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        A vicious demonic plot. A curse decades in the making. An epic love that burns hotter than all of it…

      

        

      
        Charlotte...

      

        

      
        All Charley’s nightmares are real.

      

        

      
        Demons. Dark witches. Her murderous uncle.

      

        

      
        With her soul bound to an ancient demon lord and her sister taken captive by a monster, hope is in short supply.

      

        

      
        But Charley will not go down without a fight. Not when it comes to her sister, and not when it comes to the vampire king who’s claimed her heart.

      

        

      
        Even if it means siding with a brutal enemy from her past.

      

        

      
        Even if it means making a choice that will alter the course of her life… for eternity.

      

        

      
        Dorian...

      

        

      
        Dorian never wanted his father’s crown or the secrets that came with it.

      

        

      
        He never wanted to fall in love with the seductive stranger he’d ravaged in a closet, either.

      

        

      
        But fate had other plans.

      

        

      
        Now, with the enemies of House Redthorne lurking in every shadow, demons threatening to destroy his city, and an ancient lord of hell laying claim on the woman who’s set Dorian’s very soul on fire, the vampire king has only one mission:

      

        

      
        Burn. Them. All.

      

        

      
        Even if it means betraying his father’s memory.

      

        

      
        Even if it means making the darkest sacrifice of his immortal life...
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      “This... is not… happening!”

      The glass door shattered in a glorious explosion, casting the rose garden in a thousand sunlit shards.

      Ignoring his bloodied hands, Dorian tore another chunk of stone from the hearth in the dining room and hurled it through the second door, obliterating it.

      He grabbed another stone.

      Another.

      Another still.

      In a matter of minutes, he obliterated the fireplace, then swiftly moved on to the furniture. The high-backed chairs. The oak table that had so recently hosted his brother Malcolm’s traitorous gathering and—centuries earlier—their last meal as mortal men. The cabinets that held his mother’s delicate bone china. The sideboard against which he’d so exquisitely taken Charlotte’s… confession.

      Charlotte…

      In a blur of blood and terror, Dorian smashed through every piece of wood, punched through every wall. He tore down the paintings, decimated the china, laid bare the stone foundations behind the wainscoting. He ripped loose the floorboards, still dark with the blood he’d spilled at the council meeting—Malcolm’s and the gray’s alike.

      Blood and death, brother. Blood and death.

      No one came to ease his pain.

      No one even knew he was there.

      Malcolm was gone—he’d vanished from Ravenswood after Dorian had damn near ripped his heart out.

      Gabriel was back in the city, following Dorian’s command to hunt down Silas—the vampire who’d beaten Charlotte and left her for dead in a dumpster.

      Aiden and Cole were out with the wolves, scouring the woods for more clues about the grays that had invaded their lands.

      And upstairs, clear on the other side of the manor, the witch who’d delivered last night’s most crushing blow tended to the woman who’d stolen Dorian’s heart.

      He couldn’t face either of them.

      So there he remained, breathless and alone at the epicenter of his own chaos. His wounds had already healed, but blood soaked his skin, soaked his clothes, soaked the memories that clung to the room like cobwebs.

      The more he destroyed, the more haunted he became, tormented by thoughts of his utter impotency. First, as House Kendrick had slaughtered his family. Later, as his human lover had murdered House Redthorne’s bonded witch. And last night, in the face of Isabelle’s dire pronouncement, he’d broken apart once again.

      Charlotte D’Amico belongs to hell. I suggest you make peace with that and say your goodbyes…

      Fire. Dorian needed fire.

      Hands trembling, heart thudding, he stalked into the kitchen and grabbed a box of matches and a half-case of rum one of his brothers had left on the counter.

      There was no thought of reason, of safety, of worry for the rest of the manor. There was only the need to destroy.

      Today, he’d burn it all, just as he’d wanted to do decades ago. Centuries ago. It was time for that abominable room and everything it represented to go up in smoke.

      But when he returned to the dining room, he was no longer alone.

      Aiden paced the ruins, looking almost as filthy and bloodied as Dorian himself.

      Meeting Dorian’s eyes across the disaster zone, Aiden cocked a smile and said, “If it’s a new look you’re after, Dori, a fresh coat of paint and some stylish window treatments would do wonders.”

      Certain his friend was uninjured after his hunt with Cole, Dorian returned his attention to the mission, grabbing one of the bottles and soaking the decimated table with booze.

      “Shall I fetch the marshmallows, then?” Aiden asked.

      “Leave me, Aiden. I’ve things to burn.”

      “Hmm. Don’t think I will, mate. I’ve always loved a good bonfire. Not to mention…” He turned toward the battered wall behind him and tore down the last remaining piece of art—a vile landscape of a barren, volcanic wasteland called Mists of Darkness. “I really hate this bloody painting. Been trying to tell you that since the first World War.”

      “In case it isn’t painfully obvious, I’m in no mood for your feeble attempts at distraction.”

      “And I’m in no mood to be flambéed, so whatever blaze of glory you’ve got your heart set on this morning, let’s move it outside, shall we?” Aiden carried the painting out through the battered doorway and pitched it into the rose garden.

