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one

I felt ridiculous. I was pretty sure I looked it too. My arms pumping, my chin lifted as if it could make me even a tiny bit faster. I power walked like my life depended on it down the sidewalk to the cute downtown where my niece’s ballet recital was taking place. 
Fifteen minutes late and counting. 
I hated being late. Loathed it, really. 
Unfortunately, pelting through the streets at a mad dash wasn’t likely to fix my tardiness. Rather, it would only serve to draw unnecessary attention and leave me out of breath and sweaty upon arrival.
I rounded the corner, feeling a wave of relief at the sight of my destination up ahead. 
Almost there.
If I’d known beforehand how stinking far this place was, I would have chanced parallel parking my precious, a burnt umber Jaguar F-Type that I’d nicknamed Gwyneth, instead of circling the block a few times looking for a garage.
As I hurried, the phone in my back pocket buzzed. The unexpected vibration made me miss a step. Cursing under my breath, I fished it out to take a glance at the screen.
Thomas. My sire. Definitely not going to answer that. 
The man must have some kind of radar that only went off when I was doing something I shouldn’t be. How else could I explain his impeccable timing? 
Strictly speaking, maintaining contact with your mortal family was frowned upon in vampire society. To the point where most vampire sires preferred to stage their yearlings’ deaths to make a clean break. After which, further contact was forbidden. 
As cruel as it sounded, they had their reasons. Most yearlings were considered highly dangerous in the first decade or so after their transition. Our history was littered with stories of yearlings returning home only to slaughter their nearest and dearest the first time they got a little peckish. 
Imagine having to spend eternity knowing you’d chowed down on Mom, Dad, and your baby sister or brother. Some vampires were so overcome with guilt they never recovered. A few, unable to handle what they’d done, sought the oblivion of true death afterward.
That’s why it was considered safer for both sides if the yearling simply disappeared from their former family’s life. 
Maybe that was the reason those with fewer family ties were preferred when it came to the transition. It was just one less thing binding them to the mortal world. 
Had my transition been normal, I’m sure that would have been my fate too. Instead, I’d woken up in a morgue, having no idea what had happened to me or why I suddenly had fangs. I’d been left to figure it out as I went. With no master to guide me, there was nothing to stop me from resuming as much of my former life as I could. Good decision or bad—I’d returned home to my family. 
Now that I was wiser, I still wasn’t quite ready to give them up. Not unless I absolutely had to. 
It was a choice Thomas and others frowned upon. And also, the reason I had kept secret the fact I was meeting them tonight.
With a grimace, I hit ignore and stuffed the phone into my back pocket. Thomas was just going to have to lecture me later. I was already late enough as it was. 
I had almost reached the building when the presence of another on the street caught my attention. Half cast in shadow, the man stood eerily still as he stared at the doors of the auditorium. The absence of life in his face made it easy to mistake him for a statue. 
He simply waited. Not moving. Not blinking. I don’t think he was even breathing.  
“Connor, you’re not supposed to be here.” I thought I’d made that quite clear when I’d slipped out of the mansion without informing anyone of where I was going. 
Life brought a hint of animation to Connor’s face as his chest started to rise and fall again. 
If I was feeling poetic, I’d use words like moonlight and starlight to describe the man. From his white blond hair that looked almost silver to his pale skin that carried a certain luminescence to it. It was hard to believe he’d ever been human. His features were a little too perfect. His bright blue eyes stood out even more against his otherwise monochromatic coloring. 
Connor’s gaze tracked me as I reached for the door handle. “We’re partners, aren’t we? Partners follow each other.”
I paused to stare at him. “You maybe should have run that statement through your brain filter a few more times before you let it into the open.”
Maybe then he would have sounded a little less like a stalker.
Not that it would have made much difference in this conversation. Connor was being obtuse. Deliberately so. As much as he pretended ignorance, I knew he was highly observant. It was how he’d survived so long in situations that would have quickly ended any other. 
“This has to do with family,” I explained.
My family. The one I could feel getting more and more distant. I needed this night to go well.
“We’re family too.” 
This was the problem with Connor. His sincerity. As ruthless and smart as any other vampire, he also possessed an innocence that made it impossible to sustain the barriers I normally encased my cold shriveled heart in. 
“Damn it.” I had no defenses against him. “Fine. You can come.”
If there had been a trace of triumph in his expression, a speck of smugness to signify manipulation, I could have denied him. But there wasn’t. 
And that was why he got away with things others couldn’t. 
His sincerity disarmed me. If he ever weaponized it, I was toast. 
“Not a word about vampires though.”
“I understand.”
Did he? Because the bright excitement in his eyes didn’t make me think so. 
I yanked open the door and stalked inside. “I’m going to regret this.” 
But likely not as much as Connor when he realized letting him come meant watching seven-year-olds who hadn’t quite mastered the use of their limbs dance.
We slipped inside the auditorium as quietly as possible, careful not to create a disturbance that would detract from the performance. I scanned the rows for two empty seats. Hopefully somewhere inconspicuous that would allow me to pretend we’d been here the whole time.
I never got the chance to make a move as a person toward the front third of the auditorium turned. She lifted a hand, summoning us with an imperious wave.
There went my idea of blending into the background. 
The thought of disobeying the invitation didn’t occur to me. Vampires were scary; my sister was scarier.
“Into the breach we go,” I muttered before trudging forward with all the enthusiasm of an inmate approaching execution.
It might have been my imagination, but I could have sworn I felt the irate gazes of disgruntled parents burning into the back of my head as we slipped down the aisle. It was hard not to feel self-conscious with everyone staring at us as a line of tiny ballerina’s walked across the stage and started lifting and lowering their arms out of sync. 
I sped up, reaching the row Jenna had claimed. The man I’d always considered my father sat on the end. His face brightened at the sight of me and he started to scoot back. He paused as his gaze caught on Connor at my side, something flashing across his face.
“Dad?” I asked in confusion.
The distracted look on his face faded to be replaced by the same smile he’d had at my arrival. This time a little less bright and a touch smaller but still genuine.
“Sorry. Yes. Of course.” He finished making room for Connor and I to slip by.  
Going first, I bent over so I wouldn’t block the view of those behind us. Connor was graceful as he navigated the obstacle course of legs, chairs, and belongings. 
I, on the other hand, nearly face planted when my foot got caught in the strap of Jenna’s purse, forcing me to grab the back of the row in front of us or fall. The couple seated there turned to shoot me a dirty look. I shot them a conciliatory smile, pretending not to hear the whispered “rude” from the woman as she faced front again.  
A blast of chill came from Connor as he eyed the woman’s neck with a calculating stare. 
Knowing how protective he could be—and how brutally efficient his retaliation—I slapped his arm in warning. His gaze didn’t move from the woman’s neck. I pinched the back of his hand, my nails digging into his skin when he didn’t react. 
It was only when I was in danger of drawing blood that he finally moved his attention from the woman to me. 
I gave him a warning look. He was going to behave. Or else. I didn’t know what that or else was, but I’d figure it out.
His lips twitched the faintest bit as he drew his hand out of my grip to pat mine in comfort.
I scowled, not believing his promises for a second. Connor might look amiable and even a little introverted, but he was a stubborn bastard. It wasn’t like the stubbornness of others either. Those who spoke loudly and fiercely. It was quieter. The kind that it took you a while to notice. 
You could give him all the orders in the world, but if he didn’t want to do something, he wouldn’t. Most of the time, he wouldn’t even argue with you. Your advice would go in one ear and out the other while he went about doing things the way he wanted. 
Knowing it was useless to pursue the matter, I collapsed into the seat next to Jenna. Connor did the same on my opposite side, managing to make the movement as graceful as everything else he did. 
Jenna wasted no time leaning toward me. “You’re late.”
“I know. I’m sorry. I underestimated how long it would take me to walk through the house my realtor wanted to show me.”
It was a lie, but telling Jenna that a group of kobolds had gotten a touch stabby and had to be taught a lesson in why vampires, even baby ones, weren’t to be messed with wasn’t an option.
Connor looked at me out of the corner of his eye, the ends of his mouth rising in a micro expression. 
He was happy.
Because I’d lied? Or because he knew the truth when Jenna didn’t? 
“You found a house?” 
I shook my head. “No. Not yet.”
Probably not ever with the way the housing market was. Inventory was at an all-time low with anything that was even remotely reasonably price being snatched up in an instant.
“Mom didn’t come?” I asked, glancing down the row of chairs to find Connor had taken the last empty seat. The rest were filled, making me wonder if perhaps my mother was going to show up in a few minutes and have nowhere to sit.
Jenna’s expression was strained. “I didn’t invite her.”
I stared at Jenna for a beat, a little impressed. That wasn’t like her. The woman who tended to give way to keep the peace. Maybe she really was being honest when she said she wanted to be a better sister. 
Over the past few months, she’d made every attempt to repair the fractures in our relationship, starting with her offer to help me search for my bio dad. An offer I hadn’t needed to take her up on since he’d come looking for me. 
Since we’d reconnected, she’d been careful not to push too hard, respecting the boundaries I set. The ones I’d formed to protect her and the rest of my family from the dangerous world I found myself part of. 
“I’m sure she wasn’t pleased about that,” I muttered.
Jenna’s frustrated laugh made me think that was an understatement. 
The woman in front of us twisted in her seat. “Do you mind? Some of us are trying to watch the program.”  
Jenna’s smile was contrite. “I apologize, Vicky. We’ll try to be quiet.” 
The woman shot her a disdainful glower before sneering at me. “I shouldn’t be surprised that Linda’s family is as ill-mannered as her. Arriving late. Gossiping during the performance. This isn’t a social gathering.”
I inhaled sharply, feeling a little light headed from anger. I’d heard just about enough out of her. I could let go the nastiness earlier because it was my fault. I’d created a disturbance, however unintentional, with my late arrival. When you made mistakes, you took your lumps. The end.
Bringing my niece’s name into matters was a no go. You didn’t touch my family. Not ever.
Jenna had apologized. Continuing to harp on matters was pure pettiness. 
My dad leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Ma’am, my daughter already apologized once. I suggest you face front and pay attention to the rest of the recital before matters escalate any further.”
The words sounded polite, but everybody could hear what he really meant. If Vicky didn’t take him up on his offer, he would be happy to accompany her on the road to hell. 
It was rare for Dad to lose his temper, but when he did it was always memorable. 
Uncertainty and insult fought for dominance in the woman’s expression. 
Before either could win, the man seated next to her grabbed her shoulder and forced her to face front. “Enough. You’re embarrassing me.”
“Richard!” The woman protested, sounding like she didn’t understand why he was upset.
Jenna and I traded identical looks before dissolving into silent giggles that caused our shoulders to shake. Dad sent us a chiding glance. The kind that all parents had perfected on their children. He lifted a finger to his mouth to shush us. 
Jenna and I nodded quickly, the occasional snort giggle breaking through our attempt at seriousness. We were careful not to look at each other. The moment we did, the jig would be up. There’d be no fighting back our laughter then. 
I bit my lip, rolling it between my teeth to keep my snickers to myself as I stared at the stage. 
Don’t laugh. Don’t laugh. Don’t you do it. Otherwise, Vicky might turn around and fuss at us again.
The thought nearly set off another chain of giggles. Only catching Connor staring at me brought me back to reality.
“What?” I mouthed. 
“You and your father are similar.”
Connor’s voice was a bare thread of sound that was undetectable to human ears.
“Of course,” I responded, using the same volume. “He’s the one who raised me, after all. He taught me everything I know.”
We might not have shared DNA, but there was more to a parent/child relationship than just genetics. He’d been there every step of the way during my transition from childhood to adulthood. Guiding me where I needed it. Providing a safe harbor in those moments when I found myself lost and unsure. 
He was my hero. He was the reason I had a habit of rescuing misfits. He never could stand when people were bullies. I couldn’t either. Our temperaments were similar. Dad seemed mild mannered until he wasn’t. Particularly when the people he loved the most were in jeopardy of being trampled on.
Connor’s face was thoughtful as he studied my father. 
I left him to it, settling in to watch the recital. It was every bit as painful as I’d thought it would be. A good number of the ballerinas seemed to have forgotten the steps. They looked to the others, following along a beat behind everyone else. 
There was one particular cutie who got bored halfway through and found something interesting on the side of the stage to examine. The teacher motioned at her to return to the line, but the child remained intent on her new toy. 
It was adorable. A few in the crowd laughed as one of the parents got up and approached the edge of the stage to try to help the teacher.
In the middle of the group, my niece twirled. She was one of the few who’d actually remembered the steps. Although her movements contained more enthusiasm than skill, she was having fun. Her smile was as big as her face. 
My phone vibrated three more times during the course of the rest of the performance. I ignored it each time, intent on not letting my sire ruin this rare evening out.
“You should answer that,” Connor advised. “The longer you wait, the pushier he’ll get.”
At that moment, his phone let out a merry jingle, causing those nearby to give us more dirty looks.
I refrained from laughing, raising my eyebrows at him instead. “What’s that you were saying?”
Connor’s expression was grumpy as he stared straight ahead.
“I think that’s you,” Jenna whispered when he didn’t move to answer the phone.
Reluctantly, Connor reached into his pocket. I caught the word “Sire” on the screen before he hit the button to silence his ringer.
“Come now, avoiding him will only make him pushier,” I teased, a little too happy that the shoe was on the other foot.
Connor pretended not to hear my dig as applause broke out around us. I grinned, rising with the rest and clapping to the end of the performance. My niece beamed from her place in the middle of the pack. It might have been bias on my part, but I thought she was the best one out there. 
I let out a sharp whistle of appreciation. 
The sound attracted Linda’s attention. If possible, she beamed even harder. Her smile so wide it nearly split her face. 
If I needed a reminder of why I’d sat through an hour of torture surrounded by snotty parents, this was it. She looked like I’d handed her the sun, the stars and everything in between. 
Moments like this were why I’d never be able to fully walk away from my family. It was true they drove me crazy. Feelings on both sides had been hurt. Some of it was my fault. Some of it theirs. But they were worth the effort. 
One day these moments and these people would be gone. I needed to make the time we still had together count.
Linda darted for the edge of the stage before anyone could stop her. She hopped down and raced in our direction, leaving her teacher staring at her in consternation. Her fellow dancers milled around in confusion, a few looking like they wanted to follow. 
The teacher clapped to get their attention. Like little guppies, they grouped around her and let her shepherd them toward the wings. 
Linda reached our row, her face alight with excitement. “Aunt Aileen, you came!”
“I told you I would.”
Whatever my failings, I at least tried to keep my promises. Even if I was late.
Linda scooted past her grandfather and mother, pretending not to see my sister lean down to give her a hug. Jenna frowned at me as her daughter wiggled away from her arms.
I stuck my tongue out at her. “It’s because she likes me better.”
Jenna’s glare was fulminating.
“I’m so glad you got to see the recital, Aunt Aileen. I was worried work would keep you late. I know how important your job is.” Linda barely paused to draw breath, already launching into the next round before I could respond. “What did you think of my dance? Ms. Dinkle said I’m one of the best in my class. She said my arabesque’s and jeté’s are advanced for my age, but that my pirouette needs work. It’s really hard.”
My eyes began to glaze over with the influx of information. I pretended to understand all of her words as I nodded at appropriate intervals.
I owed Jenna an apology. If this was what she’d been dealing with as a single mother all these years, she was beyond impressive.
Honestly, I wasn’t sure how she was still sane. Were all kids like this?
From Linda’s exuberance, you’d never know that a few months ago she’d been sick enough for a hospital stay. One where words like cancer had been bandied about. Doctors were stunned when she made a miraculous recovery.
No one but Thomas, Liam and I knew it was because of my sire. Evidently, a powerful vampire’s blood acted like a panacea for most human ailments. Cancer included.
I owed Thomas. He’d saved Linda when I couldn’t. There was no getting around that. 
It was a debt I had to remember. 
“Alright, miss.” Jenna’s perfectly timed interruption coincided with Linda’s need for breath. “I don’t think you’re supposed to be down here. Why don’t you return to the stage before Ms. Dinkle takes back all the nice things she’s said about you? Your aunt will be here when you’re done.”
“Mom, you can’t take back complements already given.” Linda’s scowl was adorable. “Everyone knows that.”
Jenna made a face at her daughter. “Oh, they do, do they?”
“But you’re right. I shouldn’t miss Ms. Dinkle’s after performance review.” Linda waved at me. “See you later, Aunt Aileen.” She slipped through the narrow gap between the seats before stopping in front of her grandpa for a hug. “Are we still going to the pancake house afterward, Grandpa?” 
Dad enfolded Linda in a bear hug, pressing his cheek to the top of her head in the process. “I have to reward my best granddaughter somehow, don’t I?”
“I’m your only granddaughter, silly.”
“I thought you were joining the rest of your class,” Jenna said.
Linda danced away from my dad. “I’m going. I’m going.” 
Jenna shook her head as Linda wove between adults in the aisle, her figure quickly disappearing into the crowd. 
“I swear, I don’t know where she gets it from,” Jenna said with a shake of her head. “She gets more stubborn every day.”
I lifted my eyebrows at Jenna. “Really? You don’t know?” 
Did she not remember who had raised us? Our mother was the queen of stubborn. The empress of the sharp retort, and a woman who could silence her children with a single glance.
Jenna gave me a dry look. “Ah, right. I forgot she has you as an aunt.”
I made a face back at her as we moved into the aisle and toward the exit. 
My father ignored our antics to hold a hand out to Connor. “My name’s Patrick. I didn’t get a chance to introduce myself earlier.”
Connor stared at my dad’s hand with puzzlement before reaching out to shake it. “You may call me Connor.”
Jenna leaned against my shoulder as she dropped her voice to a whisper. “Is he the reason you didn’t agree to move in with me until you found a new place?”
I could have warned her that it was pointless to whisper and that Connor had probably heard every word out of her mouth, but where was the fun in that?
“Of course not. We’re strictly platonic.”
Jenna wiggled her eyebrows at me. “Does that mean you’re still dating tall, dark, and delicious? His name was Liam, right?”
Somehow the word “dating” when used in conjunction with Liam seemed like a tepid description for what we were doing.
“Yes.” I shrugged her arm off my shoulder as we reached the exit. “What’s with all the questions about my dating life?”
Jenna’s expression was innocent. “I’m your sister. This is the type of thing sisters discuss.”
I fixed her with a hard look that said she wasn’t fooling me. 
“By the way, where is Liam?” Jenna made a show of looking around. “I was hoping he’d come with you so I could play twenty questions with him.”
Note to self—don’t let Jenna within spitting distance of my vampire boyfriend. He’d have way too much fun with anything she asked.
“He was busy tonight,” I said evasively.
In truth, I hadn’t asked him. 
I wasn’t sure if he would have said yes. Although he’d met Jenna and my dad multiple times, it hadn’t been with the label of my official boyfriend. There was also Liam’s history with his mortal family and the complicated feelings the topic brought him.
“How do you know my daughter?” Dad was asking Connor.
“I’m her brother.” 
The resulting silence made me wish we were still talking about my love life as Dad and Jenna went very quiet. 
“Brother-in-arms,” I was quick to clarify with an awkward laugh, seeing the question in their eyes. “Not a blood related brother.”
Connor’s expression was a little stiff at my denial.
“Right, Connor?” I nudged him with an elbow. 
He’d better back me up on this. There would be hell to pay if he didn’t. 
Reluctantly, Connor nodded. “Aileen saved my life. I owe her more than I can ever repay.”
My relief was short lived as Dad contemplated the two of us with a serious expression and a gaze that saw right through me. 
He knew—or at least suspected—there was more to the story. That I was hiding something important.
I held my breath, waiting for the hammer to fall. Dad had always had a knack for detecting my lies. 
“No combat, huh? I guess all those assurances you gave me and your mother were bullshit.”
My mind went blank. 
I’d forgotten I’d told my parents that I never left the FOB—Forward Operating Base—during deployment. One of my bigger lies now exposed while covering for another lie.
Dad was quick to let me off the hook, the amused glint in his eye telling me he’d known the truth all along. “You’re home safe now. That’s all we can ask for.”
“Connor’s not just my friend. He’s my business partner too,” I blurted out.
“Is he now? Then I guess it’s good you two have history,” Dad said.
Jenna coughed under her breath. “Coward.”
Without looking, I swatted her arm with the back of my hand. “Shush, you.”
Her laugh came as Linda burst out of the crowd.
In the short time since we’d seen her, my niece had shed her tutu and was now wearing a thin jacket and pants over her ballet outfit. Her hair was still in its tight bun, and glitter covered her face. 
She slid to a stop in front of Connor, looking up at him like he was the eighth world wonder.
“Who are you?” Linda asked in a hushed voice that made me wonder if seven-year-olds were capable of falling in love at first sight.
Connor’s face held a trace of gentleness. “My name is Connor. I’m Aileen’s brother.”
Linda nodded, accepting his words the way only a child would. Without question or hesitation. 
She held her arms out to Connor. “Will you pick me up? My legs hurt.”
“Linda!” Jenna gasped. “Don’t be rude. You’re too big for that.”
Her protest came too late. Connor had already leaned down, carefully closing his arms around Linda as if she was a fragile treasure. He straightened, lifting her as easily as a feather.
From her new vantage, Linda looked around with excitement at being so high up. 
“Are you sure?” Jenna asked hesitantly. “You don’t have to.” 
The look Jenna shot her daughter held both embarrassment over her daughter’s behavior and a warning that she’d better straighten up—or else.
Connor acted like he hadn’t heard as he glanced at my dad. “You mentioned pancakes?”
Dad took his time studying him. “I did, didn’t I?”
Dad winked at Linda. She giggled, burying her face in Connor’s neck.
“We wouldn’t want to disappoint, would we?” Dad asked Linda.
“No!”
Dad offered his arms to me and Jenna. “Shall we, girls?”
With a smirk, I hooked one arm with his before looking at Jenna in expectation. 
She stared at us for a moment before releasing a growl that sounded cute when compared to the terrifying snarls of a werewolf.
“You’re going to spoil her,” Jenna chided.
Linda started bouncing in Connor’s arms. “We’re off to see the pancakes, the wonderful, wonderful pancakes of ours.”
“A little spoiling never hurt anyone,” Dad whispered back.
Jenna shot him a displeased look. “You’re not the one who has to deal with her later.”
I leaned around dad. “That’s the perk of being a grandpa and aunt.”
We got to wind the kids up and reap all the fun before abandoning them to their parents who would have to deal with the consequences. 
I pumped my fist in the air. “Pancakes!”
Linda squealed and did the same. “Pancakes!”
Dad and Connor looked at each other in consensus.
“Oh no,” Jenna moaned.
The men smirked then pumped their fists in the air. “Pancakes!”




two

A ten-minute walk later, the five of us were settling into a booth while Linda rattled off her order to the waitress without stopping to look at the menu once.  
It turns out she and my father were frequent visitors.
“How about you, hon?” the waitress asked when it got to my turn.
“Just coffee, please.”
“You’re not eating, Aunt Aileen?” Linda looked flabbergasted at the idea someone would forgo the sugary goodness that was her obsession. “You have to. These are the best pancakes in Columbus. Maybe even the world. They’re soft and fluffy. When you get blueberries in them, they are so tasty.”
“Sorry, sprout,” I said, ignoring the concern on Jenna and my dad’s faces. “I didn’t know you were being rewarded with such awesomeness when I ate dinner earlier. If I tried to stuff my face with as much food as you just ordered, my stomach would pop like a balloon.”
My answer surprised a giggle out of my niece. Jenna smiled and poked her daughter, making her laugh harder as my dad stretched an arm across the back of their booth. It seemed they’d bought my lie. A relief since not too long ago they’d been convinced I had a drinking problem.
The ironic part was that I did, in fact, have a drinking problem. Just not the way they thought. 
Connor closed his menu and handed it to the waitress. “I’ll have the cinnamon triple stack with a side of bacon and ham.”
I blinked rapidly, sure I hadn’t heard that right. “You’ll what now?”
Connor had the same limitations I did. While vampires could eat food in moderation, they mostly didn’t because of the damage it could do to our systems. In simple terms, food acted like an allergen, the resulting inflammation affecting us in unexpected ways. 
In severe cases, it could lead to devolution—which was the path I was on until Thomas intervened. It was also why I couldn’t have any food at all. 
It was too bad. I’d once loved food more than air. Not being able to taste my favorites was like having a limb removed. I missed it so much.
The confusion on my families’ faces had me backtracking. “I mean—are you sure? Your dinner was bigger than mine. How are you going to fit all that food in your stomach?”
“I’m older than you. I can handle it.”
This little shit. He’d just played the age card with me. I let him join one family outing and he was already roasting me in the best of sibling traditions.
Jenna ducked her head to hide her reaction. She wasn’t quite successful as several snorts escaped her. My dad lifted his cup of coffee to hide his smile.
Traitors. The both of them.
Linda’s eyes got very big with excitement. “Does this mean I get to eat more when I’m as old as you?”
“It does.”
Linda kicked her feet and bounced in her seat. “I can’t wait. I have so many plans.”
Sadly, my niece would have a longer wait than she expected since Connor had been alive for centuries.
While our order was being prepared, Linda told us everything we needed to know about how school was going. From what Mrs. Pax, her second-grade teacher, wore on each day of the week—apparently themes were involved. How Linda was really looking forward to Monday since she planned to wear the same thing as her teacher. To the complete anatomy of the social hierarchy in her class.
News flash—Linda was at the center of it all.
Jenna and I shared a look of bafflement, our thoughts following a similar vein. 
Linda was her own little person. I could see elements of her mother in her. Traits from her grandma and grandpa as well. Then there was this whole other side that made me wonder where it came from. 
While Jenna had aways been part of the more popular crowd in school, unlike me who’d been content to float around the edges, she’d also been a bit of a pushover. Linda sounded more like someone willing to throw down for a fight. 
Maybe that was my influence. Or maybe it came from her father. A man whose name no one knew—except Jenna.
Either way, it was a joy to see the person she was becoming. 
By the time our food arrived, Linda had moved on to describing her summer plans which involved an outdoor adventure I was pretty sure hadn’t been run by her mom. 
“Here we are.” The waitress set a plate down in front of Linda. “One blueberry stack with extra powdered sugar.”
Linda licked her lips at the sight of the three kid size pancakes stacked on top of each other. 
The waitress set the next plate in front of Jenna. “One lemon ricotta pancake; hold the sugar.”
Jenna smiled in thanks.
“And a farmer’s special for the gentleman.” The waitress winked at my dad as she gave him his plate before setting the remaining mountain of pancakes in front of Connor. “And last but not least, the triple deck cinnamon burst pancakes for the other gentleman.”
Triple the size of Linda’s stack, it looked like there were enough pancakes on Connor’s plate to feed the whole table.
“Wow,” Linda breathed in amazement, eyeing Connor’s pancakes with envy.
“Focus on your own plate, Miss,” Jenna warned.
“But—”
“Eat your pancakes.”
Linda’s sigh was way more world weary than any seven-year-old had the right to be. With a shrug, she dug into her pancakes, the first bite making her forget she’d ever coveted Connor’s.
While Jenna and my dad picked up their forks, Connor studied his stack with an intensity reserved for the strange and unusual. 
I pretended to sip at my coffee as I eyed his sugary goodness, wanting nothing more than to take it off his hands. Cinnamon. Yum. I loved cinnamon. I loved pancakes too. 
Why couldn’t I have been bitten by a werewolf instead of a vampire? At least then I could enjoy all the food I wanted. Instead, I got blood. Yummy blood, but still. 
“Regret not ordering?” Jenna quirked an eyebrow at me. 
I slumped into my seat, not bothering to pretend. She’d know anyways.
“She can’t.” Connor poked a pancake with a fork. “She’s on a specialized diet for her health.”
That caught the adults’ attention. Jenna and Dad paused in their meal, focusing on Connor. 
Jenna sent a quick look at Dad, a silent communication taking place between them in the space of a heartbeat. 
Dad lifted his mug to take a sip of his coffee, allowing Jenna to take the lead. There was a vigilance in the way he eyed Connor and me over the rim of his cup that said he cared more about what was being said than he was letting on. We had his full attention.
“Is this about the illness you mentioned when Linda was in the hospital?” Jenna asked, trying and failing to feign nonchalance. The slow and deliberate way she cut her pancakes was what gave her away. Like my dad, she was wholly absorbed in the conversation even while being careful not to appear too eager. 
I sent Connor a sidelong look, blaming him for this. As long as we didn’t bring up the subject, they’d been content to pretend it wasn’t there. 
That no longer applied. 
Connor didn’t notice my disgruntlement, carefully watching the way Jenna was cutting her pancakes before following suit. 
I guess it was up to me to think of a good excuse.
“You could say that.” I fiddled with the handle of my mug, drawing my dad’s attention. Knowing fidgeting was a sign of nerves, I put my hands in my lap and smiled at them. “The doctors think a more restrictive diet will help reduce inflammation which might make my illness easier to treat.”
My dad set his coffee cup on the table. “Is it serious? This illness?” 
The concern in his face made me pause. It held a mixture of love and worry. Behind it all was a fear that things were more serious than I was letting on. 
No parent wanted to hear their child was sick. They wanted to see them suffer even less. My dad was no different.
I reached out and took his hand, noting how warm it was compared to mine. “I won’t die from this.”
Dad’s eyes were rimmed with red as he looked down at the table.
“But I won’t be able to live the same way I did before.” I squeezed his hand in reassurance, my eyes smarting when I felt his return squeeze. It felt like I was a little girl again, finding comfort in her dad’s presence. The one who’d believed everything would be okay as long as he was there.
“As long as you’re healthy. That’s all that matters.” Dad sounded gruff as he picked up his coffee again.
Jenna and I pretended not to see the sheen in his eyes as he turned his face toward the window.
“If you can’t have pancakes, what can you eat?” Syrup was smeared on my niece’s lips and chin. A few spots on her jacket glistened where it had dripped. 
“Blood and nightmares.” Connor stuffed a bite of pancake in his mouth.
Linda’s nose wrinkled. “Eww. Does that mean you’re a vampire?”
“Yes, and I’ve come to suck your blood.” I curled my fingers into claws and reached for Linda. 
She shrieked and backed away laughing.
“Okay, okay.” Jenna blocked her daughter’s flailing hand when it almost hit her in the face. A second later, she removed the fork with a speared piece of pancake from Linda’s hand and set it on the plate. “Enough playing around, before you hurt someone.”
“Sorry, Mommy.” Linda didn’t resist as Jenna took her hands to clean the syrup off them.
While Jenna was preoccupied with her daughter, I rested my head on my hand to watch Connor eat. “How is your first time eating pancakes?”
Linda stared at Connor with her mouth open. “You’ve never had pancakes before?”
“No.”
“How is that possible?” Linda gasped. “Pancakes are the best. They are everything.”
Linda wasn’t the only one surprised; Dad and Jenna stared at him in confusion. 
“They don’t have them where I’m from.” Connor tucked another bite into his mouth and chewed, unconcerned by their reactions.
From his expression, it was hard to tell if he was enjoying the pancakes or not.
“Where is that?” Jenna asked, quick to seize the opportunity to learn a little more about the person I’d introduced into our circle.
“Ireland,” I answered before Connor could. 
Part of me feared he’d mention the Fae land where he’d spent his last few centuries. It was best to cut him off before that could happen. 
Dad still looked suspicious, but he didn’t press.
White hot agony pierced my mind. I clutched at my head as a whimper escaped from between clenched teeth. 
“Aileen? Aileen!” 
“What’s wrong with her?”
Dad and Jenna’s frightened expressions registered, but I was too busy trying to ride the wave of pain swamping my senses to reassure them. 
Connor grabbed my shoulders, lowering me until I was lying on the bench.
The pain receded a tiny bit, still there but not as overwhelming. 
From a distance, I could hear Dad’s raised voice and Jenna trying to calm Linda down.
A voice boomed in my mind. Childe.
As quickly as it had come, the pain vanished. It became nothing more than a hazy memory as my mind tried to convince itself that someone wasn’t just digging their fingers into a place where they didn’t belong.
What the fuck was that?
As if the situation wasn’t embarrassing enough, liquid started to drip out of my nose and onto my upper lip as I forced myself up to sitting. 
Blood. That’s just great.
“Oh my God, Aileen.” Jenna grabbed napkins from the dispenser. Two thirds of them ripped. That didn’t stop her. She yanked one after another out until she had a large pile she could then shove in my direction. “You have a nose bleed.” 
I took the napkins and pressed them against my nose, wishing I was alone with Connor so I could ask him what the hell was going on. 
“You okay?” Connor asked.
“Let me get back to you on that.”
I wasn’t sure what I was feeling right now. Angry, certainly. A little scared. Maybe a lot scared. And about every emotion in between. 
A person’s mind was supposed to be sacrosanct. Mine wasn’t. And that was terrifying.
Connor’s focus turned inward, his expression remote. 
I didn’t take his withdrawal personally. This wasn’t good. Someone with power of this nature could have turned my mind into Swiss cheese. Worse—I had no idea how to keep the invasion from happening again.
Seeing the concern on my family’s faces, I lowered the wad of now bloody napkins to give them a reassuring smile. “Sorry about this.”
Jenna’s tiny flinch made me cover my lips with the napkins again. Maybe smiling wasn’t such a good idea after all.
My dad’s face expression looked like it had been chiseled out of granite. 
Linda was the only one to show appreciation, mouthing a silent, “Cool.”
Way to go, self. Stellar job appearing normal and well adjusted.
“You don’t have to apologize.” My dad nudged Jenna’s shoulder, nodding for her to scoot out of the booth. “But I think it’s best if we take you to a hospital to get checked out.”
Linda, sensing her time was limited, shoveled several bites of pancake into her mouth as she shuffled sideways. Reaching the end of the table, she hovered over her food for those last few bites.
“That’s not necessary, Dad,” I protested.
A visit to the hospital was the last thing I needed. I wasn’t sure how much human technology could glean from our blood, but I didn’t want to chance it. Even with Thomas’s people seeded within the phlebotomy labs, there was no reason to be reckless. 
There weren’t a lot of universal rules in the spook world, but not giving humans evidence of our existence was a big one. 
Besides, Dad and Jenna would probably find it suspicious when the doctors had never heard of what I had. 
I needed an excuse. A good one. Preferably one my family could accept.
“I think it’s very necessary,” Dad said in his dad voice. 
That particular tone had always let me know when a situation wasn’t up for discussion. 
Unfortunately, the threat of punishment no longer worked on me. I wasn’t afraid of a grounding or missing dessert. Dad and Jenna couldn’t afford for me to be nice about this.
“I promise you, it’s nothing,” I assured him. “This is a possible side effect of the medicine I’m on. An unexpected one with how well I’ve been doing until now.”
Wow. This time I almost believed that. My ability to tell lies had evolved a long way from my teen years. 
Too bad Dad didn’t look convinced. Jenna, either. 
The stubbornness I saw in their faces made it clear they weren’t going to let this go.
In their place, I wouldn’t either. I would have fought to ensure they got the necessary care for whatever mysterious illness they had—whether they shared the name of the illness or not.
I was going to have to be mean to get them to back off. It would probably undo all the work I’d done until now.
And yet I was going to do it to save them from something worse down the line.
Connor set his fork down and patted his lips with the napkin. “You do not need to worry. I will call our personal physician to attend to her when we reach home. He is familiar with her situation and will know what steps need to be taken.”
My dad’s expression loosened. He knew me too well and had been braced for a fight. 
That made me hate myself. Just a little. 
Dad had always been my safe harbor. My mom and I always clashed, but he’d been my rock. 
I wish I was the daughter he deserved. Not this person filled with secrets. Not someone he had to protect himself from. 
Connor rose, bowing his head to my father in respect. “I regret that this means we will need to take our leave.”
Next to him, I felt like a lumbering monster as I fought my way out of the booth. 
I made sure to take the bloody napkins with me. After what just happened, I didn’t want to chance any piece of me falling into the wrong hands. 
Blood was an important ingredient in some spells. It was an easy way to get cursed. 
Now that I was thinking about it, many of my enemies were witches. Or at least versed in spell work. I’d have to check to see if there had ever been an opportunity for someone to obtain a sample of my blood. 
My dad returned Connor’s bow with a nod before heading toward the waitress to ask for the check. 
Connor’s expression turned morose.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
Connor was the master of the micro expression. A beautiful work of art that was impossible to know the heart of unless he told you. It took a lot to make him show anything on that face of his. 
“I had hoped to pay.” Connor’s frown held a touch of pouting. “From what I read, paying is a way to leave a good impression on prospective fathers.”
“I’m pretty sure you understood that wrong,” I said, fighting a smirk. Connor clearly didn’t understand the difference between a father vs a prospective father-in-law. 
“Are you sure?”
I nodded and patted his shoulder. “Yup.”
“Let Dad pay,” Jenna interjected. “It’s his way of welcoming you to the family now that you’re Aileen’s brother and all.”
I was the only one who caught Jenna’s sarcasm. It went right over Connor’s head as he nodded, accepting her words at face value.
“I see,” he said, sounding serious. “I will accept his good intentions then.”
Jenna’s teeth dented her lower lip, her eyes alight with a mirth I hadn’t seen in a long time. 
Linda looked up at Connor. “Does this mean you’re my uncle now?”
Jenna’s expression softened, her teasing fading as she smoothed Linda’s hair away from her face.
I sometimes forgot because of how good a mom Jenna was that Linda didn’t have a lot of positive male role models in her life. As a result, she tended to glom onto any man who came into her orbit. 
It was one of the reasons Jenna had hesitated to introduce any of the men she’d dated to Linda. She didn’t want Linda getting attached only for the relationship to end. 
It showed how much Connor’s actions had won Jenna’s approval if she wasn’t trying to head Linda off at the pass.
A warm feeling filled my center. It was kind of nice watching two important people in my life get along. 
Connor gave Linda’s question serious thought. “I suppose that wouldn’t be wrong.”
I shook my head in amused resignation before herding the other three toward the exit. My dad would follow when he finished paying the bill.
Linda and Jenna were giggling together as Connor and I brought up the rear. 
Their abrupt stop a second later caused me to nearly bump into their backs. It took several quick side shuffles to avoid running them over.
Only after that did I understand the reason for their sudden caution.
A black Escalade was parked in the no parking zone directly in front of the restaurant. By itself, that wouldn’t be alarming. It was the man leaning against its side like a grim specter of death that was the problem.
Dressed all in black and looking about as approachable as an assassin, he was obviously waiting for us.
“What are you doing here, Nathan?” I asked with a scowl.
An enforcer for the Master of the City, Nathan possessed an easy charisma that many found disarming. They never saw what lay beyond that deceptive charm. 
As flirtatious as he seemed, Nathan was a stone-cold killer. A psycho, just like the rest of them. Even if he hid it better. 
It was what made him so good at what he did; no one ever saw him coming. 
His gaze sharpened as he pushed off the SUV and stalked toward me. Jenna pulled Linda behind her as he caught my chin and tilted it upward for a better look.
“What happened to you?” 
I slapped his hand off my face. Nathan let me. 
“Nothing.”
He set his hands on his hips, looking angry. “You had a bloody nose.”
I covered my face, feeling self-conscious. I thought I’d gotten all the blood off before we left the restaurant. Though I guess not well enough to fool a vampire.
“I’ll tell you about it later,” I said, waving away his concern. This wasn’t the place to get into it. Not with my sister and niece standing a few feet away.
Nathan let me dodge the question. For now, anyways. His steady gaze made it clear that wouldn’t last, though.
“Are you going to answer my earlier question?” I asked, changing the subject.
“To pick you up, of course. Did you forget what day it was?”
I searched my memory. Would it be bad if I said yes?
“You did forget!” 
The pitch of Nathan’s voice made it difficult to determine if he was delighted or scandalized by that knowledge.
His gaze swung toward Connor. “Don’t tell me you did too.” 
The deer in headlights expression on his face made Nathan let out a mocking laugh. 
“Thomas must be going crazy by now.” Nathan shook his finger at the two of us. “I’m surprised he hasn’t been blowing up your phones demanding to know where you are.”
The guilty expression on both our faces gave us away. 
Nathan’s eyes widened before he snickered. “No wonder I was sent.”
Oh. I think I remembered now.
“The quarterly meet and greet,” I whispered. “That’s tonight?”
Nathan snapped his fingers and pointed at me. “Got it in one.”
Connor and I shared similar looks of dread. 
“I forgot,” I whispered. Connor too, it seemed.
In establishing our own House, we, because there was no way I was venturing into that shark tank alone, were required to attend formal functions as part of our new roles. I was the House head and Connor was my right hand.
The meet and greet tonight was a quarterly meeting for the Clans and Houses in the city and nearby areas. Our presence was expected—and required.
Thomas had told me several weeks ago, but I’d promptly put it out of my mind.
“That is clear,” Nathan drawled, his gaze shifting toward my dad as he joined us outside.
“Who’s this?” Dad asked.
I glared at Nathan. He’d better be on his best behavior around my family. I might not be able to make him physically regret crossing me, but I bet Connor could. 
“He seems to be Aileen’s friend,” Jenna volunteered, acting less than certain as she picked up on my tension. 
“Actually, I’m her boss.”
I blew a raspberry. “As if. More like a minion.”
Nathan held his hands to his chest in mock hurt. “Is that how you see me after all this time?”
“Keep going. See how much further I can reduce your status.”
Knowing I’d do exactly as I said, Nathan cut his losses, instead focusing on my niece. “Are you the little ballerina I’ve heard so much about?”
Linda blinked up at him in surprise. “How did you know?”
“One ballet aficionado recognizes the next.” 
“Really?” 
Linda’s face lit up at the prospect of someone else, an adult no less, sharing her favorite hobby. 
In answer, Nathan executed an embôité before transitioning into a pirouette that had Linda clapping.
She bounced forward on her toes. “You’re so good.”
He definitely was. Watching him was like seeing poetry in motion. Each movement as graceful and perfect as the last. 
Nathan quirked an eyebrow at my expression. “Surprised?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. You’re the one who taught me swing dancing.” 
I didn’t find it strange that he knew other forms of dance as well. Especially given his level of talent in it.
Nathan offered my sister his hand. “You must be Ms. Grumpy’s sister.”
“That’s an apt description of her,” Jenna said with a smile. 
“Was she always like this?” Nathan asked.
“From the day she was born,” Dad answered.
Nathan peeked in my direction, his playful grin making it clear he was having fun at my expense. “I’m sure you two have a lot of stories I can use to torture Aileen with later.”
Jenna nodded, her expression as gleeful as her daughter’s had been earlier. “We do.”
“That’s enough of that, minion. It’s time to be on our way.” I stepped between the two before any further damage could be done. 
“Afraid, Lena?” Jenna teased.
“About Nathan learning my secrets—yes.”
Unequivocally so. The man was a terror. No way did I want stories of my childhood falling into his hands. 
“You don’t trust me, A?” 
I narrowed my eyes at the enforcer. “Not even a little bit.”
At least not when it came to this. My life, on the other hand, was a different story. Nathan was one of the few I trusted at my back.
“I guess I can understand that,” he murmured, not seeming too put out at my caution. 
“That’s mighty big of you, minion.”
Nathan gestured to the car. “Now that that’s settled, shall we?”
I didn’t move. “There’s no need. I parked not far from here. We’ll meet you there.”
Nathan shook his head. “No can do, A. My orders are clear. You and Connor in this vehicle.”
“I’m not leaving Gwyneth here overnight.”
“No need. I already arranged to have your car picked up and taken home.”
A throaty rumble came from the end of the street as a Jaguar F-Type roared into view. The exterior was a distinctive burnt umber that I had only seen once. On my car.
“Tell me you didn’t,” I growled.
“I kind of did.”
The Jaguar passed us, giving me a glimpse of the driver as he gunned the engine.
“Anton—that’s who you let drive Gwyneth?”
That’s who he trusted my precious to?
“Gwyneth?” Jenna repeated to herself, sounding confused.
“It would appear so.”
I stomped toward the curb. “Not a scratch, Anton. Do you hear me? Not a scratch or I will end you.”
“She knows he can’t hear her, right?” Jenna whispered to Connor.
He could hear me. He’d better pay attention too or retribution would be mine.
I turned and stomped back to Nathan. “You know my rules. Nobody drives the precious but me.”
Nathan shrug was unconcerned. “Next time, show up when you’re supposed to and this won’t be a problem.”
Unbelievable. 
“I’m sure this is important, but Aileen needs to bet checked out by a doctor before she does anything else,” my dad said with a stubborn tilt to his jaw.
Nathan’s nod was respectful. “We have one on-site so that won’t be a problem.”
His reassurance did a little to allay my dad’s concern.
“I’ll wait in the car while you say your goodbyes, A.” Nathan slung an arm over Connor’s shoulder, guiding him to the car. “Why don’t you join me?”
Connor pulled open the back door and climbed inside. Nathan shot us a grin before sauntering around the car to the driver’s side.
“Employee of yours?” Jenna asked, looking far too interested in Nathan’s backside for my peace of mind. 
“More like contractor. Though after tonight, I’m regretting that.”
If I could, I would have ended any contract between us in a heartbeat for the crime of touching Gwyneth. 
“He seems interesting,” Jenna said.
“Trust me—don’t go there.”
As charming as he was, Nathan was a heartbreak waiting to happen. Any relationship between the two was doomed—both because he was a vampire and because he had a short attention span when it came to the opposite sex.
There was no way I’d trust him with my little sister. 
“A man like that, I don’t need forever with.” Jenna shoved me playfully with her shoulder, keeping her voice low so her daughter wouldn’t hear. “A few nights would more than suffice.”
Dad pulled the two of us apart with a shake of his head. “Alright, that’s not the kind of thing I want to hear.” 
“Me neither, Dad,” I mumbled. More importantly, I wished Nathan wouldn’t have heard that either.
Jenna’s smirk was unrepentant as she lifted a shoulder in a shrug. So glad she was enjoying my second-hand embarrassment. 
“Promise me you’ll get that checkup,” Dad said, ignoring his other daughter. 
“I will. Nathan and Connor will make sure of it.”
I stepped forward to offer him a hug. His frame seemed to freeze for a split second before his arms came up to hug me back a little harder than usual.
I pretended not to hear the faint catch in his throat. 
It made me realize it had been too long since the last time I’d hugged anyone in my family. I’d been too afraid of my strength after my transition. I was worried I’d hurt them or lose control of my blood lust.
His grip gentled as if he suddenly remembered I was “sick”. He was holding me like I was something fragile.
A few seconds later, I ducked my head to hide my wet eyes as I stepped back.
Dad’s swallow was audible as he looked away. “Let me know if there’s anything you need after your talk with the doctor.”
I nodded. “I will.”
Jenna stepped forward to give me a briefer, but no less welcome, hug. “It’s rare we get to see you these days. I was hoping for a little more time.”
“My friends are having a girl’s night tomorrow. You could join us if you want,” I blurted, the words seeming to fall out of my mouth against my wishes.   
Say no, I urged mentally, wishing I could take my offer back. Say you can’t get away and have to watch Linda. 
Anything but that you’ll come.
“With Caroline?” Jenna asked.
“And others.”
All of them spooks. Friends I’d made over the last few years. 
Now that I had time to reconsider, I realized just how bad of an idea it had been to invite Jenna into that dynamic. 
Too late to take it back now.
“I’ll be there.”
I faked a smile. “I’ll send the details.”
Happiness shone from every inch of Jenna’s body. “Great.”
Before my big mouth could dig any more holes I couldn’t get myself out of, I headed toward the Escalade. I climbed into the passenger seat, waving once at my family before slamming the door shut. 
“Girl’s night, huh?” Nathan asked. 
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
Nathan started the car. “You sure that’s a good idea?”
“Definitely not.”
But it was happening. God help me. 




three

The sound of puking came as Nathan started the car.  
I looked into the backseat to find Connor bent over and heaving. “What happened to being able to handle it?”
Connor’s features held regret as he wiped his mouth and straightened from his hunched over position. “You were right. I was too ambitious.”
Nathan twisted in his seat. “Did he seriously just throw up in this car?” The stunned outrage on his face made me bite back a smile. “Right behind me too? Are you kidding me?” His voice held a touch of hysteria. “How am I supposed to drive thinking about it sloshing around? What if it comes up here when I hit the brakes?”
Nathan started dry retching.
I patted him sympathetically on the shoulder. “I’ve decided to forgive you for letting Anton drive Gwyneth. You were right; this was a much better idea than taking my car.”
Nathan’s shoulders went rigid. “Did you know this was going to happen?”
Don’t laugh. Don’t laugh.
“How could I?” 
Nathan scowled at Connor. “Did you do this on purpose?”
Connor’s face was blank as he met Nathan’s gaze. 
Unsatisfied, Nathan spun back to me. “What did you mean earlier by ‘handle it?’”
I tried to appear unaffected. Probably not very well since a smile kept trying to break out on my face. “Nothing much.”
Nathan squinted at me, trying to see through my facade. His eyes widened in realization. “He ate something, didn’t he?”
My shoulders started shaking with silent laughter.
He whirled on Connor. “What did you eat?”
Connor’s stare made it plain he didn’t intend to answer. It wasn’t until I made a small “come on” gesture that he deigned to open his mouth. “Triple cinnamon pancakes.”
Nathan’s face held disbelief as he looked at me. “You let him eat that crap?”
I shrugged. “He’s a big boy. And he said he could handle it.”
Which was why it was doubly satisfying to see that no, he could, in fact, not handle triple cinnamon pancakes with a side of bacon and ham.
“Are we going?” I asked after a few seconds when Nathan continued to regard us like we were aliens. “We’re going to attract attention if we keep sitting here.”
Nathan faced front in his seat, muttering to himself as he put the car in drive again. “He’s going to clean that up when we arrive. You know that, right?”
Connor’s silence spoke for itself as he stared out the window at the passing scenery.
“No can do,” I answered for him. “We have a meet and greet, remember? It’s why you interrupted our evening in such a rude fashion.”
“You’re enjoying this,” Nathan snapped.
“So very much.”
Words could not describe how happy Connor had made me. It was so perfectly timed that it made me wonder if he’d done it on purpose. A tiny revenge for Nathan’s high handedness. 
If so—bravo, brother.
I chuckled at the idea of it. 
“You realize payback is coming,” Nathan warned me. “It’s going to be hard payback.”
“But not before you have to clean out your ride,” I returned gleefully. 
And that was going to take a lot of effort and time. The stench of throw up was as pervasive as death and would cling to everything. I was betting he’d have to detail the car several times to be get rid of it. 
A vampire’s senses were heightened, after all. 
The thought was oh so sweet.
“Enjoy it while you can, A,” Nathan rumbled. “I’ll be sure to return the favor in kind.”
But not before suffering for a while. I was petty enough to think the tradeoff worthwhile.
“How did you know where I was?” I asked as we headed south on Grandview Avenue toward Goodale Blvd.
“Do you really think I’m going to answer that?” Nathan asked with a sidelong look that told me he was still sore about the whole throw up situation. 
By now, Connor had abandoned the seat behind Nathan in favor of the one on the passenger side. He was quiet as we drove, lost in his own world. 
“Honestly, I expected a little bragging,” I answered.
Nathan snorted. “A magician never reveals his secrets.”
“You’re not a magician, though.”
“I could be if I wanted. I’d make an excellent addition to their ranks,” Nathan grumbled.
Of that I had no doubt. He was a master at misdirection.
“You ever going to tell me why you had blood leaking out of your nose before I showed up?” Nathan asked.
I looked out the window to avoid the question.
“Come on, A. What’s going on?” Seeing my reluctance, Nathan crooned. “Tell your big brother, Nathan, all your little secrets.”
I couldn’t help smiling at his cajoling. “It’s nothing.”
“If you’re bleeding, it is.” The playfulness dropped from his face as Nathan turned serious. “Nose bleeds aren’t normal for us. You should know that.”
I shifted in my seat, a little uncomfortable. He was right. I did know. 
With a sigh, I explained what happened in the restaurant. The pain. The voice afterwards. 
Nathan listened carefully as he turned onto Goodale and headed toward the Arena District near the downtown area. 
“That’s not nothing,” he said after I finished. “Someone able to breech your mind like that is a concern.”
“I agree,” Connor said from the back seat. “Your mental defenses are some of the best I’ve ever seen. I don’t know of anyone who could have done that.”
“You have to tell Thomas,” Nathan said, looking over at me. “You don’t have a choice. He needs to know.”
I stretched my legs out as far as I could and crossed them. “Don’t worry. I’m aware. Not even I would take chances with something like this.”
Thomas had way more experience in these things. If anyone could help, it was him. Or at least he’d know someone who could.
Besides, he owed me.
“I’m surprised Thomas sent you and Anton,” I said, changing the subject.
As enforcers they had better things to do than retrieve the Master of the City’s offspring for a small meet and greet like this. No one particularly important was supposed to be there. Just the Clan Matriarch’s and Patriarch’s. Along with a few vampires hoping to petition to start their own House. 
All of them were well acquainted with my eccentricities. My absence would hardly be a surprise.  
“Thomas didn’t.”
I sent him a surprised look. “Liam sent you?”
A grunt was all the answer I got. 
I sank into thought, troubled by this new piece of information.
In addition to being my lover, Liam was the head enforcer for the Master of the City—and Nathan’s boss. He didn’t normally step into the middle of Thomas’s power games. For him to interfere like this meant something was up. 
Something big.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
Nathan shook his head, his irritation vanishing. “I don’t know. They’re not sharing. Whatever it is, though, it’s got them antsy.”
An antsy Thomas and Liam. I didn’t think there was anything worse.
I glanced over my shoulder to find Connor paying attention to the conversation. 
His gaze shifted to me. He shook his head, as lost as I was.
I faced forward again. “Great.”

[image: image-placeholder]The remainder of the drive was completed in silence. Each of us were left to our own thoughts as we passed under the highway and then over the Olentangy river a few miles north of where it joined the Scioto. 
From there, we made our way toward the Arena District, an area known as the play center of the city. The district had gone through many incarnations before reaching its current version. In the late 1800s, it was an industrial corridor, complete with a railroad hub. Union Station and most of the train tracks were gone now, but an arch from its arcade remained in the McFerson Commons Park.
At one time there was a penitentiary that served as the city’s prison until it was closed and demolished. The prison held the dubious distinction of being home to the worst prison fire in history, killing 322 inmates in the 1930s.
By the time a proposal to revitalize this part of the city was put forth, the area was mostly abandoned. The houses and former factories had sat empty for years. It wasn’t until the mid-90’s that it was redeveloped into what it is now. A district with a thriving nightlife.
That was probably a big reason the vampires had claimed this section of the city as their hunting grounds. They owned the majority of the clubs, bars and restaurants in the area, using them to pick out their evening’s meal. 
No one would notice a human who was staggering a little more than usual because of blood loss rather than inebriation. Most of the time, the human didn’t even remember the encounter. Likely the result of the combination of vampire compulsion and alcohol. If they did remember, they’d chalk up the bite to a kinky interlude with a stranger.
Nathan pulled up in front of Asylum, a trendy nightclub owned by Clan Davinish.
The spot he’d chosen wasn’t an actual parking spot, but that didn’t stop him as he climbed out of the SUV to toss his keys at the valet waiting by the curb. 
“I want it detailed before you give it back to me,” Nathan ordered as he stalked past.
Connor and I followed.
A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth. “Do you really think that will make a difference?” 
Nathan herded me toward the club’s entrance, bypassing the line of waiting humans. “You’d better hope it does.”
“Ooo, threats.” I pretended to shiver. “We’re so scared. Aren’t we, Connor?”
The other man blinked and tilted his head to give me a confused look. “No.”
His response made me snicker as the bouncers opened the doors for us. 
“Welcome to the Asylum.” His wide smile revealed the points of his fangs.
Vampire. 
“Hey!” A woman yelled from the other side of the velvet rope. “Why do they get to skip the line?”
Another bouncer held up a pacifying hand and moved to block us from view. “Trust me—you don’t want to make a fuss about them.”
Her response was lost as we entered the club. The bass of the music ran through the floor, a mass of bodies heaving to the beat. 
“Was Asylum renovated?” I asked, stopping to take a look around the club.
It looked different than the last time I’d been here. 
The theme was macabre with a flair of steampunk. Red and black dominated. Velvet covered the booths, while bronze decorated the lighting fixtures. 
The artwork on the walls was equally riveting. In one, a woman wore a black Victorian outfit. A large hat called attention to the skull where her face should have been. In another, a woman in a white nightgown stepped down into a pool of black skulls. 
The wait staff were dressed to match the theme. Their clothes walking the line between costume and uniform. Their dramatic makeup made them appear as creepy as the decor. At my question, the bartender looked up from where he was serving a crowd of humans. The skin around his eyes had been painted black and a white powder used on the rest of his face.
Nathan brushed past me, moving deeper into the club. “Sofia felt it was time for a change.”
“It looks amazing.” 
“She’ll appreciate the complement,” a woman declared from the top of the stairs that led up to the second floor mezzanine where only VIPs were allowed.
With one hand on the rail, she had the grace of a queen as she descended the stairs. Her poise was all the more impressive because of the sky-high, black lace-covered heels she wore. I knew they couldn’t have been easy to walk in.
Sienna reached the bottom of the stairs and gave me a faint smile. “You’re late.”
“Why does everyone keep saying that? I can only be considered late if I agreed to come in the first place.”
Which I didn’t actually remember doing. Barely audible “uh huh’s” on the way to work didn’t count.
Sienna’s smile grew into a real one, exposing the tips of her fangs. 
African American, her hair exploded around her head in a halo of tight corkscrew curls. Coupled with her gorgeous cheekbones and well-defined jaw, she could have been a super model if she’d wanted. 
Next to her in her full-length formal gown, I felt self-conscious in casual jeans and loose shirt. A sparrow who’d encountered a creature of pure elegance.
Sienna looked me over, managing not to come off insulting in the process. “Oh, dear. Your outfit won’t do.”
If her dress was anything to judge by, she was probably right. It was gorgeous. An emerald green dress with a slit up the side. It was backless except for the two thin straps that crossed over her shoulder blades to keep the front up.
“Let’s hurry and get you changed.” Sienna lifted her skirt and started up the stairs.
I reluctantly followed. “Do we have to?” 
“The Master of the City wishes for you to make a good impression.”
I grimaced, wishing I had the courage to argue. If it had been Thomas’s former right hand, I would have. 
The difference was that Kat had been an idiot who’d relished flaunting her power over others. She’d considered me a thorn in her side and challenged me to a duel, only to lose. Quite badly, I might add.
I wasn’t sorry she was gone. Especially since Sienna had done an amazing job since replacing her. She was efficient, with a brisk professionalism that didn’t rely on looking down her nose at those she considered weaker than her.
It was the reason I didn’t give her a hard time. 
Nathan snickered from behind me. “Watching you fall in line almost makes the mess in my car worth it.”
I gave him a middle-fingered salute as we headed toward a room on the side of the club. Nathan’s warm chuckle sounded as he fell back, disappearing into the press of bodies now that he’d delivered us safely. 
We entered a long hallway. 
From experience, I knew the private side of the club was bigger than it appeared from the outside. It was a maze of hallways and secluded rooms where vampires could take their victims for a more erotic type of feeding.
Thankfully, the room Sienna led us to wasn’t far. We stepped inside what I would have described as a salon or boudoir. 
The salon’s design echoed the club’s with a few feminine touches. 
A bed sat in the corner, its sheets red. The canopy and posts had sheer black material that could be drawn to conceal those inside. A velvet settee was in the corner next to an antique looking end table. Beside it was an oriental folding screen.
“When Thomas said you’d be late, I took the liberty of choosing your outfits,” Sienna said. “Connor can get changed in the bathroom. Aileen—your dress is behind the screen.”
Connor disappeared into the other room. 
I moved behind the screen, finding a black tulle dress waiting there. 
“When you’re done, I’ll help you with your hair,” Sienna announced as I started removing my clothes. 
I was relieved to find that Sienna had the foresight to provide a pair of undergarments to wear with the dress. 
A few minutes later, I walked out from behind the screen and over to the dressing table where Sienna waited.
I took a seat in front of the mirror and table.
“Your hair is beautiful,” Sienna murmured, gathering my hair in her hands.
When I was younger, I liked to tell people my hair was auburn when in reality it had always been much closer to brown. Its reddish tint could only be detected under direct sunlight. Something I didn’t get a lot of anymore.
Now it was a rich brown that looked luxurious against skin that was less pale than it had been a few months ago. 
It turned out a regular supply of fresh blood was exactly what I’d needed to not look like a pasty ghost.
“Yours is too,” I offered.
“Thank you,” Sienna murmured with a mysterious little smile.
Quiet fell as I studied myself in the mirror, taking in the grayish blue of my eyes and the toned muscles of my arms. The athletic build I’d been blessed with had been enhanced in recent months by the intense training regimen Liam and Nathan had subjected me to.
“Look here.” Finished with my hair, Sienna tilted my face toward hers, applying eyeshadow with sure strokes followed by mascara. A moment later she stepped back to scrutinize her work. “This’ll have to do. What do you think?”
She took my hand to help me stand before leading me to the full-length mirror on the opposite side of the room. 
I stopped, the reflection in the glass taking my breath away.
The dress Sienna had chosen was exquisite. The sequined bodice shimmered in the light. A black see-through tulle overlaid the deep red fabric of the skirt. Around my neck, Sienna had placed an antique silver filigree necklace. A ruby was set in the center with another of a similar size dangling from the setting as a pendent. Smaller rubies decorated either side.
My eyes had a smoky, slumberous look courtesy of the makeup Sienna had applied. To complete the ensemble, she’d fastened my shoulder length hair into a simple low side bun. A few tendrils framed my face in soft curls.
While I was admiring myself, Connor stepped out of the bathroom wearing a modern looking, slim cut suit with a black lace tie that matched my dress.
“One last thing.” Sienna drew out a pair of heels that looked exactly like the ones she was wearing and handed them to me. “Your shoes don’t do that dress justice.”
I took them from her, surprised to see they were in my size.
Sienna approached Connor next, setting a pair of cufflinks in the palm of his hands. “Your sire hoped you would wear these in your first appearance as your House enforcer.”
I gave the cufflinks a curious look as I sat down to put the heels on. In the shape of a wolf’s head, they matched my necklace with tiny rubies in the place of the wolf’s eyes.
I stood, taking a few steps to test the fit of the heels. “Those are pretty.”
The weirdness in Connor’s expression and the way he hadn’t moved since Sienna gave him the cuffs finally registered.
I stopped. “What’s wrong?”
He started to shake his head before he froze, his gaze fixed on my neck. 
A sad smile formed. “That belonged to my mother.” He held up the cuff links. “These were my father’s.”
I touched the pendant self-consciously. “Do you want me to take it off?” 
I would if he asked. 
He didn’t talk about her, but I knew the story from Liam. She, with the rest of their village, had dragged his father and uncle into the daylight shortly after their transition. While vampires could survive the sun, that didn’t apply to the newly turned. 
She’d meant to kill them. An event I’m sure was traumatic for Connor. 
Still, she was his mother. 
From the conflicting set of emotions on his face, I could see he’d cared for her. 
His movements were rough as he slipped the cuffs into his sleeves. “No, it’s fitting you wear that.”
“Are you sure?” I crossed the room to set a hand on his arm, waiting until he looked at me. “I don’t have to.”
The necklace was certainly pretty, but it wasn’t nearly as important as Connor’s emotional state. If the sight of it hanging on my neck was going to hurt him, I would rather not wear it at all. 
Connor took my hand in his to give it a reassuring squeeze. “There’s no one more deserving to wear what she once did than you.”
He swept a courtly bow, brushing his lips across my knuckles before rising and offering me his arm. “Shall we, my Matriarch?”
I set my hand on his elbow. “Only if you never call me that again.”

