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        Bloodthirsty demons. Deadly, ever-shifting hellscapes. Brutal psychological torments. And that’s just day one.

      

        

      
        When I ripped out my enemy’s soul and banished him to the Shadowrealm, I knew I’d condemned myself to the same fate, cursing my soul to eternal imprisonment.

      

        

      
        No one ever said anything about my body coming along for the ride. Physical manifestation? It’s supposed to be impossible in the Shadowrealm.

      

        

      
        So is escaping.

      

        

      
        But I’ve never been one to comply with the natural order and I’m not about to start now. Not when Asher and the witches are still trapped. Not when Emilio is making dangerous enemies in Raven’s Cape. And not when Jonathan is still hunting me, both of us battling for survival in this inhospitable realm.

      

        

      
        Determined to help break me out, Ronan and Darius enlist the help of an unlikely ally to track me down. But we all know deals with the devil rarely come without consequences.

      

        

      
        Especially when that devil already owns Ronan’s soul… And holds the contract to mine.

      

        

      
        Demon Sworn is also available in audio narrated by Tristan James and Aletha George!
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          Asher

        

      

    

    
      Fucking hell. What have you done to me, Cupcake?

      I could still taste her on my lips. Still feel the silk of her hair between my fingers. Still smell the raw, earthy scent of her desire as she lost control at my touch.

      My cock stiffened at the very recent memory; my heart was still hammering from the state she’d left me in.

      But when I stared down at the ground outside my cell where she should’ve been lying, there was only cold, damp rock.

      She’d attacked Jonathan. Sucked out his rotten soul. I kept waiting to see the iridescent bubble of her magical shield, but it never materialized.

      In the blink of an eye, they’d both just… vanished.

      If it wasn’t for his blood staining the ground, I might’ve thought I’d imagined the whole damn thing.

      Had Gray known it’d go down like that? I knew she felt responsible for Jonathan, that she had to deal with him on her own terms. But where the fuck had she taken him? What was her end game?

      “A little warning would’ve been nice, Cupcake.”

      Shaking off the last of my shock, I pushed myself out of the chair and got to my feet. The room tipped, then righted, but this time it wasn’t because of the damn devil’s trap nano-whatevers that psycho hunter had injected me with. Gray’s power had neutralized them, replenishing my own power in spades. Raw energy coursed through me. I felt stronger and more alive than I’d felt in ages, all my senses magnified.

      My blood was absolutely humming with her magic.

      It felt… fucking amazing.

      As soon as you’re back, Cupcake, I’m going to return the favor… times a thousand.

      I was just trying to figure out my game plan for finding the other witches in this dank-ass prison when I picked up on sounds in the corridor—heavy footsteps and conversation.

      “…stringing along the little piss-ant for another week,” one guy was saying. “Two, tops.”

      “You’re assuming he doesn’t have any more tricks up his sleeve,” another dude replied. “Far as I’m concerned, the sooner the old man takes control, the better.”

      The footsteps stopped, and I heard the click of a lighter, followed by the unmistakable crackle of a cigarette being sucked to life.

      In a rough voice, dude number one said, “Kid’s a fuck-up, Shears. Always has been. Smoke?”

      “Fuck no. That shit’ll kill you faster than vamp blood.”

      “Suit yourself.” Smokey Joe took another drag, then said, “Don’t hold your breath waiting on the old man. He talks a good game, but he won’t make a move as long as Jonathan’s alive. Can’t risk the kid fucking things up with Orendiel.”

      Orendiel? The only asshole I’d ever heard of with a dickhead name like that was a fae soldier I’d met about fifty years back. From what I remembered, he was trying to work his way up the ranks in one of the dark courts, but he’d accidentally killed some prick royal heir and started a war instead.

      Seemed to me those fuckers were always fighting, anyway.

      Could it be the same guy was now working with this shitshow?

      “You seen him lately?” Shears asked. “Kid’s going downhill fast.”

      “So?” Smokey Joe laughed. “Last time I checked, he was still breathing.”

