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For my readers

You who are patient, waiting for my next book. I salute you.


CHAPTER ONE

Nina sat inside a shoddy rust-bucket that only an obsessed idiot would dare consider a car. She stared across the street and forced back a sigh. A few months ago, she never would have imagined herself in this situation.

Nina glanced at the driver, Cain, whose large hands were strangling the steering wheel. His eyes were fixed on something only he could see. Nina couldn’t understand why Cain hadn’t killed her yet. On days like this, when they worked together, sitting this close to him, she felt the rage he held at bay even from himself. The many glares he shot at her only emphasized his hatred of her. She didn’t blame him. She had killed his brother.

The change forced upon her didn’t excuse her past. Sure, she had little conscience then, and few mortal morals, but it didn’t diminish what she had done. It was his right to sever her head and burn her corpse. She knew that behind the thin layer of self-control, Cain wanted to do just that. She almost wished he’d just do it and get it over with.

“Vamper. It’s time.”

A shiver went through her body at the deep cadence in Cain’s voice and the way he demanded obedience. She hated how it awakened feelings in her she had long forgotten—feelings that were inappropriate and would never be reciprocated.

She checked her gun, strapped to her shoulder holster, and the silver-coated hunting knife at her belt. A thick leather jacket concealed her weapons.

“I’m ready.” Nina cringed at the squeak in her voice around Cain. His presence, and especially the way he smelled, drove her insane and made her throat thirst for his blood. She shared this attraction with Erika, Cain’s werewolf girlfriend. Erika always sniffed around Cain in a way Nina thought adorable, but…

“Stop daydreaming and get your ass moving,” Cain said, interrupting her thoughts.

He waited at the passenger door, and she hadn’t even noticed him getting out of the car. She forced herself to focus, clearing her mind of idle thoughts as she joined Cain, who was holding his shotgun out in the open.

“Aren’t we supposed to cloak-and-dagger this thing?”

Cain smirked at her, and for once his eyes twinkled without malice or hatred directed at her. “Not today, not this time. We go in hard and loud.”

If their intel was correct, they might have finally located the bitch.

“You should have cut off her head and burned her when you had the chance,” Nina said, unable to hide the venom in her voice. “It would have spared us all this if you had done a thorough job.”

“We burned the whole damn place down with her inside,” Cain replied. “What else would you have us do? Drag her corpse out, build a pyre, and give her a last farewell, singing ‘Kumbaya’ and roasting marshmallows over her body?”

“That would have been preferable to her escaping,” Nina said.

“You are the one to complain!” Cain snapped at her.

There it was again—the familiar glare filled with hatred.

“You,” Cain said, “should have burned that day.”

Nina gritted her teeth. She pulled her gun and offered it to Cain. “Shoot me, behead me, and burn me if that’s what you want. I don’t care. I apologized, and I will keep doing so until the end of my life. I’m sorry.”

Cain yanked the gun out of Nina’s hand and pressed it against her forehead. “Saying you’re sorry won’t bring Boris back.”

No, it wouldn’t, and it wouldn’t lessen the burden Nina carried on her shoulders. Even if Cain were to find it in his heart to forgive her one day, she wouldn’t be able to forgive herself for what she had done to his brother and to the thousands of others she had murdered, including her own family. It twisted in her gut to remember her past, and in those moments, more than ever, she wished she could shield herself from her memories and numb her feelings. She even felt guilty for wanting that, since it was what made vampires into the psychotic monsters they often became.

Cain withdrew the gun and tossed it back at her. “Don’t go all teary-eyed on me, Vamper. You know our orders. Stay close and obey.”

Cain didn’t wait for her answer, and Nina followed him. It didn’t matter where he went or what their mission was—she would be there at his side. It was the only way she knew to atone for her past.

Cain’s informant told them the building was an elder’s hideout, this elder being a female. There had only ever been one female elder in the otherwise patriarchal vampire hierarchy, and she was believed to be dead—the true death.

