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        Vampire prince Gabriel Redthorne knew better than to fall in love with a witch. Jacinda Colburn claimed his heart, then shoved a stake right through it. For that, he should end her life—brutally and without remorse.

      

        

      
        But with old enemies closing in fast and a dangerous new evil terrorizing New York—an evil only Jacinda can stop—Gabriel has no choice but to trust her.

      

        

      
        Risking his heart again was never part of the plan, but when a sneak attack leaves Jacinda on death’s doorstep, Gabriel knows he’s in too deep to turn back now. He’ll do whatever it takes to protect his little moonflower. To stand by her side as they burn their foes to ash.

      

        

      
        But if there’s one thing life has taught the vampire prince and his passionate, fiery witch, it’s this:

      

        

      
        No matter how many enemies you destroy today, the ghosts of the past will always hunt you down.

      

        

      
        And one way or another, they’ll always make you pay.
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      The child stood behind the bar, no more than five years of age, still and gray as a stone. Blood had long ago soiled her dress, and her hair hung in limp locks to her waist, hopelessly matted.

      She smelled of the old forests of home, damp and heavy with decay.

      Gabriel hadn’t seen her in nearly forty years—not since the night he’d marked ten years in Sin City. Ten years since his brother Dorian had nearly decapitated him and he’d walked out of Ravenswood without a backward glance.

      That night, her dark eyes seemed to hold a particularly urgent warning, though he couldn’t have said what it was. Any number of his choices deserved judgment. Scorn. His first decade out west had passed in a blur of gambling, booze, drugs, women, blood slaves—all part of the epic building of his empire and the search for that elusive something that’d left his eldest brother unrecognizable.

      Obsession.

      If Gabriel could find it, he’d reasoned back then—if he could lose himself so completely in the madness of some insatiable desire—perhaps he’d also find confirmation that he wasn’t so cold and broken after all. That a heart could still beat passionately in a chest that’d long ago been excavated, even if it beat for something destructive.

      But all Las Vegas had offered Gabriel was a constant ache for home, a fathomless hunger that made him dizzy on the best of days, and a mountain of sin he could never hope to scale—only to profit from. Immensely.

      And, of course, there was the child.

      He’d been alone in one of his clubs that night too, the last he’d seen her. And drunk. And no closer to un-fucking his life than he was now—more than two thousand miles, four decades, and hundreds of terrible decisions later.

      Why the hell she’d chosen today to reappear, Gabriel knew not. Cared not.

      “I can’t help you,” he told her, as he always did.

      And she lingered, saying nothing, as she always did.

      Never speaking. Never moving. Never aging. Merely watching him with haunted, empty eyes as bottomless as they’d been the morning she’d knelt beside her mother’s corpse in the woods and shook the woman as if the force of her tiny fists had the power to awaken the dead.

      Gabriel downed another shot of bourbon. Dragged the back of his hand across his mouth. “Take your revenge, girl, or leave me to plotting mine.”

      No response but the eyes, unblinking and ever watchful. Ever judging.

      “I said leave me!” He whipped his glass in her direction. It passed right through her, taking out a bottle of rum on the shelf behind her in an explosion of amber and glass.

      The girl flickered in his vision but didn’t vanish, existing as she did in the space between all things. In his mind. In his memories. In the hell that surely awaited him on the day—sooner than he’d hoped, perhaps—a witch figured out how to end his immortal life.

      “Bloody damned witches. Ghosts. Demons.” His lip curled back on the last word, thinking again of the woman who’d betrayed him. The monster he’d bound in the back of the club, still bleeding. “The whole lot of you can burn.”

      Another shot, straight from the bottle this time, and a slice of mid-day sun spilled suddenly into the darkness, chasing off Gabriel’s pitiful thoughts and the child both. He winced at the intrusion, the daylight a sharper pain than it was even a week ago.

      The scents of his brothers flooded his awareness, irritating and impossible to miss.

      “We’re closed,” he grumbled.

      “For fuck’s sake, Gabriel.” Dorian approached with heavy, determined footsteps. Aiden followed behind, four newly appointed royal guards left outside. “Whose blood are you wearing now?”

      Gabriel finally glanced up from his seat at the bar, where he’d been thoroughly floating his liver for at least an hour, and grimaced. Until Dorian had mentioned it, he hadn’t even felt the cold, sticky wetness of the demon blood soaking his shirt.

      “One who no longer needs it,” Gabriel replied. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to be alone.”

