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      Blood hammers in my ears, drowning out any and all sound as I stare at the place where Rainey stood only moments ago.

      Not Rainey though, no. There was no trace of the woman I love residing inside the body of the creature who just vanished. Grief guts me, and I stagger in place, feeling as though my heart was just ripped from my fucking chest.

      It may have only been seconds—but it feels like years. Decades even, as I stand here, urging her to come back.

      She has to come back.

      Rainey can’t be gone.

      I won’t survive.

      “Elijah!” Tarnley calling my name rips me back to the present, and I turn to face him as he kneels beside Jane, his blood-soaked hands clutching the wound in her throat as her fingers dig helplessly into the carpet as though gripping it could save her life.

      Rushing forward, I fall to my knees beside Rainey’s best friend. “Call Bronywyn,” I order him, and he nods, releasing her so I can take over once more.

      Blood seeps through my fingers, the warm, sticky liquid drenching my pants and saturating the carpet beneath Jane’s body. The scent of her magic-laced blood is potent. I can feel my fangs elongating, the beast urging me to sink my teeth into the dying witch, but I shake my head, forcing him back into his iron.

      Jane dying will be the final nail in Rainey’s coffin…there will be nothing to bring her home to if we lose the witch right on the heels of the deaths of Ramirez and his wife. I’m not so arrogant as to believe I’m all Rainey will ever need. She needs family. And that’s what Jane is to her.

      “She’s on her way.” Tarnley’s beside me in an instant, glaring straight ahead. I follow his stare, my eyes landing on the aged face of the woman who showed up right before Heather vanished in Rainey’s body.

      Seems really fucking coincidental that a woman, who is supposed to be dead, would appear right as Heather surfaces. I don’t fucking trust her for a second. She glares down at me, mouth flattened in a pinprick of a line.

      “Tarnley,” I growl his name, my request evident in the tone.

      He rushes toward her, but her gaze never leaves mine. With the wave of her hand, she throws my friend back into the wall. The wood panel crunches behind me moments before his body thuds to the floor.

      Still, she doesn’t say a fucking word, just glares down at me as though she’s pondering her next move.

      “Hang on, Jane,” I urge and blur toward the woman Heather referred to as Agatha. Somehow, she anticipates my move and flings me back into the wall beside Tarnley. I waste no time getting to my feet, and I stare at her, fangs descended, hands balled into fists, ready for a fight as long as it ends with her dead.

      “Agatha,” I growl. “As in Agatha Astor? The woman who treated her granddaughter like garbage? I have to say you look pretty fucking spritely for a dead woman.”

      “Shut your damned mouth, bloodsucker.” She stalks toward Jane, and I shake my head, blurring to Jane’s side.

      “You aren’t going to touch her.”

      She rolls her eyes and waves her cane again. Power shoves me back once again, but this time, Tarnley’s hand on my back keeps me from flinging away from her. We both stand there, prepared to fight for the life of the witch currently bleeding to death on the floor.

      Completely unthreatened, Agatha continues to glare at us. “I can save her, so unless you want to waste more precious time, I suggest you stand there and shut that damned mouth of yours.”

      I hold my breath, watching every move she makes. I don’t give a shit who she is. If she does anything but save Jane, I’ll rip her damned throat out. My body vibrates with the force of my rage and grief, each emotion compiling as they threaten to consume me.

      In an instant, Rainey was gone.

      Vanished.

      And now, Jane may die right along with her.

      How the fuck did everything go so wrong? How did we lose so terribly?

      Agatha kneels, black pants pressing against the blood-soaked carpet as she sets her cane aside and covers Jane’s throat with both hands. Agatha begins to chant, the soft words barely above a whisper as she mutters the ancient Gaelic. “Dèan leigheas air an leòn seo.”

      Heal this wound. The words of her healing spell ease my immediate concerns but do nothing to abate my anger. This woman is supposed to be dead.

      She repeats the spell three times, and after the final murmuring, power surges through the room. The blood stops, and Jane’s head lulls to the side. Her heartbeat is present but weak. Still, the fact that it’s beating at all when her throat was sliced open in a macabre smile is a relief.

      “Will she survive?” I ask, my eyes darting from Jane’s pale complexion to the old woman getting to her feet with the steely strength of a warrior.

      She glares at me. “Because you care?”

      “I do care,” I shoot back.

      She scoffs. “You’re a bloodsucker. You both are.” Her gaze flickers from me to Tarnley. “I’m surprised you aren’t fighting over who gets to rip her throat back open first. Or licking the blood from your fingers.”

      Beside me, Tarnley growls. “I’ll gladly take you instead.”

      At his words, she tosses an amused smile our way. “I would love to know how the hell my granddaughter got mixed up with bloodsuckers.”

      “I would love to know how the hell a dead woman is standing in my den. And why the fuck you brought a trio of crows with you, especially given every time Rainey nearly died, there were three present.”

      “I don’t owe you an explanation, Vampire. Be glad I haven’t killed you where you stand.”

      I blur toward her, dropping my shoulder to slam it into her frame. She swings out, catching me with her cane and knocking me to the ground. Then, she raises a hand and brings all the books on the shelf down on top of me.

      Tarnley lunges for her, but she flings the cane again, and he slams back into the wall.

      “We can do this all night, boys. I may look old, but I assure you I have plenty of years left in me.”

      “What is happening in here?” Bronywyn rushes into the room, falling to her knees beside Jane, a black leather bag in her hand.

      “She’ll survive,” Agatha tells her calmly.

      “Good.” She glances from me to Tarnley then back to Agatha. “Maybe let these two go? They’re assholes, but they won’t harm you.”

      Agatha purses her lips, glaring at me for a moment before placing her cane back on the ground. It hits the carpet with a soft thud, and the spell breaks, the pressure vanishing as I burst from the books, the force of my anger sending valuable texts flying in all directions. Tarnley blurs to Bronywyn’s side.

      “You know her?” he demands. His tone is soft, but the anger is there. Subtle but present.

      Bronywyn meets Agatha’s gaze. “Agatha and I go way back. She’s the only reason I bothered to save your hunter.”

      “I thought you owed Tarnley.”

      “I did. But I still would have let her die to spite you if she hadn’t been Agatha’s granddaughter.”

      I ignore her jab, mainly because it holds no truth. Bronywyn may be stubborn and pissed at me, but she’s not heartless. “You didn’t think to mention it when we were there?” My hands clench into fists, rage burning through the grief threatening to take me to my knees.

      “Why would I? Agatha asked me to tell no one that she was alive, and I wouldn’t betray her.” She narrows her eyes on my face. “And definitely not for you.”

      Too fucking angry to speak, I stalk across the room and lift Jane into my arms, cradling her as I carry her out of the den and down the hall to the guest room she’s been staying in. Her blood smears my bare chest, so the moment I set her down on the soft black sheets, I head down the hall to shower. Maybe, just maybe, if I’m not covered in blood, I can find a way to fucking think properly.

      Unfortunately, I realize that a shower is not immediately in my future when I see that Bronywyn is waiting for me.

      Standing just outside the closed door leading to the den, she has both arms crossed in a stance I’ve seen more than once in the time I’ve known her.

      “I’m not interested.” I try to move past her, but she stops me, hand on my wrist. I still and turn toward her, ready for a fight. “I just watched the woman I love disappear, so unless you want to die today, get the fuck away from me.”

      “We’ll find a way to get her back,” she says, not at all bothered by my threat. Her words are a hell of a lot kinder than anything I’d ever expect to come out of her mouth. Especially after the show in the study.

      I burned Bronywyn a few hundred years ago. Used her while I was at my worst and then bailed because she reminded me of all the shit I’d done wrong.

      She hates me. Or so I’ve always thought. I’ve certainly never given her much of a reason not to. “Don’t act like you care,” I say, a bit harsher than I meant. My emotions are on edge as I cling to the hate and rage aimed at myself for not seeing Heather when I should have. I should have known Rainey was gone, should have sensed it. And above all, the fear that I’ll never see the woman I love again is damn near crippling.

      Bronywyn doesn’t even flinch. “I’ve seen you broken before, Elijah, and I can see the fissures forming now. I will help you find a way to get her back.”

      “Why?”

      Bronywyn shrugs. “Because if I don’t, you’re going to get yourself killed. And even as much as I hate you, I’d like to see you happy at least once in your miserable existence.” She spins on her heels and heads back into the den.

      Barely clinging to my fucking sanity, I head into my room and slam the door, leaning back against it and taking a moment to breathe.

      The sheets are all over the damn place, and Rainey’s scent permeates the air. Her body. Her blood. It’s every-fucking-where.

      Crimson droplets on the floor.

      The dented sheetrock where I pinned her, losing myself once again in the way she makes me feel.

      Black satin sheets askew on the bed where we fucked.

      And all the while, it was Heather.

      How did I not know? How could I not tell that Rainey was gone?

      A tortured growl rips from my chest, and I slam my fist into the wall. The sheetrock caves, coating my arm in white dust. I spin and blur toward the bed, gripping the frame and flipping it over. Wood crunches as the thing breaks apart, slamming into the wall on the opposite side. The dresser is next, and before I know it, my entire room is in shambles.

      Chest rising and falling with heavy breaths, I turn in a slow circle as I attempt to gain any semblance of control over my fucked-up situation.

      Over the fact that she’s gone.

      My head swims, and I fall to my knees, palms to carpet, fighting to gain control over the beast inside. He is calling for blood—for vengeance. But I know if I let him free, the collateral damage will be devastating. He doesn’t care who he kills, whose blood is spilled.

      The beast without chains is a murderer.

      A monster.

      And even as I know I can’t let him out, that doing so would be losing myself, there’s a part of me wondering if perhaps it’s not a monster we need.

      I grip the strands of carpet, fingertips digging into the floor as my body vibrates with the force of my grief.

      My rage.

      “Rainey’s no longer around, Vampire.”

      Heather had stood there, confident, her hands on Rainey’s body as she looked down on me with eyes that should have been familiar—and yet they were so fucking alien I would never have imagined they’d ever held any warmth.

      I choke on a strangled sob as my muscles quiver, my arms barely managing to keep me from collapsing all the way onto the floor.

      “Elijah.”

      I don’t turn, don’t respond to Tarnley.

      Blood hammers in my ears, drowning out the sound as he says my name again. His face swims into view as he kneels before me. His tight jaw and wide eyes show me just how far I’ve slipped from the careful control I strive to maintain at all times.

      “Elijah,” he repeats.

      “She’s gone.” The two words are ripped from my chest, agony lacing every single fucking one of them.

      “We will get her back. But if you give up now, Rainey isn’t the only one at risk. Heather will come for us all, Brother, so get the hell up, and let’s fight.”

      “She’s gone,” I repeat. “Heather said she was gone.”

      “Heather’s a lying bitch,” Tarnley spits out. “And we’ll make her pay for what she’s done. But if you quit now—Rainey will die.”

      “And how do you think we will make her pay? We can’t kill her because that would mean losing Rainey. If she’s not already gone.”

      His jaw tightens, and I know he’s seeing the reason I can’t face.

      That if we can’t get Heather out of Rainey, we’ll have to put her down.

      Permanently.

      “I won’t kill her, Tarnley. I’ll fucking die first.”

      He reaches over and clasps my shoulder. “As will I. But giving up now, or worse yet, giving in to the bloodlust will mean losing her. You are not a weak man, Elijah, so get your ass up and get showered. Clean the fuck up so we can hunt her down and get Rainey back. We’ll be in the den.” He leaves me on the floor, and I fight against the urge to race outside and hunt Heather downright fucking now.

      Rainey’s phone rings, the buzzing pulling me the rest of the way out of my haze. I blur toward it, and when I see the contact on the screen, I answer without hesitation.

      He starts speaking immediately. “Rainey, you won’t believe what—”

      “Hunter,” I cut him off.

      There’s a brief moment of silence before Jack Keller growls into the phone. “Vampire.”

      “We’ve got a problem, and I need your help.” The words are poison on my tongue. But as much as I despise the hunter who was with Delaney when she was killed—the same one who lied to Rainey—I know we need all the help we can get.

      And even as he lied to her, Jack will do damn near anything for Rainey because he feels as though he owes Delaney.

      “Where’s Rainey?”

      “That would be the problem, Hunter. I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know? What the hell happened?”

      “It’s a long story and one I won’t share over the phone.”

      “Text me an address.” The line goes dead, and I fire off the text with my address before staring down at the Skittles wallpaper beneath the square apps of the screen.

      Fuck! What I would give to see her, hand in a bag right now. I’d buy her a castle made of fucking Skittles if it meant getting her back.

      How the hell did Heather manage to take her over? Even as I consider the question, I think back to the events that took place earlier. The way she’d collapsed on the floor of Ramirez’s bedroom, begging for help.

      I’d thought she was praying, but what if she’d been asking someone else instead? And the darkest, most concerning question of all is this: If Heather has taken over Rainey, does that mean the woman I love is now trapped in the void?
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      Somehow, I manage to get cleaned up, doing all I can to ignore not only the destruction I’m leaving behind in my room but also the way my chest feels as though someone drove a fucking dagger into it.

      My throat constricts, the burning a reminder of the consequences of our epic failure tonight. But no longer covered in Jane’s blood, I’m able to see more clearly. If Rainey is gone—I want proof of it myself before I kill Heather. The word of the witch who ripped her away is fucking useless, so until I know for an absolute fact, I won’t give up.

      I walk down the hall, irrationally angry that I’ll have to leave this place behind. Even as I want to stay, it’s no longer secure. It shouldn’t bother me so much, especially given everything I’m facing, but it was the last place I was truly happy—with Rainey. The fact that I have to walk away just feels like another blow. I'm not even entirely sure how many more I can take.

      I should have known better.

      Should have realized everything was about to blow up in our faces.

      Why? Because everything is always at its calmest before the shitstorm.

      After all, you can’t see the darkness coming if you’re staring at the sun. And that’s what Rainey was to me: sunlight. A bright fucking ray of joy despite the shadows.

      “You look better,” Bronywyn comments as I step into the den. She’s sitting on top of my desk, feet hanging over the edge of the mahogany. The carpet is still stained with Jane’s blood, and I force my attention away from it.

      What’s really fucking scary? It’s not the crimson liquid I crave but the magic residing within it. After having a taste of Rainey’s blood—of the power—my beast will settle for no less.

      I let my gaze travel around the room. Agatha stands in the corner, cane in hand, the three black crows perched on a shelf of my bookcase.

      Tarnley remains in the opposite corner, his body tense for a fight should it come to that with the old woman.

      Jane is not here; though I wouldn’t expect her to be. She lost a shit ton of blood and will probably be out for a few hours at least. Having Jack up my sleeve is something I’d like to keep hidden, for now, so not seeing any reason to beat around the bush, I glare at the unwelcome guest. “Agatha, how about we start with you and your fucking birds.” I cross both arms across my chest, determined to get some answers.

      She glares at me. “I’ll answer your questions if you answer mine.”

      “Fine.”

      “Where did you find the box?” she asks.

      “Salem. Why were the crows everywhere Rainey nearly died?”

      “They were to warn her of coming danger.”

      “You didn’t think to give her a fucking call and do it yourself?”

      Agatha completely ignores me, asking her own damn question instead. “When did Rainey first open it? I’m assuming she did because, if she’d left the damned thing closed like she should have, we wouldn’t be here.”

      “Back in Salem. In the bunker.”

      She nods, pursing her lips together, anger written plainly on her face. “The crows are my family. I was unable to reach out for my own reasons, so I sent them instead. They were merely to get her attention and let her know something was wrong.”

      My gaze falls to the three crows staring at me with small, black eyes. “What do you mean they’re your family?”

      Again, she ignores my question. “What happened when Rainey opened the box?”

      I clench my jaw, fighting the part of me that wants to kill her and just fucking find Rainey myself. “Magic poured from the box, settling inside Rainey.”

      “Fuck.” She shakes her head angrily. “You should have known better, bloodsucker.”

      “I should have,” I agree. I’ve been beating myself up ever since Rainey opened that fucking box. The last thing I need is her to remind me of how epically I failed her granddaughter. “The birds. You said they’re family. What does that mean?”

      She gestures up. “I assume you already know Delaney,” she says, pointing to a smaller crow with iridescent purple shimmering on the edges of its feathers. “These are Rainey’s parents, Mellie and Steven Astor.” The second and third crows stare straight ahead, green and blue shimmering in their obsidian feathers.

      I gape at her. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      “I’m not. When that bitch Fleur stole their bones, she performed a spell to rip their souls from the afterlife. I put them into the birds to keep them from her.”

      “That’s black magic,” Bronywyn says, her voice betraying slight awe in Agatha’s abilities.

      “It is,” Agatha confirms. “But I’d rather burn in hell than have my family suffer.”

      I scoff and shake my head as her attention shifts back to me. “You sure showed Rainey that, didn’t you? The granddaughter you shunned at every turn.”

      “You know not of what you speak, bloodsucker,” she shoots back through clenched teeth.

      My glare does not waver. “Really? From what I hear, Rainey didn’t even mourn you when you died. You treated her like the bane of your existence.” My words are harsh and completely false, but I see what I needed to confirm Agatha’s true motives: pain. A flash of it so damned quick I barely see it.

      But it’s there.

      And that means a hell of a lot more than words.

      “Rainey had to be separated from our family,” she retorts.

      “Why?”

      “Why do you have such an interest in my granddaughter? Because she’s a hunter? Because of her power? Why?” she repeats, and I realize I apparently already took my turn.

      “I love her,” my reply is so easy, and yet to say the words to someone else when I haven’t uttered them to Rainey yet feels like a gutting.

      “Impossible,” she spits out, completely disgusted. “You’re a vampire, a monster. The two of you are born enemies. She should have taken your damned head off the moment you stepped into view.”

      I clench my fists. I could throw up my cloak and rip her fucking head off before she even knew what happened. It would be quick and so fucking satisfying.

      “I—”

      “She’s his mate,” Jane croaks out from the doorway.

      I turn to her, relief washing over me. She’s pale, eyes hollow, but she’s alive.

      “That’s not possible,” Agatha insists.

      “It is. I’ve seen it,” she replies, her voice a hoarse whisper as the damage continues to repair. Apparently, Agatha was powerful enough to stop the immediate risk to Jane’s life, but the internal damage is still present.

      The raven with the purple iridescence takes flight and soars across the room to me. I start to flinch away, but she perches on my shoulder and rubs her head against my cheek, the feathers rubbing against my coarse beard.

      Delaney.

      Glancing from the bird to Rainey’s grandmother, I notice she’s now regarding me with a new level of interest.

      “Even if that were true, Rainey would never allow herself to be aligned with a bloodsucker. Not after she believed they killed me.”

      “Maybe that’s why she took an interest in Elijah,” Tarnley shoots her way. She whirls on him. “To thank his kind for getting rid of you.”

      “You’d damn well better shut your mouth, Vampire, or I’ll shut it for you.”

      Tarnley snaps his teeth together, and Agatha sneers at him.

      “Are we all on the same side? Or are we going to keep shooting insults around like T-shirts out of a cannon?” Bronywyn asks and gets to her feet. “We all want to either stop Heather or get Rainey back, right? Preferably both? So how about we put our shit aside and focus on that.”

      Agatha glares at me. “I can set my dislike for your kind aside to focus on saving Rainey. Can you?”

      “I’m not the one with the unfounded prejudices.”

      “I assure you they are not unfounded. Your kind slaughtered my parents, my brother, my husband. Bloodsuckers are the bane on this world, and the moment we rescue Rainey, I’ll be forcing her to see reason.”

      I snort. “You obviously don’t know Rainey.”

      “Great,” Bronywyn interrupts. “Now that we have that out of the way. How about we come up with a plan? Anyone? Where do we start?”

      “We need to open that damn box,” Tarnley says. “If it’s what started this, there must be a way to shove Pandora—or in this case Heather—back inside.”

      “Love the reference,” Bronywyn grins at him. “This is why we’re friends, Tarnley. Also, I’m behind, so what the hell actually happened?”

      “Rainey opened a spellbound box.”

      “I got that far,” she says. “What was in it? Residual magic?”

      “The box contained the original witch’s grimoire, soul, and the souls of twelve other witches,” Jane replies.

      Bronywyn’s eyes widen. “Wait, she opened the box? The one you hid?”

      “Yes.”

      With everything going on, I completely forgot that Bronywyn and Jane have known each other for longer than I’ve known either of them. “Heather possessed her,” I add.

      Bronywyn looks from Jane to me. “How? That’s not possible. Only a single soul can reside in a vessel at one time.”

      “Yes, but Rainey was born during a lunar divide.”

      “Shit,” Bronywyn mutters.

      “You know of the Lunar Divide?” I ask, surprised. How is it I never heard of it? Was I truly that out of touch in the witch world?

      “It’s the Witch Council’s dirty little secret.” Bronywyn’s reply is dry, irritated. And she spits the words out like they’re poison on her tongue. “They have been adamant in keeping it hidden from the rest of the supernaturals. After all, if word got out you were killing innocent nineteen-year-old witches for no reason other than the day they were born, shit would get ugly really fast. It’s one of the reasons I stepped down from the council.”

      Bronywyn and I met after she’d already left her seat behind, but she’d never gone into detail as to why she no longer wanted to be a part of it. Not that I’d asked, I’d been fang-deep in a bloodlust stronger than anything I’d ever experienced.

      Until I met Rainey. The way I crave her—I shiver. She’s addicting.

      Grief tightens my chest, and Delaney shifts on my shoulder as though she can sense my pain.

      “Do you believe there’s a spell in there that can shove Heather back in? How did you do it before?” Tarnley asks Jane.

      “I convinced her to trust me,” she says. “Then I drove a dagger into her shriveled heart while she was sleeping. Before her soul could be free, I performed a spell that pulled it out and drew it into the box along with the others she’d collected. If she’s already burned those souls, she’ll be unstoppable. Hell, if she kills anymore witches, it will be even worse.”

      “The end of the world as we know it begins with dead witches,” I repeat Aoife’s warning to us.

      “What was that?” Agatha demands.

      “A fae warned Rainey and me that the last time we saw her. She said that a darkness is coming—and told Rainey the original witch would be the head of it.”

      Bronywyn nods and pulls out her phone. “Then we have our step one.”

      “What are you going to do?” I ask her.

      “Make a call and get the witches out of Billings.”

      “You can do that?”

      She glares at me as if my question was stupid. “I’ve been around a long time. If I tell them to scatter, they’ll listen.”

      “We need to call everyone we can trust.” Agatha sighs. “We’re going to need a hell of a lot of power to contain her. Rainey’s magic will be potent enough, given her heritage. Add to that Heather’s and the magic she’s already stolen—we can’t do this alone.”

      “Aoife,” Tarnley offers from the back.

      Bronywyn whirls on me. “Aoife? The human who sent your pathetic ass spiraling?”

      “Yes. Apparently, she promised herself to a fae in return for life and magic.”

      “You have a fae in your back pocket?” Agatha asks. “Interesting.”

      “First of all, she’s not in my back pocket. And second of all, I loved her. She was slaughtered like an animal in front of me. I lost my shit. I get it, and I regret it. Can we not bring it up again?”

      A muscle ticks in Bronywyn’s jaw, and I know her well enough to see that she regrets her words. “She’s a fae now?”

      I nod. “And she’s currently in the veil, so I have no way of reaching her.”

      “Delaney?” Agatha asks.

      The bird on my shoulder goes limp and starts to fall, I barely manage to catch her in both hands before she slips to the ground.

      “What the hell?”

      “She’ll be back,” Agatha says calmly as if a bird passing out is totally fucking normal. Who the hell knows; for her, it probably is. “Until then. We should relocate the box. Clearly, your silver is not strong enough to contain her.”

      “I hadn’t even considered that,” I admit. I was far too distracted with the lust, the sex, and the betrayal to even realize Heather managed to take over Rainey in a house that should have made it impossible. Unless she’s been in control ever since we left Ramirez’s house.

      “The bloodsucker with no witch magic can grab the box, and we can go. I have a house that will be safe while we figure out just what we’re going to do.”

      “No way in hell am I staying with you,” I retort. “She doesn’t know where Tarnley’s place is. I’ll be staying there. With the box.”

      She glares at me, lips pursed. “Fine. I suppose I’ll be in touch. Grab your allies, only those you can trust.” She moves past me, glancing down at the bird still in my hands as she does. “Delaney should be back soon,” she adds then leaves the room.

      I watch her leave, not at all bothered by her departure. While I haven’t had a chance to press her for everything I need to know, I also feel as though I haven’t had even a millisecond to process what the fuck just happened.

      “I’ll finish making the calls,” Bronywyn adds. “Want to stay with me?” she asks Jane, who shakes her head.

      “I’m going to stay with Elijah and Tarnley.”

      Bronywyn glares back at me and then Tarnley before looking back to Jane. “Be safe. Call me if you need me.”

      “Thanks.”

      Soon, it’s just Jane, Tarnley, and me standing in the center of my bloodstained den.

      “This is one hell of a clusterfuck,” Tarnley says, running a hand over his short hair.

      “We should have killed her,” Jane says softly.

      I start to lose my temper, but the broken look in her eyes has me clamping my mouth shut. Jane’s mismatched eyes are full of tears, her throat still red where Heather slit it wide open. I can’t even imagine what she’s going through.

      “We will if we have to,” I promise. “But we have to try and get Rainey back first.”

      One thing is true above all else; our group took a beating tonight, and we lost.

      But I’ll be damned if I stay down.
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      I’ve never given much thought to hell.

      To the idea of spending eternity in constant torment. A sick, twisted reality that will drive even the most grounded into insanity. Probably because I’ve always believed that when the reaper does come for me, the good I’ve done in my life has earned me a ticket north, to heaven, where I will be reunited with family and friends I’ve lost along the way. After all, haven’t I earned some joy? Some fucking happiness after everything I’ve fought for?

      Arrogant? Possibly, but it’s what has kept me going day after day, night after night, of risking my life to save others.

      I know that it’s probably surprising to some that I believe in God. In heaven and hell. But with everything I’ve seen in my life, there really is no other choice. No other explanation.

      I’ve seen people do great things, stepping up to help complete strangers, and giving me faith in the human race—in the good of the world. And on the opposite side, I’ve witnessed great atrocities. Things that can only exist when evil is present and walking amongst us.

      And honestly, if I didn’t believe, I’m not entirely sure I could keep breathing. There has to be good and evil in the world. Otherwise, aren’t we the monsters?

      So, no, even with everything I’ve done, seen, not once in my life have I ever believed I was going to hell.

      But I’m not sure what other description there is for where I’m trapped now.

      “Rainey, come out and play,” a voice whispers, cooing to me from the inky black surrounding me.

      “Come see us, Rainey,” another calls.

      I look around me, breathing ragged, as I search for the source of the voices. But there’s nothing but darkness.

      Nothing except the inky black shadows moving and swirling around me. I can’t see my hands, my fingers.

      I can’t feel my own skin, and I’m not even entirely sure I’m solid anymore.

      What happened?

      “Rainey!” they call out to me, laughing wildly, enjoying the panic fueling my every breath. Or am I even breathing anymore?

      Memories flash through my mind as though I’m seeing them play out right in front of me. Photographs in perfect frames.

      Soft footsteps as I creep down the hall.

      Walk into a bedroom.

      Kamie staring up at me, terrified as I slit her throat.

      Ramirez reaching for his gun, begging me to stop, not understanding why I would do something so horrible.

      We were friends.

      Partners.

      How could I slaughter them in their beds?

      I cry out, knowing it wasn’t me and still feeling every drop of blood as though it was. As if it was my hand that smeared crimson on their pristine walls.

      That shattered the perfect frames.

      “No, no,” I cry out. “Please, no.”

      “Oh, yes. That was you, Hunter. You killed your friends,” a voice coos. “You monster.”

      “No!” I scream, and the walls shake. For a brief moment, my surroundings shift, and I see Elijah. He’s bare-chested, standing in front of me, breathing heavily. “Elijah!”

      Blood smears his body, his eyes wide and wild as he stares back at me in complete horror that lets me know with absolute certainty he knows what I’ve done. What they made me do.

      “Elijah!” But just as quickly as he’s there, he’s gone. “Elijah!” I scream again. “Please!”

      “You will never see him again,” a new voice says. “You belong to me now. To us.”

      The dark starts to close in on me as pain burns through my mind, and I crumble, falling away into the depths of my hell.
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      The quiet is deafening.

      The whiskey in my glass is barely enough to keep the stabbing pain in my chest under control, a minor stay of my execution to be sure. Because without Rainey, I won’t survive. There’s no way in hell—no world I wish to reside in without my Skittle-obsessed, smart-ass hunter.

      And still, I won’t stop searching until I can bring both of us some fucking peace. Whether it’s delivered by ensuring her safety or—I shake my head. I refuse to think of the ‘or’. Not now, maybe not ever.

      Our bond is weak, but even through that slight connection, I can feel her fear, her grief. It adds to my own, a cocktail of emotional turmoil and unbearable pain.

      Tarnley went home a few minutes ago, taking the box and leaving Jane and me to catch up with him once we’ve had the chance to talk with Jack. We even called in Paloma and her husband’s pack, heeding Agatha’s advice on needing as many allies as possible.

      Jane steps into the kitchen and heads straight for the bottle beside me on the counter. After retrieving another glass from my cabinet, I set it beside the bottle and move away so she can have her space.

      “Thanks,” she rasps, her voice still strained despite Agatha’s healing spell.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “You mean after a bitch wearing my best friend’s face slit my throat open? Fantastic,” she replies dryly.

      “Sorry I asked,” I retort and turn my glass up.

      Jane sighs. “I apologize. It’s just, it’s been a fucking month, hasn’t it?”

      Nodding, I continue sipping the whiskey in silence, trying like hell not to focus on the fact that I may never see Rainey again. Delaney’s bird body is still unconscious on the counter, which should bother me, but to be honest, I’ve seen a hell of a lot crazier shit in my day.

      “What are we going to do?” Jane asks after taking a large drink from her glass.

      “Did you know Agatha was alive?” I ignore her question altogether, mainly because I have no damn clue how to answer it.

      “No. That was one hell of a surprise.”

      “Makes sense though, doesn’t it?”

      Her brows draw together, and she looks up at me in confusion. “What makes sense? That she didn’t tell me?”

      I shake my head. “I believed Rainey to be the most powerful hunter in existence, and yet she wasn’t nearly as strong as she should have been. I thought it was lack of practice, and this entire time…”

      “She wasn’t the last of her line,” Jane finishes my thought. “Not even close. With that witch stealing her family’s bones and resurrecting their souls, she would have been feeding off the Astor line for years.”

      “Exactly. Rainey’s parents, Delaney, Agatha, none of them were actually dead.” Yet another way Agatha let her granddaughter down. She allowed Rainey to believe she was the last of the first, the final Astor walking, and the entire time it was a lie.

      “Shit. That hadn’t even crossed my mind.”

      “How the hell is Agatha so powerful?”

      “She’s a lunar divide witch.”

      I choke on my whiskey, coughing and gasping for air as the liquid burns in my throat and nose. “What. The. Hell. Did. You. Say?” I manage to choke out.

      Despite everything going on, Jane is watching me with amusement. “You going to live? Choking on whiskey would be a pretty damned pathetic way to go out for a terrifying vampire.”

      “I’m fine. Glad you enjoyed my show.”

      “It was a nice reprieve, to be sure.”

      I glare at her expectantly.

      “Agatha was born on Halloween during a full moon in nineteen-forty-four. She’s the Astor matriarch; her husband was a hunter.”

      “Son of a bitch, of course.” I close my eyes and shake my head. How the hell did I not realize it sooner? Why did I not bother to look into Rainey’s grandmother? Even as I ask the question, I know the answer. I thought she was dead. Therefore, it wouldn’t have mattered.

      “If you’re kicking yourself for not seeing it, don’t. Agatha went through great lengths to make sure no one knew. Her mother—Rainey’s great grandmother—knew of the target painted on the Lunar Divide witches and had her during a home birth. They altered the birth certificate to show Agatha’s date of birth as being November fifth. The only reason I know about it is because I was there the day Agatha was born.”

      Jane pauses to drink from her whiskey. “Her mother, Zara, was a friend of mine. The first Astor I befriended. I helped deliver Agatha when I was eighteen. I died seven months later when I turned nineteen.”

      “You’ve known the Astors for generations,” I confirm.

      “Yes. Keep your enemies close and all that. Zara didn’t know my true identity though. By then, the line was mainly hunters, and the daughter of the first had secluded herself from the rest of the Astors.”

      “Why the fuck didn’t you tell us this before?”

      “Because Agatha was dead before.” Jane meets my gaze. “You need to understand something,” she says softly, a dangerous tone to her voice. “Agatha is dangerous, Elijah. Before she faked her death, she’d spent years filling her void with power.”

      “She killed other witches?”

      “She carried out executions for the witch council. But instead of allowing that power to seep into the earth, returning to the lines where it belonged, she took it in.”

      “I thought only dark witches could perform that spell, ones who sold their soul.”

      “There’s a fine line between the witches who sell their souls and the ones who practice under the dark. And that’s a line Agatha has crossed many times. Do not make an enemy of her. You won’t survive it.”

      Setting my glass down, I consider everything she’s just told me. If what she’s saying is true—and I don’t doubt its legitimacy—Agatha could be an even more powerful ally than I considered. But on that same side—she could be one hell of an adversary. Basically, treading carefully is the smart move here. At least, until we get Rainey back.

      “Do you think we’ll get her back?” Jane asks, mirroring my thoughts so closely I wonder if perhaps I hadn’t uttered that last line out loud.

      “I do,” I say. “Whether that’s hopefulness or an actual belief, I don’t know. But you and I both know even if she’s standing, that does not necessarily equal survival,” I mirror Farah’s words, the punch in them even more potent now that I know what we’re facing. After what happened to Ramirez and Kamie, and with what Heather is doing now, there’s no telling what shape we’ll get Rainey back in.

      Will she still be the woman I love? Or a hollow shell with a broken soul?

      The heavy knock on my front door rips me from my unwelcome thoughts. “Here goes,” I mutter to Jane.

      “Don’t kill him. We need him.”

      “I’ll try,” I retort. After all, the last time I faced off with this particular hunter, things didn’t go so well. I did offer to remove his head from his shoulders multiple times.

      Jane beside me, I pull open the door to Jack Keller’s familiar face and a petite brunette beside him. Shifter if her heartbeat is any indication. Though I can’t understand why a man who proclaimed himself to be a lycan hunter would be traveling with one.

      Then again, who the hell am I to judge? I’m a vampire in love with a vampire hunter. Aren’t we the perfect team?

      “Vampire,” he greets tightly.

      “Hunter.”

      His gaze travels past me. “Jane.”

      “Jack,” she says.

      The petite brunette clears her throat, and he reaches around to place a hand on her back. “This is Willa.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Willa Akacheta?” I confirm, seeing the resemblance almost immediately.

      She turns dark eyes on me. “Do we know each other?”

      “No, but I know your father.”

      Her eyes widen. “You do?”

      Nodding, I step to the side to allow them entry. “He will be here soon,” I tell her as I close the silver-lined door behind them.

      “My father is coming here?”

      “Yes. I am Elijah Hawthorne, by the way,” I say, extending my hand.

      She takes it and smiles. “Elijah, I’ve heard quite a bit about you from the Drakes. They are not a fan of yours. Or weren’t, anyway.” She glances up at Jack, who wraps an arm protectively around her shoulders.

      Interesting.

      “Weren’t? Am I to understand they are no longer an issue?” I ask Jack directly.

      “No. They aren’t.”

      “Good to know.”

      Jack and Willa move further into the house, stopping near the hall that leads to the kitchen. “Let’s cut to the fucking chase, bloodsucker. Where’s Rainey?”

      “As I told you on the phone,” I say, crossing both arms. “Rainey isn’t here, which is why I asked you to come.”

      “Where is she?”

      “My best guess would be completely unaware that some bitch is riding shotgun in her body,” Jane replies angrily.

      “I’m sorry, what? Riding shotgun in her body? What the hell does that even mean?”

      “Rainey opened a box back in Salem. It contained the souls of thirteen witches, including that of the original witch. Inside, the box also contains the original witch’s grimoire and a hell of a lot of dark magic, which Rainey absorbed into her body along with the soul of the original.”

      “The original—Heather—has since possessed Rainey’s body in her attempt to fully resurrect herself.”

      Jack doesn’t say a damn word, just glares at me as if I handed her the fucking box and fed her to Heather like a Happy Meal.

      Willa clears her throat. “If the original witch possessed her, doesn’t that mean she’s already resurrected?”

      Beside me, Jane shakes her head. “She can’t reside in Rainey’s body for long. While there is a void due to her being a lunar witch, there will still be issues as long as Rainey’s soul is present.”

      “Lunar witch? What the fuck is a lunar witch? Rainey’s a hunter,” Jack adds.

      “Thank you for pointing that out,” I retort dryly. “Here I didn’t realize we didn’t have that piece of information.”

      Jack drops his arms, clenching his fists at his sides as he steps toward me. “Want to go now, asshole? I have no trouble taking your head and getting Rainey back myself. Since you’ve made such a fucking mess of the whole thing.”

      I take a step forward and glare at him. We’re close to the same height, though I have at least an inch on him. “Try.” That single word is laced with all of my anger, my rage, my helplessness.

      “Easy, boys,” Willa says, placing a hand on Jack’s chest. “Let’s take a breather.”

      Jack’s eyes widen as a bird lands on my shoulder. Delaney’s presence gives me a bit of calm in this fucked-up storm. “I believe you remember Delaney,” I say dryly, and he stumbles back, eyes widening almost comically.

      Except, I kind of feel for him. Or would if he wasn’t a massive fucking asshole.

      “Delaney? You expect me to believe Delaney is a fucking bird?”

      “A crow, actually,” Jane explains. “You’ve missed a lot, Hunter.”

      “Then how about you two start filling me in on everything that’s happened since I left?”

      Another knock on the door. “That would be the pack,” Jane says as she heads toward the door.

      She pulls it open and Paloma rushes inside, her husband beside her. “Where is she?” she demands.

      “The bloodsucker lost her,” Jack says dryly.

      Paloma’s eyes meet his. “And who the hell are you?”

      “Dad?” Willa whispers as soon as Josiah steps into the room. He stops mid-step and stares at her, tears in his eyes.

      “Willa?”

      They rush toward each other, clashing in the middle, tears slipping freely down both sets of cheeks. I want to urge them to hurry up with the fucking reunion. After all, we have a much bigger issue here.

      But I don’t.

      Mainly because Rainey wouldn’t.

      She’d give them the time they needed to reconnect, considering this is a father and daughter who never thought they’d see each other again.

      Cole, the shifter who accompanied Rainey to the warehouse massacre and helped her find the bones of her ancestors, steps around them, crossing the space and stopping in front of us. He holds out a hand to Jack first then Jane. “I’m Cole.”

      “Jane.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “You too.”

      “Jack,” the hunter greets tightly, and Cole nods before stepping out of the way and turning to me. “You holding up?”

      I nod. He’s the first other than Tarnley who’s bothered to ask how I’m doing, and while I appreciate the sentiment, I’d much rather get moving on a plan. Use that energy to figure out how the hell to get Rainey back rather than spending any longer wallowing in the fact that she’s gone.

      “Dad, this is Jack. He rescued me,” Willa says as she releases her father and steps back.

      Josiah beams and reaches forward with an outstretched hand. “Jack, I forever owe you a debt.”

      Jack smiles down at Willa, and in his gaze, I see love. Plain and simple. And when Delaney leans against me, I know that even in her current state, she sees it too. Honestly, it makes me respect him a hell of a lot more.

      A man who can love like that is a man willing to fight.

      And there’s about to be one hell of a war.

      “The Drakes?” Josiah asks.

      “Apparently, Jack here killed them all,” I offer up.

      The hunter glares at me. “All except the patriarch.”

      “You left one alive? Why?” Josiah asks, his tone slightly irritated.

      Jack reaches into his pocket and pulls out a card. “Henry Drake gave me this. Supposedly, it’s the name of the witch who ordered Delaney’s death.” He hands it over, and I stare down at the address scrawled. It’s one I know well, and rage burns inside my veins as I fight to control the beast once again.

      Only, this time, I think I may let him have the blood he craves.

      “Do you know where that is?” Jack asks, and I nod.

      “I know this witch,” I tell him.

      Jane clears her throat, though I know it’s more because of her own pain, not to get my attention. “Who is it?”

      I meet her gaze, a low growl escaping my throat as I try to come up with a logical explanation. “Stella.”
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      My head throbs as I come awake, eyes fluttering open beneath a stone ceiling I don’t recognize. Did I black out again? The room is cold, the stone damp, and I sit up, my entire body aching like I just took an ass-kicking.

      I glance around the room, not seeing anything but stone. Then my eyes meet the front, and I panic. Surging to my feet, I rush forward and grip thick, silver bars.

      “Hello?” I yell and try to shake the bars. They don’t budge. Where the hell am I? “Elijah!” I scream. “Elijah!” Please tell me it was all a horrible dream.

      I close my eyes, trying to use my waning strength to tug on the bars.

      Ramirez. I can still see him, throat open, lying beside Kamie, and the memory guts me. My stomach clenches, my body shaking as I try to pull myself together. I grip the bars harder to keep the grief from taking me to my knees.

      There will be time for pain.

      For grieving.

      But only after I get the fuck out of this prison cell.

      “Elijah!” I scream again.

      “I’m afraid he won’t be able to help you, dear.” A familiar voice from the shadows ahead makes my stomach churn.

      “Stella?”

      She emerges under the single lamp above, just on the other side of my cage. A golden skirt falls to her ankles, a crimson, long-sleeve shirt covering the tattoos on both arms. “Hello, Rainey.” White eyes meet mine and another chill travels up my spine.

      “Where the fuck am I? Let me out.”

      “I can’t do that,” she says with a chuckle as she walks toward a chair in the corner where she sits, crossing one leg over another, and smooths the lines of her skirt.

      “What happened?” I don’t trust this woman—this witch—despite the fact that Elijah did. The light I’d sensed the first time we met is gone, replaced with a shadow that reminds me of the nightmarish place I just woke up from.

      “You remember,” she says softly, leaning back and folding both hands in her lap. “So why do you ask? Is it perhaps that you don’t wish to recall the events that brought you here?”

      “Let me out, or I will kill you,” I snarl.

      She chuckles. “Oh, my dear Rainey. You are so like your sister.” Black swirls inside her white eyes, a storm brewing and proof of the shadows I sense. “Unfortunately for you, your fate will be close to the same as hers.”

      I glare at her. Rage unfurls within me, gasoline on an already volatile flame. “You had her killed.”

      “Sort of. More like aided in her quest to die.”

      “Delaney didn’t want to die.”

      Stella chuckles. “There is much you don’t know about your sister. Tell me, why do you think she left the box for you to find?”

      “She didn’t know—”

      “She knew exactly what she was doing and still chose to complete the action. Your sister was not as pristine as you like to believe. I warned her, told her she needed to back away from it all, but still, she chose to stay—to open the box herself. It ended up working out since it gave her the chance to leave it for you, but her death was a lot messier than it had to be. She could have walked off a bridge and instead chose to ask a shifter to kill her. When he refused, I stepped in and offered aid.”

      The way she says it, the glee in her voice when she recounts the events leading up to my sister’s murder, makes something snap inside me.

      “You fucking bitch!” I roar. The lights above Stella flicker, and she glances up at them, concern marring her aged face.

      I stoke the flame, urging the power I just felt forward—letting my rage guide me. Magic builds in my blood, something I never would have thought possible, but I don’t allow myself to think about it.

      Not yet.

      Because thinking is hesitating.

      And I want to see Stella burn.

      The bars beneath my hands are hot, but I don’t notice the pain. I grip them tighter as the steel melts away beneath my fingers.

      “It’s not possible,” she whispers, backing up farther and farther away from me as I shove the moldable steel aside. It drips to the concrete floor, bright orange tears that instantly cool against the cement.

      “Not possible?” I ask her, my voice deadly. “Obviously, you’re wrong.” I stalk across the floor toward her. “Now, what is it I promised you when you nearly got Elijah kill—” My threat breaks off as pain unlike anything I’ve ever felt rips through my skull, and I drop to my knees, a scream tearing from my throat. “Get out of my head!” I roar, my fingers digging into the concrete as though it was nothing but foam.

      “It is not your turn, Hunter,” a voice whispers moments before everything goes black once more.

      However, even though the world around me is black, I can still hear each word spoken from my own mouth.

      “It’s about time, Heather. She nearly killed me!” Stella’s panicked voice is muffled, but the next as clear as day.

      “Then don’t provoke her.”

      “Why didn’t the silver in the bars work? She was able to access her magic!”

      “Seems the hunter blood overrides the silver. It’s why we were able to access her when that foolish bloodsucker thought he’d shielded us from her. She’s a valuable one, this hunter. We need to ensure she doesn’t escape.”

      The threat is evident in Heather’s voice, and Stella begins to stutter. “Well, if you could keep better control of her—”

      “I have to rest at times, Stella. It’s up to you to keep her within these walls while I do. The plan cannot work if I don’t have a body to inhabit. Preferably one with power such as hers.”

      “We can find you another—”

      “Can you, Stella? Do you believe another being with a resistance to silver is just going to waltz into this cell, asking to be inhabited? Because until one does, Rainey Astor is our only possible choice.”

      Stella clears her throat. “Well, then, shall we get on with it? You have a box to obtain, don’t you?”

      “Dear, Rainey, I bet your bloodsucker will love to see you again, don’t you?” I know the sadistic bitch is speaking to me, and inside, I want to rage, to scream, to fight. Though I try to break the mental chains she has on me, nothing happens.

      “You do realize I am inside you—we are one. You cannot shield your thoughts from me, Hunter.”

      Good. Then fuck you.  I shove whatever mental force I have left behind the words before taking a deep breath and trying to clear my mind of all thoughts. No damn way I’m giving this bitch any more ammunition than she already has. I’m going to fucking kill you for what you’ve done.

      A laugh fills my head, a chilling sound that makes me wish I had ears so I could plug them. “Rainey, I’m just getting started.”
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      “Now that we’re all here, how about we figure out what we’re going to do about the witch bitch?” Tarnley asks as he takes a seat in the large armchair near the roaring fire. We’re gathered in the study of his windowless home near the blood bar.

      Cole, Josiah, Paloma, and her husband stand off to one side, Jack and Willa directly beside them, and Jane next to me near the edge of the fireplace.

      Bronywyn joined us but has steered clear of the large group by stationing herself near the door. I can sense her fear just as easily as I can feel my own.

      Hell, everyone in this room is terrified of what might happen should Heather continue riding shotgun in Rainey’s body.

      “Any ideas? Agatha?” I look to where she sits at the very edge of the room, the three black crows perched on the bookcase behind her. “You do seem to be the resident Heather expert.”

      She snorts. “Just because I know her doesn’t make me an expert.”

      “How is that exactly?” Jane asks, voice layered with irritation. “She was locked in the box before you were born. I am the one who warned you about her, who told you of the box.”

      Agatha shrugs, but her dark eyes and strained expression directly contradict the action. “I may have opened the box myself a time or two.”

      “Then why the hell weren’t you possessed?” Jack demands.

      She doesn’t even bother looking at the hunter. “Because I wasn’t the one they wanted.”

      “And how is it she knew you weren’t who she wanted? You are a lunar witch, just like Rainey. An Astor born during a full moon. Why would it matter?” I ask, already fearing what the answer may be.

      Agatha levels her gaze on me, power swirling within the depths of her dark eyes. She’s trying to intimidate me, an action that will prove futile for her. “I was born a witch with hunter blood. Rainey is a hunter with witch blood. The difference may not seem like much to you, but I assure you it is, and Heather can see it.”

      Beside me, a tortured cry leaves Jane’s lips and she covers her mouth with both hands. “You bargained for Rainey,” she whispers, her voice barely audible over the sound of my blood hammering in my brain.

      “You promised your granddaughter to a psychotic fucking witch?” I blur across the room, knocking her staff to the side and gripping her by the throat before she has the chance to use her powers. The crows take flight, their wings flapping wildly around me. Though, to their credit, no one comes after me.

