
  
    [image: Warrior Rising]
  


  
    
      WARRIOR RISING

    

    
      
        LINDA WINSTEAD JONES

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2016 by Linda Winstead Jones

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Cover by Elizabeth Wallace

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      For the readers who insisted that this story be told.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      She had waited for years, years of planning, of intense preparation. At last the time was here. Victory was just beyond her reach, hovering so close, so near to the fulfillment of her plans, that sometimes she wanted to scream in frustration because no matter how close it was, she still didn’t quite have it in her grasp.

      How could any vampire be against her? She didn’t understand that. Vampires were superior to humans in every way; it was logical that they be in control, that humans serve their betters. It was also logical that she, the most powerful of her kind — save Luca Ambrus, damn him — be the one in control.

      Marie insisted on being called Regina. Regina, Latin for Queen; it had a nice ring to it. Her ego was huge, but ego wasn’t the sole reason for the sobriquet. Small details produced huge results. Forcing people to call her queen, to acknowledge her as such, was the first step in becoming so. As they became more familiar with the idea, they also became more malleable to her rule. She had been born to rule, and everything she did led to ensuring her absolute rule was recognized.

      She had confirmation from one of her soldiers that the sanctuary spell had been broken, but she was angry and she was hungry, and she wanted to see — to experience — the result of her hard work for herself. The battle in the Potomac mansion that had been her headquarters for many years had drained and infuriated her, but she was still powerful.

      Until tonight, she had never seriously considered that her plans wouldn’t be executed without flaw, but now with some bitterness she saw that her self-confidence had been a critical error. Her worst mistake was that she’d put too much faith in the loyalty and competence of others. She had allowed herself to trust, because she’d thought she knew her people. She’d assumed that most vampires would follow her, that they would want to subjugate the humans.

      She’d been wrong. So many had failed her, had been afraid. Vampires, afraid! She was appalled on so many levels, and for so many reasons.

      The sanctuary spell — the old curse that kept vampires from entering a home uninvited — had been broken, but she hadn’t been able to stop the influx of Immortal Warriors. Worse, she had lost her headquarters and her right hand man.

      Lost, hell. That bastard had run to the other side. But Sorin would pay, sooner rather than later. She would make him her special target; the one she would most enjoy killing.

      She’d learned a painful but important lesson. From now on, she would rely on no one. She would not allow anyone to share her rule. Her power was beyond compare. As a rare blood born, a child conceived and born to two vampire parents, she possessed gifts most others only dreamed of. She would hide those gifts away no more.

      She tore her thoughts from the ugly taste of failure and betrayal, because in the main quest she hadn’t failed at all: she had forced the witch to break the sanctuary spell. For her personal test of the witch’s success, she chose a two-story house along a tree-lined street well away from the Potomac mansion where the initial battle had taken place. The Virginia neighborhood not far from Washington D.C. was modestly prosperous, the houses far enough apart that it was unlikely screams would be heard. And if they were heard, she wouldn’t care. Nothing could stop her now.

      Marie strode up the sidewalk, past well-manicured bushes and a low growing red flower that looked black in the moonlight, and stood for a moment looking at the dark green door that in the past had been all a human needed to keep her out. She lifted her hand to knock, then paused. Instead of knocking, she kicked the green door in. A savage thrill surged through her as she stepped, uninvited, inside the house. For a moment she was dizzy from the sheer ecstasy of success, of power. Three loyal vampires came in behind her. They moved so quickly, drawn up the stairs by the scent of human flesh, that the residents of the house had no chance to call for help, by phone or otherwise.

      Marie moved up the stairs more slowly, savoring every moment. Her pace was regal, the long train of her fine but bloodied gown trailing the stairs behind her. Much of that blood belonged to Chloe Fallon, Luca’s pet, the pet she had taken from him with a sharp knife and great pleasure.

      There wouldn’t be any more hiding away who and what she truly was. She would make no further effort to blend in to these jarring, modern times. When she was acknowledged queen by vampires and humans both she would wear fine gowns and jewels. Her home would be luxuriously furnished. She would surround herself with loyal servants and soldiers and subjects, and if they were not loyal enough they would suffer and die.

      Forget about the Council; she wouldn’t be returning to Council headquarters, the Georgetown home where her plans for this war had begun and grown. The remaining Council members would be wise to decamp. The Council headquarters would be the first location given away. She had no doubt that the humans would win some of the battles, simply because there were so many of them, so these first days would be perilous.

      But even though tonight hadn’t gone as planned, nothing of importance had changed. Her plan was simple enough: Take D.C., and from there, take this country. The world would follow.

      Not that vampires all over the world weren’t enjoying her gift tonight. There was no more haven for humans, no place for them to hide.