      Seeing no alternative to his friend’s annoyingly unwavering good sense, Dorian followed suit, hurling pieces of rubble out into the pale morning—splintered wood, broken paintings, priceless antiquities. With Aiden at his side, they made quick work of it, clearing the entire room in minutes.

      Standing together in the garden before the giant pyre, they surveyed the wreckage of a past Dorian was more than ready to destroy.

      “Unless you’ve got a speech prepared,” Aiden said, “pass me the rum, you bloody arsonist.”

      Dorian sighed and handed over a fresh bottle from the case. Aiden took a swig, then emptied the last of it onto the pile, chucking the bottle in too. They poured out a few more bottles, then Dorian struck a match and touched it to the box. The moment it caught, he chucked the whole thing into the pile. The fire ignited at once—a rapturous blaze that seared his skin and soared up to the heavens.

      They stood in silence for a long moment, watching the flames consume and devour, blackening the stonework at the center of the rose garden. The fractured bits of wood turned dark, the painted canvases curling in the heat. The fire surged, and one by one, the rose bushes ignited, glowing silver-white before turning to black ash.

      There was something deeply satisfying about watching fire consume its kindling. Something pure and beautiful about the way it transformed light to dark, cold to heat, creation to destruction.

      As the fire roared into the sky, Aiden peered into the empty husk formerly known as the Ravenswood dining room and sighed. “Nothing but pure potential now, is it?”

      “I should’ve done it decades ago.”

      “Yes, and now that you have…” Aiden looked back to Dorian, his eyes darkening with a concern that quickly worked its way into Dorian’s heart. “What’s this really about? I’m guessing it’s not just a new look you’re after.”

      “What do you think it’s about?” Dorian raked a bloody hand through his hair. “Sasha’s been kidnapped. Charlotte’s uncle is a demon—one who nearly killed her last night. Not to mention there’s an army of grays on the loose. Have you already forgotten?”

      “How could I? Did you see the way I impaled that poor bastard with a pole?” Aiden laughed. “History in the making, my friend. They’ll probably write a song about me. A ballad with—”

      “For fuck’s sake, Aiden! How can you be so… so bloody you right now?”

      “As opposed to what, Dori? Falling apart? Shall I find something else to torch, then? Massacre some poor, defenseless furniture?” He chucked an errant floorboard into the fire, an unfamiliar anger rising in his eyes. “Sasha is my friend. Forgive me for attempting to pull you off your mind-numbingly predictable path of self-destruction, but if you think my cracking a few jokes means I don’t care about what’s happening, then you don’t know me at all, your highness.”

      The words cut deep, and Dorian shrank before them, guilt gnawing through his chest.

      “I didn’t mean… I appreciate your… I’m…” Dorian closed his eyes, unable to find the words. The fire flickered and danced, throwing cruel shadows across his eyelids.

      They reminded him of demons.

      Of hell.

      In a dark, defeated whisper he barely recognized as his own, Dorian said finally, “Charlotte’s hellbound, Aiden. Isabelle found some sort of demonic claim on her soul.”

      The admission stabbed a fresh hole into his heart, and he opened his eyes to relay the witch’s assessment, every word burning through him like the blazing fire.

      She’s demon-touched…

      A dark shadow…

      Promised to a demon lord…

      “But that’s…” Aiden’s mouth widened in shock, horror dousing the anger in his eyes. “No. I refuse to accept it.”

      “As do I, but refusal doesn’t change the fact that soon—very soon, according to Isabelle—the woman I love will be…” Dorian’s voice broke, and he turned away, unable to face his oldest friend.

      A hush fell between them, broken only by the crackle of the flames and a lone mourning dove cooing in the distance.

      It was a long moment before Aiden spoke again, and when he did, his voice had softened considerably. “There’s another way, Dori. There’s always another way.”

      “And if I had an eternity to find it, I’m certain I could. But I don’t have an eternity, Aiden. I’m not even sure I’ve got a week.”

      “Have you told Charlotte about this?”

      “I… I need more information.”

      “She has a right to know.”

      “Yes, and exercising that right means unleashing a thousand desperate questions I can’t even begin to answer.” Dorian sighed. He was wasting time—time he desperately needed if he had any hopes of breaking that demonic bond. “I’m sorry, Aiden. I need to go.”

      He turned away from the flames and took a step toward the manor, but Aiden stepped in front of him, a deadly warning flashing in his eyes.

      “Whatever you’re thinking,” Aiden said, “it’s a rotten idea.”

      “You’ve no idea what I’m thinking.”

      “You’ve got the look. You’re about to do something reckless and impulsive that will either get you killed or—”

      “No one ever won a war by staying home.”

      “No one ever won a war by himself, either.” Aiden grumbled something beneath his breath, then said, “If you insist on marching to your doom, I’m coming with you.”

      “No. I need you to keep watch over Charlotte. Colin said she needs to be monitored hourly for symptoms of concussion.”

      “As will you if you don’t tell me what you’re up to.”

      Frustration surged in Dorian’s chest, but he knew Aiden wouldn’t let him off the hook. “I’m going back to the city to find some Rogozin hellspawn to torture. Surely one of them knows something.”

