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      That bitch.

      I feel the rage in my veins every single time I have to scrabble my way over the floor. My legs, my useless legs, squeal against the wood—one severed above the knee, one just below the hip. But killing a vampire isn’t as easy as hacking off a body part and letting us bleed out; we can drag mangled tissue around forever.

      But I won’t have to drag these stumps around much longer because I’m a genius. Some would argue the point, but they’re just jealous.

      I can’t blame them.

      I smile as I haul myself onto the old plastic crate, the stumps of my legs hanging off the edge. No real furniture here, no lights, but I need neither. The plywood table is already laid with the pieces of my project: Styrofoam, metal rods, silicone molds, and resin. I reach for the pitcher—searingly hot, a heat that would blister human flesh—and pour a thin layer of the blue plastic into the mold. It flows out like sludge. Like custard.

      Like watered-down pus.

      Like the blood as it flowed from my brother’s veins. But that was an eternity ago.

      I reach one hand to the back of my head, the place where my skull is caved in. My brother took so much from me, namely the woman I loved, though I got her back in the end. I took his life from him, though he left me with a nasty reminder—the divot in my skull. A crushing blow that would have mattered if I were human.

      I return my fingers to the pitcher and focus on the art. The resin smells of burning plastic, a chemical reek that’s enough to make mortal eyes water. But not mine. Toxins don’t bother vampires the way they do humans. Their bodies are weak, sensitive; they’re all trying to avoid cancer. If a vampire got cancer, they’d die of shock before they died of disease.

      I almost smile at my joke. If anyone else were here, they’d think I was clever, too. I could repeat my quip to the guy in the other room, but he wouldn’t laugh. Though he sees my genius, he is terrified of it. Actually, he may be dead already. I ought to check.

      I set the pitcher aside. The silicone molds glimmer dully, a shiny wetness that will soon become my lower limbs. Sure, I could craft legs out of rubber or steel—I could even mold legs with my bare hands.

      But resin is the only medium that speaks to me. Hard, when finished, and cold to the touch. Like me.

      I can no longer create life—only death. And these creations, while not any more alive than I am, feel more animated. It’s as if I’m bleeding the sludge from my veins and molding it into something more useful.

      No one ever thought I was useful, definitely not my family—not in life, not in death. Fuck them all, that’s what I say. I’m tired of being the black sheep. And now I don’t have to be.

      Now I have a queen who accepts me. Who sees my gifts for what they are. Who trusted me enough to put me in charge when Mikael failed.

      Do they know yet? Markula and his little band of misfits? Have they figured it out? Do they know who I am? She should; we have a connection, Dawn and I.

      I could smell her from across the county well before we made it to that cow pasture. I could taste her on the breeze well before I saw her standing on the far side of the pond. The glow in her gaze… I’d know that face anywhere, no matter how many years have passed. Those eyes. She looks just like her⁠—

      A sound rumbles through the far wall, the low guttural moan of pain and panic. Perhaps I should go in there… put him out of his misery. But what fun would that be?

      I frown at the stumps of my legs, then gaze at the slowly hardening molds, the steel bars—reinforcements—barely visible beneath the resin. Already, the plastic layers look more like glass.

      They are lovely. But they are not my own.

      I will spend an eternity without working limbs, all because of her. Goddamn bitch. I hate her—I hate them all. And no matter what my brother thinks, there is no human who’s worth this.

      But I know what she is. Who she is.

      I know why she has to die. And it’s been a long time coming.

      I can still recall the first time I saw her. I can hear the harsh grinding sound of ripping flesh and disjointed bone, the snapping of tendons. I failed to take her there—failed to even find her, let alone kill her—but only because Mikael was in charge.

      But I will not fail this time. I would never fail my queen.

      Murder, after all, is my job. And despite what my family might believe, I’m far better at it than they are.

      We all have fangs.

      But only some of us have heart.
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      Kain is practically panting, his amber eyes wild, his finely sculpted body not enough to distract me from the book in his hand or the worried look on his face. The room has gone quiet. No noises save the sound of my own breath as it hisses through my nose and the rustling of the bedding—silky and brilliant red.

