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        Love is complicated.

        But then so is a stake through the heart.

        There’s a curse that runs through the Blackthorne Wolves.

        Gnarled and Ancient. Unbreakable, they say.

        It started with the Witches and now it’s spread like a disease, infecting Wolves…

        And now Vampires.

      

        

      
        Livingstone Vampires.

      

        

      
        Mom’s frantic calls led me to the Blood Moon Academy, a dangerous place for any Immortal.

        I found dad there, chained like a beast, filled with rage.

        And as everything changes around me, I’m sent a command from the Ancient...it’s time to step up.

        Time to be the Vampire my kind needs me to be.

        Understudy. Vampire. Daughter.

      

        

      
        I don’t know who I am anymore.

      

        

      
        But I’ll search for answers.

        I’ll do it all with the Wolves, my best friend and my bodyguard at my side.

        And as the curse reaches out and marks my skin, I start to question everything.

        How far will I go for love?

        And, how far will love go for me?
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          Dark Corners And Steel Chains

        

      

    

    
      “I swear, you smack into the back of me one more freaking time and I’m gonna lose my shit,” Ava snarled as we crouched in the bushes.

      I lifted my gaze to the red windows in the cathedral looking building, towering against a midnight sky. “You sure this is the place?”

      Nero turned to glance at me and gave a nod. “This is the place.”

      Energy hummed through the air. It crawled up my leg and spilled over my shoulders, sucking me in like a lover’s greedy kiss.

      “I don’t like this place. It feels wrong,” Ava murmured beside me.

      “It’s supposed to feel like that,” Nero added. “It’s a warding spell. They want you to be scared enough to leave.”

      “It’s doing a damn good job.” Ava rubbed her arms.

      “Don’t be scared.” Chuck stood straight and tall, the top of his head peeking out of the bushes. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “We get in, get your dad and get out,” Bond growled as he stared at the rust colored stained glass windows.

      The Blood Moon Academy looked every bit as fucking terrifying as the name. If it wasn’t for my dad, I’d never step foot in the place. But love was stronger than fear—I glanced beside me—and friendship was just as powerful.

      “Agreed,” I answered and took a step forward, leading the others as I left the bushes behind and made for the wide steps of the Academy hall.

      Witches were feared.

      Witches were hated.

      Witches didn’t play well with others.

      And yet here I was, handing myself and my friends to them on a damn platter.

      “Seems too quiet.” Ava scanned the line of trees as she stepped up to the pathway.

      It was too quiet. Too cold. Too dark. Too...everything.

      My nerves jumped and twitched. A warm hand grasped mine as Ava flinched and looked toward the door. “I’m scared,” she muttered. “So, you’re holding my damn hand.”

      I took the steps slowly, jostling to the side as Bond pressed against me, and then Nero.

      Ava pushed back, Chuck bumped against her until we all stumbled and clattered like a herd of damn elephants.

      “Stop,” Bond growled.

      “You stop,” Ava snarled.

      I took the next step on my own, leaving them all behind to fight it out amongst themselves, and reached for the door handle. Pain tore through my fingers, like a thousand volts shot through my hand.

      But the pain was swallowed as fast as it came, and I twisted the handle and then pushed.

      Darkness and silence waited for me inside.

      The thud of my boots echoed and then mingled with the others as I stepped through the doorway. There was no sound from anyone, no...feel of anyone here.

      “We’re alone,” Bond growled as I made my way through the foyer and turned into what looked like an elaborate sitting area.

      I skimmed over the outline in the darkness and stepped closer. “We are alone,” I murmured.

      “Not exactly,” a strange male’s voice replied.

      The flick of a light sounded in the space.

      An amber flame followed, turning crimson in an instant.

      A Warlock sat with one leg draped over an armrest of a plush chaise sofa in the middle of the room.

      His red shirt gaped open, exposing a muscled chest as he flicked the lighter and then extinguished the flames. Dark eyes met mine as he lifted his gaze. “Morwenna Livingstone, I’ve been expecting you.”

      “My dad...I’m here for him,” I demanded, and then swallowed hard.

      Dark eyes burned with secrets. He smiled as he flicked the lighter, casting a faint red glow around the room. “Hmmm, see there’s a problem with that.”

      “What kind of problem?” Chuck growled behind me.

      But the Warlock didn’t answer Chuck, in fact it was as though he didn’t see him at all.

      Flick.

      Flick.