      Aiden beamed. “Brilliant! And… Not happening.”

      “Today is not the day to test me, Aiden.”

      “Nor is it the day to storm the demonic castle and pick off Rogozin’s underlings.” Aiden gripped Dorian’s shoulder. “Not alone, not while you’re half out of your mind with rage, and certainly not without—”

      “A witch.”

      Both men turned at the sound of the sudden proclamation, and Isabelle stepped out through the broken doorway, her gaze stern as she picked her way across the glass-strewn path. If the sight of the demolished dining room or towering inferno alarmed her, she hid it well.

      Fear spiked in Dorian’s gut. “Is Charlotte—”

      “She’s resting comfortably,” Isabelle said.

      “Thank you for telling me,” he said. “Aiden’s going to look after her while I—”

      “He’s right, Dorian.” Isabelle took a step closer, gazing up at him with the same beseeching look she’d given him the night of the fundraiser when he’d wanted to strangle Gabriel in the study. “You can’t interrogate demons without someone who can bind them. They’ll unleash hellfire the moment you make your presence known. Even if you manage to kill them before that, they’ll simply jump into the closest human vessel and try again.”

      “Not to worry, Isabelle,” Dorian said. “I’ve no need to kill them. Merely to prod their minds for a bit of information. If they happen to suffer in the process?” Dorian shrugged and glanced at his fingernails as if he hadn’t a care in the world. “Ends, means, etcetera, etcetera.”

      “You mean to leave them alive?” Aiden asked. “So they can run straight to Rogozin and tell him what you’ve been on about? That we know Charlotte’s uncle is one of them? That you’re searching for a way to break her curse? Are you trying to paint another target on her back?”

      Isabelle’s eyes softened, and she let out a long, terrible sigh. “There is no way to break it, Dorian. It’s not a curse—it’s a binding contract.”

      “All contracts have loopholes,” Dorian said.

      “Not when they’re forged by a demon lord.”

      The reminder cleaved Dorian’s heart in two, igniting his rage all over again.

      “Bloody hell, do you two think me a fool? Oh, yes, I’ll just march in there straightaway and ask Rogozin’s dim-witted servants to point me in the direction of the filthy miscreant who’s cursed my woman to hell. Excellent plan!”

      Isabelle glanced at Aiden, worry creasing her brow. “We weren’t suggesting—”

      “Understand something—both of you.” Dorian jabbed a finger toward the second story of the manor. “That woman sleeping off a possible head injury in my bed? She is everything to me. If she’s in danger, I’ll stop at nothing to obliterate it—including finding a way to break an allegedly unbreakable demonic bind. But I will not bring her further harm by blundering my way through an interrogation that even a simpleton could handle. We need to know about Rogozin’s plans, including the extent of Rudy’s involvement and where they might be keeping Sasha. Absent a better idea, torturing a few useless demons is the fastest and most reliable route. If either of you find such methods unsuitable, I’ll invite you to keep your commentary to yourselves and leave me to my work.”

      “You’ll have to excuse him,” Aiden said to Isabelle. “You’d think after all these centuries living among mortals, he’d be more of a people person by now, and yet…”

      “I’m not a person, Aiden. I’m a vampire, and I’ve got important business to attend to. So if you’ll excuse me—”

      “You need me,” Isabelle said. “I can subdue the demons and prevent them from casting hellfire. And when you’re finished with the questioning, I can eliminate them before they reveal your actions to Rogozin.”

      “Banishment?” Dorian narrowed his eyes. Banishing demons was an extremely particular skill set—one most upstanding witches avoided. “I thought your gift was empathic magic.”

      “And I thought you were a people person. Seems we’ve both misjudged.” She flashed a quick smile, breaking some of the tension. Then, sobering again, “I walk the dark path on occasion, Dorian. Doing so allows me to appreciate the light all the more.”

      “What I’m about to do is a direct violation of the Shadow Accords, not to mention an invitation to more bloodshed. Risking my own head is one thing, but I can’t ask you to—”

      “You’re not asking. I’m offering,” Isabelle said. “Besides, demon blood is almost as useful to me as yours. I could stand to restock.”

      “Restock. Right.” Dorian folded his arms across his chest, scrutinizing her face for the lie. “Why are you doing this? And don’t tell me it’s got anything to do with your dwindling supplies, or even upholding your father’s wishes for Armitage Holdings.”

      “I told you last night,” she said. “When it comes to family obligations, there’s a thin line between duty and imprisonment. Let’s just say I’m ready to redraw that line for myself.”

      “Meaning?”

      She held his gaze for another beat, assessing him as plainly as he’d been assessing her.

      “I’m tired of wasting my considerable talents managing my brothers’ affairs,” she finally said, “and I’ve no interest in freelancing. For years, I’ve been searching for a vampire partnership that will grant me the freedom to explore a… Let’s call it a non-traditional course.” She met his gaze, her eyes fierce and formidable in the firelight. “My intuition tells me House Redthorne is not only tolerant of such an approach, but in desperate need of it.”

      Dorian couldn’t argue with that. “I appreciate the honesty.”

