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				Chapter 1

				I was in a burning house. 

				The oppressive heat evaporated the tears that ran down my cheeks, but my tiny hand still tried to swipe them away.

				It was the sight of my small hand that made me lucid.

				Not this again. Knowing it was a dream didn’t stop the events from unfolding as they always had. 

				Smoke choked my lungs and obscured my vision. Which room was I in? I never could remember, no matter how many times the events played out.

				Out of the smoke came a figure.

				“Dad!” I yelled, my voice sweet and high-pitched.

				He scooped me up as the wooden beams above us shuddered, and he led us through the smoky corridors. I watched from over my father’s shoulder as fire ate up my house. 

			

			
				I blinked and a man stood amidst the flames. 

				My skin chilled despite the heat. Not him. 

				I gripped the expensive cloth of my father’s suit and twisted it beneath my fingers.

				The fire stung my eyes and I blinked. When I opened them again, the man was gone. 

				At some point my father stopped. The fire was not so bad here. 

				Another figure appeared out of the haze. Cecilia. I was passed over to her, out of my dad’s arms.

				“Dad?” I was scared again. 

				I hated this part.

				He kissed me on the top of my head. “I love you angel.” He turned away, disappearing into the smoke.

				“Don’t leave me!” I cried. But he was gone.

				Cecilia led us through the house. I recognized my room along the way; my favorite teddy bear was lying on the floor, burning up before my eyes. 

				Cecilia carried me to our pantry. Barely glancing at the dried goods, she unlatched a trap door set into the floor. She dropped me down into the musty space before climbing down herself. I glanced back up through the trap door, wondering where my dad was.

				She took my hand and led me through the darkness.

				***

				“Reek! Reek! Reek!”

			

			
				My eyes snapped open, and I sat up, startled. My heart was racing, and I shivered from the cold sweat covering my body. It took me a moment to realize it was my alarm clock that had shaken me from the dream.

				I hit the snooze button and flipped over, rearranging myself to go back to bed. I was a good sleeper; even an old memory-turned-nightmare couldn’t frighten me into wakefulness.

				There was a knocking on my door. “Gabrielle, wake up!”

				“No,” I moaned. 

				“Time to get up,” my mother said too cheerfully. “You’re going to miss your flight if you don’t get up!”

				She walked into my room to assess the situation.

				“But I just went to bed,” I mumbled. 

				“That’s what happens when you save packing until the night before your flight.”

				My eyes sprang open. Junior year. I had almost forgotten. I jumped out of bed and grabbed the clothes I had set aside.

				“Breakfast is ready downstairs.” With that, my mother turned and left.

				I shoved myself into a black shirt, jeans, and a pair of boots. I popped into the bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror. 

				This was it. This was the last day I would officially live here. My nervous excitement had my adrenaline going. A year ago I’d never heard of Peel Academy, and now I was on my way to attend the prestigious boarding school. 

			

			
				***

				I watched my mother’s car pull away from the curbside, disappearing into the crowded airport traffic, and then I walked towards the airline check-in. 

				I fiddled with my luggage straps as I waited. Would I fit in? I desperately wanted to; it was part of the reason I’d accepted the offer of admission. God knew I hadn’t fit in at my last school, or really any place for that matter. I clung to the opportunity to change that. 

				But there was a more important reason, one that I hadn’t voiced to my adoptive mother. It wasn’t that the school was located on the British Isles, and it wasn’t that the school opened doors—though it did. It was a single line printed on the admission letter.

				Considering your status as a legacy, Peel Academy warmly welcomes you into its esteemed halls.

				Legacy. Meaning one or both of my biological parents might have attended Peel Academy in the past. This was my chance to find out who they were, and I was not going to turn it down.

				I checked in and headed towards the security checkpoint. It was as I walked by the large panoramic windows that I felt my skin prickle and the back of my neck grow warm. Someone was watching me. 

			

			
				I scanned the bustling street on the other side of the glass, almost missing him. Nearly hidden by the shadow of the parking garage, a figure leaned against the wall.

				Oh please, not him. Not now. 

				He wore a suit and a hat. For one brief moment we locked eyes. He tipped his hat. The seemingly innocent gesture sent a chill through me. I stood there in the airport and stared at the man, unable to look away. A Hertz rental bus finally broke the spell, its huge girth hiding him from view. I waited for the bus to pass. But once it did, the man had vanished. 

				My apparition. 

				I hadn’t seen him in a while; I thought he was gone. But I should have known. The man in a suit was always there, since my earliest memories. Never changing, never aging, and always filling me with dread. I thought I’d be able to escape him by leaving, but maybe I was wrong.

				***

				Eighteen hours, one layover, two coffees, and three bland meals later I arrived at Heathrow Airport. I could feel my eyelids drooping from lack of sleep, and my mouth felt gummy. 

				I still couldn’t believe this was real. I got to live on my own and attend a private boarding school. The autonomy and adventure of it overshadowed the lingering sadness over leaving home.

			

			
			

			
				I glanced around for my ride. I was supposed to meet Professor Blackmore at the baggage claim. As my gaze grazed over the various homemade signs, I felt a hand on my shoulder. 

				“Gabrielle Fiori?”

				I turned and faced an older gentleman wearing a tweed coat, brown pants, and a red bowtie. A bowtie! All he needed was a monocle and a pipe to complete the look.

				“Professor Blackmore?” 

				“Nice to meet you Gabrielle,” he said, extending his hand. I shook it, relieved that I didn’t have to scour the congested waiting area for my ride. “You were the last person we were waiting for. Why don’t you grab your bags from the baggage claim, and then I’ll go over our plans for the day.”

				Once I had collected my luggage, I joined the teens grouped together. 

				“Now that everyone on my list is here, welcome to the British Isles. As many of you probably know, we still have another leg of the journey ahead of us. I have a ticket for each of you—don’t lose it—it’s for our flight to the Isle of Man.” 

				Shocked, I looked around me. No one had mentioned another flight. And where was the Isle of Man for that matter? The address on the school’s website indicated that Peel Academy was in London. 

				Around me, students were smiling and happily whispering to one another. They definitely did not look surprised.

			

			
				“Um, excuse me.” I cleared my throat and stepped forward. “I didn’t know we had another flight.”

				“Miss Fiori, it is customary for us to not publicly disclose the school’s actual location before arrival,” Professor Blackmore said.

				“But what about the address on the school’s website?” 

				Why the secrecy? I didn’t say it out loud, but the shadowy way the school conducted business had bothered me. Not enough to dissuade me from enrolling, but enough to trouble me. Just accessing the website practically required fingerprinting. 

				Some of the other students glanced at me. Their looks clearly said I was an idiot. 

				“That address belongs to our London offices, where most of the school’s official business and paperwork is processed.” He faced the rest of the group, dismissing me. “Now, everyone, make sure you grab your boarding pass and follow me.”

				Had I missed a memo? No one else appeared to find this situation strange. And Professor Blackmore’s answer only added to my growing unease. Reluctantly I took my boarding pass. My mother was going to freak when she found out. Oh well. 

				As we walked down the terminal, a student fell into step beside me. “I noticed earlier you sounded like you were American.”

				I glanced over at the girl next to me. She was curvy and had long golden hair that perfectly matched the color of her eyes. 

			

			
				“Yeah, I’m California grown,” I replied. I noticed she also had an American accent. “You from the U.S.?”

				She nodded. “I’ve bounced around a bit, but I’ll always consider Boston home. I’m Leanne by the way.”

				“Gabrielle.” Because she seemed willing to talk, I decided to ask, “Were we sent something that I didn’t get? Because this is the first time I’ve even heard of the Isle of Man, and I seem to be the only one surprised by this.”

				“Nah, don’t worry about it. Most of the students are legacies, so we already know the school’s location. It’s just not public knowledge.”

				I decided not to mention that I too was a legacy—there’d be too much backstory to cover.

				“So you had a relative go here?” I asked.

				“Yeah. My grandmother, and her grandmother before that.” 

				“Dang.” I was impressed. Some legacy.

				I thought back to the dream I had so many hours ago. The memory-turned-nightmare was the last I had of my biological family. My mother back in California had adopted me as a little girl. Now I finally had the chance to find out more about my biological parents. 

				I couldn’t wait.

				***

				The flight took a little over an hour, during which I was able to get my hands on a map. The good news was that I was able to locate the Isle of Man. The bad news was that the map only depicted a meager dot between Ireland and Great Britain.

			

			
				Fat lot of help that did me.

				Once we landed, we were whisked to a car. We drove through a quaint town before the land opened up into rolling green hills sectioned off by squat stone walls.

				Leanne pointed to little grassy lumps sprinkled across the landscape. “Those are ancient burial mounds; they’ve been around since the Bronze Age.” 

				I tried to muster some form of appreciation, but they were a bit underwhelming to look at. 

				“And,” she continued, unaware of my lack of interest, “our school is a castle.”

				“What?” Now that got my attention. The only images I’d seen of Peel had been either close ups, obscuring the building’s façade, or indoor photos depicting the extravagant library and study halls. 

				“Yep. I didn’t want to say anything earlier because it’s technically a surprise, but everyone else already knows that Peel Academy is actually Peel Castle.”

				This was news to me. I got to attend class in a castle? The school’s website definitely didn’t mention that.

				The car rounded a bend, and the castle came into view. It was nestled at land’s edge, perched atop coastal cliffs. Beyond it stretched the ocean. I sucked in a breath. Wow, that was where I got to go to school. 

			

			
				As we got closer, I began to notice some alarming details. There were no glass panes in the windows, part of the main building was crumbling, and one building didn’t have a roof. What was going on?

				The car passed through the gates, and we were on the school grounds. 

				I blinked in confusion. Stretching out to my right was a huge, sprawling castle. The windows were fitted with small, diamond panes and the roofs were immaculate. I blinked a few times. I must’ve imagined it, but I could’ve sworn … 

				“Okay boys and girls, these buildings are the dormitories.” Professor Blackmore pointed to our left. The car pulled up to a line of slightly more modern buildings that faced the castle grounds. “The men’s dormitories are those just behind us, and the women’s are these right in front of us. 

				Gentlemen, I am the house father, and ladies your house mother is Professor Nightingale. We live on the first floors of each respective dorm, and we are here to make sure you follow the rules and stay safe. Do not hesitate to come to us with any questions you may have. I have your room assignments and keys for the year. Don’t lose them.”

				I collected my key and room assignment and hauled my bags out from the car. I first admired the castle before focusing on the dormitory buildings. I loved this place already.

				I dragged my luggage past a reception desk where a security guard—a.k.a. a bored-looking college student—sat reading a magazine. When she saw me, she put the magazine down. “New student?” I nodded. “What’s your name and room assignment?”

			

			
				I looked down at my sheet of paper. “Gabrielle Fiori. Room 305.”

				She marked something off on a sheet next to me. “Nice to meet you Miss Fiori. Once you get your student ID, make sure to check in and out of here when you come and go. Your room’s going to be on the third floor. Welcome to Peel.”

				I was sweating by the time I managed to drag my luggage up the three flights and find my room. Key in hand, I unlocked the door. 

				My dorm consisted of two twin beds, two desks, two armoires, and two closets all crammed into a tiny room. Despite the size, I couldn’t complain, the view of the castle and the coast was that amazing. 

				I heard the door bang open behind me. Leanne stumbled in, dwarfed under all her baggage. “Stupid freaking luggage. Why did I think I could take all this with me?” 

				“We’re roommates?” Thank goodness. I didn’t know Leanne that well, but I liked her company and she seemed to like mine.

				She looked up, her bags hopelessly twisted about her. “Thank all that is holy that you are my roommate. I was having nightmares that I’d have to live with Doris.”

			

			
				“Who’s Doris?” I asked quizzically. 

				“The spawn of Satan,” she said. “Unfortunately, you’ll meet her soon enough. She’s attending Peel as well.”

				Before I could respond, I heard a shriek from the hallway. A handsome guy with ice blond hair darted through our open door and tackle-hugged Leanne. 

				“It’s so good to see you,” he said, breaking away. 

				“How did you get in here?” she asked.

				“I have my ways.” He shrugged. “Oh,” he said, noticing me for the first time. “Who is this beautiful creature?” he asked, walking forward. He eyed me up and down.

				I blushed before I could help it. 

				“Stop freaking out my roommate,” Leanne said. “Gabrielle, this is Oliver, my socially awkward friend.”

				“What’s that phrase you Americans have?” Oliver snapped his fingers as it came to him. “Ah, I believe that’s the pot calling the kettle black.” 

				“Touché.”

				“So, ladies,” Oliver said, “what are you wearing tonight for Mystique?”

				Oliver walked over to one of the beds and made himself comfortable.

				“What’s Mystique?” I asked.

				Oliver balked. “Don’t tell me you haven’t heard about Mystique.”

				I shook my head.

				Leanne explained. “Mystique is a famous club on the island, and they host a party at the beginning of every school year to welcome the students.” 

			

			
				“Let me tell you,” Oliver said, “it’s an event you don’t want to miss.”

				Okay, a party. That could be fun. Instead my mind conjured up high school videos shown during Drug Free Week, filled with drunk high school students OD’ing on drugs.

				“And,” Leanne said, “let’s not forget that Andre de Leon will be there.”

				“Who’s Andre de Leon?” I was two steps behind everyone else. I swear I must have missed an email.

				“She did not just say that,” Oliver said.

				Leanne shook her head. “Girl, you have a lot to catch up on.”

				“Apparently,” I muttered.

				“Andre de Leon is Europe’s all-time bad boy,” Leanne said. “He dates celebrities—and goes through them like potato chips—runs semi-legal establishments, and often gets in trouble with the law.”

				“You forgot the sexploits and the blood-drinking,” Oliver said.

				Blood drinking? What a disgusting fetish to have.

				“I thought that fell under ‘dating celebrities’?” Leanne said.

				“Sure, whatever. Point is,” Oliver said, facing me, “he’s naughty and smoking hot, and he’s going to be there tonight.”

				I smiled and tried to act excited about this Andre de Leon and tonight’s festivities in spite of my stomach roiling. Call it intuition, but I had a bad feeling about the club. 

			

			
				Regardless, I would not sabotage my chances at friendship within the first day just because I didn’t want to go. 

				A little dancing never hurt anyone.

				Right?

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 2

				That evening, instead of walking out of the building, Leanne and Oliver led me down to the dorm’s basement. 

				“Guys, I thought we were going to the party,” I said.

				“What do you think we’re doing?” Oliver said. “Checking the plumbing?”

				Leanne snickered. “You’ll see.” She pulled out her cell and turned on the phone’s flashlight. 

				Spare mattresses leaned against a wall of the basement, and a few boxes sat to each side of the walkway. Directly above us was Professor Nightingale’s room. I could hear her even footfalls as she moved back and forth across the room, pacing. 

				Further in, the room was filled with abandoned furniture. Flush against the back wall was a bookshelf filled with dusty books. Oliver and Leanne approached it.

			

			
				“It should be Aesop’s Fables,” Leanne said, pointing to a worn blue book. The gold lettering was barely legible. Oliver grabbed it and pulled. There was a groan as metal ground upon metal, and slowly the bookshelf swung open.

				Above us the pacing stopped.

				“Seriously?” I said. “This is our way out?” 

				“If you don’t want to get caught,” Oliver said, “then this is it.”

				“According to my grandmother, this passage should drop us off just outside the school. From there we can catch a taxi.” I did the math. That was a dizzying distance spent walking in a cold, dark, underground passage.

				“What is this?” I asked, eyeing the dark hole.

				“A persecution tunnel. It’s your medieval fire escape, although now mostly students use it.”

				Above us I heard Professor Nightingale’s door open and close shut. 

				Oliver cursed. 

				“She’s coming,” Leanne said.

				I bit my lip and eyed the dark tunnel. This was the time to make a new impression, a good impression, if I wanted to fit in. And I did, badly. While my brain was telling me to stay as far away from the creepy passage as possible, my ego was telling me that option was out of the question. 

				Outside the basement I could hear someone’s footfalls coming down the stairs. Oliver and Leanne looked at me, eyes wide. I took a deep breath for courage, pulled out my phone, and flipped on my own flashlight. I walked ahead of Leanne and Oliver into the secret passage.

			

			
				“I guess we’d better get going,” I said. The damp clung to my tiny dress and I shivered. The cold had a hollow feel, as though there was not enough air to fill the dark passage. 

				Oliver whooped. “Someone’s excited to par-tay!” he said as he entered the dark tunnel. Leanne followed close behind, making sure to shut the entrance behind her.

				Maybe—just maybe—I’d make it here.

				***

				I tugged down the short cocktail dress and took a sip of the bitter soda Leanne had bought me. We’d only been at Mystique for twenty minutes, and I was already regretting it. 

				“Ugh, it’s so freaking humid! My hair is already starting to frizz!” Leanne shouted above the pounding music.

				“Leanne, does your Coke taste funny? Mine does.” 

				She gave me a look. “Of course it tastes funny. I ordered a Rum and Coke.”

				I choked on my drink. “But—but how could you? You’re not eighteen,” I stammered, trying to collect myself. I’d never had alcohol before. Considering its foul taste, I wasn’t sure I liked it at all.

			

			
				“I have a fake.” My face must have shown my surprise because she rolled her eyes. “Listen, this is the only thing that will give me the courage to dance. And—” she eyed me up and down, “it will help you loosen up.”

				I huffed. I wasn’t tense. Well, okay, I was extremely tense, but I was annoyed Leanne could tell. I took a healthy gulp of my drink; if the alcohol would help me relax, then I was open to it.

				The place was packed with young, beautiful men and women. According to Oliver and Leanne, a majority of these people were my peers, out to enjoy the last bit of summer. 

				A sweaty Oliver bounded up to us. “Ladies, you need to dance! Put down those drinks.” He tried to grab mine, but I resisted, clinging onto it for dear life. Now that I properly understood the perks of underage drinking, there was no way I was dancing without getting more liquid courage in me. 

				As we tussled for possession of the Rum and Coke, a hush fell over the crowd. I released the drink, only barely noticing as it sloshed on Oliver.

				“Damnit Gabrielle, you could’ve given it up peacefully.” 

				I felt a tingle up my spine, and I wondered if the man in the suit had found me. Only the usual sensation was now slightly different. It felt … good. 

				Then a second sensation hit me. Magnets. That was the best way to describe the pull. I was attracted towards something on the other end of the room, and it beckoned me to look up. 

			

			
				I let my eyes travel through the crowd, allowing the sensation to guide them. They found their target. 

				My gaze landed on a man’s sculpted torso on the far side of the room. My eyes traveled upward, taking in his extraordinary height and his toned body barely hidden under his black button down. At last they reached his devastatingly beautiful face, framed by rich black hair. He had a strong jaw, sensuous lips, and dark, dangerous eyes. 

				Our gazes met for one perfect second, and the universe held its breath. Images flashed; nothing else existed. In that moment, I saw his past and my future. I saw a thousand images from an impossible number of lifetimes. And then I saw us. Together. Always. 

				The man’s eyes showed surprise, and then wonder. And then the moment ended, and the world came rushing back to my senses. 

				I felt more than saw him take that first tentative step towards me. Adrenaline spiked my blood. I wasn’t the curious type when it came to these situations. The man in the suit had fixed that years ago. After I got away, I’d think about what it all meant.

				I slipped through the packed club, making my way to the dance floor. After I’d crammed myself into the very middle of the mass of gyrating bodies, I glanced around for him. My eyes just barely caught sight of him. 

			

			
				He was casually scanning the crowd, which meant he had lost me. But just to be safe I pushed myself a little further into the sweaty mass of club-goers. I glanced back again, and he was gone.

				Once I was sure I’d lost him, I moved through the crowd towards the back of the building. I needed someplace to be alone. Someplace where I didn’t have to pretend to be having fun and where I could question my sanity. I came to a long hallway where the bathrooms and back entrance were located. 

				A sweaty blond man stumbled out of the men’s bathroom. I tried to be as innocuous as possible, but out of my peripherals I saw him do a double take.

				“Hey there,” he catcalled. I could smell the alcohol on his breath from where I stood a few feet away. 

				I gave him a tight-lipped smile and continued walking.

				“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked. I continued walking. “Don’t fucking ignore me.” When I continued to do just that, I heard a shuffle of feet behind me and felt a meaty hand wrap around my arm. 

				“Let go of my arm,” I said.

				He laughed and pulled me closer. “What do I get out of that?” He pulled me in close, and I got a nearly lethal dose of his hot, putrid breath.

				I probably should’ve given the guy some further warning, but I’d done this little dance too many times back in the States. I lifted my leg and stomped down on his foot with my heel.

			

			
				He let out a howl of pain. “You bitch!”

				Instead of letting me go, however, he pulled his hand back, preparing to give me a backhand slap. Before he had the chance to hit me, I kneed him in the crotch, silently thanking my mother for enrolling me in self-defense courses over the summer. 

				He crumpled to the ground, holding himself.

				“Idiot,” I said under my breath.

				I began to walk towards the exit when I heard another voice behind me.

				“Wait.”

				I turned as a shadow removed itself from the wall. 

				It stepped into the light, and my breath caught. It was the man from earlier this evening. The low lighting lit up his high cheekbones and strong jaw; it dipped and curved along his brow line. His dark eyes glittered as he moved. I’d never seen such a beautiful man before, or one that exuded such sex appeal.

				“You know,” he said conversationally, “assaulting a customer is prohibited in my club. Especially one as highly influential as him.” 

				He walked closer and nudged the moaning heap on the ground. “However, he did have it coming to him.” He smiled. “Andre,” he said holding out his hand.

				So this was Andre de Leon.

				“Gabrielle,” I said, not bothering to take his hand. “You watched the entire thing? And you did nothing to stop him?” 

				“I wanted to see how it played out. You seem like you can take care of yourself.”

			

			
				I huffed. “And you seem like you flatter people for a living.”

				He flashed me a grin that quickly turned devilish. “Okay Gabrielle, I’m feeling … nice tonight. So I won’t report this incident, and you can return to your friends—” I raised my eyebrows, “on one condition.”

				I paused and considered his words. “Thanks, but I don’t think so.” 

				“Pardon?” Now it was his turn to look skeptical.

				“You heard me, no.” I wasn’t going to be blackmailed for a situation he could’ve prevented.

				He scrutinized me. “Well aren’t you just a feisty little thing,” he said. I guess this didn’t happen to him often.

				“Are we done?”

				“Come to dinner with me tomorrow.”

				I rolled my eyes. “You can’t be serious?”

				“Great,” he said. “I’ll pick you up at 7:00 p.m.”

				“Uh huh. Do you even know where I live?” 

				“Of course. You’re a Peel student,” he said as he began to move back towards the main area of the club. “And all of you live on campus.”

				I opened my mouth, but he cut me off. “And, to answer your next question, I know you’re a student because I’ve never seen you before—and trust me, you don’t have a forgettable face.” He winked.

				“Well, isn’t someone a seasoned cradle-robber,” I said. 

			

			
				He only smiled, the bastard. “See you Friday.”

				“I never agreed to the date!” I shouted after him, but he had already disappeared into the crowd.

				***

				Almost as soon as I walked out of the hallway Leanne pounced on me. “Where have you been? I was really worried something had happened to you.” She eyed our surroundings nervously.

				“Something did happen to me,” I said. “Andre cornered me in the hallway.” Leanne’s eyebrows shot up at the mention of Andre. “And he saw me knee a wealthy club patron in the crotch.” 

				Leanne’s eyebrows nudged up even further. Behind her Oliver extricated himself from the crowd and wandered over. “Hey ladies, stop being wallflowers and come join me on the dance floor.”

				Leanne ignored him. “So what happened after Andre saw all this?” she asked. 

				Oliver balked at the mention of Andre. “Whoa, what? You ran into Andre?” 

				I nodded. “He blackmailed me into going on a date with him.”

				“Wait—WHAT?” Leanne’s eyes bulged.

				“Oh my God! No way!” Oliver whooped. “You go girl! Way to make some fine lemonade out of lemons.”

				“Would you just shut up?” Leanne said. “This is not good.”

				“What do you mean not good?” He cocked his hip. “Andre’s practically a god. Let Gabrielle be flattered—she just got asked out by an international celebrity.”

			

			
				“Yeah?” Leanne said. “Well, he’s also a womanizer, and he has a criminal record a mile long.”

				“And has he gotten arrested yet? No.”

				I watched the two argue back-and-forth. It seemed useless to tell them I wasn’t going on any date with Andre.

				“That’s only because everyone’s too scared of him to do anything about it,” Leanne replied.

				“Or it’s because his crimes aren’t that severe. Just stop acting like going on a date with this guy is a fate worse than death.”

				“It could be,” Leanne said darkly. Oliver just looked at her.

				“Okay, okay guys,” I said. “Let’s just forget this whole conversation. I think I’ve had enough fun for one night.” 

				***

				An hour later Leanne and I sat outside our dorm room, passing back and forth a thermos of coffee she had made. Oliver had already gone back to his dorm to get his beauty sleep. 

				“You know, you are so screwed now that Andre got you to go on this date.”

				I shrugged. “I’m not planning on going.”

				Leanne raised her eyebrows. “Andre is not exactly the kind of person that gets rejected.”

			

			
				“Well I’m not exactly the kind of person that gets blackmailed into a date.”

				She laughed. “Okay, it’s your call. But this isn’t going to end well.”

				Before I could answer, I heard voices in the stairwell across from us. “Did you see Andre de Leon checking me out?” The girl’s voice echoed up the stairwell. 

				Next to me Leanne groaned. “That’s the dreaded Doris,” she said.

				“If I stayed a little longer,” Doris continued, “he might’ve invited me up to his VIP suite.” Her friend murmured her agreement—I couldn’t tell if she was being sincere or just trying to get Doris to shut up. How did anyone put up with that kind of narcissism?

				Moments later two figures rounded the stairwell’s corner and came within sight. One was a very beautiful, very drunk girl—judging by her staggering gait—and the other was a petite brunette. 

				“Seriously,” Doris, the blonde, said, “If I hadn’t left, it could’ve happened. Not that I would ever date a guy like Andre. Imagine what kinds of blood fetishes he must have.” Blood fetishes? What was with this guy and blood?

				Doris’s unfocused eyes narrowed on us as she clumsily ascended the stairs. 

				“Have a fun night?” Leanne asked.

				“Were you eavesdropping?” She directed her question specifically at Leanne, ignoring me.

			

			
				“Kind of hard not to when you’re shouting up a stairwell.” 

				Doris tilted her head. “It must suck to know this is the closest you’ll come to Andre, eavesdropping on a girl who actually has a chance with him.” The insult wasn’t aimed at me, but it didn’t matter; I was offended.

				I stood up and opened my mouth, about to defend my roommate, when Leanne cut me off. “Funny you should mention your chances with Andre,” Leanne said, getting up, “seeing as how an hour ago Andre asked Gabrielle”—she motioned to me—“and not you on a date.”

				Doris’s attention was suddenly, startlingly on me. Her eyes roved me over, head to toe, and then back up again, lingering on my face. The haughty set of her face flickered for a moment, and behind it I saw jealousy, intimidation, insecurity. I had that effect on some women. 

				And then the mask was back in place. Her lip curled. “I see Andre’s standards have lowered.” Her insult didn’t sting. It didn’t affect me at all. I shrugged, unfazed.

				Leanne, who was busy relishing the moment stood up. “His standards still got a long ways to go before he’ll look twice at you,” Leanne said.

				I raised my eyebrows. Leanne and Doris must’ve had some sort of history. This confrontation was too personal.

			

			
				Doris turned on Leanne, leaning in close. “Just like you and Collin, right? Because that’s what he told me after we made out—how unimpressive you were. Remind me, was that before or after you two broke up?”

				Oh. No wonder the anger ran so deep. I saw Leanne’s hands fist and knew this was going to get messy really quick. I eyed Doris’s roommate, who was backing up down the hall. She was the smart one. 

				“Right, that was before you two broke up.”

				I saw Leanne’s fist twitch, and I grabbed her as she lunged at Doris. Doris drunkenly staggered away, laughing. “You two deserve each other,” she said, looking from me to Leanne with her unfocused gaze. “Losers.” 

				Reflexively I loosened my grip, and Leanne nearly broke free. I grabbed her again as she began to slip away. 

				“Leanne, don’t let it get to you. She isn’t worth it.” Despite how cliché the advice was, I meant it. My heart ached for my new friend, who had been betrayed by this venomous girl and an ex. 

				We watched Doris’s retreating form. She was cocky to have her back to us; if I were a lesser person, I would’ve let Leanne pulverize her. 

				“I hope she turns into a frog at the Awakening,” Leanne spat.

				I shook my head. “Leanne, what are you talking about?” 

			

			
				Leanne stared down the hallway even after they’d gone into their room, perhaps hoping Doris would walk back out. “Stupid nymph.”

				“Leanne, seriously, what’s this about toads and nymphs and blood fetishes? And what’s the Awakening?” 

				She reluctantly pulled her gaze away from the hall and looked at me. It took her a few seconds to react.

				She cocked her head to the side. “Gabrielle, you don’t know what the Awakening is.”

				“No, that’s what I just said. Should I?” That’s it. I must’ve missed an email. Of course this would happen. These things always happened to me.

				Leanne let out her breath slowly, staring off into space. She nodded to herself, and then pulled out her phone.

				“Hey Oliver, it’s me. Meet me in my room. Gabrielle doesn’t know what the Awakening is, and I’m not sure how to phrase it without totally freaking her out.”

				***

				We walked into my almost-unpacked room. Oliver pushed ahead of us and plopped himself down on my bed, managing to stretch his body out so that no one else could sit down.

				“Really?” I looked at him.

				“What?” He huffed and rolled his eyes. “Oh, don’t get your panties in a bunch.” He scooted over so there was enough room for me to sit. Barely. 

			

			
				“What about me?” Leanne demanded. 

				“My God, there’s another bed three feet away,” Oliver said to her. 

				“Move.”

				Under his breath he said, “I give an inch, and they take a mile.” 

				Once we were all sitting, the room fell silent. For a few seconds Leanne stared at me. Seemingly lost, she glanced at Oliver. He shrugged his shoulders in response.

				“Would you please just tell me?” I was getting uncomfortable with their silence.

				“Listen Gabrielle, this is … difficult to explain to someone who has not grown up knowing,” Leanne said.

				“Knowing what?”

				“The truth about what we are.”

				“What we are?” The conversation was becoming cryptic.

				“Oh, Leanne, you are doing a monstrous job of telling her.” 

				My roommate gave Oliver a dark look. “Fine,” she huffed, “you tell her.”

				Oliver took both my hands in his and looked me in the eye. “Honey, we are all supernaturals.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 3

				“What?” I could feel my eyebrows knitting together even as I smiled. I looked back and forth between Oliver and Leanne, waiting for them to tell me they were kidding. They looked serious. “What do you mean you’re supernaturals? Tell me you guys are joking.” 

				After a moment of tense silence, Leanne spoke quietly. “Of course we’re serious Gabrielle. You don’t get accepted into Peel unless you’re a supernatural.”

				I raised my eyebrows, catching on to what she was implying. “So I’m a supernatural?” I couldn’t believe I was actually entertaining the thought. “I mean, what even is a supernatural?”

				“You’ll find out what you are soon,” she said hesitantly. “Your powers will surface at the Awakening.”

				“That’s what the Awakening is?” 

				“Yes, and that’s why only juniors and seniors attend Peel,” Leanne said. “We’ve all reached puberty, and we’re considered adults within the supernatural community; we’re biologically and socially ready for our powers to be Awakened.” 

			

			
				Her brow furrowed. “It’s strange that you wouldn’t know this. Everyone who attends Peel has usually known about his or her true nature since childhood.”

				“I was adopted at the age of five. Any ties I had to my biological parents were severed then.” I didn’t know why I said it. I wasn’t entertaining these thoughts. Except that I couldn’t help but consider it. Maybe that’s why I saw the man in the suit. Maybe I was different.

				Leanne and Oliver exchanged a troubled glance. I looked between them. The first seedling of belief sprouted. This wasn’t the way two people would act if a joke went on for too long. In fact, it might explain why everyone knew more than I did. Or maybe I’d accidently joined a cult, and I was as crazy as everyone else.

				“But how would the school know I was a legacy?” I asked. “I’m an orphan. Even I haven’t been able to track any relatives, living or dead, and I’ve had over ten years to search.” 

				“I don’t know,” Leanne said. “Someone must have informed them of your existence. But who?”

				***

				I slept restlessly that night. The wind whistled outside my window, only adding to my nightmares. The man in the suit was at the back of my dreams, calculating. At some point the dreams dissipated, and I took comfort in the dreamless sleep.

			

			
				I woke up to midday sunlight streaming through my window and a rapping on my door. For one blissful moment I lazily stretched my limbs, happy. Then I remembered the events of last night. 

				I briefly wondered whether I could actually be a supernatural. Impossible—but perhaps true. The thought, however, was soon eclipsed by another that had nagged me. 

				It was Leanne’s final question that I couldn’t get out of my mind. Did someone from my past know of my existence? Why hadn’t they contacted me? Who were my parents, and where did I come from? These were all questions orphans asked themselves, but now answering them seemed vitally important. My future appeared to rely on it. I promised myself that as soon as I was settled in, I was going to do some sleuthing.

				I heard the door open and a sassy voice chastise me. “Girl, get up! I know you are jet-lagged, but geez, it’s almost 3:00 p.m. Even I don’t sleep that late.”

				I sat up and rubbed my eyes. “Why can’t you be like every other guy—hopelessly banned from the girl’s dormitory?” I asked.

				“Because I’m amazing.” I felt Oliver remove my blanket and the pillow covering my face. “Now get your ass out of bed and get changed.” 

				I groaned. “Why do you care?”

				“I care because I don’t want you to look like a homeless person tonight on your date.” 

			

			
				“I’m not going.” I threw my pillow at him.

				He caught it and threw it back at me. “And I’m not leaving until you agree to come with me—unless you’d truly prefer to stick around and hang out with all the other supernaturals.”

				He had a point. “Okay, okay. Just give me five minutes to change.”

				I noticed Leanne was nowhere in sight; she had probably scrammed as soon as she could. 

				Oliver perched himself on my desk, arms folded.

				“Let me clarify,” I said. “Give me five minutes to get changed privately.”

				Letting out a melodramatic sigh, Oliver left the room. 

				I quickly threw on some clothes, brushed my teeth, and checked my reflection in the mirror. The blue-eyed, black-haired creature staring back at me looked wild and lovely. Sometimes I didn’t recognize myself in her. 

				My gaze didn’t linger long. I slipped on some sandals and headed out with Oliver to my version of hell—shopping.

				***

				Four hours later Oliver came back with a pair of shoes and three shirts, and I came back with nothing but a full wallet. 

				Oliver threw his bags down and stomped over to Leanne’s bed. For hours he had tried to get me to buy this or that revealing top, but he’d met his match. I was more stubborn than a mule, and proud of it.

			

			
				Leanne came out from our room. “Hey,” she said to me. She looked over at Oliver. “What’s with you?”

				He pointed a finger at me. “That one killed my shopping buzz.”

				I shrugged. “I’m broke. Plus, what’s wrong with my clothes?” 

				Oliver raised his eyebrows. “Girl, are you for real? You need a new wardrobe like a werewolf needs a wax.” 

				I rolled my eyes. “You’ve only known me two days, how could you possibly—”

				Oliver pointed to my open closet and shuddered at the clothes sticking out. “The horror, the horror.”

				“Oh, get over it.” I moved towards the door. “I’m going to pick up my schedule and some books.”

				“Oh, so now you want to spend money?” 

				“Library books. I’m going to pick up library books.”

				Leanne looked at me like I was crazy. “Aren’t you supposed to be going on a hot date soon?” It was a quarter till seven.

				“Yeah, that’s not happening.” 

				***

				I crossed the sprawling lawn that separated the dorms from Peel Castle with my student ID in hand, armed to pick up my class schedule and corresponding books. 

			

			
				I still couldn’t decide whether everyone was seriously delusional, or if I had accidently entered into a cult. Either way, I was screwed. 

				The castle loomed in front of me. In the distance I could hear the crashing surf that surrounded the little outcropping Peel Castle was built upon. 

				According to the school map I’d been given, there were two libraries, but I was to pick up my books in the main one, which sat just to the left of the castle in an adjoining building. I opened the sturdy oak doors and walked inside.

				Oil lamps burned soft and low. Couches and armchairs were placed between shelves of books, and a few sleepy-looking students lounged on these. Globes and busts of famous ancient thinkers sat on side tables, making the space feel less like a school library and more like an esteemed center for learning. 

				I breathed in the smell of musty books. It was one of my favorite smells in whole world. 

				This is surreal. I now lived on the British Isles, attended an elite boarding school, and had finally made friends. So what if those friends claimed we were all supernaturals? All other aspects of my life appeared to be equally surreal right now. 

				I walked up to the main desk and collected my class schedule and another sheet of paper. On it was a list of books. “Can I pick these up right now?” I asked. 

				“Sorry hun,” the librarian said. “Today seniors are picking up their books, so if you want your books now, you’re going to have to hunt through the shelves to find them.”

			

			
				“Sure—thanks. That shouldn’t be too difficult.” 

				The librarian raised an eyebrow and gave me a Mona Lisa smile. That couldn’t be good.

				Walking away, I skimmed the book list. The first title caught my eye: Introduction to Monsters. 

				Wait. What? 

				***

				At precisely seven o’clock, a sleek black Mercedes pulled in front of the women’s dormitory. Clad in a suit and holding a single red rose, Andre stepped out of the car. His curling brown hair brushed his collar, and he moved a loose strand off his forehead.

				It had been a surprisingly long time since he was last here, but nothing had changed. A young woman sat behind the front desk in the lobby, reading a magazine. She looked up in time to see him heading for the stairs.

				“Uh, sir, excuse me, you need to sign in before I can let you upstairs. …” Her voice died when she saw who it was.  

				“Of course.” Andre walked to the desk and signed the blue sheet of paper.

				He smiled charmingly. “A ‘Gabrielle’ lives here, and I am supposed to meet her tonight. Would you know what room she lives in?” 

				“Sure,” she said nonchalantly, but her hands were shaking. She was probably breaking the rules by giving him this information—by letting him in at all—but she wouldn’t stand up to him, almost no one in the world would. 

			

			
				The woman scrambled through some loose papers on her desk. “Gabrielle Fiori? She lives in room 305.” 

				He felt his composure slip a little. “Did you say Gabrielle Fiori?” 

				Santiago’s daughter. 

				But that couldn’t be. She died in a fire long ago. How was she still alive?

				“Yes. Is something the matter?”

				He composed himself. “Not at all. Have a lovely evening.” He gave her a wink, and went to the stairs. She giggled nervously behind him.

				Gabrielle Fiori … interesting.

				***

				Andre knocked on the door of room 305. 

				“Geez Gabrielle,” the girl said as she opened the door, “you don’t need to—”

				The door opened, and a girl stared at Andre with a mortified expression. Gabrielle was definitely not in the room.

				He hid his displeasure with a smile. “You must be Gabrielle’s roommate.” He held out his hand. “Andre.”

				She eyed his hand like one might a poisonous snake. Slowly he let it fall.

			

			
				“Do you know where Gabrielle is?”

				He could see the girl’s breath quicken. She was nervous. Good. “Sh—she’s at the library picking up her books.”

				The library. He strode down the hall, leaving her stuttering for words.

				A minute later the dorm’s front doors burst open, and Andre stormed out. As Andre left the building, he threw the rose into the trash.

				His driver got out of the car. “Sir?”

				“Take me to the campus library.”

				***

				Peel’s library was close to the dorms, and the car ride was short. Yet it was still plenty of time for Andre to seethe. When was the last time he was stood up? He couldn’t even remember. 

				The Mercedes came to a halt, and for a second time that evening Andre stepped out. Now, however, all traces of his suave manner were gone. He was pissed.

				He walked up to the library’s thick oak doors and kicked them open. They slammed against the wall, the wood splintering apart.

				Startled students screamed at the noise. More joined in once they saw who was standing at the library’s threshold. Andre scanned the crowd, looking for one person.

				Gabrielle. 

				His eyes found her as she walked away from the counter, forcing books into an already overstuffed bag. Belatedly she noticed the silence. She looked around until she caught sight of Andre.

			

			
				“Shit,” he heard her swear under her breath.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 4

				Why had he come looking for me? Couldn’t he take a hint?

				Andre angrily stalked forward until he was more than comfortably close.  In a deceptively calm voice, he asked, “Did you forget we had a date tonight?”

				Silence. Everyone was in the library was listening.

				I lifted my chin. “A ‘date’ would suggest mutual interest. What you did was blackmail.” 

				For a moment, nothing happened. Andre just stood there frozen, as though he had not registered my words. Then, before I could react, he picked me up and threw me over his shoulder.

				“What the—? Put me down, now!” Instead of putting me down, Andre began walking to the door, like any normal caveman. Students who had gawked at the scene now parted to make room for him. No one was going to do anything. In fact, they all looked a little frightened.

			

			
				“Help! Please, someone! Andre, put me down!” I began to bang on his back with my fists and my book bag. I tried to wiggle off of him, but he had a viselike grip on me.

				Now I began to scream. “Help!” 

				Andre pushed open the doors, and the night’s chill rushed over my skin. He didn’t stop walking until he came to a black Mercedes.

				A man came out of the driver’s seat. “Sir?” He sounded concerned.

				“Everything’s fine. Could you grab the door? Oh, and turn on the child lock.” 

				The man hurried to open the rear car door. I huffed. Andre was kidnapping me, and his driver opened the door for him? 

				Andre unceremoniously dumped me into the car and followed me in. 

				I scrambled for the far door. Grabbing the handle, I pulled. Nothing. I tried again.

				“Damnit!” Fruitlessly I pulled on the handle a few more times, but nothing. I wanted to cry. 

				The driver got in, and the car pulled away from the curb. 

				“Sir, are we still going to the marina?”

				There was a long pause, long enough to make me look over at Andre. He was assessing me with his eyes. “Yes, I think that would be best.” I attempted to put as much distance as I could between him and myself, leaving me squished into the corner of the car. 

			

			
				I sputtered, “You’re still taking me on the date? Are you kidding me? You can’t just snatch me up and—”

				Midsentence Andre turned his attention to my books, which had miraculously made it into the car with me. In particular, he focused on a textbook that had slid partially out of the bag.

				“Living and Dying in a World of Wonder: An Introduction to Supernatural Beings,” he read out loud. I let out an indignant huff and crossed my arms. “They’re still making students read this?” He pulled the book out of my bag and began flipping through it. “You know, this book is nearly as old as me,” Andre said. 

				I eyed the book, a cloth-bound, gold-leafed book that looked like it came straight out of Old Man Time’s library, and then looked at Andre, who appeared to be in his mid to late twenties. 

				“That book is nearly as old as you? That’s a joke, right?”

				My words irked Andre; his eyes narrowed. “It’s a manner of speaking.”

				“How old are you?” I asked. It was a rude question, but I had a right to know how old this guy was if I was being forced on a “date” with him.

				“A little over seven hundred.”

				Now I was thoroughly confused. “Seven hundred … years old? Wait. What? You’re actually serious?” All that is holy, please tell me I was not trapped in a car with a crazy person.

			

			
				Andre’s mouth quirked as his irritation turned into wry humor. “You haven’t heard? I’m a vampire.” 

				***

				“The man who wrote this textbook was a classicist. He ranked beings on a spectrum from good to evil.”

				I was still reeling. A vampire? Either Andre was crazy, or he was telling the truth and he ate his dates. There was no good way to look at it. 

				“Hmmm …” He was preoccupied flipping through the pages. “‘Vampires: nocturnal, blood-drinking beings who, in exchange for their mortal life and immortal souls, are granted theoretically eternal lives, as they can only die from suicide or murder. Vampires are unequivocally the most evil creatures who once began life human.’ Well I’d say that’s a bit harsh.”

				“I think it’s appropriate considering you’ve kidnapped me and will probably eat me and throw my remains into the water.” 

				“I do not ‘eat’ people,” Andre said. “And if I wanted you dead, I have far more practical ways of accomplishing that.”

				Great. He just admitted he offed people.

				He began paging through my textbook once more. “Oh, here’s your entry. ‘Sirens: grumpy birdlike creatures who badger men to their deaths with their incessant squawking.’”

				“Give me back my book!” I tried to make a grab for it, but he moved it out of my reach. 

			

			
				“Ah,” he said, focusing his sharp eyes on me, all playfulness gone, “so you were fine ignoring our date, but now you’re not fine when your wishes are ignored?”

				“I never agreed to the date. And how would you know whether I’m a siren?”

				He gave me a once over. “I guessed. Sirens always were so annoying.”

				I was a siren? Something else about his sentence caught my attention. “Sirens were annoying? Why the past tense?”

				There was a moment of silence before he spoke. “They tend to live very short lives.”

				I swallowed. That was a bad omen, especially now that I was trapped in a car with a vampire. 

				“And of course you agreed to the date,” Andre added.

				“I did not! And while we’re on the subject, why don’t you apologize for carrying me against my will to your car—and for blackmailing me.”

				“I will do no such thing. I would do it again if circumstances were similar.”

				I wanted to scream. This man was unbelievably frustrating.

				“Look,” I said, exasperated, “I’m assuming people kiss your ass for a living. And I’m assuming you come from a time when it might’ve been perfectly okay to throw an uncooperative woman over your shoulder. But, if you want to have any chance with me, then you have to give me some reason to respect you.” 

			

			
				I wasn’t planning on any future dates with Andre, but I could scrape up my pride with an apology. 

				Andre looked like he bit into something sour.

				“Sorry,” he said flatly. It wasn’t an apology. Not even close.

				I felt the car slow down before coming to a complete stop.

				The driver opened my door—which I noticed was unlocked from the outside—and let me out. 

				I shivered as I stepped into the cold night air. The chilly wind brought goosebumps to my skin. I looked around. We were amongst rows and rows of docked boats. 

				Suddenly, Andre was there next to me, putting his coat around my shoulders. 

				I stepped away from him and let the coat slide off. It crumpled into a pile on the damp dock.

				I looked down at it. “Sorry. I hope your coat wasn’t too expensive,” I said as I read the Armani label on the inside.

				He laughed. Laughed. What was it going to take for this guy to drive me home?

				He picked up the crumpled coat. “Fine Gabrielle. You don’t want the coat? We’ll see how cold you get before you ask for it back.”

				***

				How cold was it? Really effing cold. I sat shivering on one of the damp vinyl seats as Andre steered the boat. Of course, my being on the boat was the result of a series of events that culminated with me sitting on the dock, refusing to step onto the boat. Surprise, surprise, Andre dealt with the situation by picking me up—again—and carrying me onboard.

			

			
				Now we were giving each other the silent treatment. And under no circumstances would I break that silence to beg for the coat. Even though I couldn’t feel my nose. Or my hands.

				In spite of the frigid evening, I was able to enjoy the view. The castle was luminous. Strategically placed lights made the old stone walls glow a yellow orange. The city of Peel was no more than a cluster of lights along the dark landscape, becoming more infrequent as we moved away from the town.

				As I stared out at the lights, I felt the heavy weight of a blanket placed on me. I looked up at Andre and, through chattering teeth, said, “Thanks.” 

				I wrapped the thick blanket around me, beyond caring that I was ever so briefly nice to him. 

				Eventually Andre turned the boat around and we docked. I ran ahead of him to the car and asked the driver to crank up the heat, where I sat—blanket and all—and allowed myself to defrost. 

				Andre got into the car a little while later, brooding. I guess most of his dates usually played out better than this. I bet he even thought I’d stay the night in the boat’s little cabin with him. Ha! 

			

			
				“James, take us back to Gabrielle’s home.”

				We sat there in tense silence before he finally spoke. “So I guess that didn’t go as planned.”

				“I think you owe the library money for the doors.”

				“It’s already taken care of,” he said.

				I took that in. “That was quick. I guess. Whatever.”

				And those were the last words I spoke to Andre. I thanked the driver for the ride when he pulled up to my place. Grabbing my book bag, I scrammed. It was only as I entered my dorm room that I realized I still clutched Andre’s blanket to my chest.

				***

				“I am so sorry,” Leanne said before I could even shut the door behind me. “He was really scary. And he intimidated me. Kind of.”

				I sighed. I now knew and had seen enough about Andre to understand that Leanne didn’t have much choice. The guy was pretty efficient at getting what he wanted.

				“Don’t sweat it.” I walked over to my bed and dropped my stuff down next to it.

				“I’m just glad you’re okay. I heard about the library. Someone filmed it and posted it on the Internet.”

				I put my head in my hand. This couldn’t be happening.

				“Oh my Lord, is that who I think it is?” Oliver called from the doorway. “How was your date? I saw the video. So hot. I bet he was so hard to resist.”

			

			
				I turned, letting him take in my blue lips and unpleasant expression. “Andre is a prick.”

				“Honey, what happened?”

				I curled up on my bed and recounted my date to both of them, beginning with the library and ending with the awkward drive home.

				Oliver fondly patted my knee. “He was definitely after your virgin treasure.”

				Leanne nodded. “You dodged a bullet. Anything with Andre tends to end badly.”

				I figured that, of course. But in spite of the terrible date, and Andre’s questionable motives, later that night, I fell asleep clutching his blanket and breathing in the ocean and him.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 5

				At 6:00 p.m. the next evening, Oliver, Leanne, and I, along with the rest of the new juniors, gathered on the grass outside Peel Castle. 

				Tables and chairs dotted the lawn between the dorms, and candles glowed from each table’s centerpiece. All set up in preparation for our Awakening.

				An older woman ushered the three of us to a table. Immediately after sitting, my foot began to jiggle. Curious by nature, I couldn’t tell if I was more nervous or excited for the evening’s events.

				Fifteen minutes later, the murmuring of anxious voices quieted as an older gentleman walked up to a makeshift podium on the far side of the lawn. He tapped the microphone a few times, and then his voice boomed over loudspeakers.

				“Good evening.” He had everyone’s attention. “For those of you who do not know, I am Archibald Hazard. Welcome to Peel.

			

			
				“You are here because each and every one of you is intensely exceptional.” His eyes moved over the crowd. “You have come from all over the world. Some of you are in the entertainment industry. Others have competed in the Olympics or made critical advances in science. And a few of you have been touched by great tragedy.” His eyes briefly rested on mine.

				“But all of you are truly exceptional for a different reason. I’m sure at some point in your lives people thought of you as strange. Abnormal.”

				His words struck a chord. 

				“Perhaps it was an ability to foretell events. Perhaps it was extraordinary strength or unusual beauty. Perhaps it was a powerful love of the forest, or a bone-chilling fear of fire. 

				“These are your birthrights. You are the result of generations of magic passed down across millennia. Tonight we will give you the opportunity to finally embrace your heritage. Tonight, we welcome you into our community and recognize you as a member.

				“However, during this time of excitement, it is important to remember that you were chosen because we saw true and honorable characteristics in each of you. Empathy. Fairness. Sacrifice. Not all people born with your gifts are allowed to Awaken them.”

				Leanne leaned in to me. “Then how was Doris not screened out?” she whispered. I bit back a laugh.

				“Many of you come from schools where breathing incorrectly earns you a detention. You will not find that to be the case here. In the supernatural world, sixteen has always been the age of adulthood. The members of Peel Academy uphold this long-standing tradition and recognize your autonomy and maturity. As a reflection of that, we expect you to make wise choices as the young adults you are.”

			

			
				I was considered an adult? The thought of legal freedom, which I hadn’t thought would come around for another two years, was intoxicating. 

				“While you will find few rules here, those rules that remain are taken very seriously. Danger is real, and we respond severely to any misuse of power.

				“Remember that tonight we bestow on you all a great privilege and a great burden. Never forget that these new abilities of yours come with the expectation that they will be used to promote good and keep evil at bay. 

				“Congratulations on your great accomplishments, and I look forward to meeting each and every one of you. Enjoy your evening.”

				Applause thundered from the crowd as we stood and clapped. And in that moment, I felt like I might actually be one of them. I might actually fit in.

				After the speech, dinner was served. I barely touched my food. No one seemed to know what was going to happen tonight. 

				By the time our plates were taken away, the sky was a deep blue, and the lamplight illuminated our faces. 

			

			
				Professor Blackmore walked onto the podium, clad in what must be his usual tweed suit and bowtie. “Ladies and gentlemen, the moment has come. Men, please meet your patriarchs at the north end of campus. Women, please meet your matriarchs at the south. Let the Awakening commence.”

				A solemn silence descended as the students were beckoned into separate clusters. Leanne and I followed the crowd to the south, where the “matriarchs” of the group then led us by torchlight—yes, torchlight—into the castle. 

				We passed through several stone halls lined with old tapestries and coats of armor. The path descended downwards, underground, through a twisting maze of chambers. Eventually we were ushered into a room. 

				It looked like a gentleman’s library. The room was spacious, filled with several couches. Books lined the walls. Low burning oil lamps sat perched on small tables. Here and there were marble busts of the Greek gods, miniature ships in glass bottles, a few globes, and several large Greek vases. 

				I thought it was pretty trusting of the school to put over a hundred excited women in a room full of breakable objects—but that was just my opinion. 

				Once we were all in the room, one of the matriarchs who hovered near the door cleared her voice. “Ladies, tonight marks the first night of the rest of your life. The women around you will become some of the most important people in your life. Take this time to get to know one another. As for tonight’s events, each of you will see us in a little while. Until then, good evening.” She inclined her head.

			

			
				Those matriarchs who’d been standing in the room filed out. Once they’d exited, the woman at the door backed out of the room, closing the door with a firm click. 

				The sound echoed throughout the room. All was silent for a moment.

				And then the moment was broken.

				“What is going to happen to us?”

				“How long are we going to be here?”

				One woman tried the door. “The door’s locked. They locked us in!”

				***

				We didn’t hear from the matriarchs for an entire hour. When we finally did, a knock on the door interrupted our conversations. The door opened, and a severe-looking woman came in. 

				“Daisy McFallon!” she called out. 

				Murmurs blossomed throughout the room.

				The girl standing next to me hugged her arms. She looked wide-eyed around at the rest of us. I guess this was Daisy. 

				“I’m sure everything’s fine,” I reassured her.

				She nodded once to herself and took a deep breath. “That’s me,” she said, her voice carrying above the others.

			

			
				“Please come with me,” the woman said. 

				The room had fallen silent, the crowd of girls parting like the Red Sea to let Daisy through. No one wanted to associate themself with her in case they’d get called away as well. 

				Slowly, reluctantly, Daisy walked to the door. The woman whispered something to her, and they both left. Once the door clicked closed again, the room let out a collective breath. 

				I thought I was right, that everything was fine. But I was wrong. Daisy never came back.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 6

				In fact, the room slowly and innocuously began to thin out. Panic returned as girls were quietly ushered out of the room. Some cried when they heard their names called, frightened of the unknown. 

				“Leanne Summers!” the woman at the door called. 

				Leanne gave my hand a squeeze. “I guess I’ll see you on the other side.”

				I gave her a tight-lipped smile and watched her leave, wondering if and when I would get called. 

				I didn’t have to wait long. The next time the woman came back, it was for me. 

				***

				“Gabrielle Fiori!”

				I maneuvered my way around the several dozen women who still remained and over to the woman at the door.

			

			
				She leaned in. “Follow me.” 

				She grabbed a torch from its post outside the room and led me down the hallway. 

				My heart fluttered as the torchlight played across my chilled arms. My overactive imagination could’ve sworn the subterranean air felt thick—as though it were holding its breath.

				Although the passage didn’t appear to slope downward, I had the impression we were walking even deeper underground. The stone walls on either side of us were damp with perspiration, and somewhere in the distance I could hear a dripping noise. Every now and then a torch mounted on the walls lit the dank hallway, giving off a little flickering light. 

				We stopped in front of a thick wooden door that looked like it led to a dungeon. 

				The woman turned to me. “There is a white robe in the room. Take off all clothes but your undergarments and put it on. Leave the rest of your items—including your shoes—in the room. I will come back once you’ve changed, and we’ll continue.” 

				She walked away, along with her torch, throwing me into near darkness. 

				“Oh, no big deal. I’ll just get naked in this dungeon,” I said under my breath. I walked into the room, which was little more than a fancy closet. Someone had draped a white robe over a red velvet chair. Next to it sat a vanity and an antique mirror. A tiny candelabra and an oil lamp provided the only light. 

			

			
				The door clicked shut behind me. Out of curiosity I tried the handle. Locked. 

				I shook my head. This was freaking weird. 

				I quickly changed. The robe was a gossamer, floor-length shift. Gold rope hung from the shoulders. I crisscrossed the rope between my breasts and tied it at my back. Looking in the mirror, my reflection bore an uncanny resemblance to a sacrificial virgin. 

				The soft glow had turned my skin golden and dilated my pupils. I looked every bit as mystical as the rest of Peel, and for a second time this evening I let myself hope that I might actually belong here.

				My thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door. “Are you ready?”

				I gave my reflection one last look. 

				“Yes.” 

				The unnamed woman opened the door and once again took me down a maze of halls. The darkness was disorienting, and I couldn’t be sure whether we had walked this passage before. 

				Then we turned down a hallway I knew we had never passed through. Hundreds of gaping human skulls lined the walls, many warped from moisture and time. Water dripped from their grotesque grins, and I had the distinct impression they were laughing at me.

				In the middle of the hall we stopped. “You are now about to enter the most secret of our chambers,” the woman whispered. “Until Awoken, visitors are not allowed to see the last of the passage.”

			

			
				This didn’t bode well—the most secret room was just beyond the hall of horrors. 

				She continued. “To keep the chamber secret, and to respect the sacred space, I will have to blindfold you.”

				“You’ll have to what?” I did not whisper, and my voice echoed down the corridor. 

				“I will have to blindfold you,” she repeated, looking annoyed.

				I crossed my arms. “Why should I trust you?” I asked. I was literally in death’s alley, about to experience a ritual I knew nothing about with people I knew nothing about, and now they wanted to blindfold me? 

				The matriarch laid a hand on my shoulder. “No one is forcing you to make this decision. You can leave. We are not a cult, and we do not want you to think you have no choice in the matter. That being said, you must wear the blindfold, or leave.” 

				What she hadn’t said was that if I left, I’d have to drop out. Only the Awoken attended Peel.

				I took a moment to consider her words. I was against this creepy, ritualized activity. But she was wrong. I didn’t have a choice. This school was the only link to my past. Going to school here would bring me closer to figuring out who my parents were and what had happened to them. It would give me closure. I wanted—no, needed—to find that out.

				I rubbed my eyes. “Okay,” I relented. “You can blindfold me.”

			

			
				The blindfold slipped over my eyes. The matriarch then took my hand and led me forward. 

				It took forever to get to our destination, but at some point we stopped. I heard the woman knock on a door, and, after a moment, the sound of groaning hinges. She led me forward into the room. 

				I could hear chanting all around me. The beautiful harmony danced along my skin, drawing out goose flesh. Inside myself, I felt something loosen and stir inside, reacting to the pull of the words. 

				Abruptly, the song ended, and the blindfold was taken off. 

				The first things I noticed were the candles. There had to be hundreds of them, scattered throughout the cavernous room. I noticed that many of them were clustered around a human shaped alter. I swallowed. 

				The women in the room wore silken robes in colors that ranged from gold, to burnt umber, to scarlet, to plum. Perhaps it was the lighting, but they appeared to glow, and the air in between us sparkled, as though it were heavy with something.

				Out of the crowd a woman came forward. “Welcome Gabrielle Fiori, daughter of Celeste.” I physically started at the name. Were they talking about my biological mother? I quickly shrugged off my excitement. Celeste was probably someone associated with the ritual. Still, I made a point of remembering the name.

				The matriarch took my hand and led me into the group of women. They gathered around me, some touching my hair, others my robe. 

			

			
				“You are here, daughter, sister, mother, because you are a link in the great chain of extraordinary women. Do you accept your heritage?”

				Silence. I cleared my throat. “Um, yes.”

				“Very well.”

				A goblet of some sort changed hands.

				“Gabrielle Fiori, we have chosen you. You are exceptional, not only for being a product of your forefathers and mothers, but also for your inner strength, empathetic nature, and honorable character.

				“Join our ranks. These walls have centuries of women’s names etched into them.” And heads. These walls had centuries of women’s heads. They forgot to mention that. I guess once you joined, you never left.

				“Allow us to Awaken your birthright, handed down to you by your noble ancestors.”

				A woman holding the goblet stepped forward. She held the goblet out to me. “I, Anastasia, offer you the wine of the enchanted. Drink and Awaken.”

				She extended the goblet to me. For a moment, I could do nothing. The phrase “don’t drink the Kool-Aid” came to mind. But I wanted answers.

				I took the goblet and drank from it. The substance was rich and cloying. It had to be laced with something, but the dominant flavor was irresistible, and I couldn’t stop drinking. Without consciously realizing it, I had finished the goblet. 

			

			
				I blinked a few times. Why had I finished off the entire glass? 

				The goblet slipped from my hands. Distantly I heard it clatter on the ground. Someone took my hand and led me forward. I looked at her. The contours of her silhouette were indistinct; they reached out from her like rays, then retracted, expanding and contracting to the pounding of my heart. The chanting began again, and the women moved, becoming bright blurs. 

				The light from the candles flickered like a silver screen projection, one moment blindingly bright, the next moment dim and dark. The room tilted slightly. 

				I tried to focus on individual women, but my eyes wouldn’t adjust. I stumbled a little, but someone was there to catch me. It was hard to walk; I couldn’t feel anything. My eyelids closed, and I let myself fade away.

				***

				The girl began to fall as the wine took effect. The matriarchs nearest her caught her slumbering form and together arranged her on the altar. This was where the true magic began. 

				They joined hands, and the chanting increased in volume. The witches in the room focused the magic, coaxing it from the depths of the unconscious girl. Slowly, it blossomed, taking on a golden hue and illuminating the girl from within. It concentrated in the bloodstream before moving outward, towards the skin’s surface. 

			

			
				The moment the magic broke through the surface, the girl’s skin rippled. A thousand feathers—or maybe they were scales—ruffled along her skin before resettling. Invisible once again.

				“We welcome you, siren,” a matriarch proclaimed.

				But the magic was still thrumming through the girl. She had more to Awaken. Golden particles coalesced over the girl’s heart. They thinned and stretched upwards, creating a fine golden cord.

				“A soulmate,” someone breathed. 

				“We welcome you, soulmate,” another matriarch proclaimed.

				The golden cord receded into the girl’s heart. Still the magic would not settle.

				“Strange indeed,” someone murmured.

				A sudden gust of wind tore through the cavernous room, blowing out the candles and torches. Someone screamed. 

				Something evil had entered, but the matriarchs knew not what presence joined them. The only light source was the girl’s magic.

				The matriarchs waited, holding their breath.

				Suddenly the girl’s body began to convulse. Her back arched. There were more screams as women ran to her. 

				Blood oozed from the girl’s eyes and ears, and her lips pulled back. The matriarchs watched as two long, sharp canines extended themselves. Blood dripped from her teeth as her gums ripped. 

			

			
				As quick as the convulsions came on, they ended. The girl’s body dropped back onto the altar, limp like a doll. The magic receded back into her.

				“Let’s get some light in here,” a woman said.

				A few candles were lit, and the matriarchs slowly approached the girl. A brave woman put her fingers to the girl’s neck.

				After a moment she turned to the others. “Call an ambulance!”

				***

				I woke up to darkness. I blinked in an effort to make out my surroundings, but I could not see anything. As I tried to sit up my head hit a solid surface. 

				“Ow.” I reached up to rub my head, and my elbow banged against a metal wall, making a tinny, reverberating sound. 

				I tried not to panic. Where was I? 

				I tentatively reached up and touched the low metal ceiling. It felt flimsy. My hands followed the ceiling’s contours and quickly hit the edge of what appeared to be a metal box. 

				I felt around with my feet as my pulse spiked, now frantic to figure out where I was. As I moved, a piece of paper attached to my big toe brushed my skin. I sucked in my breath. 

				Oh. No. 

				I remembered from CourtTV. There was only one place where tags were placed on toes. The morgue. Somehow I had ended up in the morgue. 

			

			
				I let loose a bloodcurdling scream and began kicking the metal wall beyond my feet. To my shock, as I kicked the wall, the metal gave in. It groaned as each successive blow dented it outwards.

				On the other side of the metal I heard someone cursing. 

				“Help! Please!” I shouted.

				I heard someone swear. “What in the world—” 

				Suddenly I was rolled out from my metal prison. I sat up, belatedly realizing that only a thin paper blanket covered me. I clutched it to myself and squinted up at a young man in scrubs. His face was pale and his eyes were huge as he stared at my lively appearance.

				He began to back up. “I-I’ll go get …” He turned on his foot and sprinted out of the morgue.

				I sat there, stunned by my surroundings. Had I—died? I tried to recall my last memories. I remembered wearing the white robe and being led into a dark room. Women dressed in shimmering garments gave me something to drink. Then it all went fuzzy.

				For a moment that was all I could recall. Then a dizzying series of images came flooding back. There had been blood everywhere—and the awful convulsions. I put a hand to my mouth when I remembered the sharp, lacerating pain where my gums split open.

				What had happened to me?

				Distantly I heard a series of footsteps slapping against the linoleum along with the sound of rickety wheels. 

			

			
				The doors burst open, and a group of doctors and nurses came in, wheeling in a gurney. They placed me on it and began strapping various medical instruments to my body. Then the questions began.

				“How long have you been awake?”

				“Five minutes?”

				“Are you experiencing nausea?”

				“No.”

				“Does anything hurt?”

				“Not particularly.”

				“How do you feel?”

				I thought about this last question as they rolled me down the hall.

				“I feel good.” I paused. “Actually, I feel really good.”

				In fact, my senses were sharper than they’d ever been. I could see clearly all the way down the hall. And I could smell everything, from the chemical scent of disinfectant, to the underlying smell of bodily fluids—sweat, vomit, urine, blood.

				I asked aloud the question that plagued me. “Why was I in the morgue?”

				The doctor nearest me looked over. “Last night you were proclaimed legally dead.”


				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 7

				All the tests indicated that nothing was wrong. My death and later resuscitation were inexplicable. 

				I lay for hours in the hospital bed as doctors monitored my vitals and analyzed my blood work. It was only once I tipped them off about my excellent eyesight and sense of smell that weird results began to appear.

				I was able to read the entire eye chart down a hundred foot hallway. I could hear conversations through closed doors. I could pick up emotions by scent. And I had gained immense physical strength, as the mangled drawer in the morgue illustrated. 

				Even with this information, doctors had no idea what I was. Correction, supernatural doctors had no idea what I was. There was no name for what I had become, and no one had ever heard of a student Awakening only to die. So again, they put me in a hospital bed while they began analyzing my test results. 

			

			
				I was imagining shapes in the abstract wallpaper when there was a knock on my door. A doctor came in, followed by Professor Blackmore and a middle-aged woman in a conservative business suit. 

				The doctor addressed me. “Gabrielle, you probably know Dr. Blackmore.” I nodded, smiling at the quirky professor. He gave me a smile and a wink. “He’s been researching your case since it was reported last night. After your results were inconclusive, he suggested we use ulterior means to figure out what you are.

				“This is Madame Levine,” the doctor said, introducing the woman. “She is a seer, and we brought her in to look into your future. We think she might be able to shed some light on what happened to you and what was Awakened in you last night.”

				A seer? Someone was going to look into my future? This was beyond strange. Then again, compared to how I spent the last twenty-four hours … 

				Madame Levine came over and sat on the edge of my bed. “Have you ever had a reading?” I shook my head. “I’m going to take your hand to establish a connection,” she told me. “Then I will look into your future to see if we can figure out what you are. This should take no more than a minute or two.”

				Gently she picked up my hand and closed her eyes. She sat still for about ten seconds, and then her eyes darted back and forth beneath her closed lids.

				She squeezed my hand as though something surprised her. With my improved hearing I noticed the moment her breath hitched and her heart rate increased. 

			

			
				Her lips moved and she attempted to speak. I leaned in to hear her better. “Unnatural,” she mumbled.

				Suddenly she began thrashing her head back and forth. The doctor, Professor Blackmore, and I looked at each other, not sure whether this was normal. 

				With a final gasp she dropped my hand, rubbing her own as though I had burned her. She backed away from me, fear in her eyes.

				“Abomination.” She pointed at me. “Vampire! The devil has marked you, and he will claim you.” 

				Vampire? But I thought I was a siren.

				I was taken aback by the rapid personality change. A minute ago Madame Levine was sweetly walking me through her divination process. Now all she needed was a torch and pitchfork to complete the image of the fearful villager.

				Madame Levine turned to the doctor and Professor Blackmore. “She has only a couple years to live. Then she will die again and awake as a vampire. The change is already beginning.”

				I could smell the fear rolling off of her; the scent excited me. I felt every inch the monster. 

				She backed out of the door, never turning her back to me. Her brisk footfalls echoed down the hall, and I felt an alarming urge to chase her.

				Professor Blackmore stared at me, curious. “I have never heard of a vampire being Awoken.” He rubbed his chin. “Then again, I have never even heard of a vampire being born.” 

			

			
				He turned to the doctor. “You know what this means. You must call him.”

				The doctor’s eyes widened. “No Geoffrey, I can’t make that call. The man is a monster; he is not allowed in my hospital.”

				Professor Blackmore addressed him. “She needs to be formally introduced to the clan she is now a part of, before she becomes a potential menace to humans.” 

				Ouch. 

				The doctor was shaking his head.

				“In addition,” Blackmore continued, “she could become the target of violence. The relationship between the mainstream supernatural community and vampires is strained enough. She needs the support of her own clan. Not to mention that the vampires might also perceive her as a threat if they do not understand what she is.”

				“Geoffrey, do you understand what exposing her—” 

				“Make the call—or I will.” Professor Blackmore’s sharp tone did what his reasoning couldn’t.

				“Fine,” my doctor said. “Against my better judgment I’ll do it. I just hope this is the right choice.” With that, he left the room.

				Dr. Blackmore walked over to my bedside and sat down in a guest chair. “Are you all right?”

			

			
				“I think so,” I said. But I wasn’t all right, not by a long shot.

				“Have you been able to contact your family?”

				“No.” A rebellious tear escaped. I was not going to feel bad for myself. I took a deep breath. “It’s just me and my mother—and she adopted me, so I’m not sure she would understand my … situation.” 

				My mother. I’d give anything to talk to her. I was alone and scared; that’s when mothers are the best. But she wouldn’t understand. She’d think I’d gone crazy and pull me from Peel. And then I’d lose the only opportunity I’d ever had to figure out who my biological parents were and how I came to be adopted.

				Professor Blackmore smiled sympathetically. “I’m sorry to hear that. Most of the students have family to get them through this. Has anyone here informed you of what happened between your Awakening and the morgue?”

				“No.” I hadn’t even thought to ask. “To be honest, I didn’t know there was more to tell.” I’d become a pseudo-vampire, a revelation they’d seemed as baffled about as I was. I figured that was all there was to know. 

				“Well then, it falls to me to help you fill in the blanks.”

				I let out the breath I didn’t know I was holding. “Thanks.” 

				He gave me a tight-lipped smile. “When you drank the elixir, it Awoke your dormant supernatural traits. Three traits surfaced—”

			

			
				“Three? You mean I can have more than one supernatural ability?”

				“Oh, of course,” Professor Blackmore said. “Some traits are compatible with others. Three is a bit rare, but far less unusual than being born a vampire.” He smiled at me and patted my knee. “You happen to also be a siren and a soulmate.” 

				I wasn’t too surprised to find out I was a siren, but I had no idea what that last one meant. “What’s a soulmate?”

				Professor Blackmore chuckled. “It’s exactly what you might think it is. You have a single true love out there. Only in the supernatural world, it means your soul is inextricably bound to him or her; it’s a physiological, psychological, and spiritual connection.”

				I looked at him skeptically. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

				“I take it this is good news?” he asked.

				“Good news? There are seven billion people out there, and I’m only compatible with one? No way. Those are the worst odds ever.”

				My outburst brought on a fit of husky laughter. It took Blackmore a couple minutes to cough and regain his composure, but the twinkle in his eyes never went away. “That’s a very astute observation. Our community tends to believe being a soulmate is romantic.”

				I sniffled a little. “Man, it’s been only bad news for the last twenty-four hours.”

				The sweet old man patted my hand. “Good and bad things have a way of evening themselves out. I’m sure your bad luck will not last forever.”

			

			
				I was mulling over his words when a wave of raw power washed over me. 

				“Do you feel that?” I asked Professor Blackmore.

				“What exactly are you feeling?” His tone reverted back to one of scholarly curiosity.

				I sat up a little straighter and stared at the door; the sensation came from somewhere beyond it. Power flowed over my skin, building on itself as its source came closer. The rush made me feel giddy. 

				I glanced at Professor Blackmore. I could tell by his expression he still hadn’t noticed the surge of energy.

				I heard a doctor shouting down the hall. “You are not authorized to be here!”

				Suddenly, a familiar form filled up the doorway. “Hello Gabrielle.”

				Professor Blackmore had been wrong. My bad luck was only just beginning.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 8

				“This is who you had the doctor call?” 

				Andre. I tried not show how shaken I was by the surge of power that accompanied him. It was there still, thrumming like background noise—very loud background noise.

				However, unlike me, Andre seemed unfazed by the situation.

				“Do you two already know each other?” Professor Blackmore asked.

				“Unfortunately,” I said under my breath.

				Andre sauntered in, assessing the small hospital room then drinking me in with his eyes. “So,” he crossed his arms and leaned casually against the door, “you’re becoming a vampire?”

				“Apparently,” I said. Of course we couldn’t just part ways after our bad date.

				“Well then, we need to introduce you to the coven and begin training.”

			

			
				“Training?”

				“To control your new powers. We don’t want you—how did you put it the other night? Oh, eating any of your future dates.”

				Oh no. 

				It sank in then. I was becoming a vampire, and Andre was a vampire. We were both going to be kicking around for a long time, and now that we were part of the same clan, I had a sneaking suspicion that we were going to see each other. A lot. 

				So much for going our separate ways. Life really screws you sometimes.

				***

				Andre had called an emergency meeting for any vampires in the area. I was to be introduced in an hour. On the way to the meeting, we made a pit stop at my dorm so I could take a shower and change. 

				When we arrived, the woman manning the desk did a double take as Andre strolled in behind me. 

				“Miss, guest hours end at 9:00 p.m. I’m sorry, but your friend has to …” She trailed off as she took me in. “You’re that girl—they said you died.” 

				“I didn’t,” I replied. “I became a vampire.”

				She gasped at my words and made the sign of the cross. 

				Call it a sore spot, but her reaction ticked me off. “This is what you have to deal with every day?” I asked Andre. He raised an eyebrow. “No wonder you have anger management problems; you’ve had to deal with these people for centuries.”

			

			
				“I do not have anger management problems.” 

				The woman’s eyes darted back and forth between me an Andre, wild and frightened. I could smell her fear, and it sent a shiver down my spine. I felt Andre’s hand on my shoulder. The touch brought on a zing of electricity. 

				Pull it together. He didn’t say it, but the gesture did. 

				“Can my ride please come up? We are on a tight schedule. I have to meet my clan—”

				“Coven,” Andre corrected.

				“Excuse me, coven in less than an hour, and I need to get ready.” 

				She was shaking her head vigorously back and forth—which I took for yes. I grabbed Andre’s hand and, ignoring the zing of energy and the live current now circulating between us, led him to my room. 

				My place was empty when I arrived, something I was exceedingly grateful for. It would be difficult to explain to Oliver and Leanne everything that had happened to me and still make the meeting on time.

				I felt Andre behind me; the thrum of his energy stretched and receded like a rubber band when we were near. He walked over to my bed and picked up his blanket, his expression smug. 

				He lifted one of those deliciously sculpted eyebrows. “I think someone likes me.”

			

			
				I snatched the blanket from his hands. “Don’t get too excited. I was cold.” I was also a liar, and he knew it.

				His look became heated, and he smiled suggestively. God help me, I was getting turned on. He began walking towards me, and that electric charge between us surged. 

				He came in close and stopped. Not meaning to, I breathed the scent of him in and shivered. He was turned on—I don’t know how my nose detected it, but I could tell. This smell thing was freaking me out. 

				He leaned in, his breath tickling my skin. “I think we have some unfinished business. I think you do like me, and I’m prepared to convince you until you can no longer deny it.”

				The air thickened, and my breathing came out in ragged bursts. Something was going on between us, and if I didn’t end this soon, I was going to do something regrettable.

				I stepped around Andre and grabbed my towel and some clothes from my closet, breaking our connection. I walked to the door and turned back to him. “Convince away.”

				***

				I took a quick shower, dried my hair, and threw on my clothes. When I walked back into my room Andre was sprawled out on my bed, holding a framed picture of my mom and me at one of my old track meets.

			

			
				“This is your adoptive mother?”

				“Yes.” 

				“She seems nice.”

				“She is.” I crossed the room and took the photo from him, placing it back on my desk. It unnerved me to have him peering into my personal life. Only then did I notice what he said.

				I froze. “How did you know I was adopted?”

				He shrugged, but a smile tugged at the corner of his lips and his eyes glittered mischievously. “I can tell you, but it will cost you.”

				“It will cost me what?” I asked, agitated. 

				Now his smile widened, showing pearly white teeth and a little fang.

				We both heard my heart rate pick up at his unspoken offer. “Are you seriously going to withhold my family’s past from me?” I asked, exasperated at the entire situation.

				His eyes twinkled. 

				Yes, he would withhold the information I desperately craved.

				I shook my head. I could expect no less from the same man who thought it was okay to kidnap an uncooperative girl for a date.

				I grabbed a coat from my closet and tugged it on. “Ready?” 

				He got up slowly, slinking towards me. The energy between us pounded in my ears and swept across my skin. Then he passed me, and the energy ebbed.

			

			
				“I’ll take that as a yes.”

				We walked down the stairs. In the lobby the girl behind the desk was speaking on the phone and biting her nail anxiously. I still hadn’t seen Professor Nightingale since moving in, and it appeared that she couldn’t be bothered for this kind of problem. So much for having a house mother.

				When the girl behind the desk saw us, she pulled the phone away from her ear. “Is your friend leaving?”

				“We both are,” I said.

				“Students are not allowed to leave—”

				“Just call Professor Blackmore. He’ll okay it,” I said, not breaking stride. 

				“You can’t lea—” The doors closed behind us, muffling her protests.

				“Okay, so where’s this meeting happening?” I asked.

				“My place.”

				“You’re taking me to your house?” 

				“I’m not exactly thrilled to bring you there, so stop staring at me like I’m going to deflower you.” He had the audacity to look martyred. As though he hadn’t been propositioning me only minutes ago.

				“My house functions similarly to Buckingham palace—I both work and relax there.”

				“Oh.”

				We walked towards his car, some exotic sports model that had to be worth more than what most people made in a year. 

				“Consider yourself lucky,” he added. “Many would die for the opportunity.”

			

			
				I was mid eye-roll when I caught his wording. “Die? You don’t actually kill anyone, do you?”

				He opened the passenger door for me. His chivalry didn’t fool me. The man had already thrown me over his shoulder—twice.

				“No—well, not usually. Only on my off days.” 

				“What?” 

				“I’m kidding,” he said. “Has anyone told you you’re no fun?”

				“I’m so much fun.” I sounded whiny, even to myself. “Has anyone told you that you are difficult to get along with?”

				He smiled, showing some fang. “Many. It’s part of the job description.” 

				***

				“Before we arrive at Bishopcourt, there’s something I want to show you,” Andre said, his eyes never leaving the road.

				I raised my eyebrows. “I have to be honest with you Andre, I think I’ve had enough surprises to last me a long time.”

				“I promise you’ll like this one.”

				We drove for about ten minutes, just long enough to hit the outskirts of the city, before Andre pulled over to the side of the road. “Close your eyes,” Andre commanded.

				“Nuh uh. Last time I did that I woke up in the morgue.”

			

			
				Andre sighed loudly. “Fine. Let’s get out.”

				“Where are we going?”

				“Are you always this stubborn?” he asked, rubbing his jaw. I tried to not concentrate on how sexy the action was.

				“Are you always this rude?” We stared at each other for a few moments before he turned and began jogging away from me.

				“Where are you going?” I called after him.

				He didn’t respond. I contemplated just standing there and seeing what he would do if I didn’t follow him, but curiosity won out. I jogged up to him.

				“About time,” Andre said as I ran alongside him. “Come on, let’s pick up the pace.” 

				Andre took off. He should have been a blur, but my new eyesight was able to follow him easily. 

				“What are you waiting for?” he called back to me.

				I blinked. Oh—I could run fast now. I picked up my pace, building my speed up. The fields I ran through flew by, gradually becoming denser and transitioning into forest. 

				I could no longer see Andre, but I could sense him ahead of me. A minute later I felt Andre stop. I ran towards him, his energy my lodestone. I heard the sound of running water seconds before I came to a halt next to him.

				“This is what I wanted to show you,” Andre said, extending a hand to encompass the grotto. 

			

			
				I looked around me and gasped. How had I not noticed it before? My supernatural eyesight added an entirely new depth to the night. All living things produced a subtle glow, brightening the dark. It was luminous, and I watched, mesmerized.

				The pool of water in front of us glowed as fish swam underneath its surface. In the trees I noticed owls, their bodies shining brighter than the surrounding plants. 

				“This is … beautiful.” 

				Andre smiled as he stared about him. “I often forget what it’s like to experience this all for the first time.” He looked over at me. “I’m glad I got to be the one to show you.”

				“How come I hadn’t noticed this earlier?”

				“The city is too bright for us to pick up this type of light.”

				We stood there for a long time, just watching this secret little world.

				Eventually Andre glanced at his watch and broke the silence. “Let’s get going. It’s time to introduce you to the coven.”

				***

				As we approached a high security gate, I considered the course my life had taken. Less than a week ago I had no idea the supernatural world actually existed. Now, not only was I a part of that world, I’d also managed to become an outcast. I found it ironic; I’d been so skeptical of their world that I hadn’t considered they’d be skeptical of mine. 

			

			
				We rolled up to a wrought iron gate, and a security guard sitting in a nearby booth nodded to Andre. The gate swung open and the car rumbled through. We sped along the road for another few minutes before we approached a grand mansion. According to Andre, this was Bishopcourt, his estate.

				Andre broke the silence. “The doctor said you died at your Awakening.” I met his eyes. He looked concerned. It was difficult to dislike him when he acted like he cared.

				I broke eye contact and stared out the window, taking in the group of people waiting for Andre in front of his mansion. “Did they tell you I woke up in the morgue?”

				“Yes.” I expected him to laugh, but instead his voice was solemn. I turned back to him. His eyes were searching my face, and I got the impression he was memorizing something about me. 

				Reluctantly he broke his gaze and turned off the car. As soon as the ignition was off, Andre’s minions descended on us. 

				“Good evening miss,” said the man who opened my door.

				“Evening,” I murmured back. This was so strange.

				I looked over at Andre, who was exchanging formalities with one of his people. He was a chameleon; all signs of his somber mood had vanished the instant he left the car. He caught my stare and smiled. The sight of his smile sent a jolt through me. 

			

			
				Breaking away from the small crowd that had formed around him, he came over to me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders, sending a shock of energy through me. “Don’t look so freaked out. We haven’t even gotten to the good stuff yet,” he whispered into my ear.

				I discreetly shrugged his arm off, and together we walked towards the mansion. 

				The two guards who stood to either side of the doorway bowed in unison and opened the door for us. My jaw slackened, and I did a double take of Andre, sure I had missed something. The guy was a celebrity; I expected the attention. But bowing? That indicated reverence. 

				“Who are you?” I asked.

				“I am the king of vampires.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 9

				I stopped walking. I’d never felt more out of my element. “You’re a king? And these people are what, your minions?” I gestured to the great number people who appeared to be waiting on him.

				“They are my subjects,” he said. 

				I let that sink in. An undead king. No wonder the guy couldn’t take no for an answer. 

				We walked down a long hallway, turned down another, and finally stopped in front of a pair of closed doors. 

				Andre placed a hand on my shoulder. “Before we go in, I should mention that the audience might be hostile.” 

				I doubled back to glare at him. “What do you mean ‘hostile’?” I squeaked.

				He heaved a tired sigh. “No one’s going to hurt you Gabrielle. You are one of us. It’s just that no vampire has been created in almost a century—and no vampire has ever been born.” 

			

			
				“No no no no no,” I said, shaking my head. This was too much. Having to face a coven—a freaking coven—was strange enough. But a potentially hostile group of vampires? I’d get eaten alive—literally. I began backing away.

				Andre saw the mutiny in my eyes. “Oh no you don’t.” He reached out to grab me, but I was too quick. I bolted.

				I ran back down the hallway we came through, amazed at how swift I had become. The gold leaf molding that decorated the hallway blurred. 

				Andre was not pursuing me, but then he didn’t have to. From my peripherals I saw a blur of movement, and I had less than a second to react before a huge body tackled me. The air in my lungs whooshed out as I landed hard on the ground. But as quickly as I was knocked down, I was dragged up again. 

				I looked up at my attacker’s face, and all I saw was fang. 

				I let out a surprised scream. 

				“Thought you’d get away, eh?” the man asked in a thick Scottish accent. He held my upper arm and walked us back down the hallway. I struggled against him for a bit, but my new powers had no special effect on him. Defeated, I allowed him to lead me back. Andre waited by the double doors, arms crossed.

				“I’m guessing this wee one is our guest of honor,” my attacker said.

			

			
				“She is.” Andre inclined his head. “Thank you Theodore.”

				Roughly, Theodore let me go, and I stumbled forward. Andre caught me and turned me around. 

				“Gabrielle, meet Theodore, my second-in-command.”

				I eyed the man who tackled me; I disliked him immediately. “You owe me an apology.”

				He looked amused.

				“No,” Andre said, “he doesn’t. You ran away like a fugitive and Theodore caught you. Now stop wasting time.”

				I gave Andre my best stink eye. “God you are rude. No wonder you go through women. One hour with you, and they are probably begging to leave.”

				Theodore laughed. “Oh, I really like her.”

				Andre frowned, but whatever he was going to say was interrupted as the double doors in front of us opened.

				“Ready?” he asked, reaching for my hand.

				I ignored the gesture and walked through the doors.

				***

				“I have gathered you all together for a very strange and important meeting—” Andre spoke to the beautiful, undead crowd.

				My hands were clasped tightly together, my knuckles white.

			

			
				“—to meet our newest member.”

				The crowd collectively gasped, and I saw a few vampires literally hiss in response.

				Someone spoke up. “But it is forbidden to create a vampire!”

				Another voice joined the first. “Who did this to her? Have they been punished?”

				“She smells human!”

				Suddenly the room was full of angry voices.

				“Quiet!” Andre’s voice rang out above the others. 

				The crowd fell silent and he continued. “Her name is Gabrielle Fiori.”

				This started another round of excited chatter.

				Andre put a hand up. “Yes,” he continued, “the same Gabrielle who was thought to have died in the fire that killed our dear friend and comrade.”

				My eyebrows rose. He knew about the fire? I thought his statement had shocked me, until he spoke again. 

				“Gabrielle died two nights ago during her Awakening and was reborn this way. You see, no one changed Gabrielle. She is the first and only vampire ever to be born. She is the biological daughter of our late friend, the vampire formally known as Santiago Fiori.”

				***

				Santiago Fiori. My father. How had I ever forgotten? His name kept running through my mind; I wanted to burn it into my memory so I’d never lose it again. 

				“See, that wasn’t so bad,” Andre said as he walked me back to his car.

			

			
				I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, such a friendly reception. I especially liked the comment about how tasty I smelled.”

				I was trying for sarcastic but fell short, still distracted by all this new information. I wanted to ask Andre more about my father, but he had already proven himself to be the manipulative type. I would have to find the answers I sought some other way.

				Andre casually reached out and took my hand, and I brusquely pulled my hand away. I knew it was rude, so sue me. I held grudges, and Andre had a whole bag full of them.

				Andre was unfazed. Tenacious vampire.

				“You know that being part of the coven means you will always have our protection. My protection,” he said. “You will also always have a home here. We look out for our own. Don’t think that because the others were taken aback by you tonight that they don’t like you.”

				I didn’t respond to his statement, but it reminded me that no one had mentioned anything about a siren or soulmate clan.

				We got in the car and Andre pulled away from the mansion. 

				“Hey Andre?” I said. He glanced over at me. “Do sirens and soulmates have a clan gatherings?”

				He slammed on the brakes. I grabbed the holy shit handle as my body was thrown forward.

			

			
				“Geez! What was that for?” I asked.

				“What did you say?” Andre’s voice was lethally quiet, and the hair on my forearms rose in response.

				“I wanted to know if sirens and soulmates had clan gatherings.”

				“Why?” His voice was hostile.

				I gave him a look. “Why do you think? I happen to be both.”

				“You’re a soulmate.” His eyes were deep and searching.

				“Yes,” I replied slowly. “That’s what I just said.”

				He turned back to the steering wheel, thinking.

				“So …” I continued, “do either sirens or soulmates have a clan I need to visit?”

				“No.” He wouldn’t look at me. “Soulmates are not a recognized clan, and you are the last of the sirens.” I raised my eyebrows at that. 

				All sirens die young. I guess I was no exception.

				***

				The car ride was quiet while Andre brooded. It was only as we entered the city of Peel that he broke the silence. 

				He pulled a business card out of his jacket’s inner pocket. “This has my contact information. Don’t hesitate to call if you have any questions about your … transition. All fledgling vampires have mentors. Mentors used to be those vampires who were responsible for the change, but since creating vampires was outlawed and since your circumstances are unusual anyway, consider me your new mentor.”

			

			
				“Oh goody.” One failed date, an Awakening, a death, and a rebirth later, and now Andre was my mentor. 

				“Let’s meet up tomorrow evening so I can begin to train you.”

				“Why is turning someone into a vampire not allowed anyway?”

				He took his time answering and chose his words carefully. “Because the devil owns all vampires’ souls. And at some point, we realized this and cauterized our acts.”

				Perfect. 

				Andre drove past the security gates and onto campus grounds, and I remembered the trouble we ran into when we left Peel Academy earlier that evening.

				“Aren’t you going to get into trouble for being on campus?” 

				His lip quirked, and he snickered to himself. “Cute question.”

				“Oh really?” I asked, annoyed.

				He glanced over. “Trust me, no one’s going to cross me.”

				The car pulled up to my building, and I opened the door and got out.

				“Gabrielle.”

				“Yeah?” I turned back to look at him.

				“Be careful.” His eyes looked worried.

			

			
				“Don’t worry,” I replied, “I’m resilient.”

				“I wasn’t talking about you.”

				I swallowed and closed the car door, watching him as he drove off, his engine echoing along the empty streets even after the car vanished from sight.

				***

				I stood there for a long time afterwards, my thoughts far away. 

				My skin prickled, and the hair on the back of my neck rose. I put a fisted hand to my mouth, muffling my rising scream.

				He was here. The man in the suit. I could sense him before I saw him. 

				I looked down the cobbled street and there he stood under a streetlamp. 

				I nearly stumbled from shock. He had almost always sought discretion when he appeared before me. Now, his obvious presence felt more menacing than before, as though he no longer feared making contact with me.

				I stayed still, staring at him. To run seemed foolish. I couldn’t hide from him.

				He spoke to me, his words tickling my skin as though he stood right next to me.

				“Hello Gabrielle.” The man inclined his head in greeting. “I have waited a long time for this night.” 

				I met his terrible gaze. “What do you want?” I whispered. 

			

			
				“You.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 10

				“Why?” I recoiled at the thought.

				He just smiled. “… Although it appeared that I almost lost you a couple nights ago. Heinous thing death is. Luckily, you’ve now cheated it.” His gaze never wavered, and even from the distance his eyes were deep and dreadful, hiding all sorts of unpleasant secrets.

				“How did you know that?” My voice shook, and any semblance of bravery crumbled.

				“I’ll be watching you Gabrielle.” 

				He winked, and his form was blown away by a fierce wind that tore at my hair. 

				I rubbed my tingling ear, wanting to wipe away the closeness of his words. They felt too much like a lover’s caress. My hands trembled, and I took a few deep breaths to calm myself. 

				It was strange walking back into my building. A different woman sat at the security desk, and she didn’t bat an eyelash when I walked in and signed my name on the activity log, even though it was late. 

			

			
				I could really get used to this newfound autonomy the school offered.

				When I stepped onto my floor, I had the misfortune of running into Doris, who was her usual catty self. 

				She looked me up and down. “Are you a zombie now, or a bloodsucker?”

				I ignored her, and kept walking to my door.

				I heard her call to my back. “I hope you know that everyone thinks you’re a sorry freak.”

				My ability to put up with crap was spent after the evening’s events. That, at least, was the only excuse I had for what I did next.

				I turned, quicker than her eyes could follow, and was on Doris in an instant. I pushed her against the wall, and it pleased me to hear her pathetic whimper. My reflexes were now quicker than my emotion, and it was only after I had pinned her that I felt some dark, primordial excitement pulse through me.

				I made eye contact with her, and whatever she saw in them made her flinch. I could feel my anger growing, feeding on itself.

				“You’re right Doris.” I spoke low so only she could hear me. “I am a freak. But I’m also a predator, and you, Doris, are most definitely prey. Just remember that next time you want to pick a fight.” 

			

			
				I let her go and watched her stumble away to her roommate, who stood at end of the hallway. I took a few deep breaths, trying to reign in my uncharacteristic anger. 

				Doris glanced back at me to shoot me a glare, but it was her roommate’s expression that haunted me. She looked at me like I was a monster. Worst of all, I believed it myself.

				***

				“My love! You’re all right!” Oliver squeezed me against his nonexistent bosom, showering me with affection I ill-deserved. “We thought you were dead!”

				He and Leanne had decorated our dorm with balloons and a “Get Well” sign. I guess they ran out of “Glad You Didn’t Die” and “Please Don’t Eat Me” banners at the drugstore. But it was incredibly sweet, even if I still felt like a complete schmuck for scaring Doris. I’d sat in the stairwell for a good fifteen minutes before I mustered the courage to face my new friends.

				Leanne came up to me and squeezed my hand. “She deserved it,” she said.

				I must’ve looked shocked because Leanne laughed and said, “I’m a seer. And I totally foresaw that fight go down about three hours ago, much to my excitement.”

				When I didn’t laugh, she added in, “Sorry.”

				I shook my head. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault at all. I’m just a little overwhelmed with everything that’s happened since the Awakening.” She nodded sympathetically. “Aren’t you guys freaked out that I’m going to become a vampire?”

			

			
				Oliver began to laugh hysterically. “Seriously Gabrielle? Look who you’re talking to—I’m a gay fairy. I’m the world’s biggest cliché. It’s not like we get to choose these things. Besides, fairies are also ‘evil’ according to that stupid textbook of ours.” 

				“And I know a good person when I see one,” Leanne said, snickering at her own joke. “Get it?” 

				“Please, Leanne,” Oliver said. “Just stop it with the seer jokes. You’re beating a dead horse, only this poor horse died hours—”

				I grabbed my friends and went in for a group hug. “You guys are amazing.”

				“Duh,” Oliver said. “As if you hadn’t figured that out by now.”

				***

				The next morning my alarm clock went off. I groaned, rubbing my temples. I’d stayed up way too late. 

				“No,” Leanne moaned. She had too.

				“Tell me about it,” I muttered.

				An hour later the two of us stumbled outside. Oliver leaned against our building’s wall. “What took you broads so long?”

				I gave him the stink eye.

				“Ah. You two didn’t get your beauty sleep. … Well, let’s get going. Don’t want to be late on our first day.” 

			

			
				The Isle of Man decided it was going to be sunny today, an unusual occurrence. The sun was painfully bright, making my eyes tear up. Stupid vampire genes.

				We crossed campus and entered the castle. Around us, teens were hurrying off to class. I pulled out my schedule. 

				Period 1: Science and Magic

				Period 2: Supernatural Combat

				Period 3: History of the Isle of Man

				Period 4: Creatures of the Night: The Anthropology of Nocturnal Beings

				Lunch

				Period 5: The Politics of the Supernatural Species

				Period 6: Enchanted Engineering

				I’d never heard of any of these classes, although some slightly resembled the regular world equivalent.

				Taking out a map of the campus, I tried to figure out where my first class was. The school’s dizzying layout was giving me a headache. 

				Leanne read over my shoulder. “I think your first class might be down that hall.” Leanne pointed to a hall branching off to the left. “Let’s meet outside for lunch.”

				We broke up and went our separate ways. Even with Leanne’s help, I was still late. I stealthily slipped in but forgot to shut the door quietly. The sound of the thick oak door closing reverberated along the stone walls. Thirty heads turned in unison—including the teacher’s. My cheeks burned.

			

			
				“How nice of you to join us,” Professor Nightingale commented sarcastically before turning back to the board. “Please take a seat.”

				I nodded and looked for an empty desk. The students around me whispered to each other, casting nasty glances my way. I took in a shaky breath and began moving down an aisle, spotting a couple of empty chairs towards the back. 

				I sat down next to a plump girl with fiery red hair, thinking she appeared friendly. But the moment I glanced her way, she looked positively horrified. I smiled, trying to calm her uneasiness, but I no longer had the ability to look innocent. I cringed as she got up and scurried to the next available seat, leaving me to my new status as a social pariah.

				I spent the next thirty minutes distracted as Professor Nightingale prattled on about class policies and procedures. Thanks to my heightened hearing, I overheard every mean conversation whispered between classmates, all discussing yours truly. My classmates believed I was a freak, a monster, unnatural, and evil. I tried to stay calm, breathing in and out steadily and silently chanting, “Don’t cry. Don’t cry,” over and over.

				I hadn’t been especially liked at my old high school, but at least no one thought I was a monster.

				The hateful conversations halted as a voice boomed from above, filling the chamber. “Gabrielle Fiori, please report to the principal’s office.” It took me a minute to realize the message was meant for me; I was busy looking for the nonexistent intercom. I guess they’re useless if you have magic.

			

			
				Once I realized that I was the student getting publicly humiliated, my gut filled with dread. Apparently this horrible day was going to get worse. 

				I packed up my notebook, listening to the chorus of whispers, and held my head high as I walked out of room, knowing thirty separate sets of eyes were staring at me.

				It was a relief to step into the empty hallway, but now I had to face my own worries. Why was I being called to the principal’s office?

				***

				Inside the office, Mr. Hazard, Peel’s principal, sat behind a huge desk, intently reading and scribbling on the paper in front of him. I knocked on the opened door, not wanting to startle him. 

				He looked up, and when he saw me, he rubbed a hand over his face, as though simply thinking of the task at hand made him weary.

				“Hello Miss Fiori.”

				“Um, hi,” I said nervously. I walked into his office and tentatively perched on one of the two dark leather seats across from him. I still couldn’t possibly fathom why I was in here.

				“A young woman came in this morning claiming you threatened her.”

			

			
				Doris. My shame at the previous night’s events and the oncoming punishment made me feel feverish.

				He continued. “Now normally, as a supernatural academy, we don’t deal with these juvenile spats. We understand that it can be difficult for students to deal with their newly Awoken abilities, but we expect all our students to act as mature young adults.

				“However, Miss Fiori, threats are taken very seriously. Do you understand?”

				I nodded.

				“I must impress upon you that your actions could—should—get you expelled.”

				I held my breath. Was I about to get kicked out of Peel Academy on my first day? 

				“I’m glad you look concerned.” Mr. Hazard eyed my countenance. “It means my decision to let this event slide was not in vain.” For the first time since entering his office, he gave a small smile. I let out the breath I was holding.

				“But,” he stressed, “there are many who are, frankly, disturbed by your presence here. Traditionally, we have never accepted vampires into our school. To put it bluntly, had anyone known this was to happen, Peel would not have sought your attendance. 

				“However, we cannot undo what has been done, and the academy takes full responsibility for your current state. The best thing that we can do now is to teach you the high morals of the supernatural community.”

			

			
				I was reeling from his words. Peel would not have accepted me had they known? Was being a vampire really that bad? 

				Was I a bad person? I mean, I did scare Doris, and I once bumped a parked car and didn’t leave my insurance information. 

				I shook myself of my doubts. Having a few extra superpowers didn’t change who I was.

				“How can you say that?” I whispered. “I’m still human.”

				Principal Hazard looked hard at me. Instead of sympathy, instead of pity, his gaze was flinty. He was one of them. For some unknown reason, he was appalled by my existence. The only surprise was why he hadn’t jumped on the opportunity to expel me.

				“Human?” he replied. “Only temporarily.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 11

				After my meeting with Principal Hazard, I went back to class, but I wasn’t mentally present for the rest of the day. Everywhere students whispered about me—in class, in the halls, at lunch. Even fourth period, which should’ve been bearable because Oliver was in the same class, was soured as soon as I saw Doris’s blonde hair and her mean little smile. By the time the final bell rang, I couldn’t get out of class fast enough.

				My eyes stung as I clumsily jabbed my key a few times into the doorknob. It finally slid through, and I pushed into my room. Thankfully, Leanne hadn’t arrived yet. My confident veneer crumbled, and I swiped away a couple rebellious tears. 

				I remembered some girls hating me in high school, mistakenly believing I was a threat to their relationships. Now I realized that my siren genes were likely to blame for their boyfriends’ wandering eyes and their own insecurities. 

			

			
				But today? Today was different. The hatred directed at me wasn’t petty jealousy. It was a deep-rooted fear of things that go bump in the night. Only now, that bump had a face, mine. 

				I took a couple deep breaths. Wallowing was nice, but only for so long.  

				My book bag was slumped against the wall, and one of my textbooks peeked out. I pulled it out and looked over the cover. Living and Dying in a World of Wonder: An Introduction to Supernatural Beings. It was the book Andre had teased me about a few days ago.

				I walked over to my bed and plopped down with the book. I opened it, scanned the table of contents, and flipped to the section on vampires. I passed over the first few sentences about vampires being an abomination and skimmed the rest of the passage. 

				The true horror of the vampiric condition is not the hapless victims whom the vampire kills, but those whom the vampire saves. This is because the origin of the vampire in the modern era began in 1321, somewhere near Bucharest, Romania. 

				A Spanish merchant by the name of Salvatore de Leon met and married a Romanian woman during one of his travels. 

				Near the turn of the fourteenth century they had a child by the name of Andre.

			

			
				I started at the name. Was I reading Andre’s biography? Curious, I read on. 

				A few years later, the Plague swept through the Romanian village the family lived in at the time, infecting Salvatore’s wife. Salvatore prayed to God to save her, but salvation didn’t come and his wife died.

				Perhaps vampires would not have existed if the Plague had not returned to the tiny Romanian village two decades later. However, that was not to be, and in 1321, Andre, Salvatore’s son, was exposed to the illness and slowly began to die. 

				Salvatore diligently prayed, but when prayer appeared to fail a second time, he cursed God and swore allegiance to the devil in return for the life of his son.

				It is said that the next day, a traveling merchant visited the village. The merchant approached Salvatore, saying that he heard Salvatore’s cry the night before and could grant his wish upon one condition.

				“I will give you what you most desire, the life of your son,” the merchant said, “in exchange for what you hold most dear.” Salvatore quickly agreed, believing the merchant was asking Salvatore’s earthly possessions as payment. But he had no sooner agreed than the merchant showed himself to be the devil, and Salvatore paid with his soul. 

				Andre, now a man, was wiser than his father. When the devil came for Andre, he told the devil that his immortal soul was safe; Salvatore could not sell any soul other than his own. But the devil was still trickier. “I am not going to take your soul. I am here to heal you, and I will give you something men have sold their souls to possess, for I am benevolent.” And he bestowed upon Andre the gift of immortality. 

			

			
				The gift, Andre soon found, was a thinly veiled curse, for he could only feast upon humans and awake at night. He was forbidden from entering hallowed ground. And while he had not forsaken his soul to the devil, the blood on Andre’s hands robbed him of forever entering heaven’s gates. 

				And so the curse of vampirism is passed to every new member, for time corrupts even the most innocent.

				I stared at the page a few more seconds, disbelieving. I should’ve been worried about my own immortal soul, but instead I thought about Andre. I couldn’t reconcile this Andre, a victim of circumstance, with the Andre I knew—a vain, materialistic, and self-centered individual. 

				At least I got to the root of everyone’s anger. I was destined for evil, and yet, through some loophole, I was allowed to walk the esteemed halls of Peel Academy. It must kill all those self-righteous snobs that the school was responsible for awakening my vampirism.

				Out of curiosity I flipped over to the section on sirens. I skimmed over the author’s boring commentary, until a section caught my attention.

				The siren’s power is sexually derived. This can be dangerous if misused, as both men and women can fall completely under their control when this power is exerted. Abuse of power is common, and this is where modern stereotypes of sirens come from.

			

			
				Less commonly known, these creatures are cursed with misfortune. The writings of Adeodatus follow seven generations of sirens, all of whom were victims of adultery, murder, incest, rape, espionage, treason, or suicide. His records indicate that none of these sirens lived past the age of thirty.

				I closed the book and sighed. I really did have some cursed genes.

				Leanne and Oliver came in a little while later, only to change and run off to a back-to-school mixer they were invited to. 

				I tried to not let it get to me that I was obviously not invited. But as I lay on my bed, reading a novel I brought from Los Angeles, I couldn’t help but feel antisocial. Back at home I had lots of friends and regularly had plans. Now I was avoided.

				Almost as soon as the sun dipped below the horizon, my phone started ringing. 

				I looked at the caller, not sure who knew my new phone number. I had barely owned the phone a week. 

				“Andre?” I read the caller ID out loud. How was his number saved onto my phone? Because I didn’t add it. And I definitely didn’t add the two emoticon hearts next to his name.

			

			
				I debated whether or not I should answer. 

				Thinking about the Andre I read about earlier, I clicked “Accept.”

				“Hello?” I put the phone to my ear.

				“I was convinced you weren’t going to answer,” he said. “How long did you stare at my number before picking up?”

				“I thought you were a vampire, not a psychic.” How did he know? 

				I heard the smile in his voice when he responded. “What made you change your mind and pick up?”

				“Don’t flatter yourself; I was bored. Why are you calling me?”

				I could tell he was amused. “I wanted to see how your first day went.”

				Oh. He was wondering whether I munched on anyone.

				He corrected himself. “Actually, I wanted to see how you were. There are a lot of supremacist morons at Peel, and I figured your first day might’ve been rough.”

				I cleared my throat. “It was fine,” I lied.

				“Good. Put on something sexy. Tonight will be your first lesson on being a vampire.”

				***

				Andre drove us up to the front of the club, leaving the idling car for the valets to pick up. Even though it was a Monday, there was still a long line snaking down the street. 

			

			
				The screaming began as fans caught sight of Andre. The sight of so many excited woman—and men—shocked me until I remembered he was an international celebrity. 

				He waved and smiled, looking cool and collected. The screaming escalated, some women even rushing out of line to get closer. Bodyguards materialized just in time, holding Andre’s eager fans back. 

				Andre came over to where I stood teetering in my uncomfortable heels, and he draped an arm around my waist. I stared at where his hand rested. That was awfully presumptuous of him. I grabbed his hand to peel it away from my waist and cameras went off. 

				Instead of letting me remove his hand, his fingers curled around my own, and he leaned into me, murmuring, “Just go with it. They want a show.”

				I bared my teeth at the cameras, trying to fake a grin.

				We walked inside, and the thrum of music pounded my ears. Now that we were away from the gawkers, I pushed his hand away, “Just because I came out with you does not mean I’m your date,” I yelled over the music.

				He gave me a devil-may-care grin. “Fine. Follow me.”

				We wove in and out of dancers, drunk club goers, and more fans. He led me upstairs. More bodyguards stood by the entrance to what I assumed was the VIP section. Seeing Andre, they opened the doors. 

			

			
				I followed him into a room full of curtained alcoves, where swanky-looking groups of people chatted over their drinks. An entire side of the room was made up of one-way mirrors, so VIP members could look out onto the club without themselves being seen.

				He broke away from me and walked over to a table, probably schmoozing with his high-end customers. I walked over to the one-way mirror, and watched as couples danced and friends laughed.

				I pushed my wavy hair away from my eyes, and fidgeted with a ring I was wearing. Why was I here? So far I hadn’t learned anything remotely vampire-ish, and frankly, this VIP crowd made me uncomfortable. 

				“We meet again.” 

				I looked up to see Theodore, the Scottish vampire who had laid me out the day before, standing next to me.

				“You still owe me an apology.” What I had meant to say was hey, but even a bad day couldn’t completely wipe out my attitude.

				“Saucy minx.” He laughed and twirled his glass of wine—or some other dark fluid I wasn’t willing to dwell on. “No wonder Andre’s pursuing you. He so does love the chase.”

				His words put me in an even fouler mood. “For your information, Theodore, Andre is not pursuing me. He’s giving me my first lesson on being a vampire.” My explanation sounded weak, even to me, and I briefly considered whether Andre did have an ulterior motive. But I wouldn’t let Theodore see any of my personal misgivings. “It’s none of your business anyway.”

			

			
				He smiled at me. “That’s where you are wrong, tootsie.” I gashed my teeth together at his idea of an endearment. “I am Andre’s right-hand man. It’s my business to know these things. And if Andre’s interested in you, it’s my job to make sure you are not a threat.”

				I was shocked. 

				“Me?” I asked incredulously. “A threat?”

				Andre appeared behind us. “Ready?” He looked at me.

				“For what?” I asked, momentarily distracted.

				“I have more to show you.” He turned to Theodore, who was still gazing intensely at me. “Theodore, I’ll meet back up with you later tonight.”

				Theodore nodded and reluctantly left.

				“Theodore sucks,” I said. “… Pun unintended.”

				“Theodore is looking out for my best interests,” Andre replied. “Now come.”

				I let Andre lead me through another door. We stepped into a richly decorated private lounge. Crimson velvet couches were placed throughout the room. A series of paintings of Greek gods and goddesses hung along the amber walls. The one-way mirrors here opened onto a balcony.

				But the most shocking part was the room’s seclusion. We were alone. I couldn’t decide whether the presence of psychotic fans and pretentious VIP members was preferable to being alone with Andre. 

			

			
				“I figured you were the type of person who favored small, intimate settings to large crowds,” he said.

				I tried not to dwell on the way he said intimate, which seemed full of sexual undertones. Then again, maybe that was just me.

				“Are you pursuing me?” I blurted out, using the same wording Theodore had.

				He raised an eyebrow. “Pursuing?” He paused long enough to make me feel like an idiot for bringing the subject up altogether. “That would imply that you were prey. And I think we can both agree that’s definitely not the case.” Why I thought Andre would give me a straight answer was beyond me.

				“But,” he continued, “when one has lived as long as me, people become predictable—boring. You, however, are anything but.”

				I looked him in the eye, trying to not be distracted by how beautiful he was. “Sorry to burst your bubble Andre, but I have a soulmate.”

				“So?”

				“So, I’m not going to fall in love with you.”

				“I wasn’t asking for anything nearly so tedious,” he said. “Perhaps we could start with friendship?”

				I snorted. Fat chance we were going to be friends. But I’d play nice.

				“Fine.”

			

			
				The sounds of the club dully thrummed through the room, and the song that came on caught my attention. The melody coursed through me.

				I walked over to the doors that led to the balcony, transfixed by the music. Andre came over, unlatched the door for me, and followed me out. 

				“What song is this?” I asked, completely overtaken by the melody. 

				He was silent for so long I figured he hadn’t heard me over the music. 

				“You’ve never heard it, I can promise you that. It’s forbidden from distribution in most countries.”

				Go figure. 

				“Why is it forbidden?” I asked, distracted.

				He gazed at the crowd, who were completely lost in the music. Seeing all their empty eyes sobered me up.

				“This song was sung by a siren—by your mother in fact.”

				My head whipped around, the song’s spell broken. “This is my mother singing?” So much for not appearing too eager where my past was concerned.

				He nodded.

				“Did you know her?” 

				He nodded, a few loose strands of his hair falling forward as he leaned on the ledge. “Yes, I knew her.”

				I wanted to flood him with questions, but the strange sound of my mother’s voice kept distracting me. “What’s wrong with her voice?”

				“She is using glamour. It’s one of your powers as well. It’s the ability to bespell others.”

			

			
				This was the second time I’d heard about this power, but I was skeptical that I actually had this ability. Wouldn’t I have already felt it? 

				“Luckily the glamour is diluted by the recording, and anyway, Celeste is only singing about enjoying the moment. Pretty harmless. But still, it’s outlawed in most places because the song bespells listeners without their explicit consent.”

				I listened to the lyrics. 

				Carpe diem they say,

				Seize the day,

				Because before long,

				Tomorrow will dawn,

				And you will be gone.

				“I read about sirens. You were right. Apparently we don’t last long.”

				“I know.” He was solemn. “Lucky for you, your vampire genes gave you a back up plan.”

				I gave him a long look. “I read about vampires too. And it seems like a pretty lousy back up plan if you ask me.”

				In the background, my mother was still singing. I got chills hearing her voice. She might be dead, but not forgotten.

				Andre’s phone rang. He pulled it out and looked at the number. “I need to take this. I’ll be just a moment. When I get back we’ll begin.” And like that, I was alone. 

			

			
				I walked out onto the balcony. Leaning over the ledge, I raptly listened to the rest of the song. Once it was over, I watched the crowd slowly awaken from the song. They were invigorated.

				I went back inside, feeling like I was an interloper on their fun. 

				When I tried closing the door behind me, it wouldn’t latch. I jiggled it, and tried to force the lock into place. Distracted, I mistook the light tread of footfalls behind me for Andre.

				Until someone grabbed a fistful of my hair. 

				Yanking my head back, my attacker placed a sharp knife at my throat. 

				In a gravelly voice, the man spoke in my ear. “If you move an inch, I will slit your throat.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 12

				I raised my hands in surrender, barely breathing. How did an attacker get inside the most guarded room in the club?

				“Good. Now follow my instructions exactly. I am going to calmly lead you out of here as though nothing’s wrong. If you scream or otherwise alert anyone that that’s not the case, I will kill you—don’t think I won’t either. I promise you, I mean every word.” He said this with such lethal coolness that I believed him.

				But I’d also watched enough CourtTV to know that once I left the premise with him, my chances of survival drastically decreased. And that realization was the straw that broke the camel’s back. I’d had a really shitty day already, and I. Just. Couldn’t. Take it. Anymore.

				From within me I felt something release, and a wave of power washed over me. 

			

			
				Moving fast, I grabbed the hand that held the knife to my throat and squeezed. He screamed and dropped the knife. 

				Using the arm I held as leverage, I catapulted him over my shoulder, vaguely impressed I could throw a grown man across the room. He hit the far wall and slid down. 

				I walked over to where he lay gasping, put a hand to his throat, and squeezed. “What do you want with me?”

				“Abomination,” he wheezed. And then he threw me off of him. 

				I skidded along the floor, but before I had the chance to get up, he was on top of me. He cocked an arm back and punched me repeatedly in the face. Something crunched, and blood poured from my nose. The smell of it triggered something primal, and I felt my canines elongate in response. My nose stung badly, and my eyes teared up from the pain.

				Believing me sufficiently incapacitated, he stood up and picked up the knife where he dropped it. I backed up, still on my back. My self-defense classes hadn’t prepared me for this. I didn’t know how to fight, and this guy did. But I had more to lose. 

				Almost casually the man walked back over to me. He kneeled down over my body. “Hmm, if you won’t leave quietly, I’ll just have to kill you now.” He ran a hand down my face, toying with me. My attacker was enjoying this. Enjoying my pain and the slow process of ending another life. 

			

			
				I moved quickly, kicking him swiftly in the chest. He fell back, and I followed him. We rolled together, grappling for possession of the knife. I grabbed his free hand and bent his wrist back until I heard a snap. He howled in agony, and I made the mistake of relaxing. With his good hand he sliced the dagger down my cheek and drove it towards my heart. I jerked my body to the side at the last minute, and my attacker plunged the knife into my shoulder. I screamed.

				Behind us the door opened, and then a roar eclipsed my scream. I saw the whites of my attacker’s eyes a second before his body was torn away from mine and flung across the room like a rag doll. I heard the sickening crack as his body hit the far wall and the plaster gave. 

				Andre stood at my feet, looking like a fallen angel. A very pissed off fallen angel.

				“Take him away!” I heard him order his bodyguards.

				Andre bent over me, concerned. “I am so sorry,” he whispered. 

				Andre’s gaze flicked to the knife that was still plunged in my shoulder before shifting back to me. 

				“I need you to stare me in the eyes,” he commanded. “Don’t look away.”

				I glanced at his hand, which he’d wrapped around the hilt of the dagger.

				“No,” I whimpered.

				“Gabrielle, focus on me. Focus.” I stared into his eyes and felt everything fall away. It was just him, me, and that whimsical feeling I could really get used to. And then it all shattered as Andre yanked the knife out of my shoulder.

			

			
				The scream ripped from me.

				“Shhhh.” Andre soothed me like I was a small child. Someone handed him a towel, and he used it to halt the bleeding. It took many minutes for the pain and nausea to become manageable.

				“Aren’t you supposed to give me a drink before you go about pulling out knives?”

				That earned a chuckle. “I can’t be giving alcohol to minors. I might lose my liquor license.”

				I rolled my eyes. As if Andre actually followed the rules.

				“I think my nose is broken,” I said.

				He glanced down at my nose. “Then it already healed itself.”

				“What?” I realized the pain in my face had lessened. “How is that possible?”

				He picked me up, somehow managing to shrug even as he carried me. 

				“Vampires heal much more rapidly than normal humans,” he said.

				We passed back into the VIP common room, where people huddled in clusters, some with their camera phones pulled out, taking shots of us.

				“I can walk, really,” I said, struggling against him. Reluctantly he put me down. “So vampires heal quickly. But I’m still human, aren’t I?”

			

			
				A crease appeared right between Andre’s eyebrows. I tried not to think about how breathtakingly gorgeous he looked. 

				“Gabrielle, I think we can agree that you haven’t been completely human since you woke up in the hospital. Your nose is proof that your body already has the ability to return itself to its original state. This same ability keeps vampires frozen at whatever age they were changed.”

				“So what does that mean?” I asked. 

				He only shook his head. “I don’t know.”

				***

				When we approached the onsite paramedics, there was not much left for them to mend. The bruising on my face had lightened to a nasty yellow color—apparently this was a good thing—and the knife wound on my face had almost completely healed. 

				Most surprising of all, my shoulder wound had closed up, making stiches unnecessary. 

				The next few hours were weary. I repeated my story over and over to the police. Luckily the police—and just about everyone else on the island—happened to be supernaturals, which made telling the truth a whole lot easier. My assailant was in custody, and the police force was currently running a background check. 

				Eventually, Andre rescued me. For once I appreciated his pushy ways. He pulled some strings and got me out of the police station before 1:00 a.m.

			

			
				I met him at the entrance, where he was sitting in one of the vinyl chairs. I laughed. I couldn’t help it. The sight of him dwarfing the seat in the sitting room of the police station, clad in his designer clothes, was ridiculous. 

				“Inspector O’Reilly wanted me to give you her best regards,” I said, walking towards him.

				At some point today, my opinion of Andre had drastically changed. Maybe it was that he reached out to me when I had been feeling like a social pariah, or maybe it was his tragic history. Or maybe it was that he saved my life. 

				He gave me a smoldering look, one eyebrow arching up.

				“Oh, cut the brooding crap,” I said, walking past him to push the door open, “Thanks for getting me out of there.”

				Andre followed me out. “So that’s it?” he asked. “You’re going to act as though you didn’t nearly die two hours ago?” 

				I stopped in my tracks and faced him, the chilly night air prickling my skin. “How am I supposed to act?”

				“Bothered. Scared.”

				“I am bothered, and I am scared. Happy?”

				“No.”

				I looked at him curiously. “Why do you care?”

				“It’s my job to protect you.” He looked angry.

			

			
				I closed my eyes. “Just because I am your newest member does not mean you’re entitled to question why I act the way I act.”

				“I am when you are blatantly cavalier about your life!” He ran a ticked-off hand through his hair. “Being what you are, the price is much too high.”

				“My soul is fine. I already know it’s time that screws all you vampires over.”

				He quieted down. “I wasn’t talking about that.” 

				I was surprised. “Then what were you talking about?”

				He opened his mouth to speak, thought better, and shook his head. “Never mind. Let’s get you back. We’ll reschedule training.”

				We got into the car, and Andre pulled out of the police station. 

				I ran my fingers over the upholstery, thinking about the fears I buried deep. “Who was he?” My voice was so quiet I wasn’t sure I spoke the words at all. “The man who tried to kill me?”

				Andre’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “Scum.” He looked over at me. “The police didn’t tell you who your attacker was?”

				I watched the scenery fly by as Andre accelerated down the dark city streets. “All they told me was that he was currently in custody, and they were doing a background check.” I was glad Andre had turned the guy in. I got the distinct impression that most people who crossed Andre disappeared. I couldn’t say why, but I was relieved my attacker hadn’t died. 

			

			
				Andre muttered something about incompetent police, but to me he said, “Your attacker is Timothy Watts, a laid-off construction worker and an alcoholic. More importantly, he is one hundred percent human.”

				“What?” I shook my head. “That’s not possible. The man threw me across the room, and he moved quicker than I’ve ever seen a human move.” I remembered my own inhuman feat of strength. I had also tossed a person—a full-grown man—across the room. Then I remembered what other physiological changes my powers brought on.

				“Damn,” I said. 

				Andre looked over as I felt my canines. They seemed normal. 

				“Ah,” he said, recognizing what I was doing. “Did your fangs come out earlier?” 

				“Yeah. It was the smell of my blood.”

				He nodded. “Blood, pheromones, and adrenaline will trigger it.”

				“Pheromones?”

				He shrugged. “Pheromones can be a powerful aphrodisiac for a vampire.”

				I cringed. Ew.

				He laughed at my expression. “You’re not going to be so grossed out when it happens.” His laughter was distracting, full and rich.

				“Anyway,” I said, getting back onto our previous topic. “Why was this Timothy guy trying to kill me?”

			

			
				“I don’t know. The police think he was going to kidnap you for ransom money.”

				I shook my head. “That doesn’t make any sense. First off, I have no money. But second, and more important, the guy was going to kill me. I’m absolutely certain about that.”

				Andre growled, sending shivers up my arms. “What doesn’t make any sense is how he got into my VIP suite in the first place—and why he would attack you in such a highly protected location. That room should be impenetrable.”

				I gazed out the window at the nightlife beyond the road. The most amazing thing about my new vision was how alive the world was at night. 

				Andre’s phone chirped.

				Smoothly he pulled it out of his pocket and to his ear. “Andre.”

				I could hear the other end of the conversation, and, unashamed, I proceeded to eavesdrop. “This is Sergeant O’Brien.”

				I tried not to roll my eyes as I waited for her to flirt with Andre. Instead, she said, “Timothy Watts just escaped custody and is at large.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 13

				Andre swore. “Why wasn’t anyone paying attention to him? I paid good money for your department to make this a priority case.”

				Now that was news to me. 

				“Sir, we have no idea how he could have escaped. The officer watching him says the man vanished right into thin air.” If I wasn’t mistaken, Officer O’Brien was a little shaken.

				Andre’s lips thinned in displeasure. “Margaret,” he said, “humans don’t just disappear into thin air. Find him.” 

				Officer O’Brien sounded weary. “We will notify you of any and all updates. Have a good night.” 

				Andre clicked off the phone and pounded a fist into the driving wheel, denting it as he did so.

				His jaw muscle twitched. “You heard everything she said?” he asked. 

			

			
				“You mean the part about Timothy Watts escaping? Yep, heard that.” My hands had begun to shake. Was Timothy Watts going to come after me again? Would I have to live in fear of another attack? 

				“This day just needs to be over,” I mumbled.

				“You should stay with me at the mansion,” he said.

				I raised my eyebrows. “I don’t think so.” 

				He looked up at the car’s ceiling—really unsafe when considering how fast he was going. “We have guest rooms Gabrielle.”

				“Well, I want to sleep in my own bed. My building has decent security.” A.k.a., a college student at the front desk.

				“Fine.” Andre wasn’t buying it, but for once he didn’t argue. Instead he said, “I meant to tell you this much earlier this evening, but got sidetracked: Santiago left you an inheritance, and I scheduled a meeting for you with the manager of his estate later this week.”

				My heart skipped a beat. My biological father wrote me into his will? Why had I not known about this? “How do you know that my father left me an inheritance?”

				“All vampires write out wills, and Santiago left me in charge of carrying out his. I actually hadn’t thought about the matter until yesterday. I looked into it, and it appears that Santiago’s assets have remained frozen since his death.”

				I wasn’t sure how to respond to this news. My father had become a shadowy figure in my memory. I was so young when he died that almost everything about him—even his name—had all but been forgotten. All that I knew for certain was that I loved him and that he saved me from that fire.

			

			
				“Santiago left behind peculiar instructions. Instructions that his inheritance go to you, and further that, in the case of your disappearance, the inheritance was to be frozen for up to twenty years. All that he owns is yours—and believe me, it’s a lot.”

				***

				I woke up to a pillow smacking me in the face. 

				“You’re a loser.” Leanne sat on my bed, arms crossed. She was still in her pajamas and her hair was a mess. “You were almost murdered last night, and you didn’t bother waking me up!”

				I rubbed my eyes. Behind Leanne, I read the letters brightly illuminated on her laptop:

				Attempted Murderer at Large.

				Investigators Claim Perpetrator Vanished into Thin Air.

				I yawned. “Right. Because I want to relive my attack at 2:00 a.m. in the morning—when we have class the next day.” 

				She paused. “I guess that’s a good point.” I could tell Leanne was still agitated, and it took me a second to realize that it wasn’t me she was angry with.

			

			
				Understanding dawned on me. “Are you upset because you didn’t see it happen?”

				“Foresee—seers foresee,” she corrected absentmindedly. “And yes, I should’ve been able to foresee this like I did the fight with Doris.” She frowned.

				“Leanne, don’t be so hard on yourself. You just developed the ability a few days ago.”

				“Yeah,” she agreed halfheartedly. Her voice indicated that she was going to still blame herself.

				There was a bang as someone tried to open our locked door. Leanne and I grabbed each other. 

				“Bitches, let me in!” 

				Oliver. I let out a shaky breath, got up, and unlocked the door. He pushed his way in before enveloping me in a hug. “Stop almost dying on me beautiful.”

				When he pulled away, I saw his eyes were red rimmed. 

				“Aw, Oliver,” I hugged him back, “I’m pretty tough to kill.”

				He wiped his eyes, composing himself. He took in the two of us and made a tsk-ing sound. “Whoa. You two put the hag in haggard.”

				That earned him a pillow to the face.

				***

				Today was going a lot like yesterday. Everyone acted as though I was the bubonic plague. By the time I walked into my third period class, History of the Isle of Man, I had adjusted to the disgust and fear I saw in most students’ eyes. When would they realize I was just like them? 

			

			
				I made my way down a row of desks. Predictably, those closest to me scooted their desks away—as if my mere proximity would somehow affect them. 

				I managed to find a series of empty desks near the back of the room, and I picked one and sat down. 

				I was left to my dark thoughts until a sexy guy with wavy blonde hair entered the room. The girls noticed him instantly. They followed him with their eyes as he made his way through the class. I could hear the subtle increase of the room’s collective heart rate, and I could even smell the adrenaline of a few girls who had some serious crushes. 

				He passed them, making a beeline for … me. I stared into a pair of baby blues as he sat down next to me, looking like a golden god.

				“Hey,” he said casually, his voice thick with an Australian accent. He leaned back in his chair and stretched, oblivious to the attention he was receiving. 

				“Uh, hi,” I replied, surprised someone wanted to talk to me.

				“I’m Caleb Jennings.” 

				I looked around us, sure this had to be a mistake or some sort of prank. “I’m Gabrielle,” I said.

				The bell rang, and our teacher approached the front of the class.

				“Did I miss anything yesterday?” Caleb asked. “I was out.” 

			

			
				I whispered back. “Only a series of Manx terms for different geographical regions. Absolutely riveting.” 

				Caleb stared at me for a moment, and then broke out into laughter.

				Mr. Mead gave us the stink eye, but he didn’t stop talking to scold us.

				“I heard Mr. Mead is supposed to be epically boring,” Caleb said. 

				“Really—you heard that? Your source must’ve confused our teacher with someone else. Like I said, this guy’s absolutely riveting.” Caleb snickered.

				Two girls turned to give me dirty looks. They turned back around and leaned into each other. I could hear their whispered accusation: Why is he sitting with her? And why is he talking to her? I was wondering the same thing myself.

				As the class got going, and the professor discussed the history of the Isle of Man, Caleb passed a paper to me.

				I looked over at him, and he smiled before continuing to take notes. I opened the note to find a game of hangman. The sentence that I was to figure out, letter by letter, ended with a question mark. As we passed the note back and forth, and I was seriously losing, the hanged man began looking an awful lot like Professor Mead with his monocle and neatly trimmed beard.

				Eventually I decoded the message. 

				Will you go out with me Friday night?

			

			
				I quickly looked over at Caleb, who was waiting for my answer. 

				Going on a date would be a lost cause. For one, my past experiences had never ended well. The only person to ever pursue me further than a single date was Andre, and well, I didn’t really know what to think of that situation.

				Two, I was a soulmate. The odds were next to impossible that Caleb was my single true love. 

				Even knowing it would end badly, I wrote yes below his hangman game along with my number. 

				He smiled brightly and began humming as he went back to his notes, while I sat there trying to tune back in to the lecture and already regretting my decision.  

				“… The Mauthe Doog, or Moddey Dhoo, is a black demonic dog that is said to roam these very halls. 

				“It is believed to be a death knell; anyone who sees the dog will supposedly die soon after.” The bell rang, interrupting today’s oh-so-exciting discussion of demonic dogs.

				“Remember to study your Manx names and read the first chapter of the History and Myths of the Isle of Man for Friday’s quiz. Class dismissed.”

				While I was still packing, Caleb grabbed his bag and slung it over his shoulder. “See you tomorrow,” he said, and then he was gone.

				***

				After school I wandered into the library. Now that my genetics were at the center of a controversy, I needed information about my parents. I didn’t know if I’d find anything, but I figured the supernatural community was fairly small. Hopefully that made it more likely that someone had recorded my parents’ lives. 

			

			
				The library was barren except for what appeared to be a witch reading up on her spells. 

				Reading through the catalogue signs, I came to an aisle marked Monsters. 

				I walked down the isle, reading the subcategories. Aquatic Beasts. Otherworld Creatures. Nocturnal Beings. 

				Bingo. 

				My eyes skimmed over books on demons, doppelgangers, and lycanthropes before finally finding books on vampires. I pulled out a few books that looked good and headed to a table. 

				Clicking on the desk lamp, I opened the first book, Famous Vampires of History. Sitting right in the middle of the table of contents was my father’s name, Santiago Fiori. I knew that he and I shared last names, so I wasn’t sure why it was so shocking to see it written on the page. Maybe it was because I hadn’t expected to find him so easily after so many years of dead ends. Or maybe it was because the book was first printed in 1887. I flipped to the corresponding chapter.  

				Born in Venice in 1498, Santiago Fiori was the youngest of the Five Elders and the last vampire sired by Andre de Leon. 

			

			
				Andre had changed my father? 

				Raptly I read through the next ten pages, finding out that Santiago befriended a number of popes—which shocked and greatly embarrassed the supernatural community—helped smuggle out many aristocratic families during the French Revolution, and had rubbed elbows with Shakespeare—who he later admitted was a “charming brute.” And there was so much more. He was a bitter enemy of Henry VIII, a confidante of Napoleon, and a close friend to Benjamin Franklin during the time the latter spent in Europe. It appeared my father went wherever history went. 

				There was likely to be more information about my father’s life throughout the twentieth century, but the book was old, and its history stopped a century short. 

				I picked up another book, Modern Day Vampires. Just like in the previous book, this one discussed my father. While it touched on some of his historical achievements, it focused more on his personality and what he was doing up until the time of his death.

				Fiori was an avid supporter of Andre de Leon’s Vida Mandata, the official declaration that prohibits vampires from turning a human. He was the only Elder to not pass on his vampiric lineage.

				Toward the end of his life, Santiago met, fell in love with, and married Celeste Kallos, the last living siren. 

			

			
				Celeste Kallos. I had found my mother’s name. I shut the book. Now it was time to learn about my mother. I got up and wandered the isles, eventually coming across a promising section.

				“You’re not going to find her here.”

				I looked up from where I was crouching and met the gaze of an old woman with skin the color of ebony, Peel’s head librarian. I read her nametag: Lydia Thyme. 

				“I’m sorry?” I asked, confused by her words.

				“Your mama. You won’t find the truth about her in these books. They don’t talk about the darker side of your world. For that you need permission to access your clan’s private collection.”

				“How did you know that … ?” The woman raised an eyebrow and swept her gaze across the library. She didn’t need to speak; her eyes said it all. She could read me like the many books around us. 

				“I’m sorry—I’m still getting used to this new world.”

				“That’s alright, hun. Like I said, if you want to find out more about Celeste, you’ll need permission to access your clan’s books.”

				“How do I get access if I’m the last of my clan?”

				“In that case I’m afraid students are only allowed in if they are interning with the House of Keys or training with the Politia.”

				I’d only understood about half of the words in that sentence, but enough to know I didn’t have access.

			

			
				“However, I think under the circumstances surrounding your past and your lineage, I can bend the rules.”

				“Thank you,” I whispered. I’d been met with so much animosity lately that I greatly valued her offer.

				“If you can wait here, I’ll grab the book I believe you’re looking for.”

				“Yes, definitely.” 

				She inclined her head, and walked down the isle and out of sight. Five minutes later she returned with a single book. She passed it to me, and I read the cover. The Last of the Sirens.

				“That book should answer all your questions. Make sure you bring the book back to me before you leave.”

				“Why are you doing this?” 

				She stared at me for a long time, and I got the distinct impression she was looking into my soul. Finally she said, “I was leading the ritual the night you died. You … intrigued me. I also happen to be old friends with someone from your past.”

				The hairs on my arm rose. She was trying to tell me something, but I was not sure what. I was also not sure how I should feel about her. She didn’t seem evil, like the man in the suit, but she didn’t seem good either.

				***

				I walked back to the table and opened this final book. A bookmark slid out. Never taking my eyes off the text, I fruitlessly groped around for the fallen slip of paper. 

			

			
				My eye caught the title of the final chapter, “The Last of the Sirens.” Bookmark forgotten, I flipped to the end of the book.

				I skimmed through the history of the Kallos lineage for a few pages before I found what I was looking for.

				Celeste Kallos was the last siren to make it to adulthood. 

				I skimmed through her childhood, which was interesting, but not currently important, until I found a section of text that seemed relevant. 

				After a successful entrance into the music industry, Celeste began living with Santiago Fiori, a union considered quite controversial by the supernatural world.

				Four years later, Celeste gave birth to Santiago’s daughter, Gabrielle Fiori. Some found the news miraculous, others a sign of the apocalypse, and others still debunked the idea, claiming the child was the result of an outside relationship. The couple refused to do a paternity test, knowing that the outcome would expose them to negative media attention. 

				But the test didn’t make a difference. On a bright spring morning, police found the body of Celeste abandoned on the side of an English country road. Evidence led investigators to believe it was a hate crime. 

				I closed the book. I didn’t need to read the rest. I wiped away a stray tear. I’d found the answers I was looking for. A father who was sired by Andre de Leon and killed by fire. A mother who was born into a dying race and murdered by hate. This was my legacy. 

			

			
				***

				When I entered my dorm room that evening, Leanne was lacing up a pair of hiking shoes. Next to her sat an open satchel filled with empty Ziploc bags.

				“Going somewhere?” I asked, eyebrows raised.

				“I have some clan homework. Want to come with?”

				“Where exactly are you going?”

				“There’s a shady grove near an entrance to the Otherworld. The herbs that grow there are especially powerful for divining the future.”

				“Sounds safe.”

				Leanne rolled her eyes. “Says the girl who plays with vampires and dodges hit men.”

				“Touché.”

				“So, are you coming?”

				I sighed. “Count me in.”

				I had just changed into something outdoorsy when Oliver barged into our room. “Hey ladies—” He took in our outfits. “Where are you guys going, and why wasn’t I invited?”

				“We’ll be out in the wilderness, and hiking is involved,” Leanne said as she threw a couple empty vials into her bag. “I assumed it went without saying.”

				Oliver put his hands on his hips and turned to me. “It does not go without saying.” 

			

			
				I looked at him incredulously. “You actually want to come along?”

				He sniffed. “I happened to love the outdoors. I am a fairy after all.”

				***

				“I hate you both,” Oliver said as the branch I let go of wacked him in the face. “Why did you make me come along?”

				“I thought you loved the outdoors,” I said, snickering. Oliver muttered something not so nice under his breath. 

				“Aren’t we near your home?”

				“Trust me, the Otherworld leaves plenty to be desired. I’d choose this world any day,” he said.

				“Fair enough.” 

				Suddenly Leanne dropped to her knees. I thought she had found what she was looking for until she lurched forward. Before she hit her head, I managed to catch her. Not realizing that we had stopped, Oliver tripped over the two of us and pitched forward.

				“Aiiieeeee!” he squealed. I heard a splat and then, “Ugh, mud! My designer jeans are ruined!”

				I ignored Oliver and held Leanne as her eyes stared beyond me, watching something only she could see. After thirty seconds she was back. 

				She blinked a few times. “Sorry about that. There’s powerful magic out here.”

			

			
				“What did you see?” I asked.

				Her brows furrowed. “I’m not sure. It all happened in the dark. But it looked like two men—they were definitely criminals. All I really caught was that they were listening to a soccer game on the radio—so they must’ve been in a car. I think someone else was there, but I can’t be sure. It was so dark.”

				“Do all your premonitions happen this way?”

				“Pretty much,” Leanne sat up, “although they are usually less forceful than that one.” 

				Oliver moaned a few feet away. “Oh, I see how it is. No one cares about me. Please, continue chatting about visions.”

				“We better go help the princess,” Leanne said.

				We got Oliver back on his feet and began walking again—albeit to the chorus of his complaints. Ahead of us the forest brightened, hurting my eyes. 

				“I think we’re almost there,” I said, mesmerized by the ethereal beauty of what I was seeing. This must be the grove. 

				The wind carried a melody, sung by some unseen being. I wondered how Oliver and Leanne were experiencing this. For me it was easy to imagine a nearby door to the Otherworld.

				Before we got closer, Leanne said, “I think we should stop here. We don’t want to accidently annoy the wee folk.”

				“Too late,” Oliver chimed in, “you already have.” 

				“You should’ve just stayed home like I said.”

			

			
				“Hmph.”

				We spent the better part of an hour groping for herbs. My night vision hardly helped, since I had no idea how to distinguish plants.

				It was as I leaned against a tree, taking a break, that I heard a chuckle. I whipped around. 

				The man in the suit. The wee folk. An attacker. The thoughts quickly entered and exited my mind as Andre stepped out of the shadows.

				The pulse of energy that usually accompanied him was absent, probably tampered down by the stronger thrum of the Otherworld. I breathed him in; the scent of expensive cologne barely covered up a masculine smell that was distinctly Andre.

				“Cute outfit,” he said, running his eyes over my tennis shoes, tight exercise pants, and fitted shirt—and probably a few leaves that clung to them.

				“What are you doing here? And how did you find me?” I hissed, alarmed by his presence and annoyed that he was laughing at me.

				He smirked, his eyes roving over me. “I have my ways.” He turned his attention to Oliver, who was sitting up in a tree to avoid the mud, and Leanne, who crouched behind a cluster of shrubs, before looking back at me. 

				“Playing hide-and-go-seek with your friends?” I narrowed my eyes. “You should’ve asked me. I play a much more fun version.”

				I rubbed my temples. “Please, Andre not now …”

			

			
				His smile faded and he got serious. “You should be more careful. Being out here with these two might actually be more unsafe than being out at night alone.”

				He comes from a different time. Don’t freak out. Don’t freak out. 

				He folded his arms, waiting for my reaction.

				“Why exactly, are you here?” I managed to say.

				“Escorting you to claim your father’s inheritance—unless of course you don’t want the small fortune he left for you.”

				***

				My “small” fortune ended up being over three hundred million dollars. I choked on my coffee, which Andre had bought for me after we’d left my friends at the dorms.

				“Congratulations Ms. Fiori, you are now a millionaire—a few times over,” said Mr. Taylor, the manager of my father’s estate. I smoothed down my shirt to do something with my hands. Thankfully I’d showered and changed before I came.

				According to Andre, Mr. Taylor was another seer—a type of supernatural I was beginning to suspect was quite common—and his talents allowed him to successfully manage the accounts of several high-profile supernaturals, including my dad.

				Three hundred million dollars. That was more money than I’d ever dreamed of owning. While Andre waited in the lobby, Mr. Taylor and I went over how the money was to be distributed to me, suggestions for investing the money, and a referral to another man who I should talk to.

			

			
				I thanked him for his help. As I got up to go, he said, “Oh, and one more thing Ms. Fiori.”

				I paused. His tone had changed. “Your father left something for you in a safety deposit box with instructions that, if you ever found me and claimed your inheritance, you should access it as soon as possible.”

				If I ever claimed my inheritance? Was my father hoping or expecting that I wouldn’t?

				“He left the box number and the key with me.” Mr. Taylor handed me an envelope that contained the key and the instructions for accessing the deposit box. 

				His hand shook slightly as I took the envelope from him. Spooked by his reaction, I asked, “What’s in it?”

				He rubbed his thick salt and pepper mustache. “I don’t know, but whatever it is, it was of utmost importance to him that you receive it.” 

				He turned away from me, busying himself by putting away his pen and notepad. 

				Then I smelled it—fear. I knew Mr. Taylor wasn’t scared of me. We’d been talking for over an hour, so I would’ve picked up on his fear by now if I were the cause. No, this was something much, much worse than an undead teenager.

				I leaned over the desk. “What are you not telling me?”

				Reluctantly he refocused on me. I could see the whites of his eyes. “Whatever is in that safety deposit box indirectly killed a five-hundred-year-old vampire. Be careful of whom you trust. Sometimes knowledge from the dead has a way of cursing the living.”

			

			
				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 14

				The twinkling lights and softly lit lamps cast a warm glow throughout the French restaurant. Off in the distance I could hear the ocean crashing on the shore. Andre watched me from across the table, looking so handsome it hurt. 

				“You ready?”

				I paused, my soupspoon poised in the air, midway to my mouth. “Ready for what?” After we had left Mr. Taylor’s office, Andre had insisted on taking me out to dinner. Considering it was 9:00 p.m., and I hadn’t eaten since lunch, I took him up on his offer.

				“This is where our first lesson will begin.” Of course inviting me to dinner came with strings attached.

				I put my soupspoon down, and looked around the room. Couples quietly chatted over their meals. It was the epitome of civility. 

				“Here?” I could understand Andre taking me to a club, where people were boiled down to their most primal natures. And I could understand Andre taking me to the middle of nowhere to practice, where I wouldn’t be a threat. But here? It was a bit underwhelming.

			

			
				“Yes. First I want you to practice reading people by their pheromones.” His eyes briefly scanned the room before landing on a young couple. “Start with them, and tell me what their scents tell you.”

				“Uh … you want me to smell them?” I asked. “Should I get up and go over to them?” 

				“See first if you can smell anything from here.”

				Andre had officially lost it. Not only was the room filled with the overpowering smell of food, people had perfume and cologne on. 

				The thought triggered a memory. When I met up with Andre a few hours earlier, I could smell his scent underneath the cologne. Maybe it would work after all.

				Slowly I breathed in the smells of the restaurant. I began tracing the much more overpowering smells back to their origins, getting the hang of it. I quickly sorted out the overpowering smells of food and perfume, and focused on the fainter but more primal smells. It was like distinguishing colors. 

				I followed the different scents back to their various owners until I caught the young woman’s. She was smiling, but a familiar cloying scent betrayed her. 

				I turned to Andre. “She’s scared.”

			

			
				Andre only smiled. “Now the man.”

				It took me a few minutes to sort out which smell led back to him. When I did, I couldn’t place the scent. I looked at Andre, but he gave me nothing, so I guessed. “Guilt?”

				“Can you confirm it?”

				“How could I possibly—” And then I smelled it. It was the smell of another woman, and it was all over his skin. “Ugh, gross! I think I’m going to be sick.” The man was cheating on his girlfriend, and he had the audacity to not even take a shower before meeting up with her. 

				Andre raised an eyebrow.

				“Yes, it’s definitely guilt.”

				“Good. You did fantastic. One of the benefits and frustrations of being a vampire is being able to sort out smells. It’s a great tool for reading people, and eventually it will be how you figure out who is willing to let you take their blood.”

				“Ew.” I hugged myself, no longer hungry.

				He ignored my response—as usual. “Smell can also be a huge distraction, both because when you’re in a crowded setting, it’s hard to distinguish separate smells, and because there are those who purposefully manipulate vampires with smell. Considering you were almost killed the other day because you didn’t sense your attacker, it is especially vital for you to know the boundaries of your abilities.”

				My hackles rose at his last comment. “You expected me to sense my attacker in that sexpot club of yours? While my dead mother was bespelling the clubbers?” My voice rose at the end of the sentence, and a few of the nearby couples glanced over at us.

			

			
				Andre’s eyes thinned. “Of course not. You are ignorant when it comes to our world. But that is my point—” 

				“If you’re going to call me ignorant, then I’m leaving.”

				“Until you learn, Gabrielle, you are ignorant.”

				I stood up and threw down my napkin. “I think I’m done for the evening.” 

				Andre stood up as well, and his height was staggering and oppressive. “We’re not finished yet.”

				“Oh yes we are.” I pushed past him and walked out of the restaurant.

				He followed behind me. “Gabrielle.” He spoke calmly, yet there was a distinct sense of authority to his voice. “This is not optional, and you cannot—and will not—disobey me.” 

				His statement pissed me off. I turned and yelled at him. “This is not the 1300s, I am not your slave, and you cannot command me—you giant misogynist!”

				His hands clenched. “I am your king!” His voice boomed.

				I turned away from him—big mistake. 

				He whipped me back to face him. Only his eyes were no longer filled with anger. Desire flashed in them a second before our lips met. 

			

			
				The energy that always thrummed when he was near became a living, breathing thing. It danced from my skin to his and back again.

				My surprise faded into passion, and I responded to his kiss. I heard him groan, and the kiss deepened. He gathered me up and held me like a drowning man holding onto a life raft. I wrapped my arms around his neck, consumed by the kiss as our energy circuited through us. 

				Eventually—reluctantly—we split apart.

				“Gabrielle …” he said, his voice low and his eyes deep. “I think—” 

				Laughter interrupted his words. The hair along my flesh rose. He was here, the man in the suit. 

				“Oh God …” I backed away from Andre.

				“Gabrielle, what’s wrong?” Concern had crept into his voice.

				“You mean you didn’t hear it?”

				“Hear what?” He was looking at me curiously.

				“Laughter.”

				Then I saw him, beyond Andre’s shoulder. He was hardly more than a darker shadow amongst the shadows. I put a hand to my mouth.

				Andre turned quickly and followed my gaze, scanning the area. But even though the man in the suit made no effort to hide, Andre couldn’t see him. I already knew that no humans could see him, but I had desperately hoped that supernaturals could. 

				“Let’s get you home.” He led me back to his car. 

			

			
				We buckled up and pulled out of the parking lot. I glanced behind me and watched the man in the suit walk out of the shadows and stand underneath the artificial light of a nearby lamppost. 

				You can’t ever hide. His voice tickled the flesh around my ear and I flinched. 

				Andre looked over. A crease had formed between his brows. “What’s going on?”

				“What do you mean?” I knew what he meant, but I was not going to give up information easily.

				“You’re frightened. I can smell it all over you.”

				I should’ve known; we’d just been going over smells. “I thought I saw someone.”

				“Who?”

				I wasn’t sure how to respond. The man in the suit had always been my little secret. While I knew I wasn’t crazy, I also knew that sane people just didn’t see apparitions. 

				I decided to go for honesty. “I don’t know.”

				He raised an eyebrow and looked over at me. “You mean to tell me that you saw someone you don’t know, and you are scared of them?”

				“It’s more complicated than that.”

				“I bet. Because right now I don’t believe you.”

				I leaned my forehead on my hand. He was reaffirming what I already knew; no one would believe me.

				Andre pulled the car over. Nothing but rolling hills and farmland surrounded us. The car idled as he faced me. “You know you can trust me, right? I will never vilify you, and I will never think you’re crazy. Whatever has you worked up is not a burden you have to carry on your own.” His eyes had gone soft again, and he reached over to comfort me.

			

			
				His words and gaze made my stomach flutter in a way that all his beauty couldn’t. What I felt wasn’t lust … it was something far scarier. Something I wasn’t ready to admit to.

				Gently I moved his hand away. “You can’t understand. But more than that, this is not your problem, and you cannot protect me from my own troubles.”

				***

				The next few days passed uneventfully. Which, for the moment, was a really good thing. I used the time to catch up on my reading assignments. Unfortunately, this also gave me time to think over my close brush with death, my inheritance, and—most distracting—my kiss with Andre.

				Friday morning, Leanne got ready next to me, leaning in front of her mirror and putting on mascara. 

				“So,” she said, “there’s supposed to be a college party tonight off campus. You up for going with me and Oliver? It’s a themed party.”

				I fidgeted; I still hadn’t told her about my plans with Caleb. “Actually,” I said with faked nonchalance, “I have a date tonight.”

				“No way!” she exclaimed, turning to look at me. “Why didn’t you say anything? Wait—who are you going on a date with?”

			

			
				“Caleb Jennings,” I said, uncomfortable. “I met him in one of my classes.” I hadn’t mentioned it before because Caleb had been absent for most of the week. To be honest, I wasn’t even sure we were still going out tonight until he sent me a series of texts confirming our date was still on.

				“Oh, he’s a hottie for sure,” she said. “It looks like life’s going pretty well for you right now, trapped between two delicious men, a large inheritance, and that beautiful face of yours.” I heard a note of jealousy in her voice, though I could tell she was trying hard to smother it and be a good friend.

				I shifted uncomfortably and gave Leanne a tight smile. These moments always made me feel guilty, like I was somehow not appreciating the hand I’d been dealt. But then the guilt always led to sadness. What was money without family? And what were beauty and men without love? Everything Leanne had mentioned was just a means to an end: happiness. And happiness had eluded me.

				Leanne hadn’t noticed my inner turmoil, yet she began to look concerned. “But you should know, he’s a shapeshifter.”

				“Sorry—who?” I asked, still preoccupied with my own thoughts.

				“Caleb.”

				“Is that a bad thing?” 

				She shrugged, but I could tell she was holding back. “Not necessarily.”

			

			
				I came over to her and touched her on the shoulder. “Seriously Leanne, you should tell me if there’s something I should know about Caleb.”

				She put down her makeup and sat on her bed. “Caleb as a person is fine. But shapeshifters are a scary type of supernatural.” She still hadn’t scared me off. After all, technically I was a scary supernatural.

				She continued. “Lycanthropes and other were-animals can change into a single form, and their changes are dictated by the lunar cycle. Shapeshifters, however, can shift into various forms on whim. And the type of shapeshifter Caleb is, well, it’s really rare. He can morph into any animal or person he wants.”

				I still didn’t understand.

				She took in my expression and elaborated. “He could hypothetically be in this room, right now. Literally a fly on the wall.”

				Now that was a troubling piece of information to hear.

				Leanne continued. “With that kind of ability he’s probably being recruited by the Politia.”

				“What’s the Politia?”

				“You probably don’t know much about our government, The House of Keys, but when it was formed, a branch was created called the Politia, which focused on policing the improper use of supernatural power. This agency is still around, but it is extremely secretive. The Politia hires only the most talented supernaturals. I know that Caleb’s father works for them, and I think that this agency is recruiting Caleb as well. Shapeshifters are incredibly useful to this police force since they can basically become anything or anyone.”

			

			
				“Why is this something I should be worried about?” I asked.

				I could see she was trying to word her answer carefully. “The agency has been known to hunt things they believe are evil. And while there’s been a truce for centuries, vampires are decidedly considered evil.”

				I looked at her skeptically. “So you think Caleb is going to off me tonight?” Then it dawned on me. “You think I’ve already been attacked by a shapeshifter—by Caleb.” 

				“Of course not,” she said. “The House of Keys has a truce with vampires. They do not kill rogue vampires so long as Andre deals with them.” I swallowed. “And anyway, Caleb’s not experienced enough to officially work for them. I was just thinking that his family probably wouldn’t approve of the date.”

				“Well, thanks for the heads up.” 

				So Caleb was a shapeshifter? I could already tell tonight was going to be fun.

				***

				I didn’t see Caleb in my history class, which wasn’t surprising considering all of his previous absences. 

				When I arrived in my anthropology class, Oliver was waiting for me, holding The Beat, the supernatural community’s leading tabloid. He dropped the magazine on my desk. “You’re getting cozy with your mentor and you didn’t bother to tell me first?”

			

			
				My eyebrows shot up. Splashed across the cover were pictures of Andre and me. One was from Mystique, clearly taken before I was attacked. Andre’s expression was soft in the photo as he gazed down at me, and I was looking up at him, a secret smile on my face. Another was a grainy shot of the two of us embracing outside the French restaurant, and another the awful shot of Andre carrying me over his shoulder. The caption read:

				Love at Last? 

				Andre’s heating it up with Gabrielle Fiori, 

				the daughter of the deceased Count of Santo. 

				But is she the one, or will she get burned?

				“Oh my—”

				“You can say that again. At least your butt looks good.”

				“Oliver!” I swatted him with the magazine. He dodged me and slid into the desk behind me.

				“But seriously G,” he said, leaning over, “get used to this. The media loves him.”

				From where she sat three rows ahead of us, Doris turned around and scowled at us.

				“Oh, go hump a tree Doris.” Oliver rolled his eyes and began flipping through the magazine. Doris breathed in sharply at the insult before turning back around. 

			

			
				“Gabrielle, you haven’t even seen the best photos of you two.”

				I groaned. “Can’t wait.”

				Professor Blackmore cleared his throat, and the class quieted down. “Many of you and your parents have been concerned about the safety of school recently. Others of you have been the victims of violent circumstances,” he said, looking directly at me. “So today and next week I want to center our discussion on classicism. What is it, when it was created, why it’s been propagated throughout the centuries, and why academia has largely done nothing about it.”

				Andre had used the same word to describe one of my textbooks. 

				“Classicism is bigotry based on how genetically predisposed to evil someone is.”

				Outside the clouds had parted and the sun shone brightly into the room, bathing me and a few others in light.

				“The flaw with this classification system is that it predetermines who and what is evil before the individual ever gets the chance to affirm or contradict the label.”

				I blinked as my eyes began to burn. I rubbed them and was surprised to find that my face felt hot.

				“This is the model through which the supernatural community has viewed the world for the last two thousand years …”

			

			
				I could no longer concentrate. My skin felt like it was on fire, and my eyes were watering. I stood up, dizzy, and began walking down the aisle. Around me I heard gasps and whispers. Professor Blackmore paused in his lecture, looking concerned. 

				I pushed through the classroom door and ran to the bathroom. I went straight for the stalls and vomited. Weakly I walked over to the sink and held my hands under the water. Only then did I notice why my classmates gasped.

				My arms were bright red. I looked up at my reflection. The sight was so startling that I staggered back. I was severely burned, my face red and swollen and my eyes bloodshot. 

				The sun had done this to me in under an hour. Which meant the stories were true—vampires couldn’t be exposed to sunlight. 

				I shivered at the realization. I was a little less human than I was a week ago, and it was showing.

				***

				After school got out for the day, I took a taxi to the International Bank of Man. Today I was going to find out what was in the safety deposit box that spooked Mr. Taylor. 

				When my turn in line came, I stepped up to the teller. 

				“Hello ma’am, how can I help you today?”

			

			
				I placed the key I was given on the counter. “I need to close a safety deposit box today.”

				The woman stared at my key for a moment before looking back up. “Please follow me.”

				She walked me to a back office, where I waited until she returned with the safety deposit box. 

				She took my key and opened it. Looking vaguely bored she said, “It appears this was all that was left in the safety deposit box.” She handed me a thin manila envelope. Written on the front was a single name: Gabrielle. 

				This was what was so urgent? 

				“If you need some alone time, feel free to stay here. I’ll just be down the hall to finish your paperwork and close the account.” 

				“Thanks, I’d appreciate that.” 

				The teller inclined her head and backed out of the room.

				I flipped over the letter and opened it. The sheet of paper I pulled out was already beginning to yellow.

				Gabrielle,

				If you are reading this then I am dead, and you are in grave danger. At the moment I write this I believe someone in the coven is preparing a political coup, and they appear to be targeting our family and Andre de Leon, the king of the vampires. 

			

			
				However, if you are reading this, then it also means that you survived into adulthood, and that Cecilia did her job and hid you well, something I can only hope for. I suspect that the betrayer, whoever he or she is, will tie up loose ends and attempt to kill you, regardless of whether or not Andre has been dealt with. 

				Do not believe you are safe simply because a decade has passed. That’s the blink of an eye for a vampire, and we have the ability to hold grudges for centuries. My beautiful daughter, I must pass on this great burden to you—to find my killer before he finds you. 

				I don’t have much relevant information for you to protect yourself with—only that this vampire is probably someone of high rank. 

				On the back of this letter I have written Cecilia’s address. Find her. She is one of your greatest allies, and she will give you the answers you seek. Remember, people are almost never who they appear to be. 

				Lastly, never forget how much I love you. I know what loneliness feels like, and I suspect you now do too. I am more sorry than you can possibly know. I never meant to pass on that particular family trait. You are forever and always in my heart. 

				Dad

			

			
				P.S. Speak of this to no one.

				I reread the letter, holding onto the only written proof that my father loved me. Wiping away a couple stray tears, I focused on the more critical message. Political coup? That’s what this was about? Why would I ever be a target? Andre I could understand, but me? I was too young and too ignorant to be significant. 

				Briefly I wondered if I was somehow vampire royalty—my father, after all, had been important—but the thought was too weird to hold onto. However, in general the idea that my lineage needed to be eradicated made sense—political coups often involved killing all members of the pre-existing ruling family. I just wasn’t sure that my lineage was all that important. 

				Regardless, Andre clearly hadn’t died, so what had happened? 

				My dad was correct in assuming that someone would try to kill me. However, the man that attacked me seemed to think I was an abomination. His attempt was more like a hate crime. It hardly fit with the motives of someone who wanted to overthrow a leader, and instead appeared to be more similar to the motives behind my mother’s demise.

				And Cecilia. The name clicked into place. She had been my nanny, the woman who helped me escape the night of the fire. The thought of seeing her again excited me, but I couldn’t understand why she would be involved in vampire politics. 

			

			
				Now there were too many loose threads. I stared at the letter quizzically, trying to force together puzzle pieces that just weren’t fitting. 

				I flipped the letter over and read Cecilia’s address:

				Cecilia Girari

				Via Aldo Rollandi, 34

				19010 Manarola, Province of La Spezia, Italy

				My father said she had all the answers. I guess I was going to plan a trip to Italy.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 15

				When I got home, Oliver was waiting for me, munching on a stash of chocolates I always kept around.

				He stood up, and a dozen little wrappers drifted off his lap and onto the floor. With the movement his skin shimmered, reminding me that he was otherworldly. 

				“You didn’t tell me you had a hot date!” 

				I rolled my eyes. “As if it were newsworthy.” I dropped my stuff next to the door and sat down next to Oliver on my bed. “So,” I said, “how was your week? I haven’t seen you for a while.”

				Oliver unwrapped another chocolate and shoved it in his mouth. “That’s because you’ve been a hermit, and I’ve met the lust of my life!”

				I raised my eyebrows and grabbed a chocolate. “Who is he?”

				“His name’s Rodrigo, and he’s a Brazilian werewolf!” 

			

			
				I almost choked on the piece of chocolate I’d just popped into my mouth. A Brazilian werewolf? That sounded like a horrible wax job. Or a hideous hairdo. But definitely not an appropriate name for an object of lust.

				Oliver contemplated his next chocolate. “He’s just so gorgeous. Oh—and he’s friends with Paul, my roommate. Apparently they went to boarding school together.” Oliver’s eyes lit up. “Maybe we could all grab dinner or something? That way I could be conveniently introduced without it seeming strange!”

				“Ah. You haven’t met him.” I laughed. “Fine, set the date and I’ll go. But only because I would never let a friend pass up the opportunity to officially meet the lust of his life.” 

				“Oh my God!” Oliver grabbed my arm as another important thought came to him. “I’ll take him to the autumn ball. It’s in a month or so!” His eyes widened and he gasped. “You can take Andre. We’ll be the cutest couples.”

				I let out a disgusted sound. “Not going—and definitely not with Andre.”

				“What? Of course you’ll be going.” He waved my statement away.

				“Nope.” I shook my head and plopped another chocolate into my mouth. “I hate dances.”

				“You have to come.” 

				I shook my head.

			

			
				“Oh yeah? Well if you still have that attitude in a month, then that wicked little side of me that our textbooks thoroughly discuss will have to make an appearance.”

				I looked at him, trying not to laugh. “Are you threatening me?”

				“You bet your knickers I am. I will not let you miss one of the best dances you’ll ever go to because your little feminist heart has a problem with getting dressed up.”

				I stopped myself from rolling my eyes again. Bad habit of mine—along with eating chocolates and swearing. “What exactly are you planning to do if I don’t go? Because, let’s be honest Oliver, you don’t exactly strike fear into my heart.”

				He smiled, and it was full of nefarious intentions. “I’ll tell Andre you still have his blanket. And you sniff it every night.”

				My jaw dropped. I grabbed the decorative pillow next to me and wacked Oliver over the head. “I do not ‘sniff’ his blanket!”

				“Ow!” Oliver smoothed his shirt out. “Harpy woman.”

				“How would you even contact him?” I asked.

				Oliver looked offended. “I am a social media goddess. I have my ways. Just try me.”

				“Fine. I’ll consider going.” Heaven forbid Oliver tell Andre I sniffed his blanket. “But remember that you’re to blame for the miserable time I’m going to have.”

			

			
				***

				A half hour before I was supposed to meet up with Caleb, I threw on some black skinny jeans, a silky maroon shirt, and a pair of my knee-high boots. 

				After I put on a little mascara and a touch of eye shadow—my version of getting dressed up—I opened my laptop. I sent my mother a brief email. I’d increasingly had to censor myself when it came to communicating with her, something that made my head throb. We’d always been close, and omitting information felt a whole lot like lying to her. 

				Once I sent out the email, I pulled out my dad’s letter and searched the Internet for Cecilia’s address. When I couldn’t dig up any information, I switched over to a virtual map. Google pinpointed the location, and I clicked on a satellite view.

				My blood chilled as I stared at Cecilia’s address. It was an open plot of land. Whatever was there had been condemned long ago.

				“Girl, what are you doing?” Oliver sauntered over to my computer.

				Immediately I exited out of the webpage before Oliver could see what I was looking at.

				“Nothing.” I swiveled in my chair to face him.

				He took me in. “Tsk, tsk—you’re not planning on going out looking like that, are you?”

				“What’s wrong with how I look?”

			

			
				“You are going on a date, right?” I nodded. “Well, then you have to put some effort into getting ready.”

				“I have.”

				“Here, let me help—I’ll be right back.”

				“Oliver—” I called out, but he ignored me and left the room. Five minutes later he came back with a bag of makeup in tow.

				“Oliver, how did you get all of this?” I asked.

				He brushed my question aside. “Paul is a conjurer, remember? Now hold still.” 

				I let Oliver Barbie me up for the second time in two weeks. I had to admit, Oliver did a good job. 

				Once he was done, I looked in the mirror and saw someone who looked like me, only now all her striking features were amplified: bright blue eyes, red lips, pale skin, and prominent cheekbones, all surrounded by a halo of dark hair.

				I briefly wondered what Andre would think if he saw me, and then mentally kicked myself. I didn’t like him—even if the kiss we shared had been exquisite—and I didn’t care what he thought. Just to prove a point I threw Andre’s blanket from my bed into my closet.

				My phone rang, and I snatched it up.

				“Hey, I’m downstairs,” Caleb said.

				“Great, see you soon.” I grabbed my purse and a coat and dashed past Oliver, who was sprawled out on Leanne’s bed. He had moved on to eating Leanne’s guacamole-flavored chips—specially shipped from the U.S.—and was watching some romantic comedy on her laptop. 

			

			
				“Bye!” he shouted, mouth full.

				***

				I found Caleb leaning against the building when I came outside. He straightened up once he saw me. “Wow. You look … amazing.” 

				He might’ve been involved in my attempted murder. His charm was so disarming that I had to repeat this to myself.

				“You clean up pretty well yourself.” He managed to look both angelic and masculine—a tough combo to pull off—with his tan skin, blond hair, and those blue eyes. 

				“Well, I try.” He smiled wide, his eyes crinkling. So misleading. Two, however, could play that game. 

				I smiled back eagerly. “I haven’t seen you all week!” Because you were missing school to learn how to kill me. “I was worried you were going to cancel our plans.” I pouted.

				“Never!” He held out a hand. “Ready?”

				“Where are we going?”

				“It’s a surprise.”

				“Fantastic.” Just what my life was missing, surprises. 

				Not.

				***

				For once the surprise was actually something I enjoyed. Caleb took me to a zany fondue restaurant. Graffiti covered the walls, and all drinks came in glass baby bottles. We chatted about our boring professor, liking our classes, and living on the Isle of Man. 

			

			
				I remained suspicious of his true intentions, but talking to him was easy. And sadly enough, I liked the guy; it was too bad he and his family probably wanted me dead.

				“So,” he said after a lull in the conversation, “what’s it like being a vampire?”

				I looked up. “What do you mean?” Warning bells were going off inside my head. 

				He took in my expression. “Sorry, I wasn’t trying to offend. The thing is, most of us grew up being told vampires were evil, bad—that if they weren’t trying to steal your soul, they were trying to steal your blood and your life. It’s a superstitious belief. We know that vampires do have souls and a code of ethics, but that fear has been passed down generation after generation. But you—you don’t strike me as the ‘evil’ type.”

				“Whew,” I said. “One down, only several thousand more to go.”

				He smiled, still waiting for my response.

				I looked around the room. The noisy atmosphere covered up our conversation. I leaned in. “Being a vampire, or at least becoming one, doesn’t feel like anything special. I have some heightened abilities, which make me feel like I’ve been colorblind my whole life. The sun has started to irritate my eyes and skin, so there’s some discomfort. But other than that, I feel no different.” I thought it best to hold back on the fact that fear and blood excited me, and that my new best “friend” was the king of vampires. 

			

			
				Caleb nodded, as if he had suspected this the entire time. He seemed so understanding. And then I thought back to the man who attacked me. It could’ve been Caleb or his father.

				I interrupted his thoughts. “If I don’t strike you as evil, then what do you think of me?”

				I watched him closely, listening for an increased heart rate and any smells that would indicate he was lying.

				“Honestly?”

				I nodded.

				“I think you’re mysterious and sexy as hell.”

				My eyebrows shot up. Definitely not what I was expecting. His heart rate picked up, but he smelled normal—he wasn’t lying. I looked at Caleb skeptically. 

				Because I didn’t know how to respond to his statement, I turned his original question back on him. “What’s it like being a shapeshifter?”

				Now it was his turn to look surprised. “You know I’m a shapeshifter?”

				“What, trying to keep it a secret?” The edge was back in my voice. We were finally getting somewhere.

				“No, it’s not a secret. I just haven’t told all that many people, and I didn’t expect you to know.”

				“Oh I know all about shapeshifters—one tried to kill me a few nights ago.” Technically, no one had officially said it was a shapeshifter, but I had to see his reaction.

			

			
				His face went pale. “What did you say?”

				I just stared at him.

				His heart rate increased, and I could smell his nervous sweat. He was worried. Andre would be so proud of my sleuthing.

				Caleb stood up. “I’m sorry, I have to go.” 

				I opened my mouth, not sure if I had something to say. 

				He threw some bills on the table. “I’m sorry.” He apologized one final time and left.

				Well, I guess that explained that.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 16

				I self-consciously grabbed my bag and left the fondue restaurant. The distance back to campus wasn’t too far, maybe seven blocks, and the night was that perfect temperature that only occurs in the summer. I was glad I was alone. My dates had a tendency to end poorly, and I needed time alone to gather myself before I had to face Leanne and Oliver, who undoubtedly would want the scoop. 

				Damn siren genes. I bet they were responsible for my tendency to attract men and then rip them apart.

				I turned onto the cobbled street that led to the campus grounds. A short distance away I could make out the remains of the Viking castle. From here Peel Castle was only a decayed, hollow shell. I now knew it was meant to trick the eye. 

				A thick fog rolled in from the ocean, and the blissful summer evening almost immediately transformed into a misty, cold one. I pulled my coat closer to me. The wet chill of the island seeped through my jacket surprisingly quickly. 

			

			
				The evening fog rushed inland from the ocean, gliding across the beach and over the small stone wall that separated it from the coastal road, before slithering down side streets. It looked like a living, breathing thing. I watched, transfixed, as it moved through the streets of Peel. 

				A cackle rose from the mist, and the hairs on my body stood on end. The most intuitive, primordial part of me knew that it was coming for me. 

				For a moment I was frozen, captivated and frightened by this force of nature. Then briefly, the fog thinned enough for me to see a man striding towards me. 

				The man in the suit. Damn.

				The trance was broken, and I turned on my heel and sprinted towards my the dorms. My boots were heavy as I ran, and the ragged breaths I drew burned their way into my lungs. I really needed to run more often.

				I passed through the campus gates. The dorms were less than a quarter mile away.

				Behind me I heard another chilling cackle—much closer to me now—and I pumped my arms faster and pushed my legs harder. My building was rapidly coming closer. The doors were so tantalizingly close, yet it felt as though an ocean’s worth of distance stood between them and me. My heart thumped heavily in my chest. 

			

			
				My ear tickled as someone whispered next to it. “Gabrielle …”

				I let out a choked scream and used the last of my adrenaline to push my body to the doors. I barreled into the hallway and crashed into Doris, taking us both down.

				“Hey! What the hell? Get off of me!” Disgust curled her upper lip as she tried to push me off her.

				“Did he follow me in?” I frantically looked back out the doors. Was it my imagination or did I hear faint laughter? 

				“God, you are such a freak!” Doris exclaimed. Belatedly I noticed the guy on duty in our lobby. 

				I got up, brushed myself off, and took a deep breath. I smiled at him, but fear and embarrassment made the corners of my lips waver. “Hi, uh, sorry about that. Someone was … following me,” I finished lamely. He eyed me like I was crazy. At this point, maybe I was.

				I cleared my throat and said to Doris, “Thanks for cushioning my fall. That really would’ve hurt had you not been there.” Her face flushed in anger. I decided sticking around was a bad idea and booked it up the stairs.

				I staggered into my room.

				“What happened to you?” Leanne asked at the same time Oliver said, “Looks like you had a good date, you frisky little thing!”

			

			
				I pointed at Oliver. “Commentary not needed. And no, I did not have a good date.”

				I turned to Leanne. “Someone chased me,” I said before I could stop myself. I bit my tongue before I mentioned that it was the man in the suit. Inwardly I cringed. My phantom was becoming bolder, and I didn’t know how long I’d be able to keep my encounters a secret.

				“What?” She looked shocked.

				Oliver was still hung up on the date. “How can you fail two first dates in two weeks? You know that’s really difficult. And by the way, you look like a wet dog.”

				My eyes shot daggers at Oliver, and Leanne chastised him. “How can you even talk about dates when someone followed Gabrielle home?”

				“Well fine, look at me like I’m the bad guy.”

				Ignoring his comment, Leanne turned to me. “Are you okay? Were you hurt?”

				“Other than tackling Doris on my way inside, I’m fine.”

				Leanne snickered. “That’s what she gets for trying to seduce our freaking security guard. She’s been down there for the past thirty minutes.” 

				Leanne looked me over. “You sure you’re okay? This is the second time that someone’s been after you. We should report this. And where is Caleb? What an A-hole, letting you walk home alone!”

				I decided to sidestep the Caleb comment. “I didn’t get a good look at the guy, so I’m not sure what use a report would do.” I didn’t want to go back to the police station and deal with them all over again, especially since there was no way they were going to find the man in the suit. I’d seen him disappear right before my eyes. 

			

			
				“Are you sure?” Leanne squinted at me.

				I swallowed, shifting under her scrutiny. “I’m fine.” The truth was that I wasn’t fine. I hadn’t been fine since I’d first seen him as a child, and it had only gotten worse as I got older. 

				Leanne didn’t look convinced. “Really,” I insisted. “I’m just going to lay low for the evening.”

				Leanne checked the time. “The party’s going to start in an hour. You should come with us!”

				“What party?” I asked. Normally I wouldn’t even consider a party, but I didn’t want to be alone tonight.

				“The Seven Deadly Sins party! An alumni’s hosting it off campus. I’m going as lust.”

				Oliver piped in. “She should be going as sloth. She’s in denial.”

				“Look who’s talking, Gluttony,” Leanne said. “You blew through our entire stash of snacks.”

				Oliver put his hands on his hips. “I was hungry. And I was doing you two a favor. I saw you muffin-topping the other day Leanne.”

				I watched as Oliver got wacked by a pillow for the second time today. It was becoming a habit. Leanne had a better arm on her than me, and she managed to lay Oliver out.

			

			
				“Ohmigod, Oliver, I’m so sorry!” she cried.

				Oliver pointed a finger at her from where he lay on the floor. “That’s it. You’re wrath.”

				***

				It took two hours to get ready, mostly because Oliver designed outfits for each of us and used his roommate, Paul, to conjure them.

				Leanne did end up dressing as wrath, saying it made her look “fierce.” Her deep maroon dress had convenient tears to illustrate her savagery—and her ample cleavage. Oliver made up her eyes in dark reds. 

				Oliver dressed as Envy. Only now as he wore an emerald tunic did I realize how regal he looked. His hair nearly reached his shoulders and looked so soft and silky it made me want to run my hands through it. His skin was luminescent; it sparkled and glowed in the dim light. 

				He really was going to make everyone envious, envious of his looks, envious that he wouldn’t look twice at a girl, and envious that no man could hold his attention for long. I wondered if all fairies were like that—flittering from one person to the next.

				Paul was “dressed” as pride; in reality he wore his usual clothes. Paul had begrudgingly decided to come to the party. I was guessing that Oliver had harped about it until Paul gave in. I could empathize; Oliver had beaten out nearly all of my resistance. 

				I eyed Leanne’s outfit enviously. I wanted to look dangerous. Instead Oliver had insisted that I go as lust; I was going to look like a cute little sexbot, something I wasn’t too happy about. 

			

			
				Oliver was huddled with Paul, discussing his drawings. Paul, who had looked bored designing Oliver’s costume, had significantly perked up now that he was assessing the dress, and then me, and then the dress again. 

				I watched in awe as the dress materialized from nothing. According to Leanne, this type of conjuring—taking an idea and making it physically exist—was rare. Most conjurors could only duplicate an item physically in front of them. Apparently the Politica was looking into recruiting him. Big effing surprise; I’d hire him too if he could conjure my breakfast lunch and dinner.

				And then Oliver held up the dress.

				“No.” It was the skimpiest red dress I’d ever seen. The front had a plunging neckline and the entire back of the dress down to the skirt was bare save for a series of crisscrossing red ribbons. 

				I folded my arms. “I’m not wearing that skimpy thing. It looks like it went through a paper shredder. And why do I have to go as lust?”

				“Because you are a siren—excuse me, the last siren. And you’re a vamp. I can think of no better definition of lust. And it’s not skimpy; the skirt goes down to mid-thigh.” 

				I huffed and puffed and lost yet another battle to Oliver. Reluctantly I put the dress on and was surprised to find that I looked good. Oliver touched up my makeup, making my lips a deep red color. 

			

			
				After we were all ready, we snuck out of the dorm, taking the damp underground passage. Apparently the staff and faculty did not approve of parties, so the persecution tunnels were really the only way to leave campus. So much for being considered an adult. 

				I heard a howl in the distance, and shivers raced up my back. 

				Oliver quietly swore. “These tunnels are so creepy.”

				“You can say that again.” I rubbed my arms.

				The party was exactly what I would have expected. We walked into a house and were met with the sound of a dozen different conversations, and distantly, the thrum of music. Everyone held bottles of beer or cups full of cheap mixed drinks. I watched a girl trip and stagger in her stilettos on one end of the room, while on the other end a college-aged guy kept up a slurred conversation with an uninterested girl. 

				But the most amazing phenomenon was that the alcohol brought out people’s otherness. It was strange that I hadn’t noticed it until now, but everyone had a slight shimmer to his or her form. The more intoxicated they were, the more prominent their otherness was. 

				A wereleopard woman had the trademark leopard spots along her exposed arms, and her feline face was superimposed on top of her human one. And another girl who must’ve been a fairy had her glittering wings unfurled. 

			

			
				“Dance floor!” Oliver squealed. I swear he had a radar for these things. He grabbed my hand and pulled, dragging me along with him. 

				I tried to make a grab for Leanne, but she stayed out of reach. “Nuh uh. I’m not dancing without first checking out the bar scene.” She reached for Paul’s hand and pulled him in the opposite direction.

				The dance floor was in one of the house’s larger rooms. Right as we entered, a nearly palpable wall of humidity assaulted us. I suppressed a shudder, knowing so many hot dancing bodies caused it. Almost immediately I began to sweat.

				Techno music pounded, and I watched as shifting forms danced and glittered. I began to dance with Oliver, feeling incredibly awkward and uncomfortable. I tried to ignore the overpowering smell of sweat, body odor, alcohol, and urine. Hands snaked around my waist. I turned to find a guy behind me leering and gyrating. I pushed him away. 

				The humidity was making me dizzy, but I kept dancing alongside Oliver, determined that I just needed to loosen up. 

				A man stumbled past Oliver and me. I watched as he clutched the wall before vomiting. The smell of it quickly overwhelmed my highly sensitive nose. And just like that, it was all too much. 

				I pushed through the crowd and left the room, Oliver calling out behind me. The air in the hallway was less humid, but no more refreshing.

			

			
				“Gabrielle!” Leanne called from down the hall.

				I came over to her. “I need to get the hell out of here.”

				“Agreed.” She grabbed my hand. “They’re all out of booze. How can they be out of booze? The night’s barely begun!” I looked around the room at the very sloshed guests. The night was almost over for them. 

				We told the guys we were leaving and walked back to the dorms together. Leanne began telling me about the “loser” selkie—whatever that was—that tried to hit on her. “He was just looking for a good time, and I’m not that kind of woman.” She flung her hair to the side. “I mean his home is in the sea! As if he’s looking to ‘get into a relationship.’ Pssh, like I’m going to believe that.”

				Our dorm came into view. As we got closer, I felt a familiar rush of energy, and a figure slowly came into focus. 

				Andre leaned against the wall, arms crossed, watching me.

				Leanne looked from one of us to the other. “Uh, I’ll see you upstairs,” she said to me. I watched her walk away.

				“I heard you had a date.” Andre’s eyes roved over my itsy bitsy dress and heels.

				“Is that why you’re here?” I eyed him over. He wasn’t showing any emotion. 

			

			
				He shook his head. “I was gone for a few days and I just got back.” So that was why I hadn’t seen him until now. “I wanted to see how you were doing. However, it sounds as though things are going just great for you,” he finished. 

				Was he … jealous?

				I narrowed my eyes. “Frankly Andre, that’s none of your business.” 

				“Everything my subjects do is my business.” 

				“Excuse me?” I said it quietly, but I was pissed. 

				He ran a shaky hand through his hair, a sure sign he was agitated. “Gabrielle—” He paused long enough that I wasn’t sure he had anything more to say. His nostrils flared, and if I hadn’t known any better, I’d say he looked pained as he spoke. “I’m sorry.” He looked off at the ocean. 

				I furrowed my eyebrows. This Andre was nervous, and—dare I say it—vulnerable. I wasn’t sure I liked it. 

				“I’m not sure what we have,” I said, “but I wouldn’t expect you to exclusively date me at this point.” It hurt to admit this last part. The idea of Andre with another woman … the mere thought was devastating.

				I blew out a long breath. “Listen, if it makes you feel any better, the date was awful.” Then again, Andre’s and mine was also awful, so I wasn’t sure that was comforting.

				My words snapped him out of his thoughts. “I do not need to feel better.” He looked insulted. “And enough of this.” He straightened up. “I didn’t just come here to check on you. We have training, and tonight I am going to teach you the laws of being a vampire.”

			

			
				***

				We arrived at Bishopcourt a quarter till one. Like Peel Castle, candles flickered along the mansion’s walls, throwing off both light and shadow. In between them hung oil paintings of various people in different eras of dress. The light played along their faces, making their frozen eyes dance and leaving me to wonder if they were still alive.

				I followed Andre’s sure strides until we arrived at his private quarters. I looked around at his antiquated office, which appeared to double as a library. Shelves of books filled the room. Behind a giant mahogany desk was a yellowed map of the world. 

				The room was an ode to history. Stacked on various shelves were clay and stone figurines, shrunken heads, carved animal masks, Egyptian stele, a collection of various ancient coins, and intricately carved weaponry. I stood there, mouth slack, taking in his collection.

				He offered me a chair and sat across from me. “You like my office?” 

				“This is amazing. I feel like I entered Indiana Jones’s office,” I said, sitting down.

				He shrugged. “When you live as long as I have, you inevitably garner a collection. I was actually thinking of redecorating.”

			

			
				“No,” I said too quickly, and Andre raised an eyebrow. I cleared my throat. “What I meant to say was that I really like it, and I don’t think you should change it.”

				He looked around the room, reassessing his office space as though he hadn’t really seen it in a while. His eyes came back to mine. “We’ll see.” 

				He changed the subject. “I want to talk about some of the basics of being a vampire. There are three main rules. One, you are forbidden to change anyone into a vampire. Two, never drink to kill. And three, tell no one of who we are. Now—” 

				I interrupted him. “Uh, question. Doesn’t everyone already know who and what we are?” I shifted in my seat. That electric thrum between us was stronger than ever, and I kept catching myself noticing things like Andre’s silky hair or his strong jawline. Luckily he hadn’t yet caught me ogling.

				“Only the supernatural community knows our identity. But I am talking about the entire world. Humans have no idea we exist. Thanks to popular media, they believe we are simpering immortals who pine for true love. I’d like it to stay that way. That means no one can know we exist, and that also means drinking blood must be done privately—no witnesses.”

				“Ew.”

				He ignored my comment. “If rule one—never turn a person into a vampire—is broken, then it is punished by death. Unless the vampire has sired other vampires; in that case they’re permanently incapacitated, since killing them would inadvertently end the lives of those they’ve sired. 

			

			
				“Rule two—never drink to kill—is not punishable by death unless it becomes habitual. Instead, punishment includes imprisonment and meals of animal blood.” I made a face. I was going to have to get used to this drinking blood thing. “This rule can be difficult to follow because it is easy to accidently drink too much and thus kill a human.”

				“Have you ever killed anyone?” The second I asked it, I realized what a faux pas the question must be. Like asking an older woman her age.

				His mouth thinned. “Yes.” 

				Rationally I knew this, but thinking about it still made me squirm.

				He watched me, in silence. I searched for something to say. I remembered my father’s letter. 

