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    BOOK ONE




    MÓRRÍGAN




    The breeze blew from the turret


    As I parted his locks;


    With his gentle hand he wounded my neck


    And caused all my senses to be suspended.




    —St. John of the Cross,


    sixteenth-century mystic of Salamanca








  



    

      

    




    CHAPTER ONE




    

      

        

          They say that it’s always darkest before the dawn. I know it’s a cliché that’s meant to give people courage when everything seems hopeless, but it’s actually true.




          My team has spent our nights struggling against the Cursed Ones, counting the seconds until the sun would rise and deliver us from evil, terror, and death. Battling with our last ounces of strength, about to die but holding on for that flash of light as the sun begins to climb the horizon. But there’s something else that happens in those moments before daybreak, something far more terrifying than darkness:




          Silence.




          Silence so terrible, so absolute, it’s as if the whole world is holding its breath. It makes you feel incredibly alone, even if there is someone standing beside you.




          And right now, that silence is killing me.




          Everything has fallen apart. My sister is missing. Is Heather alive, dead, alone, with other vampires? No one can say. Skye, our White Witch, was kidnapped by Estefan, her ex, during the last battle with Aurora. Our master, Father Juan, has cast the runes to try to find Heather and Skye, but they’ve given him no answers. They are silent—as silent as Eriko and all our other dead. We dug their graves in the rubble of our home, the University of Salamanca. We told them good-bye with prayers and tears . . . and their silence broke our hearts.




          Even those of us who are here barely speak. Holgar is mourning the death of the werewolf he was once promised to. He had to kill her in the battle. Would I ever be able to do that? Jamie shuts himself away from the rest of us for hours. I know he’s working on two guns, one to kill werewolves and one to dust vampires. And our team has one of each. Sade is so traumatized by the massacre that she can barely speak.




          Father Juan spends every waking moment on his knees in the chapel, praying in silence for us all. Noah passes the time cleaning weapons and working out.




          There’s been no word from the outside world, no way of knowing how my grandmother and mom are doing. There’s no whisper of the men with black crosses. No news about anything. Even “Kent,” the Voice of the Resistance, is silent here—we don’t have a radio, and we’re in Spain, which is probably too far away for him to broadcast, anyway.




          And Antonio . . .




          His silence is the worst for me. When Aurora reawakened his bloodlust, he went on a killing spree back in Las Vegas. He was a monster. A butcher. Skye and Father Juan cast spells to reclaim his goodness, but they can’t be sure they worked. Antonio won’t even look at me. I know he’s afraid of hurting me, or killing me. I want to talk to him, tell him that I know he wouldn’t do that.




          But maybe I would be lying.




          So this cursed silence has fallen between us, and it’s worse than the silence around us.




          And me? I know my place now. I understand what I have to do, but until Father Juan can point us in a direction, there is nothing to do but wait. In silence.




          —from the diary of Jenn Leitner,


          retrieved from the ruins


        


      


    




    THE HELL FIRE CAVES, OUTSIDE LONDON SKYE AND ESTEFAN




    Skye York screamed at the top of her lungs, but she made no sound. Her blond dreadlocks were powdered with vampire ash and soot, and her black petticoats hung in tatters above her knee-high boots. Beneath her bustier, the gargoyle tattoo at the small of her back burned, pouring white-hot fire through her nerve endings. She was nearing her breaking point.




    Estefan had been torturing her for what seemed like years, but it couldn’t have been that long. She hadn’t had anything to eat or drink since he had kidnapped her, and though she was dehydrated, she hadn’t died of thirst. Still, though the pain was unbearable, her tears had all dried up.




    He had dragged her back into the Hell Fire Caves, chambers of flint and chalk beneath the Dashwood family seat. Sir Francis Dashwood was said to have reigned over the notorious Hell Fire Club in the 1750s, when powerful Dark Witches had conducted unspeakable rituals. The caves remained a trendy partying spot for witches who flirted with the darker side of magick. Skye and Estefan had partied there almost three years ago—before she had known he was a liar and a killer. Now he had her chained to a rock wall in the same spot where he had kissed her one night and asked her if she would move back to Spain with him.




    It was ironic, then, that he had dragged her from Spain back to England. Why had he bothered to bring her all the way here from Salamanca? Where was Aurora, the evil vampire he worked for? Had Aurora been staked in the last battle? What about Skye’s friends, her teammates? Were they alive or dead? She had tried asking Estefan, but he had just laughed. The worst part was, she wasn’t sure he even knew.




    He only seemed interested in tormenting her. He rippled shocks of magicks over her skin, burning her without leaving a mark, making her muscles quiver and contract until she shook.




    Why doesn’t he just kill me?




    “Because I love you,” Estefan said, stepping from the shadows. There were dark splotches on his tight jeans and black silk shirt. Her blood.




    The Spaniard, with his charming accent and macho swagger, had easily enticed an innocent fourteen-year-old Skye. His attributes, which had once seemed dark and mysterious, were just brutal and sadistic now.




    Skye wished she had never met him, but then she would never have fled him to Salamanca and the Spanish training school where she had learned to fight vampires. She would never have met her friends or her fighting partner, Holgar.




    Holgar. Thoughts of him kept her going. Kind and generous, he was also the strongest person she knew. Now, as her knees buckled and she hung from the iron manacles around her wrists, she let herself fantasize about what he’d do to Estefan when he found her.




    “Your friends aren’t going to find us,” Estefan said.




    He had been wandering freely through her mind, torturing it even more cruelly than her body, inserting himself into her thoughts, obscuring her memories, conjuring new ones.




    At least, she prayed to the Goddess that these memories weren’t real. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself. She saw herself here, in this cave, performing Black magick, drinking blood, pledging her loyalty to the Cursed Ones. She knew that Estefan had done all those things. But what had she done? She had been under his spell when she’d gotten the gargoyle tattoo on the small of her back. She actually remembered it, but the memory was detached, as if she were watching herself from a distance.




