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      For those who just want to feel desirable…

      You already are.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “One will rise. And she will be forged of bone and flesh, a love like no other—inamorata. And she alone shall force the heavens wide. Then shall the race of vampires fall. By their own hand, by their own blood, they shall splinter from the inside, brother against brother, none left standing but the guilty. And when our kind spills her blood, so the race of vampires will finally end.”
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      The dirt is cold beneath my knees, but the sun is warm even down the long tunnel that leads to the hillside, the sun casting dappled gold and green against the mouth of the cave. It’s like looking at the daylight through a kaleidoscope as if I’m kneeling before a passage to the promised land. It feels like… hope.

      But the interior walls of this cave are a bleak reminder of how far I’ve fallen.

      I clench my hands together in prayer, my fingers entwined just beneath my chin. My rosary is heavier than it should be. It offers little peace.

      I’ll never be whole again. The barren place where my soul should reside has ached since the night I turned, and that emptiness has consumed me ever since.

      I suppose it’s only fitting that my outside matches the inside. One of my elbows fits neatly into the cavernous gulf in my side, my arm brushing only air instead of flesh as if an enormous beast took a bite of me.

      That bitch—she was the one who did it. Stabbed that blade into my abdomen, killing that area of my body almost instantly. And the poison… that’s what that blade is made of, a toxin stronger than anything I’ve ever seen. And it spread so quickly, like flames eating me alive from the inside out.

      The only thing that saved me was the change—the doves. I shifted into my bird form before it could spread deeper into my body, but where the knife pierced, every place it touched… those pieces of me were already lost.

      My knuckles ache, and I force my hands to relax. I wiggle my elbow a bit, side to side. I hit a jagged line of shattered rib on one side, and on the other, only the silk of my empty shirt.

      “Once we find the location, we’ll ambush them.” The voice behind me is low, male, and forceful, but I know it’s more of a question than a demand—he’s as frightened of me as any of them are. I’m their queen, and no one will do anything without my approval. “We’ll have the element of surprise,” he tries again. “If we have the numbers⁠—”

      “The numbers wouldn’t have helped us last time,” another vampire says—which one is irrelevant.

      I don’t care what they say, so long as they’re here for the big show. I do need their strength. As strong as I am, I need backup.

      It would be easier to just kill her, but what I have planned is a fate worse than death for her and her hive. Though I suppose their fate is far less crucial to me than my own.

      I lower my hands and push myself to standing, finally turning to the rest of the group. The sun beats on the red silk that covers my back; it warms my skin through the shirt. But where I’m missing a hunk of flesh and sinew, the heat feels far too deep—invasive, like I’m being split open and roasted alive.

      “She thinks she’s invincible,” I say. “That all of them are invincible.”

      A hundred eyes blink at me, glittering and catlike in the gloom, but the darkness beyond the cave’s mouth is by design. You need privacy to build an army.

      And I have. Oh, I have.

      I won’t need them all. Just a few, enough to get close to Dawn—perhaps more to sniff out the hive. But my husband will not go down without a fight. He is loyal and has the self-control necessary to hold his own against us.

      Markula… My blood boils. He never touched me, not once. I was his wife, and he refused to touch me. He drove me into his brother’s arms. Does he know about us? Does he even care?

      Maybe not. I was saddled with Narimi’s dead weight for centuries, but I got what I needed from him. He showed me Markula’s future with that woman. Told us all about the prophecy they uncovered, and hearing those words gave me hope for the first time since I turned.

      When I had burst into that seminary to take Markula, I had a single sliver of hope left, but his refusal to leave with me… well, never mind that. He’ll pay for his transgressions as Narimi did. Killing him felt like the first breath of fresh air after centuries of inky smog.

      They’re still watching me with their catlike eyes. Waiting for instructions. For inspiration.

      “She is not invincible—her hive is not invincible. Their Warrior was my husband. I sired him.”

      This revelation is met with a rumbling of surprise and excitement. Some of them are aware already, have been since New Orleans, but we’ve added many soldiers since.