				“My father left me a note in a safety deposit box,” I said, sidestepping the current discussion. Despite Mr. Taylor’s and my father’s advice not to trust anyone, I thought Andre should know his life might be in danger. “He believed there was and still is a conspiracy to … remove you—and possibly me—as part of a political coup. He wrote that we were both in danger.”

				Andre was quiet for a long moment, thinking over what I just said. “Santiago left this for you?” 

				I nodded.

				Andre said, “At the end of his life, Santiago came to me and confessed that he had reason to believe there was a conspiracy to kill me. I did not think much of it at the time since the evidence was circumstantial, but after he died I became very careful. But months and then years passed and nothing happened.

			

			
				“I will consider your father’s words, but we both must remember they were written over ten years ago, and nothing has happened to me since.”

				Andre’s words made me sad. I’ll admit I agreed with him—the letter made no sense—but Santiago was my father, and I wanted him to be right.

				“Why do you think Santiago thought I’d be in danger?”

				He stared at his folded hands for a long time before looking back up at me. “Probably because you are related to him. And probably because he knew that after your powers were Awoken, you’d find me, making you a very visible target.” He gave a small smile and looked at the clock. “I should probably get you home.”

				***

				It was past 1:00 a.m. when we rolled up to my dorm building. I waved goodbye to Andre, watching his car—this time a sensible Audi—drive away. 

				I rubbed my eyes. God, I was so tired. 

				The wind carried a whiff of something—sweat? I heard a rapidly accelerating heartbeat and knew I had a split second to move. 

				I jumped out of the way as a man, intending to ambush me, flew past me. He rolled and was on his feet again. 

			

			
				I faced him off, frightened. Someone else was trying to kill me. This couldn’t be coincidental. 

				My attacker shifted his weight from foot to foot, debating his next move. He was huge, but he smelled human. Then again, he could be another shapeshifter. 

				Belatedly I realized I was right in front of my dorm, where many people were peacefully sleeping. I let out a blood-curdling scream, hoping to wake someone up.

				My attacker charged me, but he was clumsy. I sidestepped him and kicked his feet out from under him.

				If I were paying better attention, I would’ve noticed the second heartbeat closing in on me. But I was so absorbed by my first attacker that I didn’t until I saw the swing of an object in my peripherals a fraction of a second before it connected. There was a flash of excruciating pain, and then nothing.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 17

				I woke up in the back of a van, my head pounding. I tried to sit up, but my arms were restrained with duct tape, as were my legs. 

				Oh God. Where were we going? And what were they going to do to me?

				The radio was on and an announcer was discussing a soccer game, each dip and rise of his voice making my already pounding head burst with new waves of pain. A foreign smell wafted over me, making me focus on the driver. He smelled like smoke and decay. Whatever he was, he wasn’t human.

				A metal grate separated me from the two men, so I couldn’t get to them. 

				It was pretty clear they thought I was sufficiently incapacitated, leaving me back here to my own devices. 

				It was also clear that they weren’t taking me to go get ice cream. If I wanted to live, I’d needed to act now while I still had the element of surprise. I knew that with a little effort I could break through the duct tape, and then it was a simple matter of jumping out of a moving car. I swallowed at the thought. The real trick was going to be staying quiet.

			

			
				I tried pulling my wrists apart, but the duct tape wouldn’t give. I tried again. Again, nothing happened. Luckily the idiots had bound my hands in front of me, so I brought my wrists to my lips and began to bite the tape. I tugged at it with my teeth, trying to rip an edge. Nothing. I bit down hard on the duct tape, now angry and panicked. I felt my canines elongate in response. About time. 

				I used my sharpened teeth to tear the tape. In order to remain quiet, I pulled the tape off agonizingly slowly, a layer of skin and hair peeling away with it. My eyes pricked with tears from the sharp pain and my pounding headache intensified.

				I glanced at my captors. They were now cursing at some call the ref had made and the announcer was discussing. 

				I undid the tape that bound my feet slowly, glancing up again and again to make sure my captors weren’t aware of my progress.

				They must not realize how fast I heal. That, or they thought the blow to my head had mortally wounded me. Otherwise they’d keep a better eye on me.

				Once I was free, I quietly slid to the back doors and tried the handle. Locked. I kept an eye out for my kidnappers, but they were still preoccupied with the game.

			

			
				I took a deep breath for courage, and lay down along the floor. I pulled my foot back and aimed at the van’s back doors. Putting all my strength into it, I kicked the door. The plastic crunched and metal creaked.

				“What in the bloody hell?” One of the men up front turned in time to see me plant a second kick to the back doors. 

				“Stewie!” he yelled. “She’s tryin’ to escape! Grab yer fuckin’ gun and shoot her!”

				My third kick swung the door open. Third time’s the charm.

				I got onto my feet and prepared to jump. This was going to hurt. Behind me Stewie or the other goon cocked his gun. 

				I sent up a silent prayer to whoever was listening that I might survive this. I held my breath as my body left the van. 

				A shot exploded through the night air. The bullet hit my side before I touched the ground. I crumpled in midair and collided hard with the packed dirt of the road. 

				My body slammed into the ground, and I blacked out on impact. The pain consumed me. 

				When I came to several seconds later, all I felt was pain. I lay there, unmoving, wishing I had stayed unconscious; the alternative hurt too much. The smell of blood made my nostrils flare, and through all the pain, I felt my elongated canines throb. 

			

			
				A short distance from where I lay, the van slammed on the breaks and pulled to the shoulder of the road. I watched both men get out, one with a gun and the other with a baton. I could tell they didn’t see me right away. Neither had night vision. To them I was some dark shadow amongst other shadows.

				I needed to get up, but everything hurt too much. Using my arms, I pulled my broken body to the side of the road. I bit back a whimper; the pain was unbearable.

				“Hey Stewie, over there.” The driver of the van pointed to me. I froze and let my body slacken. Perhaps they’d believe I was dead.

				I heard gravel crunch as Stewie came over, gun focused on me. Through squinted eyes I watched as he stood over me, gun focused on my head. 

				“Tommy I think the bitch is dead.” He kicked my side, and it was all I could do not to scream out. “Yeah, she ain’t lookin’ too pretty now.”

				His partner Tommy called out from somewhere in the distance. “Just put a bullet in her brain for good measure, and then let’s get the body outta here.”

				“Did ya here dat princess?” 

				I had. And I’d be damned if I lived this long only to die at the hands of these scum. 

				Stewie cocked his gun, and I acted fast. I lashed out with my foot and kicked his feet out from under him. The gun went off, but the bullet missed me. 

			

			
				“What the—” 

				I crawled over to Stewie who was now on his back, and reached for the gun. Just as my hand closed over Stewie’s, his shock wore off, and he began to fight back. I wrestled him for the weapon.

				“Tommy, get over here! She’s alive, and she’s trying to get me gun!”

				I heard Tommy’s footfalls as he ran over. Panicked, I squeezed Stewie’s hand as hard as I could, pulverizing bone.

				He let out a blood-curdling shriek and reflexively let go to cradle his broken hand. I grabbed the gun and didn’t pause to aim. 

				I pulled the trigger. The sound pierced the night, and Stewie went still. 

				Oh God, I killed someone. The hollow silence that followed the gunshot was so much worse than the noise.

				Tommy stopped halfway over to me. “Stewie, is that you?”

				“No.” I aimed and fired. The bullet clipped Tommy in the shoulder. He cried out, staggering briefly. Then he sprinted to the car, clutching his arm, and I watched him drive away.

				Sensing I was no longer in immediate danger, I slumped over and let myself slip into unconsciousness.

				***

				At some point the blackness gave way to flashing lights and urgent voices. I looked around briefly before the vision faded away. I resurfaced again, just long enough to see faces leaning over me, and someone manually pumping oxygen into my mouth. I smelled so much blood. Then it too faded away.

			

			
				The next time I woke up, I was in a hospital room. I listened to the monitors beep and whirl. My wrists were connected to all sorts of tubes. I moved to tug them off but immediately regretted it. Pain lacerated my body. I let out a small whimper as one of the monitors began beeping shrilly.

				Immediately a few nurses came in to check on me, and a few minutes later my doctor followed. He smiled gently at me and pulled up a chair next to my bed.

				“You’re in here too often,” he said. “How are you feeling?” 

				“Like road kill.”

				He chuckled and flipped through my chart. “You suffered some serious injuries. Two broken ribs, three more that are cracked, a gunshot wound, a compound fracture—your tibia—and a concussion.” He paused to let me take it all in.

				I could feel every one of those injuries. The damage must’ve been even worse when it happened, considering my quick healing abilities.

				“I’m going to let you rest a little longer, and we can discuss taking care of your injuries in the coming weeks and schedule a follow up.” He got up and placed my chart in a slot on the door. “Get some rest,” he advised in parting and closed the door behind him. 

			

			
				I took his advice and slept until I was roused by shouting outside my room. Between the yelling and the current of energy that had my heart rate hiking, I could hazard a guess at just who was outside my room. 

				The door burst open and Andre came storming through. He ran his eyes over my body, assessing me for damages. A nurse hurried in behind him. “Really sir, you need to leave.”

				He ignored her, and she cast a worried glance my way. 

				“It’s fine,” I said. 

				The nurse nodded, not looking convinced. “You get five minutes,” she said to Andre, who wasn’t listening, “and then you’ll have to return to the waiting room.” With that she turned and left.

				Andre knelt close to the bed. “Who did this to you?” he demanded.

				I managed to shrug without hurting anything too badly. “It doesn’t matter. I … I killed him—well, one of them at least.” I closed my eyes and struggled to swallow down my bile. Even my throat hurt. The darkness behind my eyelids kept replaying the scene.

				I opened my eyes. The anger on Andre’s face had drained away to concern. He looked me over, and I felt I might drown in the unexpected emotion I saw in his eyes. 

				“I heard.”

			

			
				The last thing I needed was for him to care, because if he cared, then the entire wall I had built between us might come crashing down.

				I looked away from him and stared at nothing. “It was awful.”

				“I know. It always is,” Andre said quietly.

				“If I die, am I going to go to hell?” I didn’t want to voice this question, but I couldn’t stop myself. 

				Andre shook his head and smiled sadly. “I don’t know—no one knows. But you’re a good person, and you made the best decision you could—no one here would condemn you for what you did. And I’d hate to think God has less reason than humankind.” 

				He took my hand and squeezed it. Even with the attack still fresh in my mind, my heart quickened at his touch. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Andre’s lips twitch. He could hear my racing pulse. 

				What he couldn’t hear were my racing thoughts. How beautiful he looked when he stared at me, and how he might be the first person I ever truly wanted to let into my world. 

				“I’m going to get you out of here,” he said. “You’re coming home with me.” 

				***

				Thirty minutes later we were driving over to his place. 

				I glanced down at my jeans and shirt, both stretched tight over my various Velcro casts—which I’d be able to permanently remove in another hour or so. I was touched that Andre had actually gone to the trouble of picking up some clean clothes for me. If he hadn’t, I would either be wearing a paper gown, or my bloodstained clothes from earlier this evening. I shuddered, remembering the events once again, and a wave of guilt and disgust washed over me. I had killed a man.

			

			
				The car was silent for a long time while I pulled myself together. I took a deep breath. “I was ambushed,” I said.

				Andre looked over at me, brows furrowed.

				I continued. “Right after you dropped me off, they were waiting for me.”

				Andre slammed on the brakes. I yelped as my seatbelt dug into my broken ribs. 

				“Are you okay?” Andre’s voice sounded panicked. “I forgot you were hurt.”

				“I’m fine,” I wheezed, trying not to pass out from the shockwaves of pain that ripped through my body. The guy really needed to stop doing that.

				“You are not okay.” He got out of the now idling car and came over to my side. After unbuckling my seatbelt, he lifted up my shirt to look at any additional damage he may have done to my ribs.

				“Andre!” I said indignantly, pushing my shirt back down. “I said I was fine.”

				“I was merely checking,” he said. “I can be professional you know.”

				“Yeah right,” I muttered.

			

			
				He took my hands in his, ignoring my comment. “Now, you said you were ambushed right after I dropped you off?”

				I nodded, trying to ignore how good Andre’s touch felt.

				He looked deep into my eyes. “From now on Gabrielle I am going to personally make sure this never happens again. Because maybe Santiago was right after all.” 

				I was suddenly scared about the life I was living. Never before did I have to worry about things like assassins and political coups.

				“Okay.” 

				He stared at my lips like he wanted to kiss them, but he settled on kissing my hands. My heart fluttered before I could tell it to shut up.

				Andre got back into his seat and revved the car up. He pulled the car out gently onto the road, careful not to hurt my broken ribs again. 

				“If Santiago was telling the truth, and someone is interested in getting rid of both you and me, then this tells us two things. The first is that you are the catalyst. Somehow your life has set these events into motion. It happened when you were a little girl, and it appears to be happening again now that the supernatural community knows you survived that fire.

				“The second is that the madman may be interested in eradicating the entire vampire population of Europe.”

			

			
				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 18

				I stared at Andre for a few beats, letting the information soak in. “What do you mean by that?” 

				Andre gripped the steering wheel tighter. “I mean that I was the first vampire created … I’m sure you’ve read about me in that textbook. All vampires are my descendants, meaning that I have directly or indirectly sired each and every one of them. My life may be the only thing keeping the entire population of vampires alive. And, although its never been tested, a popular theory is that if someone kills me, every vampire descended from me will die.”

				I didn’t breath for a moment. “How many vampires have descended from you?”

				“Hundreds. Essentially every vampire but you.”

				My brain was working, and a sick idea was beginning to form in my head. “You and me—the first vampire created and the first vampire born. They want to kill us because killing us would completely eradicate vampires.”

			

			
				A muscle in Andre’s jaw jumped. “Yes.”

				***

				When we pulled up to Bishopcourt, Andre attempted to carry me inside. I gave him an annoyed look and pushed his hands away. “Go away, I can take care of myself perfectly well.” 

				“Fine.” Andre crossed his arms and leaned against the car.

				Of course, I had to eat my words as I tried to get my butt out of the world’s lowest car. Stupid bucket seats.

				“Still don’t want any help?” He sounded so damn smug.

				“No,” I said, sulking. Slowly I pulled my broken body out of the car.

				I saw Andre shake his head. I ignored him and began walking haltingly towards the palace. I stopped and leaned against the weathered stone. Everything hurt. Badly. Whatever healing powers I had weren’t helping me very much. 

				Andre came over, arms folded. He looked down at me. “Do you want me to carry you, or would you prefer I pull out the wheelchair I now have to carry in my trunk?”

				“Not the wheelchair.”

				He scooped me up and carried me inside to a guest room. I looked around at the room, feeling like I was in the midst of a fairytale. A large canopy bed occupied the center of the room. Billowy fabric was tied back at each of the four corners. The wallpaper depicted an enchanted forest. At the far side of the room, double doors opened onto a balcony.

			

			
				He placed me on the bed and pulled up a chair to join me. “This room is always here for you if you need a place to stay.” He slid my sling off of my shoulder but left my temporary casts alone.

				“Why are you doing all of this for me?” I asked.

				He furrowed his brows. “I’m your mentor. I thought you understood that, as such, I am expected to take care of you.”

				I watched him in the dim light, and suddenly his beauty was irresistible. Slowly I reached out and smoothed his brows. His eyes went soft. “But Andre, this is way above what I’d expect.” I let my hand drop. “How many vampires have you mentored?”

				His expressive face shut down, closing me off from his thoughts. After a moment he responded. “A few.”

				I fell back into the mound of pillows on the bed and laughed. “Oh-kay. That was an evasive response if I’ve ever heard one.” I stared at the intricate molding on the ceiling. “I just wanted to know if you treated them all this well. Personally, I’d probably be a little jealous if someone came in and replaced me after all this special treatment.” I laced my fingers behind my head.

				“There is no way a vampire is behind these attacks—if that is what you are insinuating,” Andre said. “My coven has protected me for seven hundred years; no one is willing to chance the death of hundreds to get to me. Especially not when death may or may not mean damnation.

			

			
				“And now that you’ve been accepted into the coven, another vampire cannot kill you. That is an act punishable by death or permanent incapacitation. And trust me, death is what we vampires fear the most. No one would risk it out of jealousy.”

				It was my turn to raise my eyebrows. “I wasn’t insinuating a vampire was behind the attacks.” Strange that he’d jump to that conclusion. 

				“Now that we’re on the subject, can you remember anything about your attackers?” Andre asked.

				Hesitantly I thought about the two men who abducted me. “They both had guns and accents.” I knew there was something I should be remembering.

				“Oh!” I exclaimed. Andre raised an eyebrow. “One of my attackers smelled funny. Like smoke and decay.”

				Andre stilled. “A doppelganger came for you?” 

				I shrugged. I didn’t know what the guy was. And I definitely didn’t know what a doppelganger was.

				He cursed to himself. To me, he explained, “Doppelgangers are considered to be shadows of a real person. They are dark creatures that feed off chaos and negativity.”

				“Sounds appropriate,” I said.

				Andre looked weary. “Doppelgangers are usually hired hitmen, and they are good. Whoever is behind this attack—and likely the one before it—appears to be increasingly desperate. Doppelgangers are expensive. Rarely do their victims escape.” I didn’t mention that the men appeared to be buffoons. I figured I’d get a little more street cred this way.

			

			
				Andre was looking at me for too long. I felt my skin heat up and my cheeks flush, embarrassed that he could sense all of this. Slowly his eyes left mine, traveling down to my lips. I could see the conflict playing along his face: to take advantage of the situation or to not?

				I heard his almost imperceptible sigh as he pulled away, retreating to his chair.

				I snatched his hand as he turned and pulled him to me. Our lips met, and like fire the kiss consumed us. That familiar electricity ran between us, and I wondered if it would always be that way. His arm slid under me, pulling me close, and I could feel him pressed flush against me. I ran my hands through his silky hair, relishing him.

				Never was I so aware of the way my body reacted to him, and how holding onto him felt like home. I was falling for him. 

				Slowly he pulled away, looking happily shocked.

				Crap. What had I done? We could both hear my rapidly beating heart. In contrast his remained as quiet as the day he died.

				“I should let you rest,” he said, backing towards the door. So he wasn’t going to take advantage of the situation after all? From what I had heard about Andre, this seemed out of character. “Don’t hesitate to call me if you need anything. I have two guards stationed outside, so nothing is going to get to you.”

			

			
				Those were some famous last words.

				***

				“Gabrielle.”

				I woke to the sound of my name, not sure how long I’d been asleep. I looked around the room. It was still night outside.

				I turned to go back asleep when I heard it again. 

				“Gabrielle.”

				My skin prickled. “Who’s there?” I called. I sat up, now alert. A creak came from the far side of the room, and my head snapped in that direction. A figure stood outside on the balcony, cast in darkness.

				My hair stood on end. I threw off my sheets and rushed towards the door to my room, determined to get the hell out of there and get help.

				“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” I stopped. I knew the voice that spoke to me. “After all, I’m a phantom that doesn’t really exist, aren’t I?” His voice tickled my ear.

				I turned and stared at the man in the suit. He stood outside on the balcony, yet his voice whispered into my ear. He’d never gotten this close before, and never had he been so … personable. If you could call it that. Gooseflesh blossomed along my skin.

			

			
				“Let me prove to you that I am real.” He smiled, and I reluctantly took a few steps towards him. Close up he was exceptionally handsome, and yet he exuded evil. You can’t be attracted to someone who scares the hell out of you.

				“You mean to say you aren’t attracted to this?” He looking mockingly upset as he gestured to himself. “That’s too bad. I was hoping you’d find me more to your liking.” I stood there watching him just a few feet away on the other side of the glass, all my senses on alert. 

				“You don’t need to be afraid of me. I can prove it.” The balcony door unlocked itself and slowly swung open. 

				How did he do that? What was he?

				The shadows gathered around him. “I am many things. You should know—you are many things as well.” He stared into my eyes. “I hear you killed a man tonight—how delightful. We can add murderer to that list.”

				I broke eye contact and shuddered, disturbed by both his presence and the unwelcome reminder.

				“Come with me.” He held out his hand.

				“No.”

				For the briefest of moments his friendly façade disappeared, and his face revealed intense anger. Then it smoothed over, back into his usual smirk. “If you do not come with me, then I will take you.” Unwillingly, my eyes sought his out. I backed up, knowing he was serious. 

			

			
				For a heartbeat we stared at each other. Then I sprinted to the door. 

				He was on my heels in seconds, his laughter echoing along the walls. He grabbed me, and I only had time to scream before a true and terrible darkness descended.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 19

				Bright morning rays woke me. I sat up, knowing something wasn’t right. I glanced about my bedroom. Leanne was already gone. At the foot of my bed was a newspaper.

				I picked it up. “Victim, Villain or Hero? Violent Attack Leaves One Perpetrator Dead and Another Injured.” Scribbled over the story in sharpie was a note: When you get this, find me. We need to talk! I skimmed the story; my name was splashed throughout it. 

				In a rush the entire evening came back to me, ending with the man in the suit. 

				He took me. I shoved my fist in my mouth to stifle my scream. My skin crawled. I had no memory of the time between then and now.

				I scrambled out of bed, and then paused when I realized my casts were gone. When had they come off? And who had taken them off? At least nothing hurt too bad; my injuries were almost entirely healed. 

			

			
				I grabbed my phone from my bag. 

				19 missed calls. 8 voicemails. 

				I clicked to see the details. The majority of the calls were from Andre, but the most recent were from Caleb, Leanne, and Oliver.

				As I clicked through my numbers, Leanne came in.

				“Where have you been!” she exclaimed. “I just got back from the hospital. They said you left last night.” 

				“You mean I wasn’t here when you woke up?” I asked. 

				“Of course not! When you didn’t come home I figured you were with Andre. But after I read the morning newspaper, I realized something was majorly wrong. I rushed to the hospital to find you. They told me you’d checked out last night.”

				I felt my heart stop. I’d been gone for hours. 

				“I did check out,” I replied, “and I was with Andre.” 

				My face must’ve betrayed my calm response because Leanne crossed her arms and leaned on our wall. “Listen girl, are you okay? What’s going on? This is the second time someone has tried to kill you—technically the third, if you count that guy who chased you.”

				I looked up at her and willed her to believe me. “I’m fine—a little shaken up, but fine.” What I couldn’t tell her was that that guy who chased me had subsequently abducted me. 

				“Okay, if you say so.” Leanne wasn’t buying it, not for a moment. But with a final skeptical look, she grabbed her towel and left to take a shower.

			

			
				I looked down at the phone still clutched in my hand. More than anything, I wanted to hear the messages Andre left. I put the phone to my ear and listened to my voicemails. 

				The first message was from right after I was hospitalized. Andre had left a message saying he was on his way to pick me up. I skipped to the next message, also from Andre.

				“Gabrielle, the guards said they heard you scream. I’m outside your door now, and I’m coming in.”

				The line was silent as Andre opened the door. I waited for him to get back on the line, but the silence stretched on. Finally he found his voice.

				“Cristo! What happened? She’s gone!” His voice was panicked. 

				Andre yelled to someone, “Secure the perimeter. We’re going to need to review all footage and check every room.”

				Into the phone, he added, “Don’t die on me.” 

				The following three messages from Andre told me nothing important about what happened. 

				I rubbed my eyes. Either I was insane and I blacked out, removed my casts, and walked home, or I had just spent the night and morning with the scariest man I’d ever met.

				The sun must’ve risen in the time between Andre’s messages and the three from my friends that followed. Theirs, unlike Andre’s, were only concerned about the attack from the night before. That meant that Andre didn’t tell them about my abduction.

			

			
				I left a message for Andre that I was safe, and that I couldn’t remember the night’s final events. He wouldn’t receive it until he woke up this evening, but at least this way he’d know I was okay. Then I fell back onto my bed. 

				A deep, despairing fear possessed me. I didn’t think I was crazy. But accepting that meant I had to confront something even more chilling: whoever the man in the suit was, he was powerful and interested in me. And now he was unafraid of making contact. 

				When I went to put my phone back in my bag, I noticed a golden slip of paper between my notebooks. Where had it come from? I thought back to one of the first times I’d been in the library, reading the book on sirens. It could’ve been the same piece of paper that had fallen out of the library book. 

				I went to throw the paper in the trash, when black calligraphy caught my eye.

				G

				Alone within a crowded room

				You have felt the breath of doom

				Your predicament a result of fate

				Seek me out before it’s too late

				C

				The hairs along my arm stood on edge. My initial is just a coincidence. It had to be, or else Lydia, the librarian, had passed along a note. The idea seemed so remote and implausible that I tried to shake it. I flipped the paper over.

			

			
				Nona’s Bed and Breakfast, Cinque Terre, Italy

				Below it was a vaguely familiar address. I went to the computer and Googled the name and address. The first hit matched the strange card, so I clicked the link. I perused through the images, all of the beautiful bed and breakfast and the coastal town it was situated within.

				Just as I was considering leaving the site, I absentmindedly clicked the “About” tab. The paper slipped from my fingers. 

				Cecilia.

				***

				I sat in Peel Castle’s library, reading a textbook and waiting for the sun to set so that I could talk to Andre. 

				My thoughts kept drifting from my supernatural anthropology book to last night’s events and then the cryptic note I’d found. What was so shocking about the note was the possibility that Cecilia was both aware of my existence and trying to make contact with me. And Lydia mediated that contact.

				I briefly considered confronting Lydia, but something told me that she’d deny involvement. I jotted down a quick note to book a flight to Italy. I think a reunion with my childhood nanny was long overdue.

			

			
				I glanced out the window before turning back to my reading. The school grounds were awash in blue and periwinkle hues as the sun dipped below the horizon. Not five minutes after sunset my phone rang.

				“Hello?” I whispered, packing up my bags. I got the stink eye from a girl sitting a few seats down.

				“What the hell happened last night?” I could practically see Andre running a hand through his hair. “Are you hurt?”

				“No I’m fine.” I glanced around at the people studying. They looked bored, and I wished I could be any one of them. My life no longer had a shred of normalcy. “Like I said in my message, I can’t remember anything.”

				“How did this happen? Bishopcourt is impenetrable, and nothing was caught on camera.”

				I remembered the man’s words from last night: I’m a phantom that doesn’t really exist, aren’t I?

				“Where are you?” he demanded. “I’m picking you up right now.”

				We ended up meeting back at my dorm room after he batted his eyelashes to this evening’s security monitor and slipped her a little under-the-table cash. 

				“Apparently if I don’t watch over you all the time, you’re going to get killed or maimed.” He was stalking back and forth in my tiny room, looking like a caged panther. “So from now on, I’m going to be watching you throughout the entire evening.”

			

			
				“Excuse me?” He had to be kidding. I couldn’t deal with Andre for that long.

				“This is non-negotiable,” he said. “I’m not going to argue with you.” 

				My eye began to twitch. I hated being bossed around, even if it was on behalf of my safety. “Well, sorry to burst your bubble,” I said casually, “but you won’t be able to watch me every evening.”

				His expression was haughty. “And why is that?”

				“I’m going to be out of the country in the next few days. I already booked the flight for next weekend.” It was a white lie, but only until I got the chance to jump on the Internet and book a flight.

				“Where are you going?” He was suddenly much too close. “And why have you not cleared it with me? You must clear all travel arrangements with me first.” 

				“Puh-lease Andre,” I said, pushing him back to a more appropriate distance. “I don’t have to clear personal travel with you. Plus I’ll probably be safer out of the country.”

				He came in close, once again invading my personal space. He was distracting at this distance, with his high cheekbones, strong jaw, and expressive eyes, and the electricity between us was almost overwhelming. “You’re not. You’re not safe away from me.”

				I rolled my eyes. He was one wrong comment away from me losing it.

				He continued. “No one will attack you so long as you’re with me. I’m coming with you.”

			

			
				“Andre, no. This is about my father. It’s personal.”

				“If I remember correctly, we were both mentioned in his letter. That means this includes me.” 

				I hesitated, thinking over his words and trying to find a good counter argument. Andre could see my momentary acquiescence, and he moved on it. “Great. Forget about your ticket. We’ll take my jet.” 

				My jaw slackened. “No—”

				“There is one thing you have not mentioned,” Andre interrupted. He searched my face. “Who kidnapped you?”

				“I don’t know.” I shrugged, attempting nonchalance. How was I supposed to explain the man in a suit?

				Andre studied me. “You’re lying.” He rubbed his chin and looked out the window. “But why?” he asked, more to himself than to me. He turned to me. “Are you protecting someone? Perhaps a lover?” I could tell it bugged him to say that.

				“Ugh, no Andre. That’s sick.” I cringed. The thought of intimacy with the man in the suit was nauseating. 

				I sighed, taking a seat on my bed. “Last night I was taken by someone who I’ve known for my entire life.”

				Andre sat down in my computer chair, dwarfing it. He looked as though he was prepared to listen.

				“I really don’t know much about who he is—I don’t even know his name—but I don’t think he’s involved in any plot to kill me. He’s haunted me for as long as I can remember. And he followed me here, to the Isle of Man.”

			

			
				I looked at Andre, wondering if he believed a word I’d said. I wouldn’t. But, judging by his expression, he seemed to. 

				“He’s followed you your entire life? Have you ever mentioned this to anyone?” The corners of his eyes were strained, worried.

				I shook my head. “Who’d believe me?” Hesitantly I looked into his eyes, and I’m sure he saw the vulnerability laid bare in my own. “I’d always assumed he was a hallucination. Last night was the first time he actually made physical contact.”

				Andre’s foot began jiggling, and he ran a hand through his hair. “I believe you,” he said quietly. “But I’m hoping he’s not who I think he is. How did he abduct you?”

				I concentrated on my pile of textbooks sitting on the desk. “I woke up when I heard him calling my name. He was out on the balcony.” I sighed. “He appears and disappears at will. And he makes himself known only to me, even when others are present.” 

				I thought back to my twelfth birthday. He had stood outside on my front patio, next to my adoptive mom and a neighbor who she was chatting with, both oblivious to his presence. “I don’t know how he does it, or why he’s so powerful. Most of all, I don’t know why he has chosen to haunt me.”

			

			
				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 20

				The next day as I sat waiting for history to begin, Caleb made a beeline for the seat next to me. I stifled a groan. Not another problem to deal with. I had enough on my plate already.

				He dropped his bags, slid into his chair, and leaned towards me. “Hey,” he said hesitantly, “I heard about the attack. Are you okay?”

				“Yeah I’m fine,” I said, twirling the pencil in my hand. 

				“I heard you were hurt pretty badly,” he said, eyeing my unblemished skin.

				I shrugged. “I heal quickly. No big deal.” I was a big, fat liar. It was a big deal, and I was still shaken up by it. I really hoped he wouldn’t ask about the guy I killed. That was a subject I couldn’t pretend to be cavalier about.

				He studied me, then sighed and rubbed his face with his hands. 

			

			
				“Hey, are you okay?” I asked.

				He leaned over his desk, resting his head in his hand. “No. Absolutely not. First I learn that a shapeshifter attacked you. Then, I make the idiotic mistake of leaving you to seek the answers out for myself, and someone else tries to kill you.”

				Innocent. Caleb was desperately innocent. Even if I didn’t have supernatural abilities I’d come to this same conclusion. He was blaming himself for my attacks. 

				I let out my breath. “Listen Caleb, I already have one overbearing man in my life who feels personally responsible for my well-being,” I said, thinking of Andre. I reached out and touched his arm. “Please don’t join him. I could really just use a friend right now.”

				He looked down at my hand and then up at me. “Of course,” he said, “I’ll always be your friend. And I promise I will make this up to you somehow,” he said, gaze intense.

				I tried to lighten the mood. “Well in that case, I have some history homework I’m behind on …”

				He laughed, his smile brightening his face. “Bring it on!”

				One suspect cleared. Only a few hundred more to go.

				***

				That night Andre brought me back to Bishopcourt to continue my training. Now more than ever he felt it was important for me to know the extent of my powers.

			

			
				This time when we arrived at the mansion, we wordlessly passed by the waiting entourage. 

				Theodore met us inside. His eyes briefly flicked to me before they turned their attention back to Andre. “Sir, the king of Jordan is on the phone—”

				“Tell him I’ll call him back.” Andre didn’t even pause midstride.

				Theodore scowled at me, clearly blaming me for Andre’s cavalier attitude. “Andre, it’s important.”

				Andre halted and met Theodore’s gaze. “It can wait.” His tone indicated that there was no room for discussion. Turning to me he said, “Follow me.”

				We walked up an ornate set of stairs to the back of the mansion. This was further inside than I’d ever been, and the farther we walked, the older the decorations became. A series of antique atlases lined the walls, strange sea monsters and ships decorating the painted ocean. The portraits back here were old, some nearly unrecognizable with age.

				We passed an encased hand, and I shuddered. 

				“Saint’s relic,” Andre said in answer. 

				“People collect those things?” I wanted to gag.

				“Some of my people thought it might bring us closer to salvation.”

				“Did it?”

				Andre paused to look back at me; his expression said it all. 

			

			
				“Right. I’m guessing that’s a no.”

				We turned another corner that faced a large, solid oak door. Andre twisted the brass knob and held the door open. 

				My breath caught as I walked in. Much like his VIP suite, the room was full of rich colors. Gold-patterned cloth covered the walls. An ornate tapestry hung high above us on one wall. Another wall was entirely composed of books. In the middle of the room stood a ridiculously large four-poster bed.

				But what caught my eye was the painting. It hung behind the bed. A much younger—and yet identical—Andre sat in chain mail, wearing the sign of the cross. He’d been a crusader.

				“Another attempt at bringing myself closer to salvation,” he said, noticing my interest.

				“I’m guessing that didn’t end well?”

				Andre contemplated my statement. “Bringing me closer to God? Definitely not. There’s nothing holy about killing another human, no matter what god you believe in. However, I was well fed during the Crusades. That much I can say about war.”

				I glanced back at the painting. “Your eyes …” I trailed off. Nothing more needed to be said. Whoever had painted Andre’s portrait had captured his anguish perfectly. This was not a triumphant man, but a broken one.

				Andre came up next to me. “I keep it up to remind myself of my humanity. I wasn’t long a vampire when this portrait was commissioned, so my horrors still weighed on my conscience. Now it’s hard to remember how remorse and guilt feel.”

			

			
				He turned from the painting to face me. “Now, let’s talk about your training.”

				I eyed my surroundings. “Uh, we’re in your room.”

				“I thought you’d want some privacy for what we’re about to do next.”

				My heart rate escalated, and a warm flush crept up my neck and cheeks. The energy between us was suddenly everywhere, and I was very aware of how good Andre smelled.

				“Wh—what are we about to do?”

				Andre walked towards me, a slow smile spreading across his face. Heat pooled in my belly, and I thought I might melt. Instinctively I backed up. My brain told me that I didn’t like where this was going, but every other part of me told it to shut up.

				My back hit the wall behind me, and then there was nowhere else to go. Andre didn’t stop until his torso was flush with mine. He ran a hand past my jaw and cradled my head. His expression was tender. 

				Hesitantly his eyes traveled to my neck, and I knew exactly what we were about to do. And, so help me, I was perfectly fine with it. He opened his mouth, and I caught a rare glimpse of Andre’s fangs. 

				Slowly Andre let go of me and backed away, his fangs receding back into his gums, and I blinked as if waking from a dream. “Captivating your prey. That’s what our lesson will be about today. How to convince a human to willingly give you their blood.”

			

			
				“Did you—did you just emotionally screw with me?” My voice was quiet, but I was anything but calm.

				“I was demonstrating how you—”

				I crossed the room faster than most people could blink and I punched him in the shoulder. Andre barely reacted to the punch. 

				“Shit!” I grabbed my fist; it was like punching stone. “Don’t you ever mess with my mind again!” I said between clenched teeth. He’d toyed with my emotions, and I’d fallen for it.

				Andre merely watched me, clearly waiting for me to finish. “Don’t give me that look,” I said. Inwardly I cringed. I sounded just like my mom. “It’s not like someone was messing with your head.”

				“First, I wasn’t messing with your head. Those were pheromones. While normally vampires don’t have natural scents, we can produce pheromones in large quantities when we’re hunting.” I made a face. “And second,” he said, ignoring my expression, “stop complaining. You get to do the same thing to me.”

				“I do?”

				“Yes, and try not to look too excited; it makes me nervous.”

				I smiled devilishly. “A chance to exact my revenge? Of course I’m excited.” 

				Now I understood the need for privacy. It would be a little hard to focus when other people were milling about. And now that I was focused on payback rather than seduction, I was all too willing to participate—maybe this had been Andre’s strategy all along.

			

			
				“So what do I do?”

				“Convince me that I want to give you my blood.”

				“How do I do that?” I asked.

				“You have to will it. It’s as simple as pushing the thought out into the world. Speak the words over in your mind until I respond,” Andre said from where he leaned against one of the bedposts.

				“Wait,” I said as a couple thoughts struck me at once, “aren’t other vampires immune to that stuff? And won’t I suck at this—I’m still mostly human.”

				Andre straightened and took my hands. “True, you probably won’t be able to do much since you are mostly human. But you still need to practice because eventually you won’t be human, and this technique is how vampires survive. 

				“And yes, I’m immune, which makes me better at gauging how well you’re doing.”

				“So, no revenge?” Now that my motivating factor, successfully captivating Andre, had been removed, the exercise seemed pointless. How disappointing.

				“I didn’t say that. I’m ready to be convinced.”

				“Hmph.” I collected myself. Best to get this over with. 

				I began to think about convincing Andre. You want to come closer. Come closer. 

			

			
				This is so dumb. I had to bite my cheek not to laugh at how ridiculous the situation was. 

				“I’m not convinced at all,” the peanut gallery said from where he leaned against the bedpost.

				His taunt irritated me; I was determined to captivate him if only to wipe that smug look off of his face.

				A rush of energy surged within me. My fingers tingled, and I felt something dark and exciting stir. 

				Get on the bed. I blinked at the command. Who wanted to get beds involved? Surely that wasn’t me? 

				Slowly Andre backed onto the bed, never looking away from me. He smiled, indicating he was still in control. I, however, wasn’t so sure he was, and I wasn’t so sure I was either.

				Again I felt my skin tingle, and my back arched as something rose up within me. What was this strange power? This couldn’t be how I captivated prey. Andre would’ve warned me about this.

				I stretched as something inside me uncurled itself. My skin softly glowed, but I barely noticed. Andre had my whole attention. 

				I walked to the bed slowly, rolling my shoulders back and smiling seductively. I’d never done this before, but somehow I knew what to do. 

				Andre stilled. “Gabrielle?”

				I didn’t answer him. Instead I crawled onto the bed, slowly making my way up to the headboard, Andre’s body beneath me the entire time. 

				Andre’s eyes changed as he stared at me. I’d never recognized the look in his eyes as resistance before, but now I knew because he finally let his guard down. He must’ve been resisting a great many impulses when it came to me. 

			

			
				His eyelids dropped, and the look he gave me was pure heat. He brought his hands to the sides of my shoulders. “Gabrielle …”

				I kissed his cheek, his stubble convincing me he was not nearly so dead as everyone believed.

				He pulled the edge of my shirt over a shoulder and rose to kiss the exposed flesh. I grabbed the bottom of the black shirt he wore and tugged. He helped me, and together we removed it. 

				I sat, staring at his tan, sculpted torso. Both me and the creature inside me were mesmerized by nothing more than beautiful male anatomy. I wasn’t sure how long I sat there, staring at his chest before the magic receded, and I was left to pick up the pieces.

				For a second time this evening I blinked away my confusion. At least now Andre shook it off as well.

				“What … did I do?” I asked, mortified to find myself straddling Andre, my top askew and his missing. In an instant I was off the bed, pacing.

				Andre, for his part, managed to look troubled and satisfied at the same time. He lounged on the bed, arms behind his head, not bothering to put his shirt back on. “Well, you managed to seduce me, for one.”

				“What was that!” I cried. I felt icky, as though someone else had possessed my body.

			

			
				“I think we’ve discovered the siren inside you.”

				“That thing that possessed me was a siren?”

				“Nothing possessed you. That was all you; it’s just another power that you need to learn to control.”

				“I never want to learn to control that,” I said vehemently. “That thing was destructive.”

				Andre put his shirt back on. “Well, you won’t need to learn how to captivate your prey since you can use glamour.”

				“What does this mean for me?” I asked fearfully. Would I try to seduce everyone I wanted to munch on? 

				Andre frowned. “I don’t know.”

				There was one thing I did know: the king of vampires was not immune to it.

				***

				Shortly after sunset Friday evening, Andre and I boarded his jet and headed to Italy. It was time to talk with the last missing piece of the puzzle that was my childhood. 

				A little after midnight we landed at a small airport in Cinque Terre. A sports car waited for us a short distance away. 

				“This is the way to live,” I commented. “No lines, no waiting.” There was even a man ready to open the passenger door for me.

				“You mean to tell me there’s another way to live?” Andre grinned as we got into the car. Behind us Andre’s minions—excuse me, his entourage—got into two black Mercedes. 

			

			
				I rolled my eyes, even as I smiled. Cocky bastard. “You know, arrogance is not an attractive quality in a man.”

				“That’s not what the ladies tell me.” He winked as he gunned the engine, and we took off.

				The town sat along the edge of a cliff, lit by twinkling city lights. The warm evening breeze washed over me as we drove along the coast’s edge. I’d almost forgotten that it technically was still summer. The chilly climate of the Isle of Man made it difficult to wear a T-shirt and jeans even in early September.

				We pulled up to a grandiose house that Andre had rented. I went inside, tugging along my suitcase. “Choose whichever room you desire,” Andre called out behind me.

				Lavish was an understatement. Diamond cut crystal vases were scattered throughout the entrance hall and living room, each overflowing with flowers. Oil paintings hung along the walls. 

				I chose a room with a balcony overlooking the water—I’d be damned if a phantom scared me out of the best room in the house. 

				I sensed Andre behind me without hearing him enter. “Are you sure you want to stay in this room?” he asked, nodding towards the balcony. 

				“Yeah.” I faced Andre, my breath catching as I took him in. I realized now it wasn’t just his raw attractiveness that drew me to him. There was also something mysterious and sorrowful about him. He’d seen over a half millennia of history unfold, and at times like this I could see it in his eyes.

			

			
				Oblivious to my thoughts, he came over and gazed out at the ocean. “Strange to think that the last time I was in this city with your father was during World War One.” My skin prickled at the thought. 

				With a shake of his head, he looked at me, and the old, wise Andre was gone, replaced by the fun-loving man I knew so well. “So, what do you want to do? I’m free for the rest of the night.”

				I groaned. “I was thinking of going to bed.”

				“Nonsense.” He looked at me, his expression amused. “You are such a strange creature. You’re supposed to be changing into a vampire, yet you want to go to bed at midnight.” Andre said the word mockingly. He took my hand. “I have another lesson to teach you.”

				“Ugh. Can’t it wait?”

				“For what, you to die?”

				I fell silent. I had no good comeback.

				“There’s an additional incentive: afterwards we’ll do something fun.”

				We ended up on the beach. With my night vision, the beach and ocean were a deep and brilliant blue. 

				“So what’s the lesson?” I asked. 

				I sat down next to Andre on a blanket we had brought along, our shoulders touching.

			

			
				“This,” he said, staring out at the ocean. “Civilizations rise and fall, people live and die, times change, but not the ocean. It’s the one thing that remains constant.”

				I breathed in the salty sea air. “I’ve always loved the ocean. Now I understand it’s my siren genes that make me long to be close to the water.”

				Andre pushed his hair back, watching the waves. “Not everything boils down to a matter of your identity.” He looked over at me. “Speaking of change, have you noticed anything different about your abilities since your Awakening?”

				I shook my head. “Other than the sun irritating my eyes and skin, and my heightened senses, nothing has progressed.” I picked up a pebble and threw it at the crashing surf. The pebble shot out of my hand, traveling far and fast out into the ocean. “Andre, why do you care so much about me? And don’t tell me it’s because you’re my mentor.” I looked at him inquisitively.

				He was quiet for a long time. Finally he spoke. “I don’t know.” He ran a hand through his hair. “The truth is that since the moment I saw you across the club, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you.”

				We could both hear my heart accelerate—yet again.

				He continued. “At first I thought it was the chase that attracted me. It was intriguing and frustrating that you weren’t interested in me.” He gave me a devilish smile. 

			

			
				“Then I tried to convince myself that it was because you were Santiago’s daughter, and I wanted to honor our friendship and protect his child. But—” he leaned in and pushed back my windswept hair, “each time you were attacked, I panicked.”

				He cupped my face. He looked at me like I was beloved. “There are no words to describe what I am feeling. I cannot remember feeling this way. Ever.” 

				This was crazy. He ate humans for breakfast. Not to mention he was older than Father Time. So why was I falling for him, falling for him when I couldn’t help but push everyone else away? It frightened me to feel this way, yet I couldn’t stop this and didn’t want to.

				Slowly, so slowly, he leaned in. My lips met his, and that fire between us ignited again. The current of energy pulsed through us, alighting my skin. 

				I fell back onto the blanket, pulling Andre down with me. He pressed himself even closer to me, and hesitantly he ran a hand along my face and neck before making his way lower. I gasped as he cupped my breast. No one had ever touched me that way. 

				He flashed me a pirate smile, and my breath caught. God, he was sexy. 

				I tried to tug his shirt off, but he gently took my hand and whispered in my ear, “Not tonight.”

				I began to pull away, hurt by the rejection. He groaned and tightened his grip as he caught my gaze. “You don’t know how hard this is for me.” His eyes flicked to my neck. “All I want is to explore every inch of you and not let you go until I’ve thoroughly satisfied us both.” My breathing sped up at his words.

			

			
				He slid his hand up my neck until he cradled my head. “But I don’t want to rush this—rush you. Because I’m planning on sticking around for forever, and if I sabotage this now by rushing you, I’ll never forgive myself.”

				The pounding of my heart hit a crescendo. And then, the world stilled, just like it had the first time I saw Andre. 

				I love him. 

				There it was. The truth I’d been burying ever since I laid eyes on him. Because I didn’t believe in love at first sight, or that anyone could see past my face. But most of all, I was afraid that if I let someone in, I’d lose them, just like I had my family.

				“What if I don’t want to wait?” I asked, breathless. Somewhere in the back of my mind, the prudish Gabrielle wanted to take this slow. But my realization and the heat between us had consumed me.

				He searched my face, unaware of my thoughts. “You might not want to wait right now, but once you are alone in your bed tonight, you will, I promise.” He leaned in and kissed me deeply. “And I don’t want you to regret anything when it comes to this.” 

				I wanted to open my mouth and argue, but I knew from his tone that I wouldn’t sway him tonight.

				So we lay there as the waves rushed in and out, hands touching and mouths lingering, but nothing more. 

			

			
				At some point later I could see the sky subtly lightening. “Now it’s late.” Andre’s husky voice tickled my skin as he kissed my jaw. Regretfully I disentangled myself. He grabbed the blanket and we walked back. His hand reached for mine, and I took it shyly.

				He left me at the door of my room, kissing me one last time. “All I’ll be thinking about until this evening is you.” I blushed—blushed—at his words. “Remember to wait to talk to Cecilia until I wake.” 

				“Yeah, yeah,” I said, smiling. “Night.” I closed the door, and after changing into my pajamas, slipped into bed. 

				I couldn’t stop smiling. I think they call this giddiness. Who knew I was capable of it?

				***

				When I woke up, it was four in the afternoon.

				I swore. The entire day practically passed me by. If I wanted to see Cecilia alone, I had to move fast. I grabbed the first shirt and pants I saw in my suitcase. Running to the bathroom, I quickly brushed my teeth and shook out my loosely curled hair. 

				It was hard to explain why it was important I visit Cecilia by myself, but I felt that this reunion was too personal for witnesses. I also didn’t want to bombard Cecilia with our presence. 

				I wrote a brief note explaining where I was going, and that I did not get kidnapped, killed, or maimed.

			

			
				I pulled out Cecilia’s address and slid it into my purse. Now came the tricky part.

				Four human bodyguards had come along with us, and they had been given explicit instructions to follow me wherever I went. Somehow I had to get by them undetected. I listened at my door. I could hear at least three separate voices chatting in the living room. There was no way I could slip out the door without them seeing me.

				I walked out onto my balcony and looked down. I was on the second floor. If I climbed over the railing and hung from the bottom of it, I would only have a few feet to fall. Easy. 

				Yeah, right.

				I swung my legs over, and slowly lowered my body until I only hung onto the wrought iron balcony by my hands. Taking in a breath, I let go. The drop was a lot farther than I had imagined, and my knees stung from the shock of my fall. I shook it off, pulled on my shades, and hailed a cab.

				A half hour later I stood outside Cecilia’s beautiful bed and breakfast. As I stood in front of the villa, I suddenly worried my presence was not wanted.

				I summoned my courage, and before I could chicken out, walked through the door. 

				I entered a homey living room. Sitting on the couch across from me was the woman who raised me the first few years of my life. She’d been arranging a collection of magazines on the sitting room’s coffee table, but looked up when the door opened.

			

			
				“Buon giorno …” Her voice trailed away as her eyes widened. “Gabrielle?” Cecilia covered her mouth. 

				I wrung my hands together and smiled nervously. “Hi Cecilia.”

				Cecilia looked as though she hadn’t aged a day since we last parted. “Come here tesoro,” she said, the Italian endearment rolling off her tongue the same way it used to when I was little. 

				She set her magazine aside, stood up, and approached me, arms open wide. We embraced, and I could feel her wet tears soak into my shirt. “I knew you’d eventually find me.” 

				She pulled away and patted my cheek. “My, my, how beautiful you are. You are all your mother.” She laughed light-heartedly.

				“You knew my mother?”

				“Of course,” she said. “Come my dear, you look hungry. Let’s go to the kitchen; it appears we have some catching up to do.”

				I followed Cecilia into the kitchen. Sheer lace curtains hung from the windows. A shelf of wines hung from one of the walls, as did a string of garlic. 

				“Please sit,” Cecilia said, indicating to the table. She pulled out a tray of cookies and poured us each a cup of tea.

				I was so nervous I didn’t think I’d have an appetite, but once I saw the cookies and smelled the tea, I remembered how hungry I was. 

			

			
				Cecilia sat down across from me and patted my hand. “We have a lot to talk about.” 

				It took about a minute to adjust to my surroundings. Cecilia was alive, sitting right in front of me, her dark hair, olive skin, and almond eyes evoking such a bittersweet emotion—why had she left me all those years ago?

				I let out a breath. The truth was that I had so many questions I didn’t know where to start. “I was brought here by a letter my father left for me.”

				Cecilia’s eyes widened for a moment. Then she nodded. “Santiago feared for your life, so he fixed his will, wrote that letter, and gave me instructions on what was to happen to you if he died. I was to take you far away and hide you in an orphanage. 

				“I thought that an orphanage was perhaps the most awful place for you to go, so initially I wouldn’t agree to it. But in the end, it really was the only way for you to go undetected. He had your birth certificate forged—”

				My eyes nearly popped out of my head. “You mean to tell me that March twenty-third is not my real birthday?”

				She shook her head. “Your real birthday is December eighteenth. You are actually three months older than what your certificate says.” She looked questioningly at me. “You don’t remember this?”

				I was speechless for a moment. I’d been celebrating the wrong birthday and didn’t even realize it? Finally I collected myself. “No,” I said, “I don’t remember that at all. I don’t have many memories from before the fire.” I was still reeling from that bombshell. “… So, then is my real name Gabrielle Fiori?” 

			

			
				Cecilia smiled kindly. “Yes. That should’ve been changed too, but Santiago wanted you to keep some part of him.

				“I’m so sorry,” she said sincerely, patting my hand. “Your father loved you so much. He was positive that whomever was after him would kill you as well. That’s why he went to such great lengths to hide you. He wanted to make sure that no one would discover you. If he had it his way, you’d still be in Los Angeles, oblivious of who you really were. He felt that was the only way you’d avoid the tangled mess he was in, and the siren’s curse.”

				Belatedly something she said clicked. “You didn’t want me to be a part of the supernatural community?”

				“That’s right.” 

				“I assumed you were the one that told Peel Academy of my existence.” My head was hurting. Why weren’t these pieces of my life fitting together? 

				Her eyes looked sad. “My dear, I have no idea who did that. Someone must’ve figured out your identity. I thought we were thorough,” she shrugged, “but I guess we weren’t thorough enough.” That was a riddle for another time. 

				Outside the sinking sun seemed ominous. My time was nearly up. I needed some answers. “Cecilia, two people have already tried to kill me.” My voice shook. “Do you have any idea who’s behind the attacks? My dad’s letter said you could help.”

			

			
				She looked out the window. Her eyes were distant as she spoke. “I saw the attacks in the paper, and I read about your attackers. It could be anyone—the House of Keys, a hate group, or perhaps individuals acting independently. But,” she said, turning back to me, “I think it’s most likely an insider. A vampire. No hate group is that persistent, and the House of Keys would be more discreet—and more successful.”

				“No, that cannot be,” I said, immediately rejecting her theory. There was one obvious flaw. “It can’t be a vampire. They wouldn’t risk killing themselves as well as rest of the vampire population. Andre said so himself.”

				“Andre?” Cecilia looked frightened. “You should trust him the least.”

				“What?” Why was she acting this way? “He’s helped me since my Awakening.”

				Cecilia crossed herself. “That long ago fire? Other than your family and me, Andre was the only vampire who knew the location of Santiago’s safe house, the same house you were raised in and that burned to the ground. Your father trusted him, but I fear he put his faith in the wrong man.”

				My heart plummeted. Dread flooded my system, and my pulse beat loudly in my ears. That couldn’t be true. Please let it not be true.

			

			
				Dizzy from the adrenaline and the awful tightening in my stomach, I barely managed to voice my next question. “But why would Andre try to kill me?”

				“My guess? Because you were born a vampire, and that calls into question the very foundation of his authority.”

				“That seems unlikely.”

				“Not when you’re quite comfortable with killing humans.”

				The only sound in the room was the rhythmic ticking of the clock on the wall. I sat there, trying to comprehend her words. 

				Had last night been a lie? Nausea rolled through my stomach at the thought. I trusted him. And he might’ve played me this entire time. I almost had sex with him.

				I begged myself not to cry.

				“So, you think Andre killed my father? And now he’s trying to kill me?” I held my breath.

				She sighed. “I don’t know. But even if he wasn’t responsible, he’s not completely innocent. Just be careful.”

				Too late for that.

				Andre might be trying to kill me. The realization finally sunk in, and it felt worse than dying. Worse than getting stabbed or shot. It felt like betrayal. 

				But could I trust Cecilia? I didn’t want to. My heart screamed that she must be lying. It was easy to jump to the conclusion that Andre was guilty. He’d already admitted to me that he’d killed before. But hell, I’d killed someone as well; that didn’t mean I’d do it in cold blood. What made Cecilia innocent? 

			

			
				“Please don’t take this the wrong way,” I said, “but why did my father choose you to hide me?”

				She considered my words. “One, because I was random,” she said. “No one would guess the nanny could wield that kind of power. And two—and more importantly—because he trusted me completely. He knew what I was.”

				“What are you?” I asked, looking out at the twilight sky.

				She smiled. “I am a fate.” 

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 21

				Why did I never make the right choices when it came to men? Why did I have to let Andre in? These thoughts ran through my mind as I sat in the taxi heading to the airport.

				My body felt weary and my heart hurt. The sadness tugged at the corners of my eyes and mouth, pulling them down. 

				Once I left Cecilia’s, I’d called a taxi and booked a flight back to the Isle of Man through my phone. I couldn’t go back to Andre. Not now after what I learned. 

				I’d tried so hard my entire life to keep people at arm’s length, and when I finally let someone in, he ended up being a prime suspect in my attacks.

				Just my luck.

				The sadness and betrayal welled up in me, and I let myself cry, not caring that the taxi driver could hear my sobs.

			

			
				How had I not considered it before now? Every time I’d been attacked he’d just left my presence. In retrospect it now seemed obviously coordinated.

				Pulling myself together, I leaned my head against the window, letting my breath fog up the glass. I had to face the possibility that I had fallen for and stayed with my father’s killer and the person behind my own attacks. 

				But why would he try to kill me? What threat could I possibly be? He’d already introduced me to the coven. More importantly, why hadn’t he already killed me if that was his plan? It didn’t add up. 

				My body shook as I watched the scenery fly by. Last night came back to me, and I began crying all over again. I couldn’t erase my feelings for him. I could’ve sworn the look in his eyes last night was genuine. I could’ve sworn his concern was genuine. But he’d had so many years to perfect the art of lying. 

				My phone rang for the fifth time. I didn’t need to look at the caller ID to know who was calling. 

				I turned off my phone and wiped my cheeks. How would I protect myself from him? Andre was everywhere and nearly all-powerful. 

				I watched my tears dampen the armrest. Maybe everything was a lie, and Andre was innocent. But for the time being, I had to take Cecilia’s warning seriously until the attacks stopped. I was going to have to stop seeing Andre. 

			

			
				***

				Throughout the plane ride I analyzed my talk with Cecilia over and over again, trying to understand whether Andre really could be pretending to like me while trying to kill me. 

				My thoughts felt clinically detached. I’d folded my heart up and stowed it away since it’d only gotten me into trouble. I would approach this logically from here on out. 

				Grabbing my textbook from my bag, I flipped to the page on the fates.

				Known in Greek mythology as Moirai and in Roman mythology as Parcae, the fates were three sisters who were the incarnation of destiny. Clotho spun the thread of life; Lachesis measured the length of the thread of life; and Atropos cut the thread of life, choosing the time and manner of each person’s death.

				I read through the passage until I came to the final useful piece of information.

				Few people have ever encountered the fates, so very little is known about them. What is known is that they will only reveal themselves to those deemed worthy.

				Now I understood why my father trusted Cecilia and why I should too. If you had destiny working for you, your odds were pretty favorable. 

			

			
				I bid goodbye to my budding relationship and breathed in and out. I was strong; I’d get through this as I had all other calamities.

				As I put the book away, one thought lingered: what was a fate doing as my nanny?

				***

				When I arrived on the Isle of Man early the following morning, it was drizzling; the heavens reflected my mood. I shivered as I walked outside the small airport in nothing but yesterday’s T-shirt and jeans. Because I hadn’t gone back to Andre’s villa after Cecilia’s warning, I had nothing with me except for my book bag. Luckily it contained my wallet and cellphone, but I’d left behind my suitcase.

				I hailed down a taxi and came back to Peel defeated. I’d lost Andre and was still no closer to understanding who was after me, or why. The only good the trip had done was remind me that I could trust no one, not even the one man who I’d actually let in.

				I opened the door to my dorm, and once I was inside, collapsed against it. Then I let it all out. The tears of frustration, betrayal, and dashed hopes. Couldn’t I just be a normal girl for once?

				“Bitch please.” 

				My head snapped up. Oliver was lounging on my bed, eating more chocolates and flipping through a magazine. 

				“Don’t even go there,” he said without looking.

			

			
				I felt my cheeks heat. I gave him a look that could curdle milk, but he didn’t even have the decency to glance up. “What would you know about my life that I don’t?”

				He guffawed. “You’re crying because you’re having man troubles—obviously. And you need a reality check.” 

				“For your information, I already received one. Considering that my man troubles might also be responsible for the attacks on my life.”

				Oliver closed the magazine and walked over to me. “Do you know this for certain?”

				“No.”

				“So you’re worried that Andre’s behind your attacks. Pardon me for saying so, but those aren’t angry, pissed off tears running down your cheeks,” Oliver said, pointing to my cheeks. I put a hand to my face. “Those are the tears of an angst-y teenage girl depressed over a broken relationship.

				“Someone’s trying to kill you—Andre or not—and this is what you’re worried about? Please, you have worse problems.”

				Oliver rendered me speechless. He had said the rudest, most hurtful, and most brutally honest thing I’d ever heard. 

				“Leanne’s freaking out,” he said. “Despite her reliable abilities as a seer, which foresaw otherwise, she thinks you’re dead. But I knew you weren’t—you’re a survivor. So while she’s running off her stress, I decided to wait for you to show.” 

			

			
				“Has anyone told you that you are a mean little fairy?”

				“Oh, no one’s told me that. The boys have always told me I’m a big, rowdy—”

				“Oliver!” I threw my purse at him, which he gracefully dodged.

				The door to my dorm jiggled a second before opening. A wet and panting Leanne came in. Her jaw slackened when she saw me.

				“Told you,” Oliver said.

				She pointed a finger at me and between gulps of air said, “Stop doing this to me. You’re going to kill me with all the stress.”

				Immediately I felt guilty. “You’re right. I’m sorry—I should’ve called.”

				“So what did happen if you didn’t die?”

				I spent the next fifteen minutes filling Leanne and Oliver in on my trip, including my make-out session with Andre, and the possibility that world’s oldest vampire might be trying to kill me.

				For a moment, the room was silent, and then Leanne cleared her throat. “You met a fate? I didn’t even think they were real. What was a fate doing as your nanny?” 

				I glanced at our rain-splattered windows. “That’s what I want to know.” 

				***

			

			
				The next day in History, I began jotting down notes on what I knew about my past and the attacks. Andre was the prime suspect, but I wouldn’t let my feelings cloud my sleuthing skills. After all, someone else could be responsible. I didn’t have many hard facts. 

				As usual, Caleb was absent. In the background, Professor Mead droned on. “The Glashtyn is a water horse who appears as a dark and astoundingly handsome man only distinguishable by his pointed horse ears. In all folktales he captures or attempts to capture women—”

				A voice boomed through the room. “Gabrielle Fiori, Principal Hazard requests your presence.”

				You have got to be kidding me. Thirty different heads swiveled in my direction. 

				I made my way out of the classroom. From memory I traced my way back to Principal Hazard’s office. Beyond his open office door he leaned over a scattered pile of papers. I knocked, standing in the doorway.

				He glanced up. “Oh, Miss Fiori. Come in, come in.” He beckoned me over.  Unceremoniously I dropped my bag and coat on the floor and took a seat across from Hazard.

				I folded my arms together and lounged back in the chair, annoyed and letting it show. “I haven’t done anything to Doris, so what is this about?”

				“Well, Miss Fiori,” he said, flustered by my gruff manner, “you certainly have not done anything wrong.” He loosely folded his hands on the desk. I could literally smell the waves of distaste coming off of him. He might have said I’d done nothing wrong, but he thought otherwise. 

			

			
				“However,” he continued, “the school is worried that with the multiple attempts on your life, your presence poses a threat to other students. Especially after the second attack occurred within campus grounds.”

				I raised my eyebrows. “What are you saying?”

				Principal Hazard looked uneasy. And guilty. “Miss Fiori, we cannot endanger the entire student body because of your situation.”

				“Let me try to understand this better. You’ve determined that, because there have been multiple attempts on my life, I, the victim, am a threat to other students?” 

				“Miss Fiori, you must think of the other parties involved here. Innocent students. Your presence puts them in jeopardy.”

				“So, are you kicking me out of Peel?” I fixed my gaze on a bust of Pallas Athena that sat on a shelf behind him.

				“No, no. We are putting you on independent study. You can come and go into the school and use all the facilities outside regular hours. You will, however, need to find an alternative place to stay. … Perhaps your leader will be accommodating.” My nostrils flared as I took in his disgust. 

				I stood up, shaking from head to foot. “Please,” I implored, “make an exception. Andre might be the one who’s trying to kill me.”

			

			
				Principal Hazard shook his head, his withered skin flapping. “I’m sorry. I cannot.” 

				All the willpower that had kept me going left, and my body sagged in on itself. “How long do I have until this comes into effect?”

				“Independent study will begin tomorrow, and you have until Sunday to find a place to stay. I’d suggest discussing this week’s assignments with your teachers so you can stay on schedule.”

				“And what will happen when my attacker is captured?”

				Hazard stared intensely at me for a few long moments. “Everything will go back to the way it was.”

				I forced myself to smile. “Great. I look forward to it.” He frowned, his creases deepening. 

				Without another word I grabbed my bag off the ground and headed for the door. It was as I walked out of his office that I smelled it.

				Hatred.

				***

				I left the study halls of Peel Castle around 8:00 p.m. I’d spent a good portion of the afternoon thinking of how I was going to find my attacker, bring him—or her—to justice, and manage to stay alive, all in under one week. Three hours later and no closer to solutions, I decided to pack up and head home.

				Outside, rain was coming down in torrents. Dang. I’d forgotten to bring my umbrella this morning. The walk across campus to my dorms was a good hundred yards, so there was no way I’d make it back dry. I just hoped the notes inside my bag didn’t get wet.

			

			
				As I got closer to my dorms, a figure came into focus, somewhat obscured by the downpour. Andre. 

				He stood out in the rain, drenched from head to toe. He hadn’t even bothered to try to keep himself dry. Too bad the look suited him so well, the moisture giving his face a healthy sheen and the water dripping from his hair making him all the more wildly sexy. I was sure I looked like a drowned rat.

				I was tempted to turn around and walk back to Peel Castle. But just as soon as the thought crossed my mind, his gaze captured mine. My heart thumped a little faster, and I tried to convince myself that it was because I was scared and not because of how much I still achingly loved him.

				He wasn’t going to attack me here—that much was certain. Too many potential witnesses. 

				I walked up to him. “So you found me.”

				He ran a hand through his hair, his tell. He was anxious or—more likely—annoyed. “I’m not even going to go into all the ways you could’ve been hurt leaving like you did.”

				I gave him a look. Overbearing much?

				“So I’ll just ask you why—why did you leave? What did I do to push you away?” The hurt in his eyes constricted my heart. I was expecting a whole lot of anger, but not this. Perhaps I had it all wrong. 

			

			
				But how could I know? A guy wasn’t worth risking my life over … even one that I had fallen for—hard. 

				“This is all happening so fast,” I lied, using our budding romance as the excuse. “I think I need some distance.”

				His mouth thinned, and he looked grim. “That’s what you want? Even with your attacker still at large?”

				“Yes.”

				He stared at me for a long time before speaking. “Fine,” he said eventually. “I’ll give you your distance, and I’ll leave you alone. But I will have around-the-clock security watching over you—”

				“Andre—”

				He put a hand up. “No.” His voice was hard, and for the first time I felt his coldness, his distance. He was pushing me away. “I think we can both agree I’ve been exceptionally lenient,”—true, at least for Andre’s standards—“so this is non-negotiable.

				“Lastly,” he looked across the campus, “there’s a gala at the mansion on Saturday—for my birthday of all things—I hope you’ll come. It starts at eight.”

				For a moment I forgot my problems. “You’re having a birthday party?” 

				He looked chagrined. 

				I held up my hands. “I’m sorry. It just seems so … normal.” 

				He shrugged and glanced at his watch. “I have to get going. Just promise me you’ll stay safe.” His eyes were intense.

			

			
				I was wrong about Andre. I had to be. “I promise.”

				“Call me if you get nervous or just need to talk. I’ll be waiting.” He turned and walked to his car. I watched as he got in and drove away, feeling like mistrusting him was a big mistake.

				***

				When I walked into my dorm room, Leanne and Oliver were watching funny videos on my bed, as if the world had not shifted on its axis. I’d avoided coming back here this evening for this very reason. I’d have to tell them about my visit with Principal Hazard—eventually.

				“Hey gorgeous!” Oliver said around a mouthful of chocolate. How much chocolate could I possibly have left by now? “Come join us!” He scooted over to make room for me, a huge feat for Oliver. 

				My throat constricted. I’d lose this in a week. All because someone was trying to kill me. Sometimes life just wasn’t fair.

				***

				I yawned as I flipped the page of my textbook that Friday evening. My eyes blurred as I tried to read about early Viking settlements on the Isle of Man. 

				It was one of the lamest Fridays I’d had in a while, sitting in the library, catching up on my reading. However, following my conversation with Principal Hazard, I’d decided out of spite that I would do all my homework inside the castle. This way if I was attacked, it increased the chances that the castle would also get maimed. Petty, but possibly effective.

			

			
				I hadn’t even considered looking for housing. Nor had I told Oliver and Leanne about having to move off campus, though they knew about independent study. Instead I’d spent the week scribbling notes in my notebook, trying to determine who my attacker was and why he or she was trying to kill me. My sleuthing skills had still gotten me nowhere.

				I stretched and looked around. I jolted when I realized I was alone. Somehow I managed to outlast even the most academic of my peers. Pulling out my phone, I checked the time. 

				“Crap, eleven-thirty?” I hadn’t meant to stay this long. I packed up my bags and put on my coat. 

				As I grabbed my bag, I heard a rustle from the far side of the library. I froze, listening.

				When I was certain no one was there, I walked past the rows of musty, leather-bound books, their embossed covers shimmering gold in the low lamplight of the library. 

				Just as I left the library I heard it again: a rustle coming from somewhere behind me. I hurried my pace, determined to get out of the spooky old castle. It was eerie here at night.

				The candlelight flickered in the wall sconces, making the light dance along the rough stone walls. Behind me I heard a growl. 

			

			
				I turned. An enormous black dog with glowing red eyes stood in front of the library doors I’d exited not a minute before. The Moddey Dhoo, according Professor Mead. 

				Great. That was a true legend? 

				The dog’s hackles rose and it barred its teeth. Saliva dripped onto the floor, where it sizzled away. It inched towards me.

				“Good doggy,” I said, edging backwards. The exit was down the next hall. With my speed I could probably outrun the dog. Only, I had no idea what I was dealing with. Demonic dogs weren’t really my forte.

				It growled louder, and it began to pace back and forth, agitated. I saw the dog pause and its muscles tense. Then it charged me. 

				I turned on my heel and sprinted for my life. I could hear its paws clicking on the stone floors behind me. Some phantom dog—that thing sounded real to me. 

				I flew down the hall, barely losing momentum to turn the corner. At the end of the hall was the exit. Behind me the Moddey Dhoo snarled. It sounded much too close. 

				Putting in one last burst of energy, I plunged through the exit.  I glanced behind me in time to see the dog jump through the solid oak doors.

				I swore. I’d really hoped the dog would stay inside the castle.

				In front of me was Peel Castle’s expansive lawn. Wisps of fog obscured the far side of the campus where my dorm was. I ran blindly in that direction. 

			

			
				Through my pants I felt the dog’s hot breath. It was right on my heels. My muscles protested as I forced them to move faster. 

				I didn’t slow down until the dog’s growl became a distant noise. I glanced back. The Moddey Dhoo stood in the middle of the grassy lawn, staring calmly at me. As I watched, the dog slowly faded.

				I shivered as its glowing eyes finally winked out. The dog was an omen of death. 

				This time I was in deep. 

				***

				“Kill me. Please.” Leanne moaned when I woke her up the next morning. “That would be the kind thing to do.” 

				Her and Oliver hadn’t come home until the wee hours of the morning, so I hadn’t had a chance to mention my encounter with the ghostly dog. 

				“Want something to eat?” I asked, holding up the bag of pastries I’d bought an hour earlier, a peace offering in case she didn’t like being woken up. 

				I’d barely touched my own breakfast. I had been anxious all morning about seeing the Moddey Dhoo, even going so far as to research what I knew about the demonic dog. It was more of the same: the dog was an omen of death.

				She sat up in bed. “Sure, what’d you get?” she asked, scrubbing her face with her hands. I handed the bag to her and watched as she pulled out a Danish and began to nibble it.

			

			
				I took a tasteless bite of my croissant. “Leanne, I have something to tell you.”

				“What?” she asked, yawning.

				“I saw the Moddey Dhoo last night.” I glanced up from my plate to watch her reaction.

				She stared off in the distance. Then, slowly, she looked at me. “You saw … ?” She trailed off, “But that’s impossible,” she said. “The only people that see the Moddey Dhoo—”

				“Die. I know.”

				Her gaze sharpened on me. “Let me give you a reading.”

				I raised my eyebrows. “But I thought you just saw stuff.”

				She rolled her eyes. “Yes, I foresee things, but it’s more accurate if I give you a reading.” She reached out. “Here, give me your hand.”

				I put down my croissant and gave her my hand. She closed her eyes and took a few calming breaths in and out. All was still for a few minutes. 

				Suddenly, her hand tightened over mine, and her eyes darted back and forth behind her closed lids. 

				“I see a mansion. People are wearing formal attire.” Could she be talking about Andre’s birthday gala?

				Leanne’s fingers dug into mine. “There’s a fire. Trapped. So many people trapped. All of it burning down. I see you. I see Andre, and a gun, aimed at you. The trigger is pulled and …” 

			

			
				She let out a muffled moan and dropped my hand. Hesitantly she opened her eyes. They were red.

				“Gabrielle,” she said, “you will die if you go to this event.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 22

				The silence that followed sounded louder in my ears than a scream.

				“What exactly is it you’re going to?” Leanne asked.

				“Andre’s birthday party.” 

				Understanding broke out along Leanne’s face. “Right before you died I saw Andre and a gun.”

				I felt lightheaded. Andre’s going to kill me. 

				I didn’t think my heart could break anymore, but I was wrong. Even after Cecilia’s warning, I’d carried around the secret hope that he was innocent. 

				My chest ached, and my stomach churned painfully. How could people live like this? Why would anyone want to fall in love? This was awful. 

				I blinked a few times to push back my tears and met Leanne’s shocked gaze. 

				I had a decision to make: go and die, or stay and … probably die in the near future. Leanne’s vision also indicated that I had to come to terms with the fact Andre was playing me. 

			

			
				I felt my conflicting emotions resolve themselves. “I’m going. I have to.” I nodded to myself. I had to save those people.

				Leanne looked at me as if I were insane. “You can’t. You’ll die. I saw it.”

				“Leanne, people will die whether or not I’m there. You said yourself that the guests were trapped in the burning building. We know this will happen. I can evacuate them if given the chance.”

				She took this in. Then she nodded. “Fine. But I’m going too.”

				Now it was my turn to look at her like she was crazy. “No way. I can’t let you risk your safety.”

				“I’m not letting my friend walk to her death without some backup.”

				“Leanne!”

				“I’ve already decided. You can’t change my mind. I’m coming.”

				The door burst open to reveal a shirtless Oliver. “Oh. My. God.” He was wide-eyed. “When did I get a bellybutton piercing?” He gazed, horrified, at the pink and clear crystals dangling from his navel. 

				“Pixie dust.” Leanne shook her head. “You tried pixie dust last night, and then decided to get your bellybutton pierced.”

				If I’d been in a better mood, I would’ve laughed. Instead I said, forlorn, “I wish I could’ve been there.”

			

			
				Oliver glanced up, his gaze piercing. “Is everything okay, G?”  Somehow, he knew. He knew that my heart was broken, and he knew that only one thing could’ve caused that.

				Leanne met my eyes before she turned to Oliver. “We think Andre’s planning on killing Gabrielle tonight at some party.” I felt a tightness in my chest as she spoke the words out loud. “Gabrielle, however, is still planning on going so she can save all the others I foresaw die. So now I’m going with her.”

				“No—” I began.

				Oliver pulled up a chair and sat down next to us. “In that case, count me in.”

				“No.” I rubbed my temples. “Please. I don’t want either of you getting hurt.”

				Oliver scratched his chin. “If I remember correctly, I am the bossy one in this relationship, not you. So, I’m coming.”

				I sighed, looking at the clock. It was 3:00 p.m. “The gala starts at seven. That means we have less than four hours to come up with a plan and get ready.”

				Oliver squealed. “I’m designing our outfits!”

				***

				It was while Oliver was pinning up Leanne’s hair that I heard a knock. I got up and opened the door. 

				I balked at the visitor. “Caleb?”

				He scratched the back of his head nervously. “Hey.”

				“What are you doing here?”

			

			
				“I texted him,” Leanne said. Oliver eyed him up and down like he was a juicy morsel. “I thought he might want to help.”

				I squinted at Leanne. After his apology last week, I knew Caleb would’ve eagerly assisted us tonight. But I hadn’t told Leanne about Caleb’s apology. So why had she contacted him? 

				I swallowed. Whatever she saw must’ve been awful enough that she called in a favor. That, or he was in the vision. 

				I looked back at him. “Did Leanne tell you what you’re getting yourself into?”

				“Enough to know the danger.”

				“And you still want to do this?”

				Caleb pushed past me and ambled in. Awfully presumptuous of him. He was looking at a glass paperweight of mine when he answered. “I’ve been in training for this type of thing for years.”

				“I’m not sure I understand,” I said.

				He glanced up and our eyes locked. “And I’m not sure I’m authorized to tell you … yet. Just trust me when I say that I’m prepared.”

				“Okay,” I blew out my breath, “then let’s get you suited up.”

				***

				At 7:30 p.m. our taxi pulled up and we dashed inside. “Where to?” our driver asked.

				“The Bishopcourt mansion,” I said. “And I will double you’re your fee if you can get us there as quickly as possible.” Our task was simple: evacuate Andre’s mansion. The not-so-easy part was going to be staying alive. 

			

			
				The driver made good on our deal. We managed to make a forty-five minute drive in half the time. I threw a thick wad of bills at him as Leanne, Oliver, Caleb, and I dashed out of the car. Guests were still arriving, but the warm light from the mansion illuminated a room already full with people. 

				Grabbing the dark blue folds of fabric of my dress, I sprinted to the entrance, my friends quick on my heels. I tried not to think about the danger I was putting them in. 

				Bishopcourt loomed in front of us. Hundreds of glass bowls had been placed throughout the expansive yard, filled with water and floating candles. Light refracted off of the strangely beautiful decorations. Each tiny beacon of light reminded me that Andre had not seen natural light in nearly a millennia. 

				Classical music poured out of the front door. The crowds were thickest here. I jostled many guests as I approached the entrance.

				Two large security personnel guarded the door. As soon as they saw me, they parted to let me through but stopped my friends.

				“They’re with me,” I yelled to the guards. 

				At that, they stepped aside and let my friends through. “Thanks!” I didn’t pause, but pushed my way through the entrance. 

			

			
				I’d never realized it before, but most of the mansion was flammable, despite being built out of stone. The polished wood floors were covered with Persian rugs. Fabric insulated the walls, partially hidden by woven tapestries and oil paintings. Cloth drapes were pulled back from windows, and most of the furniture had wooden frames. Hundreds of candles perched on every open surface. I shuddered. Forget about the price on my head; this mansion was one wrong jostle away from going up in flames.

				We’d decided earlier to split up, but it fell on me to direct my friends where to go. “Oliver and Leanne, take the stairs to the upper stories and start evacuating people from there. Caleb, you take the rooms to the left, and I’ll take those to the right.” Hopefully we’d have enough time to get everyone out before the fire broke out. 

				“Be safe Gabrielle!” Caleb shouted.

				“You too!” I yelled back, but he had already vanished from sight. I hurried to the right, where the reception hall and ballroom were located. I’d yet to see Andre and hoped it would stay that way. Vaguely I could sense him, which probably meant he could sense me too. I’d have to do this quick.

				Most of the ballroom was open space to make room for dancing. A string quartet played in the corner, playing classical music. Some couples danced in a rigid formation and others talked. I scanned the room for any type of platform. There was nothing to stand on but a few tables. They would have to do. 

			

			
				I pushed myself onto a table top, getting looks from those guests nearest me. “Excuse me!” I shouted from the table. Clusters of individuals near me turned to look. Others saw me standing and stopped to stare.

				“Excuse me!” I shouted again. The room fell silent. Now I had everyone’s attention. The guests however, were gawking at me as though I had grown a third eye. I guess I was breaking etiquette. 

				“A plot to burn down this building was discovered earlier tonight. You must all evacuate the mansion.” There was murmuring, but no one moved. And then I felt Andre. He was moving swiftly towards this room. Frantic, I yelled, “Did you not hear me? Get the hell out of here unless you want to die!” The murmuring got louder and slowly the crowd began to move. A woman screamed as her companion grabbed her, and suddenly the room was bedlam. 

				I felt the current of energy spike, and instinctively I looked for Andre. He was making his way through the crowd over to me, and he did not look pleased.

				“Gabrielle!” he shouted. I jumped down from the table and ran into the crowd, trying to hide myself. 

				The scary truth was that, while I knew my life was in danger and while I had killed before, I couldn’t kill Andre. I couldn’t even try, as cowardly as that was. I sent a silent apology to my father. At least no other lives but my own would be lost tonight.

			

			
				A hand caught my arm. I cursed and looked up, expecting to see Andre. Instead, Theodore was smiling down at me. 

				“Exit’s the other way,” he said, “or are you not going to evacuate from the fire you’ve been raving about?”

				I narrowed my eyes at him. “I was going to check some of the other rooms to make sure everyone has evacuated.” I didn’t want to tell him I was hiding from his boss.

				“Good idea,” he said. “I’ll come with you.” 

				I eyed him curiously, not sure whether he was being sincere or just toying with me. Either way, I needed to check the rooms on this side of the house, and I was willing to go along with it. 

				The ballroom we were in had two exits, one that led to the entrance hall, and another that led to a hallway and back rooms. We took this exit. I glanced behind me, but I could no longer see Andre and the current between us was fading. Theodore and I made our way to each of these back rooms. 

				Five minutes later we were done checking this wing of the house. All the rooms were empty except for the kitchen.

				I leaned in the doorway. “Please evacuate the premises.”

				“Why?” one of the chefs asked.

				“There’s a fire hazard and the building’s being emptied.”

				A grumbling chef and the surrounding help reluctantly filed out of the room.

			

			
				Theodore watched me the entire time, giving me the creeps. I got the distinct impression he was taking note of my actions so that he’d have evidence when he turned me in.

				“Why don’t we check upstairs?” Theodore asked.

				“Sure,” I said, even though I knew Oliver and Leanne had probably evacuated them by now.

				We peered into the first room. Empty. As we walked down the next, unease pooled in my stomach. Why hadn’t Theodore brought me to Andre by now if he was going to turn me in, like he had the first time I met him? He followed me into the next room, a guest bedroom, which was also empty. 

				I turned to Theodore. “I think we should probably evacuate as well now,” I said, hiding the unease from my voice. Unfortunately, I was still mostly human, so I couldn’t hide the fear that slowly oozed from my pores.

				Theodore closed the door, trapping us together in the room. He slung an arm around my shoulders and leaned in close. “What were you thinking? Coming here, making up lies about a nonexistent fire?” 

				“They are not lies.” I tried to pull away from his loose embrace.

				Theodore pushed me forward. I fell to my knees and scrambled backwards, away from him. “How much do you know?” he asked.

				I shook my head. “About what?”

			

			
				Theodore stared intensely at me, trying to read my thoughts, and then he did. “You believe Andre is going to kill you.” His voice held a note of disbelief.

				I kept quiet. Theodore was still scrutinizing me. I had never seen the animalistic side of a vampire until Theodore turned those inquisitive, predatory eyes on me. Now I felt like lunch.

				I saw a flicker of understanding pass across his eyes. “That was why you ran away from Andre in the banquet room.” he said. He began to laugh hysterically. “You think he’s after you?” My eyes widened. “Oh Gabrielle, you sweet, stupid girl. Do you realize you just initiated your own death?”

				My breath caught in my throat as an awful thought was beginning to take shape. 

				“Ahhhh, you’re finally getting it,” he said. “Andre is not the one you need to fear. By the way, thank you for evacuating the entire building. No pesky witnesses or tragic heroes will hold this up.”

				Oh God. I’d misunderstood everything. Andre was innocent, and I was so scared of trusting him that I jumped to my hasty conclusion. Looking at Theodore now, I saw a guilty man.

				He was right. I had put the final nail in my coffin—so to speak. And now I was cornered in a windowless room, and the only way out was through the door Theodore guarded.

				“Why?” I asked. That’s what it really all came down to at this point. Answers.

			

			
				Theodore curled his lip and stared at me. “Your parents took you to a seer when you were an infant,” he said. “The seer looked into your future and predicted what you would become—a vampire.

				“The problem is that she also saw something else—I assume you have heard of soulmates?”

				I rolled my eyes. I was not that dumb. 

				Theodore continued. “The seer saw that you had a soulmate. She saw Andre.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 23

				Andre and I, soulmates. My heart fluttered, and then regret filled me. I’d pushed him away. And now I might die before I got the chance to apologize and try to fix things between us.

				Theodore continued. “She also foresaw that, after your transition, you became queen, and under your reign, leagues of vampires were exterminated.”

				“What?” I would go on to commit genocide? The thought made me nauseous. Of course vampires did not exactly have clean consciences, but that I could be behind something so evil made my skin crawl. “That’s impossible.”

				Before I could blink, Theodore had closed the space between us. I didn’t see his fist move, but I heard my jaw crack as it connected with my face. Intense pain blossomed along my jawline, and I fell backwards. “Don’t tell me what’s impossible!” he yelled, his eyes wild. 

			

			
				His extreme mood swing was more startling than the sharp pain spreading across my face. And then, like flipping a light switch, his emotions were under control again.

				“Why … my father …” It was hard to form words, and my jaw screamed as I spoke, but I had to know.

				He smiled. “Not just your father. Your mother too.” 

				I felt sick to my stomach. How poorly I misjudged the situation. He was responsible for my parents’ deaths. 

				“And why? Because they knew. They knew and they protected you anyway. Them and Andre. But as you might already know, I can’t exactly kill Andre if I’m trying to prevent the deaths of countless vampires. Killing him would mean killing all vampires. Well, all of them but one—you.”

				“I still don’t understand—why kill my parents and me if the future is alterable?” I asked, careful about jostling my jaw. I knew that I would die before I was responsible for the mass extermination of vampires, regardless of their innocence.

				“That is exactly what Andre said when he learned of the prophecy. He thought he could change your fate. So he forbid all vampires from making an attempt on your life. A true leader eliminates all threats to his people, but when it came to you, his soulmate, Andre put himself before his subjects. Coward. He has left the dirty work to me.” With that, he grabbed my arm and yanked me to my feet. 

			

			
				He brought my neck to his mouth and bit down hard. I screamed as blood seeped down Theodore’s chin and my neck. Theodore hissed an intake of breath. “Perhaps we can have a little fun before you die. You are truly an exquisite thing.” 

				This was not how I was going die. Then Theodore’s words sank in. 

				I thought back to when Andre and I practiced how to captivate prey. That barely contained monster had surfaced, the one that feasted off of sex and other dangerous things. The siren inside me.

				I knew what I had to do—I’d just never consciously attempted it before. Theodore bent down to my neck and ran his tongue along the wound. I suppressed my horrified shiver and opened myself up to my unearthly heritage, which legend says men have died for.

				I felt the warm rush of power as the siren took over. 

				“Theodore.” I thought I had spoken his name, but it sounded more like an ethereal song. This voice could not be mine; I could never sound so seductive. 

				He stilled at my throat. Slowly he lifted his head up and looked into my eyes. I could almost see his wicked thoughts as he stared at me.

				“You know you do not want to kill me … yet.” Again, I sang the words, my voice dripping of sex, an activity I really had no idea about. 

				Almost against his will he shook his head. “Stop it.” He spoke through clenched teeth.

			

			
				“I know what you want to do.” I backed up towards the bed that loomed on the far side of the room and beckoned him to follow. 

				He gazed at me for a moment, his hands fisting as he tried to fight off the glamour. Gradually his hands slackened again as he became mesmerized, and then he began to follow me, no longer the feared predator. 

				I felt my control slipping. The siren in me wanted blood and sex, and she’d go all the way if she could. I put my hand to his chest, and pushed him partially onto the bed. His legs dangled over the mattress’ edge, and I bent over him.

				I slid my hands over his thighs and made a sound low in my throat. His eyes were too bright, and they watched me in awe. I moved my hands to his hair, running them through his wavy locks. 

				His own hands cupped my butt and then moved out to my hips. He pulled me closer, our lower bodies flush with one another.

				Tantalizingly slow, I leaned towards him until my mouth hovered over his. There, I paused before pulling back.

				I stared into his eyes. My heart pounded and my breathing was becoming erratic. “Now I am going to give you exactly what you deserve.” 

				I slammed my knee as hard as I could into his crotch—which, given my strength, was considerable.

				He screamed like a wounded animal. I turned and sprinted down the hallway, towards the stairs. I looked behind me to see Theodore leaning on the doorway, painfully straightening up. Taking into account his superhuman speed, I had only bought myself a few precious seconds. I dashed around the banister, knocking over a few candles that rested on its edge. Behind me I smelled smoke as the rug caught on fire. 

			

			
				Crap, I was responsible for burning down the mansion?

				“Gabrielle!” Theodore roared behind me. I flew down the steps, hoping I wouldn’t trip in my stilettos. It would be a shame to escape death only to break my neck during my great escape.

				Below me, I saw Andre fill the front doorway. “Gabrielle?”

				“Andre—go!” I yelled. He could not die here too. 

				He looked quizzically at me, and then past me. “Theodore?” 

				Theodore must have registered that his time was up. He pulled out a gun. There was no hesitation. He looked down the barrel at me and fired. Almost instantaneously, something large and solid tackled me. My shoulder exploded as the bullet tore through muscle and tissue. 

				I shrieked as Andre and I hit the stairs, the pain causing my vision to cloud. Getting shot was just as unbearable the second time around as it was the first. 

				Andre stood up, his tux partially stained with my blood. An unholy fire blazed in his eyes as he stared Theodore down. The ground beneath us quaked. He was absolutely stunning and utterly terrifying.

			

			
				I tried to sit up, but as soon as I moved, pain shot through my left side. I contented myself with watching everything sideways.

				Slowly Andre walked the stairs towards Theodore. Each step he took shook the floor. Abandoned champagne flutes wobbled and china tinkled. 

				His eyes never strayed from Theodore, who stood paralyzed. “You tried to kill her,” Andre’s voice boomed. 

				The whole building shuddered at his words. Above me the giant chandelier rocked violently side to side. Dozens of candles toppled from their precarious perch, dropping from the chandelier and lighting the ancient rugs on fire. I took note that the fire was equally Andre’s fault.

				Theodore managed to stand his ground, although his hands quivered. “She’s seen him, the devil. She’s cursed.”

				I swallowed down my nausea. The devil? Was that who the man in the suit was? I couldn’t imagine how Theodore knew this. Andre, however, didn’t so much as pause at this revelation. 

				“She will lead to the death of us all.” Theodore’s words became rushed. “You could not protect your people, so I had to.” 

				Poor Theodore misunderstood the situation. Even I could tell that Andre was beyond listening. 

				Andre’s hair began to lift, as if caught by a breeze. “How dare you question my leadership!” he yelled. A violent tremor began at Andre’s feet. The building’s foundations groaned as it swept through the mansion, upending priceless sculptures and vases. 

			

			
				The enormous wrought iron chandelier shrieked, and with a awful snap, it began to fall.

				“Gabrielle!” My head whipped around. Caleb ran towards me, cutting across the entrance hall. Dear God, the chandelier and he were on a collision course. He wasn’t going to be able to clear the distance. 

				Time slowed. I began to move as the chandelier plunged towards him. My shoulder screamed as I forced myself up and my feet to move. But I wasn’t fast enough. 

				“Caleb!” 

				He registered my alarm, his face changing from concern to confusion. And then the edge of the chandelier connected with his head. There was a sickening thump and Caleb’s eyes rolled back as he fell limp. 

				The entire event happened in seconds, but it seemed to stretch on in my mind. Then time righted itself.

				The chandelier hit the floor; its massive iron frame crumpled side tables and pulverized the wooden floorboards beneath. It sounded like hell had broken loose, and maybe it had. Debris rained over me from the fallout.

				Above me Andre’s anger still raged. “You took an oath to protect her, and instead you tried to kill her.” The fire bloomed and spread in time to Andre’s voice, licking up the thick drapery. “You betrayed the coven. You betrayed me!” Everywhere glass shattered. 

			

			
				Theodore started to back up, the whites of his eyes visible. Remembering the gun, he aimed it at me. Before his finger so much as caressed the trigger, the gun flew from his hand. 

				Horror bloomed on Theodore’s usually confident face as he looked at his empty hand. Apparently he hadn’t fully realized the extent of Andre’s power either. Theodore turned to run.

				“No,” Andre ordered. The doors along the hallway slammed shut. Andre wrapped his hand around one of the banister rails and ripped it away from the staircase.

				Theodore staggered. “No, not that.” He began to beg. “Please Andre, have mercy.”

				Andre grabbed Theodore’s hair and pulled his head backward, exposing his neck.

				“Please, please, please,” Theodore said, over and over again. 

				“There is no mercy for traitors.” Andre lifted the stake and, in one clean stroke, thrust it through Theodore’s heart. Above the roaring of the fire, I heard screams coming from outside.

				My stomach roiled. Andre dropped Theodore’s body and walked back down the stairs. His rage had not subsided. With every step he took the fire expanded, until I was uncomfortably hot.

			

			
				He approached me, and I tried to move away from him. Uncaring, he scooped me up, and I screamed as he jostled my shoulder. I was pressed against Andre’s bloody tux, soaked with my blood and now Theodore’s. 

				Andre didn’t so much as pause as we passed Caleb. We were leaving without him. “Wait, we have to get Caleb.” Andre ignored me. “Andre, did you hear me? Put me down.”

				“No.” We crossed the mansion’s threshold then were outside. I breathed in the crisp evening air. People gathered in clusters, some whispering to each other as they watched us, others crying. 

				Here and there I noticed strange piles of singed clothing. And then an unsettling thought crept up on me. If Andre’s death would kill everyone he’d ever changed, could Theodore’s death kill the vampires he’d created too? 

				“Oh God …” But Andre must’ve known this. He must have known that killing Theodore would indirectly kill so many others. But if he knew … My stomach churned. If he knew, then his actions were horrific.

				“Put me down!” 

				“No,” he said. His voice had lost its otherworldly anger. “You may hate me, but I will not let you go back inside.” Andre finally met my gaze, and he looked normal again. A droplet of blood snaked from his eye. It took me a moment to realize it was a tear. “I cannot let you die.”

			

			
				He was not going to let me save my friend. He’d hold me back and let Caleb die—if he wasn’t dead already. I couldn’t let that happen. 

				For a second time that evening I coaxed the sinister siren to the surface. I opened myself up and let my power take over. My skin began to glow lightly.

				Andre’s eyes widened when he realized what I was doing. But it was already too late. “Put me down.” Once again my voice was not my own. 

				Andre hesitated.

				I brushed a piece of hair away from his face. “Put me down,” I repeated, my voice melodic. His jaw clenched and unclenched. Slowly, so slowly, he let me down. I could tell he was trying to fight it, but even he could be swayed.

				As soon as my feet touched the ground, I began to run, keeping my injured arm close to my body. I didn’t know how much time I’d have before he regained full control of his actions. 

				My skin was still glowing, and I noticed individuals approaching me as the siren pulled them in.

				Although only a minute had passed since I was last inside, the mansion was now largely consumed by flames. I hesitated only briefly before plunging in. Once inside, smoke obscured my vision, and my eyes teared up almost immediately. I made my way through the smoke to the chandelier. Next to it was my fallen friend. 

			

			
				Caleb lay so still that I was convinced he was dead. I knelt down and felt for a pulse. It was there, very weak but there nonetheless. I almost collapsed with relief.

				I hooked my arms underneath his. A wave of nausea passed over me as I forced my injured shoulder to support Caleb’s weight. I took in a deep breath, steadied myself, and pulled him to his feet. Lifting him was effortless, but I screamed from the intense pain shooting through my arm as I moved it. He moaned, slowly coming to, and I almost cried out my relief.

				“Gabrielle?” He began to cough.

				“Hey sleepyhead, not the best place for a nap!” I had to yell to be heard above the fire.

				He smiled then winced and rubbed his head.

				“We need to get out of here!” 

				I let him lean on me as I walked us through the haze and back to the mansion’s main entrance. As soon as I could see it, however, I knew there was no way of getting out. The large oak doors were engulfed in flames, turning our escape into a wall of fire. My heart dropped. We were trapped in a burning house. 

				“We’re going to have to figure out another exit,” I said. 

				This was beginning to feel like déjà vu; I had lived through one fire already. 

				That’s it.

				“Persecution tunnels,” I said.

				“What?”

				“Can you walk?”  I asked him.

			

			
				Slowly he nodded. “I think so.”

				“Good. We need to head to the kitchen. There should be a tunnel beyond.”

				I was desperately hoping that Bishopcourt was somewhat similar to my childhood home. If the pantry connected to the kitchen contained a wine cellar, then it would be the perfect place to put a persecution tunnel. If it didn’t … I refused to think about the alternative.

				Something in the distance crashed, and I began to walk us towards the east wing.

				Caleb paused to catch his breath, leading to another coughing fit. Meanwhile my eyes were tearing up from the heat. Time was quickly running out for the two of us.

				The walls and ceiling of the hallway off of the main entrance were on fire, but luckily they were wide and high enough to pass through mostly unscathed. I sent up a silent prayer that the floor here was marble. 

				We were almost to the other end of the hall when I heard a wall behind us crash.

				“Can you run?” I asked Caleb.

				“No, I don’t think so.” 

				“Hmmm.” Could I carry him and get us out in time?

				“But I might be able to shapeshift.”

				“Shapeshift?”

				He let out a shaky cough, reminding me how injured he was. “Change into an animal. Something you could hold so I don’t slow you down.”

			

			
				I nodded. “Let’s try that.” It was the best idea we had. If he changed, I could use my supernatural speed, increasing our chances of survival. 

				Caleb closed his eyes and exhaled. His skin rippled, and he began to shrink and thin. Scales formed, replacing skin. His body curved and coiled until he was nothing more than a garden snake sitting amongst his crumpled clothing.

				I repressed a shudder. I’d never been a big fan of snakes, and up until now I’d never held one. I bent down and hurriedly picked Caleb up; the ground must be scalding. He slithered up my injured arm, and I bit back a scream as he coiled himself around it.

				After he was securely wrapped around my arm, I dashed down the hallway and turned left. The fire had only tentatively made its way down this hall. The third door on the left was the kitchen, and I sprinted through. 

				Inside, the walls were beginning to smoke, and the exposed beams on the ceiling had caught fire. At the back of the room the door to the pantry was still untouched by the flames. Above me there was a groan, and a flaming beam fell between the pantry door and me.  

				I’d have to jump over the beam. I looked down at my long dress and heels. If I went through that pantry and there was no connected cellar, I might not be able to get us out of here. Why had I not chosen a window when I had the chance? 

			

			
				I ripped more than half my skirt off and wound the excess material around my free arm. I backed up and took a running jump over the beam, singeing myself as I leapt over it.

				I got up on the other side and assessed the pantry door. Like all doors, it had a metal handle. Using the material wrapped around my arm as a buffer, I opened the door and dashed inside. At the back of the pantry there was a rectangle cut into the floor. A cellar door. I wanted to cry in relief. I hadn’t doomed us. Someone had propped it open, presumably to bring out wines stored below. 

				I descended the stairs and closed the hatch above us. Smoke trickled in through the door’s cracks at an alarming rate. We weren’t out of danger yet. 

				Shelves and shelves of wines covered the walls of the cavernous cellar. Andre’s anger had broken most of the bottles. I didn’t stop to ponder just how priceless each remaining one was. I began toppling shelves. Hundreds of broken and intact glass bottles shattered as the racks crashed to the floor. One down. Two down. Three down. I’d only cleared one of the four walls. And yet no persecution tunnel.

				I began coughing, choking on the smoke that was rapidly filling up the cellar. I was running out of time and shelves. I pushed over another shelf on the adjacent wall. There was nothing but solid earth behind it. I screamed out in frustration. The cellar was too big; there wasn’t enough time to bring down all the wine racks that covered the walls.

			

			
				I rubbed my temples. Think, think. But I couldn’t think; if I could, Caleb and I would have been outside long before now. I was running on adrenaline alone.

				Breathing in and out, I steadied myself. I caught the faintest whiff of grass and felt the cool brush of an almost imperceptible breeze. My head snapped up. The breeze came from the wall opposite me.

				Please let this be it. I walked over and began yanking down the shelves.

				And there it was. Behind one of the shelves was a hollow space. 

				Stepping over the broken shelves, I led us down the pitch-black tunnel. Even with my good night vision I had to grope a bit to get my bearings. 

				It felt like an eternity before I reached the end of the tunnel. By the time I arrived, my arm was throbbing and Caleb’s hold was loosening. I felt along the damp walls, trying to find the door that led out. My hand bumped into a ladder. 

				Tentatively I tested it. When it didn’t collapse under my weight, I began climbing.

				My head hit wood, and raising my good arm, I pushed against it. The damp wood groaned in protest, and I redoubled my effort. Above me I heard the sound of snapping roots as I displaced the plants that had grown above the hidden door. With a final push, the wooden door gave, and moonlight streamed down on me.

			

			
				I climbed out and collapsed onto the ground, and Caleb uncoiled himself. His scales began to ripple, and slowly he morphed back into his natural form. Under normal circumstances I would’ve blushed when I realized I was looking at Caleb’s naked backside. But now, having nearly escaped death a few times, propriety was the last thing on my mind. 

				He dry heaved a few times before flopping down next to me. The door had led us out to the back of the property, so close to the ocean that I could smell the musty sea. In the distance we could see the fire department containing the fire. Luckily it hadn’t spread to the surrounding greenery.

				“Thanks for saving my life,” Caleb said softly.

				I looked at the stars, happy to be alive. “Thanks for coming tonight and helping me save mine.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Epilogue

				One Month Later

				I tugged my dark green dress down and looked at my date. Caleb and Rodrigo, the Brazilian werewolf Oliver had invited to the Autumn Ball, were discussing shapeshifting. When he noticed me staring, Caleb flashed me a secret smile, his blue eyes glittering with something more than friendship. I returned the smile. My stomach didn’t flutter like it probably should have, but at least Caleb was a safe, healthy choice as far as dates went. 

				I tried not to think about the man I wished were here instead. After trying and failing to convince myself for the last month that my feelings for Andre were gone, I’d settled on the truth: I loved him, but his actions during the night of the fire had terrified me. Despite being his soulmate—something I was having a hard time accepting—I wasn’t sure I could be with someone who’d knowingly damned dozens of his own people in order to save me. That sort of devotion was a little too intense—and volatile—for my taste.

			

			
				It didn’t, however, mean that I could get over him. Nor did it stop me from staring at his number in my weaker moments, imagining what it would be like to bring things back to the way they were.

				“Hey gorgeous,” Oliver came up behind me. “Isn’t Rodrigo delicious?” he asked. He saw my troubled face. “Don’t tell me you’re thinking about him again?”

				“Oliver! I—”

				“I’m not asking you to defend yourself. Just make a decision and move on.”

				“I have, only it’s a bit hard considering he’s my soulmate,” I snapped.

				“Is everything okay?” Caleb had wandered over and was now looking between Oliver and me.

				“Everything’s fine,” I said, smiling reassuringly. 

				“Good.” Caleb tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear, his fingers lingering, before he pulled me into a hug. Over his shoulder I saw Oliver shaking his head.

				“Congratulations again—about joining the Politia,” Caleb whispered into my ear. 

				A member of the department had visited me while Caleb and I were still in the hospital and offered me a position on the secret supernatural force. Apparently they’d been scouting me for weeks, and my role in the deaths of dozens of vampires and the rescue of Caleb—who the Politia was grooming to become their star enforcer—had convinced them of my qualifications.

			

			
				“Thanks,” I whispered back into his ear. He’d made it sound like an honor, but I’d only reluctantly accepted the offer, using the logic of keeping your friends close and your enemies closer. I didn’t trust the Politia. The supernatural community didn’t like vampires, and the Politia represented and enforced the community’s values. But perhaps getting to know me would change their minds.

				I moved my lips away from Caleb’s ear and made the mistake of breathing in. The heady smell of his blood, pulsing just under the skin of his neck, caught me off guard, and I felt my canines extend. I pulled back quickly and turned away from him. 

				“I think I need some fresh air,” I said, my back to him.

				“Is everything alright?”

				“Yes, yes,” I mumbled, already moving away from him. “I’ll be right back.” 

				Thankfully he didn’t try to follow me as I left Peel’s ballroom and walked outside. The fierce wind grabbed at my hair and my gown, beckoning me towards the edge of the castle grounds. I leaned against the ancient stone wall, which ran the perimeter of the school. A hundred feet below, the surf crashed onto the rocks.

				“It would be so easy to jump,” a voice beside me said. “A swift fall and a quick death. Hundreds of students have done it over the centuries.”

			

			
				My head whipped to my side, but no one was there. I looked around me. Thirty feet away the man in a suit leaned against the castle wall, blending into the shadows. 

				I put a hand to my chest. I hadn’t seen him since the night he’d taken me.

				“What, thought I was gone? Not after the night we spent together.” He winked at me. I felt sick to my stomach; I still didn’t know what had happened to me that night.

				“I know who you are,” I said. That much Theodore had helped me with. The man in the suit wasn’t a figment of my imagination. No, it was much worse. He was the devil, Lucifer, the most beautiful angel who’d fallen from heaven.

				“I guess the jig’s up.” He pouted. “And I was having so much fun convincing you that you were insane.”

				My hands were shaking from his nearness, and I bit the inside of my cheek to hold back the scream that wanted to bubble to the surface. The delicate skin tore and I tasted blood.

				“Having problems these days with your … cravings?” he asked.

				“Of course not,” I said, my elongated canines contradicting me. Not to mention that I was no longer on speaking terms with my mentor, the one person who might be able to help me control my urges.

				“You know, it seems interesting to me that the Politia still haven’t found the hired hitmen who tried to kill you.”

			

			
				“They’re working on it,” I said, doubt creeping into my voice. Somehow he knew my fears and exploited them. 

				“Of your attackers, I especially find the shapeshifter interesting. Did you know that’s a hereditary ability? Would be awfully problematic if your boyfriend’s father was the one who tried to murder you.”

				“He’s not my boyfriend.”

				“Oh right. That title belongs to Andre, the cold-blooded killer. Pass along my thanks. I had many new arrivals that night.”

				“Just leave me the hell alone,” I said. I began walking back towards the ballroom.

				“Never.” His voice was a whisper in my ear. “Enjoy your night. I’ll be watching you.”

				To Be Continued …
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				Lastly, to Dan’s parents, you are both some of the kindest, most genuinely caring people I know. Thanks for rooting for me and raising the most wonderful son a girl could ask for!
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				Chapter 1

				Leaves crunched underfoot as Catherine O’Connor walked over to her bag and shoved the sprig of hemlock into it, right next to the mugwort and meadowsweet. 

				Now all I need is lilac, and then I can get out of here.

				She moved her flashlight back over the woods. Beyond the beam of light the shadows seemed to gather and sway. She ignored the way her heart thumped and her pulse pounded in her ears. Out here, so close to the Otherworld, the natural laws didn’t work quite the same way. At least that’s what she told herself as she went back for the lilac. 

				Her mother had taught her differently—taught her to trust her instincts as a witch—but Catherine was pressed for time and Glen Maye was the best place to get these ingredients. 

				Somewhere above her the moon shone brightly, but the thick clusters of trees blocked out most of the moonlight.

			

			
				Behind her leaves stirred. Catherine swung her flashlight around, noting the way the shadows scuttled away from the light. 

				Nothing. There was absolutely nothing there. That didn’t reassure her. Some of her most frightening fears were formless. 

				She tried to swallow, but her mouth was too dry.

				Screw this. 

				She strode back to her bag and hung it over her shoulder. A little distance away her bike waited for her. 

				At least, it should’ve been waiting for her. 

				When Catherine approached the familiar boulder, the boulder she’d leaned the bike against every few weeks for the last year, it was gone. Vanished.

				She drew the light to the ground around the rock. She even walked around the boulder just to make sure her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her. 

				Behind her, a branch snapped.

				Catherine swiveled around. The light jiggled as her hand shook. It seemed that the shadows pressed in on her.

				Coming here was a bad idea.

				“Oh yes, it was.” 

				A hand grabbed her hair and jerked her head back. She began to whisper a prayer. But she never finished. Sharp teeth sank into her neck. And then her words became shrieks.

			

			
				***


				I woke up to the sound of a scream. I propped myself up in bed and clicked on the light. Across the room Leanne sat up in bed, clutching her throat. 

				“What’s wrong?” I asked. I could smell her fear.

				Her hand dropped from her neck. “Nothing,” Leanne murmured. “Sorry to wake you.” She repositioned herself and soon her breathing evened out, as if she hadn’t woken up screaming just moments before. Then again, she’d woken up from nightmares on and off for the past couple weeks, so maybe she was used to it by now. I sure wasn’t.

				I glanced at my clock on the nightstand. It was one in the morning and I felt wide awake. Crappy vampire genes. 

				I lay back in bed and rubbed the rough wool of Andre’s blanket between my fingers. It no longer smelled like the sea and him, but it still brought me the same strange comfort it always had. I let my eyes close and my mind clear, trying to once again entice sleep.

				I’d just nodded off when my phone began buzzing. Across the room Leanne moaned. 

				I cursed under my breath and threw the blankets off my bed. The clock indicated that it was almost three in the morning. I guess I had gotten some shuteye after all. 

				Grabbing my phone and slipping some shoes on, I stepped out into the hall. I read the caller ID. Hellhole. 

			

			
				Now it was my turn to moan. Not the Politia. Not now. 

				When I’d agreed to work with the Politia, the supernatural community’s police force, a month ago, I definitely hadn’t realized the time commitments. Still, late night calls were rare even for them.

				“Yeah?” I answered the phone. 

				“Hi Gabrielle. This is Inspector Comfry. We’re calling you in on official business.”

				I felt my eyebrows shoot up. “I’m sorry—right now?” 

				“Gabrielle, a girl was murdered tonight, and we think you can help us solve the case.” 

				***


				An hour later I entered Castle Rushen, the Politia’s headquarters and another big effing castle located on the tiny Isle of Man. A group of inspectors loitered right inside the entrance.

				The sound of the closing door drew their eyes to me. I tried not to wince at the hard looks I received—especially the one from Caleb’s father, Byron Jennings. Since I had joined the Politia, I had gotten used to the fact that not everyone here liked me, but it didn’t make seeing it any easier.

				Inspector Magdalene Comfrey, my boss, pulled away from the group. By her looks, you would never know that almost ten years separated us in age. Small and lithe, her auburn colored bob framed a youthful face. But her sweet appearance was deceiving. She was tougher and scarier than most of the men in the room, probably to make up for her looks.

			

			
				She didn’t even bother saying hi. Instead she took my hand and closed her eyes.

				“Maggie what are you—” My words cut off when she began to speak.

				“She’s been asleep since eleven o’clock,” Maggie said to the group, eyes still closed. The room seemed to let out a collective sigh at her words, but the flinty stares didn’t go away.

				She opened her eyes and loosened her hold on my hand. I pulled it from her grasp and shot her an accusing look.

				Inspector Comfrey was a psychometric, meaning that she could pull memories and facts from objects—including skin. Only she was so good at it that it was essentially the same thing as mind reading. No memory was safe from her.

				However, unlike Leanne, who could foresee events, Maggie could only get a read on past events. It was a useful trait for an inspector, and I was sure I’d been paired with her for this reason. She was a walking lie detector, and I was untrustworthy.

				Maggie shrugged. “Don’t give me that look,” she said. “You haven’t seen the victim yet.”

				Before I could ask what she’d meant by that, the door opened and a bleary-eyed Caleb walked in, carrying a cardboard tray of coffee.

			

			
				He nodded to his dad then flashed me a sleepy smile. “Hey partner,” he said. “Got you a coffee. Thought you might need it.”

				“Awesome—thanks.” I didn’t bother to mention my vampy abilities made waking up and staying up at night increasingly easy. Not while I was one comment away from getting shanked by these angry villagers—I mean inspectors.

				“Ah, perfect,” Inspector Comfrey said. “Now that you two are here, let’s get going.”

				“Where are we going?” I asked.

				“To the morgue.”

				***


				Maggie, Caleb, and I entered the morgue, appropriately located in the castle’s basement. My nostrils flared at the smell of preservatives, bodily fluids, and decay. The taste of coffee on my tongue soured.

				“Knock knock,” Maggie said.

				Chief Constable Eugene Morgan was already in the room chatting with the pathologist, and at the interruption Morgan glanced up. “Ah,” he said, noticing us, “you’re all here.” His gaze rested on mine. “Sergeant Fiori, glad you came,”—as if I had a choice—“perhaps you in particular can lend us some of your vampiric insight.”

				I glanced between him and the pathologist, uncomfortable by the attention and confused about what exactly the chief constable wanted me to do. Chief Constable Morgan was the head of the Politia, and though I had met him before, this was the first time I’d ever worked directly with him. 

			

			
				“Uh, sure,” I said.

				“Good, good.” He nodded to himself and rubbed his cinnamon and salt mustache. “Maggie,” he said, turning to Inspector Comfry, “have you had a chance to read the victim?”

				Maggie nodded once. “I touched the body earlier, but it’s no good. The overwhelming impression was fear. It overrode anything important I might’ve otherwise been able to pick up on.”

				“Damn. That’s too bad.” Chief Constable Morgan looked up at the pathologist. “Well then, why don’t you pull out our victim?”

				Caleb, Maggie, and I moved towards the wall of metal human-sized drawers. Involuntarily I shivered, the movement causing the coffee I held to slosh inside its container. The last time I was in a room like this, I was on the other side of those drawers.

				The pathologist grabbed the handle for one of the drawers and pulled. He rolled out a petite woman with fiery red hair. 

				My stomach clenched at the sight and smell of her. Her body was too pale, even for her alabaster complexion. And the smell . . . ammonia overpowered my olfactory senses. Whoever she was, she was scared before she died.

			

			
				Then my eyes traveled to her neck. Or what used to be her neck. What must’ve once been a delicate swathe of skin was now a red, meaty pulp. Someone had torn it apart. 

				The pathologist clucked his tongue. “The victim’s body was drained of nearly every drop of blood.”

				***


				“You okay?” Caleb asked not coming too close.

				He found me in the hallway outside the morgue, bent over a trashcan; my coffee and the contents of my stomach now rested at the bottom of it. 

				I nodded, but I wasn’t okay. Far from it.

				Was it Andre? Someone else? Do they think I killed her? Maggie’s earlier behavior suddenly made sense. She wanted to know if I’d done it.

				As if reading my mind, Caleb said, “They don’t think you did it.” 

				Yeah right. 

				I glanced up at him. “And how would you know that?” I asked. Either he was lying, or the inspectors were telling Caleb more than they were telling me. 

				He was silent, but only for a moment. “Think you can go back in?” he asked, switching subjects.

				“Do I have to?” Please say no, please say n—


				“We’ve been assigned to the investigation.”

				Of course we’d been.

				I exhaled. “Fine.” I rose to my feet. 

				When we walked back into the morgue, the rest of the group was waiting for us. 

			

			
				“Feeling better?” Chief Constable Morgan asked.

				I nodded, trying not to breathe in through my nose. Maggie laid a comforting hand on me, which was probably just a ruse so that she could continue to get a read off of me. 

				“Great, well then, let me fill you in on the victim.” My mutinous stomach rolled again. I so did not want to hear about the victim, especially not with her sprawled out in front of me.

				“Her name is Catherine O’Connor. Age seventeen. She was a senior attending Peel Academy,” Morgan said. “From her belongings it appears she was a witch.”

				He scratched his mustache. “Someone killed her out in the woods earlier this evening—near the Glen Maye entrance to the Otherworld—while she was out collecting herbs. We found her crumpled bike off to the side of the road.”

				Morgan paused. “Her throat had been ripped out and her body drained of blood. She’d then been placed in a cruciform position.”

				Now he looked to me—they all did. 

				“Um, interesting,” I said lamely.

				“Sergeant Fiori, we were hoping you might tell us something that we hadn’t yet noticed.”

				I swallowed. “Don’t you have someone more qualified for this?”

				“Andre was called in to the crime scene around the time we found her.” My heart jumped at Andre’s name. He’d been pulled into the case as well? “He, however, could only tell us she was savagely murdered and that it could have been a vampire.”

			

			
				The chief constable frowned and I stifled a smile. What a dirty little politician Andre was. This had to be the work of a vampire, but he wouldn’t even confirm that to the Politia.

				“We’ve had an uneasy truce with vampires for over a century, but the truce is just that—uneasy,” the chief constable said. “We’d prefer that you, a pseudo-vampire and one of our own, work on this case with Caleb and Inspector Comfry, even if you have less knowledge on the subject than someone like Andre.” 

				I opened my mouth to tell them they picked the wrong girl, that there was no such thing as a pseudo-vampire, that I couldn’t help them. But instead of forming those words, my mouth formed others. “She smells like ammonia,” I said, referring to the girl in front of me. “If it was released before she was killed, then like Maggie said, she was probably terrified when she died. It probably also means her death wasn’t quick.” 

				I studied the victim’s neck. “I’ve never bitten anyone, so I wouldn’t know if that’s normal or not.”

				“It’s not,” Maggie chimed in.

				“Then whoever did this wanted to cause her pain,” I said.

				My throat worked. I wanted to unsee and unlearn all that I had over the last hour. Instead, I was on the case.

			

			
				Damn.


				



			

	





			
				


				Chapter 2

				I dropped my bag and slid behind my desk in my anthropology class, resting my head on my folded arms in front of me. I needed a nap like a fish needed water.

				“Hey ho,” said a familiar fairy boy. “Where were you this morning? Leanne and I waited forever for your skanky ass to show.”

				“Oliver,” I groaned, dragging my head up. 

				Oliver started at my appearance. “Whoa, what happened to you?”

				“I don’t want to talk about it.” I’d already seen my bloodshot eyes and the dark circles beneath them.

				He flashed me a knowing look. “Did you and Andre finally kiss and make up?”

				“Is there an off button on you?” I asked. Fantasies of my bed flittered through my mind.

				“Oh my God—you did, didn’t you, you hot slut!” Oliver squealed. “Give me the scoop! And don’t leave out the juicy details—you know they’re my favorite.” We were getting looks as the rest of the class filed in.

			

			
				I slapped a hand over his mouth. His eyes widened.

				“Just—shut up for a moment.” His eyes narrowed. If I removed my hand now without an explanation, more sass would pour out of that mouth of his than I could handle. 

				I lowered my voice. “A girl was murdered last night, and the Politia placed me on the investigation.”

				He nodded once, and I slowly I removed my hand. He paused before asking thoughtfully, “Was that before or after you made up with Andre?”

				I put my head in my hand. I could already tell today was going to be a winner.

				


				After class got out, Oliver and I parted ways, him to grab lunch with Leanne, and me to sleep. 

				I wound my way through the busy corridors of Peel Castle. Hundreds of pumpkins and jack-o’-lanterns lined the walls. Between them sat enchanted caldrons, which bubbled and steamed. 

				Every so often I passed a set of knight’s armor. Someone had gone to the trouble of placing witch hats on top of their heads and replacing their swords with broomsticks. 

				All the decorations were in honor of the upcoming holiday, Samhain—more commonly known as Halloween—when the doors between worlds opened. 

				I exited the castle and crossed the expansive lawn. 

			

			
				“Hey, wait up Gabrielle.” Caleb’s voice came from behind me. Unconsciously my muscles tensed. 

				I paused and watched him jog over to me. He smiled when he reached me and kissed my cheek in greeting. His lips lingered longer than was polite.

				“Isn’t it crazy?” he whispered into my ear. 

				I leaned away from him. “What are you talking about?”

				His eyes sparkled. “Being on an investigation—together.” The Politia had paired Caleb and I together. Just like my boss, Inspector Comfrey, I didn’t think this was a coincidence. But I’d never voiced my opinions. 

				I shrugged and began walking again. “It’s definitely creepy,” I said, stifling a yawn.

				His hand captured mine, his fingers sliding between my own. There it was again. The subtle signals that he wanted something more from me than just friendship.

				So I not-so-subtly removed my hands from his. “Caleb, what do you want?”

				But when I turned to face him, he was gone.

				***


				I entered my room and leaned against the door. Finally, some peace and—


				“I was hoping we could look over the report together.” 

				I screamed. Caleb stood next to me, stark naked.

			

			
				“All that is holy Caleb!” I said, shielding my eyes and throwing him a towel to cover himself with. “You could’ve just signed in downstairs.”

				“You wouldn’t have invited me up.”

				Damn, but he was perceptive. “That’s because I want to sleep.” I glanced out my window. His clothes sat out on the lawn in a rumpled heap. Huh, I should’ve noticed that. 

				“We should get a head start on the investigation,” he said, wrapping the towel around himself. “Inspector Comfrey will want to see our progress when we meet next.” He folded his arms over his sculpted torso. I tried not to stare.

				“Yeah, I’m all for it,” I said, “but maybe we can do this some other time?” When you’re clothed. 

				His lips pulled down at the corners. Like Andre, he wasn’t used to getting rejected. “If that’s what you want.”

				“It is.” All I wanted was a little nap. Just an itty bitty one. Was that too much to ask for?

				“Fine.” He walked over to my window and opened it. Outside, a group of girls clustered in front of the building, chatting about the upcoming Witches Festival, a party hosted by—surprise, surprise—the school’s witches.

				Caleb whistled and they glanced up. 

				Oh. No.

				“Hey ladies, can you toss me my clothing?”

				A couple of them giggled, and I heard at least one heartbeat stutter. Did everybody but me have a crush on this guy?

			

			
				I spent the next few minutes watching the girls try to throw Caleb’s clothes up to him—try being the key word here.

				“Why don’t I just push you out the window?” I said, eyeing Caleb’s exposed back. “Then you can just turn into a bird and fly your way out of my room.”

				He swiveled to face me. “Hey, that’s not a bad idea.”

				Caleb stretched his arms over his head. The skin rippled and shrank. Feathers sprouted along his skin, until his arms became wings, and his face acquired a beak.

				An eagle stood on top of my towel. It cocked its head at me and screeched. 

				“That’s the most beautiful thing I’ve heard come out of your mouth all day,” I joked.

				Caleb ruffled his feathers, just to let me know I wasn’t that funny, and then hobbled over to the windowsill. Letting loose another shriek, he dived off. I closed my window behind him, muffling the girls’ surprised screams as he swooped over them and collected his clothes in his talons.

				I stretched and yawned. Just another normal day at Peel Academy. 

				Behind me I heard Caleb’s squawk and the tap of a beak on glass. I guess he thought he was coming back in. Ha, sucker. 

				I took my shoes off and slid under my topmost sheet, the woolen blanket I’d snatched from Andre.

			

			
				Andre. My heart did something funny in my chest. I’d placed my phone on my nightstand next to my bed, and now I stared at it. It had been almost two months since that fateful night at Bishopcourt, and I hadn’t seen or heard from him since. 

				I should get over it and call him.

				This was no longer just about me; there was a dead girl involved. But then a creeping thought snuck up on me. Did he think I did it? It had to have crossed his mind. And if it had, then why hadn’t he contacted me?

				I swallowed my unease. We couldn’t go on like this forever—I was going to have to call him.

				Eventually.

				***


				The next evening I worked on my enchanted engineering homework when Oliver and Leanne came into our room.

				“A little birdie told me you had a naked man in your room yesterday,” Oliver opened. “And I do mean birdie literally.”

				Leanne ignored him. “Whatever plans you had for this evening, drop them,” Leanne said, “and come with us.”

				I twirled the pen in my hand. “Where are you guys going?”

				Leanne smiled. “A séance.”

			

			
				***


				The séance was being held in one of the main library’s back rooms. As Oliver, Leanne, and I passed the rows of cloth-bound, gold-leafed books, I saw Lydia Thyme, Peel’s head librarian. Our eyes met and she winked at me. I smiled and nodded back. 

				Not so long ago she’d helped me when I desperately needed it. I wasn’t sure which side of good and evil she fell on, but I also wasn’t sure I had the luxury of defining my world by such absolutes any longer.

				At the back of the library there was a series of doors, one which was propped open. The three of us slipped inside.

				A group of students already sat in seats placed along the edges of the room. Leanne, Oliver, and I grabbed three of the remaining seats and waited for tonight’s activities to begin.

				I leaned into Leanne. “Remind me again what a séance is?” I asked, studying the round table in the middle of the room. Resting at its center was a crystal ball. 

				“A séance is a gathering of individuals who attempt to communicate with the dead.”

				That’s what I thought. I was just wondering why this was a good idea. There were plenty of people I knew who were dead, and only a couple I’d be okay communicating with. With the exception of my parents, I seriously hoped none of my deceased acquaintances showed up.

			

			
				“Séances are strongest when done close to Samhain,” Leanne continued, “hence tonight’s event.”

				I eyed the ground. Under the table someone had drawn a large pentagram within a circle. Five unlit candles rested at each point of the star. Considering my last foray with candles and old buildings didn’t go so well, I desperately hoped these would remain unlit.

				A few minutes later, after more students trickled in, Madame Woods entered the room, her velvet dress trailing behind her.

				“Welcome, welcome,” she said, steepling her hands together and bowing to us. 

				She straightened up. “I am Madame Woods, and my work is in the field of mediumship. Tonight I will be conducting a séance, a communion with the dead. For those of you who are unfamiliar with my procedures, I will first step into the protective circle I’ve created and light each of these five candles.”

				Well, there goes my earlier hope.

				“That,” she continued, “will activate the circle. Then I’ll seat myself in front of my crystal ball and hypnotize myself. Once under hypnosis, those spirits that want to be heard will communicate with me, and I will pass along their messages.”

				With that, she stepped inside the chalk circle and began to light each of the five candles.

				When the fifth and last candle was lit, Leanne inhaled sharply.

			

			
				“What is it?” I whispered to her.

				“I can see the contours of the protective circle—it’s actually a sphere,” she said, her eyes never straying from the middle of the room. “The top half of it is visible; the bottom half must be underground.”

				I followed her gaze, but I couldn’t see anything. The air was still as invisible as ever. 

				I shivered. There was something in the room that I couldn’t see. The thought made me feel vulnerable. I wondered what other unseen things lurked just beyond my five senses and whether they could peer at me.

				Madame Woods sat down in her chair. Rather than waving her hands around the crystal ball—which, I’ll be honest, I was kind of hoping for—she folded her hands in front of her and stared into it.

				For a long time nothing happened. Just as students were beginning to get restless, she spoke. “Does anyone have a deceased relative whose first name starts with a ‘J’?”

				When no one answered, she continued. “This is a female presence, and she’s telling me she was young when she died. I’m seeing water—either she drowned or . . . something to do with water.”

				An audience member cleared her throat. “I think that may be my younger sister, Jacqueline. She drowned in a lake on our property when she was ten.”

				Something about this moment, this confession, made me profoundly uncomfortable. I shouldn’t know about this stranger’s painful past, and I sure as hell didn’t want to share my own.

			

			
				Madame Woods focused on the girl who spoke. “Your sister wants me to tell you that she knows you carry around a picture of you two in your wallet. And on bad days you sometimes pull it out.” At this the audience member began to cry. 

				“She wants me to tell you that she loves you very much and to not worry about her.” 

				The tearful girl smiled. “Thank you,” she whispered.

				Madame Woods nodded and turned her attention back to the crystal ball. This time, we all waited patiently for her.

				“An older woman is coming through. Her name begins with an ‘A,’ and it’s an unusual first name. Adele? Arianna?”

				Leanne made a noise in the back of her throat. “Adelaide?” she asked. 

				“Yes,” Madame Woods said empathically.

				“That’s my grandmother.” 

				I looked at Leanne sharply. My impression had always been that her grandmother was still alive. After all, her grandmother was the one who had tipped Leanne off about the persecution tunnel in the basement of the women’s dormitory.

				“Oh, I like her,” Madame Woods said. “She has a mischievous personality.”

				I watched the smile spread across Leanne’s face. “She does.”

			

			
				“She’s been gone for awhile now, right?” Madame Woods said.

				Leanne nodded. “She died when I was eight.”

				At this, I felt my eyes widen. 

				“Hmm,” Madame Woods said. “She’s making it sound as though you two still chat often.”

				The skin at the corners of Leanne’s eyes crinkled. “We do. I dream about her often.”

				“She wants me to tell you that she enjoys those conversations immensely.” 

				The medium’s face darkened. “She also wants you to know that things are changing. You need to trust your abilities now more than ever. Because you can see what others can’t, you are more vulnerable to attack. Protect yourself.”

				Leanne sucked in her cheeks. “Okay.”

				Once more Madame Woods focused on the crystal ball in front of her. I studied the way her unblinking eyes watched the ball. Slowly her lids began to droop. Then they slid shut and her body went slack. 

				Somewhere in the room a clock ticked rhythmically. Students glanced at each other, no one sure what to make of the medium’s limp body.

				The candles in the room flickered, and Madame Woods gasped to life.

				Only, Madame Woods was no longer Madame Woods.

				“Where is she?” The voice was unnaturally deep and gravelly. Unfocused eyes searched the room. The students shifted. A couple whimpered. Around the room I saw wide eyes. 

			

			
				“Where is the devil’s consort? I smell her.” The eyes roved around the room. Until they locked with my own.

				“You.” The beast controlling Madame Woods strode towards me. 

				What had the thing called me? The devil’s consort? Ew. I mean seriously—ewww.

				The chalk line was only two feet in front of me, and that white line was all that separated the medium from me. Right about now I was having trouble believing an invisible wall separated us. But I sure hoped one was.

				“He’s watching you now, just as he always has.”

				I stilled. It seemed that even my heart slowed. Whatever lingered behind those eyes was ugly and twisted. And it knew about the man in the suit.


				



			

	





			
				


				Chapter 3

				Harrison Moore didn’t much like the outdoors, yet his job always seemed to bring him back out here. 

				He picked his way through the graveyard. The graves here were so old that the names and years had mostly worn away. They leaned towards and away from each other like drunken revelers partying the afterlife away. At least that was how Harrison liked to think of death—as a party that got better the longer you were gone. 

				For all his knowledge of the dead, he still had no idea what truly lay beyond.

				Behind him he could hear his gravedigger shoveling dirt into the hole. Only moments before, that grave’s occupant had whispered to Harrison secrets he’d taken to the grave. Secrets that would earn Harrison his next paycheck.

				Once the ceremony was complete and the soul had once again been released from the body, Harrison’s job was over. And tomorrow, other than the dark brown stain where the goat’s blood had spilled, there’d be no signs that anything supernatural had occurred here. 

			

			
				He hated his job. 

				As he considered alternative careers—perhaps a job that didn’t require supernatural powers—the leaves around the graves rustled.

				They crackled as Harrison stepped over them. It had been a long time since any graveyard spooked him. The dead were not so scary. The living were the ones you had to watch out for.

				Out of his peripherals, the shadows cast by the headstones moved. Harrison’s head snapped to the movement, but when he focused on the grave, it stood motionless, its shadow firmly in place.

				That’s what you get for working in cemeteries, he thought to himself. 

				In front of him two trees loomed, arching over the entrance to the cemetery.

				To his side, Harrison heard leaves stir again, even though the air was still. The hairs along his arm rose.

				It might’ve been a long time since a graveyard had spooked him, but this cemetery on this evening had managed to set his nerves on edge.

				He picked up his pace. Behind him he heard a chuckle. He never had time to run. Someone rammed into his back, sending him sprawling to the ground. The bag he carried spilled open next to him. Some vials rolled out.

			

			
				He flipped over. And he only had a moment to scream before the thing descended on him.

				***


				Leanne paced our room. “What was Madame Woods—or that thing that possessed her—talking about?” she asked.

				Oliver lay back on my bed, eating chocolates and reading a Cosmo magazine. “Really chickadee?” he said, not bothering to tear his gaze away from the “Six Sensual Tricks Sure To Make Him Stay.” “It seemed pretty obvious to me. Even the devil has the hots for Gabrielle,” he said, popping a chocolate into his mouth. 

				“Ugh, Oliver,” I said, “don’t put it like that.”

				He raised his eyebrows and laid the magazine on his stomach. “Then how should I put it? That the devil and his little cloven hooves want to—”

				I put a hand up. “Please don’t finish that sentence. And Leanne, I can answer your question.” 

				I’d meant to tell my friends about the man in the suit, but the moment just never seemed right. Now, however, they deserved to know that I came with a little extra baggage—okay, a lot of extra baggage. 

				I looked from Oliver to Leanne and took a deep breath. “Remember how people had tried to kill me at the beginning of the school year?”

				Leanne nodded and Oliver popped another chocolate into his mouth. 

			

			
				“Well, one of those people who stalked me was someone I call the man in the suit. He’s haunted me all my life. And the day Bishopcourt—Andre’s mansion—burned, I found out that he may be the devil.” Except it wasn’t maybe. He was the devil. I just wasn’t comfortable with that piece of information.

				Leanne’s brows furrowed. “What does he want?”

				I gave her a sad smile. “Me.”

				***


				I lay in my bed in the middle of the forest. The white gown I wore looked like snow against my skin. I stared at the night sky above me. Stars shone between the treetops. A chilly wind blew through the forest and someone rubbed my arms.

				That was when I realized I wasn’t alone in my bed.

				“Do you want this?” the stranger whispered in my ear. “You can have it all.”

				I turned my head to see him. The pale moonlight cast his face in blue hues. His face was perfect—strong jaw, full lips, thick lashes that fringed bedroom eyes. At the moment, I did want it all. Oh yes please I did. 

				But what about Andre? Something about this situation felt wrong. 

				“No . . . I can’t.” I pushed against the man. His hands moved to my upper arms, and he held me in place.

				“What do you think you’re doing? Get off of me!” I struggled against him.

			

			
				His nails dug into my arms and I woke up gasping for air. Just a dream.

				Only, the man was still on top of me.

				I let out a bloodcurdling scream.

				On the other side of the room Leanne woke up gasping. “Gabrielle, are you okay?”

				“Get the fuck off of me!” I yelled at the man. 

				I figured that would answer Leanne’s question.

				Lucky for me, my strength gave me an edge. I catapulted him off me, and I heard him grunt as he hit the floor.

				The light in our room clicked on and a naked man scrambled up. 

				Ew, ew, ew! A naked man had been in my bed! At the moment, I didn’t really care that he was a perfect specimen of the male species; I was about ready to toss him out my window.

				“What the . . . ?” Leanne’s voice trailed off as the man clambered to his feet. He didn’t even bother covering himself up. “What’s a naked man doing in your bed? I thought we had a code for these kinds of things Gabrielle. Not cool.”

				“What?” I squeaked. “I didn’t bring him in! He just made himself comfortable.”

				The man looked back and forth between the two of us. And then his form blurred until he vanished completely.

				What. The hell.

			

			
				***


				“Goddess above,” Leanne said, “what was that?”

				I shook my head. “I have no idea,” I said, still creeped out that he’d been in my bed. I glanced at my upper arms. Half moon divots were still impressed into my skin from the man’s fingernails.

				“How the hell did he disappear?” Leanne asked.

				I rubbed my face with a hand. “I have absolutely no idea.” And I had no idea how to prevent something like that from happening again in the future.

				“So you really didn’t invite him in?” 

				I gave her a look. “Did you really have to ask?”

				“Well, he was pretty easy on the eyes . . .”

				“Leanne.”

				She held her hands up. “Okay, okay—I just had to give you a hard time about it.”

				We both stared at the place where he disappeared. 

				Leanne cocked her head. “He had really big—”

				“Man bits?” I finished for her.

				“Yeah.” A slow smile spread across her face. “Oliver is going to be so jealous.”

				***


				At 4:00 a.m. the following morning my phone went off.

				“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mumbled.

				“No,” Leanne moaned. “Turn off that hellbeast.”

				I silenced the phone and rolled out of bed. I could already guess the caller. 

			

			
				Once I exited my room I answered my silenced phone. “I don’t think I like investigations,” I opened.

				“Too bad,” Maggie said. “I don’t think our victim likes being dead either. We need you to come in. Another person has been murdered.”

				***


				It felt like déjà vu, watching the pathologist slide out another victim. This one was Harrison Moore, a middle-aged man with dark hair and a goatee. And just like the last victim, he had an ugly neck wound.

				“Harrison Moore. Age forty-three,” Chief Constable Morgan said. “He was found inside the Douglas cemetery. From his belongings he appears to be a necromancer, and his job seems to be what brought him to the cemetery.”

				I choked on the smell. He too, seemed to have been scared at the time of his death.

				“Just like Catherine O’Connor our victim here was drained almost dry. His body was then placed in a spread eagle position. Maggie, what read did you get off this body?”

				“Same as the last one, sir,” she said. “That is to say, nothing other than an overwhelming sense of fear.”

				Chief Constable Morgan rubbed his mustache. “I assumed as much.”

				The room was too hot and too cold at once. I couldn’t tell if it was the stench of death and preservatives that clung to the room, the gruesome body in front of me, or that I had to help locate the person responsible, but I felt lightheaded.

			

			
				The chief constable didn’t seem to notice my unease. “From the timeframe of the murder,” he said, “as well as the manner he was killed and the body’s post mortem positioning, one thing is clear.”

				He paused to look at Caleb, Maggie, and I. “We have ourselves a serial killer.” 

				***


				Someone knocked on the morgue’s door, and an inspector poked his head in. “Eugene,” the inspector said, referring to the chief constable, “Can I speak to you in private for a moment?”

				“Sure.” Chief Constable Morgan glanced at the three of us. “Would you three mind waiting outside for just a minute?”

				I wanted to cry with joy at his words. I was going to get sick again if I didn’t get out of here.

				“Not at all,” Maggie said.

				We walked out of the room, and only then was I able to release the breath I’d been holding.

				For a moment we all stood silent.

				“A necromancer?” I finally asked. I thought I was catching on to this world, but at times like these, I really felt out of my element.

				Maggie gave me a look. “One who raises the dead. Reanimates corpses.”

			

			
				I curled my lip. “Why would anyone do that for a living?” 

				“Oh, lots of reasons. But the main one is that it pays really well. When it comes to death, people tend to underprepare and leave a lot of loose ends behind them. A necromancer can reanimate the deceased long enough to settle an inheritance dispute, find a lost family heirloom—anything really that the dead take with them to the grave.”

				Throughout this entire discussion, Caleb had stayed silent. I didn’t ask him his thoughts, but his silence piqued my curiosity.

				“And it works?” I asked.

				“Absolutely.”

				I looked at Maggie like she was insane. “Then why are we not using a necromancer to find the killer?”

				Maggie laughed. It was a laugh that said I still had a lot to learn. “Necromancers practice the dark arts. It takes a blood sacrifice to reanimate a corpse. And the deader they are, the heavier the sacrifice. The House of Keys does not condone such practices, so we are forbidden by law to use them in our investigations.”

				I raised my eyebrows. “So even though a necromancer makes blood sacrifices, they’re still accepted in the community—but vampires aren’t?” I couldn’t understand how the supernatural community could draw an arbitrary line in the sand and declare everything to one side okay, and everything to the other side evil.

				Maggie curled her upper lip. My question must’ve hit a nerve. “As far as I’m concerned, our victim is a necromancer and the perpetrator is a vampire,” she snapped. Fair point. “And until the day that changes, we’ll keep the beliefs we currently have.”

			

			
				“Whoa, whoa,” Caleb said. “That’s not—”

				But she wasn’t finished. “Perhaps society and even Andre himself have convinced you that vampires are harmless. They’re not. They have to feed every single night. Off of humans. Thousands of victims have died just like the man in that room.”

				I could’ve guessed as much, but I’d truly never thought it completely through. I tended to avoid those topics that scared me. But now I couldn’t. 

				I was becoming a monster, whether I liked it or not.

				No wonder the devil wants me.

				***


				Caleb put a hand on my shoulder. “You’re not going to be like that,” he said to me. He shot Maggie a dirty look. 

				“She needs to know,” Maggie said. “It’s not like those bloodsuckers are telling her the truth.”

				I bristled at her words. Andre had been nothing but truthful with me. It was part of the reason I’d needed space. I’d seen and heard too much. 

				“And the Politia is telling me the truth?” I said to her. My anger was beginning to get the best of me. “Don’t bother answering that. It was a rhetorical question.” 

			

			
				Maggie looked as though she was about to put me in my place, but she didn’t get the chance. The door to the morgue opened and the inspector and Chief Constable Morgan stepped out. We watched the inspector walk down the hall. Only when he’d rounded the corner and his steps had faded did the chief constable speak.

				He scratched his mustache. “So far, we’ve been able to keep the media out of this, but the individual who discovered Harrison’s body works with the newspaper in Douglas. They’re printing a story on it today.”

				He seemed weary. “This is going to make the investigation that much more difficult.” 

				“We’ll deal with what comes at us,” Maggie said. 

				“I’m sure we will,” the chief constable said. “If anyone asks you all about the case, your job is to refer them to our station’s contact information. Do not disclose anything yourself.

				“I’m going to head up to my office to put together a statement for the inevitable press conference.” He tapped my shoulder and looked at Maggie. “Can I borrow Gabrielle for a moment?”

				I didn’t like the sound of his voice. I could already tell by his inflection that I wouldn’t like whatever he wanted to discuss.

				“Of course,” Maggie said.

				I gave them both sullen looks. What about my consent?

				“Great, I’ll chat with you later then, Maggie.” Chief Constable Morgan began walking, while I stood in place, refusing to budge. 

			

			
				Maggie gave me the stink eye. 

				“Alright, alright,” I huffed. I jogged up to the chief constable, who didn’t appear to notice that I hadn’t been following him.

				We didn’t speak until I entered his office. 

				I took a seat and gazed about the room. It was disappointingly ordinary. I would’ve thought that the guy in charge of policing the supernatural community would just ooze otherness. But nope. He had just your standard plaques and photographs, along with a business card holder and a marble paperweight.

				Chief Constable Morgan sat down behind his desk. “Gabrielle, I wanted to discuss this investigation with you privately.”

				I studied the man in front of me. I had no idea what type of supernatural he was.

				“The community is going to hang you.”

				I physically jolted at his words. “Excuse me?” I asked.

				“Not literally—but you might wish it after shitstorm they’re going to put you through. You’re the newest vampire. And it’s no secret that you haven’t been meeting with your coven.”

				I raised my eyebrows. “I didn’t realize that was common knowledge.”

				Chief Constable Morgan leaned back in his chair. “I don’t blame you for choosing to avoid the coven—assisting in the death of dozens of vampires couldn’t have endeared you to them.”

			

			
				Chief Constable Morgan: the epitome of tactfulness. Not.

				“However,” he continued, “the community will be concerned—and the Politia is already concerned—that you aren’t learning to control your abilities appropriately.”

				“You think I’m guilty.” I knew it. I knew they felt this way.

				“No, no. You have an alibi and we’ve found no evidence that would link you to the crime.” His answer was not really the vote of confidence I needed to hear. “But the supernatural community will assume that you, the youngest, least experienced vampire, are behind the attacks.”

				“But you’ve proven I’m not a suspect.”

				The chief constable lifted his shoulders. “Public opinion can run counter to and flourish in spite of the facts. If that happens, your education and employment are not guaranteed.”

				If he was saying what I thought he was, then my continued work at the Politia and my enrollment in Peel Academy rested on solving this case and preventing the supernatural community from flaying me. A sense of déjà vu washed over me. This wasn’t the first time my genetics had posed such a problem.

				“What do you want me to do?” I asked.

				“You need to reconnect to your coven. You need to get ahold of Andre.”

			

			
				***


				Chief Constable Morgan kept talking, but I still hadn’t gotten past his words. You need to get ahold of Andre. The thought filled me with both excitement and dread. 

				“Gabrielle? Are you listening to me?”

				I shook my head. “I’m sorry, what?”

				“We want you to reconnect with the coven, both so that you can manage your cravings and so that you can keep an eye on the local vampires.”

				Now that was just funny. “You want me to keep an eye on the local vampires? The ones that probably want to eat me?”

				“It may seem difficult, but—”

				I laughed, even though the situation wasn’t funny. “It’s not going to be difficult. Learning how to drive a manual transmission is difficult. What you’re asking me to do is suicide.”

				“We need to catch a killer,” he said.

				“You’re throwing me to the wolves.”

				“Not wolves, Miss Fiori. Vampires.”

				“Whatever. Same difference.” He opened his mouth to contradict me, so I rushed on. “The point is, what you’re asking is impossible, and it will probably put my life in jeopardy.”

				“Miss Fiori,” his condescending tone grated me, “the truce between vampires and the House of Keys is up for forfeit. This investigation is primarily the coven’s concern, and now they’re making it ours. If these deaths continue, I’m afraid the truce will eventually have no choice but to dissolve.”

			

			
				I twisted my hands in my lap. “What happens if the truce dissolves?”

				“Your kind will be hunted.”

				***


				I walked out of Castle Rushen in a daze. The sky had a predawn glow to it, bathing the stone buildings around me in shades of violet. I could smell the ocean in the air, and I could hear the sounds of fishermen setting out for a day. 

				Castletown was almost unbearably beautiful, and it seemed wrong that I could only feel bleak. 

				I had no options. I might be putting my life in danger by interacting with my coven, but if I didn’t at least try to find the killer, my life and the lives of other vampires could be at stake.

				A shiver passed over me. Was that long ago prophecy now coming true? Was my existence heralding the extermination of vampires? 

				It was too much. The blame, the guilt, the fear I now carried. I worked for the Politia, but it wouldn’t protect me from the community’s backlash, nor would it exempt me from persecution, if the truce dissolved. 

				And then what? What did that mean exactly? That I and others like me would be imprisoned? Killed? 

			

			
				No amount of action on my part could forgive my genetics. I kicked a nearby trashcan. It’s aluminum shell crumpled in on my foot. 

				“Damnit!” I shouted, yanking my foot out. 

				A droplet of water hit the ground in front of me. At first I thought it might be rain, but then I noticed the wetness on my face.

				I swiped away my tears. Rosy teardrops smeared along my hand. Why would anyone worry about a girl who cried bloody tears? 

				I pulled out my phone, the set of my mouth grim. I scrolled down until I saw the contact I wished to call, the two emoticon hearts still next to his name.

				Screw the Politia. I wasn’t doing this for them. I was doing it for myself and for the other lost souls who called themselves vampires. Because good and evil weren’t inborn traits. They were choices we made. 

				I stared at the contact only for a second before clicking Send. And then, for the first time in almost two months, I heard my soulmate’s voice. 


				



			

	





			
				


				Chapter 4

				“Gabrielle?” 

				For a moment I couldn’t speak at all. I wasn’t sure he’d even pick up since the sun had almost risen. His voice sounded hopeful, worried, and reluctant all at once.

				And hearing it undid every stupid, idiotic barrier I’d built over the last two months.

				“Andre.” My voice broke in the middle of his name. Thank goodness he couldn’t see me because I could feel more hot tears snake down my face, and the world turned pink. 

				I meant to say, I need your help. But my traitorous mouth formed different words. “I miss you.”

				My face flushed. If only I could snatch back words. 

				I waited a beat. The silence must’ve been only a second or two, but to me, I felt I’d lived a lifetime in that pause. Then he spoke, his voice rough. “I’ve missed you since the moment you slid out of my arms.”

			

			
				I pressed the palm of my hand to my mouth to hold back a choked sob. More tears slipped down my cheeks. Since when was I this way? I couldn’t believe people enjoyed this—love. It hurt worse than my gun shot wounds had.

				“Can we meet up?” I asked.

				“Of course.” Who was this Andre, this open, agreeable man? How was I supposed to reconcile him with the emotionless killer I saw that evening at Bishopcourt? Or the frustrating, bossy vampire I met two months ago?

				He was probably wondering the same thing about me. Who the broken girl on the phone was. I cringed at the thought.

				“Listen Gabrielle,” my heart fluttered at the way he said my name, “the sun’s coming up, so I have to go. You’ll hear from me again this evening. But until then—stay safe.”

				“You too.”

				The call ended just as the first rays of the sun rose on the horizon. I stared at my phone. There was at least one person who worried about the girl with the bloody tears.

				***


				School that day started off rough, and it only got worse as the day drew on. By the time I walked into my history class, I expected the whispered and suspicious looks I received. 

			

			
				The entire school was wondering whether I was the killer.

				Today it was almost worse than that first day of class. Back then, my classmates only had their superstitions and deep set beliefs to judge me by. Now, however, someone had been attacked by a vampire, and a vampire was amongst them. I could hear their fluttering pulses, and their fear smelled thick and terrible.

				I felt my fangs slide out at the smell; they’d been doing that off and on since I walked into Peel Castle. I kept my mouth closed as I moved to my seat.

				I shucked off my bag and slouched into my chair. Hell couldn’t be any worse than this.

				I didn’t have to look when Caleb entered the room. The same collective adrenaline rush occurred every day the minute he sauntered into the room. 

				He dropped a newspaper on his desk and slid into the seat next to me. “Well, shit has really hit the fan this time,” he said. 

				Usually once Caleb and I had taken our seats, the class would gradually return back to normal. Not today. The smell of fear lingered in the air. My fangs were going to be out all freaking day if this continued.

				I picked up the supernatural community’s newspaper from his desk and read the headline.

				Vampire Attack at the Douglas Cemetery

			

			
				Below the title was an image of the taped off cemetery. I skimmed the story. Its author hadn’t placed suspicion on any one person, but the journalist had made it clear that he believed there was unrest within the coven. He mentioned my name, Andre’s, and Theodore’s. The article went into the numerous vampire deaths that occurred the night Bishopcourt burned, and he discussed the possible rifts that must’ve caused.

				Somehow the reader was supposed to believe that this unrest led to vampire aggression. Apparently, the inhuman beasts that we were, when we got angry, our vampiric nature led us to commit horrific murders. 

				I threw the paper back on Caleb’s desk. 

				He leaned towards me and I looked at him. I heard his heart speed up. “We’re going to figure this out Gabrielle.” I could tell from the adrenaline rolling off of him and something fainter beneath that smell that he had more than just a simple crush on me.

				I winced. I knew he liked me. But now I could tell that this was turning into something more than just like. I didn’t know how to stop it, and I didn’t know how to still stay his friend and partner if I tried.

				I studied the headline on his desk. What I did know was that he and his family were important and respected members of the supernatural community. His feelings for me might be all that kept the Politia and my classmates from turning on me.

				And as soon as I broke his heart, my world would come crashing down.

			

			
				***


				I watched the sun sink as I worked at my desk. I tried to focus on my homework for my politics of supernatural species class, but my mind kept going back to Andre, the murders, and my classmates’ outrage.

				Behind me the door opened and Oliver walked in. 

				“Hey beautiful,” he said. “I wanted to check on you.” He plopped on my bed and fished around for my stash of chocolates. “You doing okay?” he asked, his back to me.

				“Oh, just fine. Nothing that I haven’t already experienced.” That was a lie. The fear that oozed off my classmates was stronger and more cloying than ever before.

				I closed my laptop and watched him grope around some more.

				“You’re not going to find the chocolates,” I said. “You ate them all the last time you were here.”

				He paused to give me a disbelieving look. “No way. I don’t eat that much.”

				“Oh really?” This little fairy was in denial.

				“Hmph,” he said, folding his arms and squinting his eyes at me, “that’s right Sabertooth.”

				“Did you just call me Sabertooth?”

				“This body is a lean, mean, man-loving machine,” Oliver said by way of answer. “I don’t just get great abs by laying around and eating chocolates all day.” He got up and peered under Leanne’s bed. 

			

			
				“Well I know that,” I said. “You burn all your calories gossiping. It takes a lot of energy to talk that much.”

				“Now that’s just rude,” he said, pulling out an industrial size bag of Halloween candy from underneath Leanne’s bed. “Jackpot. I have just found the mother lode.”

				I eyed the candy and thought about the seer club Leanne was a part of. She was there at this moment, pulling together some school activity to celebrate Samhain. The candy was probably meant for that activity. “I think she might be saving that.”

				Oliver made himself comfortable on my bed. “There’s a Leanne-sized hole in the corner here,” he said, pointing to a fist-sized tear in the plastic. “Which means she’s not really serious about saving it. Plus, like I said, I only eat a few chocolates at a time.”

				Before I could guffaw at this, my phone went off. I snatched it up. Oliver’s attention was now honed on me.

				“Hello?”

				“Where were we?” Andre said.

				“I believe you were telling me to be careful just before the sun rose.” Oliver had scooted down my bed to be as close to the conversation as possible. He was now shoveling candy into his mouth at an alarming rate.

				“What is it you wanted to discuss?” 

				I lowered my voice. “I think you already know.” 

			

			
				The other end of the line was quiet. Finally, “There are a great many things we need to discuss. What in particular would you like to talk about?”

				“I think it would be better if we met up in person.” I bit a nail as I said this. I wasn’t sure how seeing Andre would affect me.

				“I’ll be over there in an hour.”

				“Uh, Andre, on the way over, you should probably pick up a newspaper.”

				***


				Almost exactly an hour later, there was a rap on the door.

				Oliver squealed. “It’s your hunk of burning love!”

				I threw Leanne’s pillow at him as I made my way to the door. “Can you please do me a favor and try to tone down your comments?”

				“Never!” Oliver said, but his words were drowned out by the thrum of energy coming from the other side of the door.

				I’d felt the current for the last minute or so, but now it was almost unbearable. Like a magnet, the closer I got to my counterpoint, the stronger the pull.

				I opened the door, and my breath caught in my throat. 

				Andre stood in front of me taking up the doorway, and the vision of him almost brought me to my knees. Dark, wavy locks of hair framed those high cheekbones, square jaw, and arching lips that I’d dearly missed. But what captivated me were his glittering eyes. At this moment, they looked the same as they had in the painting that hung above his bed—the remorseful Andre who’d fought in the crusades. 

			

			
				Before I knew what I was doing, my fingers reached up and grazed his cheek. 

				He too brought his hand up to my face and wiped away a stray tear with his thumb.

				“I hope this means you’re happy to see me,” he said, his voice low. 

				I didn’t respond; I couldn’t. I tried to remember that why I’d kept my distance for so long—he scared me. Only now, as he stood here and wiped away my tears, that reasoning seemed awfully fickle. 

				A voice cleared his throat behind me. “Trust me, she is happy to see you,” Oliver said. “Thought I’d throw that out there since she’s a mute right now.”

				The spell was broken, and the rest of the world came back into focus. 

				Andre glanced over my shoulder at Oliver. The moment he did so, the remorse was gone, replaced by the powerful, self-assured man I’d first met. 

				I stepped to the side so that Andre could come in while I grabbed my coat and bag. He sauntered in, his gaze focused on the fairy sprawled out on my bed. 

				The two had met once, after Andre found Oliver, Leanne, and I in the woods near the entrance to Otherworld. That same location was now taped off, the scene of a horrific crime.

			

			
				“Andre, you remember Oliver,” I said. 

				Oliver shook off the loose candy wrappers littered along his body and got up to take Andre’s hand. 

				“How could I forget?” Andre said, taking Oliver’s hand. Oliver was memorable like that.

				“Gabrielle’s said so much about you,” Oliver said. “You know, since you two parted ways.”

				Andre glanced at me and raised an eyebrow.

				“Don’t worry,” I said to Andre. “None of it was flattering.”

				He frowned, and I slipped on a jacket and slung my book bag over my shoulder. “’Kay, I’m ready to go.” I turned to Oliver. “Are you leaving right now too?”

				“Hell no I’m not leaving,” Oliver said, walking back to my bed and making himself comfortable. “Sexy, naked men are showing up here at all hours of the day. As if I’d pass up that opportunity.”

				Andre narrowed his eyes. “What’s this?” 

				I almost groaned. So much for progress. Andre hadn’t been here five minutes and the possessiveness was back in his voice.

				Oliver smiled mischievously. “Oh Gabrielle has had a string of admirers who’ve shown up in this room buck naked—probably thought flashing her would land them a date.”

				I put a hand to my face and began massaging my temples. This was so not how I wanted the reunion with Andre to begin. 

				“Really?” Andre said, his voice deceptively calm. Oliver, for his part, failed to notice how menacing Andre had become.

			

			
				“That’s not even the best part,” Oliver said, still enjoying himself. “One showed up in her bed last night demanding to have sex with her.”

				A muscle in Andre’s jaw jumped.

				“When she said no, he didn’t take her rejection too well, so she had to throw him across the room.”

				“Oliver, just—stop talking,” I said. He must’ve heard all of that from Leanne since I never mentioned these details.

				“Did he hurt you?” Andre asked me. His voice was soft and lethal. His body tensed and that muscle in his jaw jumped again.

				“Andre, no, calm down.” I practically pushed him out the door. It was time to go.

				“Bye Oliver!”

				“Bye! Have a good evening. Oh, and if you two do the nasty, I want to know—” I slammed the door on his words.

				“Sorry about that,” I said to Andre.

				His eyebrow was raised. “‘If we do the nasty?’ I didn’t realize you were that happy to see me.”

				“Oh please, eat a slice of humble pie. You’re not getting lucky tonight.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 5

				I traced the upholstery in Andre’s car as we sped out of Peel and headed for his place. Considering that I now had to work my way back into the coven, I felt that catching up there would give me the additional opportunity to reacquaint myself with the vampire community—if, that is, they were still willing to have me. Knowing my luck, I’d probably end up as someone’s dinner instead.

				“Where exactly is your place these days?” I hadn’t seen Bishopcourt since the night of the fire, but considering the extent of the damage, I couldn’t imagine the place was inhabitable.

				Andre took his attention off the road to look at me. The streetlights glinted off of his eyes. “What do you mean?” he asked.

				My eyes dropped to his lips, momentarily distracted. I watched them curl in to a smile and my heart rate increased. His smile widened, and I saw his pearly white teeth and a glimpse of fang, which probably meant he was turned on. My own slid out for the billionth time today. 

			

			
				“Where are we going?” I asked again, careful to not nick myself on my fangs.

				“Bishopcourt,” he said, not missing a beat.

				“Isn’t it . . .” Oh this was awkward. “Didn’t it burn to the ground?” That was the nice way of putting it. We had burned it to the ground—me out of clumsiness, and him out of anger.

				“I don’t know if you know this,” he said, “but I have lots of money.”

				I rolled my eyes. “I’m so impressed.”

				“Money can buy lots of things, such as expedited construction.”

				Ah, so he’d spent the last month repairing and rebuilding the place. I couldn’t tell if I was more excited or scared at the prospect of seeing Andre’s mansion. I’d loved Bishopcourt, but my last memories of it had been gruesome. 

				When we pulled up, the mansion looked unchanged. I stared at the pristine lawn and the gray stone walls. “Wow.” He really must’ve thrown a lot of money at the construction company to get this place rebuilt so quickly.

				As usual, Andre’s minions opened our doors. I tensed as I left the car. Did they hate me? I shouldn’t have bothered worrying. Their faces were carefully blank, but they also smelled human. Which meant that they weren’t the individuals who would want my head.

			

			
				Andre came around to me and placed a hand on the small of my back. I had a sneaking suspicion that he simply wanted to be close to me. Unfortunately for me, the simple touch did all sorts of inappropriate things to my body. 

				We entered the mansion like that. I gazed around me. Everything had been masterfully replicated, down to the staircase I’d bled on and the deadly wrought iron chandelier.

				Yet nothing was the same. Different priceless objects sat on display, and the tapestries and paintings that originally hung along the wall had been replaced with others.

				Something about that made me immensely sad. Several pieces of art, of history, had burned along with the house, and I’d been partially responsible for it. 

				Eventually we came to Andre’s office. When I entered, I studied the reconstructed room. It was almost identical to the original. 

				“You didn’t redesign it!” I said. The last time I’d been in here, Andre has wanted to change up the room. I was surprised that he hadn’t used the fire as the opportunity to do so.

				He gazed down at me, still not removing his hand. “You’re right, I didn’t.” He didn’t say that my opinion changed his mind, but his eyes seemed to. 

			

			
				I felt a blush creeping up my neck. I pulled away from him and wandered over to the opposite end of the room, behind his desk. Mounted on the wall was a map of the world. I reached out and touched the canvas. 

				I glanced over my shoulder at him. He watched me, his look heated. “I’m so glad you didn’t change this,” I said.

				His eyes followed me as I moved away from the map and plopped myself in his chair. I swiveled back and forth.

				“Why did you call me?”

				I stopped swiveling at his question. I’d been avoiding this topic since he met me at my dorm.

				“Because I needed to,” I said as he brought a guest chair around the desk and sat down, his knees grazing mine. 

				Andre leaned forward in his seat, his elbows resting on his knees. 

				“I work for the Politia.” Andre’s nostrils flared when I said the name. Must be a sore spot. “They placed me on the investigation into the recent murders.” 

				“They put you on the case?” His eyebrows rose.

				“Why is that so hard to believe?” He was about one wrong comment away from pissing me off. 

				He ran a hand through his hair. “Gabrielle, you’re a teenager. You’re too young to get involved in this stuff.”

				“I’m also too young to get involved with you.” That shut him right up.

			

			
				“The general opinion is that a vampire is attacking these people,” I said. “And now that the murders have made the papers, the Politia thinks the community will be out for our blood—so to speak.”

				When he didn’t say anything, I continued. “Earlier today the chief constable told me that this could dissolve the truce.”

				“It could,” Andre said, not looking up.

				“And if that happens, the Politia will hunt us down.”

				Andre now met my eyes. “I promise you they won’t touch us,” he said, his voice fierce. 

				There was something foreign about him at that moment. It wasn’t that he seemed inhuman, or that he seemed cold, or that he came from a period and place that I couldn’t relate to. It was that time had made him something more. 

				I also knew that he meant every word. Andre hadn’t survived seven hundred years for no reason. And he hadn’t earned his reputation—as someone who was not to be crossed—for no reason either.

				“I’d prefer to instead catch the vampire responsible,” I said. “That’s primarily why I’m here—so that we look for the killer together.” 

				“What’s the other reason?”

				I didn’t answer right away. Instead I let the silence envelope us as I pulled together the courage to say what I’d built up in my mind for the last two months. 

				“I know about the prophecy,” I said quietly. Andre’s eyes widened—and why wouldn’t they? He wasn’t there when Theodore confessed. He didn’t know how much I knew. I continued. “I know why Theodore wanted to kill me. And I know we’re soulmates.”

			

			
				Andre glanced down at his clasped hands. His hair hung in front of his face. He looked so much like a tragic hero. “I’m . . . sorry.”

				I didn’t need him to clarify his statement; I knew he was apologizing for the fact that we were now stuck together. I could also tell that while he was surprised I knew this information, he wasn’t surprised to hear it. He’d known we were soulmates this whole time, he’d just never brought it up.

				“I’m here because we’re irrevocably bound to each other.” 

				Andre lifted his head, his eyes sparkling. He was looking at me like I was his redemption. 

				“But—” I continued, “this link between us scares me. You scare me. And I still haven’t gotten over the fact that you killed all those people.” I remembered the heaps of clothing, all that remained of dozens of vampires. The memory still gave me chills.

				“I will not apologize for my actions,” he said, “not even to you. I did what I had to do to save you. You can decide to stay away from me, but if you choose not to, then you must take me the way I am.”

				I couldn’t accept that conscienceless behavior, but I also needed his help. An uncomfortable mixture of thoughts and feelings tumbled through my mind. I loved this man, but I hated some of his actions. I was disgusted for wanting to forgive him because what he did was horrific. I was worried that if I didn’t bring him back into my life, the truce might dissolve, I might get kicked out of school and the Politia, I might not learn to control my vampiric abilities, and I might be persecuted.

			

			
				I swallowed. It wasn’t even a choice. I needed his help. 

				“I will take you the way you are,” I said.

				His eyes smoldered. The current between us amplified, but maybe that was just my pounding heart.

				Tantalizingly slow, Andre rose from his chair and closed the distance between us, his movements sinuous. He leaned in to me and slipped a hand through my hair. 

				His breath brushed over my mouth. But instead of kissing me, his mouth skimmed along my cheek and stopped next to my ear. “Listen,” he said, “us working together is conditional.” 

				I pulled my head away from him, so that I could better see him. I was about to flat out say no—I’d made enough concessions in the last minute—except I could tell from his expression that he wanted me to. He didn’t want to work together on the investigation. That realization hurt more than I would have liked to admit. 

				So I changed tactics. “Oh really?” I said. “Because you don’t need my help?”

			

			
				“No, I don’t. And I’d prefer to leave you out of this.”

				I folded my arms in front of me. “Well, that’s not going to happen.”

				“That’s where my condition comes in. If we’re going to work together, you give me a second chance.”

				Of course that was his condition. It was so typically Andre—


				“That means lots of dates,” he interrupted my thoughts. He began to smile. “Not one or two, but lots. We’re talking months and months of dates. And skanky cocktail dresses. I want to see you in so many skanky cocktail dresses that—”

				“Fine,” I said. Skanky cocktail dresses? As if. I was going to have to work my way around that condition. 

				Upon hearing my answer, Andre’s eyebrows rose in surprise. Then a wicked smile gradually spread across his face. I knew I’d been had as soon as I saw it. I should’ve haggled with him. 

				“Great,” he said, “where do we start?”

				***


				I dropped the files on Catherine O’Connor and Harrison Moore onto the desk. “I haven’t looked these over, but these are copies of the Politia’s case files.” I’d received these copies from Maggie to study in my spare time.

				Before I hadn’t cared to look at them, but now that so much was on the line, I couldn’t not go over them. 

			

			
				Andre scooted his chair next to mine and our legs brushed. Suddenly, the files were intensely fascinating. 

				I opened them up. On the first page, a photograph of the victim at the crime scene had been paper clipped to the pages that followed. Seeing the victims as they were originally found brought on a wave of nausea. I could never unsee and unsmell these two.

				Catherine, the first victim, had been posed in the shape of a cross. Harrison, meanwhile, laid on the ground, his arms and legs spread apart.

				“Two different positions, two different genders, two different locations,” I murmured. I was new at investigating, but it seemed from what I’d heard about serial killers that they usually had one underlying motivation—they were predictable, one just needed to find the pattern. I wasn’t seeing it yet.

				Andre studied the photos next to me. “This doesn’t seem like a vampire’s work.”

				I glanced at him. “Why do you say that?” I was curious. Andre had definitely seen more vampire murders than I had, yet it seemed obvious that the victims’ wounds were the work of a vampire.

				“I saw the bodies at the crime scene. Something about them just doesn’t sit well with me.” He traced a finger over Catherine’s position. “She was placed in the sign of the cross. And he,” Andre’s attention moved over to the second victim, “his position makes me think of a pentagram.” 

			

			
				With his finger, Andre drew a star over the victim’s body. Sure enough, Harrison’s head, arms, and legs could easily be interpreted as points of a star. “Both are religious symbols. And vampires tend to not be the religious type, considering that we’re damned.”

				I winced. “Isn’t the pentagram an evil sign?” I asked.

				Andre studied the photographs. “Not for the most part. It’s often used as a sign of protection. It’s a very old, very powerful symbol.”

				So there was a pattern. “Whoever is doing this is incorporating religion into the crimes.”

				“It appears that way.”

				“Do you think that the victims’ supernatural abilities have anything to do with the sign they were paired with?” I asked.

				Andre rubbed his jaw. “There could be, although the connection between the two would largely be based on the killer’s perception rather than on some objective standard.”

				I watched him. This Andre who was unaware of himself, who thought deeply, was intensely attractive. I felt like I was being let in on a secret by seeing this side of him. 

				“There might also be a connection between the religion and the victims’ lifestyles,” he said. “However, finding a link would require access to the victims’ homes and belongings—access that we do not have. You might pass this information back to the Politia and let them handle this aspect of the investigation.”

			

			
				I scribbled down notes on our discussion to pass along. “If the Politia is going to investigate the victims, then what aspect of the case should we investigate?”

				Andre’s face was grim. “The crime scenes themselves.”

				***


				We spent a bit more time flipping through the files, but they didn’t tell us anything more than what we already knew. 

				I turned over the last page in Harrison’s file. Catherine’s sat closed next to it. “Well, it looks like that’s it.” 

				I closed his file and slipped them both back in my bag. Once I did so, I faced Andre. “You really have no idea who’s responsible for this?”

				He ran a hand through his hair. “Gabrielle, not all of my subjects are particularly fond of me right now. Not after what I did on my birthday.” 

				I swallowed and felt a twinge of remorse. That had to rank as one of his shittiest birthdays. Watching your house burn, parting ways with your soulmate, killing one of your oldest friends and all the vampires he sired. 

				“It could be any one of my subjects. I just don’t know.”

				“How do you know I didn’t commit those crimes?” I asked, my voice hoarse.

				He searched my eyes. “You didn’t. I know that for a fact. You still smell.”

			

			
				“I smell?” 

				A shadow of a smile crossed his face. “It’s a compliment, siren. I’d imagine all supernaturals with great olfactory senses have trouble around you. It’s not just your looks that draw others in.” 

				His eyes flicked to my lips, and my breath quickened at the thought of kissing him. I brought us back on topic. “So I smell—what of it?”

				“Your scent would’ve been all over the crime scene. It wasn’t. Vampires, on the other hand, don’t have scents. They can only release pheromones when they’re turned on and when they captivate prey.”

				“But you smell.”

				He just looked at me.

				And then it clicked. “I was smelling your pheromones. You were turned on.” As soon as I said it, I felt my cheeks heat. Why did I always have to put my foot in my mouth? “So, did you smell any pheromones on the bodies?” I asked, trying to move past my comment as quickly as possible.

				He shook his head. “There were no pheromones on these victims, either because they diffused before I arrived, or—more likely—they never were secreted to begin with.”

				“You know,” I said conversationally, “this is all kind of gross.”

				He gave me a meaningful look. “I bet I could change your mind about that.”

			

			
				My face flushed yet again. “Why didn’t you call me?” I asked. I wasn’t referring to the murders, and he knew it. I wanted to know why he’d never called to see if I was okay after the fire, why he’d never insisted that we restart my training. 

				He ran a hand through his hair, a sign that he was agitated. “I wanted you to come back to me on your own terms.”

				“Why would that even matter?” I asked hotly.

				“Do you want an honest answer?” he replied.

				“Yes.”

				“Fine—just remember you wanted to hear this.” I knew by his tone that he didn’t think I was going to believe him. He was probably right. “You run from things that scare you.”

				“Thanks for the psychoanalysis Andre.” My voice was only a wee bit sarcastic.

				He raised an eyebrow. “You wanted to hear the truth. You ran from Cinque Terre. You ran from me that night at Bishopcourt. Believe it or not, I’m a fairly quick learner.” 

				He looked at his hands. “I couldn’t keep chasing you. You needed your distance.”

				“Andre, I didn’t need that much distance,” I said, my voice wavering.

				He met my eyes. His were red. “That night at my party you looked at me like I was a monster. And that is what I am—a monster.” He came up to me and cupped my face. “You deserved—you still deserve—better than me, yet we are fated to be together. Soulmates.”

			

			
				With him this close, none of it seemed important. So I did the only illogical thing there was to do: I wound my arms around his neck and kissed him.

				



			

	






			

			
				Chapter 6

				At first his body froze beneath mine. He probably had no idea what hit him. Then his hands wrapped themselves around my back, and he lifted me so I wouldn’t have to stand on my tiptoes.

				I locked my legs around him and he moved his hand to cup my butt. His lips parted my own, and I felt as though I were on fire. 

				Oh God, this is why people fall in love.

				I ran my hands through his hair as I kissed him. This couldn’t be real. He couldn’t be real. Only a day ago this wasn’t possible. And now it was happening. I hoped that this didn’t slip through my fingers the same way his hair was. Because we were both real good at messing things up.

				He set me on his desk, right next to a small Egyptian statue, and he broke off the kiss. He leaned his head against mine and placed his hands on either side of my hips. His breathing was just as ragged as mine and both of our fangs were out. 

			

			
				“We should . . . probably take this . . . slower,” he said between breaths.

				“Yeah.” 

				I guess that was what happened when you suppressed your heart for a little too long. It got you back when you least expected it.

				It was a vindictive little bastard like that.

				***


				I slipped off the desk and picked up my bag. “I think I should probably get back to Peel.”

				Andre tried to take my bag from me. I resisted. “I don’t think so fang boy,” I said, holding onto my messenger bag. “I can carry my own bag.”

				He let go of the strap he was holding and instead took my hand. “I am not a boy,” Andre said, brooding next to me.

				“I guess you’re just going to have to prove that along with the perks of pheromones.” We left his study and began down the hall. 

				“There is nothing to prove, soulmate,” he said, affronted. Meanwhile, my stomach fluttered at the term he used. Soulmate. It was just a term, it didn’t mean anything. Yet it meant everything. 

				Andre was fun to tease, but I needed to stop. He was starting to look genuinely offended. I guess no one had ever questioned his masculinity before. “So when do you want to meet up again to work on the case?” I asked.

			

			
				“Tomorrow,” he said darkly. “Make sure to wear warm clothing.”

				“Oh, and why is that?” I asked.

				“We have two crime scenes to visit.”

				***


				I watched the bright lights of Peel fly by as we drove through the city. We’d just finished discussing my training. Somewhere in between investigating the murders we’d work on controlling my vampiric abilities. 

				Just ahead of us, the castle loomed, looking deceptively dilapidated. Beyond it the ocean shimmered under the moon.

				“So,” Andre said, “a naked man showed up in your bed?” His voice was even and controlled, which meant that he didn’t want me to know what he was thinking.

				“So what?” I said, daring him to pull some of that possessive crap he was known for.

				He sighed, as though my reaction was unjustified. “I’m guessing you didn’t invite him into your room through the door.”

				“I didn’t.”

				Andre’s mouth was grim. “Did you dream about him?”

				I really didn’t want to have this conversation right now.

			

			
				“I’m taking your silence for yes,” Andre said. As we drove onto campus, the lights that illuminated the grounds moved over his face. He was breaking about three school rules by dropping me off. And no one stopped him. Chickens.

				“I think I know what he is.”

				“And what’s that?” I asked.

				Andre squeezed the wheel. He was brooding again, his expression dark and dangerous. “An incubus.” 

				***


				“What is an incubus?” I asked.

				The car crept past the men’s dorms. “Remember the doppelganger that attacked you two months ago?” I nodded. “It’s worse than that.” Fantastic.

				He stopped the car in front of my dorm. Andre angled his body to face mine. “Promise me you’ll be careful,” he said.

				“I promise I won’t munch on anyone before I see you next,” I said dutifully.

				If eyes were windows to the soul, then his soul was vast and filled with so much pain. “I wasn’t talking about other people. I was talking about you.”

				I studied Andre’s features. The concerned crease between his brows, his dark eyes that held so much emotion in them, his welcoming lips. So few people had cared about what happened to me that his expression almost undid me. 

				I breathed in sharply through my nose. “I promise I’ll be careful.”

			

			
				He leaned forward and slid a hand to the back of my head. He pressed a kiss to my lips. It was warm, gentle, and filled with all sorts of longing.

				I was already a goner.

				***


				I Googled the word incubus on my smartphone as I headed up to my room, partially so that I wouldn’t mope as the current between Andre and me slipped away. His goodbye kiss was still warm on my lips.

				I clicked the first link I saw, which directed me to a Wikipedia article.

				Incubus is an American rock band from Calabasas, California.

				I wish that was what landed in my bed last night. I scrolled down and clicked a link to a second Wikipedia article.

				An incubus is a male demon who slips into dreams in an attempt to have sexual intercourse with the sleeper, usually for the purpose of fathering a child. Repeated intercourse with an incubus can result in physical deterioration and death.

				I was officially going to barf. Why didn’t Andre tell me this? This was problematic, considering that I had no idea why the demon appeared, which meant that I had no idea how to prevent it from appearing again.

			

			
				“Sexy mama!” Oliver shouted as I opened the door to my room. As soon as I saw my favorite fairy clad only in a pair of hot pink boxer briefs, I forgot about the incubus.

				“Guess who’s your new roommate?” he squealed.

				“What?” I tried to keep the alarm out of my voice. 

				Behind him a mattress sat between my bed and Leanne’s, covered with furry throw pillows, silk sheets, and a fluffy crimson comforter. Hands down it was the gaudiest thing I’d seen in a while. 

				Oliver followed my gaze to his makeshift bed. “Isn’t it gorgeous?” he gushed.

				“Uh huh.” If I formed actual words, I didn’t think I’d be able to lie as convincingly.

				Leanne sat at her desk, typing away at the computer. “Gabrielle, don’t sugarcoat it. That’s got to be the most hideous piece of furniture I’ve seen in a long time.”

				Oliver sniffed. “I’m not going to let that get to me since I know you’re just upset about the candy.”

				“You ate an industrial sized bag of chocolates!” Leanne said, swiveling around in her computer chair to face him. “That candy should’ve satisfied a group of twenty.”

				“Now you’re just exaggerating. That’s like two chocolates per person.”

				“Yeah, normal people eat about that much.”

			

			
				Oliver shook his head. “That’s not nearly enough—not even for a pixie. And do I need to remind you just how small pixies are?”

				“Why exactly are you going to be living with us?” I asked. It’s not like the school okay-ed this. In fact, I’d bet heavy money that Oliver got his roommate Paul to conjure the mattress, sheets, and pillows into existence.

				“Because he wants to catch a glimpse of the guy with the big man bits,” Leanne said.

				Oliver huffed. “No. I’m here to protect you two from any naked guy who might just show up.”

				“So,” I said, “you’re here to catch a glimpse of the guy with the big man bits.”

				He folded his arms. “You two need to get your minds out of the gutter,” he said.

				I had to bite my lip not to laugh. Oliver couldn’t pull off looking offended when all he wore was a pair of hot pink boxer briefs.

				I dropped my belongings next to my desk. “In all seriousness, Andre mentioned that this thing might be an incubus.”

				“Andre!” Oliver exclaimed, fanning himself. “Oh baby Jesus, please tell me you took advantage of that situation.”

				I stared at him, then cast my gaze over to Leanne. “Do I have to answer that?”

				She said no at the same time he said yes.

				I closed my eyes and shook my head. “That’s beside the point. An incubus showed up last night. A demon. You guys might not be safe sleeping in the same room as me.” 

			

			
				Oliver cocked a hip. “You better not be kicking me out.” 

				“I’m not going anywhere either,” Leanne said. “If some naked dude comes, I’ll drop kick him.”

				“Well, I might not do that,” Oliver said, “but I’ll happily take care of the problem.” 

				And then Oliver and Leanne went on as though I hadn’t just told them that a demon might show up tonight.

				I seriously loved my friends.

				***


				The smell of seaweed and salt water woke me. I sat up in bed as the ocean’s surf licked the edge of my mattress. Above me the moon and the stars glowed in the night sky. I threw off the sheets and turned to get out of bed.

				A hand wrapped around me. “Stay in bed,” a voice whispered in my ear.

				I tugged against the hand, and the arm thrown around me tightened.

				I looked over my shoulder. An angelic face peered back at me. He had long lashes, green eyes, tan skin, hair the color of wheat. “Stay with me,” he pleaded.

				For a moment, I almost agreed with him. And then a feeling of déjà vu came over me.

			

			
				This has happened before . . . 

				Dream. Incubus. Crap.

				My eyes snapped open and sure enough, the man was still in my bed. Ugh, I was going to have to wash my sheets again.

				“Get out of my bed!” I used my feet to push the incubus off of my mattress.

				“Hey!” he shouted as he rolled off.

				I heard skin smack skin. “Aaaiiieeeee!” Oliver yelped. Whoops, I forgot he was there.

				“No,” Leanne groaned. “This is the third day in a row my sleep has been interrupted. Now I’m going to have to maim this dude.”

				I got out of bed, picked up the man from where he lay next to Oliver, and threw him across the room. His body hit the wall, shaking the building and cracking the drywall. 

				Leanne watched this unfold. “Never mind.”

				It was a good thing we lived on the third floor and our housemother lived on the first. Amazing what acoustics the extra floor muffled.

				I heard the demon mutter to itself, “These wenches are crazy.”

				“Excuse me?” Oliver said, getting up out of bed.

				The two eyed each other.

				When we didn’t immediately attack him, the demon straightened up and threw his shoulders back. I noticed now that he was a different man than the one who showed up the night before.

			

			
				The incubus had now focused his attention on Oliver. He cocked his head. “You are remarkably handsome,” he said to Oliver, his voice husky.

				Oliver put a hand to his chest. “Oh my!” Oliver said. One little compliment and he’d forgiven the incubus for calling us wenches. Fairies. “You’re not too hard on the eyes eith—”

				“Listen Casanova,” I said to the incubus, not amused, “you have three seconds to get your ass out of here before I help you.”

				His eyes became hooded. “I’d very much like you to help me out.” I wanted to puke at the sexual undertones of his statement.

				“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Oliver interrupted. “I can do the escorting.”

				I gave Oliver a look. “You’re not really trustworthy when it comes to these things.”

				Oliver cocked a hip. “I’m extremely trustworthy.”

				“That’s a demon!” I pointed to the naked man.

				“I promise I don’t bite—much,” the incubus said. Considering Oliver’s hungry look and my penchant for blood, if anyone was getting a nibble tonight, it wasn’t going to be Birthday-Suit Boy.

				“Why are you here?” I asked the incubus. 

				He smiled slyly. “I wanted to meet the devil’s consort.”

				Goosebumps broke out along my skin. That name again. 

				“That’s what you call meeting someone?” I asked. If that was how people in hell introduced themselves, I was really going to have to worry about this whole “being damned” thing. 

			

			
				“It usually works.” He glanced at Oliver. “I’ll see you again soon.”

				And then, just like the previous incubus, he disappeared.

				***


				“Cock blocker,” Oliver said to me the next morning as we got ready for school. He flipped through the sprays and balms resting on top of Leanne’s dresser. 

				“He was a demon.”

				“Says the vampire,” Oliver huffed.

				“Did he not give off rapey vibes?” I asked while I slipped on my boots. “You should be worried about your dreams. He’s coming for you next.”

				“Yeah right, we probably scared him off for good.” Oliver said that like it was a bad thing. “I’ll be right back.” He sashayed out of our room, muttering something about our inferior hair products. 

				The door clicked shut. “The bed and Oliver need to go,” Leanne said. “I can’t take either of them in large doses.”

				“Agreed,” I said. “What do we do with this thing?” I motioned to the mattress and Leanne shuddered. 

				“No idea. I think Paul conjured it, so he should be held responsible for un-conjuring it.”

				As I tied a scarf around my neck, Leanne placed a hand on my arm. “We haven’t talked about all that’s been going on with you,” she said, “the media attention, the Politia, your nighttime visitors, Andre. Is it happening all over again?” She meant the attempts on my life. 

			

			
				“No, there have just been a lot of different events that have all happened at once. They have nothing to do with me.” All these events that were occurring at the same time made it appear as though I was the eye of a storm. But I wasn’t. 

				She studied me. “Can I give you a reading?” Leanne had recently acquired a deck of tarot cards to help channel her seer abilities. Without such an instrument it was hard for her to make sense of the chaotic images she received. But she’d never used it on me—she hadn’t offered to give me any readings since the fire.

				“Sure,” I said, “but I doubt you’ll find much of interest.”

				“You’re probably right,” she said, grabbing the stack of cards from off of her desk. 

				Because there was no other place, we sat on our floor. Leanne spread the cards out in front of me. “Choose three at random.”

				I pulled the first card. “The high priestess,” Leanne said. She took the card with the image of a regal woman and laid it between us. “This represents your spirit—wise, introspective, otherworldly.” She smiled at this last word, since that could describe any Peel student.

			

			
				I moved my hand to another section of the deck spread in front of me and drew a second card. On it, people fell from a burning building. That couldn’t be good. 

				Leanne made a small noise when I handed it over to her.

				I furrowed my brows. “What?”

				“The tower. Violence. Chaos. Murder without remorse. I can’t tell how you fit into that, but this is either your present situation or one that is quickly approaching.”

				Leanne must be seeing the murders I was investigating with Andre and the Politia. I hadn’t told her that I was on the case, so she only knew that the Politia had called me in early in the morning during the last few days.

				I moved my hand again. 

				“Your third card represents the challenge you face.” Funny, based on the card I already pulled, I thought my situation was challenging enough.

				I grabbed a card and pulled it out.

				I took one look at it. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 

				I handed Leanne the card. She dropped it like it had burned her. “It’s metaphorical Gabrielle.” 

				“I seriously doubt that.”

				We stared at the horned beast depicted on the card. The devil.

