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        Book three in the spellbinding first-person POV romantic urban fantasy series by NY Times & USA Today bestselling author Michelle M. Pillow

      

      

      I never asked for this life.

      Being the only mortal in a family of supernatural powerhouses was hard enough. Now, I have a master vampire who won’t let me go, a dragon’s magic that won’t stay quiet, and another damn prophecy hanging over my head like a guillotine.

      And the werewolves? They’ve kidnapped an innocent child—along with her father—for a ritual that will either destroy the supernatural world… or twist it into something far worse.

      I can’t save them. Not alone.

      To stop the ritual, I’ll have to risk everything—my family, my friends, my humanity. Costin, the dangerously seductive vampire, wants to protect me, but even he can’t shield me from the choices I have to make. And Paul, the man who once gave me hope for a normal life? He’s caught at the heart of it all.

      I’ve survived dragons, labyrinths, and betrayals. But this time, the stakes are higher than ever. Blood and moonlight are calling, and if I don’t fight with everything I have, I’ll lose more than just my soul.

      How much am I willing to sacrifice to save the ones I love?

      I’m barely breathing. And the worst is yet to come.

      

      Perfect for fans of Ilona Andrews, Patricia Briggs, and Jeaniene Frost, Barely Breathing blends high-stakes action, supernatural mystery, steamy romance, and forbidden love in a thrilling urban fantasy world. If you crave enemies-to-lovers tension, power struggles, and heart-stopping twists, this is a must-read.
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      This is not my bed.

      It’s the only clear thought I can manage. It pierces through the haze, settling like an anchor in the swirling chaos of fragmented images. An invisible force makes my limbs feel heavy, and every breath pulls in the smell of wood polish and incense mixed with something darker and masculine that quickens my pulse despite my confusion.

      This is not my bed.

      The realization keeps surfacing. If I chase the broken whispers of nightmares too closely, they threaten to pull me into a darkness I’m too afraid to face.

      I am alone, and this is not my bed.

      My skin tingles, making me think of the energy residue left behind by magic. The sensation is wrong. It’s not the protective warmth of my amulet but something darker, more primal. The air feels charged, like the calm before a supernatural storm.

      But I don’t have magic. I’m a mortal born into a supernatural family. I know about magic, but I don’t have⁠—

      Fuck.

      A sharp pain stabs my temple, and I’m forced into a memory.

      I feel as if I’m floating above my past, watching it from above like staring into the depths of a deep well. I see myself entering a rock troll’s cave home with the vampire, Costin. I hear the gemstones hanging from the ceiling jingle with angry vibrations as if they can feel my intrusion, but I can’t see them.

      Morvok’s rock body blends with his surroundings, and I only see the troll because I know where to look. He pushes to his feet, and the low, guttural sound of his breathing fills the cave. He looks tired as he ambles to the worktable where my broken amulet awaits. I cannot understand the strange show playing out in front of me, or why it’s even happening. The moment feels real, but I know this is from the past. I know I lived it, but I can’t recall what happened next.

      “Costin and pet.” Morvok turns to face us. Well, past us. He doesn’t seem to notice me above them watching. “Morvok did not expect you to return.”

      Suddenly, I’m back in my body, standing on the cave floor. I remember wondering why everyone in my life always underestimates me.

      “Fix it.” My raspy voice comes forced from my throat, and I hold out my hand. I need the troll to fix the amulet. My weakened body needs its protection. “We don’t have much time.”

      What kind of magic is this? I try to pull out of the fragmented memory, blinking hard to determine what is real and what is the past. It doesn’t work.

      “You are too late. Draakmar is awake,” the troll says.

      Fear fills me just like it did the first time. Draakmar, the ancient dragon who will rain fire down on the world. The prophecy is clear.

      One second, I’m in a cave. The next, I get a flash of a different memory, watching a river of lava make its way down Manhattan. Heat swallows everything.

      My eyes focus on the orange glow, and the lava is replaced by firelight gleaming in the troll’s eyes. I’m back in the cave, standing before Morvok’s worktable as he repairs the amulet. The air in the troll’s home is warm, too warm. “If you have failed, we cannot try again.”

      He’s talking about the labyrinth. I endured the trials to earn enough magic to fix the stone and stop Draakmar. Time freezes, and Morvok doesn’t move. Before I can wonder what’s wrong, time skips forward like a stone across the surface of a pond—skittering before finally settling to ripple over us.

      I don’t want to be in this dream, filled with anxiety and nausea. My body aches.

      Morvok examines one of the amulet’s broken shards in the light. It looks like a gem, but it’s really a fragment of Draakmar’s scale.

      “It was forged long ago, a piece of his very essence—his fire, his soul, his power. Only that power can stop him,” Morvok says.

      The dragon could only be tamed by a piece of himself, but that piece needs to be fixed. The troll uses my blood to mend it. Fixing the amulet brought back its protective magic and stopped the apocalypse.

      The past just stops like we hit the end of a recording. I’m now back in the bed. Alone.

      This is not my bed.

      I touch the amulet hanging around my neck. The stone is too warm to be from body heat. It pulses in time with my heartbeat. A low hum, so subtle I might be imagining it, reminds me of the distant echo of a dragon’s growl. My fingertips tingle from the magical connection I have to Draakmar.

      The amulet is repaired. It’s a powerful magical artifact that connects me to Draakmar and helps me to tame the beast. Now, I control a dragon, an ancient and destructive fire dragon that sleeps deep within the earth. At least, I think I control him. It might be wishful thinking on my part. The deep connection is new, so I’m unsure how this works. Sometimes, his consciousness brushes against mine like he’s trying to tell me something, but the meaning stays out of reach.

      I shut my eyes, trying to get my bearings. Is this moment real, or am I drifting into another fragment?

      “Open it.”

      I open my eyes at the familiar voice to see my grandfather sitting on the edge of my hospital bed. This delusion is so vivid that a lump forms in my throat. I know this isn’t right. He died from Covid. And yet, here he is, smiling at me expectantly. I want to tell him I miss him, but that’s not what happened. Instead, I open a jewelry box to find the amulet. My hand looks small, too small. I was young when this happened. One of my arms is in a cast after my brother Conrad pushed me from a balcony at the country estate.

      The smooth stone of time comes skipping along, stuttering the moment when I would have it linger. I feel safe with my grandfather, even though I’m in the hospital. He loves me and wants me to feel protected.

