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​​Chapter One
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Kyra Delano sipped from her glass of whiskey on the rocks, savoring the sharp burn on her tongue and the chill of ice melting in its wake. 

The heady fumes assailed her acute sense of smell and removed her for a moment from stale cigarette smoke, old beer spills and sweat—a prerequisite for every Sydney nightclub she’d visited this last month.

She took another sip of whiskey, but this time it failed to ease the tension within. She shouldn’t be here. The risk was too high. She broke every shadow hunter rule by coming into the nightclub when she should be waiting outside in the darkness, hidden and ready to attack.

She stared into the mirrored wall behind the bar, which displayed the dance floor and the crowd of gyrating humans. All her instincts jangled alert. She’d stay a few minutes more. Her target was here. She just needed to wait it out.

Then she’d give into her bloodlust.   

A figure in the crowd caught her eye. Her senses sharpened.

Altair Delano.

Not exactly the monster she had hoped to eliminate, despite his changed DNA.

Her fingers clenched before she tossed back the remainder of her drink and slammed it onto the pitted bar. She turned in her spiked, knee-high boots to face the dance floor. 

Striding forward, she brushed past a smooth, suit-and-tie man who’d wasted his breath the last ten minutes with his unoriginal pick-up lines. She smiled without humor. Another time, another place, perhaps she’d have taken advantage of his interest and overcome her unnatural aversion to drinking blood. 

Except that would also mean the possibility of surrendering to her vampire needs and fucking the human too, and that was the one thing she just couldn’t do. Had never done. Sucking blood and sex might go hand-in-hand, but she’d never been like other vampires and she wasn’t about to start now.

Rock music jarred her sensitive ears and light strobes dazzled her vision as she pushed her way through the dancing throng, but her attention remained on her target. 

He all but lounged against the far wall, a svelte blonde woman pressed against him. A large splayed hand rested on the woman’s bared waist as she stood on tiptoe, trailing kisses across the base of his throat, her fingers twined through his rumpled, midnight hair.

His head lifted, his brilliant stare pinpointing Kyra before a smile spread across his beautiful face. A face she’d once thought she’d known so well.

Her eyes narrowed even as all breath stilled in her lungs. Altair was no longer her husband, her mate. He’d discarded her. Abandoned and betrayed her. All he was to her now was her next mission.  

The music abruptly changed. She paused, then raised her arms and tossed back her head to expose her throat. Her tied-back, ebony hair brushed past her waist as she slowly swiveled her hips with instinctive, sensual moves that Altair would be unable to ignore.

Her eyes met his glowing amber stare.

If you want me, come and get me.

She arched her spine, her hands drifting past her tight midriff top and across her bared belly as her hips continued to undulate to the pulsing sound. The tempo increased. Bass and drums swelled until an orchestra, unexpected and violent, pulsed with its own brand of passion. 

Kyra allowed the music to engulf her, become part of her psyche. Altair would be compelled to join her, to dance with the woman who’d once been his mate.

She sensed his approach even before one of his hands seized her upper arm, pulling her against him.

“It’s been too long, my love,” his velvet voice purred against her ear.

Two years, one month and three days, you bastard! But who’s counting?

His thumbs caressed the smooth line of her barely there leather miniskirt. “Outrageous as always,” Altair said with a satisfied smirk. “But then, have you ever worn panties?”

“Cumbersome things, don’t you think?” She kept her voice light, halted a purr of rapture at his closeness even as her gut twisted as though a knot.

Definitely not a monster...not yet.

He was a mastermind at reading people, but if he was aware of her mixed emotions he didn’t let on. Instead he took charge on the floor, their bodies swaying with timed, sinuous grace.

She swallowed a curse, hating that he still had the power to affect her. Her pulse raced, her body trembling as his hands dropped lower still and cupped her leather-clad backside.

“If you say so,” he said huskily, his brilliant stare alight with intelligence and unconcealed obsession. “Either that or it’s my lucky day.” 