				This one I could interpret on my own.

			

			
				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 7

				Later that day I entered my anthropology class. Just like everywhere else on campus, pumpkins of all sizes, shapes, and colors had been brought in. A skeleton wearing a black, pointed hat grinned at the class. Next to him an enchanted spider crawled along a glittery web.

				Just like the day before, I could smell the fear in the room. Head down and fangs firmly hidden behind my sealed lips, I made my way to my seat. 

				Shortly after I took my seat, Professor Blackmore entered the room. “Morning class,” he said. “In honor of the upcoming holiday, I’d like to focus today’s lecture on the customs and celebrations of Samhain, known locally as Hop-tu-Naa, which means ‘this is the night.’

				“In other cultures, this day is known as All Hallow’s Eve, Halloween, and Dia de los Muertos—the Day of the Dead. It’s a celebration of the dead, but more broadly speaking, the night of October thirty-first is when the barrier between worlds is at its thinnest. And, in certain areas, it is nonexistent.

			

			
				“The Otherworld is the general name we use for all those worlds outside our own. The Underworld and the Celestial Plane are examples of other worlds that are included in this umbrella term. And on the night of Samhain, the barrier between all of these worlds thins out.

				“Once these barriers thin out enough, beings can cross from their world into ours, and vice versa.”

				I tried to wrap my mind around that idea, but I had a hard time doing so. I raised my hand. 

				“Yes, Miss Fiori?”

				“When you say that at certain points the barrier nonexistent what do you mean by that?” I asked. “It sounds like there are places on earth that act like portals.”

				He gave me a small smile. “I’m glad you asked. Portal is a good term for it. There are certain physical locations where, at the right time and place, someone could literally walk from one world into the next.” 

				***


				After Anthropology, I went to the library to get a head start on my history homework. I opened my abandoned calendar to write in some of my homework assignments when a previous note I’d left myself caught my eye. TOM’s weeklong fling. TOM was code for that Time Of the Month. 

			

			
				It was written down for the beginning of the October. Three weeks ago. I’d been so busy scaring off naked men and investigating the murders that I hadn’t thought about something as unimportant as my period. Until I missed it. I hadn’t had my period in over a month. 

				For one earth-shatteringly scary second, I panicked. 

				I’m pregnant. It was sad how much scarier that thought was than realizing I’d died at the Awakening, or facing death in the weeks that followed.

				The panic subsided. Considering I’d never done the deed, pregnancy just wasn’t possible—at least I didn’t think it was. When it came to the supernatural world, I could never be positive.

				A more logical answer crept up on me. I was becoming a vampire, which meant that I was dying. So naturally, one of the first things to go would be my ability to support life. That meant no more periods. 

				My phone interrupted my thoughts. I pulled the vibrating smartphone out of my bag. Caleb had sent me a text.

				Hey, want to meet up tonight? Investigation, dinner, and a movie?

				Crap. I’d forgotten that I was supposed to work on the case with Caleb. Instead I was leaving him hanging to investigate with Andre. I felt a twinge of guilt before I reminded myself that the truce was at stake. 

			

			
				I typed a quick response. Can’t. Sorry.

				Why not?

				Nosey much? My fingers moved over the digital keypad. Group orgy. 

				A couple students gave me dirty looks as my phone vibrated for a third time. Then they saw who exactly was disrupting their quiet and their expressions went from annoyed to meek real quick.

				Really? Can I come?


				I packed up my belongings and left the room. Nope. Vampires only.


				My phone buzzed. That’s kinky. 

				Just stop, I wrote back.

				You started it. 

				Talk to you later. I should’ve told him right then and there that I was serious about the vampire part of my message. Andre and I would be investigating the crimes tonight. 

				I knew when Caleb found out he’d be hurt and pissed, both because I was working on the investigation without him and because I was working on it with Andre, the man who left him for dead. He didn’t yet know that the Politia had asked me to reconnect with Andre, and more importantly, he didn’t know Andre and I were soulmates. But once he did, things were bound to get stickier between us.

				I was postponing the inevitable by not telling him, but hell, I needed a momentary break from drama. My life already had too much of it.

			

			
				***


				An hour after the sun had set, I felt the first thrum of energy. I glanced out my window. A black sports car entered Peel campus. 

				“Don’t do anything stupid,” Leanne said, not bothering to look away from her homework. 

				I should’ve known that my roommate foresaw my evening. “Is there something I should be worried about?” 

				The hand that held her pen shook. “Not if you’re careful.”

				Unease coiled at the pit of my stomach. I opened my mouth to ask her what she’d seen when she cut me off. “Gabrielle, I’ve foreseen a lot of strange things concerning you, most of which have not come to pass. You’ve outwitted fate over and over again.”

				I’ve been outwitting fate? Considering that fate was actually three women, I wondered just which one of them I was outsmarting. I really hoped I wasn’t pissing her off. Having a fate angry with you was probably a dangerous thing. 

				“Just be your normal, pragmatic self, and everything will be alright,” Leanne said. “That I have foreseen.” I could tell by the clip of her voice that was all she was going to tell me.

				I cocked my head, my eyes lingering on her as she continued to work on homework. I thought my roommate was an open book, but Leanne’s cryptic warning made me think that she hid a lot of herself from everyone around her, including me. 

			

			
				If I could’ve guessed, I’d say that Leanne knew more about my future than she was letting on, and it was probably for my benefit. 

				But the only reason I wouldn’t tell a friend about their future was if it was bad. 

				I swallowed. She had told me about foreseeing my death. If she was willing to tell me that, then what premonitions were too horrible to speak of?

				***


				I exited my building. Outside, Andre leaned against his sports car, clad in a black T-shirt that clung to his muscular torso and sculpted arms, and pants that fit him in all the right areas. The outfit was more casual than Andre’s usual—and lighter than what the weather called for—but I wasn’t complaining. 

				Behind him, a cluster of students took pictures of him as they passed on their way to the castle. 

				I was sure he was aware of the attention, but he acted as though he wasn’t.

				“Miss me?” he asked.

				“You’re delusional.” I smiled as I said it.

				He pushed off the wall and sauntered to me. When he reached me, he ran a hand across my cheek and behind my head. He leaned in and brushed his lips against mine. I wanted to resist him—I’d spent a whole two months doing just that—but I was so tired of trying to deny this. 

			

			
				Instinctively I closed my eyes, and behind them I saw a flash of red as someone took a photo. 

				So much for holding off telling Caleb about Andre and I. Tonight those photos would hit the Internet and he’d find out. At the back of my mind I wondered what kind of awful person didn’t care about another’s feelings. Because right now, with Andre’s lips warm on mine, I felt no guilt for the choices I’d made.

				Andre pulled away. “Ready?”

				I nodded.

				We’d drawn the attention of a small crowd. They hung off to the sides, far enough away to indicate that they thought we were dangerous. The girl becoming a vampire, and the king of them. 

				I got in the car. “Where to?”

				Andre revved the engine and peeled out, probably just to give our onlookers a show.

				His gaze flicked to me. “The scene of the first crime, Glen Maye.”

				***


				The ride to Glen Maye was a short one. Now I understood why a Peel student would come here; it was so close. We got out of the car and began trekking through the glen.

				A little ways in we saw the taped off area. Andre and I stepped over it. “The body was found over there.” Andre pointed to an area near a large boulder. “When they found her, her legs pointed to our left and her arms were spread out at her sides.”

			

			
				I moved over to where her body had been found and looked around. One particular patch of the glen was greener than the others. According to Andre it was what her legs pointed away from.

				“Why is that area greener?” I asked Andre. 

				He followed my line of sight. “That’s near the entrance to the Otherworld. Around this particular entrance you can find rare and powerful plants. That’s why witches and others come here. Here they can find ingredients for heightening their abilities or performing spells.”

				“Huh.” I mulled over why a serial killer would position his or her victim away from this entrance.

				“Gabrielle?”

				“Yeah?” I said, distracted.

				“We need to go.” Andre’s voice had an edge to it. 

				I glanced at him. “Now,” he emphasized. 

				I paused, only for a second of a second. But long enough to realize what had startled him. Nothing moved, no creature made a sound—not even the ethereal music I’d heard last time I was here. Animals hid from vampires, but they didn’t disappear. Here, right now in Glen Maye, the animals were gone.

				And we hadn’t scared them off.

				Knowing Andre would follow, I bolted. Andre fell in step behind me. The trees and plants blurred as we ran. Next to me, I thought I heard the snap of a branch and the hint of a whisper. Just my imagination.

			

			
				Around us the trees rustled violently, though the night wasn’t windy.

				Getting to the car took less than thirty seconds. I snapped on my seatbelt and Andre cranked the ignition. The car roared to life and Andre floored the gas pedal.

				The car shot off like a rocket, and then Glen Maye was just a strange and disturbing memory. 

				***


				“What was that?” I asked Andre, looking through the car’s side mirrors even though we were far away from the crime scene.

				“Nothing holy.” 

				I remembered Leanne’s warning from earlier in the day. “What would’ve happened if we’d lingered?”

				He shook his head. “I have no idea.” Then he fell silent. Just like Leanne, he wasn’t going to say more.

				I exhaled. I couldn’t tell if he was also withholding information from me, but I knew that I wasn’t going to be able to figure this one out on my own. 

				***


				We pulled up to the entrance of Douglas Cemetery and Andre cut the engine.

			

			
				“Do I have to go in?” I asked.

				Andre took my hand. “I swear on my life I will let nothing happen to you,” he said, his eyes moving between mine.

				I was sort of hoping to stay in the car, but it was the next best thing. “I appreciate it,” I said.

				We got out of the car. I approached the wrought iron gates that loomed ahead of us. “Uh, Andre, they’re locked.”

				As he passed me, he glanced over. “You haven’t done this much, have you?”

				“What are you—” Andre yanked apart the metal chain that was wrapped around the middle of the gate with his bare hands.

				He pushed it open. “Ladies first.”

				“How chivalrous of you,” I said, passing through the entrance. Only then did I realize that I was standing in a graveyard, the land of the dead.

				Andre closed the gates behind us and came up to me, twining his fingers through mine. Two months ago I would’ve had a major problem with this, but right now I really appreciated the physical reassurance that he was next to me.

				In front of us the gravestones were old and weather beaten, and they stuck out of the ground like crooked teeth. Crows perched on top of several of them and in the nearby trees. They cawed, making my skin crawl. 

				I was so getting cremated when I died.

				He tugged on my hand and I followed his lead. “So,” I said, “you were also called in to view this body?” 

			

			
				He made an agreeing noise in the back of his throat. “I’m always called in when a crime appears to involve a vampire.”

				I studied his profile as we wound our way through the graves. He looked like a dark, avenging angel. My dark, avenging angel, according to a childhood prophecy. 

				He caught my eye and gazed down at me. A sly smile spread across his face. “Enjoying the view?” he asked. 

				I was. Quite a bit, which was making it hard to concentrate. 

				I shrugged. “It’s decent.” I had only just uttered the words when we heard laughter.

				My first thought was that it was man in the suit. I hadn’t seen him since the Autumn Ball, so I was about due a visit. But as our eyes roved the cemetery, it was clear that no one was here.

				Andre’s grip on my hand tightened. “There it is.” Two our left I could see the crime scene tape. I could also smell traces of blood and other bodily fluids, and beneath that, the smell of the long dead. A headstone whose top was shaped like a three-leaf clover had maroon stains sprayed across it. 

				I made a face and crouched down. “Did the second victim die here?” I asked, placing a hand on the top of the clover-shaped gravestone.

				“Yes, but the killer laid the body out over here.” Andre walked a few paces away from me, and I followed him. The space was just big enough to arrange a full grown man in the shape of a star.

			

			
				Was the killer a religious fanatic? It seemed strange that the first body would emulate a Christian sign in an area that drew mostly non-Christian believers, and that in a graveyard filled with crosses and angels, a second body would replicate a pagan symbol.

				As my eyes roved over the scene, a soft wind tickled my face. The devil’s consort, a voice whispered.

				My gaze snapped to Andre. Unlike all those encounters with the man in the suit, Andre’s narrowed gaze and coiled muscles indicated that he too had heard this voice. Worse, he was staring at something behind me and to my left. 

				I spun around and searched the dark cemetery. I didn’t see anything. However, some unconscious part of me must’ve known that there was something in the darkness that watched me because the hair along my arms stood on end.

				“Gabrielle, move slowly towards me,” Andre said.

				“Slowly?” I said, still searching the darkness. “If I move, I’m sprinting out of here. There is no such thing as moving slowly.”

				“That’s fine. Just move. I’ll follow.” He didn’t need to tell me twice. Just like in Glen Maye, I ran like my life depended on it—and it just might’ve.

				Unlike Glen Maye, this time we didn’t have far to run.

				A voice sang next to me, Consort, consort, consort.

			

			
				I was really starting to hate that word.

				I swung open the car door and slipped in, slamming it behind me. Less than a second later Andre was next to me, keying the ignition. 

				The car roared to life, and Andre whipped it around to drive back the way we came. 

				My heart thundered in my chest, and I took slow, even breaths to calm down. 

				As we passed the cemetery, I gave it one last glance. A shadowy form loomed amongst the graves, its body facing us—watching us.

				I couldn’t tear my eyes away from it. And then it vanished.

				***


				I drummed my fingers against the soft leather of Andre’s car. “Well, I can’t say that I learned anything from that visit.” Except how to make a (nearly) grown woman almost pee her pants.

				Andre’s knuckles were white. The wheel was in serious danger of getting squashed by his grip. “I should never have taken you to the crime scenes,” he said.

				I rubbed my temples “Don’t even think about getting all protective and bossy just because something weird happened.”

				“I put you in danger. That’s my fault. I should never have agreed to investigate this with you.” I really wanted to shake him silly.

				“And you think I wouldn’t have tried to visit the sites if we hadn’t teamed up? Because I would’ve, either by myself or with Caleb.”

			

			
				“Caleb?” His mood darkened considerably. I didn’t realize that Andre knew who Caleb was; they had never officially met. I guess he’d read the papers about the two of us escaping Bishopcourt. “Why would you visit them with Caleb?” He took his eyes off the road to look at me. “Are you two . . . ?” 

				His gaze was too intense. “No Andre, we’re not dating,” I said. “The Politia assigned us as partners.”

				Andre’s eyes narrowed. Apparently he, like me, didn’t think this was just a coincidence.

				“My point is,” I continued, “I would’ve visited those crime scenes either way.”

				Andre’s jaw worked, and he reluctantly nodded his head.

				I looked out the window at the stars, which were so much brighter with my night vision. It was a rare night when the fog surrounding the Isle of Man was thin enough to see them. “Why were the crime scenes . . . haunted?” I asked. My heartbeat had finally slowed back down to normal.

				“I don’t know if they were haunted, or if that was just a side effect of being close to Samhain,” he said.

				If that was a side effect of Samhain, then the supernatural community had to rethink their most widely celebrated holiday. That was just plain frightening.

				“Gabrielle, that voice in the graveyard . . .” Andre started. 

			

			
				“Can’t we just pretend that we didn’t hear it?” I asked. Okay, it was more of a plea.

				“You know,” Andre said conversationally, “you have a serious avoidance problem.”

				“I’m not ready to deal with that statement,” I joked. Andre didn’t laugh. Sourpuss.

				“You know what the voice was talking about, don’t you?” Andre stated it as though it were fact.

				“I don’t—”

				Andre cut me off. “Before you lie to me, you should know that I can tell the difference between that and the truth.”

				I gave him my best squinty eyes. “I wasn’t going to lie to you. I have no idea what that voice was talking about. But that’s the third time something has called me the devil’s consort.” I spit out the word as though it tasted bitter.

				“What do you mean something?” Andre ran a hand through his hair. 

				“A possessed medium, the incubus that visited me last night, and whatever was in the graveyard all called me that.”

				Andre slammed on the brakes, and air whooshed out of my lungs as I was thrown against the seatbelt. 

				Andre cursed while I gasped for air. 

				“An incubus visited you again last night?” he asked.

				I nodded.

				Andre swore again. “That’s not good, Gabrielle.”

				“Tell me something I don’t know.” 

			

			
				It wasn’t a literal statement, but Andre answered it anyway. “Those three things that spoke to you—none of them are of this world. That means that in places that know more about heaven and hell than we do, you have a reputation, Gabrielle.” Andre paused. “To them you are known as the devil’s consort.”


				



			

	





			
				


				Chapter 8

				We pulled up to Bishopcourt. I hadn’t even questioned our destination. I was still shaken up by what Andre had said. So shaken that I didn’t have time to get out of the car before Andre tried his hand at chivalry again and opened my door.

				I stared at him. What does it mean that spirits know who I am?

				Seeing that I hadn’t yet unbuckled my seatbelt, he leaned over and did so. Then he scooped me up in his arms. Worse, I just let him. I wasn’t feeling very brave at the moment, and it was kind of nice to let someone else take care of me.

				What does it mean to be the devil’s consort?

				“You’re alright,” he whispered into my hair.

				I wrapped my arms around his neck. Right about now, Andre no longer felt like the monster I needed to stay away from. He felt like the only safe place in the world.

			

			
				He led me back to his room and placed me on the edge of his bed so that I sat upright. I rested my head between my legs. “This is really bad, isn’t it?”

				He didn’t say anything, and I remembered my thoughts from earlier in the evening, when I realized Leanne withheld a great many premonitions from me. This might be the something that was more terrifying than death.

				The bed slumped as Andre sat down next to me. He put a hand on my upper back. “Gabrielle, look at me.” 

				I straightened up to meet his eyes. Just like earlier in the week, his eyes seemed to hold his humanity. “When it comes to dealings with the devil, remember that you always have agency,” he said, emphasizing the statement by shaking me gently. 

				“It’s one thing to be called the devil’s consort and another to actually be it,” he continued. “The difference lies in the decisions you make. If you want to hand over your soul and go down without a fight, that’s a choice—it’s not made for you. Not even becoming a vampire takes that decision away from you.”

				His words gave me hope. It didn’t matter that I was in over my head, even in terms of the supernatural community. In the end, it came down to something that I could understand—consent. 

				I lifted a hand and ran it along Andre’s outstretched arm. His hand slipped from my back, and it curled around my own. That wasn’t enough. Not nearly. 

			

			
				I turned my body towards him and leaned in, and he met me halfway.

				The kiss was desperate. I swung my leg over his so that I straddled him, and I ran my hands through his hair, pressing myself even closer to him.

				His hands moved to my back, and he held me tightly. Almost without thinking, the siren welled up in me. For the first time, I welcomed it. Right now it didn’t feel like a different entity so much as an expression of my feelings. My skin began to glow. 

				Andre broke off the kiss. “We shouldn’t be doing this—not when you’re using glamour.”

				“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m in control of it.”

				He touched my face. “You might be, but I won’t be in control of myself.” It was strange to think that the king of vampires wasn’t immune to this. 

				I closed my eyes and pushed the siren in me back to where it came from. The glow of my skin gradually dimmed before disappearing altogether.

				“Better?” I asked.

				“Much.” Andre’s lips met mine again, but it was a chaste consolation prize of a kiss. 

				“So, what exactly are we doing in your bedroom?” I asked, looking around. 

				“Continuing our training. Before you leave tonight, I wanted to teach you how to sheathe and unsheathe your teeth, so that you can control when they come out.”

				I exhaled. “That would help a lot.” It had been annoying having to clamp my mouth shut throughout the school day to avoid scaring off classmates and teachers.

			

			
				He stood up and pulled me to my feet. “Are your fangs out right now?”

				My tongue skimmed over my canines. I felt a prick along my tongue and I tasted blood. 

				Andre’s nostrils flared; he must’ve caught the scent of blood. “That’s answer enough,” he said. “Now what I want you to do is imagine your fangs receding into your gums.”

				I furrowed my eyebrows. “That’s it?”

				“That is it, but you can’t just want your teeth to recede, you have to visualize it happening.”

				Great. This was going to be another lesson like the one on captivating prey—I was going to make a hopeless fool of myself.

				He took my hands. “Try closing your eyes.”

				My pulse hitched from his touch, and I couldn’t help but notice the current between us. Lately the current sometimes quieted when we were together. But right now wasn’t one of those times. “Your touch isn’t exactly helping,” I said. 

				“You’re nothing if not extraordinary, Gabrielle. I’m sure that you’ll figure your way around it.” 

				“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said, putting as much sarcasm into the statement as possible. I closed my eyes and steadied my breathing. I imagined my teeth slowly receding back into my gums. In my mind’s eye I visualized the entire process. After I finished visualizing it, I felt my teeth.

			

			
				Damnit, they were still hanging out.

				“Try it again,” Andre said. “This time visualize it differently.”

				I didn’t immediately understand what he was asking of me. But as I watched my teeth receded in my mind’s eye, I realized that I didn’t buy my own visualization because gums weren’t muscles; they couldn’t push and pull a tooth. So I imagined them connected to a muscle that could push and pull them. This time, when I ran a finger over my canines, they were back to normal.

				“I did it!” I relished this small victory. 

				Andre’s eyes twinkled. “Practice this over and over again, and eventually you’ll mostly be able to control when they come out and when they slide back into your gums.”

				“What do you mean mostly?”

				He gave me a predatory look and closed the distance between us. My gums throbbed and my canines slid out. Well hell.

				“Sometimes, when you’re scared, surprised, or turned on, they’ll come out before you consciously realize it,” Andre said, his voice husky. “Just like now, for instance.”

				I pushed him back to give myself some personal space. “Now you’re just taking advantage of the fact that I’m a hormonal teenager.”

			

			
				His eyes became hooded and the look he gave me set my skin on fire. “Trust me when I say that around you I’ve been having about as much trouble with my . . . cravings as you are.”

				The innuendo in his statement wasn’t lost on me, and at his words the room seemed to heat up by several degrees. “That doesn’t inspire a whole lot of confidence,” I said, trying to diffuse the rising sexual tension. 

				Out of the corner of my eyes, I noticed the painting of Andre as a crusader. The distraction allowed me to regain some control of myself. Taking a better look around the room, I realized that nothing here had been replaced.

				“The fire didn’t damage anything in your room,” I said.

				He looked around along with me. “The fire didn’t really make it back here. But it wouldn’t have mattered. I’ve gone to great lengths to make sure that this particular room is as fire resistant as possible.”

				Before I could ask him why he’d bothered to make this room fire resistant but not the rest of the house, his cellphone buzzed. He pulled it out and glanced at the caller ID. “I need to take this. I’ll step out for just a moment.”

				And then he was gone. 

				When he didn’t come right back into the room, I got up and looked around. The wall of books pulled me in. Most of Andre’s reading material here consisted of timeworn, clothbound books. An old edition of Euripides’ plays caught my eye. 

			

			
				I pulled out the book and crawled back on Andre’s bed, noticing how delicious the sheets smelled. I propped up some pillows and began to read.

				The stilted language the author had used to translate the plays made them hard to follow, and soon the words began to blur together. 

				That was probably the moment I should’ve gotten up and asked to be driven home. Instead I set the book aside and curled up. Between the comforting smell of Andre’s sheets and the watchful, painted eyes of a younger Andre, I nodded off.

				***


				I breathed in the smell of pine needles and wood burning fire. 

				“Mmm.” My lips curled into a smile at the smell and I opened my eyes. I was in another freaking forest, wearing another freaking gown, and in another freaking bed. I glanced down at the arm thrown around my torso. I followed the arm back to its owner, a beautiful, dark haired man. 

				He leaned over to kiss me on the cheek.

				This is a dream, so wake up. Wake up!

				I jolted awake, and like every other night that I’d dreamed of them, the incubus surfaced from the dream alongside me.

				“Get away from me!” I pushed away the demon’s hands.

			

			
				Suddenly the demon was airborne. He slammed against the far wall and the mansion’s foundation shuddered. Andre was on him in an instant. He grabbed the demon’s wind-blown hair and slammed its head repeatedly into the ground.

				I pushed aside the throw blanket that someone had covered me with and scrambled out of the bed. 

				The incubus was covered in black blood. I didn’t even know it was possible for them to bleed. “Tell your friends in hell that this is what will happen to each and every one of them the next time they decide to invade my soulmate’s dreams,” Andre said, baring his fangs. 

				The demon laughed at him. “You don’t scare us, brother. We welcome violence. More will come to visit her, and there’s nothing you can do about it.” 

				***


				Even after the demon had vanished, neither of us moved. Andre kneeled on the floor, head bowed, and I stood uncertainly off to the side. The unexpected violence had brought all those memories of Andre’s birthday gala back to the surface.

				“How long was I asleep?” I finally asked.

				Andre didn’t look up. “A couple hours.”

				A couple hours? “Why didn’t you wake me?”

				Andre gathered himself together and stood up. His expression was bleak. I noticed the black blood that had covered his fist was gone. Either he’d wiped it off, or it had vanished with the incubus.

			

			
				“You were smiling in your sleep. You looked happy,” he said, as if that were explanation enough. 

				He picked up a book resting on his chair and placed it back on his shelf. It was the same book I’d been reading, Euripides’ plays. My heart did something funny. 

				He’d sat next to me and read a book I’d picked out while I slept. Strange that a man who a moment ago had acted out his most base nature could also enjoy something as civilized as classical Greek plays.

				He stepped away from the bookcase and watched me. There was no remorse in his eyes. He wouldn’t apologize for what he did, but he was waiting to see how I’d react.

				“Andre, violence won’t solve my problems.” I knew that even as I said this, I was a hypocrite. Hadn’t I killed someone who had threatened me? That seemed to take care of that situation pretty decently, too.

				“I don’t want to scare you away Gabrielle,” he said, “but I also can’t let those who try to harm you go unpunished.”

				We were at an impasse. Andre wasn’t going to change, and I could either deal with it, or I couldn’t. I sighed. “Thanks for beating the crap out of that creep,” I said.

				Andre gave me a shadow of a smile, his way of acknowledging my decision to stay with him rather than running away again. 

			

			
				“But,” I said, “just so we’re clear: no more mass killings. If that happens again, I’m so out of here.” I couldn’t believe I’d ever have to say those particular words to someone.

				He inclined his head, and I hoped the gesture was sincere because I had my doubts. I mean, if you couldn’t teach an old dog new tricks, then teaching a vampire new ones should be next to impossible. 

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 9

				“What the hell, Gabrielle?” Caleb had waited for me outside the Politia’s headquarters the next morning. On Saturday mornings we were required to come in for training, and in this case, to discuss the ongoing investigation. “You made out with Andre? The guy who left me to die?”

				The guilt that I hadn’t felt yesterday slammed into me. When he put it that way, I sounded weak-willed. Maybe I was. “I did tell you it was a vampire orgy.”

				“I sincerely hope you’re kidding about that.” He looked as though I’d kicked his puppy. 

				“I am,” I said. I could hear his heartbeat. It pounded away in his chest. Along with it was the smell of adrenaline. Confronting me was physiologically doing the same thing to him that whispers in the graveyard yesterday did to me.

				He rubbed his face. “I’m going to be honest here for two seconds and just let you know that seeing those pictures fucking ripped my heart out.” 

			

			
				There it was. The confession that he had feelings for me. “I am so, so sorry,” I said. More than anything, I was sorry that there was such a thing as unrequited love. Because from the cold sweat breaking out along Caleb’s skin, and the smell of cortisol—a.k.a., stress—what he was feeling had to be unbearable. Meanwhile, my heartbeat was as steady as ever, and other than guilt, Caleb’s presence did nothing to me.

				“Why him?” Caleb asked. “And why now?” 

				Because he’s my soulmate and because we’re investigating the murders together. But Caleb didn’t know either of those two things. He never overheard Theodore’s confession, and he wasn’t in the room when the chief constable all but told me to renew my relationship with the coven.

				I toed the dewy grass beneath my feet. Behind me staff entered and exited Castle Rushen’s main entrance. “Chief Constable Morgan told me these murders have threatened the truce between vampires and the Politia. And if the truce is broken, then the Politia will hunt down all vampires. Including me.”

				Caleb’s face paled. “They wouldn’t really do that . . .” 

				I gave him a look. “Then what would the Politia do with monsters they couldn’t control?”

				He said nothing, which was answer enough. 

				“The chief constable encouraged me to mend my ties with the coven, so now I’m also working on the investigation with Andre. That’s why we were together.”

			

			
				“You’re working on the investigation together?” The hurt was back in his voice. “That’s why you met up yesterday? To work together?”

				The guilt sat heavy in my gut. “Caleb, I had to. This is bigger than you and me. The lives of hundreds of vampires—as well as any future victims the killer chooses—are at stake.” Oops, bad pun. 

				“Whatever Gabrielle,” he said, his voice defeated. He threaded is hands over his head and walked a few steps away from me. “I just don’t care anymore.”

				I reached out for him. “Caleb?” He turned. “I want you to care,” I said, “just not about me.”

				His eyebrows were raised and the skin of his forehead was wrinkled. 

				“I’m a mess, and my life is a mess,” I said. “You should want more for yourself than something as destructive as a relationship with me.” I hadn’t realized the words were true until I spoke them. 

				“I just want to date you.” 

				The town was awakening. The sun had risen above the buildings and slowly scared off the chill of the morning. 

				“Nearly every girl at school would take you up on that offer. And you choose to go after the only one who wouldn’t.”

				He winced at my words. “I can change your mind.”

				I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him. “You won’t. I’m never going to be with you.”

			

			
				His brows pinched together. “I will change your mind,” he said defiantly. 

				I came so, so close to telling him Andre and I were soulmates, but I bit back my response at the last minute. That information seemed like it could be dangerous in the wrong hands, and as much as I believed Caleb could keep a secret, I wasn’t a trusting person by nature.

				I gazed up at Castle Rushen, wanting to be anyone else for a day. In one of the towers a shadow moved. Someone had been watching us.

				Something about this situation reminded me of those stories of ancient Rome and Egypt. The ones where friends betrayed each other and family members plotted against one another. 

				I wasn’t safe. Not by a long shot.

				***


				We met Maggie in her office, although office was perhaps an overstatement. Broom closet was a more accurate description for the tiny room the three of us crammed in.

				“What do you guys have for me?” she asked, folding her hands in front of her. I took in the scattered papers littering her desk. Most were bits and pieces of cases she was working on. Amongst them was today’s paper. The headline still focused on the attacks.

				“Judging by what the victims had on them at the time of their death and their supernatural ability, they were likely attacked on their home turf,” Caleb said, “This means that they probably were there by chance, rather than lured there or killed somewhere else and placed there.”

			

			
				I tore my gaze away from the newspaper to stare at the boy next to me. He was a natural at this. He wouldn’t need my help solving this case with an inquisitive eye like his.

				Maggie nodded. “That’s an important detail you caught there. It does seem as though the individuals were not picked out beforehand. This tells us that this isn’t personal—the killer never knew the victims. It also indicates that the killer was probably waiting at these locations, though we haven’t been able to find any footprints to corroborate this.”

				Her focus moved from Caleb to me. “What have you gathered from your research so far?”

				I remembered the strange atmosphere of the crime scenes. “At least one of the murders took place near an entrance to the Otherworld. I don’t know what the supernatural community thinks of cemeteries, but to me they seem to be a place where two worlds also meet—that of the dead and that of the living.”

				Maggie raised her eyebrows. “Some in the supernatural community do consider cemeteries to be a literal place where the world of the dead meets the world of the living,” she said, pinching her lower lip with her fingers. “Churches are another.” 

			

			
				Her brow furrowed. “That idea has been largely forgotten, even among supernaturals, since that belief is often associated with dark magic. The only people who still hold those beliefs are often those such as our second victim, the necromancer, who still practice the dark arts.”

				She jotted down a note. “That’s a good lead, Gabrielle,” she said.

				I tried to not let the compliment get to my head, but not going to lie, I was patting myself on the back.

				For the next hour we discussed the case and the media frenzy surrounding it. At the end of the discussion I was more familiar with the crimes and the victims, but the only new piece of information I learned was that the community now considered me a suspect—just like the chief constable predicted. 

				It was actually a logical conclusion—I was the newest vampire and had the least control of my baser impulses. The only problem with that theory was that I didn’t happen to be a sick freak.

				“That’s it,” Maggie said. “Make sure to continue to research these murders and not to discuss this with anyone outside the investigation.”

				Caleb and I stood up. I grabbed the door and held it open for him before I began to follow. 

				“Gabrielle?” Maggie said.

				“Yeah?” I paused in the doorway. 

				Maggie reached out—that’s how small her office was—and ran a hand along my covered arm. She stopped only when she grasped my hand. 

			

			
				As soon as I realized what she was doing, I jerked my hand away. “You need my permission before you go rifling through my mind,” I snapped, surprisingly unraveled by the thought of her poking through my recent memories.

				“Actually, I don’t,” she said. “Not if I believe one of my officers could harbor important or dangerous information.”

				I took a step back into the room and let the door swing shut. “So what is this? Am I now spying on the coven for the Politia? Because my continuing relationship with vampires seems like the only important or dangerous piece of information that the Politia might be interested in since you last touched me.”

				Maggie’s eyes narrowed.

				I continued. “And spying wasn’t part of the agreement I made with Chief Constable Morgan. So I think you do need my permission when it comes to this. That is, if you want me to continue to work for you.”

				She smiled at me, but there was no warmth to it. “I’d suggest keeping your distance from the king of vampires. We wouldn’t want you getting too close to a man accused of dozens of international crimes.”

				I turned my back to her and opened the door. “Accused, but never charged,” I said over my shoulder. I left her office before she had time to respond. 

				The soles of my shoes slapped against the wood floors as I made my way down the hall and out the door. 

			

			
				For the second visit in a row, I left the premise disturbed by what the Politia wanted from me. One thing was apparent: they were not to be trusted.

				***


				Rain pummeled my bedroom window. I glanced out at the monochrome view; the gray stone of Peel Castle blended into the stormy sky, which blended into the gray ocean beyond.

				“You’re coming tonight, right?” Leanne asked, shoving odds and ends into her bag. “To my club’s Samhain party?” The party was the reason why she was furiously packing. She had to get there a few hours early to set up.

				“Wouldn’t miss it,” I said, stepping over Oliver’s garish bed. We still hadn’t had time to corner Paul into de-conjuring it, and to be honest, I wasn’t sure how possible it was.

				“Oh, by the way, I picked up the mail today, and you got a letter.” Leanne swiped an envelope from her desk and tossed it over to me. I didn’t fail to notice her bloodshot eyes and the purple circles beneath them. Her recurring nightmares were taking a toll on her

				I caught the letter, disbelieving her. I never got mail—my mother and I always emailed each other. 

				I ran my thumb over the thick cream-colored paper. Sure enough, my name was written in rich, curling script, and beneath it, my address. I flipped over the envelope. Huh. There was no return address.

			

			
				I hesitated before I opened it. These days an increasing number of people wanted to do me harm. Sending me an anonymous piece of mail seemed suspicious. 

				It’s a letter for crying out loud, and you’re a scary siren-vampire badass. 

				Using that airtight logic, I slid my finger under the seal and ripped it open. 

				Inside, on a matching cream-colored card, someone had typed up a poem.

				Death will strike before Halloween,

				The mark of the damned, the killer unclean, 

				If you walk the old corpse road where the dead ley,

				Sprites and devils might snatch you away,

				Go to the Braaid and you’ll lose your soul,

				For an entrance into hell, such is the toll.

				I skimmed over the poem. The words prickled my skin. I turned over the card. A gold C had been embossed on the back. Cecilia.

				Of course she sent me this, and of course she couldn’t just state her message like a normal person. She’d done this before a few months ago. These poems were her cryptic way of communicating with me. Only as usual, they were vague and didn’t make too much sense.

			

			
				“What’d you get?” Leanne asked, placing her new bag of candy next to her backpack.

				I looked at the poem in my hands again. “Just a message from my childhood nanny.”

				Leanne hitched her bag over her shoulder and grabbed the candy and an umbrella. “Oh, that’s nice.” 

				That was one way of putting it. The note gave me sense of deep foreboding. The last time she’d sent me a note, I’d almost died.

				***


				Two hours later my door opened and Oliver sashayed in as I finished getting dressed for the seer club party. I zipped up my boots and shrugged on a blazer.

				“Ready to go girlfriend?” he asked. He eyed me up and down and opened his mouth.

				I held up a hand. “Save it Pixie Sticks.” Oliver’s mouth formed an indignant O at the nickname. “I’m not changing, so you’re just going to have to deal with it.” 

				If it was up to Oliver, I’d only wear designer clothes.

				“I was just going to say that I thought you looked nice.”

				“Uh huh.” I grabbed my keys and an umbrella and pushed Oliver out the door before he could get any ideas about doing my makeup for me. I already swiped on mascara, and that was as much as I was willing to do.

			

			
				“Pixie Sticks . . . how insulting.” 

				We glided down the stairs and left my dorm. “I’m sure it must feel awful to be the target of a nasty nickname,” I said, rolling my eyes.

				Outside the rain was coming down in torrents. I clicked open the umbrella, and was promptly booted out from under it.

				“Hey!” Rain pelted against me. I was going to look like drowned rat tonight. Meanwhile Oliver huddled underneath the center of the umbrella. 

				“I’m sorry Gabrielle,” he said, “but I can’t get my hair wet. You’re just going to have to suck it up. The walk isn’t too far.”

				I snatched the umbrella’s handle away from him, and he yelped. “Don’t piss off a vampire.”

				“Bite me,” he said, snatching the umbrella back.

				“Don’t tempt me.” I yanked the aluminum column of the umbrella a little too hard and the whole thing crumpled in on itself.

				“No.” Oliver yelped again as the rain pelted down on him. “Damnit Gabrielle!” We sprinted across the soggy lawn. The scarecrow perched next to the castle’s main doors looked a little limp standing amongst all those pumpkins. I could empathize; I felt the way it looked. 

				As soon as we made it inside, I tossed the umbrella into a nearby trash.

				Oliver’s once stylized hair now clung to his skull. “You had to ruin it for the both of us, didn’t you?” he said. 

			

			
				I shook out my hair, and it regained some of its volume. Damp, dark waves of hair cascaded down my back. “That’s what happens when you get greedy Oliver.”

				“Easy for you to say. Your hair just naturally looks good.” He muttered something about stupid sirens. “I need a mirror to fix this,” he said. “I’ll meet you in the ballroom.” He wandered away, towards the men’s restrooms.

				I walked down the long hallway, in no rush to get to the ballroom. Behind me I heard a growl, and then the clicking of paws.

				Not this again. 

				A warm canine tongue licked my hand. Ever since I’d survived my ordeal a month ago, the castle’s black ghostly dog, the Moddey Dhoo, had started following me when I was alone in the castle.

				The dog was supposed to be an omen of death; whoever saw him was destined to die within a day. I had and I lived. I guess surviving that sort of ordeal made us friends. 

				He whined happily as I scratched him behind his ears. I was just glad that he closed his eyes so I wouldn’t have to see how they glowed red. 

				My life was officially a freak show.

				I began walking again, the dog followed next to me, wagging his tail. The torches flickered in their scones, and a couple skeletons that had been placed on display grinned at me.

			

			
				Music blared from the door down the hall, which had been propped open. Now that we were near other people, my demonic buddy had to do his vanishing act. He gave my hand a parting lick and disappeared.

				I pushed open the door to the ballroom. In the middle of the room, students danced. Off along the edges of the room, seers sat at different booths, offering to read palms, scry the future, cast runes, perform psychometry, deliver messages from the departed—I was going to steer clear of that one—or give tarot card readings.

				Next to the Witches Festival, the Seer Club threw the biggest Samhain party on campus. And by the crowded atmosphere of the room, not many students were willing to miss it. 

				I wound my way through the ballroom. Only a month ago I’d been in here with Caleb for our last dance. Funny how much could change in such a short period of time. 

				As soon as I got close to the dance floor, I felt a set of eyes on me. I turned towards the source and met eyes with Caleb. 

				Speak of the devil. He danced with a pretty blonde, but his gaze was on me. If this was his attempt at making me jealous, or just a way of getting my attention, he shouldn’t have bothered. I was relieved to see Caleb with someone else.

			

			
				Next to the punch bowl—which was spiked from the smell of it—Leanne chatted with a group of girls. I waited for the conversation to finish before I pulled Leanne away. 

				“Hey!” she said when she saw me. “This is awesome, isn’t it?”

				“Definitely!” I shouted so I could be heard over the music. To be honest, I would’ve preferred being back in my room, curled up with a book, but I’d never admit that to Leanne, who’d been helping plan this for weeks now.

				There was a moment of silence, and then I blurted out, “Why have you kept your premonitions from me?”

				To be honest, I wasn’t even sure she’d been having all that many premonitions that concerned me. But after her warning yesterday, the lingering worry that something bad was going to happen to me wouldn’t go away. 

				Leanne, whose eyes had been wandering over to a cute guy working at one of the booths, now snapped back to me. That answered my question. She had been keeping her premonitions from me. I could smell her guilt.

				The skin around her eyes tightened and a line formed between her brows. She took a long swig of her spiked drink and pulled me to the edge of the room, where it was a bit quieter. “The last time I told you your future I misinterpreted it and you almost died.”

			

			
				Something about her statement made me think that wasn’t why she was withholding her premonitions from me, but I addressed that concern of hers anyway. “Leanne, I didn’t almost die because you misinterpreted it. Someone would’ve tried to kill me either way. I think you saved a lot of lives that night.”

				She put her thumb and forefinger to her temple. “That’s not my point. I can’t usually make sense of the images I see—not until the events have come to pass.” Leanne dropped her hand. “And the things that seem to involve you . . . they seem more like nightmares than reality.”

				***


				I stayed at the party for a little over an hour. Just long enough to show my support and to get dragged to the dance floor by Oliver, but not long enough to get cornered by Caleb or for my presence to cause widespread panic. 

				I began to leave when I heard familiar lines murmured.

				“… If you walk the old corpse road where the dead ley, sprites and devils might snatch you away.” A dark girl with sparkling, unfocused eyes recited the lines. 

				The poem rested on my desk back in my dorm, but the girl behind the booth spoke as though she’d memorized the lines. “Go to the Braaid and you’ll lose your soul; for an entrance into hell, such is the toll.”

			

			
				Once she finished, her eyes focused on me. “It’s a riddle.”

				I nodded, my mouth hanging slightly open. “Uh, thanks.” 

				I began to stride away. At my back I heard her call. “Solve it and you’ll save some lives.”


				



			

	





			
				


				Chapter 10

				I left the ballroom and wandered the halls, ready to leave the party but not quite ready to go back to my room. I decided to get to know my school’s layout a little better. Heaven knows I needed some alone time to think. My thoughts were still trying to piece together all the cryptic warnings I’d been given within the last couple hours.

				The castle’s demonic dog saddled up next to me, his tongue lolling out. His paws clicked against the stone floor as we walked down two flights of stairs. The air here was damp and it smelled like mildew. 

				The subterranean section of the castle seemed older and eerier than the warm atmosphere two floors above. It gave me the chills to think that somewhere around here was that hall of skulls. 

				Torches lit up as I strode down the hall. At the end of it, the hallway split off. Next to me, my furry companion sped up and turned the corner to the right. A few seconds later I rounded the same corner and blinked. The dog was gone. 

			

			
				There was only one door down this hallway, and it stood at the very end of it. 

				I turned to go back the way I came when I hesitated. I was already down here—if I really wanted a tour of the school, then I might as well check out the rooms I’d never visited before.

				I began to walk towards the far door. My footsteps echoed along the hall, and I heard a small splash as I stepped into a puddle along the cobblestone floor. 

				I came up to the wood and wrought iron door, reluctant to go any further. My pulse sped up as I wrapped my hand around the iron handle. I tugged. Locked. 

				Of course it was. The school wouldn’t just leave their doors unlocked for students like me to come traipsing through.

				I dropped my hand and stepped away from the door, not sure why I felt disappointed.

				The door made a screeching sound, and I put a hand to my mouth as it swung open of its own accord. Beyond it, the room was cast in darkness.

				I’m not going to go into the spooky room. I’m not.

				I took a step forward, and then another. Once I crossed the threshold, the room lit up.

				What I saw took my breath away. Crystal chandeliers hung over my head. A gilded mural was painted directly onto the ceiling. But that wasn’t even the most fantastical part. A series of mirrors ran down the length of the room. I stood inside a hall of mirrors. 

			

			
				Once I regained my bearings, I wandered further into the room. Behind me the door swung shut. I dearly hoped it didn’t just lock me in.

				I walked up to the first mirror. My reflection stared back at me. 

				Why was a hall of mirrors located on a subterranean floor of Peel Castle? It was beautiful, but it made no sense why the gorgeous room would be relegated to such an unvisited area of the building.

				The air above my reflection coalesced into a message: Welcome to the Hall of Perception.

				I staggered back and the words disappeared.

				I moved to the next mirror. Spider-web wrinkles formed around my eyes and lips and along my forehead. 

				I brought my hand up to my face. The skin beneath my fingers felt smooth and unblemished. Meanwhile my reflection’s wrinkles deepened and the skin along my face sagged. Bags formed under my eyes and the skin became discolored, and my eyes rheumy. Within a minute my reflection was an old woman. 

				The mirrors in this room were enchanted. 

				In the next mirror I saw myself as an adult. Behind my reflection the room had vanished. In its place was a suburban house. A child ran up to my reflection and tugged on her leg. My reflection turned away from me and knelt in front of the boy. She reached out and grasped his hands and I caught a glimpse of a wedding ring. Beyond her a man I didn’t recognize came out of the house and appeared to call out to her. Whoever he was, he wasn’t Andre. My reflection smiled and the little boy ran into the man’s arms. 

			

			
				The three of them together looked . . . wrong. I’d never have kids, never just live in suburbia—I may never even be as open and content as my reflection looked. Not to mention that I couldn’t imagine myself with someone who wasn’t Andre. He was the only guy who’d managed to get past all of my boundaries.

				I broke away from this mirror and moved to the next. Within this mirror, my skin glowed. I took one step and then another towards the radiant girl in the mirror, intoxicated by her appearance. I touched the cool glass, and our hands met. This must be what people saw when the siren came out. Not even I could completely resist it.

				Reluctantly I left this reflection. All the mirrors appeared to show alternate perceptions of reality. One showed how I would age—though I’d never get the chance thanks to my genes. Another showed a mundane but happy life, which I’d also never get to experience. And the last mirror showed what I looked like as a siren. 

				In the next mirror Andre stood behind me and wrapped his arms around me. My reflection smiled to herself; she looked mischievous as she turned to face him. The most startling thing about this version of me was how blissful she appeared. Did I look like that when I was around Andre? 

			

			
				My gaze flicked to the vampire holding me in the mirror, and my breath caught in my throat. It wasn’t his beauty that captured my attention, but how he gazed at the girl in his arms. I’d seen him wear that particular expression, but never as an outsider. That was true love. 

				I watched them for a bit, but as soon as they started making out, I left the mirror—watching them at that point felt a little too creepy.

				I wondered what a room like this could be used for. Predicting the future? Seeing and understanding all sides of yourself better? 

				Other than the eerie way my reflections acted independently from me, this hall of perception was kind of neat. At least it was until I stepped up to the next mirror.

				My reflection gazed at me, until something over my shoulder caught her eye. The hair at the base of my neck stood on end and I spun around to see what was behind me. Nothing was there. 

				I turned back to the mirror in time to see my reflection’s eyes widen and her body jerk. Blood bloomed over her heart. It spread along the fabric of her white dress, an outfit I wasn’t currently wearing. Her lips moved, but without sound I couldn’t understand what she said. She staggered, then fell.

				I couldn’t stand watching any more. I left the mirror and skipped over the others, moving to the last mirror, the largest of them all. It took up almost the entirety of the wall opposite the door. 

			

			
				The crystal chandeliers above me dimmed lower and lower, until the room was mostly cast in shadow. My breathing sped up as I watched my unchanging reflection. 

				Only it was changing. The shadows seemed to flicker, playing tricks with my eyes. The darkness gathered and formed behind my reflection. I had to glance over my shoulder to make sure the events were contained within the mirror. They were.

				I faced the mirror again. Behind my reflection the darkness had formed into a man. 

				I took a step back, not realizing that my reflection would also do so. She bumped into the man in the suit. 

				As soon as she did so, her movements no longer mirrored my own. She glanced up at the devil. I could see the whites of her eyes when she realized just who she’d run into. He smiled down at her, and the sight of it made my skin crawl. My reflection looked as though her fear had paralyzed her. The man in a suit ran the back of his hand along her cheek. 

				He glanced up and he met my gaze.

				This is very, very bad.

				“Good evening Gabrielle,” he said to me. Unlike the other reflections, I could hear his voice. Not good.

				He let go of my reflection and she stumbled away from him. I took one step back, then another, as he stalked towards the mirror. 

			

			
				“Miss me?” he asked. The shadows around him quivered.

				I turned and ran. An infinite number of reflections stretched out in all directions. Only for a moment did they all line up. Once the moment ended, they began to diverge. Some smiled, some screamed, some aged, some fought off invisible assailants. 

				“You can’t run from me, Gabrielle.” I didn’t bother with the handle of the door. I kicked it open. “Look for me on Samhain because I’m coming for you.”

				***


				I didn’t stop running until I made it back to the ground level of the castle. Even then, I only walked because people were now loitering in the halls around the ballroom. I glanced over my shoulder frequently. But if the devil was following me, he was doing a great job of remaining invisible.

				The devil was coming for me. And Samhain was in less than a week. The thought made me feel unclean.

				I mentally kicked myself. I just had to go looking for trouble, didn’t I? And just when I really had enough on my plate.

				As soon as I exited the front doors, I ran across the campus, using the rain as a convenient excuse to burn off my adrenaline. My dorm appeared through the hazy rain. Now all I needed was a hot shower and a feel-good movie to make me feel safe once more.

			

			
				My run slowed to a jog, but my breathing remained ragged and uneven. Only now as I closed in on my dorms, I noticed the sleek black car pulled up next to my building. I’d been so scared back in the castle that I hadn’t noticed the current of energy that had been building, but now it consumed me.

				“Gabrielle, are you alright?”

				Andre’s velvety voice was full of concern. Suddenly he was in front of me, his hands clasping my upper arms and his eyes roving me over.

				I glanced over my shoulder, but there was no one there. Andre followed my line of sight. “What are you looking at?”

				“The devil,” I said before I could stop myself.

				His hands tightened on my arms and I brushed them away. “What do you mean the devil?”

				We stood out in the rain, and it reminded me of the last time Andre had parked outside my dorm and waited for me on a rainy evening. 

				I rubbed my arms. “I mean, he’s no longer there . . . but I saw him.” I was babbling, and bless Andre’s damned soul, he didn’t look at me like I was a freak.

				His mouth thinned and his dark eyes hardened. 

				He shrugged off his leather jacket. “Here,” he said, throwing it over my shoulders. The fact that I didn’t immediately shrug it off scared me; I was too rattled by the man in the suit and perhaps too comfortable with Andre to tell chivalry to eff off. 

			

			
				“Why are you here?” I asked, distracted. We hadn’t made plans to meet up tonight.

				He tried leading me to the car, but I wasn’t budging until I got an explanation. I hadn’t completely lost my edge.

				He ran a hand through his soaked hair. “I was going to ask you on a date.” He watched me, the raindrops glistening against his skin. I wished I looked half as good as he did wet. “I tried to get ahold of you, but you weren’t picking up.”

				I felt my pockets for my phone before I remembered that I’d only brought my keys along with me to the ballroom.

				My eyes dropped to his chest, where the rain had molded his black shirt to his skin. All that is holy, no wonder the guy was damned. Having that nice of a body should be a sin.

				“So I came out here to make sure everything was alright.” 

				I tore my eyes away from his sculpted pecs. “For your information, not answering the phone does not indicate that I’m in mortal danger.”

				That muscle in Andre’s jaw jumped. “You’re not serious Gabrielle, are you?” His voice took on that deceptively calm note. “By your own admission you were with the devil just moments ago.”

				I folded my arms. “So? I don’t need some man to save me.”

				His eyes were intense. “I’m not just some man. I’m your soulmate. And I will do whatever I think is necessary if your life is in danger.”

			

			
				“Will you stop trying to protect me?” I said.

				He stalked away from me and leaned his hands against his car, bowing his head. For the next minute the only sound was whatever fancy breathing technique he was using to rein in his emotions. 

				Finally, I heard him sigh. “I’m not very good at relationships.” Well, that makes two of us. He fisted one of his hands and lightly pounded his car with it. “It kills me to see what I’m doing: I’m so scared of losing you again that I’m sabotaging the situation.” 

				Andre pushed away from the car. He looked like he’d already lost whatever he held most dear to him. 

				I exhaled. “I appreciate the explanation,” I said. And I did. The guy had seven hundred years to become the bossy, controlling man he was today, and no one had taken the time to tell him to shove it. Not to mention that I could be a bit prickly at times. “And I’ll forgive you on two conditions.”

				He must have been feeling pretty bad because he didn’t even try to argue. He waited.

				“One,” I said, “you feed me some dinner. And two, tell me all you know about the devil.”

				***


				We sat across from each other at an Italian restaurant in Douglas, a city on the opposite end of the Isle of Man. The dim lighting made Andre look the part of mysterious stranger. He sipped on a glass of wine while I enjoyed my fettuccini alfredo.

			

			
				“Can you really drink that?” I asked, nodding to the glass in his hand. 

				He set it down, his fingers moving the stem of the glass in small circles. “Yes, but I don’t digest it.”

				“Huh.” I twirled pasta around my fork. In the background classical music played quietly.

				“You wanted to know about the devil,” he said. “May I ask why the sudden interest?”

				I put my fork down and considered my dinner. “The interest isn’t sudden. I told you before, this guy has stalked me my whole life. I just never knew he was the devil until that night at Bishopcourt.”

				I gave Andre a long look. “You’ve met him, haven’t you? I read about it right after I arrived here. You were the first vampire created, and he turned you.”

				Andre let go of his wine glass to rest his forearms on the table. “Listen Gabrielle. I believe knowledge is power, but when it comes to discussing evil, knowing more makes you more vulnerable.”

				I remembered at the séance the medium telling Leanne something similar.

				He continued. “I will tell you what you want to know, but I need you to promise me to be careful with this knowledge.”

				Being ignorant had gotten me nowhere—the man in the suit was still after me. The least I could do was learn and protect myself. “I promise.” 

			

			
				Andre stared at the wine in front of him, his eyes becoming distant. “As awful as that textbook of yours is, the story is true. My father sold his soul to save my life.” The skin around his eyes pinched. This was the first time he’d ever mentioned his human life to me, and it looked like it took great effort to relive his life. “The devil tricked him, and he tricked me. He saved my life by making me immortal. It’s a tactic he’s used before.” 

				He looked to me. “I’m not the oldest vampire out there, just the oldest surviving one.”

				I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

				“From the research I and others have done, the devil appears to have made others before me immortal. These lineages grow and eventually die off—probably when someone kills the original vampire.” 

				A shiver coursed through me.

				He took my hand, his face pleading. “Two things you need to know about the devil. The first is that he’s always deceptive. He’s the master of twisting language and intention so that he gets what he wants. And he doesn’t lie like a human might.

				“That leads me to my second point. The devil doesn’t see things in terms of weeks or years or even centuries. Nor does one lost soul matter to him in and of itself. Every trick he pulls, every visit he makes is all part of a larger strategy.”

				“And what’s that strategy?”

				Andre’s lips thinned. “Power.”

			

			
				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 11

				I pushed away my meal.

				“You’re no longer hungry?” Andre asked. 

				“All this devil talk made me lose my appetite.” I eyed the empty table in front of him. “Speaking of appetites . . .” My voice trailed away. I wasn’t really sure what my question for Andre was, but I noticed that I’d never seen him eat, and he still hadn’t taught me anything about drinking blood. 

				“What is it?” When he saw my meaningful look, Andre raised his eyebrows. “Have you started craving blood?”

				I made a face. Ew. “No. Just curious how the whole thing works.”

				“Ah.” He flagged the waiter down.

				“What are you doing?” I asked.

				He glanced at me. “This isn’t really a topic I want to go into in public.”

			

			
				“But the devil is?” 

				One side of his mouth curved up. “This discussion is a bit more . . . interactive.”

				Eep. 

				No more was said on the subject until we arrived back at Bishopcourt. 

				As soon as Andre’s entourage met us at the car, he exited the car and quietly discussed something with them. After I managed to catapult my butt out of his car’s bucket seat, I caught a few snippets. 

				“I’d be happy to do it.” 

				“Me too.” 

				“Of course.”

				Andre and a young man broke away from the group and walked over to me.

				“Gabrielle, this is John,” Andre said, indicating to the guy next to him. 

				“Hi John, nice to meet you. Andre, what are you doing?” 

				Instead of answering, Andre laid a hand on the small of my back and led me just inside his house. And then I dug my heels in.

				“What’s going on?” People—and what appeared to be a vampire, judging by her pale skin and the pissed off way she looked at me—turned to watch us. 

				“Nothing you should be worried about.” He discreetly led us down the hall.

				“Nothing I should be worried about? I never said I was worried.” Only now I was. Statements like that had two meanings, the literal meaning—don’t be worried—and the real meaning—you better start freaking out.

			

			
				Andre ignored me and opened up the door to his study. We filed into the room and Andre closed the door behind us. “John’s here to help demonstrate how vampire’s feed.”

				The pasta I’d eaten wasn’t sitting so well in my stomach right about now. 

				“But not, you know, literally—right?” I asked. “You’re not going to actually bite him, are you?”

				“It’s not exactly like I’m going to enjoy this. Feeding is a private thing.”

				“Ew! You are going to bite him!” I pushed away from the two of them. “I’m not okay with this.” I made a beeline for the door. 

				Andre moved faster than human eyes could follow to block the door. “We have to go over this eventually. We might as well do it right now.”

				There were so many more things I’d rather be doing than this, such as getting my wisdom teeth pulled without local anesthetic, streaking through Peel Castle during a school day, going in for a pelvic examination with a male doctor. Yeah, I was that uninterested in this demonstration.

				“I’m sorry I asked,” I said. “Lesson learned—I’ll stop being so inquisitive from now on”—yeah right—“and we can pretend I never asked.”

				“Gabrielle,” Andre said, his voice soothing. “you’ve killed an attacker, been shot twice, and successfully avoided death several times. You can watch this.”

			

			
				I winced. “But it’s so icky.”

				“It’s also going to be your reality in a few years—if that.” I knew he had a point, but I’d been clinging to this last shred of normalcy.

				I bit the inside of my cheek. My stomach was still mutinous. “Okay, let’s do this.”

				“Great—”

				“But, you’re going to have to drink from me, not John.” I didn’t want John to get bitten on my account, and there was something intensely creepy about the idea of watching that as a third party.

				Andre’s eyes widened. “That’s not a good idea.”

				I shrugged. “Take it or leave it.”

				He could probably tell I’d love nothing more than to scram out of that room, because he conceded. “John, thanks for volunteering, but you can go ahead and leave.”

				“No problem,” John said. He nodded to me as he passed. “Nice meeting you.” He exited the room and closed the door on his way out.

				Andre studied me for a moment. “I’m going to have to captivate you—that’s what will make the experience pleasant rather than painful.”

				I curled my lip but nodded. I remembered how good it had felt. And that it wasn’t real.

				“Are you ready?”

				I fidgeted in place. No. “Yeah.”

			

			
				He tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. “Okay, I’m going to walk you through this.”

				His eyes glittered. There was something dark and illicit about what we were about to do, and my heart rate began to spike. “Are you captivating me yet?” I asked.

				He cracked a smile. “Nope. That’s all you.”

				Well dang it all.

				“But that is the first step. Or, in your case, using glamour.”

				My skin felt warm and my abs clenched. Heat collected low in my stomach. “Now I’m using it,” he said, his voice husky.

				My breathing became shallow. “I can tell.” I backed up against the nearest wall, just so that something other than my legs could support me. 

				Our eyes locked, and I watched him move towards me, all coiled power and fluid movement. He invaded my personal space, only stopping once our chests touched. 

				His hand brushed my neck, and his thumb caressed the artery that lay just below the skin. The look he gave me was so much more than just lust. He gazed at me as though I was his salvation. 

				This isn’t real. This isn’t real.

				He slid a leg between mine and leaned in to nuzzle my neck.

				Oh sweet mercy. I was beyond caring whether this was real or not. 

			

			
				My legs buckled and if Andre hadn’t moved in and wrapped an arm around my waist, I’d have collapsed on the ground. I was going to die of overheating, or start taking off his clothes, whichever happened sooner.

				“While you are captivating prey, your fangs will naturally unsheathe.” His breath tickled along the skin of my neck as he spoke.

				“Mmm.” 

				“From there, instinct will take over.”

				He kissed my neck where my pulse pounded, his hair tickling the exposed skin of my chest. I felt a prick of pain. 

				“Oh my God.” I lit up like a Christmas tree. No really, my skin began to glow and I arched my back, pushing myself further into him. My body was hyperaware of itself, every square inch of me tingling. I seriously hoped sex felt as good as this because this felt ah-mazing.

				A little voice at the back of my mind was telling me it was not normal for people to glow, and that this situation was going to get way out of hand, but I told that little voice to shove it. 

				I ran my hands over Andre’s back, moving them lower and lower until they found the edge of his shirt. They dipped underneath and my fingertips stroked the dips and rises of Andre’s muscular back.

				I tilted my mouth to his ear. “More.” I knew that voice was trouble. When it sounded less like words and more like a song, things always escalated further than they should.

			

			
				His hands began to skim down my torso to the back of my thighs. He lifted me up and I locked my legs around his waist. Every square inch of me was alight with this tingly, euphoric sensation. 

				I threw my head back and laughed even as the room blurred and my eyesight dimmed. I continued to laugh until I passed out completely.

				***


				“Gabrielle wake up.”

				I could hear Andre’s voice in the darkness. “Gabrielle, please, you have to wake up.”

				My eyes fluttered open. Andre leaned over me, his eyes much too bright. A bloody tear had almost made its way over his cheekbone.

				I lifted a finger and wiped it away. “Why are you crying?” It was strange to see a man as badass as Andre look vulnerable.

				He gathered me to him, holding me tightly. “I’m so, so sorry,” he whispered. His voice sounded broken.

				“For what?” My mind felt fuzzy, like I couldn’t remember what I’d been doing up to this point, so I gazed over his shoulder at my surroundings.

				I took in rich furniture, that familiar wall of books, and the plush bed beneath me. We were back in Andre’s room.

				Strange, I didn’t remember walking here. 

			

			
				“For taking things too far.”

				I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples, feeling unusually tired. 

				Andre, sensing I needed a bit more help piecing together this evening, removed my hand from my face. “I bit you. Only I should’ve stopped much sooner than I did.”

				The images of Andre biting me surfaced. I covered my mouth with my hand. “Whoops,” I said, remembering the siren coming out. “I think that might’ve been my fault.”

				His eyes hardened and his jaw clenched. “That was not your fault. I knew better; I should’ve never agreed to it in the first place.”

				I guess that meant we wouldn’t be doing that again. Too bad. That was like tasting chocolate chip cookies for the first time; once you tried them, you’d forever have a craving for them. 

				I sat up on the bed and heard the crinkle of plastic. Speaking of chocolate chip cookies, Andre had laid out a spread of sweets next to me. 

				“Just how long was I out?” I asked, wondering how long it would’ve taken Andre to move me from the study and lay out a dessert buffet. 

				Andre pushed away from the bed to pace the room, looking sexy-as-hell in the process. “You weren’t out that long. I keep food around for this sort of situation.”

				Ew. I didn’t want to know—well I did, but I’d learned my lesson about asking loaded questions.

			

			
				I picked up a plastic wrapped cookie and tore away the packaging. It appeared to be chalk full of preservatives and things that would give me cancer. Considering I’d be undead before I acquired said cancer, I figured it was safe to eat.

				Andre rubbed his eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

				I bit into the cookie, enjoying the taste of sugar and empty carbs. “Will you stop apologizing?” He’d done it quite a bit of that tonight, and it was freaking me out. “Personally, I thought the whole experience was . . . titillating. Well, other than passing out.” 

				His lips thinned, but he didn’t say anything.

				“Oh-kay. Be all moody and vampy,” I said, polishing off the cookie and moving on to another.

				“I’m not being moody and vampy,” he said, folding his arms over his chest.

				I shrugged, more interested in the sweets in front of me than arguing semantics with a vampire. I blew through five more cookies before I began to feel perky again. 

				“I’ve never seen someone eat quite as savagely as you,” Andre commented from where he still stood in the middle of the room, his eyes narrowed. Crumbs were littered across my shirt and pants.

				“That’s because most women would be horrified for you to see how they really eat,” I said, crumpling up the wrapper of the last cookie I ate.

				“And you’re not?” Andre raised an eyebrow.

			

			
				“Nope,” I said, licking my fingers. Despite what I said, I discreetly brushed sugar and crumbs off myself and tried to not draw attention to the fact that I’d gotten food all over the place. 

				It didn’t work. One of Andre’s lips quirked. “You missed a couple spots.” He came over to me and wiped something out of my eyebrow and something from the corner of my lip. 

				“There.” He didn’t let go of my face. Instead his eyes searched mine.

				“What are you doing?” I asked, watching him watching me. I was still tired, but having him this close was waking me up. Quickly.

				“I’m trying to remember this moment.” A stray lock of hair fell over one of his eyes. 

				I reached out and tucked it out of the way. “Why would you want to remember this moment?”

				“You’re so . . . you. That goes away with time.” His gaze dropped to my lips.

				“How could I ever stop being me?”

				But he didn’t answer. Andre tilted my chin up and his lips brushed mine. My eyelids closed and my lungs felt like they were collapsing from all the pain and pleasure. For someone like me, who was used to the lustful looks of men, this kiss touched a part of me that all the passionate kisses and heated gazes couldn’t. 

				This was true, deep, blind love. And it made me ache for the man in front me.

			

			
				***


				I woke to the sound of a scream. 

				It took me a moment to place where I was. From the faint moonlight streaming in through the window, I could see my bed and desk. 

				My room. I was back in my room. The smell of fear and adrenaline skittered past me.

				“Ugh, who woke me from my beauty sleep?” Oliver said from the middle of the room. Leanne and I still hadn’t managed to get rid of the mattress, so we hadn’t also managed to get rid of our third roommate.

				I could hear the quick palpitations of Leanne’s heart; it sounded as though she had just finished a sprint, not just awoke from sleeping.

				I reached over and clicked on a bedside lamp. The light blinded me longer than it rightfully should’ve, probably because my eyes were increasingly sensitive to all light sources.

				When my eyesight finally adjusted, I focused on my frightened friend. Leanne was sitting up in bed, curled in a protective ball. She’d pulled her legs up to her chest and her arms wrapped around them. Sweat had matted her hair to her scalp and neck, and her breaths were shallow.

				I watched her body tremble and her lips move. The words she spoke were too low for human ears to understand, but not for mine.

				“Lady of Death, I embrace thee with open arms as my time draws to a close.”

			

			
				“Leanne, are you okay?” I asked.

				I didn’t know if she even heard me. “May I gaze upon thy face with courage and know within my dying hour that I shall live on.”

				“Obviously she’s not okay,” Oliver chimed in—helpful as always. “The girl’s clearly gone cray-cray.” 

				“Not the right time, Oliver,” I said. “Not that it ever is.”

				“Let those left behind feel no sorrow but rejoice in my passing. For while the body decays my soul is immortal.” 

				“Leanne, what are you talking about? You’re not going to die.” Now it was me who was getting terrified.

				“All I wanted was for a certain incubus to visit, but no, that was too much to ask for,” Oliver grumbled. 

				I ignored Oliver and walked across the room, careful to sidestep him and his atrocious bed. I crouched next to Leanne. 

				Close up her eyes were bloodshot and unfocused. “Forgive me my grievances. Cleanse me of my sins. I am ready to die.”

				“Leanne, what is going on?” I asked. 

				She blinked a few times, focusing on me. Her eyes welled up and a tear spilled over. “I can’t talk about it—I won’t.” And I thought I was stubborn.

				“That’s alright,” I said. “You don’t need to talk about it if you don’t want to. Can you at least tell me what that was that you were saying?”

				She pinched her eyes shut and another tear slid down her cheek. “Just a prayer.” 

			

			
				That was all she would say about the subject. 

				As I lay in bed an hour later, I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of prayer involved death. It was only as my eyes began to droop and I started to nod off that the answer came to me.

				Last Rites. 

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 12

				I rubbed my eyes and stretched at my desk, staring at the gray skies outside my room. I hadn’t slept much last night after Leanne’s nightmare. The prayer she’d said had worried me that she’d die at any moment. She hadn’t—yet.

				The only silver lining was that no incubus haunted my dreams. Maybe Andre had managed to sufficiently scare them off.

				I finished typing up an email to my mother, sent it off, and closed my laptop.

				Behind me I heard the sound of shuffling. I swiveled in my seat to face Leanne. She knelt on a blue velvet blanket she’d spread over our floor, laying out tarot cards in the shape of a Celtic cross. 

				“Still not going to tell me what happened last night?” I asked.

				“Nope.”

			

			
				“Or why you’ve been furiously dealing out cards for the last three hours?”

				“Nope.”

				I leaned back in my chair. “Well, have you seen anything good?”

				“Nope.”

				I sighed, opening another packaged cookie—one of the many I’d swiped from Andre’s place—and ate it. I’d say I was still feeling faint, hence the need for a cookie, but mostly I was just eating them to indulge my sweet tooth.

				The door to our room flew open and Oliver came storming in. “Ugh my cousin’s coming in a week!” he said, plopping down on his mattress melodramatically. 

				“Why is that so bad?” I asked. Having never had family of my own, I’d kill for even a cousin. Just someone who felt somewhat permanent in my life. 

				My stomach fluttered happily at the thought that Andre could be that somewhat permanent presence. And then cynical Gabrielle pointed out that he wasn’t family, wasn’t necessarily permanent, and that I didn’t need anyone to be content. I really disliked cynical Gabrielle.

				“She’s a fairy. Need I say more?” 

				“Nope,” Leanne said, still thoroughly absorbed in her tarot cards. “Is she traveling by ley line?”

				Oliver examined his nails, which he’d painted lilac. “I assume so.”

			

			
				“Then you have nothing to worry about. She’s probably going to show up three years from now in Bulgaria.”

				Oliver rolled his eyes. “Fairies don’t make those sorts of mistakes Leanne.”

				“What’s a ley line?” I asked, opening up another package, this one a cupcake that looked like it could still be edible—or just as inedible—a hundred years from now.

				Oliver heard the crinkle of plastic and his head snapped up. I pulled another sealed cookie out from my backpack and tossed it to him.

				“It’s an energy road,” Leanne said. She started to say more, then bit off her words.

				I glanced from her to Oliver, who was happily tearing open the cookie wrapper. “What’s an energy road?” I asked him since Leanne seemed hesitant to talk at all today.

				“It’s a road that some supernatural creatures travel on,” he said around bites of cookie. “Fairies like to travel along them.”

				“Huh.” I crinkled up my wrapper and tossed it into the nearby wastebasket. The explanation hadn’t really clarified anything for me, but I chalked up my confusion to knowing too little about this world. Just when I thought I hand a handle on things.

				***


				I wound my way down a spiral staircase that led from the castle’s student café, The Witch’s Brew, where I’d grabbed dinner—if you could call a croissant and coffee dinner—to the castle’s main floor. 

			

			
				In my pocket, my phone buzzed. 

				“Hello?” I answered, placing the phone up to my ear.

				“Gabrielle.” Andre’s voice brought a smile to my face.

				“Hey—”

				“There’s been another murder.”

				My mood instantly shifted. “Another one? Same killer?”

				I pulled my coat tight around myself as I pushed through the castle’s front doors. Outside, the dark sky had dimmed to night. 

				“Yes and yes, though I haven’t been to the scene yet. I’m on my way to pick you up right now.”

				“Where are you planning on taking us?” I asked.

				“The crime scene.”

				***


				Andre’s car pulled off the road behind a series of police cars. There was nothing exceptional about this area; it was just a series of rolling hills, probably someone’s pasture. Why the third murder took place here was not clear to me.

				“Andre, I really don’t think bringing me here with you was such a good idea,” I said, remembering how the Politia seemed to call me in only after the victims were interred at the morgue.

			

			
				“You wanted to be partners in this investigation, right?” Andre said.

				I bit my inner cheek and nodded. He had me there, and he knew it. Still, the thought of running into Maggie or another inspector had me squirming, not that I’d let Andre or anyone else know that.

				“C’mon.” He got out of the car and came over to my side to help me out.

				“As usual Andre, I can do this myself.” And as usual, it took three tries to extricate myself from the car. Why couldn’t he own a normal car like everyone else?

				Andre stood to the side of the car, arms folded, eyes glittering. I could’ve sworn the corner of his mouth twitched.

				“You better not be stifling a laugh,” I said.

				“Why you reject my help is beyond me,” he said, falling into step next to me.

				“I don’t need help getting out of a car, thank you very much.”

				“On the contrary . . .” His voice trailed off when I gave him a look that would make a lesser man’s balls shrivel off.

				He laughed and caught my hand and intertwined it with his own, tugging me close to him. “I love it when you’re like this,” he whispered in my ear. My heart stuttered at his words, and I had to remind it that he didn’t say he loved me. 

				He pulled away and gave me a smug smile, just to let me know that he could tell what he did to me.

			

			
				As we got closer to the scene of the crime, I dropped his hand. The Politia didn’t know Andre and I were soulmates—they didn’t even necessarily know that there was anything going on between us—and I’d prefer to keep it that way. I didn’t trust the Politia with that knowledge.

				A cluster of men and women in uniforms buzzed around a central area lit up by spotlights someone had gone to the trouble of setting up. 

				The smell of decay hit me and I tasted bile at the back of my throat. I knew I should’ve eaten like a normal person today. This was the universe cursing me for my bad food choices.

				“It’s going to be okay,” Andre said, his voice low enough for only me to hear. 

				I glanced at him, shocked that he knew how I felt. He subtly tapped his nose. 

				Oh, duh.

				“I’ll be with you the whole time,” he said.

				That should’ve rankled me—I wanted it to—but lately my righteous indignation had taken a vacation. 

				We caught the attention of a couple of uniformed officers. They took in our civilian clothes and their eyes narrowed suspiciously.

				One in particular broke away from the group. “Can I help you sir?” he asked Andre, ignoring me completely. 

				“We were called in to give an expert analysis on the victim’s wounds.”

			

			
				The officer raised his eyebrows at that. Only now did he turn his attention to me. It wasn’t welcome attention either. His expression became more and more skeptical as he took in my wine-colored pants, boots, wool scarf, pea coat, and finally my face. 

				“I’m going to have to ask you both to leave,” he said.

				Andre took my hand and pushed past him.

				“Hey!” he said. “You cannot enter the crime scene!” the officer shouted. Andre turned to glare at the man. I so would not want to be on the receiving end of that. There was something about Andre that made you want to run in the opposite direction. 

				As if reading my mind, the man took a step back. He also placed a hand on his baton. That was definitely not going to do much but piss off the king of vampires. And as much as I enjoyed that particular hobby, anyone else might not survive it. 

				Chief Constable Morgan pushed through the crowd of officers, probably to see what was causing the commotion. He locked eyes with Andre before glancing at the officer. “Rich, stand down,” he said. “And for heaven’s sake, take your hand off that baton. That’s the expert we called in.” The chief constable walked over to meet us.

				Rich looked chagrined. “Those are your experts?”

				The chief constable’s eyes traveled to mine and he frowned. “She isn’t. You can escort her off the premises.” The lines along his face deepened with his displeasure. “She and I will have a long talk about this in a few hours when we do call her in.”

			

			
				I knew it. I was so getting in trouble for being here.

				“I insisted she come along,” Andre said, placing a hand on my shoulder, “seeing as how she’s now helping me investigate these murders.”

				“Oh really?” The chief constable’s eyes moved to the hand that now rested on my shoulder, and then they narrowed on me. I couldn’t tell whether he was pleased by this—he’d asked me to return to the coven after all—or whether I’d overstepped my duties. It was probably the latter, and that gave me immense satisfaction. 

				“Well,” Chief Constable Morgan said, “we don’t allow minors to enter crime scenes without first taking a class on crime scene procedure.”

				Andre smiled at him; it wasn’t at all pleasant. “She isn’t a minor by the rules of our own community. And if you’re okay with her being a field agent, then she is more than capable of behaving herself at the scene of the crime.”

				A blotch of red appeared on either side of the chief constable’s face. I guess the chief constable wasn’t used to having his own logic thrown in his face. 

				“Very well,” he said. “But be brief—and don’t touch anything.” The chief constable gave me a hard look before turning around and leading us to through the clusters of officers.

			

			
				Andre squeezed my shoulder, his way of comforting me. I appreciated the gesture. The chief constable could be a frightening man, and I’d have to deal with him alone later.

				We moved around the other individuals who were involved with the crime scene. My nostrils flared as the smell of decomposing flesh intensified. 

				Don’t throw up. Don’t throw up. Now that Andre had convinced the chief constable that I should be here, tossing my cookies (literally) would be a huge faux pas.

				“Put these around your necks while you’re here.” Chief Constable Morgan handed both Andre and me lanyards with temporary badges clipped to them. 

				I strung the badge over my neck as he continued to talk. “Our victim here was a junior at Peel Academy and a Druid priestess-in-training,” Chief Constable Morgan said as we came up to the body. “We aren’t sure why she was out here in the middle of nowhere, but we think she may have been blessing the dead. There are some ancient Viking burials nearby.”

				The chief constable stopped and we spread out from behind him. “Here she is. Lillian Dubois, victim number three.”

				As soon as I glimpsed the victim, I had to put a palm to my mouth to physically keep my food down. Like the others her neck was torn open. Only the decomposition of this body seemed further along than the others.

				Echoing my thoughts, Andre said, “This death is not recent.”

			

			
				“No, we think she may have died sometime last night. The area is so isolated that no one came across her until early this evening when the farmer who owns this land was herding his animals back to his barn.”

				I felt a tap on the shoulder and a man in his twenties handed Andre and me a pair of latex gloves. 

				“Thanks.” I tugged the gloves over my clammy hands, small tremors running through my fingers. I doubted I’d ever get used to death, despite the fact that I was becoming one of the undead. 

				Andre crouched down, and I had to give him serious credit for not grimacing at the smell or sight of the victim. His eyes moved the length of the body. 

				“Well?” Chief Constable Morgan asked. “Do you still maintain that the killer could be something other than a vampire?” The question seemed a whole lot like a dare, like he wanted Andre to rise to his bait.

				Andre appeared to be unfazed by his tone. I needed to learn how to do that. 

				“I do.” Andre rubbed his chin, still studying the body. How the gesture managed to look sexy in spite of fact that he wore a latex glove was beyond me. “There’s something about these victims that just isn’t quite right.”

				I snuck a peek at the victim to try to see what Andre meant, and I immediately regretted it. Not only was her body bloated and discolored, she’d been positioned the most grotesquely of all the victims.

			

			
				Arms and legs were bent at the joints to form right angles. I no longer knew if the killer we were looking for was a religious fanatic, because the body recreated a symbol, alright. But that symbol was a swastika.

				***


				I stood up and moved away from the victim, desperate to put some distance between the body and me. The chief constable flashed Andre a superior look as I passed him. At this point, I didn’t give a damn. The only thing I cared about was keeping dinner down.

				I pushed through the crowd of people swarming the area. Among them I noticed Maggie chatting with Caleb’s father, Byron. Her eyes widened and his thinned as I strode by them. 

				The further away I moved from the crime scene, the better I felt. I kept walking even after I passed the halogen lights, until the smell of death was only a faint scent on the wind.

				I hugged myself and sat down on the bright green grass. I gazed at the night sky above. I wondered what god would craft such a cruel life for us humans. For me, for Andre, for Lillian and the other victims. 

				This isn’t God’s doing, a small voice at the back of my mind whispered. 

				I felt that invisible cord that connected me to Andre build on itself, so I wasn’t surprised when a few minutes later Andre sat down next to me.

				He didn’t say anything; neither of us did. He removed his latex gloves and took my hand, his thumb drawing circles along my skin. 

			

			
				Eventually, I looked over at Andre. He stared up at the night sky as well. The storm had passed and the stars shone brightly from above. “They’re very beautiful tonight,” he said. “You can’t always see them from this island.” His tone of voice made me think that the Isle of Man was not a place he considered home.

				“Do you live here on a regular basis?” I asked.

				His gaze fell until it rested on me. “Now I do.” His meaning was clear. He was here because I was.

				I squeezed his hand. I hadn’t thought that he might want to be somewhere else, but the thought that he remained here to be near me made my chest tighten.

				Even though he scared me, even though forever was a dizzying amount of time, even though we might both be damned, I loved him. 

				“So Bishopcourt . . . ?”

				“It is one of many mansions that both function as my home and my place of work.”

				“Where do you consider home to be?”

				He gave me a long look before he lifted our clasped hands and pressed a kiss to the back of mine. “I already answered that question.” 

				I swallowed. I guess home really is where the heart is.

				“What I mean is, if you weren’t here, where would you be?”

				He pondered my question. “Ideally? Probably the village in Romania where I grew up. However, it’s rare that I get to visit.”

			

			
				I couldn’t meet his eyes when I next spoke. “Maybe you could take me there sometime,” I said. When he didn’t respond right away, I peeked up at him.

				His eyes had widened and his body stilled. “You’d actually want to go?”

				I used my free hand to pluck at a nearby blade of grass. “Sure.”

				He reached over and pulled me to him so that my back was pressed to his chest. I didn’t even want to focus on all the glorious things this did to my body, but I’m sure they didn’t escape Andre’s notice. 

				“I don’t have words to tell you exactly what that would mean to me,” he said, his breath tickling my ear. 

				He wrapped his arms around me, and for the first time that day—shoot, maybe even that entire week—I felt as though things were going to be okay. Maybe I wasn’t so angry at the universe. After all, it had brought me Andre.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 13

				“Is the truce still intact?” We were back at Bishopcourt in Andre’s study.

				He rubbed his face. The action reminded me that the vampire in front of me was old. I mean, we’re talking older than the founding of America—heck, older than Columbus’s discovery of America.

				“Yes, it’s still in place, though Chief Constable Morgan made it clear after you left the crime scene that one more death would dissolve it.”

				“Yikes. What would happen then?” I asked, leaning back in Andre’s office chair. I’d officially taken the seat over. “You know, once it dissolved.”

				“Probably nothing right away,” Andre said, leaning against his bookshelf. “They don’t want to be hasty with whatever decision follows, or else it will look too much like a witch hunt—and the supernatural community is very critical of witch hunts.” 

			

			
				He ran a hand through his hair. “They could very well decide to redraft another truce, or vote to hold off on an official decision until some event has come to pass.”

				“Oh, that’s not so bad, right?”

				Andre shook his head. “Trust me when I say that they want to eradicate vampires completely. This is their way of scheming while appearing benevolent to the public.”

				He pushed away from the bookcase and sat down across from me. “Why do you even work for the Politia?” Andre asked.

				“Trust me, I don’t exactly enjoy myself,” I said. That wasn’t entirely true. I did enjoy learning about the supernatural community. I just didn’t like the other people who worked there. “Honestly, I decided to work there because I was so disliked.”

				A line formed between Andre’s brow. “I don’t understand—why would you force yourself to do something you don’t enjoy?”

				“I want to change their minds,” I said, picking up a quill—no joke, a quill—from where it rested on his desk.

				“You won’t.” His words had a hard edge to them.

				“People do change Andre—even you.” He said nothing to that, so I continued, absentmindedly playing with the feathery pen. “I also wanted to learn more about the supernatural world, and to keep an eye on them.”

			

			
				Andre eyed the pen in my hands. “When I heard that you’d joined the Politia . . . I worried about you.” He said the last part hesitantly, probably still testing out what statements would get my panties in a bunch and which wouldn’t.

				“Why?”

				He sighed. “They don’t like vampires. Period. So I had a hard time believing that they’d just suddenly take a liking to you.”

				“Maybe they’re trying to change me just as I am trying to change them.” I had to bite back my own skeptical laughter once the words were out of my mouth. The Politia had already shown their true colors by thrusting me back into the coven—a potentially dangerous situation—and then rifling through my memories to collect information on us. 

				I wasn’t the best at self-examination, especially when it came to topics that made me nervous, but I asked myself now why I hadn’t left when I should’ve. 

				The answer fell right into place. Safety. Working with the Politia protected me more than it hurt me. They were educating me, giving me work experience, and legitimizing me in the eyes of the community.

				I’d stay with them until it became too dangerous for me to do so.

				***


				A while later we went back to the murders. As much as I didn’t want to refocus on the poor individuals who had died gruesome deaths, too much was riding on these murders to put it off. 

			

			
				I shimmied open Andre’s desk drawers until I found a stack of blank paper. I pulled out a sheet to brainstorm on. 

				I still held the quill in my hand. “Do you use this thing?” I asked him.

				Andre responded by pushing towards me a glass bottle that rested on his desk. Black ink darkened the inside of it.

				Clumsily I opened the bottle and dipped the quill in, pretending I knew what I was doing. I shouldn’t have bothered; I saw the corner of Andre’s mouth curve up.

				“So, we have three victims, two who were students, and one who was an adult.”

				I went to write the information down on the paper when a huge globe of ink rolled off, obscuring the first letters I’d written. “Okay, this quill thingy is more difficult than I originally thought.” After a couple more tries I managed to write the information down.

				“All victims were bitten on the neck and drained of blood. They were then positioned into religious symbols,” I said as I wrote the information down. “Hey, wait—” I pressed the quill too hard to the paper and the metal bent. In half.

				“Err . . . whoops.” 

				“You’re like a bull in a china shop.” Andre sighed. “Here, I’ll take it,” he said, reaching out for the pen. I handed it over. 

			

			
				He fingered the metal of the quill, turning it over to see the extent of the damage. “It’s a goner,” he eventually said, tossing it into the nearby trash. “That was originally Benjamin Franklin’s too.”

				My eyes bugged out. “What? Why would you ever let me use it? Why would you use it? And why did you toss it into the trash?”

				He shrugged. “Don’t give it another second of your time. Now, what were you saying?”

				I blinked a few times. It’s not that often that someone so thoroughly surprises me. “What?”

				“What were you saying?” Andre repeated. “It sounded like you were in the middle of making a point.” 

				“Uh, oh, I was thinking that the swastika was not a religious symbol, so this guy might not be a religious fanatic after all.” My eyes kept returning to the trashcan.

				Andre rubbed his jaw, looking so sexy that I was having trouble focusing. “The swastika is a religious symbol.”

				Well damn it all. “So I just broke Benjamin Franklin’s quill for no reason?”

				Andre’s mouth twitched. “I think Paris broke his quill before you did.”

				I put my head in my hand. “That was a dirty joke, wasn’t it?” Sheesh, men. You’d think by the time they’re 700 years old they’d be over dirty jokes. 

				“The symbols could mean that the killer is a religious fanatic,” Andre said. “And if that’s so, then the killer is probably associating his murders around the upcoming holiday. Samhain.”

			

			
				At the mention of Samhain, I thought back to the Hall of Perception. “Could it be the devil?” I asked, remembering his parting words that night. Immediately I discounted the idea; I mean, as far as I knew, the devil didn’t feast on blood the same way vampires did.

				Andre gave me a funny look. “The devil is incorporeal for the most part. He often simply doesn’t have the power to physically murder people. But more importantly, to him the body is nothing more a vessel; it can live or die. What he wants is the soul.”

				His eyes narrowed. “Why would you even think this is the work of the devil?”

				I chewed on a nail, trying to make myself look as innocent as possible. “No reason. The thought just entered my mind is all.”

				He studied me. “I don’t think so.”

				“Excuse me?” 

				He looked so put upon that I almost felt bad for him. Almost. “I don’t know how many times I have to repeat myself, but I can hear and smell a lie from a mile away.” 

				“Wait, you can smell a lie?” I asked. “You never told me that.”

				“Stop deflecting the conversation Gabrielle. What aren’t you telling me?”

				I tried Leanne’s tactic. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

			

			
				Andre stood up, looking menacing. “That’s not a good enough answer.”

				Well, so much for that tactic. At least, that’s what I thought to myself. To him I said, “If I don’t want to tell you, then you should respect my wishes.”

				“Not when it has to do with the devil.”

				Using my index finger, I drew doodles onto the armrest of the office chair I sat in. “When I saw him last night before you met up with me, he told me that he was coming for me on Samhain.”

				***


				The tick of the grandfather clock was the only thing that broke the silence.

				“He’s coming for you on Samhain,” Andre repeated.

				I wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Yes.”

				Andre let loose a string of profanity that would make a sailor blush. 

				Once he pulled himself together he said, “As soon as the sun sets on the evening of October thirty-first, I’m going to be by your side for the entire evening. You’re going to sleep here, you’re—”

				“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I put up my hands. Bossy much? 

				Before I could say anything more, Andre took in my expression and backtracked. “Let me rephrase that. What I meant to say was that it is my deepest wish that you’ll stay here at Bishopcourt, where I can beat the shit out of the devil should he so much as try to pull the stunt he did last time he came. That better?”

			

			
				“Uh, yeah, actually that is,” I said, starting to smile in spite of myself.

				“Good.” Andre came around the desk and extended his hand to me. “Now that we’re done for the evening, I want to show you something.” 

				I glanced at his hand. “What do you want to show me?” I asked, not bothering to take it.

				“It’s a secret.”

				I stayed in my seat. “I don’t like secrets.”

				His eyes thinned and he scrutinized me. “For a girl who says she doesn’t like secrets, you keep an awful lot of them,” he said. 

				I hate it when I walk myself into statements like that. “Fine, you have a point. Can you just give me a hint?”

				Andre’s expression turned mischievous. “It’s a secret room.”

				“A secret room?” My eyes lit up. And then they narrowed. “Wait a second, this isn’t anything creepy right? It’s not like a sex room where you keep the women who you feed off of, right?”

				“No, that’s a different room.” He took my hand—since I wasn’t giving it to him—and acted as though he hadn’t just admitted to keeping sex slaves. 

				I tried to pull my hand away, but he wouldn’t let go. “You really have a sex room where you keep your blood donors?” I asked.

			

			
				He frowned. “Of course not. I don’t know where you get these ideas of yours.”

				I gave him an incredulous look. “Then why did you just admit that you did?”

				He managed to look offended. “It was a joke.” First the quill, now this. Andre really needed to upgrade his jokes. 

				I let him pull me to my feet, and together we left his study, walked down the hall, . . . and stopped at his bedroom.

				“Uh Andre, why did you take me to your room? FYI—been there, done that, and got the T-shirt.”

				His eyes glinted. “You have not ‘done that and gotten the T-shirt.’ Trust me, you’ll know once that’s the case.” Randy vampire.

				My pulse spiked at his words, and a slow grin spread across his face at the sound. 

				“You know,” I said, “sometimes it sucks having a boyfriend who can tell exactly what I’m feeling when.”

				He raised an eyebrow, his smile spreading further. “You consider me your boyfriend?”

				I wanted to die, and if mortification could kill a person, I just might’ve right at that moment.

				I put a hand to my face. “I didn’t mean it.”

				“I think you did.” I could hear the smile in his voice.

				I shook my head. “Oh God, forget I said anything.”

				Only, he wouldn’t. “Boyfriend . . .” he said to himself. “I like that. It’s not as good as soulmate, but definitely a step up. I’m your boyfriend.”

			

			
				He removed my hand from my face. “You can stop being embarrassed. I happen to like the term. But this doesn’t change anything about all those dates we have ahead of us—and the skanky cocktail dresses.”

				I groaned. “You seriously know how to take advantage of a situation.” He looked quite proud of that particular fact. “What if I told you that I wasn’t serious about the whole boyfriend thing?” I said.

				“That’s nonsense.” Andre opened the door to his room and held it open. “After you.”

				I walked through, scraping up my pride with the knowledge that I’d at least made someone’s day.

				From behind me Andre said, “My girlfriend has a really nice backside.” 

				I threw him a look over my shoulder that could curdle milk. “Just because I let a little something like the term boyfriend slip does not give you permission say everything that crosses your mind.”

				He came up next to me trying to look innocent. He shouldn’t have bothered. He’d probably looked sinful since the day he was born, and no amount of doe eyes was going to change that. “I thought girls liked positive affirmations?”

				I wasn’t sure whether I should laugh or beg for the ground to swallow me whole. “Yeah, they do. But letting on that you were shamelessly checking out my ass is not one of them.”

			

			
				“It is one of the better ones I’ve seen in a long while.”

				I folded my arms at that. “You suck at being a boyfriend.”

				A muscle in his cheek jumped. “You’re not doing too well yourself.” He brushed past me, probably to avoid the world’s fastest breakup, and walked across the room towards the wall of books I’d perused a few days ago.

				He pulled a book out and a portion of the wall swung back to reveal a door. Andre opened it and flicked on a light switch just inside the door. The space beyond lit up, casting a warm glow along the stone walls. 

				I temporarily forgot about our tiff. Mesmerized by what I saw, I crept close. The passageway seemed to curve downwards. “Where does this lead?”

				Andre took my hand. “Remind me to distract you again the next time I piss you off.” He got a look for that. 

				He smiled, the punk. “Why don’t we go find out?” he said, taking my hand. My heart thumped away as we walked through the narrow hallway. A staircase spiraled downwards, into the earth.

				For a moment I was nervous, the memory of the damp, dank subterranean floor of Peel Academy halting my progress. Then I felt the comforting pull of Andre’s hand. He glanced over his shoulder and gave me a heated look that made my knees go weak. That wasn’t helping my progress. 

			

			
				We wound our way down the staircase. When we neared the bottom Andre turned back to me. “Close your eyes.”

				“Andre, you know how I feel about—” He silenced me with a kiss. 

				My lips moved against his, and my traitorous body wanted more. As if he heard my thoughts, Andre parted my lips with his own, and the kiss deepened. 

				My eyelids lowered and my knees really did go weak. I wrapped my arms around Andre’s neck as he scooped me up. Distantly I realized we were moving forward, but I didn’t give the thought much attention until Andre set me down and broke off the kiss.

				I raised my eyelids, first looking at Andre’s dark, beautiful eyes, then beyond them, at the room around us. I inhaled sharply. “This is . . . awesome.”

				Next to me, Andre wore a smug smile, and only then did I realize he’d distracted me again.

				I should’ve been more worried about the fact that Andre now knew this about me, but the room pulled at my attention. Oh, I was so easily distracted. 

				On all sides of us, shelves and shelves of books lined the walls, some so old that the leather that bound them had started to tear. 

				“A library,” I said, turning around to take it all in. The room was two floors tall, and the books stretched all the way up to the ceiling. On one side of the room rows of shelves housed even more books. “This is almost as cool as Peel’s library.” I walked away from him to check out the aisles of books closest to me.

			

			
				“Almost?” Andre sounded genuinely offended.

				I threw a backwards glance at him. “I’m kidding,” I said. 

				He folded his arms. “Good.” I had to roll my eyes. 

				There were only three other pieces of furniture in the room: a large suede couch, a wingback chair, and a coffee table currently piled with books.

				“Why is this place a secret?” I asked, turning back to face Andre. If I had a personal library as nice as this, I’d want others to use it.

				Andre shrugged. “I didn’t make the library with the intention of keeping it to myself. Rather, I needed a secret room, and when I decided how I wanted to furnish it, I could think of nothing better than to stock it full of books.”

				Good point. “Was this here before the fire?”

				Andre grabbed one of the books on the coffee table and went to put it away. “Yes. It, like my room, was built to withstand fire.”

				“And its primary purpose is to be a secret?” I was still trying to figure out how I came to be let in on this particular secret.

				Andre walked out from behind the shelves. He stretched out his hand towards the couch. “Please, make yourself comfortable.”

				Don’t mind if I do. I plopped down on the comfy suede couch, sure I’d never want to get up again.

			

			
				“Being a leader of any group is often dangerous, but for vampires in particular, assassination means losing your soul as well as your life. So for me, a secret room—equipped with a persecution tunnel—is one way to avoid death if someone attacks my home.” 

				“And no one other than the two of us knows about this room?” I asked, rubbing the suede under my fingers.

				Andre sat down next to me, stretching his arm along the back of the couch. “No one.”

				“Not even Theodore?”

				“He knew I had a secret room, but never what it was or how to get there.”

				I raised my eyebrows. “You mean I am the only person who knows this place exists?” Perhaps I wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, but I was trying to understand what he was really saying.

				The corner of Andre’s lip quirked, but his eyes were serious. “You are.”

				Whoa. I mean, whoa. Out of all the people in the world, Andre had shared this room with exactly one person. Moi.

				I think I squeaked at that realization.

				“Are you okay?” he asked, seeing my face.

				“No. I’m definitely not okay. Why would you trust me after what happened a couple months ago?”

				“You are my soulmate. If I can’t trust you, then I can’t trust anyone.”

				His statement made me feel about two inches tall. I hadn’t trusted him when it was important. “I thought you stayed alive all these years by making good decisions,” I joked, trying to lighten the mood.

			

			
				He watched me. “I don’t think you realize exactly what you mean to me.”

				I focused on Andre, my mind going silent.

				“When I met you, you were—and still are—the most frustrating girl I ever met. No one talked to me the way you did. At least, not if they valued their lives.”

				I knew it! No one had ever told Andre to shove it. They’d all been feeding his ego. 

				Andre gave me a whisper of a smile. “I couldn’t believe you had the audacity to act that way around me. But even less believable to me was that I enjoyed it. 

				“Being around you . . . it was like regaining a part of me I never knew I lost. Maybe that was simply because we were soulmates, or maybe it was just your refreshing personality—which, when it comes to women, I have to admit I have undervalued over the centuries.”

				“Damn straight,” I said, folding my arms. “Us women have had to deal with men being visual learners for quite some time.”

				Andre’s smile deepened. “Of course you don’t appreciate that aspect of learning at all.” 

				I blushed. He had me there; he could hear my heart pound away anytime he so much as gave me a steamy look.

				His face got serious. “The evening of my birthday—when Theodore raised that gun and aimed right at you—all I could think was that the one person who’d made me feel again, the one person I’d already knew I couldn’t lose, would be snuffed from existence.”

			

			
				He ran a hand through his hair. “That was all that went through my mind. I wouldn’t even say it was that thought out. After that, I didn’t feel anything but anger until I picked you up from the stairs and carried you outside.”

				I could still see that Andre in my mind’s eye—the rough way he’d lifted me into his arms and his complete disregard for Caleb.

				The Andre in front of me furrowed his brow, his eyes sad. “But once I could feel again . . . the way you looked at me . . .” Andre dragged his gaze from mine. “I realized I’d done something fundamentally and irreversibly wrong. Something that even with all my money and power, I couldn’t fix.

				“I knew the moment you left my arms to run back into the burning building that I’d lost you. Either you’d die inside or you’d never want to see me again.”

				He worked his jaw. “And I was too much of a coward to go after you. I was too afraid I’d die. It was only later that I realized I’d rather die along with you than be separated from you.”

				He stopped talking, and I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know he felt that way. “Can you forgive me?” He said it so low and his voice was so rough that I almost didn’t hear him at all. By the uncomfortable way the words fell from his lips, I was willing to bet serious money that Andre hadn’t said that line in centuries.

			

			
				“You’ve forgotten something really important,” I said. “I am your soulmate as well. Even if I wanted to stay mad at you or stay away from you—and I tried—I can’t. Sorry Andre, but you’re stuck with me.”

				***


				Suddenly his lips pressed hot and fervent along my own. I gasped into his mouth, my skin instantly feeling feverish. Andre stretched out over me, the sinewy bulges of muscle along his arms standing out as he held himself up. 

				He pushed away from me to drink me in. “I am so glad you feel the way you do because staying away from you for two months almost killed me.”

				“You and me both,” I said under my breath. 

				I ran my hands down his chest. Beneath the thin fabric of Andre’s shirt, his muscles tensed. All that is on God’s green earth, this man should need a permit to feel this good. 

				The siren within me began to rise and I pushed her back down. I was so not going to cut this short because she decided to crash the party.

				Andre lowered himself so that our bodies were flush with one another and kissed me again. I shivered at the sensation of having him so close.

				One of his hands skimmed up the side of my torso, brushing against my breast as he did so. His other arm was propped up on his elbow, his hand combing back the hair that surrounded my face.

			

			
				He ran his free hand down my face. “It goes without saying that you are the loveliest creature in existence.” His gaze filled with longing. “But even if you weren’t, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more beautiful girl in all my years.” 

				The heat of his words threatened to consume me. My breathing came in short bursts. “I want to—”

				Andre put his fingers to my lips. As I watched, he shuttered his eyes. When he opened them again, they were full of affection and regret.

				Uh oh. “Just so we’re clear,” he said, “we’re still not going there.” He didn’t have to clarify where there was. Party pooper.

				“But—” My mouth moved against his fingers.

				“But it’s only been a week since we began to rebuild our relationship. I told you I didn’t want to rush you, and that’s exactly what would happen if we went there tonight.” For all of his sexual innuendos and heated remarks he made, he hardly followed through on any of them.

				“You are my soulmate,” he continued, his voice emphasizing every word, “and on your way to becoming immortal. We have forever to spend together. A little waiting never killed anyone.”

				“Now’s not the time to test that rule,” I said, thinking of the devil. I wasn’t sure what plans he had in store for me on Samhain.

				Andre seemed to understand what I wasn’t saying. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you, so there’s no reason to be worried.”

			

			
				For all the assurance that filled his voice and all the determination written across his face, I wasn’t reassured. Not by a long shot.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 14

				“Just so you know, I’m a modern woman,” I said to Andre when his driver pulled up to my dorms, well aware that girl seemed like a more appropriate name for what I was. 

				Tonight Andre wanted to be the passenger rather than the driver, so we sat in the back seat of the same car Andre had used for our first date. Strange that then I wanted nothing to do with him and now I was disgruntled because I wanted more than he was willing to give.

				Oh the irony.

				“Forgive me,” he said, his mouth curving up on one side, “for I am not a modern man.”

				“I seriously doubt that,” I grumbled under my breath. I mean, this dude was 700 years old. I bet he’d been with a lot of women in a very modern way.

				“What was that you said?” he asked. His eyes gleamed dangerously.

			

			
				“Nothing.” 

				His hand, which had rested on my hip in a way that wasn’t helping to cleanse my mind of all its dirty thoughts, now fell away as I opened the car door.

				Andre grabbed my hand as I began to step out. “Things are probably going to be rough this week. Keep your chin up. I’ll see you again two nights from now,” he said, referring to the next time we’d meet up to discuss the investigation and training. 

				He pulled me back in for a kiss and I melted against him. 

				My phone buzzed in my pant’s pocket, interrupting our kiss. Andre made an annoyed noise as I pulled it out. As soon as I saw that Hellhole was calling, I sat back in my seat and closed the door behind me.

				“Would you mind driving me to Castletown?” I asked.

				Andre’s eyes landed on the ID and I could’ve sworn he stifled a smile. To the driver he said, “James, please take us to the Politia’s headquarters.”

				This night was just getting better and better. 

				***


				When I arrived at the morgue, Caleb, Maggie, and Chief Constable Morgan were already examining the body with the pathologist. I held my breath and promised myself I’d breathe solely through my mouth while here. As for looking at the victim, I’d try to keep that to a minimum. 

			

			
				Chief Constable Morgan’s eyes swept over my clothes, and I knew it didn’t escape his notice that I wore the same clothes I had at the crime scene, even though several hours had lapsed between.

				Maggie came over to me, and I stepped back. “Don’t touch me,” I warned her. 

				“Wasn’t going to,” she said, her voice icy. “The chief constable and I need to speak with you. Privately.”

				The atmosphere in the room had a hard edge to it. Even the pathologist managed to scowl at me, and I’d never officially met him. Caleb, the only one who seemed comfortable with my presence, seemed to be apologizing with his eyes.

				“Sure,” I said, trying to act nonchalant. This was the reprimand I’d been expecting from them all evening. 

				I followed them out of the morgue, yawning as I did so. As soon as this case was closed, I had every intention of sleeping for a few days straight.

				Inspector Comfry and Chief Constable Morgan led me to the chief constable’s office. “Please Gabrielle, take a seat,” Morgan said.

				I perched myself on the edge of one of the visitor chairs, looking from one of them to the other. Worry settled deep into my bones, but I tried to not let it show.

				Maggie perched on the side of the desk and the chief constable lowered himself into his seat. 

			

			
				He shuffled through some of the papers on his desk. “As of this moment you are suspended from the Politia,” he said not looking up.

				For a moment I sat there and just stared. I couldn’t even manage to feel anything other than surprise. Is this really how organizations drop bad news on people?

				“I’m sorry, what?”

				Morgan looked up. “You’ve been suspended,” he said, setting aside the papers in his hands. “We know you’re not behind these murders, but the community is out for blood, and they’re unhappy we’ve recruited a vampire onto our force. Until this is over, you’ll be asked to not set foot on the premises unless you have information pertinent to this case.”

				“That’s it?” The whole situation felt surreal. One minute I was a part of the Politia, the next I wasn’t. 

				It reminded me of my chats with Principal Hazard a couple months ago, when I was forced to do independent study for a week. However, unlike Hazard, if the chief constable disliked me, he hid his emotions well.

				Chief Constable Morgan’s gaze somewhat softened, which likely meant that I looked more than a little pathetic. “Yes, that is it. If you had a badge and issued weapons, we’d ask you to turn those over, but that’s not the case. Feel free to keep the files we’ve given you. It’s our hope that you’ll continue to work on the investigation for the sake of the truce.” 

				“Is this because I showed up at the crime scene?”

				That was the wrong thing to say. 

			

			
				“Amazingly Gabrielle, not everything is about you.” Two splotches of color appeared on either side of the chief constable’s face. Still a sore spot I guess. “We’ll give you a call when your suspension has been lifted. Now get the hell out of my office.”

				I left his office with as much dignity as I could and caught a cab back to my dorm. 

				The clock next to my bed said that it was 5:15 a.m., which meant that I could get about two hours of sleep before class. I may be suspended, I may be hated, and I may be stalked by the devil, but at least I wouldn’t have to pull a complete all-nighter tonight. 

				Thank God for silver linings. 

				***


				“I’m so sorry about this Gabrielle,” Oliver said, dropping a physical copy of today’s newspaper on my chest.

				“Hmmm,” I said, rubbing my eyes. I stretched and sat up in bed, blinking away the sleep from my eyes. I felt like death warmed over—not an entirely inaccurate description. “It can’t already be time to get up.” 

				I squinted at the clock. It couldn’t possibly say that it was 7:45 a.m. That would mean . . . 

				“Crap!” I scrambled out of bed and began to change, not caring at the moment that Oliver was in the room with me.

				“Oliver, don’t look,” I said as I began to change in the corner of the room. Leanne must’ve already left for class since her bed was made and her satchel was gone.

			

			
				“Pfft, as if I’d even be remotely interested in your goods. Now Andre, on the other hand . . .”

				“Please don’t finish that statement. I really don’t want to know what fantasies you have that center around my undead boyfriend.”

				“Boyfriend?” Oliver started to turn.

				“Oliver, you’d better keep your eyes to yourself,” I warned.

				He huffed, but I could tell he wasn’t truly offended because the smile was back in his voice when he spoke again. “Tell me you took advantage of that situation and jumped his bones.” 

				“Oh, I tried to take advantage, but no, unfortunately, no bones were jumped,” I said, sliding on my long sleeved blouse.

				Oliver made a tsk-ing sound. “This just keeps getting better and better. Do spill.”

				“There’s nothing to spill. It didn’t happen.” I untucked my hair from my shirt and made my way back to my bed. “I’m more interested in whatever it is that you saw in the paper.”

				I picked up the newspaper.

				Vampire Gabrielle Fiori Suspended from Politia Amidst Accusations of Murder

				The school picture I’d taken several weeks ago had been plastered on the front of the page, right next to an image of the cops at last night’s crime scene. The unstated connection was clear: they paper wanted me to look like the killer. 

			

			
				“At least your hair and make up looks good in the picture,” Oliver said thoughtfully, coming up next to me to peer at the paper. He tilted his head. “I was definitely on my game that day when I helped you get ready.”

				I ignored his comment and turned to him. “There’s a question neither you nor Leanne have asked me yet.”

				Oliver put his hands on his hips. “Yes?”

				“Neither of you have asked if I did it.” 

				Oliver rolled his eyes and sighed dramatically. “Of course we didn’t ask you that. I’m offended you’d even have to bring this up. After all, you’re working on the investigation.”

				“So? I could’ve still done it.”

				Oliver moved to the mirror and checked out his hair. “You set the case files on the desk—not too smart when you have a fairy for a roommate.” 

				I raised my eyebrows. “You rifled through the cases?” I asked incredulously.

				He moved away from the mirror, crouched next to Leanne’s bed, and pulled out her stash of candy. “Of course,” he said, his back to me. He took two generous handfuls of the fun-sized chocolates, and pushed the nearly emptied remains of the bag back under her bed.

				“Oh, and Leanne knows as well,” Oliver added. “She saw the files, but she’s also foreseen all those crime scenes. She told me.”

			

			
				She hadn’t mentioned foreseeing the crime scenes to me—not that she had any reason to. It just seemed odd that she’d tell one friend but not the other.

				I rubbed my temples. “So much for keeping the investigation a secret.” I dropped my hand. “Is she alright?” I asked, grabbing my bag and looking pointedly at her empty bed. 

				For one rare moment I glimpsed Oliver serious. “I don’t think so. But she won’t talk about what’s going on.”

				Oliver stared at me for a moment. “You won’t freak out if I show you something I found on her desk, will you?”

				“No.” Maybe. I kept that to myself, my curiosity getting the better of me.

				“Okay, just a second.” Oliver wound his way around his makeshift bed to Leanne’s desk. The cluttered surface was nearly as messy as Chief Constable Morgan’s. 

				Oliver pushed aside several sheets of paper. From amongst the pile he pulled a small note and brought it back to me.

				The blood in my veins chilled as I read the note now in my hands. 

				Make sure that on Samhain Gabrielle does not sell her soul.

			

			
				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 15


				The day was just as bad as it promised to be. My first two classes were cut short so that the school could attend a memorial service for the two students who had been killed in the attacks. I spent an hour receiving harsh glares and frightened looks from both students and teachers. Their expressions said it all; they blamed me, either directly or indirectly, for crimes I not only didn’t commit, but crimes I was also desperately trying to solve. That made the whole ordeal that much harder to endure.

				The looks continued during my third period history class, and once the bell rang, I left history room to the sound of whispered accusations. 

				Caleb followed me out the door of our history class. Throughout the hour he’d sent me apologetic glances, which I pretended not to notice. I couldn’t deal with his pity on top of everyone else’s fear and anger. However, I had found another silver lining: all the raging scents rolling off of people had given me ample opportunity to practice sheathing my teeth. I was almost a pro at it. Almost.

			

			
				“Gabrielle, I’m so sorry about the Politia,” he said, grabbing my arm and stopping me outside our class. 

				Down the hall two teachers walked close together, their heads bowed. “Do you think that could be true?” I heard one of them whisper.

				“That’s what Hazard said.”

				“It’s fine,” I said to Caleb. I could tell by his eyes that he didn’t find the situation fine. 

				“You’ll be back as soon as these murders stop,” he said.

				Although Caleb was trying to make things right between us, he wouldn’t be able to. We might be the same age, in the same class, and interested in the same things, but he’d always be accepted. And I would probably always be fighting the negative stereotypes.

				“But Peel hasn’t had a lockdown in decades, especially not on Samhain,” one of the teachers said.

				“Students also haven’t been murdered on the island in just as long. It’s not happening yet, but it might.”

				The school was thinking of having a lockdown because of the murders? 

				“Why doesn’t he expel the girl? She’s only adding to the tension here.”

				They were talking about me. I clutched the strap of my book bag tighter. It was one thing to hear statements like that from students, but another to know my teachers might hold the same opinions.

			

			
				“Negative publicity. As soon as they find some hard evidence to link her to the crimes, he’ll send her out of here.” The other nodded. 

				I made sure to curtain my hair over my face as they passed so that they wouldn’t recognize me.

				“Gabrielle?”

				I blinked, and Caleb’s face came back into focus. “Sorry. What were you saying?” I asked.

				“I was saying that you’ll be back as soon as these murders are solved.”

				“Sure,” I agreed absentmindedly while I mulled over the teachers’ words.

				It was happening. First my suspension from the Politia, and now the possibility of expulsion loomed on the horizon. Slowly, my life was falling apart, just like the chief constable predicted. 

				***


				Instead of going to my dorm to grab a quick nap like I planned, the teachers’ hushed conversation made me more determined than ever to work on the investigation.

				There was still one aspect of the crimes that I hadn’t researched, and it had been churning in the back of my mind for some time. 

				After mentioning to Maggie the possibility that these murders had taken place near entrances into the Otherworld, I’d never quite let go of the thought. 

			

			
				I wasn’t sure whether the last crime actually had taken place near one of these portals, but the chief constable had said that there were Viking burials that the third victim had come to bless. If cemeteries were a literal place where worlds meet, then this might mean that all three murders happened near Otherworld entrances. 

				I dumped my book bag on the table, pulled out my anthropology textbook, and flipped to the section on Samhain. 

				There were only two pages of information on the holiday, and most of it had to do with the cultural customs of different supernatural species, but one section in particular jumped out.

				On the evening of Samhain, spirits cross over from their world into ours using special gateways. These gateways are where the veils between worlds are the thinnest. 

				The gateways the book mentioned sounded almost identical to the Otherworld entrances I’d been thinking about. If they were one and the same, then that meant that on Samhain, these entrances would be the areas where the worlds overlapped the most.

				I sat there blinking. Otherworld entrances were those areas where the veil between worlds disappeared altogether. The serial killer was marking those entrances with bodies.

			

			
				Now I just needed to know why.

				I rubbed my forehead. I knew I was missing something important, and I didn’t know what that something was.

				But I happened to live with someone who just might. 

				***


				After school I rushed to my dorm. Leanne had her last class in one of the castle’s towers, so it always took her a little longer to return to the dorms after class. Hopefully that would give me enough of a head start. I only had about five minutes to search through her notes before she arrived home. 

				As soon as I dropped my bag inside the door of our room, I turned my attention to Leanne’s desk. I had no idea what I was looking for, and the jumble of papers that rested on the desk was going to make this neither quick nor easy.

				Most of the papers were copies of essays and misprints of other school assignments. A few of them were Wikipedia articles on different herbs.

				Behind me I could hear someone climbing the stairs. 

				You’ve got to be kidding me. It could’ve been anyone climbing those stairs, but knowing my luck, it had to be my roommate. I did one final look through and a piece of notebook paper caught my eye.

				A number of random tasks had been scribbled down to remember. One in particular caught my eye. Look up the properties of ley lines.

			

			
				I’d remembered her and Oliver talking about ley lines the day before. If that had been the only mention of them, I might not have thought twice about the note. However, something about seeing the term written down reminded me of the cryptic message Cecilia had sent me. She’d misspelled the word lay so that it was written ley. Maybe it was an innocent mistake. Maybe not.

				The sound of a key sliding into the door’s lock roused me from my thoughts. I darted to the door and opened it for my roommate.

				“Hey Leanne, I just got back from class,” I said, out of breath. Of all the witty, unsuspicious things I could say, I chose that? 

				“Me too,” she said, her voice exhausted. Her eyes were still bloodshot and her golden hair hung limp and dull. If I sounded suspicious, she was beyond noticing.

				I bit back the concerned comment on the tip of my tongue. I knew she would just shrug it off or worse, get annoyed at my concern.

				I watched her drop her bags and log onto her computer. When it became clear she didn’t want to chat, I moved over to my own desk and opened my laptop.

				Throwing a surreptitious glance over my shoulder, I searched the term ley lines. My eyes moved over an article on them. All I managed to find was that the term was coined by some amateur archaeologist, and ley lines were thought to be straight lines where ceremonial processions took place. 

			

			
				Then a line caught my eye.

				In the New Age movement, the term ley line has largely replaced some of its more traditional names such as spirit path, fairy path, corpse road.

				Corpse road. That was the term Cecilia used in that cryptic poem. I spent the next hour researching all I could about this idea of an energy line. By the time I was finished, I’d learned that these energy lines, which were in fact roads for certain types of beings, could be found all over the globe, and that time worked a little differently for those walking along a ley line.

				I still had no idea what was so significant about ley lines, and I wasn’t positive they had anything at all to do with the investigation I was working on. However, if both Leanne and Cecilia thought they were important enough to write down, then there had to be something significant about them.

				I just needed to figure out what that was.

				***


				That night I fell asleep thinking of Andre. Only, the deeper I sank, the more Andre’s face shifted. 

				He tucked a piece of hair behind my ear as I looked around. Candlelight flickered off the stone walls. Maybe this was another room in Bishopcourt that I hadn’t yet seen. 

			

			
				Andre—or the man who had once been Andre—wrapped his arms around me, and I sunk into them. I breathed in the smell of ash and smoke, a distinctly non-Andre smell. 

				“It’s nice to finally meet you, consort,” he whispered.

				My sense of peace shattered. 

				“Who are you?” I asked, pushing the man away. 

				The man clucked his tongue. “That information comes at a price.” His gaze slid down my chest, lingering on the exposed cleavage the low cut dress displayed. Wait, when did I put on a dress? 

				The disorientation I’d felt started to evaporate. “This is a dream,” I said. “And you must be an incubus.” 

				The seductive glint in his eyes hardened to something more wicked. I needed to get out of here now. 

				Wake up, I commanded myself. Nothing. I couldn’t do it this time.

				I closed my eyes, and tried again. Wake up. 

				My eyelids lifted and the incubus stared back at me, his gaze thinning. “What are you doing?” He took one ominous step forward, and I backed up. 

				Understanding flittered over his face. “You are trying to leave.” His muscles tensed and his weight shifted. I didn’t wait to see what else would happen. I turned and ran blindly . . . right into the wall.

			

			
				My body jolted and I woke up. My eyes darted around my dorm room. The demon hadn’t made it along with me.

				I breathed out a sigh of relief and sank back down into my bed. Next to me, Oliver slept peacefully and Leanne fitfully. Both, however, were unaware that I had woken up. 

				I chewed on my lip, reluctant to fall back asleep in case some other demon waited for me. This dream had been different, the incubus more pushy and powerful. 

				Either Samhain intensified the demon’s presence, or Andre’s threat had done nothing but bait them.

				***


				The next evening I perused some of the books in Andre’s library. Now that I knew it existed, I preferred working here to his study. Considering that he was the one who brought me to his secret room this evening, I think he shared my preference. 

				“What do you know about ley lines?” I asked him, glancing over my shoulder. Andre lounged against the couch in his private library watching me move over his collection.

				“Why do you want to know?” 

				I shrugged my shoulders. “I’ve come across the term a few times and I think—well more like hope—it has something to do with our murders.”

				Now I turned to Andre. His face remained carefully blank as he studied the coffee table in front of him.

			

			
				He didn’t respond, so I decided to drop the other piece of information I learned. “By the way, I think you’re right that these murders might have something to do with Samhain. The murders all seem to take place near entrances to the Otherworld.” Entrances whose barriers were normally thin and would only get thinner as Samhain approached. And the holiday was only three days away.

				Andre drew his gaze up from the coffee table to look at me. “Entrances?” His eyes looked through me, mulling over my words. 

				He stood up suddenly. “Of course—of course. You are brilliant.”

				I didn’t feel very brilliant, but I’d take the compliment. My heart pounded a little quicker. “What is it?” I asked. 

				He focused intensely on me. “I know why the murders didn’t seem like the work of a vampire—it’s because they weren’t.” Andre ran a hand through his hair. “They were the work of a demon.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 16

				Demon. The thought had never crossed my mind because I’d never heard of a demon killing people. Scratch that, I’d never heard of a demon existing until a bunch of Don Juan’s decided to jump into my bed

				“Despite the signs that all the victims were scared, none of them smelled like fear, a scent that lingers on the skin even after death. That’s what was wrong with the bodies, I hadn’t realized it until now.”

				“I’m not following you at all.”

				“Demons feed off of fear, so the smell wouldn’t be present.” Oh. Ew.

				“What about the religious symbols?” I asked.

				Andre paused. “If you position both the cross and the pentagram upside-down, they become Satanic symbols. The swastika goes without explanation.” This whole time we’d assumed they were holy symbols, when in reality they were intended as signs of the devil.

			

			
				Andre paced across the room. “The crime scenes didn’t smell of sulfur—which they should’ve if a demon was responsible for the attacks—but if the crimes were committed along ley lines, the smell could be hidden—either intentionally or unintentionally.”

				I was officially out of my element. “Wait, the crimes were on ley lines?” I could feel a headache blossoming. “I thought they took place near entrances to the Otherworld.”

				“They took place along both.” His eyes shone brightly.

				I still wasn’t following completely, but I ran with the theory. “So a demon killed all those victims?”

				“Yes.” Andre rubbed his chin. “I’m not surprised no one’s put together the connection. While demons can cross through to our world, as soon as they leave the ley line, they lose their ability to take on solid forms for more than a short while—those incubi are a perfect example of this. Once you wake up, they can only stick around for a few seconds. 

				“However, at certain gateways the worlds are stacked one on top of another.” Andre demonstrated this with his hands. “Because of this, any form a demon can take in one world they can take in another.” 

				“Is that a fancy way of saying that a demon can take on a solid form in our world?”

				“Exactly.”

			

			
				***


				I scrubbed my face with my hand. “But I still don’t get this whole ley line and Otherworld entrance thing. Are the two terms interchangeable?”

				“Yes and no,” Andre said, still pacing the room. Gee, that was helpful. 

				Seeing my confused expression, Andre backtracked. “Gateways are points along ley lines. They’re like subway stops for those that travel along them. Demons are just one of those travelers.”

				My mouth formed the shape of an “O”. The pieces fell into place. The demon traveled along a ley line to get to an entrance, where it waited for a victim to show up. Once they did, the demon solidified, killed its victim, and left along the line.

				I scrambled over to my bag and dug out the files I had on the victims. 

				“What are you doing?” Andre asked from behind me.

				His voice rubbed like silk along my skin. “Just checking your theory.”

				I pulled out the files and a pen and placed them on the coffee table. I flipped through them, but they didn’t contain what I was looking for.

				“Do you have a large map of the island?”

				A spark of understanding flared in his eyes. He moved across the room and came back with a folded up map of the Isle of Man. 

			

			
				I opened it up and searched for Glen Maye, the site of the first crime scene. It rested just below Peel and slightly more inland. I placed a dot there. Then my eyes moved over to the east side of the island, where the port city of Douglas was located. 

				Andre leaned in and pointed to a plot of land labeled Douglas Cemetery, where the second victim was found. I placed another dot there.

				I took the spine of one of the files and used it like a ruler to make a straight line between the two points, my representation of a ley line.

				Andre reached over my shoulder and touched a point on the map. “That’s where the third body was found.” I followed his finger, and my heart beat loudly. The third crime scene fell perfectly under the line. 

				Our theory was no longer a theory. The murders were all committed along a ley line. 

				***


				“We have to call the Politia.” Now that we knew who—or rather what—had killed those people, we might be able to prevent more deaths—both human and vampire.

				“No,” Andre said, “you have to call the Politia.” 

				“Why me?”

				“They trust you. You work for them.”

				“Not at the moment. They suspended me because of the murders.”

				“But they know you didn’t commit them.”

			

			
				He had a point, but I wasn’t convinced they’d trust my opinion over Andre’s. Reluctantly I grabbed the phone from my bag. “Do you get reception in here?” I asked.

				Andre gave me a look.

				“I’ll take that as a yes.” 

				I dialed the Politia. “Politia Headquarters, this is Anna speaking,” the receptionist said.

				“Hi Anna, this is Gabrielle. I have information on the open investigation.”

				“Which one?”

				Oh, right. There were probably several open investigations. “The vampire one.”

				I heard rapid-fire typing on the other end of the line.

				“Okay, what information would you like to discuss with the department?”

				“I know who the murderer is.”

				***


				“A freaking appointment? They scheduled me in for a freaking appointment after I told them the information I had?” I squeezed the cellphone in my hands, only loosening my grip once I heard the crack of plastic. I was to meet with an inspector tomorrow after class.

				Andre lifted a shoulder as he flipped through the files. “They are a bureaucracy; they are inefficient.” 

				“I don’t think so.” Anna the receptionist immediately dismissed the information I had as soon as I told her that the perpetrator appeared to be a demon. I knew Andre should’ve called. “What if someone dies tonight?”

			

			
				“That’s on their heads now.”

				“But we could stop a crime from being committed.”

				“Where exactly would you like to go? To the Viking burials? The cemetery? Glen Maye? Those areas are sealed off. No one will venture there unless they already have a death wish. And we do not know where any other gateways are on the island.”

				I studied Andre, who wore a carefully blank expression. “You do though, don’t you? You must know of the other entrances. You’ve had centuries to find out.”

				“Perhaps a bigger concern is why a demon would be allowed to kill,” Andre said, sidestepping my accusation. He was slippery like that. He also knew exactly what to say to veer my thoughts off course.

				“A demon must have permission before they kill?” I asked. 

				“Yes. Underworld killings are always ritualistic and—” Andre paused for effect, “they are always done on behalf of the devil.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 17

				I clambered up to the main entrance of the Politia’s headquarters the next afternoon, ducking my head as afternoon sunlight burned my skin. The island wasn’t sunny that often, but when it was, it didn’t take much to fry me. 

				Inside the castle, people bustled around, moving perhaps a tad slower as the afternoon dragged on. A few officers cast curious glances my way, either because they knew I’d been suspended or because they’d seen my name and picture in the newspaper. 

				I walked up to Anna, the receptionist. “I’m here for my scheduled appointment.”

				“Name?”

				“Gabrielle Fiori.” As if she didn’t know it—I was infamous here.

				Anna typed away at her computer. “Ah, yes. Your appointment is on the third floor, room number three thirteen.”

			

			
				“Who am I meeting with?”

				She scanned her screen. “Inspector Byron Jennings.” A.k.a., Caleb’s father and possibly the man who tried to kill me in Andre’s club a couple months ago.

				Perfect. 

				***


				I could smell his distaste for me as soon as I entered his room. The feeling was mutual.

				Like Caleb, Byron had wavy golden hair. But unlike his son, Byron’s face had set into a permanent frown. His low brow and the hardened lines along his forehead and the edges of his lips didn’t help much.

				He didn’t speak as I took a seat, but he did finger the page in front of him. “I’ve read over the report you placed last night,” he said by way of introduction. 

				His voice carried only a hint of the Australian accent his son had. It made me wonder how long Byron Jennings had lived and worked here while Caleb grew up in Australia. Father and son seemed to have a solid relationship, but now I wondered how much time they’d actually spent together over the years.

				Inspector Jennings fell silent, letting the quiet press down on me. I felt compelled to say something, anything to break the silence and to explain myself. And then I remembered that he wasn’t a hardened inspector for nothing. 

			

			
				When I made it clear that I wouldn’t respond, he sighed. “Demons. That was the best you could come up with?”

				I reminded myself that he hadn’t seen the map—I doubted the report in front of him even mentioned the ley line that ran through the crime scenes, considering how brief my conversation with the receptionist had been last night. 

				“Inspector Jennings, the murders were committed along ley lines.”

				His eyebrow rose at this. “That doesn’t prove a thing. A vampire still could’ve committed these crimes.”

				“Andre said the bodies lacked the smell of fear.”

				“Did he? Funny that he only mentioned it now that the truce is threatened.” Inspector Jennings’ attitude was really starting to piss me off. 

				“I’m serious.”

				Jennings slammed his palm and forearm flat against his desk. “So am I. Bring me some real proof. Until then, our time here is done.”

				***


				I left Inspector Jennings office with no intention of giving up. People’s lives hung in the balance, and I wasn’t going to let a little thing like classicism get in the way.

				Chief Constable Morgan’s office was on the same floor as Byron Jennings’, but in the opposite direction of the stairwell. I’d almost made it down the hall and around the corner when I heard an office door open behind me.

			

			
				“Hey!” Inspector Jennings barked. “Exit’s in the other direction.”

				I pretended to not hear him until his footfalls slapped against the floor. Then I started sprinting. 

				“Hey!” he called again behind me. 

				I rounded the corner of the hallway and came to the chief constable’s office. I didn’t bother knocking; I barged right in. 

				The chief constable was in the middle of a meeting with what looked like a very important, very beautiful woman. Behind me I could hear Inspector Jennings getting closer, so I wasted no time on formalities. I pulled out the map I’d used last night and slapped it down on the table.

				“Ley lines. All the crime scenes fall along ley lines.” Chief Constable Morgan looked shocked, though whether it was from my entrance or my information I couldn’t tell. The women eyed me curiously. “The killer is a demon, and he’s using ley lines to travel to different Otherworld entrances along the island.”

				Jennings came in behind me, snatched my arms, and began cuffing me. “Sorry sir,” he said, giving my wrists a yank, “I’ll escort her off the premises.” 

				Chief Constable Morgan’s eyebrows drew together. His guest shot Jennings a horrified look. 

				“Listen,” I said. “I don’t care if you don’t believe me. Just alert the community to stay away from the ley lines.”

			

			
				***


				Three hours later the alert went out as I finished homework at my desk. The school’s magical sound system, which apparently didn’t require speakers, boomed through my room.

				“Good evening Peel students. Due to the recent murders, all students are prohibited from going near ley lines. Any who are caught violating this rule will be suspended immediately. For your safety, this rule will be enforced until after the close of Samhain. Any students who are unclear what ley lines are or where on the island they are located, we’ve posted a link on our homepage. Happy holidays.”

				Outside my room I could hear the groans from my hall-mates just as I released a sigh of relief. At least my school was safe.

				Then I glanced to the other side of my dorm room. The desk was empty, the bed unmade. I hadn’t seen Leanne this morning before class, and now that it was evening and she still hadn’t appeared, I was starting to worry. What if she had gone to the ley line? She was the one, after all, who had alerted me to their importance. With Samhain only two days away, the odds of attack along ley lines seemed greater than ever. 

				My breathing quickened at all the horrific images my mind conjured up. Could she be out there? Should I go check?

			

			
				I went to my phone to call her when I heard footsteps echo up the stairwell. A few seconds later a key slid into our lock, the door turned, and Leanne entered, the shadows along her face giving her a hollow, tired look.

				I didn’t even give her a chance to put down her things. I threw my arms around her and squeezed her tight. “I am so glad you’re okay,” I said, unwilling to let go of her for a few seconds.

				“Hey, hey,” she said, patting my back. “What’s up with you?”

				I pulled away, breathing in the smell of smoke that clung to my roommate. “Just scared that something had happened to you out there.”

				Leanne dropped her bags next to her bed. “Nope. Just stayed out late with other seers helping the Witches Club set up the bonfire for Samhain. The location was changed now that Peel Academy won’t let us hold the Witches Festival on the ley line. What a bunch of tight wads.”

				I decided not to mention the fact that those tight wads only put that rule in place because I brought it to the Politia’s attention. 

				“Where’s Oliver?” she asked. We’d both accepted the fact that he was our adopted third roommate. 

				“I don’t know,” I said. “I think making out and making up with Rodrigo the werewolf.” Poor werewolf. Dating a fairy couldn’t be easy.

				She let out a long breath. “Good, I was dreading spending another few hours with him,” Leanne said, plopping down into her desk chair.

			

			
				I stared at my roommate. Leanne could be sarcastic and cynical, but she was rarely flat out mean.

				The smoky scent that clung to her wafted over the room, and my pulse spiked at the smell of it. 

				I glanced over at my roommate, who was now thoroughly engrossed in her computer. 

				Something about her unsettled me, but I couldn’t say just what.

				***


				The evening and the following day passed without incident. No murders occurred, no nightmares—nothing. The absence of trouble should’ve reassured me. It didn’t. It felt too much like the quiet before the storm.

				As soon as night fell, my phone buzzed. 

				“Someone’s hunk of burning love is calling!” Oliver sang from where he lay on his mattress “doing homework.” He hadn’t flipped the page of his textbook in over an hour. His phone, however, had been going off almost constantly now that he and Rodrigo were mending their relationship.

				“I picked my phone up, smiling at the two emoticon hearts. “Psychic much?” I asked Oliver.

				“What can I say, I have a sixth sense when it comes to relationships.”

				From the other side of the room Leanne huffed. “You two disgust me,” she said, slamming her textbook shut and packing up her things. “I’m going to the library where I can get some actual work done.”

			

			
				My eyes widened and I glanced at Oliver.

				She’s cray-cray, he mouthed to me.

				Whatever. I shrugged off Leanne’s bad attitude and answered the phone. “Hey,” I said, hearing the smile in my voice.

				“Evening beautiful.” My heart skipped at the endearment. “Put on something nice, I’m cashing in on our first date.”

				***


				A short while later I met Andre outside my dorm, where he leaned against a limo, his hands in his pockets. His hair was brushed away from his face, but a strand had freed itself and hung over his forehead. Behind him a passing group of students stopped and stared.

				He eyed my outfit, a wicked smile curving his lips. “Nice dress.”

				I self-consciously tugged it down. After checking my closet and finding it bare of any dresses, I enlisted the help of Oliver and Paul, his conjuror roommate, to produce a dress for me. My wallet was now ten dollars lighter, thanks to Paul’s thriving new business of conjuring items for a small fee, and my legs were more exposed than they should’ve been, thanks to Oliver’s overly-skimpy design.

				I walked up to Andre and touched the open collar of his form-fitting suit. “You’re not looking too bad yourself.”

			

			
				He slid his arms around me and pulled me in. “I missed you,” he whispered right before his lips captured mine. I leaned into the kiss, relishing the taste of him.

				I pulled away from him to look at our ride. “A limo? You really outdid yourself this time.”

				He looked offended. “I’ve clearly lost my touch if you think a limo is me outdoing myself.” 

				He opened the door for me and I slid inside. “I hope you like Shakespeare,” he said, “since we’re going to the theater.”

				I could feel my face light up. “A play? You’re taking me to a play?”

				Andre entered the limo right after me. A small smile played along his lips. “Hamlet. And I’m glad you’re excited about it.”

				“Are you kidding me? We’re seeing a Shakespearean play on the British Isles? I think I might’ve just died and gone to heaven.” Andre’s smile blossomed a little more.

				Inside the luxurious car, a bottle of champagne chilled. “Are we celebrating something?” I asked, raising my eyebrows at the bottle.

				“That,” he said, “is to congratulate you on solving your first case.”

				His words warmed me to my core, but in spite of them, I furrowed my brows. “I hardly solved it,” I said. “That was all you. And the Politia only just decided to believe me.”

			

			
				Andre rapped on the screen that separated us from our driver, and the limo pulled away from my dormitory. After he did so, he grabbed the chilled bottle of champagne and uncorked it. 

				“Not many your age have even faced the challenge of solving a case,” he said, grabbing two champagne flutes from a compartment built into the limo. “Even fewer have been required to do so while receiving blame for the crimes committed and pressure to solve the case before a protective truce dissolves.”

				Well, when he put it like that . . . 

				He poured out the champagne into two glasses and handed one to me. I took the one he offered me, my fingers brushing his. “I thought you didn’t serve alcohol to minors.”

				“You miss nothing,” he said. 

				“I seriously doubt that.”

				Andre ignored my comment. “In public—in the normal world—you’re a minor. In the supernatural world, you can legally drink.”

				I thought that over and shrugged. “Works for me.” I leaned forward and clinked glasses with him.

				“To us,” he said, his eyes intense.

				I got the impression he was toasting to more than just solving a case, but I decided not to dissect that thought too much. 

				“To us.” I took a sip, the fizzy alcohol tickling the back of my throat. 

			

			
				His gaze still lingered on me. “Samhain is tomorrow,” he said. As soon as the words left his mouth, the mood in the car shifted from happy to somber.

				Reluctantly I tore my eyes away from the bubbles that foamed at the top of my drink. “The day I’m supposed to meet the devil.”

				“That’s not going to happen Gabrielle.”

				I watched the beautiful man who sat across from me. “You keep saying that, but I still don’t believe you.”

				“He’s not going to come after you until after sun sets—that’s when Samhain begins. And I’m planning on being by your side for the whole of the evening.”

				I nodded reluctantly. “Sounds good,” I said, still somewhat unconvinced. “I’ll be at the Witches Festival tomorrow by the time you wake up.”

				“Gabrielle, no.”

				I raised my eyebrows. “What?”

				“Do not put yourself in danger by being on the ley line during Samhain.”

				I was momentarily surprised that Andre knew enough about my school’s traditions to know that the Witches Festival usually took place on the ley line. “They moved it this year, due to the murders. It won’t be on the ley line.”

				Andre’s mouth thinned, a clear indication that he didn’t think that was good enough.

				“I don’t want to be sitting alone in my dorm room waiting for you,” I said. “I’d rather be around lots and lots of other people.”

			

			
				“Anything can happen to you tomorrow night, and you will put other people at risk by being around them.”

				I hadn’t thought of it like that. For a moment, I considered staying in my dorm tomorrow until Andre picked me up. And then I thought about my previous interactions with the devil. In all the years I’d seen him, only once had he taken me, and it was while I was alone. If past actions were anything to go by, I’d be safer around others. Not to mention that I didn’t want to miss one of my school’s biggest events. You only live once.

				“I’m not compromising on this,” I said. 

				Andre’s jaw worked. “You are putting your life in danger, and I am not going to just sit idly by and watch you do that.”

				I took a long swallow of champagne, letting it burn its way down my throat. “You don’t get a choice Andre. That’s what I’m doing.”

				“You are the most wearisome woman I’ve ever been with.”

				“Oh really? Well you’re not too easygoing yourself.”

				We stared at each other, neither one of us backing down. Finally, Andre sighed. “I am only agreeing to your demands because I can’t stop you from going. I will pick you up from the dance shortly after the sun sets. And on this I’m not budging.” 

			

			
				“Fine.”

				***


				The next several hours were a blur of shimmering garments and Shakespearean treachery. The play was just as good as I’d hoped it would be, but once it finished, I was happy to get Andre back to myself.

				We exited the theater, the cool night air hitting us. Andre shrugged off his coat and placed it around my shoulders.

				“Andre . . .” I was about to object to the pampering—I wasn’t so fragile that a little cold air would do me in—but Andre cut me off.

				“Stop fighting it Gabrielle. There are some things about myself that I refuse to change, one of which is offering a lady my coat.”

				I slipped the tailored jacket on. “Thank you, oh great knight in shining armor. If only I had a handkerchief to repay your kindness.”

				Andre ignored me. Big surprise.

				Our shoes clicked along the sidewalk as we made our way back to the limo. “There is dissent in the coven,” Andre said. The topic seemed to come out of nowhere, and I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like what I heard. 

				I nodded. “You mentioned that a few days ago.” 

				He ran a hand through his hair. “Right now the coven is trying to figure out what to do about the situation. By my own laws I should be punished severely for my actions. However, I am also the leader of the coven and the only person that all vampires are willing to take orders from.” 

			

			
				I didn’t know how to interpret what I was hearing. “What are you planning on doing?” 

				“I will work with the coven and comply with whatever punishment they deem necessary.”

				Punishment. That word seemed so awful, especially considering who’d be doling it out. Vampires weren’t exactly known for their humanity.

				“Will you be okay?” I asked, peering up at Andre.

				He looked down at me, his eyes troubled. “I will, though I may have to travel in the coming weeks. It is you I worry about. My actions haven’t endeared you to the coven, and I fear that in the next months some disgruntled vampire may try to pick up where Theodore left off.”

				The whole time we’d been trying to solve the murders, this very worry had sat at the back of my mind. I’d never voiced my concern to Andre, however, because I assumed I was just being paranoid. But now that his words hung in the air I had to accept that the very people I’d been trying to protect might want to destroy me.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 18

				I woke up to the chill of night air. The crisp coldness of it burned my lungs and prickled my skin. I sat up in bed, the white sheets falling to my waist. These weren’t my sheets. I rubbed the soft satin of the pearly white nightgown I wore. I definitely didn’t own this. I looked behind me. The wrought iron backboard of the bed curled and twisted into a pretty design. This wasn’t my bed.

				I was, however, the only person in it. I knew enough about these incubus dreams by now to become lucid as soon as I recognized the signs. 

				I gazed around the bed. The moonlight dripped down, casting the night in shades of blue and silver. Evergreen trees rose around me from all sides, swaying gently in the breeze. 

				Other than the rustling of their leaves, all was quiet.

				“Where are you?” I shouted at the forest. He had to be here, the wily incubus who decided to invade my dream.

			

			
				Leaves crunched as a dark stranger came forward.

				But it wasn’t an incubus.

				I scrambled out of the bed as the man in the suit stepped out from the trees. I moved around the bed so that it stood between the devil and me.

				“Why are you so scared?” he asked. “We are old friends.”

				“We are not friends.” My voice broke. 

				He frowned. “I can hear your heart fluttering like a bird in a cage.” He stepped forward. “There is no reason to be scared.”

				“Stay where you are!” I shifted my weight from foot to foot. My hair hung wild about me, and the nightie grazed my thigh. This was a sick, sick dream.

				He ignored my warning and sauntered forward. 

				Wake up. Wake up. Wake up. The scenery remained unchanged. I was stranded in a nightmare, which left me only one choice, fleeing.

				Twigs and pine needles dug into my feet as I swiveled and ran. 

				“You can’t run from me.” His voice was a lover’s whisper in my ear. “You already know this.”

				Trees flew by me, but the forest appeared to be unending and unchanging. If this really was a dream and I really was lucid, I should be able to alter it. I closed my eyes and envisioned a cliff.

				When I opened them, the trees in front of me thinned out. I sprinted past them and ahead of me the earth dropped away. 

			

			
				It had worked.

				I halted at the edge of the cliff. The wind whipped at my hair and nightgown, slapping them against my skin. The sensation felt far too real for my comfort.

				“You’d rather jump off a cliff than talk to me?”

				I screamed at the sound of the devil’s voice and spun around to face him. He stood behind me, arms folded. Even in my dream my skin itched from his nearness.

				Around him the darkness gathered. “No matter,” he said, answering his own question. “I’ll be seeing you tonight. Meet me at the Braaid after sunset.”

				“No.” I turned to jump, more afraid of the devil than I was of falling.

				The devil caught my arm and spun me back around, his eyes moving over my face. “That wasn’t a question.”

				I pulled my arm from his grasp and didn’t hesitate. I jumped.

				***


				I woke with a jolt. Early morning sunlight streamed into my room, turning my exposed skin rose petal pink. Outside my window students ran around in costumes or set up booths on the grassy lawn for the Samhain school fair. 

				Samhain. The day I was supposed to meet the devil.

			

			
				I stepped out of bed, noticing that both Leanne and Oliver had already left. The message from my dream was still fresh in my mind, and one word in particular drew me to my desk.

				I snatched the poem Cecilia had sent me from the drawer. The poem had mentioned corpse roads—ley lines—amongst other things. And it mentioned another term I had not paid much attention to. 

				I reread the poem.

				Death will strike before Halloween,

				The mark of the damned, the killer unclean, 

				If you walk the old corpse road where the dead ley,

				Sprites and devils might snatch you away,

				Go to the Braaid and you’ll lose your soul,

				For an entrance into hell, such is the toll.

				In the last two lines I spotted the term I was looking for. I opened my laptop and clicked on my Internet browser. As soon as my homepage loaded, I searched for one word. Braaid.

				I clicked on the first link.

				The Braaid began as a stone circle site and later became a Viking farmstead.

				Next to the text was an image of the Braaid, made up of a ring of standing stones. Beneath the photo the caption dated the circle to 650 A.D. Not even centuries of exposure had torn the site apart.

			

			
				A stone circle. I didn’t know anything about stone circles, except that there were several of them on the British Isles. 

				I opened a new tab and searched Wikipedia for stone circles. My eyes moved over the page, filtering out the mundane information and concentrating on the unusual.

				Stone circles are sometimes related to gravesites, and are often thought to have had a ceremonial function due to the lack of artifacts associated with them. 

				Whatever their purpose, stone circles are often oriented on sight lines for the rising and setting sun, and so are thought to be associated with the seasons.

				My palms began to sweat. I did a final search, this one on the location of the Braaid. A map of the Isle of Man appeared on my screen. A pin had been dropped on the location of the Braaid. 

				I held Cecilia’s notecard up to my screen, using it as a ruler. I lined up the two crime scenes farthest apart—the first victim in Glen Maye and the second in Douglas Cemetery. The Braaid sat right on the line.

				I covered my mouth.

				The demons had been ordered to kill by their leader. This whole time I’d been thinking that the devil’s plans for me and the murders were separate. But Leanne had known all along. They were building up to a single, final event on Samhain. An event that involved me.

			

			
				This was the secret Leanne had withheld this whole time, the secret too terrible for me to hear. Tonight, if I followed the devil’s instructions, I’d be the fourth victim.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 19

				I didn’t see both of my roommates until late that afternoon. I wandered down to the fair for a little while, buying a caramel apple for myself and a couple of happiness tonics from a witch’s booth for Leanne and Oliver. I tried to enjoy the festivities, but having a meeting with the devil really sucked the fun out of things. Eventually I returned to my room to mull over my situation. 

				All the previous victims were killed by demons along the ley line. I wasn’t sure whether this same fate was intended for me, but I doubted it. The devil, not a demon, wanted to meet me tonight, and like Andre had mentioned earlier in the week, he was interested in my soul.

				This was all hypothetical—I wasn’t actually planning on meeting up with the devil. In fact, knowing where he’d be would make it that much easier to avoid him this evening.

			

			
				“What in the Goddess’s name are you doing?” Leanne said, entering the room and finding me sitting on the ground, notes on the murders strewn around me. “You haven’t been in here all day, have you?” She eyed me up and down. 

				I met her gaze. “I know what’s going to happen tonight.”

				Her face paled, but she didn’t look particularly surprised. “Stay away from the Braaid.”

				“I wasn’t planning on going,” I said not missing a beat.

				As she wandered into our room, that same smell from last night wafted in. The smoky smell. And like last night, something about her was off.

				“Has Oliver not finished our costumes?” Leanne asked. Just like every other occasion, Oliver had insisted on designing our outfits. 

				I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

				She moved around some of her clothes that she’d draped over her bed, then rifled through her closet. She came up empty-handed. “I can’t freaking believe him—we only have a couple hours until they light the bonfire and the Witches Festival starts.” Her face had flushed; she’d really worked herself up over this one.

				I cocked my head. “Leanne, are you okay?”

				“I’m fine,” she snapped. 

				As if on cue, Oliver ran into the room. “Sorry I’m late! I have your outfits!” he hollered. Like Leanne, his face had a flush to it. However, unlike Leanne, this was more of a cloud nine flush. Someone was in lust. Again. I guess him and Rodrigo really had made up.

			

			
				And then the costume he wore stopped that thought dead in its tracks.

				“What, exactly, are you?” I asked, eyeing his outfit . . . if you could call it that.

				“I’m Adam, duh,” he said, pointing to the cluster of fake leaves that covered only a Speedo-shaped expanse of skin. 

				“Please tell me I’m not Eve.” I was so not going to any Samhain party dressed like that.

				He glowered at me. “No, Rodrigo is.” Poor, poor Rodrigo.

				Oliver tossed Leanne a white dress, golden sandals, a gold mask, and some gold accessories. 

				My outfit Oliver walked to me. I eyed the midnight blue and black concoction in his hands. “It’s not really my style,” he admitted, “but you’re going to look ravishing in it.”

				He held it up to the light, and I almost drooled. “Oliver, it’s beautiful,” I said, staring at the fake corset bodice. My eyes drifted over the off-the-shoulder sleeves and down to the skirt, which was made of layers of jagged, billowy fabric. The deep blue color of the corset faded darker and darker until, at the bottom of the dress, it was black.

				“What exactly am I supposed to be?” I asked. 

				“An undead Renaissance woman.”

			

			
				I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. The outfit was anything but historically accurate. 

				“Hers looks better than mine,” Leanne snapped. My eyes widened. I’d never heard Leanne talk that way before.

				“Well that’s the only costume you’re getting from me, so take it or leave it.” Oliver rolled his eyes, not bothering to glance back at her.

				“Oh, and I almost forgot.” Oliver pulled out a matching mask. “Your disguise.”

				***


				I spent the next two hours getting ready with Oliver and Leanne and filling them in on the murders—mostly for Oliver’s benefit.

				So it surprised me when Oliver waved a hand and said, “Pfft, this is all old news.”

				“Old news?” My eyes bugged out a little.

				“I thought we all already established that I’m a snoop,” he said, painting a layer of dark green nail polish onto his fingers. I suppressed a shudder at the sight.

				“But I never told you about the Braaid.”

				“I saw the poem, sweets. C’mon—that one was easy. I can’t believe you didn’t put it together before now. Although I will say,” Oliver lifted the nail polish brush and pointed it at me, using it to punctuate each word, “I didn’t know for sure that it was a demon committing the crimes.”

			

			
				“You mean the thought did cross your mind?” I said, my eyes practically popping out of my head.

				“Sure,” Oliver said.

				“Then why didn’t you say anything to anyone?”

				“Ew, you wanted me to actually mention that to the Politia? What have they ever done for my people? Nothing.”

				I put my head in my hands. “You could’ve mentioned your theory to me,” I said under my breath.

				Outside, a horn honked.

				“Eek! Hurry up bitches, the buses are here!” Oliver squealed.

				Leanne rolled her eyes. “You’re the one who’s busy painting his nails.”

				“Only because it took a freaking hour to get you two hags ready.”

				I threw a pillow at him so that Leanne wouldn’t have to. “Against our will,” I reminded him.

				He sighed melodramatically and pulled me over to the full-length mirror hanging on the backside of our door. “Tell me it wasn’t worth it.”

				I wasn’t a big fan of makeup, but I couldn’t argue that Oliver had brought attention to all those places you wanted gazes to go—lips, eyes, cheekbones—all shrouded by my dark, wavy hair.

				“Oliver, we both know you’re amazing.” I gave him a hug.

				“That’s what I thought, Sabertooth,” he said into my hair, giving me an extra squeeze to let me know the nickname was supposed to be endearing. It wasn’t, but he was endearing enough to make up for it.

			

			
				We grabbed our stuff and began filing out the door. Oliver stopped me on the way out. “Now that we know the devil’s after you, what are we going to do about it?”

				“You want to help me?” I asked, touched at the offer.

				“Duh.” He gave me another squeeze and pulled me out the door. “For a smart girl you can be surprisingly dumb sometimes. No one crosses my friends and gets away with it. Not even the devil. If he so much as tries to lay a finger on you, I’ll glitter bomb the shit out of him.”

				Damn, but I loved my friends.

				***


				As soon as we stepped off the bus, my skin prickled. The air felt energized.

				The dance was held just off the road in a clearing bordered by trees. The sun sat low on the horizon, but as the shadows lengthened and the sky darkened from reds and pinks to blues and purples, students gathered around the center of the clearing. 

				There, in the middle of the field, a pile of wood the size of several cars had been stacked high. I’d read enough on the subject of Samhain to know that traditionally witches and other supernatural beings danced around a bonfire on the evening of October 31. This must be the bonfire.

			

			
				Leanne ran ahead of the two of us. Oliver shook his head as we followed in the same direction, and he scanned the crowd for Rodrigo, his Eve. 

				Once the sky had darkened a little more, a witch walked up to the bonfire. She stopped in front of it and turned to address the gathering crowd. A hush fell over the group.

				“On this day, our community’s holiest of days, we recognize that an inherent part of our world lies beyond this one. Tonight we recognize and welcome the spirits of our ancestors, the wild that lives within our own hearts, and the magic that all who are gathered get to experience each and every day.”

				“Gabrielle,” a voice spoke from behind me. I swiveled around and came face to face with Leanne. Something about her looked different, more like the old roommate I knew.

				“Leanne?” I asked. “I thought you were on the other side of the bonfire.” 

				“Listen to me,” she said, ignoring my comment. “Tonight, don’t give up your soul, no matter what.”

				My mouth went dry at her words. “I wasn’t planning on it.” 

				“Shhh,” Oliver said from next to me, giving me and Leanne pointed looks.

				Someone moved through the crowd carrying a torch. The torch passed hands to the speaker, the firelight flickering against the crowd’s skin.

				I turned my attention momentarily away from Leanne to watch what was happening in front of the unlit bonfire. 

			

			
				“This flame represents the light of the living,” the speaker said, holding the torch up high for all to see. “It’s a celebration of the brief time we have here, and a reminder to those not of this world that while we welcome their presence on this hallowed evening, they are only visitors passing through.”

				Leanne grabbed my hands. “Swear to me you won’t sell your soul—not even if someone’s life is at stake.”

				“Leanne—”

				“Swear it,” she said.

				I took in her troubled eyes. “I swear it.”

				“But for now,” the speaker said, “spirits of the Otherworld, we welcome you. Merry Samhain and may the festivities begin!” She threw the torch onto the pile of wood and it went up in flame.

				Leanne squeezed my hands. “Good.” She kissed my cheek. “Safe travels,” she said, then slipped away into the crowd.

				“What? Leanne, wait!” 

				The crowd cheered and music started up. Oliver, oblivious of Leanne’s cryptic warning, grabbed my hand. “Dance with me!”

				“But Leanne—”

				“Let her do her own thing.”

				Reluctantly I let Oliver pull me into the fray, allowing myself to just go with things for once. We, along with the rest of the group, moved around the fire, dancing to the rhythm of the music. 

			

			
				Most of the students wore Venetian masks, and their reflective surfaces twinkled under the light of the fire. 

				As the darkness crept up on us, the air felt heavy and the shadows along the edges of the woods seemed to sway. A haze moved from the dark corners of the clearing towards the gathered crowd. As it got closer, it shifted and separated. 

				I almost yelped when I realized what I was seeing. Spectral beings took shape along the edges of the group and began to weave around the fire with us.

				“Ghosts?” I asked Oliver. “Are we really dancing alongside ghosts?”

				Oliver looked unimpressed. “That surprises you?” he said, his eyes scouring the crowd—probably still looking for Rodrigo. It was hard to tell who was who when everyone wore disguises.

				“A little,” I said. I couldn’t help but squeal when one of the ghosts moved through me. My skin felt cold and clammy.

				Oliver stopped searching the crowd to give me a look. “You’re a scary, bad-ass vampire who solves crimes and offs people for a living—”

				“I don’t off people.”

				“—but throw a couple of ghosts into the mix and you squeal like a baby.”

				“Listen fairy boy . . .” My voice died away as I caught sight of the fire. A form flickered within the flames.

			

			
				I came to a stop on the makeshift dance floor. It had to be my eyes playing tricks on me. That or Samhain was messing with reality. 

				Someone bumped into me and pressed a piece of paper into my hand. I glanced up at the individual, but between the masks, the moving bodies, and the disorienting play of light and shadow, I couldn’t tell who’d slipped me the paper.

				I moved to the edges of the dance floor and unfolded the note.

				


				Come to the Braaid. That is where your friend and your future wait.

				


				Oliver extricated himself from the crowd of dancers and came over to me. “What are you doing?” he asked from over my shoulder. 

				I glanced up from the note. “Where’s Leanne?” I asked him. I couldn’t keep the tremors out of my voice. 

				Oliver shrugged. “Beats me. Probably making out with some seer dude she has the hots for.”

				“I don’t think so.” I handed him the note, and watched as he read it over. “We both know she’s been foreseeing some weird stuff, and I haven’t seen her since we arrived. Now I think . . . I think someone may have kidnapped her.” Saying the thought out loud made it sound all the more ridiculous, but I couldn’t argue with the facts—Leanne had been acting strange lately and the letter looked a whole lot like a ransom note.

			

			
				He looked up from the slip of paper. “How do you know the note’s referring to her?”

				“I don’t, but seeing as I can count my friends on a single hand, and considering that you’re here and she’s been foreseeing some disturbing stuff, I think it’s a pretty solid assumption.”

				“Point made.” Oliver pulled his cell phone out of his little Speedo, making me cringe, and dialed Leanne. 

				We stood in silence as the rings changed to her voicemail. Oliver ended the call before we could leave a message. “She probably just didn’t hear her phone,” he said.

				I caught Oliver’s gaze. “Do you really think that?” I asked, my voice hushed.

				He stared into my eyes before glancing away. “No. I think she’s in trouble.”

				I thought over the nightmares, the long silences, the Last Rites she’d uttered. What she had seen had been haunting her.

				I cursed. “I think whatever she saw convinced her that she’s going to die.”

				Oliver nodded, looking as serious as I’d ever seen him. 

				“And this has something to do with me,” I added. The letter hinted at it, but between it, the murders, and the devil’s earlier promise to find me this evening, I knew in my bones that I was part of the reason.

			

			
				“You know what this means,” Oliver said. “We’re going to have to save her ass.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 20

				“Should we wait for your honey pie?” Oliver asked as I searched the party for one particular person. I made a face at the endearment.

				“I don’t think we’ll have to wait,” I said, pulling out my phone and checking the time. “He should be here any minute. When he gets here, I’ll ask him to come with us to the Braaid.” It was the one place I was supposed to avoid tonight, but now that Leanne had gone missing, my guess was that it was just the place I’d find her.

				“He’s not going to like that,” Oliver said.

				I slipped my phone back in my pocket. “An angry vampire is the least of my concerns.” The fact that I could honestly say that greatly disturbed me. “How about Rodrigo?” I asked.

				Oliver sighed. “I haven’t been able to find him. I’ll just send him a text that something came up. He’ll live.” But Leanne might not. The sentence lingered in the air, unspoken but still heard. 

			

			
				“I need to speak to Caleb for a second,” I said. 

				I watched the dancers twist and turn alongside the ghosts. The colors blended together as people moved. Amongst the bright colors I caught sight of a head of gold, curly hair. That head of hair could only belong to Caleb. 

				I darted through the packed crowd of partygoers, never losing sight of the blond locks. When I was within reaching distance, I grabbed Caleb’s arm.

				He turned around and lifted his mask. “Hey,” he said, grinning, “just the lady I hoped to run into.” 

				He eyed my outfit, and for the millionth time I wished I couldn’t smell or hear so well. Not even all the swirling scents and noise could cover up Caleb’s reaction. Knowing that I turned him on made it so much harder to act normal around him. “Want to dance?” he asked.

				“Caleb, Leanne’s gone missing.”

				His expression turned serious. He glanced around at all the masked students. “Are you sure about that? She probably just stepped away for a little bit or you missed her in the crowd. There’s a lot of people—”

				I thrust the slip of paper I received into Caleb’s hand. “This note was given to me just a few minutes ago.”

				“Who gave it to you?” Caleb asked, his eyes glancing down at the paper.

			

			
				“I don’t know, I didn’t see them.”

				Caleb read over the message, a frown spreading across his face. He looked up. “Did she get kidnapped?”

				“I think so.”

				He looked back down at the paper. “What do they want in return for her?”

				“Me.”

				He furrowed his brows. “What?”

				I pulled Caleb to the edges of the party. “The serial killer is a demon.”

				Caleb nodded. “The Politia informed me.” Caleb’s expression brightened. “Which means that the vampire truce won’t dissolve and you can start working again.”

				“Caleb, that’s not the point. I’m supposed to be the next victim,” Caleb gave me a strange look when I said that. I guess even supernaturals normally weren’t aware of exactly when and how they were supposed to die. 

				Caleb rubbed his temples. “Okay, what can I do to help stop that from happening?”

				I almost sagged against him in relief. “The murder is supposed to take place at the Braaid—it’s a stone circle, located between here and Douglas,” I explained. Considering how much he and I goofed off in our history class, I figured he might need the extra information.

				He nodded. “I’ve heard of it.”

			

			
				“Can you call the Politia and see if they can send over as many people as possible?”

				“Sure, I can do that. Err . . . you wouldn’t happen to know when this murder is supposed to happen, would you?”

				“No clue, but I think we should assume it will happen sooner rather than later.”

				Behind him a figure emerged from the darkness. The light of the distant fire illuminated the dangerous planes of his face and the wicked glint of his eyes. Sometimes I forgot just how terrifying Andre was. And then times like this reminded me that he was a being that hunted humans.

				“I got to go,” I said.

				Caleb glanced over his shoulder to see what I was staring at. He groaned. “Not him.” He turned back to me. “Promise me you’ll be safe.”

				I gave him a sad smile. “You know I can’t make that promise.”

				His eyes wandered to my lips. “If I kissed you . . .”

				I laughed. “Then I’d have to worry about your safety.”

				My gaze flicked back to Andre. He’d stopped walking, and he watched Caleb and me with narrowed eyes. “I really do have to go.”

				“I’ll see you at the stone circle,” Caleb said.

				“Thanks again, Caleb.”

				He nodded and watched me as I left.

				Those standing on the outer edges of the party whispered to each other as they caught sight of Andre. 

			

			
				I walked up to him, his face all hardened edges. I couldn’t tell whether Samhain brought out Andre’s darker side, or whether Caleb did. “I notice the shapeshifter still likes you as much as ever.” Okay, so Caleb brought out the worst in Andre.

				“First, his name is Caleb. Second, I was asking for his help, and third, jealousy is not an attractive feature in a guy.”

				His eyes flicked to mine. “I am not jealous of a boy. Merely protective of what is mine.”

				My hand itched with the need to smack the chauvinism out of Andre. Instead I tried a couple breathing techniques until I could control what I said and did.

				“Leanne’s been taken, and she’s being held at the Braaid.” The words came out a lot more raw than I meant them to. “I have to go save her, and I need you there with me. You know all about human nature, the supernatural world, and the devil. If anyone could help me rescue my friend, it’d be you.” 

				“Gabrielle, no.” Andre’s eyes looked sad, but he didn’t sound moved by my speech. At all. 

				“Please Andre. You know more about this world than I do. Oliver and I can go there alone, but I don’t know how we’ll save her.”

				Andre took my hand, threading his fingers through mine. I thought this was a good sign until he spoke. “I’m not just refusing to come along,” he said, “I’m refusing to let you go.”

			

			
				Suddenly his grip felt like a vise.

				“Leanne is only there because of me,” I said.

				“All the more reason why you should not go. It’s a trap, and you know it.” The grim set of his face didn’t reassure me. It looked as though he was steeling himself for any reaction of mine that might try to convince him.

				“Andre, whoever’s taken her will probably kill her if I don’t show up.”

				“How about you and I go to Bishopcourt for the evening, and I send out some of my men to save her.”

				“No,” I said stubbornly. I needed to show up at the Braaid if only to give off the appearance that I was coming to barter myself for my friend. No kidnapper with any sense would give up their hostage without believing their demands had been met. They’d lose their leverage if they did so.

				Andre’s face darkened. “That wasn’t actually a question. That’s the best offer you’re going to get from me.”

				I tugged against the hand that held mine. Rather than loosening his grip, it tightened. The muscle in Andre’s cheek jumped. Uh oh. 

				I could already see exactly where this entire exchange was going. And this felt a whole lot like that night at Bishopcourt, when Andre refused to let me risk my life to save Caleb’s. It was happening all over again.

			

			
				“Hey G, should we just take a taxi?” Oliver shouted from down the street, where he leaned against one. Even from here I could see his eyes widen when he noticed just who I was talking to. 

				“You were going to leave without me?” Andre asked. The lethally calm tone in his voice and the fact that his jaw kept clenching and unclenching were not good signs.

				I wasn’t planning on leaving without him, although now that I thought about it, if I did, he’d follow me to the Braaid. It was actually not a bad plan. 

				I stepped back, and that’s when Andre snapped.

				He grabbed me and threw me over his shoulder, my least favorite place to be. “Andre, put me down!” I pushed against him and noticed with some satisfaction that now he actually had to put in some effort to keep his hold on me.

				“I am not going to let you get yourself killed,” he said. “Especially not because of some half-baked idea you have about saving your friend.”

				I was beginning to see red. But I never got the chance to use my siren abilities on him. From the edges of the crowd, a really, really big creature slammed into us. 

				I toppled out of Andre’s arms as he and the creature hit the ground. I crawled out of the way while the two rolled around on the grass, slamming fists into each other.

				“Don’t touch her!” the creature ground out. Based on the costume that hung in tatters across its body, I knew the thing was Caleb in disguise.

			

			
				But it fooled everyone else.

				“Goblin!” someone screamed. More screams accompanied it and the music died off. Students began running in all directions.

				I didn’t waste the distraction. I pulled myself up off the ground and bolted for the taxi Oliver still stood in front of. Oliver saw me running and slid in. I followed behind him.

				“You always seem to know just how to ruin a perfectly good party,” he said.

				“Shut up.” To the taxi driver I said, “Can you take us to the Braaid?” I glanced out the window. Andre, who had already managed to shake off a now dazed-looking Caleb, stalked over to us. Ho, did he look pissed. “Uh, and if you want to keep all the doors on your taxi, I’d suggest flooring it now,” I added. 

				The driver didn’t waste another second; the car shot forward and, after dodging a few students who’d darted across the street, we took off into the night.

				Guilt sucker punched me in the gut. I knew what I was doing was stupid and dangerous, but I couldn’t leave my friend. Andre would understand. 

				At least I hoped he would.

				***


				“I still cannot believe you managed to provoke Andre into taking you hostage. Not to mention riling up Caleb so much that he shifted into a goblin,” Oliver said after we paid the driver and got out of the car.

			

			
				“Can we please stop talking about it?” I asked, smoothing out my costume. I rubbed my arms. Without a large bonfire to warm my skin, I was quickly getting chilled.

				“Oh boy, once Andre arrives to rescue your ass, things are not going to be pretty.” Oliver readjusted his leaves, completely at ease in the cold weather. 

				“Well, he’s just going to have to learn about anger management then.” My words didn’t contain a lot of righteous indignation in them like they once might’ve. After all, Andre had been sticking his neck out for me this whole time. And this was how I repaid him. Tricking him into coming here.

				Oliver snickered. “I don’t think it works that way with the king of vampires.”

				Up ahead of us I could make out the Braaid. It seemed to glow from within, as though the magic of this evening brought out its otherworldliness.

				Out here the night was eerily silent and devoid of artificial light.

				Next to me Oliver reached down into his crotch and pulled a tiny metal device out of his costume. “Flashlight,” he said, holding it up triumphantly.

				“Ugh, Oliver, seriously? You stashed that thing in your crotch?” He was like Mary Poppins tonight with that costume of his. First the cellphone, now the flashlight.

			

			
				“I also have my ID and keys in here,” he said.

				“No wonder your junk looks so large and lumpy.”

				Oliver’s eyes thinned. “My junk always looks this big.”

				“Uh huh.”

				“Several men can vouch for me.”

				Too. Much. Information. I ignored him and instead strained my eyes toward the Braaid, which was still a ways away, trying to see if Leanne was nearby. I could hear a faint heartbeat in the distance, but I had no idea whether that was Leanne’s or someone else’s.

				Behind us I could hear the engines of several cars. If I had to guess, I’d say that Andre, Caleb, and the Politia were arriving. That was faster than I expected.

				“C’mon Oliver. Let’s not linger.” I grabbed his hand and we began moving towards the stone circle. 

				“Remind me to stick around you during all important events,” Oliver said. “They never disappoint.” 

				I heard the sound of a roaring engine shut off. Andre had wasted no time getting here.

				“Gabrielle!” The anger in that voice could freeze hell over.

				“Well, there’s your honey pie,” Oliver said a little too gleefully.

				I looked over my shoulder in time to see Andre slam his car door shut. If Andre tried to throw me over his shoulder again, then I only had a few short minutes.

				Using that logic, I began running towards the Braaid. “Hey!” Oliver said. “Gabrielle, wait up!” Rather than listening, I ran fast. If Oliver could catch up to me, then Andre surely could.

			

			
				In front of me the Braaid grew larger as I closed the distance between it and myself. The inside of the circle glowed brighter than its surroundings. A white shimmering form came into focus ahead of me. Leanne.

				She’d been laid out in the shape of the cross in the middle of the field. In her white and gold costume she looked angelic—and possibly dead. 

				“Leanne!” I screamed. She didn’t move.

				Footsteps pounded behind me in the distance, and I pushed my legs to run even faster than before.

				It wasn’t fast enough.

				Hands wrapped around my torso and lifted me off my feet. 

				“Let me go!” I thrashed against the man holding me.

				“Gabrielle,” Andre said, his voice so much gentler than it had been a minute ago, “It’s a trap.” 

				I stopped fighting him. I knew the truth when I heard it, but I was still in denial. “No,” I said against his chest, where he pressed me to him. 

				Andre brushed my hair back. “It is. It’s not even a very brilliant one.”

				“But what about Leanne?”

				The shadows long Andre’s face seemed to deepen. “You’re going to have to let someone else get her.”

				I slumped against Andre and bowed my head. “But they might die.”

			

			
				He pulled me tighter against him. “That’s true.”

				I laughed in spite of my dark mood. “Can’t you just lie to me about something like that?”

				“Not to you, no.”

				I glanced over at Leanne; from here I could hear the sluggish beat of her heart. The sound brought on a new wave of despair. “Why can’t I just grab her? I’m harder to kill than most other people here.”

				“For the same reason that I won’t go in there to grab her. We may be hard to kill, but if we die, we’re going to hell.”

				The pounding footfalls got louder as the supernatural officers closed the distance between us.

				“Sheesh,” Oliver said, coming to a stop next to us. He bent over his legs, panting heavily. “Ever heard of waiting up, Gabrielle?” His gaze passed over the vampire holding me. “Hey Andre. Looking sexy, as usual.”

				From the corner of my eye, I saw one of Andre’s sculpted eyebrows rise. He nodded, his eyes taking in Oliver’s costume. “Oliver, good to see you.” I thought it took a lot of self-restraint on Andre’s part to not mention Oliver’s costume.

				The other officers fanned out around us. Among them I saw Caleb, who now sported a black eye. He grinned at me, though it wilted a little when he saw who held me. I reminded myself to thank him later for the back up.

				Chief Constable Morgan pushed through the crowd. “Andre, Gabrielle, what . . .” His voice died away as his caught sight of Leanne. “Dear God.”

			

			
				“Oh, that’s not the work of God,” Oliver said. I gave him a look that told him to be quiet.

				“Is she dead?” one of the officers asked.

				“Not dead, just unconscious,” Andre said. He stood up and pulled me to my feet.

				The officers eyed the Braaid, probably noticing its strange properties. 

				“Okay officers, we need to retrieve the girl and get her medical attention,” the chief constable finally said. Even he sounded reluctant to cross the stone circle.

				“If you value your life, I would advise against going in,” Andre said.

				“You think I’m unaware of what’s at stake here?” Chief Constable Morgan said. The tension between the two men was palpable. “As officers it’s our duty to put the needs of the innocent before our own.”

				I tensed as Andre went rigid next to me. Maybe Samhain did bring out the worst in Andre; this evening his temper was shorter than usual.

				The ground began to quiver beneath my feet. At first the sensation was slight, as though the earth had shivered. But rather than ebbing away, the tremors built on themselves.

				A shriek howled along the wind, the decibel increasing along with the quaking ground. 

				Andre grabbed my hand. “We need to leave. Now.”

				I stood frozen, transfixed by the events unfolding. “I think it might be too late.” The devil knew I was here.

			

			
				The howl built on itself until I could no longer tell whether the noise came from inside or outside my head. 

				The earth bucked underneath me, and my hand slipped from Andre’s as the ground threw me forward against one of the standing stones. I bit my lip as I hit the rock and winced at the metallic tang of blood. 

				“Gabrielle!” Andre choked on my name. 

				The boulder in front of me was smeared with my blood. I hoisted myself to my feet and glanced over at Andre. He stared at me, the expression he wore so unusual on him that it took me a moment to place it. 

				Horror.

				My eyes roved over the group. Most wore various versions of that same expression. No one moved. Even the ground had stilled. 

				“What?” I asked, touching the tips of my fingers to my lip. Blood seeped onto my fingers. I must’ve cut myself with a fang. A single drop formed along the underside of my fingers and dripped. 

				The previously frozen crowd now erupted into chaos. They screamed, pushed, and flailed, all eyes trained on the droplet of my blood. The only one not participating was Andre. He stood still, watching me with a hollow look in his eyes. He knew something the others didn’t. 

				The drop of blood hit the ground, and the sky opened up.

			

			
				Overhead, a bolt of lightning crashed to the earth inside the circle, going straight through Leanne. I screamed at the sight of her body consumed by the bolt. Then the light brightened until it blinded me. 

				The heavens screamed, thunder cracked, and the earth shook once more. I clutched the standing stone and waited for the unnatural storm to pass. 

				The ground steadied itself once more, the sound of thunder died away, and the bolt of lightning winked out. 

				Leanne’s body had vanished, and in its place stood a familiar form.

				The devil. 

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 21

				Power crackled off of him. Unlike all the previous times I’d seen the man in the suit, tonight he felt . . . real.

				His dark hair, chiseled features, tan skin, and almond-shaped eyes should’ve made him achingly handsome. Instead they made my skin crawl. Such deceptive beauty.

				Consort, the wind whispered in my ear.

				His gaze passed over the group, his eyes glittering with interest. “A welcome party and a blood sacrifice. I couldn’t have asked for more.” 

				Fear rolled off the men and women who stood behind me. In that instant I regretted all those years that I had wished for others to see the man in the suit. No one deserved that kind of fear, and no one could save me from him. 

				His eyes came to rest on me. “Ah, lovely Gabrielle. Just the woman I wanted to see. You and I are going on a little trip this evening.”

			

			
				From the corner of my eye, I saw a number of officers shift nervously, probably debating what they should do.

				“What did you do to my roommate?” I asked.

				He took slow, measured steps forward. “She’s fine . . . for now.”

				Somehow I seriously doubted that.

				“You can save her life, if you come with me.”

				Andre made his way through the group and stopped just behind me. I wondered why he didn’t try to come any closer. 

				“She’s not going anywhere,” Andre said. Normally his bossy nature pissed me off, but right now I appreciated it so much.

				The devil raised his eyebrows, his mouth curving up into what might pass for a smile. “Andre de Leon. My, my, it’s been some time. You don’t look a day over four hundred.”

				“Leave now, Lucifer. No one here will agree to your terms.” Relief flooded through me at the confidence in Andre’s voice. 

				The devil took another few steps forward. “I don’t think you’re in the position to make demands. You are outside an active circle. Gabrielle is not. You cannot enter and she cannot exit until the circle is broken.”

				My head whipped around to face Andre. “Is that true?”

			

			
				Andre’s eyes shot daggers at the man in the suit. He said nothing, which I took to mean yes. 

				Perfect.

				***


				I thought back to the séance I went to with Adam and Leanne. The medium had drawn a circle to keep herself and any spirits she called within it. She’d then activated it, and at some point, once all the students had left the room, she must’ve broken it to let herself out.

				The thought gave me an idea. “Can I break the circle myself?” I asked Andre, still keeping my eyes trained on the devil. He’d taken another couple of steps forward. 

				“No, you didn’t draw the circle, you merely provided the blood that sealed it.”

				I rubbed my temples. This was one of those moments where I really wished I knew more about how this world worked. 

				I let my hand drop away. Ahead of me the devil smiled, victorious. 

				A shiver passed through me at that smile. It was only now that it hit me: I was stuck in an enclosed space with the devil. That’s right. Evil incarnate. 

				That’s about when I lost it.

				“Fuuuuuuuck!” I turned to run through the edge of the circle, but I ran into a solid—albeit invisible—wall. I pounded a fist against the invisible barrier, beyond caring that my actions were perhaps less than heroic. 

			

			
				When I saw the bloody tear trickle down Andre’s face, and the translucent tears in Caleb and Oliver’s eyes, I knew it was over.

				I rested my forearms against the wall of the circle and bent my head, slowing down my ragged breathing. Tonight I was probably going to die, and I was probably going to lose my soul. And there was nothing anyone could do about it. Leanne had told me about as much.

				Leanne. Her name reminded me that I could still do something. I could try to save her if she wasn’t already gone. And she might not be gone, though I couldn’t depend on the devil’s word for that.

				I straightened up. “I’m sorry,” I said to Andre. 

				He came up to the other side of the circle and placed his hand on his side of the barrier. “Don’t apologize to me. You are not going to die tonight.”

				No, if the poem Cecilia sent me was anything to go by, it was much worse than that. Tonight I’d lose my soul.

				***


				“Touching, but we don’t have all evening.” The devil’s hand touched my shoulder and I almost died of fright. My fangs came out and I was too scared to worry about sheathing them.

				I pushed his hand off of me and backed up. “I’m not going anywhere with you,” I said.

			

			
				His lips curved into a menacing smile. “You don’t really get a choice.”

				He stalked forward even as I continued to move away from him, and he closed the distance between us in record time. Andre yelled something, but I was too focused on the being in front of me to listen.

				The devil snapped his fingers and the world stood still; every blade of graze, every person, and every creature save for the devil and I froze in place. 

				“What have you done?” I cried, gazing at all the officers, Andre, and Oliver, all who stood immobile.

				“They’re fine. As soon as we leave, time will resume as usual. To them it will seem as though it never stopped to begin with.”

				The devil wrapped a hand around my wrist and jerked me forward so that I collided with him. My body recoiled at the sensation of being pressed this close to him, but the contact produced some useful information. The skin beneath his shirt felt solid, warm even. Tonight, the devil was a thing of flesh and blood.

				Now was the time to use my siren abilities. Considering how scared I was, I thought it would be difficult to coax the monster to the surface. I should’ve known the siren in me was made of darker stuff. The mere thought of using my abilities brought them forth. My skin began to glow as power rushed over me.

				“Break the circle and let me go,” I said, my voice lilting. 

				One side of the devil’s mouth curved upwards. “You can put out the light show. That doesn’t work on me.”

			

			
				My skin dimmed. Of course it didn’t work on the devil. He might be corporeal tonight, but he wasn’t human. I could smell as much; the cloying smell of blood and brimstone had tickled my nose since he appeared.

				“Say goodbye to your friends.” But the devil wasn’t known as a trickster for nothing. Before I had a chance to push away or reply, my surroundings winked out.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 22

				Catacombs. The subterranean passageway I found myself in had been lined with human bones, reminding me of Peel’s hall of skulls. Unlike Peel Castle’s hall, however, leg and arm bones rested alongside skulls; wherever we were, it wasn’t beneath my school. 

				“Where are we?” I asked, looking around. The flickering torchlight cast my surroundings in shades of orange.

				The man in the suit wrapped a hand around my upper arm and yanked me forward. His touch made my stomach roil. I’d never really thought of evil as a physical sensation, but it was. I could feel it press against me, triggering the same physiological response that guilt might. It was the kind of unease that made me feel dirty from the inside out. 

				“You wanted to know if your friend was okay. I’m taking you to her to show you that she’s fine.” 

			

			
				The devil’s voice had an exotic roll to it. Something about the cadence reminded me that once upon a time my ancestors danced around campfires and prayed to him.

				I shook my head. Being around him was not good for my sanity. Whether it was Samhain, or just hanging around beings that were not of my world, my senses were off.

				Next to me the man in the suit hummed. That had to be a very, very bad sign.

				We wound down an extensive series of hallways mostly in silence. I had expected a lot of things when it came to hanging out with the devil, but quietly walking next to him was not one of them.

				It also gave me hope. Perhaps if I bided my time, the devil would have to let me go before he could get what he wanted.

				Somehow I just didn’t see that happening.

				The halls we walked down began to brighten. We rounded the corner of the passageway and the room opened up.

				My eyes widened. We’d entered a cathedral made entirely of bones. Above me hung a skeletal chandelier, and beyond it the walls were composed of thousands of leg and arm bones. Some sick interior designer had even gone to the trouble of creating arching patterns along the walls and ceiling for aesthetic appeal.

				“There she is.” The devil pointed across the cathedral. Leanne rested on top of a bone altar. He skin looked translucent, and for one horrible instant I thought she might be dead. But the subtle rise and fall of her chest alerted me that she was merely unconscious. 

			

			
				I lunged toward her, but the man in the suit pulled me back. “Ah, ah, ah. She’s not going to wake up until our evening’s over. And whether she wakes up is entirely up to you.”

				I gave him a not-so-nice look. What he meant was that she’d only wake up if I gave him my soul. 

				His eyes sparkled with unholy light. He thinks he’s already won. From the surety in his eyes, I was surprised he hadn’t already demanded that I trade my soul for her life. Why would he need a whole evening to convince me?

				“You have to give me your word that she’ll be safe.”

				“You don’t trust me?” 

				I gave him an incredulous look. “You’re the devil. Your reputation precedes you.”

				He turned from me and made an announcement to the deserted cathedral. “Hear me one and all.” 

				I glanced around. Who was he talking to? There was no one in the room. However, as my gaze scoured the unholy church, I began to second guess that assumption. 

				The shadows moved. At first I assumed the torchlight was responsible for the movement, but a closer inspection revealed something more insidious: the shadows moved independently.

			

			
				“What are those things?”

				Though his head didn’t move, the devil’s eyes flicked to me. “My minions.” He managed to say that with a straight face. He also managed to not answer my question at all. I was sort of hoping for an answer along the lines of shadows, people, demons, or damned souls. I held my tongue, however, so that the man in the suit could finish his speech.

				“No one is to lay a finger on the girl—”

				Well, I held my tongue for a little bit at least. “Leanne,” I clarified, “the girl resting on the altar right there.” I pointed to my friend.

				The devil flashed me a dark look. “That’s what I was saying.”

				I shook my head. “No. You said girl, but that could mean me or Leanne.”

				The sly grin that spread across the devil’s mouth unnerved me. He’d been deliberately vague, and the fact that my clarification only managed to amuse him was not comforting. He glanced back at the room of shadows. “You are not to lay a finger on Leanne, the girl on the altar.”

				“Or hurt her in any other manner, including both physical and mental harm,” I added.

				Now the devil looked displeased. “You forget your place, consort.” The name he used froze the blood in my veins. “It is you who are my prisoner; you have no power here.” 

				His eyes dropped from my face, down my body, and back up. The sensation felt a whole lot like bugs crawling along my skin. If I made it out alive, I was going to need at least five showers before I felt better. “However, I will entertain your demands . . . for now.”

			

			
				He turned and repeated my addendum to his minions. The shadows seemed to shudder. I guess it was tough for the minions of hell to hold themselves back from maiming humans.

				The devil took my hand, and unease oozed through me. “It’s time to go,” he said.

				I twisted my head to face him. “Go where?” 

				“My home.”

				I swallowed. I knew exactly where he meant. Hell.

				***


				One moment we stood in the cathedral, the next we were in the woods. This was hell? That couldn’t be right. 

				Around us the land remained eerily silent. Nothing moved, nothing breathed. The animals that should’ve made this place their home were gone. 

				But as we walked through the woods, I noticed the sound of wood creaking. My eyes followed the sound, and I watched, transfixed, as the trees bent away from us. I looked over my shoulder and saw that they straightened as soon as we passed. They couldn’t move, but they did what they could to keep as much distance between them and the devil as possible.

				The woods opened up, revealing a large stone castle, and beyond it, a lake. “That’s your house?” I asked. I found it hard to believe that the devil actually had a house or, for that matter, the down time and desire needed to enjoy a home.

			

			
				“You are surprised?”

				“A bit.” That was an understatement. 

				Next to me the devil strolled. So far he’d been nothing like I’d imagined he’d be since he took me. Well, that’s not entirely true. Deceptive? Yes. Interested in my immortal soul? Yes. But the whole evil incarnate business? I hadn’t seen as much of that as I would’ve thought. And he seemed interested in . . . physical things, for lack of a better word. I’d never heard of the devil actually being interested in women or real estate. Then again, I wasn’t exactly well versed on the devil.

