them, five behind us and three up ahead.

      My ribs twinge in protest, the sensation carrying down to my toes. I haven’t healed yet, not enough to make it out of here in one piece. I tighten my grip on the handles of the swords and the vampires move as one, pushing forward.

      It all comes down to this.

      It might be that much harder to beat them but I’m going to prove my mettle against any vampire stupid enough to come at me.

      With a curse, I lunge forward and slice the sword through the gut of the closest one. His eyes go wide and he wraps his hands around the blade. But he doesn’t die. He doesn’t stop.

      You’ve got this, Lacey. You are strong and your swords are sharp.

      I send the command into the blade this time, imagining the point going sharp enough to cut through undead organs.

      I swipe the sword to the side and it comes out through the vampire. A sharp tug in my chest reminds me of my limitations and I push that aside too, groaning. I widen my legs to hold my stance before they send me crashing down the stairs.

      Firmly planted, I parry and I lunge. I slice and dice until my arm muscles scream in agony. I drip blood from a dozen different cuts and wish the witches were here because I could use some of their healing salves or something.

      The small bits of blood I’d sucked down were enough to help my ribs but not much else. I’ve got no edge.

      Suddenly Irina is there like spectral fog. Her silver hair flies from its braid as she whips around, violence incarnate. Her movements are precise and strong. Everything I’m not.

      She pushes the body in front of me over the railing and grabs my arm.

      “You’ve got to go, Lacey. They’re keeping us here on purpose,” she snarls. Knocking me up a step. “They want us to fail. You have to get to Colt.”

      “I can’t leave you behind. Are you insane?” I ask frantically. “They’re going to kill you.”

      Her smile is equal amounts of glee and pain. “They’re going to try but they have no idea who I really am. I’ve been holding back, okay? Now go!”

      She pushes me again, and I skip up another step just as the vamps collide with Irina, snapping their fangs.

      Her sacrifice propels me up and, behind me, the guards snarl furiously at her, outraged at my escape. I glance back once and see her with her arms thrown out, blocking them from getting to me. Her power swells and I draw back, swallowing down over blood seeping from a split lip.

      I stumble. I have to make it count.

      I have to make everything she’s done for me count and get to Colt, fast.

      A heavy silence falls over the hallway and I slink forward, dripping a trail of blood. A violent tremor rocks through me and I slide the swords back into their holsters. The energy of the vampires I’ve left behind dissipates the more I walk.

      Pain into anger.

      I’ll use it and I’ll make them all suffer.

      Something flickers at the edge of my awareness and I stop dead in my tracks.

      Colt? Is that you?

      There’s no answer, of course there isn’t, but a sense of expansion fills my head. My awareness deepens and my heart contracts in a painful opposition. He’s close. They’ve got him around here.

      I barely have time to acknowledge that Irina had been right before my legs carry me to a small arched door at the end of a corridor.

      I press my hand to the wood, trembling. It’s locked and my fingers burn when I touch the metal. Silver?

      Fucking vampires.

      I kick down the door, the lock holding but the hinges loose and weak. I’ve got to get to him. Need pushes me up the rickety, uneven steps to a small landing.

      A second door waits a few paces down and the two vampires guarding it stand to attention.

      They share a look with each other before the one on the left steps up to block me. He holds up a hand.

      “We don’t want to hurt you,”

      I flash them a blood-tinted grin. “Funny. That’s not what your pals downstairs said. Right before I butchered them.”

      The vampires charge through me and I gasp, letting them both hit and drag me to the floor. They slam me down with a shriek.

      But they’re close enough for me to get my hands on their face and twist, just like Irina did. The one on the left dies instantly. He sags against me and I push him to the side as the second vamp grabs for my arm.

      He pulls me free and into his arms. I swing my knee up and hit him below his hip hard enough to crack his bone this time. He sways and in the surprised, off balanced pause, I strike.

      It’s a dance between us, stepping over the body of the other guard while we block punches. Around and around we go until the vampire grabs me suddenly and snaps his teeth into my shoulder. In the same spot the wolf had bit me.

      I cry out as he tears at the already tender flesh.

