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        Betraying the vampire king has deadly consequences. But what if you crave the punishment?

      

        

      
        Charlotte...

      

        

      
        Get in, get the intel, get out. And above all, don’t get noticed.

      

        

      
        As a master thief, those were the rules Charley D’Amico lived by.

      

        

      
        Until she fell in love with her mark—the sexy, commanding vampire king whose cravings are as dark as his secrets.

      

        

      
        She should be running for her life.

      

        

      
        Instead, she’s running into his arms. Into his bed. Into his punishing, demanding mouth.

      

        

      
        If anyone can help Charley take down her vicious uncle and keep her sister out of danger, it’s Dorian...

      

        

      
        Assuming he doesn’t kill her first.

      

        

      
        Dorian...

      

        

      
        For vampire king Dorian Redthorne, love and betrayal have always gone hand in hand.

      

        

      
        Charlotte D’Amico is no different. Her dark, sinful seduction was all a lie.

      

        

      
        Dorian should kill her. Tear the bloody heart from her chest.

      

        

      
        But when she comes to him for help destroying the man who controls her life—a man working for Dorian’s mortal enemies—there’s no way he’ll turn her down.

      

        

      
        No way he’ll let her back into his bed, either.

      

        

      
        How can he? He’s the immortal vampire king, and she’s a devious little traitor.

      

        

      
        And traitors must be punished.

      

        

      
        All. Night. Long.
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      Dorian Redthorne was on fire.

      His blood.

      His bones.

      His fucking soul.

      The woman’s betrayal burned through all of it, carving a path of devastation that left him hollow and raw, no matter how hard he tried to outrun it.

      Manhattan quickly blurred into Harlem, into the Bronx, into the northern suburbs, finally giving way to the lush autumn woods along the Hudson River.

      Still, Dorian didn’t stop.

      If he stopped, he would remember. And if he remembered, the flames inside him would abate, and the darkness—so near he could feel its cold breath on the back of his neck—would swallow him whole.

      So, Dorian ran, a pale streak against the black night, until he was so far removed from civilization, no human would cross his path or taste the pain of his vengeance.

      As far as he was concerned, only one human deserved that now, and he had no intention of seeing her again. Not tonight. Not ever.

      The flames burned hotter inside.

      Dorian pushed harder, desperate to leave his reckless mistakes behind.

      Vampires weren’t meant to blur such great distances over a short time, but tonight, he had energy to spare. Aside from the fact that his heart had nearly been liquified—first by Duchanes and his demon pet, and later by the traitor formerly known as Charlotte—Dorian had never felt better. The magical tattoos on his forearms, so faint they’d all but vanished, now shone a deep, inky black, just as they had when he’d received them centuries ago.

      It was the blood.

      The traitor’s blood, he reminded himself. It fueled his body as effectively as her lies fueled his rage, and by the time he’d burned through enough of both to tire out, he found himself upstate, deep in the lonely woods beyond Ravenswood Manor.

      Certain he’d left humanity behind, Dorian finally stopped to take stock, leaning against a birch tree for support as the world came back into focus. It left him unsettled, his stomach rolling, his head throbbing. When he took a deep breath of mountain air, his lungs burned.

      He hated that he could still taste her blood.

      Hated that he still wanted more.

      Hated that he still wanted her.

      It hit him again, all at once.

      Lies. All of it. Every word out of her mouth. Her smile, her laughter, her breathy moans, the way she’d cried out for him as he fucked her into beautiful oblivion. It was all part of her carefully constructed web, meant to ensnare him from the very start, all in service to her master plan.

      And what was the plan, he wondered? Liquidate his art estate? Was it that simple?

      Or was she after a bigger prize?

      Tucked into his waistband, the notes and floor plans he’d found under her bed burned into his skin. Not for the first time, he wondered if she was working for his enemies. Duchanes, Chernikov, any number of foes seeking information that could weaken the Redthornes’ royal standing… There were almost too many to count.

      Was this what she’d tried to apologize for? Weak and fading in his arms, sputtering out her final confession before death claimed her?

      If you find… Forgive me… I didn’t…

      Her words floated through his mind, twisting him up inside. He’d drained her to within an inch of her life, yet she was the one apologizing…

      No. Guilt clawed at the doors of his heart, but Dorian refused to grant it entry. Never mind his vow to protect her. To keep her from harm.

      Her treachery negated all of it.

      How could he have been so blind? So willfully ignorant?

      He glared down at his cock as if the damn thing might have a ready explanation, but that only served to deepen his depression.

      Last night, that cock had been buried between her thighs, in her hands, in her soft, wet mouth. And for those brief moments, when all else faded away and there was only Dorian and the passionate, beautiful, insatiable woman in his bed, he’d almost felt…

      Bloody hell.

      He squeezed his eyes shut as the searing pain scored his chest anew. It didn’t matter what he’d felt. Didn’t matter that he’d wanted to die when Duchanes put his filthy hands upon her. Didn’t matter that she’d saved his life, risking her own by offering the vein. Didn’t matter that the taste of her blood had left him drunk and euphoric, the memory stirring his cock to life again even now.

      Dizzy with rage and ruin, hands trembling with the sudden itch to rend some poor living creature in two, Dorian fell to the ground like a beast. Frantically, he tore at the earth, fingers plowing through the mud and the stone and the brittle bones of the dead, as if he could somehow dig his own grave and bury his miserable heart.