    I’m seeing it through Estefan’s eyes, she realized.




    “That’s right,” he chuckled. “You were drunk when you got that tattoo. You told me that love is forever, and you swore to love me always.”




    Her girlish crush on him hadn’t come close to touching such a sacred emotion. What was it Father Juan had said in one of his sermons? Perfect love casts out fear. What they’d felt for each other certainly hadn’t been love. Looking into Estefan’s cold, glittering eyes, she realized he was incapable of understanding, let alone living, that truth.




    She squeezed her eyes shut, but she still saw his face in her mind. He laughed at her. He touched her cheek, and she turned her head to bite him, but her teeth just snapped together painfully.




    He had been drugging her—she knew that—to keep her from spell casting. Her energy was too depleted to use magick to escape. But the drugs were wearing off. Hope surged through her, and she tried to test the chain around her wrist. She couldn’t move.




    Horror swept over her as she realized that Estefan had changed his game—he had paralyzed her. And it wasn’t only her body that he had in an iron grip. He flashed impressions of everything that had terrified her since she was a little girl. In her mind he showed her images of them kissing, whispering romantic promises to each other, which filled her with shame. Well, two could play at that game.




    Skye pictured Holgar. Funny Holgar, howling uncontrollably during the ambush back in Russia and looking so shocked at himself, and then laughing hysterically about it. She loved his sense of humor. More than once it had made the misery of a situation bearable for everyone. Sweet Holgar, who offered his shoulder as a pillow when they were sleeping on the snow-covered ground in the forest. Strong Holgar, carrying her on his back even though he was injured, then protecting her seconds later by ripping out the throats of attacking vampires and werewolves.




    She could feel Estefan watching, observing, wondering why she was thinking of Holgar Vibbard. Good. The distraction might weaken his spell.




    She let herself imagine Holgar as she’d never actually seen him—his face glowing with love. She thought about kissing him, working hard to make it seem like a memory and not just a fantasy. Estefan’s startled thoughts flared like lightning as his emotions began to skitter out of control. Jealousy, rage, hate.




    She was playing a dangerous game, one that could backfire. Fury provided power to those who used the darker arts. She doubted Estefan was that skilled, though. In place of magickal training, he had relied on his looks and charisma to get much of what he wanted. Skye, on the other hand, had been brought up very strictly in White magick. Estefan might have power, but she had knowledge on her side.




    She pushed deeper, showing herself passionately kissing Holgar as they lay in the snow. Holgar sliding his hand up her leg as they pressed against each other outside the University of Salamanca beneath the moonlight, their desire blessed by the silver smile of the Lady Goddess.




    Estefan’s emotions surged and crashed like stormy waves. And as with the surf that touches the sand, then recedes, she began to slip through his fingers.




    Growing hopeful, she pushed harder.




    She envisioned making out with Holgar in their Las Vegas hotel. She imagined his hands moving over her, and was surprised at the sudden flash of heat and desire that filled her in response.




    She also felt Estefan’s wild stabs of jealousy. The threads of his magickal web frayed as his mastery over himself—and her—threatened to snap.




    Skye pictured more kissing, more touching.




    Estefan gasped. Though she couldn’t see his face, she sensed he was caught in the grip of frenzied near madness. The last time they’d been together, she had set him on fire—literally—to escape him. He’d hunted her ever since, to wreak his revenge.




    Empowered by his weakness, she let real memories slide through too, memories that were sweet or intimate in their own way. Kindness and tenderness were foreign to Estefan and therefore something the two of them had never shared—and never could. But for her they could be used as wellsprings of White magick—power he didn’t possess. And so she let herself think of Holgar tenderly. She remembered when, after one full moon, she had brought him his clothes and let him out of his cage. She’d lifted the tarp that covered his cage to find him still asleep. Naked.




    She had quickly turned away, as Holgar whispered—




    Noooo! Estefan screamed inside her mind. His control loosened almost completely. And she knew what she had to do next.




    She conjured an image of herself entering Holgar’s cage, then pulling the tarp back down. She watched Holgar drowse awake as she’d seen him do a dozen times. But then she created a vision of Holgar looking at her with love and joy in his eyes. Holgar reaching for her, and herself reaching for him.




    Then Holgar curled himself around her, nuzzling her nose to nose. Sweetly, he cupped her cheek and very slowly and deliberately pushed down the bodice of her blouse just a little. She laughed. They kissed. Kissed harder. The warmth between them heated, then blazed—the greatest gift of the Goddess—as Holgar tore off her clothes and—




    Estefan slapped her across the face, and Skye was finally able to scream.




    The shrill sound echoed through the caves as Skye grabbed Estefan’s wrist. Yanking him toward her, she pulled the power of his Dark magicks and the energy of his consuming jealousy from him and into herself. Taking back what he had cost her—her self-will, and her self-respect—as she grabbed his face.




    Estefan grunted.




    She screamed again and it boosted her dominion over his power. Anger surged through her, and she used it, growing stronger as he grew weaker. Gritting his teeth, Estefan struggled against her, but purpose and desperation fueled her. Finally she let go, and he fell to the ground with a cry.




    “Stay away from me,” she hissed. She stared down at him as he sprawled, panting, on the rocky cave floor.




    He’ll never leave me alone. I should kill him. But I can’t. It goes against everything I was raised to believe.




    The thought made her shiver. Everything she was raised to believe. Did she believe it was wrong to kill him, even in self-defense?




    She wouldn’t—couldn’t—answer that question now. She had to get away. As she focused on that thought, a burst of energy swelled from within her, shattering the manacles around her wrists.




    “No,” he rasped.




    Skye made a wide berth around him as she stumbled forward. Everything hurt, but she couldn’t spare the time or energy to heal herself until she was safe.