As Cain approached the entrance, two human guards eyed him. People were often drawn to Cain’s large frame and forgot all about his diminutive partner. Nina didn’t mind being underestimated by men. By now, she knew Cain well enough to anticipate his plans. One guard walked up to Cain, his hand extended to signal Cain to a stop. The other guard stayed back, pulling his gun and pointing it at Cain. Nina charged forward, slipping past the guard walking towards Cain, and shoulder-bashing his partner. The man slammed hard against the door, and she punched him in the face, knocking him flat and unconscious. Cain grabbed the other guard’s extended arm, yanked him off balance, and head-butted him. The guard staggered back, wobbled on his feet for a second, and then collapsed.

Cain pointed at the unconscious guards. “Hide them.”

She grabbed each one by a leg and dragged them away. She took them to the side of the building into an alley, stopping in front of a garbage container. Before dumping them inside, she patted their pockets and found two keycards and a keychain. She closed the lid over them. They’d be out for a while and would wake up bruised, shamed, with a pounding headache, and smelling like shit. They should count their blessings, because six months ago they would have been drained dry and dead.

Holding the keychains, Nina returned to Cain. As usual, he rewarded her with a sneer and a glare. Cain was always grumpy, and his friends even called him “Mr. Grumpy.” It was a nickname Nina would never dare utter. Cain gestured for her to throw him the keys, and he caught them, immediately trying them on the door. On the third try, the lock clicked open.

Cain ordered Nina to go first. He never allowed others to go in first, except her, making her take all the risks. It made Nina feel expendable, a cheap thing that could be discarded without a second thought. Nina didn’t allow herself to show any emotion. Whatever he did to her, she deserved it for what she had done to him and others. She gripped her gun as she took the lead.

The inside was dark, with no lights on and no windows on the ground floor. It was pitch black, but Nina could see a lot better in the dark than a human could. She felt energized away from the sun. This darkness was a perfect environment for vampires operating during daylight hours. She sniffed the air. The place reeked of sweet human fear. She inhaled all the scents. Yes, there it was—among the stench, she smelled decayed blood. Vampires.

“Be careful; there are vampires about, and I smell humans—captives most likely,” Nina warned Cain.

“A den of Vampers. Nice. We know what to do about these. Can you smell how many?”

Nina shook her head. Only a werewolf’s sense of smell was refined enough to distinguish the number of people present. Cain knew that already.

“Well, what are you waiting for? Take point,” Cain ordered.

They entered a clean, tiled, empty room that gave Nina the feeling of a laboratory. She shuddered. A closed door led deeper into the building. Nina pressed her ear against the door and felt the hair on her arms prickling and her heart beating faster. Someone was waiting on the other side. She looked over her shoulder at Cain. His face was determined, his eyes cold and focused. He had his “killer” face on, so there was no need to ask if he was ready. Nina bashed the door in and charged through.

The bullets hit her hip, belly, and chest, and the last one glanced her temple. The impact threw her back a little, but not enough to stop her momentum. Her body armor stopped the bullets aimed at her gut and chest, but one bit into her unprotected hip. She endured the pain and rolled out of the line of fire. The shooters, two male vampires, stood with legs apart ten feet away. Nina rose to her knees and shot the leftmost in the head. Cain did the same to the other one, blasting his face off.

“That went well,” Cain said as he pulled his knife, the size of a short sword. He knelt and started cutting the heads off the downed vampires. She followed his example, as started with the others.

“Do you hear others?” Nina wasn’t sure. She smelled humans, but with the vampires down, the smell of vampiric blood was now too strong and prevented her from tracking other vampires. Erika would sniff every one of them out. Nina wondered why Cain didn’t take Erika along on their missions. Something about the girl pulled out Cain’s softer, more protective side.

“So? Are there more of them?”

Nina sighed. “I don’t know. We’ll have to look and find out.”

“Well, show the way then.” Cain gestured down the corridor. “The way is clear.”