[image: image-placeholder]The party was in full swing by the time Connor and I rejoined it. Music thumped from the level below. Somehow muted enough that it didn’t overwhelm the low drone of conversation.
Humans mingled in the throng of vampires. Dressed like the wait staff below, they wove through the crowd, offering refreshments. Only the refreshment on tap wasn’t alcohol but rather the blood in their veins.
As I watched, a vampire slid his hand along a man’s back. He guided his prey toward one of the nooks that existed along the edge of the room. The man didn’t resist, following willingly as the vampire pressed him down on one of the couches.
I looked away as the vampire exposed the human’s throat, knowing what came next. That didn’t stop the human’s moan from reaching my ears a second later. 
It acted like a magnet, drawing my attention back to the pair. The human was already lost in pleasure, his hips bucking wildly as he sought relief. The vampire was rough as he pulled him more fully into his arms, nearly lifting him off the couch as a feral growl left his throat.  
The feeding lasted only a few more seconds before the human’s features went slack. There was an unfocused look in his eyes as the vampire lowered him to the couch. Satiated, the human didn’t move from where he was placed, lost in a pleasurable bliss.
The vampire strode away, not stopping to check that his partner was alright. It was like the interlude was nothing but an afterthought for him. A necessary piece of business that didn’t impact the rest of his evening. 
“Aileen?” Connor stopped, sending me an inquisitive glance that made me realize I’d fallen behind.
I shook myself from my distraction, sending him a strained smile. “Sorry about that.”
Connor didn’t say anything, his gaze peering through me and seeing too much.
“All the humans here are volunteers,” Sienna said, appearing beside him. “They’re well compensated for their time.”
I had no doubt about that. 
The second floor wasn’t like the first. The humans up here knew about our world and what they were getting into by signing a contract with Clan Davinish, who owned the club. It was a service the clan offered when anyone hosted gatherings here. 
The humans agreed because of the many benefits. Besides the monetary portion, there was the fact that our bites could cause extreme pleasure or pain based on our whims. It could also extend a human’s life by decades and cure most ailments. 
Those last two only happened when a human was fed off regularly and supplemented with a little of our blood.
It was enough for humans to line up to be donors, though. Many of those here were probably hoping to make the jump to a formal companion someday. They didn’t realize the high degree of difficulty in reaching that level. Or the sacrifices that came after.
Sensing my hesitation, Connor offered me his hand. “I won’t leave your side. I promise.”
“I’m going to hold you to that,” I said, placing my hand in his. 
Connor didn’t disappoint, remaining by my side as we worked the room. 
“This is quite the crowd,” I commented, staring at the faces around us, noting the many new ones. 
Sienna nodded. “There are vampires from all over our territory present tonight.”
No wonder I didn’t recognize them. 
“Any reason for that?” I asked.
“Thomas wasn’t comfortable with how distant he felt from his constituents in other cities.”
Constituents. What a nice word. Like he was a politician elected for office rather than someone who had killed the other contender for his position.
For a control freak like him, I’m sure it would be hard allowing those in his territory free rein. 
Vampire politics tended to be deadly. Living outside the city meant you were far from the halls of power and free to live without your every move being scrutinized. It also held the potential to give the ambitious naughty ideas. The sort that often ended with heads rolling. 
I made a noncommittal sound as I scanned the crowd, finding Thomas holding court not far from where we stood. 
He was aware of our presence, his silvery gray eyes landing on us in a silent demand that I ignored.
Possessing rare charisma that made him a person you couldn’t help but take notice of despite his average looks, Thomas had dark hair and a stocky build. More often than not, his jawline was covered in stubble. Today, it was smooth.
The expensive suit he wore would have funded a year’s worth of gas for my car. It was worth it, though, considering the excellent fit. You couldn’t buy a suit like that off the rack. That was for sure.
Several clan Patriarchs and Matriarch’s lingered nearby tended by their own sycophants. 
Approaching Thomas in this environment was sure to draw their notice. No, thank you. 
While I was distracted, a pair of arms slipped around my waist from behind to tug me into a hard chest. A familiar scent wrapped around me. The cold bite of winter in an old growth forest. 
A smile tugged at my lips as I twisted to face the man behind me. 
“Liam.” 
His name on my tongue felt like a benediction. An invocation that laid my secrets bare.
If I had a weakness, it was this man. This vampire. 
He had a face that made me want to sin. With cheekbones that could cut glass and soft lips perfect for kissing. 
Turned in his early thirties, his features contained a maturity that added to his charm. 
It was his eyes, though, that set him apart. A deep, electric blue like that of an endless summer sky. I could get lost staring into those eyes. Especially when he was looking at me the way he was right now. With a carnal edge that said he was just dying to gobble me up.
My breath shortened at the thought. I was tempted beyond words to let him do exactly that. 
It wouldn’t be the first time.
“Mo chuisle, in that dress, you take my breath away,” he purred.
I took a moment to let my eyes trail down his body, my admiration for his outfit showing on my face. Like Connor, he wore a slim cut suit that was exquisitely tailored for his form. 
Dashing wasn’t a word I used often, but it fit in this case.
“I could say the same,” I murmured.
A devilish smile tilted his mouth as his eyes grew half lidded with desire. 
Oh boy. It was hard to resist when he looked at me like that.
His gaze dropped to the necklace around my neck. “He gave you her necklace. He said he would. I’m glad.”
My response stalled as I became aware of how close Connor was standing to us. Just staring. His clear lack of understanding of personal space made me drop my head onto Liam’s chest.
A warm rumble came from Liam as he closed his arms around me and dropped a kiss on my head. “Later, mo chuisle.”
With a sigh, I pushed away from him to regard my troublesome vampire brother with a vexed look. 
Conner’s expression showed boredom as he sipped from the flute of champagne he’d procured from one of the waiters circling the room. 
“Did you get one for me?” I asked, giving his hand an expectant look.
His face remained unchanging as he offered me the glass in his other hand. 
I took it with a murmured thank you.
“I didn’t get one for you,” Connor informed Liam.
“I’m on duty tonight anyway. Alcohol would only affect my alertness.”
Connor frowned at his champagne flute as if he hadn’t thought of that.
While he was debating whether to finish his glass, Liam slid an arm behind my back to rest his palm against my hip. “I’m glad to see you two could make it.”
Liam pressed a kiss against my shoulder, sending shivers rocketing through me. 
“Worried?” I asked in an arch tone.
“About you—always.”
I lifted onto the tips of my toes, placing my mouth next to Liam’s ear so others wouldn’t hear. “We’re going to have a talk about this later. Don’t think I won’t retaliate for that stunt with Nathan.”
I dropped back onto my heels, giving him a sharp toothed smile.
Liam squeezed my hip. “From what Nathan shared, it was a good thing he appeared when he did.”
Vampires. They were as gossipy as a bunch of teenagers.
“I’m looking forward to hearing the story of what happened later,” Liam said in a low voice. 
A disturbance from the club below saved me. 
Liam forgot about my matters as caution invaded his frame, everything about him going alert. He found his enforcers in the crowd and jerked his head at them in a silent order to investigate. 
Nathan and Anton stalked toward the staircase as a blond mountain of a man and another with amber eyes and the sleek glide of an assassin headed to protect Thomas. 
A fifth appear out of the crowd next to Liam. Of Asian descent, Makoto’s hair was one color for once and slicked back from his forehead in a debonair style. 
He gave me a quick nod of acknowledgment as he handed Liam his phone. 
Liam took it, watching the security video that Makoto had already pulled up for him. 
I edged closer, taking a look at the screen over Liam’s shoulder. 
There wasn’t much to see. Just three men and a woman stalking through the club like they had a purpose. One of the men looked up at the camera and winked. 
Liam shut off the screen and returned the phone to Makoto. “I understand. Warn Thomas we have company.”
“What’s going on?” I asked as Makoto nodded and plunged back into the crowd, heading in Thomas’s direction.
Connor looked over in curiosity.
Liam pulled me into his arms in a romantic gesture that belied the words he said into my ear. “Something is about to happen. I have to go. I want you and Connor to stay here. Don’t draw his attention if you can help it.”
I reared back, looking up at in him confusion. Liam dropped a kiss on my lips. He was gone before I could ask any of the questions plaguing me. 
At his disappearance, Connor stiffened. A wary vigilance filled his body as he cut the distance between us. 
We found Liam a second later standing beside Thomas. He gave us one last warning look before his features smoothed into rigid lines.
At the same time, a wave of silence spread through the crowd like a virus. One by one, the vampires turned to face the stairs as the quartet from the security feed ascended from below.
Trouble had come to call. 
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A flurry of whispers ran through the gathering as those near the stairs pulled away from the newcomers. Vampires, if the power rolling off them was any indication. Powerful ones. 
It created a pocket of space that continued to widen as the strangers sauntered onto the mezzanine, shooting a contemptuous look at those who gave way. Arrogance was stamped on their faces. Their confidence was alarming. As if they were untouchable. 
The four moved with a tight-knit cohesion that spoke of familiarity. It was the type of coordination I’d seen in highly trained military teams. 
They knew where each member was at any given second. Probably from decades of experience.
Of the four, it was the shortest man that had alarm bells ringing in my head. 
There was an absolute chill in his gaze as he sent a probing gaze at those around him. A casual cruelty that made me understand why so many seemed to be holding their breaths. As if at any moment, he could launch into violence. 
I didn’t know who this man was, but he was dangerous. A monster who terrified other monsters. 
Tattoos marched up his neck to frame his jaw. That was unusual for a vampire because of the way most tattoos tended to fade over time.
Ink mixed with silver and blood were both necessary to make a design last. Even then, it tended to lose its detail as the vampire’s ability healed the skin around it. 
Makoto was the only one I knew who had tattoos, and he had to get them refreshed every five years. 
The woman in the group reminded me of a siren. Her eyebrows well defined and her mouth possessing a slight pout designed to draw attention. She was pretty, but there was a lack of humanity in her features as she looked around with boredom.
The last two vampires were nondescript. The first with light brown skin and a closed, angry expression as if someone had pissed in his breakfast. The second had black hair and bland, almost unfinished features.
It was habit to drop into my other sight. Power blazed in a halo around the short man. Their leader. It carried with it the dryness of a desert. 
I got the sense that if you ventured too close it would try to suck you down, leaving nothing but a husk behind.
It frothed in my sight, eclipsing the view of his companions. 
His power snapped in my direction, as if sensing my intrusion. It watched me like it had eyes buried deep in the seething mass.
The stranger flicked a glance in my direction. 
Adrenaline rocketed through me. 
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. He sees me. 
My other sight snapped out of focus, the mundane world replacing the specter. 
Hot and cold flashes ran up and down my spine as I wiped sweaty hands on the skirt of my dress. 
This wasn’t happening. This. Was. Not. Happening.
It was a coincidence; that’s all. A freaky coincidence he’d glanced my way at the exact moment I imagined his power doing the same.
There was no need for panic. It was impossible for him to guess my secret from a single glance.
Despite my mental pep talk, I had a sinking feeling that I was lying to myself. There had been something menacing about the way his power seemed to take notice of me. 
No matter how I tried to pass it off as a figment of my imagination I couldn’t quite manage it. Just because I’d never experienced something before, that didn’t mean it wasn’t possible. 
Still, it was a long jump from his power sensing my spying to realizing I was a magic breaker. One of the rare few who could literally see the currents of magic woven into our world—and influence them.
I still didn’t quite know all that a magic breaker could do. But one thing was clear—there were a lot of people who would go to extreme lengths to get their hands on me. 
If that didn’t work, they’d end my existence before anyone else had the chance to put me under their control.
I needed to be a lot stronger before that happened. 
While I was distracted with my thoughts, the strangers had reached the floor in front of Thomas. 
The leader took a last step, positioning him in front of his companions before sinking into a bow that managed to seem mocking. “Dominick Caecilius, first progeny of Vitus Caecilius, also known as the Imperator of the legions and a member of the council that rules all, greets the Master of this territory.”
Thomas’s face remained impassive as the stranger straightened with a flourish. Only those who knew him well would see the anger he was trying to hide.
Something about these vampires made him cautious. 
Thomas’s voice sounded in my mind. Do not let Connor interfere.
I blinked at the unexpected intrusion, since every indication pointed to Thomas’s attention being focused solely on his guests. 
The warning made me aware of Connor’s unnatural stillness. He’d fallen into a sort of stasis. There was no blinking. No breathing. 
Despite his immobility, I got a sense of rage. He was on the edge of something very bad.
I touched his wrist. “Remember your promise. You said you wouldn’t leave my side.”
The words broke Connor’s trance. His gaze cut to me for a split second that nearly made my heart stop. 
The fury I saw. It was terrifying. 
Then he blinked and it was like all those emotions went away. Once again buried.
“I remember, Aileen,” he whispered. 
Despite his words, I didn’t feel reassured. Especially when he went back to staring at Dominick with that fixed expression.
Whatever Dominick had done, Connor wanted vengeance. I wasn’t sure I could stop him either. 
With that uneasy thought, I tuned back into the conversation.
“You’ve strayed quite a way from your hunting grounds,” Thomas intoned. “To what do we owe this pleasure?”
If Dominick caught the implied rebuke, he didn’t let it show, flashing a condescending smirk instead. “You know how these things go. The master makes his desires known, and it is my pleasure to obey.”
Thomas’s eyes narrowed the faintest bit, anger tightening his features before they smoothed back into placid lines. 
“I’m curious as to what important matter inspired you to impose so rudely on the evening’s festivities,” Thomas drawled, a slight bite in his voice. “You gave no notice of your arrival nor requested permission for entry into my territory. If I was a less amiable man, I would be demanding your head right now. Tell me why I should refrain.”
“My apologies, Lord.” Dominick touched his chest and bowed his head. “The hunt for our prey has led us further afield than we expected. There wasn’t time to go through the proper channels to gain your authorization. That’s why we’ve come before you now. To request your permission for our presence and to ask your forbearance as we conduct the duties assigned to us by the council we both serve.”
I was impressed with how well Dominick had boxed Thomas into a corner. It was a masterful piece of manipulation. Not only did he give a plausible excuse for circumventing protocol but he also made it nearly impossible for Thomas to deny him entry.
Thomas’s jaw flexed. “I’m interested to know what manner of prey merits the attention of Vitus’s dog.”
Dominick put a regretful expression on his face that didn’t match the flat look in his eyes. “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say.”
Thomas’s unhappiness at that response sent a cold blast of air through the room. “Is that so?” 
Dominick remained unafraid, almost irreverent as he inclined his chin. “It is.”
“How disappointing.”
A silence fell. The moments ticked past as Thomas stared down the strangers. 
“Very well, then. You have your permission to remain in my territory,” Thomas said as he rose from the chaise lounge. “However, I will not issue hunting rights for the humans in my territory. If you want to feed, you’re limited to those who accompanied you.”
“We understand and are prepared.” There was a pause. “Lord.”
The sarcasm in the last word was a clear provocation that Thomas was careful not to respond to as he started to take his leave.
“If I may,” Dominick called to Thomas’s back, stopping him. “We’ve heard so many interesting things about your territory. It would be a pleasure to experience those things for ourselves.”
Thomas’s gaze swept past us, lingering for only a beat before returning to Dominick. Silently, he nodded.
He swept away, Liam and Sienna flanking him. 
Dominick clapped his hands, his gaze going to those around him in obvious pleasure. “Well, then. Who wants to offer me a drink?”
His words were a spark, bringing the room back to life. Conversations started around me, a low drone of sound as Dominick looked around in expectation.
“I wouldn’t mind getting you that drink.”
A red head wearing a short, gold metallic dress that flashed a good expanse of her shapely legs stalked out of the crowd. Kat Davinish’s lips curled in invitation as she eyed Dominick like he was a steak she wanted to devour. 
For all I knew, she would. Blood exchanged between bed buddies was a pretty common occurrence among vampires. 
And Thomas had limited his restrictions to humans.
I questioned Kat’s intelligence. Dominick wasn’t like the vampires she was used to manipulating. The dead fish look behind his eyes made me think he’d be the one doing the devouring. 
And then she’d be dead.
I felt the urge to throw up in my mouth a little as he looked her over like she was a commodity. Something he could use and discard. 
How she missed the clear calculation in his eyes was a mystery.
Or maybe she saw it but figured she could get what she needed from him before the situation bit her in the ass.
Dominick’s smile when it came was cold and cruel. “Alright, I’ll take you up on that.”
Kat slipped her arm in his with a coyness that made me gag. 
A woman with breathtaking features and the kind of regal bearing that made you think of nobility blocked their path. 
Unlike most of the women present, Sofia Davinish wore a sophisticated pant suit that reminded me of old Hollywood. Her hair was arranged in an elegant knot at the back of her head. 
“I apologize for my subordinate’s presumption, enforcer, but she cannot accompany you tonight,” Sofia said, authority ringing in her tone.
“Matriarch,” Kat protested.
Sofia cut her gaze to the other woman. “You’re on thin ice already. Don’t make it worse.”
“I’m new to the city. Surely, you can spare her for a few hours,” Dominick cajoled.
“I’m afraid that’s not possible.” Sofia summoned Kat with a flick of her hand. “Come, Katherine.”
For a long moment Kat didn’t move, embarrassment and anger on her face.
Dominick was the one to extract his arm from hers, giving her hand a comforting pat. “Another time then.”
My eyes narrowed as I saw him draw something on the back of her hand. It was like catching a glimmer out of the corner of your eye. Only I was staring directly at them.
My other sight tingled. I resisted it, not wanting to risk drawing Dominick’s notice after what had happened earlier.
Kat stalked away, vanishing into the crowd without another look at her Matriarch. 
From the anger radiating off Kat, I had a sneaking suspicion Sofia had only delayed the inevitable. Kat wasn’t easily swayed. Her interest in Dominick was going to be a problem in the near future. 
Sofia’s features were set in hard lines as she followed at a slower pace. Her two guards, Samara and Matthew, who’d become my friends over the last few months, shadowing her.
Now for my own problem child.
I turned toward Connor and raised my eyebrows, not at all deterred by the set expression on his face.
His blank stare didn’t give me a lot to work with. 
Unfortunately, this wasn’t the place to play twenty questions. There were too many prying ears nearby. Most of whom would love to sink their teeth into any weaknesses the Master of the City’s progeny might have. 
“We’re going to talk about this later.”
But not now. 
I flagged down a waiter, grabbing a champagne flute off his tray and downing it in a single gulp. “For now, let’s mingle.”

[image: image-placeholder]Mingling proved more difficult than I imagined as I dragged a truculent Connor in my wake. Whatever patience he normally had for these functions had disappeared. He was a stone-faced sentinel behind me, scowling at anyone who approached.
After a couple encounters that all ended in the same way, with vampires fleeing in the opposite direction, I gave up on the idea of socializing. 
Ah, well. I wasn’t much of an extrovert anyway.
The only reason I’d tried was because I knew Thomas would make me come to one of these functions again if I left too early. It was also an excellent opportunity to make contacts in case anyone was interested in hiring someone with our particular skill set.
If you had a problem, we would fix it. From retrieving lost items to tracking the random and the weird. We did it all.
By the time I spotted Anton reclined against one of the lounges on the periphery of the room, my feet hurt. I wasted no time tugging Connor in his direction.
A few seconds later I plopped down next to the enforcer.
Turned later in life, Anton’s features carried a maturity that added to his charm. The modern clothes he wore were one tool in his arsenal designed to hide the warrior he’d once been. Perhaps that’s why women were so drawn to him. They sensed the danger that rested just beneath the skin. The kind that might one day turn on you. But until then, you’d enjoy the ride.  
Anton didn’t stir from his relaxed slouch. “Having fun?”
“Definitely not.”
My response made him chuckle as he glanced at Connor. “Has he been like that the entire night?”
“Pretty much.”
I removed one of the heels and rubbed my arch. 
Beautiful though they may be, I wasn’t used to heels this high. I wasn’t used to heels at all. The majority of my time was spent in tennis shoes or flats. 
I slid my foot back in and held my hand flat in front of Anton.
He looked at it. “What?”
I made a “give me” motion with my fingers. “Keys, please.”
“You don’t have your own?”
I showed him my fangs. “I do, but I know you have a copy.”
No way was I leaving them in his possession. This was the first and last time he took a joyride in Gwyneth.
The slowness with which he reached into his back pocket spoke of reluctance. He withdrew the keys and tossed them my way. “Too bad. I had fun driving her.”
I caught them. “She’d better be in the same condition you found her in.”
“Don’t worry, Aileen. I was a total gentleman.” He wiggled into a better position on the lounge. “I parked her at the Gargoyle, if you’re wondering.”
The Gargoyle was Thomas’s base of operations. A gothic-esque mansion near downtown, it served as home for those who held positions in his court. The clan Matriarch’s and Patriarchs also had a room for those occasions where meetings ran long and they needed shelter from the day.
Anton’s distracted gaze made me forget some of my irritation as I tried to discover what had caught his attention. 
A woman who looked young enough to be in college stood nearby. Her blond hair hung in a glossy sheet around her face.
“You still haven’t cut Miriam loose?” I asked, trying to classify the chaotic mix of emotions that filled me at the sight of her.
Guilt blended with resignation.
Miriam was a witch, and I’d never been able to determine if she was ally or foe. 
What I did know was that her association with me brought her to the attention of the vampires. She was too useful to kill so Anton tied her to him with a method that was more binding than the one they used on companions. 
She was his creature now. Compelled to follow his orders in a form of indenture that looked a lot like slavery to me.
“Do you feel sorry for her?” Anton’s dark eyes read the answer in my face. “You shouldn’t. That woman is far more evil than you give her credit for.”
I frowned. Somehow, I doubted that justified what he’d done to her. 
Anton sat upright and leaned forward with an intent expression. “Did you ever wonder why she barely looks in her twenties despite being decades older than you?”
“I thought her power sustained her.” 
Anton shook his head. “That would only be true if she stayed off the thorn strewn path.”
My confusion must have shown because he gave a humorless chuckle.
“Sacrifice, Aileen. Child sacrifice.” He reclined in the chair, resuming his earlier bored pose. “As long as that witch lives, she’ll never be out of my control.”
“How are you so certain that’s what she did?”
“Let’s just say I know witches.” There was a hard look on Anton’s face as he glanced away from me. 
There was a story, there. One I wasn’t sure I had the right to pry into. 
Anton wasn’t like Nathan. He wasn’t my buddy. More of an acquaintance. 
There was a difference.
Miriam wasn’t my biggest fan. And I was pretty sure she’d tried to kill me once. No matter what she’d claimed to the contrary at the time. She’d also passed information to my enemies which almost led to my death. 
It made it hard to stick my neck out for her. And if what Anton claimed was true, I wouldn’t want to.
A commotion from nearby caught my attention. 
A woman in a dress that left most of her arms and shoulders bare, struggled in the grip of a man who looked like a reject from a costume drama. 
Recognizing the human as someone I knew, I found my feet.
“There she goes,” Anton murmured. “Off to save another victim from the big, bad vampires.”
I didn’t respond to the taunt as I stalked in Deborah’s direction. 
Connor trailed me, something like interest showing on his face for the first time since Dominick had appeared. 
Deborah cast about for help, her attempt finding only apathy and boredom in the vampires nearby.
“Don’t be a fool, kitten. Offers like this don’t come along every day,” the man coaxed.
Deborah finally spotted my approach. For a split second, desperation showed on her face before it blanked. 
I moved a little faster as the vampire reeled her in closer, bending his face over her neck. Deborah’s impassive mask broke as she gulped back a sob.
I reached them in the next instant, palming the vampire’s face and giving it a shove. 
A feral snarl came from him as he stumbled back with a bloody nose.
Oops. I hadn’t meant to be that aggressive. I guess I didn’t know my own strength.
The trickle of blood had already stopped as he flashed his fangs at me. 
I lifted an eyebrow, unimpressed.
The man was a little feminine looking for my taste. His delicate bone structure made him seem younger and more innocent than he no doubt was. Everything from his clothes to the way his long blond hair was arranged said he was trying too hard.
Vampires were supposed to be the perfect hunters. They adapted with the times, becoming chameleons who blended in with their prey. 
This vampire had done the opposite of that. 
He looked like he belonged in a renaissance festival. How the hell did he get anyone to volunteer to be his blood donor?
“If I were you, I’d put those fangs away before someone snaps them off,” I said in a cool voice.
I don’t know if it was my warning or the way Connor stepped up behind me that made him stop emitting the pissed off yowls of an alley cat, but I was grateful. 
I didn’t wait for him to speak as I turned my attention to Deborah. Sometimes momentum was the thing that assured victory. “We had an appointment. I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”
Deborah took a shaky step forward, latching onto the salvation I was offering. “I apologize. There was a misunderstanding, and I was delayed. Are you free now?”
The vampire behind her puffed up like an angry sparrow. “Get in line. I was here first.”
My smile was nasty. “But I’m the one she wants to go with.”
I had to handle this carefully. Unattached companions didn’t have a lot of freedom in choosing who fed from them. They were there to provide a service. If they were unable, there wasn’t a lot of reason to keep them around.
Deborah knew that. There had to be something pretty bad about this vampire for her to risk her place in the Gargoyle. 
It was all the more reason to help her.
“If Debs isn’t free, I’d be happy to take her place,” a man said, moving out of the crowd to stop a respectful distance away. “What do you say? Want to taste someone new?”
Despite his flirtatious smile and easy manner, strain lingered around the corners of the man’s eyes. He wasn’t quite as sanguine as he was presenting himself as his gaze flicked from Deborah’s face to the vampire’s.
“It’s fine, Drake,” Deborah assured him with a tight smile. “Go back to the others.”
Metal glinted from the piercing in his eyebrow as he tucked his hands into the pockets of his suit pants and struck a pose worthy of a model. Hips thrust forward and his elbows slightly away from his body.
At some point in the evening, he’d discarded his jacket and tie, leaving the top buttons of his collar undone over his vest. It revealed a tantalizing expanse of skin at his throat that I knew a lot of vampires would consider seductive. 
He was a good-looking man. His hair a deep brown, longer on the top. It was styled away from his face, highlighting the sharp blades of his features and the strong jut of his jaw.
Like Deborah, he was an unclaimed companion. One of the humans Thomas employed as a blood source for those vampires who didn’t have the time or resources to keep a human of their own. 
He was new to this lifestyle, which might have explained his apparent death wish. Only someone who was over confident in his abilities or ignorant of the ways of the world would have stepped forward to draw another vampire’s ire. 
It made me wonder which of those two descriptions could be applied to me since I’d done the exact same thing.
The vampire’s grip on Deborah’s arm loosened, his expression tempted.
I darted a glance at the human. This wasn’t a gentle bunny he was courting. This vampire would eat him alive and wouldn’t think twice if he killed him by accident.
I hoped he knew what he was doing. I could barely save one human. Let alone one I didn’t even know. 
“It’s bad manners to snatch prey from another. Did Thomas not teach you that?” an amused voice said from behind us, wiping out the vampire’s interest in the male.
I closed my eyes in resignation. 
There was no need to turn to see who had spoken. Dominick. The very person I was hoping to avoid. 
Beside me, Connor had gone rigid. The muscles in his arms were strained, the contours standing out in sharp relief.
I could see the effort it took for him to remain still. 
“The humans here are quite arrogant as well,” Dominick said with a look in Drake’s direction that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up with primal dread. 
The fragile hope on Deborah’s face faded. She made herself smaller, like an animal faced with a large carnivore.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Anton send a quick text as I shifted to bring Dominick into view. 
Dominick threw a teasing look at the crowd our confrontation had drawn. “The way Thomas runs his territory is quite fascinating. Allowing yearlings to gainsay higher members of the territory. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
He made a tsking sound before shifting his gaze to Connor.
I quelled the instinct to step in front of my vampire brother and block him from Dominick. It wouldn’t do much good. Connor was taller than me. 
Not to mention what an action like that would say about us. Give the enemy no more information than you needed to. It was a lesson that had stuck with me since my time in the Army.
“Hello, lover, I see you got that reunion you were hoping for,” Dominick purred, not seeming to care that Connor was acting like a big old ice cube as he sauntered closer. 
Dominick stopped in front of Connor to trace the lines of his body with a gaze that made me want to slap a protective covering over my brother and hide him somewhere Dominick would never find. 
He had no business looking at Connor that way. It was entitled and possessive and utterly creepy. 
“I was surprised to hear you returned to the fold,” Dominick murmured, tweaking the lapel of Connor’s jacket. “You always hated him.”
Connor’s face was carefully blank. 
“Come back to us,” Dominick pouted. “You know how pleasurable our interludes always were.”
I was beginning to believe Dominick was a sociopath, capable of mimicking human emotions but unable to actually feel them. 
Connor grabbed Dominick. His knuckles whitened with the force of his grip as he threw the other man’s hand off him. “No.”
The rapid shift from longing to boredom felt like whiplash as Dominick redirected his attention back to me. He didn’t like that his toy had denied him. 
Connor made an abortive movement that I waved away. 
I was the one Dominick wanted to pay. Not him. Might as well let this play out to see what we could learn. 
Before Dominick could speak, Deborah stepped forward in a burst of courage I wasn’t expecting. “The Master of the City’s youngest yearling has a standing appointment with me. If anyone is guilty of poaching, it’s Chadwick.”
There was dead silence in the wake of her announcement.
I couldn’t help but be impressed at her bravado. Maybe Deborah had a little more in common with me than I’d expected. 
We both liked to jump when it was better to play it safe.
She shot a glance at me, begging me to back her up. 
I nodded. “She’s right.”
Though it wasn’t a formal appointment. I wouldn’t even go so far as to say it was an expectation. It was just if she happened to be free, I would choose her as my donor. 
That’s it. That was the extent of our relationship. 
Not really friends, but somehow good enough acquaintances to help the other out when we were in a bind.
Dominick watched me with unnerving focus. “Rumor has it you’ve refused live blood since your transition. Curious, since I see no evidence of devolution.”
That was supposed to be a secret. Someone had been talking out of turn.
Dominick looked me up and down, his head tilting. “But you’re perfect. What’s your secret?”
“Good genetics I guess.” 
I felt, rather than saw, Liam’s arrival. The cold bite of his power preceded him. 
It might have been my imagination, but I could practically feel his unhappiness radiating off him as he stopped on the edge of the crowd. 
He’d told me to keep a low profile. To not draw attention to myself. 
This wasn’t that. 
Not only had I made a scene, I’d managed to capture the interest of the very vampire I was supposed to avoid. 
“Still, it’s rude to steal another vampire’s prey,” Dominick drawled, giving no outward sign he was aware of Liam’s presence. 
Unlikely. But I had no choice but to keep playing his game. 
“You’re right,” I said with a genuine smile that made the corners of Dominick’s eyes crinkle in surprise. “Chadwick was here first. He’s welcome to exert his rights.”
A stricken looked entered Deborah’s face before she composed herself.
Good girl. Never let them see you falter.
“Of course, you’ll have to explain to the Master of the City why his orders were circumvented,” I continued, wiping the smug look off Chadwick’s face. 
You forgot about that, didn’t you?
My smile turned even sweeter at Dominick’s suspicion. 
“Thomas asked me to select a companion. I’d hoped Deborah would agree. I’ll have to inform him of my disappointment.” I released a sigh and shook my head in fake disappointment. “It’s too bad. I’m quite picky, so it might be a few more years before I choose another.”
Chadwick had gone rigid, dread beginning to form on his face. 
Check mate.
Practically everyone in the city knew about Thomas’s orders by now. How could they not when he’d roared them at my back during a tiff a few months prior?
Pick a companion. Any companion.
I’d refused. Until now.
I wonder what Thomas would do to the vampire who made the companion I’d chosen after such hardship slip through my fingers. Would he torture him? Demote him?
The possibilities were endless. It was quite entertaining to consider.
Chadwick looked physically ill by this point. 
I batted my eyelashes at the two men, wondering how long it would be before Chadwick caved. Ten seconds? Twenty? 
Quiet fell as Thomas walked out of the crowd. “I’m sure there’s been a misunderstanding. Chadwick would be happy to renounce his claim on the human. Wouldn’t you, Chadwick?”
The predatory smile Thomas shot the other vampire made it clear he had no choice in the matter. Very bad things would happen to him if he continued to press.
He nodded. “Of course, Lord. I didn’t realize your yearling’s intentions. The other human will do just as well.”
Drake stepped forward, making his way quickly to the vampire’s side.
Thomas shot me a fond look. “There. You see, my dear. All is well.” 
I’d feel a lot more satisfied about my victory if Thomas wasn’t acting so damn delighted.
Of course, he was. He was getting exactly what he wanted. Me, finally acting like a normal vampire and falling in with his plans.
For a second, I questioned my impulse to step forward. 
If I didn’t know better, I would think this was a trap orchestrated by Thomas to force my hand. Only, I’d seen the surprise and unhappiness on his face at Dominick’s arrival. There was no way he’d planned this.
It was all me.
Feeling a little irritated at the situation, I raised an eyebrow at Deborah. “What do you say?”
As the person in question whose life was about to be upended, it was only right I ask her opinion.
She didn’t hesitate, nodding her head frantically. “I agree.”
I guess that settled it then. 
“Wonderful.” Thomas looked pleased, clapping his hands. “To celebrate—both the establishment of your house and the choice of companion—I’d like to leave you with a small gift.”
Sienna glided forward to hand me an envelope.
“A house,” Thomas announced without giving me the chance to open it. “I know you’ve been looking. This is perfect for your current and future needs.”
I glared. 
Please tell me this wasn’t a deed. 
“I hope you like it,” he said with a cunning smile. “We can always tear it down and build a new home if you don’t.” 
Son of a bitch. 
I’d said no so many times already. With Thomas, there were always strings. You might not see them at first, but somehow, they always got wrapped around you in the end.
I moved my glare to Liam, hoping for help from that quarter. I didn’t find any. My lover was unmoved by my plight, amused instead as he quirked his eyebrow at me. 
The traitor.
I’d been outplayed. Thomas had probably been waiting for this opportunity. An audience, one he knew I couldn’t risk saying no in front of. The asshole.
Connor reached around me to salvage the envelope and deed within before I had a chance to crush it any further than I already had. “Thank you, Father. We appreciate your kind gesture and will be delighted to accept.”
No, we wouldn’t.
Connor nudged my arm with his elbow. “Isn’t that right, Aileen?”
I glared, stubborn to the end even with the expectant look that told me to fall in line. 
Fine.
My smile was strained as I spoke through gritted teeth. “Of course. Never happier.”
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Thomas looked like a proud papa, nearly beaming with the force of his pleasure. The crowd was slow to disperse now that the show was over. 
Dominick’s gaze shifted to me for an instant. Something other than apathy showing on his face as one side of his mouth kicked up. 
Monster wasn’t a term I used lightly, but it felt appropriate. There was a cold, clinical detachment in his expression. That of a predator whose prey had eluded it.
This wasn’t over. Not by a long shot.
A chill snuck up my spine as Dominick mouthed, “I’m looking forward to deepening our acquaintance.”
Then he was gone, vanishing into the crowd.
“I did warn you to be careful,” Liam murmured, joining me. 
“I wished I’d listen.”
For once, I was telling the truth. 
Dominick was going to be a problem. Whatever plans he had, I was betting after this they featured me—and Connor.
Liam slid an arm around my back, bringing my side flush with his. “Me too, mo chuisle.”
I tilted my head back to stare up at his face. “Thanks for your help with the house situation, by the way.”
The corners of Liam’s mouth twitched upward as he looked down at me with a playful expression. “I thought you were handling things quite well.”
I scowled at him. “I didn’t want this.”
His nod held a fake sympathy. “You could always take me up on my offer.”
I looked away, wanting to avoid the subject, as I had every other time he’d brought it up. 
I wasn’t sure why the thought of moving in with him made me so uncomfortable when I was practically living with him anyways, but it did. Since my apartment had burned down a few months ago, I’d split my time between his house and the Gargoyle as I looked for a new place. 
“You know why I don’t,” I said awkwardly.
“Ah, yes, your pixies.”
To my relief, he sounded more amused than hurt.
I threaded my fingers through his, knowing I owed him more of an explanation. “That’s not the only reason. You know that, right?”
Vampires were a weird bunch. Their sense of personal space was different than a human’s. For instance, it was considered perfectly normal to live in a big group with other vampires. 
I may not have wanted to become the head of a house, but now that I was, I felt I had to live up to my responsibilities. 
The pixies weren’t the only ones who needed their own territory. Connor did too. He wasn’t ready to stay full time in the Gargoyle or at Liam’s. He needed his own place. Since he was part of my House, that meant I did too. 
Not to say I was ready for full time cohabitation with my vampire boyfriend. I wasn’t. Not yet anyway. Maybe one day.
Liam’s face softened as he brushed his fingers down my temple. “I know. Just promise to visit. I’ll miss having you in my bed.”
I leaned my head into his hand. “Only if you do the same.”
His mouth lowered to mine in a gentle kiss that ended with a nip on my bottom lip. “Try and stop me.”

[image: image-placeholder]By the time the party ended, it was already late. Too late to bother driving to the new house. Instead, we made the short trek back to the Gargoyle as the city came awake around us. Traffic began picking up as one by one, the lights in the office buildings turned on.
Like all good vampires less than a century old, I was already tucked into bed by the time the sun truly started its ascent. The moment the first rays touched the sky, I fell unconscious, dead to the world until my nemesis retreated once again.
My dreams that day were chaotic, filled with flashes of blood drenched pools and a darkness that carried the stench of death.
Whispers infiltrated my mind, their meaning indecipherable. 
Blood filled my mouth, freezing cold as it slid down my throat. A pit of ice expanded in my stomach, invading my veins. I froze from the inside out.
Shh. It’ll feel better soon.
The voice catapulted me out of the dream, my heart pounding. For several seconds I lay there, disoriented as I took in my surroundings. Gradually, the familiar ceiling of my room came into focus as I became aware of a heavy weight across my legs. 
A half-hearted growl of complaint accompanied my attempt to dislodge the object.
I lifted my head to find a black dog curled into the crook of my legs, his chin propped on my hip and his eyes closed. 
As if sensing my gaze, one eye cracked open to stare at me from a wrinkle filled face. His snout was wide like a hippopotamus’s and his eyes intelligent. From this position I couldn’t see the tentacles that extended from his jowls, which was probably a good thing. 
“When did you get back?” I asked, my voice still raspy with sleep.
Alches came and went on his own schedule. As old as the Fae realm of Noctessa, and once the ruler’s protector, he’d recently adopted me as his new owner. Though I still didn’t know why.
In answer, he closed his eye. Snoring started again a second later.
“You’re ignoring me. That’s just great.”
I wiggled, dislodging him. But not for long. He scooted back into position, this time wrapping a tentacle around my leg to hold me still. 
“Rude,” I huffed.
If dogs could look smug, Alches managed it as he snuggled deeper into the crook of my body. 
I glared up at the ceiling, wondering how I’d managed to become someone a mythical creature out of Fae legend liked to bully. 
A blur shot across the room. 
I had no time to react as a pixie landed on the tip of my nose. 
Her wings fanned, blocking my view of the room. They were a work of art. Bigger than her body by far, they were an iridescence green that transitioned to yellow near the bottom. Dark green capillaries were threaded throughout so that when she fanned her wings, they looked like leaves rustling in the wind. 
Inara propped her hands on her hips and glared. “Where have you been?”
Her eyes were a little too big for her face, bug like. Her skin had a greenish cast. And when she spoke, I caught flashes of teeth that were sharp and pointed. 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve been here all day.”
Inara evaded my hand as I reached up to brush her off my face. Her wings beat, lifting her backward. She landed on Alches’s head with a scowl.
“That’s the problem,” she snapped. “You’re here. What happened to finding a house for all of us? You were supposed to do that ages ago.”
I didn’t answer, more preoccupied with how she’d landed on Alches’s head.
“You see him?” I asked, feeling confused.
She had to, right? Why else would she have landed on his head?
“What are you talking about?” Inara demanded before following my stare to Alches. “Are you talking about the dog?”
Alches thumped the bed with his tail. 
“Yes, I see the dog,” Inara snapped, her expression making it clear she thought I was stalling. “When did you get a dog anyway? Is this what you’ve been doing instead of looking for a house?”
When Inara failed to mention Alches’s tentacles, I realized all she saw was an ordinary black dog. That was a relief. I didn’t know how to explain to my former roommate why I had the guardian of a Fae realm as my new pet. 
“Why are you here?” I asked, changing the subject. “I thought you said there was no way in all the hell realms you’d ever step foot inside the Gargoyle.”
Inara puffed up in outrage a second before another pixie flew across the room to land beside her. 
Unlike his consort, Lowen’s skin was a burnished copper. His wings were crafted from amethyst and sapphire tones and would have fetched a pretty price on the black market.
He rubbed his wings against his consort’s, calming her. Her frown softened as he looked at me. “It’s good to see you, Aileen.”
“You too.”
Strange as it was to admit, I’d missed the two of them.
“The house, Aileen!” Inara shouted to get my attention. “I can’t take living in these conditions much longer. How hard is it to find something?”
There was a note of hysteria in Inara’s voice that said the unsettled nature of our living conditions was taking a toll on her. She looked a little unhinged in that moment, a second from chucking the first thing she could grab at my head.
“Harder than you think,” I told her.
Inventory was low but demand was up. Finding something that fit our unique needs was difficult. 
After what happened with my apartment, I was limited in what I could buy. Suburbs were out of the question. I didn’t want neighbors who might be dragged into our problems. 
I needed land—which meant money. I also needed several rooms to accommodate Connor—and now Deborah—and a decent communal living space.
That was the cha-ching of more money. 
“I don’t care,” Inara seethed. A second later, her expression shifted to one of suspicion. “Or is it that you like living here? Playing house with your vampire lover while surrounded by all these blood drinkers.”
I leaned against my pillow and smirked at her. “That’s it, Inara. You caught me.”
I could have told her about the house Thomas bestowed on me—but where was the fun in that? 
“You—” Inara sputtered, nearly lifting off Alches’s head with the force of her anger.
I let her fume, not feeling the least bit bad. 
Lowen bit his lip, hiding his smile.
Inara shot off Alches’s head with a flounce, veering toward the air vent which was conveniently missing its cover. 
“Find us a house, you stupid vampire!” 
“You’ll have to excuse her,” Lowen said with a sympathetic look. “It’s been difficult returning to a nomadic lifestyle.”
Now I felt a little bad. 
With a sigh, I tilted my head toward my nightstand and the deed I’d left there. “Thomas gave me a house. I’m not keeping it, but you can stay there until I figure out what to do with it.”
There was a gasp from the walls. 
Inara stuck her head out of the vent to glare at me. “I knew it. I knew you were holding back. You probably planned to move in without even telling us.”
“Did you not hear the part where this is temporary?” I glared back at her. “Someone’s become a drama queen since the last time I saw her.”
Inara bared her pointed teeth at me as she ducked back into the vent.
“Besides, I only found out about it last night,” I grumbled. “If someone hadn’t been so annoying the moment I woke up, I would have mentioned it sooner.”
“Address?” Lowen asked.
I tilted my head toward my night stand. He leaped into the air and glided over to the pile of papers waiting there. 
“Do pixies use addresses?” I asked, shifting to find a more comfortable position under Alches’s weight.
He huffed, grumpily lifting his head and dropping it onto the bed.
Finally. Freedom. 
The image of Inara and Lowen having to hover in front of street signs to determine which way to go was an amusing one. Or maybe there was a pixie equivalent to Google Maps.
“Of course, we use addresses,” Inara hissed from the vent. “How else would we find our way? We’re pixies. Not illiterate.”
A sharp, stinging pain in my shoulder blade punctuated her words. 
I flinched, reaching back to pluck the tiny piece of wood out of my skin. 
She’d shot me. 
“Inara, what the fuck?”
Already, the pixie-dust the arrow was coated in had resulted in a painful itch spreading around the injury site. My nerve endings felt like they were on fire. The urge to scratch was both painful and maddening. 
“That’s what you get!” Inara shouted, her voice fading as she flew away.
“I’m going to kill her,” I snarled, abandoning the idea of not scratching as I contorted, trying to drag my fingernails over the irritated site. 
Only, I couldn’t quite reach. She’d shot me in a place that was difficult to get to.
“Try not to scratch,” Lowen urged, landing on my pillow to take a closer look at the wound. “It’ll make things worse and could spread the dust.”
“How am I supposed to not itch?” 
It felt like I was going insane. Every second that passed, the urge to peel my skin from my bones grew. 
I gave in, wiggling to drag my wound against the sheets in an attempt at relief. The itch deepened into a fire in my veins.
“What about an antidote?” I grunted. 
Guilt flashed across Lowen’s face. “Sorry, Aileen. There isn’t one. Not for you.”
I paused in using my bed as a scratching post. “How is that possible?”
He lifted into the air out of reach. “I’ve got to go.”
I gaped at him as he disappeared into the vent, leaving me with an itch I had no way of scratching. 
In a fit of anger, I grabbed my pillow and flung it at the wall before dropping my head on the bed. I fought the urge to cry. Pixie dust was the worst.
Alches made a rumbling sound.
“Don’t laugh,” I warned him. 
That was the last thing I needed; for a guardian of a Fae realm to find my plight amusing.
“I don’t suppose you have a solution,” I asked as the prickling sensation deepened, edging into real pain. 
Alches rose, hopping off the bed. He stretched first his back legs and then his front before he shook his body all over. Finished, he plopped onto his butt and yawned, showing me a row of very sharp teeth and a mass of swarming tentacles.
“Very nice,” I told him, not meaning it. “If you didn’t know, you could have just said.”
Some guardian he was. He couldn’t even do something as simple as this.
I glanced at the book lying on my dresser. Maybe the sentient Fae artifact would have a clue. I’d picked it up from a magical library a while back. Since then, it had been mildly helpful on occasion. 
Alches finished yawning, his eyes getting a suspicious gleam. 
“No,” I warned with a sinking feeling. “What are you doing?”
His maw opened, tentacles snapping out to wrap around the artifact.
“Stop!” I screamed. “Don’t you dare!” 
Too late, as his tentacles dumped the artifact down his throat. Alches belched as I watched him in wordless dismay.
The book was not going to like that. 
I threw my covers back and got out of bed to kneel in front of him. “Spit it out. Spit it out right now.”
Panic filled me as Alches evaded my hands.
I didn’t know the long-term effects an artifact would have on a realm guardian that ate it, but I was betting they wouldn’t be good.
“That’s an artifact, you dumb dog.” I took a breath. “I’m going to count to three and you’re going to spit the book out.”
Alches tilted his head, looking adorable with his wide snout and wrinkly face.
“One. Two.”
Alches’s eyes laughed at me.
“Two and a half,” I said through gritted teeth.
Alches rose to four paws, a brief hope filling me before it died a quick death. He padded toward my dresser. The shadows there wrapped around him as he vanished from view.
I slumped on the bed. “Damn it. I should have known that wouldn’t work. Now what do I do?”
I was out of options and it felt like shards of glass were embedded in my skin. Little zings of electric pain zipped down my nerve endings every other second. 
This was so annoying. 
As a teen I’d had eczema. This felt a little like that. Only about a hundred times worse.
With little idea of what else to do, I stomped toward the bathroom. Maybe water would wash away some of the irritant. 
I wouldn’t hold my breath, though. This was pixie dust we were talking about, after all.
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To my surprise, the itchiness had faded to a much more manageable level after my shower. Instead of a ten, it was hovering around a four. Irritating but bearable.
I found Connor waiting for me in the other room. 
The living quarters in the mansion were more like mini apartments than bedrooms. Most came with a suite of attached rooms. The higher your status, the bigger and more numerous the rooms. 
As Thomas’s yearling, my suite lay somewhere in the middle, complete with living room, bedroom and an en-suite bathroom that was the stuff dreams were made of. 
“What are you watching?” I asked, throwing myself onto the couch next to Connor. 
To my surprise, a show about house renovation was playing on the TV. We watched for a couple of minutes, until the next commercial break started.
Connor switched the TV off and faced me. “I’m sure you have questions about last night.”
I sure did, but I wasn’t certain I should ask them with that look on his face. The one that said he was bracing for something unpleasant. 
Connor was a charming mix of fragile and resilient. In some ways, he was more vulnerable than me. Power wise, he outstripped me in every way; able to punch his fist through another vampire’s chest without even trying. 
Physically, he was on par with Liam’s enforcers, but his emotional maturity was somewhat stunted. His time locked in the body of a stag had taken its toll and the trauma of that experience still lingered.
It made me want to treat him with kid gloves. At least when it came to things like this. 
“Not if you don’t want to.”
What was important was that I now knew he had a vendetta against Dominick. The why was irrelevant. 
“Aren’t you curious?” Connor asked.
“Oh, definitely. I’m dying to know everything.”
I was an inquisitive little mouse, interested in all the gossip. 
“Then why?”
“Because it’s your story to tell.”
I knew something about having a story. Pushing wouldn’t help him in the long run. He had to want to tell me on his own. To do otherwise would spit on the trust we’d been building. 
The silence lasted long enough that I thought he would choose not to talk. So, it was a surprise when he did.
“I was a fool.”
I made myself comfortable on the couch, waiting patiently for him to continue.
“Dominick visited Niamh’s court about a decade after I fell to her trap,” Connor said softly. “He joined the hunt.”
My hand clenched before I forced my fingers to loosen. “Did he know it was you?”
His chin tilted down the barest bit in assent. 
I sucked in a breath and released it slowly. I could guess the rest of this story myself. 
“I thought he was there to save me, and he laughed at me instead.”
The pain in his words made the back of my eyes burn. I reached out, pulling him into a hug. “It’s okay. You just have bad taste in men. My sister does too.”
Connor’s shoulders stiffened under my touch as he lifted his head to stare at me. “You’re saying this is a family trait.”
“Weelll,” I dragged out the word. 
Connor’s laugh sounded genuine as he cupped my face and tilted it to place a kiss on my forehead. “I’m glad you’re the one who saved me.”
“Don’t let it go to your head—but me too.”
I didn’t struggle as Connor enveloped me in a hug, pressing his cheek on top of my head. 
I listened to the beat of his heart, the rhythm much slower than a human’s. 
“Does this mean your taste in men is also bad? Does my uncle know?” Connor asked after a moment. 
I froze for a moment before bursting out with laughter. “Only time will tell, but let’s not tell him we had this discussion.” 
Connor made a wordless sound of agreement, watching as I pushed to standing.
“What do you say we check out this house Thomas got us?” I asked, tilting my head at the door.
Connor pointed at a set of bags in the corner. “I’ve already packed.”
Someone was certainly eager.
“Give me twenty and I’ll be ready,” I told him, heading for the bedroom.
Connor turned the TV show back on. “Take your time.”
“You know we’re not keeping the house, right?” I called over my shoulder.
“We’ll see.”
Not if I could help it.
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“How long have you been here?” I asked, setting my two suitcases next to her. 
I didn’t have much since most of my belongings burned in the apartment fire. What I did have were gifts courtesy of Thomas’s underlings. At his orders, they’d restocked my wardrobe with far more outfits than I’d ever need. 
I’d packed only a few basics along with some hygiene products in preparation for this move. 
“Since sunset,” Deborah confessed. “I wasn’t sure what time you planned to leave and I didn’t have your number.”
“You could have knocked on my door,” I said. 
“I didn’t want to impose.”
She’d get over that. She’d have to if she wanted to stay by my side for any length of time. People in my orbit usually didn’t last long if they continued to stand on ceremony.
“Where’s your luggage?” I asked, scanning the foyer.
“Outside.”
Alrighty, then.
I shouldered my bag and headed for the front door. “Let’s get moving.”
Before Thomas, or anyone else, managed to waylay us. 
Connor and Deborah followed me outside and down the short number of steps to the circular driveway. 
From the outside, the Gargoyle looked like a three story Gothic mansion built around the turn of the century. Pointed buttresses and dramatic roof lines provided interesting architectural details that made it a staple of the neighborhood. 
I was pretty sure the “don’t look here” spells papered around the outside were the only reason they didn’t get a ton of requests to rent the mansion out for marriage ceremonies or other celebrations.
At some point, either during the day or the early evening, someone had moved Gwyneth from the garage and parked her near the front door. A gesture I appreciated as we made our way toward her. 
“That’s a lot of luggage,” I said, staring at the three large suitcases sitting next to her trunk.
Embarrassment showed on Deborah’s face as she looked from Gwyneth to her suitcases with the realization that they—and her—were never going to fit in Gwyneth’s non-existent back seat and tiny trunk.
“I didn’t know how long I would be away from the mansion. I wanted to be prepared.”
She’d certainly done that. 
Connor stepped forward to salvage the awkward situation as he offered his hand in a gentlemanly gesture that had me staring. 
What was he up to? Politeness and Connor were rarely mentioned in the same breath.
“You’ll have to forgive my sister,” Connor said. “Her other companions have warned me that her grumpiness is not a barometer of her true feelings.”
I jerked my head back to give him a “what the fuck” look. Where was this madness coming from?
Deborah moved slowly, placing her hand on his with clear hesitation. 
“Her personality is reminiscent of a hedgehog’s.” Connor bowed over her hand before straightening. “You’ll find she is rarely honest.”
“Bullshit,” I snapped.
I might as well not have spoken.
“It will take some adjustment, but I’ve found ignoring what she says in favor of examining her actions a much better method to understanding her,” he continued.
“Says who?” I demanded. 
Connor finally graced me with his attention. “Inara. And Lowen.”
“You can’t trust either of them.”
Exhibit A—the rash on my shoulder courtesy of their pixie dust.
“On the contrary, I’ve found their observations to be spot on so far.”
“You—” I started and stopped, resisting the urge to shake my finger at him like he was a naughty school boy.
“See what I mean?” Connor asked with a sidelong look at Deborah.
She didn’t look like she knew how to respond as her gaze flitted between us.
“I’m not like that,” I burst out.
Deborah’s nod held enlightenment. “I do.”
Connor patted her on the shoulder. “Then you’ll fit in with the rest of us just fine.”
The throaty purr of a vehicle prevented the homicide I was about to commit as an SUV pulled up next to Gwyneth. 
Nathan stuck his head out the driver’s window. “A little birdie told me a damsel in distress was waiting for her knight in monochromatic black to save her.”
I scowled at him. “Are you the knight in that scenario?”
Nathan winked at me. “No, I’m the dragon who might accidentally devour her.”
From the passenger seat, Anton rolled his eyes. “Sienna is waiting at the house to give you a tour. She asked us to make sure you didn’t lose your way.”
I jerked my head at the car. “Problem solved. Deborah—you and the bags are with them.”
As Deborah dragged her suitcases to the back of the SUV, Nathan smirked at me. “Want to make things interesting?”
I leaned an arm against the side of his vehicle. “I’m listening.”
“A race. From here to the new digs.”
“Rules?” 
“First one in the driveway wins.”
I looked from his SUV to Gwyneth. “You’re on.”
Nathan wasn’t going to know what hit him. I was so going to win this. It was no contest really. 
“What about the stakes?” Nathan called as I strode toward my car. 
“I’m not that dumb.”
“Afraid you’ll lose?”
I paused in the process of opening my door. “Are you trying reverse psychology on me? I expected better of you.”
Nathan folded his arms on the window frame and rested his chin on them. “It’s a simple question, A.”
“Nope, not this time. You’re not suckering me into another bet.” 
As confident as I was in winning, I wasn’t stupid enough to underestimate him either. I’d made bets with him before. Some of them sure bets where I shouldn’t have lost. Only I did. 
Right now, I was at nine losses and three wins. Maybe I’d put another victory in the win column, but just in case, I didn’t want to get roped in to doing his dirty laundry again.
That shit was nasty. Do you know how hard it is to get orc blood out of silk?
I do. Along with a dozen other substances I was afraid to look closely at. Nathan was not a tidy killer.  
Never again.
“Aww, come on. I have a big job coming up and could use a laundress,” Nathan whined. 
I slid into the car without deigning to respond to his nonsense.
“Told you she wouldn’t fall for it,” Anton hummed. 
My passenger door opened and then slammed shut, Connor joining me as I started Gwyneth. 
“You ready for this?” I asked.
Connor flicked me a steady look that made me smile. 
“Alright then.” 
I stomped on the accelerator. Gwyneth lurched forward while Deborah was still in the process of loading her suitcases into Nathan’s Escalade. He shouted for her to get in the vehicle, but we were already gone. We raced out of the driveway, scraping the low undercarriage of the Jaguar on the asphalt in the process. 
“Was that really necessary?” Connor asked, holding onto the car’s grab handle.
“I felt like it.”
My wheels squealed as I turned right onto Fourth Street. The back end of the car started to slide before I got it under control. I concentrated on maintaining my slim lead as I rocketed down the one-way street.
“He should have been expecting that anyway.” 
Vampires weren’t big on fair play. Cheating was par for the course. You had to be cut throat and ambitious when it came to Liam’s enforcers, especially. Otherwise, they’d chew you up and spit you out.
It was one of the reasons we got along so well. We were of similar minds. 
Signs for the highway had me switching lanes. 
The house Thomas had given me was located to the north of Columbus on the outskirts of a small city called Delaware. According to an internet search, the city was founded in 1808 and had a cute little downtown area. It also had the highest medium cost for homes in Columbus and the surrounding areas. 
The place I was telling myself would only be a temporary stop until I could find somewhere else was sandwiched between the communities of Powell and Lewis Center. Until last night, I’d never even known the area existed. 
Connor glanced in the side mirror as an SUV roared up behind us as we took the on ramp. “Do you remember the last time you made a bet with Nathan?”
Gwyneth surged forward as I floored the accelerator, keeping our small lead. 
“What’s your point?”
My advantage didn’t last long as Nathan’s SUV roared, nudging up to our back bumper.
“You lost.”
Nathan’s SUV shot into the next lane to try to overtake us. 
“That was last time,” I snarled, concentrating as I swerved to block him. “This is different.”
“Human media cautions about the dangers of gambling addiction,” Connor intoned. “It may be wise to look into a support group.”
“I don’t have an addiction.”
What was it with people and staging interventions for me? First my family. Now Connor.
It was enough to give someone a complex. 
We raced north, the highway eventually turning into a two-lane road. Occasional hills dotted the side to my left with steep driveways leading to the houses perched above. On my other side, trees lined the road. A river beyond.
I tightened my grip on the steering wheel as we approached an intersection. Once we reached the other side, there would be no more chances to pass. At least not without risking running my car into the river or the guard rail. 
“Is something wrong?” Connor shot me an uncertain look as I took my foot off the accelerator.
Shadows ate the edges of my vision. The same unintelligible whispers from my dream murmured in a relentless flood. I didn’t even notice as Nathan roared up behind us, a behemoth in the dark. 
I was too distracted. 
“Aileen?” Connor asked in concern.
I caught something running through the trees. A long, thin figure that moved at the same speed as the car. A pair of eyes caught the light at the same time as the voice from the diner spoke into my mind.
Childe.
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Gwyneth’s tires screeched as I slammed on the breaks. Nathan’s SUV surged into the turn lane and then around us. The rear lights disappeared around the next curve by the time we came to a stop. 
Connor shifted in my direction. “What’s wrong?”
I mutely shook my head, my heart pounding with adrenaline as I searched the tree line and the river beyond for the shape I’d seen.
It had been humanoid, right? 
It had only been a glimpse, but I thought the figure was tall. Almost skeletal, with scraps of what looked like hair on its skull. Not to mention those eyes. And that voice. 
“Aileen, talk to me,” Connor ordered.
Like me, he was on edge. His focus was directed outside the vehicle as he scanned our surroundings. 
“We’re being followed.” My fingers clenched the steering wheel before I forced them to relax. “That’s all I know.”
But that was enough.
In my experience, it was never a good thing when you picked up a tail. The last time that had happened I’d wound up kidnapped by Fae then almost murdered by a hunter. 
I’d learned to take strange figures in the woods seriously since then. 
It was why I found myself putting the car in park and turning off the engine even though this was a horrible place for a pit stop. 
This section of the highway was dark except for the faint illumination from the nearby houses. There was a small curve in the road and a dip that limited visibility. Anyone flying through this stretch would be on us before they knew it.
As a vampire, I should survive a head on collision with a car, but I wasn’t in any hurry to test that theory. 
Connor took my words seriously, following me out of the car to look around. 
Moonlight glimmered off the surface of the river as the trees creaked in the faint breeze. If I concentrated, I could pick out the murmur of humans in the nearby houses. 
Nothing sounded out of place. Insects sang to themselves. A bat’s wings flapped overhead to the symphony of slow-moving water. In the distance, an owl hooted. 
There was no indication of another’s presence. Not so much as a snap of a twig or the crunch of dead leaves. 
“I know what I saw,” I said defensively. 
I wasn’t crazy. Something had been out here. 
“I believe you,” Connor promised.
Relief filled me as concentration crossed Connor’s face. He listened to our surroundings. A second later, he shook his head in regret. “Whoever it was, I think they’re gone.”
That had been my conclusion too. I no longer sensed the weight of a gaze pressing down on us. Whoever the entity had been, they weren’t there anymore.
“Should we conduct a search anyways?” Connor asked.
It was tempting. I didn’t like the idea of someone following us to our new home. A daytime attack when I was dead to the world was always a concern. It was one of the reasons yearlings were so protected in our society. We were much more vulnerable than our century old counterparts. 
“There’s no point,” I said with a shake of my head. 
We’d missed our window to catch the entity. I didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed. 
Teachers had lied to us all those years in school. Sometimes ignorance was better than knowing. Safer, anyway.
“Besides, if we stay any longer, Nathan and Anton are going to come looking for us.”
Connor and I shared a look. Neither of us was thrilled with that scenario. As powerful as the enforcers were, they were a representation of Thomas’s authority. Involving them carried risks neither of us wanted to undertake.
At least not until we had to.
I turned back to the car. Connor sent one last glance at the trees before following me.
“What did you see anyway?” Connor asked as I started Gwyneth.
We eased forward. 
“I’m not sure. It barely looked human.”
At least not a living one.
“Can you describe it?”
I nodded, filling him in on the details as we reached a roundabout and took the first exit. We drove over a bridge to the opposite side of the river before threading our way through the secluded neighborhoods there.
“Do you recognize the creature?” I asked as my headlights swept over a driveway that my phone indicated was our destination. 
I turned onto it. Gravel crunched as we climbed a slight incline toward a house that was set pretty far back on the property. Invisible from the road due to the large number of trees, it offered the privacy that I’d been looking for. 
I could see why Thomas had chosen it. It was a beautiful piece of land. Not flat farm like so many others in the area. It was several acres of forested lot with a ravine running through the back and front. 
I hadn’t even seen the house yet.  
It was going to be perfect, though. I already knew it. Thomas wouldn’t stand for anything less. How else was he going to manipulate me into accepting a gift I didn’t want?
Connor shook his head. “Without seeing it for myself, I don’t have enough information. There are too many possibilities.”
“One last thing,” I said as Nathan’s SUV and the house came into view. “I heard a voice in my head right before I slammed on the breaks. It was the same one I heard in the diner last night.”
Connor’s features tightened as he turned to stare at me.
I nodded. “My reaction too.”
And why I was so freaked out right now. 
First—it broke through my mental barriers like they were a piece of paper. Now, it was tailing us. What was next? An attack? 
“Did you tell Thomas about what happened?” Connor asked. 
I shook my head. “There wasn’t a chance.”
Truthfully, I’d forgotten all about it two seconds after our arrival. Dominick and the situation with Deborah hadn’t helped. 
“Liam knows, though. Nathan told him.”
“If Liam knows, Thomas does too,” Connor said, the note of relief in his voice showing how freaked out he was by all this. 
“You don’t think Nathan or Anton could be responsible for our shadow, do you?” I mused staring out my window at Nathan as he sauntered toward us. 
I was grasping at straws, but it was a possibility. A slim one, granted. 
Connor frowned. “I find it highly unlikely.”
“But not impossible.”
“It’s Nathan,” he said by way of explanation.
A tap on my window ended the conversation. “Are you two going to get out or just sit there?”
I pushed my door open, forcing Nathan to move or get hit. He chose the former.
“Anything you want to say to me?” I asked, climbing out. 
“Thanks for throwing the race?” The confusion in his voice made his words more of a question than a statement. 
I studied him. He seemed genuine. Then again, this was Nathan. 
“I guess it’s a good thing I never took that bet.” This time it was my turn to smirk. “You’re going to have to find someone else to sucker.”
“There’s still time,” Nathan said. “Don’t you worry.”
“What happened anyways?” Anton asked from the porch. “Why did you stop? You might have won if you hadn’t.”
“No, she wouldn’t have.” Nathan folded his arms over his chest as he fixed me with a look. “But Anton has a point. Much as I hate to complain when a competitor self-destructs, it’s not like you.”
“Is this the house?” I asked, looking past him. “Looks interesting.”
It was more modern than I would have expected. With an emphasis on clean lines and strong geometric shapes. Floor to ceiling windows along the length of one wall were a dramatic addition to the design. 
“Don’t try to change the subject, A,” Nathan ordered with a frown. “What happened?”
Nathan was like a dog with a bone when he sensed something was up. 
“Okay, okay,” I said, giving in. “We thought we saw someone following us.”
Anton stepped off the porch. “Who?”
“They were gone before we could find out.”
“Vampire? Other?” Anton asked.
Connor shook his head. “I didn’t see them so I don’t know.”
The three looked at me in expectation.
I shrugged. “I don’t know either. I only got a brief glimpse and that was it.”
“She also heard a voice in her head,” Connor offered. “The same one as last night.”
A somber look settled on Nathan’s face. “That’s a little concerning.”
Anton excused himself from the conversation, taking his phone out of his pocket and dialing someone. Probably Liam. I watched him place the phone against his ear as he waited for the other side to answer.
“I don’t like that they got so close to your day time resting place,” Nathan said with a troubled glance at the house.
I knew the same worries that had occurred to me earlier were running through his mind.
“Maybe you should think about staying in the Gargoyle or with Liam,” Nathan suggested as Anton’s low rumble came from a few feet away.
Connor shook his head. “With Dominick in town, that’s not an option. He’s probably got people watching both places. It’s safer to keep our distance.”
Nathan eyed Connor with an assessing look. “What’s going on between you two, anyway? You looked like you were going to commit murder last night.”
Connor’s expression was remote. “Personal business.”
Nathan gave him a more thorough once over. “Only as long as it doesn’t affect Aileen or anyone else.”
Connor’s body tightened as he and Nathan squared off.
I stepped between the two of them before violence erupted. “I appreciate your concern, Nathan, but it’s unnecessary. I’m already aware of their history. It won’t be a problem. Will it, Connor?”
Connor relaxed a tiny bit. “No.”
Nathan’s aggression vanished, his charming side making a re-appearance as he flashed a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “That’s good. I’m glad you had that talk.”
That was it? That’s all he had to say after that display?
I gave him a dirty glare, making sure Connor couldn’t see as I mouthed “What is wrong with you?”.
Nathan shrug was dismissive as he pretended not to see my unhappiness. 
“We’ve got to go,” Anton said, joining us. “There’s been a hunter attack.”
“They’re back?” I asked, unable to tell exactly what I was feeling at that news.
As dangerous as my world was, the closest I’d ever come to dying was at the hands of a human. A hunter who’d shot me with a bullet made from silver nitrate. 
That wound still ached in the early morning hours when the rest of the world was quiet and my mind still.
Anton’s nod was solemn and all three men watched me carefully.
I put steel into my spine, pretending not to see. I didn’t need their pity. I’d survived; the human hadn’t. In my book, that counted as a win. 
Even if sometimes I still had nightmares.
“Thomas said I didn’t have anything to worry about anymore,” I said, marshaling my thoughts as I pushed my fear into a box and buried it in the back of my mind.
I’d always known the woman was nothing but a weapon pointed in my direction. There’d been someone else behind her, hiding in the shadows and guiding her actions. 
“He did,” Nathan admitted as he and Anton shared a look. 
“He must not have done a very good job if they’re back,” I said. 
“Hunters have a complicated internal structure.” Anton’s disgruntled frown made it clear he resented that fact. “They mostly operate in cells and small family groups. It makes it difficult to deal with them.”
“They’re not all bad,” Nathan added. At Anton’s look, he rolled his eyes. “They’re not. The council even keeps a few on retainer to hunt those who break our laws.”
Before Anton could respond with the retort I could see forming, the door to the house opened.
“My time is precious and I have a schedule to keep,” Sienna called. “Are you coming in or just going to stand there?” 
“She’s coming,” Nathan said as Anton headed for their vehicle. To me— “We’ll keep you informed about the situation.”
I nodded before glancing around in puzzlement. “Where’s Deborah?”
Nathan pointed to the human as she stumbled out of the car, looking a little shell shocked.
“What did you do to her?” I asked.
She looked terrible. 
“I don’t think she cared for the car ride,” Nathan said, tilting his head.
“That’s because you drive like a maniac,” Anton called as he pulled the suitcases from the back and set them to the side.
“Are you okay?” I asked Deborah.
Her nod was a little shaky. “I’ll be fine.”
“See.” Nathan punched me in the shoulder. “The human is fine.”
He strode toward the car. Anton shut the trunk and went around to the passenger side as Connor glided toward the house, disappearing inside with Sienna. 
Nathan opened his door and stopped. “I know you think you’re indestructible, but try to keep your head down.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“That you have a distressing tendency to get kidnapped. Let’s try to avoid that, shall we?”
My mouth popped open in affront. “That’s not true!”
Nathan lifted his brows in reproach. I rolled my eyes, conceding his point. Okay. Maybe it was a little true.
He chuckled before sliding into the driver’s seat and closing the door. He started the car, pulling forward.
Anton’s window rolled down. “We’ll try to finish this business quickly so our youngest can return to her trouble making ways.”
“What’s with this ‘our’?” I snapped as Anton winked at me and rolled the window back up.
I didn’t do this shit on purpose. Trouble just seemed to find me. It wasn’t my fault things never seemed to work out how I planned. 
Nathan pulled forward as Anton dipped his chin at me. 
I turned toward the house to find Deborah waiting for me by the front porch. 
“There’s only one rule, Deborah,” I said as I started toward her. “Anything you learn around us stays private. Break that rule and we have a problem.”
Someone else would have promised death or torture as a way to keep her in line. I’m sure Anton would have described in intimate detail his preferred method for dealing with traitors. 
That wasn’t me. 
Killing someone left a stain on your hands you couldn’t remove. A step like that should only be undertaken when absolutely necessary. It wasn’t that I’d never killed. I had. But never in cold blood and always in self-defense.
I didn’t want to make threats unless I was sure I could deliver. Maybe when push came to shove, I’d change my mind. 
For now, though, I’d leave the details to her imagination.
“I understand,” Deborah said.
I hoped so. 
“Don’t stand on ceremony and you’ll fit right in.” I reached down to take the heaviest of her suitcases. “Welcome to the mad house.”
I’m sure she’d regret her decision before too long.
Pushing the door further open, I headed inside. Wood floors gleamed throughout. There was a light finish on the wood, the natural tones showing through. It went well with the overall design of the house. A living room and dining area existed right off the entryway. From where I stood, I could see a massive TV on one wall. A couch was in front of it. 
A pair of cozy looking arm chairs were arranged in front of the massive windows that offered a scenic view of the woods and property. Already, I could imagine myself parked in one as I spent an evening or morning reading and sipping on a hot beverage as I periodically stared outside.
A dining table that could have seated a dozen people sat across from the kitchen I could only partially see from this position.
Whoever Thomas’s designer was, they’d done an excellent job. The textures and colors worked together without overwhelming one another. 
It felt retro with a modern flair. 
Perhaps the most important part was that it felt like a home. My home. As if someone had taken a photo of my old place and replicated the best parts here. 
My chest felt tight as I took in the space.
Liam had done his best to make me feel welcome in his home, but it wasn’t the same as having a place that was entirely my own. Filled with my things and my presence. 
Until this moment, I hadn’t realized how much I’d yearned for that. 
I moved further into the space, feeling like I was in a dream. Hearing movement in the kitchen, I headed there, Deborah following. 
I rounded the corner to find Sienna standing next to an over-sized island watching Connor press his ear against the wall. 
“What is he doing?” I asked, joining Sienna.
As I watched, Connor tapped the wall softly before listening intently. Every few seconds he would move to a new spot and repeat the action.
Deborah stared at him like he was an animal in a zoo. Strange and alien with the potential to cause great harm if not handled correctly. 
“I have no idea,” Sienna admitted as more tapping came. 
Deborah looked as lost as I was.
Sienna watched for a second longer before turning her attention to me. “Is there anything else you’ll be needing at this time?”
I shook my head. “Not that I can think of.”
“Good,” Sienna said in a brisk voice. “My number is programmed into your phone. Feel free to call me if you have need.”
With one last doubtful look in Connor’s direction, Sienna strode outside, her heels clicking over the wood floor. 
I waited until she was gone before turning back to my vampire brother. “What are you doing right now?”
Connor lifted his head from the wall to look at me. “Checking for termites.”
He said it as if it should be obvious. 
I nodded slowly, debating whether it was worth my peace of mind to delve further.
“Does that work?” Deborah whispered, looking intrigued. 
“I don’t know.”
Vampire hearing was sensitive enough to hear the changes in our prey’s heartbeat. Whether it could also hear a termite burrowing into wood was a mystery. One I’d never expected to have to solve.
“Where did you get this idea?” I asked, having a feeling I already knew the answer.
“Nathan.”
I massaged my temples. I was going to kill that man the next time I saw him. When did he have time to talk to Connor about this? We’d only had the deed for a day.
“I don’t think that’s how it works,” I said finally.
Deborah bit her lip to hide her smile in an admirable bout of self-preservation. 
Maybe she’d survive this madhouse yet.
“Nathan said this was the best way,” Connor explained. “Knocking would startle them enough to send them scurrying. It should also tell me if there are any other animals in our walls.”
“Is this why you kept disappearing every time we went to look at a house?” I asked, memories of Connor leaving me on my own with the realtor bubbling up. 
His slow blink was answer enough. 
“Why are you concerned about termites anyway?” Deborah asked.
“All of the shows on TV agree that mitigating termite damage will be quite costly,” Connor informed her. “Depending on the severity we would need to tear out walls and joists to replace them.”
I knew I shouldn’t have let him binge watch the home improvement networks. 
“Would Thomas have given you a house with potential structural damage?” Deborah asked with a confused look on her face. 
Connor stared at Deborah long enough for her to become uncomfortable before he shifted his gaze to me in unspoken demand.
“Don’t look at me,” I said with a shrug. “It’s a relevant question.”
Thomas didn’t strike me as the type to give a flawed gift. He was much too snobbish for that. If the house ever had termites, I was sure they were long gone by now. 
Connor stared harder at me.
“Fine.” I rolled my eyes at him. “Do what you want.”
If he wanted to inspect the house, have at it. 
“But if I were you, I would start with the basement,” I added. “That’s usually where you find the most things wrong. Including termite damage.”
Connor gave the door off the kitchen a considering look as I started into the living room.
“Take the master,” he called after me.
I waved a dismissive hand at him, not really caring where I ended up. As long as it had a bed and good black out curtains, I was happy. A bathroom would be nice though.
And a closet. A walk-in if I was lucky.
“I can take the smallest room,” Deborah offered as Connor disappeared into the basement.
“No need,” I informed her. “I’m sure there’s no shortage of rooms.”
Knowing Thomas, he’d have thought of everything. I was betting he’d been planning this for a while and had renovated this place from top to bottom long before my old apartment burned down.
“Take whichever one you want,” I added. “As long as you don’t try to kill us in our sleep, we’ll get along great.”
Not that I was really worried about that scenario. Connor didn’t have the same limitations as me. The moment she made a move he’d end her life. 
A better person might have reminded her of that fact, but I refrained. You could learn a lot about a person from how they acted when they thought no one was looking. Whether they were selfish or selfless. Malicious or caring. It would be interesting to find out which end of the spectrum Deborah landed.
When Deborah simply stared at me, I gave her an arch look. “Something wrong?”
“Why haven’t you asked me why I rejected Chadwick?”
I threw myself onto the couch, finding it as comfortable as it looked. “Why should I care about that? It’s your business. I don’t make a habit of prying into things that aren’t mine to know.”
I searched around for the TV remote. 
“You’re different than I expected.” Deborah crossed the room, plucking the remote from an end table and handing it to me.
I thanked her with a smile and pointed it at the TV. 
“Everyone always says that to me.”
I still hadn’t figured out if it was supposed to be a complement or an insult. 
The TV turned on, taking us to a home screen of apps. It looked like Thomas had already signed me into a few.
“Don’t worry,” I told Deborah, gesturing for her to join me on the couch. “When it becomes pertinent, I’ll be sure to give you the third degree.”
I opened one of the apps and navigated to a show that was getting a lot of buzz online. It was a remake, this time starring an older version of a fan favorite character. I settled in to see what troubles one sarcastic teen could get into while investigating the murder spree taking place at her new school academy.
“You’re a fan of this show, too?” Deborah asked, resting her butt on the very end of the couch. “What episode on are you on?”
“Three. You?”
“I’ve seen all of it.”
“Do you want to pick a different one?” I asked, holding out the remote.
Deborah shook her head. “No need. I wouldn’t mind seeing it again.”
I started the episode from the beginning and hit play. 
Deborah started to relax a third of the way through. By the time the halfway point came, she’d found a comfortable spot and snagged a pillow to hug against her chest.
We watched two more episodes like that before her yawns got the best of her. 
She waited until the end of the current one before rising and stretching. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to head up.”
I paused the credits. “Have a good night.”
“You too, Aileen.”
She yawned again, stumbling toward her suitcases and grabbing two of them before heading up the stairs.
I tossed the remote on the marble coffee table and flopped onto my side, stretching my legs out on the couch until I was fully reclined. 
What a long night. 
I listened to Deborah moving around upstairs as she got settled. Letting my thoughts wander, I soaked in the quiet atmosphere. It was nice to have no place to be for once. If I wanted, I could lay here all night before finding my bed come day. What a life.
Gradually, I became aware of Connor sitting on the arm of the couch next to my head. 
“Find any termites?”
He shook his head.
“Does this mean you’ll stop knocking on the walls?” I asked.
“For now.”
One corner of his lips tilted up at my snicker.
He changed the subject. “What happened to the human?”
“You mean Deborah?”
He inclined his chin. 
“She went to bed,” I answered. “Are you planning to continue referring to her as ‘the human’?”
“It’s best to keep her on her toes,” Connor explained. “You’re kind enough for the both of us. My easy acceptance of her presence might lead her to think it’s okay if she oversteps.”
“And we wouldn’t want that,” I said in a dry voice.
“No, we wouldn’t,” Connor agreed. “I want this to go well. I know how difficult it is for you to see a human as food.”
I studied him quietly, reading the sincerity on his face. 
Connor might not be my biological sibling, but he certainly had the big brother act down pat. 
“Just don’t be too hard on her. From what I’ve seen, her former master was a bit of a jerk.”
I was betting she had good reason for not going back to him.
Connor dipped his chin in acknowledgment. 
I pushed up onto my side. “Are you sure you’re okay with her being here? I never asked your opinion.”
Only now did it occur to me that I’d brought an essential stranger into our lives without discussing it with him. That was an oversight on my part. 
Genuine surprise showed on Connor’s face. “You never have to ask my permission for something like that. I trust in your decision.”
A companionable silence fell between us, interrupted only by the faint sounds of the house settling.
“May I ask a question,” I asked finally.
Connor gave me an expectant look that I took as permission.
“How did you survive all those years as a stag?”
“That is a strange topic to bring up after all this time.”
I rolled onto my back to stare at the ceiling. “I suppose it is.”
He leaned over me, blocking my view. “May I ask why you posed it?”
I was silent for a moment, pondering my answer. “It’s just something that’s been on my mind since I got a glimpse of our stalker.”
Connor’s expression turned thoughtful. “You wonder if they’re a vampire suffering from devolution.”
I knew he was smart.
“It’s an interesting theory. What made you consider it?”
I sat up, turning toward him. “It’s just this sense.”
He’d felt old in my mind. Ancient, really. 
There was also something familiar about his presence. Something I usually associated with other vampires.
Then there was his skeletal form. It had reminded me of a dehydrated mummy. Everything about him matched the descriptions I’d heard of a rare phenomenon that only happened to vampires. 
Devolution. A state we fell into when we were deprived of blood. 
Our bodies rotted around us, leaving our mind intact until the very end. By the point it reached our brain, it was irreversible. 
“If it had been true devolution, he would have attacked us as soon as we stepped out of the car,” Connor pointed out. 
A disappointed frown crossed my face. “There goes that theory.”
“Not entirely.” Seeing my interest, Connor’s lips quirked. “Ancient vampires have been known to put themselves into an extended state of rest that mimics devolution. Their appearance deteriorates but their minds remain intact.”
“I think I preferred the devolved vampire,” I admitted.
An ancient taking an interest in me? Yeah, there were so many ways that could go wrong.
“Yes,” Connor agreed. “An ancient would create a host of problems for us.”
I slumped into the back of the couch. “Then we’re back at square one.”
Connor patted my shoulder and rose. “To answer your earlier question, I had no need for blood when I was a stag since I was in what is considered a magical state. My normal needs were repressed.”
I had a brief image of Connor, his snout dripping with the blood of forest animals, before I shook it away. “What happened when you returned to your true form?” 
There was a brief glimpse of something dark in Connor’s face before his features smoothed into calm lines. “There is a reason I didn’t appear before you for several weeks.”
I was quiet, noting the brittle way he was holding himself. 
“You’re not going to ask?” Connor asked with a sharpness he usually reserved for other people. Not me.
“Do you want me to?” I asked carefully.
His face went blank. 
I sighed, wishing I hadn’t brought the subject up if it was going to have this effect on him.
“I’m not going to abandon you, Connor,” I promised him. 
It was what he was afraid of, I knew. That I would walk away, leaving him alone. 
“Is this part of that battle buddy thing,” he asked, no longer as hostile as he’d been a few moments ago. 
“You could say that,” I agreed. “I don’t walk away from you. You don’t walk away from me. We always talk things out and have each other’s back.”
Connor’s thoughts were hard to read as he observed me. After a long moment, his lips twitched upward. “You needn’t worry, Aileen. Liam and Thomas were there to monitor me. They ensured no lives were lost.”
I released the breath I was holding, relieved. Despite my big words, I was glad Connor didn’t have the added trauma of taking a life while not in full control of himself.
He rose from the couch and started toward the front door.
“Where are you going?” I asked.
“I thought it best to do a perimeter check. Even though I don’t think we were followed, I want to be sure no one is out there watching us.”
I popped up to standing. “Want company?”
“I would never say no to an offer like that, but do you think you can keep up?”
I grinned and started toward him. “I did it before in far worse circumstances, didn’t I?”




