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RICHARD

Life had settled down considerably since Phoebe’s entrance into our lives. She and Levi settled in nicely, falling into a routine. Of course, Phoebe took some time to be okay, and I wasn’t sure she would ever truly get there. But we were all around to talk if she ever needed. She never did, but the offer was there. I was certain she spoke to Levi about it, and maybe even Kalene. The ladies had grown close since the Incident. Kalene had taken care of Phoebe like a mother hen, always making sure to be there when the little blonde needed her. 

She explained to us that Avatrice had confirmed our suspicions about her ability to suppress each side of herself and chose, more often than not, to suppress her human side. Though she never drank blood, and still chose to eat food, she was forever worried about growing old on Levi. I imagined it was always going to be something in the back of her mind. I was glad I didn’t have that to worry about. I was going to be alone forever. After what I went through, I didn’t think I would ever marry, let alone date again. I deserved to be alone.

Sometimes, it was easy to forget Phoebe was even a Dhampir. Short of drinking blood, she was just like one of us. And I was positive she could drink blood. She just chose not to. I hoped she never had a reason to need it. 

We took some time to clean out Phoebe’s apartment, officially moving her into the house as the months grew colder. We saw no more of our Hunter friends, and for that I was grateful. I hated the thought of being watched. I knew we hadn’t seen the last of them, however. We had attracted too much attention, it seemed. Perhaps Avatrice had messed up more than we thought. 

I sighed and rolled over in bed. It was late; the moon hanging high in the sky. I needed to get some sleep, or I would be dead on my feet come morning. I had promised Felicity I would go into town with her, but I wasn’t actually sure what I had agreed to. I was worried that she was setting her sights on me now that Levi was unavailable. If that was the case, I would simply have to set her straight. I wasn’t interested in a relationship with her or anyone. Not now, not ever. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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MIRANDA

"Don't tell me you believe that crap," Jessica laughed, leaning back against her car. I shrugged my shoulders and said nothing. I knew she was just goading me, trying to get any little bit of information out of me. "Come on, Miranda, you can't honestly believe that Silas is even considering trying to bring—" She lowered her voice and glanced around nervously. "—vampires and Hunters together."

I rolled my eyes, sighing softly. "Of course, I don't believe it," I said, pushing my hair back off my face. The wind whipped around, the cold creeping across my skin. "Silas hates vampires ever since..." I stopped and shook my head. "It's stupid to think he has any good intentions in mind."

"The vampires would never go for it, anyway. And besides, we would kind of need to find two people willing, and where are you going to find anyone like that?" she asked, rubbing her hands together and blowing on them to gather warmth. "Damn, it's cold."

"It's winter, Jess," I said absently, twisting a black tress around my finger. My mind was working a million miles an hour trying to figure out Silas's angle. He claimed he wanted to end the supposed war on vamps, but I knew that hell would freeze over first. And besides, vampires were wreaking havoc on our little town. The number of attacks had gone up recently, and I wasn’t sure of the cause, but it sure made for some late nights. 

"Why aren't you freezing?" Jessica asked, narrowing her eyes at me.

"I'm used to the cold. I've lived here my whole life, and besides, I'm wearing clothes." I said, motioning to my large winter coat and then to her skirt. Jessica was always the fashionista. She always looked her best, while I was much more prone to dressing practically. Not to say I was plain, but I liked to dress according to the weather. And she was right—it was freezing out. 

"I'm wearing tights," Jessica said, lifting her chin in indignation. 

"My point is, it's winter and you're wearing a skirt. All of my skirts are under lock and key for the season." I said, laughing. I wouldn’t be caught dead in one of them until at least spring. 

"Oh, whatever," Jessica said, rolling her eyes. But she cracked a smile and so I knew that my jab at her wardrobe was forgiven. She straightened suddenly, her eyes going wide. "Oh my God, Miranda, look," she whispered, grabbing my arm.

"What?" I asked. I turned and looked in the direction she was staring and felt my entire body clench up. I narrowed my eyes, gritted my teeth together, and stared openly. I couldn't believe it. I would remember that face, more gorgeous than anyone had the right to be, no matter how long it had been since I last saw it. I felt my left eye twitch.