    Winding her way through the shadowy cave, she staggered out of the darkness and into the bright sunlight. It blinded her, and she tripped, falling to the ground and knocking the air from her lungs.




    She scrabbled to her feet as a roar came from behind her. Spinning around, she saw Estefan lurching toward her, his face wild with hatred, his eyes glowing red like a vampire’s.




    Panicking, Skye threw up her hands. “Incendio!”




    And just like a vampire, he began to burn, just as he had two years before—the first time she had set him on fire. Near this very spot he had sworn to bind her to the vampires, with or without her consent; she had burned him then, as she burned him now.




    Orange flames dancing over his skin like an aura, he screamed, falling back into the opening of the cave. A sob burst out of her. She had harmed Estefan grievously. That was not the way of the Goddess. White Witches were never, ever permitted to hurt another living human being.




    I had to do it, she told herself. My Lady will understand. And besides, I don’t think Estefan is completely human.




    He had saved himself before. He wouldn’t die. There weren’t even any scars from her first attack.




    She ran, trying to outrace her own fear. She was in England. She had friends, family. They had to help. They just had to.




    How long had Estefan had her? What had happened back at Salamanca? Was Holgar alive? Jenn? Father Juan? She had to find out. But first she needed a place to hide, and food and drink. Estefan’s torture had taken a toll on her body. The energy she had extracted from him would only sustain her a few more minutes. She was weaker than she had realized.




    Skye fell again and pushed herself back to her feet with a sob. She had to think. Where could she go?




    She, like Holgar, would be an outcast to her family. She had run away. She fought vampires. Her family was resolute about doing no harm to any creature, no matter how foul or evil they were. That was why the Yorks, along with most witches, had gone underground when the war started. She imagined she would not be welcome, but there was no choice. She needed to hide.




    She had to go home.




    TOLEDO, SPAIN


    THE SURVIVORS OF SALAMANCA: JENN, ANTONIO, HOLGAR, JAMIE, FATHER JUAN, NOAH, AND SADE




    Seated in a beautifully carved but very uncomfortable monastery chair, Jenn stared at her journal as her frustration simmered. She had asked Father Juan to perform stronger magicks to help them locate Skye, but so far he hadn’t come up with anything. Jenn knew how terrified Skye had been of her ex, and she tried not to think about what Estefan Montevideo might be doing to her.




    Exhaling and closing her journal, Jenn stood up and headed for the chapel, knowing she’d find Father Juan there. Incense and the smell of candle wax wafted toward her as she pushed open the arched wooden door. A large crucifix hung above the altar, which was strewn with flowers. To the left of the altar, before a large statue of Mary, small votives flickered. The faithful had been asking her for favors, for help.




    In the pew closest to the statue Father Juan knelt in prayer—and he wasn’t alone. Antonio was beside him, head bowed, eyes closed. Jenn’s breath caught in her throat as she stared at Antonio. His dark, curly hair wisped around his ears. His ruby cross earring once again sparkled in his left ear. Antonio had cast it away after Aurora had broken his humanity, returning him to the fiend he had been when he was first converted into a vampire. Jenn had found the earring on the stairs leading to Aurora’s penthouse and rescued it. She took it as a good sign that he was able to wear it without it burning his skin. Antonio was the only vampire they knew of who could touch a cross.




    Antonio stirred, having heard her or smelled her, or both. He touched Father Juan on the shoulder. After a moment they both crossed themselves, bowed on one knee as they left the pew, and faced her.




    Jenn swallowed down all her wanting and grief. Antonio seemed so distant, even when she could reach out and touch him. She folded her arms to keep herself from doing so.




    “Jenn?” Father Juan asked softly.




    “There’s a war to be fought,” she said. “And we can’t do it if we’re hiding here.”




    A look flashed across Antonio’s face. She couldn’t tell if it was pride or fear.




    Father Juan sighed. “I understand your impatience.”




    “No,” she said carefully, “I don’t think you do.”




    They each raised an eyebrow at her.




    “The two of you are used to spending hours, days, praying and meditating. Meanwhile the rest of us are just waiting, alone with our own thoughts, and trust me, none of them are happy right now.”




    “We haven’t given up,” Antonio said quietly.




    “This feels like surrender to me,” she retorted. “It’s only a matter of time before Jamie goes off on his own and does something stupid or Sade completely loses it.”




    “What do you suggest we do?” Father Juan asked.




    “Enough with the skirmishes. It does us no good to kill a dozen, a hundred, even a thousand vampire foot soldiers. They can convert more in a heartbeat. We need to eliminate the leader ship.” She frowned. “We shouldn’t have let Greg and the other black crosses stop us from attacking Solomon in Washington when he held that press conference with the president.”




    “I’m not so convinced Solomon is the real power,” Father Juan said, glancing at Antonio. “Not after what we saw in Salamanca.”




    “Even if he’s not, he certainly thinks he is,” Jenn replied. “And so do most of the civilians out there. If we could take him out—”




    “We can’t worry about him right now,” Antonio broke in. He winced and turned away.




    What is up with him? she wondered.




    “We think we might have found something,” Father Juan said slowly, giving Antonio a concerned glance. “Someone.”




    “What? Who?” Jenn asked.




    “My grandsire,” Antonio whispered without looking at her. “Lucifer, the father of all this misery.”




    Antonio was in hell.




    He couldn’t imagine someplace worse, or a more apt description for what it was he was suffering. Even glancing at Jenn made him yearn to drain her. He still struggled with his bloodlust. It was dangerous for him to be around anyone, even Father Juan.




    And Jenn was going through her own changes. Since her knock-down, drag-out fight with Jamie six days earlier, she carried herself differently. She seemed stronger, more aloof.




    She’s become the leader Father Juan knew she would.




    Antonio was so proud of her, even though he mourned the loss of her innocence, which had so charmed him. She’s been through too much to ever go back.




    They all had.