      “Actually, I do mind. I’ve been trying to reach you all morning.” Dorian clamped a hand over Gabriel’s shoulder, concern and exasperation warring in his gaze. “What the hell happened to you? Where’s Jacinda?”

      Jacinda. A tremor rippled through Gabriel’s muscles. He hissed, forcing his attention to the bottle, lest he inadvertently choke his brother in the witch’s absence. He scraped at the label with his thumbnail, watching the paper bits curl and peel away. “Don’t ask.”

      “Lovers’ quarrel?” Aiden took the adjacent barstool, looking over the smashed glass and spilled booze. Leaning close to Gabriel, he sniffed and said, “Doesn’t smell like witch’s blood.”

      “That’s because it’s demon blood, detective,” Gabriel corrected. “A crucial difference all of us would be wise to learn.”

      Dorian narrowed his eyes. “Which demon? And if you tell me it’s another of Chernikov’s, we’re—”

      A sound like a wounded beast echoed from the deep recesses of the club, strangled and wet.

      Gabriel rolled his eyes. Honestly, the fucking demon couldn’t have been less compliant if he were Chernikov himself, resurrected from oblivion just to torment him.

      Dorian’s eyes widened. “And who the bloody hell is that?”

      “The former owner of the blood. I’ve been questioning him.”

      “Questioning? Or torturing?”

      “Potato, po-tah-to.” Gabriel sighed. He almost wished the ghost-girl were back instead. A fuck lot easier dealing with her than explaining the events of the last twenty-four hours to his brothers—a thing he’d been dreading ever since he’d wiped out the mages at Shimmer.

      Dorian turned toward the demon’s choked sounds.

      “That one’s not talking,” Gabriel said. “Trust me.”

      “He’ll talk to me,” Dorian said. “I’ve got a way with demons.”

      “And I’ve got his fucking tongue.” He kicked the wet slab out from under the bar where it’d landed earlier, still slick with blood. Then, at Dorian’s irate expression, “What? You told me I can’t go round killing them. You never said anything about mutilation.”

      Dorian rubbed his forehead and sighed into his hand. “Still alive, then, I presume?”

      “Caught in a devil’s trap, going nowhere fast.” Gabriel glanced toward the back of the club, the same shadowed booth where he’d recently taken out the demon Mikhail.

      He Who Likes to Watch.

      Gabriel hadn’t bothered asking the new bastard’s name—had no idea whether he liked to watch, too—but he’d plucked out his beady black eyes with a cocktail fork anyway. It was almost as satisfying as ripping out his tongue, though he didn’t know where the eyes had ended up.

      Perhaps Jacinda would happen upon them the next time she mixed one of her infamous drinks.

      A bitter laugh caught in his throat, quickly dashed by his anger.

      Dorian stalked back into the shadows, returning only seconds later, his face grim. To Aiden, he said, “Phone Isabelle, will you? We need to exorcise that monstrosity before he re-spawns and word reaches Rogozin.”

      “One more Chernikov castaway down. Pity.” Gabriel let out a hum of mock sympathy, then took another swig from his bottle, the room growing fuzzy around the edges. Was it the booze? The curse? His own shite karma, finally come to bite him in the arse?

      Dorian seethed. “I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt and assume you had a good reason for this?”

      “Thank you,” Gabriel replied.

      “The reason, Gabriel. Out with it.” Impatience sliced through Dorian’s every word, stabbing at Gabriel’s gut, picking apart seams he’d been trying to stitch back together for their entire lives.

      Beyond the burn of the liquor, guilt spilled into his chest, hot and prickly.

      He hadn’t wanted Dorian involved. The mess with Jacinda, the curse, Duchanes... Gabriel should’ve been able to handle it on his own. Between forging the new supernatural council, managing the ever-fraught Rogozin alliance, planning a fucking wedding… Dorian had enough on his plate.

      Gabriel closed his eyes, the guilt simmering. No matter how many centuries passed, he never stopped feeling like the errant little brother, running himself breathless to impress the others only to realize they hadn’t even been watching him. “Dorian, I… I’m sorry. This wasn’t—”

      Sunlight sliced through the darkness again, silhouetting another vampire in the doorway and cutting Gabriel short.

      “I was in surgery. I came as soon as I could.” Colin rushed past the guards and into the club, bringing with him a blast of winter air. Shock filled his gaze as he took in the sight of Gabriel’s blood-soaked shirt. “What happened? Are you hurt?”