				However, I could say that my modern take on the devil had got something wrong about him. He wasn’t just the embodiment of evil. He was also Loki, Hades—all those mischievous, pagan gods that had human needs and material desires. 

				People forgot that the devil could blend in. He knew about humanity, about what drove human desires, and he had some of his own. Just like Andre, he was more. But where Andre had 700 years to become the way he was, the devil had infinitely longer.

				“Where are we?” I asked, thinking that the surroundings seemed of this world. We’d traveled to different locations, but I couldn’t tell if we’d traveled to different worlds. 

			

			
				“You keep asking that. We’re at my home.”

				I didn’t know why I bothered with the questions. I wouldn’t believe the devil if he were to give me a straight answer anyway.

				Gargoyles perched along the roofline, and the faces of horned beasts had been carved in between stone archways.

				“See those windows?” he asked, pointing to the diamond-shaped panes of glass set into the stone of the house. “Those were hand-blown by the Menace of Cerlina. And the door, hand carved by a cannibal.” 

				Oh goody, his house had cursed history. He went on to tell me that the stone had been quarried from Elizabeth Bathory’s house, the wrought iron knockers were taken from the palace of an Ottoman sultan.

				But the inside of the castle was so much worse. 

				***


				“Do you like it?” he asked.

				I gurgled out a nonresponse. 

				I was going to die tonight; I was going to lose my soul. Forget that I thought the devil was complicated. There was nothing complicated about what I was seeing.

				Maps made of skin lined the walls. Portraits of infamous rulers and renderings of the devil hung beside them. The dining room table, held up by bloodied, wooden posts, looked like it was once used to draw and quarter someone. Everything in the house must’ve had some dark history to it. 

			

			
				Being in the house made my last encounter with death seem like child’s play. When I’d faced off Theodore, I was terrified. But this, the unnatural horror that clung to each cursed item, the horror that surrounded the devil and seemed to embrace me, made me realize that fear paled in comparison to the dread that now seeped to my bones. 

				I shivered.

				“Are you cold?”

				“No!” I said, a little too quickly. I’d freeze to death before I warmed myself with a coat or blanket provided by the devil.

				The man in the suit led me through his house until we came to a stop in a living room. A fire burned in the hearth, but no warmth emanated from it.

				“Gabrielle.” My gaze left the fire and met the devil’s. I suppressed another shiver. He was corporeal at the moment, his hands warm and solid when he touched me, yet he wasn’t human. The face that stared back at me seemed to be animated by something else. 

				“Why are you being nice to me?” I asked him.

				“So many, many questions.” He sighed a long-suffering sigh. “Since when have I ever been cruel to you?”

				“How about when you had me believing I was insane because only I could see you?”

				“Need I remind you of the man you date? Hundreds of vampires gone in an instant, all thanks to that anger of his. I believe I’ve been quite nice in comparison.” 

			

			
				Hundreds gone. Damned. That number made me feel sick to my stomach. My soulmate had massacred his own people that night at Bishopcourt. But even so, there was still a huge, huge difference between him and the being in front of me.

				“You’ve managed to scare me every single time you’ve visited,” I said. Why was I even continuing to discuss this subject?

				He shrugged. “That I cannot help. I am not of your world. You find the way I communicate across worlds frightening.”

				I forced myself to take another look around his house. His being nice was a ruse. I knew that with almost absolute certainty. The proof surrounded me. He was known as a deceiver, and what better way to get what he wanted than to appeal to my humanity. 

				“I brought you here tonight to extend you an offer,” he continued. My heart sped up at his words. “You give me your soul willingly and you will receive the highest honor I can bestow upon anyone.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 23

				My entire body tingled at his words, or maybe it was being in that house and in his presence for so long. Whatever it was, it felt as though it was killing me slowly.

				It took effort to focus on his offer. It was vague, which meant that it was probably exceedingly unfair.

				I cocked my head to the side. “Why do you want my soul so badly?” I asked the man in the suit. I narrowed my eyes on him. Not that I expected to receive an honest answer. Out of everything I’d learned about him, the only thing that I knew for sure was his own treachery. “Once I become a vampire, you’ll get my soul then.”

				“You misunderstand me Gabrielle. I am offering you a place by my side.”

				I laughed at that, and I swear I saw hellfire burn within his eyes. 

			

			
				“You scorn my offer?” His tone was so casual that I almost thought he’d shrug and move on to some other subject. But something about the set of his face alerted me that I’d entered very dangerous waters.

				“Not at all. I’m just having a hard time believing that you would share your hard earned position as the leader of the damned with anyone, let alone me.” I wasn’t having a hard time believing it; I just plain didn’t believe it. 

				He ran a finger down my chest, stopping it only once it rested in the valley between my breasts. “You are much sharper than I expected,”—gee thanks—“but here I do think you’ve misinterpreted my intentions. I am not going to share my power with you, but you will not be a prisoner of hell. You will be my consort.”

				I wanted to disbelieve his offer completely; I knew that’s what I should do. But it was the name I’d heard whispered for the past week that gave me pause. I’d been called the devil’s consort by other entities. Perhaps this was a genuine proposition.

				I wandered over to a chaise with a suspicious stain on it to sit and think. Behind me the devil paced, the click of his heels jarring. 

				My skin prickled. The room was unnaturally cold, as though something as intangible as happiness had been sucked from the space.

				I rubbed my arms and thought over the devil’s offer. Being a vampire meant that my soul would be damned—if it wasn’t already. And that meant a one-way ticket to hell. Only I wouldn’t be free; I’d be a prisoner. 

			

			
				If I agreed to the devil’s proposition, then the afterlife wouldn’t be as bad as the alternative. It would also mean that Leanne would live—if the devil spoke the truth. I doubted he did.

				I thought of Leanne, poor, doomed Leanne. She’d made me swear to not give up my soul, not even if someone’s life was at stake. I hadn’t put the pieces together; I hadn’t realized that the someone she was talking about was herself. 

				I glanced at the red-brown stain on the chair. Choosing to be with the devil meant that I’d willingly choose this, this corruption of the soul. That I couldn’t do.

				“No,” I said, making my decision.

				The devil’s footsteps stopped clacking against the marble floor. There was something ominous about the silence that followed.

				He turned on the balls of his feet, the soles of his Italian leather shoes screeching against the tile. The worst part of the silence was that he didn’t break it. His eyes bore into mine, but his hands stayed clasped behind his back and his legs were rooted firmly in place.

				“No,” I repeated, ill at ease with the silence. The room seemed to swallow the sound.

				“Come to me,” he finally said. 

				I didn’t move, partially because I hated taking orders and partially because I knew that getting any closer to him couldn’t lead to anything good.

			

			
			

			
				Tremors began to rack my legs, moving upwards until my entire body shook. 

				“Come to me,” he repeated, his voice as calm as ever.

				My teeth chattered from my trembling body. “No,” I managed to get out.

				He sighed, as though I were a kid having a tantrum. He held out his hand and flicked his fingers.

				My legs began moving of their own accord. I fought for control of my limbs, but I only succeeded in making my steps more halting and clumsy. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from screaming from the sensation. In jerky steps I’d crossed the room until I stood in front of him. 

				“Was that really so hard?” he asked. 

				An angry tear slipped out of my cheek. He focused on it. “You’re crying. Here, let me.” He reached up, but rather than wiping away the tear, he backhanded me. 

				My head snapped back, my knees gave out, and I crumpled to the ground.

				“You are being ridiculous. You will agree to my terms,” he insisted. He didn’t sound even mildly upset. Like all he was trying to do was slap some sense into me. 

				I rubbed my burning cheek. “I refuse your offer.”

				He kicked me in the gut and I screamed. That brought a smile to his face. “How I enjoy a good lover’s quarrel.” He kicked me again, the pain lacerating my body and bringing tears to my eyes.

			

			
				“I’m not your lover,” I said around the pain.

				“Oh really? Then what, exactly, do you think we were doing that night we were together?”

				I didn’t breathe. Where a minute ago I felt cold, now I felt hot, as though I were burning up from the inside out. That couldn’t be true, just like all the other lies he’d told me.

				But he does tell the truth sometimes, a small voice inside me whispered.

				“Oh, I do wish you could remember,” he said. “Then again, what’s one night when we have many more ahead of us?”

				No, I refused to believe it. Some things were too disturbing to even consider.

				“I won’t agree to what you’ve asked of me.”

				The devil crouched down next to me. A small smile played along his lips; to him I was amusing. He threaded his fingers through my hair and slammed my head into the ground. The marble beneath my head cracked, and I felt a warm wetness pool beneath my head. 

				If he were anyone else, I would’ve fought for my life. However, this was the devil. Violence would only beget more violence. And in that arena, I was hopelessly outgunned.

				“You know the great thing about being a vampire?” he said conversationally. “You can withstand immense injuries and heal yourself.” Even as he said this, I felt the torn skin of my skull stitch itself back together. “But that doesn’t prevent you from feeling pain.” 

			

			
				To emphasize his point, he slammed my head against the ground again, cracking the marble floors further. 

				“You do realize this is my day job?” he said. “I know just how much psychological and physical trauma will break a person.”

				He moved his hand from my hair to cup my jaw. He squeezed it to the point of pain. “I know exactly how to torture you to agree to my terms. The only reason I have not cut out your tongue, smashed in your eyes, and disemboweled you—just to name a few—is that I’d prefer that you are not under duress. But that is my preference, not a rule I have to abide by.” 

				I guess smashing my head into the ground, back-handing me, and kicking me in the stomach didn’t count as duress.

				“Also,” he continued, “your form happens to please my eyes.” He ran a finger down the exposed skin of my arm, his eyes trailing the movement. 

				I closed my eyes and breathed in and out my nostrils. Now I needed to be brave. The rest of this evening would be worse, much, much worse. At this moment, Leanne came to mind. No wonder her eyes had that hollow, haunted look to them for the past few weeks. She’d known all along that we’d be tortured, we’d be killed. 

			

			
				If I just agreed, then maybe they’d let her go. But lying here, in a house made from the agony and sin of others, maybe didn’t seem good enough. Not when that same seer insisted that I let her die before I acquiesced to the devil’s demands. I had to trust that based on whatever she foresaw, she thought that choosing my soul over her body would lead to the best outcome. It still felt a whole lot like betrayal.

				My body tensed as the words left my lips. “I will not accept your offer. Not now, not ever.”

				“You foolish girl!” he shrieked in my face. He snapped his fingers and we were instantly back in the cathedral. 

				He threw me down the steps we appeared before, my cheek banging against a femur. The sound echoed throughout the room. 

				He grabbed me by my hair and heaved me up. I shrieked as the force used to lift me up ripped hair from its roots. I felt a trickle down my face as blood seeped from my head wounds.

				The devil dragged me across the room to the foot of the altar Leanne laid across. “She will die!” he said, thrusting my face towards her. His voice rang out again and again as the sound resonated against the walls.

				“I know.” The words slipped out, hushed and broken. 

				The devil backhanded me again, this time with enough force to send me sprawling across the room.

			

			
				He stalked towards me and knelt. “Do you know how many others would die for this offer?” He hauled me to my feet. “How dare you reject me!” The bones of the church shuddered at his voice. 

				He held me in front of him, the fabric of my dress twisted in his hands. I’d never seen such distilled anger within someone’s eyes; I could feel his hands shaking with his rage. 

				His gaze never left mine when he gave the order. “Kill the sacrifice.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 24

				My eyes moved to Leanne’s unconscious form. Shadows peeled themselves from the dark recesses of the room and clustered around the altar. As I watched, their form began to change from something dark and wispy to something solid. Within a matter of seconds, they looked like humans. Whether they were or not was a whole different story.

				“You kill her and you lose the only bargaining chip you already have,” I said to the devil.

				He laughed. “I don’t think so. There are plenty of people you care about. I will wipe each one of them out, one by one, until you agree to my terms.”

				Something about his statement was off. From what Andre had told me about him, the devil didn’t think in terms of a single soul. He always had a larger strategy at play. 

				In fact, now that I thought about it, I was pretty sure the devil had just slipped up. His offer and the lengths he’d go to get me to agree to it weren’t normal. Which meant that either my soul was particularly coveted, or this was bigger than me.

			

			
				“I won’t ever agree to your terms.” I glanced over at the altar.

				He flashed me a condescending smile. “Forever is a long time, and no mortal I’ve met has held to such absolutes. Everyone has a breaking point.”

				“But you only have an evening to convince me,” I said. 

				His eyebrows rose, and his grin deepened. “You think I only have an evening? You do not understand the property of ley lines. Here, within these energy roads, the laws of time are bendable so long as the user knows how to manipulate them. And I know how to do just that. So this evening can be stretched into an eternity, should you decide to holdout forever.”

				My heart sunk at his words. 

				“What is going on?” Leanne’s groggy voice filled the cavernous cathedral. I could no longer see her beyond all the beings that crowded around her.

				She didn’t sound like someone who knew they were about to die. She sounded scared and surprised. Maybe I’d misinterpreted what she made me swear to earlier. And now my conscience warred against itself: break a promise, save a life, and damn myself this evening, or save my soul and leave Leanne to die. 

				“Ah,” the devil said, turning his head towards the altar. “It seems your friend has woken up.”

			

			
				“What . . . ?” I could hear the confusion in Leanne’s voice. “No—” Her voice cut out to a scream and the smell of blood hit my nostrils. 

				At the smell, anger rose within me. I would no longer be meek. That had gotten me nowhere.

				So I did something really, really stupid.

				While the devil looked away, I lifted my leg and kicked him square in the chest, throwing all my weight into it. The force threw him across the room, and he smashed into the far wall. 

				The bones in the wall behind him shattered, and a plume of dust and decayed bone billowed out from the impact.

				I ran for the altar, where the smell of blood had increased. I managed to easily elbow my way through the minions that surrounded Leanne since their attention no longer focused on her. Instead their bodies stood rigid, and their black, beady eyes were trained on the devil, probably shocked that anyone would try to harm him.

				When I got to Leanne’s broken body and took in her absent, unfocused stare, I lost it. I fell on my friend, clutching her to me. No pulse pounded through her veins, no air moved through her lungs. She was gone.

				It shouldn’t have ended this way; she shouldn’t have had to die simply because she was my friend. I was a coward to not insist on letting her go. 

				I sobbed over her body, only looking up once I felt the hairs along my arm and my neck stand on end.

			

			
				The devil was impaled against the wall, three sharp white bones jutting out from his torso. They must have speared themselves right through his body when he hit the wall.

				As I watched, he put a hand to one of his stomach wounds. It came away drenched in bright red blood. 

				For a second his eyes pondered the blood, and then a line between his eyebrows formed and his brows pulled together.

				From the windows near the top of the church, a bolt of lightning lit up the cathedral, and from below the ground trembled. It seemed as though energy was gathering around the devil.

				His lips drew downwards and his hair lifted. 

				Not again.

				Andre had done something similar at Bishopcourt when his anger had possessed him. Something told me that Andre’s show of power would be nothing compared to this.

				And it wasn’t. The devil let loose a roar, and the room exploded. Bones of all sizes and shapes burst from the walls. I shrieked and covered myself as fragments hit me, some of the sharper ones embedding themselves into my skin.

				Above me the roof had blasted upwards. I only had precious seconds to get out of the room before the thing came back down and crushed me. If ever I needed to use my unnatural speed, now was the time.

			

			
				I sprinted across the room and back into the catacombs I had passed through earlier. 

				“Get her!” The devil’s voice no longer sounded human. For someone whose day job was to torture damned souls, he sure didn’t deal with pain well. 

				Seconds after the words left his mouth, the ceiling slammed back down to earth. The ground shook and a burst of wind blew past me from the collision. 

				I glanced behind me and saw that rubble covered the entrance to the cathedral. I didn’t know how much time that would give me to get away, but I wasn’t going to waste it.

				I sprinted down the subterranean hallways, turning down passages without stopping to worry where they’d take me. Anywhere was better than here.

				The truth was, if we were on a ley line, I had no idea what city or world I was in. Nor did I know if I could get away from the devil on a night like tonight even if I found my way off the ley line. 

				“Gabrielle!” a girl’s voice called out.

				That voice. It couldn’t be.

				I stopped running and turned around to where the source of the voice had come from. Behind me stood three people I thought I’d never see again: Oliver, Andre, and Leanne.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 25

				I blinked a few times. “Le-Leanne?” How could she be real? I’d left her bloodied body only minutes ago.

				“Gabrielle . . . what happened to you?” Andre asked, his voice hoarse. His eyes raked over me, and I realized that bits of bone and rubble dusted my skin, and blood stained my clothes and face.

				“Listen,” Oliver interrupted, “explanations can wait. Gabrielle, I say this with love: get your ass over here.” Even as he spoke, the shadows along the walls shivered. 

				Consort, they whispered. 

				A shadowy hand stretched away from the wall, the darkness condensing before my eyes. At the sight, I bolted towards the group.

				“Take my arm,” Oliver said. I wrapped my hand around his upper arm, noticing that the others had already done the same.

			

			
				Down the passageway, the earth trembled as the man in the suit came into view. 

				He took in the four of us, and his features hardened. “Gabrielle!” His voice shook the walls of the catacombs. “You shall not leave!”

				Next to me Oliver cursed. 

				“What are we doing?” I asked, eyeing the devil and shifting my weight. Maybe my friends weren’t real; maybe this was a ploy. Although, considering the devil’s pissed off expression, I had to admit that it seemed a little too convincing.

				“Going home. Just give me a sec.” Oliver pinched his eyes shut, and then, thankfully, the gruesome scenery vanished.

				***


				I glanced around me, the wind ruffling my hair. I stood in a field of green rolling hills, which fell away to water. A line of large stone men with long noses sat perched along the edge of the island, overlooking the water below the cliffs, the island’s sentinels. 

				In the distance I could hear the crashing surf, but other than that, all was tranquil. Only here, the sun had just set. We’d arrived on an island, but not the right one.

				“Easter Island?” Leanne said. “You took us to freaking Easter Island?”

				“You should be thanking me. I just saved all our asses.”

			

			
				Arms wrapped around my torso, and behind me I felt Andre’s breath tickle my neck. “I thought I had lost you,” he whispered into my ear. There was a surprising amount of pain to his voice.

				“What’s going on?” I whispered. I had so many questions I didn’t know which to ask first.

				“We followed you by ley line. After you left, the circle collapsed.”

				I turned in his arms. “You came for me?”

				He brushed my hair back from my face. “Of course. I wasn’t going to let you slip through my arms a second time. Where you go, I follow.”

				I leaned in and kissed him. His lips moved against mine desperately. Through the thin material that separated our bodies, I could feel his body trembling. My unshakable vampire had come undone.

				“Yo hoes, Satan’s coming to town, and if we’re still here when he arrives, we don’t stand much of a chance.” Oliver tugged Leanne over to us. “Grab my arm.” 

				Andre and I broke apart only enough to grab Oliver’s arm. Across from me Leanne gave me a warm smile, her eyes bright. My own pooled with tears. I needed to know how she was here when she’d also been in the cathedral. I’d held her body in my arms. She hadn’t been a figment of my imagination. But that explanation would have to wait.

				From above us a roar split open the heavens. The clouds spun and gathered. 

			

			
				“Adios asshole,” Oliver said, and then we were gone.

				***


				“Damnit Oliver, this is not the Isle of Man,” Leanne said.

				“Listen, I’m a bit rusty with ley lines, but I’m working on it.”

				We stood inside a cave. Buddhist artwork lined the walls. Outside the cave entrance, the land held no life. Under the light of the night sky, the stark reds, browns and grays of the soil stretched out, forming a valley bordered by cliffs of the same color. It was a beautiful, desolate place. 

				“Where are we?” I asked.

				Andre came up next to me. “Somewhere in Nepal I think. This looks like a cave that Buddhist monks might’ve once used for meditation.” 

				“C’mon Sabertooth, Andre,” Oliver said, tugging on our arms. “Let’s keep moving.”

				Leanne, Andre, and I all latched onto Oliver’s arm, and our surroundings dissolved away.

				The air thickened, and the red-browns turned into verdant greens. Trees seemed to grow from the stone buildings surrounding us. A thick film of moss covered those stone surfaces the trees had missed. Man and Mother Nature seemed to be united here. This was an enchanted place—but it wasn’t the Isle of Man.

				None of us let go of Oliver’s arm. 

				“Angkor Wat,” Andre murmured, glancing around at the night-darkened place. 

			

			
				The sky howled, and the jungle ferns shook. 

				“Whoops,” Oliver said. “We’re still not there yet.”

				The scenery faded away, replaced by a familiar stone circle.

				“Grab Leanne and run!” Andre shouted, picking up Oliver. I didn’t need any more encouragement. I snatched up Leanne, who couldn’t move as fast as Andre and I could, and sprinted for the edges of the circle.

				On the outskirts of the circle the Politia clustered. My eyes found Caleb out of the crowd. He looked at me then glanced away. 

				Along with the Politia stood other men and women, together forming a substantial crowd. They began clapping when they saw us. 

				I passed the standing stones, and began pushing my way through the crowd.

				“Put me down,” Leanne said breathlessly.

				“No.” It wasn’t lost on me how much like Andre I sounded at that moment. 

				“I need to help close the stone circle so that the devil can’t follow us.”

				Oh, well that made sense. 

				I brought her back to the edges of the circle. A good portion of the crowd surged forward behind us. I stepped aside, not sure what was going on. 

				Andre came to stand next to me. He twined his fingers through mine, his thumb making lazy circles along the skin of my hand. He seemed much too calm compared to me; my breathing was still ragged and my muscles were still ready to run at the first sight of danger.

			

			
				“How did you know where to find me?” I asked.

				“There was a surge along the ley line—Oliver guessed that was the devil’s doing, so we traveled to the source of the surge. And that’s where we found you.”

				I squeezed his hand. “Thank you for coming to save me.” Who knew how much torture I would’ve had to endure had I not been rescued.

				Some deep emotion filled his eyes. He leaned in and brushed a kiss along my lips. “For you I’d risk everything.”

				I searched his face as he pulled away. Before I had a chance to respond, Cecilia appeared from out of the crowd, holding an ornamental knife. 

				“Cecilia?” My eyes had been playing tricks on me all night. That was the only explanation for why Leanne could die in front of my eyes and yet be very much alive, or why my childhood nanny was here now.

				Cecilia’s eyes flicked to mine. She gave a slight nod to me and handed Leanne the knife.

				A distant wail rose from all around us. 

				In front of me Leanne began to speak. “Spirits of the north, spirits of the south, spirits of the east, spirits of the west, I call on thee to cast this circle. Earth, air, fire, water, I call on thee to cast this circle.”

			

			
				The crowd of men and women who I didn’t recognize linked hands. The one closest to Leanne placed her hand upon Leanne’s back.

				The wail built on itself, vibrating along my skin.

				“Take this blood as a sign of my sacrifice and bind the powers that be.” Leanne slashed her forearm and let the blood drip to the ground. “Hold fast until dawn set free.”

				The air changed slightly, but other than that, I couldn’t tell that the circle had been closed. I rubbed my arms. Leanne wasn’t a witch and I knew she didn’t believe in dark magic—nor did the community—which this undoubtedly was. 

				Andre’s lips moved against my ear, answering my unspoken question. “The stone circle answers most powerfully to old magic. Leanne’s not a witch, but she has the sixth sense needed to properly cast a circle. Because of Leanne’s involvement in tonight’s events, Cecilia must’ve known that she’d cast the strongest protective circle. It’s the caster’s intent that really matters when it comes to old magic.”

				My eyes darted to Cecilia, who pulled out a phone and placed a call, but I couldn’t hear what she said over the wail.

				The sound came to a piercing crescendo, then abruptly cut off. The devil stood in the middle of the circle.

				Goosebumps broke out along my skin, and I had to remind myself that I was safe. The man in the suit took us all in, his eyes finally resting on mine. None of his former anger showed in his features. That, more than anything, scared me; I couldn’t understand him.

			

			
				“Consort, come to me.” 

				Dozens of heads turned to face me. Some looked fearful, others curious.

				“You have proven yourself to be worthy.” 

				Somehow I seriously doubted that. 

				The surface of the devil’s body seemed to move, as if created from smoke. Whatever had made him solid before was weakening. 

				Because of the audience I’d now gathered, I pulled away from Andre and walked to the edge of the circle.

				“Gabrielle . . .” Leanne said, her voice full of warning.

				“It’s okay,” I told her. Behind her Andre watched me, his eyes missing nothing. When our gazes met, he gave a slight nod. Perhaps I hadn’t proven myself to the devil, but I had proven myself worthy to Andre.

				I swiveled my head back to face the man in the suit. “I just wanted to remind the devil that this is an active circle; I cannot enter and he cannot exit,” I said, throwing his earlier words back at him. It probably wasn’t the smartest thing to say.

				His features flickered, his rage surfacing for a moment before he rearranged his expression into something pleasant and harmless. “There are many entrances to your world—even on your island. This circle can’t keep me away from you.”

			

			
				Cecilia stepped up next to me. “Pluto,” she said. I raised my eyebrows at the name she used. Pluto was the Roman name for the god Hades, the lord of the underworld.

				“Nona.” His voice was as sharp as the edge of a knife. I didn’t know much about fates, but from the research I’d done on them, I knew Nona was the Roman fate who spun the thread of life.

				Gasps erupted from the crowd. They must not have known Cecilia’s true identity until this moment. 

				“You cannot have her,” Cecilia said. “Not tonight. The girl has spoken.”

				“You are not the only fate Nona. Decima and Morta are not here to cast their vote, and rumor has it they do not share your same feelings.” 

				“They are no concern of yours.”

				“Stay out of this!” the devil roared.

				“Pluto, you have gotten greedy. You will not have the girl tonight. It is not to be.” 

				I blew out a breath of air, noticing only now that my legs had been trembling. I was safe. 

				“She must die once more before you will have another chance,” Cecilia said.

				Well hell. So much for safety.

				Panicked, I gazed at my former nanny, sincerely hoping she wasn’t suggesting that I’d have to go through this all over again in the future.

				A calculating twinkle lit up the devil’s eyes, a smile touched his lips, and I began to shake all over again. His focus turned to me, and I almost collapsed under his stare. “I agree to your terms Nona.” He spoke to her but looked at me. “When Gabrielle dies, then I will extend to her the same benevolent offer she received tonight. Until then, I’ll wait.”

			

			
				His gaze lingered on me for another moment, and then he faded away to nothing.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 26

				“Whose blood is on your dress?”

				I pulled the blanket I’d been given tighter around my torso, and shifted my weight. “Leanne’s.” 

				An inspector from the Politia wrote down my response. In the same hand that clutched his notepad, a recorder captured everything I said. 

				“The same girl who you carried out of the circle?” he clarified.

				“Yes.” My skin crawled with the need to shower. I’d been here for over an hour, telling and now retelling my story. I’d probably have to do it a few more times too.

				“And when did you get the blood on your dress?”

				I sighed. This was the part where my story no longer made sense. “Right after she died.” His eyebrows nudged up. 

				Behind his shoulder Leanne sat with the same group of men and women who had joined hands earlier, looking very much alive. The group of them had decided to remain at the circle until dawn to make sure the devil wouldn’t try to get through again. 

			

			
				Oliver had told me earlier that the group consisted of local witches and psychics Leanne had contacted for assistance. Contacted for assistance days ago. Whatever had happened this evening, whatever I’d seen and been through, Leanne had been working to stop it for a long time. My heart clenched at her selflessness, at all my friends’ selflessness.

				The inspector cleared his throat, and my attention returned to him. “I’m sorry, what was that?” I asked.

				“How did she die?”

				I bit my lip. “Minions of hell killed her.” Crazy laughter bubbled up, and I had to clamp my mouth shut to stop myself from cackling like a maniac. 

				“Minions of hell.”

				I nodded.

				This inspector was nicer than the last one who interviewed me, but that didn’t stop him from pinioning me with his gaze.

				“What?” I said. “You mean to tell me you believe in the devil, but not minions of hell?”

				“I believe in demons.”

				“Well, the devil called them his minions,” I said.

				“So they were the devil’s minions, not minions of hell.”

				I can honestly say that I never thought I’d be having this conversation.

			

			
				“Same thing,” I said. I could hear the defeat in my voice. 

				Energy thrummed through my veins, and my body tensed before I relaxed. A warm hand touched my back, and I didn’t have to check behind me to know just whose hand it was.

				With his other hand Andre passed me a paper cup. The smell of hot chocolate rolled off of it. “You are the god of all things good,” I said, taking a sip of the steaming drink and trying not to moan at how good it tasted. 

				As always, Andre’s presence seemed to fill up the space, a pretty impressive feat considering that we stood in an open field. “I think Gabrielle is done for the evening.”

				“I only have a few more questions,” the inspector said.

				“Nonetheless, it’s going to have to wait until morning.”

				The inspector’s lips began to protest, and Andre shot him a withering look.

				Whatever the inspector had planned on saying died on the tip of his tongue. Instead he said, “Very well. Gabrielle, expect a call from us sometime tomorrow morning for a follow up.” 

				I handed the inspector the blanket I’d borrowed, then let Andre lead me back to his car. I snapped my seatbelt on as Andre gunned the engine.

			

			
				“Where exactly are we going?” I asked, my body still shivering. I was cold from the inside out.

				“You should know by now,” Andre said with a smirk. “My place. Where I’m not letting you out of my sight ever again.”

				Bossy vampire.

				***


				Andre flicked on the lights to his bathroom. Along the room’s walls, mosaic saints gazed at me. For a guy with a supposedly damned soul, Andre seemed to be fairly religious.

				He sauntered across the room and turned on the shower. Water fell from the ceiling, and it took me a moment to realize the showerhead was built into the very walls of the place. 

				I glanced down at my ripped and soiled dress, which had been so beautiful earlier. The bodice was no longer blue but instead the color of a dark bruise. At the sight, the entire hellish evening came back to me and I began to shake uncontrollably.

				Andre scooped me up and set me on the bathroom counter. “Here,” he said gently, “I’ll help you.”

				He slid his hands to my shoes and removed them one by one. Once he finished, he straightened back up, took my hand, and tugged me to my feet. “Turn around.”

				I did as he said. Behind me Andre pulled at the laces of the corset I wore, and gradually the bodice of my dress loosened. 

			

			
				I held it to me and turned to him. “Please don’t leave me right now,” I whispered. I didn’t care that he’d see me naked. I wasn’t even thinking along those terms at the moment. I just wanted someone to help me stay in the present. Otherwise, my mind would relive my night with the devil over and over again. 

				He watched me for a beat, then nodded. 

				I let the dress drop, barely noticing how Andre’s guarded gaze fluttered and then moved over me. 

				I removed the rest of my clothing and then entered the shower, not sure whether Andre would follow me or simply stay in the same room. Considering the clear glass walls of the shower, I’d rather have him in here with me than feel like I was a specimen to study across the room.

				A noise escaped my lips at the sight of the water that puddled at my feet. Blood and bones discolored the liquid that swirled down the drain.

				Behind me the shower door opened, and Andre came in. He wrapped his arms around my shaking torso, his bare chest pressing into my back as he enveloped me in a hug. I could honestly say this was the first naked hug I’d ever received, and it was way more wonderful than I would’ve imagined. 

				Andre turned me in his arms and lifted my chin until our eyes met. In his own eyes I saw something that surprised me—pain. “I’m not going to ask you about this evening until you want to talk about it, okay?” he said.

			

			
				I nodded to him. The Politia required that official statements be made either alone or in the presence of a lawyer, so Andre hadn’t heard me recount the events I’d been through. 

				“Are you comfortable washing off the . . . grime, or would you prefer I do it?”

				I remembered the last awful shower I had to take. I had stood under a weak facet in the girl’s dormitory bathrooms and whimpered as I rinsed off my blood, Theodore’s, and a bit of Caleb’s. 

				The thought of someone else helping me . . . The offer had never been extended to me until now, and at the moment I wasn’t proud enough to turn it down.

				“Can you?” The words came out soft.

				He caressed the side of my face. “Of course.” He dropped his hand to reach around me and grab a bar of soap and a washcloth. 

				He hesitated. “This moment,” he said, “I want you to know it doesn’t count. Tonight I’m not the guy that wants you physically, I’m just the guy who cares about you.”

				It struck me again that this was love. Me allowing someone to take care of me for once, and Andre doing something for me solely because he was concerned for my well-being. It had nothing to do with how we looked and everything to do with who we were.

				I took a deep breath and studied the way water beaded along Andre’s torso. “I’ll tell you what happened tonight, that way I won’t have to relive it at another time.”

			

			
				Before he could question whether I was ready to talk, I jumped into the story. “As soon as I disappeared, the devil took me to a cathedral made of bones . . .”

				As I recounted the events, he moved the sudsy cloth around my hairline, over my neck, and down my back. I pinched my eyes shut as flakes of blood swirled into the drain at my feet. He moved the cloth along my quivering arms and across my chest. 

				His brows pinched together and his lips had thinned at each new piece of information. 

				After I finished Andre silently ran the washcloth over me a few more times. My skin had a pleasant pink hue to it where the heat and the washcloth had buffed it, but I still felt dirty. I’d need several more showers to psychologically wipe away the events.

				Andre took his time setting the soap and washcloth aside before facing me. “Before you become a vampire, your human body has to die,” he said. I blinked at what seemed like a random topic. “Considering how fast you’re already changing, I give you a little over a year before that happens. Which means that we’ve got a lot to do in a short amount of time.”

				“What are you talking about?” 

				Andre worked his jaw, indicating that he wasn’t happy about what he was about to say. “We’re going to have to equip you to face him.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Chapter 27

				The next morning Leanne and I huddled together under Andre’s blanket and watched the choppy surf. The sun had thankfully disappeared behind the thick coastal fog. My skin appreciated it.

				“I did die,” Leanne said, digging her feet into the cold sand.

				I turned my head to face her. She had kept quiet on the subject all the way over to Peel’s beach.

				“That’s what you want to know, right?” she asked me.

				I nodded, only partly seeing her. My mind replayed that awful scene from last night.

				“Well, let me clarify—a part of me died.” She glanced at her hands before meeting my gaze again. “Four days ago I created a doppelganger.”

				***


			

			
				Doppelganger. I jogged my mind for the word. And then it clicked. One of my attackers a few months ago had been a doppelganger. “That’s why you smelled like smoke!” I furrowed my brows. “How do you even make one?”

				Her lips quirked. “It involved a voodoo priestess, some rum, and a piece of me—pettiness more precisely.” Her expression sobered. “Cecilia put me in touch with the woman, who happened to be visiting the Isle of Man at the time.”

				Happened to be visiting. Somehow I didn’t think anything was a coincidence when it came to Cecilia. She, however, had disappeared shortly after Leanne had activated the circle, so I wouldn’t be able to question her in person over this.

				“What exactly is a doppelganger?” I asked. All I knew about them was that they were dark, dangerous creatures.

				“It’s a shadow person, a portion of a real person that has been fractured off to take on a life of its own. I created it to prevent myself and others from being wholly and completely destroyed.”

				Now she wasn’t making any sense. “What do you mean to prevent yourself and others from being completely destroyed?”

				“I had foreseen that the devil would use me or someone else you loved to get to you. I realized that if they didn’t take me, they’d take someone else. And in my visions the captive always died. Out of desperation I got in touch with Cecilia and she gave me the idea.”

			

			
				There her name was again. Cecilia. She’d somehow orchestrated this.

				“But aren’t doppelganger’s . . . evil?” Leanne didn’t practice black magic as far as I knew.

				She winced. “Sometimes—usually it has to do with the person creating them. Separating yourself into pieces is not good. Although, all I gave up was pettiness to make my doppelganger. Sorry about that by the way; I was probably a headache.”

				I smiled, remembering Leanne—or her doppelganger—over the last couple days. 

				Something about what Leanne said nagged at me. “But why did you have to get kidnapped—why did anyone have to? Couldn’t you have hidden and told others to hide?”

				“Gabrielle, I promise you it was the only way. I foresaw dozens upon dozens of possible futures. Every instance where something went differently ended up fatal. In most you outright agreed to the devil’s demands, usually before but sometimes after someone was killed. Agreeing to the devil’s terms didn’t matter, by the way. The captive was always going to die. 

				“In some of my premonitions Oliver died in my place. In some we both died. In others, the entire Politia died. And in one, Andre and the rest of your coven died. That one was the worst.

				“I looked at every possibility—ones where I told you what was to happen, others where I told friends what was to happen, others where I did nothing, and still others where I hid you—there was always someone or something that brought you to the Braaid. That was unavoidable.”

			

			
				I was blown away by Leanne’s thoroughness. Never had I imagined that all those times she’d ignored me and Oliver, or worked while we talked, she was actually trying to find ways to save us.

				Her words also made me think over last night’s gruesome events. “You mean that what we all went through last night—that was the best possible outcome?”

				She smiled sadly. “I told you already Gabrielle: you’ve pissed off the fates. Cecilia may be on your side, but there are three of them. The other two weren’t making it easy for you to survive this evening. 

				“And that’s not even including how cunning the devil already is. Had I told you about what was to happen, or had you done anything out of the ordinary, you would’ve been kidnapped the same way I was. You were being watched that entire time. Had you not shown up at the Braaid of your own accord, someone would’ve forced you there.”

				“Who kidnapped your doppelganger?”

				She shook her head. “I don’t know. They wore masks just like everyone else on Samhain. But they were humans, not demons.”

				I hugged the blanket closer to my body. Humans had taken her, people that probably lived on this very island—possibly even people we knew or passed along the hallway. 

			

			
				“Where were you while your doppelganger was with me?” I asked.

				Leanne stayed quiet for a moment, staring out at the ocean. I’d never felt as close to my friend as I did now . . . but she’d also never seemed quite as distant. Perhaps it was that she killed off the petty part of her in creating a doppelganger, but it seemed like more than just that. Like she’d seen too much and carried too many secrets to ever be the same. 

				“I was with Cecilia. She, you can trust, though even she might not be enough to save you.”

				My gaze shot to her. She met my eyes, a frown tugging at the corner of her lips.

				“I’m sorry Gabrielle, but it’s not over,” she said. “The devil hasn’t given up—if anything he’s more dangerous. This isn’t the end of your troubles, it’s only the beginning.”
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				Chapter 1

				Cluj-Napoca, Transylvania

				“Please, help me.”

				The night air nipped at Ana Gabor’s skin, but she could barely feel the sting. The voice she’d woken up to called out to her, beckoning her away from her home.

				“Please, find me,” the voice whispered.

				She passed the row of houses she’d lived by since the day she was born and left her neighborhood. Still the voice pleaded with her, and she was no closer to finding it. 

				The blocks of houses thinned out as she walked to the outer edges of the city, ignoring the growing pain in her feet as sharp stones and pieces of glass nicked at them. Soon the paved road narrowed, and asphalt gave way to dirt. 

				Ana sighed as her feet squished into the muddy street, the pain somewhat lessening. She couldn’t remember how long she’d been walking, but the moon had already crossed the sky and dipped below the horizon. 

			

			
				“Help me.”

				The voice came from the woods that pressed up against the side of the street. She hesitated for a fraction of a second. Those woods had always made her skin crawl. Something unnatural lurked within them. 

				Yet now she placed one foot in front of the other, turning off the road and moving into the forest. 

				The damp underbrush crackled beneath her feet and her breath hitched. She didn’t want to be here, but she couldn’t turn away. Not when someone called out to her and begged for her help.

				The trees twisted unnaturally, contorted as though they were in agony. She shivered as cold wind brushed past her, and she rubbed her arms. In the distance Ana could see the flicker of lights. Humanity—and maybe the woman in need.

				The trees around her opened up into a small clearing, and the voice that had pleaded with her finally fell silent. Her steps faltered for an instant. 

				A dozen individuals waited for her, cloaked in scarlet robes, their faces obscured by hoods. One stepped forward holding a white garment in her arms.

				“Change into this, then come back,” the voice instructed. The same voice from earlier. Only now, it didn’t plead, it ordered.

				Ana glanced uneasily at the cloaked figures. Her brain was telling her to run, but her body calmly walked her a short distance away, where she changed behind the cover of a tree. Not that anyone could see her through the dark forest.

			

			
				Her teeth chattered and she couldn’t stop shivering as she walked back into the clearing. Bare feet and thin fabric offered her little protection against a winter’s night in Romania. 

				She fingered the soft material of the gown as she faced the robed individuals.

				“Come forward.”

				She did so, noticing the way the group parted for her. Beyond them rested a stone altar. Vines—some dead and some living—wrapped their way up the sides. Her shivering escalated at the sight.

				“Don’t be afraid,” the voice said. “Go ahead and rest your weary body.” 

				Ana’s footsteps dragged as her body carried her up to the stone altar. At least the cold ground had numbed the pain in her feet. She slid herself onto the stone slab, and her shivering somewhat subsided. Someone had draped a velvety cloth over the altar, so her skin wouldn’t touch the cold stone beneath. She rubbed her fingers anxiously over the material. They were the only part of her that appeared agitated. 

				Her breath billowed out around her as the cloaked figures clustered around the altar. 

				Someone fastened a noose around her neck, and she winced as it tightened, cutting off her air supply. She blinked frantically. This couldn’t be right. Hadn’t she been trying to save a woman? Had she just imagined it? Why couldn’t she think? Why couldn’t she act? 

			

			
				“Don’t fight it,” the voice soothed her.

				Fight what? She pinched her eyes shut. So confused. The only thing Ana knew was that she couldn’t remember things she should be able to. And deep in her gut this situation felt wrong.

				But even as that thought crossed her mind, black spots clouded her vision. She watched them spread. In the distance she heard chanting. 

				Focus. That’s what she needed to do. For a moment—just a moment—the blackness receded enough for her to see the glint of metal above her.

				She had only time to recognize the blade of a dagger pointed at her heart before her vision clouded and the world fell to darkness.

				“Move faster.” Andre’s voice taunted me from behind.

				I ducked and dove left to avoid his hit, tucking my body in on itself as I somersaulted. This was a lethal dance, our bodies bending and twisting with each move. 

				Andre was on top of me in an instant, his hand going for the throat—the quickest kill. “Faster. You need to be faster. And think like a predator.”

				I moved to slam my palm into his nose, but he caught it before I had a chance to land the blow. I was moving faster than the human eye could follow. Even so, Andre was still far quicker than me. 

				“That’s the best you got?” he growled. 

				Using my free hand, I punched Andre in the kidneys, once, twice, three times—until his grip loosened. He may not have used his kidneys in seven hundred years, but they could still cause pain if injured. 

			

			
				Andre made a move to grab my free hand, and I used the distraction to throw him off of me. 

				It didn’t work so well. For a split second his grip loosened, and then he placed his full weight on top of me, pressing me into the ground. I tried to ignore my body’s very non-combative response to that. It grew pliant under his.

				“Damnit, Gabrielle, if your opponent is bigger than you, you cannot let them take you down,” Andre said, grabbing my wrists and holding them above my head just to further prove his point. 

				Unfortunately for him, it was proving another point entirely. My eyes dropped to his lips and my fangs descended.

				“You are one of the only beings stronger than me,” I said.

				“But the devil is another, and he is after you.” Andre said the words fiercely, even as his fingers absently stroked the skin of my hands. I wondered if he realized he did that whenever he got me into a compromising position. Like he couldn’t help but caress me.

				I exhaled, staring into his eyes. “I’m not going to be able to outrun or outmaneuver the devil, Andre,” I said, resigned. My eyes moved away from him to take in Bishopcourt’s training room. Ever since Samhain, Andre had been training me in grappling, knife throwing, and sword fighting (yeah, supernaturals are majorly old school)—preparing me to hold my own when I saw the devil again. The problem was, not in a million years would I be able to go toe-to-toe with him. He’d proven that on Samhain.

			

			
				Once I died, I was doomed.

				Andre let go of my wrists and caught my jaw. He turned me to face him. “If you think that I’m going to just let you give up, then you don’t know me very well, soulmate.” His eyes flashed. He’d been like this since Samhain—ferocious, determined. It was kind of hot, but mostly scary. Andre was intense enough as is. I guess the prospect of having his soulmate face an eternity as Satan’s unwilling mistress really pushed his limits.

				I swallowed and nodded at his words.

				His eyes dipped to my lips, and his nostrils flared. A wild, spicy scent rolled off him, and my skin started to glow. His forehead creased, and I felt his whole body shudder. This was happening more and more often. We were soulmates; this was destined to happen. Fighting it was impossible. But boy did Andre try.

				He made a pained sound at the back of his throat, and then he lost his internal battle. His lips met mine, and I tasted heaven on them. 

				His tongue parted my lips and I wrapped a leg around his and ran my fingers through his hair, reveling in him. The kiss was savage—two tortured souls desperate to become one. I’d never get over this. He was mine and I was his. Soulmates. 

				I clutched him closer to me. More, I needed more. My skin flared, and I broke off the kiss. Or maybe it was Andre. 

			

			
				We both panted. Andre’s eyes shone so brightly that I cupped his face and smiled at him. His expression was one of anguished beauty. 

				“Don’t have dark thoughts, Andre.” I didn’t always know where he went when he wore that expression, but it usually had something to do with me.

				He looked away as he stood up. Taking me hand, Andre pulled me up alongside him and wrapped his arms around me. His lips skimmed my forehead. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you, Gabrielle. I’ll die first.”

				I watched Leanne shove clothes into a duffle bag the following day. My lips drew down into a frown. 

				“Don’t be sad, Gabrielle,” Leanne said, not looking at me. “You have an exciting week ahead of you.”

				“You know, you’re super creepy when you do that,” I said. My powers weren’t the only ones growing. Leanne’s had been intensifying as well, and she was quickly becoming the queen of cryptic messages.

				Leanne laughed and finally glanced over at me. “Look who’s talking, my little vampy consort.”

				“Point made.” I turned back to my desk and picked up a letter I received in the mail. Judging by the familiar cream stationary and the lack of a return address, I knew exactly who the sender was. Cecilia, my childhood nanny and one of three fates. 

				If Leanne was the queen of cryptic messages, then Cecilia was the inventor of them.

				Happy birthday, tesoro, she wrote along the edge of the envelope. I blinked back my surprise; I kept forgetting that today was my real birthday. Thanks to my forged birth certificates, March instinctually felt like my birthday month, not December. 

			

			
				I ripped open the envelope and pulled out the card. On a cream colored sheet of paper she’d written five lines in that loopy scrawl of hers. Five lines, and nothing else.

				Daughter of wheat and grain,

				Betrothed to soil and stain,

				Your lifeblood drips, 

				The scales tip,

				But will it be in vain? 

				Goosebumps broke out along my skin. A dark riddle, that was my birthday gift, and it probably held all the vital clues to how I’d survive the future. I pocketed the poem; I’d best keep it on me. Chances were, I’d need it. 

				The door to my room burst open, distracting me from Cecilia’s strange letter.

				“Someone’s going to get laid tonight! Someone’s going to get laid tonight!” Oliver chanted as he flittered into my room. A gift box was tucked under his arm.

				He looked at me and waggled his eyebrows.

				My cheeks flushed. “Stop giving me that look.”

				“No way, Sabertooth. Leanne have you foreseen it? Fifty pounds says she’s a nasty freak in the bedroom.”

				“Oli-ver.” The flush was creeping up my neck.

				From across the room, Leanne paused in her packing. Unlike Oliver and me, she was going home for the holidays. “Oliver, I don’t spy on my friends future sex lives—something you should be thankful for.”

			

			
				“I’ve got nothing to hide,” he said, touching his hair. “I am a sex god. Better than porn.”

				Ewwww.

				Leanne pinched her eyes shut. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.” She took a deep breath. “Anyway, even if I did see … you know …”

				“Andre pillaging that virgin treasure? Stealing the booty? Deflowering our little cherub?” Oliver said, walking over to me. 

				I raised my eyebrows. “Thanks, Oliver. Descriptive, as always.” 

				“I’d still never tell you,” Leanne finished.

				Oliver pouted. “You’re no fun.” He turned to me, and his pout morphed into a sinful little smile.

				“Guess what I have?” He held up the gift in his hands before I could answer. “Your birthday present!” he squealed. Oliver shook the box, and I could hear the swish of material rubbing together. Not that it took heightened hearing to guess what Oliver had given me.

				“A present? For moi?” I said, surprisingly touched at the thought. 

				Oliver handed me the box. “Open it.”

				I did so, tearing away the Christmas paper Oliver had wrapped it with and lifting the lid. A dozen sexy pairs of bras and panties were nestled in tissue paper.

				I tried not to laugh as I lifted one up. The netted material was fringed with lace. It looked like whoever had made it had run out of fabric. 

			

			
				“Wow, this is—” going into the back of my drawer, where I’ll never touch it again, “uh, really sexy.” I wasn’t going to ask how he knew my size.

				Oliver smiled smugly. “It’s about time you replaced all those hideous cotton panties you have stashed away.”

				And just like that, Oliver managed to spoil a good moment. Fairies.

				“My panties—”

				“Needed to be burned,” Oliver said. “Lucky for you, I’ve already taken care of that situation.”

				I blinked a couple of times at Oliver, trying to make sense of his words. Then I squinted suspiciously at him. My gaze darted to my dresser. I was up in an instant, pulling open my top drawer.

				Empty.

				“All my underwear is … gone.”

				“Happy birthday!” Oliver squealed. I could hear the glee in his voice.

				I turned around, my fangs descending. “You are so going to—”

				Leanne stepped in front of me and handed me another box, this one much smaller than Oliver’s. 

				I took the small package from her, still staring at Oliver. “I can’t believe you just pillaged my underwear drawer.”

				“Upgraded it, sweets,” he said from behind Leanne.

				“Just shut up, Oliver,” Leanne said, “or she’s going to drink you dry, and I want her to open my gift before she does that.”

				She winked at me and leaned in close. “I promise you can have at him as soon as we’re done,” she whispered.

			

			
				“Hey, I heard that!” 

				I smiled at her, and she nudged the present in my hand. Taking the hint, I ripped off the wrapping paper and opened the box hidden beneath it. Inside was a bottle of perfume. 

				When I reached for it, Leanne’s hand shot out and she stopped me. “Wait. Before you put it on, you should know that this is magical perfume—it repels … er, suitors.”

				My eyebrows shot up. “No fucking way?” I said, reappraising the perfume bottle. Now that my powers were intensifying, the siren in me was growing, which meant that I had an increasing amount of unwanted attention. “This will scare them off?”

				“Well, it won’t scare anyone off—you’ll have to flash some fang for that—but it should dampen some of the lusty looks and the creepy stalkers,” Leanne said, shaking her head. 

				I set the bottle aside and tackle hugged Leanne. “You. Are. The. Best.”

				“Hey!” Oliver said, “what about me?”

				I opened my arms. “You too Pixie Sticks, even if I haven’t fully forgiven your for burning my undies.” 

				Oliver huffed but stepped into the embrace.

				“I can’t believe I had to buy my friend boy repellent,” Leanne said.

				Oliver shook his head. “Sometimes life just ain’t fair.” 

				I rolled my eyes at them. “Where did you even find that?” I asked Leanne. “I didn’t know that sort of thing even existed.”

				“Yeah, it does, but it’s sold in the ‘Hexes and Curses’ section of supernatural shops.”

			

			
				There was a thoughtful pause as the three of us considered this, and then we fell into hysterical laughter.

				“Why didn’t you throw in a bottle of hair loss shampoo or some aging cream while you were at it?” I asked when I finally caught my breath. “I’m offended.” 

				Leanne flashed me a wicked smile. “I was tempted.”

				Man I was going to miss her. 

				That evening I exited my dorm, pulling my jacket tighter around me as soon as I walked outside. My body thrummed long before I caught the gaze of the dark being in front of me. 

				Andre pushed away from his car, his body seeming the gather the shadows around him. He looked for all the world like the prince of darkness he was. 

				He sauntered over to me, power snapping off of him. The thrum of energy built upon itself until he stood in front of me. Then the noise fell silent.

				“Happy birthday, soulmate,” he said, a smile tugging at his lips as he spoke. He leaned in and kissed me gently. 

				Loose strands of his hair tickled my face as his mouth glided against mine. Fire simmered through my veins as the kiss escalated. Our lips parted, tongues touched, and I closed the remaining distance between us until our bodies were flush with one another.

				He sighed and pulled away, looking regretfully at my lips. 

				“What’s wrong?” I asked.

			

			
				He glanced at his watch. “As much as I enjoy that mouth of yours, we have a boat to catch.”

				“A boat … to catch?” I asked, not sure whether I’d heard him correctly. “I thought we were going out to dinner.”

				“We are,” he said, “out on the open ocean.”

				The frosty ocean air whipped my hair about and tugged at my coat. Not even this chilly evening could prevent me from enjoying the open water. The volatile siren in me had relaxed now that I was surrounded by it. 

				A warm chest pressed into my back as the boat left Douglas harbor. 

				“Are you sure you’re not too cold out here?” Andre’s lips tickled my ear as he spoke, and his hair grazed my cheek. We stood on the deck of his yacht, watching the land grow smaller and smaller.

				My fangs slid out, and heat rushed to my skin. “I’m good.” He was doing plenty to keep me warm and flushed already.

				“How did you know?” I breathed. There was no place I’d rather be than out here, with nothing but water stretching out around me on all sides.

				His lips skimmed my ear. “How could I not?”

				I smiled and leaned into him, and for a while we remained like that. That was, until Andre kissed the exposed skin behind my ear. I swiveled around to face him.

				His gaze was heated, and his eyes dropped to my lips. Was Oliver right? Was all that held Andre and me back from doing the deed just my age? And if that was so, where was tonight going to lead?

			

			
				The thought made me excited. And nervous. 

				“What are you thinking about?” Andre asked, his voice low.

				“Nothing,” I said a little too quickly.

				“I think you’re lying.” His lips quirked and his voice dropped even lower. I remembered too late that, for a vampire, smell often dominated even our excellent vision. He probably knew exactly where my mind was.

				And just as soon as I thought the night might get really interesting, he backed off. His eyes grew troubled. “I have to leave again tomorrow for Romania.”

				Romania. I was starting to hate that place without ever visiting it. Andre had been going there every couple weeks. That was where his coven was holding the hearing against him for crimes he’d committed on the night of his birthday.

				“I’ll be gone for a few days, as usual. Until I get back, remember your training and keep yourself safe.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 2

				“I have one more surprise for you,” Andre said. 

				I stared at him across the dining room table in his yacht, my food and his wine long since gone. “Andre, you really didn’t have to.” He was going to give me unrealistic expectations about birthdays if he kept this up.

				“Gabrielle,” he said, his eyes smoldering, “this gives me joy, so do me a favor and go with it.” 

				“Bossy vampire,” I said, a smile spreading across my face. 

				He came around the table and took my hand, tugging me to my feet. His head dipped to my ear. “And you like it.”

				Before I could respond, Andre led me into the boat’s lounge. I took a seat on one of the couches and crinkled my brow, not sure what to expect from Andre. Oliver’s earlier words ran through my mind, and my cheeks flushed.

			

			
				A sculpted eyebrow rose as Andre sat down next to me, his body dwarfing the couch. I wanted to cringe that he could smell just how hot and bothered I was. 

				He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small box—the kind that contained jewelry—and my pulse began to beat loudly in my ears. A ring? Oh God, a ring?

				He took my hand, his thumb rubbing slow circles along my skin. “It’s not what you think it is,” he said.

				I felt a surge of relief course through me, but underneath it was a small sense of disappointment. That second emotion confused the hell out of me. 

				Andre’s face remained unreadable as he passed me the box. I took it from him and rubbed the velvety surface of the box, and then I raised the lid. 

				I sucked in a breath as I stared at the ring inside. A large ruby sat at its center, encased in a band of gold. It glinted in the dim light of the lounge. 

				“How is this not what I think it is?” I asked, glancing up from my gift.

				Andre’s gaze was intense when he responded. “There are no strings attached to this ring, Gabrielle. No promises, no commitments, nothing. It’s just a piece of jewelry that’s dear to my heart, and I wanted to give it to someone who’s dear to my heart.” 

				So much more was behind his eyes when he spoke. In them I could see all the things he wasn’t saying—that he was making me a promise, that he’d always be mine. 

				Andre took the ring out from the box, then took my hand. “May I?” he asked, nodding to my fingers.

			

			
				May he put it on. My hand. He’s putting a ring on my finger.

				“Mm-hmm,” I murmured, not trusting my voice for the moment. My heart was slamming in my chest.

				He slid it first on my index finger, but the ring was too small. Then he tried my middle finger. Again the ring got stuck halfway on.

				Andre removed it and paused, staring at my ring finger. We both were. He lifted the ring and slipped it on. It fit. Perfectly.

				As though it were fated.

				“I don’t want to be a child bride, Andre.”

				Happy laughter bubbled out of him. “I promise that won’t happen, soulmate. We can wait until you look more like a mummy than a vampire before we get married.”

				I swatted him. “Look who’s talking, Father Time.” Then, when the rest of his words sunk in, I raised my eyebrows. “You want to marry me? Eventually?”

				Andre’s gaze focused on me, and the humor drained from his face. “You’re wearing my mother’s ring,” he said by way of answer.

				My eyes widened. I wore something in my hand that predated Andre. “And you’re giving it to me?” 

				Andre nodded.

				I ran my finger over the face of the ring, the weight of the gift falling on my shoulders. This was a piece of jewelry that had over 700 years worth of personal value to Andre. And now it was mine.

				My gaze drifted up from the ring. I badly wanted to tell him that I couldn’t accept something this valuable, but when I met his eyes, they were full of guarded hope. I’d throw myself in front of a bus before I dashed that hope.

			

			
				“It’s incredibly beautiful,” I said. “Thank you for giving me something so meaningful.” 

				Sometimes I managed to say the right thing. Now was one of them. Andre’s face crinkled into a full-blown smile, making me forget for a moment that he was anything other than the man I loved. “I’m glad you like it,” he said. “I want you to always have a part of me, even while I’m away.”

				Andre looked up from the ring to my face, his expression heated. I had only a moment to notice that resistance that always shone in his eyes melt away. And then his lips met mine.

				The kiss was slow and scorching, and it progressed quickly into something more. Andre gathered me to him, and I twined myself around his torso. This was the problem we constantly ran into—fighting the physical attraction between us. Andre usually did a much better job of it than me, but not at the moment.

				My fingers slid through his silky hair before trailing down to his shoulders and arms. Our bodies were flush with one another, and despite the layers of clothing that separated us, I could easily feel every dip and curve of his muscular torso.

				Andre lifted me from the couch and moved us down the hall. My skin felt feverish as he carried me into one of the bedrooms. 

				Was this happening?

				He set me down on the bed and peeled off his own jacket. I scooted forward, reached a hand out to his shirt, and glanced at him. His eyes were heated. I guess that was permission to continue. 

			

			
				I began unbuttoning his shirt, my hands trembling. He cupped the sides of my face, placing soft kisses over every inch of exposed skin he could find. 

				He released me only long enough for me to slide the shirt off of his shoulders. As I did so, I relished the feel of his coiled, sinuous muscles. 

				This was too much. The siren in me was already moving to the surface. I fought against her, closing my eyes and taking a deep breath to push her back. 

				When I was under control again, I leaned back and drank Andre in. “You’re so pretty.”

				Andre narrowed his eyes. “Pretty?” he said incredulously. “I’ve fought in crusades, held dying men in my arms, led a coven of vampires for over seven centuries. I’m many things, soulmate, but pretty is not one of them.”

				I bit the inside of my cheek. The truth was, Andre was pretty the way a panther was. Beautiful, but lethal. And right now his eyes glittered dangerously. I grabbed his hand and tugged him forward until he joined me on the bed. 

				A whisper of a smile graced his lips, and I traced it with my thumb. My mouth followed my finger, and I kissed him, tentatively running my hands over his naked torso.

				He rolled on top of me, and inner Gabrielle squealed with delight. My skin shimmered on and off like a strobe light as the siren and I battled for control.

				Andre broke off the kiss, and I heard his husky laughter. 

			

			
				“Are you laughing at me?” I asked indignantly, my skin losing its ethereal shimmer. I pushed him over and he let me, his laugh building on itself. I rolled on top of him and straddled his torso. “That’s not very nice.”

				“I’m not a very nice man,” he said, trying to stifle it.

				“It’s hard to control that thing, and you don’t exactly make it any easier.”

				“What a difficult cross to bear,” he said sympathetically, running a hand down my arm.

				It was my turn to narrow my eyes. “You’re not doing so well in the boyfriend department right now. And let’s not even talk about the future-husband one.” 

				He laughed again, and I fought a smile. “I cherish you so much, Gabrielle.”

				In response I leaned down and brushed my lips against his, and then we resumed where we left off. 

				That is, until I yawned. 

				I wasn’t bored in the least. Far from it. But each passing day made me a little less human, and my sleep cycle had been off for a while. 

				Andre’s eyes honed in on my yawn. “You’re tired.”

				“No—no,” I said, desperate to not mess this up. Since we’d been dating, Andre had been policing the physical nature of our relationship like a nun. 

				He brushed back my hair, flashing me a smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Ah, to be young,” he said, discreetly reminding me of our considerable age difference. I gave him a look. 

				He kissed each of my eyelids. “You are gorgeous even when you pout,” he said, pulling away from my face to take me in.

			

			
				“I’m not pouting,” I said, aware of the obstinate note in my voice even as I spoke. Dang it, he was the sourpuss, not me. I was all for where things were leading. 

				He wrapped me up in his arms. “And I’m not leaving. I’ll be right here. But you should try to get some sleep,” he said, his eyes moving over my face. 

				I yawned again without meaning to, and my eyelids drooped. They fluttered open before falling shut again. 

				There was something incredibly comforting about falling asleep curled in Andre’s arms. I’d gone on for so long thinking that I was a lone traveler in my life; it was nice having someone to share it with.

				“Sweet dreams, soulmate.”

				Snow covered the ground up to my ankles. It frosted the trees that stretched out around me, making the place both beautiful and bleak.

				What forest had I wandered into?

				The silence surrounding me was deep and pure. I stepped forward, my boots crunching into snow. The sound raised the hairs along my arm.

				A familiar sense of unease slithered through me as I walked along what appeared to be a path. Now that snow covered the ground, only the extra wide space between trees indicated that it was manmade.

				My breath clouded around me. But other than that, nothing moved. Nothing made a sound. Unease became dread the further into the woods I walked. My body seemed to know more about my surroundings than I did.

			

			
				Ahead of me, beyond the gnarled branches, I caught a glimpse of something. The thick woods opened up.

				My breath froze in my chest. Fear coursed through my veins and begged me to leave. But I couldn’t move. Instead I stared, transfixed, at the stone castle in front of me.

				It seemed to grow out of the rocky earth, raw stone transitioning to quarried, polished blocks stacked one on top of each other. Icicles had formed along the castle’s ledges and along the faces and wings of gargoyles that watched me. 

				I’d seen this place before, when snow and ice hadn’t covered it. When I’d almost sold my soul. And now I was back.

				“Welcome back, Gabrielle.”

				I shrieked before I could stop myself and glanced around, looking for him. The devil.

				He stepped out from the woods to my left, looking just as beautiful and terrifying as he always had.

				I stumbled back. “Why can’t you leave me alone?” I asked, my voice unsteady. Now I remembered why my body had been signaling for me to leave. It knew on a primordial level that this was an unholy place.

				He ignored my question and stepped towards me. For each of his steps forward I took one back, until I bumped into a tree.

				He closed the remaining distance quickly. “Little bird,” he said, the back of his hand grazing my face. I flared my nostrils at his touch, “I will never leave you alone. Not until you agree to my terms.”

			

			
				I flattened myself against the tree, trying to put space between us when there was none. The tree I was butted up against groaned as it leaned away. It too was trying to distance itself from the being in front of me.

				The devil picked up a lock of my hair and rubbed it between his fingers. This close to me, our breath was intermingling. It felt much, much too intimate. 

				He placed the lock of hair back against my chest, his fingers lingering. I whimpered at the awful sensation, then bit my lip as his gaze moved to my mouth.

				Gabrielle, the forest echoed. 

				The devil cocked his head at the voice, and I used the momentary distraction to slip away from him. Using my supernatural speed, I sprinted down the snow-covered path.

				The earth quaked as I ran, snow shaking loose from the trees around us. I threw a glance over my shoulder. The devil’s face had contorted into something ugly. 

				Gabrielle! This time the voice was more insistent.

				I lost my balance and pitched forward. The moment I should’ve hit the cold, frozen earth, the world around me vanished.

				“Gabrielle!”

				My eyes snapped open and the room came into focus. I was still on Andre’s yacht. Safe. 

				Andre leaned over me. A frown tugged at the edges of his lips and a line formed between his eyebrows. I ignored the way his closeness hitched my already ragged breath. 

			

			
				“Did you dream of him again?” he asked.

				I opened my mouth to speak, but my throat was dry. Instead I nodded.

				Andre’s thumb moved to my face, and he stroked away a tear that must’ve slipped out in my sleep. The crease between his brows hadn’t smoothed out. I could read his thoughts; he was wondering how he could save me from something as slippery as the devil.

				“You can’t protect me,” I said.

				“That’s what you told me shortly after we met,” Andre said, his gaze flittering across my face. 

				I swallowed. “I remember.”

				“The thing is,” he said, his eyes intense, “you’re my soulmate, not his. That means that it is my job to look after your wellbeing, and it’s his job to leave you the hell alone.”

				That made me quirk my lips. The devil following the rules? Not likely.

				I rubbed my arms as I sat up. “He’s not going to stop Andre,” I said. “Until he gets what he wants, I don’t think he ever will.”

				I woke up the next morning to the sound of my phone ringing. I stretched and glanced out the window. Rain came down in torrents, and the wind had blown away some of the Christmas garlands that had decorated Peel Castle’s walls. In the middle of the grassy lawn, the evergreen Christmas tree shook violently, the ornaments making a tinkling noise.

			

			
				I smiled to myself, remembering my evening with Andre. It drooped a little when I realized that it might be days before I saw him again.

				Beside me, my phone continued to ring. I snatched it up, noticing the caller ID. Hellhole, a.k.a., the Politia.

				“Hello?” I stared at the ring Andre gave me, trying to absorb some of him through it.

				“If you have any plans today, cancel them,” my boss, Inspector Magdalene Comfry said on the other end of the line. “We need you to come in.”

				“What’s going on?” 

				“A girl was murdered overseas, and the Politia has requested your expertise on the killing. Congratulations Gabrielle, as our lead demonologist, you and your partner have been assigned to the case.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 3

				I entered Castle Rushen, the Politia’s headquarters, from its back entrance, mostly to avoid stares. Since Samhain, I’d become infamous for spending an evening with the devil and living to tell the tale. Those who saw me as a victim stared at me with fascination, wondering what I’d experienced that night. And those who thought I was evil, they often glared at me like they wanted to douse me in holy water.

				I shoved my hands in my pockets as I walked down a back hallway. Here the smells of mildew, grime, and blood assailed my nostrils.

				I passed the training rooms, half tempted to stop and work on my knife-throwing skills. Between my supernatural reflexes and my training with Andre, I had developed wicked accuracy.

			

			
				Later, I promised myself.

				A side hallway branched to my left, and I couldn’t help the spooked glance I gave it. The cellblock. The cells were officially called neutralization tanks because they were enchanted to strip a being of their powers. That is, if the being could be parted with their powers and live. For some beings, like me, their magic was intrinsically tied to their life force. Neutralization meant death.

				I held my breath as I passed the hall, reminding myself of a childhood game I played with my friends when we passed graveyards. Don’t catch your breath around the dead, lest you want to lose your head.

				The truth was, the cellblock smelled even worse than the morgue—the permanent stench of fear and anger lingered there, overlaying the more common smells of bodily fluids. I couldn’t stand it.

				I made my way to the lobby, where the smell of coffee masked the castle’s less savory scents. 

				I chewed on my lip, worried that whatever assignment I was being called in on would wipe out my winter vacation. Because I was considered an adult in the supernatural world, they could place me in a fulltime position if they wanted. Then poof, there would go my holiday break. And knowing the Politia, they just might do that now that I’d acquired the title of demonologist. 

				Once I crossed the lobby, I entered the break room. I poured myself a cup of coffee and peered at a discarded newspaper someone had left. On one of the side columns of the front page, my name jumped out. I picked up the newspaper and skimmed the article.

			

			
				“Let me save you the pain of reading that,” a familiar voice said from behind me. “Today you’ve been called the devil’s consort, queen of the damned, and—my personal favorite—the tainted one.” 

				I glanced up from my reading. Caleb stood in the doorway of the break room. Despite his dimpled smile, I could read the turmoil all over his face. Since that night at the Braaid, something—maybe everything—about our relationship had changed.

				I dropped the newspaper back where I found it. “Have you heard any details on this case?” I asked. 

				He shook his head. “None.” 

				The slap of boots against the linoleum sounded in the hallway outside the break room. “Sergeant Fiori, Sergeant Jennings,” Maggie said, poking her head in, “what the hell are you two doing down here? Move it. You’re late, and the chief constable needs to fill you both in before you head out.”

				Head out?

				Chief Constable Morgan sat on the edge of his desk. “Two nights ago, a young nephilim woman by the name of Ana Gabor was found dead in the woods outside of Cluj-Napoca, Romania,” he said. 

				My ears perked up. Romania, Andre’s homeland and the country where a group of vampires were currently gathered. A tight ball of unease coiled itself in my stomach. Could this murder be a result of having too many vampires in one location? 

			

			
				“Nephilim?” Caleb asked.

				“Of angelic blood,” the chief constable said. He grabbed two file folders from his desk and passed one to me and the other to Caleb. “Our victim’s throat had been slit and her body drained of most of its blood.” 

				This all sounded a bit too familiar. “Was it a vampire?” I asked. 

				The chief constable honed his attention in on me. “That’s for you to figure out.” 

				I swallowed delicately. I’d been given the title of resident demonologist after the Samhain murders. It was a title that encompassed everything of dark origin, including vampires. No doubt they gave me the title begrudgingly—after all, most of my colleagues had studied for years to earn the same status. I guess when evil shit threw itself at you, you either died or became an expert real quick. 

				I flipped open the file. Paper clipped to it was an image of a beautiful girl with blonde hair, her arms folded across her chest, a noose made of twine wrapped around her neck. Below it her throat was slit. The only other injury appeared to be a stab wound to her heart. 

				“You two will be working directly with the Romanian branch of the Politia per their request. You’ll be reporting to Inspector Grigori Vasile. He’s the director of international affairs, and he will be your liaison for the duration of your investigation.

				I swayed a little on my feet. This was really happening—they were giving me a leadership role I didn’t want. Oh holy shitballs. Please no.

				Chief Constable Morgan turned his attention to Caleb. “Despite the fact that Gabrielle carries the title of demonologist, as her partner you are fully expected to participate in the investigation.”

			

			
				Caleb nodded his head eagerly.

				The chief constable looked between the two of us. “This is a high priority case, and it could potentially be dangerous. Caleb and Gabrielle, you both have shone remarkable teamwork and talent. Now it’s your chance to shine and prove your worth to the Politia. Think you can handle it?”

				No. I didn’t think I could. Not at all.

				“Yes,” Caleb responded for us.

				The chief constable’s eyes flicked to me. “Chief Constable,” I said, “I don’t know if I’m ready to take on this kind of responsibility. I’ve only been a part of the Politia for a few months …”

				I stopped talking when I heard Caleb hiss in a breath. This was an opportunity for both him and me, and I was ruining it. 

				The chief constable’s gaze had me shifting my weight. “I’m glad to hear you voice your concerns, and I appreciate your honesty,” he said. “You do not have to take the case, but that decision will likely affect your continued employment here.”

				I sucked in my cheeks. 

				“We cannot just deny a branch of our institution access to one of our experts because she doesn’t feel she’s qualified to do work she’s been given a title for.” 

				My heart pounded in my chest. If I agreed to this, I’d be willingly immersing myself in the darkness that already sought me out. But if I didn’t, I could kiss my job with the Politia goodbye.

			

			
				I glanced at Caleb, whose eyes pleaded with me. My decision affected him too. Damn.

				Finally, reluctantly, I nodded. “I can handle it,” I said. 

				“Then congratulations,” Chief Constable Morgan said. “Until the Romanian branch releases you, you are both now officially on the case.”

				I could smell Caleb’s excitement. My stomached roiled. I was going to fuck up big time, I just knew it. 

				The chief constable glanced at the clock in his office before grabbing another stack of papers littered on his desk. “These are your plane tickets and itineraries—the Romanian Politia’s covered all of your expenses. Inspector Grigori Vasile will pick you up at the airport in Romania to take you to your lodgings, where you will stay for the duration of the investigation. I suggest you spend the next few hours packing. Your flight is this evening.”

				So much for my winter break. I spent the next several hours in Peel Academy’s main library, Xeroxing supernatural maps of the area and as many pages of demonic and angelic folklore as I could find. 

				I checked the time as I slogged back to my dorm. I had under an hour to pack everything I needed for my trip. 

				When I opened my door, Oliver was sprawled out on Leanne’s bed, flipping through one of her old diaries. I snatched it out of his hands. “Nosy much?”

				“Geez harpy woman, I just miss her.”

			

			
				I dropped Leanne’s diary on her desk and moved over to my bed, pulling my suitcase out from underneath it. 

				“Wait, what are you doing?” Oliver asked, noticing the suitcase.

				“What do you think I’m doing? Packing.” I began emptying my “upgraded” underwear drawer.

				“But I thought you were staying here for winter break.”

				“Unfortunately, I’m not,” I said. “The Politia put me on a case in Romania.” I walked over to my closet and grabbed a section of clothing and threw the items into my bag, hangers and all.

				“Oh, unh uh, girl. That is not how you pack a suitcase.” Oliver crept over to my bag and began removing the hangers from my shirts and folding them. It was actually pretty endearing, until I realized he was screening out shirts he didn’t approve of. “And Romania?” he said skeptically. “There’s, like, a whole body of water that will separate us.”

				I exhaled. “I know.” I dropped a couple of coats into my bag.

				“You’re leaving me all alone!”

				“You have Rodrigo.” Rodrigo, the poor werewolf who decided to not go to Brazil so that he could spend winter break with my commitment-phobe friend.

				“But he’s so clingy,” Oliver complained. 

				I snickered. “You find relationships clingy.” 

				“Plus,” Oliver added, ignoring my comment, “things are bound to get interesting where you’re involved.”

				I looked up from my packing so I could give him the stink eye. 

				“What?” he said. “It’s not like it isn’t true.” Oliver muttered to himself, “I just wish those incubi would come back.”

			

			
				I shuddered at the thought. But what I didn’t tell Oliver was that, though the incubi were gone, their leader haunted my dreams. 

				Just like Leanne, I was getting better at keeping secrets.

				“Nice to meet you Inspector Vasile,” I said, shaking our liaison’s hand in the airport terminal. It was late evening by the time Caleb and I landed in Cluj-Napoca and met up with the inspector. 

				“Please, call me Grigori,” he said, inclining his head. “It’s an honor to meet the Politia’s youngest demonologist.” If only he knew how ill-deserved that title was.

				“I’m glad to be here,” I lied. 

				“Well, we are indebted to the Isle of Man for letting us borrow you and your partner for this investigation.” Grigori’s attention moved to Caleb. “Ah, and you must be Inspector Jenning’s son. We’ve heard about you even all the way over here. A lot of officers are excited to see another shapeshifter on the force.”

				Caleb’s face flushed. He rubbed the back of his neck and extended his hand. “It’s nice to meet you too. I, uh, look forward to working with you on the case.”

				“Good, good.” Grigori nodded and took one of my bags. “Well, let’s get going. We’ll get you settled tonight and begin the investigation tomorrow.”

				We headed to Grigori’s car and loaded our belongings before getting in and pulling out of the airport. It was only then that I got my first close up look of Cluj. The city appeared to be nestled at the foot of a sloping mountain range, and everywhere I looked, old European architecture blended with more modern buildings. 

			

			
				Andre’s somewhere out there. This was not exactly how I’d imagined visiting his home country for the first time, and it felt strange being here without him by my side.

				“A snowstorm is heading our way within the next few days, so I hope you planned to stay for awhile,” Grigori said to us, his accent rolling the words. “Air travel will likely be stalled during that time.”

				“Fantastic,” I said, suppressing a sigh. Caleb and I would be stuck here even if we managed to solve the case in record time.

				Eventually we pulled up to a small inn that sat on the outskirts of the city and made our way to the inn’s front desk.

				“Sergeant Fiori,” Grigori called, following Caleb and me inside.

				“Gabrielle,” I corrected him, glancing over my shoulder. 

				“Before you and your partner retire for the evening, can I speak to you both for a moment?” he asked, gesturing to a sitting room across from the front desk.

				I glanced at Caleb who flashed me an excited look. We were really doing this. I nodded to Grigori. “Of course.”

				I dropped my luggage, and Caleb and I made our way to one of the couches facing the inn’s stone fireplace. 

				Grigori took a seat across from us. “How much do you both know about the crime?” 

			

			
				“Not much,” Caleb replied, “other than what was given to us in the file earlier today.”

				“Do you know why we called a demonologist in to investigate?”

				I paused. “Not exactly.” 

				Grigori nodded to himself. “I figured as much. You see, we called you in because we feel that there are some glaring similarities between this murder and the Samhain murders.”

				I jolted in my seat. “Similarities?” I repeated, my voice weak.

				“After the Samhain murders, we’ve been watching our ley lines in case a copycat decided to mimic those killings.”

				I swallowed. I knew what was coming next.

				“Our victim was killed on one such ley line.”

				I closed my eyes. No wonder they wanted me here. 

				“If you’ve looked at the case file on this murder, then you’ve seen the photos. Our victim, Ana Gabor, wasn’t simply killed. There are details that indicate this was premeditated, ceremonial.”

				I grimaced, remembering the photos.

				“Here’s what we know,” Grigori said, leaning forward in his seat. “Whoever killed our victim dressed her in a white gown, then proceeded to inflict three separate, lethal injuries: she was suffocated, stabbed through the heart, and her throat was slit. One of our psychometric officers got a read from the body; it appears that the wounds were inflicted simultaneously.”

				“Was the psychometric able to pull any other information from the body?” Caleb asked. 

			

			
				Both of us knew from working under Maggie, who herself was a psychometric officer, that certain bodies produced more information than others. Some of it had to do with the victim’s state of mind at the time of death, some of it had to do with the perpetrator’s, and some of it had to do with the psychometric’s own ability to read the information.

				Grigori shook his head. “Nothing helpful.” He rubbed his jaw. “We do know that once our victim was dead, her blood was then collected,” Grigori said. 

				“Collected, rather than drank?” I clarified. 

				“Yes.”

				I exhaled. The perpetrator could still be a vampire, but now at least I didn’t have to assume that he or she was one. 

				Grigori looked between Caleb and me. “Do either of you know the properties of angel blood?”

				I glanced at Caleb. He looked just as confused as I felt. “No,” I said for the both of us.

				“If willingly given and ingested, angel blood is said to cleanse the soul of wrongdoing.” 

				I stilled at the thought. Many, many people would kill for that. But if it were true, then it would be paradoxical to kill someone with angelic blood unless they agreed to it beforehand.

				Grigori rubbed his cheek. “This is all conjecture, since no angels have willingly given their blood to another within the last several centuries and written records before that time were … poor at best.

				“In addition, the folklore on angel blood only discusses angels, not their offspring. So we don’t really know what the killer’s motivations were. But, celestially speaking, it’s a significant loophole in the system.”

			

			
				“Are you saying that you think the killer murdered the victim and drank the blood to cleanse their soul of the murder?” Caleb asked.

				Grigori inclined his head. “Precisely.”

				We all sat silent and let that sink in.

				I cleared my throat. “You said that an angel’s blood had to be willingly given. How do you know that it was?”

				Grigori assessed me. “We don’t know whether the folklore is true—that the blood must be given, not taken. However, there were no signs that the victim was under duress, save one.”

				He opened a briefcase he’d brought with him and pulled out a photograph and placed it on the coffee table. The image was so zoomed in that at first I wasn’t able to recognize what I was looking at. Then I began to make out toes and two heels. Feet. I was staring at feet.

				I pressed my lips together tightly. Across the victim’s feet the skin had been sliced open. Dozens of angry-looking, open wounds—some of which still had rocks or shards of glass imbedded in them—had shredded up the bottom of Ana Gabor’s feet. Bloodied twigs and leaves had then cleaved themselves to the sticky blood.

				“What could’ve caused this?” I asked, touching the photo. I was caught between grief for the victim and a kind of horrified curiosity.

				“Walking a very long distance barefoot,” Grigori said. 

				Grigori tapped his fingers to his lips. “There is one more thing you should know. The victim was found in Hoia Baciu forest.”

			

			
				When he didn’t say anything more, I spoke up. “What about it?”

				Grigori watched me, his gaze intense. “Whatever did this to her—whatever brought her to those woods—we’re not sure it was wholly human.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 4

				After Grigori filled us in on tomorrow’s itinerary, I made my way to my room. I was in the middle of unpacking my clothes when my phone rang. I snatched it up from where it lay on my bed.

				“Hello?” 

				“I can die a happy man, now that I’ve heard your voice tonight.”

				Andre.

				I smiled and fell back on the bed. “You need to save the panty-dropping comments for in-person visits. They’d be much more effective that way.”

				“Don’t tempt me, soulmate. It’s hard enough as is.”

				“That’s what … she said?”

				He chuckled, throaty and low, and it physically made me ache for him. “I miss you and your dirty mind already,” he said. “How’s life been since I last saw you?”

			

			
				I ran my fingers over his ring. “Busy,” I said. 

				“Busy?” Andre asked. “You’re on vacation.”

				I stared up at the wooden beams overhead. “Not anymore.” 

				The lightness that was in Andre’s voice a moment ago vanished. “What’s going on?” he asked.

				“The Politia put me on an investigation.” 

				“What kind of investigation?” Andre’s words were slow and deliberate, which meant that he was trying to control his emotions. 

				“The kind where people show up dead.” I glanced out my window at the dark night. The thin crescent moon did little to drive out the night’s darkness. Below it the mountains stained the horizon an even deeper shade of black. This was a wild, mysterious place.

				“Gabrielle,” Andre said, much too calmly. “Are you still on the Isle of Man?”

				“No.”

				“Where, exactly, are you?” His voice was sharp, his words clipped. Andre was losing control of his emotions. Oh goody.

				“Cluj-Napoca, Romania.”

				The line fell silent. 

				“Andre?”

				“You’re in Cluj-Napoca?” The name rolled smoothly off his lips, reminding me that he spoke Romanian.

				“Yes.”

				Another pause, then, “I’m coming over.” 

				Coming over? I could hear him moving into action on the other end of the line. 

			

			
				“What hotel are you staying at?” he asked.

				“Whoa there, Andre. You’re not thinking about meeting up with me, are you?”

				“Of course I am.” 

				How close could he possibly be to consider visiting me right now? 

				I rubbed my eyes. “I’m about to go to sleep, and you have a trial to worry about.” 

				“You don’t understand, Gabrielle,” he said. Something awfully close to fear laced his voice.

				“Understand what?” My skin prickled. This was one of those moments where I recognized how little I knew about this supernatural world.

				“Cluj-Napoca was the small Romanian village I grew up in.” The phone slipped a little at this new piece of information. Somewhere in this region, 700 years ago, Andre had grown and nearly died. This was where the devil had cursed him. “It’s also the place where my current trial is being held,” he added.

				“You’re here?” My eyes fluttered, and I sat up, twisting his ring around and around my finger. “In the same city?”

				“Yes.”

				I swore. This was just too coincidental.

				When Andre spoke again, his voice was grim. “Something’s brewing, and I fear you’re at the center of it. Again.” 

				I lay awake in my bed, staring at the wooden beams over my head. I was supposed to be asleep—I’d even managed to convince Andre to put off visiting me for that very reason. However, as soon as I turned the lights off, my thoughts took off.

			

			
				My pulse skittered along. Two months ago, I’d solved my first case, and when it began, I’d assumed it had nothing to do with me. Since then, I’d learned that the fates were dabbling in my life, and the devil desperately wanted me. Though I had no idea why these beings took an interest in me, I now knew the signs. Whatever was going on here, I might very well have something to do with it. 

				My thoughts moved to the case and the young victim. The torn flesh of the girl’s feet bothered me. Why would someone walk until their feet bled unless they were under duress? And if they were, then they wouldn’t willingly give their blood, would they?

				I rubbed my temples.

				“Siren.”

				My head snapped up at the voice. Was that just my imagination? I strained my ears and sat in the silence of my room.

				“Come face me.”

				The voice sounded like it was coming from outside. I threw off my covers and changed into a pair of jeans and a sweater. While I tugged on my boots, I heard the voice speak again. 

				“If you dare.”

				I left my room and strode down the hallway. No one was in the lobby any longer, but the remnants of the fire crackled in the fireplace, now mostly dying embers.

			

			
				I crossed the lobby and gazed out a window near the inn’s main entrance. In this section of the city only a handful of dim lights lit the street. That, combined with my ever-improving night vision, allowed me to study the landscape outside. 

				A shadow flashed between a cluster of trees. I squinted, trying to make out what I saw, but whatever had moved was beyond even my range of sight. 

				I reached for the handle of the inn’s front door.

				“Where do you think you’re going?”

				I jumped at the voice and whipped around.

				Caleb stood behind me, his arms folded. He didn’t look pleased. 

				I put a hand to my heart. “You scared the crap out of me.” He shouldn’t have been able to sneak up on me. Either I’d been more absorbed in the strange voice, or he was getting better at disguising himself.

				His eyes flicked from me to the front door. “Going for a midnight stroll?” He sounded accusing. 

				I glanced back outside. “I heard something, and I wanted to check it out.”

				“There’s a killer out there somewhere.”

				“I’m also a killer,” I reminded him. 

				He flinched. “You could get hurt.” I could smell the adrenaline as it hit his veins. Normally that meant that he was just excited to talk to me, but right now I suspected he was angry.

				I rolled my eyes. “Melodramatic much?”

				His lips drew down. “No, not really, considering how every time you go rogue you end up putting your life in danger.”

			

			
				“That’s not fair,” I said, even though his words were absolutely true. But what he’d forgotten to mention was that I often found myself without good alternative choices.

				His gaze moved over my face, and he sighed. “Honestly?” he said. “I get it. I get that there are a lot of things in your life that just aren’t fair. I’m not trying to make you feel bad about them. I just don’t want to have to do this every night—babysit you on an official investigation.”

				Babysit? I slitted my eyes. “Were you watching me?” A thought blossomed. Had Caleb been in the room with me—or out in the hall—in some other form? 

				I walked up to him. “Were you watching me?” I repeated. 

				Caleb stood there obstinately, his arms still folded over his chest. “You really think that little of me, Gabrielle?” he asked, cocking his head. I could see a flash of hurt in his eyes.

				“You followed me out here,” I challenged him. 

				“To make sure you weren’t running headlong into trouble, like you have a tendency to do.” 

				I clenched my fists. “You don’t know the first thing about my tendencies.”

				Caleb stepped in closer and his jaw tightened. “You are a siren, Gabrielle, a type of supernatural cursed with misfortune and untimely death—and that’s not even the worst of your problems.” 

				His face lost some of its anger. “Do you know what it’s like to worry that one night your friend might just be gone—taken?” he whispered. “Taken by your worst nightmare.” His eyes glittered with some emotion as he gazed at me. “Because that happened to you on Samhain, Gabrielle, and now that’s what goes through my head, over and over.”

			

			
				“That’s not going to happen again,” I said softly.

				“I’m not stupid, so don’t lie to me to make me feel better,” he snapped. “I heard the fate that night. It will happen the next time you die.” 

				I winced at his words. 

				He stepped forward, getting in my face. “But more than that, don’t lie to yourself, Gabrielle,” he said, his eyes boring into mine. He’d make a great interrogator one day; he already had me squirming. “Just because we’re no longer at the Braaid doesn’t mean this is over. Far from it. 

				“I don’t know everything that happened to you that night, but I can tell you this: the more reckless you are, the sooner you’ll have to face that horror all over again.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 5

				The next morning, after we’d showered and eaten breakfast, Caleb and I loaded ourselves into Grigori’s car. The first event on today’s agenda was visiting the crime scene. 

				I wouldn’t look at Caleb, and he seemed fine with that. We’d parted on uneasy terms the night before. I didn’t know what to make of him anymore. The boy who once had deep feelings for me now seemed to hate that he cared for me. It made me feel angry and incredibly guilty to think that I somehow did this to him.

				We pulled out of the inn. Now in the light of day, I could see that we were in fact on the edges of the city. The inn rested on a hill, giving me a panoramic view of Cluj-Napoca. 

				Everywhere I looked I saw red roof tiles, domes, and spires. The city was a thing of the past, at least to my California-grown eyes. The closer I looked, the more modern architecture I saw tucked away between rooflines. But the effect wasn’t lost. No wonder the supernatural world so easily made its home here. Everything about the place seemed a little fantastical.

			

			
				The car ride took us further and further out of the city, until trees replaced buildings. A short while later Grigori pulled off the road.

				We got out of the car, and Grigori passed Caleb and me each a pair of latex gloves. “Use these once we enter the woods. Anything in there could potentially be a part of the crime scene.” 

				I removed my knit gloves to put on the latex ones. As soon as I did so, I could practically feel my warmth leaving me through my fingertips. 

				I could be enjoying hot chocolate right now in the comfort of my dorm room.

				Grigori’s gaze moved from us to some distant point in the woods. “I have to warn you,” he said to us, “this forest will play tricks on your senses.”

				Already I could feel some ominous presence press down on me. I wondered what Leanne would think if she were here. I smiled sardonically. She wouldn’t come within ten miles of this place … unless it was to protect me. My smile fell from my lips. I shouldn’t be here, I didn’t want to be here—especially after talking with Andre last night—but that didn’t stop me from following Grigori and Caleb into the forest.

				A chilly fog hung low in the woods; it dampened my jeans and made my surroundings appear all the more sinister. The trees around me stood straight and tall, their branches bare of leaves.

			

			
				I saw no woodland creatures, but I heard scuttling and saw barren trees rustle. If I listened hard enough, I could make out the quiet heartbeats of the animals that lived here. Haunted or not, at least something lived in Hoia Baciu forest. 

				We trekked through the woods for ten minutes before I glimpsed the crime scene tape. Beyond it was … nothing extraordinary. It looked like every other square foot of forest I’d passed. Barren trees, fallen leaves, some scattered rocks. 

				My nostrils flared. While I hadn’t seen anything unusual, my nose picked up the sickly sweet smell of blood and decay. 

				Next to me I noticed Grigori scent the air. I furrowed my brows, wondering what kind of supernatural he was. Something with a good sense of smell. If I had to guess, I’d place money on a therianthrope—a were-creature.

				When we reached the tape, Grigori lifted it so that Caleb and I could duck through. Once the three of us crossed the barrier, the smell of blood and carnage became sharper and more complex. I closed my eyes to better focus on the scent. Something pure overlaid the tangy, fetid smell of death. 

				Angel blood.

				So many residual scents flavored this most overpowering smell, but before I could read further into them, Caleb’s breath caught. I let my eyes flutter open. 

				We stood in the middle of a small clearing. The trees around us contorted into unnatural shapes. But that wasn’t what had caught my partner’s attention.

			

			
				In the center of the clearing rested a stone altar. Vines twisted up its sides, some dead, some living. The victim’s scent was strongest there.

				“What is a stone altar doing in the middle of forest?” I asked. 

				“We don’t know,” Grigori said, his voice frustrated. 

				I crept closer. A maroon stain had dried on the altar’s surface. Nausea rose at the sight. I put the back of my hand to my mouth and collected myself. A stone altar resting along a ley line—that couldn’t be good. It looked as though it had grown up from the ground, as though the earth itself demanded payment for its magic.

				Behind me a twig cracked. I threw a glance over my shoulder, thinking Caleb was behind me. I was wrong.

				Something shifted between the trees, but then it was gone. The tempo of my heartbeat increased. It felt as though the whole forest was watching us.

				“Have you seen anything like it before?” Grigori asked. If he felt foolish for asking a teenager such a question, he didn’t show it. 

				I turned back and stared at the altar, seeing it even as a different image played out in my mind’s eye. One where the altar was located in a cathedral made of bones. On it my friend lay, unconscious, and then later, dead.

				“Yes,” I said solemnly, remembering the things that had crowded around that altar. “I have seen something like it once before.”

				I felt Death’s finger draw down my spine. 

			

			
				“And … ?” Grigori prompted.

				I took a deep breath. “I saw it on the night of Samhain, when the devil took me.”

				I glanced at Grigori, just to make sure that he knew what I was talking about. He nodded. “I have heard the story of your abduction..”

				“One of the places he took me to was an ossuary,” I said. “When we arrived, my friend’s doppelganger lay unconscious on an altar not so different from this one.” I swallowed the lump in my throat before I spoke again. “The devil ordered her killed, and …” I worked my jaw, “a group of beings the devil commanded slit her throat.”

				Both Caleb and Grigori were silent while they processed my words. “Did they drain her blood?” Grigori finally asked.

				“They didn’t,” I said, “but I don’t know if they were planning to. The ossuary … exploded right after this.”

				A grim silence descended once more as we turned our attention back to the crime scene. Dread and something like acceptance cloaked me. This murder might very well be the work of the devil.

				I circled the altar, eyeing its bloodstained surface.

				“Do you know what the beings were that stood around the altar in the ossuary?” Caleb asked.

				I glanced up at him, thinking about the robed things that had killed my friend. They’d seemed to be made of shadow. 

				I shook my head. “I have no clue.” 

			

			
				I closed my eyes and breathed in the smell of the crime scene again, picking out the scents. It was hard to discern the fainter smells under all the blood, especially now that a crime scene unit had trampled through the area. I focused on picking out the strongest scent other than the victim’s. Something sweet and burnt lingered just beneath the smell of blood.

				A frustrated sigh escaped me. It could very well belong to the killer, but it could also belong to the team that had analyzed the scene. There was no way to know for sure.

				Once we left the crime scene, we headed to the Politia’s offices. The Romanian branch was centered in Bucharest, but each city with a large supernatural population had a station, including Cluj. And right now, Cluj’s housed our case’s evidence.

				Grigori pulled the car into a packed parking lot in the middle of Cluj, and I caught my first real glimpse of what the Politia looked like outside of the Isle of Man.

				The building was white with red rooftiles, just like many of the surrounding buildings, and it appeared weatherworn and fairly old. However, unlike Castle Rushen on the Isle of Man, this building didn’t seem to hold any supernatural cultural heritage. It was just … a building.

				Caleb and I followed Grigori inside. A smile tugged on my lips when I noticed the similarities between the Politia here and the Politia on the Isle of Man. The same smell of coffee and pastries permeated the air, as did the buzz of activity. 

			

			
				Grigori nodded to people or briefly exchanged words with them in Romanian as he led us down to the basement. 

				I ignored the stares from people who recognized my face. I’d become infamous in the last several months, and it didn’t help that the siren in me drew people in. Too bad I’d forgotten to pack the perfume Leanne had given me.

				“Gabrielle, you have a good nose on you, right?” Grigori asked as we followed him down the hall.

				“Um, yes.”

				“Good, good. I wanted to see if you could pull any smells from the evidence.”

				I gazed at him curiously as we walked into a sterilized room. I might have a good nose on me, but so did he. What insight could I possibly provide that others couldn’t?

				Some demonologist I was.

				Inside the room rested a table, and on it, a cardboard container filled with plastic baggies. 

				Evidence.

				Grigori grabbed a pair of latex gloves from a dispenser next to the door and walked over to the box. “I’ve had Evidence pull some of the items found on our victim to see if you might get a read on them.”

				Caleb and I peered over his shoulder at the plastic bags. I recognized the twine rope and the white gown the victim wore. Both were drenched in blood. 

				Grigori reached into the box and grabbed the bag that contained the clothing item. “See what scents you smell from this.” He opened it up and placed it below my nose.

				I forced myself not to stumble back as the smell of blood and rotting gore hit my nose. It overpowered all the other smells.

			

			
				Remember what Andre taught you. Scents came in layers. If I could separate them, then I could distinguish them. 

				I slowed my breathing and let this first smell invade my senses. The scent of blood contained something otherworldly—divinity. Once I’d familiarized myself with the smell, I noticed something below it.

				“Ash,” I said out loud, my eyes meeting Grigori’s. Caleb glanced between the two of us as Grigori nodded. “Our inspectors noticed the same smell, but we’ve been unable to identify the being it belongs to. We were hoping you might know.”

				What he was really saying was, We were wondering if the devil’s peeps smelled like this. Some dark beings had that smoky, my-soul’s-been-frying-in-Hell smell to them. But this particular brand of damned? Nope. I hadn’t come across it. 

				I shook my head. “Sorry, but I don’t recognize it.”

				That evening I was rifling through my notes on the case when I felt the first thrum of energy. I glanced up from the desk in my hotel room. A set of headlights flashed across my room as a sleek black car swung into the parking lot. 

				Andre had found me.

				I set my notes aside and left my room, trepidation prickling my skin. 

				By the time I’d reached the lobby, Andre was already there, chatting with the woman behind the front desk. A lock of hair fell over his eyes, making him look roguish. 

			

			
				Based on the woman’s bubbly laughter and the way she kept touching her hair, my guess was that Andre had done his magic and gotten her to fall in love with him. He had a knack for that.

				His gaze slid to me, and though his friendly smile didn’t waver, his eyes got a hungry look to them. He said something to the woman in Romanian and pushed away from the front desk.

				The way he walked toward me made me half tempted to make a run for it, but I forced myself to stand my ground and face him. 

				He closed the distance between us and cupped my jaw. I only had enough time to blink before he took possession of my mouth. He kissed me roughly—angrily—and when he finally pulled away, his jaw clenched and unclenched. “You and I are going to go for a little car ride,” he said. His tone left no room for argument. 

				So, naturally, I argued. “I’m not going anywhere.” 

				“Soulmate, you do not want to test my mood this evening.”

				“Then ask nicely.”

				His hand twitched, and I swore he was battling his natural instinct to haul me over his shoulder. Neanderthal.

				He lost the battle.

				I squeaked as he scooped me up into his arms and crossed the room. The woman at the front desk watched us with wide eyes, especially once I started pounding on Andre’s chest. “Put me down, Andre.”

				In response, he kicked the front doors open. I shivered as the cold evening air hit me. Andre’s arms tightened around me and he pulled me closer to his chest.

			

			
				“Are you really doing this?” I asked.

				He ignored me. 

				I sighed. “Andre, really, it’s called manners. You ask. I answer. We both win.”

				He carried me to his car and placed me in the passenger seat. As soon as he closed the door I lunged for it and yanked.

				Locked from the outside. “Andre!” I bellowed. “Let me out!”

				In the next moment, he was in the driver’s seat, turning over the ignition. 

				“Andre,” I warned. He wasn’t going to do this, was he? Memories of our first, horrific date surfaced. 

				Damnit, he was.

				He shifted the car into first, and with a squeal of burning rubber, the car peeled out of the parking lot.

				“Oh my God,” I said, glancing back at the inn. My mouth was opening and closing. “You can’t just—just abduct me!”

				The muscles in his jaw were clenched tightly. 

				“You know, sometimes you scare the crap out of me,” I said, watching Andre’s expression flicker between fear and anger. 

				Andre’s hands flexed around the wheel. “You have the same effect on me,” he said. He drove down the city streets, completely at ease here in this strange country.

				I rubbed my temples. “So, where are you taking me?”

				“The airport.”

			

			
				The balls of this man. “Andre, I’m not leaving this place in the middle of an investigation.”

				“You already know who’s behind it,” Andre said, glancing over at me. “Case closed.”

				I swallowed. The devil. 

				“Andre, my hands are tied,” I said, my voice dropping low. “If I walk away from the investigation, I’ll lose my spot on the Politia.”

				“Better than losing your life, soulmate,” Andre said.

				It dawned on me, what this was. Panic. Andre was panicking.

				“I’m not leaving, and you can’t make me get onto that plane—not if you want to continue dating me.”

				Andre looked at me, frowning, and pulled the car to the shoulder of the road.

				He shifted the car into Park and bowed his head over the steering wheel. “There’s more than one reason why I want you to leave Romania.” 

				I stilled at his words and waited for him to continue.

				He sighed. “I can’t shield you from the coven’s justice system if you’re here.”

				My brows pinched together. He’d been shielding me this whole time? “But I thought that …”

				“That the trial was solely against me?” he said. He shook his head. “It is, but you’re a vampire as well, and victim or not, you were involved.”

				I bit my lip. I hadn’t thought much of Andre’s trial. If I was being honest with myself, I thought it was a joke. Andre was the king of the vampires; I assumed that gave him complete power over his subjects.

			

			
				Clearly I was mistaken.

				“How did you manage to keep me away from the trial all this time?”

				He didn’t say anything, which was answer enough. Bribing and threatening—that was how he did it. That, and making sure I never left the Isle of Man. Between him, Peel Academy, and the Politia, I was almost untouchable. Almost.

				“Why didn’t you tell me?” I finally said. 

				Andre reached out to me and ran a thumb over the skin of my cheek. “Because I knew that if I told you, you’d somehow get yourself involved.”

				“No, you don’t know that,” I said heatedly. “You never gave me the chance to decide for myself what we should do.”

				His hand dropped, and it tightened into a fist. “I’m still not giving you the chance.”

				I wanted to scream in frustration at him. “I’m not going to the airport.” I’d glamour him before that happened.

				“They will learn of your existence here,” he said. “There are eyes and ears everywhere; it’s only a matter of time before someone on the council learns of your arrival in Cluj. And once they do, you will be called in.” 

				“And what is so wrong with that?”

				Andre growled. “You are asking to be subjected to some of the cruelest beings that walk this earth. I can assure you, most of these men and women were not good people in life, and they’ve had centuries to wipe away the last of their humanity. If they learn the truth about what happened that night at Bishopcourt, they will kill you, and not even I will be able to stop them.”

			

			
				What he wasn’t saying was that he’d been lying to them to protect me. Lying to his coven about what happened that night. Which meant they still didn’t know about the prophecy. Because if they did, he was absolutely right, they’d kill me to save themselves. 

				I believed him. God help me, I believed every word he said. But it wasn’t enough to make me leave this place, not yet. 

				“Andre, I’m not leaving Romania tonight.”

				“Gabrielle …” His voice was full of dark warning.

				My lips spread into an amused smile. “Are you trying to intimidate me with that voice of yours? ’Cause it ain’t gonna work.” 

				“Don’t make light of the situation,” Andre said.

				“I’m not. I’m going to help solve the investigation and get the hell out of here before one of your friends eats me.”

				“No one’s going to eat you, Gabrielle.” 

				“Okay, fine—stake me, draw and quarter me, roast me over an open spit, …”

				“Leave Romania,” he whispered. 

				Persistent vampire. 

				“No.”

				“Please, Gabrielle.” This was the closest he ever got to begging. 

				“Quit and go back to the Isle of Man,” Andre continued. “I won’t let anything happen to you.” Oh, I bet he’d love me quitting. He’d probably throw a party in my honor the day that happened.

			

			
				“Much as I appreciate the offer, I want to go to school and lead a normal life for as long as possible,” I said.

				“You call this a normal life?”

				I gave him a look. “You know what I mean.”

				Andre closed his eyes. “If you don’t leave here, this place might kill you.” He talked as though Romania itself wanted my blood.

				I gave a hollow laugh. “I’m destined to die in about a year anyway, so what’s the difference?” 

				Andre thumped his palm against the steering wheel. Hard. Metal crunched as it bent under the force of his blow. “Damnit Gabrielle, it makes a difference to me!” 

				He pushed open his door and got out. I tried my door handle again, intent on following him. Still locked. Damnit.

				I crawled over the center consul and exited the car on the driver’s side, barely noticing the light white flakes that drifted down around us. 

				Andre strode away from me, his coat flapping in the chill breeze, and I could see how tension coiled itself in his muscles.

				“Why are you so upset?” I yelled after him. He ignored me, his sinuous form moving further and further away. “This is my fate, not yours!” 

				Andre stopped. “No, it’s not,” he said.

				“What?”

				Andre turned around, and even though it was nighttime, even though it was starting to snow, and even though he was some distance away from me, I could clearly see his grief. “It’s not your fate,” he said. “It’s our fate.”

			

			
				He began walking back to me. “What do you think happens to me once you die?” he said. “I’m not going to just get over you.” His voice broke. “It doesn’t work like that with soulmates.”

				My lungs constricted. Of course it didn’t. On an instinctual level I knew that, but consciously I’d never thought it through. If I died, part of Andre would die along with me—maybe all of him if we were indeed physiologically connected. 

				The thought of hurting this man or of him simply ceasing to exist, that was just as terrifying as what waited for me on the other side of death.

				Andre stepped up to me and cupped my face. “If the devil tries to take you again, I don’t know if you’ll come back to me as a vampire. I don’t know if you’ll come back at all.”

				His eyes searched mine, and they shined in the dim light. 

				“I’d come back,” I whispered. “For you, hell couldn’t hold me. I’d come back.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 6

				I watched the buildings blur by as we drove back to the inn. I’d won the battle of wills tonight, but the discussion wasn’t over. 

				“So, you have a house here?” I asked, glancing away from the view and down at our entwined hands. I couldn’t remember when our hands found each other, or who initiated the touch. Our connection was growing stronger. 

				“Yes.” Almost absentmindedly, Andre brought my hand to his lips and kissed the back of it.

				“The one you grew up in?”

				He smiled. “That’s a cute thought. No, the house I grew up in is long since gone. But my current home is one of the oldest buildings in the city.”

				“And this city, Cluj-Napoca,” my tongue stumbled over the name, eliciting another smile from Andre, “is the place you consider home?”

			

			
				His eyes slid to mine. “I think you and I both know exactly where home is these days.”

				Warmth pooled in the pit of my stomach. Within the last four months I’d gone from the girl that couldn’t be loved, to the girl that pushed it away, to the girl who hesitantly embraced it. 

				My ring caught the light of a streetlamp. “You’re wearing my gift,” Andre said, surprised.

				“Of course. I haven’t taken it off.”

				He took his gaze off the road to look at me, his eyes filled with longing and something deeper. Love. We hadn’t ever said those three important words, but lately I’d see it in his expression, or the way he touched me—I’d find it in the details. 

				I cleared my throat. “I am not going to get to see your home, am I?” I said, getting back on topic.

				Andre’s expression looked agonized. “If I’m to keep you away from this trial, then no. Vampires visit my place on a regular basis.”

				I made a face. My experience with the vampire community wasn’t great. Other than the bossy one sitting next to me, the only other vampire I’d gotten to know had tried to kill me. 

				I rubbed away the condensation on my window and glanced outside. The weather here was different from the Isle of Man. Here the chill had nothing to do with rain and ocean mist. It seemed to emanate from the very earth itself.

				“If you’re not going to change your mind about leaving, then at least promise me one thing,” he said.

			

			
				I worked my jaw, then nodded. “What is it?”

				“Don’t tell anyone we’re soulmates.”

				“Who would I tell?” I asked, glancing at him.

				“Well the coven, for one.” 

				That shouldn’t be too difficult, considering I was supposed to avoid them at all costs anyway.

				Andre took his eyes off of the road to meet my gaze. “More importantly, you can’t tell Caleb.” 

				I peered at him curiously. “Why shouldn’t he know?” I already had my own reasons for not telling Caleb about Andre and me, but I was interested to know his.

				“Caleb’s in the Politia’s pocket. They would eventually learn about us through him.”

				I furrowed my brows. “I’m still not seeing what’s so bad about that. They already know we’re dating.”

				Andre squeezed my hand. “Having a soulmate is one of the most revered bonds in the supernatural world. It’s unbreakable.”

				I smiled a little when he said that. 

				“Unfortunately,” he continued, his face darkening, “because of the bond’s very nature, it can be exploited. For seven hundred years I’ve been the thing supernaturals fear. I wielded too much power, and I couldn’t be controlled. But now I can.” His gaze landed meaningfully on me.

				I realized what he wasn’t saying. The ruthless vampire king had a soulmate. For someone like Andre, someone who lived by the sword, love was a weakness, a devastating one. 

			

			
				“Anyone could use me to get to you,” I said, my eyes wide.

				Andre grimaced. “And they would. Especially the Politia and the coven. They wouldn’t hesitate.”

				“Come to me.”


				Sonja Antonescu slid out from under her sheets and left her room. She wiped the sleep from her eyes as she left the luxury suite she shared with her roommate. Her bare feet padded down the five flights of stairs standing between her and the ground floor of her apartment complex. 

				She needed to find that voice. 

				Sonja crossed the lobby and opened the front door. Outside the winter storm had already rolled in, though the weather report had insisted it wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow evening. She stepped out into the storm, her flannel pants slapping against her legs. 

				“Please, find me.” 

				She rubbed her arms and followed the voice down the street, and then down the next and the next, until she reached the edge of her town. In front of her the Romanian wilderness dared her to enter. 

				“Come closer.”

				Sonja took a deep breath and pushed forward into the inky blackness of the forest. It had been awhile since her feet had fallen numb, but the voice sounded closer than it had before. She was almost there.

				Her feet pressed into the thin layer of powdery snow beneath her, and she wandered through the snow-covered woods.

			

			
				“Follow my voice.”

				Torchight flickered in the distance; it seemed to be where the voice came from. Sonja stepped through the trees and the forest opened up. 

				A group of cloaked figures stood in the small clearing. A few carried torches, the source of the light. Goosebumps broke out along her skin as the firelight made their cloaks flare scarlet, the same shade as spilled blood.

				Sonja blinked several times; she felt like she was surfacing from a terrible, terrible dream. “What’s going on?” she asked.

				She took a step back and several heads turned, tracking her movement.

				“Come closer,” said a feminine voice. 

				And just like that, Sonja was dragged back under. She walked over to the cloaked woman, all the while her muscles twitched, as though they knew on some instinctual level that she shouldn’t be here. She couldn’t see the woman’s eyes, but she saw her luscious smile. 

				The woman handed her a folded dress. “Put this on.”

				Sonja took the bundle she was handed and began to strip in front of the crowd. Her stomach felt sick, like she shouldn’t be doing this, but she couldn’t stop herself from removing her clothes and pulling the thin linen gown over her head. Her body trembled from the cold and her numb hands fumbled, but eventually she managed to get the dress on.

				“Lay down your tired body,” the strange woman said, gesturing to a wooden altar behind her.

			

			
				Now that she had mentioned it, Sonja was tired. So, so tired.

				Sonja passed the woman and approached the altar, ignoring the stares that seemed to bore into her skin. She paused, for the briefest of seconds, murmuring a prayer under her breath, and then hoisted her body onto the raised platform.

				The cloaked figures fanned out around her, their presence making her breath hitch.

				Another woman’s voice began to speak, chanting some incantation in a language that Sonja’s bones recognized, even if her brain didn’t. 

				A twine rope slipped over her head and someone tightened it around her neck. The skin squeezed in on itself, crushing her windpipe. Her hands twitched, compelled by instinct to remove the force. 

				“Don’t fight it,” the woman said, brushing Sonja’s hair away from her face. “Find peace in the moment.” 

				Sonja’s muscles loosened at the command. She stared at the cloudy sky and the snow that drifted down. The ache of her feet, the chill of her skin, the spasm of her lungs, these sensations were all remote things to the calm that had come over her. She welcomed the darkness that spread over her vision, and she never felt the knife that pierced her heart, nor the one that slit her throat.

				I stood in the middle of a snowstorm. Small white flakes blew around my body as I looked around. On either side of me dark evergreens were largely hidden under snow. 

			

			
				Something about this place tugged at my memory. Hesitantly I crept forward, and out of the snowstorm I made out gray and white stone.

				The falling snow heightened the unsettling silence of the place, and as my heartbeat sped up, it became the only sound ringing in my ears. 

				I climbed up a short staircase, my steps faltering as a sense of déjà vu washed over me. It was right on the edge of my mind, that memory. But the moment I tried to focus on it, it dissolved. A wisp of smoke carried away.

				I stared at the large door, dread soaking through my skin. 

				Evil lurks within.

				The thought had only just crossed my mind when the door creaked open on its own. 

				That thought was all it took for me to stumble away.

				“Wait.” The voice was rich and deep; the kind that came along with a beautiful face. 

				I knew that voice.

				Even though every muscle screamed at me to run, I froze. I saw his almond-shaped eyes first. They glittered as though they were lit from behind. Then his chiseled features came into focus. The deep shadows threw his high brow, square jaw, and cruel lips into sharp relief. He looked even more sinister than I remembered.

				I backed away from the devil, never taking my eyes off of him. Dangerous creatures were better out in the open than hidden in shadows.

				“You do not need to fear me,” he said.

			

			
				My teeth chattered as a shiver racked my body. “That’s what you said on Samhain,” I said, “right before you beat the crap out of me.”

				He left the shelter of his castle, and his hair ruffled in the storm. It was such a human detail that, for a moment, it felt ridiculous to fear him. Then I remembered who I was dealing with, and I did what I wasn’t supposed to do: I took my eyes off the devil to turn and run down the stairs.

				I flew down the steps, my hair whipping around me as the wind blew it about.

				He materialized at the bottom, arms crossed, and I yelped. 

				He cocked his head. “Why you haven’t learned is beyond me, but you. Can’t. Escape. You can’t outrun me. You leave when I say you do.” 

				There was nowhere for me to go. I couldn’t get past him—not without brushing by him. The thought repulsed me. My only other option was up. 

				“I’m not going to let you go until you take a tour of the castle,” the devil said. “If you remember, I never got the chance.”

				I pushed down my nausea. “I’m not going in there.”

				“Yes you are.”

				I curled my lip. “Over my dead body.”

				He flashed me a cruel smile. “We can arrange that.” 

				The devil’s hand shot out and snatched my wrist. My skin crawled at his touch, and my stomach twisted in knots as I felt his presence wash over me. Evil was very much a physical sensation when it came to the devil.

			

			
				A scream bubbled in the back of my throat, and terror had my heart jackknifing in my chest. 

				“Come, consort,” he said, approaching the staircase and yanking my arm.

				“Let go of me,” I whimpered, tugging back on my arm.

				As if he couldn’t help it, the devil closed his eyes and leaned in, breathing me in. “Your fear smells so damn good. I can practically taste it.” The devil’s eyes opened, a smile blossoming along his face. “I am going to enjoy devouring you piece by piece.”

				Fuck. My. Life.

				I spoke through my terror. “You really know how to charm a lady,” I managed to bite out. 

				He ran a hand down my hair, and I shuddered at the sensation. “Don’t worry, little bird, I’ll make certain you enjoy it as well.” 

				I made a small sound at the back of my throat, and his gaze flicked to my lips. 

				No. Oh please, no. 

				I swallowed and leaned back as he leaned in. His gaze crept back up to mine and he smiled at me again. “You make this too much fun.” He ran a hand down my arm, and I yanked against the wrist holding me. His grip tightened. “It’s only a matter of time until you’re mine, but how I hate waiting.”

				My gaze moved between his eyes. He looked so human. It was such a stark contrast to the ungodly chill creeping over my skin.

				“Come, consort,” he said, tugging my arm. 

				“No.”

			

			
				“Hard way it is.” He yanked me forward.

				I stumbled and tripped on the slick steps. The devil lunged to catch me, and I had a split second for the sight to strike me as funny—the devil was trying to accommodate me. 

				My head struck the sharp stone staircase, and I jerked awake. 

				I sat up in bed, my breathing labored. Just a dream. It was just a dream.

				Then again, when in my life had a dream ever been just a dream?

				Our first stop the next morning was the morgue. I stifled a yawn as I followed Grigori through the Politia’s offices, only barely managing to resist the scent of brewing coffee. I knew from experience that coffee and corpses didn’t mix well.

				I rubbed my arms when we dipped below ground. Down here the air had a deep chill to it. It didn’t help that the smell of mildew and rot assaulted my nose.

				Grigori opened the door to the morgue and Caleb and I filed in. I’d seen several bodies since the first time I stood in the morgue with Caleb, but I never got over the nausea that accompanied them. The decaying bodies, the scent of chemicals and death that filled the air—it overwhelmed my senses.

				The pathologist greeted Grigori in Romanian, and Grigori gestured to us, presumably explaining who exactly we were. The pathologist’s eyes widened, lingering on me. And then he crossed himself.

			

			
				I guess my reputation preceded me.

				Next to me Caleb snickered, and I covertly flipped him off, which only made him chuckle louder.

				“Let us go see the body,” the pathologist said, his accent thick. The three of us followed him across the room, where he’d already laid the body out on an examination table.

				I breathed through my mouth as I approached the victim. She had been beautiful once—angelic. But in death even the most beautiful faces looked grotesque, and hers was no exception. 

				The pathologist drew down a paper sheet that had covered most of her body. He pointed to a deep knife wound across her neck and spoke to us in Romanian. 

				“This is one of three lethal injuries that killed the victim,” Grigori translated.

				The pathologist pointed to a deeply bruised swath of skin just above the neck wound and spoke again. “Here’s the second,” Grigori translated, “the discoloration indicating where the noose was tightened around her throat.”

				The pathologist pulled the paper sheet down further, revealing a third lethal injury. I grimaced when I saw the stab wound through the victim’s heart. In all the photos, her stained dress had obscured the wound itself, but now I could see the split skin.

				Bile rose at the back of my throat. Don’t vomit on the victim. Don’t vomit on the victim.

				The pathologist spoke, this time in English. “All happened at roughly the same time. All contributed to death.” 

			

			
				For the next twenty minutes the pathologist went over the details of the open wounds—both made by a dagger, both done in a single stroke, both made while the victim was still alive. Given the fact that both wounds happened simultaneously, that meant that two knives were used.

				“So, unless the killer was extremely dexterous, …” I said.

				Grigori finished the sentence for me. “We have more than one killer on our hands.”

				As my eyes moved over the victim, a familiar smell wafted off of her. Ash. Beneath it was an even fainter smell of something floral. The body had been dead for too long and exposed to too many people to know for sure that this scent belonged to the killer. But it was enough to develop a theory.

				Grigori’s phone chirped. He fished it out of his pocket and answered it, walking to the other side of the room to talk.

				Caleb walked around the examination table and he whistled low. “It’s hard for me to believe that the victim wasn’t under duress,” he said, staring at the victim’s feet.

				I came to his side and studied the feet. They’d been cleaned of blood and debris, and it was easy to now see just how severely they’d been sliced up.

				I had to agree. People didn’t just willingly injure themselves this way. My eyes drifted back to our victim’s face. 

				Her feet were the only evidence of duress. There were no broken nails, no scratch marks or bruising that would indicate our victim fought back. It was as though she’d chosen to walk barefoot until her skin was raw. As though she’d agreed to be murdered.

			

			
				Very strange.

				The click of Grigori’s shoes drew my attention up to him. 

				“Gabrielle, Caleb,” he said, clasping his phone in his fist, “we need to go. There’s been another murder.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 7

				I scowled at the snowy scenery we drove past while Caleb chatted with Grigori. We had a serial killer on our hands—oh, excuse me, serial killers. There were at least two of them. And it was my job to capture these sickos. In the middle of a blizzard. While bloodthirsty vampires were holding a trial I needed to stay far away from. Happy fucking holidays to me.

				My cellphone vibrated as a text from Oliver came in.

				What address are you staying at, Sabertooth? I want to mail you your Christmas present. Long distance bosom hugs for my favorite consort in the world. Muah!

				My lips twitched as I read Oliver’s message. I sent him my address before setting the phone aside. God I missed my friends. 

			

			
				The car slowed as we approached a line of parked vehicles, and I glanced one final time at the map of Romania resting on my lap. I’d snatched it up back at the station when I’d learned that the second murder scene was located in an entirely different region of Romania. One that had taken us over two hours to get to. 

				Two areas had now been circled, representing the two crime scenes. The latest one had occurred in Bistrița-Năsăud County, located northeast of Cluj.

				I set the map aside as Grigori parked the car along the side of the rode, and then the three of us hopped out.

				Caleb, Grigori, and I followed the stream of inspectors into the forest. Like the last crime scene, this one was also located in the woods. By the time we arrived at the small clearing where the second body was located, investigators and crime scene technicians swarmed the area. 

				An inspector approached us, greeting Girgori and eyeing Caleb and me. Just like the pathologist, his eyes lingered on my face, and I saw a mixture of lust and repulsion within them. 

				Ah, infamy, thou suck.

				After exchanging a few more words, the inspector handed Caleb and me a set of gloves and motioned for us to follow him.

				I tugged on the gloves and weaved through the throng of officers and forensic technicians. My breath caught when my gaze landed on a wooden altar. The victim still rested on it, a thin film of snow now covering her body. 

				I couldn’t look away from the peaceful expression on her face. Laying there, she reminded me of Snow White. Dark hair, pale skin, delicate features.

			

			
				The group of us approached the altar, each focusing our attention on the latest victim. 

				Unlike the last altar, which seemed to grow out from the earth itself, this one was made of polished wood and intricately carved. Had it been set up specifically for this murder? If so, that took an amazing amount of time and organization.

				I crouched down and studied the designs cut into the wood. Flowers and fruit were carved along the edges of the altar, and inside them were a series of images broken into frames. In one, a female figure knelt in a field of flowers. In another a man held a screaming woman. In another a different woman stood alone, a desolate expression on her face. The images were sad and disturbing, and I couldn’t make sense of them.

				I pushed myself up and stared down at the body laid out in front of me. The twine noose cinched tightly around her neck was still there, now discolored with her blood. I pressed my lips together as my eyes moved to the severed skin below it, where her throat had been slit. Just like the first victim.

				My eyes traveled down. She wore a white gown marred by a deep crimson stain above her heart. A third wound—probably a stab wound to the heart—again, identical to the last victim. 

				My nose flared at the smell of blood. She smelled heavenly. Literally. The scent hit the back of my throat and I could taste holiness in it. It should’ve been impossible to sense, but I could, just like I could feel evil. I knew that if I had a sip of her blood, I’d taste God in it. 

			

			
				Another angelic victim. The similarities between the two deaths were so precise. So organized.

				I circled the body, wanting to get a look at her feet. Would that detail be the same too? Could the killers really have replicated the first murder so completely? 

				As soon as the victim’s feet came into view, my mouth thinned. Blood and grime stuck to them, just like the last victim. 

				My eyes moved back to the white shift she wore. No one wore an outfit like this in the winter, which meant she’d changed—or someone had changed her. And the exposed skin along her hands and arms was unblemished. She hadn’t fought her attackers either. 

				None of it made any sense.

				Finally, my gaze landed on her face. Death had already turned her loveliness into something disturbing. The snow that came to rest on her forehead, nose and mouth didn’t help. No living person would lay in the same position long enough to collect that much snow.

				A gust of wind blew through the trees. I bit the inside of my cheek as I watched a few strands of the victim’s hair stir in the breeze. She’d never again be able to brush that hair from her face.

				I closed my eyes. Now was not the time to think of her as a human. Not if I wanted to keep it together. 

				I breathed in and out in an effort to calm myself. Instead, my back went ramrod straight as a smell caught my attention. It was the same smell I noticed back in the morgue. The smell of ash and something else, something floral. 

			

			
				I almost jumped out of my skin when a hand landed on my arm. “What is it?” Caleb asked. 

				I’d been so hyper focused on the crime that I’d forgotten about the people around me. 

				My eyes moved to his. “I think I know our killer’s scent.” 

				Caleb’s eyes widened. “Could you follow the scent to its source?”

				I chewed the side of my lip. “I could try.”

				Caleb nodded, and I heard the excited thump of his heart. “Do it.”

				I closed my eyes and breathed in, cringing when I smelled a healthy dose of desire wafting off of Caleb—that was so inappropriate right now—until I found the scent I was looking for. It came from two different directions. The strongest was near the victim’s head, but a fainter scent drifted in from the forest beyond.

				I turned, keeping my eyes closed, and began walking towards the source of the scent. Next to me I could hear Caleb’s footfalls shadowing mine. “Will you let me know if I’m about to run into a tree?” I asked, eyes still shut.

				“And ruin all the fun?”

				I whacked Caleb in the shoulder.

				“Ow, Dracula,” he said, “how did you know where I was?”

				“I followed the scent of stupid right to you.”

				“Low, Gabrielle,” Caleb said, but I could hear the smile in his voice.

			

			
				I grinned as well. I missed the easy teasing between the two of us. A wave of desire hit my nostrils, and my grin slipped. “Caleb …”

				He groaned. “It’s not like I can help the way I smell. I’ll just … try staring at a tree while I follow you,” he said, “… hopefully the one you run into,” he added under his breath.

				“Hardy-har-har,” I said. 

				The scent recaptured my attention and I moved towards it, letting my nose guide me. The smell got stronger, and then it ended. I stopped and opened my eyes, glancing down at the object in front of me.

				Nestled in the dead leaves was a glossy black business card. Caleb crouched down and picked it up.

				“It’s an advertisement for Thirst, a nightclub in Cluj,” Caleb said. He flipped over the card and his eyes widened. “Looks like you have a murderous admirer.” 

				“What?”

				He handed the card over to me. “See for yourself.”

				Careful to only touch the edges of the card, I read the message: Be here tonight at midnight. I look forward to meeting you, Gabrielle.

				I chewed on the nub of my pen as I went over the case with Caleb. “So far we know that the victims died in the same manner, that more than one person has to be involved—”

				“And at least one of them smells like flame broiled roses,” Caleb added with a smirk.

			

			
				I narrowed my eyes. “Are you mocking me?”

				He raised his hands. “Those were your words, not mine.”

				Damn him, I had used those words when he’d asked about the smell on the drive back. I leaned forward in my chair, looking over the papers spread in front of us. We sat in my room, huddled around the desk next to my bed.

				“Oh, by the way, the forensics team pulled a partial fingerprint,” Caleb said.

				My eyebrows shot up. “They did?” 

				“Yep,” he said, reaching across the desk and taking a swig of his coffee. “I overheard that when we bagged and tagged the business card.”

				Ugh. The business card. I rubbed my eyes. It was proof that once again I’d managed to personally ensnare myself in a series of murders. 

				“Not that it matters since you’ll be meeting one of the killers tonight.”

				I groaned. “Don’t remind me.” Already the Politia was making arrangements for my little murderous meet-and-greet this evening. We’d need to leave in another few hours to set up the recording devices and go over what I needed to say.

				They knew I’d find the card. They wanted me to find it. Whoever “they” was. 

				My gaze drew down once more to the map. “Is the second murder on a ley line?” I asked. I’d assumed it was, but assuming and knowing were two very different things.

				Caleb gave me a blank look.

				I blinked. “Why are you staring at me like that?”

			

			
				“Because you’re the demonologist here.”

				I grimaced. “I hate it when you say things that make sense.” I grabbed my bag and rifled through the papers I’d Xeroxed back at Peel Academy. Several of them were maps of known ley lines in Romania. 

				I pulled one of the maps out that covered the region of Bistrița-Năsăud, squinting at the smudged lines and loopy handwriting. The original map had been hand drawn, and my version was a copy of a reprint. A.k.a., the quality sucked balls. But even with the poor quality reprint I could tell that no ley lines ran through our second crime scene.

				Well hell.

				“This murder wasn’t on a ley line,” I stated, confused. I glanced up and met Caleb’s eyes. “Why would the first murder occur on a ley line, but not the second?”

				Caleb pinched his lower lip as he thought it over. “The location of the first murder could’ve been a coincidence,” he said. His eyes found mine. “Or … the location served another purpose altogether.”

				I furrowed my brows. “Like what?”

				Caleb stared at me, his eyes troubled. “Like luring Gabrielle Fiori to Romania.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 8

				I readjusted my miked cleavage for the millionth time as Caleb and I stepped out of Grigori’s car. Club Thirst was just a few doors down.

				Grigori rolled down the window and leaned over the console. “I will be around the corner listening with the rest of the team,” he said to me. “Remember what we talked about.”

				I nodded. I’d go in, act normal until I was approached, ask the questions the Politia wanted to know, and when I was finished, I’d tuck my hair behind each ear—my cue to the undercover guards posted throughout the club to take down the murder suspect. Easy peasy.

				Yeah, right.

				Grigori paused, and I saw the moment he went from a colleague to a fatherly figure. “Don’t be a hero. The second something feels wrong, you get out of there—both of you.” 

			

			
				“Of course,” I murmured.

				“Do you remember the phrase you are to use if you need help?” he asked.

				“‘I don’t think I like it here,’” I repeated from memory. It wasn’t forgetting it I was concerned with. No, I was more concerned about slipping the phrase into a conversation with the murderer suspect.

				“Good. You two keep an eye on each other.”

				“We will,” Caleb said. 

				Satisfied with that, Grigori drove off, leaving us alone. I cracked my knuckles as we approached the entrance to Thirst. A long line stretched down the block, one we wouldn’t have to wait in. But before I had time to fish my badge out of my bra, the bouncer guarding the door eyed me and then stepped aside and let us through.

				“That was weird …” I said. 

				Caleb shrugged and said something back to me, but the pounding music of the club swallowed his voice. 

				A dozen sets of eyes clung to me as I moved through the club. Self-consciously I smoothed down the tiny red dress I’d been asked to wear. The Politia wanted me to be noticed—both so that I caught the murderer’s attention and so that I had many witnesses. 

				My gaze swept over the crowd. This late in the evening, most of the club goers were drunk, and their otherness was slipping through to the surface. Slitted pupils, a flash of scales, fur. Those were the monsters in the mix. The more common supernaturals—witches, seers, and such—were less obvious, but if I looked closely, I could catch a glimpse of their manifested powers as well.

			

			
				Many of the clubbers stared back at me, not bothering to look away even when I met their gaze. I had no idea who I was supposed to meet. 

				Gee this wasn’t awkward.

				“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Caleb said, loud enough for me to hear.

				I glanced over at him, but he wasn’t looking at me. I followed his gaze across the room.

				I only had a second to register the thrum that now overshadowed the pounding music and the collective dip in conversation before my eyes fell on the object of Caleb’s focus.

				Andre.

				Andre was already staring at me, and ho, he did not look pleased. Yay, I’d managed to piss off my immortal boyfriend without even trying this time. That deserved some sort of prize … other than my ass on a plate. ’Cause that’s what the look he was giving me promised.

				“Is it just me, or does Andre look like he’s going to murder us?” Caleb asked.

				“Not helping,” I said, my eyes never straying from him.

				The entourage of scary-looking men that surrounded him followed his gaze. Eep. They looked like they were going to eat me.

				Never taking his eyes off of me, Andre pushed forward, the muscle in his jaw feathering.

			

			
				“Should I shift and hold him off?” Caleb asked next to me. 

				I shook my head. “That will only make it worse.”

				“He’s going to ruin the meeting.”

				“Maybe,” I replied, the gears in my mind turning.

				The crowd parted for Andre, and every step he took towards me brought his expression in sharper relief. Yep, he was definitely pissed. The current between us amplified as he neared. I could feel it vibrating in my chest and making my fingers tingle.

				Out of the corner of my eye I saw Caleb’s hands fist. I reached out and touched his arm. “Don’t even think about it,” I said. “If you start a fight in here, this whole thing is going to fall apart.”

				Caleb worked his jaw and reluctantly nodded, uncurling his fists and relaxing his muscles.

				I felt a surge of energy run through me, and when I looked up, Andre’s eyes had moved to where my hand still touched Caleb’s arm. Something primal and possessive had entered into his expression. I would’ve rolled my eyes except this whole situation was clearly heading south, and fast.

				“Grab us some drinks Caleb.”

				“But—”

				I gave him a light shove in the direction of the bar. “Just please, do it.” 

				Caleb reluctantly left me just before Andre closed the remaining distance between us. 

				Then Andre’s hands were on either side of my face. “What are you doing here?” he said, his voice almost desperate. 

			

			
				I was expecting anger, but not this, not the intense worry written onto his features. I wrapped my hands around his wrists. “What are you doing here?”

				“I had a break between sessions of the trial, so I came here to meet with my staff and managers.” His thumb rubbed my lower lip, and his gaze dropped to my mouth.

				Realization hit me like a punch to the gut. “This is your club.” Of course. How had I not put that one together?

				“Yes, it is.” Andre took a steadying breath and gazed back up at my eyes. “Now, what are you doing here?”

				My breath came faster, and I shifted my focus to the crowd around us. “They knew,” I said, more to myself than to Andre, “they knew this was your club. They had to know you’d be here.” But why? Why?

				Andre gave me a light shake. “Gabrielle.” 

				My eyes honed in on Andre. “There’s been another murder, and the killers left a note for me asking to meet them here.”

				“And you came,” Andre said. His voice was calm, his face placid except for that muscle in his cheek. It kept clenching and unclenching. 

				Uh oh. 

				“The Politia is here,” I said quietly. “They will make sure nothing happens tonight.”

				“The Politia doesn’t give a shit about your life,” he snapped. 

				I flinched at his words. He said it with such vehemence. 

				I tried to draw away, but one of his hands dropped from my cheek and snaked around my waist. Instead of letting me go, he pulled me forward, and I stared into those deep, remorseful eyes of his.

			

			
				His thumb rubbed my cheekbone. “I didn’t say that to hurt you, soulmate.” His expression had gone soft and a little sad. “I just cannot stand by and watch them place you in danger over and over again.”

				“Andre, it was my choice to join the Politia, my choice to take this case, and my choice to be here. I am the only one putting myself in danger.”

				He cupped my chin. “You need to leave.”

				Here we go again. “Andre, we’ve already talked abou—” 

				“There are vampires from the trial here.”

				Oh.

				Hell. 

				“They’re here?” I said, looking over Andre’s shoulder. My fangs dropped down at the thought. All that Andre had warned me about last night replayed through my mind. 

				“Some of my bouncers and several of my patrons are vampires,” Andre said. He glanced at the nearby exits. “Now we need to get you out of here—”

				The music suddenly quieted and a voice came on over the speakers. “Evening all you lovely creatures,” a woman said. The crowd stilled, and the hairs on my arms rose. The voice was melodic, seductive, … compelling. 

				My eyes searched for the source, moving over the packed dance floor and landing on the DJ station. There. 

				The woman stared at me, and when my gaze met hers, her red lips widened. 

			

			
				The blood drained from my face. I might’ve just caught my first glimpse of the murderer that smelled of ash and roses, and she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

				Most supernaturals were easy on the eyes, but she … she made my heart ache.

				“Let’s get the party started,” she shouted, riling up the club. She spoke with an English accent. Not Romanian. Foreigner. “Get on the dance floor, and dance until you can’t anymore.”

				Andre’s hands dropped from where they’d touched me. His eyes flickered, his mouth pulled down into a frown, but he moved away from me. 

				“Andre!” His shoulder muscles tensed, but he didn’t glance back.

				Bodies brushed past me as other club patrons made their way to the dance floor. The bar and lounge emptied; everyone left what they were doing to join the dancing crowd. 

				The woman had her hand on the DJ’s shoulder, and she whispered something in his ear. He nodded and turned back to the setup in front of him. The speakers blasted as a new song came on, and the crowd began to sway.

				As far as I could tell, I was the only one who wasn’t affected. There was only one thing I knew of that could cause this.

				I tugged my mike towards my mouth. “Grigori, if you can hear this, then listen to me. I think I just laid eyes on one of the killers, and …” I took a deep breath, “I think she might be a siren.”

			

			
				I thought I was the last siren left. I was wrong.

				Pushing through the last of the people joining the dance floor, I made my way to the DJ booth. At the back of my mind I registered that I’d been immune to the glamour. I guess it didn’t work on our own kind. 

				If this woman was one of the killers, then I had an idea how our victims walked so far in their bare feet without any signs of duress. Glamour.

				The woman stepped down from the booth, and her dark eyes glittered as she watched me approach her. 

				As soon as I reached her, she did something wholly unexpected. Pressing a fisted hand to her breast, she knelt at my feet. 

				I took a step back, now unsure of myself. Out of all the things I was anticipating when I confronted the killer, this was not one of them. 

				She rose, her eyes moving up until they met mine. “It’s an honor to meet you, consort.” 

				I started at the name. “Don’t call me that.”

				She smiled. “My apologies, Gabrielle.” 

				That wasn’t exactly better.

				My gaze moved to the crowd. At first glance, one would think they were having a good time. But their eyes gave them away. All were empty, unseeing, marionettes strung along by a puppet master. Using glamour in this manner was against the law. 

				“Let them go,” I said, even as the siren in me stirred. There would be no using the safety phrase. No amount of backup would save the people in this room, and there was nothing stopping this woman from doing to the officers what she’d already done to the rest of the room—including the king of vampires. 

			

			
				This was really not his night. It wasn’t really mine, either.

				“I will, once we’re finished,” she said. 

				My eyes moved over her tan skin. It wasn’t glowing—actually, I hadn’t seen her skin light up at all this evening—yet the room was still under her spell. If she was a siren, how was that possible? 

				My eyes flicked up and our gazes locked. “What are you?” 

				She stepped up to me, leaning in. Her mouth skimmed my cheek, making me shudder. “I am just like you,” she whispered, her voice teasing a shiver out of me. She fingered my hair, and as she spoke, her lips tickled my ear. “Same seductive beauty, same powers of persuasion, same cursed lineage.”

				She pulled away, her eyes moving to my mouth. “But I am not a siren.”

				“Then what are you?” I asked.

				Her gaze dropped to my cleavage. Not exactly the response I’d been looking for.

				And then she reached down my dress. 

				I gasped, snatching her wrist, but not before I felt her yank the wires attached to the inside of my outfit. She pulled the listening device out and threw it on the floor, crushing it underneath her stiletto. “Can’t have the Politia ruin all our fun.” She eyed me. “You really shouldn’t be working for them. They hate people like us.”

			

			
				“And you really shouldn’t be murdering people,” I snapped. 

				She flashed me a sinful smile and began to circle me slowly. “You have your orders, and I have mine.” Her hand skimmed along my waist, and I swatted it away. 

				This whole conversation felt like a violation, but what chilled the blood in my veins was that some part of me, the part that called to my darker nature, reveled in it. I wanted to let this woman’s murderous hands continue to touch me and her wicked lips to graze my skin. I wondered if I embraced the siren in me whether I too could wield this kind of power.

				“Why are you here?” I asked. Behind her I swear I saw a shadow move, but then she spoke, drawing my attention away from the movement.

				“Why, to meet you of course.” She stepped back in front of me.

				“And are you going to tell me your name?” I asked, perhaps a tad snarky.

				She tilted her head. “Mmm, I don’t think so.”

				I was tired of this game of cat and mouse. Specifically, I was tired of being the mouse. The siren in me screamed to be let out, and for once, I caved.

				My skin glowed. “Stop killing people.”

				The woman looked delighted. “Finally. Took you long enough to come out and play.” 

			

			
				She leaned forward and made a soft sound. Almost as if she couldn’t help it, she brushed a kiss along my neck. 

				Oh hell no, this murderous ho-bag did not just steal a kiss. 

				I felt power swell within me the moment before I brought my foot up. I slammed my heel into her chest and kicked her. The force of my blow lifted the woman off her feet and threw her back into the wall behind her. Plaster buckled under the impact of her body as she crashed into it. 

				Her head lulled and she moaned. “Wasn’t … expecting that.”

				Ignoring her words, I stalked forward, both the siren and the vampire in me out for blood. I was done playing nice. She wasn’t leaving here tonight unless it was in cuffs or a body bag.

				Yeah, don’t come between me and my winter break.

				I stopped in front of her body and, grabbing her by the hair, I lifted her up. My fangs came out and my eyes dropped to her neck. I’d never bitten anyone before—hell, blood grossed me out. But right now … right now I could smell the scent of ash and roses just beneath the surface of her skin, and my mouth watered. 

				“Do it,” she said, watching me.

				My eyes lifted to her face. She looked eager, and that gave me pause. I breathed in and then out, reining in the siren and the vampire long enough to think logically. 

				I wanted to munch on her. How disturbing.

				I worked my jaw. “No,” I finally said, conquering the urges that warred inside me. “Now tell me: who else is working with you?” I asked, shaking her head. 

			

			
				“Me.” A woman spoke at my back. I began to turn when I felt a hand grasp my shoulder and something sharp press into my back. “Don’t move unless you want to be gutted.” The feminine voice spoke perfect English. 

				Another woman. Two female murder suspects, and both probably foreigners. So what was their M.O. for coming to Romania to kill? 

				“What do you want with me?” I asked. I flared my nostrils, trying to breathe in her scent, but I couldn’t smell anything other than expensive perfume. 

				“Let my friend go, and maybe I’ll tell you.” 

				If I let the woman in front of me go, then it’d be two against one, and I had a knife digging into my back. But I was fast. I could probably outmaneuver them both if I acted now.

				I jerked away from the woman behind me. But not fast enough. 

				I choked on air as the blade parted skin. It made a wet, fleshy sound as it was shoved through me.

				A strangled cry left my lips when I looked down. The tip of the knife poked out to the right of my belly button. I literally got friggin’ stabbed in the back. 

				“What. The hell.” That’s the moment that I lost it. 

				I screamed—more out of anger than pain—spun to face my attacker. She was a slight thing with a sweet face. Not at all what I was expecting from the person who shoved a dagger through my gut. But it didn’t stop me from jumping her ass. 

				All that training with Andre surfaced. I threw a right hook, then an uppercut. My movements tugged at my wound, but anger and adrenaline dulled the pain. It would hurt like hell once this was over, but right now I only spared it a passing thought.

			

			
				She blocked my punches, moving faster than a normal supernatural should. 

				My skin flared brighter. “Stop fighting me,” I said, throwing the siren behind my words.

				The pipsqueak laughed at me. Laughed. “That doesn’t work on me, Proserpine.” 

				Couldn’t I come across one bad guy who wasn’t immune to my glamour? 

				I kicked out at her, but she jumped away. I frowned. She was moving faster than even Andre. What supernatural could do that? 

				“Remove the glamour,” my attacker said to the first woman, who was now pushing herself up on shaky legs. I was so tempted to knock her back down, but I resisted the urge. After all, she was going to lift the glamour.

				I watched her eyes flutter shut and a small smile tilt the corners of her lips. 

				The air shifted, and then my attacker stood in front of me. “I’ll be seeing you again soon, consort,” she said. 

				Before I could cock back my arm, she’d placed a steadying hand on my back and ripped the dagger from my body.

				I screamed and fell to my knees. She’d sliced the wound open further. I clutched my midsection, rivulets of blood slipping through my fingers. 

				That hurt like a mother.


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 9

				Like a switch being flipped the pain, anger, and adrenaline morphed into power and lust. My skin shined brighter than ever. Only now did I grasp the extent of the siren’s depravity. She loved this. My hands shook at the realization. I really was cursed.

				My stomach felt itchy where the wound was stitching itself back together. Blood dripped from my fingers as I pushed myself to my feet. I swayed, feeling lightheaded from the blood loss. My skin, however, throbbed in pleasure and pain.

				When I glanced up, both women were gone. Escaped.

				Perfect.

				Around me, people were leaving the dance floor, looking confused. An increasing number stared at me, mesmerized by my glowing skin.

			

			
				Among the throng of people, I felt one drawing closer. The crowd parted, and Andre stood there, his eyes glittering. Even from here I could tell he was barely containing his rage. One didn’t just glamour the king of vampires. Especially not in his own club. 

				Our gazes caught. When his eyes drifted lower, to my bloody abdomen, his expression changed. “Gabrielle.” The alarm in his voice did nothing but excite me further. 

				An instant later he was next to me, his hands roving over my body, inspecting me for injuries. I arched into his touch. 

				“Who did this to you?” he asked, his anger resurfacing in his voice.

				Instead of answering, I ran my hands through his hair, pressing myself into him. 

				His nostrils flared and he tipped my chin back, and his eyes searched my face. He needn’t look so concerned. I was just high on blood and lust. 

				My hand moved to his cheek and stroked the rough skin there, uncaring that with the touch I smeared my blood along his jawline. The siren hummed impatiently. Things weren’t progressing fast enough.

				Andre sucked in a breath. “Why are there lipstick marks on your neck?” 

				The siren swelled within me, the memory of the woman’s dark nature further arousing my own. My chest heaved. I was losing control completely.

				Unaware of what was going on with me, Andre leaned into my neck. “Smoke and flowers—”

				Not smoke and flowers. Ash and roses. 

			

			
				My breath came faster and faster. The blood thrummed through my veins, headier than alcohol. 

				Andre stilled, and then he took a step back. Then another. “Gabrielle …” he said cautiously, his eyes moving over my glowing skin.

				I ran my hands through my hair and rolled my shoulders back. I dragged my hands down my torso, down, down … 

				The entire room seemed to respond. I could feel them like a pulse that lingered outside of me, and with every beat of the strobe light, they crept closer to me. Just like the woman before me, I’d enraptured every single individual here, and I was high off of the power. I wanted them all—their blood, their bodies, their very essence.

				I was gone, gone, gone.

				“Gabrielle.” The voice cut through my lust. I turned and gazed at Andre. He wore a hungry look. Even he was under my spell. 

				But it was my turn to be enraptured. My soulmate. No one else stoked the fire in me like he did. I wanted to consume him; I wanted him to be a part of the inferno that was eating me up from the inside out.

				“If you’re going to do something stupid, at least do it to me,” he grated out. His chest heaved as he spoke, like it took a terrible amount of effort to say even that.

				Somewhere at the back of my mind, I knew my response to his words should’ve been different. Sarcastic. Instead my entire body throbbed for him, the press of my fangs against my gums almost painful. My humanity was a distant thing.

			

			
				I closed the distance between the two of us and wrapped my arms around his neck. I rubbed my body against his, and I heard him make a guttural noise, somewhere between a growl and a groan. It made my skin shine even brighter than before.

				He closed his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he said, even as his arms closed around me. 

				“I’m not,” the siren sang. “Now open your eyes and do to me what you’ve wanted to do since we met.” 

				That was all the encouragement I needed to give him. His eyes went molten; a look of longing flared deep within them. I caught a brief flash of fang and then he leaned down and kissed me. 

				Our mouths moved against each other urgently. His tongue parted my lips and stroked the inside of my mouth. I moaned against him and clutched him tighter. More. I wanted this and so much more.

				His hands moved against my skin, pulling me closer, caressing exposed skin. I ran my own fingers over the thin fabric of his shirt, feeling the hard muscle beneath. Distantly I realized that I was getting my blood all over us.

				Andre nipped at the tender flesh of my lower lip. I felt a prick of pain and I moaned as he drew a small bit of blood from it.

				The crowd pressed in on us still, so Andre lifted me into his arms and carried me to the back of the club and up a flight of stairs. Our lips stayed locked the entire time. I moved against him suggestively, my body demanding that this go further. 

				Andre kicked open a door and led me into another one of his VIP rooms before slamming the door shut again. He set me down on a couch and draped himself over me. 

			

			
				His movements were jerky as he caressed me. There was something about them that made me pause. My shimmering skin dimmed. It only seemed to make his movements more halting. 

				Finally I pulled back, my earlier rush starting to ebb.

				“Thank God,” Andre gasped, leaning his forehead against mine.

				“What?” I panted, the last of the glow leaving my skin.

				His arms tightened around me. “I was worried that the first time we’d sleep together it was going to be under your compulsion.”

				“Under my … ?” I felt my nausea rise, and I covered my mouth. “I was forcing you …” I couldn’t finish the sentence. The idea that I had just now tried—very aggressively—to get in Andre’s pants was embarrassing enough. Add to that, that I’d used glamour on him—I’d taken away his power of choice. Had we slept together, it wouldn’t have been consensual. 

				Andre’s brow furrowed. “No,” he said, shaking me gently. “I know what you’re thinking. And it’s just not true. You commanded me to do to you everything I’d wanted to do since we first met. You ordered me to have full control of the situation.” Andre’s nostrils flared and a tremor moved through his body. The crease between his brows deepened. “Do you know how incredibly stupid that was?”

				I glanced away, my jaw working. He was adding insult to injury. 

				He gently cupped my chin and turned my face so that I had to look at him. “Don’t ever give me that kind of power, Gabrielle. There are so many, many things that I’d—” His voice cut off and he shook his head. When he looked at me again, his face was pained. “I don’t want your first time to be in some sleazy club while neither of us is fully in control of ourselves.”

			

			
				I swallowed and rubbed the palms of my hands against my eyes. When I pulled them away, I realized that smeared, sticky blood still coated them. Suddenly, my personal problems were only one of several extremely screwed up things that had happened this evening.

				Beyond the room I heard a distant door bang open and the music stop. Shouts bubbled up from downstairs and I groaned.

				Just when the evening couldn’t get worse, help showed up like a late period.

				Yippee.

				I started to push myself off the couch when Andre placed a hand on my shoulder and gently pushed me back down. 

				“What are you doing?” I asked.

				He shifted his body lower, so that the wide expanse of his torso pressed between my legs. I blushed, which, considering what we were about to do five seconds ago, was ridiculous. 

				“Checking your injury,” he murmured. He pulled back the sliced edges of my dress, and his fingers deftly moved over my skin. “The wound is almost completely healed,” he said, his breath fanning out against my stomach. He glanced up. “What happened?”

			

			
				“I got shanked.”

				His lips twitched. “I can see that.”

				I filled him in on everything that had happened today, from the second murder to the events that took place downstairs while he’d been glamoured.

				When I was finished, he pressed a kiss to my stomach. “I will find the people who did this to you,” he whispered against my skin, “and when I do, I will kill them. Slowly.”

				A small shiver ran through my body at the menace in his voice.

				“You’re going to have to get in line.”  

				Languidly he pushed his torso up until his face hovered over mine, and he slid a hand behind my head. “My bloodthirsty queen,” he said affectionately, smiling down at me, “I should’ve known my soulmate wouldn’t be some simpering damsel in distress.”

				Queen. My heart skipped at the name. Then his words sunk in, reminding me of something I hadn’t mentioned. “I wanted to drink her blood,” I whispered. I bit my lip. 

				Andre stilled above me. “That’s … only natural, given your nature,” he said. “But that does mean that we’ll need to feed together, and soon.”

				Feed on human blood. I grimaced. “How romantic,” I said, my voice breaking. It was really beginning to happen—my gradual transformation into a vampire. It would eventually end with my death. 

				It was all too much. 

				“Come here,” Andre said. He scooped me up and pressed me against his chest. Only then did I realize I was trembling. 

			

			
				“It’s all going to be okay,” he whispered into my hair. 

				Rather than calming me, his words caused my shoulders to shake and my trembling to increase. I leaned my head against his chest and let out a shuddering breath.

				“Shhh,” he murmured, running a hand over my hair. “I’ve got you. It’s going to be okay.” I nodded against him. 

				We stayed like that for a while, Andre talking soothingly to me, sometimes in English, sometimes in Romanian, sometimes in Spanish. And it worked. My breathing gradually evened out and my shaking subsided.

				Eventually he pressed his lips against my temple. “We need to go down,” he said. “I can hear the officers asking about you.”

				I nodded and extricated myself from his embrace. Almost immediately my body ached from his absence. As Andre stood, I eyed him. My blood had stained his button down and the skin of his forearms, where the sleeves had been rolled back. 

				“I got my blood all over you,” I stated.

				He grinned, and it was pure male smugness. “I don’t exactly mind.” 

				When I shot him a confused look, he explained. “This is what vampires would consider evidence of a good lay.”

				My eyes widened and my mouth parted. Suddenly the room felt too small and too hot. Andre’s grin got a little slyer when he noticed how flustered I’d become. 

				I shook my head to clear it of my current thoughts. “What about the other vampires?” I’d sort of blown my cover at this point. 

			

			
				The smile dropped from Andre’s face and his voice took on a steely edge. “I will worry about them.”

				Andre slung an arm protectively over my shoulders and moved his other to rest on my stomach where I’d recently been stabbed. We left the room like that and headed downstairs. 

				When we reached the main area of the club, the crowd was back to normal, meaning that they weren’t mindlessly dancing or trying to get near me. 

				I chewed on the inside of my cheek as guilt gnawed at me. I’d been no better than that woman; I’d glamoured the room right after she’d let them go. Because of the circumstances, I probably wouldn’t get charged for the unsanctioned use of it, but the memory of how I’d acted still made me feel unclean. 

				Caleb was the first to spot me. He pushed his way past a group of officers and enveloped me in a hug, knocking away Andre’s hands. “Jesus, Gabrielle, I thought they took you.” He must not have seen Andre whisk me away after the two women left. 

				Caleb stepped back and only then did he register the blood that drenched my dress and smeared across my skin. “Holy shit! What happened?”

				I sighed. This was going to be a long night.


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 10

				It took me two hours to finally make it back to the inn. By that time Andre had returned to his trial, and every fiber of my tired, achy body missed his presence. It seemed stupid to stay away from him when we were both in the same city. Especially now that other vampires knew I was here. 

				I suppressed a shudder at the thought. Getting sucked into the coven’s archaic justice system was the last thing I wanted at the moment. 

				I muttered goodnight to Caleb in the hallway outside my room before stumbling inside. As soon as I closed the door behind me, I made a beeline for my bed. I collapsed onto it, clutching my pillow to me. I think I moaned a little.

				“Oh I see how it is—the bed gets a moan, but you ignore your BBF.”

			

			
				I shrieked at the voice and flipped onto my back, pillow clutched to my chest. At the sound, Oliver who stood in the middle of the room, screamed as well.

				He clutched his heart, gasping. “Oh my God, Sabertooth, don’t do that to me,” he said. “You scream like a banshee.”

				“I—I don’t do that?” I stuttered. “How about you don’t do that!” Oliver is in my room. Oliver, who I’d left back on the Isle of Man. 

				The door to my room banged open and a shirtless Caleb rushed in. “Gabrielle, are you … ?” His voice died away when he saw Oliver.

				Oliver turned and stared, awestruck, at Caleb’s muscles. “Oh my,” he murmured. “This image is definitely going into the spank bank.”

				I groaned. So. Not. What. I. Needed. “Oliver, stop eye-raping the beejezus out of my partner.”

				“But he’s so tasty-looking,” Oliver said.

				“I’m the vampire. Not you.”

				“Please tell me you’ve had a nibble,” Oliver said.

				I saw Caleb’s hands twitch, and I’d bet my savings that he wanted to cover himself. Welcome to my world. 

				“Oliver, what are you doing here?” Caleb asked, stepping into the room.

				Oliver gave him a look like it should be obvious. “Visiting Gabrielle. Duh.”

				I rubbed my eyes. “I must be dreaming,” I said, sitting up. “There’s no way you’re really here.”

				“Nope, you’re definitely not dreaming.”

				“This is some horrible nightmare,” I insisted.

			

			
				Oliver sashayed over to me and pinched my arm. Hard.

				“Ow!” I yelped, swatting his hand away.

				“See?” he said, “Not dreaming.” His eyes strayed back to Caleb, who now leaned against the wall, looking sleepy and amused. Oliver tilted his head. “Then again …” He took a step forward, a nefarious little smile on his face.

				Caleb’s eyes widened and he held up his hands. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Don’t even think of trying anything, fairy.”

				Oliver sighed. “Damn, this isn’t a dream.” 

				“Seriously Oliver, what are you doing here?” I asked. I’d been so close to sleep. So, so close.

				He raised his hands in the air, baring himself like an offering. “Ta-dah,” he said. “I’m your Christmas present.”

				This wasn’t happening. All that is holy, please tell me this wasn’t happening. 

				I pinched the bridge of my nose. “How, exactly, did you get here?”

				Oliver waved a hand dismissively. “Ley lines.” 

				Ley lines. Of course. He probably trampled right through our crime scene. Fairies.

				Oliver’s eyes moved over my blood-spattered body, and then he whistled. “Geez Sabertooth, did you munch on someone?” He gasped as another thought came to him. “You dirty slut!” he squealed. “You lost your V-card, didn’t you? I did not peg you for the S and M type, but then again, you are—”

				“She got stabbed, Oliver.” Caleb’s voice sounded tired and surprisingly defensive. 

				Oliver’s expression morphed into one of shock. “Oh … dear.” His surprise only lasted a moment, and then he moved into action. 

			

			
				He came over to my side of the bed. “You haven’t even been able to clean up yet, have you?” he clucked. “C’mon sweet thing, let’s get you a shower.” He picked up my hand and gave it a tug. 

				I moaned and resisted. At this point, I was willing to pass out in bloody clothes.

				“You sound like a zombie. Actually, you kind of look like one too …” Oliver turned to Caleb. “Are you sure she just got stabbed?”

				“Meanie,” I mumbled.

				Caleb folded his arms, and his eyes flicked to me. “Want me to kick him out? Just give me the word, and I will.”

				“Hey!” Oliver said.

				Painfully I pushed myself upright. “No, that’s alright,” I said to Caleb, “though I do appreciate the thought.”

				Oliver huffed, but he was wise enough not to say anything for once. 

				Pulling my shoes off, I stumbled over to the bathroom, ignoring the men in my room. 

				It didn’t last long. “Are you sure you’re going to be alright?” Caleb asked, leaning in the doorway.

				I bent down and turned on the shower. “I’ll be fine.”

				“What are we supposed to do with him?” he asked.

				I rubbed my forehead. “I have no idea.” 

				The buzzing of my phone’s alarm woke me. I wanted to cry. It was morning already? The alarm had to be wrong; I swear I’d just closed my eyes.

			

			
				When I reached over and to turn it off, I felt a warm body brush against my back, and a hand squeezed my breast. 

				What. The. Hell?

				I made a strangled noise, and the hand squeezed tighter.

				“Oliver!” I yelped, my face turning all sorts of red. Not cool. This was so not cool.

				“Huh?” I heard the rustle of fabric as his head lifted from the pillow. “Oh—ah, I’m … er, touching your boob—ew.”

				“Could you remove it, please?” I asked, my voice strained. 

				Why me? I shook my fist at the ceiling.

				“What are you doing?” he murmured, removing his hand and eyeing my fist. He shook his head and lay back down. “You’re such a big weirdo.” His body shifted, and I felt something press into my back.

				I couldn’t help it, I shrieked. “Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod! Morning wood! And it touched me! Ohmygod. You don’t even like women.” I said this last part accusingly.

				Oliver squealed as well. “Geez Sabertooth, stop screaming. It’s freaking me out.”

				“It’s freaking you out? It’s freaking you out!” I was officially losing it. “Well I’ll tell you what’s freaking me out. My gay friend has a—” 

				Oliver rolled his eyes. “It’s not like I was getting turned on by you, harpy woman. Get over yourself.”

				“You were copping a feel in your sleep!”

				Oliver opened his mouth, then closed it and paused, a horrified expression gradually passing over his face. “I was.” He sucked in a breath and glared at his hand accusingly. “But I don’t like boobs …” he whispered to himself.

			

			
				A knock on the door interrupted us. I scrambled out of the bed and opened it, eager to put as much distance between me and that incident as possible.

				Caleb stood on the other side, already dressed for the day. Morning people. “Is everything okay?” he asked. He took me in then eyed the room beyond me. “I heard screaming.”

				“That would be the banshee you’re referring to,” Oliver yelled from the bed.

				I cleared my throat. “Everything’s fine. Just finished getting my morning’s friendly frisk from Oliver.” I yelled this last part over my shoulder.

				“Want one?” Oliver called back to Caleb.

				Caleb pressed his lips together in an attempt to keep from laughing. “Tempting, but I think I’ll pass.”

				“Your loss,” Oliver replied, his voice muffled as he turned over.

				“Still haven’t figured out what to do with him?” Caleb asked almost sympathetically.

				“I can hear you!” Oliver shouted. A second later I heard him throw off the covers. He padded over to us, clad in only in royal purple boxers with yellow fleur de lises all over them. “And I have many uses.”

				Caleb’s eyebrows shot up. “You two slept together like that?”

				“I didn’t think I’d get groped!” I said.

				“It was an accident,” Oliver said, exasperated. His eyes flicked to Caleb. “But it will probably happen again—maybe I should switch rooms,” he said, eyeing my partner.

			

			
				“Or get your own, moocher,” I said. 

				Caleb pulled out his phone to check the time. “Grigori’s going to be here in twenty minutes, so …” So you might want to get your asses moving. He was too polite to say that, but his meaning was clear.

				“Yeah, yeah.” I rubbed my face, now remembering why I had to get up at the buttcrack of dawn. I had to give my statement. Again. 

				Just one more awesome event to add to my sucktastic winter vacation.

				Boo.

				I slurped down my third cup of coffee in one of the Politia’s conference rooms. 

				“So do you know what type of supernaturals either of them were?” Grigori asked. Another officer sat next to him, but Grigori was responsible for taking my official statement.

				I rested my hands palms up on the table and stared at them. “No, I have no idea what they were.” 

				Frustration and embarrassment welled up in me. I was too young and too inexperienced to be an expert on this case. At least, that’s what I told myself to feel better. A small part of me wasn’t buying it. I really wanted to prove myself wrong, and I hadn’t been able to yet. 

				“But when you spoke into the mike last night,” Grigori continued, “you told us you thought one of those women might be a siren.”

			

			
				I nodded, playing with my coffee’s plastic lid. “At the time I thought she was. She glamoured the crowd last night. I thought only sirens had that ability, so I assumed that’s what she was. But her skin didn’t light up when she used it. And she smelled funny, like ash and roses.” Not that I knew what I smelled like. Maybe I smelled like roasted flowers. 

				“Also,” I added, “she told me she wasn’t a siren.” 

				Grigori scribbled something down on a notepad he had with him before continuing.

				“And the other women,” he said, “did she have any special traits or abilities?”

				My hands fisted. “Like me, she was immune to glamour, and she moved faster than any supernatural being I know of.” I stared at my nails, my mind far away. “Both women referred to me as ‘consort,’ and she also called me some name …” I trailed off as I tried to remember it. “It started with a ‘P’.” I frowned at the memory. The women were clearly fans of the man in the suit.

				It went like that for another hour as Grigori squeezed out every detail of the evening. As we were wrapping up, he asked me one final question. “Why do you think they wanted to talk to you?”

				I thought of the first woman’s interest in me and her strange reverence. I shook my head. “I have no idea.”

				While Oliver was out shopping and playing tourist in Cluj, Caleb and I spent the afternoon piecing together what we knew. So far, we had two random murder locations, two elusive murder suspects, and only the most obscure motive.

			

			
				“At least we know now why our victims showed no signs of resistance other than the wounds on their feet,” Caleb said.

				I pushed down the bile at the thought. They’d been glamoured into compliance, into offering over their lives.

				“Do you think that these victim’s could’ve given their blood willingly if they’d been asked to under glamour?” The question burned on its way out of my lips. 

				Caleb hesitated. “Maybe,” he finally said. He glanced down at his notes. “You said that one of the suspects mentioned she was following orders. If that’s true, who do you think is giving them?” Caleb asked, tapping a pen against the table.

				“I don’t know,” I said. But I did—or at least I had an idea. The ritualistic manner in which each victim was killed, the way the siren wannabe bowed to me, the names I’d been referred to. 

				“You’re not saying the obvious,” Caleb stated. When I glanced at him he held my gaze. “Gabrielle, the devil has to be behind this.”

				After a moment of silence, I gave him a sharp nod, conceding to his words. “I’ve sort of been in denial.”

				“I can tell.” Caleb stared at me for a beat longer. He seemed to decide on something before he spoke again. “And I know you can tell that I’ve been distant for a while now.”

				Oh boy, we were going to have this conversation. 

			

			
				“It’s just that you were with the devil for an evening, Gabrielle, and you’re a vampire. I’ve been conditioned to see those things as threats to the supernatural community.”

				I shifted in my seat. “Can we just go back to talking—” 

				“Good and evil are real things in our world, and genetically, you’re predisposed for evil.”

				“Gee, thanks Caleb.”

				He shrugged, biting down on the edge of his pen. Then his open features darkened. “On the night of Samhain—the devil had you for God knows how long. I can’t imagine all you went through. How you must have suffered.”

				An image of Leanne’s empty eyes surfaced. I pushed it away. “Caleb, I really don’t want to talk about this.” I hadn’t, not since I’d given my official statement. Only Andre and the officers recording my statement knew.

				Caleb leaned forward and captured my hand in his own. “I need you to know why I’ve acted the way I have.”

				I glanced down at the way his hand folded around mine. The gesture was relatively innocent, but his scent betrayed his feelings. 

				I nodded for him to go on, pretending that I couldn’t smell his desire.

				“I worried that when you came back, you might’ve … changed. And I was worried that, as your partner, I’d have to report it to the Politia.”

				I froze. “You would’ve done that?” 

				He hesitated. “Yes,” he finally confessed, “I would’ve.”

				My chest hurt. Of course I understood, but it was painful to think that he’d give up that quickly on me.

			

			
				“And how about now?” I asked. “You’ve kept your distance since that night, Caleb. Do you still worry that I might turn evil?” 

				Caleb shook his head. “I’m not worried about you—haven’t been for a long time. But I am worried for you. The Fates themselves don’t seem to have full control of your destiny, and the devil wants you—something I’ve never even heard of before.”

				Neither had I. But now that I had met him, I knew he did covet material things, including a woman of flesh and blood.

				Caleb squeezed my hand and looked away. “I am scared for you, Gabrielle because I don’t think the devil will stop coming after you.”

				He wouldn’t. Not until he owned my soul.


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 11

				Even after Caleb left, I’d stayed at my desk, doggedly following the leads that we had. Two women, one that smelled like ash and roses, another who moved faster than a vampire. 

				I was aimlessly flipping through the notes I’d copied back at the library, when I heard a soft whisper.

				“Consort …” 

				I shivered and glanced out my window. Darkness had just descended, and the snowstorm that had everyone so worried was now in full swing. A curtain of snow obscured the tree line outside the inn, and even with my night vision, I could only make out the stark contrast of the white snow against the dark night.

				“Gabrielle …”

				I dropped the papers on the table and stood up. “Caleb? Oliver?” I felt ridiculous calling out their names since both were probably in the dining room grabbing dinner.

			

			
				When no one responded, I snatched up my coat and paused. What, exactly, did I think I was doing?

				“Death …”

				I cocked my head. The voice came from outside. It shouldn’t have; sound shouldn’t carry that way in a snowstorm. I glanced out my window once more. Deep within the tree line, a shadow flickered.

				Something was out there. 

				I slid my coat on and left my room. Perhaps it was the woman from the club, come to finish whatever it was she started. Or perhaps it was someone or something else. Since I’d arrived, it seemed as though I’d been hearing and seeing things. Now was as good a time as any to look into it. 

				I strode down the hall and through the lobby, noticing that Caleb and Oliver were in fact eating dinner in the dining room when I passed it. I don’t know if either noticed me, but no one tried to stop me when I crossed the lobby and opened the front door.

				As soon as I stepped outside, the storm assaulted me. I pulled my flimsy jacket closer as the wind tugged at my hair and snow got ensnared within it. 

				What are you doing, Gabrielle? Planning on hunting down phantom voices? 

				The thought had barely crossed my mind when it spoke again. “… awaits you.” The voice slithered over my skin.

				After a long moment where I stood on the stoop of the inn like an idiot, the voice spoke again. “Come to me.”

			

			
				I wasn’t an idiot. I knew that I should turn on my heel and forget what I’d heard, or at least grab someone.

				But I was more curious than I was sensible. 

				I took one step, then another, heading for the tree line. It was the same place I’d seen the shadow move. 

				I’m just going to check. That’s all. I moved out of the light of the inn, and my vampiric eyesight took over. 

				I entered the wooded area and closed my eyes, relying on my sense of smell and sound to guide me. When I sensed nothing, I spoke. “Are you going to show yourself?”

				“You … should … not … live,” the voice hissed.

				I took a step back. Okay, I was an idiot. 

				“Who are you?” I asked, edging my way back out of the forest.

				“Messenger. Deliverer.”

				My eyes darted around the darkened woods. There was no one here. No scent, no pulse, no steady breathing. Only this voice.

				“You … are … his.”

				I could hear the beat of my heart between my ears, the sound growing louder and louder. All my senses crackled, searching the darkness for this being, and my muscles tensed, as though readying for attack.

				“Gabrielle.” Andre’s voice cut through the night, and the noise inside my head silenced. He was at my side in a second, brushing my hair back. “What are you doing out here?” 

				I blinked at him, as if waking from a daze. Concern pulled his brows together. I touched the side of his face, where the moon illuminated his high cheekbones. I shook my head. “I thought I heard something.”

			

			
				Andre’s eyes moved between mine, and then his gaze flicked to the forest around us. He wrapped an arm protectively around my shoulders. “Let’s get you out of here.”

				It was only as we neared the tree line that the voice spoke one final time. “You … will … die … soon.”

				On the walk back to the inn, Andre brooded but stayed silent. I knew he had a million things he wanted to say, and I could feel the tension pulling his muscles taut. 

				A small smile tugged at my lips. I wondered how long he’d last before he unleashed his thoughts. The front door of the inn? The lobby? I might be this man’s soulmate, but he was still as headstrong as all get out. Self-restraint was a new concept for him, one that he’d only begun to practice since he met me.

				He made it to my room. “What was that, Gabrielle?” He shoved a hand through his hair as the door clicked shut. The angry, smoldering look he gave me skyrocketed the tension in the room.

				I leaned back against the door. “I heard a voice.” 

				Andre’s eyebrows rose. “A voice,” he repeated.

				I rolled my lips in on each other. “Yep.”

				“And you followed it.” I could hear the skepticism lacing his voice. “After everything that’s happened to you, you followed this voice.”

				I gave him an obstinate look. “I can’t just live in fear.”

				He folded his arms. “Of course not. You must go greet threats with open arms.” 

			

			
				Be mature, Gabrielle, be mature. “Screw you, Andre.” 

				Okay, I was still working on the whole maturity thing.

				I went to push past him, but he caught my arm and reeled me in. “That was not a very nice thing to say,” he said, his voice low and menacing. His eyes glinted. At the moment Andre was a hundred percent predator. “I am not asking you to live in fear; I’m asking you to be smart about these things.”

				His nostrils flared and he lifted his chin as he scented the air. His pupils dilated. “What is that smell?”

				“What smell?”

				Andre let me go, only to walk further into the room … towards the rumpled bed. I’d had one of those “Do Not Disturb” signs outside my room, so the maid hadn’t come in.

				Andre fisted the sheets and brought them to his face. 

				Ah. Oh. He could smell Oliver’s scent mixed with mine.

				Rage crackled off of it the second he lowered his hand. “What. Is. This?”

				I did probably the worst thing I could in that moment. I laughed. But I mean, seriously? Oliver and me? 

				“You think this is funny?” He practically growled the words.

				I tipped my head back and forth, weighing his words. “Kinda?”

				Oliver chose that exact moment to come barging into the room. “Lover bunny!” he shouted as he skipped inside. 

				Next to me, Andre went rigid. 

			

			
				“You’ve been ignoring me all day, and I want to have fun with you …” Oliver’s words died on his lips when he saw us. 

				He stopped in his tracks. “I didn’t know you two were in here getting jiggy with it.” Oliver looked like he was going to say more. I shook my head and drew my hand across my neck. 

				Confused, Oliver glanced at Andre, who still clutched the rumpled sheet in his hand and was flashing the fairy a look that promised retribution. 

				Understanding dawned on Oliver’s face. He backed away. Smart fairy. “I’ll just leave you—”

				“Have you been sleeping with my soulmate?” Andre cut in, his voice low.

				“Errr, not like that. Although she does have nice boobs,” he said thoughtfully. After a pause he added, “Only pair I’ve ever fondled and enjoyed.”

				I rubbed my forehead. “Oliver just …”

				I saw Andre’s muscles tense to attack Oliver, so I did something Andre himself had taught me to do: I tackled him. We tumbled onto my bed, wrestling to get the upper hand. 

				“Stop. Being. Possessive,” I ground out.

				Andre rolled on top of me. “You push me too far, soulmate.” Well damn, he didn’t even sound winded.

				Oliver made a small noise, and then I heard the sound of his retreating footfalls. My door opened and closed, and I breathed a sigh of relief. At least Oliver had the sense to get out of the warpath of my raging boyfriend. 

				Andre didn’t make any attempt to go after him. Instead he stared down at me, his eyes dark pools. “Soulmate, how could you?” Betrayal laced his voice.

			

			
				I raised my brows. “Did you really think I did anything with Oliver? Oliver?” I asked. 

				“You’re a siren,” Andre replied. “Anyone—man or woman, gay or straight—can be attracted to you.” 

				Well, I could’ve used that piece of knowledge before this morning’s grope session.

				“So you assumed that I’d cheat on you?” I said. “Me, your soulmate.”

				I could see some of the anger drain from Andre’s features. Beneath it was something vulnerable. Dare I think it? Was Andre … unsure of himself? That was new. 

				I hooked a leg around his hips and flipped us, readjusting my body so that I straddled his torso and pinned his arms. “You are insane if you think that anything happened,” I said, then backtracked. “Well, okay, Oliver did grope me,” Andre stiffened beneath me, “but on accident while we were asleep.” I rushed the rest out.

				“On accident?” Andre looked murderous. He began to push me aside, his focus on the door.

				I tightened my grip. “Chill, Andre, it’s not a big deal.”

				His expression begged to differ. “I will not chill.”

				I wiggled my hips and bent over him. I smiled slowly as his attention refocused itself on me. 

				“Having you beneath me is kind of … hot,” I said, gazing down at him.

				His eyes smoldered. “You think you have me trapped?”

				“Last I checked, I’m the one pinning you down.”

				His trapped hands curled around mine. That … wasn’t supposed to happen. “You’ve gotten good at grappling,” he said, “but you still have a ways to go, young grasshopper.”

			

			
				My eyes lit up. “Hey, that was a pop culture reference and a joke! I’m officially impressed.” Playful Andre was a rare treat.

				Faster than I could react, Andre hooked a leg around me. I let out a small squeak when he flipped us. Within seconds I’d gone from holding him down to being pinned beneath him. 

				“Your words are insulting,” he said, his hair tickling my cheeks as he bent over me, “but I forgive you.” He nuzzled my neck. His lips brushed over it, trailing kisses down to the hollow of my throat. 

				I tilted my head back and closed my eyes, reveling in sensation of his mouth on my skin. He hesitated against me, and I felt the air in the room change from playful to serious.

				His mouth hovered over the base of my throat for what felt like an eternity. “I love you,” he whispered against my skin.

				I didn’t move. Had I heard him right? ’Cause it sounded like …

				Andre drew his head back and stared me in the eyes. “I love you, Gabrielle.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 12

				My gaze locked with his. 

				He let go of my hands and caressed my cheek. “I have for a very long time—”

				“I love you too.” The words just slipped out, as though my mouth had consulted my heart, not my head. 

				He pulled back just long enough for me to see his astonishment. 

				“What, you though this was a one-way thing?” I asked jokingly. But I was far from joking. Adrenaline swamped my system.

				Instead of responding, he dipped his head down and pressed his lips to mine. The connection between us throbbed, and my skin pulsed. This kiss was more intimate, more raw, than our others. I could’ve sworn I felt him tremble as he held me, but perhaps that was my imagination. I knew that my heart was trying to leap from my body. 

			

			
				His hands wound themselves into my hair as he deepened the kiss. My lips parted and he brushed his tongue against mine. I let my hands trail over the sculpted muscles of his arms, wishing not for the first time that I could feel the press of his bare skin against mine.

				With a final press of his lips, the kiss ended. “I’ve never had this,” he whispered against my lips. “Relationships, yes, but never, never this.” He cupped my face like I was some precious thing. 

				I reached up and traced his lips with a finger, wonder at him—at us—filling me. “Neither have I.” We both smiled at that, Andre’s lips rubbing against my finger.

				Tentatively his thumb touched the soft skin beneath my eyes. “You haven’t been sleeping well, have you?”

				There was no use lying to him. “No, not really.”

				“Are you still having dreams of him?”

				I licked my lips. “Sometimes.” 

				Andre made a noise low in his throat. “Sneaky little bastard,” he muttered. 

				It took everything I had to keep a straight face at his words.

				He exhaled and gathered me close. “Tonight I get the night off from the trial, so I can be with you the entire night—if you’d like that.” 

				I couldn’t stop the wide grin that broke across my face. “Naw, that sounds awful.”

				Andre squinted. “Is that sarcasm?” 

				I rolled my eyes, and he let out a bark of laughter and squeezed me tighter. “You are such a strange creature. I think that’s what I love best about you.” He gazed at me tenderly. 

			

			
				“You better watch yourself, punk,” I said, even though happy laughter bubbled inside my chest.

				“Punk?” 

				I couldn’t tell whether Andre’s expression was more amused or insulted. 

				“I didn’t stutter, did I?”

				And then we were rolling and laughing. “Someone needs to wash that mouth of yours out,” Andre said, pinning my arms again.

				“Don’t act like you don’t like it.”

				He stole a kiss. “Damn my wicked soul, but I do. I absolutely do.”

				“Can you help me?” I asked Andre several hours later. We were still laying together on the bed, but we’d spent most of the time chatting and laughing. For being bossy, and protective, and old school, Andre was actually pretty freaking fun to be around. His looks didn’t hurt either.

				“Always, Gabrielle,” he said, entwining our hands. “You never have to ask for something like that.”

				His words warmed me to my core. I pushed off the bed and padded over to the desk in the room. “I know you’re busy, but I’ve been placed as an expert on this case, and I don’t really know what I’m doing.” It hurt a little to say those words, especially to Andre, who badly wanted me to quit.

			

			
				Andre followed me over and scanned the papers. He flipped through them, and then picked up the files I had on our two victims. He pulled out a photo of the victims and compared them. For a long time he studied them.

				“This looks like an old ritual they used to do hundreds of years ago.”

				My breath froze in my lungs. This was too good to be true. “What was the ritual?”

				Andre’s brows drew together. He placed the photographs back on the table and rubbed his jaw, still staring at them. “Three mortal wounds inflicted on the victim simultaneously. This,” he tapped the photos with his index finger, “this is a threefold death.” 

				My eyebrows shot up. Andre had managed to piece together in less than a minute what we hadn’t been able to in days. 

				I came to his side. “Threefold death?” I repeated.

				He nodded to the photo. “Here you have asphyxiation, an incomplete beheading, and partial impalement.

				“Why haven’t we ever heard about threefold death?”

				Andre handed me the photo. “Well, it’s an old ritual—and an obscure one, at that.”

				“Ritual,” I repeated, unease tightening my muscles.

				“Triple death represented the killing of the three parts of man—the body, the soul, and the spirit. It was a symbolic way of completely eradicating a person’s existence. Usually it was reserved for people of importance—specifically, unpopular people of importance, if I remember correctly. It was the ultimate punishment for those who’d done bad things or pissed the wrong person off.”

			

			
				“That sounds like a line from The Mummy,” I said.

				Andre gave me a funny look. Guess he’d never seen the movie. “In certain areas of the world, it was considered the highest dishonor you could do to a person.”

				“But these victims are angelic, so why do this to them?” I asked.

				He frowned. “I have no idea.”

				We both stared at the photos. “So whoever is doing this has religious motives?” I asked. We’d fallen back to the investigative team we were all those months ago.

				“Probably.”

				I thought back to last night’s encounter. “One of the women at the club smelled like ash and roses. Have you ever come across a scent like that before?” Perhaps learning what she was would help us figure out her and her partner’s motives.

				His lips thinned. “I vaguely recognize it, but I have no idea what being it belongs to.”

				I scrubbed my face. These were all dead ends. We had so many clues—I even met the freaking killers—but we couldn’t pin down anything. 

				“Andre, even if we were able to prove that woman’s guilt, how do you detain someone like that—someone you can’t control?” Someone like me.

				Our gazes locked. “You don’t want me to answer this,” Andre said softly. 

				“Tell me.” 

				He worked his jaw. “How do you capture someone who can wield absolute power over you? You don’t,” he said. “You kill them.”

			

			
				The next morning I met Caleb and Oliver in the inn’s dining room. 

				“Oh look who it is,” Oliver said as I sat down, “Miss I-Sexile-and-Ignore-My-Friends Fiori.”

				“Do you seriously want to go there?” I said. I’d woken up on the wrong side of the bed—a.k.a., without Andre—and I wasn’t taking it well. 

				“Oh, I’m already there.” Oliver snapped his fingers and rolled his head, and he did it all with a straight face. This little fairy was serious.

				“Listen Pixie Sticks, you can’t just barge into Romania while I’m working and expect me to entertain you.” 

				“Oh, so that’s what you were doing last night? Working? I didn’t realize Andre paid you for sex.”

				“Whoa,” Caleb said, raising his hands. Guess he’d never seen me and fairy boy duke it out.

				I snorted. “That’s real good coming from you,” I said to Oliver.

				“What’s that supposed to mean?”

				“No,” Caleb interrupted us. “It’s too freaking early for this.”

				Oliver ignored Caleb and fixed me a glare. “Better watch yourself, harpy, or you’re going to find yourself hexed.”

				I snarled back at him. “Do your worst, Sparkles. You’d be improving my luck.”

				Caleb’s chair screeched as he stood up, and then his hands slapped over my mouth and Oliver’s. 

			

			
				Oliver and I blinked at each other as Caleb closed his eyes and sighed. “Finally some peace and quiet.” His eyelids snapped open. “You two are friends,” he said to us, “so please try to act like it. Also, I’m way too fucking young to be the mothering type, so this is the last time I’ll be nice about it. Next time my hands are getting involved.”

				Oliver’s eyebrows shot up and he cocked his head, looking thoughtful at the idea of Caleb getting his hands involved. Caleb noticed. 

				“Damnit Oliver,” Caleb said, “I can read you like a book, and right now it is disturbing as hell.”

				Oliver just winked at him, and I started to laugh behind Caleb’s hand. Oliver’s twinkling eyes flicked to me and he extended his pinkie. I reached out and hooked mine with his.

				Seeing that we were playing nice, Caleb dropped his hands and shook his head. “You two are so weird.” That was the second time someone had said that to me within the last week. 

				“What do you expect?” Oliver said. “We’re BBFs—best bitches forever and ever.” 

				“Hug it out?” I asked him.

				“Oh my God, yes times a million, bosom buddy.”

				So we hugged in the middle of the dining room as random hotel guests looked on.

				I squeezed him. “Oliver, you can still sleep in my room,” I said. He’d refused to enter it last night after the little scuffle with Andre, instead spending the night in Caleb’s room.

			

			
				“Nuh uh. No way,” he said, still hugging me. “I’m staying with Caleb from here on out.”

				My eyes moved to Caleb, who shook his head furiously back and forth.

				I rolled my eyes at the both of them. “It’s going to be fine, Oliver,” I said, patting him on the back. “Don’t let Andre intimidate you.”

				Oliver stepped out of the hug and cocked his hip, raising his eyebrows skeptically. “Easy for you to say. If he gets angry at you, he’ll what—spank you for being naughty? Me, however, he’ll drain dry.”

				“He wouldn’t; you’re my friend.”

				“Um, clearly you didn’t see the psychotic look in his eyes,” Oliver said. “Nope, I’m staying far away from your room.”

				“Fine, then as my Christmas gift to you, I’ll get you your own room.”

				Oliver’s face lit up. “Really? You’d do that?”

				I smiled. “Duh.” It wasn’t like I couldn’t afford it. 

				Oliver clapped his hands together joyfully. “Can we get rooms that connect?” he asked. “Best bitches forever need rooms that connect.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 13

				Not long after I’d gotten Oliver his own room—thankfully not one that connected to mine—my phone buzzed.

				“Hello?” I answered, leaning back in my room’s chair. This desk was quickly becoming a second home.

				“Gabrielle, it’s Grigori.”

				“Hey,” I said, letting the chair fall back on all four legs, “what are the plans for today?”

				“We got a call in last night that two women fitting the description of our suspects were loading a van outside of a warehouse here in Cluj.”