      “That’s all you’ll ever get from me, Dorian. If you’re looking for someone to pour sugar over shit and call it a cupcake, I’m afraid this is where we part ways.”

      Dorian almost laughed, but Isabelle was dead serious.

      He looked at her with new eyes, his respect and appreciation growing. There were few people he trusted in this world, but Isabelle Armitage might soon become one of them.

      “Very well,” he finally said. “Gather your things and wait for me in the garage. I need a moment with Aiden.”

      Isabelle nodded, then headed back into the house.

      Next to him, Aiden had his phone out, thumbs flying across the screen.

      “Who are you texting?” Dorian asked.

      “Gabriel. You need backup on this.”

      “You don’t trust Isabelle?”

      “Listen, Dori. Any woman who can put you in your place like that is a bloody godsend. But if she’s busy muting and banishing demons, you’ll need someone to pass you the fire poker.”

      “The… what?”

      “Honestly. Did they teach you nothing at royal vampire school?” Aiden rolled his eyes. “Shoving a hot poker up a demon’s ass is a two-man job.”

      “Thank you, as ever, for the visual. But Gabriel isn’t…” Dorian crouched down to retrieve another loose piece of wood, then whipped it into the fire. “The only reason he’s even tracking Silas is that it gives him an excuse to avoid me at Ravenswood.”

      “Never thought I’d say this about Gabriel, but perhaps you don’t give him enough credit.”

      “He’s literally the last vampire looking to help me. Well, second-last, if we’re counting the brother whose heart I nearly excavated.”

      “Lucky for us, torture is a game the whole family can play. And from what I hear, the cold-hearted little princeling is a real pro.” Aiden finished up his text, then waited for the return message.

      After what felt like an eternity, the phone finally buzzed.

      “Well?” Dorian asked.

      “He says to text him when you’re close. He’ll meet you outside the Sixty-First Street Station in—”

      “Woodside?” Dorian got to his feet and dusted off his hands. “That’s in Queens. Rogozin’s territory.”

      “Precisely. Gabriel says Rogozin’s got some sort of chop shop in the neighborhood.”

      “That’s… that’s actually a good lead.”

      “No one knows how to navigate the seedy metropolitan underbellies of the world like your baby brother.” Aiden slipped the phone back into his pocket. “Right, then. You’ve got your witch, your assistant torturer, and of course—favorite among favorites—me, entrusted with looking after the lovely Ms. D’Amico, hoping like hell she doesn’t wake up and ask me where you’ve gone. How I get myself into these escapades is beyond me, but you’re welcome.”

      Dorian smiled, the crushing weight on his chest lifting just a fraction. “Thank you, Aiden. Truly.”

      “Just come back to me in one piece, you damned fool.”

      “I shall do my best.”

      “I mean it, Dori. I’m not redecorating the dining room alone. Ask anyone—I’m right terrible at blending textures and patterns.”

      “Good to know,” Dorian said. Then, shocking them both, he hauled Aiden in for a hug, holding him tight. “Take care of my woman. And save me a few marshmallows—I’ll be back before you know it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      If there was one thing Charley’s years of thieving and con artistry had taught her, it was how to compartmentalize.

      So when the sun dawned on a new day after the worst night of her life, Charley took a deep breath, reminded herself that Sasha was a total badass, and shoved everything else into that rusty metal box inside her.

      A fear so sharp it shredded her heart.

      A rage so blinding it made her tremble.

      A loss so deep and dark it threatened to swallow her whole.

      None of that shit would help Sasha. Right now, she needed to stay focused. Rudy was a demon, but he still had weaknesses. With Dorian’s help, Charley would find them, exploit them, and get her sister back.

      And then?

      Rudy would burn.

      It was that simple.

      Ignoring the headache and the dull throb of the cuts in her mouth and on her hands, Charley wrapped herself in Dorian’s sweatshirt and headed downstairs in search of strong coffee or a strong drink—either would suffice. Instead, she found Aiden sitting alone at the table in the breakfast nook, his face smudged with soot, his gaze a million miles away.

      “Aiden?” she said softly, taking a seat across from him. “Are you… Is everything okay?”

      The air on the main floor was heavy with the scent of woodsmoke, and the vampire himself looked as if he’d just escaped a fire.

      It took him a beat to respond, but when he finally looked up at her, a faint smile touched his lips, and he blinked away the haze from his eyes. “Ms. D’Amico. I thought for sure you’d sleep the day away. Are you feeling all right?”

      “As well as can be expected. But…” She took a deep breath of smoke-scented air and narrowed her eyes, taking in his disheveled appearance. “Was there a fire?”

      “In the rose garden, yes. Completely controlled, I assure you.” He ran a hand through his hair, his fingers coming away with ash. “Dorian just needed to… clear out a bit of old junk. In with the new, as they say. How’s your head?”

      “Still attached to my body. I suppose that’s something, right?” Charley closed her eyes and turned toward the window, basking for a moment in the sunshine streaming through the pane. “Where is Dorian, anyway? I tried to wait up for him last night, but I guess I kept passing out. I don’t think he ever came to bed.”