"Miranda?" Jessica asked, giving my arm a squeeze. "Are you alright?"

I didn't answer her; I wasn't even sure I could. The vampire lifted his head, as if he knew we were standing there, and locked eyes with me. A slow smile spread across his face, and he hooked his thumbs in his pockets, rocking back on his heels. He looked mighty pleased to see us, and that bothered me. Sure, we lived in the same city. We were bound to run into each other at some point. We probably had crossed paths before and we just never knew it, but now that we had come face to face with one another, it was just easier to notice each other. 

Sure. That made sense. 

"What do you think he wants?" Jessica asked, more subdued than I was used to her being. 

I shook my head and swallowed hard, taking a deep breath to steady myself. He was a vampire. A dangerous predator that could easily take the both of us on if he pleased. Of course, we were no slackers and no ordinary humans. We could at least put up one hell of a fight, maybe even win against one vampire. I realized my hands had clenched into fists of their own accord and I took a slow breath, trying to loosen up. He had done nothing but look at us and smile. Perhaps he didn't even remember who we were. And then, as if he wanted to make me even more uncomfortable, he started our way, not even bothering to look for cars. I suppose you didn't much need to do that when you could get up and walk away if you got run over.

I shook my head, as if to banish that thought, and started to turn to Jessica. Maybe if we pretended not to be interested, he would just leave us alone. I wasn’t exactly looking for a fight on a lovely Monday morning, on a sidewalk teeming with witnesses. While it wasn’t a secret exactly that vampires, and even other creatures, existed, we didn’t like to blatantly show off. We liked to keep some semblance of discretion. 

"Ladies." His voice was musical and flowing and it wrapped around my brain and gave a gentle squeeze. I spun around and came face to face with the bloodsucking leech I had had the displeasure of meeting once before, months ago. I sucked in a breath when I realized that a legitimate nightmare stood before me, looking as elegant and self-possessed as I remembered. Confident, arrogant, and more handsome than he had a right to be. And I was unarmed. 

He quirked an eyebrow and reached out as if to take my hand. I jerked back fast enough to crack my elbow into the side of Jessica's car. "Go to hell," I spat, holding in my hiss of pain. Even the thick padding of my coat didn’t save me from the electric jolt that shot up my arm. 

"Miranda," Jessica whispered. To anyone who didn’t know her, she sounded cool as can be, but I knew differently. She had likely come to the same conclusions as I had, and she was freaking out. Of course, we had weapons in the car, but could we even move fast enough to reach them? Likely not. 

I shot her a look, and she shut up. The vampire smiled at me and dipped his head, as if bowing. "A lovely name," he drawled, a hint of a southern accent peeking through. 

I sniffed and folded my arms across my chest, my eyes narrowing at his admittedly fit and muscled frame. "I like it alright," I huffed. How could we get out of this situation? It seemed he was content to chat with us, but everything in me was screaming to get away. Why would he want to talk with us anyway, after our last interaction? When Silas had all but threatened him and the other vampires, he was with. One of them had called them family. I found that hard to believe. 

He managed to snag my hand and pulled me toward him, though I resisted every step of the way. He was holding back. Why he didn't just use his vampire strength, I didn't know. His hand was cool in mine, and I felt a shiver ripple down my spine. He smiled down at me, sans fangs, and dipped his head once more. “Richard,” he said, by way of introduction.

I didn’t care. "Let go," I snapped, glancing around in case he had reinforcements. I needed to come up with a plan, but my brain felt like mud. 

He leaned forward, as if going in for a kiss on the cheek. "I'm alone," Richard murmured against my ear.

Another shiver, which I refused to believe had to do with anything but the cold. "Don't you have somewhere to be?" I asked as politely as I could manage. Perhaps there's a poor defenseless woman lost in an alley somewhere, I thought harshly.

He quirked an eyebrow and finally released me. "As a matter of fact, I do have a prior engagement. Until next time, ladies," he said, and smiled at me, barely giving Jessica even a glance. I watched as he backed away and crossed the street, still not watching for traffic.

I waited until he was out of my sight before turning to Jessica. Her posture was just as rigid as mine. “So,” she said slowly, turning to look at me. “Are we going to pretend that didn’t happen?” 