      Flick.

      The ignition made my undead heart clench with fear.

      And out of the darkness behind him came movement. The blood red hue from the flames danced across a familiar face.

      “Judas?” I murmured as he stopped at the Warlock’s shoulder and stared at me. “What are you doing here?”

      “Yes, Judas,” murmured the Warlock. “I think it’s time you told your Vampire friend all the juicy Blackthorne secrets. Let her know what a bad Wolf you really are.”

      Judas’s stricken gaze met mine as he uttered two words I’d dreaded hearing. “I’m sorry.”

      Bond and Nero were silent beside me, but it was Ava who growled, and it was Ava who stepped forward. “You’re sorry? You left us to die while the Demon’s attacked the Academy dance. You’re not sorry, you’re an asshole.”

      Judas just nodded. “I deserve that. I didn’t want to leave. I had to.”

      I couldn’t deal with this, not now. I swallowed hard and tore my gaze from the silver shine of his eyes.

      Flick.

      “My father. He’s here and I want him back.”

      The Warlock stopped flicking the lighter and leaned forward. I caught the wave of his hand in the darkness before soft amber lights illuminated the room from the corners. I could see him now, wide brown eyes, chiseled jaw. He looked like any other guy. But when he pushed against the soft red sofa and rose to his feet, I felt the sting of the magical connection instantly.

      “That can’t happen, Morwenna.” He drew me in like a predator with careful long strides. “I know you’re upset. I know you’re scared. But this isn’t the time. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

      Goosebumps raced along my skin with his deep baritone voice.

      The Wolves blurred, taking Ava and Chuck with them. All I saw was seduction wrapped up in the skin of a man. “Go home, Morwenna. Go home and worry no more.”

      I shook my head, entranced by the brush of his fingers on my arm. Judas flinched, silver glinting eyes fixed on the movement of this man’s touch. I couldn’t quite think...why was I here?

      “You look tired,” the Warlock murmured. “So much has happened for you. You could almost walk right out of those doors and go back home. You could almost visit with your Mom, take care of her. Tell her Dante is perfectly fine. He’s on a business trip and there’s nothing to worry about.”

      My lips parted, the rush of a breath followed. There was something sweet and musty in the room, a scent I hadn’t picked up before. And with the fragrance, came that rush of dark power inside.

      She was still there, the woman in black, even after the diamonds had turned to dust and the Demons were gone. I could feel her, watching, waiting, making her presence known, just like she had then.

      The flare of power was like the crack of a whip inside me, tearing through the foggy hold over my mind. I wrenched my arm from his touch and stumbled backwards. I saw him now, saw him for all his cruel, malignant desires. “Don’t touch me,” I warned. “And get the Hell outta my head. I want my father, and if you don’t take me to him now, I’ll tear your precious Academy to the ground.”

      The darkness rose inside me, searing along my bones, slipping under my skin. The floor underneath me trembled, and the lights in the corner of the room dimmed.

      The Warlock glanced to the lights, as behind him Judas took a slow step forward, muttering, “I warned you, Keir.”

      I closed the distance and curled my lips. The Warlock wasn’t the only predator in the room. “Give me my father.”

      The walls trembled, paintings on the wall bounced, and then slammed back again.

      “She will spill blood, Warlock,” Chuck warned. “She will desecrate every room of this place until you give him back to us, and I’ll help her do it. We will not stop...for anything. Until we leave with Dante Livingstone.”

      “Keir,” Judas warned, never once taking his eyes from me.

      There was a shake of the Warlock’s head, and that was enough for the rage trapped inside me to rear once more.

      Unforgiving. Raw and feral.

      Power swept through the room. The Warlock’s eyes widened, his breath caught. There was a slight shake of his head. “What is that?” he murmured. “That power, that’s not just Vampire power.”

      “That’s not just a Vampire,” Ava cautioned next to me. “Now I suggest you call whoever you need to call and let her dad go before she gets really pissed.”

      Nero and Bond said nothing, only stared at Judas.

      “You don’t want to do this,” Keir warned with a shake of his head. “You don’t want to see your father like...not the way he is.”

      A jolt of terror shot up my spine. “What do you mean, the way he is? He’s my father.”

      Chuck’s low, savage growl gave me strength. I curled my lips and bared my teeth. “Take me to him...now.”

      Keir cut a glare to Judas, who just swallowed.

