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        The final installment of the spellbinding first-person POV romantic urban fantasy series by NY Times and USA Today bestselling author Michelle M. Pillow.

      

      

      
        
        I was supposed to stay dead. That's the one thing everyone agreed on.

      

      

      

      One bite. One drink. That’s all it took to rip apart what was left of my humanity. Now there’s a war raging under my skin, werewolf venom battling vampire blood. I’m stuck in the middle, no longer mortal… and not quite anything else.

      Costin says he saved me. That he did what he had to do. But what he really did was break his promise. He turned me into a monster.

      And still, I want him.

      Worse, I need him. His blood. His strength. His control. But every time I give in, I lose more of myself. The hunger is growing. So is the rage.

      Everything’s unraveling. My body. My past. The fragile peace holding the supernatural world together. And the only thing more dangerous than what I’ve become… is what I might do next.

      Now, I’m out of time. If I don’t figure out what I am, and fast, I’ll destroy everything I’ve been trying to protect.

      Including the master vampire willing to burn the world for me.
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      To my cousin M’s dog, Quincy Boy, who deserves all the treats and needs to know I’m the best. But not my cousin, M, who wouldn’t let me take him home with me.

      

      Just teasing, also to M, who’s been a wonderful support on this series.
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        Now complete and ready to binge! Read the full series from beginning to bloody end.

      

        

      
        Though this book can be read as a standalone if you really, really want to, the author recommends reading this series in the order of publication.
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      Here is what I know.

      I’m Tamara Devine. A mere mortal.

      I’m twenty-eight.

      My skin is on fire. Every nerve sparks straight into my brain, and I can’t keep my eyes open. Someone keeps whispering my name. It’s annoying. And I’m so fucking hungry.

      Dammit, not again.

      I claw at the bedding as I convulse, my senses too sharp like someone turned up the contrast on reality. I have to close my eyes. There’s a metallic tang in the air. Blood. Old, powerful blood.

      I want that blood.

      Where the hell am I?

      The last clear memory I have is of Draakmar’s amulet. The ancient dragon’s magic was the only thing keeping me alive. I reach for the magical amulet out of habit. It’s my last line of defense. My fingers close around nothing.

      Gone.

      Of course. I gave it to Diana. She never should’ve been dragged into this supernatural nightmare. She should never have found out about monsters.

      She’s only six.

      Paul’s daughter.

      Paul. I loved him. I still might. But knowing me destroyed his life more than once. I wanted so desperately to be normal and a part of their lives. I should have stayed away from them.

      If I had the temperament to write it in a book, my story would be a tragedy.

      I try to hold on to the memory, but it slips through my fingers like water. The fire. My family dying. Conrad framed me for their murders. Then time reset like some cosmic joke. It folded back on itself. Suddenly, they were alive again, none of them remembering they had died. Conrad took their place in death. Only I remembered. Only I carried that hell. Then I remember Conrad’s ghost tormenting me.

      No. Not now. That’s over. Stay in the present.

      I paw at my neck again. Please, gods, don’t let the amulet have reset time.

      No. Time didn’t reset. Diana has the amulet now. She’s safe. Maybe giving away my protection was the final nail.

      Maybe that’s what happened.

      Maybe I’m already dead.

      A sharp pain tears through my stomach, and my mind screams with one truth. No. Definitely not dead. I feel every excruciating second.

      I’m not human anymore.

      Lord Constantine. Costin. Beautifully deadly master vampire who wants to possess me. I remember his silky voice and his cold hand. He’s the flame to my moth. He pressed his wrist against my mouth while Alpha Thane’s werewolf venom coursed like acid through my veins.

      “Drink,” he said.

      I obeyed.

      Sometimes I think it’s love. Other times… I don’t know. I think maybe it’s all about control. Regardless, even now, in this agony, I want him.

      Pain racks me. I need to think. Who am I now? What? The pieces are all scattered into a million broken shards. I have to figure this out.

      My father is Davis Devine, a magic so powerful everyone he meets seems to bend to his will. I’m the byproduct of his affair with Lorelai, a human woman I just found out existed. She loved me as a baby, but my crib became a magnet for supernatural threats. Goblins nearly killed me. So she gave me to my father and vanished.

      Pain stabs deep, twisting through my gut. I scream, but the room swallows the sound. No one comes to save me. Why would they? I’m nothing.

      I suppose I could say Astrid saved me once. Lady Astrid. Ice in pearls. She raised her husband’s bastard. I used to wonder what kind of sadness you had to swallow to stay married to a man like Davis and raise his mortal shame. But Astrid? She doesn’t show weakness. She sharpens it into knives.

      The pain lessens, and I can thankfully breathe. Why won’t I die?

      That would make Conrad happy. He wanted me dead.

      Conrad. My adopted brother. Human. Like me, or so I thought. They gave him to me when I was five, like a toy to keep me company. He died trying to kill us all. Then his ghost stalked me until the necromancer Leviathan trapped him. At least Conrad is finally silent.

      I dream about him sometimes. Well, they’re mostly nightmares.

      I start to shiver. I’m not sure remembering any of this is helping to distract me. A surge of nausea twists up my throat. I taste bile and ash.

      Fucking let me die.

      Who else?

      Anthony. My half-brother. Magical heir incarnate. He looks perfect from a distance. Gold-plated, carefully crafted. But I know the truth. He bleeds secrets. He gave up love to play their game.

      And Paul… Sweet Paul. The only man who ever saw me without flinching. I wanted normal. He offered it. But I dragged monsters to his doorstep.

      And then there’s Costin.

      Why does every nerve feel like it’s on fire?

      Why can’t I keep my eyes open?

      “Tamara…”

      Ugh, shut up already! Who keeps whispering my name?

      I’m so hungry.

      I want…

      I don’t know what I want. I want everything.

      Ravenous pain claws through my stomach, sharp and cruel, until it feels like my guts are on fire. Images of juicy hamburgers and giant rare steaks fill my thoughts. I want a giant food porn buffet of meat. Sizzling meat. Dripping red. Practically twitching. The desire is so strong I can smell it.

      No. Not meat. Blood.

      The realization hits me like a punch to the face. The very thought should make me gag. It doesn’t.

      The darkness around me is absolute. I open my eyes and see shapes dancing in the black. No, not absolute. I barely register where I am as I push up from a bed.

      I concentrate on a shape and hear the harsh pants of my breathing drowning out all else. The wood grain comes into full focus as if my face is pressed against the wardrobe door. My fingers run over the bedding, feeling each individual thread woven into the fabric. All of my senses are sharply defined.