      She entered the master bedroom. In the big bed situated against the far wall were two bedraggled humans, both elderly and frightened. Each was held in place by one of Marie’s soldiers, while the third soldier busied himself pacing, waiting for one of them to attempt to fight so he’d have an excuse to strike. The humans had no way of knowing exactly what kind of invader they faced. How could they? As far as these ignorant humans knew, vampires were legend, not real. They would soon learn differently.

      The woman’s gray hair stuck out to one side in a rather comical way. Her husband wore wrinkled striped pajamas and had no hair at all.

      Marie smiled, but didn’t show her fangs. “What are your names?” she asked politely.

      The woman opened her mouth, but no words formed. She croaked, then choked on her unspoken response. Fear had stolen her tongue. The man cleared his throat and said, “Honeycutt. John and Cynthia Honeycutt.”

      Marie walked closer. She realized her movements were unnaturally smooth and silent and might alarm the couple in the bed, but she didn't care. She would never have to care about such things again.

      “I’ll open the safe for you,” John offered, his voice shaking with age and with fear. “There’s no reason for anyone here to be hurt. We don’t have much, but you’re welcome to it. Just… take what you want and go.”

      She smiled. Now that she knew there was a safe, she didn’t need him to open it. Access would be easy enough, and additional wealth was always welcome.

      Marie glanced at one of her soldiers; at the moment she couldn’t remember his name, and didn’t care. “Drain them,” she said calmly, and then she watched as her soldiers did as she commanded. They made surprisingly little mess as they drank their fill. The Honeycutts died without much fuss, too old and weak to put up a good fight.

      Once the previous owners of her new house were disposed of, Marie turned to her soldiers and commanded, “Bring me a man. Someone young, and pretty. And clothes.” She wiped two fingers at a spot of blood on her left sleeve. The blood didn’t bother her; the scent of Chloe Fallon’s death still gave her a silent little thrill. But her gown was sticky, and she had to present a regal appearance.

      Her soldiers left to do as she had ordered. While they were gone, Marie took a few minutes to explore the house. It wasn’t a castle, but it would do for now. She located a comfortable red velvet wing chair in the formal living room, and sat, spreading her bloody gown around her. In the silence of the house her thoughts rapidly returned to the night’s events and the anger she’d been holding at bay surged forward.

      It was bad enough that she hadn’t been able to convince Luca to join her, but for Sorin to betray her, for her right hand man to turn on her… it was unthinkable. How could he? Of all the vampires she’d chosen to fight with her, he was the one she’d trusted most. Sorin had always seen first to his own self-interest, and it was clearly in the best interest of every vampire to be able to feed at will, to have free access to the human sanctuaries. But he’d turned on her, had chosen to ally himself with Luca. She would make him pay, and pay dearly, so all who saw would understand what became of those who betrayed her.

      When the soldier returned with a suitably pretty young man she rose to her feet and smiled at her obedient child, and at the terrified boy who couldn’t be much more than twenty. He wore blue jeans and ridiculously brightly colored tennis shoes. His t-shirt, too large and badly wrinkled, bore the logo for a band she had never heard of. But his face was handsome, in a clueless sort of way, and his blond hair was well styled. He hadn’t come from his bed, he’d been out at this late hour. Drugs or alcohol or both might account for part of the dullness in his eyes. The rest, the rest was fear.

      She showed him her fangs, and before she could touch the pretty boy, he fainted.

      He would awaken soon enough, and she would soothe him. She would make more of her own soldiers, to add to those who already followed her. A soldier of her own making would never turn on her, would never betray her.

      The boy regained consciousness, swimming back to reality. He looked around, his eyes wide with fear and confusion. As soon as his eyes reached her she smiled, without displaying her fangs this time, and the young man relaxed. She caught his gaze with hers and delved deeply into his brain, seizing control. “Come here, pretty.”

      He did.
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      Chaos ruled. He should be thrilled.

      Sorin paced the cellar hallway where the night before an epic battle had taken place. An itch danced up his spine, the same itch he always got when everything was about to go to shit around him. What the hell was he doing here? It wasn't his war, though for a time he'd believed it was. He should go — now. He should get out of here and let the other idiots fight the battles still to come. His mouth twisted wryly as he realized he’d just called himself an idiot, but if the shoe fit… yeah, he needed to leave. He wasn’t necessary for this war.

      Proof of that was in the number of Immortal Warriors who were now roaming the mansion along with Luca, his newly turned woman, and a handful — a very small handful — of vampires who didn’t want what Marie wanted: complete rule over the human world.