      What’s worse is his laughter, the slight, dark chuckle under his breath.

      Panic crashes through me.

      My thrashing heartbeat refuses to steady and pushing at him won’t make the dude budge. My limbs grow heavy. Desperation is a powerful thing, though. Colt is on the other side of the door and every part of me wants to get to him. My desire is greater than the vampire’s, who was put in place and told to guard the quarry inside.

      He has no skin in the game, or if he does, it’s not like I do.

      Alarm threads through me but I will my power up through my blood, clenching my teeth and pushing it into the vampire.

      The magic shudders back to life inside of me and I spear it through the vampire. The shock of the blast sends him back against the door and I stumble, righting myself and facing him down. I have to finish this.

      He’s scrambling against the blast, breaking through the invisible wind one step at a time.

      I draw the sword and slice it across his throat. His eyes widen, his arms struggling to rise to clench the wound in his neck. Rage claws its way through me and I spear the sword through the vampire’s heart.

      He goes down on his knees and I release the power, my ears ringing.

      “Damn it.” My voice sounds hollow and suddenly I’m so absolutely empty I want to cry.

      I work my shoulder, flaps of skin gliding across each other and slow to knit together. I stumble over the two dead vampires and catch myself against the door. There’s no lock here and I pull open the handle, slipping into the space.

      Colt’s inside the room, as predicated. My breath catches and my head swirls with pressure and rage.

      They’ve got him chained up like an animal. The silver burns his skin, small tendrils of smoke hissing up from the wounds and the metal in constant contact.

      He thrashes against the chains when he sees me but he can’t break them to reach me. Is the silver keeping him from giving into the craze of being newly turned?

      He growls at me like some monstrous thing trapped for his own good but the overwhelming desire to throw myself at him is equally monstrous.

      “Colt.” My heart thrashes to get to him. “What did they do to you?”

      This is cruelty at its finest and he’s the fucking prince. My throat works and tears I can’t shed slide down my throat like they’re going to drown me from the inside.

      He can’t get free, and when I get close enough to inspect the chains, I’m not sure if I’m capable of getting him out. Deep down, I see the images from my nightmares superimposed into the present moment.

      I can hardly draw breath. This isn’t the way he dies. At least, not today. I won’t let it happen.

      Even with the anger clawing its way free of me, I’m fighting against a tide.

      “How do I help you?” I ask Colt, panic making me break out in goosebumps. My head spins. “You have to have an answer. How do I get you out of these chains? Is there a key, somewhere?”

      A key, sure. If they locked him in, there’s a way to get him out. I’m not strong enough. The pit inside me opens wider and drags me into it, power and all.

      I lift my gaze to Colt’s and find his two familiar blue eyes staring back at me.

      “Lace?” His voice is a rasp. “Is that you?”

      “Yes. Yes, it’s me.” I press my fingers to his chin and he doesn’t try to take my hand off.

      His head falls forward and his lips round in a sigh of relief. “Get out of here.”

      “Not without you.”

      He’s back. Or at least, a part of him is back, his mind clear enough to recognize me.

      “I’m so hungry,” he grinds out.

      The seconds tick by painfully and he lifts his head. I drag my hands down the chains around his neck, down to the ones keeping his arms pinned away from his body. The sting of silver makes my own skin start to smoke in no time.

      There are no joints in the chains. Nothing I can see where they might have a weak point, able to be torn apart. And certainly no lock.

      “Then we’re going to have to get you out of here and feed you, but I’m not leaving without you,” I repeat.

      Time slows down.

      I’m not sure how long Irina will be able to hold the guards below, but I need a few more minutes to figure this out. Otherwise we’re all dead.

      Because I’m not letting him go.

      Rattled, I search down the length of the chain with the ache in my head deepening until it feels like my skull’s been run over by a truck. The pain threatens to spiral down my spine and crush the bone there, too. The second I pull my fingers free of the silver, the agony lessens, but it doesn’t disappear entirely. Long tendrils of smoke stroke against my skin.

      “I’m not going to leave you.”

      I say it out loud and speak the words in his head.