    Jenn was right. They needed to act soon—if for no other reason than they couldn’t hide where they were much longer. Father Sebastian, the monastery’s abbot, had given them sanctuary. But there were three other priests in residence, and Father Sebastian had warned Father Juan that they were loyal to Rome. The Church had outlawed vampire hunters and declared that anyone caught helping them would be excommunicated—cast out from the Catholic community. It was only a matter of time before one of the loyalists figured out who the team was and reported them—and turned in Father Sebastian for aiding them.




    Antonio tried to swallow his bitterness. He would never have believed that his beloved Church would turn its back on the hunters they had spent centuries training to fight the Cursed Ones.




    The world was upside down.




    Holgar had killed a woman he loved.




    Jenn, the leader of a vampire-hunting team, was in love with him, a Cursed One.




    And he, Antonio de la Cruz, was drowning in guilt and remorse, not only for the lives of the innocents he had so recently snuffed out, but for killing his sire, Sergio Almodóvar, at the last battle against Aurora.




    His guilty conscience was proof that he was insane. Killing Sergio before he could harm Jenn’s sister—or any human being—had been the right thing to do. Watching Sergio fall into the fiery pit in Salamanca had brought a rush of relief. A burden had lifted once and forever—Sergio loved to kill churchmen, and when Antonio had served in Sergio’s court, he had killed seven Catholic faithful for him. Why then was he feeling so sinful? Replaying Sergio’s death, torturing himself with it. He hadn’t told Father Juan of his torment. He didn’t need to give anyone more reason to distrust him.




    Especially Jenn.




    Ay, mi alma, he thought, crossing himself. My soul.




    His soul, named Jenn.




    MADRID, SPAIN


    AURORA




    In the ruins of the palace once inhabited by a Spanish princess, Aurora raged with grief.




    Sergio was dead.




    In fury she paced back and forth on a cracked black marble floor, hurling an empty bottle of sangria at a stained-glass window of some idiotic saint. The window shattered, revealing the bone-white moon hanging above the ravaged garden.




    If anyone was going to kill that bastard, she should have been the one to do it. Not that she was planning to before Antonio de la Cruz had stolen her choice from her.




    I hate him. I hate Antonio more than I have ever hated anyone.




    She cast a contemptuous gaze at the minion cowering before her, a vampire who had fought the hunters at Salamanca and lived to tell the tale. He was terrified of her, which was good. His knees shook.




    He’s too weak to be an effective lieutenant. Actually, too weak to be allowed to live.




    She reached out with both hands, grabbed his head, and twisted it from his neck. For one second the lieutenant’s eyes blinked at her in shock, and then all of him, head and body, transmuted into dust.




    That made her feel a little better.




    As she wiped her hands on a nearby chaise, she just wished she could do the same to Antonio. And to Estefan. The Dark Witch had gotten his prize, the girl Skye, and fled the battle without a word.




    He would pay for deserting her.




    But first Aurora would leave Madrid. In a few hours she would be with her sire. When Lucifer called, none dared ignore it. Love and fear mingled within her at the thought of seeing him again. She would have to tell him about Sergio’s death, though Lucifer probably already knew. Her dark lord knew everything.




    He probably even knows that I captured Antonio and then lost him.




    She shuddered at what he might do to her for that blunder. There was nowhere in this world or the next that she could hide from Lucifer, and she would go to him with her head held high.




    But first she had once last thing to attend to.




    “Come,” she commanded.




    One of her fledglings entered the room silently. The young girl’s arms were full of white satin. She inclined her head to Aurora, who felt her throat actually constrict with unspent emotion.




    It was time.




    Aurora beckoned the girl forward, and the little thing held out the white gown. It was reminiscent of the style of the Spanish royal court when Aurora had been alive. Aurora had died in 1490, becoming a vampire to escape the Spanish Inquisition.




    With a sense of ceremony, Aurora disrobed, and the fledgling helped her don the heavy costume, slipping her arms into the white embroidered sleeves. Experiencing again the confinement of the small, stiff hoops that created the slender bell shape of the skirt, Aurora held herself regally, her posture impeccable.




    Then the servant helped her arrange her long, raven-black hair, entwining lilies in it as she piled it on Aurora’s head. When she was finished, Aurora fought the urge to glance in the mirror. She was more than five hundred years old, yet it still startled her when she could not see her own reflection.




    The dress was beautiful, and she knew that modern society would have assumed she was a bride, and not in deep mourning. The royal court in her time had favored white for funerals. It felt more appropriate to honor Sergio in that way than with the modern black.




    “How do I look?” she asked the fledgling.




    “Like a beautiful ghost,” the girl said with a faint smile.




    Better that than a corpse. Or a pile of ash scattering slowly in the breeze.




    “Bueno, I’m ready,” Aurora announced, stepping through bits of brittle colored glass and vampire dust.




    The woman walked ahead and opened the door, and Aurora glided out. She descended a circular stone staircase to the main hall, where nearly two dozen of her most loyal followers waited. At her request they too had dressed in white, although they had opted for modern styles of clothing—suits and formal gowns. She didn’t begrudge them that.




    Leading the way, she left the house and walked slowly toward El Retiro Park. The others fell in step behind her, a funeral cortege, many carrying blood-red roses or lilies, others crystal decanters and simple glass jars filled with blood. Along the route some human passersby stopped to stare. Others fled.




    Aurora kept her eyes straight ahead, allowing herself to think more fully about Sergio than she had in years. Memories, both good and hideous, flooded her like a rushing river. Sergio had been magnificent and arrogant, passionate and unpredictable. He had been her one great love. He had also been willful, reckless, cruel, and insensitive. She had hated him as much as she had loved him.




    He made me feel so alive.




    Sergio had worshipped the dark god Orcus. Orcus no longer possessed active temples or followers. There was nowhere she could go to respect that part of Sergio. So she had chosen instead their favorite trysting spot in the city of Madrid.