      There had been a time when he'd been right there with her. He was older, stronger, better than any human. Why should he hide? There was no logic in the inferior race — humans — being the ones in charge and making the rules. He didn't deal well with rules, never had. Centuries of hiding who and what he was had shredded his patience. He brooded over the recent decisions he'd made, wondering what the hell had come over him.

      Nevada, the little red-haired witch, had to have cast a spell on him. Long before she’d touched his face and instructed him to remember, she'd ruined him. Otherwise why would he have spared Phillip Stargel, the child conduit? So what if he was a child with Down syndrome? He was still a conduit, and Sorin should have taken care of business. But he hadn’t. If there was no spell, why else would he have abandoned the cause and fought alongside that damn Luca Ambrus?

      Moreover, why hadn’t he killed Nevada when he’d been ordered to do so?

      A witch’s spell explained it all. But — damn it! He couldn't use that excuse. He wanted to, but he couldn't. He'd grown fond of Nevada long before she'd developed her witch skills to the point where she could cast even a simple spell. Her delicate scent reminded him of his mortal daughter, dead hundreds of years ago, but his memory of her smell came roaring back when he was around Nevada.

      Maybe Nevada had hidden her skill for a long time, stalling them when she could have removed the sanctuary spell weeks, months ago, before the Warriors could come through in sufficient numbers to put up a good fight. He should confront her. But not now. Nevada had a difficult job ahead of her and she needed to focus her considerable talents on reinstating the sanctuary spell.

      Those were words he had never thought would pass through his brain. He’d cursed that spell for hundreds of years, and he should rejoice that it had fallen. Without it, he could go into any human home at any time and feed whenever he was hungry. He wouldn't have to scheme and hide and wipe away evidence of his existence. At the moment, though, he felt no joy. Perhaps, after all these years, he was going soft.

      No fucking way.

      “You should stop that senseless pacing and save some of your energy for fighting your queen.”

      He turned and gave the Warrior — Indikaiya — a narrow-eyed look. Now, there was a woman. Tall, strong, a face like an ancient queen, with a thick blond braid that was long enough to bounce against her very curvy ass. What was the saying? They don’t make them like that anymore. No, indeed they didn’t.

      He had the feeling she was keeping watch on him, because he couldn’t imagine she enjoyed his company. She was sitting on the floor with her back against the wall, slowly running a cloth up and down the gleaming blade of her sword. Indikaiya’s voice was both soft and hard, the voice of a woman who would do what she had to do, regardless, who would take on any adversary if she deemed the fight worth it. She didn't trust him and he returned the sentiment. She’d as soon kill him as look at him, and only the twisted circumstances had landed them on the same side. At least for now. It remained to be seen if the uneasy alliance of vampires and Warriors would hold.

      He flashed what would have been a charming smile if he hadn’t extended his fangs. “She isn’t my queen.”

      “Any longer,” Indikaiya added, verbally jabbing at him. “A day ago, she was.”

      “A day ago she thought she was. Now she knows differently.” Maybe he’d have stayed with the rebellion, but the odds were he’d have walked away. Marie’s ego was hard to take for any length of time, and when she’d needlessly killed Jonas, that had pretty much done it for him. He didn’t suffer fools gladly, and that had been a foolish act. Not only that, he didn’t like to lose.

      The war wouldn’t be an easy one, but now that the Warriors had joined with Luca and the humans, his instinct was that they would tip the balance of fate against Marie. Marie was an incredibly powerful vampire, a blood born like Luca, but though she had studied warfare and strategy, she hadn’t been steeped in battle for centuries the way the Warriors had been. Or Luca, for that matter. The vampires following her rightly feared her, and some of them were powerful in their own right, but again, were they as experienced as the Warriors? He didn’t think so.

      Perhaps he should be noble enough to be true to his chosen side, to truly believe in what he was fighting for, but nobility was a fine sentiment for people who had the luxury of safety and stability. Since he’d been turned vampire, he’d had to fight for his existence, and nobility took a back seat to survival. To survive, he’d had to become powerful in his own right, to look at the world with clear, pitiless vision and make his decisions based on what was best for him.

      And yet here he was.

      “You had your share of responsibility in bringing about this war,” Indikaiya said, her tone cool and even.

      He studied her, not rising to her bait. She had — all of them had — been drenched in blood from the battles that had been fought in this house. At least he’d had his own clothes here to change into, and he’d loaned Indikaiya one of his shirts on a devilish impulse, because he knew she wouldn’t take even a handkerchief from him, had she any other choice. She was also wearing a pair of poor Jonas’s trousers. Neither shirt nor pants fit her well, but she didn’t seem to mind.