      “He’s in the city with Gabriel following up on another lead, but not to worry. I’m looking after you today, so anything you need, you just let me know.”

      The fact that Dorian had left without telling her stung, but she understood why he’d done it.

      Dorian and Gabriel were vampires—damn near impenetrable. She was a fragile human, as weak and breakable as glass. Whatever lead they were chasing now, Charley would only get in the way.

      With a deep sigh, she opened her eyes and met Aiden’s gaze across the table. He was so calming, so kind. And last night, he’d risked his life for her—first in coordinating the art buy with Vincent Estas, then in fighting off those grays…

      God. She was so grateful, yet she couldn’t find a single word to express it.

      “What is it?” he asked, his brow creasing with worry.

      “I… I don’t deserve your kindness, Aiden. This is… It’s all my fault.”

      “Nonsense. You certainly didn’t kick your own ass last night. As a matter of fact, you faced down some pretty terrible odds, and came out—well, slightly worse for the wear, but still. Here you are, head attached, as you’ve so keenly noted.”

      She wanted to return his smile, but she couldn’t. Despite her best efforts at compartmentalizing, the guilt still burned in her gut. “I need to tell you something, Aiden. It’s about my uncle and—”

      “The sodding demon, you mean.”

      “Yes. He’s also my boss.” Charley’s stomach churned, but she forced herself to continue. “He’s an art thief—we’re art thieves. We were plotting to rob the manor. To rob Dorian. His brothers. All of you. That’s the reason all of this happened. The reason Sasha’s missing, and you’re stuck babysitting a chick with a possible head injury, and Dorian’s out there chasing down who knows what, and…”

      Before she could stop herself, she blurted out the whole story—how she and Dorian had met at the Salvatore auction, how Rudy had zeroed in on him after she’d mentioned the Whitfield, how she’d been running schemes her entire adult life.

      Charley’s shame and embarrassment were so immense, she was sure she’d combust. But through every terrible confession, the kindness in Aiden’s eyes never dimmed.

      “It’s all in the past, Ms. D’Amico,” he said when she’d finally run out of words. “No need to further torment yourself.”

      “Wait. You… you knew.” Charley stared open-mouthed as the realization struck, but she shouldn’t have been surprised. He was Dorian’s oldest friend—and a damn good one at that. She suspected there weren’t an awful lot of secrets between them.

      “Cole as well,” Aiden admitted. “Dorian’s not one for gossip. He simply wanted us to understand the situation before we approached Estas.”

      Another flame of guilt licked down her spine, but Charley nodded. Her own mortification aside, it was good Dorian had told them. They had a right to know what kind of person they were fighting for. What kind of person had caused so much destruction.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I realize those are just words, but for what it’s worth… I know you’re all risking a lot for me. I… I guess I’m still working on deserving it.”

      “Dorian is my brother, Ms. D’Amico, in all the ways that count. He loves you, he trusts you, and he’s forgiven you.” He reached across the table and took her hand, giving her an encouraging squeeze. “That’s enough for me. Let it be enough for you as well.”

      She pulled her hand back and lowered her gaze, blinking back tears. “I want to. Really. I just… Sometimes I still can’t believe he stayed, you know? It would’ve been so easy for him to walk away—to avoid all of this. He had so many opportunities to bail, but he never did. Not really.”

      “Nor will he.” Aiden let out a soft sigh. “Dorian Redthorne is, among other things, a complicated vampire. I’ve known him for centuries—literal centuries. I’ve seen him through the worst moments of his life as well as the best. Through all of them, he’s carried a darkness inside him that would utterly annihilate a lesser man… And then he met you.”

      “But that’s the thing,” Charley said, finally meeting Aiden’s eyes again. “He’s not dark, Aiden. He’s haunted by darkness, he struggles with it, but the darkness itself—it’s not who he is.”

      “No, it isn’t.” Aiden’s eyes shone with affection. “And you’re helping him remember it, I think. For that, I’m grateful to you, Ms. D’Amico.”

      Charley’s heart ached, but she managed a small smile anyway. “Then, as a show of your gratitude,” she teased, “you need to call me Charlotte. Or Charley. Take your pick.”

      “Very well, Charlotte. But now, I should let you get back to bed. I promised Dori I’d look after you, and here I am, chatting your ear off.” He rose from the table. “I’ll come check on you again in a bit.”

      “Wait.” She reached up and touched his arm. “Don’t go. I… I won’t be able to get back to sleep anyway.”

      “You must try, Charlotte. Dorian will be back later, and I’m sure he’ll have good news. There’s nothing more you can do right now.”

      “I need to at least attempt to figure this thing out. And to be honest, I could use the company… if you’re up for it?”

      Aiden held her gaze another moment, then finally nodded. “Very well. I’ll put the kettle on, and you can tell me everything you remember about what happened last night. Perhaps we missed a clue.”

      Charley nodded. It was a good idea, especially now that her head had cleared a bit.

      “Mind if I crash your little tea party?” Cole stepped in through the garage door, his face and flannel smudged with dirt, a rogue maple leaf dangling from his scruffy beard. Like Aiden, he clearly hadn’t slept last night, but his smile was warm and genuine. When he shot her a quick wink, it filled Charley with hope and relief.