      I draw in a shuddering breath and check where the chain meets eye bolts drilled into the wall. They’re cemented in and no matter how hard I pull, they won’t budge. I blink and squint through the dark trails of smoke from the burns.

      “Where did they lock you in?” I straighten, my head light. “Do you remember?”

      Colt swallows, his throat working, and shakes his head. “I was…I was out of it. I don’t remember much.”

      The sound of heavy footsteps making their way to the attic freezes me from the inside, out. I straighten sharply and glance back at the guards.

      There’s no time to stop or hesitate. No time to second guess myself.

      Palms stinging, I search the bodies of the guards. There’s nothing on the first one but I slap my fingers against something heavy in the pocket of the second. My fumbling fingers finally draw out a key made from old iron with a curlicue design worked into the metal beneath the teeth.

      I rush back to Colt. My eyes blur, desperation making it difficult to see where the lock might be. It has to be somewhere here. There wouldn’t be a key without a lock.

      The footsteps grow louder, punctuated by soft grunts and yelps of pain.

      Crap. I need more time. I need just a few minutes so I don’t mess this up. Rushing will do that every time. The stakes are too high for me to be anything less than careful. My chest aches and I scramble on my hands and knees toward the eyebolt on the other side of the room.

      Colt sags against the chains like he’s too tired to hold himself stiff any longer and the motion brings him into closer contact with the silver. He’s sizzling like a piece of steak thrown onto a grill.

      My gaze lands on a round lock nestled against the second eye bolt. Smoking, I grab it, thrusting the key into the lock and twisting.

      My yelp of triumph is hidden by the clank of silver chains falling away. Despite the pain, I unthread the chain from the bolt, working it backward. Once the first lock is slipped, the chains unwind themselves, falling off his wrists and neck. I’ve got him free except for his right foot.

      Colt slams onto the floor without catching himself and pushes upright seconds later. His eyes glow red, his shoulders curving as he sets me with a look.

      “Colt?”

      I push the key into my pocket and wipe my hands on the front of my shirt.

      He slams me against the wall in the next beat with his hand on my throat and squeezing. Any recognition from earlier has melted away with his freedom.

      Were the chains the only things keeping him sane enough to speak to me?

      “Colt.” I harden my tone. “Enough of this. We’ve got to get you out of here.”

      He cranes his head and stares at me, drawing in a breath. Does he have my scent memorized?

      I’m too tired to be scared anymore. The only things in this place that scare me are coming our way any minute now.

      “I…I wish you’d never come for me,” he grunts, the words costing him. “You’ve made everything worse.”
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      “I wasn’t going to leave you here. After everything you’ve done for me?” My laughter is dry. “I know what you did. I know it was all for me. Even your change.”

      He’s a full-blown vampire now. He is the cold spot when you walk into a room, the change in power tilting the scale away from humanity and into the stuff of nightmares. But my own nightmares aren’t going to come true if I can help it.

      Done with fighting, I lean into his hold on my neck, using him to stay steady.

      “Now let me do something for you, even when you don’t want me to,” I finish. “Let me get you out of here.”

      A pulse of power erupts from somewhere below and rocks the foundation of the mansion. Either the queen has arrived—and I seriously fucking hope not—or her minions are rallying at last.

      “Colt, come on. Let’s go! Together.”

      The small voice in my head understands that there’s no way out of the situation anymore. We’re done. But I’m not going to roll over and take the beating. I never have before and now is not the time to start.

      Way too much time passes before Colt slides his hand down my chest, over my thrashing heart, and grips my fingers.

      “Together,” he repeats.

      The vulnerability of his single word guts me. Holding his hand, we struggle to the door and over the bodies of the two guards.

      Colt spares them only a second of attention before he uses the wall as his guide, taking the stairs carefully. His skin has stopped smoking but something is holding him back.

      Down the stairs and into the main hallway of the third floor. Past the door hanging by the lock, lopsided, the hinges bent and warped.

      And up against a wall of pure ice that stops us. I slam into the invisible barrier first and back up with a yelp, the split on my lip bleeding more with the hit.

