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      Vampires are easier to kill after you've pecked their eyes out. This vamp was dangerously close to finding out exactly what that felt like.

      I grabbed a fistful of his shirt and shoved the vampire up against the side of a brick building. He was at least four inches taller than me, but I easily matched his strength.

      The darkness of night blanketed the damp, narrow alleyway. Humidity hung in the air from the recent rain, carrying the scent of putrid garbage over to us from the dumpsters nearby. Brick buildings rose on either side of us. Each was two stories high, with restaurants, bars, and the occasional boutique shop on the lower levels and apartments on the upper. I never ventured into this part of town during the day, but this street crawled with vampires at night. I was a sucker for vampires looking for a stake through the heart. They usually found it.

      “Tell me where the Soulless are hiding!” I demanded.

      The vamp’s canines elongated until fangs protruded from his mouth. “Look, lady,” he said, showing them off. “I’m not scared of you.”

      Lady? Who the hell does he think I am?

      “If you knew who I was, you’d be scared,” I snarled.

      “I’m a Soulless. I have no reason to be scared of you.” He raised his left hand and pulled back his sleeve to prove a point. The mark of the Soulless was carved into his wrist—the same mark I’d noticed from my perch atop the bar’s roof. The scar was shaped like a V, with two dots in the middle, one atop the other—fang marks.

      “You should be the one who’s scared,” he threatened.

      Okay, maybe he had a point. The Soulless scared me shitless, but Fangs here seemed harmless enough—for a vampire.

      “I don't play games.” My fingers tightened around his throat. “I could snap your neck right here, right now.”

      Fangs scoffed. “That ain't gonna kill me, honey.”

      “It’d give me plenty of time to get the job done,” I countered. “Now tell me where to find your friends.”

      “What do you want with them?” he asked, narrowing his silver eyes at me.

      “It doesn't matter,” I said. “All that matters is that you're dead if you don't tell me.”

      Laughter bubbled up from his throat, and I nearly gagged at the scent of copper and vodka on his breath. Vampires didn’t have to breathe, but it must’ve been habit. “You'll only consider killing me once I tell you.”

      Poor guy. He won't know what hit him.

      “You obviously don't know who I am.” I had a reputation to uphold, which meant if he didn't talk, he most certainly would die.

      “Should I know you?” Fangs said with a suggestive smile.

      Pig.

      I slammed my fist into the side of his face for that one. He fell from my grasp and stumbled sideways but stood straight up again in less than a second. His lip was split where my knuckles connected with it, but like all vampires, he didn’t bleed. The wound would heal within the hour, though.

      “All I know, lady, is that you're in trouble,” Fangs sneered.

      Before I had a chance to respond, he lunged forward. A sudden sharp pain shot across my thigh. It felt like I'd just been impaled by a freaking sword. Was it forged in the fires of Hell or something? My leg felt like the flesh was burning off it.

      I cried out and fell onto one knee. When I glanced down at my leg, I saw it was only a pocket knife.

      Only a pocket knife. And it was sticking three inches into my flesh.

      Lovely. I'd paid a high witch three months’ worth of wages to enchant this outfit to shift with me, and now I’d forever have this hole in my jeans. My favorite pair of jeans, too. My ass looked perfect in them.

      A moment of lust crossed Fangs’s eyes as he stared down at the blood rushing out of my wound.

      Yeah, that’s right. I’m a shifter, I wanted to yell. I bet I taste fan-freaking-tastic, you jackhole!

      I ripped the knife from my skin and pressed my free hand to my leg to slow the bleeding. Either Fangs had enough to drink earlier or he saw the fury etched into my face and thought better of sticking around, because after only a moment of hesitation, he turned and hightailed it down the alley.

      A string of curse words trailed after him. It took me a moment to realize I was the one shouting them. I pulled my arm back and hurled the knife at his back, but it flew past his right hand, missing him entirely.

      I was not done with this vamp. I rushed to my feet, ignoring the pain shooting up and down my leg and the blood soaking into my jeans. I was two steps from tackling him when a figure sprang out from the shadows. He slammed into Fangs’s side and knocked him to the ground. I stopped in my tracks. The newcomer scurried to his feet and smashed a foot into the vamp’s gut before he had a chance to move.

      Oh, good. He's on my side.

      I took a moment to steady myself against the side of the building and pressed my hand back over the wound. It burned more than it should, which could only mean one thing. The knife had been laced in vampire venom. Which meant I didn’t have long before the blaze hit full force and I was down for the count.

      “Cowen, you bastard!” the new guy shouted. His fist connected with Fangs’s face.

      Good shot, I thought. Except…

      “Hey,” I snapped. “I'm not some damsel in distress. I've got this.”

      The new guy was tall—at least six foot—with short black hair the same color as his skin. With those broad shoulders and all that muscle, he was the living embodiment of the phrase tall, dark, and handsome. I might’ve gone weak in the knees at the sight of him if I wasn’t already feeling unsteady from the wound.

      Handsome was too preoccupied with hauling Fangs to his feet that he didn't look at me when he replied. “No offense, but I need a moment with this vamp.”

      Wait. What?

      “Uh, no,” I objected. “He’s mine.”

      Fangs grunted as Handsome shoved him up against the building in the same position I just had him in. Handsome landed another punch to his jaw with a loud thud.

      “Hey!” I shouted. “Go easy on him. I need him to talk.”

      Handsome’s striking brown eyes met mine, and they widened in shock. His gaze flickered down to my bleeding leg, and his face immediately fell. He hesitated for a moment, but it was one moment too long. Fangs swung his knee upward to connect with Handsome’s groin. Handsome grunted and sank to the ground, while Fangs took off running.

      I didn't waste a second. I sprinted after him. My leg burned like the sun, but I managed to put one foot in front of the other.

      But Fangs was fast—faster than any human alive. It was one of the perks of being a vampire. Sure, vampirism had its drawbacks, like sensitivity to sunlight, bloodlust, and the fact that they couldn’t breed the traditional way, but it also came with flawless beauty, quick healing, supernatural strength, and super speed at least five times faster than a normal human. Not to mention immortality—or at least a killer anti-aging enchantment. There were very few things that could kill a vampire. Luckily for me, I was pretty good at it.

      I stumbled forward, and my hands slapped on the sidewalk. I caught myself and hurried back to my feet. The throbbing had spread down to my ankle and up my hip. I couldn't feel my knee anymore.

      Chasing him on foot was useless.

      I paused on the deserted sidewalk, only long enough to shift. Within seconds, my body shrank to the size and shape of a raven. Shifting didn't help the searing pain burning through my body. In fact, it only made it worse. But in my raven form, I didn't have to put weight on my leg. I shot into the air and flew down the street at top speed. My eyes caught the vamp turning down another alleyway up ahead.

      I pumped my wings harder, but I'd lost my visual on him. I flew so fast around the turn into the alley that I nearly missed it. I quickly corrected my flight, but by the time my eyes focused, the alley was empty. The burning pain reached my wings, and I struggled to continue flapping them. I shot out of the alleyway onto a busy street bustling with nightlife. My eyes flickered from face to face, but Fangs was nowhere to be seen.

      Frick!

      The pain was more unbearable than ever. My vision blurred, and my head grew fuzzy. I wasn’t ready to give up yet, but I didn’t have the strength to keep going.

      Just my luck.

      I turned down a quiet street away from the bars and restaurants and shifted back into my human form. I sank to the ground and rested my head against the closest building. A string of curse words escaped my mouth. This was the closest I'd come to a Soulless in two years, and I'd let him slip through my grasp.

      The distinct scent of dog hit my nose, and a low growl met my ears. My eyes shot open, only to be met by a pair of dark brown eyes just inches from my own. A black coat of fur covered the creature’s body.

      My heart hammered. Vampires weren’t the only ones with supernatural perks. As a shifter, I was as strong as a vampire, a heck of a lot stronger than I looked. Plus, the vamps’ heightened sense of smell and hearing didn’t work on shifters for whatever reason, which made it hella easy to sneak up on them. But none of those perks would help me now. With the venom pulsing through my veins, I didn’t have the strength to fight off another shifter.

      “Please. I—” I started.

      My voice cut off when the black wolf rose to its hind legs. His body lengthened, and his snout shortened as he shifted back into human form, his fur shrinking into his skin. Handsome stood fully-clothed in front of me.

      “You’re hurt,” he said breathlessly, kneeling to my level to inspect my injury.

      I resisted his touch and kept my hand pressed over the wound. Sweat dripped down my face.

      “We have to get you to a hospital.” He reached for me.

      “No,” I groaned, my head lolling to the side.

      “Yes, we do,” Handsome argued, like I didn’t have a choice. His arms folded around me.

      “No,” I said more clearly, pushing him away. “A hospital won’t help. The knife was laced in vampire venom.”

      Handsome’s jaw tightened, and he cursed under his breath.

      “It’s not enough to change me,” I told him through labored breaths. “Just enough to hurt like hell.” I didn’t mention the part about its anticoagulant properties, which meant if I didn’t get this wound taken care of soon, I was going to bleed out. A wound infected with vampire venom didn’t just heal on its own. It required a vampire’s saliva or a healing spell. Luckily, I had one of those. I just had to get to it.

      “Let me help you,” he offered.

      “I can do it myself,” I protested. I pushed myself to my feet to prove a point, but I didn’t have the strength to stay upright. I stumbled forward.

      Handsome caught me before I smashed my face into the concrete below me. He smelled familiar, like cinnamon. It was the scent of my mom’s kitchen on Thanksgiving morning… God, I missed her.

      “You need help.” He wasn’t informing me; he was demanding.

      There was no denying the truth, but…

      “I don’t know you,” I said, harsher than I intended.

      “I’m Venn,” Handsome introduced. “And you?”

      Yeah… I wasn’t giving him my name.

      “You’re the Ravenite, aren’t you?” Venn’s voice was soft in my ear.

      “Don’t call me that.” I drew away from him but only stumbled again. I had to do something fast if I didn’t want to pass out.

      “You are, aren’t you?” he pressed.

      Nausea twisted in my gut. I thought I might vomit from the pain. I only nodded as I sank to the ground and pressed my face into my bloody hands.

      What’s that healing spell again? I need to start memorizing these things.

      “I have to call you something,” Venn said. “If you don’t want me calling you Ravenite, how about Rae for short?”

      Close enough.

      I nodded.

      Venn knelt beside me. “Now that we know each other, will you let me help you?”

      The sidewalk swayed in front of me. Unless I wanted to spend the night bleeding out here, I had no choice but to accept his offer.

      “Okay,” I agreed, though I was barely able to spit the word out. “No hospital, though. My apartment.”

      “No—” Venn began to protest.

      “My apartment,” I repeated, cutting him off.

      Venn must’ve noticed the urgency in my tone, because he quickly scooped me into his arms. I gave him my address. Within moments, he was racing down the street, cradling me.

      It wasn’t like me to lead strangers back to my apartment, but I couldn’t walk or fly, nor could I stay out on the street all night. I’d get home, heal myself, and figure the rest out later.

      All I knew was that once I was back on my feet, I was going after that Cowen bastard.

      It was my only choice if I ever wanted to see my sister again.
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      Venn burst through the door of my studio apartment and rushed across the room to the bed. I groaned in agony as he set me down. The feeling of the blanket on my skin was torture, as if I’d just been tossed onto a bed of needles. This was so not how I pictured things going the first time I brought a guy back to my place.

      “Where’s your med kit?” Venn demanded.

      I tried to spit the words out through clenched teeth, but they wouldn’t come. Instead, I pointed to my spell book on the table across the room.

      “You don’t have a first-aid kit?” Venn asked in disbelief.

      I shook my head and pointed again.

      His brow furrowed. “You want the book?”

      I nodded, biting back a cry as the pain pulsed up my abdomen. “Now!”

      We were running out of time. As Venn raced across the room for the notebook, I struggled to unzip my pants. There was no time for modesty.

      “Help?” I asked desperately as soon as he returned.

      Venn dropped the book next to me and began stripping my boots off. His fingers fumbled with the button on my jeans before he pulled them down my legs, careful not to touch my wound. Not that it mattered. Even the smallest touch sent a trail of fire across my skin. When he peeled my jeans back, it felt as if my skin was being ripped off with them.

      “The book.” I tried to point, but I could hardly lift my limbs.

      Venn hurried to my side and flipped my spell book open.

      “Page…” Where was the spell again? “In the middle somewhere.”

      “Tracking… Truth… Protection…” Venn read off the words I’d written in the headers of the pages.

      “Keep going,” I croaked out.

      “Healing… Healing!” Venn stopped and scanned the page, then flipped to the next one. “Which one? There are a ton of them.”

      I struggled to sit up and somehow managed to prop myself up on my elbow. Venn turned the book toward me. The words swam in front of my eyes, and though I had perfect twenty-twenty vision, I squinted to see them more clearly.

      “Next page,” I told him.

      Venn turned the page so quickly that he tore it a half inch. I cringed.

      “There!” I cried.

      I scanned the incantation. Fantastic. This was going to be one of the toughest spells I’d ever performed. I let out a shaky breath. Let’s hope nothing went wrong. I began muttering the words under my breath.

      Go away, pain! I thought to myself. Whoever said becoming a vampire was comparable to labor was insane. I was experiencing a mere taste of what vampire venom could do. If labor was even a fraction this bad, I was never having kids. And let’s hope to God no vampire ever tried to change me.

      I reached the end of the incantation, but the pain only burned more intensely. Had I made it worse? This spell was supposed to counteract supernatural injuries.

      Where’d I get this crappy spell from anyway? I glanced at my notes in the header of the page. It came from one of my boss’s clients, Mrs. Carlyle. She was the sweetest old lady you’d ever meet, but this wouldn’t be the first time she sold us a shoddy spell.

      What a bitch. Devin had to stop offering her money.

      “Go back,” I instructed though clenched teeth.

      Venn flipped to the previous page.

      This was a basic healing spell. I’d used it the last time a vamp tore a muscle in my shoulder, so I knew it worked, but it wouldn’t do anything about the venom. That, I was going to have to ride out.

      If I don’t die first, I thought to myself. Okay, here it goes.

      I pressed my hands to my wound. I could hardly open my mouth, but I pushed past the pain and whispered the incantation under my breath.

      I can’t die. I need to find the Soulless. I need to save my sister.

