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        Sebastian

      

      

      I was a ruthless monster. A right-hand enforcer to the most powerful sociopathic vampire in the world.

      The only thing that mattered was satiating my bloodthirst for killing.

      When it came time to take out the Assembly, a group of demented humans who used creatures of the Otherworld for their own sick entertainment, I was ready to litter the ground with their corpses.

      And I did my job well.

      But when I woke up in the middle of nowhere and realized I’d been thrust into another dimension, the idea of death was a sweet relief.

      But then I was found by an unlikely ally. She saved me.

      This tiny Fae female with pointed ears, tiny fangs, deep red hair, and freckles that made me hungry and thirsty and dying to see every part of her.

      Ada. My mate.

      It was an enemies-to-lovers start, where it was her and me against everything else in this dangerous new world.

      And for the first time in my life I actually… wanted something for myself. I wanted to protect instead of kill.

      I wanted to love instead of hate.

      I just didn’t know if I could ever be anything but the villain of my own story.
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      They banded together, vampires and Lycans fighting as one to take down the Assembly, a centuries-old corrupt organization run by the elite and wealthy in the human world. The Assembly’s sole purpose was to capture Otherworld species and use them as exhibits for profit.

      The Otherworld found an underground facility and killed anyone who crossed them in their mission to save those who’d been taken captive.

      Now it was time to free the creatures—good and bad—and finally end this.

      Or so they thought.

      Because although one evil ended… another started.
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        Sebastian

      

      

      “I’m not going to hurt you.” Her voice was soft, placating as if she knew I was working on pure instinct, and she knew I was all but a feral animal cornered.

      No, but I’m going to hurt you.

      Gods, her smell.

      My mouth watered at the very idea of how good she’d taste, how thick and rich her blood would be as it covered my tongue and slid down the back of my throat. My stomach cramped painfully, this stinging sensation covering my arms and legs, my fingers and toes.

      My vision cleared for a fraction, my gaze now latched on to the side of her throat, where I could see her jugular throbbing.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and threw my arm over them, the limb feeling like it was filled with lead.

      She came closer. My fangs were aching, and every feral, predatory part of me told me to drain her dry and become stronger.

      She touched my arm and I snapped.

      She was so good, better than anything I’d ever tasted, the sweetest wine. I flattened my body against hers and nearly groaned at how soft and feminine she was.

      Her blood rushed through my veins, and I felt my strength rise up tenfold, growing and growing until it roared in my head.

      And still I drank my fill, swallowing mouthfuls at a time. She struggled against me, but I was too greedy, too hungry to stop.

      I moaned. She was tiny, soft.

      She was…

      Oh fuck.

      I ripped away from her and panted, leaning back on my haunches to stare down at her. My heart was beating overtime, her blood rushing to every part of my body and knitting, healing me from the inside out.

      With each passing second my vision became clearer, crisper. I could see every minute detail in the dark cave, every little detail of her.

      She had long, dark red hair, big green eyes, a splattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose, and pouty red lips that were currently pursed as if she was… pissed.

      And with each passing second, her horrified expression turned to one of anger. She lifted her hand and touched the side of her throat, and I lowered my gaze to stare as she pulled her blood-covered fingers away.

      I touched my fingers to my lips, looked down at the digits, and a harsh noise left me as I saw that red covered the pads.

      I’d just… I’d just attacked my female. I damn near fucking drained her dry.
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        Ada

      

      

      This was it. This was my chance to escape this hellhole.

      The entire room shook, debris raining down from the ceiling as the guards stationed in the viewing room I was chained up in started barking orders to each other.

      I smirked as I saw their holy-shit-what-the-hell-are-we-supposed-to-do-now looks cross their faces.

      When they all drew their crazy-ass, futuristic-looking weapons and filed out of the room, I tugged on my restraints.

      “Hey, assholes,” I shouted before the last human left.

      He looked over his shoulder, and I tugged on the mystically protected handcuffs, silently pointing out the obvious.

      “I’m kind of strung up like a sacrificial lamb here, buddy.”

      The cuffs and chain kept my arms above my head and my back pressed to the stone wall. When he didn’t make a move to help, I made a frustrated sound in outrage.

