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      For the believers.

      The skeptics.

      The realists.

      And the dreamers who never fail to persist.

      Fate is a tale told by those who could have tried harder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          ASPEN

        

      

    

    
      The first thing I notice is the rotten stench of death tickling my nose. My eyes creep open, and I shake my head gently, as though moving will help get rid of the putrid odor. It isn’t just in the atmosphere, though. It’s on me—all over my clothes, coating my skin.

      I might be far from Ichorye, but the scent of battle followed.

      Battered, bruised, and bloody, all I can do is listen as the sky rains down on the tarp above me, as if it, too, is crying over the events of today… yesterday?

      I have no way of knowing how much time has passed since Adrian abducted me. After he made sure we weren’t followed, he stopped a few miles outside of town, where it became clear we were waiting for someone. When nobody showed, he knocked me unconscious.

      Ropes covered in ash bind my wrists and ankles, and I roll my shoulders a few times to get the feeling back into them. Scanning the enclosed space, I spot the source of the smell—a pile of discarded squirrel carcasses sits by the entrance, indicating that not only were there quite a few vampires living here, but that they were here for a while.

      To my left, a stack of folded blankets leans haphazardly, next to what looks to be rumpled sleeping bags. Four pieces of plywood prop up the large tarp overhead, acting as a makeshift tent that the rain splatters on so loudly that I can’t hear anything beyond it.

      I take several slow, soothing breaths, trying to keep my pulse steady so Adrian doesn’t know I’m awake. I don’t see him, but I doubt he went far.

      Shifting quietly, I attempt to work my hands out of the restraints, and when that doesn’t work, I try blunt force, the rope cutting deep grooves into my wrists.

      Freaking Vanesa.

      Manipulative, psychotic, neurotic son of a⁠—

      Hushed whispers disrupt my thoughts, and I sit up slowly, straining to hear bits of the conversation over the rain.

      Gritting my teeth, I dig my heels into the dirt and scoot closer to the flap that poses as an entrance. Something is said about “the others” and “northeast,” but the voices are nearly unintelligible.

      I close my eyes and concentrate, forcing myself to block out the noises around me and focus on their voices. Only their voices. One sounds feminine, but it’s hard to be sure.

      “Keep me updated,” Adrian says, suddenly right outside the tarp. I release the ropes I’ve been fiddling with and scramble backward before he steps inside, fuming despite his characteristically stoic personality.

      Looking down as he enters, Adrian takes in my new position and squats down in front of me to tighten my ropes—not that I’d made any progress untying them. Without a word, Adrian steps aside and eases onto a tree stump, picking up one of several branches and pulling out a pocketknife. He begins sharpening it into a point, and once he’s finished, he lets the makeshift weapon fall to the dirt and gets to work on another.

      He’s worried.

      A strange smugness spreads through my chest. He knows taking me from the Dravens, no matter what deal Vanesa made, is going to come back to haunt him eventually.

      “Is this where you’ve been staying?” I ask, nodding in the direction of the dead squirrels.

      Adrian doesn’t respond. Just like he didn’t respond to any of the questions I asked him before he knocked me out. I have nothing to blackmail him with and no idea what he wants with me, so I’m hoping that my pestering will eventually annoy him to the point of revealing something. Otherwise, I’m stuck here with no way to leverage myself home.

      Movement stirs on the other side of the tarp, and his eyes lift at the sound of a gruff voice—definitely not the woman from before. “Boss, I’ve got something.”

      My heart skips as Adrian passes through the tent.

      Maybe it’s Miles. One of the siblings. But my hopes are squashed when Adrian speaks.

      “Where have you been? What happened to the others?” He seethes, and the person’s rapid heartbeat noticeably calms at the sound of his voice, never mind his blatant irritation.

      I maneuver to my knees and inch toward the opening once more, peering through the flaps that provide a glimpse into the wooded area around the tarp. I consider attempting to grab one of the stakes Adrian whittled, but I have nowhere to hide it. Even if I managed to cut my ropes and run, I doubt I’d get far. If I had the slightest clue as to where I was, maybe, but I don’t even know which direction Ichorye is, much less how far away. The only power I can obtain at the moment is knowledge.

      “It’s just us,” Rachel says, breathing raggedly. She stumbles a bit, grabbing on to Adrian’s forearm for balance. Three vampires accompany her, one of whom sways on his feet, then collapses onto the soggy ground. The other two eye him with little concern, and no one makes a move to assist him.

      Adrian takes Rachel in with his hard gaze. “How is that possible?”

      She shakes her head, coughing violently. She’s drenched, there’s blood on her shirt, bruises on her face, and it looks as though her nose ring has been torn out. She wasn’t nearly this beat up when I saw her last, and I can’t tell if she’s winded from a fight, her travels, or if she’s on the verge of tears.

      “They’re all dead,” she chokes, lower lip quivering. “The Dravens were furious after you grabbed Destin—Aspen. Then someone—I-I don’t know who—tried to attack Dev—Dallas.” She closes her eyes. “A fight broke out, and when it was obvious we weren’t going to make it out of there alive, the four of us ran to the rendezvous point, but you were long gone. We waited to come here until we were sure we weren’t followed. Th-they have Tommy, though. A bullet in the head wouldn’t have killed him. He could talk. He could tell them where we are.”

      Hope flutters in my chest at the possibility.

      “You think he’ll break?” Adrian asks without batting an eye. He doesn’t care about Rachel’s vampires. I’m sure he has thousands of his own where they came from.

      She shudders, wrapping her arms around her middle as goose bumps rise on her arms. “He hardly speaks, so I don’t think so. He’s a strong kid, but the Dravens… they’re animals.” A tear falls down her cheek and she wipes it away angrily. “I’m sorry I failed you.”