      They were good men, Dorian’s friends. And for reasons she still couldn’t fathom, they’d taken her in and made her one of their own, faults and fuckups and all.

      “How do you take your tea, wolf?” Aiden asked, brushing the leaf from Cole’s beard.

      Cole procured a small bottle of booze from his inside flannel pocket. “I’m easy. Straight from the bottle for me.”

      Aiden rolled his eyes. “That’s whiskey.”

      “Well, it rhymes with tea, don’t it? Right there at the end?”

      “An artist and a poet?” Charley grinned, then held out her hand and gestured for the bottle. “We are definitely going to be friends, Cole Diamante.”
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      Friends.

      Charley let the word settle inside her, slowly warming her heart. For all the luxuries her lifestyle afforded, friends had never been one of them.

      Until now.

      It was yet another gift Dorian had brought into her life—one she wouldn’t squander.

      “The grays were confined to the alley,” Aiden said, passing Charley a mug of English Breakfast tea. “There were no other reports of them in Manhattan last night.”

      “Not of grays, anyway,” Cole said. “But I got word of something else. Remember that traffic clusterfuck we hit coming off the FDR?”

      “Don’t tell me it was more grays,” Charley said.

      “Worse.” Cole took a swig of whiskey, then said, “Demons.”

      “You’ve got to be bloody kidding me,” Aiden said. “What happened?”

      “Turf war, apparently. I got a shifter friend in homicide. She told me the cops are calling it gang-related, but the bodies—nine of ‘em—were charred to shit. No eyes, either. Cops thought it was a bomb or maybe even a chemical attack—that’s why they were blocking everything off last night, searching the cars.”

      “Have they identified any of the bodies?” Aiden asked.

      Cole nodded. “Four so far. Three are Chernikov’s guys. One is Rogozin’s.”

      “Why are demons fighting over turf in Manhattan?” Charley asked. “Isn’t that vampire territory?”

      “Indeed, it is.” Aiden dumped some more sugar into his tea and frantically stirred, spoon clanking hard against his mug.

      It reminded Charley of her sister, and her chest immediately tightened. Was Rudy feeding her a decent breakfast? What about coffee—did he get her the almond creamer she liked so much? Did she have any books to read? A warm bed?

      “Shitstorm’s brewin’, my friends,” Cole said, drawing Charley back to the moment just before the flood of worries swept her away. “Better get your umbrellas ready.”

      Forcing herself to refocus, Charley poured a splash of Cole’s whiskey into her tea, then said, “I don’t know what’s going on with the demons, but the thing about the grays is weird. You said there were no other sightings in the city?”

      “None reported,” Aiden said.

      “They weren’t even there when that Silas guy first blurred me into the alley,” Charley said. “They showed up right after he dropped me in the dumpster. Literally a minute later.”

      “They must’ve been holdin’ the fuckers somewhere close,” Cole said. “Probably had ‘em right there in the building. If that many grays had come in from outside, you would’ve heard trucks or something.”

      “It was definitely a setup,” Charley said. “The timing is too perfect otherwise.”

      “But if your uncle wanted you dead, why go to so much trouble?” Aiden asked. “Why not order Silas to do it? Or why not do it himself, for that matter? He certainly had the opportunity.”

      “There’s a lot about last night that doesn’t add up.” Charley took a deep drink of her spiked tea, trying to put all the strange, mismatched pieces together.

      First of all, Rudy had allowed Silas to rough her up, which left visible injuries. Rudy had to know Dorian would notice them and question her about what happened. What if he got suspicious? This close to the big day, something like that could throw a wrench into everything. It was a sloppy move for a pro thief like her uncle, and it made no sense.

      Then there was the matter of the gun. Between Rudy and his vampire buddy, they had all the supernatural power they needed to keep Charley in line, yet he still felt the need to flash that weapon.

      And what was the deal with his watch? When she’d inadvertently torn it from his wrist, it revealed his terrifying black eyes. But didn’t most demons look human? And if demonic entities took over human bodies as vessels, why did demon Rudy still have all of human Rudy’s mannerisms and memories?

      Charley shared all of this with the guys. The longer she spoke, the more outlandish it all sounded.

      “Bloody hell,” Aiden said, shooting a worried glance at Cole. “Rudy isn’t just a vessel. He’s a host.”

      “A host?” Charley tightened her hands around the mug, trying to remember what Dorian had told her about demons the day he’d given her the supernatural crash course. “So Rudy’s basically letting a demon hitch a ride?”

      “It’s the best of both worlds, really,” Aiden said. “Rudy has access to the demon’s power, and the demon has access to a physical body, which he can use as he sees fit, and claim fully when your uncle dies.”

      “But if that’s true,” she said, “it still doesn’t explain the gun.”

      “Perhaps he just wanted to frighten you.”

      “That’s just it. Rudy’s addicted to power. If he had something more than that weapon, he would’ve relished the chance to use it against me, even if he’d only intended to make Silas compel me later. He gets off on terrifying me.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Aiden asked.

      “I think there’s something wrong with him. Like, maybe his power is fading or something. It might explain why he’s becoming so unhinged. I’m telling you, guys. He never used to be so sloppy and erratic.”

