
  
    [image: I Want Your Hex (Hex Drive Book 3)]
  


  
    
      I Want Your Hex (Hex Drive Book 3)

      Magic & Mayhem Universe

    

    
      
        Renee George

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Foreword

      

      
        Blurb

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

    

    
      
        My Peculiar Road Trip (Peculiar Mysteries In Between)

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Paranormal Mysteries & Romances

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      Blast Off with us into the Magic and Mayhem Universe!

      I’m Robyn Peterman, the creator of the Magic and Mayhem Series and I’d like to invite you to my Magic and Mayhem Universe.

      What is the Magic and Mayhem Universe, you may ask?

      Well, let me explain…

      It’s basically authorized fan fiction written by some amazing authors that I stalked and blackmailed! KIDDING! I was lucky and blessed to have some brilliant authors say yes! They have written brand new stories using my world and some of my characters. And let me tell you…the results are hilarious!

      So here it is! Blast off with us into the hilarious Magic and Mayhem Universe. Side-splitting books by fantabulous authors! Check out each and every one. You will laugh your way to a magical HEA!

      For all the stories, go to https://magicandmayhemuniverse.com/. Grab your copy today!
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      When your crushing on a vamp, who happens to be a tramp, it's time to practice safe hex.

      When the Rogue Magic Control Agency is tasked with security for a secret meeting between the Midwest’s vampire king and the Baba Yaga, witch Drag Jones is bummed that the mission is so boring. Walk the perimeter. Make sure there are no traps. Don’t stake any bloodsuckers. Blah. Blah. Blah.

      Turns out, vampires are sneakier than she could have ever guessed, and their powers don’t register on her magic-sensing radar. And one, in particular, a gorgeous smart-ass named Baz, has her rethinking celibacy. She can't decide if she wants to stake him or kiss him. Given the right motivation, she might do both.

      Vampire Baz Delgados is ninth in line to the Ravenblood throne, and head of security for the king, his older brother. When Baz first spots the pink-haired cutie in combat boots, he can't take his eyes off her. Something about the beautiful witch sings to his undead soul.

      Unfortunately, an ancient enemy threatens not only the burgeoning new alliance between vampires and witches but also the lives of everyone Baz and Drag love. They must work together to fight this new evil, or they’ll lose everything … including each other.
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        "Pat-a-cake, pat-a-cake, Saturday’s man.

        stake me a vamp as fast as you can.”

        Old Saturday Dudes Nursery Rhyme

      

        

      
        “Screw those assholes.”

        Drag Jones, RMCA Field Agent
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      The damp night air clung to my skin like a spider's web I couldn’t peel away. An extremely loud rapid-fire of hard clicks blasted over my head. I dropped to the mossy floor of the Mark Twain Forest in southern Missouri, my hands sparking with defensive magic. I clicked my tongue piercing, a silver barbell, against my front teeth, a nervous habit that, if I had been a human and not a witch, could cause real dental damage.

      "Calm down, and quit doing that," the big, burly beast of a bear-man, affectionately known as Time Bomb, said. "It's a tree frog."

      I stopped clicking my piercing but didn't get up. "Aren't they tiny? I swear that noise had to come from something huge!"

      "Trust me," Time Bomb said. I heard him chuckle. "It's a harmless tree frog."

      I put away my magic and stood up, dusting dirt and moss from my jeans. "I can't believe I got roped into this job. I don't like trees or bugs, damn it. I'm not cut out for all this," I waved my hands at the surrounding trees, "nature. Ugh."

      "Nature is fun," my partner said. "Quit being such a drag."

      “Ha, ha. That joke never gets old.”

      Drag was the moniker I'd adopted over the years, and it fit me better than my birth name ever had. "This is such a waste."

      It wasn't the first time I'd made the complaint, and Time Bomb grunted. "Recon is always boring. Of course, after taking down that Caribbean cult in four months ago, boring is a nice change of pace."

      Our current team leader, GiGi Wise, and her new husband who happened to be our old team leader, Monty Abadose, had been tasked with infiltrating a cult of witches and warlocks hellbent on harnessing time.

      "Come on," I told him. "That Bahamas mission was a blast." Literally. The whole top floor of the cult's resort had exploded, almost taking our bosses with it.

      "Ha ha," Time Bomb replied. "Buckle up, buttercup. We have another two miles to cover before we can head back to camp."

      A private conference between Legabute Ravenblood, the king of the largest vampire faction in the Midwest, and the Baba Yaga would be taking place in a cabin in these Ozark woods, an uber-off-the-grid location, and our team had been assigned security.

      "Up close and personal meetings with blood-sucking lords of darkness, you know, in the dark, is a bad idea," I said.

      Time Bomb stopped, his head tilted back, nose in the air. "Unfortunately, Drag, nobody asked our opinion." His eyes narrowed. "Do you smell that?"

      "Since I don't have the snout, why don't you just cut to the punchline”"

      "A pungent musty aroma."

      I sniffed. My paltry human senses detected nada. "Musty? Like mold?"

      "Maybe," he said. "Or maybe a mushroom?"

      "Great. Mushrooms. I'm not sure that's noteworthy." I cocked a brow at him. "Unless it's moldy vampire balls?" I laughed. He didn't. "Are you sure you're not just hungry, big guy?"

      "For vamp testicles? Not unless they’re breaded and deep-fried."

      "Gross."

      Now he laughed.

      Speaking of deep-fried food, my stomach growled.

      The corner of his lips curled up into a sly smile. He met my gaze. "I think someone's hungry. You want me to get out my knife when the delegation arrives?"

      "Shut up." Witches had a high metabolism, which meant, when it came to eating our weight in food, we gave Shifters a run for their money. "I like my balls sautéed with fresh garlic and a side of holy water."

      He chuckled again in a way that most would call sexy, but we were team members, partners, and I had put him in the friend-zone the first day we met. And, other than some infrequent harmless teasing, like now, Time Bomb had never shown any real interest in me, which made it easy to avoid any indiscretions.

      "Eeeeaaaaawwh!" The high-pitched scream put my hair on end and had me whipping around and putting my back against Time Bomb's as I frantically looked around for the assailant.

      This earned me a deep belly laugh.

      "What?" I asked in a harsh whisper. "What the hellz was that?"

      "That," he said, "is a red-tailed hawk."

      Heat rose in my cheeks. "So, not a vampire."

      "Nope." He was strangely still. "Just a hawk, most likely warning us off his territory. You can put your sparks away. They are starting to singe my jeans."

      I shook my hands. "Sorry. I'm really on edge."

      "I can tell." Time Bomb gave me a gentle push. "You know magic can't kill a vampire, right?"

      "I know that." We'd been briefed before the mission. Vampires were killed by tearing off their heads and staking them through the heart with silver. Nothing else would stop those undead assholes. As a team, it would be Time Bomb's job to do the head-off-the-neck part had to be done by a Shifter, and then it would be my turn to finish the job with a silver nail, you know if the vampires decided to get treacherous. Unfortunately, if it came down to death-measures, Time Bomb would die in the process because vamp blood was extremely toxic to Shifters. I think that possibility had me on edge more than any other factor. I wasn't close to my siblings, and Time Bomb had become like my brother--the one I chose, not the ones I'd been saddled with. As a team, we'd survived mad warlocks, evil witches, and Shifters gone wild. I only hoped that treacherous vampires wouldn't be the end of us.

      Time Bomb must have read the doubt in my face, because he said, "Remember, this is a boring job, a formality. The vampires called this meeting. They wouldn't double-cross Baba Yaga, not if they want to live to see another moonrise. Your witch queen is no joke." He shook his head, his dark hair spilling over his eyes. "Besides, you don't feel any rise of power around here, right?"

      Sensing and locating magic and power was my specialty, a big reason the Rogue Magic Control Agency or the RMCA had recruited me in the first place. If the source was close, I could feel it without any ritual, but if it was farther away, I had to call it to me. When I was a young girl living in a town full of witches, I lived with a constant buzzing under my skin. The stronger the witch or warlock, the more intense the vibrations. It even happened to some extent with Shifters, fairy folk, and even humans, who all had a basic level of mundane magic.

      I was born and raised in a tiny supernatural village outside the Cotswolds in England between Swindon and Basingstoke. For years, I'd scratched skin off my arms and legs, creating sores that needed constant healing. It wasn't until my thirteenth birthday that my so-called "gift" had been revealed. It was 1955, and Baba Yaga had come to our village for the Festival of Samhain, and the buzzing under my skin grew unbearable to the point that I'd needed to be knocked out. Time Bomb was right. Baba Yaga was no joke when it came to magic. Her power had nearly flayed me from the inside out. But her visit had also been my saving grace.

      She'd moved me away from England to the Nevada desert and matched me with a telepathic witch, Brinzel Washington, who would become my teacher and my surrogate parent. My mom and dad hadn't put up much of a fight to keep me home. My affliction had been a source of embarrassment for them. Frankly, my leaving had been a relief. Even when I'd returned home when I turned eighteen, they were less than thrilled to have me back. It's why I decided to move back to the states permanently in 1971.

      The first time I'd walked into Brinzel's adobe, it had been as if for the first time in my life, I could take a deep breath that didn't hurt. The wards she used to keep the voices at bay had also managed to dampen her magic and distant residual power. From that moment on, I'd been eager to learn. Brinzel's telepathy had caused her much the same agony, and she'd mastered the techniques to block out the voices crowding her head. She'd taught me her methods, and they had worked. I'd gotten pretty good at blocking my receptors, and when I did open them, I could limit my range to a mile or two, so that I wasn't picking up Baba Yaga or Zelda, the current heir to the Baba Yaga scrunchie and leg warmer collection, whenever they faced disaster, which, from what I'd been told, was often.

      Even so, I had to concentrate to keep the itch at bay, which made dating a definite no-go for me. I'd tried, but moments of passion, even minor lust, split my ability wide open. My forced celibacy sucked, but I'd learned to live with the disappointment after several failed dates over the years.

      But in the short term, my power was an asset to my team, and I could, with concentration, determine the extent of what I allowed in. So, I braced myself at the expectant vibration that came with opening up to my surroundings.

      First, I felt Time Bomb's vague hum, and I had to pull back a little before it rattled my bones. I had gotten pretty good at identifying when I picked up individuals I was more familiar with, and when I pushed out farther, I felt the stings of Gigi, Monty, and Cas and Brit, a witch-Shifter couple, that worked for Monty. They were at the most distant edge of the perimeter.

      I quickly reeled in the tendrils until the power became less than a tickle, then rolled them up and stomped them down until I was blissfully numb once more. "Nothing," I told Time Bomb. "I only feel our two teams."

      "Great," he said. "See? No vampires."

      "Uh-huh." I had never actually been near a vampire before and stabbing practice dummies during RMCA training didn't count. But from what I'd read, they were extremely dangerous and powerful, and I wasn't sure I was ready for what one might set off in me. I noticed then that Time Bomb had a far-off stare going on, which meant he was listening extra hard. "You look constipated," I said. "What do you hear?"

      "Surprisingly, very little." He shook his head. "That's what worries me."

      Only after he said so, did I realize he was right. The tree frogs had stopped croaking, the crickets were no longer chirping, bird noises had ceased, and I had to wonder, had the red-tailed hawk tried to warn off us… or something else?

      "Do you still smell the mushrooms?"

      He nodded. "It's stronger now."

      His nose wasn't as good as a werewolf's, but it was pretty damned developed. The fact that the scent was getting stronger worried me. "But you still don't hear anything?"

      "Nope."

      I dropped my shields again, opening myself to the bombardment to my psyche, but still didn't sense anything unusual or alarming. "I don't feel anything."

      "I've got something you can feel," a voice said in what sounded like a loud whisper coming from behind us.

      I whipped, ready to light someone's ass on fire, but no one was there. "Who said that?"

      "Who said what?" Time Bomb asked. The muscles in his neck bunched as he hunkered down, ready for a fight.

      "You didn't hear it?"

      He turned his head to the left and right. "Nothing. But the musty scent is getting closer yet."

      "I don't like this," I told him. "Not one bit."

      "We should call it in," Time Bomb said.

      "And tell Gigi what exactly? You're having scent hallucinations, and I'm hearing voices?" The eerie quiet sent a shiver up the back of my neck. "We need more information."

      "That's why they pay me the big bucks," the voice said right before a tall man appeared out of thin air. He stood several feet away from us.

      I eeped, red magic raining from my fingers. Time Bomb growled, his nails turning into thick, sharp claws.

      His hair was the color of pitch, but his eyes were bright golden-yellow, an intensely stark contrast. My stomach clenched as he narrowed his unsettling gaze on me.

      "Who are you?" I asked. My ability was null in his presence. I couldn't even sense Time Bomb anymore. I amended my statement. "What are you?"

      The man's full lips pulled back from his teeth in a smile that melted my panties and froze me in place. "Why don't you grab some garlic, holy water, and your sauté pan, love?"

      "Vampire," I hissed.

      "Ding, ding. You got it in one. Though, I'm afraid my balls are off the menu." He winked at me. "For now."
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      "Tell me who you are, vampire, before I rip off your head," Time Bomb growled. Fur had sprouted over his skin, and he'd gained several inches in height.

      "Bring it on, bear-boy. We'll see who can tear apart who first," the vampire replied.

      We hadn't heard or seen the vampire, that alone was enough to send a cold trickle of fear to my core. Could Time Bomb take him? Even if he could, one drop of vamp blood was extremely fatal for Shifters. I wasn't ready to lose my partner in a fight to the death, so I positioned myself between them. The vampire had snuck up on us, listened in on our conversation, all the while we were completely unaware.

      "Keep calm, TB. If this guy was here to take us out, he wouldn't have given up the element of surprise by revealing himself to us beforehand."

      "Unless I'm someone who likes a challenge," the vampire said pointedly. A rumble of anger from Time Bomb made the vamp raise his hands. "And while I do enjoy the occasional brawl, tonight I come in peace." He smiled again, this time with less teeth. "Take me to your leader."

      "Who are you?" I asked again, now that we'd established the "what."

      "Excuse my poor manners." He gave a slight bow. "I'm Baz Delgados, fourth son of Mikaninos Delgados-Ravenblood, our lord progenitor, ninth in line to the Ravenblood throne," he waved his hand in a circle, "after my three other brothers and my five sisters, and head of security for the current sitting prince, my eldest brother, Legabute Ambroos Delgados-Ravenblood. I have been sent, much as you have, I assume, to scout the location for weaknesses that can be exploited by our enemies. So far, I've only found one real problem."

      "What's that?" I asked.

      "You people have no idea what you're doing when it comes to vampires." He crossed his arms. "But that's why my brother, with the full blessing of your council, sent me. I'm going to give you all a four-day crash course in bloodsuckers. After you sign a non-disclosure act that will be strictly enforced by the council. What I am going to share with you is not for general consumption, but it will help us all survive my brother's crazy idea to form an alliance with the witches." When neither I nor my partner said anything, Baz added, "Go on, now. Call the big guns and let them know I'm here."