      He dug until he hit water, until his back ached, until his fingers bled.

      Still, the pain did not abate.

      A scream of fury boiled up inside him, but when he opened his mouth to curse her very name, he couldn’t bring himself to say the words.

      Charlotte D’Amico…

      The taste of it so close to his lips brought her beautiful face to his mind, and deep in the dark cavern of his soul, the devil rattled his chains.

      It wanted out.

      It wanted to destroy.

      It wanted to consume.

      And for the first time in forty-nine years, one month, and twenty-four days, Dorian was ready to set that monster free.

      He rose to his feet, blood dripping from his fingertips, panting like a ghoul as he scented the air for prey.

      Fuck. Kill. Feed.

      The mantra hammered through his skull in time with his heartbeat.

      Fuck. Kill. Feed.

      Some dim, faraway part of him knew it was wrong, knew he had to fight it, knew he couldn’t lose control.

      Fuck. Kill. Feed.

      But that part of him—the human part—cowered in the shadows as the devil gathered strength.

      Fuck. Kill. Feed. Fuck kill feed fuck kill feed fuck kill fe—

      The snap of a twig, the whisper of the night breeze through the pines, and a new scent reached his awareness, wild and musky. Dorian spun on his heel, hackles raised.

      Wolves.

      The shadows came alive with them—nearly a dozen. They surrounded him, growling and snapping, closing ranks until they’d penned him in completely.

      He tried to blur out, but his movements were slow and uncoordinated, the long-distance travel and emotional turmoil finally catching up with him. He stumbled and swayed, and the wolves descended, knocking him onto his back.

      Dorian landed a good kick to a soft snout, but the favor was returned with a sharp bite around his ankle, another piercing his shoulder. Pain sizzled through his skin, burning up his leg and down his arm, finally unleashing the desperate howl he’d been holding back all night.

      Dorian tried to kick again, but he had nothing left. No fight. No wits. He was a shell with a blackened heart, his final words a hoarse scream.

      The wolves clamped down harder, sending twin bursts of agony through his limbs.

      He was about to close his eyes and welcome his end when a man crept out from the dark woods, his nude flesh streaked with mud, leaves and sticks tangled in his matted hair.

      “Ease off, boys,” the man said. “He ain’t one of ‘em.”

      The wolves retreated—all but the one clamped around his ankle. A pup, Dorian realized. Warm blood leaked from the fresh wound in his shoulder, soaking the earth.

      “Long way from the city, nightwalker.” The man crouched down beside Dorian’s prone form and extended a hand, unperturbed by his own nudity on the chilly autumn night. “Thought you old-ass vamps knew better than to provoke a wolf on his home turf.”

      Dorian took the offered hand and let the man haul him to his feet. He swayed again, and the wolf attached to his ankle bit down harder.

      “And I thought you stopped taking in stray dogs in the eighties,” Dorian said. “Yet here we are.”

      A collective growl rumbled through the pack, but the man fisted Dorian’s hair and gave his head a playful shake, a grin splitting his mud-streaked face. “God damn, it’s good to see you, Red.”

      Through the pain, the rage, the sheer exhaustion, Dorian smiled, his chest filling with an old, familiar warmth.

      “You as well, Cole. Now, if it’s not too much trouble…” He gestured at the ferocious little mutt still attached to his ankle. “Would you kindly remove this fucking beast from my person? Or would you rather I tear his head off and feed it to the others while you watch?”
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      “Rogue vampires?” Dorian asked. “In these woods?”

      “Been trackin’ the fuckers all week.” Cole handed him a mason jar filled with something he’d poured from a dusty brown jug. “They keep slippin’ the traps.”

      Sitting at a dingy linoleum table in Cole’s backwoods kitchen, an icepack on his shoulder and the wounded ankle bandaged and propped up on a chair, Dorian sipped the moonshine. He was fairly certain it would eat through his stomach lining—the stuff could probably strip the paint from his cars—but at least the burn distracted him from the blistering pain of his wounds.

      Contrary to popular myth, the wolf bites wouldn’t kill him. But they would take a few days to heal, leaving him to suffer through every excruciating moment.

      Dorian glanced out the kitchen window, searching for the wolf who’d bit him. A few patrolled the perimeter, the rest of them still scouring the woods for the rogues. The sight of so many wolves in one place was beyond unusual these days, especially at Cole’s place.

      He’d always preferred his own company to the complex, often violent dynamics of pack life. It was something he and Dorian had in common.

      “And your new friends?” Dorian asked. “How did they get involved in your little hunt?”

      Cole took the chair across from him and set the jug of moonshine on the table, pushing aside a pile of junk—pizza boxes, a palette sticky with acrylic paints, an ashtray overflowing with cigarette butts, half-spent joint balanced on the rim.

      Dorian tried to recall the last time he’d seen the man—five years ago, maybe six. There was a time—after everything had gone to shit and Dorian’s brothers had left New York—when they’d hike the woods together almost every weekend, often with Aiden in tow. But Cole had become even more reclusive than Dorian in recent years, often losing himself in his next masterpiece for weeks or months at a time.

      Dorian had missed him, he realized now. Cole’s land truly was a favorite place, just like he’d told Charlotte. Like so many things in his life, it reminded him of simpler times.