      “We’ll see.” Shears waited a beat, then said, “Where is that little fuckstain, anyway?”

      “Should be down in B-block. He went to deal with the witch and her demon pet.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me? That was an hour ago!” Shears groaned. “Come on, we’d better check it out. Sounds like he needs some adult supervision.”

      Smokey Joe laughed. “Maybe the witch needs some adult supervision. Preferably in the form of a spanking.”

      Shears laughed.

      “Think she likes it rough?” Smokey’s footsteps started up again, and I tried to hold myself back from leaping out of the cell and beating both their asses.

      “You can’t fuck a witch,” Shears said, jogging to catch up. “She’ll turn your dick into a toad. You’ll croak every time you come.”

      They both cracked up at that.

      “As long as I’m inside that tight little ass,” Smokey Joe said, “I don’t give a fuck what it sounds like when I come.”

      The power humming through my blood turned to rage, heating me from the inside, making me shake all over again.

      Laugh it up, motherfuckers. I’m going to kill you in the bloodiest way possible.

      They were getting close. A quick scan of the cell I’d been trapped in revealed nothing useful—Jonathan had been careful not to leave any weapons or sharp tools around. I could take a chance and try to hit one of them with the chair, but that would leave me too exposed to the other guy, especially if they were packing weapons.

      With no easy escape route, I dropped back into the chair and slumped forward. They were expecting a weak, impotent demon held captive by a devil’s trap injected right into my bloodstream.

      So that’s what they were gonna get.

      For a minute, anyway.

      Smokey Joe arrived first. Dude was built like a tank, complete with a square head set off by a square buzz cut. A brutal scar curled around his neck, and his biceps were covered in tribal tattoos I was pretty sure he didn’t know the meaning of.

      His inner forearm was branded with some kind of symbol. Celtic, maybe?

      He took one look at the open gate and me slumped in the chair, and said, “Why the fuck is this open?”

      I said nothing.

      “Speak, hellspawn,” he barked.

      I lifted my head, barely meeting his eyes. “Jon… Jonathan,” I panted. “Tormenting me.”

      Shears appeared behind Smokey. He was about my size, with the same tattoos and Celtic brand as his partner. Both men were human, mid-forties, dressed in nondescript black T-shirts, camouflage pants, and boots.

      Their pockets bulged, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t because they were happy to see me. They were packing, geared up like some kind of cave militia.

      “Why the fuck would Jonathan give you a chance to escape?” Shears asked.

      “Can’t escape,” I said, lowering my voice as though it was costing me a lot of energy to speak. “Can’t move. He… torments.”

      Smokey Joe laughed, his lungs wheezing. “Gotta hand it to the little fucker. He makes torture an art form.”

      The men entered the cell, daring to step closer.

      “So where is he?” Shears asked me.

      “Fuck Jonathan.” Smokey Joe grabbed his cock and laughed. “I wanna know where that little cunt witch is at.”

      “Fuck… you,” I panted. Even a weak, impotent demon like me couldn’t let him get away with that kind of talk.

      Shears grinned, pulling a baton from a metal loop on the back of his belt. It looked like a police baton, but it was carved in runes and symbols.

      Another devil’s trap.

      “I say we smoke him,” Shears said, touching the baton to my shoulder. I flinched for show, but I didn’t feel a damn thing.

      Gray’s magic seemed to have immunized me from those symbols.

      How is this even possible?

      “Ease off, Shears.” Smokey fished a pack of Camels from one of his many pockets and shook out a smoke. He cupped his hands around the lighter to light it, even though there wasn’t any wind in here, and sucked in a deep drag. “Where is he, demon?”

      Smoke clouded my eyes. I forced out a cough. “I said, fuck—”

      He cracked my jaw with a right hook, damn near dislocating it. I heard the bone pop, but barely felt the pain. The bone was already sliding back into place.

      It hadn’t even had time to swell up.

      That was the power of Gray’s magic.

      Thank you, Cupcake.

      “Top… topside,” I moaned, slurring my speech a little. “Something about more… more witches.”