      “You did what you must. That’s all that matters, child. We can’t let them find us before—” his eyes flick to me, and I jerk out of sight, silently cursing myself for getting caught eavesdropping. Instead of finishing his thought, he changes the subject. “Gather up the supplies. If the Dravens do break Tommy, we’ll fare much better on my territory than in the middle of nowhere with three wounded men and a prisoner.”

      Rachel nods somberly, then moves toward the tent. Despite Adrian’s assurance that she did what she must, she doesn’t look convinced.

      I hold on to that possibility, hoping that somewhere deep inside, there are still a few pieces of the old Rachel left after all. The bond between a maker and its vampire spawn is strong, and losing so many of her newborns, especially when she only wanted to provide them a better life, must be devastating.

      As heartless as it may be, maybe I can use that to my advantage.

      Her eyes light up when she sees me, and she rushes to my side, wrapping her arms around my shoulders.

      “I’m really glad you’re here,” she whispers, voice constricted with emotion. Pulling away, she strokes my cheeks, wiping off the dirt and blood, and damn if she doesn’t look genuinely happy to see me.

      Sudden anger bubbles in my chest. I’ve been taken away from the only family I have, and it doesn’t seem to faze her in the slightest. She’s just excited to be reunited.

      “I’m a prisoner, Rachel.” I try to keep my voice calm. “I was just taken from the people I love, and now I’m tied up by ropes that are slicing into my skin. This—” I gesture with my bound hands, “—isn’t a family reunion.”

      “I know it seems bleak now, but I promise you, Adrian is wonderful. He won’t hurt you. He just has to make sure you don’t run away. And you and me—we can be together again like old times.” Rachel’s hopeful voice is like a knife twisting in my gut.

      Either Adrian has her completely brainwashed, or she doesn’t understand the gravity of this situation.

      “Do you think we’re going to hold hands and make friendship bracelets when this is finished? I’m being held against my will, Rachel,” I snap, then blink rapidly, taking a breath. As much as I don’t want to hurt her, she needs to get it through her head that this isn’t an impromptu getaway.

      “No, but…” Her words fall short, and she lowers her eyes.

      “Rachie,” I start, reaching for her hands as I use the nickname I gave her as a child. She recoils with a hiss when I touch her, and I realize some of the ash has fallen onto my fingers.

      Rachel leans to the side and reaches for one of the blankets, slightly damp from the rain blowing under the tarp. She pulls it into her lap and uses a corner to wipe the particles off my hands the best she can. When they’re clean enough that my fingers tingle with feeling, I touch her again. “Please. You can’t let him keep me here. My brother needs me, and my mom isn’t well. He can’t take care of her while he’s worrying himself to death over me.”

      “Your mom is sick?” Rachel asks, eyes wide with concern.

      Pursing my lips, I nod, debating how much to tell her. I can’t explain how Ambrose affected us without her connecting it to what happened with Derek. She can never know it might have been his influence that released my brother’s monster. It’s bad enough she’s on Adrian’s side—I don’t need her sympathizing with him, too.

      It’s hard to believe this is the same woman who helped raise me. There was a time when I could read her like a book. She was sweet, honest, and cared too much for her own good. But the girl in front of me, she’s a complete stranger… and it’s my own fault.

      Not you. A voice whispers from somewhere deep in my subconscious. Derek. She changed because of what Derek did.

      All the more reason not to give her a reason to sympathize with him.

      In the end, I settle on a part of the truth I can give her. “What Derek did took a toll on her. Honestly, I’m not sure either of my parents will ever be the same.”

      “That’s awful. I wish I could have seen them before we left,” Rachel says sadly, and my patience thins.

      She says “left” as though we both had a say.

      “Anyway, you know Dallas won’t be alone,” she says pointedly. “I’m sure your boyfriend will help him.”

      She enunciates the word boyfriend as though it’s a dirty word. As though Miles is a disgusting person. I have no idea what lies Adrian has been feeding her, but they’ve clearly left quite an impression.

      “I can assure you; the only thing Miles is doing is plotting Adrian’s demise.” I close my eyes, digging deep for restraint. “Does he honestly think they won’t scour the ends of the Earth looking for me?”

      “I don’t know what Adrian thinks. All I know is he needs you to end the Twelve. And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll let him protect you from them. All of them.”

      “We’re ending the Twelve with the war,” I say, choosing to ignore her dig. “Why does he need me before we’re ready to fight?”

      Adrian mentioned that he needed my “profound perception,” but I don’t believe that for a second. He has ruled for centuries without me, and I worry that his desire for my assistance goes deeper than the war.

      As much as I despise Vanesa, she’s right about one thing: I’m his weakness. Except, the only way to use that to my advantage would mean crossing the one line I never would.

      Rachel gulps, floundering for an explanation. “He just, uhm, he needs you to be extra prepared, and the others are a cause for distraction… so…”

      “Rachel—”

      “Look, he doesn’t tell me anything, okay? I just know what I overhear. So, stop prying.” She looks down at our hands. “There’s something else I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”

      My stomach churns, doing a strange flip. I’m not fond of the apprehensive look in her eyes. “What is it?”

      “I found him.”

      “Rachel,” Adrian barks, storming back into the tent, grabbing her by the elbow. “Where’s the weapons bag? Dominic said he left it with you.”

      “He did, but I left it—” Rachel pauses with a look of panic at the sinking realization that she screwed up “—at Draven Manor,” she finishes, shifting her weight. “We couldn’t carry it into the fight, and at the time, I had thought we’d go back to regroup before returning to you.”