      When time rights itself, his hands are in the air. A swarm of magical butterflies flutters around us. It’s a simple glamour spell, but their delicate beauty looks real. One lands on my cast and then bursts like a bubble. The spell ends.

      “The world needs butterflies, Tamara, as much as it needs dragons. Probably more. We all have our place.” He kisses the tip of his finger and then presses it against my forehead. Before he makes contact, I’m back in the bedroom alone.

      What the fuck is this insanity? Am I having a fever dream? Am I under a spell? Why am I reliving snippets of my life?

      Fuck. Am I dead?

      I’m holding the amulet in my fist. My grandfather told me it would protect me. And it has. The magic connected to the stone has saved my life multiple times, shielding me from supernatural threats. Then Conrad broke it when he tried to steal it, causing chaos and disrupting the balance of power in the paranormal world. That’s when Morvok helped me fix it.

      I’ve since repaired the amulet’s magic, which has given me a degree of control over the sleeping Draakmar. However, the full extent of the amulet’s power and my link to the dragon are still not fully understood. A sense of uncertainty and danger haunts me.

      My fingers continue to trace the amulet. It’s a familiar weight trying to remind me of something. I feel a sharp cut against my finger and immediately lift it to see. It’s okay, but the sensation reminds me of the stone shattering around Conrad’s neck, killing him and resetting the timeline of those around me like pieces shuffled on a game board.

      The amulet pulses faintly, like the ancient heartbeat it belongs to. I see Draakmar’s face. I don’t want to drift, so I stare up at the bedposts, trying to anchor myself in the fog of my thoughts.

      This is not my bed, and these are not my clothes.

      The bed swallows me whole in crimson sheets that shimmer faintly in the quivering light. My hand brushes the cool fabric, soft as water against my fingertips. The intimacy feels intrusive, and I sit up. An ache in my limbs is a dull reminder of the recent chaos.

      Costin’s bedroom.

      I take a closer look around me. The intricate carvings on the bedposts rise toward the ceiling like sentinels. Ornate in a way that borders on overindulgence, each post is etched with twisting ivy and perched ravens. I don’t remember seeing them before, but then last time I was conscious in here I wasn’t focused on the vampire’s interior decorating skills.

      Like everything about Costin, this room displays a power that should intimidate me. Instead, it sends an unwanted thrill down my spine. I’ve spent my life avoiding supernatural seduction, yet here I am, surrounded by evidence of Costin’s otherworldly allure.

      A draft caresses my cheek, carrying that faint scent of floral incense and wood polish. Beneath that is an unmistakable essence that is purely Costin—dangerous and achingly familiar. My body remembers his touch even if my thoughts are murky.

      The idea of him draws my attention back to the present. Somewhere around me, a faint creak echoes. It’s the groan of old wood adjusting to pressure. The scent haunting me mixes with something more profound—musty and metallic, like old blood lingering in the air.

      The room stretches into darkness as heavy velvet curtains swallow the light. The flicker of candelabra flames casts shadows in motion, alive and restless. Silence feels deliberate as if the walls are holding their breath.

      Thick, dark wood furniture looms like guardians of another era—heavy wardrobes and an intricately carved four-poster bed. I detect small details in the polished wood. There are faint scratches, like claw marks, and faded spots where countless hands have rested.

      The fireplace across the room is dormant. The mantel is cluttered with centuries’ worth of trinkets—goblets, rings, and curiosities whose stories are lost to time. Their arrangement hints of melancholy as if they are mementos of lives Costin has outlived. I wonder what meaning they carry for an immortal vampire. Costin doesn’t strike me as the sentimental type, but I can well imagine there are swirling depths beneath his calm surface that I haven’t seen.

      This is not my…

      “I will take care of everything.” Costin’s voice echoes through me. I look around, but he’s not there.

      I’m dating Costin. I’m dating a vampire.

      It occurs to me that words like dating and boyfriend don’t fit when you’re with a powerful, immortal supernatural creature. Flashes of Costin appear before me—holding my burned hand in a dark forest, standing over me in the driveway when I broke my arm, following me in the labyrinth, fingers stretching toward my face before he kisses me.

      I blink and look for another anchor to keep me in reality.

      A sword hangs above the hearth, its hilt encrusted with rubies that match the deep, rich hues of the room. It perfectly reflects the vampire. It’s elegant, timeless, and unnervingly precise.

      “Beautiful,” I whisper, testing my groggy voice. “Dangerous.”

      “I will take care of everything.”

      The echo of his words doesn’t make sense. Maybe it’s not even a real memory.

      It’s not just the amulet protecting me. Costin has saved me more times than I can count. He was there with Morvok. Together, we stopped the destruction of the paranormal hub beneath New York City. He pulled me from the wreckage of my mortal life and stood by me in the depths of supernatural conflict. But I worry there is a calculation behind his protection, something I can’t quite name.

      Maybe that’s just how vampires are—always playing the long game. Or maybe I’m afraid to acknowledge the heat in his gaze when he looks at me, the possessive way his hands linger whenever he touches me. It would be easier if it were just supernatural manipulation instead of a dangerous connection between us.

      But I faced Draakmar alone. I’m a freaking hero. Take that, supernatural elitists! A mortal saved your sorry asses from a lava apocalypse.

      My smile is short-lived.

      I push the thick blanket off my body and swing my legs over the side of the bed. My bare feet brush the cold floor, and I suppress a shiver as I remember how Costin’s touch feels against my skin. Even when angry at him, I can’t stop my thoughts from straying in more pleasurable directions.

      This needs to stop. I need to regain myself. My head is still spinning with the residual haze of whatever is happening to me.

      A flash of memories surfaces of Costin’s voice, low and soothing, as he tells me to rest. “I will take care of everything. You can forget all about him.”

      His voice echoes inside me, that silky tone that makes my pulse race even in memory. I hate how I crave that sensation.

      Why am I flittering between desire and rage? I know better than to fall into a supernatural fantasy. Why can’t I focus?

      I remind myself exactly what is going on. My vampire boyfriend mesmerized me without my permission. That is why my thoughts are jumbled and skipping around.

      Mother fucker.

      How long have I been asleep? I struggle to remember the moments leading up to being mesmerized. Something important dances along the edge of my thoughts.

      I need to concentrate.