      “What witches?” Shears asked. “Where?”

      I didn’t respond. I needed them riled up and distracted. The more rage that blinded them, the sloppier they’d become.

      Right on cue, Shears kicked the chair out from under me, sending me sprawling on the floor.

      He was definitely the bad cop in their operation.

      I moaned and groaned, then braced for the kick in the ribs I knew would come next.

      The force of it cracked my sternum.

      Damn, these assholes are predictable.

      “Please,” I begged. “I’ll tell you whatever… Just… make it stop.” I gasped for air, but my ribs were already healed.

      Short of beheading, it seemed there wasn’t much they could do to hurt me.

      Smokey knelt down in front of me, blowing a plume of smoke in my face. “Tell us everything you know.”

      “He… he was talking to Gray about a… a coven. In town somewhere.”

      “And the witch?” Smokey asked.

      “Took her as… bait. A way in with the other witches. Surprise attack.”

      “What else?”

      I pressed my advantage, recalling their earlier conversation about “the old man” who was supposed to take over for Jonathan. “Something about… finding his own way. Secret experiments. Didn’t want the old man to know.”

      “Shit.” Smokey Joe glanced up at Shears, and I knew I’d hit the mark. “Get Duke on the line.”

      Shears removed a device from another pocket—some kind of souped-up cell phone—and made the call.

      “The kid is AWOL,” he said to Duke. “Topside, we think. Some kind of coven. Yeah, send someone to investigate.”

      He glanced at Smokey while Duke responded, then said, “What do you want them to do when they find him?”

      Smokey didn’t hesitate. “End it.”

      “You heard the man,” Shears said, then disconnected the call. Kicking me again for old time’s sake, he said, “So, we smoking this motherfucker or what?”

      Smokey Joe got to his feet and shook his head. “The old man wants all prisoners kept alive.”

      Shears shrugged. “Fair enough.”

      He wound up once again, and I prepared to make out with the business end of his boot.

      The douchebag didn’t disappoint.

      Smokey Joe flicked his spent butt at my face. “Thank you for your cooperation, hellspawn. I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other again real soon.”

      Count on it, dickless.

      I waited until the two of them turned their backs.

      Then I leaped to my feet and charged.

      I took Smokey Joe first, grabbing his head and twisting it around until his neck snapped. He dropped like a sack of bricks, and then I was on Shears.

      He was no match for my strength. I wrestled him down and bashed his head against the ground.

      “And for the record,” I said, “those are some bullshit tattoos.”

      After a brief recon down the corridor to make sure no one else was in the vicinity, I returned to the cell and searched the guards, removing the devil’s trap baton, Smokey’s lighter, a pair of high-tech stun guns, four knives, a flashlight, and a fat wallet full of what looked like black credit cards without numbers or names.

      I also took the comms devices—souped-up phones, just as I’d suspected. They worked underground and also contained GPS trackers and maps of the entire cave system.

      Since Shears and I were similar in size, I stripped off his clothes and quickly changed into them, especially grateful for the steel-toed boots.

      Yeah, the ol’ switcheroo was probably the oldest trick in the book, but there was a reason it was such a classic move: It usually worked.

      Plus, I looked damn good in camo.

      Locked and loaded with my new gear, I grinned at the men slumped at my feet. “Thank you for your cooperation, assholes.”

      Then I lit the bodies on fire and headed out in search of the witches of Blackmoon Bay.
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          Gray

        

      

    

    
      Fire, ash, and blood.

      It was all I could see, all I could smell, and—no matter how hard I tried to spit it out—all I could taste. My throat burned as I panted and gasped my way across a barren, rocky terrain in search of water. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had any.

      How long had I been wandering this forsaken place? Days? Weeks?

      I was exhausted, my body little more than a collection of bruises and bloody gashes that throbbed painfully with every beat of my heart. I had no shoes. It hurt to walk. To breathe. To exist. And the magic I’d worked so hard to unlock with my book of shadows ritual had all but fizzled out. Tapping into it now felt like trying to start a campfire in the rain. A spark, then a fizzle. A puff of smoke that quickly disappeared.