      Adrian grunts his frustration, sighing heavily. “So, you thought it better for us to travel through a foreign territory without any means of defending ourselves?”

      Rachel’s shoulders hunch, her eyes filling. “I forgot. I’m sorry.”

      A muscle in his jaw twitches, and he turns away from her teary eyes. “We’ll just have to make do with nature. Collect more wood suitable for stakes, then pack up the tarp. The others can handle the supplies.”

      She nods eagerly, hurrying after him while bending to grab whatever twigs she can find in the process.

      Alone, any semblance of calm I forced upon myself earlier is replaced with panic.

      I found him.

      She found my brother.

      I breathe shallowly, shivering and trying to ignore my mounting dread.

      I’m a vampire now. I have excess strength, speed, eyesight, and agility. I’ve been through worse than Derek ten times over, and yet, the mere thought of seeing him again strikes deep in my core.

      Now, the only thing I’m going to spend every day agonizing over is whether she fulfilled her promise to kill him, or if she succumbed to his magnetism.

      If it’s the latter… well, that’s one nightmare I won’t escape from when I wake up.
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        * * *

      

      Our travels feel like the equivalent of ten grueling years. The weather’s wrath persists, and after three hours, I’m soaked to the bone. To make matters worse, my nausea started acting up again, and it’s harder to function with the hot burning in my core and the world tilting on its axis every time I blink.

      Adrian keeps close to me as we move. He had to untie my ankles so I could walk at a pace quick enough to keep up, but I can’t imagine we’re traveling the entire distance by foot.

      If I want to escape, my window is closing.

      I look at the expanse of trees longingly. If I could muster enough strength to run at full speed, I might be able to lose them long enough to find a good hiding spot. Then I could wait them out and hopefully find my way home.

      Except, if I fail, the only thing running will accomplish is pissing Adrian off and giving him a reason not to trust me. My only hope is the animal remains I’ve been leaving behind whenever we stop to feed. I made sure my scent was all over them.

      His hands jerk in short gestures while he talks to one of his vampires, and he only spares me a glance long enough to ensure I’m close and compliant. The vampire says something, but Adrian holds up a hand, silencing him. And as he rips into the man, my eyes are drawn to his right palm.

      Furrowing my brow, I tilt my head to get a look at his left one.

      Both are smooth. Without blemish.

      I glance down at my own hands, one of which has a jagged scar from the blood oath I swore with Oliver. Adrian doesn’t have one. He never did.

      Sure, mine has faded as the hours tick by and our vow comes to an end, but according to Adrian, his oath with Elijah was still active when we met. I would have noticed such an ugly scar.

      “All right, let’s keep moving,” Adrian says, loud enough for everyone to hear.

      “Can I eat something first?” I ask, clutching my stomach and swaying on my feet for emphasis. “I don’t feel well again. Food helps.”

      Adrian’s in front of me before I can blink, and I stagger backward. “You think I don’t know you’ve been leaving a trail of leftovers for your boyfriend to find? That you’re hoping if you stall long enough, he’ll catch up to us? Rescue you?”

      I gulp. “I don’t know what you⁠—”

      “Don’t bother.” He tucks a strand of muddy blonde hair behind my ear, fingers sweeping across my jawline. I shiver, willing myself not to cower away from him. “I caught on two stops ago and hid the remains. Miles isn’t coming for you.”

      “You’re wrong,” I blurt out.

      His nostrils flare, and I don’t like the arrogant gleam in his eyes. “It was smart of you, though—using your condition as a means of needing food so you could stall. I’m almost impressed. Unfortunately for you, I’ve gone out of my way to ensure your friends can’t track our movements.”

      My arguments die on my tongue.

      If Adrian gets me to his territory, we’ll be ghosts. And on the off chance I managed to escape, I doubt I’d get far with his expanse of resources.

      This might be my last chance.

      When I don’t say a word, he turns away from me, and without giving myself time to change my mind, I move up behind him, lift my arms, and bring them down over his head so my binds press against his throat. He stumbles back in surprise, and I rotate my wrists around to get a tighter grip, yanking my elbows to my sides and strangling him with the ash-coated ropes. I hiss in pain as they dig further into my wrists, but pull harder, not letting go until his men start to close in.

      I kick in the back of his knees before they reach me and take off in a run, hoping Adrian’s people care more about checking on his well-being than chasing after me. A few seconds head start is all I need to disappear into the woods.

      My lungs ache as my feet pound against the soggy ground, avoiding overgrown roots, rocks, and divots in the mud. I push forward, forcing my legs to move faster, not stopping to catch my breath or check if I’m being followed.

      Splotches cloud my vision, and I’m forced to rely on my hearing to guide me through the trees, judging the area based on how my footsteps echo off the objects around me.

      It was smart of you, though—using your condition as a means of needing food so you could stall.

      Adrian’s words come back to me, and I’m overwhelmed by a burning sensation. There’s something wrong with me—something entirely unrelated to the blood ash toxin—and Adrian all but confirmed it.

      I curse inwardly, feeling my legs tire.

      I’m not going to make it.

      Suddenly, a second set of footsteps sounds out of nowhere, barreling straight toward me from behind. I have little time to react before a body slams into me, flinging me through the air like I weigh nothing.

      I hit the ground with a hard bounce and roll down a short hill until my shoulder connects with a tree, jerking me to a stop.

      I clench my teeth, cradling my arm and falling onto my back, only to find Adrian standing over me. He squats down, and I have to strain to see him as my vision continues to blur. He wipes his thumb across a long gash on my cheek, before bringing my blood to his mouth, closing his eyes with a look of ecstasy.

      His eyes are glowing gold when he opens them, and I dig my nails into the dirt, bracing myself for another hit. His pale fingers trail over the raw skin where I strangled him, and he leans to whisper in my ear.