      Perhaps that’s why he kept returning, long after his old friend had retreated.

      Perhaps he was searching for that elusive connection to brighter memories, just as Charlotte sought her father through their shared love of art.

      Charlotte…

      Dorian took another sip of his drink, obliterating thoughts of the traitor before they sank their claws in any deeper.

      “Called in a few favors,” Cole said now. “They’re helping me with the search. Last thing I need is a bunch of rogue killers making themselves at home on my property.”

      “How many are you tracking?”

      “A dozen, give or take. Hard to tell with all the mud.” Cole took a long pull from his drink, then shook his head. “All month, things ain’t been right. I could feel it, Red. The woods, the air… I’d go out there to paint, and I’d get them chills on the back of my neck, like someone was watching me.”

      Dorian shifted in his chair, holding back a shiver that had nothing to do with the ice on his shoulder.

      “Few days back,” Cole said, “the animal carcasses started turning up. Four deer so far, and two black bear cubs, along with a shit ton of raccoons and rodents. One look, and I knew exactly what we were dealin’ with.”

      “How so?”

      “Too brutal to be a natural predator, but too…” He stared into his glass, searching for the word. “Too specific to be human hunters.”

      “Specific?”

      “Throats torn clear out. Blood drained. No signs of struggle though, thank fuck. I doubt those animals suffered—it happened too fast.”

      Dorian took a deep breath of cigarette-and-marijuana-tinged air, his mind churning. He couldn’t imagine why any vampire would do such a thing. Animal blood didn’t sustain them, and most vampires with a taste for mutilation preferred human victims.

      “It doesn’t add up,” Dorian said. “If not for the blood, I’d say we were dealing with something else.”

      “Ain’t just the blood.” Cole fished something from the pocket of his flannel and tossed it on the table.

      Fangs. They scattered between them like dice, jagged and broken, stained with blood and rot.

      Dread pooled in Dorian’s stomach. Vampires didn’t lose their fangs.

      But the wraiths did—those vile, inhuman creatures without access to human blood, bound to misery in the dark, dank places of the world.

      Dorian selected one of the sharp, yellowed bones from the table, turning it over against his palm. “There haven’t been any reported sightings of the grays in decades.”

      Grays. A mildly pleasant euphemism for monsters that were anything but.

      “Near as I can tell, they’re coming from up north. Probably a cluster of ‘em holed up somewhere in the Adirondacks.” Cole scratched his scruffy beard, his brow creasing. “Any idea what would bring ‘em down our way? Can’t imagine they’re here to pay respects to the late king.”

      “Nor to swear fealty to the new one.”

      “I’m bettin’ not, your highness.” Cole grinned, a moment of levity that brightened the dark night. “Gotta admit, I didn’t think the ol’ man would ever kick off.”

      “No one was more surprised than I, believe me.”

      “I’d say sorry, but I know how you felt about him.”

      Dorian appreciated the man’s honesty. “The world is certainly a better place without Augustus Redthorne.”

      “Can’t imagine it’s easy though, all your brothers being back.” Cole dug through the junk on the table for a lighter, then plucked the half-spent joint from the ashtray, sparking it up and taking a deep drag. “How you holdin’ up?”

      Dorian laughed. “I see your self-imposed isolation hasn’t prevented you from keeping up on the latest vampire gossip.”

      “Matter of survival. Gotta know who the players are.” He offered the joint, but Dorian declined, and Cole took another hit, the pungent smoke quickly overtaking the tiny kitchen. “Besides, if this bullshit with the rogues proves anything? Ain’t no place secluded enough to outrun fate. Not for us.”

      “You think being stalked by grays is our fate?”

      “I’m just sayin’… The human world? That’s exactly what it is. The human world. We can play in their sandbox, Red, but it won’t ever be ours. Our world is…” He shook his head and scooped up the teeth, fisting them tight. “Blood and death, brother. Blood and death.”

      Cole had always been prone to philosophical tangents when he smoked, but tonight’s declaration felt particularly ominous.

      Blood and death, brother. Blood and death.

      He was right. That was their world. And Dorian, in the blind, selfish pursuit of his own desires, had dragged an innocent woman right into the thick of it, putting her directly in the path of Renault Duchanes and his demon mercenaries…

      She’s not bloody innocent, you knob.

      “Anyway,” Cole said, “I figure something must’ve changed up north, right? Something messed up with their home environment. Either that, or someone led them here on purpose. But who the fuck would do that?”

      “Renault Duchanes.” The name was out of Dorian’s mouth before he could even think it through, but the moment he said it out loud, he knew it was true. “House Duchanes is plotting against the crown. I turned down their alliance after my father’s death, and after that, everything just… fell apart.”

      Dorian told him the story—the spurned offers for the Duchanes witch and the blood donors, the attacks on Charlotte, the string of threats in Dorian’s penthouse. So much had happened, it was hard to believe it’d only been a few hours since he’d left Charlotte’s bedside.

      Since he’d nearly drained her dry.

      Since she’d nearly died in his arms.

      Since he’d discovered her betrayal.

      “I heard some of the vamps got pretty riled up after your old man died,” Cole said, “but I had no idea shit hit the fan so hard. So Duchanes has demons in his back pocket, and now you’re saying the grays are his, too?”

