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      It was the last place on earth Leila should have been. The thought of what she was about to do sickened her to her soul. She was supposed to kill vampires, not save them. Those were the rules. That was the lore.

      But then again, the lore never accounted for wayward younger sisters.

      Leila stepped out of the car and into the darkness of the dank alleyway. The breeze swept her hair from her shoulders, wafted the hem of her dress against her thighs. If she’d had time to go home and change, she would have put something more suitable on – something that may have at least made her feel a fraction less vulnerable.

      Clutching the straps of her rucksack, she scanned the several storeys looming above, rain trickling down the dreary walls. Yells echoed down from the road, suppressed by the low monotonous beat of trance music vibrating through the open fire-exit doors ahead. The air in Blackthorn felt alien in its density, its toxicity. Her head buzzed as if she’d just taken off on the runway but hadn’t yet reached that comfortable height. She couldn’t just see the darkness – she could feel it.

      It was the final confirmation that she was making the worst mistake of her life.

      A mistake she’d had no choice in making.

      Alisha had been missing for days but, based on her track record, it still wasn’t long enough for the authorities to act.

      Sleep-deprived, sick with worry and brimming with fury at the possibility of her youngest sister’s ongoing nonchalance towards her feelings, Leila had stayed behind for another late night at work rather than face the flat alone. But as soon as darkness had arrived in Summerton, so had the call.

      ‘Lei, it’s me.’

      Despite the flood of relief, irritation had won out. ‘Alisha? Where the hell are you? I’ve been going out of my mind! Four days! Four days and not a single call! You know how it’s been. Have you any idea—’

      ‘Leila, just shut up for a minute. Please. I need you to listen to me.’

      In that instant she’d known something was horribly wrong. Whether it had been the uncharacteristic strain in Alisha’s tone or that gravel effect she only got after crying, one thing was for certain – this was not like the other times.

      ‘I need your help,’ Alisha had said, seemingly biting back the tears – tears of desperation that had been verging on panic. And Alisha never panicked. Ever.

      ‘Okay,’ she’d said, softening her tone. ‘Take it easy, Alisha. What is it? What’s wrong? Are you hurt?’

      ‘No. No, I’m okay.’

      Leila had held her breath at her sister’s hesitation.

      ‘But I need you to do something for me,’ Alisha had added. ‘You know the purification book – the one Grandfather gave you?’

      Tendrils of unease had squeezed. ‘What about it?’

      ‘I need it.’

      ‘What do you mean you need it? For what?’

      ‘I’m in serious trouble, Lei.’

      Something heavy had formed in the pit of her stomach. Every tiny hair on the back of her neck had stood on end. Already two steps ahead of what her sister was about to say, she’d backed out of earshot into the depths of the library’s storeroom. ‘Where are you?’

      ‘I’m in Blackthorn.’

      Hearing it slip from Alisha’s lips had been the equivalent to a punch in the chest. The same feeling of sickness had encompassed her as when she’d been told the search for Sophie had been abandoned – that their sister had been gone too long.

      She’d instinctively switched to a tense whisper. ‘What the hell are you doing there?’

      ‘I’ll explain later, but I need you to come here and bring the book with you.’

      In the dense silence of the storeroom, Leila had slumped into a nearby chair before her legs had given way.

      ‘Leila? Lei, are you there?’

      ‘What on earth have you got yourself into this time, Alisha?’

      ‘Tell me you’re coming. Please.’

      ‘I want to know what’s going on.’

      There had been an excruciating moment of silence. ‘Someone needs a purification.’

      Leila had already known the answer, but still she’d asked the question. ‘Someone?’

      ‘A consang. He’s drunk dead blood.’

      Consangs, short for the consanguineous, was a new political term adopted by vampires who’d resolved that the representation of a kinship, an affinity by blood, would create a more positive image than the negative images of well-established clichés. But a simple superficial change in terminology didn’t alter what they were: they’d always be vampires – every last parasitic, deceitful, devious and manipulative one of them.

      And her little sister was amongst them.

      ‘How do they know about the book, Alisha?’

      ‘I can’t explain over the phone. You have to come here. Now.’

      ‘But you know I can’t bring the book there. If that book—’

      ‘Please! If you don’t, they’ll kill me!’

      Her stomach had flipped. ‘I’m going to call the Intervention Unit—’

      ‘No! No, if you do that you’ll never see me again. Leila, listen, you have to get to the top border of Lowtown and wait at the café on the corner. Someone will meet you there in a couple of hours.’

      ‘A couple of hours? Alisha, I’ve got to get across three districts, through two border offices—’

      ‘There isn’t much time. When you get there someone called Hade will meet you. He’ll escort you through Lowtown, get you across the border and bring you into Blackthorn.’

      ‘Who the hell is Hade?’

      ‘Please, Lei. Please tell me you’ll do it?’

      Leila had tried to convince herself that it wasn’t happening. That it couldn’t be happening. But it was. Her worst nightmare had finally beckoned, just as she’d dreaded all her life. The vampire-infested Blackthorn district wasn’t safe for any human. For Leila, it was deadly.

      ‘Promise me they haven’t hurt you.’

      ‘They haven’t. Not yet. They said I’ll be fine if you bring the book. Leila, please, you’ve got to help me.’

      Leila had closed her eyes. Swallowed hard. ‘Just do as they say until I get there. I’m on my way.’

      They’d been waiting when she’d arrived at the café a little over two hours later. She’d assumed the one who’d greeted her to be Hade – a tall, blond twenty-something with piercing grey eyes and a crew cut that was as harsh as his chiselled and stubbly face. Two silent bulks had accompanied him. All three, to her relief, were human. None of them would answer any of her questions, refraining even from eye contact with her. Their orders had clearly been to collect her with maximum speed and minimal explanation. Minimal explanation being a flash of wallet-sized, photographic evidence to confirm they had Alisha.

      It had been a reality made even more painful by the fact it was Alisha’s favourite snapshot. It was six years old now and Alisha had been just nineteen back then. She was hugging her two big sisters like there was no tomorrow, each of them grinning inanely at the camera. Sophie was doing her best cross-eyed look, irreverent Alisha had her tongue poking out and Leila, the eldest and standing out from her fairer sisters with her russet hair, was laughing at them both.

      They’d driven to the border of Blackthorn. A far cry from the sophisticated and flawless high-security control of Summerton into Midtown and the lesser but still effective security from Midtown into Lowtown, Lowtown to Blackthorn had been a law unto itself.

      The border office into the notorious vampire district had resembled a cattle market – people busily sweeping through the barriers, no one recording the movements, security officers marking the perimeter more as a deterrent against trouble rather than active involvement.

      The mass of milling bodies had been overwhelming, the air dense with the alien scents of everything from smoke to sweat. Leila had tried to hold her breath, desperate not to let any of the intoxicating substances into her lungs as Hade and the bulks had escorted her through the crowds, their presence ironically reassuring amidst the swarms of both humans and vampires.

      A black Mercedes had been waiting for them out on the street on the other side of the turnstiles.

      Removing her rucksack and clutching it to her chest, Leila gazed out of the back-seat window as she was driven even further from all she’d ever known.

      Blackthorn was everything she’d imagined it to be and worse. Her beloved vibrant-green spaces and sporadically spaced houses had been replaced with a sprawling mass of compacted, characterless buildings on dark, dismal streets. Noise boomed out from neon-lit basements and shopfronts. Pollution merged with the stagnant smell of street-sold food. The overfilled streets were chaotic with people milling and partying. People laughed, tussled and argued as noise poured from every open window, alley and recess.

      She’d tried not to stare at the people lingering in doorways and on corners, something she never witnessed in Summerton. People back there had pleasant homes to go to, purposes. Now the sanctuary of home felt a million miles away and the phone call from Alisha like a dissipating nightmare.

      The minute the Mercedes had slowed outside a nightclub, the crowds having parted to reveal an alleyway, fear had consumed her.

      As she’d stepped out, Hade at least having the manners to open the door for her, her legs had nearly given way. Pulling her rucksack back on, she’d taken a deep steadying breath, a cold spray of rain hitting her upturned face as she’d told herself for the fiftieth time that she could do this.

      Now her attention switched from the dreary storeys above back to Hade.

      He cocked his head towards the open fire-exit doors and she followed him inside.