He dipped her back before she could make a scathing reply, her hair brushing the floor when he swept her into a semi-circle before drawing her erect, their faces inches apart.

“Actually, I think your luck just ran out,” she hissed, then immediately swallowed a groan as he jerked her snug against him. His arousal strained against her exposed belly, his faint notes of citrus spice teasing her senses and causing her incisors to emerge.

He arched a dark brow. “I’m a predator like you, the top of the food chain.” His breath teased her ear. “I’m not that easy to execute.”

You’re my physical superior and we both know it.

His smile broadened into a lazy grin, revealing his own elongated, razor sharp fangs. “I’d have been slain long ago if not for my skills.”  

Aikido, judo, Kendo, Ninjutsu. He’d studied them all and more, and taught her much of his expertise. 

She stiffened in his arms, fascination eroding back into contempt as the still-fresh memories of his desertion surfaced. “I’ve no doubt about that,” she said coldly. “But it’s an ability you’ve exploited for your own end.” 

His smile turned mocking. “You prefer that I take only the will of humans who abuse life? Murderers, rapists...” 

His derision was infuriating. Altair knew full well she referred to his werewolf genetics that he’d acquired by force. He’d overcome his werewolf opponent, then drank its blood and became something...more. Something powerful and dangerous that would eventually see him become an indiscriminate, cold-blooded killer. 

Something that as a shadow hunter she had to eliminate at all costs.

“No, that’s the last thing I’d expect,” she said. “I know your fascination with innocence.” She was living proof. Once she’d been a mortal, a woman with hopes and dreams to spare.

His hands tightened, his grip almost cruel. “You ridicule what we had.” He bent forward, his breath once again caressing her ear. “I was addicted to everything about you—your virtue—your beauty. Hell, even your revulsion to drinking blood.”

“Then at least one thing hasn’t changed.” She raked a hand down the side of his neck, her long red fingernails drawing beads of crimson. She leaned in close, doing her best not to inhale. “Although the temptation to drink grows day-by-day, I’d die before tasting even one drop of blood from you.”

He sucked in a breath even as he scrutinized her face.

She stepped away, her hands fisting at her sides. Who was she trying to kid? The fresh scent of him was nearly her undoing. Her whole system cried out to sink her fangs into his throat, to take what she knew he’d offer. 

“Scared, Kyra?”

“You’re a hybrid,” she spat. “Your very existence spells death to the vampire race—all the secret races.”

The scratches along his neck had almost closed, a bright spatter of crimson the only evidence that she’d touched him, hurt him. She held back a groan. She wanted only to lean forward and lick clean his throat, taste his life essence. 

His mouth hardened. “You wouldn’t believe such untruths if you’d take the time to research our way of life...our evolution.”

All hunger fled as she suppressed a shudder of revulsion. Just how many of his kind were there? “I’ll send you to hell first,” she snarled. Except the bastard knew only too well she wouldn’t fight him here, not with a nightclub full of human witnesses.

He moved forward, his eyes unreadable as he lifted a hand to brush his knuckles in a sensual trail along her cheek. He smiled a little at her involuntary shiver. “Then I guess I’ll be seeing you again soon.”

She jerked back. “Count on it.”

Cold air hit Kyra when she pushed through the doors, her boots clattering on the well-lit pavement. She breathed deep of the arctic air, reveling in the bite of winter as passers-by shrugged into their jackets and tugged their scarves close, their breaths clouding before them like smoke.

It had been almost two decades since she’d suffered the frigid sting of a winter’s breath. Two decades since she’d unknowingly drank Altair’s blood and became vampire.

His queen.

She had one thing to thank Altair for, Kyra acknowledged with a bitter-sweet pang. She felt little physical discomfort and was blessed with great strength, well-being, and a brilliant mind. But immortality would have to be the ultimate prize.

Striding along the sidewalk, she lifted a hand to repel the bright streetlamps from her eyes while reaching into the inner pocket of her skirt to retrieve dark-tinted sunglasses.

