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            The First Witch

          

        

      

    

    
      There once lived a woman who loved a man with everything she had.

      He was her sun, her moon, the very stars in her eyes, and she was happy—her heart full.

      Until one morning when he tossed her aside for another, driving her away from the place she’d grown up—away from those she’d once loved. 

      Distraught, she raced deep into the woods of Ireland, desperate to lose herself to the wilderness because with her death would come peace. 

      Four days she starved herself of food and drink, and soon, a beautiful woman appeared before her—a fae princess. 

      This creature promised her vengeance on those who’d hurt her, and after four days of misery—death was no longer on the woman’s mind. Retribution was now her only lover, the only thing she wished for. 

      But the fae’s gift was not without a price.

      In exchange for power unlike any other who walked within the mortal realm, the woman sold her soul to the ancient being. 

      And with this exchange, the first witch came into existence.

      For a time, it soothed her broken heart, and years passed in solace brought her peace.

      But not long after, the seeds of her evil barter began to take root. The warm sun no longer brought her joy.

      The moon no longer gave her peace.

      The stars no longer offered anything but a realization that night had once again fallen over the world.

      This witch was losing everything that made her human.

      And soon, she felt nothing.

      Desperate to regain even a shred of what she lost, the witch used her power to craft a potion that would grant her human lover immortality.

      But from evil, love cannot grow.

      His attention began to wane, a bloodlust forming that made him yearn for only the crimson drops found within the veins of humans.

      With this bloodlust, the first vampire was created.

      Angry, for she’d once again been left for another, the woman crafted a second potion. This one would not come with the same bloodlust but rather give her new lover strength, power, abilities beyond that of a human.

      Abilities that would make him the first hunter.

      He used this new power to track and kill the first vampire, erasing him from the world. But still, it wasn’t enough.

      Fearing she might lose another lover to the potent magic, the witch created a third and final potion. Using it, she brought into existence another species—the shifters—who her hunter could track and kill for all of eternity.

      And for a time, they were happy.

      But all things must come to an end.
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            Rainey

          

        

      

    

    
      Invisible fingers wrap around my ankles, nails clawing at me, dragging me down toward the footboard of my bed. “Elijah!” I thrash against the hold, screaming until my lungs burn. “Elijah!” I grasp at the covers, attempting to maintain my grip.

      I call Elijah’s name until my voice cracks beneath the weight of my cries. But all the while, despite my struggle, he does not wake.

      I kick, freeing one leg only to have more hands gripping it as, the entire time, the other me stands at the foot of my bed, right beside an ever-changing void that I know without a doubt, will swallow me whole should I lose my grip.

      Three black crows sit atop my dresser, watching right along with her.

      Waiting.

      For what? I have no fucking clue.

      But there’s no way in hell I’m going out this way. Give me a blade, a gun, a grenade, I don’t fucking care. But death by invisible hands in my own bedroom? No fucking way.

      They yank again, ripping me over the top of my footboard while my fingers clutch the wood like a lifeline. Which, I suppose in this case, it is. Black swirls behind me, and I kick again, spinning my body around so I can see her—me—standing near my closet now. She grins, a sinister smile that chills every bone in my body. Then, her attention shifts to something beside me, and the smile vanishes, replaced by a hatred so palpable I can feel it in the air around me.

      “If it weren’t for him, you’d be with us already.” Her voice is layered with others, making it impossible to narrow down to one tone. Then, her tight-lipped rage is replaced with a smug smile. “We won’t fret though, Rainey, for the time will come when you will call upon us. And when you do—you will wish you had done it sooner.”

      She vanishes, and I fall to the floor, thumping hard onto the carpet. My heart hammers, slamming into my breast with the force of a heavy drum. I scan the room, searching—but for what? I push to my feet, the memory of what happened blurring more and more each passing second. How the hell did I get on the floor?

      “Rainey?” Elijah’s sleep-addled voice turns panicked in an instant, and the room illuminates with the light of my lamp.

      “Rainey? What the hell? Are you okay?” In a flash of movement, he’s out of bed and standing in front of me.

      I turn to him, still uneasy, though I have no idea why. Seeing his concern, I smile. “I’m fine. Exhausted after last night.” Heat rushes my cheeks. “I guess I must have rolled out of bed.” No! A voice inside me screams, but I shake off remnants of what I’m assuming must have been one hell of a nightmare.

      He inhales deeply, his pupils dilating in the dim light. “I smell blood.”

      “Blood?” Turning away from him, I cross the room and turn on the light switch. Elijah’s gaze drifts over my naked body. “What the hell happened?” he demands, crossing the room and falling to his knees in front of me.

      “I don’t know what you—” I trail off as his fingers reach forward and gently brush my ankles. They’re covered in long scratches, deep enough to send droplets of blood trailing down my legs. Fear settles in the pit of my stomach, an emotion I can’t explain since I’ve been lying here in bed with him—perfectly safe.

      “What happened? Where did these come from?”

      “I don’t know,” I tell him honestly. “Maybe when I fell?”

      “Rainey, these are not something you would have gotten from the carpet.” I plant a hand on his shoulder as he carefully lifts one of my legs to examine it.

      “Hey, you aren’t trying to eat me,” I attempt to joke, and Elijah glares up at me.

      “I’m managing.” His words are tight, and I take in the strain clear in the set of his jaw, the way the black of his pupils nearly obliterates the electric blue of his eyes.

      “Let me go get cleaned up,” I offer, pulling my ankle from his grasp and turning toward the bathroom. As soon as I’m inside, I shut the door softly and grab a washcloth. I touch it to my healing skin, grateful that my accelerated hunter healing abilities are already kicking in.

      The rest of the cleanup doesn’t take long, and when I get back out into my bedroom, Elijah is waiting for me, sitting on the edge of the bed, his naked body a delicious sight in the light. After turning off the overhead light, bathing us both in the soft glow of my bedside lamp, I walk toward him, stopping when his large palms grip my bare waist.

      “You sure you’re okay?” His tone is unsure, curious, and above all—nervous. With the blood cleaned up, his gaze is once again bright blue as he searches my face for any indication that something’s off. Smiling, I bend down and press a gentle kiss to his lips.

      If you would have told me even two weeks ago that I’d be sharing my bed with a vampire, I would have laughed at you. And to be honest, I probably would have taken off your head for fear your insanity was contagious.

      But now? After everything that’s happened? I couldn’t imagine my life without him. Even if my feelings for him developed at an unnatural speed.

      When Doloris attacked us back in Salem last night and I was nearly killed, Elijah stayed by my side. Going up against over a dozen shifters and risking himself to rescue me. He whisked me back to Billings—back home. While I may have had my doubts about his motives in the beginning—they’ve never been clearer than they are now.

      He has my back, and I have his.

      “I’m fine.” I run my hand over the short beard coating his strong jaw. Then slide up to touch the soft strands of his shoulder-length hair. “Though I am a little cold.”

      “I can help with that.” A sly grin spreads over his face, and he pulls me closer, lying back onto the mattress and taking me with him. The gentle scrape of his beard against the skin of my neck sends a delicious shiver up my spine. I pull back just enough to trail my tongue over his collarbone, eliciting a shiver that travels over his body. He growls low and deep in his throat, and the warmth already spreading through my body intensifies, every cell reacting to him as though he were made for me and I for him.

      He rolls us over, pinning me beneath his hard body, settling between my legs. His hands grip my waist, rough palms sliding up my body as he moves slowly, trailing lips and tongue over my skin.

      One hand grips my breast, rolling my pebbled nipple between his thumb and finger. I tremble beneath his touch, not a hunter but a woman desperate for a man. “Elijah,” his name is a breathless whisper, a plea. An order to never fucking stop.

      He pulls my other nipple into his mouth, sucking, tasting, gently tugging it between his lips, working me into a near frenzy.

      I bury my hands in his hair, pulling him up toward me. The dark silky strands fall loose around my face, and I open beneath him, groaning against his mouth as I wrap my legs around his waist and urge him toward my center.

      But before he’s inside of me, I drop my legs, hooking them around his and rolling so I’m on top. He grins up at me, a sexy smile that would have turned me to putty in his hands if I weren’t already.

      Elijah’s hands grip my thighs, fingers kneading the muscles as he stares up at me. “I think I could get used to this view,” he says, his voice little more than a deep growl.

      “Good.” I reach beneath me and grip him, all the while keeping my gaze on his. I squeeze gently, running his dick over where I ache for him, the friction teasing us both. His eyes close, and he groans, the deep rumble reverberating through me. Unable to take much more, I raise slightly and lower onto him, crying out as he fills me completely.

      His hands tighten on my thighs, and he opens his eyes to stare up at me. I splay my palms on top of his chest, feeling the thundering of his heart—a predator’s heart—beneath my right hand.

      “You are so fucking perfect,” he tells me, and the words hit me with another wave of desire.

      Of need.

      I start to move, grinding on him, driving us both up to the edge of insanity.

      Outside, we may be two monsters destined to kill each other.

      But here, in this room, in my bed, we’re not enemies.

      There’s no threat against us.

      No, tonight, we’re just Rainey and Elijah.

      I only wish it could stay this way.
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        * * *

      

      Sunlight streams in through the windows, the bright light rousing me from the most restful sleep I think I’ve ever had.

      I reach for Elijah but only find sheets where he’d been lying beside me all night. At least, the times we slept, anyway. Unable to keep the smile off my face, I stretch, my sore muscles feeling slightly better as I arch my back up and press my arms to the headboard.

      I won’t call what we did last night making love—that’s sweet but far too tame a word for what took place between us.

      And damn if it wasn’t the best sexual experience I’ve ever had. Hell, I’ll call it a sexual awakening. Elijah’s talented touch aroused me beyond what I believed was even possible.

      Dropping both arms at my sides, I stare up at the ceiling, still unable to wipe the grin from my face despite what I know we’re going to confront the moment we step outside these walls.

      Hell, we may face them in here if the ones who want me dead are still lurking around. And with my luck? I’m sure they are.

      Closing my eyes, I listen for Elijah. I can hear him in the kitchen, and from the sounds of it, he’s prepping coffee. My brain screams for a caffeine fix, so rather than wait for him to come to me, I grasp the sheet around my body and stand, walking to the cracked door and pulling it open all the way.

      “This is something I never thought I’d see,” I say, leaning against the wall just inside the hall. “A half-naked vampire making coffee in my apartment.”

      Elijah grins at me over his shoulder. “Get used to it.” He’s pulled his hair back at the nape of his neck, securing it with a dark brown hairband I’m guessing he pilfered from my stash since we left all of our travel belongings back in Salem.

      The ink covering his back and both arms is on full display in the early morning sun sneaking in through the sheer curtains covering my balcony door. He sticks a mug beneath the drip spout and presses a button before turning to me, the muscles in his torso so damn lickable they make my mouth water.

      “How’d you sleep?”

      “Pretty damn well,” I reply easily, surprised at the truth in my words. It’s been a long time since I slept that soundly, crazy wakeup on the floor included.

      A crease forms between his brows. “Any more injuries you cannot explain?”

      I lift the bedsheet to show him my ankles, which are now completely healed, no evidence of the weird-ass nightmare scratches remaining. “Nope.” I move further into my kitchen, feeling a darkness weighing on me as I remember for the second time since waking that it is morning. As much as I’d rather stay inside all day and have last night’s playlist on repeat, today we’ll have to face what happened in Salem less than twenty-four hours ago.

      My gaze lands on the wooden box perched on my counter. I wish we could ignore it, brush it away under the rug and pretend it never happened, but we can’t.

      “You do realize what they will do to us if anyone finds out, right?” I ask, and Elijah’s eyes darken, all humor vanishing from his face.

      “I won’t let them touch you,” he promises.

      “While I appreciate your alpha male protection, it’s not just me we need to worry about. You and I are both targets, and I have no intention of ever letting anyone get to you either.” I will kill for this vampire. And that realization hits me hard, a punch to the gut.

      A smile tugs at the corner of his lips as he looks me over appreciatively. “Then, I suppose we will guard each other’s backs,” he says, retrieving my full coffee mug and handing it to me. When I take the mug, our fingers brush, the brief contact warming me.

      Apparently, one night of sex is not enough to dull my body’s reaction—my blood’s reaction. It calls to him from my veins, pumping faster whenever he’s near as if it’s responding to the vampire of its own volition. Almost as though my blood craves him as much as he yearns for it.

      He swallows hard, eyes darkening. “You feel it too.” It’s not a question.

      I nod. “What is it?”

      Something crosses his face—a knowing that briefly passes through his eyes. “I’m not sure. But the pull,” he says, closing his eyes and inhaling deeply. “It’s stronger now.”

      When he opens them to look over at me, the pupils are dilated, his eyes nearly as black as they’d been in the bunker before we were attacked.

      My phone rings from somewhere behind me, so I clear my throat and turn away before I drop my sheet and let him have me on my counter. I head into the bedroom and grab my cell from the top of the nightstand. “Hey, Ramirez, what’s up?”

      “You sound better,” he says, and I can hear the smile in his voice.

      “I’ve had a good last few days.”

      “Vacation must have been nice.”

      I snort. “If you can call it that.”

      “You weren’t here, so yeah, I’m calling it that.”

      If only you knew. “Everything okay?”

      “Captain wants to know when you’re going to be back. Apparently, she’s no longer concerned that someone wants to skewer you.”

      If you only knew just how true that is. “I’m actually in my apartment now. We got back into town last night.”

      I can hear his sigh of relief carry through to me. “Good. When can you come in?”

      “I can be there this morning.”

      “That would be fantastic. You going by Jane’s?”

      I smile. “I wasn’t going to, but I can if you need your blueberry fix.”

      “You know, I feel as though I’ve earned it. I have been picking up the slack for your lazy ass for the last week.”

      Chuckling, I shake my head. “Don’t be dramatic; it hasn’t been a full week. But, I guess I can treat you. She’s probably going to make me stay and eat. Sure you don’t want to just meet me there?”

      “Nah, I have some paperwork to do. I’ll let the captain know you’re done being lazy.”

      I chuckle. “See you soon.” I end the call and glance up as Elijah steps into the doorway of my bedroom. “Ramirez needs me to come in.”

      “Is it safe?”

      Shrugging, I drop my sheet. Elijah is on me before I can open the drawer of my dresser. His hard body presses against mine, pinning me to the wall as he devours my mouth. Tongue, teeth, furious passion, he drives me wild.

      I groan, slipping my fingers into his hair and holding on while he fucks my mouth with a tongue that’s capable of the most delicious torment.

      Trust me, I know that last bit from experience.

      I tilt my head back, and he releases my mouth, trailing his lips down my throat until he reaches my collarbone. Wet warmth slides over my skin, and I suck in a breath, desperate for him to sink his teeth into me—literally. Elijah growls against my skin, the sound vibrating as his hand reaches down my side, slowly, torturing me with every sensual graze of my skin. “You are so fucking addicting, Rainey Astor.”

      I clear my throat. “Funny, I feel the same way about you.”

      “You’d better not go headfirst into any vampire nests today,” he warns, his hand tightening on my waist.

      “Maybe I will,” I choke out.

      Elijah pulls back and stares down at me.

      “I rather think you enjoy saving me.”

      He grins, the smile lacking humor but promising delectable punishment for my smartass comment. His hands slide down my body, and he lifts me, blurring across the room and tossing me back onto the mattress where he pins me just as he did against the wall.

      “I’d rather be fighting alongside you,” he whispers, leaning down and pressing his lips to my jawline, just below my ear.

      “Yeah?”

      “Fuck yes. Your ass in tight pants?” He nips at my ear. “Fucking delicious sight to see.”

      I arch up into him, wrapping my legs around his waist. “I can put them on and kick your ass later. Mr. and Mrs. Smith style.” He quirks an eyebrow at the mention of the movie that made constant rotation on Delaney’s and my movie nights.

      “Not sure what that means, but if it’s you pressed against me, count me in.”

      “You’ve never seen Mr. and Mrs. Smith?”

      He shakes his head.

      “We’re having a movie night. Soon.”

      Chuckling, Elijah leans down and traces his lips over my jawline. Goosebumps break out on my skin as my nipples harden and warmth pools in my belly. I want him so fucking bad it’s ridiculous.

      “Hardly seems fair that you’re not naked and I am.”

      “Seems perfectly fair to me,” he says. Then, to my great disappointment, he pulls back and climbs off me. “As much as I’d love to spend the day fucking like the animals we both are, you have somewhere to be.”

      I sit up, and he steps back to give me room, but his stance is still predatory.

      I fucking love it.

      “I was thinking about heading to Jane’s café for some breakfast. Would you care to join me?”

      “You’d bring me there?”

      “Why not?”

      He crosses his arms. “Because you’re a hunter.”

      “And you’re a vampire?”

      He nods.

      “Please, if I was still worried about that, we wouldn’t have done what we did last night more than once.”

      Elijah grins and runs a hand through his hair. “As much as I would love to tag along, I think it’s probably best if I start looking into the Lunar Divide your sister uncovered.”

      “You think you can find out what it means?”

      “I think I have a few more contacts in the supernatural world than Delaney did. So, I’m hoping so.”

      He wants it for himself.

      You can’t trust him.

      I bite down on the inside of my cheek, completely unsure how these thoughts are making their way into my brain. At this point, I feel like Elijah is the only person I can trust.

      “You have to promise me that when you go to open it, you’ll wait for me.”

      He opens his mouth to speak but shuts it just as quickly. I can see the argument on his face, the taut line of his jaw, the way he’s studying me. “I believe that I should look alone. At least until we know what it is.”

      “What? Why?”

      We are you.

      Don’t let him take us!

      He wants us for himself!

      I shake my head to clear the echo of voices I don’t recognize. I must have really hit my head when I fell out of the bed.

      He moves toward me, his hands landing on my shoulders, sliding up until he’s cupping the sides of my face. “You lost yourself for a while after that, Rainey. I think until we know what’s inside, it’s probably safer for you.”

      “No. I want to be there, Elijah.”

      “Rainey—”

      “Delaney left that for me to find,” I say, trying to keep my tone level and as logical as possible. I completely understand his hesitation since, apparently, the last time I opened that box, I tried to kill him. But I have to be there. I cannot explain why or how I know it. I just do. “If you want to open it, that’s fine, but I want to be there when you crack open that particular box of worms.”

      His jaw hardens, his mouth tightening into a flat line. “Fine. But if I tell you to run—”

      “I’ll run as long as you’re right beside me.” I extend up onto my tiptoes and kiss him hard. “Probably. Until then, I need some food.” I turn away from him, bending over to reach the bottom drawer of my dresser.

      He groans. “Fuck, woman. Are you trying to kill me?”

      I throw a grin over my shoulder. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      My bedroom is a mess, but I do my best to ignore it as I grab a bra and underwear from the drawer.

      “I think you need to know something.”

      I turn to face Elijah after clasping my bra behind my back. “What?”

      The expression on his face is unreadable as he stands, still as a statue, behind me.

      “What’s happening between us?” he says. “It’s not typical.”

      I snort. “You can say that again.”

      “It’s more than what we are.” Ice-blue eyes meet mine. “Rainey, I can feel your power; your blood is full of it, and it’s unlike anything I’ve ever tasted.”

      I raise an eyebrow, crossing my arms. “You think it has something to do with that box?”

      “You were potent before—back in Salem—but now? There’s a hell of a lot more magic in your veins.” He closes his eyes and inhales. “I can sense it even now, and I crave it.”

      “There may have been residual magic inside. After all, who the hell knows how old that box is.”

      “Possibly.” But he doesn’t look the least bit convinced. “What about last night? You woke up on the floor. Has that ever happened before?”

      “Waking up on the floor was a first,” I admit. After my blackouts, I’ve woken up in some weird places sure—violent places. But the middle of my floor? That was a first. “It’s been a stressful few days,” I tell him, hoping to ease some of the concern he’s wearing so plainly on his face.  “Consider the last twenty-four hours. I mean, we both nearly died last night, flew halfway across the country, and had mind-blowing sex at least half a dozen times. That’s a hell of a lot in less than a day.” I don’t mention the voices, because those are more than likely a side effect of the stress—the exhaustion.

      He may think my falling out of bed has something to do with the box, and it is possible. But honestly? I think I’m just worn the fuck out.

      For the last two years, I’ve been hunting supernaturals every single night. Then, after about three hours of sleep, I’m getting back up to police humans.

      They say there’s no rest for the wicked? Well, then, I’m about as wicked as they come. It’s more than likely that my no-rest policy is finally catching up to me.

      “It has been an interesting few days,” he finally says.

      “We’ll figure it out,” I promise him. “I bet after a few nights of good sleep, I’ll be good as new.”

      “Until then, you’ll keep me apprised of any more attempts on your life?”

      I grin at him. “You do realize I was doing a damn good job at keeping myself alive before your sexy ass waltzed into my life.”

      He snorts. “First of all, I don’t waltz. At least not by choice. And second, while that may be true, I’d say I’ve done a better job of helping to keep you breathing over the last week.”

      I wish I could argue, but I’m not one for futile attempts at keeping my pride. Facts are facts. And the fact is that I would have died in the tunnels if not for Elijah pulling me out.

      I would have died in the alleyway had he not shown up.

      And Doloris Taylor would have murdered me last night, just like she murdered my grandmother, if not for him.

      But that doesn’t mean I’m going to start relying on the ancient vampire. Unfortunately, I’ve learned from experience that when you start counting on someone else, they tend to let you down. “I will be careful,” I promise. “However, what we have?” I gesture between us. “While it is important to me, very important,” I add quickly. “I’m not willing to lose myself to please you. I have every intention of going out and doing what my legacy demands of me.”

      He grins at me, a savage smile that heats my blood and turns my insides to mush. “I don’t have a single qualm with that as long as you let me come too.”

      “Deal.”

      “Now,” I turn away, sauntering into my closet. I don’t have to turn to know he’s followed as I retrieve some black jeans and a white T-shirt. “If you don’t mind, I should be getting dressed.”

      “I’m starting to rethink you leaving.”

      I glance over at him. “Save it, Romeo. I’ve got shit to do.”

      He lifts an eyebrow. “Romeo? You’d compare us to one of the most tragic love stories of all time?”

      “Are we not doomed just like they were?” I ask in all honesty.

      “We could just leave all this behind,” he offers. “Say fuck it and take off. I have houses all over the world. Just pick a place, and I’ll take you there.”

      All playfulness has left his face, replaced by a determination I easily recognize as wanting to shield me from the wrath of his council and the fury of my kind when word gets out—which it will. I’m not foolish enough to think we can keep this hidden for long.

      I know, without a doubt, Elijah would make good on his word, and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to myself that part of me really wants to take him up on it. We could disappear, be gone without any more damage done.

      My family’s money would be more than enough to live off of. Add Elijah’s wealth to that, and we could probably live forever without ever having to work another day of our lives.

      But that would mean leaving Jane.

      Leaving Ramirez.

      And I don’t think I can do that.

      “I know it’s not you,” he adds before I can reply. “But if shit gets bad, Rainey, please promise me you’ll consider it. I can’t lose you.” His words strained, face somber, I know he’s reminded of losing his human fiancée all those centuries ago.

      I step forward and reach up to run my fingertips over his jaw. “I’m not human, Elijah.”

      Closing his eyes, he nods.

      “We will survive this, and then we can take a long-ass vacation. A real one.”

      Elijah’s eyes open, and he grips my hand, pressing a kiss to my palm. “I’m going to hold you to that.”
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            Rainey

          

        

      

    

    
      Jane’s coffee shop is bustling this morning. Humans fill the tables, their smiles and laughter carrying throughout the space as though there is not a care in the world.

      I envy them.

      Have ever since I was old enough to realize that I was born into a permanent prison sentence. Or is a work-release program more akin to the legacy I find myself trapped in?

      Jane is happily helping another customer, but the second she sees me, she lifts her hand in a wave, and her smile brightens.

      Going almost a week without seeing my best friend has been a hell of a lot more difficult than I thought it would be.

      Jane swings over to the coffee pot and pours a fresh mug before walking over to me. “I’m sorry, do I know you?” she asks, setting the steaming porcelain in front of me.

      “Don’t be a bitch.”

      She gasps and feigns surprise. “Could it be? Has Detective Rainey Astor returned from her trip to bedsheet bliss with tall, sexy, and Irish?”

      Heat flushes my cheeks, and I take a sip of my coffee.

      “Oh my gosh! You totally did!” She smacks my arm playfully. “Tell me everything.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be working?”

      “I won’t tell my boss if you don’t,” she jokes.

      I roll my eyes. “We’ve never been one to dish on random fucks; why would we start now?”

      “Um, first of all, the guy had his car blown up over you and still stuck around, so I hardly consider him a random fuck. And second, let’s be real. Neither of us ever had anything quite as delicious as Elijah Hawthorne to talk about.”

      I’m unable to chase the smile off my face as the memory of last night comes front and center. Him slamming me into a wall, filling me completely.

      Last night is not something I’ll ever forget. That’s for damn sure.

      Jane winces when I don’t respond. “Eek, was it a major letdown?”

      “It was not. Not even a little bit,” I reply immediately.

      The bell above the door rings, so Jane turns away from me to deal with the new customer, leaving me to drink my coffee in peace. At least for the moment. My cell dings, so I pull it out and check the readout.

      Jack: Can we talk? Please?

      I don’t even bother responding. There’s not a damn thing I have to say to the hunter who lied to me about my sister. Jack Keller knew her and then pretended he didn’t in order to get close to me. Why? I have no fucking clue and no intention of even bothering to try to find out.

      Because while I make it a general rule to try and not kill other hunters, I have a sneaking suspicion I might just make an exception for him.

      Especially if he ignores my threat and shows back up in my life.

      “Okay, spill.” Jane moves back in front of me.

      “I came here to eat,” I reply dryly. “Such horrible service. I’d like to talk to the owner.”

      Jane rolls her eyes before leveling a mismatched gaze on mine. “So dramatic. Give me a minute.” She disappears into the back and emerges a few minutes later with a steaming hot croissant. “Here. Now, spill.”

      “What are we spilling?” Minnie asks, coming to stand beside her boss.

      “What the hell is this? Conversation corner?” I ask. Neither woman moves. Instead, they both just stare expectantly at me.

      “You owe us,” Jane says. “Let us live vicariously through you, please. Don’t be a prude.” She pouts.

      I can see when I’ve lost, so instead of trying to deny any further, I sigh. “Look, it was sexy, passionate, and rough.”

      “Rough as in…” Minnie trails off. She just got out of an abusive relationship, so I know where her mind is going.

      “As in he pinned me up against a wall and fucked me senseless. I’m pretty sure we dented the sheetrock in my bathroom.”

      Both women beam.

      “The bathroom? Shit, you two couldn’t even make it to the bed?” Minnie asks, her eyes wide.

      “Not the first time.”

      “You did it more than once?”

      “I think I lost count at six.”

      “Holy shit,” Jane whispers. “The guy’s like the energizer bunny.”

      More like a predatory bloodsucker.

      “Maybe he’s an Edward,” Jane jokes. “Got that undead stamina.”

      Her words hit so close to home I snort, and hot coffee burns as I cough and try to suck in a breath. When I glance up at Jane, she’s grinning at me. “Did you seriously just compare the man I’m sleeping with to a fictional, broody, perma-teenager who sparkles in the sunlight?”

      “I did. And kudos to you for getting the Twilight reference.”

      “How could I not? You made me watch that movie seven times…while it was still in the theatre.”

      She shrugs. “Fun times. Besides, Midnight Sun just came out, and I’m re-obsessed. Be ready for a movie binge soon. Maybe you can bring Elijah.” She winks, and I roll my eyes.

      “Yes, I’m sure that would go over well. Especially when I let him in on your awesome comparison.”

      She grins at me then turns to Minnie. “I totally called it.”

      “You called what?” I ask.

      “Him being an animal in the sack. He’s an alpha, my friend. The kind they write about.”

      “You read way too many romance novels.” I roll my eyes and start to scarf down my breakfast.

      “I’ve got that one,” Minnie offers when another customer strolls in.

      As soon as she is out of earshot, Jane leans across the counter. “So how was Salem?”

      “Not bad.”

      “Not bad? That’s all you’re going to give me?”

      “There’s not much to tell. I went through some of my grandmother’s old files, checked on some of her assets, and then we came home.”

      “Find anything interesting?”

      She knows.

      She wants us.

      We must kill her before she can take us.

      I shake my head, hearing the voices screaming in response to my lack of action. If I didn’t know any better—I’d say I was losing my damned mind. I really do need some sleep. Maybe a solid year of it.

      “Rainey?”

      I glance up at her, but all amusement is gone from Jane’s face. She’s staring at me, eyes narrowed, mouth flat. “What?”

      “What do you mean ‘what’? You just went comatose on me for a good five minutes. I was about to slap the shit out of you.”

      “Five minutes?” It felt like no time passed at all. Pulling out my phone, I check the time. Problem is, I have no fucking clue when I walked in here.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m really tired,” I admit. “I didn’t sleep well last night.”

      Jane nods knowingly, though the concern never leaves her face. “Hard to sleep when you’re having acrobatic sex all night.”

      “Acrobatic?”

      “We all know you’re bendy, and I bet he is too.”

      Chuckling, I shake my head. “It was pretty damn bendy at some points.”

      “You’re sure that’s all it is?”

      I look up and offer her an assuring smile. “Definitely. Can I get a blueberry muffin for Ramirez? I need to bring a peace offering since he’s been doing all my work for the last few days.”

      Jane hesitates a moment, almost as though she doesn’t want to let me leave. Granted, I’d probably feel the same way if she spaced out. Finally, she nods. “Sure.”

      After packaging it up, she hands it over, and I stand, pulling a twenty from my wallet and tossing it to the counter.

      “If that happens again, let me know, okay?”

      “You want to know every time I space out? You might want to silence your text messages while at work.” I chuckle, but Jane doesn’t look the least bit amused.

      “I’m serious,” she says.

      “Okay, fine. I solemnly swear to alert you—Jane Wasps—every single time I space out.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You’re thirty-seven and a police detective. Maybe act like it.”

      I grin and wave as I step out onto the bright street. My bike is parked a few yards away, so I take a minute to stop and breathe the fresh air into my lungs.

      My entire adult life, I’ve run straight into the fire. It’s why I became a police officer—so I could put bad people where they belong—behind bars. And ever since Delaney’s death, I’ve been unable to turn a blind eye to the monsters lurking in the dark. They prey on humans, and I hunt them.

      While I’m far from fearless, I’ve never had much of an issue plunging straight into danger. After all, what’s the worst that could happen? I was already alone—dying just didn’t sound that bad.

      But now, with Elijah waiting for me, I actually have something to look forward to.

      A reason to return home.

      I just hope that by giving in to what we feel for each other, we didn’t sign our own death warrants.
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        * * *

      

      “About damn time,” Ramirez greets as soon as I step up to my desk, blueberry muffin in hand. He takes it greedily and gestures to a cup of hot coffee and a large bag of Skittles on my desk. “I’m sure you’ve already had your caffeine fix, but I’m assuming it wasn’t enough.”

      “Aww, you remembered,” I say sarcastically as I take off my jacket. “Thanks.” I plop down in my seat and rip open the bag like a starved teen and not a woman who’s creeping up on forty.

      “You’re welcome. Consider it a ‘welcome back to the contributing members of society’ gift.”

      “That’s a mouthful,” I say as I shove an assortment in my mouth.

      The second I swallow them, I hear my name called out over the voices of other officers here at the precinct.

      “Astor, Ramirez.” We both glance over at our captain, who’s standing just outside of her office. “I need to speak with you two.”

      “Knew this was coming,” I say as I stand back up, begrudgingly leaving the Skittles on my desk, and follow Ramirez into the captain’s small office. It’s sparsely decorated, just a few awards and a long mahogany desk in the center that looks out over the rest of the precinct.

      No family photos, no artwork. Hell, there’s not even a single potted plant in the place.

      Not that I’m judging her about that. I can’t keep them alive to save my life. You ever heard of a closet plant? Supposed to be unkillable.

      I’ve wiped out a dozen—at least.

      Plants and monsters. I kill them both.

      At least I’m consistent.

      “Good to see you, Astor,” she greets. “Ramirez said you went to Salem?”

      “I did. My family has some property there, so I took a bit of a vacation to check on things.” And almost got myself killed in the process.

      “Probably not a bad idea. We haven’t had any leads on whoever came after you in that SUV, and so far, we have no idea who put the bomb on your boyfriend’s car.”

      The people that are after me are pulling out some intense strategies. That bomb nearly killed Elijah, Jack, and me when someone rigged Elijah’s car to blow in the parking garage of Jack’s apartment complex.

      “I’m not surprised,” I reply honestly. “You want to kill a cop, you tend to be thorough.”

      “I’m not surprised either, but it’s pissing me off that we haven’t found anything. If you, for any reason, believe you’re being targeted again, you need to come to me. Don’t wait.” The warning in her tone is crystal clear. Don’t leave me out of important shit again. Got it.

      “I will be sure and let you know if someone tries to kill me again,” I lie. Seeing as how they’re supernaturals, I very much doubt she can offer me any actual assistance.

      Her gaze narrows on my face. “Glad we understand each other. You’re free to go.”

      I follow Ramirez out of the captain’s office and over to our desks. We’re just sitting down when the desk phone rings.

      “No rest for the wicked,” I whisper my earlier thoughts to him, and he grins as he lifts the receiver to his ear.

      “Ramirez.” I study his expression as it falls, and he nods. “What’s the address?” he asks, grabbing a pen from his drawer and writing something onto the spiral notepad he carries everywhere. “We’ll be there in fifteen.”

      After pulling my jacket on, I grab my Skittles, coffee, and follow Ramirez out the door and down to the garage.

      The drive takes just under fifteen minutes, and soon we’re climbing out of the car and walking up the steps to an apartment blocked off with yellow tape.

      “What do we have?” Ramirez asks Officer Paulson, who greets us just outside.

      “One dead, a woman. Looks to have been killed sometime last night.”

      “Do you have a name?”

      He nods. “Beatrice Smith. Lived alone, was into some weird shit.”

      “What do you mean weird shit?” I ask as Ramirez and I step into the living room.

      “Check the bedroom and see for yourself.” He steps away to talk to another officer, so I take just a moment to absorb the scene. The living room is sparsely decorated. A well-worn red couch up against one wall still covered in a few loads of laundry.

      There are no pictures on the walls, no personal touches to shine a light on the woman Beatrice was before she was killed. We walk through the living room and into the kitchen. Papers are sprawled all over the counter along with a piece of charcoal.

      I lift one of them, my stomach sinking as I take in the sight of three black crows drawn on the page.

      Three. Black. Crows.

      Just like the ones I’ve seen at the site of every near brush I’ve had with death over the past few weeks. They were in the alley by the club. The alley by my apartment. The trailer I was nearly shot in front of.

      And since I don’t believe in coincidence? I turn, checking the faces of everyone behind me as I focus in on everyone’s heartbeats.

      All Human.

      “Astor?”

      Ramirez’s words pull me out of my trance. “What’s up?”

      “You good? Kinda spaced out for a few there.”

      “Just admiring her artwork,” I say, holding up the image.

      His brow furrows. “Aren’t crows an omen of death?”

      I lift an eyebrow and set the paper down. “You believe in that kind of stuff?”

      Chuckling, he shakes his head. “No, but obviously, she did.”

      “And now she’s dead.”

      “And now she’s dead,” he repeats as he heads down the hall toward the bedroom. Dread coils in my stomach as I take one last look behind me then follow.

      Beatrice Smith is lying in the center of the floor, surrounded by transparent crystals. Traces of power cling to the air around her body, leftover magic from whatever spell she was trying to cast.

      Witches have the ability to imbue crystals with power. Healing, protection, fertility, luck, curses; you name it, and they have a crystal for it.

      I pull out my phone and snap a picture so I can show it to Elijah later and see if he recognizes whatever spell she was trying to cast. I don’t know enough about witch culture to be able to identify the crystals used here, but I think it’s safe to say whatever she was trying to do failed. Unless she was trying to get herself killed.

      “Paulson wasn’t kidding. This is some weird shit.” Ramirez kneels beside her body as I move closer to her head, staring down at her.

      Pale pink hair is fanned out around her head, the shade matching the long nightgown covering her body. There are no visible wounds, no bruising anywhere that I can see. “How did she die?” I ask the M.E., who’s standing in the corner, iPad in hand as she makes notes.

      At my question, she glances up, her familiar hazel gaze meeting mine as she shakes her head sadly. “Not sure. I won’t know until I get her back and do an autopsy.”

      “No wounds?” Ramirez asks, and she shakes her head.

      “Not a single one. And there’s no bruising that I can see either. She still has her underwear on, and there’s no sign of trauma.”

      “So what the hell killed her?” Ramirez asks.

      A steady humming fills my ears, the light tapping of drums drowning out any and all other noise as I focus on the gentle features of the victim’s face.

      Beatrice’s eyes snap open.

      “We are you!” She roars, though the voice is layered with dozens of others as black pits stare up at me, completely void of expression.

      I jump back, stomach twisting into knots, heart thundering so fucking loud I’m sure everybody in this room can hear my terror.

      “Astor?” Ramirez is at my side, hand on my shoulder. “What is it?”

      “I thought—” I thought a dead woman looked up and yelled at me. Yeah, that’ll go over really well. One ticket to the psych ward, please. I clear my throat. “Thought I saw a spider.”

      He narrows his eyes on me. Please just buy it. “A spider?”

      I nod. “They’re about the only thing that scares the shit out of me,” I lie.

      “A spider,” he repeats.

      “A big-ass hairy one.”

      He shakes his head and kneels again. “You’re a damn weird one sometimes, Astor.”

      “And don’t I know it.” I breathe a sigh of relief and move away from the body, letting Ramirez do the exam instead as I try to push the image of her wide, blank stare out of my head.

      Fuck, I need sleep.
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            Elijah

          

        

      

    

    
      Sage permeates the air, assaulting me the moment I step over the threshold of the popular magic bar.

      Or rather, as they call it, their ‘awakening’ space. Which honestly sounds a lot more elegant than what the place actually is, which is basically a supernatural sex club where those with power come to get high and have sex on repeat while they await their ‘visions’.

      No one actually bothers to determine whether most of these visions are actual manifestations of the future or simply the result of being so fucking high you hallucinate, but there’s one witch I’ve been able to count on being accurate over the last four decades.

      “Elijah, how nice to see you.” Gracen, the hostess for the last two decades, holds up a hand in greeting from behind the podium situated in the lobby of the building.

      “Is Farah in?”

      Gracen nods her head once, her spiky black hair unmoving with the gesture, before stepping to the side and waving her hand. The doors open, and the sage is replaced with the pungent skunk-like odor of marijuana. I’ve never cared for the smell of it, and other than a handful of times to curb the bloodlust, I haven’t partaken.

      Not that I have anything against it, of course. I just don’t care much for not being in control, and it’s a hell of a lot more potent for supernaturals than humans.

      Witches and warlocks are sprawled on large multi-colored pillows all around the room. Some are having sex; some are simply enjoying the high. And there, situated at the back of the room on her throne, is the Witch Queen of Billings, as she’s so modestly deemed herself.

      “Is that my Elijah?” she asks with a grin as she gets to her feet. Sheer gold fabric covers her body, leaving literally nothing to the imagination. I keep my eyes focused on her face, immediately wishing I would have brought Rainey with me.

      She’d have had a field day with this place.

      “Can we speak in private?”

      She beams at me. “Why, of course.”

      “Just speak, Farah.”

      That grin spreads. “I understand, Elijah. I know your heart—and body—now belong to another. I’ve seen it.” She strolls past me. “Keep having your fun, my lovelies. Life is fleeting.” As she passes, bare feet nearly silent on the tile floor, none of the people in the room spare her a single glance.

      She waves her hand, and double glass doors open off to the side, revealing her private space. Despite her earlier comment, Farah and I have never been anything more than acquaintances.

      Plants thrive in here beneath the UV lights. Bright blooms mixed with deep green hues fill the space, contrasting with the golden walls and bright white marble floor.

      “What can I do for you?” she asks, snapping her fingers. The sheer gold is replaced with a solid golden dress as she takes a seat behind a long, white desk.

      “I need some information.”

      Pulling out a cigarette with slender fingers, she offers me one, and I shake my head. “What do you want to know?” After lighting the tip, she takes a pull and blows out smoke. My stomach churns, but I don’t let it show.

      “What do you know of the Lunar Divide?”

      She straightens, all amusement fading from her face in an instant. “What do you know of it?”

      “I know it has something to do with witches born on Halloween during a full moon. And I also know that those witches are hunted down and killed.”

      She pales and shakes her head, snuffing out her cigarette without bothering to take another drag. Her heart rate increases, but not out of fear. No, I can sense her anger from clear across the room. “They’ve been slaughtering innocent women for centuries over that foolish superstition.”

      “You don’t believe it then?”

      Golden eyes narrow on my face. “I don’t know enough about it to believe. There was a hunter who came to me a few years ago, asking very similar questions as you are now.”

      I stiffen. “Delaney Astor?”

      She nods. “You know her?”

      “Knew her. She was murdered two years ago.”

      Farah shakes her head sadly, muttering something I can’t hear. “Such a damned shame, she was quite a hunter, that one.”

      “How did you not know she was dead? I thought you saw everything.”

      “Hardly,” she retorts. “I see what I’m looking for and what I’m meant to find.”

      Typical. “What did you tell her about the divide?”

      “That it was going to get her killed. The ones committing those heinous murders are higher up than even the Immortal Council.”

      Interest piqued, I cross both arms over my chest. “It’s never been confirmed that there are others. Rumors and theories, sure, but never actual confirmation.”

      She scoffs. “I can assure you, Elijah, there is a trio of supernaturals higher than any other immortal. They are running the damned show. The Immortal Council members might as well be puppets on a string.”

      “Do you know who they are?”

      She leans across her desk. “If I did, I would have had them killed for what they’ve done to those innocent women.”

      As she re-lights her cigarette, I consider what another hidden council could mean. There have always only been councils for each of the supernatural branches. You have the vampires, the shifters, and the witches. All other supers fall beneath one of those three.

      If there are others—a trio as she proclaims—does that mean none of those councils are actually calling the shots? The Accords only allow four main branches. The three sub-councils and the Immortal Council that oversees them all. It shouldn’t surprise me since The Accords have been continuously broken over the past few centuries, but hidden faces pulling the strings is definitely a cause for concern.

      “You keep frowning like that, and you’ll end up with worry lines, my lovely.”

      I glare at her. “You’ve given me quite a lot to process.”

      “It’s nothing you and your hunter can’t handle, I assure you.” She grins, all earlier anger gone from her deceivingly youthful face. That’s always been the thing with Farah—she can flip her emotion switch faster than someone terrified of the dark can turn on a light.

      It’s aggravating.

      “Tell me of your hunter.”

      “Again, I thought you knew everything.”

      She chuckles. “Very well. I’ll tell you what I know, then.” When she closes her eyes, magic begins to seep from her pores, encircling her with golden wisps of power. She begins to hum, a soft, feminine noise that fills the room and makes me incredibly uncomfortable.

      I’ve been around enough witches to typically tell whether they’re light or dark, but on that same note, I’ve been around enough witches to understand that misreading one can have disastrous qualities.

      “Rainey Astor,” she whispers.

      The magic swirls brighter, faster, and soon, Farah’s golden hair is flying about her face. Her power strengthens, the force of it sending me back a step. “Farah?”

      “Rainey Astor,” she repeats, her body convulsing.

      “Farah!” I yell, but still, she doesn’t open her eyes.

      The magic encircling her darkens to near black before finally vanishing as though it never existed at all. Farah opens her eyes, the golden weighted heavily with whatever it was she saw. I can’t help but fear it was not the positive outcome we’ve been hoping for.

      “What did you see?” I demand.

      She forces a smile, but I can see that it does not meet her eyes. “Nothing that should concern you, Elijah.”

      “What the fuck does that mean? What did you see with Rainey?” I stalk across her office and slam both hands down on the top of her desk. “Please.”

      Hard, golden eyes soften as she stares up at me. “I saw a powerful hunter unlike any the world has ever seen. I saw a war, blood, and a battle to be won. But I also saw loss.”

      “Loss?”

      She nods. “Some will not survive this fight.”

      “Rainey?” I choke out, nearly cracking beneath the weight of my question. If Rainey dies, there is no future for me. No world in which I wish to exist without her.

      “She will not be the same when it is over,” Farah warns. “But from what I see, she will remain standing. Though, as you and I both know, that does not necessarily equate survival.” She gets to her feet and strolls across the room. After opening a cabinet, she withdraws two vials of clear liquid and offers them to me.

      “What are these?”

      “Barrier spells. It will keep you and Rainey off the radar of those hunting you. It’s only temporary but should be enough to hold off the bounty hunters for some time.”

      So will keeping her locked away while I hunt them down, one by one.

      Farah laughs darkly, and I wonder if I spoke out loud. “I can see what you’re thinking, Vampire. It’s all over your face. I caution you to not attempt to shield your hunter by hiding her away. You will only push her out the door if you do. Rainey Astor is not one to sit out of a fight. She’s ferocious, and the only way you will win is if she is beside you. Remember that.” Reaching over, she pats my hand, her cool skin resting atop mine. “This will keep her hidden, Elijah. Take comfort in knowing they will not be able to track her when she is not with you.”

      I trust Farah, always have despite our differences. But there’s no way in hell I’m giving this to Rainey without checking it myself. So, I shove one vial in my pocket and open the other. Lavender-infused liquid slips down my throat as I drink it down. I stare down at the empty vial in my hand, attempting to gain control over my fear at Farah’s words.

      Some will not survive this fight.

      She will remain standing. Though, as you and I both know, that does not necessarily equate survival.

      “Who will not survive?” I ask her, and she smiles sadly at me, lifting a hand and gently touching my cheek.

      “The war will be worth the casualties, Elijah. For if you win, the tables will shift.”

      Her words are heavy and laced with double meaning, so without giving myself too long to think about it, I ask a question I’m not entirely sure I want to know the answer to. “And if we lose?”

      Her eyes darken, going from their typical butterscotch to a deep golden that simmers with power. “Then the world will descend into darkness, unlike anything we’ve ever seen. Death will run rampant through the streets, and all will bend to the will of evil. It won’t matter whether you’re human or supernatural—everyone will suffer the same.”
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      “Well this place looks like it probably has bodies buried in the basement,” Ramirez says dryly as he stands beside me in the driveway of the old bed and breakfast Beatrice Smith ran. “I can’t imagine it’s been open for at least a decade.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask as I stare up at the pristinely polished house before me. Thorny rose bushes with bright blooms flank both sides of a wraparound porch. The log siding of the house is clean and polished, and the large windows flanking each side of the front door are so damn clean they look like they belong in a Windex commercial.

      “This place is a dump.” He shakes his head and turns back to the car.

      “A dump?” Eyebrow raised, I glance over my shoulder at him.

      “I guess the place wasn’t operational after all.”

      I turn back to the house. Glamour. This must have been strictly for supernaturals. It would make sense—nothing we’ve discovered about Beatrice paints the picture of a woman who loved people.

      Hell, the woman had no social media accounts, no known friends, no living family. Honestly, this B&B is the closest we’ve gotten to anything having to do with the dead witch. I’m damn glad I chose to bring my own ride out here since it looks like this is one walkthrough I’ll have to do myself.

      His phone rings, and he puts it to his ear as I look back at the house.

      “Ramirez. Sounds good. We’ll be there in a few. M.E. said she has something for us on Smith.”

      “You go ahead, I’ll meet you there in a few.”

      He lifts an eyebrow. “You aren’t planning on going in that broken-down house, are you? There won’t be anyone here to call for help when you fall through the floor.”

      I laugh. “No, we can come back out with dogs tomorrow and search the place.”

      “All right.”

      “I just need to make a quick call before I get on my bike.”

      “I keep telling you to get a vehicle with doors and a roof, Astor.”

      “And I keep telling you they aren’t for me. I like danger.”

      He chuckles and gets into his car as I walk toward my bike, trying to appear completely normal and not like I’m about to run into a glamoured house.

      At least, I wasn’t lying about the phone call. “Rainey, is everything okay?” Elijah asks after answering on the first ring.

      “Yeah,” I reply and wave at Ramirez as he backs down the drive, and I straddle my bike. “I need you to meet me somewhere.”

      “Where?”

      “A glamoured B&B out on Beverly Hill Lane.”

      “Text me the address.”

      The line goes dead, so I fire off a quick text and shove my phone into my pocket. A bird chirps overhead, but I can’t sense anyone—or anything—else in the vicinity. Since I know looks can be deceiving—the house before me a perfect example—I palm my dagger anyway before heading for the porch.

      The large windows show off an empty living room with plush couches and a stone hearth that has yet to be lit. There are paintings of various scenery, some forests, some water, all beautifully done. Still, I see no one inside as I make my way to the front door.

      “Rainey Astor.”