      They stepped into a dimly lit corridor, the bulks behind keeping so close that she was virtually frogmarched along the concrete tunnel.

      She followed Hade down one corridor then another, through double doors after double doors, Hade only stopping to key in security codes. Keeping a firm grip on her rucksack straps, the weight of the book and her Kit Box to assist the spell starting to tug, her five-foot-six-inch strides were no match for the swift and purposeful march of the six-footers escorting her.

      The music gradually evaporated into the distance, the density of the corridors making her ears thrum. As Hade led her into a stone stairwell, they finally hit a wall of silence. He nodded to the bulks, both of whom promptly turned back the way they came, leaving Leila and him alone.

      She glanced anxiously into the darkness above before following Hade up the steps, the low square heels of her boots scuffing against stone as they climbed three floors.

      Passing through a final door and stepping out into another dim corridor, Hade stopped outside the lone elevator and keyed in a code.

      Entering first, Leila backed up and clutched the handrail behind her. Despite taking slow, steady breaths as they ascended, her breathing involuntarily became shallow again as the doors slid open.

      ‘Is this it?’ she asked, still clutching the handrail as Hade stepped out into a broad hallway.

      ‘Sure is.’

      ‘And my sister’s here?’

      He gave her a single nod.

      ‘I’ll want to see her before I do anything,’ she said.

      ‘That’s up to Caleb.’

      ‘Is that who I’m meeting – Caleb? Is he the one who has my sister?’

      ‘He’s also the one who doesn’t like to be kept waiting. And tonight less than ever, so I suggest you move.’

      Reluctantly, she uncoiled her damp palms and stepped out.

      The hallway was surprisingly luxurious. The richness of the dark cream walls was deepened by the soft glow of the elegant, cast-iron wall lights. The dark floorboards were highly polished, the blue-and-gold runners plump and soft under foot.

      Hade stopped at the ornate mahogany double doors at the end and keyed in another code. As the doors clicked open, her tension surged as she followed him inside.

      The extensive open-plan room was immaculate. Four broad oak steps led down to three black leather sofas positioned in a horseshoe central to the expanse. A low glass coffee table segregated the sofas, a large flat-screen television marking the opening. Midway on each wall to her left and right were hallways that mirrored each other – seemingly wings to opposite sides of the building. Dominating the top right-hand corner of the room was a highly polished mahogany bar. Straight ahead, glass doors opened out onto a generous stone terrace, the late-night breeze inciting the voile to momentarily mask the otherwise unspoiled view across the district.

      Hade led the way down the steps. ‘Wait here,’ he said before taking the hallway to the left, marching down to the door at the end.

      Leila wrapped her cardigan and jacket tight around herself. Folding her arms, she took a couple of steps forward. She glanced down the silent corridor where Hade had disappeared, peered out onto the terrace before turning to the hallway to her right as she searched for any sign of her sister.

      She felt him before she saw him, the physical presence behind striking her sixth sense. The sudden chill was encapsulating, the tension excruciating. She had to turn around – like a tiny mammal knowing the bird of prey was looming above, Leila had to look.

      From the way her hackles had risen, she would have pitched him at over seven foot tall with the physique of a heavyweight wrestler, but the male that stood behind her was maybe just short of six foot. Absent of bulk, his lithe body was nonetheless clearly honed and powerful beneath his fitted, short-sleeved grey shirt.

      Her attention was immediately drawn to his perfectly toned forearms and biceps by the black tattoo scrolling out from beneath his left sleeve, another coiling up around the right side of his neck. His handsome face was framed by dark hair cut close around his neck and ears. Loose bangs scraped his low straight eyebrows and emphasised his intoxicating dark-framed eyes. If he was human she would have guessed him to be in his mid-thirties.

      Leila caught her breath, a warm flush engulfing her as his vibrant green eyes fixed pointedly on hers – eyes encased by thick, dark lashes that only exacerbated their intensity – eyes that were sharp, intelligent, astute and merciless.

      The eyes of a vampire.

      She could feel it as clearly as if she were holding a white-hot coal.

      As those vampire eyes assessed her slowly and purposefully, she instinctively took a step back and clutched the straps of her rucksack tighter.

      Pinned her to the spot by his sullen gaze, a flush of trepidation and excitement flooded her. Amidst the dim surroundings, the breeze from the open doors stirring his hair, he looked utterly preternatural to the point of being hypnotic. He was every inch the vampire and every inch the last thing that she should be considering remotely appealing.

      Leila forcibly snapped herself from her daze, berating herself as she reminded herself where she was and why she was there. More to the point, of what he was and that it was he who was clearly holding Alisha for ransom. This, undoubtedly, was Caleb. ‘Where’s my sister?’

      ‘Show me the book,’ Caleb said, a sexy rasp exacerbating his surly tone.

      ‘Tell me she’s all right.’

      ‘Alisha’s fine.’

      ‘Prove it.’

      ‘The book first.’

      Leila tightened her grip on her bag. ‘If you want it, you let me see her.’

      The tension in the room nearly squeezed the life-breath out of her as Caleb narrowed his eyes. She took another wary step back, dropping her hands from her rucksack ready to defend herself.

      He held his penetrating gaze on her for an uncomfortable second longer than was necessary before he looked across at Hade and cocked his head towards the hallway behind.

      Hade nodded then disappeared from sight, reappearing seconds later with a small figure.

      She looked tired, worn and tearful, with no characteristic mischievous bounce in her brown eyes. Alisha stayed perfectly still a few feet away, her gaze on Leila hesitant.

      Leila heaved with relief but as she stepped forward to greet her, Caleb caught her by the upper arm with a powerful, commanding grip. Electricity pulsated through her, the impact of his touch startling her to stillness.

      ‘Do what you came here to do,’ he said. ‘Reunion later.’

      Leila’s gaze snapped to his as she instinctively tried to pull her arm free. ‘And then what?’

      Alisha broke the silence. ‘Just do as he says, Leila. Please.’

      Leila glanced across to her.

      ‘Please,’ Alisha pleaded more quietly, her wide eyes reddened from crying.

      Leila wavered for only a moment longer before pulling away from Caleb. She slipped her rucksack from her shoulders and unzipped the main compartment. She slid out the book and grudgingly held it out for him.

      Caleb flicked through the pages then looked back at her. ‘You can read this, right?’

      She didn’t dare tell him she was a little out of practice nor that she had never, technically, carried out any of the spells at all. But she nodded. ‘Yes.’

      Handing the book to Hade, he stepped up to her.

      Leila instinctively backed up against the sofa, her heel catching the base as she grasped the soft leather. Warily holding his gaze, she knew she’d strike back if she had to, but she wasn’t stupid enough to instigate it. And she wasn’t stupid enough to jeopardise Alisha. A little bit of humility had to be the order of the day; the rest she’d work out from there.

      ‘And you can perform the spell?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes.’

      He grabbed her wrist, held her hand up to expose her protest rings – one gracing her thumb, the other her little finger – engraved silver bands that danced in the artificial light. They were the ultimate sign of defiance against the social acceptance of his kind, worn by those who stood against the so-called consangs’ steps towards political acceptance. Vampires could never and would never play a role in any decisions that affected humans, and she unequivocally and unashamedly believed every human being had a responsibility to see to that.

      He barely looked at them as his eyes narrowed on hers. ‘Your sister assures me you’re smart, but you coming here wearing these makes me think otherwise.’

      Leila tried to pull her wrist away but he held it fast, his closeness intensifying the subtle scent of alcohol and smoke that mingled intoxicatingly with the musky woody undertones of his aftershave. ‘I’m not going to hide how I feel just because I’m here.’

      There was a hint of an amusement in his eyes, but it never reached his lips. ‘I hear you’re not our biggest fan.’

      Her unease escalated as he searched her eyes. A light perspiration swept over her. He couldn’t know what she was – not just by looking.

      She held her breath, her heart throbbing painfully. The flutter of excitement she felt in her chest disturbed her. But she forced herself with every iota of willpower not to look away from those intimidating green eyes. Worse still, behind the aesthetics there was something more than the emptiness she expected – something beyond soulless, heartless windows. Within those eyes that should have looked dead, there was something deep, poignant and entrancing.