Only after she’d veered into a dark side street did she feel secure, her hand dropping as she lifted her face to absorb the shadowy atmosphere.

Soon, it would be dawn.

Sudden longing swept over her. A profound ache at the almost forgotten familiarity of the sun on her face, its warmth caressing her skin as light spilled across lush green countryside, or glinted over deep azure ocean waves.

With a sigh, she pushed her sunglasses firmly into place and strode onward, paying little heed to the hollow-eyed whores staking out their territory along the seedier part of Sydney’s, King’s Cross. 

Harder to ignore was the deep hunger inside, the insatiable need to feed. And the knowledge many of these women wouldn’t deny her hunger or show any resistance.

She ignored the demands of her body again. But knew she couldn’t hold out much longer. Either she obtained imitation hemoglobin, or she’d have no choice but to feed from a mortal. 

Her lip curled. A vampire’s one weakness was the need for human blood. Drink or die. It was intolerable that even the thought of taking from a mortal could make her feel so wretched and ashamed—and at the height of bloodlust—so utterly euphoric. She was only glad she’d never given into her sexual appetites with a human...it was the one thing she had above all other vampires. 

If only wished an animal’s blood sufficed. But it didn’t. It was akin to a human existing on a diet of different flavored lollipops, edible perhaps once or twice, but sickly-tasting and without nutrition long term.

Twin columns that were patchy and graying with age fronted the flight of stairs that Kyra took to the motel room she’d paid for in advance. 

The vampire council had given her three more days to defeat the hybrid who’d flaunted age-old conventions for his own wicked purpose. She gritted her teeth. She could have killed Altair once and for all tonight if she hadn’t let her human side overrule her vampire side. But the moment she’d closed in on him she’d wanted to observe him first, wanted to see if he really had changed.

He hadn’t. He was still the same arrogant and beautiful creature she’d met and fell in love with all those years ago. But then he’d turned her love into hate and her heart into stone. Shame she’d forgotten all that when he’d drawn her into his arms on the dance floor...

Kyra paused outside her room, pushing all thoughts of Altair away as she listened for motion and scented for any intrusion. Even shadow hunters had non-human enemies.  She snorted. “Who am I kidding,” she muttered. “I’d probably be too weak now to fend off even a mortal.”

Like it or not, she’d have to feed after waking to the new night.

She stepped inside, a quick glance taking in the hovel she temporarily called home. An old double bed with sagging springs and a faded bed cover competed for space with a small round table and two metal chairs. A bar fridge crouched between a sink with a dripping tap and the kitchenette’s roach-ridden pantry.

Her lips twitched into a smile. It wasn’t exactly the Hilton, but cheap accommodation meant she could lay low and unobtrusive, mix with the underworld crowd who were in the know.

She flicked on the dullest light, giving the outward appearance of being normal, human. Tossing her sunglasses onto the table, she stripped as she made her way to the bed, naked then except for her knee-high boots with their concealed, custom-fitted weapons. Her arsenal was always the last to be shed.

Sinking onto the edge of the mattress, she paused. She could feel the morning’s arrival in her bones like a deep, nagging ache. But it didn’t quite shake a vague sense of unease.

Once the sun fully cleared the horizon she’d be compelled to sleep. It was a vampire’s biggest weakness, a drawback that was emphasized right then by her buzzing senses. In perhaps ten minutes or so she’d be comatose and about as useless as a babe in a cot.

With a smooth motion she freed her favorite dagger from the scabbard inside her left boot. Its curved handle had become a near seamless extension in her grasp, but she took care in handling the razor-sharp blade that’d been etched with silver.

In her present condition, just one scratch and she’d be holed-up for a week. Time enough to suffer a long and torturous death as her need for human blood peaked. She wasn’t about to be reduced to little more than a mound of dust.

Kyra’s pulse quickened, her skin prickling with sensation. 

Someone approached, a male whose scent of testosterone breached her guard long before she made out the slow beat of his heart, his steady breathing as he climbed the stairs, silent as a specter.