      Silas has already pulled his head from beneath the sheets, leaving my thighs cold in his absence, his short blond hair mussed. He stares at Kain with his brilliantly violet eyes from his position near my feet.

      Behind me, Draynor pushes himself to seated on one muscular arm; his dick has slipped from inside me, which is unacceptable. Yeah, I already came, but a girl can want seconds, and with his black hair and piercing black eyes, Draynor is everything a good tremble-at-my-feet vampire should be. I’m still shaking under the blankets, and more than a small part of me is aggravated as hell that Kain burst in here right now with bad news.

      Markula doesn’t seem to notice Kain’s here at all. He nips at my bare nipple as he’s been doing all morning, making me wince. Then he snakes his fingers beneath the blankets, filling the void that Draynor left. His ruby eyes gleam as my hips rock against his hand, but the pull of Kain’s gaze is too sincere, too terrified to allow me to relax into it. And with Markula, there’s no relaxing anyway. He’s not that type of lover. At seven feet tall, fucking him takes some… acrobatics. Even his fingers are thick. And fast.

      Kain’s knuckles are pale around the book he clenches against his rib cage, a giant text that might be a collection of fairy tales or a textbook from the Dark Ages—giant and leather-bound. It looks important. Markula’s thumb presses harder against my clit, drawing a breath from between my lips.

      “You’re not just a hunter,” Kain says. “You’re the one—you can kill us all. Every vampire.” His nostrils flare. “They were never after us because of Mikael. They’re after us because of you.”

      Markula sucks my nipple between his teeth and presses hard on my G-spot, pinching exactly where I need him, and after a morning spent with Silas’s tongue between my legs and Draynor buried in my pussy, even Kain’s words can’t stop another orgasm from ripping through me.

      I cry out and collapse backward against Draynor’s thick shoulder, my body pulsing around Markula’s hand, his fingers still working me, teasing me, drawing out every spasm. Draynor reaches around and cups my breast, the one Markula’s not sucking on.

      “No fair,” Draynor mutters, brushing his fingertips across the tender nub of my nipple, sending tingles of electricity dancing over my already vibrating flesh.

      Markula shrugs one heavy shoulder, his blond ponytail falling to his back, the entirety of his arms and chest covered in brilliant red tattoos that match his eyes. “You snooze you lose.”

      “Where’d you hear that expression?” Silas asks, but he looks disappointed, too. As if we won’t end up in the shower after this. As if I’d leave him unsatisfied.

      “All the kids are saying it,” Markula says.

      I laugh. “You don’t care what all the kids are saying.” He doesn’t, but he’s been far more relaxed lately, even a little… funny. He wasn’t funny when I met him a month ago. It’s insane to consider how drastically my life has changed in the last thirty-two days.

      I exhale as Markula pulls his fingers from my pussy and brings them to his lips.

      Kain tosses the book onto the chair in the corner with a great thunk and throws his arms into the air. The book blends with the red-brown fabric, so large it appears as though the book is the seat itself, a block of aged leather upholstery.

      “Do none of you care at all?”

      “Jesus, Kain, we’re busy,” Markula growls. His lips are shiny with my juices. “But go ahead. Tell us what’s so important that it can’t wait. And it better be something we don’t already know.”

      I relax against Draynor’s chest, my body enveloped in heady warmth—he has that effect on me. On everyone, I guess. He used to be a doctor, the guy who made the pain stop, but as a vampire, he’s adept at feeling where that pain is on another level and drawing it out of the body as if sucking out poison through a straw. Manipulating emotions, altering sensations… No, that’s not the right way to say it. What he does… it’s more a feeling than something explainable.

      “Did you not hear me?” Kain says. “I know what she is.”

      But we already know, don’t we? I’m a hunter, that’s what Markula said. One taste of my blood, and he knew it, but it wasn’t a shock to me. The drive to hunt bad guys has always been strong, instinctual, though up until the night I met Silas while stalking a serial killer, I’d only hunted humans.