      She swallowed harder than she would have liked, hating the way her body responded immediately to his. She knew it was wrong – deeply and horribly wrong on too many levels. But she still found her gaze wandering down to the top two unfastened buttons of his shirt, a gap that revealed a tantalising glimpse of smooth, honed chest. She lingered on his full but masculine lips, his strong jaw, before sliding back up over his perfectly formed nose to his eyes. Beautiful eyes that lingered coaxingly on hers for another uncomfortable couple of seconds before he finally pulled away.

      ‘Let’s do this,’ he said, retrieving the book from Hade before leading the way back down the hallway.
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      Leila tentatively entered the bedroom alone with Caleb.

      The vampire she’d been summoned to save lay on his back on the king-sized bed directly ahead. Clearly unconscious, a worrying sheen of perspiration engulfed him despite his subtle shiver. His body was frighteningly pale, exacerbated by the dark sheets that covered him to mid-chest, his arms exposed by his sides.

      She glanced nervously at Caleb. The anxiety was as evident in his eyes as she was sure it was in her own. ‘He looks really sick,’ she said quietly.

      ‘He is.’

      ‘How long has he been like this?’

      ‘Sixteen hours.’

      She gripped the book tighter against her chest. ‘What if this doesn’t work?’

      His gaze snapped to hers, eyes menacing at the prospect she might fail. ‘You said you can do this.’

      ‘He might be too far gone.’

      ‘If my brother dies tonight, your sister dies – slowly and painfully.’

      Leila narrowed her eyes at the injustice of his threat. ‘Have you any idea how hard it is to bring a vampire back from this?’

      ‘Your sister gave me her word that this would not be a problem for you.’

      ‘Under duress.’

      ‘Are you telling me she lied?’

      Leila stared back down at the dying vampire. ‘What’s his name?’

      ‘Jacob. Jake.’

      She took a wary step closer.

      Jake was almost as handsome as his brother, but his closer-cropped dark hair gave him a harsher edge. His lips were narrower, his lashes and eyebrows finer. His toned body was bulkier – too bulky for her taste, unlike the athletic litheness of Caleb.

      Leila stopped at the side of the bed and placed her book and rucksack on the covers. She took out her Kit Box and glanced back over her shoulder at Caleb. ‘I won’t be able to concentrate with you watching me.’

      ‘I’m not leaving you alone with him.’ Caleb strolled around the opposite side of the bed and pulled up a chair. Turning it the wrong way, he straddled it, his arms resting on the back as he watched her every move.

      Leila knelt by the bed. It had been eighteen months since their grandfather’s death. And, until that night, eighteen months since she’d run her fingers over the hard but worn blue canvas cover. Eighteen months since she’d traced her fingers over the gilded title: Purification.

      If it hadn’t been for her grandfather, she would never have known about her talent. A talent he’d helped her hone as she’d read and interpreted the words contained within his archaic texts. Texts he emphasised the importance of again and again alongside her need to protect herself and her sisters from them.

      He called them vampires too, and he knew the truth about them. Truths he had learned from his descendants and from the prophecy books he’d held in his charge. Books he then left to her. Books for her to safeguard and keep from all but her own eyes. Books useless to anyone without an interpreter to impart the words.

      And somehow they’d tracked her down.

      She turned the heavy cream pages and read the small cursive handwriting. None of the books were reproduced. They couldn’t be because their power was in their uniqueness. A power that could only be evoked by a speaker endowed with the talent.

      Fingers numb, hands trembling, the pages seemed to blur as she tried to remember where she had found the section earlier. It had seemed so much easier to locate without a virtually dead vampire in front of her and his uncompromising brother, less than six feet away, clearly not in the mood for failure.

      Fumbling through the pages, she finally stumbled on it. She traced the text with her fingers, struggling to focus as she interpreted each word and symbol. Thumbnail to her teeth, she scanned the diagrams.

      If her grandfather could see her now, preparing to save a vampire’s life – the ultimate sacrilege for her kind – she had no doubt he’d be horrified.

      Rubbing her hair back from her forehead, she detected light perspiration equally dampening her palm. She reached for her wooden Kit Box and turned the brass key. As it opened, the various sections spread out. Tiny drawers and compartments revealed a variety of objects as a rich aroma of herbs and spices filled the air. She took out a small white ceramic bowl and clutched it in her hand whilst she continued to trace her fingers along the text. Reaching back into her box, she took out three tiny jars and emptied a small amount of powder from each into the bowl.

      ‘Do you have a match?’ she asked.

      Caleb took his lighter out of his pocket and strolled around the bed to give it to her.

      She accepted it and tried flicking it into action but the damned thing eluded her, worsened by her trembling hands.

      He took it back and flicked it into operation with ease.

      She held the bowl up to him. ‘Light what’s in the dish, will you?’

      He did as he was asked. The contents quickly burned, a sweet and woody odour filling the air. Seeming to sense that his close proximity had broken her concentration again, he handed her the bowl and stepped away, resuming his seat opposite.

      ‘I take it he drained the victim from the neck?’ she asked, keeping her attention on the book.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Right side or left?’

      ‘Left.’

      She ran her finger along a few more lines then reached into the box for three sprigs of herbs and a small pewter charm. After laying them on the bed beside the book, she closed the box and put it on the floor out of the way. She stood and bent to unzip her boots. She pulled them off along with her jacket and cardigan. Picking up the dish in one hand and the sprigs and charm in the other, she climbed onto the bed.

      Hesitation and apprehension swamped her as she uneasily and cautiously sat astride Jake’s hips. Her gut churned at the proximity, let alone the intimacy of the act. Sitting back on her haunches, thighs pressed against his, she kept her back straight as she gazed warily down at the dying vampire. Laying the sprigs and charm on the bed beside him, she placed her fingers in the dish.

      Caleb caught her wrist in an instant, startling her. ‘Take them off,’ he commanded.

      She glanced down at the silver rings. ‘Silver may harm you, in your vampiric state, but Jake is beyond that now.’

      Caleb tightened his grasp. ‘I said, take them off.’

      Leila frowned in defiance as their gazes locked. But, as he let her wrist go, she reluctantly relented and slid the rings off, putting them on the bedside table next to him.

      Forcing herself to refocus, she placed the tips of her fingers back in the dish. She rubbed the contents across the left side of Jake’s neck, down his chest, and ended the unbroken line in a hook beneath his heart.

      She reached across to pull the book closer, frowning deeply as she struggled to recall some of the inflections as she read. Placing a sprig above his head, one upon his heart and another beneath his feet, she put the charm on his forehead. Exhaling unsteadily, she held the flat of her palms an inch above his chest.

      Jake flinched, seemingly scowling as if he sensed something.

      ‘You might want to grab something he can throw up in,’ she said. ‘His body should expel the bad blood if this works as it says it will.’

      Caleb reached for the black bin beside the bedside table and placed it next to the bed.

      Leila tensed her spread fingers as she lowered her palms an inch closer to his heart. Feeling the heat emanating from within her, heat that would flow down into his body, she braced herself. Not betraying a word, she silently recited the incantation. She closed her eyes and pressed her hands flat against his skin, skin that felt like cold clay, as she recited the confirmation three more times.

      She stopped. Withdrew her hands. And opened her eyes.

      There was silence.

      Nothing happened.

      She glanced anxiously at Caleb, her pulse picking up a notch. But his attention was firmly on his brother. She took a breath to steady herself before spreading her fingers over Jake’s heart again. This time she applied more pressure as she recited the words with more conviction – a hushed whisper that would be nonsense to anyone but her. With every iota of energy in her, she willed it to work, her eyes tightly shut as she kept her focus on letting the energy flow through her.

      She repeated the incantation again, and again, ending with a resounding draw of breath before she opened her eyes.

      Jake lay perfectly still.

      Too still.

      He stopped trembling.

      Stopped shivering.

      She frowned. He was too far gone. Or she had read the inflections wrong. Or the herbs had been too old. Or her positioning was out. Her gaze snatched to Caleb as she tried to contain her panic.

      But Caleb’s gaze didn’t flinch from his brother as the seconds ticked away, the atmosphere thick enough to be static.

      ‘I did what—’ she began, but suddenly Jake flinched.

      His chest expanded as if in a desperate grasp for air. He started trembling beneath her again then convulsed.

      Leila flinched and recoiled off him. Backing off the bed, she retreated against the wall as Caleb grabbed hold of his flaying brother.

      Straddling him, pinning his hands to the bed either side of his head, his legs to the mattress, Caleb held Jake down with impressive strength as he glared across at her. ‘What the fuck is happening?’