				I sat up straighter. A lead. A shiver rushed down my spine. Some part of me had assumed that the voice that beckoned to me last night was the woman. But if she had an alibi … 

				“When a couple of officers checked it out, they found packing supplies large enough to hold an altar. We have inspectors there at the moment,” he continued, “but I wanted to bring you and Sergeant Jennings over to see if anything stands out.”

			

			
				“We’ll be ready to go as soon as you can come,” I said.

				“Then I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

				“Great. By the way,” I said, “I think I have information on the murders.” I hadn’t had time to look into Andre’s theory, but it was the only lead we had.

				“Go on.”

				So I told him about the threefold murder theory. 

				“You could be on to something,” he said. I could hear the excitement in his voice. “I’ll pass the information along. See you soon.”

				“Bye.” 

				I clicked off the phone and packed up some of the things I’d need for today. We were one step closer to catching those women.

				“The Politia doesn’t pay me enough for this shit,” Caleb yelled over the howling wind as we stepped out of Grigori’s car and into the blizzard. I was surprised that we’d managed to drive at all, given the weather conditions. 

				We trudged over to the roped off warehouse, keeping our chins tucked in and our arms held close to our bodies. I’d grown up in warm Los Angeles, so I’d never experienced a snowstorm, and I was woefully underprepared. Woefully.

				Once we were inside, I shivered and rubbed my arms. “I think I have snow down my shirt and up my nose,” I said to Caleb.

			

			
				“I’m not even going to comment about where I have snow,” he said.

				Grigori led us through the room and down a short hallway lined with offices. Crime scene tape cordoned the rooms off, but from what I could see, all were empty. Whoever used this place had either removed all traces of their business here, or they’d only used a small portion of the space. 

				At the end of the hallway, someone had propped open double doors that led into a large open room. When I caught my first glimpse inside, I was … unimpressed. Some crates lined the walls as well as what looked like several wooden two-by-fours. But other than that, the place was stripped bare.

				Reluctantly I walked further into the room. My eyes gravitated to a series of smudged markings on the ground. I pushed past some of the officers standing near them and crouched.

				I knew enough about the supernatural world to know what the rubbed out chalk had been used for. “A summoning circle,” I said softly.

				Some of the markings crisscrossed through the middle of the circle. The original lines were too destroyed to recreate the original drawing, but it didn’t take much imagination to hazard a guess.

				A pentagram.

				“Have any idea why our suspects might cast a circle?” Grigori asked.

			

			
				I thought back to Samhain. During that period of time, I’d seen a circle closed twice, once to communicate with the dead—which ended in a possession—and the other time to seal me inside a ley line with the devil. Needless to say, I wasn’t a fan of summoning circles.

				I pushed myself back up, and faced Grigori. “They wanted to either keep something out, or keep something in.”

				Something like a demon. Or the devil.

				Oliver jumped up from the lobby’s couch, where he’d been trolling the Internet. “How could you leave me trapped in this shithole?”

				“Shhh,” I hissed, shooting a glance at the innkeeper who was on the phone at the moment. “Can you not be rude for five seconds?”

				Even after Caleb and I had been dropped back off at the hotel that evening, I couldn’t stop thinking about our newest lead. A warehouse empty save for a few crates and a smudged out summoning circle.

				What dark rites had it been used for? Contacting the dead? Or something darker? And why? The plot was thickening.

				“I wanted to go shopping today,” Oliver said, “but no, Romania decided to throw a hissy and strand my ass here. And you were gone. Where have you been? And why can’t I come along?”

				I folded my arms over chest. “Want a little cheese with that whine?”

			

			
				Oliver narrowed his eyes at me. “Do you know how much time I’ve had on my hands?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. “Enough to paint my nails and detail each one.” He lifted his hands, and sure enough on each finger was a different Christmas design. One had a Christmas tree, another a snowman, and another a Santa hat.

				“Hey,” I said, grabbing his hand, “you’re actually pretty good at that.”

				Oliver snatched his hand away. “Of course I am.” He sniffed. “That’s what happens when you have several hours on your hands. “Oh, also, I looked at your notes,” he said, checking out his nails, “and I’m pretty sure one of your murder suspects is a cambion.”

				I stared at Oliver while his words sunk in. Why was I surprised? He’d figured out that demons were killing people during the Samhain murders, he just hadn’t thought to share it. Fairies.

				“A cambion,” I repeated.

				“Mmm-hmmm,” he said, turning his attention back to his computer.

				I leaned over the couch and snatched his computer from him. 

				“Hey—”

				I began walking down the hall to my room, knowing he’d follow now that I had his laptop. It was leverage for his help. That, and what I was about to say. 

				I threw him a glance over my shoulder. “I promise to go shopping with you if you tell me everything you know about cambions.”

			

			
				“During this trip?” Oliver asked hopefully, peeking over the couch.

				“Once the investigation is over, you can pick the date.” Why did I feel like I was signing my soul away by agreeing to this?

				Oliver weighed this information. “I’ll only agree to it if you actually buy clothes,” he said.

				“Fine.”

				“And I get to pick them out.”

				“Oliver …” This was going from bad to worse. 

				“And you have to wear them.”

				I ground my teeth together. “You know,” I said, “I bet your bargains would give the devil a run for his money.”

				Oliver folded his arms and stared me down. “Damn straight they would.” 

				I shifted my weight, throwing a longing glance at the door to my room. At this point, I’d do just about anything to solve this investigation and get back to the Isle of Man. “Fine, I agree to your hellish demands. Now, will you help me?”

				“I suppose,” Oliver said, acting like he was all put out when I knew better. He was a big ham when it came to attention. “Just know that I’m doing this for you, not the lame-ass institution you work for.”

				Did everyone and their mother hate the Politia?

				“Awesome,” I said, barely containing a massive eye roll. “Let me just grab Caleb.” I trotted over to Caleb’s room and knocked on his door. When it opened, I nearly dropped Oliver’s computer.

			

			
				It was the middle of the day and yet Andre stood in front of me.


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 14

				“What the h-hell?” I stuttered.

				Andre glanced down at himself. “I’m pretty convincing, aren’t I?” he said. 

				More like terrifying beyond belief. It was Andre’s body, Andre’s voice, but it wasn’t Andre’s soul that resided beneath his skin. 

				I socked Caleb in the arm. “Knock it off. I cannot even express just how creepy that is.” 

				Caleb laughed, as though this were all one big joke.

				“I’m serious,” I said softly. I was picking up Andre’s quiet menace.

				Caleb-as-Andre grinned. It was such a Caleb mannerism, his mouth lifting more on one side than the other, that it made Andre look like a crude parody of himself. “Sorry,” he said, his tone suggesting he felt otherwise. 

			

			
				Andre’s skin rippled and in his place stood Oliver. “This better?”

				Behind me I heard Oliver yelp. “Oh my God, ew, stop that!” he said, throwing a hand over his eyes. His fingers split apart wide enough for him to peer between them. “Do I really look like that?” he asked me.

				“No—this is the hot version of you,” I said sarcastically.

				He swatted my arm and dropped his hand from his face, inching closer to Caleb. Caleb watched him, wearing a satisfied smirk. I peered at Caleb-as-Oliver. I’d seen him shapeshift before—often in fact—but he’d rarely impersonated people.

				“People are harder to mimic,” Caleb said with Oliver’s voice, as if reading my mind. 

				Oliver crept closer and, using his index finger, poked Caleb-as-Oliver. 

				“Hey,” Caleb-as-Oliver said, rubbing the flesh Oliver poked. Oliver began to circle him. Once he’d made a full circle, he nodded to himself. “Damn, I look good.”

				Caleb-as-Oliver focused his gaze on me, his eyes mischievous. “Want to see what you look like?”

				My response was immediate. “No—”

				Even as I spoke Oliver’s skin rippled into something paler, more delicate. The clothes Caleb had been wearing hung loose on him now, and all of Oliver’s masculine edges dissolved into soft, feminine curves.

				I stared into my own face. My lips were too red, my cheekbones too high, hair too dark, and my skin too pale. 

				Even more disturbing was that Caleb lay beneath that skin. My skin.

			

			
				I glanced away. Looking at my double was not the same as looking in the mirror. No, it was way worse.

				“Don’t I look pretty?” Caleb asked jokingly, toying with a lock of my hair. Except it wasn’t Caleb’s voice that spoke. It was my own.

				I cringed at the voice. Like everything else, it was too much. Too feminine, too melodic. “Stop it,” I said, refusing to look at him—her—me.

				“Geez, Gabrielle,” Caleb said in my voice, “we all know you’re hideous, but you don’t have to look away like that.”

				“You’re not funny, Caleb,” I said, keeping my gaze averted. “Please, stop.”

				“Really?” he said in my voice. “Do you seriously not want to look at yourself?”

				I shook my head.

				I could feel his gaze boring into me but eventually he reverted back to himself. “Well that was—”

				I threw my fist forward and socked him in the face, making sure to hold back most of my strength. Even still, the force of my blow knocked him on his ass.

				“Bitch went down,” Oliver threw in, helpful as always.

				I stood over a moaning Caleb while he held his nose.

				“Don’t ever fucking pull that again without our permission,” I said.

				Caleb’s words came out muffled. “You didn’t have to punch me.”

				“That wasn’t a punch,” Oliver said, “that was her knocking the idiot out of you.” Oliver turned to me. “I don’t think it worked, either.”

				I tilted my head. “I could always try again.”

			

			
				Oliver pursed his lips in thought, as Caleb got to his feet. “Hasn’t anyone told you to use your words?” Caleb said.

				I raised my eyebrows, amused. “This is coming the guy who threatened to get his hands involved the next time Oliver and I got into an argument.”

				“For the record,” Oliver said, “I’m still interested in this hand business.”

				Caleb muttered something not so nice under his breath as he brushed himself off. “There will be no hand business,” he said. 

				Oliver’s lips drew down in a pout. 

				“So,” Caleb said, looking back and forth at us expectantly. “What is it that you two wanted to discuss oh-so-badly?”

				“Unholy creatures,” I said.

				Caleb’s face scrunched up. “What?”

				Oliver leaned into me. “Nope,” Oliver whispered, “you definitely did not knock the idiot out of him.”

				“So, what exactly is a cambion?” Caleb asked once we filled him in. 

				I flipped through my notes to answer that exact question. I know I scanned a page about this supernatural being back at Peel Academy. Now I just had to find it. Which was proving difficult.

				“They are the offspring of a human and an incubus,” Oliver said.

				My head snapped up, my eyes round as saucers. “You mean … ?”

			

			
				“Yep,” Oliver said with a grin, “your little bedmates a couple months ago wanted to make lots of little cambions with you.”

				“I think I just barfed in my mouth.” No really, I just might’ve.

				Caleb looked back and forth between the two of us. “Incubi were visiting you?” he asked, alarmed.

				Oliver waved him off. “Yep, they were trying to get in Gabrielle’s nasty ol’ granny panties.”

				“Oli-ver,” I said, throwing a pen at him. Caleb looked disturbingly interested.

				“Ow,” Oliver said, rubbing his arm where the pen hit him, “you big skank-a-saurus. That hurt.”

				“Aww, did the wittle fairy get a wittle boo-boo?” I responded.

				“Does the wittle siren want me to open a wittle can of whoop-ass? ’Cause I will,” Oliver replied.

				Caleb groaned, as our conversation devolved. “Not this again.”

				My eyes thinned as I studied Oliver. “How do you know so much about cambions?”

				“Pillow talk.” Oliver slapped a hand over his mouth as soon as the words were out. 

				My mouth dropped open. 

				“I don’t think I want to be here,” Caleb said.

				“Did you … ?” I blinked. “With an … ?” No, he wouldn’t, not with an incubus …

				Oliver’s cheeks pinkened. “It’s nothing.” He laughed nervously. 

			

			
				Guilty, guilty, guilty. 

				“Oh my God, Oliver!” I said. “Those things want to steal your soul.”

				“Good thing he doesn’t have one,” Caleb muttered under his breath.

				Oliver glared at him. “They are very misunderstood creatures.”

				I shook my head. “Forget I asked. Just …” I shook my head again and shuddered. 

				“So, what sort of beings are cambions?” Caleb asked, steering the conversation back on track.

				“They have the same powers as sirens, but they’re different beings,” Oliver said. “They can use glamour to get what they want.”

				“And what is it that they want?” Caleb asked.

				Oliver shrugged, checking out his nails. “Beats the hell out of me. Probably the same things as everyone else—money, sex, power.”

				“But not love?” Caleb asked.

				Oliver’s eyes flicked up. He peered at Caleb through his lashes, a sardonic smile on his face. “Love? Now that would go against everything the Politia believes about dark creatures, wouldn’t it?”

				Caleb held his stare. “I don’t agree with every belief the Politia holds.”

				“Hmm,” was all Oliver said. 

				“The real question, we need to answer is this,” I said. “Why would a cambion wish to kill rather than seduce?”

			

			
				After Caleb and Oliver left, I grabbed the papers on dark creatures I’d Xeroxed back at Peel Academy and began flipping through them. My fingers paused when I reached the page on cambions.

				Cambions, or Black Death Beings—named so after the song “Ring Around the Rosie” because they are said to smell like flowers and ash—are the children of incubi and humans. 

				Exceedingly rare, cambions are nonetheless dangerous creatures. Like their cousins, the sirens, cambions can use glamour to ensnare victims. However, like their parents and unlike sirens, cambions feed off of sexual acts to gain power.

				Next to the writing was a woodcut image of an overtly sexual female, a rose in her hand and a snake curled at her feet. 

				Had there been any lingering doubt about the woman’s identity, this had dissolved it. 

				We now knew the identity of one of our suspected killers, but what of the second one? The woman who stabbed me, the one who moved faster than a vampire—what was she?

				And why would either of them kill? And why angels? I twisted Andre’s ring round and around my finger, trying to divine the answer, but nothing came to me. 

				A shadow outside my window moved, catching my attention. I glanced up at the stormy scene outside and jolted in my seat when the shadow coalesced.

				The devil had come to visit.


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 15

				I stood up abruptly, the chair I sat in tipping over in my haste. I’d seen him plenty in my dreams, but the last time he’d appeared in the real world was on Samhain. 

				Evening, Gabrielle. His voice slithered along my skin. I forced my hands to stay at my sides though I desperately wanted to rub my arms.

				Outside the snowstorm had become a full on blizzard, and in the midst of it the devil stood, his hands in the pockets of his dark gray suit, his hair perfectly coiffed. He would’ve looked magnificent if he wasn’t so goddamned scary.

				But can’t the frightening also be magnificent? he asked, and I could hear the teasing note of his voice. That’s how close the devil and I had gotten—he teased me now.

				That and he read my mind.

			

			
				I was so screwed.

				“Get out of my head,” I said, watching him. I noticed the snow pass right through him. He’s not really here. He’s not really here, I chanted to myself.

				Oh, I can promise you that I am here, he said. Would you like me to prove it?

				“No,” I said too quickly.

				He laughed, and the sound raised all the hairs along my arms. You are delightful when you’re frightened.

				“What do you want?” I asked.

				To warn you.

				I raised my eyebrows. “Since when do you care about my wellbeing?”

				A slow smile spread across the devil’s face. Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answer to. 

				I felt lightheaded from breathing too quickly. I put a hand to the windowsill to steady myself, and only then did I feel the tremors that ran up my arm. 

				I’d run if I were you.

				“Why?” I asked. Any command given by the devil was one I should ignore, but morbid curiosity won out.

				The word was barely out of my mouth when a car plowed into the parking lot. The devil grinned at me, and his image blew away just as the car drove straight through him.

				I didn’t do anything immediately, not until I saw the driver-side door open and a huge man step out of the car. A glint of fang caught my eye. That was all I needed to see.

				The coven had learned of my existence, and now they’d come for me.

			

			
				I turned from the window, letting my hair curtain over my face in case the vampire caught sight of me. Then I began moving. I slipped out of my room. The halls were quiet; most of the guests had already headed off to bed. 

				Behind me I heard the front door open. Now I began to run, throwing glances over my shoulder. At the end of the hall was a back door. I threw it open just as I heard a shout behind me.

				Crap.

				I sprinted out into the blizzard. Only once the fierce, icy wind hit me did I realize my critical mistake: I was much more vulnerable out here. Without a coat I couldn’t last long, and the snowstorm obscured both my hearing and my vision.

				Newly fallen snow crunched under my boots—thank God I’d had shoes on—as I ran. Even as I sprinted away from the inn I knew that it was only a matter of time before someone caught up to me—my footprints in the snow guaranteed that. If I wanted to shake these vampires, I was going to have to use my glamour.

				The snow around me brightened as the inn’s back door opened. I threw a glance over my shoulder and saw the vampire who’d exited his car moments before now gaze over the landscape. His eyes moved across the dark terrain until they landed on me. And then he smiled. 

				That was all the encouragement I needed to figure out a contingency plan. Andre, I needed to talk to Andre. I slipped my hands into my pockets and exhaled when I felt the bulge of my cellphone. Pulling it out, I speed dialed him.

			

			
				He answered on the first ring. “Soul—”

				“Vampire,” I gasped out as I ran, “one’s here, at the hotel. I don’t know what he—”

				A dark body slammed into me, and my phone went flying out of my hand. All at once my fear channeled itself into action. I rolled as I fell, landing on top of my assailant, my side pressed into his chest.

				“Gabrielle!” I could hear Andre’s tinny voice shout from my cellphone.

				I yanked back my arm as far as I could and elbowed him in the nose. Something crunched, and he howled in pain. Just as I went to push myself to my feet, his arms latched around me, locking me to him and pinning my arms down at my sides. 

				I wiggled and my attacker grunted. I couldn’t get my arms free, and if I couldn’t get my arms free, I couldn’t hold my own.

				My skin began to shimmer and the siren surfaced. “Let me go,” I said, my voice lilting.

				Immediately my assailant’s grip relaxed, and I pushed away from him. He got up, confused but still determined to take me. 

				“Don’t touch me,” I said. “Get back in your car and leave me. Forget this ever happened.”

				He turned his back to me, and with jerky movements he walked towards his car.

				I sauntered over to my phone, calming my breathing, before I picked up my phone. I wiped the snow off on my shirt and put it to my ear. “The situation has been dealt with,” I said, going for a light, casual tone. I didn’t really pull it off.

			

			
				“Gabrielle, are you okay?” Panic laced Andre’s voice. I leaned against a tree, my body weak now that the adrenaline had left my system.

				“I think so,” I said, placing a hand to my heart as if the action could slow my pulse down. At the back of my mind one thought screamed for attention: why did the devil warn me? What interests did he have in my safety? Or had he known he’d provoke that entire situation by telling me? 

				Andre’s voice cut through my thoughts. “Did he hurt you? Because if he did, trial be damned, I will rip him apart one limb at a time,” he growled. 

				Yikes. For the millionth time I was grateful that I was Andre’s soulmate and not someone else. Because he was a scary-ass dude when he wanted to be.

				“Andre, I’m fi—”

				For a split second a sharp pain flared at the back of my head, and I pitched forward.

				And then the world went dark.

				Someone jostled me awake. I blinked my eyes open slowly as I was yanked out of a car. I stumbled as a wave of vertigo hit me and fell to the ground. The cold chill of snow bit into my cheek, and I went to cry out when I realized I couldn’t. 

				Someone had duct taped my mouth shut. Bastards.

				“Get up,” a feminine voice ordered me.

				I turned my head to look at who was speaking, but my eyes wouldn’t focus. 

			

			
				“I think you hit her too hard, Vicca,” a masculine voice said. The cold bite of his voice let me know that he didn’t particularly care for my wellbeing; he was just stating a fact.

				I made a noise at the back of my throat and rolled to my back. As soon as I did so, I regretted it. All of my weight pressed on my hands and arms, which had been bound behind me. I tugged against the restraints, but at the moment I was too weak to break through them, and my captors had done a thorough job of tying me up.

				“I’m not a fucking errand boy,” Vicca said. “If the other Elders wanted her to be treated gently, then they should’ve sent someone else to do this.”

				I shakily pushed myself to my feet, and then started to list to the left. What had they done to me?

				A hand wrapped around my upper arm, and Vicca came into my line of sight. She was beautiful the way queens were—heavy lids, high eyebrows, a gracefully sloped nose, and understated lips that were, at the moment, curled into a snarl. Like my very presence upset her. 

				She yanked my arm roughly and dragged me forward with her. “You’re being forcefully detained for repeatedly ignoring court summons,” she informed me as she pulled me towards a paved stairway. The man who had chased after me now shadowed my other side. “And this evening you’ll be expected to give your testimony for the events that occurred on the night of our king’s birthday gala.”

				Oh man, so this was the coven’s justice system? Andre really wasn’t kidding about their cruelty. 

				I began to shiver in my damp clothes as we approached a gothic style building. I felt energy thrum along my skin, and I drew in a relieved breath. Andre was somewhere nearby. 

			

			
				The skin at the back of my head prickled as my head injury stitched itself back together. Now that I flared my nostrils I could smell the tangy scent of blood caught in my tangled hair.

				Almost as if he read my thoughts, the male vampire leaned towards me and breathed in my scent. His eyes fluttered and a smile tugged at the corners of his lips, as though the smell of it was ecstasy. 

				Okay, vampires were officially sickos. Andre and me excepted, of course. 

				The vampire’s eyelids lifted and his smile widened, revealing his fangs. “You’re lucky you’re Andre’s plaything,” he said, “or else we’d be sipping that delicious blood of yours,” he said.

				I recoiled from him, my shoulder brushing against Vicca’s side. Without letting me go, she shoved me away from her and straight into Psycho Vamp.

				His ran a rough hand down my face, and I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep it together. “I can smell the siren in your blood. Did you know it calls to us? Begs us to come closer?”

				Ew, ew, ew. 

				“You bite her, and even I won’t be able to save you from Andre,” Vicca warned him.

				He glowered at her. “I know that. I wasn’t going to.”

				Vicca looked unconvinced, which made me really, really nervous.

			

			
				It’s going to be okay, I chanted to myself, mostly so that my pulse stayed calm. These beings could literally smell fear, and I didn’t doubt they’d exploit that weakness if they could.

				The male vampire drew away from me to open the door for Vicca, and she dragged me in after her. Just as the three of us stepped inside, Vicca’s body went rigid. Behind me, my other captor stiffened.

				I was the last to see what had startled the two vampires I was with, but I was now coherent enough to recognize the pulse of energy. Once my gaze met his, I smiled beneath the duct tape.

				Waiting for us, arms crossed, was Andre.


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 16

				Andre dropped his arms and stalked towards us, all sinuous, rolling movement. The muscle in his cheek clenched and unclenched. 

				Under normal circumstances Andre would’ve been at my side in an instant, but this Andre … he was calculating. Guarded. None of his subjects knew we were soulmates, and if these old, hardened vampires were to be conned, Andre had to act entitled but not enamored. 

				Andre came to a stop in front of the three of us, and his eyes flicked between my two captors. “You both better have amazing explanations for why you kidnapped a fellow vampire, tied her up, and …” His nostrils flared, and I saw his entire body tense. He smelled my blood. 

				Andre’s jaw worked, and for a moment I wasn’t sure whether our little charade was up—because I swear he looked murderous. But he didn’t lose control. 

			

			
				He calmly glanced between Vicca and the other vampire. “You drew blood,” he stated, his voice pitched low. 

				My muscles tensed at his tone. Andre was one wrong comment away from snapping. 

				“She glamoured me,” the male vampire said.

				“I know what she did Fredrick; I was on the phone with her.” 

				“Then you know—”

				“That it’s against the law?” The lines on Andre’s face deepened with his anger. Oh Freddy had just poked a sleeping beast, and now it was awake. 

				Fredrick nodded uncertainly. Faster than a human eye could follow, Andre slammed the vampire against the wall and held him there by his throat. “Don’t you fucking tell me what is against the law. I am the law.”

				Fredrick choked out a nonsensical reply. 

				“What’s that?” Andre asked, squeezing his throat so hard that his windpipe must be collapsing. 

				My breath caught at Andre’s brutality. He was so good to me that I forgot that he was also a ruthless leader. 

				“Did I hear you mention the Politia?” he asked. Andre squeezed Fredrick’s neck until the vampire nodded. 

				“Then you should know that the only reason you are not dead is because your prisoner prevented the Politia from dissolving our truce, you ungrateful fool.”

				When Andre’s grip loosened, I assumed he was done. I assumed wrong. 

				So did Fredrick.

				As soon as relief flooded Fredrick’s features, Andre threw him clear across the room. I cringed at the sound his body made—the meaty slap of skin when it met resistance, the sickening crack of splitting skin and breaking bones, the smell—the horrible smell—of blood. Stolen blood.

			

			
				Vicca’s hold on my arm slackened, though she didn’t run. Either she didn’t fear Andre’s wrath, or she knew she couldn’t escape it. I snuck a glance at her. Other than a small smile, her expression was unreadable.

				Andre moved to where Fredrick lay crumpled. “And as for glamour, it is sanctioned when used in self-defense. Trust me when I say that I know it was in self-defense. I know the sound of fear when I hear it. But perhaps I am wrong. You could always remind me.” 

				Andre pulled his foot back, and I cried out at the same time Fredrick whimpered. Well, I tried to anyway. My voice came out sounding more like a dying mummy. 

				Andre hesitated, glancing over his shoulder at me. Something in his eyes flashed. Guilt? Remorse? Whatever it was, it passed by too quickly, and then he was the vicious vampire king once more. 

				His leg, still poised to strike Fredrick, lowered as his gaze passed from me to Vicca. “Let her go,” he commanded Vicca. The warmth I was so used to seeing in Andre’s eyes had seeped away, leaving them cold and unfeeling. He was in control of himself once more, but at the cost of his emotions. 

				I tried not to shudder at the sight of him playing the undead, inhumane overlord. It was a horrible reminder that my soulmate was not a good person. At least, not always.

			

			
				I felt Vicca’s grip tighten and her nails bite into my skin—like she was considering defying him for a moment—but then she pulled her hand away.

				“Why do you care about her so much?” she asked accusingly.

				Andre looked down his nose at her, and his gaze bore into hers. “I do not owe you an explanation,” he said, “and I will not be asked to defend myself.” His voice took on a lethal edge. “You, however, owe me an explanation, smuggling Gabrielle here like a common thief,” he growled. 

				For the first time since I’d laid eyes on her, Vicca lost her superiority. She looked chastised and, judging by the flash of her eyes, vulnerable.

				He stepped away from where Fredrick lay moaning and approached her. “Vicca, Vicca, Vicca,” he said, making her name sound like a reprimand. For the moment I was totally forgotten, though I got the sense that Andre was perfectly attuned to my presence. “What is an Elder like you doing fetching a witness?”

				An Elder? That was the second time I’d heard that word this evening. I scoured my brain for its meaning, and then I remembered. The term referred to the vampires Andre himself had sired. My eyes shot to Vicca once more, and a hot, foreign emotion coursed through me. Jealousy.

				I pushed the petty emotion down, though it wasn’t one to be easily ignored. Who cared if my soulmate screwed this chick an eon ago, and then changed her so that she could be his special friend forever and ever? 

			

			
				I felt my fangs drop and the siren pulse angrily just beneath my skin. Okay, I was a liar on top of everything else. I wanted to rip this woman to shreds. And then Andre, because I was an equal opportunist like that.

				Andre’s eyes flicked to mine, and I belatedly realized that he could smell the change in my mood. I wish I could telepathically send him my immense displeasure.

				“She’s not just a witness,” Vicca hissed, oblivious to my primal urge to wipe her from the face of the earth. “She is the only living witness to what happened. One who has avoided our summons for months. We need her testimony before we can sentence you.”

				My attention snapped to what Vicca was saying. Testimony? Sentencing? This was bad. What I’d seen the night of Andre’s birthday … it wouldn’t help his case. Not only had Andre gone psycho, he’d killed in my name. Me, the girl who was destined to lead some awful vampire genocide. I’d end up dead, and who knew what horrible fate would befall Andre.

				“She was unconscious when it happened,” Andre lied, and I breathed a sigh of relief. I now had my cover story.

				Andre walked over to me, his eyes softening. My own probably held a strange cocktail of panic, anger, and fear. “Now,” he said, “I am going to remove Gabrielle’s bindings and take her in myself. You’d do well to leave this room before I decide to punish you the same way I did Fredrick.”

				She didn’t need more encouragement. In an instant she was gone.

			

			
				“You too,” Andre said, his gaze never leaving mine. 

				I could hear joints popping and an agonized groan as Fredrick pushed himself up. 

				“We will be in the courtroom in a few minutes,” Andre said. “Warn the rest of the coven that if anyone so much as considers checking in on us, they will regret it. I am not in a good mood.”

				Fredrick made some meek noise and bowed—bowed—to Andre’s back before scurrying out of the room.

				Once we were alone, Andre ripped the duct tape from my lips.

				“Fuck,” I gasped out from the pain. I glared at Andre. “Did you have to rip it off so—” 

				He silenced me with a kiss. Only now that we were alone did he finally drop the façade. I felt the way his hands trembled as they caressed my cheeks. His lips brushed against mine in an apology.

				He broke off the kiss and leaned his head against mine. “I am so sorry. So, so sorry.” He swept the hair off my face and held my jaw in his hands before his gaze drifted to my bound arms. One second he stared at them, and in the next he was ripping them off. 

				As soon as the tape was removed, Andre came back around to face me. “We don’t have much time. This is what you need to know: When I entered Bishopcourt the night of my birthday gala, you were fleeing Theodore, who was trying to kill you.”

				I nodded. That was so far the truth. “Why was he trying to kill me?” I asked, keeping my voice hushed in case any vampires were trying to eavesdrop.

			

			
				“He thought you were unnatural—an abomination.”

				I swallowed. Hearing Andre say those words hurt, even though I knew it was just the cover story. 

				Sensing my mood, Andre tipped my chin up and gave me a lingering kiss. When he spoke again, he was all business. “Theodore raised the gun, I tackled you, and when you went down you cracked your head against the stairs, which knocked you out until I picked you up.”

				“So I remember nothing of what you did to Theodore or your motives,” I said.

				“Correct. Stick to that story, or else,” Andre said, his expression dark. 

				“Or else what?”

				“Or else they’ll try to make you an accessory to murder. If that happens, you’ll be convicted and sentenced to the highest punishment.”

				Death. But not just death. That was not only what waited for me. Damnation and an unholy reunion with the devil. My breath stilled even as my heart galloped.

				Andre placed a hand on my chest, as though that action might slow down my racing heart. “I never wanted this to happen,” he said hoarsely.

				I forced myself to breathe and pushed down my terror. “I’ll stick to the story.” 

				“Good,” he said, “because I don’t think I could survive the alternative.”

				Our gazes met, held, and then like magnets we came together, our bodies flush. Our lips met and our breath mingled. Only here, wrapped in Andre’s arms did I feel like all was right in the world. It was a beautiful illusion, but I wrapped the fantasy around me and reveled in it.

			

			
				An image of Vicca entered my mind, and the illusion shattered. I pushed Andre away roughly. “You and Vicca … ?”

				Andre’s brows pulled together. “What is it, Gabrielle?”

				But I couldn’t finish my train of thought because even though I was jealous and hurt, I was embarrassed that I felt this way at all.

				I saw the moment Andre put it together. His eyebrows shot up and his eyes widened. “Are you … jealous of her?” Andre’s lips twitched as he spoke the last word, and when I narrowed my eyes at him, his mouth drew up into an amused smile.

				“You’re happy?” I asked, disbelief coating my words.

				He gave a small bark of laughter and ran a hand through his hair. “It’s about time I’m not the only one in this relationship to get jealous.”

				Fair point, but this was different. “Andre, you turned her,” I tried to explain. “Clearly that relationship was meaningful enough to want her by your side forever.” Those words shredded my throat coming out.

				He stepped in closer. “You’re right,” he admitted. It felt like a knife to my chest. “A long time ago I met a beguiling woman named Vicca, and I fell in love.” 

				I swallowed down the thick knot at the back of my throat. 

				Andre’s face got a faraway look to it. “At least I thought I had,” he said. “Lust, attraction, romance—all are heady drugs, but like all drugs, they wear off.” His gaze refocused on me. “And when they inevitably did, I realized that I didn’t love her—not true love, the kind that makes you the best version of yourself.”

			

			
				Andre glanced at the door. Our private moment was almost over, and not even the king of the vampires could stall his trial much longer.

				“I’d never felt true love,” he said, looking back at me. “Not until you. In seven hundred years, I’d never gazed at someone and felt this bone-deep ache the way I do when I look at you. Like the other half of my bruised soul lies beneath your skin. And it’s more than everything I’d ever hoped for. It’s finding my humanity. It’s living for the first time. It’s … redemption.” He drew the words out, and they lingered in the air between us. 

				The tips of his fingers grazed my cheek, and I glanced at the ground, bashful now that he’d reassured me of his love.

				“It’s always been you Gabrielle, even before you existed. And long after our bodies have turned to dust it will still be you. It will always, always be you.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 17

				A tentative knock interrupted us, and so caught up in the moment, I jolted at the sound. Andre sighed and took my hand. “Our time’s up. Are you ready for this?”

				No, not at all, but it wasn’t like I had any other good options. I’d already decided to stay in Romania and risk this exact situation. As the saying went, I’d made my bed, and now I was going to have to sleep in it.

				I took a deep breath. “Let’s get this over with.”

				Together we crossed the entrance hall, and Andre pulled open one of the two solid oak doors and ushered me in.

				I didn’t know what I was expecting on the other side, but it was something along the lines of a lot of crimson and black furniture, corsets, candelabras, and maybe even some spider webs. So the gilded murals and finely pressed business suits threw me. It was almost disappointing.

			

			
				At least the vampires were real. They were all unnaturally still as we entered, making it appear as though someone pressed pause on time. 

				I saw some of their nostrils flare as they breathed my scent in. What were they scenting? My emotions, or how just how human I was? 

				I gazed around the room. It was set up like the courtrooms I’d seen on TV, except instead of a single judge, there was a row of them. 

				“The Elders,” Andre whispered into my ear.

				Sure enough, Vicca sat up there, her expression stoic, though I could’ve sworn she had an evil glint to her eyes. 

				Up until several months ago, Theodore would’ve been among them, and roughly a decade ago so would have my father. It was a strange and sobering thought. 

				A vampire stepped up to us. “Miss Fiori,” he said, giving me a slight bow, “the Elders have generously rearranged today’s schedule so that you can give your testimony as the first order of business.” 

				Generously. I wanted to snort at that. My guess was that the schedule had been rearranged so that they could snatch me, get my testimony, and return me before Andre was made aware of the situation. And if they had, then my testimony would’ve been inconsistent with Andre’s. We’d have both been screwed.

				“I was kidnapped, and now you want me to testify?” I raised my eyebrows and gazed at the sea of vampires. Their expressions remained passive.

				“As a member of this coven, it is your duty to testify before our court, something you’ve managed to evade up until now.” As if he couldn’t help himself, the vampire snuck a sly glance at Andre. I guess there was no mistaking exactly who was responsible for my absence in court. Funny how I, and not Andre, was still getting punished for it.

			

			
				“I am here on an official investigation for the Politia,” I said. “My primary allegiance during this time is to them.” 

				Now that statement got a reaction. The sound of hisses echoed throughout the courtroom. 

				“Blasphemy,” someone whispered. That was cute, coming from a vampire.

				Another whispered, “Why does he let her get away with this heresy?”

				Someone responded, “He won’t. He never does.”

				One of the Elders spoke up. “Enough stalling. Gabrielle Fiori, daughter of the late Santiago Fiori, tonight you will answer the court’s questions. Once you do so, you will be allowed to leave and return to your investigation.” His voice dripped with disdain. 

				The Elder’s eyes moved to Andre. “Sire, I trust you will not stand in the way of these proceedings though this young vampire means something to you?” 

				Andre stared at the Elder for a long moment before inclining his head. “You have my word.”

				Well hell, I was in for a long night.

				“Please follow me to the stand,” said the vampire standing next to me.

				I glanced at Andre, who stared at the vampire until he fidgeted, before inclining his head. Andre may be the defendant in this trial, but there was no mistaking that he was still in charge. 

			

			
				He released my hand, and I followed the vampire up to the stand, a strange sort of disbelief settling over me. This was really happening. I’d been kidnapped and now, rather than reporting the incident, I was testifying. Vampires had a majorly screwed up justice system.

				At my back I could feel Andre’s comforting presence. It was the one silver lining of the whole situation.

				As I sat down and faced the pale, expressionless audience, I made a promise to myself: I would not screw this up.

				“Why would Theodore want to kill you?”

				I stared down at my twisted hands. “He thought I was unnatural.” 

				“And why would he think that?” 

				I’d already explained this to the other lawyer—don’t even get me started on the strangeness of vampiric lawyers—but now the other side was cross-examining me, looking for holes in my story.

				I drew my gaze up and gave the male vampire a sharp look. “I don’t know.” I bit back a longer response. The less they could get out of me, the likelier I was to pull this off.

				“Surely you have an idea?” he prodded.

				“Objection,” the other lawyer said.

				“Overruled,” one of the bored Elders said.

				In the courtroom beyond him, Andre controlled his expression, but every once in a while I glimpsed the muscle in his cheek feathering. 

			

			
				My attention returned to the lawyer. “You’ve been a vampire longer than I have, you tell me.”

				That didn’t sit well with him. His eyes thinned, but he moved on. 

				“So walk us through what happened during that period of time you were alone in Theodore’s presence.”

				I did, explaining how he divulged his attempts in the past to kill me, and how he tried again that evening but was thwarted when I used glamour on him. While I spoke, I stole a glance at the Elders. Several of them were scenting the air, and I realized they were gaging how anxious I was when I spoke. They wanted to smell whether I told the truth.

				“And what happened once you escaped?” the vampire asked once I finished.

				“I ran out of the room and down the stairs, and that’s when I saw Andre. Behind me Theodore had pulled out a gun and aimed it at me. When he saw the gun, Andre tackled me. I slammed my head against the staircase, and the impact knocked me out.”

				The lawyer’s nostrils flared, and I inwardly cursed. He could smell something. I didn’t dare look at the Elders for fear that they too would scent the lie.

				The lawyer took a step closer, an excited spark to his eyes, and I almost jumped at the movement. I was spooking myself, but it didn’t matter. I could feel my cheeks heating up, and I knew that if no one had noticed before that I was lying, now they would.

			

			
				“The reports filed never mentioned you having a head injury,” the lawyer stated.

				I opened my mouth and paused. Panic rose within me. Andre and I hadn’t gone over this. I don’t know the answer. I don’t know the answer.

				I took a steadying breath and collected myself once more. I’d always heard that what made a lie believable was staying as close to the truth as possible. “They wouldn’t have since it had already healed.”

				“And how fast would you say the injury took to heal?”

				I shrugged. “I have no idea. I was a bit distracted that evening.”

				“Strange that you were unconscious precisely during the time that Andre killed Theodore—what was that, several minutes? Yet your injury healed so quickly once you woke that it went undocumented—”

				Andre’s lawyer jumped to his feet. “Objection! The prosecution is insinuating that the witness is making false claims.” 

				“Sustained,” and Elder said.

				The lawyer still had an excited spark to his eyes, like a shark scenting blood. Or a vampire. He continued to question me for what felt like an eternity but was probably only another twenty or thirty minutes.

				I adamantly stuck to the story that Andre had fed me. Thank goodness for that too, since I’d seen some of the audience’s eyes flicker with anger and morbid fascination. I had the distinct impression that they wouldn’t mind me dead, vampire or not. But through it all was the lingering worry that the Elders and the prosecution had literally sniffed out the lies in my story.

			

			
				Eventually my testimony came to a close, and the trial was adjourned for the rest of the evening due to the bad weather conditions. Imagine that—they had just enough time to get my testimony, but nothing else.

				Sneaky didn’t even begin to cover it.

				I was led from the stand to where Andre waited for me. The skin around his eyes was tight with tension. He draped an arm around my waist and placed a kiss along my temple. A few eyebrows went up, and I had to suppress a smile. I guess they were surprised that the big bad vampire king would show affection to his little pet.

				But the gesture was more than just some casual PDA. Andre was warning his subjects to tread lightly when it came to me since I was a current favorite. 

				“Gabrielle Fiori,” a voice rang out above the commotion. I turned and met Vicca’s gaze. Her eyes dropped to where Andre’s arm draped around my waist, “stay close for the remainder of the trial. We don’t want to have to detain you again if we need to call you in for further questioning.”

				“Further questioning?” I thought this was it.

				Her gaze drifted up from Andre’s arm to me, and the smile she flashed was predatory. “Don’t think your role in this is over.”

				I didn’t let my guard down until Andre and I sat safely in his car, and the courtroom was far behind us. 

				“I think they know,” I finally whispered, my voice cracking.

			

			
				His hands tightened on the wheel. “They can’t prove anything based on the way you smell,” Andre said, staring at the road.

				“So you smelled it?”

				His mouth thinned, and he gave me a jerky nod. 

				“That’s what I thought,” I said softly, glancing at the storm raging outside. I raised my eyebrows. “Should we be driving in this weather?”

				“No, but I wasn’t going to leave you there at the mercy of the coven.”

				I swiveled my head and studied his profile. “Thank you.”

				He clenched his jaw. “You should not be thanking me. They kidnapped you, and I couldn’t do a damn thing about it.”

				The corners of my mouth drew downwards. “Kidnapping doesn’t seem so harsh compared to some of the violence the coven’s used to.” The memory of Andre squeezing Freddy’s throat played out in my mind.

				Andre looked over at me, and he squinted his eyes. “I’m not a good person,” he said, reading between the lines. “None of us vampires really are.”

				“You’re good to me.” Even I recognized that was a bit of a booby prize. I mean, I was his soulmate. It’d be strange if he didn’t treat me well.

				Andre turned to look at me, his features warming, and he gave me a small smile. “You are the light of my existence.” 

				Ironic that he was finding his humanity at the same time I was losing mine. Or maybe it wasn’t ironic at all.

			

			
				We road in silence after that, until the car came to a halt in front of a beautiful but unfamiliar building. 

				“Where are we?” I asked.

				Andre turned off the ignition and turned to face me. “My home.”

				My brows drew together. “Your home?” I repeated, confused. I didn’t know whether I should feel annoyance that he hadn’t told me we were making a pit stop or excitement to see what was probably Andre’s oldest and dearest home. 

				I rubbed my eyes. “Andre I want to see your place, but I have to get back.”

				“You misunderstand,” he said, reaching out and tucking a lock of hair behind my ear. “I’m asking you to stay here.”

				I drew back and searched his features. “You’re not asking me anything,” I stated. This wasn’t a request. This was a coup.

				His expression turned protective. “Please, Gabrielle, go along with this. I can’t have my coven snatching you again while I’m unaware.”

				“Andre—”

				“You have to trust me that I know my people.”

				“How about instead of trust, you keep me informed?” I asked. 

				He palmed the side of my face. “You’re a teenager Gabrielle, and you are the love of my life. I want you to be safe, happy, carefree. I want to keep the darkness that surrounds us both at bay as much as possible. You deserve that.”

			

			
				Damn him. When he put it like that, it was hard to feel indignant. And boy did I want to feel indignant.

				“But Andre, I have a case to solve, and my friends—”

				“Arrangements have already been made.”

				I opened my mouth and closed it. “What?” I finally said.

				“Someone will be bringing your things and your friends as soon as the storm lets up.”

				I pushed my hands through my hair. What he said made sense, so why did this bother me so much?

				Because you’re being treated like a precious flower. A delicate, fragile flower that’s easily crushed.

				“No,” said, making up my mind. 

				Andre’s eyes flashed. “Gabrielle …”

				“Take me back to the inn.”

				Andre’s eyes slitted. “No.”

				“Yes,” I said, staring him down.

				“Arguing is not going to change my mind.”

				I knew it wasn’t, and I didn’t want to waste the effort on arguing when I had glamour.

				My skin began to glow, and I opened my mouth. “Andre, take me—”

				Before I could finish the order, Andre leaned across the consul, tipped my chin back, and kissed me roughly.

				The siren practically squealed with pleasure. Damn her. I moaned against Andre’s lips as my skin flared. Encouraged, he cradled the back of my head and deepened the kiss. I felt his tongue brush against mine, and warmth spread throughout my stomach. 

				He broke away and, lust drunk, I didn’t realize he’d left the car until he was opening my door and pulling me out. I touched my tender lips, dazed. But just as the siren in me began to ebb away, Andre removed my hand from my mouth and resumed the kiss.

			

			
				He picked me up and, lost in him, I wrapped my legs around his waist as he carried me. I threaded my fingers through his hair and drew away long enough to drink in his beauty. 

				Dark, expressive eyes stared back at me, and right now they looked … remorseful. Using my thumb I touched the skin at the corner of one of his eyes. “Why do you look so sad?” I asked. My voice no longer sounded like my own. The rich melody that came out of my mouth was pitched both lower and higher. It had layers to it; it made words music. 

				He swallowed. “Don’t concern yourself, soulmate,” he said, his words laced with regret.

				My eyes moved between his. “But I want to.” I ran my tongue over my fangs. I hadn’t noticed them drop down, but now that I did, my gaze dropped to his neck. No pulse stirred, but I knew blood lay beneath, and that excited me.

				He sighed. “I cannot win. I do not know how,” he said.

				I kissed his cheek. “Win what?” I asked. The siren shrank away some as worry replaced lust.

				“A battle involving you and fate,” Andre said, moving us down a hall. 

				I frowned. He wasn’t usually so cryptic. 

				Andre brushed his palm against my temple. “Instead I help fate along and push you away.”

				My brows pinched down. This talk was killing my lusty buzz. Making a small noise, I pressed my lips to Andre’s and moved against him. I smiled against his mouth as I felt his grip tighten and his body tense. And then we were lost in the kiss once more. At the back of my mind I knew I was forgetting something important.

			

			
				He pressed me against the wall, and I practically purred with pleasure. 

				Andre broke off the kiss and bowed his head. “I can’t do this.” He sounded defeated.

				Why were we talking again?

				I ran a hand through his hair, and he turned his cheek into it, kissing my palm. “Damnit,” he whispered, “I really can’t do this.”

				Reluctantly he extricated himself from my embrace. I wanted to cry out. “Why—?” I began.

				He pressed a chaste kiss to my lips. “I’m … sorry. For not listening to you earlier.” 

				I cocked my head as he took my hand and led me through the house—his house. “What are you talking about?”

				“I order people around for a living,” he said. “Getting my way has become a habit.”

				I blinked a few times, that niggling thought finally coming to me. “Did you just … manipulate me into staying with you?” 

				“I tried.”

				Hurt and betrayal bubbled up. “How could you?”

				He gave me a pained look. “I couldn’t. Not in the end.” 

				And he didn’t. I’d give him that. But now I was pissed that I’d been played so easily. “Take me back,” I whispered.

			

			
				Andre’s jaw worked, but he nodded.

				As we got in the car and began the drive back, a thousand thoughts swirled through me. First I pieced together Andre’s plan—distract me and get me inside his house. Anger and betrayal flared hot within me at this, but as my mind drifted, less welcome thoughts entered. 

				Like the fact that I’d been about to use glamour to force Andre to take me back to the inn. Technically I’d been just as willing to manipulate him as he had been me. Only he’d stopped himself. I doubted that I would’ve. And I doubted I would’ve felt remorseful afterwards. Did that make me the worse of the two of us?

				Feeling the car slide through the snow, I wondered just how stupid my decision to return to the inn had been. We could only see a few feet in front of us and the car was losing traction often enough to set me on edge. Would Andre be able to make it back okay? 

				While I thought about it, why was it important to stay at the inn if I might get kidnapped again by my coven? Before this evening, I would’ve jumped at the chance to stay over at Andre’s place. 

				“This was a mistake,” I whispered.

				Andre glanced over at me. “What’s a mistake?”

				This. Being out here on the road. I’d been hurt, so I’d made a stupid, rash decision. One I already regretted. I sucked in a breath to say exactly this, but I never got a chance.

				It happened in an instant. Movement outside caught my eye. To the left of the car a shadow deeper than the darkness flashed, coming straight for us. My throat seized up and my eyes widened as I tried to process what I was seeing. The shadow looked at me—looked at me and smiled. Impossible, but true. 

			

			
				“What the—?” Andre’s words cut off as the thing slammed into the car. 

				My hair whipped across my face and my head snapped back at the impact. Andre threw his arm out to brace me. The sickening sound of crunching metal cut through the silent night and the car spun.

				The darkness blurred as the car skated over the slick road. Next to me, Andre unbuckled the seatbelt and vaulted over the consul. I felt the brush of his legs and torso as he covered my body with his own. 

				The wall of a nearby building rose up outside my window; the car was headed straight towards it. 

				Our eyes met. I’d like to say that all sorts of sweet, unspoken things passed between us in that moment, but I’d be lying. I only had time to process that we were both about to be in a lot of pain before metal met stone. 

				The force of the collision threw my body into Andre’s, and his into the wall. The screech of more crumpling metal played in the background like a gruesome soundtrack. 

				My head slipped past Andre’s shoulder and rammed against something solid. I barely heard the sickening crack of it before the world blacked out.


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 18

				I found myself staring at a fireplace, a strange sense of déjà vu settling over me. In the distance I heard a roar, followed by an agonized scream.

				Then silence.

				I rotated around, and as I did so, the room’s details came into focus. The portraits, the map made of human skin, the chair with the same disturbing carpet.

				The unholy chill. 

				I was back inside the castle of the damned. I dragged a hand to my mouth and staggered back as a familiar form stepped into the doorway. 

				“Hello consort.”

				I shrieked before I could help it, and the devil frowned. “As much as your reactions amuse me, they annoy me more,” he said, entering the room.

			

			
				I scrambled behind a velvet couch sprinkled with blood splatter. Already I was beginning to feel the choking sensation of evil. It twisted around my insides, seizing me up. “Am I dead?” I asked, white-knuckling the back of the couch.

				A corner of his lips turned up. “More or less.” 

				I let out a strangled sound and felt myself deflate. “You did this, didn’t you?” I accused. 

				He arched an eyebrow and perched on the edge of the soiled chair. “No, I’m afraid I can’t claim this victory—though it was a paltry effort on the part of Argipifex. He will be punished accordingly.”

				Paltry effort? I was in the devil’s clutches at the moment. 

				“Now,” his eyes raked over my body, “come to me. I wish to show you the rest of the house.”

				My eyes darted to the entrance of the room. Beyond it lay the front door. I didn’t want to move further into the house. I wanted out.

				Noticing what had drawn my attention, the devil pushed away from the chair and took a menacing step forward. “If you want to be difficult, I so can I.”

				I pushed down my terror and drew on my courage. “Better be careful—I bite.”

				Something hot and desirous flashed through his eyes. “Yes, I look forward to seeing those fangs up close.”

				Ewww. Not the reaction I wanted. 

				I shifted my weight. “Stay away from me if you don’t want to end up impaled again.”

			

			
				The mask the devil wore dropped away, and rage contorted his features. Oh boy, I’d hit a nerve. “Do not speak of that night if you wish to avoid my wrath.”

				How could I have ever thought him handsome? Cruelty drew itself into every facet of his face. 

				The devil fixed his features. “Tell me little bird, do I please you now?” he asked. He emphasized his question with a charming smile. 

				“Stop reading my thoughts.”

				“The good boy look always did make the ladies’ break.” He smoothed his hair down. “Not that it matters,” he said. “You can think me an ugly thing, and it will not change your fate. But—”

				I blinked and he stood before me. Panic seized up my muscles. My body quaked in his presence. 

				He picked up my hand and pushed back the sleeve, exposing the pale skin of my forearm. Everywhere his hand touched, I felt something intangible wither away. 

				“—knowing you desire me will make you more delicious to devour,” he finished.

				My trembling increased, and the room turned pink as tears gathered. One slipped out and trailed down the side of my face. Damnit, I was not meek.

				I steeled myself and yanked my hand away. “I will never agree to your demands. I didn’t the last time you asked, and I won’t now.”

				He grabbed my jaw and squeezed it. “You will once every last thing you care about has been stripped away from you. Everyone and everything save for me.”

				“What makes you think I care about you?”

			

			
				He smiled at me, the soft light of the fire making his teeth look sharp and his grin vicious. “You know so very little about yourself.”

				I tried to step away from his grasp, but he wouldn’t let go of his hold on me. 

				“Let go,” I said. The command came out more like a whimper.

				“You cannot escape this. You cannot escape me. You’re mine, Gabrielle. Mine.”

				“Why?” I whispered. It was the same question I’d asked during Samhain. Why had the devil taken an unusual interest in me.

				The smell of brimstone rose, and fire seemed to dance at the back of his eyes. I thought he was going to hurt me, but instead he pulled my face closer to his, close enough that I could tell he didn’t have pores—and why would he? He wasn’t human. 

				“Fate, consort,” he said. “You are fated to be mine.”

				I gasped, sucking in frigid air.

				“Gabrielle.” Panic laced Andre’s normally steady voice. I felt his feather-light touch against my cheek. The trail of his fingertips was too soft; he touched me as though I were breakable. Or already broken.

				My eyes fluttered open, and I found myself cradled in Andre’s arms. His dark eyes stared back down at me, wide with fear and worry. Blood smeared his face and soaked his shirt. I breathed in the metallic tang of it. It was everywhere.

			

			
				He let out a shaky breath. A bloody tear snaked down his eye, and he used his shoulder to wipe it away. Still carefully clutching me, he bent down, placing an ear against my chest.

				“Andre?” I reached out and touched his face, disoriented. 

				He drew his head away from my chest, his expression slightly less panicked.

				“I’m here. We were in an accident, and you were badly injured.” Again, the feather-light touch, this time to push away a stray strand of hair. I noticed how his hand shook. The gesture reminded me that my own body had shook moments before …

				The devil. Fate. Hell. 

				Oh boy, I was screwed.

				I squirmed in Andre’s arms, ignoring the searing pain as I jostled my injuries. 

				Andre’s grip tightened. “Try not to move. You’re still badly hurt.” 

				My eyes darted about, my breathing coming in quick, misty bursts. 

				“It’s okay Gabrielle, you’re okay.” Andre’s voice pulled my attention back to him. 

				“I’m not, Andre.” I began to tremble all over again. “I’m not.”

				“What has you so spooked, soulmate?”

				“He took me,” I said, my eyes darting over Andre’s face. 

				“Who?”

			

			
				“The devil.”

				Andre froze. “You mean while you were unconscious?”

				“Yes.”

				“Has he ever done that before?”

				“Never.” Not while I’d been unconscious. The devil was growing bolder and my own situation more dire.

				A muscle ticked in Andre’s jaw, and his muscles tensed beneath me. “It’s getting worse.”

				“I know.” I pushed myself up, swatting Andre’s arms away when he tried to stop me. “Ugh, I feel like hell,” I mumbled, rubbing my eyes with my palms. I only managed to smear blood and grit around. “And considering that I’ve practically visited the place, that’s saying something.”

				“We spun out, and you cracked your head open,” he said. “I was so scared that …” He trailed off, unwilling to finish that thought.

				My eyes lifted and I took in the crumpled remains of the car. It looked like a third of the car had been lopped off. The third I’d been sitting in. 

				My gaze snapped back to Andre, who was also covered in blood. “Are you okay?” I asked. My eyes scoured over him. His skin was paler than it should be. “How much blood did you lose?”

				“Don’t concern yourself with me.”

				“You’re not the only one who’s allowed to go into panic mode,” I said, running my hands over his arms.

				“I do not panic,” he said, affronted.

				Ignoring him, I trailed my hands over his back. It was soaked. I’m sure if I looked, it’d be crimson colored.

			

			
				I cursed. “Andre—” 

				“The wounds have already healed,” he said, gently removing my hand from his back. “We need to get moving if we don’t want to explain to the mortal police how we survived that crash uninjured.”

				My gaze moved up. It seemed we’d already attracted plenty of attention. Lights had turned on in some of the nearby buildings, and faces peered down at us. No one, however, had decided to weather the storm. Judging by the very faint sound of sirens, even the ambulances were having a hard time of it.

				“What about the car?”

				Andre smiled. “The car won’t nark on us either.”

				I rolled my eyes. “Andre …”

				His lips wavered, then spread into a cheeky grin. “I’ll take care of it. Right now, let me worry about you.”

				Andre stood up and helped me to my feet. I teetered, feeling off balance. Next to me Andre swore and scooped me up, pinning me against his chest. 

				“I can walk,” I insisted.

				“I know you can, soulmate.”

				I didn’t press the issue any more than that, mostly because I still felt like a piñata that had been beaten within an inch of its life. Andre whispered soothingly to me in Romanian. 

				I rubbed my head. “That’s the second time tonight I got hit in the head. I think I’ve killed off all of my brain cells.”

				The murmuring stopped, and I felt Andre’s soft lips brush against my temple. Then it began up again. “It seems there’s a growing list of dead men walking.” 

			

			
				Andre glanced beyond me into the darkness, his eyes searching. I could see the menace drawn across his features. Andre was a string pulled too taut. He would snap soon, and it wouldn’t be pretty for whoever or whatever came in his way. “I will find out who did this, and I will relish their agonized screams.”

				“You’re not going to find him,” I said, locking my jaw to keep my teeth from chattering.

				“Him?”

				“Or it—I don’t know the Underworld’s gender rules. The thing that attacked us was a demon. Argipifex,” I said.

				“How do you know the demon’s name?” Andre asked, his boots crunching in the snow.

				“The devil told me.”

				“The devil told you,” he repeated. 

				I pushed my lips together and nodded. 

				Andre worked his jaw, but managed to push down his emotions. “Did he hurt you?” Andre asked, his eyes glinting. He looked unreal, my vengeful, raven-haired king, ready to do battle with hell itself on this snowy night.

				I reached up and dusted the snow off of his hair. It was just an excuse to touch him. “No,” I said.

				Relief flowed into Andre’s features. “Good,” he said, caressing my cheek. “Now, tuck your face and hands into my chest, soulmate.”

				“Um, why?” I asked, my teeth beginning to chatter. 

				“Because I’m taking you back to my place on foot, and you’ll get severely wind burned if you don’t protect your exposed skin.”

			

			
				Ah. I was getting a supernatural piggyback ride. Sort of. In another situation this might’ve been kind of awesome. But right now, injured and in a blizzard, it sucked big time. 

				I turned my head and hands in. Andre rearranged his grip to protect me from the wind as much as possible.

				“Ready?” he breathed. 

				I nodded against him.

				He tightened his hold and took off. The force of his speed plastered me against him, and the wind howled in my ear. Going this fast, the cold felt like a knife, cutting through my thin layer of clothes and slicing my skin.

				Luckily I was a supernatural. I didn’t think a human could endure this without permanent damage. But I would. At least I hoped so. If not I was definitely haunting Argipifex’s ass. That little bastard would pay for killing me in the most miserable way possible. 

				Soon the cold numbed the bite from my skin. My eyes began to close when Andre slowed down. He shifted his grip, and I heard the click of a door opening and felt a delicious blast of heat. 

				“Stoke the fire and start up a hot bath,” Andre called out to his staff as he walked us in, slamming the door shut behind him.

				I caught elusive glimpses of my soulmate’s house as he carried me through it for a second time, but like last time, I was too distracted to pay much attention to my surroundings. 

				“I’m sorry,” I murmured. My words slurred since I couldn’t feel my lips.

			

			
				“Sorry about what?” Andre asked as he carried me up a flight of stairs. 

				“Insisting you drive me back.” 

				Andre glanced down at me, frowning at my mouth. “Soulmate, I am the one who’s sorry. I never should’ve put you in that position.”

				We entered what must’ve been the master suite. Andre’s quarters. As the heat began to thaw my skin, I noticed that Andre seemed a bit shaky, his strength not quite so inhuman. 

				“Andre, put me down,” I said gently, even though my legs were so numb I’d probably trip over them trying to walk.

				He gazed down at me, worry creasing his features. “I will, my life, just give me a moment.” 

				We moved through his bedroom, and I heard the sound of running water. As soon as we entered his bathroom, the pounding sound of it surrounded me. Like a shadow, Andre’s staff ghosted out of the room, closing the door behind them.

				Andre walked us right into an enormous Jacuzzi tub, the kind that could easily fit several people. 

				Andre’s brow furrowed. “This is not necessarily going to feel good.”

				That was all the warning I got before Andre knelt, submerging my body into the water. 

				I hissed between my teeth as the extreme temperature change stung my skin. The warm water swirled around us, turning a murky scarlet as blood and dirt mixed with it.

				I shook out my arms and legs, and the burning sensation worsened. It took a lot of self-control on my part not to string together a pretty line of curse words. 

			

			
				The sentiment must’ve shown in my expression, since Andre gazed at me pityingly. “I hate to tell you this, soulmate, but this is only mildly warm water.”

				“How c-can you t-tell?” I chattered, even as warmth seeped into me.

				Andre nodded to the faucet handles. Water still poured out of the faucet. “The way they’re angled.”

				Even as he said this, he bent over and cranked one of the faucets. I yelped when, a second later, scalding hot water brushed the skin of my leg.

				I narrowed my eyes at him. “That was just mean.”

				His mouth twitched. “I told you I wasn’t a good guy.” He said this even as he removed one of my boots, and then the other. He shrugged off his coat, and I gasped as he bent down to continue his work.

				His head snapped up, his gaze locking on mine. “Is your ankle injured?” he asked, assuming I’d made the noise out of pain.

				“Your back …” I said, horrified. I reached out to touch the crimson stain that covered most of his back. It was so much bigger than I’d assumed when I felt it back at the site of our accident. How much blood had he lost?

				Andre’s eyebrows rose in understanding, and in the next instant he ripped the shirt off and tossed it over his shoulder. The skin beneath his shirt was smooth. Whatever wound was once there had already healed over. 

				Silver lining of the evening: shirtless Andre made an appearance. I could die a happy siren-beast. 

			

			
				Andre peeled away one of my socks and began to rub my feet, snapping my attention away from his sculpted torso. I tried to pull my foot away, but he held it hostage. 

				“No,” he said, and I heard a growl in his voice, “you are not going to be difficult about this.”

				“Bossy much?”

				“I’m a king,” he said. “It comes with the territory.”

				After he finished rubbing one foot, he moved on to the other. 

				“Andre,” I started again, “you lost a lot of blood.”

				A reluctant smile tugged at his lips. “I’m going to be fine, soulmate.” His face darkened up when his eyes moved back to me. “You, on the other hand, are still quite mortal,” he said, “and even though you make blue skin lovely, it’s not a good look for you.”

				He got a splash for that. 

				“How come blood doesn’t seem to bother you?” I asked when he placed my foot back into the water. We were in a pool of it, yet he acted just as disinterested in it as I felt. 

				“I’m over seven hundred years old,” he said. “I’ve had plenty of time to learn how to manage my needs.” He picked up one of my hands and massaged warmth back into it.

				“Plus,” he said, his gaze moving up to meet mine, “true, crazed bloodlust only happened to junkies, and those vampires were weeded out long ago.” 

				“Oh.” Another pop culture myth debunked. 

				My skin tingled where Andre’s deft fingers touched it, my first indication that I was getting better. He placed my hand back into the water and reached over to grasp my hips.

			

			
				I sucked in air at his touch. I could be frozen over, a step away from death, and yet his touch still brought me back to life.

				Andre’s eyes moved to mine, and I felt the soft stroke of his thumbs against my skin. He threw a leg over my own, so that my torso was imprisoned between his thighs. With a sly grin he picked up my other hand and began rubbing blood back into it while I shamelessly ogled him.

				My gaze traveled up Andre’s sculpted chest, which was much too tan considering that he lived in darkness. My eyes scoured over the chiseled bands of muscle that roped around his arms.

				Andre paused in his work. He gazed down at my hand, his nostrils flaring, and I felt his body tense.

				“What?” I asked. That one word came out breathless and flustered. 

				Molten eyes met mine. “Your scent …” Almost as if he couldn’t help himself he leaned in, his lips skimming my throat. That live wire between us flared, electrifying my skin. 

				I turned my head so that my own mouth dipped near his hairline. I breathed in Andre’s spicy scent and blinked when I realized it was his pheromones. They must be pouring off of him. The scent had my skin glowing pale, golden light.

				Andre drew back, and I saw barely contained lust behind his eyes. He closed them and took in a shaky breath. “It is so damn hard to keep my hands off of you, even now, when you’re recovering from injuries.”

			

			
				His words sent a bolt of heat through me. A few more lusty looks and some sexy talk from him would have me sweating soon.

				I lounged back, leaning my head against the rim of the tub. “Then don’t.” Despite my glowing skin, that wasn’t the siren speaking. Just as the devil might be growing bolder with me, so was I getting bolder with Andre.

				The lust Andre had tried so hard to push away swamped his features once more. His eyes glittered. “Don’t tempt me,” he said. 

				“What if I want to?” I asked, not backing down. Oh yeah, I was definitely feeling better. 

				In the past Andre had kept himself tightly controlled. But now, he didn’t look like the master of his emotions. “You need heat and sugar,” he said, “you’re low on blood.”

				“I need you.”

				I saw how my words evaporated the last of his self-control. Hunger took over his features, and his gaze fell to my lips. He reached a hand up and ran his thumb over my lower lip, mesmerized by my mouth. Still he paused, like he just remembered that he was indulging in something he shouldn’t.

				So I pressed a kiss to the thumb that rested against my lips. 

				That spicy smell of his amplified, and a subtle tremor moved through him. He closed his eyes. When he opened them, a possessive ferocity shined within them. 

				“We shouldn’t be doing this. Not when you’re still recovering,” he said.

				I flashed him a slow, sultry smile, my skin beginning to illuminate. Who knew I could so easily fall into the role of femme fatal?

			

			
				Seeing my smile, Andre cursed under his breath and ran his hands through his hair. Almost as if he couldn’t help himself, he glanced back at my lips and stared. And stared.

				His hands dropped to his sides, and he leaned in achingly slow, drawing out the moment so that when his lips touched mine, the touch was sweeter than honey. A kind of desperation took over as our mouths moved against each other. 

				He coaxed my lips open with his own, and then the taste of him invaded my senses. My fangs nicked our tongues, and the sweet tang of blood joined the mix. 

				Andre groaned at the taste, and I felt my skin ripple approvingly. We were creatures of blood and darkness, and at the moment I fearlessly embraced this.

				His hands skimmed my shoulders, sliding under the damp coat I wore. Without breaking off the kiss, he tugged it off of me. 

				I smiled against his lips, and he made a noise at the back of his throat. “You undo me, soulmate,” he murmured. 

				His hands dropped to my waist, and he pushed my shirt up. He drew away to pull it over my head. I heard the distant smack as it hit the bathroom floor. 

				Wind whistled through Andre’s teeth as he sucked in air, his gaze riveted to my chest. I glanced down and saw I wore one of the lacey bras Oliver gave me. 

				“Jesus Christo,” Andre muttered running a hand over his mouth, his gaze transfixed. 

			

			
				The last of Andre’s resistance crumbled right there. His lips were on me once more, but this time, the slow burning sensuality was replaced by an insistent, carnal craving that demanded more, more, more. For once, me, the demanding siren inside of me, and Andre were all on the same page. 

				Hurriedly we shucked off the last of our clothes, save my lingerie and Andre’s boxer briefs. Those required some admiration. 

				Andre chuckled at whatever expression I wore. “The best is yet to come, soulmate.” He wrapped a hand around my thigh and another around my back, and stood, lifting me with him.

				His words jackhammered my pulse.

				I latched onto him, reveling at the feel of our bare skin pressed together. “Where, exactly, are you taking me?” I whispered against him, pressing a kiss to his neck. 

				“To my bed.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 19

				His bed? Brilliant light flared along my skin; I might as well have sent up a smoke signal informing all interested parties that I was turned on. It would’ve been less obvious. “So the doctor thinks I’m healed enough for physical activity?” I asked.

				“What makes you think we’ll be doing anything other than tending to your injuries?” Andre said.

				My eyebrows shot up, and I drew back enough to see his face. 

				Laughter danced in his eyes. “I have every intention of giving you a thorough physical examination.”

				My lips twitched, and then I laughed. A melodic echo laced my laughter. It was eerie as hell.

				One sizzling look from him, and my laughter died away, replaced by throbbing need.

			

			
				Luxurious warmth licked along my back as Andre entered his room, and we drew closer to a fireplace.

				Andre rounded a large four-poster bed not so different from the one at Bishopcourt. He laid me down on it, rearing back long enough to gaze yearningly at my body. I watched the flickering firelight dance over him. Right now he looked like a creature of the night. A very, very sexy one.

				His eyes traveled to my face, and when they did, affection mingled with lust, the emotion moving across his face and shining in his eyes. “What good deed did I possibly do to deserve you?” 

				“Good deed?” I asked skeptically. “You think a good deed brought you me? I’m probably punishment for all the bad you’ve done. You got cursed with me.”

				A smile curled the edges of his lips. “You’re probably right—you are awfully surly,” he admitted. I swatted his arm and he grinned. As he stared at me, it melted away. “But I will be thanking fate till the end of my days for bringing me such a wonderful curse.” 

				At the mention of fate, I felt a chill rise from within me that had nothing to do with the storm outside. The devil had also mentioned fate this evening. Don’t think about it. 

				Ever so slowly, Andre draped his body over mine so that I felt each point of contact as skin met skin. 

				I gazed up at the face of my soulmate, the king of the vampires. Loose tendrils of his hair hung down, and I laughed as water droplets slid down them and hit my skin.

				He looked at me reverently, heat entering his gaze as we stared at each other. “Be mine forever, Gabrielle.”

			

			
				“I already am,” I breathed.

				His weight settled heavily against me, and I stroked a thumb from the nape of his neck down the length of his back.

				Andre showered kisses down my face and moved against me. Despite the remaining clothes, I felt the movement everywhere. I threw my head back, closing my eyes.

				“All that is holy,” I said, breathless, “you obviously know what you’re doing.” Sometime during Andre’s 700 years of life, he’d learned exactly how to undo a woman.

				Andre nuzzled my neck and brushed a kiss along it. “I’m glad I can give you this.” Again he moved against me, and again I felt my body’s sensual reaction everywhere. 

				In my other ear, I felt the breath of another mouth. No, consort.

				I stilled.

				Andre drew back, his brow creased. “Are we moving too fast?”

				I shook my head furiously. “No,” I said—practically pleaded. But inside I was beginning to freak out. Had the devil just interrupted us?

				Andre eyed me cautiously. “Perhaps we should slow down …” he said. I could feel him retreating.

				Screw this. I wrapped a hand around the back of Andre’s neck and pulled him to me. There was nothing sweet about the kiss I gave him; it was demanding, lustful. I moved against him as his tongue swept through my mouth. He groaned and gave in, his hands running down the length of me.

			

			
				Consort, stop. The devil’s voice tickled the skin of my ear, and I stiffened, breaking off the kiss.

				Above me Andre paused. “Gabrielle … ?”

				Our eyes met, and I swallowed. He caressed the side of my face. “What is it?”

				You are mine and mine alone. 

				I flinched at the voice.

				“Gabrielle,” Andre said more insistently.

				I winced as I spoke. “It’s the devil. He’s demanding that we stop.”

				Andre cursed. “He does not get a say in the matter.”

				Oh yes I do. You are mine, consort. Not his.

				“I am no one’s,” I said out loud. 

				Anger and confusion replaced lust on Andre’s face. “The bastard’s still talking to you, isn’t he?” 

				I really wanted to punch the devil in the face. Instead I rubbed my ear. “Yeah, he is.”

				“What’s he saying?”

				“Essentially, that you can’t have sex with me.”

				Andre’s features went carefully neutral, which meant he was getting well and truly pissed. “And why is that?”

				I couldn’t look at him when I spoke. “I think he wants to save me for himself.” My skin crawled and my stomach rolled at the thought. I couldn’t bear his touch, so I definitely couldn’t imagine doing that with him. The devil wanting a bride, that was the thing nightmares were created of.

				“He doesn’t get to have you,” Andre said vehemently.

				Ah, yes, this delicious subject. I swallowed. “Andre, there’s something I haven’t told you,” I stared at the crimson comforter.

			

			
				“What is it?” Andre asked, his voice lethally calm—this was when Andre was his most dangerous.

				I closed my eyes and replayed the end of my visit with the devil. Those parting words, the sureness in the devil’s voice.

				“Gabrielle?”

				My eyes opened, and I focused on Andre’s dark gaze. “The devil told me that he and I were fated to be together.”

				Andre thinned his eyes, gave me a sly, disbelieving look, then tipped his head back and laughed. I wondered how many people had died to that terrible sound, because there was no humor in it. But there was plenty of wickedness. “Is he mad?” Andre asked.

				“Most definitely.” When it came to the devil, that was a given.

				“We are soulmates,” he said. 

				“Yes.” I knew that for certain.

				“He is known as a trickster for a reason,” he said. “He lies.”

				I watched the firelight flicker across Andre’s face. “That, or fate doubled dipped.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 20

				The next morning I stared out the window of Andre’s study, watching the way the wind whipped small flakes of snow against the mansion.

				Fated to two men. Clearly the Fates couldn’t agree on what was to become of me. At the moment, I despised all of them; they made it seem as though my sole destiny was to be with some dude.

				Fate aside, companionship couldn’t be the only reason that the devil wanted me, could it? But then again, why else? I had some interesting abilities, but nothing the devil could gain from, right?

				When I ruminated on this topic, Andre’s words always echoed back: power. This was all a power play. I just couldn’t yet see how I’d give the devil more power.

				I stretched and grabbed the laptop Andre had loaned me. Well, technically he’d given it to me, but I didn’t exactly need another computer.

			

			
				Still, I made good use of it, emailing Grigori, Oliver, Caleb, and the head Politia about where I was and the events that took place last night. 

				An email sent from Grigori’s phone came back right away, asking me whether I was okay and informing me that due to the bad weather conditions and the upcoming holiday, all Politia officers had received the next two days off. 

				Holiday? I checked the computer’s calendar. “I’ll be damned.” It was Christmas Eve. Somehow, between everything that had occurred since my birthday, I’d forgotten.

				I turned my attention back to the email and typed up a message to Grigori letting him know I was alright and how to get ahold of me now that my phone was probably lying under a foot of fresh snow. 

				Once I sent the message, I leaned back, feeling useless. I grabbed a pastry from a nearby platter, my fifth one this morning and probably my twelfth since last night. After the devil crashed our little party and majorly ruined the mood, Andre had gone back to tending to me. 

				I downloaded a video chat app onto the computer and decided to give my mother a call. The line connected, and my mom’s smiling face showed up across the screen. My eyes pricked at the sight of her. 

				“Merry Christmas Eve, sweet daughter of mine,” she said. 

				With effort, I pulled myself together. “Merry Christmas Eve, mama,” I said.

			

			
				In the background I could hear carols playing over the radio, and a pang of homesickness hit me. I should’ve been there with her. But she couldn’t afford a plane ticket for me, and I couldn’t just buy one with my own money. Not unless I wanted to tell my mother just how I came to be a millionaire dozens of times over.

				“Did you get my package?” she asked, interrupting my thoughts.

				“Er, no,” I said guiltily. I probably would’ve if I’d been on the Isle of Man. But I wasn’t, and she couldn’t know that her teenage daughter was staying in a new country. “But I’ve heard that international shipping to the Isle of Man is a nightmare.” Inwardly I cringed at the lie. 

				“Aw,” her face fell, “Well, maybe it will arrive today. I’d really hoped you’d get to open it on Christmas.”

				We chatted for a long time after that, catching up on good books, TV shows, and what we’d done since we last talked. It was pleasure and pain, talking to her, since I missed her so dang much. And guilt always seeped in when I had to lie or omit the truth. 

				Just like right now.

				“Where are you?” she asked.

				“Peel Academy’s library,” I said, not missing a beat.

				“Wow. Some library,” she said, noticing the gilded molding and the marble side table next to me. “They let you eat and talk in there?”

				Whoops. “Ah, no, but the place is abandoned during the holidays.”

				“Oh, well honey, I hope you’re not spending all your time in there when you could be celebrating with your friends.” She looked genuinely concerned. If only she knew the truth. She’d go ballistic.

			

			
				She smiled over the screen. “In case I don’t talk to you tomorrow, Merry Christmas,” she said, “I love you.”

				“Love you too. Merry Christmas.”

				Thuack. 

				The knife made a solid sound as it embedded itself into the target. I’d discovered Andre’s training room late in the afternoon, and I’d lingered ever since. 

				I spun a knife in my hand. I’d forgotten how good it felt to exert control over something—even a simple weapon. It was almost cathartic after the last few days I’d had. Not to mention feeling my muscles catch and release with exertion. There was some basic satisfaction to being capable of defending myself.

				Power tickled over my skin as I stared at the target—someone else’s power. Andre was waking up, and that meant that I might be able to train with him. The thought had the corners of my mouth curling up. Between Andre and me there was enough pent up sexual tension to make for some very interesting grappling. 

				I threw the knife in my hand, watching it tumble hilt-over-blade, before sinking into the target with a satisfying thump.

				Another bull’s eye. I stepped back a few yards and glanced down at the belt I wore. Three knives were still strapped into the sheaths that circled my waist.

				Two months ago, when Andre began to train me, I balked at the idea of training with swords and knives—medieval weapons. But now, I understood. In a fight, a knife, a sword, a battle-axe, arrows, throwing stars—all these weapons and more could be retrieved and reused, unlike modern weaponry. A spent bullet could never be procured again in the heat of battle. 

			

			
				Not that this stopped supernatural beings—Andre included—from using guns. All and all, they were still quite effective. 

				But the other equally important reason Andre trained me with swords and knives was that these weapons required muscle control, good form, dynamism, and—when one was engaged in combat—improvisation. 

				Thuack, thuack, thuack. I threw the rest of the knives in quick succession, a pleased smile dancing along my lips when they hit the target exactly where I had intended.

				“Remind me never to piss you off.”

				I started at the voice. I swiveled around to see Andre standing in the doorway, arms folded. 

				“You’re getting even better,” he commented, dropping his arms and sauntering into the room. “Though I still would’ve gotten the drop on you.”

				“It’s good to see you too,” I said, turning back to my target to retrieve my knives. As I did so, my face heated. Even with our hard-to-ignore connection, Andre was still able to sneak up on me. 

				“Is my soulmate embarrassed?” Andre’s voice was amused.

				Damn vampires and their sense of smell. When I reached the target, I began yanking the blades out. “You shouldn’t go provoking women who play with knives,” I said, sliding one into a sheath while reaching for another.

			

			
				The air shifted, and then Andre’s lips brushed against my ear. “Maybe I like my women dangerous.”

				I smiled. Tonight there would be some naughty combat. In one fluid motion, I spun, aiming the edge of the blade I held for Andre’s throat.

				He caught my forearm, predicting the move, and bent my wrist back until pain forced me to drop the knife. Even as I did so, I brought my leg up and kicked him in the chest.

				Or at least I tried to.

				He let go of my arm in time to catch my leg, and then he twisted it. I only had an instant to lift my other leg. Had I waited a second later, Andre would’ve snapped the bone. 

				And he probably would’ve done it, too.

				When we first began training, I assumed Andre wouldn’t hurt me. I assumed wrong. 

				The first injury was a dislocated shoulder. And it took me a week to forgive him. During that time, Andre still dragged my ass to training, still threatened bodily injury when we faced off, but boy was he remorseful. I wouldn’t talk to him, wouldn’t smile at him. Never had I heard someone apologize so much as he did that week.

				Lesson learned: I might be able to bring a man to his knees faster by kicking his legs in, but nothing felled a man quite like a woman’s wrath.

				My entire body twisted in the air, and I landed hard on the ground. But already I’d pulled my boot back and kicked Andre in the face as his body followed mine to the floor.

			

			
				Andre bellowed as bone crunched, and for a split-second his grip on my leg loosened. It was as good an opening as I was going to get. I slammed my boot against him again, eliciting another roar from Andre, and then I wrenched my foot from his grasp. 

				I tensed my muscles, ready to lung at Andre and go for a kill shot again, but before I had the chance, he sprang forward, knocking me back into the ground. Even injured, he was a force to be reckoned with.

				And this was precisely why Andre risked injuring me: pain honed us. Physically it made us better, quicker, more resilient, and it forced us to think and strategize through agony. 

				And it might be the only way I’d survive the devil.

				With one hand Andre captured my wrists, and with his other hand he snatched one of the knives from my belt. 

				He pressed the edge of the blade against my neck, just as I had originally intended to do to him. “Never allow your enemy—”

				“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I said, feeling the knife slice into the skin of my neck as I spoke. “If I get pinned to the ground, I’ll be deader than you are.”

				Andre frowned at that, and then his eyes caught sight of the blood at my neck. He grimaced and threw the knife aside before leaning down and placing a kiss to the wound. “I’m sorry for this, soulmate,” he murmured against my skin, just like he did every time he hurt me while we fought.

			

			
				“It’s okay,” I said, mostly because I knew how badly Andre did feel about my injuries. He was raised in a time where women were treated like breakable objects. Hurting me went against some of his most deep-seated beliefs. But even those beliefs could be overridden by fear for my future wellbeing. “I’m, ah, sorry about your nose,” I added. “Sorta. Okay, I’m not, but only because that’s like the seventh time I’ve ever gotten a hit on you.”

				“Oh?” Andre said. “You’re not sorry?” he murmured as his lips skimmed up my neck and jawline, heading straight for the pay dirt that was my mouth. Ah, naughty grappling. My favorite.

				“Nope,” I said, being obstinate.

				His mouth halted. “Well in that case …”

				He drew his lips away from my skin, and I groaned. The bastard was going to hold out on me until I caved. “Okay, fine,” I conceded, “I’m super sorry. Are you pleased now?”

				Andre’s mouth returned to my skin, and I felt him smile against it. “Very much so.” 

				His lips had just alighted upon mine when his phone rang. He groaned against me. “I’m not done with you,” he whispered into my mouth, and then he pulled away to sit on his haunches.

				“Yes?” he said brusquely into the phone he’d procured from his pocket.

				“Sir,” said the voice on the other end of the line, “I looked into last night’s attack, just like you asked.”

				I pushed myself up onto my forearms, and Andre’s eyes met mine. He knew I could hear the conversation. 

				“And?” he asked.

			

			
				“It seems your theory is right that a demon attacked.”

				His theory. Ha!

				“Only it’s so much worse,” the man said.

				“How so?” Andre’s grip had tightened on the phone.

				“In demonic circles there’s a bounty out on Gabrielle’s head. It’s rumored that the devil himself placed it.”

				My eyes widened. Had that been why I’d seen so many shadows since I’d arrived? Were they all demons who were after me?

				“And what, precisely, is the bounty for?” Andre said, his low pitched low.

				I heard the man on the other end of the line exhale before he spoke again. “Whoever can successfully deliver the girl to the devil has been promised title and power by the Unholy One.”

				It didn’t take a rocket scientist to deduce that whoever was going to deliver me wasn’t planning on dropping me off at the devil’s doorstep. Nope. My butt was going to get shanked.

				“We need to stop this,” Andre said, menace lacing his words.

				A pause. Then, “Sir, I’m not sure we can.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 21

				“Merry freaking Christmas to me,” I muttered the next morning as I padded into Andre’s study with a cup of coffee and a book. Other teenagers got clothes and electronics for Christmas. I got my name on a hit list.

				All last night, Andre had been on the phone with his contacts, bribing and threatening anyone and everyone he could to get my name off that list.

				Problem was, there was no actual list. From what I understood, the hit was nothing more than a whisper in the night, passed from one shady being to another. Try as Andre might, he couldn’t remove a threat that had no origin and no traceable trajectory.

				I took a deep breath. Time to lose myself in a good story and forget about the hot mess that was my life.

				Just as I plopped down on a couch in Andre’s study and cracked open my book, the front door was thrown open and I swear to God I heard what sounded like yodeling.

			

			
				I closed my eyes. There was Oliver, doing who the hell knew what.

				A minute later he entered the study, escorted by one of Andre’s servants. 

				“Great Mother of Earth and Heaven and All Things Delicious, there you are!” Oliver said. “We were so worried!”

				He crossed the room and swept me up into a huge hug. Behind him Caleb entered the room.

				“Caleb,” I said, shocked. “What are you guys doing here?” 

				“Andre sent a car over to bring us over,” Caleb said stiffly, as though admitting to this made him uncomfortable.

				“But the roads—”

				“They were clear enough this morning to pick us up. Merry Christmas, by the way.”

				Next to me Oliver pried my book from my hands and tossed it over his shoulder. “Merry Christmas!” he said.

				“Hey—I was reading that,” I said, glaring at Oliver.

				“Yeah, and now you’re not because the fun has arrived.”

				I narrowed my eyes at him.

				“So,” Caleb said, interrupting us, “what exactly happened two nights ago, Gabrielle?” He sat down in a nearby wingback chair.

				I gave him a strained smile. “It’s a long story.”

				I spent the next twenty minutes rehashing last two nights’ events, beginning with the kidnapping, and ending with the demonic hit list. I decided to omit the part about the devil talking to me while I was getting down with Andre. That had uncomfortable written all over it. 

			

			
				“The devil told you that you were fated to be his?” Caleb asked. He looked a little ill.

				I winced and nodded. 

				“And he meant fate as in, ‘there was a prophecy, and I’m owed my due,’ or was he speaking in more general terms?”

				I tipped my head back and forth, weighing his words. The devil was an arrogant, slippery being, but from everything I’d learned last night … “I think he meant the prophetic kind of fate,” I said.

				Caleb’s throat worked, but he nodded. He stood up and rubbed his forehead. When he drew his hand away, realization flashed over his features. “Holy shit,” he said, staring off in the distance.

				“What?” I asked anxiously.

				His eyes met mine. “I have a theory.”

				“A theory about what?” I asked.

				“About you, the murders, the devil. But shit, it’s not good, Gabrielle.” 

				Oliver glanced at me, his eyebrows raised. 

				“What is it?” I asked Caleb.

				His eyes were distracted. “Let me get my suitcase …” He trailed off as he left the room, his paces quick.

				“Luggage?” I asked, turning to Oliver.

				Oliver shrugged. “Andre invited us to stay here for the remainder of the investigation.”

			

			
				“And you both agreed to it?” I asked, disbelieving him. 

				“Hey, I like Andre, even if he does scare the shit out of me. Plus, he loves you and you love him.” 

				D’awww. 

				“Also, I wanted to get out of that piece of crap inn,” Oliver added. He’d had the perfect response, and then he had to go and butcher it.

				“What about Caleb?” I asked. “There’s no way he’d agree to stay here.”

				“Well he did.”

				I thinned my eyes. “And how did you manage that?” 

				Oliver sniffed, smoothing down his shirt. “I promised him you’d go on a date with him.”

				“Oliver!”

				Said fairy buffed his nails against his shirt. “What?” he asked innocently. “It’s his fault he’s a sucker.”

				I let my forehead fall into my hands. “I’m starting to think our classicist textbook was right—fairies are evil little creatures.”

				“Says the girl with fangs.” 

				Touché. 

				Oliver threw a sly glance over his shoulder, to where Caleb retreated. “So,” he said, turning back to me, “now that Caleb’s gone, care to tell me the rest of what happened over the last two nights?”

				“And what makes you think that there’s more to it?”

				“Please, honey. It’s me you’re talking to. I know an edited story when I hear one.”

				My eyes flicked to the doorway.

				“He won’t be back for a while. Now spill.”

			

			
				And so I did, receiving a squeal from Oliver every time I mentioned a juicy detail. 

				Once I’d finished relating it to him, Oliver’s eyes were wide. “You mean to tell me that Andre was finally DTF, and the devil cock blocked you?”

				I let out a sad laugh and pushed a hand through my hair. “Pretty much.”

				“Damn, sweets, that blows loads.”

				I gave him a dark look at his little innuendo. 

				“Or not.” He cleared his throat. “Anyway,” he continued, “I never would’ve pegged the devil as a possessive bastard when it came to his woman.”

				“I am not his woman.”

				Oliver patted my knee like I was cute. “I say you screw them both.”

				“Oliver!”

				“What?” he said, trying to look innocent. “Fate gave you two men; girl you should own that shit.”

				“Hello, Oliver, one of those men just happens to be the devil.”

				Oliver cocked his head thoughtfully. “You know that whole evil incarnate business might be really hot—he’s probably a god in the sack.”

				Ew ew ew! “For the sake of our friendship, I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.”

				“Fine,” Oliver said testily, “enjoy virgin-hood. I hear you guys make great sacrifices.” 

				I was about to respond when the sound of footsteps drew my attention to the doorway.

				A moment later Caleb entered the room, a manila folder tucked under his arm. He dropped it on a nearby coffee table, and Oliver and I got up to take a closer look.

			

			
				Caleb crouched in front of the file and opened it up. Inside were a series of photographs from the second crime scene. He flipped through them, his expression determined. Expectant. And suddenly I didn’t think his theory was any theory at all. A nervous thrill shot through me at what he might’ve discovered. 

				From the stack he pulled out a series of photos that focused on the wooden altar.

				I gave him a questioning look, but he didn’t see it.

				“There,” he said, pointing to the image. It was a close up of one of the scenes carved onto the altar. Depicted on it was an image of a man carrying a woman away.

				“What about it?” I asked.

				Instead of answering me, he flipped to another photo of the altar and tapped on a bit of detailing between the carved images. “That’s a pomegranate.”

				“It is?” I said. Huh, it looked more like a peach to me, but then again, I wasn’t exactly a botanist.

				“So what?” Oliver said. He’d become our unofficial partner. Typical.

				“The pomegranate has an important meaning in Greek mythology,” Caleb explained. “It symbolizes the story of Hades and Persephone.”

				It took me a moment to recall the story. Persephone was the daughter of Demeter, the goddess of the harvest, and she was unfortunate enough to catch the attention of Hades, the god of the Underworld. 

				The myth went something like this: One day when Persephone was frolicking in a field—or whatever it was innocent Greek girls did back in the day—Hades kidnapped her and took her to the Underworld to be his captive bride. 

			

			
				Meanwhile, topside, Persephone’s mother was grieving the loss of her daughter, and in her sorrow, she was causing all the earth’s crops to die. The gods took notice and tried to retrieve Persephone from Hades before the land fell into a perpetual winter. Only by that time, Persephone had eaten a couple pomegranate seeds—food of the dead—and the sustenance bound her to the Underworld. Because of this, it was no longer a simple matter of retrieval.

				But to prevent the total destruction of the world, something needed to happen. So a bargain was struck: Persephone would live with her mother for a part of the year, and she’d live in the Underworld with Hades for the other part of the year.

				And everybody lived happily freaking ever. 

				I focused on the detailed carvings again. “Holy shit,” I murmured. Looking at the pictures with the myth in mind, they fit. 

				I allowed myself a moment of surprise and excitement—Caleb had figured out what the altar’s images were depicting. “Do you think other investigators have figured this out?” I asked.

				“Probably. We won’t know for sure until we exchange notes. But Gabrielle,” Caleb’s eyes met mine. “That’s not all.”

				A wave of unease passed through me at the worry in his eyes. 

			

			
				“The woman at the club,” he said, “you told me that the first thing she did when you met her was kneel.”

				“Uh huh,” I said, not sure where this was going.

				“That’s kind of strange, isn’t it?”

				I shrugged. “I don’t know what’s normal for a killer. She called me consort. I can only assume that she worshipped … the devil.” I furrowed my brows even as I said this. A Satanist that performed pagan rituals over an altar depicting Hades and Persephone? The religions seemed mutually exclusive.

				Rather than dampening Caleb’s enthusiasm my words seemed to stoke it. “The other woman who was there called you something unusual too, didn’t she?” he said. “Something that started with a ‘P’?”

				I stared at him for a moment trying to connect the dots. When I did, the blood drained from my face. I thought back to the club, to my interaction with the petite woman who’d stabbed me. “She didn’t call me Persephone, though,” I whispered. 

				Caleb’s determined expression didn’t change. “She goes by several names,” he said, “And at least one other starts with a ‘P’.”

				“Which one?” I barely breathed as I watched Caleb. 

				He looked at me pityingly. “Her Roman one—Proserpine.”

				“Did our suspect call you that, Gabrielle?” Caleb probed.

				As soon as he’d mentioned the name, I’d remembered. Like a puzzle piece it fit with the rest of the memory.

			

			
				“Sweets?” Oliver asked gently. I blinked and looked at him, then at Caleb.

				“She did.” A thoughtful silence descended as we all took this in. These killers thought I was this Persephone, the daughter of the goddess of the harvest.

				Harvest. My eyes snapped to Caleb. “I need to grab something,” I said, rising from my seat. Uncomfortable silence descended as I reached into my book back. If I looked up, I was sure I’d find Caleb and Oliver giving each other uneasy looks. They probably thought I’d lost it. Who knew, maybe I had.

				I flipped through my bag until I pulled out what I was looking for. I laid the cream-colored slip of paper down on the coffee table. On it were five lines written in loopy handwriting. Caleb and Oliver craned their necks to read it along with me.

				Daughter of wheat and grain,

				Betrothed to soil and stain,

				Your lifeblood drips, 

				The scales tip,

				But will it be in vain?

				Shit. 

				That first line—it only took a little imagination to realize that Cecilia was describing Persephone. I rubbed my forehead. It was one thing for two killers to call me Proserpine, and another for a Fate to. 

				“But why? Why would anyone assume I was Persephone?” I said out loud. “We’re not the same,” I said. My mother may have had the looks of a goddess, but she wasn’t one. She lived as a mortal and died just like one. “I mean, I’m dying, for crying out loud. Wasn’t Persephone all about life and fertility?” I asked, looking between Oliver and Caleb. 

			

			
				“Well, the devil isn’t quite the lord of death, either now,” Caleb said. “He’s simply the lord of the Underworld, the lord of the damned.”

				“There’s still the fact that the myth preceded me by thousands of years. That marriage between Hades and Persephone happened a long time ago—if it ever happened at all.” 

				“Hmmm,” Oliver had that I-know-something-really-important-but-I-don’t-much-care tone of voice.

				“What?” I asked.

				Oliver shrugged and picked a nonexistent piece of lint off of his shirt. “What if the myth isn’t really a myth? What if it’s a prophecy?”

				The thought made me pause. Another prophecy? But I already had one—and it was disturbing enough as is. Instead I said, “But the details are all wrong.” I mean, all the details.

				“The details may not be what’s true. You may be what’s true,” Caleb said.

				My eyes flicked to him. “So you also think the myth of Hades and Persephone might be a prophecy.”

				He hesitated. “Maybe—it makes sense.”

				I sat back on my heels and pondered that, my stomach plummeting. The devil was undoubtedly after me, and on Samhain Cecilia had called him Pluto, the Roman name for the god Hades. Could the man in the suit be both the devil and Hades?

			

			
				“This shit may not be science,” Caleb added, “but that doesn’t mean you should ignore it.”

				I looked between Caleb and Oliver. “So you think that I’m the devil’s Persephone, his consort, and what, these killers are running around, offing people in the devil’s name?” I tried to sound skeptical, but I didn’t pull it off. The devil liked to collect his due in flesh and souls.

				“Yes, but not in just his name,” Caleb said. “They’re killing in your name, too.”

				Right about now the breakfast I’d eaten earlier wasn’t sitting so well in my stomach. I put the back of my hand to my mouth. 

				It was one thing to think that the murders were to appease the devil. It was another to consider that people were being killed to appease me. 

				Oh God, if I was responsible for those deaths, how could I ration that my soul was worth the cost of those lives lost?

				“Well, I’d say that all in all this is turning out to be a crappy Christmas,” Oliver said, interrupting my dark thoughts. He stood up. “I think this calls for a quest to find alcohol. Anyone want a drink?” 

				“Hell yes,” Caleb said. 

				When Oliver looked at me I said, “Don’t bother bringing me a glass. I’ll take the bottle straight.” 

			

			
				Oliver whistled. “We got a sailor in the room.”

				Instead of responding, I covered my face with my hands, my shoulders beginning to shake. I was about to lose it.

				I heard Oliver pause, then crouch down next to me. He gave me a tight squeeze and kissed my temple. “I’ll be right back with enough spirits to raise yours and make you forget,” Oliver said, pushing himself back to his feet. A minute later I could hear his footfalls get fainter as he moved away from the study.

				Caleb and I sat quietly for several moments—together but apart—and then I heard him get up. He dropped down next to me and slung an arm over my shoulder.

				“Hey,” he said, shaking me, “it’s going to be okay.”

				“No it’s not.” I dropped my hands and took in a shaky breath of air. 

				The devil was coming for me again, and innocent lives were being lost because of it. And if the myth of Hades and Persephone was prophetic, then I should cast away my hope now. Because in that myth, Hades kidnapped Persephone and took her away to his kingdom to be his wife, his queen. He tricked her. 

				And it worked.


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 22

				By the time the sun was setting, Oliver, Caleb, and I had made good use of Andre’s liquor. We’d been playing pool for what seemed like hours in Andre’s game room. Who knew the king of vampires enjoyed these types of pastimes? Never would’ve guessed it.

				I tipped back my drink, enjoying the way the spicy liquid burned going down. I quickly figured out that dark rum was my favorite liquor. And like I’d promised earlier, I was swigging it straight from the bottle. My worries were now fuzzy things.

				“Hey, Jack Sparrow,” Caleb called, “it’s your turn.” 

				I eyed him as I took another gulp, then brought the bottle from my lips. Using the back of my hand, I wiped my mouth. “Sure thing,” I said, capping the bottle.

				I tossed the drink onto a nearby couch and staggered over. I lurched to the right and grabbed the edge of the pool table for balance. Both boys were staring at me. 

			

			
				“What?” I asked a little too loudly. “Scared you’re going to lose this round? Should be.” I drew the words out. My skin flared and then settled. It’d been doing that now that the alcohol flowed through my system. And each time it did so, Caleb’s eyes flickered with interest. 

				As soon as my skin went back to normal, Caleb was shaking his head. “Shit, Gabrielle, I’m cutting you off. I can’t handle this glamour.” He walked over to the couch I’d thrown the bottle on, and grabbed the rum.

				“Look who’s talking, chameeeeeleon,” I sang, my voice hitting several notes at once. For the last few hours Caleb’s features had flickered and changed as the alcohol coursed through him.

				Caleb placed the bottle on a high shelf. I snorted at that and leaned back against the pool table. “I can just glamour you into getting that for me.”

				“Do that, and I’ll report your ass,” he said, coming back to the game.

				That shut me up.

				“Fine. No more booze—for now.” I reached over to take the cue stick from Oliver’s glittering hand. I tugged, but he wouldn’t let it go. I guess he still hadn’t completely forgiven me for calling his iridescent wings “cute.”

				“Majestic, sexy-as-hell, exquisite—those are all appropriate descriptions,” he had said. “Not cute. Puppies are cute. I. Am. Not. Cute.”

				Now he said, “I’m not giving this to you until you ask nicely.”

			

			
				Geez these boys were grouchy. 

				I tightened my grip on the stick. “Oh Beautiful One with the sparkly, erotic wings, please may I have the damn cue stick?”

				Begrudgingly Oliver let it go. Very begrudgingly. “I almost feel bad for Andre right now,” he said. “He’s got his hands full with you.”

				I lifted my hand into the air and gave him the bird. As I did so, the air seemed to shift. I felt the ripple of awakened power along my skin. I sucked in a breath and straightened. Andre had woken up.

				I panicked, turning to Oliver. “He’s awake.” 

				“Who’s awake?”

				“The monster under the bed—who do you think?”

				“Andre?” Oliver rolled his eyes. “So?”

				“So,” I sputtered, “I’m drunk on his expensive liquor, and I’m supposed to fill him in on Caleb’s theory.”

				“Bitch please—Caleb’s theory? I was the one who told you about the myth being a prophecy.”

				“Not the point.”

				“Then what is the point?” Oliver asked, pursing his lips. 

				I scrubbed my face. I could feel my mood slipping through my fingers, turning dark and despairing. I didn’t know if the alcohol had caused it, or if it had actually been holding it at bay all this time.

				“I don’t want to tell him,” I whispered into my hands. And what would I say? That we might be soulmates, but I was destined to be the devil’s wife? My head began to pound at the thought. 

			

			
				I dropped my hands, and a bloody tear snaked down my cheek. I could feel Caleb’s curious eyes on it.

				“Sweets,” Oliver said gently, his annoyance with me forgotten, “you’re going to have to.”

				“What has Gabrielle so worked up?” Caleb asked coming over to us.

				“I think the king of the vampires is awake,” Oliver said.

				Caleb took a step closer to us. “How can she possibly know that?” he asked, eyeing me. 

				“It’s sunset,” Oliver said smoothly. He turned so that Caleb couldn’t see his face and winked at me. I gave him a small, tight-lipped smile in return.

				I could feel the connection between Andre and me getting stronger, which meant he was getting closer. 

				“Oliver …” I didn’t know what I was asking for at this point. Maybe just someone to soothe my fear. 

				He squeezed my hands. “Sorry love, but you’re going to have to tell Andre.”

				“Tell me what?”

				My eyes fell on the door to the game room, where Andre stood, taking in the scene. In one of his hands was a small gift-wrapped box. 

				“What’s going on?” he asked, sauntering in. His voice sent pleasant skitters up my arms, but fear sliced through me. This was going to ruin his Christmas, and I’d already made a hot mess of his birthday.

				I was a holiday wrecker. 

				Andre’s assessing eyes passed over me. “Gabrielle, your heart is beating much too quickly.” He took several steps towards me, looking scary as all get out. His nostrils flared. “And the room stinks of booze—you smell of booze.” His eyes hardened when they met mine. “I will ask one more time: what is going on?”

			

			
				“Time to scram,” Oliver whispered to Caleb, grabbing his arm. Caleb hesitated, looking between Andre and me. 

				I too began to edge away from Andre.

				“You are not going anywhere, Gabrielle,” Andre said, “so don’t even consider it.”

				Yikes.

				Very slowly Andre turned to stare at Caleb, who had taken a step closer to us. “I will need to ask you to leave us,” Andre said. “I would like to speak to my subject alone.”

				Caleb’s jaw tensed and the two stared each other down. I wanted to roll my eyes at the display. After a tense few seconds, Caleb jerked his head in acquiescence and backed away from us. Oliver, I noticed, had already bolted from the room. Smart fairy.

				“No tricks, Caleb,” Andre called out after him. “If I sense you lingering, I will not be pleased.” That was a euphemism if I ever heard one.

				Caleb gave a wave of acknowledgement and left the room. The door clicked shut behind him, and then Andre and I were alone.

				For a beat Andre stared at the door, and then, painfully slow, he turned his attention to me. 

				Ho, was he scary when he wanted to be. Like right now. I was sobering up real quick.

				He stalked forward and I backed up until I bumped into the pool table. Andre didn’t stop until his chest brushed mine. 

			

			
				Once he reached me, he set the small gift on the edge of the table. Then he ran his knuckles down my cheek. “Why does my soulmate fear me right now?”

				My throat worked, but I didn’t respond.

				He tilted my face left and right, assessing me. “I can smell the alcohol in your blood, and I’ve never seen you drunk. I’m guessing it’s not Christmas that has you worked up?”

				I closed my eyes and shook my head. Oliver was right; I had to tell Andre. “Caleb discovered something about the murders,” I admitted.

				Andre took my hands and held them between his own. “This is a good thing, is it not?”

				“No,” I choked out. A bloody tear dripped down my cheeks, and then another. 

				Andre’s brows furrowed, and his hands left my own to cup my jaw. Frowning, he wiped away my tears with his thumbs. “Please don’t cry,” he said, his voice gravelly. “I can’t stand the sight.”

				That only made me cry harder. After a moment, Andre pulled me into his arms, holding me tightly to him. He kissed the top of my head and stroked my hair, murmuring gentle words to me in Spanish. It would’ve been incredibly sexy if I weren’t such a wreck right now. 

				I hadn’t fallen apart when I was kidnapped, nor when we got into an accident. I’d held it together when I’d visited the devil and again when he dropped in on Andre and I. I’d even stayed strong throughout the day, thanks to the alcohol. 

			

			
				I’d bottled up my emotions for too long, and now they were spilling out all over the place.

				When I finally got myself under control, I stepped away from him. The arms that had encircled my back now dropped to my waist.

				“Are you ready to tell me what has you so worked up?” Andre asked.

				I stared at his chest. “Yes.” Then I took a deep breath and told him.

				The muscle in Andre’s jaw ticked. And ticked again as I waited for him to rally against Caleb’s—and Oliver’s—theory. I even wished for that frightening laugh of his, just to hear his absolute disbelief. 

				But he hadn’t said anything. Only stared at me with agony in his eyes.

				“You think the theory might be valid?”

				He watched me for moment before responding. “It could be.”

				I looked away. “But I’m your soulmate.”

				“Yes, you are. Nothing changes that,” he said, his arms tightening around me. “And I will die before I give you up to him.”

				“But if it’s a prophecy … then it will come to pass.”

				“It was also prophesied that you’d become my queen and exterminate our people, and that hasn’t yet come to pass.”

				A darker thought entered my mind. “Or perhaps you do die for me, Andre, you and every other vampire. Perhaps the devil still gets me anyway. Perhaps both prophecies come true.”

			

			
				Andre stepped closer to me. “You can choose to be bound by those prophecies, Gabrielle, but I won’t.”

				His words angered me. “And what am I supposed to do, ignore them?”

				“Belief—not fate—rules the world,” he said. “Believe in us, believe in free will.”

				His words reminded me of what Leanne had told me two months ago: You’ve outwitted fate over and over again.

				My eyes moved up to Andre’s. Perhaps I really was his curse. The soulmate he could never quite have. I guess it really did come down to what you believed in at the end of the day. 

				And me, well, I believed in happy endings. 

				“Okay.” I nodded to him as the thought seeded itself in my mind. “I can do that. I can believe in us.”

				We stayed in the game room just long enough for the alcohol to work itself out of my system. Eventually Andre led me out. 

				“Even if the devil is behind the murders,” he said, opening the door and holding it open for me, “he did not kill those victims, Gabrielle. People of flesh and blood did this. They are who you need to worry about because they, and not the devil, are the ones doing the killing.”

				I chewed on the inside of my cheek. Capture the killers, avoid the devil.

			

			
				“Can I see the files again?” Andre asked.

				“Sure.” I led us back to the study, where my book bag containing the files lay. Oliver and Caleb were already inside, Oliver texting like mad on his phone, and Caleb pacing the room.

				As soon as we entered, Caleb froze, his eyes scouring me as though he feared Andre had hurt me. I rolled my eyes. “Dramatic much?”

				“I was worried,” he said.

				Behind me Andre went rigid, and I heard the low growl he made. “Worried about what, shifter?” Andre said, his words even.

				I crouched in front of my bag. “Caleb—don’t answer that. It’s a loaded question. Andre, please don’t eat my friend.”

				Andre sighed, his anger morphing into exasperation. “I don’t know how many times we must go over this, Gabrielle, but I don’t eat people.”

				I stifled my smile and grabbed the file folders from my bag. “Here they are,” I said, standing up and handing them to Andre.

				“What’s going on?” Caleb asked.

				“Andre’s helping us on the case.”

				Caleb scowled at that, but said nothing.

				I turned my attention back to Andre. He opened the topmost file and picked up one of the photos from the second crime scene. From what I could tell, it looked to be a close-up of the altar. 

				Andre made a small noise. 

				“What?” I asked.

			

			
				“These aren’t just images of Hades and Persephone,” he said, shaking his head. His eyes scoured the photo. “These are images of the Eleusinian Mysteries.”

				“What are the Eleusinian Mysteries?” Caleb asked. 

				Andre glanced up from the photos. “They were initiation ceremonies for the cult of Persephone and Demeter. These were secret religious rites that reenacted the abduction of Persephone.”

				All three men looked at me.

				I took a step back. “What?”

				“Nothing … Persephone,” Oliver said.

				I slitted my eyes at him. “Don’t call me that.”

				“Then what should I call you—Denial?”

				“How about Gabrielle?” 

				Oliver buffed his nails on his shirt. “Well that’s just no fun.”

				“The cult is still around,” Andre said, “though I believe it’s now called the Eleusinian Order. And if I had to place money on it, I’d guess that’s who’s behind the murders.”

				Caleb cut in. “So if this cult believes that Gabrielle is Persephone, then we a big problem. Their goddess is still among the living.” 

				Oliver’s eyes cut to me, and he raised his eyebrows. “Me thinks I know how this story ends.” 

				I did too. If this murderous cult believed I was their Persephone, then they might take it upon themselves to unify me with my Hades. 

				They might take it upon themselves to kill me.

			

			
				“So if the devil is behind these murders, then why two? And why in different cities?” I asked Caleb over breakfast the next morning. 

				By then the storm had died down enough for travel, and we were up early to find out whether today we’d get back to work or be sent home. We’d already contacted Grigori and let him know about our findings, so our “expertise” would hopefully no longer be needed, and we could get the hell out of here. 

				I didn’t have much time left in Romania, regardless; I knew that I couldn’t hold my protective boyfriend off for much longer. Last night Andre seemed ready to drag me kicking and screaming onto his jet and fly my ass out of the country. The only reason he hadn’t done so probably had something to do with the fact that his pilot had Christmas off.

				“Well, we know it’s not ley lines,” Caleb said, “and if the devil is behind this, then some meaningful pattern will eventually show up.” 

				Hopefully this detail wouldn’t matter now that we’d essentially proved a cult was behind the murders. The Politia could just round up everyone in the cult and smack charges on them all. 

				Something told me it wouldn’t be quite that easy.

				My phone went off. As soon as I saw Grigori’s name flash on the screen, I snatched it up. “Morning, Grigori,” I said, eyeing Caleb. He’d stopped spreading butter on his toast to hear our conversation.

				“Morning. Are you and Caleb ready to get back to work today?”

			

			
				My shoulders slumped. Not going home after all. “Of course. What’s today’s plan?”

				“While the storm passed through Cluj, our murderers struck again—twice.”

				My mouth parted in surprise. “Two more murders?”

				“In two cities dozens of miles apart from one another—and from us. Seems our killers were busy over the holidays.”

				I rubbed my brow. 

				“The department is investigating your leads,” Grigori continued. “In the meantime, we’d like to take you and Caleb to the crime scene in Alba Iulia to see if it fits your theory.”

				I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Great. We’ll be ready to go in thirty minutes. We’re at Andre’s place.” I rattled off the address and hung up shortly thereafter. 

				Another day, another murder scene. I sighed inwardly. The sooner Caleb and I did this, the sooner we’d get to go home.

				The snowstorm had let up, but the visibility was still awful. I stared out at the bleak scenery from the front seat of Grigori’s sedan, my mind far away. The car ride was quiet for miles, with the exception of Caleb’s quiet snores.

				Through the snowy haze, I watched Alba Iulia materialize. It was difficult to catch clear glimpses of the city as we drove through it, but from what I could tell, it had the same regal, Old World European beauty that Cluj had. 

			

			
				The buildings began to thin out, looking a bit more decrepit, and I realized that we’d almost passed the city by. Eventually even those remaining buildings gave way to just a scattering of homes littering each side of the road. 

				When fifteen minutes had gone by, and we hadn’t shown signs of stopping I stretched my limbs. “Do you know how much further we have?” I asked Grigori.

				“We should be there soon if the road continues to be as clear as it has been,” he said.

				I yawned, then blinked my eyes rapidly. Between dreams of the devil and the murder investigation, I hadn’t gotten much sleep since I’d been in Romania. Now it was starting to show. 

				I grabbed the coffee Grigori had snagged me from the station and took a deep gulp, then another, wincing when the bitter black coffee hit my tongue. 

				I frowned. Black like my soul. 

				I kept the coffee in my lap as I stared out the window. The gentle rock of the car seemed to lull me, and my eyes drooped. 

				You’ve got to be kidding me.

				I brought the coffee to my lips and drank deeply once more before setting the cup aside. If that didn’t wake me up, then nothing could.

				But even as I thought the words, my limbs and eyelids began to feel heavy. I fought to stay awake, but really, what was the harm? Grigori would wake me up when we arrived.

				With that final thought, I closed my eyes and drifted off.


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 23

				When Andre rose, it was with a smile. How my enemies would laugh at me, to see me now, he thought. For one like him, humanity came with a price. So did love. 

				They were weaknesses to exploit. He knew that because he’d so often exploited those weaknesses in others.

				Before he met her.

				Now his wrath was a charade he had to keep up, his viciousness a cloak that hid something soft beneath it. 

				He moved through the windowless chamber of the guest room he’d stayed in, wondering when he’d let Gabrielle see him sleep. She’d learned and accepted so much, but there was still so much of their world she hadn’t seen, hadn’t experienced.

				And damn him, but he wanted to shield her from it for as long as possible. 

			

			
				At the thought of her, he stilled.

				Where was their connection? He should’ve felt her energy pulling at him, beckoning him to find her. Now it was dim, nearly nonexistent.

				True and terrible fear coursed through him. Where was she? 

				Not in the house. 

				He began moving at once, prowling his halls like an animal. His servants stayed out of his way. They knew to remain scarce when he was like this.

				Andre glanced out the window. The snow was still coming down, not as heavy as it had been during the last couple days, but enough to deter one from going outside or venturing onto the road.

				Had she gone back to the inn? He ignored his twinge of hurt at the thought. I am the king of vampires; slights are met with anger, not sadness.

				Instead he made his way to his room, running a hand through his hair. He saw the rumpled sheets of his bed where she’d slept, ignoring the pang of lust that came with the image of her wrapped up in them. His woman in his sheets.

				His eyes fell on Gabrielle’s luggage. 

				She hadn’t gone back to the inn. 

				That realization should have brought relief, but instead fear and anger clawed away at him. She hadn’t gone back, yet she wasn’t in his house. 

				Andre pulled his cell out of his pocket and dialed her phone. The call went straight to voicemail.

				Bloody hell. 

			

			
				A courageous servant came up to him. “Sir, your guests—”

				“Get a car ready,” Andre said, unzipping her luggage, and praying that Gabrielle left those files behind. 

				“But sir, the snow—”

				“Damn you, I said get a car ready!” he bellowed.

				He didn’t know where he was going yet, but he had an idea.

				I woke to a deathly chill and the smell of brimstone and decay. My eyes were covered and a cloth had been forced between my teeth.

				My shoulders throbbed from where they were wrenched behind my back, and my wrists were raw where they’d been tied together.

				Someone had kidnapped me and tied me up. A wave of frustration passed through me. Damn vampires couldn’t do this the easy way.

				But as I sorted through my most recent memories, dread replaced frustration. It couldn’t have been a vampire that had taken me. It had been broad daylight when I was last awake. Caleb, Grigori, and I had been heading to one of the most recent crime scenes. We’d never arrived.

				I remembered passing through Alba Iulia, curious as to why we hadn’t stopped when the murder supposedly took place there. I’d assumed that it had occurred just outside the city.

				I strained to remember what had happened after that. I’d been tired, so I’d downed my coffee, which only seemed to make me sleepier. There’d been an unnatural heaviness to my limbs.

			

			
				I swore, the sound muffled by the cloth in my mouth.

				The coffee had been laced with a sedative. I’d been drugged.

				Andre dug through Gabrielle’s clothes, searching for those damn files. Instead he came across lacey lingerie. His nostrils flared at the sight. Still, he snarled and threw the bag aside when he didn’t find what he was looking for.

				He grabbed the next bag, her laptop case. He almost shuddered out his relief when he saw the familiar manila folders sticking out.

				The coven, and not the Eleusinian Order, could be behind this. He dialed Vicca.

				“Hello Andre,” she purred.

				“Has the court decided to detain Gabrielle again?” Andre asked as he made his way down the hall.

				“Last I heard, she was under your roof. You know as well as I do that no one would try to kidnap her if she was staying in the royal quarters under your watch.” Vicca paused, and when she spoke again, her tone dripped with interest. “Has the little siren vanished under—?”

				Andre ended the call before she could finish. Vampires weren’t behind this. He’d figured as much. 

				Like a madman he stalked to his office, throwing the folders down on his desk. If the Eleusinian Order was after Gabrielle, then he was going to have to figure out where the killers would take her. If it wasn’t too late.

			

			
				It couldn’t be. 

				He opened the files and began thumbing through them. Stashed in one of them was a map of Romania. On it the crime scenes had been circled.

				My brilliant queen. He grabbed the phone and dialed the Politia’s offices in Cluj. “This is Andre de Leon, and I need to speak to Ivan Serban,” Andre said in Romanian.

				As usual his name elicited no questions. With a click, the line was transferred, and after two rings Ivan picked up. “This is Chief Constable Ivan Serban.”

				“Evening Ivan, this is Andre. One of my subjects, Gabrielle Fiori, is in Cluj working on one of your cases.”

				“Yes, I’m aware of this. What is it you want?” the chief constable said.

				“She was supposed to meet me this evening, but she never showed.”

				“What makes you think this concerns the Politia? This sounds like coven business.”

				“You misunderstand,” Andre said, anger sapping his voice of inflection. “I have reason to believe that she left my mansion when the sun rose with one of your men—Inspector Grigori Vasile.” The inspector’s name had rolled off Andre’s tongue from memory. Gabrielle might think her business with the Politia was hers alone, but Andre had made a point to make it his as well. “She has not come back since the sun has set, which means that her safety falls under your jurisdiction.”

				When his words were met with silence, Andre went on. “I will lay it out for you, Ivan: I am not only her king, I am also the person standing in as her sire. And I’m dating her. So you could say that I have a lot of vested interested in her.”

			

			
				The supernatural community didn’t know much about vampires, but they did know they were territorial creatures with a penchant for violence. 

				“I will go to great lengths to protect her,” Andre continued, “and if harmed, I will go to great lengths to avenge her. So do me a favor and place a few calls. Find out what happened to her, and I’ll make it worth your while.”

				Ivan cleared his throat. “Call me back in ten minutes, and I will give you whatever information I can find.” Ivan’s tone was gruff when he spoke, as though he had control of the situation. As though he hadn’t simultaneously just been threatened and bribed within the same breath.

				As though he hadn’t just been bought.

				“Make it five.” Andre glanced down at Gabrielle’s map. “Oh, and while you’re at it, give me the names of the cities where the two most recent murders took place.”

				Someone had taken his soulmate. His. And now they would pay. 

				The realization that I’d been drugged followed quickly with an even grimmer one. Grigori must’ve done it.

				The betrayal left a bad taste at the back of my mouth. Literally—that coffee was awful. 

				My thoughts turned to Caleb. He’d been asleep while we were traveling. Had he been drugged too?

				I scented the air, searching for his familiar smell, but it was absent. Oh God, where was he?

			

			
				Pull it together, Gabrielle. You can’t help him until you help yourself.

				I wrestled with the bindings around my wrists. Someone had tied them together with rope, lots and lots of it. I tugged, trying to break the bonds, but I was weak from being drugged. Even my blindfold seemed to be immovable, no matter how many times I rubbed my shoulder against it, trying to pry it free.

				I gave up trying to loosen my bindings for a moment, relaxing my body against the soft mattress I’d been laid out on. I was on someone’s bed. Tied up. That meant that one, someone probably had carnal deeds on the mind, and two, only my cursed luck would land me into a situation where this wasn’t kinky. Just twisted as hell.

				Soft, fluttery material brushed against my legs when I readjusted myself on the mattress. I froze at the sensation. It felt distinctly different from the wool sweater and jeans I’d been wearing.

				Had someone dressed me?

				Across the room a door opened, and I pushed myself upright and onto my knees. 

				“Proserpine,” a female voice said, “we meet again.”

				Andre added the locations of the last two crime scenes to the map Gabrielle had started. 

				He knew what he was looking for, already knew what he was going to see. Still, he let out an oath at the sight of those four dots arcing across the map.

				Not a ley line, but still a pattern of sorts. An incomplete one.

			

			
				What did four crime scenes dozens of miles apart have in common with one another? Nothing, unless he penciled in a fifth dot as he did now.

				He drew lines between them, joining each of the dots until a star formed. A pentagram. 

				Andre was the one who had reassured Gabrielle all those months ago that pentagrams weren’t evil signs. Not unless they pointed down as this one did. 

				Symbolism. Unholy symbolism. 

				The other Satanic versions usually had the Beast’s face inside, the tips of his horns represented the two topmost points of the pentagram. On the map those points were the cities of Cluj-Napoca and Bistrița-Năsăud, where the first two murders had taken place.

				Beneath what would’ve been the devil’s chin rested the fifth point of the star, the dot that Andre had added in.

				Andre leaned on his knuckles against the desk and stared at it. A crime hadn’t occurred there yet, but if he did nothing, then tonight one would. And his soulmate would be the last victim.

				The woman’s footfalls crept closer to where I crouched on the bed. I recognized her voice from the club; she’d been the second attacker that night in Cluj, the petite one who’d shanked me.

				Ho-bag.

				I tracked the woman’s movements with the senses I still had. She came right up to me, and I stiffened. Her hand brushed the back of my head and I flailed against her.

			

			
				“Stupid girl,” she hissed, “I’m removing the cloth from your mouth, so that we can talk.”

				I stilled at her words. If she took off the gag, then I’d be able to glamour her.

				She untied the material and the bed dipped as she sat down next to me.

				Fear made my skin flare up quickly; the siren in me was especially receptive to dark emotions. “Untie the rest of me,” I beckoned in that eerie voice.

				And she laughed.

				“Proserpine, that does not work on me. Do you not remember our first meeting at the club?”

				I hadn’t thought of it, but of course. Why would she allow a siren to speak if she could fall under my influence?

				I worked my jaw, my mouth sore. “Are you going to take off the rest of the bindings?” I asked when she leaned away from me.

				“You only need your mouth to talk.”

				I ground my teeth together. “Fine, then if you want to chat, don’t call me Proserpine.”

				“Why not?”

				“It’s not my name.”

				“It would’ve been,” she said, “had my sister not pressed your parents to change it to something else.”

				“Your sister?” I asked, and then I cursed at myself. Stop chatting with the enemy.

				“Yes. She and I don’t exactly see eye-to-eye.”

				“And she knew my parents?” I couldn’t help myself, curiosity pushed me to ask the question. That and the slim hope that I might be able to talk my way out of this mess. 

			

			
				“She knows you,” the woman answered.

				I breathed in her scent, but I smelled nothing. “You are not human, are you?”

				“No,” she said.

				“Then what are you?”

				“I’m a fate.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 24

				Andre stared at the map as he held the phone to his ear.

				“Andre?” Ivan said when he answered the phone.

				“What do you have for me?” Andre asked. No formalities. He didn’t have time for them.

				“Grigori took the day off.”

				Andre ran a hand through his hair. “He took her.” Grigori might’ve also taken the shapeshifter—perhaps even the fairy. Andre hadn’t seen either since he’d risen.

				“Andre, be reasonable.”

				“Don’t tell me to be fucking reasonable. Listen to me: I think I have an idea where they’ll be.”

				“You are claiming that one of our officers has kidnapped and intends to harm another officer of ours.”

				“Yes, I am, and I’m right.”

				“Andre crime and punishment may work like that in your circles, but it doesn’t work like that—” 

			

			
				He wanted to throttle Ivan. This was exactly why he loathed the Politia, and why his word meant very little in this network of supernaturals. They were so goddamn dense, clinging to their classicist beliefs even in the face of evidence.

				Andre slammed a fist against the wall of his office. “Take down the following information, or so help me Ivan, I will have you wrung out to dry within the week.” 

				“Fine,” Ivan responded gruffly, “but no promises that our officers can get to it.”

				“Fuck you. When the crime is exposed, mark my words: I will make sure you pay for any inaction on your part.”

				Andre ended the call and threw the phone across the room. The Politia was out; this would be solely up to him.

				He left his office to grab weapons and ammunition. He’d need all the arsenal he could bring along with him. Tonight, Andre would be fighting the devil.

				“Morta,” I whispered. 

				“In the flesh.”

				She was the fate that cut the thread of life; she was also the fate that was in the devil’s pocket.

				This was really effing bad.

				Even tied up I managed to scramble away from her. 

				“You’ve made my life difficult these last few months,” she said. “Not that I don’t enjoy a challenge every now and then.”

				“What have you done?”

			

			
				She patted my knee, and I tried not to flinch at her touch. “Let’s just say that I’ve steered your life back on course.” 

				Back on course? “Back on course from what?”

				She didn’t answer, and in her silence I thought of all the strange coincidences and unlikely situations I’d been in since I left Peel Academy. “How much of my life have you meddled with?” I asked, terrified of her answer.

				“‘Meddled with’? You court my wrath, using those words. I am a fate. I direct the flow of life. Everything that has led you here, to this moment, has been my doing.”

				“So the murders … ?”

				She made an impatient sound. “I am the fate of death—need you ask?”

				“My involvement with this case?”

				“Me,” she said.

				“My status as a demonologist?”

				She guffawed at that. “Definitely me.”

				I sucked in my cheeks at the insult in her words. She’d been leading me like a lamb to slaughter.

				She cleared her throat. “I’m not going to spend all evening discussing my actions. They mean little except that you are here now, about to fulfill your destiny.”

				I swallowed. “What are you going to do to me?”

				“What do you think the fate of death is going to do to you? I’m going to deliver you from your flesh.” 

				“I’m coming with you.”

				Andre swiveled around to see Gabrielle’s friend, Oliver, sashay into his room. Guess he hadn’t been taken after all.

			

			
				“No you’re not,” Andre growled, taking a menacing step towards him. There’d be no survivors tonight except him and Gabrielle—and perhaps Caleb, if the boy had also been taken. Andre sure as hell wasn’t going to put another friend of Gabrielle’s in danger. 

				“Yes, I am,” the fairy insisted. 

				A growl of warning rumbled at the back of Andre’s throat. “Don’t push me, fairy. I still haven’t forgiven you for touching her.”

				The fairy came right up to him, ignoring all the warning signs that indicated Andre was not to be reckoned with. “I know exactly how long Gabrielle and Caleb have been gone, and I’ll only tell you if you take me with you.”

				Andre ground his teeth together. The audacity of this one. It was barely tolerable. “I can get that information from other sources.” Like his servants.

				“But you won’t.”

				Andre’s nostrils flared in anger. Now was not the time to test his patience.

				Oblivious, the fairy plucked the map from Andre’s hand. “So, where are we going?”

				“What makes you think I’m going anywhere?”

				Oliver lowered the map enough for Andre to see his raised eyebrows. He pointed to himself. “Fairy.” 

				He’d made his point. Fairies were notorious for involving themselves in everyone else’s business.

				“How long were you eavesdropping?” Andre growled.

				Oliver gave a shrug of one of his shoulders. A non-answer.

			

			
				Andre folded his arms, clenching and unclenching his jaw to keep his anger in check. “I will imprison you here if I have to. You are not coming with me.”

				The fairy dropped the map and leaned forward, his eyes glittering with interest. “How does she resist you?”

				Andre turned from the fairy. He needed to stop talking and get his weapons strapped on. Back holsters for the twin blades that he favored in battle, and a belt to tuck in several throwing knives … 

				Behind him the fairy shrieked. “Oh my God, I know where we’re going! I always wanted to visit too!”

				Damn it all to hell. “You are not going, fairy,” Andre said, opening his closet to retrieve the supple leather gear. He began sliding the back holster over his shoulders when Oliver spoke again.

				“This trip will take you hours to reach her. She could be dead by then.”

				Andre paused for the barest of moments. Gabrielle, dead. It was unimaginable.

				“Take me with you, Andre, and I can get you there in twenty. All you’d need to do is drive us to a certain haunted forest.” 

				Andre glanced over his shoulder at the fairy. “What, exactly, are you proposing?”

				Oliver flashed him a mischievous smile. “I think you already know.”

				I’m going to deliver you from your flesh. 

			

			
				That was quite … blunt. And terrifying beyond belief.

				“You don’t need to do this,” I said to Morta.

				“Of course I do. I’ve been planning this for centuries, for millennia even.”

				“Please, there must be another way for you to get what you want. One that doesn’t involve killing me.” Believe in us, believe in free will. Andre’s words ran through my mind.

				She laughed and grasped my chin, pressing her fingers into my cheek. “You are Pluto’s unwilling bride, through and through.”

				“I’m no one’s bride,” I ground out.

				She ignored my response and instead patted my cheek. “Rejoice my dear, for tonight, you ascend. Tonight you become queen of the Underworld.”

				Andre pushed his car as fast as it could go, which was still pathetically slow. The storm continued to rage, and the roads were slick with snow and ice. What should’ve been a short drive to Hoia Baciu, the haunted forest on the outskirts of Cluj, was already taking much longer than usual.

				This better work. 

				Next to him Oliver bounced to some song on his iPod, singing along. 

				Even if he and the fairy pulled this off, they still might be too late. And so help him God, if he was, there would be hell to pay. 

				Reaching over, Andre pulled out one of the fairy’s earbuds. “You might as well play your music from the speakers,” he said. He could hear the sound just as well from the fairy’s earbuds. At least the car’s acoustics would take away that horrible tinny edge to each song.

			

			
				“Really?” the fairy said.

				Andre glanced at him, then back at the road. He wasn’t going to extend the offer twice. 

				But then again, the fairy wasn’t one to turn down an opportunity. Oliver synced his iPod to the car’s sound system, and a playlist titled “Kicking Ass and Taking Names,” flashed along Andre’s screen. 

				At that, Andre smirked. The fairy had style. He’d give him that.

				The fairy cranked up the volume and whooped. “Evil bitches beware, we’re coming for you!” 

				Andre’s grip on the wheel tightened as he sped through a light, his smirk morphing into a sly smile. The thought of all the carnage to come …

				Evil beware, indeed. I am coming for you, and I am hungry for your blood.

				“What if I don’t want to become queen?” I asked. 

				“What you want matters little,” Morta replied.

				“Well, the devil can go screw himself. I’m not marrying him.”

				“Do not speak of him that way,” she hissed.

				Tou-chy.

				“I’m not marrying him,” I repeated.

				“You are if you want your friend to live.”

				I went rigid. “Caleb? Where is he? What have you done to him?”

			

			
				“He’s safe, so long as you cooperate.”

				This all had the horrible echo of Samhain. But unlike Samhain, I didn’t have Leanne to help me figure this one out, nor did I have Cecilia working behind the scenes to save my life. The devil had upped his game, and I was on my own.

				“You are going to cooperate?” she asked.

				I hesitated, then nodded. I couldn’t do it again, couldn’t allow others to sacrifice themselves so that I could live a bit longer before I met the devil.

				“Why does he want me so badly?” I asked.

				“You’ve been fated to be together for a very long time, and he’s impatient to make you his.”

				Ugh, barf in my mouth. “Why would he care about me at all?” I asked. “He’s the devil.”

				“He’s Pluto,” she corrected me, “and he is not all evil.”

				“Agree to disagree,” I mumbled.

				“It doesn’t matter. Within the hour, you’ll be his.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 25

				“Fuck, shit, goddamnit, bloody-fucking hell.” Andre kept going.

				There was an accident, a huge goddamned accident, blocking the one road they needed to take to get to Hoia Baciu. Even now he could hear the crunch of metal as cars ahead of him slammed on their brakes a second too late.

				The fairy whistled. “That’s not good.”

				Andre ran his hands through his hair. His options were limited at this point. Every moment they lost now brought Gabrielle closer to death.

				He stared at the pileup in front of him. Even as he watched, he heard the skid of cars behind him, and the crunch of metal as they slammed into one another. The wreckage was only getting worse with each passing second. It was a small miracle they hadn’t hit his car—yet. Other than completely abandoning his vehicle, he could only think of one alternative.

			

			
				Andre opened his car door up and got out, crossing his fingers that no one would total his car before he had the chance to get back in it.

				“What are you doing?” the fairy called after him.

				Andre didn’t bother looking behind him when he answered. “Clearing the road.”

				My throat seized up. Within the next hour? I began yanking against the ties, not caring that the enemy sat next to me.

				“Don’t bother,” Morta said, “those bindings are enchanted. Only I can remove them.”

				Still I struggled. What other option did I have?

				Morta sighed. “It’s always got to be hard with you, doesn’t it?”

				“You don’t know anything about me,” I snapped.

				“I know everything about you, mortal, and it’s best you don’t forget it. I am doing you a kindness, making you into a queen and a goddess.”

				“You can take those titles and shove them up—”

				The air shifted, and then Morta’s hand connected with my cheek, whipping my head to the side. The sound of the slap echoed throughout the room long before the pain blossomed. 

				“We’re done here.” The bed rocked as Morta stood up.

				“Wait!” I begged. I wasn’t ready to die.

				Her footfalls moved away from me. 

			

			
				“Fate can’t be the only reason he wants me!” I yelled after her.

				Her footfalls stopped. “You’re right, it isn’t. You tip the scales in his favor.”

				Your lifeblood drips, the scales tip. 

				“In favor of what?” I called after her, dread settling into my bones.

				The door clicked shut in response, and she was gone.

				Once he’d moved the cars aside, Andre got back into his own. Some idiot driver had ended up ramming into his car from behind. What was that, two accidents and a busted steering wheel all within a week? Even for him that was an impressive amount of damage. 

				But it didn’t matter. Andre would wreck all of his cars getting to Gabrielle if he had to. He stepped off the clutch and shifted the car into first.

				He could feel the fairy’s eyes on his face.

				“What?” he said.

				“You moved those cars … with your bare hands.” 

				“And?” he asked, shifting gears.

				The fairy raised his eyebrows and began fanning himself, his leg jiggling furiously. “Lucky fucking siren,” he said, under his breath. 

				Andre gunned the engine, letting off only a little when the car lost traction. He cast a glance at Oliver. “Not lucky, fairy. Cursed.” 

				“Please,” I begged at the door, willing the fate to return. “I promise to be respectful if you come back.”

			

			
				I listened.

				Nothing.

				I growled out my frustration. Damn my bound legs. I doubt Morta had even locked the door. Not when I’d have to roll my way out of here. Which was tempting … but no.

				I scooted up to the bed’s headboard and leaned against it. Morta hadn’t slipped the gag back on me, and that was a mistake I was going to fully exploit. She might be immune to my voice, but anyone else in the area wouldn’t be.

				I cleared my throat. Did I want to do what I was considering? If it didn’t work, I might end up worse off. 

				Worse off than dying and marrying the devil?

				I leaned my head back as a hum built in the back of my throat. Tendrils of my power snaked to the surface of my skin. The siren was awake, and she was a formidable monster when I embraced her carnal cruelty.

				A smile curled along my lips as my power built. What I was about to do would be different from the glamour I’d used in the past. 

				Tonight, the siren was going to sing.

				“Stop here,” Oliver said.

				Andre pulled onto the shoulder of the road, and he and the fairy got out. He nodded to the back of his car, where he’d stashed extra weaponry. “Might be a good idea to arm yourself, fairy.”

				Rather than responding, the fairy leaned inside the car and grabbed a gun from the back seat. 

			

			
				He held the gun up to the light, a gleeful smile forming along his lips. “Now I am one badass bitch,” he said, posing with it. “Is it loaded?” 

				Andre nodded, leaning inside the car to grab the weapons he couldn’t wear while he drove.

				“I’ve never used one before,” the fairy said.

				Andre pushed away from the car. When he turned to face Oliver, the fairy was flipping the gun over in his hand, staring at it curiously. Giving a fairy a gun was a supremely bad idea—especially this one—but Andre didn’t really have the patience to regret his decision.

				He came around behind Oliver and positioned the fairy’s hands over the gun, ignoring the lust pouring off the boy. 

				“Safety,” Andre said, pointing to a switch near the trigger. “Keep this on until you’re ready to shoot. Front and rear sight,” he indicated to two eyepieces. “Line these up with your mark for better accuracy. And lastly, the trigger,” he said, pointing to it. “I’m sure you know what to do there. 

				“This gun has eight bullets, seven in the magazine and one in the breach, so make them count. Try for close range targets and aim for the chest. Got it?” Andre said, stepping away from him.

				“I think so.” The fairy no longer sounded so flippant. Violence had a way of making men out of boys.

				“I’ll do my best to make sure you don’t have to use that at all,” Andre said, “but if someone tries to hurt you, don’t hesitate to defend yourself.”

			

			
				Oliver jerked his head in answer.

				“Good.” Andre clasped him on the shoulder. “Now take me to my soulmate.”

				I opened my mouth and something more than just words and notes came out. I couldn’t see my skin, but I could feel it ripple as my essence freed itself. 

				Magic flowed out from my lips, arcane and powerful. Every instance I’d used glamour up until to now had been child’s play in comparison. This, this was the true extent of my power, and it was terrifying. 

				The universe moved through me as I sang, and with each note I hit, I learned a new, impossible secret—how to seduce the unwilling, how to bring the proud to their knees, how to bring comfort to the desolate and leave the content wanting. 

				I tipped my head back and laughed even as I sang, the laughter fluidly weaving itself into the melody. I was getting high off the power. I might be tied up, but I was not the prisoner at the moment.

				I listened for those humans who’d fallen under my spell, but I was met with … silence.

				“Nice try Gabrielle,” I heard Morta say in the distance. 

				My voice faltered at her words. Nothing was happening, but surely something should be. 

				And then something did.

				The smell of brimstone assaulted my nostrils as a being crept closer to my door. An unholy chill wrapped around my skin and seized up my windpipes. My voice painfully died away. The hollow sensation stroked my skin like a lover.

			

			
				The being paused outside my door. My stomach clenched painfully, and my unseeing eyes darted under the blindfold. 

				Oh dear God and heaven above, my voice had garnered the attention of something.

				After a pause, whatever lingered left, but not before it made me a promise.

				Soon, Gabrielle.

				Damn, but Andre hated ley lines. The twisted, unnatural trees they passed were evidence of the snags in the fabric of this world. So was the strange, bloodied altar Oliver hoisted himself onto. The altar from the case Gabrielle was working on.

				Oliver patted the stone slab, indicating that Andre join him. 

				In one fluid moment Andre lifted himself to the altar. He caught a whiff of an angelic being, and beneath that, a more familiar smell. Gabrielle. Her scent made him hiss through his teeth. Sometime recently she’d passed through here.

				But now she was nothing more than a phantasm. And in a few more days, all traces of her would vanish from this place.

				A fierce chill whipped down his spine. What did they call that? Revelers dancing over his grave? Whatever it was, it was a bad omen.

			

			
				Oliver stretched out his hand. “Ready, Andre?”

				In answer, Andre took his hand. 

				He’d die before all that remained of her was a scent in the wind. 

				The stink of evil had barely left the hallway when I heard the click of two sets of footfalls. The door opened. 

				I almost choked on the smell of ash and roses. Two beings and only one scent. 

				“Oh lookie who’s back!” 

				“Miss me?” another voice purred. The cambion from the club

				I frowned. “I guess that depends on whether you’re here to kill me or not.”

				“I heard your voice,” she said. “Lovely. It will enchant our dark lord.”

				“Yeah, I don’t think I’m happy to see you.”

				“All our preparations are ready,” Morta interrupted, nearing the bed.

				I heard the other woman approach the bed, and felt her soft touch as she grabbed my arm. 

				Morta hauled me off the mattress with impressive strength, and I felt the other woman adjust her stance to support my weight. 

				I didn’t realize my feet were bare until they touched the cool floor. As for my wardrobe, the material swished around my ankles. A dress. Just like what the other victims wore.

				What had Oliver said about virgins only being good for sacrifices? Damn him, he’d jinxed me!

			

			
				“I know you’ve figured it out,” Morta whispered next to my ear.

				I turned towards her voice.

				“The myth of Pluto and Proserpine,” she explained. “It really is a prophecy. A very old and very popular one. And it is a prophecy about you.”

				“But the details …” My voice trailed off as the cambion traced a finger down my arm. I grimaced as the sensation. 

				“The details matter not. That is what happens when a story outlasts several civilizations. Along the way word of mouth and cultural appropriation warp the details.”

				“Why was it so popular?” I asked before the two could haul me out of the room.

				“Because it has to do with life and death,” the cambion whispered into my ear, her breath hot against my skin.

				“You were born of life but possess death in your bloodstream—you die even as you live. And yet in your death you’ll live forever an immortal. You see?” Morta said. “You’ve been married to the god of death since your birth. Two sides of the same coin.”

				“But he’s not the god of death. He’s the devil.” How many times did I have to say that?

				“Best start thinking of him as Pluto,” Morta said, “for I assure you his actions will conform to your beliefs. You want him cruel, he’ll be cruel. You want his kindness, think of him as capable of it.”

				“Here we are,” the fairy said.

			

			
				When Andre opened his eyes, for a single moment he mistook his surroundings for the afterlife. The whiteness, the soft silence of falling snow—it was such a vast contrast to the vivacity of life as he knew it.

				All around him stood tall trees. Cut between them was a snow-covered path marred with several pairs footprints. Several interwoven scents clung to the path. Supernatural beings. At least a dozen of them. 

				He stretched his senses. In the distance he felt a pulse of life and amongst it …

				“Gabrielle.”

				He could feel her ahead of him. He almost fell to his knees; even with all his knowledge, he hadn’t been sure she’d be here, and if she was, that she’d be alive.

				He pushed forward. “There are at least twelve beings near Gabrielle, and we have to assume all are hostile. You should stay here.”

				“Oh hell no—I didn’t come all this way just to be left out of the fun,” the fairy said

				Andre turned to give Oliver an appraising look. “This is not a game, fairy. People will get hurt. You will probably be one of them.” Even as he spoke, he could feel his bloodthirsty nature rise. 

				Gabrielle never again wanted to see Andre massacre people. Tonight he was going to have to disappoint her.

				“Argue all you want, Rambo,” the fairy said. “I’ll still be sticking to you like a nymph to a tree.”

				Andre didn’t have time for this. He growled in frustration. “Fine,” he said, defeated. “But once we get inside, you’ll follow my orders.”

			

			
				The fairy’s eyes twinkled with excitement. “Agreed.”

				They pressed forward once more, and as they did so, the trees began to thin out, and their destination towered over them. Made of marble and rock, conquests and cruelty, it was the perfect gateway into hell.

				Bran Castle. 

				There was that reminder again, that belief trumped fate. Ironic that a Fate would be the one to tell me this.

				“I’m going to cut the bonds around your ankles,” Morta said. “If you try to pull some stunt on me, Lila will knock you out and carry you to your destination, and any remaining questions you have will go unanswered. Understood?” 

				Lila—I finally had a name for Creepy McCreeps-a-Lot. 

				I felt Lila stroke my cheek. “Please be difficult,” she whispered in my ear, and I recoiled. I was beginning to think that Lila was here just to ensure my cooperation.

				“Fine,” I said to Morta, “so long as you answer more of my questions.”

				She knelt down at my feet and unwound the rope that shackled them together. “You do not get to make demands. However, I will entertain a few more questions, so long as it pleases me.”

				I didn’t wait for more. “What kind of power would the devil possess by being with me?” I asked. The last of the rope fell away from my ankles, and I shook them out. 

				In front of me I heard Morta rise. “How does the end of the myth of Pluto and Proserpine unfold?” 

			

			
				Was she asking me? “Persephone’s mother kills everything off until she gets her daughter back.”

				“After that,” Morta said. “What is the end result?”

				“Persephone gets to live half the year on Earth and half the year in the Underworld.”

				Morta took my arm once more. “That is the answer you seek,” she said.

				“What does that mean?”

				Lila gave my face another caress, and her burnt floral scent assaulted my nose. Her lips brushed my cheek. “It means that you will be a creature that can freely travel between Earth and Hell.”

				With every step Andre took, her scent got stronger. The smells of the damned seeped in along with it. Bran Castle had long been a place of pain. History knew the most public examples of it, but there were so many more that went unrecorded. Torture, rape, incest, murder—the place was saturated with it. Blood had fed the soil here. The place was stained with horror.

				And somewhere in there Gabrielle was being held against her will. Silently Andre crept up the stairs to the entrance of the castle. His muscles twitched with the need to kick down the doors and unleash his fury, but he’d been in enough battles to know that brute force didn’t often win, especially when outnumbered.

				But the element of surprise, that could turn the tables. So rather than kicking down the door, he turned the handle. When he met resistance, he gave a deft yank, breaking the lock.

			

			
				He pushed the door open, and then he and Oliver were inside.

				My back went ramrod straight as a pulse of power thrummed along my skin. Andre was here.

				But how? How had he found me when I had no clue where I was?

				Morta gave me a yank. “Time to meet your destiny.”

				“Who even says that?” I asked, walking forward, but my mind was distracted. Andre had found me!

				Together we crossed the room and slipped through the door. The hallway was chillier than the room I’d been in, and familiar dread churned in my stomach.

				“No.” I staggered and came to a stop.

				“Move.” Morta shoved me forward, but I refused to budge.

				This place couldn’t be real, but so help me God, somehow it was. I was back in the devil’s home.

				Even with Andre’s soothing presence nearby, I began to shake, and my fangs descended. “Not here—I don’t want to die here!” My voice became frantic. 

				I tugged on my bindings again, and began to struggle to get away.

				“I warned you what would happen if you tried to get away,” Morta said.

				I couldn’t die here; I refused to.

				Power built along with my panic. At first I thought it was my own, but as the ground began to rumble and the sensation lashed against my skin, I realized it wasn’t me at all.

			

			
				Someone had officially pissed off my boyfriend.

				As soon as Andre stepped inside, the connection between him and Gabrielle flared like a live wire. 

				“What is this place?” Oliver whispered. “The hall of horrors?” 

				The smell of decay and dried blood hit his nostrils. It came from all around him. From the leathery map that hung on the wall to the stained furniture. A fire crackled in a nearby hearth, but instead of emitting heat, it seemed to drain it from the room. 

				He turned to Oliver and pushed him into a nearby alcove. “Stay here,” he said, his voice pitched low. He could hear the shuffling of feet in the distance.

				“Not going to happen. Especially not next to this thing.” He pointed to the marble statue of a horned being situated in the alcove. It had lifelike, inlaid eyes, and dried blood ringed its lips. 

				“Oliver, you agreed to follow my orders once we were inside. This is one of them.”

				“So you want me to stay here with this … thing?” Oliver eyed the statue with obvious disgust.

				“Yes.”

				“Fine, but I have a condition.”

				He didn’t have time for this. “Whatever it is, it’s yours. Now stay here.”

				“Deal.” The fairy smiled, which probably meant Andre had agreed to something ludicrous. Fucking fairies—you could always guarantee they’d take advantage of a situation. 

			

			
				“Oh, and if this thing eats me,” Oliver added, “it’s your ass I’m coming back to haunt.”

				Andre nodded absently, already strategizing his next move.

				“Who even says that?”

				Andre’s head snapped up at the sound of Gabrielle’s voice. Relief coursed through him at her insolent tone. It was an act, but it meant that she was alright for the moment.

				He began to move towards the voice, winding his way through the castle nearing what appeared to be a turret. 

				Two women held a bound and blindfolded Gabrielle. 

				A sweltering rage burned inside him. If he let it, it would consume him. He stepped into the shadows and stilled, waiting for the appropriate moment to attack.

				“No,” Gabrielle choked out.

				Andre closed his eyes when he heard the fear in Gabrielle’s voice. Don’t lose control, he willed himself. Not yet.

				“Not here—I don’t want to die here!” she begged.

				As soon as he heard her desperate plea, Andre only had time to think of a single word before his rage consumed him. 

				Fuck.

				My captors stopped walking.

				“Let her go,” Andre’s voice was sweet music to my ears. 

			

			
				The ground trembled violently beneath us, and I could hear metal clattering and glass tinkling. 

				Morta cursed. “It seems the vampire king has come after his mate.”

				Did they have no idea how close he was to losing it at the moment? They should be scared. Hell, I was scared, and I was his soulmate.

				Air brushed against me, and the current between Andre and me throbbed; those were the only signs that Andre had moved. 

				Morta’s grip was wrenched from mine, and I felt the ground shake as Andre slammed her into the wall. “You will die for daring to hurt her.”

				I didn’t waste the opportunity Andre had given me. My leg shot out, and I kicked Lila. She gasped, and her hold on me slipped.

				I pulled my foot back, preparing for another kick. “You do not want to fight, vampire,” Lila said, glamour filling her words. “Gabrielle is in good hands.”

				The tremors racking the building softened. 

				I opened my mouth. “Don’t listen to her,” I said, pulling the siren into my voice. Poor Andre was getting majorly mind-raped right now. “She wants to—”

				Lila covered my mouth. “Leave this place, vampire.” 

				The trembling subsided, and I heard Morta suck in air. The current between Andre and I began to fade, which meant … he was leaving.

				I tried to shake Lila’s hand from my mouth, but she held on. “Looks like your love is abandoning you,” she whispered into my ear.

			

			
				I screamed against her hand and yanked my head away from her mouth. Hate filled me. She’d glamoured Andre into abandoning his rescue mission. 

				Using as much force as I could muster, I head-butted the cambion. Her hold loosened on me, and I jerked my arm free of her hold. I began to run, almost falling when I realized I was moving down stairs.

				“You stupid, little fool!” Morta was yelling at me. 

				Someone plowed into my back, and the two of us lurched forward. I fell, my head cracking against the edge of the stairs. I felt an instant of pain, and then I blacked out.

				“Andre!” the fairy hissed.

				Andre ignored him, heading towards the front door. 

				“What are you doing?”

				Once he passed across the threshold, his head cleared. Andre stopped, swiveled around, and locked eyes with Oliver.

				That woman had glamoured him into leaving, and his only saving grace had been her vague wording. Otherwise, he would’ve left his soulmate to die.

				The maps and antiques set on display began to shake. 

				“Uh, your hair’s lifting,” Oliver said.

				“Give me your iPod.”

				“Hot damn,” the fairy said, eyeing him, “are you going to blow?”

				“Now!” Andre bellowed.

				The fairy reached into his pocket and handed the iPod over. 

			

			
				Andre placed the earbuds in his ears and turned the music on, cranking the volume all the way up.

				“Stay here, fairy.”

				Oliver’s lips moved, but Andre heard nothing over the music. And if he couldn’t hear outside noise, then he couldn’t get glamoured.

				Andre smiled grimly, walking back through the house. Now there’d be hell to pay.

				I was jostled awake by the trembling surface beneath me. I blinked once and tried to sit up, but found my arms bound over my head and my legs bound at my feet. 

				Had I … fallen and hit my head against the stairs? I frowned. It was suspiciously similar to the lie I’d told the coven during the trial, which probably meant it wasn’t coincidental at all.

				And now I’d managed to sleep through getting untied and retied. Just my luck.

				The blindfold had been removed, so I could finally take in my surroundings. Candlelight flickered throughout the cloistered room. The smell of soil, blood, and death clung to the walls, but it was overshadowed by the scents of at least a dozen supernaturals. They loomed over me, cloaks covering their faces and bodies.

				To my left Morta chanted in some ancient language. I couldn’t see her face, but I’d recognize that voice from anywhere. 

				One of the shrouded figures caressed my cheek. I ground my teeth together. Lila. 

			

			
				My eyes darted about, and it only took a moment for me to truly understand my predicament. I wore a white dress and lay on a wooden slab. I was going to die just like those other women. Except my expression wouldn’t look peaceful like the others. Nope. Thanks to my immunity to glamour, mine would be contorted in agony and horror. No dignity for the dead. 

				The earth rocked again, but Morta’s voice never wavered.

				“Help me,” I begged the cloaked figures, my skin flaring to life.

				“Earplugs, lovely,” Lila said.

				Morta talked over us, her voice filling the chamber. The candles flickered, and the incantation came to an end.

				The group stirred, and I saw a flash of metal pass hands. 

				“No, please,” I said, thrashing in my bindings, “think about what you’re doing.”

				“It’s going to be alright, Proserpine. We’re almost done.” Morta lifted my head, and I felt the brush of twine rope as it passed over my face and hair before coming to rest around my neck. I closed my eyes. A noose. 

				When I opened them, the group loomed over me. I felt the noose tighten, and I began to choke.

				I glanced at the shadowed faces that watched me. I couldn’t see their eyes, but based on their smiles, they wouldn’t help. They were excited to witness my death.

				Two knives lifted, one to my side, and the other directly above me. I knew enough from the previous victims to know what was to come. A slash to my neck and a stab to my heart. 

			

			
				I began to struggle in earnest, but even with my supernatural strength, I couldn’t break through my bonds. 

				Black dots began to smudge out my surroundings. Losing consciousness. My eyes completely clouded over, and I saw the knife above me start to move. In that second before I blacked out completely, I screamed. 

				I felt a slice of pain, and then nothing.

				Andre descended the stairs, his every step causing the earth to shudder beneath his feet. Bad techno music blared in his ears and somewhere below him he could sense magic building. The walls shivered, huge chunks of plaster raining down on him. 

				Dead. All who participated tonight, dead. He wasn’t going to make it quick either. It would be slow and messy, and they’d be begging for mercy just like she’d been. And he’d give them the same chance they gave her.

				The earth rippled out from under his feet, the tremors getting increasingly severe. He left the stairs and stalked down the hall. 

				The cord connecting him to Gabrielle flared, tightening his chest almost painfully, and then … it was gone.


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 26

				I stood in an empty bedroom. 

				I rubbed a hand over my neck. Had I died? Where was everyone? More importantly, where was I?

				The same smells of blood and brimstone that had clung to the room I’d first found myself in lingered in this room as well, only here they were stronger.

				Casting my hearing out, I listened for the sounds of my tormenters. Nothing. Not a single heartbeat. In the distance I thought I heard echoing screams, but nothing else seemed to stir in this place.

				I eyed the bed, a hulking four-poster number carved with intricate designs. Skirting around it, I made my way to the window. 

				Outside I saw … the castle grounds. I placed my hand to the glass. Everything was covered in snow, just like it had been in my dreams.

			

			
				“Evening, consort.”

				My dress swished as I whipped around. Standing on the other side of the room, his hands in the pockets of his designer suit, was the devil.

				Andre roared, uncaring that the castle, which had survived centuries of attacks, was tearing apart from the shockwaves of his power. Anguish like he’d never experienced before now choked him. 

				He staggered, then fell to a knee. The world was red. Red with his bleeding heart, with his blood, with his tears. They dripped down his face, marring the ground in front of him.

				The impossible had happened. Gabrielle, gone.

				But she was his soulmate. She was supposed to live forever. With him. They were supposed to save each other.

				He gripped his heart with his hand. Here was where he felt the cord most powerfully. But now, nothing.

				They killed her.

				Anger eclipsed his pain. He pushed himself to his feet, stepping over a rafter that had splintered and fallen. 

				He roared again, this time not in pain, but in rage, and the plastered walls running alongside him cracked. The entire castle seemed to scream in agony. 

				He could begin to smell the fear of the occupants trapped in the bowels of his place. They knew he was coming, which meant they knew they were never leaving. 

				They’d delivered Gabrielle to hell. Now it was his turn to give them a taste of it.

			

			
				I blinked, and the devil stood in front of me.

				Reflexively, I threw my fist out, aiming for his jaw.

				He caught it in his own. “Now that is no way to treat your spouse.”

				“We are not married.”

				“You’re right, we aren’t—not officially anyway.” The words were barely out of his mouth when he picked me up and tossed me onto the bed. I rolled across it and swung myself to my feet on the other side of it.

				When I looked up, he again stood in front of me, smelling of brimstone and blood. I flinched. He’d moved faster than I could follow with my eyes. The devil’s almond-shaped eyes appraised me. 

				“You want me to have sex with you?” I asked incredulously.

				“That does seem to be an integral part of marriage, so yes, I do.”

				I tried to sidestep him, but he blocked me. 

				“That’s never going to happen.” 

				The devil’s hand dropped to his stomach, and he undid the button of his suit jacket. “You could do this willingly, you know,” he said, shrugging the jacket off and tossing it on a nearby armchair. He reached a hand to his wrist and unbuttoned the cufflinks. Then he moved to the other wrist and unbuttoned those.

				“No, I really can’t,” I said.

				The devil reached out, his hand cupped the base of my skull, and his eyes dropped to my lips. “You’re objection has been noted,” he said, and then he kissed me.

			

			
				By the time Andre kicked down the door and stormed into the dungeon, a grief-fueled rage had consumed him. Dust and plaster billowed around him as he stepped inside. The earth shook beneath his feet, the shockwaves rippling throughout the room.

				His heart felt like it was imploding. Gabrielle, gone. They will pay.

				The fairy’s music still pounded in his ears, so he saw, rather than heard the cloaked figures’ screams when they caught sight of him. They scattered, but there was nowhere for them to go. Andre blocked the only way into or out of the room. 

				He took another step into the room, his eyes scanning the crowd. Kill them.

				He bellowed and the entire castle quaked. “You will all go down tonight and face your reckoning together,” he said, his power amplifying his voice so that it vibrated the very walls around them. “And I swear by whatever god you all believe in that I when I join you, I will torment you in hell for all eternity.”

				Andre crossed the room and stood before the group. He could smell their terror. He grabbed the robed figure closest to him and yanked off the figure’s hood. 

				A redheaded woman. Fear glittered in her eyes, but so did confusion.

				She has no idea why I’m mad with grief. Grief for Gabrielle.

			

			
				At the thought of her, Andre let the woman go long enough to withdraw his swords. Letting out a roar, he slashed an “X” down the woman’s front. He saw her scream as her body was flayed open, and he smelled the sharp sting of fresh blood and entrails. It smelled like justice.

				Unthinking, he moved onto the next robed figure and pulled the hood off. This one cloaked a bearded male in his late twenties. He performed the same brutal slashes and moved on.

				Another robed figure tried to run. This time it was a blond male. A flick of Andre’s wrists was all it took to mortally wound him. 

				He drew his lips back. “All who try to flee might as well run headlong into my sword, for you will die first.” The group seemed to tremble at his words, and he was getting high off of it. The madness, the bloodlust … it was all taking over; the more violence he meted out, the more violent he became.

				It wasn’t enough. These supernaturals were so … weak. They were cowering rather than fighting. And yet they’d still managed to kill his soulmate.

				The thought fueled Andre’s fury. A fourth victim went down, then a fifth, and he still hadn’t come across those two women. 

				“Where are you, you sadistic bitches?” he yelled. “Will you not face me? Or has your courage left you?” They would hide behind others to save themselves. “Afraid you’ll be cleaved in two?” 

				Andre could smell one of them—the woman of ash and roses. She was here in this crowd. He could pluck her right now. But he wouldn’t. If Andre could help it, he’d continue to taunt her and the other woman until they were all that remained. He wanted them to be overcome with fear by the time he got to them. He’d drink it in, savor it like demons did. 

			

			
				They’d die slowest of all. “Cower all you want, you’re not leaving …” Andre trailed off as the sharp, irresistible scent of his soulmate’s blood laced the air, distracting him. There was too much of it. No way a mortal could survive that kind of blood loss. 

				It stilled his hand and replaced his rage with something much, much worse. Sorrow. He needed to see her. Now.

				He took a step away from the remaining crowd and pointed one of his swords. “Anyone so much as thinks about making a run for it, and I will make you wish I’d sliced open your stomach.”

				The group seemed to quiver at his words. He knew that amongst them those two women remained. Getting distracted now was dangerous while they were still alive. They might try to rise up against him.

				The thought almost brought a grim smile to his face. If they did so, they’d lose. He’d incapacitate them, lock them up where no one would ever find them, and spend weeks torturing them before he finally let them die. 

				Some part of him even hoped it would come to that because right now, no one was putting up a fight. It felt less like retribution and more like slaughter. 

				Once again the seductive smell of his soulmate distracted him, beckoned to him. 

			

			
				Andre slid his swords into his sheath and purposefully turned his back to his enemies. His eyes drifted across the room. A primal cry left his throat as his eyes fell on Gabrielle’s broken body.

				Her hands had been tied above her head and her legs bound at her ankles. Trussed up and slaughtered like an animal.

				Moving faster than human eyes could follow, he crossed the room and stared down at her. Gabrielle. Forever and always his soulmate. 

				He lifted a hand to her face, and stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. Even death couldn’t ruin her beauty, but the soul that resided inside this body was gone. And their bond, broken.

				A drop of his blood landed on her cheekbone, another just below her eye. 

				Out of his peripherals he saw movement as someone else entered the room. The fairy had decided to join the foray after all.

				The devil’s lips moved over mine, and for a moment I forgot what he was and kissed him back.

				I kissed the devil. Not that it had ever been in doubt, but I was so going to hell for this.

				I pushed him away, coughing. It felt like I’d breathed in something sinister. The devil grabbed me, a hunger filling his eyes. This was going to end badly. He pushed me back onto the bed. 

				He lifted my leg … and pressed a kiss to my ankle. Was the devil being gentle? Hell had officially frozen over.

			

			
				“Wait,” I gasped.

				The devil dragged his eyes from my legs. “I’ve waited long enough, consort. You are mine.”

				I gazed wide-eyed at where the devil touched me. “I-I want a tour of the house!”

				“No you don’t. You’re just trying to distract me.”

				“No really,” I practically cried as his hands slid up one of my calves, “it’s important to me that I know your home.”

				“Our home,” he amended.

				I waved my hands in the air. “Yes, yes—whatever.” I’d do just about anything so long as he stopped touching me. And acting normal-ish. He needed to act thoroughly evil.

				You want him cruel, he’ll be cruel. You want his kindness, think of him as capable of it. Morta’s words echoed in my head.

				Please be capable of good, I silently begged him.

				The devil’s hands paused on my leg, and his mouth curved into a wicked smile. “You cannot outmaneuver me, consort. There is a reason I am known as the Deceiver.”

				That made me swallow. “Please,” I repeated.

				He stared at me, and I got the distinct impression he was weighing the benefits and the drawbacks of my request. “Why would I stop now when I have you on my bed, and I am minutes away from consummating this?” As he spoke, his hands drifted up my knee and began to caress my upper thigh.

				I squirmed beneath him. “Because I am not leaving here anytime soon. Why rush what can be savored?”

			

			
				The hungry look in his eyes deepened, and his hands stroked my skin.

				I winced. It had been the wrong thing to say, but in all fairness, I hadn’t practiced how I’d outwit the devil. Nope, I’d spent all that time with Andre learning how to physically defend myself against him. 

				I should’ve known that all the fighting in the world wouldn’t save me from him.

				And yet, the most surprising thing about this moment was the distinct lack of violence. “Why are you treating me so kindly?” I whispered.

				He caressed my thigh again, and I shivered as my skin grew cold under his touch. His eyes drifted to my lips. “Perhaps I don’t want my wife broken. I reign over enough mad souls as it is. Perhaps I want her fully lucid for all eternity.”

				I shuddered. Madness might be better than lucidity when it came to the devil. 

				“You’re lying,” I accused. Because if he was telling the truth, then that meant he wouldn’t be violent with me. At least not to the point where I snapped. And that was definitely not the devil’s style.

				He smiled slyly, and his expression was full of wickedness. “Maybe I am, and maybe I’m not.” 

				I stared at him, brows furrowed, until his hands began moving once more, caressing and kneading my thighs. 

				I gasped. No, this couldn’t happen. I grabbed his hands. Fighting might not save me from the devil, but acting might.

				“I want to see my room,” I demanded. 

			

			
				“This is your room.”

				I raised my eyebrows. “If this is my room, then where are my things?” It took a lot of effort to keep my voice from shaking. To act entitled instead of scared. “I’d imagine that the devil’s consort gets to have everything her heart desires?”

				The devil’s gaze narrowed. He knew I was up to something. “You will want for nothing.” 

				“Then where are my clothes? And my shoes? And my makeup?”

				“You will get all that and more, once you accept my wedding gift,” he replied, a smile forming along his lips. He should not be amused. That usually was a sign that I was totally and completely screwed.

				“Wedding gift?” I repeated, confused. 

				The devil studied my expression. His hands released their hold on my leg, leaving my own hands empty. I exhaled. “Yes, perhaps I’ll give you my wedding gift before you give me yours.”

				I suppressed a cringe at the “wedding gift” he’d been planning on taking from me. He pushed himself off the bed and held out a hand for me.

				Ignoring the proffered hand, I rose from the bed. 

				The devil captured my chin in his hand, forcing me to stare at him. “This is a warning, consort: I am the most dangerous creature to ever exist. I am the thing that monsters cower from, and I will not tolerate your insolence. So in the future, take my goddamned hand unless you want to see my darker side.”

				My body was racked with shivers as his eyes flashed, and I felt evil closing in on me. I hadn’t realized until now that he’d kept the darkness at bay. But now, with his anger, I felt it seep into me. How long before I’d lose myself in it? What would it do to me? The devil said he didn’t want to break me, but how could he not if I was forced to always feel this?

			

			
				I nodded and swallowed at the devil, not even pretending to be meek. The devil scared the courage out of me. His fingers lifted from my chin. They trailed up my cheek, and the malice drained from the devil’s eyes. He was in control once more. “You wanted a tour of the house?” he said. “I can give you one on our way to your wedding present. Would you like that?”

				“Yes,” I whispered, my voice hoarse. 

				A smile touched his face. “Then so it shall be.”

				He steered me out of the room, and I almost sighed in relief. Anything would be better than what we were about to do.

				I just hate it when I’m wrong.

				Andre turned in time to see Oliver taking in the scene before him. His eyebrows hiked up at the carnage, and then he caught sight of Gabrielle. Oliver staggered and grabbed the doorframe. His mouth moved, but over the music blaring in Andre’s ears, he couldn’t hear the fairy’s words. 

				But he could see the fairy’s grief. Oliver must’ve seen the blood or felt the death that clung to her body. Andre saw the ragged sob that came from the fairy’s lips. 

			

			
				Andre’s eyes closed again, and his body shook, his rage now usurped by his grief. She couldn’t be gone. She couldn’t. He refused to believe it.

				His eyes snapped open as a thought crossed his mind. “Oliver,” he said, “you can travel to other realms—you can get her, you can bring her back.” He didn’t have to hear his voice to know that desperation had entered it.

				The fairy was shaking his head, and in the dim light of the room, Andre saw the glint of Oliver’s tears. He began to speak, and Andre read his lips. “… so sorry … can’t travel to the Underworld … unless … Samhain. Even then, … who enter … can’t leave.”

				Andre sagged against the altar, bowing his head as more bloody tears mixed with Gabrielle’s blood. 

				Out of the corner of his eye, he caught movement. One of the cloaked figures was trying to escape. One of the bastards that had killed her.

				They will pay.

				He was on the figure in an instant, ripping off the being’s cloak. Beneath it was a man who cowered at the sight of Andre. 

				Andre’s upper lip curled, and he bared his fangs. “You dare try to leave?” he hissed.

				The man’s entire body shook, and he smelled ammonia as the man’s bladder released. He could see his mouth moving, begging. 

				Andre’s fury was no longer mindless—at least, not for the moment. He knew enough about grief to expect another wave to slam into him, and soon. 

				“Gabrielle begged for her life,” Andre said. “I’ll show you as much mercy as you showed her.” He kicked the man’s knees in. The ridiculous techno music Oliver had programmed on his iPod drowned out the sound of shattering bone and screams. The man collapsed on the ground, his skin beginning to sweat. His face pinched together in agony. 

			

			
				Andre knelt. “I’d rip out your throat, except then you’d die too quickly. Perhaps if you hadn’t killed my mate, I’d be more benevolent. Then again, humanity was always her thing, not mine.”

				He pulled out two of his throwing knives and slashed open the man’s stomach, just like the others. Andre rose to his feet and kicked the man in the legs. Now that scream he could hear even over the music. Cold cruelty was always more satisfying than his mindless rages.

				Andre glanced behind him at the fairy, who still stood in the doorway, his gun hanging limply at his side. The fairy’s eyes were wide with shock. 

				“This, my friend, is why you should’ve stayed upstairs.”


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 27

				“Game room,” the devil said with a bored flick of his wrist as we entered it. We’d wound our way through the castle, the devil giving me the world’s most half-assed tour. 

				Then again, considering the rooms’ horrible contents, the less information, the better. Like this room, for instance.

				I sucked in my cheeks as the smell of death wafted over me. It wasn’t a game room in the sense of board games or a billiards table. Nope. It was a hunter’s game room, and everywhere I looked, I saw relics of the hunted.

				I was going to be sick. A unicorn’s head was mounted next to a head of a dragon. The full body of a being with webbed feet and gills sat on display in the corner. Next to it was a centaur, posed to look as though it were rearing up. On the other side of the room a griffin rested next to a stuffed sphinx.

			

			
				“These creatures are real?”

				“Were real. Most are extinct now.”

				I caught sight of a wall dedicated solely to wings. Iridescent fairy wings were pinned to the wall right next to what looked like bat wings—very, very large bat wings. Other sets had plumage and came in deep, vibrant colors. There were so many pairs that they overlapped one another.

				Intelligent beings had been caught, killed, and were now displayed. Perhaps when the devil got tired of me, I’d join them. 

				I shuddered at the thought.

				“Enjoying the tour so far?” the devil asked, throwing me a glance. One side of his mouth curved up, and he gave me a knowing look.

				“It’s … unusual.” Yeah, unusual and horrific.

				We left the room and continued through the castle. I began to rub my arms as the preternatural chill sank into my bones. I was learning that was the chill that came from being in a place where God simply wasn’t. 

				“Where is everyone?” I asked. We’d come across no one, and I still couldn’t hear any voices.

				The devil slowed until we walked side-by-side. “Gone,” he murmured. 

				I pulled back to look at him and caught him just as his gaze dropped to my backside. 

				“For a guy who rules the Underworld, you sure seem awfully interested in … life,” I commented.

				He flashed me a sinful smile. “Care to see the extent of my interest?”

			

			
				The corners of my mouth drew down. There was innuendo in that offer. Ew, ew, ew!

				“Er, no.” Before the devil could get all up in arms about my rejection, I changed the subject. “Where, exactly, is this home of yours?” I asked.

				The devil’s gaze drifted over my face and down my neck as we walked, but he didn’t answer.

				“Romania?” I ventured. 

				An amused smile touched his lips. “In your world it is.”

				I wasn’t going to dissect that statement. I wasn’t.

				“It’s a castle,” I continued. “It’s …” I sucked in air. I glanced at him, wide-eyed. “Are we in Dracula’s castle?”

				“We are in my castle.” 

				That was devil-speak for, yes, we are in Dracula’s castle. Which would’ve been cool, except these were so not the right circumstances to rejoice. “Isn’t this place a tourist destination?” I asked.

				“Beings of both my world and yours do flock here,” the devil said as we entered a hall.

				“Beings of your world … ?” A shiver ran down my spine when I remembered the shrieking I’d heard from somewhere further inside the house. I shook my head to clear it. “Are we still in my world?”

				“Your petty questions bore me,” the devil said, reaching for my hand. 

				I bristled at his words, yanking my hand out of his reach. 

				In response, the devil pushed me against the wall and slid a leg between my own. He eyed my cleavage. “I warned you that I did not tolerate insolence. Since you’re so determined to avoid my touch, it shall be your punishment.” He dipped his head and kissed the valley between my breasts.

			

			
				It took all my willpower not to punt his unholy ass across the room. I’d already seen what the devil was like when I pissed him off. But even as I held back, I knew I couldn’t forever. I’d end up living out my own personal nightmare. I was in hell, after all.

				He picked up a lock of hair and brushed it across the exposed skin of my chest. My jaw tightened at the action. “What I find strange,” he said, “is that you haven’t asked about the wellbeing of the shapeshifter.” His eyes flicked up to mine.

				I flushed at the reminder. I barely thought about Caleb since I’d woken up. “Is he okay?” I asked, worry coating my words. I ignored the stab of guilt I felt when I realized that I’d rather know whether Andre was safe.

				“Hmm, how badly do you want to know?” he asked, peering at me. “I could tell you all about him and your snaggle-toothed boyfriend—for a price.”

				I narrowed my eyes at him. “So that’s how it’s going to be?”

				“What did you expect? That I’d be some valiant, selfless creature? I am the devil.”

				“Supposedly you are also Pluto, my husband,” I said, trying not to choke on the word.

				The devil’s attention snapped to me. He leaned in so close that his torso pressed into mine. “Not supposedly. I am your husband. I’m amusing your ridiculous questions and interests right now instead of chaining you to our bed because I’m trying to be accommodating and caring—vastly overrated qualities if you ask me. Those emotions have atrophied quite a bit since my fall,” the devil said, leaning in closer to me, “so I suggest you tread lightly. If you don’t,” he snapped his fingers, “they just might disappear completely.”

			

			
				Holy shit. Nightmares really do come true.

				“What are your conditions?” I whispered.

				“That you accept and make use of my wedding gift immediately.”

				What sort of horrible present was it that he’d need me to agree to this? “And if I don’t?” I asked.

				“I will betray every last one of your secrets to those who’d wish you harm.”

				I furrowed my brows. What sort of secrets could harm me here and now? 

				“I’m not going to make that kind of deal with you,” I said.

				“Then perhaps we’re wasting our time down here. Perhaps we should go back to our bedroom.”

				He was giving me a choice that wasn’t really a choice at all.

				“Fine,” I snapped.

				“Fine what?”

				“I agree.” I bit the inside of my cheeks as soon as the words left my mouth. What was wrong with me that I’d make a deal with the devil?

				A triumphant smile spread across the devil’s face, and I ignored how attractive his features were when he didn’t look like he had gutting and flaying on his mind.

			

			
				“Aw, consort, you like my form,” he stated, drawing a hand down my arm. Revulsion had my muscles locking up. 

				“It’s deceptive. Just like you.”

				“I’ll take that as a compliment since I know you’re not so stupid as to anger me right after I warned you of my wrath.”

				He stepped away from me and took my trembling hand. “Now,” he said, beginning to walk again, “to answer my side of the bargain, Caleb and Andre are both quite fine—though I doubt the bloodsucker will hold onto his humanity much longer. Loss does that to a person.” 

				My gaze darted to the devil, my mouth parting in horror. “You mean Andre’s grieving … for me?”

				I touched my chest, feeling the aching absence of our connection. Yet somehow I was still aware, still lucid. I’d assumed the afterlife would feel like a hazy dream at best. 

				The devil only said, “More souls will enter my gates tonight, thanks to him.” 

				I glanced away, my grief crumpling my expression. My heart flared to life weakly. Here in this place without God, love came to die. 

				“As for Caleb, it strikes me as odd that you haven’t seen him since you woke.” 

				“Perhaps I would’ve if I hadn’t been bound, gagged, and blindfolded.” But as usual, the devil’s words had worked their way under my skin.

				“Hmm,” he murmured.

				“What happened to him?” I asked.

				We passed through a guestroom with walls the color of dried blood. Judging by the old, metallic smell and the way my fangs descended—ew—that was exactly what it was.

			

			
				“Well now this is what’s unusual,” the devil said. “The shapeshifter woke up shortly before you did in a small town about an hour from here. He’s confused but unharmed.”

				My eyes widened at that. Grigori had dropped him off before delivering me to my killers? “What are you saying?”

				The devil squeezed my hand, and I gnashed my teeth together to keep from ripping it away from him.

				“Would it also surprise you to know that Grigori was not amongst those that watched you die?”

				Now I did yank my hand from his and backed away from him. “Why are you telling me this?”

				His eyes had a twinkle to them. “Because no one and nothing is as you think.”

				Andre left the broken man and prowled back to the altar, eyeing the cowering crowd. His rage, his inhuman rage, was being held in check by something even more primal—his grief-fueled instinct. And right now, it was telling him to stay by Gabrielle’s side and protect his soulmate, even if her life had fled her. 

				And while he didn’t understand it, he heeded it, approaching Gabrielle’s bloody body once more. He took her hand in his, and another crimson tear dripped down his face when he felt the chill of her skin. The chill only death brings. Yet he couldn’t leave her side, couldn’t seem to believe she was really and truly gone.

			

			
				Somewhere throughout the ages he’d heard about a species of bird that mated for life. If one of the pair was killed and their body left to rot, the other bird would inevitably come to it, day after day, trying to revive its mate.

				He was that idiot bird. Not knowing when to quit. Not believing he could. 

				Andre’s eyes flashed. He might be that stupid bird, but he was also a vampire; he could revive her. But her injuries … 

				Don’t think about it.

				His eyes moved to the dagger still in her heart. He grasped the hilt and pulled it out, grimacing at the sucking noise the flesh made as it released the weapon. Déjà vu washed over him. He’d done the same thing only months before, when another dagger had missed Gabrielle’s heart and embedded itself into her shoulder.

				She’d recover like last time. She must. He had to believe this, or else he wouldn’t survive this night. 

				He bit his wrist and held it to her lips. Only a couple drops of blood dripped into her parted lips before the wound stitched itself back together. That wouldn’t do. 

				Someone stepped away from the huddled group. Andre gave the figure a sparing glance and growled low in his throat. The individual was shaking their head, their lips moving.

				“They come any closer, you shoot them, Oliver,” Andre said, nodding to the being. He couldn’t see or hear the fairy’s reaction, so he could only hope Oliver didn’t choke up.

			

			
				Andre still held the ceremonial dagger in his hand. The weapon meant to kill Gabrielle would now coax her back to life. He slashed the knife down his forearm. Blood gushed out from his wound, and he tilted is arm so that the rivulet of blood dripped into her mouth.

				The cloaked figure blurred, and then they stood right before Andre. His lips drew back and he bared his fangs and growled low. 

				This filthy murderer dared to interrupt him?

				Over the music, he heard the sound of a gunshot. The being in front of Andre didn’t flinch, but someone in the clustered group staggered and then fell. 

				At least the fairy had hit something. 

				The being in front of Andre grabbed his wrist and yanked him away from Gabrielle. He stumbled from the force of their strength, and he howled in outrage.

				The ground beneath them shook as Andre’s closed fist snapped out and connected with flesh. The figure’s hold on him loosened.

				Save your soulmate, his instinct screamed at him

				Andre threw another punch—one powerful enough to snap a person’s neck—and jerked his arm from the being’s grasp. 

				He ran back to the altar, dust and dirt sprinkling him from above. At the back of the room, another cloaked figure was inching forward. If they tried to escape, more would follow. 

				Not acceptable. 

				In one fluid movement Andre pulled a throwing knife from its sheath, aimed, and released it. He didn’t have to look to know it sliced open the individual’s throat. They’d bleed to death in a matter of minutes and join the other bodies scattered around them.

			

			
				Turning his attention to Gabrielle, Andre grabbed the ceremonial knife once more. He opened another vein and let his blood trickle across Gabrielle’s lips. Need to revive her.

				And again that same annoying being yanked him away from Gabrielle too soon. He roared his rage. Around him the ground shook violently and the walls lurched. Some of the remaining cloaked figures grabbed for the wall while others fell. 

				Slowly Andre turned to face the cloaked figure, his hair beginning to lift. Never had he encountered a being that could deter him whilst he was on the edge of that mindless rage, and he could only think of one supernatural capable of that show of strength. 

				A deity.

				“Ah, here we are.” The devil gestured to a grand dining hall. He tugged on my hand, the action unsettlingly gentle. 

				Morta’s words ran through my head again. I wondered if my perception had changed his behavior, or if his behavior was changing my perception. I rubbed my head.

				“The dead don’t get headaches in hell, consort.”

				When I dropped my hand, the devil gazed at me with open curiosity.

				Stop being so nice to me. It was on the tip of my tongue, but I refrained from saying the words because I knew that in response he’d say, okay, and then proceed to beat the living daylights out of me. Even if he was trying a different angle with me, he was still the devil.

			

			
				The devil raised an eyebrow at me, as though he’d listened in on my thoughts, and a sly smile blossomed along his face. 

				I ignored him and glanced around me. “My wedding present is … the dining room?” 

				The grin on his face grew. “Not quite.” He released my hand and approached the dining room table. On it was a single object, a chalice made of gold and decorated with precious jewels. Something about it had me stepping forward.

				My nostrils flared as I gazed at it, and absently I rubbed the area over my heart. 

				“This,” the devil said, lifting the goblet into his hands, “is yours.”

				My eyes were riveted to it. The smell was heavenly. Whatever lay inside drew me in like a moth to flame, and I took several more steps towards the chalice.

				“Why wouldn’t I accept this gift?” I asked, wonder filling my voice. I couldn’t look away from it to spare a glance at the devil. 

				“None at all. Here,” he said, when I reached him, “it is yours, consort.”

				He handed me the golden cup, and I got my first good look at what lay inside it.

				Blood.


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 28

				Andre kicked the cloaked figure, throwing all his unearthly fury into the hit. The kick blasted the being across the room. Their body slammed into the far wall, the impact shaking the castle. Dirt, dust, and chunks of stone rained down from the ceiling. 

				He didn’t wait for the deity to recover. Lifting his hands to his shoulders, Andre slid out the two swords sheathed to his back and approached the crumpled being.

				The figure’s hood had fallen back, and beneath it he saw a petite woman with raven dark hair. It was the same woman who’d dragged Gabrielle to this room. One would never assume that she of all people was a deity. Too small, too dainty, her face too innocent. The most dangerous beings were wrapped in these sorts of packages.

				“I’ve been looking for you, coward,” he said. 

			

			
				He lifted his swords to her throat, and she looked at him defiantly. Her lips moved. “I am … fate of death … cannot kill me.”

				“I choose my own fate.” He sliced the swords across her neck, severing her head from her body. 

				He wiped his blades on her cloak and stepped away from her. He’d just beheaded the fate of death. She was immortal, which meant that she’d come back. And when she did, she’d most likely focus her wrath on him. 

				I’ll relish the day.

				Andre sheathed his swords and stalked back over to the altar, eyeing Oliver on his way. The boy still guarded the doorway, his expression shocked. His hands, however, didn’t shake, and the stink of fear didn’t cling to him. He’d survive the evening’s horrors.

				Grabbing a throwing knife from his belt, Andre began slicing his forearm open again. He wasn’t going to give up on his soulmate, damnit, no matter how impossible the situation was. 

				He lifted Gabrielle’s head, angling it so that his blood dripped between her parted lips. He was going to have to feed soon; he could only lose so much blood. Lucky for him there was a room full of blood donors. He glanced up briefly to glare at them. 

				He didn’t need to. All around him, the Eleusinian Order was coming apart. The remaining members clung to one another. Some wept, others wailed, and somewhere amongst them, the woman of ash and roses still hid. Now that he’d killed a deity, they’d finally grasped just how screwed they were. 

			

			
				Andre’s gaze dropped back down to his soulmate. “Gabrielle,” he whispered, staring at her too pale face. 

				No response.

				It wasn’t working.

				I blinked rapidly, trying to resolve my revulsion to blood and my attraction to this liquid. “What am I supposed to do with it?” I asked. Stare at it all day? ’Cause I could.

				“Drink it.”

				My fangs, which had descended at the sight of it, now throbbed, and my gut clenched painfully. I hadn’t even realized I was hungry. Hungry for blood.

				I hesitated. I’d never drunk blood before. 

				“What are you waiting for?” The edge in the devil’s voice drew my gaze up to him. The face staring back at me looked calm, but there was an eager twinkle to his eyes.

				“Why rush?” I countered. The smell of the liquid drew my gaze back down. It smelled like absolution, redemption, … God.

				I almost dropped the chalice, and the blood sloshed around inside. Angelic blood. “This was why the victim’s blood had been collected.”

				“Yes. It’s your wedding gift,” the devil said. Did he sound a tad impatient?

				“Why?” I asked, enraptured by the sight and scent of holy blood.

				“What do you mean why, consort?” he said. “It is yours because it is the most rare and exquisite gift I could give you.”

			

			
				Angelic blood in the devil’s domain? That seemed oxymoronic. And how did it get here? My hands shook as the wheels in my mind began to turn. 

				“So, the killers didn’t drink the blood to absolve them of their sins?”

				The devil gave me an amused look. “And why would they do that consort, when I can give them a place of honor in the Underworld?”

				So the choice of victims and the way they’d died had to do with this wedding gift and nothing more. This strange and macabre wedding gift …

				My grip on the chalice wavered as realization hit me. Threefold death was symbolic, the death of three sides of human nature—the body, the soul, and the spirit. Complete and total death.