      I spin, blade raised. “Who the hell are you?” The woman who stands before me is wearing a pencil skirt in a vibrant blue, her white flowy top and red hair making her look like a walking American flag.

      She grins at me. “I see you’re enjoying my attire. I do like to look patriotic for our men and women in blue.”

      “Huh?” The edge of my vision begins to blur—but not in a way that makes me dizzy. No, it’s almost as though I’m suffering from tunnel vision and the only thing I can focus on is the strange woman.

      “The effects will wear off once you’re inside.” She crosses the porch, her heels clicking on the sturdy boards. “Come in.”

      “Who the hell are you?”

      “Someone who can help you, I’m sure.” After pulling open the door, she steps to the side and gestures for me to walk into the living room.

      I’m trying to come up with reasons why I shouldn’t.

      Why I should stay the fuck right here on the porch until Elijah gets here.

      But I want to go inside, desperately.

      Green eyes glitter with anticipation. “I won’t harm you, Hunter. Please do come in.”

      “I’ll kill you if you try,” I warn, shaking my head to clear it.

      She nods, so I move past her and inside. The second I cross the threshold, the place transforms, and all of the haze I was suffering from disappears like a bubble popping inside my brain.

      “Better?” she asks as though it’s a perfect explanation for why the fuck I walked through a front door and into a forest.

      “Where the hell are we?”

      “Inside the house,” she replies as she walks barefoot across the thick, green grass and into a kitchen made entirely of wood. No longer in the clothing from outside, she’s wearing a pale green dress that hugs her upper body and spills into a skirt that flits as she walks.  Leaning down, she stokes a fire, and after grabbing a ladle from a hook beside the hearth, dips it into the black pot hanging on a bar overhead.

      “This is not inside the house.”

      “It is. All part of the glamour. Tea?” she asks, ladling some liquid into three mugs.

      “Who else is here?”

      “No one, yet.”

      “Who else is coming?”

      “You should know. You called him.” The moment she finishes the sentence, the door bursts open.

      “Rainey?” Elijah yells, eyes wide with panic. “Why the fuck did you come in here al—” He trails off, his gaze landing on our host. “Aoife?”

      She smiles widely, showing off perfectly white, straight teeth. “Hello, Elijah.”

      Elijah’s gone completely pale, his eyes full of emotion. “How?”

      That single word uttered from his lips is packed with so much pain, so much grief, it seeps into my bones. I whirl on the woman he called Aoife, prepared to demand an answer for him if only to ease some of his agony.

      But when my gaze lands on her, I see she looks just as somber. “I promise to answer all of your questions. Please,” she gestures to the stump in the center of the grassy floor. “Join us.”

      He doesn’t move.

      “Okay, who the hell are you, and why are you here?” I demand. Not even the anger in my tone is enough to snap Elijah out of whatever spell he’s under.

      “I am Aoife,” she replies as though her name alone is supposed to provide some sort of answer.

      “Ee-fa?”

      She nods. “Aoife. And I’m here to stop the destruction of the supernatural world.” Her tone is so casual that I almost think she’s joking.

      “Excuse me? Destruction of the supernatural world?” My gaze goes from her back to him. “How do you two know each other?”

      Her attention transfers from me to the man still staring at her as though she’s a fucking ghost respawned and he’s unsure just what to do about it. “Elijah and I go way back, don’t we?”

      I clear my throat. “That doesn’t really answer my question.”

      Her brow furrows as she carries three mugs to a wooden stump in the center of the clearing that is also, apparently, a living room. She sets them down and kneels in the grass. “I suppose it doesn’t, but we’ll get to that. I would like to apologize for the lack of furniture. I am at my strongest when I am amongst nature,” she says as she runs her hands through the grass. “Come, have a seat, please.”

      Elijah is still staring at her, completely in awe with the woman who just made us tea. I can’t help but feel a bit jealous, but I do my best to swallow it down as I join her.

      She smiles at me, kindness etched in every line of her beautiful face. Freckles line her cheekbones, a dusting unlike the dark spots on mine. Her pale skin is complimented by bright golden eyes that watch me with interest.

      Elijah stays rooted in his spot, unable to move.

      “You planning on moving?” she asks him.

      “Who are you?” he whispers.

      I’ve never seen this man back down from a fight. Even when Doloris had us massively outnumbered, so to see him so afraid now—I’m just not entirely sure what to make of it, but it’s definitely far from comforting.

      She reaches across the table toward me and touches my hand. Power rushes into my body, surging through me like electricity, and I jolt at the contact even as she appears to be unaffected. “We have much to discuss, Elijah and me, but I would like you to be a part of it as well.”

      “I’m not going any-fucking-where,” I growl back.

      “Good.”

      Elijah, seeming to finally snap the hell out of it, walks toward us and drops to the grass beside me. “How?” his voice cracks, the weight of it a pang in my heart. He’s hurt.

      She sighs sadly and lifts her cup to take a sip. “I was welcomed into the veil between here and the otherworld by a fae prince. He offered me life, power, if I would go to faerie with him.” She meets his gaze. “If I would be his bride.”

      “You’re a fucking fae princess?” I ask, gaping at her. A fae? In Billings? I’m awestruck, unable to tear my eyes away as I take in everything around me. I thought she was a witch—but now I realize how foolish that was. My hunter senses are picking up a hell of a lot more than a magical current running through her body. No—Aoife is power. Every molecule in her body radiates it.

      She laughs sadly. “No. Unfortunately, the wedding never happened. He was killed by a witch.”

      “Oh.” Feeling like an asshole for my outburst, I focus instead on the way Elijah is reacting.

      “I watched you die, Aoife.”

      “You did.”

      “You’ve been alive this entire time? Do you have any idea what happened to me when you died?”

      Her eyes darken to a deep green, and thunder booms overhead. Which, of course, should make no sense since we’re inside a damn house.

      Even magic should have its limitations.

      And since this is my first fae, I have zero experience to compare her to. Is she just overly powerful? Or is this mild compared to what her kind can do?

      “I did. I watched every moment of your downfall, Elijah, and I was greatly disappointed and saddened. You were so much better than that.”

      He explodes up from the ground, and I jump up with him, more than ready to kill the bitch for whatever it is she did to him. It doesn’t matter that I have no clue what it was; I’ll kill for Elijah, without hesitation.

      “You fucking abandoned me by choice? Losing you killed me.”

      Aoife gets to her feet—slowly. “You and I were never meant to be, Elijah. You were always meant to love another.”

      I gape at her, the pieces coming together. “You were his fiancée,” I whisper, and she turns her emerald gaze to me before nodding slowly.

      One glance at Elijah, and I can see he’s getting damn close to snapping. I can’t blame him. He once told me that he went on a human-killing bender after his fiancée was killed. That she was who’d grounded him in humanity, and without her, he flailed around. A fish out of water, or more accurately, a vampire lacking empathy. He blamed himself for her death, and I know a part of him still does—or rather did, seeing as how she’s standing before us now.

      It never bothered me that he’d loved another before we met. I’m too practical to be upset by his past.

      But seeing her here alive and well? I won’t lie, it’s fucking with my head.

      “I had to go, Elijah. When the fae prince came to me, I refused him at first. After all, what could compare to what I felt for you? But soon, I realized that I could grow to love him, so I accepted his proposal. When he pulled me from the veil, I received my first vision. It was of you standing at the epicenter of a magical storm. A woman bathed in power by your side.” She walks forward and places a hand on my shoulder. “You and Rainey were always meant to find each other.”

      “You abandoned me, Aoife. Left me to wither away and die alone.”

      “If I hadn’t, you never would have met Rainey.”

      I don’t realize how badly I need to see it on his face—the realization that his life didn’t turn out too shitty without her. But when he turns his attention to me and lets out a calming breath, it soothes the doubts. And when he reaches over to grab my hand, my heart rate slows. Especially when I meet Aoife’s eyes and see nothing but happiness.

      No jealousy.

      No regret.

      Just relief that Elijah isn’t alone anymore.

      I clear my throat. “So, destruction of the supernatural world? Care to elaborate?”

      “There is a darkness coming,” she warns. “Something the likes of which we’ve never seen. Even the fae grow restless beyond the veil.”

      “Are they coming here too?”

      She shakes her head. “They refuse to meddle.”

      Elijah snorts. “Yet they have no issue fucking with shit when it suits them.”

      “This is true,” Aoife agrees. “I am here to bring you the warning and assist when I can.”

      “Why not seek me out before then? If you’ve always known who I am,” I ask and shove both hands into the pockets of my leather jacket.

      “I knew you would come here,” she replies.

      “Did you kill Beatrice Smith?”

      Aoife pales, and her eyes wide. “Bea is dead?”

      I nod. “We found her body this morning. What do you know about her?”

      “I rented this place from her,” Aoife answers after a moment, shifting her gaze from Elijah to me. “Such a sweet woman—a witch who kept to herself.”

      “How did she die?”

      “I don’t know, the M.E. said she could find no visible wounds on her, no evidence of trauma. I should know more in a few hours once she’s finished with the exam.”

      “Where did she die?”

      “Her apartment. In the center of a crystal circle.”

      “Take me there.” Aoife reaches down and retrieves the mugs.

      “It’s an active crime scene,” I tell her. “I can’t just go walking in with a fae and a vampire.”

      “I assure you; they will not make me as fae.” She sets the mugs on the wooden countertop in her kitchen. “Nor Elijah as a vampire.”

      “Either way, I have a hard enough time keeping my cover intact. If I go waltzing onto a crime scene with non-police, people are going to get suspicious.”

      She levels me with an emerald gaze brimming with power. “I need to see where she died. There will be magic left behind. Magic I can sense and determine if the cards have begun to fall.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Power simmers around her, transforming her into the red-haired woman I met on the porch. Then, she holds my gaze as her eyes flash from green to gold then back to green. “The destruction of the world as we know it, Rainey Astor, begins with dead witches.”
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      You know, I realize that my life has taken one hell of a crazy detour over the last few weeks. I’ve nearly died multiple times, was rescued by a sexy-as-fuck vampire, discovered an old-ass box with who knows what kind of magic inside, discovered a murder plot that I don’t even begin to understand, and had sex with the aforementioned vampire—multiple times—and have zero intention of stopping.

      But, even with all of that, if you would have told me I would be walking into a crime scene with a fae who also happens to be my current lover’s ex-fiancée…well, let’s just say it wouldn’t have gone well.

      And yet, here I am.

      Aoife is to the left of me, wearing the blue pencil skirt and white blouse I first saw her in, and Elijah is to the right of me and has been silent most of the way over here. Granted, the three of us drove separately, so he could have been screaming at the top of his lungs in his car, and I never would have known.

      Hell, I would have been if I weren’t worried about bugs in my teeth.

      The door is blocked off with yellow caution tape, but I pull it down, breaking the seal of the crime scene and pushing my way inside.

      It looks just like it did before with the addition of fingerprint dust on some of the surfaces.

      “I can feel it,” Aoife whispers as she moves further into the apartment. Elijah stays beside me, watching with both hands shoved into the pockets of his slacks.

      I reach up and touch his arm, trying to bring him some peace, and he smiles down at me, though it doesn’t reach his eyes.

      “She didn’t die in here,” Aoife says.

      “No,” I confirm. “The bedroom.”

      With a nod, the fae turns down the hall and walks toward the bedroom where Beatrice was discovered. Elijah and I follow.

      They removed the crystals, taking them to the precinct for examination, so if you hadn’t known someone died in here, you wouldn’t have thought anything was wrong. But even as the victim’s body is not in here anymore—I can still see her lying face-up on the floor.

      Black soulless eyes staring up into mine.

      I can still hear her scream.

      Aoife kneels on the carpet where the body was discovered and presses her hands to the floor. She closes her eyes and begins to hum as power surges through the room. Elijah grips my hand and pulls me back so we stand just beside the door, watching as Aoife does whatever the fuck it is she’s doing.

      Glass rattles on the victim’s dresser, the perfume bottles shaking like there’s a damn earthquake.

      “What is she doing?” I ask Elijah.

      “I don’t know.”

      As soon as he says the words, whatever was going on stops, and Aoife stands, staring back at me with bright golden eyes that steadily fade to green. “She was murdered.”

      “I figured as much, crystal circle and all,” I add. “I don’t suppose you have a name? Location of who killed her?”

      Sadly, she shakes her head. “It was dark, Rainey. And Beatrice suffered greatly as she died. Whoever did it stole the magic from her soul. Ripped it away, and without it, she could not survive.”

      “Someone stole her magic?”

      Aoife nods. “I can still feel the lingering of the evil, though Beatrice’s power is gone. That can only mean someone stole it. Even after a witch dies, her power remains behind. It lingers around the body—in the bones. Hers should still be here.” She turns in a slow circle as if looking for the magic signature she just described. “Instead, it is gone, Rainey. And that is quite troublesome.”

      “You said it all starts with dead witches,” Elijah says. “Is this what you were referring to?”

      She nods. “And if my visions are to be interpreted plainly, there will be many, many more before the end.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the one who will bring the chaos needs the power to fuel her own. If she gets enough, she will be unstoppable.”

      With one last glance back at the floor where Beatrice was discovered, Aoife disappears, leaving Elijah and me standing alone at the scene of a murder I can’t even begin to explain.
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      Another day of zero progress on these cases. Well, perceived progress anyway. Aoife’s revelation was a pretty fucking massive one. But since it was supernatural, I get to act like I have my head stuck in the sand. Ramirez is taking it pretty hard too since, lately, we’ve been hit with more supernaturals than human, and he’s considering it a personal hit.

      The entire thing is just really fucking unfortunate since I know more than I’m allowed to say.

      It makes me look like a shit cop, and that hurts my pride. But what’s more bothersome is that I can’t even bring justice in my own way. Can’t remove the head of something if you don’t know who—or what—the fuck it is in the first place.

      As I step out into the night air, I pull out my phone and call Elijah.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “It’s fine.” We haven’t spoken since parting at the crime scene. I knew he needed his space, so instead of following him back home, I headed back to work where I was told Beatrice Smith died of old age.

      Which, on paper, makes no sense given that she was only twenty-seven. I am the only one who could see just how much sense it made since witches are kept young by their power. Without hers—Beatrice’s internal organs gave out.

      “Rainey?”

      “Sorry, I—what are you doing?”

      “Reading.” Something shuffles over the receiver, papers moving about. “Are you coming home?”

      Home. How crazy is it that home is exactly what Elijah feels like to me? “I was actually going to go get a workout in. You interested?”

      “Sure.”

      “I’ll text you the address.” Ending the call, I send him the location of the gym and then climb on my bike. There’s a chill in the air, proof of the coming fall season. With Halloween in less than a week, that chill will soon morph into winter. It used to be my favorite time of year, but ever since Delaney died, things have been different.

      My bike comes to life beneath me, and I pull out of the spot, making my way down the street toward a place I haven’t been in two years. I’m not exactly sure what motivated me to want to come here tonight. Could be that I want to share something of Delaney’s with Elijah—they were friends.

      Or maybe it’s because after everything I’ve faced recently, I want to feel closer even if it won’t be the same. Honestly, it probably has more to do with the fact that I want to share something with Elijah to hopefully soothe some of the betrayal left behind when he saw Aoife again.

      My headlights shine on the white siding of the gym Delaney built with money from our inheritance. It’s where she trained me after our parents died, where I learned how to fight—how to survive.

      I turn and remove the key from my ignition, then climb off my bike. After reaching into my pocket for the key, I take a deep breath and unlock the door.

      Since it has no windows, there’s no moonlight shining in, making the room pitch black. I flip on the switch and move inside as light illuminates the space.

      Blue mats are coated in a thin layer of dust, but they’re still in the exact same spot they were the last time I was here. Weights line one wall, and two heavy bags hang from the other. Two treadmills sit near the door, a water cooler that—to my surprise—still has water in it between them.

      I can almost see her here, guiding me with a steady hand as I learn how to defend myself against monsters that should have only existed in bedtime stories.

      And now, I’m sleeping with one.

      “Oh, Delaney, how things have changed.”

      Crossing the room, I reach the final wall and stare into the smiling faces of my parents, Delaney, and me outside my grandmother’s house in Salem. I was ten here, my whole life in front of me with no way of knowing that in twenty-seven years, I would be the only one still alive.

      Grief wells in my chest, a stone weighing me down, as I reach up and press my palm to the glass. Here’s hoping it still works.

      With a creak, the panel slides away, revealing an inset filled with various weapons. Silver blades that haven’t seen light in years glint beneath the fluorescents of the gym. The bo staffs Delaney used to kick my ass with are clipped above the blades, something she’d done with purpose.

      “We will work our way down the wall.”

      “You want me to fight you with a stick? Come on, Del, I can use a sword.”

      “You can use a dagger,” she clarifies. “But until you can fight with a bo staff, you have no business picking up a blade as your main weapon.”

      “That makes no sense. The blades are obviously more dangerous. Why would I choose wood over silver?”

      Delaney quirks an eyebrow and grins. “You think you know it all? Sixteen-year-old Rainey Astor doesn’t need to listen to what I have to say. That about right?”

      “No, I just—it doesn’t make logical sense.”

      “I tell you what.” She reaches up and unhooks a silver short blade and hands it to me before grabbing a staff for herself. “Let’s see which is the better weapon.”

      Grinning, I flip the blade in my hand like she taught me to do with the blunt edge practice weapons. “Bring it.”

      She majorly kicked my ass that day. Left me in a pile of my own sweat, some blood, and even a few tears. Needless to say, after that ass-whooping, I made it a point to learn how to use the staff. And wouldn’t you know—our first hunt ended with me losing the grip on my short blade and having to resort to using an old piece of rebar instead.

      “This is brilliant,” Elijah says.

      I turn, surprised to see him in the doorway. I hadn’t even heard him come in. “It was Delaney’s place. We lived in the apartment in the back. It was where she taught me how to fight.”

      He’s pulled his hair up on the top of his head and changed from his earlier slacks into grey sweats and an aged AC/DC T-shirt. “Looks like it’s been a while since anyone’s been here.”

      I nod. “That’s because it has. I never even cleaned out her apartment. Coming here—it was just too hard. I’ve only been back once.”

      He moves through the room, coming to stop beside me. “Impressive arsenal.”

      “Delaney always had the best of the best.” I reach forward and grab a twelve-inch silver blade with a ruby-encrusted handle. “This was her personal favorite.”

      I offer it to him, and he takes it, running his fingers over the hilt. “I remember her using this. It’s actually what she had when we first met.”

      He hands it back. “It was on her when she died,” I tell him. “I brought it back and sealed the place. Haven’t been here since.”

      “She was one hell of a fighter—your sister.”

      I smile back at him, grateful that he still refers to Delaney as my sister. It’s what I always knew her as, and even though I recently discovered we were actually cousins, it’s what she will always and forever be to me. We were sisters—closer than.

      And even though she kept plenty of secrets from me, no one will ever convince me otherwise.

      I replace the blade and turn toward him. “How are you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me, Elijah.”

      He sighs and reaches up to rub a hand over the back of his neck. “I wish I could say it rolled right off of me. That I’m not hurt by it—but to be honest, I’m pissed the fuck off.”

      “I can understand that.” I swallow hard. “Now that she’s back, are you—” I trail off, unable to say the words out loud. To give him the option of walking away from me and back to her.

      Elijah crosses the distance between us and cups my face in his palm. “Don’t think for one second that I would ever wish my life to be different. I am yours, Rainey Astor. One thousand percent, and never in a million years would I walk away from you. From what we have. Aoife changes nothing. Except now, the guilt I carried after her death has lessened upon my shoulders.” His thumb caresses my cheek, and he lowers his forehead to mine in a tender gesture that warms my heart despite the chill in my bones ever since Aoife’s warning. “You are my future if you’ll still have me.”

      In demonstration, I tilt my head and kiss him deeply. He is mine, and I am his. While I’m not quite ready to voice the words out loud, I know my truth. And hearing it from him pushes everything else aside.

      “If you want me to kick her ass, I can.”

      He smiles against my mouth. “Maybe later.” He pulls away.

      “Do you think she’s telling the truth? About what’s coming?”

      Elijah reaches into the pocket of his sweats as he nods. “Unfortunately, it’s not the first time I’ve been warned of a threat today.” He holds out his hand, holding a vial of clear liquid in his palm.

      “What is that?”

      “A potion that will keep you hidden from any supernatural trackers while we figure out who the hell is trying to kill you.”

      “Don’t you need one too? It’s not just me they’re after.”

      “I’ve already taken one.”

      I glare at him. “You took one so you could make sure it wasn’t poison.”

      He shrugs, not even bothering to hide his motives behind a smooth lie. “I trusted the witch not to harm me but not you.”

      “Stop putting yourself at risk, Elijah. Or I will start doing the same.”

      His eyes flash as he clenches his teeth together. But, he nods. “Agreed.”

      After uncorking the vial, I tip it up and drink down something that tastes a hell of a lot like lavender water spiked with vodka. A terrible combination—might I add. “That was something.” I cough and toss the vial into the trash beside the water cooler.

      “It’s effective.”

      “Where did you get it?”

      “A witch who runs a supernatural sex club.”

      “I’m sorry, a what? You went to a sex club today?” There’s no heat in my words, no jealousy because I know I have nothing to worry about. It’s just pure shock at the thought of the man before me walking into a sex club. And honestly, I’m kind of pissed he didn’t take me too.

      “I’ve known Farah for quite some time and hoped she’d know something about the Lunar Divide.”

      I cross my arms. “I take it she did?”

      He nods. “She spoke with Delaney about it as well.”

      “What did she tell her?”

      “What we already know—that The Divide is why those witches born on Halloween during a full moon are being hunted. But she did tell me that it’s not the Immortal Council running it but rather a trio of supernaturals overseeing everything. Puppet masters pulling the strings for everything that’s happening right now.”

      “Dammit. If we don’t know who they are—”

      “Then we have no way of stopping them unless we climb from the bottom.”

      Arching an eyebrow, I study him. “You want to kill the council members.”

      “I do. And I plan to. You interested?”

      “Absolutely.”

      He nods then studies the room again. “So we’re here for a workout?”

      “We are.” I shrug out of my jacket and holster, setting them on a leather couch to the side. Then, I stretch up and retrieve the two bo staffs, offering him one and gripping my own. It feels familiar in my palm, the weight and feel of the smooth wood. “I need to practice. If we’ve got one hell of a fight coming our way, I’d like to get some work in on my form.”

      He grins wickedly. “I would be honored to be your partner.”

      “I’m sure you would. Ready to have your ass kicked?”

      He spins the staff in his palm, showcasing just how comfortable he is with the weapon. “You know, I’ve spent decades mastering nearly every weapon out there. I assure you it won’t be me getting my ass kicked.”

      “Then come on, old man. And you damn well better not go easy on me.” Holding the staff right in the center, I take a few steps back and take the stance that is now as familiar to me as the back of my hand.

      He does the same, though his stance is slightly different from mine. “I’ll never go easy on you, Rainey. I know you like it rough.” He winks, and warmth spreads throughout my belly.

      I charge, dropping to my free hand at the last second and swiping my staff out in a futile attempt to sweep him off his feet. Elijah jumps at just the right time, and my weapon slashes beneath him as he drops forward and rolls back to his feet.

      Spinning, our staffs meet, the jarring of the clash reverberating through my forearms. He brings his down, blocking my lower strike, then ducks as I swing over his head. I drop the staff and spin, slamming my foot into his chest.

      He stumbles back but manages to keep his balance, grinning at me like a madman. I return the gesture momentarily before retrieving my staff and taking my stance again.

      He attacks this time, and I brace for impact. Right before he’s about to strike though, he disappears. “What the shit, Elijah?” I spin, searching the room for him.

      I feel a finger run down my spine just below my hairline. I spin, lashing out with my bo staff. Elijah chuckles.

      “You have to be ready for anything, Hunter.”

      “You worried you can’t beat me if I can see you, Vampire?”

      “Not in the slightest.” He blips into view just ahead, so I race toward him. He stands firm, disappearing once again before I can reach him. “Use your other sense, Rainey. The power in your blood allows you to see past my glamour. All you have to do is access it.”

      Turning in a slow circle, I search for any blip of him—and mild distortion of the space. The lines of the water cooler are misshapen, blurred ever so slightly. Instead of letting him know that I am on to him, I keep moving around.

      My back turned to him, I take a deep breath and spin, racing toward him. The blur moves to the right, and I shift course at the last minute, slamming into Elijah. He drops his cloak and grins up at me the moment we come to a stop on the floor, me pinning him, my bo staff pressed against his throat.

      “What did you see?” he asks.

      “The air around you, it was blurry.”

      He grins. “I knew you could do it.”

      I drop my face so my mouth is only a breath away from his. “Did you just use the adult equivalent of an ‘I told you so’?”

      “I believe I did.”

      Tilting my head to the side and lowering down to his throat, I drag my teeth over his speeding pulse. “I’d say bite me, but you probably would.”

      When I pull back, his pupils are dilated as he stares up at me. “I most certainly would.”

      He bucks his hips, and I lean back, flipping off of him and rolling to my feet. “Again,” I say, taking my stance once more. “And this time, try harder.”
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      Freedom is just within my grasp, so near I can practically taste it on my tongue. The more power I take in, the closer I get to being free of this prison cell.

      Free to walk the earth, carrying the force of my power within me once more.

      Free to take my vengeance and reshape a broken world.

      I imagine myself smiling as I stand in the center of my chaos.

      I can hear my footsteps as I ascend the steps to my throne.

      And my heart beats quicker now in anticipation, the heavy thumping like drums beneath an open sky.

      One of these days, my patience will be rewarded with a crown upon my head.

      They may not notice me yet, but soon, none will be able to look away. I will be the force they fear, the storm on the horizon.

      Yes, soon I will be free.

      And when I am, the blood of my enemies will rain down.
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      Body sore from the ass-kicking Rainey delivered last night, and the sex following, I make my way into Tarnley’s blood bar. It’s nearly empty, and I’m grateful for the reprieve, especially given my current status as a not-so-popular vampire amongst the supernaturals. The blocker will help keep them from finding me, but it won’t work if I’m spotted out and about.

      Still, I need the break. My research has gotten me absolutely nowhere, and I was about to lose my shit and just open the fucking box myself. Which, of course, I can’t do yet.

      Even if I don’t want her there, I promised Rainey I’d wait.

      Other than the bartender, Tarnley is the only one inside and is seated in his usual spot in the center of the bar, so I stroll over to my oldest friend and take the stool beside him. He glances over at me, his crimson gaze evidence of the human blood he survives on.

      He doesn’t kill though. Tarnley drinks what he needs and releases, something very few vampires actively practice these days.

      “Elijah,” he greets.

      “Tarnley.”

      I take a seat, and the bartender stops in front of me. Her bright purple hair is braided down her back. “What can I get for you?”

      “Whiskey,” I reply, and she disappears with a nod. “She’s new,” I comment.

      “Hired a few days ago.”

      “Witch?”

      He nods. “How was Salem?”

      “Interesting.”

      “Learn anything?”

      The bartender slides a whiskey over to me and disappears into the back room. “Sure, Rainey doesn’t much care for sharing a washroom.” Even if I trust him—and I do—sharing the truth behind what Rainey and I discovered could have dire consequences.

      And as much as it bothers me to lie—it’s necessary for now. Once I know exactly what we’re in for, I may loop him in. But not any sooner.

      Tarnley chuckles. “I’m surprised she didn’t take your head off. I’ve roomed with you before; you’re a bathroom hog.” Tarnley was in his twenties when I turned him over three hundred years before on one of my benders. He’s never had much difficulty getting women—human or supernatural alike—which made sharing a house with him rather awkward when morning—or in his case, evening—time came around.

      All that changed though when he met his mate, Allison. She’d been his other half, his best friend, and when she’d died, he’d never been the same.

      “I’m not that bad,” I defend. “I have manners.”

      “Sure, though they aren’t as good as they should be, given your Irish heritage. Aren’t you all supposed to be hospitable?”

      “You’re in a mood,” I poke back. This light conversation is unusual for my friend. Typically, getting him to talk anything but business is a massive headache. I wonder what’s changed.

      “Just enjoying myself,” he says and lifts his glass. The amber liquid inside is another change. Usually, Tarnley sips on blood.

      “Glad to see it.” I take a drink. “So, hear anything new about the bounty on my head?”

      “Still there, though they’ve shifted to trying to take out your hunter.”

      Clenching my jaw, I nod. “Can’t say I’m surprised.”

      “They do seem to be rather distracted at the moment though.” A line forms between his brows.

      Tarnley has contacts on both the Immortal and Vampire Council. If he’s confused, it’s typically not a good thing. “Distracted? With what?”

      “I have no clue. But it’s damn big, and they’re keeping it close. Whatever it is, they’re running scared.”

      Could it be the box? “Well, here’s hoping they keep their bloody attention on something else and keep it off Rainey.”

      “Is that affection in your voice?” he asks me with a grin.

      “Possibly,” I admit.

      Tarnley stares at me as I take a drink of my whiskey. When I set the glass back down and glance over at him, he inhales, breathing deeply before his eyes widen. “Shit, you mated with her. I can smell it all over you. How the hell did I miss that?”

      “It just kind of happened,” I defend. “Back in Salem.”

      He continues to gape at me in complete surprise. “I need to meet this hunter. Someone who managed to capture and hold the attention of Elijah Hawthorne. Very intriguing indeed.”

      “Thought you hated hunters.” Tarnley’s mate was killed by a hunter. She’d lost herself to the bloodlust and was killing humans by the dozens. They found her before we could, and he’s never forgiven the supernatural enforcers.

      Vampires only mate once in our lives—the blood bond is just too damn strong, and I’ve never heard of it being broken even after death. Still, I often hope my friend will find someone who calls to him as Allison had all those years ago.

      I just wish he could find some damned happiness again.

      “I could learn to tolerate yours. If she manages to keep your ass in line.”

      I smile. “She definitely does that. There’s something else,” I add, and he glances over at me.

      “Yeah?”

      “I saw Aoife.”

      Tarnley’s dark brow arches, and he straightens in his seat, rotating to fully face me. “I’m sorry, you saw who?”

      “Aoife.”

      “As in the human woman whose death sent you into a tailspin that led to me being turned?”

      I nod.

      “Where? How?”

      “She’s apparently fae now.”

      He gapes at me, total disbelief evident on his face. “Fae.”

      “She told me that she agreed to marry a fae in return for powers. He was apparently killed by a witch, and she was shunned because she wasn’t born one of the bastards.”

      “Well. That’s certainly interesting, to say the least. Where did you see her?”

      “Rainey called me and asked if I would accompany her to a bed and breakfast owned by the victim of a murder she’s currently investigating.”

      He barks out a laugh. “Wait a moment, so Rainey was there with you when you ran into Aoife?”

      I nod tightly. “She was. Front and center.”

      Tarnley looks like he’s only a moment away from losing his battle to contain the rest of his laughter at my predicament. “How did that go? Rainey kill her?”

      “No. Aoife told me that Rainey and I were fated to meet. That it was in the cards the entire fucking time and she had to stay away because of it.”

      “How’d Rainey take that?”

      “Okay. To be honest, she took it a hell of a lot better than I did.”

      “Interesting. You know, the more I hear about this hunter of yours, the more intrigued I am by her.”

      “She’s special; that’s for damn sure.” I take a drink and set my mug down, lifting my gaze to the door leading back into the kitchen. I’m about to look away when the bartender steps into view through the small window, her eyes swirling with power.

      Pain, unlike anything I’ve ever experienced, surges through my brain. Grasping both sides of my head, I growl as I attempt to shove her out of my mind.

      Unfortunately for me, I’m only half-witch and not capable of the type of magic she’s aiming at me. Something trickles out of my ears and down the sides of my face.

      “What is it?” Tarnley’s voice is nothing but a distant echo. Is this really it? Surely my fate is not to go out on the floor of the blood bar.

      “Elijah!” Tarnley bellows.

      I can’t speak, can’t explain because my head feels as though it’s going to explode right here in this fucking bar. Blood drips from my nose, the crimson beads falling to the bartop in front of me.

      My vision swims, and I sway, nearly falling off the damned stool. Placing both hands on the top, I manage to keep myself from falling over, but the force of grinding my teeth together is excruciating.

      Tarnley disappears and blurs back in front of me, the witch in his hands. A loud crack fills the room as her neck is snapped, making the pain disappear immediately. The force of the relief knocks me back onto my stool, and I slump, my head resting on the bar top.

      I hear her body thump moments before Tarnley is back at my side. “You okay?”

      “I’ve got the headache of a fucking lifetime,” I reply, my breathing ragged. “What the fuck was that all about?”

      “I have no damned clue. I vetted her myself.” His anger is apparent in his tone as he walks back around the bar. I smell the copper before he even sets the glass in front of me, but I don’t refuse.

      Instead, I take what he offers and drink deeply, letting the blood fuel my body’s healing abilities. Unfortunately, it’s venom on my tongue after having Rainey’s. Still, I force it down.

      “You going to survive?” Tarnley asks, and I set the now empty glass down on the counter.

      “I will, but I’d be better if I knew what the bloody hell that was for.” My first thought is that somehow, someone heard about my bond with Rainey. I know it’s only a matter of time, and when they do—I have no illusions about what it will mean.

      They will come for us.

      “Letting her live so you could question her didn’t seem like an option when it looked like you were going to die.”

      “No, I appreciate it.”

      He shrugs. That’s the thing with Tarnley; he acts the same whether he’s enjoying a drink or pulling my ass from the depths of hell—which he has, just as I’ve done for him. We’ve had each other’s backs for three hundred years, and I don’t think it will ever change. At least, not while we live.

      “Probably best if you stay out of sight for a while,” he tells me. “I’ll see what I can find out about her.”

      “Can you get me a name?”

      “Aria Anderson,” he replies.

      “Thanks.” I stand, pulling the phone from my pocket and tapping Rainey’s contact information. I relax, my body calming the moment I hear her familiar voice.

      “Hey, you. Miss me already?”

      “The second you walked out of the door.”

      Tarnley rolls his eyes and turns away to pour himself a fresh drink.

      “Can you do me a favor?”

      “Sure. What is it?”

      I hear a rattling that sounds suspiciously like her hand in a bag of Skittles, something I’ve heard more than a few times over the short amount of time I’ve known her. The woman practically lives on Skittles. “Can you look into Aria Anderson.”

      The rattling stops. “Any particular reason?” she asks, her voice now lowered.

      “She just tried to kill me.”

      I can feel her rage surging through me, the blood bond between us giving me the ability to sense what she’s feeling. “Where are you?”

      “Blood bar downtown. Probably best if you don’t come here though,” I say immediately.

      I can hear rustling and imagine her slipping into her jacket. “I’ll be back in a bit, Ramirez. You good?”

      “Yeah,” Ramirez says.

      “Elijah?”

      “Still here.”

      “Good. Text me an address. I promise not to kill anyone while I’m there. Unless the bitch is still alive. Then, you can’t hold me to it.”

      I meet Tarnley’s gaze. His jaw is tight, stance strained, but he nods. “I’ll send it over now.” After firing off a text message with the address, I turn to Tarnley and run a hand through my hair.

      “I guess I get to meet this hunter sooner than expected.”

      “Seems that way.” Taking a seat at the bar, I lean in. There’s no one else here, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t ears listening in. “I don’t have to tell you how important it is no one finds out about the bond.”

      “No, you don’t. I know what the council will do to you.”

      “I also need you to not mention it in front of Rainey.”

      Tarnley crosses his arms, eyebrow raised. “And why is that?”

      “She doesn’t know.”

      He stares at me, shock and amusement clear as day on his face. “What the hell do you mean she doesn’t know? How did she miss that?”

      “As I said, it just sort of happened, and the last thing I want to do is scare her off.”

      “You’re hiding your mated bond from your mate? You do realize what will happen if she chooses not to accept you?”

      “I’m no eejit,” I snap. “I just want to give her more time.”

      He throws up both hands in mock surrender. We both know good and damn well this isn’t the last I’ll hear from him about my decision to not let Rainey know I’m bonded to her for life.

      “You do whatever it is you think is necessary, but I’ve seen more than one vampire lose their damn mind because their mate wanted nothing to do with them.”

      I know he’s not wrong. The risk is substantial, especially given whatever the hell happened to Rainey back in Salem.

      “She needs more time,” I insist. Rainey is not someone who trusts easily. She’s been burned one too many times for that, and since her entire family was wiped from the earth, there’s no way in hell she’ll give her heart over that easily.

      Not when it’s been broken so many times before.

      The loud rumble of her motorcycle in the distance has me swallowing hard and taking one last look at Tarnley.

      He shakes his head and shoves both hands into the pockets of his slacks. I know I can trust him to keep my secret, so I push that particular concern to the back of my mind. I can feel her before she ever steps inside—the bond linking me to her is still weak but strong enough that I’m balling my own fists at my sides as a new wave of rage surges through me. Hers, not mine.

      Rainey shoves the door open and walks inside, looking every bit the badass hunter she is. She’s pulled her hair up on the top of her head, and I drink her in, the sight of her powerful body clad in tight clothes making me wish like hell she wasn’t here on business.

      And that we were alone.

      Tarnley clears his throat awkwardly, and I’m guessing it’s because he can sense what seeing her is doing to me.

      “You okay?” she asks, her gaze darting from me to Tarnley.

      “Fine. Tarnley, this is Rainey Astor. Rainey, my closest friend.”

      They nod at each other. “Where is she?” Rainey asks, and Tarnley clears his throat again.

      “Right back here.”

      I follow Rainey behind the bar. She kneels, glancing back up at Tarnley. “You snapped her neck?”

      “I did. She would have killed Elijah had I not.”

      I can sense his unease, see it in the defensive set of his shoulders as he stands just out of reach. He’s afraid of her.

      And I can’t blame him.

      “Thanks for doing that,” Rainey says as she reaches into her pocket and pulls out a latex glove. After slipping it onto her hand, she digs into the woman’s pocket and pulls out a cell phone. She holds the screen up to Aria’s face for a brief moment before standing.

      “Looks like someone ordered her.” Rainey drops the phone on the counter in front of me, and both Tarnley and I lean down to read the last message she received.

      Stella: Kill him.

      “Stella,” I growl. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      “You know her?” Rainey demands.

      “I do.”

      “I thought you and Stella were friendly?” Tarnley asks me, and I nod.

      “We were.” Until now, apparently. “I’ve known Stella for nearly a hundred years. I rescued her from a fire when she was young and sent her to live with another friend of mine—a local witch. Farah, actually,” I add for Rainey’s benefit.

      “Why would she want you dead?”

      Clenching my hands into fists at my sides, I shake my head. “I don’t know, but I intend to find out.”

      “I’ll take care of our witch friend here,” Tarnley offers.

      “Thank you for not letting her kill me.”

      He doesn’t reply, simply nodding, and disappears into the back. Needing the contact, I reach down and thread my fingers through Rainey’s as we walk through the security door and into the foyer of the bar. Its dim lighting is just enough that we can see the door handle leading outside.

      Warmth from the sun beats down on us as we step onto the sidewalk.

      “You’re sure you’re okay?” Rainey asks, stopping just before her bike. She turns to face me and lifts her fingers to brush them over my cheek. I lean into her touch, the feel of her fingertips against my skin more than enough to push away the remnants of dark magic wielded against me.

      “I’m fine. Better now,” I say with a grin.

      “Good. Should we go visit Stella?”

      “You don’t have to get back to work?”

      She shakes her head. “Ramirez and I hit a bit of a wall with the case we picked up this morning—it’s supernatural—so I told him to go home. And since I can’t figure it out using typical methods, I needed to see you anyway.” I can’t help but watch her appreciatively as she swings a leg over and straddles her fire engine red motorcycle. “See you in a few.”

      I watch Rainey pull away before heading toward the black sedan I purchased to replace the silver one blown to shit before Salem.

      Ever since, I make sure I’m a safe distance away before I hit the auto start. I climb behind the steering wheel and take a calming breath.

      Stella.

      If she’s behind this, it’s either because someone put her up to it or she wanted to get my attention. For what reason—I have no fucking clue, but I’m betting on the latter. It wouldn’t be the first time she’s gone for the shock method.

      And it’s sure as shit not the first time it’s worked.
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      “Tell me about your morning,” Elijah asks as he pulls out of the parking garage of my apartment nearly half an hour later.

      “What do you want to know about it?”

      “How was it?”

      “Ramirez is irritated that we’ve seemingly hit a wall with Beatrice Smith’s murder, and since I can’t very well tell him she was probably killed by a powerful witch who stole her magic—it’s going to stay that way. He’s rather incorrigible when he doesn’t have his answers. The man’s a Pitbull. I’m not entirely sure I can keep him at bay if any more witches pop up.”

      “Which, if Aoife is correct, is a possibility.”

      I glance over at him and reach across the center console to touch his hand. “How are you doing with that?”

      Elijah shrugs. “I have you, therefore I’m grand.” He grins, which has my body answering with a warmth that pools low in my belly. “We’ll figure out who killed your witch,” he promises.

      I turn my attention back to the cityscape as we pass it by. If anyone can help me, it’s Elijah. Even without Aoife, he has extensive knowledge about the supernatural world, and I trust him completely. After all, he’s been burned by the fuckers just as I have.

      Bearing Elijah—a half-witch, half-vampire—earned a death sentence for both of his parents and nearly cost Elijah his life as well.

      Maybe that’s why we’re drawn to each other. He toes the line between witches and vampires, and I maintain balance in both the supernatural and human worlds. Navigating two worlds is not an easy thing to do.

      For either of us.

      “I know.”

      We fall into silence, and I stare out of the window at the cars we pass. Some humans are singing behind the wheel, some dancing, some just staring straight ahead. I hate that I envy them so much. To have nothing to worry about? Must be fucking nice.

      My thoughts drift back to the scene from yesterday. I can still see Beatrice’s eyes every time I close mine. The way she stared at me, her black soulless gaze glaring up as she spoke.

      Logically, I would explain it by saying it was all in my imagination, but there’s a nagging part of me that tells me not to be so obtuse. That writing it off as such would be foolish.

      “What’s on your mind?” Elijah asks as he takes the off-ramp and heads out of the city toward the national park.

      “Something weird happened at the crime scene yesterday.”

      “What?”

      “When I was standing over Beatrice—the victim—she opened her eyes. Only, they weren’t her eyes—they were solid black, and when she spoke—”

      “A dead woman spoke to you?”

      “A dead witch,” I clarify. “And yes.”

      “What did she say?”

      “‘We are you,’ but when she spoke, it wasn’t just her voice.”

      Beside me, Elijah stiffens. “What do you mean?”

      “It was dozens of voices, all layered on top of each other. It was really strange, and I can honestly say I’d rather it never happen again. I had to tell Ramirez I saw a spider because I about jumped out of my skin.”

      “That’s never happened to you before?”

      I shake my head. “And she was hardly the first witch whose death I’ve investigated. Most of the time, it’s another coven member who committed the crime. I know Aoife told us she stayed to herself, but I looked into her anyway, and she had no coven that I could find. No family, no known friends. She worked alone at that bed and breakfast previously owned by her grandparents.”

      “So, no connection?”

      “Not a single one that we could track down.” I lean back against the seat and close my eyes. “She’s definitely the first one to die with zero trauma and in the center of a crystal circle. Ramirez is still reeling over it all.”

      “How do they think she died?”

      “The M.E. said Beatrice died of old age. Which makes sense to you and me since it’s their magic that keeps them young in the first place.”

      “Can’t very well put that in your report though,” he adds.

      “No, I can’t.”

      “You need to be careful with this one, Rainey. The witch who stole the magic must be incredibly powerful, though, and the spell is dark. As in, she was not born into the power. She must have sold her soul.”

      “Shit. So that takes warlock off the table then.” The fae who broker the deals for power have only been known to deal with women. Men can be born into the power—warlocks—but they’re rare. I’ve only crossed paths with a few dozen. Typically, the magic is passed down the matriarchal line.

      He nods. “If that’s who you’re up against, she’s going to put up one hell of a fight.” Elijah pulls into the driveway of a small house at the edge of an older neighborhood. The wood siding is stained a deep mahogany, and the red door has four charms hanging from the knocker.

      The first one I recognize—it’s to ward off hunters like me. But the other three? I’m not entirely sure what they are for.

      “Vampires, witches, and shifters,” Elijah explains.

      “Did I say it out loud?”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      “Tell me you can’t read minds.”

      He chuckles. “No, but I assumed you knew about the hunter ward, and the way you were staring at it made me think you were a bit confused as to the other three.”

      “Stop knowing me so well. It’s disconcerting.”

      He grins at me for a moment before we both turn toward the house. The bright red door opens, and a breathtakingly beautiful woman steps out, her black hair braided up on top of her head. Her dark skin is covered in white swirls of tattoos I sense are more to do with her power than vanity.

      “Welcome, Elijah. I’ve been expecting you.”

      “I’m sure you have.” He steps toward the porch, and I move with him, close enough to protect him if I need to. Though, I’m not getting that kind of vibe from the witch before me. If anything, she seems almost pleased to have him here.

      “I’m glad you received my message,” she says softly as if she sent a fucking text message or carrier pigeon. Not a witch who damn near killed him. I clench my hands into fists, and Elijah rests a hand on my lower back. His touch soothes some of the anger, giving me back control.

      “That’s what you’re calling sending a witch to kill me? You had to know she wouldn’t survive.”

      “It was necessary.”

      “Why is killing an innocent woman necessary?” I ask, and the woman turns her crystal gaze on me. Power radiates off her in waves so potent that I’m forced to take a step back.

      “She was hardly innocent. Unless, of course, you believe killing other witches for their power is justified. Her punishment was death.”

      I glance at Elijah. Is it possible this woman sent my murder victim’s killer to her death?

      “I can sense your questions,” she says, reaching up and removing the charms. “You may enter now.”

      “Fine. But before we step inside, I’m going to caution you.” I meet her gaze. “You ever send a message to Elijah like that again? And I’ll fucking kill you.”

      Stella stares at me a moment before grinning ear to ear. “I knew I would like you, Rainey Astor.”

      Elijah takes my hand, leading me up the sidewalk and into the house. Shades of red and gold adorn the space, giving it a comforting and elegant feel. The living room is large and hosts a massive, plush couch covered with throw pillows. A long table spans the back of the couch, which would be super normal if not for the different covered bottles and the leather-bound spellbook sitting on top.

      “You may have a seat,” Stella tells us.

      “I prefer to stand.” To demonstrate it, I cross both arms over my chest.

      Stella smiles. “You are very different from Delaney.”

      Mention of her sends a pang of grief through my heart. “You knew Delaney?”

      “I did, quite well. I was so sad to learn she was not going to survive much longer.”

      Elijah’s hand tightens on mine, though I’m not sure if it’s to hold me in place or to keep himself from losing his temper. He and Delaney were close. She made him promise to look out for me should anything happen to her.

      It’s why he sought me out and why I’m standing here now.

      “You knew she was going to die?” Elijah’s voice is strained as if he’s fighting the urge to raise it.

      “I was the one who saw it.” She turns and heads into the living room, taking a seat on a leather-backed chair facing the couch. “If you wish to know more, such as why I called you here, you will sit.”

      We move toward the couch, strain in each step. I want to hear what she has to say, but I fear letting our guard down in front of this woman would be a tremendous mistake. As soon as we’re sitting, Elijah’s hand goes to my thigh.

      Stella smiles, no judgment in her gaze. “I’m happy to see you didn’t allow your fear to get in the way,” she tells Elijah.

      “I trust we can count on you to keep this a secret?”

      “Of course.” She waves her hand, dismissing it. “I’m overjoyed for you, Elijah. It’s been a long time since you were happy.”

      Beside me, Elijah relaxes just enough that I take notice.

      “As for why I sent the witch after you, I knew if I simply called, you would not bring your hunter with you, and I have been dying to meet her.”

      “How do you know I wouldn’t have brought her with me?” Elijah questions.

      “Because you foolishly think you can protect her from what’s to come. It’s in your nature, Elijah. With those you love, you are a shield when you should be a sword.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” I snap. Everyone keeps warning us that something’s coming, and yet no one can give us a fucking glimmer into what that might mean.

      She turns her gaze to me. “In due time. Let us start with Delaney.” She leans back and puts both palms on her knees, over the rust-colored dress covering her body. “Your cousin came to me with questions about four years ago.”

      “What questions?”

      “She wished to know more about the Lunar Divide.”

      “You know about that?”

      “Child, I know all about that.” Her tone is sharp, darkened with a layer of anger.

      “Then tell us,” I insist. “I—we—believe Delaney died for that information.”

      “She did,” she confirms. “She was getting far too close to discovering the truth.”

      “Which is?”

      Don’t listen to the lies!

      Murderer!

      She tried to kill Elijah!

      I shake my head, pain radiating up from the back of my neck.

      “You are suffering.” Stella’s words snap me out of it, and I stare across the room at her. She’s watching me intently, her head cocked to the side.

      “What?”

      “I’ll be right back.” Stella stands and crosses the room.