I sighed and threw a glance over my shoulder, as if to make sure he wasn’t watching me, and climbed into Jessica’s car. She climbed behind the wheel and cranked the heat up. “It was...weird, right?” I asked, rubbing my jaw. “He knows we are Hunters. We ran into him at the cemetery a few months back, remember? Silas told them that we would be keeping an eye on them. Maybe they decided to do the same to us?”

Jessica sighed and pointed the car toward Headquarters. “Maybe,” she said slowly. “But Silas put others on the case. It has nothing to do with us.” 

“It’s possible it was coincidence,” I admitted, though I wasn’t particularly a believer in those. “We live in the same city, so it’s possible we just ran into each other. Maybe he was trying to be cordial?”

“You mean carnal, right?” Jessica asked, cutting her eyes to me. “There was definitely some...weird tension between you two.” I could hear the accusation in her voice. 

I turned and threw a glare at her. “No,” I said sternly. “He’s a vampire, Jessica. I am a certified human. That is a definite no go for me, you know? Kind of a deal breaker and all.” 

Jessica shrugged one shoulder and blew out a sigh. “I think we should keep this between us. I don’t know how Silas would feel knowing a vampire got us in a precarious situation. I’m glad things went smoothly, but that could have been so much worse if he had been out for blood.” 

“I agree,” I said, trying not to think about it too much. I turned and glanced out the window, my heart skidding to a stop when I saw Richard speaking with a tall redheaded woman. I recognized her from the funeral as well, though I didn't know her name. I hadn’t gotten to speak with her, as only the men had remained. And the dhampir. "This stays between us for now," I said absently, as the redhead took Richard's arm and laughed at something he said. Richard looked incredibly bored, and his eyes flicked to the car as we drove past, as if he knew we were inside. 

“Let’s just put this encounter behind us,” Jessica said, her tone turning dark. “And no more going out unarmed. I know we had stuff nearby, but if he had attacked...” 

“I know,” I said softly. “There’s no way we would have reached it before something...happened.” I completely agreed with Jessica. We had been stupid and reckless. They claimed to be friendly neighborhood vampires, but you could never be too careful. 

"Well, at least you won't ever have to see him again, right?" Jessica asked with a grin.

I cracked an eye open and looked at her. "Right," I said, but somehow, that statement didn't ring true to me. I hadn't seen him since the summer. That was a long time. And now he just showed up out of the blue? Could it have been a coincidence?

Well, I didn't particularly believe in those.
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Chapter Two
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MIRANDA

I leaned back in the seat and pressed my fingers to my temples. "Silas," I muttered to the empty room. "What the hell is wrong with you?"

"Talking to yourself?" Jess asked, sliding into the room, her boots clicking on the tiled floor.

I shot her a look over my shoulder. "Of course," I muttered, but my heart wasn't in it. 

"I take it you've heard." Jessica sighed, sinking into the seat across from me. She leaned forward, regarding me silently. I could see that she was gauging my reaction to the news. 

I nodded, closing my eyes tightly, as if I could block out the madness. "Is he insane? It'll never work."

"It might..." she said, fidgeting in her seat. 

I sat up straighter, giving her a dark look. "What did you do?" I demanded. Jessica was usually pretty cool, but something was obviously bothering her, causing her to squirm in my presence. 

"Don't be angry," Jessica pleaded, her eyes going wide. Whatever it was, it must have been bad for her to worry about repercussions from me.

"What did you do?" I asked again, trying a calmer tone. Maybe I could coax it out of her with honey and sweetness. 

"I suggested that guy," Jess said, standing and moving behind the chair, putting distance between the two of us. "From this afternoon." Her grip was firm on the chair, almost as if she planned to use it as a weapon if I attacked. 

I was on my feet in less than a second. "You did what?" I demanded, my heart jumping into my throat. Him? Of all the vampires she could have suggested, and she picked him? I felt like I was going to be sick. 

Jessica held up her hands as if in surrender. "I'm sorry! Silas asked me and he was the only one I could think of on the spot like that. Besides, he definitely could have killed us both and didn't!" 