      "Kiss my ass," Time Bomb said.

      "You're not my type," Baz said. He turned his golden gaze in my direction. "I prefer AB negative."

      I gulped the lump in my throat. "Call it in, TB," I said. "Let Gigi know we have a guest."

      "Make that four guests," he said. Out of the shadows, two men and one woman, all with Baz's same dark hair but with blue instead of golden eyes, appeared. "My team," Baz explained.

      Time Bomb sniffed as he glanced at the woman. "Mushrooms," he muttered.

      Her eyes fixed on him. "You don't smell so good yourself, fur bag," she said, her honied voice thick as syrup.

      "Now, Dee," Baz chided. "Don't be rude to our new allies."

      "Boss," Time Bomb said into his mic. "We have four mosquitos."

      "I didn't feel a shift in the wards."

      "Nope," he said. "They didn't set off any alarms."

      To her credit, she didn't ask a lot of questions about how. That line of inquiry could wait.

      "Hostile?" she asked.

      "Not yet," he said.

      There was a crackle on Gigi's end. "Are they looking for a meal?"

      I gave Baz a raised brow. He shook his head and said, "We filled up before our arrival."

      "Not here for food," Time Bomb told her.

      Baz moved closer to me, and the color of his eyes changed to red then immediately back to gold. "Your hair is an interesting shade of pink," he said. "Magic or were you born with it?"

      "A ten-dollar boxed dye from Target," I replied.

      "Step back," Time Bomb growled. "Our boss will be here any--"

      The air between Baz and me shimmered with heat, then poof! Gigi and Monty apparated into the space. Gigi's blonde wavy hair floated around her shoulders as the residual magic faded.

      She put her fists on her hips, and I held my breath while I waited for her to lambaste our guests.

      Monty thrust his hand at the vampire before the yelling could start and said, "Welcome, Emissary Delgado."

      The breath whooshed out of me as I stared with disbelief and curiosity at my team leader. Gigi grimaced then shook her head. "We've talked to the council, and they've informed us to give you our full cooperation. Why don't we all head up to the cabin, so we can get down to the business of business?"

      Once again, I realized my shields were down, yet, I couldn't feel Monty or Gigi. They were both more powerful than I was, at least when it came to spell casting, so why did I feel...empty? The more I tried to find their magic, the emptier I felt. I reached out, metaphysically to Time Bomb. He was my best friend, and I was more familiar with his markers than anyone else.

      Again. Nothing.

      It wasn't like when I had my barriers in place. Even then, I sensed the world around me, the people, my surroundings. This was different. I was different. Hollow. I always thought it would be a relief to feel nothing, and in a way, it was. But mostly, it scared the shit out of me. I hated not knowing what was going on in my own body.

      My heart raced as I fought to calm my breathing before I set in motion an embarrassing panic attack. I hadn't had one since I was sixteen, and Dal Meyers, a human boy, had kissed me in the school's photography darkroom. That's when I learned the hard way that humans had their own brand of magic.

      I searched for answers in the faces of the four vampires. The two blue-eyed vamps and Dee were busy watching Monty and Gigi, the two people they had assessed as the most important. However, Baz was staring at me. Studying me.

      A-ha! He was the reason I couldn’t use my powers. That mother-sucking-fanger was mind-screwing me. I steeled my gaze. No way was I letting this jerk know how much he was throwing me off balance.

      "Drag?"

      I glanced at Gigi. "Yes, boss?"

      She gave me an odd look. "Grab one of our guests to apparate back to the cabin. Monty and I will get the rest."

      "Can't they just take themselves back?" I asked. They'd gotten here without any issues.

      "We know how to make the shadows work for us, but we can't magically transport ourselves," the leader said.

      "I'll run," Time Bomb said, not wanting any part of magical transportation.

      "Chicken," I told him.

      "Bawk, bawk," he countered, then took off on foot in the direction.

      "I'll go with the pink-haired girl," Baz said. "She is my first point of contact."

      "The pink-haired girl has a name," I said.

      "And what is this name of yours?" the vampire lowered his gaze, and my skin warmed.

      I frowned. "Drag Jones," I replied.

      "Unusual."

      "Because Baz is usual," I snarfed.

      "Do you want to take him, Drag?" Gigi asked. "It's up to you."

      Actually, I wasn't even sure if I could perform the simple task. My sensing magic was null because of something Baz was doing but was it affecting my casting? I rubbed my fingers together, then closed my fist, and whispered, "Handy-dandy Jacky-Spandy, In My Hand, a little candy."

      When I opened my hand, there was a single piece of cinnamon taffy, my favorite. I smiled at the look of surprise on Baz's face then turned to Gigi. "I've got this." I popped the cinnamon morsel in my mouth then, feeling only slightly more confident, I walked right over to the arrogant vampire, and said, "Hold on to your panties, Baz. It's going to be a bumpy ride."
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      When we reappeared, I couldn't see. My surroundings were covered in an inky blackness that indicated the complete lack of any light source.

      "Where are we?" Baz asked.

      I didn't loosen my grip on his wrist because I was afraid that if I let go, the entire world would fall away from me. "You tell me," I accused him. "My spell aimed us at the yard in front of the cabin, but somehow we've ended up--" The chill damp on my skin raised goosebumps on my arms. "--in a lair of darkness."

      "It feels like a cave," Baz said, not rising to the bait.

      "And I know how bats love caves," I quipped.

      "Can you make some light?" he asked with great practicality.

      It grated my nerves more than a little bit. I raised my free hand. "Hickory Dickory, dark. Grow and glow my little spark." I was pleased with myself as a tiny flare, no bigger than a firefly, began to grow above our heads.  "There," I said. "Light." As the illumination got brighter, I saw that Baz had been right. We were definitely in a cave system of some type. The walls were rock with moisture sweating from the smooth surface.

      Baz, who had been cocky and confident in the woods, looked ready to vomit now.

      I met his gaze. "You really don't know where we are?"

      "Oh," he disagreed. "I know exactly where we are, and that's what worries me. We have to get out of here?"

      "How? Is there an exit somewhere?" I couldn't see any tunnels leading out of the room.

      "You can zap us out the way you zapped us in," he said incredulously.

      "Right." I nodded, hoping my cheeks weren't as red as they felt. Then shrugged. "I'll try, but it's really dangerous to use a translocation spell when you're not sure where  you are in relation to where you'll land. Frankly, we're lucky we landed inside this open space, instead of reconstituting into these solid walls." I let go of Baz and smacked the cold stone behind me. "That's something you don't come back from."

      I didn't think it would be possible for a vampire to blanch, but I swear, Baz went two shades paler than pale. "Why don't we see if we can find an exit first?"

      "Good plan." I rolled my eyes. The glowing spark had become about as bright a sixty-watt bulb. Now, it was easy to see that the cavern stretched out about fifty feet in either direction, but was narrow, maybe fifteen feet in width. Also, there were scrawls and sigils etched into several sections of the walls.

      I reached out and touched the surface again. It still felt smooth. "That's weird." It was as if the swirls, curls, and curved lines had been inlaid into the rock as to not leave a crease or raised edge.

      The worry in his furrowed brow when he spoke increased my own anxiety. "That's Malachim."

      "What's Malahaakeem?"

      "Close enough," he said. "It's an alphabet developed over five centuries ago. It was named for the Hebrew word for angels or messengers. The people who used it thought it was divine."

      I groaned. "Please tell me this isn't a cult thing. I've had my fill and then some of freaking fanatics."

      Baz looked me straight in the eye and said, "This might possibly be a cult thing if you consider Freemasons a cult. They're about the only ones who use this alphabet anymore."

      "Nooo," I whined. "What a bunch of goblin shit!" In my irritation, my shit sounded a little more like shite, as my English accent, which I mostly left behind years ago, came out with my fear.

      Baz raised a brow at me. And now that he was all lit up, I could see that he was not only tall with dark hair and golden eyes, but he also had a face that and body that Michelangelo would have given their left thumb to have sculpted him in bronze. High cheekbones, perfectly symmetrical features, wide full lips, and the outer edges of his deep-set eyes were turned down just slightly in a way that gave him a lost boy appearance guaranteed to melt the coldest of hearts.

      His low chuckle brought me to my senses. "If you're done drinking in my beauty, can we get back to the problem at hand? Unless, of course, you rather take a break from hatching an escape plan to have sex. I mean, it's a horrible place, but I find that any place can be made a little less wretched with naked company."

      I coughed. "As if. You're not my type. I don't even like pretty men," I lied. I did like pretty men and handsome men and rough and tumble mountain men. Really, I just liked men, but my condition had always been a reminder that I couldn't have them.  Except, I still had my shields down, so why wasn't I picking up any vibes in this cave?

      "Oh, my dear sweet, Drag. I'm everyone's type," he said. "And I'm happy to prove, many times over, exactly why."

      Goddess damn! Were all vampires this egotistical or just Baz? Unfortunately, his conceited claims kind of turned me on. The bastard. Maybe he was making me like him, doing that mind-mojo vampires are so good at? Maybe this seduction was part of the magic he was using to block my ability.

      "What are you doing to me?"

      "Nothing," Baz said. A hint of a smile played on his lips. "Yet. But I'm trying really hard to get into your pants, love." He looked around. "I mean, we don't appear in imminent danger, so I can't see the harm."

      My anger rallied, overcoming my hormones. I pulled a silver spike from my weapon's vest and lunged at Baz. He grabbed me with lightning speed and shoved me against the wall. He held my arms crisscrossed against my chest, his strength preventing any movement. I hadn't been trying to kill him. I'd just wanted to take him down a peg, but now, I wanted him dead. But since only a Shifter could kill a vampire, I'd settle for away from me.

      "Hickory, Dickory, Dock, I want you against that rock," I used my right hand to point down the left corridor.

      Baz's eyes widened as my magic dragged him backward all fifty feet to the far wall and pinned him there.

      I let out a relieved breath and sagged down, my ass cold on the damp floor.

      "This won't hold me long," Baz said loudly, his low melodic voice echoing off the walls.

      "Long enough," I told him. "And there are more spells where that came from." I walked the perimeter of the long room, studying each symbol as I passed. I'd seen plenty of shows with secret passages and whatnot, but I couldn't find a single crevice to indicate where one might be. But someone had been in here to put up these damn letters, and since I didn't see any bones around here, they'd obviously got out.

      Unless they were witches and warlock, who could safely apparate out of here. Or Freemasons who were in league with my kind. Funny, I’d never heard of Freemasons hanging out in the supernatural world. Yet, the vampire knew about them.

      "If you let me down, I can help decipher some of the languages."

      "How is that we happen to get redirected to this rocky tomb and you just happen to know this Mala-cha-cha-salsa language? It seems awfully convenient."

      "Oh, yes," Baz said. "I've always wanted to get trapped in a cave warded with a language that's been dead for thousands of years, with a witch that's in denial about our circumstances, and glued to rock that’s digging into my shoulder blade. It's the most convenient thing ever."

      I moved closer down the corridor toward him and gave him a pitying look. "Does it hurt?" I asked.

      He frowned, giving me, what I had to admit, some seriously good puppy eyes. "It does."

      "Good," I said blandly.

      "You really need to let me down."

      "I will when you stop screwing with me."

      I saw him bite back a retort.

      "Nice," I said. "You're learning."

      "I'll play nice," Baz said. "If you play nice. Truce?"

      "Can I trust a vampire to keep his word?" I asked.

      "On my honor, I won't screw with you." A smile danced in his eyes, even if it didn't reach his lips. "Not unless you ask."

      I rolled my eyes. Part of me enjoyed the flirting, but most of me just wanted the hell out of this cave so that it didn't turn into my grave.

      I reached out my hand the way Monty had earlier. "The clock struck one, and the spell was undone," I incanted.

      Baz stepped away from the wall and rolled his shoulders as he strolled up to me.

      "Truce," I said, my hand still offered.

      "Truce," he agreed. His palm slipped into mine, his fingers curling into a clasp, and I was suddenly, inexplicably filled with a warm tingle that tightened my nipples and made my sex throb with need.

      "Stop," I said in a hoarse whisper.

      Baz's eyes had gone red again, only this time, they didn't instantly turn back to gold. He looked at me with a hunger I'd never seen before, and I lived with a bottomless pit of a bear Shifter.

      I tried to yank my hand away, but Baz's iron grip held me in place.

      "Hickory--"

      "Stop," he commanded. "I don't want to harm you. Please don't speak. Don't move. Just give me a moment to regain control."

      I slowed my breathing and did as he asked, while mentally preparing a spell if the situation when south. Like if he attacked my jugular.

      This close, I could smell his cologne, masculine and woodsy. The pleasant scent compounded the problem with my throbby bits, and I worried I was going have an embarrassing orgasm if the man didn't find a way to let me go. After a few more moments, I watched the red bleed away in his eyes to reveal the gold once again. He dropped my hand like it was a hot potato.

      Baz looked completely unnerved. "I don't think we should touch again until we figure out what's going on."

      I pointed a finger back and forth between us. "Congratulations," I told him. "We're finally on the same page."
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      "These are not all Malachim," Baz said after several hours of studying the mish-mash of markings. "If you look at these here, the ones that look like that have little triangles on the end of them are from a long-dead language called Akkadian."

      Reluctantly, I moved closer to him. "It's called cuneiform, right? I mean the wedge style."

      He gave me an assessing glance. "Yes, that's right. Mesopotamian in origin."

      "Well, don't look so surprised. I'm not all brawn and no brains." I wiggled my fingers at the ancient lettering. "Do you know what any of it means?"

      Baz gave me a sour look. "Unfortunately, I do. I'm afraid this is a vampire trap, not created by our current enemies, probably, but definitely triggered by them."

      "What kind of trap?"

      "The kind meant to keep us from ever escaping."

      I gulped. "I magicked my way in. I will magic my way out."

      "I'm afraid, love, the proverbial writing is on the wall. There is no way out."

      "First," I said. "I'm not your love. Second, soooo cliché. Third, where are all the rabid vamps who proceeded our arrival or the piles of their bones? Whoever pulled clean up duty has a door that goes both ways."

      "Hmmm." He tapped his chin and nodded. "Fair point."

      "I'm glad you approve of logic."

      "We could be the first to be ensnared here," he said.

      I glared at him. "Be a problem solver, Baz." I was tired and hungry, both things making me snappish. "There has to be a way out."

      "I am problem-solving." He bristled with irritation

      I yawned, unable to fight it back.

      Baz took his jacket off and placed it on the floor. "We've been at this for hours," he said. "Why don't you take a nap?"

      "You take a nap." I countered.

      "I'm a vampire," he said. "I don't require sleep, just like I don't require air." He gave me a meaningful look. "But you do. The more you yawn, the more you speak, the more oxygen you're going to eat up in here. I may eventually find a way out for us, but not before you suffocate."

      "Do you know how much time I have left?" Because I was willing to risk zapping my ass into a block of concrete to avoid a slow death.