      I couldn’t explain how I knew Jenna was still alive after all this time, but I couldn’t bring myself to believe she was dead. I’d felt a piece of myself die with my parents, but I hadn’t felt that with Jenna yet. She was still out there somewhere.

      I couldn’t tell if the incantation took, so I recited it again. A sharp, stabbing pain shot down my leg and up my hip. The fire in my body filled my lungs, and I gasped for air.

      This was it. I was going to die. My body was ripping into a million pieces, and there was no spell in the world that could piece me back together.

      An earth-shattering scream filled the air around me, and then… nothing.
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      My mind swam through a fog as thick as syrup. I was vaguely aware I was still alive, but I couldn’t seem to hold on to the memory of what had happened to me.

      Where am I? I repeated to myself each time my mind cleared enough that I could manage a coherent thought. Why does everything hurt so much?

      My mind slipped back into oblivion.

      What felt like hours later—or days—I finally became aware of my body again. The light weight of a blanket settled over my legs, and the heavy, humid air left my skin slightly damp. A dull ache spread across my thigh.

      “Ugh,” a voice filled my ears. It took me a moment to realize the groan had come from me.

      “Rae?” a second voice said softly.

      Rae? That’s a strange thing to call me. Only a moment later did I realize I’d told Venn to call me that.

      My eyes shot open. I knew I was lying in my bed because of the ache in my back that I woke to every morning. The familiar water stain on the ceiling stared back at me.

      “You're awake.” Venn sat at the edge of my bed in my dining room chair. It was the only place to sit in my entire apartment.

      The dull glow of morning light filtered in through the dusty window next to my bed. I struggled to push myself to a sitting position. The fire in my body had subsided, but my muscles hurt when I moved them, like I’d just finished running a marathon—and I wasn’t a runner. My stomach twisted in hunger.

      When my eyes landed on Venn’s face, my hunger didn’t seem to matter anymore. My stomach shifted for entirely different reasons. I’d invited this guy to take my pants off last night. How embarrassing! I mean, it was to save my life, but still…

      I couldn’t take my eyes off Venn, off his smooth skin and strong jaw. I wanted to throw my arms around his neck and drag him into bed with me.

      It’s the adrenaline from last night talking, I told myself. You’re acting weird because he helped you.

      “What?” Venn asked innocently. He’d totally caught me staring.

      Of course he did! You’re barely two feet from his face.

      I didn’t know what to say. “Have we met before?”

      Venn shook his head. “Not that I remember, anyway.”

      “What are you still doing here?” I asked in barely a whisper. We were strangers, after all, and he’d been watching me sleep all night like a creep.

      “I wanted to make sure you were all right,” he replied.

      Okay, so maybe he wasn’t a creep. Maybe he was a gentleman. He’d draped a blanket over my exposed legs while I slept, so there was that.

      “You’re feeling better, aren’t you?” Venn asked.

      I lifted the covers to inspect my injury and was surprised to find a washcloth taped over the wound. The dry, crusted blood I expected to find wasn’t there.

      “I couldn’t find a first-aid kit, so I had to improvise a bandage,” he admitted.

      The tension in my chest softened. “You cleaned it for me?”

      “I did what I could.”

      My face heated at the thought of him tending to me while I slept. He could probably see the blush on my pale cheeks. I avoided his gaze and carefully peeled back the tape on my thigh. The washcloth dropped away to reveal that the wound had mostly healed, but a large, tender bruise remained. I pulled the covers back over my legs.

      “Since you’re okay now, I think I’ll go.” Venn lifted the chair and returned it to its spot at the table.

      “Wait,” I croaked out.

      He paused and looked back at me. His eyes drooped, as if he hadn’t slept all night.

      I cleared my throat. “You’re not going to turn me in, are you?”

      His eyebrows drew together. “Turn you in?”

      “Yeah, well…” I glanced around the tiny apartment, not really looking at anything—not that there was much to look at. I just couldn’t manage to meet his gaze. “You know what I am. You know what I’ve done.”

      Venn inched his way across the room and shoved his hands into his jean pockets. “You mean that I know you’re the Ravenite?”

      I internally flinched at the word. I didn’t deserve the respect that came along with the name. I was Rachel Collins, low witch and raven shifter in hiding. I was just a cashier at a spell shop who happened to kill vampires on her off-hours. But I wasn’t special. I was barely an adult. I could hardly remember to do my own laundry, for heaven’s sake! I wasn’t the fierce, confident vigilante everyone thought the Ravenite was.

      But I was the girl the police wanted.

      “I’ve killed enough vampires to earn me a life sentence,” I said.

      As far as I was concerned, I was doing the police a favor by taking out vile vamps. They weren’t going to kill them, not without a trial, at least. Some people still saw them as human. They called them diseased, but I’d seen enough to convince me otherwise. Vampires lost their humanity the moment they changed.

      It wasn’t like I had a grudge against vampires or anything. Okay, maybe I did. But I didn’t kill just anyone. I only killed the ones who deserved it.

      “Relax,” Venn said. “I’m not going to tell anyone. The vampires are better off dead.”

      Exactly! Except Venn didn’t say it with vengeance in his tone. He said it more like it was fact.

      And let’s face it, Venn was still a stranger to me. I couldn’t just trust that he wouldn’t out me. I was going to have to ditch Nocton and move to another city, preferably somewhere far away from Illinois where no one had ever heard the name Ravenite. It didn’t matter where I went as long as there were vamps to slay.

      Great. Bloodstone was the only place I’d ever manage to find a job that taught me anything about magic. Not to mention I was never going to find another place this cheap. I mean, it was a total dump, but at least I could afford it. I’d have to find a roommate.

      Oh, God. Not a roommate.

      Not to mention there was this Soulless guy running around now. I couldn’t just walk away from that, not if I could use him to find Jenna.

      Venn eyed me.

      “What?” I asked innocently.

      “I’m curious... how’ve you gone this long without getting caught?”

      I shrugged.

      Venn continued to stare at me, waiting for me to answer.

      I wasn’t interested in opening up to a stranger, but I had questions of my own to ask him, and it wasn’t like he couldn’t figure this one out on his own.

      I sat up straight in bed and pulled the blanket around me. “I’m not registered as a shifter.”

      Venn raised an eyebrow. “Just a witch, then?”

      I nodded.

      “That was a pretty decent spell you cast last night,” Venn pointed out. “You must be at least a mid-witch.”

      I shrugged again. “Somewhere between a low witch and a mid-witch. I’m still learning how to control my magic.”

      Venn bit his lip, like he wanted to say more but wasn’t sure he should. I stared back at him with a questioning gaze.

      “What were you doing with that vamp last night?” he asked.

      Wait. Did he think I was just going to spill all my secrets because he helped me home?

      “You already asked a question,” I pointed out. “It’s my turn.”

      Venn hesitated but eventually sank into the chair behind him, like he was settling in for a long conversation. “Fair enough.”

      My mind raced through fifty different questions at once. If we were going to play twenty questions, I had to make mine count.

      “I want to know more about that vamp,” I settled with. “You seem to know him.”

      “Not exactly,” Venn said. “He stole something from me, and I tracked him down to get it back. What were you doing with him? You know he’s a Soulless, right?”

      “Yeah.” That was kind of the idea.

      Venn leaned forward in his seat and rested his elbows on his knees. “You know who the Soulless are, don’t you?”

      I scowled. “Of course I do. I’m not an idiot.”

      The Soulless were an elite group of vampires—the elite group. They were the ones created by Valkas, the original vampire. He showed up eight years ago at the same time magic appeared in our world. The Soulless were the worst of the vampires, the ones in Valkas’s immediate circle. He left his mark on them when he changed them so that everyone would know to be afraid. Their mark was a warning. And there wasn’t a soul in the world who wasn’t afraid of them.

      Except for me, of course.

      I’m a terrible liar.

      “If you knew he was a Soulless, what were you doing getting into a knife fight with him?” Venn asked.

      Was Venn mocking me? He didn’t deserve to know my whole life story. Then again, he’d found Cowen once already. Maybe he could help me find him again.

      I swallowed hard. “He has something I need, too.”

      “What’s that?” Venn’s gaze bore into mine, challenging me to reveal more.

      My teeth ground together. I really didn’t like all these questions.

      Venn leaned back in his chair when I didn’t answer. “I don’t know yet if you’re friend or foe. What if we’re after the same thing?”

      Good point.

      “You can relax,” I said. “All I need from him is information.”

      Venn’s expression hardened, and I thought I detected a hint of concern in his tone. “You really don’t want to mess with a Soulless.”

      I scoffed. “Says the guy who punched one in the face last night.”

      Venn crossed his arms. “Yeah, well, I had my reasons.”

      “So do I,” I replied flatly. “Can you hand me my pants?”

      “These bloody ones?” Venn rose from his chair and bent to the floor beside my bed.

      “Yeah. They’re my best pair,” I said, reaching for them.

      Venn averted his gaze as I pulled them on. I could only guess it was out of respect, but I kept the blanket draped over my legs, so it’s not like he’d see anything even if he wanted to. After I was dressed, I pushed back the covers and hung my legs off the side of the bed.

      “So,” I said, running my fingers through my tangled black hair. “Now that we’ve established that we’re friends, what’s the plan?”

      Venn furrowed his brow. “Plan?”

      “Yeah.” I rose to my feet.

      My thigh protested since the spell was still working to heal it, but I’d endured worse. I crossed the room and grabbed the bag of bread next to the fridge. Venn’s eyes followed me the whole time.

      “Are we going after this guy or what?” I asked as I shoved a bland piece of bread in my mouth. I would’ve toasted it, but I was too hungry and impatient.

      An expression of disbelief washed over Venn’s face as he stepped into the small kitchen beside me. “Go after? As in, together?”

      I nodded. If he didn’t help me, I may have to wait years before I found another Soulless with answers.

      “You know I’m good with vampires,” I pointed out. “I’m a shifter. I’m strong—and fast.”

      “So am I,” Venn said in a clipped tone.

      I took a step back, holding up my bread up in surrender. “Right, I know. But don’t we both stand a better chance together?”

      “No,” Venn said with conviction.

      What? He didn’t think I’d slow him down, did he?

      “I can’t let you get involved with someone like this,” Venn said.

      I let out a breath of disbelief. “I’m already involved!”

      Venn pursed his lips. “Well, maybe you should get un-involved.”

      I swallowed my final bite of bread and leaned against the counter. “I told you last night, I’m not some damsel in distress.”

      Venn opened his mouth to say something but only exhaled. After a moment of holding my challenging gaze, he finally spoke. “You’re hurt. I don’t want you to get hurt again.”

      He didn’t even know me; he couldn’t mean that.

      “I can handle getting hurt,” I said with my head held high. What I couldn’t handle was letting this opportunity pass me by. “I’m going after him with or without you. You wouldn’t want me to find him first, would you?”

      Venn’s teeth clenched. “You’re going to be a problem no matter what I do, aren’t you?”

      I put on my best innocent face. “My friends don’t call me stubborn for nothing.”

      I internally laughed at the mention of friends. I didn’t have any friends—not anymore—but Venn didn’t need to know that.

      “How do I know I can trust you?” Venn asked.

      A hundred versions of the answer flew through my head, so I was surprised by the words that actually left my mouth. “You don’t.”

      I didn’t exactly know if I could trust him, either. We were just going to have to take a chance on each other.

      Venn stepped forward and narrowed his eyes at me. My backside was already pressed against the countertop, so I had nowhere else to go. My skin heated, and my mouth went dry. He was testing me, waiting for me to back down.

      I won’t.

      “All you want from this guy is information?” Venn asked, his hot breath brushing across the top of my head.

      “Yes,” I stated without blinking, despite my racing heart.

      How did this guy’s challenging gaze send my heart hammering harder than it did when I stood up to a freaking Soulless?

      “What kind of information?” Venn pressed.

      “That’s personal,” I replied, refusing to answer. He was already objected to me getting involved with one Soulless. What would he think if I told him I intended to crash their hideout?

      “Tell me again why I should help you,” Venn insisted.

      He was only inches from me now. Had this guy ever heard of a personal bubble? Not that my apartment left much room for personal space.

      “Be—because,” I stuttered.

      Stupid mouth.

      I cleared my throat. “Because I need your help.”

      No! That’s not what I meant to say!

      It wasn’t like I could shove the words back down my throat.

      Venn’s expression softened, and he took a step back.

      “I can help you, too,” I said in a rush, standing up straighter. “I’m a witch, after all. I can perform spells, and—”

      “Fine,” Venn said with a heavy sign.

      Wait. What?

      “Really?” I asked, not quite sure I believed him.

      “Against my better judgement, yes, I’ll help you.”

      I jumped in excitement, startling Venn and sending a fresh wave of pain through my thigh. I quickly composed myself. “Cool. When do we start?”

      “Whenever you’re ready,” Venn said.

      I ran my fingers through the knots in my hair. “I’m ready. So… where do we find this guy?”

      Venn shook his head. “It’s not that simple. I think we should head back to my place first. We’ll talk to the family and come up with a game plan.”

      I passed Venn and headed to my dresser to gather my purse and the few belongings I carried when I wasn’t out getting myself into supernatural trouble.

      “The family?” I asked without looking back. “You spend one night at my place, and suddenly I’m meeting your parents?” I turned from my dresser and slung my purse over my shoulder. “Sorry, Venn, but we may want to slow this relationship down a little.”

      Venn leaned his shoulder against the refrigerator and smirked at me from across the room. “To be fair, you’re the one who invited me back to your place and had me take your pants off.”

      “Oh, God,” I groaned, shoving my face into my hands. “That’s how you’re going to introduce me to your parents, isn’t it? I’ll never live it down.”

      “Relax,” Venn said with a laugh. “You don’t have to meet my parents. They’re dead.”

      My entire body tensed at the words. It was official. I was the worst person on the planet. My hands slowly dropped from my face, and my mouth hung open. All I wanted to do was tell him that I knew how he felt, but my lips refused to move.

      “Come on.” Venn straightened and crossed the room toward the door. He acted so casual, like my comment hadn’t bothered him in the slightest. “We should get going. Ryland’s going to be mad enough at me as it is. The sooner he’s done yelling at me, the sooner we can go after Cowen.”

      I grabbed my spell book off the table then followed behind Venn into the hall, flipping off the light and locking the door behind me. I bent and peeled back the loose baseboard in the hall next to my front door and placed my key inside the crack. It was easier to leave it there than coming up with the money to enchant it to shift with me.

      “Who’s Ryland, and why would he be mad at you?” I asked when I stood.