"Why would he ask you?" I demanded, whirling away from her, my anger evident in my stiff form. I wasn't sure why I was so angry in the first place. He was as good as any vampire. Or as bad. 

"I was handy," Jess said, kicking at the floor, avoiding my gaze. “I was just in the right place at the wrong time I guess.” She rocked her foot back and forth, the rhythmic clicking of her heel filling the awkward silence. 

"He should have asked me first," I said, forcing myself to relax. Jessica had done nothing wrong. The intel was still slim about the Coven of vampires living in the city, and we didn't know much about them. Having an inside woman might actually work out. They were the largest Coven we had ever seen. Most vamps didn’t seem to get along well for long. The last time a group of vampires got together, they formed the Council and that hadn’t been good for anyone. Not really. We might have been tough, and we had taken on all sorts of vampires, but when they banded together, especially when they had specialties like that, it made things that much harder. I wasn’t sure we could walk away from a fight with the Council. 

"I know he should have, and I tried to tell him that, but you know how he gets," Jessica muttered. She wrapped her arms around herself, the clicking of her heel stopping abruptly. 

I snorted and shook my head. "Yeah," I admitted. "You can say that again." I blew out a sigh and pushed my hands through my hair. "I just don't know that marriage is the right move here. But, I guess, how else do we get them to let one of us in." 

Jessica ran her hands through her hair. "About that," she said, shuffling from foot to foot.

I shook my head. "I don't want to hear it." I said. "I'm done talking about this. Silas is going to do what Silas wants." I swept my curls up into a ponytail and turned away from her. "I need to get some air." 

"Do you want some company?" Jessica asked helplessly, already knowing the answer.

I paused in the doorway and glanced back at her. “Not tonight, Jess. Fill me in when I get back on who he picks to go through with this charade, will you?” I didn’t wait for her answer. I must have been giving off ‘do not disturb’ vibes because everyone gave me a wide berth as I walked the halls out to the parking garage. 

I climbed behind the wheel of my car and paused, taking a slow, deep breath. I turned the key in the ignition, my eyes finding my collection of weapons in the passenger seat. Maybe a night of hunting was exactly what the doctor ordered. 

***
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RICHARD 

"What is it?" Kalene asked, trying to peer over my shoulder. 

I pulled my lips back in a snarl and plopped onto the couch, ripping my hands through my hair. “They want me to marry one of them,” I said, incredulity coloring my tone. Marriage? Me? The universe sure had a sick sense of humor, I thought. 

"What?" Felicity asked, ripping the paper from my hand. Her eyes scanned the words and a low growl rose up in her throat.

I snatched the paper back, giving her a dark look. "It doesn't say who they want me to marry; just a Hunter. They want to take steps toward fixing the relationship between vampires and Hunters. They claim that things have gotten way out of hand, and this is the first step to making things right. Why me?" I demanded, tossing the paper on the coffee table. I rubbed my temples and blew out a loud sigh. 

"Maybe they sent out a bunch of these to eligible vampires?" Kalene suggested, but she was shaking her head at her own words. "That doesn't make any sense. You are the only one to get one. If that was the case, then Caleb, Felicity, and I would have gotten one too. Levi might have even gotten one because he's not married," she muttered, rubbing the back of her neck.

"Yet," Levi grunted. "Phoebe and I are still in the engagement period."

"Yes, well, engaged isn't married now is it?"" Felicity asked with a pointed look in his direction. 

"Felicity," I said sharply, standing abruptly. "You are not helping."

"It might be a good idea," Caleb said suddenly, rubbing his jaw. He didn’t look particularly happy about it. He had even been against bringing Phoebe into the house and now he was willing to let a Hunter in? To make me marry one of them? 

"You think it would be a good idea for me to marry a Hunter?" I demanded, my green eyes wide in disbelief. Who was this man and where was Caleb? 

"Well, no, but think about it," Caleb said, tilting his head to the side. 

"No, you think about it," Felicity sighed, flicking him in the forehead. “A Hunter living with vampires? That’s not a disaster waiting to happen or anything.” 