      “Suffering?” Elijah asks, and I shrug.

      “I have a bit of a headache, but that’s it,” I defend, trying to erase some of the concern from his face.

      Stella returns a moment later with a mug of tea in her hands. She shoves it at me, and I stare down at it. “Drink, it will help keep the darkness at bay.”

      “How do you—”

      “You are shrouded in it, Rainey Astor. This will bring you some light.”

      I stare down at it. “You want me—a hunter—to trust you enough to drink something you say I need?”

      “I expect you to trust Elijah. And I believe he’ll tell you I can be trusted. I mean you no harm.”

      I glance over at Elijah. He stares down at the liquid for a moment before shaking his head. “She’s not drinking that unless you do first.”

      Stella scoffs and shakes her head, reaching forward to grab the mug from my hand. She drinks deeply then hands it back. “Better?”

      “It’s up to you,” Elijah tells me.

      Don’t drink it.

      It’s poison.

      She tried to kill Elijah! The voice reminds me.

      It’s those voices that push me to go ahead and drink the damn thing. Even if it kills me—at least I’ll have a break from all the chatter.

      The hot liquid is sweet, sticky almost, and slides down my throat more like cough syrup than a tea. I cough, covering my mouth, then stare down at the liquid with disgust.

      “You need more.” Stella scolds. “I won’t speak until the shadow is tamed.”

      “Is this permanent?” I ask after forcing another drink down my throat.

      She shakes her head. “But it will help you for a time.”

      I choke down the rest of the drink, and Stella narrows her eyes on me, her gaze traveling over my body until, finally, she nods.

      “We can talk now.”

      “Why couldn’t we talk before?”

      “It wasn’t safe. You’ve been hearing voices?” she asks, leaning back on her couch.

      “How do you know?”

      “I can sense them. You’re haunted. Plagued with death.”

      I choke on a laugh, though one look at Elijah tells me he’s not the least bit amused by her assessment. “Haunted? As in ghosts?”

      “They cling to you, mud to a pig. I will give you more tea to help until we can find a permanent solution to your problem.”

      “Such as?”

      “I thought you wished to know more about the Lunar Divide? I have no idea how long that potion will last, so let us speak on it while it’s safe.”

      Her ability to shift focus in a conversation is not something I share. So as I’m still trying to recover from the nasty-ass drink and her knowledge about the voices, Elijah speaks up. “Are you the one who told Delaney about it?”

      She shakes her head. “It was she who came to me. She was seeking out witches born on All Hallows Eve because she believed they were being targeted and killed. Though, she didn’t know who was behind it.”

      “Were you born on Halloween?” I ask curiously.

      Once again, Stella shakes her head. “Though I sent her to a few who were. By the time she got to them, they were already dead.” Her voice trails off sadly, and her eyes fill. “They were killed in the middle of the night, slaughtered in their beds. Triplets who had just turned nineteen.”

      “That’s awful.”

      “It was. After that, I began looking into it, alongside Delaney, and what we discovered was an atrocity one cannot even begin to imagine.” Her voice is taut, filled with anger.

      “What?” I’m desperate to know more, to understand this world my sister found herself engulfed in. And more importantly, to find out what bastards are behind these murders so I can introduce them to my silver.

      “Delaney discovered the Lunar Divide is something that only affects witches born every nineteen years on All Hallows Eve—during a full moon. They have a split in their magic, a vacancy in their soul. It allows them the rare opportunity to possess more magic than a normal witch. Though most of them don’t even realize it.”

      “A split?”

      “Another side to them—think of it as a dual personality. They can be kind, great warriors,” she says, gesturing to me. “Or, they can be completely evil beyond words.”

      Elijah’s hand tightens on my thigh. “Then you know Rainey was born on Halloween?”

      “Yes. I also know she is of witch blood, though her powers are not active as yours and mine.”

      “Do you have any idea who might have been hunting them?” I ask, wanting to shift the focus away from me and back to what we need to know.

      Stella clenches her jaw and nods. “I have a few ideas. I believe the Immortal Council wanted them dead. I can’t tell you why, but this has been going on for centuries, and they’re the only ones ancient enough to see something like that through.”

      More like the puppets pulling their strings. Though, I keep that particular knowledge to myself. “Perhaps due to the split? You said they would be immensely powerful?”

      “Only if they embrace both halves. The divide gives them the extra space—so to speak—for the power to settle, but it doesn’t give them the option of accessing both sides. If that makes any sense.”

      “A void to be filled?” Elijah asks, and Stella nods.

      “In a way, though the void must be filled, it’s not as though they are born with extra magic.”

      “But they could steal it,” I whisper, thinking of Beatrice and how Aoife said whoever killed her did it by taking her magic. “Steal it and put it inside the void.” Is that who killed her? A Lunar Witch?

      “Yes.” Stella sighs. “Most of The Lunar Witches don’t even understand that they have this ability; those born with power can choose good or evil. It’s based on how they are raised. Sadly, most of the ones killed have been innocents unaware they were being hunted.”

      “Was the woman you sent to Elijah a Lunar Witch?”

      She nods sadly. “She was one I brought under my wing for protection after Delaney’s warning.”

      “Why did they never come for me?” I ask. “I was born on Halloween, and obviously, it isn’t a secret I come from a witch bloodline.” The Astors are the only lineage of hunter born of both the original witch and the original hunter. Something Elijah filled me in on back in Salem.

      It makes us targets even as it gives us a boost to our abilities.

      “I assume that either they didn’t know about you, or they didn’t believe you were a threat.”

      “They do now,” Elijah says, his voice taut with emotion. “Someone’s trying to kill her.”

      “I feared as much. I’ve seen the crows.”

      I stiffen. “The crows? You’ve seen crows?”

      “Yes, though they are not for me.”

      “Crows?” Elijah asks.

      “I saw three of them in the alley beside the club, the night I was jumped, and at the trailer where Ramirez and I were attacked, the alley across from my apartment, and the rooftop where we were attacked and he was bitten.”

      “All places where you nearly died.”

      “Yes. And the witch from yesterday? She’d drawn three black crows in charcoal. They were sitting on her kitchen counter.”

      “You’ve seen them four times?”

      I rack my brain, trying to remember where else I might have seen the crows. It was always here in Billings, and always right before I nearly died. An image pops into my mind, three black crows sitting on my dresser.

      Hands grabbing my ankles.

      I shake my head.

      “You saw something. What was it?” Stella asks.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Tell me.”

      “I think I saw them in my room? In a nightmare maybe? I don’t really remember.”

      “Tell me exactly what you saw,” Stella orders, scooting closer to the edge of her seat.

      “It’s blurry.” I look to her and Elijah. He’s watching me, his steady gaze a reminder that I’m not alone. Not like I used to be. “I was in bed with Elijah, and then something grabbed me.” I glance down at my ankles. The scratches. “Hands pulled me to the edge of the bed. Three black crows were perched on my dresser.” Pain pinches behind my eyes, so I press my thumb and index finger to the bridge of my nose. “I don’t remember anything else.”

      “The scratches.” Elijah mimics my thought.

      “What scratches?” Stella asks, curiously.

      “When I woke up this morning, my ankles were covered in scratches. Deep ones, but I don’t remember how it happened.”

      “She woke on the floor,” Elijah adds.

      Stella leans back, pursing her lips together as she considers. “I fear you are being targeted by someone trapped in the otherworld.”

      “The otherworld?”

      “Our world is separated from another by a thin veil. It keeps them from being able to reach us—to speak into our ears. Based on what you’ve told me, someone is trying to contact you from there, or worse—pull you with them.”

      “But who? Who would do that? Could it be Delaney?” Possibly a fae? Didn’t Aoife say she was in the veil when that prince found her?

      Stella shakes her head sadly. “I have no clue, Hunter, though I will caution you to beware the crows.” She meets my gaze, and a chill runs up my spine. “They are calling for your death.”
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      “This is just fucking perfect,” Rainey starts as we head through the garage to the back door of her apartment building. “So, not only do I have to be concerned that supernaturals want me dead, but now someone in the great beyond wants me to have a date with the Reaper, too. When the hell does this end? Let’s not even add in the fact that your ex has decided to grace us with her incredibly beautiful presence.”

      I shake my head. I can’t touch on Aoife, and to be honest, she’s the least of our problems at the moment. I protect Rainey from other vampires, witches, and from shifters. But how the hell am I supposed to shield her from what I cannot see? If someone—or something—is trying to pull her through the veil…they could get their hands on her anytime her guard is dropped.

      Farah may have told me Rainey will remain standing—but that doesn’t mean shit if she’s no longer in this world. “I think we should stay at my place.”

      She turns to me, and I see the fight—the argument reflected in her eyes.

      “I know you are a hunter, Rainey, that you’re also a homicide detective with survival instincts out of your perfectly shaped ass. But you’ve nearly died four different times plus once in your sleep while I lay beside you, completely unaware. As much as I’d love to stay awake for the foreseeable future, it’s not possible. I need you safe.”

      “We were already attacked once in your place,” she insists. “Remember?”

      “How could I forget?” It was the day I told Rainey what I was, the day she tried to kill me and probably would have if we weren’t interrupted by two vampire bounty hunters looking to cash in on my head. “But that’s not the place I’m talking about,” I tell her.

      Rainey’s fingers brush the metal handle before she turns to look at me, her eyes narrowed. She looks past me and growls.

      “What is it?” Turning, I take note of three black crows sitting on the hood of a car about four yards in front of us.

      “Crows. What the hell do you three want?” she demands, taking a step toward them. “I don’t—” she trails off, and I imagine it’s because she heard the same faint footsteps I did. The rapidly beating hearts are next, and I know we’re no longer alone.

      “Vampires,” she whispers moments before bullets ricochet off the concrete by our heads.

      Rainey lunges for me, slamming us both to the floor, and we take cover behind an older truck.

      “You have got to be kidding me.”

      With Rainey beside me, I attempt to sit up enough to see whoever is shooting at us. Another bullet hits concrete, spraying dust particles through the air.

      “I’m getting really fucking tired of nearly dying.” Reaching into her boot, Rainey withdraws a dagger. I’ve noticed that while she sometimes uses a longer blade, the dagger is her weapon of choice. “I thought I was supposed to be shielded from trackers?”

      “It only works if they don’t know where to find you,” I retort.

      Pursing her lips, she uses her hand to signal that she wants to go to the right while I move to the left. I nod.

      With a smile, I cloak myself and disappear. Rainey’s eyes widen as she searches for me. Reaching up, I trail a finger over her jaw, enjoying the way she relaxes into my touch even when we’re facing a fight.

      I stand and walk toward the attackers. There are three of them—all vampires—and they’re carefully searching around each vehicle. To my left, Rainey is creeping closer and closer, her heartbeat a steady thump just a bit faster than a human. I get into position, waiting until she’s close enough to help with the other assholes.

      As soon as she’s within a few yards, I reach up and grab the closest vampire by the hair. He screams for just a moment—but that scream turns gurgled when I rip his head right off his shoulders.

      Blood sprays me, and the other two howl with rage, firing their silenced weapons at me.

      Three bullets.

      All in my fucking stomach.

      Pain explodes in my abdomen, but before I drop my cloak and lunge for the other two, Rainey attacks. She spins, dropping one vamp to the ground and driving her dagger into his throat. As she does, she flips over and knocks the gun from the final vamp’s hand.

      He balls up his fists and lunges for her, but she rolls to the side, and his head goes through the window of a maroon sedan.

      Before he can recover, she rips him backward and drives a second blade up into his jaw. Then, she tosses his body to the ground and rolls her shoulders.

      I’m reminded again that she’s not just the woman I love—she’s a badass fighter—and more than capable of keeping herself safe.

      There’s no damsel in need of saving here; that’s for damn sure.

      She straightens, retrieving both daggers and turning in a circle. Cheeks flushed, her breathing becomes ragged, and I can feel her panic. “Elijah? Where the hell are you?”

      Shit, forgot to drop it. “I’m here.” I drop my cloak, and she immediately relaxes the moment she can see me. At least until her gaze drops to my blood-soaked shirt. Then, she shakes her head. “What the hell, Elijah. The goal is to not get hit with bullets.”

      “Apparently, I missed that memo.” I lift my shirt and stare down at my blood-smeared but unmarred skin. “See, good as new.”

      Lips pursed, she nods and glances down at the three now-dead vampires. “Think Tarnley is up for a job?”

      I pull out my phone and tap his contact. “We’ll see.”

      He answers on the first ring. “What do you need?”

      “Got a cleanup for you.”

      “Not surprised in the least now that you’re running with a hunter. Any witnesses?”

      I glance around the garage. “Doesn’t look like it, though someone lost a car window.”

      “Text me the address. We’ll be there in five.”

      I end the call and fire off a quick text with Rainey’s apartment address. Then, I scan the garage one last time. The last damn thing we need is for some humans to stumble on three dead bodies.

      Rainey reaches into her pocket and pulls out a glove. After slipping it onto her right hand, she starts patting the first one down. I don’t bother with gloves before doing the same to the one closest to me.

      “Completely empty,” she says, irritation lacing her tone. “Will Tarnley run an ID on them?”

      “He will. I can have him forward the findings to you.”

      “Please do. Anything on him?”

      I shake my head. “No cell phone, identification, or keys. They didn’t even come with extra ammunition.”

      Rainey stands as I move to the third dead vampire. He’s the same as the others—not a single thing in any of his pockets.

      “These three were professionals,” I tell her as I stand.

      “I gathered as much.” She sighs and runs a hand over her face as three black SUVs pull into the garage.

      “There’s Tarnley.”

      The lead vehicle comes to a stop in front of us, and Tarnley hops out. “Two cleanups in one day, Elijah? I’m starting to think the hunter is rubbing off on you.”

      “If only you knew,” Rainey purrs.

      “Besides, the first one was you,” I add.

      Tarnley laughs as his team goes to work, scanning the dead, taking pictures of the scene, and loading the three bodies into the back of the lead SUV. It happens so fast, and it’s less than five minutes before they bring out the warlock who—with the snap of his fingers—makes the blood vanish from the concrete.

      It’s impressive and why Tarnley is the only cleanup service used by supernaturals. Others have tried—and failed—to mimic what he has built.

      “That’ll be it,” Tarnley says after dropping a wad of bills inside an envelope and sticking it on the driver’s seat of the car with a busted-out window.

      “Thanks.”

      “Not a problem. I do have a date tonight, so it would be great if you two could keep from killing each other for at least three hours.”

      “No promises,” Rainey replies.

      “See you.”

      I wave him off and turn back toward Rainey’s building. I’m not even the least bit exhausted—and I should be.

      Healing takes energy. But seeing Rainey fight? Apparently, it was the boost I needed. We climb the stairs in silence and finally reach her place. She unlocks the door, and we step inside. I close and lock it behind me.

      “So Tarnley dates? As in dinner, movie, that type of thing?”

      I chuckle. “Can’t picture it?”

      “Not particularly.”

      I lean against the counter. “He lost his mate a couple centuries ago. Since then, he’s only ‘dated’ when he needs to eat and the bag isn’t cutting it anymore.”

      “So he hunts?”

      Her pulse quickens, her pupils dilate. “No. He doesn’t kill humans, and the only ones he drinks from are the norms who know about our world. The ones who enjoy it.”

      She relaxes, but it doesn’t last long. Soon, she’s checking the counters behind her, her heart rate quickening.

      “What is it?” I ask, searching the room with her. Does she see or hear something I don’t?

      Eyes wide, she turns to me. Her pupils are nearly fully dilated, her panicked breaths coming out sharp, ragged. “Where is it?”

      I don’t reply.

      “Elijah? Where is the box?”

      “I put it away.”

      She relaxes instantly and shakes her head. When her gaze meets mine again, it’s completely normal. “Sorry, I was worried someone might have broken in and taken it.”

      “You’re okay then?”

      She smiles. “Totally fine. Still pissed about the fact that someone is still trying to kill me.”

      “It’s going to get worse now,” I tell her. “They’ve upped the bounty on your head.”

      “Perfect. At least we know what I’m worth dead.”

      “You’re worth more alive,” I tell her.

      “I swear, the next time I see those crows, I’m going to shoot them.”

      I chuckle. “You do know that will do nothing. They’re an omen; more will come.”

      “Then I’ll shoot them too.” She walks to the fridge and pulls out a bottle of water. “Want one?”

      I shake my head.

      She drinks deeply then recaps it. “How many places do you have?”

      “What?”

      “Before the vamps attacked us, you said we weren’t going to your other place.”

      Realization dawns on me, and I nod. “I have dozens of places all over the world,” I tell her. “But it just so happens I have a silver-lined house here in Billings.”

      “Silver-lined?”

      “It blocks magic. Which will hopefully shield you from whatever is hunting you.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

      “Never had a need to. The silver limits my abilities while I’m inside, so it’s as vulnerable to me as it is protective.”

      “Why do you have a silver-lined house?”

      “Because I needed somewhere safe to hide should the council send witches after me. It keeps their tracking magic out.”

      She purses her lips, and I poise for another argument. I wish I could say I’d drag her there kicking and screaming if I have to, but we both know that’s a fallacy. Instead, I’d find a way to watch over her all night, every night until we figure out what’s going on.

      “Fine,” she finally agrees.

      “Fine?”

      Rainey lets out a breath. “I’d really rather not have any more issues. Especially after this afternoon. They obviously have a hard-on for catching me at home.” She pulls out the bag Stella gave her with a grimace. “We have this tea—if you can call it that—so hopefully between it and your house, these ghosts will leave me the hell alone. It would be nice to get some damned sleep.”

      After she sets it on the counter, she reaches for an old cookie jar—the cartoon dog Snoopy sitting on top of his red doghouse—and lifts the dog, setting him on the counter, and sticks her hand inside. She withdraws a handful of Skittles and pops them into her mouth.

      “Where are those things not stashed?” I ask, pulling it toward me to take a peek at the contents. “Shit, that’s nearly half full.”

      “I know.” She purses her lips together. “I’m running low.”

      Chuckling, I shake my head and put Snoopy back on his doghouse, effectively shutting the cookie jar.

      “You better have a good reason for cutting me off,” she accuses.

      I blur around the island and grip the back of her neck, pulling her toward me and slamming my mouth on hers. I can taste the Skittles on her tongue—the sugar damn near giving me a rush. And beneath it, remnants of the magic from Stella’s potion, the power surging into my system, gasoline on a flame.

      She moans, the sound vibrating through me and pushing me closer to the edge of control. Rainey surrounds me, filling my lungs, my heart, the core of my very soul. Reaching down, I cup her ass and slide her back onto the counter, stepping between her legs.

      Her hands grip my hair, nearly pulling to the point of pain, but it’s so fucking delicious I crave it. More pain, more love, more everything.

      I want every piece of her, every broken, jagged shard of the woman I fell harder for than I ever could have anticipated.

      My hands slide over her shoulders, shoving her jacket down. She releases my hair to remove her firearm and holster, and I strip out of my clothes as she tosses her boots to the ground and lifts her shirt over her head.

      I suck in a breath, drinking in the sight of her as she reaches behind and unhooks her bra. She’s so fucking perfect, every inch of skin, every part of her soul.

      She was made for me.

      I know that now. I can feel it when we touch, when we fuck.

      Rainey reaches down and unbuttons the front of her jeans. Before she can pull them down, I step toward her and press my palm to her chest, pushing her gently back onto the counter. Her head falls back, dark hair spilling over the edge of the counter.

      I trail my palm down her body, her skin warm and smooth beneath my fingers. When I reach her jeans, I lean forward and press a kiss to her abdomen. Goosebumps flare to life on her skin as I carefully lower her jeans, sliding them down inch by inch until I can toss them to the floor.

      Rainey sits up, grabbing the back of my neck and forcing me to her mouth. I devour her, fucking her with my tongue like I intend on fucking her with my cock.

      I want to own every inch of this woman—every glorious part of her.

      “Now,” she orders.

      I tear away the lace of her underwear and pull her to the edge of the counter, feeling her velvet heat surrounding me as I slam into her. She arches back, grabbing my hand and guiding it to her breast.

      With each thrust, the beast inside of me rattles his cage, urging to be freed so he can devour her. He wants her as badly as I do. But while I want her body, her heart, he craves her blood.

      This thing Rainey and I share—it’s primal. Rough. Intense. And it’s fucking perfect. She shatters around me, crying out as we come together, shaking my body with the force of my orgasm.

      I’ve never been one to believe in fairy tales. Love at first sight? Doesn’t exist. But right now, buried inside Rainey, I’ve never felt more complete. And this moment, this brief blip of happiness, we’re invisible to everything outside these walls.
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      Armed with Rainey’s clothes, weapons, the box, and a few disguises she refused to leave without, we walk in the front door of my safe haven. She’s the only person—other than Tarnley—who’s stepped foot in this house.

      I keep it hidden from everyone else, my solitude in a world of enemies.

      “This is amazing,” she says as I guide her toward the living room.

      I spent years decorating it, using pieces I gathered from all over the world. Tables from Ireland, sconces from France, even a few vases I picked up in Prague. It’s the only one of my homes decorated because it’s the place I’ve always felt the most comfortable.

      I wonder now if it’s because I was always meant to be here in Billings—with her.

      “Thank you.”

      I set Rainey’s suitcase down and carry the bag holding the box down the hall to my study. She follows, not speaking until we step into the room filled with old tomes and journals of my relatives.

      “Holy shit, Elijah. This is—intense. No wonder you weren’t as obsessed with the books back in Salem. You have your own library here.”

      I chuckle. “I don’t have ancient hunter texts, though. So you still have me beat.”

      “What are all of these?”

      “Some are journals, detailed histories of my bloodline. Some are human journals I’ve gathered, and the rest are either history or fiction.”

      “Human journals?” She lifts an eyebrow, the ghost of a smile tugging at her lips.

      I shrug. “Their lifespans are fleeting, so in a way, they live a hell of a lot better than we do.”

      “Because they don’t have as much time.”

      “Exactly.”

      She nods knowingly. “I’ve considered not hunting anymore, letting my time run out. But I’m not entirely sure that’s even possible given my day job.”

      “You believe being a detective will impact your abilities even if you aren’t hunting supernaturals?”

      “Don’t you?”

      I consider. “If you’re still experiencing the surge of adrenaline, then I would say it’s a probability.”

      “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Are you still hoping for a cure?” she asks, moving past me and further into my study.

      I watch her run the tips of her fingers over the leather spines of an aged encyclopedia collection. “Honestly, this is the first time in over three centuries I would consider not taking one,” I reply seriously.

      She turns, her dark gaze meeting mine. “Why?”

      “Because what I feel for you is making me want to be selfish.”

      “Selfish?”

      “With my time, with you. I want to spend as long as I can with you, Rainey.” Her breath hitches, her pupils dilating at my admission.

      I have a moment of panic. What if she doesn’t feel the same? What if my words frighten her?

      But then she smiles. “I guess I’m selfish too, then. Because the thought of you living a normal life while I’m stuck here without you—I can’t say I care much for it.”

      Warmth spreads through my chest despite the dark cloud shrouding us from being able to feel true joy. I know that until we eliminate these threats, Rainey and I are still on the chopping block. Today only proved that fact. But does that truly mean we can’t enjoy moments of peace when they come? “Would you be open to going out with me tonight?”

      “Like, on a date?”

      I nod.

      Rainey grins. “You’ve already seen me naked, Elijah Hawthorne. You really don’t have to work that hard.”

      “I want to go out as though we’re—normal,” the word rolls off my tongue, completely alien, given our lives.

      “Is that such a good idea? With everything going on? We could have died today.”

      “Can we truly afford not to live each moment as though it’s our last?” I voice my very reasoning.

      Red floods her cheeks. “When you put it that way.”

      “Besides, the block should keep either of us from being sensed. As long as we go somewhere no one will expect.”

      “Have someplace in mind?”

      “It just so happens that I do. And, she might be able to prove useful in answering a few of our questions.”

      “So, it would be like a business dinner. Which would make it almost wasteful not to go.”

      I grin, hearing the hunter trying to convince the cop that the risk is worth it. “Is that a yes, then?”

      Rainey laughs, the happy sound filling my heart and making my soul soar. “That’s a hell yes.”

      “Perfect.” With a grin, I move toward the safe hidden within the wall. After pressing on the panel, it slides open, and I type in the code before depositing the box.

      “Do you think Delaney is the one trying to pull me through the veil?”

      I turn around as the panel closes, surprised to see Rainey’s attention has shifted from the encyclopedia set to my father’s leather-bound journal. “Do you?”

      “Part of me wonders if I shouldn’t just let it happen so I can see if it is her.”

      I blur toward her and reach forward, running my thumb over her cheek. “You can’t do that. We don’t know for sure if it is Delaney.”

      Rainey nods. I know she aches for the woman she always knew as her sister. Hell, I miss Delaney, but not enough to risk losing Rainey to the other side.

      “I just want to see her again.”

      Nodding, I pull her against me, holding her as I listen to the sound of her steady heart. We may not have known each other long, but I know two things to be true about Rainey Astor.

      One, she doesn’t trust easily, but when she does, it’s with her entire heart. And two? She’ll fight till the death for what she believes.

      I don’t deserve her, but as I’ve mentioned before, I’m no hero. I’m a selfish bastard, so there’s no way in hell I’ll give her up.

      Even if it kills us both.
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      I rarely wear dresses. It’s nearly impossible to fight in one, and you have to get creative when arming yourself.

      For example, in this short, red one currently covering my body, I’ve managed to sneak two blades—one strapped to each of my thighs. They’re there, which is nice, but if I have to pull one—or both—out, someone’s getting an eyeful.

      Elijah’s beside me, dressed to impress in a three-piece dark suit that makes his eyes appear even more electrified than normal. His hair is loose, falling to his shoulders in thick waves I can’t wait to bury my fingers in later.

      He grins over at me. “What are you thinking about?”

      “Skittles,” I reply with a smile of my own.

      Elijah’s laughter fills the interior of the jet-black 67’ Mustang he had hidden in the garage of his haven. As irritated as I am that he kept it from me, I’m also damned glad it didn’t end up getting blown sky high like the silver sedan did in Jack’s parking garage.

      That would have pissed me off even more than nearly dying.

      “I’m happy to stop and get you enough to fill the bathtub after dinner.”

      “Only if you swim in them with me.”

      He chuckles again, knowing full and damn well I’d climb into a bathtub full of the fruity balls if given a chance.

      Moments like this are rare between us. Since I met Elijah, it’s been one life-threatening situation after another, so getting a chance to see the man beneath the vampire is a rarity I plan on exploiting.

      At least until later when I’d rather free the beast.

      He swings into the parking lot of a black building with tinted windows. Cars not even my family’s fortune could afford line the lot. If not for them and the security guards posted outside, I would have thought the place was abandoned.

      After pulling into a spot near the back, Elijah climbs out and blurs around his car to pull open my door. “Not worried about humans spotting you?”

      He shakes his head. “The place is covered with glamour. No one without supernatural blood can see anything but a broken-down shack and junk cars.”

      “So supernaturals are hunting us, and you bring me to a place crawling with them?” I lift an eyebrow as he reaches down and takes my hand, helping me out of the car.

      “This place is neutral ground. Anyone who comes for you here will have to face the wrath of the woman who runs it. And trust me, she’s not a creature you want to piss off.”

      “Speaking from personal experience?”

      He grins. “Not my own, nor the personal experience of anyone who survived after she’d had her way.”

      Fingers threaded through mine, Elijah guides me through the lot and up to the door. Two large men flank each side of the place, their stoic expressions and stiff statures would rival that of even the Buckingham Palace Guards.

      Except, unlike the latter, these two burly men shift their gazes to us as we approach, watching every single movement with the intensity of a python ready to strike. “Sir Hawthorne,” one of the men boasting a large feather on the side of his neck tilts his head toward us.

      “Evening Barin,” Elijah greets. “Berk,” he says to the other one, who pulls the door open and steps to the side.

      It’s dark, pitch black, and I can’t hear a single thing inside. Must be more glamour. My heart flutters, my stomach twisting as we step inside.

      “Easy,” Elijah murmurs and continues pulling me down a narrow hall. Or at least, it feels narrow. I can’t see a fucking thing. “The place is meant to block our powers. It keeps things neutral.”

      His assurance does nothing to ease my panic, and just as I’m about to request we turn the hell around, music blasts me from all corners, and Elijah’s hand tightens on mine.

      Then, with one more step, we’re no longer alone. Supernaturals dance around us, their smooth movements transformed by the strobe lights flashing above. I can sense shifters, vampires, witches, and a hell of a lot of other creatures I can’t place.

      I turn to Elijah, surprised to see him watching me with a curious stare. Then, he leans down and kisses me softly before pulling me through the crowd and toward a hallway just ahead. As we leave the dance floor, the music disappears completely, casting us in silence.

      Fascinated, I turn back. I can still see the dancers moving, but it’s as though they’re trapped in their own world and us in ours.

      “Well, well, well, look what the bat drug in.” A woman’s melodious voice carries over toward us. I turn to Elijah, who’s grinning at the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. Seriously, I’ve never been self-conscious, but she makes me feel like a troll.

      Cloaked in a pale blue dress the color of ice, she stands before us on heels that might as well have been stilts. Pale eyes watch Elijah with curiosity and—to my irritation—lust. Her white hair falls all the way down to her knees in perfect waves.

      Cheekbones that could cut glass are dusted with pink, and her plump lips are painted a pale lavender to match her eyeshadow. The differences between us do not escape me.

      She might as well be ice while in my dark hair and red dress, I’m more akin to fire.

      “Eira,” he greets.

      She turns her attention to me. “And who are you, my beautiful pet?” Remember how I said she was watching Elijah with lust? Yeah, pretty sure she just turned it on me too. What the hell is it with him and beautiful women that make me feel like a troll?

      “I’m no one’s pet,” I say softly. “But my name is Rainey.”

      Her eyes widen, and she turns back to my date. “As in Rainey Astor? The hunter everyone wants dead?”

      Elijah’s grip tightens on mine. “Is that going to be a problem?”

      Eira scoffs. “It’s as if you don’t know me at all. Come, you two. Eira will take care of you and see to it you are not disturbed.”

      Her reference to herself in the third person does nothing to make me feel any more comfortable. But Elijah seems relaxed, so I follow his lead and let her guide us down a long hall. The temperature shifts to something more chilling as she pushes through a door and into a room that’s cloaked in shadow. Four stages sit, one in each corner of the room, each with a woman dancing on the top. None of them are dressed in much, the sheer bikinis they wear leaving nothing to the imagination.

      Glancing up at Elijah, I’m impressed to see he’s paying them zero attention. Instead, his focus is still on me.

      After walking through yet another door, Eira leads us into a restaurant. Patrons dine, wrapped in each other, at tables scattered throughout the space. She takes us to a roped-off booth in the corner and stands to the side as we slide in.

      Elijah goes first, me second, and as much as I wish she hadn’t—Eira climbs in after me. I don’t know exactly what she is—but I can sense the danger lurking beneath the beauty.

      Trapped between two predators, I can’t help but feel like prey.

      “What will you have to drink?” she asks, snapping two perfect fingers, which has three waiters rushing over to help her.

      “Whiskey,” Elijah answers for the both of us, and I shoot him an appreciative look. I can practically hear nothing but my own blood as Eira sits beside me, her fingers toying with the ends of my hair.

      Why the hell am I letting her touch me? Even as the words pass through my mind, I can’t fathom the thought of her ever moving away from me. My heart pounds, my breathing ragged as I lean toward her…

      “Turn it off, Eira,” Elijah orders. “Now, please.”

      She pouts, and I glare at Elijah. When she snaps again, my body relaxes, my heart rate returns to normal, and my cheeks flush with embarrassment when I realize exactly what I’d wanted from the strange creature beside me. There’s no way in hell I’d ever refer to her as a woman again.

      “You always spoil my fun.”

      “Rainey is with me. I didn’t bring her here for you to toy with. And if you do it again, you’re going to piss her off, which is not something you want to do.”

      “What the fuck is going on?”

      Eira chuckles, the feminine sound drifting from her lungs like a melody. “She has a mouth on her. I like this one.”

      “Eira is a siren,” Elijah explains. “She puts off pheromones that sexually attract her prey.”

      “Seriously?” I’m not even mad anymore. Now, I’m impressed as hell. A siren? Never in a million years did I ever think I’d cross paths with one since they tend to stick to coastal towns and cities. That’s how the whole mermaid rumor got started. “You’re a siren?”

      “The only one in Billings, my love.”

      The waiters bring over two whiskeys and a martini, setting the drinks down in front of us, and I reach for mine, downing the amber liquid without hesitation. Eira watches me with complete amusement and plucks the crystal from my fingertips.

      “Get her another—a double this time.”

      “Yes, mistress.” He disappears, and Elijah pulls me toward him, tucking me against his side. After glancing up at him, I’m pretty sure it’s more for him and less about concern for me.

      “So, my handsome vampire, of all the places you could have gone, you brought her here to me. Why?”

      “I knew you wouldn’t allow us to be targeted on your property.”

      “You wish to keep her safe, then?”

      Irritated that they’re talking about me like I’m not here, I clear my throat. “I’m right here, and in case anyone has forgotten, I’ve killed more than my fair share of supernatural bastards.”

      Eira throws her head back and laughs wildly. “Feisty too! Elijah, you better keep this one close, or I may have to steal her away.” She trails a finger down my bare arm.

      I grin. “As gorgeous as you are—you’re missing a very important appendage I find rather enjoyable.”

      She leans in, hand on my upper thigh, her eyes glittering with mischief. “Oh, love, when I’m done, you’ll realize you don’t need a cock. Even one as exceptional as I’m sure Elijah’s is.”

      Elijah growls, the sound low and deep. “If you want to keep your hand, I’d suggest removing it from Rainey’s thigh.”

      Eira raises both palms in the air. “There’s room for you too.”

      “In case you’re forgetting, I don’t share.”

      I get the impression that there’s a hell of a lot more history here than Elijah let on, and as curious as I am, I’m even more concerned he’s going to lose his shit and take out our hostess. An action that would be a shame since I’m currently rather enjoying her company.

      “Oh, my love, I haven’t forgotten.”

      “How long have you owned this place?” I ask.

      Eira leans back. “Quite some time. Though I originally crafted my nest off the beautiful coast of Ireland. It’s how Sir Elijah and I met.”

      I glance over at Elijah. “Why does everyone keep referring to you as Sir?”

      He grimaces. “I was hoping you wouldn’t catch that.”

      “It was the talk of the supernatural society for quite some time,” Eira offers. “Elijah here rescued the queen from two vampires who’d snuck into her castle in a feeble attempt to overthrow the hierarchy. He’s quite the hero.”

      I gape at him. “So you’re a knight? Seriously?”

      To my complete delight, he blushes. “It’s just a formal title.”

      A vampire who knows how to sew, loves Nirvana, hates being immortal, and is technically a knight. Who would have thought? “Is there anything else I should know about him?” I ask Eira.

      She grins. “We could fill hours with stories about Elijah.”

      I’m opening my mouth to ask her to start spilling the beans when Elijah interrupts. “What do you know of everything going on in Billings right now?”

      Eira pouts. “You always did like to shit on parties.”

      I choke on a laugh. Eira and I could be good friends.

      “Only when there’s work to be done,” Elijah retorts.

      Eira sighs and leans back in the booth, her hands folded in her lap. “There is definitely something happening, but I don’t have an idea as to what.”

      “You’ve noticed it?”

      “The dark undercurrent? Increased activity? It would be impossible to miss. Attendance is down by enough that the drop is noticeable, which means people are staying inside.”

      Or being murdered, I consider, thinking back to the dead witches.

      “You have no idea what it could be?”

      She shakes her head at my question. “Unfortunately, I’m rather wanted by the Immortal Council at the moment, which means I rarely venture outside these walls—if ever.”

      “Wanted? Why?”

      Her eyes flash from coral blue to stormy cobalt in an instant. “I don’t take kindly to being told what my kind is good for.”

      “As in, she removed the head of an Immortal Council member who thought to use her for her body,” Elijah tells me. “I killed the other three who dared think the same.”

      “It’s how we met,” Eira says. “I was being held, and Elijah rescued me.”

      I turn back to him, once again completely in awe of the man I couldn’t see beneath the beast when we first met.

      The hero.

      And even though he’s told me on more than one occasion he’s not one, I see it now. Even if he can’t.

      “You have noticed it though? The switch?”

      “I have, and to be honest, it has me seriously considering a temporary relocation. I would suggest the two of you consider the same.” She looks past me and nods. “Excuse me.” After a quick tap on my thigh, she slides out of the booth and practically floats across the floor toward two men in suits.

      They disappear through a door together, and I turn to Elijah. “I like her.”

      He smiles. “I thought you might.”

      “Not really a fan of the whole sexual arousal game, but she’s great.”

      “She does it to everyone the first time, though she typically turns it off before it gets too far.”

      Raising an eyebrow, I cock my head to the side. “Usually?”

      “Occasionally, she waits for an ass grab—her, not them—then switches things off before anything else happens. I’ve actually never heard of her taking anyone to bed. As far as I know, she’s steered clear of any type of relationship since I pulled her out of that cell.”

      My heart aches for the victim she was and the suffering she must have felt. “I can’t blame her.”

      “Neither can I. And I often wish I could go back and make their ends much more violent.”

      I reach over and cover his hand with mine. “You’re a good man,” I tell him.

      “For a monster.”

      “You’re not a monster, Elijah.”

      He doesn’t reply, just stares across the restaurant as though he’s searching for something—or someone.

      “Will you two be eating?” the waiter asks after approaching our table. He looks to be in his early twenties. Though with shifters, it can be misleading since their aging slows when they come into their power. Just like witches, the change hits them at nineteen.

      “Yes,” Elijah answers and holds his hand out for two menus. The man slips away, and I take an offered menu.

      “I feel like I haven’t had a real dinner in forever.”

      “That’s because Skittles don’t count as an appropriate meal.”

      “Says you.”

      “Says everyone.”

      I grin up at him, the normal conversation something I hadn’t even realized I’d yearned for. It’s been two years since I could casually discuss the supernatural world. Two years since my sister died and left me alone with a legacy I hadn’t even tried to understand before.

      In the last near two weeks, Elijah has brought me happiness when I never thought I’d feel it again, but he’s given me more than that.

      He’s helped me understand my purpose, given me a glimpse behind the supernatural curtain. And, above all, he’s made me feel less isolated.

      “Thanks,” I blurt out.

      He turns his head toward me. “For?”

      “Being with me. Not letting me kill you when I tried.”

      His answering smile is blinding even in the dim light. “Anytime.”
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        * * *

      

      We’ve established that I love Skittles. That they’re my lifeblood, and without them, I would probably dissolve into a puddle of goo.

      But, I have to admit, the massive filet I just devoured is something I could probably survive on even if the fruity balls were no longer available. Stomach full, I lean against Elijah, staring at the salad I didn’t even touch. There was no room after the meat and loaded mashed potatoes. And even better? The conversation did not—even once—drift to his gorgeous fae ex. I trust him when he tells me nothing’s changed for us, but I’d be lying if there wasn’t a part of me that’s just not ready to visit their connection.

      “Satisfied?” he asks, pressing a kiss to the top of my head.

      “For now.” I glance up at him, and he leans down, kissing my lips gently.

      “Did you enjoy tonight?”

      “It was really nice to do something that didn’t involve blood or entrails.”

      He chuckles. “I agree.”

      “I am, however, looking forward to later.” I reposition myself, sitting up away from him and getting up on one knee to run my lips over his throat. My hand slips up his thigh slowly. Elijah’s answering growl shoots through me, and my stomach twists as my body warms from the inside.

      “You’re playing a dangerous game, Hunter,” he whispers. “I’ll fuck you right here at this table and not give two shits about who sees it.”

      “Don’t threaten me with a good time,” I say right back as I grip him. He thrusts into my hand, the hardness of his erection pressing into my palm.

      Someone clears her throat.

      I pull back and stare up at Eira. “As much as I hate to break this up, and trust me, I really do, you two need to leave. Now.”

      “What’s wrong?” Elijah gets to his feet, and I follow him out of the booth.

      “There’s quite a large gathering of supernaturals outside, demanding to be let in. They say they have a message for you,” she says, her gaze falling on me. “Though, based on the weapons in their hands, I’d say it’s more of a demonstration.”

      “Fuck.”

      “How did they find us?” I ask Elijah. “The block should have kept us safe.”

      “We had a rat,” Eira replies, disgusted. “It’s the reason I had to leave. He’s since been taken care of.” She bares shockingly white teeth. “We didn’t realize he’d gotten a message out until they showed up.”

      “Let’s go,” Elijah says.

      “I will take you out back. As far as I know, they haven’t surrounded the entire place yet.”

      “We can go,” Elijah says, shaking his head. “You can’t be involved in this, Eira.”

      She looks appalled at his suggestion that she stand down. “I would rather die in battle than hide in a corner. You know that.”

      “I do, but we need you, Eira. Bringing attention to yourself now will only limit the allies we have when it comes time to make our stand against whatever the hell is headed this way.”

      “He’s right,” I tell her, reaching forward to squeeze her forearm. Her dark eyes lighten back to their coral blue, and she nods.

      “Very well. But if you can’t handle it alone, I won’t hesitate to take action.”

      “Thank you,” Elijah adds before glancing back at me. “Ready?”

      The Hunt surges through my blood, an extra dose of adrenaline begging to be let free. I reach beneath my dress and whip out both silver daggers while Eira watches appreciatively.

      “When you’re no longer at risk, come see me, Rainey. We could have some fun.”

      “You’ve got it,” I reply with a wink. Then, palming both daggers, I follow Elijah down the hall. It’s silent—almost too silent as we walk, the echo of my heels clicking on the floor and the sound of our hearts hammering within our chest our only company.

      When the back door comes into view just ahead, Elijah stops and turns to me. “You ready?”

      Reaching down, I remove both heels and toss them to the floor. Then, I straighten and roll my shoulders. “I am.” I flip a dagger and offer it to him, hilt first.

      He shakes his head. “I’m going to cloak myself. I don’t have enough magic to do you too, but it should give us an advantage if they attack.”

      “Sounds good.”

      In a blur, he slams me against the wall, gripping my waist as he devours my mouth. By the time he pulls away, we’re both breathless. “We’ll be finishing our earlier conversation when we get home.”

      Leaning forward, I nip at his bottom lip. “Good.”

      With a grin, Elijah’s canines descend, and he leans forward, running them over the hollow of my throat.

      I shiver.

      He shoves off the wall. “Be safe.”

      “You too.” Closing my eyes, I urge the Hunt to flood my system. The adrenaline makes my body vibrate, needing a release I’ll only get with a fight.

      Or one hell of a fuck.

      Elijah winks and disappears from view, but I can still feel him beside me as though he’s visible. I shove the door open and step into the back parking lot.

      As much as I’d hoped for a good fuck, it looks like it’s a fight we’ll be getting.

      At least half a dozen shifters and two witches stand before me.

      The shifters morph, bones popping as they transform into their animal forms. The witches smile, their bodies pulsing with power my blood recognizes as the enemy.

      “Foolish of you to come out alone,” a woman says, her bright pink hair rosy in the moonlight.

      “Hunters have never been known for their intelligence,” I repeat Elijah’s words to Jack—the hunter who lied to me—the first time they met.

      “True. But this time, you’re going to die for it.” She raises a hand, sending me flying backward into the wall. I grunt, my body impacting with a heavy thud against the solidity of the metal siding. But I don’t stay down long, and when I get to my feet, I see a trail of shifter bodies left behind by Elijah as he works his way through the back of the crowd.

      With a roll, I send my dagger flying end over end. It hits its mark—right between the eyes of a blue-haired witch standing to the left of the woman who attacked me. I run, pumping my arms and doing my best not to get caught by the power the remaining witch is flinging my way. Balls of energy—one after the other—slam into the asphalt at my feet while I run.

      Pain explodes in my chest as one slams into me, knocking me backward. I hit the ground, feeling the asphalt tearing at my skin as I skid across the surface. After risking a moment to suck in a deep breath, I press my hands to the ground, arching my back and kicking out, flinging myself back up to my feet.

      “Still want more, Hunter?” she taps her fingers together, and sparks snap and pop between them. I swallow hard but try not to let her see just how fucking exhausted I am.

      “I’ve already killed one of you bitches tonight.”

      Lips turned in a sadistic smile, she shakes her head. “She was new, weak. I will prove to be a bit more difficult.”

      My chances here are slim at best. She’s powerful, and Elijah is still busy dealing with the shifter problem. Lucky for me, though, witches tend to be shit at hand-to-hand. If I can get close enough, I can take her out. But that’s one hell of an if. Sucking in a breath, I roll my shoulders just as I did earlier and race toward her, dagger in hand.

      Before she can hit me with another blast, I drop my shoulder and slam into the bitch. We crash onto the asphalt, and she grunts. But before she can use any more power, I drive my blade down into her eye socket, and warm blood sprays me when I rip it back out.

      I keep moving, scanning the parking lot. Elijah’s dropped his cloak, and he’s covered in blood just ahead as he fights a massive shifter sporting a sharp yellow beak, huge claws, and bright yellow eyes. It’s something I’ve never seen before—a griffin perhaps?—but he’s holding his own.

      I dodge a bear shifter, rolling to the side and stabbing him right beneath the shoulder, angling up into his gut. He roars—the animalistic sound echoing through the parking lot. Then, he shifts from bear to very naked man before slumping to the ground.

      “Elijah!” I scream as a feline shifter jumps onto his back. I set my dagger free and breathe a sigh of relief when it lodges in his attacker’s throat.

      But the damned thing already dug its claws into him, and Elijah tumbles backward to the ground, exposing him to the one remaining shifter. “Hey, asshole!” I yell, and it turns its yellow eyes on me, its eagle-like head cocking to the side like the predatory fowl it is. Partially, anyway. “I’m the one you want.”

      It steps toward me, its yellow body covered in blood. Elijah’s blood. Knowing that, seeing the red smeared over its white and gold feathers, sends a brand-new wave of rage burning through me. Especially when Elijah tries to stand and stumbles forward, blood rushing from a gash in his upper thigh.

      Power rushes through me.

      Pure, ancient magic that should, for all intents and purposes, terrify me.

      I drop my dagger and clench my fists at my sides. Snarling, I face off with the creature, taking a step to my right in an attempt to circle around and place Elijah securely behind me as his body heals.

      “I’m going to kill you,” I whisper, and the thing lunges at me. I rush forward, dodging its beak and wrapping both arms around its neck as I slam us both to the ground. I pin it, fighting to keep it beneath me as wings flap frantically.

      The edges of my vision begin to waver as the thing starts to lift us both off the ground. Talons dig into the flesh of my ankles as it tries to get free of my grasp, but I hold strong.

      Let us help.

      Let us kill it.

      A sharp beak slices the flesh of my shoulder, and I scream out in pain as the blackness begins to close in, surging through me and giving me strength. I allow it to seep in, feeling stronger with each passing moment.

      The griffin’s eyes widen, and he shifts back to human.

      I grin down for a moment before snapping his neck.

      The thing’s body goes limp, but I don’t move.

      That felt good.

      He deserved to die.

      I release the dead griffin’s neck and stand, slowly straightening. My vision begins to clear, the darkness shrinking away, and with its vacancy, pain returns. The burning agony spreads throughout my shoulder as though the injury from the creature’s beak is fresh. I wince, cradling the injured arm to my side.

      Turning in a slow circle, I let my gaze land on Elijah standing a few feet behind me. He’s smeared with blood, his clothes torn to shreds.

      “Elijah?”

      Eyes solid black, blood dripping from his mouth, he looks every bit the monster I always believed vampires to be.

      But this is no animal—this is Elijah—and he won’t hurt me.

      I reach forward and touch a hand to his chest. It rises and falls with the force of his sharp, ragged breaths, and he stares down at it a moment before closing his eyes and shaking his head. When his gaze meets mine again, there’s a ring of blue around the black.

      Then, without a word, he reaches down and scoops me up, racing toward his car. He sets me down long enough to open the door, and I catch sight of three black crows watching me from their perch atop a neighboring car. After I climb inside, I roll down the window, stick out my arm, and flip them the bird—pun intended.
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      The whiskey in my glass is doing absolutely nothing to curb my craving. Across the house, Rainey is cleaning up, washing away her blood, and checking her wounds. I should be in there with her, should be helping her—hell, I’ve done it before. But I nearly lost it tonight in that parking lot.

      Never, in all of my years, have I ever heard of a mated vampire unable to curb the bloodlust. Even when mated to a human—which while completely shamed is not unheard of. The bond should have made it easier to be around it. Instead, each time she’s injured, it becomes harder and harder to control myself.

      Soon, I fear I won’t be able to keep the beast caged. I refill my glass and walk through a door and into the indoor pool room. The water is illuminated from lights beneath the surface, and it moves with the soft current spouts inside.