      I grin with perfectly vicious teeth. I am not afraid of Markula as I was in life. Now I’m the only one with the power.

      “All we have to do is find them,” I say. “And I have a plan. Which of you is worthy?”

      The question is met by a scrabbling of feet.

      “Patience,” I whisper. “Patience.”

      This mission has been centuries in the making. I believe I’ll savor every minute until the savage, bittersweet end.
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      The new house is a testament to medieval architecture, tall and castle-like in stature, with mismatched gray stones worn smooth by time. It’s a replica, not an original, but it still reeks of history. The air smells of salt.

      I stand on the cliff’s edge, my eyes cast down, listening. Three sides of the house are surrounded by cliffs, a steep descent to death, at least for me. The ocean churns below, but it’s only a whisper on the wind from up here. The water beyond the rocks is so deep it appears black.

      Most vampires won’t cross the ocean if they don’t have to—it takes them centuries to drown. It’s a rough way to go. But I know the vampires who are after us will almost certainly risk it. At least we should be able to see them coming—we should hear them scream, too.

      Over the last month, my hive has systematically drawn blood from my veins and dripped it onto the rock face. It should hurt them—burn them. The blood of a hunter and the flesh of a vampire do not mix, and there, hanging from the rocky cliff face, they’ll have no way to wash it off. My blood has been spread along the razor wire traps that surround the front of the property as well. The ability to set traps is not the only reason Markula, that handsome Warrior of mine, chose it, though.

      I turn, dragging my gaze to the stretch of field between the sheer cliffs and the castle-like house we’re currently making a home. Crumbled stones pockmark the landscape. A marble angel weeps near the center of the yard, a little gray dove perched on her outstretched arm. Carved crosses in a similar material spring from the earth at uneven intervals along the span of grass between here and the porch.

      Hallowed ground. Other vampires won’t be able to use cloaking against us—those spells won’t work here, so they can’t hide that way. I was worried that my hive wouldn’t be able to use their powers here either, but even though they might be slightly dampened, they aren’t gone. It seems that whatever connection we have to one another overrides the holy water once spilled onto the dirt.

      Even the house itself was built on a site that used to be a church—burned to the ground with all the clergy locked inside around the turn of the century. Accused of witchcraft. Fun. It’s a good way to invite a Pet Sematary type situation, building a house on a burial ground, pissing off all those dead priests and spirits alike, but I suppose I don’t get to claim the high road with the clergy—I’m full of impure thoughts. I live with a group of sexy vampires, following every lustful impulse I have. Any red-blooded woman would understand.

      They’d probably understand my willingness to risk my life a little less, but I’ve never really done things the normal way. I was born with hunter’s blood in my veins, and I’m not sure I’ll ever lose the taste for it. Granted, until a few months ago, I didn’t even know vampires existed, so I spent my time hunting serial killers.

      Now, I have vampires trying to kill me instead—the last vamp came after me in the middle of an art show and then exploded into a flock of doves like the star of some terrible B movie. Claire, that bitch—I can’t believe Markula was married to her once, but at least it was forever ago, back when marriage was just an exchange of property. They didn’t even consummate their relationship. I didn’t see her coming, didn’t even know she was there until I had my blade in her guts.

      The air breathes, pushing my hair back from my face, and I sigh with it. Claire’s still out there, biding her time, and that bitch already sent far too many others to kill me. She won’t stop until one of us is dead.

      But it isn’t going to be me.

      I glare at the angel, and it’s only then that I realize the dove sitting on its outstretched arm is real. It cocks its head at me as if it senses my fury, then flaps its wings, zipping across the field and diving over the side of the cliff toward the water. I imagine it hitting the bottom, smashing into pieces, a pile of gray feathers and white bone on the rocks below. So small. It probably wouldn’t even make a sound.

      “Watching the wildlife? Or just plotting the demise of all fluttering creatures?”

      I turn. Silas is approaching from the house—it’s a little irritating that he can read my mind as well as he can. The night I met him, I remember thinking he had a real Sons of Anarchy vibe, but three months later, he feels more like Brad Pitt in Legends of the Fall, but with shorter hair. Well, short on the sides and longer on top—all over sexy, just enough to run my fingers through. And those eyes, those brilliantly violet eyes… It’s like staring into a pair of amethysts.