seven

My confidence in my abilities was sadly premature. 
Hours later, I dragged my exhausted body through the front door just as the dawn’s rays stretched their fingers across the sky. 
Apparently, Connor’s stag form was incomparable to his human shape. He’d run me ragged as we traipsed back and forth over the property and the surrounding areas. 
I was pretty certain he was running literal circles around me at one point. But that might have been a product of my oxygen deprived brain.
As it was, I could barely keep my eyes opened as I struggled up to the second floor. 
Connor caught my shoulders as I listed to the side, guiding me away from the wall I’d nearly crashed headfirst into. “Your room is at the very end.”
A mumbled thanks was my only response as I staggered in that direction, too tired to point out that we hadn’t chosen rooms yet.
At this point, I didn’t even care about finding a bed. Any horizontal surface would do. A vertical one if that wasn’t available. 
My eyes drifted shut as lethargy invaded my limbs. Just for a few seconds, I promised myself.
A pair of arms caught me as I started to sag. Liam’s familiar scent surrounded me. 
“Where have you two been? I was getting worried.” Liam’s chest was a comforting rumble beneath my ear.
The sound of a door opening, along with the sensation of being carried inside. Somehow, I knew it was Connor who smoothed my hair back from my face a moment before Liam set me down on what felt like a cloud.
A sigh left me. So comfortable.
I snuggled into the clean smelling sheets, losing the thread of conversation as I hovered on the cusp of unconsciousness.
“Lay of the land,” Connor was saying.
Liam’s unhappiness hit the room, leaving me confused before the words “ancient vampire” and “possible devolution” registered.
Frowning into my pillow, I fought to resist the pull of the sun for a few more seconds.
“Are you sure?” Liam demanded.
I didn’t hear Connor’s response, but I felt Liam’s displeasure. It lingered on the air, an oppressive weight that made my chest tight. 
I tried to reach for his hand, my arm flopping uselessly onto the bed instead.
Don’t be mad, I tried to say.
The words didn’t come out, my strength deserting me as I slid into sleep.
The last thing I was aware of before darkness closed around me was the bed sinking and a hand sliding into the one I’d just tried to lift. 
Liam pressed a kiss to the inside of my wrist. “Sleep, mo chuisle. I’ll watch over you until you wake.”
The door closed as Liam’s body spooned mine and I finally lost the battle against unconsciousness.

[image: image-placeholder]A deep, unrelenting, velvety black surrounded me. A siren’s song tugged at my senses. 
I wavered, on the cusp of answering.
On some level, I knew to take a single step forward was to court death and madness. That I risked losing my bearing in the darkness and becoming lost to its embrace. 
Better to stay where it was safe. Even if my soul resonated with what was inside this place. 
Oddly enough, I wasn’t afraid. 
Then again, the darkness had never been a source of terror for me. Even as a little girl, I’d been fascinated by what waited in the shadows. It had been a place of solace and comfort. 
Maybe my acceptance stemmed in some small part to my recently uncovered heritage as the granddaughter of a Fae king. A being who sprung from the heart of darkness itself.
Some could say I took after the family line. I’d been formed from the darkness—or maybe of it. 
It was why the floaty, white dress I was wearing felt so out of place. The airy fabric and color didn’t match my surroundings. 
I plucked the material away from my body with a frown. Why had my psyche put me in a nightgown? 
I was way more badass than this. Even in my dreams. 
As I puzzled over the incongruent detail, a spot of black on the bodice marred the perfect white. 
“What?” I touched the blot. It spread, dying the dress black at a visible speed. 
Water encased my feet, slowly climbing up my ankles toward my knees. My breath came faster as it reached the hem of my nightgown, staining it red. 
Blood. That’s what I was standing in. Not water. 
The white of my nightgown vanished. A victim of the blood from below and the darkness above. 
Childe, it is not time yet, a voice said moments before an unseen force picked me up and evicted me from the dream.

[image: image-placeholder]I came to consciousness with a jolt. A sharp pain in the side of my neck registered a split second before it was replaced by a piercing pleasure. 
I buried my fingers in the hair at the back of Liam’s neck as a moan left me. 
Once the avalanche of sensations had receded, I blinked dumbly up at the ceiling as I waited for my brain to reboot. “That’s one way to wake up.”
Liam’s lips curved against my skin. “Is that a complaint I detect?”
I circled his leg with mine. “Never. Just an observation.”
Liam swiped his tongue along his bite marks, the gentle movement tugging at my core. Before I could relax into the sensation, his mouth locked around the wound. He sucked hard. 
A rough sound left my throat as climax burst through me. 
Several seconds later, I came back to myself to find Liam with his chin propped on my breast bone, watching me.
“You’re feeling frisky today,” I said, sliding down my pillow to make myself more comfortable.
He lifted his chin, rising up onto his elbows until his face hovered a few inches over mine. 
I ignored the desire that tried to ignite as it always did around him. Liam was an addiction I had no intention of resisting. I could see why some humans were willing to sell their souls for this kind of pleasure. Even an eternity spent in his arms would be too short.
I shifted under him into a more comfortable position, still a little drowsy. Now that I had time to think, I realized the fiery ball of awful was still high in the sky. There were hours yet until I was due to wake.
I covered my yawn, concentrating on his face. “Was I imagining it or did you arrive last night?”
I seemed to remember something to that effect right as I was drifting off.
Liam brushed a piece of hair from my face, his expression tender. “I did.”
I kicked the covers off my legs.
Liam’s gaze dipped down my body, an appreciative look on his face as he ran his hand down my side to my hip. “I’d hoped to be here to see your reaction to the house but was delayed by an unfortunate piece of business.”
“The attack?”
Liam’s ducked his chin in a nod. 
“So, they’re back.”
“It would seem so,” Liam agreed.
A grumbling sound left me as I pressed my head harder into the pillow. Why couldn’t things ever be simple?
“How bad is this?” I asked.
Liam’s gaze turned inward, his mind occupied as he drew idle circles on my waist.
I fought to keep my hips still as his fingers moved toward my lower stomach, dipping under the edge of my sleep shorts before withdrawing. Warmth flooded my center as my nipples tightened. A tiny sound left me, making his lips curve before they flattened again.
The bastard knew exactly what response he was drawing from me. 
“I find it disturbing that hunters arrived on the same day as Dominick,” Liam said. 
It was hard to keep with the flow of conversation, distracted as I was.
That’s why it took me a moment to respond.
“You think the two are connected?” I asked, the topic putting a damper on some of my passion.
Liam shook his head. “I wouldn’t go that far yet, but it is a concern.”
Before I could do more than frown, Liam leaned forward to drop a light kiss on my lips. Only he didn’t draw back once he’d finished. He lingered, his breath mingling with mine as a dark light entered his gaze. 
I knew that look. He wanted me the same way I wanted him. 
His lips touched mine, gentle at first but that quickly changed. The kiss deepened into something else. I clung to him, one leg slipping up his.
The action snapped his control. His arms clenched around me as he ground his hips into my center.
The pressure sent sparks shooting through me.
I needed him inside me. Now.
The kiss turned rough, someone’s fangs nicking the other’s tongue. 
A snarl left me as his head lifted from mine, his eyes wild. 
I yanked him back down to me, burying my teeth in his neck. I was far past being gentle as the taste of pure sin slid down my throat.
I’d only swallowed a few mouthfuls before Liam squeezed either side of my jaw. I unlatched with a whimper that changed to another moan as he ripped my oversized sleep shirt off my body.
He left a trail of kisses down my neck and collarbone. Over the swell of my breasts before he paused to latch onto one of my nipples. A pinprick of pain pierced the sensitive nub, sending fire shooting through my nerve endings. 
I dug my fingers into the back of his neck as he moved to the other nipple, doing the same thing there. 
I twisted in his arms, wanting more. Needing it like I needed my next breath.
So close.
Liam didn’t let me move as his mouth left my breast to trail a line of kisses down my naval toward the sleep shorts I wore.
His fangs scraped against my skin, leaving a reminder of the pleasure/pain of his bite. 
I shivered. As intense as my earlier climax had been, it was nothing compared to the level of suspense that left me hovering on the precipice.
His chuckle sent puffs of air over my skin in a sensual caress. 
One finger slid into the leg of my shorts, playing with the skin there before dipping to the place where I most wanted him. His touch was whisper soft before he withdrew.
I snarled. 
If he didn’t quit playing around, I wouldn’t be responsible for my actions.
His answering snarl made me jolt. He was up and over my body in the next second, his movements a blur. 
He flashed his fangs at me in an aggressive display that should have frightened me. Instead, I thrilled to the challenge as I lifted my lips to show mine. 
He yanked my shorts down, nearly ripping them off my body in the same way he had my shirt. 
The faint tearing sound from his rough handling told me he would owe me another set tomorrow.
Despite that thought, I made no move to protest as Liam divested himself of his clothes.
I sat up on my elbows to admire the hard lines of his chest. His muscles rippled as he pulled his shirt over his head and threw it somewhere in the corner.
I couldn’t help but stare at the beautiful man as he crawled over me. 
Sometimes I couldn’t believe that he was mine. It was in moments like this that I felt like I was in the midst of a dream. One I had no intention of waking up from.
The sensuous glide of Liam’s body wreaked havoc to my libido as I got lost in his pretty blue eyes. A willing victim. Complicit in my own downfall.
“Keep staring at me like that and I don’t know what I might do,” Liam rasped.
My mouth quirked as I trailed a thumb over his jaw. “I’d be happy to take responsibility for any loss of control.”
Liam nuzzled his face into my palm. He placed a gentle kiss on it before catching one of my fingers between his teeth. He bit down. Not hard enough to hurt, just enough so I felt the pressure in an intimate place.
My breath caught as he released my finger with a pop.
He whispered something in Gaelic, the meaning of which I didn’t know. But then, I didn’t need to.
Even without the words, I understood what he was saying.
“Me too,” I breathed.
He lowered himself over me, his biceps bulging. “I plan to wreck you. You’ll never be able to breathe without remembering what I did to you, mo chuisle.” 
“Is that supposed to scare me?”
Because it didn’t. It only made me want him more.
Darkness filled his eyes. A promise that made my clitoris pulse. 
“I thought there would come a day when my obsession with you would end,” Liam crooned. “I’m beginning to realize that was never a possibility. You’re stuck with me. I’ll never let you go.”
“Good,” I told him. “I’d have to hurt you if you did.”
I’d never been one to give my heart lightly. Because I knew when I did, it would be impossible to take it fully back. Loving someone meant giving them a piece of you that you never recovered. It stayed with them. Even if the relationship ended.
It was a precious thing to be able to open yourself up to the potential hurt. I’d never managed it before. Prior relationships had been insipid things that I could take or leave. In my case, it was more often than not me doing the leaving. 
No one had ever come close to breeching my defenses in the way Liam had. The thought of something happening to him left me terrified. An enforcer’s life was dangerous and filled with enemies. As powerful as he was, no one was infallible. 
Liam’s eyes darkened at my confession, his touch skating along the insides of my upper thighs. Each time climbing higher but ultimately evading the sensitive bundle at my center. 
Fed up with the games, I grabbed his hand, directing it upward to where I craved his touch. 
“What did I tell you about impatience?” His chuckle came as he yanked his hand out of mine. “It delays the experience.”
He leaned forward, kissing a trail down my body that had me twisting in his arms once again. Those lips stoked a delicious fire in me. 
My body rose to his touch, seeking more. 
A finger found my center, plunging inside. A needy sound left me as his lips found my clitoris. 
Every muscle in my body was strung tight. I hovered on the edge of a cliff, yearning for what was just beyond only to find it out of reach.
A wail left me. Desperation making me thrash in his strong grip.
Liam’s mouth left me, his fangs plunging into my inner thigh a second later.
That shoved me into climax. I screamed as my body bowed. 
Liam swiped his tongue over the wound he’d made, stopping the flow of blood. He rose over me in the next second, plunging home before the rhythmic pulses of my climax had abated.
I sank my fangs into his chest, one piercing his nipple before I latched on.
An animalistic snarl rumbled from his throat as he started moving faster. 
His hips plunged, the bed rocking from the force of his thrusts. I lost myself in the haze of passion, a primal madness descending.
Neither of us were gentle as we gloried in the other.
Liam’s climax triggered a third in me. This time I nearly blacked out, coming to several seconds later.
“Oh, damn,” I gasped.
That was—
Words weren’t enough. I felt like someone had torn me apart and then reassembled me into something new. 
Liam’s head sank onto my shoulder, his body coming down to rest on mine.  
I ran my hands over his back in a lazy caress as we lay there, catching our breath. 
After a while, Liam shifted to settle onto the bed next to me. He drew me into his arms until I ended up with my ear pressed against his chest and the front of my body nestled into his side. 
His fingers brushed a lazy caress down my arm, the room quiet as we got lost in our thoughts. 
Eventually, I propped my chin on his chest to look up at him. “Did you know Thomas planned to give me this house?”
“I had an inkling.”
I lifted partially off him. “And you didn’t see fit to warn me?”
Should I be mad about that?
His expression was wicked. “Why do that when it’s so much more fun to see your reaction?”
I narrowed my eyes at him. Maybe anger was the appropriate response.
“You’re so cute when he catches you off guard.” Liam shifted to avoid my pinch, his expression entertained before he caught my hand and pressed it to his abdomen. 
I relaxed into his side, a little grumpy at his admission. “We’ll see if you think it’s cute when I put a boot up his ass.”
“You never answered me about what you think of the house,” Liam pressed.
I avoided his gaze. 
“That perfect, huh?” Liam asked, sounding amused. 
“It’s sickening how great this place is,” I snapped.
How was I supposed to walk away when it was everything I had ever wanted? No house after this would compare. It was like he’d had a checklist of what I was looking for and then ticked every box.
Liam’s chest vibrated with laughter.
“I’m not keeping it,” I told him. 
Liam pulled me tighter against him. “You sure about that?”
“Absolutely.”
Now if only I could make myself believe that too. Walking away was a lot harder when it was something you actually wanted. 
“Seeing you try is sure to be entertaining.” Liam stretched one arm over his head, running his gaze over the length of my body as a sensual smile tugged at his lips. “Until then, I’ll be happy for more interludes like this one.
A tingle ran through me that I quickly quashed. Finding it prudent to put space between us, I sat up. My plan didn’t work as Liam got a fixated look on his face. He licked his lips, desire stretching the skin tight over his features.
I grabbed the covers and pulled them up to my chest, veiling my body from his gaze. 
Liam slipped a finger between the sheets and my breasts, giving the cloth a slight tug in hopes it would fall. 
I slapped his hand away. “None of that now. It’s time for answers.”
Liam stretched his arms over his head, the long lines of his muscles on full display.
I got lost for a moment, staring at his taut body before I snapped back to attention. “Stop distracting me.”
Liam’s sigh held disappointment as he dropped his arms. “You’re always so curious about the things that will get you killed.”
“It’s part of my charm.”
“I disagree.” 
“Tell me about Dominick,” I ordered, ignoring the disapproval on his face.
There were other questions I wanted to ask. Like why he’d gotten so upset when Connor mentioned an ancient vampire and devolution last night. All that could wait, though. 
Dominick was the more immediate threat.
Liam made an aggravated sound in the back of his throat. “What do you want to know?” 
“Everything you think is important.”
“That’ll take quite a bit of time.”
I settled against my pillow, making it clear I wasn’t going anywhere. Sunset was still hours away, and I had all the time in the world.
Liam ran a hand over his face before shooting me a vexed look. “You can be a brat; did you know that?”
I smirked. Yes, I did. It was also part of my charm.
Liam’s head dropped onto the pillow. “By himself, Dominick is more of an irritant than anything. It’s his sire who is the true threat.”
“What does he want?”
Liam’s laugh was humorless. “Our line annihilated.”
That didn’t sound dire or anything.
Seeing my expression, Liam grimaced. “There’s a long-standing grudge between my sire and his. They’ve been after our heads for a long time. If they can, they’ll sow discord and discontent in the city and use it as evidence of Thomas’s incompetence as a ruler.”
“Will he use that to legitimize his challenge to Thomas?” I asked, a chill sliding through me at the thought.
“He’s a fool if he does. Dominick isn’t his match despite what he thinks.” Liam looked thoughtful. “But yes, that’s likely their end game.”
“Why let him into the city? Why not just deny him entry?” 
It seemed to me that it would be easier to evict him from the territory than wait for him to strike.
“Because he’s here on Council business,” Liam said with a sigh.
“So, he claims.”
Liam nodded. “So, he claims.”
A picture was coming into focus and it wasn’t a very nice one. 
What did I want to bet that this sire of Dominick’s was on the council? Even if we drove Dominick away this time, his sire could just issue another order leading him back into our territory.
In a sense, Thomas’s hands were bound. 
Politics—I really hated them. 
It didn’t help that for vampires, being on the losing side usually resulted in loss of blood, death or dismemberment. 
This information also put a new spin on the sudden increase of hunter presence in the city. I couldn’t help but think there was a connection there.
“What are we going to do?” 
Liam’s expression warmed as he took my hand in his and squeezed. “We’re going to watch and wait and not give him any chance to hurt us.”
“Sounds reasonable.” 
“I’m so glad you agree,” he drawled, giving a slight tug on my hand to bring me closer. 
I let myself fall against his side. “Now that we have that cleared up, why don’t you tell me why my new stalker had you so upset?” 
Liam’s body went still against mine. “You were still awake.”
I nodded.
Liam’s arms loosened around me. “Sometimes I hate how perceptive you are.”
I was going to take that as a compliment even though it didn’t sound like one right now.
“There’s a chance—a small one—that Dominick isn’t here for any of the reasons we suspect.” Liam’s playfulness faded as his gaze met mine. 
“And this has to do with my mysterious stalker who may or may not be an ancient vampire suffering from some form of devolution?” 
“There is someone Dominick and his master wants dead more than Thomas and me,” Liam said with a meaningful look in his eyes. 
Their sire. A man I’d only heard snippets about. Someone who’d been a father figure to Thomas and a brother to Liam. 
“If your stalker is who I think he is, it would be a very bad thing for everyone involved.” Liam’s face was grave as he stared up at the ceiling.
“Why is that?”
“A devolved ancient is a terrifying thing. They can’t be trusted to know foe from ally. The body count would be—” Liam trailed off and shook his head.
It’d be unimaginable. 
I’d done research after I’d come close to devolvement myself. Vampires who suffered from the affliction became mad, raving things that left a trail of bodies behind them. The last one the council put down killed a hundred and two people before an enforcer ended their life. 
An ancient on the level of Liam’s sire would be much more difficult to control. 
We were looking at a possible blood bath in my city, my home, if we were right.
“Don’t look like that, mo chuisle.” Liam drew me against his chest to press his lips against mine. “I checked before I came over to see if there have been any recent swaths of murder leading to our doorstep. I found none.”
That was a relief. A small one.
“Is it possible your sire hasn’t devolved?”
Connor had been right last night. If we were dealing with someone in the midst of devolution, they would have tried to feed off us. The fact this stalker hadn’t, meant he either wasn’t as far gone as people thought or we were totally off base.
“No one has seen him in centuries,” Liam admitted. “He disappeared without a word. Though his mental state in the decades beforehand was concerning. He’d grown paranoid and short tempered. There were several incidents that made the council wary.”
From the careful way Liam said that, I assumed people had gotten hurt and/or died.
“I take it from the way you speak there’s no hard evidence to point to devolution,” I said.
Liam ducked his chin. “Just rumor and innuendo.”
“Then it’s possible he’s not devolved. Connor suggested an extended sleep could explain the appearance of my stalker.”
Liam nodded, running a hand down my back. “He’s right, but the council will be difficult to convince. Given his behavior prior to his disappearance and the fact he was their ruler, there are some who think they would benefit from new leadership.”
I put my chin on his chest. “What do you think?”
Liam’s face was contemplative. “I’m not convinced Ahrun has fully devolved, but I don’t wish to take chances with your life. If you see him—run.”
It was funny that he thought I could escape an ancient vampire on my own. Even one who wasn’t devolved. When we both knew I’d be better off holding my breath and hoping he didn’t see me.
“Interesting name. Ahrun.”
“I asked him about that once. When I knew him, he was going by the name Aaron to fit in with the humans around him. He told me he’d had so many names throughout the ages that he no longer remembered his first.”
“Did you believe him?”
Liam’s eyebrow quirked. “It’s hard to believe anyone could forget something like that. Then again, Ahrun is older than civilization itself. From the way he spoke, it sounded like his name didn’t exist anymore.”
I couldn’t imagine what that was like. To be so old that your name had passed into the sands of time. No wonder their sire had kind of lost it. To live in a world where your name was no longer spoken or even remembered.
“Why do Dominick and his master hate your line, anyway?” I asked. 
Liam adjusted me against his chest. “Vitus and Ahrun’s history is long and complicated, spanning almost two thousand years. From what Ahrun told me, Vitus was raised by him in much the same way Thomas was. Only, unlike Thomas, Ahrun saw something in the boy that made him wary. He refused to change him into a vampire.”
I could see how that might have angered the boy. To know your father figure had no intention of offering what must have seemed like the greatest gift possible.
“The two went their own ways and Vitus found someone to do what Thomas wouldn’t. From what I heard, it took a lot of effort on Vitus’s part since no vampire wanted to upset an ancient of Ahrun’s standing.”
“Let me guess. The person he found wasn’t sunshine and rainbows.”
“Very cruel in fact,” Liam said. “The vampire was known for his depravity. I’m sure Vitus suffered in his care.”
It was hard to be sympathetic for a vampire who was actively plotting our deaths.
“How angry was he when he learned about Thomas?”
I was guessing the news had left him enraged. There he was, suffering, while his father handed over eternal life to another. He’d probably felt betrayed.
Liam nodded. “I think he was more upset about me than Thomas. Our first century was filled with assassination attempts. We learned quickly to master our new abilities.”
Rather than anger, there was a hint of nostalgia in Liam’s expression. As if he remembered those times with fondness. 
Of course, I would choose a lover who thought attempted murder was a form of entertainment. 
“Dominick was Vitus’s answer to the insult. He found him on the streets and raised him to adulthood before offering him the change.”  
Poor kid. I had a feeling he’d never had a chance to be anything but Vitus’s dog. He’d probably been brain washed from the moment Vitus took him in. Every interaction designed to instill hatred in Vitus’s enemies and loyalty to his master.
Seeing my expression, Liam’s lips tilted up on one side. “Pitying him would be a mistake, mo chuisle. He is every bit a monster.”
I was sure he was, but that made the situation no less tragic.
“You don’t talk about your sire often,” I said, changing the subject.
“That is because my feelings for my creator are complicated.”
I pressed a kiss against his shoulder. “I guess we have a lot in common.”
I wasn’t certain my relationship with Thomas would ever be anything but prickly. Then again, eternity was a very long time. The years tended to soften even the harshest of blows. 
“At one time I considered him both a father figure and brother,” Liam said.
“What changed?”
“He did. Or maybe it was me.” Liam stared up at the ceiling. “Once, I considered him my hero. The way I was raised, we respected strength more than intelligence. Ahrun showed me you could have both and that it didn’t make you weaker.”
“That sounds like a good thing.”
Liam nodded. “It was. He was my confidante. Wiser than anyone I’d ever met. He understood the parts of me that had always felt out of sync with the rest of the world. He was the one who guided me onto the path of an enforcer.”
I waited as Liam fell silent again, sorting through his thoughts. 
“Watching the man I knew fade away in front of me was difficult,” Liam confessed. “I was almost grateful when he disappeared because it meant I wouldn’t have to be the one who slayed him.” 
I lifted my head from Liam’s chest with a sense of dread.
“That was the agreement we made,” Liam said, sounding lost. “If he devolved, I would be the one to end him. He thought I was the only one who could.”
I understood now why his feelings for Ahrun were complicated. The idea that he might one day have to destroy his sire, a man he respected and loved, with his own hands, was heartbreaking. I didn’t know how I would respond if someone as close to me as Ahrun had been to Liam asked the same. Maybe betrayed? Resigned? 
“I’m so sorry, Liam,” I whispered.
He didn’t respond, instead changing the subject. “Ahrun’s death leaves Thomas on shaky ground. Right now, few are willing to challenge Ahrun’s successor.”
“If Vitus’s issue is with your sire, why target you and Thomas?” 
“That’s something I’ve never been able to figure out.” Liam’s face was serious. “All I know is that Vitus wishes to see the both of us dead. And now that you and Connor are here—”
He pressed his lips together, his expression telling me everything I needed to know.
“They’ll come for us too,” I finished for him.
His nod was all the confirmation I needed.
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After that dire prediction, neither of us were in the mood for further conversation. It wasn’t long until my drowsiness got the better of me and the rise and fall of Liam’s chest under my cheek lulled me back to sleep.  
Hours later I woke to find my bed empty; Liam long gone. The hazy memory of a whispered goodbye and a kiss on the forehead had me smiling. 
If this was how Liam planned to balance us living in separate residences, sign me up.
I rolled onto my back, stretching as I did. The gentle pull of my muscles a reminder of my daytime activities. When I finished, I nestled into my crazy comfortable bed, making a note to figure out the brand before I moved out. 
Better yet, maybe Thomas would let me take the bed with me. The mattress was even more delightful than the one in the Gargoyle. Firm in all the right places with just enough give to cushion my bones. 
With my covers wrapped around me all the way up to my head, I settled in to brood over what I’d learned from Liam during the day. If what Connor told me about Dominick leaving him to Niamh’s mercy hadn’t already made me hate the man, finding out he was here to orchestrate our deaths would have finished the job. 
It was too bad we couldn’t just kill him. 
When I’d suggested as much to Liam, he’d made it clear that sending Dominick to his eternal sleep would bring down retribution on all our heads from his sire. Unless there was clear evidence of a crime committed on his part, he was untouchable.
Just what we all needed. A vampire who didn’t answer to anyone but his very powerful sire. Another vampire who wanted us all dead.
It was enough to make me want to stay in this bed for the next month or so. 
Too bad I’d never been the type to run from my problems. 
Liam never said it, but I could read between the lines. I was probably first on the list of targets. As the weakest member of our line, I made the perfect prey. Take me out and it would deal a major blow to Thomas’s power base. 
A clever tactician would claim that his inability to protect his yearling made him an incompetent leader. They could use it to try to oust him from power.
Of course, it wouldn’t work, but they probably didn’t realize that. 
Vampires weren’t a straight forward lot. They liked to work in shades of gray. Sometimes those shades hid big ass razor blades that shredded the weaker among us. 
Being the weakling in question, I would prefer not to lose my head to their political bullshit. 
Not just because I was rather attached to my life either. Vampires felt things more deeply than humans. My death would have a long-lasting effect on those closest to me.  
While I didn’t think it would weaken Thomas and Liam enough to give someone an opportunity to kill them, it could do other things. Horrible things.
Like destroy Liam’s ironclad control. 
My loss could tip him into a very dark place. He’d cut a swathe of death and destruction through this world in his pursuit of vengeance.
I had no doubt he’d get it too.
Maybe that’s what Vitus wanted. An out-of-control Liam who he could claim suffered from the same illness as Liam’s sire. 
As a council member, it wouldn’t be hard to issue a death warrant. At that point Thomas would be drawn into the situation. Because there was no way he’d stand by and let his brother be hunted down like a dog. 
It was why I’d have to do something I’d never been great at. Keep my head down and try not to rock the boat.
With a frown, I rolled onto my side to touch the place where Liam had rested during the day. The sheets were cold. The only sign of his presence the faint rumple in the covers and a crease in his pillow.
Things had gotten complicated. I hated complicated almost as much as I did tardiness. 
My phone buzzed while I was still lost in my thoughts. I snagged it from the bed stand and glanced at the screen to find a reminder from my calendar. 
“Hoover Reservoir. Naiad job.”
Damn it. I’d forgotten I had an appointment today. 
There was no canceling it either. I needed the business. Word of mouth was the most important thing at the beginning stages of developing a business. That meant meeting expectations. Even with all the baddies currently in town.
I pushed up to sitting as I flipped the covers off my body. With a sense of regret over leaving the comfort of my bed, I swung my feet to the floor and stood to stretch.
I was in the middle of reaching over my head and to the side when a clattering sound came from one of the return vents. I paused, looking up and listening.
A second later there was a puffing sound as if something soft had exploded. 
Inara’s screech came as something collided with the sides of the vent. “Damn it! What are these traps doing here?” 
Thomas—1. Pixies—0.
I guess he wasn’t entirely unaware of her and Lowen’s incursions after all. That thought made me amused.
I padded into the ensuite bathroom, all thoughts vanishing as soon I got my first look at what awaited me.
The room was almost as big as my old apartment, with a complicated light fixture reminiscent of a chandelier hanging from the ceiling. The space was decorated with a mixture of textures that worked well together. White marble paired with wood cabinets, gold sconces and tiles that were very art deco. The walls were painted a color somewhere between black, charcoal and blue. 
Perhaps my favorite part of the room was the walk-in shower that was big enough to accommodate an orgy. It took up an entire side of the room and had gold fixtures.
A tub was stationed opposite it. I was already dreaming of the bubble baths in my future.
Since I was on a deadline, I headed for the shower and turned it on. 
While it warmed up, I examined myself in the mirror. I looked pretty good for someone who’d had little sleep the day before. There was a flush to my skin courtesy of Liam’s blood and my hair had reached a level of untamed wildness that was impressive.
Steam began to accumulate in the shower. I stepped inside, letting the water pound my body. My muscles began to relax as I hummed to myself. 
This was the life. A hot shower in a bathroom fit for a king after a day sleeping on the equivalent of a cloud. I couldn’t think of anything better.
This, right here, was why I was so resistant to his gifts. It was easy to refuse something you didn’t want. It was much harder when he played a modern-day Lucifer, tempting you with your deepest desires.
Sometimes those you didn’t even know you had.
I lingered for longer than I should have under the hot spray, letting it wash away my worries. 
Who cared if this place was a dream wrapped in a wish? 
I was Aileen Travers, the woman more stubborn than anyone else. There was no way a bathroom, even one as ostentatious as this, was going to sway me from my principals. 
I’d still walk away. Promise.
Fifteen minutes later, I finally managed to tear myself away from the shower. Stepping out, I wrapped my body in the fluffy towel hanging within reach before heading toward the attached walk-in closet.
The room’s design was as extravagant as the bathroom’s. Its size could have made it a small bedroom. Instead, it had been turned into a clothes palace. 
A leather ottoman sat in the middle of the room with a fancy chandelier hanging above it. On both sides of the room, there were places to hang clothes with dresser drawers waiting under them. A full-length, free-standing mirror separated them with floor-to-ceiling shoe racks on either side. 
To my surprise, the clothes I’d brought from the Gargoyle were already hanging side-by-side with clothes that I knew weren’t mine. The pair of boots I’d stuffed in the duffel bag sat next to several pairs of foot wear that I’d never seen before.
Without checking, I knew everything would be in my size. The perk of having a sire as wealthy as Thomas. 
I selected a simple pair of jeans that would stand up to dirt and mud and a short sleeved black top that had a relaxed fit around my torso. 
Finished, I slid my feet into a pair of boots that were as comfortable as the ones I’d brought. I headed out of the room, shooting one last glance at the return vents.
It had been quiet since earlier. Ominously so. 
I assumed that meant Inara had freed herself from the trap and was now planning her revenge.
Hopefully, her schemes were targeted at Thomas and not me. If for no other reason than it would be amusing to watch the pixie queen and my sire in a cold war.
Then again, there was a good chance I might get caught in the crossfire.
I headed downstairs, following the sounds coming out of the kitchen. Rounding the corner, I found Deborah slumped over the island with a distant look on her face as she played with her bowl of ice cream.
The lilac color and large chunks of chocolate waiting inside made me stop in my tracks. 
I drooled a little, drifting a step closer against my will.
Black raspberry ice cream from my favorite local shop. My kryptonite and my forbidden fruit. 
After a moment spent staring, I snapped to attention. Bad Aileen. You know you can’t have that anymore. 
I skirted the island, proud of myself when I only side-eyed the bowl of ice cream once before reaching the fridge. Opening it, I stuck my head inside to find it full. 
Fruits and vegetables were shoved into the crisper drawers. Yogurt was lined up in neat little rows next to a carton of eggs. There were at least three different kinds of sparkling water on the top shelf and a small carton of milk sat in the fridge door.
I shut the top half, reaching down to pull open the freezer. It was as full as the upper portion with chicken as the dominant meat. I noted a bag of shrimp and several fillets of fish as well.
There was only one “unhealthy” item in the freezer, and it seemed to be whispering my name. 
“You should eat me,” the pint of black raspberry ice cream crooned as I picked it up. “One bite couldn’t hurt, could it?”
“Where’d you get the food?” I asked, carefully placing the ice cream back in its place and shutting the door before I could make a bad decision and undo all the work I’d done. Six months without solids and already I was hurting. I craved my favorite foods the same way a thirsty man did water. 
“I had it delivered through an app,” Deborah said with an uncertainty that made me feel guilty.
Some master I was. I couldn’t even remember the most basic of human needs. Food. Something they required every few hours to remain healthy. 
It hadn’t been that long since my own time in their ranks. You’d think it would have occurred to me to make sure the fridge was stocked.
Especially since I didn’t want my location falling into the hands of enemies intent on using my death as a weapon against Thomas and Liam.
Too late now. 
Here’s hoping our delivery person hadn’t been a hunter moonlighting. 
“Is that okay?” Deborah turned on the stool to face me. “I didn’t see anything in the fridge, and I didn’t know if you’d be okay with me taking your car.”
“I wouldn’t have been,” I agreed. “Gwyneth is off limits to everyone but me.” Seeing her anxiety, I waved a hand at her. “It’s fine, Deborah. I never intended to starve you.”
I was just a little out of practice when it came to guests.
“You’re free to do whatever you need to feel at home,” I said, my warm smile of welcome not appearing to have the effect I intended.
“If that’s the case, do you mind if I invite Drake over? I want to check on him.”
My forehead furrowed. “That’s the human who volunteered to feed your former sire on your behalf, right? He’s new, isn’t he?”
I’d seen him around the Gargoyle a few times, but that was about it. I’d never fed off him. Though I was pretty sure some of the enforcers had.
“He’s been around for a few months. He came in via recruitment.”
That fit with what I knew of him.
“Let’s hold off on inviting him over,” I suggested. 
At least until Dominick and his vampires were no longer an issue. It was probably nothing, but I didn’t like how Dominick jumped in on Chadwick’s behalf. Like it or not, humans, with their ability to be compelled, were a security risk I didn’t want to take. 
Until this situation was resolved, I’d feel safer if Deborah was the only human with knowledge of my location.
Deborah didn’t seem any more reassured than she had been earlier.
Hoping to change the subject, I nodded at the bowl in front of her. “I see you got Graeters.”
Too bad it was beginning to look more like soup.
Deborah nudged the ice cream at me, the strain on her face finally easing. “I’m not hungry anymore. Do you want the rest?”
It was instinct to drop my gaze to her bowl. 
I licked my lips, anticipating the taste on my tongue. Suddenly, I felt hungrier than I had in a long time.
“This was the flavor you had last time, right?” Deborah asked, glancing doubtfully down at the ice cream. 
“Yes.” 
My voice sounded flat and emotionless, giving away none of my turmoil as I dug my fingernails into my arm to keep from moving. 
Who would have thought the iron willpower, that had resisted the call of blood lust countless times, would crumple in the face of a cold sugary treat?
Not me. That was for certain. 
It made the losing battle I was fighting against myself all the more pitiful as I eased forward a tiny inch. 
One bite. That’s all I needed. 
Just one tiny, insignificant, little bite that probably wouldn’t affect me anyway. 
I joined Deborah at the island and reached for the bowl, touching cool porcelain an instant before it disappeared from the island. 
An angry protest left my throat as I looked up to find Connor standing across from me with the bowl in his hand and a disapproving expression on his face. 
“First rule to staying in this house,” Connor said, looking at Deborah. “Under no circumstances is Aileen allowed food. She’s on a restrictive diet for health reasons. Apparently, she cannot be trusted to make good decisions on her own behalf.”
“One bite wouldn’t kill me,” I argued halfheartedly. 
Connor’s glance was censorious. “It might.”
“Unlikely.”
Words like forbidden hadn’t come up when my health was being discussed. The vampire doctor had only said it wasn’t recommended.
It was a loophole I planned to exploit as much as possible.
“Nice try,” Connor said. “But we both know you’re not supposed to have any food until you’ve passed your first century.”
I curled a lip in a sneer. “Spoilsport.”
Connor ignored my dissatisfaction as he shifted his attention to Deborah. “Do you agree to abide by this rule?”
I sent her puppy dog eyes while shaking my head. Say no, Debs. 
Deborah didn’t spare me a look before she nodded her agreement. “Of course.”
Damn it. Betrayed by the very person I’d rescued. I thought she was supposed to be on my side.
Connor handed the bowl back to her. “I’m glad we could reach an accord.”
I mocked him behind his back, mouthing the words before pulling a face.
He reached over to pat me on the head. “Sister, your immaturity is beginning to show.”
I knocked his hand off me. “Oh, yeah? Well, you’re a giant stick in the mud.”
It wasn’t fair he could use his reputation as being slightly deranged to intimidate my companion into agreeing with every word out of his mouth. 
Grumbling to myself, I almost missed the pink and green blob that wobbled across the room like a drunken butterfly. It crashed into Deborah’s hand, knocking her bowl to the ground before face planting on the island.
The bowl shattered, pieces catapulting all over the floor.
Deborah yelped, coming to her feet in an abrupt move that sent her chair slide across the room. She stared down at the island in confused horror as Inara shoved herself to her feet. The pixie was covered in tufts of a pink cotton candy looking fuzz, her face tight with suppressed fury. 
“Did you know?” Inara asked me with a threatening growl.
I bit my lip, trying very hard not to laugh.
“What is that?” Deborah shouted, interrupting. “Is that a pixie? For real?”
“Know what?” I asked, ignoring the human.
The barest hint of a snicker slipped out before I composed myself.
Don’t smile. She’ll kill you if you smile.
“You did know,” Inara snarled.
I set an elbow on the counter as Deborah went very still, finally coming to the realization that the pixie and I knew each other.
“You mean about the traps Thomas had installed throughout the air ducts?” I propped my chin on my hand and raised my eyebrows at Inara, unbothered by her sharp inhale of rage. I shook my head with fake regret. “Nope. No clue.”
I straightened from the island, not wanting to chance the pixie taking it into her head to stab me in the eye. 
She’d tried it before.
I shot her a pointed look. “I guess he wasn’t as unaware of your passage as you thought.”
Maybe this would be a lesson for her. As sneaky as she and Lowen were, they weren’t infallible. At least this time the traps were non-lethal. Next time, she might not be so lucky. 
Inara trembled from the force of her anger, looking like she might levitate off the counter at any moment. 
Or explode. It could really go either way.
Inara tried to move her wings, her frustration deepening when they only partially flexed. The cotton candy fluff restricted their opening and closing, limiting her mobility. I was betting that was the reason she’d crashed into Deborah’s bowl.
“When did you get a human?” Lowen asked, dropping onto Deborah’s shoulder out of nowhere.
Deborah’s screech made everyone in the room flinch. 
Lowen darted out of the way as Deborah flailed in a circle while slapping at her shoulder.
“Deborah, stop,” I yelled. “He’s not on you anymore. Stop hitting yourself.”
Deborah wasn’t listening. By this point, she’d added full body shimmies to her repertoire as she hopped up and down.
“Deborah,” I said again. “Enough!”
My shout got through to the human. She finally stopped.
“Your screaming was beginning to irritate me,” I explained at her questioning look.
It was like she’d never met a supernatural before.
“She’s not as bad as you the first time you saw us,” Inara drawled. “Or do you not remember your own dance.”
“Bullshit. I never screamed like that.”
My panic at finding a pixie in my apartment had involved a cinnamon binge instead. The spice was a known allergen to pixies. I’d scattered it over every available surface in hopes they’d be forced relocate.
Much to my dismay, it hadn’t worked. Instead, my house had smelled like a cinnamon roll for months. 
Not a bad thing—but also not what I’d intended.
The pixies’ red rimmed eyes and stuffed up noses had been little consolation.
“Lie to yourself all you want, fanger,” Inara sneered.
Before the two of us could descend into argument, Connor addressed Lowen’s previous question. “As to her presence here, Aileen has chosen this human as a temporary blood companion.”
“Congratulations,” Lowen said, his look of surprise matching his consort’s.
“Look who finally grew into their milk teeth,” Inara teased, losing some of her antagonism.
“Vampires don’t drink milk,” Connor corrected. 
Inara dismissed his comment with a shrug. “It’s a figure of speech. I’m just saying it’s good to see her being a proper vampire for once.”
“I was always a proper vampire,” I argued, feeling a little insulted. Just because I’d resisted drinking blood, it didn’t make me any less a vampire.
Connor and Inara acted like they couldn’t hear me.
“The human is another rescue,” Connor explained. 
“Ah.” Lowen’s face reflected sudden understanding, as if Connor’s words made everything make sense.
“What is with you and strays?” Inara asked, looking at me in irritation.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Exhibit one.” Inara pointed at Connor. Next, she nodded at the human. “Exhibit two.”
“Are you counting yourself among those exhibits?” 
Her glare made my lips twitch upward. 
“A vampire was trying to pressure the human into something she didn’t want,” Connor continued. “Aileen stepped in to protect her.”
“And got a companion instead,” Inara guessed with a knowing smirk. “Bet you weren’t expecting that?”
I wished Connor was close enough to swat as I whirled on him. “Whose side are you on?”
His smile was thin. “Yours, of course.”
“It certainly doesn’t feel like it right now.” 
“As a member of our house, her highness needs all of the information.”
Inara nodded. “He’s right. I’m in charge of security. I need to know why she’s here and who might target her as a result.”
“Since when did you become my security?” I asked baffled.
Inara’s attention had already shifted to Deborah. “Listen, human. The hierarchy in this house is very simple. Aileen takes care of the bigs; I’m in charge of the smalls.”
“What smalls?” I asked.
They were the only pixies I knew. They’d better be the only ones in this house too. 
“I want it clear for future reference,” Inara said, throwing an irritated look in my direction. 
“No need,” I returned. “You two are the only pixies who are ever coming through that door.”
The pair were already more than I could handle. I wasn’t planning to run a bed and breakfast here. Connor, Deborah and the other two were enough roommates. I didn’t want any more.
Inara rolled her eyes before returning to her threats. “We rank higher in the pyramid than you. Betray us, and I will torture you before I kill you.”
So much for leaving off the death threats last night. Inara had done it for me.
Deborah didn’t take her gaze off the pixie. “I understand.”
“So glad one of us does,” I grumbled.
Inara’s nod was firm. “Then feed the vampire so she can get to work. There are bills to pay.”
The sidelong look she sent me held a taunt.
“I should charge you rent,” I growled. 
Along with an annoyance tax.
“I earn my keep every time I have to save your ass,” Inara gloated. 
Connor stepped between us before I could do anything. “Feeding is unnecessary. Aileen ate during the day.”
A strangled sound made its way from between my lips as a hot flush of mortification heated my face. “How did you know that?”
He hadn’t heard us, did he? Please, no. 
There was nothing quite so horrible as the thought of Liam’s biological nephew hearing us being intimate. 
Especially given some of the things we’d done.
“Thomas added sound proofing to the rooms. However, intercourse is inevitable when blood, affection and vampires are involved.”
I slumped face forward onto the island, burying my face in my arms. 
Kill me now.
Inara’s snicker didn’t help matters. 
“Did I say something wrong?” Connor asked.
I pushed up from the counter. “I’m going to work now. I’ll see you at the end of never.”
“You’ll have to forgive her,” Lowen told Deborah. “She’s a bit of a prude.”
Keys. Where were my keys?
Inara’s speculative look stopped me before I could go in search of them. She nodded at the place where she’d shot me last night. “I’ve been wondering—how’s your shoulder doing?”
“It’s just fine, thank you,” I said in a snippy tone. “I barely noticed it after my shower.”
“Is that so?”
I went very still, sensing danger. 
“You broke the magic pretty fast,” Inara continued with a nasty smirk that had alarm spreading through me. “We should up the intensity level.”
The snap of her fingers made me flinch. I backed away, focused on her when I should have remembered the second pixie’s presence.
My other sight descended as I caught a shimmer in the air from the top of my fridge. Lowen came into focus, his bow and arrow already aimed at me. 
“Shit!” I dodged to the side as he released the arrow.
A sharp sting pricked the upper slope of my breast. A painful itch spread rapidly over the area.
I froze, fixing a disbelieving gaze on Inara’s consort. “Did you seriously just shoot me in the boob?”
Lowen lowered his bow with a guilty expression. “Oops.”
I stared at him. Oops? That’s all he had to say? 
Damn right oops. A whole big barrel of oops with a “what the fuck” on top.
“I was aiming for your arm,” he explained with a shrug.
My low growl had alarm spreading over Lowen’s face. 
He moved quickly, slinging his bow over his shoulder and flinging himself off the fridge as I launched myself at him.
I landed in the spot where he’d just been, my head nearly hitting the ceiling as I whirled to find him.
“Aileen, let’s think about this,” he pleaded as Connor grabbed Deborah and pulled her out of the danger zone.
Later, I’d be mad I’d lost control and needed him to step in. For now, I was too focused on revenge.
“You little asshole,” I snarled as a rumble issued from my chest.
I knew how I appeared, crouched on all fours atop the fridge. My back arched and a snarl on my face. 
“It was an accident. Let’s calm down.”
My yowl climbed in volume, making my transformation into a giant, feral cat complete.
“I have to work tonight!”  
Calm down, my ass. My boob felt like it was on fire.
Who was going to take me seriously if I spent the whole night playing with my chest?
No one, that’s who.
“Oh no, you don’t,” I growled, seeing Lowen eye the vent in the living room. “You’ll never make it.”
I saw the moment he chose retreat. I threw myself off the fridge at him, barely missing as he flitted out of reach. 
I followed. Around the armchair. Over the back of the couch, barking my shins on the coffee table when he dove under it. Then into the entry way before he shot up to the ceiling and reversed course. 
I put on a burst of speed, seeing him arrow toward the vent. 
He’d have to slow to open it. That would be my chance.
He dipped. I hurtled forward. He dodged, forcing me to put on the brakes or crash face first into the wall.
By the time I recovered, he’d already reached the nearby intake vent and had one side unscrewed. He was inside before I could do anything. 
A scream of frustration left me. 
“I’m so sorry, Aileen. I promise I didn’t shoot you in the boob on purpose.” His voice echoed from the wall. “I know it doesn’t seem like it now, but this really is for your own good.”
Faint rustles came from the wall, attracting my attention. I traced their path, entranced. How difficult was it to repair drywall? Not very, right?
“Aileen,” Inara warned. 
I wasn’t listening, intent on the furtive movements that betrayed Lowen’s position. 
“Lowen, she’s tracking you. Mask your presence,” Inara ordered.
A veil seemed to drop over the world, the sounds from the wall becoming muted and indistinct. 
I’d lost him. 
With the promise of a hunt no longer distracting me from the vicious prickle radiating from my wound, I gave into the urge to scratch. The pleasure/pain that came with the act made me lose a little time before I got myself back under control. 
Fucking pixies.
What was I thinking letting them room with me? I wasn’t. That’s for sure.
I whipped around, intending to take some of my ire out on Inara only to find her gone. The kitchen island deserted. 
Of course, it was. 
Connor and Deborah stood in the corner. There was an expression of polite interest on Connor’s face while the human looked worried.
“Are you okay?” Deborah asked tentatively.
“No, I’m not okay,” I snapped, becoming aware that I’d started to scratch again. “I feel like a swarm of fire ants has descended on my boob.”
Deborah grimaced. “That doesn’t sound pleasant.”
I glared, feeling bad when she flinched.
Now look what I’d done. 
She was too scared to look at me. The brittle way she held herself made me look down at the ground in shame. As if she was afraid one wrong movement would make me attack. 
Damn it.
Deborah didn’t deserve to have me take my bad mood out on her. Especially since, from the way she was acting, I suspected too many vampires had already done so.
I rubbed my forehead, hoping I hadn’t traumatized my companion too much.
Fuck. I wanted to kill something. 
“No, it isn’t,” I said, mustering a measure of calm control. “Unfortunately, I’ll have to suffer until it wears off. Inara was right about one thing. I have bills to pay and there’s work to be done.”
Some of Deborah’s anxiety faded as I gave her a stiff smile. Her gaze followed me as I marched toward the front door.
“I’ll be back in a few hours,” I said over my shoulder. “I don’t mind you leaving, but please don’t invite anyone over.”
That meant I needed to call Thomas to have a car delivered for her use. 
Another item on my growing list of things to do.
The door slammed on any response she might have made. I stalked toward my car, unlocking it with a touch. 
I was so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t notice Connor’s presence until he’d already opened the passenger door and slid inside. I stopped what I was doing, staring across the hood for a second. 
Bending, I peered into the car to find Connor waiting expectantly. 
“What’s first on our agenda?” he asked.
I leaned my wrist against the door frame. “You know you weren’t invited, right?” 
His answer came in the form of a patient stare. One that said he could sit there all night in that weird trance-like state he sometimes used. Arguing would be nothing but a waste of breath and precious time. 
“Fine,” I said, giving in. “But don’t complain later when the naiads flirt with you.”
I climbed inside, slamming the door behind me. It would be just as easy to brood with him in the car as out of it.
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Hours later, I was sweaty, tired and sore.  
A rip had appeared on the knee of my jeans. It had gradually spread, leaving me worried my jeans were soon to be one-legged shorts. The new boots I’d found in my closet were smeared with matter I didn’t want to think too closely about. Mud was splashed half way up both legs. Specks of it dotted my shirt. 
Beside me, Connor was immaculate. Not a hair was out of place after the activities of the night. Somehow, he’d also managed to avoid every bit of mud during our trek around the lake. He still looked like a model who’d stepped out of the pages of a magazine.
Lucky bastard. 
“I did warn you there was a hole there,” he said, keeping pace with my limping progress.
So, he had. 
I hadn’t listened, too distracted with trying not to tear off my own skin to pay attention. 
I must have twisted my ankle pretty bad when I stepped into that pit because it still twinged. Another hour and it would be fine. 
Go vampire healing abilities.
“At least the naiads paid us,” I grumbled. 
It was the sole bright spot of the night. We were a thousand dollars richer. Not bad for two hours of work. 
Up ahead, I could see the path that would lead us the rest of the way back to the car. A fact I was thankful for.
Forests and I had a complicated history. Mostly because I usually had to run for my life at some point while in them. 
Hoover Reservoir Park couldn’t be considered a true forest, since it was more on the scale of a nature park, but that was no reason not to be cautious. I’d been fooled in the past.
With the way the shadows gathered under the trees, their depths deeper and more ominous than normal, I was already a little on edge. Tree branches creaked over head as we walked beneath them, having a conversation of their own.
We weren’t far from High Banks, a local metro park and the location of the Fae burrow. While I didn’t think I’d run into any Fae, there were no guarantees. 
I could see some of the more water reliant Fae being attracted to the reservoir, which acted as one of the major water sources for Columbus. The acres of forested landscape around it were perfect for hiking and fishing. Not to mention the many ways spooks might use it. 
The reservoir had already drawn a clan of naiads due to its clean water. At least in comparison to the rest of Ohio’s lakes and rivers. 
“Why is it that I’m the one who always gets injured?” I asked Connor as we reached the path.
“Perhaps because you are rash and jump into situations before thinking?” 
I stopped to glare at him.
He ducked his head, but not before I saw the way his lips twitched in amusement. 
“What’s next?” Connor asked, changing the subject.
My ringtone cut off my response. I held up a finger to tell him to wait as I fished the cellphone of my back pocket.
“This is Traver’s Agency. Aileen speaking. What service may I provide tonight?”
A startled pause greeted me.
“Hello?”
A woman started cackling. 
“Is that how you answer your phone?” she gasped, breaking into guffaws every other second. “You sound like an escort service.”
The rest of her words cut off as she dissolved into laughter again. 
I tilted the phone to check the caller’s name. The words “Demon Wolfy” shone up at me. Caroline. Of course. Who else but a best friend would give me this much shit?
“And that name! It’s so awful.”
“It’s called branding,” I said sourly, wondering if she could hear me over her laughter.
She was right about the name though. It was generic—and awful. I hadn’t been able to figure out anything better to call myself and until I did The Traver’s Agency it was.
“It’s something,” she said as her laughter eased.  
“Why are you calling me?” 
A snort left her. “Did you forget what day it is?”
The faint note of accusation made me fall silent. 
“Oh shit. Girl’s night.”
How had I forgotten? I’d been looking forward to it for over a week.
Feeling panicked, I checked the time on my phone. 10:45 p.m. I was supposed to meet Caroline and the others an hour ago.
“I knew it. You did forget,” Caroline said, sounding smug. To someone else, “Pay up. I was right. She forgot.”
There were several boos.
“You disappoint me, Aileen,” someone on the other side yelled.
Their words were muffled enough that it was difficult to guess their identity.
Caroline ignored them. “You’re on the way now, right?”
“About that—”
How did I tell Caroline that girl’s night might need to be canceled?
With Dominick and hunters in town, it was probably best to avoid being out in public. I needed to be lying low. Not drinking it up with all my friends. 
The only reason I’d risked doing this job was because I’d already accepted it and I didn’t want to lose my reputation. The fact it was in an isolated section of the city was a bonus.
“Don’t you dare bail on me,” Caroline warned. “You’re not getting out of this that easy.”
From the chorus of protests on the other side of the phone, it sounded like the rest agreed. 
“Something came up.” 
Caroline wasn’t going to like this. I had a history of blowing things off. Usually for good reasons, but that was little comfort to the people around me.
“That’s a shame,” Caroline drawled, much calmer than usual. “Your sister is going to miss you.”
“Jenna’s there?”
“That she is.”
“How did that happen?” I asked, not hiding the edge in my tone.
“She called me earlier tonight because you forgot to send her the time and place for our get together and weren’t answering your phone.”
Probably because I was comatose from the sun.
“Helpful friend that I am, I sent her directions to the Blue Pepper. Aren’t I so nice?”
“The bestest friend of a sister ever!” Jenna yelled from the background.
I fought the urge to bang my head against the nearest tree and started walking faster. Connor floated over the trail, his passage silent as we headed for the car. 
“Is she drunk?” I asked.
“She’s had a few, but I wouldn’t say she’s drunk.”
Gwyneth appeared up ahead.
“This is low, Caro,” I growled. “Holding my sister hostage to guarantee my attendance.”
“A friend does what is needed to make sure their bestie doesn’t forget she has a life outside of work.” Her voice lowered. “And that other thing I won’t speak of.”
“Are you talking about her illness?” Jenna asked. “I already know about it.”
“Do you now?” Caroline asked, sounding amused.
I heard Jenna’s agreement as I reached the car.
Caroline came back on the phone. “How very honest of you, Lena. I’m so proud.”
I got in the car, Connor doing the same on the other side.
“You know I couldn’t tell her the truth,” I snarled.
“I do.” Caroline sobered. “I’m happy you’re trying to bridge the distance. I know how hard it is given your situation.”
Some of my irritation faded.
“She shouldn’t be there. It’s dangerous.” 
“She’s safe. I promise,” Caroline said, sounding serious. “Dahlia assures me her customers will behave, and I’m keeping an eye on her.”
I relaxed a little bit. 
If Dahlia said that, I believed it. No one who frequented the Blue Pepper was stupid enough to get on a Djinn’s bad side. She had the power to back up her promises. Along with the magic to hide any incidents that might burst a human’s fragile illusion that they’re the most evolved species on the planet.
Accidents happened though. Particularly around the supernaturally inclined. 
Caroline was a glaring example of that.
The sound of something breaking came. It was followed by cheers and a sigh from Caroline.
“I suggest you hurry,” Caroline ordered. “You know what happens when the harpies get bored. They may decide to hang your sister from the ceiling by her feet.”
A click came as Caroline hung up.
I moved the phone away from my ear, staring at it as I breathed carefully in through my nose and out again. As tempting as killing my oldest and dearest friend, it wasn’t an appropriate response to frustration.
Besides, she’d survive any damage I dealt her. A perk of being a demon tainted werewolf.
Refraining from violence was easier when you knew there were no real consequences to it.
I threw the phone into my cup holder and shoved the car into drive. “Change of plans—I’ll drop you at home before heading out.”
Connor leaned his head against the seat and closed his eyes. “No need. I’m going with you.”
“Which part of Girl’s Night do you not understand?” I asked. 
It was there in the title. An exclusive night for only girls. 
Then again, maybe the concept hadn’t existed the last time Connor was part of the normal world. 
“The more you argue, the later you will be.” Connor didn’t open his eyes, the matter already settled in his mind.
His confidence was impressive.
Even more so because he was right. I didn’t have the energy to pursue this with him. Nor did I really care.
Caroline had known what she was doing when she gave Jenna the details. She’d probably anticipated my forgetfulness and this was her response. As a result, she could deal with Connor’s attendance.
“Are you going dressed like that?” Connor asked, finally opening his eyes to look me over.
“It wouldn’t be the first time.”
A few months ago, I’d gotten slimed by a Tsuchigumo, basically a shapeshifting giant spider, and shown up to Girl’s Night covered in its webbing. Caroline and the others had found it hysterical.
“Your state may give your sister cause for concern,” Connor pointed out in a neutral tone. 
I grimaced at the specks of mud dotting the upper legs of my pants and my top. He had a point. Much as I hated to admit it. 
“Fine, I’ll get changed,” I grumbled, knowing it was the best answer.
Guess we were heading home after all.
I hit my signal as we approached a stop sign and made a right-hand turn. 
“Is now a good time to discuss the house?” Connor asked after a few minutes had passed.
I sent him a startled look. “What about it?”
“It would make a good base of operations. I think we should consider staying.”
I was already shaking my head before he finished speaking. “Absolutely not.”
“The pixies are also fans,” he continued as if I hadn’t spoken. 
“The answer is still no,” I said in a near whine.
The termites should have warned me. You didn’t worry about something like that unless you were thinking about staying. 
But until now, Connor had stubbornly resisted allowing Thomas any influence on our lives. It had made me lower my defenses. If anything, I thought Inara and Lowen would be the ones to suggest making the move permanent. 
“It has the space we need to grow as a family and is isolated enough to offer privacy,” Connor pointed out. “We won’t have to worry about our human neighbors being too nosy.”
If there is a deity out there, please save me from a vampire’s family growth plan. I beg of you.
“It’s Thomas’s house,” I said. “We’re not staying.”
I didn’t have many expectations for my next home, but a big one was not living under Thomas’s roof. Call me crazy, but I didn’t want that vampire to have any more of a hold over me than he already did. 
“Technically, it’s your name on the deed,” Connor corrected. 
“Maybe so, but do you really want to give Thomas a chance to throw this in our face the next time we go against his wishes?”
Because I sure didn’t.
“There is an easy solution for that,” Connor said. “We buy it from him.”
“Is that all?”
Why didn’t Connor ask for the moon and the stars while he was at it? Because that’s what it would take.
“I hate to break it to you, but I don’t have that kind of money,” I said.
In this market, with its location, lot size, and square footage, that house had to be close to a million dollars. That was before you took into account its interior or the rather sizable external garage located behind it. 
Even with my bonus from the new ruler of Noctessa, I couldn’t afford it. Nor would a bank authorize a loan to someone whose income was as unstable as mine. 
I’d be lucky if they didn’t accuse me of money laundering, given the source of some of my customer’s payments. When you didn’t exist under human law, it necessitated creative banking.
“No problem. I can.”
I shot Connor an incredulous look. “Since when do you have money?”
He’d been a stag for centuries. It wasn’t exactly a position that came with an investment plan.
“I’m Thomas’s child,” he said as if that was a reasonable explanation.
“So?”
“He set aside a small inheritance for me after my mother’s death. That, coupled with my own personal holdings before my disappearance has accumulated over the years,” he admitted. “My fortune has grown quite nicely under Thomas’s diligent management.”
I processed the fact that my vampire brother was a probable multi-millionaire in silence. 
Undeterred, Connor gave me a tiny smile. “That means, dear sister of mine, we can afford whatever house we desire.”
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When I checked on Deborah, I found her occupied with a movie on TV. I let her know one of Thomas’s people would drop off a car later that night for her use before Connor and I headed out again.
Twenty minutes later, I was pulling off the highway to make my way through the neighborhoods bordering the Blue Pepper. Located in the no man’s land that existed between the bigger and more popular neighborhoods of Clintonville and Worthington, the Blue Pepper was a staple. Once considered run down, the area had undergone a renaissance over the last few years, drawing in a lot of new businesses and residents. 
It meant more traffic, but it still wasn’t as bad as the University District to our south.
Spotting the bar, I pulled into the tiny parking lot to find it full. The only spot left was located at the back of lot between a dumpster and a truck that made me glad Gwyneth wasn’t an SUV. She’d never have fit otherwise.
After I parked, we climbed out of the car. I slowed as the feeling of being watched intruded. Connor continued a few steps toward the bar as I scanned our surroundings.
He stopped to look back at me in curiosity. “What’s wrong?”
I shook my head in puzzlement. “I don’t know.”
There was nothing out there that I could find. Despite that, I couldn’t shake the sensation that there we were being watched. It was disturbingly similar to what had happened last night with my stalker.
Connor must have thought the same as he rejoined me, his gaze alert as he searched the shadows around us.
“It’s probably nothing,” I admitted, knowing there was a good chance I was being paranoid.
Despite that, I dropped into my other sight. The night took on new depth as I glimpsed a layer of reality that was usually hidden. Traces of magic lingered all around me. The bar was covered in it, substantial and powerful enough to make a tiny pulse of pain pound at the base of my brain.
But that wasn’t all.
A tiny bit of magic existed in most things. The trees at the edge of the lot. The metal of the dumpster beside me. Even the concrete under my feet carried a trace.
It was much rarer to encounter something with no magic at all. 
Dahlia’s wards hummed at the edge of my senses. Magic leaked from them, leeching into the surroundings and lighting up the night like a hot zone. 
I knew if I concentrated, I could unravel those wards. Unmake them before rendering them inert.
It was why my kind were called magic breakers.
It was also why we were so hunted.
Already, the minuscule amount of attention I’d paid to the wards was enough for a few of the anchor points to loosen. Threads unfurled, drifting in my direction.
I soothed them back into place, taking my time to make sure they weren’t going anywhere.
Finished, I examined my surroundings to find a hint of something that didn’t belong at the base of one of the trees whose branches swept low. 
It was more than just that the shadows were dense enough that I couldn’t see into their depths. The power crouched at their heart felt familiar in a way I couldn’t put into words. Deep and immense. 
For a split second, I was reminded of my dream last night. I stepped forward, drawn to the shadows in spite of myself.
Connor caught my arm, pulling me behind him. “Come out of there while I’m still asking nicely.”
We stared at the base of the trees in expectation.
Connor’s body was rigid with tension, his vigilance no less than mine. 
The longer we waited, the antsier I felt.
Until finally, a sharp bark put us out of our misery. My heart gave a startled thump as Alches bounded out of the shadows, sliding to a stop in front of me. 
Or at least he tried to. His momentum was great enough that his hind quarters had to back pedal rapidly to keep from slipping out from under him.
He scrambled for purchase, his nails scratching against the concrete. 
I buried my face in Connor’s shoulder, trying to stifle the laughter that was more a product of relief than amusement. 
Though I had to admit the nonplussed look on Connor’s face was also funny.
“What is this?” Connor asked, staring at the shadow-hound in consternation. 
“Connor—meet Alches. Alches—meet Connor.”
The two knew of each other, but this was the first time they were meeting in a formal capacity.
I waited as the shadow-hound drew himself up straight, an arrogant expression settling on his face despite the way he’d almost tumbled ass-over-head moments before.
Connor’s features were impassive as he and the hound studied each other. 
“I’m sure I told you about him, didn’t I?” I asked, feeling a little nervous for some reason.
Connor made a humming sound of agreement as he turned to go. “I’ll wait inside. Don’t take too long.”
It was a little surprising that he was willing to leave me out here on my own given how clingy he’d been tonight. I guess that showed how much confidence he had in the realm guardian’s capabilities. 
Though, from how often Alches came and went, I wasn’t sure that confidence was warranted. 
I waited until Connor was inside before glowering at the shadow-hound. “What are you doing here?”
Not that I wasn’t happy Alches was the one who’d jumped out of those shadows. Of all the things that could have been waiting for me, he was the least scary.  
You’d think after all this time I would be less likely to go running into danger. That I’d learn that discretion was sometimes the better part of valor.
But no.
Rather than answer me, Alches flopped onto his back. Tentacles unfurled from where they’d been hidden in his jowls, waving in the air as he gave me an upside-down doggie grin. 
He wiggled, asking for pets. 
I caved like the pushover I was, squatting to rub his belly. “When grandfather said the protector of his realm had adopted me, I thought there would be actual protecting going on.”
Instead, my protector was MIA more often than he was present. He also didn’t seem overly interested in any actual guarding. 
Alches huffed, dislodging my hand as he flipped onto his feet to give me a repressive look.
I reached out to scratch behind his ear. “Are you trying to tell me you have your reasons?” 
Alches’s eyelids slid closed as a tentacle wrapped around my wrist to give it a gentle squeeze that felt as reassuring as a hug. 
Unable to resist, I dropped a kiss on his snout. “Alright, I’ll trust you.”
At least until he gave me reason not to.
It probably helped that he had adopted the form of a canine. I’d always wanted a dog but had never been able to have one with my lifestyle. My apartment had been too small and my hours too odd to be a responsible pet owner. 
Unless I’d gotten a cat. 
“You’re cute. I’ll give you that.” 
Terrifying in an adorable sort of way. 
Alches chuffed in agreement.
I laughed, rubbing his head. “I have no idea what I’m supposed to do with you.”
He leaned into my touch, his expression saying “Keep me. What else?” 
I gave him one last pat and rose. 
Alches mouth closed, his expression alert as his ears tilted forward.
“Aileeeeennn,” someone crooned from behind me. “Little baby vampire. Precious infant bloodsucker.”
They were gone by the time I whirled to confront them. A feather drifted down, giving me a clue as to where they went.
I twisted to look up at the bar’s roof, unsurprised to find a quintet of harpies perched on it. They grinned down at me as their sister landed beside them. 
“You’re late, baby vampire,” the woman in the middle sang.
“So people keep telling me.”
Alches’s claws clicked over the concrete as we moved closer, stopping a short distance from where they sat.
A harpy tilted her head at the sight of him, the movement birdlike. “What is that?”
The woman on her right squinted. “It looks like a dog.” 
She leaned forward to an impossible degree, somehow managing to keep her balance and not tumble off. 
“Not possible. Dogs hate us.” 
“It’s not barking. Why isn’t it barking? They always bark.”
There was an innocent expression on Alches’s face as he peered up at me. His tail wagged slightly before stopping. 
“This is Alches,” I said by way of introduction. “My dog.”
Disbelief reflected in their faces. 
“Are you sure that’s a dog?” 
My smile was stiff. “I think I would know.”
Because he definitely wasn’t a dog.
“Dahlia won’t be happy if you chase away her customers,” I observed, changing the subject. “She’ll be even less pleased if you steal from them.”
The flock was a group of talented pick-pockets. Usually, they targeted drunk and belligerent humans on a different side of town. I was worried if they tried that here Dahlia would pluck their wing feathers and use them as stuffing for a pillow.
“She said it’s fine as long as our mark agrees,” the woman in the middle explained.
“Have any agreed?”
“Not yet.” Her smile showed her sharp teeth. “Would you care to be the first?”
“Thanks, but I’ll pass.” 
I started toward the door, knowing if I took her up on that offer, I’d lose my wallet. Maybe my keys or cell phone depending on their mood. 
No thanks. 
“You should leave your dog here,” a harpy suggested. “We’ll be happy to watch him for you.”
The menacing giggles that followed that statement made me roll my eyes. I had no doubt their “watching” held an entirely different meaning than my own.
Funny—I hadn’t realized harpies viewed human pets as food. 
Alches stopped, looking up at me in silent question.
I shrugged, knowing he was asking for permission. “Your choice.”
The harpies’ faces brightened, anticipation showing as I ducked my head to hide my smile. 
They thought they were going to get a treat, when really, they were about to be taught a lesson. 
The harpies were still giggling as Alches sprung forward. He raced at the wall, reaching it in two quick bounds and using it as a spring board to jump straight up.
The harpies screeched and yanked their feet back onto the roof. Alches’s teeth closed on air. Feathers flew as they scrambled away from the edge, their mouths wide in horror.
Alches twisted in midair to get his feet under him before landing a second later.
“Still want me to leave him with you?” I asked the harpies as they huddled together in terror.
“No, that’s okay. We’re good,” one answered. 
Her voice trembled, cracking at the end.  
Alches’ tongue lolled out of his mouth as he trotted toward me, looking proud of himself.
I patted him on the head. “Good boy.”
From now on I was betting those harpies would think twice about playing with dogs. 
I started toward the bar’s entrance and then paused. “You should probably wait out here.”
Dahlia had an affinity for shadows and what waited inside them. As powerful as Alches was, I wasn’t sure his glamor would hold up against her scrutiny.
While it wasn’t the end of the world for his true nature to be discovered, it also wasn’t something I wanted being bandied about among spooks. What someone else didn’t know couldn’t be used against you.
For now, it was better to be safe than sorry.
Alches dropped his butt to the ground with a disgruntled chuff as I opened the door, allowing sound and light to spill outside.
“I’ll be back soon. Don’t eat the harpies.”