      “You called Colin too?” Gabriel asked.

      “We were worried,” Aiden said. “How much have you had to drink? It’s barely noon.”

      Gabriel dropped his head into his hands and groaned. “For fifty years, this family existed in separate worlds without exchanging so much as a birthday greeting. Now I can’t pass a single afternoon without fending off a barrage of needless concern? You’re all bloody suffocating. I need more bourbon.”

      He slid off the barstool and headed behind the bar in search of another bottle. He found it, along with the scotch Dorian favored, and filled glasses for all of them.

      “Tell me what happened, Gabriel,” Dorian said with another sigh, the alcohol doing nothing for his dwindling patience.

      “Well, let’s see.” Gabriel leaned against the shelves behind the bar and casually scratched his jaw as if he’d been asked for nothing more crucial than an accounting of his liquor collection. “Jacinda and I followed a promising lead on Duchanes last night, only to discover that the demon who provided the intel—” He thumbed toward the booth. “—was setting her up for an execution by a cult of mages calling themselves the Keepers of the Dark Flame. I slaughtered them, naturally, which had some very interesting side effects on my witch. I suppose that’s because she’s not a witch, but a demon. A hybrid, if we’re being technical. I’m not sure exactly where the family tree branches off, but she also has a sister—an original succubus, of all things—who’s now roaming the city, likely plotting its ruin. But take heart, brothers. The sister of the woman I so stupidly fell in love with happens to be the very demoness who bound Father’s curse all those centuries ago. So…” He shrugged and downed his shot, then poured another, raising his glass in cheers. “One mystery solved.”

      “A succubus?” Colin said, at the same time Aiden said, “In love with her?”

      “Yes,” Gabriel said to both. “But the whole ‘I’m plotting to rip out your heart later’ bit put a damper on things this morning.”

      “Wait.” Aiden blinked rapidly, clearly trying to find sense in a story that had none. “You’re in love with a succubus? I thought you had it bad for the witch?”

      “Keep up, Aiden,” Gabriel said.

      “Fascinating.” Colin had the look—the same their father used to get when he’d made some new discovery. “I had no idea succubi could manifest outside the dreamspace.”

      Dorian took a bit longer than the others to find his words, and when he did, they exploded out of him in their usual dramatic fashion. “For fuck’s sake, Gabriel! A mage cult? A succubus? The curse? What the fuck are you on about?”

      “That’s… too many questions in one breath.” Gabriel slumped forward and laid his cheek on the cool surface of the bar, his eyes falling closed. The room spun, but he was beyond caring.

      “Why didn’t you call us sooner?”

      Dorian again, his insistence like an ice pick to Gabriel’s skull.

      “Wasn’t drunk enough.”

      “Clearly, neither are we.” Dorian downed the scotch. Sighed. Refilled his glass. Sighed again. Then, in a voice burdened by the new weight these revelations would surely add to his life, “Start from the beginning, Gabriel. Leave nothing out.”

      Gabriel rolled himself back into a standing position and let the story spill forth—as much as he could remember through his bourbon-and-demon-blood haze. He told them about his search for Duchanes, the meeting at Shimmer out on Montauk, Jacinda’s glamour magic, the mages.

      The near-sacrifice that still had his stomach twisting into knots.

      Thanks to some misplaced sense of loyalty—or, hell. Maybe it was shame at his own failure to recognize just how dangerous his little witch truly was—he didn’t get too specific about Jacinda’s response to the murders, saying only that the whole thing sent her into a kind of magical overdrive. He suspected they would’ve pressed him for more details had the next bit not commanded their full attention.

      Viansa.

      He told them about her break-ins—the one in his apartment as well as the one in his head—and everything Jacinda had deigned to share after the fact.

      Far too long after the fact, as far as Gabriel was concerned, but there it was.

      His chest tightened again with the hot, sharp sting of her betrayal. He washed it down with another drink, then said, “So it seems, brothers, the traitorous witch is not only half demon herself, but has somehow unleashed a dangerous succubus on this city—one who can’t be smoked out. One who has the power of hellfire, the ability to get inside your head and turn you right fucking inside out, and a fierce determination to lay waste to any who dare oppose her.”

      Gabriel finally looked up at his brothers, finding every one of them staring at him open-mouthed, their faces paler than usual.

      Dorian was the first to shake off the shock, quickly snapping back into authoritarian big-brother mode—Gabriel’s least favorite.