      Have I been drugged? That might explain the bitter taste in my mouth and the strange traces of lights starting to dance across my vision.

      Who would slip me acid? My brother Anthony comes to mind. Did we smoke a joint laced with magic again? I need to start saying no to him.

      The pain is coming in waves along my body. My nerves are on fire, and I feel as if my skin is being peeled away from my muscles. I try to yell, but my throat is raw, as if I’d already screamed for hours. All I manage is a strange grunt.

      None of this is right.

      Something is catastrophically wrong with me.

      A weird déjà vu nags me like I’ve forgotten this moment before, and I’m reliving the same morning over and over. I remember feeling Draakmar’s magic being pulled out of my body like I was a supernatural conduit. I remember bright light and numbness. I remember being attacked by a… werewolf? Or was it a vampire? In a bank vault? No gas station. No… Subway tunnel?

      I grab at my bare neck. They’re puzzle pieces that don’t fit neatly together.

      For the love of everything, please don’t tell me my amulet reset time again. I can’t take another trip down a parallel universe with multiple timelines in my head when no one else can remember what happened.

      Wait no. I’ve already been over this. I’m cycling. Time didn’t reset again. Diana wears the amulet.

      Draakmar wants to be with the six-year-old. Her innocence calls to the dragon. Being raised in my supernatural family, innocence is not a word I’d use to describe me when I was Diana’s age. I like knowing she’ll be taken care of. Conversely, I’m scared to be without my protection. The amulet saved my life more times than I can count. Now I’m defenseless.

      Is that what happened to me? I gave away my protection, and that sacrifice killed me?

      Is this what death is? Floating in confusion from moment to moment?

      It must be Hell. Heaven wouldn’t hurt so much.

      No, wrong again. This is Costin’s home. I smell him like a fine cologne lingering on the sheets. It stirs inside me a curious mix of desire and rage. Behind that is the copper tang of blood.

      Why am I so hungry?

      I breathe deeper, trying to connect the dots of the last several days. Time is a mindless blur that makes no sense.

      A memory of Elizabeth performing a ritual with the werewolf Alpha comes trickling back. They tried to harness all the world’s magic, redistributing power to themselves. Thankfully, they failed, but their attempt came at a great cost. It won’t go unnoticed. Ancient powers don’t like it when you fuck with their shit.

      I see a flash of light, and I close my eyes tight. I don’t know if it’s a memory or actually happening.

      I remember Elizabeth and Thane standing on the altar of blood and moonlight. The memory feels like it belongs to someone else or perhaps a movie I watched long ago. The image has been haunting my thoughts since I entered this newest supernatural nightmare.

      Elizabeth is Costin’s vindictive vampire sister. She’s never pretended to be anything other than what she is, a power-hungry bitch who’d sacrifice anyone for her own ends. At least she’s honest about her intentions, unlike half the people in my life lately. She wanted all the power for herself, and when Thane tried to take some of the control, she didn’t hesitate to kill the Alpha.

      But not before he bit me.

      I run my hand over my shoulder and chest. My body is healed. It shouldn’t be.

      This is all wrong.

      I was dying.

      Fuck, this is confusing.

      We are born, we live, we die.

      That is how it’s supposed to be for humans.

      That’s normal. That’s mortality.

      I’ve always had the sense that there isn’t much time. Life is short. Live for the moment. I have an expiration date. That’s how we mere mortals think. We’re on a finite timeline.

      But mortality should never have been in the cards for me. Not with the Devine legacy hanging over my neck like a guillotine. Not with Uncle Mortimer constantly shoving supernatural suitors at me to continue the bloodline like some broodmare.

      Everything is becoming clearer now.

      A week ago was my expiration date. I was ready. I even looked forward to the eternal calm. And then… Costin.

      Costin, with his ancient eyes and cold hands. Costin, who promised he wouldn’t let me become a monster. Costin, who broke his word to save my life. I can still taste his blood on my lips.

      Hot tears stream down my cheeks.

      I’m not a mere mortal. I’m a mere monster.

      I don’t want to be a monster.

      I don’t know what I am, but I’m clearly no longer human. There’s so much pain. My lungs are filled with glass shards, and my blood has been replaced with magma that should turn me to ash.

      There is a reason monsters like me don’t exist. Vampires and werewolves don’t mingle in any capacity. They can barely stay in the same room together, let alone the same body.

      My stomach clenches with a need so intense I curl into myself. It’s not just hunger. It’s starvation, desperation. And beneath the feeling is a thirst so raw it burns my throat.

      I need to feed.

      The thought comes unbidden in a voice that doesn’t quite sound like mine. Feed. Not eat. Not drink.

      Feed.

      The fire in my veins intensifies, and my back arches involuntarily. A howl builds in my chest, fighting to escape my parched lips. What the fuck is happening to me?

      “Tamara.”

      Costin’s voice cuts through the painful haze. I try to focus on it, to use it as an anchor, but it sounds wrong. It’s too loud, too textured like I can hear each vibration of his vocal cords in slow motion.

      “Tamara, love, you need to stay calm.”

      Stay calm? Is he kidding me? I want to laugh, but it comes out as a growl. An actual growl that vibrates through my chest and throat.

      It feels good, so I do it again. Louder.

      “The transition is difficult under the best circumstances,” he says, closer now. I can smell him. Gods, I can smell him. His scent is an intoxicating blend of blood and power. It calls to me on a level I don’t understand.

      “What,” I rasp. “What did you do to me?”

      I remember fragments. The ritual. Thane’s altar. Elizabeth’s betrayal. The werewolf bite burning through my system. Costin’s wrist at my mouth as everything went dark.

      “I did what I had to,” he says. There’s an edge to his voice I’ve never heard before. Desperation? From Costin? “I saved your life.”

      “I’m hungry.” The words scrape out of me. “So hungry.”

      “I know.” His hand touches my forehead, cool against my burning skin. “You need blood.”

      Blood. Yes. The word resonates through me like a thunderbolt. Blood. Feed. Blood.

      A howl builds in my chest, and this time, I can’t suppress it. My spine tries to reshape itself, bones cracking and muscles tearing.

      “You have to fight the wolf,” he urges. “Resist it, my love. Don’t let it out.”

      “Hurts,” I grunt, my muscles going stiff as I arch back.

      “You’re caught between transformations.” His voice is strained. “The werewolf venom is trying to trigger a shift, but the vampire blood is fighting to heal you instead.”