      The roaring in my ears goes loud enough for me to flinch but unable to escape. Colt’s growl reverberates through me and out of the shadows beyond the barrier steps Aetna with Stryker at her side.

      “This is an interesting picture,” she says. And for some reason, her voice is clear even with the storm in my head. “I never thought you’d make it this far, girl.”

      Colt curves protectively in front of me.

      Four more guards hustle into place behind Stryker, and the broad-shouldered man flashes a smile that promises pain.

      “I admit, you’ve been a surprise,” Aetna continues.

      Her arms are loose at her sides and every step toward us crackles with power.

      “Take the praise where you can. You’re not making it out of this manor alive. You’re certainly not leaving with the prince.”

      I draw my shoulders back. “Get out of my way.”

      “Darling, you’ve reached the end of the line. Even the stupidest animal understands when there are teeth at its throat.”

      Her eyes are hard in the face of her false sympathy.

      Colt is the first to attack, swinging his arms to meet Aetna in a clash of hatred and power. My fangs extended as I lunged for the rest of the retinue, giving into the power inside of me. Stryker bellows a challenge at us before rushing to meet me and bringing his fists down on the top of my head.

      I duck, going all the way down to the ground and rolling, catching a glimpse of his surprise-widened eyes as I rise. The rest of the guards are in motion.

      “Lacey!”

      I glance up sharply when Colt calls my name, his fist lifted above his head. Grabbing the swords, I toss one to Colt, hoping I’d aimed it right and he doesn’t grab the pointy end instead. The hilt finds its place in Colt’s waiting palm and he arches the blade toward Aetna’s throat.

      He’s a ferocious beast, snarling, no longer hesitant to use everything he’s got.

      Stryker sweeps forward and dives toward my throat to lock his teeth through my skin.

      He roars in pain as I swipe the sword toward his torso. Black blood runs hot from the wound. We crash together and he brings me too close to use the blade again, trapping it between our bodies. I kick out hard to the inside of his knee and we went down together.

      If we can’t claw our way through this group, then we’re never making it out of here, and right now, we need a miracle to do it.

      All this fighting only to be taken down now.

      I kick free to dislodge Stryker.

      It’s like coming up against a wall of pure ice. There is no moving him, no breaking him. I rear back and he clamps his hand around my wrist, drawing it up to his mouth and tearing through me. I drop the sword and a roar of pain escapes as he sinks his teeth deeper, drinking.

      Blood pours from me into his mouth and I twist around fast, swinging at him with my opposite arm. I push the full force of my powers into him and he barely flinches.

      He’s not the same as the rest of the guards. Not the same as anyone we’ve come up against. Even the moon-mad werewolves pale in comparison to the consciousness of Stryker and his fangs.

      My power sputters inside of me, circling down and away until my head fills with screeching alarm. Each one of my punches loses momentum until I sag up against the ancient, looking into his eyes.

      An icy wind beats at my back and Irina catapults into the fray with her arms raised. She directs the blast of her magic into the knot of guards and three of them dropped instantly.

      She grabs Stryker by the back of his head and yanks him off me but his teeth take pieces of skin.

      “Find someone else to snack on, you asshole.” She tosses him to the side.

      Stryker scrambles to right himself, my blood dripping down his chin. “Your Highness. Nice of you to join the fight on the wrong side. I always knew you were weak.”

      Irina’s features screw up in a scowl, like she’s ready to show him just how weak she is. A blind man could see she’s pissed off. If only Stryker knew about the wreckage Irina left behind her.

      Blood loss made me woozy.

      “You okay?”

      Irina manages the question before she hurtles forward like a comet and collides with Stryker, forcing him into Aetna.

      I really hope this means she’d handled business downstairs, and now the tide is turning in our favor.

      Colt fights like the devil himself came to earth. He doesn’t care who he cuts with the sword as long as they get out of his way. Unfortunately, Aetna is too powerful to let herself be touched.

      If I thought having Irina here made a difference, turning the tide in our favor, I was wrong.

      So wrong.

      The fight stretches out into eternity with our strength flagging and the royals only growing stronger. My forced donation brightens the zeal burning in Stryker and he uses it, moving around the three of us and forcing us closer and closer to Aetna.