      I’m sorry, the Alpha’s words echoed in my head. He wasn’t sorry, he’d been caught. There was a fucking difference.

      The Warlock gave a small nod, dark eyes glinted with truth and terror. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      And with that he turned toward a large doorway that no doubt led further into the building. I saw this place then. The wooden walls, the bare room, the feeling of emptiness. I glanced to Ava, and then followed. We all did. Heavy footsteps resounded, filling the hallway as we made our way deeper into the Academy. The walls were made of dark wood, lights dim, everything seemed so bleak.

      “This place isn’t a school, it’s a damn morgue. Where is everyone?” Ava murmured.

      “It’s Beltane,” Keir murmured and glared over his shoulder. “Not that I expect you to care about our customs.”

      “The Fire of Bel,” Ava murmured. “I know it, just figured there’d be more...you know...celebrating.”

      Keir tore his gaze away, instead he strode deeper into the darkened hallway. “There would be if there was something to celebrate.”

      His sudden somber mood was unusual. I knew Witches were dangerous, knew they were to be feared and a second ago in the living room he was every bit of the formidable presence I thought he’d be. But something had changed. The Warlock had become this quiet, bruised man, and I didn’t know how to read him.

      He stepped through a walkway at the end of the hall and into a room that sank in the middle of the floor. It was a ramp that dropped underneath the floorboards. One wave of the Warlock’s hand and the room was flooded with the same soft amber glow which stretched to the stairs reaching into the dark below.

      I wanted to turn to the others, to reach out for Ava’s hand, but I didn’t. I clenched my fist, determined to do this on my own.

      “Mor, please listen to me,” Judas started.

      “Why?” I snapped. “Why listen, why believe a thing you say? You won’t be getting another opportunity to betray me again.”

      I turned then, and followed the Warlock as he stepped off the ramp and onto the stairs. Heavy steps thudded, echoing around me, and that sweet, musty scent seemed to rise from the earth as I followed.

      Careful now, a woman’s voice floated through my mind.

      A frigid draft swept across me from the room below.

      I gripped the railing and blinked into the gloom, until a warm amber glow spread out below us. Glass jars glinted and sparkled under the glow. It was some kind of workroom. Potions crammed the benches. Dried herbs and flowers hung from ropes tied overhead. I cut my gaze around the room, searching for movement, and kept stepping. But there was no one, not a Witch or my father.

      Heavy boots thudded on the packed earth floor as Keir stepped down into the room. I listened to the others fill the room behind me.

      “I’m asking you one last time, Morwenna.” Keir turned to meet my gaze. “Don’t do this. Leave your father here, with us...with the ones who can—”

      “Kill him?” I took a step closer meeting his gaze.

      “Help him,” he answered quietly.

      “Mor,” Judas murmured. Nero and Bond never moved aside, making a barrier between us. His brow narrowed, confusion swept in, still he tried to get through to me. “Listen to Keir, this isn’t what you think it is. Your dad…” He glanced to the Warlock, but instead of subservience, a battle raged within the Alpha’s soul. “He’s sick. He’s sick and he needs help.”

      I shook my head. Sick from what? The diamonds had been shattered, every other Vampire had their strength returned, even the Ancient. There was only...me, who still carried after effects. I’d checked the other Vampire bloodlines, I’d checked those who’d gone rogue. I’d turned over every stone I could find and made sure those who remained were strong once more.

      So, there was no reason for Dad to be here. “I want to see. I demand to see.”

      The Warlock turned ashen under the amber lights, he straightened his spine, and then turned to stride down a narrow hallway that jutted out from the room. Lights glowed along the stony walls. The cold seemed to reach out from the walls, and somewhere along the hallway the rattle of chains followed.

      I jerked my gaze toward the sound. My steps slowed, boots scraped the hard floor as the clink and gnash of steel links mingled together. My heart gave a slow thud, and the sound filled my ears.

      A grunt came from a room up ahead. Pale light barely reached from under the door, but it was still there. Something moved inside that room, something that grunted and snarled. Something that tested the links on the chains with a snap, not once...but over and over.

      And over.

      I stopped in the middle of the hallway. They had a beast in there, torturing him...terrifying him. But the more I stared into those dark eyes the more I saw something familiar.

      “I tried to warn you,” Keir murmured. “He’s not just your father, Mor…he’s dangerous.”

      “Daddy?” The word slipped from my lips. I saw him now…saw the man behind the monster.