An immortal.

Adrenalin surged as she slipped from the bed, the air around her barely stirring as she crouched low, adopting a loose-limbed position. Clasping her dagger, she raised her left arm, her lips pulling into a grimace as her belly shrieked feral hunger. 

The doorknob twisted. She launched her knife just as Altair emerged, all broad shoulders and looming height. Neatly sidestepping, he plucked the weapon from midair—as if it was a mere irritation—a mosquito.  

“You!” she hissed. Dear God. She must be weaker than she’d thought. How could her senses have let her down by not identifying him? She exhaled with disgust, hating him, but hating even more the tug of yearning within. 

“You disappoint me.” He clucked his tongue as she stood. “I expected an element of surprise.”

She refused to respond, refused to even budge as he flicked off the light and moved forward, stalking his prey. 

“Perhaps it would’ve been easier to take me to bed first?” he asked with a growl. “Entertain me before plunging your pretty knife into my heart?”

Unease escalated, nausea climbing up her throat. She stifled a sharp intake of breath as Altair flung the dagger forward. The gust of its momentum brushed her cheek before it buried up to the hilt in the wall behind her.

He took hold of her upper arms and pressed her backward. “Except you’re not quite that desperate,” he growled, his white fangs evident as he lowered his head, his breath fanning her ear, “your lack of nourishment not yet clouding your judgment, hmm?”

Her skin shivered with his touch, his familiarity, and adrenalin bolted through her blood like a junkie’s re-awakened craving. She wanted him inside her, filling her slowly as he watched the expressions chase over her face...   

No!

Kyra stepped away, launching a right and then left punch. But he deflected the blows with ease, until she pretended to spin and then smashed a knee into his groin. 

He doubled over with a grunt, and she vaulted onto the bed, aware of his quick recovery even before she turned to face him.

She trailed her knuckles along the underside of her breasts. “I think you’re too easily distracted.” Her lips quirked. “You’ve lost your edge.”

His eyes smoldered into iridescent yellow as they followed her hands. When he leaped, she flipped backwards and dropped lightly onto her feet, her palms raised and inwardly turned. 

“I’m getting to you,” she taunted.

His mouth tilted into a smile that didn’t make it to his eyes. “Some things never change.” 

And yet you gave it all away. 

Her voice chilled. “It must be hell to want someone you can no longer have?”

His gaze dropped and the temperature soared as his stare leisurely stroked over every dip and curve of her body. Her nipples puckered, heat flooding her core. He smirked. “I could take you now and you wouldn’t have the will to fight me.”

Her chin kicked up. “I came here to kill you, not to fuck.”

He arched a dark brow. “But fucking is much more fun, don’t you think?”

Memories flooded her mind. Their bodies twisted together as one, their moans piercing the air while their pleasure intensified...

Sudden white-hot pain twisted inside her guts and shot through her veins like a corkscrew, dispersing all thought. She gasped, doubling over as waves of agony pierced her skull and reverberated through her bones.

Dawn had arrived.
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​​Chapter Two
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Altair leaped through the air, landing on the floor clear of the delicate sun’s rays that pulsed with life and yet signified death for many of his kind. He kicked the door shut, the darkness somehow amplifying Kyra’s muffled sobs.

He knelt at her side. Breath snagged in his throat. He couldn’t lose her now. Not after everything he’d done, everything he’d sacrificed to get to this point. 

Seeing her again at the club had only reinforced his purpose. But even as a heat wave of desire had flashed through his veins, concern had wrung him taut. He’d scented her blood-craving, felt her desperation for sustenance and realized she still hadn’t gotten over her aversion to drinking from a mortal.

Yet she was one of the most high-ranked shadow hunters, being that she didn’t wear the arm band that signified a shadow hunter’s unity to one another. He shook his head. It must have been hell to fight as a shadow hunter while hiding the heart of a mortal.

“Kyra. You have to feed.”

Before the sun clears the horizon outside. 