      Colt drops the sword and shifts to hand-to-hand combat with Aetna. The woman is untouchable. Nothing manages to break her facade of icy determination.

      Stryker laughs and the sound pushes pins into my brain.

      “This is adorable.” Aetna lifts a hand and a blast of power pushes us into the wall.

      I hit first, followed by Colt, and finally Irina.

      “Look at this. Using their powers together.” Aetna links her hands behind her back and considers us. Stryker moves to her side, sweeping his hand over his bloody mouth. “They fight righteously, don’t they?”

      “Kill them all and be done with it,” Stryker grunts.

      Aetna clucks her tongue. “And take that particular pleasure from the queen? She’d prefer to know exactly what her backstabbing son has done. The filth he’s chosen above his kin.”

      These too are more powerful than we bargained, too powerful for Irina to handle. She struggles against the invisible bond but manages a step before Aetna pushes her back.

      The air cuts off, choked from our body, and by the time Aetna releases us, I’m seeing stars again.

      “Can we rough them up before we dump them on Her Majesty’s lap?” Stryker licks his lips.

      Aetna considers for a moment before dipping her chin. “Why not?”

      I’m less than useless the way I am. Not full strength. Will it make a difference? My mind shies away from what I’m suggesting like an animal knowing only one outcome awaits.

      But there’s no choice. Not really. Not when we’re overpowered and I know in my gut that the last thing we need is to face the queen.

      There are worse things than death.

      Stryker moves fast, coming up to me with his teeth bared and his mouth a black gaping hole. If he touches me⁠—

      Irina moves just as fast and intercepts him. I’m on my knees, crawling to one of the vampire guards.

      They’ll hurt Colt. They’ll do worse than put him in chains. And what they do to him will look like a pleasure cruise compared to what Irina and I will get.

      You won’t be strong enough.

      I know, I tell the screaming voice in my brain. I know. But I’ve got to try.

      I don’t hesitate, grabbing one of the unconscious vampires and sliding my fangs into his neck. Blood pours out of him and into me, pumping fast like it’s ready for a new home. The taste is delicious, electric, like swallowing down lightning. I go light.

      Draining the vampire to death. Changing myself. Making myself into the creature Colt warned me against.

      The change rips through me, scattering the last of my reservations and obliterating thought. My bloodstream is on fire, so hot it’s cold, and I’m turning to stone. My head flings back and my hands outstretched, my muscles hardening. Every part of me is changing at a rapid pace and the only thing left for me to do is breathe.

      Get through it.

      A part of me braces and waits for the change that takes away my sanity, turns me into an animal. It doesn’t come.

      Only the strange and intoxicating bliss of power. The infusion takes my senses to an entirely new level and for a second, overwhelm threatens. I hear everything, down to the slight scratch of an opossum on the ground outside. The breathing of creatures and the rustle of the trees in the forest. Scents deepen, my senses expanding far beyond my body.

      The change is incredible, indescribable, and terrifying.

      But I don’t go feral.

      Slowly I come back into my body and blot out the extrasensory sounds and smells. Maybe they were right and I’m still too human. My heart will always be the same, delicate and breakable, no matter what my body is like.

      I drop the emptied body and it lands with a thud at my feet.

      Colt is there too, like an anchor. He’s the one who made me into a dhampir.

      And I’ve made myself stronger.

      I’m not sure why we were so worried.

      I cast the thought to him and without waiting to see if he hears me, I launch into motion. Aetna anticipates the blow and holds her arms out wide, catching me. I catch a flicker of surprise when I take her down to the ground and slam her head into stone.

      Her power is indescribable. I sense it around her, inside of her, a dark and endless pool and she’s only begun to draw up from the depths.

      I flash her a sneer and slam her head into stone a final time before bracing for her attack. My senses are extraordinarily sharp. The smallest tense of her thigh muscles lets me know exactly what she’s going to do before she executes the maneuver. Her undead heart doesn’t have to beat, she doesn’t need to breathe, but her chest rises as she kicks me backward.

      A blast of mental power follows and pins me down.