      Why should she? Indikaiya was a Warrior. She could be dressed head to toe in haute couture and she would still look other-worldly. It was her bearing, the feral beauty of her strong-boned, sculpted face, the weapons she wore or carried or wielded that marked her as more.

      Much as he wanted to, he couldn’t argue with her. He’d followed Marie for far too long. He had been a part of bringing her and her rebellion to this point.

      Sorin had killed conduits to stop them from bringing in their Warriors. He’d kidnapped Nevada, and he had taken her family as well, in order to force her to cooperate. No, he couldn’t plead innocence. He had followed Marie, even when he had his doubts about her decisions.

      He shrugged and changed the subject. “Tell me about this place you come from. This… other world.”

      She gave him another of those cool, scornful, regal looks that told him without words exactly what she thought of him. A finely shaped eyebrow twitched and rose. “Why?” she asked. “It is a place for heroes. You will never see it.”

      He winked at her, hoping he could annoy her out of her coolness. “I’ll probably never see Disneyland either, but I don’t mind hearing from someone who’s taken a spin in the Teacups.”

      Her expression was one of puzzlement. Of course it was; he might as well have been speaking a foreign language. Indikaiya wasn’t of this time. Even in borrowed clothes, instead of the short leather shift she’d been wearing when she’d crossed the plane into this world, she was different. She continued to wear two daggers strapped to her waist, and sensible short boots that had seen better days. Jonas’s boots. Her face was free of makeup, but why would a Warrior worry about something like that?  Probably she’d never worn it, even in her earthly life. Not that she needed any, not with that bone structure. Didn’t Warriors watch this world, always alert for danger? If she had, she hadn’t paid any attention to the current slang or modern culture.

      He could relate. Now and then he caught himself slipping into phrasing from long ago times, manners from another century. It was the price of living so long, a price he had never minded paying.

      “Humor me,” he said, taking a step closer to her.

      Her eyes flashed a warning, telling him to give her room. Gracefully, effortlessly, she rose to her feet with that sword in her hand, ready for an attack.

      “Why should I?” If she could, would she have stepped back to maintain the space between them? He didn’t think so. Warriors didn’t retreat. The only reason she would step away would be to get enough room to swing the sword.

      “I’m curious.” He was curious about a lot of things, and he was vaguely surprised to find one of those things was… her. He’d never met a female Warrior before. Truth to tell, he’d always tried to avoid the bastards. Warrior or not, she wasn’t like any woman he had ever known before, and he’d known a lot of women, both biblically and otherwise.

      “Satisfy your curiosity some other way. We should go to the meeting now.”

      Ah yes, the meeting, where the uneasy alliance of vampires, Warriors, and humans tried to form some sort of organized resistance to Marie’s savage attacks.

      “Luca can run the meeting. I don’t give a shit.” He said it flatly, because he was still so royally pissed at himself, at Marie, at Nevada, at this whole damn rat’s nest.

      Her voice sharp with impatience, she said, “So you don’t care about the red-haired witch? Killing her would be the obvious way to reinstate the sanctuary spell, as she so foolishly tied the spell to her heartbeat. Some of the others, both Warrior and human, think that sacrificing her would be acceptable, as it would instantly reinstate the sanctuary spell and prevent countless vampires from entering human homes. Those of us who are against the plan are in the minority. I thought you might want to have a say in the matter.”

      “Why should I care?”

      “I don’t know, but obviously you do.” Her gaze was shrewd; she’d noticed the protectiveness he felt toward Nevada, though he’d tried hard not to betray it.

      Because it’s my fault she’s here, he thought savagely. Nevada’s scent reminded him of his daughter, Diera. Damn her, Nevada had made him remember what it was like to be human. She made him remember what it was like to live and love, to be loved. She’d slipped into his head and he couldn’t shake out what she’d planted there.

      Shit. Now he had to argue for Nevada’s life. The irony was unmistakable. He’d killed so many humans over the years, but now he had to protect her. Why her? Why now?

      “What if we kill Nevada, and find out what she said about the breaking of the spell being tied to her heartbeat is bullshit?” he snapped. “What if she thinks that’s the way it works but she’s wrong? Without a powerful witch to recast the spell, we’re screwed.”

      “Screwed?”

      “Fucked. Up a creek without a paddle. In a world of —”

      “I understand,” she interrupted tersely. “That is a valid argument. You should present it to the others.”

      “You can argue for her.”

      “No.” Perhaps that twitch at the corner of her mouth was a smile, but surely not. “I do not have your charming way with words.”

      Frustration gnawed at him. He stalked toward the Warrior, moved in dangerously close. She was tall for a woman, especially for a woman of her time, whenever that had been. If he went by the clothes she’d been wearing when she’d arrived, it had been a very long time since Indikaiya had walked this earth as a human. Because he wanted her to be as annoyed as he was, he kept prodding. “Where are you from? When are you from?”