ten

For a Thursday night, it was rather crowded as I stepped inside the Blue Pepper. Every table was occupied. The only seat available that I could see was located at a table near the bar where Caroline and Jenna sat. 
Coincidence? I think not.
Especially since Connor was already seated beside them, his gaze on the martini glass Caroline set in front of him. Opposite him, Natalia leaned back in her chair, chewing absentmindedly on a drinking straw. 
Caroline spotted me the second the door opened and waved madly in my direction. “Aileen! Over here!” 
I lifted a hand in acknowledgement as a cheer went up from those nearby.
“Karaoke girl!” 
Jenna’s eyes widened as she looked in surprise at the enthusiastic response to my presence. “Since when were you amenable to doing karaoke?”
I collapsed into the sole empty chair. “I don’t really want to talk about it.”
Too bad Caroline didn’t feel the same. “She did! It was awesome.”
At that, Natalia removed the straw from her mouth to look at me with interest. “I would have liked to have seen that. I’m sure it was quite the interesting sight.”
Natalia possessed a scary kind of beauty, her features sharp and pointed like that of a raptor’s. Tonight, the harpy’s wings were glamoured to be invisible, allowing her to appear human and blend in with the rest of the patrons. They were still there though, as evidenced by the way she was sitting so as to not crush them.
“Something tells me I should be glad you weren’t,” I returned.
She’d probably never have let me live it down. I could just see a flock of harpies screeching the lyrics off key every time they saw me for months afterward.
The bar patrons there that night certainly had. Still did to this day.
Natalia’s lips twisted upward. “All the more reason I want to watch. Invite me next time.”
“Not happening.”
Caroline leaned forward. “Done.”
I glared at my best friend. She responded with an unrepentant grin.
“I want to come too,” Jenna volunteered.
My lip curled. “Absolutely not.
She grabbed my arm, shaking it. “Come on. I never get to hang out with you when you’re doing fun things.”
“What do you call tonight?”
She shot me a sidelong glance. “You mean how you forgot and showed up over an hour late?”
I pressed my lips together and looked away.
Jenna’s smirk was smug as she folded her arms across her chest. She’d dressed up for the night and was wearing a pair of white shorts with a sparkly top. She’d even taken the time to do her makeup and curl the ends of her hair.
She looked good. More importantly, she looked happy.
Which was why I almost regretted telling her no.
I shook my head. “It’s still a nope.”
Ribbons of a smoke-like haze wandered along the ceiling, meandering back and forth like a group of kids spying on the adults. 
The funny thing was that the smoke was a lot more dangerous than it seemed. I’d seen it strangle someone before. It dove right down her throat to block her air passage. 
This was the sort of place I invited my baby sibling to. Go me.
Jenna still hadn’t given up. “Please.”
I knew from the begging tone in her voice that she would keep repeating that tone until I relented. 
“Fine,” I said with a long suffering sigh. 
I was such a softy when it came to her.
Jenna cheered, reaching over to give Caroline a high five. 
Connor was busy ignoring the rest of us as he finally finished his study of his beverage and lifted the martini glass to his lips. 
“I don’t think so.” I grabbed the glass out of his hand, moving it out of reach. “Did Caroline bother to warn you about Dahlia’s lemon drops?”
Connor tilted his head. “What about them?”
“They’re dangerous.”
“I don’t think they’re that bad.” Jenna swiped a glass off the table and showed me its empty contents. 
My gaze went from it to the empty beer bottles and martini glasses littering the table.
“How many did you let her have?” I hissed at Caroline.
One lemon drop was strong enough to make a vampire intoxicated. What would something like that do to my all too mortal sister?
“Don’t worry.” Caroline held up a placating hand. “I’ve been keeping an eye on her.”
Like most of the werewolves I’d met, Caroline had an air of wildness to her that made her almost irresistible to the opposite sex. Her wavy blond hair and pretty blue eyes only added to her allure.
“I don’t see the big deal,” Jenna said. “I’m not driving since I came here via ride-share app.”
If only driving intoxicated was the thing I was worried about. 
“Yeah, Aileen, what’s the big deal?” Caroline said with a taunting leer.
“I don’t know. Bar top dancing. Karaoke. Any of this ringing a bell?”
“You’re just afraid you’ll forget yourself and slap Liam on the ass again in front of everyone.”
Jenna spit out the sip of water she’d just taken to send me an incredulous stare. “What was that?”
I shifted, uncomfortable. 
“Is she talking about your boyfriend Liam?” Jenna asked with wide eyes.
I glared at my supposed best friend. 
“That’s the one,” the heifer agreed with a nod. “He tried to carry her out of here on his shoulder when she wouldn’t stop dancing, so she slapped him right on the ass. It was loud.”
While I was plotting Caroline’s imminent demise, Connor stole his drink back. 
“I’m impressed,” he drawled. “I didn’t think anyone was brave enough to do something like that to Liam.”
Natalia roared with laughter.
“You all suck,” I informed them.
Caroline made a pshaw sound as she propped her cheek on her hand. “You’re just grumpy.”
Connor took a slow sip of his drink before nodding. “Yes, sister dearest, I agree with the demon wolf. You’re a grumpy pants.”
“Grumpy pants, grumpy pants,” Jenna sang as she bounced gleefully in her seat.
I signaled the bartender as Caroline and Natalia joined in the sing-a-long.
Dahlia lifted her chin in acknowledgment as she got busy behind the bar.
Dahlia held a beauty that would have once inspired men—and women—to wage war in her honor. Refined and graceful, even when she was breaking up a bar fight, Dahlia held a nobility that made you want to lay the world at her feet. 
Her features looked to be of middle eastern descent. Her eyes were a deep brown you could get lost in. Her hair was a straight sheet of black and her skin a dusky gold. 
She prowled across the room, holding the drink she’d prepared for me in one hand and a shot glass in the other. Both of which she set on the table in front of me.
I nudged the shot glass. “What’s this?”
“You’re late. That requires a punishment.”
“Not you too.” 
I eyed the shot glass with trepidation as I slumped in defeat. I’d had one too many encounters with Dahlia’s concoctions to ever take them lightly. 
“Maybe next time you won’t forget.” Dahlia’s smile would have been sweet if it wasn’t so devious. “Now, drink.”
Jenna and Caroline pounded the table in tandem. “Drink! Drink! Drink!”
I gave them a disgusted look. “I forgot how awful you two are when you’re together.”
Caroline may have been my best friend, but her connection with Jenna was special. They had decided early on it was their mission to find new and intriguing ways to torture me.
“You know you love it,” Jenna purred.
I rolled my eyes. That was one way to put it.
“Fine. You win. I’ll drink.”
Caroline and Jenna raised their arms and cheered while Natalia looked on with an amused expression. 
Giving into the inevitable, I held the glass up at eye level to examine it. At first glance, the liquid looked clear. It was only when you peered closer that you noticed the flicker of an orange and red flame.  
The colors swirled, quickly staining the rest of the liquid. Faster and faster until the entire glass looked like it was filled with fire.
Abruptly, a flame surged out of the top of the liquid. It licked along the surface, shooting high before burning itself out to leave only clear alcohol behind.
“You want me to drink this?” 
“I do.”
“How did you make it do that?” Jenna crowded closer for a better look at the shot glass. 
Dahlia closed one eye in a slow wink. “Magic.”
She did not just use that word in front of a human. 
Dahlia’s microscopic smile grew into a real one at the sight of my glare.
“No, really. How did you do it?” Jenna asked.
No wonder the djinn had taken a chance in exposing herself. Jenna never would have believed her anyway.
“It’s a secret of the trade,” Dahlia murmured with an amused glint in her eye.
Jenna no longer pursued her question, leaning forward to try to steal my shot. “I’ll take it if you don’t want it. I’m curious as to what magic tastes like.”
I moved it out of the way. “Hold on, Ms. Grabby. I’m getting to it.”
There was no way Jenna could be allowed to drink what was in this glass. Some of the things Dahlia used in her cocktails weren’t meant for human consumption.
“I made this with Aileen in mind,” Dahlia said when it looked like Jenna might launch herself at me. “I’ll make you one later.”
Jenna settled into her chair with a pout but didn’t argue. 
Connor patted her on the back in commiseration and held out his mostly empty glass. “Want the rest?” 
Jenna eyed the small pool of liquid at the bottom before shaking her head. “No, that’s yours.”
Why didn’t she have that mindset when it came to my drinks?
Knowing I was out of reasons to delay, I bolted back the shot.
Liquid fire scalded my esophagus. It ignited a path down my throat and into my stomach where it settled for a moment before spreading. The lava snake dove into and through my veins, lighting up all my nerve endings before vanishing as quickly as it had come.
I wheezed.
Connor gave my shot glass a thoughtful look as Caroline and Natalia started cackling. Jenna looked on in wonder.
“Are you trying to kill me?” I gasped, barely able to speak. “What the hell did you put in this?”
There was a satisfied tilt to Dahlia’s lips. “A little bit of this and that. It probably won’t kill you. Though it may make you impervious to fire for the next twenty-four hours.” The corners of Dahlia’s eyes crinkled. “You’re welcome, by the way.”
“Gratitude isn’t the foremost thought in my mind,” I responded through gritted teeth.
More like terror that I’d done irreparable harm to my insides.
“It will be before long,” Dahlia murmured, the enigmatic, distant look in her eyes sobering me.
My irritation faded at the weight I sensed behind her words. 
“Is there something you need to tell me?” I asked, cautiously. This wouldn’t be the first time Dahlia had given me something that had later saved my life. 
Natalia’s humor faded as she and Connor studied the djinn, sensing the same thing I did.
The interaction went over Jenna and Caroline’s head as they watched us in confusion. 
“Not at this time, I think,” Dahlia said, her gaze still directed inward as if she was looking at something only she could see. “Maybe later.”
I didn’t know what else to do but nod. 
Dahlia was a patchwork quilt of secrets. A riddle wrapped in an enigma with a side helping of mystery. 
Pushing too much would only backfire.
“But you might eventually,” I asked carefully.
Her head tilted before she inclined her chin. “If it becomes necessary.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a ribbon of smoke drift down from the ceiling. It curled toward a group of laughing women, circling them. A tendril dipped to brush against one woman’s hair.
A rumbling sound, close to a snarl, came from Dahlia. The smoke froze under her sharp glance. 
Scant seconds passed before it withdrew, beating a retreat toward the ceiling.
“Forgive me,” Dahlia said, exasperation showing as the smoke ribbon’s companions clustered around it like it had just been dressed down by the big boss. “I have something pressing to attend to. I’ll return in a bit.”
There was a chorus of “awws” from Caroline and Jenna as Dahlia glided back to the bar.
“Next time, we should go somewhere she won’t be distracted by work,” Jenna suggested.
I looked at her askance. “Should we now?”
Jenna held my gaze stubbornly with her own as she grabbed Connor’s glass and drained the last few drops for liquid courage. She set it down, fire in her eyes. “You heard what I said.”
“I love how you’ve taken to inviting yourself to all future Girl’s Nights,” I teased, not really upset about the fact. From what I’d seen, she fit right in with this bag of crazies. If that was the case, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad letting her hang around.
“I don’t need your invitation, because I already have one,” Jenna said with a smug expression at the surprise on my face. “We discussed it when you were late.”
I looked at Caroline in accusation, knowing she was the most likely instigator.
Her smile was evil.
“Laugh all you want, buttercup,” I warned. “Vengeance is coming.”
Caroline clutched her hands at her heart, pretending to be terrified before bursting into laughter.
I shook my head, snagging the lemon drop Dahlia had left for me and taking a sip. “Such an asshole.”
Caroline slung an arm around my shoulder and squeezed me. “You know you love it.”
“You keep telling yourself that.” I planted a hand on her face and shoved her away from me.
Jenna laughed as she gathered the table’s glasses and rose. “I’m going to procure us more beverages.”
“I’ll help,” Caroline offered, already scooting her chair back.
Jenna nodded an agreement.
I caught Caroline’s arm, holding her back as Jenna threaded her way through the tables to the bar. 
When she was out of ear shot, I sent Caroline a serious look. “What are you doing? You, of all people, know how dangerous it is to take this world lightly.”
I’d asked her a favor once that ended with her getting caught in the crossfire. Her association with me got her turned into a demon tainted werewolf. It had worked out in the end, and she was happy now, but it was a long road getting here.
I don’t think I could handle something similar happening to Jenna or anyone else in my family.
Caroline’s features softened. “I do, but she’s lonely and she misses her sister.”
I drew back, not knowing what to say to that. 
Caroline punched me on the shoulder, breaking the heavy mood we’d fallen into. “Besides, I consider her a baby sister too. I’m not going to let anything happen to her.”
She sauntered away before I could tell her that life didn’t always obey our wishes.
“I like the human,” Natalia mused. “She’s uncomplicated. That’s rare in our world.”
Connor sipped my martini, making sure to hold himself apart from the conversation while still keeping an eye on things.
“Why do you think I’m so worried?” I told Natalia. 
Jenna was a baby rabbit in a zoo of predators. In that situation, it was the rabbit who usually got eaten.
“You worry too much.” Natalia stretched out her legs under the table. “The bar is neutral ground. No one is going to mess with a normal.”
“It’s when she’s out there that’s the problem.” I tipped my chin toward the door and the world beyond.
Dahlia’s protection didn’t extend beyond those doors. Being seen with me put Jenna in danger. Someone could follow her and do all the things I was worried about before I ever knew.
Natalia peeled the wrapper off her beer bottle. “I don’t have humans close to me. Everyone in my family belongs to this world. But I do know family is important. They’re worth the risk.”
“And if someone hurts her?”
Natalia’s gaze was piercing. “You destroy them.” She lifted her beer in toast. “I’ll help.”
“Same for me,” Connor added. A faint smile lit his face when I looked at him. “I’m quite good at ripping hearts from chests.”
“I’m aware,” I said dryly.
In fact, I couldn’t forget.
“Just so you remember,” Connor said with a nod.
“Thanks, bro.” I grabbed my martini glass from him and tipped it in salute. “You’ll be the first one I call should I need any organs separated from a chest.” 
Connor missed my sarcasm.
Natalia didn’t.
My eyes narrowed as I studied her with interest. Tonight’s gathering could work in my favor after all.
“What?” she asked with sudden wariness.
“I heard hunters were in the city,” I said, trying for casual and probably failing. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”
Maybe I couldn’t do anything about Dominick’s presence, but the hunters were a different story. The flock went everywhere and saw everything. Most never noticed them. Partly because of their magic but also because they never thought to check the skies. 
Honestly, harpies would make excellent informants if not for the fact they only worked for themselves.
“I may have heard something,” Natalia said slowly. “Why do you ask?”
Connor was intent on me, his gaze asking what I was up to. I shook my head, telling him to wait.
He settled back with a watchful frown.
Natalia didn’t miss the interchange, observing everything with a raptor’s intent focus. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with them burning your home down, would it?”
I started to shake my head before rethinking my answer. “Maybe a little.”
But it wasn’t the whole reason. 
There was something deeper about their presence here. I needed to know what it was before it got someone close to me killed. Natalia had a grip on the pulse of the city and would be able to tell me if there was anything suspicious about their movements.
At the very least, it didn’t hurt to keep an eye on things.
“Hunters are dangerous. You shouldn’t get mixed up with their lot,” Natalia warned.
“I’m very much aware of that.”
I didn’t realize until Natalia’s gaze dropped that I was rubbing the place where I’d been shot by a hunter.
“I guess you do,” Natalia said with a wry expression that turned serious a second later. “I’m surprised they went after you.”
“Why is that?”
“Hunters can be broken into two groups. Those born—or made. Most only go after spooks who prey on humans.” Natalia pulled a face. “And as everyone knows, you’re not exactly predatory.”
I frowned. “The woman who attacked me was new to this world. I’m pretty sure I was her first target.”
I was partially the reason for her introduction to all things spook related. She may have been on the cusp prior to our meeting, but it was her interaction with me that pushed her over the edge. 
“Did she have their mark?” Natalia pointed to a spot located between her pointer finger and thumb on the back side of her hand. “A bow with a nocked arrow? If so, she was inducted by another hunter who should have explained the rules.”
“Why would they care?” 
In their eyes, we probably looked like monsters. Humans weren’t exactly accepting of those different than themselves.
“Self-preservation,” Connor answered. “In the past, their kind were less picky about their targets and would kill anyone who wasn’t fully human. Several supernatural species banded together to hunt them down.”
Natalia nodded. “A lot of hunter-born family lines were wiped out as a result. They limit themselves to the worst of our kind to avoid another culling.”
“Then why target me?” 
“That’s the question on everyone’s mind,” Natalia answered. 
I could think of one reason—my connection with Thomas. If true, we had much bigger issues. It meant someone was working with the hunters and had been for a long time. Aiming them at their targets for personal gain.
I had a good suspicion of who it was, too.
“Any idea on where they’re staying?” 
Natalia rubbed her jaw, looking like she didn’t want to answer. I waited patiently, hoping she’d reconsider. 
“I take it you know about the attack on several vampire clans last night,” she said in resignation. Seeing my nod, she sighed. “A couple of the flock spotted a few men they thought were hunters near our roost around sundown. We cleared out pretty fast after that so I don’t know if they’re still there.”
It wasn’t much, but it was a lead.
“Aileen, I’m not kidding. Hunters are dangerous and tricky.” Natalia’s expression was serious. “Be careful.”
“Always.”
Natalia pushed to her feet with a shake of her head that made it clear she didn’t believe me. “I wish you luck.”
Connor waited until she ambled over to the bar and the other two before leaning forward. “What are you doing?”
“Just a little information gathering.”
He sent me a warning frown that said I wasn’t fooling him. “You’re not hunting the hunters.”
I tried for my best innocent look. “I never said I planned to.”
Connor looked unconvinced.
“But—” I folded my arms on the table and shot him a sly smile. “A little reconnaissance never hurt anyone.”
Before he could respond, movement near the bar jolted me out of my playful mood.
I climbed to my feet. “Bad Caroline—no giving Jenna a boost.”
Caroline froze in the act of lifting my sister onto the bar top. The two gave me a guilty look while Natalia gazed on in amusement.
“Climb faster,” Caroline hissed as I stalked toward them.
I rushed forward. “Don’t you dare.”
Jenna clambered onto the bar, landing on all fours. She scuttled away, knocking over several beer bottles and glasses in an attempt to avoid me.
Her human speed wasn’t a match for my vampire one as I reached for her waist.
Caroline wrapped me in a hug and pulled me away from the bar before I could grab her. “Go, Jenna! Be free and young!”
I fought for my own freedom, yanking at Caroline’s arms as I twisted. The werewolf didn’t budge.
Music turned on somewhere. 
“Not you too,” I moaned, finding Dahlia with one hand on the volume button and a microphone in her other.
She shrugged. “My customers are in the mood for some entertainment.”
Jenna finally succeeded in making it to her feet. Dahlia tossed her the microphone. 
“See—look how much fun we’re having,” Caroline crooned.
I elbowed her in the stomach, a fierce gratification filling me at her pained grunt. “You put my drunk-off-her-ass sister on display in a room full of people who can eat her. I wouldn’t call this fun.”
Stressful was more like it.
Caroline’s answering squeeze nearly crushed my ribs, drawing a faint gasp of protest from me. She startled, her grip relaxing.
Connor was there in the next second, extracting me from her grasp and depositing me on his opposite side. He sent her a cool look that made guilt appear on her face.
“Sorry, Lena,” she said. “I’m still trying to get used to my strength.”
Connor’s nod was forgiving. “That’s understandable given your age. If Aileen was stronger, it wouldn’t be a concern.”
“Hey!” 
“Am I wrong?”
I sucked in a strangled breath of insult. That asshole. I’d show him who was weak.
I punched him in the arm. It was a good hit. Solid with a meaty thwack. Granted, it didn’t contain my entire strength, but it was enough to prove I wasn’t a fainting damsel in distress.
Connor arched an arrogant eyebrow at the spot I’d just hit. “Was that supposed to hurt?”
Jenna finished up her song to a room of applause. Natalia replaced her, stalking the length of the bar like it was a catwalk. There was a swing to her hips and an arrogance on her face that drew whistles and cheers.
Caroline caught me as I flung myself at Connor.
“Let me go, Caro,” I snarled, still struggling to reach my vampire brother. “He has it coming.”
“Yes, he does,” Caroline soothed. “But I don’t think you fighting with him will leave the right impression with Jenna.”
I sagged. Damn it, she had a point. 
“Fine, but this isn’t over,” I told Connor.
“I look forward to your attempt at retribution, dearest sister.”
Someone was getting a little arrogant. I’d have to see about taking him down a few notches. 
Connor’s tiny smile let me know he was looking forward to it.
“Such an appetite for violence,” a feminine voice purred. “It’s good to see you inherited something from our family line.”
Connor had gone still and unmoving across from me, an unhappy expression on his face.
“Callie,” I said, turning to face the newcomer with a strained smile. “I didn’t think I’d see you again.”
Or maybe that was just what I’d been hoping. 
“If you’re not careful, I’m going to think you’re not happy to see me,” Callie teased with a watchful gaze that saw straight through me
A medusa, Calliope’s snakes were glamoured to look like corkscrew curls tonight with a dozen hues woven throughout. Everything from bronze to blond to darker auburns. Her lips were painted a vivid red, making me think of a venomous snake who used bright colors to lure prey in.
“I’d never be that rude.”
Mostly because she could turn me to stone with a glance.
“Such a sweet niece,” Callie murmured with a sly pout.
A soft gasp came from behind me. I twisted to find Jenna frozen in place, shock and something like betrayal on her face.
“You found your father?” Jenna asked.
Hurt was already forming on her features. It wasn’t the fact I’d found my bio dad but rather the knowledge that I’d chosen to keep it from her. 
“I—” I broke off with a panicked look in Callie’s direction.
“You must be Jenna, Aileen’s sister.” Callie stepped into the strained silence, offering Jenna her hand. “I’ve heard so much about you that I feel like I already know you.”
Not from me, she hadn’t.
I was a little concerned someone from my father’s extended family had done enough research into my background to know the names of my family members. 
Jenna sensed my tension, shooting me a quick glance in question.
I forced a stiff smile. “Jenna, this is Calliope.” I paused. “My aunt.”
Fae reproduction was strange. In my father and his siblings’ case, they sprung from Noctessa’s first king who’d basically dreamed them into being. I wasn’t sure if that meant they were related on a genetic level since magic was such a mixed bag, but it was close enough. 
Callie beamed as Jenna accepted her hand. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting Aileen’s other family.”
Caroline nudged my side in a reminder to stay calm.
Yes, that was a good idea. Mustn’t let too much show or who knew what would happen.
“Don’t be too angry with Aileen,” Callie said. “Our family only tracked her down a short while ago. She was quite an unexpected discovery. I’m afraid we still haven’t been able to reunite her with her father as he’s been missing since shortly after her birth.”
Jenna’s gaze snapped to me. “Is that true?”
Reluctantly, I looked away from Callie to nod. 
Technically, my father had been MIA for years. As far as Callie and her siblings were concerned anyway.
No longer, though.
Callie and her siblings weren’t aware I’d met him in the time since. My bio dad had enemies who wouldn’t hesitate to use his much weaker daughter as a means to draw him out of hiding. 
I couldn’t trust the children of the first Noctessa king either. That much was clear. One of my dad’s siblings had already tried to use me. Until I had a better grasp of the situation, I was keeping his reappearance to myself.
“Lena, I’m so sorry,” Jenna whispered. “You should have told me.”
Her sympathy made me hate myself a tiny bit as I shook my head and lied. “I planned to. I just wanted to process things first.”
Jenna looked a little emotional as she swiped at her face, trying to hide her teary eyes. “I’m sure you two have a lot to talk about. I’ll get us some drinks.” Forgetting the fact that she’d already used that excuse once, she started away before pausing to jerk her head at Caroline and Connor. “Why don’t you join me?”
A human ordering around a werewolf and vampire was a little comical. Especially given Connor’s reluctant expression as Jenna tugged at his arm, forcing his compliance.
“I like your sister; I didn’t think I would,” Callie remarked, waving goodbye. 
My smile vanished. “Cut the crap. What are you doing here?”
Callie studied the harpy strutting along the bar. “You keep interesting company.”
Natalia’s glamour had faded, allowing the shadow of her wings to flare behind her. Humans would assume it was a trick of the light, but the supernaturals in the room knew the truth.
“According to human mythology, harpies and medusas come from the same pantheon. In reality, our origins are night and day.”
“Is that why you’re here? To discuss ancestry?”
Callie’s expression was rueful. “I’m afraid not.”
“I’m listening.”
I braced myself.
“Have you seen your father?” Callie asked with an expectant gaze.
The question felt like it came out of nowhere. 
“As you told Jenna, he’s missing.”
“Lying to a Fae is unwise,” Callie warned. “We don’t like it.”
Which was why I’d been very careful in my choice of words. Nothing I’d said could be considered a true lie. More like a misdirection, if anything.
It was a little trick I’d picked up from my Fae clients during my courier days. Deception was okay as long as you didn’t stray into outright falsehood. 
I was adept at riding that line.
“I never lied,” I told her.
Rather than anger, Callie looked proud. “Very good, little niece. You’re learning.” Before I could relax, she continued. “We’ll try this again. Have you seen your biological father since returning from Noctessa?”
Damn. A direct question. 
There was no room for obfuscation either. Lying carried consequences. So did not lying.
Choices, choices.
Before I could make my decision, the door of the bar was thrown open. Silence fell as a man staggered inside.
He pointed back the way he’d come, hysteria making him difficult to understand as he repeated over and over again. “It killed him. He’s dead. The devil ate him.”
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Before anyone could react, the man folded to the ground. Whimpers crawled up his throat as he rocked back and forth, muttering incomprehensibly. 
Shock set in. 
His skin was pale, making his freckles stand out in stark relief. The orange of his hair looked unnatural, a bright splash of color among the chalky white.
No one moved. 
He kept rocking, repeating the same words over and over again. “He’s dead. He’s dead. He’s dead.”
I sniffed. “It’s faint, but I smell blood on him.”
The stench of fear nearly overrode it, but it was there. Subtle but unmistakable. 
Caroline lifted her nose and took a sniff before nodding. “I smell it too.”
The crowd shifted, murmurs running through it as those with a superior sense of smell picked up on what we had.
I frowned, scanning his body and finding no wounds. “It’s not his.”
Unless he was injured somewhere I couldn’t see, the smell had to have gotten on him some other way. From its faint scent, I was guessing he’d been standing near someone who’d lost quite a lot of it.
Callie’s shoulders brushed mine. “Little niece, you always have the most intriguing things happen around you.”
Not because of anything I did. I swear.
I looked over my shoulder, searching for the djinn.
Dahlia waved a hand at me. “I’ve got your sister. Go check out the situation.”
I didn’t need to be told twice as I followed the crowd. Callie and Connor joining me.
The scent of death smacked me in the face as soon as I stepped outside. My fangs dropped; Connor snarled. 
“No wonder you smelled blood on him.” Callie whistled at the scene that greeted us. “It looks like a slaughter took place.”
Yeah, right before the barbecue the killer started afterward.
The dead person sat in the middle of the lot, a pool of red liquid spreading from the body. His hands were bound behind his back and there was a silver stake protruding from his heart.
That wasn’t the most eye-catching part.
It was the column of fire consuming the corpse. It roared at least ten feet into the sky. Far higher and hotter than I would have thought possible given there’d been no smell of smoke or ash on the man who’d run inside. For that reason, I assumed the fire had to have been started in the limited span of time since he’d fled. 
For the blaze to be this fierce, I could think of only one reason—magic. 
There was a gasp from the crowd as the bones supporting the corpse’s head snapped. The skull fell, hitting the ground before rolling to a stop in front of me.
The sound of retching came from a bystander.
“This is awful,” someone whispered.
It really was. 
The flesh on the skull was charred and peeling, destroying the soft tissue and rendering the  features unrecognizable. In places, the fire had burned all the way down to the bone. 
Caroline looked sick. 
“You okay?” I raised my eyebrows at her, noting the amber bleeding into her blue eyes. A sure sign that her wolf was too close to the surface.
Her nod was jerky. 
“Really, Aileen,” she assured me, picking up on my skepticism. “If my control slips, I’ll excuse myself.”
An out-of-control werewolf was a serious matter. Beyond the possible rampage, there was also the fact that such an action could lead to a death sentence for her.
As a demon tainted wolf, she existed under a more stringent set of rules. The pack tolerated her because she had control of her other self. If she jeopardized that, there was a chance their forbearance might vanish. 
Despite my worry, I didn’t challenge her claim. Sometimes it was easier to maintain control when you pretended to have your shit together. 
Fake it until you make it didn’t just apply as a confidence booster. Normal had always been a state of mind rather than a reality. 
“I’ll hold you to that,” I said.
If I sensed her heading in a bad direction, I’d intervene. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.
Connor squatted by the head, drawing a grimace from Caroline and an interested look from Callie. He poked it. The skull rolled onto its occipital bone, if I remembered my high school biology class correctly. The fire had burned away the lips and skin around the mouth, giving us a good view of the teeth.
Wouldn’t you know it—two were noticeably longer than the rest. The same two that would have been called fangs on a vampire.
I rubbed my forehead. “Shit.”
“I didn’t think the situation could get any more fascinating,” Callie said in amusement. Her features held the clinical detachment that was understandable in an assassin. She’d probably seen things much worse than this. Though this was pretty bad. 
Probably in my top three most gruesome sights. 
If the sun’s arrival didn’t leave me comatose, I was pretty sure it’d be a while before I got a good night’s sleep again.
A curl slithered over Callie’s shoulder, questing over the charred bones of the skull. A forked tongue flicked out to taste the air before a hiss left her hair snake. 
Connor rose, wiping the finger he’d poked the skull with on his pants. “Someone will need to inform Liam.”
Would it be too immature to scream “not it”? 
Maybe a little. But did that really bother me? 
I thought long and hard—the answer was no. Particularly since I had a good idea what Liam’s reaction was going to be after telling me to keep a low profile. 
In a word—furious.
“This is a disaster,” I muttered, already feeling a headache coming on.
The opposite of how I’d wanted my night to go. A dead body that was probably a vampire. If that didn’t scream “look at me”, I didn’t know what would.
Connor’s face was sympathetic, but that was only because he wasn’t the one in the hot seat. He didn’t have to face an upset Liam. I did. 
“Maybe we could tell Thomas instead,” I suggested, feeling a bit of hope. 
I didn’t care if it made me seem cowardly. An unhappy Liam was no one’s idea of a good time.
Yes, I could tune out his fussing, but that always led to more nagging. 
“Liam will only be angrier when he finds out later,” Connor said. “And he will find out.”
I slumped at the knowledge that nothing ever got by that man. Not when it pertained to the safety of his city or me. He was like a Venus flytrap. All information eventually made its way into his maw.
“Thomas would call him in as soon as he got off the phone with you,” Connor continued, crushing the last vestige of my hope.
Of course, he would. Liam was his right hand, after all. 
All paths led to my ass being cooked. No pun intended. 
“That looks painful,” Natalia said with a whistle as she exited the bar.
Her presence reminded me of something very important. I turned to stare up at the roof. “Natalia—your harpies.”
They’d been there earlier but weren’t there now. I didn’t know if that was because they’d wandered off or if they were a victim of a different, more bloody reason.
A bird-like hiss erupted from her throat. Her glamour shredded, peeling back to reveal features that looked a lot more avian than before. 
A gasp from the bar’s entrance alerted me to Jenna’s presence.
I looked over to find her gaze locked on Natalia’s wings right as the harpy shot into the sky, whipping Jenna’s hair into her face.  
“Go back inside, Jenna,” I ordered, knowing it was already too late. The damage was done.
I might as well not have spoken. Jenna remained frozen in place, her eyes wide and horrified.
“Jenna!” I barked before softening my tone. “Inside, please.”
The words jogged her out of her fugue, leaving her gaze free to wander the parking lot. I knew the instant she spotted the body.
“We need to call the cops.” Jenna’s gaze jumped to mine, a thread of hysteria trying to take over before she controlled it.
Of all the times she had to be brave. 
My expression went blank. Connor’s too.
We both knew what had to be done next. Jenna had seen too much. There was only one solution. 
Memory wipe.
“I should be the one to do it,” Connor said. “She’s your sister. It’ll be harder on you.”
“That’s exactly why I have to be the one.”
She was my responsibility. Not his. 
If someone was going to tamper with her mind and take the memory of this night, it would be me. I owed her that. 
“You’re not moving. Why aren’t you moving?” Jenna asked.
Dahlia appeared behind her.  
“You were supposed to keep her inside,” I said in a flat voice that didn’t sound like me at all.
“Circumstances have changed. I judged her safer outside.” 
I made a harsh sound that had Dahlia’s chin lifting in challenge. 
Jenna’s gaze darted between the two of us. “Wait a minute.” An ugly, raw laugh tore at her throat. “Don’t tell me—you’re a monster too.”
Ice enveloped me. 
“What if I was?” I asked in a soft voice, not certain I was ready for the answer.
Jenna’s flinch opened a pit in my stomach. But it was the step she took away from me that felt like a dagger in my heart. The sharp punch of a wound you knew would be mortal once the numbness wore off. 
Connor’s form blurred. He appeared directly in front of her. “Sleep.”
The power he sunk into that command made my teeth ache. 
Jenna never had a chance to resist. Her body went limp as she collapsed like a puppet whose strings had been severed.
Connor caught her before she fell.
“Personally, I think you should have let her answer.” Callie shook out her hair. Her glamour shredded to reveal a tangled mass of snakes where her curls had been. They hissed and nudged each other, sliding along her shoulders in a never-ending dance. “You might have been surprised.”
“There’s no need. I’m quite clear on what she planned to say,” I said with a calm that hid the turbulence I felt.
Or at least I thought it did until Callie and her snakes gazes landed on me with far more understanding than I was comfortable with. 
“You shouldn’t let this bother you,” she advised.
“Why would I? She would only have spoken the truth—I am a monster.”
By any definition.
I drank blood. To survive, I fed off humans. 
“Don’t hate yourself for what you are, darling. Only humans are stupid enough to do that,” Callie murmured. “Us monsters are too evolved to fall for that trap.”
Leaving those words of wisdom behind, Callie disappeared into the night as mysteriously as she’d come. 
“I don’t know if your aunt is awesome or terrifying,” Caroline said quietly.
“It’s safe to assume a little of both.” I redirected my attention to the roof. “Natalia, how are things looking up there?”
She leaned over its edge. “It’s clear. I found no signs of a battle either.”
That was a relief.
“I’m going to search the surrounding area,” Natalia informed me.
I nodded. “Let me know if you find anything.”
If the harpies were still alive, they were witnesses and needed to be debriefed. 
Vampires were protective of their own. This death wouldn’t go unanswered. That was for sure. 
Whatever Clan this man belonged to would want answers. I was just afraid of who they would hurt to get them.
If Liam and his enforcers were the ones conducting the interview, I wouldn’t be too concerned. It was Dominick’s presence, and his right to sit in on any interrogations, that I was worried about. If he got involved, there was no telling who would get hurt in the end.
“There’s something you need to see inside,” Dahlia informed me. “That human is strange. I don’t trust him.”
Dahlia pushed open the door and froze.
“What’s wrong?” 
The smell hit me a second later. The sharp tang of blood. This time without the addition of smoke and ash. The scent of something familiar was woven throughout. Like old, fertile earth that had been buried for eons.
Under it, the odor of death. And oddly, life.
A whine came from Caroline. She hunched over, cowering from whatever waited in the bar.
There was a sharp inhale of denial from Connor as he shook his head. His eyes blazed with power as he snarled.
“You dare!” Dahlia’s voice carried the toll of a bell, the sound a low reverberation that warned intruders to stay away. Dahlia’s mask slipped, leaving a being of incomparable beauty and terror standing in her place. A goddess of death and destruction who also happened to be my friend. 
It was instinct to slip into my other sight. 
Smoke snaked around Dahlia’s body, a haze that blurred her figure from eyesight. Whispers invaded my ears. The rustle of feathers against stone. They grew louder, nearly shouting.
My ears popped. Liquid oozed down my neck.
“Enough!” Dahlia snapped. “Aileen, if you are not ready to see, then you should not look.”
Her voice was the push I needed to escape the whispers. I dismissed my other sight, feeling shaky and a little scared. If she hadn’t intervened, things could have gone very badly for me.
When my vision returned, I opened my eyes to find myself surrounded by smoke. I held carefully still, waiting until Dahlia dismissed the ribbons.
“Aileen,” Caroline whispered.
Her hesitation and fear made me hold my questions about what had just happened with Dahlia. Something much worse than a murdered human waited in the bar. Whatever was in there terrified Caroline’s wolf. 
“Wait here and watch Jenna. If things sound like they’re going south, get Jenna and yourself out of here,” I ordered.
Some of Caroline’s uncertainty faded. “I will.”
This was why we were friends. Terrified as she was, she’d still put her life on the line to see Jenna safe.
Forget someone who’d bury a body with you. I’d take a friend who’d protect your nearest and dearest any day.
I left Connor to hand Jenna over to Caroline and stepped into a scene out of a nightmare. If I’d thought the charcoal briquette vampire was bad, this was worse.
The red headed man was skewered in the abdomen to the ceiling with a broken chair leg. The other pieces of the chair had been used to pin his hands and legs in a spreadeagled position. The skeletal creature from last night clung to the ceiling next to him, his face buried in the man’s neck. 
Any doubt I had that my stalker was a vampire vanished with the squelching sounds he made as he fed.
Terror showed in the human’s face as his lips moved. The groaning moan close to a death rattle as his pleading gaze locked on us.
Death crouched over him—and he knew it.
Connor entered the bar, going still at the scene in front of him.
Sensing our presence, the vampire lifted his face. He flashed fangs the length of my forefinger, longer than I’d ever seen, at us. Blood coated his chin and mouth. Drips of it fell to the floor with loud splats.
Now that he’d moved, I could see the human’s neck. The raw edges of the wound looked like they had been savaged by a wild animal.
I gulped, feeling a little nauseous. 
My nausea changed to fear as red eyes fixed on me. Power clamped around me like a vise. My breath shortened as it squeezed my ribs.
“Grand sire,” Connor hissed, attracting its attention.
There was an immediate sensation of relief as his power released me. I nearly fell forward, keeping my feet at the last second as I gulped down air.
There was something awkward in the way the vampire moved as he spun to face Connor. A jerkiness that reminded me of someone relearning how to control their body after a major event like a stroke or coma.
“Thomas will not be pleased if you continue this behavior,” Connor said carefully as he inched toward the other. 
How he managed to move at all under the primal fear the vampire inspired was beyond me. 
Base terror locked my muscles. An instinctive dread that stemmed from my hind brain. It was a fear so old it could be considered a genetic memory created at the dawn of time when man was crawling out of the primordial muck. 
A warm weight settled against my leg. Its presence a bastion against the overwhelming dread. Alches let out a silent woof.
I must have made some sound of relief because the vampire’s attention snapped in my direction. He stared at Alches.
“You dare do this in my territory!” Dahlia’s hair lifted off her shoulders to float around her head.
Smoke streamed from the ceiling to circle her.
I didn’t need my other sight to feel power gathering. 
There was a pop of air as the vampire abandoned his victim. I barely had time to process his retreat when a second pop came. 
In dismay, I watched Connor streak after the vampire before I could stop him. 
“Son of a—” I broke off to glare at the empty spot where my brother had just been. “What happened to acting as a team? So much for the concept of battle buddies.”
The redhead’s gurgles reminded me he was still alive and needed attention.
“Hold on, buddy.” I started toward him. “I’ll get you down from there as soon as possible. Everything is going to be okay.”
My promise tasted like a falsehood. No human could survive wounds like his. Not with that amount of blood loss. He didn’t smell supernatural either. The life contained in his blood was a good indicator, drawing out my dormant hunger.
Thanks to the blood I’d taken from Liam, it was easy to ignore the temptation of his vein as I grabbed a chair and dragged it under him.
I climbed onto it and reached up to remove the first piece of wood. Before I could touch him, flames roared to life. I got a face full of fire as heat seared my skin. Hot but not agonizing. I jerked back, the chair wobbling under me. With a yelp, I lost my balance and fell on my ass.
Caroline froze in the doorway to gape at the burning body nailed to the ceiling, Jenna’s arm slung over her neck. “Did that man spontaneously combust?” 
“What happened to staying outside?”
“And leave you on your own against a possible monster? What kind of friend do you take me for?”
“The kind with common sense.” I crawled out from directly beneath the flames, finding my feet when I judged the distance safe enough. 
Caroline was gentle as she lowered Jenna into a chair, even going so far as to lean my sister’s head against the table so there was less chance that she would fall. “I guess it’s a good thing Dahlia made you that drink.”
Yes, it was. Otherwise, the human wouldn’t have been the only crispy critter tonight.
“I like how your idea of help is to bring my unconscious and defenseless sister into a possibly dangerous situation.” I said, not wanting to think about the closeness of my brush with death or possible maiming.
“Would you prefer I leave her outside? By herself. Like you said, she’s defenseless.”
“You could have taken her and fled.”
That felt like a much more logical solution than carrying Jenna in here.
“Your vampire brother just left, chasing a skeleton. Call me crazy, but I think it’s safer inside than outside.” Caroline set her hands on her hip to squint at the burning corpse. “Should someone put that out?”
Dahlia spoke a word that made the pressure in the air drop. A wall of smoke smothered the flames. The fire extinguished instantly.
What remained was a charred, unrecognizable husk. 
Dahlia’s hands trembled with anger before she clasped them in front of her. “Aileen, do you remember that favor I said you would one day owe me?” 
“I do.”
Dahlia’s rigid back faced us, her posture that of someone who was holding themselves in check by the thinnest of margins. “I wish to call it in.”
“What are you asking?”
Favors in our world were funny things. It was always best not to owe them. Even to friends. Because to refuse them was to court magical repercussions. To many species in our world, Djinn included, favors were magic wrapped in a vow.
I couldn’t say no to Dahlia even if I wanted to. And I didn’t want to. 
I knew what the Blue Pepper meant to her. Dahlia’s magic had infiltrated every inch of this place. From the foundations to the roof. To have a murder happen when she’d done so much to make a safe haven where spooks of all kinds could coexist must feel like a violation. To say nothing of the added insult of the arson.
“I want you to find that vampire, and I want you to bring him to me,” Dahlia ground out with a force that hinted at her gathering rage.
She certainly didn’t ask much. I guess I should be happy she didn’t ask me to bring her Ahrun’s head. 
“I’ll do my best.”
It would be difficult to promise more than that when up against a vampire of Ahrun’s power. Any doubt that it was Liam and Thomas’s sire following me had disappeared along with Connor. I could also confirm the vampire was definitely not in his right mind. 
Killing him would probably be impossible, but I may be able to lure him here. Somehow.
Dahlia’s gaze snapped to mine; her eyes pitch black. In their deepest recesses, there were pinpricks of light. Like tiny stars. “Not good enough.”
My mind buckled. Distantly, I was aware of liquid dripping from my nose and eyes.
Dahlia blinked, releasing me from her hold. Brown bled into the black as she looked away, seeming tired all of a sudden. She pressed a hand to her forehead. “I apologize. That shouldn’t have happened. My control isn’t what it should be right now.”
“It’s okay.”
“There’s no excuse,” Dahlia corrected, angry with herself. 
I held silent, wanting to agree, but caution made me hesitant. 
Dahlia’s face held regret. “I consider you my friend, and despite what just happened, would never see harm come to you. As penance, I rescind my request. You owe me no favors from this point forward.”
My surprise at her gesture lasted only a second before I was shaking my head. “You’re not the only one who considers the other a friend. I do too. If there’s a way that won’t leave me dead, I’ll deliver him to you.”
That was all I was willing to promise.
Her smile was faint as she dipped her head. “Thank you, Aileen.”
I waved a hand to dismiss her words. Gratitude wasn’t necessary for something like this.
“Given the state of my emotions, I think it best I have some time alone so another accident doesn’t happen. If you could ensure I’m not disturbed, I’d appreciate it.” 
“Of course,” I murmured.
Dahlia glided toward the back door that led to the employee section. I waited until she was gone before slumping over the bar top. “What a clusterfuck.”
“No shit,” Caroline agreed.
I rubbed my face, exhausted. “Can you sniff around and see what you can find out?” 
Alches thumped the ground with his tail.
“You realize I’m not a blood hound, right?” Caroline asked, assuming I was talking to her.
“Is that a no?”
Caroline reached for the bottom of her shirt. “Of course not. You know I’d do anything for you.”
“Except, apparently, flee to safety.”
“We all have our faults.” Caroline stripped out of her clothes and folded them on the table next to Jenna before straightening. She stood with her palms by her sides, eyes closed like she was meditating. 
Alches leaned harder into my side as we watched with interest. 
In my other sight, streams of umber tinged with black coalesced around her. Fur sprouted along her body. Her bones cracked as they realigned themselves.
Caroline dropped to all fours. A beautiful wolf replaced my friend, her head containing a regal cant as she observed the room with amber eyes for a moment before padding toward the man’s body. The wolf’s claws clicked against the wood floor as she snuffled the area, trying to pick up scents.
While she was busy, I called Liam. The phone rang several times before his voicemail picked up.
I frowned, hanging up and then calling again. “Pick up, Liam.”
My second and third attempt proved as unsuccessful as the first. Each time resulting in me being sent to voice mail.
Caroline circled the bar before heading outside while I remained next to Jenna. With no other choice, I hung up on Liam for the last time before navigating to my contact lists and the entry titled “Pain in my ass”.
“The things I’m required to do,” I muttered to myself as I hit call.
Thomas answered almost immediately. “Aileen, it’s not like you to call me.”
And if the situation wasn’t what it was, I wouldn’t have needed to. 
“Is something wrong?” Thomas asked with that cool calm that sometimes drove me crazy.
“You could say that,” I answered with a sigh. “Look, Thomas—something happened and I can’t get ahold of Liam.”
There was a silence that left me a little fidgety.  
“Go ahead,” Thomas said, sounding like he was giving me his full attention.
“A vampire and human were murdered tonight at the Blue Pepper. Both spontaneously combusted before anyone could examine the bodies.” I fell silent, really wishing I didn’t have to confess this next part. “The person responsible is an ancient vampire we caught stalking me last night.”
That brought the reaction I was expecting. Thomas’s anger reached down the line as a low growl filtered through the phone’s speaker. “And you neglected to inform me of this matter?” 
I stuck a hand in my pocket as I waited for him to finish. 
“Expect to address this with me later,” Thomas snapped. “I’m your sire, Aileen. These are the kinds of things I need to know to ensure your safety. Now, is Connor with you?”
“About that—” I trailed off, feeling awkward. How did I tell Thomas that I had lost his son? “He’s not here.”
I sensed Thomas’s frown. “Then where is he?” 
“He took off after the vampire.” And boy were we going to have a talk about that. “Right after calling him grand sire.”
“I’m coming to you.”
The call clicked off, leaving me holding a dead line. 
“Gee thanks, Aileen,” I mocked, lowering the phone. “So nice of you to apprise me of the situation. No problem, Thomas. I live to serve.”
I tucked the phone into my back pocket, before stalking over to the chair I’d previously placed under the human pinned to the ceiling. It lay on its side from where I’d fallen off. I placed it upright and climbed on top.
With Thomas inbound, I needed to collect as much information as possible before his arrival since there was a good chance he would try to put me on house arrest after this. Being cut out of the investigation would make fulfilling my promise to Dahlia difficult. Not to mention, I was the one being stalked by his sire. 
I wanted to know why. Maybe the dead would be so kind as to provide me with a clue.
Extensive damage had been done to the human’s torso, face and limbs by the fire. It was weird that the improvised stakes had been left untouched by the flames. The ceiling as well; except for a charred ring a centimeter thick outlining the body. 
A profiler would have a lot to say about the gruesomeness of this man’s death and the pageantry involved. He had to be at least one hundred and eighty pounds. He would have struggled, so it would have taken work to lift him up here. Even for a vampire. 
Then there was the way he’d caught fire after death. 
It was so very showy. Not at all in keeping with an ancient in the late stages of devolution.
Devolved vampires were creatures of instinct. The vampire should have drained him before massacring everyone else in the bar. He shouldn’t have been able to control himself around that many potential blood sources. 
Instead, he’d targeted this human. Even waiting until the bar was clear before striking. Then upon confrontation, he’d run away rather than attacking. 
Though that last part could have been due to Dahlia’s influence. She was scary—and powerful enough that he might not have been certain of victory.
I breathed lightly through my mouth, trying to ignore the nauseating scent of charred flesh. There was nothing else quite like it. The keratin in a person’s hair produced a sulfurous odor that when combined with their burning skin and organs was sweet and putrid. Because of the lipids in fat, it also made the smell thick and cloying. Almost to the point you could taste it.
It was an experience you never forgot. One that lingered in your nostrils for months afterward.
To be honest, the fire hadn’t left a lot to study. 
It was impressive how hot it had burned in such a limited time. 
A smudge on the man’s hand caught my attention. It was one of the few patches where the flesh was still relatively intact.
Despite my curiosity, I was careful not to touch his hand. A burn victim’s skin is incredibly fragile and has a tendency of sloughing off at the faintest touch. 
Not wanting to risk accidentally destroying evidence, I lifted onto my tippy toes for a closer look. 
I was right. It was a tattoo. A familiar one at that. 
Located in the web of skin between the thumb and pointer finger, it was that of a drawn bow with arrow nocked. 
“A hunter.” I lowered onto flat feet. “What were you doing here?”
At a well-known spook bar in the city. Possibly conspiring with the vampire outside.
Was it reconnaissance? Curiosity?
If not for his death, I’d be tempted to attribute the vampire’s murder to him. 
Except I knew the vampire was the ancient’s victim as well. The method was too similar to be anything but.
Alches’s chuff brought my attention to him.
I looked down to see a black tentacle set something on the ground before vanishing back into his jowls.
“What’s that?” I climbed off my chair, bending for a closer look. “Is that a wallet? Where did you get that?”
Alches yawned nice and wide, giving me a good look at a row of sharp teeth as his tentacles fanned around his head like some alien movie monster.
“Very nice, Alches. Is this your way of telling me to figure it out myself?”
Alches smacked his lips noisily before blinking at me sleepily. 
“I guess so,” I muttered, swiping the wallet off the ground and finding it covered in slobber. I gagged a little as I tossed it on the bar before grabbing a wad of napkins to wipe my hands off.
Slobber was the one thing I couldn’t stand. Hate was too light a word. I loathed it. Abhorred it with every fiber of my being. 
It was a sensory issue. Something about the consistency tripped my ick factor.
My hands as clean as I could make them, I tossed the napkins toward a trash can.
Grabbing a set of toothpicks, I lifted the wallet’s flap to open it. A folded piece of paper slipped out and fell to the floor.
I bent to grab it, catching a glimpse of Caroline slinking toward her folded clothes in my peripheral vision.
Giving her privacy, I picked up the paper and rose, turning to place it on the bar. The sounds of her shift started in the background as I tried to decipher the note only to find it blank. Setting it aside for now, I rummaged through the rest of the wallet.
There wasn’t much to find. No driver’s license or credit cards that would reveal his identity. Though I did find indents of where those cards might have once been. It led me to think he’d removed them prior to embarking on his fatal night out.
That wasn’t suspicious or anything. 
“I was right earlier,” I told the dead man as the rustle of Caroline putting on her clothes came from behind me. “You really were up to no good.” 
This was a dead end. 
“Find anything?” I asked Caroline, searching the wallet for anything else.
“The smell of smoke obscured any useful scents,” Caroline admitted, coming to stand next to me. She squinted. “Wait. Is that his wallet?”
“Seems so.”
My fingers brushed against something hidden in one of the folds.
“Where did you find it?” Caroline leaned over my shoulder as I slide the paper free. 
Alches barked.
Caroline twisted to look at him. “When did a dog arrive? He wasn’t here when I came in.”
I cleared my throat uncomfortably. “He was actually. You just didn’t notice him.”
“Is there a reason why didn’t I notice him?”
“Let’s just say he’s a bit special. If he doesn’t want to be seen, you’ll never see him.”
“Oh.” Caroline dragged a hand down her face, shooting the shadow hound a troubled look before shaking her head slightly. 
“What makes you so certain the wallet belongs to the human?” Caroline asked, choosing to return to the topic of conversation. “It could be the vampire’s.”
The folded square of paper came free. Carefully, I unwrapped it, finding another smaller paper inside. From the glossy feel, I could tell it was a photo.
I set the larger paper on the bar before flipping over the photo and freezing. 
Caroline’s forehead furrowed as she looked at the paper I’d set on the bar earlier. “I could be wrong, but isn’t that your schedule?”
A ringing filled my ears as my face stared up at me from the photograph. There, printed in full color ink, was proof someone in my circle had betrayed me.