      “And here I thought we could be friends, Ms. Troy.” His teeth nip at my skin, and his hot breath coats my cheek when he speaks. “Don’t ever try anything like that again.”

      His fingers skate across my collarbone as he takes me in with his eyes, and I wince, realizing I must be injured there, too. My head starts to spin.

      “You’ll do well to remember all that’s at stake,” he says darkly, grabbing me by the elbow and hoisting me to my feet. He cups my face in his hands and plucks a leaf from my hair. “It wouldn’t cost me anything to shift my alliance back to the Twelve.”

      I try to concentrate on something—anything—but that has never stopped one of these episodes from taking over before.

      “Aspen?” Adrian says my name, and his voice is the last thing I hear before darkness dances across my eyelids.
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      Seventeen bodies lie in the tall grass, caressed by leaves and basking in the golden rays of the morning sun. The air is sticky and cool, and the rain that hammered on all night has finally slowed, allowing a sliver of light to grace the morbid scene before me.

      Seventeen.

      That’s how many vampires and hunters died yesterday, and despite the chilly weather, their bodies have already begun to decay. We tried to clean them up for the funeral, but there’s little point when the vampires are nothing but deflated corpses.

      Even so, their bodies are strangely beautiful. Once the blood finished draining, their skin hardened to an oily black color, preserved forever. They look empty, though. Like hollowed stone—hard on the outside, but one wrong touch and it’ll crumble.

      The reality of what happened here sickens me, and yet, I can’t bring myself to look away. Age-old ideals that vampires are murderers and hunters are meant to destroy them wound up taking lives on both sides.

      A gentle hand touches my arm, but I twist out of its grasp, ignoring whoever’s attempting to distract me from my grief.

      “Elaine, it’s time to go.” Dallas’s voice coaxes me out of my dark thoughts. The tension in my chest unravels a little, and his sweet-smelling transitioner blood is a welcome distraction from the scent of death hovering over the field.

      Oliver insisted we come together for a memorial to honor the fallen, not as hunters or vampires, but as people who lost their loved ones. The fight only consumed five vampires in the Draven clan, with the hunters suffering the brunt of the casualties, but despite their brutality toward us, I feel their losses just the same.

      Nadia is among the bodies, but I can’t bring myself to look at her without the sound of her neck snapping ringing in my ears. If she hadn’t been in transition, we could have tried to turn her. At least given her a fighting chance.

      “The hunters want to burn their dead, Elaine.” Dallas touches my arm again, trying to steer me away from the corpses, but my feet are rooted to the dirt as though I, too, will never leave the battlefield. “We have to leave now.”

      My eyes slide across the field to where Oliver is standing over the Commander’s body, set apart from the others. There’s dried blood all over Oliver’s arms, and I can feel the strong waves of his remorse from here.

      To stop the war, he had to challenge the Commander to a battle for his title. Then, when Oliver won, tradition deemed he wash his hands in his blood to complete the ascension to power.

      The naive girl in me, the one who grew up viewing Oliver as not just my best friend, but my family, wants more than anything to comfort him. He needs someone on his side, and as much as I wish it could be, that person can’t be me.

      “Elaine,” comes a different, austere voice.

      “I’m coming, give me a minute,” I snap, taking one last, long look at the poor souls whose blood is partly on my hands. I may not have done any of the killing, but I got them halfway there.

      “You’ve had fifteen,” Elliot counters, and I have to refrain from tearing into him. I don’t need to look at him to feel his judgment slithering over me.

      Barely fifteen hours have passed since Adrian kidnapped Aspen, and I’m already lonelier without her. The Manor feels emptier than usual, and the thought of losing her forever makes me sick.

      We searched for her into the wee hours of the night but didn’t catch so much as a scent—the rain made sure of that. Eventually, everyone agreed that aimlessly scouring the woods was a waste of time. If I’d had even an inkling that she and Adrian were still nearby, I wouldn’t have let them give up. But I knew she was gone.

      She’s not the only one.

      “Is he back yet?” I ask as I open the front door for Dallas. Once he’s inside, I step through without bothering to hold it for Elliot. He grunts his annoyance when it swings back at him, following behind me as I stalk down the hallway.

      “Elaine—”

      “Is he back yet?” I reiterate, still on the move.

      “Elaine, just⁠—”

      “Is. He. Back. Yet?”

      “Would you⁠—”

      “I don’t need to stop.” I spin around with balled fists. “What I need is for you to answer my goddamn question, Elliot. Is Miles back yet?”

      He took off after Aspen the second she and Adrian disappeared, and we haven’t seen him since. So either Adrian has him, too, or he still hasn’t found them and is running in frantic circles.

      Elliot looks to the side, shaking his head stiffly before meeting my gaze with flared nostrils. “No. No one’s heard from him.”

      My hands tremble with fear for my best friend. For what Miles is going through. For what I worry he’s capable of to get her back.

      Miles would move heaven and earth for Aspen Troy, and he’d gift his soul to the devil to do it.

      There’s a nagging in my gut that I can’t ignore. I don’t know when, how, or to whom, but something terrible is going to happen. Something worse than anything we’ve faced thus far.

      I bring a fist to my mouth and nod, digging my front teeth into the pad of my thumb to keep from screaming. “Okay. All right. We just have to… maybe we can… if we just—Goddammit.”

      I crank my arm back and slam my fist into the wall, leaving a deep groove in the drywall.

      I have nothing. Not the slightest clue of what to do. And what’s worse? The person with the best chance of finding Aspen is Aspen herself. She’s the one who comes up with the plans and makes the tough choices. All I do is get a little tingle in my gut that guides my intuition, and it’s rare. Sometimes I don’t even know what I know until the words are rolling off my tongue.