      I’ll knock their feathery asses out of the sky if I have to in order to make Agatha pay for that particular revelation.

      “I had to buy time,” Agatha tells me.

      Jack doesn’t make a single move toward me. Based on the look the hunter is giving me, he’s rooting for Agatha’s death.

      “You sold her out! Your own blood! Tell me, how old was she when you bargained her life away? Huh? Two? Three?”

      Bronywyn rushes to my side, her hand on the arm holding Agatha. “Let her go, Elijah.”

      “No.”

      “Let her go or I will make you.”

      I turn my attention to her, a growl leaving my lips. “Try, and I’ll kill her.”

      Bronywyn holds my glare for a moment longer, but it’s a crow that pulls my attention away from killing Agatha. Delaney lands on my shoulder softly, perching as she stares across at Agatha, so I let her go and step back.

      Agatha bends and retrieves her cane. “Eighteen months,” she replies tightly. “Touch me again, and I’ll take those hands off.”

      “You won’t have time to react if I put my hands on you again,” I toss back her way as I stroll across the room, Delaney never leaving my shoulder. My stomach churns, and the moment I reach the wall, I ball up my fist and slam it into the paneling.

      It crunches and does absolutely nothing to curb my growing rage.

      “You knew Heather wanted Rainey this entire time. Why the hell wouldn’t you warn her?” Jane asks. “And why would Delaney leave the box for her to find?”

      Agatha’s gaze flickers to Delaney for a second—an action so quick I nearly miss it. “Delaney was not in her right mind when she left the box for Rainey,” Agatha tells us. “She’d been manipulated into doing so by a woman I once considered my friend.”

      “Doloris,” I clarify, and she turns to me.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I ripped her throat out back in Salem.”

      Agatha presses her lips together in a tight line and nods. It’s the first time she’s shown me even a bit of respect. “Good. That woman was long overdue for a meeting with the reaper. You’re sure she was dead?”

      “I didn’t exactly stick around to see, but I’m pretty damn sure.”

      “I removed her body,” Tarnley explains. “Then I burned it. She’s gone.”

      Agatha nods again before shifting her gaze to the crow on my shoulder. “Doloris branded Delaney and placed her under a spell that would force her to complete whatever task the witch laid out for her.”

      “Then why would Doloris want to kill Rainey? If the entire time she wanted her to have the box?”

      “Doloris was born of a witch and a warlock with the power to reanimate the dead. Had she succeeded in killing Rainey, my granddaughter would have been dead, but the witch could have brought back her body for Heather. A host with no issues.”

      “What the fuck.” Jack pinches the bridge of his nose.

      “You are the hunter Delaney was seeing before she died. The one with her the night she was killed.”

      Jack nods at Agatha’s question, and Willa takes his hand.

      “You should know. She knew she was going to die that night, didn’t she, Cole?”

      At her question, Cole pales, and his eyes fill with pain as he nods.

      “What the hell does he have to do with it?”

      “Why don’t you ask him?” Agatha counters, tilting her head to the side.

      “Cole?” Josiah asks. “Can you clarify?”

      The wolf straightens, jaw clenched as he regards each of us. “Because I killed her.”

      The room falls into complete silence for the span of a heartbeat before it breaks into chaos. Jack lunges at the shifter, Delaney takes flight as I blur across the room at him. By the time I get there, the hunter has a blade to the wolf’s throat, and Willa’s arm on his is the only thing keeping him from slicing.

      “You killed her!” Jack roars.

      “Delaney asked me to,” Cole chokes out. “She knew about Doloris’s hold, that hiding away from Salem was only a temporary stay of what was to come. She told me that she had to die or Rainey would.”

      “You’re a fucking liar!” Jack roars.

      Delaney lands on the floor beside Cole, her head cocking to the side and staring at me. I take her actions as proof that the wolf is telling the truth, so I blur toward them, wrapping both arms beneath Jack’s and pinning his up as I rip him back before he can start a war between himself and Josiah’s pack.

      By the time this is over, I imagine we’ll all have more than enough blood on our hands.

      “Let me go, Vampire, or you’re next,” Jack warns.

      “You can’t kill him.”

      “Did you ever care for her? Because if you fucking did, you know I can.”

      “Delaney was my friend,” I confirm. “But she doesn’t want you to kill him.”

      “She’s a fucking bird!” Jack roars. “Because he ripped her throat out. You didn’t see her that night,” Jack chokes out. “There was so much blood.”

      I let him go, sensing the grief is overshadowing the rage. Still, I stay close enough to stop him should he go for the wolf again. He turns to glare at me, but it’s filled with pain. “I swore I would get vengeance for what happened to her. You should have let me fucking kill him.” Then, he shakes his head and heads for the door, slamming it behind him.

      After Willa follows, I turn my attention to Cole, who got to his feet while Jack was talking. “You killed Delaney.”

      “Yes.” The word is filled with so much agony that it gives me the strength I need to not finish what Jack started, regardless of Delaney’s objections.

      “Why would you do that?” Josiah asks. “Why kill the hunter? We could have helped her.”

      “I didn’t mean to. I told her no.” He shuts his eyes and shakes his head. “Everything got so fucked before I even had the chance to figure out what happened.”

      “What do you remember?” Josiah asks, tone level—calm.

      “She told me there was no other way, and when I refused—” He closes his dark eyes again and takes a deep breath. “I refused to kill her, started to walk away, but before I knew it, I was standing over her as she bled to death on the pavement. I don’t know what happened.”

      “Then how do you know you killed her?” Jane asks.

      He shifts his attention to her. “Because I was covered in her blood.” Cole’s eyes meet mine. “You have no idea the pain I felt when I realized what I’d done. I can still see her—”

      “It wasn’t your fault; you were forced into it,” Agatha tells him, and if I’m not mistaken, I sense a bit of pity in her tone.

      Cole shakes his head. “I killed my friend, my best fucking friend, and that’s something I have to live with.”

      It still doesn’t make any sense. Delaney wouldn’t ever want to hurt anyone she cared for, so why put that on him? “Why would she go to you? There were plenty after her. She could have just as easily gotten herself into a fight and let the enemy take her out.”

      “She told me that she wanted it to be quick but that she couldn’t bring herself to do it on her own.”

      “So she would leave you with the pain of completing the act?” Jane asks. “That’s selfish as hell and not at all like the Delaney I knew.”

      “The Delaney you knew had been gone for a while,” Agatha clarifies.

      “Is Stella involved?” I ask Rainey’s grandmother.

      She shifts her gaze to Delaney for a moment before looking to me. “Delaney doesn’t know. She believes a local witch had a card at play, but she’s unsure who it might have been.”

      “The card that the Drake patriarch gave Jack seems to lean toward that particular route,” Josiah says, his hand on Cole’s shoulder.

      The shifter is tortured; that much is evident. And his pain is the only reason he’s still breathing. Even if he refused to kill her—he still did—and that’s not something I can just push aside, no matter what logical thinking dictates.

      “Enough about what got us here,” Paloma speaks up for the first time. “Where do we go now? How do we stop Heather?”

      Jane clears her throat. “I have some thoughts about that, but it’s not going to be easy.”

      Tarnley straightens. “Let’s hear it.”

      “Getting Heather into the box the first time was nearly impossible,” she tells us. “And she trusted me—inexplicably. Something she will never do again for another person—she’s too damn smart to make the same mistake twice.”

      “Then how do you propose we do it?”

      “We don’t. At least not the way I did it before. We have her grimoire, and inside is a spell for the cure. Since she’s using magic to control Rainey—” she trails off.

      “You believe using the cure will strip Rainey’s body of all magic—including Heather’s soul,” I finish, and Jane nods.

      “What will happen to Heather’s soul then? Or the other ones you say are haunting her?”

      “If we can separate her inside Elijah’s house, the silver should prevent her from escaping, and we can perform the spell to shove her back into the box.”

      “Except she reached Rainey through that silver, didn’t she?” Bronywyn asks.

      “No. I believe she took over Rainey’s body while we were at the crime scene for her partner’s murder.”

      “Oh, shit,” Paloma mutters. “She lost it. I thought it was just grief, but—this is all my fault.”

      “No, it’s not.” Grey rubs his hand on his wife’s back. “This was no one’s fault but Heather’s.”

      I don’t agree, but not because I believe Paloma should be held to blame but because I know I am at fault.

      Josiah clears his throat. “Where are the other souls if they aren’t inside Rainey too?”

      “They are in the void as well,” Agatha clarifies. “Though they only remain there until Heather uses them to fully resurrect herself. Something she needs her bones for.”

      “And do we know where her bones are?”

      Agatha barely spares me a glance. “Unfortunately, no, we do not. Though I would assume they are somewhere in Ireland.”

      “Actually,” Jane says. “I do know where they are, and they are not in Ireland.”

      All eyes shift to her, and she clears her throat. “I buried them.”

      “Where?”

      “In the Astor crypt.”

      “You have got to be kidding me. They’ve been there this entire time?” Agatha snaps, her temper sharp.

      “Seemed the safest place for them.”

      “Where’s the Astor crypt?”

      Agatha rolls her eyes at Grey’s question. “Have you not been paying attention? Where the hell do you think they would be?”

      “Salem,” I answer for him since Agatha apparently burned her decorum in the fire she claimed stole her life. That’s if she ever had any, to begin with, which based on what Rainey has told me would be a no.

      “I can send someone to guard the crypt,” Josiah offers.

      “I’ll go.” We all turn to Cole. “She doesn’t know who I am. I can leave without being noticed and stay put until we know what our next move is.”

      “You expect me to be okay with a shifter taking up residence in a hunter’s crypt?” Agatha looks completely offended, and I roll my eyes.

      “Will you cut the shit already, Astor? You are a witch, not a hunter, so this bias is completely hypocritical, and frankly, I’m over it.”

      “I may be a witch, but I was born of a hunter. My lineage is full of hunters whose bodies are worth protecting. My daughter, her husband, and Delaney were not buried properly, and look what happened.”

      “And why weren’t they buried properly, I wonder? Perhaps because you alienated Rainey and Delaney both, so when their parents died, they had no interest in bringing their bodies back to your crypt? And how about when Delaney died, and Rainey had nowhere proper to bury her sister?”

      She glares at me, jaw tightening, but I don’t give even an inch. If we’re going to be stuck together until we pull Rainey out of this mess, she’s going to have to learn to live with the fact that everyone in this fucking room is different.

      “Fine,” she finally snaps. Reaching into her pocket, she withdraws a silver key. “Use this to get inside, and keep it on your person at all times. If you lose it, the wards around the place will burn you alive.”

      “Good to know.” Cole takes the key and shoves it into his pocket.

      “With the bones protected, what is our next step?” Jane asks.

      “We need to make the cure and find a way to draw her out.”

      “Shouldn’t be hard since she wants the damned book.”

      “So let me get this straight,” Josiah starts. “You want to craft a mythical cure and cram it into the throat of a powerful hunter who is being controlled by the original witch.”

      “Yes.”

      “And how do you plan to get close enough to do that?”

      The room falls into silence as we all contemplate what will probably prove to be the most difficult part of the plan. After all, if Heather won’t trust anyone to get that close to her—how the hell will we manage to get her to drink something?

      “I’ll do it,” I say. “We use the box as leverage. Tell her that if she lets me talk to Rainey, we’ll give it to her.”

      “So you let Rainey come to the surface and convince her to drink it,” Cole clarifies.

      “I don’t convince her to do anything,” I reply. “I shove it down her throat before Heather can take back over. The moment she senses anything is off, Rainey is gone, and we lose our chance.”

      “Fuck, this is a lot,” Tarnley murmurs from behind me.

      “We’re going to need to create wards around the house,” I tell Bronywyn. “Even though there’s silver, we need to make sure if she somehow gets out, she can’t leave.”

      “I can handle that,” she replies.

      I turn to Josiah. “Think you can spare some pack members to help us should we need the strength to contain her?”

      “I will bring aid,” he tells me with a curt nod.

      “Then let’s get this damn thing going. I think it’s time to open the fucking box. Again.” My phone buzzes in my pocket, so I withdraw it, completely surprised at the name on the readout. “Eira, what is it?”

      Jack and Willa walk back in, meeting my gaze as Eira sighs into the line.

      “I don’t know exactly what is going on with your hunter—”

      “You’ve seen her?” I interrupt quickly, and Jack stops mid-step to stare at me.

      “I’m looking at her right now,” she confirms.

      “Where?”

      “My club. What’s going on?”

      “Do not confront her, Eira. No matter what she’s doing, stay the hell away until I get there.”

      “Eli—” I end the call and head for the door.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Heather is at my friend’s club.”

      “And what do you plan on doing? We aren’t ready with the cure.”

      “I’m going to attempt to get her back here, so get the damned cure ready to go.” I storm past them with Jack and Tarnley on my heels.

      “Are you sure it’s a good idea to confront her right now?”

      I stop abruptly and turn to face off with Tarnley. “I know where she is, and if I can somehow convince her that I will give her the fucking book and her bones if she’ll get the hell out of Rainey—that’s not a risk I won’t take.”

      “Okay, mate, just checking.” Tarnley puts his hands up, and I turn to Jack.

      “You have any objections?”

      “Not a damn one.”

      “Good.”
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      The parking lot of Eira’s place is packed, even more so than I’ve ever seen it. I pull up to the front door and toss my keys to Berk, who’s already holding the door open for me. Since I dropped Tarnley and Jack off in the back where I’m hoping to lure Heather, I head down the dark, magic-blocked hallway alone, the sensory deprivation blocking out my senses and spurring my already frayed nerves.

      Music pumps in the dance hall, the heavy bass making my heart feel like it’s thundering even heavier than it already is. I scan the crowd, searching for Rainey—or rather, Heather. Bodies move, gyrating on the floor, hips pumping in tune with the beat of the music.

      I glance up at the balcony Eira typically watches from and see her staring at the center of the dance floor, mouth flattened in a tight line. Barin, the other bouncer who typically works the front door, whispers something in her ear, and her gaze shifts, falling over to me instead.

      She nods toward the center, so that’s where I head. Shoving through the sweaty bodies, it doesn’t take me long to find her.

      A low growl emanates from my chest as I take in the sight of her—barely clothed—surrounded by shifters and vampires alike.

      Heather has taken Rainey’s face and coated it with thick makeup, nearly completely hiding the freckles lining her cheeks and dotting her nose.

      She applied black powder around her eyes and pulled on a thin piece of bright red fabric that barely fucking constitutes as a dress. My bond with Rainey intensifies the closer I get to Heather. I can smell her arousal from here, and it pisses me the fuck off.

      I blur across the room, grabbing the vampire whose hand is currently on her ass. Before he can object, I throw him backward through the crowd.

      Some scream and run while some turn, ready for a fight, and I fucking welcome them all.

      “Now, Elijah, I didn’t realize you were the jealous type,” she jokes, her tone nothing like Rainey’s. Without breaking stride, she continues grinding against a shifter pressed up to her back. He grins at me, apparently too fucking stupid to know when he needs to move the hell on.

      “You may want to go,” I warn.

      “Fuck off, Vampire. We’re just having us some fun.”

      I blur toward him and grab him by the throat. “I said go, asshole.” Flinging him backward like I did his buddy. The rest of the crowd around us moves along, leaving Heather and me standing in the center.

      Heather stalks toward me, lips in a pout as she reaches up and wraps both arms around my neck. I stiffen, unwilling to show an ounce of emotion despite her being in Rainey’s body. “If you don’t dance with me, I’m going to start killing,” she whispers into my ear, trailing her tongue down the side of my lobe.

      Still, I don’t move.

      “Think I’m lying?” Heather snaps her fingers, and the shifter she’d been dancing with cries out as he falls to the ground, his body seizing. The creatures surround him until one of Eira’s people come and cart the body away a moment later.

      “I don’t give two shits about these people,” I tell her.

      “But you do care for the owner, do you not? Based on Rainey’s memories, the two of you are good friends. Shall I make another demonstration?” She raises her fingers, and I place both palms on her waist. “Good, pet,” she says happily as she begins to move her hips.

      “Isn’t this nice,” Heather murmurs as she leans her head against me.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Having a little fun. After all, I’ve been locked in a box for centuries. Can you truly blame me?”

      “Yes,” I reply without hesitation. “I can.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Why the fuck are we dancing?”

      “Because there’s not a damn creature in here that gets my motor going quite like you do, Elijah Hawthorne. I don’t know if it’s because you’re what does it for Rainey, and for the time I’m stuck in her body, or if it’s just because you are such a good fuck. I’m not interested in settling for anything less. Either way, you’re the only one worthy of taking up my time.”

      “I’m not sleeping with you.”

      She laughs. “Please, we didn’t sleep together. We fucked, Elijah. There is a difference.”

      Swallowing hard, I consider my next move. I could draw her outside, use myself to lure her away from all those she could hurt, but is it worth the risk? I’m not entirely sure I can control myself should she open a vein.

      Not with the way my beast is responding, just being pressed up against her this way.

      She turns in my arms, her ass pressed against me. I try to remind myself this isn’t Rainey—but the beast doesn’t get the memo. Especially not when she flings dark hair over her shoulder and bares her throat.

      “You can take a bite, you know,” Heather coos. “Take a taste of your hunter, Vampire. She’s delicious.”

      I swallow hard, my fangs elongating.

      She’s not Rainey, I remind myself, over and over again, as I force the bile down and lean forward, pressing my lips to her speeding pulse. She groans, a soft sigh leaving her as she leans back against me.

      “I don’t understand your connection,” she whispers, and I spin her around, taking her mouth in a bruising kiss meant to punish even as I want to lure her outside. If I do, Tarnley and Jack can grab her, and this entire fucking nightmare can be over.

      She buries her hands in my hair, pulling, and bites down on my bottom lip hard enough to draw crimson to the surface.

      Pulling my lip into her mouth, she sucks gently, taking my blood into her body. I swallow hard and grab her hand, tugging her toward the back door.

      Meanwhile, Heather just giggles and follows without bothering to ask any additional questions.

      I hate myself for the way that kiss felt—I’m disgusted, the bile nearly too much to deal with as the feeling that I betrayed Rainey sinks in. But I need Heather discombobulated if we’re going to manage to grab her, and this seems the best way.

      Bursting through the door and into the alley, I spin her around and slam her against the wall, taking her mouth again. I sense Jack before I see him, and less than a second later, Tanrely is ripping me off of her and grabbing her around the throat, pressing her against him as Jack rushes forward from the shadows.

      Heather glares at me, her enraged gaze cutting like daggers. “You will regret this, bloodsucker.”

      “You will give me Rainey back, now,” I order. “Or so help me I will end you.”

      She grins. “There’s no world in which you can kill your hunter. Don’t play me for a fool.”

      “Any more than he already has?” Jack offers.

      “He may not be able to, but I sure as hell can.” Tarnley tightens his grip.

      “Do you really think I would come here alone?” She asks at the same time the back door opens and nearly a dozen supernaturals file out. “I’m starting a war, Elijah. It would be foolish of me to travel anywhere without an army.”

      “Tell them to go back inside before I snap your neck,” Tarnley warns.

      “We both know you won’t. But, just in case.” She nods at one of the men who joined us, and he pulls out a revolver, aiming it at Rainey’s body. I blur toward him too late, and the booming gunshot echoes around me.

      I spin and glare at the blood pooling from the hole in Rainey’s upper thigh. “I don’t feel that,” Heather says with a wicked grin. “But your hunter does. So tell him to let me go, or these loyal soldiers will start putting holes in her.”

      “Let her go, Tarnley,” I order without hesitation.

      “Elijah—”

      “Let. Her. The. Fuck. Go.”

      He growls at me but does as I say, shoving her toward me. Heather walks the rest of the distance as though there’s not blood pooling from her wound. My beast rattles, and I nearly lunge for her. Instead, I clench my fists, digging my fingernails into my palms and hoping that the pain will be enough to keep me from losing myself.

      “Don’t you just love the way she smells?” Heather asks me. The crowd behind close their eyes and inhale deeply, some groaning, others practically salivating onto the fucking pavement. Blood drips from my palms as I dig my nails into my skin even deeper. The bite is all but nonexistent, given my current state.

      “Now, this is what’s going to happen, Elijah, you’re going to give me what I want or I’m going to let these nice creatures have their way with this body. As I told you earlier, it’s been quite a while for me, and I’m just looking to have a good time. So whatever it is they want—a chew toy, a fuck buddy—I don’t really care.” Her dark eyes level on me. “But I imagine you do.”

      My heart stumbles at the thought of Rainey being used that way even as the urge to rip Heather apart grows. Something snaps in me, and a chill runs through my blood as I realize there’s no way in hell any of these assholes are walking out of this alley tonight.

      “Get me my book, Elijah, and maybe I’ll free Rainey for one last roll.”

      She saunters back into the club, and I head for the nearest shifter. His eyes widen, and he starts to shift. But I grab him by the throat and rip, sending blood splattering across the pavement. Around me, the grunts signaling that Jack and Tarnley have joined the fight is like music to my ears.

      I let the beast out.

      Give him what he wants.

      And by the time I’m done, I stand in the middle of the carnage with a smile on my face despite the pure, unfiltered rage filling my soul.

      “Elijah.” Tarnley’s face comes into view, and I suck in a deep breath as a growl slips from me. “Come out of it.”

      Another wave of rage.

      “They’re dead, mate.”

      “She’s not.”

      “No,” he admits. “But her time will come. I’ve called in the cleaners. You need to be gone.”

      Sucking in a deep breath, I calm myself, shoving the bloodlust back into the corner of my brain where it belongs. And as I start to come out of the red, I take in the broken bodies around me and feel nothing but satisfaction that they suffered as they died.

      Anyone who hurts Rainey will suffer greatly.

      Including the original witch.

      No matter how fucking long it takes.
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      Days pass in a blur, and before I know it, nearly two weeks have gone by since the altercation outside of Eira’s club. Rainey surfaces every few days, and I can feel her confusion as it nearly knocks me to my knees every time.

      She’s terrified.

      Suffering.

      And there’s not a damned thing I can do about it right now.

      Jane and Agatha claim they are working around the clock to craft the cure we’ll use to strip Heather’s powers, but up until now, they’ve been completely unsuccessful. Each attempt has only resulted in yet another setback.

      Many more, and I’m going to go after her my damn self, even if it gets me killed.

      “Take a taste of your hunter, Vampire. She’s delicious.” Heather’s voice is on constant repeat in my brain. The way she sauntered around in Rainey’s body, her threats. We haven’t heard anything from her again, but according to Paloma, the dead women keep showing up in random places.

      The media is claiming there’s a serial killer loose in Billings. And to be completely honest, they aren’t that far off.

      As the body count climbs, Heather’s power grows.

      There’s no telling whether we’ll even be able to stop her once we finally do find her. According to Josiah, Cole hasn’t seen anything strange near the crypt, which bodes well for that particular part of the plan, because if Heather gets her hands on both her bones and book—she’ll be unstoppable.

      At least, according to Agatha and Jane.

      “How are you doing?”

      Speaking of. Jane steps up beside me and offers me a fresh cup of coffee. “Thanks.” I take a drink, letting the hot liquid burn down my throat. At least with it, I can fucking feel something.

      “You okay?”

      “No. Not even close.”

      “I’m sorry, Elijah. Agatha thinks she’s close. The magic—it’s potent.”

      “I’m tired of the excuses. I appreciate your attempt at giving me hope, but at this point, it feels as if Agatha doesn’t even want Rainey back.”

      “That’s not fair, Elijah.” Jane’s brows draw together. “Because if you feel that way, then you must not think I do either.”

      I glance over, hating myself for upsetting her. Jane and I have come a long way in the past few weeks we’ve known each other. Especially given the threats thrown my way and the fact that she nearly killed me three centuries ago.

      “That’s not what I meant. I know you do too.” I glance back out over Tarnley’s backyard.

      “These things, they take time to do them right. Heather’s not stupid. Rainey is safe as long as she needs her. Which, until she gets the book and her bones, she does.”

      “And what of Rainey when we get her back?” I ask, turning to Jane. “What kind of state do you think she’ll be in once Heather is done using her?”

      Jane’s brows draw together, and she nods. “I’ve considered that too.”

      “I hate the thought of her suffering any more. But I know that getting her back is just one hurdle. Especially if we can’t manage to kill Heather in the process. This is just the beginning of this fight, and if Rainey isn’t herself when we get her back—” I trail off, not wanting to voice one of my worst fears.

      I’ve been on the other side after losing yourself. That precipice looking down over the damage caused.

      Granted, my destruction was caused by me and me alone.

      Still, because of how honorable Rainey is, I can’t imagine she will take all that Heather’s done in stride. If I had to guess, she will suffer long after we rescue her.

      “We be there for her,” Jane replies. “We stand beside her, being whatever it is that she needs for as long as she needs.”

      “And if that isn’t enough?” I ask, glancing over and taking another drink of coffee.

      Jane doesn’t get the chance to answer because Jack clears his throat. We both turn around to see him hovering in the doorway.

      “What is it?”

      “Agatha says she’s got it this time.”

      I abandon my coffee and shove past him into the house, heading down to the basement where she and Jane have been working on crafting the cure. The place is lined with books and bottles Agatha brought over from her house.

      She stands in the center of the room over the top of a small black cauldron that sits atop an old wooden table.

      “You have it?”

      Instead of responding to my question, she lifts a funnel and begins pouring a brown liquid into a vial. Then, once it’s full, she corks it and turns around. “I do.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “As sure as I can be without testing it on someone. But if you’d rather waste more time—”

      “No.” I reach for it and turn to Jack. “Feel like bating a witch?”

      “Ready when you are.”

      Turning to Jane, I stick the vial in my pocket. “Call Josiah, Grey, and Paloma. Get the pack set up like we planned. We need to make sure we’re prepared as soon as Heather shows up.”

      “Will do.” She leaves the room, taking the steps two at a time and disappearing upstairs.

      “Don’t waste that,” Agatha warns. “I can make more now that I know how, but it’s not a quick process. We only get one shot at this.”

      “I’ve got it.” Then, I head for the stairs. “It’s time to pay an old friend a visit.”
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      “Elijah, so nice to see you,” Stella greets from the porch of her house. Jack stands beside me, hands curled into fists at his sides. Her white eyes shift to him, and she cocks her head to the side in interest. “And who might this be?”

      “Stella,” I greet, voice taut with barely leashed anger. I thought I would be able to keep a somewhat level head, but it’s proving to be a hell of a lot more difficult than I considered. “This is Jack Keller.”

      Her eyes widen briefly before somber sadness takes over her look of surprise. “I was so sorry to hear about Delaney’s passing. She spoke of you often.”

      “I’m sure you were,” Jack replies dryly. “Was that before or after you had a hand in her death?”

      I watch my old friend carefully, searching for any hint that she knows what he’s talking about. Stella’s too fucking smart to not see this coming, so when she takes a step back into her warded house, I know we’re right.

      And it takes everything in me not to blur forward and find a way into that fucking house to tear her apart. “You set Rainey up,” I say darkly.

      “Rainey is the puzzle board, Elijah. With her, the other pieces fall into place.”

      “What other pieces?”

      She grins at me, sadistic and wild and so unlike the woman I once knew. “You shall see.”

      “Not if we kill you first,” Jack growls.

      “I assume you already saw my hunter ward, which would explain why you have not tried to do so just yet. Neither you nor Elijah can enter this house without my blessing, and I assure you—you will not get one.”

      “You have to leave sometime,” Jack growls.

      Meanwhile, as much as I wish to rip Stella apart, I know that we need her to find Rainey—or rather Heather. But as soon as we do, there will be no more use for her. “I assume you know how to get into contact with Heather?”

      Stella nods.

      “Tell her I want to talk. Tonight at eleven. Tell her to come alone and to meet me in the house where I have the box.”

      “I will deliver your message,” Stella says. “But I must warn you, if you are trying to save your hunter, she’s already gone.”

      “Fuck if she is.” Jack lunges forward, and I grip his biceps to keep him from getting himself killed by trying to enter her house.

      “We want to give her the box.”

      At my words, she crosses both arms. “You seem awfully composed, Elijah,” she comments, amused. “Is it possible you didn’t love the hunter as much as I thought you did? I figured you’d be much more volatile.”

      I grin, the action savage and layered with the threat of violence. “It is taking everything in me to keep myself from forcing my way into your house and ripping your fucking head off, Stella. I should have never saved you—I should have let you burn. But don’t worry. Letting you live won’t be a mistake I intend on making again. Deliver my message, and get the fuck out of Billings if you want to survive to see the next solstice.” I release Jack and turn, heading back toward my car and getting inside before I can do something stupid with all the rage burning inside my chest.

      White knuckles grip my steering wheel, visible proof of the control I’m fighting so hard to maintain. If Rainey is gone—

      “She is lying,” Jack says as he gets into my car. “About Rainey, right?”

      “She better fucking be.”
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      The house is dark, silent, but I can sense someone lurking beneath the quiet. Another presence that’s familiar and yet completely alien.

      The cure weighs heavily in my pocket, the plan ingrained in my mind as I creep further and further into the house. If this fails—I shake my head.

      It can’t fail.

      Tarnley, Bronywyn, Cole, Josiah, Grey, Willa, Jack, and Jane are lurking just on the outside of the perimeter while seven shifters have taken up residence just inside the secret tunnels. I unlocked the door to the den so they are prepared to burst in at any moment should it become necessary.

      We don’t even know if she got our message. But if Stella didn’t deliver it, I’ll be sure to kill her myself. I’m sure Bronywyn can break the spell on the wards long enough to get me inside her house.

      “Heather?” I call out as I move down the hall toward the study, flipping on lights as I go.

      No answer.

      Behind me, a wolf howls, so I spin on my heel and race back toward the den. Another wolf yelps, the tortured sound sending shivers down my spine. “Heather!” I roar as I burst into the den.

      Rainey stands before me—but not Rainey—as evidenced by the black swirling in her eyes and the sadistic smile on her blood-splattered face.

      Crimson drips from her hands. It coats the white T-shirt she wears as she stands in the center of the seven shifters Josiah sent down here.

      “Not very fair to tell me I have to come alone if you don’t plan on honoring that same rule.”

      I glare at her, but I don’t reply.

      If I do, the words will do nothing but start a fight I’m honestly not sure I can win.

      “Let me talk to Rainey.”

      “Don’t you have a present for me? You do owe me after killing my friends outside the club.”

      “After I talk to Rainey.”

      “That wasn’t part of the deal. See you later, lover.” She grins and tries to blur away, but thanks to Bronywyn’s wards, she’s trapped—for now.

      Magic pulses through the room, bouncing off the silver like a ricochet. She opens her eyes and pins me with a glare.

      “What’s a matter? Witch got your magic?”

      “What. Did. You. Do?” She spits out each word as she takes a step toward me.

      “Just wanted to ensure you couldn’t leave until I was ready.” I blur toward her, but she waves a hand, sending me flying back into the wall. The lights around me pop, glass exploding as each light goes out and plunges us into darkness.

      “Heather!” I bellow as I get back to my feet and blur out of the room down the hall. I know exactly where she’s headed, and I’ll be damned if she gets away with killing shifters and taking the fucking box.

      No answer.

      I step into the study and scan the dimly lit room. She’s facing the vault, back to me, hands raised as she studies them. A whimper leaves her lips, and hope surges in my chest. “Rainey?” I take a chance and call out her name, urging her to fight back against Heather if she’s still in there. I need to know—need a sign that she’s not gone for good. That there’s still something left to fight for.

      She spins, and panicked brown eyes meet mine. “Elijah?” Her voice is like a breath of relief to me. “I don’t understand.” Tears stream down her cheeks. “How did I get here?”

      “It’s okay, love.” My steps are cautious, calculated, as I walk further into the study.

      “Why am I covered with blood, Elijah?”

      “It’s not your fault, Rainey.”

      “Why?!” she roars, and the lights ahead explode, glass shards raining down on the two of us. The room descends into darkness.

      Her strangled sob rips through the room and guts me. “What did I do?” Voice barely above a whisper, I take another step toward her.

      “You didn’t do anything. Where are you?”

      “Stay away from me, Elijah.”

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      “She will kill you if you don’t.” Her tone is sharper now. “I can feel her slithering inside of me, begging me to rip your fucking head off.”

      “You won’t.” She doesn’t speak, and I can no longer hear her breathing. “Rainey?” No answer. “Rainey?”

      My heart thunders, panic swirling in my stomach as I reach into my pocket and withdraw my cell phone. Quickly, I activate the flashlight and scan the room in front of me. Rainey is no longer where she was, so I turn.

      She’s there. Directly behind me. Eyes so black I can see my reflection. And when she smiles, blood spills from her mouth. “Hello, lover.” She raises a palm and slams it into my chest. My ears ring, my teeth slamming together as I impact with the bookshelf.

      Wood crunches.

      Books fall around me as I drop to the floor.

      She blurs in front of me—at a speed no human or hunter should possess.

      “Who am I talking to now?” I ask, getting to my feet and letting my arm fall to the side to make sure the vial with the cure is not broken.

      She cocks her head to the side. “I thought we connected, Elijah. After all, two weeks ago, you were welcoming me back to the land of the living with one hell of a fuck.”

      “Not you,” I growl, clenching my hands at my sides. My phone fell a few feet to my right, its flashlight sending shadows across the wall.

      “Oh, but you enjoyed it, didn’t you?” She steps closer, sauntering toward me in a way that makes my skin crawl.

      “It wasn’t you I enjoyed,” I snap back.

      “No? You didn’t love the way I bit you? The way I let you take me that way? I very much doubt your hunter would have been up for that kind of action. She was too busy wallowing in her own pathetic grief.”

      “Get the fuck out of her,” I growl.

      “You know,” she says, reaching down into her boot—Rainey’s boot—and withdrawing a silver blade. “I’ve spent the last two weeks inside your girlfriend, gathering more power than I know what to do with. I’ve also learned to adapt—to talk like her, to think like her. I rather think I’ll enjoy being Rainey Astor: Homicide Detective and feared Hunter. At least until I can get into my own skin and burn this one.”

      “You’ll never be her.”

      “Sure I will. I’ve already taken care of her pathetic partner, his wife. All that’s left are you, little Janey, and good old Paloma Reynolds. Though, I very much doubt she’d notice much of a change.”

      “Rainey?” I call. “If you’re in there, now is the time to come out.”

      Heather smiles. “Rainey’s not in right now.” She flings the blade toward me.

      I spin to the side as it impales the wood behind me. I blur toward her, hand on her throat, and slam her into the wall. She coughs, and the wood behind her gives out.

      Feet slam into my gut and send me back. Then, she lifts a hand and slams me into the ceiling above. I fall back to the floor, landing on shards of glass that embed in my body. Wincing, I get to my feet again.

      Bloodlust calls to me, blinding me to the bond I have with Rainey.

      Though, this isn’t Rainey anymore.

      Heather smiles. “I do hate having to put you down. You were one hell of a fuck. But after what you did at the club and what you’re doing now? I don’t think I have much use for you.”

      The edges of my vision begin to transform to red haze as I stare at the woman trying to take away the woman I love—my mate.

      And I can’t kill her because doing so would mean killing Rainey.

      Glass crunches, and she whirls on Tarnley. “Nice try.” She waves her palm and sends my friend flying back out of the room. I use her distraction to my advantage and blur toward her, wrapping my arm around her throat as I drag her back to the wall.

      Not wanting to repeat my earlier mistake, I lift my leg and pin hers to the wall as I use my free hand to get the cure.

      Heather laughs. “If you wanted to get handsy, Elijah, all you had to do was ask.”

      I hold up the vial with the swirling liquid, and her eyes widen. “That only works on vampires.”

      Popping the cap, I chuckle darkly. “Consider this a new product. See, we took yours and made it better. Drink up.” I press it to her lips but she clamps down, not allowing any of it to get inside her mouth.

      I go to readjust, and she slams her face into mine. I stumble back, and she pounces, pinning me to the ground. With a snap of her fingers, the vial is now in her hand. She presses her other palm to my throat. Magic pulses around me as she releases her energy. It surrounds us, separating us from the outside world and keeping me firmly in place.

      Red droplets fly out of the vial and hover just above my face.

      If she gets that inside of me, it’s over.

      I won’t have what it will take to fight her off—to save Rainey.

      “Elijah!” Jane screams my name, but I keep my focus on the woman above me.

      “I’m so sorry, Rainey,” I whisper. For a brief moment, Heather’s eyes clear. But when she blinks again, they’re back to black.

      “Nice try.”

      I clamp my mouth shut and fight against her hold, bucking and kicking my legs out in a desperate attempt to get free.

      She moves her index finger in a circle, and the drops rotate in the air, faster, faster, until she snaps her fingers. They fall toward me, but instead of going into my mouth, they burn my eyes.

      Fire explodes in my veins, surging through me and erasing the very DNA in my body.

      Heather laughs, the evil sound chilling me to the core as the cure works its way through me—altering me irrevocably.

      I roar.

      “Elijah!” Bronywyn screams.

      Power blasts through the forcefield and sends Heather flying off of me. Tarnley is at my side in an instant. He throws me over his shoulder and blurs out of the house. I can see a group behind us, but as the world around me begins to fade, only one face comes to mind.

      And her panicked brown eyes give me hope even as everything else falls apart.
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      That asshole. I growl to myself as I step back into the safe house, no box in tow. “Ugh!” I scream and sling magic into the glasses arranged neatly in the nearest cabinet. They explode and rain down onto the floor, a waterfall of shards.

      “Heather? What happened?” Stella comes toward me, her fear evident in the taut lines of her aged face. It makes me sick.

      “You sent me into a trap; that’s what happened.”

      Her eyes widen, a panicked mouse about to be devoured by a lion. “I never would have sent you into a trap.”

      “You should have seen it coming. Seems you underestimated this vampire.” I groan and take a seat, stripping off the blood-stained leather jacket and ripping the damp cotton of my shirt over my head. “The vampire is becoming particularly annoying. We may have to get rid of him and find another way to get the box.”

      “Kill Elijah? I thought you only needed Rainey.”

      I glare at her. “Got a soft spot for him, do you?”

      “He saved my life once,” she says, and I shake my head.

      “So did that bitch Jane—or whatever she’s calling herself these days. She saved my life then drove a dagger into my heart.” I reach into my boot and withdraw a blade. Using it, I start to scrape the crusted blood out from beneath my fingernails.

      “What will you have me do?”

      “I believe we need to have a conversation about where your loyalties lie.”

      Stella’s eyes widen again, this time almost comically as she backs away from me and hits the counter opposite. “My loyalties lie with you, Your Majesty.” She attempts to bow, and I shake my head in anger.

      “Your Majesty? See, that’s what you say to me to redirect my attention.” I move toward her. “Is it possible, little witch, that you mean to do the same thing to me?” Reaching her, I trace the blade of my dagger over her throat. “Drive a dagger into my heart? Or do you have something else in mind? Something that will finish the job this time?”

      “I mean you no harm,” she says, her voice steadier than I would have thought it’d be. It amuses me—the way this little mouse tries to stand up for herself.

      That amusement makes me almost consider letting her live.

      But I’ve been betrayed before.

      And I’m far too smart to allow it to happen again.

      “I fear your time has run out.” I lift the blade and start to bring it down when a gust of wind fills the kitchen of Stella’s cabin.

      I spin, ready to fight off whoever is here, and find myself staring at a fae with hair the color of fire. She watches me, curiously, cheeks red. “I have been searching for you, Rainey.”

      Interesting. “Apparently, you didn’t get the memo. Rainey is no longer in charge.”

      “You’re Heather then?”

      “I am.”

      She lets out a breath. “Then I am not too late.”

      “Who exactly are you?”

      “My name is Aoife, and I’m here to make you a proposition.”

      Intrigued, I study her with a new curiosity. “A fae in Billings who wants to make a deal with me. Can’t say that’s not a first.” I glance back at Stella. “Don’t even think of going anywhere.”

      “Never, Your Majesty.” She bows. “As I told you, my loyalties lie with you. I only ask for another chance to prove it.”

      “Kill the vampire, and you might convince me.”

      She swallows hard. “Very well.”

      “Not yet.” The fae holds up her hand.

      “Excuse me?”

      “The vampire is part of my deal.”

      “Now, I’m really interested.” I take a seat at the table and cross my legs at the ankles. “Let’s hear this proposition of yours and why you think I would be interested in having any more dealings with your kind. In case you forgot, it didn’t exactly go the way I hoped it would the first time around.”

      “Did you not achieve all the power you wished for? The revenge you sought?”

      “It came at a price.”

      “A price you were more than willing to pay at the time,” the fae retorts. These fairy bastards are always one half-answer away from me driving a dagger into their hearts. If I could, at least. Even I don’t have the power to go up against a fae.

      At least, not yet.

      “Why are you here? What deal is it you wish to make?”

      “I want you to leave the vampire alone.”

      “That all?”

      “No. You will also relinquish the hunter’s body.”

      I snort. “Why would I do that?”

      “Because I wish for her to return to Elijah.”

      I hesitate before responding, waiting for her to clarify, but she doesn’t continue. Another annoying trait they all seem to share. They won’t ever give up more information than they have to, and they make you work for what you do want to know. “Any particular reason you care for this vampire?”

      “I owe him a happy ending,” she says. “And you will grant him it.”

      “You’re his ex-fiancée,” Stella whispers from behind me.

      “He was engaged to a fae?” I ask, once again completely surprised. “This vampire has a magic cock.” I laugh. “A fae and a hunter?”

      “I always thought she was human,” Stella says. “Though I suppose that could have simply been a rumor.”

      “So you broke his heart, and now you want to give him his love back. Well, I hate to break it to you, but I need this body.”

      “Not if I can find you another—one that is even more powerful than that hunter you currently possess.”

      Interest piqued yet again, I turn back toward her. “And who would you have in mind?”

      She swallows hard and straightens. “Me.”

      I gape at her and then glance back at Stella, who looks just as surprised if not even more so than I am. “I’m sorry.” Turning back to her, I choke down my excitement. If she’s telling me the truth—if she’s willing to sacrifice herself and give me control—I would be a fae. Which is a hell of a promotion from hunter.

      Their magic is without limits—pure power will be at my disposal.

      I may not even need my bones or the damned book.

      “What’s the catch?”

      “No catch. I simply wish for you to let me speak with her before you take over my body. Alone,” she says.

      “Why?”

      “I wish to tell her a message to carry back to Elijah.”

      Wary, I cross both arms. “And what message will that be?”

      “That I’m sorry for what I did to him.”

      Holding her gaze a moment longer, I search her expression for any hint of betrayal and find none. “Let me get this straight. You want to hand over your body—your magic—in exchange for my letting the vampire and hunter live.”

      “Yes.”

      “And what makes you think I’ll hold up my end of the bargain?”

      Aoife’s eyes narrow on my face. “Because if you don’t, Elijah will slaughter you.”

      I grin. “Unfortunately for Elijah, he’s since been relieved of his power.” I glance back at Stella. “If he even survived the cure.”

      Aoife gasps and covers her mouth with both hands. “You gave him the cure?”

      “I did. But to be fair, it was only after he tried to force-feed it to me.”

      “But he lives.”

      “He was still breathing last I saw him.”

      She swallows hard. “I need to ensure he’s alive before we continue this.”

      I shrug. “Go for it.”

      She’s gone in a flash, and I’m left staring at an empty space, wondering if she’ll ever return. “Stella.”

      “Yes?”

      “Make preparations. If that fae returns, she is not to leave.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” She bows and disappears out of the room as I cross the space and retrieve an apple from the bowl.

      I bite down, the crunch followed by juice that fills my mouth.

      “Seems I won’t need you for long, after all, Hunter.” Unable to fight the smile, I continue watching the space—waiting for the fae to return.

      For when she does, she’s mine.
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      Fire burns through my veins. Torturous agony that has me begging for the sweet relief of death. I arch up off the mattress that might as well be stone beneath my body for the way it scrapes against my tender skin.

      I cry out again, a desperate sound as someone presses a cool cloth to my head. My entire body convulses, and I begin to shiver uncontrollably.

      Rainey’s terrified face swims into view.

      Wide eyes brimming with tears.

      She opens her mouth to scream, and nothing comes out. “I’m sorry, Rainey,” I whisper. “So sorry.”

      “Is there nothing you can do?” Tarnley demands, his words pulling me back to the present.

      “No, I’ve never—that cure was a myth until this last week,” Bronywyn snaps. “How the hell am I supposed to know anything about it?”

      “Agatha?” Tarnley asks.

      “I’ll try.” I feel a cool hand against my forehead and arch up into it, desperate for even the slightest relief from the charring of my body.

      She murmurs something I can’t even begin to try and understand in my current condition, but nothing happens.

      No relief.

      No quiet in the storm.

      Just endless fucking torment.

      “It’s killing him!” Jane cries out. “Let me try!”

      “You use your magic, and you’re as good as dead anyway.”

      “I won’t watch him die,” she retorts moments before a cool breeze flutters over my sweat-slicked skin.

      “Move aside,” a familiar voice orders, and moments later, Aoife comes into view above me, her soft eyes filled with concern. “I am so sorry for your pain,” she whispers and raises both palms up. “Allow me to attempt to ease it.”

      The breeze picks up and whips the hair around her face. I shut my eyes and clench my teeth together, begging for relief.

      Relief that finally begins to take place.

      The agony fades first—the pain dissipating with each murmured word.

      The fire is next, fading, and I’m so damn sure I’m nothing but smoldering ash now. Imagine my surprise when I force my eyes open and see my shirtless body lying on top of the bed—a handful of people staring down at me.

      “You will live, Elijah, but you need to rest.”

      “What the hell am I?” Eyes heavy, I’m barely able to keep them open long enough to see her smile softly.

      “Alive,” she whispers. “I will bring her back to you,” she says and vanishes from view.

      “Aoife?” I call out and try to sit up, but my muscles give out, and I collapse back onto the table. “Where is she?”

      “Gone,” Tarnley says.

      “Heather? Rainey?”

      “They’re gone too,” Jane replies, coming to stand beside me and taking my hand in hers. “I’m glad you aren’t dead.”

      “What the fuck was in that cure?”

      “Something you never should have taken. It was only meant for Rainey, we used Agatha’s blood to cultivate it specifically for one of the Astors. And aside from that, it should have killed anyone else.”

      “It nearly did.” Groaning, I lean back on the mattress.

      “How do you feel?” Bronywyn questions.

      “As though I was hit by a truck.”

      “Bite him,” Bronywyn tells Tarnley.

      “Excuse me? No one’s fucking biting me.”

      “He can tell you what your blood is.”

      “You want me to bite someone who has the cure running through his veins? No thank you, not really thinking that’s worth the risk.”

      “I hadn’t considered that,” Bronywyn admits as Tarnley helps me sit up then helps me down and into a chair.

      Each movement is strained and feels as though I’m lifting thousands of pounds of weight and not just my own body mass.

      “Do you feel different?” Jane asks.

      “I fucking ache. Everywhere.”

      She retrieves a blade and, before I can argue, draws it across her palm and holds the blood out to me.

      Nothing happens.

      For the first time in my entire life, I don’t crave the blood.

      The beast is gone.

      And while I always thought I would feel joy at that fact—all I feel now is fear. Because what I was could have helped Rainey and now, what the fuck am I? Damn near useless.

      A liability.

      What’s worse? I can no longer feel any connection to Rainey. They might as well have just let me die for as good as I am now.

      “I don’t want it,” I say and lean back, swallowing hard.

      “Interesting,” Agatha comments. “May I see that?” she asks and holds out her hand for the blade in Jane’s. “Can I see your arm?”

      Begrudgingly, I offer it to her, and she drags the blade over my arm. Fresh blood wells up onto my skin, and Tarnley inhales deeply.

      “Hunter.”

      “Excuse me?” I whip my head around so damned fast it nearly knocks me out of the chair.

      Tarnley grins at me, showing two sharp canines. “You are no longer a vampire, my friend. Nor are you a human. You have the blood of a hunter in your veins.”
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        * * *

      

      The night air is cool around me as I stand on Tarnley’s back porch, staring out over the trees behind his house.

      The entire fucking night might as well have gone up in flames. We failed—I failed—and now we’ve lost our best chance at getting Rainey back.

      There’s no way Heather will trust us enough to let us close to her again.

      And that’s not even taking into consideration the fact that I just became a hell of a lot less durable. Yes, I may not be human, but as a vampire, I was more resilient than I am now.