      It shifts, and I stare down at it, hoping the hypnotic movement will cure me of my inability to think about anything other than crimson being washed down a drain. Thankfully, Tarnley had been available to come do cleanup on the bodies in Eira’s parking lot. He was bitter about it, given Eira called him in from his date.

      But he’d done it.

      While I’m sure she could have taken care of it, leaving her out of supernatural matters altogether is for the best. She can’t take another hit. They’ll hunt and kill her if she does.

      I smell Rainey before I hear her, the lavender scent of her body wash filling my lungs and easing some of the hunger.

      “I’ve never seen a griffin before,” she says as she crosses the tile floor to stand beside me. Her voice echoes through the pool room.

      “They’re tough bastards. Ancient too. The lines have nearly all died out.” I take another drink then offer it to Rainey, who takes it without hesitation.

      “So he was old?” she asks, pressing the crystal to her lips and taking a drink.

      “Very.”

      “Older than you?”

      I glance over at her. “Not quite.” She’s changed into black sweats and my Nirvana T-shirt. Her hair is still wet from the shower, her face clean of all makeup from our date earlier.

      She’s never looked more beautiful.

      “You okay?”

      “You’re the one who had her shoulder flayed.”

      Lifting the sleeve up over the top of her shoulder, she shows me the damage. The wound is closed, but the ragged line and red discoloration will probably remain for a day or two while the muscles inside finish stitching back together.

      “It hurts like hell.”

      I reach up and trail a finger over her jaw. “The bastard could have killed you.”

      “He didn’t. And, in case you missed it, I took out two witches. Not bad for someone who faced her first witch less than a week ago.” She offers me the drink.

      Taking it, I turn back toward the water and down the rest of my whiskey.

      “I think I might have almost blacked out, too. When I was killing the griffin.”

      I turn to her. “You think?”

      “It was strange.” Rainey bites down on the inside of her cheek. “I felt the power like I do right before I black out. But this time, I remembered all of it. And I came back immediately after I killed him. Do you think I’m starting to gain control over it? Or that Stella’s tea is helping control it?”

      “It’s possible. You remember all of it?”

      “Yes. There was no pain in my shoulder or my stomach where that witch hit me with an energy ball. I was just—powerful, Elijah. Strong. It was an amazing feeling.” She smiles, but it’s laced with nerves, almost as if she doesn’t know whether to be happy or terrified at the new turn of events.

      Truthfully, I have no fucking clue either. But I’ve had enough of shit news to last me my entire life. So instead of letting her see how worried I am, I simply nod. “That’s good. Maybe something will start going our way.”

      Brow furrowed, she stares up at me. “Why are you angry?”

      “I nearly ripped your throat out, Rainey.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “You have no idea what thoughts were going through my head.”

      Blood.

      Drink.

      Drain.

      Devour.

      Kill.

      I shake my head.

      “Elijah.” She grips my arm and turns me so I’m facing her.

      Anger burns me, but it’s more than that. It’s disappointment in myself. In the way I react to her. How the hell am I supposed to keep Rainey alive when the very scent of her blood makes me want to kill her? “I don’t get it; I don’t understand why the bloodlust—it’s getting worse, Rainey. Every damned time you get hurt, I wonder if it will be the final straw, if this time I won’t be able to control myself.”

      She smiles, the beauty of her soul shining through and reminding me that she is too good for me. I’ve slaughtered humans by the hundreds, killed hunters like her—so why the hell did I let myself taint her?

      And even as I know this, I also know there’s no fucking way I’ll be going back. My life without Rainey Astor is meaningless.

      “You are forgetting something,” she says softly.

      “What?”

      “I can still kick your ass.”

      I laugh, but the forced sound lacks humor. “So confident.”

      “Absolutely.”

      I reach into the pocket of my sweats and pull out a bag of Skittles I grabbed for her.

      “When did you get these?” She enthusiastically rips the bag open and turns it up, dumping some into her mouth.

      “I went out after my shower while you were still cleaning up.” Because I couldn’t stand the scent of your blood any longer.

      “You are my hero, Sir Elijah Hawthorne.”

      Shaking my head, I chuckle as remnants of the violent evening strip away each time she smiles at me. “I’m no hero,” I remind her. “Probably best you stop forgetting that.”

      She arches a dark eyebrow. “So you’re not a hero, yet you followed me for weeks to make sure I was safe, freed eight humans and sent them to me, killed a nest of vamps who’d tried to kill me the night before, rescued me when I was poisoned by that council member, and then you saved me from the alleyway near my apartment when I was being beaten to death. Have I left anything out? Oh, yes, let’s not forget what I learned tonight. You saved the queen and rescued a siren who was going to be raped by members of the Immortal Council.”

      Swallowing hard, I look away from her, back to the pool. “You have no idea the damage I’ve done in my time, Rainey. The ashes I’ve left behind after burning whole villages to the ground. When I finally surfaced with some form of humanity, I promised myself that I’d find that damned cure and die like I should have. Now, I don’t want that. I want to live. With you. Be happy with you. What does that make me? That I’m so selfish I no longer wish to seek redemption for the evil that’s been carried out by my hands?”

      She places a hand on my chest, right above my heart. “We’ve all done things we wish we hadn’t, committed atrocities we wish we could take back. You’ve done a lot of good since then, and at some point, you’re going to have to forgive yourself for the actions of that vampire. You are no longer him.”

      Her words resonate with me in a way I never expected. As if hearing from her that she doesn’t see me as a beast is enough to soothe some of the cracks in my soul. Especially after Aoife resurfaced and brought with her the memories of all of the horrors I committed while trying to erase the pain.

      “I see you, Elijah. The man inside who wants to do good. And he’s the one I will stand beside until the fires of hell swallow the both of us.”

      Reaching forward, I cup her cheek and pull her toward me. And when I kiss her, I give in to all of the feelings I’ve carried since the moment I laid eyes on her.

      “You take my breath away, Rainey. The very thought of losing you kills me.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” she promises, the echo of it traveling through the pool room and straight into me. “You’re stuck with me, Vampire.”

      “I can think of worse things.” I smile and pull her against me again, kissing her softly as I do my best to forget about the fight lingering in our near future.
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      “Anything else I can get you, hun?”

      I look up at the brunette waitress standing before me. Her soft brown eyes are trained on my face but in such a way that I know, if I asked her to jump, she would beg me to tell her how high.

      That’s how my world works. How it’s always worked.

      Humans bend at my will. And supernaturals? They fall to my feet, shivering in fear.

      Soon, they will again.

      I take another bite of something she called a pancake slathered in a brown, sticky liquid that makes the entire meal sweeter than anything I’ve ever had before. “I would very much like more of these.”

      “You’ve got it. More coffee?” She gestures to my empty cup.

      “No, thank you.”

      Jan—the waitress—smiles and turns away. I watch her leave before getting to my feet and slipping out through the back door. My stomach is full, my needs sated—for now. Soon, I will have to get back. If I’m not, they will know I was gone.

      And if that happens, it all falls apart.

      The night sky wraps around me, the embrace of a lover.

      I smile up at the stars twinkling overhead, letting the soft breeze blow the strands of my dark hair about my face. It’s been far too long since I walked freely.

      Far too long since I’ve breathed the fresh air outside of my prison cell.

      But soon, there will not be a cell strong enough to hold me.

      Soon, I will enact my revenge.

      I head deeper into the woods. Each surrounding tree puts off its own kind of magic, its own signature, and I absorb it, basking in the wonderful life around me.

      Life that will soon be altered irrevocably.

      What does it feel like? a voice asks me, and I smile.

      “Freedom,” I reply. “And soon, you will feel it too.”
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      The swirling black void moves before me, the absence of color making it stand out from the dark walls surrounding me.

      “Come closer,” it beckons me.

      “Nearly there.”

      “We love you.”

      “Delaney is here.”

      “Delaney?” I ask, latching onto the promise of seeing my sister again.

      “Yes, Delaney is here, she awaits your arrival. Come see her. She needs you. She hurts without you.”

      I swallow hard and take a step forward.

      “Yes,” it purrs. “Nearly there.”

      A face appears in the center. I choke on a sob as Delaney smiles at me. I can see her clear as day, just out of reach within the void. She reaches for me, pink fingernails bright against the stark black. She was always a rainbow of color in a dark world.

      “Delaney?”

      “Rainey! I’m so proud of you!” she says, her voice wrapping around me like a familiar blanket. “Let’s celebrate!”

      “Where are you?”

      Her face scrunches. “You don’t want to go out tonight?”

      “That’s not what I said!” I yell back, tears streaming down my cheeks. I move closer, closer, until finally, I’m standing right before the swirling dark.

      Delaney smiles and reaches for me.  I take her hand, and she rips me into the abyss.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Morning,” Elijah greets as soon as I step into the kitchen. He’s prepping coffee, but my body is so damned sore after last night I can barely move.

      Should make work super fun today.

      “How do you always know what I need?”

      He grins over his shoulder. “That’s my secret.” Turning, he sets a mug on the counter. I lift it, a bemused smile crossing my lips. “Blood of my enemies?”

      Shrugging, Elijah swallows his own drink of coffee. “Seemed like a perfect mug at the time.”

      “I’d say it’s still perfect.” I drink deeply, letting the caffeine seep into my system. It’s nearing seven, which means my partner should be getting to the office within the hour. “I need to get going, I want to beat Ramirez there so I can get a jump start on the paperwork. He’s been covering quite a bit for me lately, so I want to return the favor.”

      “Sounds good. Even if I’m not a fan of you leaving.”

      He crosses the floor to me and takes the mug from my hands, setting it beside his on the counter and wrapping both arms around my waist.

      I link mine around the back of his neck. “How about when we finally stop whatever war may or may not be coming, and figure out who’s trying to kill me—or rip me into the other side—we take a nice, long vacation and just have sex for a solid month.”

      “Make it two months, and I think that sounds like a damn fine plan.”

      “Two months? I may not be able to walk after that.”

      He chuckles and runs his lips down the side of my face, his breath hot on my ear. “You won’t need to.”

      I shiver. “Then two months it is.”

      “That’s a wonderful idea,” he growls against my ear.

      “Sometimes I have those.” After turning my head and planting a quick kiss on his lips, I push away and take another drink from my coffee. “Now, before you convince me not to go in, I need to leave.”

      Elijah’s answering grin is full of mischief. “I suppose.”

      “You’ll call me if you find anything out about the box?” I set the coffee down and grab the keys to my bike off the counter.

      “Yes.”

      “Great.” I yawn, rolling my shoulders and groaning when they pop, giving me some relief from the stiffness.

      “You okay?”

      “Sore. Last night kicked my ass. And I’m not just talking about the actual ass-kicking.” I wink and walk through the door and toward my bike.

      The drive goes quickly, and soon I’m walking through the door to the precinct. I smile when I see Ramirez’s seat empty, but that smile quickly fades when I meet the gaze of my captain, who waves me into her office through the giant windows she uses to gaze out over us.

      Awesome way to start the day. Getting my ass chewed by the captain.

      “Morning,” I greet, stepping inside.

      “Shut the door,” she orders. I obey, closing it softly and turning to face her. “We need to have a discussion that’s long overdue.”

      “Did I do something wrong?”

      Captain Reynolds takes a seat behind her desk and gestures to one of the leather chairs directly across from her. Cautiously, I walk over and sit, placing both palms on my knees.

      Trust does not come easily to me, and considering the way she’s looking at me? It’s putting me more on edge than when I first met Elijah, which is saying something. “What is it?”

      “I need to know that what we’re about to discuss will not leave this room. You can’t tell anyone—especially Ramirez.”

      Weird. “Okay.”

      She takes a deep breath and lets it out before placing both hands in front of her and leaning into her desk. “I know what you are,” she says, her tone low.

      Fuck. My stomach drops, but I don’t let her see visible proof of my nerves. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Don’t play dumb with me, Hunter. It does not suit you.”

      My fingers itch to grab the blade tucked in my boot. I don’t get a supernatural read from her—but I didn’t from Elijah at first either. Maybe she shares the ability to slow her heart rate just as he does.

      “I’m not a threat to you.”

      “Easy for you to say,” I retort. “What are you?”

      “Human. Though I have a vast amount of knowledge about the supernatural world.”

      “How?”

      “I’m married to a shifter.”

      I gape at her, jaw dropping in complete surprise. She could have just told me she was married to Santa Clause, and I wouldn’t have been this surprised. My captain is married to a shifter? A shifter? “How did I not know this?”

      She scoffs. “Why do you think I never bring him around here? The one time he came into the precinct after you were promoted to detective, he made you as a hunter. Ever since, he’s steered relatively clear, given your kind’s general distaste for other supernaturals.”

      “I don’t understand. Why are you telling me this now?”

      She purses her lips. “Because there’s a bit of a situation concerning you that can’t be handled as a regular police matter might.”

      “And that is?”

      “The bounty on your head.” When I don’t immediately respond, she continues. “I’m assuming you already knew about that?”

      “I did.”

      “And I’m guessing the vampire you’ve been spending time with is the one who told you?”

      “How exactly do you know about Elijah?”

      “Word travels fast amongst supernaturals, Detective Astor. Especially when it involves a hunter who didn’t kill a vampire, if you catch my drift.”

      I do, but I don’t say a damn thing.

      “You two are at the top of the Immortal Council’s wanted list. Though he’s a capture—you’re a kill. They have ordered all supernaturals to engage on sight. My mate’s pack leader ordered his people to stand down. They are not to come after you.”

      “Wasn’t that nice of him,” I retort, fear climbing up my back like ice. If the council is sending all supernaturals after us—will we ever be safe?

      “He doesn’t want a war with you or with any hunter for that matter. But the vampires? Other shifter packs? They are not so concerned with blood loss.”

      “Tell me about it. They’ve tried to kill me five times already.” Six if you count last night’s shifter/witch group. “Though I think once, they were after Elijah, and I just so happened to be there.”

      She lifts an eyebrow. “Five times? I thought it was just the two?”

      I shake my head. Since I’m not entirely sure how she could use this information against me, I figure I might as well be honest. I’ll offer information as long as she does. “The crime scene outside that club bordering No Man’s Land? The four vampires? That was me. They jumped me when I followed a single female vampire outside. Then, there was the shooting near the trailer, the car bomb, the rooftop attack, and the bastards nearly succeeded in the alley across the street from my apartment. Oh, and I can’t forget the attack in my parking garage yesterday. So I guess my math was off—that makes it six.” Seven total. Though I have no intention of bringing Eira’s place into the count. She seems skittish, and the last thing I want to do is get her in trouble if the captain can’t be trusted.

      “Shit, Rainey. Do you know how many strings I had to pull to cover up that club attack?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “A female vic with a stomach full of blood? The M.E. had a field day with that one. Next time, you need to call in the cleaners.”

      “I just learned about them, so I’ll keep that in mind for next time.”

      I can see her disapproval, but there’s not a damn thing I can do about it. Yes, I am a hunter who was poorly filled in on the workings of this world. I get it. She gets it. I’m working to learn it now.

      “Is there any particular reason you’re giving me this lecture?”

      “There is, actually. The pack leader wants to meet with you. He believes he might have some information that could be of value.”

      “What information would that be?”

      She shrugs and shakes her head. “Not for me to tell you.”

      “And how exactly do I know that this isn’t a trap? That they won’t rip my throat out the second they get a chance?”

      “Bring your vampire.” Her suggestion is toneless as though she’s no longer interested in this conversation. I’m, however, reeling.

      “What assurance do I have that you won’t kill the both of us?”

      “He agreed to meet you in a public place of your choosing.”

      I chew on my bottom lip as I ponder what she’s told me. A public place, and I can bring Elijah. Why the hell not? “I want you to be there, too, and your husband, but no one else.”

      “Agreed.”

      “We’ll meet at Jane’s place tonight. Ten o’clock.”

      “Is she open that late?”

      “She will be.” I push to my feet. “Is that all?”

      “No,” she says. “Tell me about Beatrice Smith.”

      Begrudgingly, I take my seat. “She was a witch, and I believe she was killed for her magic.”

      “You think someone stole her power? Is that even possible?”

      “I do, and according to my source, it is.”

      “And just who is this source?”

      My current boyfriend’s ex-fiancée. Somehow, I doubt telling her all of that will go over very well. If she has ties to other supernaturals, finding out there’s a fae in the city will start a mass panic. “I’m not at liberty to discuss it.”

      “You’re sure it was supernatural?”

      “I am.”

      “And Ramirez?”

      “He has no clue about this world, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

      She nods. “Let me know if you need my help. I’m happy to step in when needed.”

      “Will do.” I stand again.

      “See you tonight, Astor.”

      I leave without another word, my brain running like a hamster on a wheel. My captain is a human with extensive knowledge of supernaturals.

      She’s married to a shifter, and his pack leader has information that might be relevant to me.

      Can he tell me who killed Delaney?

      Who’s trying to kill me?

      By the time I reach my desk, Ramirez is already walking in, his wife beside him. She has a Tupperware container in her hand and smiles widely when she sees me.

      “Rainey!”

      “Hey, Kamie.” I force a smile despite everything going on. Kamie Ramirez is the sweetest human on the planet.

      “I brought you these.” She holds out the plastic, so I take it and smile down at the chocolate chip cookies inside. Kamie may be the sweetest human on the planet, but she is also a notoriously bad cook. Still, not wanting to hurt her feelings, I take one out anyway and bite down.

      “Thank you so much. This is delicious,” I lie. In reality, my tongue burns from what I can only guess is too much baking soda.

      She beams at me. “You’re welcome. Rammy said you were going through a rough time, and I wanted to come down and tell you how sorry I am in person.” She wraps her arms around me and squeezes gently.

      “Thanks.”

      Kamie releases me and steps back. I throw a glance at Ramirez to let him know the Rammy nickname is not going anywhere. The two have been married for nearly two decades, and they still have nicknames.

      It’s adorable.

      I love it, but I’m still going to torment him for it because he’d do the same to me.

      “Well, I’ll let you two get to work.” She reaches out and covers my hand. “Please, let me know if you need anything. Love you, Rammy.”

      “Love you too.”

      With a smile, she turns and leaves the precinct. I glance over at Ramirez, who’s taking his seat. “So, Kamie and Rammy, huh?”
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      I make my way up the walk to Elijah’s house, each step making my stomach twist into knots. I know he’s in there, waiting for me. I can feel him as though he were right beside me, a constant presence.

      The door opens before I reach it, and Elijah grins at me. It doesn’t fully reach his eyes, though, but before I can ask why, he’s gripping the back of my neck and slamming his mouth to mine. Heat radiates through me, saturating every inch of my body as his lips—feverish on mine—devour me.

      Finally, he releases me and steps back to shut the door.

      “Well, I have to say that is the best welcome home I’ve ever gotten,” I say with a smile. “What is that delicious smell?” I ask, inhaling deeply, my mouth watering in response to my growling stomach.

      “Dinner.”

      “You made me dinner?”

      He shrugs. “I had some extra time.”

      Like the gentleman he is during the daylight hours, Elijah helps me slip out of my jacket before hanging it on a hook near the door. Then, he takes my hand, and we walk down the hall together.

      “I’m starving. All I had today were Skittles.”

      He shakes his head in disapproval. “I assumed that would be the case.”

      “Don’t tell her when you see her next, but I’m starting to think Jane might be right.”

      “About?”

      “Skittles aren’t an actual meal.”

      Elijah chuckles. “I would be afraid to learn how many of your meals over the years have passed with nothing but Skittles.”

      “Yeah, you really don’t want to know.” We emerge in the dining room, and I gape at the spread he’s arranged on the table. “Damn, Elijah! How much time did you have?” French bread, fresh Caesar salad, and two plates piled high with spaghetti sit on his table, each complemented by a glass of red wine and a white napkin with bright silverware.

      “After I did some reading, I went to the market to get groceries. Do you like spaghetti?”

      I turn back to him and smile. He’s actually nervous, and it’s adorable. “Spaghetti just so happens to be my second favorite food group. Behind Skittles, of course.”

      Elijah smiles. “Of course.”

      Once I’ve washed my hands, I take a seat at the table, and Elijah sits beside me. “I feel a bit underdressed,” I admit, drinking in his dark slacks and light blue button-down.

      “You look beautiful.”

      Heat rushes to my cheeks, and I slip my napkin into my lap. After spinning the noodles onto my fork, I take my first bite and have to force myself not to moan in complete foodgasm. It’s absolutely delicious, and since I’m a hopeless cook—seriously, Kamie could cook me under the table—I more than appreciate the taste of a home-cooked meal.

      “Good?”

      I nod and swallow the oversized bite. “Best spaghetti ever. Did you make the sauce?”

      He nods. “And the noodles.”

      “I’m sorry, you made the noodles? As in, they didn’t come from a box?”

      “I spent some time in Italy in the 1920s, learned everything I know about this particular genre of food from an older human woman who gave me shelter before I was able to day-walk.”

      “You are probably the most modest vampire ever.”

      Elijah chuckles. “I’ve lived a long time, Rainey. I was bound to pick up a talent or two.”

      “I’d say you picked up more than one or two.”

      His heated gaze meets mine as he takes the double meaning of my words. There’s not a damn being on the planet—human or supernatural—who can give the kind of pleasure Elijah can. Hell, just thinking of it sends a steady throb to life between my legs.

      His gaze drops to my lips, and my mouth goes dry. I thought my reaction to him would be dulled some now that I’ve had a piece of that particular pie. Instead, it’s had the opposite effect. Now that I’ve tasted him, I need more.

      And another slice won’t do the trick.

      I want the whole fucking pie.

      Crossing my legs, I attempt to ease some of the ache. There’s work to be done tonight, and sex is not on the table yet.

      Maybe after we get back from Jane’s.

      A few minutes pass in silence as we eat, enjoying the delicious meal Elijah worked hard to prepare. Now that he confessed the noodles are handmade as well, I can taste the difference, and I’m just not sure I can go back to the grocery store kind.

      Not that I did a whole lot of cooking before because, as I mentioned, I’m hopeless in the kitchen. I’m more likely to burn it down than prepare anything more than a Pop-Tart.

      Elijah lifts his glass and takes a drink before wiping his mouth with a napkin. “I missed you today.”

      I glance over and smile. “I missed you too.”

      “How was your day?”

      “Not as productive as I would have hoped. We still haven’t been able to figure out who killed that witch, Beatrice.”

      “I thought you believed it was the one who attacked me? Stella said she was trying to steal the magic of other witches.”

      “I do, but Ramirez and I haven’t been able to tie her to any of it. It would be easier if we had a body.”

      “Tarnley is good at his job.”

      “He is,” I agree. “Though it makes solving it a lot more difficult. Even with her ID and cell phone number, I haven’t been able to tie her to Beatrice in any way, shape, or form.” I shove my plate away, completely full. “There was something else.”

      “What?”

      Clearing my throat, I take a drink of my wine. “My captain pulled me in to speak with me.”

      “About?”

      “Well, apparently, she’s known what I am for the last two years.”

      His face transforms, going from relaxed to agitated so damned fast I barely notice the change. “Were you attacked? What type of supernatural is she?”

      “None, she’s human.” At his confused stare, I chuckle. “Trust me, it was as much of a surprise to me as it just was to you.”

      “How does she know about you then?”

      “She’s married to a shifter.”

      Elijah raises an eyebrow and leans back in his chair. “Interesting.”

      “What’s even more interesting is what she told me after that little revelation.”

      Eyebrow raised, he crosses both arms over his chest. “Which was?”

      “Her husband’s pack leader wants to meet with us tonight.”

      “Us?”

      “I told her I wasn’t coming alone.”

      He nods appreciatively. “I appreciate that.”

      “I don’t always dive headfirst into tunnels, Elijah,” I joke, referencing the vampire nest I walked right into less than a month ago. “I may be perfectly capable of taking care of myself, but that doesn’t mean I don’t feel better knowing you’re watching my back.”

      “Good to know.” He smiles and stands, taking both of our plates to the kitchen. “Did she tell you why he wants to meet? Or what pack he belongs to?”

      I shake my head and follow, carrying the salad bowl and my wine glass. “She only told me that he has some information for me.”

      “Where are we meeting them?”

      “Jane’s coffee shop tonight at ten.”

      “Why did you choose Jane’s?”

      “Seemed like a good place to not get ambushed since I know her.”

      “Smart.”

      “Sometimes I can be,” I joke. “Let me help.” I walk around the island and start helping him to clear the plates and load them into a stainless-steel dishwasher. “Did you find anything interesting while you were reading?”

      “No. There’s no mention of any ancient box or the Lunar Divide in any of the journals I scoured today.”

      “Would your ancestors have known about it?”

      “Something that big? They should have. And a few of the texts I read were written by witches.”

      “I wish I knew how Delaney found out about it. Stella said she was the one who told her. Doesn’t that seem strange to you? That there’s this massive murder plot, and it was a hunter who discovered it?”

      “It does,” he agrees, turning off the water and handing me a towel to dry my hands. “I’ve tried retracing Delaney’s steps—what I knew of them—and I can’t figure out how the hell she would have uncovered something like this.”

      “Maybe when she found the box?”

      “But where did she find it? As far as I knew, she never traveled.”

      “She went back to Salem at least once a year after our grandmother was killed,” I tell him. “She always said she was paying respects to her and our parents. Since I’ve never seen the point in visiting the site where a body is buried, I never went with her.”

      “So perhaps the box was hidden somewhere in Salem?”

      I shrug and jump up to sit on the counter. “Would make sense. Salem is witch central. Here in the States, at least. I do know they originated in Ireland.”

      At my last addition, he nods. “We need to figure out where the hell she found that box.”

      “I don’t suppose you sent the cleaners in to take care of my grandmother’s bunker?”

      He cringes and shakes his head. “I trust Tarnley, but I wasn’t about to send a bunch of supernaturals into your family’s estate without your approval.”

      “You trust him?”

      Elijah nods.

      “Inexplicably?”

      Again, he nods.

      “Then do it.”

      “You’re sure? Your family’s texts—”

      “I trust you, Elijah. The wards were broken when Doloris came barreling in, so the place should be accessible. Just ask him to only take people he can trust. Anyone steals anything, and I’ll poke them with something sharp.”

      My phone buzzes, so I lift up slightly to pull it out of my back pocket. Jane’s picture flashes on the screen, so I answer quickly. “Hey, Jane, what’s up?”

      “I’m checking to make sure you had a proper dinner so I can either cook for you or let you have the beverage of your choice tonight.”

      I grin. “Actually, Elijah fed me quite well.”

      “Fed you what? Dick doesn’t count as dinner, Rainey.”

      Elijah turns bright red and steps away as he stifles a laugh.

      “First of all, depends on the dick.”

      “That would bring a whole new meaning to ‘meatballs’.”

      I laugh and shake my head. She won’t use the word ‘fuck’ but she’ll talk about meatballs all damn day. “Second, he made me homemade spaghetti. We’re talking fresh noodles and sauce.”

      Jane groans into the phone. “That sounds delicious.”

      “It was. There are some leftovers. Want me to bring you some?”

      “I think I spent enough time feeding you, it’s only fair if you feed me now and then.”

      “You’ve got it.”

      “When are you guys coming?”

      I check the clock over the microwave. “Leaving here in about twenty minutes or so.”

      “Sounds good. See you in a few.” I end the call and meet Elijah’s concerned gaze. He stands across from me, leaning back against the counter, both arms crossed over his chest.

      “We could be walking into a trap.”

      “Possibly.”

      “And if we are?”

      I hop down off the counter. “Then we kill them all.”
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      Jane’s closed light is illuminated, but I pay it no mind as I step up and knock on the glass door bearing her logo. She glances up from where she’s sweeping and smiles. The lightness of it makes me feel like shit for invading her space like this.

      Especially when I have no way of knowing how it’s going to go.

      “Hey, guys!” she greets with a bright smile as she pulls open the door.

      “Hey, thanks again for doing this.” I step all the way inside and offer her a plastic container of what I now have dubbed Elijah’s magic noodles.

      “All is forgiven now that I have this.” She grins and holds up the container. “Hey, Elijah.”

      “Jane.” His tone is curt, all business, and I imagine his stress level is through the roof right now.

      “Do you guys want any coffee?” Jane asks.

      “Sure.” I drape my coat over the back of a chair and walk toward the counter to help her prep it. Elijah stays put near the door, watching for any activity outside. Every muscle in his body is tense, his jaw hard.

      Jane clears her throat. “So, I know you can’t give me all the details—police business and all—but can you at least tell me if there’s going to be any trouble?”

      “I don’t know,” I reply honestly as she pours a scoop of coffee grounds into the filter. “More than likely, it will go peacefully. Captain Reynolds is coming, and she’s bringing her husband.”

      “Paloma is coming?” Jane’s face lights up. “I haven’t seen her since your Christmas party last year.”

      To everyone’s surprise, Jane hit it off with my no-nonsense captain. They spent the entire night elbows deep in spiked eggnog while reminiscing over the seventies. Which was weird since Jane wasn’t even born then, but who am I to judge the decade someone loves?

      “She is,” I confirm.

      Jane slides a stainless-steel pot beneath the drip and steps back, leaning against the counter and watching Elijah. “He doesn’t talk much, does he?”

      “Not particularly.” Turning my focus to Elijah, I drop my tone. It’s all for show, of course, since he can hear every single word. “But he has a nice ass,” I tell Jane, smiling when his mouth quirks ever so slightly.

      She laughs and shakes her head. “It’s the accent, isn’t it? You’ve always had a thing for the accent.”

      I shrug. “I have no shame about that.”

      Jane squeezes my arm gently, and I don’t miss the sadness that travels over her face. It’s brief, but it’s there. “You are such an awesome person. Please don’t do anything stupid.”

      “I won’t, promise.”

      “We’re about to have company,” Elijah informs us as he unlocks the door and pulls it open.

      Captain Reynolds and her husband—a tall, muscular man, rocking hair as long as Elijah’s and a beard down to his collarbone, step in first. They’re followed by an older man with silver hair. He’s muscled, and both arms are heavily tattooed. Unlike my captain’s husband though, his sharp jaw is clean-shaven.

      “Rainey Astor,” he says lightly, his smile reaching all the way to his dark eyes. “So nice to meet you.”

      “We can sit over here,” I say, walking toward the table in the corner.

      “I’ll bring over coffee when it’s ready!” Jane calls cheerfully. “Hi, Paloma.”

      My captain smiles, a kind gesture I’ve only ever seen turned toward my friend. “Jane, good to see you.”

      We all take seats with Elijah and Captain Reynolds flanking me, the pack leader beside Elijah, and the captain’s husband beside her. Not wanting to waste any time, or risk Jane overhearing anything, I lean in. “We need to keep this as quiet as possible. Jane has no knowledge about this world, and I’d prefer to keep it that way.”

      “Understood,” they all agree at once.

      “My name is Josiah Akecheta.” The pack leader extends his hand and I take it.

      “Obviously, you already know me,” I tell him. “This is Elijah Hawthorne.”

      Josiah releases my hand and turns his full focus to Elijah. “Yes, I’ve heard quite a bit about you from the Immortal Council over the years and none of it good.”

      Elijah grins. “If it was good, I’d be doing something wrong.”

      Josiah laughs and shakes his head. “Spoken like a true renegade. I am pleased to meet you, Elijah.”

      “You too.” To my surprise, Elijah relaxes beside me.

      “Here’s coffee,” Jane says, arriving at the table with a tray holding five white coffee mugs and a stainless-steel carafe. “Let me know if you guys need anything else. I have some spaghetti to devour.”

      “Thanks, Jane,” I say.

      More murmurs of thanks follow as I start pouring coffee for everyone. As soon as Jane is out of earshot, I clear my throat. “Captain Reynolds said you had some information for me.”

      “I do. I’m afraid I don’t come bearing the best news, but it’s all things I believe you need to know.”

      “Then let’s hear it.”

      He sighs. “I can tell you that there have been quite a few promises of fortune sent out by someone who wants your head.”

      Beside me, Elijah growls low and deep in his throat. Josiah studies him curiously, head cocked to the side.

      “I already knew that.” I cross both arms and lean back in my chair. “They’ve tried to kill me multiple times already.”

      He nods. “Paloma told me about that on the way here. I’m afraid it’s not going to stop any time soon. Someone high in the ranks of the council wants you dead, and a couple of days ago, they told us the situation was dire. That it was kill or be killed.”

      I glance over at Elijah. It can’t be a coincidence that a bunch of shifters and a witch die at our hands within days of them making an order like that.

      “I thought it was strange, especially as they’re making it sound like you’re slaughtering any supernaturals you cross paths with, and I’ve only ever known your recent line to go after those killing innocents.”

      I straighten in my chair. “You’ve known other Astors?”

      He smiles, his soft brown eyes kind. “Oh yes, I’ve known the head of your family for the past three centuries.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I try to make it a point to introduce myself, let them know there will be no trouble from my pack. Keep the peace, so to speak.”

      “Did you know my parents?”

      He nods. “Your grandmother as well. I met her when she came to town the day you were born. They were such good people.” His eyes mist. “And…” he says, meeting my gaze directly.

      “You knew Delaney too,” I whisper, knowing what he was going to say before he’s said it. “And you knew she wasn’t my sister.”

      “Your cousin was a kind soul, she deserved better than what was done to her.”

      “Do you know who killed her?”

      He sighs. “I have my suspicions.”

      My heart thuds. He might have answers, I might finally be able to get vengeance for her death. “Who?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Then uncomplicate it,” Elijah warns.

      Josiah looks from him to me. “I believe it was a witch by the name of Lucy McClough who ordered it.”

      The coffee mug shatters in my hand, but no one at the table moves, not a single one of them surprised by my outburst. I grab a cloth and start wiping up the coffee, and beside me, Elijah stiffens, his body going from mildly lax to completely rigid instantly.

      When I look down, I see why. Blood soaks the cloth, the porcelain mug having sliced my palm open. “Shit, I’m sorry. I’ll be right back.” I get up and hurry toward the back as Jane steps out.

      “Oh crap! Come on, I have a first aid kit back here.” I follow her into the back and wait while she retrieves the red kit from beneath the sink.

      “I’ll take care of it in the bathroom.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Nodding, I grip the kit with my good hand and step back out into the dining room. Elijah is watching me, nostrils flared as he inhales the scent of my blood. His eyes are nearly solid black, but the ring of blue around the edges gives me hope. Here’s hoping he can contain himself. The last thing I need is to have to explain to Jane why my boyfriend lost his shit and destroyed the inside of her shop.

      I wash and wrap the wound quickly, finally taking a moment to breathe deeply. Lucy McClough. I haven’t heard her name in years, but I know it—and her—well. She’d been to every one of my birthday parties spent in Salem, every one of Delaney’s. She watched us grow up until the falling out she had with my grandmother after my parents died.

      My vision blurs, rage taking root in my heart as I repeat it over and over again.

      Lucy McClough killed my sister. She may not have been the one to pull the trigger, but if what Josiah is saying is true—she might as well have been holding the gun.

      Glancing up at the mirror, I stare at myself as I attempt to slow my racing heart. The attempt only speeds it up though as I realize that something about me is different. Leaning in closer, I focus on my eyes. “What the hell?” A thick ring of black surrounds the caramel color of my irises.

      I know there’s been a hell of a lot going on, but there’s no damn way that’s normal. Voices echo in my brain, whispers with a handful of phrases I can understand.

      We are you.

      You are us.

      We are one.

      Someone knocks, and I shake my head, attempting to clear the fog.

      “Rainey? You okay?” Jane’s feminine voice carries through the wood, so I pull the door open.

      “Sorry,” I say with a hesitant smile, my mind still on the physical change. The way I feel? The exhaustion? Even the lapses in time? Those can all be explained, given everything that’s been going on. But a physical change like that?

      That’s not something that will be so easily explained.

      “Are you okay?” She narrows her gaze on my face. “Your eyes, they’re different now.”

      “I’m really tired.” I offer her a smile. “Sorry about your mug.”

      “Don’t worry about that.” She brushes it off. “Maybe you need to get some sleep, Rainey. Take a day off.”

      “I took an entire week off. I’m fine.”

      “I think you need more than a week.”

      “Soon,” I promise. “Everyone still in there? Or did I scare them away?”

      “They’re still in there,” she confirms.

      “Great.” Moving past her, I walk back into the dining room, grateful to see the blood has been cleared and Elijah looks a bit more relaxed, but if the dilation of his pupils is any indication, he’s still fighting the urge.

      “You okay?” Captain Reynolds asks as I take my seat.

      “I am.” I turn to Josiah and do my best to push the change in my eyes aside for now. “You said you believe it was Lucy McClough who ordered it. Why?”

      He studies me curiously. “Do you know her?”

      “I do. Which is why I’m having difficulty understanding why she would want my sister dead.”

      “Lucy is now the head of the Witch Council. She oversees any and all matters pertaining to them and reports directly to the Immortal Council. She’s quite a powerful enemy.”

      “But why? Why would anyone target Delaney?”

      “From what I gathered, the Immortal Council was very concerned about a hunter who was stepping into witch business she needed to leave be.”

      The Lunar Divide. “You’re on the Immortal Council?”

      He shakes his head. “I have my ways of hearing things though. And my money is on that hunter being Delaney. She was always seeking to understand more. I tried to warn her,” he adds sadly. “But she told me she already knew she was not long for this world.”

      “She knew she was going to die,” I say darkly, the fresh grief over that particular shred of knowledge still eating me up inside. My sister knew she was going to die, and I was, apparently, the only one in her circle she didn’t tell.

      “It certainly seems that way.”

      My throat tightens, and I swallow hard. “Do you know who’s trying to kill me?”

      “I would place my bets on it being the same person who wanted your sister dead.”

      “Do you think it has anything to do with the Lunar Divide?” I ask quietly.

      Josiah narrows his gaze on my face. “I wondered if Delaney told you about that.”

      “You knew that she had evidence of witches being murdered?” Elijah asks.

      “A horrific practice,” he says, the disgust evident in his voice. “Killing innocent women because of a bunch of superstitions. Delaney wanted to put a stop to it. She was determined to figure out how they find the women and stop whoever was ordering their deaths.”

      Probably so she could keep them from killing me. “She never found anything?”

      “Not that I know of. But in the last month of her life, Delaney was secretive. I got the faintest impression she knew something but didn’t want to divulge it. Whatever it was, though, I can tell you that it weighed on her…heavily.”

      Since I can only guess what it might have been, I move on. “Did you know of her alliance with another hunter?”

      “Jack?”

      I nod despite the anger surging to the surface over the hunter who lied to me. He told me he was new to town, here because of an increase in activity, and really, he’d been here the whole time. Worse than that? He’d known Delaney. Hell, according to him, he loved her.

      “I know Jack. Good man, good hunter.”

      “Damn good liar, too,” I add.

      At my words, Josiah’s brow lifts. “Liar?”

      “Long story. He’s not on my shortlist of favorites at the moment.”

      He chuckles. “Well, I can tell you this much. Jack Keller loved Delaney. It was plain as day on his face. And if I had to place my bets on her? I’d say she loved him too, though she was more afraid to take that step than he was.”

      Afraid of love? It’s nearly a laughable concept, Delaney was open-hearted, trusting, and fell fast. “The Delaney I knew was always looking for love.”

      Josiah’s expression darkens. “I fear Delaney knew for quite some time that she would not survive to see it.”

      “Why do you say that?” Elijah demands.

      “The evidence is in the words she said, the way she spoke from the moment we met. I always assumed it was natural, given the dangers of her—of your—legacy. Though now I wonder if perhaps she didn’t know and was preparing for it. After all, leaving behind a cousin you considered a sister would be hard enough. To leave behind a man you loved too—”

      “How long did you know her?” I interrupt.

      “Since the night your parents were killed. Your grandmother introduced us.”

      My heart aches. How much did I miss by refusing to be a part of this legacy? How many nights did I push Delaney aside, blow off going to Salem with her, and the whole damn time, she was just trying to make sure I was prepared.

      What a selfish bitch I’d been.

      “There’s a witch who lives in a neighborhood bordering the national park. Your sister saw her from time to time. I imagine she will have more information for you.”

      “What’s her name?” Elijah demands.

      “Stella. As far as I know, she only goes by her first name.”

      “We know her,” I reply.

      “I don’t believe Stella would have had a hand in Delaney’s death. As it stands, she steers clear of everyone. Supernatural and human alike because the pain is overwhelming for her.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She’s an empath,” Captain Reynolds says. “And a damn powerful seer. I’ve met with her a few times when she’s had information for me—on police matters.”

      “Aren’t empaths rare?” I ask, referring to some of the things Delaney taught me after our parents died.

      “Extremely. She may well be the last one in existence.”

      I glance over at Elijah for confirmation. He nods.

      Something crashes in the kitchen, and I glance back as Jane waves through the window. “Sorry!” she calls out.

      “I’m still not entirely sure I understand why you’re willing to offer this information up.” Elijah leans back and drapes an arm over the back of my chair.

      “I have my reasons for not wanting a war with hunters,” Josiah replies. “That being said, my daughter is being held by the Draco pack, and she will be forcibly married to the eldest son on All Hallows Eve.”

      “You’re looking for help?” I ask. If getting answers about my sister means lopping off some shifter heads, I have no problem running that particular rescue mission.

      “Unfortunately, no. Rescuing her would be condemning us all to death.”

      “Then why tell us?”

      “Because the Dracos are one of the packs who want to come after you, and I don’t want Willa caught in the crosshairs. I’m giving you this information so that, should you go up against them, you spare my daughter.”

      “I won’t hurt your daughter,” I promise. “And should the opportunity arise, I will do my best to get her away from them.”

      He smiles softly. “Then, this information exchange was more than worth the risk.”

      “Risk?” Elijah asks.

      “We’re in hiding,” Captain Reynolds’ husband says. “Our pack went underground after the Dracos nearly wiped us out the night they stole Willa.”

      “Why are you here then?” Elijah questions. “The Dracos are local to this area, so why risk staying?”

      “Because if Willa ever manages to escape, I want to be close enough to help her.”

      The defeated set of his shoulders tells me everything I need to know about how likely he thinks that particular scenario is. He doesn’t believe she’ll ever escape, but I’m going to make damn sure that as soon as I figure out what’s going on with this Lunar Divide, I set an afternoon aside and march my ass into the Draco estate to free Willa Akecheta.
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      The moment we step into the security of the house, I reach for Rainey’s shoulder, turning her to face me. “Your eyes,” I whisper, cupping her face and taking in the midnight ring surrounding the chocolate. I noticed it the second she came back in the dining room, but bringing attention to it in front of people I’m not sure we can trust seemed like a foolish move.

      Especially when we have no clue what’s going on with her. The only thing we can agree on is that something has changed since we found that damn box back in Salem. Her blackouts are coming more frequently even if she’s seemingly maintaining more control during.

      Fuck, I wish I could just rebury it and be done with it.

      “I know. I noticed them in the bathroom back at Jane’s after I broke the mug. I don’t think it was there before.”

      “It wasn’t,” I reply tightly.

      “How are you? I know my blood—”

      “I managed. Though I don’t think I could have if you hadn’t left the room. It took everything in me not to lose it, Rainey. And that scares me.”

      “You didn’t lose it though. You kept it under control.”

      “Barely. And the only thing that kept me from chasing after you was the one rational thought I had to keep watch over Jane. Leaving your friend in a room with two shifters didn’t seem like a smart move.”

      Rainey smiles, though it doesn’t reach her eyes. “And that’s why you are a hero despite what you might think.”

      I shake my head and do my best to calm the panic clawing its way up from my chest. “We need to refocus on the box. Tackle one problem at a time. Whatever fucking battle is coming can wait until we figure out what’s going on with you.”

      “You think it’s what caused the change in my eyes?”

      He nods. “I think whatever is causing your blackouts is linked to it as well.”

      “But I’ve been having them off and on since Delaney died,” she insists. “Why would now be any different?”

      I don’t tell her my fear, that I’m worried somehow opening that fucking box released black magic and it somehow settled inside of the vacancy caused by her being born during a full moon on All Hallows Eve.

      But logically? I know it has to have something to do with it. The problem here, though, is that we don’t know for sure whether what’s going on is, in fact, caused by the box or by the effects of the full moon happening in a mere couple of weeks.

      This is the first time since she turned nineteen and was able to access her full powers that there will be a full moon on Halloween, and I can’t help but feel like that has something to do with it too.

      So many moving pieces and no way of fitting them together yet. The not knowing is frustrating as fuck.

      “I had a dream about Delaney last night.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I was standing in a dark room. Or, at least I think it was a room. There wasn’t any light so I couldn’t quite tell. There was nothing for a while, just me wandering aimlessly in the dark, but then this thing appeared directly in front of me. Instead of being black, it’s—” She sighs. “I don’t know how to explain this without sounding insane.”

      “You’re not going to sound insane, Rainey.”

      Pursing her lips together, she nods. “It’s as though the space ahead is void of all color. Where it was just black around me, the spot that appears has nothing. Or at least it didn’t at first.” A line forms between her brows, and she bites down on her bottom lip. “I heard her first. She called for me to come see her, to come closer. When I walked toward the sound of her voice, she appeared in the center of the void. She was the only color, the only thing I could see, and she reached for me.”

      “What happened next?” My attempt to keep all concern from my tone fails, but I do my best not to show it on my face. If Stella hadn’t told us she believes a soul is actively trying to rip Rainey from this plane, I never would have considered her dreams to be anything but a woman missing her sister.

      But dreams have power, and they have long been associated with trips to the other side—what the Celts refer to as The Otherworld. A place that can become a permanent prison sentence if one were to stay too long.

      “She pulled me through, and then I woke up beside you this morning.”

      “You can’t recall the rest of the dream?”

      Rainey shakes her head. “That’s the end of it.”

      “Was it just last night?”

      Rainey nods. “That I can remember, at least. Honestly, with the way things are going and the lapses in time I’ve been experiencing, it’s possible there’s more to it.” Her eyes fill, and she raises her gaze to meet mine. “Do you think it’s possible it’s Delaney?” Rainey’s tone is hopeful.

      “I think we should consider all the options, but I believe that letting her pull you through is dangerous.”

      “You think it could be real?”

      “We shouldn’t discount the possibility.”

      Rainey nods and closes her eyes.

      “What is it?”

      She opens them and sighs. “The voices.”

      “Are they getting worse? What are they saying?”

      Her face scrunches as though she’s attempting to remember something or, at the very least, focus on an event that’s trying to evade her. “I can’t really recall everything they say to me, and the longer it’s been since I heard them, the fuzzier the memory gets. I didn’t think it was anything but exhaustion before. There was never any reason to since nothing else was physical.”

      “The scratches on your ankles sure as hell were physical. You woke up on the floor, remember?”

      She glares at me. “Of course, I remember that. Ever since Stella told us her theory, it’s been on my mind constantly.”

      “Rainey, this is serious. We can’t discount anything that’s happening. It could all be linked.”

      “I know. I’m not trying to keep anything from you. But everything’s been moving so damned fast; I can’t keep up.”

      I walk around the counter and rest my hands on her shoulders. “I know.”

      “Could Delaney be trapped? In the void? Maybe she needs help.”

      “You have to try to not let her pull you in. If it happens again. We need to know what we’re dealing with before anything else happens.”

      She nods in agreement, then sighs. “I’m not stupid, Elijah. I know something is wrong with me. I just have no damn clue what it is.”

      Her eyes fill, and she wraps both arms around herself. “I feel like I’m starting to lose my mind.”

      I move toward her now, reaching out and pulling her against me as I bury my face in her hair. “I won’t let you lose it,” I assure her although I have no damn clue how I’m supposed to protect her from herself. “I swear, Rainey, I will find out what’s in that box and put an end to whatever the hell is happening to you. Then, we’re going to track down whoever wants you dead and put their ass in the ground.”

      She pulls away from me. “And if you can’t?”

      “That’s not an option for me. Let’s look on the bright side. As of right now, you’re just spacing out for a time, which could absolutely be a sign of exhaustion. You haven’t harmed yourself, and so far, you haven’t tried to kill me again.”

      My attempt at a joke is lost on her, and she shakes her head. “Not funny, Elijah.”

      “I thought you had no issue killing me,” I narrow my gaze and grin at the memory. “Isn’t that what you told me? You’d behead me and leave me in the woods?” The afternoon Rainey first learned about what I truly am feels like lifetimes ago rather than a couple of weeks. Strange how time flies when you’re running for your life.

      “Things are different now.” She pulls away and heads into the kitchen. After retrieving the whiskey decanter from my counter, she grabs two glasses from the cabinet.

      Her expression is haunted, and I want to ease it. To take away all of the pain, the fear, to bring back the overly confident hunter minus her earlier death wish.

      “Because you love me,” I say with a grin.

      She nods and pours the whiskey into the glasses, offering one to me. “Because I love you,” she repeats.

      “You know I’ll do everything I can to protect you, Rainey. And to get to the bottom of who killed Delaney. If it was Lucy—”

      “We’ll kill her.” She downs the liquid in her glass and sets it to the side, bracing both hands on the island between us. “I want to rip her head from her shoulders,” Rainey growls. The anger—the rage—beneath the words is something new and unexpected.