      A sharp pang of guilt twists in my stomach as I remember Paul.

      Paul Cannon is a mortal I met before magic turned my life upside down. He helped me when I was just a stranger to him. We drove halfway across the country together, and I fell in love with him after only a week of knowing him. He represented everything I thought I wanted—a normal human life.

      Every choice I make seems to come with a price. I chose trying to be normal, and the supernatural tried to kill Paul and his daughter. I chose the supernatural world over a human life with Paul, and now he’s paying for that choice. I chose to trust Costin, and he took away my free will. Even fixing the amulet had consequences I couldn’t foresee. It brought back memories that should have stayed buried, drawing attention from powers that should remain dormant.

      Paul.

      The name comes with a flood of emotions—warmth, longing, regret. The memories of him sprinkle inside me in fragments. I remember the way he smiled, his voice when he was with his five-year-old daughter Diana, and the quiet strength that made me feel safe. He saved my life. Literally, and on several occasions. He and Diana helped me when I had no one. I owe them so much. We met at a cemetery, two lost souls looking for peace, and for a brief time, I thought we had found it in each other. Then the amulet broke, and the magic made him forget all about me. When it erased his memories, it was a mercy. Being with me was too dangerous for him and Diana.

      I shouldn’t be thinking of Paul. Not here in Costin’s bed.

      I am romantically involved with Costin, a powerful master vampire. Costin and Paul represent two very different paths—one is immortal and dangerous, the other mortal and safe. It was easy to choose between the two when Paul didn’t know who I was. But I’d be lying if I didn’t say I have lingering feelings for Paul. I am torn between the two men, and the situation has become complicated because Paul’s memories of our time together have been restored.

      I rub my forehead as if that will dislodge my thoughts. I need to remember something about Paul. He was there when the amulet broke. I was meeting my birth mother for the first time, and my adoptive brother, Conrad, had tried to kill us. I need to save Paul from Conrad.

      Wait. No. That’s the wrong memory. Conrad is dead.

      If Conrad is no longer a threat, then what?

      I press my palms hard against my temples, forcing the memory of Paul to focus. There was a flash of fur in the streetlights outside the family penthouse. Wolf.

      Dread fills me. The werewolves took Paul. I remember it now.

      I was waiting outside the penthouse for Costin. Paul showed up to tell me the spell that had erased his memory of our time together was reversed when I fixed the amulet. He remembered me. He remembered us.

      But I had moved on. I was with Costin now. I chose the vampire.

      Why didn’t Costin stop the werewolves? Why were the werewolves kidnapping people off the street in Manhattan? That makes no sense. The wolf didn’t act like a typical predator. He wasn’t defending the alleyway because wolf territory is limited to industrial neighborhoods. He purposefully came to grab Paul.

      The tall mirror framed in gold on the far wall catches my reflection. The glass wavers slightly, as though the image might shift if I blink. For a moment, I think I see the edge of a shadow dart behind me, there and gone again. It sends a chill crawling up my spine, but beneath the fear is that familiar thrill of anticipation. I’ve sensed Costin’s presence in shadows, and my body has learned to recognize the electric charge he brings to the air.

      The floor creaks with each step as I cross toward it. Candlelight from the candelabra dances over my reflection. I’m a hot mess. Wild curls tumble over my shoulders in a tangle that would take hours to tame with a hair straightener. Shadows sit heavy under my eyes, their bluish tint a stark contrast to the paleness of my skin. I trail my hands down my arms, brushing over faint scars that remind me of battles I didn’t think I’d survive.

      The white nightgown I’m wearing isn’t mine. The fabric clings too perfectly, the neckline dipping lower than comfort, and I feel exposed knowing the vampire chose it for me. I try not to think about his hands undressing me, putting me to bed while I was mesmerized.

      I don’t look right.

      I remember the feel of Costin’s teeth as he drank from me. The amulet protects me, but I still feel my neck and check my teeth for fangs. Everything appears normal, but something about being underground inside what feels like a pharaoh’s tomb makes my skin itch. Blood and shadows—that’s the currency of his world, and somehow, I’ve become caught up in both.

      Older powers are stirring, ancient magics that make even vampires seem young. I can feel them pressing against the edges of reality, drawn by something. By me? By the amulet? By whatever the wolves are up to?

      Maybe I’m being dramatic. My awareness of Draakmar is still new, and I might be picking up on his primeval fears.

      The door opens before I can fully gather my scattered thoughts. The hinges barely make a sound, but the subtle whisper of air shifting as the door swings open prickles the fine hairs on my arms. Costin steps inside, and despite my anger, my body responds to his presence. The nightgown suddenly feels too thin, and I resist the urge to cross my arms over my chest as his gaze travels over me with predatory intensity.

      It’s not fair how he can command attention just by existing, how the very air seems to charge with electricity when he enters a room. Even after mesmerizing me against my will, part of me still wants to trace the sharp line of his jaw with my fingers, to feel if his skin is as cool as I remember. The memory of his touch ripples across my skin, and I hate how my pulse quickens in response.

      Costin moves with vampiric grace. Vampires are the perfect predators, soundlessly stalking and eternally beautiful. It’s not fair. What chance does a mortal woman have against a man like this?

      His steps are quiet, but I hear the faint rustle of fabric. His movements’ elegant, controlled rhythm reminds me of a dance we’ve been performing since the first time he kissed me. Every instinct tells me to back away, yet I find myself swaying toward him, drawn by that magnetic pull that’s always existed between us.

      Shadows carve the sharp angles of his face, from high cheekbones and a strong jaw to lips curled into their usual smirk. There’s that primal energy that attracts me to him. I know there is a dark side to him. He needs human blood to live. He’s killed. I used to mock women who fell for such monsters in movies and books. And, yet here I am, living the real-life version, fighting an attraction that feels as inevitable as gravity.

      I’m a fucking mess. I don’t know what I’m doing.

      Every step deeper into this supernatural world costs me something dear—my normalcy, my independence, my ability to pretend I’m just another human. But staying away costs even more. I’ve tried running from what I am and who I am. All it’s done is endanger others. Maybe that’s the real price—knowing that someone gets hurt no matter what I choose.

      The flickering light catches Costin’s long black hair. His eyes, dark and fathomless, hold a flicker of crimson, a warning I’ve learned not to ignore. He’s dressed impeccably, as always, in a tailored waistcoat and black trousers. The fabric clings to his broad shoulders and lean frame like it was tailored for him, and knowing Costin, it probably was.