				Which meant …

				I lowered the chalice. “This is food of the dead, isn’t it?” I asked, my voice accusing. Food that would keep me trapped here, just like food had trapped Persephone in the Underworld

				The devil snarled. “You agreed to make use of my wedding gift. You vowed it. Now drink, consort.”

				I stared at him and then the goblet, still hesitating. If the threefold ritual had actually worked, then nothing living resided in this blood. But there was something alive in this blood … God. I could feel him in the liquid; I suspected it was what had captivated me when I laid eyes on the chalice.

				I rubbed my heart again. I did not wish to be parted from Him. I definitely wouldn’t call myself religious, but lately God had seemed synonymous with love, happiness, life—things I desperately craved. If I drank this, I’d be giving that up. Love, life, God. 

			

			
				“No,” I said, my gaze rising from the chalice to gaze at the devil. I steeled myself for the devil’s famed wrath. This was it; this was where I’d begin to fight, even if it was pointless. Even if I was stuck here for an eternity. 

				“You’d break your oath to me?” he asked. The earth around us trembled. Something far in the distance screeched.

				“Shouldn’t be too surprising that the Deceiver’s wife wouldn’t exactly keep her promises,” I said.

				Gabrielle. I cocked my head at the familiar voice.

				My attention snapped back to the devil, my mouth forming an “O”. I only had time to see the blur of movement before I was tackled to the ground.

				“Gabrielle,” he repeated. Still nothing.

				It’s not working.

				Andre let loose an anguished cry and dragged Gabrielle’s body off the altar and into his arms. He cradled her to him, sobbing as her torn neck listed back. 

				Another gunshot went off, but he didn’t bother looking up. He still had a clear view of Oliver and the exit. If someone got that far, then he’d intervene, and he’d make sure they regretted their decision to flee. 

				He sliced his forearm open again and tipped the blood into her mouth. “Gabrielle, come back to me.” His blood was all over her, and still he begged his body to offer up more. Hopelessness was beginning to set in.

			

			
				And then he felt it. A spark of energy; the cord flared briefly. Andre sucked in a breath of air. His love was alive. Alive.

				That was the only sign he needed. He dragged the knife down his forearm again, relishing the bite of metal because it was bringing Gabrielle back to life. 

				I gazed up at the devil, whose body pressed mine into the floor. Damn it all. This was the second time I’d been tackled this evening and the third time I’d found myself restrained. But … 

				I’m not dead. I might not even be in hell. Where were we then? Purgatory? Limbo? Was there such a thing? 

				The devil held my wrists in one of his hands, and in the other he held the chalice. He’d managed to not spill a drop when he tackled me and wrested it from my grip. 

				“When were you going to tell me I wasn’t dead?” I asked, the echo of Andre’s voice lingering in my ear.

				The devil’s forearm pressed down against my windpipe, and in his other hand he held the goblet. He must’ve snatched it from me when we fell. 

				“Oh, but you did die, three times over,” he said, his arm digging into my neck.

				“No, I didn’t,” I rasped. That was why he had made me agree to accept his wedding gift. He had to trap me here because a dead thing would already be trapped.

				“No one escapes a deal with me,” he hissed. This close to the devil, I could see that the color of his irises flickered like flames. “I will force you to drink this if I must.”

			

			
				Knowing that I had life in me still, I thrashed against him. How was I supposed to leave this Godforsaken place?

				He laughed at me, raising the gooseflesh along my arms. “You will be unwilling after all. Don’t say I didn’t try to be a gentleman.”

				The devil began to tip the chalice, and I caught a glimpse of the scarlet liquid. 

				Gabrielle, come back to me.

				My eyes widened even as I twisted my head away. Andre’s voice. He was somewhere just beyond my reach. My heart throbbed painfully at the thought, and I felt … I felt the cord that connected me to him. 

				“Look at me, consort,” the devil snapped, “unless you want me to get that pretty face of yours bloody.” Did I detect a hint of desperation in the devil’s tone?

				The goblet dipped closer to my face, the scent of heaven invading my senses, yet still I kept my head tilted away from the devil. He couldn’t pin my hands, pour out the blood, and lock my head in place. He’d have to let something go first, and I’d attack him as soon as he did so.

				I smiled as I spoke. “Face it, devil, you’ve lost this round.” 

				“You think you’ve won?” the devil laughed. “You can never win against me, consort. I am the king of the damned.”

				He let my wrists go to snatch my chin, and that was all the opportunity I needed. I lunged up at him and dug my thumbs into his eyes.

				The devil roared and the windows shattered with a blast. The hand that held my chin now used its grip to slam my head into the ground. 

			

			
				I bit back a scream as tissue tore and bone cracked. My vision went hazy. My last coherent thought was, Dear God, save me from this, and then my vision went dark.


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 29

				My body jolted, and I sucked in a ragged gasp of air. Andre gazed down at me, his face and clothes soaked in blood. I stared at his face with awe. The sight was too gruesome for us to be in heaven, but because it included Andre, then I couldn’t be hell either.

				That meant I was alive. 

				Crimson tears streaked down Andre’s face, yet he was smiling, laughing. He leaned in and pressed a kiss to my lips. “You came back,” he murmured against my mouth. 

				I opened my mouth to tell him how much I loved him, but all that came out was a ragged choke.

				The pain came a moment later. I squeezed my eyes shut and let out a wordless cry. 

				“Gabrielle,” Andre said, pulling away.

				Something was wrong with me. My neck … 

			

			
				Oh God, my neck was sliced open. 

				“Gabrielle, you need to drink.” Andre held up a bloody arm, and the blood, was his. What had happened to him? 

				His words sank in. Drink blood? But I’d just escaped that fate.

				I turned my face away, wincing when I felt the agonizing burn of my neck wound. 

				“Please, Gabrielle,” Andre said, his voice gentle. 

				I closed my eyes and grimaced. Even though my fangs throbbed, and my instinct screamed at me to take the blood, I didn’t want to. Not when only a moment ago the devil had tried to get me to do the same thing. 

				With my eyes closed, my other senses heightened. I could hear the tinny sound of techno music blasting from earbuds Andre wore. Why would he be listening … To prevent getting glamoured. Duh. Smart vampire. 

				But then, that meant that the cambion was still close by and still a threat.

				“Where am I?” I asked. The scent of blood and ammonia hit my nostrils, and I opened my eyes. “What’s going on?”

				“You’re still in the basement of Bran Castle, and you almost—”

				“Oh. My. Holy fucking smokes, Sabertooth!” Oliver screeched. His footfalls pounded across the room, and then he fell to his knees in front of me, pulling me in for a bear hug. 

				I moaned as he jostled my wounds, and I swear I heard Andre growl in warning. 

				“Okay, okay, godslayer,” Oliver said, letting me go. “I’m backing off while you tend to your woman.”

			

			
				“Not … anyone’s … woman,” I wheezed. Andre’s lips brushed my cheekbone, at that. 

				“Damn straight,” Oliver said, and I heard him sniffle a little. 

				My eyes drifted to him as he stood and retreated to the doorway. With a gun.

				Wait. What was Oliver doing here? And who was stupid enough to give him a gun? And now that I actually paused, I could hear moans and soft crying. Oh all that is on God’s green earth, was the cult still in the same room as us?

				“Soulmate …” Andre said, pulling me away from my thoughts. My eyes flicked to his, and I only had a moment to perceive the hunger in them before his lips found mine again. The taste of him washed away the stink of the devil. It was the kiss of a desperate man. My skin flared weakly. 

				I heard the sigh of a knife cutting through flesh, and then Andre drew my mouth down to his neck.

				Blood dripped from a wound there. I tried to pull my head away, but I was too weak. Andre brushed a hand over my hair. “Soulmate, you’ve already drunk my blood.” I had? “But you need to drink a little more.” 

				Gently he pressed me towards his neck. The wound there had already begun to heal, but my lips brushed against the blood that had pooled on the surface. As soon as the taste of it hit my tongue, my teeth sank into the flesh of his neck and instinct took over. 

				It tasted better than anything I could’ve imagined. A surge of endorphins rushed through me. My soulmate tasted like home. 

			

			
				My body shuddered as blood filled my system and my skin began to softly glow. Beneath me Andre groaned, and I smelled that wild, spicy scent of his. Pheromones. Guess I wasn’t the only one that enjoyed getting bitten.

				“I … never realized just how repulsive blood drinking was,” Oliver commented from behind us. “Though I will say, you two make nasty look good.”

				I ignored the peanut gallery. My wounds itched, and I could feel them stitching themselves back together. I pulled deeply from Andre’s blood, and I felt him run his hand down the back of my hair, murmuring sweet things in Spanish.

				The skin over my heart and neck sealed together. Very gently, Andre began to push me away from him. I made an annoyed noise in the back of my throat, which earned me a chuckle.

				I released my hold on Andre’s neck and blinked a few times, letting my bloodlust abate. I hadn’t realized how close to death I’d still been until I’d gotten more blood in me.

				I glanced up at Andre. “Thank you,’” I whispered hoarsely. 

				He gave me a tired grin, relief softening his features. He reached a hand up and stroked my face. “I love you.”

				When I tried to reach out to him, I realized my wrists and ankles were still bound. I tugged against them, and the bindings easily ripped apart. 

				I looked at Andre, my eyes surprised. 

				He raised an eyebrow, looking amused. 

			

			
				“They were enchanted,” I explained. 

				He stared at my lips intently—reading them I assumed. “Look’s like the spell’s broken,” he said in response. Then, as if he couldn’t help it, he leaned in and brushed a kiss against my lips.

				Above us I heard the sound of sirens, and I pulled away, letting out a shaky breath. The Politia were arriving. 

				I touched my neck. It still hurt like a mother, but the wound had closed. 

				“Let’s get you out of here,” Andre said, lifting me in his arms. It was only now that the altar was no longer blocking my view that I got a good glimpse of the rest of the room. 

				I made a noise at the back of my throat. It looked like a butcher shop in here. Except some of the bodies … some of them still appeared to be alive. And now that I listened closely, I could hear whimpers of pain coming from some of them. When my eyes landed on Morta’s severed head, I nearly lost what little food I had in my stomach. Andre had gone on a rampage.

				In the far corner, what was left of my former attackers huddled together, crying and shaking. They didn’t look quite so courageous now that the king of vampires stood in the same room as them. 

				When the group saw me and realized I was aware, I heard a few gasps. “She’s alive!”

				“The vampire brought her back to life!”

				“The devil’s consort lives!”

				A few of them took a step forward.

				“Move again, and I’ll make you wish you were dead,” Andre snarled.

			

			
				I heard car doors slam and the sound of footsteps entering the castle. 

				He began backing up. “Time to go. Oliver?” 

				Some of the supernaturals with good hearing stirred amongst the crowd, restless at the thought of getting caught. Morta was probably supposed to take care of these details. Too bad the fate of death was now the dead one. 

				Karma was in fact a bitch.

				A moment later the Politia swarmed inside the room, pointing their guns and yelling in Romanian. The group’s hands went up into the air almost immediately. 

				Andre set me to my feet but kept one hand around my waist for support, eyeing the Politia like he dared them to pry me from him.

				I leaned into him, still weak from my injuries, and emotionally battered from my encounter with the devil. I’d been so close to losing everything.

				“You will not harm any of us,” one of the cloaked figures said. I’d recognize that voice anywhere. Lila. 

				She stepped away from the cloaked crowd and removed her hood, her hips swaying as she walked. “You will let—”

				Andre’s hand slipped from my waist. A moment later he stood in front of her and wrapped a hand around her neck and lifted her off the ground. “You do not know how badly I’ve wanted to hurt you. And now you’ve presented me with the perfect opportunity.”

				I heard guns cock as officers trained their weapons on Andre. One of them shouted at him in Romanian, but he ignored the warning. 

			

			
				I shifted my weight. This could devolve real fast if I didn’t do something. I took a deep breath, and called the siren up. “Don’t listen to anything the woman says,” I instructed the room, my skin glowing weakly. “Those of you who came here tonight intending to do me harm will willingly turn yourselves in. Officers, you will arrest the perpetrators.”

				Everyone except Andre, Oliver, Lila, and me appeared confused. The members of the Order weren’t stepping forward to turn themselves in, but they also weren’t trying to escape. The officers hadn’t moved forward to arrest the Order members, but they hadn’t stepped aside either. I was too weak to counteract the cambion’s glamour.

				“You will not hurt me,” I heard Lila rasp. When I glanced back at her and Andre, she clutched the earbuds in one of her hands, and Andre’s hold on her was loosening. I could see his trembling hand, the way his muscles spasmed. 

				No one could deal with her. No one but me. Well—there was Oliver, to be fair—but this was my battle.

				I crossed the room just as Andre released her. She backed away from him and me, a smile dancing on her lips.

				I grabbed two knives from Andre’s belt while he stared at his empty hand. Stupefied. That was his expression; it was the same one that graced the faces of the other supernaturals in the room. 

				“Why don’t you pick on someone your own size, Lila?” I asked, lunging at her with the knife. 

				She jumped away. “Sorry babe,” she purred, “but you’re going to have to catch me first.” Her form streaked across the room, and I bolted after her.

			

			
				In front of the doorway out, Oliver squared his shoulders, spaced his feet apart, and pointed his gun at Lila. “Just say no to the hot, crazy ho.” He pulled the trigger, and the sound of a gunshot rang out. 

				I screamed as a bullet tore into my side.

				Oliver threw his hands in the air. “I got her! I got—oh fuck,” he said when he saw me. 

				Behind me, Andre’s angry howl raised the hairs on my arms. He might be dazed from the glamour, but he was becoming aware enough to know I’d just been shot. And once he came out of the trance, he’d be pissed.

				Lila tore past us, pushing Oliver to the ground as she exited the room. 

				He yelped. “Not cool, wench!” he yelled after her.

				“Move,” I gasped out at Oliver as I trailed behind her, clutching my side. 

				“But sweets …” he said, rising back to his feet.

				I pushed him back down and darted out of the room.

				Behind me I heard Oliver mutter, “I might’ve deserved that.” 

				I ground my teeth together as movement jostled my new injury. It was the third time I’d gotten shot, and it was still just as blindingly painful as the first two. 

				I followed the scent of ash and roses through the castle, still gripping the throwing knives. Fat lot of good they’d do me at this point. My aim while injured would be crappy at best. 

				When I passed through the front entrance, I glanced over the staircase at the barren landscape. Amongst the white snow, a small form was sprinting away from the castle. 

			

			
				Until my wound healed, I’d have a hard time catching her, even with my vampire speed. I tightened my hold on the throwing knives. If I decided to throw these at her, I’d likely miss, and then I’d be weaponless and she’d be further away.

				Making a split-second decision, I steadied my breathing and focused on my target. I lifted my arm and took aim. Move through the pain, I chanted to myself.

				I threw my entire body into the throw. I released the knife, biting back a cry as pain sliced through my side, and leaned a bloody hand heavily against the stone railing. 

				The knife embedded itself right between her shoulder blades, exactly where I’d intended it. Well, dang. That actually worked.

				Lila cried out and fell to her knees. 

				Taking a deep breath, I pushed away from the railing and bounded down the stairs. I held my side as I ran, blinking several times to eliminate the black dots clouding my vision.

				Ahead of me, Lila was whimpering. She reached over her shoulder and grasped the hilt of the knife. Letting out a scream, she pulled it out and tossed it aside. It took her several precious seconds to push herself to her feet, and I was almost upon her by then.

				I let loose the second knife I carried, hissing in pain as I released it. This one embedded itself just below her ribcage. Chances were, it hit a vital organ.

			

			
				Lila choked out another cry and fell into the snow once more. I picked up the knife she discarded and stalked towards her as she crawled away.

				Lila moaned and glanced over her shoulder. “So … fierce,” she gasped out.

				I leaned down and removed the knife from her lower back, and she screamed. Perhaps something about my visit with the devil had changed me, because I hardly batted an eyelash at my own cruelty. How our roles had reversed within a single evening.

				“You want to know something?” she said, her voice weakening. Already her blood was pooling around her.

				“No,” I said, standing over her.

				She flipped onto her back and winced. “I secretly didn’t want you to die. You reminded me too much of myself.”

				“We’re nothing alike,” I said, staring down at her.

				“We are,” she insisted. “Beautiful, seductive—wicked.”

				She coughed thickly. Now that there was no one to glamour, she seemed fragile. 

				I knelt at her side and drew up one of the throwing knives. “You chose to be evil. I have not.”

				Even as she eyed the knife, she laughed weakly. “You will, though. You won’t have any other choice. And the good guys? The ones you think you represent? They will hunt you down and steal your life from you. The saddest part of all is that they will think the world is a better place because you are no longer in it. That will be your legacy.”

				Her words chilled me; they felt too close to the truth. I placed the knife at her throat. “How about you worry about your own immortal soul right now.”

			

			
				I saw the whites of her eyes flash—saw true fear in them. Lila didn’t want to die. The thought terrified her. “I already have a place of honor in hell,” she said, her voice wavering.

				I cocked my head at her. “Are you sure?”

				This time I smelled rather than saw her fear. “I’ll see you there, Proserpine,” she promised.

				“No, you won’t.” In one smooth stroke I slit her throat. “And my name is Gabrielle.” 


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 30

				When I turned back to the castle, Andre stood at the entrance, watching me. My dark sentinel. He must’ve witnessed Lila’s execution.

				We stared at each other across the expanse of land, and then we were moving. I held my side as I ran, though the injury had mostly sealed up. My legs pumped furiously, and my weakened body screamed at me to rest. I promised it I would once I was back in my soulmate’s arms.

				We met somewhere in the middle. Andre lifted me in his arms, crushing me to him. I ignored the sharp stabs of pain that came along with his embrace. Instead I cupped his face and kissed him.

				Our lips moved over one another’s as though it were our last. I welcomed the warm sweep of his tongue as it invaded my mouth. There was a time this evening where I hadn’t been sure I’d ever get this again. I rubbed my hands over his cheeks, smiling a little at the feel of stubble. 

			

			
				He groaned into my mouth and reluctantly pulled away. “I can’t live without you, soulmate,” he said, leaning his forehead against mine.

				“That’s funny, because apparently I can’t die without you,” I said. 

				I’d officially become one of those girls. The gross romantics. Screw it, I’d earned the right to be disgustingly cute with my scary vampire. 

				“I’m glad to hear it soulmate,” Andre said, smiling. “So, so glad to hear it.”

				“Well, my winter break wasn’t totally a bust,” Oliver said, entering Andre’s place behind us. “I got to shoot some foo’s and help save the day.”

				“Yeah,” I said, glanced behind me at him, “well one of those foo’s just happened to be me. Still haven’t forgiven you for that.”

				“Geez, I said I was sorry!” Oliver said. “I was trying to stop that trollop from escaping.”

				That trollop I’d killed. I swallowed at the memory. In response, Andre’s arm tightened around my waist. 

				“Next time, Oliver,” I said, “do us all a favor and aim.”

				Oliver narrowed his eyes. “Maybe my hands had a mind of their own. Maybe they wanted me to take out the more annoying of the two lusty women in the room.”

				Andre growled low in his throat. 

				“Oh, you do not get to get annoyed, Andre,” I said. “You were the one who gave him the gun.” 

			

			
				Andre gave me an innocent look, as if to say, Who moi? 

				“That look doesn’t work when you’re covered in blood,” I said.

				Oliver glanced between the two of us. “Are you guys finally going to do the deed? ’Cause if you are, then Caleb and I should probably leave, lest you two destroy another house.” 

				I glanced at Caleb. After waking up in a nearby town—right where the devil said he would be—Caleb had called in to the Politia. He’d been responsible for their arrival. 

				Since we met up with him at a Politia station, he’d been quiet. My guess was that he was suffering from some form of survivor’s guilt. 

				“If you really must know, fairy, I’m planning on feeding Gabrielle,” Andre said, giving me an intense look. “What happens after that is none of your damn business—unless, of course, you’re interested in donating some blood to help her cause?”

				Oliver cringed. “Um, pass.”

				We stopped in the entryway, and Andre turned to Oliver and Caleb. “Then we’ll see you tomorrow evening.”

				The two guys got the hint and headed off towards their rooms. Not that they needed any extra prodding. It was late, and by late I meant early in the morning.

				I raised my eyebrows at Andre as he whisked me down the hall. “We won’t be seeing them until tomorrow evening?” I asked, when we entered Andre’s kitchen.

				He set me on the counter, his hips pressed between my legs. His eyes looked haunted. “I’m worried that my blood may have sped along your transition. If it has, you’ll probably have to start sleeping during the day.”

			

			
				I frowned. “I don’t feel any different.”

				Andre’s lips thinned, and he placed an ear to my chest. “Your heart beats twice as slowly as it did last night.”

				My lips parted in surprise.

				Andre lifted his head and his lips skimmed my neck. Goosebumps rose along my skin.

				“The smells of your skin are now much fainter—all but the scent of siren, which won’t fade.”

				I tunneled my fingers through his hair, and tilted his head back to face me. “Please tell me that my body no longer has to die before I become a vampire.”

				Andre’s eyes searched mine, and in them I saw remorse. 

				“Damnit,” I whispered, my brows pulling together. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

				“The truth,” he said, “is that I don’t know. When it comes to you, all the rules that govern the supernatural world get thrown out the window.”

				He clasped the sides of my face, his touch feather light. “Are you okay, soulmate?” he asked. 

				I shrugged. “I feel better.”

				He gave his head a shake. “I mean emotionally. A lot happened to you this evening.”

				He didn’t know the half of it. I hadn’t had a chance to tell him how the devil had kissed me, that he’d declared we were married, that he’d been a hair’s breadth away from binding me to hell. I’d managed to spurn him again, which could not have made the king of darkness my biggest fan. Nope, I’d place lots of money that if he ever got the chance to touch me again, he’d make sure I knew exactly what hell felt like. 

			

			
				The sound of footsteps saved me from responding.

				“Sir.” One of Andre’s men entered the kitchen, clearing his throat when he saw the two of us together.

				Andre turned to face him. “What is it, Reginald?”

				“The Elders waited for your attendance this evening. They asked me to pass along the warning that the next time you’ll be charged with a misdemeanor for failing to appear in court.”

				Andre waved him off. “Let them know that I was indisposed, and that I will have to take off the next several days as well.”

				Without batting an eyelash, Reginald nodded and left the room.

				I gave Andre a disbelieving look. “So vampire Elders kidnap me the first time they catch wind that I’m in the area, but you can just say you’re indisposed, and they’ll back off?”

				Andre arched an eyebrow. “I’m the king of vampires,” he said, as if that explained everything. 

				He moved away from me and walked over to his fridge, grabbed something from inside it. My breath caught when I saw what he held in his hand. Blood. 

				Andre came back over to where I was perched on his counter. “Here,” he said, placing the bag in my hand and closing my fingers around it. 

				I grimaced at the thing in my hands. It was cold. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

				“I was thinking we could play Hot Potato with it,” Andre said. The side of his mouth quirked. The bastard was trying not to laugh.

			

			
				I gave Andre a slitty-eyed look. “How do you even know what that game is?” 

				“Amazingly soulmate,” he said, “I have learned a thing or two during my time on earth. Now do me a favor and at least give the blood a try. It even has a little straw so that my baby vampire doesn’t have to get her fangs dirty,” he said pointing to the top of the bag.

				“Ha-ha—you’re not funny.”

				He gave me a look that said he disagreed. “I want you to drink it.”

				“Andre, no.” Ew. As if I hadn’t seen—and drank—enough blood tonight.

				He brought the bag to my mouth. “Please,” he said, his eyes smoldering.

				My hand trembled from exhaustion. I could do this. I’d shanked a bitch, dodged the devil, and survived death three times over. I was a badass. 

				Except when it came to blood.

				“Let the record show that I’m only doing this because you asked nicely,” I said. “See how far good manners go?”

				Andre’s lips twitched again. “I am amazed that in all my seven hundred years I hadn’t discovered this asking-for-permission thing,” he said, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear and letting his fingers run down my jaw. “It seems to be especially effective with the ladies.”

				“Hardy-har-har,” I said, but I melted under his gaze.

				He gave the blood bag a meaningful glance.

				“Okay, okay, I’ll stop stalling.” I brought the plastic straw to my lips and, drawing together my courage, I took a pull. As soon as the thick liquid hit my tongue, I grimaced … at the temperature, not the taste. I also might’ve been little disgusted that the source of the blood was a plastic bag and not a big hunk of man.

			

			
				This was so messed up.

				In spite of my distaste, I didn’t stop drinking until the bag was gone. Andre took it from me and gave me another. I felt like a kid drinking Capri Sun, sitting there on the kitchen counter, sucking my drink through a straw.

				So much for me being a badass. This was totally ruining my image.

				Once I’d finished a third bag, Andre declared I’d gotten enough color back to stop drinking. 

				“Don’t you need to feed as well?” I asked him as he threw away the discarded blood bags. 

				“Once I know you’re okay, I will.”

				“But you lost a lot of blood.” Even now I eyed his bloody arms.

				He came back over to me, a teasing smile tugging the corners of his lips. “Soulmate, I’ve fared far worse. I promise I’ll take care of myself, but for now, let me worry about you.” Andre didn’t say it, but I could swear he was all sorts of pleased that I’d shown concern for his vampy needs. 

				He leaned in and placed his ear against my chest. When he pulled away his expression was grim.

				“It’s not speeding up, is it?” I asked.

				“No.”

				I placed a hand to my heart. “But I can feel you here,” I said, a happy smile drawing the corners of my lips up. It vanished when I remembered my time with the devil. “I couldn’t when I was with him.”

			

			
				Andre’s face looked pained. “I couldn’t feel you for a while either.” He placed his hand over mine. “Did he … hurt you?”

				I pursed my lips and chewed the inside of my mouth. “Not in the way you think. He kissed me and tried to do more, but it never happened.”

				Andre’s hands gripped the marble countertops on either side of me, and I heard the rock groan.

				“He kept insisting we were married,” I whispered. 

				Andre’s nostrils flared. “Not yet you’re not.”

				“Why did I live?” I asked, searching his eyes.

				Andre shook his head. “I don’t know Gabrielle. The connection between us was gone. Severed. I swear you were dead. Perhaps the knife missed your heart? Perhaps the other fates interceded from afar? For all we know, it could’ve been divine intervention.”

				My head snapped up at that. “Does the big guy upstairs even do that sort of thing?” I asked, remembering my thoughts in those critical moments before I left the devil’s presence.

				Andre gave me a long look. “All the damn time.” 

				Like Andre warned, I got sleepy as soon as the sky began to lighten. By then he’d fed, and we’d both washed off the remnants of our night from hell. 

				He took my hand. “If you want, you can sleep with me.” 

				I glanced up at him. Was that vulnerability in Andre’s voice?

			

			
				“Is it … going to be weird?” I asked.

				Andre ran a hand along the back of his neck. He was being bashful—bashful! “It might take some getting used to,” he admitted. “When I sleep, I don’t move at all—not even a heartbeat or a breath of air. It can be disconcerting.”

				As disconcerting as the evening we just had? I think not.

				“I’d like that,” I said, smiling shyly.

				Andre flashed me a heart-stopping grin, and I realized that I’d managed to say just the right thing. 

				I was alive, with my soulmate, and back in the world of the living. Perhaps I wasn’t so cursed after all.


				



			

	





			
				Chapter 31

				Oh I was cursed all right.

				I looked around me. I was back in the woods outside Bran Castle, barefoot and in that same stupid white gown.

				“Dang it all, I thought I’d at least get a single night’s sleep before having to see this hellhole again.” And I do mean hellhole literally.

				“You can never escape me.” The devil’s voice came from behind me.

				I stifled my shriek and closed my eyes. My stomach clenched painfully and my hands began to shake. Fear pumped through my veins and my skin felt like it wanted to shed itself from my body. Anything to get away from the being at my back.

				I couldn’t say whether it was the devil or me that had changed, but we were back to our former relationship.

			

			
				“It’s both of us,” he said, his voice calm and even. I wouldn’t have thought him upset at all, except that I could feel the waves of malice rolling off of him.

				I open my eyes and turned to face him. My hair stood on end. He watched me with barely contained rage simmering in his eyes.

				“You broke your promise,” he said. 

				“Yeah, well now you know how it feels to get tricked. Not very nice, is it?”

				He moved faster than I could follow, grabbing my neck and shoving me against a nearby tree. “You need to learn your place. Trying to teach me a lesson will only earn you lots and lots of pain. And to my ears your cries will be sweeter than your music, siren.”

				My whole body trembled under his hand, my muscles seizing up only to spasm at random intervals. I clawed at the hand squeezing my neck. 

				“Because you are my consort, I will give you this warning: I promised that I’d betray every one of your secrets to those who’d wish you harm. And I will make good on that promise.”

				The clause of our earlier agreement suddenly made a whole lot of sense. 

				“Ah,” he said, watching my reaction, “you finally get it. You will end up at my side one way or another. Did you really think that I’d let you go so easily?” 

				No, but I still thought I’d pulled off my grand escape. 

				“You, my little bird, have quite a few unsavory secrets, and tomorrow, they will be in the hands of those who’d wish you ill.”

			

			
				I swallowed. I had the kind of secrets that could get me killed, which was exactly what the devil wanted.

				“How would you know my secrets and my enemies?” 

				He arched an eyebrow. “Is someone worried?”

				“No.” Yes. I lifted my chin. “Twice you’ve tried to kidnap me and force me into hell, and twice you’ve failed,” I said. “What makes you think a little negative publicity will bring me back to you?”

				A slow, sinful smile spread across the devil’s face, and I knew—I knew—I was doomed from that expression alone. “I did better this time didn’t I? Making you believe I was a gentleman. Maybe next time you will believe me. Maybe next time I’ll mean it, too.”

				I eyed the monster in front of me. The devil was talking in riddles. Riddles that made me realize that I couldn’t understand a creature as complex as him. 

				The devil’s grip on my neck relaxed, and then he let me go.

				I staggered away from him, shivers racking up down my body. 

				“Consort.”

				My body went rigid at his tone. I threw a glance over my shoulder. 

				The devil assessed me with a nefarious twinkle in his eye. “The apocalypse is coming, and you’re a key player in it. Enjoy your final days as a mortal. Once they’re over, you’re mine.”

				I was in Andre’s jet when the news hit. 

			

			
				I’d stretched out along one of the couches, my head in Andre’s lap, and I attempted to read a book while Andre played with my hair. My eyes might have fluttered shut once or twice, and I might have let out a contented sigh each time Andre’s hand strayed from my hair to caress my cheek. 

				Since last night we’d been like this—constantly touching. Whether it was a product of Andre’s blood running through my veins, our strengthening bond, or the fact that I nearly died, we’d come to some sort of understanding that we couldn’t live—or die—without one another. 

				“How many times have you reread the sentence you’re on?” Andre whispered. I could hear the smile in his voice. The punk knew what he was doing to me.

				I closed the book and tried to swat him with it. He caught it and plucked it from my hands. 

				His face replaced the lines of text as he leaned over me. “I think you must’ve come back from the dead a little bit wickeder. The Gabrielle I knew never would’ve tried to bludgeon me with a book.”

				Just as I sat up and narrowed my eyes at him, he pulled out a small present from the bag sitting on his other side. “Now that I’ve got your attention, I wanted to give you your very late Christmas present.”

				My eyes widened. I glanced down at the gift, and then back up at Andre. “But I don’t have a gift for you.”

				Andre cupped my chin and drew my face forward. “Then it’s a good thing your presence is gift enough.”

				“You always have the perfect line, don’t you?” I accused.

				He flashed me a wolfish grinned. “It’s one of the perks of living as long as I have.” He let my chin go and handed me the box.

			

			
				I stared down at it.

				“Open it,” he encouraged.

				I hesitantly slid a finger beneath the edge of the wrapping paper and began to tear through it. Under the wrapping was a thin cardboard box. I flashed Andre a curious look before I opened the lid.

				Inside was a plane ticket to … “Los Angeles?” I asked, glancing up.

				“To visit your mother for spring break.”

				“But how will I explain this to her?” I asked.

				Andre smiled. “Leanne’s your cover. As far as your mother’s concerned, her family is paying for you, her, and Oliver to visit California for spring break. I did mention that she and Oliver will be joining you, didn’t I?”

				A slow smile spread across my face, even as my eyebrows pinched together. “How could you have possibly known … ?” 

				The satellite flight phone next to Andre rang, interrupting my question. Andre winked at me, grinning, and I caught a flash of fang. 

				He grabbed the phone and brought it to his ear. “Andre,” he answered.

				I stared at the tickets. I’d finally get to see my mother. Somehow, Andre had known I’d been missing her like crazy. And he’d even included my friends in the gift. 

				As soon as the thought of my friends crossed my mind, I wondered if Oliver had already made it back to Peel Academy via ley line. Instantaneous travel was more appealing to him than flying in a private jet. 

			

			
				My thoughts drifted to Caleb. He was probably still tying up loose ends with the Romanian division of the Politia. I should’ve been there too, but I’d allowed Andre to bribe me out of the country early. Between getting kidnapped—twice—gagged, stabbed, shot, and nearly beheaded, I’d reached my physical and emotional limit. And that wasn’t even counting my terrifying visit with the devil. Romania had officially lived up to all the spooky stories I’d read about.

				Next to me, Andre’s body froze, drawing my attention back to the present.

				“This is a joke, right?” Andre said.

				“Not a joke. Check the news.”

				Andre cursed. “Will do. Thanks for the heads up.” 

				I sat up as Andre set the phone back in its cradle. “What’s going on?” I asked, trying not to sound too interested.

				A muscle in Andre’s jaw feathered. “There’s been a leak.”

				“A leak?” I repeated.

				In response, Andre got up and grabbed his laptop. Sitting back down next to me, he opened it up and logged onto the supernatural community’s news site. 

				When the front page loaded, I covered my mouth. On it was a spread, and yours truly was the top story.

				Gabrielle Fiori: The Long-Awaited Anti-Christ

				Anti-Christ. My eyes wouldn’t stop returning back to that word. Crap, could it actually be true?

			

			
				Stories like this one had run periodically in the past two months, but they’d been so sensationalized that they were discredited almost immediately. But this … this was a front-page story on the site for supernatural news. That kind of attention only came when the news was credible. 

				I leaned over Andre’s shoulder and skimmed the story. It went on for pages, citing sources, pointing to evidence the community already had on me and discussing some ancient artifacts that accurately prophesized my fate. Some oracle had foreseen this whole shebang a long time ago. The prophecy had been scribed onto an ostrich egg in Teoian, the lost language of the gods. A month ago, cryptologists finished decoding the dead language, and shortly thereafter, researchers deciphered the ostrich egg prophecy.

				How convenient.

				Of course other mysterious artifacts had begun showing up over the last couple of months that validated the Teoian inscription. And if that wasn’t enough, seers, psychometrics, and witches had been called in to shed light on the prophecy. Each one independently came to the same conclusion: Gabrielle Fiori was fated to marry the devil and bring hell on earth.

				“Fuuuuuuuck,” I drawled out.

				At the end of the article were links to some related stories: “Gabrielle Fiori Soulmates with Andre de Leon: How the King of Vampires is Aiding the Devil”; “Gabrielle Fiori Prophesized to Lead the Vampire Genocide”; “Has Gabrielle Already Married the King of the Underworld?”.

			

			
				Only now did my dream from last night come flooding back. I rubbed my eyes. The devil really had divulged all of my unsavory secrets. And right now Andre and I were only staring at the secrets themselves. Who knew how many enemies were out there right now learning about them and readying to use them against me.

				Andre let out a disgusted sound and cast aside the laptop. He stood and began to pace, rubbing his jaw. 

				I nervously twisted the ring he gave me round and round my finger. “Andre, there’s something you should know.”

				He stopped to stare at me, his jaw clenching and unclenching.

				“When I visited the devil, I made a deal with him.”

				“Gabrielle.”

				I winced at Andre’s tone. “I know, I know. But at the time it was either make a deal with him or do the deed.”

				Andre’s mouth thinned, reminding me that he still knew very little about what happened to me last night.

				“So I made a deal with him, … and then I reneged on it.”

				The muscle in Andre’s jaw was ticking like crazy, but he stayed silent.

				“One of his conditions was that if I broke my oath, he’d reveal all my secrets to those who’d wished me harm. As you can see, the devil made good on his promise.” 

				Andre’s face paled. “He revealed all your secrets?”

				I nodded.

				“And to those who’d use them against you?”

			

			
				Well, to be honest, it looked like he revealed my secrets to the entire world, but I nodded anyway. 

				Andre cursed and grabbed the satellite phone once more. “I need to make some calls.”

				I bit the inside of my lip and nodded. It was my turn to pace as Andre talked on the phone. I tried to not eavesdrop, but even still, phrases such as “devil’s consort,” “imminent death,” and “wanted for future crimes against humanity” kept drawing my attention back to Andre.

				When Andre finally ended the last of his calls, he dragged a hand down his mouth. 

				“What is it?” I asked.

				“The House of Keys, my coven, and several religious groups are all actively hunting you at the moment. They want you—dead or alive. You’ve also been placed on hit lists by the more unsavory groups—Satanists, practitioners of the dark arts, possessed humans—the list goes on and on.” 

				“More hit lists?” I croaked, my throat dry. Being on one was bad enough. Now I was on several?

				Andre ran a hand through his hair. “The good guys want you gone, and the bad guys want to get credited with delivering you to the devil.” 

				In the supernatural world, good and evil never agreed upon anything. Not until I came along.

				That sucked gigantic balls.

				“We need to get off the grid,” Andre said. 

				“You mean … go into hiding?” No school, no Politia, no freedom. The idea that my remaining days might be spent in some heavily fortified safety house frightened me. I’d just gotten a big enough taste of death to know that I wanted to enjoy life while I still had it.

			

			
				But I might not get a choice either way.

				Andre’s eyes were pleading. “Please don’t fight me on this, Gabrielle. I can’t watch you die again. I won’t.”

				I shook my head. “I’m not going to fight you. But … you’re coming with me?”

				Andre crossed the room until he stood in front of me. “We’ve already been over this, soulmate. Where you go, I follow.”

				I was going to be on the run, but Andre would be next to me the entire time.

				“I need to go talk to the pilot about changing course.” Just as Andre spoke, the jet dipped. 

				Our eyes met. Perhaps this was the normal turbulence. Perhaps it wasn’t.

				Andre went to the cockpit, and naturally, I followed, grabbing the wall as the plane dipped again.

				“What’s going on?” Andre demanded.

				“We’re being ordered to land the plane,” one of the pilots said.

				“Who’s giving the orders?”

				“The House of Keys.”

				In front of me, Andre’s body went rigid. “You are not to land this jet,” he said.

				“Mr. de Leon, these are executive orders. I will lose my license if I don’t.”

				“And you’ll lose your life if you do.”

				I heard the man’s delicate swallow, I could smell the sweat gathering on his neck as well as that of the copilot.

			

			
				“Sir,” the pilot said, “their orders state that if we don’t land the plane, they’ll shoot us out of the sky.

				I doubled back to look at the pilot. Did I just hear him correctly?

				A long silence stretched on. “Fine,” Andre said, “land the plane.”

				I rubbed my face. I was going to die in a matter of minutes. 

				“I’m sorry, sir,” the pilot said.

				Andre wasn’t listening. He strode past me, heading to the back of the plane. 

				I walked over to the couch and sat down heavily, resting my head in my hands. “Why does everyone think that killing me is the answer?” I said to myself. 

				“Because they are idiots.” Andre walked back into the cabin holding two canvas backpacks. “Here,” he said, handing me one of them, “put this on.”

				I took it from him and eyed it warily. Now that I took a closer look, there were way too many straps for this to be just a backpack. Which meant …

				“Is this a parachute?” I asked, standing up. Dread pooled low in my stomach.

				He wrapped his hands around my upper shoulders. “Do you trust me?” 

				“You want me to jump out of a plane,” I stated. Only people in the movies jumped out of planes. Well, them and adrenaline junkies. But this was not comparable to skydiving. Not when we were up higher, flying faster, and people were after us.

				Andre gave me a firm shake. “Do you trust me?” he repeated.

			

			
				I blinked a few times, and then looked at him, really looked at him. “With my life.” 

				“Good.”

				Andre glanced over his shoulder at the cabin. “If we stay in the air, you die. If we’re in the plane when it lands, you die.”

				“No Andre, please don’t sugarcoat it,” I said.

				His hands squeezed my arms tightly, his way of telling me to shut up. “The only situation where you live is if we jump.”

				“Please tell me you’ve done this before.”

				He nodded but looked away. 

				The jet dropped, and I grabbed ahold of Andre to steady myself. “Andre? How many times have you jumped out of a plane?”

				His arms went around me, holding me to him. “Enough to tell you that you’ll be safe.”

				“Will it hurt?”

				“Compared to what you’ve been through? Not at all.”

				That wasn’t exactly reassuring. 

				I took a deep breath. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

				Andre handed me a pair of goggles and helped me strap the parachute on. Then he pulled a pair of goggles over his head and fastened his pack on. Once everything was secure, Andre instructed me on how to jump out of a plane, how and when to release the parachute, and how to control my landing. 

				“I’ll be with you the entire time, so watch me for cues.” He glanced over his shoulder at the front of the plane. “Give me a second to check how high up we are. If there’s anything you want to keep, you better grab it now.” 

			

			
				He walked over to the cabin, and I scrambled to my bag to grab my wallet. As I did so, a letter slipped out. I was about to put it back in my bag when I caught sight of Cecilia’s handwriting.

				Child of penance and pain,

				Dealer of beauty and bane,

				A coin’s been flipped,

				The scales tipped,

				Nothing will be the same.

				Goosebumps broke out along my skin. It was the same letter Cecilia had sent me for my birthday, but the riddle had changed. 

				How was that possible?  

				“It’s time to go,” Andre said coming back over to me.

				I shoved the card and my wallet in my pockets and followed him to the door of the plane.

				“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” I muttered as Andre worked on opening an emergency exit located at the back of the plane. From the glimpse I caught out of a nearby window, the land below us was dark, meaning it was either wilderness, countryside, or water. At least it’s better than certain death. 

				“Ready?” Andre asked, eyeing me.

				I squared my jaw and nodded.

				I might be wanted by the entire supernatural community and the devil, but they wouldn’t get me. Not yet.

			

			
				Andre flung the door open, and together we jumped.
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      Chapter 1


      I plummeted from the sky like a fallen angel. Except for maybe the fact that I was screaming like a banshee. Doubt any celestials fell with as little grace as I did. The wind snatched my shrieks away and shoved air down my throat.


      I cannot believe this is happening.


      I gripped Andre’s hand tightly in my own. We hadn’t let go of one another since we jumped from the jet. Already our plane was a small bead of light moving farther away from us with every passing second. It would land, and the House of Keys, the supernatural world’s governing body, would descend on it like carrion to a kill. It would only take minutes more for them to realize we were not onboard.


      We’d bought ourselves hours at most before the hunt resumed. And this time the monster that the Politia hunted was me.

    


    
      Because they thought I was the Anti-Christ.


      Needless to say, I wasn’t having the best day.


      Even with the light of the moon and my night vision, it was difficult to make out the geography beneath us. The land below glowed enough to alert me that Andre and I wouldn’t be touching down in a body of water—thank God. Other than that, it was a crapshoot where we ended up—it could be anywhere between Romania, where we left from, and the Isle of Man.


      Andre drifted closer to me and wrapped a hand around my parachute’s cord. For a second we stared at each other, long enough for me to read Andre’s intention from his face. With the wind howling in my ears, this was the closest we came to speaking. He gave the cord a yank, and my hand was savagely ripped from his as my parachute unfurled.


      My hand didn’t like that. It wanted him as close as possible.


      I drifted down, the night air freezing against my face. God, I’d been so cold since Andre revived me from Bran Castle. At least, worst-case scenario, hell would be a nice vacation from this God-awful chill that had set in my bones.


      I saw Andre’s parachute open beneath me, and some part of me relaxed, until I realized that I was drifting away from him. There must be a way to navigate this parachute, but fuck it if I knew how to do it. So I let the wind carry me where it might.


      A tree broke my fall. I smashed into its branches and jerked to a stop, my body dangling nearly ten feet above the ground.

    


    
      My breath came out in sharp pants. The only other noise was the groan of my straps and the tree limbs holding me up.


      With shaky hands I unsnapped myself, and my freed body plummeted once more.


      I hit the ground in a crouch. All around me, as far as I could see, trees stood like dark sentinels.


      Another fucking forest.


      Seemed I’d only just extricated myself from the one in Romania. I straightened and rubbed my numb hands together, my breath misting in front of me. Stretching my hearing out, I listened for signs of Andre.


      Instead my skin prickled. Something out there in the darkness watched me.


      “Consort.”


      My shoulders tensed as the voice whispered in my ear. Something did watch me. The very something I ran from.


      The devil—Pluto—stepped out from the darkness. He looked like a dark prince in this place, the shadows curling and clinging to the edges of him. It might just be my imagination, but they seemed to wrap around his head like a wicked corona. For all his evil, his otherworldliness was breathtaking.


      The entire supernatural world was after me—the good guys, the bad guys, and those with ambiguous motives—and they all wanted me dead thanks to the being in front of me.


      “I have nothing to say to you.”

    


    
      After I’d gone back on my deal, he’d released every secret and dark deed of mine to the news. Every. Single. One. The supernatural community now knew I’d led to the extermination of vampires, and more importantly, they knew I was destined to join the devil.


      The devil’s unholy presence seemed to slither up my legs, through my hair, and into my mouth, like it was a living, breathing thing. Like it craved my company.


      His eyes glittered. “A woman of few words. You’re rarer than the white whale. I truly have been fated to a covetous thing.”


      “We are not fated.”


      “Come, consort,” said Pluto. “I’ve laid you in my bed, touched your bare skin with my fingers, spoke of eternity with you. Enough with the lies. We are beyond that with one another, are we not?”


      “Gabrielle!” Andre’s voice trickled in from far away.


      I opened my mouth to call back to him. As soon as I did so, my lungs constricted. I reached for my throat choking on words I couldn’t force out. My eyes moved to the devil.


      He tilted his head, studying me like I was fascinating. When I glared at him accusingly, a corner of his mouth curled up.


      Stop it, I mouthed, because I couldn’t seem to actually voice the words.


      Now both corners of the devil’s mouth lifted, and his eyes glittered. “What makes you think I’m the one doing this to you? I can’t kill you in this form,” he said, running his hands down the fine fabric of his suit.

    


    
      My sight dimmed at the lack of oxygen even as my skin flared up. I guess the siren in me thought she had a better chance of getting us out of this situation than I did.


      I blinked several times. The last thing I wanted was to be blind in the devil’s presence. Through my hazy vision I thought I saw him frown. He flicked a hand and released me.


      My lungs expanded, and I fell to my knees, gasping for air.


      He crouched by my side. “It’s going to be like this until you’re mine.”


      “And then it will be worse,” I said, my voice raspy.


      “Gabrielle!” Andre’s voice was much closer.


      The devil swiveled his head at the sound, his expression inscrutable. “Come with me,” he said, returning his attention to me. “Tonight. Right now.”


      He leaned towards me, far too close. Close enough to know that he smelled of burnt souls, that his skin had no pores, that his eyes moved and shifted as though firelight lit them from behind. They did so even now.


      “Soulmate!” Andre called.


      Spell broken.


      I scrambled away from the devil. “No.”


      He stood and extended a hand towards me. “I can take you from this place. It doesn’t have to be painful.” Because pain was what everything boiled down to in the devil’s eyes.


      I stared at his hand like it was an asp poised to strike. “You’ve never extended me that courtesy in the past,” I said, “so why should I believe you now?”

    


    
      “I want you with me. It is as simple as that.”


      “I will never go with you willingly.”


      Slowly the devil retracted his hand. He stared at me for a long moment. Long enough for me to feel awed—if not frightened—by his presence. Long enough to feel that inexplicable pull towards him once again.


      Finally he inclined his head. “So be it. I’ll be seeing you soon, consort.”


      A powerful gust of wind shook the trees and blew away the devil’s form.


      The last thing I saw were his almond-shaped eyes, and then they too dissolved into the night.


      I was still catching my breath when Andre found me.


      “Soulmate.” He was at my side in an instant. He ran his hands over me, I’m sure to see if I’d hurt myself from the fall. “What’s wrong?”


      I swallowed down my renewed fear. “The devil found me.” Yet again. At this point he and I were practically biffles. Now all we needed to do was braid each other’s hair and make friendship bracelets.


      Andre’s brows furrowed. He leaned in and ran his knuckles down my cheek. “Are you okay?” He watched me with such unbearable sadness.


      I leaned into his touch and closed my eyes. With him so close, it was easy to pretend the nightmares away. I nodded, opening my eyes. “Now I am.”


      Perhaps it was the way I said the words or the way I looked at him when I spoke.

    


    
      The reserve in Andre’s eyes dropped away, and something too big for words replaced it. Desire. Love. Compassion. None came close to everything I saw in those eyes. He looked as though he wanted to devour me with his touch alone.


      A distant howl shattered the moment. Andre’s head snapped to the sound. His nostril’s flared, and I could see his pupils dilate.


      “Where are we?”


      His mouth was a grim line as he glanced around. “An enchanted forest. Germany, if I had to guess.” He held his hand to me. “We need to move.”


      My sluggish pulse picked up. “Enchanted?” I took his hand.


      Before he could reply, another howl broke through the silence of the night, this one closer.


      “Time to run, love.” He gave my hand a nice tug, and then we were off, running through the trees.


      My heartbeat sped up at both the exertion and the endearment.


      Another howl joined the first.


      “Please tell me that was just your normal, furry wolf,” I said.


      Andre shook his head.


      Damn.


      “Where are we going?” I asked, jumping over a fallen log.


      “Away.”


      Not going to lie, that sounded like a decent game plan to me.

    


    
      As we ran, I took in the subtle glow of the forest. I’d gotten used to my night vision, but after Andre brought me back from the edge of death by feeding me his blood, my own transformation into a vampire had sped up. And right now it made the night dance with all sorts of light.


      It barely made up for the bitch of a headache bright light now gave me.


      “How can they possibly know we’re here already?” I asked.


      “Those that pursue us might not know that we, specifically, are here. Just that there’s an interloper on their land. Werewolves are territorial.”


      Behind us, more howls had joined in. They appeared to be moving in our direction.


      “Are they gaining on us?” I asked. It sure sounded like it.


      “Some are closer than others.”


      He hadn’t answered my question. I’d thought that we were heads faster than other beings, but his evasive response made me wonder.


      My breath came out in ragged puffs and my heart staggered out an ill-timed beat.


      I caught movement from the corner of my eyes and swiveled my head to the left. I barely had time to say, “Werewolf,” before the massive hellbeast pounced on me.


      My fist came up, and I socked the giant wolf in the temple as my skin flared. It barely slowed the creature down.


      Andre grabbed the wolf by the back of its neck and threw it against a nearby tree. I heard the sickening thud its head made when it slammed into the trunk.

    


    
      It collapsed at the foot of the tree, and for one second I thought the creature was dead. It looked too still. Then I heard it snuffle.


      The siren pushed her way to the surface. Not for the first time I found it ironic that she, the cursed part of me that feasted on danger and lust, always came to my rescue.


      Andre stalked over to the creature just as the werewolf shook its head, like it was trying to clear its mind. He used the creature’s confusion to grab its head. I could already tell by Andre’s coiled muscles and his well-placed grip that he intended to kill it. The wolf began growling and snapping again, as if aware of how close to death it was.


      The siren in me schemed; the human in me recoiled from the needless bloodshed. Neither wanted the werewolf to die.


      “Wait,” I said, glamour weaving into my voice.


      Instantly Andre’s movements halted, and the werewolf chuffed, its lips curling back and then relaxing, like it couldn’t decide what it wanted to do. I didn’t know how much of its mind was human and how much was beast, but I needed it to listen to me.


      “Change back into your human form,” the siren in my voice commanded.


      The wolf whimpered, its body shaking. I could feel Andre’s eyes on me, and slowly he relinquished his hold on the wolf.


      “Change back into your human form,” I repeated.


      Andre came to stand next to me. “Reversing the transformation might not be possible this close to the full moon.”

    


    
      At the sound of my soulmate’s voice, my fangs descended. I turned to him, my eyes locking on his neck. No pulse thudded there, but I could practically taste his blood already. And if he bit me …


      “Focus, soulmate,” Andre said.


      I blinked, pushing away the lusty haze of my thoughts. I noticed he wore a sly smirk, like he knew exactly where my thoughts had been a moment before. Only he would feel smug that his girlfriend was fantasizing about biting him.


      God we’re freaks.


      Dragging my attention away from Andre, I focused on the werewolf, who was slowly morphing back into a human. His face looked agonized, and a twinge of remorse pulled at my heartstrings. The siren stamped that emotion out, instead choosing to revel in the power of conquering another’s freewill.


      Nearly a minute later, a shivering man replaced the wolf.


      “We were never here,” I said. “You will let us go and call off the rest of the wolves.”


      The man nodded, his eyes glazing over.


      Their howls were closing in on us.


      “You will do everything in your power to call them off the chase. Only then can you change back into a wolf.”


      The man shuddered but nodded. Despite his human form, he let out a series of yips and howls. Instantly the forest fell silent.


      Andre took my hand. “Let’s not stick around to see what happens.”


      I stared down at our entwined fingers, struggling to rein in my lust. I didn’t dare speak for fear that the siren would continue to seep into my voice.

    


    
      Again we began to run. This time the chorus of howls didn’t follow us, but that didn’t slow either Andre or me down. Now that the fight was over, the siren slipped away, sliding back down to the depths of my soul. Thank goodness. I had enough to deal with at the moment.


      Eventually we caught sight of a dirt path, and we followed it until it turned into a road. I seriously considered kissing the ground at the sight. My body ached from the distance we’d covered, and emotionally, I was barely hanging in there.


      The first signs of civilization showed up less than a mile later. We slowed to a walk as we entered a small town. Most lights were completely out. This late in the evening, no one but vampires and werewolves were awake.


      I glanced over my shoulder at the thought. “Think we lost them?” I asked Andre.


      “Depends on whether or not they live here.” He frowned. “Werewolves aside, I think we have other things to worry about,” he said, his eyes roving over the houses in front of us.


      “Like what?”


      “Your face.”


      My eyebrows shot up. “You think anyone’s going to recognize me here?”


      “Recognition doesn’t matter. You are a siren, one of the most beautiful creatures to exist. People remember that kind of unnatural loveliness. They talk, and those who look for you will listen. Your face will be a trail of breadcrumbs leading your enemies to our doorstep.”

    


    
      I swallowed. I’d escaped the devil not two days ago. I couldn’t go back. But a quiet, calm part of me whispered the sad truth: It didn’t matter what I wanted. I was already as good as dead.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 2


      We stood on the front porch of a weathered bed and breakfast. Inside I could hear two heartbeats. Unlike our surroundings, a lamplight glowed in the window.


      I twisted the ruby ring Andre gave me around my finger. “Think this is a good idea?” I said.


      “Given our circumstances, we don’t have much of a choice,” Andre said, glowering at the door.


      I took a deep breath and nodded. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I had a huge target on my back.


      I cracked my knuckles then rang the bell. In the silent night, I clearly heard someone wake up and their shuffled steps down the stairs.


      A moment later the door opened, and an old man in pajamas answered. “Guten Aben—” His voice cut off as soon as he got a good look at me. He stared for longer than was comfortable, until Andre cleared his throat. “Guten Abend, meine Frau und ich fuhren …”

    


    
      My head snapped to Andre as he spoke in rapid-fire German. How many freaking languages did this man know?


      He placed an arm around me then touched my stomach. I gave my soulmate a sidelong look. He was spinning some tale that obviously involved my belly.


      The old man’s eyes returned first to my stomach, then almost against his will, they drifted up to my face, drawn like a moth to flame.


      I gave him a tight smile just as Andre laid his hand protectively over my stomach once more. He continued to chat amicably with the owner, and by the end of the conversation the man was chuckling and ushering us in.


      “What did you tell him?” I whispered to Andre as we were led to a room.


      His lips curved. “I told him that my pregnant wife and I were driving through the area when our car broke down, and we needed a place to stay.”


      My cheeks should’ve flushed—a day ago they would’ve—but it was just one more part of me that had changed since Andre’s emergency blood transfusion.


      “Did he believe it?”


      “Hardly. But I told him I’d pay him twice his going rate for the last minute accommodations.”


      The man led us to our room and bid us goodnight. As soon as the door clicked shut, Andre crossed the room and closed the blinds.


      “Will that be enough to protect you from the sun?” I asked.

    


    
      “It’ll have to do.” Andre turned from the window. “And I no longer believe I’m the only one that needs protection from the sun.” His eyes fell meaningfully on my pale skin.


      He was probably right. I’d been sleeping through most of the day, so I hadn’t really had the chance to test his theory, but I wasn’t really clamoring to. Aside from the pain it was likely to cause, I think it would just be one more frightening reminder that time was running out.


      “The Politia are likely already scouring the area around where we landed. I think we’ll be okay for the night, but we’ll have to leave tomorrow at sundown to stay one step ahead of them.”


      Imbeciles. Didn’t the morally righteous supernaturals find it even slightly strange that evil beings also wanted me dead? Had it even crossed their minds that killing me might be a bad idea? The devil, after all, couldn’t truly lay any claim to me while I still breathed. But once I died, heaven knew what horrors awaited.


      Andre’s brow furrowed. “Soulmate, are you feeling okay?”


      I refocused my attention on the man in front of me. “What do you mean?”


      “You smell … imbalanced.”


      Now that he mentioned it, my body felt off. My stomach churned and a pressurized headache was forming behind one of my eyes.


      I wrapped my arms around myself and sat down on the edge of the bed. “I think everything’s just catching up with me.” The entire supernatural world wanted my head. The entire world. No one had those shitty odds save for me.

    


    
      Andre sat down and pulled me onto his lap. He pressed my body into his chest, his arms enveloping me. “I’ve got you, soulmate.”


      He ran his hand over my hair. “What we need is—what’s that term … ?” He stared off into space for a moment. His face lit up as it came to him, and he snapped his fingers. “Ah. A game plan. We need one of those.”


      Against my will, my lips quirked. He was endearing when he acted like this. Judging from the way laughter danced in his dark eyes, he knew it too.


      “Agreed.”


      He stood, picking me up with him, and I just sort of let him. It was so unlike me.


      My head tucked into the crook of his neck as he led me over to a small table set to the side of the bed. I could almost feel his reluctance to let me go when he set me down in my own chair. I’d bet money he’d considered keeping me on his lap. Because that was where my thoughts were.


      Business was definitely getting in the way of pleasure.


      Andre slid into the seat across from me. “Let’s assess what we brought along and go from there.”


      He reached into his pocket and set a wallet and a cellphone down on the table. I followed his lead and emptied my own pockets. Like him I carried my wallet and phone. I glanced at my device. “No reception.”


      “Mine has no reception either. It’s for the best,” Andre said, flipping over the phone. “These things can be traced. We’ll have to dump them before we leave.”


      Leaving my phone meant I’d lose my friends’ numbers. It felt like I was shedding the last of my former life.

    


    
      I set the cell aside and checked the rest of my pockets. From one of them I pulled out a slip of paper. It was the note Cecilia had tucked away inside my birthday card. Originally it had a riddle scribed across it. Last time I checked, the riddle had changed subtly.


      I laid it flat on the table.


      Find me back where it all began.


      C


      For a moment I stared in wonder at the note. It had changed again. In place of the cryptic poem was a cryptic sentence.


      I exhaled. Really, it’d be nice to receive straightforward message from Cecilia every once in a while.


      “Andre, do you have any idea what this means?” I tapped on the slip of paper.


      He slid the card over to him and read the message. Picking it up, he flipped the card over. “Is this from Nona?”


      I nodded, though I knew the woman as Cecilia. She had raised me for the first several years of my life and saved me from an early death. Only later had I learned that she was a fate. Specifically, Nona, the fate that wove the thread of life.


      I rubbed my temple. “Where did this all begin?”


      “The Isle of Man.” Andre didn’t even hesitate before he spoke.


      “How do you know?”


      Andre flipped the note and presented the backside to me.

    


    
      (Hint: It’s an island you’ve lived on.)


      P.S. This is as straightforward as I get.


      I sputtered out a laugh. “Ouch.” I just got burned by my godmother. “So we head back to the Isle of Man, just like we had been?” Wiser strategies should exist. We’d be walking right into the lion’s den. The Isle of Man was the epicenter of the supernatural world. I might as well waltz into the Politia’s headquarters while I was at it and turn myself in.


      Andre ruminated on my words, staring at the note again. “If the fate that raised you thinks we should go to the Isle of Man, I’m willing to trust her instincts.”


      “But … how?” There were hundreds of miles between here and there, and so far we had … one ally. Cecilia.


      Andre ran a hand through his hair, tousling his dark locks. “We’ll want to be as unpredictable as possible. Right now the Politia likely knows we landed somewhere in Germany. They will have plotted out a region where we might be located, and they will have their people on the lookout for evidence of our presence.”


      My eyes met his. “The parachutes.”


      A muscle in Andre’s jaw jumped. “It couldn’t be helped, soulmate. We were being chased.”


      “How long before the Politia finds them?”


      Andre rubbed his jaw, a mannerism I always found incredibly sexy. His hand paused as his nostrils flared. He focused his attention on me, his eyes dilated. For all my changes, he could still smell my attraction to him. Figures I’d retain that embarrassing trait. At least the blushing had disappeared.

    


    
      He looked halfway ready to toss me onto the bed and forget planning for the evening.


      I cleared my throat. “I mean, do you think they’ll find us before sundown tomorrow?”


      Andre’s fingers dropped from his jaw and tapped along the table, his eyes lingering on my neck. “If we are very unlucky, then perhaps.”


      Well, that answered that.


      Noticing my expression, Andre reached over and took my hand. “Soulmate, I’ve faced worse odds. So have you. You may be cursed, but in some ways you have the best luck I know.”


      His thumb rubbed my knuckles. “The devil doesn’t get outmaneuvered. It’s not in his nature, nor is it in ours to beat him at his own game. That you have is proof that the impossible is now possible.”


      He gave my hand a squeeze then released it. He leaned back in the chair, his body dwarfing the thing. It groaned as he crossed his ankle over his other leg. “Today is not the day we die. And so help the world if I’m wrong, because I will overturn both earth and hell to reunite with you.”


      By the time the sun was about to rise, we had a loose game plan in place. An exceedingly stupid one, but at least it was something. Andre owned a couple properties here in Germany, and we were going to visit at least one of them.

    


    
      That meant a chance confrontation with any vampires that happened to be there. Vampires that now knew I was fated to kill them. That was the second, more obscure prophecy that I starred in, the one that drove Andre’s right-hand man, Theodore, to try to kill me several months ago.


      They know everything.


      My head rested against Andre’s chest as he held me tightly to him in the room’s bed. His hand traced shapes into my back. Back when winter break had begun, I had imagined long days with Oliver and even longer nights with Andre. I’d been concerned with the Politia’s opinion of me and plotting how I was going to deepen my relationship with Andre.


      Never had I imagined jetting out to Romania to solve a string of murders, nor had I imagined that the devil would make another play for my soul, or that I’d be on the run.


      And definitely not this—this intimacy borne from survival and struggle. It was deepening our relationship even now. How could it not? My soulmate gave up everything the instant he chose to jump out of a jet with me rather than handing me over.


      Andre was right. In some ways I did have the best luck. I’d landed myself him as a mate. Even if he could be scary as shit at times.


      I shifted, causing him to pull me tighter to his body. He pressed a kiss to my forehead and peered down at me, his lips curving up. “My little mate is in my arms. All is well in the world.”

    


    
      Yep. I had the best luck.


      Andre rearranged us so that I was as close to him as I would ever be, save for sex. He’d only just closed his eyes when his body stilled in the most unnatural way.


      “Andre?”


      Nothing. I reached out from where I laid next to him and touched his skin. It felt cold and lifeless. The last couple of times we’d slept together, I’d fallen asleep with him. I hadn’t noticed just how horrible it would be to see him like this. Lifeless. He’d wake up once the sun dipped below the horizon. But for the duration of the day, he was gone.


      Even as sleep tugged at my eyes, my body felt jittery. It still didn’t demand sleep the same way Andre’s did. And right now my mind was too noisy to let me rest.


      Pushing away from the bed, I wandered to the window. I fingered the edge of the curtain. Now would’ve been the time to test whether or not the sun could burn me. I glanced back at Andre’s still form, sleeping the sleep of the dead. I wouldn’t risk frying him to test a stupid theory.


      Bzzzzz.


      …


      Bzzzzz.


      I turned away from the window. On the table, my phone vibrated, the white of its screen lighting up the dark room. It shouldn’t be ringing. I’d seen for myself that the device had no reception.


      I approached the cell, almost afraid to see who was calling me. Air rushed out of me when I read the caller ID.


      Caleb.

    


    
      I couldn’t answer it. Every crime show I’d ever seen recorded and traced calls this way, and chances were high that they’d put him up to this. But crap, it was Caleb.


      What must he think of the articles written on me? What must he think of me? My hand twitched, eager to ask him. Instead I shoved my thumbnail between my teeth and paced, impatient for the buzzing to cease.


      An eternity later it did. I sank into the chair in front of the phone and gingerly picked the device up.


      No reception.


      My scalp prickled. Caleb had placed a call that never should’ve gone through. Could magic have been used? If so, had the Politia arranged this, or was it possible that Caleb had gone around them?


      I pinched the bridge of my nose. Of course he hadn’t gone around them. They were the Politia, and he was their star pupil. No amount of wishing could change that.


      I jumped when the phone buzzed again.


      1 new voicemail


      My hands felt sticky with sweat and my heart seemed to have lodged itself in my throat when I saw the message. Did I want to hear whatever Caleb had to say?


      No, I really didn’t.


      I was, however, a glutton for punishment. So I picked up the phone, tapped on the screen, and pressed play.


      I brought the phone to my ear just as the message began.


      “Gabrielle.” Caleb’s voice was thick with emotion, and after saying my name, a long pause drew out. “I’ve seen the news.” Another pause. “They want your head.” I heard him swallow. “The Politia is looking for you, but shit, so is every other creature out there.”

    


    
      My hand shook as I listened.


      “And … I heard about you and Andre. That he’s your soulmate.” He said it like it was a bad word. “Four months we’ve been friends. Worked together. You knew that entire time, didn’t you?” I could hear the betrayal and the hurt in his words. Perhaps Leanne wasn’t the only one with foresight because I knew this was coming.


      He let out a hollow laugh. “Can’t say you didn’t warn me. I just … I feel like a fucking idiot …”


      He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. That’s not why I’m calling. Just … I hope you’re far away from the Politia and those that can hurt you. Don’t trust anyone.” He hesitated, then sighed. “Not even me.”



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 3


      I woke up to the sensation of fingers running through my hair.


      “Mmm.” I stretched out lazily.


      Rumbling laughter vibrated beneath me, and I opened my eyes.


      Andre smiled from where he lay beneath me, and it crinkled the skin around his eyes. The hand that wasn’t playing with my hair encircled my waist.


      Sometime while I’d been asleep, one of my own legs had slipped between his, and one of my arms was splayed possessively over his stomach.


      … And judging from the damp spot on his chest, I might’ve been drooling on him.


      Oh God, if the devil weren’t after me, I’d have gladly died from embarrassment.

    


    
      I wiped my mouth—yep, I’d definitely slobbered on him—and began to push myself up.


      Andre’s arm tightened. “Mmm, not so fast, soulmate.” His eyes closed. “Let me enjoy this for just a few moments more.”


      Warmth pooled low in my stomach at his tone, reminding me of all those times we’d come so very close to getting intimate.


      I lay back down against him, aware of the way our bodies lined up. He was all hard muscle against me, the body of a man raised on physical exertion.


      Resting my chin on one of his pecs, I gazed up at his face, struck by the masculine beauty of his face. His strong, square jaw, high cheekbones, and those soft, sensual lips …


      Andre’s eyes opened, and they had a mischievous twinkle in them.


      “Penny for your thoughts,” I said.


      He chuckled. “My thoughts aren’t nearly so cheap.” His thumb brushed against my lower lip. “I will, however, give one up for a kiss.”


      My eyes moved to his mouth. Before I’d fully registered what I was doing, I’d already slid up his torso. Easiest tithe I’d ever paid.


      I leaned down until my lips brushed his. The earth could’ve quaked and I wouldn’t have felt it over the electricity that passed through me where our mouths met. Never would I get over this. How a simple kiss could awaken me completely. It made me crave more.


      His arms came up, encircling my waist. At first, he smiled into the kiss, smug that he got exactly what he’d wanted with so little persuasion. The smile soon fell away, however, and he groaned as my tongue teased his mouth, then found its way in.

    


    
      Andre and I had been hurtling towards something for months, and lying in this bed, pressed so closely together and tasting one another, it seemed like it would happen today. This very moment.


      Which is why I wrenched myself away from him. His arms released me reluctantly. Both of our fangs were out, and we were breathing hard—laughable when you really thought about it. Andre didn’t need air.


      Andre’s eyes hungered for more, and I could almost see him considering dragging me back down into bed and resuming where we left off.


      I stood, noticing how my skin glowed lightly, and walked to the window just to avoid looking at him. Otherwise I might just throw all care to the wind and resume our former activities.


      A second later, Andre joined me. “It’s a rare and humbling moment when a teenage siren exerts more self-restraint than me.”


      I smiled at that, though a bigger part of me regretted fleeing that bed.


      He pulled back the curtain back so that we could stare out into the evening. Rain came down in torrents. Despite the storm, townspeople milled about, going about their normal lives. Right then I resented them for it. While they wondered what they’d eat for dinner, I was wondering if today would be the day I died.

    


    
      “They haven’t found us yet.” I stated the obvious.


      Andre dropped the curtain. All the affection he’d shared with me was now reined in. In it’s place, his eyes glittered with purpose … and a little malice.


      “Let’s get going before we push our luck any more.”


      Packing consisted of me shoving Cecilia’s note back into my pants and disabling our phones. I tried not to think of Caleb’s message as I did so. He’d warned me not trust him. I’d replayed the message over and over again, hearing every broken note to his voice, every poignant pause. And I’d relived his embarrassment over finding out that Andre and I were soulmates.


      That particular vampire now studied me as I brushed my hands off and headed to the door.


      “Penny for your thoughts?” Andre asked, throwing my earlier words back at me. I knew for a fact that if he could, he’d barge into my mind and pillage all my thoughts until he’d obtained every single one.


      The punk.


      “They’d cost you more than a penny—and more than a kiss.”


      He raised a sculpted eyebrow at that and looked as though he didn’t mind paying whatever tithe I had in mind.


      I snapped my fingers and pointed at him. “By the way, you never paid up.”


      “Hmm?” he said, holding the door open for me.


      I walked out into the hall. “This morning when you stared at me, what were you thinking about?”


      “I stare at you a lot, love. You’re going to have to be more specific than that.”

    


    
      I rolled my eyes. “I kissed you in return for your thoughts. What were they?”


      “Ah.” Andre smirked like he was remembering something amusing. “Just how badly I wanted your lips on mine.”


      And he’d gotten exactly that. Scoundrel.


      Before we left I had to glamour the innkeeper to forget about us. For once I deeply appreciated the siren in me; her inclinations might fall on the wrong side of the law, but damn if she wasn’t helpful for getting out of a bind. She made being lawless easy.


      Icy rain drizzled down on us as we left the small town on foot. I was chilled to the bone, and by the time we’d crossed the town, I was pretty sure I looked like Samara from The Ring.


      So far no one had stopped us, which probably meant no one had figured out where we were. I shivered, and Andre tucked me against him. Unlike me, he didn’t seem cold. And rain soaked he looked like he could walk onto the cover of GQ or Men’s Health.


      No fair.


      Ahead of us a taxi that Andre had called for back at the B&B waited for us. Just as I stared at it, a shadow moved from my peripheral vision. My head snapped to the movement, but I saw nothing. Just rain and darkness and streetlights spilling what little light they gave off onto the street.


      “What is it?” Andre asked, looking over my shoulder.

    


    
      I’d forgotten he was there, and I’d also forgotten just how observant he was. He hadn’t lived and ruled for seven centuries due to his looks alone.


      I shook my head. “Just shadows,” I said, brushing it off.


      Andre’s arm tightened around me, and he hustled me the rest of the way to the car. He knew better than me. In the supernatural world, shadows were never just shadows.


      The taxi drove for over two hours, only stopping once we hit Munich, where phase one of our craptastic, we-will-surely-die plan would begin.


      When it pulled up in front of a coffee shop, I raised my eyebrows. “A … coffee house? You live above a coffee house?” It seemed so not Andre.


      He winked. “I’m full of surprises.”


      It says a lot about Andre that he was able to pay the driver most of the fare in cash. I had to use a bit of my magic to persuade him that he wasn’t getting partially stiffed when he so obviously was.


      Andre took my hand. “Come, soulmate.”


      He led us past the coffee shop, down a narrow alley. Here flakes of snow lightly drifted down. We hooked a left at the end of it and turned onto a small road. Businesses butted up against it, and we eventually stopped in front of a door that seemed as though it, like the others, led to some shop.


      Andre yanked on the knob, breaking the lock, and ushered me inside. The first thing I noticed was the motorcycle off to the right of the door. The bike had been parked in front of a garage door that rested next to our entrance.


      “Where are we?” I asked, looking beyond it. A long hallway extended away from us.

    


    
      “A persecution tunnel of mine.” Andre flicked on the lights just as the door closed behind us. I heard metal scrape and turned in time to see Andre using a steel beam to barricade the door.


      Who in the hell leaves steel beams just lying around?


      Andre caught my eye. “You’re better off not asking, soulmate,” he said, hearing my unspoken question.


      Above the door a grainy screen embedded into the wall showed us footage of the alleyway. I glanced from it, to the beam, and back to the motorcycle.


      I really didn’t want to know.


      As far as persecution tunnels go, this one had been nicely outfitted. It made me wonder just what sort of unsavory events Andre had been up to here in recent years.


      He has a criminal record a mile long, Leanne had once said.


      Hello criminal record.


      Andre came up from behind me and placed a hand on the small of my back, urging me forward. Together the two of us headed down the hall until we hit another door, this one equipped with a thumb scanner.


      Jesus.


      Andre pressed his thumb to the pad, and a moment later, the door swung open. A room waited for us on the other side, and beyond it, another hall stretched out.


      “Do I even want to know why you need all the security?”


      “No.”


      Fair enough.


      We continued on for what felt like forever, but was probably only another minute or so, when we came up to a normal door.

    


    
      “No retinal scanner?” I asked. “And here I was hoping.”


      Almost against his will, a grin broke out along Andre’s face.


      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” I asked. Andre’s coven had a habit of coming and going to his estates; surely one or two would be here.


      I guess it didn’t matter, regardless. It was too late now for regrets.


      “If anyone tries to harm you, they will rue it. That I promise you.” Andre’s eyes flashed as he looked at me. My mind went to the bloody bodies scattered around an altar beneath Bran Castle, all cut down by this man.


      Yes, I believed with absolute certainty that my soulmate would make good on his promise.


      I cracked my knuckles. “Let’s do this.”


      On the other side of the door was a small study. I made a note that if I ever returned to Bishopcourt, I would see if the study there had any secret passageways. We exited the room and entered a large entryway.


      As soon as Andre’s house staff caught sight of Andre and me, they scrambled to accommodate us. Apparently their loyalties still lay with the king of vampires, news or not. When their eyes landed on me, and they stared—not with fear or hatred, but with rapt attention—I realized it might even be simpler than that. They were human. Mortal. Normal. And they’d never seen a siren before. I’d never been so relieved to be gawked at.

    


    
      “Andre?” A male voice called out.


      I swiveled to see a man with blond hair stroll from another room.


      “My God man, you should not be here—” His eyes moved to me. It took less than a second for his shock to appear then vanish from his face. Drawing his lips back, he hissed. “What is that godforsaken creature doing here?”


      Ah, there was the angry vampire. Just when I thought I might actually get a little respite from the fighting and fleeing.


      “She’s with me, Tybalt,” Andre said, stepping forward. Every line of Andre’s body promised aggression, “and she has my protection.”


      Tybalt’s muscles tensed, and I fell into a fighting stance. Words were pretty and all, but this dude was beyond them.


      Andre must’ve thought so too. His body blurred, and he rushed the blond vampire just as Tybalt began to lunge. Grabbing the man’s neck, Andre slammed him into the ground. The marble floor cracked at the force of impact.


      “You will not harm your queen.”


      My skin tingled at his aggression, my siren chomping at the bit to get out.


      The man hissed again. “Andre, this is madness. She’s wanted by the devil. You’ve let the enemy into your home. She’ll kill us all.”


      Andre didn’t like the sound of that. His fist came down hard on Tybalt’s face. I heard things crack, smelled the vampire’s stolen blood as it dripped out of his crushed nose, and heard his whimper.

    


    
      “You think I don’t know?” Andre roared. He slammed his fist down again.


      Ho boy, someone had been hankering for a fight, and now he’d found one.


      “For Christ’s sake, Andre,” Tybalt said, his words somewhat garbled from the hits, “you killed Theodore on her behalf. She needs to die.”


      Andre hissed back at the man, his fangs fully descended. As I watched, he applied pressure to Blondie’s neck.


      I glanced around. Andre’s human servants had made themselves scarce. I wondered if they were used to seeing unnatural things here or if they’d been hired for their discretion. Or perhaps they fell into the third category: clueless and scared shitless.


      When I swiveled back around, the man’s eyelids were fluttering and he made slight choking noises.


      “You think this is some sick game to me?” Andre’s voice echoed off the walls. “The devil wants my soulmate.”


      He pulled his fist back, but it wavered. “The devil wants her,” he repeated. This time grief and not anger ruled his voice. “And you wish me to deliver her to him.”


      Nope, I was wrong. Anger was back. Still, that fist hesitated.


      “I could not devise another betrayal so great as that,” Andre said. “She is my soulmate, and while she lives, you and every other vampire will afford her the respect she is due.”


      The man’s eyes flicked to me and his upper lip twitched, like he wanted to snarl again but only just held himself back. Finally he nodded.

    


    
      Andre didn’t relinquish his hold.


      Right now I needed allies, and these were my people—our people. Maybe, if given a chance, I could convince them.


      Just like you convinced the Politia, a bitter voice inside me said. I swallowed. My life might come down to the associations I made.


      I stepped up behind the two and placed a hand on Andre’s shoulder. Blondie’s gaze darted to the touch.


      “Andre, please.”


      I thought he wasn’t going to listen, but after several seconds he slowly released his grip on the vampire. The blond man stayed on the ground and rubbed his neck. His facial wounds had already healed.


      I reached out a hand to help him up, but Andre pushed it down and stepped in front of me.


      “I will die before harm comes to my mate,” he said. The three of us knew the weight of that statement. If Andre died, every vampire descended from him—essentially the entire coven—would die with him. “You’d be wise to consider her prophecy through that filter.”


      Tybalt’s eyes widened. When his gaze traveled to me, it was as though he was seeing me in a new light. “I had never considered that interpretation.”


      Holy shit. I’d never considered the prophecy in those terms either, but it made a sick sort of sense. As far as I was aware, the prophecy hadn’t said that I would personally kill off every vampire; it had said that I’d lead to their extermination. Perhaps my involvement was indirect. But that interpretation meant Andre died. I almost choked on the idea of him dead and gone.

    


    
      Andre held an arm out to Tybalt as though he hadn’t been wailing on the dude a moment before. I guess it was a peace offering. The vampire took it, and Andre hauled him to his feet. “Unfortunately,” Andre said, “considering the bounty out on my mate, that might be the only interpretation left.”


      Now when Tybalt met my gaze, something like pity clouded his features. “I see.” He inclined his head, first to Andre, then to me, looking sheepish. “Apologies for the hostility. As always, Sire, I am at your service.”


      “Good, because I need you to pass along a message to the coven,” Andre said, stepping away from him to return to my side. “For now, let it be known that unless all vampires want to wipe themselves from existence, they should do everything in their power to keep my mate alive.”


      Tybalt’s face grew grim, but he gave a jerky nod.


      “Alert the coven that I’m calling for a meeting at Bishopcourt. Tell them to make their own accommodations on the Isle of Man. No one is to set foot on my property until I give the order to do so. Once I’m in town, I will give the details of the meeting and explain more fully my and Gabrielle’s circumstances.


      “Let it be known that the estate is to be neutral territory. If anyone betrays our meeting to those outside the coven or thinks to attack, they will be bled, gutted, and burned at first light.”


      Holy shitballs, that was intense. I kept my mouth clamped shut.


      “Consider it done,” Tybalt said. With another bow of his head, he left us.

    


    
      Andre turned to face me, his eyes daring me to challenge his orders. He knew I hated violence. But hey, threats never hurt anyone.


      Until they did.


      Andre reached out a hand to me. Another peace offering. I stared at it; Tybalt’s blood still stained it.


      “Are you going to take my hand?”


      “Would you really do it?” I asked, my gaze flicking up to him.


      “Without hesitation, love.” My heart sputtered at the endearment, even as another part of me recoiled at his statement.


      “And would you enjoy it?” I don’t know why I asked. Maybe because I had never really considered the dark part of Andre.


      He didn’t answer immediately. I could tell he was wary of what my reaction would be. “Normally—no,” he finally said. “But if it endangered you, I would relish every second of it.”


      I believed him. So help me, I did.


      His eyes glittered as he watched me. “Does that scare you, soulmate?”


      “What do you think?”


      “I think that if roles were reversed, you’d be shocked by what you wouldn’t do to save me.”


      He loved me something fierce and dreadful, and I knew in my heart of hearts everything he said was true—even the last part.


      Especially the last part.

    


    
      I took his outstretched hand. He gave me a small smile. “Now,” he said, forcing some cheerfulness into his voice, “my soulmate must be hungry.”


      And just like that, things were normal once more.


      Andre brought me to the kitchen and asked one of the servants to whip up something for me to eat.


      “Which would you prefer—” Andre said, placing his hands on my hips and maneuvering me next to the counter, “to drink blood straight from the source or from a bag?”


      I cringed, but even as I did so, my canines descended. Seemed like I no longer craved just food.


      Ew.


      I mulled his request over. The thought of tapping into a live vein seriously turned me on, and that seemed wrong.


      “Um, blood bag.” I’d save nipping someone’s neck for later.


      Andre called one of his servants back over to prepare us both a glass of blood as well as a plate of pasta for me.


      “What about you?” I asked once the servant left. “What’s your preference?” I hadn’t fully thought through that question until I asked it.


      Visions of Andre pulling some scantily clad woman onto his lap and tapping into her jugular filled my mind. I remembered how good it felt to drink from another—and how good it felt to get bitten. Surely something like that would lead to other, more carnal acts. The possibility killed me.


      “I’ve always preferred my meals living,” he said, only confirming my fears.

    


    
      I glanced away. How would I come to terms with this aspect of ourselves?


      Two of Andre’s fingers touched my chin. “But,” he said, tipping my head back to face him, “I will relinquish live feedings for as long as it makes you uncomfortable.”


      My gaze darted back to Andre. “What if I’m never comfortable with it?”


      “Then I will come to enjoy the taste of packaged blood.”


      I furrowed my brow. “You’d do that?”


      “For you, anything.” He smiled. It faded a second later. “There is, however, a chance that in the upcoming days neither of us will get a choice in the matter.”


      If we were hunted. I desperately hoped I wouldn’t need blood that badly. As it was, I was barely coming to terms with the fact that I needed to drink it at all.


      “We will prevent that the best we can.” A statement Andre emphasized by calling over yet another servant.


      “Sir?”


      “Bring me an enchantment bag and pack it with the necessities—including blood bags, human food, and spare clothes for Gabrielle.”


      The servant bowed his head and disappeared out the room. He, like the others, had smelled human. “He knows what an enchantment bag is?” Even I didn’t know what that was, though I’d wager I would very soon.


      “You of all people, Gabrielle, should know that all is not as it appears. My servants—even the human ones—must know a thing or two about the supernatural world and about me before I’ll hire them.”


      I stared at the door the servant had left through. “If they know so much about our world, then what’s to stop them from squealing on us the first chance they get?”

    


    
      “It’s easy to enchant humans.”


      Oh. Well, that sounded unpleasant.


      Another servant chose that moment to enter the room carrying a tray with two glasses of blood and a plate of pasta on it. I couldn’t keep the twisted smirk off my face when my eyes landed on the sight. It shouldn’t look so normal.


      “Thank you,” Andre said, nodding to the man as he set the blood and food in front of us.


      I stared at the steaming plate of pasta. It looked delicious, but I found I had no appetite for it.


      Andre took one of the wine glasses and leaned against the counter, his eyes narrowed as he assessed me.


      He notices everything.


      I gingerly picked up my fork and speared the noodles, shoving the pasta into my mouth. It tasted like chalk, and my throat closed up at the intrusion of food. I could barely eat my favorite meal. Instead my eyes kept returning to the blood.


      Andre took a sip of his drink, then leaned forward to push my glass towards me. “It’s okay to crave it, soulmate.” He had been watching, and now he was trying to make me feel better about my new, freakish craving.


      I grabbed the glass and took a sip. I practically moaned at the taste. I took another gulp, and then another. I paused only to take several more bites of pasta. It tasted a little better now, but nowhere near as good as the blood.


      Guess I was a little too … bloodthirsty.

    


    
      After I finished eating, Andre led me upstairs, holding open a door to what looked like the master suite. “Soulmate, relax and freshen up. I will take care of the details of our parting from this place.”


      I stepped inside and turned back to face him. “You’re not going to join me?”


      Immediately heat seeped into his gaze. “I would like nothing more, soulmate.”


      I hadn’t meant the question as a sexual offer per se, but now that he was looking at me like that, my mind couldn’t help drifting to all the ways one could relax together. My skin glimmered. I was pretty sure I would also like nothing more.


      He ran a hand through his hair. “I must get our plans in order.” Reluctantly he pushed away from the wall. The look he gave me promised to resume this discussion.


      Eep.


      “I’ll be back to collect you inside an hour. Until then,” he raised an eyebrow, “enjoy yourself enough for the both us.”


      In the bathroom, I splashed cool water onto my face, telling myself to get a grip. People were after me; the last thing I should be thinking about was getting physical with Andre. I grabbed a nearby hand towel and dried my face off.


      How was this all going to work? Him and I living on the run? How far would we get? And how long would I survive? I didn’t doubt that Andre had the resources to keep me alive, but what kind of existence was that?

    


    
      “Not a good one.”


      I dropped the towel as my head snapped up to the mirror. Just behind my reflection stood the devil.


      I swiveled around to face him, my hands gripping the edge of the counter, but on my side of the mirror no one was there. When I faced my reflection once more, the devil was still there. The bathroom he resided in was dimmer; he brought a bit of darkness with him.


      Because he was perverse, he slung an arm over my reflection’s shoulders and glanced down her shirt. “Not a bad rack, consort.” The devil was being playful. That was so, so wrong.


      “Why are you here?”


      He gave me a look that said, Really? “Can I not visit my future wife? She is quite lovely.” He leaned into my reflection, breathed in her smell. I suppressed a shiver at the sight and rubbed my neck where the skin chilled.


      “It’s good sport, you know,” he said. “Watching you flee from the entire world. How will you die? Who will be the one to do it?”


      “Amusing,” I agreed.


      I heard a faint series of cracks and I glanced up at the source of the noise. A fine sheen of ice formed at the corner of the mirror. Slowly it spread.


      Perhaps even stranger than the ice was that the devil’s presence should’ve chilled me more than it did.


      His arm dropped from my reflection’s shoulders only to wrap around her stomach. Her eyes widened, and I couldn’t be sure if my reflection was acting independently from me.

    


    
      His thumb nudged my shirt up and rubbed the skin of my midsection. I’d never considered the stomach to be a taboo area, but the way he stroked my reflection … it seemed way too intimate.


      “You act as though this disgusts you, but I know you are curious,” the devil said, using his other hand to brush along my cheek. “You wonder what being with me will be like.”


      “I don’t.”


      “Oh really?” He pressed a kiss to my reflection’s cheek. A phantom breath brushed against my own, drawing out my gooseflesh.


      The devil ran his hand down my arm. “Your body says differently.”


      “I could never be with someone like you.”


      A wicked smile pulled at his lips. “I assure you, you could. Logistically, it’s really quite easy.”


      Thank God I could no longer blush.


      He turned to my reflection. “You haven’t accepted your dark nature, but it stirs in you. I can coax it forth. I will coax it forth. Then, I think you will find you could be with no other save for me.”


      If he could do what he claimed, I was so screwed.


      He let go of my reflection and backed up. “The powers that be have forsaken you.”


      I shuddered because no matter the lies he might spew, in this he spoke the truth.


      “Just remember—they might’ve forsaken you, consort, but I haven’t.”

    


    
      Those words echoed long after he disappeared.


      I haven’t.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 4


      I showered and padded out into the bedroom, towel wrapped around me.


      I my eyes landed on the bed, where an outfit had been laid out. I paused. Black leather pants and a skintight black shirt waited for me.


      Even more mortifying, someone had placed a lacey thong and bra next to the clothing. Out of curiosity I walked up and checked out the tags.


      Well they’d at least got my size right.


      I sighed. I was going to look like Lara Croft: Slut Slayer.


      By the time I slipped on the pair of boots that rested next to the bed, someone knocked on the door.


      “Come in!” I shouted.


      Andre sauntered in, his hair wet from the shower he must’ve fit in between planning the next phase of our escape. The moment he caught sight of my outfit, air seemed to hiss out of him.

    


    
      “I think I need another shower,” he said. “A cold one.”


      Okay, not helping. It felt like my ass was eating my underwear and my pants. Guess more than my teeth wanted a bite out of something.


      “Leather, Andre? Really?” I asked.


      “Blame my servants,” he said, but his eyes shined with mischief. I could practically see him making a mental note to give them a raise.


      Andre strode forward, and his eyes already undressing me.


      My body squeaked under his gaze—though that might’ve just been the straining leather—and my skin flared up. That was all it took.


      I backed up, grabbing the bedpost I bumped into. We both heard my slow heartbeat pick up. “People are after us; we have to—”


      “The world can wait,” Andre said. “My soulmate has needs that I only I can satisfy.”


      My hand slipped from the bedpost. Andre came up to me and cupped my face. His thumbs stroked my features. I saw his desire-laden gaze flick to the bed, and my skin brightened further.


      My hands floated to his waist. Chiseled muscle rippled beneath the fabric of his shirt. “Cotton, Andre?” I said, rubbing the material. “Why do I have to wear some poor cow when you don’t?” That was real fair.


      “The lady doth protest too much.” He took my wrists and moved my touch down a few inches to the supple leather of his pants. “See? Leather.”

    


    
      All rational thought fled me. My hands were dangerously close to things I wanted to get familiar with. I fought with the siren rising in me. If she took over, the deed was as good as done. Which I wasn’t actually against, except that she was capable of taking away Andre’s free will.


      Unaware of my thoughts, Andre leaned in and brushed a kiss across my lips. “Soulmate, I love it that I can affect you this way.”


      “Mmm.” I was afraid to speak. Afraid of the glamour that would ease into my voice.


      Sensing the battle within me, he pulled away. He stroked the side of my face. “I’m not afraid of her, soulmate—she’s a part of you.”


      When I wrested control of my voice I said, “She’ll take things way too far.”


      He raised an eyebrow. “You say that like I have a problem with it.” Andre’s fangs had descended, and he was making no attempt to mask their presence.


      Heat flooded me as I processed his words, and now I struggled in earnest with the siren. My control over her was getting better with each passing day, but she was also getting stronger.


      Someone shouted downstairs about company, pulling us both from the moment.


      Andre prowled over to the room’s window and glanced out before coming back to me and taking my hand. “You were right, soulmate.”


      “About what?”


      “We need to move. Now.”

    


    
      I glanced back at the window as he led me out of the room. “What did you see?”


      “Our enemies encroach.” Andre strode down the hall, and I had to lengthen my stride to keep up.


      “What’s the game plan from here?” I asked instead.


      “There is none.”


      I gave him a sharp look, which he ignored. “None?”


      Now the corner of his mouth tilted up, albeit a little grimly. “Nothing official, anyway. The moment our plans solidify, seers everywhere will be able to pinpoint our location.”


      Crap, he had a point.


      “Wouldn’t they then foresee us arriving in the Isle of Man?” I asked. Those plans had solidified.


      He led me through the mansion back to his study. “Probably.”


      We were so doomed.


      Andre stopped me in front of the door to kiss my forehead. “Trust me in this, soulmate: all is well. I’ll curb my words to protect your mind from seers, but we are not traveling blindly into the unknown.”


      Funny, it sounded like that was exactly what we were doing.


      Tybalt hurried over to us. “Sire,” he inclined his head, “your orders have been carried out. We will meet again at week’s end.”


      Andre slapped him on the shoulder. “You are a good man.”


      Tybalt’s eyes flicked to mine. I could see his uncertainty; he still didn’t fully trust me. “One of your servants waits in the tunnel with those items you requested. Is there anything else you need?”

    


    
      “None.”


      “Then keep yourself and the queen alive. Until then.” He bowed and stepped aside.


      The queen … not going to lie, I could get used to a title like that.


      Andre held open the door to the study. Once I’d entered, he followed in behind me. He rounded his desk and crouched behind it.


      “Andre … ?”


      A moment later he reappeared, holding several holstered knives. He set them on the desk before ducking below again.


      Whoa. “Please tell me I won’t need to use that.”


      “I promise nothing,” he said, placing another two knives on his desk. He bent down once more, and when he stood he pulled out …


      “A sword?” Seriously? Images of Andre gutting members of the Elysium Order danced before my eyes. “Wait, why do you even have an armory beneath your desk?”


      Andre strode over to me and began strapping the knives to my legs. “Being the king of vampires is a dangerous position. One can never be too prepared.”


      Clearly.


      Andre slung the sword over his shoulder and strapped the remaining knives to himself. He knelt at my side, checking my weapons to make sure they were secure on my body.


      “If the situation arises, swear to me that you won’t hesitate to use these,” he said, rising to his feet. His hands gripped my arms tightly and his eyes bored into mine.

    


    
      I tried to speak, then cleared my throat. “I swear it,” I whispered, though I had no idea if I could actually hold up my end of the bargain. Killing bad guys was one thing, but if the Politia came at me, I wasn’t sure I had it in me to put my life above theirs.


      Andre scrutinized me for a moment, then nodded, seeming satisfied. He grabbed my hand and opened the door that led to the persecution tunnel.


      We worked our way back through the hallway we came in through. Waiting by the next door was the servant Tybalt spoke of. He held what I presumed was our enchantment bag, though you’d never assume magic had touched it. It was made of leather and canvas and looked painfully ordinary.


      This girl was not impressed.


      “The bag contains all the provisions you requested,” the servant said.


      Andre took it from his servant and slung it over his shoulder. His eyes moved to a bank of screens I hadn’t noticed during my first trip through the tunnel. They’d been set into the walls, and judging from the grainy footage, they were capturing the area surrounding the house.


      “What have you seen?” Andre asked the man.


      “Three separate groups watch the house. Most of them have focused their attention on the front and rear exits, but,” he nodded to one of the screens, “In the last five minutes some have staked out the alley.” Our exit.


      “How did they know?” I asked.

    


    
      “Seers,” Andre said, studying the screens.


      The servant didn’t bat an eyelash at the explanation. Andre’s employees must indeed be more than they appear.


      I studied the footage. At first I saw nothing out of the ordinary, but after looking long enough, certain details popped out. A row of silver Mercedes, a group of people who glanced in a certain direction a bit too often, bulges mostly hidden by loose clothing.


      “Soulmate.” Andre watched me. “Ready?”


      I swallowed and nodded. We left the monitors and Andre’s servant. A strange thrill filled me as we crossed that final hallway once more. It was back to me and Andre against the world. If this was how I was going to spend my final days, then I couldn’t complain too much. There was no other company I’d rather keep.


      Rather than exiting the final door out, Andre circled the motorcycle.


      I sucked in a breath. “You want us to ride the metal death beast?”


      Andre slid the bag off his shoulder. From inside it, he pulled out two leather jackets. He handed one to me. “If you’re referring to the motorcycle,” he said, shrugging the jacket over his shoulders, “then yes.” He opened a small compartment at the back of the bike and placed the bag inside it.


      I slipped on the leather jacket, noting absently that it fit me like a glove. Now I knew what all the leather apparel was for.


      “My mom would so not be cool with this,” I said.


      Andre shrugged off his sword to put on his jacket, then fitted the weapon back over the leather. “Your mother would also not be cool with you dying,” he said, zipping up the jacket. “I consider riding a motorcycle the lesser of two evils.” He nodded to the helmet resting on the leather seat. “That’s yours as well.”

    


    
      I might’ve drooled a little at the sight of Andre in fitted leather. When he saw my starry-eyed look, he grabbed the helmet and fit it over my head for me. Guess I wasn’t moving fast enough.


      He swung a leg over the bike, then patted the seat behind him. “Get on, love.”


      Gingerly I slid onto the bike behind him. I was so going to die. And in leather pants of all things.


      Andre grabbed one of my thighs and pulled me flush against him. “You need to remain this close to me, or else you risk sliding off.”


      Oh, that I could do.


      “Wrap your hands around my waist—beneath the leather.”


      Again, not a problem. I did as he said, letting my fingers run over all the hard planes of his chest. Beneath my hands, Andre’s muscles clenched. He glanced over his shoulder, a sculpted eyebrow arched.


      “What?” I asked, innocently.


      He shook his head, a grin spreading across his face. “You’re making this hard for me, soulmate. Very hard.” Sex dripped from his words, making my own muscles tighten.


      He pulled a pair of shades out of his jacket pocket and slid them on.

    


    
      “You’re not going to wear a helmet?”


      The corner of his mouth lifted. “That’s a cute thought.”


      “It’s called safety.”


      He cranked on the engine and the motorcycle roared to life. “Does anything about me strike you as ‘safe’?”


      “You’re a horrible role model,” I muttered, leaning into him.


      The punk chuckled at that. Chuckled.


      He hit a button embedded on the wall next to the bike, and the garage door set alongside the barred door lifted.


      He gunned the throttle and the engine roared as we took off, leaving the persecution tunnel. My grip clamped down on him as Andre hooked a sharp left. The tires skidded, and the vehicle leaned dangerously close to the ground. I could already tell I was going to need new underwear after this.


      Andre pulled back on the throttle and tires squealed as the bike shot forward out of the turn. So much for being inconspicuous.


      The motorcycle propelled us down the alley. I squeezed him tighter as the wind whistled through my helmet.


      I chanced a glance behind me.


      Big mistake.


      Several people ran out into the alleyway behind us, pulling out phones and—


      “Gun!” I shrieked. Between the engine, the wind, and my helmet, I doubted Andre had heard me, but even if he had, there was little he could do at this point.


      A moment later a shot rang out. Then another. Over the noise of the bike I could hear screaming. We hadn’t been hit, but someone else might’ve been.

    


    
      I closed my eyes, shoving down my rising sickness. They were trying to hit me. Trying to kill me. I doubted that a bullet would lay me out, but it would really, really hurt.


      It would, however, piss me off something fierce.


      The backs of buildings blurred as we sped by them. Another gun blast, another series of screams.


      I could hear cars turning onto the ally, and I didn’t have to look to know it would be those silver vehicles that had laid in wait outside Andre’s home.


      I swallowed back my bile at the thought of getting caught here and now. I had to trust that the man I clung to could get us out of the situation—because at the moment, I was completely useless.


      Where the alley emptied onto a busy road, a cluster of individuals waited, blockading our exit. These guys didn’t look quite so official as those tailing us. They were a little rangier, their faces a bit rugged and sinewy. On the good-versus-evil spectrum I’d say they canted more towards the wicked side.


      Andre accelerated as we approached them. Guess we were playing chicken. I shuddered at the thought of getting upended from our vehicle. This could get dicey.


      Fifty feet. Thirty. Ten.


      Five.


      At the last possible second, the human wall dived out of the way—though from the slight bounce of the motorcycle, someone didn’t move quickly enough.


      I glanced back in time to see a man clutching a foot, his mouth open in a silent wail. I stared long enough to see him and the rest of his group scatter when the line of silver cars swung out of the alley. Behind them, more individuals exited the side street, chasing after us on foot.

    


    
      Good luck with that.


      I faced forward once more, my limbs going boneless. That had been so close. Too close. And we still weren’t out of the woods yet.


      Andre weaved in and out of traffic, though that sounded so … tame. What he did was a violent dance—using his supernaturally quick reflexes to speed up then suddenly drop us into openings between cars. Too bad that pasta still wasn’t agreeing with my stomach. I might be a badass vampire chick, but I was getting green with motion sickness.


      Don’t barf in your helmet. Don’t barf in your helmet, I chanted.


      Cars honked as Andre cut them off. Belatedly I realized that he wasn’t just slipping between cars. He was causing gridlock so that the Mercedes wouldn’t be able to follow.


      At the end of the block a green light switched to yellow. Andre laid on the throttle.


      “Andre …”


      He shouted something back at me, but the wind snatched it away.


      Fucking-A, I wasn’t going to have to worry about our pursuers trying to kill me. Andre would do a perfectly good job of it all on his own.


      The light turned red and the bike sped up.


      I held my breath as we darted into the intersection. Turning my head, I stared down the car barreling towards me.

    


    
      This was it.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 5


      “You … drive like shit,” I said as Andre swung himself off the bike. We’d stopped at the edge of some farmer’s field after driving out of town.


      I sort of slid off the motorcycle. Andre caught me and steadied me on my feet. “You okay?”


      I nodded my head, then shook it, my helmet sliding around as I did so. My stomach was roiling and my body was shaking from the last half hour’s near-death experiences. All twelve of them. I’d counted.


      After narrowly escaping getting hit by an oncoming car, Andre had continued to weave in and out of traffic and blow through lights, regardless of their color. I discovered tonight that a vampire’s reflexes were fast enough to avoid what should’ve been unavoidable collisions. Fifteen minutes ago we’d managed to ditch all our stage-five clingers. Not that it stopped Andre from driving like a crazy person.

    


    
      Frowning at me, said vampire pulled my helmet off. “Are you sur—?”


      I took a couple staggering steps away from him and vomited up the bloody dinner I’d just eaten. Pasta: one; Gabrielle: zero.


      “Soulmate.” Andre knelt next to me and placed a hand on my back.


      I took in a couple deep breaths and inhaled. “I’m okay.”


      “You are not okay.” The back of Andre’s hand went to my forehead.


      I brushed it away. “I’m not ill, just carsick.”


      “You should eat something.”


      My stomach cramped up at the thought. “No!”


      Andre glanced at me sharply.


      I cleared my throat. “I mean, no,” I said, this time a bit more calmly. I stared across the field. “What are we doing here?”


      Andre followed my gaze. “I wanted to check in with you before we continued.”


      I took in several deep breaths. “Does that mean I have to get back on that thing again?” I asked, nodding to the bike.


      Andre didn’t say anything. Instead he brushed my hair from my face, a small crease forming between his brows.


      How gentle he was when it came to me. This same man who hadn’t flinched when we’d been shot at earlier. This man who was willing to cut down every one of my enemies.


      He headed for the small storage compartment at the back of the bike. From it he pulled out a bottle of water and sauntered back over to hand it to me.

    


    
      “Thanks,” I said, taking the bottle from him. I took several long, deep swallows, which went a long ways towards calming my stomach. Food might not agree with me at the moment, but water still did.


      “We need to find shelter,” he said.


      Meaning we would, in fact, have to get back on the bike. Oh joy.


      I cast a hateful glance at our ride. “How long will I have to be on it?”


      His lips thinned.


      “That long?”


      “I’m sorry, soulmate; I don’t know where we’ll end up or how many miles lay between here and there.”


      Ah. Right, I’d almost forgot about the seers we had to dodge. I could already tell it was a tricky business, getting somewhere you needed to go without really knowing how you’re going to get there.


      His face became grimmer. “That was the Politia earlier.”


      I breathed in and out through my nose. “I figured.” Nothing more needed to be said. My four months spent working with them had all been for nothing.


      “Caleb …” I couldn’t finish the thought.


      Don’t trust anyone. Not even me.


      “He has his duty and we have ours.”


      I nodded, pressing my mouth into a tight line. I had to face the facts: my former partner and friend—the guy I’d solved a case with only last week—was likely hunting me as well.

    


    
      An equally terrible thought hit me. “Do you think Oliver and Leanne hate me?” I asked.


      “Soulmate, how anyone could hate you is beyond me,” Andre said.


      That was laughable, considering our situation.


      Seeing that I needed a bit more reassurance, Andre stepped in close, and his fingers lightly touched my cheek. “No, I do not believe they hate you. They already knew your secrets. If their friendship is true, as I suspect it is, nothing between you will have changed.”


      It seemed so simple, so obvious when he put it that way. Too bad I still had my doubts.


      “Now,” he said, his thumb brushing my lower lip, “are you ready to continue?”


      I sucked in a breath and nodded. I could beast this thing. I picked up my discarded helmet and followed Andre back over to the bike. Around us, the shadows rippled as wind tore through the fields. It lifted my hair, as if trying to tug me away with it.


      On its own, the world was a strange place, with its own beguiling magic. And it had me bewitched completely.


      It took us another hour to find shelter, but this time I actually enjoyed the trip. Andre had stopped driving like a maniac, and if anything, he was being too careful. Someone was feeling guilty.


      The fields eventually gave way to woods. These were the lands that birthed many of the fairytales I knew. I eyed them warily as we passed them, waiting for something to happen. I kept envisioning monster roots shooting out and wrapping themselves around me before dragging me away.

    


    
      Paranoia had obviously taken over my life.


      Suddenly, Andre veered off the road.


      “Whoa, what are we doing?” I asked.


      If he heard me, he chose not to respond.


      He wove the motorcycle between trees, some low-hanging branches snapping as they got caught on the bike.


      Oh God, this was going to awaken all sorts of buried claustrophobia. I pressed my eyelids closed as we passed between them, my earlier nausea stirring once more.


      We didn’t drive for too much longer. As soon as we came upon a rocky outcropping, the bike slowed to a stop. Andre killed the engine, standing to flick the kickstand out.


      “Why have we stopped?” I asked, still holding onto his torso.


      “Because, little mate, we need to rest.” Andre hopped off the bike, his feet crunching into the brittle leaves that covered the ground.


      Reluctantly I slid off the bike and removed my helmet, shaking out my hair with a hand while Andre opened the trunk.


      I cast a glance at our surroundings. Another bloody freaking forest. I was beginning to hate nature. Even now we could be in the same woods where Hansel and Grettle almost got eaten by the evil witch. Bet that fairytale was true.


      I bet siren tasted good, too.

    


    
      Andre took out our bag, and from it, he pulled out …


      “Is that a tent?”


      “It is,” he said.


      “What are you doing with it?”


      “Tonight we’re camping.”


      “Here?” I waved at our surroundings. Things happened in forests like these. Altars grew out of the ground. People disappeared. Mythical creatures made appearances.


      “Here,” he confirmed. Andre was already hauling the tent makings apart.


      “But … but what about the sun?” I was officially drawing at straws—although this was a legitimate concern.


      “I’m not that delicate, soulmate.”


      “And werewolves?”


      The edges of Andre’s lips curled. “I don’t smell dog. I think we’re safe.”


      I warily eyed the tree next to me, earning me a laugh from my soulmate.


      “Believe it or not,” Andre continued. “I’ve done this before. For the moment, we’re safe.”


      I guess that was that.


      I went over to try to help him put our makeshift home together, but he shooed me away. “Soulmate, let me be your champion for a while.”


      “Champion?”


      Andre sighed as he slid poles through the material. “Your knight, your defender. No one remembers these things anymore.”


      “Oh,” I said, then furrowed my brows. “So you’re defending me from what, pitching a tent? Give me a little more credit than that.”

    


    
      He snapped a pole into place. “Women taking men’s words the wrong way,” he muttered, “now that’s one thing that’s remained constant over centuries.”


      I swatted him on the arm, causing him to grin.


      “I know that you’re more than capable of doing this,” Andre said. “Doesn’t mean I want you to.”


      He removed the holstered sword slung across his back then shrugged off his coat, giving me ample opportunity to gawk at his arm muscles. My skin began to glow. As he went back to putting together the tent, his nostrils flared and his lips twitched.


      If I kept this up, I wouldn’t be able to fit inside it between him and his ego.


      I swiveled away, peering at the peculiar canvas of the tent. The material had a strange iridescent sheen. I crept closer to it and ran my fingers over the material. “What is this?”


      “Refractive silk,” Andre said, sliding another pole in. “It bends light and gives the illusion that we’re invisible.”


      “Whoa.” That was … epically cool.


      I sat on a nearby boulder and watched Andre’s progress. But now that I finally had a moment to process the last several hours, my thoughts strayed back to our getaway.


      I cocked my head. “You’re a bad dude, aren’t you?” Andre hadn’t hesitated once during that escape, and he’d seemed more than equipped to handle both fleeing and fighting. Almost like he’d gone through the motions before.


      He smirked as he slid another pole through the material, though something sad and serious lingered at the back of his eyes. “Quite.”

    


    
      I nodded to myself.


      “I am still sorry that you got matched with me.” Andre looked up from his work.


      I met his gaze. “I’m not. I think you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”


      His nostrils flared—probably testing the air to see whether I was lying or telling the truth. But if he was looking for deceit, he’d be sorely disappointed.


      I stood up just as the tent went up. My jaw slackened when I saw just how well the thing blended in with its surroundings, especially impressive considering just how large the thing was.


      “Wow.”


      Andre held open the flap. “Come inside, soulmate. I’ll join you in a minute with our things.”


      Death and fighting were forgotten for a moment. I walked over to him and peered inside. Andre watched me closely, a smile dancing on his face and his eyes shining brightly.


      Inside, the material was a velvety midnight blue, and a repeated pattern of fleurs-de-lis and roses had been woven into the material. I could see all this because the walls of the tent glowed dimly, as if by the light of several phantom candles. Even empty as it was, the place had a richness to it, reminding me that my soulmate was an immortal king. Sometimes I forgot.


      I walked up to one of the walls and touched it. The velvet looked … old. Not in a moth-eaten, decayed way, but in a way that spoke of long hours toiling over dyes and looms. For all I knew, Andre had owned this tent for centuries, and the magic woven into it had prevented it from aging. It seemed like something one would invest large amounts of money in once upon a time.

    


    
      “What are you thinking about, soulmate?” Andre asked from behind me. I hadn’t heard him enter.


      I turned to see him scrutinizing me with no little amount of desire in his eyes.


      “You,” I said.


      “Oh?” The air thickened with Andre’s spicy scent. His pheromones.


      I took a step back as they hit me. It reminded me that he was a predator, used to hunting down fleeing things.


      We stared at each other across the expanse of the tent, neither sure what the other’s next move might be.


      With an effort Andre tore his gaze away. He sealed up the tent’s flaps then headed to the back of the room.


      Andre shrugged off the enchanted bag, letting it drop to the floor. Metal slid against leather as he then removed his sword from his shoulder and the knives strapped to his sides. He knelt and set the weapons next to the bag.


      Next, he opened the sack and began pulling out furs and blankets—


      Furs? My eyes darted to the fluffy white fleece.


      Mary had a little lamb … then Andre got ahold of it.


      “Soulmate.”


      “Hmmm?” I ripped my gaze from the fur. Andre pulled out a blood bag from his belongings and tossed it to me.


      I caught it. “Mmm, dinner.” I tried not to think about how blood had become more appealing than human food in the last day. I stuck the straw in my mouth and guzzled it down, watching Andre as he set up the bed.

    


    
      He placed two pillows down, side by side.


      A bed for us.


      This wouldn’t be the first time I slept alongside him, but something about the way those furs were piled in the corner of this richly decorated tent made me feel like a barbarian queen with barbarian needs.


      My soulmate has needs that only I can satisfy.


      Andre breathed in deep, then pierced me with another heated look. His muscles were tightly coiled.


      I cleared my throat. “I still can’t believe my champion is making me sleep in the woods,” I said, because it seemed like the only way to put distance between this. Us.


      Andre stood—the king who just spent the last twenty minutes readying our camp—and came over to me. He tilted my face to his. “How might I make things better for my sweet siren?”


      Another endearment. And now he was looking at me like he could see through my weak attempts at being rude.


      “A toothbrush and toothpaste.”


      Andre went to our bag and dug out both, presenting me with them.


      I blinked. “Oh. Uh, thanks.” It had been more of a pipedream than an actual request. I’d assumed I’d have to go sans toiletries while we ran. I should’ve known he’d include it if he managed to pack a tent and furs.


      I stepped out of the tent and brushed my teeth several times to get rid of all traces of my earlier sickness. The trees rustled as a gentle breeze stirred them, and a short distance away an owl hooted. This place seemed peaceful and remote enough, but would it hide us well enough for the next day?

    


    
      My fears and insecurities came rising to the surface. What if they found us during the day while we slept?


      It didn’t take too much imagination to figure out what would happen. A stake in my heart and Andre dragged into the sun. I might still be human enough to wake up in the middle of it, to be cognizant of the fact that I was getting killed, but Andre wouldn’t. Not until he was fully in the throes of death. The images were horrifying, and I had to force them down. We could only stay the course at this point.


      I headed back for the tent … and promptly ran into it. The thing quivered, like it might go down.


      “Soulmate?” Andre’s disembodied head leaned out of the tent a moment later, his lips twitching like mad.


      “Don’t you dare laugh.”


      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” Andre held the flap open.


      I re-entered, my eyes seeking out the bed before I averted them once more.


      “So, what are our next moves?” I sat down next to it and began to remove my shoes.


      Andre followed me down to the ground, and his hands covered mine as I reached for my boot. Electricity jolted through the touch and our gazes met.


      Breathless, I let go of my shoe, and Andre’s fingers curled over the leather. He removed it for me, his hands skimming over my calves and caressing my ankles as he pulled it off.

    


    
      He moved to the other boot, his hands again gliding over my leg. Andre was making shoe removal into some erotic dance, paying homage to my legs.


      My socks were quick to go next, and then Andre’s hands drifted to the knives strapped against me. He unhooked the holsters with the utmost care, setting them on the edge of the bed, next to his own.


      The atmosphere was changing, the air heavy with our barely-restrained desires.


      My pulse tapped out some tune as his scent enveloped me once more. He picked me up and moved me onto our makeshift bed. I dug my fingers into the thick fur beneath me.


      Andre’s body leaned over mine. I stared up at him, feeling strangely vulnerable. This was what men and women did together, what I wanted to do with Andre. And it felt like a whole world of emotions wrapped itself into every touch and look.


      He found my jacket’s zipper, and he dragged it down. The sound of parting material seemed louder than a fireworks display. With his help, I shrugged the garment off.


      His eyes softened as he gazed down at me. “My love, there are not words to describe all the ways you are magic.”


      My throat constricted. I knew the feeling. He was my deepest wish, my most coveted dream, and impossible though it seemed, he was real. That was the most awe-inspiring magic out there.


      Andre slid a hand behind my head and leaned down until his lips pressed against mine. Almost reverently he stroked my mouth with his own, building a slow, steady fire at my core.

    


    
      He tasted like home, like finally, finally my soul could be at ease because he was here. He nipped at my bottom lip, demanding entrance. Half of me wanted to resist, just to see what my demanding boyfriend would do, but the other, dominant half knew I didn’t have that much self-restraint. My lips parted, and his tongue scoured my mouth.


      His body pressed flush against mine, and his hand skimmed down my side. Stopping mid-thigh, his grip tightened as he pulled my leg closer towards him.


      He broke away from the kiss, and his lips skimmed my jawline. “I want to remove every last shred of fabric from your body and mine,” he whispered into my ear, pressing a kiss to the underside of my jaw while one of his hands traveled down my torso “and bury myself so deep inside you that neither of us can remember where I end and you begin.”


      I let out a gasp at his words, my skin brightening. His fingers trailed along the hem of my shirt before finding the edge of my pants. Deftly they flicked open the top button and delved beneath the fabric of both pants and panties.


      “Andre—” I couldn’t decide if I was going to ask him something, tell him something, or plead with him. In the end I decided I just wanted the sound of his name on my tongue.


      His hooded eyes burned into mine as his fingers found my core, and I jolted at the sensation, even as he let out a groan. “Ah dios mio,” he said, “you feel even better than I imagined. And how I have imagined.” His fingers stroked me rhythmically, and I found myself moving against him. “I cannot wait to taste you, soulmate.”

    


    
      Taste?


      I was panting. Oh my God, I was panting like a freaking animal.


      Under his stare I felt stripped bare, and there was nowhere to hide. All my vulnerabilities were laid out for him to judge. If his face was anything to go by, I had his wild approval.


      His tempo increased as he moved down my body. He used his free hand to tug my clothes farther down my legs. Then he bent his head down, and—all that is holy—I lost myself to sensation.


      Breathing heavily, I lay boneless on the bed.


      Needs met. Needs most definitely met.


      Andre gathered me to him on the bed. Limply, I rolled onto his torso.


      He chuckled and stroked my back, holding me close. “This is my heaven. Your scent on my skin, your taste in my mouth,”—I definitely managed to get a blush going at that—“your spent body draped over mine.”


      I buried my face into his chest, at a loss for words or action. What was the etiquette here? Did I reciprocate? Did we do more? Should I thank him? I should probably thank him.


      “Thank you,” I whispered.


      Beneath me, Andre stilled. “‘Thank you’?” he repeated.

    


    
      I knew it was the wrong thing to say by the tone of his voice.


      He sat up, forcing me to look at him. “Soulmate,” he chastised, “that is not how this works—how we work. You never need to thank me for anything I give you. Especially not that.”


      I winced. Now would be a great time for a horde of angry supernaturals to strike—anything to break up this awkward-as-hell conversation that I just had to start by opening my big, fat mouth.


      Seeing my expression, Andre cursed under his breath. “I did not mean to embarrass you.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I forget sometimes that you have not been with me since the very beginning. That you are young and your feelings are fragile yet.”


      “Andre,” my voice was barely a whisper, “you are killing me. Can we please change the subject?” I mumbled.


      He gave me a sly smile. “Of course—though I’m afraid it will be hard for me. My mind is replaying the last twenty minutes on repeat.” More quietly he added, “You cannot know how long I’ve craved you like that.”


      Andre was proving to be horrible at changing the subject.


      He lay back down, and I readjusted myself so that I was half on half off of him.


      “Soulmate, that is only the beginning,” he whispered in my ear.


      I shivered.


      Not the beginning, a small voice whispered. The end.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 6


      “Why is there a blanket over my face?”


      “Hmmm?” I stirred, hearing the rustling next to me.


      A moment later I was flipped onto my back. I blinked several times and stared up at Andre. He gazed down at me with amusement in his eyes. “Did you cover my face to protect me from the elements?”


      I rubbed my eyes. “Blanket?” I dimly remembered Andre falling asleep. I’d been nervous that the material over our heads wouldn’t be enough against the power of the sun, so I’d made sure to cover him with another layer.


      “You did.” He appeared oddly touched by the action. “I promise you I am more resilient than that.”


      His fingers brushed the skin of my lower belly, and my thoughts went back to the previous evening. My pulse picked up at all the things that Andre did. Judging by his smoldering expression, he wanted to resume last night’s intimacy.

    


    
      Andre stiffened, his eyes unfocusing. He canted his head, his hungry look changing to one of concern.


      His eyes refocused. “The forest has betrayed us.” He spoke so low even I had to strain to hear him.


      I sat up at that. Oh, I knew this was going to happen. One does not fuck with forests.


      “The trees must have whispered our location to the folk that live here,” Andre continued.


      “How do you know that?” I asked quietly, reaching for my weapons. Andre helped me strap them on before getting his on as well.


      “I can hear them.”


      Them who?


      “They haven’t found us yet, and they’re still some distance away. If their senses aren’t too good, we might be able to slip by undetected.”


      “Who are the folk that live here?”


      Andre shook his head, his eyes concerned. “We might find out soon enough.”


      Andre’s form blurred as he rapidly deconstructed the tent. I did my part by shoving our provisions back into the enchantment bag after I dressed.


      I still hadn’t heard any of these forest folk, and I really hoped that was because they were far away and not because they were covertly surrounding us.


      “Ready, soulmate?” Andre asked, putting the last pieces of the tent back into the sack.

    


    
      “Where’s our bike?” I asked, glancing around.


      Andre sauntered towards one of the trees and reached out. His hand seemed to sweep the air, until it wasn’t sweeping air. It looked like a rip in space as he pulled off the same refractive material that made up our tenth. Beneath it was the motorcycle.


      I grabbed my helmet and fitted it over my head while Andre stowed away our provisions in the bike’s little trunk.


      “Is it safe to ride this motorcycle two days in a row?”


      Andre came around to the front of the vehicle and pulled out his shades. “Of course.”


      “But what if they trace our plates?”


      Andre smiled at that, like I was cute. “My license plates are enchanted. They rearrange themselves for each pair of eyes that read them.”


      I whistled. “That seems useful for breaking the law.”


      “It’s served me well.”


      Yep, Andre was definitely a bad dude.


      Andre patted the seat. “Ready?”


      I hopped onto the back of the bike. “Let’s do this bitch.”


      We’d been on the bike for only a few short minutes when I began to hear what sounded like thunder. Slight tremors ran through the earth, making me think that the devil himself was about to split the ground open and crawl out from beneath.


      A flash of movement blurred in my peripherals, but by the time I turned my head, it was gone. Another blur sped by on the opposite side. This time when I swiveled, I got a good look at the source.

    


    
      Holy-mother-of … hooves. Those were the forest folk?


      Centaurs?


      I’d barely had time to process the sight when a dozen of them converged on either side of us, carrying crudely made weapons.


      I let out a little squeak. I’d assumed the forest folk would be pixies or ethereal elves. Not these scary-ass beasts that seemed intent on taking us out.


      Andre turned his head slightly. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I heard him say, “You good?”


      No. Absolutely not. Four-legged men were chasing us. Even over the roar of the engine I could hear their pounding hooves.


      I squeezed Andre tighter as he gunned the vehicle, and I swear I heard him chuckle, like this was his idea of fun.


      They couldn’t keep up, not really, but they seemed to be herding us towards more of their comrades who were waiting for us farther in.


      A spear—no joke, a spear—whizzed by, narrowly missing us. Then another. Had these people never heard of gunpowder?


      With alarm I realized that while these centaurs might not be able to keep up with us, they could throw these javelins faster than the speed of out motorcycle. So far, all of them had clattered innocently enough to the ground, but I could see the barbed tips of each. If one of those spears embedded itself into flesh, it would hurt like a mo-fo to get out.

    


    
      No sooner had the thought crossed my mind than I heard the sickening thump of one lodging itself snugly between my ribs. My grip loosened and my lips parted as the pain hit me. I gasped.


      Sweet baby Jesus, that burned.


      Andre cut the bike sharply to the right and slammed on the brakes. I moaned as my body jerked and the spear cut deeper into flesh. He threw a hand out to help cushion me—big thanks there—and cut the engine.


      I would not glance over my shoulder at my wound. I would not.


      I peeked, and oh God, I had a pole sticking out of my side. I could feel the skin beginning to seal over it.


      Just when I assumed the worst thing would be pulling out a barbed spear from one’s skin, my body had to up the ante and reseal the wound with the weapon still embedded in it.


      Joy.


      Dozens of centaurs circled us, rallying war cries. Some held up their spears and fist pumped the air with them. Not all of those that encircled us were men. A few were women, their breasts bound with linen wrappings. They looked just as fierce as their male counterparts.


      Amidst all this, Andre swung a leg off the bike and casually pulled off his shades. He nodded to our opponents, assessing them as they surrounded us.


      I slid off the bike, biting back a cry when the spear handle banged against the vehicle, jostling the injury.


      “Give us the girl,” one of the centaurs demanded. His voice rumbled much deeper than a human voice, despite the fact that the upper half of the centaur looked identical to a man.

    


    
      Andre flicked a lazy glance over his shoulder at me, his face hardening at the sight of a giant freaking weapon protruding from my body. A low growl emanated from somewhere deep in his chest.


      His hair shifted and rippled. It was his calling card. The vampire king’s equivalent to the flick of a cat’s tail, a signal that he was getting pissed.


      He swiveled back to face the centaurs. “I don’t think so.” His hair began to whip about him.


      I had no idea what Andre was planning, but chances were, a lot of centaurs were about to die. I wasn’t just going to sit here and watch.


      Gritting my teeth, I grabbed the base of the spear. Using one hand, I braced the head of the thing. I wrapped the other around the shaft and yanked sharply down. Wood splintered, and I twisted it the rest of the way off.


      When I glanced back up, I noticed several of the centaurs had crept unsettlingly close. Near enough to make a lunge for me while Andre was distracted.


      But the ones who crept up on me were all male, and their leers did nothing to settle me.


      “Whoa, back the hell up.” The helmet muffled my words, earning me a few chuckles from the centaurs nearest me.


      My skin flared up in irritation, and I whipped off the helmet.


      Go screw yourself. The words were on the tip of my tongue before I realized that I had no idea what would result from that command when the siren was riding my voice. Curious though I was, I did not want the visual.

    


    
      I glanced at Andre, who’d pulled out two daggers, leaving the sword sheathed. He casually flipped them in his hands, like he’d handled them thousands of times before. He probably had, and hot damn if that was not sexy.


      His hair was still rippling, his unearthly anger only just kept in check.


      One of the centaurs goaded him. “Getting a taste of that piece of ass before the devil does?”


      Andre lunged, his body a blur. He drove the blade of one of his weapons into the centaur’s heart. His victim didn’t even have time to scream before Andre was finished with him. And then he was moving onto his next victim, a blur of anger and action.


      And, cue the mayhem.


      The centaurs at my back descended on me all at once. Strong hands grabbed me and dragged me with them. I was pressed against the bristly fur of one centaur’s chest, the action grinding the spear deeper into me. I hissed at the sensation, the pain making me woozy.


      My nostrils flared and I breathed in a lungful of horse as another centaur pressed in close, fingering my hair. “Pretty thing, this one. Perhaps we shouldn’t kill her right away.”


      I glanced over at him, his human torso tapering away to his equine body. When he caught me staring at him, he spoke again. “If you’re lucky, I’ll let you ride me first.”


      One should not mess with a siren. We can get you to do things. Unnatural things.

    


    
      I let the monster in me rise. The centaurs leaned towards me as my glowing skin beckoned them closer. “Why don’t you all ride each other?” I said, my voice ringing melodically. I’d let them interpret that one however they liked.


      Though it wasn’t a direct order, the centaurs within hearing range all took up the suggestion. The creature pinning me to his chest now released me to grab the man who’d only seconds ago made the lewd comment. Others began to grapple with one another as each tried to mount those next to them.


      Across from me, Andre paused to glance over at the commotion on my end of the circle, and he did a double take. Behind him a centaur reared up with a spear.


      “Duck!” I yelled, the siren entering my voice. Immediately the entire gathering—including those centaurs still trying to ride each other—ducked. I bit the inside of my cheek to cut off the crazy laughter that I wanted to let loose.


      “She’s commanding people with her voice!” one of the centaurs shouted.


      Before anyone could even try to cover their ears, I yelled, “Stop fighting and listen up!” Movement halted. Some paused with spears raised.


      I shrugged off a hand that had grabbed at me, drawn to my glowing skin, and sauntered into the middle of the group. “Andre, I command you to ignore everything I’m about to say.” He gave the barest inclination of his head before he turned away, already following my orders.


      “Centaurs,” I said, addressing the remaining group, “in thirty seconds you are all going to forget that I exist. You’ll never be able to recognize my name when you hear it, or my face when you see it. You’re going to run back the way you came, and you’re only going to stop once you’re close to collapsing.”

    


    
      After thirty seconds ticked by, the group of centaurs kicked up dust as they retreated into the forest. A couple of them awkwardly got off each other, averting their eyes with embarrassment as they did so.


      My skin dimmed. Only when the siren had descended back into me did I approach Andre. I placed a hand on his shoulder, and he blinked several times, as though waking from a stupor. He rubbed his temples and shook his head. “Remind me never to piss you off.” His cheeks were flushed, and he wiped a drop of blood from the corner of his mouth. He had several holes in his attire and smears of crimson where their weapons must’ve pierced him.


      Littered around us were the bodies of several fallen centaurs, their throats slit or, in some cases, ripped open. Looked like Andre had bummed breakfast off of the forest folk while he fought.


      His eyes roved over me, stopping when he saw the broken end of the spear still sticking out of my back.


      He stilled. “It didn’t work its way out?”


      “Was it supposed to?” I asked, peering down at it.


      Andre sheathed his knives, his attention wholly focused on me. His arm brushed my side as his hand wrapped around the base of the spearhead.


      “Andre—”


      “Do you remember the first time we saw each other?” he asked me, dragging my attention away from the weapon.

    


    
      “What does that have to do with anything?”


      His fingers were now probing the wound. “I saw you across the room. The connection for me was instant. You were the sun, and I was a moth drawn to your brightness.”


      I narrowed my eyes. “I swear if you yank this thing out while you’re talking, I will make you hump a tree, then film it and sell it to the media.”


      His hand fell away from the spearhead, clearly convinced I’d make good on the threat after my little show with the centaurs. “You’re wounded and in pain, soulmate. The sooner this thing is out of you, the sooner you’ll feel better.”


      Maybe, but …


      I hugged my arms. “It’s barbed,” I said, like that was any type of explanation. It would reinjure me on its way out.


      “You’re my brave mate. This is nothing.” Andre knelt, getting a better look at the entry point. I shivered as his thumb traced over the surrounding skin. He leaned in and kissed the point of entry. He was being tender with me; it was a shocking contrast to the killer I’d seen only moments before.


      “We need to leave soon,” he said. “If I don’t take the spearhead out now, you’ll have to ride with it in.”


      I tried to imagine riding over the bumps and dips with the weapon still lodged in me, every jostle scraping the bone of my ribs.


      I put the pad of my hand to my eye. “Fine.” He just had to be reasonable.

    


    
      This was so going to hurt like a mo-fo.


      Andre readjusted his grip, but I laid a hand over his, forcing him to pause. “Talking won’t distract me.”


      A sculpted eyebrow rose, and an edge of Andre’s mouth curved up. He stood, and his hand reached out and stroked my neck, his thumb rubbing circles around my jugular vein. “I can think of a few other things that might suffice.”


      He pressed a kiss to my cheek, and I turned into the touch, my mouth meeting his. I could still taste the blood on his lips. A month ago it would’ve made me recoil. Now my fangs dropped, and I deepened the kiss, my nature craving more. Andre’s mouth eagerly responded, our tongues twining.


      All the while Andre drew slow circles over my jugular vein. The sensation coaxed the siren closer and closer to the surface. She’d only just withdrawn into me, but the taste of blood and the promise of passion were too much for her to stay away.


      Andre broke off the kiss, his eyes moving to my neck. He stared at my pulse, mesmerized by it.


      Do it. I clamped my mouth against the command, but when his eyes met mine, I nodded in consent. I didn’t mind the prospect of a spear getting yanked out if it meant I’d get to experience Andre’s bite.


      He hesitated, I’m sure remembering the last time when he’d drawn too deeply from me. Lust shaded his eyes. Blood-letting and sex weren’t so different for vampires.


      “I don’t want to hurt you.”


      I rolled my eyes, still keeping my mouth closed. He’d been about to yank a spear out of my side seconds ago—hell, he still was. His bite would be far less painful. But this wasn’t really about hurting me. This was about Andre’s self-control. Between our bond and our natures, things usually got out of hand.

    


    
      I made the decision for him. Wrapping a hand around the back of his neck, I brought his face forward until his nose skimmed the skin there. His breath fanned out against me, and I drew in a heady lungful of whatever pheromones Andre was giving off.


      Captivating his prey. That was what he’d called it when he first taught me about drawing blood. Back then I’d been worried that the lust it compelled in me was somehow fake. But there was nothing fake about us. This. Andre could captivate me without the aid of pheromones.


      His mouth widened, and his fangs punctured my flesh. There was an initial twinge of pain, followed by the electric shock of pleasure. My skin lit up at the sensation, and a lazy smile spread across my face. I could die a happy anti-Christ this way.


      Andre groaned against my neck, and he pulled me closer to him. His hands brushed over me as he drank, heightening my pleasure. It felt like I was being touched for the first time.


      I didn’t notice his wandering hand until it was braced against my body. Somewhere deep within me, the remnants of fear stirred. This should hurt; I should be worried. The siren, however, purred at the thought of mingling pain and pleasure, and I leaned into Andre.


      He jerked the spearhead out, and my back arched. On the wave of endorphins that I rode, I only noticed a fuzzy sensation where the wound was. Distantly, I heard him toss the spearhead aside.

    


    
      Andre’s fangs retracted, and he kissed the wound he’d inflicted on my neck as I came down.


      My body swayed. He steadied me, his brows furrowing in concern. “Soulmate?”


      “I’m fine. Just feeling …” High. Really, really high.


      Andre cursed, running a hand over his face. “I’m sorry, soulmate. I shouldn’t have drunk from you.”


      Still soaring from the bite and the endorphin rush, I pressed my fingers to his lips to get him to quiet.


      His eyebrows rose.


      “You’re prettier when you’re not talking,” I explained.


      One second I stood in front of him, the next I was thrown over his shoulder.


      “Hey!”


      “I am king of vampires, soulmate. Not something mute and pretty.” He gave my backside a pinch to emphasize his point.


      I yelped. “That is not chill.”


      He lifted the edge of my torn shirt.


      “Okay, Andre,” I said, reaching behind me for his hands, “this crosses a line—” Now that I was really starting to come down, my awareness was returning, and finding myself thrown over Andre’s shoulder like a sack of potatoes was not endearing him to me.


      He touched the tender skin at my back. “It’s still healing,” Andre said, more to himself than to me. His voice, which had sounded playful only a moment before, now held a somber note.

    


    
      “Put me down.”


      Making sure not to jostle my wound, Andre slid me off of his shoulder and onto the seat of the motorcycle, his eyes stormy. Again I swayed a little as blood rushed from my head.


      Andre headed towards the trunk and dug out several packages of sweets. A week ago, the sight of them would have my stomach rumbling. Now, however, it twisted on itself. The thought of forcing those down my throat had my gag reflex already warming itself up.


      He handed them to me. “Forgive me for taking your blood. These will help replenish what you’ve lost.” A vertical line formed between his brows, and I realized that Andre worried that my blood was not replenishing quickly enough on its own. That was why he reacted the way he did when I swayed from the comedown. He thought I’d been faint from blood loss.


      “Andre, it’s alright.”


      He shook his head. “Not when we have enemies after you. I just didn’t realize …” His eyes dropped to where my wound had been. It was still sore, when it shouldn’t be.


      He tore his gaze away from my torso to the food in my hands. “I know you’re probably shaken, soulmate, but please try to eat.”


      I stared down at the preservative-riddled cinnamon roll and the two chocolate chip cookies he’d given me. If anything, my stomach was making it clearer now more than ever that it did not want food. But I couldn’t ignore the desperation in Andre’s eyes, and it frightened me. If my situation scared him, then how bad off must I be?

    


    
      Before I could think too much on it, I unwrapped one of the packages and shoved the cookie into my mouth. It took a painstaking minute, but finally, with a thick swallow, it slid down my throat. Only the sick taste of sugar remained.


      I just force fed myself a cookie, and I didn’t enjoy it. That was just wrong.


      Andre’s eyes fell to the remaining packages in my hand, but I shook my head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t.” Already, my stomach heaved. I pressed the back of my hand to my mouth in an effort to keep it down.


      It didn’t work.


      I felt myself pale. I dropped the remaining food and ran to the nearest tree. Gripping its trunk, my stomach convulsed until I puked. Even then, it kept spasming until I retched up everything.


      I shook from the aftereffects, feeling faint. Ugh, I was never eating another cookie.


      I didn’t hear Andre approach me, but I felt his hand fall to my back and stroke it soothingly. “It’s alright soulmate,” he murmured, his voice too calm.


      I pinched my eyes shut, afraid of what I’d see in his when I faced him.


      But I heard him move away from me before I had to look. When he returned, his hand rested on my back. “Try this, instead,” he whispered into my ear. I rotated enough to see the blood bag he extended towards me.


      Taking it from him, I placed the straw in my mouth. As soon as the blood hit my mouth, I drank voraciously, like a man dying of thirst.

    


    
      Gently Andre led me away from the evidence of my sickness and back towards the bike while I polished off the blood.


      “Feeling better, soulmate?” Andre asked once I finished.


      I nodded as he took the now empty bag from me. He reached into the trunk—presumably for another—when he paused.


      He cocked his head, his eyes unfocused. Suddenly he snapped into action, closing the trunk. He used his abnormal speed to grab my helmet and press it onto my head.


      He patted the seat. “Get on and make sure to hold me tight,” he ordered.


      “Andre, what’s going on?” I asked, hopping onto the seat.


      He swung a leg over and dragged me close to him. “The woods have gone quiet. Something’s coming our way.”


      I threw a glance over my surroundings while Andre revved the engine. I got the vague sense that something lurked out there, but whatever it was, it didn’t have time to sink its talons into me before Andre yanked on the throttle and got us the hell out of there.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 7


      We spent most of the night driving, only taking breaks to stretch our legs and rest for short bits of time. We stuck to back roads and rocky terrain whenever we could, making me think that while we’d been in the saddle for hours, we hadn’t moved very far.


      At some point the motorcycle slowed. I peered over Andre’s shoulder at our destination. I caught sight of a wrought iron fence and tombstones.


      What now?


      Andre directed the bike onto the cemetery grounds, and we began to weave between grave markers. Eventually those gave way to crypts, each more ostentatious than the last.


      I stared at them with no little amount of trepidation. A few turns later, Andre pulled the bike in between two of them and killed the engine.

    


    
      “What are we doing here?” I asked, removing the helmet.


      “We need to set up camp for the night.” Andre pushed off the bike and began circling some of the nearby tombs.


      Seriously? I glanced around. “But this is a graveyard.”


      “It is.” His hand dragged along the stone, his eyes honing in on details I couldn’t see.


      I narrowed my gaze on him. “You suck at picking out places for us to stay.”


      “On the contrary, soulmate,” he said, “I’ve had centuries to memorize those places that are tricky for seers to pinpoint. This is one of them.”


      I turned my frightened eyes to the structure nearest me. Andre hadn’t parked near headstones; he’d stopped right in front of the ones with doors. “I’m going to have to get in there, aren’t I?” Despite having an undead boyfriend and being a step away from death myself, ghosts and graveyards gave me the heebie jeebies.


      A wind blew through the cemetery, making the frosted grass shiver. It ruffled Andre’s hair as he straightened, returning to my side. For a moment, he was almost too much to stare at.


      Andre gave me a small smile. “Don’t tell me that you’re scared of this?”


      My attention turned to the crypt. Even from here I caught a whiff of desiccating bodies. I cringed at the thought of being inside the cramped quarters. The absolute darkness, the chill of stone and earth pressing in on me. That smell wrapping itself around us.

    


    
      Andre brushed my hair away from my face. “I’m sorry, soulmate. I never wanted to expose you to the desperate measures vampires sometimes must take.”


      I looked at him skeptically. “You mean you’ve done this before?”


      His jaw tightened. “A few times.”


      I tried to imagine this regal man, an international celebrity in certain circles, slinking into and out of a crypt just as we were about to do, but it was impossible.


      I sighed. “I don’t get a choice, do I?”


      Andre cupped my face. “You always have a choice.” His attention drifted up to the horizon. “But if I am to protect you, then I have no choice.”


      Damn his good intentions. The road to hell was paved with them.


      “Well isn’t this cozy?” I said, rubbing my hands together fifteen minutes later. We were inside one of those blasted crypts, and I couldn’t see for shit.


      I heard the strike of a match, and then a warm orange glow lit up the room as Andre held the small flame in his hand. “The sun will be up soon, soulmate. You will only have to endure this for a few more minutes.”


      “I wasn’t talking to you. I was talking to … Katarina,” I said, reading the placemarker and patting the woman’s stone sarcophagus next to me. A small cloud of dust billowed out beneath my hand, and I made a face as I coughed and waved it away. I really hoped I didn’t just breathe in the remains of my new friend.

    


    
      Andre’s eyes crinkled with amusement as he lit a candle he’d packed. He set it atop another stone casket and began setting up our bed once more.


      Once he finished, he sat down amongst the blankets and furs. The sight of them brought back the memory of last night’s intimacy.


      “Come here, my little mate,” Andre said, his eyes flickering in the firelight. “I want to feel you close to me.”


      I moved over to where he was, stretching my body out next to his, and he tucked me snugly into the side of his body. One of his arms arced over my head while the other draped itself over my stomach.


      His presence consumed my thoughts and temporarily drove away my skittishness. But even as I calmed, I sensed his own tumultuous emotions. There was a restlessness to him, lingering just beneath his skin. Andre didn’t panic the way that most people did. Instead he became more protective, more possessive, quicker to draw blood.


      “After tomorrow we should hopefully have to hide less,” he said, interrupting my thoughts.


      “What’s happening tomorrow?” I asked, staring up at the darkness above me.


      “I can’t tell you.”


      Another one of his precautions. I blew out a breath, already tired of being kept in the dark.


      “I will not endanger you again, soulmate. You never should’ve been placed in harm’s way to begin with.”


      I ran a tentative hand over the one that held me close, my brows furrowing at his words. “Endangering me again? What are you talking about, Andre?” I asked. “You’re not playing some weird blame game on yourself, are you?”

    


    
      “If I hadn’t scared you away the night of my birthday, you’d never have run to the Politia. And if you hadn’t worked for the Politia, you never would’ve been at the stone circle on Samhain and you would’ve never been in Romania.” The two places the devil had snatched me.


      “Ugh, you are playing the blame game. Andre, the fates have been meddling with my life since I was a baby.” Since before then, if I considered the myths of Hades and Persephone. “Not to mention I’m cursed. It would’ve happened one way or another.”


      Andre didn’t respond. Despite my words the man still blamed himself.


      “I could simply command you to not feel guilty,” I said.


      He rolled his body so that he hovered over me. “If you entertain that thought any longer, I will make sure you can’t talk.”


      “I’m pretty sure that bag of yours doesn’t have duct tape in it.”


      “I wouldn’t have to gag you to quiet your tongue.” The sexual undercurrents of his words heated my skin.


      I cleared my throat. “I won’t glamour you. Pinky promise.”


      He raised his brows, the first stirrings of amusement lighting his face. “‘Pinky promise’? Do I even want to know what that means?”


      “This is a pinky promise—” I grabbed his hand and hooked my little finger through his. I got the impression that he was holding back a laugh.


      I brought my joined hand to my lips and kissed it. “Now it’s your turn.”

    


    
      “My turn to do what?” The candlelight threw sensual shadows in the hollows beneath Andre’s cheekbones. The darkness seemed to caress the edges of his lips and painted his brows with heavy strokes. He was exquisite to look at.


      “Kiss your hand.”


      “I am not kissing my hand.” He made it sound like it was beneath him.


      “You have to,” I whispered in the dimly lit room. “That’s how it works.”


      He snatched his hand back. “I’m king of the vampires. I will not make any of these ‘pinky promises.’ The oaths I make are in blood.”


      “Fine. Be a boob.”


      “A boob?” He sounded genuinely offended.


      I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing.


      Andre growled low in his throat. Grabbing my hand, he pressed a kiss to my knuckles. “There, satisfied, soulmate?” Beneath the annoyance, I could hear mirth in his voice, and that’s all I really wanted—to make the guilt go away.


      Still, Andre sucked at pinky promises.


      I pushed him back down to our makeshift bed and lay back against him. “It’ll have to do.”


      He huffed at my words, but I knew he was just posturing. His amusement had become obvious. His hand played with my hair while we laid in companionable silence.


      Eventually my mind wandered back to the events that unfolded earlier this evening. “What does my blood taste like?” I asked him.

    


    
      He fingered a lock of my hair, its ends tickling my cheek. “Ambrosia. Home.”


      “Oh.” His words sank in, warming me from the inside out. Coming from a man who’d lived seven hundred years, that seemed to be saying a lot.


      He turned his face so that his mouth was pressed to my ear. “Don’t tell me that after everything, you’re surprised by this?”


      I stared up at the ceiling. “Sometimes it’s hard to believe, you know?” I said. “I’d always been that girl that other girls hated. The one who never knew her biological parents. The one who never had money.


      “Then I came to Peel and made friends, learned of my family, discovered an inheritance, found my soulmate.”


      I turned to look at him, our noses brushing. It would be so easy to close those last few inches and kiss him. “Even with everything horrible that’s happened to me, sometimes it’s hard to believe all the good that’s come with it.”


      He nuzzled my nose. “I understand.”


      All my attention honed in on Andre. It was hard not to think of other things … intimate things with him this close.


      We stared at each other, and just like last night, the mood shifted. My skin began to lightly glow, and heat spread through my belly.


      “What about … ?” My voice trailed off. I couldn’t do it. Couldn’t bring myself to finish the sentence.


      “What about what?” Andre asked, his gaze as intense as ever.

    


    
      S-E-X. A short, simple word. After last night, it should’ve been easy to discuss. But my mouth refused to form the words, so instead I coughed. “Um, never mind.”


      The hand that rested over my waist now tightened. “Ah,” he said, his eyebrows lifting. “What did you want to ask?” There was a note to Andre’s voice that I couldn’t place.


      I shook my head.


      “Is this about what we did, or what we haven’t done?” he asked, running the fingers of his other hand through my hair.


      I averted my eyes from his, instead staring at the cobwebbed ceiling. “Forget I asked.”


      “We’re going to have to go over this at some point, soulmate. It might as well be now.”


      He wasn’t going to let this go. Best rip it off like a Band-Aid, nice and quick.


      My gaze reluctantly returned to his. “Will it feel like your bite—or like last night?” I cringed even as I spoke.


      Andre stopped stroking my hair.


      Kill me now.


      After considering my question, Andre resumed stroking my hair. “No,” he said. “It will feel different. Better.”


      At his words, my skin brightened, illuminating all the dark corners of the chamber. My heart sped up until it was throwing itself at my ribcage, trying to break free.


      Maybe this crypt had a small casket I could crawl into and die. I couldn’t remember being this flustered in a long time.


      Andre’s hand moved up between my breasts and rested over that organ that kept me alive, the one that now belonged to him. “If I had known a little scandalous talk would move this thing into action, I would’ve spoken on this subject much sooner.” What he hadn’t mentioned was that he’d already sent it racing yesterday.

    


    
      I could see him reveling in the sight of my skin and the solid thump of my heartbeat.


      “You are beautiful, soulmate, for all those things that no one ever notices.”


      My throat constricted.


      Andre brushed a chaste kiss across my cheekbone. Just as he drew away, his body stiffened.


      “Andre?”


      He sighed as air escaped his lungs, and then an unnatural stillness took over his body. My eyes searched for a window, seeking out the rising sun, but the only source of light in the tomb was the flickering flame.


      My body was tugging me towards sleep, but my mind still raced. So much had happened to us over the last several days. Most bad, but some good.


      A cool draft of air gusted through the crypt, blowing out the candle and throwing the room into darkness. I shivered. Andre’s cold arms still encircled me, but his presence here was gone.


      “Hello, consort.”



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 8


      The devil’s breath moved the hair near my ear. If I turned, I probably would’ve brushed his lips.


      Choking on my fear, I sat up. The darkness was absolute, and the only sentient thing in the crypt with me was the lord of the Underworld.


      “Little bird, I can hear your fragile heart pattering away. It will give out soon, do you know this?” His words skittered over my skin.


      “Go away,” I whispered, my eyes wildly searching the blackness for him.


      “Once you are queen, you will not fear me.”


      Terror lodged itself in my throat, and I swallowed, trying to tamp it down. “I thought you wanted me to fear you?”


      Phantom fingers trailed up my forearms, drawing the hairs to attention. The touch was oddly sensual. “I lied.”

    


    
      My skin crawled. “You’re lying now.”


      The air shifted and I heard his hollow laugh. It echoed throughout the chamber. “And precisely how would you know that?”


      My words hadn’t angered him like they once might’ve. Odd.


      “Come away with me,” he said.


      Next to me I heard Andre stir, like he was trying to rouse himself from the hold of the sun.


      “Leave me alone. Please.” Was he trying to smoke me out? If so, it was working. I was eyeing the mausoleum’s stone door, wondering how long I’d survive out in the sun now that I was more vampire than human. Even if the elements couldn’t kill me, someone would find me soon. Then I’d die.


      The devil was an evil genius.


      “I enjoy tormenting you far too much to ever leave you alone.”


      “I thought you said you didn’t want me to fear—”


      “It was a joke.”


      “Oh.” Were we really having a conversation? One based on something other than threats? My heart continued to race at the possibility. It seemed like a fragile sort of peace. One that could only last for a few more minutes—if that.


      “You’ve always known this was supposed to happen?” I asked. I didn’t need to clarify what I was asking.


      “Always.” The word stroked my skin.


      “Why would you want a consort?” I asked the darkness. My voice still trembled from his nearness. He might not be threatening me, and he might not be corporeal right now, but he was the devil.

    


    
      The air shivered. “Come with me and find out.”


      I stared into the abyss; I could feel his eyes watching me. “I will never willingly join you.”


      The silence that fell over me was ominous.


      “You mortals are so full of promises you can’t keep,” the devil hissed. “You’ll vow one thing today and rescind it tomorrow. Once you join me, that fickleness will fade.”


      The devil’s chill no longer seeped deep into my bones, and that worried me because it should’ve. His presence should be carving up my soul. But it wasn’t.


      “What makes you think I’ll be joining you at all?”


      If darkness could smile, then it just did.


      “There are many things that haven’t yet come to pass, but there is one vow I can make you: willing or not, you will join me in hell as my consort. Of all things, that is a certainty.”


      Andre’s touch woke me.


      His fingertips glided down the side of my face and trailed down the curve of my arm. Only in the blackness of the crypt with the devil’s presence a vivid memory, I recoiled from it.


      I could practically feel Andre’s frown through our connection. Even as my body weakened, the link between us had strengthened.


      “What’s wrong?” he asked.


      Only everything.

    


    
      “Bad dream,” I lied.


      “Vampires don’t dream.”


      “And I’m not yet—”


      Andre cut off my response with a sigh. “I can smell your dishonesty, soulmate.”


      Well crap, there went that excuse.


      A hand fell on my shoulder and squeezed. “I will not mine you for the truth. Tell it to me on your own time.”


      He stepped away from me then and moved to the doorway. Only once some space separated us was I able to breathe freely again. I didn’t want to mention the devil’s visits because voicing them worried Andre and made this all the more real.


      Andre propped the crypt’s door open, and pale moonlight filtered in. My night vision amplified, and suddenly I could see again.


      While I began to fold up the sheets of our bed, Andre dug through the bag. He pulled out several clothing items from it and handed two of them to me. It was a leather bustier and a matching jacket.


      Very vampire chic.


      I scrunched my nose. “Do I have to wear this?”


      “No,” Andre said, shrugging off his shredded jacket. I watched the bunched muscle beneath it move.


      I glanced back down at the clothing in my hands, flustered from something as simple as watching his body. It wasn’t as though I hadn’t seen him in less. Maybe it was because I felt so achingly close to throwing all care to the wind and finishing here what we’d started a couple nights ago.

    


    
      “You are embarrassed,” Andre said.


      I glanced up, realizing with horror that even in the dark he could literally sniff out my emotions.


      “Not embarrassed,” I said. “Just … overwhelmed by you,” I admitted.


      “As I am by you,” he said, lifting his ruined shirt over his head. Even with the dim lighting I could make out all the areas where the material had been shredded. Areas where he’d been stabbed by the centaurs’ spears. “You don’t need to fight it. I am your soulmate. I like it that I can affect you this way.”


      My gaze dropped to his naked torso, my chest rising and falling. Unlike his shirt, his broad expanse of chest was unblemished, save for some smears of dried blood where he’d briefly bled before his skin healed over.


      His words sounded like a dare to me, and dammit, I gotten this far in life being a baddie! I wasn’t going to stop being one now.


      I grabbed the edge of my torn shirt and worked it over my head, uncovering my bra and my pale skin. I stayed like that for only a moment, and then I reached behind me and unsnapped my bra, exposing myself to him.


      Andre stilled and his muscles tensed. He hadn’t yet put a shirt on, and in that moment it was unclear whether more clothes would be added or subtracted to the equation.


      I breathed in the intoxicating smell that rolled off Andre. It was impossible not to in the small confines.


      I held up the corset he’d given me. “Will you help me put it on?” I asked.

    


    
      He prowled over to me by way of answer. Taking the bustier from my hands, he wrapped it around my torso and began hooking it together down the front. His fingers brushed the skin between my breasts, but like the gentleman he was trying to be, he didn’t pay them any extra attention. I wish he had.


      Once he finished, his hands lingered at my hips. “It might not be the most comfortable outfit, but the leather will offer you the most protection.”


      Uh huh. Like that was the real reason why a freaking corset was today’s casual wear. I probably would’ve kicked up a fuss, except that it was impossible to focus with him this close.


      I placed a hand on his chest, and my thumb moved over the dried blood, rubbing it away. I concentrated on the tan skin in front of me, pulled taut over muscle.


      Beneath my touch, he shuddered. I glanced up at him, only to see his eyes closed and a small smile dancing along his lips.


      Gently he removed my hand, giving it a squeeze as he opened his eyes. “I’m trying to show some self-restraint,” he said, “but with you it’s a lot harder than it should be.”


      “I thought you said that you didn’t need to fight it.”


      A low, pained groan came out of him. “I said that you didn’t need to fight it. I, however, …” He ran a hand through his hair. “I’m trying to take things at a pace you’re comfortable with, and it’s taking every last ounce of control I have.”


      He turned from me then and crouched next to our bag. Rummaging through it, he pulled out a blood bag and a protein bar. “Eat up,” he said, handing them to me. “You’ll need your energy today.”

    


    
      I stared down at the two items. It was a sad day when the blood held more appeal for me than the human food. I gave the protein bar back to him.


      Andre pushed it back towards me. “Drink the blood first, then see if your appetite returns.”


      I did so, but it pained me to admit as I finished drinking the liquid that not even the blood held much allure for me today.


      Before I could think too much on it, I tore open the protein bar and had a few bites. When my stomach didn’t immediately try to upchuck it, I ate more. Eventually I managed to polish the thing off, though I felt a little queasy.


      “What about you?” I asked, shoving the wrappers into the bag. Apparently the anti-Christ didn’t litter, which made everyone who else did a bunch of royal D-bags. “Aren’t you going to … have breakfast?”


      “I’m saving the blood bags for you.”


      I stared at him, aghast. “But you also need to feed.”


      “I did last night, if you remember,” he said. “I’m in no danger of starving.” But you are. Those words went unspoken, but I still heard them. Both of us had noticed my diminished appetite.


      It had only taken days for me to lose most of my human hungers. I worried that my vampire ones would go just as quickly. The body could only continue so long without food and water. If I stopped drinking blood, I’d have only days to live.

    


    
      If that.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 9


      “Now tell me again how exactly this place factors into our great escape?” I gazed at club Bleu from the shadows as I covertly picked out the world’s worst wedgie. Leather.


      “You’ll see,” Andre said, being cryptic for the five millionth time in the last two days. My hands were itching to shake him until he spilled his secrets—seers be damned.


      He took my hand. “C’mon.”


      I tried not to stare at my surroundings as we crossed the street, but it was impossible not to when human sized windows showcased scantily clad men and women. I’d read about Amsterdam’s Red Light District, but reading was different from seeing.


      Way different.


      Andre strode towards Bleu, his hand tugging mine when I lagged behind. I felt all sorts of exposed walking out in the open like this. Even this late into the evening, the streets were crowded, which meant that someone would inevitably recognize me. Especially if we partied it up inside one of Andre’s swanky supernatural clubs, which I was assuming this was.

    


    
      After slipping out of the crypt, we’d driven for a couple hours until we’d entered Amsterdam. And now we were here, at a nightclub, and I was sure I had the remnants of vomit, blood, and corpse dust clinging to me.


      As the line of people waiting outside the club caught sight of Andre, they began to scream excitedly. I’d been through so much with him that it took me a moment to remember that in addition to being old as dirt and the king of vampires, he was also an international celebrity. Maybe it was the swagger or the face that promised danger, but he always, always had this effect on crowds that recognized him.


      However, as soon as Andre’s fan club caught sight of me, the atmosphere shifted. The crowd went from screaming to silent. I could smell their fear, their excitement, their lust.


      I was the anti-Christ, and I was walking in their midst.


      Andre ignored it all, maneuvering us through the throng of people towards the club’s entrance. If he was worried that one of them would attack me, he didn’t show it. Just as I’d gone from scared teenager to otherworldly abomination, Andre had gone from affectionate soulmate to a seven-hundred-year-old king.


      One of the bouncers glanced from Andre to me. I could smell his growing fear and his righteous anger. Beneath that was a thread of desire that the siren always seemed to coax out.

    


    
      The bouncer ripped his gaze from me. He hesitated, then, seeming to gather courage, spoke. “I’m sorry, Andre,” he said in English, his Dutch accent pronounced, “but we cannot let her inside.”


      I was sure being told no by an employee was a first.


      Andre’s eyes flashed and he squared his jaw, about ready to bark out an order or, worse, maim the dude like he had Tybalt. Before he got the chance, I placed my hand on the bouncer’s forearm.


      My skin began to glow. “Evening.” I smiled.


      The bouncer’s eyes widened as my glamour ensnared him. A moment ago he might’ve yanked his hand away, but now his glassy eyes watched mine, enthralled.


      “You’ll let us in, and then you’ll forget about this.” As I spoke, I felt someone behind me reach out and touch me, drawn in by the effects of second-hand glamour.


      The bouncer blinked a few times, then jolted, like he’d been caught with his pants down. “Fuck, sorry for the hold up, Andre,” the bouncer said. He reached for the rope and unhooked it for us.


      Andre raised an eyebrow at me as he pressed a hand to the small of my back, ready to lead me inside.


      “Wait.” I turned to the waiting crowd. Flashes of light came from camera phones. “You will delete all evidence of our presence, and you will remember only that a celebrity passed through.”


      Cameras were lowered and murmurs traveled through the line of eager partygoers.

    


    
      I swiveled back to Andre. He pulled me close so that his nose and mouth were buried in my raven-dark hair. “You definitely came back a little more wicked.” It was the same thing he’d said when we were on his jet, right before shit had hit the fan. He’d been referring to my time at Bran Castle.


      I absently rubbed my throat, remembering how it had been slit. I’d been dead for a short period of time, and then I had some real one-on-one time with the devil. I suppressed the thought that, if caught, I might soon face more one-on-one time with him.


      I forced a smile, determined to not let my fears drag me down. “Don’t be jealous that you don’t have mad skills like I do,” I said.


      Andre glanced down at me, raising an eyebrow as he propelled us into the club. “Soulmate, you have not even begun to see my mad skills.” The pitch of his voice made it clear exactly what skills he was referring to.


      My skin flickered a little brighter. Well played, Andre. Well played.


      We pushed through the crowd, and people stopped and stared. “Uh, Andre, how are we supposed to get out of here unseen again?” I asked, eyeing them.


      His mouth pressed into a tight line. “We’re not.”


      Startled by his words, I stopped walking, only to have him nudge me forward.


      “Relax, soulmate, this is my club, my domain. I would not bring you here only to see you hurt.” As we passed the bar, he leaned down so that his lips brushed against my ears. “I promise.”

    


    
      I cleared my throat. Even in a crowded room, Andre’s nearness had me flustered. “So, why, exactly are we here again?”


      “Supply gathering.”


      He was still being cryptic, but at least he’d given me more information than he had so far.


      Andre led us to the club’s backrooms and knocked on one of the doors. I could hear a feminine voice murmuring on the other side. When it became clear the woman wasn’t going to answer the door, Andre yanked on the handle. Metal snapped and the door swung open.


      Inside a woman with glittering skin leaned back in a chair, a cellphone pressed to her ear and her feet propped up on the desk.


      “Hey—” The woman’s voice cut off when she caught sight of us. She dropped the phone and shot to her feet. “Andre, holy shit, I had no idea you were …” Her voice died away when she saw me. “Gabrielle Fiori?” Her brows pulled together. “What’s going on?” She glanced back at Andre.


      “I need a favor, Ophelia.”


      She whistled, her gaze finding mine again. “You know how we work. Highest bidder ultimately wins.”


      It was about then that I realized she was a fairy. Like Oliver, only way less cool because … Oliver. ’Nuff said.


      She eyed me. “And I seriously doubt you could provide me something big enough to hide her from those that wish to know.”


      “All my current club holdings in the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, and Denmark are yours from this day forward,” Andre said. “That’s my final offer.”

    


    
      Her eyes widened, then a smile lit her face. “I think I can work something out.”


      “No, Ophelia. I need a hard answer on this. Either you take it, or you don’t.”


      She must’ve realized that an offer like this didn’t come around too often because she nodded. “I’ll take it. What do you want from me?”


      “I need that seer’s shroud of yours.”


      I gave Andre a strange look. Seer’s shroud?


      Ophelia was already shaking her head. “I bartered mine away a long time ago.”


      I saw the hope die from Andre’s eyes. I had the horrible suspicion that we were now screwed.


      “Wait, Andre—” Ophelia reached out and grabbed his forearm. “I know of a sorceress in Austria who can produce what you seek.”


      “We do not have the means to travel to Austria.”


      Now Ophelia smiled. “You may not, but I do.”



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 10


      My boots crunched over the frosted grass of the field that Andre, Ophelia, and I walked along. Amsterdam was no more than a glitzy dream. Supposedly we weren’t too far outside the city, but you’d never know it from our surroundings.


      “There was a long ago battle here,” Ophelia said, breaking the silence, “during the time when the Romans were pushing northwards. The dead were never claimed,” she explained. “Their bones still lie beneath us, unburied and restless.” Hence why we were here. The restless dead made fitting entrances to the ley lines. Yippee.


      We’d been walking single file through the field, but now Ophelia dropped back. Moonlight glinted off of her skin, and I wondered not for the first time why she glittered all the time. Oliver only ever did when he was drunk.

    


    
      “Never seen a fairy before?” she asked.


      I startled from my thoughts. “Actually, one of my best friends is a fairy.”


      “Oh really?” she raised her eyebrows, her eyes flicking over me. “We do make for powerful friends—or foes.”


      I couldn’t tell if her words were praising my taste in friends or a warning not to put faith in that friendship. She herself had cautioned Andre that her help came with a hefty price.


      Mist drifted up from the earth. It was easy to mistake this place for a haunted graveyard. Considering that I still smelled like the last one I visited, I was right at home.


      “So,” Ophelia said, breaking the silence once more, “what’s it like being the anti-Christ?”


      I knew this was coming. I’d seen and smelled her burning curiosity.


      I shrugged. “It sucks.” I shoved my hands in my pockets, wincing as the skintight leather resisted the intrusion.


      Her gaze searched me. “You don’t seem particularly—”


      “Demonic?” I finished for her. I’d seen enough Hollywood movies on the subject to know the role I was supposed to fill.


      “I was going to say ‘scary’.”


      Behind me Andre guffawed. “She obviously hasn’t seen your bad side.” He spoke low enough that only I could hear him.


      I threw an unamused glanced at my soulmate. Andre walked behind us, keeping watch on our surroundings. When he saw me looking, he flashed me a unapologetic smile. His eyes gleamed with that internal fire of his, the one that made me feel both exposed and protected in his presence.

    


    
      “So are you really his soulmate?” Ophelia asked, dragging my attention back her.


      “Who?”


      “Andre,” she said, dropping her voice.


      My lips twitched. Even whispering, Andre could hear our conversation with perfect clarity.


      “He is.”


      “You’re lucky, then,” Ophelia said. “I wouldn’t know a better man to safeguard my life.”


      I stared down at my feet as I walked. “I know.”


      But it may not be enough, that cold voice inside me whispered. We were fighting the devil and an ancient prophecy.


      “So have you met him?” she asked.


      I glanced sharply at her. We were no longer talking about Andre.


      “Yes.”


      Her face was alight with far too much interest. “What’s he like?”


      “That’s enough, Ophelia,” Andre said, his voice harsh.


      She raised her hands in innocence.


      “No, no, she wants to know.” I grabbed Ophelia’s wrist as she dropped her arms and stopped her. “I’ll tell you what he’s like.”


      It was my turn to have my expression burn with its own intensity. “He’s a cauterized wound—a remedy that hurts worse than the injury itself and leaves behind a nasty scar. He’s evil with just enough humanity to make you fall for his tricks over and over.” I squeezed her wrist until she yelped.

    


    
      I released my hold, and turned away from both her and Andre. My final words were for neither of them. “But, worst of all, his very presence carves out bits and pieces of your soul until all of it—every last inch—is his.”


      We stood in front of an archaic church, it’s roof covered in a sheet of snow.


      “This is it,” Ophelia said, careful to keep Andre between the two of us. Someone was still spooked from our earlier encounter. I wonder if she’d changed her mind about finding me scary.


      “The sorceress lives here?” Was I the only one that found it ironic that a powerful practitioner of magic lived in a Christian temple?


      “I cannot enter sanctified ground,” Andre said, scrutinizing the building ahead of us.


      “That won’t be an issue,” Ophelia said. “It’s been repurposed for quite some time now.”


      I could tell Andre remained unconvinced.


      “What happens if you step into a church?” I asked him.


      “I burn.”


      Ouch.


      “But not graveyards?” I asked. Weren’t those also sanctified? If Hocus Pocus lied to me about that, I might just die.


      Andre lifted a shoulder. “Loophole.”


      I rubbed my temples. “That makes no sense.” Andre had saint’s relics in his house and mosaics of holy men in his bathroom. He walked through cemeteries unscathed. Where was the line drawn?

    


    
      “No one ever said that magic was supposed to be logical—or fair.” Because Andre had tried so hard to save his soul and those of the vampires he’d sired.


      “Speaking of magic,” I said, “what exactly is a seer’s shroud?” It was about time someone told me something.


      “She doesn’t know?” Ophelia looked between me and Andre.


      “No, I don’t.” Also, I’m right here.


      “Essentially,” she said, “it’s a spell or a spelled item that prevents anyone with the Sight from divining your locations. They won’t be able to find you.”


      Now I understood. That would make our movements all but invisible to those with magic.


      “So, why are they so difficult to come by?”


      “That would be because they are against the law,” she said.


      Then there was that.


      “Not to mention that they’re expensive and rare,” Ophelia added. “Powerful magic must go into them to be able to block that many seers.”


      “Ah.”


      “Now, explanations over, are you two ready?” Ophelia asked. “The sorceress knows we’re here, and she is not a patient one. We best get moving.” With that, she headed towards the church.


      Andre and I shared a look. This could end poorly. He gave a pointed glance down at the knives strapped to my legs, and his meaning was clear. If anything were to go wrong, I needed to use them.

    


    
      “So, what exactly is a sorceress?” I asked Andre, stalling for time.


      “A witch of great power.” He was apparently stalling for time too.


      “A witch?” Now her location was particularly ironic.


      Andre nodded, distracted. The church grounds lay just a step away, the frosted grass beckoning him across. But centuries of conditioning prevented him from taking that final step across.


      I wondered whether there was really a chance that the once hallowed ground would cause Andre to spontaneously combust. My soul wasn’t lily white either; there was a chance I might also go up in flames.


      I seriously hoped that these were tales spun by superstitions, and that time had given them credibility. Otherwise my ass might get creamed the moment I crossed the threshold.


      I took a deep breath. No time like the present.


      Closing my eyes, I crossed onto the church grounds. The instant I did so, the atmosphere changed; the air felt heavier here, as though saturated with … something. Whether it was magic or salvation, I wasn’t sure.


      When I didn’t burn, I turned around. Andre watched me, his eyes a bit wider than usual. I extended my hand to Andre. “Here, we can do this together—if your hand starts to burn, just pull it back.”


      I expected him to be offended, to puff out his chest and make one of his typical and ridiculous claims about being king of the vampires and yadda yadda yadda. Instead he took my hand, his brow creased.

    


    
      I pulled it forward until it had passed over the threshold.


      Andre stared at his hand in wonder. “It didn’t burn.”


      Braver now, he took a step forward, just enough for the tip of his shoes to cross the boundary. A sweet little laugh escaped him at the sight of his intact foot. He stepped all the way across.


      He rubbed his mouth, staring down at his intact body. He swore. “That actually worked.” He chuckled again, like he’d just figured out a life cheat.


      “Better save your excitement, Andre. We still have the church’s threshold to cross.”


      He swatted my bottom, his expression playful. “Wicked little mate. You’re going to pay for that comment later.” The way he was looking at me, I didn’t think I’d mind my punishment too much.


      The church smelled musty, and its pews needed a new coat of lacquer. Narrow beams of light filtered through the high windows from the streetlamps outside. I looked around, but other than the three of us, I saw no sign of life.


      Next to me, Andre seemed rapt, and I realized that he might not have stepped into a church in centuries. It was just another reminder of the sacrifices he was making on my behalf.


      A female voice boomed out from the shadows at the back of the room. “I want to see the girl alone.”

    


    
      The three of us paused. The sorceress had finally made herself known.


      “Over my dead body,” Andre said, recovering the quickest.


      The voice chuckled. “Lucky for us, that’s already the case.”


      I took a step forward, pulled by her voice and the magic it wielded. It wasn’t like my own ability, which compelled people to do my bidding. More like the sheer power behind her words reeled me in.


      Andre caught my wrist. “Soulmate, I don’t trust her.” He didn’t bother lowering his voice.


      “You wish to do business with me, vampire, when I know nothing of your motives. Let me see this so-called consort and judge her worthiness.”


      A muscle in Andre’s cheek fluttered and his eyes flashed.


      Whether it was my curiosity, her magic, or a restless feeling that we were wasting time, I made the executive decision to face her and whatever came with the contact. I began walking down the aisle.


      “Gabrielle,” Andre growled.


      “It’ll be fine,” I said, heading towards the voice. I stepped up to the wooden altar and hesitated. I glanced back at Andre, whose hands were fisted at his sides. Next to him, Ophelia’s skin shimmered a little more than usual, like apprehension flared it up. That, more than Andre’s reaction, had me nervous. If the fairy wasn’t in control of her own dealings, I couldn’t assume my little tea party with the sorceress would go smoothly.

    


    
      “Come closer, Gabrielle Fiori,” she beckoned from behind the dias.


      I stepped around the altar … only for the floor to dissolve beneath me.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 11


      My stomach bottomed out as I fell. Just when I thought I might continue to fall until I reached hell’s gates, my body slammed into a solid surface.


      Glass shattered on impact, its jagged edges slicing into my skin in a dozen different locations. Something wet sizzled against my flesh.


      “Son of a demon!” This crap required a supernatural curse.


      I rolled off the open tomes and the now broken glass jars I’d fallen on only to topple off a table and onto the ground. As I did so, several vials tumbled with me—clinking against the floor.


      “And I’d always assumed sirens were graceful.”


      I moaned and rubbed my backside. “Some warning would’ve been nice,” I managed.

    


    
      I had fallen into what looked like a mad scientist’s room—if that mad scientist happened to also be a practitioner of magic. Beakers connected to elaborate glass tubes bubbled, as did a cauldron that hovered over an open flame.


      “You’re lucky I don’t kill you on the spot. I could use some siren blood and a favor from the devil.”


      That jolted me to attention. I was on my feet in an instant, my hand hovering near one of my knives, ready to square off with the sorceress.


      But as my eyes roved over the vats with their plumes of colored smoke, I saw no one.


      “Halt your hand. I will not tolerate drawn weapons in my house.”


      “Then show yourself,” I called, straightening and lifting my hands to indicate that I was unarmed.


      “You show yourself.”


      I scrunched up my face. Huh?


      “Siren, show yourself!”


      Her words seemed to wrap themselves around my siren and drag her to the surface. My back arched as light flared along my skin, bright and immediate.


      “Vampire, show yourself!”


      I’d barely caught my breath when my gums receded and my fangs unsheathed.


      “Soulmate, consort, show yourself!”


      My heart seemed to burn at the command. When the pain became nearly unbearable, the woman grunted her approval.


      “Enough,” she said.

    


    
      As quickly as it came, the sharp burn abated, the siren fled, and my fangs receded. I fell to my knees and coughed. “Ow.”


      “You may step forward.”


      Oh yeah, because I was so eager now. I rose to my feet, but I still saw nothing other than plumes of tinted smoke.


      “Come forward.”


      My feet jerked of their own volition, tugging me through the smoke until I caught sight of a woman reclining on an ornate couch. A very, very stoned woman.


      The sorceress was high as a kite and intimidating as hell.


      She sat up, her long white hair shifting about her. She had a third eye tattooed on her forehead, and I had the queerest impression that the thing could actually see me.


      “Stop,” she commanded.


      My legs halted as the magic in her voice receded, and I glowered at her. “You could’ve tried asking nicely.”


      Her eyes widened at my words, and she tilted her head. “Got a little fire to that tongue, do you now?” Her eyes narrowed as they passed me over. Then her features relaxed. “It’s a good thing I can appreciate a hot temper,” she said, sucking in a lungful of the pink smoke that billowed around us. “Shame the devil has enough fire as it is.” She cackled at that. As she did so, blue smoke curled out from her nose and lips.


      I studied it, fascinated.


      “Are you planning on gawking at me like the village idiot all evening?”


      My lips, which had parted, now snapped shut.

    


    
      “Much better,” she said. “Now come.” She patted the seat next to her.


      I practically dove to the couch to avoid her compelling magic. That earned me another chuckle. “Maybe you’re not the village idiot after all—jury’s still out on that one, though.”


      I kept my smartass mouth shut. The thing had gotten me into trouble before, and I could already tell I’d blow it with this broad if I opened it now.


      The sorceress inhaled deeply again. “I am Hestia, Mistress of Potions, Sorceress of Upper Europe.”


      In the expectant silence that followed, I cleared my throat. “I am—”


      “I know who you are.” She eyed me up and down. “Consorte del diavolo. What I want to know is why you think I should help you.”


      Well that shut me up. … for about five seconds. “Because I don’t want to die and marry the devil.”


      She leaned back into her seat and appraised me. “Why not?”


      Was this a trick question? “Because he’s evil?”


      “Bah!” She waved her arms. “I don’t see what the problem is. You stink of evil.”


      My fangs dropped down at the comment. “I do not.” Even as I objected to her words, I covertly sniffed myself. Instead of inhaling my scent, I breathed in a lungful of pink smoke.


      I coughed and waved my hand through the air, little puffs of blue smoke trickling out of my mouth. “What is this stuff?” I wheezed.

    


    
      “Santus fumus—holy smoke. Feel honored to breath in the hallowed air of my foremothers, the great Oracles of Delphi.”


      Yeah, whatever.


      She wasn’t done. “Some of the world’s greatest prophecies were borne in this smoke.” She leaned forward. “Even yours.” I swear that third eye of hers was squinting at me.


      I cocked my head, trying not to wince at the boneless feel of my neck. The smoke was already taking effect. “You’re telling me my fate was prophesized by some women who spent their days hanging out and getting high?”


      “Precisely!” Hestia’s eyes twinkled as she settled back into her seat. “I think I like you,” she declared. “You’re not so dumb after all.” A moue of disappointment pinched her lips. “It’s too bad you’re marked for death. You’ve got verve.”


      I only barely stopped myself from snorting. This lady was gone.


      “Despite your stink, you are strangely pure of heart.” She folded her hands and peered over at me. “Tell me, have you even bedded the vampire yet?”


      I sucked in a surprised breath and choked on the pink smoke again. I pounded my chest and coughed, plumes of blue smoke leaving my mouth.


      “Well, that’s a no,” she said for me. “Shame. Had life given me that man, I would’ve already ruined him for all others.” She blew out a puff of smoke, her eyes growing distant. “Absolutely ruined him,” she muttered to herself.


      Batty old woman.


      When my coughing fit had subsided, I managed to speak. “Um, I was hoping we could discuss the seer’s shroud?” I wheezed. Because that was a waaaaay better option than talking about my nonexistent sex life with this woman, who was a little too trigger happy with her power.

    


    
      She inhaled deeply. “Ah yes, the seer’s shroud.” She studied me. “I can make what you seek, but it will not be ready until evening tomorrow.”


      Crap, could Andre and I rest here for that long? Thinking of him, my gaze moved up, towards the ceiling. I hadn’t heard a peep from him or Ophelia since I’d fallen into the sorceress’s den, and now that I thought about it, our connection had dimmed. I’d assumed their silence was purposeful, but now I wondered. The last thing Andre would have been was silent.


      “Gabrielle Fiori, last of the sirens, queen of vampires, empress of hell, your soulmate is fine. Madder than a hatter, but fine.”


      “Where is he?”


      The sorceress glanced skyward. “Stalking between my pews like a raging bull. If that man breaks anything, he’ll be paying for it with his hide—and I do mean that literally.”


      I bristled at that comment. She’d have to go through me to do so.


      “The fairy that led you here,” Hestia said, “she is one of a select few who know my location—and her knowledge of this place will be a temporary thing.” I swore I heard her grumble under her breath about deals made with fairies. “No seer will locate you before we meet again.


      “Stay another day here, and I will get you your seer’s shroud—for a price.”

    


    
      I swayed in my seat, and the room seemed to spin. The smoke was addling my mind.


      “Price?” I rubbed my temples. “If it’s a soul you want, you’re going to need to get in line.”


      She laughed at that. “Not your soul. Others can fight for that. I want something else.”


      I dropped my hands. “What is it you want?”


      She pursed her lips, the wrinkles around her mouth deepening. “Part of the cost is not knowing what it is I will ask for.”


      I’d be an idiot to agree to these terms, especially considering the bounty on my head. Intuition told me that she wouldn’t hand me over to those that would harm me, but there were other things she could ask for that would come at too steep a cost.


      My mind drifted to Andre, who’d sacrificed so much to get us here. He seemed to think we needed this—so badly, in fact, that he’d traded his clubs to Ophelia for the opportunity.


      I extended my hand. “Agreed.”


      She sucked in more of the pink plumes and glanced at my hand. Instead of shaking it, she blew out her breath, and thick, indigo-colored smoke cascaded over it.


      “Good,” she said. “Then the first part of your payment begins tonight.”


      The first part? “You never said there would be more than one—”


      “You agreed to my terms.” She spoke over me, her voice severe. The force of her words pushed me back into my seat. “You will fulfill your end of the bargain.”

    


    
      I lifted my hands in supplication. Man, her bossiness could give Andre a run for his money.


      “You will not leave here the way you came, and you will not see your mate until tomorrow evening.”


      Unease pooled in my stomach. What had I agreed to? “How do you plan on keeping us apart?” Even if I didn’t seek him out, Andre would surely hunt me down, using our connection to guide him.


      “I will deal with the vampire. You should be more concerned with your own fate.”


      She chose those words because, somehow, she knew they’d sober me right up.


      “There is a bridge down the street from here,” she continued. “On the other side is a dirt trail. Take it and it will lead you to a copse of trees—you can’t miss it, they make a perfect ring—and within that copse is a rose bush that only blooms in the dead of winter. Fetch a rose for me and come back here straightaway.”


      “You want me to retrieve a rose for you?” I asked, disbelieving.


      Her hooded eyes pierced me. “Yes, insolent girl, I want you to get me a rose.”


      My voice dropped low. “Why would you have me do this?”


      “Like many other things in my collection, this rose is a rarity, and I want it plucked by a special hand.”


      My eyes moved from her to a wall of jars containing various ingredients—fairy dust, unicorn hair, dragon fire—which continually scorched the inside of its container—mermaid scales. Rare indeed.

    


    
      She clapped her hands, and a door manifested itself on the other side of the room. “Now, it’s high time you’re off.”


      When she saw my face, she patted my hand. “I am no seer, but I know you will live to see another eve.”


      Oh, that was reassuring.


      I stood. “Where am I supposed to go once I deliver the rose to you?” Because, unless this rose bush was a hundred miles away, I’d finish this task quickly.


      Her eyes, which had dulled, now sharpened. “One step at a time, consort. But,” she leaned forward, placing her wrinkled hand on my thigh, “between you and me, sleeping arrangements are the least of your worries.”


      I am the village idiot, I thought as I trudged down the street. I had no real idea where I was going or what I’d gotten myself into. And all for some seer’s shroud, which I might never get my hands on because I’d be dead.


      I glanced behind me at the now distant stone chapel, which rested at the edge of the small town, and I willed Andre to walk outside. To see me, to stop me, to prevent me from fulfilling my end of the bargain.


      He never exited the church.


      I sighed, taking a deep breath. Hestia would keep him away from me until I retrieved the stupid rose. And I had to retrieve it and fulfill my end of the bargain if I wanted to get that seer’s shroud.


      Lamest quest ever.

    


    
      The cold air stung my throat and lungs, but I embraced the sensation as it slowly drove away my drug-induced haze. The sorceress sure knew how to hotbox a room.


      I swiveled to face the road ahead of me. The town I walked through was impressively small—just a single main road of shops, and then two small neighborhoods on either side. This late at night—or rather, this early in the morning, no one was out.


      My ears searched for the sound of heartbeats, and I heard many, but all were slow and steady—the sound of a town fast asleep. Besides them, I didn’t hear anything.


      Passing through the village, I finally caught a glimpse of the huge stone bridge Hestia had talked about. It had two lanes and ran about the length of a football field. Several lamps lined either side of it, and they were the last bits of illumination before the darkness beyond.


      My muscles tensed, and I used my senses to search for any hidden attackers. I didn’t trust Hestia’s reassurances—not completely. That one was tricky with her words.


      I listened closely, but no heartbeats pounded and no breaths were drawn. I scented the air, but smelled nothing out of the ordinary. If someone waited for me, they hid themselves exceptionally well. Still, I grabbed one of the knives strapped to my thigh and held it loosely at my side.


      I stopped at the edge of the bridge. I could see straight down the lamp-lined pathway. At this hour it was utterly abandoned—like everything else in this town. The soft lamplight glowed against the stone and cement then gave way to darkness. It was in that darkness where I’d find the dirt path and the ring of trees.

    


    
      The wind tore through my hair, caressing the nape of my neck. The sooner I did this, the sooner I could get back to Andre and leave this place.


      I stepped onto the bridge, turning the knife handle over and over in my hand. The two lamps farthest from me flickered. My breath caught, and I immediately opened my senses up. But just like before, I heard no one, saw no one, smelled no one.


      Because no one is here, Einstein. I’d clearly inhaled too much holy smoke.


      I strode forward, emboldened by my thoughts. The wind picked up again, pushing past me, and I quickened my pace. I was contemplating using my vampiric speed to get this over with when the two lampposts that bordered the far side of the bridge flickered once more, then died out.


      I paused. If my heart beat normally, it would’ve skipped at the sight. It did, however, speed up slightly.


      I resumed walking, my boots clicking against the cement. Another pair of streetlamps, those that were second farthest from me, made a popping noise as their bulbs exploded.


      This time when I halted, I took a staggering step back. My breath hiked. Another pair of lights burned out. The darkness was creeping closer, working its way towards me.


      The hair on my forearms rose. Something lurked in those shadows, something I couldn’t sense but I knew intuitively.


      I backed up as another two streetlamps burst. Glass shattered outward, and I jumped at the sight. In the darkness I heard laughter. I knew that laughter, knew the evil being that lurked within it.

    


    
      Now pairs of lights were extinguishing faster and faster, speeding up like they’d scented me.