      We need Aspen. Otherwise, who the hell is going to save her?

      “If this was just about getting Aspen back, we’d be in America right now, scouring every city and shaking down every vampire until we found her,” Elliot says sternly, eyes glued to the dent I put in the wall.

      “But it’s not.” My chest fills with anger. Despite the dirty hand Adrian played, we still have to figure out how to get her back without endangering the treaty. It’s quite literally the only thing keeping us from a losing battle against the Twelve, and without it, we won’t stand a chance against darkness as old as time.

      Fire erupts in the field, drawing both of our gazes as the bodies of the fallen ignite. I move around Elliot, resting against the doorframe to watch the flames rise. The grass on the outskirts smolders, and smoke clouds the air, tickling my nose.

      Distantly, I’m aware of Elliot standing beside me, of the hunters being laid to rest, but my mind is elsewhere. In visions of destruction and mayhem. Fire and bloodshed. Death. There’s glass everywhere… red eyes… a stake plunging into a chest…

      Warm fingers wrap around my wrist, and it takes me a moment to register Elliot’s touch as chaos unfolds behind my eyes. It’s not until his knuckles brush over the scar on my neck that I’m jolted out of my trance.

      I step out of his grasp, shoving his hand away. “Don’t do that. Ever.”

      He scans my face, stony eyes trying to decipher my reaction. “What did you see?”

      I clear my throat, averting my gaze. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      He grabs my arm when I move around him, and this time, I can’t break free from his hold. I’m strong, but he has centuries on me.

      “I didn’t see anything, okay?” I say harshly, then close my eyes for a beat. I can’t tell him what I saw when I have no idea if it was a watcher insight or simply my worst fears manifesting into grotesque mental images. I’ve always had a vivid imagination, which makes deciphering the difference between the two more difficult. Besides, my intuition has never been accompanied by visions before.

      A muscle in his jaw tics as he shifts his stare over my shoulder. Then his gaze drifts back to mine, amber eyes smug. “You should know, your pulse skips when you lie.”

      With that said, he sweeps past me without another word. I stare daggers after him, struggling to form a response. In the end, I decide to let him win this round and follow him down to the armory. The whole way, I try to convince myself that it’s still possible to let somebody win when you’ve already lost.

      In the armory, Vira’s sitting on a stool at the counter, scanning the pages of an old, leather-bound book—for what, I don’t know. We’ve exhausted hundreds of them in recent days, so I doubt there’s much left to find. Except, short of doing nothing, reading these books is all we have. Elliot sits across from her, and Danielle is curled up on the sofa with her head in Lucas’s lap, fast asleep.

      Adrian hadn’t been bluffing when he said he’d captured them—he thought he had. Rachel’s newborns had orders to apprehend them before the fight at the cul-de-sac, and by the time Danielle and Lucas fought them off, the battle was over and Aspen was gone. Dallas had been watching over the terrain from the sky room and saw the ambush. He suspected Adrian was plotting to grab Aspen sooner than we anticipated, so he risked his life to sneak out of the Manor and defend his sister. Though, with as sweet as his blood smells, I have no idea how he managed that.

      The only real leverage Adrian had was Vanesa and Gabe, and if it meant Aspen could be here right now, I would’ve let him have them both. Unfortunately, his men had to release them in order to fight the siblings off while they bought time for Miles to chase Aspen.

      “You should eat something,” Danielle mumbles sleepily, then tucks an arm beneath her cheek.

      I sink onto an unoccupied chair and hug my knees to my chest.

      Lucas brushes his fingers through her hair before resting his hand on her shoulder as she drifts back to sleep. “She’s right. You haven’t eaten since yesterday.”

      “I’m fine. We need a solid lead on Aspen,” I say, closing my eyes and fighting off my exhaustion from the past few days.

      “You’re no help to anyone starving and sleep-deprived,” Vira remarks from across the room. Elliot agrees, eyes glued to the monitor that displays the cameras set up around the Manor. I’m not sure if he expects Miles or Aspen to miraculously walk into frame, or if he’s paranoid we’re not as safe as we think. Either way, he looks conflicted—though, that tends to be his natural state.

      I bite the inside of my cheek. “I’m also no help if I’m on a lunch break or unconscious.”

      “And I’m not much help behind bars,” Vanesa snarks, and a surge of rage courses through me at the mere sound of her vapid tone.

      Behind me, there are three four-foot cells built into the wall, one of which Vanesa occupies. The siblings locked her up the second we got home so she couldn’t do any more irreparable damage, and boy, did she throw a fit about it.

      The other cell is inhabited by the newborn Dallas shot in the head, but a soundproof barrier and concrete door similar to the armory entrance is closed in front of it.

      It’s ingenious.

      I’d thought it was merely a bare wall until the siblings locked them up.

      “Though, I suppose I should consider myself lucky,” Vanesa persists, trying to get under my skin. I wish it wasn’t working. “Even in here, my life holds relevance.”

      I spare her a glance over the chair.

      She pouts her red lips, fisting the silver bars and tilting her head with condescension. “Too bad I can’t say the same about yours.”

      I place my feet on the floor and lean over the coffee table, grabbing a small remote and clicking a button on top. A tinted glass door emerges from the ceiling, and I smile in satisfaction as her wrathful voice is drown out by the soundproof barrier. She can’t see or hear us, but we can see her, stretching her arms through the bars to pound on the door. And yet… pure silence.

      Too bad the same technology couldn’t be used for a muzzle. It would have saved us a lot of trouble.