      She didn’t back away. “Save the witch and perhaps I will tell you.”

      He leaned down slightly, sniffed her throat. She stiffened at his nearness, at the inherent threat of his action, but again she stood her ground. Her scent was warm and female, and she smelled human enough, though that was open to question. She’d been human once, as had he. He knew what he was, but he wasn’t completely certain exactly how the Warriors would be categorized. Superhuman? Paranormal? Or just humans from another plane? They were puzzling. He inhaled again, because human or not, woman was woman and he liked the smell. “Why do you care if I save Nevada?” he murmured.

      Narrow-eyed, she took her own investigatory sniff. He was so taken aback he almost laughed. Damn if he didn’t like that he couldn’t intimidate her. He also liked how close they were standing, so close that with each inhale his chest almost touched the tips of her breasts. For a second, just a second, temptation raced through him, the temptation to touch her, to feel her bare skin under his hands.

      He jerked back to attention when she said, her voice low, “The world does not hold enough strong women. I would hate to see one so powerful snuffed out on the mere chance that it might save us a bit of trouble.”

      “Well, that’s interesting,” he said. “You like a bit of trouble, don’t you?”

      Her mouth quirked. “On occasion.”

      That he could relate to. He smiled. “So do I.”

      She tipped her head back and looked him in the eye. The movement sent the thick blond braid of her hair swinging down her back, brushing back and forth across her ass. She had a powerful gaze, bright and intelligent and forceful. Her eyes were blue, but not a blue like his own. There were swirls of green in those deep depths, as well as an unexpected spark of gold. “Your flirtatious manner is a waste of time, vampire. You can’t charm me into your bed.”

      “I didn’t ask.”

      “You did not have to. Your manner speaks for you. I admit, you are handsome and strong. I suspect you are talented in sexual ways, and I have been a long while without a man. But — no.” For a second her gaze turned inward, as if she was looking back across the endless years with longing and… grief? Then her body shifted as if she couldn’t stand still, as if thinking about the possibility of having sex with him had caused an itch down her spine similar to the one he was feeling.

      He was too experienced to miss the signal, as unexpected as it was. His entire body sprang to attention. “So, why not?”

      Impatiently she said, “You’re a vampire. You have chosen to fight on the side of right, for now, but that does not change who, what, you are.”

      Sorin didn’t say a word. He caught Indikaiya’s gaze and held it. Neither of them looked away, neither spoke. There were many beautiful and willing women in the world. Human and vampire, tall and short, voluptuous and thin, sweet and not so sweet. Each woman was special in her own way.

      At the moment, no other appealed as this one did.

      “Never,” she whispered, even though he hadn’t spoken. Perhaps his expression said more than mere words.

      She turned and walked away from him. “Come to the meeting or do not. I will try to argue for your witch, if I can.”

      Sorin watched her walk away, then impatiently swore under his breath and followed her. Leaving would be easier, it would be more in keeping with his character, but he wasn’t going to abandon this war he’d helped to set into motion. And if he wasn’t going to leave, he damn well needed to be in on the decision-making.
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        * * *

      

      It had been well more than two hundred years since one of her descendants — a conduit like Chloe Fallon — had called her into the world to fight. Indikaiya had been a rebel, of sorts, during the American Revolution. She had fought in a number of skirmishes, rather than the more well-known battles, but at the call of a man in her bloodline she had played her part in securing the victory for the revolutionaries. Many of her fellow Warriors had been on this earth since then, in war, in minor battles. She, however, had not been needed or called.

      Never before had so many Warriors been summoned to the same fight. It was difficult, in an age where no one knew of their existence, to find a way in, to be invited into the world to do battle for the human race. In the days when the Immortal Warriors were not only known but revered, it had been much simpler to be called. That time had been gone a long time now. As years passed, the Warriors became more myth than fact, and then… they had disappeared from memory entirely, and had not even existed in tales. The little witch so many now wanted to kill had cast the spell that made the unprecedented influx possible.

      Indikaiya would enjoy fighting alongside her fellow Warriors, and she would enjoy fighting alongside the humans who had been called here. Inevitably some of them would find themselves in her world, the world of Warriors who were dedicated to protecting humankind, when they died. Most people who died in battle truly died, went to earth, but some special ones instead crossed the plane to abide with the Warriors, immortal until they chose not to be, willing to come to the aid of humans who were fighting for the right causes, sometimes for humanity itself. She would gladly fight back to back with any of them without a second thought.