      “Duchanes is desperate for power, Cole. I put nothing past him, no matter how dangerous or despicable.”

      “That’s what worries me.” Cole stamped out the last of his joint and refilled their mason jars. “We don’t even know how many we’re dealing with here, Red. If these fuckers get out of the woods, they’ll—”

      Dorian held up a hand to silence him. That was one picture Cole didn’t have to paint—it shone in vivid, technicolor detail in Dorian’s mind.

      It was hard enough for so-called “civilized” vampires to control their urges. The grays had zero control—they operated purely on instinct, and that instinct pushed them to consume. It was just as he’d told Charlotte: they could hunt, they could fuck, and they could feed, and that’s exactly what they did, until they burned up in the sunlight or rotted from starvation.

      If they escaped the woods and reached a populated area, no one would be safe. The creatures would destroy everyone in their path, leaving no witnesses alive. And if by chance a single human escaped to tell the tale, no one would believe him anyway—it was too outlandish, even for the most open-minded among them.

      By the time humans realized what they were dealing with, scores of innocents would be dead.

      It was a terrible, brutal bit of chaos—and the perfect way to slaughter humans without getting one’s hands dirty.

      Duchanes’ name was written all over it in blazing neon letters. For all Dorian knew, the pathetic vampire had a safe house nearby and was presently holed up inside with whatever sycophants he’d gathered, licking his wounds from the earlier confrontation and plotting his next attack.

      “So tell me about the woman,” Cole said. “I assume she’s the reason the boys found you vampin’ out in my woods tonight.”

      Dorian’s silence confirmed it.

      “Do I need to stage an intervention?” Cole asked. “Thought you were done with that psycho vampire shit.”

      “I was. I am.” Dorian swirled the moonshine in his glass, his chest burning with a mix of leftover rage at Charlotte, the shame of nearly losing control tonight, and the swill he’d been drinking for the last hour. “I was just… blowing off a little steam.”

      “Right. And this little steam… She got a name?”

      When Dorian didn’t answer, Cole said, “She’s the one you brought out here the other day, right?”

      Heat rose in Dorian’s chest at the memory. Charlotte, twirling like a fallen leaf in the wind. Gasping at the beauty of the landscape. Peppering him with lightning-round questions on vampire origins. Laughing as she tested the limits of his Ferrari as well as his patience.

      “I wasn’t aware you’d been watching us,” he said.

      “Peepin’ Tom ain’t my style.” Cole laughed. “But the scent? No hiding that, my friend. Wolves have an even stronger sense of smell than bloodsuckers. I’m surprised you two didn’t bang right there on my rocks.”

      “The thought had crossed my mind.”

      “Just a thought, huh?”

      Dorian shook his head, intending to steer Cole onto some other topic—any other topic. But when Cole rolled a fresh joint and offered Dorian the first hit, something inside him broke loose. This time, he took Cole up on the offer, sucking in a deep drag, letting the pungent smoke work its way into his system.

      And then the dam burst.

      Before Dorian could shut himself up, the whole story spilled out. How he and Charlotte had met, the instant chemistry between them, the intrigue, the way her devious smile had shone a light on the darkest places inside him.

      And the shameful admission that he still bloody yearned for her, even now.

      “A beautiful woman plotting against a ruthless, bloodthirsty vampire king?” Cole said when Dorian had finally reached the end of the story. “Sounds like the start to a bad soap opera.”

      Dorian rolled his eyes. “Yes, my reputation precedes me.”

      “And she’s still alive because…?”

      He tightened his grip on the drink and met Cole’s gaze through the smoke, attempting to channel some of that inner ruthlessness. “Because I’ve yet to decide the precise manner in which I’ll stamp the light from her eyes.”

      Cole scratched his beard, trying not quite hard enough to hide a smirk. “I see.”

      “You see nothing,” Dorian snapped.

      “If you say so, Red.”

      “Charlotte D’Amico is a liar and a thief, and that’s putting it kindly.” Dorian lifted a hand, counting down on his fingers. “She’s been playing me from the start. She’s got connections to at least one powerful demon crime syndicate—which, by the way, she refuses to discuss. She’s oddly fixated on two pieces of art from my collection—which, by the way, she also refuses to discuss. She’s manipulative, selfish, infuriating, and… and bloody hell, Cole. I wish I’d never met her.”

      “Yeah, I can see that.”

      “Sarcasm? Really? I bare my soul, and that’s the sage advice you have to offer?”

      “Sage advice?” Cole shook his head, still smirking. “Okay, here’s the thing. Wolves? We mate for life. Takes a long time to find the one, but when we do, we fucking know it. And there’s nothing we won’t do for our mate, no matter how badly she fucks up. I mean nothing, brother.”

      “I’m not a wolf.”

      “And I’m still single, but that’s not the point.”

      “Have you not heard a word I’ve said? She’s after my art, Cole. Left to her own devices, the woman would probably steal the very silverware from the dinner table. In fact, I should check my collection. For all I know, she pocketed her fork after brunch the other day.”

      Cole laughed, his eyes like half-moons in the smoky haze. “If you think this is about your art—or your damn silverware, for that matter—you’re even blinder than you are stoned.”

      “She’s connected to Alexei Rogozin, for fuck’s sake!”

      “Connected how, exactly?”