      “You’ll meet him soon, but be careful,” Venn warned. “He’ll be mad at me for bringing home a stray.”

      A stray? I almost asked before realization hit. Me. He means me.

      This Ryland guy was going to be mad at me. Too bad he had no idea I was a fighter. And when I fought back, I fought back hard.
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      “Is there anything I should know before I meet your family?” I asked Venn once we reached his car. It was a black four-door sports car with a sleek, modern design. Though it looked at least a few years old, its paint shined as if it’d been recently cleaned. The car was parked a few blocks away next to the bar we’d both confronted Cowen outside of. The street was quiet, in stark contrast to the bustling nightlife of last night. “Anything that will help me make a good first impression?”

      Not that I care.

      Venn turned the air conditioner on full-blast before it had a chance to cool. Hot air burst from the vents and blew in my face. The air today was thick and far too hot for a summer morning.

      Venn pressed on the gas, and the car sped forward with a quick jolt. This thing clearly had its fair share of horsepower. “You could’ve started with a better pair of pants.”

      “I told you these were my best pair,” I defended. “You of all people should know how valuable clothes that shift with you are. Yours are obviously enchanted.”

      Venn glanced at my pants then back to the road. “They’re that valuable?”

      My brow furrowed. Was he toying with me, or did he really not know? Either he was made of a crap ton of money, or he was sleeping with a high witch. His car was nice, but it wasn’t that nice. I had to guess it was the latter.

      “Do you have a cleaning spell in that book of yours?” Venn asked, gesturing to the bag on my lap. “Something that will get rid of the blood?”

      I scoffed. “Sure I do, but if I could actually perform the spell, don’t you think I would’ve done something about that water stain on my ceiling?”

      “I thought you said you were a mid-witch,” Venn said.

      “No,” I corrected. “I said I was somewhere between a low witch and a mid-witch. There are some spells I can’t get right, okay?”

      “Whoa.” Venn held up a hand in surrender. “I didn’t mean to hit a nerve.”

      Had I been that harsh about it? Woops.

      “It’s okay,” I told him in a softer tone.

      I looked out the window as we turned down a residential street. The houses here were small and cramped together, but they looked well taken care of, which was in total contrast to the dump neighborhood I lived in. Here, the houses actually had a homey charm to them.

      Venn pulled into the driveway of a white two-story home. A bright flowery wreath hung on the front door. My thoughts immediately went to Jenna. Every spring, we’d pull out craft supplies and make a wreath for Mom for Mother’s Day. It would hang all year until we made her a new one. My heart ached at the reminder of my family.

      “What’s wrong?” Venn asked as he shifted into park. He sounded genuinely concerned.

      My face must’ve gone pale—paler than normal. I shook my head, as if trying to rid the memory from my mind. “Nothing. It’s just a lovely home.”

      Venn opened the door and stepped out of the vehicle. “Yeah, we got lucky.”

      I slung my purse over my body and followed behind him up the sidewalk. Nerves twisted in my gut. Sure, I had no problem confronting a Soulless in a dark alley, but something about voluntarily meeting new people was terrifying.

      Venn led me inside. I warily stepped over the threshold into a narrow hallway. The first thing I noticed was the faint smell of cinnamon. It was the same scent I’d noticed on Venn, the smell of comfort, of home. Hardwood floor spanned in front of us, reaching back into the house where it met an open doorway that led to a bathroom. A flight of stairs rose to our right. Framed drawings hung on the wall and climbed upward with the steps. Two other doorways opened from the entryway, one leading to the living room on our left and the other to a dining room on our right. I noticed six chairs set around the table, so I figured Venn’s family couldn’t be that big. I hadn’t had a chance yet to ask more about who lived here with him. If his parents weren’t around, who did he live with?

      “Venn Jason Michaels!” a deep voice boomed from upstairs.

      A shudder traveled through my body. We were in trouble. Well, Venn was, and I’d walked straight into it. Part of me wanted to stay just to see the fight while another part of me felt like ducking out of the house the first chance I got. I kind of had a love-hate relationship with drama.

      “I’m back!” Venn shouted before lowering his voice and gesturing to the living room. “You can set your stuff down in here.”

      I followed behind him and sank onto the couch, but I didn’t accept his invitation to set my bag down. Instead, I held the strap close to my chest.

      My eyes swept across the room. This room alone had more decor in it than my entire apartment, though it wasn’t like my apartment was much bigger. A TV hung on the wall across from me, and a coffee table sat in the center of the room with a vase of flowers placed on it. A brick fireplace was built into the far wall, and a painting of a landscape hung above it. On either side of that stood two bookcases filled with old books and picture frames. I noticed a skinny redheaded teen girl in several of the photos and wondered who she was. Her pale skin was in stark contrast to Venn’s dark complexion, so I guessed they weren’t related.

      Just as I thought it, the same redheaded girl rushed into the room. She stopped abruptly in the doorway, and her wide eyes locked on Venn. He faced the doorway with his arms crossed, bracing himself for whatever came next.

      “Ryland’s pissed,” Red warned.

      “I know,” Venn replied tensely as heavy footsteps pounded down the stairs.

      “Venn,” the deep voice came again.

      Red stepped aside as the man the voice belonged to stomped into the room. His facial structure was similar to Red’s, but he had chestnut brown hair. He didn’t look much older than me, yet he towered at least a foot above Red. If I thought Venn was made of muscle, he was nothing compared to this guy. His biceps were as big as the trunk of the tree my dad built my childhood treehouse in. In other words, the guy was massive.

      “What happened—?” Tree Trunks started to say, but his voice cut off when his eyes fell on me. His jaw tightened. “Who’s this?”

      Venn raked his fingers through his hair and sighed. “This is Rae. I mentioned her last night.”

      “She’s the situation?” Tree Trunks boomed in disbelief. He cursed under his breath and clenched his fists tight. He spun around and took a few paces—which basically covered the whole room with his long legs—before turning back to Venn. “You let Cowen get away for her?”

      “I—”

      “What did you do to her?” Tree Trunks cut Venn off and stared down at my bloody jeans.

      I was stunned by the accusation.

      “Nothing,” Venn defended.

      Tree Trunks shot him a look of disbelief.

      I stood abruptly. “This was Cowen’s doing. Venn saved me.”

      Tree Trunks hesitated for a moment, but he didn’t reply. He turned back to Venn. “Why’d you bring her here?”

      Venn’s gaze darted between mine and Tree Trunks’s. “She’s on our side.”

      “So what?” Tree Trunks objected. “She’s a complete stranger. You can’t just bring strangers into our home. This is supposed to be a safe place!”

      “She needs our help,” Venn replied, calmer than I expected him to.

      “You should’ve at least asked first,” Tree Trunks insisted.

      “Asked who?” Venn’s voice rose. “You? You’re not in charge here. Sondra would’ve—”

      “It doesn’t matter what Sondra would’ve done,” Tree Trunks argued. “While she’s gone, I am in charge.”

      This was getting to be too much. I was a sucker for violence, but only when it involved kicking vampire ass. I didn’t want to be the reason this home turned into a war zone.

      “Hey,” I said to get their attention. All eyes turned to me, including Red’s in the doorway. “All I need is—”

      Tree Trunks held up a hand to stop me. “Hold on. I’ll get to you in a minute.”

      “Excuse me?” I snapped. This guy was a total asshole. I knew it was his house and everything, but I couldn’t just stand around and let him treat everyone like dirt.

      Tree Trunks blinked at me, like he couldn’t believe I’d objected to his orders.

      “You interrupt people an awful lot,” I observed. And I hadn’t even known the guy for two minutes. “As I was saying, all I need is help finding Cowen. Venn offered his expertise. As soon as we find him, I’m gone.”

      Tree Trunks’s jaw tightened. “This isn’t about you. This is between me and Venn.”

      “Fine,” I agreed. “Have your little chat, but you can’t stop Venn from helping me.”

      “Believe me,” Venn said with amusement on the corner of his lips. “She’d castrate you if you tried.”

      I smiled proudly, glad he understood me. I adjusted the strap on my purse and stepped out into the hall while Venn and Tree Trunks continued yelling at each other. I took a seat on the bottom stair, intent on waiting out their fight where I could still eavesdrop. Though at their volume, I could probably easily hear them halfway across the street.

      “Hey,” Red said as she sat next to me. “I’m sorry about Ryland. He’s never like this. He’s actually really sweet, and I say that as a sister who can’t stand him half the time.”

      He could’ve fooled me.

      “He’s only mad because he’s been up all night worrying about Venn,” Red explained, keeping her eyes fixed on a hangnail she was fidgeting with. “Venn called to let us know he was okay, but Ryland couldn’t help but worry, you know?”

      My shoulders relaxed. It sounded like the time I was fifteen and snuck out of the house to attend a party. Jenna wouldn’t take me because I was only a freshman, but I went anyway. We both got an earful from Dad the next morning.

      “I’m Fiona, by the way,” Red introduced.

      I cleared my throat. “Rach—Rae. I’m Rae.”

      “Cool, so why—?”

      “Back off, Ryland!” Venn’s voice boomed from the other room, cutting Fiona off.

      She glanced to the living room, looking positively embarrassed by the guys she lived with.

      “You don’t have to worry,” Venn continued. “I’ll take care of her.”

      Take care of me? Who says I need taking care of?

      “That’s not the problem,” Ryland responded. “How do we know we can trust her?”

      I raised my eyebrows at Fiona. “They’re just going to keep talking about me like I can’t hear them?”

      Fiona crinkled her nose and nodded. “Probably.”

      “We can trust her,” Venn emphasized. “Because…”

      I couldn’t see Ryland from the hall, but I pictured him crossing his arms when he spoke.

      “Because…?” Ryland prompted.

      “Because…”

      Every muscle in my body tensed. Oh, God. He’s going to out me as the Ravenite. I know he said he wouldn’t turn me in, but what if one of his friends does?

      Venn let out a frustrated growl. “I just trust her, okay? Isn’t that enough?”

      I relaxed. He was keeping my secret.

      Venn lowered his voice, but I could still make out his words clear as day. “There’s just... something in her eyes.”

      Ryland paused for a beat. “That doesn’t give you the right to act without consulting us first.”

      Fiona turned to me, ignoring the on-going argument. “So, how’d you meet Venn?”

      I still didn’t know this girl—or Venn for that matter. I didn’t know any of them, so I was hesitant on how much to say. I avoided her gaze, looking anywhere but her eyes—at the front door, at my boots, up the stairs at the sketches on the wall. Even though her question was innocent enough, I purposely didn’t answer.

      “Those are nice,” I said flatly, gesturing to the closest drawing. Venn’s eyes stared back at me from the paper. Whoever had drawn him had managed to capture the soft beauty in his eyes perfectly.

      “Yeah,” Fiona agreed. “Sondra drew them all.”

      I twisted further to view the portraits. I noticed a drawing of Fiona beside Venn’s, and Ryland next to hers.

      “Who’s Sondra?” I asked.

      “She’s mine and Ryland’s cousin,” Fiona answered.

      “So, you’re all related?” I asked. “Even Venn?”

      Fiona shook her head. “Not by blood. We sort of adopted Venn and Teagan.”

      “Teagan?” I asked.

      “She’s probably in her room listening to music to drown out the guys’ argument.” Fiona gave a light giggle, as if it was a common occurrence.

      “You all live here together?” I asked.

      It felt like there should be an adult in the house, until I realized I was an adult. When did that happen?

      Another voice in my head quickly responded. The day Mom and Dad died.

      “Yep,” Fiona answered.

      I eyed her curiously. She definitely looked younger than me. “How old are all of you?”

      “Venn’s nineteen, and Ryland and Teagan are twenty. I’m seventeen.”

      I was eighteen and couldn’t afford a place a quarter this nice. How did they do it?

      “Sondra owns the house,” Fiona explained, like she could read my mind. “She’s a lot older than the rest of us. She inherited the house from her parents and then took me and Ryland in when ours died.”

      “Oh,” I said softly. It sounded like Sondra was running some sort of orphanage. I’d fit in perfectly.

      Great. Because that was just the kind of place you wanted to fit in at.

      An uncomfortable silence hung between Fiona and me, but Venn’s and Ryland’s voices in the other room somehow made it less awkward.

      “So, what do you need to find Cowen for?” Fiona asked. “You don’t seem like the kind of girl to get involved with people like him.”

      I laughed a deep, full-belly laugh l couldn’t control. “You’d be surprised.”

      If my job was any indication, I was exactly the kind of girl to get involved with people like Cowen. Bloodstone wasn’t exactly legal, and neither were my… hobbies.

      Eight years ago, Valkas showed up and started changing a bunch of people into vampires, presumably recruiting them for his Soulless army—until the Soulless fell off the radar two years ago, not long after they kidnapped my sister as a blood slave. Anyway, when I was a kid, the new vampires went on killing sprees all across the US. No one knew for sure if it was the product of bloodlust or if it was under Valkas’s orders. Maybe he just wanted to spark fear in the masses. Which, by the way, totally worked.

      At the same time, ordinary people began to discover they had magic. Shifters started shifting, and witches started casting spells. It began with adults, but kids my age followed a few years later as we grew older. Magic usually appeared at first during times of high emotions, but the more we used it, the more we could control it. Most people never changed, but you never knew if you’d end up supernatural or not. It was clear from the beginning that shifter magic ran in families, but witch magic was random. There wasn’t a genetic component that anyone knew of.

      But of course, witches and shifters were lumped into the same supernatural category as the heartless, murderous vampires. A civil rights movement fought to treat all supernaturals as equals to humans. In a compromise, the government ruled that supernatural creatures couldn’t be charged for what they were, only for the crimes they had committed.

      Magic was outlawed except in special government-approved cases, and supernaturals were required to be registered as such. Blood banks were set up for vampires who’d already been changed so that they could satisfy their cravings without killing or changing more people. It was a great solution but a crappy deal. The government didn’t even pay people for their blood, but they sure liked to charge vamps for it. And people bought into the whole thing out of fear, because at least there were fewer vampire attacks.

      Obviously, however, if there are laws in place, people are bound to break them. Vampires continued to feed without consent, shifters continued to shift, and people like me continued to deliver justice in a world with a broken justice system. Magical objects and spells were sold on the black market for a pretty penny, which meant that if Bloodstone were ever discovered, I’d already have a decade or two in the slammer just for working there. If all my crimes were laid out on the table, I’d be in for life. But seriously, who’s counting?