      The possibility that my magic was permanently spent was frightening enough. But if I didn’t find water soon, I was pretty sure I wouldn’t have to worry about magic—or anything else, for that matter.

      Where the hell am I?

      I reached the top of a jagged black ridge and sat down to catch my breath, scanning the horizon. Acrid smoke roiled in the distance. With every painful breath, it singed my lungs and brought tears to my eyes. The wind kicked up, and a storm of ash swirled around me like snow, falling endlessly from a sky so black I wondered if I’d been swallowed by some great, terrible beast.

      I pulled my shirt up over my mouth and waited for the wind to die down again.

      One thing I’d learned about this place: the fires were a constant.

      So was the thirst.

      I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples, trying to chase down a memory—a clue—but nothing came. The last thing I remembered clearly was being at the safe house. Falling asleep on the couch, curled up in Asher’s arms…

      Asher…

      I gasped as a sliver of memory peeked through the fog. It was no more than a flash—a whisper of warm breath ghosting across my neck, rough hands running up my back, a kiss that tasted like cinnamon—and then it was gone.

      Damn. The memories were so close to the surface, but the harder I chased them, the faster they ran.

      I opened my eyes again and tried to orient myself.

      Where was I, exactly? How had I gotten here? Had someone taken me? Where were the guys? Were they out wandering over these inhospitable black rocks, looking for me like I’d been looking for them?

      And why was the front of my shirt covered in someone else’s blood?

      I scraped my tongue along my upper teeth, trying in vain to get rid of that sharp, coppery taste.

      No luck.

      It didn’t add up. Witches weren’t vampires—none of us had ever survived the change. The thought of drinking blood curdled my stomach. How the hell had it gotten in my mouth? On my clothes?

      More importantly—who did it belong to? I was pretty sure it wasn’t mine.

      Had I… had I killed someone? Another vampire? A human?

      Water, Gray. Water. Maybe something edible. Those are your priorities.

      Hitting the pause button on my morbid thoughts, I grabbed a sharp rock and used it to tear off the bottoms of my pant legs, then tied the fabric around my bare feet. The rocks were only getting sharper, and I had no idea how much longer I’d have to walk. As far as I knew, I hadn’t seen any signs of life—water, birds, even centipedes or fire ants would’ve been a welcome sight.

      But no matter how high I scrambled up the ridge, all I could see were more jagged peaks, rising up through the smoke. The vista was endless; from up on the ridge, it looked like a vast sea of torn tissue paper layered in shades of gray and black.

      Aside from the fact that it was trying to kill me, the place was actually kind of beautiful.

      I continued on, one painstakingly slow step at a time. But my makeshift shoe came undone and caught on a rock, sending me tumbling. I hit the ground with a grunt, slicing both my palms.

      Great. More blood.

      I got to my knees and inspected the wounds, watching as my blood dripped onto the rocks below.

      Then it began to glow. Faintly at first, then stronger, pulsing like a bright beacon.

      It was the first sign of my magic since I’d started wandering this place, and I leaped on it ferociously, slamming my palms against the earth, ignoring the stinging bite of the rocks.

      Power surged up my arms and across my back, igniting my senses and kicking them into overdrive. I could smell the fires up close now, like sulfur and coal. The bloody taste in my mouth sharpened. All around me, I could hear the ash falling softly to the ground. And deep inside me, my magic was stirring back to life, warming my chest and vibrating out through my fingers and toes.

      Something shifted in my mind—an audible click, like a gate unlatching. Without warning, a flood of memories rushed out.

      The cool, damp walls of a cave.

      My stomach turning at the words of someone better left forgotten. “You’ve grown up to be more beautiful than I could’ve ever imagined.”

      Reaching out for Liam in my realm, only to be hauled back into that awful cave before I could tell him where I was.

      The repulsive voice of my captor telling me Ronan, Emilio, and Darius were dead.

      Magic seeping into my limbs, unleashed from the stone surrounding me.

