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​Blurb

Check your shelf before you wreck your shelf.

In positive news, London’s supernatural secret is safe. In not-so-positive news, there’s a demon on the loose and he’s not my biggest fan.

The countdown clock is still ticking, and Lorn is AWOL. But the demon he summoned—the demon I took clumsy control of—is hiding in the city, and when bodies of dead seers start turning up, I know he’s hunting me.

Lazarus has sworn to protect me, but even with the deadly vampire at my side—and our chemistry becoming explosive—I can feel death breathing down my neck. The demon won’t stop until he finds me, and wrestles back control.

Even if it means turning me into a violence-fuelled creature like himself.

Things were so much simpler when I was just a librarian.

Fans of urban fantasy with slow burn romance will love Karina Dobrev, our reluctant, introverted heroine; Lazarus Kaine, our deadly, irresistible hero; and Keith, a magical cat with impeccably high standards.

Buy Vampire Shadow to continue the supernatural adventure that began in Vampire Librarian!
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"Too slow, baby vamp," Lazarus taunted, easily ducking aside as I aimed the razor edge of my long dagger at him.

I didn't want to kill him, but after thirteen days of endless strength training, sparring, and learning to manage my insatiable thirst for blood, I wouldn't mind opening a tiny wound. I was bruised and aching all over thanks to the amount of times my backside had hit the mat; it was payback time.

"You'll be too slow in a minute," I muttered, and spun, taking full advantage of my vampire speed to race around him and thrust the solid hilt of the dagger at his side—

Which Lazarus evaded, because of course he did.

I puffed out a breath, shoving errant red strands of hair out of my face before they clung to the fine sheen of sweat on my skin.

"Are you even trying?" he asked, leaning against the windowsill like a nonchalant duke, a black eyebrow arched in judgement.

That fucker. I gnashed my fangs. "Maybe if you went on the offensive, I'd actually learn something."

"Maybe if I went on the offensive, you'd be dead," he drawled.

I hissed, but he had a point.

Lazarus wasn't just a friend who kept me from going on a murderous rampage through London's human population. He was a three-hundred-year-old vampire who sat on the Shadow Order's council and made decisions that impacted every creature in the order—vampire, necromancer, demon, and more.

He was also the Shadow Bringer, the council's favourite executioner. When the order's regular assassins didn't work, Lazarus was the one they sent to dispatch rulebreakers. I couldn't even fathom how many people he'd killed. I'd seen him kill; he'd ripped out a vampire's spine to save my life. I still wasn't sure how to feel about that.

Weirded out, sure. Wary, absolutely. Grateful, okay I could accept that. But it gave me the warm fuzzies the more I thought about it—and the more time I spent around the charming, enigmatic bastard—and nothing warm and/or fuzzy was a welcome feeling.

"If I'm boring you so much," Lazarus murmured in response to my taunt, pushing off the windowsill to stalk towards me, "we’ll train harder. Let's see what you can do, Karina."

Ah, shit. I should not have asked to go on the defensive.

I threw up my dagger with a screech when Lazarus blurred, so much faster than me even at vamp speed. But the solid handle only glanced off his elbow before warm fingers closed around my throat.

"And you're dead," he gloated, dark crimson eyes glimmering. "What was that about wanting me on the offensive?"

My brows slammed down into a scowl. "Alright, you've made your point."

"Again," he ordered, his sharp, handsome face like marble—and his intensity focused entirely on me. "But lose the knife; you're too hesitant to hurt me."

Yeah, well, there was a reason for that. I glared harder, even if he wasn't aware of my conflicting feelings. 

Lazarus was a friend—and a danger. He was a teacher and a temptation. And back in the angel temple he'd thrown himself on top of me to shield me from sunlight his friends had used against Lorn—my psycho sire's sire. My grandsire.

Sunlight was fatal for fledglings like me, and excruciating for a vampire no matter their age. I hadn't found out until the day after we came back from that place that Lazarus's entire back was burned raw.

So yeah, I was a teensy bit hesitant to hurt the man who'd put himself through agony to save my life.

"Lorn was right there," I blurted as Lazarus got back into position on the blue mat across from me, his tall body clad in black workout wear and lit by the fluorescent strip lights above. Heavy curtains at the windows blocked out the setting sun.

Lazarus straightened, immediately alert. "Where?"