      “Yeah…” I said to Fiona, dragging out the word as all these thoughts rushed through my head. “We probably shouldn’t get into that.”

      “Hey,” Ryland’s clipped tone came from behind us.

      Fiona and I both turned. The anger had melted from his face, but I still sensed something in his expression that told me he wasn’t entirely pleased.

      “You can stay for now,” Ryland told me.

      From beside him, Venn shot me a reassuring smile. I wasn’t sure what he’d said to Ryland to change his mind, but I was grateful that he fought for me.

      Ryland’s eyes flickered down to my thigh. “Find her a clean pair of pants, Fiona. Teagan should have some that’ll fit her.”

      “I can try,” Fiona said, “but you’ll have to wish me luck getting anywhere near Teagan’s closet.”

      “Good luck.” Ryland didn’t sound the least bit genuine. “Just be quick. We’re leaving in ten minutes.”

      My brow furrowed. “Leaving where?”

      Ryland’s jaw tensed. “To get Cowen.”
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      When Fiona said we’d have a hard time getting into Teagan’s closet, I pictured walking into a blonde bimbo’s glittery pink bedroom. Imagine my surprise when we entered her room just in time for a knife to whizz past my head. The blade hit the wall beside me with a thud.

      I jumped back from the door, my heart racing.

      “Tea,” Fiona scolded, ripping the knife from a board screwed into the wall. Every inch of the board was filled with nick marks. “Are you trying to scare our guest away?”

      Teagan eyed me from across the room. She was strikingly beautiful, with tan skin, high cheekbones, and full lips. Her dark hair was twisted into a braid down her back. Teagan wore a skin-tight black tank top tucked into a pair of brown cargo pants that hugged her curves. A pair of sheaths hung from her belt on either hip. My guess was that she was some sort of badass shifter who could rip a vampire’s throat out with her teeth.

      I think I’m going to like this girl.

      Teagan stepped forward and snatched the knife from Fiona’s outstretched hand. She ignored Fiona’s question but kept her eyes on me.

      “So, you’re the girl Venn brought home?” Teagan asked as she slid her knife into its sheath.

      I nodded. “The one and only.”

      “You heard all that?” Fiona asked, like it wasn’t obvious. “Maybe you can do something to calm Ryland down later?”

      Fiona made it sound like Teagan had some sort of power over Ryland. Maybe she wasn’t a shifter but was a witch… or, like me, perhaps she was both.

      My gaze traveled beyond Teagan. I took note of a queen-sized bed and two dressers side-by-side. The decor was simple and accented with neutral browns. That’s when it clicked what kind of power she had over him, and it wasn’t anything supernatural. Ryland was her boyfriend.

      I need to get myself one of those.

      The problem was, I had to actually leave the house if I wanted to meet anyone. I was never going to meet a guy while patrolling for vamps causing trouble.

      “This is Rae, by the way,” Fiona introduced. “She needs to borrow some clothes.”

      Teagan didn’t say anything as Fiona crossed the room to her closet. Instead, she kept her attention on me. She stood so close that I could smell the scent of lavender on her clothes. She was two inches taller than me and stared down at me like I was supposed to be intimidated by her. I stared back with an equally intimidating glare.

      “What are you?” Teagan asked curiously.

      My brow furrowed. “Excuse me?”

      Could she sense I was supernatural? She must’ve been a powerful witch.

      “Venn wouldn’t bring just anyone home,” Teagan pointed out. “What kind of shifter are you?”

      My eyes darted to Fiona across the room, but I only saw a glimpse of her backside in the walk-in closet. I didn’t tell people I was a shifter. The only reason Venn knew was because he saw it. Even the witch who enchanted my clothes didn’t know what I was. Luckily, she wasn’t the kind of person who asked questions. She just took the money and did her thing.

      I wasn’t about to give up my secret to a girl I just met, no matter the fact that she could probably give me a run for my money in a fight.

      I cleared my throat. “I’m a low witch. You?”

      “Vampire slayer,” Teagan said confidently, without missing a beat.

      “Seriously?” I asked in disbelief.

      Was she suggesting she was a supernatural “chosen one?” That didn’t happen in real life, did it? Then again, eight years ago I would’ve said vampires, shifters, and witches didn’t exist either.

      “Don’t let her fool you,” Fiona said, emerging from the closet with an armful of clothes. “Teagan’s entirely human.”

      “No way.” The words slipped from my mouth before I could stop myself. Teagan seemed… tougher than that.

      “What?” Teagan raised an eyebrow. “Humans aren’t good enough for you?”

      “No, I just—” I fumbled for the right words. Crap. “You really fight vampires?”

      Teagan sucked her teeth. “On occasion.”

      “You have to have shifter blood in you,” I insisted.

      “Nope,” Teagan said with certainty.

      “How are you fast enough?” I asked.

      “She doesn’t need supernatural speed,” Fiona said, like she was quoting Teagan’s own words. She dropped her pile of clothes on the bed before turning to me. “All she needs is a clear shot of their heart.”

      “Yep,” Teagan agreed proudly. “Stab them in the heart with anything, and they die.”

      I knew the drill. Vampires only dropped dead from a wound to the heart or brain, decapitation, or fire. They healed quickly from other injuries.

      “You just have to get to them before they get to you,” Teagan continued.

      “Stab first, ask questions later,” Fiona said. “That’s Tea’s motto.”

      Teagan smirked. I liked her motto.

      “Ryland would never let a vamp hurt her,” Fiona said. “Anyway, Tea, are these pants fine to lend Rae?”

      Teagan glanced at the cargo pants Fiona held up. “Not those.”

      Teagan marched across the room and scooped up the clothes on the bed and returned them to her closet. Fiona shot an apologetic look at me while we waited for Teagan to return.

      “So…” I dragged out the word, partially to fill the silence. “Venn’s a shifter, and Teagan’s human. What are you?”

      Oh, gosh. I hope that didn’t sound rude.

      Fiona sat on the bed. “Fox shifter.”

      Which meant Ryland was a shifter too.

      “Is Sondra a shifter?” God, I was nosy. If she was Fiona’s cousin, she could be anything depending on which side of the family Fiona inherited her shifter magic from. “When do I get to meet her? I want to tell her how much I love her drawings.”

      Teagan exited the closet while I spoke. She froze in place and exchanged a wary glance with Fiona.

      Fiona was the one to answer. “Sondra’s… not here right now. But if everything goes well, you should be able to meet her soon.”

      I didn’t have a chance to ask where Sondra was or when she’d return as Teagan shoved a pile of neatly folded clothes in my direction.

      “Here,” she said. “These should fit. You can change in the bathroom. It’s the next door on the right down the hall.”

      I took the pile of clothes in my hands. “Thanks.”

      Teagan grabbed a jacket off her dresser and slipped it on. It fell to the top of her thighs and covered up the knives on her hips.

      Fiona stood. “Let me know when you’re done so we can throw your pants in the wash.”

      I shot back a smile. It was nice of her to offer. It’d save me a few quarters and a night at the laundromat.

      I turned and stepped out into the hall just in time to see Venn climbing the stairs. A smile spread across his face when he spotted me. My breath stalled in my chest, and my knees went weak under his stare. What the frick? My insides were rock-solid. They shouldn’t be turning to mush, especially not for a guy I just barely met.

      Venn reached the top of the steps and stopped with one hand on the banister. “You almost ready?”

      “Yeah, I…” I didn’t know what to say. My eyes dropped to the clothes in my hands. “I just have to change. I’ll be out in a minute.”

      “Try not to be too long,” Venn suggested. “Ryland wants to get going soon.”

      I was about to turn to the bathroom but paused. “Hey, Venn.”

      “Yeah?” he asked softly, his eyes still fixed on me.

      I wasn’t sure why I stopped or what I was going to say. All I knew was that I didn’t want to step out of the room without him.

      Stop acting weird!

      “Thank you,” I finally said while fidgeting with a loose thread on the tank top I held. “I mean, Ryland was right. You don’t have a reason to trust me. So I just wanted to say thanks for offering to help.”

      Venn stepped forward and reached out like he was about to touch me, but he pulled away at the last second. I had the unnatural urge to accept his invitation and close the distance between us.

      “It’s no problem,” he said.

      An awkward silence followed, and I contemplated saying more. Several seconds passed, but nothing came out of my mouth. It felt too late to break the silence now, so I turned to the bathroom without another word.

      Inside the bathroom, I forced Venn from my mind, and my thoughts turned to Cowen. My heart pounded as I rushed to slip into Teagan’s clothes. In a matter of minutes, I’d be back on my way to tracking down the Soulless.

      Watch out, Fangs. Here I come.
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      When Ryland said we were going after Cowen, I thought we were headed to kick some vampire ass. As in, I thought Ryland knew where to find him. Turns out he didn’t have a clue.

      We pulled up in front of the bar I cornered Cowen outside of last night. The sign above the door read Red Whiskey. This was a hot hangout for vamps since they sold alcohol and blood—fresh from the blood banks, thank God—but we wouldn’t find a vamp hanging out here in the middle of the day.

      “I thought you knew how to track this guy down,” I accused Venn when he parked the car.

      Venn turned in his seat to explain. “This is as far as we tracked him. We got a tip that this is his favorite hangout spot, but now that he knows we can find him here, we’re not sure he’ll be back. We’re here to figure out where to find him next.”

      “Unfortunately,” Ryland cut in, “Venn acted on pure emotion last night without calling in the rest of us, so I’ll be doing the talking this time.”

      “Or maybe I should,” Teagan offered from next to me in the back seat.

      “No,” Ryland stated sternly.

      “You scare people away,” Teagan accused.

      “If you don’t want to scare people, send me in,” Fiona argued. With her small frame and sweet smile, she didn’t look like she was capable of hurting a fly. She was right that no one would be intimidated by her.

      Before the group could come to an agreement, Venn opened his door and stepped out of the car. Ryland fumbled with his door handle and kicked the passenger-side door open. I draped my purse strap over my shoulder and scrambled out of the car behind them. Teagan and Fiona followed closely behind.

      Ryland’s long legs carried him ahead of Venn so that he was the first to reach the door. He gripped the handle so hard that I was surprised it didn’t crush beneath his grip like a soda can.

      The building had no windows, and the lights were dim when we entered. A long bar lined with stools ran the length of the building to our right, while other tables filled the rest of the space. The chairs were all empty, and the building was silent apart from the sound of an air conditioner whirring. The back of the bar housed a lounge and a pool table. The distinct smell of floor cleaner filled my nostrils, masking any other scents that may have permeated into the walls and furniture.

      Before any of us had a chance to speak, a man emerged from a door behind the bar. He held a drying towel in his hands and had a bored expression fixed to his face. He was attractive and looked to be in his late twenties or early thirties. For a vamp-friendly bar, I expected to find vampires running the place, but this guy’s eyes were blue—not a hint of silver present.

      Probably a blood slave, I thought. I hated that I couldn’t tell what he was. Someday, I was going to figure out how to identify the difference between witches, shifters, and humans.

      Fiona’s eyes traveled the length of his body. It took everything I had to hold in my laughter. He was at least a decade older than her, and she was totally checking him out.

      “Sorry, folks,” he said in a smooth voice. I noticed the name on his uniform read Alex. “We’re closed.”

      “The door was unlocked,” Ryland responded, as if that was an excuse for the guy to serve us a drink—not that any of us were even of legal age. A lot had changed in the past eight years, but the drinking age was still twenty-one.

      “Our hours are posted out front,” Alex informed us, like leaving the door unlocked during off-hours was a common occurrence. “If you want to avoid the vamp crowd, it’s best to come early.”

      Ryland stepped forward until he was right next to the bar. “Thanks for the tip, but actually, we’re not here for a drink. We’re looking for someone who frequents this establishment.”

      ‘Frequents this establishment?’ He sounds so formal when he wants to.

      “Can you help us?” Ryland asked.

      Alex tossed the towel over his shoulder and leaned against the counter behind the bar, looking amused. “Who are you looking for?”

      “His name’s Cowen,” Ryland answered.

      Alex pressed his lips together. “He’s a vamp? Brown hair, scar on his wrist?”

      So Alex knows Cowen’s a Soulless. Am I the only one who didn’t know there was a Soulless running around Nocton?

      Ryland nodded.

      “Yeah, he’s a regular, but I don’t know where to find him,” Alex said.

      Too bad. I was really looking forward to beating information out of someone. Except Alex didn’t look like he deserved a beating, and I didn’t pick a fight without a reason.

      Alex cocked his head in the direction of the kitchen and raised his voice. “Hey, Kieren. Come here a minute.”

      A huge guy that took up the entire doorway stepped into the room. Ryland’s arms were like twigs compared to this guy. It didn’t matter that I didn’t have the sense to spot supernatural beings; I was totally pegging this guy as a shifter.

      “They’re looking for Cowen,” Alex explained.

      Kieren crossed his massive arms, and his eyes traveled over the group; first to Fiona, then to me. I shifted uncomfortably, like I’d just been violated by a simple glance. Maybe this guy deserved a punch to the groin. His gaze skipped straight over Venn and landed on Teagan. She didn’t even blink.

      “I might know Cowen,” Kieren said in a deep voice.

      “Well enough to know where to find him?” Ryland asked.

      “That depends…” Kieren dragged out.

      “On?” Ryland pressed.

      Kieren smirked. “On how valuable the information is to you.”

      I glanced to Venn to see his jaw was tense. His eyes met mine, but I couldn’t read his expression.

      Ryland sighed, like he was hoping it wouldn’t come to this. “What’s your price?”

      Kieren still hadn’t taken his eyes off Teagan. She held his gaze without a single sign of fear. It was like she was used to guys looking at her like that—like a piece of meat. I think I felt uncomfortable enough for the both of us.

      “What are you willing to pay?” Kieren asked with a raised eyebrow.

      Ryland dug into his back pocket for his wallet and slapped a pile of bills on the bar. “Look, we don’t have a lot of money, but we really need to find this guy. Can you help us or not?”

      Kieren glanced down at the money but didn’t move to take it. Beside him, Alex looked like he was itching to snatch it up.

      “I can help,” Kieren stated flatly, “but I don’t want your money.”

      “What do you want?” Ryland asked.

      Kieren didn’t even hesitate. He cocked his head toward Teagan. “I’ll take the girl.”

      Disgust hit my stomach at the suggestion. Fiona gasped, and Venn’s expression hardened. Teagan just rolled her eyes, as if it was all too predictable.