      Asher, my fiery incubus, his hands sliding up my back as I writhed in his lap, his eyes as wild as his kiss.

      The look of fear dawning in Jonathan’s twisted gaze as I attacked him.

      “Your blood and your soul, hunter. That’s what I need…”

      My eyes snapped open as the last wisps of fog dissipated from my mind. Jonathan had taken Asher and me prisoner, shot Asher full of deadly nanotech—an internal devil’s trap. Though I didn’t believe him, he’d told me in gruesome detail how he’d tormented and killed the others. That he wanted me to join him on his sick, demented quest.

      That he wanted my power. My ability to raise beings from the dead.

      Asher and I… We…

      Heat rushed to my cheeks as that particular memory danced through my mind. Despite the circumstances of our imprisonment, being with him like that—tasting his kiss, feeling him inside me, shattering with white-hot pleasure at his touch…

      I shivered at the memory. Sex with Asher… It’d saved him.

      In some ways, maybe it’d saved me, too.

      Asher had given me the strength to do what needed to be done, no matter what the cost. After that, I’d attacked Jonathan and ripped out his soul, feeling it burn through me…

      Holy shit.

      I gasped as the realization hit me full on. I was in the Shadowrealm. Trapped, just as Liam had warned—my eternal punishment for breaking the natural order and banishing a soul here against his will.

      But… that didn’t make sense. If I was trapped, that meant that I’d succeeded in bringing Jonathan’s soul here. My memories might’ve been slow to return, but I was almost positive I hadn’t passed through my magical realm this time, hadn’t walked that long and twisty path to the rune gate that separated my place from the Shadowrealm. That’s how it’d happened with Travis, the man who’d killed Bean in the alley—I’d dragged his soul to the gate, intending on bringing him through. The only reason he didn’t end up banished was Liam stepped in and helped me see that it wasn’t for the best. Not that time, anyway.

      But now with Jonathan, it seemed I’d been deposited here directly. No magic realm, no rune gate, no last-minute chances to turn back.

      A new realization hit me, as frightening as it was impossible.

      It wasn’t just my soul trapped here, but all of me. Somehow, I’d physically manifested—I could feel it in the heavy weight of my steps, the press of gravity on my body, the sting of the fresh wounds on my palm.

      Jonathan’s soul, which had burned like living fire inside me from the moment I’d taken it in, was no longer with me.

      Gray…

      I jumped to my feet and spun around, certain I’d heard my name, like a whisper on the hot, acrid wind.

      “Hello?” I croaked out.

      Get out of here, Gray…

      I’d felt it that time. A presence, followed immediately by the familiar scent of strawberries-and-cream.

      “Sophie?” I asked, my heart already lifting with hope.

      Goosebumps rose on my arms, the magic inside me flaring hot. Beneath my poorly wrapped feet, the earth warmed, steam slithering out from hundreds of tiny cracks and crevices in the rock.

      I closed my eyes, reaching out with my heart and mind and everything left inside me for any sign of Sophie, any way to connect with her.

      An image flashed through my mind—but it wasn’t my best friend. Instead, I saw a red demon with horns, a forked tail, and the dark wings of a fallen angel hopping across a scorched patch of earth. Blood dripped from his teeth and claws, and his eyes blazed with raw hatred.

      It was the Devil card from Sophie’s tarot deck.

      My eyes snapped open, but there was nothing around me but rock and smoke.

      Move, Gray. Now…

      Quickly, I readjusted my makeshift shoes and resumed my trek along the ridge, fighting off the dizziness that threatened to overtake me. I was dehydrated, and the magic which had unlocked my memories was now buzzing impatiently through my body, seeking an outlet.

      And someone was trying to warn me. I couldn’t see her, but I could hear her. Feel her.

      Faster, Gray…

      “Soph?” my cracking voice echoed.

      The only response I got was a breath of hot air, ash blowing into my eyes.

      I blinked rapidly, slowing my steps against the rapidly increasing wind. It made my eyes water, and I had to stop completely until the burning passed.