"Stop it," Kalene muttered, rolling her eyes. Her eyebrows pulled together, and a frown marred her face. She pressed her fingers to her temples, sighing softly. 

Phoebe sat perched on the edge of the couch, a faraway look in her eyes. "He's right," she said slowly, shifting her eyes to me. “It's only one Hunter, right? There are six of us; if you marry one of them, it's like having our own personal bank of information. Anything they think you'd be able to hear, and we might be able to do something with the information we get,” she said, getting a very contemplative look on her face.

I stared at her, wishing I could argue with that, but it sounded like a good idea. I probed her mind gently and was rewarded with a sharp cry. Richard! Stop it. Phoebe narrowed her eyes at me.

I smiled sheepishly. "I just wondered if there was something else behind your words," I muttered. Phoebe had come such a long way from the first time I met her, and her mental blocks had gotten exceptionally strong.

"If there was, I wouldn't tell you," Phoebe grumbled, folding her arms across her chest.

"Which is why I tried to read your mind," I shot back with a sigh. I paced the floor, shoving my hands in my pockets. This was ridiculous. 

Phoebe shrugged. "Take everything I said into consideration. What possibilities would be open to us if we could hear the thoughts of a Hunter? And, chances are, if they are willing to part with one of them, she's probably a kick ass Hunter and that means she'll know some good information," she said.

"As much as I hate the idea, she has a point," Kalene said. "I think it's stupid and reckless and...probably a good idea." She sighed and glanced at everyone in the room, awaiting their responses. “Arranged marriages have taken places for ages. Marriages of convenience. It isn’t unheard of to marry to end wars, so how is this any different?”

"I think it's stupid," Felicity muttered, folding her arms across her chest. "Face it, Richard, you're not exactly the marrying type."

I shot her a dark look. "If I do this, I want to know that I will be the one given the privilege of killing her when she becomes useless to us," I said slowly, frowning deeply. The words tasted strange on my tongue, but I didn't have time to think on it. 

"If it comes to that, you will have the responsibility of killing her," Levi said, giving me a pointed look. 

"I can't believe you're even considering this," Felicity said, watching me. I could see apprehension behind her eyes, and I looked away quickly. She was rough and bratty sometimes, but the sheer amount of love and concern she had for her family was unrelenting.

"If it can give us an upper hand against the Hunters, then...yeah, I'm considering it," I said slowly. The idea of marrying again left a pit in my stomach, and I purposely ignored the way Kalene was looking at me. I knew she was likely catching my turmoil and disquiet about the situation, but I would not be sharing with the class, so to speak. But if it would protect my family, or even give us peace of mind, then I would do it. For them. 

Felicity sighed and closed her eyes briefly. "Fine," she said quietly. "If that's what you think is best. Marry a Hunter." She glanced at me and smiled tentatively. "I bet she tries to kill you within minutes of the ceremony." 

"Would there even be a ceremony?" Caleb wondered. "This might be a hush-hush thing. Perhaps they're thinking the same way we are? Perhaps they only want someone on the inside to give away our weaknesses. Pick out the weakest links." All eyes flicked to Phoebe, much to her chagrin.

"And they think they can do that with one Hunter amid six vampires?" Levi asked, his eyebrows pulling down. He glanced at everyone, and we all seemed to be in agreement. Either they had something up their sleeve, or...

"Evidently, they are quite stupid," I said with a shrug. “No matter what plans they have, one Hunter is no match for even one of us, let alone all of us. I’d bet even Phoebe could hold her own, and she’s only half,” I added for her benefit. I wasn’t sure if it was true, but I thought she stood a better chance against a human Hunter over a vampire any day of the week. 

"You're talking like you've decided to go through with this. Have you?" Kalene asked gently. 

I stared at the wall, clenching and unclenching my hands into fists. "Richard?" Phoebe asked tentatively. God, I hated how all the women in my life were so gentle and kind. They loved me and it fucking sucked sometimes. I sat down heavily, rubbing my fingers over my temples. My head was beginning to ache.

When I turned my green eyes on her, they were cloudy and flat. "What?" I asked, keeping my tone even. 