      “No,” Ryland declined immediately.

      Kieren stepped forward and placed his palms flat on the bar. Though there was a countertop between them, Ryland took a step back to distance himself from Kieren. A tingle spread across my skin in preparation to shift.

      Cool down, I told myself. Even though I had a rule about shifting in front of people, I would shift if it came to that.

      “Maybe let the girl decide for herself,” Kieren suggested.

      Ooh, what a gentleman…

      Teagan’s expression remained static. Clearly, this guy didn’t scare her. Finally, she turned to Ryland. “Let’s go. We’ll find Cowen another way.”

      Teagan started for the door, but Kieren’s voice stopped her.

      “Come on,” he said. “I’m only asking for one night.”

      Teagan whirled around. “And I’m saying no.”

      “Fine,” Kieren said with a shrug, like it didn’t really matter to him either way. “But I know where to find him. If you leave, you might never know.”

      “Stop pushing it!” Ryland snapped. He leaned over the bar until his nose was only inches from Kieren’s. “She said no.”

      I held my breath as the two stared each other down. I half expected one of them to spontaneously combust under the other’s narrowed gaze.

      Teagan stepped to Ryland’s side, breaking the staring contest between the two guys. “Name us another price.”

      Kieren straightened. “I gave you my price. Take it or leave it.”

      Teagan gritted her teeth. “We’ll leave it. Have a nice day.”

      Teagan’s hand slapped to the counter to grab the wad of cash Ryland had placed there. In a flash, Kieren’s arm shot out to grab Teagan’s wrist.

      And that’s when Ryland lost it.
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      Chaos broke out all within a single second.

      One moment, Ryland was looking up at Kieren with a narrowed, challenging gaze, and the next, his legs lengthened so that he towered above Kieren. Ryland’s arms thickened, and brown fur sprouted all across his body.

      Kieren dropped Teagan’s hand and jumped back. His body shortened and morphed into a black creature not much bigger than I was.

      At the same time, Venn whirled around and spread his arms out, catching me and Fiona at the same time. I stumbled backward into the table behind us, and the edge of it slammed into my backbone. Fiona fell over one of the chairs and crashed to the ground.

      I suffered only a moment of disorientation, but when my attention turned back to the rest of the room, Ryland and Kieren had already fully shifted. Teagan had her knives out in under a second, looking determined to use them if she had to.

      A terrifying roar filled the room, sending a surge of adrenaline through my veins. Ryland had grown to three times his normal size, so big that four stools and a table had been knocked out of the way in his transformation. He bared his large, pointed canines as a deep roar erupted from his chest.

      A bear. Ryland’s a freaking bear shifter.

      That explained the tree trunk arms he had.

      In front of him, a large cat with a black coat stood atop the bar, its lips curled back over its teeth. The t-shirt Kieren had been wearing hung from the jaguar’s body.

      That tingle of shifter magic returned and traveled all the way up my spine. I was a split second away from shifting, ready to peck some eyes out if necessary. I stood farthest from the bar in human form, bracing myself. Venn and Fiona stepped forward, Venn in his wolf form and Fiona in her fox form. Alex raced through the door to the kitchen, running away from the fight.

      Another beat passed as Ryland and Kieren bared their equally terrifying teeth at each other. Then, without warning, Kieren lunged.

      It all happened in a blur. One second, Kieren was standing atop the bar in his jaguar form eye-to-eye with Ryland’s bear. The next, he was on top of him, clawing into the flesh on his neck. Teagan lunged forward, swiping one of her knives at Kieren. She just barely caught him in the back leg.

      Ryland spun around. His head jerked from side to side as he tried to throw Kieren off of him. His body slammed into Teagan, knocking her off balance and sending her crashing into a nearby table. Ryland didn’t even notice.

      I rushed across the room to Teagan and helped her to her feet. She shrugged me off but followed me in haste around the bar. Venn’s howls filled the air, as if he was trying to talk some sense into Ryland in his shifted form.

      Ryland went wild trying to buck Kieren off of him, but Kieren’s claws dug into Ryland’s back. Table and chairs screeched across the floor as Ryland slammed into them. Beside me, Teagan popped her head up over the bar and pulled an arm back, a knife ready between her fingers.

      I caught her wrist before she could throw it. “Don’t,” I hissed. “You could hit Ryland.”

      Teagan didn’t have a moment to respond. A split second later, Kieren’s teeth sunk into the back of Ryland’s neck, and Ryland shot to his hind legs. If I hadn’t stopped Teagan, there was a good chance Ryland would have a knife sticking out of his back right now.

      Ryland fell sideways. The nearest table crumbled beneath his weight, and the two shifters crashed to the ground. Ryland twisted his massive head, and his powerful jaws snapped at Kieren, who still hadn’t loosened his grip.

      This was way out of hand.

      I didn’t think. I just acted. In a mere second, my five-foot-four-frame shrank. The clothes I’d been wearing dropped around me in a heap. I flapped my wings and shot across the room until I was in Kieren’s face, clawing at any flesh I could find and blocking his vision with my wings.

      While I had him momentarily distracted, Venn jumped forward. His weight slammed into Kieren, knocking him several feet away from Ryland. A high-pitched whimper filled the air. Ryland regained his footing, but Kieren collapsed under his front paw when he tried to right himself. Venn stood between the two, growling at Kieren.

      Finally, Kieren dropped his gaze in surrender, and Venn’s growl died down. Ryland shifted back into human form and wiped the blood from the puncture wounds left by Kieren’s teeth.

      I landed behind the bar and shifted. Teagan’s eyes went wide. Fiona rushed around the side of the bar while I was pulling my shirt back on. Luckily, I’d kept my enchanted underwear on from earlier, so I didn’t have to flash anyone. Good thing, too, because Teagan’s wide eyes were still on me. I would’ve felt a hundred times more uncomfortable if my tits were hanging out.

      “Are you two okay?” Fiona asked in a rush, kneeling down beside us.

      Teagan ignored her. “Why didn’t you tell us you were a shifter?”

      I stood to pull my pants back on. “I didn’t realize I was obligated to.”

      “A raven?” Teagan hissed.

      I ignored her. I snatched up my bag and hopped over the top of the bar. By now, Venn and Kieren were back in human form, but Kieren was still on the ground. He wore nothing but his ripped t-shirt, leaving all his goods hanging out in the open. He didn’t even seem to notice as he clutched his left hand with his right.

      “You broke my hand!” Kieren roared at Venn before proceeding to call him a slew of horrible names.

      “Yeah, well, you deserved it!” Venn snapped back.

      Kieren sucked in deep breaths as he got to his knees. “Leave! All of you!”

      Ryland didn’t waste a second. He took Teagan’s hand and started for the door.

      “Alex!” Kieren called on his way to the kitchen. “Lock the doors and get the car. We’re going to the hospital.”

      Ha! The hospital. Too bad he didn’t know a good witch. Though, healing spells could be just as costly as hospital bills, but at least he wouldn’t have to suffer through the pain. Which, judging by this guy’s use of colorful words, could really brighten his day.

      “Wait!” I blurted before I could stop myself.

      Everyone froze to look at me.

      Oh, crap. I couldn’t go through with what I was just about to say. Sure, I could heal myself from time to time, but I’d never healed someone else before. He could end up with boils across his skin or something gross like that. There was a reason I didn’t conjure magic for profit.

      But... the chance to find Cowen—to find my sister—was far more valuable than any monetary payment. Could it really hurt to try?

      Yes, I told myself. Everyone was eyeing me, waiting for me to explain my sudden outburst.

      I can’t believe I’m doing this, I thought, my hands shaking.

      I cleared my throat. “I’ll help you.”

      “Help me?” Kieren asked skeptically. He was behind the bar now, struggling to pull on his pants with one hand—thank God, because I didn’t think I’d be able to look him in the eye otherwise.

      “I’m a witch,” I explained. “I’ll heal your hand. It will save you a trip to the hospital, emergency room bills, and weeks of recovery.”

      Kieren hesitated. “You’ll do all that if I tell you where to find Cowen?”

      “Yes,” I replied.

      Kieren scoffed. “Screw you.”

      “Seriously?” I snapped as he turned away. “The information is that valuable to you?”

      “No,” Kieren barked, spinning back toward me. “But pissing you people off is pretty damn satisfying. Now get out of my bar.”

      “Come on,” Venn said to me in a low voice, encouraging me to follow him. “You don’t have to do this.”

      Kieren cursed under his breath.

      “I can make the pain go away,” I stated confidently. The truth was, I had no idea if my healing spell would work on someone else. But it wasn’t like I was above conning a guy who clearly had worse morals than I did.

      Kieren grimaced, like he was fighting an internal battle on whether or not to save his hand or save his pride.

      “All you have to do is tell us where to find Cowen,” I pressed.

      Kieren’s jaw remained tense. “So you break my hand to use it as a trade for information? You should be fixing it without asking anything in return.”

      “Hey,” I said like it didn’t matter to me one way or the other. I was totally bluffing; I really wanted the information. “I’m not the one who broke your hand. If you don’t want to take my offer, you’re free to go to the hospital on your own.”

      A long pause passed through the bar. My shoulders tensed with each passing second.

      Finally, Kieren spoke. “Fine.”

      Yes!

      “First you give us what we want,” I demanded.

      “No way,” Kieren protested. “You’ll just walk out of here without helping me.”

      “I won’t,” I swore. But I needed him to fulfill his side of the bargain first in case my spell didn’t work.

      “How do I know you’re not lying to me?” Kieren asked.

      Good question.

      I held my head high. “I guess we’re just going to have to trust each other.”

      Kieren didn’t look like he trusted me one bit, but he did look desperate.

      “Okay,” he reluctantly agreed. “Cowen lives with a group of vampires on the corner of Cramer and Valander. It’s the big white house with red shutters. Now will you fix my effing hand?”

      A sense of victory washed over me. One step closer.

      My excitement didn’t last long. If this spell didn’t go well, I’d better be ready to run.

      “Sit,” I instructed Kieren, pulling out one of the stools next to the bar.

      Kieren glared at the group of shifters—and one human—behind me, but he rounded the bar and sat anyway. I took one glance at Venn and his family to see they all had a look of intrigue in their eyes. They were probably just as curious as I was to see how this was going to pan out.

      I ignored their stares and pulled a second stool up beside Kieren. I grabbed my spell book from my bag and flipped it open to the spell I’d used last night. My eyes scanned the incantation. I should’ve had it memorized by now, but I had a terrible memory when it came to spells. That was probably one of the reasons I was such a bad spellcaster.

      “Are we gonna do this or what?” Kieren asked through clenched teeth. “Because this hurts like a mother—”

      “Yes,” I replied quickly. “Give me your hand.”

      Kieren’s bruised hand hung limp as he extended his arm toward me. Gently, I took his wounded hand in mine. He didn’t show any emotion, like he was too tough for that.

      Seconds ticked by, but I couldn’t bring myself to mutter the incantation.

      “Let’s get this over already,” Kieren mumbled.

      Right. Okay, Rachel, just say the incantation, then you can get out of here.

      I began reading the spell from my book, focusing only on the words and Kieren’s hand in mine. I neared the end of the incantation, but Kieren’s face remained expressionless. I couldn’t tell if he was still in pain or not.

      Here come the boils.

      Just as I thought it, a sharp, stabbing pain shot through my left hand. It hurt so bad that I sprang up from my chair and let out a high-pitched squeal. Kieren’s face lit up with alarm, but by the time he spoke, the pain in my hand was already gone.

      “What happened?” he demanded.

      I didn’t have an answer. I’d never experienced something like that before. Had my spell backfired? Could it do that?

      “It didn’t work!” Kieren roared.

      “It—it didn’t?” God, I sounded like I had no idea what I was doing. Which, to be fair, I didn’t. Not really.

      “No, it didn’t!” Kieren cried, shooting up from his stool. He looked like he was two seconds away from going all maniac-jaguar on us again. “I gave you the information you asked for. You owe me a good hand!”

      Venn rushed forward before Kieren got mad enough to punch me out with his good hand. “Let her try again. Sometimes it takes a few tries.”

      Kieren paused, but he didn’t look convinced.

      “I saw her perform a healing spell last night,” Venn said in an attempt to calm Kieren down.

      Just tell the whole world, why don’t you, Venn? Everyone’s going to want me to heal them. The joke’s on them, since I can’t cast a decent spell to save my life.

      “She can do it,” Venn said. “Let her give it another shot.”

      Okay, maybe I could cast a spell to save my life, but I wasn’t sure I could cast a spell to save someone else’s.

      Kieren slumped back into his stool. “Fine, but if this doesn’t work…”

      I was incredibly grateful that he didn’t finish that sentence.

      Venn stood behind me and squeezed my shoulders. Warm tingles spread down my arms, calming me. It was almost as if he had magic of his own, though I figured he would’ve told me by now if he was a witch. My shoulders relaxed beneath the weight of his comforting hands.

      “You can do this,” Venn whispered in my ear. “You cast the same spell last night, and it worked. You can do it again. I know you have it in you. You just have to believe in yourself.”

      I took a deep breath. He’s right. I can do this.

      Taking Kieren’s hand in mine again, I reread the incantation. This had to work.

      “It’s not working,” Kieren said, disgruntled.

      Or not…

      “Remember why you’re doing this,” Venn whispered from beside me.

      I’m doing this to find Cowen, I told myself. Because without him, I’ll never find Jenna. I’m doing this for my sister.

      I read through the incantation a third time. All my thoughts turned to Jenna. I pictured her soft blue eyes and long brown hair. In my mind, she hadn’t aged a day since I last saw her. She was still eighteen and drop-dead gorgeous, with long lashes and a dimple on the right side of her face. I imagined the smile that would spread across her face when I found her. I pictured her pulling me into a tight hug. She’d squeeze me until I couldn’t breathe, like she used to do when we were kids.

      I missed you so much, rugrat! Jenna would say.

      I would cry, even though I’d try not to. I missed you, too, Jenna-Bean.

      Before I realized it, I’d already reached the end of the incantation. Kieren continued to stare at me in skepticism.

      “Better?” I asked. I couldn’t read him.

      “Better,” Kieren said bitterly, “but not fixed.”

      I could hardly believe my ears.

      “Then it worked,” I told him, standing and scooping up my spell book. “The pain will start to go away slowly, and it should be completely healed within a couple of days.”