twelve

Caroline’s soft curse filled my ears as she got a look at the photo’s subject matter.  
There was a sense of disconnection as I picked up the other piece of paper, the one I’d discarded earlier as being useless, and scanned it. Caroline was right. Now that she’d said something, I could decipher the scribbles. This was my schedule. Every stop I’d made over the last week was written in black. 
From my trip to the pancake house to my time at the club. Even my job at Hoover Reservoir for the naiads was written down. 
Caroline grabbed my wrist, being careful not to touch the paper and risk muddying the scents before drawing it closer to her face. Her eyelashes fluttered as she inhaled, sorting through any odors clinging to the surface.
A second later, her face filled with disappointment as she shook her head. “I don’t recognize any of the scents.”
That didn’t mean much. There were several reasons she might not be able to identify the individual who’d handed important information about my daily comings and goings to a hunter.
Caroline was familiar with most of those close to me—but not all. Deborah was one example. There were a few vampires I could think of that she’d never met too. Any of which could be responsible.
There was also a possibility that this information had been delivered via phone or third party. In that event, their scent never would have had a chance to touch this paper.
“That is your schedule, right?” Caroline jutted her chin at the paper I still clutched.
My nod was silent. 
Her mouth flattened. “You were the target.” 
“It’s hard to say.”
Though it was certainly looking that way.
Caroline slammed a hand on the bar. “Don’t lie to me. I’m not blind. It’s obvious what’s going on.”
“Is it?” I tossed the paper on the bar. “Because if so, I’d really like someone to explain it to me in words a child would understand.”
Caroline’s expression shifted. “Aileen—”
I cut her off with a sharp gesture. “My schedule isn’t lying around for anyone to pick up. I don’t even know where I’m going to be most nights. So how did they?”
It was the question that bothered me the most. My itinerary was unstable. Appointments shifted; my destination changed based on circumstances. 
I stabbed a finger at the paper. “I could understand them knowing about my job with the naiads because it was in my calendar. But how did they know I’d be here? I didn’t write that down anywhere. I even forgot about it. Yet they knew exactly where I would be and when. How, Caroline? Can you tell me that?”
Caroline made a soothing motion with her hands. “I don’t know, but we’ll figure it out together.”
The idea that someone had betrayed me was infuriating. I didn’t let a lot of people close to me, so the list of possibilities wasn’t that long. The problem was, everyone on it was someone I trusted implicitly.
“Have you considered Connor?” Caroline asked tentatively. 
“It’s not him.”
“He was with you all night,” she pointed out. “He would know your next destination as soon as you did.”
“It’s. Not. Him.” I hissed, flashing my fangs.
Her wolf muscled forward, peering out of her eyes and lifting a lip at me before she reclaimed control. “If you say it’s not him, I believe you. I wouldn’t be your best friend if I didn’t mentioned it though.”
I closed my lips around my fangs, shame making a brief appearance. “You’re right. I’m sorry. You’re just trying to help.”
I didn’t see any anger on her face, only concern, as she touched my shoulder in solidarity.
“I truly don’t think he did this,” I said.
We’d been through too much for me to believe otherwise. Besides, if he wanted to kill me, he didn’t need such a circuitous method. He was the king of heart snatches. He could have just reached into my chest and taken what was there. He didn’t need a hunter for that. 
I’d believe Inara and Lowen played a part in this before I would him. 
Those two were always a little sketchy, and their motives for clinging to me were still unknown. 
Inara said someone asked her to keep an eye on me. But was that really true? It was hard to believe the pixies would go so far as a favor. 
I suspected they had their own reasons for staying close to me. Personal reasons that I was too lazy to figure out. 
Still, I doubted either would work with a hunter to accomplish their objective. 
I shook my head, dismissing my complicated thoughts. Stressing about this wasn’t going to get me answers. I was betting the individual responsible would reveal themselves on their own. Probably at the worst possible moment.
I swiped the photograph, schedule and blank piece of paper off the bar. “Keep this to yourself for now. I don’t want anyone knowing I may be the target again.”
As if one stalker, a la an ancient vampire who’d sired my line, wasn’t bad enough.
Caroline retreated a tiny step as if to put distance between me and her. “I think it’s a little too late for that.” 
“Yes, lover,” Liam purred, the sound sending a jolt of heat and adrenaline through my system. “The wolf is correct. It is far too late.”
I froze, my back to him as I faced the bar. In my head, I silently cursed. So much for keeping a lid on things until I could get a handle on it.
“Liam—so good of you to join us.” I put the brightest smile I could muster on my face as I twisted to face him, acting like I hadn’t just been caught red handed trying to hide something from him. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”
“So, I see.”
“You didn’t answer your phone,” I offered, his expression making me feel a little guilty at my attempted deception.
“I was occupied.”
I’d forgotten what an intimidating bastard he was when he wanted to be. I stood there, trying not to let nerves get the best of me.
Liam’s gaze dropped to the paper I still held. “You were being followed.” 
“It would seem so,” I said, knowing there was no point trying to hide it now. 
“You were supposed to be keeping a low profile.” A storm was building on his face. His control slipped, his fury showing for a split second before his mask slammed back into place, hiding all those messy emotions.
“I was,” I agreed.
“This is not low profile, A stór,” Liam growled.
“He has a point, Lena,” Caroline murmured beside me.
Liam’s eyes blazed with anger as they locked on her. “Stay out of this, wolf.”
Caroline bristled, her eyes bleeding to amber. “Or what?”
I stepped between them before either could do something I would regret. “That’s enough, Liam. This isn’t her fault.”
It wasn’t mine either, but I didn’t say that. 
Emotion wasn’t always logical. For vampires especially. 
Right now, Liam was locked in that male over-protective mindset and looking to blame someone for what he was feeling. Caroline made an easy target. 
A whistle dispelled the building tension as Nathan sauntered into the room. His eyes bugged out at the sight of the corpse on the ceiling. “Aileen, what the fuck? How could you exclude me? You know how much I love massacres.”
Anton’s entrance was silent as he ignored Nathan’s ridiculousness to prowl over to the body.
Grateful for the distraction, I turned toward Nathan. “This wasn’t how my evening was supposed to go.”
Nathan shot me a flirtatious smile. “Only you could turn social hour into a murder fest.”
Caroline choked, her shoulders shaking with a silent laugh.
“How did Connor get an invite but not me?” Nathan asked, touching his chest in mock hurt. “I’ve known you longer.”
“Perks of being my business partner. Quit your enforcer gig and join the dark side, and you, too, can attend deadly social hour.”
“Don’t tempt me with your wicked ways, woman. I might take you up on your offer.”
“Report,” Liam said, losing patience.
Nathan became serious. “The crispy critter outside is definitely a vampire. We’ll need an autopsy to determine cause of death, but I would say it’s a pretty sure bet that his neck was broken beforehand.”
“There’s no way the hunter could have done that,” I said in surprise.
Breaking a person’s neck wasn’t as easy as it sounded. You needed both strength and leverage. It took training, and even then, it was best done using the element of surprise. With a vampire’s much quicker reflexes and greater strength, it would be practically impossible for a human to succeed. 
Nathan’s brow furrowed. “What makes you think a hunter is involved in this?”
I shot a quick glance at Liam before nodding at the shish-kabob on the ceiling. “He saw the vampire’s murder.” As an afterthought, I added, “He’s a hunter.”
The statement seemed to suck all the air out of the room as Nathan went uncharacteristically silent. Even Anton stopped what he was doing to focus on me.
Caroline shifted uncomfortably. “You seem to have a lot to talk about. I’m just going to wait by Jenna for now.”
As if finally noticing there was someone else present, Anton and Nathan took in Jenna’s slumped over form. Anton frowned in disapproval as Nathan’s face went carefully blank.
“Don’t look at me like that,” I huffed at the two of them. “Connor has already compelled her. Tomorrow she’ll wake up not remembering what happened tonight.”
The thought left a sour feeling in my stomach.
Jenna would assume she got blackout drunk. Our relationship, the one we’d just got back, would probably return to the way it was. With me keeping my distance for her own safety.
“We didn’t say anything,” Nathan said. 
“You didn’t have to.”
Their faces said it all. 
Nathan started to speak before falling silent. There were some truths that were undeniable—hurtful though they might be. 
Liam’s gaze caught mine in a silent question to ask if I was okay.
I shook my head. No. No, I wasn’t. 
I didn’t want to go back to before. To the hurt feelings and misunderstandings that I’d purposely created.
“Do you know what the hunter was doing here?” Anton asked, changing the subject in a rare display of kindness that made me grateful. “They usually focus on the downtown clubs rather than small bars like this.”
The question reminded Liam of his anger.
He shot me an evil smile, enjoying my discomfort. “Yes, Aileen. Why don’t you explain what the hunter was doing here?”
My disgruntled expression made that smile widen.
“I’d be happy to answer for you if you can’t,” Liam said in a gentle tone that made me shiver.
I’d learned that the nicer he sounded, the more dangerous he was. Right now, he was the most lethal he’d ever been.
Nathan joined in the fun, raising his eyebrows at me in expectation. “Are you planning to share with the class?”
Traitor.
“You’re both bastards,” I grumbled, knowing he had to have picked up on the tension between Liam and I.
Nathan’s lips twitched, giving away his humor before he rearranged his features into a mask of polite inquiry. “Yes, but you knew that.”
“He was hunting Aileen,” Liam said, losing patience with his game.
“We don’t know that for sure,” I started.
Hello, denial. My good friend. It’s nice of you to join us again.
“We don’t!” I defended at Liam’s hard look. “It’s not certain the wallet and photo are his.”
Nathan’s expression was disbelieving. “You think the crispy vampire owning those is more reassuring? May I remind you that he’s also dead.”
My shoulders slumped. “Alright, I admit this doesn’t look good.”
Liam used his larger size to trap me between him and the bar, his arms acting like a cage. “You’re right, A stór. The situation does not look good.”
I should have felt intimidated by the way he loomed over me. Instead, I couldn’t help but find him a little bit hot, reminding me of some of the things we’d done during the day.
I licked my suddenly dry lips. 
Liam’s pupils dilated, his gaze dropping to my mouth. A ravenous hunger descended. His hands clenched into fists on either side of me as he struggled with himself.
I waited to see which side of him would win. Whether his control would flounder or prevail. 
Desire sent a flood of warmth to my center as I watched his lips.
His head dipped, his mouth hovering over mine. Our breaths mingled. So close. Prickles of sensation ran through me in anticipation.
His eyes darkened, his decision made as he leaned forward.
“Well, well, this is an unexpected sight,” Dominick drawled, his voice acting like a splash of cold water on our libidos.
Liam’s jaw flexed as he drew back, his gaze meeting mine in apology. 
My nod was unhappy. “I guess even vampires can get cock blocked.”
A spurt of amusement showed before it vanished. By the time he straightened, Liam’s face was a bland mask.
Dominick’s gaze moved between the two us in speculation. “A little birdie told me you had lost your head over a woman, but I didn’t believe it. Even seeing how you acted with her last night wasn’t enough to convince me.” Dominick advanced further into the bar, taking in everything at a glance. “The vampire I know would have left her weeping into her pillow from a broken heart by now.”
“What makes you think he’s the one who would be doing the abandoning?” I asked, leaning both elbows on the bar behind me as I smirked.
Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Liam’s warning look and shook my head faintly.
It was too late to roll over and play dead. Dominick had already fixated on me. Exposing my belly at this stage would only get it ripped out.
Liam would realize that if he stopped to think for a moment.
Dominick looked fascinated by me. “It’s just as I heard. You’re unspeakably arrogant.”
“You shouldn’t believe everything you’re told,” I said, my eyes on Kat as she entered the bar. “Jealousy has a way of twisting the facts.”
Dominick followed my gaze to the other vampire. “Is that so?”
“That’s up to you to decide.”
He wasn’t the only one who could sow discord and plant seeds of doubt. 
“Kat, I thought you were smarter than this,” I drawled. “How many times do I have to kick your ass before you learn?”
Dominick’s jaw ticked.
As I’d suspected, she’d neglected to mention that little factoid to him. She’d probably made me seem like a defenseless moron who got by on my connections with more powerful vampires. 
Liam relaxed, losing the rigid tension in his body that had been there since Dominick’s entrance. The corners of his lips tugged upwards as he leaned against the bar next to me, his shoulder brushing mine.
Together, we watched the pair with bored gazes.
To Dominick’s credit, he recovered almost instantly. “I see I’ll have to be more careful in my choice of allies in the future.” 
Kat blanched.
Her reaction would have seemed extreme if Liam hadn’t warned me what a sadistic bastard Dominick was. Kat was nothing if not self-serving. Her denial game was stronger than mine. She had a habit of seeing only what she wanted to. So, he must have shown her that side of himself for her response to be so pronounced.
Last night she’d acted like she had the upper hand. Now, she was more like a frightened rabbit forced to endure the presence of a big bad wolf. 
“Does Sofia know of your presence here?” Liam asked.
“This has nothing to do with Davinish’s Matriarch.”
Nathan scoffed. “You really can’t be that stupid.”
I wouldn’t go that far. In my experience, Kat could be way more moronic than this.
Kat’s chin notched higher. “I’m assisting an enforcer of the council in an investigation. There can be no higher purpose. She will understand.”
I doubted that.
“That’s a nice villain speech. Did you practice it?” I asked, all too conscious of Jenna and Caroline’s presence in the corner. Nerves were dancing a tango in my stomach, bringing my inner snarkzilla to the forefront. 
With Liam’s big body to provide coverage, I snuck my hand under his shirt to touch the bare skin of his lower back, using him to keep me from losing my mind to stress. His muscles tensed lightly before relaxing. 
I flexed my fingers, letting him feel the threat of my nails.
He shifted under my touch, reaching around himself to grab my hand and press it against his obliques. “If you’re going to punish me, mo chuisle, do it properly.”
I flushed, not expecting him to take our flirtation to the next level in present company.
He smirked at me, reaching up to tuck a piece of hair behind my ear as his gaze warned me to play along. 
Ah—I finally understood.
He was helping me distract the others from my sister by giving them something more interesting to focus on. 
I softened, gratefulness radiating from my gaze. 
Liam’s gaze held mine. The affection and tenderness within stealing my breath for a second. 
When he finally looked away, a cold brutality replaced what I’d seen. 
“Fuck off, Aileen,” Kat snarled. “If it weren’t for you, I would still be my Matriarch’s successor.”
“You mean if not for your own actions.”
Thomas wasn’t the type to sacrifice a useful pawn just because his yearling disliked the person. Kat wasn’t as effective at her job as she pretended to be. Otherwise, she’d still be there.
“You’re the one who challenged me and lost,” I continued. “You not only went against the Master of the City, you got trounced by a vampire not out of her first decade. You tied Sofia’s hands.”
She’d had no choice but to demote Kat. To do otherwise would have called Sofia’s leadership into question and her people would have accused her of playing favorites.
The fact Sofia only demoted her from her position as successor was a kindness that showed how much the Matriarch cared for Kat. In time, Kat could have worked her way back up. 
Her impatience had now cost her. And for what? Revenge?
“None of that matters now.” Dominick slid a hand around Kat’s waist, drawing her into his body. “As my guide, she’s one of mine now. I’m sure no one would dare object to that.”
Kat flinched at the kiss he pressed against her cheek. The tension in her body reminded me of a wild animal braced to flee. The distressed sound that escaped Kat made Dominick smile. His fangs peeked from between his lips, a sign of arousal. 
Bastard.
“You haven’t been given hunting rights to this city,” Liam said.
Nathan’s teasing smile vanished, leaving a stone-cold killer in his eyes. Anton slipped one hand into his jacket, where I suspected a weapon was concealed. 
The enforcers moved to flank Dominick and Kat, their presence a silent threat as the tension in the room ratcheted up.
Dominick’s tongue flicked out to touch the side of Kat’s neck, drawing out a whimper. “That doesn’t apply to vampires or when the blood is freely given.” There was a challenge in his gaze as he looked at Liam, not moving his lips from Kat’s neck. “You’re a willing participant. Aren’t you, my darling?”
Kat throat worked as she swallowed. “Yes.”
Dominick placed a gentle kiss over her artery. “Very good, my precious. You’ve learned well.”
“Thank you,” Kat gritted out.
“See, Liam. No rules have been broken.”
Liam’s jaw flexed.
Something about the situation infuriated him, but I couldn’t tell what.
Nathan shook his head at me, making a small gesture to wait. 
“Why are you here, Dominick?” Liam asked in a hard voice.
“One of the vampires I brought with me is missing. My lovely companion got word he was last spotted in this section of the city.” The vampire set his chin on Kat’s shoulder. “Imagine my surprise when I arrived to find he’d already been murdered by a hunter.”
I straightened away from the bar, losing my nonchalance.
Surprise. Right. Could anyone say set up?
I certainly could. Liam’s tight expression said he could too. The fact I’d added a hunter to those stalking me no longer seemed unusual. If Natalia’s information that some hunters worked with the council was to be believed, he definitely had the contacts to arrange our current problems.
Dominick probably didn’t even care that his hunter was dead. With his position, it wouldn’t be hard to send more my way. 
He could just keep them coming until one got lucky.
Liam’s body had gone rigid with the same realization. 
Dominick’s smile widened as Liam snarled. “Oh ho, someone is feeling a touch sensitive.”
I grabbed Liam’s arm, concerned at how taut his muscles were. They were wound tighter than a wire, likely to snap at the smallest provocation. “Liam, he’s doing this on purpose. Don’t let him win.”
Liam relaxed under my touch.
Before I could feel any relief, a groan came from the table where Caroline and Jenna were. 
Genuine surprise replaced Dominick’s conceited expression as he looked in their direction. “What’s this?”
Kat seemed relieved that his attention was no longer on her. “Aileen’s pet werewolf. I’m not sure about the human.”
Caroline hovered protectively in front of Jenna as Dominick strode toward them. A growl slipped free as her wolf tried to push its way out of her body. It was like watching a figure emerge from soft wax. Caroline’s nose elongated. Ears sprouted from her head as her blue eyes took on an amber hue.
“Such disrespect,” Dominick murmured.
I never saw him move. Just heard Caroline’s pained yelp a second before she hit the wall behind her with a thud. 
“I see there are many things in this city that need to be fixed. Whoever the next lord is has their work cut out for them.” Dominick straightened the cuffs of his sleeve before shifting his attention to Jenna. He reached for her neck, a lack of empathy in his gaze. “I’ll start with this human.”
My hand moved before my brain could catch up. Everything happened in seconds. 
Me grabbing an abandoned bottle. Smashing it against the bar. Then flinging it at Dominick.
It whistled as it sailed through the air. 
There was a surreal tinge to the world as it sank into the forearm reaching for my sister. The smell of blood flooded the room. Floral with a hint of mint.
Nathan and Anton watched with open mouths. Liam’s quirked eyebrow was his only reaction.
A gurgle came from Jenna as she lifted her head from the table to find glass sticking out of Dominick’s arm.
“What are you doing, Lena? You can’t throw bottles at people!” Jenna searched the table frantically for a napkin to stem the blood with.
“It looks like she can,” Nathan said, his surprise fading to glee. “Very well, in fact. Nice aim, A.”
Anton nodded with a faint look of approval on his face. 
A soft chuff came from the shadows under one of the tables. I looked over to find Alches lying down and watching the situation from his hiding spot. His tongue lolled out of his mouth, his tentacles waving before they twined in on themselves. 
I sent him a demanding look, asking if he planned to help me at any point tonight. He closed his mouth, one side of his lip getting caught between his teeth as he cocked his head. 
I took that as a no. Useless realm guardian. 
I held out a hand in imperious command, pretending not to feel the panic crawling up my throat. “Jenna, come here.”
This was bad. So very, very bad. 
Jenna acted like she hadn’t heard, deep in the throes of a panic attack. “They’ll put you in jail for assault!”
Worse. I was probably dead. I’d given Dominick exactly what he wanted—an excuse to retaliate against my sire.  
“Jenna!” I barked, the sound cutting through her hysteria. “Please!” 
Relief filled me when Jenna finally realized how much danger she was in. Cautiously, she backed away, keeping her gaze on Dominick. 
Caroline appeared at her side, using her body to herd Jenna toward the back exit. 
Dominick showed no pain as he plucked shards of glass from his forearm. “Interference in the duties of a council representative. That sentence carries death.”
Jenna stopped. “What is he talking about? Lena?”
“Go!” I ordered. To Caroline, “Get her out of here.”
Caroline caught Jenna’s arm, hauling her back. My sister fought hard, but she was no match for a werewolf.
“What are you doing? We can’t leave her!”
Caroline shoved her toward the door. “I’m not happy about this either, but we don’t have a choice. You’ll just be in the way.”
“You’re going nowhere,” Dominick said.
Behind him, the woman and the black-haired man with unfinished features from last night glided into the room. 
“No one is to leave. Block the exits. I don’t care what happens to the werewolf, but the human is mine,” Dominick informed them.
The woman licked her lips as she looked Caroline over. There was a mad light in her eyes that showed her lust for pain and blood. The man’s expression was dispassionate as he started forward.
Nathan blocked his path. “Does anyone else feel insulted that they keep forgetting about us?”
“I do,” Anton answered, not taking his gaze from the two newcomers.
The woman cocked her head and giggled. “Don’t worry. I can play with you when I’m done.”
Anton’s eyes narrowed. “Why wait when I’m right here?”
Insanity shone in the woman’s smile as she bounced forward.
“Helen,” her companion warned.
Helen pouted, disappointment flashing across her face. “You’re such a spoilsport, Arturas.” She batted her eyelashes at Anton. “Sorry, handsome. Maybe next time.”
“I’m afraid you’ll be dead before then,” Anton informed her.
She gave a full body shiver, acting like he’d just turned her on. “Promises, promises.”
“Is your blood slut worth the deaths of yourself and your men?” Dominick asked with a glance in my direction making it clear who he was referring to.
My hands trembled. “Liam.”
I wasn’t sure if I was asking for his help or warning him to leave me to my fate. Either option would result in losing something. 
I couldn’t abandon my sister nor could I drag him down alongside me. It’d be like choosing between my heart or my lungs.
I couldn’t live without either.
Liam cupped my cheek. “I know, mo chuisle.”
Did he? Because that made one of us.
He smiled at me like I was the most adorable thing he’d ever seen.
“You’ve been impetuous, Dominick,” Liam murmured, not taking his gaze from mine. His hand dropped to the back of my neck and squeezed once. “The vampire I knew wouldn’t have been so hasty.”
Wariness replaced Dominick’s gloating.
“You dare attack a human while in another master’s territory—where you were specifically denied hunting rights,” Liam said with a silky purr to his voice that made my lady bits tingle in remembered pleasure. “Aileen acted in her master’s interests.”
Oh, wow. That was—
I didn’t even have words. 
I gave a tiny nod of agreement. That’s exactly why I’d played darts with a broken beer bottle. To protect Thomas’s reputation. That sounded exactly like the sort of thing I’d do.
Dominick’s expression was coldly furious. “The human was present during a vampire’s death. She could be a witness. She’s also unclaimed. You have no grounds to protect her, and I have every right to interrogate her to see what she knows.”
“This is an internal matter,” Liam said evenly. “You’re here on council business. Not to interfere with the way our territory is run.”
Dominick gave him a disbelieving look. “You call the death of my vampire an ‘internal matter.’”
“Do you have any proof that the vampire outside is yours?” 
That would be a big fat no. The fire had destroyed the vampire’s features. Identification was impossible unless they matched his dental records or DNA. Neither of which they could do standing here.
Check mate.
It was so satisfying watching Liam do this to someone other than me.
“Whether he’s mine or not, you can’t deny hunter involvement,” Dominick snapped. “Standing orders from the council give me priority in such matters.”
Liam’s hand touched my waist, his touch a gentle caress along my rib cage. “I’m interested to know your reasoning for concluding this was done by a hunter. As far as we know, the deceased is human. There’s been no evidence to support hunter presence.” Liam paused to arch an eyebrow at Dominick. “Unless there’s something you know, that we don’t?”
Dominick froze, an impenetrable wall dropping down over his expression. “Of course not.”
Ah ha. Got you, you bastard. 
Without being able to claim the vampire as his or proving a hunter presence, he didn’t have a justification for his attack on Jenna. 
And he’d been so arrogant earlier.
“Also, the claim of the human woman being unattached is wrong. She belongs to another and as such you can’t touch her without their consent.” 
Dominick’s expression faltered as his gaze shot to me. “Impossible.”
I almost nodded in agreement.
“Look again,” Liam advised.
Dominick twisted to stare at Jenna. 
My sister’s expression showed confusion as she glanced my way. “What’s going on, Lena?”
“Shh,” I shushed her. “It’ll be over soon.”
I hoped.
Fury lite Dominick’s expression before his gaze swung to Kat in accusation. 
Kat shook her head. “I didn’t know. I swear.”
I frowned. What were they talking about? 
“You didn’t know the human belonged to the Master of the City?” Dominick demanded.
A jolt ran through me. Liam tightened the arm around my waist, not letting me push away from him.
I searched his expression. Please let this be a ruse.
“Without evidence on your side and with the human’s claimed status settled, you have overstepped.” Liam’s gaze moved to the door. “Wouldn’t you agree, Master of the City?” 
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“I couldn’t agree more,  deartháir,” Thomas purred. The barrier used to hide his approach fell. His power flooded the room.
It was times like these, when his power threatened to flatten everything before him, that I remembered why he was the Master of the City and not someone else. 
Dominick was either brave or a fool to challenge him. 
Thomas’s magic blazed like the sun, searing in its intensity. You couldn’t help but want to look away for fear of going blind. Only you couldn’t. You were forced to stand still as the owner of that power padded closer. An enthralling, deadly monster that inspired both fear and fascination.
Natalia peered through the open door behind Thomas, letting me catch a glimpse of her. 
A subtle tension invaded my body as I fought to keep my reaction off my face. What was Natalia thinking? It would be dangerous for her and the flock if one of Dominick’s people saw her. 
Luckily, Helen and Arturas had their backs facing the door, and Dominick stood at an angle that prevented him from seeing outside. 
Liam and the rest of our people were trained enough not to react to her presence, their expressions remaining placid.
She waited until I looked at her before mouthing, “Find me when you’re done here.”
Her message delivered, she faded into the night. 
“When you asked for permission to enter my territory, I didn’t give it so you could threaten the life of my yearling or covet those whose blood belongs to me.” There was an avid light in Thomas’s eyes as he watched Dominick. A predatory cast to his features that made me go still in the hopes of not attracting his attention. “I would very much like to remove your head from your shoulders for this insult. Give me a reason not to.”
Rage showed on Dominick’s face before it was stamped out. The slimy bastard bowed his head in fake submission. “Forgive me, lord. I misunderstood the situation because of bad intel.” The sidelong look he gave to Kat made her stiffen. “It won’t happen again.” 
“It had better not.” Thomas invaded Dominick’s personal space in a way that made the enforcer take a step back. “This won’t be like the last time you threatened one of mine. Step over the line and I won’t care how powerful your backer is. I will make your last moments excruciatingly painful.”
“Where is your eldest, by the way?” Dominick made a show of looking around the room. “From the reports I was given, isn’t he usually stuck to your youngest’s side like a leech?”
The snarl that came from Thomas was low and dangerous. A primal sound that made part of my brain gibber in fear.
His power withdrew a tiny bit. The sense of an avalanche on the horizon sent dread through my veins. I’d only ever seen one through video, but it left me in awe of nature’s power.
This felt like that.
First—the feeling that something massive was coming. The way the walls and wood of the bar creaked as if they too knew shit was about to get real.
Next—the crack as Thomas unleashed a flood of power. Glass breaking behind the bar. Bottles shattering. 
And through it all was the instinct to cower.
Jenna sobbed, curling in on herself as Caroline wavered between snarling and whining.
My legs threatened to buckle and a small sound of distress escaped me. I kept my feet, but just barely.
Another few seconds and I wasn’t sure my willpower would endure.
“Thomas, that’s enough!” Liam barked.
Thomas’s face was still coldly furious, but he listened to Liam. His power receded, leaving devastation in its wake.
Jenna cried quietly to herself. Caroline was unable to offer any comfort as she struggled to bring her wolf under control. 
Liam took me in his arms. “Are you alright?”
I let him hug me, needing the comfort at I leaned my cheek against his chest. “Dahlia’s going to be so upset when she sees this.”
I felt a little shell shocked as I took in the destruction. It looked like a bomb had gone off. The liquor bottles were shattered. Same for any glasses or beer bottles that had been on the tables. It looked like a spider had set up shop in the mirror, drawing intricate cracks over its surface. 
Liam’s cheek briefly rested on my head and he gave one last squeeze before releasing me. “Thomas will make it right.”
He’d better. I didn’t have the money to repair the damage Thomas’s tantrum had done. The liquor alone was at least a thousand dollars.
To my surprise, there was no fear on Dominick’s face as he faced down Thomas. Rather, he seemed pleased he’d managed to provoke such an extreme reaction. 
He signaled for Helen and Arturas to retreat. “Since you’re so insistent, I’ll leave this matter in your hands. At least until the vampire’s identity is confirmed.” Dominick took Kat’s arm. “But if it does turn out to be my vampire, I expect this matter to be turned over to me.” His gaze lingered on Jenna. “Along with any witnesses.”
With that ominous reminder, he and the rest swept from the room. Nathan and Anton shadowed them, making sure they’d left before rejoining us.
Jenna stomped toward me. “Aileen May Travers, what the hell is going on?”
It was never a good sign when Jenna used my full name. She rarely had the opportunity, being the younger sister, but the few occasions she broke it out were memorable.
Like the time I’d crashed her car in college after an ill-advised attempt to glide down an ice covered hill. Or the time I broke her boyfriend’s hand when he got a little too physical with her for my taste.
That last one I wasn’t sorry about. No one left bruises on my sister’s arms.
“I know you’re confused,” I started.
“Confused? No.” A raw laugh left her throat as Jenna shook her head. “Confused is when your big sister, the person you respect and admire more than anyone else, comes home only to shut herself in an apartment and reject any help offered. Confused is when that same sister starts to pull away for no reason that I can tell. Confused doesn’t cover your sister stabbing a man with a broken bottle or any of the other shit I just saw.”
By this point, Jenna was screaming.
She didn’t calm down any as she launched into an interrogation. “What is going on? Why is Caroline covered in fur?”
Caroline reached for Jenna’s arm. “This isn’t helping.”
Jenna slapped her hand away and pointed at her in warning. “Don’t you touch me. You’re going to tell me what is happening or I’m going to start breaking things.”
Nathan folded his arms over his chest, looking amused. “I can tell she’s your sister. Quite the fierce little thing, isn’t she?”
Jenna spun toward him. Her retort dying as she registered the charred corpse on the ceiling. A sound like that of a tea kettle’s whistle started.
It grew rapidly in volume. Anton retreated, putting as much space as he could between him and Jenna. 
“Enough!” Thomas roared, sinking a wealth of power into the one word. 
The screaming shut off like someone had flipped a switch. 
Blessed relief. 
“You will sleep,” Thomas ordered. “When you wake, you will remember none of this.”
Jenna’s eyes rolled back in her head. She folded to the ground in a boneless heap.
Caroline and I leapt for her at the same time. 
My friend reached her first. “I’ve got her, Lena.” 
“Get that corpse down,” Thomas ordered, taking control of the situation. “I want it and the other transported to the Gargoyle. Joseph will perform the autopsies.”
Trusting Caroline to take care of Jenna in my stead, I took one last look at my sister’s face before straightening. “There’s something you should know about the human.”
Thomas made a sharp gesture, cutting me off mid-sentence. “I appreciate your input, but we don’t know what ears may still be listening. For now, discretion is wise.”
His gaze held mine, warning me that despite appearances Dominick may not have entirely withdrawn. 
I nodded to show my understanding.
In the end, my caution wasn’t needed as Anton dragged a table under the body and climbed on top. Nathan joined him, supporting the body’s weight as Anton yanked out the stakes. 
When he got to the hunter’s right hand where the mark was, he slowed. His head turned in my direction. He sent me a reassuring nod, letting me know he was aware of the situation.
His movements rough, he closed his hand around the dead man’s. Already brittle from the heat of the fire, the skin tore, obscuring all trace of the mark.
His actions bought us time. 
But probably not much. For Dominick to be so convinced the human was a hunter, he had to have known about the man beforehand. I didn’t trust he wouldn’t have some way of proving it.
As if he hadn’t just destroyed a critical piece of evidence, Anton went back to the task of gently lowering the body from the ceiling.
Thomas stalked toward the door. “Aileen, Liam, come with me. There are things we need to discuss.”
I didn’t move as he vanished outside. The need to take care of Jenna taking precedence. After tonight’s events, it wasn’t entirely safe to go home in the event Dominick and his people tracked her there. 
She also needed to be monitored.
It was rare, but occasionally compulsions didn’t work on a human. Usually because of a hereditary resistance or when high stress situations were involved. 
Considering her hysteria before Thomas’s compulsion, it was best to be cautious.
“Go,” Caroline said, seeing my hesitation. “I’ll keep watch over her tonight. If anything happens, I’ll call you.”
Reluctantly, I nodded. “I’m sorry to ask this of you.”
As much as I hated leaving Jenna in someone else’s hands, Caroline was the best option. She loved Jenna like a sister. I knew she’d protect her.
If I could, I’d stay behind to help. Thomas’s growing impatience and the fact I had no place to take her made that impossible. She’d never believe I could afford my house.
Great. Now Connor was rubbing off on me. “My” house. Next thing I’d be compiling Pinterest design boards to put my own mark on the place.
If I took her home, what was I supposed to do? Introduce her to my blood donor? My roommates? How would I explain any of it?
The answer was, I couldn’t.
Someone had to be responsible for this clusterfuck of a situation. Even with Anton’s sabotage, we were on a ticking clock. It wouldn’t be long before the dead vampire outside was matched to Dominick’s. From there, he’d make good on his promise to come after Jenna.
I didn’t think she’d survive that.
Caroline shook her head. “Don’t be sorry. I’m the one responsible. You’re right. It was too dangerous.” Her eyes were damp. “I just wanted some normalcy and thought Dahlia could keep us safe.”
That was the thing about life. Safety was a fairytale we told ourselves so we didn’t go mad from the truth. That harm could come for you in an instant. It didn’t matter how carefully you planned or how meticulously you prepared. Disorder and chaos were inescapable. 
“Warn Brax,” I told Caroline.
The alpha of the werewolves should be prepared in the event the worst happened and Dominick took over the city.
Her nod was grim. “Consider it done.”
I started after Thomas and Liam. 
“Do you need help getting home?” Nathan asked Caroline behind me.
Her snort made my lips lift in a halfhearted smile. “Not from you.”
I missed Nathan’s response as I reached the black Escalade. Thomas was already seated in the back, the dark windows hiding his presence. 
I waved at his driver, another of Liam’s enforcers.
Eric was a quiet man who rarely spoke. He treated words like they were precious gemstones, doling them out sparingly. 
He had a poet’s face, his feature’s refined and his eyes the color of amber. His wavy hair made him seem more boyish than I knew him to be. I suspected people had a habit of underestimating him because of it. 
I stopped by the driver’s door. “I haven’t seen you in a while. How was your business with the council?”
Like Liam, he’d been gone for the last few weeks taking care of a mission from the council.
“Tedious,” Eric said, his gaze flicking over my shoulder as Liam’s presence hit me. With a respectful nod at the other enforcer, Eric rolled up his window.
One word. Not bad. At least he’d responded this time. 
I twisted to face Liam. His gaze was trained on the roof line where the harpies had been earlier that night.
“Is there something you’re not telling me?” Liam asked, dropping his eyes to me. 
I raised an eyebrow as I pulled open the door to the back seat. “That’s kind of how I operate.”
At any given time, I had nearly a dozen secrets floating around. 
I was better than I’d been, having ended up in trouble too many times while trying to withhold things from him. Now, I mostly limited my secret keeping to matters pertaining to my business. 
My clients had an expectation of privacy, and I was set on giving it to them.
“Don’t worry, lover,” I said with a flirtatious smile and wink. “I fully intend to bring you up to speed this time.
Liam’s gaze held amusement as he dipped his chin. “I await this breakthrough with baited breath.”
I paused at the seductive purr in his voice, tempted.
“Get in the car,” Thomas ordered, destroying the moment. “And stop flirting with my enforcer.”
Liam’s smile broadened as his hand landed on my back to nudge me toward the door. “Yes, A stór. We mustn’t keep the Master of the City.”
The rough edge in his voice made me hesitate. Too bad Thomas had a point. Bossy vampire that he was.
I slid inside the car, feeling no small amount of regret. Playing with Liam promised to be more pleasurable than any of the other things I had planned for my night.
“Maybe next time,” Liam murmured with a chuckle that sent tingles through my body.
He shut my door carefully before walking around to the front passenger seat. 
Eric waited until he was inside before pulling onto High Street and heading south.
At this time of night, the streets were empty. The sensible humans in the city had long since returned home to their beds.
We hadn’t been driving long before Thomas interrupted the silence.
“Anton’s deception won’t fool Dominick for long,” Thomas said in a crisp voice. “We have the rest of the night. Maybe part of tomorrow if we’re lucky before Dominick makes his move.”
I pulled my gaze from the window. “What makes you think that?”
“It’s the tattoo,” Liam said from the front seat. “The ink goes below the surface of the skin. All the way down to the bone. Short of removing his hand, Dominick will discover the mark as soon as he looks for it.”
“Even that won’t solve the problem,” Thomas interrupted. “He’s hunter born.” 
I looked between Thomas and the front seat, sensing the shift in air pressure. “Why is it important that he’s hunter born?”
Liam didn’t answer, looking over his shoulder at Thomas. “Are you sure?”
Thomas’s face wrinkled in a snarl. “You know I’m more sensitive to their kind than most. I could practically taste the stench.”  
Liam faced forward with a frown. “This is a problem.”
Thomas made an angry sound. “I’m very much aware.”
“Maybe you two could clue me into why this is such a bad thing,” I snarked.
“The council has a treaty with the hunter born. They’re allowed to hunt our criminals and other species. In exchange, we don’t commit genocide,” Thomas spat.
Seeing my confusion, Liam gave me a half smile. “Ever heard of the witch trials in Europe? We, along with several other species of spooks, nearly wiped out their maternal lines as vengeance for various crimes against us. Among them—destroying an entire vampire clan.”
My lips parted as I stared at him in shock. I suppose I should have expected retaliation as brutal as that, given vampires were involved, but it was still a little hard to process. 
Then again, vampires were the Old Testament type. That whole “eye for an eye” thing. Only in their case, they always exacted double the price for any pain they suffered.
“We’ve maintained a balance with them ever since,” Liam said. 
Is that what they were calling it? Because to me it looked more like a hostage situation. 
Still, it was hard to feel too much sympathy for hunters after my experiences with them. Maybe if they limited their prey to the true monsters of our society, those who took wanton pleasure in the death of humans, my views would be a little different.
They didn’t. They chose people like me. The low hanging fruit. 
Not because of any calling, but because we didn’t have the power to fight back. 
Or so they believed.
Thomas’s jaw tightened. “You know what this means.” 
Liam’s nod was grave. “I do.”
“Share with the rest of the class,” I said grumpily. 
“The council is preparing for a change of power.” Thomas slammed the side of his fist into the door next to him; the frame gave an ominous creek. “With this, we can see they’ve thrown their support behind Vitus Caecilius. We can’t expect any help from that quarter.”
The council and its rules were what Thomas and Liam were counting on to restrain Dominick’s behavior. Without them, it would be more difficult to defend ourselves.
Still, things weren’t at the worst-case scenario quite yet. 
From the way he’d backed down in the Blue Pepper, he must be under orders not to be too blatant in his defiance of their laws. Otherwise, he would have challenged Thomas. 
Then again, only an insane person would be that stupid.
He could be biding his time and waiting for the right opportunity. If so, I had a feeling his plans involved me in some way. Probably through my death. 
Why else send the hunters after me?
“We know why they’re being so bold, too. Don’t we, deartháir?” A bitter laugh came from Thomas as he pinned Liam with a hard look that warned me my stalker issue was about to raise its impish little head. “When were you planning to inform me that you suspected Ahrun was following Aileen?”
Yup. There it was.
While Thomas glared, I did my best to pretend to be invisible. Unsuccessfully, I might add, as Liam arched an eyebrow at me. “You told him.”
My shrug was helpless. “Like I said, you weren’t answering your phone.”
What else was I supposed to do?
“You should have been the one to tell me,” Thomas interrupted. “I’m his son too. I deserved to know.”
“That’s exactly why I didn’t,” Liam shouted back. “We need you focused. With Dominick breathing down our necks, we are riding a very thin line. You going off on a wild goose chase wouldn’t help.”
The tension in the car was palpable as I held very still, waiting to see what happened next.
“Once I confirmed whether it was him or not, I planned to bring you into the loop,” Liam finished.
“No need for that anymore.”
Liam’s glanced at me in silent question.
I nodded. “It’s him. Connor confirmed.”
Liam closed his eyes and mouthed a silent curse as I gave a quick rundown of the evening. From the time the red-headed man burst into the bar screaming about a dead person, to Natalia’s missing harpies, to Connor’s reaction of finding my stalker feeding from the human’s neck.
“Could Connor have been mistaken?” Eric asked, speaking for the first time since I got in the car.
I’d almost forgotten he was present.
Liam shook his head. “Unlikely.”
“Liam’s right,” Thomas agreed with a nod. “Connor spent a lot of time with Ahrun in those early years. Even if his state was as you said—”
“Oh, it was.”
Thomas continued as if I hadn’t interrupted. “I find it difficult to believe Connor wouldn’t recognize him.”
“I guess we know why they’re making their move now,” Liam said with a sigh.
Thomas’s lips twisted. “We do. Destroying Ahrun would cement Caecilius’s rise to power. No one would dare question his control of the council after he kills the oldest known vampire. It would allow him to consolidate his authority among the factions. Moreover, this is a chance to deal with us all at once. He was always petty that way.”
“What are your orders?” Liam asked carefully.
Thomas was absorbed in the scenery outside the vehicle. Several seconds passed before he stirred. “You already have them.”
Liam acknowledged his words with a firm nod.
“Anton bought us time—but not much,” Thomas continued. “Investigate the slain vampire and this hunter. We need to prove a link exists. It’s the only way to tie the council’s hands and keep them from getting involved.”
Liam’s gaze moved to me. “I suspect my first lead has already fallen into my lap.”
Finding myself the center of attention, I schooled my features to neutrality.
“Don’t tease, A stór,” Liam teased. “You practically admitted it earlier.”
“Fine. Yes. I may have a lead.”
At the very least, I had a direction to pursue. 
“Let her help,” Liam advised Thomas. “She’s proven resourceful in matters like this before.”
Thomas’s sigh seemed to be pulled deep from within him. “You have a point.”
“One condition—I want payment this time.” I rubbed my thumb and forefinger together in the universal sign that meant money.
“You don’t consider your sister’s life payment enough?” Thomas asked with a micro smile. “I assure you she’ll be the first one Dominick targets. If only to bring you pain.”
“Does that mean no money?”
Put like that, I was taking the job either way, and everyone in the car knew it.
“Let’s do this. If you succeed, you remain in the house, and I’ll pay you a generous retainer that will cover all future opportunities you have to work with me.”
“Why does everything have to be a manipulation with you?” I asked in frustration.
On paper, his offer was an attractive one. Except I’d be at his beck and call. I didn’t trust he wouldn’t yank my leash whenever the fancy took him. 
With him basically paying for my way of life, I’d have no choice to accept his jobs.
“You see manipulation; I see a way for us both to be happy,” Thomas returned.
I folded my arms over my chest to glare at him.
“Private investigation companies use retainers for big companies all the time,” Thomas continued. “It’s no more a way to control than hiring the investigator piece meal. You can accept or reject any of the jobs you want. When the retainer is used up, we can reassess the relationship.”
I could feel my resistance crumbling. “But to get this, I have to remain in the house?” 
If Thomas was pleased that I was actually considering to his offer, he didn’t show it. “It’s a small price to pay for financial security.”
“Fine,” I asked, pretending to be more upset than I actually was.
For once, I’d come out the winner in a negotiation with Thomas. If he was being honest in that I could reject potential jobs, I didn’t see a problem.
The best part was that he didn’t know that Connor had already worn down my resistance to staying. As a result, we got stable income. And a new house free of charge. A two-for-one deal.
“What’s the price for failure?” I asked because I wasn’t an idiot.
“Death.”
So, the most stringent of penalties. No pressure.
“You could still flee,” Thomas offered. 
That didn’t deserve a response.
Thomas cracked a smile at my irritated look. “Liam and I have several safe houses scattered throughout the world. You could live for decades longer. Maybe centuries if you’re careful.”
But eventually, Dominick and this Vitus person would catch up to me. 
That was the thing about vampires. They had all the time in the world.
Likely, I’d die a gruesome death when they found me. No, thank you.
There was a set to Thomas’s features that made me pause in my response. “Why do I get the feeling you hope I’ll run?”
Shouldn’t he want me to fight by his side as a show of loyalty?
“No parent wishes to see their child in danger.”
I glanced at the front seat, finding Liam and Eric pretending to be occupied with the road outside in an effort to give us a modicum of privacy.
“I’m not your child,” I finally said.
Thomas’s expression softened. “You may not believe this, but I see you the same way I do Connor. You are precious to me. I would not see you harmed. If I could force you and him somewhere safe out of the city, I would.”
He was being sincere, I realized. 
It was a troubling discovery. I was used to Thomas being someone I could hate. If not hate, at least dislike. 
This more human side of him muddled things. Made him almost redeemable.
“You want something from this,” I guessed, clinging stubbornly to my assumptions about him.
His laugh was filled with a surprising amount of humor, given the dire nature of our conversation. “So many things.”
I frowned as Thomas’s gaze turned inward. Life drained from him and his breathing slowed and then stopped. An eternity seemed to pass as we drove.  
“The first time I laid eyes on Connor was the proudest moment in my life,” Thomas said out of nowhere. “I understood so many things I never had before. He was a blessing. Until him, all I’d known was having things ripped from me one by one.”
There was pure devotion in Thomas’s voice as he spoke of his son.
“You don’t know what it’s like—watching your reason for being fade.” There was a lost sound in Thomas’s voice. As if he still didn’t understand how he’d ended up where he was. “You’re not supposed to bury your children, Aileen. Even humans understand this.
“I pretended to understand when he told me he didn’t want to be like me.” Thomas’ laugh was rough. “Though I admit, I was never certain what was so wrong with me that the very idea of becoming a vampire was anathema. I accepted my child’s decision, though.”
His gaze found mine, the pain in his eyes stealing my breath. “Years went by. I watched him get older. Each sunrise and sunset putting him a little closer to death.” He looked away with a shrug. “In the end, I snapped. He’s never forgiven me for that.” 
I licked my dry lips, not knowing what to say to that.
“Centuries later and I’m still paying,” he whispered. 
I wasn’t sure I was meant to hear that last part.
Thomas’s regret vanished like smoke. His gaze steady as he regarded me. “So, yes, I prefer you choose the option that is less likely to lead to your death.” He inclined his head. “But I know you won’t. You’re nothing if not predictable when the safety of your loved ones is involved.”
And here I thought we were having a moment. Then he had to go and ruin it. 
“Call Connor back before you and Liam take off,” Thomas ordered, changing the subject. “He won’t listen to me, but I know he will you.”
“Wouldn’t it be good for us if he tracked Ahrun down?” 
It seemed like an opportunity to remove the ancient from the chess board. If Dominick and his sire couldn’t find Ahrun, they might think twice about pursuing this course.
Thomas shook his head. “That would be unwise. Connor and Ahrun’s relationship is a tad fraught.”
That was ironic coming from him.
Thomas made a face. “Connor believes my father is responsible for his enslavement by Niamh.”
“Is he?”
“It’s impossible to tell,” Thomas admitted with a calm that made me want to shake him. “Ahrun’s disappearance coming almost immediately after Connor’s does seem to support that theory.”
“And you’re not angry about that?” I asked.
Thomas’s eyes landed on me. My mouth dried up.  
Oh.
“Leave my relationship with my sire to me. For now, all you need to know is that it’s unwise for those two to meet.”
The SUV rolled to a stop, saving me from having to think of a suitable response.
To my surprise, we were nowhere near the Gargoyle or my house. Eric had taken us to the northwest side of the city. Somewhere close to the Scioto River and Bridgepark. 
Liam climbed out, heading for an identical looking vehicle not far away. 
“What happens if Dominick finds Ahrun first?” I asked.
“Is that concern for your sire I sense?”
“Never mind.” I slammed the door shut.
Worry was a waste of time when it came to him.
The window of the door I’d slammed rolled down to reveal Thomas’s face. “You don’t need to worry, my youngest. I’ve been playing this game for a very long time. I am not the easy prey they assume.”
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I shivered at the savagery on Thomas’s face. He wasn’t afraid of what was coming. He was looking forward to it.  
His smile allowed the tips of his fangs to peek out from his lips as he sat back, his message delivered. The window rolled up and the car drove away.
“How do you put up with him?” I asked, shaking my head.
He was insufferable.
“Practice.”
I turned to find Liam leaning against an identical black Escalade as the one we’d climbed out of. Liam pushed off the vehicle and made his way to the driver’s side. “You’ll get used to it.”
“But I don’t want to.”
Liam ignored my whining, waiting until I’d settled into the passenger seat before starting the car. “This’ll be a new experience for us. Working together without me having to twist your arm or threaten you.”
I gave him a sidelong look from under lowered eyelids. “Don’t get used to it.”
“Oh, but I want to. You have no idea.”
I fought the tiny smile that wanted to form. The man didn’t need encouragement. His head was already big enough. 
Liam reached the end of the street. It was tempting to see how long it would take him to realize he wasn’t the one with a destination. I had a feeling it would be a while. The vampire was nothing if not overconfident. 
As amusing as that would be, we were pressed for time and lives were at stake. 
I leaned my elbow on the arm rest and propped my chin on my fist, staring at the side of his face. “Question—do you have any idea where we’re going?”
“Harpy territory.”
I dropped my arm. “How did you know?”
Sometimes he was no fun at all.
“The presence of their maven was something of a giveaway.”
“So humble too.”
Liam’s smile widened.
“But you’re wrong,” I said, wiping that smile off his face. “Hunters were spotted in their territory earlier this evening. They won’t feel safe there.”
And after what the harpies had likely witnessed, they’d want to go somewhere familiar that was also free of potential danger. 
“Do you know where they would go?” 
I stared out the front windshield debating. Despite its small-town feel, Columbus was a decent sized city. Especially if you added the surrounding suburbs. There were a lot of places to choose from. 
If it wasn’t so late, I would say somewhere with crowds of people. At their heart, harpies were scavengers who preyed on the unwary. In this day and age, that meant they were pick pockets. They drew comfort from large crowds and would assume a certain level of safety in them. 
In that sense, they were similar to humans.
This late at night there weren’t many places that fit that description. The Arena District with its bars and night life was a possibility. But the Harpies wouldn’t go there. They wouldn’t want to deal with the vampires who’d claimed that area.
The Short North was out for similar supernatural reasons. The only other place I could think of was Easton. The crowds were smaller the later in the evening it got, but there were still several bars open.
Most importantly, supernaturals tended to avoid the area because it was claimed by the city’s resident sorcerer. A man who was currently missing. 
Want to know who let me in on that little fact? 
Natalia.
The person missing wasn’t the real sorcerer—that man had been gone since before my return to the city—but rather his apprentice, Peter, who’d been pretending to be him for the last few years. None of that mattered. Just the fact he was absent and his territory currently unclaimed.
“Head for Easton,” I said.
Liam aimed the car toward the highway. “That’s exactly what I was thinking too.”
“You can’t do that.”
“Do what?”
“Claim something was your idea when I said it first.”
He hummed lightly. “Is that one of the ground rules you and Connor made?”
I fixed him with an incredulous look. “Is that what this is about? Prying into my relationship with your nephew?”
“I’m curious.”
I snorted in disbelief. No, he wasn’t. 
Liam tried to hide his smile but failed. “Alright, I’ll stop.” A second later, he murmured, “But that really would have been my guess too.”
His snicker held a note of lightness that made it near impossible not to join in. I shook my head in resignation, turning to watch the neighborhoods speed by.
“How was being around your sister again?” Liam asked.
I lifted a shoulder. “Good. Really, really good. You know—before everything went to shit. Her asking if I was a monster kind of put a damper on everything else.” I looked out the window again. “But for a moment there—it was perfect.”
It was like having my sister back. The good parts. Those times when we weren’t constantly fighting. 
I rolled my head to look over at him. Diabolical man. How dare he be so silently attentive and inspire me to share things I would have normally locked up tight, thrown to the back recesses of my mind so I could pretend I didn’t feel all those messy emotions. 
“We’ll protect her,” Liam promised.
I shook my head. “It won’t matter. There will always be some boogeyman waiting to jump out of the shadows.”
Unless I was willing to bring Jenna fully into this world, the safest thing I could do was keep my distance.
“You can’t guarantee her protection by breaking off contact,” Liam argued. “Look at what happened to you. A soldier on leave meets a stranger in a bar and ends up with fangs. There’s always a chance of our world spilling into theirs. At least if you remain close, you have a chance of preventing that.” Liam glanced at me with a wry smile. “Besides, she’s your sister. Who’s to say she’d pick safety over having you in her life?”
That surprised a laugh out of me. “I never thought I’d see the day where you were the one on the pro-family side.”
Especially when his own history with family had ended so tragically.
“Maybe you’ve had more of an impact on me than you thought,” Liam teased.
“I doubt that.”
The sound of an animal licking its jowls came from behind my seat. 
What in the world?
I twisted, my heart giving an uncomfortable thump at finding Alches’s wrinkled face inches from mine. The shadow hound licked his lips again, the sound impossibly loud in the silence of the car. 
“What was that?” Liam asked.
“Uh—”
While I was stuck debating how to answer the question of why there was a giant dog in his back seat, Liam slowed the vehicle to a stop. Putting it into park, he twisted to look behind him. His gaze landed unerringly on the realm guardian.
Alches woofed in greeting. 
“There’s a few things I’ve been meaning to tell you,” I started as the two stared at each other.
Liam’s expression was contemplative as he tapped one finger on his steering wheel. “Oh?” 
I squirmed, feeling the judgment in that one word. He had a right to be angry. I should have told him about Alches when Grandfather informed me the realm’s guardian had adopted me as its new master. 
In my defense, Alches wasn’t exactly an easy topic to bring up. What was I supposed to say? Hey, lover, meet this really cool dog of mine. Oh, you can’t see him? That’s because only I can. 
That wouldn’t make me sound crazy or anything.
Liam’s bow to Alches was surprisingly regal given his seated position. “It is an honor to meet you again, my lord.”
My gaze ping-ponged between the two of them. “You’ve met before?”
“You would know this if you hadn’t decided to be furtive.”
“When?” I looked at the two in confusion.
How? 
Liam faced forward, pressing the button for drive. “While you were still asleep after Noctessa.”
My eyes bugged out. “And you didn’t tell me?”
The sidelong look Liam gave me was pointed. “The same way you told me about your new friend?”
I closed my mouth. Fair point. 
Liam steered us back onto the road. “To have a realm’s guardian as your protector—it’s quite a feat. There aren’t many who don’t know and fear Lord Alches.”
That was a little hard to picture when the “fearsome” Lord Alches was currently using his tentacles to scratch his ears. At my glance, he retracted his tentacles to gaze at me with an alert expression.
Try as I might, all I saw was a goofy shadow hound. Not a being that struck fear into the hearts of Fae.
“For being my protector, he sure doesn’t do a lot of protecting,” I grumbled. 
“Of course not. I doubt he’ll intervene unless it’s a situation you can’t handle. How else will you grow?”
“You seem to know a lot about him.”
Liam’s smile was small. “We had a good chat after I woke up and came to an understanding that was mutually beneficial.”
“Wait—he talks to you?” I glared at the shadow hound. “You never talk to me.” 
I’d assumed he didn’t use words to communicate. 
Knowing I wasn’t getting an answer, I faced front again. “So, this whole time, you knew?”
Alches put his head on the console and let out a demanding huff. Absentmindedly, I petted his head. His eyes slid closed in pleasure. 
Liam’s gaze was warm as he looked over at me. “Would you have preferred I be clueless?”
Maybe a little. That way I wouldn’t feel so dumb for wracking my brain for so long over how I was going to tell him about Alches.
“Didn’t you think it strange I didn’t support Thomas’s idea of sending you out of the city?” 
I stared at him. Now that he’d mentioned it, I did. He’d been far less annoying than usual when the question of my safety came up. 
Son of a gun. Alches was why he’d been all reasonable. Not because he was learning I could handle myself just fine.
“I think I liked you better when we were still enemies,” I grumbled.
“That’s not what you said this afternoon.”
“You just be quiet and drive.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Liam murmured with a tiny little smirk that did devilish things to my insides.
I shook my head, reaching for my phone to dial Connor. The phone rang as I lifted it to my ear. Mentally, I urged him to pick up to save me from this conversation. 
There was a click.
“What is it you want me to say again?” Connor asked.
My exasperated voice came over the line. “You were already supposed to say it.”
Crap. The call had gone to voice mail.
“What if I don’t know them? Do they still leave a message?”
“Oh for fuck’s sake, let me do it,” Inara snapped. 
There was a rustling and then Inara shouted into my ear. “Leave the fanger a message but don’t expect a response since he probably won’t ever hear it.”
There was a low beep. 
“I don’t know if you’ll get this, but if you do, call me,” I ordered. “Better yet, head home immediately. I mean it, Connor. Disappearing like this isn’t what battle buddies do.”
Abandoning his boss to chase after an ancient vampire was a no go. Especially when the ancient vampire was considered highly dangerous and had already led him into one trap.
“If I have to come find your ass, there will be consequences,” I threatened.
I hung up without much confidence that he would get my message.
As fascinated as Connor was by all new technology, he still hadn’t mastered navigating it. Case in point—the voice mail message he’d never gotten around to changing. 
Knowing him, he’d probably switched his phone to silent by accident. I’d be lucky if he remembered that it even had a voice mail function. 
I just had to hope he actually had his phone on him. He had a habit of leaving it in random places. Like the bathroom sink or the kitchen cabinets. Once, I’d even found it in a freezer.
That last was Inara or Lowen’s fault, I was pretty sure.
On the off chance he’d thought to bring it with him tonight, I sent him a text repeating what I’d said in the message.
“No luck?” Liam asked when I was done.
I shook my head, trying not to let my disappointment show. “How worried should I be? Your sire won’t hurt him, will he?”
Liam’s expression was pensive as he turned onto another street. “It depends on whether he remembers who Connor is to him.”
That wasn’t what I wanted to hear.
I shifted in my seat, wanting nothing more than to combat roll out of this car so I could look
for Connor.
Liam placed his hand on mine. “I’ve already instructed the enforcers to keep an eye out for him. They’ll tell him to come home if they see him.”
That was the crux. If they see him.
Connor could be a ghost when he wanted to be. That was if Ahrun hadn’t already gotten hold of him.
“I hope it’s enough,” I said, turning to gaze out the window. 
I might not have asked for this vampire brother of mine, but I was as loath to lose him as I was Jenna.