    Inside the park, the procession wound to the Fountain of the Fallen Angel. Meant to depict Lucifer as he was being cast out of heaven, it had always been their private joke. The sculptor who had fashioned it had given the Fallen Angel the face of a very different Lucifer: their vampiric sire.




    Silently, the mourners circled the fountain. Emilio, an aged vampire Aurora and Sergio had both held in esteem, stepped forward, an ebony-and-maroon leather volume in his hand. He opened it and began to read the words he had written for the occasion.




    “Immortality—the greatest of gifts—must not be approached with trepidation. Life is not something to be sipped, but to be grasped with both hands and bled for all its worth. This fire—this passion—sustains, nourishes, uplifts, illuminates all. We are blessed, not cursed, to understand, to taste the finest fruits of the universe.”




    He closed the book. “None knew this more than Sergio Almodóvar. Filled with bloodlust, the finest of killers, he was a vampire who knew how to live. Sergio himself would remind us that though we may have eternity, it can be taken from us in the twinkling of an eye. Every moment must be savored to its last drop of potential in the chance that it is to be our last.”




    A stricken sigh passed through the assembly. Immortality denied was a terrifying tragedy. Humans were born doomed. Vampires . . . spared.




    “We are here to honor his memory and to commit his soul to Orcus,” Emilio continued. “God of Light, God Below, look upon your most loyal son with favor.”




    Around Aurora the others stirred, reflecting on the dark god or goddess they themselves worshipped. Like humans, vampires followed many deities, worshipped in many ways. For some, their underworlds were ruled by beings connected with light and the returning of their souls. For Aurora Abregón, there was only one thing that felt right. She rent her clothes, as her Jewish ancestors had done, ripping the finery with vampiric strength, and she wailed—mourning in the style of the ancient Romans, of Orcus.




    Those who had brought flowers ringed them around the base of the fountain. Those who had brought blood spilled it into the waters—an offering and a remembrance.




    I will remember you. I will never forget who did this to you.




    As she let out another cry, her heart was truly broken. Aurora would not have killed Sergio, had she had the chance. She knew that she would have forgiven him for every wretched, horrible slight, every cutting insult, every wrong he had committed against her.




    She might have tortured him for a few weeks, but she would have declared the slate wiped clean.




    Fueled by her passions, Aurora led the procession back to the crumbling palace. But even as she thought of the banquet that was waiting, her misery was so great that she had no hunger. She was too angered by her grief to eat anyone.




    “My friends,” she said, facing the assembly. “Sergio must be avenged. Swear a blood oath with me that you will kill his assassin—the traitor Antonio de la Cruz.” She raised her left hand and sliced a fingernail across her palm. Blood welled up and began to drip as the others followed suit. Under the moonlight the vampires bled.




    “He is as good as dead,” Emilio said; the others inclined their heads.




    And Aurora smiled.








  



    

      

    




    CHAPTER TWO




    

      

        

          Salamanca Hunter’s Manual:


          The Eternal Battle




          It may feel as if your struggles against the Cursed Ones are endless. This is true. The enemy can—and will—create more of his kind, and all of them seek your death. So you may question if your holy calling has meaning, and why you must press on when fortune favors you so little. Remember this: The Savior, too, had doubt, and yet He prevailed when it mattered most. If you fight without ceasing, dedicating your soul to the conquering of the foe, you will receive the ultimate reward—not in this world, but the next.




          (translated from the Spanish)


        


      


    




    MADRID, SPAIN


    HEATHER AND AURORA




    I’m starving. I need blood, Heather Leitner thought as she crouched in the overgrown gardens outside Aurora’s ruined palace. Her threadbare jeans and shredded sweater were barely distinguishable from her hair and skin. She was coated from head to toe with dirt and dried blood. She looked like an animal—or a nightmare.




    She was faint with hunger, and she had trouble remembering how she’d tracked Aurora to Madrid. During the battle in Salamanca, Aurora’s vampire army had piled into trucks and vans, and Heather had yanked open the car door of an unsuspecting motorist unlucky enough to be in the vicinity, dragged him out, and taken off after them.




    Did I kill the driver? Did I drink his blood?




    She was drawing a blank. Or maybe she couldn’t face the truth. If she had drunk of him, would she still be this hungry?




    She closed her eyes, sick to her soul at the thought. To bite a human being, to drink their blood. It sounded . . .




    . . . wonderful.




    Clenching her fists, she swayed with weakness as she studied the silhouettes of the Cursed Ones through the stained glass. Which one was Aurora?




    “I’ll kill you,” Heather whispered, feeling her fangs pressing against her thin, chapped lips. “I swear to God I’ll turn you into dust.”




    If she didn’t drink from a living creature, she would lose the fragile hold she had on her sanity. And Heather had to stay sane.




    So she could kill Aurora.




    TOLEDO, SPAIN


    THE SALAMANCA HUNTERS MINUS SKYE




    In the courtyard of the ancient Toledo monastery, Jenn made a double fist and flung herself at Noah. The hardened Israeli soldier dropped to the ground and swept out his leg, grinning at her when, unable to stop her momentum, she tumbled forward and face-planted in the dirt. Then he grunted in surprise as she rolled onto her back, grabbed his ankle, and yanked it toward her chest. He teetered for a moment, then fell on his butt.




    “Ha!” she shouted. Before she could gloat any further, Noah straddled her, catching her wrists in one hand as he mimicked slashing her throat with his other.




    “How did you do that?” she managed between gulps of air as he sprang to a standing position, then pulled her to her feet.




    They were both wearing clean white T-shirts and sweatpants, courtesy of the brothers in the monastery. Their feet were bare. Noah’s hair was crazy wild from the tussle, but it only added to his allure. He had freckles across his nose, like her, and his dark eyes were almost as heavily lashed as Antonio’s.