      Kieren didn’t look happy, but he couldn’t deny that I’d held up my end of the bargain. Which I still couldn’t believe.

      “Thank you for your cooperation,” I said before turning to leave.

      Kieren scoffed, like he didn’t think of it as cooperation in the slightest.

      Venn, Ryland, Teagan, and Fiona all headed to the door with me, no doubt as eager as I was to escape this place as quickly as possible.

      “I don’t want to see any of you back here!” Kieren called before we stepped outside. “You hear me?”

      Obviously, I was never going back there. He’d probably demand we pay for the broken tables, and I certainly didn’t have that kind of cash lying around.

      Outside, Fiona rammed into me, pulling me into a tight hug.

      “Ohf.” A breath of air escaped my lungs.

      “Thank you so much!” Fiona continued to squeeze me.

      “For what?” I asked on our way to the car. “All I did was heal the guy’s hand.”

      And I probably didn’t do a very good job of it, I told myself.

      “You did more than that, though,” Venn insisted, pulling out his keys. “You got him to tell us where to find Cowen.”

      “Yeah,” Fiona agreed. “Teagan wasn’t any help.”

      Teagan slugged Fiona as she ducked into the car.

      “Ow!” Fiona complained, holding on to her shoulder.

      “You seriously expected me to sleep with that guy?” Teagan asked in disbelief.

      “No,” Ryland said firmly as he slid into the passenger seat. “None of us would’ve let you do something like that.”

      Teagan’s expression softened, but it only lasted a second before she turned to me with a raised eyebrow. “I thought you said you were a low witch.”

      I shrugged. “Mostly. I guess I just have a gift for healing.”

      “And a bit of shifter magic,” Fiona pointed out, gazing at me in admiration. “You’re the Ravenite, aren’t you?”

      I sighed. There was no point in denying it. There weren’t exactly hundreds of raven shifters running around Nocton.

      “I do what’s necessary,” I said, adding a hint of warning to my tone. “So… are we gonna go get this vamp or what?”

      Venn pulled out onto the street.

      “Believe me,” Ryland said. “I wanna go after him as soon as possible, too, but you heard what Kieren said. Cowen lives with a bunch of other vamps. We have to be careful. There’s a good chance they outnumber us.”

      “So, what do we do?” Fiona asked, hopeless.

      Ryland paused a beat and glanced to the sky. The sun was hidden behind a thick layer of clouds, so it wasn’t going to help us much today. Sure, it would slow the vampires down and maybe give them a few blisters, but it wasn’t enough to make them retreat like it would if the sun were out.

      “We wait until nightfall,” he decided. “It’ll give us enough time to scope out the place. Plus, most of the vamps will leave by then, so we can crash the nest while there are fewer to deal with. Maybe Cowen will make an appearance himself.”

      “I say we bust down the place right now,” Teagan voted. “We don’t have the time to waste.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not gonna walk straight into a full vampire nest and lose any one of you,” Ryland replied with a harsh tone. He had a point.

      “In that case,” Teagan agreed, “I’m going to need more knives.”
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      Night fell, and darkness enveloped the city, but the minutes on Venn’s dashboard continued to tick by, and still no sign of Cowen. We’d been sitting in the car a few doors down from the white house on the corner for hours, and we had yet to see a single person come or go.

      “Maybe Kieren lied,” Fiona theorized, pausing momentarily from blowing air across the back of Teagan’s neck. She’d been doing it for the last several minutes to try to get a reaction out of her. Either Teagan hadn’t noticed or she was purposely ignoring Fiona. I’d been trying to hold in a laugh because it seemed like something my sister would do when she was bored.

      Venn shook his head. “I don’t think he lied. I mean, the house is here like he said.”

      There was no arguing that, considering it was probably the only white house with red shutters in town. The house was old, with various peaks in the roof, two chimneys, and peeling paint siding. Crooked wooden stairs led up to a front porch that looked like it creaked with every step. The house rose two stories high and looked big enough to have at least five bedrooms on the top floor. It certainly looked like something a vamp would live in, with the whole haunted-house vibe it had going on.

      “If he didn’t lie, then where’s Cowen?” Ryland asked with a tense jaw, as if Venn was supposed to know the answer.

      “Calm down, love,” Teagan said in a soothing voice.

      She reached forward from the back seat to run her hand across Ryland’s shoulder. He breathed a sigh and laced his fingers through hers, pulling her hand to his lips and brushing a kiss across it.

      Damn, they were so cute together. I needed to get myself someone like Teagan, a partner who could calm me with a single touch.

      Teagan jumped in her seat and swatted at Fiona. “Would you stop it?!” she snapped.

      Or, you know, I could just get myself the type of person who would bite my hand off just for kicks.

      “Are you being annoying again, Fiona?” Ryland scolded.

      Fiona rolled her eyes. “Again? You mean still?”

      Ryland didn’t even justify her answer with a response. Fiona frowned and folded her hands in her lap. Clearly, sitting still was getting to her.

      “Maybe we missed the vamps,” I suggested. “They could be leaving through the back door.”

      Ryland let out a groan, like he couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of it before.

      Yeah, we were officially idiots.

      Ryland kicked his door open before anyone could get in another word. “You wanna come stake it out with me, Tea?”

      A wide smile spread across her face, like she was hoping they’d run into trouble at the back of the house.

      “I’m coming, too!” Fiona volunteered, rushing out of the car behind Teagan.

      An uncomfortable silence filled the air when the doors shut behind them, leaving Venn and me alone in the car. The only sound came from Venn reaching into the glove compartment followed by the rustle of a plastic bag. Judging by the scent that hit me from the back seat, I guessed he was snacking on cheesy snack mix. My favorite, too, and the greedy bastard didn’t even offer to share.

      A full minute must’ve passed without either of us saying a word, but it felt more like an hour. I wanted to say something, but I couldn’t come up with anything that wouldn’t make me sound like an idiot.

      “You can come sit up here,” Venn offered.

      “Oh, thank God,” I blurted, grateful that someone finally broke the silence. I wanted to shove the words back in my mouth as soon as I said them.

      “God has nothing to do with it,” Venn joked as I climbed over the middle console and settled into the front seat.

      “He doesn’t?” I teased back.

      Good thing, too, since I didn’t believe in God. Somehow, I didn’t think vampires and shifters fit into the God story, though some people claimed that vampires were just demons who’d escaped from Hell and had come to possess their loved ones. It might’ve been believable except for the fact that crucifixes and holy water didn’t work on them. If I had a nickel for every time I rolled my eyes at the demon theory, I’d be able to afford a far better apartment.

      “So, you don’t think vampires are spawns of Satan?” I asked, mostly to keep the silence from once again entering the car.

      Venn smirked and let out a light laugh. “No, I don’t.”

      I leaned toward him with curiosity in my eyes. The scent of the snack mix in his lap filled my nose. My pulse quickened with each inch I came closer to him, but I ignored it. “Then where’d they come from?”

      “Well, I won’t claim to know everything,” he admitted, holding out his bag toward me.

      Score!

      “But what I do know makes a lot of sense,” he said.

      “Oh?” I raised my eyebrows and plunged my hand into the bag. “What is it that you know?”

      Venn smirked, looking positively proud of himself. “For starters, I know how magic works.”

      I scoffed and tossed a handful of cheesy crackers into my mouth. “No, you don’t.”

      Even Devin, my boss, didn’t truly know how magic worked, though that shouldn’t have surprised me. It was clear he was only in the business for the money.

      Venn returned the bag to his lap. “You’ve never hung out with a high witch before, have you?”

      “I paid a high witch to enchant my clothes, if that counts,” I told him.

      Venn shook his head. “Doesn’t count. Not unless she told you how she did it.”

      “She didn’t,” I said with a full mouth.

      I must look like such a lady.

      Venn popped another handful of snack mix into his mouth then wiped his hand on his jeans. “Ever heard of Synchrony?”

      I furrowed my brow, not sure what he meant. “I’ve heard the word before.”

      “But do you know what it means?” he asked.

      “Um… are you asking me to recite the definition from the dictionary?” I replied, insulted.

      Venn laughed. “No. I’m talking in a philosophical sense. Synchrony is the force that creates and sustains life. It’s responsible for the balance within the universe.”

      “Okay…” I dragged out the word. “I’m intrigued.”

      Though it’s probably just nonsense.

      “Essentially, Synchrony is God but without conscious thought,” Venn explained. “It’s more closely related to nature. It’s just something that is, like electricity.”

      “Really?” I asked skeptically. He expected me to believe this? I didn’t know what to believe these days, but I wasn’t buying that.

      “I can’t explain it like Sondra can,” Venn said, “but basically, she says that Synchrony is the life-sustaining force that’s been around since the Big Bang.”

      “You’re saying magic has been around forever?” I asked. Some theories claimed magic was always there. Others said it came here from another world when Valkas showed up—and that he was from that other world, too. I still didn’t know which theory to go with.

      “Yes,” Venn answered. “Magic has always existed in our world. It just wasn’t made public until eight years ago. Before that, the secrets of Synchrony were kept within the supernatural community. It was the only way people escaped persecution.”

      “So in your story, magic and Synchrony are the same thing?” I asked.

      “Not exactly,” Venn said. “That’s like asking if light and electricity are the same thing. Magic is what happens when you access Synchrony, but Synchrony itself is bigger than that. It’s what creates life—creates souls—and what drives fate.”

      “Fate?” I laughed. Venn was officially a nutcase… A nutcase who made butterflies dance around in my stomach. I mentally squashed the suckers.

      “Yes,” Venn stated flatly.

      My laughter instantly died. Woops. I was being a total ass.

      My voice softened. “I’m sorry. I’m listening. Tell me more.”

      Venn eyed me, like he couldn’t tell if he should keep going or not. I really did feel bad about laughing at him.

      Finally, he continued. “I believe there are no coincidences in life; only balance. We have an equal give and take relationship with Synchrony. If you bring positivity into the world, Synchrony will deliver more positive things into your life. Accessing the Synchrony force—or doing magic—has consequences because it all balances out.”

      “Okay,” I said, trying to keep an open mind. “But not all magic does have consequences.”

      “Not all consequences are negative,” Venn said. “But Synchrony always reacts. How it reacts depends on your intentions when you cast a spell. If you cast the spell with positive intentions, you will get positive results. The bigger the spell, the more consequences, like how trying to bring someone back to life could trap their soul in their body. Well-intentioned spells won’t have bad consequences. That’s probably why you’re so good at healing. On the other hand, dark magic almost always results in negative outcomes because there are very few dark spells that can be cast with pure intentions.”

      “Why would anyone practice dark magic, then?” I asked.

      Ha! Plot hole!

      Venn frowned. “Because they honestly believe they’re in the right.”

      I narrowed my eyes in thought, trying to absorb everything he was saying.

      “Synchrony reflects your intentions back on you,” Venn continued. “You can never cast a perfect spell if you’re doing it for selfish reasons or if you’re trying to hurt someone else.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” I argued. I don’t know why I didn’t want to believe Venn. Maybe I didn’t want to believe there were people out there with the answer and I’d gone so long without knowing it. “I tried to heal Kieren earlier, and the spell backfired on me. I wasn’t being selfish or trying to hurt him.”

      “Maybe not,” Venn agreed with a shrug, “but you were still projecting negative energy.”

      “No, I wasn’t,” I insisted. He couldn’t even do magic, but he was going to sit here and tell me all about how I’d been doing it wrong?

      Jerk.

      Venn didn’t seem to notice my furrowed brow. “The thing about Synchrony is that it doesn’t recognize good versus evil. Instead, it recognizes positive energy versus negative energy. Your beliefs and intentions affect how Synchrony responds.”

      “How so?” I asked. He wasn’t suggesting I was carrying around negative energy like some sort of evil witch, was he?

      “You have to believe in your ability and the reasons for why you’re casting the spell.” Venn looked at me with a pointed expression, like he was accusing me of something. I just wasn’t sure what he was accusing me of. “A witch who doubts herself is much more susceptible to consequences.”

      “I do not doubt myself!” I defended.

      “Yes, you do,” Venn said, like it was fact.

      Any lingering butterflies in my stomach were now officially dead.

      “You don’t know anything about me,” I replied in disgust.

      Venn shrugged. “You’re right, I don’t. But I know how Synchrony works, and I know you’re a lot more powerful than you give yourself credit for.”

      Ugh, here comes the flattery, like he wasn’t just insulting me a moment ago.

      “I know what I’m capable of,” I stated.

      Venn peeled his gaze off me and looked back toward the house. “Do you? Because you said you’ve never worked with a high witch before. You might learn a lot by having a mentor.”

      “Yes,” I agreed sarcastically, “because high witches willing to mentor me on my budget drop out of the sky every day. How do you know all this anyway?”

      Venn blinked several times before answering. “Because Sondra’s a high witch. She told me.”

      My blood stopped in my veins. Mind. Officially. Blown.

      These people were living with a high witch, and this just happened to be the first time anyone mentioned it to me? High witches were rare, and most of them were living in luxury, not still hanging around in a city like Nocton.

      “Seriously?” My tone came out softer this time, all the offense removed from my voice. “Could she teach me?”

      For free, obviously, because Devin barely pays me minimum wage.

      “I can’t speak for her,” Venn said, “but I’m sure she’d be happy to teach you a thing or two once we get her back.”

      I nearly choked on the handful of snack mix I’d just shoved in my mouth. “Get her back? Where is she?”

      Venn swallowed hard, like he was contemplating whether or not to trust me with the truth. “She was… taken.”

      “Oh, my God!” I cried. “Like, kidnapped?”

      Venn nodded somberly. “Yes. She’s being held for ransom. That’s why we’re after Cowen. He stole the thing we need to get her back.”

      I was just about to ask what it was he needed when Venn’s entire body stiffened, halting my words in their tracks. I followed his gaze to see a male figure emerging from the house we’d been watching.

      This jackhole is officially going down.

      Before I could suggest calling Ryland and telling him we spotted movement, Venn’s car door slammed behind him. Outside the car, Venn lunged forward, shifting into wolf form mid-air.

      He raced after Cowen.
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      I kicked my door open and sprinted behind Venn. In his shifted form, Venn was fast. The black wolf slammed into the vampire and knocked him to the sidewalk before I was even halfway across the street. Venn’s head snapped to the side as the vampire’s fist connected with his jaw. It didn’t even seem to faze Venn.