      He’s as beautiful as he is terrifying.

      A shiver works over me. There is no doubt I’m attracted to the vampire, to that darkness inside him. He represents everything I’ve fought so hard to distance myself from. He’s a master vampire—powerful, feared, immortally beautiful, and seductive. His dark eyes meet mine, and for a moment, the silence between us is deafening.

      I have questions.

      He has secrets.

      “You’re awake.” His voice rolls through the room like smoke. There’s an irresistible pull in his tone that wraps around me and tightens before I realize I’m holding my breath. “Good.”

      “How long?” I ask, my throat dry.

      “A week.”

      The air changes and becomes heavy with unspoken tension. My pulse quickens as I search his face for answers, but his expression is as unreadable as ever, and I’m left guessing what he’s thinking.

      “You needed rest,” he says, stepping closer. “Your human body needed time to recover from⁠—”

      “Where’s Paul?” I demand, my voice firm despite the tightness in my chest. “Why did the werewolves take him? I need to find him. A week? That’s far too long.”

      I shake my head.

      Clearly annoyed, Costin’s lips tighten into a thin line. “What’s your plan, Tamara? Storm the werewolves’ territory and demand their Alpha return Paul to you?”

      “I have to try,” I snap, the guilt and desperation rising. “I owe it to him.”

      I think of his daughter, Diana, and my heart beats faster with worry. She’s with her grandparents in Kansas City, and Paul said she doesn’t remember me. I have to believe she’s safe for now.

      Costin’s gaze narrows. I wonder if he can read my thoughts. I don’t think so, but there are rumors about just how much power vampires have. He doesn’t speak, but the silence feels heavier than any argument.

      He moves in a blur to close the distance between us until he stands before me. The proximity sends my pulse to racing. His nearness is intoxicating and dangerous. My body instinctively knows what my mind refuses to acknowledge. This man could kill me with little effort.

      I step back but bump into the mirror. Now trapped, all I can do is glare up at him.

      He reaches for my neck as if examining the quickened beat of my heart. The light scrape of his nail moves along my jaw. I know I have the amulet, but a thrill of fear still courses through me.

      “Did you know the werewolves were coming for him?” I whisper.

      “I thought you said it was over with him.” Costin withdraws his hand. I see the accusation in his gaze, as if he senses I still have feelings for Paul. I get the impression he knows more than he’ll tell me.

      “It’s complicated.” Guilt fills me at the admission. I don’t expect him to understand. He’s been a vampire since the medieval period. He can’t remember what it’s like to be human.

      I could say that things have changed. Paul remembers me now. It was easy to decide when I didn’t have a choice.

      But Costin has been with me through some of the most challenging moments of my life. He’s always been there, lurking in my shadows, protecting me.

      Fuck. I’m that girl—the indecisive one torn between two lovers. I don’t know if I’m pathetic or just a cliché.

      When I look at Costin, I can see a life with him filled with danger and magic. He’s a master vampire who controls all vampiric North America. Supernaturals bow to him. It doesn’t hurt that he has the body of a god and more than a bit of a bad-boy ego. Being with him is like dangling over the side of a skyscraper, trying to catch my breath.

      With Paul, I feel safe and normal. Paul’s affection is like being held close, wrapped in a thick blanket while being hand-fed carbs. I will always know where I stand with him. If he says he loves me, I’ll believe him, and I know he’d spend his life proving it—his mortal life.

      “Costin, I owe Paul. He saved my life.” I think of Diana, the girl who’s already lost her mother. She can’t lose her father, too. “Paul’s only in this mess because of me. It’s my fault he’s in trouble. I’m the reason he came to Manhattan. He’s confused by his returning memories. I have to help him make sense of them.”

      “You’re wasting time chasing something that will only bring you pain.” Costin’s eyes begin to swirl in an attempt to draw me in.

      I lift my hand, turning away. “No. Don’t even try it.”

      I look for my clothes and cell phone but don’t see them.

      “Where are my things?” I ask. “I should call my brother. Anthony will be worried about me.”

      “Anthony knows you’re safe. Rest. Stay here,” he whispers.

      The hypnotic words carry a deep undercurrent that makes my knees weak. The walls seem to press in, and I find breathing difficult. The surrounding shadows darken until all I can focus on is him. His eyes lure me into his will like a siren’s call, and I feel my resolve waver. The worst part isn’t his supernatural power over me. It’s how much I want to give in to it, to let him wrap me in his arms and keep me safe from everything, including myself.

      Stay here.

      The words hang in the air like a command.

      I force my feet to step aside and move toward the door. “I can’t. Anthony…”

      The space between us is electric with mounting tension. Every step away from him feels like I’m fighting the earth’s gravitational pull. My body remembers too well how it feels to be held in those arms, to surrender to that otherworldly spell.

      Yes, my brother might be worried, but that’s not why I need to call him. Anthony’s childhood friend Peter is a werewolf. He might know something that can help me.

      “Stay,” he insists.

      “Or what? You’ll make me?” I haven’t forgotten he mesmerized me for a week against my will. It pisses me off. Still, it’s hard to scream at a master vampire when every cell is hyperaware of his nearness. I’m in his home, surrounded by his power, and he can stop me if he wants. The thought of his control sends an inappropriate thrill through me that I desperately try to ignore.

      What in the hell is wrong with me? I’m stronger than this.

      I hurry from the bedroom into a wide hallway. More artifacts line the walls like his personal vampiric museum. The metallic smell of blood becomes stronger, and the temperature drops. Light from behind a cracked door catches my attention, and I see a young man resting in a chair, his arm hanging over the side as blood drips from a bite on his wrist down his fingertips.

      A naked figure appears between us as a blonde vampire stares out from the cracked door. He looks familiar, and I realize in the erased timeline he’d been with Costin’s sister when they tried to kill me. He won’t remember it but seeing him causes me to shiver in fear. Now, he simply smiles at me before pushing the door closed.

      “Tamara,” Costin insists.

      I see my clothes folded on a small table by a door with my phone on top of the pile. It’s next to an elevator. I don’t stop as I grab them on my way past to push the call button.

      His soft voice follows me as I step into the elevator. “You’ll regret this.”
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      Costin’s underground home is disorientating. I see hallways and doors stretching into shadows but have never explored them. I’m too afraid to look. It is based underneath Manhattan to keep him safe from daylight, but it doesn’t feel like it.