      When I opened my eyes again, two red demons stood on the path ahead of me, grinning wickedly, their sharp teeth glinting. I blinked rapidly, trying to dispel the hallucination, but the monsters only got closer.

      I wasn’t imagining them.

      I spun around in search of an escape, but another appeared on the path where I’d just come from. I stood in shocked horror as it unfurled its tattered, leathery wings. It hopped from one foot to the other, flames licking up from the earth wherever its cloven foot touched.

      There was nowhere to run.

      Here in the in-between, where I was cursed to spend eternity, the devil card had come to life.

      Shielding my face from the wave of heat that crested before me, I took a deep, ashy breath, calling on the magic still flickering inside me. I felt it warming inside me again, gearing up for whatever came my way, but it wasn’t enough.

      The hellish creatures had some major home-field advantage. They were fire demons, and I was pretty sure this entire realm was wrapped around a core of living flame. They seemed to be drawing power from it, their eyes glowing a bright orange-red as the flames at their feet grew hotter.

      Before this moment, the closest I’d ever come to working with fire magic was the night at the safe house when I’d scried and connected with Reva through the flames.

      I had no idea if I could wield it, but I didn’t have a choice. I needed fire.

      I closed my eyes and took a breath, envisioning my magic seeping out through my feet and into the rock below. I felt it penetrate the dense stone, working down to the molten core.

      An image of a great underground inferno appeared in my mind’s eye, and I held onto it, coaxing the flames higher as I whispered a final plea.

      
        
        
        Spark, smoke, fire, inferno

        Burn here above as you burn down below

        Let rock join flame and fight as one

        Hear my words, let it be done

      

        

      

      Heat radiated up through my legs, the fire magic joining with my own.

      It’s working!

      I channeled the magic into a burst of energy, watching it spark to life between my palms. Blue flames ignited in my hands.

      And then I braced myself for the fight from hell.
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      In thirty-three years of life as a mortal and countless more as a vampire, I had known a great many liars.

      Blood had never been one of them.

      “Gray!” I gasped as the sudden rush of heat flooded my chest, followed by the sweet, heady scent of the witch who thoroughly owned my heart. The sensations were unmistakable—the siren call of Gray’s blood resurfacing after its days-long absence, more intense than it’d ever been before.

      It was our blood bond. Sensing her this way… I swallowed the emotion tightening my throat. It meant she was still with us. Still alive.

      I grabbed my cell phone, fumbling with the damn screen for several frustrating moments before I finally managed to punch in Ronan’s number.

      While he and Emilio were out at the Landes property hunting down clues, I’d been forced to wait out the daylight in a dank, moldering motel on the outskirts of Raven’s Cape, rendered nearly impotent by my deadly aversion to the sun. It’d been several hours and I’d yet to hear from either of them; I had to assume my connection to Gray was the first real spark of hope we’d received.

      But before the second ring on Ronan’s line, my hope died. The warmth that had buoyed my spirits only moments ago vanished just as quickly as it’d arrived, leaving a cold, hollow dread in its wake.

      Something was wrong.

      I closed my eyes and reached out for her with everything I had, following the tendrils of her scent that still lingered faintly. I could feel the rush of blood to her head. I could feel her fucking heartbeat.

      It was too fast.

      I forced myself to take another breath through my nose, my senses still hunting for more. Her presence came back stronger for a moment, but then soured. I felt things—tasted things—that simply should not have been. The surge of her magic, familiar but for a new tinge of something rotten and diseased. The sharp, knife-blade edge of her panic, followed almost at once by a flood of boundless determination. And though our blood bond did not afford me a glimpse into Gray’s thoughts, my gut—which, much like blood, had never led me astray—told me that my little brawler was embarking on a journey from which she’d likely not return.

      Ronan’s voicemail greeting announced his absence, and I forced myself not to throw my damn phone into the wall.

      Infernal damn devices!

      “Vacarro,” I barked. “Where the bloody hell are you? Kindly return my call at your earliest convenience, by which I clearly mean call me back in the next two minutes unless you want to die a painful and bloody death the likes of which your kind has not yet known.”