    Antonio. Jenn drew a slow, steadying breath. She had hoped that sparring with Noah would take the edge off her tension, not add to it. After all, there was no her and Antonio. Before leaving America for Spain, Antonio had shut the door on any hope of their having a relationship. He had told her that he was renewing his vows of poverty, obedience, and chastity to the Catholic Church. He’d been studying to become a priest when Sergio had changed him into a vampire, and Antonio believed that only through prayer and strict observance of his holy orders could he keep from becoming a depraved, soulless Cursed One forever.




    “How did I do that? I let you take me,” Noah said, as he sidled away from Jenn and took a sip of water from a glass on a wooden tray. He tipped back his head and poured a little of the water over his face. “Then I came in for the kill.”




    He grinned at her, then grabbed a pack of cinnamon gum from the tray, pulled out two sticks, and handed her one. He was trying to quit smoking because it bothered her, and cinnamon gum was his weapon of choice. It also happened to be her favorite flavor.




    “Krav Maga?” Jamie said, coming up behind Jenn. Without the chance to shave his head, he’d let caramel fuzz obscure some of his tattoos. Jamie was a Northern Irish street fighter with tons of anger issues. “We were teaching our tricks to Marc Dupree. Jenn mention him? We got him killed in New Orleans.”




    Noah stared back at Jamie. “I thought Jenn beat that lippy crap out of you.”




    Jamie flushed and made a show of adjusting his Adam’s apple, which Jenn had dislocated during their fight in the cave. He smiled sourly at her, and she tensed, angry and wary. She should have known Jamie would never really accept her as his leader.




    “Talking shite’s a bad habit of mine,” Jamie said, which was probably the closest he would get to an apology. Still, it meant a lot to hear it, and Jenn relaxed slightly.




    Noah chomped his gum. “Habits can be broken.”




    Jamie ignored his comment. “May as well smoke ’em while I’ve got ’em. I’ve got nothing better to do.” He pulled a cigarette from behind his ear and fished a lighter out of his jeans pocket. He lit the cigarette. The pungent scent of burning tobacco irritated Jenn’s nose as he exhaled, blowing smoke at Noah, taunting him with forbidden fruit; the two had been smoking buddies before Noah quit.




    “We have something to do,” Jenn said. “We’re having a meeting about it tonight, after dinner.”




    Appraising her, Jamie took another drag on his cigarette. “You’re one for the mysteries. Why not just tell us now?”




    Because it’s daytime, and the sunshine makes Antonio tired and sluggish, and I want him at his best when we discuss our next move, she thought.




    Without replying, she sauntered out of the courtyard.




    “Stones. That girl’s grown ’em.”




    She didn’t know if she was meant to hear Jamie, but she smiled grimly to herself. If Jamie had respect for her newfound toughness, it had come at quite a price. Becoming a leader meant changing—a lot. She’d done things she wished she were incapable of doing. And would do them again.




    Noah and Antonio were seasoned soldiers—Antonio had fought in World War II, and he carried battlefield scars both inside and out. Noah had been in the Israeli special forces—the Mossad—when the vampire war had broken out. Father Juan had privately counseled Jenn never to ask Noah about his missions.




    “You wouldn’t want to know,” he’d told her.




    But as the leader of a vampire hunting team, she knew she should ask. She needed to know what he was capable of. There were darker times ahead, which would require darker deeds.




    Then there was Jamie. He wasn’t troubled by ethics or morality. For Jamie it was kill or be killed, with no further discussion necessary. Eriko had been the only calming influence on him, and now that she was dead, it seemed that the only way to get Jamie to calm down was to knock him out.




    I’d have no problem doing that, she thought, as she rapped softly on the housekeeper’s door. She opened it gently and crossed from the simple sitting room to the bathroom. Señora Nevado had offered the use of her bathtub to Sade and Jenn, the only two women on the Salamancan hunting team—until they found Skye. Of course, no one used the word “hunting” anymore. To appease the Cursed Ones, the Catholic Church had ordered all vampire hunters to stand down and, if they weren’t Spanish, to go home. Jenn’s team was disobeying, and theoretically, Father Juan had been excommunicated. No longer part of the Church and no longer a priest, he wasn’t to say Mass or give communion—but he’d done both since. Antonio, himself a very strict Catholic, had assisted Father Juan at Mass and taken communion from the priest’s own hand.




    To Jenn, the Church’s betrayal of vampire hunters was more proof that religion was silly. It was true that crosses and holy water repelled vampires, but so did other religious symbols. Noah used the Star of David. She had a theory that the symbols worked because they were representations not of some god, but of goodness. Jenn believed in goodness, if not in God. She had grown up in a vaguely Christian atmosphere, as her family was originally from Bavaria, a Catholic section of Germany. Antonio had his own opinions, of course: “Deep down, it must be that you really believe, Jenn. In your soul, where it counts.” Which could be why crosses worked for her.




    The only “counting” she was interested in was how many vampires they had to kill until the world belonged to the human race again.




    Jenn took off her workout clothes and stepped into the shower. She let the hot water sluice over her head. As she toweled off and dressed, she thought she heard familiar voices through the wall. She gathered up her things and darted down the hall. Her grandmother sat facing the entryway, and Jenn’s mom was on the sofa with the housekeeper. Gramma Esther saw Jenn first. She rose from her chair and caught Jenn in her arms as Jenn nearly crashed into her.




    “Gramma, Mom,” Jenn said, as her mother burst into tears and got to her feet. Jenn moved to her and held her. “Mom, we’ll find her. We’ll find Heather.”




    “My baby?” her mother gasped, clinging to Jenn. “Oh, God. My baby.”




    Jenn cast a furtive glance over her mom’s shoulder at her grandmother. Did they not know that Heather had been converted—changed into a vampire? Jenn’s father had offered Jenn to Aurora to guarantee the safety of the rest of the family. It was a promise Aurora had broken, instead kidnapping Heather to lure Jenn—and Antonio—to New Orleans. Aurora’s ultimate target had been Antonio, but first she’d amused herself with Heather.