Going down the long corridor, they passed ten locked doors with numbers on them, five doors on each side. At the end of the corridor, a single door blocked their path. Nina tried the knob. It gave, and she pushed it open.

“Good, you guys took care of the intruders,” a man sitting behind a desk said while reading from a sheet of paper. “Did you clean up the mess?”

Cain and Nina approached the desk. The room was empty except for the desk in the center and file cabinets lining the walls. The man behind the desk was stocky, with a nondescript face and a crew cut. He wore a cheap suit and an imitation-brand watch on his right wrist. The watch was supposed to look expensive, but the man himself looked sleazy. Nina sniffed his scent and noticed he was human. She glanced at Cain and saw that his eyes burned with fury. He hated humans who worked for vampires, and she liked to think he hated them even more than he hated her.

The man behind the desk looked up and scowled at them when he didn’t get an answer. When he saw that his vampire underlings weren’t standing in front of him, his face lost color. Nina smirked. Cain’s face showed no emotion, but his eyes told the man a story he didn’t want to read.

“I demand to know why you are trespassing. Do you know who owns this place?” The man put up a brave façade, but his voice was too high-pitched to pull it off. Nina smelled fear in his sweat.

“Indulge me,” Cain said in a low grumble. “Who owns this place?”

The man behind the desk straightened a little, believing the name of the owner might matter after all. Why else ask for it?

“Lord Alfred Kettinson.”

Nina’s eyes widened. For six months, they’d been seeking information about her sire, and now stumbled upon it while tracking rumors about Liz being alive. Cain shot Nina a knowing glance.

“Is he here?” Nina asked. No, she would have sensed him unless he was shielding himself from her.

The man, gaining some confidence, looked smugly at her. “No, he isn’t, and if he were, he wouldn’t be dealing with the likes of you.”

“Can you tell us where he is?”

The suit shook his head. “That’s information I won’t give you. Now that you know who you are messing with, I think it’s best if you both leave. Leave now, and I might forgive and forget your trespassing.” The man shooed them away with a dismissive flick of his hand.

Cain chuckled. “Forgive and forget?” He barked out a laugh. “Why would I pardon a piece of shit human working for vampires? A traitor to humankind. Why should I?”

The man twitched as confidence drained from his face. “You don’t want to mess with Lord Alfred. He’s an elder vampire, renowned among the elders. Knowing him personally makes me someone not to be messed with. Do you hear me?” The man tried to regain some composure, but couldn’t pull it off under Cain’s murderous presence.

“Do you know how important I am?” the man continued, not knowing he had passed the time to quit long ago. “Another elder visited me, and she paid me her respects.” He stabbed a chubby index finger at Cain’s chest. “That’s how important I am.”

“You vermin,” Cain bellowed in the man’s face. “I don’t care how important you are. You are going to tell me everything. Nina, get this bastard to talk.”

Nina didn’t think she needed to do much to get this man to talk. She exposed her fangs. “Which elder visited you?”

“Fledgling, I don’t—”

She grabbed him by the collar and dragged him over the desk. “I’ll rip your throat open if you ever call me that again. Tell me who visited you?”

A dark patch grew on the front of his pants, and a familiar pungent smell rose to her nostrils. Nina wanted to throw the man against the wall in disgust, but she restrained herself. There was no point in breaking him before he talked. “Who?” She shook him for emphasis.

“Lady Cromwell,” he stammered.

“Liz?”

The man looked dumbfounded at her.

“Elizabeth Cromwell?”

The man nodded. This couldn’t be. Liz couldn’t be alive. Nina shot Cain an exasperated look. His stoic expression betrayed no emotion. Cain had burned her. There was no way Liz should be alive. Nina told Cain to stay with the body to be sure it burned to a crisp, but he had not done that. They had burned the whole building down, so by all means, Liz should have burned with it.

“Is she a short woman, dark hair in her late twenties?”

The man nodded.