      He should tell me something I don’t know. I have a front-row seat to this shitshow. The opposing powers war beneath my skin like primordial enemies. Something wild and feral tries to claw its way out while the vampire blood attempts to subdue it. My body wants to change, the bones pushing to crack and reshape, while the vampiric virus’ need to heal its host pulls me back. I stay human-shaped while my insides tear themselves apart.

      “Resist, my love.”

      I want to argue with him, but my contorting body won’t let me.

      “Make it… stop,” I beg, hating how weak I sound. “Please, Costin, end it.”

      I want him to end me. He should have let me die. I want to remind him of his promise not to let me turn into a monster.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t.” He’s a master vampire who rules all the North American territories, and he sounds so helpless. “We don’t know what you are now. Or what you’ll become.”

      My fingers dig into the sheets, tearing through them like paper. I feel my nails lengthening, hardening into something else. Claws. I have claws.

      I feel something wet on my face and realize I’m crying. But when I touch my cheek, my fingers come away red.

      “Blood will help. It will strengthen the vampire side.” Costin sits on the edge of the bed and pulls back his sleeve. “Take mine. It will help fight the werewolf infection.”

      He offers his wrist. The gesture isn’t lost on me, even with the intense hunger.

      “No,” I try to say, but my body betrays me. I can hear his blood pumping, and the smell of ancient power calls to me. I’m moving before I can stop myself, grabbing his arm with a strength that should be impossible. He falls back under my weight, tumbling off the bed and onto the floor. We land with an ugly thud, but I don’t care.

      His skin gives way easily beneath my new fangs. The taste of him hits me like a drug, pure electricity flowing into my mouth. Primal energy enters my system, and with it comes clarity. And rage.

      I’m no longer content with his arm, and I attack like a feral animal. My fangs sink into his neck, and I feel him tense beneath me as I tear at his flesh. He’s stronger than me—he’s always been stronger—but he doesn’t fight back as I drink deeply.

      The monster inside of me takes over. It’s not just a vampire or a wolf, but a terrifying combination of both. I want to consume him, to claim him, to tear him apart until I devour every piece, bones and all.

      “Tamara,” Costin gasps, and I feel his hands on my shoulders, no longer gentle, as his sharp nails bite into my skin. “Tamara, stop.”

      I don’t want to stop. I can’t stop. The blood is all that matters.

      His grip tightens, and he rips me off him. Suddenly, I’m flying across the room, slamming into the wall with enough force to crack the plaster. I land in a crouch, a snarl ripping from my throat, my body coiled and ready to spring.

      The rage feels almost as good as the new blood pumping through my body.

      Astrid stands in the doorway, her eyes wide with surprise. Behind her, Anthony’s familiar face contorts with an emotion I can’t name.

      But it’s Costin who pulls my gaze. Blood—my blood, his blood, I can’t tell anymore—stains his throat and shirt. The wounds I’ve made ooze. He’s not healing.

      “What have you done?” Anthony whispers in horror.

      I look down at my hands. Claws extend from my fingertips, and dark fur has sprouted along my forearms. I feel the sharp points of fangs pressing against my lips.

      “What have you made me?” I ask, my voice a distorted growl that doesn’t sound real.

      No one answers. No one has to.

      Their eyes say it all.

      I’m a monster.

      And I’m still hungry.

      I launch at Astrid, fury in my veins. She’s always made me feel like the family shame. Her husband’s mortal mistake.

      “Tamara,” Anthony shouts, raising his hand. Blinding light slams into me. “Stop!”
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      I jerk awake, which is a stupid way to describe how I wake up because it implies I can actually move. I can’t. Cold metal clamps bite into my wrists and ankles. I’m chained to a bed like a horror movie cliché about to be exorcized of demons, which would be funny if it wasn’t so damn tragic. The kind of demon I carry now can’t be expelled.

      “You’re awake,” Anthony says from somewhere to my right.

      I turn my head. My brother stands in the corner of the room, far from the bed. His hands are raised with a faint shimmer of magic dancing between his fingers. He’s defensive. Ready to strike.

      Anthony is afraid of me.

      I can’t say I blame him. I’ve calmed a little, but there is that nagging feeling of rage still lingering inside me.

      “Where’s Costin?” My voice sounds raw. The taste of his blood is still metallic and sweet in my mouth. I run my tongue over my teeth, relieved to find them normal again. But how long will that last?

      “Recovering,” Anthony says, not moving any closer. “You did quite a number on him.”

      Shame burns through me. I wanted to tear him apart without thinking of the consequences.

      “Calm yourself,” Anthony states, his tone strained. The magic around his fingers brightens. “I can see you spiraling. Your eyes are changing.”

      I force myself to take deep breaths in through the nose, out through the mouth. The meditation technique helps a little.

      “There you go,” Anthony encourages. “Stay with me, Tam.”

      “Astrid?” I ask.

      As if to answer, the door opens, and Lady Astrid sweeps in. She appears composed as ever in a sleek black pantsuit. Nothing in her expression betrays that she witnessed me transform into a beast.

      “What’s happening to me?” I ask.

      She cautiously approaches the bed, though her face remains composed. I remember being irrationally angry when I attacked her, like beyond what I normally feel at my lowest emotional points.

      “We’re not entirely sure,” she answers. There is some comfort in her familiar calm. I used to think her distant and cold but have come to learn she’s pragmatic out of necessity. Without her the entire Devine empire would have crumbled decades ago. “The combination of werewolf venom and vampire blood is unpredictable.”

      “Unpredictable?” I laugh, and it sounds more like a growl. “Fucking hell! Why are you fucking sugarcoating things? It must be fucking bad.”

      “Yes, I’m sugarcoating it to keep you calm,” she answers. “And there is no need to cuss. You’re still a Devine. I expect you to hold yourself to that standard.”

      “Sorry if my vocabulary doesn’t meet your standards while I’m chained to the fucking bed!” I jerk violently against the restraints, hearing the metal creak.

      Anthony’s hands glow brighter with protective magic. Astrid doesn’t flinch, but she takes a step back.

      “The restraints are necessary.” She studies me. “Until you can control yourself.”

      “Control myself?” I want to fight. If they won’t let me throw punches then at least I can yell. “Look at me! I’m a science experiment gone wrong.”

      Something shifts inside me, a strange resonance that directs my attention to the door. I feel Costin before he enters.

      He moves with a slight stiffness. His neck scabbed where I tore into him as if he’s struggling to heal. That isn’t right. He’s a master vampire and should recover faster than this. I must have really done a number on him.

      Gods, what if I had killed him?

      His eyes meet mine, and something electric passes between us. It’s a pull so magnetic I feel a physical reaction.

      “What is that?” I whisper, my anger momentarily receding as this new sensation washes over me.