      She shook her head, her pulse racing. ‘I don’t know. I’ve never done this before. I followed the instructions—’

      ‘You’ve never done it?’ Caleb momentarily turned his attention back on his brother, who was convulsing more violently now, before glaring back at her. ‘Exactly what spells have you performed?’

      She shrugged, struggling for an explanation.

      Despite the force of Jake’s spasms, Caleb continued to hold him down with ease, held him until he gradually calmed, the convulsions easing.

      Jake wrenched free of his brother, stretched over the side of the bed and vomited thick, black blood into the bin. Gasping, he fell onto his back, scanned the room as if confirming his bearings then frowned at Caleb now sitting on his haunches. Closing his eyes again, he smiled. ‘Hey, Caleb.’

      Caleb smiled in return, just briefly, his lips parting to reveal a glimpse of perfectly aligned neat white teeth, a hint of elongated incisors. ‘For fuck’s sake, Jake.’

      Jake languidly turned his head to look at Leila and frowned. ‘Who’s she?’

      ‘She saved your life.’

      Jake stared up at the ceiling. ‘I feel like shit.’

      ‘You’re lucky you feel anything at all. How many times have I told you to pull back, huh? You’ve always got to push it that one step further, haven’t you?’

      Jake grinned. ‘What do you expect? No just wasn’t in her vocabulary.’ He eased himself onto his elbows to examine Leila more closely as Caleb pulled off the bed.

      ‘Then a little self-control wouldn’t go amiss, Jake.’

      ‘Easing up on the lecture wouldn’t go amiss either.’ He narrowed his eyes questioningly. ‘Leila?’

      Leila frowned in confusion.

      The door burst open.

      ‘Jake!’ Alisha lunged through the doorway and threw herself onto the bed on top of him, flattening him, despite her small frame. Her fair hair covered her face as she eagerly kissed him on his lips, his forehead and his cheek.

      Perplexed, Leila watched her sister until realisation, disbelief and then horror slammed into her.

      ‘Easy, tiger,’ he said softly, brushing back Alisha’s hair. ‘I haven’t been gone that long.’ He glanced at Caleb. ‘Have I?’

      ‘Over sixteen hours. Like I said, you’re lucky to feel anything at all.’

      ‘I can’t believe you’re okay,’ Alisha declared, her eyes glossing. ‘I told you she could do it,’ she said to Caleb. ‘I told you she’d make him better.’ She smiled up at Leila. ‘Thank you.’
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      If the betrayal had stabbed her any harder or faster, Leila would have bled. She knew the answer, but the question still fell out as the facts unfolded before her. ‘What is this?’

      Alisha suddenly stilled. She bit into her bottom lip as she looked at her sister sheepishly. ‘Listen, Lei, I can explain.’

      Taken over by more rage than she was sure was healthy for a human being, Leila spun on her heels. She pushed past Hade now marking the doorway, her bare feet slamming against the floorboards as she stormed back into the living room.

      Alisha hurried after her. ‘Lei, I’m sorry.’

      Leila spun to face her. ‘I don’t want to hear sorry. I want you to tell me I’ve got this wrong.’

      Alisha lowered her gaze.

      ‘How long has this been going on?’ Leila demanded quietly.

      ‘A while.’

      ‘A while?’

      Alisha shrugged. ‘Two months. Nearly.’

      ‘Two months? You’ve been involved with a vampire for two months? You?’ Leila could barely say it as she lowered her voice. ‘And you involved me?’

      ‘I had to. I had no choice.’

      ‘No choice?’

      ‘You saw the state he was in. I panicked. But then I remembered about the book and what you could do. I couldn’t just let him die. I had to say something.’

      A kick in the gut would have been preferable. ‘It was you? You told them about the book?’ Leila marched up to her, her voice hushed. ‘You told them about me?’

      ‘I had to.’

      ‘You betrayed us? Our family? For him? Have you any idea how dangerous this is? Have you any idea what I’ve been through tonight? I thought they were going to kill you. How could you lie to me like that?’

      ‘I didn’t lie to you. I just made it sound different to how it was. Lei, I wouldn’t have brought you here if you were in danger.’

      Leila stared at her, unable to believe her sister’s nonchalance. ‘I’m an interpreter, Alisha. Nothing but a witch to them. Or have you forgotten?’ She shook her head as she stepped away. ‘I can’t believe you’ve done this.’

      ‘Even if I got the book here, it’s not as if I can read from it, is it? And time was short – too short for me to come and get you and explain it. Besides, I knew you wouldn’t come if I told you the truth. I knew you wouldn’t let me back here if I came to see you myself, especially if I tried to take the book with me.’

      ‘So you tricked me?’

      ‘It was the only way.’

      ‘You chose him over me.’

      ‘It’s not like that, Lei.’

      ‘What if I couldn’t have read it? What if it hadn’t worked? What if it had gone wrong?’

      ‘But I knew you could.’

      ‘Get my things. We’re leaving.’

      Alisha backed away. ‘No.’

      ‘No?’

      ‘You don’t understand what he means to me.’

      ‘He’s a vampire, Alisha.’

      ‘He’s a consang. And I love him.’

      Leila widened her eyes before laughing curtly in despair. ‘What, like you loved Carl and Martin and Toby? Oh, and like you loved Phillip? Those three weeks were the best ever, right?’

      ‘This is different.’

      ‘Because they were actually your own species? The only thing that’s different is that for some godforsaken reason you have decided to…’ she hesitated. ‘Alisha, I’m not going to argue with you. Get my stuff. And get anything of yours. We’ll finish this conversation when we’re home.’

      Alisha took another step back. She crossed her arms defiantly across her chest, her brown eyes locked defiantly on Leila’s. ‘You can’t make me.’

      Leila turned away for a moment. She closed her eyes and bit into her bottom lip. It was all she could do to stop herself screaming at her sister. She tuned into the sounds of the district travelling with the breeze through the open terrace doors. Alien sounds that only exacerbated her unease as they defined the danger they were both in, even if Alisha couldn’t see it yet. But Alisha didn’t see danger in anything or, if she did, she treated it like a fairground ride –especially when Leila was the one pointing it out to her.

      ‘I didn’t go out looking for this, all right?’ Alisha said. ‘I didn’t plan to fall for a consang.’

      ‘Vampire.’

      ‘I didn’t even realise what he was at first. I was in Lowtown, he approached me in a club, and we started talking.’

      Leila turned to face her again. ‘You know they’re everywhere there at night. You should never have been there in the first place. You know the risks.’

      ‘I wasn’t at risk. Not after I met him.’

      ‘You’re a human in Blackthorn.’

      Alisha tugged down the collar of her shirt, revealing the nook of her neck, the small tattoo there. ‘He marked me, all right? No consang will touch me. Caleb, Jake, they have standing around here. No one messes with them.’

      Leila shrivelled up her nose in distaste. ‘You let him mark you?’ Unease clenched her chest. ‘How the hell are we going to explain that when we try to get back across the border?’

      ‘He did it to protect me.’

      ‘If you were at home you wouldn’t need protecting.’

      ‘Because all humans are such upstanding citizens?’ Alisha released her collar. ‘Lei,’ she said. ‘This isn’t a fling. I really care about him.’

      ‘And does he feel the same way?’ Leila glanced towards the hallway as Hade emerged.

      He sent them both a fleeting glance before striding across to the steps and up and out of the front door.

      ‘Yes,’ Alisha said.

      ‘Which is why he was with another woman.’

      ‘He likes to feed.’

      ‘But he doesn’t have to. Isn’t that what they tried telling us all – that they had other ways of sustaining themselves? That feeding on humans was legend, myths of old, primitive? That simple medication now provides them with what they need?’

      ‘It gives him a buzz. Not that you’d understand any of that.’

      ‘He was with another woman, Alisha. He bled her to death. Doesn’t that tell you anything?’

      ‘You really don’t understand, do you?’

      ‘I understand exactly what I need to understand. I came here because I thought I was saving your life. And now not only do they have their hands on grandfather’s book, they know what I can do, too. Do you really think they’re going to let us go?’

      ‘Jake gave me his word.’

      ‘Well, that’s all right then.’

      ‘There’s no need to be sarcastic.’

      ‘Don’t you dare tell me how I need to be.’