      I’ve seen her mad, sure.

      Hell, I’ve been at the receiving end of one of her ass-kickings.

      But this is something new, something darker.

      “Rainey,” I whisper, but she doesn’t respond as she stares across the room at the wall behind me. “Rainey?”

      Still no reply. The black ring grows, nearly eclipsing the chocolate of her eyes. Her fingers clench, and the two-inch granite counter she’s resting her palms on cracks beneath the force of her rage.

      “Rainey!” I yell her name and slam both hands down on my side of the counter.

      She meets my gaze then, the black ring shrinking down to something barely visible. “What?”

      “Nothing.” I force a smile, not wanting her to become any more concerned. There will be time for that whenever we figure out what the hell is happening to her.

      Rainey reaches for the bottle to refill her glass and her gaze passes over the broken countertop. “Shit! Did I do that? I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t even worry about it.”

      “I don’t even remember breaking it.” She stares down at her hands, studying her unmarred palms.

      “You were pretty well focused on imagining yourself ripping Lucy McClough’s head from her shoulders. Assuming that’s who you meant by her.”

      “It was. I can’t believe she would do something like this, Elijah. She literally watched us grow up. Her and my grandmother were inseparable until my parents died.”

      “I wonder what changed.”

      “Maybe that’s when she got her seat on the council,” Rainey suggests. “Perhaps she decided she was too good for my family. Either way, I’m going to track her ass down tomorrow. Lucy may not realize it, but she just became suspect number one in the murder of Beatrice Smith.”

      “I take it you trust the information Josiah gave us?”

      She nods. “I don’t see any reason for him to lie. Though, I will be checking into him too.”

      “Your captain?”

      “Same. I don’t know her other than in a professional capacity, but she’s good at her job and has always backed us up when there’s been an issue with a case we’re working.”

      “Then, we trust them until we don’t,” I offer.

      “I think that sounds like a perfect plan.”

      “Have you been drinking the tea Stella gave you?” I ask and head for the tin sitting beside the stove.

      “Why didn’t you tell me she was an empath?” Rainey asks, and I turn to face her, leaning back against the counter.

      “Didn’t seem relevant.”

      “Really? Seems pretty vital to me.” She crosses her arms.

      “So is hearing voices,” I shoot back. “And you didn’t mention that until Stella brought it up.” Rainey sighs and nods.

      “Apparently, we both need to work on being more open with people we love.”

      “Agreed.”

      “And as far as the tea goes, I have been drinking it, and I’ll make more before I go to bed.”

      “That’s not what we’re doing?” I ask, eyebrow raised.

      “Not a damn chance, Vampire.” She takes a step toward me. “As you so eloquently pointed out last night, there’s no telling how long either of us has left. I’d rather not waste it on sleep.”

      Wrapping an arm around her waist, I tug her close. She’s absolutely right; there’s no telling how long either of us has left.

      Could be tomorrow.

      Could be the day after.

      Could be a week from now.

      But I do know that someday soon, everything we’re facing now is going to come to a head, an abscess that will pop and bring all the buried secrets to light.

      We’re either going to survive it or burn.
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      Rain hammers down upon me, falling from the heavily clouded skies above. I bask in it, turning my face up to absorb the drops.

      It has been a long time since I’ve experienced the cleansing rain.

      I cannot even count the years, the time having passed in darkness. I smile and roll my shoulders.

      Feed us, a voice commands.

      “Keep your bloody trousers on,” I scold. The street is empty, everyone turned in for the night, so as I stroll, I walk right down the center of the street, not worried in the slightest I might end up flattened by a vehicle.

      If they come for me, I’ll simply kill them. “I’m free!” I yell to the sky, twirling in a slow circle as lightning illuminates the darkness around me.

      Laughter bubbles in my chest, and soon it’s spilling from me as I skip, heading toward the source I began tracking the moment I stepped outside.

      Magic beckons to me from ahead. It calls, wrapping around me and enticing me with its sensual power.

      “Into the dark you go, my love. Into the dark you go. Together we’ll fall. Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, my love, into the dark we go,” I sing it loudly, screaming from the top of my lungs as I push into a run.

      Water splashes up onto the legs of my trousers, soaking me to the bone, but I don’t care. My heart hammers beneath my breast, adrenaline surging through my veins.

      I’ve never felt this much pure power. It’s intoxicating.

      I slide to a stop, sending water flying in all directions as I stare at the front door of the small house. Lights illuminate the windows, and just inside, I see a group of women sitting in a circle. They are panicked, and I can hear each word laced with fear.

      Closing my eyes, I listen.

      “I saw it in a dream, Mal!”

      “Calm down, Diana. This isn’t the first time you’ve gotten things wrong.”

      “You don’t understand! This is different! The crows, they were there when I woke up!”

      “We’re going to be fine,” a third woman assures the others.

      “No, you’re not,” I whisper, opening my eyes. I can feel the coven’s power from outside the walls, and the need to possess it is stronger than anything I’ve ever felt. Wiping the smile from my face, I stumble toward the door. “Help!” I yell, keeping my voice low enough to avoid alerting any of the neighbors. “Help me, please!”

      The door opens, and a petite redhead stares at me, her green eyes wide with surprise and concern. “What’s wrong?”

      “My boyfriend, he left me in the street after a fight. I’m so cold.” I don’t even have to muster up real tears since the rain is giving me the appearance of a drowned sewer rat.

      “Come in, honey.” She steps aside and lets me in, closing and locking the door behind her. “This way, let’s get you some tea.” The redhead guides me into the living room where two other witches stand. The blonde’s mouth is flattened in a tight line as she studies me warily.

      The brunette’s doe-brown eyes are wide with terror, not for me obviously—not yet, anyway. Scared, pathetic little bunny.

      “What are you doing?” The other brunette—a woman with a nose ring—scolds the redhead who brought me inside.

      “She needed help.”

      “We were kind of in the middle of something.”

      “I’m so sorry to intrude,” I say. “But this won’t take long.” I walk further into the house, studying the Celtic art decorating the walls. The redhead comes from an ancient line, and of all the others, she’s the most powerful.

      The other two might as well be magicians rather than witches. Their power is a dim light compared to the bright beam coming from their host. My fingers flex in anticipation. Soon, hers will be mine.

      “Let me get you some tea,” she offers.

      “No, that’s okay.” I grin at her. “How long have you been a witch?” I ask, curiously.

      All three women stiffen. “Whatever do you mean?” The redhead crosses both arms.

      “I recognize you as one.” In demonstration, I reach out a hand and call to the pillar candle perched atop a candlestick in the corner. It shoots across the room and into my palm, and the women gasp.

      “You have active magic,” the brunette whispers, and I nod.

      “Do you not?”

      “No. Cliona is the only one of us with an active power,” the blonde says, gesturing to the redhead.

      I wish I could say I was surprised.  “Tell me,” I ask, walking toward the couch. “What do you know of the Lunar Divide?”

      “Excuse me?” Cliona shakes her head. “You need to leave.”

      “Who saw the crows?” I ask, and the brunette’s eyes widen.

      “How did you—”

      “I heard you through the window. You really should be more careful when discussing such sensitive matters. Anyone could hear.”

      The redhead’s face grows bright with anger. “You need to leave. Now.”

      I grin at her. “I don’t think so.” Reaching down into my boot, I withdraw a long, silver blade.

      The witches step further away from me. The brunette makes her move first. She turns and bolts for the door. Unfortunately, unlike the scared, pathetic bunny I compared her to, she doesn’t move fast enough.

      The blade meets its mark before she gets to the door, and the other two women scream when their friend falls facedown onto the ground.

      Cliona screams and flings her arm toward me. Her magic does nothing to me though, I simply close my eyes and absorb the power. “That’s delicious,” I whisper, closing my eyes and inhaling.

      The blonde stays put as I hold out my hand and recall the blade. It shoots across the room and meets the palm of my hand with little more than a whisper. The women stare at the blood dripping to the floor.

      “I truly hate that I must do this,” I say.

      “You don’t have to,” the blonde pleads. “We can pretend we didn’t see anything.”

      I shake my head. “You would do that to her? I thought little bunny was your friend?”

      “I don’t want to die,” she pleads.

      I pout. “I’m sorry, but you have to. I need to feed them.”
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      Fingers dance over the skin of my belly, teasing me awake. Rolling over, I peer at Elijah through partially closed eyes.

      He’s watching me with a grin, his ice-blue gaze on me. “Morning,” he says, his deep voice wrapping around me like a familiar blanket.

      “Good morning,” I whisper back, and he leans down, pressing his lips to mine.

      I’ve never had a man in my life who made me feel this comfortable—this whole—so quickly. Normally, it would make me wary, but with Elijah? I’m just enjoying the fall.

      Whether that makes me stupid or not—that is another question entirely. “How’d you sleep?” I ask when he pulls away.

      “Better with you beside me.”

      I can’t keep myself from grinning. “You always know the right thing to say, you know that?”

      “Do I?” he asks, leaning down and pressing his lips to the hollow of my throat. The scrape of his beard against my skin sends a shiver of desire up my spine, and I sigh, tilting my head to the side.

      “You do. I mean, don’t get me wrong. You can be a massive pain in my ass, but I rather enjoy you.”

      He pulls back and rests on an elbow, staring over at me. Hair around his face, he looks so damn normal—almost human. “Glad to hear I bring you pleasure.”

      I sit up, pushing the blanket to the side as I get to my knees and straddle him. Elijah grips my thighs with both hands, running his palms up and down the muscles. “You are not something I expected,” I admit honestly. “Loving you? It hit me hard and fast, and I am not normally one to give into feelings this easily.”

      His face sobers, the grin disappearing. “I believe that feeling is quite mutual.”

      “That being said, I’m glad you came and sat next to me in that club.

      “Same. Though, I have to say I prefer you as a brunette.”

      I smile as he reaches up and toys with the ends of my dark hair for a moment before returning his hand to my thigh. “I’ve since retired that blonde wig. It got covered in alley waste when a vampire ripped it off my head.”

      His fingers tighten ever so slightly on my thighs, but they relax almost immediately. “I took great pleasure in removing his head for you.”

      “You did a damn good job.” I reach down and wrap my fingers around both of his wrists, lifting them from my thighs and pinning them to the bed above his head. Elijah’s body tenses, and he stills as I lower my head close to his face.

      His heavily tattooed torso rises and falls with each breath, and the sight of this powerful vampire beneath me—completely at my mercy—thrills me.

      “What are you planning to do with me then?” he asks, his voice deeper than usual.

      “A lot.” In demonstration, I grind my hips against his dick. He groans and closes his eyes, arching up into me. “But you have to promise me that you’ll keep your hands to yourself.”

      “But I’m good with my hands.”

      “Yes,” I say, chuckling. “You are very good with them. However, this is my time.” I let go of his wrists but hover above them, watching him intently. When he doesn’t move, I reach for the bottom of my shirt and pull it up over my head.

      He growls again—low and deep—the vibration seeping into me. His hands clench into fists, and I shake my head. “Don’t or I’ll have to punish you.” Leaning down, I press my lips to his chest, right above the heart that’s beating so damned fast now I can barely hear it.

      His skin is warm, soft beneath my lips, and I trail them down his body, sliding down his large frame as I go. I let my lips travel over the skin of his chest, down his abs until I reach the waistband of his shorts.

      Then, I glance up at him. He’s moved his hands—but only to grip the wooden posts of his bedframe. He’s watching me intently, his bright blue gaze even brighter now.

      Power surges beneath his skin—I can feel it seeping into my body—filling my soul, and I bask in it as I slip my fingers beneath the waistband of his shorts, teasing slowly as I lower them. Straddling his legs, I reach beneath him and tug the soft fabric down.

      “Rainey,” he chokes out as I grip him, squeezing lightly.

      “Shhh. No talking.” With a grin, I lean down and cover him with my mouth.

      “Fuuuck, Rainey,” he chokes out. The wooden headboard creaks, and I draw him further into my mouth, squeezing the base of his dick with my hand as I pleasure him with my mouth, attempting to show him a fraction of what I feel every time he touches me.

      Elijah is one of the most powerful vampires in existence, and knowing I own him gives me a surge of power adrenaline can’t even touch.

      The wood cracks, splitting, and Elijah rips the two posts off, tossing them to the side and moving to new ones. I release him, standing on top of his mattress and staring down as I slide my panties down and kick them to the floor.

      Desperation kicking in, I drop to my knees, straddling him. His hands move to my hips as I slide down on top of him. He fills me, completely and totally invading my every sense as I begin to move, giving us both a well-deserved distraction from the craziness of what we’ve been going through.

      I’m on top less than a second before he flips us over and covers me, taking my mouth with his as he fucks me mercilessly—relentlessly driving into my body and sending waves of pleasure through my body so strong they overtake every sense.

      His eyes are nearly black when they meet mine, his pupils dilated, fangs descended as he fights for control over the animal inside of him.

      I should be afraid, given his earlier admission, but I’m not, because I know without a single doubt—Elijah won’t hurt me. Tilting my head to the side, I offer my throat to him as he drives into me, thrust after delicious thrust. His gaze drops to my throat, but he doesn’t lean down.

      The orgasm shoots through my body, and I cry out, arching up into him. Elijah’s eyes close, and he pumps his hips, again and again, draining every ounce of pleasure from my body. He growls and stills, his dick pulsing inside of me with the force of his own release, and when he finally opens his eyes again—the blue is back.
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        * * *

      

      “I blame you,” Elijah says as he walks into the kitchen an hour later, carrying the broken remnants of his headboard.

      I turn toward him, eyebrow raised. “My fault?”

      “You wouldn’t let me do anything else with my hands.”

      Laughter fills the room, a sound I haven’t heard myself make in quite some time. He does that for me—the entire world could be burning down around us—and he would bring me joy.

      Hell, in a way, it is.

      My phone rings before I can reply, and I hold it up to my ear as Elijah sets the posts down on my counter. “Hey, Ramirez, what’s up?”

      “We have a bad one,” he says, voice tight.

      “How bad?”

      “Pretty damn bad. I’ll text you the address.”

      “I’m on my way.” I end the call. “And just like that, this momentary happiness is replaced with death.”

      “What is it?”

      “Murder scene.” My phone dings, so I check the address Ramirez sent me. “Shit, that’s a fairly close one.”

      “How close?”

      “Few blocks.” Shoving my cell into the pocket of my jeans, I walk past Elijah and down the hall into my side of his closet. “What are you going to do today?” I ask as I slip into my shoulder holster then open the drawer to the nightstand and slide my service weapon into the holster.

      After retrieving my badge from the same drawer, I slip it over my neck.

      “Research,” he answers behind me.

      I nod. “Call me if you find anything?”

      “Of course.” I step toward him, and he leans down to kiss me. “Don’t do anything stupid,” I whisper against his lips.

      “Same for you.”
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        * * *

      

      The drive to the house took less time than scanning my bike for explosives, something I do regularly ever since the parking garage incident, so by the time I get there, Ramirez is already inside. Officers have hung yellow crime scene tape around the porch and set up a barrier for the onlookers trying to sneak a peek.

      I’ve never understood the need some people seem to have for seeing death. Maybe it’s because I’ve seen more than my fair share, but I could go the rest of my damned life without witnessing another crime scene.

      Those two months of peace and sex Elijah promised me are looking more and more alluring with each passing day. Maybe I’ll just quit my job, and we can turn those two months into decades.

      Shaking my head, I climb the steps and duck beneath the tape. Ramirez stands in a doorway just inside, his back to me.

      “Hey,” I greet as I walk down the hall. He turns to me, his face contorted in silent rage.

      “Astor,” he says, stepping to the side so I can walk into the living room. Three women are sprawled out, face up. They’re pale, their eyes frozen open, staring up at the ceiling. One—a petite brunette—has a large wound in her chest, about three inches based on what I’m seeing.

      The other two don’t have any wounds that I can see—though both have blood dripping from their nose and mouth.

      “Any clue what killed them?” I ask, pulling on gloves and kneeling beside the body.

      He shakes his head.

      “I won’t know until I get them back,” the M.E. says.

      I glance over to where she stands beside a three wick pillar candle that’s perched perfectly on the coffee table. It’s not in a stand, just standing, the white wax a direct contrast with the dark mahogany of the tabletop.

      “That’s a little strange,” I comment as I search the room for an empty candlestick holder. It doesn’t take long to find the silver stand sitting on top of the mantle.

      “There was no forced entry,” Ramirez tells me. “Neighbor saw the door open this morning and came in to check on the woman who lived here.”

      “Which one?”

      He points to the redhead. “Cliona McCarthy. Twenty-seven, has lived here for two years. She runs an herbal tea shop downtown.”

      “The other two her roommates?”

      “No. Mal Piper,” he says, pointing to the brunette. “And Diana Bawles.” He gestures to the blonde beside her. “Both are twenty-seven just like McCarthy.”

      “Friends?”

      “That’s what it’s looking like. Their families have been notified and are meeting us at the station.”

      I get to my feet, dread settling into the pit of my stomach as I turn in a slow circle around the room. Celtic art covers the walls—much like the high-rise apartment where Ramirez and I were attacked.

      But this feels different. Other than the candle and the pool of blood near the hall, there’s nothing out of place. A vase bearing a Celtic love knot still sits on the TV stand, the throw pillows still neatly organized on the couch.

      Either the attacker was able to take all three women out at once, or there were more than one. Otherwise, something would have gotten messed up in the shuffle as they tried to escape.

      My gaze catches something tucked into a cushion of the couch, so I walk over and kneel, retrieving a cell phone.

      “Got a cell phone over here,” I tell Ramirez. He appears behind me as I hit the power button to bring the screen to life.

      “Damned face scanner.”

      I walk over to the women on the couch and lean over the redhead first. The phone unlocks, so I straighten and hold it up.

      “Good first guess.”

      Shrugging, I open her text messages and feel all the color leave my face as I stare down at the single sentence texted to her from a contact labeled Mal.

      Mal: I saw the crows.
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      Quickly, I make my way up the steps to the bed and breakfast, adrenaline still pumping from the crime scene I left less than an hour ago.

      Aoife said the downfall starts with dead witches.

      Well, I’ve got a hell of a lot of them now. Five—six if you include the one that attacked Elijah—in two days.

      That can’t be a coincidence despite the fact that they were killed in different ways. Lucy McClough is my next stop; that bitch has a hell of a lot of rage coming her way, but the cop in me would like to be armed with as much information as possible before I confront her.

      And I should probably take Elijah along to make sure I don’t kill first then try to ask questions.

      The haze of the glamour seeps into my brain as I reach for the doorknob. I shake my head, trying to remember why I was here.

      Aoife. I’m here to see Aoife.

      A comically large blue butterfly flaps its glittery wings beside me, and I gape at it. “No fucking way you’re real,” I blurt out as the door opens before me.

      Aoife smiles out. “Come in, Rainey.”

      With one last look at the butterfly, I push over the threshold and breathe a sigh of relief when the haze dissipates, leaving me standing in a meadow, faced off with a fae.

      So really, the blue butterfly that looked as though it belonged in Alice in Wonderland was a bit more believable.

      “What can I do for you?” Aoife asks as she walks barefoot over soft green grass scattered with bright blooms. The sky overhead (the one that should be roof) is clear today, the air around me fresh and clean.

      Maybe I’m Alice, and this is, in fact, Wonderland.

      “I need to talk to you.”

      Curious, she turns, cocking her head to the side as she stands in the center of the room. “What is it?”

      “More dead witches.”

      She pales and shakes her head. “It’s happening, Rainey.”

      “What is happening? Tell me what the hell is going on.”

      “The darkness is rising.”

      You are shrouded in darkness. Stella’s words choose that exact moment to run through my memory. No fucking way that’s a coincidence. But for the first time, I wonder something I probably should have been smart enough to realize from the beginning—did I unleash this upon the world when I opened that box back in Salem?

      “What do you know about it? Does it have anything to do with the Lunar Divide?”

      “The Lunar Divide?” she asks, a crease forming between her brows.

      “You don’t know about it? I thought you knew everything.”

      “My visions are mere flashes of images,” she explains. “And to be truthful, they can be open for interpretation.”

      “Then what does that mean for the darkness?”

      Thunder booms overhead as her face contorts to anger. “It’s coming, Rainey, and it will destroy all supernaturals.”

      “Not the humans?”

      “They will not see it coming,” she says sadly. “They will be nothing but collateral damage in the darkness’s revenge.”

      “Revenge?”

      “I don’t know anything else.” She shakes her head as the storm brewing overhead clears and the room brightens once more. “Can I get you some tea?”

      I nod, needing a mild breather. The dead witches. The box. The fucking bounty on my head. It’s all connected…it has to be. “Do you know anything about the Immortal Council?”

      She nods. “I fear it’s not much, though.” Carrying two mugs of steaming tea over, she kneels by the tree stump and beckons for me to join her. I do, dropping to my knees, and accept the drink she offers me. “I know that the immortals created multiple councils to govern themselves.”

      “Do the fae have anything to do with it?”

      She laughs. “Oh no, the fae want nothing to do with the supernaturals.”

      “Then why did they create them in the first place?”

      “Truthfully? Out of boredom. They enjoy toying with this side of the veil, planting seeds and watching what comes of them.”

      “So the original witch?”

      “She was the first, and they were very pleased with the new world she created. Adding the supernaturals gave them endless entertainment.”

      “What the hell do you bastards do over there? What do your leaders think of this? They just allow it? Like some twisted version of watching a gladiator fight in a ring?”

      “We have no leaders. The fae coexist as long as it suits them. Each is in charge of their own actions.”

      “There’s no punishment?”

      She shakes her head.

      “That makes a shit-ton of sense then.” Without risk, there would only be pure chaos. Without punishment, there would be no order. No fucking wonder the bastards do whatever the hell they want. “What happens to the fae? If this darkness rises?”

      Her expression shifts, and I wonder if I’m getting a glimpse of the woman that she used to be. Before the fae magic altered her. “We will perish. It is not just the supernaturals on this world who will be tracked. The darkness wishes for vengeance on us all.”

      “How does darkness seek vengeance? Is it a person?”

      She nods. “And I fear I know who it is.”

      “Who?”

      “The original witch is going to rise again.”

      I feel myself pale as the hair on the back of my neck stands on end. “The original witch? You think she’s back?”

      Aoife nods. “And she’s only just getting started.”

      Realization dawns on me. She would definitely be powerful enough to steal magic. “She’s been killing the witches.”

      “Yes. She needs their power so she can become strong enough to take on the enemies she wishes to destroy.”

      “Why didn’t you tell Elijah and me all of this before?”

      “Because I didn’t wish for him to know.”

      “Any particular reason?”

      She bites down on the inside of her cheek and sighs, lifting a finger to trace the porcelain of her cup. “Elijah is a warrior, Rainey. He always has been. And, despite what he believes, he has the heart of a hero. He will do anything he can to stop her, and he will die for it.” Her gaze lifts to mine. “I have seen it.”

      Her words slam into me, and even as I fear losing him, I know I can’t keep this secret. Doing so will only make things worse. “You still love him.” It’s not a question, I can see it.

      “A part of me will always love Elijah. But not in the way you think. I love the memories of the time we spent together, the possibility of how different my life could have been had I survived the night we were attacked. But I do not yearn for him.” She reaches over and covers my hand with hers. “I hope you do not view me as a threat.”

      I rip my hand away. “No. Because I trust what Elijah and I have. And I believe you know that if you hurt him again—in any way—I’ll kill you.”

      Threatening a fae is definitely going on the list of stupid things I’ve done. Thankfully, she smiles and nods. “I understand, Hunter. I will not harm Elijah. You are good for him, and he for you.”

      I nod. “He keeps me grounded,” I tell her.

      “You keep him rooted in his true nature. Elijah is a good man, vampire or not. I’ve seen him do more good than he will ever recall. Don’t let him lose that—not even for a second.”

      “I won’t,” I promise. After a brief moment of silence, I clear my throat. “Do you sense anything about me?”

      She cocks her head to the side and closes her eyes. The air shifts around me, a slight breeze lifting the strands of hair off my neck and sending them flittering about my face. A bird chirps from a nearby tree, and soon, raindrops begin to fall.

      They’re small at first, tiny droplets that I can barely feel on my skin. But soon, the drops grow larger. I start to stand, but Aoife reaches out and clamps a hand on my wrist, holding me in place. The drops continue to fall, seeping into my skin.

      A moment later, she opens her eyes. “I sense power within you, Rainey. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever felt.”

      “You aren’t the first person to tell me that,” I retort dryly as I think back to what Elijah told me shortly after we met. “I’m an Astor, and apparently that makes me different.”

      “I would say so. But it’s more than that, isn’t it?” She tips her cup up, then sets it back on the trunk. “Will you please tell me all you know of this Lunar Divide? I wish to decide whether I believe it’s connected.”

      After a deep breath, I tell Aoife damn near everything. It just spills from me—water from a dam—and the relief I feel at speaking everything out loud is so damned potent I wonder if I won’t float away as I’m no longer held down by the weight of it all.

      By the time I’m done, she knows about the murders of my parents, my grandmother, and my sister, as well as the times I’ve nearly been killed, Elijah’s role in my rescues, our trip to Salem, the fucking box, the near attempt on Elijah’s life, and what Stella told me. Hell, I even let her in on the events of the meeting with the shifter pack at Jane’s coffee shop.

      She’s silent the entire time, but I can see her process each and every word of what I’m telling her. It might be a foolish move, telling her everything, and to be completely honest, it’s something Delaney would have done—not me.

      I’ve always been a hell of a lot more wary of those I don’t know well—especially supernaturals.

      But I’ve also always believed that if you are going to fight on the same side—sharing information is crucial.

      “You believe it’s your sister trying to pull you through the veil?” she asks once I’m done.

      “I think it’s possible.”

      Her eyes narrow as she stares off into the distance.

      “You don’t think so?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Then who do you think it is?”

      “You said when you opened the box, it had power trapped inside.”

      I nod.

      “Yet you don’t know what is actually inside.”

      “No, we haven’t wanted to risk opening it again. Do you think you could tell what’s inside? Without opening it?”

      “It’s possible, but unlikely unless the wood still holds any of its original essence. My magic is rooted in nature. I can see flashes of the future within the molecules of water as it knows no time. The flow is constant, ever-changing, and it moves forward and backward.”

      “You’re saying that water—what—time travels?”

      She chuckles, the melodious sound filling the space around us. “In a way, I suppose that is true. Though, I will add that’s the most amusing description I’ve ever heard.” Her laughter dies down slowly, and she takes a sip from her tea.

      Meanwhile, I’m trying like hell to remain patient because I sense Aoife is someone who will shut down if you pressure her too much.

      Not that she’s weak—no, just the opposite—she won’t do a damn thing because she has to. She chooses every moment—her decisions planned out and methodical even if they appear to only take a few seconds.

      “I can see into the water because it’s nature, but my magic does not exist outside of what’s currently living.”

      “So you’re saying that if the wooden box is dead, you can’t open it?”

      She shakes her head. “No one needs to open that box. At least not until you discover who exactly it belonged to. But, if the wood is alive, I can ask it what’s inside.”

      “You can ask the wood.” My statement is meant more for me than her, but Aoife’s lips quirk into a grin anyway.

      “Yes. I do not expect you to understand, your power is much more animalistic than mine. You thrive on action, your hunt instincts rooted in death, while mine are the opposite. Peacefulness and life.”

      Her comparison chills me.

      The idea that she’s life and I’m death. Mainly because I know it’s true. And if what she said about Elijah is accurate, telling him what I know will likely end in his death.

      Yet, keeping the secret as she did keeps him alive.

      Life and death.

      Two opposite sides of the same coin.

      “I will go to the veil, see if I can find whoever is looking to lead you astray. Then, I wish to see the box. The Lunar Divide is perhaps at the center of all of this, so I caution you to be wary as All Hallows Eve approaches.”

      “Okay.”

      She stands. “I don’t know how long I will be gone, Rainey. But I must caution you once again; do not open that box until I return.”

      “Okay. Wait—what do you mean you don’t know how long you’ll be gone?”

      “Time in the veil is in constant change. At times, mere hours pass here while it’s been weeks there. But a moment later, the time shift could take place, and it will be weeks here and hours there. Be well, Rainey. I shall return with your answers.”

      She snaps her fingers, and the nature around us disappears, leaving me standing alone in the center of an elegant living room.
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      The box sits on the counter in front of me, the smooth surface etched with designs I recognize as ancient. Hell, the damn thing is older than I am, which is saying something.

      “Fuck it.” I reach forward and am about to lift the lid when my phone rings. It’s an unknown number, but at this point, I’ll take any distraction from the massive headache building in the back of my brain. “Hello?”

      “Where are you?”

      It’s a woman’s voice, familiar. “Who’s asking?”

      “It’s Jane.”

      “Why do you care where I am? If you’re trying to reach Rainey—”

      “If I wanted to reach Rainey, I wouldn’t have spent the last hour of my day trying to track down your phone number to call you.”

      “Point taken. What can I do for you?”

      “Not over the phone. I know you’re not at Rainey’s since that’s where I was before I called you.”

      “I’ll meet you at Rainey’s apartment. I can be there in thirty minutes.”

      “Fine. I have an errand to run for the café, anyway. Don’t be late. And you damn well better come alone.”

      The line goes dead, and I stare down at my phone, briefly considering calling Rainey anyway. We promised no secrets—but since I’m not entirely sure what there is to tell, I shove the phone into my pocket.

      I can always tell Rainey later when I figure out just what her friend wants. For all I know, she wants to meet and threaten me with bodily harm if I hurt her friend. Isn’t that what humans do?

      Tucking the box beneath my arm, I carry it back into my study and seal it away. Then, after retrieving my keys from the bowl by the door, I head outside, opting for my sedan instead of the muscle car I drove to dinner with Rainey the other night.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket as Tarnley’s name pops up on the screen of the sedan. “Tarnley,” I answer, pulling out onto the driveway leading out of my estate.

      “Quite a mess you made at Eira’s.”

      “Took you an entire day to clean it up? I bet she was pissed at the delay.”

      He chuckles. “We got the bodies off the premises right after you called, the rest of the cleanup took a damned long time. We had to have part of the damn lot repaved.”

      “That wasn’t us,” I defend. “Those witches tried to take a chunk out of Rainey.”

      “Uh-huh. Well, after that, we had another two scenes to strip before the police got to them. It’s been a damned busy week.”

      “What do you mean?” The car in front of mine slams on their brakes, so I follow suit.

      “Dead witches, brother. A hell of a lot of them too.”

      Traffic starts moving again as I consider the information he just dropped on me. “How did they die?”

      “Varies. Some have obvious wounds, others not so much.”

      “Crystals?”

      “We had protection circles around three of the dead. How did you know?”

      “Rainey is investigating the murder of a woman she believes was a witch. Her body was found in the center of a circle.” I think back over everything Rainey told me about what she saw at the crime scene. “Were there crows anywhere?”

      “As in birds?”

      “Drawings of crows maybe, the mention of crows in a message, anything.”

      He goes radio silent for a minute. “Yes. At all but one. She was the only body we found alone and the only one who looks like she put up a fight.”

      “Fuck,” I mutter as I pull onto the street leading to Rainey’s apartment building.

      “Care to tell me what’s going on?”

      “As soon as I figure it out myself. I’ll call you later.” I end the call and toss the phone into the console as I park right outside Rainey’s balcony, leaving my car on the street so I can make a quick getaway if needed.

      The end as we know it starts with dead witches. Aoife’s prediction weighs heavily on me, and I take a brief moment to collect my thoughts before I pull up Tarnley’s name on my phone and call him back.

      “Don’t tell me you already created another mess for me to clean up.”

      “No. I need you to email me pictures of those scenes and the names of the victims.”

      “For Rainey?”

      “Yes. Also, send me the locations of the scenes. I want to take a look.”

      “Any particular reason?”

      “The witch Rainey found in the center of the circle died because her magic was ripped from her body.”

      “Oh fuck.”

      “Exactly. Send me those addresses.” I end the call and climb out of my car, shoving the cell into my pocket as I make my way to the front entrance. After climbing the steps to Rainey’s apartment, I’m not at all surprised to see the door partially open. And when I push it all the way open, Jane is already inside, glaring at me as though I’m her sole enemy.

      “Jane.”

      Mismatched eyes pin me with a glare so heavy I can practically feel it weighing down my shoulders. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she demands.

      “You’re the one that called me, Jane,” I tell her, crossing both arms and leaning against the closed door. “How about you tell me? Is something wrong?”

      She puts both hands on her hips. “Seriously? Is something wrong? You know there is.”

      Lifting an eyebrow, I shake my head. “Not really sure what you’re—”

      “Cut the shit, Elijah,” she interrupts. “I know you’re a vampire.”

      Since I’m not one to beat around the bush, I don’t bother trying to deny it, though I am quite surprised. “Care to explain how you know that?”

      “I’ve known it since I saw your blood-sucking ass up here in Rainey’s apartment when she was unconscious.”

      “Yet, you left me in here with her?”

      “Since you pulled her out of the alley and saved her life, I assumed she was worth more to you alive than dead.”

      “You saw that?” I stiffen. “Saw her nearly die and didn’t intervene? How?” Anger and curiosity fight for control over me, and I go with the latter because the former wouldn’t give me the answers I need.

      People can rarely answer questions once their heads have been removed from their bodies.

      “If you hadn’t shown up, I would have.”

      “And what are you, Jane? If not human?”

      A muscle ticks in her jaw, and she stares me down as though I have no reason to be asking any questions of my own. “It’s complicated.”

      “You’d better try damned hard to uncomplicate it. Because if you know what I am, then you must know what I’m capable of.” The threat is there, laced in every word, though she doesn’t seem bothered by it in the least.

      “There’s not a single thing you can say or do to me that hasn’t already been said or done,” she retorts. “So keep your half-cocked threats to yourself.”

      Taking a deep breath, I move around her to take a seat on the couch. “Does Rainey know what you’ve discovered?”

      Her face turns beat-red. “No. And she’s not going to. She can’t realize I know anything about the supernatural world. At least, not yet.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because it’s not time for her to know.”

      “Yet you deem it important I do. Why?”

      Jane bites down on her bottom lip and shakes her head. “You’re insufferable, you know that? Just like the last time we met.”

      At that, I raise an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

      “Scotland, 1628. I had lighter hair then, and I think my eyes were brown. Either way, you hit on me outside a pub in Inverness. I told you to get lost and you threatened to bite me, so I stabbed you.”

      I jump to my feet. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” I remember the day well. Having a petite blonde shove a seven-inch wooden stake into your gut is not something you forget. Even after three centuries.

      “There’s no part of me that’s joking, Vampire.”

      “It’s not possible. You don’t even mildly resemble her.”

      “It’s very possible, and as you can imagine, you and I have a lot to discuss.”

      “I’d say so. Starting with the reason Rainey believes you to be her age. She told me the two of you grew up together, is that not true?”

      “It is true.” Jane sighs, pursing her lips together. “I’m a cursed witch.”

      “Cursed with what? Eternal life? The ability to alter your appearance?”

      “In a way. The rest is not important at the moment. What is important is what the hell happened to Rainey while you were in Salem. She didn’t come back the same.”

      Initial shock at her confession abated—for now—I cross my arms and remain standing, but I refuse to answer her question until she tells me a hell of a lot more. “Care to explain why you attached yourself to Rainey then? How is it that a cursed woman manages to find and befriend the last remaining hunter of the Astor line?”

      “First of all, take a close look at your own motives before you cast any stones at me; and second, she wasn’t the final in her line when we became friends.”

      “So it was coincidence then? That’s what you’d have me believe?”

      “Not coincidence,” she admits, her eyes saddening. “More of self-preservation. Her grandmother needed someone to watch over her, to guide her once they were all gone. It was the only way to ensure the line did not wind up tainted.”

      “Once they were all gone, she knew they were all going to die?”

      Jane nods. “Agatha had abilities that went beyond the scope of a hunter. She could predict things with near absolute certainty.”

      “She was a witch?”

      “With active power. Though, according to her, it wasn’t quite a power, to begin with, more of an enhanced intuition.”

      “If she knew they were going to die, why not stop it from happening? Save Rainey all this pain?”

      “You and I both know that while the future is not set in stone, it’s nearly impossible to predict a day or time an event will take place. Agatha told me she tried to stop Rainey’s parents’ deaths, but it was impossible. Same with Delaney’s mother and father. They all died, and she blamed herself.”

      “What you’re telling me is that Rainey’s grandmother knew she was going to die and asked you to watch over Rainey?”

      Jane nods. “I was to protect her, guide her when needed, and above all—shield her from the Lunar Divide ever setting in.”

      I clench my jaw, staring at the woman who it seems has all the fucking answers. What the hell else is she withholding? “You knew, all this time.”

      “I did,” she confirms without a trace of remorse. “And this All Hallows Eve is going to be the most dangerous night of Rainey’s life if you and I can’t keep her safe.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Agatha told me all about the Lunar Divide, about how a faction of witches has been executing those born during a full moon on All Hallows Eve because they feared a single witch would come into enough power that it would make her unstoppable.”

      “People have committed crimes out of fear before. What makes this Halloween so different for Rainey?”

      “Because this is the first full moon on Halloween since she came into her powers.”

      “She doesn’t have active magic.”

      “Not yet. But she will if Agatha’s intuition was correct. She believed Rainey was going to help that witch. That she alone would be a force to be reckoned with and be the very reason the evil was able to rise.”

      I scoff. “There’s no fucking way Rainey would help evil.”

      “Witches born during a Lunar Divide have a foothold in both worlds and, to top it off—a vacancy within their soul.”

      “We knew about the divide,” I tell her. “That doesn’t mean Rainey will be evil.”

      “It’s already happening, Elijah. Haven’t you seen it? You’ve been around her more often than I have.”

      Black, soulless eyes pop into my memory.

      Power whirring around Rainey like a hurricane.

      The rings surrounding her chocolate-colored eyes.

      The blackouts.

      The voices.

      The void.

      Is it possible she’s already slipping away?

      “You’ve seen something, what?”

      I glare at her. “No offense intended, Jane, but seeing as how you’ve spent the last three decades lying to your friend, I have no intention of trusting you…yet.”

      Her pale cheeks flush. “Fine, but you know something is wrong with her.”

      I nod.

      “Keep her the fuck away from Salem. There are things there she cannot get her hands on. And since she said she didn’t find anything weird, I’m assuming it’s still hidden.”

      I stiffen. “You asked her about Salem?”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “What did she tell you?”

      “She found some old texts.”

      “Rainey believes you to be human, she wants you shielded from this world. Why do you think she would have told you if she found anything?”

      Jane pales, her face going sheet white as she stares at me. “Tell me you didn’t.” When I don’t respond, she jabs a finger in my chest. “Tell me what you found, Elijah. You don’t want to trust me? Fine. But at least tell me that you didn’t find the box.”

      I don’t respond. Trusting people—especially witches—is not something I’m inclined to do. But Jane’s reaction to my non-answer is a dead giveaway.

      Whatever is in that box is dangerous—and not something we should have tampered with. Hell, I knew that prior to Rainey opening the bloody thing. So if Jane can offer me some answers—maybe giving up a bit of information could be beneficial.

      “I need to know more about why Agatha tasked you with protecting Rainey.”

      “It’s not important,” Jane growls.

      “It is if you want me to trust you. Seems you know everything about me, and yet, I know very little about you.”

      Her nostrils flare, and a muscle in her jaw tightens. I can hear the heavy thumping of her heart—a sound that was human before but now, as she grows angrier, the beats become more rapid, less predictable.

      The beating heart of a supernatural.

      “Fine.” Her tone is sharp, curt, but it’s a victory for me nonetheless.

      “Good. Now, how about you start by telling me how you managed to hide your abilities for so long? Who are you?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “I have time.”

      She glares at me then looks away. “I’m a witch who does not actively practice magic.” When her eyes meet mine again, her gaze is haunted, dark. I know that look—it is the look of someone on the run.

      “Who are you hiding from?”

      “I’ve been running for centuries, and no matter how far I run, how long I hide, I’m tracked down and killed. Until now, the oldest I’ve lived to is nineteen.”

      “Nineteen is typically when a witch comes into their powers.”

      “Yes. It’s not a coincidence. The moment I do, every damn time, they track me down, hunting me like I’m an animal. Then they take great joy in ripping my life away. It’s happened over and over again. Sometimes years pass between my rebirth, sometimes mere weeks.”

      “Your curse is to be reborn after you die?”

      She nods. “Every time they kill me, I’m reborn. A new family, a new body, but I retain all of my memories.”

      “Who has the kind of power for a spell of that magnitude?” A curse that transcends centuries? Multiple rebirths? It’s unheard of, unless…

      “A descendent of the original witch,” she says dryly, interrupting my thought and answering my question. “She rather enjoys our sadistic game of cat and mouse.”

      Her admission horrifies me. To spend eternity running only to suffer death repeatedly…shit, I couldn’t even imagine. Here, I thought my own curse of immortality was a prison sentence. Jane’s makes mine look like an interlude. “Why have they not found you this time?”

      “Because Rainey’s grandmother blocked my abilities. She left them dormant so they would never surface.”

      “Then you’re powerless?”

      She narrows her gaze on me. “Make no mistake, Vampire, my power is still accessible.” The threat laced in her words is potent, and if I were a lesser beast, I might have been concerned. “Agatha just made sure it couldn’t be tracked—that they couldn’t find me so long as I don’t use my power. If I do, her block will be broken, and they can track me again.”

      “Why are you revealing this to me now? You could have told me the first time we met.”

      “Because last night, I sensed a change in her—a shift of the power already in her blood.”

      “We found the box,” I tell her, seeing no reason to postpone any longer. If she crosses us, I’ll kill her. If not, we may have just found the ally we’ve been looking for.

      Jane gasps, her hand covering her mouth. “Please tell me you didn’t open it. Do you have any idea what could happen if Rainey opens that?”

      Face grim, I nod. “Unfortunately, I do.”

      Jane’s eyes widen. “She didn’t.”

      “She did. Back in Salem.”

      “You moron!” Jane jabs her finger into my chest again, and I growl.

      “I don’t often allow people to put their hands on me. Do it again and I’ll relieve Rainey of another liar in her life.”

      “You don’t scare me, Elijah. I’ve nearly killed you once. I’ll do it again.”

      Lowering my voice, I whisper, “The keyword there is nearly. You nearly killed me. I vow that you won’t be so lucky again.”

      Jane sighs and pinches the bridge of her nose. “We don’t have time for this.” She turns away from me, marching across the apartment and staring down at the street below. “I can’t believe you let her open the damn box.”

      “I would hardly say I let her. Delaney left a video message along with the box. I didn’t get a chance to stop her before Rainey was popping the top on that particular can of shit.”

      Jane’s mouth falls open, and she turns to me, her eyes bulging. “Delaney left it out for her?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why the hell would she do that?” Jane begins to pace, eyes narrowed as she moves through the apartment, muttering to herself. I watch curiously, I’ve never heard of a curse quite like the one she says she suffers from, and I’ve lived a long time—been everywhere in the world. How did I miss it? Something that horrible surely would have garnished some attention.

      “I promised Agatha that I would keep that box from Rainey, Elijah. Swore it to her in exchange for her help.” Eyes full of tears, she stares at me with complete hopelessness swirling with a heavy dose of guilt. Fear radiates off her, saturating the air around us.

      “What’s in there?”

      “Something you’ve been seeking a long time, Vampire.”

      Her words slam into me, and I straighten. Could it be? “The cure?”

      Jane nods. “A spell that can craft the cure.”

      I clench my jaw, torn between wanting to bury the fucking box in concrete and my need to open it and get my hands on something I’ve been seeking for centuries. People have died, wars have been waged, over that cure.

      And here it is, right within my grasp. I may not wish to take it myself anymore, but the urge is there to see it, to put my hands on the page of a spell others swore didn’t exist. A spell that could give Tarnley some peace.

      “Why can’t Rainey have it?”

      Jane’s eyes darken. “Because the book containing the spell—the one that is in that box you foolishly opened in Salem—is the original witch’s grimoire.”

      Spellbooks are rumored to contain residual magic, which would explain Rainey’s reaction to it. The void inside of her caused by her day of birth would have proven the perfect host for the power. “According to legends relating to residual magic, the power will wear off. The effects of the residue absorbed works more like a boost unless it resides within a direct descendent of the—shit.”

      “And here I thought I was going to have to spell it out for you,” Jane retorts. “Honestly, Vampire, I heard you were intelligent.”

      I glare at her, upper lip raising in a snarl. “I’m slightly more invested in this than you could even begin to understand.”

      “Really? Because I’ve known Rainey since we were twelve. She’s been my best—and only friend—since a neurotic little girl who knows she’s going to die doesn’t have a lot of time for playdates. Although she and I aren’t screwing, I can promise you I love her, Elijah. But you should know that I will do whatever is necessary to stop what’s coming. Including sacrificing Rainey to do it.”

      My hands clench into fists, and I get to my feet as I attempt to fight the primal urge begging me to rip Jane’s throat out and move on. Then, perhaps I can pretend none of this ever happened.

      But with one mental image of Rainey, black-eyed, cloaked in power, I know I can’t do that.

      “The original witch’s power is black—evil—if Rainey absorbs it, she could be changed…permanently.”

      “How do you know what’s in that box?”

      “Because I’m the one who brought it here from Ireland and buried it on the Astor estate.”

      “And how the hell did you get your hands on the grimoire of the most powerful witch in history?”

      She smiles, but there’s no trace of the happy, bubbly friend Rainey has described, nor the woman I’ve crossed paths with on more than one occasion. No, this woman before me is every bit the deadly witch she claims to be. “Because I am the one who killed her, Elijah. I drove a silver blade right through the bitch’s shriveled black heart. It was her eldest daughter—the direct descendent of Rainey’s ancestral line—who cursed me.”

      Thoughts whirring, I gape at Jane, the weight of what she’s just revealed hitting me with the force of a train.

      She killed the original witch.

      She was cursed by one of the original Astors—on the witch side.

      “Then, why would you help an Astor if they were the ones who cursed you?”

      “Because it was only Astor blood that could protect me. The Astors are different than any other hunter family, and not just because they are directly descended from both a witch and a hunter. They are the only hunters with ancestors who possessed the ability to actively practice magic.”

      “The Astor line has produced full witches?”

      “Yes. They’re always more powerful than any others. And always born during a full moon on All Hallows Eve.”

      “Bloody fucking hell.” I begin pacing, running a hand through my hair, one on my hip. “If what you’re saying is true, the Lunar Divide never had anything to do with random witches. It has everything to do with the Astors.” With Rainey.

      She nods.

      “How was this hidden? How did no one piece it together?”

      “Because, as you know, over the years, the line has been diluted. Hunters marry humans, who have children who then marry other humans. It goes on and on.”

      “Rainey is the last of the true line. The only one descendent that has not been tainted with human blood,” I add, finishing her thought.

      “So you see it then? The danger? Elijah, if she absorbed that power, and All Hallows Eve comes around—” She sighs. “Right now, Rainey’s power resides only in the void created during the Lunar Divide. She can’t access it because it’s dormant.”

      “And you believe the original witch’s magic will make it active.”

      Jane shrugs. “I don’t know, but if she absorbed the power in that box, it’s possible she now has more than enough to pull from it. And if she does—there’s going to be nothing stopping her from bringing the supernatural world down in flames.”

      My stomach churns, and my ears fill with the sound of Rainey’s screams from the night she opened the box.

      The night she almost died. Is it possible that was only the beginning? I’m no fool. Aoife’s warning nearly mirrors Jane’s. She told us it would all start with dead witches.

      And that particular body count is continually climbing higher.

      What if this is it?

      What if this is the start and we’re too late to stop the dominos from falling?

      “We will lose her, Elijah.” Jane’s voice cracks, so I turn to face her. “We will lose Rainey to evil if she uses that power.”

      “How do we know if she already has? The black rings in her eyes, could that mean—”

      “It could, but it could also be a symbol of the magic contained in that box.”

      I shake my head, grief, rage, and disbelief threatening to drag me down. I just found her. There’s no way in hell I can lose her now.

      “If she turns, Elijah, we have to stop her,” Jane’s voice is full of emotion, but her clear grief does nothing to soften the blow of her words.

      “And how the hell do you think we’re going to do that?”

      “Put her out of her misery.”

      Narrowing my gaze on Jane, I growl. “You mean kill her.” It’s not a question. The threat was evident in Jane’s words—in her tone.

      “That’s the only way to put an end to it. And it has to be done before she’s too powerful to stop.”

      I shake my head, my hands clenching into fists at my sides. “There’s no way in hell I’m killing Rainey. And if you think you’re going to—” My vision fills with red, the bond I forged with Rainey back in Salem threatening to consume me as the threat weighs heavily on me.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Jane whispers, her grief transforming. “You bonded with her!”

      I shake my head, trying to clear the murderous haze attempting to drag me down. “Yes.”

      “You dumbass.”