      “Right, she’s the one,” Silas says, exasperated. Kain has been going around and around with that one for weeks, his nose buried in his fancy books—the ones only he can translate. But we know what it means; he already told us.

      The one.

      Inamorata.

      Beloved.

      Fated.

      I always thought I’d find love one day, but I didn’t know it would be with four vampires simultaneously. At some point in my past, I probably would have been surprised to hear I might someday love just one vampire. Or, you know, that vampires fucking exist. Then again, maybe I’d have balked at the idea of hunting serial killers for shits and giggles, too.

      My, how the tables have turned.

      “The one,” Kain repeats. “But not because she’s connected to us. I think she’s connected to us as a race—that she could be a weapon, a beloved to any vampire she meets.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” I say, pushing myself off Draynor’s chest. His chest hair’s soft and fuzzy on the back of my bare shoulders. “Mikael was a vampire, and he tried to kill me. If I was his beloved, he had a funny way of showing adoration. Same with the vampires that came after us in Vermont. They had followed us to a house there, attacked with an army. I’m still not sure how we survived, plan or not, but we’re obviously fucking awesome. I’ve met a lot of assholes, but you’re not going to convince me that anyone’s fated love would try to kill them on a first date,” I finish. Even abusers start out nice. That’s how they get you.

      “You’re misunderstanding.” Kain shakes his head again, snatches the book from the chair, and drops into the seat, leaning in closer to us. “They came that night because they know about Dawn’s connection to us. Just listen.”

      He opens the book and flips to a page he’s marked near the middle. “One will rise. And she will be forged of bone and flesh, a love like no other—inamorata. And she alone shall force the heavens wide. Then shall the race of vampires fall.”

      His words chill my blood for reasons I can’t fully comprehend. “The race of vampires… fall? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I think it’s you. I think⁠—”

      “You’re wrong,” Markula barks, shoving himself to standing.

      He towers over the bed—over all of us. I’ve often wondered if only those who are tall in life end up as Warriors or if something happens at the moment they turn that springs them up taller, broadens their shoulders, thickens their… everything. My gaze drops to his crotch, the thatch of hair that isn’t even close to hiding his manhood.

      Maybe I should ask—but not now.

      Markula hauls on his track pants, huge but still tight around his muscular thighs. “You need to stop reading those stupid books. All those old proverbs… they have nothing to do with reality. A set of rules and stories meant to keep the race in line, but we’re more evolved than that. In this house, we don’t even kill humans unless we have to—if it’s for the good of their species as well as ours. Killing any human at will is a perfectly acceptable pastime, according to that book, right? Even a necessary one.”

      “What about the knife?” Kain’s eyes stay locked on Markula.

      My throat tightens. My knife—my mother’s knife. While you can kill a vampire through decapitation, they all have a single, fine line of vulnerability across their throats, but the rest of their flesh isn’t susceptible to injury from normal human weapons—they heal almost instantly.

      Unless they’re stabbed with my blade. It’s the one weapon that can hurt vampires, and Markula would be a fool not to consider it. But I know why he doesn’t want to think about what it might mean—he doesn’t want this to be true any more than I do.

      Silas bends over the foot of the bed, reaching for his pants. His face is drawn. Draynor tugs me against his broad chest, but not in a sexual way—my back warms where it’s pressed against him, and the anxiety that has been threading its way through my veins loosens and dissipates. I inhale the first full breath I’ve taken since Kain started speaking.

      “What makes you think other vampires even know about this prophecy?” Markula says finally. “You found it… where? In some obscure text that no one’s read in a thousand years? Silas and Dawn killed Mikael, and it was his hive that came for us in Vermont. You have no proof they were there for other reasons.”