Cain offered his knife to Nina. “Cut off his hand.”

Nina looked at Cain, eyebrows raised.

“Take the knife and cut off his hand!”

“Why? He’s telling us everything already.”

“We need to be sure, and I need to know the location of both elders and how to get into the locked rooms.”

The suit looked panicked, glancing from her to Cain and back, his eyes growing wide as he heard what they planned to do to him. He stammered, tripping over his tongue. “Please, please, don’t. You don’t need to do that. The keys to the rooms are in my pocket.” He tapped his piss-soaked pants pocket.

“Take the key from him,” Cain said.

Nina knew she deserved to be treated like shit, and that’s the only reason she didn’t snap at Cain when he asked her to do that. Cain could take the key himself. And what about him wanting her to torture the man? It didn’t feel right. Sure, the man most likely deserved it, but still. And why her? Why didn’t he do it his damn self? All these doubts she kept to herself. Nina forced herself to look bland and unperturbed when she stuck her hand in the man’s pocket and fished out the key, tossing it for Cain to catch. A smile escaped her stiff lips at Cain’s disgusted expression as he caught the keys. Take that, Mr. Grumpy.

“I am going to check the rooms,” Cain said, holding the key between his thumb and middle finger away from him. “Make sure he tells you everything, and please make it bloody and slow. Start with cutting off his hand.”

Cain left without waiting for her protest, leaving her alone with the man pleading for her to let him go. Nina wanted to give in, to allow him to go, but she had a duty to Cain, to the Lodge, and a duty to herself in finding out her sire’s location and killing him for what he had done to her. Nina pressed the man’s arm on the desk. He struggled, begged, pleaded, and ended up howling when she sawed off his hand. Blood spurted out of the stump as she pushed him back into his chair.

“Where are the elders?” Nina asked the man, who was sobbing uncontrollably.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Please let me go. I’m just the custodian.”

Despite her suspicions, Nina believed the man. But Cain wanted her to be sure, so she carved into the man’s shoulder with her knife. “Tell me where they are.”

“I’m a nobody,” the man cried out. “They tell me nothing.”

Nina sliced the knife across the man’s arm, tearing his sleeve open. “Tell me something.”

The man wailed as Nina carved into his flesh. He screamed in agony as she continued to torture him. She wanted to stop, but the sight of all the blood seemed to bring out the darkness within her. She felt disgusted with herself, but she pressed on. “Tell me!” she shouted.

“I don’t know,” the man replied between sobs. “I don’t know. I lied. I’m not important. The elders tell me nothing. I just supervised the guards. They are fledglings.”

This was new information to Nina. The vampire shadow government had forbidden the making of new vampires, so if the guards were fledglings as the man claimed, it meant that Nina’s sire and Liz had been going against the government’s orders. Unless they ignored their own rules, imposing them only on their subjects.

“Where did Liz go after she met with you?” Nina asked the man, who was mumbling. She grabbed his other arm and pressed it against the desk, holding Cain’s huge knife ready to saw off his other hand. “You better tell me now, or else,” she warned him.

The man was getting paler by the second as blood kept pouring out of his severed hand. He looked up at Nina, his eyes pleading for her to stop.

“Where did she go?”

The man, who had been a self-important suit just moments before, now looked defeated. He shook his head and mouthed the words ‘I don’t know.’ Nina started sawing, and the man howled, louder and louder until his hand came off. The blood pulsed out of it slower and slower until it stopped dripping. Nina looked at her hands and body, both covered in blood. She disgusted herself with what she had done. She backed out of the room.

In the corridor, Cain had opened the doors, and people were walking out. Naked, pale, haggard-looking men and women shuffled outside like zombies. Cain looked at Nina with one eyebrow raised. Nina couldn’t take it anymore, so she pushed past the milling people and ran out the doors, into the bright sunlight, away from this place that had turned her into a creature of blood and death.