      How am I supposed to rescue Rainey when I’m no longer what I was?

      “I will bring her back to you.” Aoife’s words are on repeat in my memory as I attempt to understand what she was promising.

      Is Rainey trapped in the void? Is that what she found when she traveled there to find out who was trying to pull Rainey into the veil?

      Is she planning on going after Heather alone?

      Resting both hands on the wooden top of the porch railing, I drop my head and stare down at my bare feet.

      “How you feeling, bloodsucker?” Jack steps up beside me and holds out a glass of whiskey, which I take without hesitation.

      “You’re going to need a new nickname,” I tell him, and he chuckles darkly.

      “If it’s any consolation, you’ll always be a bloodsucker to me.”

      “Lovely.” I tip the glass up and let the liquid burn my throat as it seeps into my system. “How is Josiah? I know he lost quite a few tonight.”

      Jack nods. “Seven. He’s managing. They’re preparing them for burial now.”

      “It wasn’t Rainey.”

      “I know that, and so do they.”

      “Are they planning on killing her on sight now?”

      “No. They won’t harm Rainey. Even from Salem, Cole was pretty heavy in the argument for her as was Josiah.”

      “You’ve forgiven him then? Cole?”

      “I don’t have the strong urge to separate his head from his shoulders if that’s what you’re asking. At least not at the moment.”

      “Good to know.”

      A crow flies in and lands on the balcony to my right. The purple iridescence of her feathers lets me know it’s Delaney. Even with the three of us standing out here, I still feel so alone, so empty without Rainey.

      I swallow down the lump in my throat as the image of her covered in blood, wide-eyed and panicked, floods my mind.

      She’d been so terrified, and I’d let her down.

      “Any clue what we’re going to do next?” Jack asks me, and I shake my head.

      “Not a single fucking idea. We lost the element of surprise. There’s no damn way she’s letting us that close again. And since we don’t know what her next move is going to be—”

      “We’re up shit creek without a paddle,” he says, and I nod.

      “Then let’s get some sleep and figure it out in the morning.” He turns to head inside, but I don’t move. “If you’re exhausted, you’re no good to her.”

      “I don’t need a lot of sleep.”

      “Maybe not when you were a bloodsucker, but us hunters heal when we sleep.”

      “This is going to be really fucking annoying,” I growl as I follow him inside.

      “Look on the bright side; you can eat garlic now.”

      His attempt at a joke isn’t lost on me. Though I’m not open to being pulled from my misery. “I could eat garlic before.”

      Jack just chuckles and heads down the hall, leaving me to walk through the quiet house to my room. I collapse back onto the mattress and try my best to sleep.

      Unfortunately, even as sleep drags me down into the dark, I find no rest.
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      My eyes snap open beneath bright fluorescent lights. I blink rapidly, trying to clear my vision. Skin still slick with blood, a once-white shirt is now stained crimson. I choke out a sob, trying to contain my fear.

      Who did I kill?

      What did I do?

      “Rainey.”

      The familiar voice has me jumping to my feet and spinning around. “Aoife?” Rage furls in my belly. “Are you—”

      She smiles softly. “I’m not working with Heather, Rainey. I’m not Stella.”

      “Then what are you doing here? Why are you here?”

      “How do you feel?” she asks, ignoring my other questions.

      “Physically—I feel fine.”

      “Do you feel free?”

      “Free?”

      “Mentally. Do you still feel bound?”

      Her question surprises me, but I take a moment to close my eyes and seek out that dark part that didn’t exist before Salem. When I don’t find it, I look back at her, trying my damndest not to weep with joy as I realize that for the first time since before Salem, I feel like me. “I—where is she?”

      Aoife breathes a sigh of relief and smiles softly. “I need you to pay very close attention to what I’m about to tell you. We don’t have long.”

      “Where is Heather?”

      “Stella removed her soul from you. You are no longer plagued with the future she had planned.”

      “Aoife, what happened?”

      “You are to go to your home,” Aoife says quickly. “He awaits you there. Heather has assured your safety.”

      Panic grips my soul. “What did you do?”

      She steps forward and reaches for my hand, patting it softly as one might a loved one. “You and Elijah were always meant to be. Things were always supposed to go this way. It’s the only way. Her power is tied to the host—”

      We’re interrupted when the door opens and Stella walks in, carrying a wooden box that looks similar enough to the one that started this damn mess, I  jump back, shielding Aoife as I prepare for a fight.

      “I promised you I was going to fucking kill you, Stella,” I growl and lunge for her.

      With a wave of her hand, she flings me backward into a chair, and straps shoot over my legs, my arms, pinning me in place.

      Aoife watches sadly before turning to Stella. “You assured me that Rainey would go free.”

      “After. Heather wants to make sure you follow up on your end of the bargain.”

      “How do I know you won’t kill her once I’m gone?”

      “You have my word.”

      “The word of a traitor!” I roar. “Aoife, go now!”

      She turns to me. “I can’t go, Rainey. This is where I’m to be. Remember what I told you. He awaits your arrival.”

      She takes a seat in the chair across from mine, and leather straps just like mine keep her in place. As I watch the resolve on her face, the horrible truth sinks in. “No,” I whisper. “No, you didn’t. Please tell me you didn’t.”

      Aoife smiles softly. “As I said, it was the only way.”

      “No! Heather can keep me! Let her go! Let Aoife go!” Tears burn my eyes as fire engulfs my soul. I fight against the hold, desperate to save the fae even if it means sacrificing myself. It’s what she did. And if Heather gets her hands on a fae—

      Stella begins to chant in a language I don’t recognize. Power swirls around us, turning the rest of the room into a blur as I focus on Aoife.

      “Please don’t do this, take it back.”

      Aoife doesn’t reply, she simply stares at Stella, and for the first time since I awoke and found her here with me, I see fear on her face. Jaw hard, she fights back tears but doesn’t struggle in her restraints.

      A tear slips free moments before she turns her head to the ceiling and screams.

      “Aoife!” I bellow and struggle harder. The blood in her veins turns black, the tendrils snaking up her legs and arms. She screams again—the terrified sound, unlike anything I’ve ever heard. “Stop!”

      But Stella begins to chant louder, faster, and once the black reaches Aoife’s face, the traitorous witch opens the box. Black smoke fills the air, swirling around Aoife’s body. With one final scream, the fae goes limp, and the black smoke disappears.

      Everything falls so silent, so final as the room stands still.

      I don’t breathe, don’t move as I watch, hoping like hell somehow Aoife planned a way to kill Heather. Maybe this was all one big illusion. Maybe a witch can’t even inhabit a fae—maybe this was her plan all along. To free me and—

      Aoife sucks in a ragged breath and straightens, rolling her shoulders.

      “Aoife?” I whisper her name as my stomach churns. Please, please still be here.

      Her eyes open, and all I see is black.

      Soulless.

      A void I instantly recognize because it once resided in me.

      “Hello, Rainey,” she says, her voice so like Aoife and yet so completely different it breaks my heart.

      “No.”

      “Yes.”

      Stella snaps, and the leather straps disappear.

      “Where is she?”

      “She’s gone, Hunter.”

      “No. I wasn’t. I was still here.”

      “You are a lunar witch. With normal beings, only one soul can reside in a body. Your friend is gone, Rainey Astor. Dead. And it feels so good not to share a headspace!” She wiggles Aoife’s hips and turns in a slow circle. “Isn’t this great?! We get to have actual face-to-face conversations now.”

      “You are supposed to let me go.”

      She throws her head back and laughs. “Why would I do that? Everyone will be looking for you. Not a single soul will see me coming.” She grins. “Especially not Elijah. This time, I’ll finish the job and just take my fucking box.”

      “Why the hell are you doing this? What did I ever do to you? Aren’t we supposed to be family?”

      Heather snorts and rolls her eyes. “Family means nothing. My own daughter didn’t come home for my awakening, you know that?”

      “I can’t imagine you’d be winning any mother of the year awards,” I shoot back.

      “You’re a mouthy one, aren’t you? It doesn’t matter now. What I can tell you is that I will run this supernatural world before the final snow falls here in Billings. And when I do, the councils will fall. The creatures will sink to their knees as they sing my praises.”

      “You will never win,” I growl and struggle against my restraints.

      “I will. But you won’t be here to see it.” She crosses the room toward me, taking a silver blade offered to her by Stella.

      “You’re a fucking coward,” I growl. “Too much of a chickenshit to face me, hand to hand.”

      “I’m not stupid, Rainey. There’s no way in hell I’m letting you free.” She drags the blade over my throat. “Tell me, how do you want to die?”

      Blinding light fills the room, and Heather is gone from in front of me in the blink of an eye—replaced by a man wearing a dark suit.

      His hair is short and slicked back from his face. His full lips are pulled into a wide smile, and green eyes meet mine. “Hello Rainey,” he greets, his accent even thicker than Elijah’s. “Shall we be going?” With a snap of his fingers, the leather is gone, and he pulls me to my feet. Then, he snaps again, and the room vanishes around me.

      When I open my eyes again, I’m standing in the center of a forest, surrounded by tall trees. “What the—” I pull my hand away from the stranger’s and turn in a slow circle. “Where are we?”

      “Ireland,” he replies as if it were obvious.

      I gape at him. “What the fuck are we doing in Ireland?”

      “We’re meeting with someone.”

      “And you are?”

      “Fearghas.”

      “You’re a fae?”

      He nods. “Quiet now. We must be silent or he will not show himself.”

      Before I can open my mouth to speak, the trees begin to sway though there is no breeze. The air around us fills with a power, unlike anything I’ve ever felt. It seeps into my body, chilling me while also providing warmth. A contradiction that shouldn’t exist but does.

      How fitting. Especially given that I should be in a cabin somewhere in Billings and not in the forests of Ireland.

      “Fearghas, you bring the hunter to me.” A melodious voice wraps around me, and I shiver.

      “I did as promised.”

      “And you will be rewarded as such.”

      “Who the hell are you?”

      Fearghas clears his throat uncomfortably and leans over to whisper, “Be a bit more respectful, will you? You are addressing the fae king.”

      “You don’t have a king,” I snap. “Aoife told me as much.”

      The voice chuckles moments before a man Cheshire Cats me and appears—smile first—a few feet away. “You are just as lovely as Aoife said you were.”

      “Since you haven’t answered, I’ll ask again. Who the hell are you?”

      “I am Darragh. King of the fae.” He bows to me, a move that makes me even more uncomfortable than being whisked across the world in the blink of an eye.

      “Aoife said that your kind has no king.”

      “She is not wrong,” he replies sadly. “We have lost our way, but I am part of a resistance that is fighting for order within our realm.”

      “What the hell do I have to do with any of this?”

      “Heather poses a threat to my kind. We need your help to eliminate that threat.”

      “You’re a hell of a lot more powerful than she is. Why not take her out yourself?”

      He sighs and begins to pace. “Unfortunately, Heather has grown more powerful than even she realizes. There will be no containing her this time. We must kill her if we are to keep the balance within the worlds.”

      “If the fae king himself is not powerful enough to stop her, what the hell makes you think I am? I’m a hunter.”

      He smiles and takes a step toward me. I back away.

      Fearghus stays where he is, watching carefully.

      Darragh clears his throat and stops, folding both hands in front of him. “Because you are no ordinary hunter, Rainey Astor. You were born during a lunar divide, which gives you the ability to possess more magic than any being in your world or ours.”

      “And thanks to Aoife, Heather is now a fae.”

      “A fae with power only over nature,” Fearghus interjects for the first time since announcing the arrival of his ‘king’.

      “Aoife sacrificed herself to limit Heather.”

      It clicks, and I can’t believe I didn’t see it before. I should have—but given everything that’s been going on—“Aoife was not a true fae.”

      “Correct.”

      “With you, Heather could access both your reservoir and her own because of the divide. Since Aoife is just one being—Heather will only be able to access her nature magic. Aoife’s sacrifice greatly weakened the witch.”

      “Fuck.” I cover my mouth with both hands as I process everything that just happened. Adrenaline waning, my body begins to shake. “This isn’t an illusion then? I’m free?”

      “Yes,” Fearghus replies.

      “And you want my help destroying Heather.”

      The king nods. “We need your help, Rainey. But it’s not just you that we need. It will take many witches, hunters, and other supernaturals to put her down because it’s not only her you were fighting. My spies tell me even now that she is steadily growing her army. Mark me, she will take your world by force, and then, mine will fall soon after. She will not go down easily. Blood will be shed, and many will die before this war is over.”

      “Do you plan on offering me aid?”

      “Only those who will make the choice as Fearghas has. I cannot risk my position by ordering fae into war.”

      I bite down on the inside of my cheek to keep from calling him a coward. “If she poses such a threat, why not fight back?”

      “My kind are very arrogant, Rainey. They do not believe the original witch will be able to access faerie.”

      “But she is technically a fae now.”

      “Aoife was never granted the access to our realm,” Fearghas says. “She was not welcome in faerie.”

      “You lot are assholes,” I murmur.

      The king laughs. “Yes, yes, we can be.” The laughter dies down, and he shakes his head. “Now, will you help us?”

      “Will you take me home if I don’t?”

      “Possibly,” he replies, amusement glittering in his golden eyes.

      “You’re asking me to do something I already planned on doing,” I reply. “Heather stole from me. She ripped my people away and slaughtered them in their beds. I have every intention of burying a silver blade in her before this is over. Even if it kills me, too.”

      The king smiles again, but it is lacking all humor. “I’m glad we have reached an accord. Fearghas will take you home, Rainey. I do hope we meet again.” With the snap of his fingers, he disappears, and Fearghas takes my hand.

      I close my eyes, and when I reopen them, I’m standing in my apartment, the fae beside me. Early morning sun shines through the windows, bathing the place in a soft glow. Pulling my hand from the fae’s, I glance around the room, searching for any sign that Elijah has been here.

      The thought of him—of what she’s done to him—is the only thing keeping me from falling apart. She’d forced the cure into his body. A cure that was not meant for a born immortal.

      If she killed him—

      “He is not here.”

      “Where is he?”

      “I am not sure.”

      “I’ll find him.” Forcing my pain down and using it like rocket fuel, I march into my bedroom and strip out of my blood-soaked clothes. Then, after grabbing a blade from my safe, I head back out into the living room.

      Fearghas is still standing there, his eyes narrowed on my television.

      “Feel free to let yourself out.”

      “I’m coming with you,” he says, shoving both hands into the slacks of his pants.

      “Why?”

      “Because I choose this fight. I will not hide away like my brethren, awaiting a fate I don’t bother trying to control.”

      I should feel something, honor, pleasure that he is choosing to stand and fight. After all, having a fae on our side could tip the scales in our favor. But right now, I’m only focused on finding Elijah.

      He’s the only thing that matters.

      Ignoring the knots in my stomach and the voice telling me the probability that the cure didn’t kill him is low, I face off with the fae. “How did you find me?”

      “Aoife told me where you were.”

      “And how did she find me?”

      “She used her connection with nature to find you.”

      “Do you not have some way of tracking Elijah?”

      “I’ve never met your vampire. I have no way of connecting with him.” His reply is laced with irritation.

      “You know, I’m getting really fucking tired of you assuming I know the answers to everything. You do realize you’re only the third fae I’ve met, including Aoife and your king. So how about you start cutting me some slack, and not acting like every question I ask is ridiculous.”

      To his credit, Fearghas actually looks apologetic. He tilts his head to the side in a nod. “My apologies. In order to track the location of your vampire, I need something of his. Something he’s touched, connected with.”

      Pursing my lips, I turn in a circle before my eyes land on the mirrored backsplash in my kitchen. “Me, can’t you use me?”

      When I turn to face the fae, I see his brows drawn together in a taut line. “I’ve never used a being to track another being.”

      “We’re bonded. Or he’s bonded to me.”

      “I can try.” The fae moves closer to me and lifts a hand to rest it on the side of my face. Then, he closes his eyes.

      Holding my breath, I wait. If, for some reason, he can’t find Elijah, I will scour the entire city. I need to see him, to feel him, to know he’s okay before I let myself feel all the pain I’m holding in.

      My entire life, I never wanted to need anyone. That vulnerability is something I’m well versed in, and not anything I ever wanted to experience again.

      Not after Delaney.

      I’ve already lost so much. Ramirez, Kamie, Jane…the thought of my best friend brings a fresh wave of pain crashing down on me. With all of them gone, Elijah’s all I have left. And losing him—I won’t survive it. If Heather killed him, so help me I will strap a bomb to my chest and walk right back into that prison if only to take her and Stella out with me.

      Fearghas’s green eyes open, and he stares down at me. “I cannot sense him.”

      Fear grips me, a vise crushing me slowly. He can’t be dead. I won’t accept it. “Then I guess I’m going to have to do it the old-fashioned way.” I’m heading for the door when there’s a heavy knock.

      “Rainey Astor? This is Detective Garland with the Billings PD. We have a warrant to search your premises. Please open up.”

      A warrant? What the hell would they need a warrant for? Ramirez. I know without a doubt that my partner’s death is the reason. After all, technically, I was there. The chances of them finding something to link me to their deaths is fairly high.

      Clenching my jaw, I glance up at Fearghas. “Keep them out,” I whisper, and he nods.

      Rushing into my bedroom, I grab a black duffel and toss my bloody clothes in first. Then, I open my safe. My blades, my gun, the silver bullets, and as many of my disguises as possible go into the bag next.

      I head back into the living room and see Fearghas standing with his hand to the door as Garland attempts to kick it in.

      “Astor! Open up! This doesn’t have to be difficult!”

      “Get me out of here,” I whisper.

      “Where do you wish to go?”

      “There’s a supernatural club. It’s owned by a siren. Do you know it?” As far as I know, Eira is the only siren in town, so here’s hoping he’s heard of it or her. Otherwise, my plan won’t work.

      His eyes light up. “I know it well.” Then, he reaches for my hand, and we disappear.
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      We materialize in front of the glamoured club. The parking lot is completely empty, and my enhanced senses aren’t picking up anyone on the inside. No heartbeats, no music, but since I didn’t hear anything the last time Elijah and I were here either, I’m holding out hope that Eira is inside.

      I need someone who knows Elijah, someone who can help me find him. Because if I don’t, I’m going to fall apart.

      “I don’t sense anyone inside, Hunter,” Fearghas tells me.

      “The owner keeps a heavy glamour in place.”

      “Glamour does not work on me,” he replies. “But let’s see what is inside.” We dematerialize again, the world falling away for a brief moment before we rematerialize inside the club. Copper tinges the air, a subtle hint of death, but I can’t see a damn thing. Fearghas pulls his hand away from mine, but before I can say anything, the room is bathed in dim light.

      I glance around and find him standing beside the light switch, a grim look on his face. “I smell blood,” he says tightly.

      “Same.” Fingers itching for my silver blade, I remove my backpack and withdraw the only short blade I’d had left in my safe after taking the others to Elijah’s place.

      After palming it, I straighten and sling the backpack over my shoulder once again and study the room. The club floor Elijah and I walked through that first night is empty now, the black polished surface shimmery beneath the light. The bar top is clean, bottles behind unbroken, so I move further into the club.

      “Eira?” I call out, hoping the siren is lurking somewhere nearby.

      “I don’t think she’s here,” Fearghas says tightly.

      “You know her?”

      He nods. “Eira is an old friend.” The way he says ‘friend’ is different than one might mention an old acquaintance, but I don’t bring it up. I don’t have the time or patience to participate in idle chatter about the fae’s sex life.

      The scent of blood grows stronger the further we get from the dance floor, and I can’t keep the dread in my belly from spreading. With my full hunter abilities restored now that Heather is no longer wearing me as a living puppet, I can sense the death lurking somewhere ahead.

      The fear, the pain, it’s palpable, and my only hope is that Eira is not among the dead. If she is, I’ll add whoever killed her to the growing list of supernaturals I plan on beheading before this day is over.

      Gripping my blade tightly, with Fearghas to my right, I take a deep breath before opening the door into the dining room Elijah and I had our first official date in. Once again, he leaves my side, and the room is bathed in light.

      I wish like hell we could go back to when I couldn’t see it. “Fuck,” I utter the curse as I take in the dead littering the space before us.

      The stench is overwhelming, so I raise my arm and attempt to block my nose and stifle some of it. While my stomach churns, cool sweat drips down my spine.

      Magic permeates the air, and it takes me a moment to realize it’s not coming from the dead. Fearghas is furious, his brows drawn together, fists tightened at his sides as he scans the room. “They were slaughtered,” he snaps. “She killed them all.”

      “Who?”

      “Can you not sense the magic?”

      “I can, but it all feels like it’s coming from you.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s fae magic combined with Heather’s power.”

      “She did this?” I gape at him. “I thought she was only capable of using power over nature?” Fear grips me as I stare at the creatures before me. Throats ripped out, limbs broken, bodies in pieces. If she can manage this—

      “She used their own base nature and let them kill each other,” he growls. “I can hear their screams, feel their pain.”

      “When did she have time to do this?”

      “Not too long ago,” a melodious voice calls out from behind us.

      I spin, blade high, and Fearghas appears at my side as my gaze lands on Eira. She stands before us, two large shifters flanking either side of her. I recognize them as the men guarding the club the night Elijah and I were here. Barin and Berk if I remember correctly.

      The second I see her, I drop the arm holding the blade and breathe a sigh of relief. She’s different now, wearing jeans and a T-shirt with a leather jacket, she appears more like a petite human woman than a deadly siren. “Eira, are you okay?”

      She nods tightly. “I am physically fine, yes. What are you doing here?” Gone is the flirtatious woman I met what feels like a lifetime ago.

      “I need to find Elijah.”

      “You are free of her hold then, I presume?”

      “I am.”

      “Elijah is not with you?”

      I shake my head. “We got separated.”

      “And now you travel with a fae.” Her gaze leaves mine and travels to the man beside me. I glance up at him and see he’s watching her with a mixture of relief and curiosity. “Hello, Fearghas.”

      “Eira,” he replies softly. “I’m glad you’re fine.”

      “As I said, physically I am fine. Would you care to tell me how Heather came into possession of a fae? Elijah’s ex-fiancée, if I’m correct,” Eira adds.

      “Yes.” My confirmation is met with a tight nod.

      “Elijah warned me that if I saw you again, I was to call him immediately, not engage.”

      “Again?”

      “You were here one night. Do you not recall?”

      Thumping music, blood. “Not well enough to know what happened.”

      “She brought you here, and I called Elijah to warn him of the trouble you were going to get yourself into should you keep teasing the clientele as you were.”

      “Teasing the—” I trail off, bile rising in my throat. “No, she didn’t.”

      “She tried. I assure you she did not have sex here that night. Though I can’t promise what happened after you left.”

      Shoving the new anger down, I step toward her, my heart pounding. “Did you call him? Did you let Elijah know I’m back?”

      “Not yet. But I know where he is.”

      Hope floods me, nearly knocking me to my knees. “He’s alive?” I choke out, and Eira nods. Now that I can actually breathe again, I suck in a deep breath and nod. Eira’s gaze travels from me to the broken bodies in the room. Then her eyes meet mine again.

      “The bitch who did this is going to die.” Her voice is layered, threatening, giving me a glimpse of the powerful being beneath the façade.

      “Yes,” I agree without hesitation. “She has a hell of a lot to pay for.”

      “Why did she attack?”

      Eira doesn’t immediately reply, her focus still on the dead behind me. A tear slips down her cheek before she swallows hard. “She is looking for witches. Her power is waning, I could feel it even as she killed my people.”

      “I wondered if she would retain any of her power or if it would stay behind in Rainey.” Fearghas shakes his head. “I am so sorry that I was wrong in my assumption that it would.”

      “I am too,” she agrees sadly before her gaze flickers to mine. “Elijah told me about what happened. You should know that losing you nearly killed him.”

      “I feel the same.”

      “You are different now than before,” she says, tilting her head to the side as she studies me. “Though I imagine that’s because you were possessed even when we first met.”

      “Ever since Salem,” I confirm, though I would suppose she doesn’t know when that was.

      “You say she is looking for witches,” Fearghas asks. “Does she not realize she will not be able to take in their power without a void?”

      “I don’t know,” Eira replies. “But she is angry and willing to tear apart the supernatural world to get what she wants. I worry she will find a way to gain that power. As it stands now, she’d found a way to draw from a witch who was with her. They worked together.”

      “Stella,” I snap.

      “Yes.”

      “I can’t fucking wait to put her down,” I growl.

      “You and me both,” Eira says. “I can take you to Elijah,” she offers.

      “No.”

      At my quick reply, she arches a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “You do not wish to see him?”

      “Not yet. But can you take him a message for me?”

      “I will. But only if you tell me why you don’t wish to go to him.”

      Swallowing hard, I nod in agreement. Maybe if I tell her, she can relay the message to him. Let him know that it’s not his fault and that I’m so fucking sorry for everything that’s happened since I opened that damned box.

      “You are worried he will be angry with you,” Eira says before I can speak.

      “Heather hurt a lot of people, including Elijah, while she was me. I need to prove to him—to everyone—that I am no longer her. That I’m not weak.”

      “I understand more than most the drive to surpass others’ expectations of you. The need to not feel like a victim.” She spits the last word out, and I’m faced with the mental image of a broken Eira trapped in a cell, naked, alone, abused. Elijah rescued her, and while our violations were different, if there’s anyone who can understand my need to prove myself strong and capable, it’s the siren.

      “I can see him when this is over. When Heather is dead and gone and no longer a risk to those I love. I just can’t stomach it if he hates me.”

      “What Heather did—it wasn’t your fault, and he knows that. You forget, Elijah has been alive a long time, Rainey, and even your precious love has skeletons in his closet. The difference is that they are his own. I assure you, nothing that has been done will undo the way he feels for you.”

      The lump in my throat burns with tears I’m fighting against. I can’t lose it now, not yet. “I appreciate you saying that.” After a brief pause, I repeat my question, “Will you deliver a message for me?”

      “I will. What will you have me say?”

      The words all but die in my throat. I would give damn near anything to see him right now. To feel his arms around me, but I can’t. Because going to him will mean bringing him further into this shitstorm we’ve found ourselves in.

      And I’ve already lost so fucking much.

      If I can manage to get to Heather before she brings too many factions together, I stand a chance at kicking her ass myself. So, that’s what I will do.

      “Tell him that I am fine, that Aoife sacrificed herself to free me.” I swallow hard, the words venom. “Tell him that Heather is my responsibility. That I was a capable hunter before, and I will handle her. Ask him to stay put and wait for me even if it’s hard for him to do.” I choke on that last sentence. I always hated watching movies where someone tries to be heroic and go off on their own suicide mission.

      In fact, Delaney and I mocked those movies every time we watched them. Yet, here I am, doing the same thing.

      The difference is that this is real life, and the chances of Elijah riding in to save the day right before Heather strikes me down are slim to none. I just have to make sure I take the bitch with me.

      “And tell him I love him.”

      She smiles sadly and nods. “I will do as you wish, but if you truly don’t want him to find you, I would recommend being somewhere he won’t know to look. Because he will scour the world for you, Rainey Astor. The man you love is a warrior, and he will die before he sits on the side.”

      “I know. I just need a head start.”

      She nods and turns to leave.

      “Eira?”

      “Yes?”

      “I will make her pay for this.”

      Her eyes shimmer with power. “I’m counting on it.”

      The door shuts softly behind her, and Fearghas turns to me. “You cannot do this alone,” he snaps. “Or did you not hear what the king said to you? We need everyone, Rainey.”

      I glare up at him. “I was a damn good hunter before all of this happened.”

      “A damn good hunter who nearly died multiple times.”

      “How the—”

      He rolls his eyes. “It’s not like word doesn’t travel fast through our world, Rainey. The vampire has been your strength since you two met. You can’t turn your back on him now.”

      “I’m not. But I need to prepare, need to see exactly what we’re up against before I bring him into it. It’s far too risky. And if I can get to her before she manages to raise an army—”

      “Your attempt to spew flawed logic at me is futile. Going up against her alone is suicide,” he interrupts.

      “Are you planning on helping me or not? Because if you aren’t, then get the fuck out of my face.”

      I know he’s right. He knows he’s right. And still, I can’t bring myself to face Elijah, at least, not yet. He can kick my ass for not coming to him right away once this is done. Because at least he’ll be alive to do it.

      “I will help you.” Fearghas glares down at me, begrudgingly offering me his hand. “Where do you wish to go?”

      “I need weapons.” After rattling off the address to my sister’s gym, I take Fearghas’s hand and leave the dead behind me.

      For now.
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      Early morning sun shines down upon me, and yet I still can’t feel anything but the chill. Without Rainey, nothing fucking matters. And now that we’ve lost the surprise—I don’t see how we’ll be able to get her back.

      Especially given my current condition.

      So, in case anyone is wondering, yes, I am still drowning in my own misery.

      “We have company,” Jack announces behind me.

      “Who?” I ask, spinning quickly. I don’t know why I’m surprised we’ve got more to deal with. Seems fate loves to shit on us any chance it gets.

      “Not sure. I can sense them, they just arrived outside.” He holds up a blade, hilt toward me, offering it, and I take it.

      Without my vampire strength or my ability to conceal myself, I’ll have to get more used to using a weapon.

      Leaving my coffee on the porch railing, I head inside and toward the front door. I arrive just as the doorbell rings. Jack conceals himself in the corner of the windowless entry, and I grip the door handle. With a nod at him, I pull it open and instantly relax. “Eira.”

      “Hello, Elijah.”

      “What are you doing here?” Stepping to the side, I make room for her to come inside, flanked with both of the bouncers from her club. As soon as they’re inside, I shut the door and gesture to Jack. “Jack Keller, this is Eira Byrne. Eira, this is Jack Keller.”

      “A hunter?”

      I nod.

      “Nice to meet you,” Jack greets.

      “You as well.” Eira tips her head and turns to me. “Heather destroyed my club,” she says, and a fresh wave of anger sucker punches me.

      “She did what?”

      “She came in, looking for witches, and used her magic to force everyone inside to kill each other.”

      “Fucking-a.” Jack pinches the bridge of his nose. “We have got to put this bitch down. Now.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I say, reaching forward to take Eira’s petite hand in mine. She worked her ass off to build that club, to stay beneath the council’s radar as she fought to maintain the control that was ripped from her for so many years.

      The thought of her suffering anymore—it makes me sick.

      “She came in and killed them all,” Eira chokes out. “Everyone who worked for me, all my patrons who were there, dining early this morning—” she trails off and shuts her eyes as a tear slips down her cheek. “Somehow, Heather turned them against each other. Lovers tore each other apart, friends ripped out each other’s throats. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Fuck,” I growl. “I swear she’ll pay, Eira.” I know my words don’t do much up against the memory of what she left behind, but they’re all I have right now.

      Eira nods appreciatively. “There’s more. But I would like to sit down if that’s okay. I could use a drink.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “What do you want?” Jack asks.

      “Whiskey. Neat,” she replies as she follows me down the hall and into the den. I guide her over to the couch, grateful that for the time being, it’s just Jack and me in the house. Bronywyn, Agatha, and Jane are off at Agatha’s, searching for a magical route we can take, and Tarnley’s at the blood bar, keeping his ear to the ground. Paloma is at work, and the pack is off, seeing if they can rally more shifters to our cause.

      I can’t say the quiet has been great for my racing thoughts, but it feels like we are all doing something—anything to bring Rainey home.

      “Here.” Jack hands her a glass of whiskey and then stands in the corner. Both Barin and Berk move to the right of her while I take a seat on her left.

      “Thank you.” She drinks deeply, downing all the liquid and turning to me. “I have a message for you.”

      Her tone has warning bells going off in my head, each one louder than the last. “From who?”

      “Rainey.”

      I’m unable to move, breathe, do anything productive as I await the rest of her words. Is it possible that Heather freed Rainey long enough to give Eira a message?

      “She wishes me to tell you that she is fine, that Aoife sacrificed herself to free her from Heather’s hold.” Eira fingers the top of the glass.

      “Wait a fucking minute—Rainey is free?” Jack asks from the corner.

      Eira nods. “She came to see me at the club.” Her gaze shifts from Jack to me. “She was looking for you.”

      I jump to my feet, ready to take on the whole fucking world to find her. A million questions run through my mind, each battling for center stage. Rainey is free? Aoife sacrificed herself? But I only voice one. “Where is she?”

      “There is more,” Eira says, and I still again. “Rainey wanted me to tell you that Heather is her responsibility. That she was a capable hunter before you met, and she wishes for you to stay put while she finds a way to handle the situation.”

      “Fuck that!” Jack roars from his corner while I try to make sense of the message.

      Why the hell wouldn’t she come to me?

      Why would she want to do this alone?

      “Elijah,” Eira’s soft voice pulls me from my tailspin, and I look down to see her standing before me, her hand on my arm. “She wants me to tell you that she loves you. She wants you safe, and with everything Heather has already taken from her—”

      “This is bullshit,” I growl. “How could she do this to me? How could she fucking do this?!” I roar and spin, slamming my fist into the wall. Wood paneling gives out, crunching beneath the force of my anger. It’s all I can do to not keep going and put a massive hole in the side of Tarnley’s house.

      He’d be pissed, but I’d sure as fuck feel better.

      “What do you expect her to do?” Eira asks. Her tone is more curious than condescending, so I let it go and turn back to her.

      “I sure as hell wouldn’t expect her to sit out.”

      Eira arches an eyebrow and crosses her arms. “No? You wouldn’t at least try to fight her war for her?”

      I don’t answer because, deep down, I know that Eira is right. I may be pissed the fuck off that Rainey thinks she can sideline me, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t do exactly the same damn thing if given the opportunity.

      “Rainey wants to prove to everyone who has been hurt that she is not the victim. She wants to bring you all peace, retribution. You cannot fault her for that. Even if you do not understand her actions.”

      The room falls into uncomfortable silence as Eira takes a seat again. We all stare at the floor, rehashing the horrors over the last few weeks.

      To say shit hit the fan would be a massive understatement. Every time we turn around, Heather has beaten us. She managed to possess Rainey with no one even realizing it.

      She slaughtered witches, killed two important people in Rainey’s life, and managed to decimate what I once was.

      I can see Rainey’s reasoning even if I don’t believe in the actions.

      “She can’t do this alone,” Jack says, breaking the silence. “There’s no way Rainey can stand against Heather.”

      “Especially not with—” I trail off and glance at Eira. “You said Aoife sacrificed herself? What do you mean by that?”

      “Heather no longer possesses Rainey because she is currently using Aoife.”

      “Motherfucker,” I growl. I can’t hide the pain at the knowledge that Aoife is gone. I may have not loved her in the way I once did, but the feelings had been real at one point. While I grieved her death once before, this feels different.

      She saved me.

      Saved the woman I love.

      And for that, I owe her everything.

      “Who’s Aoife?” Jack asks.

      “A fae,” I reply.

      Jack pales. “Heather is riding shotgun in a fucking fae? There’s no fucking way we can compete with that!”

      Panic surges through my body, making my stomach churn. Rainey is about to go toe to toe with a fae. Not even the most powerful witch can do that.

      “Why the hell would Aoife give herself over? Even to save Rainey, that was a stupid move.”

      “Because Aoife is no ordinary fae,” Agatha says as she enters the room, Delaney’s crow perched atop her shoulder.

      “What the hell does that mean?” Jack’s gaze darkens when she steps inside, his anger for the old woman who faked her own death and abandoned her granddaughters nearly matching mine.

      “Aoife was not a born fae,” I tell him. “She was a human who promised her hand in marriage to a fae prince in return for power.”

      “But she’s still a fae.”

      “Yes, but she does not possess the full magic of one,” Agatha interjects. “This was clearly all part of a well thought-out plan. Isn’t that right, Delaney?” she asks, and the bird drops her head.

      “A well thought-out plan?” I nearly growl the words. “Rainey has apparently decided on going up against Heather herself. Is it your sole goal in life to have her killed? Is that what this entire fucking plan is?”

      “Then I suggest you find her before she does,” Agatha says softly. “Rainey always did have a hot head on her shoulders.”

      Jack lunges for her, but before he can close in, he slams into an invisible barrier. The murderous promise on his face is one that I know I wear as well.

      But I’ve been around a lot longer than him, so I know how beneficial a burst of anger can be when allowed to simmer.

      It gives you time to plan.

      And if Agatha keeps dropping shit like this on our plate, I’m going to realize we don’t have a need for the old woman.

      As it stands now, I’m waiting for Rainey to make that decision.

      “I’ve told you to stop underestimating me,” Agatha warns. “I am here to ensure Rainey’s safety. You two asshats keep ignoring the truth about her, and you’re going to get the lot of us killed.”

      “Rainey is not alone,” Eira offers, and we all turn to her.

      “What do you mean she’s not alone?”

      “She has a born fae with her. Fearghas will keep her safe.”

      “Who the fuck is Fearhgas?” I demand. Jealousy is the least of my problems if Rainey is running with a born fae. Those feathery bastards are known to be cunning and untrustworthy. He’s more than likely to leave her to die in order to save himself.

      “Fearghas is a fae who lives here in Billings. I’ve spent some time around him. He’s a good man.”

      “So because you fucked this fae, we’re supposed to trust your judgment?”

      The two bouncers start to move, but Eira holds up a hand. Jack’s words are met with an icy glare that I swear drops the temperature in the room to negatives as Eira chooses her words carefully, each one laced with a warning. “I have never fucked Fearghas—as you so eloquently put it. I have, however, spent time in his company as an acquaintance. If anyone is to keep Rainey safe while she tracks Heather, it is him. I know you do not know me, Hunter, and I recognize your emotions are high at the moment, but I would greatly appreciate it if you refrained from speaking to me that way again.”

      Jack swallows hard and nods. “I apologize.”

      Smart man.

      “Great, now that we have all of this out of the way,” Agatha states, taking a seat in a high-backed leather chair as Delaney flies over to the desk. “How about we figure out just what we’re going to do about tracking Rainey?”

      “We are not going to do anything. Jack and I will find Rainey. I know where to start,” I tell him. “We leave in five.” Turning to Eira, I say, “Can I speak with you? In private?”

      She smiles and pushes to her feet, following me out into the sunlight. “How do you feel?” She asks curiously. “The cure is something you’ve been seeking. Now that you have it, is it everything you thought it would be?”

      “You can tell?”

      “I can sense your change. I didn’t expect it to turn you into a hunter.”

      “It would have killed me. Aoife showed up and saved me. I’m not entirely sure how she did it.”

      “After what I saw Heather do, I assume Aoife’s power resides in nature—in life. It would make sense that she could alter your basic biology. After all, from the smallest sprig of grass to the largest mammal, we all come from the same.”

      “I hadn’t considered that.”

      “You’ve been rather preoccupied,” she replies knowingly as her bouncer opens the back door of her Navigator. “Call me if you are in need of anything. I will help you stop Heather.”

      “You can’t risk being spotted by the council.” I found Eira tucked away in a cell, broken, bruised. As we escaped, she killed one of the council members who’d spend years raping and brutalizing her. Despite the fact that the fucker deserved a much worse fate, Eira became a target to the others.

      Since then, she’s had to stay under their radar, keeping herself surrounded by immortals who would die to protect her.

      “I’ve hidden long enough,” she adds softly. “Now is not the time to remain in the shadows. If we are to stop her, we must use the light.” Stretching up on her tiptoes, she kisses my cheek softly and climbs into the car.

      I watch her leave before turning back into the house to prepare for my own hunt. I will scour the city, tearing the entire fucking place apart, until I find her. And when I do, I’ll force her to see reason—to see logic.

      Even knowing I’m in for one hell of an argument, I can’t wipe the smile from my face.

      Rainey.

      My hunter.

      My love.

      She’s back.
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      My sister’s gym should bring me some comfort, and instead, it seems to act as a highlighter coloring all the things I’ve lost.

      “This place is interesting,” Fearghas says as he releases me and moves farther into the room.

      “It was my sister’s.” I walk to the wall where the weapons are stored and press my hand to the panel. It slides away, and I don’t hesitate before grabbing the ruby-encrusted blade my sister preferred.

      Seems fitting to gut the bitch who is responsible for her death with the very blade Delaney was carrying the night she died. Setting it aside, I reach for a leather thigh sheath hanging to the left of the blades and strap it onto my thigh. Then, I slide the blade inside and grab a smaller silver dagger, tucking that one away inside my boot.

      “You are preparing for war,” he says with a knowing nod.

      “That’s what this is, Fearghas.” I reach over and press another panel. It slides away, revealing my sister’s collection of firearms. Grabbing a sawed-off shotgun and a box of silver-packed shells, I face him. “I’m going to kill this bitch.”

      “What will you have me do?”

      “When we find her, you’re going to take me inside, and we can leave when she’s dead.”

      “You don’t wish for my help fighting her?”

      Closing the panels, I shove the shotgun, shells, and a handful of other small weapons into my bag before facing him. “I don’t want anyone else dying at her hands.”

      “You can sideline everyone else, but you will not sideline me. This is not a battle I will sit out of. Unless you’re forgetting it was my kind who brought this war to the human world, to begin with. We granted Heather her power in the beginning.”

      “Yes, and without her, I wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t have met Elijah. So the last thing I plan on doing is blaming you for it. She’s killed three of the people I love, and Stella was responsible for the death of another. There’s no way in hell the killing blow won’t be dealt at my hands.”

      “If you go up against her alone, you won’t survive,” he insists. “Your pride is going to get you killed.”

      “So you’ve mentioned.”

      “Why does it matter to you whether you’re the one to put her down? Shouldn’t it only matter that she falls?”

      “Heather is mine,” I growl.

      “Because you feel as though you need to prove yourself.”

      I don’t immediately reply because I know he’s right.

      “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

      At his exasperated tone, I spin around and pin him with a stare I hoped would knock him back a few steps. It did not. Arrogant fae. “Why does that bother you? If the job gets done, what does it matter if I survive?”

      His cheeks redden, and he crosses his arms. “I am not like my brothers and sisters, Hunter. Nor am I like you. I have no disregard for life. The loss of yours would hit the people around you harder than you realize.”

      “We just met, and I’m already in love with someone else,” I shoot back, my attempt to knock him off his pedestal met with a wide grin.

      “I assure you, my fondness for you is nothing more than innocent. In case you were wondering, I have my eyes on another.”

      “A siren perhaps?” I ask, my attempt to change the subject.

      It works.

      That grin spreads. “Eira is magnificent, is she not?”

      “Why haven’t you moved in on her?”

      His smile falters, his expression darkening. “She has suffered greatly over her life. I will not force myself into her life.”

      “I just meant, maybe tell her how you feel.”

      “Like you did your vampire?”

      His words gut me because I hear the accusation in them. “If I face Elijah, I won’t be able to walk away without him.”

      “And why should you?”

      “Because he will die if I don’t.”

      “You know this to be a fact? The fae king—”

      “Enough about the fucking fae king! If he were as powerful and all-knowing as you seem to believe he is, then his ass would be here fighting with us. Not hiding away in another dimension like some fucking coward.”

      “The fae king cannot risk his life. He is irreplaceable.”

      “Really? Because I’m starting to think you assholes are a dime a dozen.”

      “Do not pretend to know about that which you don’t,” Fearghas warns.

      I shut my eyes tightly for a moment before opening them and taking a deep breath. “Yes. I have been warned. Aoife told me he would suffer greatly if he stood beside me. That he will try and be my shield. I can’t lose him too.”

      “Perhaps you should start putting more faith in those around you.”

      As soon as he finishes speaking, someone bangs on the door. I whip around, blade already in hand, ready for a fight.

      “Rainey!” Elijah’s voice sends a shiver straight through me, shooting through my veins like electricity. “Dammit, Rainey! Open the fucking door! I can hear your heart.”

      I choke on a sob, covering my mouth with a shaking hand.

      “Please, open the door.” His broken voice breaks my heart, the pain turning my cracked soul into mush.

      Before I can do as he demands, I turn to Fearghas. “Get me out of here.”

      “You should open the door.”

      I glare up at him. “No. Get me the fuck out of here.”

      A muscle in his jaw twitches, and I wonder briefly whether or not I may have to face Elijah in order to get the hell out of here. Finally, he takes my hand.

      Something—or, more accurately, someone—rams the steel-enforced door, and I wince. The force of the impact is loud enough that I can hear the crack from in here.

      “Are you sure?” Fearghas asks, and I nod.

      We disappear as Elijah screams my name, rematerializing in the living room of an elaborately decorated penthouse apartment.

      “Where are we?”

      “My place,” Fearghas snaps, letting go of my hand and walking into his kitchen to retrieve a bottle of liquor from the corner. “Brandy?”

      “No, thanks. I know you don’t understand why I need to do this alone—”

      Fearghas throws his head back and barks out a laugh. “Please, Hunter. I’ve been alive longer than humans have walked this earth. I know all about needing to prove one’s self.”

      “Thank you.”

      He levels green eyes on me. “Don’t thank me, lass. I said I understood the need, not that it isn’t a stupid fucking decision. Which it is,” he adds, pouring two fingers into a crystal glass.

      “Elijah won’t stop until Heather’s dead. And she’ll kill him.”

      “She might. But your hunter won’t stop looking for you either.”

      “Jack?”

      Fearghas’s brow furrows. “Jack? I thought it was Elijah you fancied?”

      “It is. You said ‘hunter.’”

      “Yes, Elijah is no longer a vampire, or did you miss that tiny detail when you were busy fighting the urge to open the door?”

      “Elijah’s not a—” I trail off. “The cure.”

      “Cure?”

      “Heather force-fed him the cure the last time they were in the same room. I thought it had killed him. How did it not? It’s supposed to strip magic, right? And he was a born vampire with witch blood—”

      “It should have killed him,” Fearghas agrees. “Seems fate stepped in and spared his life. Perhaps it was because even as fickle a bitch as fate can be, she realizes you cannot do this alone.”

      Rubbing my palm to my chest right between my breasts, I try to ignore the truth of his words and the way they make me feel empty inside. I know that Elijah searched for the cure before, that it was his main reason for coming to Billings.

      But knowing he’s no longer a vampire—that the cure did work…

      It stiffens my resolve, and I know there’s no damn way I can let him anywhere near Heather. Hunters can take hits, but not in the same way a vampire can.

      As a hunter, he’s at even more risk than before.

      I needed to know Elijah was alive and well, that he was still breathing despite what Heather did to him. Now that I know that, I can put my concern at ease and focus on my revenge.

      I’ll be damned if I drag anyone else down with me.

      She’s taken Ramirez.

      She’s taken Kamie.

      She’s taken Jane.

      She’s taken Aoife.

      But she can’t have any fucking body else.

      They are mine to protect, and if the fae think I am the key to bringing her down, then the survival of those I love is the lock. Without them safe, there’s not a damn thing I can do because losing anyone else will kill me.

      “Are there any churches nearby?” I ask, and Fearghas sets his glass down to study me curiously.

      “Churches? Are you serious? You want to go to church?”

      I don’t elaborate, only glare at him. “Are there any or not?”

      “There are.”

      “Take me.”

      He looks rather taken aback by my question but thankfully leaves it the hell alone. Either because he understands my need to get right with God before walking into what might be my death—or he realizes that if he keeps questioning me I’m going to bury my boot in his ass.

      “Which denomination would you like?”

      “Lutheran.”

      With a nod, he crosses the apartment and takes my hand. “Breaking into a church on a Thursday night. This is a first for me.”

      “Just go, please.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The church is empty, the pews a bright red fabric bathed in the soft light of a few nightlights scattered through the worship hall. Thankfully, Fearghas didn’t argue when I told him to leave me, to come back in a few hours.

      I need this time to get my head right. After all, until late last night, I’d shared it with a psychopathic witch.

      It’s been years since I’ve been in a church. The last time had been for Delaney’s funeral. I can still remember it like it was yesterday, my fingers brushing the soft knit fabric of the seats as I walked down the aisle, nearly choking on tears.

      Ramirez had stood beside me, fingers threaded through mine, a constant reassurance that I wasn’t alone.

      Jane had been on my other side, her arm wrapped around my waist as she held me up. They were the only reason I stood straight that day, the only reason I didn’t fucking crumble to the carpet and just die right then and there.

      And now both are gone.

      Stolen away just as Delaney was.