      “The sire bond,” Costin approaches quietly. “It’s part of the transition. It should have happened before now, but…”

      Of course there’s a bond. Nothing about me gets to be mine anymore.

      “Sire bond?” The words seem strange to say. “Like what you have with Elizabeth?”

      His face tightens at the mention of his sister. She’s the vampire who turned him centuries ago as an act of revenge. That bond has kept him tethered to her for hundreds of years, fueled by his guilt over choices he made as a human in the medieval period.

      “Similar, but not the same,” he says, approaching the bed like I’m a wild animal he’s trying to tame. To a degree that control is working. “Every bond is different.”

      “So I’m cosmically linked to you? Forced to feel this...” The chains rattle as I strain against them. This time I’m not trying to escape but needing some physical outlet for the storm inside me. “This pull to obey you?”

      “It doesn’t have to be like that with us.” Costin reaches for my hand. His fingers brush mine, and the contact sends a jolt through my system. It’s comfort and rage and need and resentment all at once.

      I try to jerk away from him, but my movement is limited. I don’t want him looking at me. I feel my body is transformed and can only imagine what I look like. My face doesn’t feel right, and I saw the furry patches on my arms. “You promised.”

      I’m a monster.

      Pain flashes across his face. “You were dying, Tamara. Thane’s bite was killing you.”

      “So you made this choice for me?” My voice breaks. “To make me this… this…?”

      “I made the only choice I could.” His voice is low and urgent. “Life or death. I chose your life.”

      “That wasn’t your choice to make. I told you I didn’t want this.” The rage bubbles up again. The magma of it is right beneath the surface ready to erupt through any fissure in my emotions. My vision sharpens, and I feel my canines lengthening against my elongating mouth.

      “Costin,” Anthony warns. “Step back.”

      Costin doesn’t move. His beautiful, unreadable eyes hold mine. “I can’t let you go.”

      The sire bond pulses between us, a living thing with its own demands. Part of me wants to surrender to it, to let it soothe the chaos in my blood. Another part, the part that’s always valued my independence and humanity, recoils.

      “I hate this,” I whisper, tears welling. “I hate feeling like I’m not my own anymore.”

      Astrid clears her throat. “Tamara.”

      I turn my attention to her.

      “We need to discuss practical matters,” she says, ever the pragmatist. “Although we have tried to keep this quiet, there are rumors circulating in the supernatural community, and the elders will need to be informed. Mortimer and your father are already asking questions.”

      Great. Just what I need. Uncle Mortimer, the family doomsayer, who spent years warning me that mortality was a curse and who tried multiple times to marry a powerful supernatural to ensure the survival of the Devine bloodline. I can just hear his condescending voice bemoaning this new embarrassment I have brought onto the family name.

      “Let them ask,” Costin says sharply. “Tamara’s condition isn’t up for debate by the council.”

      “Tamara’s condition,” I repeat, letting out a bitter laugh. “Is that what we’re calling this? Not abomination? Not freak of nature?”

      “You’re not an abomination,” Anthony puts forth, finally stepping closer. “You’re my sister.”

      The simple declaration nearly breaks me. A sob builds, but it comes out as a strangled growl. My body tenses against my will, and that awful shifting sensation comes over me again, my bones wanting to crack and reshape.

      “Something’s happening,” I groan. “I can’t… I can’t stop it.”

      “Her eyes,” Anthony says urgently. “They’re changing again.”

      The room spins as pain lances through me. I arch off the bed, straining against the chains until the metal cuts into my skin. Blood wells from my wrists, the scent intoxicating even though it’s my own.

      “Hold her down!” Astrid commands. “We can’t have her breaking free again and attacking the staff.”

      Hands press against my shoulders and legs. The bond I have with Costin intensifies as his touch lands on my chest, right above my heart.

      “They’re probably how the council found out about this,” Anthony adds. “I’m sure one of them talked about her condition.”

      “I’ll handle my staff,” Costin answers.

      “The council won’t order her destroyed, will they?” Anthony asks.

      The fact no one answers him worries me.

      “Tamara, listen to me,” he says, his voice compelling. “Focus on my voice. You can control this.”

      But I can’t. The beast inside me surges up, drowning out reason and humanity.

      Costin’s hand slips onto my cheek and I snap at him, fangs fully extended now. He jerks back just in time.

      “Astrid,” he says. I hear the fear in his voice. Real fear. “This isn’t working. We need to sedate her again.”

      “No!” I try to say, but it comes out as another inhuman sound.

      Astrid steps forward with a syringe filled with red liquid.

      “I’m sorry, Tamara,” she whispers. Genuine emotion cracks through her icy facade. “Until we understand what you are, this is the only way.”

      That shot is why my thoughts keep cycling and I can’t concentrate.

      “She’s dying, isn’t she?” Anthony sounds far away. “No one has ever survived the mixing of werewolf and vampire bloods.”

      The needle plunges into my arm. I feel the cold spread through me, a momentary relief from the burning.

      As consciousness starts to fade, I lock eyes with Costin one last time. The sire bond swirls between us, a connection I can’t escape.

      I sink into a magic-induced haze, completely paralyzed. I hear a familiar voice whispering along the corners of my mind.

      “Poor little Tam-tam... always someone’s puppet.”

      Whatever was in the shot causes me to shiver.

      “And you thought I was a monster. Look what they’ve made you into.”

      Conrad?

      I try to answer but can’t.

      This isn’t happening. Leviathan has him trapped. Conrad can’t be here. My vision is blurry as I look for him in the room. My head won’t turn.

      “Did you really think a necromancer could keep me locked away forever? I’m coming for you, sister dear.”

      His mocking laughter echoes through my fading consciousness. I want to warn the others, but no sound comes out. I’m trapped in my own mind with my dead brother’s ghost.

      I pray it’s just the drugs. Maybe I’m going insane from the transformation. Maybe the wolf and vampire parts of me are creating hallucinations.

      Conrad can’t be back. He can’t be.

      Can he?

      Costin touches my cheek, stroking it as he leans over me to kiss my forehead.

      “I’m sorry,” Costin whispers.

      I want to tell him that sorry isn’t enough. I want to rage at him for taking my choice away. I want to beg him to never leave me alone with the monsters inside.

      Darkness reclaims me before I can force the words, and as it swallows me completely Conrad’s whispers follow me into oblivion.

      “Poor little Tam-tam…”
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      I’m no longer restrained. Thank the gods for small victories.

      The hunger pains are still there. The constant gnawing makes my stomach feel like a hollow bottomless pit. At least the cravings are manageable. For now.