      The last time I was here, I found electric lights behind the curtains, mimicking peeks of daylight. I can’t imagine what it would be like never to see the sun. The mirage must feed his nostalgia, even if it’s not real.

      Perhaps there is a part of him that longs for the humanity he lost long ago. Or maybe it’s just another form of control—creating artificial day and night at his whim.

      Maybe I keep trying to ascribe human emotions and motivations to a master vampire.

      After feeling his cold touch and seeing how he looks at me... I’m not sure what’s more dangerous, believing he feels nothing or believing he feels too much.

      The elevator has one direction: up. It opens to a marble foyer that reminds me of the inside of a large mausoleum with cold stone and soft light. I pause long enough to change out of the nightgown into my clothes. I open the elevator and toss the nightgown into the corner.

      The silence is so deafening that my shoes sound too loud as I cross toward an oak door. As I pull the heavy door open, I’m surprised to see bright daylight. I would have guessed it was the middle of the night since the vampires downstairs are awake.

      My mind is cloudy from being mesmerized for so long. I’m not sure what to feel. Costin should not have done that, but I’m used to supernaturals living by different rules and doing what they want. They don’t see things the same way humans do. My entire life, I’ve been forced to flow in the direction of others’ whims. My parents claim it’s for my protection because my family has a lot of supernatural enemies.

      My family’s legacy is a web of magic and expectation, one I’ve never been able to untangle myself from. My father’s power is legendary, but my human birth mother was one of his many affairs. I take after Lorelai.

      They say all families have issues.

      My brother Anthony inherited their magic, and even my adopted human brother Conrad—as flawed as he was—had found ways to harness it before his death. And me? I’m the mortal afterthought.

      Until recently.

      Ever since I subdued Draakmar and faced the labyrinth challenge, I think they’ll look at me differently.

      My adoptive brother Conrad betrayed me in the worst way by trying to set me up for multiple murders. Though Conrad is dead, his angry spirit still lingers—literally. He has been haunting me, appearing to give me threats as a constant reminder of his treachery.

      No, that’s not right. Lingered. Past tense. A necromancer’s magic now imprisons Conrad’s angry spirit.

      The heavy oak door of Costin’s home closes behind me with a decisive thud that seems to echo into eternity. I pinch the bridge of my nose and remind myself to breathe. My brain is still skipping around. Being mesmerized for a week has taken a toll.

      I feel as if I’ve surfaced from a dream. Around me, the city is alive, and people pass without a clue as to what is happening beneath them. I think of Costin’s home, of the paranormal creatures hiding in the supernatural city below, infesting caverns and old subway tunnels.

      I go toward the sound of traffic under the shadows of skyscrapers that make the morning feel earlier than it is. Even the familiar commotion of Manhattan feels different today. A street vendor’s coffee cart provides momentary cover as I pause to get my bearings. Anxiety gnaws at my stomach. I feel like someone is watching me, but I don’t see them.

      Each step pulls me further from Costin’s intoxicating presence and deeper into a pit of doubt. I want to tell myself I’m crazy, that I’m okay, but I know better.

      I shouldn’t feel safer alone on the streets, but I do. Or at least, I want to. I touch the amulet at my neck for comfort. I can be injured, but no one can kill me. Don’t ask me to explain why vampires can’t bite me, even if they don’t intend to kill me. I’m not going to question it too closely. I can assume it’s because their bite is death or some such reason. It’s not like my education covered these details. My tutor focused more on the just-don’t-get-bit-or-you’ll-be-dead lessons.

      Draakmar stirs restlessly through the stone as if death isn’t the worst fate I should fear. I hope the creature can’t feel my annoyance with his constant interruptions. I mean, he is keeping me alive.

      Costin’s distant voice lingers in my mind. “You’re safer with me, Tamara. You know that.”

      When Costin’s home is no longer in sight, I lift my phone to call for a car. I wait near the side of a building, trying not to draw attention to myself. A man passes with some kind of hybrid fluffy poodle, and all I can think of is werewolves. I stare at the dog until they disappear from view.

      My ride pulls up, and the driver says nothing as I slip into the backseat. I rest my forehead against the window to watch the scenery as we pass through traffic. The sounds of car horns and squeaking brakes are so familiar they’re comforting. Even the half-dressed lady shouting obscenities into the street feels normal in the city.

      My mind drifts, and I have no idea how long it takes us to arrive at the Devine penthouse. My thoughts loop between Paul and Costin. Paul, whose warmth feels like safety. Costin, whose darkness feels like an inevitability.

      The driver stops in front of my building. Seconds after stepping out of the car, I can’t remember if I thanked him. The doorman holds open the door. I hear him saying my name, and I try to give an automatic answer. By the time I cross the penthouse lobby to step inside the elevator, my mind prickles with the weight of too many unanswered questions.

      Why did the werewolves take Paul?

      Why did Costin mesmerize me for so long?

      Why didn’t Costin stop them? He’s a master vampire. Surely, he could have tracked and subdued werewolves.

      What the hell am I going to do about it all?

      The elevator’s soft chime as it opens feels like a death knell. I don’t get off until I see the doors starting to close, which prompts me into action. I reach between them, letting the doors bounce off my arm to reopen.

      The penthouse is high above the city, with a wall of windows that display the many lights. At night, I like to stare down and imagine I’m looking at stars instead of streetlights and windows. There is a feeling of being removed from those below.

      The house smells like cotton candy. I find it odd. My mother, Astrid, likes things a particular way. Our homes are always pristine. The paintings and sculptures are always in the same place. The furniture is unchanging. Since childhood, the only thing different in the penthouse has been the kitchen, which is modernized for our family’s chefs. I think Astrid likes the sense of control the sameness gives her.

      Lorelei is my birth mother, but Astrid is married to my father and the only mother I’ve known. That makes Astrid Anthony’s mother by birth and mine by… well. Force? What do you call it when a man forces you to take care of his lovechild bastard? For me, Astrid is the woman I thought was my mother until I recently learned the truth.

      I see the gray skyline muted by tinted windows. Costin’s eyes flash in my mind, and I hear his voice say, “I will take care of you, Tamara.”

      The promise lingers, but so does the question. Why?