      My steps were a blur as I charged forward and grabbed the door handle. “Daddy...Daddy! I’m here. I’m coming.”

      “Morwenna...wait!” Judas roared as I gripped the handle and turned.

      Power swept over me like a hurricane as the lock gave way under my hand and the door swung inwards. I stumbled inside and stilled. Energy swirled around the room, dangerous, consuming energy that glowed and shone and swept in circles around a man tied to a chair in the middle if the room.

      Dark, haunting, demented eyes stared back at me from the beast in chains.

      His hands clenched the ends of the armrests until his knuckles turned white. Clothes had torn to shreds exposing his chest all the way to his waist. Black veins ran like whip marks underneath pale skin. I flinched as Judas’ hand gripped mine.

      But still I couldn’t look away.

      Not from the long white fangs.

      Or from the way he snapped his body forward, testing the chains time and time again.

      “I’ll kill you,” he sneered. “Come closer...come closer and I’ll tear you apart.”

      The words were a knife in the middle of my chest as I stared at the man who once smiled at me across his desk. “Daddy…”

      “That’s not your Dad.” Judas turned to me. “Not really. He’s just a beast. An animal. He’s sick, Morwenna. He’s sick and he doesn’t know how to fix this.”

      “That’s why he came here.” Keir stepped closer, drawing my gaze. “To the Blood Moon Coven. That’s why he came to see our High Priest, Tagar Lutherian.”

      “You…you people did this to him?” I wrenched my gaze to Judas and the lying Warlock behind him. “You did this to my father!”
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          The Truth Won’t Always Set You Free

        

      

    

    
      “No.” Judas clasped my wrist and dragged me outside the dungeon. “You need to listen to me.” He cast a panicked gaze to Chuck and then the others. “There’s a sickness running through the most powerful of the supernatural lines. It started with the Witches, and then the Wolves.”

      He couldn’t hold my gaze. Instead he stared at the cold stony walls.

      “What do you mean sickness?”

      “It affects the men, as far as we know,” Judas murmured. “Turns them into monsters, makes them do things they can’t control.”

      Sadness was etched into every word. He grabbed my hand, dragging me with him. “It’s not safe here for you. Not with him.”

      I wanted to fight and thrash, to pull my hand from his and run into that room...no, that cell, once more. My heart gave another heavy thud and agony followed, tight and constricting, like a belt across my chest cinching tighter.

      That was my father. The words tore through my head as an unmerciful scream swallowed the thunder of footsteps, shattering my heart.

      “That—” Chuck grabbed Keir’s arm and wrenched the Warlock around to face him. “That...that thing in there is not Dante.”

      “It is,” Keir growled, meeting the warriors terrifying stare. “You know it is. You are his bodyguard, right? You must’ve seen he was getting sick.”

      Chuck shook his head and turned, finding my gaze. Agony filled his eyes, there was a flicker of something...panic...failure.

      “Did you know?” I murmured. “Did you see anything?”

      “I thought he was just tired, snapping and one time he—” His eyes darkened with the memory, before he continued. “He’s been under a lot of pressure. Your assignment from the Ancient. The Vampires being sick, and the other families ready to knife him in the back. I…”

      “You protected him,” Keir answered. “You made excuses. You overlooked. But there was no reason for you to know warrior, not until the night of the dance, when the Dragon’s Tears were shattered. The power tore through every Vampire, and restored their power. But it changed Dante, it...bought whatever was trying to dig its claws into him rushing to the surface.”

      I closed my eyes as a wave of guilt hit me. Someone touched my arm, reassuring me. It could’ve been Nero, or Ava. I didn’t know...or care. In this moment I was alone in my terror, unhinged and untethered.

      Until silence made me open my eyes.

      Chuck was a statue. Dark eyes glinted with something akin to madness as he dropped his hand from the Warlock’s arm and stepped backwards.

      A sickening howl of rage came from the hallway. Chuck flinched, but he didn’t turn toward the howl, only stared at the Witch.

      “It’s not safe for you here, Morwenna.” Keir made for the potions room. “You need to leave, and the farther you stay from the Blood Moon Academy, the better. We’ll take care of your father, do our best with the tonics and the sedation spells. But it seems the closer you are to him...the more violently he reacts.”

      I hurried after the Witch, trying to make sense of what he was saying. “I don’t understand... Why? I should stay here. I should be the one taking care of him.”