      I sit up slowly, inspecting my limbs, half expecting claws or fur. There’s nothing. Just my regular arms and legs.

      I’m in one of Costin’s guest rooms, not one I demolished during my last feral episode, or the one before that. This one is decorated in muted grays and blues with heavy curtains pretending to keep out the fake sunlight since we’re safely underground. I remember getting a peek of this particular bedroom once. A vampire was feeding on a willing human in the chair next to the bed.

      Is that my future? Drinking people?

      The thought makes me want to gag, even as I salivate.

      I keep staring at the curtains wondering if I’ll ever see the sun again. I think about walking out into daylight and letting it turn me to ash. During the worst of the pain it’s a persistent fantasy I can’t stop. There is something beautiful to the idea of just blowing away.

      “How are you feeling?”

      I jerk my head toward the voice. Anthony sits in a corner chair, his phone grasped in his hand like he’s been scrolling. He looks like he hasn’t slept in days.

      “Like I’ve been hit by a truck, then the truck backed up and parked on my chest.” My voice is rough. “How long was I out?”

      “Three days this time.” Anthony leans forward. “We’ve been taking turns watching you.”

      Three days. Fuck.

      He hesitates like he’s going to say more. His thumb brushes his phone screen, lingering there a second too long. I catch a flicker of something unreadable in his expression, like he’s thinking about something that has nothing to do with what’s happening.

      “Is something going on that I should know about?” I ask.

      “Boy crush drama,” he dismisses with a small shake of his head. He puts his phone down. “That sedative our mother gave you is pretty strong. It’s the only thing that keeps both the vampire and werewolf sides dormant.”

      “Lovely.” I swing my legs over the side of the bed, testing my balance. I feel stronger than I should after three days unconscious. “I don’t suppose I can convince you to sneak me out of here? That idea you had to hop on a cargo container to South Africa is looking good about now.”

      “Sorry, Tam. No can do.” He doesn’t come close, and I wonder if he’s scared of me.

      “Any chance of getting some food?”

      He looks back at his phone screen and asks, “Staff member or pedestrian off the street?”

      It takes me a moment to realize he’s trying to make a joke. The corner of his mouth lifts a little.

      “Shut up!” I launch a pillow at his head, surprised by how hard it smacks against his arm when he blocks the attack.

      Anthony’s expression falls and he stands. “There’s a special diet Costin has prepared for you. I’ll let him know you’re awake.”

      “Special diet. Great.” I have a feeling I know exactly what that means, and it doesn’t involve ordering pizza.

      Before Anthony can leave, the door swings open and our father strides in. I recoil as Davis Devine fills the room with his commanding presence. I don’t want him to see me like this.

      My father has always been larger than life. People are drawn to him, especially women. He’s charming and handsome, with silver-streaked dark hair and the kind of face that belongs on a statue. Behind him, like a particularly persistent dark cloud, is Uncle Mortimer.

      Perfect. The Devine patriarchy has arrived to save the day.

      “Tamara.” My father’s voice is carefully neutral as he looks me over. “You’re finally awake.”

      “Don’t sound so disappointed,” I mutter, touching my face to feel if it’s malformed.

      His eyes narrow slightly. “That’s not fair. I’ve been concerned.”

      “About me, or about what I’ve become?” I stand up, pleased to find my legs steady beneath me. Someone has put me in silk pajama bottoms and a tank top. I try not to think about who has been taking care of me while I was unconscious.

      “There were delicate matters to attend before—” my father begins.

      “Both are valid concerns,” Mortimer interjects. He’s thinner than my father, with sharp features and more calculating eyes. Where Davis commands through presence, Mortimer manipulates through precision. “The council has heard about the unfortunate events you were engaged in and is demanding answers.”

      “The council can go fuck itself.” The words come out harsher than I intended, with a growl underneath that makes everyone in the room tense.

      “She’s clearly disturbed,” Mortimer mutters, waving a dismissive hand, as though he’s already written me off.

      “Watch yourself,” my father warns. “The supernatural council isn’t something to dismiss.”

      I can’t remember a time when my father was really angry with me. He was often more dismissive than annoyed. Normally Astrid was left to discipline. My father was always the fun one. As a kid, I idolized him. The older I get, the more I realize his flaws. Astrid is the real family glue.

      “I wasn’t engaged in any activities,” I tell them. “I was kidnapped and made to participate in a werewolf ritual.”

      “They’ve called an emergency session specifically about you.” My father doesn’t appear to be listening to me.

      “Lucky me.” I cross my arms.

      “They want assurances that you’re not a threat.” Mortimer’s tone is clinical. “No one has ever survived being bitten by both a wolf and a vampire, let alone an Alpha and a master vampire. The combination has been known as incompatible with continued existence.”

      I take a deep breath, and it occurs to me that vampires don’t need to breathe, yet I do. “Yet here I am. Existing. Sorry to disappoint.”

      “This isn’t a joke, Tamara.” Davis runs a hand through his hair in a rare display of frustration. “The political ramifications are significant. The Devine family has always stood for order in the supernatural world. Now my daughter is an unprecedented hybrid at a time when the werewolf hierarchy has collapsed after their Alpha’s death, a death you were present for.”

      “Their Alpha was killed by Elizabeth,” I remind him. “While she was trying to steal all the magic in the world. Maybe tell them to focus on that instead of me.”

      “Elizabeth has gone underground,” Mortimer says. “The council is looking into those accusations. And she is not in question at the moment. Vampires are known equations. You are an…”

      He hesitates.

      “Abomination?” I offer to help him.

      “Anomaly,” Mortimer corrects, but I can see he agrees more with my answer than his.

      “So what’s your solution? Lock me in the basement until I learn to heel?”

      “That would be the simplest approach,” Mortimer agrees, missing my sarcasm. Or maybe he simply ignored it. He turns to his brother. “Davis, it is an accepted practice to lock away troubles until they can be resolved. We could keep her comfortable while we determine the extent of her condition. The council might agree to this, and it will show we’re handling the problem.”

      “I’m not a condition.” My fingers curl, and I feel a prickling sensation as my nails begin to sharpen. I bite back the growing rage, but it’s difficult to control. “I’m not a problem to solve.”

      “Tamara,” Davis says, his voice softening slightly. “We’re trying to protect you.”

      “Are you? Or are you trying to protect the Devine reputation?” The anger continues to bubble, rising up in my throat.

      “That’s enough.” My father’s voice hardens. “I understand you’re struggling but remember who you’re speaking to.”