      I tossed the phone onto the bed and paced the depressing room. Counted the unidentifiable stains in the dingy, threadbare carpet. Left three additional voicemails and sent a dozen texts to each of their numbers, none of which were being returned.

      Bloody hell, waiting was a terrible way to pass the time.

      Where could they possibly be?

      Out of range? Stealthily tracking a potential source? In trouble?

      Concern flickered in my gut as the last possibility continued to rear its ugly head.

      I retrieved the phone.

      “You’ve got one more minute, demon,” I said, attempting to leave yet another pointless voicemail. “Or I’ll have no choice but to—”

      My warning was cut off by the flood of a new scent cresting just outside my door—adrenaline, mingled with fear and the unmistakable scent of raw male aggression. Human male aggression—the worst sort there was.

      No sooner had I darted behind a tall dresser just inside the door did the keycard reader beep, and two brawny men slipped inside my room, quietly shutting the door behind them. They were fairly nondescript, dressed in plain jeans and faded T-shirts. Each had what appeared to be a rune branded into his inner forearm, but otherwise, no identifiable tattoos or markings.

      I was certain I’d never seen or scented them before. Yet they seemed to be looking for me. They’d procured a copy of my key.

      And a set of dangerously pointy hawthorn stakes.

      I had approximately eight more seconds before their eyes adjusted to the darkness of the room and they turned and spotted me.

      The one who seemed to be in charge pointed at the Queen-sized bed at the center of the room, then gestured for the other to look underneath, as if they were dealing with a small child hiding from a monster.

      At this, I grinned, my anxiety somewhat loosening.

      I am the monster, you bloody imbeciles.

      I supposed I owed the legends my gratitude; of the humans who believed in our existence, many thought we slept away the daylight hours in coffins. The dark, confined space under the bed seemed like the logical choice.

      I’d be more than happy to set the record straight.

      As the boss scanned the rest of the room, his number two—younger, probably less experienced—crouched down on the far side of the bed, stake clutched menacingly in his hand, and I saw my opportunity.

      With all the strength I possessed, I shoved the tall dresser, plowing it into the boss and crushing him against the wall. I heard the crunch of bone and a deep grunt. The wet stain of his blood darkened the carpet below.

      “Fuck!” Number Two shouted, leaping to his feet. “Jerry!”

      “I’m afraid Jerry can’t respond right now,” I said. “Pity.”

      He stared at the stain on the carpet beneath the dresser. He was so disturbed by the sight, he seemed to have forgotten I was the cause of it.

      Graceful as a cat, I launched myself over the bed and into his immediate space. I grabbed him by the throat and slammed him against the wall, his feet several inches off the ground. He snapped out of his stupor and attempted to put up a fight, but his youthful scrappiness did not avail him, and I disarmed him easily.

      He was useless without his stake, offering no more than sputtering moans as I repeatedly pounded my fist into his face.

      Bones shattered. Teeth dislodged. Skin tore. Blood glistened.

      So. Much. Blood.

      In a feeble attempt to block the onslaught, he raised shaky arms. The brand on his inner arm was streaked with blood, shining darkly in the dim room.

      That rune…

      Something about it tugged at my memory, but I couldn’t quite place the image. Had I seen it before? A book, perhaps? Something of Gray’s?

      I grabbed his arm and wrenched it closer for a better look.

      Something of Gray’s…

      Recognition slammed into me like a fist. I had seen it before—the night Gray and I snuck into the morgue. It was an exact match for one of the symbols carved into the flesh of Blackmoon Bay’s murdered witches.

      Carved into Gray’s best friend, Sophie.

      Gray had only seen a photograph of it, but I’d never forget the sight of her face when she’d looked up at me across that room, pale and shaken. Utterly undone by the evidence of such gruesome torture.

      I clenched my teeth, seething.

      Jerry and his number two weren’t just a pair of thugs keen on taking out an out-of-town vampire. They were witch hunters. And they knew we were here.