      My chest tightens, the pain overwhelming me as the force of everything I’ve faced—seen—over the last few weeks hits me like a fucking freight train.

      I crumble to my knees in front of the altar.

      I’ve always had faith.

      Always believed in God, and even after everything, I still do. I still believe He has a plan because if I don’t—then what is the purpose of anything?

      I’ve been knocked down.

      Beaten.

      Bruised.

      Shattered.

      But I’ve also had victories. Taken bad people off the streets—human and supernatural alike. I’ve won battles despite losing the war every time I had to go to a new crime scene.

      If there’s no divine reason for any of it—

      Tears flow freely now, slipping down my cheeks as I tuck my legs beneath me and stare up at the cross etched in glass.

      And for the first time in years, I fold my hands and start to pray.
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      “Where to now?” Jack asks as we leave Rainey’s apartment for the second time that night. Since she disappeared from her sister’s gym, I can only imagine she’s using the fae as her own, personal taxi service.

      And it pisses me the fuck off.

      It should be me with her, helping her, preparing for what will undoubtedly be the biggest battle any of us have ever fought.

      “To the precinct, I guess. I can’t think of anywhere else—”

      “I can.”

      Jack and I both spin toward the new presence, weapons drawn. The man stands behind us, his dark hair slicked back from his face. The arrogant set to his mouth when he grins at us tells me all I need to know.

      “Fearghas?”

      “Elijah,” he greets, nodding his head. “I assume you’re Jack?”

      “Yeah. How the fuck do you know?”

      “Rainey spoke about you both.”

      “You’d damn well better have a reason for being here,” I growl. “I may not have killed a fae—yet—but there’s always time for firsts.”

      “I’ve come to take you to Rainey.”

      Hope surges through my chest, making me feel alive for the first time in days. “She wants to see me?”

      Fearghas shrugs. “To be honest, I don’t think she knows what she wants. I do, however, know how dangerous a distraction can be when facing a stronger opponent. And you, Hunter, are a massive distraction for her.”

      “She doesn’t know you’re here?” Jack asks, and Fearhgas shakes his head.

      “I believe she offered to shove a boot up my ass if I didn’t stop talking about what a poor choice it was for her to run into a fight on her own. Therefore, I stopped talking and decided to act.” He claps his hands and rubs them together. “Shall we?”

      I step toward him.

      “You sure this is a good idea?” Jack asks, gripping my arm.

      A few days ago, I would have ripped it off had he dared to touch me. Funny how some things change. “It will be fine. I’ll meet you back here.”

      “Sweet,” Fearghas mutters. “Let’s go. I imagine you’re going to have a hell of a time convincing her not to get herself killed, and we don’t have much of it left.”

      With a nod at Jack, I step closer to the fae who clasps a hand on my shoulder.

      “Ta-ta, Hunter,” he says to Jack a millisecond before we disappear.

      We materialize in the center of a dim room. Soft sobs fill my ears, and I peer down the narrow aisle to a woman sitting on the floor, staring up at a cross. I know without a doubt it’s Rainey. She calls to me, beckons me forward even without the intense bloodlust.

      After a glance behind me, I confirm that Fearghas is gone, so I take a step closer.

      She jumps to her feet and spins, blade at the ready, eyes red and full of tears. “Elijah?” she chokes out. The blade shakes as her shoulders slump forward beneath the weight of her pain. It’s palpable—her agony—and it’s killing me.

      I walk slowly, inching forward while fighting the urge to run to her. All the while, she remains still, unmoving.

      As soon as I’m a mere two feet in front of her, I stop, taking in the caramel flecks in her dark eyes. Her bottom lip quivers, and the fingers of her free hand flex as if she wants to reach for me as badly as I want her.

      “Why?” I ask, the singular word the only one I’m able to form.

      Rainey straightens, her spine stiffening, jaw jutting out in a stubborn move I’ve missed so fucking much. “I have to do this alone.”

      “Why?” I repeat.

      “Because I can’t lose you too,” she cries, the blade clattering to the ground at her feet. I reach for her, gripping her waist and crushing her against me as I wrap both arms around her body and bury my face in her hair.

      Shoulders shaking, she digs her fingers into my back, and I hold on, praying, thanking God for delivering her back to me when everything felt like it was lost.

      Breathing her in, I feel my heart rate start to slow, the adrenaline I’m still getting used to waning. “Fuck, Rainey, you have no idea how badly I missed you.”

      “I missed you too.” Her shoulders shake as she leans into me, and together we sink to the floor.

      Pulling back, I cup her face, wiping the tears away with the pads of my thumbs. “You won’t lose me, Rainey.”

      “I can’t. It will kill me.”

      “Going up against Heather alone will take care of that. You can’t cut me out like that. You have no fucking clue how much I need you.”

      She nods. “I do because I need you too. I just—I thought if I could get rid of her, we could go back to the way things were. Before she—”

      “You are not responsible for anything she did, baby. Not a damned thing. It was all Heather.”

      “Ramirez,” she chokes out, shutting her eyes tightly as more tears slip out.

      “Ramirez and Kamie died because Heather knew it was the only way she could beat out your light, Rainey. She is shadows, and you, my love, you are sunshine.”

      “She nearly killed you, and Jane. Oh my God, Jane,” Rainey’s face falls, and her shoulders shake. It takes me just a moment to understand that she doesn’t realize her best friend lives. “Heather told me how she killed her. That she watched her die.”

      “Rainey, Jane is alive. She lived.”

      “What?” She looks up at me, and for the first time since I got here, I see a glimmer of the woman I love beneath the grief. “But Heather—”

      “Your grandmother saved her.”

      Dark brows drawn together, Rainey stares up at me. “My grandmother—”

      “She’s here too, Rainey.” I don’t bring up Delaney and her parents being crows, mainly because I don’t want to give her false hope by telling her they’re alive when—while technically they are—they’re birds.

      The same trio of birds, in fact, that Rainey thought were trying to kill her.

      “But how—”

      “She faked her death to take Doloris’s attention off of your family.”

      Rainey shuts her eyes tightly and shakes her head. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to face everyone. Josiah must hate me. Heather killed—”

      “Exactly, Heather killed those pack members. Not you. And he knows that—they all do.”

      “So many people, Elijah. She’s killed so many, and it’s all my fault. I opened the box, I let her out. Unleashed her on the world, and it’s my job to shove her back into the damned thing.”

      “In case you forgot, Rainey. I was there too.” I tuck a strand of dark hair behind her ear. “I was right beside you when you opened it. It was something your sister left for you to find. How the hell were you supposed to know it was a prison cell?”

      “I’ve been wracking my brain for why she would have left it for me and I just—I don’t know.”

      “Maybe that’s something you can ask her yourself.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Might as well do it anyway. I get to my feet and grip her hands, pulling her up with me. “Delaney’s soul may or may not be inside a bird.”

      She stares at me for just a moment before barking out a laugh. The first sign of anything but pain from her. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “You’ve missed a lot.”

      “Jane is alive?” she confirms, and I nod.

      “This is not a war you have to fight on your own,” I tell her softly. “We are all in this. Together. You have to see that by now. I can’t survive without you, Rainey, so even if after this you still insist on doing it without me, you might as well drive a dagger into my chest and be done with it.”

      “Elijah—”

      “No. You need me just like I need you. And fuck, Rainey, I need you.” I lean my forehead against hers, silently urging her to accept all I’ve told her and come home with me. And if she still won’t see reason, I’ll throw her over my shoulder and drag her ass home, kicking and screaming, if need be. “It’s not a weakness—what’s between us.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t come for you right away,” Rainey whispers as she leans against me. “I know it wasn’t the most logical decision, but I was terrified.”

      Pulling back, I nod knowingly. “Honestly, I probably would have done the same thing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            17

          

          

      

    

    







            Rainey

          

        

      

    

    
      Elijah breathes life into me.

      His very presence soothes the pain—at least temporarily. Because with him beside me, I feel like I have something to fight for.

      That all is not lost.

      And knowing that Jane survived, that somehow my grandmother is alive—even as crazy as that is—gives me new purpose.

      “I see we’ve kissed and made up. Splendid.”

      I turn toward where Fearghus is seated in a church pew. “You brought him here?”

      The fae scoffs. “How the hell else do you think he got here? Wishful thinking?”

      “You’re a mouthy bastard, aren’t you?” Elijah asks, and Fearghas grins.

      “I am honest. Now.” He stands and claps both hands. “Shall I take you back to the other hunter?”

      “Other hunter?” I ask, and Elijah nods.

      “Jack.”

      “Jack is with you?”

      “He is.”

      “And you two haven’t killed each other?”

      Elijah reaches up and brushes some of the hair behind my ear. “We had a mutual goal.”

      I shiver beneath his touch, the simple action soothing more of the fissures within my soul.

      “Where shall I take you?”

      Elijah glances over at the fae and opens his mouth to speak, but something creaks.

      “Did you go anywhere else?” I ask Fearghas. Is it possible he was followed?

      Both he and Elijah turn toward the door of the church, their eyes focused intently on the new heartbeats we sense just outside.

      Hearts that do not belong to humans. “Succubus,” Elijah says quietly.

      Before I can ask him what the hell a succubus is doing in Billings, fingernails scrape against the outside of the wooden door.

      “Rainey! I know you’re inside,” a voice coos. “We need to have us a little chat.”

      “Who is that?” Fearghas demands.

      “I have no clue,” I reply honestly. Most everyone I know personally is either dead or in hiding. And I’d certainly remember if I’d ever crossed paths with a man-eating creature. It’s not like succubae are exactly known for their easygoing nature.

      “If you don’t come out, I’ll have to come in,” she calls again.

      I retrieve my blade from the ground slowly and take a step toward it. Fearghas and Elijah are at my sides in the blink of an eye, both men flanking me.

      “What do you want?” I call out.

      “Girl talk, obviously.”

      “We can’t let her in here,” Fearghas says. “They have the ability to make men bend to their will.” He sounds genuinely terrified. “We could kill you, Rainey. She cannot come in here with us.”

      “Then take me outside. You two can remain in here until we figure out what she wants.”

      “There’s no way in hell any of us are leaving unless it’s together,” Elijah argues.

      “I’m interested in hearing what she has to say, aren’t you?” I ask, tipping my head up to meet his gaze.

      “And if she tries to kill you?”

      “Then I take her head off.”

      “Rainey—”

      “I’ll be fine. She’s hardly the most dangerous thing I’ve faced in the last few days. You two can swoop in and save the day if need be.”

      “We have things to discuss, Hunter! This is your last chance!”

      A muscle in Elijah’s jaw twitches, but finally, he nods. “Call out if you need us; we will be there.”

      “I will.”

      Fearghas takes my hand but hesitates just a moment before dematerializing. When I open my eyes again, I’m standing alone a few yards away from the entrance to the church. Two women stand on the steps of the church, their blood-red eyes glowing with the force of power as they both look me up and down.

      The one closest to me has her jet-black hair braided down her back, falling nearly to the ground behind her. The dark clothing she wears clings to her body as she saunters down the steps toward me, her red-painted lips turned down into a pout.

      The woman behind has her hair cropped short and is wearing nearly the same attire as the one coming uncomfortably close. I hold my ground, unwilling to be intimidated, but ready to swing my blade if necessary.

      “The boys didn’t wish to join us?” she asks. “How disappointing.”

      “Who the fuck are you, and what do you want?”

      “I heard you had a potty mouth,” the one with short hair grins. “I like it.” A forked tongue darts out of her mouth and moistens her lips.

      “I’m growing impatient. What do you want?”

      The woman in front of me grins back at the other and then faces me once more. “You are quite the hot topic in our world at the moment. Supernaturals want you dead at all costs.”

      Adrenaline surges through my body, The Hunt making itself known, and after spending so much time without full access to my abilities because Heather was blocking them, it’s a welcome feeling. A familiar blanket wrapping around my shoulders, ready to snuff the life out of my enemy at a moment’s notice.

      “So you’re here to try to kill me? I have to warn you I’m in the mood for a fight.”

      She throws her head back and chuckles. “I do not wish to kill you. Yet.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “To warn you.”

      “And why would you want to do that? My kind has hunted yours into near extinction.”

      Her eyes flash. “While that may be true, you are not the only ones who have killed us. Witches have long used our hearts in their rituals, and they are doing so again. I want it stopped.”

      “What witches?”

      She narrows her gaze on me. “I think you know.”

      Heather. “What do they use your hearts for?”

      “Our power lies in our ability to enhance the way someone feels, we can sway even the most powerful of men to our sides and make them do whatever we wish with little effort. The same goes for women though, admittedly, they take more effort. By enhancing their magic with ours, they gain that same ability.”

      Fear ices my veins. If Heather gains the power to control others, none of us will be safe because no one can be trusted. “So your power could be used on me?”

      “Yes, Hunter. I could make you kneel at my feet should I so choose.”

      I’ve never heard of succubus magic working on a female before, but that’s not to say it’s not fact. There’s quite a lot I don’t know about the world I’m willing to die to protect. “I’ll have to take your word for it,” I reply.

      All earlier flirtation stops. “I want the slaughter of my sisters to stop.”

      “Can you not go into hiding?”

      “We have. But with one of us, she can find us all with little effort. Stop her, and we will forever be grateful to you.”

      “Why come to me?”

      “You are Rainey Astor, are you not?”

      “I am.”

      “Then, that’s reason enough. Good luck, Hunter. Be sure to steer clear of others. I fear the councils are calling for your gorgeous head.” She turns away and leaves, disappearing into the shadows of the church, the short-haired woman following right behind, before I can reply.

      Elijah and Fearghas appear beside me, and I jump. “Announce yourself or something next time,” I snap at the fae.

      “Sorry.”

      “Is that true? About succubus magic?” I ask Elijah. “That it works on females too?”

      He shrugs, an action that makes me uncomfortable. There’s little Elijah doesn’t know. “It’s not something I’ve heard of, but to be honest, I avoid them. For obvious reasons.”

      “Fearghas?” I ask the fae, and he mimics Elijah’s response by shrugging. “Perfect. So now there’s a succubus here in Billings—more than one apparently—and it seems Heather is harvesting their hearts so she can obtain the ability of persuasion. Which, in her hands, would basically be a death sentence for all of us.”

      “It’s possible she’s sent the councils after you,” Fearghas offers. “If she wants you, the best way to find you is to have multiple eyes watching.”

      “We need to get out of sight. If they found us, chances are good that someone else might as well.” Fearghas takes my hand and clasps a hand on Elijah’s shoulder before we vanish from the steps of the church, reappearing in Delaney’s gym.

      Jack jumps up from the floor, blade in hand, eyes wide. He looks so similar to the man I threatened weeks ago, so like the handsome bartender who saved my life in an alley behind a club.

      It’s insane to me that it was only a month ago.

      “Rainey?” he whispers and rushes toward me. Fearghas releases my hand, and Jack wraps both muscled arms around me, spinning me in a circle before setting me back on my feet. “If you ever do that again, I’ll kick your ass.”

      “I’m the one that makes the threats,” I remind him with the ghost of a smile. “It’s good to see you, Jack.”

      “You too.” He runs a hand through his hair. “Can we get a fucking drink now?”
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        * * *

      

      “So, Heather is now in control of a fae?” Tarnley questions as we sit in what is apparently his study.

      The vampire made his arrival about an hour ago and now sits in a leather chair behind his desk. Fearghas is leaned against the wall in the corner of the room, legs crossed at the ankles as he plays with the silver letter opener he pilfered when we first arrived.

      Elijah’s hand tightens on my own, and I lean against him, afraid that if I let go for even a moment, all of this will fall away and I’ll have been dreaming.

      What a sweet dream it would be—but I’d rather not wake up as Heather’s prisoner again.

      “Yes.”

      “But we can free her, right?”

      “Rainey was born during the Lunar Divide,” Fearghas interjects. “Because of that, she had a void, and her body was able to host two souls. Aoife does not. Which means—”

      “Her soul was destroyed when Heather took over,” I add sadly. “She sacrificed herself, and I refuse to let her die in vain.”

      Elijah’s jaw tightens, and I squeeze his hand. He loved Aoife once, and while I know he grieved her death before, this pain will be fresh.

      “But you’re saying that Heather’s a fae. How the hell are we supposed to fight that?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “I really don’t have a plan.”

      “And yet you were willing to face off with her alone,” Fearghas adds. “Tsk, tsk, little hunter.”

      “Call me little hunter again, and I’ll remove your favorite appendage.”

      Gravel crunches in the driveway, and I jump to my feet, ready to fight. The rest of the room stays calm though Elijah does stand beside me.

      The front door opens and closes, and a heartbeat later, I’m confronted with the sight of my grandmother standing beside the woman who has been my best friend for my entire life. My heart stammers within my chest, my stomach churning as I meet her mismatched gaze.

      “Jane,” I whisper. “You’re alive.”

      “Is it you?” Jane asks, her eyes filling, and I nod. “Is it really her?” She asks Elijah for confirmation I can’t really blame her for needing. After all, Heather used my body to slit her throat the last time we were face-to-face.

      And the reminder of that has me choking on a sob. Seeing the blood drip from her throat as she fell back, eyes wide, face pale. It was a memory Heather replayed over and over again to torment me when I was trapped within the void.

      It’s something I know will haunt me forever.

      “It is. Heather found a new host.”

      Jane rushes forward, and I leave Elijah’s side to meet her in the middle. “I’m so sorry I lied to you,” she whispers against my cheek.

      “I’m so sorry I was angry. That I didn’t understand why. I get it now.” I grip her, this woman who’s spent her life at my side. It took nearly dying to realize that it doesn’t matter the reasoning behind how she got there.

      All that matters is that she was there. Every day of my life since we were twelve. Jane is my best friend. Hell, she was my only friend, and she’s here.

      “I’m so sorry,” I choke out, and Jane shakes her head as she pulls back.

      “I’m sorry. I should have been honest from the beginning.” Reaching into her leather purse, she pulls out a massive red bag, and I grin at her through tears. “I thought you could use some.”

      I laugh through my sobs. “I thought you hated me eating Skittles.”

      “You’ve more than earned them.”

      I reach for her again, wrapping my arms around her for another moment before releasing her, taking the offered bag, and facing off with my grandmother.

      “Grandmother,” I greet tightly. Don’t get me wrong; knowing I’m not the last remaining member of my family is a relief even if she did everything in her power to make me feel unwelcome.

      “Rainey.”

      Three black crows swoop into the room, and I can’t help but take a step back as one perches on Agatha’s shoulder, its beady eyes staring me down.

      I swallow hard. Even knowing what Elijah’s told me about these birds, seeing them is more than a little unnerving. “I have to say I’m more than a little surprised to see you breathing. Hell didn’t want you?”

      She chuckles. “You, child, have not changed at all.”

      “That’s not fair to say. I like to believe I’m a bit more than wasted space now.”

      My words might as well have fallen on deaf ears for the way she reacts.

      “I did what was necessary to protect you.”

      “By treating me like shit? Making me feel unwanted?”

      “I wanted you gone, but not because I didn’t love you. It was quite the opposite, actually.”

      I scoff. “I don’t believe that for a second.”

      “Believe what you will,” she says as she moves further into the room, taking a seat on one of the leather-backed chairs beside the couch. “You were who Heather wanted. I had to keep you away from Salem—away from the box. And making you believe I didn’t care for you was the best possible way to maintain your safety.”

      “Which obviously worked out,” I retort, each word laced with sarcasm. “You know, given that the bitch slaughtered my friends, killed dozens of witches, all while wearing me like a fucking Halloween costume.”

      Agatha glances up at the crow on her shoulder. “Leaving the box was an unfortunate mistake that your sister regrets deeply.”

      I stiffen, remembering what Elijah said about Delaney being in a bird. Spinning on him, I meet ice-blue eyes watching me carefully. “Is she—”

      He nods. “That is Delaney. I wouldn’t have believed it at first either.”

      I turn back to the bird, whose feathers shimmer with a deep purple beneath the lights of Tarnley’s study. “Delaney?”

      “It’s her,” Jack interjects. “Apparently, your grandmother stole the souls from the witch who tried to steal them. She put them into birds, and well—here they are.”

      “Their? As in—”

      “Your parents.” Jane gestures to the two birds perched on the desk.

      I gape at him before turning to the other birds. “No, it’s not possib—” I turn back to my grandmother or, more accurately, to the crow perched on her shoulder. “I—Delaney?” Her name is little more than a whisper that quickly turns into a sob when Delaney’s crow drops her head in a slight nod.

      I glance over at the other two. “Mom? Dad?”

      They both drop their heads in nods.

      “Oh my God.” I cover my mouth with shaking hands as I continue to stare at her, processing everything I’m being told.

      Jane is alive.

      My grandmother is alive—which I’m not afraid to admit is currently my least favorite of the revelations. And not only is she still amongst the living, but she managed to bring back the souls of Delaney and my parents.

      I turn to face the two birds on Tarnley’s desk once more. They stand beside each other, so close their feathers are brushing as they stare at me. Then, after a moment, I turn to Elijah as it all hits me.

      I didn’t lose it all.

      Despite Heather’s best efforts to strip me of everyone I love, she didn’t win.

      I may have been broken.

      Beaten.

      Bruised.

      Defeated.

      But I will rise.

      And I have a witch to kill.
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      “It all feels surreal,” I whisper in the early light of dawn.

      Beside me, Elijah nods. The porch swing we’re sitting on moves smoothly on the back porch as we watch the sun rise. We’ve been up all night talking, and Elijah’s filled me in on everything I missed while I did the same.

      Granted, really, the only thing he missed was the whole materializing in Ireland and meeting with a fae who proclaims himself the king of his kind.

      “And Jack went to a Monster Ball where he met a lycan shifter, who he is now in love with?”

      “That one was quite a surprise to me as well. Given his past of specifically targeting her kind.”

      “I’m glad he’s happy,” I say honestly. After falling in love with and losing my sister—the hunter deserves some joy. Even if I threatened to remove his head not too long ago. And, shit, doesn’t it feel like a lifetime has passed since then.

      We fall into a peaceful silence again, enjoying this quiet moment while everyone is off on their own. I have a sickening feeling in my gut that moments like these will be nearly impossible to come by from here on out. At least until we find a way to stop Heather.

      “This war she wants to start, it will get ugly if we don’t find a way to put her down before she makes her move.”

      “Then, we stop her before it gets to that point.” Elijah’s quiet confidence should have boosted mine, but at this point, the original witch has outsmarted me at every turn. Elijah kisses the top of my head. “We have the book, and we know exactly where her bones are. Since she’s not as powerful as she was hoping to be, having those in our camp gives us leverage over her.”

      “I’m concerned about what will happen when she grows impatient,” I admit. “There’s no telling how things will go if she decides she’s tired of waiting for us to come to her.”

      “We take everything one step at a time and handle the problems as they come to us.”

      “And the main one is figuring out how the hell we’re supposed to kill a fae.”

      “Good thing we know one we can ask.”

      I snort. “I don’t exactly see Fearghas handing over that information willingly.”

      Elijah chuckles. “We can use him for practice.”

      Shaking my head, I lift my left hand and interlink my fingers with Elijah’s where his arm rests over my shoulder.

      “How’s Tarnley been handling everyone coming in and out? I know I don’t know him that well, but he doesn’t seem like the overly social type.”

      Elijah snorts. “He’s been at the blood bar more often than not lately.”

      Chuckling, I nod. “I imagine being in a house with people going in and out during the day is probably not the safest place for a vampire who will explode if he gets even the slightest tan.”

      “You do realize you’re not invincible anymore, right? Hunters are resilient, but not like vampires. And you had the ability to make yourself invisible, I’m guessing that’s gone too?”

      “It is,” he confirms. “But I’m not helpless, Rainey. I’ve trained with weapons my entire life—I’m quite adept at using them.”

      “You’re also used to running headfirst into situations without having to fully process the consequences.” I spit the reply out so fast that I suck in a breath as soon as I utter the last word. The fear at the thought of him being anywhere near Heather—it’s paralyzing.

      “It’s a lot,” he says, “But we will succeed.” He says it with such confidence that the words almost instill the same in me.

      Almost.

      “Elijah, you have to promise me that you’ll be careful. I can’t lose you.”

      “You won’t.” He presses a kiss to my forehead. “But if you take off to do it alone again, I will chain you to the bed and never let you leave.”

      Smiling, I nod. “Noted. Though you may want to come up with a better punishment.”

      Elijah’s chest rumbles with a deep growl, and I swallow hard, wondering if he’s remembering a time with me—or the last time when Heather had taken over.

      We still haven’t talked about that fun turn of events, and honestly, I’d be just fine if we never did. He didn’t know it wasn’t me in control, and I’d much rather not relive it again since it was another favorite of Heather’s memories to visit over the time I was out of touch with everyone.

      I watched Jane, Ramirez, and Kamie die. And took a third-party view to Elijah and Heather fucking. Over and over again it went, a sick ride I wanted to dive headfirst off of.

      “Rainey, the last time—” Elijah trails off, and I pull away, getting to my feet.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Eyes full of guilt, he watches me as if he’s awaiting a nuclear meltdown. “I didn’t know it wasn’t you.”

      “I know you didn’t.”

      “Are you angry with me? I thought maybe that’s why you didn’t come back.”

      “No. I’m not mad,” I reply quickly. “I get it, and the reason I didn’t come back right away had nothing to do with that and everything to do with the fact that I love you more than anyone. I can’t lose you.”

      Elijah grins at me and pushes to his feet as I realize it’s the first time I’ve uttered those words out loud directly to him. I told Eira, sure, but this is different.

      He grips my waist and pulls me toward him, knocking the breath from my lungs. “I love you too, Rainey. Even if you are a stubborn hunter with a death wish.” His grin fades. “You must know that had I realized—even for a second—I never would have taken it that far.”

      “I know.”

      “And the club—”

      “What club?”

      “Eira’s place. She called me when Heather was there, and I showed up. I only kissed her to get her to follow me into the alley.”

      “That’s a new one,” I admit. “Apparently, it didn’t warrant a trip on Heather’s mental carousel of hell.”

      “I’m so sorry, Rainey, for all of it.”

      Reaching up, I brush some of his dark hair behind his ear. He leans into my touch, a soft, gentle caress that I’m hoping will ease the guilt I sense weighing on him. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I understand. All of it.”

      “I don’t deserve you.”

      “Yes, you do. We were made for each other, Elijah. Nature’s twisted fucking sense of humor, putting two enemies together. We’re like Romeo and Juliet,” I remind him.

      “I hate that you equate us to two teenagers who were doomed from the start.”

      “At least, now we can change the ending.”

      Without another word, he yanks me toward him and slams his mouth to mine in a bruising kiss that fills my veins with lava.

      It scorches, burning me from the inside out as he slips his tongue inside and groans against my mouth.

      Reaching up, I wrap both arms around his neck, pinning him to me and taking everything he has to offer as his kiss eases my pain and gives me renewed hope. Hands slip down my body, gripping my ass and lifting me so I can wrap both legs around his waist.

      Elijah carries me through the open sliding glass door and down the hall, into a bedroom. All the while, his lips remain on mine.

      I bury both hands in his long hair, feeling the silky strands as they glide through my fingers. Fuck, I missed him.

      Missed this.

      Like an addict, I crave his body, his mind, his very fucking soul. The fact that I ever thought I could do any of this without him is proof enough of the damage Heather did to my mind. But each moment with him, I feel pieces of myself slipping back into place.

      He sets me on my feet just inside the adjoining bathroom before reaching into the open shower and turning on the spray. Water jets out, clashing against the tile walls and slipping to the ground.

      “Is this your way of telling me I stink?” I ask, half-joking as he kneels at my feet and stares up at me, eyes heavy with passion.

      “This is my way of showing you that I will worship every inch of your body like a man desperate for grace. You are mine, Rainey. My everything.” He turns his attention to my boots, slowly undoing each lace and tossing them to the floor beside me.

      My blood hammers as his hands glide up my legs, reaching the buttons of my dark jeans. He pops the button and begins to slip them down my hips, taking my underwear with them. Slowly, torturously, he draws them down, fingertips turning every inch of my skin into ash.

      With careful precision, he lifts each foot and pulls my jeans off, tossing them beside the boots and standing up, his hands never leaving my body as he moves up to the hem of my shirt. I stare up at him, and he takes my mouth again, lips on lips, heat against heat, pulling away long enough to rip it over my head.

      I shove both hands beneath his shirt, desperate for his skin to be against mine. As I run my palms up the ridged muscle of his abdomen, he steps back from me and pulls his shirt up. My mouth goes dry as if I’m seeing him for the first time.

      Elijah’s tattooed skin stretched over taut muscle is a sight for sore eyes, and I drink him in as he finishes undressing and stands before me—completely naked and fucking gorgeous.

      He sucks in a breath and closes the distance, taking my mouth and lifting me at the same time. Warm spray hits my back a moment before cool tile presses against me as Elijah pins me to the wall, mouth on mine.

      The throbbing between my legs is nearly painful, and I moan against his mouth. “Now, Elijah, please.” I need this, need to feel him inside me as desperately as my heart needs its next beat.

      He shifts me in his arms and, in one swift thrust, drives into me. I cry out, head falling back against the tile as he fucks me mercilessly, filling me completely. Hot breath hits my throat as Elijah leans down, pressing his lips to my collarbone. The orgasm rips through me, and I shatter around him, my fingers digging into the flesh of his shoulders as I cry out his name.

      “Fuck, Rainey,” he growls against my skin as he comes apart right along with me.
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      “Can’t we just lie here forever?” I ask him later that afternoon as I lie on my side, pressed against his chest.

      “We can run,” he replies, lips pressing against my shoulder blade. “Leave Billings behind and never look back.”

      The thought is a wonderful one, and even if I know I could never do that to the people here, entertaining it for even a moment doesn’t seem like it could cause too much harm. “Where would we go?”

      “There’s a place in Ireland, Dún na Rí Forest. It’s about an hour outside of Dublin. Back when I was a child, it was my favorite place to roam. Rumor has it Kelpies can be spotted if one is quiet enough to not spook them.”

      “Kelpies?”

      “Aye, lovely creatures from afar, but they have been known to drown evil souls though their dark counterparts have earned a negative reputation for them all.”

      “Are they only in Ireland?”

      He kisses my neck, trailing his lips over my skin. “They were first spotted in Scotland, but it is believed they lurk near all bodies of fresh water if it is left undisturbed long enough.”

      I sigh, relaxing against him as he trails lazy kisses over my skin. “So we can go to Ireland and watch the Kelpies.”

      “We can,” he confirms. “There’s also a secret cove hidden deep in the Cliffs of Moher, very few know of it, and no humans have ever discovered it as the water keeps the main entrance hidden. We could go there, make love in the sand, and I can show you all the places I used to roam as a child.”

      I roll over, and Elijah’s right hand trails up and down my side as he leans over and presses a kiss to my jaw.

      “That sounds like a wonderful plan,” I whisper.

      “We can leave tonight, Rainey. Be gone and never look back.” He swallows hard.

      “We can’t,” I say sadly. “We are the only ones who stand a chance at stopping her.”

      “Why? Why does it have to be us?”

      “Because as much as I want to deny it, we’re the heroes in this twisted tale.”

      He sighs and leans down to press a gentle kiss to my lips. “Promise me that one day, we’ll leave. Even if it’s only for a short time.”

      “I promise.”

      Elijah rolls onto his back, so I turn to my side to face him. He props his arm beneath his head and drapes the other over his stomach. Reaching up, I run my fingertip over the lines on his inked skin. Tracing each one over and over, hypnotized by the beauty.

      I realize then that I haven’t even bothered to ask him how he’s doing. Elijah has been powerful for his entire life, and now, for all intents and purposes—at least compared to what he was—he’s normal. “How are you?”

      Icey blue eyes meet mine. “What do you mean?”

      “You’ve been this feared vampire-witch combo for your entire life. Now, you’re just a hunter. How are you handling that change?”

      Biting down on his bottom lip, he considers my question. “I always wondered how it would feel—to be cured. Of course, back then I hadn’t even given thought to it actually killing me.”

      “And now?”

      He turns his head, and his eyes meet mine. “I’m happy to be alive. And it doesn’t matter what I am as long as I have you.”

      The reply dies in my throat, and all I can do is lean forward and press my lips to his. His arms come around me, wrapping me in his strong embrace and making me feel as though the two of us are the last ones in the entire world.

      A soft knock breaks the moment, and I pull away, breathless. “Yes?”

      “It’s Jane. Agatha and I might have found something.”

      “We’ll be right there,” I answer without tearing my eyes from Elijah. Leaning down, I press my lips to his again and whisper, “To be continued.”

      In the five minutes it takes us to get dressed, I nearly change my mind at least a dozen times. It already feels like Elijah and I lost so much time. And although logically I know it was just a week, it felt like lifetimes while I was trapped in that void.

      Even thinking about it now, my chest tightens as my heart rate increases. As though he senses that I need to be grounded, Elijah reaches down and grabs my hand, his fingers threading with mine as we walk down the hall and into the study.

      It’s packed full of people.

      Some I recognize; some I don’t. Fearghas is in the far corner of the room, standing near a glass case holding a various array of ancient relics. He offers me a nod and a grin as I step into the room.

      “Rainey,” Cole—the shifter who was with me when I found the bones of Delaney and my parents—greets me first. A hat is pulled on top of his flaxen hair, his tattooed arms on full display beneath the black T-shirt stretched across his broad chest.

      “Cole. I thought you were in Salem?”

      “Your fae brought me back for this. Apparently what Agatha has to say is important enough to warrant my attendance. Listen, about Delaney—”

      “Don’t, it wasn’t your fault. I know you tried to refuse and Stella forced your hand.”

      He swallows hard and nods. “I still feel like I failed her.”

      “You didn’t. And she knows that.”

      Josiah crosses the room for me, and I stiffen. He reaches for my free hand and pats it gently. “I am so glad to see you again, Rainey.”

      His smile is soft, his tone genuine, and it’s exactly what I need when I already feel so raw. “Thank you. I’m so sorry about what happened.”

      “It wasn’t you,” he replies kindly, repeating the exact words I uttered to Cole only seconds ago. Though, glancing around at the few shifters gathered in the corner, I imagine he and Cole might be some of the only ones who feel that way.

      Jack steps forward next, a tall, slender brunette on his arm. She smiles warmly, and Jack wraps an arm around her waist. “Rainey, this is Willa. Willa, Rainey.”

      “It is so nice to meet you, Rainey,” Willa says softly as she reaches for my hand. “Jack has told me a lot about you and Delaney both.”

      I can’t help but smile at her. “It’s great to meet you too.”

      “Astor.” Captain Reynolds’ voice is so familiar and reminds me so much of my time working with Ramirez that hearing it is like a dagger through the heart. Still, I turn to face off with her.

      “Captain.”

      She smiles and reaches for me, pulling me into a hug before I can move far enough away. Behind me, Elijah chuckles, and I make a mental note to shoot him a glare at the earliest opportunity. I am so not a hugger, at least, not usually. “I’m so glad you’re all right,” she says as she releases me. “And I’m so sorry about Ramirez and Kamie.”

      “Thanks.”

      “We need to talk—”

      “If it’s about the warrant, I already know.”

      “Warrant?” Elijah asks, and I cringe.

      “Shit, sorry, got wrapped up before I remembered to tell you.”

      “They want Rainey for Ramirez and Kamie’s murders.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” he growls, and Paloma nods.

      “I completely agree with you, but I can’t exactly tell them what I know, can I? Our best bet here is to keep Rainey out of sight until they find something else to go on.”

      “Will I ever be able to go back?” Not having had the chance to consider the consequences of what this might mean for my career, the thought of never walking back into the precinct didn’t even cross my mind.

      What the hell will I do if I can never go back?

      “We’ll figure something out,” she promises.

      Agatha and Jane walk in, the crows flying in behind them and landing on the bookshelf.

      I can think what I want about Agatha Astor, but she sure as hell knows how to make an entrance. Always has.

      As soon as she reaches the desk where Tarnley is seated, she turns to face the room, and Jane sets a large book down on the surface. I instinctively take a step back.

      I know that book.

      Heather’s thoughts surrounded pretty much nothing else whenever she was too busy to torment me with memories of what she was doing.

      “You okay?” Elijah whispers in my ear.

      I shiver and nod as he releases my hand to wrap an arm around me.

      “Jane and I may have found something that will help us put Heather down for good.”

      “Great, then let’s get on with it. I’m ready to have the lot of you the hell out of my house,” Tarnley says.

      I smile. Especially when my grandmother glares back at him. A look I grew quite accustomed to being on the receiving end of as a child.

      “It’s not so simple,” she replies. “We’re going to need one hell of a surprise in order to get close enough to pull it off.”

      “And how are we supposed to do that?” I ask.

      My grandmother’s gaze is cold when it meets mine. “We use you.”

      “Me?”

      “No fucking way,” Elijah snaps. “You may be open to tossing Rainey to the bitch, but there’s no way in hell I am.”

      “I agree,” Jack says.

      “Same,” Josiah adds. “We won’t risk her again.”

      Agatha groans and pinches the bridge of her nose.

      “We aren’t going to be sacrificing Rainey,” Jane says, stepping forward. She’s pulled her long brown hair up into a high ponytail and is dressed more casually than I think I’ve ever seen her before—wearing dark jeans and a plain periwinkle T-shirt instead of her usual dressed-up attire.

      It’s strange to see her in this capacity, to see her as anything but my friend—my human friend.

      “We need Rainey to draw her out.”

      “What do you need me to do?”

      “Agatha and I found a spell that should do similar to what the cure would. It will strip her of her magic—or rather Aoife’s magic—and give us the chance to kill her. The problem is that we need her blood in order to complete the ritual. And,” she adds, looking to Cole. “We need her bones.”

      “What do you need her bones for?”

      “Once we have her blood, we can add it to a potion that will remove all of her magic. We get her to drink that, perform a spell over her bones, and the bitch will die— permanently.”

      “What about the other souls? The twelve others trapped in that box with her?”

      “They will remain in the veil—permanently,” Jane tells me. “It is Heather’s spell trapping them here. Without her magic as a tether, they will move on.”

      A silence falls over the room as we consider Jane’s words. But one question comes up, and I can’t deny that it was one on my mind as well.

      “If this spell existed before, why did you trap versus kill her?” Jack asks.

      “I didn’t realize this spell existed. The one to destroy her soul via destroying her bones is one Agatha found in an old text she had. Apparently, it’s one ancestral hunters used on witches to ensure they didn’t find a way to return.”

      “How long will it take to make the potion?” I ask my grandmother.

      “At least a few days. I need to gather the ingredients.”

      “You should check with Bronywyn,” Tarnley offers. “She has a wide collection of things she’s gathered over the years.”

      “I will. Once it’s done, the difficult part will be getting her to drink it. The last time this was attempted did not go so well as your vampire turned hunter can attest.”

      “Yeah, not something I’m overly keen on repeating,” Elijah retorts.

      “And how in the hell do you plan on making her drink it?” Tarnley huffs. “She damn near killed Elijah.”

      “Do you have any better idea?” Agatha snaps.

      The room falls into uncomfortable silence once more, everyone wanting to come up with some easier way to put our enemy in the ground, but none having an idea as to how to go about it.

      “We need to take this one piece at a time.” I clear my throat. “Cole and Fearghas can gather her bones and bring them here.” Fearghas looks annoyed but nods anyway. “Agatha and Jane can get with Bronywyn to see about whatever ingredients they need.” Jane smiles softly while my grandmother stands stoic as ever. “As soon as those are in place, we draw her out using her want for the book. We need to move fast, though. And honestly, if we can get her blood at the same time we dose her, that would be preferable.”

      “The moment you shove that into her mouth, we can spell the bones. We just have to make sure we’re all ready at the same time,” Jane adds. “If the dominos don’t fall at the right time, none of this works, and I very much doubt she’ll let us close enough again.”

      “This is our one shot,” I agree. “So let’s make it count.”

      “Shall we?” Fearghas asks, reaching for Cole.

      “Might as well get this over with.”

      They disappear, and one by one, everyone starts filing out, off to either live until we’re prepared to die or carry out whatever tasks they can. I know better than to believe this conversation was a win.

      Yes, we know how to kill her, but getting a potion into her mouth, especially after Elijah already tried, could very well be a suicide mission.

      “We’ll head over to Bronywyn’s with the list,” Jane offers, and she and Agatha leave as the others did.

      Tarnley, Jack, Willa, Elijah, and I are the only ones remaining in the study.

      We’re the ones who will be going head to head with her—the ones who will either make or break this plan.

      “This should be an interesting next few days.” Jack is the first one to break the silence, and I glance over as Willa reaches for his hand.

      “Who volunteers to shove it down her throat?” Tarnley asks. “Is it too childish to call ‘not me’?”

      “Yes.” Elijah glances down at me.

      “I will do it.”

      He doesn’t argue with me. Whether that’s because he doesn’t want to relive what nearly happened to him last time, or he just knows I need to do this for me—I don’t know. But either way, he simply nods and smiles down at me.

      “This will work,” I tell them.

      “It will,” Willa agrees.

      Everyone settles into silence once more, and I send up a prayer—a plea really—that I’m not wrong. That everything will play out the way we want it to, and by the first of the new year, this nightmare will be behind us.
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      I glare out over the sea of gyrating bodies, watching them move with the force of my command. Even if they wanted to stop, they couldn’t, and that alone is what keeps me from completely losing my temper and simply decimating this pathetic city and moving on.

      I’ve more than considered it. But doing so would be letting Rainey win. I know, without a doubt, that the little hunter bitch will find a way to escape, a mouse that runs away from the mouth of a lion.

      “Into the dark you go, my love, into the dark you go.” I sing, turning to face the succubus strapped to a chair in the office of the warehouse I’ve turned into my own, personal lair. Soon, I will have a crown upon my head as I take a seat in a throne crafted from the bones of my enemies.

      They may have fooled me with this pathetic excuse for a fae, but never again. The next time I see them, things will go my way.

      Perhaps I’ll keep Elijah alive.

      Perhaps I’ll make him wear a chain around his neck. My personal pet to do with what I wish.

      Perhaps I’ll even keep Rainey alive long enough to watch what will become of her love.

      I grin, a sadistic plan forming in my mind as I make my way over to the animal strapped to the chair.

      She stares up at me, eyes wide with panic, short hair already matted with the blood of the other I tracked and killed.

      “Your heart will be his undoing,” I say. Then, I begin to sing as I go to work. “Into the dark you go, my love, into the dark you go.” Blood drips down my wrist, falling to the floor. “Together we’ll fall. Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, my love, into the dark we go.”
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      “May I join you?” I glance up at my grandmother as she steps out onto the porch where I sit watching the stars. Elijah is back inside, sleeping soundly, and here I am, completely unable to find peace even as I sit alone.

      I don’t openly respond to her, just offer a nod and stare off into the night once more. The swing stills as she sits down, propping her cane beside her.

      “It is a nice night,” she says, her tone strained.

      “You planning on saying anything worth my time? Or are we just going to talk about the weather?”

      She chuckles. “You are so like me, child. Even as you try to deny it.”

      “Wrong.” I turn my head to the side to face her. “I never would have treated my granddaughter the way you did me.”

      Agatha sighs and nods in understanding. “I am sorry for the way things had to be.”

      “They didn’t have to be that way,” I insist. “You could have come clean to me about Heather—the box.”

      “Tell me, did your vampire explain to you how I knew it was you Heather wanted?”

      I shake my head.

      She sighs before taking a deep breath and turning to face me. “I knew because I was the first Astor to open the box.”

      “What?” I gape at her. “You?”

      “I opened it, and Heather possessed me. She would talk to me, whisper horrible things in my mind. Your great grandmother once told me that we are not responsible for the ideas that perch in our minds—it is the ones we allow to nest that we are held accountable for. I tried so hard to keep the thoughts at bay. And finally, one day, I asked her what she wanted.”

      “Heather?”

      She nods. “She told me that she wanted to be reborn, that she needed an Astor hunter born during a full moon. A hunter with witch blood whereas I was a witch with hunter blood.”

      “I don’t understand, what’s the difference?”

      “Hunters may not be as powerful as a witch or a vampire, but you do not share the same weaknesses. A fact that Heather knew.”

      “Silver,” I whisper, recalling a faint memory of Heather mentioning as much to Stella.

      “Yes. The fae world is impossible to reach alone for anyone with any active power because the barrier has been magically enhanced with silver ever since the first vampire was unleashed upon the world. The only way to get into their world, if you have magic, is to be taken there by a fae.”

      “I don’t imagine they would be lining up to welcome her.”

      “Exactly. They fear her, what she’s capable of. Not because they aren’t powerful enough to strike her down but because they have been unable to keep her that way. Many fae have tried, and each time, Heather came back. It wasn’t until Jane trapped her that she was able to be stopped.”

      “And then I just let her right on out.”

      “It truly wasn’t your fault. You must see that.”

      I don’t answer. “So Heather just let you go? Just like that? She realized she didn’t want you and said, ‘Oops, sorry, my mistake. Go on about your life’?”

      Agatha chuckles, but it lacks all humor. “Unfortunately, no. There was a price. I was supposed to give you the box on your eighteenth birthday. It was my promise to Heather, and she made sure I would follow through by bringing a friend of mine in on the idea. One who was already loyal to her way of thinking—and had been for some time.”

      “Doloris.”

      Agatha nods and reaches over to touch my hand in a tender gesture I never could have anticipated. I stare down at her lightly wrinkled hand where it rests upon mine. “I had to keep you away from Salem at all costs, Rainey. I fought against the urge to train you—prepare you for what could one day be your future—because I foolishly believed that the distance would keep you safe. I never could have anticipated Doloris reaching out to Delaney the way she did. And your sister has been beating herself up for what she did to you ever since she left that damn box in Salem.”

      “Why didn’t anyone just tell me the truth? Why didn’t Delaney come to me?”

      “She couldn’t. By the time she realized what was happening, it was too late. The box had warped her—changed her—and because of everything Doloris had done to put that box in her path and by default—yours—Delaney knew there was no other option than to remove herself from the equation.”

      My eyes burn with unshed tears as I imagine how lost Delaney must have felt. How could I not see what she was going through?

      “The voices were getting to be too much. The spell Doloris wove in place was too strong for your sister to beat alone. She tried. She visited witches, begging for them to tell her of the Lunar Divide, trying to see if there was any way to close the void within you, but when it all became too much, she went to her friend and asked him to put her out of her misery.”

      Tears burn in my eyes as I imagine kind-hearted, selfless Delaney reaching the end of her rope. She’d been all alone at the end, even more so than I had originally thought. “Elijah told me that she asked Cole.”

      “She did.”

      “And I know Stella forced his hand when he refused.”

      “She will pay for that and so much more.”

      Silence falls over us, and the ease of it is so unlike the relationship I had with her before. There was no sitting in her presence; if I was there it had to be for a purpose. I can’t even count the number of times she specifically told my parents it was time to take me home. That she’d grown tired of the company.

      And for a little girl who loved her grandmother to feel that unwanted—it was heartbreaking.

      Pursing my lips together, I look back out over the stars. “And now she and my parents are birds.”

      “They weren’t overly thrilled about it either.”

      “Why birds? Couldn’t you have found human bodies?”

      “Not without a soul,” she replies. “I could have killed someone, ripped their soul away to make a host, but murder is not something I am comfortable with.”

      “So you used crows.”

      “I did. They do not possess human souls, and therefore I didn’t have to kill anyone.”

      I snort. “Never would have pegged you for a softie.”

      Agatha laughs. “I never gave you much of a reason to think that I had much of a soft side. The magic was darker than I cared to use. Adding any additional sins to that just didn’t seem smart.”

      “Can you talk to them?” I ask, the lump in my throat growing again as I fight the urge to cry.

      “I can,” she says. “They are all very proud of you.”

      I choke on the tears, a sob ripping from my chest. Her hand goes to my back, and she pats gently.

      “You are more than any of us could have ever hoped for, child. So much strength, resilience. You take what would break a person and use it as a step to climb even higher. I am so proud of you.”

      All of the words I’ve needed to hear. She’s saying them all, and the rest of my broken pieces begin to slip into place.

      My family has long been out of reach for me.

      Stolen.

      Ripped away.

      Even long before Delaney died, I felt like I was stranded on an island with no one who understood me. To find out that the family I felt like I’ve spent the last thirty-seven years letting down is actually proud of me—it’s nearly too much.