CHAPTER TWO

Cain glanced at the short vamper standing next to him. Nina was covered in blood from head to toe, and her black leather jacket was skewed over her shoulders. She looked disheveled, but not as bad as Cain himself looked after what they had gone through. For a vamper, Nina looked shaken. They both waited in front of the large twin oak doors leading to the Lodge’s operation room. Nina’s eyes were fixed on the heavy wooden doors, her hands clenched and unclenched, her shoulders stiff with unease. A vamper with feelings, who would have thought that possible? Cain shouldn’t care about her feelings. He really didn’t. Not a bit.

Why the wait? Cain knew Evan was inside. He checked the door. It was locked. He heard voices on the other side. What kind of mind games was the old man playing by telling the guards at the front door to send him in only to keep him waiting? By now, both Cain and Nina could have washed off the blood and the stench of death. At least he needed a bath. Oddly, Nina didn’t smell bad despite the blood caked all over her clothes and body. After the mess she made of the suit guy, you’d think she would reek.

Cain banged his fist against the door, making it shudder in its frame. “Old man, I know you’re in there. Open up.”

“Don’t do that,” Nina said.

Cain stared at her, fist held high, about to knock again. He lowered his hand. “Why not? Do you want to wait here forever?”

Nina smirked. “I can wait forever, unless you finally want to cut off my head and burn my body. Like you should have done with Liz.”

Cain glared at Nina and returned his attention to the door. He slammed his fist against it again and again. No way he was going to have that discussion again with her. So what if Liz was still walking the earth? They would deal with her later. Besides, they didn’t have any reliable information that she was alive. As long as he didn’t see her carousing around before his own damn eyes, it was only rumors, nothing more. Cain stopped banging on the door when he heard footsteps. He backed away.

Evan pushed the door open a crack and stuck his head out. “Can’t you ever have some patience and just wait?”

“You called us over. Why should I wait?” Cain replied.

Evan scowled at Cain and turned toward Nina. “Good day, Miss Cross. Is Grumpy treating you well?”

Nina’s eyes darted from Cain to Evan. “I’m good. He’s… all right.”

“If you say so.” Evan, wearing only underwear, opened the door and stepped aside, allowing them to enter. The operations room was always tidy, with paper reports stapled into neat towers in the middle of the round table, a clean whiteboard shining from a recent polish, and two big digital screens in the back turned off. The tiled floor was wet, and leaning against the wall next to the door were a mop and a bucket of soapy water. His once-hard athletic body now sagged with age, but the powerful muscles under the fat betrayed that he wasn’t far from his old glory.

Cain noticed Nina looked everywhere but at Evan. It was odd. She was never one to feel any shame about being naked herself, especially if it rattled him. Now, when someone else was half-naked, she grew shy.

“Where are your clothes?” Cain said.

“If you had waited a little longer, I would have had them on,” Evan replied with a smile.

Cain would never understand why the old man did his cleaning wearing no clothes, or why he cleaned the place himself when they had people to do it for him. “Go put something on then.”

Evan’s eyes twinkled. “Giving me orders now?”

Cain clenched his teeth, forcing himself not to answer. How he wished he outranked the old man, but no, The Lodge pulled Evan out of retirement and made him this branch’s hunt master. Evan now directed all the hunts and assignments to the hunters. Cain was forced to report to the old man, just like old times. Those had been great times—not.

“Please, sir, if you don’t mind, would you kindly put some clothes on?” Nina asked.

“For you, Anna, I’ll make an exception.”

Nina smiled, just a little. In that moment, her face lit up, and she looked stunning. She had a glow around her that Cain hadn’t noticed before.

“Her name isn’t Anna!” Cain didn’t know why he said that out loud, or why with such anger. Why should he care what the vamper was called?

Nina’s eyes shot to him, and any hint of happiness evaporated from her face, returning to the emotionless expression that suited the vile vampire she was.

“Oh, and why is that? If I remember correctly, her birth name is Anastasia Catherine Cross.”