      Aspen managed to control Adrian in a way no one else could have—maybe ever has—and Vanesa had to take matters into her own hands like always. It’s plain as the danger we’re in that Adrian is entranced by Aspen’s purity, but to use that to our advantage? That’s almost worse than when Vanesa bit Dallas.

      “What do you think Adrian wants?” I ask, tracing the shape of the smooth remote. “I mean, really wants. Why is Aspen so important to him?”

      Elliot bows his head, a strand of dark, slicked-back hair falling out of place with the motion. “Adrian has never been known for being rational, but he always has an endgame. It could have nothing to do with the war. It could be anything.”

      “We’re working on it,” Vira says, and her eyes flit to Elliot before returning to her book.

      He flexes his fingers, eyes trained on the monitor once more.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” I ask, curling my hands into fists so tight, my nails form half-circle indents on my palms.

      Elliot tears his gaze from the screen and eases forward, clasping his hands on the counter before responding. “We’re worried the entire treaty has been a ruse.”

      “A ruse for what?” I shake my head. “Adrian meant it when he agreed to work with us. I felt it. He might have ulterior motives, but⁠—”

      “Yeah, well, feeling things is great, Elaine, but the fact of the matter is—intentions change.”

      I continue shaking my head, trying to make sense of it.

      “Aspen has no idea what Adrian’s after and neither does Miles, who’s God-knows-where looking for her like a lovesick fool. None of us are safe.” His lips turn down when he swallows. “This is what happens when you get into bed with a vampire like Adrian.”

      Pinching the bridge of my nose, I stare down at my dirty clothes, still covered in stains from the fight that I don’t want to think about. Danielle offered me her shower and a change of clothes when we got home, but I declined, not yet ready to wash away the remnants of the past twenty-four hours. Doing so feels like a betrayal to Aspen. To Nadia. To the hunters and vampires who died pointlessly so we could finally make peace with each other.

      “Aspen trusts that he’ll keep his end of the bargain,” I begin, holding up my hand before Elliot can argue. “She trusts the treaty. Not his moral compass, him, or his men. He wants the Twelve gone just as much as⁠—”

      “It doesn’t matter who Aspen trusts because she isn’t here.”

      “Oh gee, I hadn’t noticed,” I spit. “Thanks for the update.”

      Elliot’s glare pierces through me until he must decide arguing isn’t in anyone’s best interest, least of all his. Determined, he sets his jaw and catches my gaze. “One way or another, we’ll figure out Adrian’s plan. Once our prisoner wakes up, we’ll interrogate him and find out everything he knows. We’ll get her back. We’ll find Miles.”

      “We better.”

      Upstairs, the main door squeals open, and we all stiffen, listening as footsteps echo across the hall and straight down the armory stairs.

      “Are we expecting anyone?” Vira asks, sitting straighter.

      Elliot shakes his head.

      The door slides open to reveal Owen’s wild curly hair and olive skin, and everyone visibly relaxes. He hesitates before entering, looking a bit caught off guard by our intensity.

      Despite being relieved that it’s only Owen, I know I’m not the only person disappointed it’s not Miles.

      “I spoke with Oliver,” he says, taking in the despair-wrought room. “He asked me to give you this.”

      Owen crosses the room to hand a manilla envelope to Elliot, who hastily slides his finger beneath the seal.

      “It’s the terms you agreed on last night,” he explains, running a hand through his hair, still matted with dirt from the fight. “I spoke with our people again as well. They’ve given their blessing.”

      Elliot rubs his jaw as he scans the parchment. “All of them?”

      “Every last one.” Owen nods. “No one wants a repeat of last night. A death toll of that size so close to home… you can’t blame them for wanting to put this feud to an end. On both sides.”

      Vira purses her lips. “Yeah, well, we’ll see about that. You don’t wash away that depth of anger overnight.”

      After everything that happened, the siblings had insisted we discuss terms of an alliance immediately so we could spend the rest of our efforts searching for Aspen. There was a lot of negotiating and discussions of circumstances, but in the end, everyone agreed to the terms. In the case that, say, an ancient evil vampire comes to town and tries to kill us all, which would endanger the locals, the hunters will assist us. For once, neither side was thinking about themselves and their agenda, but focusing on protecting humanity.

      All the hunters have agreed to do is protect the humans in town and not actively seek out our demise. They’ll never trust us, and after the way they’ve gunned for us in the past, we’ll never trust them. But it’s a start.

      If it weren’t for Aspen, I’m not sure it would have ever come to this. The family I met a few months ago would have scoffed at the idea of peace between hunters and vampires. She brought out a different side of the siblings that I doubt many people have ever seen.

      “Everything’s in order,” Elliot says, seeming both satisfied with the terms and surprised that he has no objections.

      That makes two of us.

      I thought for sure either he or Vira were going to ruin this opportunity somehow.

      Elliot lifts his thumb to his mouth and sinks a sharp tooth into the skin. A drop of blood pools around the wound, which he then places on the paper beside where Oliver already signed.

      Owen shifts his weight, then clears his throat and holds out a pen. “I, um… I think he meant for you to use your signature.”

      Elliot looks at the pen, then at Owen.

      “Although, I’m sure your method will suffice,” Owen says quickly, taking the freshly minted parchment. “I’ll deliver this to Oliver right away.”

      He turns to leave, but stops abruptly, stuffing the contract in the envelope before feeling around his pockets for something.

      “I almost forgot—” He pulls out a velvet pouch and holds it out to me. “This will ease Dallas’s mind while he sleeps. It should eliminate any nightmares.”

      I blink uncertainly as I take the pouch, then loosely recall asking him for something to stop Dallas’s nightmares as a favor to Aspen. So much has happened since then that I completely forgot. “Right, thanks. I’ll give it to him.”