She went quiet, and the blood turned cold in his veins. 

He scooped her up and cradled her close, only too aware of the frailty of her life force. He summoned calm as he strode toward the bed and sank onto the worn mattress, before gently raising her head to the carotid artery of his throat. 

Her sapphire eyes blinked open, and he drew in a startled breath. Even dulled by hunger and weakness they were untainted beauty, free of the haunted shadows that had filled them after he’d turned her from human to vampire all those years ago.

His mouth dried. Her hatred would only intensify with what he had to do next. Something withered within even as his voice hardened when he said, “Drink me.”

Kyra stared up at Altair, the masculine perfection of his face swimming into view. God, his yellow eyes were compelling. But it was the arc of his throat an inch from her mouth that roused her hunger.

His voice sounded again, intense but a little huskier. “You have to feed.” 

His earthy scent infiltrated her pain, as did the slow and steady throb of his pulse, so tantalizingly close.

Heaven help me, I want to give in.

She expelled a breath and clutched at her middle as the lining of her stomach corroded. This was what hell must feel like with salvation within arm’s reach?

“Kyra, it’s the only way.” 

Altair’s steely tone penetrated her subconscious, and nausea crept up her throat as she recognized his intent. His was the unmistakable voice of a hardened warrior. He’d force-feed her, if necessary.

“No!” 

“Even dying you drive a man to the brink,” Altair snarled, but Kyra registered his disquiet, his hard gaze that never left her face.

Probably because he knew his lifeline came at a heavy price. One swallow of his warm and nourishing blood and she too would contract werewolf contamination. Her DNA would mutate, making her a werewolf and vampire hybrid. A monster and an abomination...just like him.

Vampires couldn’t cope with the genetic mutation. It eventually pushed them into madness, into a sinkhole of darkness until only violence and carnage would ease their suffering. The killing spree would quickly alert humans to the secret races.

A transgression of the highest order.

She pressed her lips together. She wouldn’t give into her hunger. Wouldn’t be tracked down like a dog and executed by her comrade shadow hunters before she too became mad just like Altair eventually would.

“You must,” Altair insisted. “It’s daylight now. Even I can’t go out and find a mortal to slake your thirst.”

Her body screamed for nourishment while her mind whispered the awful truth. She faced an agonizing death. She should never have let her aversion to drinking from a human get this far, should never have made hunting Altair more important than her own well-being. She swallowed painfully. Better to die honorably than live as a monster. “I. Won’t. Feed. From. You.”

“Very well then,” Altair said harshly. “You leave me no choice.”

Stunned into morbid fascination, she stared as he raised his wrist to his opened mouth, exposing his glistening, razor sharp fangs. When he bit deep into the vein of his inner arm and fresh blood gurgled forth, her hunger swelled as though an unstoppable tsunami.

Oh. Shit.

She groaned, the guttural sound coming from deep within. Her vision blurred. Her eyes glazed at her inner thirst. She caught her breath when the air filled with the metallic warm scent. Her body convulsed, spine arching. Her head tipped backward as her hands knotted into fists. Her tingling gums contracted to make way for the sudden, stinging growth of incisors. 

Just as abruptly her body went slack. A sob welled in her throat and burst from her lips. 

Damn you to hell.

She raised her head, dimly aware of Altair’s sad smile before she hissed and lunged forward, fangs puncturing his wrist like diamond blades.

The taste of him shot through her system, a spine-tingling rush of sheer decadence. Cool water to a mortal dying of thirst in the desert. Heat surged between them, thick and fast. Her every cell, every nerve came to life as she bit down harder still with Altair’s sharp gasp of pleasure, his quickening pulse at the sharing of self.

She drank deep, her blood lust unquenchable as she took his all.

He wants me to have my fill, wants to ensure my change.

But she couldn’t stop now she’d started. Being without sustenance for so many days meant she needed even more to replenish her reserves. She drank and drank until she was almost ill from gluttony, drank until she found the strength at last to pull away.