      “I know exactly who I’m speaking to.” I step closer to him, feeling a surge of power that’s new and intoxicating. “The question is, do you know who you’re speaking to?”

      The tension in the room is broken by Astrid’s arrival. She sweeps in like a cool breeze, assessing the situation with one glance.

      “Davis, Mortimer,” she nods to each, then turns to me. “Tamara, I see you’re awake. Good. You’re looking better.”

      “I was just explaining to our daughter that she needs to cooperate with the council’s investigation,” Davis says.

      “Was that before or after suggesting she be hidden away?” Astrid’s tone is ice.

      “It would be best if we moved her to the country estate,” Mortimer says.

      “Tamara is a Devine. We will not hide her away like cowards. That is to imply we’re ashamed or scared. I am neither. Tamara is our daughter, and we will stand beside her.”

      I blink in surprise. Astrid openly defending me to them is new territory.

      “The council—” Mortimer begins.

      “Will be managed,” Astrid cuts him off. “As it has always been managed. By me.” She turns to me. “You have visitors. The werewolf delegation is here to speak to you.”

      “Werewolves? Here? At a vampire’s home to speak to my daughter?” Davis looks incredulous. “Without asking me for permission first?”

      “You were gone. I gave them permission,” Astrid says simply. “Get dressed, Tamara. They’re waiting in the west drawing room.”

      “Wait,” I say, as everyone moves to leave. “Why do they want to see me?”

      Astrid pauses at the door. “Because their Alpha is dead, and you, my dear, are the closest thing they have to a connection to him.”

      “The hell they…” my father’s voice tapers off.

      “You can’t be serious,” Mortimer exclaims.

      Astrid pushes him out of the room and shuts the door on the men before turning to me. She pulls a shot out of her pocket. “You need a small dose. It’ll help suppress your anger. Don’t tell those two you need it. They’ll use it as an excuse to chain you up.”

      Astrid jabs the shot into my thigh. I feel the cold flowing through me from the injection site. It calms me.

      “I thought the wolves would be here before your father and uncle showed,” she says. “Werewolves are hot-tempered, especially without their Alpha to keep them in line. You don’t want to rile them up. I’m worried Davis and Mortimer will make things worse.”

      “Why are they here? What does it mean?” I ask.

      “It means,” she gives me a slight smile that doesn’t reach her eyes, “that supernatural politics just became even more complicated.”

      She goes to a drawer and pulls out a silk robe.

      “Costin should have let me die,” I tell her as she holds the sleeves so I can thread my arms inside. “It was always my fate.”

      Her hard eyes snap to mine. She reaches for my face and grips it tight. I feel her fingers digging in. “You are a Devine.”

      She doesn’t say more but she doesn’t have to. I feel the weight of that statement and everything it means to her. I’m no longer the mortal girl child she raised. I’m supernatural, whatever that means in my case. Her expectations for me are higher now.

      She lets go and proceeds to cinch the belt around my waist. “We can’t do anything about your hair, but they’re only wolves. They won’t notice. There are slippers by the chair.”

      I do as she commands, putting them on. We don’t speak as we leave the room. I watch her move in my peripheral. She’s so calm. I only remember seeing her worried once, and that was when I was supposed to be dying. She gave Costin permission to do this to me, but I don’t blame her. I blame him. He is the one who broke his promise.

      The west drawing room of Costin’s underground mansion is a study in controlled tension. Three werewolves are on one side, my father and uncle on the other, with Costin between them standing on an invisible line that no one crosses. I see him trying to meet my gaze and I look away. I feel the sire bond growing and it makes it hard to be mad at him.

      Magics, vampire, and werewolves stand in a room. It sounds like the start of a bad joke. Fuck, I don’t have the capacity to deal with this. I want to turn around and go back to bed. The animosity is so thick I could cut it with my newly acquired claws. I look down at my hands. They appear normal, but they feel numb.

      I feel a slight tremor as I look at the wolves. They radiate a raw energy that seems to thread between us. It stirs the feral creature inside of me.

      They’re dressed in biker leather and t-shirts. The clothes act almost like a badge of rebellion in the vampire master’s refined home. Out of the three, I recognize Sully. He acted as our escort the first time I ventured into the werewolves’ city territory. He is a giant mountain of a man with a beard the color of dark iron that would make Vikings jealous. It’s braided in places, like he put effort into his menacing appearance. His crossed arms and wide stance are almost regal, but the kind of royalty earned in blood, not birthright.

      I can’t stop staring. His eyes glow with recognition and something else. Not deference. Not challenge. Consideration? Like he’s taking measure of the mess fate dropped in his lap.

      I wonder what they want with me.

      Beside him stands a woman with cropped blue hair and scars that speak of a hard life. The third is a stocky man who looks stuck in a half-shift. His elongated mouth opens to show sharp teeth.

      “Tamara Devine,” the woman speaks first, her voice gravelly. “I am Rhea, first lady of Alpha Thane.”

      “I’m sorry about Thane,” I say automatically, though the truth is more complicated. The Alpha tried to kill me, after all.

      “Are you?” the stocky wolf growls. “His blood is in your veins, vampire-wolf. Some would say you stole his power.”

      “James,” Sully warns quietly.

      “One of us should be next in line,” James says to Sully, clearly not my biggest fan. “Not this⁠—”

      “Careful,” Astrid states, her tone crisp compared to the werewolves.

      “Absolutely not,” Mortimer blurts at the same time in obvious disgust.

      They think I’m Thane’s potential successor? The realization takes me by surprise, and I can’t speak.

      “Tamara, tell your guests they’re mistaken and send them on their way,” my father orders. He refuses to look at the wolves directly. In fact he seems to be having a hard time looking at me.

      “I didn’t ask for this,” I manage, my voice steady. “Elizabeth killed Thane, not me.”

      “Yet you benefit from his death,” James challenges.

      “Benefit?” I snort holding back a laugh. I feel the emotions bubbling to the surface. “You call this a benefit? I’m at war with my own body. I’m hungry all the time for things I don’t want to crave. I attacked people I love. How exactly am I benefiting?”

      Astrid grasps my elbow to get me to stop talking. Costin is staring at me as if trying to communicate the same.

      “You’re not a human,” Rhea says matter-of-factly. I see the smirk she tries to suppress. “I would call that a benefit.”

      “Alpha blood runs in your veins,” James adds. The statement gives him no pleasure. There is a wildness to the way he is looking at me, like he wants to tear my limbs from my body and watch me bleed out.

      I should tell him the Alpha can go fuck himself, but it seems wrong to speak ill of the dead to his sycophant.