      “We need to find Viansa before she causes any more damage.” Dorian pulled out his phone. “Did she leave anything behind?”

      “We fought with her in my penthouse,” Gabriel replied. “There may be something she touched. That is—unless her sister’s destroyed the evidence.” He wouldn’t put it past the witch. Demon. Whatever the bloody hell she was. “Who are you texting?”

      “Cole. He should be able to pick up her scent from your apartment and track her from there. Hopefully, the trail hasn’t gone completely cold.” He finished firing off the text, then speared Gabriel with another scornful glance, his reproach slicing right to the bone. “Next time you decide to set the world on fire, brother, I’d appreciate the courtesy of a phone call.”

      “Cole can’t help you,” Gabriel said, trying to ignore the burn of shame in his chest. For fuck’s sake, he’d been alive since before the invention of the printing press, yet Dorian had the uncanny ability to send him straight back to his childhood with a single raised eyebrow and a few curt words. “He’s in Jersey, looking into those real estate leads on Duchanes.”

      “Bloody perfect.” Dorian chucked his phone onto the bar, where it skidded right off and crashed to the floor.

      “Hope you got the insurance on that one, mate,” Aiden said, eyeing up the broken pieces. “It’s D.O.A.”

      “Just like us if we don’t clean up this mess,” Dorian snapped. Then, to Gabriel, “What else can Jacinda tell us? Surely she can manage a locator spell. Get her down here.”

      “Jacinda can no longer be trusted—not that she ever could.” Gabriel swallowed another shot, the alcohol burning as much as the admission he knew was coming next. “We need Isabelle.”

      “Never thought I’d hear such a thing from you, Gabriel Redthorne.” The witch in question pushed through the doorway, limned in light and trailed by the faint scent of incense. She carried a leather case full of magical tools and potions—something she rarely left home without, now that she was bonded to the Redthornes and constantly on call, running interference on one supernatural emergency or another. “So what’ve you got for me, boys?”

      Gabriel opened his mouth to speak, but Dorian took over instead.

      “In no particular order,” he said firmly, “an eyeless, tongueless Chernikov demon to banish. A deadly, mind-jacking succubus to track down. And finally, if it’s not too much trouble…” He smacked the back of Gabriel’s head in that special brotherly way that bordered on infuriating. “A drunken vampire to sober up, preferably before anything else goes to seed today.”

      “Hate to rain on your parade of endless optimism, Dori,” Aiden said, “as pleasant as it always is. But…” He turned his phone to show them something on the screen—a video from a social media feed, the shot zoomed in on Union Square Park. The guy streaming it muttered something about “an uncanny experience” and “images that were definitely not safe for work.” That was all Gabriel processed before the sight shocked him numb.

      The whole area was packed with people—not unusual, given the holiday pop-up markets that lined the park pathways this time of year.

      But rather than shopping for gifts, every last adult was naked, engaged in the only activity that could possibly chase off the frigid December air.

      “A spontaneous public orgy?” Isabelle grabbed the phone and stared down at the screen, her brow furrowed. “In broad daylight, in the middle of winter? And goodness, look at those poor kids!”

      Children had been left to wander the park alone, some crying, some mute with confusion, all of them abandoned as readily as their parents’ clothing, inhibitions, and minds.

      Dorian closed his eyes and sighed. “It appears we’ve found our succubus.”
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      “There! That’s her.” Gabriel pointed out a raven-haired woman in the crowd, naked and glittering like a jewel against the gray winter scene, her head thrown back in laughter. His skin crawled with revulsion at the sight.

      But just as soon as he spotted her, she literally vanished. The naked revelers paid no mind to the disappearing act, but within seconds of her exit, the humans snapped out of their trance, scrambling in a rush of confusion and embarrassment for their clothing.

      “Did you see that?” Gabriel asked. “Where the hell did she go?”

      “If I had to make an educated guess,” Colin said, scrolling through his own phone, “Columbus Circle.” He showed them the screen—a different feed, streamed from a location more than forty blocks from the first.

      Gabriel wanted to deny it—chalk it up to something in the air, in the water, just a bloody coincidence. But there she was again, black hair flapping like a dark flag in the wind, her nude body frolicking through the crowd as New Yorkers stripped off their winter coats in her wake.

      “Is all of this live footage?” Dorian asked.