      She did have second thoughts about fighting alongside vampires, no matter how good they were in battle. Luca Ambrus was an extraordinary fighter, true, but he was a blood born vampire and, even worse, he had turned her descendant Chloe into a vampire, too. The only thing that had saved him from her sword was that being turned had been Chloe’s choice, and his act had saved her life.

      It stung that her blood descendent, her conduit, had been turned into one of them. It had been that or death, for Chloe and the child growing inside her. Indikaiya couldn’t kill Luca and, in truth, at this time she could kill none of the vampires who were fighting with them. They needed every sword — every fang — at their disposal.

      Chloe’s pregnancy was disturbing. Part of Indikaiya was appalled that one of her descendants was half vampire, but another part was worried sick that the child wouldn’t survive. Human/vampire pregnancies were extremely rare, all but unheard of. She could not imagine that the results would be good for either mother or baby.

      She wanted Chloe to live; to see the end of such an unquenchable spirit would be devastating. But there was no precedent for Chloe’s circumstances, so Indikaiya had no idea what to expect. Chloe was a conduit. Luca was a rare blood born. With both mother and father being so different, would that change the outcome for this pregnancy?

      If either Chloe or Luca realized that she was carrying his baby, neither had made it known, but the pregnancy was so new and they’d been so embroiled in one crisis after another that she doubted either had had the opportunity to even think of the possibility. Luca would soon notice, though, because Chloe’s scent would be different… perhaps. Now that she was a vampire, perhaps not. Indikaiya had no intention of telling them, because words spoken aloud could always be overheard. They would have good reason to keep the news to themselves for as long as possible. There were those who would see the child as an abomination, an unnatural thing who should not be allowed to live. The unknown was always frightening, and the child… the child was most definitely unknown. If the babe survived to see the world, would she come into it human or vampire? Would she be strong or weak? Would she be able to walk in the sun? Would she need blood or milk to thrive? That — and more — remained unknown.

      Indikaiya entered the room where the meeting would soon begin, and instinctively moved close to Chloe’s side. As a newly made vampire, Chloe hadn’t been able to resist the overpowering urge to sleep while the sun was up, even though she exhibited unusual control for one so young, but now that night had fallen again she was wide awake and ready to take on the world. Her cheeks were pink with healthy color; perhaps Luca had fed her with his own potent blood, giving her strength. Indikaiya felt a surge of unwelcome gratitude for the vampire, because without him Chloe would be dead.

      The room was crowded with vampires and humans and Warriors, the unusual alliance uneasy but necessary. As they were settling down, the door opened once again and Sorin came in. Indikaiya didn’t want to notice his presence, but she couldn’t help it. She knew he was in the room, was aware of his location even when she wasn’t looking at him. There was an electricity about him, the force of his personality blasting out in all directions.

      Sorin, along with Rurik and the human Jimmy, argued for the witch’s life. Why? A creature such as he cared for no one but himself. Did he love Nevada? It seemed ludicrous that a vampire could love a human, but Luca had fallen in love with Chloe so it was not impossible. Did Sorin lie with his redhead? Did she offer him comfort and release? That made more sense than love. Perhaps lust was why he argued so passionately for the witch’s life.

      No, Indikaiya decided when the witch entered the room uninvited and unwanted. Sorin did not look at Nevada the way he had looked at her, just moments ago. He cared for the girl, he was protective of her, but his caring was not of a sexual nature.

      Rurik, on the other hand…

      Indikaiya thought the young woman might plead for her own life. She did not. In fact, she looked ready to accept her fate, no matter what it might be. She possessed bravery of a different sort, a bravery that should be respected.

      The petite redhead held her head high. There were dark circles under her eyes, and she was wearing the same clothes from last night. She had not rested, that much was clear. “I have been working on recasting the sanctuary spell. I can do it, I know I can, but it will take time. A few days, at least.” She took a deep breath. “I want to live, I will not lie about that, but if my death is what’s best…”

      “No,” Sorin said, and with that he placed himself in front of her. As they had last night, Rurik and Jimmy did the same.

      It was Rurik who put forth, “If we murder this girl to make our battle easier, if we sacrifice her, then we do not deserve to be called Warriors.”

      Many agreed with him. Indikaiya caught a glimpse of the witch, as Jimmy swayed to the side. The human was tired, so it was only natural that he would be weakened. That movement revealed that the witch was relieved. She was willing to sacrifice her life, but she wanted to live, as she had said.

      Sorin turned, looked down, and whispered to the girl. She scampered off, back to her chamber to work on the spell that would save countless humans.

      And if she could not recast that spell?

      The attitudes of many in this room would change, if that were the case. How many could be sacrificed in order to spare the life of one witch?