      "I'm not sure about the math," he said. "But if I had to guess I'd say maybe a day at the most."

      "It's already been four hours. I think I should just chance magic."

      "It won't work," Baz said. "There are wards in place to prevent any escape. Even by magical means."

      "But I managed to pin you to the wall, so it's not like magic doesn't work in here."

      Baz nodded grimly, and I had to admit that the vampire's serious look, the way he fanged his lower lip as he contemplated our possible demise--mine before his, of course--was pretty damn sexy. It didn't hurt that his chest, without the suit jacket on, was simply spectacular. I contemplated what it would be like if we practiced impaling each other, me with a silver spike and him with his... Dear Goddess, some stop me. "I think the lack of oxygen is already setting in," I said.

      Baz laughed. "You know, it's perfectly normal to be hot for me without it being a side effect of suffocation."

      "What makes you think I'm hot for you?" I asked with a little too much aplomb.

      "Vampires, like Shifters, have heightened senses."

      "If you say you can smell my v-jay, I'm going to punch you in the family jewels."

      He laughed again. "I would never be so crass." He gave me a knowing grin.

      My fist shot out toward his package, but he grabbed my wrist before I could connect. Once again, I was filled with heat and lust. My breaths came quicker, shorter, then deeper as my whole body was electrified by his touch.

      His eyes began to turn again, and he pushed me back. "Stop doing that," he said.

      "I'm not doing anything," I told him as I regained my composure. "That's all you, dude."

      "You say you don't want sex, but my own hunger is being overwhelmed by yours."

      "I don't have a hunger," I denied fiercely. "How would you like to be pinned against that wall again?"

      "That's another thing," he said. "Why does your magic work on me?"

      "Uhm, because I'm a powerful witch. Duh?" The nerve of him! "Do you actually think Baba Yaga would okay a security team that isn't up to the task of protecting his stupid brother?"

      He glared at me, red bleeding back into his eyes. "It doesn't seem to me like either one of us will be protecting my king anytime in the near future."

      "Kiss my lily-white ass," I said. I raised my hand and gathered my magic, because fuck this asshole, I was so getting out of here, with or without him. I focused on the yard in front of the secret cabin and hoped like hell I didn't land in the middle of a tree trunk.

      "Don't--" Baz started.

      But he wasn't the boss of me. I grabbed his sleeve, avoiding skin to skin contact, and said, "I hope you have good insurance."

      The air around felt as if we'd stepped into a sauna and someone had cranked up the temperature dial to five hundred degrees.

      "Goddess," I croaked as Baz yanked me against his body and protectively wrapped his arms around me as he threw us to ground. His natural coolness was the only thing that kept my flesh from baking on my bones in the few seconds the inferno raged.

      When it finally stopped, Baz, his eyes practically glowing with ruby menace, said, "Are you okay?"

      I could hear the concern in his voice, which surprised me, considering I'd braced myself for a reaming of epic proportions. I nodded, my gaze meeting his. "What happened?"

      "The translocation spell triggered one of the wards."

      "Fuuu-ck."

      "Yep," he agreed. "Now, do you want the good news or the bad news."

      "Good news," I said.

      "The heat probably consumed most of the air left in the room. You probably only have about three hours until it's completely gone."

      My tongue was so dry I couldn't swallow. "What's the bad news?"

      "I'm afraid I used up all my energy reserves when I lowered my body temperature to protect you from the scorching air."

      "And that means?"

      "You won't have to worry about suffocating if we don't find a way out soon, because the blood-hunger will force me to kill you before the air runs out."

      I shivered, my cheeks feverish from the where the heated blast had grazed them. I'd done this to him, to me. He'd tried to warn me, but I'd been too stubborn to listen, and now, we would both pay the price. "I'll use my magic and make more air."

      "You can't," he said. I saw a ward that prevents food, air, and water from entering this place magically. You might end up cutting your time even shorter."

      "Great." I blinked up at him. "I'm sorry."

      He nodded, his face more solemn than I'd seen it all evening. "So am I."

      Without thinking, I pressed my palm to his cheek. A different kind of warmth speared through my body, the kind that brought pleasure instead of pain. "Why can't I feel your magic? Or any magic, for that matter?" The wards should have set my nerve-endings on edge from the moment we'd arrived, but just like back in the woods, I didn't feel anything. At least, not anything unpleasant.

      "I don't know what you mean," Baz said.

      I noticed then that the color in his eyes wasn't static. Instead, it constantly swirled like a whirlpool. I was fascinated by the way threads of gold occasionally broke through the scarlet. "I have always been sensitive to magic," I told him. "I can feel it in the most minute of creatures, so much so, that I had to learn how to block my ability most of the time. It's insanely uncomfortable when I let down my internal shields, but I can pinpoint where a source of magic is coming from better than any GPS system. But since I've met you, I can't feel a damn thing." Which wasn't completely accurate since I had, without realizing until now, spread my legs, and his hardness was currently pressed against my jean-clad aching nub of fun.

      "Mmm," Baz said. His finger had found their way to my hair. He gently pushed strands away from my face. "You have the most beautiful brown eyes," he said.

      I moved against him, not on purpose, mind you. I'm pretty sure there was a cramp in my thigh or something of that sort, but the minor repositioning fed that throbbing bundle of pure need.

      "How long before you go feral?" I asked him.

      "You keep moving like that and it's going to be sooner than either of us would like," he said.

      "Right," I told him as I silently ordered my libido to stand down. I dropped my hand from his face and waited for him to remove his body from mine before shimmying away. "Now, what were you saying about my magic? Why wouldn't it work on you? Are vampires null? Is that why I can't sense your level of power?"

      "Vampires are dead," Baz said. "Magic doesn't work on the dead." He furrowed his brow. "At least, it shouldn't."

      "Maybe you're not as dead as you think?"

      "My father took my life in 1891 and turned me into his child of night," he said. "I may walk and talk, but I don't need to breathe, my heart doesn't beat, my flesh is in stasis. I am as dead, or as undead, as they come."

      "Do you poop?" I asked.

      His eyes widened for a moment before he finally chuckled. "That's not something I do anymore either."

      Now I felt sorry for him. "That sucks. A good poop is one of life's precious joys."

      He laughed again. "Being a vampire has some perks."

      "What about peeing?"

      "The excess water from the blood has to go somewhere."

      "Right." I nodded. "I knew I couldn't animate a corpse or affect a ghost, but I guess I never considered a vampire dead because you all look so..." I waved my hand at him.

      "Handsome, charming, desirable," he filled in.

      "I was going to say alive." But he hadn't been wrong with his choice of adjectives. Baz Delgados was making me reassess everything I thought I knew. "Okay. If you're dead, and I can use magic on you, what does that make me?"

      "If I had to guess," he said. "I'd go with a necromancer."
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      "I am not a necromancer!" I was up on my feet now. "That's forbidden magic, and I wouldn't never risk witch-jail just raise the freaking dead."

      "Necromancy isn't natural for witches," Baz said. "That’s why it's forbidden. But there have been a few documented cases of natural-born necromancers."

      "Well, that isn't me," I told him. "I come from a long line of very boring, very normal witches and warlocks. I think if I had any flesh animating genes in my ancestry, it would have come up at the dinner table." I hesitated. Maybe the reason my parents had been so happy to get rid of me is because they knew they knew I was a freak of nature. I shook my head. "Someone would have told me."

      "Not if they didn't know."

      I punctuated my speech by jabbing my chest with my thumb. "I would have known!" I took a few steps away from Baz to catch my breath. I shook the front of my shirt, trying to get some kind of breeze against my hot skin, but there was nothing. "Shit, I'm using up all the oxygen in the room."

      "I can bite you," Baz said.

      "And that helps me how?"

      "Once I bite you, I can mesmerize you into taking tiny sips of breath every few seconds. Enough to keep you alive for a while longer."

      I'd heard about a vampire named Hugo who'd bitten a mesmerized a bunch of warlocks into doing his bidding, along with some honey badgers, which is just gross. He'd been working with a bitter witch, Zelda's mom, who was using the vampire to help her steal power from her own daughter. Which was even more disgusting. My parents might have not wanted me around, but they weren't quite the jackholes the Shifter Wanker's mother had been. The point is, these warlocks had reported doing having no memory of the terrible things they'd been made to do while under the vampire's control.

      My waning distrust returned. "Trying to keep your snack fresh, eh?"

      He shrugged. "The bite will help me, as well. If I take a little blood now, it can keep the hunger at bay for a while."

      "Or," I said, "Since my magic works on you. I can just cast a spell that reshapes you into a legless, armless lump of vampire-goo. Or I could cast a spell that turned your fangs into marshmallows." I wasn't sure I could do either of those things, because transmogrification wasn't in my normal wheelhouse, but I was willing to give it a witchy-good try.

      Baz grimaced. "I'd prefer to keep my appendages, all of them, where they are."

      "And I'd prefer to not be a vampire's last meal."

      "Then let me bite you," he said with a reasonable tone. "It's a solution for both of us to stave off death and hunger until we can figure out how to get out here."

      "I thought you said there was no way out," I said suspiciously. "Are you just trying to give me hope so I'll offer you my neck?"

      He shrugged. "It can be a wrist. It doesn't have to be the neck."

      It petrified me that his bare skin against mine had sent waves of lust through me. What would happen if I let him puncture me with his fangs? "I'm afraid," I said, the truth popping out before I could stop it.

      He closed the distance between us, his irises swirling faster than before. His voice was soft and hypnotic. "My saliva has a mild analgesic property. I promise it won't hurt."

      "That's not what I'm afraid of," I told him.

      "What do you mean?"

      I wasn't sure how to explain it, but I tried my best. "You feel really good to me. Like really, really good. In a way that makes me want to yank down your britches and screw you blue. I'm a little worried what sensations your bite might stir in me."

      "I've always looked good in blue," Baz said with a hint of amusement. "You know, if that’s a selling point."

      "It absolutely is not."

      "Fine," he said. "How about if I swear on my family honor that I won't let you molest me in any way. If you try to undress me, even with your eyes, I will dissuade you."

      "You mean, you could mesmerize me into ignoring my libido?" That suggestion did have possibilities.

      He wiggled his brow. "I'm not sure I have enough power to make you think I'm unattractive."

      "Ope! You just did it. No chance of my jumping your bones now."

      "I'd love to test it," he said, leaning forward, his lips inches from mine.

      I stuck out my tongue and flicked his lower lip with my silver piercing.

      He jerked his head back as the contact sizzled. "Ouch."

      "I usually wear stainless steel. It doesn't have a taste to it like silver, but I wore this, especially, for this mission. You know, just in case one of your kind got bite-y, and I had to bite you back."

      "You are full of surprises, Drag." He walked to where he'd placed his jacket on the floor and sat down. He crossed his legs, closed his eyes, and began to hum.

      "What are you doing?"

      "Meditating."

      "Is this really the time and place?"

      "Honestly," he said. "As long as your heart beats, I can't concentrate on deciphering the texts on these walls. So, I'll just wait until you're too weak to put up a fight."

      "Who says chivalry is dead?"

      He narrowed his gaze on me. "Make no mistake, I don't want to harm you. I like you, Drag, more than I think I've ever liked any living soul, before and after becoming what I am. But I won't be able to help myself. That's the part that you must understand. I am already feeling the stabbing pain inside me as my cells whither. The organism that makes me a vampire feeds on the iron in my body, and when it is depleted, it forces me to find more. Most of the time, I am a willing participant, and I have several human servants who had volunteered to be my regular donors in exchange for very long lives."

      "And have you ever lost control?"

      "Once," he said. "When I was first turned." He closed his eyes briefly as if reliving the moment, then turned his red-eyed stare at me. "I drained an entire family."

      "Your own family?" I'd watched a few too many vampire movies where they woke up hungry and killed their parents in siblings in a rage of blood lust.

      "No," he said. "But it doesn't make the situation any more palatable. I swore I'd never put myself in a situation to lose control again. It's been over a hundred and twenty years since I've killed an innocent. I would torment me if you were to become the victim of my hunger."

      "Okay. Okay. Sheesh.” I sighed. “My real name is Angharad Ffion Jones."

      "That's a mouthful," Baz said. "And why are you telling me this?"

      "Because I'm pretty sure, I'm going to let you bite me, Baz."

      "It's lovely to formally meet you, Angharad Ffion Jones."

      My parents, even though they lived in the Cotswolds, were Welsh. They'd named me for a great, great gran, and I'd never liked the name. However, when Baz said it, it actually sounded nice.

      Then he added. "It's only fair that I return the courtesy. My full name is Bazyli Adonis Delgados."

      I looked at him, then snorted a laugh. "Your parents named you Adonis?" I shook my head on a wheeze. "Talk about foreshadowing. Did they mold you from clay?"

      He waved his hand. "And this is why I don't usually share my name with people."

      I sat down on the ground in front of him. "Okay, Adonis. How do we do this?"

      "Are you certain?"

      "It's not like we have a lot of options. Just promise you won’t do anything hinky. I'm only giving you permission to mess with my breathing. If I end up clucking like a chicken every time you snap your fingers, I'm going to choke the life out of you."

      "Just breathing," he promised. "Hold your arm out for me so I can numb the spot first."

      I did as he asked and watched with great interest as he pressed his lips to the thin skin of my inner wrist. A stuttering sigh escaped me, and I saw the corners of Baz's mouth curve into a smile. Next, he gently circled the area with his tongue, sending all kinds of fantasies into my oxygen-deprived brain.

      "Goddess," I whispered, squeezing my thighs together. Pressure and pleasure were building to climax, and I worried I wasn't going to be able to stop the explosion if I didn't get some kind of release.

      Then it happened. He sunk a fang into my vein. I moaned as the mounting ecstasy was doubled by the warmth of his bite permeating my entire being. I could feel him, as if he were a passenger, riding through my circulatory system, up my arms, down my chest, through my legs, back up to my lungs, and in my heart. Fuck. I felt him in my heart.

      "Oh, Goddess please," I rasped.

      Baz's groans of pleasure mirrored my own as I crawled up his lap, straddled his hips, and ground my groin against his. He let go of my wrist, his hands wrapping around me, his fingers kneading my back, as the tension of rapture grew between us. I didn't want to stop. I wanted all of him, every bit of him touching me, holding me, in me.

      "Yes," I said. I wound my fingers through his hair and didn't resist when he covered my mouth in a kiss. My piercing sizzled against his tongue, but when I tried to retract it, Baz held me tighter, his kiss deepening in spite of the pain.

      When I tried to pull his shirt over his head, he blocked me. When I tried to unbutton his pants, he pushed my hands aside.

      "I thought you wanted to have sex," I panted.

      "I do," Baz replied in the same breathless pant. "Desperately. But I promised you."

      Oh no. I'd forgotten about the no taking off his clothes promise. Ugh. Ack. I hated myself. One, for wanting to take off his clothes in the first place. And two, for making him agree to that ridiculous promise in the first place.