[image: image-placeholder]I made three more calls to Connor’s phone in the time it took us to drive the twenty minutes to the side of town where Easton was located. It wasn’t until we pulled onto the street leading to the mall that I finally put away my phone and started to pay attention.
Easton was built to evoke the charm of a town square with a design that was meant to replicate a self-contained town. As a result, fountains and outdoor seating areas were arranged throughout. High-scale stores and a diverse number of restaurants made it a popular place to congregate.
It was so popular that they’d had to build an entirely new section a few years ago, making the place a sprawling maze that was difficult to navigate by car. 
“We can start our search in the Station building. There’s a good chance they’ll roost there,” I said.
At this time of night when most shops were closed, the indoor area where the movie theater, bars, and comedy club were located would be the only place in Easton to see a lot of foot traffic.
The multi-story building located in the center of Easton looked like a glass cage on top. The rafters offered a perfect perch to sit and watch the humans below. It would also give the harpies a bird’s eye view of any hostiles approaching.
With their camouflage abilities, it was unlikely anyone would ever notice them.
Not wanting to spook the harpies, Liam found a parking spot a few intersections away from the Station requiring us to walk a fair distance. 
Alches let out a small woof, bounding over the console into the front seat and body checking me as I opened my door.
“What are you doing?” I snarled as he knocked me back into the car. “Are you kidding me, Alches?” 
The shadow hound didn’t look back as he sprinted down the street. The night swallowed him within seconds. 
I swiped at the mud and twigs he’d left on my clothes. “How did he even get this dirty?”
We hadn’t exactly been traipsing through a forest.
Liam’s soft chuckle made me lift my head to glare at him.
“Laugh all you want, but this is your car,” I said, feeling a sense of victory as his smile dropped. 
Nice job, Alches, I thought silently. 
Liam hid it well, but I’d noticed he was particular about his belongings. Nathan had ended up covered in mud on one of our training exercises. Liam refused to let him in the car and made him walk home. All thirty miles. 
It had been hilarious. Particularly the part where Nathan cursed up a storm as he trudged away. 
Daniel, another enforcer, had taken pity on him and retrieved him before he made it five miles, but it had allowed me to learn something interesting about my lover. 
The dirt and other things in his back seat were bound to drive him crazy. To me, that was fitting payback. No matter how petty that made me seem. 
The shops we passed were dark, their lights off but the mannequins still on display. Creepy dolls whose eyeless faces followed my progress down the street. 
I was used to the quiet that existed in the deepest part of night. The times when the world was mostly silent.
This felt different, though. Eerie and a little scary. 
There was a stillness that came from more than the fact that the streets were vacant. 
I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk.
Liam’s shoulder brushed mine as he came to a halt beside me. His probing look lasted only a second before he scrutinized our surroundings. “Do you sense something?”
I hesitated. “I don’t know.”
And that troubled me.
Liam didn’t question my words, simply accepting them as he scanned our surroundings. 
After a moment, a thoughtful look crossed Liam’s face. “It feels like we’re being watched.” 
I nodded. “Yes.”
That was exactly what it was. Like there were eyes on the back of our heads. 
“Do you think it’s the harpies?” 
I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I’m friends with a lot of the flock. If it was them, I don’t think they’d be staying out of sight like this.”
I was here at Natalia’s invitation. They wouldn’t avoid me unless they felt there was danger. 
“What if there’s a reason they’re not coming forward?” Liam asked, having the same thought I had. 
“We should keep moving,” I decided.
If there was something out there, I was sure it would reveal itself before too much longer. 
I slipped into my other sight as Liam fell into step with me.
Using my other sight in the sorcerer’s territory was a risk. There was a chance I could trigger a booby trap. If anyone had knowledge of my kind and how to circumvent our intrusion, it would be him. 
A sight as beautiful as it was terrifying spread before me. Threads of violet colored magic ran through every inch of the street and buildings around us. They fused with the trees, bushes and flowers the landscapers had planted throughout Easton in one massive magical network that should have been impossible.
I slowed to take it in, struggling to comprehend the magnitude of what I was seeing.
“What is it?” Liam asked.
“I figured out why we feel like we’re being watched,” I answered. 
And why it felt like I didn’t belong here. That if I didn’t leave immediately, something bad might happen.
“A spell by the sorcerer?” Liam asked, seeming a little impressed.
As well he should be. 
It took a lot of power to fuel something like this. In essence, a compulsion strong enough to affect a vampire as powerful as Liam. 
“Everything we’re feeling is coming from this thing. I bet it’s also why no one in Columbus has tried to move in on this place even with Peter being gone,” I said.
It was brilliant, really. I had to admire those who’d created it. 
The spell was designed to slip under your defenses. If not for my other sight, I’m not sure we would have realized it was there. It would have driven us away. All while making us think it was our idea to leave. 
“Is this going to be problem?” Liam asked.
“Define problem.”
I squatted for a better look at the tapestry of violet lines. Upon closer inspection, I realized the violet had an amber core, meaning there were two power signatures laid one on top of the other. The violet belonged to Peter, I knew. The amber must have been his master. 
He was also the person responsible for the scale and intricacy of the spell. Peter’s magic had come much later, refueling what was already established.
“The kind that results in our injury or death,” Liam said dryly.
I looked up at him with a grin. “Ah. That.”
“Yes, that.”
“We’ll be fine as long as we don’t do anything the spell views as hostile.”
Like treat an unsuspecting bar goer as a slurpy straw.
I wasn’t sure what would happen if the spell was triggered. My talents only revealed a limited amount of information. Enough to know a spell had been lain over the area and that it was the source of our unease. I also got a glimpse into the caster’s intentions which was how I knew the spell’s primary function was to protect Easton’s visitors.
Beyond that, I was blind.
The only way to tell what repercussions it held was to trigger it. Given the magnitude of the working, I wasn’t a fan of that idea. I suspected the consequences of setting it off would be devastating, if not lethal.
“The longer we stay here, the stronger our feelings of not belonging are likely to get,” I added.
“Then we should move quickly.”
I wasn’t going to argue with that.
A whistle came from the end of the street as a trio of men rounded the corner. “Lookie there, boys. I told you we weren’t alone out here.”
Liam’s jaw tensed, his expression alert as he took in the strangers’ approach. “I’m going to make a guess and say that spell also effects our senses.”
It was the only explanation for how the humans got so close without either of us knowing. 
“I would say so,” I said from my crouch on the ground.
My senses were still there. That much I knew. I could hear the sound of their footsteps as they walked toward us. The murmur of their voices as they whispered to one another, but I couldn’t quite catch what they were saying. It was like listening to a radio whose volume was turned down just low enough that you could tell a song was playing but not guess its title. 
The other thing that was missing? Their heartbeats. 
This close, I should be able to tell a lot about them. Like whether they were nervous or not. Or if they spent their off time going for runs like a lunatic or whether they preferred to act like a sloth on the couch. 
Instead, I was grasping blind. 
One of the group nudged another in the side, jerking his chin at me.  Whatever he said caught the others’ attention and they all looked in my direction. 
What did I want to bet that wasn’t a good sign?
“Liam, I don’t think there are any bars in that direction,” I whispered.
“They’re also armed.” At my look, he smirked. “I smell the oil on their guns.”
I gave an experimental sniff and frowned. “I’m not getting anything.”
Vampires weren’t the best when it came to detecting scents. With the spell muting my senses, I could barely get a whiff of Liam. Much less the humans that were still a dozen feet away.
“You have your methods; I have mine.”
I dismissed that arrogant statement, locking my gaze on the trio. “Should we run?”
Liam shook his head. “Not yet. I want to see if we can learn anything first.”
Yes, why not face down armed humans, possibly hunters, while standing on a spell that literally could explode in our faces the moment we drew blood? That didn’t sound insane at all.
Liam’s grin was brief. “Stop worrying so much.”
“How can I not when you come up with plans like this?”
“Just stay behind me, would you?” 
I flapped a hand in surrender. “Of course, my liege. Go play alpha male while the helpless damsel awaits your protection.”
“You’re insufferable.”
I hid my grin. He’d get no argument from me about that. 
As much shit as I gave him, I wasn’t really upset that he was taking the lead. Being older by centuries he could take a lot more damage than I could. If he wanted to let them use him for target practice, go for it.
By now the group had gotten close enough for me to examine. They were a strange trio. The one in the middle was an older man with graying hair and a pockmarked face. His companion on the left looked mid-twenties and had a military style haircut. The last man wasn’t a man at all, but rather a teen with braces still on his teeth. 
Gray Hair held up a hand. “What are you doing here? Bars close in half an hour.”
Liam gestured at me with a self-deprecating smile. “The girlfriend is feeling a little unwell. Sensitive stomach and all that.”
I did my best to look nauseous as Gray Hair scrutinized me.
“You shouldn’t drink so much,” he said with fake concern.
I rolled my eyes at the ground. Thanks for your unwelcome opinion, Grandpa. I’ll be sure to crap all over it later. 
While he was speaking, his companions spread out, flanking us.
Seeing it, Liam held up his hands in supplication. “Hey—we don’t want any trouble.”
Liam was a better actor than I’d given him credit for, riding the line between cajoling and the fear a human would feel in the face of a mugging perfectly.
“Enough talking,” Buzzcut snapped. “Let’s get this done.”
Braces was less confident than the other two. “Are we sure this is them?”
Buzzcut withdrew his gun, pointing it at me. “Doesn’t matter. If they’re not, they can consider it their bad luck.”
Big mistake, Buzzcut. He really should have treated Liam as the greater threat.
Liam’s fearful facade faded, leaving behind a deep calm that really should have warned them. “I’m giving you one last chance to walk away. Believe me, you don’t want to continue down this road.”
“Oh, but we do, Liam Quinn.” Gray Hair’s smile was nasty as the corner of Liam’s eyes tightened. “Born in the year 901 and turned in 936. Servant to your council for the last two hundred years.”
My eyebrows lifted into my hairline as I let out a silent whistle. Talk about an age gap. I’d known Liam was older but never had I imagined our ages were separated by a full thousand years. 
Liam proved he knew me well when he sent me a repressive glare before focusing on the hunters. “If you know who I am, then you’d be wise to walk away. I was killing hunters before your grandfather’s grandfather ever walked this earth. Whatever Dominick has promised you, I guarantee it’s not worth it.”
Gray Hair gestured at his companions. “You’re both coming with us. We’ve got plans for you two.”
“You saw it, Aileen. I tried to solve this in a civilized manner.” There was a cruelty in Liam’s smirk as he eyed the hunters like they were lunch. 
“Liam, wait,” I started.
“Just know you brought this on yourself,” Liam warned them.
I cursed as he darted forward, a blur of motion as he grabbed Gray Hair. He flung him at Buzzcut. 
Braces tripped over his own feet to land on his back. Before he could push himself upright, Liam was already standing over him.
“You can’t hurt him,” I shouted.
Liam didn’t look away from his prey. 
“She’s still a little squeamish about this sort of thing,” Liam confessed, couching in front of the human.
The front of Braces’ pants darkened as he peed himself.
Liam made a face. “That’s regrettable. I prefer my dinner not smell like piss.”
“I’m serious, Liam. If you hurt them, you’ll set off the sorcerer’s spell.”
That seemed to break through his blood lust. He lifted his head, his lips parting.
A shot rang out. 
Liam jerked as the bullet tore through his shoulder. Blood splattered. Some of it landing on his face.
He burst into motion, the skin over his features tightened in rage as he tackled me where I was still crouched in shock.
We hit the ground as another shot barked.
Concrete sprayed my skin as the bullet impacted the ground beside me. Then we were up and behind a pillar, using it as cover.
“It’s going to be okay,” I told Liam in a promise that was as much to myself as it was to him.
My military training kicked in as my hands roamed Liam’s chest in search of the wound. I found it a second later, putting pressure on it. 
The black blood stung my skin, my hands reacting to the silver nitrate they’d used in their bullet.
“They must have a sniper,” I muttered, sounding only a little hysterical. 
And we never realized it because the stupid spell was blocking our senses.
Liam hissed as I pressed harder, glancing down at the gaping hole in his chest. Right next to where his heart was.
“This is why you don’t play stupid alpha male,” I snarled at him. 
He’d gone and gotten himself shot. 
Meanwhile, dumb, dumber, and dumbest had already picked themselves up off the ground and were regrouping.
“I’m going to be fine, Mo chuisle.” 
He gave a pained grunt as I stuffed part of my torn shirt into his wound and looked around. Unless I wanted to stand here keeping pressure on the wound, I needed to find something that would lock my field dressing in place.
His hands covered mine, bringing my panicked movements to a stop. Understanding reflected in his gaze. “I promise you this isn’t enough to kill me.”
My expression started to crumple before I steeled myself. We needed to get out of there. I could collapse later.
“It had better not.” I lifted onto my toes to press a kiss on his mouth. “I was just getting used to having you in my life.”
Buzzcut’s heckling was getting louder as he and the other two moved slowly down the street, taking their time in clearing their surroundings. When Liam grabbed me to flee, he must have moved too fast for the three to track. 
A small blessing, but they’d be on our position soon.
Dropping back onto the flat of my feet, I was in the act for reaching for my gun when my gaze snagged on a disturbance in the violet threads of the building Liam was leaning against.
“I think it’s safe to say this was a trap,” Liam said, his face pale from blood loss. “The harpies no longer matter. We need to concentrate on escaping.”
I wasn’t listening as the disturbance in the web of the spell grew larger. My eyes widened as the lines warped. My hand dropped from where the gun was concealed.
“What’s wrong?” Liam asked.
My gaze met his in dread. “It seems harming a human isn’t the spell’s only trigger.”
Liam’s blood had started a countdown. 
“Can you break it?” he asked in a tight voice as I slapped a hand against the building.
I shook my head. “No idea.”
Fuck. Fuckity. Fuck. Fuck. 
And here I’d pretty much stopped using that word since getting out of the military. It seemed tonight was a night for relapses.
I sank my concentration into the spell, feeling my way through. It was useless. The ripples were already out of my control.  
“There’s no way for me to stop this, but maybe—” I trailed off as I focused.
Liam scooped me into his arms. “We’re out of time.”
Buzzcut rounded the corner, pointing his gun at us. “Looks like you’re not such a badass after all.”
He pulled the trigger, his gun firing at the same time that I yanked hard on the spell. 
A tiny bit of the working unspooled, but not enough to undo what was coming. As a last resort, I shoved sideways, forcing the spell to take a new form.
The building exploded outward, throwing Buzzcut across the street. He hit a trashcan with a loud crash and went still, knocked unconscious by the force of the impact.
Liam evaded the debris, using his speed to move us to safety. He stopped on the other side of the street to stare in horror at the creature pulling itself out of the wall. “Tell me you didn’t wake a sentinel.”
“It seemed like the better option at the time.”
Much better than everything on this block being vaporized. But I could see how he might not agree. Even I was no longer certain I’d made the right choice as chunks of the pavement uprooted themselves to roll toward the creature. They joined the creature’s main body, adding mass to something that was already the size of an SUV.
Gray Hair and Buzzcut opened fire on the creature, forgetting about us in the face of the greater danger. 
“Is a sentinel like a golem?”
Please say no.
I’d fought golems once before. They were difficult foes, feeling neither pain nor fear. 
“They’re worse,” Liam spat as the metal from the street lamps bent and then broke, flying through the air to collide with the creature’s chest. The poles warped around its body, adding to its bulk. 
Seeing their bullets were having no effect, Gray Hair paused to stare in horror. “What the fuck is this?”
Gun fire came from the roof top as the sniper gave his companions backup. 
“At least, it makes a good distraction,” I said. 
“Except, as the person who woke it, you’re its primary target.”
Bullets pinged off the sentinel’s body, sending chips of concrete and dirt flying but delivering no real damage. The humans might as well have been pesky flies as he fixated on me. 
I took a step backward. “I see how this could be a problem.”
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Liam and I took a step backward as the sentinel ripped his left leg out of the building, sending chunks of brick and plaster flying. Next came his right. It tore free with a harsh grinding sound that I knew was going to feature heavily in my next nightmare. 
Unencumbered by the restriction of concrete and steel, the sentinel took a wobbly step. His second was a little steadier. By the third, he was moving faster. 
Liam grabbed my arm, tugging me in his wake. “Don’t look back. Just run.”
There was a heavy thud behind us, making me forget Liam’s warning as the ground under our feet trembled. I chanced one last glance over my shoulder as we rounded the corner and wished I hadn’t.
Hope was a fragile thing that was easily destroyed. And seeing the sentinel drop to all fours and lope after us like a damn cheetah killed the illusion that we could outrun this thing.
We finished rounding the corner, the building acting as a barrier against that disturbing sight. At least for a short time. 
I heard the heavy fall of its footsteps chasing us as I raced after Liam, following him down one street and then the next. We couldn’t go back to Liam’s car with the sentinel and hunters waiting between it and us. 
That left only forward and onward. 
Behind us, the sentinel barreled onto our street with the same creaking, cracking noise as before. Like the kind rock made when the earth exerted incredible pressure on it.
“Move!” Liam tackled me, rolling us out of the way as the creature exploded past. It collided with a store front at the end of the street.
Liam and I didn’t wait to see it shake itself free before we were up and sprinting down another street in an effort to lose the sentinel.
Gunfire opened up as we crossed an intersection. 
I dodged as Liam burst past me. He reached the first hunter, grabbing his arm and shoving it in the direction of one of his companions as the gun went off. 
There was a scream and then the crisp scent of blood. 
Before the third could react, I reached him. I slapped the gun out of his hands. The protest he made was cut off as I punched him in the throat.
He choked, dropping to his knees.
In the intervening silence, it took a second to process that the confrontation was over and that none of the three hunters were in any shape to continue the fight. 
As my adrenaline faded, I realized the three were different than the ones who had ambushed us earlier. 
“How many of you did they send after us?” I muttered.
Shouts from the end of the street warned me that we were out of time and that these guys weren’t alone. 
“Liam, that’s enough feeding. We have to go,” I ordered, heading toward a brick pathway that cut between two buildings. I hesitated to call it an alleyway because it was clear it had been created intentionally. An arch hung over it with fancy planters framing either side of the space.
Liam’s mouth and chin were covered in blood as he lifted his face from the neck of the hunter he’d grabbed. He curled his lip at the sight of the humans pounding toward him. 
For a moment, I feared he wouldn’t listen and would go on the attack instead. A vampire’s instinct was to fight rather than retreat. And normally, I wouldn’t stand in his way, but with that wound he was in no shape to tangle with an unknown number of hunters.
I took a step toward him. “Don’t you dare. There will be plenty of time for that later.”
He scrubbed a hand over his mouth, wiping away the traces of blood. “But it’s so much more satisfying when they struggle.”
“See—this is why I sometimes lie awake questioning my life decisions.”
“I am a vampire. This behavior is natural for us,” Liam defended. 
A car embedded itself in the glass frontage a few stores down from me. A human flew through the air after it. Their scream was cut short with a meaty thunk.
The hunters that had been locked on us, shifted their attention to the sentinel. 
I dashed for the brick path as the hunters engaged the monster. Liam blew by me. 
We reached the next street seconds later. Before I could step out, Liam held a hand up in front of me. 
I stopped to listen. 
The scuff of a boot against pavement reached me along with the rustle of clothes. More hunters. That was just great.
Did they bring an army to Easton? For little old me? I’d be flattered if I wasn’t so damn scared.
“How many?” I mouthed.
“A lot.”
I rested my back against the wall. “Escape or fight?”
I was down for either. Though I’d prefer escape. Liam was hurt. Even with the blood he’d taken from the hunter, he had to be feeling the effects of silver poisoning. If he didn’t get help soon, he would be in trouble.
On the other hand, Thomas had said we needed to prove a link between these hunters and Dominick or his master. What better way to do that than to capture a few of them for interrogation?
Liam leaned the back of his head against the wall, looking paler than he had a few minutes ago. “We should escape for now. There’s too many to take on with me in this condition.”
I watched Liam with worry. With his age, he should have started healing by now, but his bullet hole was still raw, with blood oozing out of it.
“What’s the matter?” he asked, giving me a faint smile. “Worried?”
I shook my head, burying my fear. Liam would make it. He had to. “Just disappointed. What happened to the big bad vampire from a few minutes ago?”
“He has something to lose.”
I quirked an eyebrow. “Am I supposed to be the one in danger of being lost in that scenario?”
Liam’s laugh was tired as his eyes slid shut. “Take it however you want, mo chuisle.”
I took his hand in mine. “Face it, lover. You couldn’t misplace me if you tried.”
I’d fight the devil himself to stay right where I was. 
Liam opened his eyes to give me a tender look that stole my breath. 
Giving his hand one last squeeze of reassurance, I focused on how we were going to get out of this mess. 
Carefully, I peered into the street. “It’s clear.”
The hunters must have been drawn by the commotion with the sentinel, leaving an opening for us to move through.
I ducked back behind our wall. “We need to find one of the garages. If there’s a car, I can hot wire it.”
Probably. My skills in that department were hit or miss.
It was a long shot, but the hunters hadn’t appeared here by magic. They would have had to park somewhere. Wouldn’t it be poetic justice if we managed to steal one of their cars?
Liam was a little unsteady as he pushed away from the wall. 
I caught his arm, waiting until he got his balance before letting him go. “You okay? Do you need blood?”
He waved me off. “It’s too risky in this situation. With the amount of blood I’d need to heal this, it would leave you weakened and vulnerable. I’ll wait.”
I pressed my lips together, wanting to argue but knowing better. He was right. Until we were out of danger, he would have to endure.
I nodded, taking the lead. It was testament to how hurt he was that Liam let me. 
Cautiously, we made our way through Easton, pausing every now and then to seek cover when hunters got too close.
I hadn’t been far off earlier when I said it felt like they’d brought an army. With their numbers, they’d created an effective web over the area, making it almost impossible to escape as they slowly closed it around us. 
To make things more complicated they’d had time to adapt to the sentinel’s presence and were now using military tactics to begin clearing the streets.
If it continued like this, we might not have any choice but to fight our way out.
Liam and I took shelter in a recessed doorway near a planter that had a spiral-looking tree. We hid behind it as another group of hunters moved onto our street. 
“The male vampire is injured. They couldn’t have gotten far,” a voice said over one of their radios.
“Fourth quadrant is clear.”
“Third as well.”
“The perimeter is locked down. There’s no way they’re getting out of here without our snipers seeing them.”
Liam sagged, his legs losing strength. I caught him before he could fall, lowering him silently to the ground.
“Groups one and four will engage the sentinel. The rest of you keep searching for the blood suckers. You heard the council member. If we bring him their heads, he will give us his blood to induct us into the ranks of the hunter born.”
I didn’t find it surprising that Vitus had recruited some of these humans by promising them something they were desperate for. Though it was interesting to hear what that thing was, since I was pretty sure becoming a hunter born didn’t work that way. 
It was there in the name. Hunter. Born.
“Stay here,” I whispered as the hunters closed in on our position. 
Liam caught my hand as I started to straighten. “No, I’m fine.”
“You’re not.
When exposed to light, silver nitrate oxidized, turning a dark gray or black. I didn’t think it was a good sign that Liam was beginning to bleed black blood. While his age might protect him for a little while, it wouldn’t be enough. Every pump of his heart spread that poison farther. 
I cupped his face as I pressed a kiss to his lips. “You’re not the only one afraid of losing someone.” I let him go to tug up the hem of my shirt, exposing my appendix holster and the gun I’d brought in case of a situation like this. My Sig P365, was smaller and less conspicuous than my normal weapon, but it would work just fine against humans. “Besides, one of us had the foresight to come armed.”
Liam’s laugh changed to a grimace of pain. “Of course, you did.”
“Never go anywhere without it is my motto.” 
A gun might be largely ineffective against the heavy hitters of the spook world, but it was better than nothing. If nothing else, it was excellent in causing distractions—or pissing someone off. 
You’d be surprised how helpful that second could be in the right circumstance. 
I sent Liam a wink. “I told you my pea shooter would come in handy one day.”
Though I never expected that day to be today. Or for me to be using it against humans. 
I peeked around our spiral tree, unsurprised to find the hunters had spread out to sweep the street in search of us. Definitely a sign of military training. Someone in their ranks must have served. They were professional as they cleared the corners. 
I drew back behind my cover, dropping my magazine and checking how many rounds I had before reinserting it and chambering a round. 
I wouldn’t get a lot of time. The second I started shooting it would draw nearby hunters to our position. We’d have mere moments to make our escape. 
Two on the left. Two on the right. 
The ground shook as the monster from the next street over did something that was followed by screams. 
Don’t think. Don’t hesitate. Point. Aim. Shoot, I told myself. Go home safe.
When your back is against the wall, you find out a lot about who you are. The extent you’re willing to go to protect what’s yours. 
I was about to break the promise I’d made to myself when I’d woken up as a vampire. That night, I’d told myself that I had a choice in what I wanted to be. That just because I was different didn’t mean I had to be a monster. 
Now I was going to tap dance right over that last edge by taking life. Human life. 
I listened carefully as my prey drew near. Liam touched my shoulder, squeezing it. 
If I missed, he’d be there to cover. 
I needed to not miss. 
The scrape of a boot came from the other side of the planter. Liam threw a rock at the store across the street. The store front’s glass shattered.
All of the hunters twisted to look. 
Mistake number one.
I stepped from my cover, grabbing the closest hunter’s gun and forcing it away from me. I held my gun to his head and pulled the trigger.
He dropped. One down.
“Not fair! She has a gun!”
I grabbed the dead man and used him as a shield as I moved with vampire speed away from where I’d been standing. 
“Did you think you were the only ones with a few tricks?” I snarled, hoping to distract them from Liam’s position. 
I fired another shot, hitting a second hunter. He fell. 
Two more left.
My ploy worked as the remaining hunters focused on me. I kept moving, not giving them time to remember there were supposed to be two quarries.
Liam burst from his hiding spot, his body a blur. He was on the hunter in the next second. Liam grabbed the man, yanking his head up as he buried his face in his throat.
The last hunter, a woman, spun to point her sawed off shotgun at Liam.
I fired. She fell to the ground with a hole in her chest. 
“The gun shots are coming from over here,” someone screamed from the end of the sheet.
I rushed to Liam’s side, tugging him from the human.
He lifted his face with a snarl, his eyes an unnatural blue.
I cupped his face the same way I had earlier, ignoring the tacky feel of blood. “They’re coming. We can’t stay here.”
Reason returned to his eyes. Liam released the hunter’s body, letting him fall to the ground. 
I didn’t stop to check if the human was alive, not caring one way or the other.
Having ingested more blood, Liam was a little steadier as we raced down the street away from the hunters. 
Gunshots rang from behind us. Instinctively, I ducked. We turned the corner in the next second, buying ourselves a brief respite. 
It didn’t last long as a second group rounded the corner up ahead, blocking our path forward.
“I guess it’s going to be a fight to the death after all,” I said, glancing behind us. We had no choice but to slow.
The delay gave the group to our rear time to catch up.
We were surrounded.
Liam moved to put his back against mine as the hunters slowly advanced, their guns trained on us. But not firing.
“Why aren’t they shooting?” I asked softly.
Out in the open like this we were easy pickings. Even with vampire speed, it would be almost impossible to avoid that many bullets. Especially as injured as Liam was. 
So why not end us while they still had the upper hand?  
The answer came a second later.
“Our benefactor wants them alive,” a woman cautioned as they closed the circle around us. “Only shoot if you have to.”
A hunter near the back squinted at the gun in my hand. “What kind of vampire uses a Sig?” 
No one answered as the woman in charge lifted her voice. “Fire the nets!”
Liam left my side, charging the group in front of him.
I started firing, noting in my peripheral vision when someone lifted a contraption like a modified rocket launcher to their shoulder.
There was no time to dodge as a soft whoosh came. A net shot out, barely missing me.
I jumped to the side in shock. Since when did hunters come equipped with rocket launchers and silver nets? And where could I get something like that?
My amazement was the reason a second net was able to take me by surprise. It wrapped around me before I could react, the silver burning my flesh as I toppled to the ground.
I swallowed my scream, knowing it would distract Liam.
They thought a measly net like this was going to keep me down? They were sadly mistaken. Nets had holes. The perfect medium to shoot through without ricochet. 
Ha. Take that, hunters. Who was using a pea shooter now?
I wiggled to find a better position, firing often enough through the net to deter the hunters’ approach.
Sadly, because of my limited field of vision, this method wasn’t as infallible as I’d hope. The woman from before stomped on my extended arms, putting a stop to my shooting spree.
She pointed her shotgun at my head. “On second thought—maybe we only need one of you.”
My gaze fixed on the night above her head and the figure dropping from the sky.
Natalia wasn’t wearing boots. It was an odd thing to focus on given the situation. But not as odd as the realization that Natalia’s bird-like feet were tipped in metal blades. And extended in front of her as if already anticipating the kill. 
Her expression was merciless as she struck the back of the hunter’s neck, severing her spine instantly. 
Screams came from several around us as more harpies dropped. Unlike Natalia, her sisters weren’t so quick to dispatch their prey. A few of them picked up the humans, lifting them into the sky, from where they dropped them. 
The humans plummeted to their death.
Another harpy disemboweled one in midair. Her maniacal cackles floated to me on the breeze.
To the other side of the battle field, Liam was a machine, slaughtering any hunter within reach. Every now and then, he would delay the killing, grabbing them and bringing them to his mouth where he would then drain them before moving onto the next.
Natalia bent to help me unravel the net. “When I said come find me, I didn’t mean bring an army of hunters.”
“I thought you could use a little entertainment.”
I winced as the silver came into contact with my skin. Prickles similar to that of pixie dust nipped at my nerve endings. It was only when the net was finally lifted off me that the sensation abated. Though it didn’t entirely disappear. It would probably take a couple hours before I fully healed from the small amount of silver exposure. 
“You have great timing, by the way,” I told her.
A second later and I’d have been dead.
“We would have intervened sooner, but we needed to wait for the right opportunity,” Natalia informed me.
Her explanation wasn’t an apology. But then again, I didn’t need one. In her position, I would have made the same decision.
“You’re pretty good at scurrying about. I particularly liked the part where you leap frogged a bench and nearly fell on your face because you misjudged the height.”  
“When you’re moving that fast, it’s hard to judge distances,” I said stiffly. 
Natalia made an o shape with her mouth.
“It is!”
“Uh huh.”
I sighed, putting a pin in the conversation as I winced at the number of bodies strewn around us. “What do you think the chances are that any of these hunters will still be alive when your sisters are done? Having someone to interrogate later would be helpful.”
I didn’t hold out much hope though. The harpies were impressively thorough in their actions. The few they didn’t get, fell at Liam’s fangs.
“Once engaged in battle, harpies aren’t known for leaving our enemies alive. We have a reputation for hunting down any who happen to survive.” Natalia lifted a hand to signal her sisters. A pair of harpies snapped to attention, their expressions eager. One of them was coated in blood, her hands and face dyed red with it. The other had entrails hanging around her neck. I was pretty sure I’d seen her take a bite out of heart earlier. “You, however, weren’t as thorough as us. You left a few alive in your wake. They should satisfy your request.”
“Just to reiterate—I need them alive,” I said.
The harpies sneered, their expressions more terrifying than usual what with all the blood.
“So much more fun to kill,” the entrail-wearing one grumbled.
Be patient, self.
“Yes, but they also have information that I can’t get from them if they’re dead.”
And I had need of what was in their heads.
Liam released his last victim, letting the hunter slump to the ground. Like the harpies in front of me, he hadn’t been fastidious in his killing. I was pretty certain there was more blood on his clothes than in his stomach.
The harpies close to him drew away, a little intimidated by his homicidal aura.
Natalia’s gaze lingered on Liam as she answered in place of her sisters. “They understand and will bring them back alive.”
The entrail-wearing harpy made a face but didn’t argue. She took to the sky with a screech that her sister answered.
A loud boom came from the other end of the street, reminding me that the hunters were just one of our problems.
“We need to leave this area,” Natalia said, summoning several harpies with a flick of her hand. “The sorcerer’s creature won’t return to its slumber until its prey no longer exists in its territory.”
I glanced at the harpies as they flanked me. “You’re sure it won’t follow us into the city?” 
“Past encounters with the monster support my theory,” Natalia said with a shrug.
Ah ha.
I stared at my friend, wondering if any of those encounters involved baiting the sentinel to test its limits. Or if they’d learned by watching the sentinel pursue other victims.
“What are they doing?” I asked as the harpy to my right, a woman whose dark brown skin matched the feathers of her wings, slid an arm around my waist. 
Her companion did the same on my other side. She was one of those from the roof of the Blue Pepper earlier that night. The white and black in her hair distinctive enough to remember.
Speaking of, I was pretty sure her companion was also on that roof.
“It’s too dangerous to go by foot. They’re going to carry you out of here,” Natalia answered. “You can use the flight to ask any questions you have about earlier this evening.”
She took off into the sky before I had a chance to say anything. 
A pair of harpies appeared next to Liam. They were more cautious than the two beside me, asking permission before they approached. Liam accepted with a tired nod. 
“No dog this time, fanger?” the harpy next to me asked.
“If you’d like, I could call him for you.”
She snorted. “Try not to scream.” 
Their hold tightened a second before they beat their wings, lifting themselves—and me—into the air in defiance of the laws of gravity. It made me light-headed.
“Don’t drop me and I won’t.”
An image of the harpies doing exactly that to the hunters flashed across my mind.
Their soft snickers didn’t make me feel better.
I glanced over my shoulder, my gaze finding Liam’s to reassure myself he was okay.
“I wouldn’t dare damage the flock’s main source of entertainment. My sisters would be so upset.”
“That fills me with warm fuzzies.” 
I couldn’t help my snarkiness. Tense situations tended to bring out my sarcastic side.
“I’m Frankie,” the woman with the brown wings said. “That’s Leah.” She nodded at the woman with the white speckled wings. “Natalia said you had questions for us?”
“That’s right.” 
The wind whipped my hair into my mouth, nearly choking me and momentarily blinding me. When I spit it out and could see again, we were much higher than before. The city felt tiny, its lights twinkling as merrily as the stars above. 
“Can you tell me what you saw?” I asked.
Liam’s head turned toward us, showing he was also paying attention to the conversation. 
The teasing disappeared from Frankie and Leah’s faces. 
“Two men—a vampire and a human,” Frankie said.
“The vampire is a newcomer,” Leah agreed with a nod. “He’s only been in the city a week.”
Liam’s abrupt movement nearly caused the harpies carrying him to drop him. My heart lurched until their flight path steadied.
My gaze still on Liam, I resumed the conversation. “Are you sure he was here for a week? Not two nights?”
The harpy nodded with a thoughtful look. “I’m sure. I remember his stupid face.” Seeing my look, she lifted a shoulder, sending my heart into my throat as she bobbled me in the process. “Harpies have a thing about faces.”
That was interesting—but not important at the moment.
If they were to be believed, it meant Dominick and his people had delayed presenting themselves to ask permission to enter the territory. Thomas might be able to work with that. Maybe use it as an excuse to kick him and the others out?
“The human was a hunter,” Frankie added. “He was part of the group who invaded our territory.”
“Another stupid face?” 
“More like an enemy usurper we marked for future death.”
Ah. My bad.
“Natalia didn’t want to risk a war with their kind so she had us pull back.” Frankie stared at me. “Though we ended up in one anyway.”
I resisted the impulse to squirm, knowing their involvement was my fault.
Her smile bared sharp teeth. “Thanks for that, by the way. We might have missed our chance otherwise.”
“You’re welcome,” I replied in a faint voice, not knowing if that was a good thing or not.
Moving on…
“How did the vampire and human seem to you? What was their relationship like?” I asked.
“They weren’t friends,” Leah said.
Frankie’s face was thoughtful. “More like acquaintances.”
“But they knew each other?”
Both nodded. “Definitely.”
Adrenaline shot through me. That was what we were looking for. Proof of a connection.
“Anything else you can remember?” 
“Just that the vampire handed a piece of paper to the hunter and said something like ‘it needs to be done tonight.’ After that, they walked over to your car and the hunter placed something under it.”
Leah glanced at her friend. “We’re not sure what it was.”
They might not be, but I had my suspicions. 
Liam was already dialing one of his people when I glanced over at him. I could hear the phone ringing until Nathan answered a second later. 
“What’s up, boss man?”
“Are you still at the bar?”
“Unfortunately,” Nathan said, sounding rather put out by that fact. “The djinn was a little irritated at the state of her bar when she finally came out of her office. She insisted we clean up all of the glass Thomas shattered and reimburse her for her lost liquor.”
“Go check under Aileen’s car.”
“No problem, boss man. You wanna tell me why?”
The roof line of the Gargoyle appeared on the horizon.
“What happened after the car?” I asked Frankie and Leah while Nathan was preoccupied.
“A creature killed the vampire and set him on fire,” Leah answered.
“Did it look emaciated? Like a mummy or someone who is all skin and bones,” I explained when they looked confused.
Recognition dawned and they nodded. 
“That’s right,” Frankie agreed.
“We’ve never seen anything move like that,” Leah added with a touch of fear. “It was horrible. He tore that vampire apart and then set him on fire with his mind.”
“The hunter ran into the bar after that,” Frankie finished.
There was a pause as the harpies shared a look.
“What is it?” I prodded, knowing there was something they weren’t telling me.
“When he was done killing that vampire, he looked right at us,” Frankie confessed. “He didn’t speak, but we heard his voice in our heads. He told us to leave unless we wanted to die too.”
“We didn’t stick around after that,” Leah said.
Then we were right. Ahrun killed both the hunter and vampire. But why? That was what I didn’t understand. It couldn’t have been to protect me. For one thing, he couldn’t know who I was. 
Although his stalking might contradict that. 
Still, going by his advanced stage of decomposition, he was only recently awakened from his long sleep. It was unlikely that he’d have known what the vampire and human were up to. 
Then was it instinct?
Nathan came back over the phone. “You want to tell me how you knew there was a bomb under Aileen’s car? Because I’d really love to know what the fuck is going on.”
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A storm was gathering in Liam’s eyes. It was made all the more frightening because of his utter lack of expression. 
“I’ll explain later. For now, watch yourself.”
“Yeah. Yeah. I always do,” Nathan said. “What should I do with this bomb?” 
That was what I’d like to know too. 
He’d better not say set it off. I hadn’t had Gwyneth 2.0 nearly long enough to part with her under these circumstances. 
“The djinn should have a method for handling this,” Liam said.
“She’s not going to be happy about that.”
Our altitude began to drop as the harpies arrowed toward the Gargoyle’s roof. 
“Remind her that the bomb is an attempt to kill her patron and its placement happened on her territory,” Liam bit out in a loss of patience. “Then get back to the Gargoyle.”
There was a click as he hung up.
Rather than aim for the ground, the harpies deposited me on the only flat part of the roof. A narrow ledge between two stone arches that was no more than a couple feet wide and about six feet long. The ground was three stories below, the stone steps leading to the mansion’s entrance promising a painful death if I fell.
I caught my balance as Frankie and Leah set me down.
“You can handle it from here, right?” Frankie said with a twisted smile as she stepped off the ledge without waiting for me to answer. Her wings snapped out to carry her away.
Leah waved, following her friend into the air.
“Is this payback for Alches?” I shouted after them as their friends deposited Liam next to me and took off without a word. 
Alone, I grumbled to myself, eyeing the steep, upward slope of the roof behind me and the long drop in front. “How are we even supposed to get down from here?”
If I jumped, I’d break bones but probably live. Not an appealing option unless there was really no other way.
Natalia streaked out of the sky to land on the dormers next to me. “We’ll have your prisoners delivered in a few hours.”
“I’ll make arrangements,” Liam responded with a tired wave.
“How about a lift the rest of the way to the ground?” I asked.
Natalia’s smirk was playful as she fell off the dormer, her wings flaring to allow her to glide after her sisters.
“I’d like to say I’m surprised she abandoned us on our own roof, but I’m not.”
And that was a little sad. 
I guess that was the price you paid for flying Harpy Air. 
Liam’s response was a low moan as he collapsed. I caught his arm as he folded forward, nearly losing my footing as he almost went over the ledge. 
“Hold on, Liam,” I whispered in his ear, wrapping my arms around him as I pulled him back to safety. “Thomas! Help!” I screamed, feeling like an idiot for shouting from the rooftop. But desperate measures and all that. 
Liam was shivering, the force of his trembles threatening to rip him from my grasp. I shifted my grip, lowering him to the roof and putting myself between him and the edge.
“I thought you were better after you drained those hunters,” I hissed when I checked his wound to find it and the skin around it entirely black.
“I’m fine.”
Insufferable, arrogant man. 
“This doesn’t look fine to me,” I snapped, digging into his back pocket for his phone.
I inputted the pass code, opening his contacts and scrolling to the person who was almost always in the Gargoyle.
I pressed call.
“Aileen, I’ve already sent Makoto and Daniel up there.”
“Rick.” Not the person I had called.
I glanced at the phone to see if I’d dialed the wrong number by accident. Nope. Makoto’s name was still on display. I put my ear against the phone again, no less confused than I was before. 
Rick was an enforcer like the rest, but I didn’t know him well. He had a tendency to wander, turning up at the oddest of times. Usually when he was needed most.
Until this second, I’d thought he was out of state.
“They should be there now,” he said.
A window opened under us. A man with chin length, multi-colored hair and a shaved head on the lower part stuck his head out of it to look up at me. “Found them!”
“Thanks, Rick. You’re right. I see them.”
Makoto crawled out of the window and up the wall like he was a spider. Daniel followed him. Another of Liam’s enforcers, the man always reminded me of a tall, blond Viking.  
“I promise Liam will be fine,” Rick assured me as the enforcers pulled themselves onto my rapidly shrinking ledge. “As soon as he expunges the silver nitrate from his system, he’ll be right as rain.”
Rick hung up before I had a chance to respond. 
I lowered the phone, nodding a greeting at the other two.
“This is a first.” Makoto let out a low exclamation when he spotted a slumped over and unresponsive Liam.
“What happened?” Daniel asked.
“We were ambushed by hunters.”
Daniel knelt in front of Liam. “How did they get the drop on him?”
“They had a sniper.”
Daniel slung Liam over his shoulder and rose.
“How did you end up on the roof?” Makoto asked, patting the head of the gargoyle hiding in the shadows of the dormers. It was an odd place for the statue, invisible to anyone standing on the ground. Even I hadn’t noticed it until Makoto called my attention to it.
“Harpies.”
Makoto pursed his lips. “That would do it.”
Daniel walked toward the edge of the roof, not pausing even when he reached the end. I jolted forward as he dropped out of sight. 
“Don’t worry. They’re fine,” Makoto assured me as I leaned over the edge. “Us older vampires are pretty sturdy.”
To my relief, Daniel and Liam were fine. Daniel’s steps didn’t even show a limp as he walked into the mansion.
Makoto held his arms out to me.
“Would you prefer princess carry or being slung over the shoulder?” 
“Neither.” I pointed at the window they’d climbed out of. “What’s wrong with going back through there?”
“This way is quicker. Up to you, though. If you prefer the slow method while your boyfriend is in peril, we can use the window.” Makoto’s shrug said he didn’t care one way or the other. 
“Princess carry it is.”
Someone had been reading too many romances. Princess carry. Such a ridiculous name. Still, it beat being slung over Makoto’s shoulder like a sack of potatoes.
Makoto swept me off my feet and dropped over the ledge before I could react. His demented laughter echoed in my ears as I caught my breath on a scream. 
Stupid, crazy vampire.
We landed with a hard jolt three stories below where we’d started. Makoto released my legs, letting them drop to the ground. I steadied myself.
Somehow, transport across the city via harpy was less terrifying than a three second fall in Makoto’s arms. 
I forced my shaky legs to carry me up the stairs. “Let’s never do that again.” 
“You have to admit—it was quick though.”
I marched down the hallway. Vampires didn’t often need doctors or healers due to their quick regeneration, but every once in a while, one of us bit off more than they could fix on their own. 
That’s when they were sent to Joseph. A man who reminded me of a caged tiger with the arrogance to match. 
To check on Liam, I’d have to breech Joseph’s inner sanctum—and hope the tiger didn’t feel like eating me.

[image: image-placeholder]The low groan of pain from the room ahead had me moving a little faster. I reached the end of the hall, pushing open the door to a room I was more familiar with than I should have been considering my short tenure as a vampire. Most enforcers see Joseph a handful of times in a decade. That was the number of times I’d ended up under his care in a single year.
A vampire leaned over Liam, digging into his shoulder with a set of implements that looked more like torture devices than medical tools. 
Liam flinched as the vampire dug deeper. “Easy.”
“Patients should know better than to complain when someone is kind enough to save their lives.” The vampire didn’t look up at my entrance, twisting one of the instruments a little deeper. 
Veins bulged in Liam’s temples as he endured. 
“They should sit quietly and hope their doctor doesn’t decide they’re more trouble than they’re worth.”
The scent of Liam’s blood was strong and getting stronger. 
I breathed carefully through my nose, lust and hunger making it difficult to think as my fangs snicked down. 
Stand down, libido. Now isn’t the time.
The response was an instinctual one, but that didn’t make me feel much better about my horny self. Liam was hurt and here I was thinking about blood and sex. 
Nice way of showing empathy, Lena.
Even if it wasn’t the height of insensitivity to feed/fuck my injured boyfriend, it would probably kill me to ingest blood tainted with silver nitrate.
Joseph made one last tiny movement, drawing another low sound from Liam. “Got it.”
He withdrew a mangled bullet from Liam’s body and held it up to inspect. Covered in blood, it looked misshapen and smashed.
Liam struggled to sit up. “Your bedside manner is just as shitty as I remember.”
Joseph pressed him back down, his gaze still on the bullet. “People who let themselves get shot don’t deserve my bedside manner.”
Makoto crossed the room to the desk Daniel was standing in front of before turning to sit on it. “I’m pretty sure your bedside manner never existed.”
“If your ass touches that desk, you’ll have to heal your next wound on your own.” Joseph’s smile showed his fangs and his eyes glittered with a menace that suggested he’d be responsible for inflicting said wound.
Makoto froze in the process of lifting himself up. He dropped back to the floor and pretended he’d never thought about it in the first place.
Joseph tossed his instruments into the bowl beside him. “I’ve extracted the bullet. For now, what he needs is blood. The more powerful and plentiful the better.”
Joseph had a face that invited sin. His hazel eyes were striking against his brown skin. Healer or not, he gave off an untamed energy that made it feel like his humanity was only skin deep. As if his civilized veneer was an illusion that could shred at a moment’s notice.
Thomas swept into the room while Joseph was still giving instruction on Liam’s care. “How is he?” 
“Alive.” Joseph reached for a towel to clean his hands. “Which, given the extent of his silver poisoning, is quite the feat.”
“He’ll recover then?”
“As I told your idiots, all he needs is blood. Sex would also help,” he added as an afterthought in my direction. 
I made a strangled sound as several pairs of eyes landed on me. 
“What’s wrong?” Joseph asked in a querulous voice. “Aren’t you two together?”
Makoto bit his lip, staring at the ground while his shoulders shook with silent laughter. Daniel was an impassive statue, his expression unchanged. Thomas looked like nothing surprised him anymore when it came to the healer.
“Was I wrong?” Joseph asked, looking around the room when no one answered him.
A tired smile hung on Liam’s lips as he watched the exchange. He rested his head on the pillow behind him, his eyes alive in his exhausted face. He was still ghostly pale, but I was relieved to see his wound no longer bled black. The trickle of blood was already slowing. It was a sign his healing was returning.  
That was good. Very good.
“Why sex?” I asked, distracted by Thomas using a silver blade to slice a line along his wrist before offering the wound to Liam.
Joseph didn’t immediately answer my question as he moved away from the bed to give the two room. Liam pounced on Thomas’s arm, drawing a tiny wince from the Master of the City at his roughness.
“No matter how civilized we might pretend to be, vampires are simple at heart. Two things drive us. Blood—and sex. Both are necessary for healing of this nature. Thomas and the others can fulfill one need, but you’ll have to take care of the second.” Joseph stopped to frown at me. “Unless that is a problem for you? We can find someone more willing if you’d prefer.”
Liam pushed Thomas’s arm away, finished with him. Daniel was next to offer his already bleeding wrist. 
Liam fell on it with a ravenous growl that pulled at things in my core. Or maybe that was because of the way his gaze remained fixed on me like a starving man looking at his first meal after an eternity of deprivation. It seemed to say that he couldn’t wait until it was me under his fangs.
Shivers of arousal moved down my spine. The masculine look on Liam’s face sending a heady wave of desire through me.
“I see it won’t be a problem after all,” Joseph quipped, picking up on the rising tension between us. “My part here is done. Ensure he feeds from all the enforcers before moving on to Aileen.”
Thomas touched my elbow as Joseph gathered his bloody instruments and departed. “You should come with me.”
I hesitated, not wanting to leave Liam’s side. “What about him?” 
Seeing me next to Thomas, Liam’s gaze grew more possessive. A growl warned of his unhappiness as he pulled Daniel’s arm more fully toward him. 
“This is going to take a while, and it may be best for his control if you’re not here in the meantime,” Thomas said.
I could see what he meant. Rather than helping, my presence seemed to be a source of agitation to Liam. If I remained, there was a chance he would get more volatile and hurt himself.
I nodded my understanding and followed Thomas out with one last look at Liam. A crash came the second I stepped outside. Daniel and Makoto raised their voices in an effort to subdue Liam.
Thomas’s hand wrapped around my arm when I turned to go back. “Shh, now. He will be fine. They have him.”
I didn’t resist as Thomas led me away, knowing he was right. We didn’t go far, entering a room I suspected belonged to Joseph. In one corner was a desk with glass beakers like you’d see in a chemistry lab. The walls were a rich navy color that should have felt oppressive but instead looked opulent.
“How did Liam get into that state? You two were supposed to be pursuing a lead. Not risking your lives,” Thomas said unhappily
“We were. At least fifteen hunters ambushed us. They had a sniper, which was how they got Liam. We were lucky to get away. If the harpies hadn’t intervened, one or both of us would be dead.”
Saying all that out loud made me realize just how close it had been. I steeled myself against the aftershock of fear that a brush with death always brought. 
“Did you learn anything?”
I nodded, telling him what the harpies had told me. About how Dominick and his vampires had been here longer than they’d led us to believe. About how the harpies had seen the vampire and hunter working together to place a bomb under my car. Everything he needed to connect Dominick with the hunters infesting the city.
“Well done, Aileen,” Thomas said as the sounds of Nathan’s arrival came from the hallway. He looked over as Nathan entered the room. “That might protect us if the council decides to involve themselves.”
“Might?” I asked. “We have eyewitness testimony that Dominick’s vampire conspired with a hunter. Shouldn’t that be enough to kick him out of this territory?”
Thomas watched me with a steady gaze.
“You don’t want to make him leave,” I said in realization. 
A faint smile touched Thomas’s lips. “This battle has been brewing for a long time. I’m not willing to let this opportunity pass from my hands.”
I looked from Thomas to Nathan in wordless disbelief. The enforcer didn’t appear surprised by Thomas’s statement. His expression accepting as he met my gaze. 
“Does this have anything to do with your sire being in play?” I asked.
Thomas’s face hardened as he remained leaning against a corner of the desk. “Knowing Dominick and his master have targeted my sire makes me want to rip them apart with my bare hands, but that’s not my sole reason for letting this situation play out.”
Thomas pushed off the desk, his passage slow and steady as he crossed the room to me. “They targeted you. They shot my brother. Dominick and his people won’t leave this city alive.”
I held very still, conscious of the predator in front of me.
Thomas’s gaze didn’t leave mine as he spoke to the enforcer behind him. “What is it, Nathan?”
“There’s something you ought to know. A couple of harpies dropped off some hunters on our way back. They said Aileen would know what to do with them.”
Thomas lifted an eyebrow at me. “Friends of yours?” 
I tugged on my ear. “I had Natalia and her sisters collect any hunters still living. I thought we could interrogate them to see what else they have planned.” 
At the time, I’d been hoping to use the information to force Dominick out of the city, but since that was no longer a possibility, maybe we could learn something that would help protect us. 
Honestly, I was surprised Natalia had delivered them so fast. I’d been sure she’d want to do her own interrogation on them first.
“The flock leader also said she wanted to be kept in the loop if we found anything interesting,” Nathan added.
“Shall we, then?” Thomas asked me, offering his arm.
I blinked in confusion. 
“If you don’t think you’re up to it, you can sit this one out,” Thomas said when I didn’t move. “I know how much you love humans. I wouldn’t want to offend your sensibilities.”
Nathan didn’t bother to hide his smirk. “He’s got you there, A.”
I shot Nathan a quelling look. “They shot Liam and tried to take us captive. Any squeamishness I might have had went out the window after that.”
They were going to regret hurting him. Human or not.

[image: image-placeholder]Buzzcut, Gray Hair and Braces hung in a row, their faces swollen and streaked with blood. It was hard to tell if their bruises came courtesy of the harpies’ care or if they were a product of their encounter with the sentinel. Likely both. 
They’d been strung up until their toes barely brushed the floor, their whole weight supported by their shoulders and wrists. From that position, it would feel like their muscles were threatening to rip and their joints to dislocate.
Buzzcut’s wrist looked slightly mushy, the swollen, purple mess making me think it was broken. 
He and Gray Hair’s expressions were impassive as they squinted against the bright lights Thomas’s people had aimed at their faces. Braces nearly hyperventilated in fear, his breathing fast and rapid.
At our entrance, Anton pushed away from the wall he’d been leaning against. 
Thomas nodded at him to begin. 
Anton acknowledged the order with an incline of his chin before prowling toward the prisoners. He circled them, making sure they could hear his passage even if they couldn’t see him. 
It was an intimidation tactic, since I knew very well that he could move undetected should he wish.
It worked, too. Braces flinched with every footfall, quailing as much as he could with his arms locked over his head.
“I hear you guys like to hunt my kind,” Anton purred, still keeping out of sight behind the lights. “Must make you feel like big men, huh?”
Anton shoved Braces. 
Whimpers filled the room. Braces’ toes scrabbled for purchase on the ground as Anton’s push set him to swaying.
“I asked you a question,” Anton crooned.
“No.”
“Really?”
“Okay, yes.”
Anton’s chuckles made me hunch over. Why did he have to be so damn creepy every time he did this? 
“Let’s start with an easy question, shall we? Tell me your names.”
Buzzcut and Gray Hair stared forward with stony faces.
Anton’s sigh slithered through the room. “I figured you wouldn’t make this easy on me.”
“As if he would want that,” Nathan muttered in a low voice only the vampires would hear.
“You have no idea what’s coming your way,” Gray Hair spat.
Anton stopped in front of him. “Enlighten me.”
The man’s throat worked as he hocked up a wad of spit. Before he could expel it, Anton caught him by the neck and wrenched. His spine snapped, his body going limp.
“Such a pity.” Anton wiped his hands off on the man’s clothes as if touching the human had left them dirty. “He could have lived if he’d simply been civil.”
Braces struggled against his chains, whining like a terrified animal.
Anton moved toward him, giving him another push. “How about you? Do you want to tell me your name?”
The boy broke. “Clive. It’s Clive.”
Nathan let out a guffaw. “Talk about a stereotype.”
“And your friend?”
“Elliot,” Clive answered without hesitation.
“Shut the fuck up, Clive. You shut your mouth or I’ll kill you. You don’t tell them anything. Nothing, do you hear?”
Anton’s arm flashed, opening up four cuts the length of my forearm on Elliot’s chest. Blood quickly soaked his shirt front. 
“I wasn’t speaking to you, Elliot. Good boys stay quiet until it’s their turn.” Anton’s face gentled as he looked back at Clive. “Now, tell me why were you at Easton.”
Clive gulped as he took in the amount of blood spilling from Elliot’s wounds. His eyes were wide enough to see the whites around his irises. “W-we were told that our target would be there.”
“And who told you this?”
“I-I don’t know.” Anton’s expression made Clive sob. “I really don’t. One of the other squad leaders was responsible for that part.”
Anton erased the unhappiness from his face as he nodded soothingly. “Let’s try something else. Do you know who your targets were?”
“Just some chick named Aileen and some man she always has with her.”
I came to attention.
Anton was already on top of it. “So, you weren’t targeting the person your friend shot tonight?”
“I don’t know. Maybe?” Clive whined. “All I know is Isaac got really excited when he saw this Liam person and said we weren’t going to wait for the other. He said Liam was on our list of targets anyway. The older members of the clan agreed with him. Someone said they’d been after him for a long time but he’d always been protected until now.”
Anton and Thomas shared a look. 
“The council has a ban on enforcers being hunted.” Anton’s jaw tightened as fury lit his eyes. “The clans know if anyone touches an enforcer they’ll be eradicated. That’s the agreement.”
“If they’re declaring open season on us, the council might not care about any evidence we present to them about Dominick’s involvement,” Nathan said.
“That’s a problem for later.” Thomas tilted his chin at the two hunters still living. “Get the rest of what we need.”
Anton turned back to Clive. 
By this point, Elliot was barely hanging onto consciousness due to blood loss.
“How did you know to be at Easton?” 
“We got a tip.”
My fists clenched. “Kat.”
She must have caught a glimpse of Natalia while leaving the bar and put the pieces together. The fucking bitch. I was going to kill her.
“How did she realize we were going to be at Easton though?” I asked. “That’s not harpy territory.”
“Kat has a talent for understanding the political climate of the city,” Thomas responded. “There’s a reason I kept her at my side for as long as I did. Her problem lies in her arrogance and the foolish belief that she is superior to everyone else. I blame Sofia for that. She spoiled the child.”
I was incensed, wishing I could hunt that woman down immediately.
“Calm down, Aileen. It isn’t her time yet,” Thomas instructed. “This situation is delicate. We can’t afford to make enemies of Davinish. We’ll need them on our side since Sienna has found evidence that several of the smaller houses have decided to side with Dominick.”
“Kat’s already betrayed her,” I snarled.
“Yes, but she’s also her many times great grandchild. It makes the situation complicated.”
I settled back with a frown. Frickin vampires and their “complicated”.
I didn’t want to be patient. I wanted to kill the bitch before she became even more of a problem.
Elliot forced his eyes open a crack. “You’re a coward, Clive. We never should have let you join us.”
“It’s not my fault. I don’t want to die like this!” Clive blubbered. “I’m not like the rest of you guys. I’ve never killed any of them before.”
“Do you really think they’ll let either of us live?”
Clive’s eyes were pleading as he focused on Anton.
The enforcer patted him on the cheek. “There’s no reason we can’t work something out. That is—if you really haven’t killed any of us.”
Clive shook his head frantically. “I really haven’t. I swear.”
“Then tell me more about this man you were supposed to catch. The one you said is always with Aileen.”
“He’s blond and has blue eyes. That’s all I know.”
My sire was deathly still as Anton checked with him. We all knew Connor was the original male target, but knowing something was different than hearing about it firsthand.
My sire stepped away from the wall. “This man you were supposed to capture. What were you planning to do with him?”
Clive searched to see who was speaking. “They wanted to use him to send a message.”
Elliot chuckled. “That’s right. We were going to torture him and the woman.”
The enforcers in the room were very quiet.
“We were going to do it slow. Take our time over several days. Make every cut hurt as much as possible.”
“Why?” I asked when everyone else remained silent.
Elliot’s face moved in my direction. “Because it would be fun.” His sneer showed his blood-stained smile. “And because we know your kind can sense when your progeny are in pain. Can you think how amazing that would have been? Torturing their sire with their pain without ever having to set a hand on him?” Elliot’s eyelids fluttered as he gave an orgasmic exhale. “I can’t think of anything more pleasurable.”
Nathan caught my arm, his eyes on Thomas as he eased me away from my sire. 
I followed the direction of his gaze, freezing at the expression there.
Wrath engulfed his face. Pure, all-encompassing rage. An emotion so overwhelming it obliterated everything else. 
It was hard to believe the entity before me had ever been human. There was nothing of humanity left in him. He was the primordial terror we’d buried in our subconscious but were reminded of in situations like this one.
“We’ve just gotten started,” Elliot ranted, spittle flying. “You and your demon spawn—”
I didn’t see Thomas move. Just heard a wet gurgle and saw the spray of blood as Thomas ripped out his throat. 
“Should one of us stop him?” Anton asked, appearing next to me as if by magic.
“Be my guest. I won’t get in your way.” Nathan paused to think. “It might be amusing. Why don’t you do that? Aileen and I will wait.”
Anton’s glare was interrupted by Clive’s sobbing. He sighed at the teenager. “Will you stop that?”
The question only made Clive cry louder. 
Thomas lifted his head from Elliot’s throat. Blood covered his jaw and neck. His white dress shirt now looked like a Rorschach test. Thomas licked his lips, his gray eyes like liquid silver.
To my surprise, Elliot wasn’t dead. His heart beat was slow and unsteady, but still there. 
“You couldn’t have waited until I finished the interrogation?” Anton complained.
“Feed him some of our blood. Keep him and the other alive.” Thomas’s expression was dismissive as he glanced at Clive. “Do to them what they wanted to do to my children.”
Clive pulled on his chains, struggling to get free. “You said you’d let me go if I talked.”
Anton’s look was cool. “We lied.”
The devastation on Clive’s face should have made me feel some kind of empathy for him. But hearing how they’d planned to torture Connor and I as a means to weaken Thomas had left me in an unforgiving mood. 
Thomas paused beside me, his gaze seeming to ask if I was going to object.
I might have if I didn’t remember the excitement in Clive’s eyes when he first pointed his gun at us. The fervor of a zealot burning bright in his face. He hadn’t felt any doubt about his cause then. Not even a second of hesitation.
“Please,” Clive moaned. “Please save me.”
If I’d been the one begging, would he have given me respite? 
I knew the answer without having to think. No, he wouldn’t have. He’d have laughed in the face of my pain. 
Seeing my answer, Thomas looked at Anton. “When you’re done, make them vampires. I want them to feel despair over knowing they’ll never get into their heaven before you kill them.”
Mental note—never make Thomas my enemy. 
He was vicious, not even sparing the idea of their souls. If they really existed.
Thomas guided me outside. Nathan followed.
“You said a bomb was discovered under Aileen’s car?” Thomas asked.
“That’s right.” Nathan looked at me. “It’s likely Aileen and Connor would have been in the car when it blew if the hunter and Dominick’s vampire weren’t murdered.”
“Strange way for them to capture us,” I said.
A blast like that would have ripped me apart. I’d have died. Connor might have survived though.
“It would have been difficult for them to take Connor otherwise,” Thomas said. “They assumed his torture would affect me worse than yours.”
Should I be offended that they were probably right? 
“If you did manage to survive, they would have had a second bargaining chip,” Nathan said.
“It seems Ahrun’s intervention saved you both. Perhaps he’s not as far gone as we feared.” The last part was said in a low voice as Thomas’s gaze turned distant. “Inform the clans to search their territories for signs of explosives. From the number of hunters Aileen saw in Easton, it’s likely this isn’t the end. They’ll try a multi-pronged attack next.” 
Nathan cursed. “You think they’ll drive a wedge between you and your allies?”
“They will certainly try.” Thomas’s lips quirked. “It’s kind of them to weed out my enemies for me.”
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Thomas and Nathan were still discussing battle plans when I left. I headed back to Joseph’s makeshift hospital room in search of Liam. But he wasn’t there. His scent still lingered on the air, telling me he hadn’t been gone long. 
Changing course, I headed for his room.
Located on the third floor in a wing of the house where only Liam and Thomas were allowed to stay, it hadn’t seen much use since he’d bought a house outside of the city. I could count on one hand the number of times I’d visited as a result.
In a rush to check on him, I climbed the stairs two at a time. Eric was leaving Liam’s room as I reached it. 
“How is he?” I asked. 
“Joseph believes we’ve provided adequate blood for his needs.”
The relief that rushed through me made me light-headed. I’d been so afraid. 
“Joseph and Rick are still inside,” Eric said, moving past me. “They should be done soon.”
I watched him reach the end of the hallway and turn the corner before reaching for Liam’s door. I pushed it open and stepped inside.
Liam’s room was masculine. Gold and wood accents ran throughout. A perfect counterpoint to the dark walls. It was difficult to tell the exact color; either a deep green or a blue black. Maybe some combination of the two. Wainscoting had been added to the walls to create depth and give it a more traditional flare. Directly over the bed was a painting of a horse, its form lost to the fog surrounding it. In the distance, behind the animal, you could just make out the outline of a castle.
Liam had told me the story of that painting before. It was of Liam’s home. His birth place. His sire had commissioned it a decade after Thomas and Liam were forced to leave. 
It had hung in his bedroom ever since. A reminder of what he’d lost—and the eternity he’d gained.
I joined Joseph at the end of the bed. 
Liam was in the midst of feeding off a red-headed enforcer. Rick didn’t show any signs of pain as Liam pulled him closer, clutching the other man’s arm to his mouth. 
Joseph didn’t get the chance to speak as Liam’s focus jumped to me, the raw need on his face making me catch my breath. He looked at me the way a dying man might salvation. Like I was the only thing that existed.
Liam let Rick’s wrist slide through his hand, his movements predatory as he stared at me. 
“What’s wrong with him?” I asked.
“Nothing you need to worry about.” Joseph was already packing his things. He gestured for Rick to follow him out of the room.
The enforcer gave me a quick nod and a half smile before strolling toward the door with a lazy saunter. As if he didn’t have a care in the world. And as if terrifying snarls weren’t coming from Liam’s throat as he got a little too close to me.
“You sure about that?” I asked in a tight voice.
Liam shifted forward, the covers sliding down to pool at his thighs. His chest and arms were bare, revealing a body that was every woman’s dream.
Rick paused to shoot him a look as he smoothed his sleeves over his wrist to cover the wound that was already in the process of healing. “He won’t hurt you. He’s simply reacting to the amount of blood he’s ingested.”
I looked from the enforcer to Liam with uncertainty. Is that what he was calling this? 
Joseph lost his patience, rolling his eyes as he grabbed his stuff off the dresser. “He’s just feeling a little excitable right now. Help him fuck some of that energy out of his system, and he’ll be fine.”
“You’re a little too frank,” I told him.
Joseph headed for the door. “It’s part of my bedside manner. Feed him. Fuck him. Keep him occupied for the next few hours and by tomorrow night he’ll be ready for war.”
Rick’s face held sympathy as he followed the other man. “Vampires are predatory in nature. We enjoy the hunt. You can use that.”
Use that, how?
The pair left, sealing me in a room with a vampire whose control over himself was up for debate. 
Liam’s breath stirred the hair on the back of my neck. I froze in place, conscious of how close he was standing behind me. I’d never even heard him move.
“Mo chuisle.”
I tried to control the fluttering in my stomach. “Liam.”
Fear wasn’t the emotion that held me in its grasp, per se. Maybe something closer to trepidation. A mixture of apprehension and nerves. 
This version of Liam was unfamiliar. And with vampires, there was always a danger of our instincts taking over and making us do something we would regret later.
Despite that knowledge, I couldn’t help the awareness that made my skin tingle with anticipation of his touch. A part of me didn’t believe Liam could ever hurt me. Even lost to blood lust as he might be.
His touch feathered along my spine as his lips touched the side of my neck. “I yearn.” 
My breath shuddered. He wasn’t the only one.
Liam toyed with the ends of my hair as I remained still, concentrating on keeping my pulse at a steady pace. Any sign of desire would hasten his loss of control. And mine.
His low, masculine chuckle told me I wasn’t entirely successful. A hand wrapped around my throat, gentle but firm as he ran his nose down the side of my neck. “Mine.”
“Maybe.”
His grip tightened, not cutting off my air but a reminder that he could. It was probably foolish to poke the tiger while he had me in his claws, but that slightly insane person inside of me that I usually ignored couldn’t help herself.
“Forever mine.” He clasped my hip, bringing me more fully against him and letting me feel his hard length. 
“Perhaps.”
The sting on the side of my neck made me gasp a second before pleasure flooded my veins. My resolve to play keep-away wavered, desire making my thoughts slow. 
Liam’s hands cupped my breasts, playing with them for a moment before one hand slipped inside my shirt.
I let myself enjoy the sensation for a second before ripping myself out of his arms. The brief flash of pain sent a thrill through me. 
Liam withdrew his fangs rather than cause more damage.
I spun out of his arms, conscious of a thin trail of liquid sliding down my neck to stain the collar of my shirt. 
Liam didn’t look away from the mark he’d made, licking his lips at the sight of blood.
Focus, Aileen.
“I wish to ruin you,” he whispered, still staring at my neck. 
“Funny thing—I feel the same.”
I wanted to dive so deep inside of him that he wouldn’t be able to breathe without me. To occupy his thoughts and desires the way he did mine. 
His gaze deepened. “Be good.” 
“Never.”
That ended with my human life. I lived the way I wanted. And what I wanted right now was to drive Liam a little crazy. 
My earlier caution was gone, replaced by something else. Something wicked and wild. I didn’t even want to try to control myself.
I laughed and danced out of the way as he reached for me. My victory was short lived as he used vampire speed to pin me against a wall. 
I groaned as he fitted himself against me, pressing his hard length where I wanted him most.
“How about now?” he teased, looking far too satisfied with himself. 
I thrust my arms up, breaking his grip and shoving him away. Rather than escape, I remained where I was, notching my chin up as he stared me down. My eyebrow lifted to ask what he was going to do about it. 
His gaze flashed. There was something erotic in the way he licked my blood off his lips. 
Anticipation made my breathing shallow.
He was on me in the next second, his movement a blur. His mouth found mine. He wasn’t gentle, his fangs or mine accidentally piercing his bottom lip, flavoring our kiss with blood. 
My resistance crumbled at the first sip. 
Liam’s hands roamed my body as he fed from my lips. 
He lifted me, using his body weight to press me against the wall. I wrapped my legs around his hips, too far gone to resist. His lips left mine to trail a path over my jaw and down my neck. 
His bite made me jerk before I softened around him.
The pleasure built as he ground against me, creating a delicious friction that tipped me over the edge.
Before I could recover, I heard a rip and then felt air against my lower parts. Liam parted my folds, sliding inside in the next second with a strength that had me gasping. I moaned as he started moving. 
Sensation coiled deep within. A spring that got tighter and tighter as I approached climax.
He touched my clitoris, shoving me over the edge. I screamed as I fluttered around him before going limp. 
Liam picked up the pace, his hips moving between my legs at a frantic pace. He thrust once more, deeper than before as his climax detonated.
Our breaths mingled as he remained inside me. After a moment, he pressed his forehead against mine, his grip gentling as he withdrew from my body.
Before I could say anything, he swept me into his arms and carried me to the bed. His gaze never left mine as set me down and divested me of the rest of my clothes. I clenched the bedsheets on either side of me to keep from reaching for him.
He set a knee on the bed, crawling towards me. My breath shortened. I got lost in the mesmerizing way the muscles in his arms bunched and flexed.
I didn’t resist as he lifted one of my legs to press a worshipful kiss to the inside of my ankle. A shaky breath left me as he moved up my leg, lingering in several sensitive spots that tested my control. The back of my knee. The inside of my thigh.
Until finally, he reached the place where my legs met my body. There he paused. “I plan to do such bad things to you.”
I sat up, holding his gaze as I ran my hands up the hard planes of his chest. I traced the ridges of his pectoral muscles, lingering to draw light circles around his nipples. Until, finally, I brushed a touch over the raised area of his bullet wound. 
The skin had healed with no signs of the black lines to denote silver poisoning.
“Then you should get on with it,” I whispered, leaning forward to place a gentle kiss over the site of the wound.
Liam’s control broke. His arms closed around me, spilling us down onto the bed.
His hands drew needy sounds from me as passion consumed us.
Dawn came and went while we were still lost in each other’s arms. Hours passed. 
It wasn’t until we were deep into the morning hours that my strength faded and I collapsed onto my front.
“I give up,” I moaned into the pillow. “If you want to do anything else, it’ll have to be without my active participation.”
His chuckle followed me into slumber as he pressed a kiss on the back of my head and drew the covers over us. “Sleep, mo chuisle.”
The world faded away.

[image: image-placeholder]Clad in clothes that weren’t mine, I sat at a table I didn’t recognize. 
The dress I wore was from a different era and made from black lace. The neckline swooped from the ball of each shoulder to dip into a vee between my breasts, leaving my clavicle and shoulders bare. Strangely, the sleeves were long, coming to a point on each wrist. A corset cinched in my waist and the full skirt spilled to either side of my chair.
Though beautiful, it wasn’t something I would ever have picked for myself. 
So, it felt strange to be wearing it in my dream. 
Distracted by that thought, I touched the table in front of me. The wood felt disconcertingly real under my fingers.
The table was set with silver and gold platters. In front of me was a bowl with a deep red liquid inside.
I didn’t have to taste it to know what it was. Blood.
“Why am I having so many weird dreams about blood lately?” 
Was my subconscious trying to tell me something?
The clinking sound of metal against metal distracted me from my thoughts. 
There was a sense of disconnection as I took in the person dangling from his wrists. A chain was wrapped around each arm and attached to a rafter overhead. 
I couldn’t make out the person’s features with the way his head slumped forward, his white-blond hair falling over his shoulder to veil his face. But I didn’t need to see what was behind that hair to know who was in front of me. 
Connor. My brother. 
“This is not a good dream,” I whispered, feeling unease in the back of my mind. The horror that waited like an evil thing to devour me if I dared let myself stray in that direction.
I took in Connor’s unconscious body, that strange detachment still affecting me as I registered the red slashes on his limbs and chest.
He’d lost his shirt and shoes since the last time I’d seen him, leaving his torso bare. 
His hair stirred and I realized there was something behind him. I hadn’t seen it before because of my preoccupation with Connor, but now that I did it was impossible to unsee.
Thin arms cradled Connor to the desiccated body of the vampire behind him.
Ahrun had filled out a little since his feeding in the Blue Pepper, but he still looked more like a cadaver than a person. His skin was dehydrated, stretched tight over his bones. His features were sunken in, making the bones of his face stand out in stark relief.
His gaze shifted to mine with a suddenness that made my pulse jump. Even the haze-like quality of the dream wasn’t enough to fully suppress my fear.
“You have a habit of straying into spaces you shouldn’t be,” a cultured voice at odds with the bag of skin and bones in front of me said. “This is the second time you’ve invaded my psyche.”
Connor stirred, his gaze unfocused as he lifted his head to see who Ahrun was talking to. His eyes slid right past me without registering my presence.
“What have you done to him?” I asked.
Ahrun unlatched from Connor’s neck. I made a small sound as blood trickled out of the wound; he didn’t bother to close it as he stepped around Connor. His movements stuttered and stopped in a creepy fashion as he slunk toward me. “Are you brave because you think this is a dream or is it just who you are?”
I was silent as he drew near. More than anything, I wanted to go to Connor’s side, but my limbs wouldn’t obey my commands no matter how I strained.
Something was rendering me immobile.
I was helpless to avoid Ahrun’s touch as he picked up a piece of my hair and played with it the same way Liam had earlier in the day.
“Not going to answer me?” 
“I’d say it’s a little of both,” I said stiffly, willing to entertain the scary as fuck ancient until I knew whether this was an actual dream or something else.
“I never thought that old man would have a child,” Ahrun mused. “He swore he wouldn’t subject any of his bloodline to his fate. I guess Brin changed his mind after all.”
“You know my father.” 
Ahrun circled me. “A secret.”
The hazy edges of my dream began to deteriorate.
I concentrated on stabilizing them, because I was beginning to suspect this wasn’t a dream at all. 
“Why are you hurting Connor?” 
“It’s necessary.”
“Why?”
Fingers trailed along my shoulders, leaving shivers behind.
“Why else does a vampire drink blood from another?” He leaned down to whisper into my ear. “Because it is necessary.”
I kept my spine as straight as possible. “You’re trying to use Connor to heal yourself.”
The same reason the enforcers had allowed Liam to feed from them.
A touch landed on the top of my head. It took a second to realize Ahrun was patting me like I was a child.
“Who are you talking to?” Connor rasped.
Ahrun’s face was impassive as he watched Connor struggle to lift his head. “He was always a foolish boy. As blind now as he was the day his father saved him.” Ahrun knelt beside me with a blur of speed that made my heart beat jump. He put his face uncomfortably close to mine. “Are you the same as him?”
Connor struggled harder, yanking at his chains. Dust and debris rained down from the ceiling at the attempt. The chains didn’t budge. “Aileen? Is it Aileen?”
Ahrun hummed softly to himself as Connor continued to thrash.
“Aileen, get out of his mind. It’s too dangerous,” Connor yelled. “Warn Thomas. And whatever you do, don’t come looking for me.”
Ahrun reached in front of me, poking the bowl of blood. “Nosy children must take their medicine.”
I couldn’t stop myself as my hands reached forward to pick up the bowl. I strained as I brought it to my lips.
“That’s it,” Ahrun crooned, petting my hair. “That’s a good girl.”
This was a dream. Nothing but a dream. None of it was real.
Telling myself that didn’t take away from the terror of the moment. The knowledge that if I drank this, I would be irreparably changed in some way.
Blood touched my lips, filling my mouth.
“Remember—this is necessary.” Ahrun’s head tilted. “Though I can’t quite remember why.” 
The fetter in my mind snapped as he rose. I regained control of my body, dropping the bowl immediately. It landed with a clatter as a bark shook the dream realm.
Ahrun’s expression showed interest. “Noctessa’s guardian. I didn’t think to meet you again in a place like this.”