      “I’m just watching the birds… for now. They all seem suspicious.” Ever since I watched Claire explode into hundreds of gray doves, even one bird is one too many.

      I don’t even like squirrels anymore, but I don’t think I’ve seen a single mammal out this way. Even with Markula’s powers to charm any animal into doing his bidding, they apparently have no interest in venturing onto this vampire-infested property, hallowed ground or not.

      Silas stops at my side and puts his hand on the small of my back—warm. I never knew vampires would be warm, but there are a lot of things I didn’t know.

      “I think it’s time,” Silas says. “Draynor and Markula are down there already, but I don’t think that guy will last much longer.” He blinks at me.

      That happened sooner than I thought it would. Figures. There’s always an emergency—someone’s life is always hanging in the balance. It should help that the life at stake isn’t mine this time…

      But it doesn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            DAWN

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Where are the bodies?” I growl; it’s not a Markula-style growl, not as loud or as low, but it does the trick.

      The man’s blue eyes widen, panic shining in his irises. Spittle foams at one corner of his thin mouth, and sweat sticks his sandy hair to his forehead—his freckles look out of place on his fifty-year-old cheeks.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” He looks so sincere—so terrified.

      I might have believed him if I didn’t have a hive full of vampires with special powers to confirm what I found through my own research: He’s a killer. He deserves all the pain I can inflict on him. As an ER nurse, I had to see people stumble in with gouges through their skulls because of what some asshole did to them. I had to see children abused, their fragile bodies shattered by parents who were supposed to love them. I’ve always thought there was a special place in hell for the ones who hurt innocents, and until the last few months, my hunter bloodlust was sated by finding them, catching them, and getting rid of them.

      Of course, I was more interested in getting them off the street so they couldn’t hurt innocents, while my hive prefers to devour them like a side of beef, but po-tay-toe, po-tah-toe. Either way, they’re of no concern to the mortals when we get done with them.

      I jam my knee between his legs and lean my weight against his balls. Tiny, like the testicles of most assholes. He howls and strains against the ropes, but Draynor secured the tethers extra tight behind his back and looped them around the chair legs. I doubt he can feel his fingers.

      “I swear to god,” I snap, “I will tear your dick off if you don’t tell me.”

      The families of his victims deserve some peace. They deserve to bury their loved ones. I don’t believe much in religion, but I sprinkled my mother’s ashes into the ocean as a matter of ceremony, and it was oddly cathartic.

      “I don’t know,” he howls, “I swear, I don’t⁠—”

      “I found the last girl’s baseball glove in your house.”

      I didn’t think his eyes could get any wider, but I can see the whites all the way around his irises. “You broke into my house?”

      Yup. It turns out that breaking into any building owned by mere mortals is incredibly easy with a few vampires on your side. They know when you’re sleeping. They know when you’re awake. And they can get in, search a house, and run back out before anyone notices the back door is even open.

      “I found the shoes, too—all those shoes. Want to guess how many pairs?” I shift, grinding my knee harder against his groin. “How many pairs of tiny shoes did I find under your bed?”

      “I didn’t mean to,” he says in a voice that’s more of a moan. “I tried to stop.”

      For fuck’s sake. I keep my knee where it is and throw an elbow into his throat. His eyes bulge as I lean my lips toward his ear. “Do you know how long it takes for DNA to degenerate?” I whisper. “The cops will know exactly what you did. You’ll go away forever.” I lower my voice further still, my lips brushing his earlobe enough that it turns my stomach. I can smell the rank musk of his sweat. “Tell me where they are. Give me their bodies. Let me give their parents some closure, and I won’t go to the authorities.”

      I keep my head near his face but release the pressure on his Adam’s apple long enough for him to choke out: “Why would you do that?”

      “Last chance,” I hiss. “If the next words out of your mouth aren’t a location, all that evidence goes straight to the police. And do you know what they do to child killers in prison? Do you know what they’ll do to you?”