      “Your blood will paint these walls by the time I’m done with you.” Aetna’s mask finally cracks.

      Her eyes go hysterical, her laugh strained.

      A bellow of anger sounds from behind her and Colt twists Stryker’s head between his hands, snapping the skull right off the man’s neck. He lets the head drop, blood coating his knuckles and power swirling around him.

      I thought we wouldn’t survive this attack. Death gleams in Aetna’s eyes but Colt is here, and we’re together.

      Our bond is bright and his love for me, his determination, crashes forward. He’s the fuel on my fire and gives me the strength I need to make it out of here.

      Despite the newness of the transformation, I manage to push against Aetna’s power. I move fast, launching myself at her with a yell.

      Irina is there, drawing Aetna back, grabbing the vampire’s arms as Colt shifts to my side, blades shining in his hand.

      He holds the sword to her throat and presses with his strength but she is not as easy to carve as Stryker. Her magic blasts at us in a ferocious wind but none of us are backing down, not with Irina forcing the vampire to her knees.

      A growl burns my chest. “You still don’t get it, do you?”

      I look at Colt and he meets my gaze, shaking his head.

      “I’m here for him. He’s the only thing I want and I don’t care what happens to me. I’ve got something to fight for.”

      I’ve had my share of being brave in the face of an unimaginably strong enemies and odds I wasn’t sure I’d win. Colt is my other half. He’s the person I’ll burn the world down to have as long as we can be together.

      We’re not dying today.

      “Your world is changing,” I tell Aetna. “And this is just the beginning of it.”

      The sword stops its descent through her skin and she bellows loudly enough to rock the mansion with her noise.

      “Ugh, please, stop. You’re giving me a headache.” A flicker of shadow comes out of nowhere followed by the tinkle of broken glass.

      The potion erupts, encapsulating Aetna in purple smoke.

      I straight and the sword clangs to the ground as Colt stumbles after me.

      The witches stand at the other end of the hallway and RJ tosses another vial in the air, catching it again. Ready to let it fly if any other ancients come out of the woodwork.

      “Can we please get out of here?” Aimee asks. “The spell is only going to hold her for so long.”

      A tense pause follows as Irina glances down at the royal. “If we leave her alive, she’ll never stop hunting us.”

      “Then it’s a battle for another day because right now, every alarm in this place is screaming and we’ve probably got minutes before the queen shows up from wherever she’s been hiding.” An undeniable quiver reverberates in Aimee’s voice.

      My heart races. Holy shit. I don’t need to deal with being newly turned and talking to the queen. Talking, hell. Fighting.

      Colt grabs my hand and hauls me down the hallway, the muscles in his arm bulging with strain. Irina is right behind us and we fall into step with the witches.

      “You’re alone.” No Mandi.

      “She isn’t here.” RJ’s voice tightens. “We didn’t find her. But we did find another moon-mad wolf.”

      “It’s currently wreaking havoc on the first floor,” Aimee adds.

      Irina stops where the hall meets the open corridor above the front foyer, checking for the wolf. “Great.”

      A seeping coldness rushes through my body in a dark tide, and the dizziness I’ve fought off before suddenly comes racing back.

      Yeah, getting out of here is the smartest course of action.

      My love for Colt only blazes brighter as we sneak out of the house, leaving our enemies behind us. Whatever happens, and wherever we go from here…

      It doesn’t matter.

      I got what I came for.
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      The sun tips below the horizon and sleep recedes like waves on a beach. The dreams weren’t bad this time. I don’t remember much of anything. And when Colts’ arms band around my waist, rational thought goes out the window.

      His breath tickles my hair. “Morning,” he murmurs, his lips soft at my temple.

      I snuggle back against him, holding my breath. Okay, I’m still sleeping. I’m dreaming, because there’s no way I’m in Colt’s bed, with our bodies notched together like we’re two halves of the same whole.

      We’ve slept for four days, only waking up to slurp down bags of blood and kiss, like we’re assuring ourselves that the other is alive and whole before passing out again.

      “Are you hungry?”

      I shiver. “Starved.”