      Dorian didn’t have an answer for that—not for lack of trying. Charlotte had completely shut down at the mention of the demon’s name. Before they could revisit the conversation, Duchanes attacked, and they’d nearly died.

      Dorian, because of Duchanes and the demon.

      Charlotte, because of Dorian.

      A surge of guilt rose inside him, but he chased it away with another swig of moonshine.

      “I know you nightwalkers don’t like to be tied down,” Cole continued. “I get it. Keep your options open for the long, immortal slog. But I’ll tell you what, Red. That look in your eyes?” He tilted his glass in Dorian’s direction. “That’s not the look of a man out for a few quick fucks. That’s the look of a man who—”

      “Whatever you’re about to presume about my present state of affairs, about what I feel, about whom and how frequently I choose to fuck, allow me to disabuse you of—”

      Dorian’s cell buzzed, cutting him off.

      Aiden.

      Keeping his eyes locked on Cole’s irritating, know-it-all smirk, he took the call, hoping his friend had some good news about Charlotte’s sister, Sasha.

      “Aiden. Have you—”

      “Where the bloody hell are you?” Aiden demanded. “For fuck’s sake, Dori. Your brothers said you took off without even—”

      “I’m upstate. Have you found the girl?”

      “What are you doing up—”

      “Sasha,” Dorian said. “Is she with you?”

      “Not yet. I’ve been to every club and coffee shop and dreadful hipster bar in Brooklyn, too—no trace.”

      “Keep looking. She’s not safe with Duchanes on the loose.”

      “And what of Charlotte?”

      Across the table, Cole snickered.

      “Charlotte,” Dorian bit out, tossing one of the broken fangs at Cole, “is a grown woman. She can look after herself—believe me.”

      “Against an unhinged vampire like Duchanes? And a band of merry demon dickheads we’ve got no idea how to track? Have you gone bloody mad?”

      “Yes, Aiden. As a matter of fact, I have gone bloody mad. So, unless you’re hungry for a taste of my wrath, I suggest you… you simply… fuck.” Dorian’s words tangled, the marijuana slowing his thoughts, turning his tongue heavy and thick. He let out a deep sigh, scrubbing a hand over his face. “I’m… sorry. You’re right. The situation is… less than ideal.”

      It was a long moment before Aiden spoke again.

      “What happened?” he finally asked Dorian. “Why did you leave Manhattan? I thought she was under your protection.”

      “She… is,” Dorian said, realizing it was still true.

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

      “Has there been any change in her condition?” Dorian asked softly.

      “According to Colin, she’s resting comfortably, on the road to a full recovery. They sent Marlys home.”

      Dorian let out a breath of relief, but the feeling didn’t last long.

      In all his personal suffering over Charlotte, he’d almost forgotten about the damn demons. He had no idea which clan Duchanes’ minion belonged to, nor the rabble he’d scented en route before he leaped out of that window with Charlotte.

      He imagined his Tribeca penthouse was thoroughly trashed.

      Fresh worry tightened his chest, cutting through the numbing haze of the marijuana. Had tonight’s attack truly been an attempted payback for the slights against House Duchanes? Or were the overly ambitious vampire and his demon fuckwits searching for something else?

      And why the fuck had the mention of Rogozin’s name sent Charlotte into such a cold, impenetrable state of fear?

      The sting of her betrayal tore through him anew, but Cole was right—it wasn’t about the artwork or the silver. Dorian didn’t know what she was really after, but something told him it went far beyond his collection.

      Artwork could be bought and sold, stolen, auctioned off to the highest bidder… But so could secrets.

      And in Dorian’s experience, secrets were far more valuable.

      There were secrets lurking in the crypts of Ravenswood—secrets that could destroy not just the Redthorne line, but every member of every supernatural race in existence.

      There were secrets Dorian’s father had shared with Nikolai Chernikov—secrets the demon lord had not-so-subtly wielded as threats.

      There were secrets Charlotte had locked away—secrets Dorian suspected tied back to his enemies, whether Charlotte herself realized it or not.

      Dorian closed his eyes, trying to slow the progression of his thoughts.

      It didn’t matter that he never wanted to see her treacherous, beautiful face again.

      She was a loose end—one the vampire king could not allow to unravel.

      “Keep looking for the girl,” Dorian finally said. “I want Colin back at Ravenswood. I’ll have Malcolm and Gabriel keep an eye on Charlotte’s building.”

      “And the demons?”

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “Not in the slightest.”

      Aiden sighed, his concern weighing heavy on Dorian’s conscience. “You’re exhausted, Dori. You need to rest.”

      “And I will. In my next life.”

      With a promise to return to Ravenswood soon, he disconnected from Aiden, then met Cole’s gaze again. Outside, the mournful call of a lone wolf echoed across the forest, raising the hairs on Dorian’s arms. In perfect succession, the other wolves joined in.

      They’d found something.

      An eerie quiet settled into the kitchen—the calm before the storm.

      “We’re in some shit now, ain’t we,” Cole said softly. It wasn’t a question.

      “It’s not your fight.”

      “No, I reckon it ain’t.” He folded his arms across his chest and leaned back in his chair, a smile breaking across his face. “But it is my woods, my cabin, my hooch, and my weed. What’s one more IOU between friends?”

      Dorian gave a slight bow of his head, more grateful to the wolf shifter than he could express. Thumbing through the contacts on his phone, he said, “There’s an idiom in the human sandbox, Cole. Something about hornets’ nests and kicking them?”