      "But I want you," I whined. Hating myself even more. "If we're probably going to die--"

      "We're not going to die," Baz said, his resolve stronger than mine. He eased me off his lap. "We're going to make it out of here, and when we do, I'm going give you so many orgasms, you're going to name your vibrator the Bazyli."

      "Fine." I huffed. "Go ahead and do your thing but remember. No funny business. Just slow down my breathing."

      He nodded. "Look me in the eyes."

      They were gold again when I stared at him. "Now what?"

      "You will only sip air every few seconds. Just enough to keep your brain and body going. You will not speak unless it is to contribute to our escape."

      "I hear you," I said. "Now get to mesmerizing."

      He gave me a sour look. "I just did."

      "You just did what?"

      "Mesmerized you."

      "You're either the worst vampire ever…” I stared at Baz, a pit opening in my stomach.

      He blanched. "Or you're immune to my powers," he finished.
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      "Well, that's a fine how-do-you-do," I said. "I can't believe I let you bite me for absolutely no reason."

      "Now, Angharad," Baz said, flashing me a grin. "I feel much better if that's any consolation."

      I stuck my tongue out, flashing my silver piercing. "It's not." The air was definitely thinner. Even walking a few feet made me exhausted. "Hurry up and figure out what all this writing is about. Maybe one of them is the exit sign."

      "If only it was that easy," he said, already studying the glyphs. "I think I know whose handiwork this is."

      "Does that help our escape plan?"

      "Maybe," he admitted. "You see this group of six letters here?"

      "The ones that look like the dingbats on my computer?"

      "Yes," he nodded. "That's the Akkadian word for the god Saturn. I saw another version in the Malachim, and in the Celestial writing on the far wall."

      "How does Saturn tell us whose lair we've stumbled into?"

      "I believe it is the sabbatianoí, a faction of vampire hunters who, having been born on Saturday, thought they were blessed with the divine power to kill vampires." He spat on the ground. "Fools. They came at us with sticks and stones they believed would end our species. Instead, we ended them."

      "You wiped them out?"

      "Not me personally," he replied. "But my kind. Yes. It was the only way to stop them from getting a lot more innocent people killed. They were true believers in their cause. You can't reason with fanatics. They refuse to bend, even in the face of facts. We tried diplomatic strategies, but they wanted us dead more than they wanted peace. So, we did them the only kindness we could offer, we killed them or turned them."

      "You made them into vampires?" I added, "I mean, your ancestors."

      Baz nodded. "My father's brother was a sabbatianoí. He learned to embrace his new life as a higher species."

      "You're dead, and your body is reanimated by a parasite. Can you really call that a higher species?"

      Baz chuckled. "I'll be sure to let my king know that you think we're akin to ticks."

      "I was thinking more Goa'uld from the Stargate franchise, but tick works just as well." I shrugged. "Does knowing who's behind this death trap help us to get out?" I was getting harder to breathe as the air thinned even more.

      "I think it will help me, but I'm not sure you'll survive that long."

      "Great pep talk. You should consider Life Coach as a new occupation."

      "I could make you one of us," he said.

      "Hah! You can’t even mesmerize me. What makes you think you could turn a witch into a vampire?"

      He thinned his lips into a grim line. "You're probably right about that." He closed his eyes. "The air is nearly gone, and I find myself longing for you to live."

      "I want to live, too. So, hurry up and find the solution!"

      He hunkered down then shot up and moved with more speed than I'd seen out him in the past couple of hours. I sat on his suit jacket, exhausted and literally about to keel over.

      I heard several expletives, lots of mumbling, a few exclamations, and then finally, when I was losing vision, he yelled, "I got it!"

      "Great," I muttered because I didn't have the breath to do much else.

      Baz rushed back to me and lifted me to my feet. "The dead are the keepers of this cavern. If you can summon the key, we can leave."

      "I don't get it," I said as my head lolled sideways, too heavy for my neck.

      Baz shook me. "Damn it, Drag, this whole place was designed by necromancers to trap vampires. Only a necromancer can get us out."

      “You said it was the vamp hunters.”

      “They probably got a necromancer to make the trap.”

      "We're in biiiiig shtroubell," I murmured.

      "There's an incantation on the wall," he said. "Can you summon enough magic to cast a spell?"

      "Shpell..." I sipped the air. "Hell." I couldn't get enough breath in now to blow out a match.

      "Snap out of it," Baz commanded.

      I giggled, using up the last bit of air in my lungs.

      Baz pressed his lips to mine and blew.

      I swallowed down the precious air he offered. Before I could thank him, he placed his fingers across my lips.

      "Repeat after me," he said. "And try to conserve as much air as you can. I only have enough in my lungs to give you one more breath."

      I nodded.

      "Sapientia enim vocationem. Aperta sesamae."

      My eyes bugged. I wasn't sure I could get out all that Latin in one breath.

      "Do half," Baz said. "If it doesn't work, your dead anyhow."

      I held up my hand. He laced his fingers in mine, and I could feel him lending me his strength.

      I nodded and spoke the words. "Sapientia enim vocationem."

      He put his lips to mine again. I opened for him as he blew in the last of his residual lung air.

      I blinked at him, surprised at how still and calm he was. "I believe in you," he said.

      And that was all I needed to fuel the next half of the spell. "Aperta sesamae!"

      Blackness swallowed us whole as our bodies were pulled into nothingness. Grave fingers scraped my skin, the bones of the long dead, guiding the journey. I couldn't scream, couldn't anchor my magic. All I could do was hold onto Baz with all my might, and pray that whatever was on the other side of the portal wasn't worse than the nightmare we'd just faced.

      Then poof! We were standing in a clearing with grass beneath our feet, stars over our heads, and beautiful, glorious wind blowing around us. I gasped as I inhaled deeply, promising to never take another breath for granted. I clasped my hands behind Baz's neck as I watched the relief on his face ease the tension at the corner of his eyes.

      "We made it," I said then gave him an enthusiastic kiss. He hand cupped the nape of my neck as he leaned in eagerly, deepening the moment between us. I could feel him smile against my lips as my piercing sizzled his tongue. He moaned when I pressed my stomach against his groin and rubbed, enjoying the thick feel of him. I jumped up and wrapped my legs around his waist as passion ignited between us.

      "Goddess, I want you," I said.

      "I need you," he replied.

      "Get a fucking room," Time Bomb said.

      I immediately stopped snogging the vampire at the sound of my partner's voice. I jumped down from Baz, embarrassed we'd been so caught up in the moment, we hadn't even realized that the field we'd landed in also contained Gigi, Monty, Time Bomb, and three very surprised vampires.

      "Uhm," I said, looking around at the group. "Sorry about that."

      Baz leaned to my ear. "I'm not sorry."

      I nudged him with my elbow. "We had a little detour."

      "It's about time. I thought I was going to have to call in the big guns," Gigi said.

      "Where's your coat?" the female vamp asked Baz. "Did the spell make it disappear?"

      "No. I took it off when we were trapped in the cave."

      "Cave?" Gigi asked. "You guys were trapped?"

      "Yes," I said. "For the past six or seven hours."

      She gave me a confused look. "You've only been missing for six or seven minutes."

      "How's that even possible?" I asked.

      Baz's expression darkened. "I need to talk to my brother." He gestured to one of his blue-eyed flunkies. "Give me your phone."

      Time Bomb walked over to me. "Are you okay, Drag?"

      "Fine," I said. "Now. Baz saved me from certain death."

      "Come inside," Gigi said. "You can give us a briefing over a nice hot cup of cocoa."

      Mmm. Cocoa sounded good. Besides, I was pretty sure my blood sugar was hitting rock bottom. "Baz," I said before he walked too far away. "Hot cocoa?"

      He smiled. "You drink it now, and I'll drink you later."
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      The moment Baz was no longer in my presence, the world around me attacked. I'd been so stupid to leave my shields down, that even the magic in the soil beneath my feet made me feel as if my skin was burning from the inside out.

      I stumbled up the steps to the cabin, my knees banging onto the hardwood planks of the deck. Time Bomb was there, scooping me up, but his Shifter magic was even worse on my psyche. I screamed, overwhelmed and unable to get my blocks in place.

      A droning in my ears like a thousand bees, blocked out all sounds as I fought against my own team, just to get them to stop touching me. I couldn't hear myself, but I know I kept yelling for them to get away from me, to leave me alone.

      Then he was there, and the calm, the null, settled in once again, and I could think. "I'm sorry," I cried when I saw Time Bomb's arms ripped by my nails. Gigi had a red whelp on her cheek, and Monty had a bloody lip. I felt foolish as I clung to Baz, a guy, no, a vampire, I barely knew. But he was the only port in my shitstorm of a life at the moment, and I wasn't about to let him go. "I'm so sorry."

      "What did you do to her?" Time Bomb snarled.

      "I'm helping her," Baz said.

      "You mean taking advantage of a bad situation, don't you?" Gigi asked.

      "It's not like that," I told them as I absorbed Baz's warmth and good vibes. "It's my fault. My powers were opened all the way up. I didn't realize they would snap back into place without Baz around. It was like the entire world was pounding against me. By the time I realized what was happening, I was too far gone to help myself."

      "How does the vampire help you?" Time Bomb asked.

      Baz started to speak, but I was afraid he'd mention necromancy, so I quickly said, "I don't know. His nearness seems to block my magic-sensing abilities."

      "Does this… connection block even the vampire's power? Because that could be by design," Monty said. He eyed Baz suspiciously. "It's awfully convenient the way you showed up out of the blue tonight."

      Baz stroked my hair. I didn't stop him.

      "There's nothing convenient about what's happened tonight," Baz replied. "However, I can't deny that it does seem more than a coincidence that the only translocation spell that landed into a vampire trap was the one used on me. I may be far down the line for my brother's throne, but it doesn't make me unimportant."

      Now that my mind had cleared, I concentrated on throwing my shields back up and nailing them into place, using mental superglue to seal the cracks, and finishing it off with magical duct tape.

      "I'm okay," I said to Baz, as I eased from his chest. "I'm better now."

      The concern on his face never wavered. "Are you certain?"

      I nodded. "Did you get a chance to talk to your brother?"

      He shook his head. "I heard you," was the only explanation he gave.

      "Go. Have your conversation now."

      He looked at me, saw my resolve, and then nodded. "If you need me--"

      "I'll scream bloody murder."

      The corners of his mouth lifted in a smile. "Right."

      I braced myself for the moment he was out of my sight. There were the normal, subdued vibrations I usually felt, but nothing more disagreeable. My team stared at me, expectantly. "It's fine. My shields are holding."

      "Goddess on avocado toast," Time Bomb swore. "You scared the crap out of me, Drag."

      "I guess that answers the question as to whether a bear shits in the woods," I joked. He didn't laugh. "Too soon?"

      "Way too soon," he said.

      I put my arms around my lumbering BFF. "I really am sorry. I didn't mean to scare you."

      I peeked at Gigi. Monty had handed her an ice pack for her cheek, and he was incanting a healing spell to speed up the process. Monty, a redhead, was a healer by birth, even if it wasn't his favorite thing.

      "I didn't mean to lash out at you all. I hadn't felt the magic since Baz entered the picture, and I didn't think it would return automatically when he wasn't around."

      "And you can't sense anything when you're with him?" Monty asked. Gigi's cheek had returned to its pale perfection.

      "I won't say I can't sense anything. But it's not what I normally feel when it comes to magic.”

      "Huh." Next, Monty put his fingers over his lips, and I watched with interest as the bleeding stopped, the crack mended, and the swelling went down. "Can you describe it?"

      My eyes widened, and heat rose to my cheeks. "Nope."

      He nodded, accepting my answer. "Your turn, Time Bomb. Let me heal the scratches."

      "I'm fine," my lovable buddy said.

      "Get yourself healed, or I won't forgive myself." I gave him a final squeeze. "I really am okay now."

      When I released him, Time Bomb grabbed my hand. His eyes darkened as he glimpsed my wrist. "I'll kill him," he seethed. He yanked my wrist over for Gigi and Monty to see. "He fucking bit her!"

      I yanked my hand back. "It's not what you think," I said.

      "I think those two little puncture marks are pretty self-explanatory," Monty said.

      Gigi nodded. "Did he mesmerize you? Is that why you thought you lost time? Maybe he tricked you into believing you were trapped somewhere when really he was getting classified information from you."

      I stared at my team, my friends, the people I trusted most in the world, and couldn't believe the wary looks they were giving me. They thought I was compromised.

      "He didn't," I told them. "He tried, but he can't. I mean, I couldn't be put in his thrall."

      "So you admit he bit you with the purpose of mind-screwing you," Time Bomb accused.

      "No. I don't admit that." A different type of panic welled inside me. To them, we'd been gone minutes, but for us, it had been hours, and those hours had almost cost me my life. Baz had done everything he could to save me. "He was trying to help!"

      "I bet," Gigi said. "Help himself to your blood and your top-secret covert information."

      Goddess damn it, I was going to have to tell them about the necromancy, and I really didn't want to have to explain the fact that my magic worked on vampires, like at all.

      The ground shook, and fire roared from the trees near the cabin.

      Baz burst through the door with his entourage behind him. Gigi produced two silver stakes, Monty had one in his hand, and Time Bomb was letting his fur fly free. They were going to kill Baz and his team.

      "No!" I shouted

      Another blast outside shook the entire cabin.

      "They're coming," Baz shouted. I could barely hear him over the ringing in my ears.

      “C’mon. There’s an escape tunnel below the cabin.”

      Everyone hesitated. Well, I wasn’t going to let their doubts about Baz, or about me, prevent the mission from succeeding. I followed Baz and his security team into the cabin and through a door that led to the basement. Gigi, Monty, and Time Bomb followed.

      "Who's coming?" I asked Baz.

      "The sabbatianoí!"

      Crap. "I thought they were all dead."

      "Apparently not," Baz said. "My brother's compound in Arkansas is under siege. It's a coordinated attack on the Ravenblood clan."

      Monty locked the steel panic door behind us, and the noises from the firebombings outside quieted.

      "How is this possible?" I asked Baz. "You said they were stupid, primitive."

      "That was thousands of years ago, Drag. Up until today, I didn't believe any of their kind still existed. But, obviously, they have become smarter, more organized." He punched his fist into his palm. "Two of my sisters are dead."

      "Do they have Shifters working for them?" Monty asked.

      Baz shook his head. "Worse." He glanced at me then looked away. "My brother's people told me it's necromancers."

      Gigi hissed. "That's forbidden. If witches and warlocks are practicing the black art of animating corpses, or de-animating as the case may be with vampires, we will make them pay."

      "True necromancy," Baz amended. "The kind that you have to be born with, not the kind that requires black spells."

      Monty furrowed his brow. "Born necromancers are a myth."

      "No," I told them. "Born necromancers are real."

      They all turned to look at me. "It's why Baz couldn't mesmerize me. It's why we escaped the death trap. I'm..." Goddess protect me. "...a necromancer. I can command the dead."
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      "We have to get to a safe location," Monty said. "All of us." He gave the vampires a meaningful glance.