Her fangs retracted. Her hazy vision cleared. Vigor snapped through her veins right along with a lust that was halted by Altair’s obvious unconsciousness. Shit. She’d sapped his strength, drained him almost dry. She glanced up, taking stock of her own situation with dawn light pressing against the thick curtains. 

The sun was about to push past the horizon and suck her into darkness.

There was no time to barricade and lock the door or double-check the curtains. She was already losing focus, the room spinning on its axis as her mind and body began its slide into sleep.

* * * * *
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She woke slowly, reveling in the life force rushing through her veins, and the growing night that was a balm to her senses. But then her clear, invigorated mind pictured the male responsible for her present condition.

Her hands curled, eyes piercing the inky shadows of the room before focusing on the silhouette of Altair beside her.

He lay immobile, but his body was in recovery. His deep, even breathing punctuated the silence of the room, the sheen of his skin glowing pale in the darkness. A dark lock of hair brushed the crook of his nose, giving his eternal good looks a youthful, boyish innocence. 

Innocent, huh! 

He’d preyed on her once again when she’d been at her weakest.  

She scrambled off the bed and used the back of one hand to scrub at the crusted blood at each corner of her mouth. Her belly lurched sickly. She was a hybrid, an impure! An atrocity, just like him!

But the man responsible slept on, oblivious to her hatred as his chest gently rose and fell while his body regenerated. It would be so easy to destroy him as he lay there, weak as a kitten. So effortless to pull the shortened, wooden stake from her right boot and plunge it into his heart.

He’d been unable to go out in sunlight, so his altered genetics were still vampire dominant. She wouldn’t need to use her silver dagger.

She sighed bitterly. Her mission had ended, but not with Altair’s demise. Now that werewolf blood ran through her veins too, Altair’s death would be pointless. No wanting vengeance would change that. In fact, she owed him her life.

In so many ways it was like being human once again and told she hadn’t long to live. All her choices gone.

She tugged off her boots and headed for the shower. She was dirty now on the inside but she sure as hell could be clean on the outside. She twisted the shower taps and lifted her face into the stream of warmth before she grabbed a remnant of soap from the sill and lathered her body.

Dear god. How long before the darkness within would claim her? How long before she became the monster who preyed on humans without mercy? And if shadow hunters didn’t get to her first, how long before a bloodbath of murders would lead to her own death sentence?

“You’re okay.”

The soap skidded from her hands as she spun around. Her heel connected with the fallen soap. The room tilted, then righted as strong hands seized her upper arms. Her body rejoiced. She jerked away. “Get your hands off me.” 

He had no right to touch her. None. And she was still a warrior, despite losing all rights as a shadow hunter.

He let her go without a word, the whiteness around his lips and the tightness across his temple revealing his struggle to stay conscious. “You drank my blood, surely you’re not adverse to my touch?”

She propped a hand on the slippery tiled wall, aware of the darkening glitter in his stare, the perverse and traitorous pull of response deep in her belly. Her breasts hardened, her nipples tightening. Her body may betray her, but she’d be damned before she admitted craving anything about him. “You coerced me—”

“To save your life.”

“To make me your species,” she reminded starkly, everything within cramping at the knowledge. 

“It was your aversion to drinking from a human that caused this outcome.”

He showed no sign of guilt, no hint of apology and she choked out bitterly, “And now I’m one of your kind!” 

She reached behind to turn off the water pressure. He didn’t budge when she went to push past. But his eyes flashed with an emotion she couldn’t quite read before he yanked a towel off the rail and tossed it to her. He stepped aside. “Yes. But now, at last, you’ll come to understand hybrids.”

“Changing me doesn’t change my mind. I’m a monster now, just like you.” 

“We’ll see,” he murmured.

She stiffened, then sidled past him, being careful their bodies didn’t touch. With her back to him she blotted moisture off her skin with the coarse towel.

“You’re scared,” he said gently, almost as if he cared.

She shook her head and dropped the towel, turning to face him. “I’m no longer human, Altair, or have you forgotten?”