      “This is more than Mikael, and you know it, no matter what you’re telling yourself. Mikael wasn’t important, a loser, meth head, which is why we underestimated their numbers—their attack.” Kain’s gaze finds mine, and even Draynor’s warmth isn’t enough to stop the icicles from springing into my blood—he looks terrified, but more than that, he appears… certain. “Did you see the Warriors?” Kain asks. “They were there for Dawn. They didn’t give a shit about Mikael or us. I don’t think Mikael was ever the leader at all. I think he was… a pawn.”

      “Again, you have no proof of that. None.” Markula’s eyes blaze with hellfire.

      I can almost imagine they’ll fry Kain on the spot.

      Kain does not look away—his jaw tightens. Markula…

      “It was odd that they mounted such an attack to begin with,” Silas says, his violet eyes flicking to Markula, then to me, and the Sons of Anarchy vibe I got from him the first night we met returns with a vengeance—a deep resonating sadness beneath those glorious irises and in the set of his chiseled jaw. “Vampires aren’t known for vengeance, not like that, not for killing someone like Mikael. If we’d killed the leader of a larger group, a more popular vampire, someone who actually has inherent worth to a hive… maybe. But even then, they’d have to have a reason to fight for a dead vamp—a reason to risk death.”

      “And we all know Mikael wasn’t strong enough to have turned all those vamps himself,” Kain says, nodding. “That hive… wasn’t his.”

      “What else do you know?” Silas is standing beside Kain now, wearing jeans and a Pink Floyd T-shirt.

      I didn’t register him moving, dressing, but that’s the thing about vampires—they’re speedy as fuck when they want to be. And Silas is a Psychic—a mind-reader. If Silas believes Kain knows something more, he does.

      “Here’s what we know,” Kain says. “She has a blade that can hurt us. Her blood turns almost anything into a weapon that can pierce our flesh. She’s immune to our charms, immune to all those of our race unless she chooses to let us in. And even if she chooses us, we can’t turn her—she’s resistant to vampire blood. Even a hunter wouldn’t be resistant to our blood; hunters are still human.” He drops his gaze to the book as if he can’t bear to look at us any longer. “She’s inamorata. For us all. Even me, who has never done more than touch her skin, would defend her to my dying breath. She might be this for all vampires, should she choose to be.”

      I open my mouth to protest, but he raises a hand and draws his gaze to mine. “I do think it’s a choice on your part. You choose which of us you want to connect with. But if you should learn to hone that skill, if you can control other vampires, whether or not you return their feelings…” He drops his hand. “You’d be incredibly valuable as a weapon.”

      Draynor shakes his head, and when he speaks, his words rumble through the flesh of my back and into my spine. “It just doesn’t make sense. You’re saying that they came for us that night because they knew she was the one… the one from this prophecy. But even if they knew about the prophecy, how would anyone else know who she is? We only met her days before the attack, and she didn’t even know vampires existed before she met us.”

      Silas’s jaw drops. His violet eyes touch mine, then Kain’s. He’s heard something in Kain’s head… now they’re both scared.

      “You think Mikael was after her on purpose,” Silas says. “That he found her on that bridge and not the other way around.”

      Kain nods. “Mikael knew what she was then because he knew her before. If the prophecy holds true, they started on this path well before that boardwalk.”

      “What path might that be?” I say. “No one knows anything. Even I don’t know anything.”

      “You might not, but they do—they always have.” Kain levels his gaze at me. “Why do you think they killed your mother?”
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      “She’s been in there for almost a week.” I lean my elbows on the white marble that tops the island, my brain a twisted nest of briars.

      I can barely hear myself think, let alone hear inside anyone else’s head. Normally, the kitchen is of some comfort, a blank slate of smooth modern lines, not so much as a picture to distract me. But there is no comfort in that now.

      “I brought her dinner yesterday,” Draynor says, spreading his palms on the countertop beside me.

      He doesn’t have to say it—we saw him do it. For six days, we’ve watched one another bring her food and water, listened to whispered words of comfort when one of us is lucky enough to be let inside the room. And the rest of the time, we’ve been watching the sky peel back the layers of sun and cloud from dawn to twilight until the velvet night is upon us again, the silvered moon sucking the colors from the landscape, from my blood. There is no comfort in the dark, either, not when she is suffering.