      Keir stopped at the base of the stairs and turned. “I think Judas is the best one to answer your questions.”

      Judas? The betrayal still stung. I gripped the railing and climbed the stairs, but I still couldn’t stop myself from listening for the Alpha behind me as I climbed all the way to the empty room of the Academy once more.

      Judas stepped closer and reached for my hand, but I just shook my head and stepped away. I stared at his fallen posture, the way his shoulders dropped, and felt an ache in my chest.

      “You don’t understand,” Judas began,

      “Then help me understand,” I snapped.

      “Mor,” Nero started.

      “No,” I growled. “No, Nero. I deserve the truth.”

      “You do,” Judas added. “That’s why I can’t tell you.”

      And that ache bloomed into cold, hard anger.

      “But I can show you,” he finished. “It’s the only way you’ll understand.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Nero warned. “I don’t think she’s ready.”

      I flinched with the words. They knew? They all knew?

      Judas seize my gaze and answered. “She’s going to need to be.”

      His gaze shifted from me to Ava and Chuck, and then he turned and marched down the dark corridor. Nero turned, and Bond motioned with his head to follow.

      “Mor?” Ava said softly. “What can I do?”

      “Go back to the Academy with Chuck,” I murmured. “This is something I need to do on my own.”

      “Mor, I don’t think you should,” Chuck rumbled.

      But I was tired of the anger and the terror. I was tired of lugging around the guilt and shell-shocked disbelief of what had happened. I still fully didn’t understand it. “I need...answers to the diamonds...to everything.”

      Judas looked to Keir.

      “That’s well above my powers,” the Warlock muttered.

      “Then I demand to see someone else,” I growled and that hunger inside me rumbled beneath my skin.

      There was a panicked glance from the Warlock to Judas before he answered. “Fine. I’ll make the request, but I can’t guarantee an outcome.”

      I gave a nod. If that was all I was going to get, then I’d accept it...for now.

      “Chuck, take care of Ava. I’ll be back when I can.”

      Ava rushed forward and hugged me. “Text me every thirty minutes or I’ll assume the worst and come for you, you too Wolf.” She glared at Judas.

      I hugged her back, and fought the urge to smile. “Thanks, and I believe it.”

      She pulled away and stepped down from the front steps of the Academy, giving me one glance over her shoulder before she followed Chuck back the way we came to the black Mercedes parked on the shoulder of the road.

      “You ready?” Judas murmured.

      I sucked in a hard breath and then gave a nod. I followed the Alpha, along with Bond and Nero, all the way to a parking lot behind the towering front building of the Blood Moon Academy. In the darkness, far off in the distance, fires burned. “What is that?”

      “That, is how Witches celebrate Beltane,” Judas murmured.

      I felt distant from everyone, from everything. Night cloaked the surrounding landscape, and the emotions inside me reminded me of what Dad had become. It crashed into me like endless waves.

      Nero stepped closer, his warmth brushing against my arm. I wanted to recoil from him. I hurt him, just as he hurt me. I wanted to slap his face, to betray him…just so he knows how it feels to be betrayed. Instead I just stepped to the side, putting distance between us.

      Tears blurred the darkness.

      “Grandma would say tears shed for others were a sign of strength,” Bond said.

      I turned toward him, his words rolling over in my mind. “Really? Dad always told me to cry is a sign of a mortal.”

      “And by mortal, he means weak I take it?” Nero murmured.

      Mortal. Weakness. He said anything other than the cold, stoic nature of the Vampire was something to detest.

      “When all you have is hate and fear and loathing, it’s hard to allow those you love inside those walls. I know that, but love is strong. Stronger than you can ever imagine.”

      And so is betrayal.

      Judas hit the button of his car key and lights flashed in the darkness. The more I cried, the more determined I was to turn the world upside down to help my father. He’d do the same for me.

      “I’m scared,” I murmured, more to myself, but it was loud enough for the guys to hear as they moved closer, arms around me, breath on my cheeks and neck.

      “We’re with you.” Nero squeezed my hand. “And even though you might feel different right now, so is Judas.”

      I flinched with his words. Judas opened the passenger’s side door and waited for me. Bond let go of my hand, and Nero followed. I held the Alpha’s gaze as I slipped into his car and he closed the door. Muffled voices came from outside, both Nero and Bond climbed into the back seat without saying a word and a second later Judas was yanking open the driver’s door and starting the car.