      “I am truly sorry for everything I put you through,” she says softly.

      When I turn to her this time, her eyes are glittering with tears. The show of emotion is so unlike the woman I’ve known my entire life that I can’t even begin to figure out just how I’m supposed to handle it.

      Should we shake hands?

      Hug?

      “I only ever wanted to be there for you, Rainey.”

      “Then why weren’t you? Why didn’t you let me know you were alive? I’m a cop, for fuck’s sake. I could have helped you hide. Kept you safe until we figured out what to do.”

      She smiles. “You are far too honorable to allow me to stay in hiding. My reveal would have led to you going to Salem much earlier than now, and the dominos would have fallen faster than we could have anticipated.”

      “They’ve fallen pretty fucking fast already.”

      “They have,” she agrees. “Though you managed to fend Heather off for weeks, Rainey. It took a great wave of pain to knock you down and bring her forward.”

      “So?”

      “It took her mere minutes to take over my mind while you managed to beat her back. Why do you think that is, I wonder?”

      I consider her question, running through all the known differences between my grandmother and me. “Because I had no active magic?”

      “Elijah,” she says softly as she shakes her head. “Your vampire kept you grounded when otherwise you would have been lost. Had you found that box before meeting him, I have no doubt things would have turned out far differently.”

      “Elijah,” I whisper, both surprised and not at her revelation. Since the moment I woke up and found him in my apartment, I’ve felt something for him. A connection far stronger than anything I could have anticipated. “You believe in fate?”

      Throwing her head back, she barks out a laugh. “I do, my dear. Fate is a fickle bitch, but she is very, very real.”

      I consider everything that’s happened to me over the last few weeks. From the very first moment I met Jack and Elijah in that club, to the attack in the alley that left me nearly dead, and finally to Heather taking control.

      If all of this is fated—then was there ever a chance for me to stop it? Or has my only option ever been damage control?

      “You will see this through, Rainey, and I’m so damned sorry I wasn’t here to show you how to survive. That I deceived you into believing you were the last of the Astors. I will never forgive myself for what I felt I had to do.”

      I swallow hard. “I do.” Two words I never thought I would say to the woman I’d once looked up to. “I forgive you for all of it.” If she’d apologized even a few weeks ago, I would have scoffed and turned my back on her as she had on me all those years ago.

      But after what I’ve seen? After nearly walking away from Elijah and making the biggest mistake of my life by going after Heather alone? I have no room to judge, and I know it. Besides, if I’ve learned anything, it’s that even immortal life can be a hell of a lot shorter than we’re prepared for.

      And if I’m to meet the reaper, I will do it with a clear head and a light heart. Because the dead I carry upon my shoulders already weigh me down enough.
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      Dawn breaks, and with it, light streams in through the window, bathing my face in warmth. Stretching, I roll over to where Elijah slept. When I open my eyes, I meet mismatched ones that are nothing like the ice-blue I was expecting.

      I surge up in bed as my brain becomes fully awake and I process who I’m seeing. “Shit! Jane!”

      She grins at me. “You’re so pretty in the morning.”

      Gripping my pillow, I lift my head enough to pull it out from beneath me and smack her in the face with it. “What are you doing in here?”

      “Sorry that I’m not a tattooed, muscled, and delicious Irishman. I’m just here to wake you for breakfast.”

      “Where’s Elijah?”

      “At the blood bar with Tarnley.”

      I shoot out of bed, sheet pooling at my waist and baring my breasts for the world to see. Well, maybe not the world, but Jane definitely gets an eyeful. “He’s out?”

      “In the world?” She gasps. “Yes! But your fae and Jack went with him.”

      “He’s not my fae.”

      She shrugs. “He’s following you around as your own, personal bodyguard, so I’d say he’s yours.” Rolling out of bed, she tosses my pillow back at me. “Now, while I’m not opposed to your boobs first thing in the morning, cover them up and come have some breakfast with me. I don’t know how long the penises will be out of the house, and I want to spend time with you.”

      She turns to leave but stops right before stepping out into the hall. “I’m really glad you’re back,” she whispers and steps out, shutting the door behind her.

      Grinning, I get out of bed and start getting dressed.

      As soon as I’m clothed, I make my way out of the room, following my nose to the kitchen where I inhale deeply and nearly weep with joy as I take in the full spread of French toast, eggs, bacon, and fresh coffee before me.

      Jane is just setting the syrup on the table when I arrive, and I head straight for the coffee pot. But she stops me with a wave of her hand. “Sit, I will serve you.”

      “I’ll get it, Jane.”

      “No. It’s been a hot minute since I was able to serve you coffee, and I want to. It will give me some feeling of normalcy.”

      “How can I argue with that?” I do as instructed, and take my seat at the table as Jane pours two mugs of steaming coffee and sets one in front of me before taking her own seat.

      I start piling food onto my plate, slathering the French toast with peanut butter before drenching it in syrup.

      Brow arched, Jane watches me. “I’m always shocked at your eating habits.”

      “If I hadn’t eaten those skittles you gave me for dinner, I would be dumping those on too.”

      Jane laughs, not at all surprised by my comment, and fills her own plate. We eat in silence for a few minutes, simply enjoying the quiet of the house and the delicious flavor of the food. With each bite, I swear I get even hungrier, so finally I push my plate away to let the five slices, three eggs, and six pieces of bacon settle.

      Then, I may have seconds.

      Possibly even thirds.

      “So why did they head to the blood bar?”

      “Honestly? I think to give us some space,” she replies, wiping her mouth with a napkin. “Either that or they got tired of me kicking them out of the kitchen. Fearghas transported them so Tarnley didn’t have to use the tunnels.”

      “Wasn’t that nice of him.”

      “He seems to be genuinely interested in everything going on. He stood over my shoulder while I dipped the toast. It was weird.”

      “I can’t imagine he’s spent much time around us lesser beings who take the time to eat,” I joke, and she snorts, coffee spilling from her mouth.

      “Shit, Rainey!”

      Laughter bubbles in my chest, and before long, both of us are laughing so damn hard we can hardly catch our breath. It feels so light, so free, to laugh like this with my best friend. Shit, I can’t remember the last time we did.

      “Have I mentioned how glad I am that you’re back?” she asks, and I nod.

      Mood sobering, I take a deep breath. “I’m really sorry for what Heather did to you.”

      Jane smiles softly. “It’s not your fault.”

      “Everyone keeps saying that, but I opened the box.”

      “True. You’re such a bitch.”

      I snort.

      “Is that not what you wanted to hear?”

      “I’m not looking to play the blame game. I’m old enough to know that’s not necessary. I just want to pick up and move forward.”

      “Then why do you feel the need to keep reminding everyone that you unleashed the Kraken?”

      Grinning at her for the nerd reference, I shake my head. “I don’t know. I guess I just don’t—”

      “You think the reminder will change that. That somehow them blaming you will make you more of a villain than the victim, and you’d rather be hated than pitied.”

      The way she sums it up so perfectly reminds me why we were friends in the first place. Jane has always known me better than I know myself. “I’m not a victim here.”

      “Yes, you are. And that’s okay. It doesn’t make you weak, Rainey. Hell, if anything, you’re stronger because of what’s been done to you.” She considers and grins at me. “You’re like a beautiful phoenix rising from the ashes of the fire that consumed you.”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes. “Really, Jane? A phoenix?”

      She shrugs and starts clearing the table. “I call it like I see it.”

      “And how about you? You’re the one who’s been hunted down and murdered time and time again.”

      Jane stiffens, setting the plates down on the counter with a heavier clink than normal. “My past is my burden to bear.”

      “The moment we’re done with Heather, I’m going to hunt the bitch down who cursed you and kill her.” My words are heavy with the weight of the promise, and when she faces me, it’s with tears in her eyes.

      “While I appreciate that, I think I’d rather live my life out and die as a mortal.”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “I really do.”

      “But don’t you want to get married? Have kids? Not have to worry about always looking over your shoulder?”

      “Sure, I wanted those things at one time. But I’m exhausted, Rainey. I’m tired of living, of breathing, of fighting. I just want peace.”

      The thought of living without my best friend—

      “You aren’t alone anymore,” she says, interrupting my thoughts and walking around the counter. “Besides, it will be decades before you’re rid of me. Just be prepared to wait on me hand and foot as I age.”

      I smile softly at her. “I will.”

      “Then, that’s all I need. You are my best friend, Rainey, my sister in everything but blood, and it’s never mattered to me how I was brought into your life, just that I was.”

      “I promise I’ll be here with you. And while I support your wishes, that doesn’t change what I said. I will hunt her down, and I will kill her.”

      Jane smiles softly. “I hope you don’t. Because after this is over, you and Elijah deserve some peace. You deserve some peace, Rainey.”

      “Maybe.”

      Someone stumbles behind me seconds before glass breaks, and I spin to see Elijah and Fearghas holding Jack up, the shattered remnants of a vase on the floor behind them. “What the hell happened?” I rush forward, taking in Jack’s blood-stained side and the hole that should not be there.

      “Hunters,” Fearghas growls.

      “They came after Jack over Willa,” Elijah explains. “We barely fucking got out of there.”

      “You have to check on her,” Jack chokes out, wincing with each breath.

      “Put him on the table.” Jane sets a first-aid kit on the counter as I move aside so Elijah and Fearghas can lay him back. She opens his shirt and I clench my teeth together to keep from losing my shit over the sight of the broken ribs jutting out of his skin and the massive hole in his side.

      “I will go check on your mate,” Fearghas offers and disappears.

      Anger surges through me along with a heavy dose of adrenaline, and I clench both fists at my sides.

      With everything that we’re fucking facing, the last thing I want to have to deal with is a bloodthirsty group of hunters. But just because I don’t want to deal with them doesn’t mean I won’t. As far as I’m concerned, those assholes just asked for war.

      I meet Elijah’s gaze. “Feel like going for a hunt?”

      His answering grin is savage. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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      “How did they get the drop on you guys?” I ask as we step into the blood bar in search of the bastards who put a massive hole in my friend’s side.

      “Shotguns. Nearly took Fearghas and me both out right along with Jack. We barely had time to react.”

      “Did they say anything?”

      “Sure. As they were pulling the trigger, they had some choice words. But as I said, they were all aimed at Jack over his relationship with Willa.”

      “Fucking hunters,” I growl.

      “They aren’t here,” Tarnley offers as he steps around the bar. “Took off when you three did.”

      “How many were there?” I ask and scan the place. The wood of Tarnley’s bar is peppered with holes from their firearms, and there’s a massive amount of blood pooled beneath the stool I imagine Jack had been sitting on.

      “Seven,” Tarnley replies.

      “Seven on one? Fucking cowards.”

      “Hunters are not known to run in packs. Is this typical?” Elijah asks me, and I shake my head. “They probably figured they had a better chance against him together, or maybe they all wanted to punish him for his relationship with Willa. They will converge together if their goal is the same and it’s beneficial for them all.”

      “How do they even know about the two of them? Do you assholes have a newsletter?” Tarnley comes around the bar and drops a bag of what looks like sand on the blood.

      “Obviously not. But word spreads quickly. All it would have taken was one person to notice.”

      “But you and Elijah practically paraded around town together.”

      “There were so many supernaturals trying to kill me there’s a massive chance a few of them were here of their own volition. It’s not like I interviewed each one.”

      “True.” He finishes pouring the sand and straightens, surveying the damage. “I think it’s time to shut down for a while.”

      “Really? It’s been eighty years, and you’ve not once shut your doors.” Crossing his arms in front of his chest, Elijah studies his friend.

      “The world has never been this chaotic before. How many people have to nearly die in this bar before I shut down? Look at Eira’s club. What if Heather comes here next?”

      Elijah nods tightly, understanding completely the predicament Tarnley is in.

      “Wasn’t Willa being held by the Drake’s?” I ask because Tarnley is right. There should have been more time before everyone in the supernatural world found out. Unless someone spotted them at that Monster Ball they attended the night before Elijah called him in.

      “Jack killed all but the patriarch.”

      “Don’t you think it’s possible that bastard let the word out? After all, he’d have the most to gain from Jack’s death.”

      “Let’s go pay the fucker a visit. You going to be okay?” Elijah asks Tarnley.

      “I am.”

      “Did I miss anything?” Fearghas appears beside me, and I jump.

      “Fuck! I thought I told you to stop dropping in right beside me.”

      He shrugs. “Your hunter friend is alive. His mate is with him now.”

      “Thanks for getting her.”

      “No problem.” Clapping both hands together, he rubs them and grins. “This is the most action I’ve seen in centuries. I’m rather enjoying it.”

      “So happy we can be amusing.”

      At my dry reply, he cringes. “I apologize. That came out rather rude, didn’t it?”

      Immediately feeling guilty, I shake my head. “It’s okay, I know what you meant.” With a sigh, I reach down and grab Elijah’s hand before turning back to Fearhgas. “Feel like taking us to the Drake estate?”

      “The shifters?” he asks curiously.

      “You know of them?”

      “I’ve been to their parties a time or two over the years. I get bored, need some social interaction, and they throw the best ones.”

      “We aren’t going for a friendly visit,” Elijah warns.

      “I never said I like them. Just that I went.” He places a hand on my shoulder and another on Elijah’s. “Shall we?”

      “Let’s do it.”

      As soon as we reappear, we’re standing in the center of a large foyer. Black marble floors span the length of the room and what I can see of the adjoining ones while black tapestries cover most of the mahogany walls. A huge staircase flows up on either side of us, the dark mahogany that matches the walls covered in a stark white rug without a speck of dirt—the place is fucking creepy.

      And that’s coming from me.

      The hunter who bedded a vampire and practically grew up on nightmares.

      “They will sense us soon,” Feaghas warns as he releases us.

      “Then let’s not keep them waiting.” Blade in hand, I close my eyes and focus on the space around me. “That can’t be right.” I look back at Elijah to see if he noticed it too.

      He nods. “One heartbeat.”

      “Wouldn’t this guy have dozens of bodyguards or staff in-house?” I ask Fearghas since, of the three of us, he’s the only one who’s been welcomed here before.

      “Typically,” he agrees, mouth set in a tight line. “Something is not right.”

      “Perfect.” Sticking together, we head down the nearest hallway. I’ve barely made it three steps before the scent slams into me. Blood, and a hell of a lot of it. Moving quicker now, we remain cautious as we move through the house. Step after step, the overwhelming stench of death grows stronger.

      The hall ends at a large wooden door, so after checking with my entourage and receiving mimicking nods from both men, I push open the door and step inside.

      “Oh, fuck.” Covering my nose and mouth with the inside of my elbow, I can’t help but gape at the carnage before me.

      I’ve seen a lot of shit, but this—this is something else. Akin to what we saw at Eira’s, but somehow this seems worse.

      Dead shifters line the entire room, which if I had to guess, I would say is larger than most average-sized houses. Bodies are broken, ripped apart, some barely even recognizable as anything but puddles of blood and clumps of skin.

      And based on the smell? They’ve only been dead a day.

      “What the fuck happened here?” Elijah moves farther into the room. No longer controlled by bloodlust, he looks just as disturbed as I am.

      “They’re all dead,” Fearghas whispers.

      “Not all,” I remind them. “Someone’s alive. But they aren’t in here.”

      Turning, we leave the dead behind and head for the opposite end of the house. After confirming it’s empty, we head up the massive staircase, taking each step carefully. If the heartbeat belongs to a supernatural, chances are they already know we’re here, but even knowing that still doesn’t mean I want to bring attention to myself.

      The first door on the right is a bedroom. Based on the gowns hanging in the closet, the various bottles of perfume and makeup on the dresser, and the familiar scent, I would say this was where they held Willa Akacheta prior to her escape.

      And fuck, isn’t it a good thing she wasn’t here for whatever the hell this was?

      Further down are a few more bedrooms, and finally, we reach a massive wooden door. The heartbeat is strong here, telling us all that whoever survived the carnage downstairs—or caused it—is behind the door.

      Gripping the handle, I shove the door open and am met with the business end of a revolver. I lunge to the side as a gunshot rings out. Unfortunately, the fucking bullet still hits me in the arm. Pain surges through my bicep, but I lunge to the side as Elijah rolls, and Fearghas disappears, only to reappear directly behind the blood-covered man seated behind the desk.

      “You’re going to want to put that down,” he warns, his own blade pressed against the man’s throat.

      “Fearghas, I didn’t realize it was you.” He sets the gun on top of the table, and the fae lifts it and sticks it into the waistband of his slacks.

      “Henry.” He releases the man as Elijah comes to stand beside me.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, reaching for my arm.

      I study the wound and breathe a sigh of relief. “It’s just a graze. I’m fine.”

      “You’re fucking lucky, wolf,” Elijah growls, and the man Fearghas called Henry barks out a humorless laugh.

      “Lucky? That’s what you want to call me?” His face reddens. “Did you not see the carnage downstairs?” he roars, tears filling his eyes.

      “What happened?” I ask, taking a step forward now that the immediate danger has been resolved.

      “Witches.” The word is spat out in complete disgust. “They spelled me, made it so I can’t shift, and then turned their attention on my pack. They killed themselves, each other, it was a fucking bloodbath, all while they forced me to watch.”

      I stiffen, the explanation of what took place entirely too similar to what Eira described.

      “How many witches were here?” Elijah questions, obviously picking up on my thoughts.

      “Over a dozen.” He sniffles, pouring brandy from a crystal bottle into a glass. “They were all following the orders of one though,” he growls. “I’ll never forget that bitch.”

      “Red hair? Accent?” I hold my breath as I await his answer.

      Finally, he nods.

      “Heather.”

      At my mention of her name, Henry glares up at me. “You know her?”

      “I want to kill her,” I reply. “How did they make it so you can’t shift?”

      “They came out of nowhere.” He chokes on a sob. “My son. We were going to put my son to rest now that the mourning period is over.”

      “Would that be the son who was supposed to marry Willa?”

      He glares up at me, but it lacks heat. Then he nods. “Phillip was a fool,” Henry replies. “But he was my son, and I only wanted him to be happy.”

      “Of course,” I reply dryly. “What parent wouldn’t kidnap a young woman and force her into marriage to appease their son?”

      “Haven’t I suffered enough?” he growls at me.

      “Answer her question,” Fearghas replies. “How did they keep you from shifting?”

      He shuts his eyes tightly as tears slip down his cheeks. This man has been rumored to be ruthless—evil even. To see him so broken down, I can’t help but feel bad for him. After all, losing everyone you love is not a feeling unknown to me.

      Eyes opening, he shakes his head. “I don’t know. It was strange. They came in, and the red-haired woman—Heather—asked to talk to me alone. She said she had something important to discuss, so I agreed. We went into the hall. Before I could react, she kissed me.” Brow furrowed, he relives the night all over again as he tells us. “Then, I heard the screaming. I started to run in,” he chokes out, “to help them, but she grabbed me and told me I wasn’t to shift or interfere in any way. That this was my punishment for thinking I could have control of her city.” He covers his mouth with the back of his shaking hand. “She made me watch. They tore each other apart. The screams, they were deafening.”

      Shoulders shaking, he falls forward, forehead onto the desk.

      “Succubus magic,” I state the obvious. The kiss tipped it off. “The bitch is trying to strong-arm her way into power.”

      “Over a dozen witches, that’s a hell of a lot of power,” Elijah adds. “Where the hell did she get that many followers?”

      “The same way perhaps?” Fearghas offers.

      “Possibly.” I step around the desk and kneel beside the once terrifying head of the Drake family. “We are going to kill her,” I tell him. “She will pay for what she did here.”

      He sits up and stares at me with grief-stricken eyes. “I want to help.”

      “That’s going to depend on how you answer my next question.” Straightening, I stare down at him, ready to strike if need be.

      I don’t give a shit what he saw if he sent those hunters after Jack.

      “What?”

      “Think carefully, Henry, and don’t lie to me.” I pause as I choose the best way to phrase my question. “Have you had any contact with hunters lately? Anyone you alerted about the man Willa ran off with?”

      “No.”

      “Don’t lie to me,” I warn again.

      “I told Willa and Jack Keller that they would not face any harm by my hands. I haven’t had time to have contact with anyone because I’ve been busy making preparations for the son the hunter slaughtered.”

      “You sound pretty damn pissed to me,” Fearghas adds. “Sure you had nothing to do with it?”

      Henry glares up at him. “Jack Keller killed my son, and I let him go. I did so because Phillip was unstable on his best day, and I chose not to start a war between my pack and hunters.”

      “Jack was attacked earlier today.” Elijah’s voice is low, dangerous. “By a group of hunters who somehow discovered his relationship with the shifter. According to them, you are the only one with knowledge of that, so why would they come here if you hadn’t let word out?”

      “I assure you, Hunter, it was not me.”

      “If it was, I will find out and I will kill you,” I warn. “Until then, you’re more than welcome to help us with Heather.”

      He starts to get up, but I shake my head. “We’ll call you when we need you.” I turn to leave, and Henry clears his throat.

      “You’re Rainey Astor,” he says.

      Turning to face him, I see a bit more steel in him than before, and honestly, I’m not sure that’s a good thing. “I am.”

      Nodding, he walks around the desk. “You know what it feels like to lose loved ones.”

      I swallow hard. “I do.”

      “Then you can understand the difficult decision I made to allow the man who killed my son to walk freely.”

      I think of Cole. Of how technically, he was the one who dealt the killing blow to Delaney. I also realize I feel no anger toward him. What he did was not his own choice, and yet killing Phillip Draco was Jack’s decision. Not that I blame him, just putting things into perspective. “I do.”

      “I would not have brought any harm to Willa or Jack. I will await your call.” He takes a seat back down behind his desk and pours himself another glass of whiskey as we let ourselves out.

      Without another word, Fearhgas takes my hand and clasps his other on Elijah’s shoulder, and we leave the Drake estate behind.
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      “This fucker.” Jack tries to sit up, but Willa shoves him back down.

      “Stop moving.”

      He glares at her though it lacks any real heat. Beside me, Rainey chokes down a laugh. “Henry said he didn’t call them in,” I tell him.

      “Do you believe him?”

      “I do.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugs. “Because I don’t think he had time to tell anyone. Do I think if his pack wasn’t murdered he would have let you live peacefully? Hell, no. But I think things have shifted now. He watched everyone he loved being slaughtered.  I think that even if he did, he’s paid the price.”

      “He’s still an asshole,” Jack grumbles as he lies back on the couch.

      Watching the hunter have his side blown open with a shotgun was a hell of a lot more disconcerting than I originally thought it would be. Either I’m starting to soften toward the man I once wanted to shred, or I’m just exhausted with the thought of Rainey losing people she cares about.

      Honestly? I think it’s both.

      “So there’s a shit ton of hunters in Billings, and they’re all gunning for me? Perfect.”

      “For us,” Willa adds.

      The door opens, and Josiah rushes in, flanked by Cole and another shifter I haven’t met yet. “Willa, thank God. You’re okay?”

      “I’m fine. It wasn’t me who was shot.”

      “Jack.” The relief in Josiah’s voice at the hunter’s survival is palpable.

      “It’s not the first time I’ve been shot,” he grumbles. “But I will admit that having my side completely blown to shit is a new one.”

      “Call me when you’re nearly beat to death in an alley,” Rainey jokes.

      I glare at her, and she shrugs. “Apparently, we’re not joking about that yet.”

      “We’re never joking about that,” I clarify.

      “Who did this?” Josiah demands.

      “We thought perhaps Henry Drake had something to do with it.”

      As soon as Rainey mentions the Drake patriarch, Josiah growls, his hands elongating into claws before he takes a deep breath and calms himself.

      “He didn’t, Dad.” Willa fills him in on everything Rainey and I told her, and the man sighs, sitting on the edge of the couch at Jack’s feet.

      “That’s awful, I couldn’t even imagine. Losing everyone like that. Even if he is a bastard, that’s just—”

      “Horrible,” Willa finishes his sentence.

      Josiah nods sadly. “I will reach out to Henry, see if he wishes to take a place within our pack.”

      “You would do that?” I’m surprised by the wolf’s kindness, especially given the fact that Henry kidnapped and had every intention of enforcing the arranged marriage between Phillip and Willa.

      “At one point, Henry and I were friends. It’s how our children became betrothed.” He reaches over and takes Willa’s hand. “While I will never forgive him for what he did to my family, I can offer him safe haven during this time. I would wish for the same if he were me.”

      “You’re a better man than I am,” I admit easily. There’s no way in hell I would make that choice. Maybe it’s my long life—the way I’ve realized, time and time again, that people don’t change—but I wouldn’t trust the Drake patriarch anywhere near me.

      “Do you know who killed his pack?” Josiah asks us.

      “Heather,” Rainey replies tightly. Every time she mutters the witch’s name, I can feel the anger—the rage barely muted beneath her forced smile. “I can’t wait to bury my blade in that bitch’s black heart.”

      The shift from the woman who’d once told me how she hated her legacy, how she despised the killing, is surprising. Even given the horrible atrocities some of the supernaturals commit, Rainey never took pleasure in the killing.

      With everything Heather has done, she deserves no mercy, and I hate to admit that I’m grateful Rainey will deal none out when it comes to her. There will certainly be no hesitation from me.

      “We’ll figure out who brought the hunters,” Rainey promises Jack. “But you need to stay hidden. Both of you do.”

      “Yeah, yeah, easy for you to say. Your bloodsucker turned into a hunter. You got to break the rules and still eat your cake. It’s horseshit.”

      Unable to keep the grin from my face, I glance over at Rainey, who’s watching Jack with total and complete amusement. “Breaking the rules was definitely a fun part.” She reaches for my hand, and I take it without hesitation. “We’ll be around if you need us.”

      We step out into the hall, closing the door softly behind us.

      “That shows some pretty epic character for Josiah,” Rainey comments as soon as we’re securely in our room.

      “I agree even if I do think it’s foolish.”

      “You don’t believe he should offer a safe haven?” She turns toward me.

      “Fuck no.”

      Rainey lets out a breath and nods. “Neither do I. I know I told him he can help with Heather, but we need to keep a close eye on him. On the off chance he’s still under her influence.”

      “Exactly,” I agree.

      “I feel bad for Jack and Willa—for what they’re going through. Even as I’m grateful it’s not us.” She winces. “Does that make me a bad person?”

      “We faced more than our fair share of murder attempts. I say it’s not selfish at all to be grateful we’re no longer the target.”

      “At least not for now.”

      “At least not for now,” I agree.

      “Do you ever think about how short life can be?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Short? You do realize I’ve been alive for over four centuries.”

      “And even another four would be too short.” She goes up on her tiptoes, and I lean down to meet her lips.

      Soft lips I will never get enough of.

      “I have a surprise for you,” I murmur as I pull back and run my palm over the side of her face.

      “What’s that?”

      “Come here.” I pull her toward the bathroom. Releasing her hand, I crank on the shower and turn back toward her. “Get in, and I’ll be back.”

      “You’re always trying to get me naked.”

      “And that will never stop.” I grip the back of her neck and yank her toward me, crushing my mouth to hers in a bruising kiss that leaves us both breathless. Then, I pull back and smack her right on the ass. “Now, go get a shower, and don’t come out until I say so.”

      “What do you have planned?” She narrows her gaze on mine, and I shake my head.

      “Not saying. It’s a surprise. Just stay put.”

      “Fine.” She reaches for her shirt and pulls it up over her head. The sight of her breasts barely covered by black lace makes me groan. It takes all my self-control to remind myself what my plan is and why it can’t also consist of naked, soap-covered Rainey.

      “Sure you don’t want to stay?”

      “I already showered. Remember what I said. Wait until I say so.”

      “You’ve got it.”

      Quickly, I make my way to the kitchen and grab one of the dozen bags of Skittles I stashed in Tarnley’s pantry. Then, I toss a bag of popcorn into the microwave. It feels like it takes forever for the damn kernels to pop, but finally, they finish, so I dump them into a bowl and grab two root beers—Rainey’s favorite soda, according to Jane—and head back down the hall toward the bedroom.

      I’m just walking in as the shower turns off.

      “Give me a few minutes!” I call out as I fumble with the doors of the armoire and the remote Jane showed me how to use that morning while Rainey was still sleeping.

      After pressing an array of buttons and becoming incredibly frustrated, I finally find the picture I’m searching for.

      “Bout damn time,” I murmur.

      “Everything okay?” Rainey calls out. “I do need clean clothes.” Her amusement is evident, so I grab a long shirt and shove it through a small crack in the door.

      “Get dressed and count to ten before you come out.”

      “Okay.”

      I’ve never gone on a date with a human. Hell, I’ve never done anything like the humans would. My dates never consisted of movie nights, and the thought of binge-eating buttery kernels while curled in bed with Rainey is far more terrifying than actually taking her somewhere. Somehow, it feels like the stakes are higher.

      Why? Who the fuck knows, but by the time Rainey starts counting, my stomach is in knots, and I feel pathetic.

      “Ten,” she starts. “Nine.”

      Popcorn near the bed.

      “Eight.”

      Soda’s on the nightstands. Skittles on her side of the bed.

      “Seven.”

      Reaching beneath the bed, I grab the candles Jane stashed for me.

      “Six.”

      Lighting them swiftly, I set one on each nightstand and the other three on the dresser. I barely manage to set the last one down and turn off the light when Rainey announces that she’s coming out.

      Her eyes widen when she takes in the scene, and I hold my breath, waiting for her response. Is she going to laugh at me? Tell me how stupid it is that we’re taking this time with so much going on?

      Instead, she turns to me, eyes glossy, and smiles so fucking brightly I’m sure I’ll go blind.

      “You said you wanted to have a movie night. Back on that first morning after Salem.”

      She nods. “Mr. and Mrs. Smith style, I remember.” Her eyes travel over the snacks, the candles, and to the movie. “And you’ve got it.”

      “I wanted to do something normal for you.”

      She moves further into the room, the long nightshirt falling just to her thighs. Hair wet from her shower, it falls heavily over her shoulders.

      “Do you like it?” I ask, needing to hear from her that this wasn’t a completely idiotic idea.

      “Like it?” She meets my eyes. “Elijah, I love it. I can’t—” she trails off, voice cracking with emotion. “It’s the best thing anyone has ever done for me.”

      Releasing the breath I was holding, I pull the covers back on the bed so she can slide into the silk. Then, I hand her the Skittles and soda before heading to my side. After stripping off my shirt, I climb in beside her and put the popcorn between us.

      “I love you,” she says softly.

      I meet her eyes. “I love you too.” Clearing my throat, I wrap an arm around her shoulders so she can nestle against my side. “Now, let’s see what Mr. and Mrs. Smith style is, and whether or not it’s something we should attempt to recreate.”

      Rainey throws her head back and laughs wildly. “You are in for a treat, Mr. Hawthorne.”
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      I wake to someone shaking me. “What the—”

      “Rainey, you need to get up,” Jane whispers. “Now.”

      “What the hell is it?” Yawning, I get out of bed on legs that still feel wobbly as hell. When I glance up, Fearghas is standing in the corner of the room. While I’m wearing nothing but a baggy nightshirt.

      “I’ll turn around then,” he offers, spinning to face the wall.

      “What the fuck is he doing in here? What are you doing? Where’s Elijah?”

      “Talking to some detectives in the study with Tarnley.”

      All remaining sleep vanishes. “Detectives?”

      “Yes. And we have to leave now before they decide they want to search the house, looking for you.”

      “How did they—”

      “No time to explain unless you wish for us to do it across a pane of Plexiglass while you’re dressed in orange,” Fearghas says. “Though I very much think you would look great in the color.”

      Quickly, I tug on some jeans and boots before grabbing my dagger and bag of weapons in the corner of the room.

      “Do we need to grab Elijah?”

      “He’s going to meet us.”

      “As I told you, detectives, I haven’t seen Rainey in quite a few days,” Elijah’s voice carries into the room as Fearghas grabs my hand and I grab Jane.

      In an instant, we’re gone, leaving Elijah to clean up yet another of Heather’s messes.

      “I can’t fucking believe they want me for their deaths,” I growl, ripping my hand from Fearghas’s and dropping my bag onto the floor of his penthouse.

      He plops down on his couch, propping both sneakered feet on his coffee table. With the rest of the sleep out of my system, I realize he’s not wearing his typical suit. Instead, the snarky fae is dressed in grey sweats and a black tank top. His hair, which is typically styled to perfection, is wild as if he’s been running his hands through it.

      “What were you up to before coming to play hero?” I ask curiously.

      “Working out.”

      “I thought you fae had great metabolisms,” Jane shoots back.

      He glares at her. “It takes work to maintain all of this.” Gesturing to his entire body, he grins wickedly. “Wouldn’t you agree it’s worth maintaining?”

      She shrugs. “You’re all right.”

      Unimpressed by her answer, he snorts. “I’ll be grabbing a shower. Try not to get into any trouble in the next five minutes. Your hunter may not appreciate it if he was constantly having to live up to my standards once you’ve seen me naked.”

      I snort, and Jane shakes her head.

      “How you holding up?”

      Walking to the window, I glance out over downtown Billings. “I’m worried. What if they think he had something to do with it? What if they arrest him?”

      “They won’t. There’s no way in hell they have anything on him.”

      “No,” I agree. “He wasn’t there when it happened, but they could still take him in, and if word got out, Elijah would be a sitting duck. What would stop Heather from going in and killing him?”

      Jane sighs and comes to stand beside me. “We can only stress about that which we can control. Right now, the situation Elijah is in is not something you can erase. But he will handle it with poise because the bastard can be damned charming when he wishes to be.”

      Chuckling, I nod. “He definitely can be, can’t he?”

      “Speaking of, how did last night go?”

      “You mean my normal movie date night?” Even with everything going on, the memory of Elijah standing before me, nervous and bathed in candlelight, is enough to nearly make me swoon right there. “It was pretty damned awesome.”

      “Elijah was so worried you couldn’t be impressed. I’m pretty sure his exact words to me were ‘she’s a hunter, why would a movie like this amuse her?’ It was so damned adorable.”

      “He loves me,” I tell her as I turn back to the window and watch the cars below.

      “Gasp! You don’t say!”

      “I love him too.”

      She makes the actual gasping sound this time and presses a hand to her heart. “Once again, you’ve struck me speechless.”

      “I just wish we could get this shit done with so we could actually move forward.”

      “What are you going to do once all this is over?”

      “I have no clue. My original plan was to go back to work, but with the warrant, I don’t know that I can.”

      “You think they could actually charge you?”

      I meet her familiar gaze and nod. “I was there, Jane. Heather may have been the one pulling the strings, but it will be my fingerprints on the weapon—if they find one, my face on traffic cameras. I could solve this case with my eyes closed. Any evidence they find will be concrete, which more than likely means my ass is done working in any valid capacity.”

      “But why would she have left them any chance to put her away? If she was planning on keeping you for longer—”

      “It may have been a mistake, an oversight. After all, she was trapped in a box for a few centuries. The bitch didn’t even know what a pancake was until recently.”

      “Fair point. Couldn’t this be a good thing though? You might finally be able to rest.”

      I swallow hard and consider her point. I’ve thought about it more than once over the years. I could just stop fighting, stop hunting, live a normal life—but is that really something I want?

      “You don’t think you could be happy being normal,” Jane answers for me, and I nod in agreement.

      “Helping people, cleaning up the world one asshole at a time, it’s what makes me happy. How am I supposed to do that if I’m a wanted woman?”

      Jane squeezes my shoulder gently. “We’ll figure it out.” She turns away and heads toward Fearghas’s kitchen. “Since this guy is an absolutely terrible host, how about we see if he has anything to make coffee while we wait?”

      Wordlessly, I follow her into the kitchen, dread pooling in the pit of my stomach, weighing me down with the decisions that will have to be made in the future.

      There’s no guarantee I’ll even survive to see December. Hell, there’s no guarantee any of us will. Heather could win, turn the entire supernatural world on its head, and kill every single one of us.

      Each day, each moment leads us one step closer to the fight looming on the horizon. As it stands, we have a plan—a piss-poor one, granted—but it’s a plan.

      Get her blood.

      Use her bones.

      Put her down.

      Should be simple, and yet even as each choice we make brings us closer and closer to it, I know it will be anything but.

      The detectives interviewing Elijah could choose to bring him in for questioning. Heather could choose to attack him, forcing us to move before we’re completely ready.

      Every single action, big or small, is what defines the future. And in the end, the only thing we can control is our choices.

      Choices that begin and end with either our victory over Heather or our defeat.
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        * * *

      

      It’s three hours before a knock on the door sends my heart tail spinning. Fearghas dematerializes from the couch, reappearing at the door and opening it. Elijah rushes in, his gaze scanning the room until it lands on me.

      I rush toward him, wrapping my arms around his waist and breathing him in. The fact that he’s standing in front of me, free and safe, is enough to calm my raging nerves.

      “I’m sorry you had to be woken that way,” he whispers against my hair. “I had something entirely different planned.”

      “How did it go?” I ask, pulling away.

      “They want you, badly,” he replies, releasing me and moving further into the apartment. “Apparently, you were spotted on an ATM camera an hour after the murders. From the angle, they believe they saw blood splatter on your shirt.”

      I swallow hard, attempting to force the lump back down.

      “It doesn’t help that you’ve been missing for over a week now, and the last call Ramirez made was to check on you.”

      “Shit. Can’t Paloma help at all?” Jane slumps back down on the couch, crossing both arms over her chest.

      “There’s only so much she can do without looking like she’s interfering with the investigation,” I tell her. “If they so much as think, for even a second, she’s shielding me—she’ll be in the hot seat right alongside me. What else did they say?”

      “They went over their deaths—in graphic detail, I might add—and lumped your work email into the conversation. They brought up Delaney’s messages and asked me if I knew what her code meant.”

      I groan. “I never deleted those.”

      “They don’t have much. At this point, those could have just been from some creepy stalker. Someone trying to fuck with your head. After all, who is going to believe your dead sister is sending you emails?”

      He’s right. There are a thousand ways to spin that, but it doesn’t change the facts. I was there when Ramirez and Kamie were killed. And apparently, there’s proof. “I feel like we should start a club for all the people who want me either dead or behind bars.”

      “Probably be easier to start one for those of us who don’t,” Fearghas offers.

      I shoot him a glare. “Fuck, this is such a mess.”

      “Start untangling it,” Jane tells me. “One problem at a time.”

      “Heather is our main problem.”

      “She’s a problem,” Jane counters. “A big, bitchy problem, yes, but she’s not the entire picture.”

      “We have the homicide investigation,” I say as I start mentally tallying up the sum of shit piles we’re currently knee-deep in. “The hunters after Jack and Willa. The witches killing the succubae for their hearts…”

      “And then Heather,” Jane interrupts. “My point is; let’s tackle these things one by one.”

      “Killing Heather would eliminate the witch problem.”

      “Yes, but it won’t take care of the hunters or the homicide investigation. You can’t very well arrest her and tell them she borrowed your body to kill your partner and his wife in an attempt to break you so she could take over full time.”

      “I don’t know of anything that will stop that.”

      “Then let’s start with the hunters. Let’s find them, stop them. We’ve got her bones, so as soon as Agatha has the potion ready, we can move in on Heather.”

      I glance over at Elijah. “We have to find her first.”

      “We will,” he assures me. “Who knows, maybe she’ll come to us.”
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      Music surrounds me, the steady beat reminding me of a time, not so long ago, when Elijah and I first met in this very same club.

      Since it’s a hotspot for supernaturals, we’re hoping to cross paths with the hunters looking for Jack. He insisted on coming, his injury finally healed enough that he was more than happy to volunteer as bait.

      Elijah is at the opposite end of the bar while I sit a few stools down from him. All three of us are on alert as is Fearghas, who’s stationed closer to Jack than any of us since he’ll be the one in need of a quick get out of jail free card should shit really hit the fan.

      Reaching into my pocket, I pull out a handful of Skittles and sneak them into my mouth before the bartender can see, chewing greedily as the fruit flavor explodes in my mouth and calms me the hell down.

      “Hey, beautiful.” A man slides onto the stool next to me—a shifter based on his heartbeat—and raises his hand to grab the bartender’s attention. While typically I would deal with him, I’m here hunting bigger game tonight.

      I try to force down my Skittles so I don’t seem rude, and the fact that I can’t even take the time to savor them pisses me off as I face him. “Can I help you?”

      He looks me up and down, his brown eyes greedily drinking in the black corset top I’m rocking in order to fit in. “You are magnificent.” He licks his lips, and it literally takes everything in me not to puke all over this floor.

      His breath is putrid, a combination of decaying teeth, beer, and peanuts.

      “What can I get you?” the woman behind the bar asks as she sets a napkin down on top.

      “I’ll have beer, and my gorgeous companion here—”

      “Not your companion,” I remind him, but he only laughs.

      “My companion will have another whiskey.”

      “You’ve got it.” With a sad smile my way, she turns away, and he refocuses on me.

      “Now, how about that conversation?”

      “Not interested.” I start to get up, but his hand grips my wrist, and I stiffen. I can practically feel Elijah’s anger from all the way down here, and I silently urge him to keep his cool. The last thing we need is him going full-on rager right here in the crowded club.

      And while he’s no longer a vampire—the beast is still inside.

      “You’re going to want to let me go,” I growl at him as he straightens. Standing at least two feet above me, he glares down, moving in closer as I consider how many different ways I’m going to rip his balls off and shove them down his throat.

      “You’re going to want to have a conversation with me, bitch,” he growls right back. “You owe me your life.”

      “Oh?” I ask sweetly, turning my face up to look into his eyes. “And why is that?”

      “Because I’m willing to let you walk out of here in exchange for some services.” The way he says that makes the urge to hurl grow stronger.

      “If you don’t want to die, I suggest you back the fuck off.”

      He laughs darkly. “There will be no death for me tonight unless it’s watching as you bleed out on the floor of this club for denying me.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Elijah get to his feet at the same time Jack does, and Fearghas moves closer.

      Unfortunately, my new friend sees them too. “Tell them to stand down or I’ll rip your throat out.”

      “You can try.”

      “Bitch, I’ve taken out much bigger game than you.”

      “I’d love to prove you wrong.” The Hunt surges through my veins, nitro in gasoline, and I grin.

      “You’re feisty.” He licks his lips and leans down. “I like that.”

      In one swift move, I use my free hand and grip the back of his neck. Yanking down, I slam my knee into his nuts, dropping him to the ground in a pile of howling male.

      “You bitch! Kill her!” he roars. Music hammering, dozens of pairs of eyes turn to me at the same time magic pulses through the room and the heavy beating of shifter hearts fill my ears.

      “Motherfucker,” I groan, briefly glancing at Elijah. He meets my gaze—separated by at least half a dozen beasts. His chest rises and falls heavily, and I zero in on the sound of his heart in order to curb the fear. He’s too far away to reach before the shitstorm unfolds, especially as I watch them practically salivating over me.

      What a bane it is to be popular, am I right? Swallowing hard, I slowly bend down, withdrawing the only two daggers I brought with me. Here’s hoping Fearghas gets our weapons quickly. “Come and get me, assholes.”

      They charge. But none of them shift. Knowing I don’t have a ton of time to ponder that particular oddity, I spin and use the stool to jump on top of the bar, searching for the bartender, who’s currently crouched in the back corner of the bar, terrified.

      One quick scan of the room shows me Elijah and Jack, back to back, fighting their way through the crowd to get to me while Fearghas looks more than agitated as he uses his bare hands to kill the shifters trying to push through the back of the crowd to me. Why the hell aren’t you dematerializing?

      I flip back just in time to avoid a hit to the jaw from an asshole who got on the bar while I was distracted, and I kick out with my foot, knocking the fucker off the bar and into the crowd.

      Flinging daggers at my next two targets, I flip off the bar top, landing on the sticky floor and retrieving my blades from the eye sockets of the two who attacked me. Then, I move on to my next targets.

      Shifters fall at my feet as I fight my way to Elijah, the adrenaline surging like rocket fuel. “Come on, assholes!” I scream, trying to draw their attention back to me so Elijah and Jack can start taking them out as they focus on me.

      Someone shoves me forward, and I slam into solid muscle. Gulping, I stare up at the largest creature I have ever seen. Definitely a shifter of some kind, he might as well be a fucking rock for all the good I’m going to do.

      I suck in a deep breath and charge. When he reaches for me, I go to my knees, sliding the rest of the distance and driving both blades up into his inner thighs. He roars in anger, the sound deafening as he stumbles forward.

      Without hesitating, I jump up and spin, gripping his hair and slicing his thick throat before he has time to use his strength against me. Then, I scan the room again.

      Fearghas is making quick work of the back of the room, so I turn to try and get to Elijah. Instead, I end up facing off with another man. I ready myself for a fight, but before I can strike, someone tackles me from the side. I slam into the bar top, my head impacting with the solid wood side. Pain explodes in my head, and I try to shake it off but end up stumbling.

      Dazed, I move too slowly to avoid a woman jumping on top of me. Her fist slams down into my jaw, and I buck my hips, throwing her over me and rotating so I’m on top. I grip her head and twist, causing a resounding crack barely audible over the sounds of fighting beyond.

      The edges of my vision start to waver as power burns into my system.

      No. I can’t lose control, not now. I fight to regain myself as panic slows me way the fuck down. I can’t let her have me again.

      “Rainey!” Elijah roars, and I force myself to focus as I jump to my feet, slicing out at the nearest shifter. Blood sprays when my dagger meets tender skin. More move in on me, and a boot impacts with my shin. Bone crunches, and I stumble forward, dodging a fist and shoving my dagger between the fucker’s ribs.

      Everything a pained blur, I fight my way through the crowd, stumbling, taking hits, dishing them out as I try to get to Elijah and Jack. And as the shifters around me start turning on each other—the carnage grows. As they tear each other apart with human teeth and nails, the screams are deafening.

      But at least we’re no longer the only targets.

      Fearghas yells something from the back of the room, but I can’t make out the words as I meet the brown eyes of the man I kneed in the nuts.

      “Hey, bitch.” He spits at me. “Not so tough now, are you?”

      “Had to wait until they wore me down? Now, I guess it’s a fair fight.” I hold up the daggers I’ve barely managed to hold on to this entire time, ready for a fight. Fearghas was supposed to dematerialize out to get our weapons if we needed them, which is why I didn’t bring more than two fucking daggers with me. If I’d known the bastard would get bloodthirsty and distracted, I would have brought more.

      Power beckons to me, the void begging to be opened—to be filled.

      I could easily access it—let myself go for a time—but after Heather, I can never know if it will be me coming back.

      And the last time I lost control, I nearly killed Jack.

      The man grins at me. “I can’t wait to take you down a few pegs.” Dropping his shoulder, he charges, slamming against my abdomen. I drive both blades down into his back, and he roars in anger, tackling me to the ground. His hands bury in my hair, and he rips me off the ground and rears back, attempting to make me kiss the bar top. I rotate though, sweeping out with a leg and dropping us both to the ground again.

      My ears ring with the force of my head’s impact with the floor. My vision sways, and I roll away, my daggers unfortunately still buried in his fucking back. Which makes me broken, bloody, bruised, and without a fucking weapon. Perfect. When he stares down at me again, it’s with eyes so black I can see my reflection.

      He lunges toward me, and I put up my one good leg, kicking him in the chest and sending him back a few feet. Someone blurs into the room and grabs the man by the throat, ripping. Blood flies in all directions as Tarnley tosses the guy’s esophagus to the side and turns to me. Without a word, he yanks me from the ground and throws me over his shoulder before racing outside.

      We move so fast I don’t have time to look for Elijah, Fearghas, or Jack, but when Tarnley sets me down near the entrance, I breathe a sigh of relief as all three of my escorts race out right behind us, an army of deranged shifters following.

      The doors slam shut as they hit it, solid hitting metal, and chains appear out of nowhere, looping through the handles and sealing every one of them inside as they continue to roar and beat against the door.

      I turn my head to look behind me, and I’m pleasantly surprised when Bronywyn, dressed in stark white, hair in a tight bun, stands a few yards behind me.

      “That should hold them,” she says and wipes her hands on pristine jeans.

      “Fuck, Rainey.” Elijah’s at my side in what feels like the blink of an eye, so either he’s gone vamp again, or I keep half blacking out.

      Since my vision wavers again, I’m guessing it’s the latter.