      Anthony appears from the kitchen holding a tall glass filled with pink liquid. At twenty-nine, he’s a year older than me. His suit is as immaculate as ever, and there’s a looseness to his posture. My brother is all charms and smiles, even when he’s stressed. He’s learned to play his part in this family well. Everything is appearances and duty. It gleams on us like shiny varnish, lacquered over our smiling portraits to hide the canvas underneath. As the magical and legal heir, he hides more than I do. Expectations of the family mortal have always been low in comparison.

      Anthony’s face lights up with relief as he approaches me through the living room. He gives me a once-over and smirks. “Nice hair.”

      “What are you drinking? Unicorn piss?” I counter with a grimace. The smell of cotton candy is more pungent now that he’s near.

      Anthony takes a sip and laughs. “The new chef had an emergency, so she sent a friend to stand in. Lady Astrid is going to lose her shit when she sees the kitchen. This new guy is making candy smoothies, candy chicken, candy I-don’t-know-what. Apparently, processed sugar is his food niche.”

      “So, where have you been hiding, Tam-tam?” Anthony takes another sip of his drink.

      “Nowhere.” I try to brush past him, but he blocks my path.

      “Costin keeping you chained in his dungeon?” His smile never wavers, but that’s Anthony. Rarely do I see behind his façade.

      I force myself to meet his gaze and keep my voice steady. “I’ve been recovering from all that happened.”

      Anthony snorts. “Is recovering what they call kinky vampire action these days?”

      I think of spending the week in bed, mesmerized. It’s not exactly the exciting time my brother is hinting at.

      “Ah, come on, don’t look at me like that. If I had a hot boyfriend who looked like Costin, I’d never get out of bed.”

      I arch a brow.

      “I’m teasing,” he says with a wave of his hand. “Here, try this monstrosity.”

      He thrusts the unicorn piss into my hand. I don’t want it. My stomach feels nauseous as it is.

      “Honestly, where have you been?” he asks.

      “I didn’t realize I was expected to report my every move.” I brush past him toward an end table to put the drink down.

      “Oh, you’re not. But Astrid was worried.” The lie rolls out of him, but I know it for what it is. “You know how she gets when she’s worried. I, for one, enjoy having my head attached to my neck.”

      I give him a bemused look. I highly doubt Astrid was worried about me.

      “Fine. I was worried. You weren’t answering my calls,” he admits. “I thought maybe you got trapped underground in the supernatural city or got in a fight with Costin, and he left you stranded on top of the Eiffel Tower or something.”

      “Eiffel Tower?” I shake my head at the absurdity. “Anthony, be⁠—”

      “Speaking of drama,” he interrupts. His tone softens, the humor slipping just enough to reveal the concern beneath. “The Freemonts want a hearing before the council of elders. Apparently, you broke poor Chester’s heart when you called off your engagement. To hear them tell it, he’s inconsolable.”

      I flinch to hear his name. Chester Freemont is a gross toad of a man. He only wanted to marry me to be connected to the Devine family.

      “I’m sure the multitude of prostitutes he engages will bring him some comfort,” I grumble. “The only thing I broke of Chester’s is his pride, and that will quickly recover.”

      Mabel Freemont carries a constant look of disdain, conveying a perpetual sense of superiority and ignorance. At the same time, Francis Freemont dominates conversations with loud, self-important bluster, recounting his wealth and business exploits that are only of interest to him. They made it clear they were doing me a favor by allowing me to marry their son. They announced it before the contracts were finalized.

      “Though,” I continue, “I probably did break Uncle Mortimer’s heart. He had his sights set on the arranged marriage panning out.”

      Uncle Mortimer has been pushing me toward Chester since I was a teenager.

      Anthony laughs. “The look on Mortimer’s face when he heard you were with Costin was priceless. I doubt we see him at family dinner for a while. He’ll be too busy pouting about a master vampire dating a member of the elite Devine family. Oh, how the gossips have enjoyed spreading this one around.”

      Anthony laughs harder.

      I’m almost scared to ask. “What gossips?”

      “You really have been chained in a basement. The supernatural underground is buzzing. Everyone is talking about how you helped him defeat Draakmar⁠—”

      “Helped?” I interrupt, annoyed. Of course everyone thinks I couldn’t do it on my own.

      “—and now, with the alliance between Lord Constantine and our family, they speculate what this will mean for supernatural hierarchies. Astrid has been receiving visitors all week trying to get into her good graces in case this alliance becomes permanent.”

      Permanent? For fuck’s sake, we just started dating. And I’m not sure I would call him a boyfriend right now.

      “Elf bookies have laid odds on when Costin will turn you. Want to give me a heads up before I place⁠—”

      I hit his arm. Hard. He suppresses a laugh and pretends like it hurts. “I’ll never agree to that. Lay odds on never in a million years.”

      “Ow! You’re broody today. Care to share what’s going on in that head of yours? I was teasing. You’re not seriously considering a sunlight allergy, are you?” He reaches to push my hair out of the way to look at my neck for bites.

      I swat him away.

      “If that is the immortality you want, I’ll support you,” Anthony says. I see his serious eyes behind his fallen smile.

      He looks like he wants to say more but doesn’t. Long ago, he’d promised me he would figure out a way to cure my mortality. It was a sweet gesture to make his little sister feel better at the time, but I think that promise has grown to mean something deeper. Conrad is dead. There are only the two of us Devine siblings left. Anthony doesn’t want to be left alone in our family for an eternity, and he knows I have an expiration date.

      The expectations of Anthony as the oldest son and the only one to inherit the family magic must weigh upon him like an anchor pulling him deep into the abyss.

      I know. I swim in that abyss.

      I hesitate, my thoughts a tangled mess of Paul’s memory, Costin’s cryptic promises, and my spiraling doubts. “No. I don’t want to be a vampire.”

      The idea of drinking blood for an eternity repulses me. Or at least it should. I tell myself it does.

      He bumps my shoulder lightly. “Come on, Tam-tam. Give me something. You’ve got that ‘end of the world’ look again. What’s going on? Please tell me we don’t have to fight another dragon. I’m still a little stiff from the last battle.”

      I touch my amulet. I sense Draakmar is resting. The even fall of his breathing calms me and makes me feel safe. It’s a strange sensation being tied to the ancient beast, and knowing any magic I have is not my own.