      Owen smiles, then exits the armory without another word.

      I untie the strings, nose tingling at the metallic scent that wafts from inside. I quickly retie the pouch and press a knuckle to my nostrils to smother the sensation. Whatever it is, I’m glad I’m not the one ingesting it.

      “Are you sure we can trust Oliver?” Lucas asks what I’m sure we’ve all been wondering.

      “Not even a little.” Vira shrugs. “But what choice do we have?”

      Danielle stirs in his lap and rubs her eyes, rolling onto her back with a sigh. “Vira’s right. If we want to focus all of our resources on finding Aspen, we have to take his word at face value. We can’t fight the hunters and search for her at the same time. We don’t have the manpower.”

      “Defecting to a different clan used to be viewed as treason,” Elliot says absently, eyes fixed on something across the room. “Had Lucas or Emile been caught when they fled, they would’ve been killed. So, for a clan leader to take one of our vampires on a deal made by a subordinate… it’s inexcusable just the same.”

      “Your point?” I ask, unable to muster the energy needed to decipher his history lesson this morning.

      He drags his heated gaze to mine, and I lift an eyebrow, hoping my bloody heartbeat doesn’t skip when I’m nervous, too.

      “My point is if we let him get away with this, it sends a message to every other clan that ours is vulnerable. Weak. Treaty notwithstanding, we have to at least find her. We can decide how to proceed later.”

      Vira stares down at her long nails, some of which broke off during the fight. “Want to know what I’d do?”

      Elliot shrugs, and she glances at Danielle and Lucas, who nod despite their obvious apprehension.

      “I’d do it like the olden days. Kill him and take control of his clan. Use them to fight the Twelve when they come for us,” she says casually. “No one else plays fair, why should we?”

      “You’re not really proposing the five of us kill Adrian Hayle.” I gape, looking between the siblings, who have yet to agree. Except, they don’t immediately refuse her insane idea either.

      Besides the fact that we could never get close enough and have no idea where he lives, there are so many flaws with this plan. He’s still one of the Twelve. Even if we succeeded, their wrath would be intolerable.

      Though, one thing is certain; Killing him won’t send a message that we’re weak.

      She lifts her dark-rimmed eyes, looking ravenous as she tilts her head to the side. “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting.”

      I see her point—I really do—and I wouldn’t say she’s wrong for wanting him dead… However, there’s still a lot we’d need to figure out. Not to mention, catching Adrian Hayle off guard is extremely unlikely.

      I tap my fingers absently on the counter. After a few minutes, Vira lifts her gaze to glare at me, raising an eyebrow.

      Pursing my lips, I flatten my palms on the table, but the longer I think about her proposition and Elliot’s desire for revenge, the harder it is to sit still.

      Who would’ve guessed all it took was someone staking a claim on Aspen for Elliot to admit she’s family? Even I haven’t been granted such acknowledgment, and he’s my maker. He should have mentored me through the change but instead, he distanced himself in every capacity.

      My knee bounces, gradually picking up speed until Elliot clamps his hand down on my thigh and growls under his breath.

      “Let’s go,” he says irritably, stretching his back and pocketing his phone.

      “Go where?” I spin around on the stool as he heads toward the door.

      “Hunting,” he grumbles, tucking a weapon in his belt loop and tossing one to me just in case. “You’re getting on my last nerve and making everyone anxious. Maybe some food will shut you up for a while.”

      I can’t leave. I want to be here if they find anything, and I’ve also never had one of my intuitive notions away from the siblings. I can’t risk missing one, if that’s even possible. “We have blood upstairs. I’ll just drink some of⁠—”

      “No.” He strides back across the room, grabs me beneath my arm, and forces me to my feet. “I’m not sure what in my tone implied this was a suggestion, but it’s not. Come on.”

      My fist tightens around the stake in my hand, and I have half a mind to stab him with it. Elliot doesn’t let go of my arm until he shoves me out the front door, then closes and locks it behind us.

      We seek shelter in the trees to hunt, and I miss four squirrels in the time it takes Elliot to capture two. He tosses me the bigger one, and I catch it mid-air, scrunching my nose and resisting the urge to apologize in advance to the poor creature.

      Warm blood pools around my mouth, dripping down my chin and onto my hands as I feed, savoring the tangy flavor as it glides over my tongue. A few spare drops soak into the edges of my sleeves, and once I’m sure my meal is dry inside, I place it at the base of a tree and cover it up with a few wet leaves and dirt out of respect.

      Elliot chokes on a laugh.

      I grit my teeth and navigate the soggy ground, nodding toward the squirrel he insensitively tossed aside. “Unlike you, I have respect for the things that keep me alive.”

      “Just consider yourself lucky we’re not feeding on⁠—”

      In a flash, Elliot grabs me by the hips, spinning me around, and forcing me backward. My back collides with a tree, and he pins me in place with his forearm, looking around my head.

      I shove at his chest. “What are you⁠—”

      He cups a hand over my mouth, but I bite his finger, causing him to curse in pain. “If you would shut your mouth for five seconds, you’d know someone’s following us.”

      My heart plummets, and the blood turns sour in my stomach. Elliot eyes me dangerously, then slowly removes his hand. I even my breathing, doing my best to drown out our erratic heartbeats and focus on the sounds around us.

      “Who?” I ask, but he shoots me a dark look that suggests I hold my tongue. At least he’s smart enough not to put his hand over my mouth again.

      A twig cracks in the distance, and I stiffen.

      “I know you’re there…” goads an unfamiliar feminine voice. Carefully placed footsteps stalk between the trees, making it hard to tell exactly which direction they’re coming from. “I have something of yours… Come out unarmed and we can chat.”