“That may have been her human name, but she’s a vamper now. Her name is Nina Charmes and will forever be known by that name. The name she carried when she murdered my brother.”

Understanding dawned on Evan’s face, quickly replaced with a stubbornness Cain knew all too well. The old man didn’t plan to budge, but before Evan could give his retort, Nina interrupted.

“Cain is right! I don’t deserve to be called Anna. I lost that right when I turned. Please call me Nina.”

Cain wanted to lash out at her, but how do you lash out at someone who took all the blame willingly and offered her life to be discarded at every whim?

“As you want, Miss Cross,” Evan said, the upper right half of his mouth lifting as he winked at her. She smiled her sad little smile. Great, let them have that small victory.

“Very well then, Nina Cross it is from now on,” Cain said.

Evan walked over to the desk against the left wall, where his folded clothes were on top. “What have you found out?” he said as he buttoned up his shirt.

“Rumors about Liz being alive,” Cain said.

“Has anyone confirmed these rumors?”

Cain shook his head. Nina looked at him dumbfounded but kept her mouth shut.

“We freed humans kept like cattle by vampires,” Cain said.

Evan nodded. “That’s good. Anything else?”

“Not much, just rumors about Liz and Nina’s sire.”

“Any news about their whereabouts?”

“No, just rumors. We’ll have to dig deeper for more information.”

“No,” Nina said loudly, surprising both Cain and Evan. “Liz is alive.”

Cain sneered at her. “You can’t believe what a traitor says. We have to look for more information to confirm this.”

“No!” Fury burned behind her eyes. How annoying, there was little he could rile her about, but this got her going. Liz had left scars on her, scars that ran so deep that not even her shame for her past could curtail them. Cain shook his head.

Nina glared at him. “If only you had made sure she burned to a crisp, we wouldn’t be chasing these rumors and instead would go after him.”

Cain knew who she meant by “him.” Her sire. Her maker. The only other subject that seemed to rile her more than Liz. As justified as her anger was, it always fueled his own hatred of her. How dare she think she’s the victim after what she had done in her undead life? Not having a choice in her turning didn’t excuse her later actions. Vampire or not, she was there. He hated how she crawled into this victim’s role, hating her sire. She wasn’t the victim; she was in control all the way. No one held her hand while she murdered—and she had enjoyed it.

“You were so eager to find your sire, you happily tortured a human to death,” Cain said.

Nina staggered as if struck by his words. He knew things weren’t black and white. He should have known better, but he couldn’t act like it. Not with her standing there being pretty and innocent. She had to feel pain. His pain. Between clenched teeth, he said, “You tortured a human just like any other vamper would.”

“Torture?” Evan said. “Did you torture a human?”

There was anger in Evan’s words. Cain knew the man disapproved of torture, especially on humans, and certainly not done by a monster. Nina noticed the tension building up in the old man. She looked from Evan to Cain in shocked disbelief.

“Cain?” she said pleadingly. The tortured way she said his name wrenched his gut. It was so filled with hurt, so human. Cain steeled himself against her. “Well? Answer the man.”

“Cain, don’t, please.”

He couldn’t stand to see her like this—begging—it drained the rancor he felt for her. He hated her for making him feel this way. His shoulders sagged. No matter what she was, he couldn’t do this to her, not with a lie. Cain was about to confess to ordering her to torture the traitor when Evan asked her directly. “Nina, did you torture the man or did Cain order you to?”

Nina gave Cain an anguished look and cast her eyes down. “It was all me.”

Evan’s face flushed with fury. His eyes trembled, and his look turned from disappointment to disgust, ending in full-blown anger. “Nina Cross, your hunt with the Lodge ends here. Consider yourself banned. Leave, and never return.”

Nina burst into sobs, and without looking back, ran out of the room. Cain watched her go. He didn’t mean for things to turn out like this. No, he shouldn’t feel guilty about it. It was folly to work with his brother’s killer. Still, he couldn’t allow things to end like this.