      “It’s not like I could help it,” I snap back. “If you know anything about vampires, then you know there was no stopping it.”

      “You completed a bond with a hunter who very well may transform to the deadliest witch in history, and yet you don’t see a problem?”

      I growl. “I never said I didn’t see the issue. Obviously, there are ramifications to this bond should she wind up becoming what you fear.”

      “If she is, you won’t be able to lift a finger against her. You realize that, right?” She stalks toward me, every step laced with anger. “You will have to lie there and die after she drives a dagger into your heart. She will feel nothing once you’re gone because, if she does lose herself to that power, whatever you think you have now? It’s not going to mean anything to her.”
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      Images of the three dead women stare back at me from the screen of my computer. I can’t tear my eyes away from them.

      Something about their deaths…it’s nagging at me.

      Well beyond a typical crime scene and only partly because of what the fae told me earlier. I can almost visualize them fighting, see the way the redheaded witch tried to save her friends.

      I can feel their pain, hear their screams. And I have no damn clue who killed them or where to find them.

      And if Aoife’s right? If it was the original witch, how the hell am I supposed to stop her?

      “It might do you some good to get some rest,” the captain says from behind me.

      I glance over my shoulder, surprised to see the precinct has thinned down, the day shift going home and the night shift getting checked in. I shift my attention back to the screen. “I can’t figure out what’s bothering me about this. Something is off.”

      “As in—” She trails off, and I know what she’s referring to.

      I nod. “They were witches,” I whisper loud enough for her to hear but not for anyone else. Ramirez cut out about an hour ago, and the closest desk is empty and a few feet away, but it’s still better to be safe than sorry. “We found some items in the closet of one of the spare bedrooms.”

      “How did Ramirez take that?”

      I shrug. “We’ve dealt with covens before. Though this is the first time three members have been wiped out on the same night. He just assumes they were cult members. His words, not mine,” I add.

      She takes a seat at his desk. “What’s bothering you about it?” At my raised eyebrow, she adds, “I’ve been watching you stare at that same picture for nearly two hours.”

      Letting out a sigh, I nod. “I have no clue. But it’s partly because of the way the scene was laid out. Nothing was out of place.”

      “Could be that the killer straightened up after they left.”

      Pursing my lips, I shake my head. “It had been a while since she dusted, everything was still in its spot. Everything except the damn candle.”

      “Candle?”

      “Out of its holder, sitting straight up on the table.”

      “That’s strange.”

      I nod. “Which leads me to where I am now. How did three practicing witches die without so much as a struggle? More than one attacker? Were they snuck up on? But if that’s the case, why kill them so violently?”

      “Maybe they didn’t have active magic? From what I know about witches, some are born with active powers and some with more inactive powers.”

      “True.” I’d considered that possibility and haven’t been able to discount it just yet, though my gut is telling me it means something else. I even checked their birthdays, but none of the three were born on Halloween. “Do you believe in the symbolism of crows?” I ask her curiously.

      A line forms between her brows. “Crows?”

      I nod. “As a symbol for impending death.”

      “I can’t say I’ve ever spent much time focusing on them. Why do you ask?”

      “Every time I was attacked before, I saw crows. Three of them. Then, I checked the text messages of one of the victims, and one of the others had texted her, ‘I saw the crows’. It just seems a bit too coincidental to me.”

      “You think whoever is after you killed them too?”

      “Seems likely, doesn’t it? And if they did—” I trail off, looking back at the crime scene photos. “I might be in for a bit of a fight.” Especially if I’m going to go head-to-head with the fucking original bitch. Killing the hunter located in the place you want to start a war seems like the right place to start.  I just can’t figure out why she hasn’t come to do it herself.

      “I guess it’s a good thing you have a vampire mated to you.”

      I turn my head so fast it damn near gives me whiplash. “I’m sorry, what?”

      Paloma stares back at me in confusion, a crease forming between her brows. “You don’t know?”

      “Obviously not since I’m asking.” My heart races, my stomach filling with fluttery nerves.

      “Interesting.” Paloma grins and leans back in Ramirez’s chair.

      “How about you tell me what the hell you mean?”

      She smiles at me for another moment, obviously enjoying my surprise. “If it’s any consolation, I had no idea what mated meant until Harrie and I were well into our first year.”

      “Paloma,” I warn, using her first name.

      Her grin spreads. “Your vampire is mated to you.”

      “No, I heard that part. What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means that for as long as he lives, he belongs to you. There will never be another for him because vampires mate for life.”

      “When the fuck did that happen?” I press the heel of my hand to my chest, the pressure a hell of a lot. What if this doesn’t work out? What if someone actually manages to take my ass out? Why the hell would he mate me? Ugh, even saying mate me sounds dirty.

      Paloma shrugs. “I’m surprised you don’t know. My mating ceremony to Harrie was unmistakable.”

      “What the fuck is a mating ceremony? I feel like I would have noticed if I ended up mated.”

      “You are obviously not mated to him,” she clarifies. “That’s not something you could have missed.”

      “So he’s mated to me, but I’m not to him?”

      “That’s how it seems, though he’d know for sure.”

      I push to my feet and grab my jacket off the back of my chair. “I guess I’d better go find out.” Logging out of my computer, I push my job to the back of my brain and do my best to focus on the shit I’m dealing with now.

      “Good luck!” Paloma calls after me. Raising my arm, I wave back at her without turning around or breaking my stride.
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      Arms crossed, I stare at the door that will take me inside Delaney’s gym. I’m not even sure how I got here when I was headed to Elijah’s place.

      Yet, here I am, alone, staring at a door when I know good and damn well the room on the other side is empty.

      After all, he has absolutely no reason to be here.

      I spent the drive over racking my brain for any moment that could have resulted in a mating ceremony. Was it the sex? How do vampires even mate?

      “Ugh, this is a mess,” I whisper to myself.

      A hunter with a target on her back who is mated to a vampire. Or rather, has a vampire mated to her? I have no fucking clue how this works.

      I groan.

      Delaney would have a field day with this.

      The thought of my sister brings me back down to the present, so taking a deep breath, I unlock the door, moving inside. The room is pitch black, and I stand in the doorway for a moment, pondering my thoughts.

      I’d almost gone back to my apartment, but since I’ve already nearly died there, it seemed a foolish place to go. At least, here I can be safe while I figure out just what the hell I’m going to do.

      That’s if I do anything at all. Part of me doesn’t see it as such a bad thing. After all, I know how I feel about Elijah.

      But the darker side of me—the pessimistic side—can’t help but believe he literally just signed his own death warrant.

      Is it possible Paloma is wrong? Fuck, why didn’t I ask her how she knew?

      When the hell did I end up mated—my thoughts are interrupted by a near-silent gunshot. Pain explodes in my back, and I stumble forward, falling to my hands and knees.

      Another shot.

      More pain.

      I fall forward and roll onto my back. Light floods the room, and I stare up at a woman in front of me. A human.

      “You’re going to die, Hunter.”

      She raises the gun again, the action snapping me out of my surprise. I kick, my foot slamming into her chest and knocking her back through the doorway.

      The gun goes off again, the bullet ripping through the muscle of my thigh. I scramble backward as I remove my firearm from my holster. Then, I aim it center mass as she comes back through the doorway.

      “Hands in the fucking air!” I yell.

      She grins and raises her gun.

      I know I’ll die if she gets another shot off, so I pull the trigger.

      One shot.

      Two.

      Three to the chest, she falls back and slams into the wall across from me. Blood smears down the pale white wall as she slides to the floor. I drop my arm, releasing my gun and lying back on the floor as I wait for my abilities to kick in.

      I should heal just fine—a wave of dizziness washes over me, interrupting my thoughts and blurring my vision. Barely able to lift my head, I survey the damage in my thigh and the steadily growing pool of blood beneath me.

      Blood continues to pour from my wounds, and as the pain begins to fade, I start to panic. Why am I not healing? With a shaking hand, I reach into the pocket of my jacket and tap on Elijah’s name listed first in my recent calls.

      If I can get to him, he can get the adrenaline.

      A sob rips free when I lose the strength to hold my head up.

      “Rainey?”

      “Lijah,” I slur.

      “Where are you?”

      “Delaney’s g—”

      “I’m coming. Stay on the phone.”

      “I need adrenaline,” I whisper into the line. “Lija—”

      “Rainey?” Elijah roars.

      I open my eyes and stare up at his flushed face.

      Without hesitation, he lifts me, blurring toward the couch and setting me down before disappearing into the back room Delaney converted into an apartment.

      My vision wavers, black spots making it damn near impossible to see. I feel drunk, drugged, and so fucking cold.

      “Why. Aren’t. I. Healing?” I choke out.

      Elijah returns with a vial of adrenaline less than a minute later. He removes the cap and stabs me in the chest.

      Body numb, I barely feel it. There’s no surge of power, no rush, nothing. And knowing that—is even more terrifying than being shot three fucking times.

      My throat burns with the force of my tears. “I don’t want to die.”

      He stands, removing his belt and tightening it around my upper thigh, just above the bullet wound. “You’re not going to die, Rainey.”

      But his eyes—the sadness reflected in the near-black depths as he looks at me—says otherwise. It also showcases just how much he’s fighting his own urges.

      “Turn over.”

      With his help, I roll onto my stomach. “Fuck. You need a hospital, Rainey.”

      “I can’t,” I insist.

      He pulls out his phone.

      Fight, you weak hunter!

      We need you to live.

      If you die, your vampire will die.

      He will be alone.

      You will condemn us all!

      Voices ricochet through my brain. “I can hear them,” I tell Elijah, my voice barely audible. “I can hear the voices.”

      “Tarnley, I need you here, now. I’ll text you the address.”

      You cannot die.

      We cannot die.

      “What are they saying?” Elijah asks as he rolls me onto my side to face him.

      I try to focus on his face, but it’s nothing but a blur as the pain begins to numb. “That I can’t die,” I choke out. “That you’ll die.”

      “I need you to live,” he confirms.

      “I don’t want to leave you—” My body chills, my blood icing as I begin to shiver uncontrollably. Elijah rips off his blood-stained, pale blue button-down and presses it against the wounds in my back. Not that I can feel it, I can feel nothing anymore.

      Voices roar in my brain, screaming in anger and agony.

      Darkness surrounds me, pulling me down, and I succumb, my name on Elijah’s lips the last thing I hear before it claims me.
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      “How many fucking times am I going to have to watch you nearly die?” I growl it, tossing my shirt to the side and ripping the back of hers open to get a better look at the wounds in her back. Blood soaks the fabric as I hold it to the sides and stare at the crimson coating her skin. I’m helpless to look away, my fangs descending as I fight the caged beast rattling its chains.

      The animal inside of me wants her even as she lies here bleeding to death. Even as the mate bond urges me to do anything to save her. I get to my feet and back to the destroyed safe in Delaney’s back room, retrieving another shot of adrenaline from her aged stash.

      It’s completely possible that the adrenaline is too old to work.

      At least, that’s what I’m telling myself.

      I blur back to Rainey. She’s lost nearly all color, the blood still leaking from her body.

      Removing the cap, I roll her over and drive it down into her chest.

      Her bleeding increases, and I drop the vial, stepping away as I attempt to regain control.

      My hands shake, spots invading my vision, until finally, a hand grips my arm and slams me into the wall. Tarnley’s crimson eyes are all I can see, my rage focusing on the one who pulled me from my mate.

      “Let me.”

      “Tarnley? When did you—”

      “Go,” he orders and kneels beside Rainey.

      “Don’t hurt her.”

      He glances over his shoulder. “I’ve fed today, and for whatever reason, I don’t have the same reaction to her blood. Go clean yourself.”

      I blur to the water cooler and rinse the blood from my hands. It pools on the floor beneath as the water overflows the drip tray.

      “She’s not healing. We need to get her to Bronywyn,” Tarnley tells me as he gets to his feet. “I have people outside now. I called them the moment I sensed the blood. They will clean up. We need to go now.”

      I nod and start to move past him to Rainey. His hand on my chest stops me mid-step. “You sure you can carry her right now?”

      “Yes,” I snap. “I’ve cared for her when she’s been bleeding before.”

      “Understood, but right now, it’s going to be a steady drip of fresh blood.”

      I glare at Rainey then back to Tarnley as the monster in me attempts to assure me I’ll be fine. That I won’t rip her throat out on the way.

      But I don’t trust that fucker.

      “Take her,” I tell him through gritted teeth.

      Tarnley nods and lifts her limp body into his arms.

      Seeing him holding her is killing me, so I blur away, heading straight for Bronywyn’s. I dodge in and out of traffic, burning off some—not nearly all—of the bloodlust.

      Bronywyn’s gate before me, I come to a stop. Tarnley and Rainey appear beside me. The guards don’t hesitate as they open the door.

      “You walk from here. Any sudden movement and you’ll be put down,” he tells us.

      I growl.

      Tarnley nods.

      “Do you think Bronywyn will see her?” I ask as we make the walk up the drive. Every moment that passes is another where Rainey could die.

      And if she does, I’m going to slaughter everyone on these premises.

      The witch we’re going to see heals supernaturals who’ve been injured—and most of the time, it’s because they were attacked by hunters. Taking Rainey into an underground clinic where most of the clientele will be terrified of her? It could go wrong. Really fucking wrong.

      Then there’s the fact that Bronywyn and I didn’t really part the last time on good terms.

      “She owes me a favor,” he replies smoothly as he pulls out into the street. Rainey’s blood is nearly overwhelming, the coppery tang clinging to the air like the sweetest drug, beckoning me.

      “Her blood is potent, Elijah. She’s more powerful than anything I’ve ever sensed. If you were to turn her—”

      “I’m not turning her into a monster,” I snap.

      Tarnley nods in understanding. He knows my stance, knows that I regret forcing him into this life. The only difference is that until he lost his mate, he’d been more than grateful. But I know he feels just as trapped as I do—and honestly—I want that cure as much for him as I used to want it for myself.

      So I could offer us both the keys to freedom.

      The moment Tarnley and I reach the edge of the porch, Bronywyn steps out wearing long white pants and a shirt that bares the pale skin of her stomach. The moment she sees me, her mouth flattens in a tight line, and she crosses both arms over her chest.

      “Elijah, what the hell are you doing here?”

      “She needs help.”

      She turns to my friend, who stands beside me. “You brought a hunter to my doorstep?”

      “Elijah’s mate will die without your help.”

      At his words, Bronywyn’s eyes widen almost comically a moment before she barks out a laugh. “You mated with a hunter? Seriously?”

      “She doesn’t have long,” Tarnley interrupts me before I have a chance to speak. “If she dies, you can count on our agreement to be void.”

      The humor vanishes from her face. “Fine. This way.”

      I don’t speak, afraid for what will come out if I do. Bronywyn and I have what most would call an incredibly strained relationship. She and I passed nearly a century together after I thought Aoife was killed.

      Bronywyn’s seen the ugliest parts of me.

      And when I woke up and realized I wanted nothing to do with this world, I left her behind. It’s safe to say she’s never forgiven me for that.

      Her heels click on the marble floor as we follow her down bright hallways and into a back room. She presses her palm against a screen mounted to the wall, and a door slides open, revealing stairs.

      We descend, and fingernails bite into my palms as I clench my hands into fists.

      The stairs end, and she presses her palm on another panel. The steel door slides open just as the one above did, and we move into a waiting room. It’s empty, thankfully, and we follow her into a room.

      “Set her down,” she orders.

      Tarnley sets her down, carefully rolling her to her stomach, then leaves the room without another word.

      “She was shot,” I tell her. “Three times.”

      “Yes, I can see that.” Bronywyn retrieves a blue gown and slips it over her clothes before tying up her hair and moving to the sink where she scrubs her hands.

      I try not to be impatient, to not tell her to hurry the fuck up, but she’s the vindictive type, and I have no doubt she’d move even slower just to spite me.

      A growl fills the room, and it takes me a moment to realize where it came from—me.

      “Easy, bloodsucker.”

      “If she dies—”

      Bronywyn’s green eyes narrow on my face. “If you’re going to follow that up with a threat, let me clarify something.” She glares at me, all the fire I remember. “I owe you nothing, Elijah Hawthorne. And I certainly don’t owe your hunter a damn thing. I’m doing this because I owe Tarnley. Period. We clear?”

      I nod, grinding my teeth together to keep myself from snapping.

      “Good boy.” She moves to Rainey and peers down at the wound on her back. “How long ago did this happen?” she asks as she shreds the rest of Rainey’s shirt, fully baring the skin of her back.

      “Maybe ten minutes ago? I gave her two shots of adrenaline, but they didn’t work. They were old, though—from her sister’s stash. It could have been them.” Rainey’s blood surrounds me, the scent of it as intoxicating as it is terrifying.

      Attempting to redirect my thoughts, I focus on Bronywyn as she steps to the other side of the room and grabs a tray of tools before setting them on a stand beside Rainey’s bed. “It wasn’t the adrenaline. This is not a normal injury. They used a poison, and it’s working against her body.” She lifts forceps and glances back at me. “She’s going to bleed—a lot—while I try to get these bullets out. You may want to wait outside.”

      “I’m not leaving her.”

      “These walls are thick, and this room is sealed completely. You will be safe out there, and I need you to go because I can’t have you losing your fucking mind. I’ve seen what that looks like—and I have no interest in redecorating.”

      I hate that she’s right, that even now, I can feel myself desperately clinging to control.

      “If she dies—” I repeat.

      “What did I tell you about threatening me?”

      Without another word, I spin on my heel and march out into the hall. The door shuts behind me, and I can hear the soft sucking of the seal as I’m completely closed off from the only fucking person in this world that I care about enough to want to live.
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      “Where the hell is she?” Jane demands when she stops at the front of Bronwyn’s house. I called her because I wanted someone else here who has a stake in Rainey’s life.

      Tarnley cares because I do, but that’s different.

      Jane cares because she has an obligation to Rainey—or rather to her grandmother. And, because she cares for Rainey.

      “Inside.”

      Jane marches right past me and into the front door. Tarnley is just appearing from the back and he stops, smile widening when he lays eyes on her. “Well, hello.”

      “Where’s Rainey?” she asks him. His smile widens even further.

      “She’s still being healed,” he replies. “I’m Tarnley.”

      “Jane.” She turns back to me. “Take me to her.”

      I stretch out my arm and gesture to the hall I followed Bronywyn down when we arrived.

      “I’ll scan you in,” Tarnley offers and takes the lead.

      “Who shot her?” Jane asks as we begin our descent downstairs to the clinic.

      “Someone who’s currently being cremated under a false name. Your friend put three bullet holes in her.”

      “Vampire?”

      “Human, actually.”

      “Human?” Jane turns to me, and I nod in confirmation. I’d smelt the stranger’s blood too, and I know what she’s thinking. It’s one thing to watch out for supernaturals—but humans? If they’re targeting Rainey now too, there’s no damn place she’s going to be safe. Even with a magical block in her veins.

      That’s if the damn thing is still in there after Bronywyn practically bleeds her dry.

      Bronywyn is just stepping out of the room when we arrive.

      “Bronywyn?” Jane stops, and I move beside her. As far as I know, Bronywyn is not a direct descendent of the original witch, but if she had a hand in Jane’s curse, I want to be able to step in. At least until Rainey is healed. Then, they can fucking kill each other, for all I care.

      “Do I know you?” she asks Jane.

      “It is you.”

      At Bronywyn’s confused stare, Jane chokes out a sob. “It’s Payton.”

      Bronywyn’s eyes fill, and she rushes forward, wrapping her arms around the petite brunette. “I never thought I’d see you again!”

      “How did you two meet?” Tarnley asks curiously.

      “Payton’s my sister.”

      “Sisters?”

      Jane nods, pulling back from Bronywyn. She faces me, her eyes brimming with tears. “From my third family. I go by Jane now.”

      “Jane.” Bronywyn smiles. “It’s fitting for you.”

      “Third family?” Tarnley shoves his hands into the pockets of his suit pants.

      “Payto—Jane,” she corrects. “Has been around longer than even me.”

      “This is a great reunion,” I snap. “But how the fuck is Rainey?”

      Bronywyn pulls back from Jane and glares at me. “Come here.” Turning on her heel, she marches back into Rainey’s room. The three of us follow, and I swallow hard the second I’m inside and nearly overwhelmed with the amount of blood clinging to the air. “I cleaned as much of it as I could.”

      “Oh, Rainey,” Jane whispers, walking around to the side of the bed.

      Rainey’s on her back now, her skin pale, breathing labored. “She’s not going to make it unless the poison is pushed from her system.”

      “What did they use?” Jane looks over from where she’s standing beside Rainey.

      “A neurotoxin that stunted the hunter healing abilities.”

      “Neurotoxin?” I clarify, recalling the afternoon spent carrying Rainey from the tunnels after she was attacked by a council member who wore neurotoxin on her fingernails.

      “That’s what I said.”

      “How do we get it out of her system?”

      “We don’t; you do.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “You’re going to need to drink from her.”

      I gape at her. “You can’t be serious.”

      “You’re mated, so I know you’ve fed on her.”

      “Yes, once, but I can’t—I don’t know if I can stop myself.”

      “You obviously have before.”

      “I was a bit occupied with another activity at that precise moment.”

      Realization dawns on her, and she rolls her eyes. “Which means you were fucking at the time. Typical.”

      “Fuck, Bronywyn. Seriously? Are we going to hash this out now?”

      “As much as I’d love to tell you what an asshole you are, we don’t have time. You need to drink from her, take enough that I can put fresh blood in, and hope the taint is diluted enough that her body will neutralize the rest of it.”

      Tarnley clears his throat. “What will it do to him?”

      “Honestly? I don’t know. But we’re going to need to find out. Guess the good thing here is that you’ve always had a death wish. Perhaps this will grant it.”

      I glare at her.

      “Can you suck it out and just not ingest it?” Jane asks.

      “You can try,” Bronywyn offers. “But it’s—”

      “It’ll take too much time,” I finish, “spitting it out. It’ll go faster if I just drink it.”

      “Exactly. She doesn’t have too much longer, Elijah, so if you’re going to do it, now’s the time.” She turns and leaves the room. Tarnley offers me a slight nod before leaving the room on Bronywyn’s heels.

      “Can you do it?” Jane asks me as she reaches down and takes Rainey’s limp hand into her own.

      “If it will save her—”

      “Are you going to be able to stop yourself?”

      I barely managed when she asked me to drink from her before. It was nearly impossible to pull myself away, but I did.

      And I’m going to have to figure out how to stop now. “I’ll manage.”

      “I’m not leaving.” After setting down Rainey’s hand, she turns on her heel and takes a seat in the chair right beside the door.

      “If I don’t stop—”

      “I’ll kill you,” she says. “Even if it means using magic and putting a massive bullseye on my back to do so.”

      Swallowing hard, I turn back to Rainey and move toward her—pained step after pained step. When I make it to her side, I reach forward and brush the hair from the side of her throat. The artery in her neck is going to be the fastest, so I lean down.

      “You won’t die,” I whisper before biting down.

      Her blood fills my mouth—coppery tang tinged with the bitter toxin flowing freely through her veins. It burns going down, making my insides feel as though they’re on fire. The inferno spreads through my body with each drink, and I grip the sides of the bed, burying my fingers in the padding of the mattress.

      My knees give out, and I stumble. The poison is potent, my body convulsing with each pull at Rainey’s vein.

      “Elijah!” Someone yells my name, so I release Rainey and fall back into the tray of tools. Metal clatters to the floor, and I struggle to breathe, the explosion in my body spreading through every single organ, every nerve ending.

      I’m angry.

      Enraged that someone would do this to her.

      And I’m pretty damn sure that fury is the only thing keeping my body going right now.

      “Get him up,” Bronywyn orders.

      Tarnley blurs through the room toward me, lifting me from the ground as though I weigh nothing more than a small child and setting me in a chair.

      My stomach revolts, churning and burning as it works to expel its contents. “I’m going to be—”

      “Here.” Tarnley shoves a trash can under my face, and I cling to it as Rainey’s blood comes right back up. Sweat beads my skin, and tender fingers grasp my hair, holding it out of my face like I’m some drunk human.

      “Thanks,” I mutter to Jane as Bronywyn holds a blood bag in front of my face.

      “Drink it,” she orders. I don’t argue. My body needs the blood to heal, we may be pretty damn resistant, but the way I feel right now? I’m closer to death than I’ve ever felt. I can barely taste the copper on my tongue, but I force it down anyway.

      I’m already starting to feel better by the time I squeeze the last drop from the bag.

      “She should pull through.” Bronywyn turns toward me, and I look around Jane to Rainey. Her color is even more pale, but a blood bag hangs from the ceiling, the crimson liquid traveling through a clear tube and into Rainey.

      “I didn’t take too much?”

      “No. And you stopped pretty easily.”

      Cringing at the memory of the flavor, I shake my head. “It was not a difficult thing to do. She didn’t taste—” I glance at Jane, who seems completely unbothered by the fact that I’m describing how her best friend tasted. “The toxin was apparent in her blood.”

      “I’m surprised we didn’t smell it,” Tarnley offers, and I nod.

      “Same.”

      “I’m not. It was made to be undetected.”

      “Then how did you know?”

      She glares at me like it’s something I should have already known. “Magic.”

      “I need to go,” Jane says. “Rainey can’t know I was here.” Her gaze travels around the room.

      I nod, and soon after, both Tarnley and Bronywyn do the same.

      “I’ll walk you out,” Bronywyn offers, crossing the room and linking her arm with Jane’s.

      “Elijah?”

      I glance over at Jane.

      “What did it feel like? The toxin.”

      Turning my attention back to Rainey, I’m grateful to see she’s already getting some of her color back. “Like I want to find who sent that human to her and listen to them scream as I rip them limb from limb.”
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      Rain hammers the wooden roof of the cabin I find myself hiding out in. Me, a powerful witch, squirreling myself away like some kind of powerless human.

      It would be laughable if it weren’t my current reality.

      I used to reside in luxury, the wealthiest woman alive, and now I’ve been reduced to a secluded cabin in the center of Ireland’s deep forests. The comparison to my first life is disgusting. Never again will I be weak like her.

      The fire blazes within the hearth, casting a soft glow on the room as it fills it with warmth. After drinking the rest of my tea, I set the cup on the wooden countertop and cross the room to a table boasting my leather-bound spellbook.

      As of yet, I’ve found nothing to help me with the problem I’m currently facing.

      Yet another problem caused by a man I allowed into my bed. He seduced me as I thought I was seducing him, worming his way into my life and learning my secrets.

      My weaknesses.

      He discovered them all. And now, just like every man I’ve allowed into my home, he betrayed me.

      “We will find a way out of this,” Zeira—my only ally in this mess—promises from the corner of the room.

      Thunder booms outside, and I jump, pressing a hand to my chest.

      I’m pathetic. Jumping at the sounds of a storm.

      I used to revel in the rain—in the chaos. And because that bastard got his hands on the one thing that can end me—permanently—I clench my hands into fists at my sides.

      “Do you believe he will find us here?” I ask Zeira.

      She shakes her head. “No, I don’t believe he will find us at all.”

      I turn back toward the fire and lose my conscious thought for a moment as I stare into the flames. So much work, so much planning, and he got to the box first. A way to contain my power, making it impossible for the spell work to be woven into place.

      All the souls I collected, trapped forever along with mine.

      Sealed away in a box to be buried within the earth.

      I do not fear pain, for I have lived through the worst of it.

      I do not fear death, for I have suffered it time and again each time my heart was broken.

      But I do fear the void.
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      My body burns.

      Muscles aching, I attempt to open my eyes but am assaulted by a bright light that’s nearly as scalding as the fire that enveloped me in my dream. Fuck, was I hit by a massive truck, which then had the courtesy to back over me and try to finish the job?

      “Here,” a familiar deep voice wraps around me, and a moment later, the assault is over as the lights dim overhead.

      “Elijah?” I choke out, my throat so damned dry it might as well be sandpaper. “Where am I?”

      I sit up, muscles screaming as I do. The room is sparse, the only furniture the bed I’m lying on. Beside me, a machine beeps along with the rhythm of my heart. A long tube filled with clear liquid runs into my arm, and the white gown I’m wearing is definitely not something I had on before I got here. “Are we in the hospital? What the hell hap—” I don’t even finish the sentence before the memories rush back.

      Walking into the gym.

      A woman with a gun.

      Blinding pain.

      Three more gunshots.

      Elijah carrying me.

      He stands beside me, pale skin, blue eyes packed with emotion. His clothes are clean, not covered in my blood as I remembered them being. He’s exhausted. I can see it plain as day on his face, and what’s more is that I can feel the fear, the guilt weighing him down. Is that because of the bond Paloma told me about? How did I not notice it before?

      “We’re in a clinic,” Elijah answers as he hands me a bottle of water. Cracking the lid, I drink deeply, letting the cool liquid soothe my parched throat. “For supernaturals,” he adds.

      “Why did we have to come here?”

      “You were dying.” The last word is strained as if even mentioning that word in reference to me is painful. “The bullets were laced with a neurotoxin that tainted your blood and blocked your body’s ability to heal.”

      “She was human,” I tell him as the woman’s enraged face comes into view.

      “Yes. Tarnley’s team scrubbed the place so no one will know.”

      “How did they get the toxin out?”

      “Your mate here sucked it out of you,” a woman says as she breezes into the room. She’s beautiful—ethereal almost—and very powerful. Magic radiates off her in waves as she crosses the space to me.

      “You drank it?” I ask Elijah.

      “It came back out.”

      “How did you—” I trail off. I know what the bloodlust does to him, the way he reacts to the scent. To manage that—he must have suffered greatly.

      “I stopped him before he killed you,” the witch interjects as she comes to stand beside me.

      “Who are you?”

      “Bronywyn. Elijah and I used to be…close,” she adds with a sinister smile aimed at him.

      The way she looks at him has me tightening my hands into fists to keep myself from strangling her. The heat in her gaze—the way she looks him up and down.

      “Relax, Hunter. I’m not trying to take your mate.”

      Elijah stiffens, but I don’t react. After all, Paloma already dropped that particular knowledge bomb on me.

      “How long have I been here?”

      “A few hours.” She grabs the edges of the tape attaching the IV to my arm and rips. It stings, and I glare up at her. “Relax, you’ll heal.” Her words are sweet but laced with venom. She doesn’t like me, and I have to admit—the feeling is quite mutual.

      “Thank you for saving me,” I reply out of obligation after she pulls the catheter out of my arm.

      “I didn’t do it for either of you. As I told your mate here, I owed Tarnley.”

      Tired of feeling vulnerable, I swing my legs over the edge of the bed and stand. My muscles ache, but other than feeling like I had a hard workout, I’m pretty damn sturdy.

      The door opens again, and Tarnley breezes in, a wide smile on his face. “Glad you survived.” He holds out a red package that has my mouth watering. “I hear they’re your favorite.”

      “You are amazing.” I accept the Skittles and tear the bag open. Then, with absolutely zero class, I tip the bag up and fill my mouth.

      To my pleasure, Bronywyn looks horrified. “I’ll get you some clothes,” she says and disappears.

      “These taste so much better after I nearly die.”

      Elijah growls, obviously not appreciating my joke.

      “Your building has been taken care of,” Tarnley says.

      “She was human,” I repeat. “I couldn’t sense her at all until she’d already fired on me.”

      “Why were you there?” Elijah asks. “Did anyone know where you were going?”

      I bite down on my bottom lip. Confessing to someone who saved my life that I was freaked the hell out about a mating ritual I don’t recall seems like a pathetic excuse. Especially in front of his friend.

      “I’ll see if Bronywyn needs any help.” Tarnley disappears, and I turn to Elijah.

      “First of all. What the hell is it with your exes popping up every-fucking-where? Are there any others I should know about before they make an appearance in our lives?”

      He sighs and shakes his head. “Bronywyn was someone I passed my time with after Aoife was killed. There are no others.”

      “Okay, good.” I take another few Skittles and pop them into my mouth. “Now, as far as why I was at my sister’s gym. I needed time to process the shit day I had.”

      “Shit day? What happened?”

      “I went to see Aoife because Ramirez and I ended up with a crime scene where four witches were killed.”

      “More?” Elijah’s cheeks redden. “Why didn’t you call me?”

      I shake my head. “You do not get to judge me for not telling you something right away.”

      He stiffens. “What does that mean?”

      “Paloma told me that you mated to me. Care to explain that?”

      “Which is why you were not surprised when Bronywyn said as much.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you ran from me.” He’s hurt, and that alone makes me feel like garbage. If I’d just gone back to the house, if I’d just confronted him, then none of this would have happened.

      “I didn’t understand what it meant. You never told me.”

      “You said you cared for me.”

      “I do. But Paloma made it sound like you’ll die without me. And that’s pressure, Elijah, especially when who knows how many creatures—and now humans—are trying to kill me.”

      He cups my cheeks and stares into my eyes. “Whether we’re mated or not, you are my reason, my purpose. I would die for you. Hell, I’d live for you.”

      His words fill my heart with more warmth than I was prepared for, soothing the cracks left behind by nearly a lifetime of grief.

      A vampire who’s wanted to die for centuries and would give it all up for me? If that’s not mating ceremony worthy, then what the hell is? “When did it happen?”

      “Back in Salem. Before Doloris attacked.”

      “Is leatsa me.” It doesn’t sound nearly as potent as when he said it, and I’m pretty sure I murder the pronunciation, but I can feel the meaning behind the words even as they leave my lips. “I knew that sounded a hell of a lot more meaningful than a thank you.”

      Elijah smiles. “It means you are mine. When I tasted your blood, it sealed the promise. That as long as you live, you are mine.”

      “So we’re mated?”

      “I am bonded to you, but you are not bonded to me unless the ceremony is completed on your side.”

      “Why the hell didn’t you tell me?”

      “Honestly.” He sighs. “I didn’t want you to feel obligated.”

      “But you basically chained yourself to me. What if it hadn’t worked out?”

      Elijah shrugs. “It would have killed me. But I still would have fulfilled my end of the pledge and kept you safe.”

      I bite down on the inside of my cheek, wishing I had just gone to him in the first place. I never should have gone to that gym. It was stupid.

      A foolish calculation that could have gotten me killed.

      Fuck, it nearly did. “You should have told me. I deserved to know.”

      “I apologize.”

      “No more secrets, Elijah.”

      A muscle clenches in his jaw and he nods. “I remember our agreement.”

      Sighing, I step toward him and wrap both arms around his waist. I lean against his hard chest, inhaling his scent. I thought I was going to die.

      And despite all my earlier inclinations to be done living, I really wanted to survive. Because of him. “I guess it’s a damned good thing I felt the same then.”

      He chuckles. “I’d agree.”

      “As far as the no secrets, I think you should know what I talked with Aoife about, but I’m not telling you here.”

      The door opens, and Bronywyn stalks in, alone, a stack of clothes in her arms. She tosses them on the bed then turns to us. “Get dressed, and get out of my clinic. Last thing I need is for someone to catch a whiff of hunter.” Then, without another word, she turns and leaves the room.

      “She’s delightful,” I reply dryly as I pull away from him and start dressing.

      “It’s my fault. We didn’t end on the best of terms. She didn’t used to be so—”

      “Hospitable?” I ask sweetly as I tug on a pair of jeans that are a size too small.

      I bet the bitch did it on purpose.

      Elijah runs a hand over the back of his neck. “Exactly.”
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      Other than a slight ache in my back, I feel completely normal as I step into Jane’s café early this morning. Elijah took what I told him quite well, though he wanted to drive to Aoife’s and rip her a new one for trying to keep it from him in the first place.

      As I figured, though, he has zero intention of steering clear of anything despite the risk. It’s his choice to make, but when the time comes, I will do everything in my power to shield him from it just as he would do for me.

      And speaking of Aoife, I haven’t heard a damn thing from her. I even drove by the B&B this morning, and it’s empty, the glamour gone now that she is no longer holding it in place. I know she said it would take time—but the not knowing is driving me insane. It’s as if I’m missing a very important piece of a puzzle, the piece that will make the other pieces make sense.

      Patience, I remind myself as I allow my thoughts to drift back to an evening spent beside the vampire I’ve come to care for more than I ever thought possible. Of a night spent in blissful ignorance as we pretended the world outside didn’t exist.

      Neither of us was overly thrilled with me leaving bed this morning, but it was necessary. I smile at the memory of him. Of his fingertips trailing over my skin, pushing away the rest of the nightmares I’ve been suffering from.

      Jane glances up at me as I step inside, offering a smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

      “How’s it going?” I ask her, taking a seat at the end of the counter.

      “Not bad. You?” She sets a mug in front of me and fills it with steaming liquid.

      “Had a great morning,” I say with a smile.

      She nods but doesn’t say anything. Not a word, a joke, not even a smile. “What’s wrong?”

      Now, she forces a smile and shakes her head. “Nothing, I’m just tired. Ended up not going to bed until nearly three this morning.”

      “Three?” I gape at her. “You’re usually here at four-thirty.”

      “Hence my exhaustion.”

      “What the hell kept you up?”

      Something passes over her face so quickly I think I might have imagined it. “What else?” She smiles. “A book.”

      Of course. “Must have been some book.”

      “It was. Breakfast?”

      “Yes, please, I left Elijah in bed this morning so I didn’t get a chance to eat anything.”

      With a nod, Jane turns away and disappears into the kitchen. I study the only other patrons inside, a couple holding hands in the far corner. How nice it must be to get to enjoy a nice breakfast with the person you love. Maybe one day.

      “How are things going with Elijah?”

      My wistful daydreaming—something I’ve never done in the past—is interrupted with Jane’s question. “Really great. He makes me happy,” I reply honestly.

      Jane smiles at me. “I’m glad.”

      “How about you? Seeing anyone? Or did that guy fail to live up to your incredibly high expectations?” Jane is always searching for love, but never, in the entire time that I’ve known her, has she come close to settling down.

      She fears commitment even more than I do—or I guess did, since now I’m in a fairly long-term relationship. How long is forever again?

      Not that I’m complaining, of course.

      “Nah, that didn’t work out.”

      “Why not?”

      “We weren’t compatible in bed.”

      “As in—”

      “As in we fucked, and he took off before I had a chance to get any release,” she snaps.

      I gape at her. Jane cusses, but never—in as long as I’ve known her—has she used the word fuck, let alone referred to sex as fucking.

      I do, all the time, but she’s always been a bit more modest when it comes to that. And the anger in her voice? It’s new as well. The Jane I grew up with is always happy. It’s annoying as shit sometimes.

      “What the hell is going on with you?” I demand.

      Jane drops her head and pinches the bridge of her nose. “I’m sorry. It would just be nice to find a fraction of what you found with Elijah. I mean, is it too much to ask for an orgasm? Just a little bit of release? Someone who understands me?”

      Reaching over, I cover her hand with mine. “I understand you.”

      “Yes, but you’re missing a penis.” She pulls her hand out from under mine and disappears in the back, returning with a steaming breakfast sandwich on one of her homemade biscuits.

      My stomach growls, my mouth watering as I watch her carry it over to me and set it down on the counter. The moment it’s in front of me, I dive in.

      “You do know you have to eat. Especially if you’re exerting a ton of energy.”

      I grin up at her and swallow. “There’s the Jane I know and love.”

      “Always present. I’ll grab Ramirez’s muffin.”
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      I step into the precinct, completely satisfied, and wishing I knew someone who could give Jane everything she’s looking for.

      Unfortunately, the only single man I know is Elijah’s friend, Tarnley. And hell if I know anything about him. Then, there’s the fact that he might actually eat her, and not in the orgasmic way either. I shelve the idea for now since I probably shouldn’t be playing matchmaker when the world as I know it might very well be facing a modern-day apocalypse.

      Paloma waves at me from her office, so I set Ramirez’s muffin down on his desk and head toward her.

      “Can I come in?” I ask from the doorway, and she nods.

      “Of course.”

      Shutting the door behind me, I take a seat in the same leather chair I was in when she first told me of her ties to my world.

      “Is everything all right?”

      “You asked me to keep you apprised of any threats against me.”

      Her eyes narrow on my face, and she closes the lid of her laptop. “I did.”

      “I was nearly killed last night in my sister’s gym.”

      She pales.

      “A human woman,” I add. “She used bullets laced in neurotoxin, so they made me unable to heal myself.”

      “Shit,” she curses and shakes her head. “How did a human get the drop on you?”

      “I was distracted,” I admit. “And she walked right up behind me. I didn’t know she was there until I heard the first gunshot.”

      “If it made you unable to heal, how are you here?”

      “I managed to call Elijah. He got to me in time and took me to a supernatural healer.”

      “Bronywyn?”

      Eyebrow raised, I nod. “You know her?”

      Paloma smiles. “We have drinks on Wednesday nights. She happens to be a close friend of mine.”

      “Really?”

      Paloma chuckles. “From your confusion, I’m assuming she did not treat you warmly.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Probably has something to do with Elijah. He did a number on her a couple centuries ago.”

      I can’t imagine Elijah ever purposely breaking a heart, but from what he’s confided in me, he was nothing like he is now. “He seemed pretty upset about it.”

      Paloma nods. “How are you now?”

      “Fine.”

      “Did you have an opportunity to talk to Elijah about…” She trails off so I nod. I’m not sure when I became gal pals with her, but I’m so damn happy I’m not alone in this office that I don’t care.

      “I did. We talked things out.”

      “Good. Hell of a night you had.”

      “You can say that again.” I yawn as I get to my feet.

      “Tired?”

      “Exhausted. I haven’t been sleeping well.”

      “Can’t say I blame you there, you do have a massive bounty on your head. Speaking of—I’m assuming you’ve taken precautions, which is why you feel safe coming into the precinct? Harrie pointed out that it may be best if you hide. Something about supernatural trackers?”

      “I’ve taken precautions,” I confirm. “As much as I hate to admit it, I think it was pure chance I happened to be at the gym last night. My gut tells me she was waiting for me.”

      “Okay. I don’t want anyone in this precinct put in danger, Rainey.”

      “Neither do I. But you can’t ask me to sit this out, not when I’m this close to it and probably the only damn cop here who stands a chance at figuring it out.”

      She nods, the movement strained, and I’m pretty damn sure she’s one more near-death experience away from locking me out of here. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Will do.” I’m heading out into the bullpen just as Ramirez is sitting at his desk. He sets my mug of coffee down and grins at the muffin.

      “You spoil me.”

      “I try.”

      Removing the wrapper, he takes a bite of the blueberry muffin I grabbed from Jane’s on my way in this morning. “I hate that Kamie is not a good cook,” he says after he’s swallowed the first bite. “She tries so hard.”

      “That’s what counts. And she has someone like you who eats her food and tells her how perfect she is.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Someone’s feeling rather swoony today.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Usually you tell me I should just be honest and live on takeout for the rest of my life.”

      I shrug, and he grins at me.

      “Is it possible that the mysterious boyfriend has made a believer in the power of love out of you?”

      Heat rushes my cheeks, but I don’t bother denying it. “Maybe.”

      Ramirez throws his head back and laughs.

      “Keep laughing, and that’ll be the end of muffins for you,” I tell him as I lift my coffee and take a drink.

      “Nah, it won’t be. Because then you’d either have to drink the piss coffee they make here or figure out how to carry a steaming mug on your bike.”

      “That is true,” I admit. Trying to appear nonchalant, I pull up the database and start to type in Lucy’s information. After meeting with Aoife yesterday and talking to Elijah last night, we’ve decided she’s our next best bet. Trouble is she’s very well protected by the guards who keep watch over the council.

      Getting her alone is going to be impossible. At least I enjoy a challenge.

      “Astor.” I glance over as the captain calls my name.

      I log out of my computer. “Be back,” I tell Ramirez and stand, crossing the room to her. Expression grim, she’s the complete opposite of what she was only a few minutes ago. “What is it?”

      “You’ve got more dead witches. A lot of them.”

      “Where?”

      “Downtown. Warehouse. The pack found them this morning.”

      “How did the pack find them? I thought they were in hiding?”

      “Reggie—one of the younger ones—ventured out. They went to find him.”

      Her expression says it all. That they did find him, and that he was about as lucky as the witches.

      “Reggie was seeing a witch, and it looks like she is among the deceased.”

      “I’ll get Ramirez. We can head—”

      Paloma shakes her head. “This is supernatural business, Rainey. If we can keep Ramirez out of it, that will be best for him.”

      I nod in understanding. “Guess I should start coming up with an excuse. I’m fairly sure he thinks I’ve been sneaking out to have afternoon sex with Elijah.”

      “I’ll take care of Ramirez.”

      My phone dings.

      “That will be Cole with the address.”

      I check my screen and see a number I don’t recognize. “Who the hell is Cole?”

      “The shifter meeting you onsite. Josiah and Harrie are with Reggie’s parents.”

      After firing back a quick, on my way, I shove the phone back into my pocket. “Anything else I need to know?”

      Her jaw tightens, eyes narrowing. “There are over a dozen bodies.”

      My stomach churns at the thought of that many dead, the guilt stifling.

      The end begins with dead witches.

      How many more are going to die before we figure this shit out?
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      Waiting for Rainey to come home is going to slowly drive me insane. She’s barely been gone an hour, but just knowing she’s out there, being hunted by who the fuck knows, is hard enough. Especially now that we know it’s not just supernaturals after her.

      She was nearly gunned down in a semi-public location by a human.

      And after what Jane told me about the box, coupled with the warnings from both Stella and Aoife—let’s just say I fought the urge to cloak myself and follow her.

      There’s no telling what happened when Rainey cracked it open in Salem. What if we’re too late? What if that power is already corrupting her? What if I lose her to it? Somehow, that would be worse than her actually dying.

      I shake my head and continue reading through one of the old texts I keep hidden away in my library. No matter what, I won’t give up on her.

      She’ll have to kill me first.

      No more secrets, Elijah. I close my eyes as her words ricochet through my mind. I understand the reasoning behind Jane wishing to remain hidden. After all, if the magic does begin to corrupt Rainey and we need a way to temporarily incapacitate her, the witch could end up being the card we need to play.

      I even understand why we can’t tell Rainey of the risk she’s facing. If she knows about the power—she’s more likely to attempt to use it. Her reasoning would be to do good, I know that much.

      But I also know how corrupting dark magic can be. I’ve seen it destroy more lives than I care to admit. And there was none darker than the original witch. It’s better to keep things hidden until we know exactly what we’re dealing with and how to correct it.

      All of that doesn’t make it any easier to stomach breaking my promise, though.

      A bell chimes, so I get to my feet and head into the den. After punching in a code, I pull open the heavy silver-lined door, not surprised in the least that Tarnley is standing on the other side. He’s the only being, aside from Rainey and me, who know about this house. It’s hidden away on the outskirts of the city, far enough to not garnish any attention and close enough that I was able to connect the tunnels below to the secret entrance Tarnley is standing in now.

      It’s my backup plan, my fortress, my escape, and the place where I retreat when existing has become more of a nuisance than I can handle. And now, it’s a place where Rainey is shielded away, sleeping peacefully in my arms.

      “Tarnley,” I greet, stepping aside and shutting the door behind him.

      The den has no windows and requires a code to open the tunnels as well as the door that leads to the rest of the house.

      As I said, it’s meant to be a personal fortress.

      “How’s Rainey?”

      “Back to normal.” Or as normal as one can be when they’re missing half of their soul.

      “Glad to hear it.”

      I make my way over to the minibar. After opening the fridge, I withdraw a blood bag and pop the valve, squeezing it into a glass and handing it to my oldest friend. Then, I pour a glass of whiskey for myself.

      I turned Tarnley over two centuries ago, and he’s the only vampire in this entire bloody world I trust. He takes a seat in a leather armchair, and I follow suit, sitting across from him with a glass of whiskey. He takes a greedy drink and swirls the remaining crimson around in the glass.

      “And how are things with Aoife?”

      “Haven’t seen her since the day with Rainey. You might as well get after it, Tarnley. I know you didn’t come by to simply have a drink.”

      He nods. “We were unable to identify the woman who attacked Rainey. She has no fingerprints.”

      “Burned them off?”

      “Looks that way. Whoever she is, she’s invisible. We ran her DNA, and nothing popped.”

      “Dental?”

      “Nothing.”

      “So she was a professional.”

      “One hell of a professional,” he confirms. “We’re still looking into her, but I’d be surprised if we found anything at all.”

      “That’s unfortunate.”

      “My team took care of Salem. Figured I’d let you know we wrapped up the rest of it.”

      “They take anything?”

      He glares at me. “I wouldn’t have hired them if I couldn’t trust them.”

      “They aren’t my texts, my history—”

      “I understand why you were asking, but it doesn’t make it any less offensive. It was quite a mess you made.”

      “They left us no choice.”

      “Rainey will need new furniture.” He takes a drink. “Between the blood and smell, it was ruined.”

      “Not a problem.”

      He’s silent a moment, staring into space as though there’s something on his mind, but I don’t press. Tarnley always has something taking his attention.

      “There’s more,” he finally says.

      As I said, we’ve known each other a long damned time. “What is it?”