      As talk turned to plans of strategy and of leaving this place, Sorin walked across the room to join Luca, Chloe, and their vampire friends. She had not known vampires were capable of friendship. She looked to Luca. Or of love.

      That knowledge was a complication she could do without.
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        * * *

      

      Nevada was so tired, she was literally seeing double. Four books on the worktable instead of two. Two piles of small, multi-colored stones instead of one. She gripped the edge of the table to ground herself.

      It had been almost two days since she’d murdered countless innocent people. The ancient spell she’d broken had once given humans a safe haven, a place to hide even on the darkest night. The sanctuary spell. The protection at the doorway of a human’s home. She was the one who’d broken it, who made it fall. She was to blame…

      She wasn’t surprised when the familiar knock sounded at the door of her room, which in the past few years had been prison, workshop, and — on occasion — home. Rurik’s knock was both gentle and strong. Like him.

      “Come in,” she said softly, knowing he would hear her even if she whispered.

      Rurik opened the door and stepped into her room. For a large man, he was eerily silent in his movements. A Warrior thing, she imagined. Some of the Warriors had adopted modern clothing since coming into this world, but not Rurik. His plain shirt looked like it was made of coarsely woven dark linen. The pants were much the same. And the sword that hung at his side was massive and extremely sharp.

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      “I wanted to see you. That is all.” His accent — Russian or Russian-like, since she didn’t know exactly where, or when, he had come from — was both harsh and harmonious. “I will be outside your door, should you need anything. Anything at all.”

      Unlike most of the men Nevada had known in her lifetime, Rurik was simple and straightforward. No games, no riddles. He liked her; he had made that clear from the moment he’d laid eyes on her. She barely knew him, and yet he’d stood up to his own in order to protect her.

      “I should’ve been stronger,” she said. “I should’ve told Sorin to go fuck himself when he kidnapped me and put me to work on breaking the spell. I should’ve stood up to him and given him the finger. Yeah, he would’ve killed me, probably. Likely, anyway. Okay, he definitely would’ve killed me.” Six foot plus, no telling how old though he’d always look thirty-ish, all muscle and fangs, long blond hair like some kind of Viking, he was one scary dude. He was fond of black leather and massive swords Nevada couldn’t lift with both hands. Even now, when he was on the right side… scary.

      “He is on our side now,” Rurik said. How could he stay so calm?

      Our side was the only thing that gave Nevada real hope. This mansion which had once been quiet as a tomb was now teeming with, well, people, for lack of a better word. People of all sorts. Humans who knew what was going on and wanted to stop it as well as vampires who liked the status quo and didn’t want to see that sick bitch Regina take over the world. Marie, her true name was, not Regina. She looked like a pretty teenage girl, but she was an ancient sociopath with fangs, and somehow she’d decided she was supposed to take over the world. D.C., at least. D.C. to start.

      And then there were the Warriors. Immortal Warriors, like Rurik. They looked human, but then so did the vampires, most of the time. Their existence had been as much of a shock to Nevada as the truth about vamps. When a room was full of these Warriors, it was like a history book exploded and the pages came to life. From every age, from every country, they’d been called to battle. The way Nevada understood it they had once been human, but they’d all been soldiers, fighters, protectors. After death, they waited in another world, an alternate universe of some kind. They waited to be called by blood descendants. Conduits, those descendants were called. The Warriors waited for a fight like this one. They’d been here before for smaller battles. Some of them, anyway. Rurik seemed to know a lot about this world. Indie — which is what most of the humans called Indikaiya — seemed much more not of this world. She was older than Sorin, probably. Hard to tell, since she didn’t talk much.

      In so many ways, the Warriors were more of a mystery than the vamps.

      “You look very tired,” Rurik said. “Have you been traveling?”

      “Traveling?” It took a moment, but Nevada soon realized what he was asking. “Oh, no. Remote viewing takes too much energy, and I need every ounce I’ve got to get this spell fixed.” She’d used the newly found gift to check on her family when they’d been held in the large, dungeon-like basement of this mansion. Rurik had first seen her that way. Humans and vamps couldn’t see her when she traveled, but Warriors were another matter. Something about traveling between worlds.

      She did not want to talk about herself. It was easy enough to change the subject.

      “I’ve heard about people who don’t understand how they survived a particularly hairy situation. Like, maybe they were invisible to their enemies, or they thought they were going to be hit by a bus or a bullet and then they weren’t. Was that you?”

      Rurik raised a hand to his chest. “Me?”

      “Well, Warriors. Do you… pop in often?”

      “Sometimes. Sometimes not.” There was that smile again. It was so heartbreakingly real. “I would gladly return to this world to end your enemies.”