      I let out a breath, trying to keep my voice steady. “It’s just... everything. The Freemonts, Costin, Draakmar and the prophecy, Conrad and the fire⁠—”

      Anthony holds up a hand. “All the ingredients for a migraine. Got it.”

      I feel the pressure closing in and imagine being back in the car with Paul, driving across the country, watching the hypnotic lines on the road. It had been easy to fall into a human routine and pretend this world didn’t exist.

      “Let’s take a breath.” Anthony squeezes my arm in comfort. “Freemonts can kiss our asses. I, for one, am happy our families aren’t connected. The prophecy has been defeated. Thanks to you, Draakmar is again asleep, and the world is safe. No apocalypse. Conrad is dead, and after what he did, it’s normal to have mixed feelings about our brother. I loved him, too, but he tried to kill us and our parents. The important thing is that his angry spirit won’t hurt anyone ever again. You saw Leviathan intervene. The necromancer will keep our brother locked up tight. You need to put the past out of your head, or it will drive you insane. We have to focus on the present.”

      I still feel the lingering fear of Conrad’s ghost watching me. That’s the thing about ghosts—you don’t always know when they’re around.

      “You’re right,” I say. “It doesn’t matter. I’m just having a mortality moment. We’ve been through a lot, you know?”

      He studies me. “You don’t have to carry all this alone. I know you’re used to being treated like the delicate human in the family, and you think we don’t listen to your problems, but you’re still my sister. And you’re stuck with me, whether you like it or not. If there is a new problem, we’ll figure it out together. I know I haven’t always been there for you, but I’m here. Nothing is insolvable.”

      His words loosen the knot in my chest, and for a fleeting moment, I’m grateful for his relentlessness. “Thanks.”

      His grin returns full force. “Now, let’s figure out how to deal with the Freemonts without starting a supernatural war.”

      I frown. “Do we need to do anything? They’ll bitch and moan, and then something else will come along to distract them. Zephronis withdrew his blessing. Do they really think the council will go against a great wizard’s decision?”

      Even as I say it, I know that the pompous family probably does think they have a case.

      “I don’t think we need to worry about the council right now. But if the Freemonts stir enough rumors and trouble, it will become a problem. Supernaturals can be gossipy bitches.”

      “I’m sure our mother has a plan for fighting gossip,” I say.

      “That does seem to be in Lady Astrid’s wheelhouse,” Anthony agrees. “We’ll table that problem. What else is going on?”

      I am all too willing to stop talking about the Freemonts and change the subject. “I could use your help with⁠—”

      The elevator dings, and our mother glides into the penthouse. The click of Astrid’s diamond-studded heels announces her presence. “Tamara, there you are.”

      Her clipped tone doesn’t reek of motherly concern. I don’t answer as I wait for her to continue.

      “Is the thing with Costin still happening?” she asks before sniffing the sickly sweet air and wrinkling her nose. She waves her hand in front of her face as if to brush away the offensive odor. “You’re not eating candy, are you?”

      She looks pointedly at me.

      “No,” I say.

      “No, you’re not seeing Constantine?” she demands.

      I can tell she hopes I got the vampire out of my system. Telling her my relationship status is “it’s complicated” isn’t a good option. Besides, it’s not like I’d go to Astrid for relationship advice. So I simply answer, “Yes, I’m seeing Costin. No, I’m not eating candy.”

      I look at Anthony’s pink drink. My brother never gets interrogated about his diet. That honor is all mine.

      “Very well. I suppose we need to have Costin and his sister over sometime soon.” She talks more to herself than to us, her fingers tracing the edge of her book. “We’ll need a new blood supply sent to the country estate. I hate dealing with the New York blood banks, but it can’t be helped.” She pauses, studying me. “There are eight million people in this city, and the banks act like they can’t just go out and get more blood.”

      “I hear the homeless population doesn’t mind donating for cash and a meal,” Anthony suggests, suppressing his grin to hide the fact he’s teasing her. “Want me to invite⁠—?”

      “We can’t serve a master vampire hobo blood from a back alley.” Astrid misses the joke.

      “I’ll call the banks for you,” Anthony offers.

      Astrid starts to nod before frowning. “No. The last time you ordered enchanted blood, I had vampire bats sleeping in every dark corner of the house for a month. I’ll take care of it.”

      I share a smirk with my brother. It wasn’t an accident. He thought it was hilarious.

      “What is your hair?” Astrid furrows her brow.

      I automatically lift my hands to touch the wayward curls.

      “Fix,” Astrid waves her hands to encompass me, “all of this.”

      “That’s the newest trend,” Anthony comes to my defense. “You don’t like it? It’s been in all the magazines.”

      Astrid frowns at him but, instead of answering, asks me, “Is Costin currently speaking to his sister, Elizabeth?”

      I give a light shrug. Not that anyone would remember since the amulet’s magic had erased and reset that timeline, but Elizabeth had tried to kill me in that version of events. I can still feel her cold hands on my body and see the death in her gaze. She’s not like Costin. I felt an evil in her that I don’t feel with her brother. “I don’t think you need to invite her.”

      “Find out for sure,” Astrid says. “There is a fine etiquette to these things. We must handle ourselves above reproach. Everyone is watching after that Freemont debacle. Francis and Mabel are spreading their venom to anyone who will listen.”

      “What now?” Anthony asks.

      “According to Mabel, they are now the ones who called it off because we’re socially deficient. They’re accusing us of everything from sabotage, unpaid debts, whispering during the opera.” Astrid’s smile is all teeth. “They want us bleeding from all angles.”

      The weight in my chest tightens. More Devine drama. More pressure. “Let them talk. It’s all lies. They can’t prove anything.”

      Astrid chuckles wryly. “This isn’t just idle gossip. All eyes are on us. We need to be at our best.”

      I nod, as expected. “Of course.”

      “Just talk to your vampire. I need a guest list,” she says.

      I nod again.

      “Now, why does my home smell like a carnival’s unwashed backside?” She saunters off toward the kitchen without another word.

      “Bye, mom,” I mumble sarcastically after her. “Thanks for the pep talk.”

      Anthony lifts his hand and counts down with his fingers. Before he gets to one, we hear Astrid screech in horror. She starts screaming at the chef about the candy concoctions.

      Anthony laughs and hooks his arm around my shoulder, quickly leading me away from the scene. “Don’t worry about our mother. She’s only happy when she’s unhappy.”