He smiled, even as the heat of his stare roamed over her body.

Bastard. He didn’t even pretend remorse.

He stepped toward her, lifting the back of his hand to the side of her face. “Yet you cling to your human emotions like a security blanket.” His knuckles trailed downward, her mouth parting as he brushed along the soft edge of her lips. “It’s what makes you so unique,” he said huskily.

She cut off the groan building at the base of her throat. Damn it. What was it about him that sent the very essence of her vampirism into chaos? She stepped back.  “I can’t do this with you.” 

Not again. 

She had to get away. To think. To hide. 

And not just from Altair. Shadow hunters, her once comrades, would already be on her trail and hunting her down.

Stalking out of the tiny bathroom, she tugged open the warped door of a small closet and dragged on hipster denim jeans before pulling on her boots and a midriff top. She reached for her black winter jacket still hanging in the closet. Its warmth was unnecessary, but she drew far less attention from humans if she dressed appropriately for the cold Australian winter.

As a rule, mankind held vampires, werewolves and shape shifters as a myth. But a minority of humans clung to the belief of their existence and she couldn’t risk even one person discovering her secret.

She would be left with no choice but to end the human’s life.

“Going somewhere?” Altair asked from the bathroom doorway, his body filling the space.

His being awake so soon was nothing short of a miracle. He’d yet to fully recover from his blood loss—only feeding from a mortal would ensure his optimum strength.   

She shuddered reflexively. She too would have to feed again soon. Altair’s blood had recharged her batteries. But it was a short term solution. Only human blood could fully nourish a vampire. Anything else: werewolf, vampire and animal, was unsustainable.  

Kyra wrenched her belted jacket tight. Her first priority now was answers. “How long before I feel hybrid effects?” she asked, her belly a fistful of knots.

“It affects each of us differently,” Altair said hoarsely, clearly not as healthy as he let on. “But within twenty four hours your senses will heighten and your strength will greatly increase.”

She pulled her long hair into a knot, imagining her monstrous appearance when she changed into a beast. Many times she’d used her looks to her own advantage. Men underestimated a woman with angelic, sapphire blue eyes and midnight hair spilling to a slender waist. Not to mention pearly whites hiding fangs ready to erupt through her gums.

“And then what?” She turned to face him, needing answers and yet not wanting to hear them.

He looked up, his faint smile unapologetic. “On the rise of each full moon, you’ll convert to werewolf. And you’ll seek your mate.”

She closed her eyes, unable to look at him as she said, “You.”

“Yes.” 

She heard his tone of satisfaction, and in that moment hated him utterly. Her eyes opened. “Unless I choose another.” 

He let out a weary sigh. “Impossible. Your wolf instincts will be drawn to the one who changed you.”

Dear lord. Had this been his plan all along?

“And if I already have a vampire mate?” Liar. But she gleaned some satisfaction in watching Altair wince.

“Jareth?” Disgust deepened his voice. “He has never been your true mate.”

“He’ll do everything in his power to make me his.”

“Jareth wanted my position as vampire king even more than he wanted you as his queen,” Altair said with a weak rasp that nevertheless revealed his scorn. 

“It hardly matters anymore,” Kyra said through gritted teeth. “Thanks to you, I’m an outcast from my own people.”  

“You’re alive.” He managed a shrug, his face pale. “And you’d not be exiled if you joined ranks with me. Became my hybrid queen.”

She ignored a sudden frisson of need, icy contempt instead filling her voice when she asked, “You’re their king now?” 

He slumped onto the bed and bit out, “Yes,” before his eyelids shuttered closed and he slept.

She paced the small, airless room. Though it had only been dark a short time, shadow hunters would have begun their quest to track her down. They would be alert to her change, would have felt it in their bones as surely as the sunrise.

The hunter had become the hunted.

Which intuition did she now rely on—vampire or werewolf—or both? She certainly felt no different. And there would be no confirmation from Altair. It appeared he’d be out cold for at least another few hours. Time in which anything could happen.