      I curled in my seat and stared outside as Judas drove out of the Academy grounds, taking the corners too sharp.

      Wheels skidded. I gripped the door to keep from slamming around in the seat and watched as we flew down darkened roads. “Where are we going?”

      Judas didn’t answer, just worked the gears and hugged the corners of the road as we drove south. I lost track of time, watching the moon and the way the car’s headlights cut through the trees.

      Until the car slowed and turned down a narrow dirt road. Fear slipped along my skin, catching my breath. I glanced to Judas. “Judas, where are we going?”

      “To show you the truth,” he answered. The muscles of his jaw bulged. “Maybe then you’ll believe me.”

      The car bottomed out over dips and ridges, scraping the belly. We wound our way deeper through the dense trees and overgrowth. I reached out, stabbed the button for the window and cracked it open just a little. Cold, fresh air flooded the car. I inhaled, smelling the smoky tang of a fire, and the heady scent of the earth. But underneath that was something musky, something dangerous and animalistic—it was the scent of Wolves.

      “This is your home...your pack.” I wrenched my gaze to his.

      A lone Vampire in the middle of a Wolf pack was a death sentence.

      He cut me a glance, and those deep brown eyes stole me away. “We’ll protect you. We’d never harm you.”

      “Trust us,” Nero murmured from the back seat.

      “We’re here for you,” Bond chimed in.

      Judas swung the car around a hard bend and then slowed before he stopped. I searched the trees for movement and found none. A howl cut through the air as Judas shoved open his door and the others exited behind me. Maybe I should have asked Chuck and Ava to join me after all.

      I caught the glow of a light through the trees. I could see it now, the faint dark outline of a towering mansion under the forest’s shadow. The car doors boomed as they shut, in the absolute stillness of this place. Large windows shimmered against the moon light.

      Four columns flanked two enormous black doors at the entrance, supporting a balcony on the first floor. But there was no life, no movement, so far removed from everything I knew.

      “You live here?” I asked.

      Judas rounded the hood of the car and reached out, asking me to take his hand. I hated that flinch of distrust inside me, still I reached out, took his hand in mine and let him lead me through the long grass toward the cold, empty house.

      “I don’t think anyone’s home.”

      “Oh, they’re home,” Judas murmured, stepped over a fallen tree and kept on walking.

      The snap of a twig to my right seized my gaze. Through the faint glow of the moon came the silver shine of eyes. Movement to my left made the skin on the nape of my neck crawl.

      I could feel them now, all around me, closing in.

      Every ravenous Wolf.

      “I don’t want to be here,” I murmured and flinched at the low growl of an Alpha.

      But Judas never gave me the option to turn and run, instead he mounted the steps of the old mansion and pulled me with him.

      “You wanted to know the truth, and I’m showing you the truth. I want you to understand what lies ahead for your father. I want you to truly understand.”

      He slowed, letting me catch up, and then steered me along the verandah, toward a side door. I stumbled as I caught sight of the metal door, just like the one I’d seen in the dungeon at the Blood Moon Academy.

      “What’s inside there?”

      He fiddled with a key and unlocked it, while I trembled, half of me toying with the idea of turning and running.

      “You’ll see.” He palmed open the door and switched on a light.

      Soft pale light spilled into the room. Judas stepped inside as an older woman pushed up from the rocking chair in the middle of the room. “Judas,” she called.

      He strode over to her, lowering his head and wrapped his arms around her soft body. “Is he...is he asleep?”

      “Yes.” She lifted her gaze and looked at me. Silver strands of her hair sparkled under the shine of the light, and the color was reflected in her eyes.

      She was Wolf.

      She was family.

      “Nana, this is Morwenna.”

      “A Vampire,” she growled as she patted his shoulder and met his gaze. “You bought a Vampire into my home?”

      “She’s a friend,” he answered.

      “Our friend, Nana,” Nero added.

      “And we are hers.” Bond stepped closer.

      “Her father has the sickness,” Judas murmured. “She has to understand.”

      Sadness stole the silver shine of her eyes. The old woman just nodded. “Be careful,’ she murmured to Judas. “Don’t let him know it’s you.”

      “I’ll take her.” Nero stepped closer.

      But Judas shook his head. “No, this is my responsibility.”

      Worn floorboards howled and groaned as he headed along the hallway. But this time he didn’t pull me after him, and the others didn’t push at my back. They just waited, letting me make the decision to follow, or to flee.