      “Then we best get you some boots, brother. Wouldn’t want you to scuff up those thousand-dollar, pretty-boy Italian shoes.”

      Dorian laughed—the last one, he imagined, for a long while.

      Then he hit the call button and brought the phone to his ear, the last remnants of a pretty nice buzz leaving him.

      “Commissioner? Dorian Redthorne here. I’m sorry to disturb you at this hour, but it’s come to my attention that a nightclub on St. Mark’s Place is conducting illegal activities in our fair city. Drugs, human trafficking, underage drinking—quite terrible, really. I’m certain you’ll find a thoroughly invasive investigation and an extended shutdown warranted. Bloodbath—yes, that’s the one. Thanks so much. My best to Gina and the kids.”

      Cole shook his head and grinned. “You slippery sonofabitch.”

      “It pays to have friends in high places.”

      Cole glanced at the phone, eyeing the name of the next contact Dorian pulled up. “And low ones, I see.”

      “I like to keep a full spectrum on hand.” At that, Dorian hit the call button, knowing the man on the other end wouldn’t be quite as accommodating as his friend in law enforcement.

      As expected, the call went straight to voicemail.

      “Meet me at Luna del Mar at sunrise,” he demanded, skipping the pleasantries. “And comrade? Don’t be late.”
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      “Dorian, look out!”

      Charley struggled against the nightmare’s deadly grip, tossing herself clear out of bed. The impact jolted her awake, scattering the last of the dream-monsters from view.

      Tangled in her sheets, she sat up on the floor and leaned back against the nightstand, waiting for the room to stop spinning. Her head pounded, her mouth was full of cotton, and the very act of running her fingers through her hair left her weak and trembling.

      What the hell did I get into last night?

      She closed her eyes and forced herself to focus, fishing for the memories until—one by one—they finally bobbed to the surface.

      Dorian’s penthouse. Midnight Marauder. A night of mind-blowing passion. Later, discussing Dorian’s art contacts. Vincent Estas, the dealer. Alexei Rogozin, demonic kingpin—a man her father and Rudy had encountered when Charley was just a girl.

      Charley’s head spun as the rest of the memories rushed in—Duchanes yanking her from Dorian’s bed and tying her to the chair, naked and vulnerable. Slicing her wrist as a taunt, knowing her screams and the scent of her blood would bring Dorian running.

      The look on her vampire’s face when he’d finally found her… She’d never seen anyone so terrified. Despite his own pain in the face of the demon attack, he’d fought for her.

      And then, when he had nothing left to give, she fought for him.

      She wrapped her fingers around her bandaged wrist, welcoming the memories of the bite. The pain had been tremendous, but also deeply erotic, the pleasure of his lips on her skin spreading languidly up her arm and across her chest, making her hot and wet even as the blood loss weakened her muscles.

      Sharing that with him… God. Charley had never experienced anything so intimate before. At one point, with Dorian’s head in her lap and her wrist pressed to his mouth, he’d glanced up and caught her gaze, his eyes full of something so raw and beautiful, Charley was almost afraid to remember it now—afraid that looking at it too closely would make it disappear.

      But then it’d faded, replaced with her vampire’s desperate, primal hunger, his eyes turning red as his desire for her blood demolished the last of his control.

      He’d taken too much, and Charley eventually lost consciousness.

      Everything that happened after that was a blur, faces and voices and scents mixing together in a thick haze: Men arguing in the other room—Dorian’s brothers? The doctor with the dimples and kind eyes. An older woman cleaning Charley up, dressing her in pajamas, poking her with a needle. And then, chanting something that sounded like a spell. Dorian shouting at them from the hallway, ordering them to heal her.

      And later, sweet and tender words whispered over her bedside, a kiss as soft as a prayer alighting on her skin.

      Charley opened her eyes, and the images faded away.

      A wave of nausea rolled through her stomach, and she scrambled to her feet, barely making it to the bathroom before she retched. She was faint and dizzy, the headache making every movement an act of self-torture. As she washed her face and rinsed out her mouth, the reflection staring back from the mirror looked haunted and ill, her eyes ringed with dark circles, her hair wild.

      Her wrist throbbed, but even the deep, erotic bite from her vampire felt like a memory now. She pulled off the bandage; her skin was unmarred.

      Had she imagined the whole damn thing?

      She needed to talk to Dorian. Why wasn’t he there?

      Worry tugged on her heart as another memory surfaced—Dorian, begging her not to die. Blaming himself for drinking too much blood, his eyes full of anguish and fear. A woman imploring him in the hallway. You’ve done enough, Dorian Redthorne…

      No. Charley needed to talk to him. Now.

      With slow, awkward movements, she searched her bedroom for the phone, but it wasn’t there. It was probably still at Dorian’s place in Tribeca. For all she knew, it’d fallen into the hands of Duchanes and the demon.

      Without her phone, she couldn’t get in touch with Dorian. She couldn’t even check on her sister. Sasha had planned to stay at Darcy’s all weekend, but what if she had an emergency? What if Duchanes had somehow tracked her down?

      What if Duchanes had come back for Dorian or his brothers?

      The tug of worry on her heart turned into full-blown panic.