      “Allegedly.” Aiden flipped to another feed, finding the same Columbus Circle mayhem shot from another angle. Then, as if the passerby on the screen could hear him, “No, you daft bastard! No! Don’t get any closer! And… There he goes. And that’s…. Wow. Certainly not the brightest bulb, are you, mate? Humping a statue. What will your mother think?”

      Behind the statue guy, Viansa laughed again, then vanished, leaving another group of very cold, very confused New Yorkers to quickly gather their clothes and dart away in mutual shame and fear.

      “One of you had better fill me in,” Isabelle said.

      Gabriel did his best to relay the story, just as he had to his brothers. And all the while, Viansa continued to make the rounds, popping up randomly all over the city, grinning for every camera, dancing for every crowd, leaving them thirsty and breathless and ashamed.

      “How is she bloody doing this?” Dorian asked, glancing at the latest feed—this one from one of the news networks that’d picked up the story. They were calling it an instance of mass localized hysteria, possibly related to a gas leak, urging people to stay home and stay calm.

      Gabriel recalled the feel of the succubus rooting around in his mind—the insistent pressure, the loss of control. “Hell hath no fury like a woman determined to take down the world.”

      “One stiffy at a time,” Aiden added. Another incident had just broken out on the Upper East Side. “Bloody miracle, that kind of stamina. It’s below freezing out there.”

      “My instinct is to go after her,” Dorian said, “but I’m not sure it would do much good.”

      Isabelle shook her head. “We need magic. Strong magic. A binding spell, something to weaken or eliminate her power.”

      “Perhaps we could draw her to a different location,” Dorian said. “Trap her.”

      The two of them tossed around some more ideas, but Gabriel was only half-listening. Now that the alcohol had faded, his thoughts were sharpening quickly.

      This morning, after his fight with Jacinda, tracking down and torturing the demon had given him a purpose. A distraction. And later, when the feelings threatened to overtake him again, he’d drowned them in bourbon.

      Now, they clawed their way back to his awareness, scraping and jabbing at his heart like rusty daggers.

      Jacinda…

      Even at a whisper, the name felt like a curse on his lips.

      He couldn’t stop seeing her face. Hearing her voice in his head. Feeling the silk of her skin on his fingertips, tasting her soft lips.

      Devil’s balls, that kiss…

      Don’t stop. Just kiss me, Gabriel Redthorne…

      He knew the promise she was making him, and in that moment, it’d felt like fucking everything.

      Yet nothing about it was real. Just another part of her game. Her grand plan to ruin him and everyone else he cared about.

      It was embedded in her hellspawn DNA. She’d admitted as much—she was created for the sole purpose of destroying vampires and ushering in the eternal rule of hell on Earth.

      So why the fuck was Gabriel still fantasizing about that bloody kiss? He should’ve been fantasizing about her bloody head impaled on a pike, right next to her sister’s. Two fewer demons in the world and a fuckload of a lot less misery.

      “Gabriel,” Dorian snapped, and Gabriel blinked away his thoughts, his brother coming back into sharp relief. “Answer the question.”

      “What question?” he snapped back. “I can’t even hear myself think anymore.”

      Dorian opened his mouth, undoubtedly ready to unleash another lecture, but Isabelle placed a hand on his forearm, silencing him.

      “The mages,” Isabelle said evenly, her no-nonsense manner bringing calm to the endless storm of Redthorne bickering. “You said they were part of a cult dedicated to Viansa?”

      Ignoring Dorian’s death glare, Gabriel nodded. “Keepers of the Dark Flame. They had Jacinda on her knees, ready to slit her throat—that much I witnessed. This morning, she told me they’d planned to sacrifice her in a bid to bring back Viansa. I’ve no idea how that would’ve worked, but apparently, the succubus found another way.”

      “And these mages… How often do they meet?” she asked.

      “The demon implied it was a weekly gathering, but that particular group won’t be meeting again—not in this realm, anyway. I slaughtered them.”

      Images flashed through his mind—Jacinda on her knees. The sheen of the silver blade at her throat. The smell of fear and shit and blood.

      So much fucking blood.

      “But,” Gabriel continued, forcing the gruesome memories aside, “they may have other factions. That was just one group—twelve mages meeting at an exclusive club out on the Island.”

      Isabelle nodded. “If they’re involved with an original demon, then yes, it’s likely there are more of them. A powerful being like Viansa wouldn’t waste her time with a dozen men.”