      I swallowed hard and walked the same path before he turned, opened what looked like the cellar door and stepped through. Heavy footsteps echoed. It was the Blood Moon Academy cells all over again. My stomach tightened as I strode down the steps to a heavy metal door on the cellar wall.

      “In there,” Judas murmured.

      I glanced at him, and then the others behind me.

      They waited. It was all on me.

      Fear was a vice grip around my heart. I strode toward the door and gripped the handle. The locks Judas had removed had worn grooves into the door and the bolts. I glanced to the small table on my right and found the inch-thick clasps there waiting. There were four of them. Four to keep whatever was inside...in there.

      “You can turn the light on,” Judas spoke behind me. “He won’t even know.”

      The door hinge was silent, greased and seamless, opening wide like the hungry jaws of a Wolf.

      The stench hit me, foul and fetid, dripping with raw, animalistic hunger. My hand trembled as I reached inside, and felt along the doorframe and the wall for a light switch.

      “Do not cry out,” Judas whispered in my ear.

      I flinched as the switch went click, and soft yellow light filled the space.

      It took a moment for my mind to make sense of what I stared at. A man was slumped on the ground against the far wall of a cemented room. His head was down, arms wrapped around his knees. I stared at his hands, which were nothing more than mangled, malformed stumps. His chest rose and fell, the only movement that told me he was alive...if this was deemed living.

      The man jerked his head upwards. Blackened, sunken holes filled the space where his eyes used to be. A cry ripped from my lips at the sight. I reached up and slapped a hand over my mouth as his nostrils flared and the ravenous, unmerciful sounds of something not quite right filled the space.

      Judas was fast, throwing the switch, pulling me backwards before he yanked the door closed. Bond and Nero were there as a boom thundered against the inside of the door.

      Locks slid into place and snapped shut as the steel vibrated from the blows. I stumbled backwards, imagining that thing slamming those broken, mangled stubs of hands against the surface.

      “Who is that?” I cried out, revulsion clenching my belly. I swallowed again and again, stumbling away as acid spilled into my mouth.

      I fell against the wall and sank to one knee, retching and sobbing. I couldn’t stop seeing him, those hands...those eyes.

      Acid spilled from my lips as that man slammed the inside of the door desperately. Let him out! I wanted to scream. Let him out of there. And all I could see was my father, my beautiful, sweet father in that cell in the Blood Moon Academy.

      “Come on.” Judas gripped under my arms and lifted.

      He half carried me, helping me back up the stairs to the main house.

      The scent of a fresh fire filled my nostrils as we walked back into the living room of the house. The old woman had lit a fire. Hungry amber tongues licked the bottom of an old kettle.

      ‘Sit.” She pointed to a worn sofa in the middle of the room.

      The cellar door thudded closed behind us. Nero and Bond appeared a second later.

      “I’ll grab the mugs,” Nero turned.

      “I’ll help you.” Bond cut a glance to Judas and followed.

      “Think maybe it’s time you told your lady friend here the truth,” his Grandmother cut me a glance. “I’m tired, and I’m going to bed. He’ll be a handful tomorrow when the hunger kicks in. I’m going to need all my strength.”

      She reached out, gave him a soft pat on the top of the head before she leaned forward and kissed his cheek. He grasped her hand, pinning it to the side of his face, and murmured. “I love you.”

      This was such a different side of him, soft and comforting, meek for a powerful Alpha.

      “Love you too, boy, take care at that fancy school now.” Then she left, making her way to a flight of stairs that hugged the far wall. She climbed them slowly until she reached the first floor and then disappeared into the dark.

      The fire crackled and snapped. Embers floated into the air as the water in the pot slowly boiled.

      “Talk to me,” I said, hating the silence of this place. I paused as my mind tried to catch up on everything I’d seen.

      I never thought I’d crave the raucous laughter and loud clinks of champagne glasses, even the elegant drone of voices. But out here the quiet was almost painful.

      “Do you see now?” He lifted his head. “Do you see what this curse does to you.”

      “W-who was that?” I asked.

      His soft brown eyes darkened like cold, hard, grave dirt as he answered. “My father.”

      I gasped. “He’s sick too?”

      “It’s a curse,” he explained. “It started long ago with the Witches, but now it’s spreading.”

      I struggled to make sense of his words, to stop my world from spinning. “What curse?”

      “The curse that’s haunted the Blackthorne family for centuries.”
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