      "I don't think it's a good idea for anyone to translocate me," Baz said. " I think we ended up in the vampire trap by design. It seems apparent that the sabbatianoí have been living in secret, growing stronger, gathering allies, and now they are taking out the leaders of our clan."

      "Do you think the Ravenbloods are the only targets, or is it all vampires?" I asked.

      “Or the entire supernatural world,” said Gigi. “It can’t be a coincidence this attack happened when the witches and vampires are trying to hammer out a truce.”

      Baz nodded. “You have a point.”

      "How did they know where we were?" Time Bomb asked. "This location is supposed to be top secret."

      Baz ran his fingers through his dark hair, and I noticed his eyes were red again. "We have a traitor," he said. "I don't know if it's on your side or mine, but we have to keep our next location secret. Only those of us in this place should be in the know."

      I nodded. Time Bomb grunted.

      Gigi and Monty agreed.

      "Good," Baz said. "Now, where does this tunnel lead?"

      "To a moss-covered manhole about a half a mile from here," Monty said.

      "Where can I meet you?"

      "We have a safe house in St. Louis." Monty glanced at Gigi. "Not even the Council knows about the place."

      Gigi sighed. "It's the place we go when we want a little husband-wife time." I knew she hated to give away the location. It was rare for a member of the RMCA to have any real privacy.

      "I'm going with Baz," I said. "I can help if he's attacked between here and St. Louis."

      "It's an hour and a half drive, two hours at the most from Steelville, about ten miles northeast of our location," Monty said. "Don't stay on foot longer than necessary."

      "I'm going with the prince," Dee, the female vampire on Baz's team, said. "It's my duty to protect him."

      The other two vampires nodded their agreements.

      "I'm still your leader," Baz said. "I don't need all of you. Blue and Damon, you go with Monty and Gigi and help them secure the location. Protect them as if you were protecting our king. Dee, you can come with me."

      Time Bomb cleared his throat. "Wherever Drag goes, I go."

      "Then it's settled," Baz said. "The four of us will go on foot, find a vehicle, and we'll meet the rest of you in St. Louis."

      The tunnels, built by witches, were well-stocked with dry goods, bottled water, guns, knives, and grenades. The usual thing you'd expect to see in an underground bunker. Time Bomb and I geared up, and I packed some extra jerky, dried fruits and nuts, and some candy rope in my backpack. I felt like a hungry kid at camp.

      "We can stop and grab a burger on the way there," Time Bomb said.

      I nodded but glanced at Baz, thinking someone might get a bit peckish sooner rather than later. "I like to be prepared," I said. "Besides, it's been a minute since lunch." I bit into a red rope and chewed to make my point. "Mmmm."

      Time Bomb chuckled. "Fair point."

      When it was time to go, Gigi took me aside. "Do you trust him?" she asked.

      I watched Baz give last-minute instructions to his team and nodded. "I do."

      "Well, I trust you," she said. "Be careful, Drag." She handed me a satellite walkie-talkie "And stay in contact. I'll tap the mic button twice when we arrive at the safe house. If I hit it only once, it's been compromised. You and Time Bomb are to get as far from the action as possible and contact Shirley."

      Shirley was our council contact. "And if she's the traitor?"

      Gigi shook her head. "I don't believe that for a minute, but Goddess help us all if I'm wrong."

      Gigi and Monty stood with Blue and Damon. In a flash, they vanished.

      A few seconds later the walkie-talkie squawked twice. I sighed with relief. "They made it."

      Baz nodded. "Let's go."
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      We made quick work, moving silently through the woods until we reached the nearest highway. We were on 19 Road, about seven miles from Steelville. From there, we could find a car to steal and make our way to St. Louis.  Turned out, we didn't have to walk the whole way. Dee, who was extremely leggy and gorgeous, managed to thumb down a truck driver, who gave us a ride into town.

      She and Time Bomb found a green Suburban parked at the far in the Walmart parking lot for us to borrow.

      It was an older model and didn’t have an alarm. Time Bomb smashed the back window, reached into the front driver side, and unlocked the doors.

      We all waited expectantly for someone to jump into the driver seat and take the wheel. When no one did, I asked, "Who knows how to hotwire a truck?"

      The answer was no one. Not a single one of us knew anything about stealing vehicles. "We are all trained field agents, here," I said. "How can none of you know how to hotwire a car." I frowned at my three companions. "Maybe this was something we all should have discussed, you know, before we smashed the freaking window out."

      Time Bomb grimaced. "Can't you just use your magic, Drag?" He wiggled his fingers. "Higgledy-piggledy, and all that."

      "That doesn't mean what you think it means," Dee said.

      Time Bomb curled his lip at her.

      "Play nice, children." I waved my hand. "I'll give it a try. Let's just hope I don't blow us up." The Latin spell that opened the portal was the magic I'd used that hadn't backfired on me since meeting Baz. "Twinkle, twinkle little star, I'll kiss your ass if you start this car."

      The engine roared into life.

      "It worked!" Time Bomb said. He climbed into the back seat.

      "Aren't you driving?" I asked.

      "Oh, right." He laughed. "I forgot you failed your driver's test. How many times now?"

      "Shut up." He had not forgotten at all! "It's not my fault the guy giving the test is a cretin."

      "In his defense, you were the one who chose to turn down a one-way street the wrong way. Twice."

      "Har har. Laugh it up," I said, as he scooted out of the back seat, tempered glass particles showering the asphalt. He'd been trying to save me from landing in the worst seat. I lightly punched his arm as he passed me. All forgiven now.

      I pointed the shattered glass. "Eenie, Meenie, Minie, go," I commanded, and they all disappeared.  I grinned, pleased my magic wasn't failing me.

      Dee rode up front with Time Bomb, and Baz sat in back with me. "Why nursery rhymes?" he asked when we were safely out of town with our stolen SUV.

      "My gram used to recite them to me all the time when I was little. She loved the old ones, especially the ones that were really dark and grim. I guess I use them because they’re easy to remember, and they remind me of her."

      "She's dead now?"

      I nodded. "She was killed in rogue warlock terrorist attack against our village." Even though I couldn't feel the sheer power involved, I scratched my arms at the memory. "I felt it coming, but I didn't do anything to warn them."

      "Did you know?"

      I shook my head. "No. I was still too young to understand what my gift was showing me."

      "Then it wasn't your fault." He held his hand out to me, palm up, and I intertwined my fingers with his. "You couldn't have done a thing that would have made a difference."

      "My gram would have said the same," I told him.

      "She sounds like a smart woman."

      "We're a mile from a Flying J," Time Bomb said. "Anyone need a pee break?"

      Now that he'd mentioned it... "I really do."

      Time Bomb chuckled. "Your bladder is almost as predictable as your stomach," he said.

      Before he could even put on his blinker, fiery pellets of death rained down on us from out of nowhere! The tiny nuclear balls burned through the roof of the truck dropping onto the seats.

      "Goddess fuck-nuts!" Time bomb shouted as he slammed on the breaks. The truck swerved and fishtailed, then a front tire blew. We flipped into a ditch.

      The horn blared, and the seat belt was the only thing keeping me from dropping onto the roof. I looked around, my vision foggy, pain searing my thighs and my arms where the burning projectiles had punched into my skin and muscle.

      "Baz..." I said. "Time Bomb..." Neither of them answered. Hands were grasping at me. Then someone must have cut the seatbelt because I slammed down hard. "Ow." Something hard fell out of my jacket next to my hand. It was the satellite radio.

      "She's awake," someone said. "Inject her before she can cast."

      I felt a minor stab in my neck, and then the droning of bees as my shields went down. With my last ounce of effort, I hit the mike button once on the radio, and then I felt absolutely nothing as I passed out.
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      The dank scent infiltrated my nose and woke me. I sat up straight, and blurrily, studied my strange surroundings when I woke up made me sit up straight. Where were Time Bomb, Baz, and Dee? I couldn't feel any magic, which meant, Baz was near. I let the relief of that revelation wash through me before I tried standing. Whatever drug they'd injected into my neck made me feel woozy and nauseated.

      "Baz?" I called. "Time Bomb?" I hoped one of them would answer, but I got nothing back. I gave my eyes a second to adjust. My stomach clenched when I saw the writing on the walls. It was the same scribbles and markings that had been in the vampire trap. I worried if I used magic, it would trigger an alarm, or worse, it might kill me. After all, a simple translocation spell had almost fried my ass.

      Light had been okay. Did I risk it? And if I did, would I also risk exposing myself? After all, these were modern-day Saturn dudes, and they might have used some ancient cave to trap us the first time, but this dungeon felt a little more modern. Not much, mind you. I decided the risk was worth it. "Hickory Dickory, dark. Grow and glow my little spark."

      Nothing happened. Then I noticed the MAN, a Magic Animism Nullifier, cuffed to my non-dominant hand. It took the power of one hundred witches chanting on a blue moon to create a single bracelet, so I knew they'd probably stolen mine from my bag and slapped it on me. A weapon of convenience. Maybe that's why they hadn't bothered to restrain me. They knew with the bracelet on and no way to get it off without the key, I'd be as useless as a mundane.

      I kept my hand on the wall and walked the perimeter until I stumbled onto a shadowy form on the ground near the far wall. It was still. Dead.

      "Baz?" Goddess, no! I rushed to his side and placed my hand on his arm. He was naked. Why would they take his clothing? They hadn't taken mine. Then I saw the rivulets of silver running down his back and across his thighs. Those mother-dicking-Saturn creeps had tortured him.

      I shook him. "Baz?" He wasn't breathing, and I couldn't feel a pulse, telling me absolutely nothing, considering as a vampire he didn't need air and his heart didn't beat. He still had his head. That was a good sign, right? Vampires couldn't be killed if they still had their heads.

      I dug my fingers into his forearms. "Bazyli," I pleaded. "Please wake up. Don't leave me like this. Not like this." I barely knew Baz, but my magic greeted him like a long lost lover. This felt different—not like my usual witch magic.

      Necromancy.

      I searched for him with my newly discovered gift, hoping the MAN wouldn't block my darker ability, the thing I now believed to be part of some necromancy gene passed down to me from my foremothers. If I could affect him with my necro-power, maybe I could reach whatever dark hole his unconscious had sunk into and bring him back to me.

      I probed, prodded, examined, and searched him until I'd nearly given up. Whatever they'd used on Baz had made him no better than a corpse. But then I felt it. The warmth of his spark. The light that some called a soul. For all I knew, it was his vampire parasite, but I didn't really care at this point. I wanted, no, I needed, Baz to be whole.

      "Wake for me," I whispered. "Live for me."

      Baz's eyes fluttered open, and he gasped in a breath. His eyes were the color of day-old blood, rusty brown. His mouth dropped open, and his fangs slid down then back, next his eyes widened as the dirty, faded red drained out and was replaced with gold.

      "Drag," he said. He touched my cheek. "Are you hurt? You're crying."

      I wiped at the tears that fell freely now. "I'm okay," I told him. "We're both okay."

      "Where are we?"

      "That's a great question. One that I don't have the answer for. But I thought you might be able to help us in that department. There's lettering all over this place like there was in the cave. Maybe you can find us a way out."  I kissed him because I'd never been so scared to lose someone in all my life. "I can try that open sesame Latin spell from before."

      He quirked a smile at me. "You knew the end was open sesame. I added it for some pizazz."

      "I thought that might be the case. I took Latin in college back in the seventies," I told him. "It was more prevalent back then."

      He sat up with my help. "I feel so strange," Baz said. He pressed his palm to his chest. "What? This can't be?"

      "What can't be?"

      "My heart. It's beating."

      Uh oh. "Uhm. Can that happen spontaneously in a vampire? You know, without any encouragement from, say, a desperate witch?"

      He stared at me. "You mean a witch who is also a necromancer?"

      "That too." I hadn't even wondered when he'd gasped for breath what it might mean. Had I changed a vampire back to human? Did Baz want to be human? And if he didn't, would he ever forgive me for fucking up his immortality? "I was freaking out. You weren't responsive. I couldn't even feel your little bug squirming around. So, I gave it a little push."

      "And what did you push it to do?"

      "To wake up," I said. "That's it."

      "Nothing else."

      Oh, damn. "And to live. No. I'm sorry, Baz. I wasn't trying to change you, honest. I only wanted you to not be dead."

      "But I have been dead for well over a hundred years, Drag. I'm used to it." He stood up and pulled me into his arms. "I'm not mad at you. Let's find a way out of this and see if the effects can be reversed."

      "I suck."

      He gave me a cheeky grin. "Do you know? Maybe you’re more vamp than witch."

      "Or maybe I'm just a tramp," I said. Which was absolute bollocks. Since I couldn't get close enough to ninety-nine percent of all men to live the tramp-fantasy, a love life had been virtually impossible. Until now.

      "We’ll test both theories later," he told me. He searched the room quickly after his eyes adjusted to the dark. "I think it has the same open spell."

      "I do like predictable bad guys," I said. "Hold on to me." Baz wrapped his arms around me as I stretched out my power to flood the room. "Sapientia enim vocationem. Aperta sesamae."

      Instead of being sucked into a black vortex, this time a hole big enough to pass through formed in the wall as light poured in from the corridor on the other side.

      "Let's find Time Bomb and Dee, and get the hell out of here," I said.

      "If Dee is... Can you?"

      "You'd want me to bring her back? Like I did for you?"

      "Yes," he told me.

      "I'm... you must really care for her." I felt a twinge of jealousy.

      "Like you must care for Time Bomb."

      "Oh, so like a brother?"

      "Not exactly," Baz said. After checking to make sure the coast was clear, we stepped outside the room. "Only kings can make multiple vampires, but all royalty is those who are the first nine to be turned by a king. They are each allowed one person to claim. Dee was mine."

      "She's your daughter, then?"

      He nodded. "Yes, she is."

      "I'll do what I can, Baz. I promise. But first, we have to find them."

      We moved quickly but quietly. I tried the open sesame spell on every single wall we passed that might have a room on the other side. I couldn't believe how big the building was, and to have all these stone walls, it made me wonder if we had been somehow transported to a European castle. We heard voices, and since both of us were trained for security, we had little trouble communicating with hand gestures.

      We prepared to take down anyone who turned the corner on our hallway, but the voices stopped about fifteen feet away.

      "We should have kept the Shifter," I heard one of the men say. "I would have loved to know exactly what it is about their teeth and claws that make them effective weapons against the night creatures."

      "It wasn't worth it," the other man said. "The woman was awake, and she had yanked him free of the SUV. I'm not sure we couldn't have gotten near enough to either of them without losing several of our operatives."

      My relief was palpable. Dee and Time Bomb hadn't been taken. Dee had protected him. I nodded back to Baz. The tension had eased around his mouth.

      The men kept talking. "We were lucky to get the big prize, though. The heir to the throne, now that all his brothers and sisters are dead, and a witch who works for the council. You can't buy this kind of leverage."