      “You’re seriously gonna just leave me like this when the damn place is falling down around us?” Of course I didn’t think any of these pricks gave a shit about the Otherworld creatures they kept here aside from how much money we could bring in.

      But I at least hoped they saw letting us die was not in their best interest.

      The human bastard left without another glance in my direction.

      “You asshole,” I screamed and kept pulling and tugging at the chains until they dug into my flesh and blood dripped down my forearms.

      The room seemed to shake all around me, ceiling panels crashing to the floor and cracking open, dust and dirt filling the room until I was coughing and blinking back tears.

      Gods, how I wished the ground would open up and swallow me whole right now.

      I lifted my head and glanced above me at the chain and pulley system they’d rigged up to allow me a couple inches of slack.

      Just enough to watch me squirm as they tortured me, because it got the spectators off.

      Another boom ricocheted, followed by the room shaking and an insanely bright flash of unnatural light. There was the sound of shouting and gunshots spilling into the room, and I felt adrenaline rush through my bloodstream.

      Over the last year of being imprisoned by these worthless assholes who called themselves the Assembly, I’d learned to use my sarcastic, ultra-bitchy personality to keep my sanity and give them shit.

      It was the only way I’d survived this long. Because if not, the pain and horror they’d inflicted on me would have changed the person I was.

      So I fought back, and if I couldn’t do it physically, then I’d cut them with the words that spilled from my tongue.

      That led to more punishments and pain.

      But I’d stayed alive this long, and I’d be damned if my final downfall was because this fucking place was going down the drain.

      Another blast had the entire place shaking, and I ducked my head, shielding my eyes as much as possible from the wreckage raining down.

      More shouting. More sounds of war going on right outside the room I was in. I heard humans cursing, followed by otherworldly roars.

      The Otherworld creatures were free.

      I snapped my head up to stare at the entrance of the room when I heard nails scraping along the cinder block. A second later, half a body was thrown across the hall, the sickening squelch of it hitting the ground enough to make me gag.

      And then a massive creature stood on the other side of the doorway. His upper body appeared that of a human man, all smooth darker skin and hard rippling muscles.

      But his lower body was beastly, with hooves for feet, fur covering his legs and lower abdomen, and an embarrassingly huge penis hanging between his legs.

      Of course I drew my attention away from that to look at his face, which still appeared semi-human, but he had arcing horns that swept backward over his skull, glowing eyes, and fangs that went past his bottom lip.

      He stopped in the doorway and looked at me, head cocked to the side, and his form so big he wouldn’t have been able to clear the entryway without crouching low and turning his body.

      The long fluorescent light in the room flickered on and off for a second before another earsplitting boom had the walls vibrating.

      The light crashed down, the bulb shattering and plunging the room into darkness. The light that spilled inside was from the flickering yellow glow of the corridor, which only highlighted the fact that the big-ass creature still stood there.

      His eyes were red as he stared at me, and I pulled again and again at my restraints. But the chains were magically enforced, and because I was Fae, I was no stronger than a human. On top of being constantly drugged, I was getting nowhere with my freedom.

      “If you’re just gonna stand there and stare at me, maybe help a girl out and get these damn things off.” I rattled the chains. “Okay… well, if you don’t plan on helping me, then can you please kindly fuck off and get someone who can help? I’d prefer not to be buried alive down here.”

      I probably should’ve kept the last part to myself. Pissing off my would-be helper wasn’t the smartest move. I might only be twenty-six years old and not have the decades or centuries of life experience of many in the Otherworld, but I was feisty and not about to go down without a fight.

      Gods, could this male move any slower? It’s not like the damn place was falling down around us.

      Of course I kept that to myself and pasted a smile on my face, one that I hoped was grateful and not forced and anxious as hell.

      He was about five feet from me when his nostrils flared and his eyes bled to all black. He let out this deep rumbling growl before he said, “It’s been a long time since I had fresh meat.”

      Oh shit.

      I struggled against the chains, but it was useless. I braced and tensed, ready to kick this asshole right in his monstrously big—and very inhuman—dick if he got any closer to me.

      He took a step forward, his hooves stepping over broken glass and crushing it even more until it was nothing but powder under him.

      I heard the crack of a weapon going off a second before the creature roared and was flung to the side.