      “And Duchanes,” Gabriel said. “Evidence suggests they were working with him too, which means we can’t rule out the possibility he’s also connected to Viansa.”

      “Winning friends and influencing people as usual,” Aiden said, rolling his eyes.

      The group sat in silence for a few moments, marinating in all the possible ways things could go wrong.

      Again.

      “Do you have anything physical from last night?” Isabelle finally asked. “The mage’s athame? A garment containing their blood? I might be able to scry with it—see if it leads me to any clues about the group’s identity or bigger mission.”

      “Nothing,” Gabriel said. “After the slaughter, we ended up on the beach. The water… it washed us clean.” Then, before she could ask any more questions about that particular scene, he added, “There was a Tarot card, though, now that I recall. Something with Scepters?”

      Her eyes sparkled with new interest. “A Tarot card? You mean, in the ritual? Like part of a spell?”

      “No, this was more like… like a calling card. Jacinda flashed it to the bartender before he revealed the meeting location, just as the demon told her to do.”

      Gabriel described it to her—the dark king with horns and a fiery scepter, riding a terrifying black stallion through a storm.

      “Lord of Scepters?” Isabelle asked, alarm chasing the interest from her eyes.

      When Gabriel nodded, she turned even paler than his ghost-girl.

      “There are rumors of mages who’ve made dark bargains for direct access to hell’s power,” she explained. “They’ve adopted the Lord of Scepters as a sort of patron deity. These groups thrive on human sacrifices, forced demonic possessions, and myriad forms of ritual torture, all of it sanctioned by their leaders.”

      “No wonder they’re so interested in the succubus,” Gabriel said. “Sounds right up her depraved alley.”

      “I’m more concerned about Viansa’s interest in them,” Isabelle said. “What promises have they made her? What is she getting out of the arrangement now that she’s manifested here, in the flesh?” She closed her eyes and let out a deep sigh, squaring her shoulders as if preparing for battle. When she glanced at him again, she said, “We need to get on top of this, and fast. I’m afraid the flagrant sexual mayhem is only the beginning.”

      “Now there’s a name for a band,” Aiden said cheerfully. “Flagrant Sexual Mayhem. I can already see the T-shirts.”

      Ignoring him, Dorian said to the witch, “Do you think these Keepers of the Dark Flame are connected to the group that wanted to flood the city with demons?”

      Gabriel had the same thought. A couple of months earlier, Isabelle had alerted them to a demonic plot with ties to her father’s business, Armitage Holdings—an illusion technology company Dorian recently acquired.

      Led by Chernikov and Duchanes, a group of supernatural defectors had partnered with dark witches to bring more demons in through the hell portals. When that failed, they hatched a new scheme, hoping to fuse demon magic with stolen Armitage technology, leveraging the city’s existing infrastructure to project mass illusions so terrifying and powerful, they’d bring the human population of New York to its knees, leaving them weak and desperate, easily swayed by a new demonic overlord.

      Chernikov had since been assassinated, the larger plot foiled, but that didn’t mean the threat was completely gone.

      “I think anything’s possible,” Isabelle said, “and we can’t assume our battle with hell’s residents is anywhere close to finished.”

      “We’re in bed with some of those residents now,” Gabriel said, struggling to keep the scorn from his voice. “Rogozin may be an ally on paper, but underneath all that glad-handing, he’s still a demon. And now he’s got some of Chernikov’s former boot-lickers working for him.”

      “I’m aware,” Dorian said firmly. “But Rogozin hasn’t given any indication he’s making a bigger play. He’s aligned with us, which makes him one of the most powerful supernaturals in the city. Betraying us would mean striking out on his own and attempting to unite vampires and all the other supernaturals under his own demonic rule—not something they’d easily accept, especially if he gained his position through slaughter and subterfuge.”

      “Most of them have a hard enough time trusting us,” Colin said. “And Dorian’s trying to help them.”

      “Hence the need for the new council.” Dorian poured himself another scotch. “The more we can involve the others, the more loyalty we can foster.”

      “In a perfect world, sure,” Gabriel said. “Unfortunately, that’s not where we live.”

      Lifting the glass to his lips, Dorian said, “I don’t believe Rogozin would make a move this early into our partnership. We’ve only just begun putting together the council, sliding the pieces into place for a lasting peace. A hostile takeover would weaken his position. There is, however, another demon that concerns me in all of this.” He lowered his eyes and sipped the scotch, the heavy silence gathering again, making Gabriel’s skin prickle with unease.