    I’m going to kill you, Aurora, Jenn promised. She trembled, but one steely-calm look from Gramma Esther told her she needed to keep herself under control. Her mother needed her.




    Did she cry like this when I ran away from home to join the academy? she wondered. She didn’t think so.




    “Where did Heather go?” her mom wailed.




    “Here is wine,” the housekeeper announced. Unnoticed by Jenn, she’d left the room and returned with a bottle of what looked like port and four small glasses. Jenn was eighteen, and in Spain that was an acceptable age to drink, but Jenn hadn’t gotten used to it yet. Still, she took the glass Señora Nevado poured for her. Jenn’s mother drank hers down quickly, but Gramma Esther barely sipped hers. Instead she looked hard at Jenn, as if trying to convey her a silent message.




    “When did you get here?” Jenn asked.




    “Just a few minutes ago. An old friend offered us a lift,” Gramma Esther said meaningfully. “He’s moving to Budapest.”




    Jenn blinked in shock. Did Gramma Esther mean Greg, the leader of the black crosses? He was their contact with the covert government operation dubbed Project Crusade.




    A gentle rap came at the door, and Father Juan poked in his head. “Ah, I see that you found Jenn,” he said. “Please, Leitner ladies, I have found a place where you will be more comfortable while we talk.”




    Jenn put her untouched glass on Señora Nevado’s tray, murmured “Gracias,” and turned to go. The housekeeper gestured for Jenn to hand over her towel and workout clothes. Jenn complied and thanked her again.




    The group was silent as they entered the little chapel. Jenn was disappointed not to see Antonio. She felt a deep pang, as if part of her were missing too.




    Father Juan gestured for the three to sit in one of the pews. Then he bowed on one knee, crossed himself, and slid into the pew in front of them, half turning to face them. Jenn studied his face as he looked around, ensuring that they were alone.




    “I have some things I need to tell you,” he said. “I must caution you to keep them to yourselves. Although we are surrounded by my brothers in Christ, we are not necessarily among friends.”




    “What do you mean?” Jenn’s mother asked nervously.




    “You are aware that the government of your country is cooperating with the Cursed Ones,” he began.




    “Yes,” Gramma Esther replied. “And so was my son, Jenn’s dad.”




    Jenn clenched her fists in her lap as fresh anger surged through her. Her grandmother said the words so matter-of-factly, as if she were talking about a stranger. Maybe, in her mind, she was.




    “He knows that was a mistake,” Jenn’s mom cut in, looking pale and wan. “And that’s why we have to get him out of there.”




    Gramma Esther made no comment.




    “Perhaps you also know that Spain, alone, has refused to surrender.” Father Juan’s face darkened. “Until now. The hunters have been ordered to disband, and we priests must no longer teach or lead them. I have refused to stop, and for this I have been cast out of the Church.”




    Esther pursed her lips while Jenn’s mother wiped away her tears. “So it’s not safe in Spain,” Jenn’s mother said. “Jenn, how could you bring Heather here?”




    Jenn felt dizzy. Mom doesn’t know Heather’s been converted, she thought. Jenn peered under her lashes at Father Juan, who shook his head surreptitiously at her, as if to say, I’ll tell her.




    “You know a few things about us,” the priest went on slowly. “You know, for example, that we have among us a vampire who fights for humanity.”




    “He was at the camp,” Jenn’s mom said, fidgeting nervously with her fingers. “Something happened to him, didn’t it? He had become evil again.”




    “Antonio is battling his curse, and I think he will win.” Father Juan cleared his throat.




    He’s going to tell them the truth about Heather. He has to. It’s not a secret among the hunters, and if he doesn’t reveal it, Jamie might, out of pure spite.




    “It is true that Heather has gone missing,” he said.




    Jenn’s mother sobbed once, heavily. Jenn squeezed her hand, then put her arm around her mother.




    Her grandmother was very still. “Go on. Say what you need to say, Father.”




    “Aurora, the Cursed One who kidnapped Heather, turned her into a vampire,” he said, his voice soft, his words crystal clear.




    Jenn’s mom stared at him. For a full ten seconds she was silent. And then a wrenching wail tore out of her—the scream of a mother who had been told her child was dead. Jenn held her with both arms, trying to contain her mom’s shock. But her mom pushed her away and got to her feet, still screaming. She flailed her fists at Father Juan, then showered Jenn with punches. She kicked at Jenn’s legs, shrieking. Jenn scooted away, protecting her mother from her instinctive response to fight back, but her mother came at her.




    “You! You!” she screamed, over and over again.




    Gramma Esther tried to grab her daughter-in-law’s upper arms, to stop her from pounding Jenn. Jenn slid out of the pew and stood in the aisle, her arms outstretched.




    “Mom, we’ll get her back. And we’ll help her. I promise!” Jenn had to shout to be heard over her mother’s screams.




    Father Juan joined her in the aisle. “We have to leave,” he said into her ear. “The brothers will hear. Tell the others to get ready. We’ll depart the second the sun goes down.”




    She looked over at her mother, who had collapsed in the pew. She was rocking back and forth, shaking her head as she shrieked and cried.




    “I should stay with my mom,” she said, but as soon as she spoke, she knew she was wrong. She needed to put distance between her mother and herself.




    Because she blames me. She thinks I made this happen. Just like Daddy thought when I left for the academy.




    Gramma Esther caught her gaze and held it. She gestured for Jenn to leave the two of them alone. Shaking all over, Jenn obeyed. Tears blinded her as she hurried out of the chapel.




    Framed by a stone archway, Antonio was shielded from the dying sun. He remained silent, but his expression—sympathy, pity—spoke volumes.