      He gave a deafening roar before he turned. I could see a human pointing one of those weird-ass guns they carried at him, firing off another light-blinding shot before the Otherworld creature launched himself at the man.

      Another shot was fired, this one landing right beside my head into the concrete.

      “Holy fuck,” I breathed out and tried to make myself as small as possible.

      There was another shot fired and cinder block rained down on me, but then my arms were loose. I looked up to see the wayward bullet had pierced the chain.

      I heard more cracking and didn’t stop to worry about the hows or whys or what the hell was going on in the room with the human and Otherworld beast.

      I just got the hell out of there with the sound of shit crashing behind me following my escape.

      I was running down the hallway, having no freaking clue where I was going, dodging broken light fixtures, and pieces of concrete and plaster falling down all around me.

      I jumped over debris, kept to the wall, and when I got to the fork in the corridor, I slowed and looked around the corner. To the left was a group of Otherworld creatures fighting a slew of human guards.

      And to the right it was blessedly empty, so going that way was a no-brainer.

      I was panting, breathing harder than I ever had before, feeling sweat and dirt cling to my skin. Being Fae meant I was fast and agile, and because I was a female of my kind, I was also lithe but weak, with a small body that I could get into tight places in order to stay alive.

      For the past year I’d been sedated, tortured, and kept like a pet for those willing to pay exorbitant amounts of money to witness my pain.

      I’d been stripped of any kind of strength I wielded, and given silver—the one thing that was like acid to my skin and made me wholly helpless.

      In short, this whole thing sucked.

      I rounded another corner, stumbling over large pieces of rock that scattered the floor, but when I heard shouting, I felt the hairs on my arms stand up.

      Electricity licked across my skin, followed by the sound of shouting, gunshots firing, then an unholy roar.

      The sight before me was horrendous—something that looked like it might’ve been plucked out of a graphic novel for a scene where the villains and superheroes were at war with each other.

      I knew what that creature was. Knew what it was capable of.

      A Leandrean.

      The male stood in the center of the corridor, seven feet of gray skin, hard muscles, long white hair, pitch-black eyes, and a mouthful of serrated teeth.

      Guards stood in a circle around him, their weapons going off but ricocheting off an invisible force field surrounding the male.

      I’d heard stories about the Leandrean species, how they were part of the Katara of the Otherworld, an evil faction that preyed on anyone, anything weaker than them.

      But there was one thing that set the Leandrean apart from all others. And that was that they were the keepers, the key holders of all the dimensions.

      I knew they could open those doors as easily as turning on a light switch.

      I could feel the energy pulsating through the small space, an earthly wind whipping around the Otherworld male. His long white hair whipped around him, sparks of electricity visibly moving around his ashy, gray-colored skin.

      I could hear the crackle and pop that came from him as he lifted his hands, six fingers on each, black-tipped claws dotting them.

      His eyes were completely black as he looked at the ceiling, his mouth gaping open, his serrated teeth dripping with what I could only assume was human blood.

      The Leandrean was chanting, his words foreign but ominous. I felt the pressure build around the room, so strongly I couldn’t breathe.

      The magic coming from the Otherworld was like a heartbeat.

      Thump-thump. Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

      Although I didn’t know what was happening, if I was a gambling girl, I would have placed bets on the fact that the Leandrean was about to blast everyone’s ass into another dimension. He’d rip open a portal, if not to save himself, then to defuse the situation so he could escape.

      That meant I was right in the crossfire, and there was no amount of running that could protect me from the vortex that would surely suck me in.

      Shit.

      I could feel it down in the very pit of my stomach, instinct telling me to run, but even then I knew it wouldn’t do any good. There was no amount of distance that would save me right now.

      I watched in horror as the humans’ flesh started tearing apart from their bodies like a peel off a banana. Some exploded, as if the pressure of being wholly mortal and so close to the Otherworld creature was too much.

      With one deafening roar, the Otherworld male’s jaw unhinged, getting disgustingly long as black smoke snaked out and filled the entire corridor.

      A massive blast pulsated from the center of his chest, tendrils wrapping around anything in its path.

      I was shoved back so forcefully I slammed against the cinder block, my head cracking against the stone before I crumbled to the ground.