      “You just had to go and get mouthy, didn’t you?” Fearghas jokes. Though I can see no humor on his face. All three of the men before me are covered in cuts, scrapes, bruises, some more serious than others. Blood drips down Elijah’s forehead. His mouth is split in two places, and when he glares over me at Fearghas, I’m genuinely concerned about what he might do to the fae.

      Especially when he stands and marches straight for him, stopping only inches away. “Why the fuck didn’t you get us the hell out of there?” he demands.

      Fearghas steps right up into his face. “My magic was useless inside. Someone spell blocked the bloody place.”

      “Probably why they couldn’t shift.” I cough, gripping my ribs as I attempt to use a car to stand. Tarnley is beside me, helping me before I can refuse.

      Not that I would have, my body fucking hurts.

      “How did you know where we were?” I ask the vampire.

      “Elijah called. Said, and I’m paraphrasing here, the fae bastard had failed you, and if I didn’t get my ass over here straight away, everyone was going to die.”

      “Dramatic much?” Fearghas asks, and Elijah growls.

      “Rainey nearly died, you fucking asshole.”

      “In case you missed it, we all nearly died,” Fearghas reminds him. “I’m sure Rainey would want to remind you that the world does not revolve around her. The rest of us don’t want to die either.”

      “Are you okay?” Jack asks me, and I nod.

      “Nothing I won’t recover from.”

      “What the fuck was that?” Elijah asks Bronywyn. “How did we not make them as supernaturals?”

      “My best guess is glamour. Since I wasn’t actually here when the spell was cast or broken, I can’t know for sure. They were all supernaturals?”

      My thoughts drift back to the bartender. “Shit, I don’t think the bartender was.”

      “She’s dead now,” Tarnley says. “No way in hell a human could survive in there for long.”

      “She was tucked away behind the bar. Maybe we can sneak in the back and check.”

      “Oh, for the love of—witch, can you remove the spell block?” Fearghas snaps.

      Bronywyn closes her eyes and snaps her fingers. “Done.”

      Fearghas disappears and reappears a few seconds later. “No one was behind the bar. If she was there, she’s dead now. Happy?”

      “Thrilled that an innocent woman is dead,” I reply dryly.

      Elijah comes to my side and wraps an arm around my waist. I lean against him, letting his solid body hold me up as pain radiates through every inch of my own. “Can we go somewhere now? I’d like to sleep for three weeks.”

      “Bronywyn said you can stay at her house up in the mountains. Since the police aren’t aware of your connection, it should be safe.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask her, and she nods. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Elijah knows the address.” Then, she turns to Tarnley. “Think you can take me back now? I am not at your beck and call every second of every day.”

      He looks to Elijah.

      “We’ll be fine,” he assures him.

      “Then let’s go.” Tarnley turns back to Bronywyn and leads her over to her car.

      Jack turns to Fearghas. “We ready to go?”

      Fearghas’s reply is to reappear right beside us. After grabbing my hand, which is clutching Elijah, and clasping Jack’s shoulder, we leave the dead and dying behind.
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      Lying on my side, I study Rainey’s bruised face in the dim light of dawn. Her entire cheek is purple, starting from her strong jaw and leading up over the bone just beneath her eye. No matter how many times I tried to sleep last night, my mind kept reminding me—over and over again—that she came within moments of dying.

      Had Tarnley not shown up when he did—I shut my eyes and swallow hard. I would have lost her all because Heather shoved that fucking cure down my throat and took away every advantage I had.

      I’d felt helpless before, when we thought someone was trying to pull her into the void, but now? I feel completely and totally useless.

      And for the first time in over four hundred years, I long to be what I once was. A vampire with witch blood in his veins.

      Sighing, I roll over onto my back and stare up at the ceiling fan as it turns slowly above us. How the fuck am I supposed to cope with this? How am I supposed to fight alongside her when one moment could steal her away?

      “Morning.” Her sleep-filled voice whispers.

      I turn my head to look at her. “Morning.”

      “What are you thinking about?”

      Sighing, I stare back up at the ceiling. How am I supposed to tell her that I hate what I am now? “We came close last night.”

      “It was definitely one of the more insane hunts I’ve ever been on,” she agrees. Because that’s what Rainey does—she downplays when things are over. And it frustrates the shit out of me. I sit up and scoot back to lean against the headboard.

      “You nearly died, Rainey.”

      She sits up and faces me, stretching both legs out. I let my gaze travel down them, settling on the huge black and blue patch of skin from where her shin was shattered. I heard the bone crunch, watched her stumble, and had been completely helpless to do anything about it.

      “I didn’t die.”

      “No, because Tarnley showed up moments before that fucker would have killed you.” I shake my head angrily and cross both arms across my chest.

      “What’s going on with you?”

      As I consider how I’m supposed to tell the hunter I love that I hate being a hunter, I take a deep breath and try to rationally approach the situation. Rainey has always been a warrior—a cop. She plunges into danger every single damned day without focusing too much on the potential consequences.

      Hell, I pulled her from those vampire tunnels she ran right into without a single thought. So why am I so damned bothered by that fact now?

      “I can’t protect you like I used to,” I admit. “You are vulnerable, and there’s not a fucking thing I can do to help.”

      Rainey arches her brow and folds both hands into her lap. “You think you can’t protect me because you aren’t a vampire anymore.”

      “Had I been? I wouldn’t have needed Tarnley to rescue you. I could have gotten us all out in the blink of an eye. Instead, I was stuck fighting yards away while you were being beaten half to death.”

      “Elijah, I’m a hunter. Impending death is kind of my thing. It’s possible he would have killed me before the night was over, but it’s also just as possible I would have rebounded and kicked his ass myself.” She sighs. “I told you when we first started this that I refused to let it change who I am. I won’t bow down and be a damsel just because that’s what you need in order to feel the hero.”

      “I don’t want to be a hero. But I sure as fuck don’t want to lose you.”

      “I can’t promise that you won’t,” she replies honestly. “Just like you can’t promise me that nothing will ever happen to you. Shit, we may both die before this thing is over, and that terrifies me so damned much I was willing to go after Heather alone. But you told me we had to stand together, that we’re stronger at each other’s sides.”

      Every word she speaks seeps into my mind, doing nothing to settle my racing heart.

      “I’m sorry she stole who you were, but that doesn’t change who I am.” Reaching forward, Rainey rests a hand on the comforter right over my thigh. “If that alters how you feel—”

      I grip her hand immediately. “There’s not a damn thing that will change how I feel about you, Rainey. But you have to understand that I need to shield you, I need to fight for you even if you can hold the blade yourself.”

      “Then let’s just agree to stand side by side. I have enough silver for both of us.” She climbs onto my lap, straddling me, and I grip her thighs, swallowing hard as I stare up into dark, caramel-flecked eyes that have become my grounding rod.

      “I’ll never leave your side, Rainey. Not if I can help it.”

      She smiles and leans down, pressing her lips to mine in a gentle caress that knocks the very air from my lungs. Hands buried in my hair, she slides her tongue into my mouth, slowly, easily.

      Slipping both hands beneath her shirt, I slide them up her bare skin, feeling the warmth of the woman beneath my fingertips. She grinds against my cock, torturing me with the sensual movement.

      “I’ll make you a deal,” she whispers against my mouth before kissing me again.

      “I’m listening.”

      “If you promise to stop trying to alpha me in a fight, I’ll let you be the boss of me in the bedroom.” She pulls back and grins wickedly at me.

      “I can try.”

      “Then own me, Elijah Hawthorne.”

      My fingers dig into the skin of her back as I roll her over, pinning her beneath me. Thighs wrapped around my hips, I thrust against her, the thin layers of clothing feeling more like prison shackles.

      “I already do.” I smile at her.

      “You do.”

      “But you own me too,” I whisper and kiss her deeply, one hand propping me up, the other gripping her hip. She moans against me, a throaty sound that drives me wild. Leaning back just enough to hold myself with my knees, I grip the bottom of her shirt and pull it up over her head. “Every time I see you,” I say as she lies back down and I toss her shirt to the side, “you are even more perfect.” I cup her breast, running the pad of my thumb over her taut nipple. She moans, arching up into my touch.

      My cock is painfully stiff, begging for release, but the idea of tormenting her is far too delicious to pass up. So instead of driving into her, of burying myself inside her heat, I pull away and hold her eyes as I draw black lace down her legs.

      “What will you do with me?” she asks, and I grin, kneeling beside the bed.

      “Whatever the fuck I want.”

      Rainey’s answering smile is fucking gorgeous. And it only grows when I grip her ankles and yank her toward the edge of the bed, bringing her pussy right to my mouth. She arches up as I run my tongue over her, again and again.

      The way she cries my name, the way she feels beneath my fingers—my tongue—it’s my kryptonite.

      Out there, she may be a feared hunter.

      A badass warrior.

      But in here, she’s a woman. My fucking woman.

      She cries out, gripping the sheets with white-knuckled hands as her orgasm tears through her. I don’t stop though—not while I have every intention of owning every part of her and showing her just what it means to be alive.

      After all, it’s what she did for me.

      “Elijah,” she whispers as I draw her clit into my mouth, sucking gently, drawing every ounce of pleasure I can out of her. “Please.”

      I pull back just long enough to ask, “What is it you want from me, Hunter?” I run my tongue over her again, and she shivers. “Tell me what you want, Rainey.”

      “You.”

      Getting to my feet, I shove my shorts down and watch her as Rainey’s gaze travels down over my body. I’ll never tire of the way she sees me. “How will you have me, Rainey Astor?”

      “Any fucking way I can.”

      Covering her body with mine, I take her mouth as I drive into her. Heat surrounds me, warming me from the inside out as I thrust into her body, again and again, her fingernails scraping against my back, urging me to move faster. And I comply, because she may make jokes about me being an alpha in the bedroom and a partner in war, but in reality, she can control my every thought—moment—with no effort.

      She owns me. My name leaves her lips again as she comes, and I fall right along with her, my body shaking with the force of my release.

      And as I lean my forehead against hers, unwilling to leave her body, I realize just how far I’ve fallen over the last few weeks.

      Rainey Astor is my everything.

      My heart.

      My soul.

      The hunter who brought me to my knees.

      And I don’t ever want to get back up.
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      “Why does Bronywyn have a second house all the way up in the mountains?” Rainey asks as she joins me on the porch an hour later. Wrapped in a blanket, she hands me a mug of coffee and sits beside me on the bench as we stare out over the trees.

      “She’s never been an overly social person,” I tell her.

      “You don’t say. I’m surprised, given her sparkling personality.”

      I chuckle and take a drink of coffee. “She didn’t used to be that way, I fear her current attitude toward you is my fault.”

      “I can’t blame her. If you ditched me, I’d be pissed too.”

      “I left her as much for her as myself.”

      “Did you love her?”

      “No. But to be fair, she didn’t love me either.”

      Rainey doesn’t say anything, just leans her head against my shoulder, and I lift my arm, wrapping it around her shoulders.

      “We were a distraction from everything going on around us,” I admit. “That’s all it ever was, and had I broken things off cleanly, we probably could have remained friends.”

      “Shit happens,” Rainey says. “And you two are friends. If you weren’t, I very much doubt she would be hanging around like she does.”

      “Probably not. Though, between you and me, I think she has a thing for Tarnley.”

      “Color me surprised,” Rainey says with a laugh.

      I watch her smile, the way it fades softly as the sun rose this morning. When she turns to me, I can’t look away. “What? Why are you staring at me?”

      “You’re beautiful, you know that?”

      Color floods her cheeks. “And now I’m embarrassed.”

      Chuckling, I press a kiss to her temple as we sit in companionable silence for a few minutes. It’s so peaceful—this morning between us here in the mountains. And it’s a direct contrast to the current state of our world.

      Still, I will take advantage of every calm moment I can get my hands on. At least until there is no more battle to fight.

      “Do you think it’s possible for me to reach the power in the void?” She pulls away from me and rotates so she’s facing me instead of looking out over the trees.

      “What do you mean ‘access it’?”

      Her brow furrows, and she pulls her bottom lip into her mouth as she processes whatever’s on her mind. As I wait, I try not to let fear cloud my mind. The last time she accessed this void, Heather was the one who surfaced, and while I know that won’t happen this time, it doesn’t erase the considerable concern something else might happen. It’s not like luck has really been on our side lately.

      “The world is changing, Elijah. Last night at the club—that just proved as much. We can’t afford to keep getting caught off guard. If we die, she wins. Hundreds, if not thousands, of innocent humans will die if she manages to unleash her evil on the world. We can’t let that happen.”

      “I agree.”

      “And, if, somehow, I can access that power, or close the void inside of me altogether—it will not only make it impossible for Heather to control me again, but I’ll have actual magic.” Her eyes glitter with the possibility as she meets my gaze. “Delaney asked around, so she thought it was possible. And if it is, this could be exactly what we need to beat her.”

      Swallowing hard, I consider. “That void is a part of you, a direct result of the day and year you were born. If it’s even possible to close it—what if losing that piece changes you?”

      “Having it, understanding what it means, has made me afraid of myself,” she admits. “Last night, when I was lying on the floor in the middle of everything, I nearly blacked out.”

      My hand tightens on the mug of coffee still in my grip. “You didn’t tell me that.”

      “It has happened nearly every time I’m faced with near-death or overwhelming grief. So basically, I’m used to it now.” I know she’s thinking of the day Delaney was killed and how it was her first blackout. “I know I’m more powerful after I’ve tapped into it, the trouble is I never know if I’m going to come out of it. But if the void was closed—”

      “You’d have access to all that power without having to lose yourself to gain it.”

      She grins. “Exactly.”

      Fear over losing her when I’ve only just gotten her back nearly has me on my knees, begging her to think of another way. But I promised her I wouldn’t shield her—that I would let her be what she needs. Let her do what her legacy demands.

      And I also swore to fight beside her.

      So, despite my concern, I nod. “It would give us an edge,” I agree. “So let’s have a chat with our fae friend to see if he knows whether or not it’s possible.”

      “He’s going to be pissed that we keep interrupting his mornings,” she jokes.

      Knowing that adds a bit of joy to this errand. “I hope we do make it a habit.”

      Rainey laughs and gets to her feet, pulling me with her. “Then, let’s give him a call, shall we?”
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      After getting dressed and making a quick phone call, we’re standing in Fearghas’s penthouse, the irritated fae releasing my hand and crossing the room to his kitchen.

      “How exactly did you people manage to get around without me?” he snaps. Hair mussed, he looks like he recently finished working out just like the last time Jane and I crashed his place early.

      “It was nearly impossible,” I joke. “But we made do.”

      “Ha, ha.” He sets the carafe beneath the drip, and leans back against the counter, folding his arms. “Any particular reason you called me so early?”

      “We have an idea,” I say with a glance at Elijah. Back stiff, I can see he’s less than thrilled about the risk, but if the reward pays off? It’s more than worth it.

      “Based on your hunter, here, I’m assuming I won’t care for it.”

      “It could work,” is all Elijah says.

      “I started having blackouts two years ago when my sister died. I came to in the middle of a decimated vampire nest, broken bodies everywhere. I shouldn’t have been able to take on that many and walk away.”

      “How do you know it was you?”

      I glare at him.

      “She nearly killed Jack Keller during one of those blackouts,” Elijah informs him. “I was there for that one. Never seen anything like it.”

      “Okay,” Fearghas says cautiously. “And I’m assuming this information has something to do with your idea?”

      “I want to try and close the void,” I tell him, probably a little more giddy than I should have been, considering what I was asking. If it’s possible, I can’t imagine it will be comfortable, and there could be very real risk involved.

      Fearghas gapes at me. “You want to close a part of your soul? Seriously? Do you have any idea how painful that will be?”

      Excitement surges through me. “But it’s possible?”

      He shakes his head, mouth hanging open, then turns to Elijah. “You would agree to this?”

      Elijah shoves both hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Rainey is her own person. I will support any decision she chooses.”

      “You both are fucking mad.”

      The coffee pot signals its completion, so Fearghas turns away from us and fills a mug. I walk into the kitchen and grab the bottle of whiskey on the counter.

      “Here, add this.”

      “That’s whiskey.”

      I stare at him. “And?”

      “And it’s nine in the morning. I’d hardly consider it time for a happy hour.”

      My smile spreads. “All day is happy hour when you’re facing the end of the world.”

      After a moment, he nods and pours a hefty amount into his steaming mug as I rejoin Elijah near the couch.

      Fearghas doesn’t talk, and I give him a moment to gather his thoughts. He didn’t say it was impossible, and I’m taking that as a good sign. After all, if anyone would know how to close a void, it would be the original supernaturals.

      Drinking his whiskey-infused coffee, he begins to pace the length of his living room while Elijah and I stand in silence. Just as I’m getting ready to say something—anything—to get this conversation moving, Fearghas turns to me.

      “You do realize you’re asking to have your soul ripped from your body, where you will lurk in the veil for a time before you’re shoved back in, and that for all intents and purposes, you will be dead for at least two minutes while this is completed.”

      Elijah shifts and takes a deep breath.

      All I feel is renewed hope. “But it’s doable?”

      Fearghas scoffs. “Of course it is. But it’s not something anyone can do, and it’s fucking painful.”

      “I can handle the pain.”

      “Can he?” Fearghas asks, gesturing to Elijah. “Your bond may be broken now that he’s no longer a vampire, but that doesn’t mean he won’t suffer alongside you. Do you have any idea what could happen to you if this merger is unsuccessful?”

      “What?”

      “You could be trapped in the void—in the veil—for eternity.”

      Elijah’s beating heart increases, thundering rapidly as he tries to keep his feelings to himself. He did promise to let me do whatever I think is best, and I know it would be foolish of me to not realize he would be suffering right alongside me. But I know in my gut that this is the right answer.

      It has to be. Something has to give or Heather is just going to continue running this town and eventually the entire supernatural world. “I want to know who can perform this magic, and I want to talk to them.”

      “This is really just—” he trails off, shutting his eyes and shaking his head. “Let me get dressed.”

      Fearghas vanishes, so I turn to Elijah, who is purposely not looking at me. Instead, his focus is on the cityscape outside the floor-to-ceiling windows spanning the entire outside wall of Fearghas’s apartment.

      “Are you okay?” I ask cautiously.

      “Am I okay?” He laughs, darkly. “That’s one hell of a loaded question.”

      “Elijah—”

      “Do you hate living that much, Rainey?” He turns to me, and I can see tears glittering deep in his ice-blue gaze. “Do you truly want to die that badly?”

      “No. I want to survive this,” I insist. “I want us all to survive this, and if I have to suffer a little—”

      “A lot,” he interrupts. “Can you imagine what it would feel like to have your soul ripped from your body?”

      I think back to Aoife, back to the screams that still fill my mind when I’m calm for even a moment. “I can.”

      He continues to stare at me. “Because you’ve seen it.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then why the hell would you want to do it to yourself?”

      “Because I believe this is what we need. It’s what I need. Heather could come right back inside me, take me over again, and make me do all those horrible things again. I can’t live through that again.”

      “We know the risk now. We had no idea before.”

      “We also have no idea how to beat her. And the last time you went up against her, she nearly killed you. We can’t win unless we’re playing on a level field, and right now, that bitch holds all the cards.”

      Fearghas reappears back in the living room. “This is a horrible fucking idea,” he says as he stalks over toward us. “And I will never forgive you for making me do this.”

      Before I can ask what he means, he’s grabbing Elijah and me. The apartment disappears, and when I blink again, we’re standing in the middle of a grassy meadow surrounded by trees.

      “Where are we?” I turn in a slow circle, trying to spot anything that might give me the slightest hint.

      “Faerie,” Elijah replies tightly.

      “I’m sorry, what? You brought us to—” Before I can finish the sentence, the door to a small cabin opens, and an older woman steps out, wearing a bright purple dress and a white apron covered in what looks suspiciously like flour.

      “Well, well, well, hello, Fearghas.” Her accent is thick, even thicker than Fearghas and Elijah’s, and when she glares across the clearing, I have the strong urge to bow my head in shame. For what? I have no damn clue, but she has that whole ‘disappointed mom’ stare down to a T.

      “Mother,” he replies tightly.

      And now I see why. “Mother?” I look from Fearghas to the woman joining us in the meadow. The similarities are there—dark hair, dark eyes. “Seriously?”

      “Yes.”

      “You wouldn’t think I had a son though,” she says angrily. “Given that I haven’t seen Fearghas here in quite some time. How long has it been, dear?”

      “Seven hundred and thirty years by my count.”

      “Ah, yes. Still angry?”

      “Angry?” He laughs, but it lacks humor. “You killed her!”

      The woman rolls her eyes.

      “Wait, who killed who?” I ask, trying to keep up with this insane conversation.

      Fearghas grinds his teeth together and doesn’t bother looking my way when he answers. “She killed my orchid.”

      I gape at him, certain I misheard what he just said. Because there’s no one in his right mind who would hold a grudge over an orchid. Especially not one who’s lasted this long.

      Elijah seems to have found a bit of humor in our situation and is trying hard not to laugh. “Your mother killed your flower, and you’ve avoided seeing her for over seven centuries?”

      “It was a gorgeous orchid that I’d meant to gift to someone, and because I didn’t have a gift, she married someone else!”

      “You spent years not making a damned move, you fool! ’Twasn’t the flower that made her move on. Was the fact that you’re a daft lad with no romantic inclinations at all! Just like your dad.” She scoffs, and I nearly choke on my own humor.

      “This was a mistake.” Fearghas groans and pinches the bridge of his nose.

      “You’re pissed at your mother over a flower? Seriously?” I ask, still not entirely sure how this badass fae can be this pissed over something with petals.

      He glares at me. “She ripped it out by the roots and tossed it onto my bed.”

      His mother rolls his eyes. “Please, lad, I saved ye some trouble in the first place. She’s a bit of a whore, that one, sleeping her way through faerie without a care in the realm.” Wiping both hands onto her white apron, she turns to Elijah and me. “Would you two care for some tea?”

      “Sure, thanks.” Still not entirely sure how I’m supposed to navigate this situation, I take Elijah’s hand, and together, we make our way up the steps. “I thought we weren’t supposed to eat or drink in faerie? Won’t it make us get stuck here?”

      Elijah chuckles. “Old rumor, my love. There’s nothing to be worried about unless Fearghas decides to abandon us here.”

      “Don’t tempt me,” he growls.

      “You do realize your fear-o-meter just went down by a significant amount, right?” I ask, curiously, as we make our way up the steps. “It’s hard to be intimidated by someone up his own ass about a flower.”

      “It was a damned spelled orchid,” he explains, exasperated. “Meant to never die and very rare.”

      “Still just a flower, mate,” Elijah reminds him as we step inside.

      The entire cottage is covered in flowers of different colors and styles. Bright blooms adorn every inch of available space, and the rest of the house is lined with bottles and books. It’s comfortable—in a hoarder sort of way.

      “Where’s Father?” Fearghas questions as we step further into the house.

      “You know, here and there. He’ll be home soon.”

      We follow Fearghas’s mother down a hallway lined floor to ceiling with books. And not because they’re in bookcases. They are literally stacked, front covers up, on top of each other in pillars that look like they might fall over if one breathes too hard on them.

      As soon as we reach the kitchen, she gestures to a table flanked with two long benches instead of chairs. “Please have a seat.” While she preps the tea, I take the time to survey the room.

      It’s cleaner in here, more organized, but not by much. There are a bunch of plastic bins overflowing with freshly cut flowers in the corner, a pair of mud boots seated beside a door leading outside.

      The entire place is so human that it’s strange.

      “So, since Fearghas is too daft to introduce us. I’m Heelean.” She sets mugs down in front of the three of us before taking a seat herself.

      “Rainey,” I reply.

      “Elijah.”

      “Great, now that we’re introduced, to what do I owe this homecoming?”

      “We need your help,” Fearghas replies tightly.

      “I gathered as much. Hadn’t expected you for another few decades at least.”

      “I’m sorry, I can’t believe you two haven’t seen each other in over seven hundred years.” I take a sip of my tea.

      Heelean shrugs. “To be honest, this isn’t the longest grudge our family has held. Fearghas’s aunt wouldn’t speak to me for nearly nine hundred years when I got married.”

      “Nine hundred—shit—that’s a long time.”

      “Not when you’re immortal, dear. So hunters, huh? Interesting. I’ve never seen one up close.” 	The way she studies me is incredibly disconcerting as if I’m an ant beneath a microscope and she’s trying to light me on fire.

      Golden eyes miss nothing as they travel from me to Elijah. “Now what can I do for you?”

      “Rainey is a lunar witch,” Fearghas blurts out, and his mother spits her tea all over him. “What the bloody hell, Mother?!” He yells, getting to his feet.

      “You can’t be just blurting things out like that without givin’ me some warnin’!”

      “I said she’s a lunar witch, not a blasted unicorn. This is ridiculous.” He disappears, leaving Elijah and me seated at his mother’s kitchen table in the middle of fucking faerie.

      The asshole better come back, or I’ll stomp on his orchids.

      “I’m assuming you’re here because ye wish to not be a lunar witch anymore?”

      “Is that something you can do?”

      She nods. “I’ve done it before. Though ye should know ’tis not an easy thing to do. The transformation is excruciating.” Her moss-green eyes soften. At least, until Fearghas reappears in fresh clothing.

      “What did I miss?”

      “Not a damned thing,” Heelean replies. “I was simply warning Rainey here of the repercussions to her choice.”

      “I already warned her. She’s as stubborn as they come.”

      She winks at me. “The best ones are. Now, are ye sure this is something ye want to do?”

      I swallow hard and look to Elijah, who’s merely watching me, waiting for an answer I know he won’t care for. But I can’t help it—I have to do this. I can feel the rightness of this decision deep in my bones. “Yes.”

      Heelean nods. “Then come with me.” She gets to her feet and heads over toward the back door. Only, instead of opening it and walking outside, she reaches up for a comically large teaspoon mounted to the wall. After pressing the handle, a wooden panel slides away, revealing a set of stairs going down into the ground.

      It reminds me of the bunker back in Salem, but I force myself to descend the stairs behind her and Fearghas. The moment Elijah and I are inside, the door shuts behind us.

      “Déjà vu?” he whispers behind me, and I nod.

      Thankfully, the stairs are a hell of a lot shorter than the ones back at the bunker, so within seconds, we’re stepping into a brightly lit room. The contrast between the chaos upstairs and the pristinely organized space down here is nearly shocking.

      If one were to see the two spaces separately, you’d never know they belonged in the same house.

      “I let Jack know we were here,” Fearghas tells us as his mother walks over to a man hunched over a table, a black coat over his back. “When I went to change out of my tea-stained clothing,” he adds sharply.

      “Thanks.”

      “Don’t thank me. He’s pretty damn furious you two left without letting him know.”

      “He’s not my keeper,” I say as I study a chart on the wall. The diagram is of a flower, each part labeled, but not with words I immediately recognize.

      “Rainey, Elijah.” We turn to Heelean. “This is my husband, Fearghas the First.”

      The man straightens, and I realize it wasn’t a coat on his back. As soon as he’s at full height, two large, black wings spread out, spanning at least five feet, he flexes them before tucking them away again and turning to face us.

      Dark hair, soft eyes, the man is an older version of the fae we’ve come to know over the past few days. “Hello, Rainey, Elijah. ’Tis nice to meet ye both.”

      “Fearghas has brought us a lunar witch.”

      Fearghas the First’s eyes widen, and he stares at me with new appreciation. I swallow hard and do my best to appear confident when, in reality, I’m questioning every decision that brought me to this place.

      He’s completely terrifying. Especially when his gaze shifts to Fearghas, and both eyes narrow. “Nice to see you, Son.”

      “You too, Father.”

      No other words are spoken, but the tension is so damned palpable you could slice it open with a butter knife.

      After another brief moment of silence, Fearghas the First turns to me. “You wish to be unmade?”

      “Only if you can put me back together again,” I joke. When he doesn’t laugh, I swallow hard. “I want the void within me closed so I can access my power.”

      “Why?”

      His question catches me off guard.

      “She needs a reason?” Elijah comes to my rescue, and Fearghas the First turns to him.

      “Yes, Hunter, she does. Because if she wants to do this, I need to ensure it’s for a reason that will allow her to live.”

      “Excuse me?” I ask, clearing my throat. “Allow me to live?”

      “Did no one explain this process to you?” His arrogance erases any and all intimidation.

      I don’t do arrogant assholes. Supernatural or otherwise. “They did.”

      “Then you understand that this process is beyond excruciating. That in order to survive such pain, you need to have something to live for—to fight for. Doing it simply because you want to gain access to magic you have no business possessing in the first place is not a strong enough conviction.”

      I take a step toward him, fingers flexing near the dagger sheathed at my hip. Fearghas’s father or not, this asshole comes at me, and I’ll cut him down to size. “I have an entire world to fight for while you remain here, hidden from view. If I don’t find a way to make myself stronger, then it won’t just be my world on the line. Heather will come here too.” I use her name, hoping for a hint of recognition. When his eyes widen ever so slightly, I know I’ve struck a nerve.

      “Very well.” He gestures to a table off to the right of where he’d been sitting. “Right this way.”

      Elijah stays directly beside me the entire time, his hand in mine.

      Fearghas lurks beside his mother, eyes sharp as he watches every move his father makes. Unlike Heelean and his son, Fearghas the First keeps his wings in full view, not even bothering to glamour them in our presence.

      “On the table.” His instruction is cold as he preps something on the table beside me.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Elijah whispers. “We can find another way.” His hands grip my biceps as he stares down into my eyes. Stomach churning with nerves, I shake my head.

      “This is going to work. I promise.” Stretching up on my tiptoes, I press a kiss to his lips and pull away, doing what was instructed.

      The table is solid beneath me, the metal top cool and reminding me entirely too much of the stainless steel slabs in the morgue. Here’s hoping I don’t end up on one before the day is over.

      Still gripping my hand, Elijah stands beside me, unmoving and supportive despite the fact that his objection is plain on his face.

      “Open your mouth.”

      I do as I’m told, and Fearghas the First walks around the table to the opposite side as Elijah before shoving some sour, soaking leaves into my mouth. I nearly choke, the putrid flavor burning my nostrils and throat.

      “What the fuck was that?” Elijah demands.

      “Something that will kill her. Temporarily.”

      My heart rate speeds up, making my chest so damned tight I can hardly breathe. Elijah clings to my hand, staring down at me, eyes wide and panicked. “It’ll be okay, remember?” he says, and unable to speak, I nod. “If it’s not, I’m following you in, and I swear I’ll kick your ass, Hunter.” He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes.

      The world around me gets blurry, everything fading away, and I thrash on the table—or at least, I think I do. My body remains completely still.

      “Move, Hunter. I need to do this quickly or she won’t come back.”

      I feel Elijah’s hand slip out of mine moments before cool hands press against either side of my head.

      Like a lightning bolt, pain shoots through me, and I scream.

      “Rainey?” a soft voice calls to me as another wave of pain shoots through my body. The agony—is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced as every single cell in my body reacts to whatever the hell the fae is doing to me.

      I cry out, desperate for it to stop.

      Another shock, followed by another and another, until finally…everything stills. I can no longer hear Elijah or feel the fae’s hands pressed against my head. Curious, I open my eyes and find myself standing in a meadow much like the one we first arrived at in faerie.

      And I’m not alone.

      Grief, relief, and pain mix together to combine an overwhelming sense of relief as I stare into the eyes of a woman I never thought I’d see again.

      “Delaney?”
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      “It is you!” I rush toward her, and she meets me in the middle, arms wrapping around me as I cling to my sister. “I never thought I’d see you again.”

      She holds me tightly, shoulders shaking. “I’ve missed you so much, Rain. So damned much. You have no idea.”

      I pull away and wipe the tears from my cheeks. “I think I do,” I reply with a smile. “What are you doing here? Where is here?”

      “The veil,” she replies. “We don’t have much time, though.”

      I turn back to her. “How are you here? Aren’t you back in Billings? As a bird?”

      “Fearghas let Jack know where you were going and why. I made the jump and have been waiting here ever since. I wanted to talk to you, to see you.”

      “I don’t even know what to say,” I choke out.

      “Well, that’s okay because I do. You need to know that Aoife did what she did with a purpose.”

      “I assumed as much. I can’t imagine she would have turned herself over without one. At least, I hoped not.”

      “She hoped you would do just as you are and look for a way to access the power in the void—but you need to be careful, it is just as easily dark magic as it is light. It’s all in how you use it, and some of that power once belonged to Heather.”

      Her words make me smile. “I can’t wait to take her down with her own fucking magic.”

      “You always have been a fighter, Rain. Since the moment you were born.” Delaney smiles and reaches out to run her fingers down my cheek.

      It grows eerily silent around us as I work up the nerve to ask her the main question that’s been on my mind since I found out that she’d known she was going to die. “Why didn’t you come to me? Ask me for help. I could have been there.” Throat constricted, I stare at Delaney, still not a hundred percent sure I’m not imagining this entire thing.

      She smiles sadly. “You were so happy, Rainey, so at peace with your life. The last thing I wanted to do was bring you into my war. And here we are; you’re smack dab in the middle of it anyway.”

      “I would have done anything to help you.”

      “I know. Which is why I had to keep you out of it. When Grandma told me of the divide, of what you would face should that box get into your hands, I wanted to do everything I could to stop it. So, I went to Salem and opened the box myself. I hadn’t known what was inside, or I never would have, but I did, and then everything changed. Heather couldn’t actually possess me since I wasn’t a lunar witch, but Doloris found me that night and—” She trails off, brow furrowing. “I didn’t remember everything as it was happening; it was more like a bad dream. But when I realized it, I knew I had to get myself out of the picture.”

      “But why? Why would you choose death?”

      She reaches forward and takes my hand. “The thoughts in my head, Rain, the ways Doloris tried to get me to hurt you, I couldn’t ever let that happen. She manipulated me into leaving the box, and while I knew I couldn’t go back to Salem and get rid of it, I scheduled the emails to give you time before taking myself out of the equation.”

      She was alone, completely isolated from the world just as I was for so many years. Tears burn in my throat, and guilt so heavy it nearly crushes me weighs down upon my shoulders. “I’m so sorry for not being there for you, for not wanting anything to do with this world.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry for.” Delaney’s light eyes narrow on my face. “Not a damn thing, Rainey Astor. Do you hear me?” A tear slips down her cheek.

      I nod, unable to speak.

      “Tell Elijah I said hello.” She smiles through her tears. “I’m so happy you two found each other. You’re good for him.”

      “He’s good for me too,” I reply.

      “Yes, he is.”

      “Rainey!” someone roars, an echo that radiates through the world.

      “He is calling to you. You need to go now. I love you, Rain, and even if I have feathers now, I will always be here for you. Always and forever, little sister.”

      “Delaney, wait!” I call out as everything begins to fade. “Delaney!”

      Pain surges through my body, and I shoot up, nearly knocking my forehead into Fearghas the First, who is leaning over me. He moves back quickly, and I stare around the room.

      Fearghas and his mother stand side by side while Elijah is directly beside me, my hand in his. Everyone looks fine if not slightly panicked. “Is it done? Did it work?” I manage despite my burning throat.

      “Fuck, Rainey,” Elijah groans and yanks me toward him, wrapping both muscled arms around me and holding my body against his. “You scared the shit out of me,” he whispers into my hair.

      “I saw Delaney,” I tell him as a fresh wave of tears threatens to fall. “I saw my sister in the veil.”

      He releases me and pulls back. “You did?”

      I nod. “She said hi.”

      His mouth quirks up in a grin, and he leans forward to rest his forehead against mine. “I’d ask you to return the favor, but don’t fucking ever do this to me again.”

      “I won’t,” I promise as I pull back. “Did it work?” I repeat the question.

      “You tell us,” Fearghas the First says as he comes around the side to stand beside Elijah. “How do you feel?”

      “Uh, normal?” I say, but when I really focus on myself, on the way my heart beats, the way my lungs take in air, I notice something. A subtle buzzing in my body—my blood. It feels like a faint electrical current running through me. I focus on it, and it begins to grow. As it does, the lights around me flicker briefly before they start growing brighter and brighter, bathing the room in such brightness it’s nearly blinding.

      “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t blow all of my lightbulbs.” Fearghas the First’s tone is harsh, but when I look over at him, his expression is anything but. Honestly, he looks almost giddy.

      And somehow, that’s even more terrifying than when he was acting like an asshole.

      I attempt to pull back away from the power, and the buzzing slows, sneaking in as background noise.

      “Shit, Hunter, you may have been on to something,” Fearghas murmurs.

      I glance over at Fearghas the First. “Thank you.”

      He nods his head once.

      “We should get going, it’s been about two days,” Fearghas says, rolling his shoulder.

      My eyes widen, jaw dropping as I whirl on Elijah. “I was out for two days?”

      “No, only a few minutes, but time moves differently in this realm,” he explains.

      A mixture of relief and concern washes over me as Fearghas walks toward Elijah and me. “Thank you both for everything,” I tell her and am rewarded with a bright smile.

      “You go put that witch back where she belongs,” Heelean replies. “And Fearghas, you damned well better not wait another seven hundred years.”

      “See you for dinner next month,” he replies dryly. Then with a nod at his father, we leave.

      Reappearing in the living room of Bronywyn’s house, I can’t stop smiling. “It worked, I can’t believe it actually worked.”

      “Don’t get too excited just yet,” Fearghas warns. “You still have to figure out how to control it.”

      “I will. I didn’t come this far not to use it.”

      “Yeah, well, I’ll leave you two to it then.”

      “Will you let everyone know we’re back?”

      Fearghas nods and disappears, leaving Elijah and me standing in the living room. I lift my hand and pull at the buzzing. A spark snaps between my forefinger and thumb, making me jump.

      “Did you see that?” I ask, lifting my gaze to meet his.

      “I did.” The taut lines of his face show me anything but excitement though.

      “What is it?”

      “That was a risky move, Rainey.” He swallows hard. “He had a damned hard time bringing you back. There were a few seconds where I worried you’d never return.”

      Shoving the buzzing back down, I turn to face him fully. “I did, though. And I got to see Delaney.”

      Elijah reaches up and runs his fingertips along my jaw. “I can’t wait until this entire thing is over so I can lock you in a room somewhere near a beach.”

      “Only if you’re there with me.”

      His answering grin is blinding. “There’s no-fucking-where else I’ll ever be.”

      Fearghas appears beside me, his hand already on my shoulder. “Sorry about the cock block, mate,” he says to Elijah. “But we have a problem.”

      In the blink of an eye, we’re standing in Tarnley’s house.

      Tarnley, Bronywyn, Willa, Agatha, Henry, Grey, Josiah, and Cole are standing in the living room, expressions grim.

      “What happened?”

      “The hunters have Jack,” Willa explains, her voice full of emotion.

      “What the fuck do you mean they have him?” All lust from only seconds ago erased from his voice, Elijah releases my hand and walks forward.

      “They grabbed him, said they won’t kill him but that they need to see Rainey.”

      “What the hell for?”

      “We have surmised that they are working with Heather,” Agatha replies tightly. “The bastards have turned on their own kind—on their mission. It’s shameful at best.”

      “They could kill him,” Willa snaps. “I’d say that’s a hell of a lot more than shameful.”

      “Where do they want to meet me?” I ask, hoping to pull the attention back to me. Last thing I want to have to deal with is the shifter going after my grandmother.

      It would get damn ugly to be sure.

      “The blood bar,” Tarnley replies. “They’ve apparently decided it’s neutral ground. Dumbasses. I only let them live to spare your hunter.”

      Truthfully, I don’t doubt Tarnley would give a group of hunters a run for their money, but I also am not sure he’d survive it. And based on the dirty look Bronywyn just tossed him, I’d say she agrees.

      “Did they say when?”

      “Since we had no idea when you’d be back from your trip to faerie,” Bronywyn snaps. “We told them we’d send word when we could.”

      “They’re there now,” Tarnley says. “They’ve been threatening or killing any supernaturals that walk inside.” His hands tighten into fists at his sides. “Assholes. I’ll slaughter them all for this.”

      “Let’s make sure we get hands on Jack first.”

      “Did you at least get done with what you were looking for?” At Cole’s question, the entire room quiets, and all eyes turn to me.

      Talk about an uncomfortable situation. I hate being the center of attention normally, but this time I’m ready for it. Mainly because for the first time since this entire shitstorm was unleashed upon our world, I feel ready for anything.

      With a smile, I pull at the steady buzzing within me. As it grows, the lights around me do as well, brighter and brighter still. I can feel the power, the way it increases. And with my hunter senses, I can hear the way the lightbulbs buzz with the extra power. So, before I break them all, I pull back, and the lights tone down.

      No one says anything. They simply stare at me as though I’m an entirely new person.

      Until, in perfect bitchy style, Bronywyn breaks the silence. “That’s great, but I have a feeling you’re going to need to do more than give someone a sunburn.”
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      The chilly night air of November wraps around me as we make our way to the blood bar. Tarnley is behind Elijah and me, Willa beside him. The two of them refused to be left out of tonight, and if things do go to shit, having four against six is a hell of a lot better than two against half a dozen trained hunters.

      Humans walk the sidewalks hand in hand, chattering happily with each other, the direct contrast to our little party not lost on me.

      Maybe one day, hopefully soon, the world won’t be at stake, and Elijah and I can go out for a meal that doesn’t end in bloodshed. I glance over at him, taking in the sight of his muscled body clad in dark slacks and a blue button-down. His hair pulled up on top of his head, he looks like a damned meal himself.

      The lights of the blood bar are on inside despite the CLOSED sign beneath Tarnley’s Pub being illuminated. A growl slips out from someone behind me, so I turn and glare at the offending party. “If you’re going to lose your shit, you need to stay outside.”

      Beside me, Elijah nods in agreement.

      “Fine.” Tarnley’s curt reply really doesn’t ease my concern, but I move forward anyway. Reaching the door handle, I pull it open and make my way through the foyer meant to shield any vampire from the sun should someone accidentally open the door too soon.

      Can’t have your clientele going up in smoke every time someone new enters the building.

      The moment I step inside, I’m overwhelmed with the putrid stench of cigarette smoke and sweat. It’s hunters like this pathetic lot that make the rest of us look bad.

      They all get to their feet as soon as we step inside, the disheveled appearance making them look more akin to a group of drunks than badass hunters feared by supernaturals.

      Honestly, they look like they should be facedown in puddles of their own piss.

      “Which one of you motherfuckers took my friend?” I ask, crossing both arms as they look me up and down like I’m a piece of meat.

      “Hey, pet, let’s not start off on the wrong foot, all right?” A man missing two of his teeth grins at me as he doesn’t even bother to hide the fact that he’s eye-fucking me.

      “This pet bites,” I retort. “So unless you want to lose that pathetic thing between your legs, I suggest you start talking.”

      The man’s cheeks redden, but he steps aside without another word.

      “That would be me.” A man sitting in a booth at the back of the bar gets to his feet. I take him in as he walks across the bar, taking special notice of the eye patch over his left eye and the way his arms are covered in scars that look an awful lot like claw marks.

      “And who the fuck are you?”

      He comes to a stop a few feet in front of Elijah and me, and his gaze drifts over the four of us with complete and utter distaste. “Two hunters running around with a vampire and a shifter.” He clicks his tongue, and I don’t bother correcting him on the fact that Elijah used to be a vampire himself.

      No need to let word get out that there’s a cure.

      “Hell of a lot better company than the piss-poor group you’ve got here.”

      He throws his head back and laughs. “I like you, little huntress.”

      “Then how about you answer my fucking question. You know who I am. Who are you?”

      “Bones,” he replies, and it takes everything in me not to laugh.

      “How original.” My smile is lacking any and all humor and meant more as a warning.

      “My process wasn’t to be original but to let my enemy know what will happen should they cross me.”

      “Yes, I can see you’re fearsome. Where’s my friend?”

      “You mean the lycan lover?” he asks and glances around at Willa. “This the whore? I can see why she was able to seduce him. Bitch could even change me if she really tried. How about it, honey?”

      Willa lunges, but Tarnley holds her back.

      I clear my throat. “Remember how I said I bite? That one is more likely to rip your throat out and leave you to drown in your own blood.”

      Bones chuckles. “Bring him in,” he orders, and two of his men disappear around the back. I take in the other three—not including the big man himself. None are moving, and as of right now, all three of them are focused on their leader.

      The two who disappeared return moments later and toss a bloody, bruised Jack at Bones’s feet.

      “You son of a bitch,” I growl as I take in Jack’s broken state. From what I can make out, his jaw, nose, and at least one arm are broken. My best guess is that his leg is as well, but I can’t see anything hidden beneath his bloody clothing.

      Bones shrugs. “We had to keep breaking shit so he’d shut up.”

      Elijah takes a step back, and I can almost guarantee it’s to keep Willa from shifting before we have the information we need. I wasn’t entirely sure we were going to kill these bastards, but now? There’s no fucking way they’re walking out of here alive.

      I meet the one good eye of the man I have every intention of killing with my bare hands. “What do you want from me?”

      “You are going to make me an offer that’s better than the one I already got.”

      “Or?”

      The door behind us opens, and more enter the room. Though, based on their heartbeats, they aren’t all hunters. I can sense shifters, vampires, and—to my great dismay—a fucking witch. “Or, we’re going to rip you all apart.”

      “Didn’t think you could take me on alone?” I ask sweetly.

      “I think I don’t take unnecessary risks.”

      Risking a glance over my shoulder, I meet Elijah’s enraged gaze. I smile at him and wink before grinning savagely at the creatures who thought to surround us. The steady buzzing in my blood increases as I pull at it, slowly urging it forward.

      But this time, instead of the lights flickering, I feel the heat traveling down both arms and gathering in my palms. “Heather has grossly underestimated me from day one,” I say calmly. “It’s such a shame you did the same. Fearghas?” I call out. “It’s time.” The fae appears beside me, and Bones jumps back.

      “That’s right, dickbag.” Reaching down, he touches Jack, and they disappear.

      “Kill them!” Bones roars and his five hunters charge toward me.

      A wolf howls as I lunge for the leader, slamming into him with both palms. He roars in pain as the stench of burning flesh replaces the smoke and sweat. Shoving him backward, I withdraw my dagger and take my stance.

      He quickly recovers, and soon is standing before me with a short sword and a furious smile. Without a word, he takes a large step toward me and swings out. I dodge, leaning back and missing the blade by only inches.

      Ducking to the side, I slash out with my own and catch his abdomen.

      He spins around, and this time, I don’t move quite fast enough.

      Pain stings my arm as warm blood drips down my biceps.

      “That hurt, little girl? There’s more where that came from.”

      “Then come and get me, big boy.” I grin and rush toward him. Hand to throat, he coughs and stumbles back. I bring my foot up and slam it into his chest, sending him flying backward as one of his minions charges me.

      Spinning, I kick and knock him back. Another rushes toward me, so I wrap my arm around his throat and jerk, snapping his neck with a crunch that’s barely audible over the grunts of the fighting behind me.

      Bones gets back to his feet with a deafening roar, and I brace for impact. Before he can reach me though, power surges through my body and hits him and the other four hunters with so much force that it sends them through the concrete of the wall and into the adjacent building.

      I rush forward and jump, landing beside a groaning man. Driving my blade down into his throat, I waste no time as I rip it out and spin, slicing the throat of another.

      Finally, it’s just Bones and me in the lobby of what appears to have once been a restaurant but is now nothing but dust and broken-down tables.

      “What are you?” he roars.

      “I am a hunter.” I move toward him.

      “You are no hunter.”

      “I am a predator, and you,” I trail off, using my jeans to wipe the blood from my blade. “You are my prey.” I run toward him, and he moves to the side, bringing his blade up. Metal clashes as it meets mine. With my other hand, I draw a dagger and shove it in between his ribs. He stops moving, stumbling backward as his blade clatters to the ground and he sinks down beneath it. “Tell me what she wanted from you, and I’ll make your death quick.”

      Bones shakes his head.

      “You chose the wrong side,” I tell him. “And you will pay for it with your life. It’s completely up to you how painless it is.” Reaching down, I yank my blade free.

      “I won’t tell you a fucking thing.”

      “Fine. Willa?” Turning, I catch sight of a wolf stalking toward me. Her fur is matted with blood, teeth dripping with it.

      Bones’s eyes widen almost comically.

      “Last chance,” I say.