      He stills—it appears that hit a nerve. Then his lips start to move. His sour breath drifts over my cheek.

      I listen. That’s it, asshole. Tell me your secrets. I’ll send the guys to take care of the bodies—to make sure that his victims get home to their families. A horrific end, but it has to be better than not knowing. Finally, the breath against my face stops.

      I straighten—he’s no longer breathing at all, and he’s not looking at me either. I turn.

      Red eyes shine from the shadowed corner near the bottom of the stairs. Markula takes one step into the room—into the light. At seven feet, Markula is the biggest of the group, a gargantuan Warrior with muscles for days and every inch of his body from chin to feet covered in brilliant red tattoos. His golden hair is much more Legends of the Fall than Silas’s is, but the rest of him is some scary extra-huge version of Jason Momoa. He growls low in his throat—a growl I can’t even begin to emulate.

      I push myself off the chair, which makes the child killer grunt—the extra final burst of pressure on his sack can’t feel good, but that’s going to feel like a massage compared to what’s coming next.

      Markula takes one more step, and before his bare foot hits the floor again, the others are there. Silas, Draynor, and Kain all stand at the bottom of the stairs behind their leader. All smaller than Markula—who isn’t?—but each is well over six feet and muscular.

      Draynor—the quintessential vampire if ever there was one—has eyes like ink and long black hair as shiny as oil. Silas smiles, his violet eyes gleaming. Kain’s cheekbones are as sharp as my rage, his jaw chiseled like a Calvin Klein model. All of their pointed teeth are glittering.

      “Did you get what you needed, my love?” Draynor’s voice soothes the burning in my chest.

      I nod and squeeze Markula’s elbow on my way to the stairs.

      “Wait!” the asshole cries after me. “You said⁠—”

      “I said I wouldn’t go to the police,” I say to the steps. I don’t bother to look back.

      Markula chuckles. The man screams a high-pitched shriek that pierces into my brain. My sneakers thunk against the stone steps.

      The shriek intensifies, then stops abruptly, replaced by the sound of wet tearing. He deserves worse than a few minutes of agony, but I need to hunt. And my family needs to eat.

      This solves all our problems.

      A long, low grinding, like the sound of ripping muscle, cuts the air. I close the cellar door behind me.
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      The living room is as silent as a tomb despite the presence of four satisfied vampires and a beautiful hunter-human hybrid.

      Dawn sits on the wraparound couch, a piece of furniture fit for the castle this place is. The stonework on the inside is as painstaking as the stone on the outside: gray and bluish-black rocks in varying shapes and sizes that somehow all fit together perfectly to create the exposed walls. The black silk on the sofa matches Draynor’s hair—he leans back against the silk, Dawn’s head in his lap.

      She sighs. Her blue eyes blink closed. One corner of Draynor’s crimson mouth curves up as he looks at our beloved, his lips so red it almost appears that they are streaked in blood. But this is an illusion.

      The blood is gone, every trace. Vampires can detect blood far more effectively than luminol, and vampire saliva will pull it from fabric as effectively as peroxide. It’s one of our many tricks, along with making bodies disappear.

      We tossed his bones over the cliffside, though we could chew through them. But we aren’t hogs, and the bones aren’t delectable. The blood of a child killer, though… There’s nothing sweeter than the blood of the evil. Most vampires don’t care as much about taste, don’t bother researching their prey ahead of time. When they get hungry, they hunt.

      They kill.

      They eat.

      We aren’t like most vampires. We kill the blights on human society—the ones humans themselves won’t take care of. The man rotting in my guts now has been a teacher for twenty years. He had three wives, all of whom left when their children were young. They knew what he was—they all felt it—and they never did a thing. No one noticed when he finally gave in to his impulses and went on a child-murder spree.

      Humans are terrible at looking out for their own self-interest; they’ve been taught not to trust their guts. They’d rather delude themselves into believing that they’re safe. I suppose it helps them sleep. Perhaps one day, they will realize that fear is primal and necessary.
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