"In the angel temple that day. You could have—" I waved my hand, wishing I could swallow the words back down. If I had a heartbeat, it would have been hammering. "He was right there, but you didn't even try to get to him. Maybe if you had, we could have caught him and handed him in to the council."

Although if he'd done that, there would be no we. I'd have been turned to ash.

Lazarus's brow knitted, his mouth in a flat slash. "Where are you going with this? I'm aware we failed."

And the clock was ticking down. We had one week left until the end of the month, when our deadline ran out. When Lorn and all his progeny would be hunted by the shadowhounds—the council's ruthless beasts—and put to death. Including Keaton, my sire. I didn’t know what would happen to me—I wasn't technically Lorn's progeny—but it couldn’t be good.

Not that Lazarus knew that. I wasn't sure what would happen when he found out, either. The thought of him kicking me out of the house, or looking at me with disappointment or anger made me sick.

"Karina," Lazarus prompted, eyes narrowing.

I shook my head, dismissing the whole subject, and slouched over to the wall to put my dagger back in its place, grabbing a staff instead. Lazarus was right; I didn't want to badly hurt him. But bruises? Those were fair game.

I used a burst of speed to race across the polished floor and swung the smooth wood at Lazarus's thighs, trying to sweep his legs from under him.

He jumped high, avoiding the blow, but I twisted the staff before his feet had even hit the floor and the end smacked into his knee.

"Karina," he growled, the hint of a throaty hiss in his voice as a muscle fluttered in his pale jaw. "What did I tell you about open communication in fledglings?"

My gaze flattened; I swung the staff again, missing every attempt to connect now I'd lost the element of surprise. Or now I'd gotten too emotional. 

"If I bottle up my stress, it will fuck with my mental health and I'll eat more people."

Lazarus caught the staff on my next swing and held on so rigidly I couldn't budge it an inch. 

I sighed and let go. 

He tossed it aside and caught my shoulders in his warm hands before I could escape for another weapon.

"What's going on?" he asked, unreasonably gentle.

If he'd been a jerk, I could have snapped at him without a guilty conscience. But he made it so hard. And I liked him too much.

"If it's about the ritual sites, we'll figure it out," he murmured, his head ducked to scan my face.

The ritual sites that were unstable thanks to me reading from the Codex of Fiends.

"But it's not about that," he observed, squeezing my shoulders.

The comfort made me unreasonably weak, and before I could stop it, I blurted, "If you hadn't saved me—"

"But I did," Lazarus interrupted, his voice as solid as stone. "And don't expect me to apologise for it."

"But why?" That was what drove me mad. Why had he chosen me over handing Lorn to the council? "You need your seat; you could have saved it. Instead you saved me."

"I'm not a fan of your tone, baby vamp," he chided, the same eyebrow raised as when he told me I was getting lazy with my hits or forgetting to defend my left side. "I saved you because it was the right thing to do, and you're under my protection."

"So it was an act of charity?" I asked sceptically. "Because you're just that good a person?"

"I'm a very charitable person, I'll have you know," he quipped, his hot hands sliding from my shoulders down my arms.

My face tingled with a not-quite-blush as his wandering touch came closer to my wrists. He wasn't ... going to hold my hand, right? Was he? My breathing sped enough to be noticeable.

"But I can be selfish, too," he went on, ensnaring me in a moment of eye contact that made my stomach swoop with warning—and exhilaration. He could compel me to do anything right now. Anything. But he wouldn't; he'd proven trustworthy these past few weeks. He saved my life—twice. "And saving you was a moment of selfishness."

I frowned. Confusion darkened my thrum of nervousness from the eye contact. "I don't understand."

Lazarus’s hands halted at my wrists, and my stomach lurched with both relief and disappointment as he wrapped his fingers there instead of linking them with mine.

"Remember when I said you'd come to me begging for relief for your hunger?" Lazarus asked, his tongue darting out to swipe his bottom lip.

"Yes," I replied too casually. I thought of it way too often lately.

Lazarus flirted a lot while we sparred, but this ... this depth of his attention, his allure deadly and honed on me, only me, was ... fuck. Wow. I didn't know whether to be afraid or flattered.

"It may be me coming to you, begging for relief," he replied wryly. "I'm drawn to you in ways I didn't account for. I'm not finished with you; I want to know more. I want more, full stop. That's part of why I saved you."

"Part of it?" I asked breathlessly, unable to tear my gaze away from his hypnotic stare. I wasn't sure it had anything to do with his age or power either; I was drawn to him too, in ways I hadn't experienced. Everything was richer as a vampire. Lust too, apparently.