      Maybe not a dream, but still amazing. Still everything I’ve always wanted it to be. Slowly, I turn in his arms to face him, his eyes dark and boring into me.

      “What’s the matter?”

      I push a bit of his hair off his face. “Are you real?” Is this real?

      A slow smile curves his lips. “It’s real, Lacey. All of it.”

      “And are you yourself? Or are you some kind of crazy vampire creature?”

      He quirks a brow. “Do you want me to be some kind of bloodsucking monster?” The tip of his nose brushes mine. “I’m with you, so I’m myself. I’m always better when I’m with you.”

      “I’m not sure Kai is going to like hearing it.” My eyes flutter shut and I focus on the feel of him, the nearness and the easy way his hand rests on my hip.

      “Kai will have to get over it. There’s no one else for me. You know that.”

      “You certainly put us through hell to get here.”

      “All necessary.” His jaw drops in a yawn.

      “Necessary?” I’m going to sock him, screw this post-wake-up glow.

      I want to say I’ve come around to the idea of it being necessary but damn. I never want to have to stage another rescue maneuver again. So far, we’ve been lucky. The royals haven’t retaliated and there’s been no word from the queen about our rescue or Colt’s disappearance.

      It will come. Of course it will. But for right now, I’ll take my happy dreams.

      “Everything I did was for you, to protect you. Because I. Love. You.” He punctuates the statement with a kiss and I’m back to melting. “I’ve loved you since I was ten years old, Lacey Banner. There’s no one else for me.”

      It should scare me, right? I mean, I’m staring an immortal kind of love story in the face and those kinds of things don’t happen to girls like me. Or they didn’t when I was human.

      “You’re a really lucky man,” I remind him. “Because I love you, too.”

      “Oh trust me, I know. You broke into a queen’s castle for me and rescued me. But if anyone asks, I helped a lot, okay? My manhood is at stake.”

      I grimaced. “No stakes.”

      I press my lips to Colt’s, taking the kiss slow. We’ve got time.

      “My mother is still out there,” he murmurs against me. “We’ll have to deal with her eventually.”

      Not tonight. I send the thought across to him. Not yet.

      “Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to play my part? When I had her in my ear telling me about all the fucked up things she’d do to you if I didn’t agree to marry Irina?” Colt nipped my chin.

      “Do I even want to know?”

      “She said she’d keep you in an undisclosed location and torment you into eternity. Or some shit.”

      “And you believed her. You gullible nan. You know she’d never be able to keep me that long. I’d annoy her to her grave.”

      But he’s a great actor because I definitely believed him. I thought I’d lost my friend forever. But the man next to me breathing evenly is the same boy I’d known before he took off. The same man I’d grown to love despite the brood sessions in a dark corner and the jealousy whenever any available man came within five feet of me.

      He never has to worry about that again.

      I reach between us for his hand and twine our fingers together. “I’m here with you. I’m not going anywhere. But you have to promise me something.”

      What’s that?”

      “If I catch so much as a whiff of you going hot and cold on me again, I am going to stake you myself. I won’t hesitate.”

      He huffs out a laugh. “I know you won’t, I saw you in action.”

      We’re just two vampires kissing each other. Our love story is beginning and the promise of forever lingers in the air. The battle is over.

      The war is beginning.

      For right now, none of it matters, because we have each other. And there is nowhere else I want to be for the rest of my unnaturally long life than right here with Colt.
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        She wasn’t looking for love. He gave her forever…

      

      

      

      
        
        After being attacked by a wolf-like creature and left for dead, Loren Stone wakes in the house of a mysterious and sexy stranger.

      

      

      

      
        
        Something within her has changed. Her veins crave human blood. But it’s another type of hunger she finds herself fighting to control... her unrelenting need for Nicholas Guerra.
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        After centuries of being groomed to be the next vampire leader, Nicholas turned his back on his family to live among the humans. The last thing he expected was for his immortal life to collide with that of a mortal’s. Then... he watched Loren get attacked by the beast sent for him.

      

      

      

      
        
        Unwilling to let her die, he's forced to sire her. However Nicholas never expected to fall in love, and now he aches for the one woman he's forbidden to have.
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