      No comfort for any of us.

      Kain sits at the white melamine barstool across the island from me and frowns at the stairway—white carpet, white banister, white walls. Dawn’s room is at the top, down the hall, my love hidden away on silken sheets of the deepest ruby. And despite being able to pick out a threat miles off, I can’t even tell she’s here.

      I cannot hear a word.

      Initially, I thought that Dawn did not believe Kain about her mother; she snorted and rolled her eyes, running her tongue inside the bottom corner of her lip as if she were licking off a rogue drop of wine. But a few minutes later, I realized I couldn’t hear her.

      Draynor, the one who can feel emotions better than any empath shrink, can no longer feel her. She’s cut us all off. I’d almost forgotten that she could do that. The ability to hide herself—what she’s thinking, what she’s feeling, even where she is—might come in handy when we want to get the upper hand with other vampires, but the vicious lack of her inside my head makes me feel hollow… and furious. The rage eats at me in the silence, though I’m not sure who I’m angry at. We’re all suffering. Even Markula, the Warrior, our leader, hasn’t left his room in days.

      “I’ve never seen her like this before,” Kain says, resting his head in his palms as if his head is aching, but I’ve never seen a vampire with a headache.

      I can’t hear him either—not inside his head—but unlike Dawn’s silence, this is not a new development. Kain’s head has been filled with incoherent buzzing for nearly a month.

      “None of us have ever seen her like this,” I say, struggling to keep my voice even.

      We have seen her in the throes of passion. We have even seen her battle vampires⁠—

      “We’ve seen her in physical pain—bitten, injured, wounds of the flesh,” Draynor goes on. “But wounds of the flesh are far easier.”

      We all know this. We’ve all healed from a multitude of physical wounds, but grief is a different kind of ache. We have all watched our mothers die before us, and that pain in Dawn’s heart will never truly heal. Which is why the insensitive way Kain broke the news to her—Why do you think they killed your mother?—all the more aggravating. He had a mother once, too. He should know better.

      “Why did you have to blurt it out that way?” Draynor says to Kain as if he’s reading my mind this time. Kain raises his head from his palms and turns Draynor’s way, but Draynor keeps his eyes on the counter as he says, “We could have done some research on our own before assuming that your theory is true. You didn’t have to throw it at her like that—you had to know she’d blame herself. You basically said they killed her mother to get to her.”

      “It wasn’t safe to wait any longer than necessary,” Kain says. “If I’m wrong about her mother, if she was killed by human intruders, as Dawn was led to believe, she’ll be angry at me, not you.” But he winces when he says it. I don’t think Kain would have brought his theory to Dawn unless he was quite sure it was true, which does not make me feel better. “But if I’m right,” Kain goes on, “and someone else sent Mikael after her, that vampire could very well be watching her now. And the prophecy says⁠—”

      “What does the prophecy say about you electrocuting a whole field of vampires?” Draynor snaps. “You took them all out and somehow spared us.” He pushes himself off the marble and glares at Kain. “How the hell did you do it?”

      Kain shrugs. “I don’t know, I⁠—”

      “Since when can electricity kill vampires at all?” Draynor advances on him, muscles coiled as if he might pounce. He’s angry, too… both of us are. And we’re both taking that rage out on —

      “Electricity?” Draynor scowls. “Is that even what it is? That’s how Dawn describes it, but I can’t feel it when I’m next to you, and I know what electricity feels like.” He stops beside Kain’s stool, fists clenched at his sides. “And I know damn well that electricity doesn’t hurt our kind—it shouldn’t have hurt any vampire on that field.”

      Draynor’s right. Of all the things Kain should be trying to figure out, that should be higher on the list. It should have at least made the list. Rage blossoms in my guts, ballooning into my chest with a blistering heat. I blink, trying to calm myself. Rage like this… it’s an infection. And it’s been festering since Dawn locked herself in that room.
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