      ‘Caleb promised me he’d escort you back to the border of Midtown once this was all over. That was part of the deal. You saved his brother’s life, Lei. He owes you. He owes both of us.’

      ‘Well, something tells me he’s not the kind too keen on being indebted to someone like me, Alisha.’

      ‘He gave me his word.’

      ‘Then get our stuff and tell him we’re ready to leave.’

      ‘I told you, I’m staying.’

      ‘You’re leaving. And you’re leaving now.’

      Alisha hesitantly held her sister’s glare. ‘You know, there are a lot of girls down in that club who would give anything to spend time up here with these two.’

      Leila shook her head in disgust. ‘Is that what it is, Alisha? Is that what you see in him?’

      ‘I love him.’

      ‘Sounds like infatuation to me.’

      ‘At least I know how to have a good time. At least I don’t spend my life in a stuffy library with my head in century-old books. At least I go out there and have fun. I’m making the most of being alive. You criticise the consangs, but you might as well be the undead for all the excitement you get in your life.’

      Leila stared at her, momentarily stunned to silence before grabbing her sister by the arm. She marched Alisha out onto the terrace and spun her to face her. ‘We have a duty, Alisha,’ she whispered sternly. ‘Grandfather taught us that stuff for a reason.’

      ‘No, he taught you. You’re the one who has the talent, not me. And I’m glad it’s not me who’s got it. I wouldn’t be you for anything. I like my freedom. And that’s what Jake gives me. But for as long as you stay tucked up all safe and sound in Summerton, you’ll never understand. You’re too indoctrinated to ever understand.’

      ‘I’m not indoctrinated.’

      ‘You soaked up everything grandfather taught us. You’ve never even met a consang before tonight, so how can you possibly pass judgement on them?’

      No matter how tempted she was to blurt out the truth, this was not the time for revelations. Instead she shook her head in bitter disappointment. ‘I think the only one who’s indoctrinated around here is you. He’s really got to you, hasn’t he?’

      ‘I’m with him because I want to be. Because I choose to be. This is the twenty-first century we’re in, not the eighteenth. Read the headlines. They’re not preying on us, attacking us in dark alleys and taking us against our will. People are getting involved with them voluntarily.’

      ‘So that makes it acceptable?’

      ‘Drag your head out of your archives and take a good look around, Lei. Move on and accept that maybe grandfather was wrong.’

      ‘If he could hear you now—’

      ‘But he can’t, can he? He’s dead. Gone. Just like Mum. Just like Dad. And just like Sophie might be if we don’t find her.’

      Leila’s heart skipped a beat. ‘Tell me that’s not what this is about?’

      ‘She could still be alive. And if she is and if she’s here, Jake will find her.’

      ‘Is that what he’s promised you?’

      ‘He can find her. I know he can.’

      ‘In exchange for what?’

      Alisha glowered at her. ‘At least I’m doing something. At least I haven’t given up.’

      ‘Given up?’ Leila glared at her, her fury escalating as indignation hit her hard. ‘Ten months I looked for her. Ten months! While you were out getting drunk, taking comfort in whoever would listen to you, I was the one phoning the authorities, knocking on doors and putting up pictures. It was me who paid for the private investigators, the ads in the newspapers…’ She shook her head and marched past the large, round marble table that looked more suitable for sacrifices than al fresco dining. She stopped at the barrier and clutched the cold steel rail as she stared down the hundred-foot drop to where people swarmed the streets. If Sophie was amongst them, she was a grain of sand in a cove. ‘Alisha, I’m not discussing this with you anymore.’

      ‘Lei, just spend a couple of hours here. You’ll see they’re no different to us. You’ll learn more by spending one evening with them than another minute with your head in those stupid books.’

      ‘One of those stupid books saved your so-called boyfriend’s life tonight.’

      ‘And I am grateful to you, Lei. More than you can understand.’ She stepped alongside her. ‘So is Caleb. So is Jake.’ Alisha caught her by the hand. ‘It doesn’t matter that you’re a witch.’

      Leila snatched her hand away. ‘Interpreter.’

      ‘Whatever. They’re not going to hurt you.’

      Leila held her gaze. ‘Then prove it. Because from what I can see, the longer we stay here the more at risk we are. So I’m telling you – either you get us out of here now or your new friends won’t know what’s hit them. And neither will you.’
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      ‘I ache all over,’ Jake said as he eased himself up against the headboard.

      Caleb withdrew his attention from the doorway where Alisha had run after her sister. The shock in the witch’s eyes had been convincingly real, supporting Alisha’s claims that Leila had no idea she was a frequenter to Blackthorn. The relief in Alisha’s eyes on seeing Jake was equally convincing.

      He leaned back against the chest of drawers facing the foot of the bed and folded his arms as he turned his attention back to his brother. ‘If it’s sympathy you’re looking for, you’ve got a better chance of persuading me to install a glass roof. You’re a fucking idiot, Jake.’

      Jake managed a hint of a goading smile despite his brother’s disapproving glare. ‘Survived though, didn’t I?’

      Caleb didn’t reciprocate. ‘Hade, go and show your face down in the bar. If there are any awkward questions, spread the word that it was all just a rumour. Jake’s fine and no one died. As far as anyone’s concerned, we’re in business negotiations.’

      Hade nodded. ‘Sure thing, Caleb.’ He glanced across at Jake. ‘Good to have you back, Jake.’

      Jake smiled at him and rested his head back against the wall as their employee, their friend, exited the room and closed the door. ‘You missed me, right?’

      Caleb took a cigarette from his top pocket and placed it between his lips to avoid giving his little brother the verbal and physical retaliation he deserved. He needed to stay calm and focused. It wasn’t over yet. ‘You are one more stupid move away from me putting a leash around your neck,’ he declared, igniting the tip.

      ‘Come on, Caleb. Don’t be mad. I got caught up in the moment, that’s all. She couldn’t do enough for me.’

      ‘Sex and a feed do not happen together. And you only feed on the approved. You know the rules.’

      ‘Yeah, your rules.’

      ‘My rules to protect you from this very thing happening. Maybe now you’ll finally see you’re not invincible.’

      ‘It was just a fun time that got out of hand, that’s all. It won’t happen again.’

      He exhaled a terse stream of smoke. ‘Good, because you repeat a trick like that and I’ll kill you myself, understand?’

      Jake tried to sit up further but failed. Instead he slumped back against the pillows again. ‘So what happened? Alisha just confessed to her sister being a witch?’

      ‘Basically. I take it you didn’t know?’

      ‘I think I would have remembered to mention it. What about the book?’

      ‘Theirs. The witch came fully prepared.’ Caleb strolled over to sit on the bed at his brother’s feet. Pulling the purification book closer, he flicked through the pages. ‘It seems we have quite the librarian in our midst.’

      Jake handed him the ashtray from his bedside table. ‘She’s cute, too, huh?’ he remarked with a conspiratorial smile.

      Caleb didn’t smile back. ‘What do you know about her?’

      ‘Leila? Not a lot. She lives in Summerton. She works in some kind of library and archive department. She doesn’t approve of vampires and drives Alisha crazy trying to tell her how to live her life apparently. How the hell did you get her here?’

      ‘Alisha inferred she was being held hostage.’

      Jake raised his eyebrows slightly. ‘A hostage? Well, that explains the reaction.’

      ‘What about the girl you wasted, Jake? What did you know about her?’

      ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’

      ‘You hook up with a girl who just so happens to have a very powerful witch as a sister. A sister who just so happens to have a very precious and rare book of spells that we’ve only ever heard of in folklore. And one of those spells just so happens to be the only known cure for the dead blood you just happen to consume from a complete stranger seemingly willing to dance that close to the edge with you. A fact which your girlfriend, incidentally, seems absolutely fine about.’

      ‘You make it sound like some kind of set-up.’ He frowned at his brother’s unflinching gaze. ‘You think that girl tried to kill me? For Leila to save me? And that makes sense because...?’

      ‘It’s all just a little convenient, don’t you think?’

      ‘Caleb, even if any of that did make sense, Alisha would have to have been a part of it. She would have been playing me for weeks. Sorry, but I know when a girl’s faking. And I was the one who approached her, remember? We got lucky, that’s all.’

      ‘Not necessarily.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘We can’t rule out that the witch has only used a holding spell – a nice temporary measure. She leaves, dawn comes and you go right back to the state you were in.’