The cloak of night was both her curse and savior. Only with its fall could her adversaries seek her out —and she could escape under the protection of its shadows.

But she couldn’t leave Altair here alone without any way to defend himself. Like it or not, he’d saved her life even knowing she wanted to kill him. She owed him a few hours of her time. She’d stay until he was fully awake and able to feed from a human. 

But she’d go stir crazy sitting idly by and watching him sleep.

She moved over to the bed, careful not to disturb Altair as she bent down and pulled out a slim chest about the length of a guitar case from beneath the mattress base. Taking out the handcrafted twin sabers nestled inside the blue velvet lining, she crossed them before her. Head down and mind emptying of all else, she focused her train of thought.

As one the swords shimmered in the darkness. She sliced them forward in a swift motion, her body shifting in a counter move as she flicked the blades apart, one knee bending low, her spine straight and supple.

She practiced the routine effortlessly, using the barest of peripheral senses to acknowledge her surroundings as she parried and thrust, agility second nature. She knew these skills and more would be necessary to stay alive. Shadow hunters wouldn’t rest until she was in their sights... 

Sudden alarm shot down her spine and exploded through her body. Awareness of her surrounds was now all-encompassing as she dropped low and pivoted into combat stance.

Too late.

“Hmmph.”

The sabers clattered to the ground as Kyra prized at the immovable hands covering her mouth, muffling her sounds of rage.

“Shh. Quiet, my sweet.”
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​​Chapter Three
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“Jareth,” she said, disbelieving.

His low chuckle grated on her nerves. Damn it. She should’ve known better than to deliberately lose herself in sword practice. But despite her history with Jareth, he was a fool to imagine she’d allow him to kill her now she’d become a hybrid.

She’d die on her own terms, not his.

She slumped in his grip. The moment he relaxed, she bent forward, using his weight against him to flip him onto the floor. He rolled and vaulted smoothly to his feet, but it brought her enough time to seize back her fallen blades. 

“What do you want?” She centered her swords and slowly advanced.

“You need to ask?”

“Answer me, damn you!”

He gave a mocking bow. His whip-lean body in tailored black pants and shirt emphasized the silver streaks in his albino white hair. “Very well. I want you.”

Her gaze flicked to Altair. Even in sleep he seemed to sense Jareth. His breathing grew labored and his hands were curled into fists at his sides. If he’d not used all his strength to waken earlier, she’d have him by her side, a united front. 

She frowned. Even a day ago such a thought would have been laughable. 

She turned back to Jareth. “That’s never going to happen.”

Jareth glanced over at his nemesis, targeting the trickle of dried blood on Altair’s wrist. His eyes narrowed for a split second before he gave an indifferent shrug. “I know you’re no longer full vampire.”

One feed of contaminated blood and once again her world had changed. Her friends were now foes. But like a true warrior she kept her rage, her grief, at bay. “Then it looks as if one of us will have to die.”

“Why?” Jareth raised a pale brow as she pressed one of the blade’s razor-sharp tips against his chest. “You being a hybrid only makes me want you more.”

What he said was little short of blasphemy. She might inherit power and speed, but she also inherited an inner darkness that would one day take her over. “You’re lying,” she hissed.

“No.” He shook his head. “If I was here to kill you, we both know you’d already be dead. Truth is...you’re not the only one with a secret.”

Her eyes narrowed. He’d been her closest vampire ally when Altair had left, her only true friend. Or so she’d thought. She no longer trusted him, not for an instant. Not now she was a hybrid. She pressed the sword tip into his skin, drawing blood. He didn’t flinch when she murmured, “Then you’d better explain.”

He nodded slowly. “The sun doesn’t harm me.”

He wasn’t vampire?

Breath exploded from her lungs. “No!” But it all made too much sense. It had only just turned nightfall when he’d taken her by surprise. He’d made full use of daylight to track her down and find her. “You were going to be crowned the new vampire king.” 
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