      They’d either seen Ronan and Emilio drop me off before dawn, or someone in the motel’s employ was connected to them. However they’d learned about my arrival in Raven’s Cape, these men had come here to execute me in my sleep, assuming I’d be an easy kill.

      My vision swam with red.

      I slammed my fist into the wall beside his head, punching a crater into the plaster and brick. Unlike his friend Jerry, this guy was still breathing, and he gasped. Barely.

      “Please,” he whispered, the broken cry of a broken man who’d already stepped one foot through hell’s gate.

      “You don’t deserve to beg, you fucking coward.”

      Some part of me—a faraway voice in my head—knew I should keep him alive for questioning. They were witch hunters, and they’d come to kill me. Likely they were connected to Jonathan, and they might’ve had information about Gray’s whereabouts.

      But the cool, rational part of me that had kept things running smoothly for decades was no more than a dim voice of protest, trapped behind a wall of red-hot rage.

      I let out a roar, my unfiltered anger mixing with the scent of his adrenaline-spiked blood to ignite something feral inside me—something I’d kept chained up for far too long.

      It was against Council law for me to take an unwilling victim. Against human law for me to kill him.

      But for the first time in many, many years, I no longer cared about protocol. My body, which had learned over the decades to be satisfied with the chilled donor blood procured from medical establishments with poor security, suddenly vibrated with a deep, ancient need.

      I was… thirsty.

      I bent my head to his neck and opened my mouth. The room dimmed around me, all other concerns vanishing. There were only two things now that mattered: my rapidly elongating fangs and his pulsing vein, begging to be pierced.

      I bit into his flesh, enjoyed his gasp of shock.

      I drank deeply. Desperately.

      Warm, wet liquid filled my mouth, coating my throat. There was an angry, bitter tang to it, like wine that had long ago turned, but I didn’t stop. Not even when my head spun and my skin buzzed with too much, too soon, too… everything.

      Not even when I felt the last of his life force fade away.

      I drained him quickly. Completely. Abandoned his lifeless body without another thought.

      Moving to the front of the room, I tipped the ruined dresser onto its side and peeled the other dead man from the wall.

      So much blood… So thirsty…

      I tossed his still-warm body onto the bed and climbed on top of him, wrenching his head back to expose the thick, corded veins of his neck.

      I still had the wherewithal to understand I was heading down the path of darkness, but I chased that blackness eagerly, letting it fuel me. Fulfill me. Just as I’d done to his companion, I pierced his flesh and let the blood flow. His was even more bitter, but I was no longer concerned with taste.

      I sucked greedily, ignoring the tremble rapidly spreading through my limbs.

      A shallow grunting sound filled the room, much like an animal in heat, something wild and undignified. Moments later, with no more than a mild amusement touching my lips, I realized the animal was me.

      I was spiraling, losing the last of the humanity I’d done my best to cling to for so many years. It would kill me, this indiscretion. We weren’t made for this much blood at once; the overdose would surely wreck my mind, destroy my body, leave me comatose. Somewhere in the deep recesses of my thoughts, I knew that, but it wasn’t enough to make me stop.

      How did I even get here?

      Didn’t matter. There was no point in considering the hows or whys. There was only thirst. Only drink. Only blood.

      As I moved on to his wrist in search of a fresher vein, faintly I heard something—sensed something that gave me momentary pause. A whisper in my ear? A tingle creeping up my spine? A pinch of anxiety in my chest as if I’d forgotten something important?

      I closed my eyes. Inhaled deeply.

      Had I been… looking for something? Waiting? For someone? For…

      Drink.

      Dismissing the feeling, I sucked the dead man’s flesh until my lips were sealed tight against it. Took a deep, dark drink. And let the world spin away from me one last time.

      There was an image—no more than a flicker, really. The soft, silky touch of a woman’s hair in my hands, her mouth on mine, the whisper of my name on her breath…

      Darius…

      I tried to hold on to it. To her.

      But she slipped away, and everything around me went as black as the beast inside.
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