      Venn’s jaw snapped at the vamp in warning, and his paws pressed down on his chest. The vamp stopped struggling to hiss in Venn’s face just as I reached them. Every muscle in Venn’s body froze—like time altogether had stopped.

      The light from the nearest street lamp caught the vampire’s face. I, too, stopped in my tracks. The man stared back at Venn with hauntingly silver eyes. Fangs protruded from his mouth, but the shape of his jaw was unfamiliar. His hair was slicked back, like he was trying to channel an old-school Dracula vibe. Though he had similar hair color and an almost identical build to Cowen, we had the wrong guy.

      Dracula’s head swung forward in a flash, knocking into Venn’s snout with a sickening thud. Venn reeled backward on instinct. Dracula rolled in the grass, freeing himself from Venn’s grasp. He dodged around Venn’s outstretched paws and made a run for it, but he must’ve not seen me there, because he headed straight in my direction.

      I didn’t have time to think about what to do next. All I knew was that I wasn’t ready to let this guy go without asking him some questions. I sprang from the pavement and leapt forward, catching the vampire around the middle and tackling him to the ground.

      He quickly freed himself and scurried to his feet. Before he could make it far, Venn was on the other side of him, blocking his path. Dracula whirled around, but I skirted in front of him, ready to kick him in the royal jewels if it came to that. He hesitated, his nostrils flaring. His eyes dropped to my neck with a hungry look in then.

      Oh, hell no. He looked like he had every intention of ripping out my jugular and using it as a straw.

      “We’re not here to hurt you,” I said in a rush, hoping we could work this out civilly.

      Dracula held his hands up in surrender, but I suspected he only stopped because I’d piqued his interest. My eyes darted to his wrists, just in case, but the skin on his arms was smooth.

      “Then why’d your boyfriend try to knock me out?” he asked begrudgingly.

      Boyfriend?

      Venn stood on his hind legs, and the fur disappeared from his body as he shifted. He wiped the blood from his lip but barely stole a glance at it, like it didn’t really matter.

      “We thought you were someone else,” Venn said without regret. “If he’d seen me first, he would’ve run.”

      Strike first. Ask questions later. I like Venn’s style.

      “Obviously, you have the wrong guy,” Dracula snapped, glancing between the two of us.

      “Is Cowen around?” I asked—or rather, demanded.

      The vamp narrowed his gaze, but his eyes continued to flicker down to my throat. “Cowen? He hasn’t lived here in years.”

      Venn cursed under his breath, and I was sure the blood had drained from my face.

      “Years?” The word passed by my lips breathlessly.

      “You deaf?” Dracula mocked. He inched away from us like we wouldn’t notice.

      “No,” I answered, “but I’m a shifter who’s strong as hell, so I suggest you refrain from the insults.”

      The vamp stopped retreating. “What do you want?”

      “We want to know where to find Cowen,” Venn answered. “That’s all.”

      “I don’t know where to find him.” Dracula sounded like he was telling the truth. But then again, he was a vampire, and I had yet to meet a vamp who wasn’t completely heartless.

      “Are you sure?” I asked, using my most threatening voice.

      I liked to think I sounded terrifying, but I must’ve not looked the part, because he didn’t seem particularly scared of me. When his eyes darted to Venn, though, he sure looked wary.

      “I hardly knew the guy,” Dracula admitted, still looking at me like he’d enjoy me for his next meal. “He was just a roommate. He left a few months after I moved in.”

      “Were any of your other roommates close to him?” Venn asked.

      The vamp rolled his eyes and turned to the car beside us on the curb to climb inside. “I’m not some messenger boy. If you want to know more about him—”

      I grabbed his door before he could slam it. He sat in the driver’s seat, trying to wrench it out of my grasp, but I had a firm hold on it. The vamp looked up at me in shock, like he thought I’d been bluffing when I said I was strong.

      “My boyfriend asked you a question,” I stated in my most intimidating voice. “I suggest you answer.”

      Dracula hesitated. “I don’t know anything about Cowen, and I doubt my roommates do, either. The most I know about him is what’s in the box he left behind.”

      Every word sounded genuine, but I wasn’t ready to accept we’d hit a dead end. If only he’d given me a reason to beat the answer out of him…

      I think I enjoyed confronting vampires a little too much. If I treated humans half as bad as I treated vamps, I’d already have my ticket to Hell in hand. I was about to give up and let the vamp go, ready to call this mission officially a bust, when Venn quickly stepped in.

      “Do you still have the box?” he asked in a rush.

      Dracula’s jaw tensed. He was totally over this interrogation. “I might know where it is.”

      “We’ll buy it from you,” Venn offered.

      The vamp’s eyes lit up in intrigue.

      “How much do you want for it?” Venn asked.

      “I don’t want money,” Dracula declined, his silver eyes staring greedily at me.

      Seriously? Another lonely bastard looking for a good time? He’d be sorely disappointed.

      “What do you want?” Venn asked.

      Either he was dumb or blind. It was obvious by the way the guy eyed me like a piece of meat. I was his price.

      Screw him. Wait, no. Not what I meant.

      “I just want a taste,” Dracula said, like it wasn’t a big deal.

      He can shove his offer—wait… a taste? As in, my blood? Okay, not as bad as I thought, but still…

      “No,” I answered automatically, my voice filled with disgust.

      “Then I think we’re done here.” Dracula reached for his door handle.

      “Wait!” Venn insisted, catching the door again before he could close it.

      Dracula looked up with a sardonic smile. “You seem to really want that box.”

      Venn hesitated.

      What was Venn hiding? He did really want that box, but I wasn’t sure why. He didn’t think the thing Cowen stole from him was in there, did he? I mean, this vamp said Cowen had left here years ago. Unless he thought there might be something in there that could help us track Cowen down.

      Tracking…

      Of course! A tracking spell required an object belonging to the person you were trying to locate. We could use anything in the box to track Cowen, as long as no one else had claimed ownership of the objects inside since he’d abandoned them.

      “I lied,” I said quickly. “I’ll do it.”

      The vamp smirked the same time Venn spoke.

      “No, Rae,” he objected. “You don’t have to.”

      “I do,” I countered. “We need that box.”

      Venn whirled toward Dracula. “Feed on me instead.”

      The vamp stood in the grass beside the curb and shut his car door behind him. He shook his head. “No. I named my price, and I asked for the girl.”

      His nostrils flared, inhaling my scent—not that he could smell me well considering I was a shifter. He must’ve really had a thing for female shifter blood. That wasn’t surprising, though, since shifter blood tasted best, or so I’d been told. Vampires could feed on animals, but I’d heard it compared to the taste of dirt and the energy boost of an ice cube when you’re craving a double bacon cheeseburger. Human blood did the job, but it was like eating salad when shifter blood was a triple-layer chocolate cake with ice cream on top. Vampires didn’t get many chances to drink shifter blood since most of us weren’t up for donating it. Not to mention that shifter blood slaves were rare. Vamps only took the ones who couldn’t fight them off.

      I took a step back to distance myself from him. Dracula looked two seconds away from pouncing on me and sucking me dry. He almost had me second-guessing the deal, but then I reminded myself what would happen if I refused. We really would hit our dead end, and I’d be no closer to finding Jenna than I was the night the Soulless took her.

      “I’ll do it,” I said, “but you only get five seconds—”

      “A minute,” the vamp countered.

      “You’d have me drained dry! Five seconds,” I replied firmly.

      “That’s barely a sip!” he complained, like I was being totally unfair.

      Frankly, I thought I was being awfully generous for a box of junk that didn’t even belong to him.

      “Thirty seconds,” the vamp negotiated.

      I crossed my arms. “Ten, and that’s my final offer.”

      His eyes locked on my jugular as if he could hear my blood pulsing through my veins. I knew he couldn’t, not like he could with humans.

      Finally, he scoffed. “Forget it. I can buy blood for less than that box of crap is worth.”

      “You and I both know that my blood fresh from the source is a heck of a lot more valuable than what it sells for at a blood bank,” I countered.

      Blood from the blood banks was like eating that chocolate cake after it’d sat on the counter for three days—dry and stale. He knew my offer was well worth it.

      “Rae,” Venn said sternly, trying to talk some sense into me, but I’d already made up my mind. We needed something of Cowen’s to track him down.

      Dracula’s lips tightened. “Fine,” he caved. “Ten seconds.” He stepped forward and reached out for me.

      I quickly dodged out of the way. “Whoa. We get the box first.”

      Dracula glanced to Venn, as if to ask, Is this girl for real?

      “And if you try anything,” I warned, “you’re dead. If you release venom, take longer than your ten seconds, anything… my friend here will make sure it’s the last drink you ever take.”

      Dracula gritted his teeth. “Yeah, I get it. No tricks.”

      “Rae, come on,” Venn protested, his voice growing harsher with each passing second. “We’ll find another way.”

      I ignored him. We might find Cowen eventually through other means, but this was our quickest option. “Let’s do this,” I said to Dracula, sealing our deal.

      “No,” Venn demanded like I didn’t have a choice. He grabbed me by the arm and pulled me away from Dracula.

      On instinct, I ripped my arm out of his grasp and swung my fist at his nose. He stumbled backward from the impact, his hands immediately covering his face.

      “Damn, Rae,” he said with a mixture of anger and amusement in his tone. “You have one helluva swing.”

      Dracula laughed, but I ignored him. I wasn’t amused in the slightest.

      “Let’s make something explicitly clear,” I said, my eyes trained on Venn’s. “Just because I asked for your help does not mean you own me. I’m doing this on my own, so you can either stay and help or leave without answers.”

      Silence settled over the lawn.

      A muscle fluttered in Venn’s jaw as he considered my words. Finally, his shoulders relaxed. “I’ll stay.”

      Dracula smiled triumphantly. “The box is in the garage.”

      He gestured for us to follow him, but my feet remained firmly planted in the grass. Venn didn’t move, either. Dracula glanced back and frowned, like he didn’t have all night.

      “I said no tricks,” I told him.

      “This isn’t a trick.” The vamp sounded annoyed. “I’m upholding my end of our deal.”

      Maybe he was telling the truth, but how could I trust that there wouldn’t be twenty vampires hanging out in the garage waiting for us?

      “Bring the box out here to us,” I demanded.

      Dracula shook his head, like I was being completely ridiculous.

      “Do you want my blood or not?” I asked. The truth was I’d follow him into that garage if I had to, but I hoped it didn’t come to that.

      “Fine,” the vamp sighed. “Wait here.”

      He hurried off toward the side of the garage, leaving Venn and me alone on the dark sidewalk.

      I turned to Venn, who stared after Dracula with a hard expression. “He’s not coming back, is he?”

      “That, or he’s bringing a bunch of vamps back with him,” Venn said. “We should leave before he comes back. This is a bad deal.”

      “No,” I insisted. “We need that box to track Cowen. Don’t you want to save Sondra?”

      Venn hesitated. Before he had a chance to answer, Dracula had already emerged from the garage. He carried a white cardboard box not much bigger than a paper grocery bag.

      Maybe there are vampires out there worth their word.

      Dracula dropped the box beside Venn’s feet. It landed with a smack on the sidewalk.

      That was… too easy. We could’ve just walked in there ourselves and taken it. A minor breaking and entering charge was nothing, and I wouldn’t have to give up my blood for it.

      I stared into the silver eyes of this Dracula-Cowen look-alike, praying to God—or Synchrony or whatever—that he’d keel over and die right there so I wouldn’t have to go through with this. But I knew praying wouldn’t do me any good.

      “I’ll take my payment now,” Dracula said, licking his lips.

      My skin crawled, and every fiber of my being told me to take the box and run, but I found myself stepping toward him anyway. I wasn’t the type of person to go back on my word. I know… shocker. Rachel Collins actually had morals.

      But when Dracula took my wrist in his cold hand, I wasn’t sure I could go through with it. Suddenly, I wanted to hurl.

      I hope my blood tastes like horse shit.

      “Wait!” Venn couldn’t take it. He threw himself between us, forcing Dracula’s hand off mine.  “Don’t, Rae. You don’t want to become a blood slave, believe me.”

      “Hey!” Dracula rose his voice and shoved Venn aside with his elbow. “No one said anything about blood slaves. We had a deal. You’re not trying to double-cross me, are you?”

      Venn held Dracula’s gaze, his lips tight and nostrils flaring, but he couldn’t come up with a rebuttal.

      “Are we going to do this or not?” Dracula’s teeth gritted. He looked at me in a way that told me that one way or another, he would receive his payment.

      “Venn, I told you this was my deal,” I said.

      “Watch out,” Dracula warned. “You don’t want to get punched by a girl again, do you?”

      I almost struck Dracula for the insult. I wasn’t just some tiny, weak-ass girl, though he had to know that by now.

      I placed a gentle hand on Venn’s arm. “Ten seconds. That’s it. Ten seconds, and it will all be over.”

      I stepped toward Dracula before Venn could respond. My hands shook. I knew it wouldn’t be anything compared to the pain I felt when Cowen stabbed me with vampire venom, but I still wasn’t looking forward to vampire fangs sinking into my neck.

      Ten seconds. Then we’re out of here.

      I ignored Venn and nodded toward Dracula.

      “Rae—” Venn started, but I didn’t hear the rest of what he said.

      Dracula wrapped his arms around me possessively, and a sharp pain shot across my neck. My breath hitched, and my entire body tensed.

      Ten… nine…

      I started counting down in my head, but two seconds in, I’d already lost track of the numbers. It only took a moment for the initial shock to fade and the pain to go away. Instead, a light tingly feeling danced across my skin, melting away all the tension in my muscles. I forgot about Venn’s protests, about the fangs in my neck, about the box near my feet that could hold the key to finding Cowen… all that mattered was the feeling of euphoria filling my body.

      Had I really only offered this guy ten seconds? If this was what being fed on felt like, he could take me for ten goddamn years. The pleasure only built within my body each passing second. I yearned for more, but I never got a chance to learn what that might feel like.

      My mind was instantly pulled back to the present, to the reality that a vampire was sucking my blood, when the deafening roar of a massive beast cut through the night.
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      A moment of disorientation overcame me as the fangs in my neck drew away.

      “Step away from the girl,” a threatening female voice met my ears.

      The pressure around my middle disappeared. I hadn’t even realized there’d been pressure on my body until it was gone. My legs felt like noodles. Without the strength to hold me up, they crumbled beneath me. A pair of strong hands caught me before I slammed to the ground. It took only a split second for my head to clear, as if I’d just broken the surface of a very deep lake and taken my first life-saving breath.