      “I suppose it’s possible. I’ve never encountered a host before.” Aiden looked to Cole. “You?”

      “Nah, but I don’t get out much. Matter of fact, hangin’ out with you fuckers is the most excitement I’ve had in decades.”

      Aiden lifted his mug and smiled. “Cheers, then.”

      “There’s something else,” Charley said. “At one point, Silas said he wanted to end me right there, but Rudy called him off. He said something about how I wasn’t theirs to end.”

      “Do you think he was referring to the grays?” Aiden asked.

      “I did at first, but that makes no sense. Rudy doesn’t want me dead at all. He needs me—he still thinks I’m helping with the Ravenswood job. Otherwise, why use Sasha as leverage if he was only going to let the grays kill me before the heist?”

      “So either Silas changed the play at the last minute,” Aiden said, “or they were simply trying to frighten you.”

      “That’s a hell of a risk just for a scare. If those grays had gotten into the dumpster…” Charley shuddered, then reached for the whiskey again. Right now, it was the only thing steadying her nerves. “Anyway, why did they want me to see the grays at all? They’d have to know I’d freak out, right? Rudy wants me focused on the job, not questioning my sanity.”

      “Which means he probably assumed Dorian would compel you to forget the gray attack,” Aiden said. “Rudy’s a demon host working with vampires. He must know Dorian isn’t human. He must’ve known all along.”

      “Then he’s also assuming I don’t know Dorian’s true nature.” Charley let out a bitter laugh. “Rudy probably thinks I’d run away with my tail between my legs if I knew vampires existed.”

      “Your uncle underestimates you, Charlotte,” Aiden said. “A mistake he’ll live to regret, I’m certain.”

      “You two got some nice theories,” Cole said, “but something tells me this ain’t about you, Charles.”

      Charley cocked an eyebrow. “Charles, huh?”

      “Just tryin’ it out,” Cole said with a teasing smile. “You good?”

      “Actually, yes. I like it.”

      “Figured you would.” Cole topped off her tea with another splash of whiskey, then took another swig. “Anyway, it was a setup—you got that right. All so those demonic dickheads could watch us in action.”

      “I’m not following,” she said.

      “Right before you and Red split up, he was ambushed by a Rogozin demon and two Duchanes bloodsuckers, yeah?”

      Charley nodded. “That’s how I ended up alone outside Perk. Dorian was dealing with the ambush, and I ran ahead to find Sasha. That’s when Silas tossed my ass into the limo.”

      “They knew your man was close,” Cole continued. “Knew he’d track you down as soon as he dealt with his attackers. They just needed enough time to threaten you, scare you shitless, and dump you in that other alley, where the grays were already on standby.”

      “They wanted to see how we’d deal with the grays.” Aiden’s eyes widened with the realization. “Like a football team watching their rivals’ old games.”

      “Which means those sonofabitches are planning something even bigger,” Cole said. “And now they know just what we’re bringing to the party.”

      “Do you have any idea where Rudy might be holding Sasha?” Aiden asked gently. “Any other properties aside from his residence? Other associates who might have a place for them to hole up?”

      “She could be anywhere, Aiden. Especially now that we know he’s a demon. That opens up a whole new world of horrifying possibilities. God.” Charley closed her eyes, willing herself not to cry. She’d been doing so well with the whole compartmentalizing thing, but all those fears and worries were doing their damnedest to break out of the box. “What if she’s hurt? What if Rudy—”

      Aiden gripped her hand, cutting her off. “Your sister is clever and tough, just like you. I’ve no doubts she’s already making them rue the day they decided to mess with her. And just wait until we get hold of them. Talk about ruing the day.”

      When Charley opened her eyes again, Aiden gave her a soft smile.

      “We’ll find her, Charlotte. You have my word.”

      “I know,” she said, if only because there was no room in her brain for any other possibility. Then, with a surge of renewed determination, “The original plan stands. We’ll hit Estas’ place in Woodstock tomorrow, see what intel we can find.”

      “Let’s wait and talk to Dorian,” Aiden said. “I’m certain he’ll—”

      “Try to talk me out of it, most likely. Unfortunately for that bossy vampire, I’m not the sit-home-with-my-thumb-up-my-ass type.”

      “No, I suppose you ain’t.” Cole bit back a laugh, his eyes twinkling with warmth. “Bet Red never saw you comin’, did he?”

      “To be fair, I didn’t see him coming either.” Charley smiled, but despite their kindness and willingness to help, she couldn’t hold it. “Anyway, with Rudy’s big demon reveal last night, and his connection to that Silas vampire, I’m more convinced than ever Estas has something on him. Maybe even something that can help us find Sasha.”

      “All roads lead back to the same scheming demons and traitor vamps,” Cole said.

      “And they all want me and Dorian dead.” Charley lifted the mug to her lips, but it was empty. “Awesome.”

      “On the bright side,” Aiden said cheerfully, “some couples have nothing in common. More tea?”

      Charley passed over her mug.