    Oh, why can’t you love me? she thought, crumbling inside. Her heart was breaking, for herself, for her mother and grandmother, for Heather.




    And for him.




    Why do you have to be a vampire and a priest?




    Why does it have to be this way?




    Antonio retreated into the shadows, becoming almost invisible. As Jenn brushed past him, she cleared her throat and said, “We’re leaving as soon as the sun sets.”




    He didn’t reply.




    IN A BUNKER BENEATH THE WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.


    SOLOMON AND PRESIDENT KILBURN




    The room was octagonal, and ringed with high-definition monitors. Solomon, the leader of the Vampire Nation, strolled beside Jack Kilburn, the president of the United States, pausing before each screen so Kilburn could get the full effect. Solomon had been very busy.




    “This beautiful new ‘hospital’—he made air quotes—is in New Mexico,” Solomon explained, gesturing to an enormous structure that towered against the brilliant sunshine. “Filled to capacity already. Six hundred beds. People are dropping like flies from ‘causes unknown,’ and they’re begging for help. People are talking about a worldwide epidemic. Which is what we want them to talk about.”




    President Kilburn tried to smile as his sweat beaded on his brow. Solomon could smell the tantalizing odor of fear. Solomon enjoyed a mini fantasy about ripping into the president’s throat and killing him on the spot. Kilburn’s price for cooperating with Solomon was eternal life. Solomon had yet to pay it.




    Kilburn had yet to earn it. The president was hesitant to get with the program, and Solomon needed someone fully committed to mass extermination.




    “And they’re dropping like flies from . . . ?” President Kilburn asked.




    Solomon smiled patiently. “We sprayed a toxin on the local produce,” he said. “Not traceable. Incurable. So the humans come in for help . . . and they don’t come out.”




    Kilburn swallowed hard and nodded. “But we . . . my family . . .”




    “Just don’t eat any chilies,” Solomon said pleasantly.




    The monitors revealed more “hospitals” and other camps for humans. Solomon had been building them for months, but was only now informing the president. The camps were being presented as “overflow facilities for our crowded prisons,” and of course some of the inmates were convicted criminals. But others would be undesirables—rabble-rousers, protestors, and anti-vampire terrorists—who would never face trial. The definition of “undesirable” would be repeatedly expanded until anyone Solomon could not control—human or vampire—found him or herself behind barbed wire.




    It would be some time before this bothered the Americans. After the chaos of the war, humans wanted security and order. The majority cheered the removal of low-life scum and troublemakers from their streets. By the time things reached a point where they realized mankind had been reduced to an exotic species, it would be too late for them to do anything about it.




    “Now, this camp is located in Malaysia,” Solomon said to Kilburn. He frowned. “You seem distracted.”




    “How’s the supersoldier program coming?” Kilburn asked.




    Inwardly Solomon seethed. The supersoldier hybrids were disintegrating. He had scientists from all over the world poring over the files Dantalion had e-mailed him before the lab in Russia had exploded, but a critical component must not have come through.




    “Come and see,” he replied.




    Kilburn stood staring at the screens for a few more seconds, then trailed after him. Six armed guards—three human, three vampire—snapped to attention as Solomon and Kilburn entered the dimly lit corridor. As they progressed down the passageway, the guards stationed at other doors saluted them.




    At the end of the corridor they paused for retinal and fingerprint scans. Solid steel elevator doors opened. The guard inside saluted as Solomon, Kilburn, and their security detail entered. Then the elevator descended, passing floor after floor, until at last it stopped, seemingly at the bottom of the world.




    They walked through a literal maze of corridors, arriving at a steel door guarded by more soldiers in full battle gear. Solomon key-coded the door, and it opened with a vacuumlike fwom.




    After another series of guarded doors, they finally reached one marked BIOHAZARD. Kilburn stank of terror. Solomon was gleeful.




    Six cells, each containing a hybrid, faced them. Solomon led the way to the second cell. A creature, part werewolf, part vampire, part human, and mechanically enhanced, glared at Solomon. Thick, greenish wrists were restrained by handcuffs. Its furry ankles thrashed, clanking the chains that held them. Its long claws tapped against the tile. A thick rope of drool dangled from its mouth. Werewolf teeth gnashed and vampire eyes glowed red.




    Kilburn was really losing it, straining to act normal despite his shallow breathing. Maybe he wouldn’t have been so frightened if he’d known—as Solomon did—that the hybrid was slowly rotting from the inside out. So were the five other hybrids. The different strands of DNA were unraveling. If Solomon was lucky, these hybrids would last another three or four months—long enough for the team to create replacements—if Solomon still needed to pretend that he was fulfilling his promise to Kilburn. Of course, Solomon planned to create his own army, and he’d make sure his hybrids were bigger, faster, and stronger than the supersoldiers he created for the humans. But right now the project was a failure.




    Dantalion, damn you. Did you hold out on me?




    Solomon and Dantalion had been partners in the hybrid project. Dantalion had invented the hybridizing process, and there was no vampire scientist more inventive and brilliant than he. Solomon had funded Dantalion’s research, so long as it produced results. But those accursed men with their black crosses had invaded Dantalion’s lab, and Dantalion had followed procedure, calling for help and rigging the place to blow. Then Solomon had had him killed, rather than chance the black crosses successfully capturing him.




    “Amazing,” Kilburn said in a strained voice.




    Dying, Solomon thought angrily, but he smiled at the president with his long fangs. “It is,” he said.




    “Kill you,” the hybrid ground out in an English accent, grunting as it tried to advance on the two men.




    “My God,” Kilburn said.




    “Used to be the Hunter of London. Those days are over, eh, mate?” Solomon affected a cockney accent.




    “Bastard,” the hybrid said. “We’ll rise . . .”




    Solomon snickered. “What do you think you are, a zombie?”




    They left soon after that. The president was properly shaken. These humans should never forget that vampires were their superiors in every way.
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