      "I don't want leverage," his compatriot said. "I want them dead. All of them. Vampires, witches, and Shifters." He spat. "They are a plague on humanity."

      "Humans first," his buddy said.

      "Humans first," he agreed.

      And I'd had exactly enough of their asshole ideology to fuel my rage. I rounded the corner with Baz on my tail to see the two jerk-wad-bigoted-buttheads sitting at a Goddess-damned table in an open area with a refrigerator, microwave, sink, coffee machine, and crappy honor box full of off-brand snacks. This was a damned break room, and the two idiots, one bald, the other, a chubby fellow with yellow-blond hair, were sipping lattes and nibbling on bran muffins.

      "Hey, Dumb and Dumber, both of you can fuck right off." I lunged across the table, grabbed a plastic fork from Dumber's plate, and stabbed Dumb in the eyeball with it. His chair slammed back with my effort, effectively throwing him to the floor. I stomped him hard in the chest to knock the wind from him, then kicked him in the head once, rendering him unconscious. I looked up to see Baz with his arm wrapped around the front of Dumber's chest, and he was biting the dude's neck.

      "Gross," I said. "You have no idea where that guy's neck has been." Then I smiled. "And hey, you still have your fangs. That's good news, right?"

      Baz let go of the guy and laughed. He looked at my guy on the ground. "The old plastic fork in the eye trick." Then to the man he'd just bitten, he said, "Now, my good man, why don't you give me your clothes, you're access pass, and keys to your car."

      "Yes," Dumber said. "I will give you my clothes, my pass, and my car."

      "I love a compliant fanatic, don't you?" Baz asked.

      "You know his clothes are going to be big for you."

      He considered the problem for a moment. "Do you know where our things are?"

      "Yes," the guy said in a monotone drone. "They are in the safe room."

      "Go get them and bring them back here as quickly as you can. Don't let anyone stop you."

      "Yes." Dumber nodded. "I won't let anyone stop me."

      After the yellow-haired buffoon left the room, I looked at baldy, lying on the ground behind the table. "You know, they probably have good reason to fear us."

      Baz's expression darkened. "We didn't start this," he said. "They did. Now, all we can do is finish it."

      "Like before," I said. "How's that been working out for you?"

      Baz sighed. "I'll give the solution more thought."

      I smiled. "And that's why they pay you the big bucks."
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      Dumber had been surprisingly efficient. He'd even brought me the key to the MAN. The blood that Baz had taken from the guy healed up his wounds and expelled the silver. He dressed, and we let the guy walk us right out of the place. It turned out we had been held in a pharmacy company building that was both a castle and a business in the hills just outside of Camdenton. Baz had to bite a few people along the way, of course, because the place had security guards everywhere.

      I couldn't believe how efficient he was between biting and hypnotizing. I'm not going to lie—watching him work made my lady parts sing. It was surprisingly bright in the parking lot, but Baz seemed to really enjoy the sunshine. Dumber drove a blue hatchback. One of those smart cars that got great gas mileage but moved at a snail's pace.

      "We're going to have to dump this piece of crap," I told Baz. "Not because it's slow, but because all these gadgets mean we'll be easier to find."

      "And it's slow," Baz said.

      "Yes." I nodded. "I'm glad we're on the same page." Among our items hadn't been the satellite phone, our only means of communication with the team. "We can't risk calling Gigi or Monty," I said. "These assholes seem to stay one step ahead of us, and we can't risk the safety of our people to make contact."

      "My people are gone," Baz said. "I don't have anyone to call now."

      I remembered the two jerks, bragging about his brothers and sisters being killed. “I'm sorry about your siblings."

      He nodded, his fingers tightening on the steering wheel. "What's our next move?"

      "We find a payphone and call Shirley, let her know our status, then we get as far from the payphone as we can before hell rains down on us again."

      "Do payphones even exist anymore?"

      "These are small towns, so maybe. If we can't find a payphone, any landline will do."

      "Do you have her number?"

      I dug my wallet from my vest and pulled out her card. Shirley Brothers and a phone number were printed on one side. "Got it."

      Baz had been right. Finding a payphone was like searching for the Holy Grail. We'd finally settled on knocking on a few doors in the smaller townships until a sweet old lady named Wilma Perkins let us borrow her phone. She used her cellphone for calling, but her life alert button and cable box were tied to her landline. I know this because she explained it in great detail.

      The woman on the other end of the line said. "How can I help you?"

      "This is RMCA field Agent Angharad Jones, today's code is Mockingjay." Shirley was a Hunger Games fan.

      "Nightlock berry," she said as a challenge.

      "Get ready for the reaping," I answered.

      "This isn't protocol, Drag. Why are you calling me?"

      "Gigi is in a safe house. Any contact I try to make will compromise her and the team."

      Shirley didn't say anything for a moment then asked, "What's your status?"

      "I have Bazyli Delgados Ravenblood. The new leader of the Ravenbloods, if the rumors about his brothers and sisters are true."

      Shirley clucked her tongue. "They are."

      "The Saturn guys--"

      "The who?" she asked.

      "The sabbatianoí," Baz said.

      "I heard him," Shirley replied. "They are extinct."

      "Not anymore. They are back, and they have allies."

      "Shifters?" she asked.

      "No. They have born necromancers working for them. I'm pretty sure that's how they're managing to kill the vampires without Shifters."

      "Do you have any cash?" she asked.

      I looked in my wallet. "Eight dollars and thirteen cents."

      "I have five hundred," Baz said.

      I raised a brow at him.

      "I usually have more, but I didn't think I would need it."

      "That'll do," Shirley said. "You two find a cash-only motel to hunker down in while I try to figure out what's going on. Call me tomorrow at nine a.m. for your orders."

      "Yes, ma'am," I told her.

      "Would you two like some thumbprint cookies?" the elderly woman asked. "I make them with blackberry jam."

      "Mmm." I took one and died happily as it practically melted in my mouth. "That's a good cookie," I said, letting the crumbs fly where they may. "Try one," I said to Baz.

      He flashed me fang.

      I tapped his chest. "I bet other things are working as well."

      Baz considered me for a moment then nodded. "Why not?" He picked up a cookie and took a bite. His expression turned from curious to confused to delight. His eyebrows raised. "That's so good," he said.

      "Well, you two should take some for the road," Wilma said.
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      Baz was still munching on Wilma's baked goods when we checked into the El Rancho Resort outside Boonville, Missouri. We'd changed vehicles twice, the latest, an old farm truck, was by far the hardest to track. Even so, we parked around back by another old truck, making it the only two vehicles in the parking lot.

      "Welcome to our chalet," Baz said as he opened the outside door to room 205. We'd taken a top floor room facing the road so we could see who was coming and who was going.

      The manager, a middle-aged fellow named Ralph with a scraggly beard and porcupine hair, didn't even blink when we asked him about cash. He simply asked, "For the night or for the hour?"

      We rented for the night. Forty-five dollars for the stay with a hundred dollar security deposit, refundable at check out, minus any room expenses, like pay-per-porn, using the phone or drinking the not-so-complimentary bottle of water sitting on the television stand that doubled for a desk. "You sure know how to sweep a woman off her feet," I replied.

      The room had two double beds with blue bedspreads made of some kind of rough polyester. I took the bed on the right, nearest the door, and instantly stripped the blue atrocity off and onto the floor. Baz raised a questioning brow.

      "I'm sure most hotels clean all their bedding, but this doesn't look like it would be one of them."

      He laughed. "I'm going to shower."

      I wanted to volunteer to join him, but we were being hunted, and that meant, we would have to stay vigilant unless we wanted to end up back in some dungeon. We'd gotten lucky this time and the last, I wasn't sure the Saturn guys would be stupid a third time.

      "I'll take first watch, then," I said.

      There had been a single wooden chair in front of the desk that held the television. I put it over by the window and cracked the curtain enough for me to see out, but not enough for anyone to see in.

      My watch was a snore-fest. Not a single soul walked past our room. And no new vehicles entered the motel parking lot. Baz came out of the bathroom with the tiniest of towels draped around his waist, and I mentally beat myself up for not joining him.

      "That was really strange," he said. "I don't remember heated showers feeling that good."

      "They felt different when you were... You know. Dead?"

      "Yes." He rubbed a small hand towel over his hair to dry it, and I wiped the drool from the corners of my mouth as I watched the muscles of his alabaster chest bunch and shift. He had a smattering of black hair between his pecs that created a line all the way down to below the towel. I knew from when we were escaping that the line went much lower, but I'd been in "save our asses" mode at the time and hadn't been able to really appreciate just how well his body was built.

      "Adonis really does fit you," I said.

      "You think Aphrodite would have chosen me as her one true love," he said, his voice dropping an octave.

      "Uh-hmm. Yep." Porno music began to play loudly, and I thought it was in my head until Baz started laughing.

      He sat on the end of my bed. "Our neighbors needed a little mood music, apparently." He gestured toward the bathroom. "I'll take watch now if you want to shower."

      I nodded, afraid I'd abandon all professionalism if I said anything else.

      The hot water didn't last. I quickly washed my hair and my body as the initial scald turned tepid to cool, managing to get out right before it reached freezing. I stepped out onto the bathmat and froze. Where were the towels? Had there been any towels? I cursed myself for not paying attention.

      "Sorry," Baz said. "You'll probably need this." He took the towel from his waist and handed it to me. His thick erection flopped away from his abdomen, pointing in my direction.

      I'd never seen anything like that big on a Michelangelo statue. I stepped forward off the towel, and my foot slid across the wet tile in an action so quick, that the only thing that kept me from doing the splits was banging my toes on the commode. “Shit! Ow, piss-hate-damn.”

      Baz was there before I could get myself right. He hauled me up onto my feet. I was acutely aware of his skin pressing against my skin and all the wonderful sensations that went along with it.

      He smoothed my moppy-wet hair back from my eyes. “Are you all right?”

      In his arms, the pain was gone. The pain of magic, the pain of my childhood, and the pain in my big toe. "I'm perfect," I said.

      "You certainly are," he agreed.

      I laced my fingers behind his neck. "Who's watching for the bad guys?"

      He smiled. "They can watch themselves for a minute."

      "Oh. It will only take a minute, huh?"

      Baz dipped his head and nipped my lower lip. "Maybe a little longer."

      "A girl can only dream."

      I squealed when he picked me up and swung me around, knocking the complimentary packaged soap off the vanity. “Cripes! This bathroom is tiny.”

      I rubbed my wet center against his stomach and kissed him right below the ear. "There's a perfectly good bed in the other room."

      "It'll take too long," Baz said. He kissed me, the heat of his mouth setting my libido on fire. He set me on the counter, spreading my legs with one hand, while his other sought my waiting heat. “You’re incredibly wet,” he murmured.

      "I'm incredibly horny," I said. After all, it had been never since the last time I'd had sex.

      “I'm incredibly lucky.” He slid a finger inside me, then two, sliding in and out, doing something tricky with his fingertips that sent shivers of ecstasy washing through my groin. I leaned back, my breath coming hard and quick as he kissed his way down my neck, my breasts, my stomach, and finally, dear Goddess... Finally!

      His tongue twirled and tugged, flicking and sucking my aching nub as his fingers continued to thrust inside me. I've had orgasms before. Like lots. I mean, I have multiple vibrators ranging from the bullet all the way up to Boogie Nights, and I've gotten really good at giving myself pleasure over the years. However, the tension in my body right now as it coiled and uncoiled, expanding and contracting, and threatening to explode was like nothing I'd ever experienced.

      "Up, up," I panted. "In me. In me now."

      I liked a man who could take orders, and I didn't have to tell Baz twice. He moved up my body and sank his tongue into my mouth as he impaled me with his rigid shaft.

      We both cried out as my necromancy unexpectedly washed over me until I could feel everything he was experiencing, and by the look in his eyes, I think the same thing was happening to him.

      "What is that?" he asked, his breath shallow and ragged.

      "It's me," I said. Then I shook my head. "It's us. Oh, Goddess," I cried out, as he drove his hips against me. My necromancy allowed me to feel the intense, frenzied ecstasy that Baz felt with every thrust, while also experiencing the gratification of being taken by a man I seriously could love.

      "Angharad," Baz said. "My beautiful Welsh princess. My queen." He kissed my neck, his tongue dancing over my pulse, his teeth grazing the skin, but never crossing the line to fang.

      But I wanted him inside me. All of him. "Bite me," I commanded. And he did.

      Endorphins rushed through me as my blood went into his mouth, into my mouth, and it was not about hunger, at least not the kind most thought about when it came to vampires. No, his bite was lust and passion. Desire in its purest form. I moaned as I stretched back to that more of his torso was touching more of mine. Baz moved from my neck to my breast, still moving inside me, and he bit down just above my nipple.

      An orgasm exploded inside me as Baz threw his head back, buried his shaft deep with one final thrust, and shattered to his own climax. Which, of course, sent me into another orgasm, trigging me to come again. It happened a few more times, in smaller less intense bursts, until the orgasms finally subsided.

      Baz and I collapsed in a sweaty heap on the sink, the faucet digging into my ass, as he slowly withdrew.

      His eyes were bright red when he finally looked up at me. "Is that what women mean when they say multiple orgasms?"

      I bit my lower lip then laughed. There was a hole in the wall behind him. "We're not getting our deposit back."
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      Baz held me all night, well, in between a lot of snogging, and it was the most peace I'd ever felt. "Do you realize this is the first time I've ever been with anyone? My ability never allowed me a real relationship. Every other man I've ever even considered made my skin crawl whenever I felt any kind of desire for them. I can't keep my shields up when I'm in lust, apparently."

      "You're a virgin?" Baz asked.

      "That's your takeaway?" I laughed. "Technically, yes, I'm a virgin. I've never had a man or a woman pop my cherry. But here's the thing. Mechanical boyfriends never gave me the heebie-jeebies, so I guess you can say, I popped my own cherry many, many years ago."

      Baz grinned that secret grin that men sometimes did when they felt a sense of smugness.

      "All right, fang-boy." I patted his chest. "I'll let you have this one. You rocked my little virgin world."

      "I'll take it," he said and kissed my forehead.

      Baz was extremely good looking and didn't have all the magical hindrances that I did. I couldn't help but wonder about the string of women he must have had all over the place. "Do you have many lovers?"

      "Over the years," he said. "But not in the recent past."

      "How recent?"

      "Ten years ago, now. A vampire doesn't have the same desire for sex as for blood. Until you came along, I'd started to lose interest. That happens in vampires over a hundred years old. Apparently, the sex drive eventually goes completely dormant."

      "That's probably what makes old vampires evil," I said. "When you stop caring about sex, plotting to rule the world is the next logical step."

      Baz laughed. "You're probably right. My sire was pretty diabolical toward the end. But he was over a thousand years old by the time he had true death."

      "How did it happen?"

      "He decided he wanted to keep an alpha werelion as a pet. They both died in the taming process."

      "Ouch."

      "Uh huh." He stroked my hair.

      "How do you feel about me starting your heart?" I asked.