[image: image-placeholder]The taste of blackberry and currant were strong on my tongue as I awoke. 
I shot upright. What the hell was that?
Alches’s soft chuff made me realize the shadow hound was sitting on the bed next to me, concern in his eyes.
“That wasn’t a dream, was it?”
Alches jumped off the bed, padding toward the closest shadow and using it to slip away. 
“As always, good talk,” I muttered sarcastically.
Helpful my ass. 
As far as I could tell, all the shadow hound was good for was a game of catch, and being in the vicinity when things went to shit.
The sheets slid down my naked body as I rolled over to search the end table for my phone.
“I need a shower,” I muttered, looking down at myself.
Fang marks dotted my body, evidence of how I’d spent my day. I ached in places where I didn’t normally and there was a pleasurable soreness in my muscles. Like I’d spent a few hours training. I also smelled like sex. 
A shower was definitely in order.
Before I could move, a tentative knock came from the door. “Aileen, can I come in?”
I leaned over the side of the bed, hoping to swipe a shirt off the floor but finding it empty. 
Damn it.
“One moment,” I called.
Getting out of bed, I padded to the closest dresser, opened a drawer at random and grabbed the first shirt I could find. I shrugged it over my head before opening another and grabbing a pair of Liam’s boxers.
The clothing swallowed my figure, making me look like a slob but it was better than greeting Deborah with no clothes.
“Come in,” I said, heading back for my phone.
I grabbed it, checking my messages. I scanned the email in my inbox before looking to see if Connor had contacted me. 
Nothing.
Calm down, I told myself. You know how terrible Connor is with technology.
So, he wasn’t answering his phone or returning my texts. It didn’t mean I had to jump to the worst-case scenario. Or that my dream was real.
Even with that reassurance, I had a sinking feeling in my stomach.
“Did you see Connor tonight?” I asked as Deborah entered.
She shook her head. “I’ve been here since before dawn. Some of the enforcer’s came to get me around five this morning. They said there was an emergency and that you needed me here.” Her gaze scanned me. “Do you need blood?”
I wasn’t listening as my thoughts turned toward the events of the dream. Don’t come looking for me. That’s what Connor had said. 
“Oh shit,” I gasped. “How did I forget about that?”
Past Aileen had been a genius. Though, present Aileen almost fucked everything up by forgetting about the location app I’d put on Connor’s phone for this exact scenario. So that if he ever got lost, I could go find him.
It’d been so long since I’d downloaded the app that I’d almost forgotten. Current events hadn’t helped either. I could probably be forgiven for not thinking of this sooner, given the fear and adrenaline due to everything that happened last night.
Excited, I searched through my phone for the location app, opening it only to frown. Hmm. No wonder no one could find him. How the hell did he get all the way down there?
“Aileen?” Deborah asked. 
I started, turning off the phone’s screen and placing it on the bed. “Did they mention anything else?”
Deborah started to answer and then paused, sensing that there was an underlying cause for my question. “Is there something I should know?”
Besides the fact that Liam’s people suspected her as our leak? No, not at all. 
I dropped my hands. “Why are you here in this room?”
“Liam said you needed to feed and asked me to come.”
Did he now?
It was a little surprising she hadn’t already been placed under Anton or Liam’s care for questioning. I wanted to say neither would hurt her without proof of her guilt. Then again, both preferred to be safe than sorry.
Her presence here must be Liam’s way of telling me he would let me handle it myself. 
I sighed, looking up at the ceiling. “Remember how I told you I didn’t need to know why you decided to leave your old master?”
Despite the loss in status and the chance she would never become a vampire.
“I do.”
I looked away from the ceiling to glance at her. “I rescind that statement. I need to know everything.”
“Did Chadwick do something?” Deborah asked.
I held up a hand. “Just answer the question. Why did you stay behind when he relocated?”
A mask slammed down. “I have family here. I didn’t want to leave them.”
“Lying right now will get you killed.”
“I’m not lying,” she protested.
“Do you know what I do?” I paused as she blinked at me in confusion. “I investigate things.”
I didn’t mention the fact I couldn’t investigate her personally because of the lack of time. She needed to be scared of me right now, and telling her some of Thomas’s people had looked into her wouldn’t have the effect I wanted.
“I thought you were more of an errand person.”
“I do that too.” My smile was faint. “I know you don’t have family. Your parents died in a car crash when you were twenty-one and you have no siblings. You became a companion a year after that, when you were diagnosed with Huntington’s.”
The disease wasn’t immediately fatal but would impact the quality of her life, progressively getting worse if her symptoms weren’t managed. It made it all the more strange that she would elect to abandon her companion when suffering from something like that. Most humans would cling to the possibility of salvation. No matter how bad things got. 
Occasionally, a vampire would lose interest in their companion, or the companion would do something to be cast out, but it almost never happened in reverse.
Deborah folded her arms in front of her stomach, everything about her screaming vulnerability. “You’re right that I don’t have biological family still in town but there are other kinds.”
That there were.
Two types of family existed in this world. The kind you were born to and the kind you made. Neither was better than the other. I considered myself lucky to have both in my life.
“I have someone I consider a younger sister,” Deborah confessed. “My parents fostered her when she was ten.”
“That’s not in your history.”
Deborah’s smile was bitter. “It wouldn’t be. Lexi’s parents weren’t good people. They cared more about getting high than they did about their daughter. My parents let her stay with us whenever her mom and dad went on a bender. It wasn’t exactly approved through official channels.”
“How old is she?”
“Seventeen.”
Deborah was twenty-five. Lexi would have been fourteen when Deborah’s parents died. Three years was a long time not to have a safe place to live.
“I used the stipend I got as a companion to pay for a place for her to crash,” Deborah explained. “I didn’t see her as often as I liked because of my role as a companion but at least she was safe.”
“Something happened to change that,” I guessed.
Chadwick hadn’t been stationed that far away. Just two and a half hours to the north, near the Michigan/Ohio border in Toledo. It was close enough she could have come back to check on Lexi.
Deborah’s laugh was sharp. “You could say that.”
I was silent, giving her time to gather herself.
“Chadwick is cruel. I knew that going in but thought it was a small price to pay for my health. I figured I could do the ten years I needed before I was considered for the bite. After that, I’d do everything in my power to win a slot.” Deborah tried for a smile and failed. “Do you know I had a relapse last year? It’s almost unheard of for a companion to be anything but in the best of health. Chadwick didn’t care. He said my disease made me taste better.”
I was quiet, wondering how neglectful he’d had to be for that to happen. Thomas had fed Linda once and cured her cancer. As long as she didn’t come near death multiple times, he might never have to give her blood again. 
Deborah would have had to be in very poor health for a relapse to be possible.
“And then he found out about Lexi.” Deborah nodded when she caught my jerk. “My baby sister. He said she should come with us. That he’d never been with sisters before.”
I should have been a lot less nice during our last encounter. Maybe if I’d beaten the shit out of him, I wouldn’t feel so enraged right now.
“So that’s why I ended my relationship with him,” Deborah finished. “Are you going to tell me why this is so important or just let me guess?”
Her tone was flat and even.
“My whereabouts were leaked last night,” I said, watching her face carefully. 
She was too intelligent not to catch my meaning. “You think it was me.”
“I hope not.”
I really did. Because I liked her a lot more than I did a few days ago. It was hard not to admire someone who would put their life and health at risk to protect those dear to them the way she had. 
“What do I need to do to prove I’m not the leak?” Deborah asked.
I considered her, weighing my options.
If we’d been human this would have been an impossible question. Innocence and guilt were more difficult to ascertain. 
Luckily, we were vampires.
“Allow Joseph to examine your mind,” I said, coming to a decision. 
He’d be able to tell her intentions, and if her mind had been tampered with using compulsion.
“If that’s what it takes, I agree.”

[image: image-placeholder]It was clear Liam had anticipated my response because Nathan was waiting outside my door to escort Deborah. 
He grinned at seeing the state of my dress. “Nice outfit, A.”
“I was in a hurry.”
“Sure, you were.” 
“See that she gets to Joseph.”
Nathan acknowledged the request with a twitch of an eyebrow as he gave Deborah a dismissive jerk of his head. “Wait for me by the stairs.” 
I nodded reassuringly at her to say it was going to be okay. Reluctantly, she moved down the hallway, leaving us alone.
“You really believe that sob story she told you?” Nathan asked as we watched her go.
“I should, considering vampires can usually tell when humans are lying. And if by some miracle she’s trained in how to fool our senses, there’s also the fact that you emailed me her background. All of which lines up with what she shared.”
“Companions spend a lot of time with us. Self-preservation dictates they learn a few tricks to survive. She could very well know how to get around our senses. All you have is her word that Chadwick made a move on the kid. Maybe it wasn’t as she said and he just got tired of her. She could be using you to get back in his good graces.”
I shook my head, not believing it. “You didn’t see the way he was acting at the gathering. He wanted her and she wanted nothing to do with him.”
Her version of events made more sense than the one Nathan suggested.
“If you say so.”
“I do say so, which is why, when Joseph is done, you’re going to make sure she’s somewhere safe without letting any harm come to her.”
“Always the softy.”
I ducked back into the room and started to close the door. Nathan caught it before I could. “Why are you sending her with me? I’d think this would be something you’d want to sit in on. What with your concern over her safety and all.”
“I just have something I need to check into first,” I told him.
Nathan watched me with a speculative gaze. “Before you go gallivanting around town, you should know Liam and Thomas are waiting for you in the war room.”
“Are you serious?” I protested as my phone started ringing from the bed.
“Don’t go doing anything stupid without me,” Nathan responded with a grin before starting down the hallway in the direction Deborah had taken. “See you in a bit, A.”
The phone rang again. I slammed the door and hurried over to the bed in case a miracle had happened and Connor had escaped Ahrun and was now calling me. It seemed I was doomed for disappointment when instead of Connor’s name, “Mom” flashed across the screen.
I stopped in mid-step, treating the phone like it had become a snake that might bite me. The urge to pretend I’d missed her call was strong.
A brief moment of maturity compelled me to answer. 
“Mom—to what do I owe the pleasure?”
A short silence crackled down the line. 
“Aileen.” 
The soft voice on the other side of the phone didn’t sound like the Elise Travers I knew. Uncertain of herself, when my mom was known for sallying forth without a single second of self-doubt. 
“It’s a busy night for me so if you don’t have anything to say, I need to go,” I said into the awkward silence that resulted.
“Don’t hang up. Please.” 
The desperation and pleading in her voice made me hesitate. 
“I heard from your father that you attended Linda’s ballet recital.”
“I did.”
“I know she enjoyed that.”
“It was enjoyable for me too,” I responded.
“It was torture, wasn’t it?”  
That surprised a laugh out of me. “The worst.”
Now that the ice was broken, my mom was more relaxed. “I heard something happened at dinner. That you got sick?” 
I stared blankly at the wall. 
“Are you okay now?” Mom sounded gentle, her concern wrapping around me like the most comfortable blanket. The one that had just the right amount of softness to snuggle down with and was a little faded from too many times through the wash. 
I pretended not to feel the sting behind my eyes at my mom’s concern. “It was a momentary thing. I’m perfectly fine now.”
“Is that what the doctor said?”
“Doctor?” 
Oh right. That was the lie Connor had given to Dad and Jenna.
“You didn’t see the doctor, did you?” Mom didn’t sound surprised, seeing through to the heart of the truth as quickly as she always did. “Is it money? If so—” 
“No.”
“No strings attached,” she promised, a catch in her throat. “I just want you to be healthy.”
Damn it. Why did her concern make me want to cry?
Maybe that’s why my voice sounded clogged as I answered. “That’s not why I didn’t go. I’m actually doing really well in my business.”
“If money isn’t the reason, then why?”
Eye on the prize. Never distracted. That was my mom. 
“Nose bleeds are a known side effect to the medicine I’m on.” It was the same explanation I’d given in the diner. Here’s hoping it worked better on her. “There’s no reason to go in. I’m not in any danger.”
I could feel my mother’s need to pursue this avenue of conversation, which was why I was a little impressed when she changed the subject.
“Your illness has gotten me to thinking. It’s time to bury the strife between us. I know I’m a big reason for everything,” Mom rushed to add before I could say anything. “I take full responsibility for my behavior these last few years. I can see now where you might have felt alienated because of things I did. Aileen, the truth is I don’t want you to have to go through this alone.”
My words died in my throat. This was more than I’d ever expected from her.
Mom cleared her throat to continue. “I’m having a family dinner tomorrow. I’d really like it if you came and gave me a chance to apologize in person.” 
It took a moment for me to gather myself to speak. “I can’t. One of my clients needs my help for the next few days.” 
“Next week then. And if you think you can’t make it, then just give me a call.”
I should say no. After what happened with Jenna, I should keep my distance. 
“Yeah. Okay. I’d really like that,” I found myself agreeing.
“I’ll text you details then.”
“Alright, goodbye.” I hung up the phone and stared at the rumpled bed. “Damn it, Aileen. What are you doing?”
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The bed didn’t hold an answer. And ruminating over the odd direction my life had a habit of going in could happen just as easily in the shower. Time was a ticking and now that I had to add a stop into my busy schedule, I didn’t have any to waste. 
Half an hour later, showered, changed, and wearing my own clothes again, I marched down the hallway toward the war room. I slowed as Drake, the companion who’d stepped in to help me protect Deborah from Chadwick, sauntered toward me. 
He lifted his hand in a jaunty wave as he came abreast. “Aileen, not the person I was looking for, but you’ll do.”
I stopped to frown at Drake, my gaze going from him to the door of the war room not far away. “What are you doing here? This area is off limits to everyone but enforcers.”
Especially at a time like this. When we were under threat from multiple directions. 
“Nathan wanted a heads up when Joseph was done with Deborah,” Drake explained with a sunny smile. 
It was a plausible explanation but didn’t make me any less suspicious. 
“You should head back to the main area,” I advised with a hint of side eye as I paid careful attention to signs that might indicate deception. “I’ll pass your message along.”
Drake’s heartbeat and breathing remained steady and constant. His expression relaxed and open. I caught no markers that might signal he was here for any reason but what he’d stated. 
Drake gave me a friendly nod before continuing down the hall at a sedate pace. I watched him go, waiting until he’d turned the corner before moving toward the door of the war room. 
The temptation to follow and see if there was anything in his behavior that might indicate we had a spy in our midst was hard to resist. Only the knowledge that Thomas and Liam were expecting my presence kept me from doing exactly that.
In the meantime, I made a mental note to let Liam know about the encounter. Since he was in charge of security, he could be the one to decide the proper course of action.
“If their side issues the challenge, we have the right to set the location and time,” Makoto was saying as I opened the door. “There’s no way they’ll be able to ambush us.”
“I wouldn’t bet on that,” Anton responded.
Nathan stretched out in his seat, folding his arms behind his head. “I don’t know why we haven’t hit them already. Since they’re planning to rip out our throats, it only makes sense to go on the offensive. Why wait for a challenge we all know is coming?”
A few of the enforcers looked my way as I entered the room. I nodded at them before moving along the wall to find an inconspicuous place to watch the proceedings.
“That is why they refer to this as diplomacy,” Thomas explained from the head of the conference table the enforcers were seated around. “While they play their games, we play ours.”
Liam braced his hands against the table. “You’re aware this will probably backfire?”
“Why deartháir, I never thought I’d see the day when your nerve failed you.”
“Nor have you yet,” Liam responded. “Advising you of potential risks is my duty as your enforcer.”
“Is that so?” Thomas asked, looking amused.
For a man who’d suffered silver poisoning last night and then fucked most of the day away, Liam was looking in remarkably good health. There was a flush of life to his skin. Probably because of the excessive amount of blood he’d consumed. 
I checked him with my other sight to find his power burning brighter and hotter than normal.
“You worry too much. This is no different than that time in London.”
Nathan dropped his arms. “Isn’t that where you nearly died?” 
“That’s an exaggeration,” Thomas answered at the same time as Liam’s flat, “Yes.”
I lifted my eyebrows in interest. What happened in London?
“Report,” Liam ordered.
Nathan looked down, hiding his smile as the conversation returned to business matters. Makoto took over, the rest of the enforcers listening attentively. 
“In addition to the three houses last night, two more were hit during the day.” Makoto tapped on his tablet, sending an email to those around the table. They sat forward, reading over his notes. “There are no deaths at this time from today’s attacks, but there are a number of injuries, including two companions and a vampire from Clan Glaise. A vampire from Clan Davinish was also attacked but ultimately unhurt.”
“Who was the victim?” Daniel asked.
“Samara.”
Anton raised his eyebrows. “Were the hunters who attacked her left alive?”
“From all accounts, no. She ripped off their limbs and then used them to beat the hunters. Whether they died of blood loss or blunt force trauma is still to be determined.”
The visual Makoto painted was both brutal and comical. It was also in line with the vampire I’d come to know. Samara was a high-ranking member of her clan, and often acted as her matriarch’s bodyguard. She was an exceptional fighter, every bit as good as Liam’s enforcers. The hunters had to be idiots to go after her without an army at their back. They got what they deserved as a result. 
Liam was quiet, his attention fixed on me. After so much time together, he didn’t have to say anything for me to know his thoughts. 
It wasn’t coincidence that Samara had been targeted. Kat and her had a long-standing feud. Samara found Kat pathetic and Kat hated her guts as a result. As narcissistic as Kat was, she’d probably used the hunters against Samara as a personal vendetta, never realizing how capable the other woman was. 
Her oversight had just signed her death warrant.
Sofia would overlook a lot in the name of family, but she’d take the assault on her own very personally. Anything Kat meant to her in the past would be set aside. What’s more, Samara was vindictive. She’d be gunning for Kat.
I doubted even Dominick taking the city would save Kat. Samara would make sure she didn’t live long either way.
It felt strange watching my nemesis self-destruct in this way.
Who was I kidding? I was beyond pleased Kat had fucked herself over. I just hoped I was a fly on the wall when Samara dealt with her. I bet the woman would make Kat suffer.
“What’s your assessment on the strength of our alliances?” Thomas asked.
“Clan Glaise and Clan Davinish will side with us,” Rick said from his side of the table. “The others are still uncertain. Three are being quiet. We don’t know which side they’ll land on by the end. Azul and Branors are definitely with Dominick though. We caught their people conferring with his. They’ll report any moves we make.”
Eric looked thoughtful. “If he turns one other clan, our forces will be outnumbered.”
“We’re already outnumbered. Vitus has stationed several of his personal squads in the countryside out of the city,” Liam said. 
Thomas sent him a startled look. “Are you sure?”
Liam’s nod was grim. “I still have contacts among the council’s enforcers. They gave me a head’s up yesterday.”
“You know the council better. Will any of them side with us in the coming war?”
Liam gaze was introspective. “A lot of that depends on how decisively we crush Vitus’s army. There are still some who support Ahrun, but they’re unlikely to make a move if it puts them at risk.”
“So, a formal challenge may be preferable to outright war,” Anton said.
“If it comes to war, where will it be fought?” I asked.
The room went very quiet as the enforcers avoided looking at me. From their silence, I took it that my suspicions were right. The war would take place here. In my city. 
“How can the council allow this?” I asked.
Wasn’t one of our rules not to expose our existence to humans?
War meant casualties. Both on the combative side and to any civilian population nearby. Vitus’s people didn’t strike me as the squeamish type. They saw humans as cattle. The easiest way to win a war was to affect the supply chain. 
The humans in the city wouldn’t have a chance.
“They’re rare in today’s age because of the threat of technology, but they do happen,” Thomas said with a look in Liam’s direction. “It’s why we’re playing by the book. To try to prevent the worst possible outcome.”
Liam nodded. “We’d like to prevent a war, but if it happens, we’ve made certain preliminary moves.”
“We can win as long as the entire council doesn’t intervene,” Thomas added.
“If that happens?” I asked.
“We can all kiss our asses goodbye,” Makoto grumbled. “We’re good, but not even we can go up against their full might.”
“Maybe if we employed guerrilla tactics for a few decades. Whittle away some of the foundation.” Eric’s contemplative expression showed he was actually considering the ramifications of such a plan.  
“You and your schemes.” Daniel’s lip curled in disgust. “I’d much prefer a head on fight.”
Anton scoffed. “Of course, you would.”
Daniel sent him an arch look. “Are you saying you’re any different?”
Anton’s rueful expression made it clear he wasn’t.
“We’ll save that plan as a last resort,” Thomas interjected. 
“You mean in case you die?” Nathan asked. 
Thomas’s smile was faint as he touched his chest in mock sincerity. “It would warm my cold, cold heart to know vengeance was taken in my name after my fall.”
A round of chuckles went through the group as Liam shook his head. 
I frowned at my sire. “I had a feeling I’d regret helping you claim this city one of these days.”
I found the thought of Thomas’s death oddly disturbing. To say nothing of the fact that if he fell, I wasn’t like the rest. I couldn’t easily pick up and go on the run. Not without abandoning my family and friends.
There was a glimmer of amusement in Thomas’s eyes. “You had your chance to walk away. Too bad you didn’t take it.”
“Your sympathy is overwhelming,” I said dryly.
“Do we know how many of Dominick’s forces are in the city?” Thomas asked, changing the subject.
“From what we gathered, at least half a dozen. It’s difficult to get a more precise number,” Makoto answered. “He’s being smart for once.”
“If only there was someone with contacts to the local harpy clan,” Nathan drawled with a sidelong look at me.”
I stuck my tongue out at him. “Fine. Yes. I’ll give Natalia a call. Happy?”
Liam’s eyes laughed at me. “Ecstatic.”
Grumbling to myself, I pulled out my phone to text Natalia. 
“Per our conversation last night—have you happened to notice any new vampires in town?”
Her response was instantaneous. “You mean besides the tall, deadly, and psychotic one that tried to kill your sister?”
“Noticed that, did you?”
“We see all.”
Someone was a little arrogant.
“I’ll check around and get back to you.”
I looked up from my phone to find everyone staring at me. “Natalia said she’d check.”
Makoto propped his cheek on his hand. “Must be nice to have informants like the harpies.”
I put my phone away. “Maybe if vampires weren’t such assholes, you too could have awesome friends like Natalia and her flock.”
Makoto made a moue of distaste. “Seems like a lot of work.” 
Nathan held up a hand. “We could always go back to my original plan—strike now and massacre everyone with the element of surprise. Sounds simple enough to me.”
“This is why Liam never appointed you as our strategist. Got to think long term.” Makoto tapped the side of his head with a smirk.
Nathan balled up a piece of paper from in front of him and chucked it at Makoto. The other enforcer ducked while Eric and Anton looked on with quiet amusement.
“Alright, enough,” Thomas said, gesturing for them to get serious. “While we’re waiting for Aileen’s contact to get back to us, I want to know if we learned anything else of note from last night’s interrogation.”
“Surprisingly little,” Anton admitted. “The hunter named Elliot is proving unexpectedly stubborn. The younger one is a dead end. He was recruited two months ago. This is his first mission. He doesn’t know anything beyond the existence of a training facility in Kentucky.”
“They’ve probably abandoned that place by now,” Eric said.
Anton agreed with a nod. “That fits with their previous mode of operation. From Elliot’s resistance, I’d guess whatever they’re going to do, it’ll be soon. Probably in the next day or so.”
“Their phones are also a useless avenue of investigation,” Makoto said, tapping away on the computer in front of him. “They’re burners. Probably purchased for this mission. I won’t get anything off them.”
Liam glanced at Rick. “How about you? Anything to share?”
Rick’s gaze turned inward to investigate a world only he could see. The enforcers waited patiently as the moments ticked past, not showing any sign of impatience. 
Curious, I watched Rick with my other sight. Magic bloomed into view, enveloping the enforcers in a rainbow of colors. Rick’s were unlike everyone else’s, concentrated mainly around his head and heart. 
After a second, Rick spoke. “All I make out is a wall of darkness that I can’t see through.”
I stiffened, reminded of my dream. The unending black that I suspected represented Ahrun. 
“If our sire is involved, it’s possible Rick’s foresight won’t work,” Liam said with a glance at Thomas.
“Ahrun has always been a blank spot for most seers. Their abilities have never been able to penetrate his veil,” Thomas agreed.
“It could be a sign his devolvement isn’t as advanced as we thought.”
“Ever the optimist,” Thomas said with a light smile at Liam. 
“There’s no harm in looking on the bright side.”
“If only my yearling would learn from you,” Thomas said with a sly look in my direction. 
My forehead furrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“Oh. Nothing.”
The innocence in Thomas’s expression made me narrow my eyes. 
“There is an easy solution to our problems that no one has discussed,” Daniel suggested.
Thomas’s expression iced over, his control over his power slipping. It frothed around him like a wild horse, unruly and carrying a tinge of bloodlust.
“No.” Thomas’s forceful refusal silenced the room. 
“I know he’s your sire, but if he’s as far gone as they say—” Daniel trailed off.
“I said no,” Thomas hissed. The power surrounding him developed a biting sting that made me flinch. 
Makoto put a hand on Daniel’s shoulder before he could argue further. “No more.”
Daniel went quiet, his mouth shutting as he withdrew into himself. 
“If there’s nothing else, you’re dismissed,” Liam said into the lull. “Aileen, stay.”
Daniel pushed back from the table with an explosive movement and was the first to stalk out of the room. The rest were slower to take their leave. Makoto nodded respectfully at Liam and Thomas before hurrying after his friend. Eric was a ghost as he padded out of the room as silently as he’d no doubt entered. 
Nathan stopped beside me on his way out.
“How did it go?” I asked.
“She’s with Joseph. If he doesn’t find anything, he’ll have her escorted home afterward.”
“Home? Why there?”
Given everything that had happened and the fact someone had given my schedule to the hunters, there was no guarantee that the house’s location hadn’t been compromised. It would be far safer to remain in the Gargoyle with Thomas’s vampires surrounding her.
“It’s what she wanted. I explained the situation but she insisted,” Nathan explained with a shrug. “I think Chadwick’s continued presence had something to do with it.”
“Very well then,” I said with a reluctant nod. 
At least she’d have the pixies to watch out for her at home. 
“What was that about with Daniel?” I jutted my chin at the table where he’d been sitting.
“He worries too much.”
“Gee, thanks. That really answers my question.”
Nathan slung an arm over my shoulder. “You also worry too much. It’ll be fine. This isn’t the first time one of us have butted heads with our illustrious leaders.”
I pushed him away when he tousled my hair. Maybe if he didn’t want me to feel concerned, he shouldn’t be so obvious about his own. 
“Aileen.” Liam’s voice held an air of command.
“Looks like you’re needed. I’ll let you go.” Nathan squeezed my shoulder on his way past.
When he was gone, I crossed the floor toward Thomas and Liam who were conducting a low conversation that I couldn’t quite catch. As I got closer, they cut off abruptly. Their heads lifted as their attention snapped to me.
I stopped and frowned at them. “What’s wrong?” 
“I sense Ahrun’s blood in her,” Thomas said, looking me over carefully.
Liam shook his head. “That should be impossible. I would have picked up on it last night. She was with me all day. There was no opportunity for him to get to her.”
“I know what I sense,” Thomas snapped. 
“Maybe you could clue me in?” I asked unhappily.
I lifted my arm and smelled myself. I didn’t know what they were talking about. All I detected was Liam’s body wash.
“Don’t bother. You won’t be able to smell it,” Thomas said tiredly before looking at Liam. “Do you think any of the enforcers caught it?”
“Nathan might have. He stood right next to her.” 
“How much do you trust him?”
“With my life.”
Thomas nodded at me. “What about hers?”
“Nathan wouldn’t hurt me,” I snapped. 
He was one of the few who knew the truth of what I was. A magic breaker. He’d never told anyone about my secret.
“Then maybe there’s a chance we can keep this from the council.”
“Enough of the cloak and dagger shit. What’s going on?” I looked between the two. “Why are you acting so weird? And what scent are you smelling?”
“Ahrun’s,” Thomas informed me.
I stopped. “I guess the dreams I’ve been having for the last week or so weren’t dreams after all.”
Not that I’d really doubted it before.
“What dreams?” Liam demanded.
“Why didn’t you tell anyone?” Thomas said at the same time.
“Because I thought it was a dream. At least until last night.” To Liam, “Most of the time I’m surrounded by a wall of black. Under my feet is a pool of blood that extends as far as the eye can see.”
Liam inhaled slowly. “It’s definitely Ahrun.”
Thomas nodded. “That fits my memory of my remaking.”
“How was last night different?” Liam asked before I could pursue that topic.
“There were more details. A table. A bowl of blood.”
Alertness entered Liam’s posture as he interrupted. “Did you drink it?”
I hummed an agreement. “There wasn’t a choice.”
Liam’s gaze shot to Thomas’s.
“What does it mean?” I interjected
“That’s why I sense him in her. He’s created a link like that of a sire with a yearling. It’s similar to what I did when I fed you my blood to start your transition.” Thomas looked upset about that news. I’d like to say his anger stemmed from the violation against me, but I suspected it had more to do with Ahrun touching something he considered his.
“That should be impossible, right?” I asked, my gaze begging Liam to agree. 
“Your scent would disagree.”
I paced away from them to control my reaction. “Why are you so paranoid about the council knowing?”
“Because it shouldn’t be possible to steal a yearling from another master,” Liam said softly. 
Thomas slammed a hand on the table. “That’s not what he did. I can still feel my connection to her.”
I never thought I’d be relieved to hear that. But I was.
Thomas leaned his hands on the table and slumped forward. “This will make the council take more of an interest in you. If they haven’t already. Kiss any secrets you have goodbye. They’ll uncover them and then take you apart to see how this was possible and if they can replicate it for themselves.”
So, pretty much a death sentence then? 
“We need to keep her out of this battle. She needs to stay as far as possible from them,” Thomas informed Liam.
My lover glanced at me in hesitation. After a moment, he inclined his chin in silent agreement.
“I guess this is a bad time to tell you that Ahrun wasn’t the only one in my dream,” I said. “Connor was there too. I’m pretty sure Ahrun was feeding from him.”
Thomas’s eyes closed in defeat as Liam cursed.
“Ahrun is likely using him to heal from his prolonged sleep,” Liam said reluctantly. 
“He won’t hurt him?” 
Liam looked at Thomas. “The Ahrun I know wouldn’t have hurt Connor on purpose. But in his current state, it’s easy to make a mistake. Killing him on accident is a possibility.”
Thomas was between a rock and a hard place. No matter who he tried to save, he’d end up losing someone.
“We don’t have the resources to divert a search party for Connor,” Thomas said with an air of defeat. 
“About that—” I held up my phone with a location tracking app pulled up. “I know where he is. I put an app on his phone so I could find him at any time.”
Thomas and Liam looked at me with astonishment.
“What?” I asked.
The corners of Liam’s lips tilted up as he shook his head. “Nothing. I just wasn’t expecting such a move from someone who once accused me of micro chipping them like a dog.”
“This is different. And I’m still mad about that, by the way.”
But only a little. 
Liam arched an eyebrow. “Because mine used magic and yours is through technology?”
“No. Because I asked permission first.”
I really had. After explaining the purpose of the app and reassuring him I would only use it in times of danger, Connor agreed to me putting it on his phone.
Liam, on the other hand, forced his marker on me without so much as a by your leave. 
“Besides, I was afraid he’d wander off and get lost.”
He did have a history, after all. I didn’t want another few centuries to pass before we found him again. The app seemed like a reasonable compromise. 
“Before you ask, I’ve already checked the app is still working. Good news. It is.” I smiled as I batted my eyelashes at them. “I doubt Ahrun understands technology and what it can do. Connor’s phone will lead us straight to him.”
Liam started chuckling.
“Which one of you wants to help me rescue him?” I asked, knowing there was zero chance either man was going to let me do this alone. 
Which was fine with me. Ahrun was terrifying enough in my dreams. No way did I want to go up against that in real life without backup. Very strong. Very powerful backup.
Thomas pinched the bridge of his nose. “Didn’t you just hear me? You need to stay out of this.”
“You said I needed to avoid any council members. They’re not likely to be where Ahrun is. That makes this the best use of my time.”
Liam lifted a shoulder when Thomas shot him a look. “She makes a very good case.”
My lips quivered with a smile I suppressed. It was nice having someone in my corner.
Thomas’s mouth opened in outrage. “This is our sire we’re talking about. Do you really want her in his vicinity considering his state?”
Liam leaned a hip against the table. “She’s walked away alive from at least two encounters with him. He was probably following her for a lot longer than any of us realize. She might be the key to this whole mess. Besides, Aileen has proven she can handle herself.”
A warm feeling filled me at the thought of Liam acknowledging the fact I could handle myself. Damn right I could. It’d only taken him until this point to figure that out.
Thomas threw up his hands in frustration. “I should have known better than to argue with you in regards to her.”
“You really should have,” Liam agreed.
“I would think you’d want to protect her.”
I caught the faint stiffening in Liam’s body as his gaze cooled. 
“You forget I’ve spent far more time in her company than you have,” Liam said. “I know exactly what she’s capable of. Forcing her to stand on the sidelines like a child will only backfire.”
It seemed someone had been paying attention. 
Was it weird that his words made me want to jump his body again? There was something sexy about my significant other having confidence in me. At least enough to support my asinine plan to go up against an ancient vampire. 
The sound of footsteps from outside ended the conversation as Makoto strode into the room a second later. Sienna hurried after him.
“Your predictions were correct. They must have gotten tired of waiting. They issued a challenge a few minutes ago,” Makoto informed Thomas, handing him a tube of rolled up paper.
“Is that a scroll?” I asked, squinting at it.
“You’re correct.” Thomas unrolled the paper to look at what was inside. “Many of the older vampires are slaves to tradition. In past eras, it was common to issue a challenge via paper made of human skin.”
That was disgusting. 
Who came up with things like that? Did vampires sit around a fire one night and think “hey, what could we do to make our kind seem like even bigger assholes than we already are?” And the answer was human skin?
“Don’t ask,” Liam advised, seeing the way I was eying the scroll. “You don’t want to know.”
I drew back. Not now, I didn’t.
“Dominick’s impatience is fortuitous for us. If he’d waited a little longer, they could have forced our hand.” Thomas handed the scroll back to Makoto. “Inform them the challenge will take place at midnight at the abandoned building I bought six months ago. The isolated location will reduce the possibility of human deaths.”
“Are you sure you want to give him that much time?” Liam asked.
Right now, it was 10:52 pm, leaving both sides with just over an hour to prepare.
“It’s as much for us as them.” Thomas looked at Sienna. “Prepare our people. Dominick will likely use his hunters to ambush us at the site. We will retaliate in kind. 
Sienna’s facade cracked, a savage anticipation on her face. “Consider it done.”
“You’re dismissed.” 
Sienna turned on her heel, marching out of the room like a woman on a mission. Makoto was a little slower to follow, his focus moving between the three of us until Liam waved him away.
“So it begins,” Liam said softly. 
Thomas’s expression showed resignation. “Take two of the enforcers and go with Aileen. Save Connor if you can.”
“And Ahrun?”
Thomas’s silence held defeat. “Do what you have to do.”
“Understood.”
I folded my arms and leaned my hip against the conference table. “Just so we’re clear. I’m an equal partner in this mission. I won’t be staying in the car or hanging behind. I go in with you.”
They could fight Ahrun on their own, but someone needed to save Connor and get him to safety while they were occupied. I’d already nominated myself for that task.
Liam looked at me through lowered eyelashes. “I’m hurt, mo chuisle. After the way we spent the day, I would have thought you’d appreciate how much of a team player I can be.”
I fought the flush that wanted to take over my cheeks, determinedly meeting his expectant stare. “Is that how you want to play this?”
“Why not? You know how much I enjoy my games.”
I snarled. “I can’t talk to you sometimes.”
Thomas offered his hand to Liam. “You should stop teasing her before she decides to leave without you.” The two clasped forearms. “Be careful. Ahrun is not in his right mind. He might not remember what you mean to him.”
“Worry about yourself. Dominick has never been your match, but he makes up for it with his underhandedness. Battles aren’t always won by the strongest.”
Thomas’s expression was wry. “You always did like to nag. I’ll finish this quickly and be there to reinforce you before you know it.”
Liam nodded, glancing at me before he headed to the door.
I followed, reaching the door where I paused. “It would really suck if you died. I don’t want that asshole ruling my city.”
If that happened, I might have to move—and I hated moving.
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The mansion looked like a beehive that had been disturbed as we took our leave. I followed Liam to the underground garage where Thomas’s fleet of vehicles were waiting. There were several empty spots already. Those that remained looked mostly identical. Black Escalades as far as the eye could see.  
“Wow.” I stopped to stare. “When I accused you of all driving clones of the same vehicle, I didn’t realize how close to the truth I was.”
We found Daniel and Eric waiting for us beside one of the Escalades. 
“Nice motorcycle,” I said, admiring one of the few vehicles that was different from the rest. “Whose is it?”
The bike wasn’t the only exception in the sea of monotony. Beside it was a parked Jeep. There was also the odd SUV that was not an Escalade. A mustang and a corvette were also present. 
“Mine,” Eric said, opening the driver’s door of an Escalade and getting inside. 
Impressive. And not something I would have expected from this enforcer.
“Any chance of me taking it for a spin one of these days?” I asked.
“About as good a chance as you letting me drive Gwyneth.”
That was a hard bargain. 
Daniel ignored us as he focused on Liam. “Is it wise to divert our attention with a challenge issued?”
“These are the master’s orders.” Liam’s response was enough to silence the other man. “Besides, wasn’t it you who thought Ahrun needed to be dealt with?”
“Is this a suicide mission then? Because the three of us won’t be enough to take out Ahrun.”
“Excuse me,” I objected, feeling a little insulted. “It’s four.”
Had he forgotten about me?
Daniel’s hmm managed to be both dismissive and insulting as he climbed into the front passenger seat. 
“Unbelievable,” I muttered, finding my way into the back seat.
Liam joined me as Eric started the car. The garage door opened and Eric drove up the landing and onto the street. 
“Where to?” he asked. 
“Head south.”
Daniel shifted in his seat. “Are we sure about her intel?”
“Unless you think an ancient has learned to use a cellphone in the short time he’s likely to have been awake, I’d say yes,” I answered for Liam. “You know I always considered you the strong silent type, but now I’m thinking you’re more the grumpy, nagging sort.” To Eric, “Is this usual behavior for him?”
“Yes,” Eric said as Daniel rumbled a, “No.”
I stared at Daniel’s ear, wishing I could take a look in the enforcer’s brain to see what made him tick. 
“What?” he snapped.
I shook my head. “What was that between you and Thomas earlier?”
He tugged at his ear as he looked out the passenger side window. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
I snaked my hand forward, grabbing a chunk of his waist while simultaneously pinching and twisting.
“Ow!” Daniel slapped my hand away. “Stop that. Liam, control your woman.”
Liam’s smile was faint. “That’s an impossibility. Aileen’s her own person.”
“I seem to remember being my own person when we met and that didn’t stop you from being an autocratic dictator.”
“If I recall, you tried to cut off my arm. Failing that, you then attempted to stab me through the heart. The comparison doesn’t hold up.”
Daniel’s expression twisted. “Didn’t she shoot you in the chest?”
I waved a hand. “Let’s not dig up the past. I’m still waiting on an answer to my question.”
“What’s the matter? Did your BFF Nathan not tell you all about it?”
“You’re jealous,” I gasped with delight.
“I’m not jealous.”
“Is it because I have a BFF or is it because you think I stole your BFF?”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Daniel scoffed. “If anybody is Nathan’s BFF, it’s Eric.”
We looked at the quiet enforcer.
Eric was calm as he changed lanes. “I consider everyone my BFF so no one ever feels left out.”
I collapsed in a fit of laughter as Daniel gave him a disgusted look.
“Anyway, I still want an answer,” I said when I composed myself again.
“No one was saying it so I did,” Daniel rumbled. “Giving up on Ahrun would allow Thomas to get into the good graces of the council. No one actually wants Vitus to rule. They just need a reason to side against him. If Thomas compromised, he’d be able to continue building his base of power.”
I glanced at Liam, wanting to see how he was receiving this information.
“Thomas has never been able to be objective where Ahrun is concerned,” Daniel added. “He was this way in Europe and he’s like this now.”
Most children weren’t, when it came to their parents. I wasn’t certain Daniel understood that, since his enmity with his own sire was well known. 
“What you’ve failed to take into consideration is that Ahrun’s reputation protects us far better than his death ever could,” Liam finally spoke. 
“Even if he goes on a rampage and kills thousands?” Daniel asked with a sharpness that made me think this was the true reason behind his objection.
“He went into deep sleep rather than allow that to happen.”
“He’s awake now which means he’s a threat. To everyone.”
“The fact the news hasn’t reported a swath of murders across the country supports Thomas’s theory that Ahrun has more control of himself than others believe,” Liam said coolly.
“For now. But you’re going to have to make the hard decision one of these days.”
Liam didn’t flinch from Daniel’s stare. “And when that day comes, I will do what is necessary. As will Thomas.”
Daniel faced front. “I hope you’re right.”
The silence lasted for about two seconds before the next turn had to be announced. 
“Left here.” I sat back, glancing between the three vampires as I silently cursed the fact that I’d had to bring any of them with me. If this was how it was going to be the whole time, I would have preferred a solo rescue mission. Ancient, terrifying vampire or not.
A quarter of an hour dragged by as we headed further south of the downtown, keeping to the main streets of the city. By the time we neared our destination, I was more than ready to be ejected from the car.  
Daniel scrutinized the area outside his window. “Ahrun had a taste for the finer things. I can’t imagine him in a place like this.”
“Did you expect him to check in to a five-star hotel?” I asked.
I could see it now. Our mummified skeletor walking into a hotel and politely inquiring about their best room, right before draining the concierge and guests.
“Am I wrong?” Daniel asked Liam.
The other man didn’t immediately answer as he stared out the window at the rundown neighborhoods we passed. More than one house looked abandoned, their windows boarded up. Chain link fences protected deserted lots overgrown with weeds. Squat buildings that looked as attractive as cement covered trolls sat on every corner.
“It’s a far cry from his former self,” Liam agreed in a soft voice. 
“This could be a trap,” Daniel said. 
“Unless you think Ahrun magically learned all the intricacies of modern technology in a few days, I think it’s safe to say he’s not using Connor’s phone to lure us into his den.”
“Maybe not him,” Eric said pensively.
We all looked at him. 
“It’s in keeping with something Dominick would do. Use the thing we most desire to lead us to our deaths.”
See, this was why it was so important to pay attention when Eric spoke.
“And are we even certain Ahrun has Connor?” Daniel asked.
I watched the dot on the map that was Connor’s phone. “Yes.”
“How do you know?”
“I just do.”
The grumbly sound Daniel made in the back of his throat showed his disapproval. 
“It doesn’t matter if Ahrun is on the other end of this or Dominick. We have to check out this lead regardless,” Liam said.
“I find the timing highly suspicious. At the same time as the challenge?” Daniel was like a dog with a bone. “It’s like they’re trying to divide and conquer.”
I patted Eric’s shoulder, pointing at a red and white diner on the left side of the street that looked like it had been in business for decades. The paint on the sign was slightly faded but in good enough shape that the diner must have been a popular place in the neighborhood. The lights inside said it was still open.
“That’s where we’re going,” I said.
“You think Ahrun is in a diner?” Daniel asked with skepticism.
“What do you think?”
“You’re the one who pointed and said ‘there.’”
I took a deep breath. Do not try to harm the enforcer no matter how stupid he is being. He will not like it and you will probably die.
“Look behind it, genius.”
I swear he was doing this on purpose. 
He squinted. “I see nothing but trees.”
“It’s an abandoned building,” Eric said.
“I checked on the map earlier and did a little research. There’s an abandoned cement factory directly behind the diner.”
“Park in the diner’s lot. We’ll go on foot from there,” Liam instructed.
Eric didn’t bother with his blinker as he made the turn. There was a slight bump as he drove over the low curb before finding a spot on the side of the diner. A place where the lights from the windows didn’t reach.
“What about the humans?” Daniel asked as we climbed out of the SUV.
Through the window, we could see the diner was empty except for a waitress and a single patron seated at a booth. Neither showed interest in our presence, barely glancing in our direction before returning to their quiet evening.
“I doubt they’re going to be a problem,” Liam said, dismissing them.
The night swallowed Liam as he rounded the corner of the building and started for the street behind it. I said “street” but it was little more than a threadbare road that hadn’t been maintained in a long time. Narrow, its edges eaten away through the years, the asphalt was pocked marked and full of holes. 
I followed the others toward the faded remnants of a gravel driveway and the sad attempt at a gate that was supposed to be guarding the entrance. One end had listed to the side to lean almost entirely on the ground. The only thing that prevented it from fully falling was the chain binding it to its mate. Trees and vines choked the perimeter, hiding the old cement factory I knew waited beyond.
Alches stepped out of the shadows from those trees, his eyes reflecting the night before he blinked.
“See something?” Daniel asked, perceptive as he scanned the area.
Eric stopped, his gaze lingering on the spot where Alches had been. His forehead furrowed briefly before his expression smoothed out.
“Just an animal. Nothing to worry about,” I answered.
This didn’t seem like the best time to explain Alches and how he’d come to be with me. 
Daniel and Eric didn’t press, and we stopped in front of the gate to stare at the labyrinth of buildings that stood like a forgotten monument to days gone by. Nature had already reclaimed a portion of the abandoned factory and surrounding land. 
The cement factory possessed the forlorn atmosphere of a building whose purpose had been forgotten. The cement of the parking lot had become cracked from time and exposure to the elements, weeds growing through the gaps with a tenacity that was slightly amazing in this urban environment. 
It was difficult to describe the factory itself, the many buildings creating a maze of walls that were perfect hiding spots for someone who wanted to go unnoticed.
And despite its air of neglect and decay, the graffiti covered walls made it clear that it still had its share of visitors. 
“How long has this place been abandoned?” Daniel asked, taking in the state of decay with a frown.
I shrugged. “I’m not sure.”
I hadn’t dug too deep into the history of the place once I’d confirmed it as the location of Connor’s phone.
“I’m guessing decades,” Eric said softly, his expression almost sad. 
Liam moved toward the flattened path of weeds that bypassed the gate and signified repeated human incursion. More and more, this was looking like the place we wanted. It was exactly the sort of hideout I would have chosen in Ahrun’s place. A consistent human presence that meant a plentiful food source, yet isolated enough that other supernaturals weren’t likely to venture close. 
“All that rust. I can practically feel the tetanus.” Daniel’s unhappiness was like a wet blanket, leaving him grumpy and irritable.
“Can vampires get tetanus?” I asked.
“We cannot,” Liam answered for him. 
He slid through the parking lot without a sound, easing through the debris that was everywhere, the moonlight illuminating his path. 
“Why do you care then?” I asked Daniel, trying not to cringe when my foot knocked a piece of debris into another. Hope Ahrun didn’t hear that and realize we were coming. “I didn’t expect you to be this fastidious.”
Daniel’s frown was just short of a glower. “Why? Because I was born in a time your generation considers backwards?”
“No, it’s because I’ve seen the way you fight.” 
Which usually ended with Daniel covered in blood and enjoying every moment of it. 
Daniel bared his teeth, his expression a little psychotic. “That’s different. Blood is life.”
“You have an interesting outlook.” I followed the others toward the building. “Blood carries way more pathogens than a piece of rusty metal.”
And at least with tetanus you could get a shot to prevent it. You couldn’t say the same with the diseases caught from somebody else’s bodily fluids.
“We’re vampires. Blood doesn’t affect us.”
“Neither does tetanus, apparently.”
Daniel bared his teeth at me again and quickened his place as Liam looked back with a tiny smirk that said he knew what I was doing.
“I’m just trying to understand,” I protested. 
“Have you stayed in an abandoned building like this before?” Eric asked, taking an interest in the conversation.
I nodded. “Several times.”
I didn’t mention the safe houses I’d set up in abandoned buildings similar to this one throughout the city and surrounding areas. If I ever had to go on the run, it was better less people knew my habits. 
At Daniel’s surprise, I shrugged. “Sometimes I get caught out and need a place to rest.”
I’d also bedded down in the occasional drainage pipe to escape the sun’s rays. 
Eric and Daniel stared at me in a way that made me suspect they felt sorry for me. They shouldn’t. I was quite proud of the way I’d survived. 
“We should split up from here,” Liam instructed, glancing upwards. “Eric and Daniel, start on the roof and work your way down.”
Daniel’s nod was serious as he lumbered toward the wall. He broke into a run, reaching the wall and jumping up before catching a hand hold. After that, he scaled it with little effort. 
Eric paused beside me. “Daniel dislikes the idea of tetanus because many of his comrades perished from it before humans realized the cause.”
Eric raced after his fellow enforcer, scaling the wall as gracefully and silently as Daniel had. 
“Silence from here on out,” Liam cautioned before disappearing into the dark maw of the building. Shadows swirled as Alches padded after him, leaving me behind.
“Yes, who wouldn’t want to investigate a creepy, abandoned building where a possibly insane, ultra-powerful vampire might be hiding out?” I mocked silently. “How do you get yourself into these sorts of predicaments, Aileen?”
I shook my head and followed Liam into the building, careful to make as little noise as possible.
Wind blew through the broken windows, creating a moaning sound. 
There was a hushed somberness that almost felt like the world had been placed on pause. I would understand if visitors considered this place haunted. It would be easy to let your imagination run away with you. To hear and see things that weren’t there. I wondered if a ghost hunting show had ever done an episode on this place.
The first few rooms we passed were empty of human or vampire presence. They contained piles of debris and trash that I wasn’t certain belonged to the former occupants. 
Certainly, the broken beer bottles were more recent. The pile of rubble was a product of decay from portions of the ceiling collapsing. 
Like the exterior, the walls inside were covered in more graffiti, the magnitude and complexity of some of the designs were stunning.
We passed into what might have been the main area at the front of the building, before time had brought down its roof, exposing the cement blocks of the walls to the elements. I took a peek through some of the doors leading off the area, finding rooms a little less trashed than the ones we’d passed. Some still contained metal cabinets and machinery. All of which were also covered in graffiti. 
Liam tapped me on the shoulder and nodded to a doorway ahead. I followed him into another section of the building, neither of us speaking. While we weren’t making undue noise, we also weren’t trying to be silent. 
If the ancient was here, he would know of our presence no matter how carefully we moved. Better to act naturally than try to sneak up on him. 
We entered another room with raised rectangles that looked uncomfortably like cement coffins marching down either side. 
Liam came to an abrupt stop, his body unnaturally still.
I stepped around him, searching for the source of his alarm.
Moonlight streamed through a row of broken windows and the collapsed ceiling on one side to illuminate the room. Magic glinted in my other sight as I dropped into it. A spell that masked the wearer from all senses except sight sparked into view ahead. 
“I’m going to owe Daniel the biggest apology later,” I grumbled as Dominick stepped out of the shadows. 
It turned out the big guy was right to be paranoid. 
“Searching for this?” Dominick held up a phone I recognized as Connor’s.
Liam didn’t betray his surprise, not even by a flicker of an eyelash. “How did you get that?”
Dominick tucked the phone away. “You could call it luck. My people had instructions to grab Connor or Ahrun if given the opportunity. They almost succeeded in the first when your sire intervened. The phone being left behind was a happy accident.”
I used my peripheral vision to see who else Dominick had brought to this party. My other sight picking up six power signatures waiting just out of view. 
I moved closer to Liam, putting my hand on his back and drawing a six on it. With his skills, he probably didn’t need the warning. However, since all of them were wearing the same masking spell as Dominick, I thought it better to be safe than sorry.
“Thomas will be disappointed you stood him up,” Liam murmured.
“Does this mean Dominick loses by default?” I asked, stalling for time.
Dominick’s eyes were like chips of black ice. Freezing cold with no emotion behind them. “Don’t worry. I ensured Thomas would get plenty of entertainment from the little surprise I arranged for him.”
“Don’t tell me. Let me guess.” I tapped my mouth in thought then pointed. “Hunters, right?” 
“It’s amazing you’ve lived this long.” Dominick’s lip curled as he glanced at Liam. “Though I suppose that was more your doing than hers.”
How insulting. As if I was incapable of saving my own skin. 
“How long have we been rivals? Four centuries? Five? It’s quite amazing to think that comes to an end after tonight. I think I’ll miss you.”
Liam’s expression was flat. “We were rivals?”
I choked on a nervous laugh. 
Rage flashed across Dominick’s face before it vanished like a pebble tossed into the ocean, sinking out of sight without a trace. “Say what you want, but this is checkmate. You lose.”
“Oh.” There was a lack of fear in Liam as he examined our surroundings with boredom.
I nudged him. “Do you maybe want to pretend to be interested in the conversation? I’d really like to not die tonight.”
The least he could do was buy time until Daniel and Eric could get here to reinforce us. 
Dominick’s gaze moved over my shoulder. “Look who joined us. Our guest of honor.”
I turned as Deborah walked through the door we’d entered, her face pale but resolute. 
“You’re supposed to be at home,” I said.
“And miss all the fun?” Deborah’s bravado couldn’t quite cover the shake in her voice.
I sighed, shaking my head as disappointment moved through me. “I thought I was a better judge of character than this.” 
Deborah was our mole after all. The only thing I didn’t know was if she’d betrayed me because Chadwick used her sister’s life against her or if her sister even existed. It didn’t matter now. None of the vampires would let her off after this. She was doomed. 
It was too bad. I’d really liked her.
“Don’t be too hard on the little human, Aileen. She really wasn’t given a choice in the matter,” Kat purred, shoving Deborah forward.
She stumbled further into the room. Anger showed on her face before she composed herself, blanking her expression so that no emotion showed. 
The brief lapse in her mask gave me hope. That maybe she was telling the truth and I’d misunderstood somehow. 
I curled a lip at Kat. “What are you wearing?”
She’d dressed up like she was going to a club. Not like she was attending an ambush. Bright red heels, several inches high, decorated her feet. Their height had to make it difficult to walk. Every step Kat took flashed the long line of her legs. Her dress was the same shade as her shoes, bright, look at me, red.
Deborah curled in on herself as if bracing for a blow as Kat stopped beside her. The action drew my attention to signs of trauma along Deborah’s jaw and cheekbone. A gash, crusted over with dried blood, ran into her hairline. 
“They hit you,” I said flatly.
No. That was too mild a word. They’d beaten her.
Now that I’d noticed the signs, I could see the ginger way she was holding herself. One arm wrapped around her ribs as if it could control the pain. 
I’d cracked my ribs a time or two in my life. It was an unpleasant experience. You never realized how important those suckers were until they were broken. And then you were reminded every second of the day, with every breath you took.
There was an apology in her eyes when she looked at me. As if it was her fault that they’d hurt her. 
And not mine for dragging her into the middle of this.
Liam’s hand landed on my arm, keeping me from moving.
Fine. We’d do this his way. For now.
But Kat wasn’t living through this night. I promised myself that.
Kat drew a sharp nail down the side of Deborah’s neck, opening a razor thin, red line. The sharp tang of blood spilled into the air. 
The tiny whimper Deborah made threatened to crack my control. I grabbed Liam’s hand, squeezing it as hard as I could. If I didn’t, I was going to throw myself at Kat and probably get us killed.
“It’s amazing how predictable you are,” Kat crooned.
Breathe, Aileen. Just breathe. 
Deborah wasn’t in any true danger right this second. Kat was too invested in toying with me and getting a reaction to kill her. The moment I gave her what she wanted Deborah would be dead.
Liam’s answering squeeze helped clear my head. 
At least until Kat grabbed a handful of Deborah’s hair and yanked the human’s head back at an awkward angle that allowed Kat to run her nose down the side of Deborah’s neck. All the while smirking playfully at me.
Chadwick’s arrival barely registered.
“All I had to do was put a damsel in distress in your path and you threw yourself into my trap,” Kat gloated as Chadwick came up behind her to set his hands on her hips. The pair’s eyes were hungry as they stared at me over Deborah’s neck. 
“Thomas made the right decision exiling you from the city,” Liam said.
Chadwick hissed, flashing his fangs. “He’s a fool who doesn’t know how to run his territory. I had the longest tenure and the most experience and yet he threw me out like garbage.”
“You were also the most corrupt. You’re lucky he didn’t end your miserable existence.”
“His oversight will be the reason you die tonight,” Chadwick retorted.
“Why is Deborah here?” I asked, abruptly.
Was it to cause me mental distress? Throw me off my game? Or were they just sadistic?
I was betting on the last one.
“After all the trouble you’ve caused me, I want you to suffer while I torture your companion, the human you tried to save,” Kat snarled.
I hated being right. 
“You really should have been taught the dangers of taking another vampire’s former companion for yourself,” Kat continued, her earlier anger disappearing. “Chadwick has a fun little gift. He can scan the thoughts of any human he’s shared blood with. The best part is that since it’s not technically a compulsion, it’s almost impossible to detect. Even for someone as skilled as Thomas’s pet healer. It wasn’t particularly useful, but it was fun watching you turn in circles in search of a traitor when all it took was placing a tracker on your car at the Gargoyle. Add in the bug we put on your phone during the meet and greet when you left it unattended and this was far easier than I thought it would be.” 
Kat smirked at Liam. “Makoto tends to be overconfident in his abilities. He never once considered there are ways to circumvent his security. I doubt he even looked through Aileen’s phone.”
“I’ll be sure to inform him of his oversight later,” Liam murmured.
“I’m sorry, Aileen. I didn’t know he could scan my thoughts. I swear.” Deborah’s voice cracked. 
“I believe you.”
Kat’s grip on Deborah’s hair tightened. “Isn’t that sweet? She forgives you.”
“Fuck you, bitch,” Deborah snarled.
“What is it with the people in my life having a death wish tonight?” I said, hoping to distract Kat from retaliating against the human. “At least wait until she doesn’t have your neck in her hands to tell her to fuck off.”
I thought that was commonsense.
“Is that what you would have done?” Deborah asked, still channeling that bravado.
“Definitely not,” Liam said.
I looked at him. “I might have.”
“You would have enraged your captor, mo chuisle. We both know that.”
Okay, probably.
“You’re being awfully quiet,” Liam said to Dominick.  
I agreed. It was like he was waiting for something. 
“Not that we don’t appreciate your villain speech and everything, but what happened to all the killing?” I asked as the side of Deborah’s cross-body messenger bag bulged. A second later, tiny hands hooked on the top of the bag and Inara poked her head out. 
Oh no.
She waved at me, way more excited by this hostage situation than I was. 
Lowen joined her. 
Great we were all here.
“He’s timing our deaths for when the challenge starts,” Liam answered for Dominick. “He’s hoping the shock will distract Thomas and make him careless.”
Dominick’s faint smile remained plastered on his face. “To answer your question, Aileen—the human is here because anyone with ties to Ahrun’s line will be stamped out by dawn. My master learned something very important the last time he went up against Ahrun and lost. That the bonds Ahrun has with his progeny and any who belong to their lines give him power. He uses them for fuel and to increase his strength. It’s why we had Thomas’s witch lover curse him. To ensure Ahrun had no other connections to stabilize him as we slowly weeded the rest of his line from this world.”
Dominick’s gaze moved to Liam. “We’d planned to curse you too, but you never gave us an opening.”
“That’s why you went after Lilith,” Liam said softly, not showing any surprise at this news. “You knew her death would tear Ahrun apart.”
Dominick’s smile was hard. “His devolution started after that, didn’t it?”
I was starting to understand why Ahrun had made me drink dream-blood to establish a link. Maybe Dominick and his master’s plan wasn’t as crazy as it seemed. 
“And as for Thomas, you’re right,” Dominick drawled. “Your deaths will advance our cause very nicely.”
Helen and Arturas glided out of the shadows behind Dominick. Helen bounced on her toes like a boxer about to step into the ring. Arturas was more neutral, lumbering behind her with a blank face.
“We both know that no matter how strong a vampire is they will react to the death of their progeny. Isn’t that why Ahrun has spiraled the way he has? Because of Lilith’s death at Vitus’s hands?” 
Arturas and Helen stopped in front of Dominick.
“Thomas will fall. You will fall. Ahrun will fall,” Dominick promised. “Before dawn comes. Ahrun’s reign will end.”
Helen had a mad grin on her face. There was something really wrong with her. “Is it time?” 
Dominick inclined his chin. “Go.”
For the first time since meeting Arturas, something other than nothingness showed on his face. Savage anticipation as he opened his mouth to roar.
Before either could move, several objects fell from the sky. They hit the ground with a thump and rolled until their vacant eyes stared at me. 
I gaped at the heads for a second before looking up to find Daniel standing next to the hole where the ceiling had caved in. 
“We’re not late, are we?” Daniel rumbled. 
The enforcer was covered in blood. It coated his face and hands, all the way up his arms to his elbows. He lifted a hand and licked some of that blood off his skin like a cat. 
“This is why your fastidiousness surprised me,” I told him.
He grinned as three more heads joined the first couple and Eric appeared on the other side of the hole.
“I apologize for our tardiness,” Eric told Liam. “Daniel refused to walk through any rooms that had rust in them. It forced us to find an alternative path.”
“It’s fine,” Liam drawled. “If you’d arrived earlier, Dominick wouldn’t have had the chance to finish telling us his master plan. We wouldn’t want to be rude.”
“No, we wouldn’t,” Eric agreed.
“Aileen was right,” Liam said, looking back at Dominick. “You should have killed us immediately. Now you’ll never get the chance.”
Dominick snarled at his subordinates. “Deal with them.”
Helen’s cackle followed her as she dashed forward. Eric dove off the floor above, tackling her. They crashed into a wall, punching through it into the next room.
Arturas crouched to lift a chunk of debris as big as his body before hurling it at the ceiling beneath where Daniel stood. A boom shook the room, collapsing the ceiling under Daniel. 
He fell, chunks of cement, metal and plaster raining down on him to bury him beneath.
“Uh oh,” I whispered as magic signatures lit up my other sight.
“What’s wrong?”
I felt nauseous as I met Liam’s gaze. “There’s a lot more than the six vampires I sensed earlier out there.”
He’d brought a whole army.
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I stopped counting somewhere around twenty power signatures.  
“What do we do?” I asked.
“We fight—and we survive.”
A vampire plunged out of the shadows. Liam caught him by his throat and ripped his head off his body. 
“Just like that,” Liam said in a matter of fact voice.
“Oh.” I stared at the dead vampire. “Sounds easy enough.”
Except, not really.
“Don’t tell me you’re feeling squeamish.”
I sidestepped a vampire who jumped at me from behind, drawing a silver knife from the sheath at my waist. I buried the tip in the back of the vampire’s neck, right between two of his vertebra. It was a move Nathan had made me practice until my hands blistered.
“I just prefer a cleaner method.”
One that didn’t involve being sprayed with arterial blood. 
A pile of rubble exploded outward. Daniel stood where it had been, his face furious. 
Arturas’s chuckle was menacing as he unsheathed a double-edged sword that tapered to a point. Perfect for both thrusts and slices. “I’ve been looking forward to this.”
Daniel climbed off his mound of rubble. “As have I.”
He yanked out the piece of rebar protruding from his side with no expression. 
Arturas started for him. Daniel reached over his shoulder for the broad sword he’d put on his back when we got out of the car. 
Their swords came together with a crash that shook the building and made dust fly.
Liam grabbed me to press a quick kiss on my lips. “Don’t die.”
“The same to you. I was just getting used to having you around.”
It’d be a shame if he got himself killed after going to all that trouble.
Liam grinned. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
He took a step back, racing toward where we’d last seen Dominick. 
“I guess that leaves me to save the damsel in distress,” I muttered, scanning the room for Deborah and the two idiots holding her hostage. I’d lost them in the commotion and now it was time to settle scores.
It didn’t take long to spot my quarry. They weren’t far. About ten feet across the room. 
Kat’s face contorted as she discovered me. 
She said something to Chadwick as I took a step toward her. 
A vampire sailed through the air, causing me to duck, before he crashed into a wall nearby. 
“What the fuck?” I asked, lifting from my crouch to give the vampire who’d used the other like a frisbee a disbelieving look.
From the opposite side of the room, Eric waved a halfhearted apology at me. “He was getting in my way.”
“Then by all means.” I glanced behind him. “What happened to Helen?”
I’d figured her for someone that would be harder to take down than that.
Eric pointed. I followed the direction of his finger to where a woman was slaughtering the vampires around her with wild abandon. She whooped, beheading another. 
“Aren’t they on her side?” I asked. 
“I doubt she can distinguish her side from ours,” Eric said with a look of repugnance that was unusual in the face of his calm practicality.
I guess Helen’s behavior would be revolting to someone who treasured his allies as much as Eric did.
“I will take care of her once she has weeded their forces down a little more,” Eric informed me as he walked away.
He moved like a ghost as he crept from vampire to vampire, dispatching each with a precision I was jealous of. The entire time he kept Helen at a careful distance, monitoring her and redirecting her slaughter when it looked like it was going to impact Liam or Daniel’s battle.
The vampire Eric had thrown lifted himself off the ground. He shook himself all over like a dog.
“Why do they always leave their mess for me to clean up?” I asked as the vampire spotted me.
He crouched, his gaze murderous.
I lifted my blade in preparation. Here we go.
He raced at me, leaping at the last second. Arms fully extended. Fangs on display. And a cruelness in the twist of his features that said he was anticipating the taste of my death.
Kat took advantage of his distraction to lob two balls of bright orange magic at me. 
A spell, I realized as the first hit my shoulder. A nasty one.
I staggered back, the vampire’s dive carrying him into the path of the second spell. 
An agonized scream left the vampire. His veins glowed orange as he hit the ground, twitching every few seconds before going still. 
I touched my shoulder, staring at the vampire in confusion and shock. How did I do that? It was brief, but I’d felt my power defuse the spell in the milliseconds before it took hold. If it hadn’t, I’d be dead too.
The problem was, I had no idea what had happened or why.
Kat cursed, tripping and falling over her heels as she scrambled away from me. 
“Come here, Kit Kat. Isn’t this what you wanted?” I asked with a laugh as she used her hands and knees to crawl toward the door. She should have known those heels were going to do her in.
“Stay away from me!”
“What’s the matter? No more spells to throw at me?”
More like she’d realized they’d be as useless as the last two. 
“What are you?” 
I smiled. “Your death.”
Especially now that she knew my little secret. 
The terror on her face showed she knew it too. Just like the fact she knew she wasn’t my match in a hand-to-hand fight. As evidenced by the last time she challenged me.
“You could have had a long and lovely life. All you had to do was leave me alone.”
But she couldn’t even do that. Now she’d reap what she’d sown.
Chadwick, hauling a struggling Deborah toward the door and safety, attracted my attention, making me forget Kat’s existence for a moment.
“Shit.”
I raced toward them.
Deborah thrashed with all her might, knowing if Chadwick got her away from here, she was as good as dead. He’d disappear and finding him would be difficult.
Even using every ounce of her strength, she couldn’t escape as he dragged her a little closer to the exit and certain death. But she did manage to delay him a few precious seconds.
Kat screamed something from behind me as I closed in on the two.
Chadwick was too focused on subduing Deborah to notice my approach. My dagger sliced through his arm, catching on bone.
He screamed.
I looked at my dagger in disappointment. That was too bad. I was hoping it would entirely remove his hand from his arm. I guess I needed more practice.
It did accomplish one thing though. He’d let go of Deborah.
I shoved her behind me.
He lurched for her. “No, she’s mine.”
I stabbed him in the throat, twisting the blade before ripping it out. Blood spurted, partially drenching me.
Damn it. And here I was hoping not to look like a horror movie extra.
Chadwick gurgled. The fear I expected to see was missing. Rage was in its place. His mind brushed mine.
I snickered. “That won’t work on me like it does her.”
Astonishment showed on his face as he blinked at me in alarm.
“Let’s end this, shall we?” I grabbed both sides of his head and wrenched sideways. His neck snapped. “Problem solved.”
I froze, letting him topple sideways onto the ground as I fixed my stare on Kat. For a split second, my gaze moved to Deborah who was clutched in her arms before moving back to my nemesis. 
“This is a twist,” I said, forcing nonchalance into my posture.
The last few minutes hadn’t been kind to Kat. Her red dress was ripped and torn. The strap had fallen down one shoulder to nearly expose her breast. Her skirt had a split in it and her hair was disheveled.
“Did that happen when you were trying to crawl away from me?” I asked in amusement, nodding at the state of her.
Kat’s face was desperate as she gripped Deborah by the neck. “You’re going to let me walk out of here.”
“Am I now?”
Kat shook Deborah, drawing a pained sound from the human. “Yes! Otherwise, your human is going to be dead.”
“That would be a problem.”
Inara and Lowen lowered into view behind Kat, hovering in the air as they drew their bows. The tiny arrows on their strings pointed at the vampire.
“What are you looking at?” Kat demanded.
“Someone who is about to be in a lot of pain.”
Inara released her arrow as Kat twisted. Lowen’s flew an instant later.
Kat screamed as an arrow landed in her shoulder. A second one sprouted from her cheek.
I winced as welts immediately formed. Blisters followed, leaving the skin raw and painful looking. 
“A lot, a lot of pain.” I shook my head in sympathy. “So much pain.”
Kat forgot about Deborah, staggering away from the human as she started to scratch at her skin.
“Pixie dust is truly an awful thing,” I informed her. 
Deborah joined my side, watching as Kat went into a frenzy, scoring her nails over her flesh. Ribbons of skin peeled away, blood running as Kat dropped to roll on the ground.
“What’s wrong with her?” Deborah asked in horror.
I shook my head. “I’m not sure.”
Pixie dust was bad, but was all this carrying on really necessary?
I nudged Kat with a toe. “Get a hold of yourself. You’re in the middle of battle.”
Kat didn’t react as she tore at her face, not stopping even when she reached bone. 
“Is that the same stuff Lowen used on you?” Deborah asked uneasily.
Kat staggered to her feet.
“Oh no.” I grabbed Deborah, pulling her out of the way as Kat sprinted at us. The vampire didn’t slow, running headfirst into the cement wall behind me as if that was her intention all along. Her skull collided with a meaty thud. 
It wasn’t enough to kill her though.
Maybe that’s why she took a step back and repeated the exercise. Again. And again. And again.
By the second time, Deborah had buried her face in my shoulder, her body giving a jerk every time Kat beat her head against the wall. 
I wished I could look away too, feeling a little sick. And definitely mentally scarred for life.
Kat finally went still, her brains showing through her shattered skull. She’d beaten herself to death. 
I looked at Inara in horror. “Tell me that’s not the same dust you used on me.”
“Why do you always ask questions you already know the answer to?” Inara sniped as she fiddled with her bow. 
Deborah lifted her head to look at the pixie with a disbelief that mirrored mine.
“Were you trying to kill me?” 
“Of course not. You’re fine, aren’t you?”
From nearby, a vampire screeched. The agonized sound the same as the one Kat had made. I looked over to find Lowen flying away from him. 
“I thought pixie dust was only supposed to be an irritant?” I yelled at her.
“It is. Mostly. This is our own special blend.”
Any attempt at remaining calm shredded.
Fuck calm and reasonable. I was going to commit pixiecide.
“Again—were you trying to kill me?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. Your magic breaking power needed a stronger obstacle to overcome. We provided it. You can say thank you at any time.”
I watched her with an open mouth. Was she crazy? Thank her? I was more likely to kill her for this. 
“Next time, ask permission first,” I hissed.
Inara’s shrug was dismissive. “You would have said no.”
Damn right I would have.
“And then you would have died tonight from the spell she threw at you,” Inara finished.
While we were stuck glaring at each other, neither of us willing to relent, Deborah glanced around with uneasiness. “Maybe this topic is best saved for later.”
“Your human has a point.”
I counted to three in my head. “Let’s go then.”
I beckoned Deborah to follow me as I started for the door Chadwick had been dragging her to.
“What about the rest?” Deborah pointed at where Liam and the enforcers were battling.
As I watched, Daniel beheaded Arturas.
“I think they can handle themselves. I’ll get you to safety and then come back.”
It was clear from the look of things that they didn’t need me. Helen was almost finished with the vampires on Dominick’s side and Liam and Dominick were still fighting. 
“What are you and Lowen even doing here?” I asked as we headed for the door.
“Red dress and the other arrived before that one was escorted back to your house. We figured something was up so we hopped in Deborah’s bag when they grabbed her.”
I looked up. “What about her escort? They didn’t notice the presence of two vampires?”
Inara shook her head. “We wouldn’t have either because of the spell they were wearing. You’re lucky they decided to make themselves at home in your living room. If they’d grabbed her outside, we would have missed it.”
“I’d really like to know where they got their spells,” I muttered, deciding not to tease Inara about the fact they were growing attached to my companion.
Well. Well. Well. Would you look at that? The pixies had heart after all.
“It tastes like sorcerer magic,” Inara started to say.
An explosion by the door threw all of us back. 
I hit the ground hard and rolled before coming to a stop. 
I groaned as my body let me know I was still alive. Coughing sounded next to me. I rolled over to find Deborah stirring. “You okay?”
She nodded, coughing again.
“Inara.” I searched the ground around me in concern. A blast like that was most dangerous to someone as small as her. The concussive force could shred her wings and cause massive internal bleeding. That was if the debris didn’t bury her.
Lowen streaked toward us, his face a mask of terror for his consort. “Inara!”
A tiny moan a few feet away grabbed my attention as figures clad in black spilled into the room from all sides. They fired at Daniel and Eric. 
Daniel went down with a roar. 
Eric dashed behind cover, Liam doing the same as Dominick laughed. 
“Stay down,” I ordered Deborah.
In the dust, I caught a speck of blue. Inara. 
I scooped her up, assessing her injuries at a glance. She was conscious but one of her wings was bent at an unnatural angle with the membrane containing several jagged holes. 
Despite the pain on her face, Inara’s glare was still ferocious. 
Lowen landed on my shoulder, his attention on his consort. “Oh, thank all the gods. You’re alive.”
“We need to get you to safety,” I said, staying low as Eric and Daniel engaged the hunters. In the background, Dominick gave them orders.
I cupped my hands around the pixie as I bear crawled to Deborah, trying not to draw notice. Screams came as the enforcers picked off a couple of the humans.
I reached Deborah, nodding at her to show everything was fine. It wasn’t fine, but panicking wouldn’t help.
“I’m fine, Aileen. Stop worrying about me and kill the fuckers,” Inara snarled.
“You’re not fine,” Lowen told her, dropping from my shoulder to land on my hand next to his consort. “You’re in no shape to fight.
He and Inara shared a glare before she relented. “Fine, you win. But leave me in the human’s care. You’ll be too distracted otherwise.”
I hesitated, reluctant to leave Deborah to make her way outside alone.
Right now, the hunters were preoccupied with Liam and his enforcers, but it wouldn’t be long before they noticed her. I didn’t think her status as a human would protect her either.
“She’s right.” Lowen lifted off my palm to hover in the air. “I’ll guide her to safety. They need your help.”
“Alright,” I agreed reluctantly.
Deborah extended her cupped hands and I put Inara in them, trying not to jostle her too much. Her pained grunt told me I wasn’t entirely successful in that endeavor.
“Get as far from here as you can,” I told them.
Deborah nodded as I rose. 
I waited until she and the pixies slipped out of the gaping maw that was once the door before slinking silently along the perimeter. I snapped the neck of the human closest to me, divesting him of his rifle and magazines. 
While patting him down, my hand knocked on a shape I was familiar with. I held up the grenade in front of me. “Hello, my old friend. What say we have a little fun for old times’ sake?”
I assessed the situation, watching as my lover and his enforcers battled the hunters. They were holding their own, but movement on the roof warned that reinforcements weren’t far away. With their arrival, this place would turn into a kill box.
From across the room, under the partially caved in section of the roof, Dominick watched the situation, being careful not to draw the others attention. 
I pulled the pin, lobbing the grenade in his direction the way the military had taught me. Identify target. Pull back the arm. Release. Frag out.
Five seconds, more or less.
I counted in my head as the grenade left my hand and the pin released. 
Five.
Movement on the unstable roof over Dominick’s head caught my eye. I found Ahrun clinging to a crumbling piece of cement like a bat, watching everything with a detached curiosity. 
Four
At the same time hunters spotted Ahrun, someone yelling, “Contact above.”
Three.
They fired their guns at Ahrun’s position, bullets sending shrapnel flying.
Two. 
Ahrun pushed off the roof, the impact sending his perch crashing to the ground. He glided, held aloft for a second that felt like an eternity.
One.
My back hit the ground, Ahrun’s weight on top of me and his fangs in my throat.
Boom.