"Mostly, I didn't think at all," he replied, stroking a thumb over my pulse and drawing a shudder down my spine, "The idea of your death is abhorrent, so I acted."

I blinked. 

I ... had not been expecting that. Any of it. And it made me so self-conscious, pleased, and smug all at the same time. I decided to hide the former behind the latter.

"So what you're saying," I purred, laying my hands flat on his chest, his skin warm through the thin navy cotton, "is you're enamoured with me."

"No," Lazarus quickly argued, releasing my wrists. "I never said enamoured."

"You're completely obsessed with me," I taunted, crossing my arms over my chest with a crooked grin when he scowled and took a step back. "You can't possibly live without me."

Lazarus groaned, squeezing the bridge of his nose.

I saw it for the opening it was, and raced across the scant space between us to slam the flat of my hand into his solar plexus, knocking him back several steps.

It felt good to take him off guard. The kick of adrenaline that hit me as his eyes darkened and narrowed felt good, too. I grinned and crooked a finger, and all hints of chemistry and tempting desire were swept under the need to best each other.

I was ready when he blurred towards me, and I knocked his arm aside, throwing my own punch—which he easily intercepted. My blood pumped hard as we fought, equally matched for once. I didn't expect it to last, but I enjoyed it while I could, throwing hit after hit, swerving and dodging from Lazarus's blows.

A grin crossed my face, my blood thrumming faster, the exhilaration making me feel alive.

I needed more. I kept throwing fists, sweeping kicks towards him, meeting his cautious blows with hungry ones of my own.

I needed to hit him, to hurt him, to draw blood—

"Karina," Lazarus said suddenly, catching my fist instead of ducking out of its path. "Enough."

I laughed, thrill and bitterness merged together. "We have a week to find Lorn. I'm in control of a demon who's gone missing. Oh, and more demons are spilling into London every day through the ritual sites that are unstable because I read from the codex. It's never enough, Lazarus."

I twisted my arm, freeing my fist, and blurred through the air, arcing my leg around in a move I learned yesterday. It was still messy though, not muscle memory like the rest of my moves, and I barely connected with Lazarus as he darted aside.

"Fight me," I hissed, eyes narrowing.

"You crave the violence too much," he replied.

I scoffed. I was a vampire; he said himself that fighting helped the thirst.

I ran at him again, engaging him in a rapid series of blows, the impact rippling up my arm, making my breath catch. 

Yes! This was what I needed; to push myself, to be strong enough to kill Lorn and Keaton when I met them again—

No, not kill. Catch.

"Enough, Karina."

I needed to get stronger; why couldn’t Lazarus see that? My blood pumped faster, the bag I'd drunk earlier filling my veins in rapid whooshes.

I needed to fight, to draw blood, to win.

Lazarus ran at me at full speed, faster than I could anticipate his moves. He caught my slashing hand and grabbed my chin, tipping my head up.

"Stop fighting," he commanded, deep and resonant. "Calm down."

I froze instantly, the red haze of violence ripped away. 

Weak, disoriented like I hit my head, I stumbled back. "What—what the hell was that?"

Lazarus sighed, a huge heave of breath. He followed my retreating steps until he could pull me into a surprising hug. It was so welcome that I didn’t even think of pushing him away, a lump rising into my throat.

"When you learned the demon's name, you created a bond," he explained. Almost reluctantly, he added, "It goes both ways. You crave the same things demons do—sin, violence, chaos."

"Oh, god," I choked out against his shoulder, a vicious tremble moving through my hands. "Am I turning into a demon?"

It was bad enough being a vampire, but I'd begun to adjust to my new life. Even with my thirst and my fragile immortality, I'd begun to feel like me again. I had more control now than three weeks ago; everything was starting to feel like it might be okay.

But if I was becoming a demon...

"You're not," Lazarus replied firmly, pressing his hand flat to my back to hug me closer. "But the bond could corrupt you. Or it could have if you didn't have me to keep you tethered."

I rasped a laugh. "I'm sure the Shadow Bringer has better things to do than babysit me."

"What happened to me being obsessed with you?" he teased with wry humour. "Surely someone so obsessed could spare the energy to keep you balanced..."

I swallowed down my initial dread. Invequius was out there, free because of me, and now he was turning me to the dark side.

But was that really any worse than the thirst making me a murderer? 