      "I'm not sure, yet. But mostly, I feel all right about it." He rubbed his belly. "The cookies were delicious, and I can't remember sex ever feeling quite that wonderful."

      "If your body is alive, does that mean you're not a vampire anymore?"

      "I still have fangs, and my ability to mesmerize is intact. Also, feeding healed my wounds, so I'm pretty sure the thing that makes me a vampire is still alive in me as well."

      "I'm still sorry. You shouldn't have life-altering choices made for you by a reckless necromancer."

      "A reckless necromancer who did it because she thought I was dying a true death." He brushed my lips with his. "If it had been you, and I had the ability to bring you back from the brink of death, I would do it."

      I smiled. "You did do it," I told him. "In the cave. You kept those breaths in your lungs so that I would have a last chance when the air finally ran out."

      "It was a little thing."

      "It was everything," I corrected him. "And if I didn't say it before. Thank you."

      "Do you think Dee and your partner are with the others at Gigi's safe house?"

      "I hope so. You really care about her, don't you?"

      "I love her," he said plainly.

      "Were you two an item once? Is that why you chose to turn her?"

      His smile thinned, and he shook his head. "No. Dee is my child."

      "I understand the whole sire-vampling relationship. What was she before that?"

      "My child," he said again. "From before. When I was still human. I married a lovely girl named Solbetta. She had been arranged for me by our parents. She was earnest. A little serious, but likable. So, I agreed to the marriage. She got pregnant in our second year together but died during childbirth. I gave her the name Desma. My pledge to Solbetta that I would care for the babe until the day I died."

      "And then you died," I said.

      He nodded. "I watched Desma grow into a wild and wonderful child. She got her mother's eyes, but my rebellious streak. When she was twenty, my father, who had been raising her, offered her up to a neighboring rival as a way to form a truce. Desma began to whither. I couldn't stand to watch, so I offered her a way out."

      "She was only twenty when you turned her?"

      "No, she left with me from my father's estate, but wasn't ready to take the turn for another eight years."

      "Does she know she's your daughter? Your real daughter?"

      He nodded. "But she has also been my closest friend."

      "I'm glad she made it out of the car," I said.

      "I'm glad your friend Time Bomb is safe as well."

      The phone on the nightstand lit up as a harsh braaaaang! sounded, reminding me this was no time to be caught with my pants down.

      I scrambled from the bed, tugging my clothes on, while Baz answered the call.

      "Yes," he said. "Okay. I'll meet you in the parking lot." He hung up the phone.

      "Was that the sweaty manager?"

      Baz shook his head. "It's my uncle. He's here with an escort to take us to safety."

      "Your uncle?"

      "Rogerio," Baz said. "He's one of those thousand-year-old vampires we were talking about. He was first in line after my father, and now, if it's true that I'm am the last of my father's line, then Roggerio is first in line to the throne after me."

      "Don't forget that an aged-out libido means they have to get their jollies elsewhere." I gave him a what's up nod and sniffed. "World domination, baby."

      Baz chuckled, but not like he found my observations amusing.

      "Do you trust him?"

      "He's family," Baz said.

      "Yeah, but do you trust him?"

      Baz was quiet for a moment.

      "I'm going to take that as a no." I put on my weapons vest and loaded it up with the gear I'd taken from the bunker. "Do you think he's working with the Saturn assholes, or is he simply taking advantage of a bad situation?"

      "Most likely the latter," he said.

      I threw my arms around him. "I won't let anything happen to you," I told him.

      He cuddled me back. "Isn't that supposed to be my line?"

      "If it makes you feel better," I said. More seriously, I added, "I don't want this to be the last time I'm in your arms."

      "Don't worry," he said. "I won't let anything happen to me either."

      "That actually makes me feel better."

      "Chances are, my uncle is here to help. I might be paranoid."

      "Paranoid is a sane man's fire alarm," I said.

      "What's that supposed to even mean?"

      "It means it's not paranoia if people are out to get you."

      "How do we play this?" he asked.

      "I'm muscle," I told him. "You're the team leader. You give me some ass to kick, and I'll kick it."

      "I told him I'd meet him out back, but if he's here for a nefarious purpose, he'll most likely have someone watching the front of the motel. Wait for a count of one minute before you leave. Stay low. I'll leave the door open, so they won't see it swing when you exit."

      I nodded.  "Let's do this."

      It was dark out, and the outdoor lights on the second-floor walkway cast a myriad of shadows. Vampires were excellent at hiding in the shadows.

      I hunkered down the floor near the door with a silver fragment grenade. It wouldn't kill any rogue vampires, but it would slow them down. I threw up my shields, not wanting to risk another meltdown of my ability without Baz near me, and waited for a minute, well, thirty-nine seconds, which in my estimation was close enough. Then I low crawled out the door, trying to blend with the shadows like a master vamp, and doing fairly well at it.

      Or so I thought.

      "You," a man said from the stairwell. "Stand up." He was holding an AR-15 assault rifle, so I did as I was told. I was fast, but not fast enough to outrun a spray of bullets.

      "I think I dropped a contact," I said lamely. "There it is." I pretended to pick something up from the concrete walk before I stood, but really, I'd pulled the pin on the grenade. "See I said," holding up the ring with my non-dominant left hand. "Here it is." With my right hand, I gave the grenade a toss then I ran as the explosion shot silver everywhere. The man with the gun screamed, bullets ripping into the air briefly before he went silent.

      It wouldn't take long for the vampire to recover, so I ran past him. Only, he wasn't moving at all, and there was so much blood. A lot more than I expected with a vampire unless he'd drained a whole human right before he'd arrived. His eyes were open, his pupils fixed and dilated, and not a drop of red in them. This was not a vampire. The man wore a ring on his right middle finger, silver, confirming again. Not a vampire. There was the same Akkadian writing we'd seen in the cave.

      "Oh, Baz," I whispered. It wasn't just his uncle who'd found us. The Saturn boys had probably been tracking the old man the entire time, and the fool led them straight to us. I dug the satellite walkie-talkie out of my bag. This wasn't a coup d'etat. It was an ambush.

      I held down the mic button. "Two Ninety. State Route W. Boonville, Missouri. Agent Drag Jones requires back-up. Unknown number of hostile vampire hunters and possible hostile vampires at location. Translocate one mile out and come in silent. Out."

      I sighed with some relief when Gigi's voice sounded through the speaker. "On our way. Out."

      Now that the cavalry was coming, I made my way around the backside of the hotel to the no longer empty parking lot. Baz and his uncle stood inside a circle of armed men who didn't seem to be threatening them. On the contrary, they appeared to be protecting them. They must have heard the grenade blast and gone on the defensive.

      "Take him!" the man in the circle with Baz shouted. "Take them all."

      A slew of men in green and brown camouflage gear poured out from the trees that backed up to the hotel into the well-lit parking lot. The vampires in the circle acted as if they were frozen in place as five guys in hooded robes walked out from the crowd of hunters. They raised their arms, and I saw glowing letters cut into their skin as their sleeves fell away.

      I opened myself a little to their power, and under the current of human buzzing, I felt a brief moment of joy that magic so perfectly, for once, matched the harmony of my own. My joy was short-lived. These were necromancers, not my people. My people consisted of my team and Baz.

      And these asshats wanted to kill my people.
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      I don't know who was more surprised, me, the necromancers, or Baz's uncle when Baz punched Rogerio in his handsome, smug face. I don't think they expected Baz to be able to resist their undead binding spell, but Baz was no longer undead. He was alive and fighting in the most glorious manner. I was captivated by his fluid grace as he took on the eight hunters who had charged him.

      "That's my guy." I ran to the staircase, eager to jump into the fight. But then I realized, most of the bad guys here were not vampires, which meant, my witch magic was sufficient to take them down. I readied a fireball in both my hands and lobbed them toward the panicking unit of men. Screams and cries of pain rose up like a chaotic chorus, and frankly, I could listen to it all day. But I wouldn't. These were dumb ass humans on a dumb ass quest, and if they could run, I should probably let them.

      But not the bathrobe guys, they were part of my world, which meant, they had to live by supernatural rules. First, do no harm. Wait, no, that was doctors. It was something like that, and while they might not be witches, they were definitely doing bad shit and needed to be stopped.

      I threw two more fireballs in the directions of the necromancers, but my defensive magic bounced away from them when they waved their hands as if they were swatting at plastic bubbles.

      "Well, screw a gnome." That hadn't worked at all.

      "The net!" I heard a woman screech. "Stretch it wide enough to cast!" I looked up to where the voice had come from and saw, to my utter amazement, Shirley Brothers riding a broom. She was holding one corner of a silvery woven net, and the other three corners were being held by three other council witches. "Drop it now!" Shirley commanded.

      The net dropped covering all five of the necromancers, who tried without success to break free.

      "Now, now, now!" Shirley yelled.

      That must have been the rallying cry, because Time Bomb, in full bear-scary, roared around the corner of the motel, pouncing on top of necromancers, stomping and clawing over the net without mercy. Baz staggered forward. His hand clutching his heart, and my stomach sank as blood, lots of it, covered his shirt.

      "Baz!" I leaped over the second-floor railing and hit the parking lot at a run. Gigi and Monty, along with a really tall, dark-haired stranger were effectively dispatching and corralling the Saturday crazies. The vampires that had been frozen were free now, but they looked too confused to be of any use.

      I rushed to Baz's side and choked on a sob when I saw the silver stake impaling the left side of his chest.

      "Baz. Goddess help me. Bazyli. Cripes. How did this happen?"

      "You made him mortal, you simpleton," a sinister voice said. I turned sharply to see Rogerio standing over me. "It made it so much easier than I imagined to kill him."

      "Why?" I asked. "Why do this to Baz? You're a vampire? Why would you side with these humans against your own kind?"

      "My own kind," he hissed. "Vampires are not my own kind. I was a sabbatianoí, blessed by divine Saturn himself to rid the world of these abominations. And they wiped us out, all of us. My sire thought it was justice to turn a few of us, but it wasn't justice. It was cruelty. To live a thousand years, knowing it was at the expense of my brothers was too horrible for words."

      "Why now? Your sire doesn't even exist anymore? Your revenge is hollow."

      He laughed. "You such a child in your thinking, witch. Or is it necromancer? Both, I believe. This isn't revenge. I have spent the last five hundred years rebuilding my army."

      I looked around at the carnage and the chaos. "Your army has fallen apart."

      He sighed. "That is the problem with humans. The next time around, I'll make vampires who kill vampires." He smiled. "After all, in a few minutes, I'll be king."

      "I think you’re jumping the line, brother," the tall guy who had come in with Gigi and Monty said. "I'm still here, and if you want my crown, you'll have to pry it from my head." The tall guy tackled Uncle Asshole, and they went rolling away in a fight for supremacy.

      Baz coughed, blood dripping from his lips. I cradled him. "I need a healer! Monty!" I rocked Baz in my arms. "I need a healer."

      His fingers twitched against my hand. "Love...you," he said.

      "Shut up, you great fool. Now is not the time for declarations. Save it for when we get you better."

      "Dying," Baz wheezed. He coughed again.

      "Don't make me punch you," I told him, as every bit of fear I'd ever felt magnified a bazillion times infinity inside me.

      He chuckled then hacked and hacked. "Don't make me laugh," he said.

      "I'm trying to make you live!" and I was, but neither my witch nor my necromancer magic was doing anything to make his heart beat faster or stronger. Impulsively, I  yanked out the silver.

      Baz groaned with pain.

      "Pain means you're alive, Baz. It means you're alive."

      "I'm sorry," he whispered.

      "For what?"

      "For not keeping my promise. I'm sorry I couldn't keep me safe for you." A hiss left his chest, and his sightless, golden eyes stared at the night sky. His pupils were dilated and fixed. His heartbeat was gone. Death.

      True death.

      "No!" I screamed as the pain of loss ripped through me. Tears scalded my cheeks as I hugged Baz against my chest. "Goddess!" I cried out. "Not this." The next words were a whimper. "Not this."

      Gigi was at my side. "What's--" She gripped my shoulder. "I'm sorry, Drag. I'm so very sorry."

      A choking sob wrenched from me. "I didn't tell him," I said.

      "Tell him what?"

      "I love...loved him. He told me, and I didn't say it back." Rage and anguish consumed me every cell as I stood up, looking for a place to focus my wrath. "There he is," I said with metal in my voice. I dropped my shields, prepared this time for the bombardment of magic as it filled me until every part of me vibrated with power. I turned that power on Rogerio Delgados, who had managed to get the upper hand in the fight with his brother.

      "Bye-bye, Bunting, momma's gone a-hunting. Gone to get a vampire's head, and there I'll leave him very dead." I twisted my fingers on the last word, and I watched with grim satisfaction as Rogerio's head shot off his body like a cannonball. And I was certain, because of my power over the dead, that I didn't need to stake this asshole, but I'd did it anyway. I walked right over to his lifeless torso and plunged the same silver stake he'd used on Baz right into his miserable, cold, dead-dead heart.

      I went back to were Baz lay and slumped to the ground, not feeling any less grief than I had moments before. Only now, I didn't have a bad guy to take it out on anymore. So, I sat there with him while the rest of the RMCA and Legabute Ravenblood's people cleaned up the mess around us.

      "Did you mean it?" Baz asked.

      I looked down at him, his golden eyes looking back. "You're--"

      "Dead again," he said. "No biggie. I've been dead before."

      I swiped at the tears on my cheeks. "But how?"

      "My body was mortal, but my vampire--What did you call it, parasite?--is still very much alive. I'm back to the way I was before you, you know," he smiled, "raised me from the dead."

      "You asshole."

      "You love me," he said.

      "You're a jerk."

      "But you love me."

      "Yes," I sighed. "I do love you."
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      Six months later...

      "Isn't it tacky to get married in white when you’re six months pregnant?" Time Bomb asked.

      "Not as tacky as my maid of honor giving me shit on my wedding day,” I said, rubbing the lacy white satin over my bulbous belly. "Now, do my buttons in the back, or I’ll kick your ass.”

      "Are you kidding? You’ve hit me with your belly about a thousand times already.”

      “You try walking around with a bowling ball strapped to your stomach and see how well you get around.”

      “Humph. How do you even get pregnant by a vampire?" he asked.

      "Lots and lots of really glorious sex while the vampire is a live body. Nothing to it. Why? Would you like a certain raven-haired beauty who smells like mushrooms to knock you up? I could probably arrange that."

      "She says I smell like buttercups."

      "Ah, the mate scent," Brita, one of my bride's maids said. "I think it's sweet that you found it with a vampire. Especially since you both like to bite," she teased.

      Gigi rounded the corner. "Are you guys ready?" She was doing the traditional bride giveaway, since marrying Baz meant she was actually giving me away. "The groom and his retinue are at the altar."

      Time Bomb did my last button. He gave me a quick squeeze at the shoulders and said, "You look beautiful." My hair had gotten pinker since the pregnancy and was now more dark fuchsia than hot pink. I'd had to admit to everyone that the color was natural. But now I knew why. The necromancy gene. Just another thing that marked me as different.