      This time, he doesn’t respond with words but rather spits at my feet.

      “Fine. Kill him.” I turn to leave as Willa lunges.

      Stepping through the hole in the wall, I take in the dead cluttering the ground of Tarnley’s blood bar.

      “You okay?” Elijah asks me, and I nod.

      “You?” His shirt is splattered with blood, and other than a split lip and a gash on his forearm, he appears okay.

      “Fine. Tarnley stepped out to call his cleaners.”

      “He’s dead,” Willa offers as she moves into the room completely naked since her clothes are in tatters on the floor, olive skin smeared with blood. I glance over at Elijah, amused to see him looking literally anywhere else as he takes his shirt off and offers it to her.

      “Thanks.”

      “Yeah.”

      I move past Elijah and stare down at the faces with complete disgust. Supernatural bodies are piling up, and for what?

      “What the hell is going on?” Willa demands. “What does Heather want? Why send the hunters after Jack?”

      “She wants a war,” I answer honestly. “To turn the tables so she can shift the power in her favor. And as far as the hunters and Jack, my guess is that they were here for him in the first place—possibly me too—but Heather made them a deal instead. Jack was his way of drawing me out.”

      “For Heather?”

      I shake my head. “He wanted me to make him a better deal.”

      “Then, how the hell did he end up with a small supernatural army?”

      “I don’t know. But we need to find someone who does. Fearghas?” I call out, and the fae appears on top of the bar.

      “You rang?”

      “How’s Jack?”

      “He’s pissed you lot didn’t let him stay behind and kick some ass. Before you ask, I did remind him that he was half-dead, but apparently that’s no excuse.”

      “Can you take me to him?” Willa asks, stepping forward, and Fearghas leans down to touch her shoulder.

      As soon as they’re gone, I reach for Elijah, who pulls me against him and presses his lips to mine. The kiss restores my energy—but not because I long for another fight.

      Tarnley clears his throat, so we pull apart, but I don’t go far. Elijah wraps an arm around my shoulders, and I lean against him.

      “You two really need a cold water hose.” The vampire grins. “Cleaners are on their way.”

      “Sorry about your wall.” I gesture to the massive hole in the concrete, and he shrugs.

      “They’ll take care of it. You two may want to get out of here though. I’d rather remain a neutral party, and if I’m seen with you lot, I’ll paint a massive target on myself.”

      “You’ve got it.” Before I can call his name, Fearghas appears beside Elijah, and we’re gone in the blink of an eye.
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      Hand in a bag of Skittles, Rainey sits on the back porch of Bronywyn’s cabin. Hair in a messy bun atop her head. She wears a long, white sweater and black leggings, her feet covered in plush socks with the words ‘fuck’ and ‘you’ stitched into the soles.

      The whole picture is so normal it makes me ache for a time when we aren’t at war. Soon. All we need now is to put Heather down, and the second Agatha finishes the tonic for Rainey to jam down her throat, we will do exactly that.

      She glances over at me and grins. “Hey, you.”

      “Hey.” Taking my seat beside her, I reach into the red bag in her lap and shove some Skittles into my mouth. I’m actually developing a taste for them, which is great since Rainey practically lives off the damned things.

      “How was your shower?”

      “Nice. Though, I long for nights of taking one for a reason other than rinsing the blood from my body.”

      Rainey chuckles. “That will be a nice change, for sure.”

      We fall into companionable silence. Somewhere, an owl hoots as insects chirp their nightly songs. It’s all so calming, this being out here with her.

      “What do you think our future holds?”

      Calming effect spoiled. “A beach and lots of sex, I hope.”

      She bumps her shoulder into mine. “Obviously those things, but I mean the others. Will you be okay if I want to try and get my job back?” Before I can reply, she sighs. “If that’s even possible at this point.”

      “If it’s what you want, we’ll find a way to get you back in. There’s not a damn thing I’m willing to let stand in the way of your happiness.”

      Turning her head, she smiles up at me in the soft moonlight. The freckles on her nose and cheeks are dark shadows against her skin, and I long to trace my fingers along each one. “What about yours?”

      “What about it?”

      “What do you want? You searched for the cure, but now you have it. What will you want to do when all of this is over?”

      I sigh. “Honestly, I truly haven’t given that much thought to it.”

      “Will you want to stay in Billings?”

      The weight of her question is apparent in the wide set of her eyes, the way she swallows hard as she awaits my answer. The fact that she would think for even a moment I would leave her, is appalling. “I will be wherever you are, my love.”

      “Really?”

      “Why are you so surprised?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I just figured you’d probably want to go somewhere else, do anything else. Being with me can’t be easy.”

      “You are quite a pain in the ass,” I admit, and she bumps her shoulder into mine again.

      “Not what I meant. I’m a hunter, a cop. I might as well be a magnet for danger. And given the amount we’ve gotten into lately, I wasn’t sure if that’s something you’d be willing to tolerate any longer than you have to.”

      “There’s not a damn force in this world that can keep me from you, Rainey. Especially not after everything we’ve gone through.”

      “Good.” Her reply is short, simple, but I can feel her relax beside me. “It was nice getting to see Delaney,” she says softly.

      I hadn’t brought it up, unsure if Rainey wanted to talk about it or not, but I’m damn glad she is. “I’m glad you got to see her even if it was brief.”

      “She told me that she’s proud of me.” Rainey’s voice cracks at the end of her sentence.

      “She should be.”

      “And she told me that she asked Cole to kill her because she was afraid of what she’d do to me if she stayed alive. She said Doloris was trying to get her to do things to me—to hurt me.”

      I swallow hard in an attempt to beat back the anger over the fact that I can’t go back in time and kill the old witch all over again for everything she’s put Rainey through. “Did she tell you why she left the box?”

      “For me to find. She didn’t tell me why, just that it was done on purpose.”

      “If you had to guess?”

      Rainey lets out a sigh and rests her head against me. “If I had to guess, I would imagine she wanted me to stop the lunar witches from being murdered and warn me that someone was after me.”

      “Which is why the supernaturals were gunning for you in the first place.”

      Rainey nods. “I can’t confirm that since we killed anyone who came after me, but that would be my guess. The Witch Council wanted me dead, and they were willing to do damn near anything to make that happen.” She cocks her head to the side to glance up at me. “They weren’t counting on me finding a big, mean vampire to protect me.”

      I smile down at her, appreciating the stroke to my ego. “You could have kicked their asses alone, I’m sure.”

      “Probably.” With a grin, she sets her Skittles to the side and climbs onto my lap, her knees resting on either side of my thighs as she straddles me.

      Hands going to her thighs, I stare up at her as the blood in my veins turns molten.

      “But if you’ll allow me to be the hero, I’ll gladly take on the role.”

      “I thought you told me in the beginning that you were no hero?” She lifts a finger, resting it on the side of my face and trailing it down my jaw.

      “For you, Rainey Astor, I’ll be any damn thing you need.”

      Her answering smile is intoxicating, and when she leans down and presses her lips to mine, lightning surges through my body, an intense reaction to the unbanked heat she pours into me. The new magic in her blood calls to me, and I grip her hips as she rubs against me.

      Dick hard, the clothing between us feels more like prison bars. Especially when she buries both hands into my hair and grips it hard, her tongue slipping into my mouth and tangling with my own.

      Not wasting time, Rainey reaches between us and grips me, her fingers wrapping around my length through the soft cotton of my shorts and squeezing just hard enough to send a wave of pleasure through my body.

      Still holding her, I get to my feet and set her down long enough to shove her pants down before lifting her again and setting her on the porch railing and taking her mouth again. With her soft lips beneath mine, I kiss her like it’s the first and last time—because who the fuck knows anymore.

      Then, I shove my shorts down and drive into her, filling her completely as her wet heat surrounds me. Each thrust brings us both closer to the edge, and when she cries out my name, the passion behind the simple word is so damned overwhelming it breaks me.

      “Marry me,” I whisper against her lips before pulling back and helping her down off the railing. She gapes at me, eyes wide, mouth partially open, lips swollen.

      “What did you say?”

      “Marry me, please,” I add with a grin.

      “I—” She reaches down and pulls up her leggings, so I do the same with my shorts. “Really? You want to get married?”

      “To you,” I confirm.

      “But we could die. Tomorrow, Elijah. My life span is not confirmed to be a long one.”

      “Isn’t that every reason to move forward? To do what we want to do when we can?”

      “But marriage—”

      “You don’t have to answer me right away if you need to think about it.”

      “I don’t need to think about it,” she replies quickly.

      “You don’t?”

      “No.”

      Nerves frantic now, I stare at her, trying to wait patiently. But, despite my long life, patience is not something I possess much of. “Well? You going to answer or leave me guessing?”

      Rainey grins up at me. “I was rather enjoying watching your wheels turn. Yes, Elijah, I will absolutely marry you.”

      I reach for her, fingers digging mercilessly into her ribs as laughter rips from her, a bubble that consumes me. Unfortunately though, in true fate fashion, that happiness is spoiled when a certain fae appears directly behind her.

      “What are we laughing about?”

      Both Rainey and I glance over at Fearghas, not even the least bit surprised that the fae decided to pop in. “Why are you here?” I ask.

      “Checking in on my favorite and least favorite hunter,” he replies with a wink. “You two get to figure out who I’m talking about. Go ahead, argue amongst yourselves.”

      “Raincheck,” Rainey retorts.

      He stares out over the forest beyond the back of the cabin. “Agatha sent me after you. Seems our bitch put-down potion is ready to go.”

      Neither Rainey nor I move. It’s hard to be excited about something that will more than likely end up with one or both of us dead.

      “Don’t everyone jump up at once,” Fearghas says, taking a seat in the Adirondack chair a few feet away from where we stand.

      We remain in silence, listening to the breeze ruffle leaves, the birds chirping overhead. “Can’t we just play hooky a little while longer?” Rainey sighs.

      “I won’t tell if you don’t,” Fearghas replies, and I wonder if he’s not just as exhausted over this whole thing as we are.

      As if on cue, Fearghas’s phone rings. He pulls it out and stares down at the readout before answering. “Hello, Agatha. Yes, I am here. Yes, I told them. We’ll be there soon.” He ends the call and groans. “Your grandmother is a ballbuster.”

      Rainey’s shoulders shake as she laughs and heads for the back door. “That’s one way to describe her. I’ll go get dressed.”

      As soon as she disappears inside, the fae appears beside me, leaning against the railing where Rainey and I just made love.

      “I’m not snuggling with you,” I reply dryly.

      “How do you think this fight is going to go?” Completely ignoring my statement, he leans back on the wood.

      “I have no damned idea.”

      “I will stay close to Rainey if you like. So I can get her out should things go poorly.”

      Cocking my head to the side, I study the fae. Jealousy has never been one of my issues, but considering the way he’s staring out over the trees with his casual mention of rescuing Rainey—

      “I do not wish to bed her, Hunter,” he says and turns to me. When I don’t respond, he rolls his eyes. “It’s all over your face. I am not interested in her in any way but one that urges me to keep her safe for the good of us all. If Rainey goes, I don’t believe we will stand a chance. She’s the glue keeping this flawed little party together.”

      As quickly as it came, the feeling vanishes. “I appreciate the offer, but I think if we shield her, it will just piss her the hell off. We’ll all watch each other. Just make sure you test your damned magic before the fight next time.”

      “You’ve got it.”

      I stand. “Stay the hell out here. We’ll come get you when we’re ready.”

      “No fucking!” he calls after me. “I already had to listen to that once today,” he groans as I head into the house to dress for what could very well be the last night of my life.
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      Once I have weapons strapped everywhere it makes sense, Fearghas brings Elijah and me to my grandmother. The second we materialize, I nearly choke on my own saliva.

      “We’re back in Salem?” Elijah demands, spinning on the fae, who simply shrugs and gestures to the garden shed out back where Elijah and I nearly died and ended up killing what I’m fairly sure amounts to a dozen shifters and one old witch.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I grumble as I lead the way to the old shed. After pulling the cabinet out, I stare at the hall where Elijah bonded himself to me while Doloris and her minions awaited us upstairs.

      Based on the way he threads his fingers through mine, I imagine he’s remembering the same. At least this time, I don’t have to smear my blood on his face so he can make it onto the warded property.

      “Your grandmother figured Salem would be the best place since your precinct has already sent local officers out to check the house.”

      “They wouldn’t think I’d be sleeping in an old shed,” I confirm. It’s the least likely place for me to be. “Did Tarnley ever—” I trail off when Elijah nods.

      “Your grandmother ordered new furniture,” Fearghas says. “I have to say she was rather pissed about it, and that fact amused me greatly.”

      “If she annoys you so much, why do you take her places?”

      Fearghas shrugs. “Currently, we’re on the same path. Should that change, so shall my inclination to help your family members.” He steps around me and pushes the door open.

      I breathe a sigh of relief when I see the entire place spotless, new leather furniture placed in the exact spot the old stuff had been in.

      To see it normal—well, at least as normal as a secret underground bunker can be—eases a bit of the panic at being back in the place where my entire world went to shit. As I continue my perusal of the room, I see the indented wood where Elijah pinned me against the bookcase, caging me in between his powerful arms.

      I can hear my grandmother talking in the kitchen to who I’m guessing is Tarnley.

      “Think she had to cover him in blood when she brought him in?” Elijah asks, and I snort.

      “Maybe he pinned her against the gate and did dirty things to her mouth too.” I wink, but Elijah looks like he might actually be sick.

      Which, of course, amuses the hell out of me.

      As if she heard us talking shit, my grandmother walks out with Jack, Willa, Tarnley, Jane, and Bronywyn on her heels.

      To my surprise, Josiah, Cole, Henry, Paloma, and Grey walk out immediately after. “Seems like the whole Scooby gang is here!” Jane announces, and I roll my eyes.

      “Scooby gang? Really?”

      “We’re literally a group of people hunting supernaturals. What else would you call us?”

      “I don’t know; something not used by pop TV would be nice,” Tarnley replies dryly. “Didn’t you ever watch Buffy? That’s their thing.”

      Bronywyn puts up a hand and turns to him. “Wait, you watched Buffy? As in Buffy the Vampire Slayer?”

      He shrugs. “I wanted to see what they got wrong.”

      “You loved it, didn’t you,” Fearghas asks with a grin. “Don’t be shy. I know I did.”

      Tarnley nods. “Thought it was hilariously brilliant. Cheesy at times—sure—but amusing nonetheless.”

      “That or you just wanted to watch Sarah Michelle Gellar’s ass while she stabbed vampires with pointy things,” Bronywyn says dryly.

      “Guilty.”

      Beside me, Elijah chuckles, and I grin up at him. “You a Buffy fan too?”

      “Not a chance. You’re the best vampire slayer I know.”

      “That was so cheesy I think I may be sick,” Bronywyn retorts.

      “Now that we have that ridiculous conversation out of the way,” Agatha groans. “Can we get back to reality?”

      I don’t bother pointing out that moments like this where we’re cracking jokes and semi-relaxing is what helps remind us what we’re fighting for. Because honestly, without it, I think we would probably all lie down and die.

      Not like our lives have been overly happy ever since Salem and less so in the last week.

      “I’m guessing you finished the potion?” I ask before I can dwell too heavily on the lives lost. A crow with purple tinges to her feathers flies out of the kitchen and lands on the bookshelf behind my grandmother. It’s so damn hard to remind myself that it’s Delaney inside there.

      “I did. And after going through a few more of the books, I managed to track down the exact spell she’s using with the succubus heart.”

      “Any idea how to counter it?”

      She sighs. “Unfortunately, until it runs its course, the damn thing is potent. You will need to be careful,” she tells me. “And you four need to stay the hell out of it,” she adds, pointing to Elijah, Jack, Tarnley, and Fearghas.

      “No fucking way.”

      “Nope.”

      “Definitely not.”

      “I’m not sitting it out.”

      A string of refusals spill out of their mouths, and based on my grandmother’s reaction, she is prepared for them. “If she manages to spell you, there will be no stopping,” Agatha warns and turns to Elijah. “As in, she could tell you to gut Rainey where she stands, and you’d be helpless to deny.”

      His hand tightens around mine.

      “You will have no choice but to obey her. Is that a risk you’re willing to take?”

      “Rainey can’t go in alone.” Elijah insists.

      “She won’t be alone. Jane, Bronywyn, and I will go in with her.”

      “Me too,” Willa chimes in.

      “No fucking way!” Jack bellows.

      Agatha narrows her gaze on him. “You do realize we have power of our own, correct? We are far from helpless.”

      “The succubus said her magic can work on me as well,” I speak up, hoping to save Jack from himself.

      “A succubus’ kiss is potent and can sway a female as well—yes. Though it’s far less likely and a hell of a lot more difficult to induce full submission since her power feeds on testosterone and we have less in us than those with dicks.”

      My grandmother using the word ‘dicks’ should have been more surprising, but it just seems the harsh woman I knew growing up hasn’t changed at all despite her softer side.

      “So you’re expecting us to step aside while you walk into what could be another trap?”

      I know Jack is remembering the club, the way it felt to be completely surrounded by animalistic shifters.

      Hell, I can still hear their roars as they surrounded us.

      “The place was blocked.” He turns to Willa. “The shifters inside couldn’t shift. They literally tore each other apart with their bare hands.”

      “I’m not sitting it out anymore,” she tells him and reaches forward, running her palms over his chest. “This is my fight now too.”

      “Willa—”

      “This is not up for debate,” Agatha interrupts.

      “Who the hell died and put your ass in charge? You’re late to this party,” Tarnley snaps. Then, he turns to me. “What do you want us to do?”

      I stare at him as heat creeps up my cheeks. I’ve run missions before with the department, sting operations that I called the shots on.

      And yet, this is a hell of a lot more intimidating than that was.

      Elijah squeezes my hand gently, a reminder that I’m not alone, and his support helps me find my footing. Even if the decision I’m about to make is going to really piss him off.

      “Can you get us some coms?” I ask Paloma.

      “I can get you a few.”

      “Then here’s the plan. We—” I gesture to myself, Agatha, Jane, Bronywyn, and Willa. “Will go in.” Jack starts to argue, but I put my hand up. “You guys will be just out of range of any issues but still close enough to keep contact. If shit goes bad, Fearghas can bring the lot of you in,” I add in case he was about to point out that Fearghas couldn’t leave the club. “Then, if the place is spell blocked, we can either fight our way out or all die together. Sound good?”

      Jack crosses his arms but doesn’t argue.

      “I don’t like it,” Tarnley says. “It’s risky.”

      “So is ending up with you four being her latest puppets,” Jane counters. “We need to keep everyone as safe as possible, and this way, we have a backup plan if everything goes to shit.”

      “Being forced to stand there and watch my people kill each other is the worst thing I’ve ever experienced,” Henry speaks for the first time, the Drake patriarch wearing a dark expression. “You have no idea what it felt like to know it was wrong and be unable to step in and do anything about it.”

      His words resonate with me in a way I’m not willing to visit—not yet at least. When this is over, I’ll take time to grieve, to work through what happened to me when Heather’s soul was in with mine, but now is the time for action.

      “Sitting out is the smart move for us,” Elijah says. “We will be nearby if anything goes wrong, but Rainey’s right. We go inside, and we’ve now put ourselves at risk for becoming yet another enemy they have to face.”

      Tarnley and Jack both suck in deep breaths but nod.

      “Do you think you can get those coms by tonight?” I ask Paloma.

      “I can have them to you by seven,” she says.

      “Great.”

      “How are we planning on drawing her out?” Bronywyn asks. “I doubt she’ll fall for the box trick again.”

      “We do it on our turf,” I say. “By making her think the one person she wants more than anything is alone and vulnerable.”

      “That would be you, I’m guessing?”

      “Exactly.”

      “How are you planning on coming off as vulnerable?” Jack asks. “No offense, Rainey, but you’re pretty fucking stone-faced. You’re too smart to do something stupid.”

      “Fearghas is going to take Jane, Willa, Agatha, and Bronywyn back to Elijah’s place. The silver won’t work on him, so he can get them inside and then get out while Elijah and I head there the old-fashioned way. We’ll fight openly about the box, I’ll mention not wanting it in the same place as her bones. If she’s watching the place—and I’m betting she is—when he leaves me alone to move the thing, that’s when she’ll show up.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “She needs them both. The lure of having them so close will be impossible for her to deny.”

      “And if she’s not watching the place?” Jack asks. “What then?”

      “We go back to the drawing board,” I reply, but I’m not worried. Heather is obsessed with getting her hands on the grimoire again. Because of that, I know without a doubt the bitch will be stalking the place. “I know she is, though.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m exhausted with you always thinking you know what’s best,” I snap at Elijah as we approach the steps of his house a few hours later. Without trying to appear obvious, I keep an eye on our surroundings, looking for anything that seems odd in the early morning. So far, I’ve got nothing.

      “I’m a hell of a lot older than you, Rainey,” Elijah growls from behind me.

      I whirl on him, forcing anger on my face as I’m met with an ice-blue gaze that holds no passion—no love. Damn, he’s good. “You may be older than me, but I’m the one who started this entire thing, I will be the one to finish it. And if I think the damned book needs to get moved, you’re going to help me move it. We can’t have it in the same place as the bones,” I add in a loud, yet hushed voice.

      Jaw clenched, he shakes his head. “This is a terrible idea.”

      I drop my voice. “Leaving it here was a terrible idea. Tell me, were you even trying to keep it out of her hands? I mean, fuck, Elijah… you didn’t even realize she was me.” The last thing is a low blow, and I see it on his face, but I need this to look real—for me to appear vulnerable. So I add a bottom lip quiver for full effect. “You fucked her, in our room.”

      “I thought—”

      “You thought it was me. I get it, but you should have known it wasn’t.”

      His answering glare is all heat. “I’ll open the fucking vault for you, Rainey, but I won’t help you anymore. You want to die? That’s on you, but I’ll have nothing to do with it.”

      “Great.”

      He reaches around and shoves the door open before making his way inside. Just in case anyone is listening or watching, we keep the fight going by not speaking to each other the entire way into the den.

      Elijah opens the vault, and I watch, biting the inside of my cheek as I try to fight the urge to run to him to let him know I’m not really mad about that night—that I don’t blame him. Because now I’m wondering if maybe I didn’t make a mistake by pushing so far.

      He turns to me as it slides open. “There. Have a nice life, Rainey. Call me when you’re not living with a death wish.”

      And when he storms out, my stomach churns, especially when he doesn’t bother looking back.
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      “You fucked her, in our room.” I can’t shake that statement, no matter how hard I try, and as I make the walk out to my car, it continues running through my mind despite the number of times I remind myself that Rainey and I were just faking an argument.

      And honestly, considering how arrogant Heather is, I’d be damned surprised if she didn’t show up even if only to remind Rainey that she’d managed to dupe me.

      After getting into my car, I take a deep breath and put it in reverse. It takes all of my willpower to pull out of the drive and leave Rainey behind. Especially when my gut is telling me this is wrong. That this entire plan is going to blow up in our faces.

      I ignore the voice and drive though because I’m pretty sure that’s only because a part of me feels like I’m feeding Rainey to the lions by leaving her where Heather can get to her.

      The car sputters and dies, smoke flying up over the hood. “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

      “What is it?” Jack asks through the com.

      “Car died.”

      “Fearghas can come get you.”

      “Not yet. I’m only about half a mile from the house. Stay put.” Grabbing my jacket from the passenger seat, I climb out and pull it over my shoulders. “We need as many eyes on Rainey as possible right now. I’ll be there soon.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” a familiar voice coos from behind. I stiffen, stopping to turn around even though I already know who’s going to be waiting. Heather is standing directly behind me, dark eyes lined in black, Aoife’s red hair pulled up on top of her head. “Hello, lover,” she greets.

      “Heather,” I growl. There’s no mistaking the woman before me even if she is inhabiting Aoife’s body. Gone is the sensitive, softer side of the fae, replaced with a dark, edgier woman I can’t recognize. Where Aoife’s eyes were once a soft green, these are so brown they’re nearly black—exactly like Rainey’s were when Heather had pushed her to the side.

      “Fearghas, get him!” Rainey yells in my ear a second before the fae appears beside me. The moment he does, he falls to his knees in agony, gripping both sides of his head as he stares up at Heather.

      “Tsk, tsk, little fae. Do you know how rude it is to interrupt a conversation?”

      “I’m coming!” Rainey yells as Fearghas clutches his head, blood dripping from his ears.

      “I’m sorry,” Fearghas mutters and disappears.

      “Good, back to a party of two.” She claps her hands together then pouts. “I am just so sorry you and Rainey had a fight. And over me. How flattering.”

      I’m unable to move, hell I can barely breathe, as she crosses the distance and trails her fingers up my chest.

      “I wouldn’t be too flattered,” I shoot back.

      “Oh, but I am. That you would go through so much trouble to defend what we did. You know, I’ve been unable to think of anything but your cock for days now. The way your body felt pressed against me.” She shivers. “Talk about a walking wet dream.”

      “What the hell do you want?”

      “Buy me time, Elijah. I’m almost there,” Rainey whispers.

      “We have some things to discuss, you and I,” Heather coos at the same time.

      “Fine. Then talk.”

      She laughs. “Oh, not here. This place is about to be swarming with police.” She pops some bubblegum. “Let’s get going, shall we?”

      “You called the police? Why?”

      “Are you really that stupid? Please, tell me you’re not just a pretty face. Eternity will get boring if you are.”

      Her words chill me to my core, and fear surges through me, making my stomach churn—my blood ice.

      “Rainey is going to rot in a cell. Or at least until someone kills her. Which, I imagine will not take too long. I hear prisoners still don’t take too kindly to being imprisoned with officers.”

      No longer worried that Heather will know we attempted to dupe her, I yell, “Get the hell out of the area, Rainey!”

      But I’m too late. Three police cruisers blow past us, turning into the drive that will take them straight to Rainey.

      “I love you, and I swear I will come for you,” she says moments before the sirens are heard through her line.

      “Fearghas, get her!”

      “Fearghas won’t be going anywhere, anytime soon, lover. I imagine he had enough in him for one more jump. At least for a while.” She wraps slender fingers around my forearm. “Now, how about we go have that conversation?”

      I materialize in a cell and immediately lunge forward toward Heather, who’s standing just on the other side of the bars. “Let me the hell out, Heather.”

      “Oh, okay. Sure. Why not?” She steps toward the gate and rolls her eyes. “I’ll never understand why people demand that from behind bars. As though I would go through all the effort to capture you only to let you out because you asked. Ridiculous.”

      “What the hell do you want with me?”

      “As I told you,” she says, sitting in a seat situated just out of reach. “We have things to discuss, you and I.”

      “What would those be?”

      “I have a proposition for you. Consider it a half-truce between the two of us.”

      “I’m not interested in a truce.”

      “You might be interested in this one since it involves you keeping your head.” When I don’t immediately respond, she grins at me. “See, I told you.”

      “What is it?”

      “You tell me where my book is and where they’re keeping my bones. I know neither of them is in your house anymore, so don’t even bother.”

      “There’s no chance of that happening,” I shoot back.

      “You sure about that?”

      I don’t even bother replying.

      “You will give me what belongs to me. It’s not even like you lot can use it. It’s mine, and I want it back.”

      “Then go have a conversation with Rainey. I’m sure she’d love to meet face-to-face.”

      Pursing her lips, she glares past me at the wall. “I am not a woman who does not get what she wants, Elijah. And the best part? I’m patient. You and I have an eternity together, and I plan to spend every single moment of it enjoying myself as repayment for the shit I put up with being locked in that box.”

      “Eternity? The way I see it, without an adrenaline rush, I’ll be dying in a good forty years or so.”

      When she smiles at me, it lacks all warmth and reminds me more of a walking corpse than a dangerous witch. “There will be no rest for you, Hunter. I have so many plans for the two of us. So many plans.” She looks me up and down in a way that makes my skin crawl.

      “Care to fill me in on what that means?”

      “In addition to my items, you will give me the next hundred years of your immortal life. You will be mine, a pet to do with what I wish.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I meant what I said before. I can’t stop thinking of you, and no matter how many pathetic warlocks, hunters, or shifters I’ve bedded over the last few days, nothing curbs my craving for you. You outmatch my previous lovers by a long shot, and I want to fuck until it’s out of my system. I feel a hundred years is more than fair a bargain.”

      I gape at her, the chill turning to frost as I contemplate what the hell she just suggested. “I would rather die a thousand times over than lay one finger on you.”

      She glares at me, previous amusement gone. “You might think differently if I still looked like your hunter whore.”

      “No, I really wouldn’t. It’s not Rainey’s body I’m interested in. It’s her soul, her heart. Your soul is nothing but shadows, and your heart?” I laugh darkly. “It’s not even your own.”

      Pushing to her feet, she shakes her head. “You’ll think differently after some time.”

      “Rainey will find a way to get out of the situation she’s in, and when she does, she’s coming for you.”

      Heather turns to me, her sinister grin somehow even more bothersome than what she wants to do with me. “I’m counting on it. After all, how will you watch her die if she’s locked in a cell?”
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      Being loaded into the back of a cop car is pretty much the last thing I expected to happen today. A coroner’s van, sure, but a cop car?

      Steel handcuffs pin me to the table, but they’re all for show. I could break them with a flick of my wrist, and I’ve considered it more than once. However, I know the likeliness of me making it out of this precinct alive or without having to kill any of my former co-workers is incredibly low.

      Still, the thought of Heather with Elijah. Adrenaline surges through my veins, and my hands begin to shake with the force of the fight brewing. Knowing he’s in danger is enough to push me into a full-on frenzy, so as the edges of my vision begin to fade, I do my best to focus on one problem at a time.

      And right now, being trapped behind bars would be a huge-ass problem I’d like to avoid.

      The door opens, and Paloma walks in, followed by two detectives I went through the academy with.

      “Astor,” Paloma greets tightly.

      “Captain. Can I ask what this is about?”

      “I think you know.” She takes a seat and gestures to Detective Antonioli Garland, his dark hair slicked back the way he’s worn it since the day we met. “You know Detective Garland and Detective Fine.” She gestures to the only other female detective in the precinct—and pretty much the only person here who has never really cared much for me.

      “Detectives,” I reply tightly.

      “Where have you been?” Garland asks, tossing a file on the table, a move I pulled more times than I can count when I was working.

      “Salem,” I reply tightly. “My family has some property there, and I was checking in on things before I sell it.”

      “Salem? Would that be the Astor property?”

      “Obviously,” I say to Fine.

      “Funny, we sent some locals there, and they said the place was not only empty—but half-burned to the ground.”

      “Which is why I’m looking to sell it. It’s been in my family for generations, but after my grandmother died onsite, I haven’t wanted to go back.”

      “It’s been quite a few years since she died, hasn’t it?” Garland questions.

      “It has. But as you know, I lost my sister two years ago, and it wasn’t until recently that I decided it was time to start letting go.”

      “Recently, huh?” Fine shakes her head. Arrogant bitch. “How recently? Would that be before or after you started receiving strange emails from a D Astor?” She opens the manila folder on the table, and I stare down at the emails Delaney had sent to me after she died.

      Now I’m guessing she had my grandmother send them for her. Either that, or she’s damn good at using her beak to type.

      “Stalker,” I reply. “I actually believed they might be behind who was trying to kill me a few weeks ago. Unfortunately, I haven’t been able to unearth anything.”

      “Of course not.” Fine lifts the email, and I find myself staring down at an image of Ramirez, throat slit open, pale, lying on his mattress, his hand outstretched toward his gun. My heart rate increases, and my breathing grows ragged as a lump forms in my throat.

      “Any particular reason you feel like showing this to me?” I demand, glaring up at her.

      “I would have thought you’re fairly familiar with it already.”

      “I saw him after he was killed. Captain Reynolds was there.”

      “She was, and so was your boyfriend, Elijah Hawthorne, right? Funny how he shows up, and now you’ve supposedly got someone trying to kill you, and your partner ends up dead.” She flips the image, and Ramirez is replaced with Kamie.

      My stomach churns as the memory I’m stuck with comes to mind. I can still hear her scream, feel the warmth of the blood on my hands, even though it wasn’t me who wielded the blade.

      I glare up at her. She’s always been a bitch, but this is an entirely new low even for her. “What the fuck is the purpose of this?”

      “We know you were in the area the night they died.” She flips the picture of Kamie over, and I’m gifted with the sight of me strolling past an ATM camera.

      “I saw him the night he died,” I tell her. “They had me over for dinner, so the fact that I was walking down the street is not that much of a surprise now, is it?”

      Paloma sighs. “This is hard for all of us, Rainey. But you have to see where we’re coming from.”

      “I get it, but I didn’t kill him. Ramirez was one of my best friends; he was my partner. The last thing I would have wanted was him dead!” I yell, emotion cracking my voice. Instead of shoving it down like I normally would, I let it come to the surface so the two in this room who think I might have killed him can see.

      “You know the game too well, Rainey.” Fine sneers at me. “But I’ll break you. Let’s give her some time, shall we?” Paloma stands, and they start to leave. Garland stops and turns back to me.

      “We just want to clear this up, Rainey. Help us figure out what happened.”

      “If I knew, I would have already hunted them down and dragged their asses in.”

      He swallows hard and nods, shutting the door behind them.

      “Rainey?” a voice whispers into the com still in my ear. So that he knows I can hear him, I clear my throat. But since I know the detectives are more than likely watching from the other side of the one-way mirror, I don’t risk any other tells.

      “I’m assuming you can hear me but can’t talk. If this is a shitty time for Fearghas to pop in and get you out, you might want to make a sound.”

      I clear my throat for the second time.

      “Noted. We’ll stand by.”

      He goes silent a moment longer, and I clench my fists together to avoid saying fuck it and just ripping the cuffs off.

      What the hell would they do about it?

      After all, they’re humans, and I’m not. Returning to this world, to this job, means nothing if Elijah doesn’t survive.

      I take a deep breath then another, trying to calm the brewing rage in my veins.

      “Ready for your get out of jail free card?” Fearghas asks, and I jump.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Getting you out. Paloma called. But we only have about five more seconds.”

      Without hesitating, I yank my wrists apart, breaking the chains and tossing them to the table before taking Fearghas’s hand.

      We materialize inside the living room of his penthouse. Jack, Willa, Jane, my grandmother, Josiah, Cole, and Henry all stand the moment they see us.

      “I’m so sorry, Rainey,” Jane offers, but I shake my head.

      “There’s nothing to be sorry about because we’re going to get him back.” Marching into the kitchen, I grab a mug and fill it with coffee from the carafe already brewed. “Now, where the hell is she? Anyone have any idea?”

      No one says a thing.

      “If you’re looking for me to snap, I’m getting damned close. So someone better hit me with a better idea before I shred this entire fucking city, looking for him.”

      “He may not even be in Billings,” Fearghas offers. “Aoife may not have been able to get to faerie, but she can still dematerialize like the rest of us, which means Heather can too.”

      The mug shatters on the wall behind him, and he jumps as scalding hot coffee drips down the muted grey.

      “If you don’t offer me a reasonable solution, I’m going to lose my temper.” Hazy black invades my vision, blocking out the edges of it until all I can see is the way my hands are shaking. All I can feel is the helpless panic settling in at the thought of what Heather could be doing to Elijah.

      Of what she could be making him do.

      “We know that she wants the book, right?” Willa offers, taking a step forward. “What if we use it to draw her out?”

      “Because it worked so well before?” Tarnley snaps. “She saw us coming from a mile away and used it to grab Elijah. Who’s to say she falls for it a second time?”

      An idea begins to take shape, and I turn to Bronywyn. “Do you know where the witches are holed up?”

      She crosses her arms. “I do.”

      “Can you take me to them?”

      “Any particular reason for this request?”

      “That’s for me to discuss when we get there.”

      She glares at me, and for a moment, I wonder whether or not I’m about to have an argument on my hands. Regardless, I have no intention of not getting my way.

      “I can.”

      “Great. Then let’s go.”

      “Rainey—” My grandmother starts, but I glare at her.

      “Elijah is mine to find. He comes first. I don’t give a shit else about any of this if I don’t have him, am I clear?”

      Begrudgingly, she nods. “I only meant to warn you to tread carefully. You have yet to learn how to control your new power, and there’s no telling who else Heather has managed to corrupt in the past few days. Seems she is hell-bent on starting a war. Don’t find yourself in the center of it unprepared.”

      Glass bottles on the top shelf of the large library shatter at once, sending shards and liquid in all directions as I glare at her. “I’m more than prepared.”

      She hands me a vial. “Then take this just in case.”

      “This is the tonic?”

      She nods. “You have to get her blood, Rainey. Without it, the potion won’t work.”

      “How long does it take once it has her blood?”

      “It’s instant. But I would really appreciate being looped in on this. The more bodies present during the fight, the more likely it is we will succeed.”

      “I understand. I will call Fearghas the second I get everything figured out. Where’s the book? Her bones?”

      “You’re planning on carting them around Billings while we look for her?”

      “I can’t very well use them as a bargaining tool if they aren’t on me,” I shoot back at my grandmother. “She won’t fall for false promises—today proved that.”

      Begrudgingly, she turns away and hands me a duffel. I try to ignore the way the bones clatter together within the fabric. Then, she hands me a leather satchel containing the book. “Those are all we have, Rainey. Don’t give them up unless you can kill her with the same blow.”

      “I won’t. Let’s go,” I add, turning toward Bronywyn.

      “Rainey?”

      Turning around once again, I face Jane. She smiles softly at me and reaches out to clasp my biceps. “We’ll get him back.”

      “I know we will,” I reply quickly. “Because there’s no other option.”
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      Adrenaline pumping heavily, I step into the front door of an aged house on the outskirts of town. Magic pulsates through me as I move through the threshold, letting me know the place was heavily spelled, and if they didn’t want me to be here, I wouldn’t be.

      Immediately to my right, women in various states of dress line the stairwell and balcony above. They stare down at me, and I can sense their fear—their nerves—from where I stand beside Bronywyn.

      “Bronywyn, it is lovely to see you.” A woman wearing a long golden skirt and billowy white shirt steps toward us from the bottom of the staircase. Dark hair piled atop her head, her golden gaze travels from the witch to me. “And you must be Elijah’s hunter,” she says softly, reaching forward to take my hand in hers. “You are such a gift to him.”

      I swallow hard, fear gripping my throat and making it near impossible to breathe. “He’s why we’re here.”

      Her expression darkens, and she closes her eyes as magic so potent I can nearly see it rushes from her and fills the air around us. “He’s been taken.”

      “Yes,” I confirm.

      Her eyes snap open. “You must get to him quickly.”

      “Why?”

      “Elijah is in grave danger.”

      “We know, Farah,” Bronywyn coos and moves forward to try to calm the woman. “Can we speak in private?”

      “Anything you say to me can be said in front of them.”

      “No offense, but I don’t know any of you, I won’t put Elijah at risk to avoid insulting you and your friends,” I retort.

      “And I won’t speak to you without them present. These women have been through a lot and are here of their own volition. But anyone here has sworn an oath to me and me alone. They will not and are not able to assist Heather as long as they choose to reside within my walls.”

      I glance to Bronywyn for confirmation, and she nods. Even as uneasy as I am, I know we’re running out of time. So I choose to trust the witch who brought me here, and if there is a problem, I’ll deal with it then.

      “We need to get him back, and in order to draw Heather out, I need your help.”

      “What will you have us do?”

      “I need someone to spell me, make it impossible for her to sense me until I’m close enough. And, I need someone willing to draw her out using this for bait.” I set the satchel down and unzip it, revealing the aged cover of Heather’s grimoire.

      Farah’s eyes widen, and she takes a step back. “You want one of us to take that to her?”

      “I do.”

      “Rainey, you can’t be fucking serious,” Bronywyn scolds, and I glare at her.

      “I am absolutely serious. I would turn this entire supernatural world over for Elijah. If I can kill the bitch, I’ll take that opportunity, but if my only choices are putting a dagger in her heart or saving Elijah—it’s no contest for me.”

      She shakes her head angrily but doesn’t reply further. Truthfully, I don’t give two shits what her thoughts of me are. They can call me weak, a coward, selfish—but as long as I have Elijah, the rest of the world can burn.

      “I want to help you, Rainey, but I can’t send any of my girls into a situation they may not walk away from.”

      I bite down on my cheek and try not to lose my temper.

      “I’ll do it!” a soft, feminine voice calls out as the women on the stairs part to let a petite, blonde woman through. Clad in tight black leather pants and a crop top, she looks nothing like a woman who would be willing to give her life.

      But when she meets me with eyes the color of steel, I see a strength I recognize. This woman has seen death—I know it without a doubt.

      “I will help.”

      “Raven—”

      “Your name is Raven?” I interrupt Farah, and the woman nods.

      “I am.”

      Talk about coincidence. “And you’re willing to walk right into Heather’s place if necessary and deliver the book?”

      She doesn’t even hesitate. “Absolutely.”

      “Why?”

      “She killed my best friend.” Raven swallows hard, eyes brimming with tears. “I will do whatever it takes to take that bitch down.”

      Farah wraps an arm around Raven’s shoulders. “You aren’t thinking straight, honey. You may not walk out of this.”

      “I don’t care.” Raven shrugs her off and stares at me. “Tell me exactly what you need me to do, and I will make sure it’s done.”

      “Can you take care of the spell, at least?” I ask Farah, and she nods.

      “I will do what I can, but it will take me a few hours to brew something strong enough.”

      “We can wait.” I don’t even bother looking to Bronywyn for confirmation. As I said, Elijah is mine to save, and I’ll do it with her help or alone.

      “Very well.” Farah nods her head toward us and turns around, heading up the stairwell. The witches follow.

      As soon as we’re alone, I turn to Bronywyn. “You’re sure she’s trustworthy?”

      “Believe it or not, Hunter, I wouldn’t risk Elijah’s life, no matter how much he’s pissed me off over the years.”

      Nodding, I cross my arms and move over to stare out of the window.

      “You would really give it all up for him? Your life? Your legacy? The world?”

      “Without even giving it a second thought.”

      “Why?”

      I carefully consider my next words, choosing ones that will come close to portraying the way I feel for the vampire turned hunter who stole my heart in a short number of weeks. “I’ve always fought, one battle after another. I never even thought before plunging right back into it. Not until Elijah. He’s the first one to give me a purpose not involving bloodshed.”

      Bronywyn looks away and swallows hard. I know she and Elijah used to be involved—that a long time ago, she’d been the one at his side suffering his storm while he grieved the loss of his first love.

      I’ve always known I wasn’t his first. And it’s never bothered me. Because I know, without a doubt, I’ll be his last.

      “Elijah and I have history,” she says. “As you well know. But I want you to know that I’m grateful he’s not alone. Even if—for a time—I’d wanted to be the one who fixed him.”

      I start to reply, but movement out of the corner of my eye captures my attention. Turning, I snarl as I recognize the brunette trying to sneak up the stairs. “Hey!” I yell, and she faces me, eyes wide, before racing up the steps. “Hey!” I repeat and lunge after her.

      The witch reaches the top step and slams into a barrier before stumbling back. She scrambles for the banister, barely grabbing hold with one hand before falling all the way down the stairs.

      Glancing back at Bronywyn, I nod. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “What do you want?” The wide-eyed witch tries to get through the barrier again, but it stops her once more.

      Reaching down, I grip her by the throat and lift, pinning her against the wall and pulling out a dagger with my free hand.

      “You were at the club where my friends and I were attacked by mutated shifters.” My tone is soft but dangerous. She starts to mutter something, so I press the blade to her throat. “Don’t even fucking think about it.”

      “It was just a job!” she chokes out. “Farah!”

      The older witch appears on the other side of the barrier, face red with anger as she takes in the sight. “What is the meaning of this?!”

      “Why don’t you ask her?” I ask, my blade biting into the witch’s throat. A crimson bead forms on her skin, and she swallows hard.

      “Andrea?” Farah asks expectantly.

      Tears well in her eyes. “I’m sorry, Farah. I had to. If I didn’t, she was going to kill him.”

      “Kill who?” Farah questions. She tries to step down and glares at Bronywyn. “Please remove the barrier, Bronywyn. This is my home.”

      “Rainey?” she asks, and I wish I possessed the words to confess how much that show of loyalty means to me.

      “It’s fine.”

      She snaps, and the barrier falls, letting Farah step through. “Who was she going to kill, Andrea?”

      A tear slips free from the woman before me. “Benji,” she whispers. “Heather told me she would kill him if I didn’t help her.”

      I drop the witch, taking a step back toward the banister. “What exactly did you do?”

      Her gaze shifts from me to Farah and then back to me again. “I spell blocked the club to make it so you couldn’t use magic inside.”

      “You managed to keep a fae from dematerializing, how?”

      Her eyes bulge. “I did what?”

      “There was a fae with them,” Bronywyn explains. “He was unable to dematerialize until I removed the block.”

      “I swear I didn’t know I could do that. I only meant to make it so you couldn’t use your power.”

      “So Heather knows Bronywyn is working with us?” I ask.

      “Yes. She knows about all of you. The vampire too.”

      One glance at Bronywyn tells me just how unhappy she is about that particular revelation. Though, personally, I’m not surprised she figured it out. It’s not as though we were actively trying to keep them hidden.

      “How did you assist her and still reside within these walls?” Farah snaps, crossing both arms. I can’t tell if she’s more angry or embarrassed that another witch was able to circumvent her magic.

      “I haven’t helped her since I’ve been here, Farah, I swear.”

      “And what of Benji?”

      “He’s safe. As soon as I did what she asked, I warned him, and he went into hiding.” She turns to me. “I couldn’t let him die. I love him,” she chokes out, and I take a step toward her. Farah moves in, obviously concerned about what my next move will be.

      And she should be.

      “Your actions nearly got everyone I love killed,” I growl. “So tell me why I should spare your life when you clearly weren’t going to spare mine?”

      I see in her eyes the realization that she may not walk away from this. It’s something I’ve seen a hell of a lot over the last few years, and still, despite my knowledge that she should pay for her crimes, I can’t bring myself to spill any more blood.

      Especially not when I’m prepared to let them all burn to save Elijah.

      “Rainey.” Farah places a hand on my shoulder. “I will ensure Andrea no longer aids Heather. She will pay for what she’s done. But if I can, I will plead for her life, for she did what she did with the intention of saving someone she loves. Is that not what you’re doing here?”

      Farah’s words are a near duplicate of my own, but I still let Andrea swear for another moment before nodding. “Fine. Get her the hell away from me.”

      “I will continue your potion,” Farah tells me. “Take her upstairs.”

      The witches who’ve been behind Farah step around her and grab Andrea by the arms, hauling her up the stairs as I make my way back down toward Bronywyn.

      “That was merciful of you,” she comments.

      “Believe it or not, I’m not a fan of killing.”

      “Given your ‘slice first, ask questions later attitude’, I’d say that revelation is surprising.”

      I start to snap back at her when I catch the ghost of a smile playing at the corner of her mouth. She’s fucking with me, so I smile back. “Careful, Witch, I’m starting to think you like me.”

      She shrugs. “You’ve grown on me.”
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        * * *

      

      Raven in the backseat, Bronywyn and I head back toward Fearghas’s penthouse in complete silence two hours later. The shield Farah brewed for me is in my hand, and I turn the vial, studying the dark liquid.

      It looks harmless enough, but Farah assures me it will shield me from any magic detection for at least an hour. Possibly two depending on the strength of Heather’s spell.

      I didn’t bother reminding her that it’s not just Heather’s magic but the magic of whatever witches she’s managed to corrupt as well.

      In order to win this, we have to get close enough to take out Heather, but we can’t forget we’ll also be facing an army of supernaturals and we have very few at our sides.

      Bronywyn pulls into the parking garage, and we all climb out, continuing our journey upstairs without speaking.

      The moment we step inside Fearghas’s apartment, the room quiets, and all eyes turn to us. “This is Raven,” I introduce the newcomer even as I take in the three other new faces. “Who—”

      “While you were busy recruiting, I did a little myself,” Fearghas says proudly. “Rainey Astor, meet Sylvia Ragnar.” A shifter nods her head, though she’s not one I’ve ever met before. I don’t sense lycan or feline on her, nor do I detect any other type of animal.

      “She’s a phoenix,” Fearghas whispers in my ear. “Giant firebird.”

      “Got it.”