“Evan, we need to talk.”

 


CHAPTER THREE

Nina stormed out of The Lodge building and onto the busy streets of downtown Portland, still not believing what had just happened. She liked Evan. He’d been the only one who treated her like a person. Well, that was over now. Cain was right and wrong. She shouldn’t have tortured the man, but neither should he have ordered her to do so. It didn’t excuse her, but for him to betray her like that still hurt. Nina struggled against her tears. It was so confusing. She hugged herself as if she were freezing, bumping into people as she marched through the crowd. As people noticed her, they drew farther away, startled by seeing a woman covered in blood. She couldn’t care less about them. Let them notice. Let them call the cops. At this moment, what she wanted was to get as far away from the Lodge as possible, away from him. Away from people in general.

Nina understood Cain’s need to torment her, but didn’t he see how much he hurt himself in the process? It would be better for him if he gave her the true death she deserved. Nina couldn’t believe that after six months of working together it ended like this.

Nina slowed her pace as she entered a less frequented area. She recognized the place as an old stomping ground of hers, a block away from a vampire bar she used to frequent two decades ago. Nina considered getting a fill. It had been a while since she had fed. She could manage only a little, just enough to keep herself going. Nina had wanted to stay away from the lure of blood as much as possible. What was the point of doing that now? Who would accept her but her own kind? Cain wouldn’t accept her, and now Evan didn’t either. She should have been more assertive and told Cain to stuff it when he ordered her to mutilate the man. “Cut off his hand,” he said, and like a sheep she obeyed. And why? She shook her head, for she knew why.

Nina hesitated once more at the bar’s entrance. If she did this, she would be turning her back on a new future. If she joined them—gave in—she’d forfeit any chance at redemption. She turned to leave.

“Nina!” boomed a loud, boisterous voice from behind her. Nina groaned. It wasn’t the worst of them, but it wasn’t the usual company she kept either.

“Agnus, how are you doing?” she said as she faced the giant. The vampire was about a foot taller than Cain.

The giant’s glum face answered her question. He grunted and motioned for her to enter. She followed him to a table, ignoring the hostile eyes on her from the other patrons sitting at the bar. The place was dank and dark, just the way vampires liked it, and there wasn’t a single mirror inside. Behind the bar stood a human familiar serving bottled blood. On the wall behind him, there were rows of half-filled bottles containing liqueurs of all known brands. They were there for decorative purposes only, like the tap on top of the bar. No beer ever poured out of it that wasn’t red.

She joined Agnus at a small table in the back of the bar. The giant leaned forward and grabbed her hand, swallowing it in his fleshy fingers.

“I need your help.”

It scared Nina to hear the fear in Agnus’s voice. She wondered what could scare a vampire of his size. And for that matter, why was he asking her for help? She knew him only by reputation. Agnus was known for being a hotheaded recluse who mellowed down when he found himself a young adult turned vampire to love. They were a real odd couple. If she could call a vampire nice in her before days, it would have to be Agnus’s boyfriend. As far as anyone knew, the boyfriend never fed on humans.

“Help you? How?”

“Benny is missing. I think they took him.”

Ben—that was the boyfriend’s name. She now remembered again. It explained Agnus’s fear. “Who took him?”

Agnus pushed back in his seat and eyed her for a long time. “I’m only telling you because you’re on the outs with everyone, and your new friends might know something.”

Her new friends? Yeah right. Was this how they saw her now? Fat chance of her returning to the fold. Nina couldn’t blame the vampire community. She had turned her back on her former self, on her sisters and brothers, on her den, and above all, on her sire, a well-known elder. Nina had done it of her own free will. There was no place for her in this world anymore. Cain had made sure of that, and deep down, she knew no matter how infuriating he could be, it wasn’t up to her to blame him.

“Okay,” Nina said. “Spit it out.”