      My grip on the knife tightened. The time to flee had passed. Maybe it was never there to begin with. I caught the smell of blood and brimstone just as the final two lampposts on either side of me burned out.


      And then the darkness swallowed me up.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 12


      I blinked my eyes open as a cold breeze bit into the skin of my cheeks. Above me starlight twinkled. My brows pinched together at the sight.


      I sat up, my hands crunching into fallen leaves. As I did so, an object rolled off my torso. I caught it by its long, green stalk and lifted it.


      A rose, I realized.


      I rolled it between my fingers, noticing that its stem was singed where phantom fingertips had touched it. I brought it to my nose, breathing in the smell of brimstone and blood.


      The devil.


      Last night’s events rushed in. He’d taken me. All that is holy, he’d taken me.


      A small note flapped from the neck of the rose, the words penned in blood.

    


    
      Counting the days.


      I set the flower aside with a shaky hand and glanced around me. I was lying in what appeared to have been a forest. Have been being the key words. The trees that should’ve surrounded me were flattened, stretching away from me like rays of a child-drawn sun, and I sat at its point of origin. It looked for all the world like a bomb had gone off.


      Or like the devil had paid a visit.


      I couldn’t catch my breath. It wasn’t the first time this had happened. The devil—Pluto—had done this months ago when I stayed with Andre at Bishopcourt. I’d assumed it was a one-time thing, something terrifying and unexplainable.


      But now it had happened again.


      I stood, dusting leaves off of my leather outfit. At least that had remained the same. If I’d woken up dressed in anything else, I’d have to deal with the possibility that the devil had caught a glimpse of nip. And I really didn’t want him to catch a glimpse of nip.


      I shivered. I can’t believe my thoughts just went there. I’d been hanging around Oliver for too long.


      I gazed up at the night sky again, wondering how much time had passed. A few minutes? An hour?


      Sweat beaded my brow, and it wasn’t just from the fear that thrummed through me. My body was weak, my muscles tired. I felt … sick. And I couldn’t remember the last time I was sick. If ever.

    


    
      When I reached to dust off my back, my hand came away with ash. I started at the sight of it. Bringing my hand to my face, I scented it. Not simply ash. Ash, brimstone, and a hint of … rose.


      My eyes took in my surroundings anew. The uprooted trees formed a nearly perfect circle around me. I brought my clean hand to my mouth. This was the copse of trees the Hestia spoke of. Beneath me was a pile of ash, all that remained of the bush that once grew here. I bent down and picked up the singed rose that rested next to it.


      This rose is a rarity, and I want it plucked by a special hand. Special hand indeed. The devil had harvested it, not me.


      The air grew hazy, as though from a heat wave. I caught the scent of light cologne and magic. That was all the warning I got.


      “Oh, my effing gawd, Buffy called and she wants her outfit back.”


      I jumped at the voice behind me. Whirling around, I caught sight of ice blond hair and a cocked hip.


      “Oliver?” The only thing more surprising than my current situation was that he’d pop in to join me.


      “In the exquisite flesh.” He held up his arms.


      I didn’t question how he was here, or why he’d dropped in now. I couldn’t even answer those questions myself. So I threw myself into his arms and promptly started blubbering.


      “Whoa, is my baddie BBF crying?” Oliver’s arms dropped around me. He pulled me close and stroked my back. “I promise we can get you new clothes and burn these. No one but us three will have to know.”

    


    
      I sniffled, and drew back a little. “Three?”


      “Hey, roomie,” Leanne said from over Oliver’s shoulder. I hadn’t even seen her, so intent was I on tackle-hugging my fairy friend.


      I let go of Oliver and dragged Leanne into her own bear hug. She held me close. Something about the way she squeezed me made me think she knew better than anyone else what exactly I was going through.


      I stepped away, wiping away bloody tears. “You don’t know how good it is to see you two.” I took a couple deep breaths, looked between the two of them, then to our surroundings. “Wait,” I said as my tears dried up, my gaze traveling back to them, “what are you two doing here?”


      “Rescuing your skanky ass,” Oliver said.


      Rescuing me. I could smell the truth to Oliver’s words too. They hadn’t turned their backs on me, though I didn’t know why. I was dangerous to associate with.


      “Word on the street is that you’re the anti-Christ,” he said.


      I winced at the name. “That’s what they say.”


      “It’s a load of ogre crap,” Leanne said.


      I couldn’t meet her eyes. “I’m not sure that it is,” I said, rolling the stem of the rose between my fingers.


      I drew in a deep breath. “How did you find me?” I asked her. Hestia had said that no seer would be able to locate me.


      “She didn’t find you, Buffy,” Oliver said, pursing his lips. “I did.”


      My eyebrows lifted.

    


    
      “Apparently the ley lines have been blowing up with demonic activity,” Leanne supplied, “all circling this location.”


      “Pssh.” Oliver buffed his nails on his button-down. “She makes it sound like it was a simple matter of plotting lines down on a chart. Do you know how many favors I cashed in on your behalf, Sabertooth? So. Many. Not to mention all of the demons lurking on the ley lines that I had to crotch kick.” He glanced down at his shoes and pouted. “Their dongs melted my new Jimmy Choos. Boo.”


      Movement flickered on my peripherals, but when I turned to look, nothing was there. Still, it was enough to spook me.


      “Neither of you should be here,” I said, my panic rising. If Oliver had to fight off demons just to traverse a ley line, what would happen to him and Leanne once Underworld beings realized they were my friends?


      “Don’t be ridiculous. You need us,” Leanne said. “Oliver has the connections—and the means of travel—and I have the foresight.”


      God, they weren’t going to back down, and I didn’t know whether the dominating emotion was terror or soul-deep gratitude. “But you could both get hurt.”


      “Do I look frightened?” Oliver asked. “I’m James-fucking-Bond with wings. Oh—” Oliver snapped his fingers, his eyes lighting up, “before I forget, I had something made for you.”


      Even in dire circumstances, some things never changed, like Oliver’s impressively short attention span.


      He dug through the bag he carried until he pulled out a folded fitted shirt. Shaking it out, he held it up and presented it to me. “Do you like it?”

    


    
      The shirt read, I Kissed Satan and All I Got Was This Shitty Shirt.


      I choked a little. “Oh my God.”


      “I figured we needed evidence that you got somewhere with some guy. Lord knows your sex life is slower than the journey to Mordor.”


      He folded the shirt back up. “Don’t worry, Sabertooth, I’ll hold this for you,” he eyed my leather outfit, “seeing as how you have no place to store it.”


      “How … thoughtful of you.”


      “I thought so.”


      My breath caught, and a sharp pain wedged itself in the center of my chest. Happiness that my friends were here with me. Fear for them and worry that they’d located me so easily.


      Speaking of locating people …


      “I need to find Andre.” He’d been at the back of my mind since I’d woken, and now I couldn’t ignore my thoughts concerning him. As soon as he realized I was gone, he’d begin moving heaven and earth to find me, and that usually meant human casualties. I didn’t want anymore blood on my hands.


      Oliver cocked his head. “You don’t know where he is … ?” As if seeing it all for the first time, Oliver surveyed me, then my surroundings. His head drew back, affronted. “Wait, fuck that question: what are you doing here?”


      I rolled the stem of the flower in my hand, causing his eyes to dart to it and his head to tilt in the other direction.

    


    
      “No clue,” I said.


      Olive grabbed the note tied to the rose and turned it over. “‘Counting the days’?” He pursed his lips. “Is it … written in blood? Ew.” He dropped the note.


      His eyes met mine as did Leanne’s, and my mouth began to move, words tumbling out before I could think twice about them. “The devil kidnapped me—just like he did at the beginning of the school year.”


      “Kidnapped you?” Leanne repeated, her eyes going wide.


      I nodded, a frown tugging down the corners of my lips.


      Oliver made a sound at the back of his throat. “Ooooh, ten euro says your big, scary hunk of burning love has ripped out at least one throat trying to find you.”


      “Oliver, that’s inappropriate and savage.” Leanne turned to me. “Do you know where Andre might be? Oliver can take us to him.”


      “Pfft, there you go, just offering out my services.”


      She rolled her eyes. “As if you had anything different in mind.”


      I cut in. “A sorceress lives a little less than a mile away.” I nodded in the direction. “That’s where I last left him.”


      “Awesome,” Leanne said. “Let’s get going.” She made a grab for Oliver’s hand, but he pulled it out of reach.


      “Whoa,” he said, “eff-no to the nature hike—my shoes are ruined enough as is.” He wiped something dark off of his shoe and onto the leaves. I really hoped it was just melted rubber. Turning to me he asked, “This is the sorceress we’re talking about, right?”


      I shrugged. “She seemed pretty self-important.”

    


    
      “Then she’ll have her one ley line portal, which we’ll use.”


      “Still going to get demon all over you,” Leanne said.


      “Then I’ll just have to use you as a shield. Now,” he said, turning to me, “where did you say this crone’s lair was?”


      While I gave Oliver directions, he tugged Leanne and me over to the pile of ash.


      “Got it,” he said, after I finished. “M’kay hoes, On the count of three: one, twoooooooo—” His voice dragged out as we were torn from where we stood and shoved through the ley line.


      As soon as my feet touched the ground, a wave of queasiness washed over me. I stumbled, forcing the nausea down.


      “Dammit, that demon singed my shirt,” Oliver said, shaking it out. “I’m going smell like crispy-fried critters for the rest of the evening.” While Leanne and I couldn’t experience anything traveling along a ley line, Oliver clearly could.


      “Told you,” Leanne said.


      We stood in a small dank hallway, the air hazy with smoke. Some faded photos hung on the wall, along with fossilized jars of I-don’t-want-to-know. I could hear the mucous-y pop of boiling liquids coming from the room at the end of the hall.


      Oliver had landed us right inside the sorceress’s den.


      “What time is it?” I asked.


      Leanne pulled out her phone. “A little after seven.”


      I waved away some of the familiar-smoke. I’d like to leave this place sober for once. “Seven a.m.?” I said, moving down the hall. Strange that I wasn’t sleepy this close to dawn. I’d have to be quick about this—give the sorceress her rose then find Andre before the sun rose.

    


    
      “Not seven a.m., Gabrielle,” Leanne said from behind me. “Seven at night.”


      I rotated to face her. She stared at me with a mixture of horror and pity, and if I had to guess, I’d say my expression began to mirror her own.


      “Seven p.m.?” I’d lost an entire day.


      I squeezed my eyes shut. I wouldn’t think about what happened to me.


      “Once you three mongrels are done socializing, I suggest you come join me,” Hestia’s voice drifted down from the room at the far end. “Preferably before the king of vampires tears my home to shreds.”


      I could hear dull thumps from somewhere above us. They sounded as though they were muffled by a body of water, making me wonder just how far below the chapel we were and just how much enchantment had gone into this place if Andre was still up there, tearing into furniture, instead of down here, tearing into jugulars.


      I strode into Hestia’s opium den. Just like yesterday, rose-colored smoke hung throughout the room, thickest in the corner where the sorceress lounged.


      The smoke cleared enough for me to catch a glimpse of her. I could see she was no less high today than she was yesterday. Her eyes traveled over me. That unnerving third eye of hers also seemed to hone in on me. She tsked. “Well, that answers that.”

    


    
      I took a step forward, noticing the glint in her eyes. She knew what happened to me. It made me clench the rose in my hand tighter. One of the thorns dug into my flesh, and I smelled the bead of blood it drew from me.


      Hestia’s eyes flicked to Oliver and Leanne, the former who was staring at a jar of crushed fairy wings with obvious horror.


      “You two may leave us. And please, when you find him, tell the vampire that his soulmate is safe—and that I expect him to reimburse me for any damage he’s caused.”


      Oliver didn’t need anyone to tell him twice. Faster than you could say pixie dust, he was out of there.


      Leanne hesitated, her mouth opening. She closed it and reluctantly left us.


      Once we were alone, the sorceress turned her attention back to me. “You’ve surrounded yourself with very formidable people. Both the seer and the fairy are exceptionally powerful.” She sucked in a lungful of the holy smoke billowing around her head. “Come, consort,” she said, patting the seat next to her, we have much to discuss.


      “Don’t call me that.”


      She raised an eyebrow, her face shrewd. “If you seek to hide from the truth, then the truth will be your undoing.”


      I stalked forward and slammed the rose down on a side table next to her, ignoring how the plant’s thorns pierced my skin. “Happy? I got you your fucking rose.”


      Her eyes narrowed. “Sit.” Immediately my muscles drew me forward and down to the seat next to Hestia. “I have not risen to power to be at the whim of some dying teenager, no matter how important she might one day be.” Her words snapped like a whiplash.

    


    
      “You sent me to meet the devil. The devil. And you knew it.” It was never about the rose.


      I should’ve known. The ring of trees, the winter-blooming rose. Fairytales were made of more mundane descriptions than that.


      “I sent you to claim your destiny, and destiny spoke.” Hestia’s words held power, and they reminded me of why the events last night had come to pass.


      “So that’s it? I can’t retrieve a flower without getting accosted by the devil, and now what? I’m doomed?”


      “No, you were always doomed, I just wanted to prove it to you. And I wanted my tainted rose.” She leaned forward and drew the flower to her.


      I threw my hands up. “I already knew I was.”


      Hestia rubbed the fingerprints singed onto the flower’s stem. “You lie to yourself. You’ve been running your entire life—from people, lovers, and now your fate. Perhaps if you owned it for once, you’d make a little more headway.”


      I didn’t ask how she could know these intimate things about me.


      Hestia stood. “The seer’s shroud is ready.” The pink smoke engulfed her as she moved to the other side of the room.


      My head swayed as I stared at the smoke. Dang it, I wasn’t leaving this place sober.


      Hestia came back to me with four stopped vials. When I made no move to get up and take them from her, she nodded to her hand. “They’re yours.”


      “That’s the seer shroud?”

    


    
      “What, you thought I’d give you some enchanted cape, so you could look like a superhero twat?”


      I kept my mouth shut because, yeah, I kind of thought a seer’s shroud was, well, a shroud.


      I extended my hand towards the vials, but she withdrew her hand from reach. “Before I hand these over, I expect the rest of my payment.


      I dropped my arm. “What else do you want?”


      “A lock of your hair and a draught of your blood.”


      “What use are they to you?” I asked, even as I stood and bared a wrist to Hestia.


      “What is that phrase you Americans have?” She set the vials down on the counter next to her. “Ah, yes: ‘A magician never reveals her secrets.’ I will not share mine. Suffice it to say that they have their purpose.”


      She lowered my arm before retrieving a knife from a nearby shelf. When she came back, she grabbed a clump of my hair. Muttering an incantation, she sawed off the lock and shoved it into an empty glass jar sitting amongst the clutter on the table next to us.


      Murmuring something in a language that definitely wasn’t English, her papery hand skimmed over the odds and ends stacked on the table until they landed on a goblet. “Hold your arm out,” she commanded, “and keep this under your wrist.” She thrust the goblet at me.


      I took it, nestling the cup beneath the pale skin of my forearm and ignoring the way my hand shook. It was fatigue, not fright that caused the jitter, though I’d be lying if I said that I wasn’t also scared out of my mind at what might’ve happened to me yesterday. And at what was happening to my body all on its own.

    


    
      Hestia still clasped the knife she’d used earlier, and now, grabbing my wrist, she sliced down hard through the skin. My arm jerked against the pain.


      “Steady,” she said, like I was a skiddish mare. “The more you cooperate, the swifter this will go.” Easy for her to say; she wasn’t the one getting cut into.


      “Do you know what happened to me last night?” I asked, my blood trickling down my wrist and into the chalice.


      For a long time Hestia didn’t speak, simply watched as my blood dripped out. She seesawed the knife to prevent the wound from closing.


      “The devil tasted you,” she finally said.


      That took several seconds to sink in, mostly because my mind refused to wrap itself around the idea. Once it did, the nausea I’d felt earlier came roaring back.


      “What do you mean by ‘tasted me’?” Please let that not be sex. Please not sex.


      Hestia seemed to know where my thoughts had taken me because she shook her head and cackled. “Who would’ve ever thought a siren was afraid of knocking boots? No, he will not consummate your union on this realm.”


      Ew. Gag. Even the mention of consummation had my innards folding up on themselves. At least that meant that we hadn’t done the nasty yet. But it didn’t matter, did it? All evidence suggested that if we hadn’t already, at some point we would. I drew in a shaky breath. I wouldn’t think about that.

    


    
      “Then what exactly did he taste?” I asked.


      Once the cup had been filled nearly to the rim with my blood, Hestia removed the knife from my skin. “Your soul,” she said, taking the goblet from me and placing it on the counter. “He tasted your soul.”


      I rubbed my wrist as the skin slowly sealed over and thought back to my first weeks on the Isle of Man. “He’s done it before.”


      Hestia retrieved the rose I’d brought her and plucked three petals from it. “He thinks you are his, and he’s keen to collect your soul. A little overeager in my opinion,” she said.


      “Is my soul … okay?” I couldn’t help but think that getting tasted by the devil would somehow sully it.


      “You are a vampire. Your soul is damned. It’s no more corrupted today than it was yesterday.”


      Gee, that was reassuring.


      She dropped the three rose petals she held into the chalice. As soon as they came into contact with my blood, they bubbled and sizzled until nothing of them remained.


      “Hmm, interesting,” Hestia murmured.


      My eyes flicked between her and the goblet. “What’s interesting?”


      She grabbed the four vials of seer’s shroud and took my hand. “You asked if your soul was okay. His smell lingers on you. That is all.”


      She made light of it when she shouldn’t have. To the supernatural world, carrying someone’s scent on you was as good as being claimed by them.


      Hestia pressed the four tiny bottles into my hand. “One for you, your lover, and one for each of your companions.”

    


    
      I furrowed my brow, her words raising several questions.


      “Yes,” she said before I had a chance to speak, “I threw in some additional vials, and yes, those two friends of yours are going to need them.


      “Now, each of you are to drink a vial. It will shield you from seers for an entire lunar cycle.”


      “That’s it?” So little time?


      She leveled her gaze on me. “If things go the way they appear to, that’s more time than you’ll need.”


      Chills ran down my arms. “What do you mean?”


      Her intimidating stare ratcheted up a notch. “You know exactly what I mean. My parting advice to you is this: Best you get in a victory lap or two with that man up there before time’s up.”



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 13


      I wandered down the long hallway I appeared in fifteen minutes ago and out a door that led to the back of the church. As soon as I left the building, the cord that connected me to Andre flared up. Distantly I realized that until now, magic must’ve suppressed it, perhaps since as long ago as last night.


      A small cemetery sat next to the church, and my feet took me here. It had begun to snow outside, and small tendrils caught in my hair as I passed by the somber stone angels and weathered crosses.


      I knelt before one of the tombstones and bowed my head. A tear slipped out, then another. Once they started, I couldn’t stop them. Rivulets snaked down my face and crimson drops dripped off my cheeks. It seemed fitting that when I wept, I bled.

    


    
      I wasn’t long for this world. I already knew that. So why did I feel like I was choking on this despair?


      Because there is truly no hope.


      The vials tinkled in my hand as it shook. I was finally breaking down, and it felt good. I’d been strong for so long. There was something peaceful in giving up and letting go.


      The cord that connected me to Andre throbbed; I could feel his tension from the very nature of our connection. Without using any of my other senses, I could tell he left the church.


      But then I did hear the powerful, insistent footsteps of my soulmate crunch first along the dead leaves scattered between the chapel and the cemetery, and then against the dead, icy grass that grew between tombstones.


      “Gabrielle?” The calm note to his voice alerted me that he was anything but. As he neared me, he slowed, like if he moved too quickly I’d startle and flee.


      “I can’t do this forever, Andre,” I said. “I’m going to slip up, and when I do, someone will kill me.”


      His footsteps neared until he was right behind me. “What happened?” He might as well have asked who he needed to kill, with the menace that laced his tone.


      I rubbed my eyes, and my fingers came away with streaks of blood. “It doesn’t matter.” My chin shook. “He’s going to get me.” It was only a matter of time before I was well and truly damned.


      Andre knelt beside me and turned my face. “He’s not going to get you. I’m not going to let him.”


      “Stop making empty promises, Andre,” I whispered.

    


    
      His grip tightened on my chin and his mouth thinned. “The promise wasn’t an empty one.” I could see the fierce determination in his eyes. He’d kill for me. He’d even die for me, though it would mean the death of every other vampire still living. He wouldn’t hesitate to do either.


      But it wasn’t his sacrifice to make. It was mine.


      He took the vials from my hand, not commenting on the fact that there were four of them. He unstopped one and handed it back to me. “Drink,” he said.


      I took the bottle from him and dumped its contents down my throat. My body seemed to close up at the intrusion, but I managed to choke it down.


      Like the elixir given to me at my Awakening, Hestia’s concoction was both sweet and bitter. I wondered if that was the taste of the ingredients or the taste of powerful magic.


      God, what does it matter?


      A frown pressed into Andre’s features, as did a vertical wrinkle between his brows. Anger and anguish looked the same on his face. “Stop it,” he whispered.


      “What?”


      “Acting like you don’t care. Where is your faith?”


      Gone. My faith was gone.


      “Do you remember what I told you in Romania?” he asked.


      I shook my head. He’d told me a lot of things.


      “Belief—not fate—rules the world. And I believe in us.”


      I waited until I knew my voice was under control before I spoke. “I do too, Andre,” I said. “I do. But between heaven, hell, and earth, I don’t think my belief holds much sway.”

    


    
      “Damnit, Gabrielle,” he gathered me into his arms, “I haven’t waited centuries for you just to watch you die.” His voice broke at the end of that last word.


      A seven hundred year old vampire, a damned creature who had supposedly lost his humanity long before we’d ever met, was coming apart around me.


      “We are going to see this thing through,” he said, “and while there’s life in you, you are going to live.”


      I nodded, not because I agreed with him, but because I couldn’t stand the thought of Andre fighting for the both of us alone.


      “Can you promise me something?” I asked as I stood up.


      “Depends,” Andre said. He sure wasn’t in the most agreeable of moods.


      “If I die—”


      “No, soulmate,” he stopped me.


      “Yes,” I said. “If I die, you need to promise me that you’ll live on.”


      His eyes flashed. “You cannot ask that of me.”


      “But I am. Promise me, Andre.”


      “No.” The muscle in his jaw ticked and he stared back at me defiantly.


      “I’m not saying I’m going to die, I just need to hear you say it. I’ve escaped the devil twice now. Who’s to say I can’t do it again?” The words felt like a lie as I spoke them. True, I had escaped the devil twice, and technically there might be a way to extricate myself from his clutches yet again. But I didn’t believe it. Not really.

    


    
      Andre stared at me, his eyes stormy. “Fine,” he said, “I’ll agree to it, but you have to promise me something.”


      “Go ahead.”


      “Promise me that you’ll never stop fighting. Not now, not ever. Not here, and—God save us all—if you find yourself in hell.”


      The wind was picking up, lifting my hair so that it brushed against my face. I’d spent mere months fighting the devil in earnest, and I was already beaten down. I couldn’t fathom fighting more. But gazing at Andre’s face and seeing his despair and his resolve gave me courage. Seven hundred years ago his father made a deal with the devil, a deal that damned Andre’s soul, and for seven hundred years Andre had kept the devil at bay. I could try holding Pluto off a little longer myself.


      “I promise.”


      He nodded, his face grim. “Good.” He stood and pulled me to my feet.


      His nostrils flared, and his gaze sharpened. “Why do you smell of unholy things?”


      Aw, crap, I’d forgotten.


      “Demons on the ley lines,” I squeaked out.


      Andre looked alarmed at this. “Ley lines?”


      “Oliver and Leanne brought me back.” Only after the words had left my mouth did I realize they raised more questions than they answered.


      The lines along Andre’s face deepened. “Where have you been for the last day?”


      My throat closed at the memory of the bridge and waking up in that ring of fallen trees.

    


    
      He must’ve seen the terror in my eyes, because he swore. “I’m going to kill that woman.” He started back for the church.


      “No,” I grabbed his arm, “it was part of the deal I made with her.”


      “Deal?” Andre’s brows slammed down. “Soulmate,” he said carefully, “we talked about this: you are not to make deals.”


      Oh, he was being real reasonable.


      “You wanted the seer’s shroud and I got it for us.”


      He twisted out of my hold so he could grip my upper arms. “I never intended for you to pay for it.”


      “I know that, Andre, but I didn’t have much choice.”


      “What did you promise?” he demanded.


      I opened my mouth to respond when I heard Oliver shout, “Skanks, are you done making little Andres? My ass is about to get as fried as those demons if I stay on church grounds much longer.”


      A moment later he came sauntering out around the church, Leanne on his heels.


      “Where’s Ophelia?” I asked Andre, noticing her absence.


      “Don’t change the subject.”


      “Oh, is he getting bossy?” Oliver yelled, picking his way through the tombstones to get to us. “I love it when he gets bossy.”


      I could tell Andre was now torn between extracting my secrets and throttling the fairy. His mood was darkening by the second.


      “Let me guess,” Oliver said, “you finally told him about last night’s preview of thunder from down under, eh?” Oliver waggled his eyebrows.

    


    
      Andre went still as stone, and I winced. Oliver just had to drop a bomb like that.


      Andre’s fangs slid out. “What is he talking about, soulmate?”


      Eep.


      Before I could answer, Leanne said, “Cough it up, Oliver.”


      “What?” He tried to look innocent.


      “Oh, you damn well know what. You lost the bet.”


      “What bet?” I asked.


      “The bet where Oliver insisted he could hold out on all sexual references to the devil—T-shirt aside—for a full day.” Leanne gave me a pitying glance. “Sorry, babe.”


      Oliver huffed, folding his arms. “I was under the influence of pixie dust when the bet was made. It doesn’t count.”


      “Does too. Now hand over the dinero buddy, or I’m not going to tell you how to run into that merman you’ll have a fling with on your—”


      Oliver whipped his wallet out so fast you’d have thought someone put a gun to his head.


      “That’s what I thought. Never bet a mother-effing seer,” she said as he dolled out several bills. “We’ll come and collect on your ass.”


      Oliver grumbled. “Taking advantage of poor, unsuspecting fairies …”


      Andre growled. “Enough of this. What happened last night, soulmate?” he demanded, recapturing my attention.

    


    
      I shook my head, my throat closing up at his intensity. “Nothing.”


      He stepped into me. “You’re lying,” he stated.


      “Lover’s quarrel,” Oliver said as he dragged Leanne away. “You don’t want to be here when shit hits the fan …”


      Andre lifted a lock of my hair and fingered it before bringing it to his nose. He drew in a deep breath, closing his eyes. They snapped open. “The devil.”


      His eyes widened with horror. “What did that hag have you do last night?”


      Should I tell Andre when he was like this? I’d inevitably have to talk him down from running the sorceress through with that sword of his. “I had to fetch Hestia a rose as part of my payment for the seer’s shroud,” I said. “I ran into some complications.”


      “Complications?” He ran a shaky hand over his mouth. “What do you mean complications? You come back to me with four vials of seer’s shroud and bleakness in your eyes.” His eyes unfocused. “You smell of brimstone …”


      His gaze sharpened and the connection between us flared as some terrifying thought hit him. He grabbed for my wrist and brought it to his face. For a moment I thought he’d bite me, but instead he inhaled.


      I tried to step away from him, but his grip held firm.


      “His scent is woven through yours.” Andre’s eyes snapped to mine. “What have you—?”


      A bloodcurdling scream interrupted us. Another joined it a moment later. My breath caught in my throat at the sound.

    


    
      My gaze met Andre’s. “Oliver and Leanne,” I whispered.


      Our pursuers had found my friends.


      I yanked my wrist from Andre’s grip and sprinted towards the source of the screams just as my two friends rounded the church, moving like hell was nipping at their toes. I smelled the metallic tang of blood the same instant I saw it seeping from Oliver’s temple.


      “They shot me!” Oliver screamed as he ran. “Oh my God, I’m going to die!”


      Next to him Leanne was white as a sheet.


      Andre’s form blurred as he ran to Oliver and threw the fairy fireman-style over his shoulders. I followed suit, grabbing Leanne and wrapping her body around my neck like a shawl.


      “We need to move. Now.”


      “Hestia might help.” As I spoke, I heard footfalls on the other side of the church moving quickly in our direction. Our attackers weren’t as fast as us, but they’d still spot us in another several seconds if we didn’t get going.


      “She will not interfere further, soulmate.” Andre readjusted Oliver’s weight, and then he took off, running faster than human eyes could track.


      I followed Andre blindly, not sure where he was going, but trusting him to know what to do.


      “I never saw it coming,” Leanne said as I ran. “I’ve been so worried about your future that I didn’t foresee his.”


      “Shh,” I said, vaulting over a rock. “It’s okay.”


      “It’s not.”

    


    
      Something whizzed by me, so close it stirred my hair. It thwacked into a tree, and when I caught sight of it, I had to give it a double take.


      Iridescent feathers tipped the shaft of the arrow lodged into the tree.


      Did none of these people use modern weapons?


      “Keep moving,” Andre ordered, not turning, “and use your hearing to avoid getting hit.”


      Behind me I could hear whoops and strange calls.


      “Who are they?” I said, ducking as an arrow whizzed by. Did anyone use guns these days.


      “Amazons,” Andre ground out.


      I balked even as I ran. “You mean the chicks that fought in the Trojan War? The ones that cut off their right breasts to better shoot? Those ones?”


      “Unfortunately, yes,” he gritted out.


      Shit, shit, shit. And they were after my ass?


      I stopped, swiveled around, and caught sight of several women who looked just as badass as I had pictured.


      “Gabrielle!” Panic laced Andre’s voice.


      “Ceasefire!” I yelled at our assailants, willing the siren to enter my voice.


      One of them laughed in my face as she loaded and released another arrow. I jumped out of the way just as the arrow zipped by. Andre jerked my hand, and we began to run once more.


      “That should’ve worked.”


      “Earplugs, soulmate.”


      Well, there went that advantage. As we ran, Andre’s hair lifted, and from the snappy static that was coming off of him, I didn’t think the wind that was causing it.

    


    
      Andre was going into berserker mode.


      Crap.


      He still seemed to have some of his faculties with him, however, because I could hear Oliver murmuring directions to him and see him nod in response.


      A minute later, we entered the clearing I’d woken up in, and Andre slowed to a stop. He set a bloody Oliver down, and I slid Leanne off my shoulders. She stumbled over to Oliver, and I could hear her quiet sobs.


      Andre took in the felled trees. His nostrils flared, and I breathed in as well, not sure what I was scenting for. Beneath the smell of my friends, there was the stench of the damned … and me.


      He straightened, his expression turning malevolent.


      Going … going … gone.


      Andre’s inner demons consumed him, just like that night at Bishopcourt. His hair lifted and his coat flapped in an invisible breeze. He dragged his attention from me to our pursuers just as they came into our line of sight. I could hear their footfalls and their easy breathing. They hadn’t seen us yet—not surprising considering that most supernaturals didn’t have night vision—but already they had their arrows notched into their bows, ready to aim and fire the moment they caught sight of us.


      Now that I got a good look at them, I could see their wide shoulders and impressive height. The metallic armor they wore glinted in the moonlight. They moved lithely, their footfalls light against the ground.


      They were beautiful, deadly, and even scarier than I had imagined.

    


    
      The moment they noticed us their weapons went up.


      Andre lifted his arms, and flames blossomed at his feet. A wall of fire roared to life in front of the four of us, arcing across the ground until it formed a protective circle.


      Under normal circumstances, turning one’s back on approaching Amazons was probably a death sentence. But having a vampire king channel his unholy power to protect you afforded me certain luxuries … like temporarily leaving him to his own devices.


      I made my way to my friends, who were huddled near the remains of the rose bush. Oliver’s usually coiffed ice blond hair was now matted with blood.


      I crouched next to him so that I could brush his hair out of his face. As soon as my fingers touched his face, I felt his feverish skin. “You’re burning up.” My voice quivered.


      He shivered. “Doesn’t help … that your boyfriend … lit the place … on fire.”


      I smiled at the fairy’s attempt at humor.


      “I can … get us out … of here,” Oliver rasped. “Get … Andre.”


      I pressed my lips together and stood up. My eyes met Leanne’s. She’d been zoning out—which likely meant she was foreseeing something—but as soon as our gazes met, her attention refocused.


      She nodded. “He’s going to be okay.”


      I blew out a breath and made my way to my possessed boyfriend.


      He stood at the edge of the circle, staring down the approaching Amazons.

    


    
      As soon as they caught sight of me, one let loose an arrow.


      Wrong move on her part.


      Andre blurred, stepping in front of me and catching the arrow before it ever had the chance to land. He studied the arrow, and he seemed calm enough, but the fire pulsed, expanding with his growing anger.


      He flipped the arrow in his hand, then threw it like a missile back at the shooter. The Amazon barely leapt out of the way in time.


      The remaining women had their weapons raised, but they held them in check now that they knew their opponent far outgunned them.


      Andre began walking towards the fire, his hair whipping about him.


      I grabbed his arm. “Andre, no.”


      He turned to me, his eyes unseeing. His fangs were down, and his lips twitched, like he was holding back a hiss.


      “We need to go.”


      His gaze moved back to the Amazons. “They need to die,” he said, his voice resonating. The fire pulsed outward.


      Well damn.


      “Maybe later, Andre.” I grabbed his hand.


      “Not later,” he said, staring them down. “Now.”


      At least I could reason with him.


      Not.


      Andre jerked his chin up and the bows the Amazons carried were yanked from their grip, as if by an invisible hand. And then that invisible hand crushed them. Wood splintered and metal crunched as the weapons splintered and broke.

    


    
      These Amazons may be scary-ass women, but they were also smart ones. As soon as their bows were destroyed, they hauled butt out of there. I didn’t doubt they had other weapons—I could see one’s holstered knife as she tore away from us—but I’m sure they already figured that those too would get destroyed the moment they pulled them out.


      And if metal could be pulverized that easily, human flesh—no matter how strong—would be putty at the hands of a deranged vampire king.


      Andre strode towards the fire that ringed us in, looking like he had every intention of following them. He stepped into the fire, and without thinking, I lunged after him.


      The flames licked up my body, and I screamed as they flayed open my exposed flesh.


      A moment later, I heard a roar, and then I was scooped out of the fire and laid down on the ground, the flames creeping along my clothes smothered by the press of gentle hands.


      Andre stared down at me with frightened eyes, and I could tell that whatever had possessed him now fled in the wake of my injury.


      “Gabrielle,” he choked out, “are you alright?”


      My skin still felt like it was burning, but I nodded. “Take me to Oliver.” He frowned but picked me up and brought me to my friends.

    


    
      Heat radiated from Oliver’s body and a tainted smell rose from his blood.


      He cracked his eyes open. “’Bout damn time.” He mouthed the words more than spoke them. “Touch me.”


      At any other time I would’ve said this was Oliver being lewd. Any other time but now. The three of us each laid a hand on Oliver’s chest. A moment later the ring of fire and the felled trees disappeared.


      Warm wind tore through my clothes from where I crouched amongst wild grass. Wherever we were, the night had the touch of summer to it.


      In front of me, Oliver moaned, drawing my attention back to him. That stench rose again from his blood. “What is that?” I asked.


      “Poison,” Andre stated. “Their arrows were tipped with it. You can tell by the smell.”


      Andre leaned over the fairy. “It’s a flesh wound. There’s a lot more bleeding than actual tissue damage, but the poison can still spread. I’m going to need to suck it out.”


      “I always … wanted … you to say … that … to me.”


      “Stop hitting on my soulmate,” I teased, earning myself a smile from the fairy. I wouldn’t mention how relieved I was to hear a joke coming out of him. It meant that he’d be okay.


      Andre bent to the wound. “This might hurt a bit,” he said, and then he placed his mouth against the fairy’s temple. Air hissed between Oliver’s teeth as Andre drew the poisoned blood out of him.


      Staring at the two of them, I couldn’t decide whether the situation looked more awkward or oddly erotic. Either way, it had me shifting my weight uncomfortably.

    


    
      Next to Oliver, Leanne held his hand tightly, whispering soothing platitudes in his ear. Gradually the smell of tainted blood left him.


      Andre pulled away from Oliver and leaned back on his haunches. “The poison is mostly gone from your system,” he said, discreetly wiping his mouth. “How do you feel?”


      Oliver groaned. “Like I got nailed with a tire iron—and I do mean iron.” From some dim recess of my mind I remembered that the metal was lethal to fairies.


      Andre nodded. “You’ll live—though you’ll have to ride off the last of the fever and you’ll need to eat soon to replenish your blood.”


      Andre stood and leveled a look at me. “Soulmate, we need to talk.”


      We stood on top of a rock formation that jutted far above the surrounding jungle, giving me a panoramic view. Wherever we were, it was lovely.


      Behind us, Leanne murmured to Oliver as the fairy came down from his fever.


      Andre and I stared out at the jungle for several seconds before either one of us spoke.


      “I’m sorry,” he said.


      I glanced over at him, vaguely alarmed. I was expecting him to say a lot of things, but not that. “For what?”


      He took my hand, the one that sported his mother’s—and now my—ruby ring.


      “For worsening your burden. I’m sure I haven’t been the easiest person to deal with for the last several days.” He smiled ruefully.” The truth of the matter is—” he stared at my hand as he spoke, “I’m petrified of losing you.”

    


    
      He glanced up at me, his thumb rubbing over my knuckles. “I’ve lived for a long time. Long enough to grow apathetic to people, to the world. I’ve wished to die more times than I can remember, and the thing that has always stayed my hand is fear for my people and what lay on the other side of death. Now, for the first time in a long time, I’m eager to live. Yet now I fear something far more greatly than even my people. I can’t lose you.”


      There wasn’t anything to say to that, so I didn’t bother. Instead I pressed our joined hands to my heart.


      Andre’s fangs slid out, and eyes bright, he kissed me. I hadn’t realized how much I’d craved the touch until he was there, pressing himself into me and enveloping me in his taste.


      My mouth parted, and his tongue stroked mine. Against the fire-burned tatters of my outfit, I could feel his taught muscles.


      My fangs slid out, nicking Andre’s tongue in the process. He groaned into my mouth as I tasted him. My skin began to glow at the sound. I’d forgotten that my undead boyfriend had a blood fetish. And while that still disturbed me on some levels, a much larger part of me was turned on at the thought.


      I was officially a freak—which was why I ran my tongue along one of his fangs until I drew blood. I was rewarded with another one of those delectable groans.


      Andre broke off the kiss suddenly, his grip tightening on me. I blinked up at him, dazed and a bit confused as to why we stopped.

    


    
      “Your scent is mixed with the devil’s,” he stated. The muscle in his jaw jumped.


      Well, that just took the fun out of everything. My skin dimmed and my fangs retracted.


      “What happened last night?” he asked, his voice gentling.


      I extricated myself from Andre’s touch. The devil kept coming between us.


      I toed a nearby pebble. “Last night the devil took me.” I kicked the pebble off the side of the outcropping. “I woke up this evening in that circle of fallen trees—that’s where Leanne and Oliver found me—with no memory of what happened after he took me.”


      My eyes finally met his. “Hestia called it tasting. He’s essentially getting a preview of my soul. That’s what happened when he took me, though I don’t remember it.”


      Andre’s brow wrinkled, his dark eyes shining in the moonlight. His expression was inscrutable, but I imagined horror dawned behind those lovely eyes of his.


      “Tasting.” Andre tried the word out. “I’ve never heard of it.”


      “I doubt the devil does it very often,” I said.


      That muscle in Andre’s jaw ticked. “He took you and he tasted you, and you lost a full day somewhere in there?”


      I sucked in my cheeks, then nodded.


      Andre brought his hand up to his mouth again and shook his head. I saw the moment Andre truly realized that he couldn’t do a damn thing about the situation. His expression didn’t change, but a drop of blood snaked out from the corner of his eye.

    


    
      I reached up and wiped the tear away. Andre caught my wrist and pulled me into his embrace. His arms enfolded me, and his chin rested on my head. He whispered to me in Romanian things he knew I couldn’t understand and held onto me like I might blow away.


      “Thank you for telling me,” he said, letting me go.


      I searched his face. “Of course.” My words were silly, careless; I hadn’t planned on telling him.


      Andre gave me a sharp nod and that was the end of that conversation.


      I couldn’t decide whether I was relieved or frightened that he hadn’t made any false promises.


      Andre fished out the remaining bottles of seer’s shroud from his pocket. Unstopping one, he downed it like it was a shot of something strong.


      He held up the remaining two. “I’m presuming these are for your friends?”


      I nodded.


      “Then let’s get these to them. We’ll all be safer once they drink this.” He turned away from the edge of the outcropping.


      “Hey Andre?” I said, stopping him.


      “Hmm?”


      “What did you do while I was gone?”


      Andre’s face darkened. “Hestia placed an enchantment on the church. I couldn’t leave it. I destroyed what I could before she bound me up with magic. Then I seethed.”


      “Ah.”

    


    
      His evening sounded almost as fun as mine. Almost.


      “What is it?” Leanne asked, when we returned back to where she and Oliver rested.


      She held the bottle of seer’s shroud up to the moonlit sky. I almost laughed; there was no way her human vision would make out details of the liquid in this lighting.


      I swayed a little on my feet as a wave of dizziness passed over me.


      “It’s called seer’s shroud,” Andre said, casting me a concerned glance. “It hides your movement from seers. Highly illegal.”


      “Breaking the law? Oh, I’m game,” Oliver said, his voice still weak. Limply, he accepted the vial Andre handed him.


      In one smooth motion, he uncorked the bottle, and downed the fluid. I noted the way he forced his throat to push the liquid down. I was perversely happy that I wasn’t the only one who had a hard time drinking the liquid. He grimaced. “Ugh, that tastes fucking horrible. Like unwashed asshole.”


      It wasn’t that bad. Even the girl without an appetite could attest to that.


      “Ugh, Oliver,” Leanne made a face. “I still have to drink it.” She hesitated. “Highly illegal?”


      “Highly,” Andre confirmed. “You do not have to drink it, but for Gabrielle’s safety, you cannot travel with us if you’re not under its protection.”


      Leanne chewed her lower lip. “I understand. Give me a minute.” She closed her eyes, her breath deepening.

    


    
      As I watched her, I grew lightheaded.


      “She does nothing by the seat of her knickers anymore,” Oliver stage-whispered. “I’m telling you, that doppelganger fucked her up.”


      “Shhhh,” she said, overlooking the barb. Beneath her closed lids, her eyes darted back and forth, watching our phantom futures play out.


      Darkness crept up from the corners of my vision.


      When she finally opened her eyes, she nodded. “Oliver and I should be fine.”


      She unstopped the bottle and chugged its contents.


      Blackness swallowed my eyesight as another wave of dizziness slammed into me. I stumbled forward.


      “Soulmate?”


      I reached out for Andre, but I never felt his touch before sweet oblivion consumed me.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 14


      When I came to, the first thing I noticed was the tang of blood at the back of my mouth and the arm that cradled my head.


      My eyes fluttered open, and I stared into the dark, concerned gaze of my soulmate, who held me in his lap.


      He handed me a blood bag with a single command. “Drink, love.”


      Using the tube at the top of the bag, I began pulling the thick liquid into my mouth, not stopping until I’d finished the bag off.


      I set the empty bag aside and stared up at him. “What happened to me?”


      “You fainted.”


      I raised my eyebrows. “I fainted?”


      “Looked like a beached whale too, all pasty and belly up,” Oliver added helpfully.

    


    
      “You seem to have made a complete recovery,” I noted, eyeing him.


      He guffawed. “As if there was any doubt. There’s a reason no one messes with fairies. Can’t kill us that easily. Best not to try, really, because if you can’t off us on the first go, we’ll up and go Attila the Hun on you.”


      “Culturally insensitive,” Leanne said.


      Oliver sighed and, with a roll of his eyes, turned to Leanne. “Just because you sacrificed your pettiness doesn’t mean you have to go and slaughter everyone else’s. Geez.” He swiveled back to me and shook his head. “It’s culturally insensitive of some people,” his eyes slid to Leanne pointedly, “to expect a fairy to act like a saint.


      “Anyway,” he continued, “those Amazons will rue the day they shot me. I’m going to be that cold sore that won’t go away. That chlamydia that you accidently picked up from that one time you went to a rave over the summer and decided to participate in an orgy with a bunch of male sprites.”


      I wrinkled my nose.


      “Oli-ver,” Leanne said.


      “Bad idea,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Bad idea—but at least it wasn’t the herps, which is what I’ll totally be to those Amazons—persistent and uncomfortable.”


      Andre cleared his throat and gazed down at me. I could tell from his pained expression that he’d only just managed to sit through the last two minutes. For a guy that had lived for seven centuries, one would think he’d have a little more patience.

    


    
      “Feel any better?” he asked.


      “I’m okay,” I said, sitting up.


      He readjusted his grip to accommodate me, but I noticed that he wouldn’t let me stray far from his lap. It wasn’t like I was dying to leave him. I cringed at the thought; that literally was what was happening.


      Andre’s thumb rubbed the skin beneath my eye. “You need rest, soulmate. All of this running around isn’t good for you.”


      I smiled at that. He was still clucking over me like the most troublesome thing about my life right now was my exhaustion. Considering the horde of supernaturals after my scrawny butt, rest was the last thing I needed to worry about.


      “I fear your body isn’t replenishing your blood the way it should,” he said.


      I worried he was right.


      His hand drifted down my face, his touch soft. It was odd to think that we were equally matched in wickedness—the girl that was promised to the devil, and a living extension of him. And here we were, redeeming one another. If there was ever a case for salvation, we were it.


      I leaned into his touch, my eyes closing. “I want to go back to that tent in the woods.”


      “What tent in the woods?” Oliver shattered our privacy.


      When I opened my eyes, Andre was giving me a heated look … and Oliver’s eager face peered over his shoulder.


      Moment ruiner.


      “So do I,” Andre said.


      Oliver glanced between me and Andre. “What tent?”

    


    
      I cleared my throat. “How do you think the Amazons found us?” I asked Andre, getting back to business.


      “No, no, no, Sabertooth, you do not get to change the subject after you drop a bomb like that.”


      “Let it go, Oliver,” Leanne said. “You’ll have plenty of time to badger her later.”


      Oliver huffed, but quieted.


      “The Amazons must’ve used circumstantial evidence to figure out where you were and who you were with. They’re mercenaries—they’re used to finding people who wish to stay hidden.”


      “Crazy bitches,” Oliver muttered.


      “Fairy,” Andre said, “are you well enough to take us to the Isle of Man?”


      “You want to go there? I hate being the voice of reason, but that is not wise—”


      “Are. You. Well. Enough?” Andre repeated.


      “Yes—”


      “Then we need to go—preferably now.”


      Andre’s attention turned to me. “Soulmate,” he said, his tone softening, “we have to leave. Can you walk, or would you prefer me carrying you?”


      “I’m fine,” I said. Heaven forbid I let Andre haul me around in his arms. He’d never put me down.


      “Oh, he gives her the royal treatment,” Oliver muttered. “Real fair, Andre.”


      “I am not fair,” Andre said, his gaze lingering on me. “I am lawless, and I have little empathy for anything other than the woman in my arms.” Aw, Andre was proclaiming his love. Too bad he was going about it as abrasively as possible. “You should never forget that, fairy.”

    


    
      “Hmph. Well, not the best response ever,” Oliver said, rising to his feet and dusting himself off, “but I have more important things to worry about, like the horrid state of my clothes.” He reached up to pat his hair, only to pause. “My hair’s a mess too, isn’t it? Dammit, I’m no longer the hottest one of the group.”


      “Are you okay to travel?” Andre asked me, his voice low.


      “I’m fine, Andre,” I said.


      “‘I’m fine,’” Andre repeated. “I learned long ago I should never trust a woman who utters those words.”


      “You really shouldn’t,” Leanne threw in.


      I huffed out a laugh, rising to my feet. “The sooner we get back to the Isle of Man, the sooner I can take a hot shower.”


      And the sooner I’d have to face down a murderous coven of vampires, among other things.


      Awesome.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 15


      Wilderness grew over the ruins of the small stone house we stood in front of. Bright green grasses and wooded trees surrounded the four of us.


      “Home sweet home,” Oliver said. “We’re finally back to bloody civilization,” his upper lip curled at the sight of the ruins, “though you’d never know it.”


      For a fairy, he was oddly anti-nature.


      Andre stepped up next to me, taking my hand in his. His eyes scanned the forest, searching for any hints of ambush. While he did so, he brought the back of my hand to his lips and absently kissed it, like affection for me came unconsciously to him. My heart picked up its pace at the action.


      He glanced down at me, arching an eyebrow, a small smile tugging at his lips. That only made my heart thump faster.

    


    
      His other arm snaked around my waist, and his eyes told me that he was thinking illicit thoughts.


      “You guys done eye-banging, or should I give you another minute?”


      I turned to face Oliver. “You are worse than that little voice inside my head.”


      He raised a shoulder. “I’d like to say I try, but I was just born this fabulous.”


      I turned to our surroundings. “So we’re back to the Isle of Man?” I asked.


      “Mmhmm.”


      “Why not exit at the Braaid?” I asked. The stone circle located near the center of the island seemed like the most obvious portal here.


      “Because that’s where the Politia will be expecting you to exit.”


      Oh.


      “This exit is one us fairies exclusively know about.” Oliver seemed mighty proud about that fact.


      Andre stiffened next to me, his nostrils flaring. A moment later he pushed me behind him. “Who’s there?” his voice thundered.


      The wild grass rustled and shifted as though someone moved through it. I breathed in the forest air, but I smelled nothing over Andre and my friends.


      The grass stilled, and Cecilia stepped out from the ruins of the house.


      “You’re late.”

    


    
      “Did you sell the bed and breakfast?” I asked, staring at our surroundings. A warm fire burned in the hearth, heating up the small cottage. A cottage that, from the outside, was nothing more than crumbling stones. Just like Peel Academy, Cecilia’s home here had been enchanted.


      The five of us sat in Cecilia’s living room, drinking tea like we weren’t a bunch of savages. We were a ragtag bunch. Andre, with his sheathed swords, Oliver with his blood-caked hair. Leanne with her dirtied face and stained clothes, and me smelling of graveyards and ash. We looked like something the cat dragged in. The sight of us drinking Earl Grey from porcelain cups and eating dainty cookies was almost comical.


      Andre lounged back on a side chair, one leg slung over the other. His foot tapped impatiently on the ground. I guess niceties weren’t really his thing.


      “No,” she chuckled, “I still own it. Like your soulmate, I’ve acquired several homes over the years. The bed and breakfast is one of them, as is this house.”


      Calling this a house was being generous. From what I could tell, the place in its entirety was probably no bigger than two of the girl’s dormitory rooms butted together.


      “Enough of this,” Andre said, leaning forward. “How can we save Gabrielle?”


      “That is a discussion I’m afraid I need to have with Gabrielle alone,” Cecilia said.


      Andre stood, looking menacing. “The last time a powerful woman demanded that, the devil took my soulmate. I will not let that happen twice.”


      “Andre de Leon, shame on you,” Cecilia said, setting down her teacup and standing as well. “I helped raise this child during the first years of her life, and if my memory serves me correctly I saved her from your right-hand man when he sought to kill her. Do not confuse my intentions for those of some scheming sorceress.”

    


    
      Andre frowned. He stared at her for a long moment, then bowed his head in acquiescence. When he lifted his chin, his gaze landed meaningfully on me, and it lingered there for a long moment. Then he turned on his heal and strode out of the cottage.


      “Really?” Oliver said around a partially masticated cookie he’d shoved in his mouth. “After all that huffing and puffing he just … leaves?”


      “Yeah, which means we need to skedaddle too.” Leanne stood, brushing crumbs off her hands.


      Oliver grumbled. He swallowed his tea down and grabbed a fistful of cookies. “This so does not count as dinner.”


      “Really?” I said, eyebrows lifting. “Had me fooled, eating like there’s no tomorrow.”


      “Just because your skanky ass is on a liquid diet doesn’t mean you got to go and be rude to the rest of us.”


      Leanne headed over to Cecilia and clasped the fate’s hand. “It was good to see you again,” Leanne said.


      “Oh, you too my dear,” Cecilia said, patting the side of her face.


      My friends left shortly after that, and then it was just Cecilia and me.


      “Mi tesoro,” she said, opening her arms, “you have had a trying few days.”

    


    
      I walked into her embrace, breathing in her lavender perfume as I fiercely clung to her. It would’ve been proper to let her go after a couple of seconds, but I didn’t. She had insight that no one else had.


      “I’m frightened,” I admitted, my voice barely a whisper.


      “Good. I’d be worried if you weren’t.” She smiled as she pulled away from me and clasped my cheeks.


      “Is it going to get worse?” I asked.


      “Yes,” she said bluntly, “but you already knew this.”


      I bit the inside of my cheek and nodded.


      She moved to the scattered teacups and began stacking them on a serving tray. Mine and Andre’s cups were still filled to the brim with cooling tea. “Won’t be needing these anymore, will we now?” she said as she lifted them onto the tray. She didn’t bother asking whether I wanted the rest of tea, and I was grateful that we were dealing solely with the truth, no matter how unpleasant it might be.


      “Will I get my appetite back?” I asked.


      She made a humming noise at the back of her throat. “Eventually.” She hoisted the tray in her arms and porcelain clattered.


      I hustled over to help her. “Let me take that from you.”


      “Nonsense, mi tesoro. Just give me a second to put these away. And please,” she nodded to the living space, “get comfortable. Mia casa è tua casa.” With that, she took the dishes into the kitchen.


      As she began banging around in there, I perused her living room. Even after all these years, it was still strange to see her living a life completely separate from mine. But to a fate, I must be one small blip in the great expanse of her lifetime.

    


    
      I ran a hand along the fireplace’s mantle, noticing the bundles of dried heather. On a side table, a series of framed photos had been placed on display. I moved over to them. What pictures did a fate hold dear?


      It was a strange collection that spanned at least a century. A grainy sepia photo of a stiff couple rested next to a photo from the sixties of a family standing in front of a tinseled tree.


      I did a double take when I glimpsed a picture of my mother. I grabbed the frame, drawn just as much by my desperate desire to see her as I was by the pull of her face. Even trapped in a photo she had that effect.


      Her complexion looked nothing like mine, save for the pale skin. Her hair was strawberry blonde, and the warm eyes that looked heavenward were hazel. The photographer caught her mid-laugh, and even frozen in place, I wanted to laugh along with her.


      Next to her was another girl, her cheek smudged with flour. Their hands were buried in a bowl of dough. The picture was so full of life that it was hard to believe the woman who’d given birth to me no longer lived.


      “She loved you so much,” Cecilia said, stepping up next to me.


      “I know nothing about her,” I said, my thumb rubbing over her face.


      “She was fiery—she could cut a man down with her words alone. Your father was no exception. But God did he love her.” She sighed. “I thought I would have more time to tell you about them.”

    


    
      My throat tightened. “You’re a fate. Shouldn’t you have known?”


      “Perhaps. I’m not omniscient—not in this form—regardless of what the myths say about me.”


      I turned back to the photo. “Where is she buried?”


      “Lemnos—it’s an island on the Aegean. It’s where your family is from.”


      Up until this point, I hadn’t known that. I wanted to shake Cecilia, to yell and ask her why she had failed so epically to tell me about my parents, but then that would make me a hypocrite.


      I’d never asked about them. Sure, I’d done searches for them, read up on their histories, memorized their faces and printed out pictures of them, which I’d shoved between pages of my textbooks. But I’d never forced Andre to tell me all he knew of Santiago—a man he’d been close friends with for half a millennia. And I’d never sought out Cecilia before this to learn more about them.


      I think as much as I wanted to know, I didn’t want the what-ifs to well within me. They were gone, I’d survived, and I was forced to live out my life without the shine of their personalities.


      “She did it all for you,” Cecilia said staring down at the photo.


      “What do you mean?”


      “The child that never should’ve existed. She was the only one who knew for certain that you were Santiago’s. Not even he could be sure—not until you grew old enough to take on his features.” She shrugged helplessly. “I’m afraid a siren’s reputation long precedes her.

    


    
      I turned to more fully face Cecilia. “Vampires don’t have children—they can’t.”


      “You’re right, they can’t. But you are Santiago’s daughter.”


      I searched her face. “How is that possible?”


      “Just as the devil tricks humans, sometimes God tricks the devil.”


      I breathed in and out, letting that settle on my shoulders. “You’re saying God made me this way?”


      Cecilia shrugged. “I, as you might imagine, am not well acquainted with Christian religion. That’s ultimately for you to decide.


      “Most of the time the world’s religions coexist in—relative—harmony. But not always. You are one such case. The prophecy is true—you are Pluto’s Proserpine, and he will do everything in his power to take you back to the Underworld with him. But it is also true that some great being out there tweaked the rules of our world so that you could exist at all.”


      She glanced at the photo I still held. “Your mother knew about the prophecy before you were ever born, and she spent the last years of her life doing everything she could to protect you from your fate.” Cecilia touched the skin just beneath my eye. “And like you, she knew when her time was coming to a close.”


      My heartbeat increased. “She knew she was going to die?”


      Cecilia gave a slight nod. She moved away from the framed photo and to the window. I followed her over there.

    


    
      Outside Leanne and Oliver played some game that involved slapping each other’s hands. Beyond them, Andre leaned against a tree, his body tense. His entire focus seemed to be trained on this house. That man was a force of nature.


      Cecilia nodded to him. “He’s impossible to be around right now, isn’t he?”


      I shook my head. “You have no idea.”


      “He’s only going to get more difficult, I’m afraid. Fear does that to men like him. Nothing for it.”


      He hadn’t moved since we came to the window.


      “He’s a good man.” She smiled. “You brought him back from the edge; he was getting tired of life.” She paused. “I don’t know everything, but I can tell you this: he loves you more than he’s ever loved anything. Losing you is going to gut him.”


      So we were still talking in truths.


      I placed a trembling hand on the cold windowpane and stared out at him. “I know.” It was barely a whisper.


      I longed to take away his pain. Instead I’d be adding to it. “Will he survive it?”


      Cecilia turned my face to her. “I shouldn’t be surprised that you ask about him rather than yourself.”


      I lifted my shoulders and glanced down at my shoes. “I’m trying not to think about what’s going to happen to me.”


      “Ah. That I can understand.”


      She wasn’t denying that my fate would be everything my nightmares suggested it would be.


      She sighed. “I can’t answer your question about the vampire. It would alter the way events must unfold.”

    


    
      She twisted away from the window. “There is a very specific reason why I called you here,” Cecilia said. “As much as you do not want to dwell on your future, we must discuss it.


      “There has always been a balance to things,” she said, “but the balance has been thrown off for some time. The Celestial Plane—heaven—doesn’t involve itself in earthly skirmishes, but the devil has gotten too powerful. He thinks to overreach.”


      I narrowed my eyes. “And I have something to do with that?”


      Cecilia drew in a deep breath. “He wants access to earth. And in order to get that, he needs a woman with the flesh of the earth and born with the blood of the tainted—he needs you. You offer him power. Lots of it.”


      Her words reminded me of a long ago conversation with Andre. He had said the same thing.


      I put a hand to my head. “Wait.” Her words echoed in my head. “Are you saying that because my father was a vampire, I was born … tainted?” I used the word she provided.


      Cecilia nodded.


      “And you’re saying that some bigger being allowed me to be born?”


      “Not allowed, mi tesoro. Facilitated. Your birth was facilitated.”


      Now there was some news to knock you on your ass.


      “Wow.” I had to shelve that one; I had no idea what to make of it.

    


    
      “Is there a way to stop the devil?” I asked.


      “To stop him means stopping you.”


      I rubbed my eyes, suddenly feeling a million years old—so, about the same age as Andre. “If I thought dying would help, I wouldn’t be running from certain death, Cecilia. Is there another way?”


      She looked at me from the corner of her eye, a sly smile curving her mouth. I’d asked the question out of desperation, but it seemed that there was actually validity to it.


      “There is, isn’t there?” I didn’t mean to sound so shocked. It was just that after visiting Hestia, I’d resigned myself to my fate.


      “There is always salvation for those who want it.” Cecilia’s eyes flicked back to the window before returning to me. “You must talk to the third and final fate, Decima. She’s currently undecided on the matter of your life and the balance between good and evil.”


      No pressure or anything.


      “And you want me to convince her of what? My goodness?”


      “Mi tesoro, we fates are far-seeing, but we also dwell in human bodies with all of their limitations. We are subjective, and we make mistakes. A person’s future is a pattern of possibilities. They collapse together into one reality only when they happen. And right now, the number of possibilities that end well for you, for vampires, for the balance of good and evil … well, the odds are against you.”


      I swallowed, remembering the chill of the devil’s presence, the desolation of a place without God. The thought of going back to that had my heart hammering. “I’ve beaten the odds more than once,” I said.

    


    
      “That you have, which is why you need to talk with Decima. The third fate watches you even now. She is the swing vote. Find her.”


      “How will I find her?”


      “She waits for you inside Peel Academy. A certain hellhound will lead you to her. Word is that dog is very taken with you”


      “Scooby?” I said quietly. Yeah, I’d named the Moddey Dhoo, Peel Castle’s demonic dog. He’d become my buddy.


      I cleared my throat. “When should I meet Decima?”


      “She is a fate. You’ll meet her exactly when the time is right.”


      Typical cryptic response.


      A grandfather clock chimed in the corner.


      Cecilia took the photo from me, returning it to its place. “Enemies approach, mi tesoro. It is time to be on your way.”


      She led me to the door. “Do you still have that card I gave you?”


      “Mhm.” It was buried somewhere in that enchanted bag Andre had hauled around, shoved inside one of my pants’ pockets.


      “Good,” she said absentmindedly, a faraway look in her eyes. “Keep it safe. You’ll need it in the future.”


      Trusting me with a flimsy piece of paper was probably not Cecilia’s wisest decision, but I nodded anyway.


      I hesitated, then leaned in to hug her tightly. I had so many more things that I wanted to ask, to say, and I feared I’d never get the chance.

    


    
      When I pulled away, she patted my cheek. “Have faith. We are the weavers of time. Everything will go as it should.”


      I wanted to believe her, but the truth was, I was earthborn, hellbound, and absolutely screwed.


      I left her small cottage, dazed by what I’d learned. As soon as Andre caught sight of me, that singular focus of his was honed in on me.


      He loves you more than he’s ever loved anything.


      I took in a ragged breath. Hope might not be lost. Not completely.


      “Done with your little tête-à-tête?” Oliver asked when he saw me. “Sure you don’t want a little longer? I don’t think all ten of my fingers have gotten frostbite yet.”


      “Shut up, Oliver,” Leanne said, elbowing him.


      “Ow!” he rubbed his side. “Keep your elbows to yourself. The only boney things I want poking me are—”


      Leanne covered his mouth with her hand before he had time to finish the sentence. “Sometimes I seriously wonder why we’re friends.”


      Oliver’s protest was muffled.


      When Andre reached me, he laid his hands on my upper arms and gently kneaded them. “All went well, soulmate?”


      I nodded, trying to keep eye contact in spite of the knowledge I’d learned between Hestia and Cecilia.


      “I need to meet with the third fate and convince her that I’m worth saving.”

    


    
      Andre’s face broke into a brilliant smile. “That’s excellent, soulmate. Where and when are you to meet her?”


      “Peel Academy, and on fate time—so whenever.”


      His smile dropped. “No.”


      “No?” Is he serious?


      “Peel Academy is way too dangerous.”


      Oh Lordy, he is.


      I raised my eyebrows. “I don’t remember asking for your permission.”


      “There will be Politia everywhere, soulmate. Let’s find a different location.”


      “Sure, why don’t I just call up Decima with a number I don’t have. I’m sure a fate that might not even like me is eager to accommodate my needs.”


      I don’t even know why I was arguing with Andre. It’s not like he was going to change my mind. Not if this fate could save me from the devil. I’d risk death for that.


      Andre glowered at me.


      “Is someone having another lover’s quarrel?” Oliver asked, wandering over.


      “Soulmate, this is a bad idea.”


      “What’s a bad idea?” Oliver asked, gripping my arm. “I love bad ideas. Especially yours.”


      “I need to get inside Peel Academy unnoticed.”


      Oliver snorted. “Bitch please, that’s too easy.”


      All of us turned to the fairy, including Leanne, who’d so far stayed out of the fray.


      “Really?” Oliver let us all know with a single look that he thought we were imbeciles. “They’re called persecution tunnels.”

    


    
      Andre stepped forward. “These tunnels can get my soulmate in and out of the school completely undetected?”


      “That is the idea.”


      “Perfect,” I said, clapping my hands together. “That solves that.” I’d be going back on campus. I could already feel my excitement bubbling. I missed my old school.


      “I don’t like this,” Andre grumbled, but he didn’t fight it.


      Once we made plans to meet up again tomorrow to find Decima, Andre and I parted ways with Oliver and Leanne. Those two headed back to Peel Academy, while we headed for Bishopcourt.


      It wasn’t until we’d reached Andre’s place that I thought back on my conversation with Cecilia. I realized I never asked her who the other woman in the photo was. Or, more importantly, what a random photo of my mother was doing there in the first place.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 16


      I passed a saint’s relic Andre had on display along the hall at Bishopcourt. It wasn’t the original one he had here; that one had been lost in the fire several months ago.


      I reached out and touched the relic, whispering a desperate prayer under my breath. Even knowing it hadn’t saved Andre or any other vampire didn’t matter at the moment. Time and reverence had made the thing holy.


      Andre paused to wait for me, but he didn’t comment on my behavior. If anything, something like understanding flickered in his eyes. He’d done this before, perhaps many times. He knew what it was like to ask for salvation even if deliverance would never come.


      He called over a servant. “Please get Gabrielle a clean set of clothes and leave them in my room.


      Once the servant left, he placed a hand on my back and steered me farther down the hall. “Soon they will know you’re here.”

    


    
      Andre didn’t have to clarify who “they” were. Considering the entire supernatural community wanted my head, I might as well assume he meant all of them.


      “And,” Andre continued, “later tonight I will have to contact the coven and schedule a meeting.”


      I cringed. “They’re going to eat me alive—right after they draw and quarter me.”


      We came to the door of his room, and he held it open for me. “Soulmate, our coven will not harm you.”


      Andre didn’t close it after I entered, and I swiveled to look at him. He nodded to the bathroom. “Get clean. I need to set my coven’s business in order, among other things. I’ll be back here shortly.”


      He didn’t need to tell me twice. I slipped into the bathroom and turned on the shower. I sighed as I peeled off the leather pants and the matching bustier. I could die a happy woman if I never had to wear leather again.


      When I stepped into the shower, days’ worth of grime slid off my body. I practically moaned at the hot water beating down my back. Up until now I hadn’t noticed just how cold I’d gotten, not until the steam and the warm spray thawed my body.


      The air outside the glass shower stall rippled, the steam seeming to displace itself. I stared, first transfixed then horrified, as a figure coalesced from the mist.


      Not just a figure. A black suit, custom tailored, hugged wide shoulders. It tapered inward at a narrow waist. The slacks beneath it were crisp, a starched line running down the middle of each pant leg. Gleaming leather shoes crossed at the ankle. Almond eyes stared at me through the mist.

    


    
      The devil lounged against the nearby wall, scrutinizing me. His mouth didn’t move, but his words tickled my ear.


      “Miss me?”


      I covered myself as fear coursed through me.


      “Nothing I haven’t seen many times before.” Again, the devil’s mouth didn’t move, but his voice spoke in my ear. I didn’t know if he was referring to the female form in general, or mine in particular. I seriously hoped it was the former.


      “What is with you and bathrooms?” I said over my fear.


      He ignored my question and pushed off the wall, heading towards me. All that separated us was the clear glass stall that encased me. Filmsy protection against a man that could appear at will.


      I backed up. “Stay away from me,” I warned him.


      “Or else what?” he challenged.


      I drew in a shaky breath. I had nothing. No threat of mine could scare off Pluto, the devil—whatever and whoever he was.


      The steam inside the shower stirred, and then he stood in front of me. I stumbled back. While he appeared corporeal, water passed right through him.


      His eyes flicked over me, and my skin crawled. “The vampire’s time with you is coming to a close. Shame that he’s wasting it, too.”


      “He’s not wasting it.”


      “Oh?” The devil’s brows rose in mock surprise. He stepped forward, crowding me. This was the closest he’d ever come to me here on earth. His voice dropped low. “And yet I’m the one in the shower with you.”

    


    
      Goosebumps broke out along my flesh at the wanting in his eyes. “I didn’t invite you.”


      “I didn’t ask for your consent.”


      We stared each other down, and I flared my nostrils, anger rising. But even it couldn’t compete with the sheer panic that flooded my veins.


      The devil leaned in, removing the last space between us. “Coming back here will be the death of you.”


      Despite the hot water, a shiver tore through me at his words.


      He lies for a living. This is no different, I told myself.


      But I couldn’t pretend away the subtle palsy my limbs had taken on in the last day, or the way my heart sometimes slowed to a crawl. My appetite was going too. I wouldn’t need someone to gun me down; my body was doing a great job of dying all on its own.


      The devil didn’t step back, not immediately. Instead he lingered, not touching, but only just. Having him this close reminded me that he’d taken me—twice—to do with as he pleased. While he hadn’t physically violated me, he’d tasted my soul. That was another type of desecration.


      “Did you expect anything differently of me?” he asked, reading my thoughts.


      His sharp words held a hidden meaning in them. If I was to believe what I’d learned of him, then he wasn’t just the devil—and he wasn’t just Pluto, either. He was all those primordial gods of the Underworld, and there were many of them with their own myths, and not all were terrible.

    


    
      Osiris, the Egyptian version of him, for all intents and purposes, seemed like a half decent guy. He’d loved his wife, Isis, and judging from the fact that after he’d been chopped to little pieces by his brother—ew—she’d painstakingly collected them all and put him back together, I’d say she might’ve had the hots for him as well.


      In no universe would I put the devil back together like Humpty Dumpty if someone slaughtered him. I was far more likely to do the jig on top of his grave—or help kill him myself. Believing he was capable of good felt too much like I was excusing the infinite evil he’d orchestrated throughout lifetimes.


      “Give me a reason to,” I finally said.


      I assumed my words would anger him. Instead he tipped his head forward. “I just might, consort. I just might.”


      On shaky legs, I stepped into Andre’s room. He was rubbing his hair with a towel, his skin damp. I guess he’d slipped into another shower while I used his.


      I was certain he forgot to wash something. That, or he used his super speed to get clean. There was no other explanation for how he’d managed to get all his business finished and take a shower in the same time it took me to get clean.


      That, or my visit with the devil took even longer than it felt. And it felt long. I pushed down the panic that rose whenever I thought of him. He was always there, waiting in the wings of my mind. If I let myself get consumed by thoughts of him, I’d be his long before I ever set foot in hell.

    


    
      Seeing me, Andre paused. Other than a pair of low-slung jeans, he was blissfully naked.


      They just don’t make men the same way they used to.


      I braced an arm against the wall. Praise Jesus for hormones and short attention spans. I needed a distraction right about now and Andre was just about as good as it got.


      His gaze flicked over my towel-clad body, and I shuddered at his appraisal. It reminded me too much of the devil’s.


      Andre’s brow puckered. “Soulmate, are you okay?”


      So much for a distraction. I considered lying, but, oh hell with it. I shook my head. “No, I’m really not.”


      He crossed the room. “What’s wrong?” He pushed some damp strands of hair behind my ear.


      “The devil visited me while I was in the shower.”


      “While you were … in the shower?” Andre repeated.


      I gave him something between a headshake and a nod. It conveyed perfectly my own uncertainty.


      Andre’s face blackened with rage. “That bastard.”


      He came to me, his hands lightly touching my shoulders. “What did he do to you?”


      “Nothing physical.” Even as I spoke, my mind drifted back to the encounter. The devil hadn’t seemed nearly so hostile lately. Disconcerting, as usual, but not violent.


      Andre’s eyes roved over me, as if he couldn’t believe it. Or maybe he was realizing that the devil had gotten an eyeful of naked Gabrielle.

    


    
      “What did he say to you?”


      I shook my head. No way was I repeating some of the things he said. “It doesn’t matter. It’s over. He’s gone.”


      Andre’s troubled eyes lifted from mine to the air beyond. I could tell he was thinking the same thing I was: the devil might be gone, but he was never far.


      My gaze moved to Andre’s bed. I’d now slept several days in his arms. But as my gaze took in the soft sheets, Hestia’s words echoed in my mind. Hell, fate echoed in my mind. Unless I could convince Decima otherwise, I had less than a lunar cycle—twenty-eight days—to live.


      “Soulmate?” Andre stepped up next to me.


      When I turned to face him, he must’ve seen the direction of my thoughts because he stilled, his nostrils flaring.


      My skin lightly glowed, but I was in control. I placed my hands on his bare chest. Warmth that shouldn’t be there emanated from him. That was the thing about magic. It made no logical sense, and yet it simply was.


      I swallowed, staring at the expanse of chiseled muscle in front of me. I didn’t know what to do next.


      The back of Andre’s hand slid along my jaw. He cupped the back of my neck and tilted my head up to face him. His eyes searched mine.


      I scented the air, breathing in Andre’s spicy smell.


      “Gabrielle …” Andre’s hands skimmed down my sides. They caressed the swell of my hips.


      “Do you want this as much as I do?” I asked.


      His jaw clenched, but for once it was out of self-restraint, not anger. “More.”


      I ran my hands down his torso, pausing at the edge of his jeans. He didn’t stop me when I undid his pants’ top button. He used to.

    


    
      Andre functioned so differently from me. I’d simply wanted him since the beginning. It was an ache in my bones, the need to be close to him. But for Andre, who had practiced so much self-restraint over his long life, he didn’t just give into his every whim and desire. At least, not when it came to me.


      I think that now, after all we’d been through, he finally figured we’d earned the right to do this. You can only cross paths with death and damnation so many times.


      I tugged his zipper down then moved my hands back up his torso, running them over his shoulders and down his arms, feeling every sculpted edge of muscle there. His body shuddered at the sensation.


      A half-smile curved Andre’s mouth, but his eyes were serious. He took my chin and angled my head up, brushing a kiss along my lips. “Are you sure?” he whispered.


      “Andre.” I gave him a look, and he laughed, the sound made husky by his rising passion.


      I backed up from him. Unhooking the edges of my towel, I let it slide off my body.


      I heard him growl ominously as he prowled after me. He scooped me up in his arms, and I yelped as he carried me to the bed. His scent wafted around us, mingling with mine.


      He set me down on his soft mattress. His gaze trailed over my body, drinking in every inch of exposed skin. I moved to cover myself, suddenly shy.


      He took my hands and kissed the knuckles of each. “You have nothing to hide, soulmate. And trust me when I say there is no reason to be embarrassed. None.” His voice had roughened as he spoke, and his gaze slid back to my body. He placed my hands at my sides and ran one of his palms over a piece of exposed flesh, feeling the gentle dip and rise of my curves.

    


    
      His gaze seared my skin, making it shine brighter. “You’ve never been lovelier than you are right now,” he breathed.


      I looked pointedly at his pants, which, despite being unzipped, had remained on his hips. I didn’t blame those pants; I’d suction myself to him if I got the chance. Correction: I would suction myself to him once they were gone. “You have two pieces of clothing on. I have none. This needs to change.”


      Andre’s eyes smoldered. Never tearing his gaze from me, he shoved his jeans off of him. When he straightened, he still wore a pair of boxer briefs. This was as much as I’d ever seen of him, and all that is holy, it was a beautiful sight.


      His hands dropped to his waistband, and he arched an eyebrow, a sly—and oddly vulnerable—grin gracing his lips. It was his last silent request for me to back out.


      But I wouldn’t.


      He slid the material down his legs and stepped out of them.


      The next time he straightened, I caught my first glimpse of Andre completely naked. I shifted impatiently, my desire for him only increasing. Too bad for me I was a living mood ring when it came to this. My skin brightened at the sight.

    


    
      His gaze caressed my body as he joined me on the bed.


      Skin met skin, and my mouth parted as I felt all of him brushing against all of me for the first time. Ever so carefully he settled himself over me, keeping most of his weight off. We stared at each other.


      “Love of my life,” Andre whispered, “I have waited centuries for this. For you.” He captured my mouth with his and pressed a hard, feverish kiss to my lips, his body moving against mine.


      My back arched at the feel of him so close, and it ached to remove the last of the distance that lingered between us.


      One of his hands slid up my bare thigh, the touch leaving me breathless. I’d seen Hollywood’s version of romance, I’d even made the unfortunate mistake to read about some overblown rendition of it once or twice, but never had I lived it.


      It seemed forbidden, and tonight it was my reality. The thought had my head spinning.


      I grabbed Andre’s wrist. “If … if the devil tries to stop us again, I want you to keep going.”


      Andre’s passion-drunk gaze sharpened. His brow pressed together. “Soulmate, I can’t agree to that. Not if you get scared.” He smoothed back a strand of my hair.


      “But if I hear him and I tell you to keep going, will you?”


      Andre frowned but nodded—albeit, reluctantly. “Only if it is truly what you wish.”


      I knew what he really meant: if he scented something that contradicted my words, he’d stop anyway.

    


    
      He leaned in slowly, kissing me softly, and I moved against him, my body thrumming with excitement. Impatience. Nerves.


      “You’re shaking,” Andre noted. His naked chest glided over mine, the warm light of the room casting his skin in golds. He pressed a kiss at the juncture of my jaw and my neck, “but not scared,” he breathed, scenting me.


      “Can I tell you a secret?” he said, his lips trailing little kisses across my jaw before moving down.


      “Mmhmm.” I bit back the Bedlam that was moving through my body, lest it bleed into my voice.


      “I’m nervous too.”


      That made me pause.


      “Seven hundred years of yearning for something to fill the hollow inside me. And now she’s beneath me,” his eyes landed tenderly on me, “waiting for me to rock her world.” Andre smiled down at me.


      I laughed, the sound echoing melodically as the siren joined in. She wasn’t nervous, but oh was she eager.


      Our bond rang between my ears the closer we got. It lit my skin from the inside out until it felt as though I bathed in a pool of warmth. The sensation cast out the shadows that lingered in my soul.


      “Protection?” I whispered.


      “Soulmate, I can’t create children.”


      I nodded, swallowing down something thick. Technically, neither could I. Why, on top of everything else, was that so sad? I pushed away the thought, refocusing my attention on the man in front of me.

    


    
      Andre’s hips flexed, and he aligned himself with me. My heart beat like mad.


      I could tell Andre watched for signs that the devil had joined our little party; he kept a close eye on my expression. I wanted to tell him that if anything, the devil’s absence unnerved me. He hadn’t made a sound.


      The siren lingered just below the surface, not in control, but unwilling to miss out on what was about to happen. For once we’d drawn some sort of truce; she didn’t take over and I didn’t suppress her.


      And here I thought I didn’t play well with others.


      Andre kept his eyes on me as he gently slid inside. The bond between us—the one I could always feel—now … melded. The two of us were finally, finally together.


      He stared down at me, his eyes wide with wonder. Something haunted left his features, and he smiled. “Centuries of wearisome existence. Eternal damnation. And because of you, soulmate, I regret none of it.”


      We moved against each other until we’d banished every shadowy corner of our souls and every dark deed we’d ever done. Until there was just us—two people madly, hopelessly in love.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 17


      Andre pulled me close, nuzzling my neck, and I just about died from happiness. His hair was mussed from my fingers, and a persistent little grin kept tugging the corners of his mouth.


      “Soulmate, I’ve been thinking about it, and I’ve come to the decision that you’re not to leave my arms again.”


      I ran a hand through his hair, reveling in this new intimacy. “Oh, that’s real reasonable.”


      His head dipped between my breasts, and his lips paid homage to the skin there. I could feel him beginning to get aroused anew.


      My lips twitched. “Isn’t there supposed to be a recovery period for you dudes?” I asked.


      He nipped at the flesh beneath his mouth, making my siren rise.

    


    
      “You’ll find that vampires have extremely quick recovery periods.”


      I moved one of my legs against him, and he trapped it between his.


      “Lucky me.”


      That sinful grin of his widened. “No, soulmate. Lucky me.”


      I curled up next to him much later, and for a moment, just a moment, I felt pure and utter bliss. This was as close as I’d ever get to heaven.


      He held me close, and things felt different. Deeper. More intimate.


      Andre’s naked chest stilled beneath me. Whatever animated him during the evening fled as dawn broke along the horizon.


      I pulled away from him and stared at his face. Princely. That was the kind of beauty he had. Strong jaw, high cheekbones, straight brows, sensual lips. In sleep his expression gentled.


      I risked losing this.


      I glanced away, the sight of him suddenly making the pain of that future more acute.


      As I laid there, letting my happiness slip through my fingers like grains of sand, the notes of some haunting song drifted in from beyond the walls of Andre’s room.


      I pushed out of Andre’s bed and slipped on the clothes left for me earlier.


      That painting of Andre clad in his crusader gear watched me as I moved throughout the room and pulled on my boots. I swear those troubled eyes beseeched me, but to do what, I had no clue.

    


    
      Why does the spider weave its web?


      Why do the fates spin their thread?


      For you. For you. For you.


      The song’s lyrics drifted out from behind Andre’s bookshelf, and I stiffened at them.


      I knew that voice. I’d know it from anywhere.


      My mother.


      She wasn’t using her glamour, but her voice was still lovely enough to convince me of anything.


      Without thinking, I moved to the shelf and drew the trap door back. The bookshelf swung out, revealing the passage that led to Andre’s secret library, his equivalent of a panic room.


      Light spilled up the stairs from the room below. I couldn’t for the life of me remember if those lights came on when the passage was opened. If they didn’t, then Andre’s hidden library wasn’t so hidden after all.


      I closed my eyes, letting my other senses take over. As far as I could tell, nothing living was down there.


      I crept down the staircase, drawn by the music.


      Why does the morning lark find me dead?


      Why does the devil want you wed?


      It’s true. It’s true. It’s true.


      The hairs on my forearms rose as I entered the room. To anyone else, these lyrics were eloquent gibberish. But to me, they actually meant something. I could swear she was singing to me.

    


    
      Why do we lay in prophecy’s bed?


      Why does the world want your head?


      If only they knew. They knew. They knew.


      I crossed the room, heading for the source of the music. An iPod sat on one of the shelves at the back of the room. Attached to it were two speakers.


      You can’t run from destiny


      You can’t run from history


      Fate will find you.


      They will find you.


      He will find you.


      My forsaken one.


      The song ended there, the notes echoing into silence. The effect was haunting.


      “It is lucky for you that I am benevolent.”


      I yelped and whirled around. The devil stood on the opposite end of the room, blocking the passage out. The shadows gathered around him, darkening the already dimly lit room. And, uh, the dude looked pissed.


      His eyes narrowed and he folded his arms. “You fucked the vampire.”


      I flinched at the devil’s words. I didn’t shy away from cursing, but something about the word used in its true context and spoken with such casual venom shocked me.

    


    
      A chill entered the room as we stared at each other.


      “Not that I should be surprised,” the devil continued. “The fates didn’t fashion me some lilywhite saint for a consort—though that would’ve been fun to corrupt.”


      He stepped forward, and I backed up, banging into the shelf I stood next to and jostling the iPod. There was nowhere for me to go.


      Best get used to this, a small voice inside me said. The thought sickened me.


      “I warned you not to get intimate, and I don’t make idle threats.”


      “Then why didn’t you stop me?” He could have, just like last time. I wasn’t sure it would’ve made a difference.


      His unflinching gaze unnerved me. “You keep crossing me, as though I have not built my very reputation on punishment and pain. I figured it was time to remind you. You needed to be taught a lesson.


      The devil’s quiet menace had unease unfurling inside me, and my siren responded. My skin began to glow. “What are you going to do?”


      He took another step forward, beginning to close the distance that separated us. “Oh, I have a few things in mind.”


      My breathing quickened and his stare dropped to my chest. I closed my eyes against the expression he wore.


      “I could kill your friends—the ones that so dutifully protect you. That seer and I do have unfinished business. I’d torture them slowly, make it clear with every painful injury why they were receiving my wrath. That they put their loyalty in the wrong woman. All she had to do was remain chaste. But she didn’t, and her betrayal caused their suffering.”

    


    
      Trapped as I was between the bookcase and the devil, I couldn’t move. Couldn’t escape.


      He stopped just short of me. This close to him, I could see his dark beauty. It scared me that his presence no longer caused the same sick reaction it normally did. I could still feel a dull ache around him, like something vital was being sucked from me, but the sensation should’ve been sharper, more powerful.


      Hestia had called me tainted. Somehow, somewhere along the way, I’d become immune to the devil’s wickedness. Or, more likely, he’d poisoned my soul.


      “Or I could kill your adopted mother,” he said. “That’s the one I’m leaning towards.”


      My mother. Oh God, he would too. This needed to end.


      “What do you want?” My voice came out harsh.


      He cocked his head. Amusement twinkled in his eyes. “I thought I made that very clear from the start. I’ve lived for an eternity and waited for you for nearly as long.” He came up close to me, his eyes traveling over my body. “It’s almost too much. The waiting.”


      A cold sweat had broken out across my body.


      His form seemed to flicker. Whatever force allowed him to visit here, it was running out. “I was there the moment you took your first step. The moment you spoke your first word—‘da,’ in case you were wondering. I heard your wails when your mother never returned home, drank in your fear the night your father entered my kingdom.

    


    
      “I’ve seen the way girls scorn you, the nights you cried yourself to sleep, the lonely walks you sometimes take by yourself. I’ve watched over you since the day you were born. I’ve been there for everything, and I will continue to be by your side even after you leave this realm.”


      He almost touched me then. At the last second he dropped his hand. Something about him here and now reminded me that he wasn’t just the devil; he was also Hades, a being that wasn’t quite as evil. Still, I was pretty sure there was a reason our myth was often referred to as “the rape of Persephone.” Not exactly the kind of title that gave you warm fuzzies.


      “Why are you telling me this?” I asked, gripping the shelves behind me to keep my shaking legs from buckling.


      “You keep fighting this, little bird. Us.”


      I closed my eyes and swallowed. Us. The word reverberated in my mind. I’d gotten used to it referring to Andre and me. I wasn’t ready to give that up, not now after I’d fully experienced what eternity might be like with him.


      “Open your eyes,” the devil commanded.


      Afraid to defy him, they snapped open.


      His almond-shaped eyes drank me in. They’d always unsettled me, those eyes. In the past I’d assumed it was because they were windows to the soul and his—if he had one—was pure evil. But now I wondered if it might be simply the fact that they weren’t human.


      “I want to make a deal,” I said.


      “I’m listening.”


      “Their lives for mine.” I couldn’t have him or his minions murder my friends and family.

    


    
      He watched me, his gaze unreadable, so I pressed forward. “Give me—” I swallowed, “twenty-eight days to say goodbye.”


      The devil laughed. “You won’t live twenty-eight days, regardless, and you expect me to agree to that?”


      Shit.


      He gave me an appraising look. “You have no bargaining power.” The corner of the devil’s mouth tipped up. “But I’m feeling generous, so I’ll give you three days.”


      Three days? I controlled my features to prevent my horror from showing. “Two weeks.”


      “Three days is my final offer. If no one’s managed to kill you off by then—you’ll come to me freely.”


      I could hear Andre inside my head, screaming at me to not consider this. The devil’s deals were laced with poison. The thing was, I was hurling towards that date with death, devils and killers aside.


      “And if I don’t come to you at the end of three days?” Was I actually considering this?


      He smiled and those disturbing eyes of his lit with excitement. “Consort, it would please me beyond reason and terrify you beyond belief if you went back on your end of the deal.”


      I’d been cornered; I needed to protect my loved ones, and the devil knew it.


      I swallowed and nodded. “Fine,” I rasped out. “You have a deal.” I reached out to shake his hand.


      He eyed it, and then a slow, sensual smile spread across his face. Reaching out, his hand grasped my wrist rather than my hand. His skin—it might’ve been a stretch to call what touched me that—was ice cold, and the chill burned my flesh down to the bone.

    


    
      I screamed at the sensation, my legs buckling at the pain. He brought the back of my hand up to his mouth and kissed it. Then he released me.


      I cradled my arm, which still bore a ghostly handprint for several more seconds before fading away.


      “Sleep tight, consort.” He tipped his head to me, and the darkness that surrounded him grew. He’d disappear in another moment.


      On shaky legs, I stood. “I know that you’ve tasted me. Twice.”


      The devil smiled at me as the shadows around him began to move and expand. “An eternity is a long time to wait for you, and I am not a patient man.”


      “You’re not a man at all.” Though I’d seen few monsters lovelier than the one in front of me.


      “No, consort, I am much, much more.” The shadows twisted around the devil. All at once they collapsed in on themselves and sucked the devil up. And then he was gone.


      I stayed in Andre’s library long after the devil left, listening to my mother’s music on the mystery iPod, shivering and absently rubbing my forearm.


      A horrifying thought hit me: Could he know I was going to visit Decima?


      Oh God, he must’ve. That was why he made a deal with me. A shit deal that gave me three days to live.

    


    
      What have I done?


      I shivered again and fought off the sleep that all but demanded I give in. Instead my thumb flipped over the playlist of my mother’s songs. There was an entire library of them. The tracks were some strange combination of Brit pop and radio hits mixed with darker, more personal songs. All of them were utterly haunting.


      Like me, my biological mother had known when she was about to die. Had she cloistered herself away from my father like I did from Andre? Had she been scared? I craved knowing her now more than ever.


      I listened to the final song on the playlist, this one a ballad.


      There was a girl,


      A lovely, laughing girl,


      Fairer than thou ere did see,


      There was a girl,


      A sweet, strange girl,


      And that girl loved me.


      There was a man,


      A dark, dangerous man,


      Who fancied she,


      There was a man,


      A wild, wicked man,


      And that man stole her from me.


      There was a girl,

    


    
      A sad, solemn girl,


      Her hair as black as night,


      There was a girl,


      A desperate, doomed girl,


      Whose soul too soon took flight.


      There was a man,


      A mad, monstrous man,


      Whose soul couldn’t be,


      There was a man,


      A bleak, broken man,


      And that broken man was me.


      I sighed. My biological mother—like my father—was an ache in my heart that would never heal. And if—no, when—the devil made good on his end of our deal, I’d meet at least one parent in the fiery gates of hell. I could only hope I wouldn’t meet both.


      That would be one bitch of a reunion.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 18


      The next evening Oliver and Leanne slipped out of Peel Academy to visit me at Bishopcourt before we snuck back onto school grounds.


      As soon as Oliver saw me, his jaw went a little slack. “Oh. My. Gawd!” he squealed. “My baby’s no longer a virgin! Get it gurl!”


      Just about every servant in the entryway paused what they were doing to glance over at us.


      Well this wasn’t mortifying or anything.


      “Will you please keep your voice down?” I hissed at him. Did I have a giant sign on me that said “deflowered” or something?


      Leanne shook her head. “He is such a liability.”


      “You have to tell me everything.”


      I could feel the pull of Andre as he moved towards the commotion. I bit back a groan. He’d only just alerted the coven that we were at Bishopcourt—we were scheduled to meet with them tomorrow—yippee! Now he probably assumed some vampire had decided to visit early, which meant he thought a fight was about to break out. Awesome. All I needed was an extra-aggressive Andre.

    


    
      A moment later he strode to my side, his hand resting proprietarily around my waist. I shivered at his touch, remembering last night.


      Oliver waggled his eyebrows as Andre leaned in and gave my temple a kiss before nodding to my friends. “Oliver, Leanne, I trust you weren’t followed?”


      “Hello to you too,” Oliver said, sassy as ever.


      “We weren’t,” Leanne said.


      “Well come in,” Andre beckoned. “Can I get you two anything to eat or drink?”


      “I thought you’d never ask,” Oliver replied.


      Andre glanced down at me. “Soulmate, have you eaten yet?”


      My stomach clenched at the thought of food—or blood.


      “You haven’t,” he stated, reading my expression. “Come,” he said to my friends, placing a hand on my lower back and steering me towards Bishopcourt’s informal dining room.


      After he arranged dinner for my friends, Andre set a blood bag in front of me. I grimaced.


      “You need to feed.” Worry drew sharp lines along his face.


      I pushed the blood away from me. “I’m not that hungry yet.”

    


    
      Andre pushed it back. “You need your energy for tonight.”


      “It doesn’t look appetizing at the moment.” That was the truth. The lie was pretending that it might look more appetizing in a few hours.


      Andre grabbed the bag. “I’ll heat it up.”


      Reheated blood. The thought had my stomach churning.


      I grabbed Andre’s wrist. “If I have to drink it, I’d prefer it cold.” Said no vampire ever. Until now.


      He studied my hand, then my face. “If you don’t want the blood bag, then I can get one of my servants.”


      Oh, that would be so much worse.


      “This is fine.” My hands shook as they clasped the bag.


      A handful of days. That was all I got. And I was going to have to pretend that I didn’t flitter away my life so soon after I’d learned the third fate might be able to save it. Because there was no way in hell I was admitting my stupid, stupid decision to bargain with the devil. I’d have to go through the motions, which meant visiting the fate, regardless of how damned I was.


      “Ew, are you going to drink that in front of me?” Oliver asked, snapping me out of my thoughts. He unwrapped the first of a pile of truffles set in front of him—his version of dinner. “I love you and all, Sabertooth, but that’s like, really gross.”


      Andre’s jaw hardened, his arms folding. Clearly someone was feeling extra protective.


      By way of response, I stuck the blood bag’s straw in my mouth.

    


    
      Oliver curled his upper lip. “Ugh, that’s disgusting.”


      I smiled around the straw, flashing fang, and flipped him the bird.


      He tilted his head. “I’ll give you this: you’re really showing off your amazing sucking skills. I bet you’d be great at BJ’s.”


      Oh. My. God. Ew. I spit out the straw. “All that is holy, Oliver, could you for once …”


      I didn’t finish. Andre already had him by the neck and was dragging him out of the kitchen. Oliver scrambled to keep his footing as he was hauled off.


      I pushed myself to my feet, following them out. “Whoa. Andre, let him go.”


      Andre ignored me. “You have no business talking to a lady like that.”


      Aw damn, Andre was up and getting all chivalrous on my behalf.


      “A lady?” Oliver said raising his eyebrows. He glanced at me like the thought was precious.


      I shook my head at him to keep his mouth shut, but the fairy just smirked, like he couldn’t help himself.


      “Me thinks her reputation’s been sullied a bit after last night. Bow-chicka-wow-w—ack.” He began making choking noises as Andre squeezed his neck.


      Oliver was an idiot.


      I jumped in between the two of them and tried to pry Andre’s finger’s off of him. “Oliver, just—shut up for five seconds.”


      I swiveled to face my soulmate. “Please let my friend go.”

    


    
      “If he was one of my subjects he’d be whipped for this.”


      Whipped? Nope, not going to ask.


      “He’s my friend, and he promises he’ll be respectful from now on, don’t you Oliver?” I glared at him.


      He gave me a look that said, Are you crazy? But when his gaze moved to Andre, he nodded eagerly. “Best behavior,” he wheezed.


      Andre snarled and roughly let his neck go. “Your word means little when your actions don’t match.”


      Oliver rubbed his neck and mouthed, Holy fuck.


      Andre was breathing heavily, and I put a bracing hand on his arm. “It’s okay. He meant nothing by it.” As far as Oliver’s remarks went, that one hardly made a blip on the Richter scale.


      “Friend or not, I will not tolerate slander.”


      It was a bit late for that, considering all the stories circulating about me.


      I rubbed my forehead. For the love of—“Can we please choose our battles? I have enough enemies as it is.”


      The muscle in Andre’s cheek jumped as his jaw clenched and unclenched. His eyes moved to Oliver, who was retreating back to the kitchen. Andre’s lips pressed tightly together, like he tasted something bitter, then he nodded once.


      I let out a breath. My soulmate was wound way too tightly from recent events. He was lashing out from things outside of his control, and Oliver had been one his targets.


      The anger slowly drained from his eyes as he turned his attention back to me. He reached out to tuck a lock of hair behind my ear. “I don’t want you to ever think that what we do together is something lewd. Last night—”

    


    
      Andre’s cell phone buzzed, interrupting him. He hesitated to reach for it.


      “Take the call. We can finish discussing this later.” I gave him a soft smile.


      He pulled me in close, resting his forehead against mine before letting me go to grab his cell.


      “That was cray-cray,” Oliver said when I re-entered the kitchen. “He went bat-shit crazy on me.”


      “He’s the king of vampires, Oliver,” Leanne said with a roll of her eyes. “He’s used to running his own agenda.”


      “He was ready to off me!”


      While Oliver talked, I grabbed the blood bag and squeezed the rest of its contents down the kitchen drain. I silently apologized to all the hospitals that could’ve used the blood.


      “You mistreated his mate,” Leanne said.


      I ran the tap water, just to wipe away any signs of my little treachery. I couldn’t stomach the liquid without it coming back up, and I wasn’t going to waste the evening praying to the porcelain god when I didn’t have to.


      Oliver guffawed. “Now that is just ridiculous. Did I mistreat you, Gabrielle?”


      “Hm, what?” I glanced up, still holding the blood bag.


      “Ooooh, is someone doing naughty things over there?”


      “Do you want me to sic my bloodthirsty boyfriend on you? Here—” I said, walking to the door, “I can go get him.”


      “Geez, your secret is safe with me—hey, do you think I can get more of these?” Oliver asked, pointing to his wrapper-strewn plate.

    


    
      “No clue. You’ll have to ask the kitchen dude.” I nodded my head to the door that led to an attached industrial kitchen.


      “Chef,” Leanne corrected.


      Oliver gave me a pointed look. “Does it not drive you insane when she does that?”


      I suppressed a smile. “You both have your own, unique charm.”


      Leanne snorted. “As do you.”


      I stuck my tongue out at her. I was real mature like that.


      Oliver hopped off the barstool he sat on and wandered back to the kitchen, muttering about chocolate.


      As soon as we were alone, I swiveled to face my roommate. My former roommate, I thought with a twinge of regret. I wouldn’t ever attend Peel Academy again.


      “Are you okay, roomie?” she asked.


      I shook my head. “Have you seen anything?” I asked, fearing Leanne’s response but also perversely eager to hear it. One could get addicted to hearing their fortunes told.


      She shrugged. “Not since you drank that seer’s shroud.”


      Duh. I’d almost forgotten. Oliver wasn’t the only idiot.


      I ran my fingers over the table, following the veins in the polished wood. “Back when we were visiting the sorceress, Hestia told me that I had less than a month to live.” I wasn’t ready to admit the deal I’d made, but I’d admit this.


      Leanne’s pulse picked up, and I could smell her nervousness, but when I looked up, her face looked almost … guilty.

    


    
      It dawned on me. “You already knew.”


      I pushed a hand through my hair. It was really hitting me. I was going to hell in less than a week. And then I’d have to play house with the devil.


      “So, before I drank the seer’s shroud, you saw my future?”


      She heaved a great sigh. “Vaguely. I was far away from you, and I didn’t have any objects of yours close at hand. I foresaw only the most likely of your futures.”


      “And what was that?”


      She hesitated, then spoke. “I saw you murdered—shot straight through the heart. Within a minute you were gone.” Her voice cut off after that, and she glanced down at her hands. Her heart beat madly, and I could smell her fear.


      Fear for me. I’d be touched if I wasn’t also scared shitless.


      “So that’s it.” Seventeen short years of life snuffed out in under a minute.


      Leanne tore her gaze from her lap to meet my stare.


      “No,” she said simply, “that’s not it. I saw you surrounded by darkness so deep and complete it made my chest ache.”


      My eyes rounded. Sounded like hell to me.


      “You wore a black crown, and behind you stood the devil. He—he wrapped an arm around you. The darkness enveloped you then, but before you both disappeared completely, he looked at me … and he smiled.”


      I rubbed the goose bumps that had broken out along my skin. That didn’t sound horrifying or anything.

    


    
      Both of us were quiet for a few minutes, neither really knowing what to say.


      “It’s really going to happen.” I finally spoke, tracing the veins of the table once more.


      “Not if you can convince that final fate.”


      My eyes slowly traveled up to Leanne’s. My throat tightened as I nodded. The truth wanted to claw its way out, and it might’ve if not for the sound of something banging in the kitchen and the sound of Oliver’s squawk.


      I rolled my eyes and stood up, trying to shake off my fear.


      She chose her words carefully. “The future is nothing like the past,” she said. “What has been is immovable and unchanging; what will be is full of infinite possibilities—some more likely than others. Nothing is certain until it happens.”


      I didn’t have the heart to tell her that her optimism was misplaced. Since last night, my doom was, in fact, certain.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 19


      Later that evening, I found myself back inside one of Peel Academy’s godforsaken persecution tunnels. I’d never taken this particular one, though Oliver clearly had.


      Said fairy grumbled in front of me as we sloshed through puddles. “Break into the school, she said. It’ll be fun, she said.”


      I ducked under a clump of roots that hung from the ceiling. “If I remember correctly, you were the one that suggested this.”


      Oliver harrumphed. “That was before it started raining buckets.” The storm had rolled in while we’d been at Bishopcourt.


      I fingered the hilt of one of the daggers strapped to my side. I’d told Andre I would only visit Decima alone. Initially he kicked up a fuss, but as pushy as he was, the man couldn’t deny me much, and what I wanted was a frank conversation with the fate. The weapons were his compromise: Go in without me soulmate, then you’ll go in armed to the teeth.

    


    
      Now Andre waited for us at the tunnel’s exit. My last glimpse of him had been his controlled pacing. He reminded me of a leopard I’d seen once at the zoo. It had prowled the wall of its cage with the same agitation.


      “Shhhh,” Leanne said from behind Oliver, angling the flashlight on her phone around him to see far into the tunnel.


      “Why are you shushing me?” Oliver looked over his shoulder to catch my eye. “Why is she shushing me? Who could possibly overhear us?”


      Not three seconds after he spoke we heard a distant hiss.


      “That’s why,” Leanne said.


      Oliver huffed, but fell silent … for about a minute.


      “So … our baby girl is no longer a virgin.”


      I bit back a groan.


      “Be thankful it took him this long to bring the subject up,” Leanne said.


      “It’s not like he hasn’t tried,” I said, remembering how Andre manhandled him back at Bishopcourt. God, my life was a clusterfuck of unreasonable people. I wasn’t even going to exclude myself from that group either.


      “True.”


      “So,” Oliver said, “tell me: how hung is that man?”


      “Oliver!” both Leanne and I said.


      Off in the distance we heard another hiss.

    


    
      “For the record,” Oliver said, “if that thing comes at us, I’m blaming you two.”


      I listened a little longer, but wherever the creature was, it sounded as though it was moving away from us.


      “Bet he’s huge,” Oliver said. “Lucky fuck.”


      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Can we not talk about this?”


      “Ugh, Leanne, she’s still a prude.”


      “There is a distinction between a prude and refusing to kiss and tell,” Leanne said.


      “Fine, gang up on me you two.”


      A thoughtful silence descended on us.


      “So, did he bite you while you were going at it?” the fairy asked.


      “Oli-ver,” I said.


      “Okay, geez. Forget I asked. Someone clearly needs to get laid again,” he grumbled.


      The puddles became more frequent and bigger.


      “We’re slogging through a mote here,” Oliver complained. “Another beautiful pair of shoes ruined.”


      Leanne and I ignored him. Ahead Leanne’s light shone eerily on a patch of wall still cast in darkness. Another passage.


      “That’s where we leave you,” Leanne said nodding to it. “Right Oliver?”


      “Yea—wait, we’re not going with you, Sabertooth?” Oliver asked.


      “You and I are going back to our rooms,” Leanne said. “We have appearances to keep up.”


      Oliver looked at her like she was mad. “Appearances? You want me to show up in my dorm looking—and smelling—like a hobo?”

    


    
      “No one will notice you.”


      “Like hell they won’t. I got suspicious written all over me.”


      “If anyone asks, you’ll just tell them you met up with the chief constable of the Politia for some late night lovin’.”


      “Wait, Chief Constable Morgan? As in, my former boss?” I put up a hand as soon as I spoke. “You know what? I don’t want to know.”


      “That’s right you don’t,” Oliver said. “You can’t handle my love life!”


      Truer words had never been spoken.


      “Gabrielle,” Leanne said, turning to me, “This tunnel will take you to the library.” She nodded to the darkness that branched to our right.”


      I pulled out the phone Andre had gifted me earlier this evening and shined its built-in flashlight down the dark passage. I could hear a skittering sound somewhere beyond my sight.


      Just what I wanted to be doing at the beginning of my night. “Wish me luck.”


      “You got this, Sabertooth. And if you don’t, just glamour the shit out of that woman.”


      I didn’t bother telling Oliver that fates couldn’t be glamoured.


      “Good luck, roomie,” Leanne said. “Call me later and tell me how it went.” It was strange to hear her ask for news that a seer would normally foresee.

    


    
      “Will do.” I left them there, watching me descend into darkness.


      My boots splashed through the water. I heard a rustling sound. I aimed the beam of light towards the noise, only to see a rat scampering away. I grimaced but didn’t slow. Vermin were the least of my concerns at the moment.


      The farther I went, the deeper the puddle became, until it went up to mid-calf. Even the boots I wore couldn’t prevent the grimy water from seeping in.


      I could hear rhythmic dripping from the earthen roof above me. I wiped away cobwebs and scrunched my nostrils against the musty smell of the passage.


      A chilled breath brushed against my ear. I flinched and turned, dragging the beam of light with me. Nothing was there.


      I gripped my phone tighter, afraid to drop it. I was getting spooked at nothing.


      A creature howled in the distance. A normal person would’ve turned tail and ran. I, however, exhaled, my body relaxing.


      A minute later, Scooby materialized ahead of me, his ruby eyes gleaming in the dim light. I reached a hand out and scratched him behind his ears.


      “Who’s a good demon doggie?”


      He whined happily.


      “Yes, you are,” I cooed. I was beyond caring that I sounded like an idiot. Scooby saved me from myself.


      When I began walking again, he trotted ahead of me, his tail wagging. His paws didn’t stir the water, reminding me that while I might be able to touch him, he couldn’t interact with the physical world for the most part.

    


    
      A short distance later I came upon a severely rusted ladder. Above it someone had already opened a trap door set into passage’s ceiling.


      I placed my heel on the first rung and placed part of my weight on it. It crumbled almost immediately.


      Crap. This was going to prove interesting.


      Next to me Scooby vanished, only to reappear above me. His head peaked over the trap door.


      “Make it look easy, why don’t you?”


      Five minutes and two broken rungs later, I pushed myself onto the cobblestone floor of what looked to be Peel’s basement. I stood and brushed dirt and dust off my body. There was nothing to do about my soaked lower legs. I caught a whiff of myself and winced. Not the best start to my conversation.


      Scooby began to trot away from me, so I hurried after him, clicking off my flashlight as I did so. Around me firelight glowed from scones set into the castle walls. Unconsciously I pressed my hand to my heart.


      Boy, had I missed this place.


      The Moddey Dhoo led me to Peel Academy’s back library. This had been the same place where I first encountered Scooby all those months ago. Then we hadn’t been such buddies. He’d been a death omen, and he’d wanted nothing more than to tear me to shreds. Since surviving that encounter, he’d warmed up to me.


      At this late hour, no students lingered. This was a good thing … and yet my heart ached to be surrounded by my peers once more.

    


    
      My hand slid along the wall as I passed into the library, and I breathed in the musty smell of books. Tarp rustled beneath my feet.


      “So you don’t get the carpet dirty,” a female voice explained.


      My head snapped up, and I met the eyes of Lydia Thyme, Peel Academy’s head librarian.


      And, apparently, the third fate.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 20


      “You’re right on time.” Lydia stood behind the check out desk, but now she came around and directed me to a nearby table, the floor beneath it also covered with tarp.


      “You?” I squinted my eyes at her. She’d been there at my Awakening, and I’d chatted with her numerous times since then. She’d helped me more than once.


      “Yes, me.”


      Like Cecilia, Lydia was older. Her skin was a dark, burnished brown, and her black hair was shot through with streaks of white.


      “Please sit,” she gestured to a chair covered with a towel. “We have much to talk about and not much time to spare.” She gave me a meaningful look, and I hesitated.


      “Do you know—?”


      “About your deal with Pluto?” Lydia—Decima—finished for me. “I do.”

    


    
      I twisted my hands together. “I’m such a fool.” Being here was pointless. It was me going through the motions for the benefit of those few people who still cared about me.


      She sighed, sliding into the seat across from me. “You’re human, and this is a game Pluto has played with desperate people just like you for thousands of years. He uses persuasive, believable lies and half-truths to get you to agree to his desires. And, as you already know, it’s you he desires.”


      Lydia placed a folder she’d been carrying on the table. “He scouted you, you know.”


      “W-what? What does that mean?”


      Lydia Thyme opened the manila folder and pulled out a sheet of paper. She slid it across the table, and I took it from her.


      It was a printed excel sheet titled “Displaced Supernatural Children.” All but one row had been blacked out. On that row two names had been highlighted. One was my own, and the other …


      “‘Rex Inferni’?”


      The candlelight flickered at my words.


      Lydia nodded. “That’s Latin for ‘King of Hell’.”


      I released the paper like it burned me.


      “He alerted Peel Academy of your existence. He’s the one that set these events into motion.”


      If not for him, I would still be in Los Angeles. I would’ve never been hunted, I would’ve never been Awoken.


      I would’ve never met Andre.


      “How could no one have caught this?” Seemed to me that if the king of hell wrote in to say that a really special girl he knew should come to Peel Academy, not only would I not be invited, the Politia would probably burn and raze my house while I was inside … then salt the land for good measure.

    


    
      “The same way no one foresaw that you’d Awake a vampire. Mistakes happen.”


      That was the second time I’d heard a fate utter that line. Seemed like a lot of people were dropping the ball when they shouldn’t be.


      In the distance, I could hear the sound of sirens. I had no doubt that they were meant for me. Only Oliver, Leanne, and Lydia had seen me, and I suspected none of them were responsible for the sirens. Perhaps the school had been enchanted to notify authorities of my presence as soon as I stepped foot on campus.


      My legs tensed, but I didn’t get up. Not yet. “Is there any way at all for me to survive this?” I had to ask, even though I was fucked three ways to Wednesday. I didn’t try hiding the terror in my voice.


      “You mean, can I save you?” Lydia clarified.


      I lifted my shoulders and my hands, trying to convey that at this point, I was beyond nuances. Any hope would be good enough.


      She shook her head. “I was never in a position to save you,” she said. “I’m sorry if someone gave you that impression. Only you can save yourself. It’s always been that way.”


      I breathed in the smell of books. A hollowness had established itself at the base of my stomach, and now with her words, it grew, numbing me. I was past saving myself. I’d given that power away to the devil when I traded my life for that of my friends and family.

    


    
      From somewhere far outside the library, I heard someone hammering on the front door.


      “You need to leave now,” Lydia Thyme whispered.


      I stood, blinking back the blood that had gathered in my eyes. “Why did Nona send me? If it was all for nothing, then why?” If she said it was another mistake, I might just maim this fate.


      Lydia lifted my chin. “It wasn’t all for nothing.” Her thumb moved across my cheek, and for a second I caught a shadow of a smile. “Remember this: the only way out is through.”


      She pushed me away. “Goodbye, Gabrielle Fiori, the last of the sirens, the first born vampire, the future queen of the Underworld.”


      I slid on the slick stone as I fled, going down on one knee as I turned a corner. Scooby ran alongside me. We fled through the castle back to the trap door. My surroundings were tinted in shades of pink, and it took me a moment to realize that was because I still had tears in my eyes.


      I skidded to a halt in front of the door cut into the floor. The smell of mold and decay emanated from it.


      I really didn’t want to go back down. I didn’t want to wind my way through the darkness only to find Andre on the other side, waiting to hear how I convinced this fate to tip the scales in my favor. I didn’t want to tell him that she wouldn’t help—that she couldn’t.

    


    
      I shut my eyes. The sound of footfalls was moving closer. I could hear the shouts of officers. I winced when Maggie, the woman I’d once worked under during my time with the Politia, yelled something.


      My coworkers were here, hunting me like I’d hunted killers. I could still hear that last monster’s words echoing in my head. They came from the cambion I’d killed.


      The good guys? she’d said. The ones you think you represent? They will hunt you down and steal your life from you. The saddest part of all is that they will think the world is a better place because you are no longer in it. That will be your legacy.


      “Gabrielle.” The hairs on my forearms rose at the familiar, masculine voice at my back.


      I swiveled around in time to see Caleb.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 21


      I jolted at the sight of him. He still had the same gorgeous features that were responsible for half the school crushing on him and the ruffled, golden hair that made me think of long days out in the sun.


      I might never stand under the sun again.


      He looked tired, and I could smell the sadness wafting off of him even from the other side of the hall.


      Next to me, Scooby growled low in his throat. For once, my demonic companion didn’t dissolve into mist. I hope that had more to do with my presence and less to do with the dog being a death omen.


      “Caleb?” My voice broke. He wore the Politia’s official uniform.


      Because he’s here on official business.


      Caleb’s wide eyes traveled to the dog, then back to me.

    


    
      This was what I’d tried to explain to him all those times he minimized my nature. He’d been convinced that we were not so different; that there wasn’t some insurmountable chasm between creatures deemed good and creatures deemed evil. But he’d never understand what it felt like to be hated—and to be hunted—for simply existing. To consort with the things of nightmares and superstition—things spoken of in whispers and told only late at night.


      He just had to kill them.


      We stared each other down—former partners turned enemies. This felt like a bad rendition of The Fox and the Hound, one with an even shittier ending.


      Beyond him, I could her the Politia officers getting closer. One spoke in low tones to Lydia, and the others moved through the library, down the hall. A couple more turns and they would be on us.


      The trap door was behind me. I edged back—


      “Wait!” Caleb lunged forward.


      As soon as he shouted, I heard a flurry of movement far behind him. Officers now knew where we were.


      Time to go.


      I stepped back into the hole, letting my supernatural reflexes take over as I dropped. I landed in a crouch, water splashing out on impact. Above me I heard Scooby snarl and Caleb shout.


      I really hoped the dog didn’t kill him.


      Forgoing my phone’s flashlight, I reached out a hand and touched the slimy wall. I bit back a cringe—now was not the time to be squeamish—and began sprinting down the tunnel, using the curve of the wall to direct me.

    


    
      The encounter had my heart picking up speed. I gasped out a breath, feeling healthier than I had in a while.


      The only way out is through.


      The footfalls and shouts sounded more distant now, and I paused to grab my phone from my pocket and switch on its flashlight.


      As soon as it clicked on, I moved the beam of light over the walls and began running again. Strange shapes danced in the shadows. It didn’t take long for my mind to return to the demons that had peeled off the walls, their shadowy limbs filling with flesh as they reached for me.


      “Miiiiine,” the air seemed to hiss.


      Oh hell to the no. I lengthened my stride and moved it. As soon as I hit the intersection, I hung a left and splashed through the puddles.


      I burst through the persecution tunnel and body-slammed Andre, which was like tackling a wall. A.k.a., I lost.


      His arms wrapped around me as I drew in ragged breaths, and he shoved me behind him, his eyes locked on the exit. Vines and plants hung over the entrance, obscuring the passage, but even so, it didn’t take long for Andre to realize that no other heartbeat followed me out.


      He turned to face me. “The devil?” he asked.


      I caught my breath and shook my head. “Just scared of my own shadow—oh and the Politia paid a visit.”


      He captured my jaw in his hand and pressed a kiss to my lips. “I heard them but could do nothing. Luckily, they are incompetent fools. You were the best thing that ever happened to them.”

    


    
      Even as he spoke, Andre directed me back to the car. Flattering as his words were, we both knew that it wouldn’t take long for the Politia to retrace my steps—incompetent or not.


      The persecution tunnel let out to a rocky outcropping that overlooked the ocean. Peel Academy was off to our left, sitting on a tiny piece of land that jutted out into the water. A narrow, grassy trail cut through the sloping bluffs we stood on, and we clambered up it like billy goats to get back to Andre’s car.


      Okay, I clambered up it like a billy goat. Andre just looked like the badass mutha-effer he always was.


      “How did it go?” he asked when he swung into the driver’s side of the vehicle, sliding the key into the ignition. The engine roared to life.


      I concentrated on buckling my seatbelt. The metal buckle tapped against the clip. I missed the slot once, twice, three times.


      Andre placed a hand over mine.


      I drew in a shaky breath and glanced up at him. His gaze was concerned. He squeezed my hands.


      “It’s okay,” he whispered, understanding what I didn’t say. “It’s going to be fine.”


      I nodded quickly—too quickly.


      “My soulmate took care of herself. That’s all I care about.”


      I still hadn’t gathered together the courage to let him know what I had done.


      I was a coward.


      Andre gunned the car, pulling us onto the road.

    


    
      I pressed a hand to the window and watched the ruins of Peel Castle disappear behind me. I’d only attended for mere months, but I’d come to love the place. The warm glow of the wall scones, the smell of musty books, the casual magic that wrapped itself around the buildings themselves. I finally understood what made this place, this island, so very appealing. There was some part of it that called to the primordial magic that ran through my veins.


      We careened through the town of Peel, the dark storefronts staring back at me. How many weekends had Oliver, Leanne, and I come here to drink coffee and eat pastries? Never would that happen again. I caught sight of the zany fondue restaurant Caleb had taken me to all those months ago, when I was just the dark, strange girl that captured his attention.


      Caleb. A lump rose in my throat. He’d been so sad. What I would give to know his thoughts. Did he hate me as much as the rest of them? I didn’t think so, but who knew? People were complex. They could be reasonable when you expected them not to be, but they could also be unreasonable when you thought they’d understand.


      My breath fogged the glass, and I drew a frowning smiley face. Gah, I was depressing.


      Next to me, I could feel Andre’s tension seeping into my bones. I wasn’t sure I was the only mess in this car. He just did it while looking regal and broody as all get out.


      Outside, the city fell away, hills and glens replacing the small town. Even this scenery tugged at my heartstrings. On that first trip from the airport to Peel, Leanne had explained that the small mounds that dotted the landscape were from ancient burials.

    


    
      Just as I reached up to add a tear to the frown-y face I drew, a shadow streaked across my vision.


      I rubbed my eyes. Just one more thing falling apart these days.


      Andre’s hand fell to my thigh and gave it a squeeze. I glanced down at its comforting presence. This was how lovers touched each other. I still hadn’t gotten used to it—that we could touch each other like this, not just in the bedroom, but outside of it as well. The reminder sent a thrill through me.


      I glanced up at him, my skin beginning to shimmer. The glow of it reflected in his eyes, which watched me.


      Another shadow caught my eye. My head whipped to the window. Only this time, the shadow didn’t disappear.


      Ghostly sentinels stood at the edge of the field that bordered the road. I recognized them at once for what they were—the devil’s minions.


      “Uh, Andre?”


      He slammed on the brakes. “I see them.”


      He turned the car off and the door opened in the next second. “Stay here, soulmate,” Andre ordered, never taking his eyes off the demons.


      I guffawed. “Oh, right. Sit here on my ass while you’re busy slaying incorporeal beings. I don’t think so,” I said, unbuckling my seatbelt.


      “Soulmate.”


      “We already have enough enemies to fight. It’s going to be hard if you’re trying to get me to cooperate on top of that.”

    


    
      Andre ran a hand through his hair. “Why must you always be so stubborn?” he grumbled as I slid out the daggers I carried on me.


      “It’s one of my charms.” I smiled at him.


      Oatthhhh breakerrrr, the wind hissed.


      I turned my attention to the demons that watched us. These weren’t the good guys. The underbelly of the supernatural world had come out to play. “Why aren’t they attacking?”


      In fact, several of them folded in on themselves. I realized belatedly they were bowing.


      To me.


      My stomach contracted. I might not have the Sight like Leanne did, but my instincts were going off, and they were telling me that we’d fallen into the middle of something we shouldn’t have.


      The shadows stirred, their smoky bodies rippling as something passed through them. Then the darkness condensed, and there, from the shadows, emerged a man.


      No, not a man. The devil, clad in one of his usual suits. He only had eyes for me.


      “Evening, consort.” His gaze had me pinned to the spot.


      “Why are you here?” I asked, clutching my weapons even tighter.


      “Soulmate, we need to go.”


      “It’s too late for that, dear Andre,” the devil said.


      Just like the centaurs had done, the demons circled us. I still didn’t understand their motives. They couldn’t attack me here, nor could the devil. They were incorporeal.

    


    
      The devil’s eyes fell to my weapons. “How precious. You mean to stave us off with your crude tools.”


      Andre stepped in front of me, and the devil’s attention turned to him. “And the king of vampires, here to defend the siren against his creator.” The devil’s upper lip curled back. “I would smite you where you stand for touching my consort if I did not know that her parting would ruin you worse than my lashes ever could.


      “Does it frighten you to think that one day soon she’ll leave you? And once that day comes, she will warm my bed, and she will stand faithfully by my side for all eternity?”


      My gooseflesh rose at his words. He said it to get under Andre’s skin, and it worked. Our connection pulsed as a wave of Andre’s power washed over me. The crowd of demons stirred at the sensation.


      “He pushes you behind him, consort, as though you cannot protect yourself.”


      The devil was doing this on purpose. Baiting me. He knew Andre’s overprotectiveness annoyed me.


      “As though,” the devil continued, folding his arms, “you aren’t far more powerful than he is.”


      My breath caught. In front of me Andre stiffened, either from insult or from the shocking possibility.


      The devil let out a surprised laugh. “You both genuinely never knew?” The devil clasped his hands together. “Well, cat’s out of the bag. She’s far stronger than you, vampire, old as you may be. She is my mate, after all.”


      I glanced down, seeing myself for the first time. Could he be right? I’d never tested the extent of my powers because of how frightening they were. But as I took in my heavy limbs, the slight palsy I’d developed, and my slow heartbeat, the last thing I felt was powerful.

    


    
      “She’s nothing of yours,” Andre spat.


      “That’s where you’re wrong.” The devil turned to me. “Isn’t he, consort?” He took a step forward, something behind his eyes shifting and curling like a flame might. It mesmerized me. “I am something to you, aren’t I? You’ve known this from your first memories of me.”


      The man in the suit standing in the flames of my house as it burned. Yes, even then I’d known that I belonged to that fire as much as he did. And then there had been the time shortly after I’d been adopted when he visited. The first time I’d seen him since the fire. By then, I’d lost everything I’d ever known.


      Everything, save for him.


      He scared me even then, sitting on the neighbor’s roof, just watching me through my bedroom window. But another part of me found relief in his presence. He’d been the only person who’d ever consistently stuck around.


      I touched a hand to my forehead, the knife I still gripped now coming dangerously close to my face. “Stop it.” He did this on purpose, digging up memories better left buried and seeding emotions where there had been none.


      “All you need to do is die, and then you will come into your powers.”


      “That will not be happening tonight, Lucifer,” Andre said.


      The devil shoved his hands in his pockets and strolled around us. “Another empty promise, Andre? Really, you can only disappoint people so many times before they stop trusting you.”

    


    
      The devil swiveled to me. “You know he cannot prevent your death anymore than you can.” He was that dark voice inside my head, the one that probed for my weaknesses, then exploited them, and right now he was trying to drive a wedge between Andre and me.


      The devil’s attention returned to my soulmate. “But not to worry, brute, I’m not here to take my consort home this evening.”


      Andre’s hair ruffled, and I couldn’t tell whether the breeze that moved it came from the island’s wind or Andre himself.


      I stepped forward. “What are you doing here?” I demanded. I pretended not to hear tremor in my voice.


      The devil’s eyes narrowed on me. “Enjoying bloodsport.”


      I looked around, taking in the ephemeral beings. “What bloodsport?”


      He smiled and my stomach plummeted.


      “Soulmate, let’s go.”


      Andre placed a hand on my back, angling me towards his car. We were almost to the ring of shadows when the devil spoke.


      “You haven’t told him, have you?”


      I stopped, closing my eyes. I could feel Andre’s probing gaze on me, even without looking.


      In the distance I heard the rumble of an engine approaching, coming up fast. A small part of me hoped they would see us as they passed and stop to help. A much larger part of me already knew that no one who stopped would be as well equipped to face the devil as Andre and I. They’d just be casualties.

    


    
      “Tut, tut, keeping secrets from the vampire. Though I don’t blame you, consort. This one is a doozy.”


      I opened my eyes. Next to me, Andre’s jaw had tightened, his gaze trained over his shoulder at the devil. His hair flicked like the tail of an agitated cat.


      The car slowed down, drawn to the sight of us undoubtedly.


      “Ah,” the devil held his hands out, “look, we have company.”


      Would they be supernaturals, like us, or regular humans? The Politia was still after me. Maybe it was an officer. But if it was, then they drove a civilian vehicle.


      The engine cut off, and the driver-side door swung open. A man stepped out of the car, and my senses kicked into gear. His gaunt face and bloodshot eyes were a far cry from the dark perfection of the devil’s own features. He smelled of black magic, alcohol, and sickness. This man, like me, was dying.


      Liver failure. My nose could detect that. It could also detect what he was. It washed over me, the smell unlocking a memory of a stainless steel table, a still heartbeat, and the touch of death. I’d come across one like him before, though the last man’s life force had been long gone by the time I’d ever laid eyes on him.


      Necromancer.


      They practiced dark magic, so definitely not the Politia.


      When I swiveled back around, I caught the devil smirking. Never a good sign.

    


    
      Another heartbeat came from the car.


      “There’s someone in there with him,” I said to Andre.


      “I know.”


      Around us, the demons and even the devil had fallen silent.


      “Necromancer,” Andre called, “get back in the car and drive home to your loved ones. This place holds only death for you.”


      Rather than taking Andre’s advice, the necromancer pulled out a knife.


      Something told me this dude wasn’t on team Andriel—yeah, I’d made Andre and me a celebrity name.


      The man brought the knife down, the weapon biting into his skin. Andre swore, his form blurring as he ran to the man.


      Was I the only one who had no idea what was going on?


      The sharp tang of blood filled the air, making my fangs slide out.


      “See, little bird?” the devil whispered in my ear. I jumped at his voice, but when I rotated to face him, he still stood a great distance away. “Bloodsport.”


      The two grappled, which is really to say that Andre quickly put the necromancer in a chokehold and was threatening to kill the man if he didn’t cooperate.


      That heartbeat in the car still thumped away, calling me towards it. I moved forward, trying to pick up the person’s scent.


      Smoke congealed in front of me, and out of it stepped the devil. “Ah, ah, ah, consort. All in good time.”

    


    
      His words were only proof that I’d taken the right course of action.


      I continued forward, undaunted at the prospect of passing the devil. I’d go through him if I had to.


      The ground rolled, knocking me onto my ass.


      The necromancer laughed, drawing my attention to him. “It’s too late, vampire! My blood stains the—”


      Andre took the man’s head between his hands. A deft yank was all it took. Bone cracked and his neck snapped.


      I felt Andre’s power wash over the field as his anger took over. “What is the meaning of this?” he roared, swiveling to face the devil.


      What had I missed?


      Suddenly the shadowy demons shifted, their forms filling out as they solidified.


      Uh oh. They weren’t supposed to do that.


      I crab crawled backwards.


      “Get back in the car, soulmate. Now.”


      For once I listened to Andre. I scrambled to my feet and ran towards the car. Fifteen feet, ten feet—


      A shadow plummeted down from the sky. It crashed onto the roof of Andre’s sports car, crushing the frame beneath its body. A very solid, very sinister demon chuckled low in its throat, the sound more monster than man.


      “Uh, Andre? I think it’s too late for a quick getaway,” I said, watching the being step down, its entire focus trained on me.


      When I glanced over my shoulder, Andre was already in the heat of battle. Black blood littered the ground and stained his clothing. He withdrew his dagger from a demon’s chest just as another jumped on his back, its razor sharp teeth lunging for Andre’s throat.

    


    
      I opened my mouth to scream, only to feel a hand grab a chunk of hair. The demon who’d smashed Andre’s car yanked my head back. His lips receded, revealing a set of pointy teeth. And his breath—ugh, dude had never been introduced to a toothbrush.


      I brought the blades I still held up and slashed them across his neck. Inky blood splattered across my face, and I cringed at the putrid liquid. The demon fell to his knees. His form shimmered, then disappeared altogether.


      “Well done, consort.” The devil had strolled over and watched me with folded arms. He seemed to drag the night with him as he did so.


      I had no time to flip the devil off before another demon came at me, this one with slitted pupils and claws. I sidestepped him, shoving one of my daggers into his back. Not a mortal wound; just enough to piss him off something good.


      “I thought necromancers only animated the dead,” I said to the devil as the demon recovered.


      “Most do,” he said, “but some can do the opposite—give bodies to those without.”


      The clawed being rushed me again, and feeling like a matador, I once again sidestepped him, only attacking him the moment he passed me. As my blade carved into my opponent, I noticed that several of the demons had focused their attention on the necromancer’s car.


      That second heartbeat. I took a step towards it, only to be distracted by my opponent’s snarl.

    


    
      I turned my attention back to the fight a second too late. The demon plowed into me. Air whistled out of my lungs as he tackled me to the ground. His claws lunged for my heart, ready to dig it out.


      I brought my forearm up to block the attack. I let out a choked cry as his talons dug into the skin of my arm and sliced up the side of my face.


      Grunting, I brought a leg up and kneed him in the crotch. The creature on top of me let out an inhuman howl and reflexively curled in on itself. Demons may not be human, but apparently they do in fact come with the same plumbing.


      I didn’t waste the time I’d bought myself. I rolled on top of the demon and plunged one of my knives into the creature’s heart.


      A car door slammed, and my head jerked up. From the necromancer’s vehicle, several demons dragged an inert woman. Her shoulders slumped, her dark hair dangling loosely in front of her.


      I sucked in a breath.


      No.


      I was up in an instant, running towards her. “Let her go!” I screamed. My skin had already begun to glow, and in my panic it brightened. Only here, among creatures not from this world, my glamour carried no power.


      Demons closed in on me from all sides, and I brought my daggers up, slashing with abandon. Between their numbers and my injuries, I couldn’t cut my way through them. They yanked away my weapons and dragged my hands behind me, pinning me in place.

    


    
      “Cease!” the devil boomed. Immediately his legion of followers fell back, giving me a view of our battlefield.


      My gaze landed on Andre. Like me, he was held in place by demons. His clothing had jagged tears in several places, where claws or teeth had ripped the material. His shirt was drenched, and it had suctioned itself to his torso. Vampires didn’t sweat; blood had plastered his shirt to his chest.


      Crimson and black liquid peeked above its collar and congealed along his arms. God, he looked fierce, like some strange death deity come to carry away souls. Ironic that the unsullied man in the crisp suit was just that deity.


      Andre’s eyes found mine. He took in my bloody face and torn clothing and yanked at his wrists, but the demons held him fast. We might have exceptional strength amongst supernaturals, but not amongst Underworld creatures. “Soulmate!” he shouted.


      “I’m fine,” I said, though I felt anything but. My wounds burned, and my emotions roiled.


      My eyes searched for the demon’s third captive. I finally caught sight of her, her body slumped between two demons that held her fast.


      I’d recognize that face anywhere. It was the woman who’d helped me escape the devil several times before. The woman who raised me as an infant.


      “Cecilia!” I cried out.


      She shook her head and glanced about her, noticing her surroundings for perhaps the first time. She appeared as though she’d been drugged, but how could that be? She was a fate. Couldn’t she have prevented this situation in the first place?

    


    
      I turned my attention to the devil, who wore a pleased smirk as he watched me.


      “Let her go.” My voice broke.


      “I don’t think so,” he said, stepping in front of me. “You defied me.” His voice boomed for all our audience to hear. “Now you’re to be punished.”


      “But you promised.”


      His lips quirked, his expression amused.


      Hestia was right—I was in fact the village idiot. How could I for a moment have assumed the devil was to be trusted? Or that I could ever have the upper hand with him? He’d gotten me to place the last nail in my own coffin.


      “Not a promise, consort. A deal.” The devil’s eyes slid to Andre. Only too late did I realize that my soulmate had heard, and he stared at the devil with murder in his eyes.


      “An ill-stated one on your part,” the devil continued. “You named the people that were not to be hurt. I chose someone you had not mentioned.”


      The intent of my request had been clear—he wasn’t to harm my friends or family. Cecilia counted as both. But he was right, I hadn’t mentioned her. A sociopath would take advantage of something like that, and the devil was far, far worse than a sociopath.


      “Really, Gabrielle,” he continued, “I expect better if you are to stand by my side one day.”


      My stomach dropped. “Don’t punish her. Punish me.”


      “Soulmate, no,” Andre said, jerking once more against his captors. He growled at them, his hair rippling with his rising anger. I could feel the power surge tug at our connection.

    


    
      The devil stepped in close, his eyes alight. They were too bright. “It doesn’t work like that, consort,” he said. “I will never break you. Others will pay the price for your offenses.”


      “You’re breaking your promise.”


      “You are the oathbreaker,” he said, his rage seeping into his voice, “not me.”


      He swiveled away, agitation written in his features. “Bring Nona forward.”


      The demons dragged her towards the devil. I fought against my captors, bloody tears obscuring my vision. He’d done this once before, to Leanne. Luckily he’d only killed off her doppelganger.


      My breath caught.


      Her doppelganger. Cecilia had helped Leanne then, which meant Cecilia knew how to create a doppelganger. Perhaps the woman in front of me was only her doppelganger. Hope bloomed within me.


      “Cecilia?”


      She looked up and stared at me with tired, heavy eyes.


      “Are you … ? Are you … ?” I didn’t dare utter what I was thinking, but maybe she’d understand.


      “Mi tesoro,” she said gently, “tonight will not be like Samhain. But it will be okay. Everything is going to be okay.”


      It wasn’t a direct answer, but it ripped my heart all the same. There was no doppelganger. Just this kind woman who had helped me over and over again. And for knowing me, she would now die.

    


    
      I shook my head, feeling several tears roll down my cheeks. “I am so sorry. Please forgive me, Cecilia.”


      “There is nothing to forgive, mi tesoro.”


      “Moving, but time’s up, I’m afraid,” the devil said, moving between Cecilia and me. He sauntered over to Cecilia and stared down at her. “You have been a pain in my side for quite some time now.”


      She laughed at the devil. “Killing me off will not stop me from helping, Gabrielle. It is too late for that. You are not the only one to set events in motion long before they’ve come to pass.”


      Rage colored the devil’s face. His lips curled inward and his nostrils flared. I could tell he wanted to hit her by the way his fists clenched and unclenched.


      He swooped in close. “You will die slowly, and I will make her watch. And she will know what comes to those who cross me.”


      “Pain doesn’t scare me, nor do you, Pluto.”


      The devil leaned back on his heels, studying her for a second “Perhaps it doesn’t scare you, Nona, but I fear it will frighten my future queen.”


      His gaze returned to me. “Let this be a warning: next time you will think twice before defying me.”


      He snapped his fingers and all those demons holding my arms now released me. I glanced around at the sudden melee, only to see them descend on Cecilia. They’d clustered around the fate, obscuring her form with their dark bodies. Her shrieks ripped through the night air.


      I screamed along with her and tore my way towards the demons. I was now weaponless, but that was only a minor detail at this point. I’d pull them off of her with my bare hands if I had to.

    


    
      Arms encircled my waist and dragged me away from the swarm. I kicked against my captor.


      “Soulmate, it’s me. We have to go.”


      “No,” I sobbed, my eyes blind with tears. “They have Cecilia.”


      “It’s too late for her,” he said quietly.


      I knew he was right. Already her screams were becoming moans.


      “Consort!” the devil yelled. “You are not to leave.”


      Several demons paused what they were doing, glancing up, their eyes reflecting in the moonlight.


      Andre’s grip on me tightened. “Hold on.” Our surroundings blurred as he sprinted away from the devil and the carnage we left.


      Above us I heard the flap of wings as a demon pursued us. Already it fell behind. Demons might be stronger than us, but apparently they couldn’t keep pace.


      That, or the demon just wanted to get back to its kill.


      My throat closed up at the thought.


      “Andre,” I croaked, “you can put me down.”


      He ignored me, but I began to wiggle in his arms. “Seriously, put me down.”


      He kept running, cutting across dark fields. If anything, he clenched me tighter to his chest.


      “Put me down.”


      At the tone in my voice, Andre said, “We need to keep running.”

    


    
      “I know.”


      He set me to my feet but didn’t let go of my hand. I began to jog, my pace increasing until I sprinted. Eventually the sound of the demons vanished completely. We were only running from our shadows at this point. Still, I didn’t slow.


      Andre didn’t say anything but kept pace at my side. I could feel his eyes on me, waiting for me to break. But with the wind in my hair and my lungs drawing in deep gulps of air, for a moment I could pretend away all the grisly events that had come to pass.


      And then that unfeeling outer shell began to crack. My mind began to play out all sorts of horrible scenarios of what might’ve happened to Cecilia—what might still be happening to her.


      “Don’t think of her pain,” Andre whispered. “She wouldn’t want that. Think of better memories of her.” Only after he spoke did I realize that I must’ve let out a sob.


      I wish I could do as Andre suggested, but her screams still echoed in my ears. I pressed the back of my hand to my mouth. The monster that orchestrated it all would take me two days from now.


      I stumbled, then fell to my knees. Once I landed, I decided I didn’t want to get up. My entire body shook. Cecilia was dead.


      Andre picked me up, and cradled me in his lap. “Shhhh, soulmate,” he soothed. “She’s immortal. She’ll be back.”


      But not before I died.

    


    
      I pressed my face into his chest, allowing the material to muffle my cries. He’d have questions for me. Questions I’d never meant to answer.


      Andre shifted me to pull out his phone. He made a quick call to his servants for a car and a cleanup crew before turning his attention back to me. His fingers brushed aside my own, and he lifted my wrist.


      Deep gouges had shredded the skin there where the demon’s claws had swiped at me. They’d scabbed over, but the injury should’ve been a distant memory by now. Gently he probed the wounds, his expression unreadable.


      When he caught me looking, his gaze flicked to my face. He hissed in a breath and reached a hand out. It came away with blood.


      I touched my cheek, feeling the wetness there. “They’re just tears Andre.”


      His thumb rubbed away some of the blood. “No, soulmate,” he said solemnly, tilting my head, “they’re not.” His brows pressed together as he studied the marks on my face. “The scratches are somewhat shallow. I’m … surprised they haven’t healed yet.”


      Not surprised. Frightened. I could read it all over his face. He paused, then his nostrils flared.


      Andre leaned into my neck. I thought he might bite or kiss me, but instead he drew in a deep breath. Beneath me, his body went rigid.


      I wiped my bloody cheeks with the back of my hand, though it did nothing but smear the blood. “What is it?” I asked.


      Ignoring my question, he pressed an ear to my chest. “Take a deep breath for me, soulmate,” he said.

    


    
      I drew in air, stopping when I felt I might cough.


      “Deeper,” he encouraged.


      I did, and a wet, rattling cough wracked my lungs. It shook my body, and it didn’t resolve itself.


      When Andre pulled away, that muscle in his jaw fluttered and his throat worked. “We need to get some blood in you,” he said, revealing none of his thoughts.


      My stomach clenched uncomfortably at the thought. I’d have to force it down. Again.


      I stared at him for several seconds, the truth lingering in the space between us.


      Our time together was almost up.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 22


      By the time we’d returned to Bishopcourt, my horror no longer cut like a blade. Maybe it was simply my exhaustion, or the sobering realization that I’d soon join Cecilia, but I’d become blissfully numb to it all.


      Power cackled off Andre as he led me into his estate. I swear he was secretly hungering for another fight. His mood had plummeted since he’d seen my cuts and heard my wheezy breath.


      “Would you prefer bagged blood or fresh?” Andre asked, leading me towards the kitchen.


      I dragged ass, letting Andre drift ahead of me a step or two. “I already drank once this evening.”


      “I can smell your lie,” Andre said, not bothering to turn around as he tugged me after him.


      Dammit. “I’m not thirsty.”

    


    
      “You’re not hungry either, which leaves me few options,” he said as we entered the kitchen. “You must imbibe something, soulmate. Otherwise you’ll waste away.” His eyes flicked back to me. “You’ve already lost too much weight—”


      “Sir,” one of the servants said, following us into the kitchen. Human, by the smell of him, “the Politia called while you were out.” He might be human, but he was obviously in-the-know.


      Andre dropped my hand and headed to the industrial refrigerator. Inside, rows and rows of blood bags hung.


      “About time,” he said as he reached for one.


      “They wanted to alert you that they’re aware of your presence on the island.”


      Andre raised his eyebrows in acknowledgement while he emptied the bag’s contents into a cup.


      “That better not be for me,” I said, nodding to the blood bag.


      “Soulmate,” Andre said, like I was being unreasonable. He put the cup into the microwave and nuked it. Microwaved blood—yum.


      Not.


      Andre pulled off his torn, damp shirt, and holy baby Jesus and all the wise men, that torso looked airbrushed. He tossed the shirt into an industrial sink, and it hit the bottom with a wet slap.


      A shirtless Andre leaned back against the kitchen countertop and, folding his arms, finally turned his full attention to the messenger. “And?” he said.


      The servant fidgeted, glancing my way, a detail Andre noticed. “They said that they know you harbor an international fugitive. They said the truce is in danger of dissolving. That you can prevent it by handing the girl over to the authorities.”

    


    
      Andre nodded, looking deep in thought.


      Just then the microwave dinged.


      Andre sauntered over to it, and I took the time to admire his backside.


      Damn, son.


      He grabbed the mug of blood and came back over to me. “Please drink the blood, soulmate.” His eyes pleaded with me. They slid to the side of my head, where the scratches likely still lingered.


      I took the cup from him and stared down into it. The smell had my gag reflex working. “I … don’t have an appetite anymore,” I admitted.


      I glanced up. Andre’s stoic façade had slipped and I stared at raw agony—there was no other term for it. He placed a hand on the side of my neck and squeezed it lightly. “Please try,” he rasped.


      My lips rolled inward and I nodded. “I think I need to be alone for a little bit.”


      Judging from Andre’s expression, the idea of alone time seemed to disturb him greatly, like I might use it to juggle knives or scrawl poetry onto my arm with razors.


      The servant shifted, reminding me that we had an audience. Before Andre could protest further, I left the room. He didn’t need me here while he had to make tough decisions concerning me and his coven.


      His voice drifted back to me as he returned to business with his servant. “Get ahold of the Politia and tell them they have more important things to take care of at the moment, such as the two dozen full-bodied demons that have been set loose on the island.”

    


    
      I caught a whiff of the blood I clutched to my chest. Despite being repulsed at the smell, my fangs descended. Idiot fangs.


      I took a tentative sip, then made a face as the spicy liquid hit the back of my throat. I’d gone from being disgusted by blood to craving it back to being disgusted by it. But I’d completely lost my appetite for food, and I couldn’t live off of water, so I would choke this down.


      The next swallow I took was larger, and I gagged a little at the taste.


      Screw it. I plugged my nose and began gulping the blood down. At last I finished it all, swallowing thickly. The metallic taste lingered, so similar to the smell of Cecilia’s blood when …


      I shut the thought down before it made me physically ill. But at the reminder of Cecilia, I headed for Andre’s room, where I’d unofficially taken up residence.


      Once inside, I moved over to my pile of belongings. They were exactly where I’d dropped them when we first arrived.


      I dug through my dirty, travel-worn clothes looking for the one memento I still had from the woman who’d saved me numerous times. The woman I’d indirectly killed, for sleeping with Andre no less.


      My stomach churned, and I pushed down the nausea, but—

    


    
      Nope, nope, nope. Not staying down.


      I ran to the bathroom, barely making it before my stomach purged itself of the blood I’d so recently drunk. I flushed the toilet, and straightened, my legs shaky.


      I went over to the sink and ran the water. Cupping my hands under the stream, I collected a small pool of it and used it to rinse out my mouth. I spit out the water when I tasted something putrid.


      I drew my hands away from me. Black blood still covered them from where the demons bled on me.


      Ew, ew, ew. Was that what I’d just tasted? Demon blood? Not chill.


      I scrubbed my hands furiously, until they were raw. And then I glanced up.


      Crimson blood covered an entire side of my face where I’d been scratched, mixing with the black blood splattered across my cheeks and over my nose. I sucked in a breath and touched the side of my face.


      I ducked my head close to the sink and splashed water onto my face, scrubbing it all down. Everything felt dirty—my hands, my face, and all those places water couldn’t touch. Gripping the edge of the sink, I let the cool liquid drip down my cheeks.


      I should take a shower.


      No amount of stream and scrubbing, however, would change the fact that Cecilia died today—her body, at least.


      I swiveled away from the counter, my attention returning to my belongings. I left the bathroom and resumed tearing through them. Right now, I didn’t need to feel clean; I just needed to feel close to the woman who’d given up her life for me.

    


    
      “Where the hell did I put that thing?” It had switched pockets at some point, but I couldn’t remember when that was or what I’d been wearing.


      For one horrible second I feared I’d lost it. Then I slipped a hand into one of my tattered pants pockets and my hand closed over the sheet of paper.


      The birthday card Cecilia had given me.


      I yanked it out. It was bent and smudged, but not lost. A drop of blood that had rolled down my cheek now dripped onto the note. Even after all this time I still had the enchanted card.


      I ran my fingers over the soft linen finish, tracing her writing. It took me a second to realize the words were not the same ones I’d read with Andre shortly after we’d landed in Germany.


      A new set of instructions was scrawled onto the cream-colored paper.


      Jericho Aquinas


      Find him.


      He knows how to save you.


      I choked back a sob at the words. She must’ve written it before I’d made a deal with the devil.


      We fates are far-seeing, but we also dwell in human bodies with all of their limitations. We are subjective, and we make mistakes.


      She’d made a mistake.


      I fell back on my haunches and rubbed my eyes. Defeat had a bitter, metallic taste.

    


    
      My connection with Andre thrummed, building on itself as I felt him move towards his room.


      I hurriedly wiped my eyes and stashed away Cecilia’s note just as the door opened. Andre entered, closing the door behind him. “We have much to discuss, don’t we, soulmate?”


      I swallowed from where I knelt on the floor.


      Andre moved over to the bed and sat on the edge of it. “I’ve bought us some time with the Politia. They will not attack for a while longer.”


      I nodded, knowing that wasn’t really what he wanted to talk about.


      Andre leaned a forearm on his thighs and ran his other hand through his hair. When he looked up at me, resolve colored his face. “What deal did you make with the devil?”


      I hadn’t thought about what to tell him. My mouth opened, ready to tell him the truth. I bit back my response before I voiced it. How would he react if I told him what I’d promised?


      “A kiss,” I said in a rush.


      I almost groaned as soon as the lie spilled out. A kiss? That was the best I could come up with?


      “He asked for a kiss in return for not harming the people I loved,” I continued. “He … was angry that we’d …”


      “Made love?” Andre finished for me. His face went soft, like it had been doing every time the subject crossed his mind.


      I nodded and bit the inside of my cheek, my body and my conscience feeling sick at the falsehood.

    


    
      “He asked for a kiss?”


      I nodded, averting my eyes.


      Andre stood suddenly, his presence filling the room. “You’re lying. I can see it, I can smell it.” A muscle ticked in Andre’s jaw. “There should be no lies between us, no secrets, soulmate. I’d die for you. I deserve the truth.”


      Now I stood, my fear morphing into anger. “No lies? No secrets? You are seven centuries old! You have more of them than the desert has sand. I don’t demand you tell me yours—not the names of all the women before me, not the number of people you’ve killed, nor your plans for the coven. Give me mine.”


      Andre crossed the distance between us and clutched my jaw. “I can’t, my little mate. I can’t.” Anguish slipped into his voice. “Not when your body wastes away and the devil cleaves to you like a second shadow. If I am to save you, all must be known.” He searched my eyes, as if they would give up my secrets.


      Before I had a chance to respond, someone rapped on the door, saving me.


      “Come in—” “Give us a moment—” we said in unison.


      Whoever stood outside our door lingered, uncertain which voice to listen to.


      I pushed past Andre and opened the door, eager for the excuse to leave my soulmate and his questions.


      “A seer arrived looking for Miss Fiori,” the servant said to Andre, ignoring me completely.


      Andre growled, running a hand over his jaw. He pointed at me. “Soulmate, this conversation is not over.” I shivered at the determined note in his voice. He would wheedle the truth out of me; it was only a matter of time.

    


    
      “Where is this seer?” Andre asked.


      “We detained her in the tearoom.” Only a vampire would have a room as frivolous and outdated as a tearoom. They didn’t even drink the stuff.


      I followed the servant to the room, ignoring the brooding vampire king that strode behind me. He was full of pent up frustration. I could feel it like a hot breath on my back.


      The man stopped in front of one of many closed doors that lined the halls of Bishopcourt, and with a final glance at Andre and me, he opened the door.


      I’d been so distracted by my confrontation with Andre that I hadn’t thought about this visitor—that she’d been detained. But when the door swung open and revealed a red-eyed Leanne, I quickly forgot my own issues.


      Leanne stumbled towards me. “Nona,” she said. She fell into my arms and I held her close as she wept, her own tears coaxing mine back to the surface.


      I didn’t ask her how she knew.


      Behind me I heard Andre whisper to the servant. “She is a friend of my soulmate. Leave them here, and tell the servants that no one is to bother them.” Then the door closed behind us.


      Even amidst our fight, my heart swelled for that man. He only ever had my best interest at heart. Even if his delivery could suck balls.


      I ran my hand over Leanne’s hair. She had worked closely with Cecilia only months ago, and for all I knew, they still kept in touch.

    


    
      I held her for a long time, until her cries became quiet whimpers, and then sniffles.


      “It’s my fault. He killed her because of me,” I whispered into her ear as we held each other.


      I bit my lip after I spoke. I hadn’t meant to confess this. It felt selfish to draw attention to myself in the wake of someone else’s death, but guilt was riding me hard.


      She shook her head, pulling back and wiping her tears away. “No, Gabrielle, it’s not. He killed her—not you.”


      Leanne placed a hand on my shoulder, then it was her turn to hug me. We’d both witnessed the devil’s horrors. She knew better than most how perverse and frightening he was.


      I pulled away. “Can I ask you a strange question?”


      “Shoot.”


      “Have you ever heard of Jericho Aquinas?”


      She started at the name.


      “You have.” I so needed to read up on important people of the supernatural world. I was clearly lagging behind.


      “What do you want to know about him?” Leanne asked.


      “Cecilia had asked me to find him.”


      She cocked her head. “Why?”


      “She thought he might be able to save me.” Before I bartered away my life, that was.


      Leanne’s eyes brightened, bringing me back to the present.


      “He owns a shop in Douglas—Jericho’s Emporium,” she said. “It’s less than an hour’s drive from here. But …” She bit the cuticle near her thumb, “before you visit him, there’s something you should know.”

    


    
      I hadn’t planned on seeking him out, but I didn’t bother correcting Leanne. “And what’s that?”


      “Jericho Aquinas is not of this world.”



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 23


      We hung out in that tearoom for another hour before Leanne had to go. I led her out to the car someone had called for her.


      “You sure you’re going to be okay?” I asked, eyeing the vehicle and the driver. She and Oliver had given up so much on my behalf. Each one of these excursions put her more at risk for being discovered. If authorities knew my friends were helping me, the anti-Christ—cringe—there was no telling what kind of punishment they’d receive.


      But it would be bad.


      Leanne gave me a watery smile. “I think I cried out the worst of my emotions.”


      “That’s not what I’m talking about.” Though the reminder of Cecilia had my eyes stinging all over again.


      She blew out a breath, the smile drooping. “I know. And I wasn’t going to tell you this, but the Politia already talked to me and Oliver.”

    


    
      That drew me up short. “What?” I stiffened. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


      Leanne leaned against the car. “Because you already have enough to worry about, and it wasn’t a big deal.”


      “How is that not a big deal?” And how had Oliver not brought up the subject? His lips were looser than his morals—well, most of the time, anyway.


      “They talked to me and Oliver shortly after we returned. Oliver fed them some story about how we’ve been trying to convince you to turn yourself in. So that’s our official story.”


      I shoved my hands into my pockets, grimacing when my hand brushed against a crusted patch of dried blood on my pants. “And they bought that?”


      “They think you’re the embodiment of evil. They assumed we were good supernatural folk that got hoodwinked by you. It wasn’t that difficult to convince them.”


      I pulled a hand from my pocket to rub my eyes. “So even the seer’s shroud—?”


      “We explained it all away,” Leanne said. “I could stand here all night telling you everything we said, but the point is, they believed us, Gabrielle. They believed us.”


      Leanne opened the door to the back of the car and tossed her purse inside. “Oliver and I have been encouraged to continue persuading you, so these visits won’t get us into trouble. You really don’t need to be worrying about us.”


      I nodded, pressing my lips together. I couldn’t help it. I’d bartered my soul for their lives.

    


    
      “I’ll see you soon,” she said, and then she stepped into the car.


      I stood outside a long time after Leanne’s vehicle drove off, staring into the distance, wishing I could drive off into the night just like she had.


      Another car sat in front of Bishopcourt. Its driver leaned against it, smoking a cigarette.


      Suddenly, my situation was overwhelming. Intolerable. Hiding here, waiting for death to find me. I glanced over my shoulder, well aware that Andre would have the hissy to end all hissies once he learned that I’d slipped away. And he’d know, thanks to our connection.


      I decided I didn’t care. Time for me was running out.


      Plus, I had an idea where I wanted to go.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 24


      Jericho Aquinas was a messenger.


      That’s what he called himself at least. He wouldn’t elaborate on whom he was a messenger for, but I could guess. The scent of divinity rolled off of him. Like some of the other big players in this game, Jericho was more than just the withered old man he’d have me believe. He moved too fluidly, especially for a man with stooped shoulders and twisted hands.


      And, judging by the slight crinkle of his nose, he could smell the damnation wafting off of me.


      I watched him press a clothbound book into the shelves of his emporium. I read the spine: The Extraordinarily Long Life of Comte de St. Germain, Vol. III (1706 – 1754).


      “Vampire?” I asked¸ nodding to the book.


      “‘Not all that glitters is gold.’”

    


    
      Yay, another supernatural that spoke in riddles. Awesome.


      “Aw, are you going Tolkien on me?” I asked, recognizing the quote.


      Jericho peered at me though the thick lenses of his glasses. “I’m impressed you know the quote.”


      “Okay, now you’re just trying to be offensive,” I said, folding my arms and leaning my hip against the bookshelf.


      A mischievous smile stretched across his face. “Aye, I am, aren’t I? Apologies. And no, the Comte de St. Germain is not a vampire. What is it you’ve come to inquire about?”


      Now that was the question. I hoped he could answer that for me, otherwise my little excursion through the town of Douglas to find this place would’ve all been for nothing.


      “Nona sent me here.”


      He glanced at me sharply. “She did now? How is that wily fate?”


      My throat worked. “Dead.”


      “Ah. I see,” he nodded. Noticing my face, he patted my shoulder. “Now now, it does you no use to grieve over immortal beings. She’ll be back soon enough. That’s the way of things with fates.”


      I nodded, appreciating his words.


      Jericho pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and cleaned his glasses. “I’ll be guessing that she wanted you to finally collect on your mother’s deal.”


      My attention sharpened at his words. “My mother’s deal?”

    


    
      The thought that Celeste might’ve stood here and talked to Jericho had my heart twisting.


      “Aye. It’s not just fairies and devils that do deals.”


      “You mean you bargain as well?” I caught another whiff of divinity; the idea of something pure striking deals with humans seemed outlandish.


      “I am a messenger. I do not have the power to make deals, but from time to time I fulfill deals on behalf of Her. Sometimes the Woman herself allows trades to be made—”


      Whoa, whoa, whoa. “We are talking about God right now, and not like Satan’s third cousin, twice removed that rules some other land I’d never heard of, right?” I asked.


      God was a woman?


      “We are.”


      I rubbed my temple, pulling my thoughts back on track. “But She doesn’t make deals.”


      “Oh, she doesn’t now?” Jericho said, mirth dancing in his eyes.


      “No … ?” It came out unsure.


      “Isn’t that what prayer is?” he asked.


      “But that’s a request, not a bargain,” I argued.


      “Ah—but the very act of praying is part of the deal. Faith and love have high currency in our world, and both go into prayer.”


      He hobbled down the aisle, pushing his cart of books and knickknacks, coming to a stop in front of a display of lamps and adding a lantern to it.


      “Undying light,” he said, nodding to the lantern as he set it on the table.

    


    
      “So you mean to tell me praying actually works?” Why had I not gotten the memo sooner?


      Jericho gave me a chastising look. “Of course it works,” he said as he pushed the cart. “Doesn’t mean every prayer is answered how the person intended. God does indeed move in mysterious ways.”


      He stopped again and pushed the cart into an alcove that housed several music boxes and perfumes encased in crystal decanters.


      He dusted off his hands. “Follow me,” he said, shuffling to the back of the building. I picked my way through the cluttered store, following him.


      “So what are you saying?” I asked, picking up the conversation from where we left off. “That my mom prayed and God left the answer to her prayers here with you?”


      Jericho made a noise at the back of his throat. “Your mother’s case was a little more complicated than that.” We walked up a narrow staircase. Here the dust was especially thick, and I waved my hand in front of me, coughing. My lungs heaved, unable to fully purge the cough.


      “All the Hail Mary’s in the world wouldn’t save you. She knew that.”


      “Wait. Me?” I’d been assuming that whatever deal Celeste had made had to do with her.


      “Yes, you. You’d been marked since before birth. There’d be no stopping the wheels of a fate this strong from turning. Even Nona knew that, which is why she sent your mother here in the first place.”


      “Nona sent her here?” I must’ve looked like I just found out Oliver had burned my wardrobe because Jericho quickly elaborated.

    


    
      “Thick as thieves those two were. From what I hear, she and your mother were the best of friends. All I know was that Nona saw your mother’s fate unravel along with yours, and she came to me seeking divine intervention.”


      “What?” This was all too much too quickly. Nona was once … young? And she’d been friends with my mother?


      That picture of my mother at Cecilia’s house. The other girl had been her. Holy crap, my mother had been friends with a fate.


      Jericho pulled a key ring out of his pocket and unlocked a door at the top of the stairs. He held the door open, and dazed, I stepped inside.


      A wave of magic hit me, knocking the breath out of me, and I stumbled at the sensation.


      Jericho chuckled. “It does that,” he said, following behind me.


      We’d entered some sort of storage room, only this one was full of magical—and likely very valuable—objects. A strange gemstone reflected hues of light I wasn’t positive I’d ever seen before. The placard beneath it read, Alchemist’s Stone. A series of goblets took up one of the walls, some with descriptions, some without.


      Jericho walked over to the far wall and pulled down a domed glass case caked in dust. He placed it on a side table and grabbed a rag, wiping it down.


      Beneath the dust, the glass case housed an iridescent feather. I stepped forward, eyes narrowed. On closer inspection I realized it wasn’t simply a feather, but a quill.


      “In return for a series of tasks, your mother and Nona were given a celestial request quill to be bestowed upon you in a time of need.”

    


    
      “A celestial request quill?” I was so going to need a definition for that one.


      “It’s a pen that allows you to place an official request for the heavens to hear your case.”


      “My … case?”


      I glanced back at the quill and swallowed. I didn’t have a good track record with quills. I tended to break them.


      “The terms of its use are that the Celestial Plane—heaven—must hear your complaint and rectify it as they deem fit.” He glanced down at it. “You can only use it once.”


      I looked at the quill. Had my mother and Nona meant for me to use it to write into God about my current situation?


      I reached for it, but Jericho pulled the item out of my reach.


      “You’re not going to give it to me?” I eyed the case. I was not above grappling with an old, angelic being for the thing.


      “Nona had her own conditions,” Jericho said, “and there was one she was particularly adamant about.”


      My eyes flicked from the container to the man that held it. “What was it?”


      “She said I was not to give it to you until after you married the devil.”

    


    
      Chapter 25


      After I married the devil.


      The devil.


      I shivered at the implications of that.


      Jericho’s hand rested lightly on my upper back as he walked me out. He held open the front door for me.


      It hadn’t struck me as strange that Cecilia never mentioned Jericho when I visited her. Not until now.


      Because she hadn’t meant for me to find him until after I’d met with Decima and after I watched her die. She’d wanted me to know that help wouldn’t intervene in time to save my life.


      But help might come later. After I died. It was the tiniest spark of hope in the darkness.


      “Now you be safe, and come find me straight away when your situation changes,” Jericho said, propping the door open with his body.

    


    
      I let out a disturbed little laugh that ended in a whimper.


      He clasped my hands in his dry, wrinkled ones. “For the record, you might smell damned, but I know an innocent soul when I see one.”


      “Thank you?”


      He nodded, more to himself than to me, and left me there. I stared after the emporium, my mind a tangle of thoughts.


      “I am seriously considering chaining you to our bed.”


      I yelped at the sound of Andre’s voice.


      He pushed off the wall he’d been leaning against and prowled towards me, the muscle in his jaw feathering. “That seems to be the only way to keep you out of danger these days.”


      “I had to come.” Had he overheard my conversation with Jericho? Did he know?


      “Here?” Andre gazed up at the weathered sign. In the late evening, on the abandoned street, the musty books and faded antiques seemed a little wilted behind their glass casing. “Whatever for?”


      He hadn’t overheard. I couldn’t decide if I was relieved or anxious at that.


      “Cecilia had given me another task.”


      His brows rose. “Why didn’t you tell me?” If I didn’t know better, I’d say that Andre sounded hurt.


      “I needed to be alone.”


      “‘Needed’?”


      “Wanted,” I corrected.

    


    
      Andre nodded. “As you’ve done most things lately.”


      I took a step back. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      He paced forward, refusing to put space between us. “Animals find quiet places to die alone. They sequester themselves away from the living.”


      And I was the dying animal in question.


      “It might be a stretch to call you ‘living.’”


      He stared me down until I squirmed. I held my hands us. “Okay, okay, it’s a distinction without a difference.”


      “You’re not denying the rest of the statement.”


      I bit my upper lip, sucking it in. “What do you want me to say?” I whispered. “I can’t pretend my situation away.” I hated feeling like I was waiting death out.


      Andre ran a hand through his hair. “You should’ve told me. All of this.” He reached out and stroked my face. “My God, soulmate, I don’t want you to shut me out. That’s the last thing.”


      I glanced back at the window, feeling far, far older than seventeen. “I’m sorry.” Not that I had any intention of giving up the rest of my secrets.


      “I don’t want your apologies, I want your faith. I’m losing you—and not even to the devil. I’m losing you to your own demons.”


      A traitorous tear snaked out of my eye. I was a big fucking mess.


      His gaze latched onto the tear. “No,” he said, his eyes flashing. “You made me a promise,” his voice shook; I realized it was because he was scared. Absolutely petrified, “you wouldn’t give up on me. You’d continue to fight.”


      “What do you think I’m doing here? I haven’t broken that promise.”

    


    
      Andre growled and ran a hand through his hair. “It infuriates me that you can be so reasonable about this. Ay, dios mio, I need to hurt someone.”


      “Andre?”


      His stormy eyes met mine.


      “I could really use a hug right now.”


      He exhaled, and then I was enveloped in his embrace, my body squished against his hard chest. I could feel his agitation drain away as he held me. I held tightly to him, like I might drift away if I let him go.


      “I’m frightened,” I admitted. Here in Andre’s arms, I didn’t have to pretend to be tough.


      His words were barely a breath on the breeze. “So am I, love. So am I.”


      Only once I was safely back inside Bishopcourt did Andre relax. As we moved through his estate, he kept me close—a hand at the small of my back, an arm slung around my waist, fingers threaded through mine.


      Finally Andre simply picked me up, wrapped my legs around his waist, and carried me to his bedroom.


      This position was one of the few times where I was able to stare down at him. “Sleepy?” I asked, watching those smoldering eyes of his.


      He grinned up at me. “Are you ever not irreverent?” He was in a better mood.


      I smirked back at him. “It’s part of my charm.” I was also feeling a bit perkier.

    


    
      He kicked the door closed behind us, and all traces of humor were gone from his face.


      “I need you,” he said simply.


      I’d like to say that lines like that didn’t do me in. But I’d be lying if I said that it didn’t work.


      The last of the panic that had consumed him since he found me outside Jericho’s Emporium only subsided once nothing separated us.


      He moved against me, holding me close, his lips skimming my neck. He breathed me in, and I heard him shudder. He had to smell the death clinging to me.


      Andre leaned his head against mine. “It’s you and me, soulmate. Always.” His fingers slid between mine, and I squeezed his hands, afraid he’d slip through mine if I didn’t hold on firmly enough.


      I fought down the lump in my throat. I wouldn’t be sad. Not now.


      We were together. We were meant to be. My fate and his didn’t matter. I could be a world away from him, and I’d still love him. Nothing would change that. Not death. Not the devil. Nothing.


      Our lips crashed together anew, and we finished what we started with all the franticness of two lovers who knew their time was coming to a close.


      I lifted my head from the pillow. “Where’s my T-shirt?”


      Andre raised an eyebrow. He looked like a cat that had lapped up all the cream.


      I reached out and traced his lazy features, awed that I could make anyone look that way. “You told me that I’d know when I’d ‘done that and gotten the T-shirt.’ So now I’m wondering where my shirt is.”

    


    
      Andre’s brow furrowed for a moment as he stared at me. Then he threw his head back and let out a surprised laugh. When he caught his breath he said, “You mean to tell me a ring wasn’t enough?”


      “Not nearly. I’m planning on bleeding your bank account dry.”


      At that, Andre laughed again. “That will take some time—especially if you plan on draining my funds via T-shirts. But the lady will get what the lady wants.”


      After a pause he added, “I believe this is what you call being ‘whipped.’”


      I gave his shoulder a playful shove. “Punk.”


      Flashing a wicked smile, he rolled back on top of me, and kissed me thoroughly, his muscles bunching and releasing with the movement, and another hour was given up to complete and utter bliss.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 26


      Two days left.


      My eyes snapped open and stared at the ceiling. Not even two full days. Tomorrow evening he’d come for me. My hands twisted the sheets beneath me. I could taste my own fear at the back of my throat; I was practically choking on it.


      What a way to wake up.


      I drew in a deep breath. My chest tightened, and I began to cough. The action shook my entire body, and my heart fluttered arrhythmically before quickly righting itself.


      That … couldn’t be good.


      A hand rested on my exposed back. “Soulmate?”


      Andre’s naked body leaned over mine, and I realized we’d fallen asleep together this way. A blush should’ve spread across my face, … but my alabaster skin stayed eerily pale.

    


    
      “Are you okay, love?” Andre’s voice was so gentle.


      I nodded even as I continued to cough.


      A vertical line bisected his brow. He threw the covers off, his form blurring. The door opened and slammed shut.


      No more than five seconds later, he’d returned with a glass of water and a blood bag. He’d even managed to get a pair of pants on.


      I sat up, taking the items from him as he handed them over. I took a sip of water, the liquid soothing the raw skin of my throat.


      The blood bag would have to wait; I couldn’t possibly drink it right now. Maybe later.


      Two days.


      Fear flooded my veins. Too soon. Far too soon. I wasn’t ready to leave this man, this life.


      Andre’s nostrils flared. He knelt next to my bed and took my hand. With his other, he brushed my hair back. “You’re fine, soulmate, and tonight will be fine.”


      I nodded. If I spoke, he’d know my fear hadn’t stemmed from his assumptions.


      But at the mention of this evening, I suppressed a groan. He and I were going to have to face off with his coven. They undoubtedly wanted to tear me to shreds now that they knew that, one, the devil had a massive hard-on for me, and two, I was supposedly going to lead to all their deaths.


      Yay.


      I could hardly freaking wait for tonight.

    


    
      An hour later, after choking down a sip or two of blood, showering, and getting changed, I left Andre’s room … and promptly ran into Vicca.


      Not literally, thank you baby Jesus. I hear that bitchiness is contagious on contact, and I already had had plenty, thank-you-very-much.


      Up until now, Andre had managed to keep all vamps away from Bishopcourt, most likely out of fear they’d kill me the moment he wandered away from me. However, tonight that all changed, my current situation case in point.


      I ignored her. I might have to play nice with all vampires, but that didn’t mean I had to go out of my way to make friendly with the woman who’d abducted me mere weeks ago.


      Vicca, however, had other ideas. Her nostrils flared. For an instant, she looked startled. “You smell like sickness.” She drew her head back. “Andre risks his coven’s lives and his to protect a weak, dying girl? It’s so unlikely I wouldn’t believe it if I weren’t standing in front of the proof.”


      Andre chose that moment to exit his room. “Soulmate, I thought we were going to walk together—?”


      His eyes fell on the lovely Elder currently curling her lip at me.


      “Vicca,” he said, his tone cool, “what are you doing outside our room?” Andre came up to me, draping an arm around my waist.


      I didn’t miss his deliberate use of our, or the possessive way he pulled me into his side. Normally I wasn’t a fan of these dominant maneuvers, but considering Vicca had been eyeing me like she might just off me and save everyone else the time and trouble, I’d take it. Gladly.

    


    
      “Coming to get you,” Vicca said. “Your coven awaits.”


      We gathered in the same room where I was first announced to the coven over four months ago. Like last time, we were the center of attention—though perhaps they were a little angrier now than they were before.


      I sat next to Andre in a chair someone had drawn up for us on the room’s stage. Though we were supposedly the target of the coven’s wrath, the arrangement made me feel exalted; they’d either consciously or unwittingly enthroned us. Hell, knowing how much Andre’s coven respected and feared him, it probably was a nod to our bond.


      Not that they were happy about it.


      “You hid this from us!” one man hissed from the crowd. Murmurs erupted and vampires nodded, their brows furrowed and their eyes angry.


      Andre settled into his chair before he responded. “I hide much from you—from everyone. We have long known that not all truths should be voiced. This was one of them.”


      “She is your soulmate! This changes everything. You should be punished to the fullest extent of our law for what you did to Theodore on our behalf,” this was said by one of the few vampires that actually looked his age—that’s to say, old.


      Andre was calm when he spoke. “Theodore was the aggressor. He attacked Gabrielle after we’d extended our protection to her—even after I’d made it clear repeatedly that she was not to be harmed. It was Gabrielle or Theodore. My soulmate, who was being attacked, or my oldest friend, her attacker. Perhaps you can understand both my sacrifice and my actions under the circumstances. Or perhaps you cannot—and that is why I am king, and you are not.”

    


    
      Ouch. Even I felt the contact burn from that one.


      “A prophecy said she would lead to the extermination of all vampires—a prophecy you knew about. And not only did you not kill her, you saved her from someone that would,” Vicca said, her voice rife with accusation. “You put your interests before ours.”


      Andre stood, staring the female vampire down. “Do you not understand the nature of soulmates? Our natures our entwined. She dies, I die.” Some in the crowd hissed at Andre; others shifted restlessly.


      Andre sat back down and spent several seconds getting comfortable. “That is not a threat. It is simply the way of soulmates. You’ve heard the tales—they are true. I’ve experienced it firsthand. One cannot live without the other. Had Theodore been successful, we would all be burning in the fires of hell at this very moment.”


      That silenced the crowd.


      “Have you ever thought,” Andre continued, “that perhaps Gabrielle’s death would be what caused the extermination of vampires?”


      You could hear a pin drop in the room. Several long seconds ticked by as people digested this. I could see the realization dawning in their eyes … and the horror. These people were aware I was at the top of every supernatural hit list, and they could smell my ill health. They knew I’d kick the bucket soon, and if Andre spoke the truth, then his death could come on the wings of my own.

    


    
      “This is … a disturbing possibility we never considered,” one of the Elders said. Around him, others murmured their agreement.


      Andre inclined his head, acknowledging the vampire’s admission. The room’s rising anger deflated after that.


      In the silence that followed, Andre spoke once more. “The devil wishes to abduct my mate.” The words sighed out of him, so weary he sounded. “If he wills it, she’ll be dragged to hell and forced to lay with him.”


      My grip tightened on the arm rests. Andre reached out, covering my hand with his.


      A shudder worked its way through the crowd. Impressive that creatures who’d lost most of their humanity would still recoil at this. That definitely wasn’t good.


      Another vampire—Something Holloway—crept closer to the stage. He was the same man who interrogated me in Romania. “So, have you met him?” he asked, peering up at me.


      There was absolute silence in the room as the coven waited for my answer.


      I lifted my chin as I stared at them. “Yes.”


      I’d assumed that amongst all the secrets that had been published in the news, this would be among them. Maybe it was, maybe it wasn’t, but the gasps in the crowd told me that either way, no one had believed it until this moment.


      “Once?” Holloway gazed at me with curious eyes.


      Andre’s hand tightened on my own, before he withdrew it.

    


    
      I shook my head. “Too many times to count.”


      The vampire steepled his fingers, and pressed the tips of them to his lips. An excited gleam had entered his eyes. “Tell us everything you know about the devil and these visits.”


      Again, an eerie silence descended over the room as they waited with baited breath.


      Of course these men and women wanted to know. Just like me, the coven had been cursed to hell since the night they were turned. They’d probably spent centuries wondering what the devil was like, what their afterlife would be like.


      A glance over at Andre told me that he wouldn’t swoop in to save me from explaining myself.


      I inhaled. “The devil has always been a presence in my life, as far back as my memory goes.” Albeit, my memory was spotty before the age of seven.


      “Even when you were a child?” Holloway sounded incredulous.


      I nodded.


      “When you were young, what did you think he was?”


      I shrugged. “All children have night terrors. He was mine. I didn’t realize until I was a little older that he wasn’t just a night terror.”


      “And when you were older, what did you think of him then?”


      Next to me, Andre rubbed a thumb over his lower lip, watching me with contemplative eyes. I’d never told him this, I realized.

    


    
      My mouth opened, but I was at a loss for words. “I don’t know. I called him ‘The Man in the Suit’ because I had nothing else to go on. He would appear and disappear like a ghost, but he … wasn’t one.” I searched for words to explain what had always been inexplicable to me.


      Holloway saved me from having to finish the thought. “How often did he show up?”


      I had the room’s rapt attention. Maybe it was the crowd’s realization that my death—the very thing they’d been gunning for—might be what would lead to their own demise, or my unique insight into the lord of the Underworld, but they were staring at me with some strange mixture of wonder and awe.


      “As a child, the devil used to visit me once every several months or so. When I got older, he showed up less. That all changed, however, once I arrived here.”


      “You mean to the Isle of Man?” Holloway had become the unofficial interviewer for the evening.


      “Yes.”


      “In what way did it change?”


      All those visits … “He became bolder. He visited more frequently, came closer to me than he previously had, and he began speaking to me.”


      I didn’t make eye contact with anyone in the crowd as I spoke. My gaze fixed on some distant point above them.


      “Speaking to you?” Holloway repeated. “What did he have to say?”


      I pressed my lips tightly together, clenching one of my fists as I remembered the last time he’d spoken to me, right before he ordered Cecilia killed.

    


    
      “My soulmate does not wish to answer the question—”


      “The devil had lots of things to say.” My voice rose over Andre’s. “Sometimes he simply said things to scare me—he likes doing that. Other times he’d threaten or bribe me, and at least once he warned me of danger.” I didn’t mention the creepy way he’d been nice—if you could call it that—to me lately. As it was, I’d come too close to suggesting just that.


      It was the furthest thing from the truth.


      “All those times that he visited you, what did he want?” Vicca cut in. Unlike her earlier hostility, I could see I’d gained something like respect in her eyes. Maybe respect was too generous a term. More like tolerance.


      I glanced at Andre, whose brow was furrowed.


      “Before I came to the Isle of Man, I had no idea I was a supernatural. I thought I was going insane.” I got some snickers from that statement. Vampires and their screwed up senses of humor. “Now it seems as though he was keeping an eye on me. I think once I was Awoken, something changed. That’s when he increased his presence in my life.”


      “So, since you came to the Isle of Man, the devil’s approached you to chat?” Holloway asked.


      “He’s done a lot more than just chatted with me.” I regretted the words almost immediately. Andre’s jaw clenched and unclenched, and his hands tightened along the armrests. The crowd began to whisper, their voices rising.


      “Are you telling us you’ve carried on a relationship with the devil while you’ve been with our king?”

    


    
      Andre rubbed his face. “It’s not quite that simple,” he said. “It wasn’t … consensual.”


      Some of the audience hissed, and I sincerely hoped that was on my behalf.


      The Elder that was questioning me cleared his throat. “We will adjourn and discuss all that we’ve learned in private. This meeting is over.”


      It only took them three hours to come to a decision.


      I stood at a window in one of Andre’s side rooms, staring at the night outside. My thoughts were dark.


      I heard Andre rise from the wingback chair behind me. My hair stirred as he pressed a kiss to the side of my neck. One of his arms wrapped around my waist and the other slinked over my breasts. They really liked that.


      Yo boobs, behave.


      His hand laid flat over my heart. “It beats slower, soulmate.”


      “I know.” I turned in his arms so that I faced him. “If I di—”


      Andre pressed a finger to my lips. “No talk of death tonight.”


      A knock on the door sounded. A moment later it opened. “They’ve come to a verdict.”


      A verdict. Like this was some trial. The vampire led us back to the room we’d been publically interrogated in.


      When we entered, the room stood. The vampire who led us here now directed us back to our seats.


      Just as I was about to sit down, Andre caught my arm. “Not yet.”

    


    
      I turned my confused stare from him to the crowd.


      One of the Elders made his way through. I thought he would stop before us, but he came right up to me and took my hand. Then he did something even stranger: he knelt and kissed my knuckles.


      “We welcome you, Gabrielle Fiori, daughter of the late Elder, Santiago Fiori, as our sire’s soulmate.”


      Over his shoulder, I saw an entire room of vampires genuflect.


      When the Elder stood, his face was grim. “We will protect you, come what may.”


      I nodded, blinking rapidly. I wasn’t sure what I had expected, but it wasn’t this. A weight lifted off my chest to see all these people supporting me. And okay, as far as fan bases go, mine were a bit more morally depraved than the norm. But I’d take it.


      “We would request a public Joining to formally recognize you as our queen and host a celebration in honor of your union.”


      “Joining?” My eyes questioned Andre.


      He glanced down at me, a troubled expression on his face. “The Joining will require some consideration on the part of my soulmate.” Andre returned his attention to the Elder. “But we accept the celebration.”



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 27


      “What is a Joining?” I stood, arms crossed in Andre’s study with him and Oliver, who sauntered into Bishopcourt ten minutes ago from who-knew-where.


      Andre leaned against his desk, his gaze tracking my every move.


      Behind him Oliver poked at a shrunken head Andre had on one of his shelves. The fairy let out a squeal when the head began to snap at him, its teeth clicking together.


      “It’s our version of a union, soulmate.”


      My eyes nearly popped out of my head at that. “As in marriage?”


      Andre’s mouth thinned, but he nodded.


      Oliver snorted. “Sabertooth, you’re boning the dude on a nightly basis. Best make an honest man out of him before you knock him up.”

    


    
      Andre and I both glared at Oliver.


      “Keep talking, and I’ll knock you out,” I muttered.


      “So violent,” Oliver said. “Andre, you might want to rethink this whole Joining business—spousal abuse might happen with this one.” He nudged his head towards me.


      “Oh my God, Oliver.”


      “No Joining will occur in the near future,” Andre stated.


      “Oh.” Oliver deflated.


      If I was being honest with myself, I deflated a bit too. It wasn’t that I wanted to get married—excuse me, Joined—anytime soon, but hearing Andre say those words so definitively just … threw me off. I wanted to be the demanding, indecisive one, dammit!


      As if he read my mind, Andre gave a longsuffering sigh. “Soulmate, I would love nothing more than to Join with you, but I will not ask you to take on anything you’re not ready for. You already have my heart and my love.”


      Awww. My skin began to glow at his words.


      Oliver looked between us. “Are you guys about to have hot, sweaty, monkey sex?”


      We both ignored him.


      “But there will still be a party?” I asked. A party that I probably wouldn’t be around to enjoy.


      My heart thumped weakly in my chest, and I shook my hands to get blood flowing through them. They were cold and clammy. Over the last couple days my circulation had gotten especially bad.


      “That is what I agreed to, yes,” Andre said.


      “Had you even considered asking for my opinion before you agreed to that?” I asked.

    


    
      “Oh,” Oliver winced, “bad move, Andre boy. Boning will clearly be put on hold till this gets resolved. If the anti-Christ here ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy.”


      “Who invited you in here anyway?” Andre demanded, turning on the fairy.


      “She did.” He immediately pointed to me.


      I shook my head at Oliver and gave him a look that said, You are so lucky I like you.


      “She may have invited you in,” Andre said, “but I am ordering you out.”


      “Sheesh.” Oliver slid off of Andre’s desk. “I’m leaving I’m leaving.”


      We watched the door as it clicked shut. “It continues to astonish me that a creature like him could ever be friends with anyone,” Andre said.


      “Hey!” I said indignantly. “He’s my friend.”


      “All the more proof that you harbor the heart of a saint.”


      Now he was just trying to butter me up.


      Andre came over to me. He took my hands in his and he knelt. The image of him down on his knees shook me. His wide shoulders and the dangerous glint in his eyes said without words that he was a man more prone to violence than to love. But here he was, beseeching me with his body. “None of this matters so long as you are mine and I am yours. And I am still yours.”


      Seeing that kind of ferocity surrendering to love undid me. My throat worked. I squeezed his hands. “And I’m still yours.”

    


    
      Andre stood, a smile lighting his features.


      I could run from the thought of marriage, but I couldn’t run from our bond. We were already joined—and had been since the bond was Awoken in me.


      Andre understood that, but he’d let me live amongst my pretty illusions until I came to terms with it as well.


      He leaned in and kissed me, his hands still holding tightly to my own. I pinched my eyes shut.


      Till death do us part.


      “So when’s this shindig, and what should Leanne and I wear to it?” Oliver asked when I found him hanging out in Andre’s dining room.


      Andre had wandered off to a series of private meetings with some of his coven members, leaving me to my own devices for the time being. And my own devices included hanging out with the little devil that perched on my shoulder—a.k.a., Oliver.


      Oliver quickly slipped the phone he’d been on into his pocket, but not before I caught a flash of …


      Ew.


      Dick pics.


      “Hello?” Oliver snapped his fingers in front of my face. “Earth to Gabrielle. What’s the dresscode?”


      “You just assumed you were invited?”


      He picked up the margarita sitting in front of him and slurped it down. He’d gotten Bishopcourt’s chef to make him one, and by the smell of it, one with a little alcohol. Oliver would manage to swing that.

    


    
      “Of course I’m invited,” he said. “I’m your BBF, and you always invite your BBFs to parties, so, formal, I take it?”


      I shrugged. “I have no clue.”


      He huffed. “You’re supposed to know these things—it’s your celebration after all.”


      “Well, I seriously doubt we’re going to have a casual cookout, Oliver. Use your own judgment.”


      Oliver raised his eyebrows. “Whoa, someone needs to loosen up. Actually,” he said, his eyes alighting, “both you and Andre could use a good roll in the hay—minus the hay, because ew, we’re not beasts here.”


      Geez, did literally everything come down to sex with this one?


      As I stared at him, I realized, Why yes, yes it did.


      “There are a lot of things I need. I hate to break it to you Oliver, but sex is not exactly topping that list.”


      “Then your list is wrong.” He peered over the rim of his glass. “Also,” he said, eyeing me, “I seriously doubt that.”


      “Whatever, Oliver.” I drummed my fingers on the countertop. “By the way, where’s Leanne?”


      Oliver checked out his nails, right now painted Robin’s Egg Blue. “She’s busy—with a man.”