      “Azerius,” Dorian finally whispered.

      Azerius. A name they’d avoided speaking since the attack on Bloodbath, just like they’d avoided speaking their deceased brother Malcolm’s name.

      The two were inexorably linked.

      When the Redthornes and their allies raided the club, Malcolm had shown up at the end, not long after the vampires had defeated their enemies and claimed Duchanes’ property as their own. For weeks, he’d been betraying the family, working behind the scenes with enemy vampires eager to see the Redthorne rule overturned. But on this day, Malcolm sealed his own fate: he tried to kill Charlotte.

      The move left Dorian with no choice but to attack. He stabbed Malcolm with the closest weapon at hand—the hell-forged Blade of Azerius. None of them had realized the sacrifice would summon the ancient demon lord himself, channeling his dark essence directly into Malcolm’s body.

      Dorian and Azerius fought a brutal battle on the rooftop. After what felt like an eternity, Dorian finally returned to them, covered in blood and ash, grief and anguish. One look into his tortured eyes and the rest of them knew. They just knew.

      Against the odds, Dorian had defeated Azerius.

      But Malcolm was gone too.

      Like so much of their horrific history, their brother’s inexplicable treachery and incomprehensible death was a festering wound that none of them would ever address—not directly, anyway. It would go where so many of the brutal, terrible things in their long lives had ended up, locked in the Redthorne vault of regret and loss, sealed away by silent mutual agreement, the slow passage of time, and copious amounts of alcohol.

      Now, Gabriel, Colin, and Aiden seemed to be holding a collective breath, waiting for Dorian to continue, wondering just how deep he’d carve into that still-bleeding wound.

      “After the fight on the roof,” Dorian said, his tone measured, “Rogozin told me the demon lord hadn’t actually died. The defeat merely banished him back to hell for a thousand years.”

      “Then what are you worried about?” Aiden asked. “You’ve still got, what? Nine hundred ninety-nine years and ten months, give or take.”

      “In theory,” Dorian said. “But Viansa wasn’t supposed to be able to manifest here either. We can’t assume the banishment is foolproof. For all we know, Azerius and Viansa are intimately connected.”

      Aiden shrugged. “From the looks of these videos, she’s got her hands full ‘intimately connecting’ with half the city right now. What good is a demon lord to her? He’s in hell. If he weren’t, I’d be writing your eulogy and divvying up your collection of expensive liquor by now.”

      Dorian nodded and drained the rest of his scotch, but Gabriel couldn’t help but notice the tick of his jaw muscle, the tightening of his shoulders.

      His eldest brother was worried.

      “There are many powerful demon lords,” Isabelle said. “And each one of them has dozens—maybe even hundreds of factions loyal to them. There’s no indication Azerius is involved with Viansa or her larger plans to destroy the hell gates, but again, we can’t rule it out. This is a long war, guys. An immortal war. It was waged long before you were turned into vampires and will continue long after House Redthorne passes into memory.”

      “So where does that leave us?” Dorian asked. “What’s our play? We can’t just let the succubus continue on unobstructed.”

      Turning back to Gabriel, Isabelle said, “If you could bring me something Viansa touched—or better yet, some part of her, like blood or a few strands of hair—I might be able to do a locator spell. But given the speed at which she’s moving across the city, I don’t know how helpful it will be. Our best bet is probably Jacinda.”

      Gabriel was already shaking his head. “I told you. The witch can’t be trusted.”

      “Viansa is her sister, Gabriel. We can’t dismiss Jacinda’s insights just because she withheld information from you.”

      “Withheld information?” He nearly laughed. “Isabelle, this isn’t some schoolyard game of secrets. She knew the dangers her sister posed—knew the succubus was responsible for binding our curse. She deliberately misled me at every turn, put all of our lives at risk, put this entire city at risk, and let’s not forget—Jacinda herself is part demon. A bloody hybrid created to destroy us all. The woman makes the Rogozin partnership look like a match made in heaven.”

      “Maybe so,” Isabelle said. “But that hybrid is also our best chance at finding Viansa and preventing the entire city from collapsing into a sex-induced coma. And something tells me that’s not even her endgame.”

      “Just the foreplay,” Aiden said, cracking up at his own joke.

      Dorian scoffed. “Remind me next time to leave you home.”

      “And miss the chance to see you and the princelings go down in a blaze of glory over yet another supernatural crisis? No way. I paid good money for these front-row seats.”
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