      And then everything went dark.
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        Sebastian

      

      

      Not once did it ever occur to me that I was making a big fucking mistake letting the Assembly take me as their prisoner.

      Yeah, I’d gladly taken up forces with the Lycans and vampires to take these fuckers out and rescue my psychotic cousin Adryan’s fated mate.

      Although I didn’t have the emotion to feel happy or worried about getting Adryan’s female back, I was loyal to him above all else. And hell… bloodshed was always a good time.

      My plan was to take out as many humans as possible. And I had been hungry for that, thirsty for their deaths to be new tally marks that marked my black soul.

      Time seemed to meld together into one rolling, monotonous reel in this pit of hell. The only thing I’d been aware of after they took me was a dank cell, drugged-out vision and hearing, and zero strength.

      And although they captured me, the recon had been successful. We’d taken down a hell of a lot of humans. And I was about to do that again, about to take lives and add tallies.

      For the last week, they’d been pumping me full of sedatives and other drugs that weakened me. It allowed them to torture me, to cart me around so I didn’t put up a fight so they could poke and prod at me, cut me open and torture me for the amusement and entertainment of rich fucking humans.

      But damn was I ready for a fight, ready to end this once and for all, and that time was now.

      They thought I was too weak to be a threat… something I allowed them to think. I let my tolerance grow every time their drugs coursed through my veins.

      I watched. I listened. And I planned on infiltrating this piece of shit from the inside out.

      “He’s a big bastard,” said one of the guards carting me down the sterile hallway.

      “Let’s just hurry this up,” the other guard, curling his hand harder into my arm.

      I would have laughed at the fact that he thought he was hurting me. Weak fucking human.

      “Shit, how much did you give him this time? He’s dead-fucking-weight.”

      “Would you rather he attack us like he did last time and take out all the soldiers?”

      The other guard grunted, and they picked up their pace, their heart rates beating faster from exertion.

      I was deadweight, but I was totally conscious, ready to fucking bathe in blood.

      And then all of a sudden they stopped, and one of them muttered, “The hell?”

      I smelled the female before I heard her suck in a sharp breath.

      The manacles around my wrists were heavy, the magic swirling around them and burning my skin, the scent of my flesh cooking filling my nose. It might be currently impossible to break them before I snapped their necks, but it was fucking coming.

      I slowly lifted my head, the human guards too focused on the female in front of them to notice the shift in my movement. I locked my gaze on hers, and although I felt the drugs marginally, my body weakened by the magic, I was so ready for this.

      She tore her focus from mine and glanced at the guards. The humans were stunned speechless, frozen as the three of them stared at each other, the Otherworld female having a wide, terrified expression.

      I knew of her, had heard about her enough from Odhran, one of the Scottish Lycans who’d been searching for his kidnapped mate for decades. Creatures could be heard roaring and screaming, fights breaking out all around us and in different corridors. The Otherworld was now taking back the power.

      The female took a step back, but the wall stopped her from retreating any farther. One of the guards cursed, and that’s when I let the beast out.

      I grinned at her, my mouth watering for what was about to play out.

      Despite the manacles, I let all that savagery rip out of me, drawing out the last remnants of drugs running through my veins. I let all my sociopathic brutality explode from me.

      The first guard to taste death was the one who’d enjoyed torturing me. I roared and ripped out his throat with my teeth, tearing his flesh away, blood spraying along my face and chest. I couldn’t think straight, couldn’t concentrate on anything but tearing his limbs off, arms and legs flying in every direction.

      I tossed his trachea aside before going to the next fucker.

      He had his weapon trained on me, and I grinned, his buddy’s blood dripping from my mouth in what was no doubt a grisly display.

      He pulled the trigger, but I dodged the bullet and snapped his neck. I’d wanted to make this last, draw out their suffering, but I was mindful of Odhran’s female, and this damn place was imploding from the inside out.

      When I was done with the massacre, I turned and faced the female. She was utterly terrified, the scent of her fear like gasoline in my nose. She made a frightened noise in the back of her throat.

      I bent down, ripped the key card off one of the humans, and ran it over the manacles. The mirage surrounding it dissipated, and the lock opened a second before falling unceremoniously to the ground. I hissed through gritted teeth and glanced down at my raw and charred, blistered wrists.