      Sully steps forward, as if to unnecessarily draw attention to himself. He looks at me expectantly, eyes all glowing hot as the beast within is barely contained. “If I may have a word in private.”

      “Absolutely not,” Mortimer says.

      “Of course,” I answer, for no other reason than to get away from this gathering from hell.

      “Tamara,” my father warns.

      A growl rumbles in the back of my throat. I don’t know where the sound came from, but it seems to shock my father into silence. Astrid gives my arm a little squeeze as if to remind me of my place.

      “We forbid—” Mortimer begins.

      Astrid holds up her hand. “Relax, gentlemen. It’s a conversation, not a coronation. Tamara can handle herself.”

      “I’ll join you.” Costin walks toward me, not giving me a choice as he threads his arm through mine and leads me from the room.

      “I’ll come too,” Rhea says.

      “No,” Sully denies.

      Sully follows behind us. I feel him moving, as if each step sends a current of warning across my back. The predator growing inside of me knows the danger Sully represents and it doesn’t like it.

      Costin takes us to his library. A fire bursts in the fireplace when we enter though I didn’t see anyone light it. Just being back here makes me tremble. My eyes go to the table, expecting to see the prophecy book that led me to my current situation. Everything is clean, the books back in their places on the floor-to-ceiling shelf like it never happened.

      Costin gestures toward the chairs before leading me to one side and standing between Sully and me. After Sully takes his seat, Costin sits between us.

      “The pack is in chaos,” Sully states. Some of his tension is gone now that he’s away from the others. “We need leadership. Without an Alpha, we’re vulnerable.” He shoots Costin a pointed look. “The vampires already look at us as lesser beings. The magics treat us like junkyard dogs. After what Thane and Elizabeth tried to pull, the council isn’t pleased. They, of course, blame the wolves. We need someone to negotiate on our behalf.”

      “What does that have to do with me?” I ask, though I know where this is heading. I’m the last person who should be negotiating with the council. Most of my interactions with the elders has been hiding in the protected wing hoping they don’t see me while they meet with my parents.

      “There are those in the pack who believe you should lead us, despite you being… you,” Sully says. “They see your attack as a sign. Some believe we need a new approach and an alliance with the Devines through you would send a powerful message to the other supernaturals.”

      I look between the two men, waiting for the punchline I know is not coming. This is insane. I’m not even a real werewolf. I’m... What’s another name for a hot mess monster?

      “But not you,” I surmise. “You don’t think I should lead.”

      “I’m less superstitious and more pragmatic,” Sully agrees. “Your wolf is too new. You have no experience with pack politics.”

      That’s an understatement.

      He sighs, studying me in a way that makes me uncomfortable. “At best you would be a figurehead I’d have to manage. If I must do the work, I might as well take the position. Also, the one time I saw a werewolf-vampire hybrid it did not end pretty. Or sanely.”

      “Don’t pull your punches on my account,” I mutter.

      “That said, you’re stronger than a regular werewolf.” Sully’s tone still makes it clear he doesn’t agree with the idea of me being in charge. “You have Alpha venom in your blood. You have master vampire blood. You’re a Devine by blood, one of the most powerful magical families. And you tamed an ancient dragon. That kind of powerful leader excites some members of our pack.”

      I know he’s describing me, but it feels like a glossy interpretation of what I am. I don’t feel powerful. I feel like a science experiment gone wrong.

      I’m hyper-aware of Costin sitting next to me. His presence is both comforting and infuriating at the same time. The sire bond pulses between us like an unwanted heartbeat, making it hard to think clearly when he’s so close. I’m not sure if I want to feed on him or screw him.

      I force my eyes away from him.

      “I didn’t tame Draakmar,” I manage. It’s a lie. “We came to an understanding.”

      “Semantics,” Sully dismisses with a wave. “The point is you represent power. And right now, the pack needs power.”

      I want to tell him I don’t know what I am. I might not be a wolf. Or a vampire. Or I might be both. Or I might be some kind of new monster that can’t be controlled. I feel insanity whispering at the edge of my thoughts. Ironically, it sounds like the late Conrad. It figures my brain would choose that voice to torment me. He represents every insecurity I have—my mortal inner child raised in a supernatural family, my love for a brother who betrayed me, my best friend who tried to frame me for murder and kill me.

      “Sully, I appreciate you coming here and the offer, but I’m still figuring out how to not kill people when I get hungry. I can’t lead the pack. Please tell the others I decline.”

      “It may not be that simple.” Sully glances at Costin as if worried by what the vampire might do. “You will be expected to try for the position. If you don’t, the new Alpha will always be doubted. A clear path is the best.”

      My knowledge of werewolf culture isn’t strong. Most are horror stories ending in disaster. I know they’re feral beasts. What I saw of their territory gave me outlaw biker gang vibes. Sure, I know I’ve been through a lot. I’ve proven that I am strong, can stand supernatural trials, and all that self-empowered whatever. But mostly I’m tired. I just want to be invisible to the supernatural world again. I want to crawl back into my gilded cage that was the protected wing of my family’s country estate. I want to watch the supernatural world from the safety of my balcony.

      I spent so many years pushing at those bars wishing to be free. I touch my neck, not finding my amulet.

      Ego sum avis stultus.

      I’m a stupid bird.

      I look to Costin, who has been surprisingly quiet this whole time. “Tell him I can’t do this.”

      Costin’s face is carefully neutral. “It’s not my place to tell werewolves what to do. Our treaties do not give vampires the authority to dictate terms over such things. This is their internal matter.”

      “Then if I’m vampiric, I can’t have a say,” I reason.

      Sully’s eyes gleam. “You are also a wolf, so it does concern you, whether you want it to or not. The full moon is in two weeks and, by tradition, that’s when a new Alpha must be named. Any longer, and other packs will sense our discord. You do not want them coming to solve our problems.”

      “Why?” The second I ask, I regret it.

      “Because it is easier to exterminate a problem than to try to absorb orphan wolves into another pack,” Sully answers.

      “Tamara is not entering the competition,” Costin says. “You asked, she refused. She doesn’t want to be Alpha. That should be enough for the others.”

      “Good,” Sully answers, “because if she did want it, I would have to challenge any claim she might make.” He leans forward, his massive frame filling the chair and causing it to creak under his weight. “I was Thane’s right hand. I am the strongest wolf. I should be Alpha.”

      “I’ll back whoever keeps the peace,” I say firmly.

      Sully stands to tower over us, and I feel something stir inside. The wolf part of me responds to the natural challenge of his stance. “Peace is a luxury we can’t afford right now. Elizabeth is still out there spreading her lies about what happened. The magic she tried to harness is unstable. The supernatural world is changing, and werewolves won’t be left behind again.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask, not liking the edge in his voice.