      Ignoring her throbbing head, Charley slipped into her bathrobe, then put one shaky foot in front of the other and exited the bedroom.

      Almost immediately, she sensed it—something was off.

      The roses, she realized. The smell had been so sweet and overpowering, yet now she could barely detect them. All she could smell now was bacon. Burned bacon.

      Someone was in the kitchen. Not Dorian, as she’d foolishly hoped. Someone graceless and crass, cursing up a storm as he rifled through the cupboards, silverware and dishes clanging, breakfast burning on the stove.

      As she reached the end of the hallway, her heart dropped into her stomach.

      The roses were gone. Every last one of them, erased as if they’d never even been there at all.

      And there, standing at the stove with a towel draped over his shoulder, scraping charred bacon from the cast-iron skillet, was the man responsible for ruining her day before it’d even begun.

      “Uncle Rudy?” Charley’s voice cracked, her throat raw.

      Rudy glanced at her over his shoulder and grinned—a warm, welcoming smile for his favorite niece.

      Right.

      Charley didn’t miss the warning flickering behind it.

      “Good morning,” he said, taking in her disheveled appearance. “You look… hungry.”

      “What happened to my roses?”

      “I had the doorman remove them.” He clucked his tongue. “Honestly, Charlotte. They were starting to rot.”

      Tears stung her eyes, the headache behind them roaring into five-alarm migraine territory.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, willing the tears not to fall. Rudy would never understand how much those flowers had meant to her. In his eyes, they were just one more beautiful thing he saw fit to ruin—one more way to drain the color from her life.

      “Take a seat,” he said, ignoring her question as well as her obvious distress. “Breakfast is almost ready.”

      Breakfast with him? Like hell.

      “I’ll just grab a coffee. I’m not feeling—”

      “Sit down, Charlotte.” He turned to face her, abandoning the bacon on the stove.

      Now, instead of the spatula, he held a gun.

      “Holy shit!” She backed up against the wall, holding up her hands in surrender. For all his bullshit, Rudy had never pulled his gun on her. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “You and I? We’re going to eat breakfast together, like a real family. We’re going to have a serious conversation about the way things need to change around here. And Charlotte?” He crept toward her, his eyes sparkling with cold, hard malice. “You’re going to drop that fucking attitude, or the next time a man sends roses, it will be for your funeral.”
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      It was unwise to confront Chernikov without the proper protections, but Marlys was unreachable and Dorian couldn’t locate a backup witch on such short notice. Cole thought he should wait it out, but every minute that passed was another in which Duchanes could recover his strength and stage another gruesome attack.

      Dorian had no idea what the vampire was planning—only that it likely ended with the Redthornes in a pile of smoldering ash, the city’s supernatural factions suffering under the reign of a vicious moron, and Duchanes vampires running roughshod over the entire human population.

      As for Charlotte…

      Dorian sighed. He could only imagine what would become of the woman if Duchanes got his way. She’d survived not only the attack by his sirelings at Ravenswood, but Duchanes’ own ambush last night.

      With those near misses on the books, there was no way Duchanes would let her slip away unscathed a third time. Without Dorian to protect her, she’d likely end up…

      No. He refused to entertain the thoughts. Charlotte D’Amico was no longer his responsibility. She was merely a regrettable distraction—an indulgence he could no longer afford.

      “This the place?” Cole asked, slowing his ancient pickup truck in front of the turnoff for Luna del Mar.

      Dorian nodded and directed him to a spot at the back of the parking lot, out of sight from the main road.

      The sun was just peeking up over the horizon, struggling to break through a thick blanket of clouds. The day hadn’t even begun, but Dorian could already tell it was going to be wet and gray.

      He should’ve welcomed the relief from the sun’s incessant assault on his eyes, but this morning, the damp, chilly weather only darkened his mood.

      Cole killed the engine and retrieved a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket, peering through the windshield at the café’s back entrance. “I don’t like dealin’ with demons, Red. Smokey little fuckers always leave a bad taste in my mouth.”

      “I’m surprised you can taste anything at all, what with that unfortunate tobacco habit.” Dorian popped open the glovebox and retrieved Cole’s lighter. “Anyway, you don’t have to deal with them—not today. Wait for me here. If I’m not out in thirty—”

      “What, no dogs allowed? I put on my best flannel.”

      “Yes, and don’t think I don’t appreciate the effort.” Dorian wrenched open the door and slid out from the cab, gesturing for Cole to stay put.

      When it’d become clear that Dorian was heading to the meeting with or without a witch, Cole insisted on accompanying him, leaving his wolves to deal with the two grays they’d trapped in the woods. Dorian was more than glad for the company, but he wouldn’t let the man put himself directly in harm’s way.

      If things went south with Chernikov, he didn’t want the wolf anywhere near it.

      “The terms of the Accords forbid me from bringing backup without advanced warning,” he explained.

      “Thought they prohibited meeting without a witch, too, but here you are, charging in like the bloodsuckin’ Lone Ranger.”

      “Such is the burden of a vampire king.” With a wry grin, Dorian tossed his phone to Cole. “If I don’t return, someone will need to phone Aiden and my brothers with the news of my untimely demise and make arrangements for my priceless collection of scotch.”