      ‘No way. She’s three districts from home and surrounded by vampires, with no chance of getting herself or her sister out of here in one piece without help from one of us. It would be a suicide mission.’ Jake frowned. ‘What’s really going on here, Caleb? What are you not telling me?’

      Caleb exhaled a slow pensive stream of smoke. ‘No ordinary witch has the power to do what she did tonight. Certainly not one as apparently inexperienced as her.’

      ‘So her talent’s strong. That’s good, right?’

      ‘So talented that she performed nothing short of a miracle? Not just any witch can purify a vampire’s blood, Jake, especially not when they’re as near the Brink as you were.’

      ‘So what are you saying?’

      ‘There’s only one breed of witch powerful enough to do what she did tonight.’

      Silence encapsulated the room as Jake held his brother’s gaze. He frowned then smiled with unease – a smile that quickly faded. ‘You’re kidding me, right? This is some kind of wind-up for me fucking up tonight.’

      ‘You think I’d joke about that?’

      ‘But they’re extinct.’ His eyes flashed with uncertainty. ‘They’ve been extinct for decades – six at least. Haven’t they?’

      ‘Maybe not ones savvy enough to lay low. Ones who are savvy enough to stay away from areas like this. Ones who now have that luxury because of the protection of boundary laws.’

      Jake forced himself into a seated position. ‘A serryn? Here? Her?’ He shook his head. ‘No way. If she was, Alisha would have to be insane to bring her here.’

      ‘If Alisha’s not a part of it, she either loves you enough to risk bringing Leila here or she’s clueless about her.’

      ‘Is that even possible?’

      ‘Serryns are devious, lying little sluts, Jake. Even to their own families when they need to be.’

      Jake frowned. ‘But if the strength of talent was the giveaway, you must have had your suspicions even before you brought her here.’

      ‘I didn’t have much choice, did I? I had to take whatever chance I could or you were dead anyway. But I know serryns don’t save vampires, Jake. Not that easily.’

      Jake’s eyes flashed with concern. ‘And you needed to know if there was one still on the loose.’

      Caleb closed the book and pushed it away.

      ‘What are you going to do?’ Jake asked.

      ‘What do you think I’m going to do? I’m going to find out for sure.’

      He frowned. ‘But Leila must be assuming you don’t know. I mean they’re undetectable to the untrained eye, right? What if she was just planning on slipping in here and then slipping back out again? Is it really a good idea to make it obvious you know? And what if she is? It’s not like you can do anything about it.’

      ‘Can’t I?’

      Unease ignited in Jake’s eyes. ‘I know how you feel about them, but this is Alisha’s sister we’re talking about. Alisha who helped save my life. I owe them. We both do.’

      ‘And at dawn we’ll know, won’t we?’

      ‘You’re going to keep her here? All night? Are you insane?’

      ‘Because letting her go wouldn’t be insane?’

      ‘Keeping a living, breathing serryn under this roof is not the way to handle this, Caleb.’

      ‘Neither is letting one back out onto the street. You know I can’t do that.’

      ‘No, what you can’t do is go down that path again.’ He leaned towards his brother. ‘Caleb, you’re making a mistake. She’s just a witch. A witch that can get us prosecuted for blackmail and kidnap if you go ahead with this. You hold on to her tonight, you have to hold on to her forever. That means Alisha too. You’re not just potentially fucking things up for you; you’re fucking things up for me. It’s not worth it on a hunch.’

      ‘Seventy years’ experience of hunting them is telling me this is more than a hunch.’

      ‘Even if it is, someone is bound to know she’s here. They’ll come looking for her.’

      ‘You know how many people go missing in Blackthorn every night. Besides, Alisha made sure she didn’t tell anyone. Apparently the witch doesn’t have anyone to tell. She’s quite a loner by all accounts.’

      ‘Okay, you want to give it until dawn then do that. Make some excuse that it’s safer for them to travel in daylight. They won’t dispute that. And letting them leave together will soften the blow. Then at dawn, when you see I’m right, you can let her walk away – no testing, no proof, no questions asked. Don’t search for answers you don’t need to find. If you’re right about her, the less she suspects, the better.’

      ‘And if this is a set-up? What if that’s what she wants – to get in here, to get on the inside and lower our guards?’

      ‘You’re being paranoid.’

      ‘How many of them have you had to deal with, Jake? We need to know what we’re up against and there’s only one way to be sure.’

      ‘And if she is what you think she is, and you prove it?’ He frowned at his brother’s fleeting glance as Caleb stood from the bed. ‘Tell me you’re not going to kill her. Caleb, we need to talk about this. You act on impulse and you’re going to regret this.’

      Caleb placed the ashtray back on the bedside table and exhaled his last stream of smoke. ‘When do I ever act on impulse, little brother?’ he replied as he met Jake’s troubled gaze.

      ‘And what am I supposed to say to Alisha?’

      ‘That dawn’s the safer time to go, just like you suggested. You tell her you need to get down to the club for a couple of hours to show your face and stop any awkward questions about how we saved your life – any of which could put her talented sister at risk. Tell her you want her company. Tell her whatever you need to, but I want her out of this apartment for the rest of the night.’

      ‘If Leila is a serryn, you shouldn’t be alone with her.’

      He smiled. ‘I think I’m more than capable of handling her, Jake.’ He glanced down at her two small silver protest rings as he stubbed out his cigarette. ‘It’s time me and that little fledgling out there got to know each other better.’
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      Alisha all but stomped back down to Jake’s room. It was an overreaction on Leila’s part – just a stupid overreaction that was so typical of her. And now she had the embarrassment of telling Jake that they had to leave, because she knew the look in Leila’s eyes – a look that told her she meant every word of it.

      It was going to be so humiliating.

      She’d known it had been a risk getting Leila there. She knew that as soon as Leila discovered the truth, she’d be furious. She knew it was too much to expect Leila to be quietly escorted back off the premises without protest, willingly leaving her little sister behind in the evil domain. She would have argued more, but she knew Leila was better off left out on the terrace before any more of the routine spiel started coming out – especially in front of Caleb. Jake would probably find it amusing but from the little she knew about Caleb, he’d find it anything but.

      She sighed with impatience as she stopped at Jake’s door. Caleb had been nowhere in sight so she guessed he was probably still inside too. She felt her nerves give way, her heart pounding.

      She knocked on the door before turning the handle, and stepped inside.

      Caleb’s gaze met hers from the far side of the bed. Her stomach flipped. Two months of occasional glances in her direction and it still made her feel like an inadequate teenager on every rare occasion they made eye contact.

      From the first moment she’d seen him across the club, before she’d even known he was Jake’s brother, her pulse had raced – a rate that had become painful when Jake had introduced them. Her heart had sunk as Caleb had only responded with a swift dismissive glance before taking his brother aside to discuss club business.

      But that was Caleb’s way. She’d learned that much. Caleb needed neither people’s time nor approval, which only added to his appeal. Jake and he were so different in that respect. Jake thrived on the attention that Caleb ignored, attention instantly brought by being Caleb’s brother. And females who weren’t impressed by Caleb’s aloofness were quickly placated and enamoured by Jake’s flirty and more accessible manner. But Caleb was always the ultimate goal and everyone knew it.

      The brothers were co-owners of the club as well as other various ventures around the south side, but Alisha knew that, beneath Jake’s bravado, it was Caleb’s determination and resilience that had made it all the success it was. It was Caleb’s focus that kept the businesses thriving. It was Caleb’s reputation that kept away the competitors. Jake’s charm and party attitude kept the drinks flowing and the females flocking, but it was Caleb who held it all together.

      Just as he’d somehow held it together when he’d found her clutching the unconscious Jake down in the VIP area of the club.

      She’d agonised over telling Caleb about Leila, not least knowing she would be furious when the truth was finally out about where her little sister had been spending her nights away from home. And then there was that stirring of uncertainty about Caleb. His business acumen and zero tolerance weren’t the only things he was reputed for.

      But when there seemed to be no other hope, when she’d seen for the first time panic in Caleb’s eyes, she had to speak up. She spoke up or she lost Jake. She could deal with Leila’s wrath if that meant saving Jake’s life.

      And save him they had.