      “This is Kendrick, elected leader of the feline shifters here in Billings.” A dark-skinned man with a wide smile nods at me while reaching out to shake my hand.

      “It is quite an honor to meet an Astor and not have to worry about losing my head.”

      Deciding immediately I can like him, I smile. “At least, not yet.”

      He throws his head back and laughs. “At least, not yet,” he replies.

      Fearghas continues, gesturing to a familiar woman I recognize immediately. “I believe you know Danica.”

      “The succubus from the other night outside the church.”

      “It’s nice to see you again.”

      “Why are you all here?”

      It’s Sylvia who answers. “We wish to stand with you when you fight. Our people will stand with you as well.”

      “You will risk your lives?”

      “Heather is not just out to destroy your life,” Kendrick says. “She has threatened our people as well, our livelihoods—our families. We will fight alongside you, Hunter, setting our differences aside for the destruction of our common enemy.”

      I smile at him, appreciating his honesty. They’re in this for their families just as I am in it for Elijah, who is my family. Shifting my gaze over them, I nod appreciatively. I may not have full control over whatever magic I inherited from the void being closed, and I may not have an army the size of Heather’s, but we’re no longer alone.

      Which makes my next words so much more believable.  “Then let’s kick some ass.”
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      The door leading into my cell squeaks, and I jump to my feet, prepared to fight. Instead of Heather though, I see Stella creeping toward me in the near-pitch black of my cell.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” I spit out at her.

      “Shut your damned mouth. I’m trying to help you.” She steps closer, and the moonlight shining in from the window glints on something silver in her hand. A key, from what I can tell.

      “Help me?”

      “I’m trying to get you out. Come on.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I owe you my life, with this action that debt will be repaid.”

      “You nearly killed Rainey,” I growl and step toward her. Stella does not bow away from me though, instead, she waits for me to get closer and stands toe to toe with me, her steel-backed resolve apparent even in the barely visible space.

      “Rainey is a hunter, Elijah, and Heather’s vision will put witches back on top where we belong.”

      “Who the hell says you belong on top?”

      “Nature. The original witch was the first, the vampires come second. How do you not know your history?”

      “I know all about the history of it all, including how power hungry your kind can be. You don’t care who gets hurt in the end. The only thing that matters is that you get what it is you’re after.”

      Stella glares up at me. “If that’s truly how you feel, then I suppose it’s a good thing you are no longer second on the food chain.” She tosses me the key. “Get the hell out before I change my mind and decide my life debt belonged to the vampire and not the hunter.”

      She turns to leave and is nearly out of my cell when the lights turn on and the cell is illuminated. Heather stands in the doorway, a dagger in one hand, an apple in another. “Well, isn’t this quite an interesting turn of events?”

      Stella takes a step back. “Heather, I—”

      “Can it, little witch, I’m uninterested in your excuses. Especially when I know exactly why you were here. I heard it all, right up to the point where you were bouncing between praising my plan and stabbing me in the back.” She moves into the room, taking the two concrete stairs one at a time, her movement slow, predatory. “Haven’t I told you how I feel about being stabbed in the back?”

      “I owe him,” Stella says. “A life debt.”

      “A life debt that shall be repaid,” Heather confirms. “With your blood.” She dematerializes only to reappear in the cell with Stella and me. Gripping Stella by the throat, she slams her into the wall.

      I lunge toward her, but with one wave of her hand, I’m tethered to the concrete beside her with chains that appeared out of thin air. I fight against the hold as Heather trails the dagger over Stella’s throat.

      “I am so incredibly disappointed in you, Stella. I thought you were one of the good ones.”

      “Please, don’t kill me,” Stella pleads. “I can help you.”

      “You tried to let my pet go. You know how I feel about that. I’ve told you just how important Elijah is to my plan, what he means to me, and you were willing to free him to suit your own selfish needs and desires. Is that truly the mark of someone worthy of my loyalty?”

      Stella shakes her head, a tear rolling down her aged cheek.

      “Let her the fuck go,” I growl. “I’m still here, aren’t I?”

      “Yes, but for how long? This little creature could very well turn on me again. After all, fool me once,” she sings the last part, a chilling tune that makes my blood ice. “I won’t be anyone’s fool, ever again.”

      Stella screams in agony, her head turning up to the ceiling as blood drips from her ears and nose.

      “Stop!” I roar, fighting against the hold, but the chains won’t budge.

      “Bye, bye now, Stella,” Heather sings as if she’s not about to condemn the witch to an eternity of living within the veil, unable to move on and experience peace of any kind.

      Stella’s screams fall silent as her head lolls forward. Heather drops her, the sound of the corpse hitting the floor not something I’ll soon forget.

      Then, she turns to me. “I was just coming to see you, lover,” she chirps, running the tip of her blood-red fingernail over my collarbone. The sting is followed closely by blood, and Heather dips her finger in it, slipping the digit between her lips and moaning. “Damn, you taste just as good as you look.”

      She moves in and sucks on my throat, drawing my blood into her body. I don’t say anything, and every time I struggle against the chains, they tighten, further pinning me to the wall.

      “We are going to have so much fun together, Elijah. Once I get my bones back. If you think this body is nice? You should see mine.”

      “I already told you; I’m not telling you where anything is.”

      “Oh, I know, but your hunter is already on her way to me with all I want in hand.”

      I swallow hard and try to beat back the panic rising in my chest.

      “Don’t try to hide it, lover. I know you are afraid of something happening to her. But don’t worry. You’ll move on after a few decades.”

      “You’d better not—” My words are cut short when she snaps her fingers and my mouth clamps shut. I’m unable to open it, to speak, so I glare at her, hoping all of the hatred and rage nearly burning a hole within me is present on my face.

      “I am going to kill her, Elijah, and you’re going to help me.” She steps toward me, gripping my face with her hand. “We are going to do great things together, you and I. For every queen needs her king.” She leans in, and I try to turn my head, but nothing happens. I fight with every bit of my strength, even as her lips touch mine.

      The dark magic is like a plague, infecting my lips first; then moving to my tongue, mouth, my chest. I can feel it crawling beneath my skin even as I try to stifle its growth.

      Heather snaps her fingers, and the chains disappear. I fall to my feet.

      “What the fuck did you do to me?”

      “Just made you a bit more trustworthy, lover. Now, be a good boy and come sit.”

      My body obeys even as my mind fights her order. But as the darkness begins to spread, infecting my brain, I stop being concerned with Rainey or this fight I find myself in the center of.

      The only thing that matters is pleasing my queen. I kneel before her, prepared to lay down my life at her feet.

      My queen kneels with me, her fingertips gently caressing the side of my face as I stare into her eyes.

      “Now, when I tell you to kill your hunter, what will you do?”

      I don’t even hesitate. “Kill her.”
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      Kneeling on top of a nearby building, Fearghas beside me, I focus on the young witch I just sent into what could be the lion’s den. Or at least, I fucking hope it is. We’ve been to nearly every single supernatural hangout spot and have yet to find the witch bitch we’re after.

      Quite a few rowdy shifters and one handsy vampire, but nothing we couldn’t handle.

      Raven holds herself well, the bag with Heather’s grimoire slung over her shoulder as she makes her way toward a warehouse club frequented by supernaturals.

      If the bartender from the club the other night was working under Heather’s thumb, it seems like a good enough place to start looking for the bitch.

      Raven’s com unit is on, so as soon as she steps inside, music beats against my eardrum.

      “Shit, that’s loud,” Tarnley complains. “I don’t know why you need it. Aren’t you supposed to have great hearing?”

      “Even a hunter can’t hear through that much techno, shut your damned mouth so I can listen.”

      “Hey!” I hear Raven call over the com.

      “What can I do for you, sweetheart?”

      “I’m looking for a buyer,” Raven says, dropping her voice.

      “What kind of buyer?”

      “Someone who is interested in antiques.” She pats her bag. “Old texts, perhaps?”

      Without being right there and able to witness the bartender’s body language, I have no idea how the conversation is actually going. At least, not until he says, “I have someone in mind. Come this way.”

      The music grows louder before fading completely. I can hear a door shut, and I pay close attention so I can make sure I don’t miss Raven’s call for help should she utter the word concerned.

      “Right this way.”

      After a few brief moments, another door shuts, and a familiar voice sends rage furling up my spine. “Hello, please have a seat,” Heather coos through the com. “What’s your name?”

      “Raven.”

      “Well, Raven, I’m going to take great care of you.”

      “It’s her,” I whisper to Fearghas. He disappears, returning a moment later with Jack and Willa. Then, after leaving again, he comes back with Agatha and Jane.

      “I’ll grab the rest and bring them in once you’re ready.”

      “Thanks.” I start to head toward the fire escape, and Fearghas grabs my arm. I spin around, meeting concerned eyes.

      “Please don’t get yourself killed. You’re the least irritating of the bunch.”

      “I’ll give it my best shot.”

      “Just remember that if you do, I can come kick your ass in the veil.”

      “Understood,” I reply with a nervous smile. Truthfully, I have no idea what to expect when I walk into this club. The place is crawling with supernaturals, and there’s no telling whether or not they’re in their right mind. But after scouring all the supernatural hangout joints for the last four hours, the fact that we finally found her—there’s no way in hell I’m sitting on this one and waiting for a better opportunity that may never come. I turn to my grandmother and Jane. “Are you two ready?”

      “We are.”

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” I ask, turning to Jane. “If you get into a bind and need your magic—”

      “Then I use it,” Jane replies.

      Delaney’s crow is perched on top of my grandmother’s shoulder, her black talons clinging to a heavy jacket. “You do whatever you have to do to survive,” my grandmother tells me. “Don’t you dare die in there.”

      “You guys too.” Turning back to Jack and Willa, I take a deep breath. “Shall we?”

      “Let’s do it.” Jack takes Willa’s hand, and they start across the rooftop, since the building is only two stories, they jump rather than taking the fire escape. I follow, my increased strength making it so I don’t injure myself further by taking the shortcut.

      My boots land softly on the concrete, and I take the lead as we cross the parking lot toward the club. My part in this plan is simple—make a scene. And I have every intention of doing just that.

      The second I reach the door, it swings open, and a bouncer with a massive hoop through his nose stares down at me. “Can I help you?” he asks, his voice deep and gravelly.

      “I’m here to see a bitch about a missing hunter.” Reaching up, I grip the nose ring and rip, before lifting my leg and slamming my foot into his chest. He flies backward inside the club as the music continues pumping and the crowd dances without a care in the world.

      The bouncer jumps up with a war cry as blood drips down his face. Right on cue, I hear Fearghas clear his throat behind me, and I turn around as three dozen shifters, a handful of succubae, and one massive firebird burst into the club. The latter is such a fucking awesome sight, I have to take just a moment to watch as she swoops down with huge talons and rips the bouncer up from in front of me. Where she touches him burns, and he roars as his entire body erupts in flames.

      Screams echo through the warehouse as the music stops mid-song, and chaos reigns. I walk through it as the fighting breaks out around me, my sole focus getting to the bitch who stole the only person who makes my life worth living.

      A woman comes at me from the right. I slam my fist into her nose and keep moving.

      A man lunges for me. I spin, kicking him in the chest, before driving my blade down into his throat. Two more race toward me, so I pick up the pace, running and pouncing, knocking them both to the ground and quickly cutting their throats before jumping back to my feet.

      Covered in blood, I fight as necessary while continuing to move forward.

      Always moving forward.

      I can hear through the com that Heather is still talking to Raven, not concerned with what’s happening below, and I take that as a sign she either has no clue or doesn’t care about the fight that broke out.

      The stairs open to a long, narrow hallway. Weapon loaded with silver bullets at the ready, I clear each room prior to moving forward.

      Cold sweat drips down my spine, my nerves frantic as I get closer and closer to the end of the hall.

      She has to be here.

      He has to be here.

      One more door. I grip the handle and shove it open. Raven spins in her chair, acting surprised, while Heather simply smiles up at me. Aoife’s eyes were once green, but now they’re solid black.

      Eyes are the windows to the soul.

      “Finally! You were really taking your time getting here.” Heather leans back in her chair. “You can go now, little mouse,” she tells Raven, who gets to her feet and rushes out, winking at me as she reaches the door. “She won’t make it outside. Such a pity,” Heather adds.

      “Where is he?” I demand, staying far enough back just in case the bitch thinks she’s going to dematerialize me somewhere.

      “How about we have a conversation. Then, we can get into all that.” She gestures to the chair, but I remain where I am, weapon aimed and ready.

      Her bones weigh heavily on my back as I eye the grimoire Raven carried in, still sitting on her desk. They were my final offering in exchange for Elijah, but now that I’m facing her, I’m reminded of all she’s taken, and I don’t know that I can let her walk away.

      Even if it costs me everything. “How about I put some new fucking holes in you.”

      Heather throws her head back and laughs, a throaty sound that brings goosebumps to life on my skin. “You are something, aren’t you? How about we look at this logically. You put bullets in me, I’ll simply rejoin you.”

      Now, it’s my turn to grin. “Except you can’t.”

      Heather’s smile falters as she studies me with a new appreciation. “It’s not possible.”

      “It is possible. There’s no longer a void within my soul, Heather, which means there’s no room for you.”

      She swallows hard.

      “I wonder what will happen if I kill you now.” I step forward, staring down the barrel at her.

      “You kill me, and you’ll never find Elijah.”

      “I bet I will.” I pull the trigger, aiming for her arms instead of center mass. She dodges to the side, resulting in the bullets hitting the wall behind her. Sheetrock dust puffs out as I continue firing. Heather disappears, and I spin just in time to face her. She slams her forearm into my arms, sending my pistol to the side.

      I drop it but slam my palm into her chest, and she flings back into the wall behind her.

      With a savage grin, she dematerializes. “You can’t beat me, Rainey Astor. No matter how much you try.”

      “You’re wrong.” Spinning, I face off with her again. This time, pulling at my power. I just need to get close enough to hit her with it. Lunging, I nearly collide with her, but she disappears.

      I spin again, and this time, with my power at the surface, I slam both palms into her. Screaming in pain, she stares down at the charred handprints from where I touched her. “How’d that feel, bitch?” Gripping her throat, I reach for my blade, but she’s gone in an instant.

      I turn again and see that she’s reappeared behind her desk, standing beside a door. “You want Elijah?” she asks, her cheeks red with anger, bright hair wild around her face. “Here he is.”

      She pulls open the door to an adjoining room, and Elijah steps out. I start to rush toward him but stop mid-step when I see what she’s done to him. My heart breaks into a thousand pieces as I stare at him.

      Solid black eyes have replaced the blue as he stares at me, every bit the monster he once was.

      “Elijah?” I choke out, hoping to reach the man beneath the beast.

      He takes another step toward me, and for the first time since we met, I’m genuinely terrified he may kill me. “I know you’re in there,” I whisper. “Come back to me.”

      “So sad, really,” she says softly, running her fingers over the muscles of his arm. He never tears his eyes from mine. “You’ve already lost so much, little hunter. I wish I could apologize for taking him from you too, but I just can’t.”

      “Let him go. You can have me.”

      “I don’t need you. Especially not when you’ve brought me both the book and my bones.” She gestures to the bag on my back. “I’ll be taking that now.”

      Clutching my blade, I don’t give her any warning before I send it spiraling across the room. It embeds in the flesh of her shoulder, and she glares down at it, unmoving.

      “Kill her,” she snarls to Elijah.

      With the force of a predator, he surges toward me, our bodies colliding as we both slam into the wall behind me.

      He drops his head and tries to rip out my throat, but I manage to bring my arms up and break his grip. Slamming my face into his nose, I ignore the pain and the way his bone crunched beneath the force of my hit.

      Stumbling back, he doesn’t even bother to cover his nose, and when he stares up at me, nose broken, blood dripping down his face, I don’t see even a trace of the man who’d once held me in the dark.

      “Don’t you love my new pet?” Heather’s melodic voice carries through the large room a moment before she appears beside Elijah. She reaches up and tousles his hair. “Who am I kidding, of course, you do. That was kind of the whole point. And after your little show—I have to say, I’m enjoying this far more.”

      I notice the dagger missing from her shoulder and find it on the floor beside the wall across from me. “Let him go, and I might not rip your head from your shoulders.”

      She grins at me. “Really? That’s what you’re going with?” Her fingers leave his hair and trail down his shoulder, bicep.

      A growl emanates from deep within me as the power I can barely control calls to the surface once more.

      “Don’t worry, I take really good care of my pets. And this one is my favorite.”

      I swallow hard, trying my damndest to keep my calm despite the raging storm within me. “I thought I was going to enjoy killing you before, but now? I’m pretty damn sure it will be the best moment of my life.”

      Something breaks just outside, and Heather whirls around. Using her distraction to rush toward her, I drop my shoulder and slam into her body, knocking her across the room. Retrieving the dagger, I roll away from her and back to my feet.

      “Kill her!” she orders Elijah again.

      I turn just in time to avoid his fist colliding with my jaw.

      “Elijah,” I call out. “I know you’re in there. Please, come back to me.” Quickly, I pop the cap of the vial long enough to take the blood-slicked blade and dip it into the liquid. I’m just sticking the cork back in when he charges once more.

      Spinning out of the way, I bring my elbow back as he tries to come at me from behind. Then I turn, unwilling to have my back his direction for long. The dagger clatters from my hand, and I barely manage to keep my grip on the vial that I’m more than ready to shove down Heather’s throat.

      He growls at me and lashes out with hands that have given me great pleasure and are now determined to deliver pain.  Elijah comes after me with everything he’s got, and I block hit after hit, the entire time playing defense because I don’t want to hurt him.

      Soon, he’ll give me no choice, and that terrifies me far more than anything else Heather could have done to me. I dodge a hit to the ribs, only to move too slowly to avoid another blow. Elijah’s large fist collides with my jaw. A bone cracks, and pain explodes across my face. The vial clatters to the floor. I stumble back into the wall and duck down, using my foot to sweep his out from under his body. When he’s on his back, I withdraw the dagger from my boot as I straddle him, pressing the cool silver to his throat.  “Don’t make me kill you,” I whisper, tears streaming down my cheeks. Each word brings me pain, and not just because of what I imagine is a fractured jaw. “Please, Elijah.”

      He bucks beneath me, and I slam my fist down into his face. Once. Twice. Three times. Still, each time, he glares up at me, new blood on his face.

      “I love you,” I urge him to hear before grabbing the vial and racing across the room to Heather, who’s watching with sick glee. She throws her hand up, but the spell block Bronywyn placed on the room must have just taken effect, so the bitch can’t do a damned thing. Grabbing the back of her neck, I jam the entire glass vial into her mouth, draw my fist back, and ram it into her cheek. Glass crunches, and she screams, spitting blood-covered shards of it onto the ground.

      Agatha didn’t tell me how much I had to get into her system, so I’m really hoping it was enough.

      “What did you do?” she roars loudly and closes her eyes. Nothing happens. “What the hell did you do?”

      I smile. But before I can respond, large hands are on my back, ripping me away from her before I can drive a blade into her heart. I slip my shoulders out of the backpack full of bones, and he throws it to the side, snarling as he wraps a hand around my throat and slams me to the ground.

      “Rainey!” Jane yells as she and Agatha burst into the room.

      “Get to her bones! It’s done!” I choke out, as I claw at Elijah’s hand. He leans down, and I slam my forehead into his. It dazes him just enough that I’m able to bring my fist up into the side of his head. He topples to the side, and I flip back up to my feet just in time to see Heather growl as she reaches for Jane.

      Agatha rushes forward, but with the spell block in place, there’s not much she can do. The moment she’s close enough, Heather grabs a metal letter opener and brings it up, stabbing my grandmother in the chest. She stumbles back, eyes going wide as she stares down at the blade protruding from her body.

      Her eyes find mine less than a second before she falls. Elijah grabs me again, wrapping an arm around my throat as he pins me against his body.

      “No!” I scream, trying to fight my way out of Elijah’s ironclad grasp. “Agatha! No!” I scream until my lungs burn as Jane stumbles back, and Heather reaches out, her hand closing around the throat of my best friend.

      “Bring her out here. She should watch this.”

      Elijah drags me after her, and I stare down at my grandmother, who’s lying in the center of her own puddle of blood, chest barely rising and falling as she steadily loses the fight.

      Before I even have time to process though, Jane screams, and I’m yanking at Elijah’s hold. Kicking, hitting, no longer concerned with hurting him, I give him everything I have. I grab my dagger and bring it up, slicing into his forearm, but he doesn’t budge. Heather glares at me and waves her hand to fling the blade away. I realize then, far too late, that while the potion may have removed her ability to regenerate like a fae, we’re no longer within the confines of the spell block.

      Which means she has full access to her witch side.

      “You took away my fae magic with your little spell,” Heather retorts angrily. “But you should have known that I’m a hell of a lot more.”

      “Use it, Jane!” I yell. “Please!”

      Jane gags, her words not audible as her face turns red.

      Fear paralyzes me then as I realize I’m completely helpless. “Fearghas!” I scream for the fae. “Fearghas, help!” Breath coming in ragged gasps, I long for a blackout even as I know one won’t come now that we’ve closed the void.

      Anything that would make me more than I am is impossible. I pull at my power, the burning shock doing nothing to Elijah, no matter how much power I pull into me. I can smell his skin burning beneath my hands, and still, he doesn’t relinquish his hold.

      “Please,” I cry. “Please, don’t.”

      Heather laughs.

      “Say goodbye to Jane. This really has been a long time coming. And now, I’ll have your magic too. Tell me, was killing me worth all of this?”

      Jane’s agonized scream tears through the room, her head falls back as she arches her back in pain, trying to do anything to alleviate it. She screams again, and I watch as blood drips from her eyes, her ears, her nose. I cry out as every moment we’ve ever had together runs through my mind.

      From the skinned knees, to first loves, and everything in between, I watch in complete horror as my best friend’s soul is ripped from her body.

      She said she wanted rest, that she was exhausted with living, but this—this is not what she deserves.

      “No!” I scream, biting down on Elijah’s arm, but again, he doesn’t move.

      What feels like an eternity later, her body slumps, and Heather drops her to the ground. “You thought you could beat me,” Heather growls, stalking toward me. “You foolish little bitch. You should have known better.”

      “Yes, we should have.”

      Hope unfurls within me, replacing the grief as Jane stands, withdrawing a blade from her hip.

      “How—”

      Heather doesn't get the chance to finish her sentence as Jane rushes forward, and with the force of her anger, she drives her blade into Heather’s heart. The bitch stumbles backward into the room, staring at Jane in complete confusion.

      Jane takes another step toward her and spins, slicing out. Heather’s throat opens, and blood spills from the gash as she falls to the ground, landing beside Agatha, her mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water.

      Behind me, Elijah bellows and releases me, rushing toward the fallen witch.

      “Grab him!” Jane orders. I don’t hesitate and am reaching for him as a blood-soaked Jack rushes into the room, Fearghas looking exactly the same beside him. Cole runs in right behind them, his naked body soaked with blood. “Get him out of here. Lock him in the bunker back in Salem,” Jane orders, kneeling to grab the ruby-encrusted dagger from the floor. Fearghas, Jack, and Cole disappear with Elijah in tow. Then, Jane marches over to the duffel in the corner and rips the bag open, revealing Heather’s bones.

      I don’t have time to ask her how she’s alive before she’s dumping the bones onto the ground.  “What are you doing?”

      “The only way to make sure she doesn’t come back is to destroy her bones,” she says quickly, her tone sharper than I’ve ever heard it before. “It will work better if I don’t do it alone.” Without making eye contact, she reaches back for my hand, and I take it without hesitation, kneeling beside her.

      Jane closes her eyes, and power surges through the room. “What once was here, now must go, into the dark you go. What once was here, now must go, into the dark you go,” she repeats. “Into the dark you go, my dear, into the void you’ll stay.” Another strong surge of power nearly shoves me backward, but Jane’s hand in mine keeps me right.

      A scream fills the room, high pitched and chilling as the bones begin to pop and smoke, folding into themselves and dissolving. Black smoke swirls around us with such force it sends our hair flying around our faces.

      “Don’t let go!” Jane orders as something rips at us, trying to tear us apart. I cling to her hand, holding my ground as the smoke grows so thick I can barely see.

      Finally, with a terrorizing scream, it dissipates, and I look down toward the bag, finding nothing but dust.

      She’s gone.

      Jane pulls her hand from mine and stands before turning to face me for the first time since she stood back up.

      “How are you—” The question dies in my throat when I realize the gaze I’m staring into doesn’t match the mismatched one of my best friend. Instead, dark eyes with flecks of caramel—so similar to my own—are what’s staring back at me. Covering my mouth with my hand, I stare at her as she watches, waiting for my response.

      Truly, I have no idea how I’m supposed to feel. Grief over the loss or guilty that I feel some joy at the gain. Maybe a hell of a lot of both. But I know that as soon as I utter her name, it all will become real. Tears well up in my eyes, and I whisper, “Delaney?”
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      Fearghas appears beside me, Cole, now wearing pants, beside him. “Rainey?” the fae asks softly, stepping in front of me as I gape at my sister.

      “Is it really you?” I choke out, ignoring him.

      Her caramel eyes fill with tears. “It’s me, Rain.”

      Beside me, Cole chokes on a sob. “Del?”

      She shifts her gaze and smiles at the shifter. “Hey, Cole.”

      He stumbles back, and the sound of bones popping fills the room as he shifts from man to wolf and bounds through the door and down the stairs.

      I can’t even begin to process his reaction, not with everything that just happened staring me in the face.

      “How?”

      “When Heather ripped Jane’s soul out, I briefly passed her in the veil. Since I have the ability to repossess, I took the chance to take out Heather. I couldn’t let her kill you.” She steps forward, and I see fear written all over her face.

      A face that once belonged to Jane and now apparently belongs to my sister.

      “I—”

      “Wait a minute,” Fearghas waves a hand in front of us. “You’re Delaney Astor?”

      She nods.

      “Not Jane.”

      “No.”

      “Damn, I leave for two minutes and miss a lot of shit.”

      Grief strangles me as tears stream down my face. “Jane’s gone? You saw her?”

      “I did.” She smiles softly. “She said to tell you to eat all the Skittles you want.”

      I choke on a strangled laugh and nod even as I know it hasn’t all hit me yet.

      My grandmother is dead.

      Jane is dead.

      Elijah is—fuck, I don’t know what he is.

      “Did you take Elijah back to the bunker?”

      Fearghas nods. “Whatever she did to him—it’s bad. He nearly took a chunk out of Jack.”

      “Where’s Tarnley?”

      “Here.” The blood-covered vampire moves into the room and takes stock of the two dead women. “She’s dead?”

      I nod. “What happened downstairs?”

      “A hell of a fight. Josiah’s pack managed to wrangle some of them, and the succubae are working their way through removing the spell.”

      “As soon as they’re done, Fearghas will bring one of them to the bunker.”

      “Elijah?” he asks tightly, and I nod. “I’ll bring my team in to handle cleanup.” He starts to turn away but meets Delaney’s gaze. “You’re not Jane.”

      “Tarnley, meet my sister.”

      His eyes widen as he looks between us. Bottom lip quivering slightly as he realizes what that means, he nods at her. “Nice to meet you, Delaney.” Then, he disappears into the hall.

      I grab the book, shoving it into my now empty duffel, before turning to Fearghas. “Take us to Salem.”

      Gripping our hands, we dematerialize, appearing in the bunker in time to hear a massive roar rip through the space.

      “Thank fuck,” Jack curses as he rushes toward me. His ear is covered in blood, parts of it knitting back together. “Your boyfriend nearly bit my fucking ear off.”

      “That’s not my boyfriend,” I growl and drop the book as I rush toward the steel door separating us from the room where we first found the grimoire in.

      “Whatever the fuck he is, he nearly killed me. Do we know how to help him?”

      “I will be bringing back a succubus,” Fearghas offers before disappearing.

      “Hi, Jack.” At Delaney’s words, he turns, eyes widening when he sees her.

      He glances at me, and my bottom lip trembles as I fight back another wave of grief. “Jane is dead.”

      “Then who—”

      “Delaney,” I interrupt. “She possessed Jane’s body after Heather ripped out her soul. She killed the fucking bitch.”

      Eyes wide, he stares at Delaney, and a tear slips down his cheek. “Delaney?”

      “It’s me.” She smiles and rushes forward as he wraps his arms around her. “I missed you, Jack.”

      “Fuck, Delaney, I missed you too.” They embrace for a moment before he releases her and steps back. “I—”

      “I know about Willa, Jack. I’ve seen you two together, and I can’t tell you how happy I am that you found someone.” She touches the side of his face gently. “We were always great friends, and I don’t want to lose that.”

      “We won’t,” he promises her.

      Elijah lets loose another wall-shaking roar, and I turn toward the door, pressing my hand to the steel door as everyone else around me fades.

      “We’re coming, Elijah.”
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      The door opens, and both Jack and I jump to our feet, hoping like hell to see someone—anyone—with some good news for a change. It’s been six hours since we put Heather down and brought Elijah back here.

      Six damned hours, and Fearghas has yet to show up with help. I know there were plenty of supernaturals who needed help, but Elijah is mine.

      Losing my grandmother, my best friend—it’s taken one a hell of a fucking toll on me. My entire body aches, residual from both the fight and the mental state I’m currently stuck in.

      So much lost.

      And for what? A power-hungry bitch with an ax to grind.

      Tears burn in my throat, the ache something I worry I will live with for a long damned time.

      If what doesn’t kill you is supposed to make you stronger—watch the fuck out because I might as well be a walking slab of concrete.

      Delaney walks in, face contorted in disappointment. It’s still so hard to get used to my sister being back, especially when—other than her eyes—she looks exactly like Jane. But having her here has almost soothed some of my pain, even as I feel guilty as hell to feel any joy in her return at all, given it cost Jane her life.

      “Anything?” Jack asks. He’s been at my side, along with Delaney, since Fearghas brought us here and left for the club again.

      “Fearghas said they are finishing up and should be here soon.”

      “Fuck,” Jack murmurs. “I’m going to go grab you some water, Rainey.”

      I don’t respond as I sink back to the floor, defeat weighing on me, and Delaney sits to my right, setting my cell down beside me. “He’ll be here soon.” She wraps an arm around my shoulders and pulls me against her in a move she’s done countless times since we were kids.

      “Every hour that passes, I can’t help but wonder if whatever the hell she did to him is going to last forever.”

      

      “How are you doing?” I ask her, looking for any possible distraction from my current scenario. Elijah roars behind me and slams into the door. I wince when he falls to the ground and cries out, an agonized sound that tears me up no matter how many times I’ve heard it over the last few hours.

      “Okay, I guess I feel guilty, tired, and hungry all at the same time.”

      “Jane wouldn’t want you to feel guilty.”

      “I know that, and I know that as a bird, I really didn’t have much of a choice given it was either body jump or let Heather kill you, but it still doesn’t make the one I made any easier. I hate that Jane died, that Grandma died.”

      My throat tightens, the burning of fresh tears making it difficult to swallow. “Me too.”

      Fearghas brought both Aoife and Agatha’s bodies here so they can be laid properly at rest while Tarnley’s team takes care of the rest. Then, he popped out of sight again, promising to return once the succubae were done.

      “Tell me about the day you and Elijah met,” Delaney requests. I know she’s trying to distract me, so I let myself remember the first time I spotted his ice-blue gaze in that club.

      “He sat next to me in a club. But I didn’t know what he was then. He was just some hottie with an accent,” I joke. “Anyway, we didn’t officially meet until he pulled me out of the alley.”

      “You have no idea how terrifying it was for me to watch that happen and not be able to do anything but squawk and try to poke out their eyes. Seeing Elijah show up—shit, Rain, you should have seen the way he decimated them. It was very hero-like.”

      The ghost of a smile passes over my lips. “He would hate being called a hero.”

      “What do you think, big guy?” Delaney asks, yelling into the room behind us. “You good with it?”

      He growls.

      “See, he’s fine.”

      Smiling, I rest my head on her shoulder and watch the clock on the wall across from us. The smile fades as I realize yet another hour has passed since the last time I took notice. Tears slip down my cheeks as I pray harder than I ever have. Please don’t let this be the end. Please bring him back to me.

      Grief overwhelms me as another blood-curdling roar breaks out from behind us. “I don’t know how much more I can take, Del.”

      “I know,” she whispers.

      Fearghas appears in front of us with the succubus from the night Elijah found me in the church. I jump to my feet, hope briefly overshadowing my pain.

      “How long has he been like this?” she asks, rushing across the room.

      “Six hours,” I reply.

      “Shit. We’re nearly too late.”

      “What? What is it?”

      Fearghas’s face is grim, and I wait for someone to tell me what the hell is going on.

      “I need to get in there,” the succubus says.

      “Why?”

      “Because if I don’t, your hunter is going to die a very miserable death.”

      I rush forward and reach for the security panel that will take us into the room where I first found the box. “He’s not himself.”

      “Chances are I’ve seen worse.” I swallow hard and type in the code as Delaney moves closer to Fearghas.

      Elijah stands against the far back wall, his chest rising and falling rapidly. The shirt he wore when we put him inside is falling in tattered shreds from his muscled body. Blood smears his chest, hands, and nearly every bit of wall inside the room.

      When he looks up at me, it’s with eyes black as night.

      “Seal us in here,” the succubus orders.

      “What? Why?” Delaney questions, moving forward.

      “Just do it.”

      She looks to Fearghas, who nods, then back to me. “It’s okay, Del. Do it,” I tell her. “Wait—” Jack starts.

      “No. No one else comes in here,” she orders. “We can’t give him any more targets.” She turns to Fearghas. “When I call for you—” She glares at Jack, then back at Fearghas. “You alone come in, Fae.”

      Jack starts to argue, but Delaney steps forward, lips flattened, and presses on the keypad. The door slides shut, sealing us inside.

      “What are we supposed to do?”

      “Don’t move.” She steps toward him, and he growls, more animal than man. “Hey, beastie,” she coos. “Come to me.”

      He snarls and shakes his head.

      “Do you have a blade?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “Pull it out and slice your palm open.”

      I don’t question, just do as she says, ignoring the bite of the blade against my skin. The first droplet falls to the floor, and Elijah lunges for me. I move—barely in time to avoid being pummeled—and the succubus launches onto his back.

      He bucks, spinning to get her off, and I rush forward to grab him, attempting to hold him still.

      “Take this and smear it onto your palm. Fae! We could use you in here!” she calls out moments before Fearghas appears.

      “What can I do?”

      “Grab his other arm. We need to pin him.”

      I take the glass vial filled with a pale pink paste and do as she says, opening it and spreading some onto my palm while they wrestle Elijah into submission. “What now?”

      “Press it to his lips,” she grinds out as Elijah flings her around like a rag doll.

      I swallow hard and rush toward him, dropping my shoulder and hitting him in the gut. He slams back into the wall, and I take my hand, smacking him in the mouth with the paste-covered injury.

      The moment the contact is made, he stills before dropping to his knees. Lowering my hand as he goes, I keep contact the entire time. He doesn’t fight it, just breathes deeply and reaches up with shaking hands to grip my forearm.

      I hold my breath, waiting for the moment I’m met with familiar blue eyes.

      “He will be fine now,” the succubus says.

      “What was in that paste?”

      She glances over at Fearghas. “It’s a blend of herbs we grow to curb the magic. At times, especially with the less experienced women, they put too much venom into their kiss. This is what we utilize to bring the man back to normal.”

      “I do not understand your kind.”

      “Nor do we, you. Now, please take me home. We are preparing to relocate, and there is much to do.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      The succubus nods, and she and Fearghas disappear.

      “Elijah?” I whisper, and he groans against my hand, still kneeling before me.

      His shoulders shake, and I drop to my knees in front of him as he looks up at me. “Rainey.” My name is a hoarse whisper, and I lose it.

      Tears stream down my cheeks, and my shoulders shake as I all but jump into his lap and his arms come around me. “I thought I lost you too.”

      “I couldn’t—fuck, I remember all of it, Rainey. I’m so sorry.”

      I pull away and see his tear-filled blue eyes. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Jane,” he chokes out. “Your grandmother.”

      I try to swallow, but the lump is painful, and I drop my head as grief threatens to rip me apart all over again. I held it together for the last week, keeping my mind on saving Elijah, and now that he’s here, kneeling in front of me, it breaks through—water from a dam.

      His arms come around me again, and we rock, two broken souls clinging to each other because somehow, together, we make each other whole.
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      Two weeks have come and gone, a blur of making arrangements for our trip and doing what we can to avoid the Billings PD who, despite Paloma’s best efforts, are still gunning for Rainey.

      But it’s no matter because, in a few short minutes, we’ll be standing on the soil of Ireland where I have every intention of getting Rainey to forget everything that’s happened the past couple of months.

      Maybe then, I will experience some reprieve from the crushing guilt I carry with me over the deaths of Jane and Agatha.

      Delaney strolls into the living room of Tarnley’s home, a pint of ice cream in her hand as she plops down onto the couch and digs in.	“Chocolate chip cookie dough?” I ask.

      “Is there any other kind?”

      Smiling, I shake my head. “Have I told you how nice it is to have you back, Del?”

      “You have, but I still appreciate the sentiment.”

      Losing Jane was a hell of a lot harder than I was prepared for. She’d become such an intricate part of my life in the time we knew each other. And while Rainey was missing, a friendship was formed.

      Having Delaney back doesn’t change that for me even if it is great to see my old friend once more.

      “You know, I thought that once we sent that witch back to hell, I could stop being used as a personal taxi service,” Fearghas announces as he walks into the room.

      “We need you,” Rainey adds, following close behind. “Unless, of course, you want to have to break me out of jail again.”

      “I’d really rather not,” he says dryly.

      “Then Ireland it is.” She turns to Delaney. “Are you sure you’re okay with this? You just got back. It feels super shitty to leave you alone again.”

      Delaney sets her ice cream to the side and gets to her feet. “I’m fine. I will be reading up on magic and staying put in this silver-lined house to keep myself from being discovered on the off chance they’re looking for me—or rather Jane.”

      Rainey bites down on the inside of her cheek. “This feels wrong.”

      “Please go. Have fun. Enjoy living the life you fought your ass off to have. I promise I’ll be fine.”

      “I’ll keep a close watch on her,” Fearghas offers. “Should there be any issue, I will swoop in and save the day once more.”

      It takes everything in me not to roll my eyes. The fae has been jabbing at me that he’s the one who brought the succubus in since the day after I came back. Apparently, he doesn’t feel it’s too soon to remind me that I nearly killed the woman I loved and was part of the reason Jane and Agatha both died.

      I shut my eyes and take a deep breath.

      The nightmares certainly haven’t gotten any easier to live with.

      The door leading to the tunnels opens, and Tarnley walks in, cracking it behind him. The strained look on his face tells me all I need to know. This is not something I’m going to like. “What is it?”

      “I need to speak with you both.”

      “What is it?” Rainey asks.

      “The Immortal Council wishes to meet with you both.”

      “The Immortal Council?” Rainey clarifies. “As in the council that oversees the entire supernatural world?”

      Tarnley nods.

      “Why?”

      “They wouldn’t tell me, but based on what they had to say, it can’t wait.”

      “Tell them to fuck off,” Rainey replies dryly. “They didn’t want to get involved when we needed them. They can suck a massive dick now.”

      “While I appreciate your colorful insult, Miss Astor, I’d really rather not suck a dick. At least, not today.” A woman pushes the door open, and the moment I get a glimpse of her face, I move closer to Rainey.

      “Who the fuck are you?” she demands from beside me.

      “I am Mrs. McClough.”

      Rainey pales as she stares into the eyes of the woman she’d once believed to be behind Delaney’s death. “You knew my grandmother.”

      “Yes.” She answers softly. “I’ve known you and your sister for quite some time as well—or rather, your cousin as it turns out.”

      “Delaney is my sister.”

      “What do you want, Lucy?”

      She doesn’t even blink an eye at my calling her by her first name. “I want to offer you two an opportunity that I urge you to truly think about before responding.”

      “I’m assuming you already know we’re going to deny it,” Rainey snaps.

      Her soft green eyes find mine before flicking back to Rainey’s. “Again, I urge you to truly think prior to spouting off whatever insulting garbage is running through your mind.”

      “Now that you’ve insulted me, go for it.”

      “The council believes it would be beneficial for all supernaturals to come to an agreement on a truce. It is our belief that by extending the Immortal Council to include ambassadors for the hunters as well as all other major supernatural factions, we will be able to maintain a higher level of peace amongst ourselves.”

      “In other words, you want to avoid another original witch type situation. A power grab.”

      “That would be ideal, yes.”

      “You do realize my kind kills your kind, right? That it’s in our DNA to hunt you.” Rainey’s reminder sums up everything I love about her in less than a second. She’s strong, ballsy, and doesn’t give a single fuck—as she would put it.

      “Yet, you managed to fall in love with one of us, prior to his change, of course.”

      “Elijah’s a special case. You can’t run around forcing hunters and supernaturals into blind dates.”

      “Your hunter friend Jack is going to be mating a shifter next week, is he not?”

      “He is,” I reply tightly.

      “Then it can be done.”

      “And if we refuse this offer?”

      “Then I will find someone else. Though I truly don’t believe there is anyone else who can handle this position.”

      “What about rogue supernaturals?” I demand. “What will you do with them? I doubt all of you will start playing ball with the rules laid out in the Accords. If that were the case, humans wouldn’t be getting slaughtered by the dozens each night.”

      “The rogue’s will be free game for your hunters. But as a capture only. We will decide their fate.”

      “You want to take a group of mercenaries and civilize them?” Rainey snorts. “That’s a damned hopeless cause if ever I’ve seen one.”

      Lucy’s jaw tightens. “It is only hopeless if no one fights for it.”

      “Then where the hell were you when we needed your help?” Rainey asks. “You were hiding out, not bothering to offer any kind of assistance.”

      “You never asked.”

      “Because you were busy trying to have me killed!”

      She glares at Rainey. “You were a lunar divide witch. That alone is a death sentence for a reason.” Her confirmation is enough for me to want to drive a dagger into her heart, but killing a council member would lead to a war I want no part of at the moment. Not when we’re so close to peace.

      “I thought the Witch Council was the only one who knew about that.” Bronywyn had told us as much from her experience occupying a seat. Though, I don’t confess that to Lucy.

      “The Immortal Council sees all, Mr. Hawthorne. We knew of their mission and we supported it.”

      “So many innocent women died because of that dumbass law,” Rainey spits out. “And I was almost one of them.”

      “Necessary casualties in order to avoid a war.”

      “A war that nearly happened anyway,” Delaney joins in.

      “Get the fuck out,” Rainey growls at the council member. “I want nothing to do with your council. You want a poster child for your new supernatural order? Find someone else.”

      Lucy’s cheeks redden. “You will regret turning me down.”

      “I have nothing to fear from you,” Rainey growls back. She looks to Tarnley. “I trust you can escort her out?”

      He nods.

      “Delaney, you might want to pack. This house has been infested.” Rainey pops the ‘d’ on that last word, glaring at Lucy as I try to swallow down my joy at seeing Rainey shut down one from the trio who runs the entire supernatural community.

      “Will do.”

      “Fearghas?”

      “Coming.” He jogs over to us and touches both our shoulders. “Ta-ta.”

      We rematerialize on the Cliffs of Moher, staring out over the ocean as the water crashes into the rocks. “Your bags are in your room. When you’re ready to return, just give me a call.”

      “Thanks, Fearghas.”

      “Anything for my favorite hunter,” he grins and disappears.

      Wind whips around us, sending Rainey’s dark hair lashing around her face. It’s such a beautiful sight. “You okay?” I reach down and cup her cheek, tipping her face up to mine.

      “I just hate that she showed up and spoiled our morning.”

      “Spoiled?” I look around, not seeing anyone around. No supernaturals, no humans, no bloody war looming on the horizon.

      Just me.

      Just Rainey.

      And the Cliffs of Moher.

      “I don’t think she spoiled anything.”

      Rainey smiles up at me. “You’re right. Fuck her.”

      “I’d really rather fuck you,” I whisper, leaning down as Rainey laughs.

      I kiss her deeply, my hands holding her to me, my lifeline, my breath, my love.

      “What do you want to do first?” I ask, pulling back just enough to look into her face.

      “I have no idea. It all seems so insane that just a few weeks ago, the world was falling apart, and now it’s all over.”

      “Every ending is a chance to start anew,” I tell her, repeating something my mother told me centuries ago. I gesture out over the sea before turning back to her and cupping her face once more, the pads of my thumbs brushing over the tender skin of her cheeks. “Welcome to your new beginning, Rainey.”
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      Even as most of us wish to deny it, dying is something we all must face at one point or another. Typically, when one is taken by the hand and walked into the afterlife by the reaper, we stay gone. Leaving behind loved ones to grieve and carry our memory throughout the years.

      Unfortunately, that’s not how it worked for me.

      After I died, there was no peace, no rest. At least, not for long. A witch ripped me from the afterlife in an attempt to feed on the magic of my soul. So here I sit, ice cream half-melted beside me, as I turn the page in the latest magic book I’m devouring in an attempt to control the magic unleashed the night I saved my little sister from being killed.

      Magic that belonged to the witch whose body I now reside in.

      My hope is that if I can control it, then maybe I’ll be ready for a fight should the curse placed on her centuries ago apply to me as well.

      There could be nothing to worry about. After all, the soul that once resided in here is gone now, but I’m a prepper.

      And now that I’m back, I sure as hell don’t want to die again. This is my second chance to be here for Rainey, to experience life. I want to live it as long as possible.

      Fearghas appears in front of me, and I jump. “Shit, Fearghas, I’m never going to get used to that.”

      He grins and plops down on the couch beside me. “What are you reading?”

      “A book. Ever seen one?”

      “A book!” he exclaims as he pulls it out of my lap. “That’s what this is!”

      Laughing, I steal it back.

      “Don’t you want to go out, do something fun?” he asks, batting long, dark eyelashes.

      “Like see Eira again?” I wiggle my eyebrows, and his grin spreads. The last three weeks since Rainey and Elijah went on their prolonged vacation, he’s dragged me to Eira’s club for dinner. And each night, she’s come to sit at our table while he practically drools over his food.

      “You have to tell her that you’re interested,” I say, setting the book aside. “This whole thing is getting a little too stalkery for my taste.”

      “It’s not like you have much else to do,” he claims.

      “I do have something else to do.” Getting to my feet, I head for the kitchen of Bronywyn’s mountain cabin. After Lucy McClough, a woman I’ve known nearly my entire life, who is also a member of the Immortal Council showed up at Tarnley’s, I knew it wasn’t safe to stay. So Fearghas brought me here, and Bronywyn reinforced the wards, making it impossible for anyone to get into the house unless explicitly invited. Well, unless you’re a fae and immune to pretty much all magic.

      Fearghas basically just shows up whenever the hell he wants.

      “Being a bookworm is not a thing to do. It’s a way of life. And to be honest, Delaney, I’m disappointed in your disinterest to have fun.”

      I laugh and stick the container in the sink as I fill a glass with water. Taking a drink, I close my eyes and savor. You don’t realize how much you’ll miss something until it’s gone. And damn, I missed fresh water.

      Being a bird had its upsides. Sure, being able to fly was pretty damn awesome. But having to drink from a birdbath? A pond? A puddle? I don’t know that I’ll ever get the taste of asphalt out of my mouth. “I’m so sorry to have let you down.”

      “You can make it up to me. Put on a dress, and let’s go dancing.”

      “I will not be used in your ill-fated attempt to make a siren jealous. I value my life, thank you very much.”

      Fearghas scoffs just as someone knocks on the door. I head for the front as he follows, complaining the entire way.

      Pulling the door open, I expect to see Tarnley or Bronywyn, but when my eyes take in the sandy-haired shifter half-naked on the porch, his muscled chest covered with blood, it sucks the air from my lungs.

      Pained cognac eyes meet mine, the grief in them makes my knees buckle and I nearly stumble forward, right into the shifter I’ve loved for years but was never allowed to have. “Cole?”
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        * * *

      

      Curse Of The Witch is coming soon! Click here to pre-order! As always, if I hit my goal early, I’ll move the release date up!
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        Delaney thought death was where her story ended…turns out, it was just the beginning.

        Click here to pre-order

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Be on the lookout for the next book in the Vampire Huntress Chronicles!
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