      Elliot and I exchange wary glances, and he puts a finger to his lips before stepping backward, indicating I should stay hidden. I grip the tail of his shirt, worried about what will happen if he moves into the open. He pries my fingers off the material and wraps them around his stake instead, squeezing my forearm.

      Cold air rushes over me when he’s gone, and I tip my head back against the tree, staring at the sky.

      “Are you alone?” our stalker asks. She’s beyond my line of sight, so I’m stuck watching the side of Elliot.

      Muscles ripple beneath his shirt as he nods, eyes glued to something I can’t see. “Are you?”

      “I’d be stupid to answer that. I’m on your territory, after all,” she teases, and I hear her move closer. A few more steps, and she’ll be right in front of him. “Adrian has a message for you.”

      Elliot’s throat bobs. “I see the message.”

      “Oh, this?” She laughs darkly. I shift to risk a glance around the tree, and the rough bark snags on the material of my shirt.

      Miles is slumped over and fighting consciousness, held up only by the woman’s arms. She bares her teeth in a lethal-looking smile, short black hair shielding her face when she looks down at him. “This was just my reward for delivering it—Adrian rarely lets me have any fun these days.”

      I shift back out of view, not daring to move any farther for fear of making noise.

      “Then what’s the message?” he asks, growing impatient.

      “Stop looking.”

      Suddenly, Miles is thrust into Elliot’s arms, and the woman speeds off so quickly I’m not sure what direction she went.

      I rush to help Elliot ease him to the ground as Miles groans in pain. Other than a bloody nose and a few broken ribs, he seems okay.

      “Miles,” I pat his cheeks to keep him awake while Elliot scours the trees for something to replenish his strength. “Hey, can you hear me?”

      Miles turns his head with a sharp inhale, almost as though he hadn’t been breathing before. Considering the state of his ribs, he might not have been.

      Elliot squats down beside me to assess his brother, handing him a rabbit. “What happened?”

      I look away as Miles shifts to his elbows and sinks his teeth into its fur, drinking quickly.

      He sets the animal aside and slams his fist into the ground, causing me to jump in surprise.

      “I missed them. Fifteen minutes earlier and I would have had them.” He growls, pulling something out of his pocket. “It took a while, but I tracked Aspen from the cul-de-sac to a campground a few hours outside of town. Except, when I got there, they were gone and this was waiting for me.”

      He uncurls his fingers to reveal Aspen’s pendant. Miles lays back on the dirt, closing his hand around it again. “It was pointing Northeast, but she left a trail of animal remains for me to follow heading South. Adrian went out of his way to ensure I lost their scent, but I think this necklace was her way of telling me their true direction. Her trail ran cold after a few miles. I was close, though. I probably could have picked up her scent again if that woman hadn’t jumped me. If I hadn’t been so distracted, maybe I would’ve heard her coming and—God, I don’t know.”

      He combs his fingers through his hair and grips the strands tightly, staring at the cloudy sky.

      “I have to find her.” His chest heaves with uneven breaths as he swallows against the emotion in his voice. “I have to.”

      “We will,” Elliot promises, and I nod in agreement. “I don’t think Adrian intends to hurt her, and right now, we have to hold on to that.”

      Miles doesn’t make a move to get up. I take him in slowly, starting with his muddy boots and torn clothes, to his tired eyes and the frown lines grooved into his lips.

      Seeing him so defeated… I look away, blinking back tears.

      Elliot catches my eye, and we stand, stepping away to give Miles some space.

      “I’m going back to the Manor to question Rachel’s vampire,” Elliot says gruffly, and something in his tone implies he’ll be doing that alone.

      “I want to help,” I say immediately. I’m not letting him question her newborn without me.

      “Absolutely not.”

      Taking a breath in an attempt to calm my frustration, I ask, “And why not?”

      “If you want me to find your best friend, I will have to do things you won’t approve of,” he says bluntly. “I can’t have your moral dilemmas getting in my way. So, no. You’re not coming. You’ll bring my brother home and make yourself scarce. Agreed?”

      Reluctantly, I nod and step out of his way. I despise being sidelined, but he’s right. I won’t be able to stomach what he does next and will only be a hindrance to the interrogation.

      “Make sure he doesn’t jump off a cliff, will you?” His words are sarcastic, but the sincerity in his gaze has me taking them rather seriously. I’ve never seen Miles so… un-Miles-like.

      Then again, I’ve never known Miles sans Aspen. Before her, he was a shrouded mystery much like the rest of his family.

      Once Elliot’s gone, I don’t bother coaxing Miles to his feet or forcing him to eat. I’m sure the last thing he wants is someone coddling him.

      Instead, I lay down beside him. The damp ground soaks into my hair and clothes, and I place my hand overtop his so Aspen’s necklace is safely tucked between them.

      “Are you doing okay?” I ask, not sure how to comfort a man I’ve never seen as anything other than invincible.

      His throat bobs, and he turns his head away, squeezing my hand. “I’ll be okay when it’s her hand I’m holding.”

      “She’s strong,” I whisper, and a tear leaks from the corner of my eye, trailing down my cheekbone and to my ear, where it soaks into my auburn hair. “Elliot’s right. We’re going to find her. Whatever it takes.”

      He nods distractedly, then snorts in spite of the dire situation. “Things are worse than I thought if you’re agreeing with Elliot.”

      I smirk, nudging his foot with mine. “Nah, it’s when I start agreeing with Vanesa that you need to worry.”

      “Well, then.” He huffs a half-hearted laugh. “That’s the day I’ll be jumping off a cliff.”

      “Not today?” I raise an eyebrow, watching him closely.

      He stares absently, mind far away from our conversation. “Not so long as she’s out there.”
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