      I patted my best friend's cheek. He wore a black tux with a thin cummerbund and a white tie. He'd shaved for my event, and I appreciated his efforts. "You look beautiful, too."

      Brita, whose red curly hair hadn't been tamed by none of the twelve beauticians Baz had hired, said, "What about me?"

      "You're gorgeous," I told her. "We all are. Now, let's get me hitched!"

      Fifth Element’s I'm In Love With A Monster poured out slowly from a sextet with three cellos and three violins, slow, haunting, and more beautiful than I had dreamed. Time Bomb walked with Dee, who was Baz's Best Woman, Brita, who had been like a sister to me, walked with Baz's brother, King Legabute Ravenblood. She didn't even look the slightest bit intimidated.

      When it was my turn, I took Gigi's hand. "Are you sure you want to do this?" she asked. "I've plotted out five escape routes, and I could have you out of here in under a minute."

      "I'm sure," I said on a giggle. "I'm happy, Gigi. Happier than I thought possible in this world."

      "Then I'm happy for you," she said. "It's been my pleasure to be your friend."

      I nodded. "Don't make me cry. Julia, the make-up lady will kill me if my mascara runs."

      Then the bridal march sounded, signaling that it was my turn. The alliance between the Ravenbloods and the witches had been signed three months ago, and it warmed me to see vampires and witchkind in the same room as friends, not enemies. But my eye was on my prize. Bazyli Adonis Delgado waited for me at the end of the aisle, his gorgeous smile beaming as I drew closer to him, and when I took his hands, I dropped my shields so that I could feel every bit of his warmth and power.

      "You're magnificent," he said.

      I gave him a slow blink. "I am going to marry the shit out of you," I said.

      He chuckled. "Vampires," he said. "Don't poop."

      
        
        The Ever-loving End
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      Sometimes you ride the road to adventure and sometimes the road rides you, which is exactly how I’d felt as I sat up and picked ditch gravel from my elbow and tall grass from my hair. All I’d wanted was a girls’ weekend away from home, a sort of double bachelorette party for two of my friends who were both getting married soon. No guys, no kids, no restaurant.

      But right now, as I cataloged the bumps and bruises, I only knew two things for certain: First, we were no longer in Reno, and second, Hell had a new name--Assjacket.
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      When human psychic Sunny Trimmel and her three best friends decide to go on a weekend getaway to Reno, they get away all right— into an alternate reality where cats talk, her Shifter friends are stuck in their animal forms, and they’re dumped into a rural hell known as Assjacket, West Virginia.

      Thanks to a vengeful witch’s magic gone wrong, the girls are sucked into one of the most peculiar adventures they’ve ever had. People and landmarks are disappearing all over town. Sunny will have to rely on her faulty psychic visions, her friends, and the crazy townsfolk to solve the mystery—or they might never find their way home.

      Suck it, Dorothy. Tornadoes have nothing on this twister of a tale.

      
        
        Chapter One (Preview)

      

      

      Somewhere I’m not supposed to be...

      SOMETIME YOU RIDE the road to adventure and sometimes the road rides you, which is exactly how I felt as I sat up and picked ditch gravel from my elbow and tall grass from my hair. All I’d wanted was a girls’ weekend away from home, a sort of double bachelorette party for two of my friends who were both getting married soon. No guys, no kids, no restaurant. Co-owning a vegetarian restaurant in an all therianthrope town was no easy task.

      Take getting paid, for instance. I’d gotten a check, finally, from the Tri-State Council, the head-mucky-mucks of therianthropes in Kansas, Missouri, and Arkansas, for the food we’d provided at last year’s Jubilee. Frankly, after the whole kidnapping-slash-serial killer debacle, I’d written off the idea of getting compensation.

      Anyhow, Chavvah, my best friend who was also my husband’s sister, was getting married. And her honey, let me tell you, is a hunka-hunka-sweet ass man. Imagine Jason Mamoa with silver hair and silver eyes. In other words, fine. Very, very fine. My own guy, Babe, is not too shabby either, but this isn’t about me. It’s about Chav. I used the money to book a girl's weekend in Reno for me, Chav, and two other friends, Ruth Thompson and Willy Boden. Since Willy was getting married as well, at the time, it seemed like a win-win foursome.

      But right now, as I cataloged the bumps and bruises, I only knew two things for certain: First, we were no longer in Reno, and second, Hell had a new location--Assjacket, West Virginia.
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      The last thing I remember before dying...

      CHING, CHING, CHING, dinga-ding-ding sang the slot machines as we walked through the Harrah’s casino. I felt light-headed and dizzy, which probably had more to do with twenty hours of no sleep rather than the crisp cool air circulating in the place.

      “I heard they pump oxygen into casinos here in Reno to keep people wide awake.” I yawned deeply, almost painfully. The extra oxygen trick wasn’t working on me. The only thing keeping me awake was my screaming feet. If I were less a lady, I’d kick off the heels and walk around in my stockinged feet.

      Oh, who was I kidding? I was totally less of a lady. I took my shoes off and shoved them into my red hobo bag purse. It was huge but stylish, and it matched my outfit. Willy was the only one to grumble about getting dressed up but getting girly every once in a while, was good for the soul. Besides, she looked dynamite in her green pencil skirt and black silk blouse.

      “That’s an urban legend about the oxygen,” Willy said, fluffing her mass of red curls. Willy was a were-bobcat who had recently moved to our small Ozark town.

      “Willy’s right,” Chavvah said, which in my eyes was a complete betrayal.

      I stared daggers at her. “What happened to having my back?”

      “I've got your back, front, and sides.” Chav sucked in a deep breath through her nose. “But the evidence is in the air. All I detect is air-conditioning coolant, cologne, cigarette smoke, various kinds of booze, coffee, and the acrid aroma of desperation.”

      Since she was half coyote-half wolf, I didn’t argue. Instead, I sniffed my armpits. My deodorant seemed to be holding up, but as the only human in the bunch, I was nose-blind compared to my compatriots. “You’d have one less thing to smell if you’d let me go back to the room to shower.” And sleep for eight hours straight, I wanted to add. I hadn’t had that kind of sleep since Jude was born, and now that we had a new baby, our little Dawn, sleep was a place that I rarely got to visit, and I knew in my heart I’d never live there.

      “Oh, hell yes,” Chav exclaimed.

      Awesome, she was going to parole me from this casino prison. “Thanks, babe. I appreciate—hey, where are you going?” Okay, parole was off the table.

      Chav made a bee-line for a lit-up neon door that proclaimed to house Reno’s most highly sought-after psychic, Madame Jane Tennison.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” I groaned.

      “Finally.” Ruth, the fourth in our quartet, and a deer shifter and an even dearer friend clasped her hands together. “It’s something on my bucket list.”

      “You’re not dying, Ruth,” Willy said. “You only get a bucket list if you’re dying.”

      Ruth, who had the skin and facial features of a Disney princess, gave Willy a disappointed look. “If I was dying, I wouldn’t be spending my last precious days in Reno. Besides, it’s not that kind of bucket list.”

      “Please, don’t make me,” I whined to anyone of my friends who would listen. “I’m the thirty-something mother of two, and I’m not as...sturdy built as you therianthropes. I need my sleep.”

      Chavvah, who’d finally come back after reading a sign hanging on the door to Madame Tennison’s, harrumphed. Ruth and Willy both shook their heads.

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” I complained.

      “Did you get one of your visions?” Chav asked, clear concern on her face.

      I thought about lying for a hot minute, but I couldn’t make the words cross my lips. While I was a bonified psychic, unlike Faker-McFakee my friends wanted to consult, I had not had a vision about the fortune teller. But I’d seen enough of her kind when I was growing up to make me sick. My New Age parents loved the idea of people who could talk to the dead. When I first started getting visions of my own, they jumped all over themselves to take credit. It’s no wonder I took the first bus out of commune-central when I turned eighteen.

      I shook my head. “Fine.” I crossed my arms across my recently deflated boobs, down two bra sizes since weaning my youngest. “But under protest. Fortune tellers are nothing but charlatans and con artists.”

      Willy snorted. “I can’t believe you are a non-believer.”

      “I’m a psychic, not a circus act. Only a liar would say they can predict someone’s future accurately.” My visions tended to be unhelpful and ambiguous, and worse yet, I had no control over how or when they happened. To top it off, I was usually neck deep in doo-doo before I figured out what the hell they meant anyhow.

      Ruth pointed half-way down a list she’d printed at home. “Madame Tennison is ranked number five as a must-see-attraction in Reno.”

      “On a review written up by someone whose Twitter handle is @Antsyinmypantsy.” Willy laughed. “I don’t know if he or she is a credible source.”

      Ruth covered the left side of her chest with her hand. “The heart wants what the heart wants, and I want to check out the Madame Jane Tennison. But since this is Chav and Willy’s bachelorette weekend, they should have the final word.”

      “I’m in,” Willy said.

      Chavvah nodded. “For sure. Me too.”

      Ruth grinned at me. “Come on. It will be fun.”

      Famous last words. Ugh. I think the fact that Ruth had drunk three glasses of champagne at the VIP table at Reno’s Queens of the Desert drag show had a lot to do with her push to walk on the wild side. “It’s after midnight. I’m usually in bed by now.”

      “Oh, Sunny,” Chavvah said. “I remember when you used to close down the bars in San Diego.”

      “I was much younger and a lot less tired.” Being a mommy was the most awesome thing I’d ever done, but two energetic therianthrope babies took a lot out of me. “Can’t I skip this one thing?”

      “No.”

      “But--”

      She held up her hand and cut me off. “I get to do anything I want this weekend.”

      “You’re cruel, Chav.”

      “You bet your sweet bippy.” She didn’t look the slightest bit guilty. “Besides, I didn’t make the rules. You did.”

      “I can’t believe you’re throwing my own words back in my face,” I whined. “Just you wait until you have kids.”

      This time Ruth held up a hand. “I’ve got nine children, Sunny Trimmel. You don’t see me crying about being tired.”

      I frowned, because what else could I do. Ruth does have nine kids, and Linus, her youngest, to put it nicely, is rambunctious. “Well, you three are therianthropes. I’m just a mere human.”

      Willy snorted again.

      I narrowed my gaze at her. “That’s not attractive, you know.”

      “Brady doesn't seem to mind none.”

      I grinned. “Do tell?”

      “No!” Chav and Ruth said in unison. They did not share my same interest in getting all the juicy details.

      Chav held out her hand to me. I sighed and took it, all the while grumbling about the unfairness of it all as she dragged me into the fortune teller’s lair. The set-up was cliché—round table with two high-back chairs, a long, purple tablecloth with the hem rumpled on the circular throw rug, big all-seeing eyes on various objects and wall-hangings, black velvet curtains, strings of fairy lights, and the freaking place smelled like patchouli. Ugh. The scent reminded me of my childhood.

      “It looks like Madame Fraudison is out. We should go,” I said to the others.

      Ruth gave me a stern look.  “Now, Sunny. Quit being a spoilsport.”

      “I am Madame Tennison,” a woman said as she swept the black curtain aside. “I feel a strong aura, a powerful presence in you ladies. Please,” she gestured to the chair nearest us, “who shall I read first?” Her pale blue eyes framed by thick, dark lashes twinkled as she flashed a wide, ruby-lipped grin.

      I pushed Chavvah ahead of me. “One of the brides-to-be should go first.”

      My BFF glared at me then she turned a smile to the fortune teller. “I’d love to go first.”

      After Chav sat down, Madame Tennison took the seat on the side. “What is your name?”

      “You’re the psychic,” I muttered. “Don’t you know?”

      The fortune teller raised a brow at me. “My gift is more abstract. I get images, not words.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Chavvah Trimmel,” Chav said. “Excuse Sunny. She’s not usually this cranky.”

      I stuck my tongue out. Chav and the charlatan ignored me.

      “I don’t mind,” the con-woman said. “I am used to nay-sayers. Can I have your palm, Chavvah?”

      “Sure.” Chav extended her hand. The fortune teller brushed her finger over a thick scar at Chav’s wrist. My friend winced. It was a souvenir of a terrible time in her life, and I didn’t like the fortune teller bringing attention to it.

      Madame Tennison closed her eyes. “You have suffered much in the past.”

      “You are a regular Sherlock Holmes,” I said. Anyone could have guessed that revelation.

      “Hush now,” Ruth admonished. “We’re trying to have a good time here, Sunny. Why are you so intent on ruining it?” She blinked her big doe eyes at me and waited for my answer. It was a move I was certain she’d perfected on her multiple children to great effect.

      Apparently, it worked on her friends as well.

      I filled with guilt. Ruth had never been out of Missouri, and I really was acting like a buzz-kill. And worst of all, I didn’t know why. I’d just had a terrible feeling all evening, and I couldn’t shake it. The weighty foreboding had soured my mood. “I’m sorry. I’ll try to relax.”

      Madame Tennison continued her schtick with Chavvah. “I see a great loss in your past.” She met Chav’s gaze. “A parent.” She shook her head. “No. A sibling. A brother?”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. She’s reading your face, Chav. It’s a lucky guess.”

      The con-woman narrowed her gaze at me, then back to Chav. “A hunting accident? Such a terrible shame.” With a flickering glance, she gave me a nee-ner-nee-ner stare.

      “Fine, even a blind squirrel finds a nut every now and then,” I said, borrowing a euphemism from a possum shifter I knew back home.

      Willy put her hand on my shoulder. I looked down at the fiery redhead.

      “Maybe you should wait outside, Sunny,” she said.

      “No, I’ll behave.”

      Willy snorted. “That’ll be the day.”

      Madame Tennison was drawing a line across Chav’s palm. “I see a handsome man. A wolfish demeanor.”

      My eyes widened. Humans—aside from myself—weren’t aware of therianthropes or lycanthropes, so having the fortune teller describe Chav’s werewolf fiancé, Billy Bob Smith, as wolfish, was just a little too on the nose. I saw a tug of a smile at the corner of the fortune teller’s lips. I got a horrible feeling she knew more about us than she should.

      The foreboding intensified. “Chav, get up.” I tried to walk toward her and stumbled. My lips were numb and hard to move. “Don’t let her touch you.”

      I forced my arm up and threw myself on the table. Chav jumped back with a startled yelp as I grabbed Madame Tennison and my vision fuzzed.

      A large bear stands over me. I yelp and roll away. They can’t know I’m back. Not yet. So how... Wait. The bear isn’t moving. And, gruesomely, it is missing a large chunk of its head.

      Nooooooooooooo! I’m in goddess-damned West Virginia. That fucking Hildy has probably already called Baba Yaga to haul my ass off to jail. Shit-damn-fairy nuts-and-honeybadger-stinkpits.

      I throw my hands up. Sparks fly from my fingertips as I zap the bear in the jewels.

      My power is back. All is not lost.

      ...And that was the last of the vision I remembered before I awoke in a ditch on a lonely stretch of road.
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