Or the Shadow Order's countdown?

"So you admit it," I said, hoarse but with forced amusement. "You are obsessed with me."

Lazarus made a sound of disgust and let me go, but he didn't take his eyes off me. "I won't let you be corrupted, Karina."

I nodded automatically.

But I couldn't be so sure.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2
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"I'm completely fine; the council can't get to me in Lazarus's house," I reassured Ruby via video call, holding my phone in front of me as I walked down the dark green hallway towards the sitting room Lazarus and I used most often.

"But they're still gunning for you," Ruby pointed out, chewing her bottom lip, her face drawn in anger. "It's such bullshit; do you want me to start a news campaign and protest for you?"

"No!" I protested instantly. "Whatever the opposite of that is, that's what I want you to do."

"Going off the grid," she replied seriously, her black curls bouncing when she nodded as if that wasn’t a crazy plan.

Ruby came to stay here for a few days after Lorn kidnapped her, but when it was clear the danger passed, she went back to her flat in Greenwich. Isaiah had set shields around her building to make it a nightmare for anyone to break into, and he gave himself guard duty, watching the house when he wasn't busy doing whatever dark mages did. Not that Ruby knew he was guarding her.

"I'm sure we'll be f..." I trailed off when I pushed the sitting room door open, blinking at the explosion of colour and light covering the dark red couches and ebony furniture. "Fine."

"What's going on? What's that look on your face? Is it Mr. Tall, Dark, and Scary in the nude?"

"I heard that," Lazarus quipped from where he stood on a ladder across the room, fixing a string of brightly coloured fairy lights around the bay window.

"Look at this," I murmured to Ruby and flipped the camera, panning to show her the tinsel around the dour portraits of Lazarus's family, the extra-festive Christmas tree taking up the corner of the room, the kitschy throws that covered the sofas and chairs, and the twinkling lights, foil garlands, and paper snowflakes that made it impossible to see the ceiling.

"Holy fucking grotto," Ruby laughed. "Tell me you're gonna dress up as the jolly red guy, Laz."

"I might," he replied with sharp glee, descending the ladder in a blur when the lights were in place. "And for the last time, stop calling me Laz."

"Sure thing, Lazzie," Ruby quipped, making me snort. "Anyway, I've gotta go. Important Christmas Eve duties."

"You haven't done any wrapping yet, have you?" I teased, a smile creasing my eyes.

I crossed the room and dropped into a chair, a red cushion with a gold, glittery stag making it comfier than normal.

"Hey! I'll have you know I began wrapping in November," Ruby huffed, her brown eyes tight with offence.

"You wrapped one gift," I guessed, warmth spilling through my chest when Keith appeared from thin air and jumped onto my lap with a low trill of a meow.

"I wrapped one gift," Ruby begrudgingly admitted. "So I'll love you and leave you, very busy schedule." She dropped her voice to a whisper and added, "Put me back in selfie mode, Karina."

I did as instructed, mostly paying attention to Keith as the grey tabby circled on my lap before plopping down with a deep sigh.

"Find some mistletoe and snog that fine-ass vamp's face off."

I slammed the end call button so fast a tiny crack appeared through my screen. My cheeks prickled with a pseudo blush, and I didn't dare look up at Lazarus, who had absolutely heard every word.

"Mistletoe is toxic to cats," Lazarus remarked. My breathing kicked up as he crossed the carpet at a slow, prowling pace. "But you don't need a sprig of a plant to kiss me, Karina."

I swallowed at the low, purring tone, ignoring the heat that rushed down my cold body. "You're so full of yourself," I scoffed.

"You could be—"

"You've made that remark five times," I cut him off, lifting my head to throw a smirk his way. 

But my face fell when Lazarus gingerly lowered himself into the chair opposite me, and he winced when his back pressed to the throw-draped leather.

"How bad is it?" I asked, my heart pulling tight.

He waved a hand, a muscle clenched in his strong jaw. "Fine."

"Lazarus," I huffed, watching his fingers flex on the knee of his dark trousers. "When was the last time you changed the dressings?"

"This morning," he replied with an eye roll that insisted I was fussing over nothing.

"And you're using the lotion Quinn got for you?" I pressed—and saw my answer in the frown that dragged his mouth down. "Lazarus," I chided.

"I tried," he bit out, glaring up at the curtain of lights, snowflakes, and foil stars. "It's ... difficult to reach. And it pulls on the burns."