      “Well, shit, brother. If I’d known you were putting me in the will, I would’ve come outta hiding months ago.” Cole lit his cigarette and sucked in a deep drag, then exhaled a plume of smoke in Dorian’s direction. “But seriously, asshole. We just got the band back together. Try not to get yourself killed.”
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      “Dorian Redthorne, my old friend.” Chernikov beamed at him, holding court at the same private-room table they’d shared last time, his usual array of vodka bottles lined up like little soldiers. “My sources tell me you have demon problem.”

      “We have a demon problem, Nikolai.” Dorian sat down across from him, taking in the demon’s appearance. Mornings didn’t agree with him; his hair was unkempt, his suit wrinkled. Beneath a thin sheen of sweat, the snake tattoo around his neck looked particularly unpleasant.

      “No hocus pocus today?” Chernikov glanced toward the doorway as if he expected Marlys to appear, toting her box of tricks.

      “I’m trusting we can both remain civilized this morning. Do not make me regret that decision.”

      “I don’t attack my friends, Dorian Redthorne. Do not make me regret decision, either. Coffee?” Chernikov snapped his fingers for the waitress.

      Still buzzing from the inescapable rush of Charlotte’s blood, Dorian wasn’t interested in a caffeine hit, but he nodded anyway, figuring the mug would give him something to do with his hands. He’d only been in the demon’s presence for a few moments, and already the need to choke him was making his fingers twitch.

      The waitress returned quickly, delivering two fresh coffees with nothing more than a smile. When she disappeared back into the main area of the café, Chernikov lowered his voice and said, “You are right. Demon problem is mutual.”

      Dorian gripped the mug. “I presume you heard about the attack at my residence last night?”

      “They were not my guys.”

      “Then how did you learn of it so quickly?”

      “Demon and vampire attack king. More demons follow. Gray vampires run loose upstate.” He glanced at Dorian’s shoulder, where a spot of blood from the earlier wolf attack soaked through his shirt. “Wolves make error in judgment.”

      Dorian continued to glare, but Chernikov only shrugged.

      “News travels fast in this city, vampire king.” He grabbed a nearly spent bottle of vodka and dumped a healthy splash into his coffee, then offered the last of it to Dorian.

      Dorian slid his mug closer, accepting the shot. “If the demons taking orders from Renault Duchanes aren’t part of your organization, then whose?”

      “You tell me. You must have ideas.”

      “I’d rather hear yours.”

      Of course Dorian had ideas—Alexei Rogozin, primarily—but he wanted to see how Chernikov would play this. The demon might claim ignorance, but if not—if he was actually willing to name names—Dorian knew the intel would be reliable.

      False accusations? That’s not how things worked in their world.

      It wasn’t honor, exactly, but people like Chernikov—like Dorian—didn’t get where they were without adhering to some kind of code. Which was why Duchanes, for all his machinations, would never amount to anything in this city. Even if he succeeded in slaughtering Dorian’s family and usurping the crown, he’d likely be overthrown by his own sycophants the first chance they got.

      Such was the fate of every vampire king. Only two things could grant him a reprieve—commanding respect or inspiring fear.

      Dorian preferred the former.

      His father had made a centuries-long game of the latter.

      Duchanes wasn’t strong or capable enough for either.

      “I am not only demon in town,” Chernikov said now. “The others… They’ve become pain in my ass—bigger pain than you know. And vampires? I thought you had them under control, yet always, they come to me. Favors for this one, for that one. It wasn’t like this with Augustus.”

      “Which vampires, specifically? Duchanes?” Dorian asked, ignoring the dig about his father’s superior leadership skills. “Tell me, comrade. Just how many favors have you granted the house plotting to overthrow the king?”

      “I did not come here at ungodly hour to discuss my business practices.” Chernikov shoved a finger in Dorian’s direction. “Vampire mess is your problem. Your father would’ve handled it.”

      In the span of a heartbeat, Dorian grabbed the empty vodka bottle and blurred into Chernikov’s space, smashing the bottle against the table and pressing the jagged end to his throat. “In case you haven’t noticed, demon, I’m not my father.”

      Hellfire exploded in Chernikov’s palm, and the demon grinned, a trickle of blood leaking from the eye of his snake tattoo. “I didn’t think Russian roulette was your game, bloodsucker.”

      The bottle cut into his flesh. Dorian held firm even as Chernikov’s flames licked at his skin, hot and hungry.

      “Try me,” Dorian said.

      Locked in a battle of wills certain to destroy them both, the men continued to glare at each other—a ridiculous competition neither could possibly win.

      Finally, Chernikov backed down. With a raucous laugh, he closed his palm and extinguished the flame, and Dorian returned to his chair, pitching the broken glass into a nearby trashcan.

      It was all a show, and they both knew it. But like their code, the occasional bit of dick-measuring had its place.

      “You know why vampire is king and not demon?” Chernikov asked, flicking a few shards of glass from his suit jacket.

      Dorian had several responses, all of which he kept to himself. “Enlighten me, Nikolai.”

      “Magic.”

      A dark chuckle escaped Dorian’s lips, and he reached for his coffee, shaking his head. “It’s that simple, is it?”

      “Most things are that simple. We complicate them because we have human brains, and human brains like challenge. Makes us feel smart and superior, yes?” He opened a fresh bottle of vodka and poured another splash into his mug. This time, he didn’t offer any to Dorian. “Your witches… They give you more power. Change your nature. Make you smart and superior.”
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