      And despite what Leila believed, Caleb wouldn’t forget that. Caleb was true to his word. Caleb loved Jake more than he loved anyone and, from what she’d seen, was the only one he was capable of loving. He would be indebted to them both. And part of her hoped it would be enough to win a little bit of his approval.

      Jake smiled from the bed. ‘Hey, gorgeous. Stop looking so worried – I’m fine.’

      ‘Leila’s not. She’s really angry with me, Jake.’

      ‘I’m not surprised.’

      ‘She’s told me to come and get her stuff. She wants me to go with her. Now.’

      ‘What’s her hurry?’ Caleb interjected.

      She glanced at him still casually leaning back against the wall, hands resting behind his back, his unsmiling gaze fixed on her.

      ‘Aside from being in the last place on the planet she ever wanted to be?’ she replied. ‘I did warn you she wouldn’t be happy.’

      ‘Where is she now?’ Caleb asked.

      ‘Out on the terrace. Getting plenty of much-needed air. How long have we got?’

      His green eyes narrowed slightly. She wasn’t sure if there was a glimmer of coaxing behind them but they made her as uneasy as the question that followed. ‘For what?’

      ‘Until someone can take us to the border.’ She glanced anxiously at Jake then back at Caleb. ‘You promised us an escort.’

      ‘You need to go and keep Jake company down in the bar first.’

      Her heart beat a little faster. She glanced nervously at Jake. ‘Should you really be going down there?’

      ‘We’ve got to make sure no one believes this happened tonight. There’s only one way to do that.’

      ‘But you don’t need me. I mean, you know I’d like to but…’

      ‘But what?’ Caleb asked.

      She looked back at him, not liking the edge of confrontation in his tone. She knew only too well he wasn’t used to people questioning him. ‘Do you want to be the one to go and tell Leila we’re staying a bit longer?’ she asked, a little too curtly.

      He pulled himself away from the wall with a hint of a smirk that did little to reassure her.

      She stepped toward the foot of the bed in a pathetic attempt to block his way. ‘I was kidding,’ she said, unable to contain the panic in her voice. Caleb versus Leila was one face-off they could all do without.

      Caleb folded his arms. ‘Why so anxious, Alisha? What do you think I’m going to do to her?’

      She looked to Jake for reassurance again. The look in his eyes provided anything but. She reverted her attention to Caleb, her inability to read what was going on adding to her unease. ‘I didn’t say you were going to do anything. I just need to think of a way to explain why she needs to stick around.’

      ‘Then I’ll talk to her. You don’t have to leave right away, do you?’

      ‘No, but…’ There was no but. No but except the fact her sister despised vampires more than anything else, and the longer she was there the more likely her views were going to spill into Caleb’s unappreciative lap.

      ‘So you get ready to go down to the bar with Jake and I’ll keep Leila company.’

      She broke from the intense pull of his gaze to look back at Jake.

      ‘Come on, sweetheart,’ Jake said. ‘Another hour or so won’t hurt. I thought you wanted her to spend a bit of time in Blackthorn?’

      ‘I do, but...’

      ‘What are you really worried about, Alisha?’ Caleb asked, snatching her attention too easily back to him.

      She struggled for the right way to say it. ‘She has some strong views. I don’t want any friction.’

      ‘I saw the rings. What is her problem with us?’

      The right thing to do was to end the conversation there or at least try to divert away from it, but Caleb’s unrelenting gaze remained fixed on hers. ‘It’s not all her fault. Our grandfather filled her head with some bad crap. Not that I didn’t love him,’ she hurriedly added as guilt gripped her chest. ‘I mean he brought us up, looking after Mum after Dad left her just before I was born, and then looking after us when Mum died. I know it wasn’t easy for him. But with them it was always about the books and the prophecies because of Leila’s talent.’

      ‘What prophecies?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ she said with a shrug. She really didn’t – not the full extent. She’d never wanted to take any notice. It had always sounded so dull when they were growing up. ‘Vampires taking over the world and all that kind of stuff. I never believed any of it.’

      ‘But Leila believes it?’

      ‘He taught it to her from like the age of five or something, when she started interpreting. I guess it’s ingrained. It made her a bit paranoid, you know?’

      ‘You talk about your grandfather in the past tense.’

      ‘He died eighteen months ago. That’s how she got all his books and stuff. He left everything to her.’

      He narrowed his eyes pensively. ‘And what happened to your mother?’

      She lowered her gaze to the floor. She still felt uncomfortable saying it – a reminder of the treachery of what she was doing.

      ‘She was killed by a vampire,’ Jake cut in. ‘Attacked in an alley.’

      She looked back up at Caleb. ‘It was in Midtown,’ she explained. ‘So we know it must have been someone of importance though we never found out who. Sophie stumbled on it a few years ago. She found it in some newspaper article. Grandfather never told us the whole truth. I guess we were too young. I was no more than two at the time. Sophie was only six. I guess there was never a right time to bring it up. I guess Leila has never got over it. But you can’t all be judged the same, can you? Or where would the whole human race be?’

      ‘No wonder this is the last place she wants to be,’ Caleb remarked.

      ‘She’s not been the same since losing our grandfather. Since losing Sophie. Now she’s stuck in that library even more than she ever was. She can’t help the way she is. I know she’s a bit narrow-minded but she’s a good person. And she’s not as tough as she makes out. I just want you to understand why she’s the way she is in case she says anything stupid. I don’t want you to take things personally. I was hoping that being here would help soften her views but I guess there’s not much chance of that now and the longer she stays here, the worse it’ll probably get.’

      Caleb looked across at Jake, something unspoken and unreadable passing between them. She’d seen them do it countless times – some kind of shared understanding. Usually she found it a sexy characteristic of their tight bond; now it just made her uneasy. But she didn’t dare question Caleb as he stepped past her, leaving her alone in the room with Jake.

      She looked back at him, her pulse racing. ‘I’m not comfortable with this, Jake.’

      Jake eased off the bed. ‘Don’t look so panicked. He’s just going to talk to her.’

      ‘Exactly. She’s going to end up saying the wrong thing to him, or he’s going to say the wrong thing to her—’

      ‘Alisha, relax,’ he said, pulling level, clipping her chin. ‘We’re supposed to be celebrating. Get yourself changed and we’ll head down to the club.’

      ‘Jake, this is serious. She has a habit of speaking before she thinks, particularly when it comes to your kind. I’m warning you, there’s going to be trouble.’

      ‘Leila saved my life tonight. Do you think Caleb’s going to forget that? That I will? Trust me – Caleb will sort it.’

      ‘So he’s not planning to keep her here?’

      ‘For what?’

      ‘I don’t know. Her spells and stuff?’

      ‘If Caleb wanted a witch, he’d get himself a witch.’ He brushed her hair back from her face. ‘Why did you never mention her talent before?’

      Alisha shrugged. ‘I didn’t know how you’d take it. I didn’t know if it would affect things.’

      He caught her wrist and pulled her closer, his blue eyes sparkling. ‘Is that your only secret?’

      Right then being playful was her last thing on her mind. ‘Promise me Caleb won’t hurt her.’

      ‘Why would he?’

      She shrugged. ‘I saw the way he was with her before you woke up. He didn’t like her wearing the protest rings.’

      He frowned. ‘You really are worried, aren’t you? I’ve never seen you so uptight.’

      ‘You’re not the one who’s got to live with the aftermath of this.’

      ‘It’ll be fine,’ he said, brushing her hair back from her neck.

      But as he leaned in, she pushed him away. ‘You’d better not.’

      He pulled back, stared deep into her eyes. ‘What’s the problem?’

      ‘Leila’s mad enough. I don’t want her to know about you feeding on me too.’

      He widened his eyes slightly. ‘Are you serious?’

      ‘It’s bad enough I’m dating you. If she knows I’m feeding you as well, she’ll flip.’

      ‘Maybe you should tell her about some of the other things I’ve done to you,’ he said with a playful smirk as he leaned into her neck again.

      ‘Jake, I mean it,’ she said, her free hand to his chest. ‘I need to be careful.’

      ‘It’s no fun if we’re careful,’ he whispered in her ear before raking his incisors down to her pulse point.

      ‘No,’ she snapped, wrenching free. ‘Wait until we get down into the club.’

      ‘So you are coming then?’

      ‘You think I’m going to let all those stray females fawn over you?’

      He wrapped his arms around her waist. ‘You know how this works – it’s only you I bring up here.’

      She gazed into his eyes. ‘I know.’