      “I think she’s sad.” I don’t know what makes me say it. No one would agree with that opinion. Astrid is one of the strongest people I know, but her cold demeanor contrasts with subtle moments of vulnerability… real subtle moments. She believes in duty and tradition over emotions. I’ve come to realize that isn’t to say she doesn’t have emotions. They’re just buried under centuries of repression.

      “I think your boyfriend drained too much blood. You’re delusional.” Anthony pulls me faster as Astrid’s yelling about dietary plans becomes more intense. We move through the penthouse toward our bedrooms. “You were starting to say you needed my help with something before we were interrupted.”

      “Oh, I was just going to ask if Peter was still living in the city,” I answer.

      “Peter?” Anthony arches a brow. “Werewolf Peter?”

      I nod, trying to ignore the way Draakmar stirs at the mention of werewolves.

      “Yeah, he still has an apartment here, but he’s been acting strange lately. Even for a wolf. Why? Are you tired of the vampire already? Want to try a little fur coat instead?” he teases, but there’s tension beneath his humor.

      I think about jolting him in the stomach. “I’m not interested in dating Peter.”

      “I’m still not going to tell him that. Gotta leave the poor pup some hope.” Anthony grins. “He had the biggest crush on you when you were in high school.”

      High school was a private tutor. I don’t point that out.

      “He practically begged to come home with me at each school break,” Anthony continues.

      The last thing I need in my life is another love interest. I’m full up on those.

      “You’re not laughing.” Anthony studies me, and I can’t avoid his eyes.

      “I’m trying to figure out…” I look at my palm. “Do you remember when we were kids, and you let me hold that fireball?”

      “You know I remember that. We were all playing that stupid game, trying to hit Peter with magic. I gave you the fireball, and you took off screaming into the forest. I was sure our parents were going to kill me when they found out. When I caught up to you, Costin had found you.”

      “He’s always been there, lurking in the shadows,” I say, still tracing my hand. I can feel the memory of his cool fingers against the burn.

      “He and our grandfather were good friends. I never thought about it too much, but I guess looking back, knowing the prophecy of the amulet, it’s not surprising.” He pulls me closer and places his arm over my shoulders. “Who would have thought my baby sister would save the world from a fiery apocalypse? I suppose that’s as good a reason as any for Costin to lurk around. Better than any alternative motives.”

      “He was never inappropriate when I was a kid,” I assure Anthony. “I don’t think he wants to like me. I get the sense he’d rather not. I think his promise to help me through the prophecy is the only reason he came around.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short. You inherited the Devine charm. You’re a catch. He’s lucky you gave him the time of day.”

      I arch a brow at him but don’t comment on his teasing. “I know Costin is dangerous, but I’ve never feared him until...”

      “What did he do?” Magic flares around my brother’s hand.

      I touch Anthony’s arm to calm him. “It’s complicated.”

      “Did he hurt you?”

      I shake my head. “I’m having a hard time thinking clearly.”

      Anthony extinguishes the magic, and I watch smoke trail up toward the ceiling like the last breath of a cigarette. “He mesmerized you?”

      I nod. Out of everyone in my life, I feel like Anthony is closest to me. If you would have asked me a year ago, I would have said it was our brother Conrad. But Conrad betrayed me. His greed for power and money had been more driving than I could ever imagine.

      “The whole time?”

      I nod again.

      “Why?”

      Paul’s face appears unbidden in my mind.

      “Paul remembers me,” I manage.

      Anthony’s eyes widen and he waits for me to continue.

      I try to clear my mind to explain. “Paul showed up while I was waiting for Costin and said his memories were returning. But before we got too much into it, werewolves abducted him off the sidewalk. Costin appeared right after and acted like he gave pursuit but then said he couldn’t track them.” I force a deep breath. “I think he is lying to me. I get this feeling he knows more. Before I could do something to help Paul, Costin mesmerized me for a week without asking my permission first.”

      Anthony stares at me, giving a small nod to indicate he’s listening.

      “I’m not accusing Costin of having something to do with the kidnapping, but I don’t think he was helping either. I don’t think he tried to find Paul.”

      “Political balances between the werewolves and vampires are tenuous. I’m sure he’s just being cautious,” Anthony puts forth. It feels like he’s defending Costin, and I don’t like it.

      “I think he might have mesmerized me out of jealousy to keep me from looking.” I try not to hang my head as I try to shake this last statement away. “Not that I think Costin would be jealous of me.”

      Anthony smirks. “You don’t think?”

      He’s making fun of me again. I cross my arms over my chest and grimace at him.

      “You don’t think a master vampire will get jealous?” He starts laughing, and I force myself to keep frowning. “Tam, what do you think happens when a powerful, immortal king, who reigns over dark armies, believes Sir Human Lancelot is making eyes at his woman? You might not call that jealousy, but it’s definitely a sister emotion, and that family⁠—”

      I hold up my hand in front of his face to stop him. My foggy brain is not functioning at one hundred percent. “That example had a lot of metaphors and words in it, but I think I get your point.”

      “All vampires have a little narcissism in them,” he explains, like it’s actually news. “They’re undead predators needing blood to live. They’re used to taking what they want without permission, and if they don’t take what they want, nature will force them to take what they need. Of course he will be possessive of what he claims to be his. Of course he’s not going to ask permission. Vampires don’t ask permission, especially not from humans.”

      “I was raised in this family, but you all act like you think I’m two paces behind,” I mutter.

      Anthony ignores my surliness. “That’s my point. You chose a vampire, Tam. A master vampire. You can’t pretend to be surprised when he acts like a vampire.”

      He does have a point. I don’t like it.

      “Now, tell me about Paul…” My brother smiles, and I hear the need for drama in his tone. “All of his memories are back?”

      “When we fixed the amulet, it reversed the spell. He remembers both timelines, like me. His daughter doesn’t, as far as I know. She’s in Kansas City with her grandparents.”

      Anthony frowns. “Who’s looking after their dog?”

      After their memories were erased, Paul bought a dog for his daughter. I’m a little ashamed I didn’t think of the animal before now. I shake my head. “I don’t know.”

      “I’ll send someone to check,” Anthony says. “Poor little guy.”

      “You don’t know where Paul lives,” I answer.

      “I don’t?” He gives a small laugh.

      “You do?”

      His grin widens. “I was curious after I heard what happened between the two of you. I might have looked him up.”
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