      Nevada shook her head. Was this his way of flirting with her? “Why? Why are you being nice to me? I’m such a colossal screwup!”

      “No. You are a fighter, as we all are. You are a brave and noble woman.”

      Brave? Noble? Something inside Nevada snapped, and she could see clearly once again. “I’m a wimp. The vampires threatened my family, they held me hostage, they forced me to cancel the sanctuary spell. And I did it. I should’ve let them kill me and my family. I should’ve sacrificed us all to save the world.” The words spilled out. “I didn’t. Sacrifice sounds noble, in theory. You know what? It’s damn hard. Besides, maybe I have the right to sacrifice my own life, but my parents? My brother and my sister? I don’t see nobility there, not at all.”

      “You did what you could. You were willing to die…”

      “I still am,” she whispered.

      Rurik’s expression was suddenly both angry and sad. Even he knew there might be no other choice. “They will have to come through me,” he said, his words a solemn promise.

      The spell she’d cast to end the sanctuary spell was connected to her heartbeat. She’d been so certain she would die as soon as it was done! With her family away from this prison, and the original spell once more in place, they would be safe. Everyone would be safe.

      But they hadn’t killed her, even though Regina, self-proclaimed queen, had ordered Sorin to do it. Nevada had made Sorin remember his past, his time as a human, and he’d let her live.

      She should’ve left well enough alone, but it was too late for should’ves and might’ves.

      “Do you need anything of me?” Rurik asked.

      She shook her head, then turned to business. “I’m making progress on the new spell.” She wanted someone to know. Anyone. “I’m still days away from finishing it but… but…” Her voice broke, a little. “I have to fix this! I unleashed hell on the world, and even if I can reinstate the original spell or come up with an entirely new one, nothing will be the same again. Nothing. Too many people know now. Too many people have seen.”

      Rurik seemed unconcerned. “They will forget.”

      “How?” Her hands fisted. She wished she could forget!

      “Dark days come and they go. Life continues on, and people believe what they wish to believe.”

      “You make it sound so simple. Everything has changed. Everything! You will eventually go back to wherever it is you came from, but for humans, for people like me, death and destruction is knocking on the door.” That was not entirely true. Thanks to her, death no longer needed to knock.

      Rurik knew that as well as anyone.

      “As I said, if you need anything I will be near.” He gave her a kind of formal and old fashioned bow, a gesture so out of place, so unnecessary, that she laughed. It wasn’t a pleasant laugh, but was more of a short-lived hysterical cackle.

      Rurik left the room, closing the door behind him. In a weird way his visit had revived her. She felt a rush of energy, and was no longer seeing double. Anger and desperation were as good as caffeine, maybe.

      Nevada turned her mind to her work. Nothing else mattered, not even a hunky man from another world, a protector with a Russian accent and a killer smile. A man who winked at her in the midst of chaos.

      She could do this. She figured vamps didn’t have a newsletter or a phone tree, so the news that they could now enter any home uninvited couldn’t have spread far and wide. Not yet. It would. Soon. In her head she could see a map of the country, of the world, where reports of violent deaths grew and grew and spread outward like something out of a movie about a world-ending epidemic. The movies had it wrong. The world wouldn’t end thanks to a virus or a nuclear bomb. Humanity didn’t need to worry about an alien invasion. Life as humans knew it would end when the vampires took over, the way some of them had wanted to do for a very long time. If they were to win, they’d probably keep some people alive, enough to produce blood for feeding, and be servants and produce the luxuries that they enjoyed. But most would die.

      Nevada wondered how many people would ever know that this all happened because a naive college girl who didn’t realize she was a witch by blood was willing to sacrifice the world in order to save her family. A family now no more safe than anyone else, so it had been a stupid thing to do. She wondered where her family was, if they were safe. Sorin said he’d find them, but even though he’d spared her she still didn’t trust him. She didn’t trust anyone, not entirely.

      Nevada almost lovingly touched the two books on her worktable, readying to dive back in, ready to try to make sense of words that all too often meant nothing to her. She whispered to herself, “If I were like Indie, we wouldn’t be in this predicament. If I was strong and determined and knew how to carry a sword like it was a part of me, Sorin never would’ve taken me in the first place, and the world would still be safe.” But would it be, really? Vampires had been around for a very long time, and they hadn’t been getting by on tomato juice and beer. No, humans had been their food source for hundreds — thousands — of years.

      Nevada knew she needed to be as strong as Indie, in her own way. She had to find a way to reinstate the spell that gave humans a refuge. That alone wouldn’t stop the sick bitch from trying to take over the world, but it would be a start.

      She would allow herself a few more days to get it done. If she couldn’t recast the spell, if she couldn’t make things right, then she would have to die.
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