“If you don't want to do this, then don't. I’m the absolute last person to pressure you into anything. This is completely your decision,” she said, standing. I remembered what happened to her last summer and felt my throat tighten. Her blond hair cascaded down her back and she smiled in my direction, but it was forced, and it didn't reach her eyes. She remembered too, and she was worried. About me? 

I watched her walk from the room and dropped my head into my hands. "I feel like I'm signing my death sentence by saying this, but I'll do it." They had no idea how difficult it was to say the words. I pushed myself to my feet and turned to the door. “I’m going out for a walk,” I said softly. “I just...need a minute.” No one stopped me as I stepped out into the cold winter night and, for that, I was grateful.
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Chapter Three
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MIRANDA

My head was not in the game. I swung out of the car and stepped onto the sidewalk, nearly landing on my backside as my feet slid out from under me. I let out a startled cry and threw a glare at the ice covered ground. I looked up quickly, cursing when I realized that the vampire I had tracked must've heard me and taken off.

That or he was sneaking up behind me and was totally visible in my side mirror.

Idiot.

I whirled around and struck out with my foot, smirking with satisfaction as it connected with his crotch and he went down to his hands and knees, likely more startled than anything. I knew that even vampire men were not completely unaffected by such a tactic, but it wouldn’t buy me much time. I slammed my own knee into his forehead and sprang away from the fallen vampire, lunging for the handle on my door, struggling to wrench it open.  

I felt a hand wrap around my ankle and snarled a curse, kicking out with my free foot. The vampire rolled, and I completely missed, nearly tumbling to the cold ground. I managed to catch myself, cursing. The terrain was tricky, and my next kick sent me sliding a good foot on the ice. I yelped as the vampire tackled me and we both went down hard to the ground. Sharp pain lanced through my head and black spots danced in front of my eyes. 

"Hunter," the vampire snarled, springing into a crouch away from me. 

"Bloodsucker," I spat, rolling to my feet, my hand closing on the stake strapped to my thigh. I wrenched it free of its grasp, wishing I had access to my better tools in my car. But the stake was a tried and true and had never done me wrong thus far. 

He lunged for me, fangs fully extended. There was no mistaking his intent. The image of a blonde-haired, green-eyed vampire danced at the edge of my vision and I shook away the image. I was just imagining things and now was not the time. 

I hit the cement hard and only the fact that I reacted immediately and raked my nails across the vampire's face kept me from getting my jugular torn out. Just buying time. I wasn’t making any headway, and I knew I needed to put an end to this before he put an end to me. Or before someone came investigating the noise, getting caught in the middle of it. 

He howled and jerked away from me. I was on my feet and ducking around to the other side of my car in a flash, wrenching the door open. He was right on my heels, but either he was slow, stupid, or too hungry to think straight. He bounced off the car door and stumbled back, giving me enough time to snatch my hand crossbow loaded with wooden bolts. I whirled, but the vampire was faster. He slammed the car door closed on me, pinning me in place. The crossbow tumbled from my fingers and a string of colorful curses flew through my mind. He pushed his weight against the door, and I took a wheezing breath, struggling to suck in air. He snapped his teeth at me, his eyes black pits. He was predator, and I was prey. 

My head was throbbing, and I knew I didn’t have much time left. I was on the losing end of the battle, and I needed to do something before I became dinner. My eyes darted to a figure in the shadows behind the vampire, and I groaned. Not a friend. The other vampire moved so quickly, my eyes simply couldn’t keep up. He slammed into the vampire pinning me with enough force to send him sprawling. The pressure on my chest let up and I shoved the door away, scrambling for my crossbow. I shot the first one off, admittedly, a little blindly. It came nowhere near my target. The mystery vampire seemed to have helped me out and was nowhere in sight now. I wouldn’t worry about that at this moment. 

I reloaded the crossbow, braced myself on my knees on the freezing asphalt, and took aim. My bolt flew free as the vampire lunged at me, an enraged scream on his lips. My bolt slid home, burying itself deep in his chest, piercing his undead heart. He made a strange gurgling sound and dropped, his skin turning ashy. His veins turned black, and his eyes turned to stone. I was breathing raggedly, and I reached up, touching the back of my head gingerly.