      “The hunt for your Astor has been leveled up. The bounty for her head has been tripled while yours has been completely removed.”

      The blood drains from my face as a chill runs up my spine. “When?”

      “Last night. Apparently, the fact that people keep dying at her hands has made others less willing to take on the task.”

      “They should just fucking quit,” I growl.

      “They won’t.”

      “Do you know who wants her dead?”

      “It’s as you thought—the order was issued by the Immortal Council.”

      Fear settles in the pit of my stomach, acid threatening to burn me from the inside. If the Immortal Council are the ones after her, it’s no longer just the humans, witches, or the vampires we need to worry about.

      It’s every single supernatural faction in the entire world. My blood ices as I consider the ramifications of what Tarnley just told me.

      If he’s right, thousands of beings have just been unleashed on one hunter, and there’s no way in hell she’ll survive it. We suspected they had something to do with it, but this confirmation—it changes things. Shifts the focus.

      “And they’ve put a deadline on it.”

      “When?”

      He meets my gaze. “All Hallows Eve.”

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” I push to my feet and begin to pace. “That’s only two days away!”

      “They are going to come after her with everything they have. I know you don’t want to, but have you considered how dangerous this is? Your relationship with her is going to cost you your life.”

      “I won’t leave her,” I tell him through clenched teeth.

      “I never said you should. But I want you to fully understand what you’re up against. Best case scenario? She dies a quick hunter death. Worst case? They torture you both. Make no mistake, they will find her—and anyone who helps the both of you.”

      I whirl on him, rage burning through my body at the very thought of someone putting their hands on her. Based on Tarnley’s startled expression, that anger is clear on my face.

      “You know she’s my mate, Tarnley. You can’t expect me to sit by and just fucking let her die.”

      He stands. “I don’t expect that, brother. But I want to know that if I’m going to leave this earth, it’s for a damn good reason.”

      I cross both arms over my chest, my anger toward him dissipating in a puff of smoke. “You don’t need to be a part of this.”

      Tarnley scoffs. “You know I do. Your reckless behavior is what makes life fun. Without it, things would be rather uneventful.”

      My friend has always been a bit closed off, even more so after his mate was killed. His words might as well have been a declaration of love—of friendship—and they surprise me as much as the thought of him dying over my situation terrifies me.

      “I do not deserve your loyalty.”

      “You gave me life, Elijah. I was nothing before, a drunk man lying in the filth of pig shit. Without you, I never would have met Allison, never would have understood what it felt like to be loved. My brother, I owe you every damn thing, and if dying at your side is the way I go out? I’ll consider that one hell of a life lived.”

      I fight the emotion welling up inside of me. Instead, I reach out a hand and shake his, clasping my other hand on his forearm. “I cannot even begin to tell you what your words mean to me.”

      “Any clue where to start?”

      After releasing his hand, I reach into my pocket and retrieve my phone. “There’s a lot more you need to know,” I say. “But I need to bring in Jane. She’s more knowledgeable than I am.”

      I tap her contact information as Tarnley strolls back over to my bar and pours himself a glass of whiskey.

      “What is it?”

      “We have something we need to discuss,” I tell her. “I’m texting you an address. Get here as soon as you can.”

      “On my way.”
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      I pull up beside a lifted black Tahoe. A man wearing black-rimmed aviators hops out. Wearing a fitted black T-shirt and dark wash jeans, he’s exactly the kind of person you would expect to find working security at a rock concert.

      Small, black gauges in both ears, his light hair is cropped short on the sides and combed up to a short mohawk on the top of his head. A trimmed beard covers the bottom half of his face, his mouth set in a tight line. Tattoos climb up both arms, intricate designs that catch my eye, holding my attention as he walks toward me.

      “Rainey?” he asks and removes his sunglasses to reveal cognac eyes.

      “Cole?”

      He nods and holds out a hand. “Good to meet you.”

      “You too.”

      “I’m just sorry it’s under such shit circumstances.” He nods toward the silver warehouse in front of us, and I start walking toward it, following him.

      Magic permeates the air—the pungent power encircling the warehouse. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever felt.

      “You feel it too?” he asks.

      “What is it?”

      “However they died—it was not natural.” He grips the handle and yanks the door open. “Stella?”

      The witch stands in the center of the bodies, her brightly colored dress a direct contrast with the grim scene before me. “I came to see—” her voice cracks. “So much pain.”

      Cole rushes toward her, catching the seer before she crumples. “You shouldn’t have come, Stella. That’s why we didn’t call you.”

      “They suffered greatly, Cole. All of them.”

      “Reggie?” he asks, and she nods.

      “Perhaps it was the worst for him. He came in the middle of it.”

      Tears burn in the corners of my eyes as I walk into the room.

      As a cop, I’ve seen horrible shit that would give even the most steel-backed people nightmares. I’ve seen countless bodies in countless crime scenes. But this? The thirteen women sprawled in a circle, covered in blood, and the single male—the young shifter—reaching for the dead as if his touch could save the one he loved, kills me. I feel a rage so fucking strong burn through me I’m sure I’ll combust right the fuck here.

      “This is—” Stella cracks and shakes her head.

      “I’m going to take her outside,” Cole offers.

      I nod as he passes me, Stella on his arm. Before she moves fully past me though, she reaches out and grabs my arm. “They did not die for nothing,” she says. “Make it count.”

      “I will,” I promise. Though I already fear who killed them and why. If the original witch is looking for a power boost—the women here must have nearly overloaded her.

      I start at the witch who died reaching for her lover. She’s a petite blonde, her hair matted with blood, her throat sliced open. She’s wearing a white dress just like the others, her brown eyes glassy and staring up at the ceiling. My guess is she’s no older than twenty-two.

      She should have had a life ahead of her. A love, children if she chose, and yet she ended up dead on the concrete floor of a warehouse.

      “Emmy,” Cole says from behind me.

      I glance back at him, but he’s not looking at me. His gaze is trained firmly on the dead shifter.

      “Her name was Emmy. She and Reggie have been seeing each other in secret for about two years.”

      “If it was secret, how did you know?”

      “He was my brother.”

      A wave of pain slams into me. I can feel it—potent and fresh. “I’m so sorry,” I offer and turn back to the young shifter who died beside the woman he loved. I’m surprised I didn’t see the resemblance before. But now that I know, it’s there in the shape of their faces, the color of their eyes. My anger churns, morphing into something bordering on grief. I know what he’s feeling—finding his sibling dead.

      I’ve been there.

      And it nearly destroyed me.

      “Find who did this, Rainey Astor,” he says tightly.

      “I will,” I promise. “Do you know who the other women were?”

      “Some.” He moves away from his brother, his movements forced. “I recognize almost everyone here, though I don’t know all of their names.”

      “Who do you know?”

      He points to a dark-haired girl lying to the right of Emmy. “That is Jessie Hostas. Beside her is Robin Drawl.” Cole walks around the outside of the circle and points to another woman—this one quite a bit older than the rest of the group. “That is Fleur Leramy. She was their coven leader.”

      She’s the only one not covered in blood. The only one with her throat still intact. “Do you happen to know where she lived?”

      He nods. “I can take you there.”

      “Good. I need to snap a few photos. I want to show Elijah.” I expect him to ask who the hell Elijah is, but he just nods curtly.

      “That’s fine. I’ll be outside.” Cole turns to leave, and I face the dead.

      “I’ll stop her,” I whisper to them. “I swear it.”

      Every woman in here—besides Fleur—was killed in the exact same way. They all wear white dresses—a symbol of purity, peace—in complete opposition to the manner by which they were killed.

      It makes my stomach churn, my chest tighten, so I quickly take the images I need before following Cole outside.

      He’s standing near his vehicle, cell phone to his ear.

      “He’s letting Josiah know what you found,” Stella says as she takes a drink from her water bottle.

      I nod.

      “Could you feel their pain?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “No, but I will find who did this.” I reach forward to rest my hand on her forearm. “And I will bring them to justice.” I don’t tell her that I fear I know who committed the horrible crime in the warehouse behind us and that, while I promised the dead women I would stop her, I’m not entirely sure I can.

      Stella smiles softly. “I know you will find out. And I look forward to the day.” Before I can remove my hand, she grips it with hers and stares at me. “Oh, child.”

      “What?”

      A chill surges through me even as sweat beads on my skin. All originating from where her hand is touching mine. My mind flashes back to Doloris branding me in Salem, and I fight to pull my hand away.

      Even as I pull, her grip grows tighter.

      “You don’t know what’s coming, do you?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      She leans in closer, her snow-white eyes wide. “Darkness. You won’t survive it.”

      Finally ripping my hand from her grasp, I stumble backward. Stella shakes her head, her eyes clearing as she looks upon me with sadness.

      “What the fuck does that mean? What darkness?”

      “It is going to swallow you whole, Rainey Astor. And it will consume all those who you hold dear.”

      “What’s going on?” Cole demands as he rushes to my side. He looks from me to Stella, probably trying to figure out who was the offending party.

      “Nothing,” I lie. I’m sure he heard the warning, shifter hearing is on the same level as vampires and hunters, but thankfully he doesn’t press.

      “If you’d like to go see Fleur’s place, we need to do it now. Josiah said word is already spreading, and her place is going to be swarming with witches looking to collect relics they believe hold any trace of her power.”

      I nod, though I don’t immediately tear my gaze away from Stella.

      Darkness is coming, child.

      Her warning fresh on my mind, I force myself to turn away and head for my motorcycle.
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      Fleur’s place is only about five blocks from the warehouse their bodies were discovered in. From the outside, it appears like any other house on the street.

      Pristine siding, green grass, bright floral blooms in boxes near the front door. Hell, her house even has a worn tire swing hanging from a large tree on the lawn.

      But the moment we step over the threshold, I can see just how twisted the coven leader was. Antique photographs are pinned to nearly every inch of her pale-yellow walls. And every single one of them features the same woman—a brunette with dead eyes.

      And I say dead not because she’s actually deceased but because the evil is apparent even in an image of her.

      “Rainey? You may want to take a look at this.”

      I turn toward Cole and focus on the wall directly behind me. “Holy shit.” Images of Delaney and me are scattered over the wall. Some are of us together, some of me at work, going home, at the bar. Hell, she even caught a few of me while I was in disguise.

      “What the hell is she doing with pictures of me?” I reach forward and pull a newspaper clipping from the wall.

      Rookie detective busts drug ring.

      Detective Rainey Astor made local history this afternoon when she uncovered a thread that led to the discovery of the largest cocaine business in Billings’ history. Astor has been an officer with the Billings Police Department for over a decade but just made detective last week.

      The image accompanying the article is one I remember well. Mainly because it had been taken the day I buried my sister. I’m still wearing the black dress I wore to her funeral.

      I’d gone straight to the precinct from the burial and threw myself into work. I’d already submitted for the warrants, and they’d come through that afternoon.

      “Seems she had a thing about you and Del.”

      I glance over at him, unsure why I’m surprised. It seems Delaney knew everybody and told me about none of them. “You knew Delaney?”

      He nods but doesn’t elaborate. “Any idea why Fleur would have these pictures?”

      “I have no clue.” Amongst the photos and newspaper clippings detailing my career is a copy of my birth certificate and a detailed map of the stars on the day I was born. It seems Fleur has been tracking me for my entire life, though I have no damn clue why.

      Why the hell would the head of a witch coven be tracking the birth of a hunter? Could it be because of the Lunar Divide? Because of my ancestral link to the original witch?

      You know why, a voice whispers. You must embrace it.

      I shake my head.

      “You okay?” Cole asks, and I nod.

      “Let’s go see what else this witch knew.” We move deeper into the house, but for the most part, everything else is typical.

      Dishes in the sink, food in the refrigerator. Unmade bed, dirty clothes in the bin.

      Nothing that suggests this woman knew she was going to die. Hell, her coffee mug is still sitting beneath the drip, the timer set to six a.m.

      So either she had no idea she was not coming home, or she made zero preparations, which is possible, but not probable based on my experience. Most of the time, if someone knows they won’t be coming home, there are signs.

      A finalization of what they know.

      It typically only happens with supernaturals—seers in particular.

      I head back through the house toward the garage. As I move, I take note of the framed photos on the walls. After stopping in front of one, in particular, a group shot framed in gold, I study the faces.

      Every single one of the women in the image was at that warehouse.

      Every single one except a woman with short blonde hair at the edge of the photograph. I pull out my phone and take a picture then head toward where Cole called me. I find him staring up at an attic pull-down inside the single-car garage.

      “Smell it?” he asks.

      I inhale deeply, my enhanced senses not picking up anything. “I don’t smell anything.”

      He studies me curiously. “You’re a hunter.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you don’t smell that?”

      “No.”

      “Hmm.” Without elaborating, he grabs the ladder and starts climbing.

      I close my eyes and attempt to sense whatever the hell it is again, but there’s nothing. For good measure, I try to take in the sounds around me, outside of this house.

      But once again, there’s nothing.

      What the hell?

      “You’re going to want to see this,” Cole calls down at me.

      I shove the panic at my seemingly lost senses down, setting it aside for later. Could be a totally normal explanation for the loss of my senses. After all, I did nearly die last night. Maybe the toxin still hasn’t worn off? Or maybe the house is spelled?

      The old wooden ladder creaks as I climb. When I get to the top, Cole offers me his hand, but I ignore it and climb onto the wooden platform. The place is pitch black, which is unusual. No streaks of sunshine sneak through vents that should have been present to keep the airflow in the attic.

      “I can’t see anything.”

      Cole taps the screen of his cell phone, and light floods the room.

      My mouth falls open, my heart rate rapidly increasing as I take in the disturbing sight before me.

      Ashen-white bones cover every inch of the surrounding walls. They’ve been meticulously organized, care and effort taken to line the entire attic space, running from the floor to the ceiling. A chill runs up my spine, the feeling akin to what I imagine people feel descending into a catacomb. Only there, you expect to see bones.

      “You couldn’t smell the death?” Cole asks, and I shake my head. “You can’t sense their power?” he asks.

      “No. What were they?”

      “Witches, shifters, vampire—” He trails off and inhales, his cognac eyes brightening with the shifter power in his blood. “I even sense a fae.” He steps forward on the wooden platform of the room. “I’ve heard rumors of dark witches gaining power from bones, but I’ve never seen it.”

      “How the hell did she manage to capture and kill this many supernaturals and not end up on the Immortal Council’s radar?”

      “It’s possible that she found them already dead,” he says. “She wouldn’t have had to be the one to make the kill in order to capitalize on it.” He glances around, his light shining over the dead. “There must be over three dozen bodies up here. And based on the scent? Not all of them have been dead long enough to warrant only being bone. She must have stripped them magically.”

      “Witches can do that?” I’ve never heard of the ability to dissolve skin, muscle, or any other tissue, but based on the number of bones here—I can’t imagine that was the difficult part.

      Especially if Cole is right and there’s a fucking fae. How would she have managed to get her hands on a fae?

      “Dark witches can do just about anything,” he tells me. “And Fleur was into some dark shit.” He uses his phone light to creep forward toward an altar on the opposite side of the room.

      “Careful,” I warn and pull out my own cell. “I’m calling Elijah, he needs to see this.”

      “Is everything all right?” Elijah asks on the first ring.

      “I’m fine, but I have something you’re going to want to see. Can I text you the address?”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “Great. I’ll do it now. Get here as soon as you can. We’re in the garage attic.” I end the call and fire off a text with the address before returning to my study of the room. Death lingers in this place, its chilling fingers wrapped around each one of these bones.

      And while I may not have my enhanced senses, I don’t need them to know that these souls did not die peacefully, and they sure as hell aren’t at rest now.

      “Rainey?”

      I jump. “Shit, Elijah. How the hell did you do that?” Turning, I shine my light over him just as he’s climbing the attic steps.

      “I ran.”

      “You’re going to get spotted one of these days.”

      “Unlikely. What the fuck is this place?”

      “You sense it too?” Cole asks.

      Elijah nods. “You belong to Josiah’s pack?”

      “I do.”

      “Cole met me at a crime scene this morning,” I fill him in. “Thirteen dead witches and one dead shifter.”

      “Thirteen?”

      “Thirteen,” I confirm and pull up my phone to show him the images from the scene. Elijah studies them, face taut. “Sacrificial ritual,” he says tightly. “I’ve only ever seen one that size, and it sent an entire village into ruin.”

      “The only woman without her throat cut is Fleur Leramy. This is her house.”

      Turning his attention away from the images I took earlier, he begins to move about the attic space, examining it using the beam of Cole’s phone light. “So many dead,” he whispers. “Shifter, vampire, witch—”

      “Fae,” Cole adds. “There’s fae up here too.”

      “Fuck. How did she get her hands on fae bones?”

      “My guess is she somehow stumbled onto it when it was already dead. I knew Fleur, albeit not well, but I doubt she’d have the power to take on a fae and survive.”

      “All that power released into Billings.” Elijah turns to me. “How do you feel?”

      “Fine, why?”

      “You nearly died last night,” he says nonchalantly, but his eyes avert quickly, something not typical of the man I’ve grown to know. I stare at him as he turns away. What are you keeping from me?

      “Motherfucker,” Cole growls.

      I rush over toward him, Elijah beside me, and stare down at the book centered on the altar. It’s a list of names, most of which I don’t recognize. “What are these?”

      “The bones here, she kept record of them.” He slides his finger down the page, and I read line after line, name after name, until—

      “Oh no,” grief clenches my heart, suffocating me as my stomach fills with dread. Inky black tendrils of pain—panic—slither around me as I read.

      Mellie Astor.

      Steven Astor.

      Delaney Astor.

      “No. No. No.” I back away from the book, feeling the bones around me closing in. They’re here. My family. Trapped here in this place.

      Lonely.

      Unrest.

      “How? I buried them, Elijah.” Tears burn in the corners of my eyes, slipping down my cheeks. “They can’t be here. It’s impossible.”

      “Rainey,” he whispers.

      “I buried them!” I scream, my stomach churning. “I put their souls to rest. They shouldn’t have ended up here.”

      “I’ll have Tarnley check their graves,” Elijah offers.

      “Did she kill them?” I ask aloud.

      “It’s possible,” Cole says. “But based on the others I’m seeing, my guess would be she stole the bodies after they were already dead.”

      “She stole my family.” The edges of my vision begin to fade, black spots covering what I can still see. I suck in a deep breath as rage, unlike anything I’ve ever experienced, surges through me. Something sinister creeps beneath my skin, and I drop my phone to run my hands up my arms as I try to rub it away, make it disappear.

      It feels wrong.

      I feel violated.

      Broken.

      And really fucking angry.

      “Rainey?” Elijah’s voice calls to me within the recesses of my mind. The dark place I go when the entire fucking world is falling apart around me.

      I shake my head as hands grip my arms and hold me. Elijah’s fast heart slams in his chest beneath my cheek, and I focus on that sound as I attempt to regain control.

      He is my rock.

      My shield.

      And if need be—my blade.

      Knowing those three truths, I’m able to bring myself back from the brink. One shaky breath after the other, I cling to him.

      My family has been dead for years, this does not change that.

      “We need to give them all a proper burial,” I whisper and pull away from Elijah.

      Cole is still staring down at the book. “I’m so sorry, Del,” he whispers before turning to me. “We will.” He turns the flashlight off on his phone and taps the screen before putting it to his ear. “I need as many as you can spare, Josiah. Fleur’s place. We need two vans, too,” he adds before ending the call.

      “Come on,” Elijah urges, gripping my hand and pulling me toward the ladder. I shake my head.

      “I want to stay.”

      “You’re sure?” He narrows his gaze on my face.

      “This is the closest I’ve been to them since—” My voice cracks beneath the weight of the lump in my throat. “I need to stay until they’re gone.”

      He nods and comes to stand beside me, his hand around my waist as we linger amongst the dead.

      The forgotten.

      The restless.

      How strange it is that I feel just as lost as they are.
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      Rainey stands beside me. We’re surrounded by shifters and witches alike. Other than Tarnley and myself, there are no vampires here tonight.

      But we’re selfish bastards, and very few of us mourn our dead.

      By the time they’d loaded all the bodies into the van, there had been thirty-nine dead. Nearly forty souls trapped within the confines of that room for who the fuck knows how long.

      My hope is that some—if not all of them—had already moved on before she got ahold of their bones.

      An owl hoots somewhere in the distance. Our only light is the beams coming from the vehicles parked around us.

      The shifters finish covering the funeral pyre with the bones, stacking them neatly around the sheet-wrapped bodies of the fourteen dead. Then, they step back, and Josiah comes forward.

      “Tonight, we lay these tortured souls to rest. Shifters, witches, vampires, and hunters,” he says, his gaze falling on Rainey. She chokes on a sob and nods.

      I can feel her pain as if it were my own. Hell, it is my own.

      Delaney was my friend, and while I didn’t know Rainey’s parents, I do know they deserved a hell of a lot better than this.

      “They have been trapped—held captive by a dark witch—but tonight, they will be set free. Tonight, we are not separate factions. We are reminded that we come from the same world. A world that’s been at war for far too long.”

      His words resonate with me, and glancing around, I see them settle into the minds of every single supernatural in attendance tonight.

      The witches nod even as they cling to themselves, tears streaming down their cheeks.

      The shifters clench their fists at their sides, barely containing their animal forms in their rage—their grief.

      We may be monsters to the humans—but we mourn our losses. We have our traditions, our beliefs, and Fleur shit all over those when she removed the bones from their graves.

      “Be free my friends. Seek your final resting place.”

      Cole—the shifter I met in the attic earlier—hands Josiah a torch, then lights another and walks to one of the witches—a tall brunette. He continues making his way around the circle and stops between Rainey and me.

      We each take an offered torch and step toward the pyre. I reach down and thread the fingers of my free hand with hers, and she glances down at them before turning up to mine.

      Firelight dances over her face, shimmering off the tears slipping down her cheeks. Then, she nods, and we meet Josiah’s gaze. He tosses his torch onto the pyre first, the rest of us following suit and stepping back as flames engulf the dead.
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      “How are you?”

      The room is dark around us, not a sound in the world but for our own hearts beating.

      “You mean since I discovered that the bones of my parents and sister were held hostage so a psychotic witch could siphon off the magic left behind?”

      I kiss the top of her head. “It was a lot, Rainey.”

      “You can say that again.” She sits up, the blanket pooling at her waist. “I’ve grieved their deaths,” she tells me. “I’ve cried, screamed, raged—all of it. Hell, after Delaney died, I woke up covered in blood and surrounded by the dead with no clue how I got there.”

      “Your first blackout?” I clarify.

      “Yes. I don’t even remember killing anything, Elijah, but they were all dead.”

      “Supernaturals?”

      “Vampires,” she answers. “I didn’t know it at the time, though. But I checked the gumline of the bodies—the ones I could anyway. They were vampire.”

      “How many did you kill?”

      “Ten.”

      I gape at her. If Rainey was able to take out nearly a dozen vampires alone and in the middle of a fucking blackout—

      “So if I already grieved them,” she interrupts my thoughts. “Why is it hurting so badly now? Like I lost them all over again?”

      I sit up, scooting back against the headboard and running my fingers over her bare back. Her skin is smooth, warm beneath my fingertips. “It re-opened the injury. Picked the scab and revealed the wound beneath.”

      “That’s a disturbing and accurate description.” The ghost of a smile passes over her lips.

      I shrug.

      “I wish Fleur was still alive so I could get my answers and kill her.”

      “If I could bring her back for you, I would.”

      Rainey glances back at me and smiles again. Then, she rotates around so she’s facing me. I drop my hand to her hip. “Piecing together puzzles is literally my job. I solve murders, Elijah. So why the hell am I having so much trouble with all of this? Especially given the information from Aoife? What am I missing? Why did Fleur die? How did she die? With all that power, she should have been a hell of a lot harder to kill.”

      “It’s more difficult because you’re emotionally invested. Looking down on something makes it much easier to see the working parts. But when you’re in the thick of it, searching through the rubble is a hell of a lot more challenging.”

      “We know that Delaney left me that box and the folder. But how do we figure out what’s in the fucking thing if we can’t open it?”

      “I have some more texts to search through tomorrow.”

      “And if the answer isn't there?”

      I sigh. “Then I guess we’re just going to have to take a risk and open the fucking thing.”

      Her face softens. “You will open it?”

      “We will open it. I promised you.” I don’t tell her that I have no intention of letting her open it until I have, that if there’s anything inside, I’d rather it kill me than her. I don’t mention her best friend—or the ties she has with everything we’re currently dealing with. That I already know what’s inside.

      And the lies are poison in my veins.

      “I hope Aoife returns soon.”

      “I hope she has some answers for us,” I reply. And I hope she doesn’t get herself killed looking for them.

      “I’ll head over to the B&B tomorrow morning and see if she’s back yet. She needs to know about the thirteen.”

      There’s no need for my reply. Rainey knows I agree. And if Aoife can figure out what the hell is going on, it’ll remove a lot of stress off our plates. I trail my fingers up her back and twirl them in the silky strands of her dark hair. “I care for you, Rainey,” I tell her. “I hope you can see how much.”

      “I care for you, too. And it terrifies me,” she adds, her eyes brimming with tears when she glances back at me.

      “Why?”

      “I’ve lost so much, Elijah. My parents, my grandmother, my sister. They’re all dead—everyone I ever loved. What if this world claims you too?”

      It’s not me I’m worried about. I reach up and cup her face. She leans into my touch, closing her eyes for just a moment before meeting my gaze in the soft moonlight sneaking in through the window.

      “I am damned old,” I tell her. “Creatures have tried to kill me for centuries. Some have nearly succeeded—but I’m still here.”

      “You bound yourself to me, Elijah. What’s going to happen if they kill me? Will you survive? Be able to move on?”

      She voices my worst fear. I swallow hard and shake my head. “There’s not a chance in hell,” I tell her honestly.

      “And that’s what I’m afraid of. I didn’t mind dying before. I was the only member of my family left, and honestly? There was a time I didn’t want to keep breathing. But then I met you, and knowing you won’t survive if I don’t—that terrifies me even more than the reaper himself.”

      “Then live for me, Rainey. You are everything to me now, my reason for being, and for you, I would move Heaven and Earth. I would stroll into the deepest pits of Hell if it meant never having to say goodbye. You are my light even as you call to the darkest parts of me. Promise me that you’ll keep breathing, that your heart will keep beating. Swear to me that you won’t give in, that you will live—even if it’s just for me.”

      A tear slips down her cheek, and she nods. “I promise.”

      I pull her toward me, claiming her lips with mine and sealing the oath. There’s not a future without Rainey in it.

      And if we must leave Billings—if we have to disappear until Halloween passes and the threat to her life abates, there’s not a damn place I won’t go.
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      Thankfully, Jane’s coffee shop is slow this morning. I managed to talk Elijah into grabbing breakfast with me. A slice of normal in the abnormal. And after the last twenty-four hours I’ve had? I need some sustenance and some fucking normalcy.

      Thirteen dead witches.

      One dead shifter.

      Countless dead supernaturals, including three of the most important people in my life.

      And that’s not even taking into consideration the multiple crime scenes I’m dealing with in my professional life and the five additional dead witches.

      What’s even worse? There’s not a single lead between them.

      I know why Elijah doesn’t want to open that box, especially since All Hallows Eve is tomorrow and there’s no telling what the contents have to do with the Lunar Divide, but shit, we may not have an option.

      If it started it, chances are there’s something in there that can stop it.

      Or just make it all worse.

      I lead Elijah further into the restaurant, and we take seats at the end of the counter. Minnie smiles and waves at us as she takes the order from two women sitting at a table in the far corner.

      Jane comes out of the kitchen, her eyes widening slightly when she sees Elijah and me. Her surprise disappears quickly though, and soon she’s smiling and setting two mugs in front of us. “Hey, guys. Surprised to see you this morning. Shouldn’t you be at work?” she asks me with a narrowed gaze.

      I wish I could tell her everything.

      That I cremated three members of my family last night.

      That their ashes are floating in the Montana breeze, settling somewhere I’ll never be able to visit even if I wanted to.

      Instead, I force a smile. “We had a late morning.”

      “Breakfast?” she asks us, and I nod.

      “Surprise me.”

      “You’ve got it.” Her gaze drifts to Elijah. “You?”

      “No, thank you. Coffee is fine for me.”

      Jane turns to leave, and Elijah lifts his mug. I glance over at Minnie, who’s grinning from ear to ear as she stares at me.

      He’s so hot! She mouths, and I can’t help but smile. There’s my slice of normalcy. My human friend commenting on how hot my boyfriend is. Can it get any more normal than that?

      She comes toward me and stops in front of us. “Hey, Rainey.”

      “Minnie, this is Elijah. Elijah, this is Minnie.”

      Elijah reaches across the counter and offers her a hand. Minnie stiffens—her ex-boyfriend’s abuse no doubt behind the fear reflected in her eyes. Elijah’s patient though, and she recovers soon, reaching across. His large hand engulfs hers, and she relaxes. “So lovely to meet you, Minnie,” he says with a smile.

      “You too. I’ve heard quite a bit about you.”

      Elijah flashes a grin at me, and I feel heat rush to my cheeks. Another normalcy I can be grateful for. Apparently, I can still get mildly embarrassed. “I hope it was all good things.”

      “Definitely good things.”

      Elijah releases Minnie’s hand, and she turns as the bell over the door dings. “Excuse me.”

      As soon as she’s out of earshot, Elijah turns to me. “She’s had a rough life.”

      “Abusive ex. Jack and I took care of him though.”

      “Two hunters took out a human?”

      “Not like that. But Jack volunteered to get sucker-punched for the greater good.”

      “So you arrested him, then?”

      “I did. He’s out now, but I made damned sure to let him know just how unhappy I was that he put his hands on Minnie.”

      Elijah grins at me. “You’re a wonderful person.”

      My chest tightens painfully. “Thanks.” Not wanting to bring attention to myself, I resist the urge to rub my palm against the knot.

      “Here you go.” Jane sets a plate down in front of me. A croissant with egg, bacon, and cheese. Something I normally would love that’s now making my stomach churn. Saliva pools in my gut as the hair on the back of my neck stands on end.

      The bell over the door dings, and I’m slammed with dread so potent that it nearly knocks me off my seat. I turn my head and meet the nearly black eyes of a man wearing black leather pants and a shirt to match. His gaze is trained on me, so there’s no mistaking why he’s here.

      “Get everyone out,” I tell Jane.

      “What’s wr—” her gaze follows mine toward the new patron. I get to my feet, and Elijah follows suit, coming to stand beside me.

      “Hi!” Minnie greets. “What can I get you?”

      The stranger tilts his head to the side and studies her with the intensity of a scientist looking at a parasite through a microscope. Then, he lifts his hand, and Minnie flies backward into the coffee machine.

      People scream.

      They run.

      He turns his attention on me. I don’t have my gun, so I reach into my boot and withdraw my blade. “Warlock,” I growl.

      “Hunter,” he replies. “You’re going to make me rich.”

      “I don’t think so,” Elijah growls and rushes toward him.

      With the fling of his palm, the ancient vampire flies backward, past me and into a wall. But instead of falling, he remains suspended, fighting against an invisible hold.

      “Jane, run!” I roar.

      Minnie groans and pulls the warlock’s attention just long enough that I lunge for him. Dropping my shoulder, I nearly reach him, but I’m a second too late. He turns back to me in time to send me flying backward. I slam into the wall beside Elijah. Teeth bite down on my tongue, and I spit out blood as I stand.

      “I’m going to kill you,” I growl, the voice not entirely my own.

      He cocks his head to the side, confused, and I have to wonder if he hadn’t tried to pin me with power like he did Elijah.

      I spin and fling the dagger I’ve somehow managed to hold on to while being thrown around like a rag doll. End over end, it flies, but he moves to the side just in time to avoid being impaled.

      No big deal though since I wasn’t counting on the dagger hitting him. I use this new distraction to charge. I drop my shoulder and slam into him, sending us both skidding backward over the floor. Before he can recover, I ball up my fist and ram it down into his jaw.

      “Come on, Minnie! Get up!” Jane calls, though I don’t turn my attention to either of them as I pin the warlock to the ground, hand at his throat. He growls.

      “Rainey!” Elijah roars as pain explodes in my side. I glance over and see the hilt of a blade sticking out of my abdomen.

      Rage blooms inside of me, infecting me like a disease. Something slithers beneath the surface of my skin—a monster begging to be released.

      Power calling to me.

      I shake my head. Now is not the time to lose myself.

      I waver just enough that he rips his hand out from beneath my left knee, and he sends me flinging off of him, skidding across the floor. The dagger impacts with the ground and rips out of me, tearing my skin.

      Someone screams, and he turns toward the counter where Minnie and Jane were. “Run!” I yell. Jane stands, Minnie at her side. He sends my best friend backward, pinning her to the wall beside Elijah.

      Before Minnie can make it to the door, he clenches his fist. She grasps at her throat, fighting for air as her feet leave the ground.

      “Let her go!” I scream and rush toward him.

      He raises his other hand, stopping me in place. I push back against the invisible shield, making his power waver briefly.

      Free us.

      We can save her.

      We can save them all. Together.

      “Should I kill you?” he asks, his tone soft.

      I fight at the invisible hold, my lungs burning as I gasp for breath. Behind me, Elijah roars again, but I don’t dare turn around.

      I hold Minnie’s terrified gaze as I fight to free myself.

      “Minnie!” I scream. “Let her go! You fucking bastard!”

      He glances back at me. “She means something to you? This human?”

      “You can have me. Just let her go,” I plead. The barrier gives just enough that I can take a step. His eyes widen.

      I meet Minnie’s gaze again, and I can see it in there—the silent acknowledgment of death.

      I try to scream, the blurriness of my vision steadily closing in on me. And then her neck snaps, and she goes limp.

      I fucking lose control.

      She falls to the ground.

      The barrier holding me in place crumbles, and I throw my head back to scream, the sound layered with dozens of other voices, all equally enraged.

      Call to us.

      Let us help.

      We are you.

      Kill him.

      He murdered her.

      He deserves to die.

      A sob breaks free. Minnie was a kind, gentle soul, and he ripped her from the world too soon.

      Just like Delaney, the voice purrs. She’s dead just like your sister.

      Like your parents.

      Like the others who burned last night.

      Call upon us, we will destroy him together.

      “I want to kill him,” I whisper.

      Then we will.

      Power, unlike anything I’ve ever felt, surges through me, and I glare at the warlock, who is staring at me with a new appreciation and a hell of a lot of fear. I grin and roll my shoulders.

      He turns to run, but I raise a hand and he moves with it. Lifting higher, higher, until he’s pinned to the roof by an invisible force.

      “I’m going to rip you apart,” I say, my voice no longer my own. “Stupid boy. You have no idea what I am.”

      Somewhere inside, I can hear myself screaming to stop. That this is a path I won’t recover from, but Minnie’s dead body is deserving of justice I can’t enact on my own.

      Elijah and Jane’s lives depend on this moment.

      On this power.

      Power they give me.

      I need the voices.

      Just as they need me.

      “Who sent you?” I demand.

      He sneers at me. “More will be coming. We’ll kill everyone you love until you fall.”

      “Wrong answer.” I snap my finger, and bone cracks. His face contorts in pain and he opens his mouth on a blood-curdling scream that would have bothered me before.

      Now, I smile.

      “Rainey!”

      Someone screams my name, but I can’t tear my eyes away from him, can’t let go when it feels so fucking good to finally do something.

      “Rainey!”

      There it is again. Do they not see what I’m doing? Do they not know what he’s done? They saw it all! Fury surges through me, and a growl emanates from somewhere deep inside of me. If I wasn’t so angry, the monstrous sound might have worried me.

      We can end him now.

      First, make him pay.

      He must be punished.

      They must all be punished.

      “Fucking look at me, Rainey!” At that, I glance over and meet Elijah’s panicked gaze. Ice-blue eyes are wide as he stares at me, his face flush. Jane is standing just behind him, her eyes full of tears as she gazes down at Minnie’s broken body.

      Seeing her—the agony on her face—it fuels the fire burning within me. I raise my eyes back up to the warlock who caused the pain. “You’re going to pay,” I say again, and the warlock screams, the chilling sound like music to my ears.

      “Rainey! He’s done!” Elijah yells.

      “You should leave,” I warn him. “It’s going to get messy.” I snap my finger again, and the warlock’s nose flattens with a sickening crunch.

      “Stop this! This isn’t you!”

      “It is now,” I reply. “You may want to leave now,” I warn again. Throwing my head back, I take a deep breath and whisper, “Burn.”

      Flames erupt on the ceiling around the warlock. He stares at me in complete horror and fights against my hold as the fire inches closer, closer to him. I smile.

      Even in the darkest recesses of ourselves, most of us don’t have what it takes to pull the trigger. To embrace that sick, twisted part of ourselves demanding retribution for the wrongs.

      But I do.

      And this motherfucker is going to burn.
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      “Get out!” I roar at Jane as I turn back to the door. She’s gaping at Rainey—though I’m not entirely sure how much of the thing before us is the woman I bonded with. “Jane!” I yell her name, and finally, she turns her attention to me. “Get out!”

      Still, she doesn’t move. I race toward her and lift her small body, tossing her over my shoulder and disappearing outside as the café behind us goes up in flames. Heat licks my back, singeing the back of my shirt. I set Jane down and spin toward the place we stood inside of only seconds ago.

      You wouldn’t know it now. Glass shatters. The putrid stench of burnt flesh fills my lungs. Sirens screech in the distance.

      “Rainey!” Jane screams and tries to race toward the door, I grab her around the waist, hauling her back against me. Humans stare in horror at the burning café, though I very much doubt they’d still be standing here if they knew how the fire started.

      That it was ignited with the snap of a finger and the whisper of a word.

      Come on, Rainey. My heart hammers faster than normal; my palms sweat as I stare at the completely engulfed café. I know she’s still alive—I can feel her—compliments of the bond. But the light Rainey usually radiates is tainted—shadowed.

      “She couldn’t have survived that,” Jane chokes out.

      “She’s alive,” I tell her. “The magic—”

      “It’s not Rainey’s magic though,” she whispers. “It’s hers. What if it wasn’t enough?”

      Just as I start to rush back, knowing I won’t survive the fire, a form appears in the doorway. Surrounded by flames, she emerges. Her clothing is tattered and barely hanging from skin covered in black ash. Other than that, she looks untouched.

      Her hair has escaped from the bun it was in and flies around her face with the force of her power.

      I race toward her, gripping both arms and crushing her to my body. She’s alive. Rainey is alive. That’s all that matters. We can figure the rest out later. I can still smell traces of her blood—though the wound has already closed and the flames burned most of the remnants away.

      “What the hell ha—” I trail off as I pull her away and meet the gaze of soulless black eyes.

      She smiles. “He suffered,” Rainey says—only it’s not her. The voice is layered with countless others, but it’s more than that. The evil in it—the sinister tone sends a shiver of fear up my spine.

      “Rainey!” Jane screams. The instant her name leaves the ex-witch’s lips, Rainey’s eyes roll back in her head, and she crumples against me.

      Fire engines pull up at the scene moments before Ramirez and Rainey’s captain rush over toward us. I clutch Rainey to my body, not willing to let her down, as I meet the worried gaze of her captain and partner.

      “Is she?” Ramirez asks.

      I shake my head. “Just passed out.”

      “Ramirez, start getting witness statements.” He nods and heads into the crowd of humans.  “Can I talk to you, Mr. Hawthorne?” she asks me.

      I glance down at Jane, and she sighs. “Might as well.”

      “Jane needs to be involved in this conversation as well.”

      At that, Paloma seems rather surprised, but thankfully, she does not argue. “She’s okay?” She gestures to Rainey.

      “That’s rather relative at this point,” Jane replies as tears slip down her cheeks.

      “Any casualties?”

      I nod.

      “Minnie Smith,” Jane chokes out, her voice cracking as she covers her face with both hands. Her shoulders shake, and I turn my attention back to the captain.

      “There’s another—a warlock—though I don’t know his identity.”

      “Do either of you know what the hell happened?”

      “We weren’t here,” I reply tightly. “Showed up to discover Minnie’s body and Rainey’s revenge.”

      “So that’s what you think this was?”

      “She snapped, Paloma,” Jane replies. “You could see it on her face. She was an entirely different person.”

      I don’t elaborate, and thankfully, neither does Jane. No one needs to know the full spectrum of Rainey’s newfound abilities. At least not until we do.

      If anyone figures out just how dangerous she is, there won’t be a supernatural faction alive who’s not gunning for her. Our new allies included. No one will be willing to risk it.

      Paloma nods. “Get her out of here. We don’t need the paramedics doing a close examination. If anyone asks, she passed out after seeing the fire.”

      “Understood.”

      “Take her where we were earlier,” Jane says. “I’ll meet you there later.”

      Clutching Rainey to my chest, I nod and head for my car. After carefully setting her on the back seat, I speed off toward my safe haven and hope like hell the silver lining of the walls is enough to keep her new magic at bay.

      Otherwise, we’re all as good as dead.
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        * * *

      

      Rainey still hasn’t woken.

      It’s been three hours, and she hasn’t moved. I’m trying not to panic, not to focus on what this might mean, but it’s damn hard not to after seeing her earlier.

      Rainey told me once that she didn’t like her legacy. That the killing was too much for her sometimes. So how did that woman come to a place where she was willing to torture?

      A heavy knock on the door has me pushing to my feet. After checking the security camera, I open the door, and Jane strolls in. “Rainey awake?”

      I shake my head.

      “Good. Where can we talk? Safely.”

      “This way.” I lead her down the hall toward my den and shut the door behind us.

      “The café is destroyed.”

      “I’m sorry, Jane.” Even as I say the words, I’m surprised at how much I mean them. To work so hard for something—especially after you’ve suffered as Jane has, I can’t even imagine how difficult it is to watch it burn.

      “It’s just a place,” she says, her voice cracking. “Minnie was a person. A good person. She didn’t deserve to die.”

      Power surges through me, and I raise both hands. “Easy, Jane. The silver in the walls won’t shield all of it. You need to gain control.”

      She nods and closes her eyes. Tears slip down her cheeks. I know how it feels to care for someone and lose them—that grief mixed with guilt. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      Her eyes open, and within them, I can see her power swirling, begging to be released. “How can you say that? I should have used my power, Elijah. If I had—”

      “There’s no way of knowing whether you could have stopped it. He could have killed you too, or you could have painted a massive target on your back.”

      “I would have if it meant saving Minnie. She deserved to live.”

      “So do you.”

      She glares at me, but I don’t give in. If anyone knows what she’s going through, it’s me, and we need her focused. I’ll be damned if I let her go down some self-destructive path when Rainey needs her. I may be a cocky bastard, but I’m not arrogant enough to believe I can do this on my own. Not after what I saw back at the café.

      Not when Rainey looked every bit the powerful witch Agatha predicted she would become. And whoever is killing the witches? I’d place every last penny of my fortune on that being the original witch Aoife believes has risen again.

      Which means—if Jane is right—that she’s going to be coming for Rainey next.

      “Rainey killed him. She got revenge for Minnie. Now we need to find a way to help her so we can stop the original witch and put an end to the bastards hunting Rainey. The same ones who sent that warlock to your café today.”

      Her hands clench into fists at her sides, but she takes a deep breath and nods. “Fine. Where do you suggest we start? Because today was a pretty damn good indication that the power is inside of her.”

      “We need to find a way to get it out.”

      “And if we can’t?”

      Now it’s my turn to glare at her. “We’re not killing her, Jane. You go after her, and you’ll have to go through me.”

      “I don’t want to kill her. But Rainey would never want to live at the mercy of evil.”

      “We aren’t killing her,” I repeat.

      Jane shakes her head angrily. “Letting her live as a servant to the power would be a far worse future. If she’s forced to help that evil bitch, Elijah—let’s just say that I know from personal experience death would be a welcome reprieve.”

      I don’t reply because a part of me knows she’s right. “What if—” I trail off.

      “What?”

      “Delaney,” I finish the thought and meet Jane’s eyes. “What if Delaney opened the box?” I try to continue forming the thought process that’s led me here. “I’ve been trying to figure out why the hell Delaney would leave it for Rainey. Especially knowing what she did about the Lunar Divide.”

      “I’ve been trying to piece that together myself. Delaney was too smart to not see the potential consequences.”

      “What if she opened it and was possessed in the same way Rainey is now. With the same power.”

      “Then, how was she killed? Elijah, you saw what Rainey did in there. There’s not a shifter alive who could take her on and survive.”

      I begin to pace, trying to put everything together. But it’s fucking impossible. Like a jigsaw puzzle with missing pieces.

      “What do we know?” I ask Jane.

      “That Rainey is having a magical psychotic fucking break,” she snaps.

      “That’s one way of putting it.”

      “We know that Delaney led her to that box,” she adds.

      “We know that she knew about the Lunar Divide and that she was trying to find out who was killing the witches.”

      “And that the Lunar Divide only affects the magic of a witch born on Halloween during a full moon—a witch with Astor blood.”

      “Delaney had to have opened that box if only to see what was inside. So why wasn’t she affected like this?”

      “Do we know that she wasn’t?”

      “Do you recall her acting any different?” I ask Jane. “I hadn’t seen her for months.”

      Jane considers it a moment before shaking her head. “I saw her that morning, and she was acting normal.”

      “Then how the fuck did she open it and not wind up a puppet?” I snap and slam my fist into the wall beside me. The wood paneling gives, but the violence does nothing to curb my fury.

      I need to kill something.

      “She didn’t have a void, Elijah.”

      “In that case, neither do I, and neither do you. So why the hell don’t we just open it no—”

      “Jane?”

      We both whirl on Rainey who’s standing in the doorway. Her hair’s a mess, her body still covered in soot from the fire.

      “Rainey!” Jane rushes forward, but I stay put, watching, forcing myself to remain calm.

      “What happened?” Rainey accepts a hug from Jane before stepping away and turning to me.

      “You don’t remember?” Jane asks, and Rainey shakes her head.

      “We were eating, and some guy walked into the café—” Rainey trails off, and her eyes widen. “He attacked us, in the middle of the café full of humans! And oh no, oh no.” Her eyes fill with tears. “Minnie, is she—”

      “Dead,” I tell her.

      “She’s dead?”

      “Yes,” Jane chokes out.

      Rainey’s hands clench into fists. “What about him?”

      “You killed him,” I say flatly and cross both arms.

      “He was a warlock,” Jane adds, and Rainey gapes at her.

      “You know?”

      “There’s a lot you two should catch up on,” I say, moving past her. “I’ll be back.” I can see the hurt in Rainey’s eyes, the confusion, but if I don’t get the fuck out of this room, I’m going to lose it.

      Being bonded to her means feeling what she feels. It’s only partial since she hasn’t completed the process, but it’s there. I failed her by letting her near that box. I should have known better, should have seen the markings in the ancient wood for what they were: a trap.

      But I didn’t, and the hunter I’ve grown to love, despite our differences or the short amount of time we’ve known each other, paid the price for my ignorance.

      I saw just how high a price today.

      And I know that no matter how much time passes, the darkness that she carried—the fear laced with power—was so damned potent I’ll never forget it.
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      Elijah walks past me, his entire body rigid. I stare after him, pain, fear, confusion overwhelming me, though I suspect they aren’t what I’m feeling but rather what he is. Whatever happened between us over the last few days has formed some kind of connection I can’t even begin to understand.

      Pushing him aside, for now, I turn to Jane. She’s regarding me warily as though I might sprout wings and fly away. Hell, I can’t blame her. She was introduced to a whole other world within a few hours.

      I would be terrified too.

      “So,” I start, walking across the room. It’s lined completely with books, the dark wooden shelves reminding me of the study back in Salem. This one is a bit more modern though, with high, leather-backed reading chairs situated in the middle, and a large mahogany desk off to the corner.

      The crimson carpet is thick and plush beneath my bare feet.

      “So,” Jane repeats, turning in a slow circle so her back isn’t to me. I recognize the calculated movements because it’s probably what I would be doing too. “You’ve never been good at beating around the bush,” she adds.

      The bit of normalcy is enough to push through the grief and shove me closer toward the conversation looming before us. “You must have some questions for me.”

      “You could say that. But I think you’ll probably have quite a few more for me.”

      I turn toward her, eyebrow raised in question. “Why?”

      “Aren’t you the least bit curious why I don’t seem all that surprised to learn that you’re a killer?”

      “A killer? What the hell is going on?”

      “You’re a hunter. You kill supernaturals.” She walks toward me, no fear, no hesitation in her steps.

      “You knew?”

      “I knew. From the moment we first met.”

      I blink rapidly as though the action will erase the words she just spoke to me. Surprise quickly turns to anger, though, and soon, my earlier shock has all but vanished. “You knew? This entire fucking time?” How many chances did she have to come clean? To talk to me about what was going on?

      Jane and I met before I fully understood what was happening to me. Which means, she knew what I was before I did.

      “You knew when Delaney died? Do you have any fucking clue how alone I felt?” I roar at her, clenching both fists at my side to avoid slamming them into something. Since I still have no clue where we are, I’d rather not destroy anything.