I scratched behind Keith's ears and made a decision, earning a baleful glare and the cat's wrath when I scooped him off my lap and stood, settling him in the spot of warmth I'd vacated. He gave me an unimpressed look, tucked his paws under himself, and shut his eyes again.

"Come on," I told Lazarus firmly. "I'll help you apply it."

"That's really not necessary," he protested, a bite in his words and his pale face strained.

"It's not a request," I fired back. Lazarus wasn't great at asking for help, or even accepting it when it was offered. He definitely embodied the old, stubborn vampire stereotype.

I held out a hand and simply waited, matching his stubbornness with determination.

"Headstrong librarian," he sighed, and accepted my hand.

I helped him up, sympathy twisting my heart when he hissed at the pain. 

"The living room looks amazing, by the way," I said to distract him as we left the room. I let go of his hand, and cursed Ruby’s suggestiveness when I felt the imprint of his touch on my fingers. I was too damn aware of him now.

Lazarus nodded, his voice strained when he replied, "It's Henry's first Christmas with just me. I wanted to make it easier for him."

I burned with curiosity, but now wasn't the time to ask. I doubted he'd tell me anyway; he was still being cagy about why he needed his seat on the council so desperately.

"I can do it on my own," Lazarus tried as we walked down the richly decorated hallway. He was blatantly lying; if he could, he'd have done it by now.

I gave him a sceptical look. "I thought it was painful?"

"I'm a vampire," he replied loftily. "I've had lifetimes of pain."

"Very dramatic," I remarked, and pushed open the door to the big shared bathroom. Charcoal tiles covered most surfaces, with the bath and sink a tasteful white and a neutral grey paint everywhere else; it was the least vampirish place in the house. "Where's the lotion?"

"You really don't have to do this."

I rolled my eyes. He ought to have realised I was aggressively helpful before now; I was a librarian.

"Sit," I huffed, and encouraged him to perch on the wide lip of the marble tub. "Where's the lotion?"

"On the counter," he muttered finally, hissing as he sat and unbuttoned his shirt.

I gave the counter a dubious look; there were so many bottles, tubes, and sprays covering the surface that Lazarus could have opened a skincare counter in a department store. By contrast, I had a single tube of gel moisturiser and even that had belonged, unopened, to Lazarus.

"You're a vampire; you never age. Why do you need all of this?" I asked, finally locating the clear tubs of green sludge Quinn had got from a witch friend.

"I don't," Lazarus replied, gripping the edge of the tub in white knuckles, his shirt on the floor and pain in every line of his body. "But I want it."

Huh. Fair enough.

"Unwrapping your bandages will hurt," I realised, if even removing his shirt made him white-knuckled.

Lazarus exhaled a hard breath and then cut off his air, nodding sharply. "Nothing I haven't survived before."

"I'll make it quick," I promised, and tugged the knot of bandage apart with my fingernails, touching him as little as possible while I unwound them.

When I reached the bandage across the worst burns on his back, Lazarus hissed deep in his throat and his hands shot up, grabbing the backs of my thighs with a deep, pressing grip.

"Almost done," I murmured. "The lotion will take the pain away."

He nodded tightly, jaw clenched.

His hands branded heat on the backs of my legs, but I tried to ignore the prickling awareness of his touch to focus on carefully removing the last bit of bandage. 

The second it was off, my hands blurred as I grabbed the tub of sludge, prised the lid off, and applied it with fast, efficient strokes. Lazarus relaxed after a few seconds, the witch's ointment working its magic.

I was surprised it smelled of mint and chamomile, not sewerage. Maybe I shouldn’t be so judgemental of witches’ brews.

Lazarus’s bruising hands lightened on my thighs, but he didn't let go as I smeared the salve over the rest of his scars. He only released me when I gestured for him to stand up so I could check I hadn't missed an area, but I was sure there were handprints burned on the backs of my legs.

"Okay, that should be good," I said, clearing my throat and stepping back. I wiped my hands on a cloth and froze at sudden movement.

Lazarus rushed forward in a blur so fast I missed him, but he slowed for the smallest fraction of a second so I could process his intention. My stomach rose and swooped, a thrum went through my chest in place of a heartbeat, and I didn't think for a second about moving away when he kissed me.

The groan that tore up my throat was a little embarrassing, but Lazarus matched it with a deep growl as he kissed me hard, nipping my bottom lip to open me to his ravenous tongue.
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