      I was stalking forward, only stopping when I was a foot from the female.

      “Come, female.”

      She didn’t move, her eyes still big, her fear growing.

      I didn’t have fucking time for this. “Female,” I growled, “if you want to get out of here with your mate, let’s go.”

      Her mouth opened and closed, no sound coming out as her fear bled away to confusion, then… hope.

      I didn’t have those emotions that got in the way with knowing shit had to be done in order to stay alive and on top. I didn’t allow love or sadness, happiness or yearning to cloud my judgment. There was no pleasure in my life.

      I only had loyalty and the need for bloodshed.

      “My mate?”

      I could see the hope filling her face, and I felt like a bastard for feeling indifference mixed with impatience.

      “I overheard the guards talking about you, saying your name and your mate’s as I was taken out of one of their torture rooms.” I tried to keep the harsh growl from my voice, but even thinking about the shit they put me through made me a grouchy asshole. “If you want to get to him, I know where he’s at.”

      Feigning like I was damn near comatose from the drugs had led these pricks to have loose lips around me.

      “I don’t know where the other guards are, and I don’t know how long we have before they swarm in. We have to go now.” I didn’t wait for her to follow. She’d either come with me or take her chances alone. A part of me didn’t want to throw her to the wolves, but I didn’t have the time or patience to coddle a female who wasn’t even mine.

      I heard her following only a moment later, and I felt the tightness in my chest wane.

      Despite the corridors looking all the same, I’d been taken from my cell more times than I could count while being here. I had memorized the labyrinth of hallways well enough to find my way to where I knew Odhran was being held.

      “Who are you?” she whispered behind me, but I kept moving.

      I made sure to scan every available space in front of me, to the sides, and extended my senses outward so I didn’t miss an ambush. We’d only been walking for another minute before I held out my hand to stop her.

      I could smell the stink of human depravity.

      I pressed my forearm to her chest and shoved the female back against the wall so suddenly I heard the air give out from her lungs. I instantly felt her disgust from my close proximity, and knew because I wasn’t her fated mate, touching her would cause her physical discomfort. I lowered my arm from her and focused ahead as the humans came closer.

      I looked down at her and lifted my hand to place a finger to my lips, making sure she knew she had to be silent. A moment later the sound of low voices came through.

      I stared at Odhran’s mate, keeping my composure calm and easy because that’s exactly how I felt. But I wanted to physically portray that to her in the hopes it would ease her. I could see she had seen a lot of shit, and knew from her Lycan mate that she’d been trapped with the Assembly for decades.

      I inhaled deeply, scenting the Assembly humans coming closer. I felt my eyes flashing red intermittently, unable to hide the thrill and high I got with the thought of taking their lives.

      Two human males walked by from the opposite direction, their backs toward us, their conversation low. I held in my growl, kept still, and didn’t attack… yet.

      I wanted to go to them, to break their necks and drain their bodies of blood. But I stayed back because it wasn’t just me to think of right now. I’d get Odhran’s mate to him if it fucking killed me.

      When the humans were gone and we could no longer hear their voices, I gestured for her to follow me again. We went in the opposite direction, taking a left, then a right, my memorization of this fucking place leading us to where I knew the Lycan was being held.

      I stopped when we arrived at a large metal door, the small, wired window in the center showing a slice of the interior.

      There were cells on either side of the room and a human stationed at the end of each point of the walkway. I glanced at the nymph and grinned before using the key card I’d swiped from the now dead humans to open the door, and stepped inside.

      Right away I grabbed the guard closest to me and snapped his neck, then ripped the throat out of the other. The noise within the cell block grew tenfold as the Otherworld creatures caged inside went berserk at the violence and bloodshed.

      “In here,” I called out to Odhran’s mate, and saw her glance around the corner before hesitantly stepping inside.

      Corpses littered the ground, and blood was splattered across the concrete. The nymph stood there and watched as I went from cell to cell and used the key card to unlock each one.

      The doors slid open, and the huge Otherworld males stepped free.

      “Over here, female,” I called out, then walked down the length of the cell block and stopped at the last prison. After using the key card, the door slid open. I moved back just as Odhran stepped out.