[image: image-placeholder]I floated on my back in a pool of water. Comfortable in a way I hadn’t been in a while. The sore muscles from all the fighting were barely noticeable as I drifted, content to let the water cradle my body. 
Ripples disturbed my peace, causing me to bob up and down as someone moved toward me. 
Even knowing something dangerous was approaching I couldn’t bring myself to move. It was like I was wrapped in cotton. A thought I knew should be alarming but wasn’t.
Ahrun looked down at me. “Child, if you continue to lie here, you will perish.”
I lifted a hand, staring at the rivulets of red running down my arm. “What is it with you and blood?”
“We are vampire,” Ahrun said in explanation.
I dragged myself up to sitting. “Where are we?”
We were once again surrounded by complete darkness and a pool of never-ending blood. The same as in my last few dreams.
“My mind.”
I lifted an eyebrow. “Not what I expected.”
My internal world took the form of an old growth forest. It was nothing like this. 
“It never is.”
Blood clung to me as I climbed to my feet. It trickled down my body in rivulets. “Why do you keep pulling me back here?”
And could I ask him to stop?
Peaceful as it was, not everyone wanted to spend their dreams floating in blood while staring into the abyss. 
“You think it’s me doing this?” Ahrun shook his head. “No, my child. Except for the first time, when I initiated contact after discovering a heretofore unknown connection branching off my youngest, you’re the one who keeps coming back. So far, you’ve resisted all of my efforts to ward this place against you. As they say, stare too long into the abyss—” 
“And the abyss stares back at you,” I finished for him. “Nietzche. Beyond Good and Evil. I’m surprised you know that.”
It wasn’t written until the late 1800s, long after I got the impression he’d gone to sleep.
“The concept has been around a lot longer than that,” Ahrun said with a chiding look. 
Great. He was reading my mind.
“If I’m the one responsible, why do I keep coming back here?” 
“Fae magic is tricky. When combined with the force that creates a vampire, unexpected things often happen.”
I guess that explained the enigma that was Connor.
“Not just him. Liam and Thomas too.” Ahrun smiled at my surprise. “Our entire line really. It’s why you survived Thomas’s curse. Well, that and your own special abilities.”
“I’m beginning to see why Connor doesn’t like you,” I muttered.
Him reading my mind was getting annoying.
“There’s also the whole leading him into Niamh’s trap thing as well,” Ahrun drawled, moving past me.
I twisted to follow. “Why did you do that? You had to know it would hurt Thomas.”
And from all accounts, Ahrun loved his adoptive son. 
“I could blame my madness,” he suggested.
“But you’d be lying.”
Ahrun thought about it, tilting his head. “Not entirely. I’ve always been a little mad because of my gift.”
I frowned and shook my head, suddenly certain. Maybe it was this place. His internal world giving me a glimpse into his thoughts.
“No, you knew what you were doing. You knew what type of being Niamh was.”
She’d hurt Connor. He’d suffered in those years under her control. Centuries of loneliness as he was hunted like an animal. 
“You were cruel to him,” I said.
Ahrun watched me expectantly, waiting for the answer to come to me. And like a monster from the deeps, it did.
“You wanted him for something,” I realized, chasing that sense of knowing. The illusive feeling that led me to delve deeper into the abyss. My gaze shot to Ahrun’s. “That’s not possible.”
Rick’s ability to glimpse the immediate future and a little beyond was one thing. But clairvoyance on the scale Ahrun wanted me to believe—one that spanned centuries—was notoriously unreliable. The further into the future you peered, the less clear your vision. In simple terms, the future wasn’t set in stone. There were an infinite number of possibilities, each one affected by the thousands of decisions a person made throughout their day. 
If he’d thrown Connor to the wolves with something as flimsy as that as an excuse, I didn’t care how much it would hurt Thomas or Liam. I would kill him. 
There was no way he could have “seen” me that long ago and known how my path would cross with Thomas’s and finally Connor’s. 
“There are exceptions to every rule. And yes, you were a dream and a wish. But you also weren’t the only reason for what I did.”
I could sense the truth in his words. At least, his version of it. If nothing else, he believed what he was saying. That, more than anything, kept me quiet and listening. 
“Connor’s resentment had led him to a dark path. His pride would have eventually forced Thomas to kill him or risk being killed himself.” Ahrun’s smile was tinged with sorrow. “My actions seem cruel, I know.”
“Yes, they do,” I agreed, watching him carefully and finding him startlingly clear minded for someone rumored to be in the throes of devolution. “When you act like this, it’s hard to determine how mad you actually are.”
“I’m quite insane, don’t you fear,” Ahrun responded with a chuckle. “What you’re seeing is temporary, courtesy of you intruding on my most inner self. When you exit this place, my teeth will still be buried in your throat and you’ll have to make a choice.”
“What choice is that?”
His gaze caught mine, suddenly mesmerizing as I fell into them. His voice sounded in my head, his lips not moving. “That is up to you.”
Light sundered the darkness. My awareness slammed into my body. 
Pain tore through me, originating at my throat. Ahrun’s bestial growls filled my ears as his fangs worried the skin there. 
Messy eater, I thought distantly, staring up at the sky as I tried to summon some sort of motivation. It slipped out of my hands, as ephemeral as a dream. 
I was going to die. Painfully. 
That was a pity, just when I’d started to live again. 
From the cold liquid on the ground around me, I realized my blood was starting to pool. Ahrun wasn’t able to swallow it all with how fast it was leaking from me. It soaked into my shirt and hair as my body turned cold.
Ahrun jerked as hunters fired round after round into his back. 
All I could see was the sky above, an oasis of calm extending around me.
There were screams and more screams as someone took down the hunters. A roar of rage that I identified as Liam. 
Lowen appeared above Ahrun, a bow in his hand and the arrow already notched. Deborah stepped into view, her expression enraged as she lifted a rock to bring it crashing down on Ahrun’s head.
He didn’t even grunt. 
If a bullet hadn’t stopped him, I doubted a rock would.
“Hit him again!” Inara screamed from where she clung to the lip of Deborah’s messenger bag. 
Lowen fired his arrow. It missed Ahrun, hitting my arm instead. 
My magic swatted at it. A little slow and lethargic until fizzy bubbles started spreading from where it was. They popped in my blood stream. Tiny bits of power that awakened my magic, forcing it out of its drugged state. 
It quested through my veins, searching for another fuel source. I could feel it flickering and almost extinguishing before I shoved it through the thin connection between me and Ahrun. Courtesy of the life blood he was sucking down. 
My magic latched onto something in Ahrun. Something I didn’t have words for as it gobbled it down before I could understand. Ravenous now, it hunted further. A force that spread like a forest fire until finally it dove into the place I’d trespassed against in his mind. His internal world.
It caught on something. I struggled, knowing we shouldn’t eat that.
To my surprise, Ahrun pushed from his side, nudging it my way. Something tore free, my magic pulling it into itself. 
Ahrun’s eager relief bloomed before the emotion was swallowed in the same fashion as that other, unnamed thing.
Ahrun’s fangs left my throat, his gaze holding shock and a wildness I didn’t understand.
“What did you do to her?” Liam asked from beside us. 
We looked up to find him standing next to us, his face the stuff of nightmares. The hunters from earlier mostly dead, but not all.
“Ahrun, if you’ve hurt her,” Liam trailed off, the rest of his sentence unnecessary.  
For the second time that night, vampires glided out of the shadows to surround the area. Only this time they were on our side. 
Anton broke off to help Eric with Helen. The crazy bitch was cackling madly as she hacked at him with a jagged piece of metal. It wasn’t even a knife. It was something she’d probably picked up from the floor around us.
Thomas stopped at the sight of Ahrun crouched over me. A mixture of emotion covered his face. Fear, I think, mostly for me. Worry. Apprehensiveness. And beneath it all, longing. “Ahrun.”
The ancient didn’t speak, watching Thomas with the same complicated mix of emotions. 
Thomas’s gaze dropped to me and the wound on my neck. His lips parted.
To say what, I didn’t get the chance to know.
Ahrun’s voice sounded in my mind. Rest, my child. 
Liam screaming my name was the last thing I heard as my eyes slipped closed against my will, my mind retreating. The din of battle fell away. The sensation of being carried accompanied me as I felt wind on my face. I wasn’t quite asleep, but I also wasn’t awake.
A numb chill that stemmed from blood loss invaded my limbs. I couldn’t move as I was set on the ground and a pair of cold lips touched my forehead.
“Thank you,” Ahrun whispered.
Then he was gone. 
I drifted again, not coming back to consciousness until the furtive sounds of someone wiggling around intruded. 
I cracked my eyes open to find Connor regarding me with a gentle expression.
“I finally found you,” I croaked.
“Yes, you did.”
“I knew I would.”
“You’re a good battle buddy,” he assured me. 
“Yes, I am.”
“How much blood did he take?”
I was too tired to calculate. “A lot.”
It took two tries to roll onto my side, and even then, I had to stop and wait for a spell of dizziness to pass before I could look around. 
“Where are we?”
Ahrun had left me in the middle of a field. Train tracks were visible in the distance. If I concentrated, I thought I could still hear the sounds of fighting. 
“We’re in a field,” Connor informed me.
It was awkward tilting my head to look at him but I managed. “You don’t say.”
His nod was serious. “It’s true.”
My snicker was a little punch drunk. “Never change, Connor. You’re perfect as you are.”
Connor’s efforts to free himself stilled. “Thank you, sister. You are too.”
So sweet. 
“We make a good family.”
Though I wasn’t including our sire or grand sire in that.
“Where is he, by the way?” I asked, my head feeling like it wasn’t entirely attached to my body as I made a show of looking around.
“Who?”
“Ahrun.”
“He dropped you and ran away,” Connor said. 
“Asshole.”
Connor’s expressionless face seemed to agree with me as the sound of footsteps distracted us. 
I lifted my head to see who it was and cursed. “We just can’t get a break.”
Dominick face was coldly furious as he walked toward us. “Why are you still alive?”
“I could ask you the same thing.” 
But I wouldn’t, since I was pretty sure the answer was that he’d run away like a fucking coward. He was just like a rat. Abandoning ship when it threatened to sink.
“I’ll have to take care of you myself,” Dominick muttered. “Your deaths will have to be enough to weaken Ahrun through his line.”
Alches stepped from the shadows and plopped his butt on the ground. His ears tilted forward as he stared at the back of Dominick’s head and whined.
Dominick frowned, shooting Alches a dismissive glance before turning back to us. 
Connor and I held still as a tentacle unfurled from Alches. It made no sound as it wrapped around Dominick’s ankle. The vampire didn’t have time to scream as the tentacle pulled tight, yanking him off his feet. 
Shadows erupted from the hound, swallowing Dominick whole. 
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“Oh shit!” I breathed, staring at the spot where Dominick had just been. Death had come swiftly and silently. One second, he was there. The next gone. Dead. Kaput. 
I shook my head wordlessly, feeling a faint sense of revulsion.
Connor was as close to dumbstruck as I’d ever seen. The sound of crunching came as Alches finished devouring every bit of Dominick. Down to his very bones. 
Alches’s form had lost definition, morphing into something that was closer to a dense shadowy blob. No amount of straining on my end enabled me to peer through those shadows. Even my other sight couldn’t penetrate the darkness. Not that I tried too hard.
Some things weren’t meant to be seen. I had a feeling this was one of them.
A second later the shadows reformed into the familiar figure of my dog. Alches licked his jowls and whined in satisfaction.
I wasn’t sure what to say as he trotted toward me. The situation had changed too fast for my brain to keep up. I was still processing the fact we were safe when moments before I’d been pretty sure we were about to be dead.
Alches tried to lick my face, which broke me out of my stupor.
I batted him away. “Stop that.”
Alches’s followed me with his wet nose as I tried to duck out of reach. Mostly unsuccessfully.
“No licking—especially after you just ate someone.”
A girl had to have standards. Right now, mine were not getting up close and personal with the mouth that had just gobbled someone down like they were a happy meal. 
It was a sad comment on what my life had come to.
It was only when he’d finished his inspection that Alches sat down with another whine. He thumped his tail on the ground and gave me puppy dog eyes.
My heart softened. “We are in so much trouble.”
I scratched behind his ears as I considered our situation. I was pretty sure Liam and Thomas were planning on using Dominick as a hostage against Vitus. At the very least, they could have used him as leverage. 
That couldn’t happen now. 
Whether Dominick was guilty of conspiring with the hunters or not, Alches had killed a representative of the council who was owed due process before his execution. 
We were so far up the creek that I wasn’t sure there was a way back.
“Yes, you are,” Thomas agreed from a few feet away.
There was a pop of air as Liam joined the group, his relief at finding me alive and whole making me forget the severity of the current situation. 
I smiled at him. “Eric and Daniel?”
“Injured but alive,” he informed me. “Daniel got the worst of it. He took four bullets to protect me. Joseph is with him now.”
That was a relief. I was worried when I’d seen him go down.
“Tell me that’s not a realm guardian,” Thomas said in a neutral tone of voice.
I made big eyes at Liam.
His lips twitched but he made no move to intervene on my behalf. Instead, he knelt beside me. He lifted his wrist to his mouth, sinking his teeth into it before holding it up to my lips. 
I took his wrist, licking the trail of blood that had escaped before closing my mouth around the wound he’d made. Fire lanced my veins, forcing me to bite back my moan of pleasure. 
Liam folded me into his embrace, holding me closer as he stroked my hair in a soothing gesture.
The sound of someone’s approach made his hand slow. 
“Free Connor,” he ordered.
I was too busy feeding to see who had come, but I heard their footsteps and then the clink of metal as they helped Connor unwrap the chains. 
I rolled my eyes in their direction, finding Anton carefully lifting the silver over Connor’s head as my brother slipped under them. Everywhere the chains had touched left blistered and bright red skin. 
The careful way Connor moved showed how much pain he was in as he sat on the ground, massaging his limbs with a grimace. 
Anton held out his hand to help him up. Connor took it with a grateful nod.
Thomas was still focused on his earlier question. He pointed at Alches. “Were you aware of this?”
Liam’s deadpan look was his answer.
Thomas put his hands on his hips, his face upset. “This is going to be a problem.”
I swiped my tongue over the wound on Liam’s wrist to close it up. “Can’t we claim not to have seen where Dominick went after he ran away?”
After all, there was no body. Nor would anyone ever find one. As humans would say—no body; no crime.
Thomas sent me a repressive glare. “There’s no hiding this. His sire would have felt his death.”
“Technically, you didn’t see what happened. You could plead ignorance,” I pointed out. 
Thomas did a very good impression of a man channeling patience as he pinched the bridge of his nose, looking like he was counting backwards from ten.
“I don’t know what you want me to say, Thomas. If Alches hadn’t eaten him, he would have killed Connor and me.” 
I was really glad that hadn’t happened so I didn’t regret his death. It was a pity it might cause problems for us, but that was it.
I lifted my gaze to meet his. “I don’t see what the issue is. You would have killed him in the challenge anyway.”
Thomas frowned. “I wasn’t going to kill him though.”
I stopped to raise my eyebrows at him. He wasn’t?
“I planned to torture him a little before taking him captive. He would have been leverage against his sire.”
“That would only have worked if Vitus held any attachment to his progeny. We both know he doesn’t,” Liam said, glancing over as Eric arrived. The only sign the enforcer had been in a battle was a tear in his shirt and the slightly messy state of his hair. 
Thomas acknowledged Eric with a nod, still focused on our conversation. “Maybe, but he wouldn’t have been able to weaponize Dominick’s death to force the council to move against us.”
“That is a problem. Your problem.”
Thomas gave Liam a dirty look. “You always leave the mess for me to clean up.”
Liam suppressed a smile. “You wanted to rule. This is the price.”
Thomas scoffed. “That’s rich coming from the former clan chieftain who taught me everything he knew about ruling.”
Liam inclined his head. “Unlike you, I learned early how overrated it is being in charge. Nothing but one massive headache.”
Thomas made a disgusted sound as he pinned me with a look. “What about Ahrun?” 
I shook my head. “I was unconscious when he left me here. Connor said he took off without a word.”
“It’s good he didn’t kill you,” Thomas said.
I shrugged. “Maybe he didn’t like the taste of my blood.”
Thomas’s gaze was speculative as if he realized there was more to the story than I was telling. I tried to look as innocent as possible. I was a little confused as to everything that happened and what I had done. Until I knew more, I was keeping silent.
Thomas didn’t pry any further, walking away as Liam lifted his chin at Eric in a silent order to report.
Eric didn’t move for several seconds. “You have six direct subordinates. Triple that if you count those who report to your directs. You don’t find your statement to Thomas about leading at all ironic?”
“That’s pleasure. It’s totally different,” Liam answered. 
Eric made a hmm sound before giving his report. “All of Dominick’s vampires are dead. A few hunters were seen escaping in a vehicle. Our people are hunting them down now. Joseph is overseeing the transport of our injured.”
I quirked an eyebrow. “You mean Daniel.”
Eric and Liam were here. So was I. Daniel was the only one left unaccounted for.
Eric inclined his head.
I snickered. “Has he started complaining yet about the rust on the rebar that skewered him.”
“There may have been mention of it.” 
I laughed.
Liam caught me as I tried to roll to my feet, scooping me into his arms to follow in Thomas’s wake. 
“I can walk, you know,” I informed him.
“It’s just as easy for me to carry you.”
I relented. “Alright—but only because I know it’ll make you feel better after the night we had.”
And not because I was exhausted and weak from blood loss. Or that I was pretty sure I would fall flat on my face if I tried to stand on my own.
“Of course. I’d never think it was for any other reason,” Liam assured me with the tiniest quiver to his lips that told me he saw through my ruse.
I ignored him, moving my head so I could look at Connor, who was following beside us. “You okay?”
“It’s not the worst few days I’ve experienced.”
I grimaced. “I hate to tell you this, but that’s not as reassuring as you think it is.”
Surprise registered on his face. “Oh?”
I shook my head. “Nope. Not even a little bit. We’ll work on it though.”
Connor bowed his head slightly. “I appreciate that.”
Thomas’s abrupt halt ended our conversation. 
An irritated growl left Thomas’s throat. “They’re here.”
Alches went on point. The shadows on the ground partially swallowed him in the same trick he’d performed in the Blue Pepper, making him both there and not there at the same time. 
Connor moved protectively in front of me as Liam and Anton stepped up to Thomas’s back. Eric was a calm presence to our side as the pressure in the air popped.
Suddenly, there were three vampires dressed entirely in black and wearing enough hardware to tell me that this wasn’t a house call. 
Their stances were vigilant as the one in the center addressed Thomas. “You’ve been summoned by the council to defend your deeds this night.”
Thomas acknowledged the order with a short nod.
The vampire inclined his head. He and the one on his left vanished the same way they’d come. The last vampire lifted two fingers in lazy salute at Liam before following.
“They never told us where you were supposed to go,” I said softly.
“They don’t need to.” Thomas and Liam shared a long look that ended with my sire’s tired nod. 
“Let’s go,” Liam instructed as Thomas started moving again. “The council isn’t to be kept waiting.”

[image: image-placeholder]The drive to the Gargoyle was tense, with very little conversation. Thomas was lost in his thoughts. No doubt considering his tactics for the upcoming confrontation.
I hesitated to use the word battle because I was really hoping it wouldn’t come to that. 
We were already tired from one fight. The potential of a second one so soon after the first was disadvantageous for our side. We hadn’t even had time to lick our wounds before being thrust into the fast pace that came with war. 
I leaned against Liam, trying to recoup a little of my strength before I might have to fight again. Liam’s blood had helped, but I still felt about as strong as a wet noodle. 
“I forgot Deborah,” I said, wanting to kick myself.
“She’s fine. She returned with Joseph and Daniel to the Gargoyle.”
“What’s going to happen to her?” 
Liam’s hesitation had me lifting my head in question.
“She didn’t knowingly betray you.” Liam eased me back into my reclining position. “And since Chadwick is now dead, she no longer presents a security threat.”
I released the breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. I’d been more worried about her fate than I wanted to let on.
“So, she’s safe,” I said, wanting confirmation.
“As long as someone is willing to claim her as a permanent companion. Not a temporary one who can be given back at any time,” Thomas said from the front seat.
I frowned at him. 
Thomas’s silvery eyes met mine. “No other vampire in my court will touch her after this. Either someone claims her or she’s black listed.”
“That’s not fair,” I protested.
Thomas faced front. “That’s how life is sometimes.”
Liam touched my face, forcing me to look up at him. “He’s not doing this to be cruel. Deborah has already rejected one vampire’s protection, and the fact she was used to compromise your safety means no other vampire will risk taking her in.”
“You’re telling me it’s me or no one.” My frown was fierce as I removed Liam’s hand from my face. “Funny how that works. I’m forced to take a companion I don’t really want.”
“You could allow her to return to the human world,” Thomas offered.
“You know I can’t do that.”
It would be practically a death sentence even if she didn’t have a relapse. Other supernaturals would be able to detect the small traces of vampire blood still flowing through her veins. They’d see her as an easy target.
I knew what it was to be considered free game. I couldn’t do that to her.
“Then your path is clear.”
“Every time I think we’re making progress, you kick us right back to the beginning,” I snarled.
He’d won. I’d take a companion. Just like he wanted.
“One day you’ll see that not everything I do is designed to force your compliance,” Thomas sighed.
I pushed off Liam’s lap, sitting straight in the seat next to him. “What are you even doing here anyway? I thought you had a challenge to meet?”
“You can thank your harpy for that,” Thomas informed me. “When she saw hunters closing in on the part of the city where you were heading, she sent someone to warn me. I appointed a proxy to fight for me.”
“Bold move,” I said, a little impressed.
“The same one Dominick made.” Thomas glanced at Liam. “Nathan acquitted himself well from what I hear.”
Liam nodded as we turned onto the street of the mansion. The gate was already open. Someone had ripped it off its hinges and flung one side into the topiary garden and the other into the driveway.
“I guess that answers the question of if they came in peace,” I muttered.
“The council is rarely peaceful.” Thomas shoved out of the car as the rest of the convoy moved into the driveway. He stalked up the steps of the mansion.
“No rest for the wicked,” Liam said, offering me his hand to help me out.
I took it, forcing strength into my legs as he led me up the steps behind Thomas. Connor caught up to us as we reached the door. I didn’t need to ask to know what was expected of me. A united front. That’s what we needed to show the council.
I released a shaky breath as we reached the ballroom. Liam dropped my hand with a reassuring gaze before taking the step that would place him beside Thomas.
“Don’t let them know you’re scared,” Connor whispered in a voice so low I could barely pick up the words.
Got it. Treat the council members like feral dogs that might attack at the slightest trace of fear. Sounded easy enough.
My sire swept into the ballroom. The rest of us followed after him in a show of force that I’m sure looked impressive. Eric and Anton were right behind Connor and me. The vampires Thomas had brought with him as reinforcements were last in line, bringing up the rear.
Nathan was waiting for us at the end of the room. A bloody mound of clothing lay at his feet. It took a moment to understand that the “mound” was actually a vampire that wasn’t moving.
“I take it you won,” Liam said.
“Did you ever think I wouldn’t?” Nathan saluted Thomas and Liam.
The Patriarch of Clan Glaise and the Matriarch of Clan Davinish stood at his back in support. Those vampires loyal to them were arranged behind them. 
An invisible divide lay between them and the group I suspected were the traitors Makoto and Thomas had identified. There were more of them than I’d thought. About two fifths of the vampires in the city. All from clans that had assisted Dominick’s side.
I wondered how they’d felt when his proxy arrived to fight in his stead. Fear? Or when they saw Nathan step up in Thomas’s place, were they overjoyed?
“I see my guests have already arrived,” Thomas said, looking to the small cluster of vampires standing separate from the other two groups.
Power wafted off them. Unmistakable even from this far away.
I recognized a few of them as those who’d presided over Thomas’s ascent to Master of the City. 
Jabari was a tall man with piercing amber eyes and skin the color of deepest night. Scars marred the line of his jaw, making him look sinister. The woman next to him, Sophia, was the shortest in their group. She’d been turned as a teenager, her breasts underdeveloped and her face heartbreakingly young.
Two women with the same name in one room. This wasn’t going to get confusing or anything, I thought, looking from the council member to Clan Davinish’s Matriarch who was also named Sofia. Just with a different spelling.
The last member that was familiar to me was a man by the name of Tse. He was my height, with sharp cheekbones that made his features attractive. He had a suave sophistication that only Thomas came close to matching.
The other two were new to me. A woman with long, glossy black hair and delicate makeup. She looked to be from India or somewhere in the vicinity. Her expression held a remoteness similar to what I’d seen in Ahrun’s when he was watching the battle. As if we were nothing more than insects in front of her.
The last man had blond hair that was as long as the woman’s. His square jaw and harsh features gave his face a masculine edge. His aquiline nose reminded me of some of the Roman busts I’d seen in a museum once. 
Vitus, I presumed. He gave off the kind of arrogant overconfidence I’d expect in Dominick’s master. He stood a little in front of the other four, reinforcing the impression that he was in charge.
The three vampires who’d “invited” Thomas home stood at the council’s back, along with a handful of others dressed in the same fashion. Enforcers, like Liam and his group, I was guessing. 
Their expressions gave nothing away as we approached.
“They arrived a few seconds before you did,” Nathan said, casting an irritated glance at the group. “They’ve been most rude.”
“I see.” Thomas came to a stop in front of the council, sweeping a gaze over them. “The council must be less busy than I thought to have taken such an interest in the internal strife of a territory as unimportant as this one. Going so far as to grace us with their presence, even.”
Vitus’s expression didn’t shift at the mocking sneer in Thomas’s words, his gaze briefly landing on Liam and the other enforcers before roaming the room to find Connor and me. Satisfaction showed on face before he arranged his features in faux sympathetic lines. 
Belatedly, I realized that if Vitus’s goal was to wipe out Ahrun’s entire line along with anyone who held a tie to us, we’d made things very easy for him by placing all of his targets in one location. Easy pickings for an attack.
Thomas’s gaze moved to Jabari. “I expected better from you.”
Jabari’s gaze was impassive as he watched Thomas, giving nothing away. 
Vitus prowled forward in a predatory movement. “It is the council’s duty to bring criminals to justice. Even if those criminals are a Master of the City, and a former trusted enforcer of ours.”
Liam didn’t react as Vitus’s pointed gaze landed on him. A tiny smile played on Liam’s lips as if he was watching a fool. 
“It’s funny you mention criminals,” Thomas drawled. “Perhaps you want to explain why your yearling conspired with hunters to destabilize my city in an effort to challenge me.”
Vitus’s features tightened at the accusation. He held himself very still, fury burning in his eyes as he glared at Thomas. “You must be very careful when accusing a representative of the council of a crime.”
“We have proof,” Thomas hissed, anger momentarily getting the best of him.
Vitus shifted forward, his muscles bunching as he hovered on the cusp of attack. Our side went on alert, Liam and the enforcers closing ranks to protect Thomas.
“What proof?” Jabari asked into the silence. 
I glanced at his calm expression, reading something there that I hadn’t before. It seemed Thomas wasn’t without allies on the council. With that question, Jabari had offered Thomas a way out and showed that their silence had its limits. 
Thomas recovered his equilibrium. “Aileen.”
I started, suddenly finding myself the center of attention. The worst place to be for someone with as many secrets as I did.
“Lay out everything you’ve found,” Thomas ordered.
I stared at him like he was crazy. What the hell was he thinking?
Reluctantly, I looked at the council. “Last night a vampire and a hunter were killed after placing a bomb under my car.”
“Why is a yearling speaking in front of the council?” Vitus asked with a curl of his lip as he waved at one of the enforcers to shut me up.
I braced as the enforcer started forward, palming my silver knife in case I had to defend myself.
It wasn’t necessary, as Connor put an arm in front of me, holding the enforcer’s gaze as he made it clear that the vampire would have to go through him to get to me.
“Let her speak.” Sophia’s clear, youthful voice rang in the air. “I want to hear what she has to say.”
The enforcer nodded, stepping back to rejoin his companions. 
Connor didn’t relax, maintaining his stance as he watched the other side with a vigilant expression.
I cleared my throat. “Witnesses said the two were working together.”
Vitus scoffed. “Why are we listening to this? The bomb didn’t go off. I don’t see how it’s relevant to Thomas’s crime of murdering a representative of this council.”
“It’s important because the vampire in question belonged to Dominick,” Joseph announced, entering the room. He looked at Thomas. “I finished my examination earlier tonight but didn’t have the chance to inform you before the challenge. And all the rest of what happened.”
Thomas nodded, dismissing the apology.
Vitus’s expression had darkened at Joseph’s arrival. He glared at the healer like the vampire had murdered his wife. “You chose the wrong side, old friend.”
“That remains to be seen,” Joseph said calmly.
Vitus clenched his jaw, the muscles flexing as he ground his teeth. “This proves nothing of my yearling’s guilt. The vampire was working alone.”
“Later that same night, Liam and I were ambushed by over twenty hunters. We took three of them into custody for questioning.” I pretended not to see the way the council’s enforcers flicked a look at Liam before examining me more carefully. I thought I detected faint approval on their faces before it was gone. “One of them was quite forthcoming. They were promised a council member’s blood so they could be inducted into the ranks of the hunter born.”
That caused a reaction in a few of the council members. Tze and Sophia, the council member not the matriarch, flashed their fangs as anger lit their expressions. 
“Nonsense—no member of this council would do something like that,” Vitus dismissed.
Tse and Sophia looked at the council member whose name I didn’t know. The dark-haired woman inclined her head. They relaxed, losing some of their anger.
Thomas’s intelligent gaze saw all of it. “Maybe this person wouldn’t go that far, but I’m certain they’re not above promising things they have no intention of delivering.”
The observation brought a thoughtful look to the faces of several of the council members. Jabari and the strange woman were the only two whose expressions remained closed off.
Vitus seemed to realize he was losing them so he went on the offensive. “This changes nothing. Whether Dominick did or did not conspire with hunters, he was a representative of this council. His death was ours to decide. Not yours.”
“Do you have proof of his death?” I asked, pushing Connor’s arm out of the way and stepping forward.
Thomas closed his mouth in the process of rebutting Vitus’s statement, sending me a thoughtful look but not interrupting as I reached his side. 
I took that to mean he trusted I knew what I was doing.
Here’s hoping. 
“I felt his passing,” Vitus snarled, doing a good imitation of a person who’d just lost someone close to him. “I experienced his pain and terror as he was murdered.”
“All we have is your word of that. And from what I heard, you have a vendetta against our line.” I glanced at the rest of the council to see how they were taking my words. All I needed to do was create a tiny seed of doubt. Enough for Thomas to do his thing.
Vitus glared at the last council member in silent demand.
Several seconds passed before she stirred. “He speaks the truth of his childe’s death.”
I kept my pulse under control, trying not to show my excitement. I was right. She could detect any lies or truths we were telling. Even if the person speaking was an ancient vampire.
Good. That would make this next part easier.
“Alright but that doesn’t mean any of us killed him,” I said, meeting the woman’s enigmatic gaze. “We did not participate in Dominick’s death. Nor did we order a human or spook to kill the council’s enforcer. In fact, whoever killed him isn’t one of Thomas’s line.”
I’d chosen my words very carefully. Technically, I hadn’t asked Alches to eat Dominick. And Thomas definitely didn’t. You could say Alches did that entirely on his own. The realm guardian also wasn’t one of Thomas’s people—because he was mine.
The corner of the woman’s lips lifted a tiny bit, the only sign of emotion I’d seen on her face so far. “She speaks the truth.”
Vitus’s eyes widened. “Impossible.”
Thomas looked like the Cheshire cat as he smirked.
“If the Master of this City is not responsible for your childe’s death, there is no reason for him to be removed from power,” Jabari intoned.
Vitus got a stranglehold on his anger, an eerie calm replacing it. “There’s still the matter of Thomas’s sire. Ahrun is a clear threat to the covenant. His children have provided safe harbor to him before and cannot be trusted not to aide him again. I move his entire line be placed in the council’s custody until the ancient can be dealt with.”
There was silence as the council members considered Vitus’s argument. 
“Ahrun derives power from his progeny. For the good of all, they must be stamped out if we’re to have any chance of ending his threat,” Vitus preached. 
I didn’t like the look Sophia and Tse shared. As if they didn’t necessarily relish the proposed plan but might agree with it being the lesser evil. The small victory I’d gained vanished as the balance of opinion shifted back in Vitus’s direction.
See—this was why you couldn’t trust politicians. In what world did something like this make sense?
“I’m hurt that the council I built has been reduced to such a state that they’d target another member’s progeny.” 
A man’s honeyed tone echoed through the room, bringing a brief halt to the proceedings. The council members who’d been contemplating our deaths a moment ago went as still as rabbits caught under the gaze of a much larger predator as a man walked into the ballroom. 
The stranger effortlessly attracted the notice of those present. His every movement containing a level of charisma I’d only ever seen equaled in Thomas. 
There was something familiar about his features that I couldn’t quite place. Like I’d seen him before. But his wasn’t a face I’d forget.
His hair was a deep brown and styled to reveal a broad forehead and a strong bone structure. His skin was a light brown and his eyes a memorable hazel. He looked like he was from a different region of the world. The middle east maybe?
“Wait—are those your clothes?” I asked Connor, recognizing the shirt and pants the man was wearing.
“Yes.” The word sounded like it had been dragged from Connor as he glared at the stranger with a heat that made me realize the man’s identity.
“How?” I asked, not really expecting an answer.
The distance between the cement factory and my house wasn’t that far for an ancient of Ahrun’s age. He could have gone back to a familiar place. In this case, my house. Showered. Changed. And then returned to the Gargoyle. 
His wet hair seemed to prove my theory.
What I found more surprising was how much he’d recovered in the short hour since he’d left me beside Connor. His features and body had filled out until he no longer looked like a bag of skin that had been stretched over a skeleton. 
“Boys, I’ve missed you,” Ahrun said, placing a hand on Liam and Thomas’s shoulders to give them a warm once over. He pulled them both into a hug, not seeming bothered at the two’s stiff responses. 
I don’t think anyone knew what to say as Ahrun released them, acting like he’d been gone a year rather than a few centuries. The confusion on Liam’s face matched my own as Ahrun focused on the council with a predatory expression that raised the hair on the back of my neck.
“I go to sleep for a few centuries and this is what I wake to?” Ahrun purred, observing Sophia and Vitus from beneath lowered eyelashes. “There are a few new faces since I’ve been gone. Perhaps that’s why my council has forgotten their ruler.”
Jabari and Tse’s expressions remained neutral as Ahrun looked away, his gaze landing on the council member standing slightly apart from the rest. 
“Navya,” Ahrun breathed in pure delight. 
The woman barely reacted as he stopped in front of her, reaching up to circle the fragile column of her neck with his hand. 
“I would have thought you, at least, would be the voice of reason,” he crooned. 
She lifted her chin to give him better access in a bold move that showed her lack of fear. “Much has changed since you’ve been away.”
Jabari and Tse’s faces were blank, as if they weren’t watching a member of their council being threatened. Sophia looked uncertain for the first time since I’d known her, taking her cues from the rest. 
Ahrun’s smile was chilling as he shot a glance at Vitus. “It would seem so, if you’ve let one my cast offs into your ranks.”
“He won his seat through the proper channels,” Navya told him in an unemotional voice.
That was code for “he killed the person who possessed the seat before him.”
Ahrun released Navya’s neck with a cryptic smile. They fear me so they seek to destroy me.
I blinked, keeping the reaction to his voice in my head off my face as much as I could. I’d really hoped his reading my mind had been limited to when I was invading his internal world.
“Why did you threaten my sons and their children?” Ahrun asked, his gaze still on Navya’s but his question meant for Vitus.
“Your madness is a threat to us all,” Vitus started.
Ahrun arched an eyebrow at the woman in front of him. “Do I seem mad to you, my old friend?”
Her forehead furrowed, something like surprise briefly flitting across her face. “No, you don’t.” Her frown deepened as Vitus gave a startled jerk. “I’d really like to know how you did that when I know better than anyone how far your devolution had progressed.”
He lifted a finger to his lips in a playful manner that reminded me of Liam. “A happy accident one could say.”
Navya held his gaze a second longer before turning and walking toward the door.
“Where are you going?” Vitus demanded.
She didn’t slow as she made her steady way out of the room. “There is no need for my presence here any longer.”
Outrage settled on Vitus’s features as Jabari and Tse followed in her wake. “You can’t do this.”
Ahrun studied his fingernails. “It looks to me like it’s already done.” He looked up sharply. “Unless, of course, you wish to challenge me.”
For a second, I thought Vitus would do exactly that. The impulse practically screaming from his body. To my surprise, he backed down, stalking out of the ballroom in a silent fury.
The enforcers were the last to go. The same one from the field offering Liam a respectful nod as he passed. His gaze lingered on me for a second, his lips tilting up before he was gone.
Thomas released a harsh breath. “That was close.”
“It always is,” Ahrun agreed. He stopped in front of me, lifting my hand to his lips. “It’s lovely to see you again, my dear. I was quite impressed with the way you shifted responsibility for Dominick’s death. Thomas chose wisely with you. You’re an excellent addition to our line.”
Connor snatched my hand out of Ahrun’s grasp, sending him an unfriendly look.
“Little sparrow, do you still carry a grudge from all those years ago?” Ahrun asked with an amused chuckle.
Thomas rubbed his forehead. “Father, please stop provoking my children. They’re not the only ones with reason to be upset with you.”
Connor wrapped an arm around my shoulder, still glaring as he guided me away from the ancient. I shot a questioning look at Liam, asking if he needed my help. He waved me away in dismissal as Ahrun faced Thomas. 
Nathan stepped over the vampire he’d reduced to a lump of meat, moseying toward us. “What did I tell you about having fun without me?” 
“It looks to me like you had plenty of fun on your own.” I shot the body a significant look.
Nathan blew a raspberry. “Child’s play. Nothing more.”
I shot a glance at Liam and Thomas’s serious expressions. “Have you met Ahrun before?” 
“He was a force to be reckoned with before his devolution.”
I sent him a curious look, catching both admiration and caution in those words.
Nathan met my gaze with a serious one of his own. “His return means a shift in the balance of power in our world. A lot of things are going to change from here on out.”
Why did I feel like I was the one to blame for that?




twenty-two

A week later I pushed through the doors of the Blue Pepper to find Dahlia tending bar.  
“The repairs are coming along nicely,” I observed, walking over to her.
You could barely tell a person had been murdered in here and the ceiling set on fire. At least, as long as you ignored the smell of ash and death. And the singe marks on the ceiling.
Maybe that was why the bar was empty even on a Friday night, when usually you’d have to fight your way through a press of bodies to order a drink.
Dahlia finished drying the glass she was working on and set it down before picking up the next one. 
I leaned an elbow against the bar. “Remember that favor you asked me for?”
Her eyes met mine.
I nodded toward the doorway where Ahrun had just walked into the bar. He scanned the place, spotting me and then Dahlia a second later. Realization showed on his face as he moved toward us. “It’s been a thousand years since someone dared lure me into a trap.” 
A normal person might have felt worry over the warning in his words. The one that said to walk very carefully if I didn’t want to court death. Ahrun was a vampire feared and respected by the council. Some of the most powerful members of our society.  
Little old me had no chance against him if he wanted to discipline me for my hubris.
The thing was, I knew what Ahrun wanted more than anything. 
“Consider it part of the amends you need to make to those closest to you,” I said.
“I was right. You would make quite the politician. You hone in on a person’s desires very easily.”
I straightened from the bar. “I’ll pass.”
One encounter with the council was more than enough for a lifetime. I liked my simple life too much to ever wade in those waters.
Ahrun threw his head back on a laugh, exposing the smooth column of his throat. “You should reconsider, my dear. How long do you think Liam will be content on such a small stage?” His expression sobered. “My son will soon crave the challenges that come with working for the council.”
“Liam is welcome to return to their employ at any time,” I said, not pointing out that the reason he’d left in the first place had more to do with Thomas than myself.
“He will not leave you behind.”
I shrugged. “His problem; not mine.”
Ahrun watched me carefully. “You feel no fear for me at all.”
“I’m terrified. Don’t you worry.” I turned to Dahlia and lifted my eyebrows. “Does this count as fulfilling our bargain?”
Ahrun drew closer. “You made a deal with a djinn?”
I ignored him, waiting for Dahlia’s answer.
Dahlia flicked a glance at him before nodding. “It does.”
“That’s a relief.” I hadn’t liked owing a favor. As payment went this was rather easy. “I’ll leave you two to discuss recompense.”
Dahlia set aside the glass she was holding as I moved toward the door, but not before Ahrun’s last words followed me outside. “Avoid it as long as you can, but fate has a way of drawing you in. And my son will be at your side when it does.”

[image: image-placeholder]I parked on the street in front of my parents’ house, glancing at the front door before reaching into the back seat to grab the bottle of sparkling juice I’d brought as a peace offering. 
Mom had made good on her promise of inviting me to dinner. Since Dominick was dead and no longer a threat to my family, I’d agreed. I was even early for once as I climbed out of my car and headed up the driveway.
I slowed halfway up, a sense of wrongness intruding. The porch light was off. Mom never left that thing off if guests were expected.
Once I’d noticed one thing, it was easy to spot others. Like the darkened windows that made the house look empty, despite Jenna’s car in the driveway indicating her arrival. 
I started walking again, skirting the side of the house and heading to the back where I hopped the fence. Discarding the bottle, I drew the Sig from its holster in my belly band and found the back door already unlocked for easy entrance. 
I moved silently through the house, noting the pot roast in the oven as I headed for the front living room where I detected three heartbeats.
Reaching the end of the hallway, I paused to listen.
“We know you’re there,” someone called. “You might as well come out.”
I cursed silently in my head, holding still in case they were bluffing.
A pained cry came. 
“The longer you delay; the more your sister suffers.”
I left my hiding spot, edging into the room with my gun raised. Jenna was tied to a chair. Her face bloody from a cut on her temple and her eyes wide and frantic. Duct tape had been placed over her mouth.
My mom lay between the coffee table and the settee, her still body making fear rise in my throat until I caught the steady beat of her heart.
She was still alive.
The hunter stood behind Jenna, his gun pointed at her head. The tape muffled her voice as she screamed at me.
“It’s going to be okay, Jenna. I promise.”
“You shouldn’t lie to your sister,” the hunter drawled, his eyes moving over my shoulder.
I had only enough time to think this was going to hurt before a heavy blow on the back of my head knocked me out.

[image: image-placeholder]Everything north of my shoulders throbbed in time with my pulse when I finally came to. The rest of my body wasn’t feeling so great either. From the pain radiating from my ribs, I was guessing whoever had rendered me unconscious had also taken the time to send a couple kicks there. My skin prickled from being in close contact with silver, leaving me weak and unable to heal from my injuries.
A foot nudged me in the ribs, sending a fresh jolt of pain throughout. “We know you’re awake, vampire. Stop pretending.”
The sound of quiet sobs brought me the rest of the way to awareness, reminding me of the situation.
I looked up at my captors, unsurprised to find a pair of hunters standing over me. My eyes lingered on the amulet of the hunter who’d attacked me from behind. 
He lifted it for me to see better. “Like it? The witch who made it promised it would work on your kind.”
“Looks like she was right,” I said as Mom opened her eyes and glanced at me with an alertness that made me think she’d been awake for a while and was just biding her time. 
I forced myself to sit up, moving gingerly against the pain in my ribs and the restriction of the chains.
The hunter dropped the amulet against his chest. “It’s a pity I killed her. I should have had her make me a hundred more beforehand.”
A rusty laugh escaped me as I leaned against mom’s antique sideboard. “I’d say I’m surprised at how stupid and short sided you are, but I’m really not.”
Mom shot me a warning look to stop antagonizing them.
Sorry, Mom. No can do, I told her silently. I needed their attention on me as much as possible. Otherwise, they might realize hurting her or Jenna would be far more torturous than any harm done to me.
“Remember our mission, Kurt,” the first hunter said, catching the other’s arm when he would have taken his anger out on me. 
The second hunter threw off the first’s hand. “Fuck our mission, Miles. Everyone else is dead.”
Mom moved again, reaching for the serving tray that must have fallen on the ground when she was attacked. Miles looked her way at the same time Jenna made a high-pitched squeal, almost hyperventilating as she blubbered. Miles sent Jenna a disgusted look that only made her cry harder. 
It wasn’t until he looked away again that Jenna’s hysteria faded and she nodded at Mom, signaling the coast was clear.
Holy shit, my family were bad-asses. I hadn’t been giving them near enough credit all these years. 
“All the more reason for us to take our time. You heard what the elder said. They’ll feel her pain. This is the only way to make them suffer as much as we have,” Miles pointed out in far too calm a voice. As if he wasn’t discussing my torture and eventual death.
Jenna and my mom’s movements froze. Luckily too, since Miles turned back to them. “How does that sound?”
Jenna shook her head, her wide eyes conveying her horror as he leaned down to her.
“We’re not the monsters,” he told Jenna. “She is.”
Kurt walked over to me, reaching down to haul me to my knees in a movement that made my head swim.
“Look,” Miles instructed.
Kurt cut a finger and waved it in front of my face to force my fangs to drop from their hiding spot in my gums. He grabbed my chin with rough hands, using his sausage fingers to peel back my lips. 
He made sure Jenna got a good look at my fangs, before retreating. I hissed and snapped at him.
“See?” Miles asked. “Like I said. A monster.”
My fangs rescinded as I strangled my growls, staring at the ground through a veil of tears. This wasn’t how I wanted my sister or mom to find out what I was. Truthfully, I hadn’t wanted them to find out at all.
Miles ripped the duct tape off Jenna’s mouth.
“Aileen.” 
I resisted the quavering note in her voice, not wanting my sister’s hatred and disgust to be the last thing I saw on this Earth.
“Aileen, look at me.” 
I lifted my head to meet her sad eyes and the understanding in them that absolutely gutted me. 
“This is what you meant when you said you were sick,” she said.
I was silent, letting her guess the truth from my face. There was no point lying anymore. 
“Enough of this,” Kurt snarled, moving behind me and grabbing my hair to force my head back.
“Love you,” I whispered as he placed a knife against my neck.
Jenna shook her head frantically. “No, please.”
Tears trembled on her eyelashes as her voice broke. I tried to smile to let her know it was going to be okay.
Miles licked his lips, forgetting himself and drifting toward me and Kurt as the excitement in the room reached a frenzy. No one saw Mom creep around the coffee table. Or notice when she rose, holding her serving tray like a bat.
She brought it down hard over Kurt’s head. “No one fucking touches my daughter.”
He crumpled to the ground, his knife nicking the side of my throat in a trail of fire.
“You crazy, bitch,” Miles snarled, lifting his gun. 
I threw myself at him, burying my fangs in his leg. I missed the first time, getting a mouthful of jeans before I adjusted my aim. I bit down hard, blood filling my mouth. 
He hammered the butt of his gun against the back of my head. Pain splintered my focus. I slipped before I adjusted my grip. Only for him to hit me again.
This time he knocked me loose, kicking me away the second he could.
I fell back with a pained grunt.
“Fuck this shit!” he screamed, pointing his gun at my head.  “You can all fucking die.”
Mom stepped in front of me, not even flinching at the loud bang. A scream ripped from me, an agonized sound that came from my soul.
Miles gurgled. We all froze. The surprise in his eyes no less than ours as red spread from the tiny hole over his heart. He folded to the ground.
“Whew, I thought I was going to be late, but it seems I’m just in time,” Drake drawled from the hallway.
No one moved as he entered the room, still trying to recover from Miles’s death—and our survival. Jenna and Mom looked like they were in shock. Truthfully, I didn’t think I was faring much better.
“Nice job improvising, Mrs. Travers,” Drake said, crossing the room to slit Kurt’s throat. “I see where your daughter gets her skills.”
Jenna moaned at the sight of blood.
The sound catapulted me out of my stupor. I thrashed in my chains. “Get away from us.”
Drake winked at my sister, not listening as he lifted the hand that held the still bloody knife and waved at her. “Hey ya, cuz. I’ve been wanting to meet you for a long time.”
The method of address went over my head as I toppled onto my side from the force of my struggles. 
“You should save your energy, Aileen,” Drake said, not looking at me. “Those chains are hunter issue. You’re not breaking out of them. At least not without some help.”
Whatever I was about to say was interrupted as a creak from the hallway warned of another’s presence. 
I looked up to find Dad on the threshold of the room, taking in the bodies on the floor and the state of Jenna, Mom and I.
Drake’s manner was carefree as he pushed to his feet. “Uncle Patrick, so good of you to join us. I was hoping I’d get the chance to meet you.”
“Uncle?” I whispered softly to myself, a rising dread threatening to choke me.
Dad didn’t respond, his face hard and scary looking as he stared Drake down. “What’s the meaning of this?”
Drake twisted to take in the carnage. “Aw, this. My apologies. I’d hoped to take care of the last of the rogue hunters before they reached this far, but they slipped through my net.”
“What is he talking about? Why is he acting like he knows you?” I asked. 
Drake went silent as Dad’s gaze met my accusing one.
I shook my head slightly. Dad wasn’t a hunter. He wasn’t. I would have known. And if he was, there was no way he wouldn’t have known I was a vampire. He would never have let me come around if that was the case.
An apology showed on his face. “Aileen.”
“It’s not true. You don’t have the tattoo,” I said.
“You mean this tattoo?” Drake raised his hand for me to see. A tattoo faded into view. “Sorry, cuz. These things come and go on our own whim. Magic, you know?”
The resignation on Dad’s face was all the proof I needed that Drake was telling the truth.
“How? Why?”
“That’s what Grandpa and Dad want to know too,” Drake quipped, fixing Dad with a probing stare. “Your dad held the record for every physical and weapons training test our clan gives to determine a hunter’s skill level. At least he did.” Drake winked. “I beat most of them a few years back.”
“I’m sure your dad is very proud,” Dad said dryly.
“He was,” Drake agreed. To me— “Your dad was considered something of a legend. At least until his first mission ended his career.” He nodded at the limp my dad had had as long as I had known him. “He disappeared after that.”
“I retired for medical reasons.”
Drake nodded. “I’m sure the rumors that you were a pacifist who didn’t agree with our calling had something to do with that too.”
Dad’s stare was flinty, giving nothing away.
Drake chuckled before shaking his head. “Your injury is why Dad and Grandpa never came looking for you. They figured you’d earned whatever peace you could find.”
“Then why are you here?” 
“I told you—to clean up their mess.” Drake indicated the two hunters. “Meeting my cousins was just a perk.”
“You’ve done what you came here to do. I want you to leave,” Dad ordered.
Drake sent him a sunny smile. “No problem, Uncle. I’m sure you have a lot to talk about with everything that’s happened tonight.”
Drake started for the door, having to shift to the side when Dad didn’t move to make room. His voice issued from the hallway behind Dad a second later. “Oh, Aileen, I’d appreciate if you didn’t mention this to your lover or sire. Though if you do, no worries. I’m here with official approval from the council. See you around, cuz.”
The front door opened and closed as Drake left.
“Elise, release Aileen. Silver isn’t good for vampires. I’ve got Jenna.” Dad removed a pocketknife from his pants on his way to Jenna.
I didn’t move, still in a state of shock about Dad’s identity as a hunter as Mom tugged at my chains with a look of concentration. She fiddled with the padlock on them for a second before turning to rifle through the pockets of the two hunters for a key.
“Vampire, huh? That might have been a good thing to know,” she said, finding what she was looking for and holding it up in front of her for inspection.
“I wasn’t sure how to tell you.”
Mom paused in unlocking the padlock. “You’re my daughter. I don’t care if you have fangs or horns. Ultimately, I just want you to be happy and well.”
I sent her an arch look as she helped me lift the chains over my head, her movements gentle. “Are you sure about that? Because sometimes it feels more like you want me to fit your version of who I should be.”
“I know I’m pushy. Especially with you. But it’s because I know what you’re capable of and how easily you fall into a rut. That said, I’m trying to work on that. I’m even seeing a counselor. Had my first session the night of Linda’s recital.”
I blinked in shock, finding a similar level of surprise on Jenna’s face. Dad was the only one who greeted the news as if he’d heard it before.
“I don’t want you to hide yourself from me or put up barriers because you think you’re protecting us,” Mom said with a pointed look. “You just worry us when you do that.”
Feeling a little uncomfortable with how accurately my mom read me, I glanced up at my dad. “Why didn’t you ever say anything? You had to know.”
He nodded. “It was kind of hard not to after the hospital and Linda’s miraculous recovery. Even if I wanted to, it would have been impossible to miss a clue that big or your sudden unwillingness to donate blood. I assume her recovery had a lot to do with either you or your friend from that night.”
Jenna jerked to alertness, her head twisting toward me. “What are you talking about?”
Dad didn’t look at her as he regarded me with a steady gaze. “Vampire blood is a panacea for most human ailments. Linda didn’t get better because of anything the doctors did. She got better because of Aileen or one of her friends.”
There was shock on Jenna and Mom’s faces as they looked from Dad to me. 
“Aileen?” Jenna whispered.
“You let me struggle with what I was,” I burst out, more focused on that then Jenna’s questions.
A sympathy that made my chest hurt filled Dad’s gaze. “Baby girl, you were so lost, and you hated yourself for what you had become. I didn’t think revealing I was born to a family that hunted your kind would help your mental wellbeing.”
I fought the stinging in my eyes as I looked away in shame. My self-loathing felt like a weakness. More because he was right.
I wasn’t sure I would have been able to handle learning my dad was part of a group that hated my kind back then.
“Right about the time I thought I would need to push you toward one of the vampire clans your friend Liam involved himself in our lives. I figured things would sort themselves out eventually.” Dad’s smile was small. “I didn’t count on you being so stubborn or it taking so long.”
Jenna’s scoff made it clear she thought he should have.
“We’re going to have a discussion about all this and how you let me arrange an intervention for her later,” my mom hissed through gritted teeth, looking like she dearly wanted to do violence to her husband. 
“You didn’t know about this?” I asked her.
“About vampires and hunters and other supernaturals? No. I thought you had PTSD and were trying to bury yourself in your apartment. I may not be the best mother, but I wouldn’t have handled things the way I did had I known.”
Dad’s face was calm as he met her gaze. “As Aileen knows, there are consequences for revealing the supernatural world to humans. For hunters, the penalty is worse considering our history of inciting bloodthirsty mobs. And after Brin, you were very determined not to acknowledge even the possibility of the supernatural.”
Mom’s anger collapsed as her face fell.
“You know about my biological dad and what he is?” I asked.
“In a way, you could say he’s the reason your mom and I met.” The warmth in Dad’s eyes as he looked at my mom held love. “My nephew wasn’t entirely correct. After the accident that hurt my leg, the elders moved me to a support role. Gathering intelligence. Taking care of logistics. I was supposed to be tracking a centuries old target on their list, a Fae, when I chanced upon a woman and her toddler. Those two stole my heart at first sight. I knew I couldn’t return after that so I staged my death. I guess some of my family saw through that ruse, though.”
Confusion was the only thing in my mind as I struggled to process all the revelations. The fact my dad was hunter born was almost as difficult to understand as the fact he’d been in search of my bio dad when he happened across Mom and me. 
I guess Jenna’s resistance to Connor’s compulsion last week made more sense now. She was hunter born too. At least half of her was anyway.
“That’s all very important, but let’s discuss this later when my pot roast isn’t in danger of burning.” Mom gave me a questioning look. “Before that, do you need blood?”
I pulled away from her. “Ew. No.”
“I’m just trying to be supportive, Aileen. You said that’s what you wanted.” 
“Oh my God. I’d like you to please be less supportive.” I shot Jenna a glance that asked if she could believe this woman. Jenna shook her head in resignation. “Just so we’re all clear, none of you will ever serve as a food source for me. Ever.”
“What if we’re in a plane crash on a mountain top with no other human around for hundreds of miles?” Jenna asked.
“Ever.”
Sensing that we were about to descend into a never-ending game of what ifs, Dad helped Mom up. She let him, not slapping his hand away as I half expected.
“Someone would have heard the gun shot earlier, and I left Linda in the car when I saw the open front door. The police are probably on their way.” Dad glanced at me. “How are you with compulsion?”





ALSO BY T.A. WHITE 

The Aileen Travers Series
Shadow’s Messenger
Midnight’s Emissary
Moonlight’s Ambassador
Dawn’s Envoy
Twilight’s Herald
Nightfall's Prophet

 The Firebird Chronicles 
Rules of Redemption
Age of Deception
Threshold of Annihilation
Facets of Revolution

The Broken Lands Series
Pathfinder’s Way
Mist’s Edge
Wayfarer’s Keep
The Wind’s Call
The Storm’s Whisper

The Dragon-Ridden Chronicles
Dragon-Ridden
Of Bone and Ruin
Destruction’s Ascent
Secrets Bound by Sand
Where Dragons Collide
Shifting Seas - Novella







CONNECT WITH ME 
Twitter: @tawhiteauthor
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/tawhiteauthor/
Website: http://www.tawhiteauthor.com/
Blog: http://dragon-ridden.blogspot.com/
Click here to join the hoard and sign up for updates regarding new releases.





ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Writing is my first love. Even before I could read or put coherent sentences down on paper, I would beg the older kids to team up with me for the purpose of crafting ghost stories to share with our friends. This first writing partnership came to a tragic end when my coauthor decided to quit a day later and I threw my cookies at her head. This led to my conclusion that I worked better alone. Today, I stick with solo writing, telling the stories that would otherwise keep me up at night. 
Most days (and nights) are spent feeding my tea addiction while defending the computer keyboard from my feline companions, Loki and Odin.




images/00011.jpeg






cover.jpeg
AN AILEEN TRAVERS NOVEL

T.A. White

NIGHTEALL'S
PROPHET