      She’s a traitor!

      She deserves to be punished!

      My vision wavers, blurring at the edges, and I suck in a deep breath.

      “Do you not think I wanted to tell you? To talk to you about all of it? To offer any kind of comfort. I couldn’t.” Jane’s eyes fill with tears as she stares at me.

      How is this woman—someone I’ve known for nearly my entire life—such a stranger to me now?

      “And why not?”

      “Because I promised your grandmother that I wouldn’t.”

      “Perfect. So she knew about you too? Did Delaney? Did all of you assholes know except me?”

      Her silence is even more of an answer than any words could have been. “Why?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “You’d better start giving me some full fucking answers, Jane,” I warn.

      Jane turns away from me and takes a seat in one of the leather high backs. When she gestures to the one in front of her, I cross my arms and stay rooted in my spot near the door. She sighs. “I am over five centuries old,” she says.

      My eyes widen, and I gape at her. “Are you fucking serious?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re not a supernatural. I would have sensed it.” Right? I mean, I guess I didn’t sense Elijah, but that’s because his witch half lets him slow his heartbeat so it sounds like a human’s. Is it possible—“Wait, are you a witch?”

      Jane nods.

      I cover my mouth and turn away. The one part of my life I thought was normal is actually supernatural. How fucking fitting. “How? How are you hiding your magic? How did we grow up together? Were you stuck as a child for most of those years?”

      “I should clarify, my soul is over five hundred years old. This body is only thirty-seven. Like you.”

      “You think that’s clarification?” I laugh darkly. “Are you serious?”

      “The cliff notes version of my fate is that I pissed off some powerful witches. They wanted to punish me for eternity, so they cursed me and then burned me at the stake. Each time I’m killed, I’m reborn into a new body but with all of my previous memories.”

      I stare at her, unable to move from the spot I’m standing in. What she’s describing is—awful.

      “Every time I turn nineteen, they come for me again. They come again and again and again. It never mattered how far I ran, how hard I hid, they always found me.” She begins to pace. “Imagine this, Rainey. Imagine being an adult with over five centuries worth of memories, only you’re trapped in a child’s body so no one—not even the parents who brought you into the world—take you seriously. They don’t believe you when you tell them over and over again that you won’t live to see twenty.”

      It would be horrible. But she already knows that, so I don’t say a single word.

      “Your grandmother was the first person who believed me. The first to show me the least bit of kindness. She promised to block my magic from the outside world so no one would be able to sense it. As long as I didn’t access it, the witches tracking it would not find me.”

      “Who else knows?”

      She swallows hard. “Elijah.”

      “Elijah knows all of this?”

      “He does.”

      Rage burns hot. We promised each other, no more fucking secrets. And this entire time, he’s been sitting on this.

      Traitors!

      Both of them!

      Kill them!

      Burn them to the ground!

      I shake my head. What the hell is happening to me? “So you two just kept this massive secret from me, then? Just laughed about it behind my back?”

      “No, of course not.” She moves toward me. “We want to help you, Rainey.”

      I step out of her reach. “Help me with what?”

      “What’s happening to you.”

      “And what the hell is happening to me?”

      “Do you remember what happened at my café this afternoon?”

      “I told you. I remember talking to you and then the man—warlock—came in. He attacked Minnie, and I don’t remember anything else after that.”

      Jane reaches into her pocket and pulls out her phone. After tapping on the screen a few times, she holds it out. Charred ground fills her screen, nothing left behind from whatever fire ravaged it. “That was my café, Rainey.”

      I don’t say a fucking thing.

      She lied to me.

      Convinced Elijah to lie to me. Or who the hell knows? Maybe he was the one who did the convincing.

      Either way, the two most important people in the world to me kept things from me. What else do they know?

      Have they opened the box?

      Seen what was inside?

      “You burned it down with the snap of your finger and the whisper of a word.”

      I gape at her. “There’s no way.” I wipe sweaty palms on my jeans.

      “You did,” she confirms. “You shouldn’t have been able to. It should have been impossible for you to do that. Do you know the fire marshal said he’d never—not in over thirty years—seen a fire burn that hot? There was nothing left. Not even bones. Minnie’s body will never be recovered, and that warlock?” she laughs darkly. “He was reduced to ash right along with her.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      We promised to help you.

      And help you we did.

      An onslaught of voices fills my head, whispering things I can’t even understand. Like mutterings of insanity. Over and over again they whisper.

      We promised to help you.

      And help you we did.

      We promised to help you.

      And help you we did.

      “You are no longer just you,” Jane says, her voice slipping through the psychosis. “When you opened that box back in Salem, you released evil into the world. Evil that hitched a ride inside of you.”

      I bark out a laugh. What she’s saying is insane, right? It has to be. Possession? That’s the thing of nightmares and cheap Hollywood movies. “Jane, you can’t be serious.”

      “Deadly,” she bites back. “And if we don’t figure out how to help you, I will have to put you down.”

      Kill her, they all urge.

      Before she kills us.

      Before she traps us again.

      Kill the witch!

      “Put me dow—” Pain surges through my brain, and I grasp the sides of my head, falling to my knees. My eyes burn, my head feeling like it’s moments away from exploding as I’m assaulted with memories of fire.

      Of screams.

      Of death.

      I fall to the side, my vision so fucking blurry I can’t see a damn thing. Jane’s voice calls through, resonating within my mind, one single thing for me to hold onto.

      “You are not well, Rainey. The witches inside of you? They will do anything to gain control of your body. Of your mind. And they won’t let go unless we can force them out.”

      “Why is this happening to me?”

      “Because you are who they’ve been waiting for.”
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      Pain brings me to my knees. I brace myself, sucking in deep breath after deep breath as my head burns. At least that’s what it fucking feels like.

      Rainey. I start to crawl, moving over the hardwood toward the den where I left her and Jane. The silver blocks all magic—or at least it should. So I’ve been unable to listen to anything they’ve talked about.

      Which apparently has turned into a curse rather than the blessing I thought it might be. “Rainey?” I call through the pain.

      Finally, as quickly as it came, it vanishes.

      Relief washes over me, so I push to my feet and run the rest of the way down the hall. Rainey is curled into herself on the floor, eyes shut, face and body taut. Jane stands above her, staring down at her friend.

      “What in the bloody hell did you do?”

      “Nothing. She passed out.”

      “I felt—”

      Jane’s mismatched gaze meets mine.“What? What did you feel?”

      “Pain, like I was being burned.”

      “Probably the witches trying to stifle her memories.”

      “Witches?” I glare at her. “What witches? What the fuck have you not been telling me?”

      “We need to be careful what we say around her,” she says, her tone dry and completely void of all emotion.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      Without answering me, Jane turns to leave the room. I reach down and gather Rainey into my arms, carrying her out of the den, down the hall, and setting her gently on top of my bed. She looks so slight, so pale against the dark sheets, and seeing her like this—it’s tearing me the fuck apart.

      Though not as bad as I’m going to rip Jane apart if she doesn’t give me some fucking answers.

      Hands curled into fists, I leave the room and head back down the hall. Jane is waiting for me in the kitchen, staring out the window.

      “You’d better start giving me some answers, Jane,” I warn. “Or I’m going to decide I have no use for you.”

      She turns toward me and leans back against the counter, crossing both arms over her chest. “It wasn’t just magic in that box,” she says. “When Rainey opened it, she unleashed over a dozen black souls—including the soul of the original witch.”

      I gape at her, feeling all the blood rush from my face. “What the hell do you mean she unleashed them?”

      “They were trapped in that box, and when Rainey cracked the seal, she let them out.”

      My thoughts begin to race back to what Stella told us. That Rainey was being haunted, that someone was trying to rip her through the veil and to the other side. I’d briefly thought it might be Delaney—especially since she is who Rainey dreamt of. But what if the truth is far more sinister?

      What if Rainey is being haunted by these evil witches, and they are trying to pull her down with them?

      “A seer told Rainey that she was being haunted—that spirits were trying to drag her through the veil and into the otherworld. And a fae told us that she believes the original witch has made her return.”

      “And you didn’t think to mention this before now?”

      I narrow my gaze. “Because you’re one to talk about keeping secrets?”

      She groans. “Fine. I don’t trust you. You don’t trust me. But can we agree that when it comes to Rainey, we both have her best interests at heart?”

      Crossing my arms, I continue glaring at her. “Do you? Because last I checked, you threatened to kill her.”

      “I will kill her,” Jane confirms. “I will drive a silver blade into her heart and hold her as she bleeds to death because that’s what Rainey Astor means to me. She means so damn much that I will sacrifice my best friend if it means saving her from a life of pain—of evil. I know you care for her, Elijah. The question is, do you love her enough to save her? Or are you so selfish you’d rather go down that dark path with her?”

      Jane’s words resonate with me in a way I am not prepared for. I’ve been down in the dark before. I’ve killed without remorse—slaughtered without hesitation—and I reveled in it. To free the beast inside would mean to stop living against my basic instincts. It would mean giving in to the part of me that yearns for blood.

      But Rainey—the woman I love more than the bloodlust—is good at the core of her being. Her soul, while damaged from pain and loss, is clear. Her hands are not coated in the blood of innocents as I am.

      Can I condemn her to a life of evil? Can I let her turn into a monster as I am?

      “If it comes down to it, I will be the one to kill her,” I choke out, the words poison on my tongue.

      Jane laughs darkly. “You and I both know you aren’t strong enough for that. The bond won’t allow it.”

      I blur toward her, gripping her throat and pinning her against the refrigerator. “You put a dagger in her, and I’ll save your hunters the trouble of finding you.”

      I release her and step back.

      “If the fae told you that the original witch has made her return, that’s not something that surprises me. It was bound to happen sooner or later. Evil that strong can only be contained for so long. Chances are she made a break for it as soon as you two uncorked that particular bottle. And if the seer told Rainey she was being haunted, chances are she sensed the other souls that were trapped in that box.”

      “What are they trying to do? Why are they following her?”

      “Because they want to come back, and Rainey just so happens to have the power they need in order to make that happen.”

      “But she doesn’t realize she has it.”

      “No, but if they manage to drag her soul into the otherworld—into the veil—it’s possible that she won’t be able to get back.”

      “Which would mean—”

      “Her body would be the perfect puppet.”

      My chest tightens, my throat constricting, making it nearly impossible to breathe. “How the fuck do we keep that from happening?”

      “We can’t allow Rainey to access that power again, Elijah.” She runs her hands over her face. “Shit, this is such a mess.”

      I’m flabbergasted and pissed the fuck off. “You knew this entire time that she was being haunted, that they could use her this way, and you kept it to your fucking self.” My hands clench into fists. “I should kill you for it.”

      “I didn’t know if I could trust you not to tell her.”

      “And a lot of good that’s done.”

      She glares at me, and I turn away, unable to stare into her mismatched eyes any longer. She may have had her reasons, but they’re bullshit, and I never should have gone along with them. I should have trusted Rainey could handle whatever was tossed her way.

      Instead, I tried to protect her, shield her as Aoife warned Rainey I would.

      And it fucking backfired. “Why were the bloody souls in there to begin with?” I turn back to Jane.

      “They were trapped. The original witch spent decades offering permanent immortality to those who would offer her their souls.”

      “Witches are already immortal.”

      “Only if they aren’t killed. But you remember that there was a time when witches were being hunted—burned at the stake. The original promised them vengeance, a chance to live again.”

      “Like you?”

      “In a way. Though, she never meant to follow through on it. She knew she was going to die, and she needed their immortal magic to burn in order to revive herself.”

      “She was going to use their power to bring herself back to life?”

      Jane nods. “All she needs are her bones, a spell in her book, and the power currently residing within Rainey.”

      “And you think she’s haunting Rainey, waiting for a chance to access the power?”

      Jane nods. “I don’t understand how she plans on getting it, Elijah. But I do know that the longer it takes for us to find a way to reclaim those souls, the more likely it’s going to be that she has a chance to overtake Rainey—for good.”

      “So that’s what happened in the café. That wasn’t Rainey.”

      “My guess is Rainey was so beside herself she invited them in. It wasn’t until she saw you that she pushed them out.”

      “Invited?”

      “You said she’s been hearing voices.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Rainey would have done anything to kill that warlock after what he did to Minnie. I know her. She doesn’t kill without reason—but she has no hesitation when it comes to carrying out her own brand of justice.”

      “How many souls were in that box?”

      “Twelve plus the original.”

      “So thirteen.”

      “Thirteen,” she confirms.

      Thirteen dead witches. That can’t be coincidence.

      I take a deep breath and try to calm the panic rooted inside of me. So, not only does Rainey have the blackest magic inside of her, she’s being haunted by the soul of not just the original witch—but twelve others looking to gain access to it. “Will the silver protect her here?”

      “It will keep her from burning the place down,” Jane says, crossing her arms. “And possibly keep them from accessing her. But the first domino has fallen—now it’s only a matter of time before they find a way inside.”

      “What the hell does that even mean?”

      “It means we need to be really careful what we say around her. And, we’d better get to work figuring out how to get that magic out of her.”

      “And how the hell do you suggest we do that?”

      “We need to read.”

      “I’ve been reading. For days. There’s nothing in any of my texts.”

      “We have the original witch’s grimoire,” she says. “It’s what trapped her soul. There must be something to help us recapture it.”

      “Seriously? You want to crack open an ancient book full of black magic, which is the very reason we’re in this predicament in the first place? What if it somehow activates your power and brings the ones hunting you right to the doorstep?”

      Jane scoffs. “Honestly? My death would be a hell of a lot easier to swallow at this point than having to watch Rainey wither away and be replaced by those evil bitches.”

      “Don’t say that,” I snap. “Your self-pity isn’t going to help Rainey, and frankly, it’s the sign of a weak person. Is that who you are, Jane? Weak? Spineless? That why you’ve run all this time instead of fighting?” I know my words are harsh, but they’re real. Pulling punches to avoid hurt feelings is not something I’ve ever done, and I sure as fuck won’t do it now.

      Not when Rainey’s life is on the line.

      “You don’t know a thing about me, Vampire. So don’t act, for a second, like you do. Besides, I’m not the one who’s going to touch it. Therefore, there’s no risk of it activating anything.”

      “So I guess it’s up to me then?”

      “You’re half-witch, Elijah. You have no business touching it either.”

      “I touched it before.”

      “And probably suffered consequences for it!” she scolds, cheeks red.

      “I would know if I had.”

      “Oh, like Rainey does? You wouldn’t know, Elijah, so until we figure out just what the hell we’re going to do about Rainey, you can’t touch it either. No way in hell I’m going to be able to save both your asses.”

      “Then who can?”

      “Someone who has no witch blood in their veins.”

      “And someone we can trust explicitly,” I add as I run through the mental list of anyone we’ve met who would have zero interest in the ancient text.

      She nods. “Don’t suppose you know anyone like that?”

      “Actually, I do.” Pulling out my phone, I call the one person in this entire world I know I can trust. “Here’s hoping he’s up for it.”
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            Rainey

          

        

      

    

    
      “Jennifer Allison Klaus. You stand in front of this court accused of practicing witchcraft of the darkest nature. How do you plead?”

      I stare up at the aging, portly man in front of me, his stark white wig a direct contrast with the dark soul lurking within him. I can see it now, an aura surrounding him in shadow. Yet, he accuses me of dark magic.

      My gaze travels to my family seated to my left. They stare back at me, pale-faced, eyes wide and brimming with unshed tears. I wish I could tell them there is no need to cry. No need to shed any more grief over me.

      For I will be reborn, and then I will take my vengeance.

      She has promised me so.

      I do not speak, do not respond, and the human’s cheeks turn pink with frustration. “I asked you a question, Witch. How do you plead?”

      “Have you not already cast your judgment upon me? Have you not already accused me beyond doubt?”

      He smiles down at me. This man urged me to do his bidding, blackmailed me into poisoning his wife so he may live on with his lover. When she no longer wanted him, he ordered me to make her love him.

      Such power is beyond my capability though, and even if it hadn’t been, I would have refused. Now, I shall burn for it.

      The pillar I am shackled to stands firm, holding me in place atop the wooden stage they built for me. Wind whips at my hair, and I look over to meet the eyes of her. The witch who has promised me a safe haven in the afterlife while we await the one who will bring the world to its knees.

      Punish the ones who do not speak up against the evil.

      They will all burn as I will.

      She offers me a slight nod. The power snapping around her is potent, though these fools who claim themselves to be witch hunters do not take notice.

      They are not true hunters.

      They are not the predators.

      They are the prey.

      And soon they will feel the wrath of every witch they have burned.

      Every shifter they have killed.

      Every vampire they have beheaded.

      We will make them all pay, for soon it will be the supernaturals who roam freely and the humans who hide away.

      “We believe you to be guilty, Witch. But I wish to hear the plea leave your lips. Beg us for your life. Tell us how you will seek retribution for your wicked ways.”

      “I will make no such promises,” I say. “You will never hear me utter a single plea, you bastard.” My words are harsh, but my tone calm. “For I am what you say.”

      Loud whispers erupt in the crowd around me, panicked, for I am the first to openly admit to guilt while standing atop what will soon become my funeral pyre.

      “Then you will die.” He nods and gestures to the executioner beside me. A scream pierces the air, and I look over toward my family one last time.

      To my mother.

      My father.

      My brothers.

      And my sister. She stares at me, eyes wide with terror, and I smile. “Do not be afraid, Bea,” I tell her. “For I will see you soon.”

      The executioner’s torch touches on the kindling at my feet, and flames surround me.

      “I will see you all soon.”
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        * * *

      

      My lungs burn and I gasp for air as I shoot up in bed. I can still feel the fire—the heat of flames as they engulfed my body. Quickly, I look over myself, taking note of the sweat coating my skin, the way my clothes cling to my body as I suck in pained breath after pained breath.

      Scooting up against the headboard of the massive bed I’ve been sharing with Elijah, I bend my knees and lean my forehead against them.

      It felt so real.

      It all felt so fucking real.

      “They will all burn.”

      My heart hammers, my stomach dropping as the angered voice fills the room. I search for the source, my eyes landing on a doorway cloaked in darkness. A woman steps out, her body covered in soot and ash.

      Eyes black as night stare back at me. “They will all pay.”

      “Who? Who are you?”

      “We are you. And you are we.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?” I scream at her. She smiles, completely unfazed by my outburst.

      “You’ve awoken us, and now, you owe us.”

      “What do I owe you?”

      “Blood.”

      The door opens, and Jane steps in, her eyes wide, face pale. The expression of the woman in the doorway changes to anger as she looks at my friend.

      “What’s wrong?” Jane asks, rushing toward me.

      “Do you see her?”

      Jane searches the room, looking right past the woman in the doorway. “See who?”

      “Tell her we’re coming for her,” the woman says before fading from view.

      I gape at the now empty doorway, feeling nothing like the badass hunter I’m supposed to be and everything like a little girl who just discovered a monster beneath her bed. “What the fuck?”

      “Rainey, what happened?”

      “You didn’t see her?”

      Jane shakes her head.

      “She saw you,” I growl, anger at her treachery returning. “She said to tell you that they’re coming for you.”

      Jane stiffens, her face going sheet white as she stares at me. “She said what?”

      I don’t answer and get out of bed.

      “Rainey, what the hell did she say?”

      “I already told you, and I have zero interest in saying it again.” My tone is sharp, angry.

      “I’m sorry, I—”

      “Fucking save it, Jane. I really have no interest in listening to a damn thing you have to say.”

      “Fine.” She crosses her arms. “But I’m going to say it anyway. I made Elijah swear not to tell you. He kept my secret because I convinced him it was what was best for you.”

      “Doesn’t mean shit to me,” I say, pulling on my boots. “You both lied to me.”

      “Because it’s what was best.”

      I shake my head and get to my feet. Shoving past her, I head down the hall toward the kitchen. I can sense him there, a beacon calling to me, but I ignore it.

      My entire life, I’ve been careful who to trust.

      And the moment I decide to extend that branch, to put my faith in someone else, he fucking lies to me. It doesn’t matter why.

      A lie is a lie.

      Elijah stands beside the front door as though he knew I was going to make an attempt to run. “Get out of my way, Elijah.”

      “Not until you hear what we have to say.”

      I glare at him then turn back to glare at Jane. “More secrets? Why am I not surprised? What the fuck else have you been keeping from me?”

      “Quite a bit,” Elijah admits, the first truth to fill the space between us. “But I want to tell you all of it.”

      “Rainey, please let us explain.” Jane’s urgent tone calls to the part of me that relied on her for so long.

      “Why should I? I trusted the both of you.” I whirl on Elijah. “And you. You promised me no more secrets, remember?” A muscle in his jaw ticks as I fight the urge to ram my fist into something.

      “We had to know for sure before we told you,” Jane insists. I don’t bother looking at her, my gaze trained on the man who somehow managed to hurt me worse than the woman who’s been lying to me my entire life.

      “You want to talk? Fine. Go for it.” I cross both arms over my chest. “Well, go on now. Don’t be shy. You two had so much to tell me, remember?” I snap when neither of them offers anything up right away.

      “You are being haunted,” Jane says.

      “Got that much, thanks. Maybe start with something I don’t already know.”

      “We know what’s in the box,” Elijah says, his tone strained.

      I glare at him.

      Kill him.

      He lies.

      He broke his promise.

      He no longer deserves to live.

      “You opened it without me?” I growl, clenching my hands into fists at my sides.

      “No.”

      “Then how do you know what’s inside?”

      “I told him,” Jane says. “Because I’m the one who sealed it.”

      I whirl on her. “You did what?”

      “I am the one who sealed the box after I got done gutting the original witch. The bitch deserved it.”

      Lies.

      Kill her.

      I shake my head, attempting to focus only on Jane. “You killed the original witch?”

      “I did. And I sealed her soul—and the souls of twelve others—in that box.”

      “Thirteen,” I whisper and turn to Elijah. “There were thirteen witches at that warehouse.”

      “I made the connection too.”

      “What warehouse?” Jane asks.

      “Good to know you and I have our own secrets,” I retort, glaring at Elijah.

      “There was a sacrificial killing at a warehouse the shifters found yesterday. Thirteen dead witches and one shifter. In fact, dead witches have been popping up all over the city.”

      Jane gasps, her face turning sheet white. “Oh no. It’s starting.”

      “What’s starting?” I ask. Aoife said the fall would start with dead witches, but she never actually clarified what that meant. Is it possible Jane knows even more than the fae?

      “The Lunar Divide.”

      “Every fucking thing keeps coming back to Halloween, and yet no one can tell me why. What the hell does it have to do with anything? I know I was younger nineteen years ago, but I don’t remember hearing about massive sacrifices then.”

      “You wouldn’t have. The cleaners typically get to them first,” Elijah says.

      “And if this happens every nineteen years, then why is this one so special?”

      Jane meets my gaze, her annoyance present as though I should have already pieced this part of the puzzle together.

      And then it hits me, and I don’t have to wait for her answer. “It’s different because I opened the box, isn’t it?”

      She nods. “You freed the damned souls inside, Rainey, set them free upon the earth. They’re going to do everything they can to take control of you. And if what the fae told you is true—”

      I pale, ice flooding my veins. “Take control of me?”

      “Use you to resurrect the original witch, and if you do that—she will have the power of all of those souls and the newly dead as well.”

      I glance back at Elijah.

      “We didn’t tell you earlier because we couldn’t be sure they weren’t able to listen in. We didn’t want them to realize we knew.”

      “Why tell me now then? If you were so fucking concerned.”

      “Because the café changed things. You lost yourself to the power, and if you do that—there’s no telling what will take control.”

      I laugh, the sound bursting from me, icing on top of my psychotic break, and Elijah watches me, concern evident in every line on his handsome face. “I’m sorry,” I choke out. “It’s just, my knee-jerk response is that I’m going to be totally fine, but who the fuck knows anymore, right?”

      “And that’s funny to you?” he growls.

      “It really is. Because if I don’t laugh, I’m going to focus too intently on the fact that I’m losing my fucking mind.”

      “We’re going to figure this out, Rainey.”

      “Are we, Elijah? Can you promise me that?” I glance back at Jane. “Can either of you promise me that? Because the way I see it, I’m being haunted by thirteen dead witches, who are all itching for the chance to wear me like a hunter puppet. Oh, and let’s add to that the fact that both of you knew this and couldn’t find a time to tell me before now. Should we bring Aoife into this as well? Oh wait, we can’t. Because I let her go into the veil to try to find out who was after me. Something you,” I snap, pointing at Jane, “could have filled me in on earlier and saved her the trip. Then, she would be here to help us. After all, she is the one who told me the entire supernatural world is going to crumble.”

      “We wanted to tell you, but—” Elijah starts, and I throw up a hand to stop him.

      “Save it. I get it, let’s move the fuck on. I’ll kick both your asses later.” Taking a deep breath, I do my best to focus on one problem at a time, which is probably the only way I’m going to keep fighting.

      The thought of giving in is far too tempting at the moment. I may not have been able to recall everything that happened back at the café, but I can sure as fuck still feel the way the power called to me.

      The way it felt when it seduced me into using it.

      “Where do we go from here?” Jane asks.

      I glance at her then turn my attention to Elijah. Out of the two of them, he’s the easiest to forgive. Probably because I can feel his guilt. He wouldn’t have lied to me unless he truly believed it was for the best.

      Doesn’t necessarily erase the anger, but it makes it easier to swallow. I’m a rational adult, so maintaining a grudge against him in the middle of a life or death situation just doesn’t seem like the smartest option.

      But Jane is going to take me awhile. She was with me every time I lost a loved one. Every single damn time I had to put someone in the ground, she knew why.

      And she’d let me suffer it alone.

      “Let’s figure out how to put these fucking bitches back in that box.”
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            Heather

          

        

      

    

    
      Since I was a young girl, night has always been my favorite part of the day.

      People sleeping in their beds, dreaming of a different life. I remember doing just that back when I was human. I would dream of flowers, of happy times, but then I realized just how ugly the world was, and it ruined me.

      Or did it make me better?

      Honestly, I’ll never really know. But I do know that I am no longer bogged down by the pain of the past. There is nothing before me but a future where everything I’ve ever wanted is within my grasp.

      Power.

      Immortality.

      Pure, untainted love.

      It’s all right there. All I must do is take it for my own. And tonight will be the final step in doing so.

      The house before me is quaint, simply beautiful really. In another life, perhaps I could have been content in a home like this. With a husband to love me unconditionally.

      As I move up the path, I take in the bright blooms contrasting with the dark siding beneath the light of the moon.

      A pale green and blue wreath bearing an ‘R’ decorates the door, a large welcome mat beneath it. Such a shame this place will see death tonight.

      But if I’m to reach my goal, it must happen.

      Destroying a hunter like Rainey Astor takes work, precision, planning…and I will not fail.

      Somewhere an owl hoots, another predator seeking prey. I breathe deeply, inhaling the mountain air before opening my eyes and calling to the power flowing in my veins. It’s potent—so much more than it ever was—than I ever was.

      Why must you wait? Go!

      “Hush now. All in good time,” I whisper to the voices calling for blood.

      The door opens soundlessly with a wave of my hand. Frozen images of the happy couple residing within line the walls.

      Bright smiles, lustful looks.

      I take in the man’s aged face. He’s handsome, striking even, and it just infuriates me. The handsome ones are always the most deceitful. But not mine.

      No, my love is true. And soon, he will know me as I know him.

      The house is quiet, all lights off, so as I move through the house, I ensure my steps are soundless, padding them with power so none will hear me.

      I can’t risk them waking. It would be far too dangerous for me. Slowly, carefully, I reach into my pocket and pull out gloves.

      As I’m slipping them onto my hands, I pass another image of a woman in white standing beside a man in blue. They’re younger there, smiling out from the glass. Both with such bright futures.

      I creep further inside, stepping into their bedroom. The door creaks ever so slightly as I push it open, and the woman sits up in bed, her bright eyes widening when they land on me.

      She screams.

      The man stirs and reaches for the gun on his nightstand.

      I snap my fingers, and he cries out in pain as the bones in his arm shatter, the sickening crunch loud enough that I hear it from the doorway.

      The woman clings to him as he shields her with his body.

      They both carry so much life within them, so much hope, and even now in the midst of their fear, I can feel their love.

      But all things must come to an end.
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            Rainey

          

        

      

    

    
      Hot coffee drips from the coffee pot and into the travel mug I placed beneath. I couldn’t sleep last night, plagued with nightmares of boxes and Delaney.

      I’m sure it didn’t help that I slept in another room. I tossed and turned all fucking night because in the short period of time since we first slept together—I’ve gotten used to having Elijah beside me.

      And I’m kicking myself now for not just giving in and going to him.

      “Morning.”

      I jump. “Fuck, Elijah.”

      “You didn’t hear me?”

      I glare at him. “If I had, I wouldn’t have jumped, would I?”

      “Rainey—”

      “Look,” I say, putting the lid on my travel mug and turning toward him. “I get it, okay? It started happening after I nearly died and your witch friend brought me back. I know it’s not normal, and I promise to figure it out after we get rid of my ghostly tagalongs.” My tone is sharp as I glare across the room at him.

      But honestly? I’m not even mad. I’m worried, and I’m craving his touch—his ability to make me feel like everything is going to be okay. Especially when it honestly feels like my entire world is about to burn down and leave nothing but ash.

      “You don’t know what’s coming, do you?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Darkness. You won’t survive it.”

      “What the fuck does that mean? What darkness?”

      “It is going to swallow you whole, Rainey Astor. And it will consume all those who you hold dear.”

      Consume all those you hold dear. Elijah and Jane are the two most important people in my life. What if this kills them? Her prediction squeezes my heart, making my chest so damn tight I can barely breathe.

      Elijah’s eyes find mine, and he narrows them on my face.

      He storms across the room and grips my biceps. Then, he turns, and all but drags me down the hallway.

      “What the hell?” I try to yank my arm free, but his hold is solid—even against my hunter abilities.

      So there’s another problem that leaves me wondering just what the fuck is happening to me.

      He doesn’t speak, doesn’t stop moving until we’re in the bedroom. Then, once the door is shut, he releases me and turns. “Jane is here, and I want to speak in private.”

      “Fine. About what?” I snap the words out.

      “What is going on with you?”

      “You mean other than processing all the shit you kept from me?”

      “Yes. I can feel it, Rainey. Your panic, what is it for?”

      “Everyone is warning me, Elijah. Aoife, Stella, they both believe you’re going to die if you fight this battle.”

      “You never mentioned a warning from Stella.”

      “Yeah, well, hers and Aoife’s were pretty much the same damn thing.” I glare up at him as he stares down at me. My anger dissipates.

      Do I really want to spend what’s left of my life fighting with Elijah? That answer is an easy no. Because if I only have until tonight, if my life is to end even in a few hours, he is who I want to be with.

      With that, I shove my pride down, and I force a soft smile. “I’m sorry, Elijah. I’m just worn out. This whole thing is just—it’s a lot. There’s so much information to keep track of, so many pieces I can’t focus on.”

      He steps toward me, cupping my cheek and dropping his forehead to mine. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “I know you’re going to try.” I tilt my head up and offer him my lips. The kiss is gentle, Elijah’s tender promise that there will be plenty more in our future.

      How ironic is it that I believed I was meant to be alone all my life—only to find my soulmate weeks before I’m destined to die?

      He pulls away and presses a kiss to my forehead before releasing me and stepping back. “I’m sorry I kept that information from you, Rainey. I did it to protect you.”

      “I know, and I understand.”

      “You forgive me then?”

      His question is so full of innocence it makes me smile. Mainly because it directly contrasts the badass vampire beneath. “Yes, Elijah. I forgive you.”

      “Good.” His hand tightens on my waist, and he pulls me toward him, deepening the kiss. His tongue darts into my mouth, and I groan, desperation for him overshadowing my need to get into the office on time.

      The kiss is hot, fevered, and scorches me like the flames of my nightmare. I grip him, fingers digging into the flesh of his arms.

      I pull back for just a minute and reach up, threading my fingers in the silky strands of his hair. “I wish we could just pretend the rest of the world didn’t exist.”

      “For now, it doesn’t.” He takes my mouth again, and I lose myself in the passion of this moment.

      Whatever we’ve feared may arrive today.

      There may be no tomorrow.

      But right now, none of that matters.

      His fingertips graze the skin beneath my shirt as he lifts the cotton up and pulls back long enough to rip it from my head. His strong hands grip my back, spinning me around and tossing me onto the mattress.

      My phone starts ringing, but I ignore it, quickly stripping off my boots and jeans as Elijah removes his own. When he stands before me—all naked, inked skin, I reach for him. He moves to the edge of the bed and grips the back of my neck, yanking my mouth to his in a kiss so fucking potent it might as well be a drug.

      The ringing starts again, as he shoves me back and grips my leg, putting it on his shoulder as he drives into me.

      Elijah is the only good thing to come out of this entire fucking mess. He fills me so completely, loves me so thoroughly, I’m sure I’ll die without him.
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        * * *

      

      Satisfied, happy, and more relaxed than I’ve been in a long damn time, I walk out to the kitchen. Jane is standing in front of the coffee pot, staring at it as though it’s going to make itself.

      “Morning,” Elijah greets.

      She turns toward us, and the broken expression on her face makes me forget why I was mad in the first place.

      “What is it?” I ask, rushing toward her.

      “You didn’t answer your phone,” she says. “Did you call Paloma?”

      I shake my head. “What is it?”

      Jane’s face breaks, and tears stream down her cheeks.

      “What the fuck is wrong?” I ask again. “Jane?”

      “Ramirez,” she chokes out.

      A chill runs up my back, sending ice through my veins and dread straight to my heart. I stare at her, silently begging for her to elaborate.

      “What happened? Was there an accident?” Elijah asks.

      Jane meets his gaze and shakes her head. “He and his wife—”

      “Kamie?”

      She nods. “They’re dead, Rainey.”

      I shake my head and stumble backward, disbelief, rage, and guilt all but consuming me. “No, that’s not possible.”

      She stares at me as more tears stream down her cheeks.

      “No.” I look to Elijah for confirmation. “No. I need to see.” I grab my keys off the counter and rush outside. Elijah’s in front of me before I can reach my bike. “I have to go.”

      “Let me drive you.”

      I don’t argue because, honestly, I can hardly fucking see right now because of the tears in my eyes. Placing his hands on my shoulders, he guides me to his car.

      Somehow, I get in.

      Somehow, he starts driving.

      Somehow, I recall my missed calls.

      I reach into my pocket and check the call log. Paloma tried to call me, so I hit her contact info, hoping like hell she’s about to tell me it was a mistake.

      There’s no way my partner is dead. I just saw him yesterday.

      “Rainey?”

      My first name comes out strained, and I know without her confirmation that it was no mistake. “Where?”

      “We’re at his place now.”

      “Don’t touch a fucking thing before I get there.” I end the call and lean my head back against the seat, closing my eyes and fighting down the grief.

      “Address?”

      I rattle it off, and Elijah reaches over, his fingers threading through mine.

      Minutes pass in silence as I recall all of the times Ramirez was there for me over the last few years.

      He was kind to me on my first day at the precinct. Strong handed but understanding.

      Then, when I made detective, he’d been there at my graduation. Kamie had baked me a cake to celebrate.

      And when I buried my sister, he’d been beside me the entire time.

      He was the strength I’d needed when I had none.

      And now he’s gone.

      Police lights flash red and blue in the mid-morning sun. They hit me with a finalization, and before I know it, I’m racing out of the car, leaving Elijah behind with my captain as she rushes over to us.

      I don’t want to wait, don’t want to breathe until I see for myself.

      All of that urgency ceases as soon as I step inside. I can feel the dread clinging to the walls, the death—even if I can’t smell it. Blood lines the walls like some twisted finger painting. I follow the crimson lines trailing over the pale paint, the photographs.

      On legs that feel heavy as lead, I walk down the hall toward the beat officers standing at the end.

      My heart hammers, my stomach churning as I try to prepare myself for what I’m about to see.

      One foot at a time.

      “Detective, I’m so sorry,” one of the officers gently touches my shoulder. I barely feel the contact.

      “Give her a minute,” Captain Reynolds orders. “You don’t have to go in there, Rainey.”

      “I need to see.” I reach for the plastic sheeting they’ve hung over the doorway.

      She touches my hand. “You really don’t.”

      I glare at her. “I want to see my partner.”

      After a moment, she removes her hand, and I step into the crime scene.

      “Oh no.” The words leave me on a choked sob, and I cover my mouth with shaking hands. Ramirez and his wife are in bed. She’s staring up at the ceiling, blood coating her throat and grey nightgown. Ramirez is on his side, reaching for the firearm on his nightstand.

      His fingers were only inches from it.

      So fucking close.

      The arm is contorted, broken and left at an unnatural angle.

      “No, no, no.” I begin to shiver, my blood turning to ice in my veins as I move around to his side of the bed. His eyes are wide open, frozen, unblinking. His throat cut open, blood streaks his chest and falls to a puddle on the carpet.

      My legs give out, and I fall to my knees as my vision swims, the tears making it impossible to see as rocks settle in the pit of my stomach.

      He was a good man.

      The best man.

      And he deserved better. So much fucking better.

      Just like Delaney.

      Just like Minnie.

      Just like your parents.

      Just like your grandmother.

      They all deserved better, a voice coos.

      “They deserved better,” I whisper aloud in agreement.

      We can make it better.

      My tears fall to the floor, broken sobs because another person has been ripped from me. Another soul torn from my life.

      They weren’t supernaturals, they had no business being anywhere near this fight. They were murdered for their connection with me and me alone.

      Darkness is coming.

      You won’t survive.

      It will destroy all those you love.

      All those you love.

      My fault. It’s all my fault.

      I loved Ramirez. He was family. I scream, a strangled sob that rips from me of its own accord, my body no longer able to hold the monsoon of pain drowning me, suffocating me.

      Call to us.

      We can help you.

      Jane is next.

      Elijah is next.

      Your captain is next.

      Everyone you’ve ever cared for will die without us.

      “Help me,” I choke out. “Please. I can’t lose anyone else.”

      Someone appears in front of me. I glance up and meet the black gaze of a woman I recognize as the one in the pictures on Fleur’s walls.

      The same one who was covered in ash.

      I scramble back and push to my feet.

      “All you had to do was ask,” she says with a smile.

      “Rainey?”

      “See you soon, Rainey,” she whispers and disappears.

      I scan the room, searching for her, but she’s gone. Turning in a circle, I see Elijah behind me. His jaw is hard, his eyes brimming with rage.

      “Fuck, Rainey. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      My throat too swollen to speak, I turn back to Ramirez. Elijah’s arms come around me, and he holds me against his chest.

      Turning into him, I accept his embrace as the voices whisper one last thing to me.

      It’s time to come home.
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            Elijah

          

        

      

    

    
      The moment the sun has set, I’m unlocking the tunnel door and stepping to the side so Tarnley can enter the den.

      Rainey’s been asleep for the last eight hours—too distraught to move. Jane stands behind me, mouth set in a grim line as she nods at Tarnley.

      “Elijah told me what happened to the hunter’s partner. I’m truly sorry.”

      “Thank you,” she says tightly.

      I shut and bolt the door then turn to my friend. “Thanks for doing this.”

      “I told you—whatever you need. You know I don’t offer things like that unless I truly mean it.”

      “I know.”

      “How’s Rainey?”

      “I’m fine, thanks,” she says from the doorway. I glance over at her, surprised to see her out of bed. Her eyes are darker, shadowed, and she’s pulled her hair up into a tight bun at the back of her head. Fully dressed, she looks ready for a fight. And that worries the hell out of me. “How about we put Pandora back into its box?”

      “Where is this box?” Tarnley asks, clapping his hands together.

      “The study,” I tell him as I make my way past him and Jane, grabbing Rainey’s hand as I reach the hallway. “You okay?”

      She nods and threads her fingers through mine.

      Ever since we left Ramirez’s house, I haven’t been able to get a read from her. The bond is still there. I can feel all of the pain, the grief, the heartache—but there’s something more lurking beneath the agony. Something darker, asking for vengeance.

      And as soon as we figure this shit out, I’ll be the first one signing up to help her get it. I will slaughter countless enemies for the chance to bring her some peace.

      I leave Rainey near the door and walk to the panel hiding the box. After using my palm, I unlock it and let it slide away.

      The box is just inside, so I step out of the way and allow Tarnley to get a closer look.

      “Well, that’s one hell of a warning,” Tarnley offers as he lifts the box and sets it down on top of the desk. “You didn’t realize you shouldn’t open it based on the carvings?” He gestures to the knots and lines covering the box sides and its lid.

      Jane grunts in agreement, and I glare back at her before turning to Tarnley again.

      “I didn’t give him much of a chance before I was opening it,” Rainey admits.

      Tarnley shrugs and runs both hands over the box. “It’s great craftsmanship.” The whisper of a groan leaves Rainey’s lips, and I turn toward her.

      Pupils fully dilated, she’s watching Tarnley as if he’s on the menu. Jealousy unfurls in my belly. Completely unwarranted, but the mated side of me wants her to look at only me that way.

      “Get the hell on with it already,” Jane scolds. “I want this to be over.”

      I shake my head as Tarnley glances back at her.

      “I don’t take orders,” he says—sugar laced with arsenic. “Since it’s currently my ass on the line, I would appreciate you keeping your mouth shut until I have a moment to process the potential consequences for my actions.”

      Jane’s face reddens, her eyes practically shooting daggers at the vampire. It would be amusing as hell if my heart weren’t racing so fast I’m sure it’s going to beat right out of my chest.

      Tarnley’s fingers brush the sides of the lid where it meets the base of the box. Rainey’s arousal grows with each brief contact.

      I meet her gaze, and she presses her thighs together, hunger in her dark eyes.

      Warmth spreads over my skin, my heartbeat increasing as the rest of the room fades away, leaving only Rainey and me and this desperate need to bend her over my desk and fuck her senseless.

      Sweat beads on my skin.

      My vision swims.

      Rainey’s mouth falls open.

      I clench my fists and hold my breath, trying to focus on Tarnley and the box that now demands none of my attention.

      He lifts the lid, and power surges through the room.

      Rainey’s need intensifies—I can practically taste her on my tongue, and when she closes her eyes and reaches up to trail fingers over her throat, I lose my fucking mind.

      Blurring past Tarnley and Jane, I grab Rainey and race through the door. The moment we’re in the bedroom, I throw all rational thought out the window.

      I slam her into the wall, grinding my hard cock against her as she tilts her head to the side, her fingers digging into the muscle of my arms.

      She threads her fingers in my hair, gripping and pulling, the pain so fucking close to pleasure a growl rips from my throat.

      She shoves me away, and I stumble back. Pupils dilated, she grins at me as she saunters further into the room, walking through the space and toward the bed.

      “You are fucking hot,” she says. “But I want more than fucking, Elijah.” She leans down and grips the blade holstered in her boot then runs it over her palm. Crimson beads on her skin, and the beast inside me rattles his chains.

      “No.” The word a strained plea, I shake my head. “Don’t. I can’t.” I close my eyes and attempt to slow my heart rate. The delicious scent of her blood fills my lungs, and I inhale, pressing my back to the door.

      “Come on, Elijah. Have a taste.”

      “No.”

      She walks toward me, and I feel the cool blade of her dagger run over my mouth. Copper slips between my lips, and I run my tongue over them, feeling the chains of my restraint snapping, one by one, as she slips into my system.

      As I taste the power in her blood.

      I snap and grip her by the throat, spinning and pinning her to the wall.

      “Taste me,” she whispers. “Fuck me.”

      There’s a part of me that is telling me to stop.

      That Rainey is grieving and this is wrong.

      But I don’t fucking care anymore.

      She tilts her head to the side, and I bite down on her throat. Blood fills my mouth, the familiar tang even more alluring now. I suck, pulling her life force into my mouth as her hands fumble with my pants.

      I drink, the blood intoxicating me, making my head swim. Her hands press against my chest, and she shoves me back. I stumble toward the bed, and she blurs toward me, I’m too far gone to realize how wrong that is.

      That she shouldn’t move that way.

      Because within an instant, she’s naked and shoving me back further onto the bed. Rainey climbs on top of me and grabs my cock, guiding it to her entrance. She slides down, and the wet heat surrounds me as she moves her hips.

      Harder.

      Faster.

      I feel drunk, dizzy.

      She grabs my hands and puts them on her breasts. I run my thumbs over her hardened nipples, and she throws her head back, crying out with release. I flip her over, pinning her to the mattress and pumping my hips as my own release builds. When I come, I stare down at her, expecting to see caramel eyes, but all I see is black.

      I jump back, stumbling back into the wall as she sits up, smiling. “I have to say, Vampire,” she purrs as she reaches down and pulls on her jeans. “I’m glad I didn’t kill you back in Salem. What a waste that would have been.”

      I grab my jeans and quickly pull them on. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “I can see why she cares for you. You’re quite the fuck. Which is saying something because I’ve been around a long time. But you.” Rainey points at me. “You are something special.” She reaches down and pulls on her boots. “What a way to wake up.” She grins at me.

      I shake my head, not bothering to button my jeans. Something’s wrong. Really fucking wrong. “Rainey—”

      She blurs toward me, her movements nothing like Rainey’s. I reach for her, but she holds up a hand and flings me against the wall, pinning me in place. “You did me quite the favor by opening that box. That little bitch Jane sealed it against me.”

      “Rainey, what are you talking about?”

      She turns toward me, malice in her gaze. “Oh, how rude of me, I didn’t even bother to introduce myself.” She smiles, and although she’s staring at me from the face of Rainey, it looks nothing like the woman I love. “I’m Heather.”

      My blood runs cold. “Rainey—”

      “Rainey’s no longer around, Vampire. But I assure you; I’ll take great care of this body.” She runs her hands over Rainey’s chest, her abdomen. “She’s an attractive one, this hunter.” She laughs. “Of course, I don’t have to tell you that. You’re so wrapped around her finger you were mated within—what was it—two weeks of meeting her? And yet, you never noticed something was wrong.” She forces a pout. “Perhaps you didn’t really love her after all.” Walking past me, she winks. “See you later, Vampire. I’ll be leaving you alive as thanks for that welcome. Perhaps I’ll check back in with you, see if you’re interested in round two.”

      Everything happens so damned fast I can barely wrap my mind around it. But as soon as the spell breaks and I fall to the floor, I scramble out into the hall.

      Jane screams.

      Tarnley roars.

      I burst into the study as Heather heads for the box. I blur toward it and slam the lid down before she can reach it. She glares at me.

      “You may be pretty, but that will only get you so far. Give me the box!”

      “Give me Rainey, and you can have it.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Are you a dimwit? I can’t give you Rainey now, can I? As I said, she’s gone. Give me my box or I’ll kill you all.”

      Gone? “No, you won’t. Jane and Tarnley need to be able to open the box.”

      “And you?” She squeezes her palm, and my throat constricts. I fall to my knees, gasping for air. “What do I need you for?”

      Jane rushes toward her, and Heather holds out Rainey’s hand. She blurs toward Jane—still managing to hold me in place—and grips her by the throat. Tarnley rushes forward, and Heather nods her head, sending him flying back into the wall where he slides down, unconscious.

      “Jane, Jane, Jane, that is what you’re calling yourself these days, isn’t it?”

      “Let her go!” I order.

      Black eyes land on my face. “You have no words in this production,” she snaps.

      I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. Panic, rage, and overwhelming grief surge through me.

      How did I not see?

      She turns to Jane, lifting her off the ground as Jane struggles against her grasp.

      Use your magic! I silently urge her. She’s our only hope now.

      “You have had this coming for a long time, you little bitch.”

      Heather grins, and Jane’s throat opens just above where Rainey’s—Heather’s—hand is holding her. Blood spills from the new wound, dripping down onto Heather. “I’m going to watch you die. Then, I will bathe in your blood.”

      I fight against her hold, trying desperately to break free, but the power—it’s stronger than anything I’ve ever felt.

      Three black crows fly into the room, circling her. She growls as she drops Jane and spins, aiming at the midnight birds with balls of energy. My body released from whatever the fuck she was doing, I use her distraction to grab the box and lunge for Jane, yanking her back toward Tarnley.

      Then, I press both hands to the wound in her throat, willing the fucking thing to close. She stares up at me, pale-faced, eyes slowly losing their life. I’ve never felt more helpless in my entire life.

      “You three have made quite the mess,” an aging woman scolds as she steps into the room.

      “Agatha,” Heather growls.

      “Hello, Heather.”

      Rainey—or Heather—turns to me, pinning me with her soulless gaze. “I’ll be back for my box.” Then, with a snap of her finger, Heather is gone.

      Taking the body and soul of the woman I love right along with her.
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        The series continues in Blood Cure, available now! Click here to download!
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        Did you enjoy? Please help me meet my review goal for this release! Click here to leave an honest review!

      

        

      
        Need someone to vent to about that ending? Come hang out in my Facebook group! Click here to join Jessica Wayne’s Whiskey Thieves!
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