      The big Lycan had his head tilted to the side as he stared at me, and when I tipped my chin in the nymph’s direction, Odhran slowly turned his head and looked at her.

      I cocked my head to the side as I watched Odhran and his mate lock eyes and just stare at each other for long moments. And then she was running toward him.

      I turned to give them privacy as I went and released the rest of the Otherworld creatures. Only after the beasts were free did I turn back to Odhran. He held his mate tightly, murmuring words to her in Gaelic.

      “I hate to break up the happy reunion, but you two need to get the fuck out of here before shit hits the fan,” I said in a low, gruff tone. “Go, take your female. Get far away from here.”

      “Sebastian, come with us.” Odhran’s voice was firm and strong.

      I shook my head. “I’m burning this motherfucker to the ground, bathing in its ashes, and cleaning my teeth with the bones of the one named Tore.” I grinned as I thought about the head of this demented operation, the human who was responsible for taking Adryan’s mate and creating so much suffering within my kind.

      “Go, follow the carnage and bodies. They’ll lead you outside.” I tipped my head toward the hall.

      Odhran stayed silent for only a second before nodding once. “Good luck. Destroy them all.”

      I stared at Odhran for a moment before I let a sadistic smile spread across my face.

      That was my fucking plan.

      I watched Odhran rush out with his female, and I felt a strange stirring in my chest, one I wouldn’t think too hard on. But it was also one I couldn’t ignore.

      Fucking longing. That’s what this feeling was.

      I didn’t need a mate. I didn’t need anything but the violence and rage rushing through my veins as I took down this group of miscreants who would hurt and torture my kind for the sake of entertainment.

      That’s what I told myself over and over again as I pictured Odhran with his female, the pure happiness and relief reflected in his face as he stared at her. This male was fucking devoted. I knew he’d spoon out his own fucking heart just to make her happy.

      I blocked any and everything out that didn’t have to do with the violent need for revenge and started opening the cells.

      The security and locks were down, the magic wavering but tolerable.

      I let out Vox and Bane from their cells, two Otherworld assholes I’d heard bickering nonstop since I got here.

      A demon and an Angelis.

      Bane, the demon asshole, stared at me, most likely contemplating going at me to let out all the clear aggression.

      “We can fight each other,” I snarled, not the least bit intimidated. “It’ll be a brutal fight, what with a big bastard like you, but I’ve never lost a fight yet.” I stared into his eyes. “Never fought a demon before either, but there’s a first time for everything.” I slowly grinned, letting him see my fangs elongate with the thrill of a murdering rampage filling me. “Or we can burn this motherfucker to the ground and kill all these Assembly guards.”

      Bane’s nostrils flared, and his eyes glowed as he growled before he stalked off. Vox, the winged Angelis fucker, grinned as he watched Bane leave.

      “He’s a temperamental bitch.” Vox laughed. He cracked his clawed hands, and rolled his head around his neck. The energy cracked around him as he unfurled his black wings, talons tipping the ends, the span massive.

      A moment later Vox was gone, heading toward the corridor Bane had just disappeared down.

      I was confident those two would have a body count that rivaled mine.

      And then I went to fucking work on painting the floors and walls red.

      I freed as many Otherworld creatures as I could in between killing and maiming guards, but when I was about to go deeper within the facility and pick off any stragglers, I felt a shift in the air, a thickening coating my blood-soaked skin.

      It made it hard to breathe, made it impossible to think clearly.

      But I still destroyed any human who crossed me, still ripped out throats and drank my fill of blood. I reveled in the violence that made me stronger.

      Nothing was going to stop me… nothing until a massive blast pulsated all around me before throwing me across the corridor. The sound of my skull cracking against the cinder block was the last thing I remembered.
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      I didn’t remember shit after a massive blast and being knocked out, but I felt like I should have known where the fuck I was after waking up.

      I wove through the forest, feeling drunk, unable to think clearly, unable to see anything but blurred colors and shapes in front of me. The scent of charred wood and soot, burned skin and blood filled my nose.

      I teetered and slammed a hand out, my palm connecting with the trunk of a tree. My claws dug into the bark.

      Damn, it was hot and bright, and I was so fucking thirsty.

      The godforsaken, fucking sun.