      “It means,” Sully’s eyes flash gold, “that whether you accept the role or not, you’re part of this now. Thane’s blood made sure of that. You’ll be expected to make an appearance when the time comes.”

      “I didn’t ask for his blood.” I stand but it does little good. I feel small next to him. My skin itches and I feel my emotions churning as they heat my blood. My grip on sanity is slipping.

      He smirks as if I amuse him. “No one asks to be bitten. There is no middle ground anymore, Devine. Not for creatures like us.”

      The way he says “creatures like us” sends a chill through me.

      “I need time to think,” I step back, trying to deescalate my unintentional challenge.

      “Two weeks,” he reminds me. “You’ll feel the call.”

      That timeline doesn’t feel right.

      “You’ve said what you came to say.” Costin’s voice drops to that dangerous tone that sends an involuntary shiver down my spine. I hate how my body reacts to him, especially now these new senses pick up every nuance of his scent, and every subtle shift in his posture as he moves protectively closer to me.

      As he turns to leave, Sully pauses. “One more thing.”

      “What?” I ask. What more could he possibly want to say?

      “Watch yourself.”

      “Is that a threat?” Costin is suddenly standing next to me. I never saw him move.

      “No,” Sully says, his eyes staying on mine. “It’s a warning. From one wolf to another. The council is talking about putting you down as a precaution.” His gaze flicks to Costin. “I’ll see myself out.”

      After he leaves, I collapse into a chair, my mind racing. “I never wanted any of this.”

      Costin reaches to touch my cheek. “Supernatural politics are never easy, but we’ll get through it.”

      “They’re insane if they think I’d make a good leader.” I would laugh if it wasn’t so dire. Tamara, Alpha of the Werewolves? “Six months ago I wasn’t allowed near them. A few weeks ago was my first time in their territory and I needed you to escort me. Now I’m a psychotic mess you need to restrain to the bed to keep from eating your staff.”

      “Which is exactly why they want you,” Costin leans closer, his eyes searching my face.

      I wonder if I look like a monster. I feel my skin prickling. Is my mouth ugly and elongated like James’? Are my eyes glowing? I run the tip of my tongue over my teeth. They feel sharper than usual.

      “You’re unpredictable,” he continues. “Dangerous. And, right or wrong, they believe you’re powerful enough to elevate their status.”

      “And what do you think?” I ask him.

      He studies me for a long moment. “I think you’re more than you realize. I think you’ve always been more than any of us have realized. And,” his lip curls up at the corner, “I think when you say you want to eat my staff⁠—”

      I smack his shoulder. “I meant servants.”

      “As you wish.” He nods, appearing disappointed I didn’t flirt back. “Do you want me to take you back to your parents?”

      I grimace, shaking my head. I don’t want to deal with Uncle Mortimer right now.

      I run my hands through my hair, trying to process everything while keeping my emotions under control. “I can’t be responsible for a pack of werewolves. I can barely be responsible for myself right now.”

      “The choice may not be entirely yours,” Costin says gently. “Sully was right about one thing. The council is nervous.”

      “Great. So I’m either wolf queen or dead. Fantastic options.”

      “There’s a third option,” Costin says, his voice taking on that careful tone he uses when he knows I won’t like what he’s about to say. “You could let me claim you officially as my progeny. As a master vampire, I have certain protections I could extend to you.”

      Is he serious? Our relationship is already all kinds of messed up. This would only give him a new layer of control over me.

      “At what cost?” I ask.

      “I publicly claim you. The sire bond you already feel would be formalized to the council. You would be under my authority in the eyes of supernatural law.”

      “So I’d be your pet.” The anger surfaces and I have a harder time pushing it down. Soon it’s going to explode. I hear it grumbling in my voice when I add, “Trading one leash for another.”

      “You would be my official responsibility,” Costin counters. I hate that he sounds reasonable and calm. His eyes swirl with red as they travel over me, and I catch a flash of possessiveness that makes my pulse quicken despite my anger. He reaches toward me but stops just short of touching my face. I would much rather he yell and fight me. “Nothing will change between us. I will always protect you.”

      “Protected and controlled. No thank you.” What I don’t say is if I fail to get myself under control, it would be left to Costin to deal with me. He wouldn’t be able to. He couldn’t watch me die after he promised me he would. I doubt he could kill me if the council demanded it of him.

      “Think about it, Tamara. Please.” His eyes hold genuine concern.

      I wish I could figure out what I am and what I want, not what everyone else wants me to be. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. My blood is rushing around in my veins.

      “Why does it matter what I want?” I ask. “Everyone will just make the decisions for me anyway.”

      “You’re slurring your words. Here, drink this.”

      When I open my eyes Costin is standing in front of me with a goblet. I instantly smell the blood, and my senses focus in on it. I don’t think as I grab it and pull it to my mouth. The liquid slides past my tongue, as I gulp so fast I don’t taste it.

      A drop escapes the corner of my mouth. Before I can wipe it away, Costin’s thumb is there, swiping the blood. Our eyes lock as he brings his thumb to his own lips. The gesture is so intimate that heat floods through me, momentarily drowning out the hunger with a more desperate kind of need.

      “Careful,” he whispers, his voice low enough that only supernatural hearing could catch it. “Drink too fast and you’ll make yourself sick.”

      I want to tell him I’m already sick. Anger and confusion swirl inside my brain. My hands tremble from the unwanted connection that makes me want to simultaneously throw myself into his arms and rip his throat out.

      I lick my lips, watching his eyes track the movement.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I say.

      “Like what?” He doesn’t pull away.

      “Like nothing has changed between us. Like I’m the same. Like this is normal.”

      Costin holds still for a long time, and I try to imagine all the things he’s not saying. Is it guilt keeping him next to me? Pity? Does he still think he loves me? Has he admitted to himself that I’m a monster?

      “Anthony and I will speak to Davis and Mortimer on your behalf.” Costin takes a step back. “They’re worried about the council.”

      “The menfolk to the rescue,” I drawl. It would be laughable if it wasn’t so awful.

      “Do you really want to deal with them on your own?” he asks.

      I sigh, shaking my head.

      “Your color is better. Tell a servant to bring you blood from my food supply if you feel the slightest bit hungry. Don’t let yourself get hungry.” He starts to reach for me but then threads his hands behind his back. “I’ll find you when we’re done. If you need me before then, I’ll know.”

      I watch him leave and find myself alone in the library.
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