"Damn it," I muttered, feeling a little woozy. I pressed my hand to the back of my head and, sure enough, my fingers came away wet and sticky with blood. I stumbled back against my car, closing my eyes. The adrenaline faded, leaving me with too many aches and pains. My head throbbed, and I rubbed my temples, taking slow, deep breaths. My chest was on fire, my head throbbed, and I was worried I had a concussion. But there was another vampire out there. My eyes lifted, and I slowly scanned the area, forcing myself to stay conscious. 

I found myself thinking of the handsome vampire from earlier in the day. I shook my head and groaned. Bad idea. I leaned back again and closed my eyes. So what if he was gorgeous? He was a vampire, and he was my enemy. I never needed to see him again.

Thinking of him only made me think of what Jessica had said about suggesting him for the groom. I couldn't believe it was true. A Hunter and a vampire bound in matrimony? That was crazy, wasn't it? Who was the poor girl who would have to marry him?

Would he even accept?

I had to believe he would think it was a plot to get to him and his Coven and he would decline. He didn't strike me as the type to jump on the bandwagon and get married to a Hunter—a sworn enemy of his. There was a reason Hunters hunted vampires. We don’t get along at all. Everything about us was different. Hunters tried to keep the city safe. Vampires stalked innocent people at night. My eyes darted to the dead vampire to my right, and I sighed deeply. 

We wanted what was best for the majority of the citizens. They wanted what was best for themselves. I pursed my lips and thought of Silas. Did he truly want to bridge the gap between the two factions? Or was this some sort of ploy to get what he wanted?

My people did the dirty work, getting rid of those that deserved it while vampires spent their time getting rid of the bodies they had drained. 

Two separate worlds if you asked me.

I blinked my eyes quickly, standing abruptly. That was a mistake. My head swam, and the world tilted sideways. I felt my hands hit the cement, and I blew out a slow breath. Screw the other vampire. I needed to get out of there. I was a sitting duck in my condition. I crawled back to my car and found my purse, digging my cell phone from the interior. I dialed the familiar number and waited.

"Hello?"

"Jess? I need some help." I sighed into the phone, closing my eyes. 

I imagined Jessica sitting up abruptly. "What's wrong? Are you hurt?" Her voice was firm, laced with concern. 

"I hit my head pretty hard," I said. And almost had the life crushed out of me. "And I don't think I should drive. When I stand, the world tilts sideways," I said, attempting to lighten the mood with a chuckle. 

"Where are you?" Jessica asked. I heard the jangle of keys in the background and knew she was already on her way to the parking garage. 

I looked around and gave her the general area. "You can't miss me. I'm parked on the side of the road with a vampire staked on the ground," I said, sending the offending creature a distasteful look. 

"I'll be right there. Don't die," Jessica instructed me. I heard the sound of her car roar to life, and I smiled faintly, hanging up the phone without saying goodbye.

I managed to pull myself to my feet and looked down at the vampire, my head throbbing. "Bastard," I muttered.

"I haven't even done anything yet," a voice said from my left.

I stiffened and whirled around, bracing myself for the inevitable attack. Unfortunately, I swayed and strong arms wrapped around me instead. "Let go," I said, hating how weak I sounded. I just wanted to sleep, but I knew that was a bad idea. I likely had a concussion, and I probably wouldn’t wake up.

"If I do that, you'll fall," the man pointed out smugly. My eyes focused, and I gritted my teeth. Not a man. Vampire. 

"I don't care. Get your hands off me," I ordered, trying to pull away from the blond-haired, green-eyed fiend. 

He did as I asked, and I stumbled back into my car. I snatched another stake from the seat and whipped around to jab it through his heart, but he was gone. 

“That’s not very nice.” The voice came from behind me, but I knew better than to turn to face him. 

“It’s not very nice sneaking up on innocent women late at night,” I pointed out, my spine stiff. 

“It’s hardly my fault you didn’t notice me. In your state, I doubt you would notice a herd of elephants approaching. Are you alright?” I felt a hand on my back, and I lurched forward, away from his hand. 

“I’m fine,” I lied through my teeth. “What do you want?” I asked, turning slowly to look at him. 