      I tipped my head back. The trees were not thick enough to cover that blasted ball of light that was draining me from the inside out. I flipped off the sun, then groaned as I felt like literal shit, my energy being drained from me exponentially fast.

      I needed shelter until the sun set, or I’d collapse and any piece of shit could take me out. I also needed a warm body to drain dry.

      Fuck, I’m thirsty.

      How long had I been out here, roaming around this goddamn forest in the middle of nowhere, fucking starving? Days. It had to have been days, or at least it felt like it.

      Gods, I was hungry, my throat dry, the pain in my stomach like a thousand needles stabbing me over and over again. I was running on fumes at this point, with any reserve of strength I had long gone after the fight. It didn’t matter I’d gorged myself on Assembly human blood. The sun was taking any strength I had on reserve and leaching it off me.

      I was going to die out here. I was pretty fucking sure of it. But gods, I’d been alive a long time, and death, especially right now, seemed pretty damn welcoming.

      I felt sweat pour from my hairline as I kept stumbling forward, the growls that came from me something I couldn’t stop. My entire body felt like it was on fire, like I was burning alive.

      This was surely what fucking hell felt like.

      And just when I thought I couldn’t go farther, I collapsed, hands and knees on the ground, body shaking… and so fucking thirsty.

      I let myself fall to the side, the wind getting knocked out of me, a slice of sunlight peeking through the treetops.

      And then I promptly passed out and welcomed death, because fuck, my time had been a long time coming.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sound of water dripping and the scent of damp earth was the first thing I was aware of. The second was the fact that it was blessedly fucking cool and dark where I was.

      Surely hell wasn’t this pleasant.

      Despite the dark, dank interior of wherever I was, I was still too weak, my body feeling like a husk of hunger and pain. I turned my head when I heard shuffling to my right, but even opening my eyes was a chore, and my vision was far too blurry to see anything clearly.

      Once my vision adjusted slightly, I could see the flickering of light close by. A fire. A shape, a shadow moved across from me. I bared my fangs, using every ounce of strength I had to try and push my upper body off the ground.

      I promptly cursed when my arms gave out from under me. Motherfucker.

      I heard a voice. Feminine. But my hearing was so fucked that it was all jumbled.

      And then I scented her. It was hard to make out anything aside from the fact that she was female. My mind wasn’t working at full capacity, I was too fucking weak, and all the other surrounding scents clouded too much. But as she got closer, her aroma became stronger.

      Hyacinth.

      “Calm down,” she said, and I bared my fangs again, holding out a hand to keep her away. I’d never been called a good guy and had killed my fair share in my long years of living, but right now she smelled too perfect for me not to hurt.

      Good enough to drain dry.

      I clamped my jaw the closer she got, shaking my head and squeezing my eyes tight. I opened and closed my mouth, trying to tell her to stay away, but I couldn’t form a fucking word. I didn’t want to kill her, but I was hungry enough that I would.

      “I’m not going to hurt you.” Her voice was soft, placating as if she knew I was working on pure instinct, and she knew I was all but a feral animal cornered.

      No, but I’m going to hurt you.

      Gods, her smell.

      My mouth watered at the very idea of how good she’d taste, how thick and rich her blood would be as it covered my tongue and slid down the back of my throat. My stomach cramped painfully, this stinging sensation covering my arms and legs, my fingers and toes.

      My vision cleared for a fraction, my gaze now latched on to the side of her throat, where I could see her jugular throbbing.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and threw my arm over them, the limb feeling like it was filled with lead.

      She came closer, my fangs aching and every feral, predatory part of me telling me to drain her dry and become stronger.

      She touched my arm and I snapped.

      She was so good, better than anything I’d ever tasted, the sweetest wine. I flattened my body against hers and felt how soft and feminine she was.

      Her blood rushed through my veins, and I felt my strength rise up tenfold, growing and growing until it roared in my head.

      And still I drank my fill, swallowing mouthfuls at a time. I could feel her struggle against me. But I was too greedy, too hungry to stop.

      I moaned. She was tiny, soft.

      She was…

      Oh fuck.

      I ripped away from her and panted, leaning back on my haunches to stare down at her. My heart was beating overtime, her blood rushing to every part of my body and knitting, healing everything from the inside out.
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