“Seven months ago, Lady Elizabeth invited Benny to a meeting. He went and went missing for a week. When I found him, he could walk under the sun for longer periods of time and had turned into an emotional wreck.”

So, Benny was the other vampire Liz experimented on, the one preceding her. “They experimented on him.”

Agnus nodded. “Elizabeth told him he had failed and let him go. And he’s not the only one either.”

“Did they also try on you?”

The giant huffed a laugh, shook his head, and eyed her. “No, not me. But I believe they did on you.”

Nina flushed. No one was supposed to know. The Lodge kept tabs on things. All the vampires that day were killed to the last one, and werewolves didn’t kiss and tell to vampires. No one in the vampire community should know about this. Not one.

“Why do you think that?”

Agnus huffed again. “You are different now. Back from before they got you, you would never bother to listen to me. Something changed you, made you more humane, more like my Benny, more like I would like to be.”

“They changed you, didn’t they?” Agnus asked Nina when she failed to say something.

Nina nodded. Appearances often deceived. Only in Agnus’s case, he was a brute, albeit an intelligent one, and that made him a very dangerous one.

“What happened to Benny?”

Agnus shifted in his seat. Worry washed over him. “He’s been missing again for four weeks now.”

“Do you know where he was last seen?”

Agnus nodded, a painful expression on his face. “He was summoned to report about the incident that happened six months ago when he had a run-in with a hunter.” Anger flared in his eyes. “The bastard severed his head; however, whatever Elizabeth did to him saved him. The bastard hunter must be one of your new friends.”

“His name is Cain, and he doesn’t know better than to hunt us,” Nina said.

A crooked smile appeared on Agnus’s face. “When you see him again, tell him I said hi. I am sure he’ll remember me.”

Nina frowned at that. How did the Lodge know about Agnus? Cain had never told her anything about himself or about that day. The only thing she knew about him was what she experienced with him firsthand. The others weren’t very forthcoming either. It didn’t help that she had never asked them anything. She’d felt it wasn’t her place to intrude, but now wondered if she’d ever get a chance to know more about Cain and his friends. Evan had banned her. Nina felt depression threaten to drag her down, but she fought against it and focused on the task at hand.

“Whatever beef you two have, it’s not with me,” Nina said.

Agnus sighed. “I don’t hold a grudge against him; it’s just that it wasn’t fair for him to sever Benny’s head. Benny never meant him harm. He did nothing bad in his life. Unlike the rest of us, he didn’t turn insane. He showed me another way and made me a better person.” Tears formed in his eyes, and he quickly wiped them away.

Just then, the door swung open and someone walked in. Agnus’s eyes went to the door, and he cursed. “We have to go.”

Chairs scraped against the floor as the vampires stood up. Many light footsteps prowled toward their table, but Nina didn’t move to look and stared ahead unbothered.

“Well, well, well, look who the cat dragged in,” a familiar voice said. “Not going to greet your brother?”

“Ralf,” Nina said. “Alfred let you out of your cage?”

Ralf chuckled and motioned for Agnus to leave, but Agnus didn’t, and Nina felt grateful for that. It was good to know she wasn’t alone in this world.

“I see you found a dog to follow you,” Ralf said.

Nina refused to look up. Of all her brothers and sisters, Ralf was the one she liked the least, not before her change, and even less now after. Ralf was crass, had no style or finesse whatsoever, and lacked a mind of his own. He clung to their sire’s tongue, wagging wherever it went, obedient to a fault, and utterly annoying.

“Alfred wants to see you. I guess a reckoning is in order for your betrayal,” Ralf said.

Agnus rose, and the vampires surrounding them backed down. “I think we are leaving. Please move aside.”

Ralf didn’t, and the vampires grew bolder, drawing closer to the table as Ralf dared to oppose them. Nina stood and faced her brother, Alfred’s eldest son. Close to her age, he was a tall, slender man with short ginger hair, narrow beady eyes, and thin, never-smiling lips set in an eternal scowl.
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