      ‘Then ease up,’ he said, catching hold of her hips to ease her back against the door. ‘Anyway, you’re hardly one to criticise.’

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      ‘Do you think I don’t see the way you look at Caleb?’ He leaned closer, a taunting gleam in his eyes. ‘Maybe it’s me who should be jealous.’

      Alisha broke a smile. ‘Maybe you should be.’

      Jake slid his hands over her shoulders to her behind, tugging her closer. ‘I wouldn’t go there if I were you.’

      Alisha raised her eyebrows coaxingly. ‘No? Don’t you think I could handle him?’

      ‘He’d eat you alive.’

      ‘Sounds like fun.’

      ‘You keep thinking that.’ He entwined his fingers in her hair to gently ease her head aside, kissing her lightly up her neck.

      She’d never asked him if he cared. It had never seemed important until then. ‘You promise you’ll look after us?’

      ‘I’ll take care of you every step of the way,’ he said with a smile.

      ‘I was so scared I’d lost you, Jake. Watching you like that. It was horrible.’

      ‘So show me how glad you are to have me back,’ he suggested, lowering his incisors to her neck again.

      ‘Not there,’ she said breathily. ‘Do it somewhere Leila won’t see. I mean it. She’ll freak. And I just don’t want to deal with it tonight, not after everything else.’

      Jake smirked as he lowered to his knees, dragging his kisses down her cleavage, her stomach, his eyes gazing playfully up at her as he lifted her dress to expose her thighs. ‘What about down here?’

      Alisha nodded. She slid her hands over the back of his neck, up through his closely cut hair. ‘Just take it easy this time, all right?’

      She tried to relax, her head pressed back against the door, her breathing terse. His tongue felt cold, wet against her inner thigh as he licked her as if she was coated in sugar. Then, as he bit, she flinched, involuntarily gasped, and grasped his shoulders. She could feel him smile as he started to suck, one hand gripping her thigh so as to keep it steady, his other hand pressing against her hip, keeping her pinned to the door.

      Closing her eyes, she relaxed into the discomfort, the sensation, the knowledge that, for those few moments, he was completely lost in her and her alone; not the multitude of others that swooned and crooned after him, scrabbling for his attention. In those few moments he was hers. In those few moments she was the one he wanted. The only one he wanted.

      This is what Leila could never understand. Any more than Leila understood why she’d had to risk so much to save him.
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      Leila seemingly remained oblivious to his presence as she sat perched on the edge of the round table, her gaze lost in the distance. Her bare toes rested on the bench, her knuckles pale as she hugged herself. Her fine, shoulder-length hair was caressed by the breeze, a breeze that swept the subtle aroma of strawberries and white lily towards him – a scent as fresh, delicate and enticing as the witch herself.

      She looked so unguarded that Caleb almost doubted his suspicions, but he couldn’t doubt the spark in his defence mechanisms the moment their eyes had met. He’d hunted enough to know one when he saw one, whatever clever façade they hid behind. And the deadly female on his terrace was going to learn, if she didn’t already know, that not even the most adept of her kind fooled him.

      Catching a glimpse of him in her blind spot, Leila flinched, her startled gaze meeting his.

      ‘Not quite Summerton, is it?’ he said, stepping across the threshold to join her.

      She reverted her gaze to the view, but he knew she was remaining diligently aware of his approach in the corner of her eye.

      ‘And very different to what you’re used to, I’m sure,’ he added, strolling across to the barrier. Facing the view, he braced his arms on the rail as he surveyed the sector he’d built up from nothing but ruins. ‘It’s a very different view from up here,’ he said. ‘On the ground you see ruin, deprivation, neglect. Up here, looking over the expanse, you see a community. One that, despite its impoverished state, has found a way to work together, or at least maintain peace by staying apart. A community that knows it’ll take nothing for it to implode so abides by its own rules, its own laws, its own survival mechanisms.’

      ‘A community run by crime, by bullies, by intimidation, by a select few who have taken it upon themselves to be in charge. A community run by fear.’

      He couldn’t help but smile at her ignorance. ‘Believe it or not, this used to be nothing but fields when I was a child. I spent my youth climbing trees and swimming in lakes around here under clear starry nights.’ He turned to face her, folding his arms as he leaned back against the barrier. ‘Long before the Regulations obviously.’

      She squeezed her clenched hands in her lap. ‘Regulations that allowed our kind to be protected.’

      ‘Protection that brought with it all the privileges, despite the fact it was your kind who ruined the landscape in the first place.’

      ‘I’m not here to talk politics, Caleb.’

      ‘I thought you’d love the opportunity, what with those special little rings of yours.’

      ‘I’m entitled to an opinion.’

      ‘I never said you weren’t. I’m merely pointing out that at least we understand limitations whereas your kind’s selfishness knows no bounds.’

      Her hazel eyes narrowed. ‘And where would your kind be without ours to sustain you? We die, you die. You die, we survive. I think there’s a pecking order in that, don’t you?’ The glare was brief before she reverted her attention back to the view, her pretty eyes brimming with a defiance and indignation that both irritated and aroused him.

      ‘Your vehemence is admirable, fledgling, even if the ignorance that gives it its foundation is laughable.’

      ‘I know more than you think.’

      ‘As if I would dare to underestimate someone so experienced and worldly. Someone with such textbook knowledge.’

      Leila frowned at his mocking as her eyes snapped back to his. ‘Textbook knowledge that saved your brother’s life.’

      But serryns didn’t save vampires. Not even if their last breath, the final beat of their heart, depended on it. Serryns existed for one purpose and one purpose only: to kill as many vampires as possible – male, female, even youths – in as cruel and vicious a way as they could.

      And under any other circumstances, this witch’s – or if his instincts were right, this serryn’s – entertainment value would have taken some surpassing. And he would have already been breaking her down, stripping her of everything she was until she was nothing but a shell.

      Yet something about this one was already niggling him. Beneath her flattering knee-length tea dress, her feminine, slender body was toned but most definitely not honed from training or combat. There were no bruises, no marks and not a single scar that he could detect. Every inch of her skin was pale, smooth and unblemished. Even her long, delicate fingers ended with flawless nails.

      He looked back at her pretty eyes, her sensual mouth, not a hint of make-up to emphasise either. But it wasn’t that her appearance was void of purposeful seduction, it was that her whole demeanour was. Because although he knew only too well from experience that a serryn’s facade didn’t have to mean a thing, her nervous tension in his presence most certainly did. He was either looking at his first latent or she was one hell of an actress.

      ‘And you did good tonight,’ he said in response. ‘You and your textbook.’

      ‘I did what I had to,’ she said, maintaining her avoidance of the intimacy of eye contact.

      Strolling over to join her, he eased up onto the table beside her, purposefully an inch too close so that their thighs were almost touching. ‘I know it wasn’t easy for you.’

      Leila tensed, her breath quickening, but she didn’t move, her eyes saturated with unwavering tenacity.

      He leaned back on one arm, bracing it just behind her, not close enough to touch, but close enough for her to feel the threat of its proximity. Her cheeks flushed and she clenched her hands until her knuckles were pale, holding her breath for longer than he was sure was comfortable. But still the wilful little witch remained rooted to the spot. ‘In fact, it must have really stung, considering how you feel about us.’

      When she refused to respond, he couldn’t help but smile.

      ‘I make you uneasy, don’t I?’

      She met his gaze, albeit fleetingly again. ‘You don’t.’

      He raked his gaze slowly and purposely intrusively from her dainty feet, up over her shapely legs, her pert chest to then linger on her eyes. ‘So, is all this nervous tension because you’ve never been alone with a vampire before? Or is it that you’re not good with males of either species?’

      She frowned. ‘You’re a vampire and I’m, as you like to put it, a witch. Our kinds have never exactly got along have they?’

      ‘Which makes you coming here tonight all the more brave. Alisha tells me this is your first time out of Summerton.’

      ‘I’ve been to Midtown before.’

      ‘But never Blackthorn.’

      ‘I have no reason to come here.’

      ‘I bet you’re itching to get home, aren’t you? It must be very uncomfortable for someone like you here, with nothing but vampires for miles.’

      She glanced at him, the wariness clear in her eyes. He could hear her heart pound and predicted what was to follow.

      He caught her wrist as soon as her feet touched the floor. ‘Something wrong?’
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