He paused and tilted his head to the side. “I heard a commotion and came to investigate. I was just out on a moonlit stroll. So much nicer than walking out in the sun, you know.” He chuckled and tucked his hands into his pockets. “I saw a damsel in distress, and I assisted. Unfortunate end,” he added, glancing back at the dead vampire. “But necessary in his case, I’m afraid. They aren’t all as nice as me.” He flashed me a smile, and I narrowed my eyes at him. 

“That was you?” I asked skeptically. He had been the mysterious vampire that swooped in and out in the blink of an eye? Who was this guy?

“Richard,” he answered smoothly. I remembered. “And you are Miranda, yes?” 

I stared at him. "Yeah," I answered slowly. I must have really bonked my head good if I was standing here, alone, with a vampire just having a chat. 

"I don't bite," Richard said with a cheeky smile. "Unless you want me to, of course."

I snorted and winced, pressing a hand to my head. I remembered the blood pumping from my skull and pursed my lips together. "Not likely," I muttered.

Richard's eyebrows creased, and he took half a step toward me. "You're bleeding," he said carefully. "I should go." 

"Like you hadn't noticed," I said softly, closing my eyes. I took a slow breath, waiting for his response, but none came. I opened my eyes to see that he was gone, and a familiar car was pulling around the corner. "Jess," I sighed gratefully.

She jumped out of her car, leaving it running, and sprinted over. "Are you okay?" she asked.

"Just a bump on the head. I think it's mostly stopped bleeding." I wiped my hand on my jeans and carefully turned to the vampire lying on the street. 

Together, Jessica and I hauled him into her trunk, listening to the festive Christmas tunes already playing on the radio, and slammed it closed. "Get in," Jess said, climbing behind the wheel. "We can call someone to get your car later. You should not be driving if everything tilts when you stand."

I gathered my purse and as many weapons as I could shove inside, and I didn't grumble much as I climbed into the passenger seat.

Jessica pulled away from my car and glanced at me. "Miranda?" she asked tentatively.

"Hm?" I asked, my eyes closed.

"Remember when I tried to talk to you earlier, before you took off?" Jessica asked. Was she really bringing that up now?

This was not really a conversation I wanted to have after getting my ass handed to me by a vampire, but I opened my eyes and glanced at her, nevertheless. “Yes...?" I said slowly.

"Well, I think you need to know something kind of important," she said, running a hand through her hair. She wasn't looking at me, her hands tight on the steering wheel, a woman crooning about Santa Claus playing softly in the background. 

I took in a deep breath. "What is it?" I asked, resting my head back against the seat, hoping I wasn’t smearing blood everywhere. I’d pay for a detail for her. 

Jessica chewed on her lower lip. "Well..." she muttered, shifting her eyes around. She obviously didn't really want to tell me, but felt she needed to. 

"Jess," I said gently, hoping to coax it out of her.

"Please don't freak out," Jessica said suddenly, cutting her eyes to me.

I sat up straighter and narrowed my eyes at her. "What?" I demanded, not promising any such thing. My head throbbed, and I just wanted to down a bottle of Advil and rest. 

"Well, remember how I said that I suggested that guy from this morning as the vampire in this marriage? Well, I kind of overheard Silas talking to someone else after I left, and he said something that made me stop and listen a little harder," she said quickly. Before I even had a chance to force the rest out of her, Jessica launched into the story.

"Pretty much...I don't think I was supposed to hear him talking, but I did. He was talking to someone else and saying how he thought it was a good idea to make the vampire from this morning the vampire in the marriage. Of course, it could have been anyone in the Coven, but Richard was stuck in his mind now because I had mentioned him. Anyway, he got this really weird look on his face after that and then told me he was done with me, and he would consider what I had said. Only I didn't leave completely, and I heard him speaking with someone else about figuring out who would be the Hunter to marry the vampire and I'm pretty sure I heard your name."

If I had been the one driving, I would have slammed on the brakes. "What?" I whispered, eyes going wide. Me? 

"Please don't shoot the messenger! I'm only telling you what I heard. I tried telling you earlier, but you left before I got the chance because I don't think you really wanted to know and, oh jeez, you're getting really red," Jessica said, her voice going squeaky.
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