      “We need time to set up another buy,” Cole said. “I came through with the cash last night—Estas trusts me now. So I’ll lure him out for another sale, dick him around at the meeting, and give you and Red time to snoop.”

      “Perfect,” Charley said. “When can you set it up?”

      “We need to wait for Red. He’s the bankroll here.”

      “Not to mention he’d bloody well beat Cole’s ass if we went behind his back on this,” Aiden said.

      Cole laughed. “He’d try, anyway.”

      “Where exactly did you say Dorian went today?” Charley asked.

      “Not to worry.” Aiden forced a smile, then headed to the stove to put the kettle on for Charley’s tea. “He’ll be back soon enough. He’s just… cooking up a little something in Queens.”
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      “Ah, there’s nothing quite like the smell of fire-roasted demon.” Gabriel took a deep breath and grinned. “Reminds me of that time in Paris. Do you remember, brother?”

      “Summer, 1941?” Dorian laughed, adjusting the flame on the blowtorch to its highest level. “Goodness, I haven’t thought of that trip in an age.”

      “Father always said French demons burned the hottest.”

      “And we certainly proved that, didn’t we?”

      “Several times, as I recall.”

      “Are you two fucking crazy?” The roasted demon in question—a vile, sniveling knob called Jordan, according to the embroidered patch on his mechanic’s uniform—squirmed in his chair. He was already nursing third-degree burns on both arms, and blood leaked from a gash on his head, courtesy of his own tire iron.

      To be fair, he’d swung first. And that was only after they’d walked in on him terrorizing a young woman in one of the auto detailing bays, his hellspawn brethren cheering him on from the sidelines.

      If Dorian had any thought of going easy on the demons today, he’d lost it the moment he’d seen that sick little show.

      Between Isabelle’s quick work with the binding magic and Gabriel’s quicker work with the tire iron, none of the arseholes had a chance. After ensuring the woman wasn’t physically injured, Dorian compelled her to forget the demonic torment and escorted her outside to safety.

      By the time he returned, Isabelle and Gabriel had everything under control.

      Now, all five of the demons they’d found here were doubly bound—chained to metal chairs strategically positioned on top of devil’s trap sigils Isabelle had painted in vampire blood. The measures eliminated all possibility of escape—bodily or otherwise.

      The chop shop itself was proving to be the perfect torture chamber—a mid-sized operation posing as a legitimate auto mechanic and detailing business chock full of power tools and sharp, heavy implements. Isabelle had spelled it to appear closed and gated from the outside, leaving them to do their business undisturbed.

      It really had been a bloody brilliant idea.

      “He’s definitely crazy,” Gabriel said to the demon now, arcing his thumb at Dorian. “Me? I’m just bored.” In a blur, he grabbed the blowtorch from Dorian’s hands and raked the flame across the demon’s thigh, cutting clear down to the bone.

      The demon howled in agony, his screams echoing off the concrete floor.

      Music to Dorian’s ears.

      He no longer cared about Accords violations, or demonic retribution, or his own dubious moral compass. These bastards reported to Rogozin, which meant they were connected to Estas, who was connected to Rudy, who’d kidnapped the sister of the woman Dorian loved.

      Furthermore, if Dorian followed the chain of command from Rogozin up through the levels of hell’s top management, he’d eventually reach the demon lords—one of whom was under the mistaken impression he had a claim on Charlotte’s life.

      Dorian was more than eager to set that particular record straight. If he had to brutalize a few hellspawn minions in the process? Well. Who said mixing business with pleasure was a bad thing?

      “Aiden was right,” Dorian said brightly. “Torturing demons is definitely a two-man job. Mind if I give it a go?”

      “By all means.” Gabriel passed him the blowtorch, the mirth in his tone a stark contrast to the ice in his gaze.

      Not since childhood had Dorian felt so connected to his little brother. As much as Dorian had judged him—despised him, even—he was certain if he looked in the mirror now, he’d find the same frigid determination in his eyes, the same cold cruelty that had earned Gabriel such a merciless reputation in Las Vegas.

      Perhaps it should’ve bothered him—how close he felt to his own darkness. His own savagery.

      Instead, it only fueled him.

      He grabbed the demon by the throat and brought the flame to his eye, melting it in an instant.

      “Stop! Stop!” Jordan bellowed, piss soaking through what was left of his torched pants. “I’ll tell you anything! I swear it!”

      “That’s what you said fifteen minutes ago,” Dorian reminded him, unrelenting in his torment. The skin around the demon’s eye socket blistered and blackened, smoke wafting up from the wound. Fat, juicy tears leaked from his remaining eye.

      “I mean it this time!” he cried. “Just… God, please stop! Please!”

      Dorian finally backed off. “God? You’re a demon, for fuck’s sake. Show some self-respect.”

      The demon turned his head and spit out a mouthful of blood, but offered no witty comeback, no threats, no curses.

      Demons could withstand unfathomable amounts of pain, but now he was utterly broken.

      Perfect.

      “What does Rogozin want with Duchanes vampires?” Dorian asked, handing the blowtorch back to Gabriel.

      “I… I don’t know,” he panted.

      “So you and your friends haven’t been cavorting at Bloodbath—a known Duchanes establishment?”
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