      The first thing I noticed was that Dracula had dropped me. He stared with wide eyes at something beyond me and backed away slowly. The faint scent of cinnamon filled my nose, and I realized it was Venn who had caught me.

      A second chilling roar filled the air just feet away from me. I steadied my feet and turned to see Ryland in bear form, glaring at Dracula and poised for attack. Fiona had shifted into a fox, and Teagan was ready with her knives out.

      This was bad. Ryland had to know this wasn’t at all what it looked like.

      “Wait!” I cried.

      I rushed out of Venn’s arms and threw myself between Ryland and Dracula. But Ryland was quicker than me. He’d already leapt into the air, his sharp teeth bared toward Dracula’s throat. Ryland’s massive paws slammed into my chest. I fell to the ground, feeling as if I’d just been hit by a truck. Ryland quickly righted himself and shot me a glare as if to ask if I was insane.

      Possibly.

      I sucked in a heavy breath and tried to force out an explanation, but the words didn’t come before Dracula had already ducked into his car. Ryland rushed forward, and his heavy shoulder connected with the driver’s side door. It crumpled like a soda can. Dracula quickly shifted into drive, flipped us the finger, and sped off down the road.

      “Ryland, stop!” Venn yelled to get his attention.

      Ryland was already racing after the car, but he didn’t get far before realizing he’d never be able to keep up with Dracula’s increasing speed.

      Teagan rushed over to me to help me to my feet. My chest heaved as I struggled to inhale steady breaths, and my head swam in a lightheaded daze. A warm sensation rushed across the skin on my throat. My hand slapped to my neck and came away sticky with blood.

      Great.

      I pressed hard over the vampire bite to stop the bleeding. My eyes remained fixed on Ryland as he abandoned the car chase and raced back to the lawn. Even in his bear form, he looked pissed.

      “Ryland,” Venn and I said in unison, in a matching tone that said we had a lot to explain.

      But we never got a chance. Fiona’s scream of terror ripped across the lawn, startling all of us. Venn, Teagan, and I whirled around, only to be met by half a dozen pairs of silver eyes. Six vampires flooded out of the house. The first vamp already had Fiona by her hair. He was tall, with skin as dark as Venn’s and arms as big as Ryland’s.

      Ryland showed no signs of slowing down.

      “Ryland, stop!” I shouted.

      He was already flying through the air.

      I was so over this act first, ask questions later thing.

      Alpha Vamp dropped Fiona and ducked out of the way before Ryland’s claws could catch him. Ryland’s massive bear form flew over the top of him and slammed into the petite female vamp behind him.

      “Stop!” I screamed again, but no one listened.

      The female vamp was already back on her feet. She drew her arm back and smashed it into Ryland’s nose. Ryland swiped his paw out at her, but she ducked. Her clothes fell to the ground as her body shrank to the size of a medium dog. There was a distinct pattern to her brown fur. A wolverine.

      Whoa. I was totally not expecting that. Vampire-shifter hybrids were rare, especially since shifters weren’t common in the general population to begin with. Unlike witch magic, vampires kept their shifter magic when they changed.

      Venn shifted and sprang forward to defend Ryland. Teagan grabbed a fistful of Ryland’s fur and hoisted herself onto his back. In the blink of an eye, one of her knives flew from her hand and landed square in the center of the female shifter-vamp’s chest.

      Terror entered the woman’s eyes, but it was gone a moment later as the magic keeping her alive left her body and reduced it to a pile of ash.

      Me? I was still holding on to my neck, trying not to bleed out the open wounds Dracula had left. I needed to perform a healing spell—and fast.

      What’s the incantation? Come on, Rachel, you can do this.

      I racked my brain, thinking back to the words I’d uttered only earlier today.

      The incantation is only four lines. It shouldn’t be this hard to remember. Just start somewhere.

      I began muttering the first words I could remember. No, that wasn’t right. That was the second half of the spell. How did the beginning go?

      Three of the remaining vampires had Ryland and Teagan surrounded. Another had chased Fiona up onto the porch, and though the vamp was fast, Fiona was agile enough to avoid getting caught. The vamp was probably a total newbie still getting used to his supernatural speed. Nearby, Venn’s wolf claws sank into a vampire’s arm. The vampire bared its sharp fangs and hissed.

      They need help. I need to get in there.

      Suddenly, the incantation clicked. I whispered the four lines from memory under my breath. The moment I finished, Alpha Vamp leapt on top of Ryland and sank his teeth into the back of Teagan’s neck. An invisible force slammed into my gut.

      “No!” I shrieked.

      I didn’t have time to check if the spell had taken. I instantly shifted. My clothes dropped away behind me, and I shot into the air, my wings flapping hard. I landed on Alpha Vamp’s shoulder and pecked my beak at the first piece of flesh I could find. His ear.

      Alpha Vamp cried out. His hand shot toward me, but I was already out of reach before his large hands could wrap around my small throat. I flew to the other side of him, and he twisted to follow me. He swatted at me in the air, intent on knocking me out of it. My talons caught him and sliced across the back of his hand. I’d distracted him long enough that when Ryland spun around, Alpha Vamp didn’t have time to grab on to any fur. He flew through the air off Ryland’s back and landed so hard on the front lawn that his elbow skidded through the grass and left behind a divot.

      A quick motion closer to the house caught my eye. I looked just in time to see the vampire chasing Fiona grab ahold of her tail. She shifted back into human form, and her tail disappeared from his grasp. She tried to dodge out of the way, but he was too fast for her. The vampire jumped forward and tackled her to the ground. Her foot flew out and slammed into his nose, but he held her down and climbed on top of her, like he didn’t even feel it. The light from the nearby street lamp reflected off his pearly white fangs as they elongated past his upper lip.

      Hell no.

      I dove toward him, passing through the narrow space between his face and Fiona’s neck. He pulled back, startled. I flew in an arc and aimed my body at his face again. He leapt backward, completely disoriented as I flapped my wings in his face over and over again. It was a handy trick. He stumbled back so far that he ran straight into Ryland’s backside. Ryland was still trying to fight off two other vampires, and so he didn’t even notice when one of his huge back paws stepped on the vamp’s foot.

      I took the brief opportunity we had to escape. I shifted back into human form and grabbed Fiona’s arms to help her to her feet. She followed behind me as I raced across the lawn—in nothing but my enchanted underwear and boots. I scooped up my clothes on the ground and tossed them on top of Cowen’s box.

      “Come on,” I said in a breathless rush as I grabbed the box.

      I raced out across the street, and Fiona sprinted behind me. My heart hammered at a million beats per minute once we reached Venn’s car. I flung the driver’s side door open and tossed the box on the passenger seat. Inside, my hands found the keys Venn had left in the ignition. I twisted, and the car roared to life. I hadn’t driven a car in years and didn’t have my license, but I remembered enough from my driver’s ed class.

      I shifted into drive and pressed down on the pedal before Fiona even had the back door shut. Tires squealed when I slammed on the brakes in front of the vampires’ house a few doors down from where we’d been parked.

      “What—?” Fiona started, but I laid on the horn before she could finish, drowning out her question.

      Everyone’s heads jerked in our direction.

      “Open the door!” I instructed in a rush.

      Fiona quickly opened her door and franticly gestured for everyone else to make a run for it. Ryland whirled his head to the side, slamming it against the nearest vampire, who was trying to get on top of him. He broke free of the vamp and barreled his way between two others. Teagan grabbed a handful of fur and leaned over, nearly touching the ground but still holding herself up on his back. While Ryland ran, Teagan scooped her knife up from where it stuck in the ground. Ryland shifted not a moment too soon, and he and Teagan stumbled into the back seat.

      “Venn!” Teagan cried in a high-pitched shriek I never would’ve guessed she was capable of.

      Venn raced toward us, but two vampires leapt on top of him at the same time. He clawed at them and managed to slice one of them across the cheek.

      I was a split second away from streaking across the lawn in nothing but my undies and kicking some vampire ass when a loud bang filled the vehicle. The entire car shook, and my heart jumped into my throat. My head snapped in the direction of movement to find Alpha Vamp perched atop the hood of the car. His silver eyes bore straight through the vehicle to the back seat. He glared at Teagan with a look of vengeance in his eyes.

      Not today, buddy.

      “GO!” Venn’s voice filled my ears from mere feet behind me.

      Relief flooded through me when I heard his voice. He was all right—for now, anyway.

      Without a second thought, I floored the pedal. Alpha Vamp steadied himself on the hood of the car. In my rearview mirror, I saw four vampires rush out onto the street, following much closer behind us than I would’ve imagined they could. I swerved to the left, then to the right, almost hitting into a vehicle parked at the curb. I must’ve missed it by inches.

      “The brakes!” Venn shouted.

      I immediately applied the brakes, and Alpha Vamp went flying. I was half surprised he didn’t splat onto the pavement like a bug against a windshield. A thud sounded behind us as the four remaining vamps ran into the back of the vehicle, stunned by the abrupt halt.

      “Hang on!” I warned as I wrenched the shifter into reverse.

      I whirled around to look out the back window and stomped on the gas. The car jolted as the tires passed over at least two separate bodies. It wouldn’t kill the vamps, but it would sure slow them down. Shifting back into drive, I put the pedal to the metal and hightailed it out of there. Alpha Vamp leapt from the middle of the road out of my path. Our speed increased rapidly, and I swerved around a slow-moving vehicle ahead of us on the street.

      I didn’t pay attention to the vamps behind us. I let Fiona—who was screaming at me to step on it—worry about that. Instead, I focused on not crashing as I turned down another street in an attempt to lose the vamps at our tail. I never even saw the stop sign on the next block, but I sure saw the black sedan I almost t-boned. I pulled the wheel to the left as the driver in the other vehicle slammed on his brakes. I just barely missed him.

      On the next block, we broke out from the residential area onto a street with more traffic. I made a sharp right turn, and by some miracle, I managed to slip right into traffic without hitting anyone.

      Fiona breathed a sigh of relief. “They’re gone.”

      I slowed to follow traffic, but my heart continued to slam against my rib cage. I glanced back briefly to see that Venn was still trying to get situated, but it was nearly impossible with Ryland taking up half of the back seat. Apparently, Venn decided he had enough of trying to fit four people in the back, because he ducked his head and climbed over the middle console. It took him a good ten seconds of struggling—since there wasn’t exactly much room for a guy his size—before he was seated in the passenger seat with Cowen’s box on his lap.

      “What the hell happened back there?!” Ryland exploded.

      I opened my mouth to explain, but before I could, Fiona’s small voice cut through the brief silence in the car.

      “Um, guys,” she said with concern.

      “What?” Ryland snapped, like he didn’t have time for her.

      I glanced to the back seat to see that Teagan’s body was slumped against Fiona’s, her eyes closed. Fiona slowly drew her hands away from Teagan and stared down at the blood on them in horror.

      Fiona shook. “Teagan’s not breathing.”
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      I was pretty sure I stopped breathing when I heard Fiona mutter those words. I wrenched the wheel to the right and slowed to a stop in a gas station parking lot. I kicked my door open and rushed out of the vehicle, still half-naked and everything. I pulled Ryland’s door open so fast that I was half surprised it didn’t rip off its hinges.

      Ryland didn’t even notice me there. He leaned over Teagan and shook her, begging her to wake up. Because that was totally going to work.

      I reached two hands around Ryland’s bicep—and they didn’t even reach all the way around—and pulled at him. “Move! Let me help her.”

      It took several tugs before Ryland acknowledged me. Then, as if he suddenly remembered I actually could help her, he dropped her shoulders and jumped out of the car.

      I climbed into the back seat and knelt over Teagan. The first thing I did was check her chest while Fiona pressed her hands over her wounds. I was relieved to see that it was rising and falling, though slowly.

      “She’s still breathing. That’s a good sign,” I said. “Help me, Fiona.”

      Together, we propped Teagan up in the middle of the back seat.

      “What happened to her?” Ryland demanded desperately from outside the car. “Is she going to be okay?”

      On the other side of Teagan, Fiona was breathing heavy, shallow breaths, like she was doing everything she could to keep from freaking out.

      “How can we help?” Venn asked from the front seat. His head was screwed on straighter than Ryland’s, but his tone still sounded rushed and worried—for good reason.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Ryland’s voice rose as he began pacing.

      I didn’t answer him right away. I reached for Teagan’s dark braid and pushed it out of the way. Fiona lifted her hands, exposing the back of Teagan’s neck. Two puncture wounds lay side by side on her skin, confirming what I’d seen earlier. My stomach churned at the sight of the raw, swollen skin and the blood soaking into her shirt.

      “What?” Venn demanded.

      I could hardly get the words out past the lump in my throat, but somehow, I managed. “She’s been bit.”

      Ryland stopped pacing abruptly. “You can help her, can’t you?”

      I turned to him, hoping the fear I felt for Teagan didn’t come across in my expression.

      “Can’t you?!” Ryland shouted.

      I swallowed hard. “I can try.”

      The truth was, I knew there was nothing I could do. The only spell I had that I thought might help—the one to counteract supernatural injuries—was clearly a dud. But if we didn’t do something about that venom, we could be waking up to a vampire in the morning.

      “I need that shirt, Venn,” I demanded.

      Venn tossed me the shirt I’d been wearing earlier.

      “How did this happen?” Ryland asked, to no one in particular. “She was with me the entire time.”

      “That big vampire bit her while she was on your back,” I said, wiping the shirt across the blood. “I saw it.”

      “Is she going to—?” Ryland started, but I cut him off before he could finish.

      “No,” I told him. “We’re going to fix this. But either way, she’s going to have a rough night.”

      “A rough night?” Ryland repeated, like he couldn’t believe my words. “So you’re saying you can’t do anything? I thought you could heal!”

      “I’m going to do my best!” I shot back at him. “Stand back if you don’t want blood all over your shoes.”

      Ryland’s hands shook, like he was trying to physically hold himself back from ripping me out of the car just to hold Teagan in his arms, but he stepped aside anyway.

      Peeling the soaked shirt off her back, I took a deep breath to ready myself. The longer I thought it through, the deeper the venom would penetrate into her body. So, ignoring my instinct to brainstorm further solutions, I lowered my lips to her skin and sucked her blood into my mouth.

      A fire burned across my lips and raged through my mouth, scorching every millimeter of my body that her tainted blood touched. There was no taste to it; only fire. It was like eating the hottest ghost pepper in the world, if that pepper had been coated in red-hot molten lava.
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