      My brows shot up. “She has a hot date?” She hadn’t mentioned anything the last time I saw her.


      Oliver took a dainty sip of his margarita. “Eh,” he lifted a shoulder, “it’s a new development. She foresaw a chance encounter with a crush of hers. Not that she didn’t want to be here. It was a tough call—spending the evening with a hot date over a depressing mess like you.”

    


    
      I gave him an arch look. “And yet you’re here.”


      Oliver sniffed. “It was a tough call for her. An easy one for me.”


      Just when I thought Oliver was about as rude as they come, he went and said something like that.


      “—Plus, I already got laid twice today. I had room to fit you into my schedule.”


      And there he went ruining it.


      “Oli-ver,” I laughed. I pushed his shoulder with a little too much force.


      “Aaaaiieeeek!” Oliver screeched as he toppled off his chair.


      I cursed. “Oliver?”


      Suddenly a hand holding a still-full margarita shot into view. “Saved the alchy! Oh—and I hate you.” A moment later the rest of Oliver popped up.


      “Sorry!”


      “You wait—next time I’m choosing the beefy dude over your ass.”


      Trouble was, there’d be no next time.


      Once Oliver left, I found Andre back in his study. He reclined in his chair, his feet kicked up on his desk, his phone cradled against his ear.


      “…Chief Constable,” he was saying when I entered, “I’ve been doing this for a long time. Far longer than you. You’d have to take this place apart brick-by-fucking-brick before you got your hands on her.”


      My gooseflesh puckered when I realized he was talking about me to Chief Constable Morgan, my former boss.

    


    
      Andre’s eyes darted to me, his expression heating.


      Andre swung his feet off the desk. “I can promise you two things,” he said into the speaker. “One, you will never lay a finger on her. And two, if you think to try again, my wrath will make the devil’s look like child’s play.” He dropped the phone onto the receiver without waiting for a response.


      “Soulmate,” he said, his voice gentling. He stood and came over to me. “I didn’t mean for you to hear that.”


      I shook my head. “You’ve been coordinating my safety this whole time, haven’t you? While I’ve been hanging out with Oliver.”


      He stopped in front of me, and his knuckles grazed my cheek. “I wanted you to be untroubled for a few hours. God knows you deserve it.”


      I closed my eyes and leaned into his touch. “Thank you.”


      “That does not deserve your gratitude.”


      I opened my eyes and gazed into Andre’s beautiful face. That chiseled jaw that led to his soft, supple lips. That straight nose, that shock of dark hair. But above all, those deep, soulful eyes that could make his face look harsh or angelic.


      I could draw him in my dreams, and I would. I’d carry his image with me, and I’d remember it when things got really bad.


      “What are you thinking of?” Andre’s eyes moved between mine.


      I swallowed, pushing down the truth. “Why has no one tried to attack this place?” I asked instead.

    


    
      Andre frowned, and I had the distinct impression he knew my thoughts had lingered elsewhere. But he answered me anyway. “This place has centuries of complex enchantments. It should be impenetrable to foes.”


      He pinched his lower lip, his expression darkening. “But every stronghold has a weakness, and Bishopcourt is no exception. It won’t last forever. We will have to leave—and soon.”


      “How soon?” If I could snatch back words, I would retrieve those ones. Here I was, making plans with Andre when I had no right to. Not anymore.


      Andre lifted an eyebrow. “As soon as you’d like, soulmate, barring tonight or tomorrow—that’s when my subjects want to host the celebration. But two days from now we could leave.” His eyes glimmered with anticipation. Those wheels in his head turned at this very moment, scheming our escape.


      “The celebration will be tomorrow?” Horror crept up my throat, trying to choke my windpipe. All that is holy, that was when I was slated to head to hell.


      “Best to get it over with as quickly as possible. The coven’s aware that we’ll have to disappear again soon, and who knows the next chance we’ll have to gather again.”


      I found my voice. “We can’t do it tomorrow.” I rushed the words out.


      Andre peered at me, his eyes missing nothing. “Why not, soulmate?”


      I opened and closed my mouth like a fish out of water. “Because people are after me!” Devil aside, a celebration in the midst of a manhunt was ridiculous.

    


    
      “No one will be able to touch you here—unless you are planning another one of your grand escapes. I know you are fond of them when danger is nigh, soulmate.”


      I ignored the barb. Squeezing my scalp, I said, “Andre, we can’t just do this … I’m sick.”


      He stared down at my chest, his gaze far away. When his eyes finally found mine again, they were tormented. “Please. Let me pretend, soulmate. I can control everything else, but not that. Not that.”


      He looked so lost, and damn me, but I would do anything to wipe that expression from his face. I was going to agree to this, like the sucker I was. That meant getting dolled up, chatting with people, standing by Andre’s side for an evening.


      “Alright,” I said, as though I really had a say in the whole thing, “let’s have our celebration. Question: will my friends get eaten if I invite them?” I smiled as I said it.


      His lips twitched. “Soulmate, I’m more concerned about my subjects falling victim to your friends—Oliver in particular.” The sly devil winked, making me laugh.


      “Ah, Dios, that laugh.” Andre’s eyes smoldered as he watched me, and my laugh dried up.


      He leaned in, taking my mouth fiercely. His passion was like a damn breaking open. I could feel it pouring down on me. Had I been foolish enough to think that intimacy would curb our lust for each other?


      It hadn’t. It had merely raised the stakes.

    


    
      I left Andre when another call came in and my soulmate started making threats anew. There was nothing like hearing your soulmate promise to eviscerate someone to really curb the passion.


      I headed down the hallway, pulling out my phone and texting Oliver and Leanne about the celebration.


      Once I was done, I threaded my fingers over my head. Restlessness tore through me.


      I made a beeline for the back of the mansion, where an expansive balcony overlooked Andre’s backyard.


      Reaching the back door, I stepped outside into the chilly night. I didn’t stop moving until I’d reached the very edge, my hands palming the railing. The wind lifted my hair and twisted it in a thousand different directions. I embraced the chaos.


      In the garden beneath me, the shadows moved. I startled at the movement, the peace I’d felt a moment ago now shattered.


      The darkness seemed to ooze and roll, climbing the sides of the building, heading straight for me. I backed up, but I could not turn away.


      I watched as the darkness gathered itself, condensing into a shadowy figure. Then I heard the laugh I had come to know, to dread.


      The devil’s form grew more substantial with each passing moment until, at some point, he had the appearance of a flesh and blood human.


      I couldn’t look away, even as I continued to back away from him; I could not summon my body to turn its back on something so dangerous.

    


    
      “Oh no, no, no, Gabrielle. Do not think about leaving. I just arrived.”


      My upper lip involuntarily curled, as repulsion warred with cold, clammy terror.


      The devil came to a stop in front of me and straightened the charcoal suit he wore.


      He scrutinized me, taking in the subtle lines of sickness. “Not doing so good?” He shook his head, feigning sadness. A smile tugged the corners of his lips.


      “You killed her.”


      He smirked, his strange eyes watching me with excitement. “Take it as a hard-learned lesson: I will kill each and every person you care about until you give me what I want.”


      Physically I might be sick, but I was not weak. My courage rose within me, causing my skin to flare with light. “My list of loved ones is short, Pluto. You’d better pick your battles because once they run out, you’ll have nothing to blackmail me with.”


      “There she is. Ah, consort, you have fire to match my own.”


      “Go to hell.”


      Deliberately I turned my back on him.


      “Not without you,” I thought I heard him say.


      My spine stiffened, but I didn’t pause, even as his voice resonated behind me. “Gabrielle, the sands of your life are running out. Eat, drink, be merry—you have a day. Then you are mine.”



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 28


      I woke with a gasp. Sweat beaded along my skin, chilling my already cold skin. It had dampened the sheets while I slept, like even the most unconscious parts of me feared what would happen …


      Tonight.


      Bile rose at my encounter with the devil the night before. I put a hand to my face. I’d have to be near that for an eternity.


      An eternity.


      I couldn’t keep down my rising sickness. I threw off my covers and ran across Andre’s room and into to the bathroom, barely making it to the toilet in time. I leaned over the porcelain rim and vomited up blood and bile.


      “Soulmate?”


      A shirtless Andre stood in the doorway to the bathroom. His eyes darted from me to the toilet, then back.

    


    
      I flushed down the evidence of my sickness and pushed myself up on shaky legs, but halfway there, they buckled.


      Andre was next to me in an instant, wrapping me in his arms. He pressed my face into his chest, cradling it gently. And that was about when I lost it.


      I began to cry heavy, gut-wrenching sobs. It was all falling apart. What was life for if it could be snatched away so quickly? Why was it so ghastly?


      Andre held me, rocking us and rubbing my back while he whispered things in languages I didn’t understand.


      He still had no clue what deal I’d made with the devil. We’d both been so busy; it was just one of many things that got shelved for later. Not that it mattered. Even if I wasn’t walking to my death later tonight, I’d still be doomed. The blood he’d given me only a week ago had been changing me at an accelerated rate, killing me in the process.


      Andre trembled as he held me, and I took some strange comfort from the fact that he was just as scared as I was. At least we had camaraderie.


      Andre leaned his head against mine. “You were right, as usual. I never should’ve agreed to this celebration.”


      I laughed—one of those thick, choked ones you let out after a good cry just so that you can hear the sound of happiness again. Because you need something to shake off the terrible sadness within you. “I think I could use a break from all this fighting and fleeing.”


      One of Andre’s eyebrows arched. “I could help with that. You know, I have some really good ideas when it comes to these things.”

    


    
      I bit back a reluctant grin. “Oh, I’m sure you do, and I’m eager to hear about them.”


      “Good.” Pressing a firm kiss to my lips, Andre scooped me up and took me back to the bed.


      Several hours later I pulled on the backless white gown laid out for me, my hands shaking as I did so. Someone had left it on the bed while I’d been in the shower. The material clung to me, exaggerating every pleasing line of my form.


      That painting of Andre watched me the entire time. I swear tonight his eyes seemed sadder than usual.


      There I went—projecting.


      I could hear the sounds of conversation drifting in from the front of Bishopcourt, where guests gathered. Andre was already out there welcoming them; he’d insisted I take my time, and I was grateful for it. I had business to get in order before I made my appearance.


      I slipped on the shoes and undergarments that went with the dress then headed into the bathroom.


      When I caught a glimpse of my reflection, I paused. I looked unearthly—more so than usual. My features were exaggerated. My cheekbones were more pronounced, my alabaster skin exceptionally pale from lack of blood, my spooked eyes a bit wider than they’d been before. All of it shrouded by a mane of loose curls.


      Death suits you. The voice that brushed against my ear wasn’t my own.

    


    
      I gritted my teeth. The devil was there, lingering just beyond my reach. Waiting. Waiting. Waiting … until I was his.


      And tonight I had to go to him. Tonight, I had to die.


      I snuck into Andre’s study, using his private line to place a call to the U.S. I fingered the Egyptian statue perched on his desk. The line rang and rang.


      I squeezed my forehead when I remembered that my adoptive mother would still be at work. Perhaps it was better this way.


      My heart was in my throat when her recorded voice came on the line, asking the caller to leave a message. It held none of the beguiling beauty that my biological mom’s did, but it was so beloved. It was the same voice that had spoke soothingly to me when I was sick and scolded me when I was being a little punk.


      Was this the last time I’d ever hear it? And was it twisted that I actually wished it might be? Because I hoped never to see a loved one in the place I was going.


      The phone beeped, indicating that I was to begin my message.


      “Mom—” I croaked. I cleared my voice and began again. “Hey Mom. Sorry I forgot to call you on New Year’s”—I’d spent it dodging arrows and fleeing attackers—“I just wanted to tell you that I love you so much. I haven’t told you that enough, and I miss you like crazy.” A tear trickled out. “I hope your New Year’s went well. I’ll talk to you … later. Bye.”

    


    
      I hung up the phone, breathing heavily. I wiped the tear off with the back of my hand. That message was totally going to freak her out. She’d be on the phone in an instant, calling me back, only to be sent directly to voicemail … because that phone had been destroyed. It would only wig her out more. Rightfully so—she’d never speak to me again.


      I ran my hands through my hair, pushing strands away from my forehead. Don’t go there.


      I needed to pull myself together. I still had one more person that I needed to leave a message with.


      I blew out a breath and grabbed a sheet of paper from one of Andre’s desk drawers and searched for a pen.


      Instead my eyes landed on an ink well.


      Damn.


      “Stupid fucking quill,” I cursed as another globe of ink obscured the “A” in Andre’s name.


      Already I was regretting this note.


      Why Andre kept quills around when there was such a thing as computers, or even—hey—ballpoint pens was beyond me.


      He wanted to channel his inner geezer, apparently.


      And to think I needed to scribe an official plea using the angelic quill waiting for me back at Jericho’s Emporium. I was done for.


      Shut up, brain. No one asked you for your opinion.


      I bit my lip and scribbled the rest of the note as fast as possible.

    


    
      By the time I was done, I had ink on my fingertips and some lines of text had smeared onto my dress. Nailed it.


      I appraised the letter. It was a train wreck. Smudged letters and giant globes of ink made the thing almost illegible. Almost. But not quite. I read over the words. This was all he’d get—a final, parting note.


      On it I divulged everything I’d kept from him up until now. My deal with the devil, and the gift kept under lock and key that I was to collect only once I died. I even mentioned the possibility that my death might not be the end of me.


      I bit my lip. Perhaps it was cruel to give him hope when I really had no idea what the future held.


      It’d have to do because time was up.


      I eyed the stick of red wax and the partially burnt candle resting next to the ink well.


      Not even going to attempt it.


      I headed back to our room and propped the note on the bed. I stared at it, biting the inside of my cheek until I drew blood.


      Keep it together. I’d face down fate with my shoulders back; I wouldn’t let anyone see me crack, especially not the devil.


      My breaths came in short, soft bursts. I blinked as fatigue washed over me. Other than water, I hadn’t eaten or drank anything in over a day.


      I sat down on the edge of the bed for a second, catching my breath and collecting myself. Eventually I forced myself to stand.

    


    
      Time to make an appearance.


      I staggered down the hallway, my gown swishing around me. My breath still came in ragged pants.


      Something felt … wrong. My heartbeat palpitated strangely. I moved my hand to rub my chest.


      Just as I touched the fabric of my gown, my heart altogether stopped.


      Flat lining. I was flat lining.


      I stumbled. Fell. I choked on my breath as my chest seized up.


      No one was coming back here. This section of Bishopcourt was too private. Not even Andre would venture this way, not until our connection did something funky, and it hadn’t—yet.


      A burning pain spread through my body. My eyes fluttered and black spots clouded my vision.


      I pounded my fist on my chest. Nothing. The spots that danced in front of me were spreading. I pounded again.


      After a moment, my heart thumped once … then twice. Slowly, the spots dissipated as my heartbeat fell back into rhythm.


      I leaned against the wall and caught my breath. A body doesn’t run properly with a sluggish heartbeat. Mine was no exception.


      I stayed there, catching my breath, for another five minutes, and then, shakily, I rose to my feet.


      I wiped the cold sweat off my brow and resumed walking haltingly towards the ballroom.


      As soon as people caught sight of me, conversations escalated, eyes lingered. I’d been infamous, hated, and now I was intriguing. Andre de Leon’s soulmate, the devil’s consort. The anti-Christ.

    


    
      Some of those nearest me flared their nostrils as I passed, and I could see their pitying glances in my periphery. The smell of sickness clung to me.


      Across the room Andre caught my eye. I sucked in a breath at the sight of him.


      It wasn’t the first time I’d seen Andre in a tux, but his appearance always left me speechless. He cleaned up nicely.


      He smiled at me, the action crinkling the laugh lines at the corners of his eyes and pressing in the skin of his cheeks. He had no idea I’d collapsed outside his room mere minutes ago.


      A wicked gleam entered his eyes as his gaze moved over me, and I could practically feel him mentally undressing me across the room.


      Keeping it classy, that one.


      “Yoo-hoo! Penelope—er, crap, I mean Persephone—doomsday princess!”


      My gaze drifted towards the speaker, but then Andre patted the shoulder of the man he was talking to and began to prowl my way. Totally not going to miss that walk. There are only so many times I could openly check out this man’s stride, and this might be one of my last.


      “She’s ignoring me. Yo, Queen of the Damned!”


      My attention turned back to the voice, which belonged to a certain fairy with ice blond hair and extra-sparkly skin. Next to him Leanne waved at me, grinning like an idiot. Judging by their appearances, the two of them had gotten their party on elsewhere and brought it here.

    


    
      I laughed at the sight of them, the heavy cloud hanging over me temporarily lifting. I pushed through the throngs of people, nodding and giving guests cordial smiles, to get to my friends.


      They both latched onto me. “I am higher than a kite,” Oliver said.


      “Proud friend moment,” I said sarcastically.


      “Blame her!” he pointed to Leanne. “She thought it would be fun to pregame your wedding.”


      When my eyes met Leanne’s she giggled, but then her smile faltered.


      Somehow she knew. Even though the seer’s shroud was still in my system, she must’ve foreseen something—maybe someone else’s future—and pieced it together. I’d bet money she drank to escape the vision, or to pretend it all away. And Oliver, being Oliver, hopped right onboard with 110 percent enthusiasm.


      “Not a wedding, Oliver,” I said, turning back to the fairy. Leanne’s haunted eyes couldn’t scare me any longer because I already knew.


      “Pfft. As if you are not going to christen that bed of yours later tonight.”


      I ducked my head. “Oliver—ssssh.”


      Oliver pointed to me. “Ha! Haven’t lost my touch.” He buffed his nails on his suit. “I can still make you embarrassed like a little schoolgirl.”


      “Up until about a week ago I was a schoolgirl.”


      “Up until about a week ago you were also a vir-gin!” His voice rose at the end of the statement, and nearby guests swiveled at the sound, raising their eyebrows when they saw me.

    


    
      “Where is that slice of sex pie?” Oliver stood on tiptoes and peered over the crowd. “Oh, oh! I see him! Crap, he’s walking away.”


      Hoofing it out of Oliver’s vicinity most likely. Smart vampire.


      “Mmm, hubba hubba,” he said. “’Dat ass.”


      I put my forehead in my hand. Sober Oliver was a handful. Smashed Oliver was insane.


      “Hey, I think he flipped me off.” Oliver pouted.


      “That’s because he can hear you.”


      “I paid him a compliment.”


      Leanne snorted. “You were objectifying him,” she said. “There’s a difference.”


      “Ugh, I swear you gave up fun-ness along with pettiness. Now when is this party going to start? I’m bored.” Oliver glanced around, only stopping to do a double take when his eyes landed on a vampire standing close by.


      “Whoa, is that blood?” he asked the vampire loudly, pressing in way too close to peer into the man’s drink.


      The vampire curled his upper lip and let out a slight hiss.


      “Whoa,” Oliver held his hands up, “no offense meant. That’s, you know, … chic … in like an emo-hispter-gothy-creepy way …”


      Oliver continued to talk, and I used the moment to pull Leanne aside.


      Our eyes met, and the lightness of Oliver’s company fell away.

    


    
      “I know about tonight,” I said softly, though my words weren’t necessary.


      Remorse shone in her eyes. “I foresaw the evening play out earlier,” she admitted. Save for the devil himself, she was the only person who knew what would happen to me tonight. She’d be the only person I’d get a real goodbye with.


      I hauled her in for a hug. We clasped each other tightly.


      Pulling away, Leanne drew in a ragged breath. “For the record, I’ve never had a female best friend until I met you. And … it’s been really great.”


      I laughed even as I sniffled. “So great.”


      She took my hands and squeezed them. “Safe travels,” she whispered, just as she had the night of Samhain.


      I nodded and gave her a closed-lipped smile. “I’ll give ’em hell.”


      Andre headed back to his room—their room—looking for that damn iPod. He’d uploaded it with all of Celeste’s songs just so his mate could know the voice of the woman who loved her first.


      He’d meant to give it to her earlier, but the damn thing had grown legs and disappeared, and it wasn’t until last night that he’d found it sitting in its package in the library as though it hadn’t been moved in the first place. Had the iPod been in any other room, Andre might’ve worried.


      He’d headed out to greet the guests this evening without the device, and he nearly made a fool of himself only moments ago. Had the fairy not shown up, he would’ve swept Gabrielle up in his arms, then reached into his coat pocket to procure a gift that wasn’t there.

    


    
      He reached the door to their room and slipped inside. Instead of finding the iPod, he found a letter, carefully folded on the bed. He could smell her scent on it. A corner of his mouth quirked. She’d written him a note. Just when he was convinced she was a child of this century, she went and did something like this.


      He could see his name scrawled along the front, partially obscured by a drop of ink. The sight made him grin.


      He opened the letter up. The smile immediately left his face.


      Andre,


      If you are reading this, then I am dead. There are things you need to know, things that I’ve kept from you, but things that might now give you hope …



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 29


      “A string quartet? A string quartet?” Oliver eyed the group of musicians gathered in the corner with obvious disdain. “You’ve got to be kidding me. And blood? Where’s the Jäger and the strobe lights? The nearly-naked men and the drugs? This fairy wants to do body shots, then roll!”


      “Oliver, this is a celebration, not a rager—” My heart shuddered then skipped a beat.


      Damn. It was happening again.


      I leaned a heavy arm on Oliver’s shoulder.


      “Sweets?” He sobered in an instant.


      Next to him Leanne watched me, the whites of her eyes visible.


      “Give me—a second.”


      The pain burning through my chest abated somewhat, and I straightened. I backed up, bumping into a nearby vampire.

    


    
      Oliver reached out. “Gabrielle!” He never used my actual name, which meant he was legitimately worried.


      “I’ll be back—with your Jäger and half-clad men.” The joke fell flat.


      He dropped his hand. “Don’t forget the drugs.” His joke fell flat too.


      I shoved my way through the crowd. My eyes scanned for the nearest escape. They landed on the door to the guest bathroom. Wasting no time, I made a beeline for it.


      Once I slipped inside the restroom, I leaned against the wall, gasping out a sob as the pain rolled through me. My stomach spasmed. Organs were shutting down. The whole production was coming to a close. I drew in a shaky breath and pushed away from the door.


      I whispered a prayer under my breath, a series of strange, broken words strung together that begged for any other fate save this one. But if deliverance was coming, it wouldn’t be tonight.


      I leaned over the counter and took several deep breaths. I couldn’t seem to get enough air through my lungs.


      I lifted my head and stared at my reflection. My haunted blue eyes glittered amongst pale skin, my lips a bright red slash against the creamy flesh. And surrounding it all was my dark, dark hair. I had my own shadowy halo, just like the devil.


      Promised to two men. Was that all us sirens were? Beautiful, treacherous objects to be given or taken?


      The tales were true. We ripped men’s hearts out and shredded them without thinking. Even to those we loved. Like Andre.

    


    
      My mind drifted. Back at Bran Castle, Morta had mentioned something then. Something that I’d never forgotten and something that Jericho had reminded me of.


      I would come back. I didn’t know when and I didn’t know how, but I’d be topside again. In fact, if what Morta had said was true, I’d become a creature that could traverse both earth and hell. Maybe all wasn’t lost.


      And maybe I was grasping at straws.


      My hands slid off the cool marble countertop just as the door to the bathroom squeaked open.


      Crap, I’d forgotten to lock it. I swiveled around, only to come face-to-face with Caleb.


      “Caleb?” Hope and horror filled my voice. “What are you doing here?” I took in his tux, noting absently that he wore it well.


      He didn’t answer right away. I smelled his sweat and fear. His pulse hammered in his chest.


      My gaze moved to his face. It was somewhat puffy, the skin around his eyes tinged red. He hardly looked better than me.


      “Hey, are you okay?” Before I could think twice about it, I reached out for him.


      Caleb stepped back. “Don’t touch me. Please, Gabrielle, don’t.” His throat worked.


      I let my hand fall and suppressed my hurt.


      He scrubbed his face.


      “It’s okay. Whatever it is, it’s okay,” I said soothingly. And it was. When your fate was to die and reign hell alongside the devil, other things sort of became insignificant by comparison.

    


    
      He shook his head. “It’s not.”


      From down the hall, I felt my connection with Andre surge. And then he was moving rapidly towards me.


      I swore. He’d found my note too soon. I was sure of it.


      “Gabrielle!” he bellowed.


      Yep. He definitely found the note.


      While I stared off, listening to my soulmate stalk ever closer to me, I heard a click. My gaze snapped back to Caleb in time to see his hand move away from the door’s lock. That was when I understood.


      Caleb wasn’t here to visit me, he was here to end me.


      “Soulmate!” Andre shouted from somewhere in the distance. My gaze moved to the direction his voice was coming from. “I swear I will tie you to the bed this time, you hear me? You are not to sacrifice yourself for anyone!”


      My eyes pinched shut, and I bit the inside of my cheek.


      The sound of cool metal brushing against linen had my eyes snapping back open. Caleb held a gun, and he was pointing it right at my heart. His hands trembled violently. God his aim was going to be shit if he pulled that trigger.


      “Don’t do this,” I pleaded, shaking my head. “We’re friends. Partners.”


      “Gabrielle, I don’t get a choice.”


      I gazed at him with sad eyes. My heart felt heavy with the weight of so much conflict. So many things that my death would make wrong.

    


    
      The bathroom door shook as Andre tried the handle only to find it locked. “Soulmate, I can feel you in there. Please let me in.” His voice had lost much of his angry edge. Now it just held miles and miles of pain.


      Caleb cursed.


      “Who’s in there with you?” Andre’s voice rose. He tried the handle again, then pounded on the door. “Let me in, or I will break down the goddamn door!” Anger revived. Someone was channeling his inner big, bad wolf.


      Caleb’s eyes met mine, and his hands steadied. “I’m sorry—for everything.”


      And then he pulled the trigger.


      I always assumed when you were shot in the heart, you died instantly.


      I was wrong.


      I could feel my blood seeping out of my body, trickling out the hole in my chest and seeping into my white dress.


      My eyes widened and my lips moved. But I couldn’t find the words to voice this betrayal. I didn’t honestly think he’d do it. Not until that last second. My mistake.


      “Gabrielle!” Andre roared.


      Caleb dropped the gun like it burned him, his eyes wide. He reached for me, and I could see instant remorse. His features actually flickered, and for the merest moment, I stared back at myself. Then he disappeared, his clothes drifting to the ground.

    


    
      The bathroom door burst open, and Andre stood at the threshold, looking like my avenging angel. His eyes fell on me.


      “Soulmate,” he choked out. In the next instant he held me. Beyond him I heard gasps as people crowded the room.


      “Is she okay?” someone shouted behind him.


      His eyes darted between me and the wound. He pressed a hand to my heart. In seconds it was covered with my blood.


      A small noise escaped him.


      His eyes moved back to me. “You’re going to be okay.” Andre’s voice betrayed him.


      I couldn’t speak; the pain seemed to seize up my voice. This was it.


      “I will save you again.” Andre drew his hand away from my heart and brought his wrist up to his mouth.


      His teeth pierced his flesh and the smell of Andre’s blood mingled with mine. He lifted his bloody wrist to my lips. “Drink, soulmate.”


      Even as he spoke, my sight dimmed.


      Ignoring his wrist, I reached out to stroke his face. “I love you.” I tried to speak the words, but they came out as the barest whisper.


      “Dammit, you stay with me, soulmate!” He pressed his wrist to my lips, his blood dripping into my mouth and down my throat. “It doesn’t end like this!”


      As his blood hit my system, my body seemed to flare up, trying to shake death from itself. And it was working.


      I could feel the bullet wound slowly healing. I gasped in a ragged breath, my back arching. My sight cleared enough to see Andre draw his hand away and reopen his wrist wound.

    


    
      Caleb shot me. My friend and former partner shot me. The betrayal burned deep—though why should it? We stood on opposing ends of good and evil. Still, hot, bloody tears pooled in my eyes.


      “Soulmate,” Andre said, petting my hair, “you’re not going to die.” This time he sounded surer of himself.


      In the background, voices were shouting. Someone was yelling about moving me. A moment later Andre cradled me in his arms, his wrist pressed against my mouth once more.


      “You need to bite down, love.”


      I did so, weakly, taking in a few swallows of his blood before I released him. The taste of it still made me nauseous.


      All around us guests watched as Andre carried me across the ballroom, heading for his private quarters.


      We never made it.


      Above us the chandelier shivered, its tiny crystals tinkling. No one else seemed to notice, not until the walls of Bishopcourt trembled and the floor shook.


      Outside the estate, the wind intensified, howling as it battered against the walls. The pitch of it rose until it seemed to be screaming.


      Andre’s grip tightened. He figured out then what I already knew: the devil was coming for me, and he would not be denied.


      With a sickening shriek, the windows blew in. Guests screamed as glass pelted them.

    


    
      The front doors banged open, and a violent wind tore through the ballroom, ripping me out of Andre’s arms. It dragged me across the floor to the middle of the room.


      I bit down hard on my cheek as the movement jostled my still-healing wound. The unearthly wind separated me not just from Andre, but from everyone.


      The shadows of the night coalesced, dragged from the far corners of the room and the night beyond it. It twisted around me in a whirlwind as it came together. If I weren’t entangled right in the middle of it, I would’ve said it looked beautiful. But I could feel the breath of evil licking up my skin, caressing me like a long-lost lover.


      It fashioned itself into the shape of a man, and then from the darkness came features. Almond-shaped eyes, pale skin, hair swept back from a high brow, a self-satisfied smirk.


      The devil always did like to make an entrance.


      “I didn’t crash a party now, did I?” he asked. He turned to me, raising an eyebrow. The show wasn’t for them. It was for me.


      “Time’s up,” he said quietly.


      I braced myself on my forearms, staring up at him from where I lay on the floor. The wind still pressed against the crowd, keeping them at bay, and I could see Andre actively fighting against it. He wouldn’t be able to pass through, just as I was sure I wouldn’t be able to leave this maelstrom.


      Not that I would try. The devil had already taken too much from me. I wouldn’t risk Andre’s life or anyone else’s by turning my back on this deal.

    


    
      The devil turned from me to the audience around us. “I hear there should’ve been a Joining tonight, and by the devil, there will be one.”


      The wind continued to twist around us, a tornado trapped in the ballroom, and the devil and I were at the eye of it. Guests covered their faces as the storm tore at their clothes and hair. Among them I caught sight of Leanne and Oliver.


      “You can’t have her!” Andre shouted. I could feel the static electricity snapping off of him. His hair lifted, a strange breeze blowing it in the wrong direction. His fangs had descended, and his lips curled back menacingly. The pupil’s of his eyes stretched almost completely over his irises, making them look nearly black. Our connection throbbed, like it knew it was in danger of snapping.


      The devil laughed. “Oh really? And what will you do about it? I made you; I can unmake you.”


      The devil snapped his fingers, the action quelling some of the electricity in the air. Some, but not all. Instead, the electricity changed form. Sparks jumped off of Andre and, holy crap, this was going to turn into Bishopcourt fiasco, part two.


      Some of our guests had managed to escape out the front door or through the now broken windows, but most of them watched, captivated, as the devil wrought destruction down upon them.


      I realized with a start that most of the vampires had never laid eyes on the devil. I’d gotten so used to his drop-ins, that the wonder of his presence was lost on me. But now vampires like Vicca stared at him, mouth agape—a strange mixture of fear and awe in their gazes. They’d never seen the thing responsible for their damnation.

    


    
      Andre was the only other vampire in the room not shocked by the devil’s presence. But boy he did look pissed. He strode towards the storm, pushing against the wall of wind.


      The devil paid him no attention. “As I was saying,” he glanced over the crowd, “tonight there will in fact be a Joining.” Once more he turned to me, hand outstretched.


      “I’m here tonight to claim Gabrielle Fiori as my consort, the Queen of Hell.”


      “Fight him, soulmate!” Andre shouted.


      But all the fight had been drained from me. I was covered in blood, my dress torn where I’d been shot, my hair wild, and my wound still raw. I’d given the last days and hours of my life everything I had. I had nothing left of myself to give.


      The room fell silent. Utterly silent—even the wind, which still twisted around us, had quieted, as though someone had turned down the volume. The only sounds were my sluggish heartbeats, pounding arrhythmically between my ears, and the whoosh of blood it moved through me.


      Deep breath in. Slow breath out. As I stared down at the devil’s hand, I calmed. My moment of truth was upon me. The destiny I’d been hurtling towards was finally here. No more innocent lives would be lost.

    


    
      I reached out.


      “Gabrielle, no!” I never again wanted to hear the note in Andre’s voice. It was the sound of a creature in great pain, and I had caused it.


      This ended tonight.


      I grasped the devil’s hand, and with a triumphant smile, he pulled me to my feet. He tugged me to face him, and his hand slid up my arm, twining around mine. “I, Rex Inferna, recognize you as my mate and doth bind you to me en infitum, Gabrielle Fiori, Regina Inferna.”


      I began shivering as the cold chill of fear seeped into me. On the other side of the twister Andre was creating his own storm with his rising emotions. The walls and floor shook as objects lifted themselves off the ground.


      “And so it shall be, now and forever,” the devil finished.


      Andre let out a roar, and the chandelier shook violently. The house made a pained groan. It wouldn’t last much longer under the strain of Andre’s pain and anger.


      The devil’s hand locked around my wrist just as the whirlwind that spun around us suddenly ceased.


      My eyes found Andre’s wild ones.


      “I love you,” I said.


      The shadows around the devil and me shifted and lengthened. I realized as they circled us that the darkness was made up of screaming souls. Andre strode through them, his hair whipping about his face and his jaw set, ready to fight the devil for me.


      Seeing this, the devil turned his head so that his lips skimmed my temple. I shuddered as he pressed a kiss there. The shadows swarmed in on us, and I could feel myself—both body and soul—being ripped from the fabric of this world.

    


    
      I reached out for Andre as the devil wrapped his arm around my waist.


      “No!” Andre thundered. For one sheer moment, his fingers brushed my outstretched ones. Then both he and Bishopcourt disappeared, and the blackness consumed the devil and me.


      One by one my senses disappeared. First sight, then smell and taste. I no longer choked on the sour tang of lost souls and ash, which made up the matrix I traveled in.


      Touch—thankfully—went next. I could no longer feel the devil’s grip on my body, nor his breath on my face. The last thing to go was my hearing, and I knew that only because the devil’s final whispered words rang in my ears long after my other senses had fallen away—


      “Finally, consort, you are mine.”



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 30


      Andre dropped to his knees as the shadows swallowed Gabrielle up.


      “No.” His voice broke over the word. Seven hundred years of his soulless existence, a few short months of something dangerously close to happiness, and all of it for naught.


      The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. The Biblical reference rang like a dirge in his mind.


      The devil had taken his soulmate. Just like all the tales said he would. A cry tore through Andre’s throat.


      He saw the moment the fire died from her eyes, the moment her soul was no longer here but there. But even the terror of that sight couldn’t compare to the sickening way her life force severed itself from his heart. That invisible cord that he’d carried inside him like a flame for almost two decades, the one that had flared up the first time he laid eyes on Gabrielle in his club and had burst to life several days later when she’d Awoken. It had been snipped. He could practically hear Morta’s cackle from somewhere beyond.

    


    
      “No,” he repeated. The word was a broken plea. It couldn’t be. Not now, not after everything they had endured to be together. Not when he’d only just gotten a taste of what it would be like to be with her wholly and completely.


      He pressed a hand hard against his heart as he hunched over himself, trying to stem the pain of the cord’s absence. It was the same hand that had tried to stem Gabrielle’s blood from seeping out of her only minutes ago, and now her blood smeared onto his clothes. He smelled like her. How dare she linger if she was gone.


      Gone.


      Around him, objects that still swirled around the room now crashed to the ground as his heart contracted. Distantly he heard people scream.


      This time around there was no body to revive. But perhaps she could escape, like on Samhain.


      His eyes closed and he shuddered. No one who entered the Underworld left. That had always been consistent throughout the myths. She’d been taken, and this time she wasn’t coming back.


      “No!” he bellowed, and Bishopcourt quaked with his agony.


      At some point his coven dragged him away from the room.

    


    
      Gone, gone, gone. She was once his. And now she was gone.


      Across the world, as the news came in, people cheered. All but a few. A monster’s arms and legs were restrained, otherwise he would’ve already ended his life. His coven clustered around him, holding him as heaving sobs shook his monstrous frame and blood streamed down his cheeks. His wails only ceased when the first rays of dawn rose on the horizon.


      Soulmates weren’t meant to part.


      In a dark room in Castle Rushen a shapeshifter shook, wiping the vomit off his chin. He hadn’t stopped trembling since he’d pulled the trigger. She was dead—the girl who’d once been his friend, the girl he would’ve died for a month ago—and it was his fault. When he killed her, he killed some part of himself as well. Something integral. He retched again. In what world was this right? In what world was this just?


      A seer closed her eyes and dreamed of great, leaping flames and hollow, endless pain. She screamed as it lacerated her skin over and over. With a gasp she woke, feverish from someone else’s nightmare.


      Next to her, a fairy lay in a pool of his shedded dust. Tears tracked down his cheeks as he thrashed in his sleep, twisting himself in the sheets of a dead woman.


      In a musty emporium a stooped messenger cleaned off a glass case, which housed a priceless treasure. Its owner would be needing it soon.

    


    
      And resting on a desk in the master bedroom of Bishopcourt, under the watchful gaze of a painted crusader, was a final line of hope written on an already forgotten letter:


      I’ll be coming back, Andre. Have faith. I love you, and I’ll see you again soon.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 31


      I woke with a gasp. The obsidian slab I lay upon chilled me to the bone. I sat up, and as I did so, dozens of spiders skittered off my body. I sucked in air to scream, when my outfit caught my attention.


      The confection was nothing like I’d ever seen before. It moved like silk, but it was woven into web-like lace patterns. My eyes darted back to one of the rogue spiders fleeing from me.


      Spider silk?


      I felt a laugh rising to the surface, something hysterical that wouldn’t stop once it started. I bit down on it when the unnatural chill of the place sank into my bones.


      I slid off of the altar, barely registering its Satanic symbols as I padded barefoot across the hexagonal chamber. The walls were made of more obsidian, and torches glowed blue.

    


    
      My breath misted in front of me as I left the room, the train of my dress dragging behind me. In the distance, I could hear shrieks and shouts. Moans and wails. My fangs descended at the sound and the hairs along my arms rose.


      Something propelled me forward, even as terror coursed through me. Down dark, despondent hallways I traveled, the noise increasing with every step I took. Cold traveled up my bare feet as I padded along the glassy black floor.


      I ended up at two night-dark doors, each propped open. On the other side of them was a staircase made of onyx, and beyond that …


      I grabbed the twisted wrought iron bannister and descended, my shaking hand sliding over the railing. The stairs opened to a balcony.


      And there he waited.


      He must’ve heard the slither of my silk dress, or maybe he felt my presence the same way I could now feel his, because he turned to face me.


      I swallowed my gasp. The devil was the same, but he wasn’t. He was taller, more filled out, and his face …


      I now understood why, to Christians, he was once known as the morning star, one of God’s loveliest angels. Swathed in shadows, his full beauty stared back at me, hidden no more. Only now did I realize every physical facet this being held back from me. Held back until now.


      The devil—Hades—reached a hand out for mine. Numbly I took it.


      He brought my hand to his lips and kissed it. Then, he swiveled to face our empire.

    


    
      The world below us was one of flame. Now that I was here, in this truly godforsaken land, I couldn’t help the strange, new pull I felt towards him.


      “Welcome to hell, my queen.”



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Keep a lookout for the sequel:


      



      The Damned



      



      Coming Fall 2015


      

    

  


  


  
    
      


    


    
      Be sure to check out the first book in Laura Thalassa’s new adult post-apocalyptic series


      The Queen of All that Dies



      Out now!


      Click here to buy it on Amazon


      

    

  


  


  
    
      


    


    
      Be sure to check out the Laura Thalassa’s new adult science fiction series


      The Vanishing Girl



      Out now!


      Click here to buy it on Amazon


      

    

  


  


  
    
      


    


    
      For free books and the latest news on upcoming novels, make sure to join Laura Thalassa’s mailing list!


      Click here to join



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Fans of Laura Thalassa’s Unearthly series might also enjoy this brand new young adult series by Dan Rix.


      Translucent


      When a meteorite falls near her campsite in the San Rafael Wilderness, troubled teen Leona Hewitt ventures down into the crater looking for a souvenir. What she discovers changes her life.


      Contained in the meteorite is a sticky, mucous-like fluid that bends light, cannot itself be seen, and seems to grow in the presence of living tissue. It’s drawn to her.


      But when a government team arrives in hazmat suits and cordons off the meteorite impact site, Leona questions her decision to take it home with her. For one thing, there are rumors of an extraterrestrial threat.


      For another, it has been speaking to her.


      It wants to be worn . . . stretched on like a second skin. It’s seeking out her weaknesses, exploiting her deepest fear—that the only boy she’s ever loved will unearth the vile secret in her past and see her as a monster. Now it promises salvation.


      It can make her invisible.


      Click here to check out Translucent.
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      Prologue


      Eons and eons ago, the fates decided to fashion a woman for an untamable god. One saw it as a gift to honor his greatness. Another saw it as a curse to bring destruction on his house. The third saw it as a chance for the world to evolve.


      They planned and plotted the woman’s birth and death and spoke of her far before she breathed life.


      And the god, he was intrigued.


      The eons came and eons went, and the world forgot. But the god didn’t.


      And when the time came, Nona spun his intended into existence. Whether by accident or by plan, the fate grabbed the thread of the god’s undying creation—a vampire—along with the dark god’s own, and she twined both cords to that of his betrothed.

    


    
      All three forever to be bound.


      The god’s intended and his creation found each other, for a time, and the thread that bound them pulled tight. Then their time ended, and another began.


      And so the woman became the dark god’s and the dark god became hers. Heaven and earth revolted, and now hell will pay.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 1


      Gabrielle


      “Welcome to hell, my queen.”


      The roar of the crowd was thunderous. Their moans, their screams, their exultations blended with the crackle of fire. I couldn’t even say what emotion rode the hordes that stared back at us. Excitement seemed too pleasant a word. Blood-hunger seemed better—the kind of fervor that fueled mobs. It stared back at me. It wanted to devour me.


      I stood outside on a castle balcony, the devil at my side. Scorching flames rose all around us, as far as the eye could see, yet I felt none of the inferno’s heat.


      My hand shook in the devil’s, and his thumb began rubbing circles on my skin. Perhaps it was meant to relax me. It did the opposite.

    


    
      “Enough,” he said to his subjects.


      Hades, I corrected myself, I have to think of him as Hades.


      He hadn’t raised his voice, but the crowd quieted. If you could call it that. Out there, in the land of eternal suffering, nothing was quiet.


      “Meet my consort, Gabrielle Fiori, Regina Inferna, Queen of Hell.”


      Gabrielle Fiori, a thousand different beings whispered, testing my name on their tongues. I could hear them even over the shrieks of the burning souls, and I could feel their intrigue brush against my skin.


      Demons. Demons whispered my name.


      “You are to give her the respect a queen deserves. Anything less will be met with …” the devil paused for effect, “severe punishment.” He didn’t need to smile to alert every single being in that room that he’d love nothing more than doling out more pain.


      On that sobering note, he tugged on my hand. “Come, consort. We have much to discuss.”


      My palm sweated as he led me back up the stairs.


      I am in hell. I am in hell. I am in hell.


      “Yes, you are,” Hades said, answering my thoughts. Our footsteps echoed ominously in the abandoned castle. “Finally, you’re here with me. The centuries I have waited for this. And now the waiting is over.”


      So this was how it all ended. Here in this damned realm that felt so crowded yet so lonely, and me trapped by this man’s eyes and our bond. I should’ve known the first time I saw him, standing amidst the flames of my burning house, that this would be how it ended—in another house of flames.

    


    
      “There are two areas of hell you must know about,” the devil said. “The inside and the outside—the palace and the fields. We are, as you might’ve guessed, currently on the inside, and you have glimpsed what is on the outside.


      “The palace is where you’ll be staying for most of the time.”


      I looked up at the ceiling, feeling the walls of this place close in on me. Stuck here, confined to a palace. It might be large, it might be vast, but it was still a prison.


      The devil must’ve read my thoughts for he said, “Of course, if you wish to join me in punishing the damned, you are always welcome outside.”


      As he led me through the castle, he gestured to some of the doors we passed. “Torture chamber. Torture chamber. Conference room. Torture chamber.”


      “I’m noticing a theme here,” I said.


      The devil smirked but said nothing. His shoes clicked against the stone floor. I’d come to hate the sound of them.


      The walls here, made out of the same dark stone as the rest of the castle, were carved with faces of gargoyles and demons, and if I stared long enough, I could swear those faces moved.


      We halted when we came to an elaborately carved door. Hades pushed it open and stepped aside so I could enter.


      The room was hexagonal, just like the one I woke up in, and, like the rest of the palace I’d seen so far, it was decked out in black. On the far side of the room, the walls opened up to an opulent balcony. And in the center of the room was a canopy bed. Gauzy swaths of semi-transparent material hung from each post.

    


    
      “Another torture chamber?” I asked.


      He stepped in close behind me, his lips a breath away from my ear. “Not quite. This is one of our bedrooms.”


      My stomach dropped at his words while my connection … my connection flared to life.


      “What’ve you done?” I whispered.


      He came around to face me. As he did so, our connection throbbed. The devil’s—shit, Hades—and mine. “Many things, little bird. Elucidate me on which you’re accusing me of.”


      I edged away from him and clutched my heart, which thumped beneath my hand. I had no time to marvel over the fact that I once again had a heartbeat. “Why do I feel you here?” I asked.


      He took another step forward. “You were made for me.”


      Not an answer.


      “But, Andre—”


      “Do not speak the vampire’s name to me,” the devil hissed.


      How could this happen? Making a deal with the devil, coming to hell, that was one thing. But to be bonded to this man, to have a part of me joined with him …


      Sickness rose within me. My body had betrayed me in the most fundamental way.


      “Come, my queen.”


      “No.”

    


    
      He took my hand without asking and our surroundings disappeared, only to be replaced with those of a grand dining room.


      Hades led me to an intricately wrought chair. I sat, thinking he would take his own seat, but instead he knelt in front of me.


      “I will take care of you and cherish you the same way I do my power,” he said.


      I searched his eyes. They were beautiful, just like the rest of his features. Beautiful, foreign and frightening.


      “Why?” I asked. The devil wasn’t supposed to have a caring side. He was sadness and despair and loneliness and anger and violence and—


      He sighed. “I can burn away a soul but apparently not your human misconceptions. You think I’m incapable of anything but hate and pain.”


      You are.


      “I am everything and nothing,” he continued. “Cultures have never agreed on a definition of me because I exceed language and logic. But, know this, Gabrielle: I am not the devil. Not with you.”


      “Then what are you?”


      “Your soulmate.”


      That word implied so many things. I sorted out which ones I thought the devil meant and which he probably didn’t. The result left me cold.


      “I know what you want from me,” I said.


      The subarctic temperature of the room warmed. Literally. The devil’s eyebrows rose. “I’m no human man, but yes. I would take your flesh along with your heart and soul.”

    


    
      He saw my terror, and I swear it looked like someone slapped him before he recovered his composure. Then the expression was gone as fast as it appeared, leaving me wondering if my eyes had played tricks on me.


      “What do I call you?” I asked, pretending to go along with his declaration that I had things all terribly wrong.


      Our connection throbbed. His face gave nothing away, but I realized as I stared at him that the pulse came from satisfaction. His. He liked that I asked, that I wanted his opinion on something.


      “When we are alone, you may call me ‘Asiri.’”


      I’d never heard of that name. “Did you just make that up?”


      He laughed, and the sound rose the hairs on my arms. More disturbingly, it also seemed to caress me like soft velvet. I enjoyed the sound of his laugh.


      This situation was so messed up.


      “No, I did not. Men and women who lived and died thousands of years ago addressed me as such. They liked me better then. They liked you too—not as much, but we can’t all be favorites.”


      That didn’t even deserve a response.


      “Asiri.” I tried out the word. It echoed in the cavernous room, and hot, phantom winds ruffled my hair, then resettled. In this realm, the word itself had power behind it.


      I might call him this. So long as he didn’t piss me off. Otherwise, it was back to the usual gauntlet of names. Only I’d find which one annoyed him most, and I’d use that one over and over again.

    


    
      The devil—Asiri—smiled at me, whether from my thoughts, which he sometimes heard, or my saying this archaic name.


      There was something intimate about the name he gave me. Asiri. A name no longer spoken by humans. It was mine and his alone. My heart beat faster. I knew he could hear it because he reached up and covered the skin over it with his hand.


      “Are you nervous?”


      Staring at this beautiful, evil thing? This ageless god who shared a secret name with me?


      “I’m petrified.”


      He smiled, not unkindly, and kept his hand on my chest until the thump of my heart went back to normal.


      “Better?” he asked.


      “No. Your hand is still touching me.”


      “It is.”


      I could feel the heat from his palm seeping into me. Our bond tugged at us, beckoning us closer. Before, when the cord connected me with Andre, my soulmate had fought to keep his physical distance, fearing that if he didn’t, he’d rush me and I’d regret it.


      Now that my bond had somehow attached itself to the devil, I found myself pulling away, fighting this force of nature that tried to eliminate the distance between us.


      I could tell as the devil leaned forward, something wondrous and hungry in his eyes, that he’d never come across anything like this bond.


      Just then, a woman—demon?—came in with a tray bearing two champagne glasses. Celebratory drinks.

    


    
      I exhaled, my body relaxing at the distraction.


      “Ah, here we are,” Hades said, taking the flutes from the tray and handing one to me.


      Mechanically, I wrapped my hand around it.


      The woman bowed to Hades and left, leaving us alone once more.


      “To us,” he said. He clinked his glass to mine and took a sip. I watched him, fascinated. He drank … champagne. So weird.


      I glanced back down at my own glass, twirling the bubbly liquid. “Aren’t I not supposed to eat or drink here?” In the myths, Persephone trapped herself in the Underworld after she ate the food. I may be dense when it came to these things, but imbibing anything seemed like a bad idea.


      The devil brought his glass away from his lips and stared at me for a long moment. Then he threw back his head and laughed. “You’re already here, consort. I’m not trying to entrap you. Just trying to get you drunk while I whisper sweet nothings in your ear in hopes that I might get lucky.”


      Ewwww.


      I lowered my glass. “I’m too young.”


      “To drink? Or to bang?”


      “‘Bang’?” I couldn’t stop my scowl.


      “Forgive me—to make sweet tender love to your nubile body.”


      “Ugh, you can stick with bang.”


      I stared at my drink again, until the devil removed it from my gasp. “If you don’t want to drink perfectly decent champagne, I’m not going to force you to.”

    


    
      “You won’t?” The words slipped out before I could help myself. But seriously, the devil’s M.O. had changed since we were last together.


      Take it or leave it, Gabrielle. He’s being decent when he could be bashing your skull in.


      The devil’s lips twitched. He had to have heard that thought.


      I worked my throat. “What do I call you when we’re not alone?” Which would be always if he kept looking at me like he was.


      “Pluto or Hades is fine,” he said, his eyes focusing on my mouth.


      He’d avoided his Christian pseudonyms. Those were the especially depraved ones. Interesting.


      “And what would you like me to call you in private?” he asked.


      “Gabrielle is fine.”


      “Not … ‘soulmate’?” He’d clearly said the words to goad me, and damnit if the endearment didn’t lance right through me.


      “Do you even have a soul?” I asked.


      He flashed me a secret smile, his eye glittering. “Maybe. Maybe not. It’s a mystery I’ll enjoy watching you unravel.”


      He rose and pulled me up with him. “Secret names and cordial conversations. It’s not Rome, but it is a start.”


      I eyed him warily.


      “Soon,” he said, placing a finger at the hollow of my neck, “you’ll crave the chance to say my name. To hear my opinion.” He ran his finger down. There were holes in the webbed lace of the dress I woke up in, and I felt that finger slide over bare skin. “To feel my affection.” His finger kept going, only stopping once it reached my navel. “And my touch.”

    


    
      Never. I’d never forget all the heinous things he’d done to me and those I loved.


      “But until then, there is much you need to know. And while I’d enjoy watching you struggle to learn about your new powers and position, I cannot afford to have you look weak.”


      The power he spoke of thrummed beneath my skin. I’d acquired new abilities as the queen of the Underworld. I knew, for instance, how to place a new soul into hellfire and forge him into the devil’s weapon, and I could command the devil’s legions.


      “Not, my sweet, without my approval.”


      My chest rose and fell, faster and faster. The devil—Lucifer—Hades, damnit—stepped closer, his eyes transfixed on my chest. Either my boobs or my fear pulled him in. Neither alternative made me feel better.


      I stared down at my hands, as if they held the answers I sought. “What am I?”


      “You’re Gabrielle Fiori, queen of the Underworld.”


      “That’s not what I’m asking.”


      “I know that’s not what you’re asking. You want an identity when there’s none to give. You’re Ereshkigal, the Mesopotamian queen of the great earth, goddess of the Underworld. You are Hel, the beautiful Norse goddess whose embrace men ran to their deaths for—though, if they were wise at all, they will think twice about that. I don’t take kindly to interlopers.” The way he looked at me when he said that made me feel like I needed another layer of clothes on. He took one of my hands. “You are Mania, the Roman goddess and mother of the dead. And, finally, you are Persephone, the woman I stole from earth and laid claim to.

    


    
      “You are all of them and not quite any of them. You can cross worlds, drink blood, beguile men with your voice, and reign—second only to me—a legion of souls. You can do all that and more. The power you wield is near limitless because it is bonded to mine.”


      I narrowed my eyes at the devil. “You don’t share your power. You’ve said so yourself.”


      “I am known as the Deceiver. I have said many things in the past that you should not believe, wife.”


      “I’m not your wife,” I said sullenly.


      Wrong thing to say.


      His hand tightened on my own. “Yes,” he agreed. “In the most archaic of terms, you are not. I am willing to rectify that, immediately.”


      I swallowed.


      “Or—” he said, “you can agree with me and save the rectifying for a time you truly want it.”


      That would be never.


      The devil suddenly looked beyond me, towards the door out of the dining room. “I need to go. Explore on your own. I’ll be back later.” And then he winked out of existence.

    


    
      I spent the next several hours—at least what felt like hours—wandering through the castle. It had great halls, cavernous rooms, and staggering towers, each area more oddly beautiful than the last, and each barren of life. From what I could tell, the palace was sprawling. It would take me weeks to learn this place.


      The floors, walls and vaulted ceilings all appeared to be made out of obsidian—volcanic glass. The faces of gargoyles, screaming souls, and horned, snarling beasts all twisted their way up the walls, their faces pressed against the stone’s surface as though they were trying to break free. I’d glance away for a moment, but when I’d look back at the wall, I’d swear those faces changed shape. The place seemed alive, and I got the distinct impression that these walls did in fact talk.


      Now I stood halfway down a long hallway fitted with narrow windows that looked out over the kingdom of fire. I stepped up to one.


      The flames began just beyond the wrought iron gate that circled the palace grounds. They stretched as far as the eye could see, popping and hissing as they burned through their human fuel.


      My eyes darted up to avoid catching a glimpse of all those agonized souls. Thick, filmy smoke hung high in the air, hell’s version of clouds. The firelight danced upon it. Beyond the smoke, all I saw was inky darkness.


      While on earth, I’d never actually believed hell was below us. But right now it felt like I stood at the core of the earth, and the only thing that kept this place from being consumed entirely was the devil’s magic.

    


    
      Despite my best efforts, my eyes moved back to the flames. I caught glimpses of souls here and there, and then the fire would roar up and swallow their image once more. And all those screams, they came together like a symphony, something haunted and hypnotic.


      Somewhere out there the devil stood among them, or maybe he’d gone to the land of the living to make deals with the desperate.


      Either way, he’d left me here to molder, and I had no doubt it was intentional. After all, I couldn’t spend an eternity cooped up in this building; I was barely managing a single day. Eventually, I’d seek him out.


      Another frightening thought had me backing away from the window. I didn’t feel hollow. I didn’t feel like the wickedness of this place was trying to burrow under my skin. I could only guess that it had already claimed me.


      My back bumped into the wall. The cold stone vibrated against my skin.


      I was so fucked. So, so fucked.


      My heart seized, as though it too realized the mess we were now in. I wheezed in a breath.


      Not again. I thought I was done dying.


      But it wasn’t my body giving out. Power washed over me, and then the cord that connected me to the devil flared to life.


      Hello, little bird.


      I sagged against the wall. “What are you doing?”


      Strengthening our bond.


      That was what caused the pain in my heart?


      “I thought I was dying.” I rubbed the material covering my chest.

    


    
      Not until all memory of our existence is wiped from the world and all traces of us have been destroyed will you face annihilation. Only then should you worry.


      How reassuring.


      “Where are you?” I asked.


      Everywhere there is sin. Are you speaking out loud to an empty room?


      My cheeks pinkened ever so briefly at the realization that I was, in fact, doing just that. I touched my cheek. I could blush again.


      I wish to see this.


      In the next instant, the devil stood in front of me.


      I startled.


      He tilted his head as he studied my face, and I had to look away because he was too much. Even though I’d shed my mortal life—along with the last of my humanity—the perfection of his features still felt almost painful to gaze at.


      “I don’t like you inside my head,” I said.


      “You also don’t like me inside your heart. Too bad for you, neither is going to change any time soon.”


      The connection between us felt like a livewire. I could sense him on the other end, his glee and his anger and, beneath it all, his contentment. I hadn’t expected him to have human emotions, and I definitely hadn’t expected them to be so … normal.


      “You make me feel human.” He said this with a frown. Someone didn’t like that fact.


      Before I could react, he was gone again.


      I breathed in and out through my nose, trying to control the cocktail of emotions welling up in me.

    


    
      Hot damn, that man was unsettling.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 2


      Gabrielle


      I didn’t see the devil again until that evening. By then I’d discovered the castle’s (only?) library—if you could even call it that. A single bookshelf stood amidst the room.


      Still, it meant respite from the boredom quickly setting in. The shelf contained a whopping thirty-two books. I knew because I’d counted them all. And now I’d begun the tedious process of flipping through each one.


      I heard leather crack as I opened the newest tome. I winced. I wouldn’t think about the creature this leather came from. Nor would I think about the type of ink responsible for the brown pigment of each handwritten word.


      I traced my finger over the letters. The language wasn’t English, and I’d never seen this alphabet before.

    


    
      But I could read it. And when I opened my mouth and spoke the words out loud, I understood what I was saying. This had to be the language of the Underworld, a language I inherited the moment I had been made queen.


      I began to read about a demon known as Razael who liked to—surprise, surprise—torture people.


      Come to me, consort. Hades’ voice startled me from my reading.


      No, I responded after I collected myself.


      You used our connection. He smiled in my mind, and oh God, I needed a shower from the inside out.


      I could help you with that. We could crack you ribcage open, disembowel you—


      Ugh, stop it. That imagery … I shuddered.


      Water is a scarce commodity here, he continued, but anything for my queen. I’d rinse you down then oh-so-tenderly put each bone and organ—


      Asiri, stop.


      —back. Another smile into my mind. You used my name.


      I ignored him, flipping to another page of demonic book number twelve.


      Come to me.


      I focused on the chicken scratch scribbled onto the paper. Seeing him would probably be more entertaining than trying to read these texts, but I also refused to establish a pattern where he called and I came.


      Silence on the other end of our bond.


      Ignoring him might’ve actually worked. Served him right, trying to bully the queen of hell.


      I read Razael’s account of how incubi got human women pregnant. Apparently, that whole myth about incubi fathering children—totally real. Only it was way more disturbing than I was led to believe.

    


    
      Somewhere off in the castle, doors groaned. My head snapped up and I concentrated on listening to the sounds coming from that location. Throughout the day I hadn’t come across any other beings lurking in the castle, save for a few shades, shadow-like creatures that scurried off as soon as they saw me.


      But now I heard the huff of breath and the thump of feet.


      I closed the book and cocked my head. The noise was getting louder, and it was heading my way.


      I stood and slid the tome back onto the shelf I’d pulled it from. A second later, the doors to the library crashed open and two gray-skinned demons strode in.


      They looked like gargoyles with their large jaws and sharp teeth. Their faces were more beast than human, but their bodies looked like those of linebackers. Freakishly large linebackers.


      Did I mention they were naked? Painfully naked. At least I knew for sure now that these demons had genders.


      Vomit in my mouth.


      I backed up as they headed straight for me. So this was the devil’s strategy—order me around, and when that didn’t work, have his goons fetch me.


      The demons grabbed my arms, their claws digging into my skin.


      “Get your hands off of me!” I struggled against them. The action sliced my skin open where their nails dug in too deeply.

    


    
      My fangs descended at the smell and the siren rose.


      It just keeps going from bad to worse, I thought as I felt her unfurl beneath my skin. The last thing I needed was her to make an appearance.


      The demons sniffed my glowing skin.


      “Let me go,” I said, the siren riding my voice.


      Instead of doing just that, they began to walk, dragging me along with them.


      Damn, doesn’t work on Underworld creatures.


      We left the library and wound our way down to the first story. Then down some more. Did I really ever think that Peel Academy’s tunnels were creepy? They had nothing on the subterranean floors of the devil’s castle. Here the air felt sick with evil. Fires burned in basins set into alcoves on either side of the hall. Even these gave off less light than the scones on the floors above.


      “Please let me go.” The siren still had full control of me, but she wasn’t making much headway with these two.


      I was met with silence.


      “Do you even talk?”


      Nothing.


      “I’m just going to throw this out there: you two are no fun.”


      My little speech did nothing to loosen these demons up. They carted me down several hallways. My arms started to ache.


      The demons finally stopped outside a set of black doors. My captors tilted their heads back and bellowed, raising the hair along my arms.

    


    
      In response, the doors creaked open. I stared down a long room. I hadn’t seen the throne room before this moment. An entire day wandering this place and I missed this room. Hell, I’d missed this whole floor. Not that I was complaining.


      Unlike the rest of the castle, this room was packed with creatures—demons, I corrected myself. Some looked just like my captors. Others were more animal than man. But most looked entirely human.


      At the far end, sitting in a large, onyx chair, was the devil. As soon as our eyes met, he smiled. “You will learn to follow my commands.” He lifted a hand and gestured to my guards. “Bring her here.”


      My skin, which had been dimming, brightened as I passed the crowd of demons. Incubi watched me as they petted each other, their eyes drifting to my glowing skin. Others, beautiful men and women dressed in suits and gowns, stared at me with narrowed eyes and sinister smiles, their faces calculating.


      I read about this particular group of demons earlier. They were part of the upper echelons of demons, the ones that probably started out as angels.


      My eyes moved away from them and back to the devil.


      My captors stopped at the foot of his throne and released me so suddenly I crumpled to the floor. Behind me, several demons laughed.


      “You think that’s funny?” Pluto’s voice boomed.


      The laughter cut out.


      “You there and you,” Pluto said. I glanced up in time to see him point to two demons in the crowd, “think twice before you laugh at my queen. Belial, take them to the dungeon and slice them open until they no longer have the voice to laugh.”

    


    
      Oh, crap.


      I scrambled up to my feet in time to see Belial, one of the suit-clad men, nod to the devil. The demons slated for punishment began to beg, but Pluto ignored them, instead focusing his attention on me.


      I had to force myself not to look away. The intensity of those dark eyes and the pull of our connection made me want to creep closer.


      “Little bird, next time—” His voice cut off as he stared at my arms. Then, “Whose blood is on your skin?”


      Beneath the fabric of my dress I could see smears of blood where the demons gripped me too tightly.


      “It’s mine.”


      “Did my guards do this to you?” he asked, his voice hypnotic.


      My skin brightened as I realized where this was headed. I pressed my lips together instead of answering.


      It didn’t make a difference.


      Hades beckoned another demon forward. “Take these guards away and remove appendages until you believe they’ve learned their lesson.”


      For a minute, the throne room was in an uproar as the detained demons screeched their outrage and others cheered and heckled.


      The devil frowned. “Let it be known that if so much as a hair is out of place on my queen’s head, I will make you wish you were trapped in hellfire.”

    


    
      A wave of vertigo hit me. This was my life.


      “Now,” Hades turned his attention back to me and patted his lap, “come here.”


      “I am not a dog,” I said, my voice harmonizing with itself.


      He stared me down with those almond eyes of his. The entire hall waited, the tension ratcheting up. Undermining him like this, among all his subjects, probably wasn’t wise.


      Just as I began weighing the benefits and drawbacks of defying him, a howling wind tore through the room. It lashed against me, dragging me up the dozen or so steps to the devil’s throne and throwing me against his black leather boots—which smelled disturbingly human—before thrusting me up into his lap.


      His arms came around me. I could feel dozens of eyes on us, assessing the situation. “Defying me will get you nowhere.”


      This monster had me locked in his embrace. He ran a hand up my still-glowing skin. It was putting off more light than any of the fires in this room. The siren hadn’t resettled inside me, likely because I still felt as though my life was in danger.


      “I must admit, you are lovely. You’ve captivated my entire audience.” His eyes flicked to them. “Out.”


      He watched me as the demons exited. When the last one left, the doors thundered closed.


      His hand continued to stroke the flesh that peeked out between the lace of my dress, up and down, up and down.


      Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t help but lean into his hand. I fixated on his mouth. The siren wanted her pound of flesh, and she wanted it from her mate.

    


    
      “Troubling, isn’t it?” he said. “Reconciling two warring impulses.”


      I nodded, leaning towards his lips. But even as I leaned forward, I fought the siren. With her, a kiss was never just a kiss. She’d want to do more. I ripped my eyes from his mouth and pushed her down, down, down and locked her up. The light from my skin extinguished all at once.


      “Shame,” the devil commented, “she seemed to like me well enough.”


      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Why did you call me in?”


      “Ah, yes, that.”


      He released me. When I didn’t do anything immediately, he sighed. “You can get off my lap.”


      Wary of him, I did so. Were the last few minutes just some weird mind game? Maybe he really didn’t like me all that much.


      One glance at his eyes dispelled that possibility. They roved over me, looking hungry.


      And there went that shred of hope.


      My insides curdled. What happened a few seconds ago—that near kiss … that wouldn’t be the last of it. Between Pluto’s sinful nature and my siren, they’d make sure of it.


      That howling wind swept through the throne room again, tossing my hair about my face. The devil’s, I noticed, barely fluttered.


      He leaned his chin on his hand, studying me as the wind began to circle me. “I will miss you.”


      “Miss me?” As I spoke, I caught sight of my toes peaking out from under the hem of my dress just as they left the ground.

    


    
      I balked. “Oh my Go—”


      “Don’t you dare utter his name,” Pluto warned.


      Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God!


      Even in your head! the devil hissed.


      “My feet aren’t touching the ground!”


      “Nor is the rest of you,” he added helpfully.


      “Why?”


      The howling wind tightened its circuit around me.


      “Don’t you remember the myths, little bird? You only live here half the time.”


      The wind spun around me, a dark, shadowy cloud made up of thousands of lost souls. They brushed against me, and I could feel their torment.


      The bottom of my dress disappeared, swallowed up by the screaming souls.


      “Pluto, help me!”


      “Help you?” He stood from his throne. “If I could, I would join you.”


      Why did I bother?


      The tormented souls bushed against my skin, each one searing me until my entire body felt consumed by the same flames that had trapped all of the devil’s other victims. They obscured my vision, until the man himself disappeared from view.


      They dragged me up and up—and I wasn’t just levitating.


      I was flying.


      Ohsweetbabyjesus no, no, no. I might no longer be bound by the laws of physics in this realm, but some things should just not happen, regardless.

    


    
      Bring me back a souvenir, Pluto whispered in my mind.


      “Wait, seriously, what’s happening to me?”


      The souls that pressed in on me thickened until I couldn’t see anything beyond them—until I had no choice but to breathe them into my lungs, swallowing their anguish as they swallowed me up.


      You’re returning to earth, and there, little bird, you will deliver my reckoning.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 3


      Gabrielle


      I tasted earth in my mouth, felt it sift through my hair, rake down my face. It pressed against the crown of my head and my body.


      Shadows, darkness, and magic. It all coursed through me. The brush of it felt foreign and tainted and powerful. Now I was a part of the darkness, and now the darkness was a part of me.


      Faster and faster it rolled over me, pushing, pulling, forcing me up, up, up. I wanted to scream, but too much soil already filled my mouth, and I couldn’t open my eyes.


      This is hell. Everything else that came before now must’ve been a dying dream. This horrible sensation would last forever.


      I needed to breathe. I wasn’t blacking out from the lack of air, but my lungs were spasming.

    


    
      Just when I thought it would never end, the earth warmed and the texture changed. Looser soil.


      The pressure at the crown of my head lessened. Then—


      In one great burst, the earth purged me.


      I coughed out the dirt and debris that weaseled their way into every orifice. My entire body hurt; I was just one giant bruise.


      Distantly, I heard screams.


      I stared down at the dusty soil, my fingers digging into the fine, dry dirt.


      Get up, I commanded myself. I pushed to my feet.


      The sky above me was dark, the moon hanging low in the sky.


      Jeruselum, a voice whispered in my ear.


      Holy ground had purged an unholy creature.


      I shook off the dirt and brushed it out of my hair and off of the dress I wore. Only then did I realize I had an audience.


      I’d gotten so used to the screams of the damned that I hadn’t noticed that I was the cause of these particular ones until now. A crowd had formed around me, and as I met their eyes, they staggered back, watching me warily. A few of them held up smart phones—smart phones. It was that, more than any other detail that hit me square in the chest.


      I’m back on earth.


      Holy shit, I’m really back.


      I stared at the crowd, shocked. The ground trembled again beneath my feet, shaking pebbles loose and scattering sand.

    


    
      I’m … free.


      Power surged out of me at the realization and it rippled across the ground.


      The screams intensified as the shockwave hit them and they lost their balance.


      “Excuuuse me. Yeah you, asshole.” A head of ice blond hair bobbed through the panicked crowd, pushing his way forward.


      My pulse hitched at the familiar face. A hand went to my mouth.


      “Evening, sweets,” Oliver said, stepping out of the crowd. He wore all white, and with his pale skin and light hair, he looked like some strange angel.


      “Oliver …” I had to be imagining things. “Am I … really back?”


      He gave me a kind smile when he stopped in front of me. “Yeah, sweets, you really are.” He grabbed my wrist. “And now we’ve got to go.”


      I stared down at his arm. “Where are we going?”


      “Away.”


      The crowd stirred, watching us uneasily. We made a pair—him in his white clothing, me a dress of dark cobwebbed lace. Darkness and light.


      “Look at me, Gabrielle.”


      I glanced over at him.


      “Time to let your siren out.”


      My siren? Even as I thought about her, she rushed to the surface, making my skin glow.


      Gasps came from the crowd.

    


    
      Next to me, Oliver’s skin began to glitter. It didn’t have the same effect as mine, but between the light emanating from my skin and the moonlight, he looked just as unearthly as I did.


      Oliver stared at me strangely, then took a deep breath. He ran a hand behind my neck. My eyes widened as he leaned forward. And then Oliver was kissing me.


      We appeared in the middle of the Braaid, the Isle of Man’s stone circle.


      Oliver tore himself away from me and began wiping his mouth with his forearms.


      “Ugh, ew, you taste like death. I’m never kissing a girl ever again—siren or not.”


      I shivered, holding my arms tightly to my chest. A chill sank into my bones, a chill that had little to do with the cool evening air or my skimpy outfit. The last twelve hours …


      I shouldn’t be here.


      “Of course you should,” Oliver said.


      I hadn’t realized I’d spoken out loud. I dropped my arms and began walking away from my friend.


      “Hey, ho-bag, where are you going?”


      “Away.” I didn’t bother glancing behind me when I spoke.


      Something was wrong with me. In the Underworld I had felt normal. Here I felt unnatural. Wrong.


      “No, no, no, no—that’s not how this works. I save your ass, so now you’re in my debt. Fae bargain, get it?”

    


    
      I ignored him as memories surged. Memories not of this world. My skin prickled, and I shivered. Would I ever be warm?


      Maybe near hellfire, but not here.


      The grass flattened away from me. Wherever my feet touched, the ground blackened, and the foliage died. My gown slithered behind me.


      Oliver jogged to my side. “You are not leaving me, ho. Wherever you go, I’m going too.”


      I knew the first place I was going. “Fine. Take me to Castle Rushen.”


      “And what’s at Castle Rushen?”


      My revenge.


      “It doesn’t matter,” I said to him. “Will you take me there?”


      Oliver sighed. “What about Andre?”


      I stopped, my knees threatening to buckle. “Don’t say his name.” If the devil’s name had power to conjure phantom winds, then Andre’s had the power to crush the last of my soul.


      “You should visit him, show him that you’re okay.”


      My gaze snapped to Oliver. “I am not okay.”


      I was the Queen of the Underworld.


      I was a monster.


      Andre


      Wakefulness came in a short, shuddering burst. Andre let out a low moan. He was empty, absolutely empty.


      She’s gone. Oh, God, she’s gone.

    


    
      He bellowed out his anguish. The vampires that had pinned him to the ground woke at his cry, their hands reflexively tightening on him.


      “Damn you all, let me go!” He could feel cool wetness on his cheeks where fresh, bloody tears replaced old ones.


      “We can’t,” Vicca said. Her voice sounded like an apology. He didn’t want an apology, he wanted away.


      His blackened heart was shredded to pieces.


      He couldn’t say how fast the time passed. It could’ve been minutes since he awoke. It could’ve been hours.


      A shape blurred into the room, stopping near his feet. “Sire,” the vampire said, breathless.


      Andre ignored the man. “Kill me, I beg of you,” he pleaded to those that held him down. He never used to plead, but now—God, what he wouldn’t do to end this torment. Hell had to be kinder than this.


      “Sire,” the vampire repeated.


      Andre thrashed. “Let. Me. Go!” He felt his hair ruffle, but that was it. He could no longer conjure his power.


      Because I’ve given up.


      “Is this what you want?” Andre roared at his vampires. “An existence bound to me? Holding me down?”


      His coven had already started to drain him of blood. They would have to weaken him until he was a desiccated husk. Then they’d chain him inside a coffin and bury it so deep in the ground that the earth would convince him he was really a dead thing. Then perhaps he could sleep and they could live.


      It wasn’t a good enough option. He needed death. That was the only way he could be near enough to her.

    


    
      “Sire!” the vampire shouted, finally drawing Andre’s attention. “Gabrielle is alive.”


      Gabrielle


      “Why did you kiss me?” I asked. We sat in the back of a taxi that headed towards Castletown.


      Oliver’s lips curled. “Ugh, don’t remind me. I was giving the people of Jerusalem a show. Leanne mentioned that this would be all over the news in a few hours. They’re going to call us the ‘Angels of Jerusalem.’”


      “FYI—angels don’t kiss.”


      “If they’re as hot as we are, they do.”


      I cracked a smile at that. “Where’s Leanne?” I asked, looking at the scenery that flew past the window.


      “She’s preparing for the evening. If you don’t diverge too much from her visions, then we should be seeing her soon.”


      I nodded at that, pressing my lips together.


      “What … what did he do to you, Sabertooth?” I could feel Oliver peering at me.


      “I hate that nickname.”


      Oliver took my hand. I stared down at our entwined fingers, then up at him. His eyes were somber. It was a rare day when Oliver was serious.


      “What happened?” he asked.


      I pulled my hand away from his. He’d never know, never understand what it was like to be there even for a day. All those burning souls, all those demons … all that attention from the devil. I’d come back to earth, but I’d come back corrupted, and now something wicked brewed within me. Now it whispered things of vengeance.

    


    
      I shook my head. “Nothing worth discussing.”


      The taxi came to a stop in front of the castle, the Politia’s headquarters. This place had taken me in and, for months, trained me.


      “Sabertooth, you know I love the shit you get yourself into, but whatever business you have here—” Oliver eyed the castle, “you should really reconsider it.”


      Revenge swam like a poison through my veins. I finally understood Andre’s need for vengeance.


      Cut down the enemy. Right some wrongs.


      And oh were there wrongs to right. One in particular I was especially looking forward to.


      I opened the car door and slid out. Oliver made a grab for my wrist. “Seriously, Gabrielle. They’ll shoot you on sight.”


      I turned back to him. “Leave this place while you can. I don’t want you hurt.”


      “Gabri—”


      I shut the door and crossed the road, heading for the building I used to work in.


      Caleb might be in there, and he also might not. I’d find him either way. At this point, my anger wasn’t limited to him.


      The entire organization had kept me under their thumb, training me, pretending to care about me, allowing me to believe I was one of their own. How quickly they all turned their backs.


      My gown dragged along the ground, the spider silk sounding like scales over sand as I moved. Night had just fallen here.

    


    
      My senses had expanded since I claimed my title as queen of the Underworld. I could feel magic, could sense spells and curses.


      But more than that, I could feel a goodness to the world and my own corruption.


      I didn’t belong here.


      When I stepped up to the castle’s door, I could feel the protective spell that barred me from entering. An enchantment against dark beings. For the first time since arriving back here, I laughed.


      Like they could keep me out.


      I lifted my hands and forced my power out. The spell flared up, trying to blast me back. I braced my legs and pushed against it. As soon as I did so, an alarm went off inside.


      Guess they now know I’m here.


      I felt my hair ripple and shift. I shoved against the door, coaxing my supernatural strength to break the enchantment. Power continued to rise within me, the magnitude of it staggering. I funneled it into the wood all at once.


      The spell shattered, and the door exploded inward, its metal hinges tearing out stone as they ripped away from the castle walls. A shockwave fanned through the air, throwing some of the officers in the lobby to the ground.


      Did not know that would happen.


      I stepped inside the castle as dust and rubble settled. Once upon a time, I had good memories here. This was where Caleb and I worked on cases together, where we brought bad guys to justice. Only now, I was the bad guy.

    


    
      “Freeze!” Inspector Maggie Comfry, my former boss, stepped into the lobby. Both hands gripped the gun aimed at me.


      “No.” My power snapped out, yanking the gun from her hand and throwing her against the wall. The energy coursing through me was terrible, addicting. The more I used it, the more I hungered for it.


      My gaze moved over the other people in the room. Just like Maggie, I ripped their weapons away from them and thrust their bodies back with my power.


      Papers scattered in the melee, and I could see the surface of someone’s cup of coffee ripple from the sheer force of the energy I wielded. I couldn’t contain it all. It filled me and spilled out into the earth around me, shaking the floor. The angrier I got, the stronger I became.


      And boy was I angry. Scratch that, I was pissed.


      These people lied to me. They never wanted a vampire on their force; they wanted to watch their enemy closely. And in the end, they wanted to kill me. They almost had too, the devil just beat them to it.


      Rage pulsed through my veins. I would make each and every one of them regret that decision.


      I strode over to Maggie’s prone body and lifted her up by the collar. “Where is Caleb?”


      Her eyes flicked to the hall that branched to the right of the lobby. That was all I needed. The training rooms were in that direction.


      I let go of her shirt. “I trusted you.”


      “You are an abomination,” she hissed.

    


    
      “I am the monster you fed. You made me your enemy when I needed an ally. Now you and everyone else here must reap what you sow.” Even my words carried power; they boomed out of me and shook the walls.


      I left the room with all the officers still pinned to the back of it, not bothering to release them. Let someone else’s magic bring them down.


      Death had not tempered my supernatural sense of smell, and in the Politia’s busy headquarters, that wasn’t exactly a blessing. The scent of human filth—blood, sweat, vomit, feces, urine—was embedded into the very building itself. It mixed poorly with the wet, mildewy smell of the stone castle. Overlaying it all was the tang of magic.


      This last one I’d never been able to detect when I was simply Gabrielle the hybrid. None of my previous abilities had allowed me to sense magic.


      Now, however, the scent of it coated my mouth, tasting somewhat bitter, somewhat sweet. Eventually—hopefully—I’d be able to understand the nuances of this new ability. For now I just had to endure it, along with everything else.


      The training rooms were located belowground—conveniently close to the Politia’s cellblock. As I got closer to them, I heard fists smack leather. Grunts accompanied the sound, and when I scented the air, I caught a whiff of Caleb’s sweat.


      Here he was, not twenty-four hours after he shot me point blank in the heart, working out like the whole thing never happened. How could he continue on as though my death didn’t affect him?

    


    
      That cut deep.


      The florescent overhead lights flickered with my anguish and my anger.


      The room fell silent, punctuated only by the sound of heavy breathing. “Who’s there?” Caleb called. “Maggie?”


      I wasn’t trying to be quiet, but in human form, Caleb couldn’t sense my approach. After a few moments, he resumed his workout. The smell of blood increased the closer I got. Shapeshifter blood.


      Someone had propped open the door to the training room, and I slipped inside. The room was full of all the fixings of a regular gym. Weight racks, machines, workout benches, mats, and free weights.


      On the far end, Caleb slammed his fists into a punching bag. He hadn’t bothered wrapping his hands or wearing gloves, and his knuckles were bloody. The sight and the smell triggered some primal part of me. My fangs dropped.


      Had I been mostly human yesterday? Now I felt far from it. I saw Caleb’s blood, and I thought, food.


      I took the rest of him in. I’d been wrong. My death had affected him. I could see it in the sickly pallor of his skin and the smell of bile that lingered on him.


      When he caught sight of me, he stumbled away from the punching bag.


      “Gabrielle?” Shock and hope and despair all rolled into that single word.


      I thought maybe the smell and sight of his anguish would soothe my anger. It worsened it.


      The lights went out.

    


    
      A vampire wouldn’t be able to see in total darkness, but I was the queen of the Underworld. I could see even in the darkest corners of this world and the next.


      The scent of Caleb’s magic flooded the air. He thought he could shift. He thought wrong.


      I grabbed him just as he changed into a tiger. Grabbing the beast’s muzzle, I slammed his head into the ground, and his body went limp. I assumed that perhaps unconscious he’d return to natural form, but nope. Still a tiger.


      I gripped the feline by the scruff and dragged him out of the gym. As I passed by a bin of fresh towels, I grabbed one. From here I could hear the mayhem at the front of the building. Someone had discovered the officers.


      I hauled Caleb to the prison block of the castle. Called “neutralization tanks” for the deep enchantments woven into them, each cell stripped certain supernaturals of their powers. Not all beings could be stripped of their powers; for some it was too innate. Imprisoning them was the same as death.


      I wasn’t surprised to find this place empty. The Politia had proven time and again that they preferred to kill rather than contain the guilty.


      As I headed down the prison block’s walkway, the overhead lights began to flicker. Off. On. Off. On-off-on.


      I threw a giant, furry Caleb and the towel into one of the enchanted cells and slammed the door shut. As soon as the lock clicked, the magic began taking effect.


      Caleb’s eyes snapped open as his back arched. Fur forcibly sank back into skin, and claws dulled to fingernails. His entire body shrank, tan skin replacing orange and black stripes.

    


    
      When the transition completed itself, he groaned and rubbed his head. His previously bloody knuckles were now scabbed over. Caleb had once mentioned that changing form could accelerate healing. Now I’d seen it for myself.


      He lifted his head and met my gaze. “How are you alive?” he asked from where he crouched. His eyes searched mine. I could smell his disbelief and his relief. But regret wouldn’t undo the fact that he mortally wounded me last night.


      “What makes you think that I am?” My voice came out calmer than it should’ve. The florescent lights continued to flicker and pause.


      Caleb wrapped the towel around his waist. “Are you a vampire now?”


      “I was always a vampire.”


      He covered his eyes with a shaky hand, then let it slide down his face. “I—I’m sorry, alright?” He said it like I’d already accused him. “There aren’t words to describe just how much I am. But I warned you I couldn’t be trusted. And you were considered the anti-Christ, for God’s sake. You knew where things stood.”


      “So this is my fault.”


      Say it, I dared him. Say it and allow me to unleash my anger here. I’d do more than level this place. I’d wipe it from existence.


      He padded towards me. “Of course it’s not. You didn’t choose to be the devil’s consort. But you are. When I joined the Politia, I swore an oath to protect supernaturals. That means setting aside my feelings for you and protecting the innocent.”

    


    
      “From me,” I filled in.


      His mouth formed a grim line.


      “You were my friend,” I said. The overhead lights flickered faster and faster.


      He glanced at them but said nothing.


      “You were my friend and I trusted you when I needed you most. You betrayed that trust. You betrayed me.”


      He shook and goosebumps sprouted along his arms. “I know, Gabrielle, I know, and I’ll never forgive myself. I did my job, but now I can’t seem to live with the person I now am.”


      So this was still about him.


      “Four months ago, I saved you. I carried your body out of a burning house. The same one you returned to, to kill me.”


      “I know,” he breathed. “That wasn’t lost on me. I came to kill you. I pulled that trigger and watched one of my closest friends die—” His voice caught, and his eyes swept over me anew. “But I didn’t kill you,” he breathed. “You’re not dead.” Wonder lit up his eyes.


      I wrapped my hands around the cell’s iron bars. “I’m worse than dead. I wasn’t the anti-Christ when you shot me, but now I am.”

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 4


      Andre


      “The news captured footage of her in Jerusalem earlier this evening,” the vampire explained, talking as they headed down Bishopcourt’s hallway.


      Impossible. Andre would’ve felt it. That hollow ache inside him only worsened with every minute that ticked by. But damn his heart; even the shredded remains of it seized on the possibility of Gabrielle being alive.


      Andre strode into Bishopcourt’s conference room, where the television had been set up. The sound had been muted, but footage from a camera phone played out on the screen.


      Andre staggered at the sight, bracing his hand against the conference table, his eyes transfixed.


      There she was. His soulmate. His queen.

    


    
      Clad in some dark dress that shimmered even under all that dirt. Her startled eyes swept over the camera as she stared out at the crowd.


      “Dios mio,” he whispered. A tear leaked out.


      His mouth had gone dry. He reached out and touched the screen. “Gabrielle.”


      Even newly risen from the ground, she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever laid eyes on.


      Absently he rubbed his heart as he watched Oliver—Oliver?—step up to her and—


      Kiss her?


      I’m going to remove that fairy’s organs and slowly feed them to him.


      Then the two disappeared.


      Andre let out a gasping noise. She was gone once more.


      He read the banner at the bottom of the screen.


      Angels of Jerusalem.


      The news looped the footage again. Of the earth shaking, rolling, rising. Of it giving a final heave and pushing Gabrielle out from it. Dirt fell from her, not like it would a normal living thing. It fell off completely. As though it wanted to get away from her.


      This wasn’t a supernatural news channel. Mortals had witnessed the spectacle. The Politia would be stepping in. They’d have to.


      Andre watched the kiss and her subsequent disappearance all over again, anger then anguish rising in him once more.


      Somehow Oliver had known where to retrieve her, and he’d whisked her away via ley line. Which meant she could be anywhere in the world.

    


    
      Behind him, several vampires and the head of his security team entered.


      “I want all personnel plugged into the media.” Andre spoke to them without tearing his gaze away from the screen. “Find what you can about Gabrielle Fiori’s whereabouts. Once you’ve located her, put together travel arrangements.”


      He was going to find his soulmate.


      Gabrielle


      A bloody tear snaked down my cheek. Normally, it would’ve horrified me to let someone see me cry. At the moment, however, I was high off of anger and power and retribution. Not even a tear could make me feel weak.


      “After you fled last night, the devil came and claimed me. While you wallowed here on earth, I spent the day in hell.”


      “You spent the day … in hell?” Horror bloomed on Caleb’s face.


      I tilted my head to the side. “Did you really think I wouldn’t?”


      “I thought I had saved you in time …”


      “This is the Politia. Come out willingly and we won’t kill you.” The order boomed throughout the cellblock.


      My tear slid off my chin, the drop of blood splattering against the floor.


      I could go round and round, trying to understand why I deserved the fate I received. But that logic required the belief that life was fair when it wasn’t.

    


    
      It really wasn’t.


      Caleb wrapped his hands around the bars. “You need to leave.”


      I didn’t want advice from him, my would-be killer. “They don’t scare me.”


      Caleb stared into my eyes. “No, I guess they wouldn’t. Why did you come?” he asked.


      “I wanted to make you pay,” I said. I caught the faint whiff of smoke as I stared into Caleb’s eyes.


      “And this is your revenge? Putting me in a cage?”


      I backed away from him, the smell of smoke getting stronger.


      “I expected worse,” he said.


      “I just wanted to remind you who the true monster is.” The world might believe I was evil—and I felt thoroughly wicked at the moment—but feeling evil and doing evil were two very different things.


      A wall of smoke rose in front of me, stretching and deepening by the second.


      “What the—?” Caleb said.


      It took on a humanoid shape before filling out, flesh replacing smoke.


      Aw, crap.


      I’d seen these fuckers before. In fact, I’d just spent an entire day with them.


      “Holy shit. Is that what I think it is?” Caleb asked, his eyes wide.


      “Probably.” And it smelled like ash and my tainted blood.

    


    
      There was only one reason why it would smell like me—somehow I had gone and given it life.


      Naturally, the moment I went and made a point of being a better person, something like this had to happen.


      “Gabrielle, are you armed?” Caleb asked.


      “Do I look armed?” I said, as the demon’s muscles filled out under his skin.


      Burnished charcoal flesh stretched over corded muscles. Human feet and hands ended in curved claws. At the tips of his big toes and thumbs, the nail arced into deadly talons. Webbed wings sprouted from the demon’s back.


      Sharp, pointed teeth descended from his mouth, none so large as his inch-long canines. Those were teeth meant to rip out throats. Nasal slits bisected the demon’s face, and red eyes with horizontal pupils glowed with unholy fire. Finally, wicked horns grew from his temples, twisting back from his face.


      Once the demon was fully formed, the smell of sulfur and rot replaced my scent.


      He knelt, bowing his head. “Azaelbub, my queen. I am yours to command.” His voice rumbled in a pitch so low I was sure no creature of this world could mimic it.


      “What are you doing here?” I didn’t realize until after I finished speaking that the language we conversed in wasn’t English. It was Demonic.


      “Whatever it is you bid me to do.” Azaelbub’s voice was a growl.


      Oh, screw that. I wanted nothing to do with this creature.


      “Can you just go away?”

    


    
      “Yes.”


      Caleb watched us with some combination of horror and fascination on his face.


      “Err, then do so.”


      Azaelbub bowed his head and crouched. I don’t know what I was expecting—maybe for him to just return to shadow—but that wasn’t what happened.


      He sprang up, throwing his body into the air, and blasted through the stone ceiling high above us. His wings, which appeared to be thin, membranous things, battered through stone and mortar.


      I covered my head as debris rained down. A moment later, the walls of the castle shook as he exploded through the upper floors of Castle Rushen.


      Fucking-A, that wasn’t good.


      Outside I heard the sound of shots fired, and then a demonic roar.


      Nope, decidedly not good.


      Once debris stopped falling, I stepped over to the hole in the ceiling and glanced up. Far above me I could see the night sky. Azaelbub had tunneled an exit through the roof.


      “You just let a demon loose. First you imprison me and now you set that thing free.”


      I didn’t bother answering Caleb. My job here was more than done.


      I padded back down the hall.


      “Wait!” Caleb shouted. “You’re not seriously going to leave me here, are you?”


      Ignoring him, I hooked a right out of the cellblock. Most officers used the main entrance to head in and out of the building, but there was also a back entrance, one I used to take when I was late or didn’t want to socialize. I decided to make use of that exit once more.

    


    
      There’d be a fight waiting for me outside, regardless of what exit I chose. But after releasing a demon and confronting a former friend who tried to kill me, a few officers were child’s play.


      I braced myself at the back entrance, then pushed the door open. Under the bright light of the moon, officers had fanned out, their guns trained on the various windows and doors of the castle. Once they caught sight of me, their aim shifted.


      Without warning, they began firing. When I was inside, they said that they wouldn’t hurt me if I surrendered. I hadn’t surrendered, but then, the Politia hadn’t given me the chance. They hadn’t planned on letting me live.


      A dozen bullets took me all at once and goddammit, being queen of the damned hadn’t taken away my ability to feel pain.


      I staggered and fell to my knees, gasping for air. I raised my hand, and with a small wave, stopped the bullets.


      Holy fuck, I really needed to stop getting shot.


      Rather than weakening, my power surged and greedily lapped up my pain. My blood slid down my skin and dripped onto the ground. It bubbled and hissed as it met rock and earth. Acrid smoke rose from the boiling blood, and it grew and grew, fanning out around me.


      Uh-oh. I think I now knew how baby demons were made.

    


    
      The Politia was really going to regret shooting me.


      The smoke deepened, the smell of sulfur filling the air. I’d seen something like this happen before I was taken. A necromancer cut himself and spilled his blood onto the earth. From it sprouted demons.


      Apparently now I had the same ability.


      Andre


      “She’s at Castle Rushen,” Tybalt said over the phone.


      Andre stalked out of his room already dressed and armed for battle, should it come to that.


      “The Politia has taken her prisoner?” he asked. It wasn’t like them. Anything that appeared as dangerous as Gabrielle would go on their kill list.


      “No. Reports are saying that she’s taken one of the officers hostage.”


      “Taken an officer hostage?” he said into his phone. “Which one, and why?” He knew Gabrielle had her vendettas, but this sounded out of character.


      Not that he was in any position to throw stones.


      Andre left his mansion and slid into the town car waiting for him. “Take me to Castle Rushen,” he told his driver.


      “Shit. Andre,” Tybalt said from the other end of the line, “she’s—” Shots echoed in the background.


      Andre’s grip on the phone tightened. “What’s happening?”


      “She’s been shot.”

    


    
      Gabrielle


      I raised a hand, focusing on the officers’ weapons. Triggers froze and barrels jammed as they tried and failed to fire their weapons. I could smell their rising fear, and it fueled my power.


      As the shadows around me took shape, they began to splinter, and then those began to splinter. How many demons had my blood spawned?


      Smoke transformed into silvery skin. It lengthened into claws and teeth and talons and beady red eyes. Wings and horns burst from their flesh, twisting and unfurling. If it wasn’t so terrifying, it would have been beautiful, like watching a time-lapsed flower grow and bloom.


      … A really fucked up flower, but still.


      Shakily I rose to my feet. The officers hadn’t fled yet, but none of their guns worked. Gunpowder and metal. Meant to tear and break and bleed. It was utterly useless against my magic.


      Wasn’t my death last night enough? What did they hope to accomplish by killing a girl that was already dead?


      My wounds sealed up, the bullets clinking to the ground as my body purged them.


      After the demons finished forming, I rose. “You do not want to fight me,” I told the officers.


      “Stand down!” Someone yelled over an intercom.


      A blast of magic slammed into me, and I staggered back, only to be caught in the arms of a demon.


      Low growls emanated from him and the others at my back. They hadn’t asked me for a command, but I sensed they wanted to protect me. That was only confirmed when, instead of letting me go, the demon that clutched me tightened his grip.

    


    
      Ruh-roh.


      The demon’s muscles tensed. Then, like the first one I’d inadvertently created, he sprang into the air.


      … Only this time, he was still holding me.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 5


      Andre


      Andre was out of the car before it came to a complete stop. He arrived just in time to see a demon rise into the air holding …


      “Dios mio.”


      There she was. Alive, like all the news reports had mentioned.


      He touched his heart. It still felt like one giant open wound, a vacuum bent on sucking up anything and everything it could to fill the hollowness of his mate’s absence. Their bond hadn’t reestablished itself.


      But unless the woman soaring away into the night wasn’t his Gabrielle—and there are only so many women that consorted with demons—she was in fact alive.


      He almost sagged with relief. None of the shots he’d heard earlier had killed her, and now he could breathe again.

    


    
      Andre didn’t let his mind linger on the fact that she hadn’t come to find him first. Now was not the time for petty jealousy.


      She was still in danger.


      He headed back into his car. By the looks of Castle Rushen and the officers and demons that swarmed around it, there’d be much to learn from the events that transpired here. But right now he needed to find his soulmate and clasp her to him. Only then would his heart know relief. Only then would he believe she was real.


      Gabrielle


      I rapidly rose into the sky, locked in this demon’s embrace. I screamed and clutched at my captor’s neck, and—ugh—demon breath.


      “Put me down!” I yelled.


      Probably not the smartest order to give a creature that relishes others’ pain, but this one made no move to do as I commanded.


      “I am your queen, and I am ordering you to put me down!”


      “Boss told me to protect you,” he growled.


      My breath caught at his admission. That was so … uncharacteristic of Hades.


      And apparently, my commands couldn’t trump the devil’s. Big surprise.


      Far below us, the rest of the demons rushed the officers. My body tensed as an eruption of magic and blood saturated the night air. Even this far away I could sense it.

    


    
      I was partially responsible for whatever lives were lost, and I couldn’t stop it. I wondered if that was part of the plan—to get me out of there before I could command the demons to cease.


      Either way, it was too late to stop the carnage. Castletown, the city below us, was quickly becoming just a cluster of lights.


      The wind howled, sweeping around me. I could feel the lost souls as they blew by me, some lifting my hair, some caressing my face. I could taste their sweet sorrow and ruin on my tongue. There was a whole procession of us evil things arcing across the night sky.


      “Where are we going?” I yelled over the roar of the wind.


      The demon either didn’t hear me, or he chose to ignore me. I grimaced as his hot breath hit my skin.


      Just when I thought my life couldn’t get any more screwed up, it went and did just that. A good part of it was my fault. What was I thinking, going into the Politia’s headquarters like that?


      Way to kick the hornet’s nest, Gabrielle.


      Once we hit the outskirts of Castletown, the demon began to descend. He lowered us rapidly, aiming for what appeared to be a residential area. Little houses with pitched roofs sat close together. I breathed in the damp smell of wet asphalt. The rain had let up, but it would be back.


      As we touched down, I eyed the homes around us. No fluttering curtains or strolling neighbors to witness a winged beast delivering a strange girl to the earth.

    


    
      I turned and stared the demon in his red eyes. No joy lingered there. No happiness. Just a thirst for others’ suffering. He nodded to me and tensed.


      A moment later, he shot back into the air. I threw an arm over my face as his large wings whipped my hair around my head.


      “Hey!” I yelled. “Where are you going? Don’t leave me here!”


      He had to have heard me, but he didn’t once glance my way as he flew back into the night.


      Motherfucking demons.


      I brushed myself down, mostly to get the smell of sulfur off me. Several streets over, a car screeched as someone took a turn way too fast, then gunned its engine. From what I could hear, it sounded as though it was getting closer.


      I began to walk, not sure where I was going because some idiot demon dropped me in the middle of nowhere.


      For the first time all evening, I had a moment to think. What was I doing here? On earth? I’d hated hell, but I didn’t want to be thrown right back into this melee.


      Then end the fighting.


      I started at the devil’s voice. I hadn’t expected to hear it this far away from him.


      “This is larger than me,” I said out loud.


      Nothing is larger than you, save for me. The devil’s voice rang in my ear. Remind them with blood and violence and pain.


      “Go away.”

    


    
      Never, his voice whispered.


      A car turned down the street, fishtailing as it did so. I squinted as headlights shined into my eyes. It screeched to a stop next to me, and the driver-side door banged open.


      Leanne leaned out. “Hey stranger, long time no see.”


      “Leanne?” I began to smile at the sight of her before I remembered my situation. My eyes moved from her to Oliver, who sat next to her. “What are you guys—?”


      “We’ve got thirty seconds to execute this, or else the future changes dramatically,” Leanne said. “I love you, Gabrielle. Now please get in the fucking car.”


      “Damn girl,” I heard Oliver say over her shoulder. “Just when I thought you had no attitude left.”


      Wise enough to heed her warning, I headed over to the car and slid into the back seat, my feet and long skirt dragging mud and grit in with me.


      “You really did it this time, Sabertooth,” Oliver said as Leanne maneuvered the car out of the neighborhood. “That was a lot of demons.”


      The only way he knew that was if he stayed to watch. “I thought I told you to leave Castletown.”


      “Because I follow orders so well.” Oliver shook his head. “One day in hell and you’ve forgotten that your BBF is a fucking fairy.”


      “Speaking of fairies,” Oliver leaned around his seat and lifted up an edge of my dress, “this looks fae made.” He rubbed the lace together. “Why is this wet—?”


      He squealed when he realized what the liquid was. “Ewww!” He wiped the blood off on the seats, then swore, staring at the stain for several seconds. When nothing happened, he relaxed. “Phew, thought I’d just released another hellspawn.”

    


    
      I scrubbed my face. “Why are you guys helping me?” I asked the car. I’d asked both friends this before, but then I’d still been human. Now there was no denying what I was—the queen of hell sent to earth.


      “Because we’re your friends, and when all is said and done, we will fall on the right side of history,” Leanne said.


      Slowly I lifted my head, my heart thumping like mad. “What have you seen?”


      She met my eyes in the rearview mirror. “Nothing I can speak of in great detail.”


      Oliver coughed, “Copout,” into his hand.


      She glared at him. “Every detail I reveal can and will change the future, sometimes a little, sometimes a lot. If we want it to go our way, you’ll both have to trust me.”


      “That’s fine,” I said. I was used to working with cryptic messages. “Where are we going?”


      “We’re meeting with Andre—I think.”


      Andre. The thought of him was a punch to the gut. I’d obviously not been myself because he should’ve—would’ve—been the first person I visited. It felt like a fog was lifting around my heart, my feelings for him rushed in. Suddenly, seeing him seemed paramount.


      “What do you mean you think?” I asked.


      “The seer’s shroud is still in Andre’s system, as it is in Oliver’s and mine, so I can’t foresee his future. Now that you’ve died, I can see yours, and in it we meet with someone whose future I can’t see.”

    


    
      “So Andre knows I’m alive?”


      Oliver snorted. “Footage of you is all over the news. He’d have to be blind, deaf, and dumb to miss it.”


      Or dead.


      No, I couldn’t think like that. Of course, telling myself this didn’t stop my rising panic.


      Focus on other things.


      Focus—on—other—things.


      “Who’s car is this?” I asked running my hand over the seat’s plush fabric.


      “No one’s,” Leanne replied. “Paul conjured it.” Paul was Oliver’s roommate. In the past, he’d conjured clothes for us, but nothing close to a running vehicle.


      “He was able to conjure an entire car?” I didn’t attempt to hide my shock.


      “My BBF is literally the mother of demons,” Oliver said, “and she’s surprised someone can conjure a car.”


      “But,” I said, “he made a car out of nothing.”


      “And you made demons out of a couple drops of blood,” Oliver said, checking out his lilac fingernails. “You all are special snowflakes, m’kay? Hey, you know next time, when you spill some more blood, could you try calling up some incubi?”


      “Oliver!” I shoved him lightly on the shoulder. “Those things want your soul.”


      “Not as much as they want my—”


      I slapped a hand over his mouth. “Please, let’s not,” I said. “I can only handle so much trauma in one evening.”


      He began to pry my fingers away.


      “Are you done?”

    


    
      He held up three fingers—the scout’s honor symbol.


      Reluctantly, I let my hand fall.


      “—big, glittery cock!”


      I couldn’t help it; my face flushed at his words. “Oli-ver, ewwww.”


      Oliver laughed. “Still such a prude.” He swiveled in his seat to face me. When he saw my pink cheeks, he squealed. “And my baby can blush again! All is not lost after all.”


      Andre


      He’d lost her. The demon had landed somewhere in this neighborhood, and when he’d taken to the sky again, it was without Gabrielle. A quick search of the neighborhood hadn’t turned up his soulmate.


      Andre gnashed his teeth together. This would be so much easier if they still had their bond. Now he had to make a decision: search the neighborhood again or follow the demon. And with each second that ticked by, the creature moved farther and farther away from them.


      He ran a hand through his hair and swore. “Follow the demon,” he finally ordered his driver.


      This had better work out.


      Andre pulled a gun from the car’s center console and leaned out the window. The creature soared a football field length ahead of them. Well within his range. He lined up the gun’s sights and fired.


      The bullet hit the creature just left of where his heart should be—if demons had them. Even from here he could hear the demon’s shriek. Andre pulled the trigger twice more, clipping the creature’s wings. It continued to fly, its movements jerky, but it was quickly losing altitude.

    


    
      Andre shot it again, this time hitting a wing joint, and the creature crumpled in the sky, its body plummeting to earth.


      “Move it,” Andre said, not tearing his gaze away from the demon.


      They tracked it down to an open field. Andre stepped out of the car and stalked over to his prey, the wind whipping his coat and hair. He still loosely held his gun, and he rubbed the trigger tenderly. It had been a very long evening, and without Gabrielle nestled in his heart, the humanity he’d slowly been reclaiming was now long gone.


      As soon as the demon caught sight of him, it rose to its feet. Andre lifted the gun and shot the thing in the kneecap. It screeched, falling back to the ground.


      “If you try to fly away, I’ll shoot your wing bones. Again.” Not that the creature would necessarily be able to fly, considering how badly wounded he already was. But Andre had never been around one of these things long enough to know whether they regenerated.


      “Fool,” the demon said, its voice a low growl. “I will tell my master of this and he will punish you.”


      Andre laughed at that, closing the last few feet between the two of them. He placed his boot on the demon’s throat. The creature reached up, its claws ready to sink into Andre’s leg.


      He pointed the gun. “We have the same enemies at the moment. If you cooperate, I will not send you back to hell.”

    


    
      The demon stopped struggling and eyed him warily.


      “Where is Gabrielle?”


      The creature smiled. “Can’t say I know.”


      Andre’s boot dug into the demon’s neck and he cocked the gun. “Try again.”


      “She’s on this island somewhere.”


      Still not good enough. He shifted his aim and shot the demon’s other kneecap.


      The thing screamed, the sound not of this world.


      “Where is she?”


      The demon began to laugh. Andre could smell its blood seeping out. The wounds weren’t healing. It couldn’t fly, it couldn’t walk, it clearly felt pain, and yet it laughed at the prospect of more. “Beyond your reach, vampire.”


      Andre should’ve stayed in that neighborhood.


      He shot the demon point blank in the forehead, and the creature dissolved into smoke and ash.


      Another dead end.


      How to find Gabrielle before the others did?


      Of course.


      Andre pulled out his phone. There was one seer out there who cared about his soulmate, and she was going to help him find her.


      Gabrielle


      Their conjured car careened down the highway, headed for the city of Douglas.


      Leanne’s phone buzzed. “About time,” she muttered. She pulled it out of her pocket, the car swerving as she did so, and brought it to her ears. “She’s safe and she wants to see you,” Leanne answered.

    


    
      A beat of silence passed before the caller spoke. “Gabrielle’s with you?”


      I stopped breathing at the sound of Andre’s voice. Goosebumps broke out along my skin. And then oxygen was rushing into my lungs and it felt like I was coming up for air for the first time all evening.


      “Let me talk to him,” I said.


      “Gabrielle.” Andre’s voice changed at the sound of my own.


      “Neither of you gets to talk to the other,” Leanne said. “I’m not fucking with the future. Right now, Andre, you need to listen to me,” she said. “We’re heading to Douglas Cafe. Meet us there as soon as you can.”


      “Is my mate alright?” Andre growled. “At the very least, you can tell me that.”


      “She’s fine.”


      “I’m trusting you with her life.”


      I didn’t realize I’d been biting my lip until I tasted blood. I knew it was important to heed Leanne’s advice, but that didn’t make it easy. My surroundings all took on a rosy hue, and I blinked away the tears. It was wrong to love someone this much when they were no longer yours.


      “I know,” Leanne said, “and I know what you do to people who betray that trust.”


      “He eats them!” Oliver yelled oh-so-helpfully.


      Andre sighed. I’d seeded that misconception—that vampires ate people—and Oliver had latched onto it with his normal enthusiasm.

    


    
      Leanne pulled the phone away from her mouth. “Thanks for the visual, Oliver.”


      Into the receiver she said, “Douglas Café in twenty.” Leanne clicked the phone off and blew out a breath, rumpling her hair. “I don’t know how you deal with that man, Gabrielle. He’s so … “


      “Overbearing?” Oliver piped in. “Ridiculously protective? Scarily possessive? It’s okay, Leanne. We know he’s too much man for you to handle. It’s a good thing Gabrielle and I like strong men. And now that Sabertooth’s hitched to the lord of the Underworld, that frees up her honeypie for me.”


      He was only joking, but my stomach flipped anyway because he was right. Andre was no longer mine, and there was nothing I could do about it.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 6


      Gabrielle


      Leanne, Oliver, and I waited in line, and when I got weird looks for my blood-spattered, spider-web dress and bare feet, Oliver shook his head. “Sabertooth, you’re stealing my thunder,” he said, patting his ice blond hair self-consciously. “It’s like … I don’t even exist next to your weird.”


      “Someone’s going to recognize me,” I said. I’d seen the news crews stationed across the street from Castle Rushen.


      “No one will act on it,” Leanne said, facing forward. “Guys, go sit down, I’ve got this.”


      She ended up buying us all hot chocolates, bringing them over to the table we’d chosen, one nestled close to the back entrance where we’d parked our car. Outside it had started raining again, and it splattered against the window

    


    
      The whole thing was so … normal, something I hadn’t had in a very long time. I couldn’t remember when exactly I had lost it.


      “So,” Leanne said, “Tell us about it.”


      “About what?” I looked at her, startled.


      She lifted her hand and gestured to my getup. “The last time we saw you, the devil claimed you as his mate … and then the two of you disappeared.”


      “Yeah, and then you show up tonight looking like you ran through a cobweb”—I narrowed my eyes at Oliver—“and you decide to go take on the Politia with nothing more than a vendetta—so very badass and so very unlike you.”


      “I wasn’t fighting them. I was after Caleb.”


      “Caleb?” Oliver said, glancing at Leanne.


      “Don’t look at me,” she said. “I know nothing about this.”


      “Why?” Oliver asked.


      I traced the veins of the worn wooden table. “Last night? He was the one who shot me.”


      Oliver lifted his brows. “Wait, seriously? That fucker. I’m so going to hex him.”


      “I went to the Politia to pay him back,” I said. I glanced out the window at the stormy night beyond. “I didn’t kill him. Just threw him into a jail cell and left.”


      Oliver gave me a disapproving look. “You’re the queen of the Underworld and you didn’t even try to kill him?”


      My lips thinned. “It didn’t seem right.”


      “Hmph. I would’ve thought hell would have corrupted you more. Have you at least sullied that?” Oliver asked.

    


    
      “Sullied what?” I asked, cupping my drink.


      “The guy you’re now shacking up with.”


      “Oh. Ugh, Oliver,” I winced. “Stop.” No one wanted that visual.


      “What? Soulless people need love too.” He looked at me expectantly. “So … ?”


      Persistent fairy.


      “No, Oliver, I didn’t ‘sully’ that,” I said, bringing the cup of hot chocolate to my lips. I really didn’t want to upchuck the drink in the middle of this nice establishment like I had all other liquid for the past few days, but it smelled good and my stomach seemed settled. After hesitating for a second, I tried it.


      “You mean to tell me that you spent an entire day in hell, and you and Satan didn’t do the nasty?”


      I closed my eyes for a second as that first sip went down.


      So good.


      “—or were you too busy getting off on foodgasms?”


      I gave him the bird as I took another gulp.


      “Guys,” Leanne said, scanning the room, “Andre should be here any minute. Unless you want him to hear about Gabrielle’s time with the devil, I suggest you both shut up.”


      “Don’t tell me to shut up,” Oliver said testily, his voice rising. “I’m the queen bee-otch here, not you. You’re just one of my bitchy ladies-in-waiting. And I’ll talk about sex and foodgasms as often as I want to.”


      Leanne threw her hands up. “This is hopeless.”


      My back straightened when I felt it. Divinity.

    


    
      Before I could think twice, I was out of my chair, my eyes locked on the man who entered the café.


      It wasn’t Andre.


      He dressed like any other person. Jeans paired with a button down and a tweed coat on top of it all. But he didn’t look like anyone else.


      This man was beautiful in a way that wasn’t of this world. But even if he’d masked his true appearance with spells, he wouldn’t be able to hide his essence.


      The holiness that poured off him in waves sparked two different, warring instincts. Half of me wanted to fall to his feet and bask in his presence. The other half of me, the half that spent the day in hell, wanted to attack him. My hands curled into fists, my nails biting into my palms.


      “Fuck, fuck, fuckity-fuck.” Leanne yanked on my wrist. “Sit down before he sees you.”


      Too late for that.


      One moment our eyes locked, and in the next he was streaking across the room. Catching me around the waist, he plowed us through the window. Glass shattered and screams rang out from the coffee shop as we tumbled outside.


      Night air blasted against me. My body reacted first, my fists pounding against any flesh I could reach. The angle proved too awkward, and we hit the ground before I got a good shot in. My attacker grunted as his shoulder took the brunt of the impact. We rolled over and over.


      My blood sang for this. The confrontation, the promised violence. My skin glowed, the siren surging up, and my fangs dropped.

    


    
      “Revenant,” he hissed, “you should be back in the ground, where you belong.”


      My hands found his neck, but by then he had me pinned to the ground. He pressed his forearm to my windpipe as I squeezed.


      I fought an inner battle. I wanted this being’s help, but I also wanted to scratch his eyes out. Really wanted to scratch his eyes out.


      So not normal.


      Chill, Gabrielle, and let the scary man go.


      Slowly, I released my hands from his neck and raised them where he could see them.


      He jerked his head back, his lip curling, and I realized too late, he took it as a threat. In the supernatural world, showing your palms to someone could be considered a threat if you wielded magic. It hadn’t been an issue for me before, but now it was.


      One of his hands threaded into my hair. He yanked up, then brought my head down, slamming it into the street. I moaned as my vision dulled. “St-stop. Please.”


      But he didn’t. Again and again he smashed my head into the ground until the skin ripped. My blood pooled around me, giving me a macabre halo. It boiled away and thick, oily smoke rose.


      Demons were coming to my rescue.


      This was so messed up.


      His grip loosened on me as he watched the creatures take form. Abruptly, he released my hair to reach for a sword I hadn’t seen a minute ago.


      “Help me,” I wheezed. “Please.”

    


    
      “I will never help you, nor will my brothers or sisters.”


      This was the second time someone had shot down my plea for help. Maybe I needed to work on my delivery.


      His arm reared back, and I saw the glint of his sword. I could see in his eyes he’d like nothing better than to end me. What would happen if I died here? Would I cease to exist? A rulebook on what it meant to be queen of the Underworld would be nice.


      Intrigued though I was, I wasn’t going to wait for this guy to skewer me to find out. I closed my eyes and, steadying my breath, drew on my energy. I felt it rise, and with one great push, I slammed it into my assailant.


      The man went flying back, his sword clattering against the cement as he hit the ground.


      I rose to my feet and approached him before he recovered. Flakes of snow clung to my hair and eyelashes.


      “I don’t want to be your enemy,” I said, even as my hands fisted and the need to destroy him surged through me.


      “We will hunt you until you’re wiped off the earth once and for all,” he vowed, pushing to his feet and retrieving his sword. “Count your days, revenant.”


      His eyes flicked to the partially formed demons at my back.


      His wings unfurled, nearly as bright as the sun. I shielded my eyes against his glory. He rose into the sky and hung up there for several seconds, sword held loosely in his hand, watching me and the beings behind me.


      The demons made gurgling sounds that turned into growls as their windpipes formed. Once they finished filling out, they came to flank me. These ones stood seven, eight feet tall.

    


    
      “You will lose,” he said. “It is inevitable. Enjoy the reprieve from hell. Soon enough we will cast you back to the fires like all those other traitors, and there you will stay.”

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 7


      Gabrielle


      Right after my attacker’s little speech, he shot up into the dense cloud cover. He even managed to make it look like he wasn’t fleeing from the six fully formed demons that now surrounded me.


      Probably heading straight to the big man upstairs to tattle on me.


      The demons didn’t wait for my orders. They leapt off the ground, their leathery wings stretching out incredible distances to carry their weight. Without a backwards glance, they flew into the night, trailing the celestial that had taken off before them.


      I just fought an angel.


      I prodded the back of my head, still dazed from the injury. It hurt the way poking a bruise hurt, but despite the lingering blood, the skin had sealed up.

    


    
      Silver lining: I could heal fast again.


      What a mess. I’d managed to make enemies of both earth and heaven all within a couple hours of arriving here. That had to be some sort of record.


      “Hot damn, Sabertooth,” Oliver said from behind me, “just when I think things can’t get any freakier around you, you one up yourself.”


      I turned to see him and Leanne heading towards me. I glanced around my surroundings, noticing the onlookers for the first time. Most had their phones out, angled towards me.


      “Go home,” I told them, the siren riding my voice, “and forget what you’ve seen here and remove all record of it from your devices and your mind.”


      The crowd dispersed, and I used that time to catch my breath and allow my skin to dim.


      “That meeting you foresaw wasn’t with Andre, was it?” I said to Leanne once the siren was safely locked away.


      She rubbed her face. “Apparently angels don’t have clear futures.” Her hands muffled her voice.


      The fairy clucked his tongue. “That would have been helpful to know beforehand. Not that I minded the show. Fuck me, angels are hot. I wonder what his feathers would feel like …”


      “They’d burn you faster than they would Gabrielle,” Leanne said.


      “Hmph.”


      “I didn’t realize angels could visit earth,” I said, staring up at the sky. I mean, it made sense. Nephilim, after all, had to come from somewhere.

    


    
      “They can, but they don’t. At least, not often,” Leanne said.


      “What brought him here?” I asked.


      “You.”


      I swiveled to face her. “So they know about me?”


      “Oh, I’m sure they’ve known for a while.” She didn’t sound happy about it. “They’ve just decided to act on it now, I suppose.”


      I frowned. What kind of divine beings sought to murder a teenage girl?


      I stared into the sky. I could no longer see the angel or my demons. My skin prickled. I’d set loose nearly twenty creatures since I’d arrived on earth, and they’d all made themselves scarce. That … probably wasn’t good.


      “Can we go? It’s colder than a witch’s tit out here,” Oliver complained.


      “We’re still waiting for Andre.”


      My heart sped up at the mention of him. I dreaded seeing him, dreaded revealing what I was—a being whose evil was second only to the devil’s—dreaded exposing him to my situation. I could only give him more heartache.


      But I was weak enough to want him anyway.


      “Do we have to do this outside?” Oliver asked.


      “For the future I’ve seen, yes, we do.”


      “Pfft. Is that the same future where Gabrielle took on an angel? Dropping the ball, Leanne.”


      “You think I haven’t already spent hours pouring over how this should go?” Leanne asked. Her appearance was a testament to it. She looked worn. “I don’t have the time and mental capacity to figure out the future in its entirety and live life in real-time.”

    


    
      I didn’t know what Leanne had seen, but I now understood how this could go very wrong. She mistook an angel for Andre based on her inability to foresee either’s future. And that small detail could’ve meant the difference between life and death.


      A car door slammed. I swiveled towards the noise, and I swear the world went silent for a moment.


      There.


      He.


      Was.


      Andre strode towards me, the wind whipping his hair and coat. As soon as our eyes locked, all those images I’d seen when we first met swept through me. Me and him, laughing, crying, kissing, in formal attire, naked, in the sun, in the rain. Always touching, always together, forever and ever and ever and—


      Severed.


      The images ripped away from me violently. My heart clenched. It still had the muscle memory of a time when it held him inside it. I closed my eyes. He was a beautiful illusion that had come to destroy what little was left of my heart.


      “Soulmate.”


      I opened my eyes. He hadn’t disappeared.


      Disbelief and the purest form of hope moved across his face. He took a step forward.


      I should run, I should force him to keep his distance and allow him to grow to hate me the way nearly everyone else did. But in the end I couldn’t.

    


    
      I was moving and he was moving and I couldn’t look away and my heart ached and ached and ached because he wasn’t mine anymore.


      He wasn’t mine.


      And then Andre swept me into his embrace and crushed me against him. My hands gripped his upper arms, and they couldn’t decide whether to push him away or pull him closer. My mind and my heart were utterly conflicted.


      “Andre.” My voice came out broken.


      His body shook. “I thought I’d lost you. I thought I’d lost you. Please never leave me again. Please.”


      I couldn’t make that promise before last night, and I definitely couldn’t make it now. In another world and another life he and I were human, and worlds and bonds didn’t separate us.


      He didn’t wait for my promise. His head dipped and his lips crashed into mine. That was the only way to describe it—crashing together, like some terrible train wreck.


      I twined my arms around his neck, wishing I could melt into him. He tasted like I remembered—like home. Sharp tears pricked my eyelids. All I wanted to do was live in this moment and never go back. Just him and me and our lips and tongues and no distance between us. But the moment came and went and that little voice inside my head kept saying, not mine, no longer mine.


      My emotions tangled together, and for the first time since I arrived back on earth, I felt human again.


      “Andre, I’m sorry, I’m so, so sorry. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” I couldn’t stop saying it. Maybe if I repeated it enough, it would wipe away any suffering he went through.

    


    
      “Shhh, it’s okay,” he said, running a hand over my hair. “It’s going to be okay.”


      How to tell him it wasn’t though?


      The tears I tried to hold back now trickled down my cheeks.


      He brushed them away with his thumbs. “You still cry blood,” he said, his tone laced with … relief? Satisfaction that I hadn’t wholly changed?


      My bloody tears glimmered on his hand, and … oh my God.


      I caught his wrist. “Don’t let it touch the ground.”


      “I wasn’t going to.” He brought his hand—and mine along with it—to his lips.


      Even worse.


      I jerked Andre’s hand away. “Stop. Don’t—it’s unholy.”


      That … sounded crazier than it should’ve.


      He paused, then carefully brushed his hand off on his shirt. “Better?” he said.


      I swallowed and nodded.


      “You still have your fangs,” he said, wonder filling his voice.


      “I do.”


      “And your glamour,” he said, touching my cheek as my skin dimmed.


      A crazy laugh wanted out. I clamped my jaw shut. I was an unholy, taint-of-the-earth badass. I needed to start acting like one.


      Something pained entered Andre’s features. “I can’t feel you.”

    


    
      I should’ve known this would come up immediately. I looked away, staring out at the dark night. “That’s because I’m bonded to something else.” A shiver worked its way up my spine.


      Andre went rigid. His eyes flashed, and his hair lifted. “Who are you bonded to?”


      “You already know,” I whispered quietly, finally meeting his gaze.


      Bad idea.


      God, don’t cry again.


      I was hurting him all over.


      His power flared out. I felt it pass through me, rippling the air and earth as it moved outwards.


      “Has he hurt you?” Even without our connection I could feel Andre’s power building on itself.


      I shook my head. “I’m fine.”


      Andre’s nostrils flared as he scented the lie. I wasn’t fine. I’d been in hell for a day.


      The sound of engines distracted us. A line of cars were approaching from the direction of Castletown. It didn’t take a genius to guess that the Politia had somehow caught wind of my presence in Douglas.


      “We need to go,” Andre said.


      He tugged at my arm, but I resisted.


      “Just leave me,” I whispered. I was no good to him like this.


      “You must’ve hit your head when you came back. I will never leave you, soulmate.”


      That endearment killed me. He still considered me his.

    


    
      He glanced away from me, and I followed his gaze. Only then did I realize we had an audience. Oliver, Leanne, and Andre’s driver all watched us.


      Andre refocused his attention on me. “We need to get you and your friends to safety,” he said.


      Leanne stepped up to us. “We do need to get going, Gabrielle, and yes, Andre—we’d love to.”


      Andre nodded to them, even as I flashed him a strange look. He caught my gaze and gave me a small smile. “I was about to ask them if they wanted a place to stay.”


      Ah.


      Oliver squealed. “Sleepover at the vampire castle! Love!”


      “You’ve both risked your lives and futures to help my mate,” Andre said to Leanne and Oliver. “You have my protection as long as you need it. Now, do you guys need a ride?”


      Leanne shook her head. “We’ll be fine,” she said. “We have our own car.”


      “Then we’ll meet you back at Bishopcourt.”


      He took my hand and led me to his car.


      I worried my lower lip. “How badly have I ruined their lives?”


      Andre gave my hand a squeeze. “Your friends will be fine. Money and power talk, soulmate, and I have plenty of both. I will make sure Leanne and Oliver are taken care of.”


      That, I believed without a doubt. As much as Andre punished those who’d wronged him—or me—he rewarded those who helped us. And right now, allies were in short supply.

    


    
      Still, the possibility that my friends wouldn’t be able to go back to Peel Academy broke my heart. They’d given up so much to help me. If nothing else, I had to remedy the situation for them.


      “Did I mention that I like the dress?” Andre said, lightening the mood. His eyes strayed to those holes between the spider silk where he caught peeks of my skin.


      “Oh, it’s the dress you like?” I asked.


      He tugged me a little closer so that his mouth pressed flush against my ear. “And everything beneath it.”


      He pulled away, only to catch sight of my bare feet. “Why aren’t you wearing any shoes?”


      Before I had a chance to respond, I was up in the air and then cradled in his arms. I let out a small squeal and wrapped my arms around his neck.


      “Never mind,” he said. “We will be remedying the situation soon enough. And this gives me an excuse to be close to you.”


      “Andre, I’m fine. Put me down.”


      Surprise, surprise, he didn’t.


      Punk.


      Even once we were situated inside his town car, he didn’t let me go. Instead, he clasped me closer and ordered his driver to turn up the heat.


      I buried my head in Andre’s chest. How long would I get him before the fairytale was up?


      Then I’d be back in the devil’s lair. The thought sent my pulse spiking.


      “You have a heartbeat, soulmate.” Surprise coated Andre’s words. “And I can smell your fear. What are you frightened of?” Absently he rubbed my leg, trying to warm me up.

    


    
      “So many things,” I said. “But losing you, most of all.”


      “You will never lose me,” he said, his expression intense. “We’ll figure this out.” He was determined, just like all those other times he’d been sure he could save me.


      I wanted desperately to believe him. But could things ever go back to the way they were? My hope had long since run out.


      “Each day it’s going to get worse,” I whispered. “I’ll lose a bit more of my humanity each night, until you no longer recognize me. You won’t want to be with me then.”


      He let my leg go to cup my jaw. “I will always want to be with you, Gabrielle. Always.”


      “And I will always want to be with you,” I whispered. “But that doesn’t change things.” I swallowed, this next part hard to say. “I really am his soulmate.”


      Andre’s eyes stormed, hurt and anguish rolling through them.


      “I really am,” I repeated. “It’s impossible, but it’s true. And I can’t stay away from him. I don’t know how.”

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 8


      Gabrielle


      I could sense Andre’s anger and his thirst for violence. In the cramped space of the car, I practically choked on it.


      One guess where his thoughts were.


      He stared out the window, his hand absently stroking the inner skin of my arm. I still sat on his lap, but we might as well have been worlds apart. From what I could see of his profile, a muscle in his jaw feathered.


      I got the impression he had only the barest of holds on his normally tight control.


      Leave him be, the practical part of my mind instructed. The illogical, cursed part of me refused to let him continue to brood.


      I reached up and turned his head to face me. For the barest of moments I caught sight of the heady anger consuming him from the inside out. But as soon as his eyes landed on mine, his expression gentled.

    


    
      His hold tightened. “You are mine.” Possessive.


      “And you are mine,” I said.


      He inclined his head in agreement, and I pressed myself in closer.


      Andre rested his chin on my head.


      “How have you been?” I asked. I always thought of this man as a force of nature, but right now he seemed vulnerable. And so tired.


      He laughed gruffly, the action shaking me. “I lived an eternity every second you were gone, and I died countless times in each.” He pulled me tighter to him. “It’s a strange thing, having a bond break. Strange and excruciating. A part of me is gone.


      “Stranger still to sit here next to you and have it throb like an open wound. But when I’m near you, it aches less, and the will to die—I can think through it. But this isn’t natural. My body believes you’re gone and it wants to follow you. It can’t bear to be apart.”


      My blood ran cold. “You … want to die?” An uncomfortable heat followed the chill that passed through me. I hadn’t felt this type of fear. Ever.


      “Soulmate, this isn’t the first time. When you’ve lived as long as I have, death crosses your mind many times.”


      I brought my fingers to his lips. “Stop it.” I didn’t want to hear this, didn’t want to know that my situation might well and truly kill my soulmate.


      That couldn’t happen.


      That wouldn’t happen. Earth and heaven and hell be damned. I’d defy everyone and everything to keep this man safe.

    


    
      Andre wrapped his hand around mine and removed it from his mouth.


      “You promised me you’d stay strong and not give up,” I reminded him.


      “Soulmate, you survived hell to end up in my arms. I’m as far as you can be from giving up.”


      Something awfully close to a sob caught in my throat. I cleared it. “Good.”


      And that was about when the last of my control snapped.


      Suddenly, I was kissing him and he was kissing me. My hands were in his hair, and his ran possessively over my back and down my hips. Our mouths didn’t separate as I hiked up my dress so I could straddle his lap. The only air I wanted to breathe was his, and the only taste I wanted to drink up was his essence.


      At some point the car came to a stop. Andre managed to open the door without us completely spilling onto the pavement, and I wrapped my legs around him as he stepped out of the vehicle.


      I didn’t notice Bishopcourt, or the people that witnessed our class act. There were only two things in my world—Andre and I—and soon there’d be only one.


      If this was just fairytale, then I would make the most of it.


      I didn’t remember the journey from the steps of Bishopcourt to Andre’s bedroom, but suddenly we were in there. Andre kicked the door closed and then we were ripping at each other’s clothes. Buttons popped as I tore Andre’s shirt open. He knelt, gathering the skirt of my dress and pulling it up and over my head in one fluid movement.

    


    
      At the back of my mind I realized he’d probably done this thousands of times with thousands of different women over the thousands of months of his very long life. But none of that mattered. He could’ve been with them and I might be with the devil and none of it meant anything. I knew this as surely as I breathed.


      This time, we didn’t ask permission. We didn’t fumble. Didn’t hesitate. His chest touched mine and I wrapped my legs around his waist. His lips met mine.


      In one smooth stroke he entered me.


      I gasped, my skin brightening. He leaned his forehead against mine, and our gazes locked. This close to him, I could see all the hues that made up his irises. And I wanted to look into those eyes for the rest of my immortal life.


      “This close to you, it doesn’t hurt,” Andre said between kisses.


      He was going to make me cry, and I really didn’t want to cry. I wanted to obliterate every thought beyond this moment. Thinking of the future was when things got messy, and really, this was all very simple. He was my one and only. I was his. No bond could create or destroy this. It had a life of its own.


      Andre moved, and air hissed out from between my teeth. He thrust back into me, his eyes locked on mine. There they stayed.


      “I will always be yours.” He went about saying those words like he did everything. Fiercely. Deliberately.

    


    
      “And I will always be yours.”


      He moved against me and my fingers sunk into his back. After that, we let our bodies do the talking.


      Andre


      Andre held Gabrielle tighter than was necessary. But if he had it his way, they’d still be joined completely. Instead, he had to deal with this restlessness.


      Bonded to another man.


      One far more monstrous than Andre, and that was saying something. The delicate skin he now stroked—would the devil touch it with the same reverence Andre did? The situation might be more bearable if the dark god were capable of kindness.


      In all his seven hundred years, he’d never heard stories of the devil’s compassion.


      He rubbed his mouth. What would the lord of the Underworld do to Gabrielle once he found out Andre had been with her?


      He’d been a selfish bastard, not considering this until the deed was done and it was too late. She might have to suffer the consequences alone. And there were bound to be consequences.


      He dragged Gabrielle closer and pressed a rough kiss to her mouth.


      Her brows furrowed. “What are you thinking about?” she asked after the kiss ended.


      “What am I ever thinking about, soulmate? You.” And he smiled at her because she was his sun.

    


    
      As if to prove his point, her skin brightened. She stretched out along him, and he all but groaned. Yes, if he were a better person, he’d keep some distance between them for her sake. But he wasn’t a decent person. Gabrielle had given him his humanity only to take it with her to hell.


      And he wouldn’t apologize to anyone about it—not even the devil himself.


      Gabrielle


      I threaded my fingers in Andre’s hair as he rained kisses down my neck. We’d been in his bed for well over an hour and it felt … ephemeral, this happiness. Which made me more hesitant to leave. Because as soon as I did, I’d have to stop pretending my life was normal.


      “Andre.”


      He must’ve heard something in my voice because he raised his head.


      Now that I was coming back down from my earlier high, I’d begun to shake. “Something’s wrong with me.”


      He cupped my face, brushing away several stray strands of hair. “Nothing’s wrong with you.”


      He noticed my body trembling. “You’re working yourself up for no reason.”


      “My blood gives life to demons—just like that necromancer.”


      Andre didn’t so much as bat an eyelash, which probably meant that he’d already learned about this ability or figured it out on his own.

    


    
      “That doesn’t mean anything’s wrong with you.”


      “It’s unnatural.”


      “That’s a word the Politia uses to damn anything they deem evil,” he said.


      “But Andre, I am evil. I’m the queen of the Underworld.”


      He pulled back. “That does not make you evil.”


      “Then what does?”


      “Your heart, your actions.”


      I couldn’t meet his gaze. Instead I chewed on the inside of my cheek.


      “I hurt Caleb,” I admitted. “After what he did last night, I wanted to destroy him.”


      “What happened last night … ?” Andre repeated. His face darkened as he put the pieces together. “He was the one that shot you.” A muscle in Andre’s cheek feathered. “And you returned to Castle Rushen to punish him.”


      I nodded.


      “Good.” His voice roughened with renewed anger. “The boy should be thankful I haven’t had the chance to punish him myself. I doubt he’d survive it.”


      Last night felt like an eon ago. I closed my eyes and remembered Caleb’s expression, his shaking hand. He’d gone through with it—fired the bullet that nearly killed me. It might’ve too, had the devil not claimed me before my life could expire on its own.


      I sat up and brought the sheets along with me. “I wanted to hurt him,” I said. “That was my first thought. It should’ve been you. When Oliver led me back to the Isle of Man, I should’ve pulled him into a hug and then insisted we find you.”

    


    
      Finally I found the courage to meet Andre’s eyes.


      He was frowning.


      “I’m … not quite myself,” I continued, “and I’m worried that the Politia’s right to try to get rid of me.”


      “Soulmate,” he slid a hand along my jaw and cupped my face, “I understand. I do. You’ve seen me destroy an entire branch of my coven when my anger took me. Men and women whose company I’d cherished for hundreds of years. All gone in an instant because the need for vengeance rode me too hard.


      “So you were angry, and you hunted down Caleb. What happened once you found him?”


      I chewed on my lower lip. “I threw him into a cell to rot.”


      “You threw him into a cell.” Andre’s lips twitched.


      I gave his shoulder a light shove. “It’s not funny.”


      Andre’s expression sobered. “No, it’s not. A boy tried to destroy my queen, and he still breathes.”


      Er, … not the direction I was hoping to take this conversation.


      “You will not feel bad about what happened,” Andre said, bossy as ever.


      When I didn’t nod, he gave me a slight shake. “You will not. The world thinks badly of you. The world is wrong. Don’t let their misconceptions cloud your judgment.”


      “But—”


      “You can keep your guilt, but you cannot let it consume you,” he said. “Now, you still look far too thin. Hungry?”


      I knew what he was doing. Trying to distract me from my thoughts. It was such a little thing, this kindness, but it made me smile.

    


    
      “Famished.”


      I followed Andre through his house, towards the kitchen, wearing a robe Andre had bought for me at some point. I ran my fingers over the silky material. If he had it his way, his closet would be filled with my clothes. Already, bits and pieces intended for me—such as this robe—were making their way into his home.


      The thought had me pressing my lips tightly together. If I could have a do-over, I would give it all to him. I’d let him fill his house to his heart’s content with knickknacks meant for me, and I swear I would never fight it again.


      Anything to make this man smile because I couldn’t bear his pain.


      As we crossed the foyer, I saw that Bishopcourt’s windows, which had blown inwards last night, were intact once more. Kind of embarrassing that I hadn’t noticed it when I first entered.


      “How are they all … ?”


      Andre came to my side. “Someone in my coven fixed it, but I don’t know who or when.”


      Andre, the control freak, in the dark about his home? I took a good look at him. He hid it well, but sorrow tugged at his features, and beneath that, pain.


      “What happened after I left?” My voice came out as a whisper, because things that scared you shouldn’t be said too loudly lest you give them power.

    


    
      “Dark times, soulmate,” Andre said, taking my hand. “I would rather not speak of them.”


      I nodded, trying not to worry over the past.


      “Come,” Andre said, ushering me forward.


      For the most part, the mansion appeared untouched by the horrors of the previous night. Someone had swept the floor, righted the furniture, and removed or magically repaired the broken items in the room.


      A twisted part of me wanted to venture into the bathroom where I’d been shot, just to see if any of my blood still stained the floor. I already knew I’d smell myself embedded into the cracks. The alluring scent of the siren, the sickness that clung to me, the taint from the devil’s premature claim, and the ancient curse that rode through it all. A darkness still clung to this place, a darkness that called to me. You couldn’t wash away evil with cleaning supplies or a simple spell.


      Andre led me to a table. “Blood or food?”


      “Um … ” I rolled my lips inward. “Either?”


      He gave me a nod and ordered the chef to prepare both blood and a plate of fettuccine alfredo, my favorite dish.


      He took my hand and played with my fingers. “You still haven’t told me about the twelve hours that preceded this.”


      “And you haven’t told me of the time after I left.”


      His lips tilted up, but there was no mirth to his smile. “After you left, there was nothing but pain and anguish. My coven had to hold me down out of fear that I would kill myself.”


      I breathed through my nose to keep myself together.

    


    
      “They began to drain me of blood, hoping that if they weakened me enough my body would go into stasis—a type of sleep—and I could remain like that indefinitely so that they could live.”


      “That’s so … cruel.” Anger rose at the thought of anyone hurting Andre. That emotion quickly morphed into a sharp ache—I’d hurt him far greater than any of his coven could.


      “It was their only option,” he said, scenting my emotions. “Don’t begrudge them their actions. I would’ve done the same had I been in their shoes. Now,” he said, squeezing my hand, “what happened to you?”


      I was still digesting his words. So much pain I’d left him with. Enough to force his coven into incapacitating him. If things remained as they were, that pain of his would continue to grow. That didn’t sit well with me.


      “Love?”


      I blinked several times, refocusing my attention. “At the center of hell, there’s a castle. The devil took me there.”


      Andre squeezed my hand tighter.


      “He showed me around the place, tried to get under my skin,”—and succeeded—“and introduced me to his a demon horde, but for most of the day he left me alone.”


      “He left you alone?” Andre clearly didn’t believe it.


      I shrugged. “I got the impression that he’s a busy guy.”


      “Indeed,” Andre said quietly.


      A moment later, my food came, saving me from having to detail the horrible intimacy that had developed between the dark god and me.


      The pasta smelled heavenly, and when I took my first bite, I groaned. It tasted even better.

    


    
      “I take it this means you got your appetite back?” Andre’s lips twitched.


      “Mmmhm.”


      God, I’d missed food.


      I tried the blood next. Two weeks ago I might’ve had a hissy over drinking the liquid. At this point, I was simply thankful that I was hungry at all. Bringing the glass of it to my lips, I tipped it back and took a swallow.


      That awkward moment when blood tastes delicious.


      “My mate enjoys both blood and food,” Andre stated, reading me like a book. He glanced up to the ceiling. “Thank the heavens.”


      Once I polished off the meal, Andre took my hand again. “I’ll have a shower started for you, and one of my servants will bring you clothing,” he said. He led me back to his room. And I let him.


      This temporary calm couldn’t last. For one thing, my blood thrummed for carnage and chaos. For another, I would return to hell soon enough and face another day in the devil’s company. But I’d enjoy this while I still could.


      Andre didn’t let me go until after he started the shower. Then he backed away. “I’ll leave you to it.”


      I fiddled with the ties of my robe. “You don’t have to go,” I said, somewhat shyly, my earlier courage now nowhere to be seen.


      Andre’s expression was tormented. “God, soulmate, I would love nothing more. But I can’t.”


      “Why?”


      Regret swam in his eyes. “Because I cannot know how the devil will punish you for it.”

    


    
      The thought had crossed my mind, but I didn’t care then, and I didn’t care now.


      “Once he might forgive, but if you continuously betrayed him—I won’t risk it.”


      “Andre—”


      “No, soulmate, on this I won’t budge.”


      When I realized he was being dead serious, I bit out, “Fine.”


      I undid the ties of my robe, and let the garment slide off my shoulders, not bothering to cover myself.


      His jaw clenched. “Don’t tempt me. My good intentions only go so far.”


      “Then leave.” I tried to sound confident, but the words came out full of hurt. I stood naked and bared for him, and I felt spurned.


      My voice was the cue he waited for.


      He pushed me against the wall, his hands in my hair and his lips on my mouth. I gasped, and Andre took advantage of the action, his tongue pushing its way against mine.


      So much for him not budging.


      I returned the kiss, mussing his hair as I wrapped myself up in him. He groaned into my mouth, and all my momentary insecurities vanished.


      With reluctance, he pulled away from me. “I can’t, soulmate,” he said against my lips, breathing heavily. “As much as I want to, I can’t have you incur the devil’s wrath even more than you already have. Please don’t force the issue.”

    


    
      I swallowed and nodded.


      “Thank you.” He pressed a soft kiss to my lips. Then he bowed his head and left me to my shower.


      Andre


      Only when he was far away from Gabrielle did Andre allow himself to slam his fist into the wall. At this point, he wasn’t even sure what he was pissed about. The devil’s new claim to her? The very real possibility that the man might punish her for sleeping with Andre? Or turning Gabrielle down when neither knew how much time they had together?


      The anger dissipated into steely resolve, and he continued down the hall. One of his men intercepted him.


      “Sire,” he said, “the Politia just arrived outside our gates.”


      In spite of himself, Andre’s lips curved up. They picked the perfect time to come knocking.


      “They’re demanding we turn over Gabrielle.”


      “That’s not going to happen. Prepare the men and alert the coven members that remain. I will meet with the Politia and let them know what I think about their demands,” he said darkly.


      His man nodded and split off to see to his orders.


      Andre headed for his room, where his fondest weapons were kept. At the back of his closet rested a timeworn chest. Crouching in front of it, he ran a hand over the wood.


      The modern world was usually tame. But thanks to his bond with Gabrielle, he’d seen more violence in the last several months than he had in the last century. And the predator in him was pleased.

    


    
      He unlatched the chest’s bindings and swung it open. Inside, his favorite swords and daggers rested.


      Andre strapped the swords to his back, his movements jerky due to his agitation. That gaping maw he still felt in his soul, it was real. Worse, there was the very real threat that his soulmate could transfer her affections from Andre to the devil through the god’s trickery.


      He wouldn’t let that happen. Whatever it took to win her over, he’d do it. The connection wasn’t everything. People fell in love all the time without the aid of a bond. And if the bond was all there ever was to his relationship, well then, severing it should’ve released him, not imprisoned him more than ever.


      He clenched his jaw, an angry smile stretching across his face as he threaded a belt around his waist. He’d love nothing more than tearing into her enemies.


      The shower still ran. He’d let his soulmate be—for now.


      He stalked back down the hall. It was time to remind the Politia why he was someone you didn’t cross.


      BOOM.


      Bishopcourt shook as something powerful blasted against it.


      Those bastards hadn’t even waited for him to tell them to shove their orders up their asses. They’d gone straight to declarations of war.


      Andre pulled his twin blades out from his back, rolling his wrists and swinging the swords lightly. The last time he’d wielded these, it had been to deliver Gabrielle’s retribution. A grim sort of satisfaction spread through him at the thought that he’d use these blades once again on her behalf.

    


    
      Tonight he would be her champion in earnest.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 9


      Gabrielle


      I relaxed under the spray of the shower. Water pelted my skin, and after hours in that hollow underworld, the sensation felt indescribably good.


      I leaned against the wall. So screwed. I was so, so screwed.


      BOOM!


      The explosion threw me to the floor of the shower stall.


      Typical. The moment I got naked, shit would hit the fan.


      I reached up and turned off the lever. An eerie silence descended. The lack of noise raised the hairs along my arm.


      The Politia had found me once again. They still thought that antagonizing me would get them somewhere. All it did was piss me off.

    


    
      The mosaic saints in Andre’s bathroom pleaded with their eyes as I toweled off. What they wanted me to do, however, was a mystery.


      A set of clothing rested on Andre’s bed.


      Hurriedly, I pulled on the items, sighing out my relief at the shirt and pants. Now I looked less like Elvira and more like … Buffy.


      Whatever, I looked better.


      I stalked out the door, passing several faded paintings of various individuals, and that saint’s relic. Vampires and their old-ass trinkets.


      Andre’s coven gathered in the entryway. When they saw me striding out, one after another dropped to a knee.


      My steps faltered. Even now, after I was taken, they still showed their allegiance. Or maybe it was because I was taken.


      “You can’t have her. Not today, not tomorrow, not ever.” I could hear the cold determination in Andre’s voice. He was already outside, facing down whatever had come for me.


      I nodded to the vampires who rose. They stepped aside as I passed through, regarding me with respect—and probably wondering what, exactly, I was.


      One of Andre’s men intercepted me. “Miss, you should stay inside. Andre has asked us to protect you the best we can.”


      “Andre, she is no longer your soulmate. She’s the devil’s tool,” a much fainter voice drifted in.


      In the distance I could hear the blades of a chopper slicing through air. Whatever was out there had brought in massive reinforcements, and Andre was taking them on alone.

    


    
      “I’m not going to sit by and have him fight my battles,” I said, sidestepping the man.


      “But miss—” He made a grab for my hand. A mistake. I blasted him back with my power.


      Around me I heard gasps from Andre’s men and his coven, but no one else tried to stop me.


      I didn’t bother picking up my pace. I knew Andre well enough to understand that out of all those supernaturals, the seven hundred year old vampire king was the most dangerous being out there.


      At least, until I arrived.


      The siren rose to the surface. She no longer felt like a different, dangerous being that resided under my skin, though I still referred to her as such. More like another facet of my personality, one that came to my aid when I needed help. Her presence threw a little more sway into my hips.


      I passed through the entrance and got my first glimpse of the standoff outside. At least a dozen cars fanned out along the circular drive, and—


      Was that a tank?


      Odd to think that a supernatural police force needed something so mundane. Odder to think that the tank was meant for me.


      The Politia had come to Bishopcourt armed for war. All to stop little ol’ me.


      In addition to all the manpower, mounted halogen lights shined on us. God, did they burn.

    


    
      As soon as I strode out the front door, the officers tensed. I could smell their mounting fear, and I drank it in.


      Having over two dozen weapons trained on me should’ve been cause for worry. Instead, the siren purred, welcoming the potential bloodbath.


      They can’t kill you, consort.


      I turned, and for the barest of moments, the devil stood to my left.


      Show them what happens to people that cross you.


      His form dissipated, and he was gone once more.


      I shouldn’t listen to that sick, insidious voice, but it lured me like mine did men.


      “Hands behind your back!” one of the officers shouted.


      Only then did my soulmate turn. His eyes flashed as they caught sight of me, clearly displeased that I had joined him.


      “If you come quietly, we will leave this place without drawing blood. No one has to get hurt,” the officer continued.


      He should’ve stopped talking a long time ago.


      My fangs dropped, my skin glowed brighter. I was a far cry from the innocent school girl that had come to this island all those months ago.


      The Politia had made a similar promise mere hours ago. They’d lied. They then chose—unwisely—to barge onto Andre’s property with all the trappings of war. Another mistake.


      I was a shark that scented blood. The fight that had come to my doorstep called to the darkness in me. There’d be no stopping me now.

    


    
      I flicked my gaze to each mounted halogen light, and one by one the bulbs burst. I didn’t stop there. I burned out every single bulb within range. Plastic cracked as car lights flickered out. Screams came from inside as lights popped and burned out. The chopper circling the estate went dark. Lamps that lined the drive dimmed to darkness one by one. I drove the light out until I was the brightest thing out here.


      The entire time the Politia did nothing. Their reasons weren’t lost on me. Back at Castle Rushen they’d seen what happened when I was wounded. For all their weapons, they weren’t willing to spill my blood.


      “You really thought you could coerce me?” I asked conversationally, sauntering down the steps. The entire time I was acutely aware of Andre. He clenched his swords in his hands, but he made no move to attack or divert attention away from me.


      The Politia had forced their way onto Andre’s property, disregarding their treaty with vampires—a treaty I’d risked my life and soul for only a few months ago. They had already bombed Bishopcourt, firing the first proverbial shot. But most of all, they’d threatened Andre.


      Fury boiled beneath my skin, building by the second.


      Threatening my mate, bond or no bond, was a line you just didn’t cross. And they crossed it.


      Ho, was I pissed.


      My kinsmen hovered along the periphery, nothing more than shadows. Waiting, waiting. They wouldn’t have to wait much longer.

    


    
      Yes.


      I smiled, lifting a hand to the sky.


      The ground trembled, my hair swishing.


      Mete out your revenge! my power screamed.


      A gun went off from one of the officers positioned behind his car. The bullet tore through the flesh of my side. I gasped as I clutched the wound, and Andre roared.


      The maelstrom only grew from my pain. Another gun went off, slicing into my thigh. I let out a defiant shriek, and the wind kicked up.


      My gut wound closed, but not before blood covered my hand. It seeped between my fingers, trickling down them and beading along the edge of my hand.


      And then it dripped.


      The blood hissed as it came into contact with the earth. Shouts rose from officers as the devil’s minions took shape.


      Andre’s blurred form moved from person to person. I could hear the wet slice of his swords as he cut down anyone in his path.


      Lightning cracked overhead, illuminating the night. Men and women scrambled to their cars. They looked like spooked horses, the whites of their eyes large and visible.


      The demons finished forming around me, and they charged the officers.


      I threw my power out, lashing it across the tank. The metal armor of it groaned as it dented inwards. I needed to work this anger out of my system, but the more power I released, the angrier I became. I feared that the next time I used it, it would be to hurt someone. As much as a part of me craved that, a smaller part—the part I admired—wanted to retain what little humanity I had left.

    


    
      Luckily, before I had a chance to test the limits of my self-restraint, the Politia retreated.


      “I don’t want you risking yourself like that again,” Andre said, stalking back to me. He bent to wipe his swords off on the grass. Behind him, several men and women lay unmoving on the ground.


      I lifted my chin. “This goes two ways, you know. You don’t just get to protect me.”


      The storm raging in his eyes calmed at my response. When he reached me, he brought my forehead to his. “Soulmate, you can’t know the effect your words have on me.” He squeezed the back of my neck. “That still doesn’t change my mind.”


      Andre stepped away at the sound of footsteps. I swiveled to see his guards and several vampires heading towards us. Beyond them, I caught a glimpse of a wide-eyed Oliver and Leanne.


      “I need five good men to deal with the bodies,” Andre said. “And someone needs to start lighting candles for those who don’t have night vision. Jon,” he called to one of his men, “get what spare bulbs you can from the basement.”


      It took some time for Andre to organize his people. As he did so, I stared off at the horizon, where the Politia members had fled.


      They’d be back, possibly during the day, when Andre would be sleeping. My being here endangered him—endangered everyone. Andre, our coven, my friends, even those that wished to do me harm. Blood would spill in the coming days, and it would be my fault.

    


    
      Andre came over to me and wrapped me in his arms. He pressed his nose against the thin column of my neck. “I can smell your guilt,” he said.


      I found his hands and gripped them tightly. “Promise me you’ll stay safe.”


      He pulled away enough to meet my eyes and pushed the hair away from my face. “I have not survived seven centuries on luck alone, nor do I intend to die when my mate needs me most.”


      “Promise?”


      “On my life.”


      No other attacks came in the hours that followed, not that this made us any less tense. People wanted me dead. If they weren’t actively attacking me, then they were planning on it.


      As the evening came to an end, Andre kept me by his side. It became a thing, keeping me close. Neither of us knew when, where, or how I would disappear. And as the hours tick by, and I remained on earth, I became almost … optimistic.


      Maybe I wasn’t going back.


      We stood on the steps of Andre’s home to see off the cars carrying the bodies of the fallen. Andre was delivering them back to the Politia.


      “Even in war there are ethics. One gives honor to the dead,” he said now, by way of explanation.

    


    
      This was one of Andre’s medieval beliefs.


      “I didn’t realize we were at war,” I said.


      He glanced down at me. “Soulmate, if there was ever a time or a cause for war, this would be it.”


      That … wasn’t reassuring.


      Andre placed a hand on the small my back and began to walk, steering me along. Instead of heading back inside, he led me to the gardens around his mansion. I bit my lip when I noticed the grass shriveling beneath my feet. And when we passed the first of the hedges, they leaned away.


      I’d seen this before; this was what plants did in the presence of the devil. And now they were doing it to me.


      “It’s safe to say that heaven and much of the earth wants to get rid of you,” Andre said, interrupting my thoughts.


      I could already tell this was going to be a fun conversation.


      Not.


      “What I want to know,” he continued, “is what hell wants.”


      Oddly enough, I never thought of it that way. But if anyone had motives, it would be the devil.


      He stopped us in the middle of Bishopcourt’s rose garden and turned to me. “More importantly, I want to know what role you have in all this.”


      Beneath my feet, I swear I felt the earth shift. I didn’t bother looking down for fear that I’d see the plant life taking more drastic measures to get away from me.


      Andre touched my cheek. “I want you safe.”


      I leaned into his touch, knowing what he said would be impossible.

    


    
      The ground shifted again, more forceful this time, and I grabbed Andre’s arm to stabilize myself. He wrapped his hands around my waist to steady me.


      “What was that?” I asked.


      He furrowed his brows. “I thought that was you.”


      I shook my head. “It wasn’t me.”


      The earth began to rumble, and my feet shook as grass and dirt shifted.


      My eyes met Andre’s and a sick sort of realization passed between us: I was going back.


      “Gabrielle,” Andre said, as fear flooded his features, “run.”


      Grabbing Andre’s hand, we tore out of the gardens.


      The earth beneath my feet began to fall away.


      Roots sprouted on either side of me. They grew unnaturally fast. Unlike other foliage, these grew towards me, reaching for my feet.


      Bishopcourt’s back door was just ahead of us. We could make it.


      And then what?


      I pushed the thought away as a vine latched onto my foot, jerking me back.


      Andre’s hold tightened. “Stay with me, soulmate!”


      “Trying!” I said, ripping the vine away.


      I’d barely gotten it off when another latched onto me. And then another. And another. They twisted around my ankles, pinning me in place.


      This was what the myths meant when they called me the daughter of Demeter. Demeter was just the personification of nature. And just as the earth bore me each evening, it claimed me at the end of it.

    


    
      Andre, whom the vines had avoided, stopped to wrap his arms around my waist. He yanked me forward, and several of the shoots ripped. But now they were growing faster and faster, and dozens of them extended towards me, grasping my feet and legs. It took only seconds for them to cover my lower half completely. The vines twined around my waist like a python. They weren’t constricting, but they held me firm. And they were steadily pulling me down to earth.


      I wasn’t going to win this fight.


      My eyes fell heavily on Andre. “You need to let me go.”


      “Never.”


      The shoots slid up my torso, now covering Andre’s hands as well as my stomach. I didn’t know if the vines would take him too if he refused to let me go. And if they did, then he would come to hell with me.


      I couldn’t let that happen.


      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. I threw my power out.


      It slammed into him, ripping him from me and sending him flying back twenty feet.


      “No!” I heard him bellow.


      The ground dipped as it began to suck me under. The vines wrapped around my arms, pinning them in place. They crawled up my neck and into my hair. Ugh, what a way to go.


      I caught one last glimpse of Andre, pushing himself up to his feet. And then the vines slid over my eyes and pulled me under completely.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 10


      Gabrielle


      The journey down felt much, much worse than the one up. The roots that sucked me into the earth now squeezed me tightly, cutting off my air and circulation. The devil lied; I wasn’t immortal, and I was going to die.


      Just as true panic set in, I felt something inside myself release. My body seemed to lose form until I was nothing more than consciousness falling farther and farther from everything that I knew and loved. I cried out, not from pain, but from the terrible emptiness that filled me.


      After what felt like ages, my feet finally made contact with solid ground, and I was whole once more.


      I dropped to my knees, staring at the onyx floor. I knew where I was before I glanced up. I could smell the brimstone and ash … and the fear, and the despair.

    


    
      Back to this wasteland.


      Shoes clicked against the polished floor.


      “Barvo, bravo, consort.” The devil clapped a couple times, the sound echoing in the cavernous room. He stopped a foot away from me.


      “You did well—for your first day,” he said, staring down at me, and those unnerving eyes of his seemed to see into my soul. “Destroyed law and order, spilled blood, brought my servants to Earth.”


      “You knew that would happen?” I asked. “That my blood would create them?”


      “Mmm. They’re there to guard you and do my bidding.”


      Months ago, the devil wouldn’t have thought to have his demons guard me. Since then, something had changed. Even the fact that he mentioned protecting me before he mentioned the other ways his demons served him … it said something about where I stood in his mind. Had he noticed the change?


      I rose to my feet and fought the urge to take a step back. He was dangerous enough when he simply wanted to kill me. I didn’t know what to do now that I could see hints of a conscience.


      He stepped forward and I backed up. “You’ve been a naughty little siren.” His tone changed, and I could feel the heat of his wrath. “I know you’ve been with Andre since you went topside.” He crowded me until my back hit an obsidian wall.


      Here comes my punishment. I was ready for it.


      Pluto’s arms came up, trapping me between them. “You insolent little thing. My wife doesn’t get to fuck other men. Even here in hell we have standards.”

    


    
      “I wasn’t here in hell.”


      His hand shot to my neck. “Don’t try to play me at my own game.” He squeezed lightly, his face contemplative. “Perhaps it’s time I show you what happens to my vampires.”


      I reached up to dislodge his grip, but it might as well have been a shackle. Behind him, the room dissolved away, and then we stood outside his palace, right where the flames began.


      A line of fire spit and crackled in front of me, the light from it dancing along my skin.


      Pluto released my neck. “Follow me.” He turned and strode right into those flames. It reminded me of the first time I’d seen him, my childhood home going up in smoke. Even then he watched me. Even then he knew.


      My feet refused to move.


      “Don’t make me come and get you, consort. You won’t like it.”


      “I’m not going in there.” Repercussions be damned.


      A moment later, the fire blasted out at me, engulfing my body in flame.


      Well, that was one way to end the stand-off.


      I screamed.


      He wants to trap me here like the rest of his prisoners.


      But as the seconds ticked by, I realized that the fire didn’t scorch me. In fact, if anything, it felt cool.


      Hellfire doesn’t burn me.


      That couldn’t possibly be good.


      A hand clamped around my own, and the devil loomed over me, looking far too handsome for a monster. His hair swept back from his face and his eyes glittered. Inside them the flames danced, and I realized this fire was just as much a part of him as the siren was a part of me.

    


    
      “Stop being melodramatic and come, my queen.” My skin crawled at the title. Not just a queen, but his.


      My gaze bored into his back as he led me through the fire. He was being nice to me again—or at least not overtly hostile. Even his grip on my hand was gentle. It made my heart pound. I knew the devil, being the devil, would punish me for sleeping with Andre. It was an insult to him to have his mate stray. If there was one person who wouldn’t tolerate that, it was him.


      So why the unnecessary kindness?


      Like usual, I couldn’t figure him out.


      We traveled for what felt like an eternity. I couldn’t see anything beyond the flames, but the devil must’ve because he never once hesitated as he led us forward.


      Right in the thick of the flames, the screams of the damned vibrated against my skin. I flinched as I felt someone’s hot breath. I swiveled to see a wisp of a man—nothing more than a shadow, really—writhe in the flames. He was almost completely gone, all but his voice. I had a feeling that was the last thing that went.


      What happened to a person once there was nothing left?


      “They become the fire.” Pluto answered my unspoken question.


      So the tormented turned into the tormentors.


      “And ash,” he continued. “Some become the earth and walls of this place. And some become demons. It all depends.” I sensed a rising giddiness coming off of him. That and a flash of something else, something I didn’t have a name for.

    


    
      Suddenly, he stopped. “Here we are.”


      The devil stepped aside, releasing my hand, and I finally got a good look at what he’d been so eager to show me.


      Another screaming soul. But not just any soul.


      My knees went weak as I stared at the man who raised me and then saved me the night he lost his life … and his soul.


      Santiago Fiori, my father.


      “D-dad,” I said, stumbling forward.


      He didn’t react. His eyes were wild, moving over me as his body contorted. He screamed and screamed, and the sound sliced through me.


      I reached for him. I needed to save him from this; I couldn’t bear to see another second of his pain.


      “Ah ah ah,” the devil said, stepping in front of me. “I can’t let you do that.”


      “Let him go!” I had to avert my eyes He’d endured this for over ten years. Over ten years. I couldn’t even imagine.


      This is what happens to those that try to help me.


      “And what do you propose I do with him once that happens?” the devil asked, coming up behind me.


      I turned to him and gripped his arms. “Free him,” I begged.


      The devil pulled my hands away from him and cupped them in his own. “His soul will either crumble to dust, or if it’s rotted enough and he’s wicked enough, he will become a demon.”

    


    
      I shook my head vigorously. “I don’t believe you.” I sucked in my lower lip, my eyes watering. My father continued to shriek, the sound unbearable.


      “And why would I lie about this?”


      “Because you don’t want to help me.”


      “You’re right,” he admitted. “I don’t feel very moved to lessen your father’s suffering after you spent the evening with another man. I’m sure even to measly humans that’s a fair enough reaction. And I do lie—when it serves a purpose. This doesn’t.”


      “Please,” I begged, my tears dripped down my cheeks only to evaporate in the infernal heat. “You are the devil, you can save him!”


      “I’m not the deity that saves things. I’m the one that punishes them.”


      “Please,” I repeated, even though I knew it was useless.


      “Take a good look at your father, consort. This is what will happen to your beloved Andre when he dies. Should you choose to screw the vampire again, I’ll make sure his death is swift and soon, and I will make him suffer like none of my souls have suffered—and I will make you watch.”


      Heaven help me, I believed him.


      I stared at my father. His screams blended with those of other damned souls. It would break me, watching Andre burn. Watching this was already breaking me.


      Before I was aware of my actions, I reached for my father once more.

    


    
      Pluto caught my wrist. “What are you doing?”


      I couldn’t take my eyes off of Santiago. “Saving him myself.”


      “No,” he said.


      “I’m not asking your permission,” I snapped, tearing my gaze away.


      Our surroundings changed so suddenly I stumbled. A split-second ago I stood amidst flames, and now I was back in the obsidian palace, in our bedroom.


      The devil pushed me back. “You dare much, challenging me like that,” he said, his eyes flashing. “I didn’t bring you there to free your father. I brought you there to snuff out whatever foolish ideas you have about the vampire king.”


      He stepped in close. “And if you don’t, it would give me great pleasure to prove to you just how ruthless I can be. I promise you, the stories don’t do me justice.


      “Are we understood?”


      I worked my jaw. After a second, I nodded.


      “Good.” Hades lifted a strand of my hair and rubbed it between his fingers. “Now, you will change out of your clothes and dine with me—and you will eat.”


      I scowled at him, telling him wordlessly how much I hated him.


      He tugged on the lock of hair he held captive. “Little bird, give me your hate. It makes me strong. And once I use it all up, we’ll see what lies buried beneath it in that heart of yours.”

    


    
      I thought he would leave while I changed out of the clothes Andre had given me.


      He didn’t.


      Instead, his hands dropped to the buttons of his shirt. He began undoing them one by one.


      I cleared my throat, and he raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”


      “You wanted me to change.”


      He looked me up and down. “I still do, and you’re not moving fast enough.”


      I backed up as those hands of his continued to unbutton his shirt. “Yeah, but I want a little privacy.”


      “You are my wife. We will not hide our bodies from each other.” To punctuate the thought, he shrugged his shirt off, and I saw way too much pale, muscled skin. On earth, Hades appeared thin. But here, where he didn’t bother masking his true appearance, he had far more muscle.


      I backed up until I’d plastered myself against the far wall.


      He sat down on a side chair by the window and sighed as he unlaced his shoes. “You still aren’t changing. I think someone wants me to remove her clothes for her.”


      “I’m not going to change when you’re in the room.”


      He glanced up at me as he pulled off a shoe. “Little bird, your skittishness is bringing out the predator in me. If I were you, I wouldn’t show any signs of weakness. Then again,” he continued to assess me, “I like hunting tricky souls.”


      Hades had given me plenty of warning. I might not like the current situation, but the devil didn’t make idle threats either. I needed to change, or he’d do it for me.

    


    
      “Where’s the clothing I should change into?” I asked.


      He nodded to an armoire. I headed over to it and opened it up.


      The entire thing was filled with those same gowns. “I’m beginning to sense a pattern here.”


      “Your wardrobe will change when I decide it will.”


      Right.


      I yanked a random dress from the rack and threw it on the bed. Time to get this over with.


      Grabbing the edges of my shirt, I lifted it over my head.


      His eyes smoldered, and I swear the flames in them brightened as he watched me. “And the bra,” he said.


      “This isn’t a strip tease.”


      His lips curved up, but he didn’t argue with me, so I didn’t bother removing the bra. If he really wanted me to remove the garment, then we’d just have to duke it out.


      Despite my words, this felt exactly like a strip tease. I could feel the touch of his gaze the entire time I changed. Only once I’d tugged the dress over my head did he resume undressing himself.


      He pulled off his socks. “You might as well get comfortable changing in front of me. We’ll be doing a lot more than just that very, very soon.”


      I bit back my fear. He hadn’t tried anything yet, but he was the devil, the lord of the Underworld. Give him enough time and he would.


      He turned away from me to retrieve a new shirt from a dresser adjacent to my own.


      I sucked in a breath.

    


    
      His back was the only part of him that lacked any sort of perfection. Two painful looking scars sliced down either side of his spine.


      Where wings once were. This thing had once been an angel.


      The flesh was stained a burgundy color, and it didn’t lay flat. Broken bone and scar tissue rested beneath it.


      Without meaning to, I crossed the room and reached out.


      “Don’t.”


      I ignored him—never a wise move—and ran my fingertips over the lumpy, discolored tissue. He shuddered but didn’t stop me.


      Vulnerable. He was definitely being vulnerable, and it was doing strange things to our connection, like urging me even closer.


      “These look like they still hurt,” I said.


      “Sometimes they do.”


      I ran my palm over them, and whether unconsciously or not, the devil tilted his head back under my touch, his hair brushing against my face.


      He swiveled and caught my hand. Bringing it up to his nose, he breathed in my scent.


      “Why are you being nice to me?” I asked, staring at our entwined hands.


      “What makes you think I’m being nice?” At his words, the atmosphere in the room changed completely. Now he felt like a threat.


      I pulled my hand from his grip and backed away.


      Faster than I could react, he grabbed my chin, squeezing it tightly.

    


    
      He stared at me long enough for me to squirm. Long enough for me to realize that he was the devil, and my soulmate, and I was trapped in a room with him.


      Our connection throbbed. I’d felt that familiar pulse before, I knew that what usually followed was something physical. In this, I was more knowledgeable than the devil.


      I closed my eyes and swallowed. A moment later, I felt his lips brush mine. I could only barely taste the brimstone on them.


      His free hand angled my head towards him.


      “Kiss me back, my queen,” he said, his lips moving against mine.


      I shook my head.


      “You think I won’t punish your vampire for more than just your infidelity? The moment you displease me, I swear to you I will.”


      A shudder worked its way through my body.


      So that was how it was going to be.


      If Andre were here, he would’ve told me to fight the devil, no matter what might happen to him. That was what soulmates did, they protected each other. And I’d always protect him, regardless of the personal cost.


      My stomach churned as my lips began to move against the devil’s.


      Wrong, wrong, wrong! my mind screamed, but my connection seemed to approve. As did the siren.


      Traitorous bitch.


      The devil’s hold on my chin softened. The kiss lasted far too long, and I felt dirty from the inside out.

    


    
      Finally he broke away, and I gasped out a breath as his lips left mine. He looked breathtaking, which only made me feel more conflicted. His face was one you should trust, one that you wanted to forgive of any wrongdoing because he appeared incapable of it. It would be so easy to give in to that pull, and if I lived here long enough, without anyone but the devil and his demons to keep me company, it might happen.


      No. Fight for your humanity, Gabrielle. Don’t let him have that last part of you.


      “You’ve given me human urges, consort. They’re weaknesses, but I can’t say I regret them.” His thumb skimmed over my lower lip. “Not at all.”

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 11


      Gabrielle


      Ten minutes later we entered the dining room. Two place settings had been set out at the end of the table, along with trays full of an assortment of breakfast items. It’d been over twenty-four hours since the devil took me. In all that time, I hadn’t slept. The urge to had disappeared along with my mortality.


      The urge to eat, however, had not. I hungered more now than I ever had—for food, for blood, for violence, for power. It was just one more twisted aspect of who I now was.


      Our chairs had been angled so that we could face each other while we ate. I slid into my chair. A plate of French toast had already been placed in front of my seat. Hades also had a plate of steak and eggs waiting for him.

    


    
      Not what I was expecting.


      “Were you hoping for a rotting corpse?” he asked, clearly listening in to my thoughts. “Sorry to disappoint. I only eat corpses on Wednesdays.”


      “Ha-ha.”


      “Oh, she laughs!” he said. “You’d almost had me convinced you were incapable of it.”


      “Me incapable … ?” I asked incredulously. “You’re the one who doesn’t feel the full spectrum of emotions.”


      “Careful,” he warned me, all playfulness gone from his voice.


      The devil picked up a gold chalice, twirling it while he watched me. “Eat,” he commanded.


      I lifted the fork and knife and stared at the French toast. Did I dare?


      “Eat.”


      Again, I found myself out of options. I cut into the toast, dipped it into the cup of syrup left next to it, and brought it to my mouth.


      This better not screw me over.


      I ate it, surprised to find it tasted just as good as the French toast I’d had on earth.


      “Well?” he said, lifting an eyebrow.


      “Well what?” I asked, my voice snarkier than it should be when talking to the king of the damned.


      “You can be so tedious,” he muttered. “How is it?”


      I took another bite by way of answer. After I swallowed, I added, “It’s good.”


      The devil leaned back in his seat and sipped his drink, smiling over the rim of it. “This pleases me.”

    


    
      I’ll bet it did.


      Thinking about my own damnation made me think about my father’s agony. Poking at my food, I couldn’t dispel a thought that’d taken hold ever since I’d seen him.


      “What is it?”


      I glanced up at him sharply.


      He studied me. “Go ahead, get whatever it is off your chest.”


      I took a deep breath. He was just going to lie to me.


      He covered the hand that held my fork. Let us set aside deception for the moment, wife.


      My throat worked. I set down my utensils. “Is my biological mother—Celeste—down here?”


      The devil held my gaze. His hand tightened over mine. “No, she isn’t.”


      “You swear?” I whispered, blinking back moisture from my eyes.


      “I swear on my immortal life, she is not.”


      My breath left me in a shudder. I gave him a tight smile and nodded. It was as good an answer as I was going to get from him, and oddly, I believed him. Something in me loosened at the realization that Celeste’s soul was free of hell’s torment.


      We ate in silence. Every so often Pluto’s leg would brush against mine, and I’d tense as our bond flared up. Pretty soon those touches and the tug of our bond were all I could concentrate on, and they were driving me insane.


      I needed to distract myself.


      I forked another bite of French toast, studying it as I spoke. “When were you first aware of my existence?” I asked.

    


    
      He put down his knife and fork. “You wish to know more about me? About us?”


      I nodded. The truth was, at the moment, I could hardly think of anything outside the two of us.


      He leaned back in his chair, scrutinizing me. “I first learned of your existence thousands upon thousands of years ago.”


      When he saw my shocked expression, his lips turned up.


      “You thought that because you weren’t born, you hadn’t existed?” He touched my nose endearingly. “You still have a thing or two to learn about gods.”


      “And the first time you saw me?”


      “Before or after you were born?”


      “‘Before’?” I asked. “Before what?”


      He opened his mouth to reply, some strange mixture of emotions dancing in his eyes.


      I shook my head. “After. Tell me about after.”


      He kicked his heels up on the table, crossing them at the ankle. “I was there the moment you were born.”


      “You were?” What was that odd emotion I felt? Unease? Disbelief? Something far kinder?


      “I have never left your side. Not really.”


      There was something oddly touching and vastly disturbing about that.


      “Out of all the things I have done, that disturbs you?” he said. He swung his legs off the table and leaned forward. “You were my fated mate; do you really think I wouldn’t keep an eye on you? I am not where I am today by luck alone. There’s a reason only one fallen angel rules hell when many reside here.”

    


    
      I discreetly swallowed. “Are you an angel?”


      “You’ve seen my scars. What do you think?”


      “The fates refer to you as Pluto.”


      “They do,” he agreed.


      “So, which is it?”


      His pinched his lower lip, scrutinizing me. “Are you familiar with ancient Egyptian mythology?”


      “Not really,” I said. And by not really, I meant not at all.


      “The ancient Egyptians knew something that your modern culture doesn’t.”


      “And what’s that?” I hated to admit that I was actually intrigued.


      “Contradictory myths can coexist. The Egyptians had multiple beings and multiple myths for the same deity, and they had many neighbors who believed in still more deities with more myths to accompany them. They believed these were all aspects of the same gods. I am Pluto, and Hades, and the devil, and Osiris, and many, many other gods.


      “I am whatever people believe me to be, and my image adjusts as such. That’s why Morta told you to think of me as Pluto.”


      When he saw my face, he smirked. “What? You didn’t think I knew about that? Or that you’ve been chanting it to yourself almost constantly since I took you?”


      It didn’t escape my notice that the devil openly admitted to taking me, and he didn’t show an ounce of regret over the matter.

    


    
      The devil leaned back in his seat once more, his face smug. “So you wanted to know all about my fascination with you.”


      “That’s not what—”


      “Ask away.”


      I huffed. My mind was still reeling from all that he’d just admitted. I breathed in deeply, pulling myself together. I did want to know more about the devil. If I was going to be stuck down here, I needed to know the enemy.


      “I’m not the enemy.”


      “Stop that!”


      “Reading your mind? Then stop throwing objectionable thoughts out there.”


      Oh my Go—


      The devil hissed his displeasure.


      —odness. Oh my goodness.


      “Have you ever cared about me?” I asked.


      “What an absurd question, little bird. Of course I cared for you, and I continue to. If I didn’t, you wouldn’t be sitting across from me, asking your inane questions.”


      “You know what?” I pushed out of my chair. “Forget this.” I didn’t need to sit here with the devil as he lobbed insults my way.


      The devil stood up with me, and faster than I could follow, he was in front of me, pushing me back into my chair.


      I sank back into my seat, glaring at him as I did so.


      “You are not to leave until this discussion is over, and it is not over.” He flicked his wrist, and his chair dragged itself over. He sat down, so close that he trapped my knees between his.

    


    
      He captured my hand and threaded his fingers between mine. I was holding hands with the devil. I was holding hands with the devil.


      “And you like it,” he said. “Now, should I tell you about the time that hateful girl, Sarah Boffington, tried to steal the necklace I gave you?”


      I recognized the name and the instance he was referring to. There was only one problem.


      “The necklace you gave me?”


      Back in junior high, a certain Sarah Boffington returned a birthday gift of mine that went missing, but so far as I could remember, she hadn’t tried to steal it and the devil hadn’t given it to me.


      “The locket with the rose,” he said.


      “I know which one you were talking about,” I said. “My mother bought it for me.”


      “You really think your mother could afford a necklace like that?”


      Before I had a chance to answer, he continued. “She couldn’t. Not at that time. She barely had enough money to pay her mortgage and the bills that month.”


      I stilled. “What?” He couldn’t be speaking the truth.


      “Your mom had been laid off months before, and she was running low on money.”


      I squinted at him. “How did you know … ?”


      “Because, little bird, I watched you, and I intervened when she couldn’t fully provide for my future queen. And on your birthday that year, she really couldn’t.”


      What he was telling me was absurd. It had to be a lie. The devil wasn’t like this. He wasn’t thoughtful.

    


    
      “I protect what’s mine,” he said, playing with my hand. “And I wanted you to treasure something I’d given you. So I stepped in and left the present for your mother. By then she was very aware of my anonymous donations.”


      “She was used to you paying for me?” What he was saying blew my mind. It called into question my entire perception of my childhood.


      “Oh yes,” he said. “Now that we’ve cleared that up, back to the story: Sarah took the necklace from your locker.”


      I’d lost it during gym class. I’d taken it off and placed it in my locker. I’d assumed it’d fallen between the grates, or that it got caught on something and dragged out. I’d searched our school’s Lost and Found and talked to the janitors. I was broken up over losing it.


      Sarah had been my friend, and she’d known my lock combination. And I’d never suspected.


      “I had someone talk her into returning it to you,” he said.


      My stomach dropped. “What did your men do to her?”


      “Nothing you should worry about, consort.”


      Riight.


      But I couldn’t concentrate on Sarah in the midst of this huge revelation. Before I’d even decided to come to Peel, before vampires and soulmates and magic, there’d still been this other side to my life, a secret world where the devil moved his players and pawns around to accommodate me.


      My mind was officially blown.


      “I ended up losing the necklace a year ago when I went swimming in the ocean,” I said absently.

    


    
      “And I retrieved it.” The devil lifted a fisted hand. He tilted it to the side, and out slid my locket.


      My lips parted as I stared down at it. The obsidian rose set into it was identical to my memory of it. I withdrew my fingers from Pluto’s other hand so that I could turn the locket over and over. It was the same piece of jewelry, down to a nick on the back of it.


      With shaky hands, I opened it. Inside, the pictures had changed. Instead of my mother and me, there were two new photos. One was of me and the other was of the man in front of me. Our faces were tilted towards each other’s so that it looked like we gazed at one another, and we were smiling. I couldn’t even fathom where or when he got the photos.


      My connection throbbed at the sight.


      I closed my eyes. “Why?”


      When I opened them, I found him studying me.


      “Perhaps I will share a story with you every morning,” he said. “Maybe then that look in your eyes will stay.”


      Crap, I had a look in my eyes?


      He rose. “Here,” he said, “let me put it on you.”


      Before I had a chance to object, he took the necklace from my hand, and then he was behind me. Light fingers brushed the hair away from the nape of my neck. I swear they lingered longer than necessary, long enough for me to reach out and scoop my hair up from his grasp.


      I heard the soft scrap of metal as the necklace latched. Then his hands fell to my shoulders and his lips brushed my ear. “I imagined doing this many times, fastening my locket around your pretty neck.”

    


    
      I shivered, and his fingers trailed over the gooseflesh.


      A demon entered the room through the open archway, interrupting the moment. Judging by his beauty and his stern features, this was one of the fallen. “There’s a matter that requires your attention,” he said, addressing Pluto.


      The devil’s lips returned to my ear. “I imagined this moment, and I imagined it ending differently.”


      Oh shit.


      The devil’s hands released me, and he straightened. “We will speak again later, consort. Until then, continue to familiarize yourself with your land.


      I grabbed his wrist as he turned to leave, and he looked back to me.


      “Thank you,” I told him, because it needed to be said, “for returning my locket.” And for all those other times you helped me and my mother.


      I couldn’t read the expression he leveled at me. Eventually he gave me a slight nod. His gaze dropped to my lips, but he didn’t step forward. “Until later,” he said, and then he was gone.


      I drew in a rough breath. The evilest being in existence provided for me when my mother couldn’t. He’d even gone to the trouble of buying me a birthday present.


      I glanced at the ruby ring Andre had given me. It had survived the transition from earth to the Underworld, and now I wore two pieces of jewelry, one from each of my soulmates.


      What in the hell was I going to do?

    


    
      After I finished breakfast—because, hey, even the queen of the damned has got to eat—I returned to our bedroom. Only, when I entered, I found that I had guests, a whole slumber party’s worth of them.


      “Whoa,” I said, still clutching the doorknob. That was the only response my mouth could form.


      Shirtless incubi stretched out on the bed. Those that couldn’t fit on it leaned against it. There was so much skin, so little material, and so many roving hands, it took a second for my eyes to process it all.


      At the sound of my voice, their attention snapped to me.


      “Welcome, consort,” said an incubus that was in the middle of the dogpile on the bed.


      “Uh …” Seriously, the world needed to prepare you for situations like this because I had no clue what I was supposed to do. I only knew that I was a few hot seconds away from losing my ever-loving shit.


      I began to back up and close the door when I bumped into someone behind me. I swiveled around and—


      Aww, crap. There was another one herding me in. He nudged me inside the room and closed the door behind us.


      “Now,” the man at my back said, “we can finally give the queen a proper welcome.”


      A proper welcome? I already knew I wasn’t going to like this.


      The one closest to me took my hand and attempted to lead me to the bed. He didn’t get very far.


      I snatched my hand back. “I’m, um, not interested.”

    


    
      “Not interested?” the incubus cocked his head. The others peered up from the bed where they reclined.


      Oh God, oh God, oh God. Seriously, what was I supposed to do? It was easy enough to kick them out of my bed when I knew I’d wake up and they’d disappear. But here in hell, they weren’t going to just vanish.


      I heard one of the incubi on the bed whisper. “Perhaps she only wants one of us at a time?”


      Seriously, this place was whacked.


      “Do you not like our forms?” another asked.


      God, this really was the nightmare that never ended.


      “What? No, they’re fi—”


      Before I could complete my thought, they changed en masse to women. And there were suddenly boobs everywhere.


      I couldn’t help it, I shrieked. “Oh my God!” They winced at the name. “That’s not natural!”


      “Her skin lit up at the change,” one said to the others. When they refocused on me, the succubi became incubi once more.


      I let out a small noise, and damnit, my skin did flicker with my surprise. One approached me and reached out. I slapped away his hand. “Don’t touch me.”


      “You are not pleased? We live to please.”


      I was backing up into a corner of the room, and the incubi crept closer.


      “Listen, I already have two men in my life, and that’s one too many.”


      “Then women it is.” Their forms shifted again.


      “Will you please stop that?” I begged the room as a whole. They came even closer.

    


    
      “The devil will hurt all of you if you so much as lay another hand on me,” I said.


      “It can be our secret.”


      “He can read my mind.” Why was I trying to reason with them?


      For the first time since I entered, they looked uncertain.


      “And even if he didn’t, I don’t want any of you.” I should’ve just ordered them out right from the get go, but to be honest, these demons didn’t seem malicious, just a bit … horny. Also, it would be nice to not make enemies on day two. I bet in hell, enemies were very bad thing. I also bet these were the nicest demons here.


      “Truly?” one replied.


      “Truly,” I said.


      “If the queen does not want us,” one said to the rest, “then we should leave.”


      The others murmured their agreement, and they filed out of the bedroom. I practically sagged against the wall once they were gone.


      Fuck my afterlife.


      “Dinner,” growled a winged, red-eyed demon, entering the library where I was tucked away. Of all the types of demons I’d seen, this one appeared to be the most common. They were the devil’s lackeys and the only ones that formed from my blood.


      “Not hungry,” I said, returning my attention to my book, not that it was much more interesting than the creature in front of me. Hell needed to upgrade its reading material. This demonic stuff got old after a while. There were only so many ways you could describe torturing a person, and though I’d definitely give some of these guys an “A” for originality, the subject was getting repetitive.

    


    
      I’d just flipped the page when the demon yanked me up by the arm.


      “Hey!” I protested, the book falling out of my hands.


      He began dragging me out of the room.


      We’d already done this jig before, and I was noticing a habit forming here, one where I got pushed around. I needed to set some boundaries, stat.


      “I said I wasn’t hungry. Now, let go.” I tugged against his uncompromising hold.


      It was as though I hadn’t spoken. The demon’s stride didn’t even slow and his grip didn’t lighten.


      My power rose, building like a storm beneath my skin. I could taste it at the back of my throat.


      I thrust my hand against the demon’s ashen chest and shoved the energy out, blasting him backwards. He hit the wall, shards of obsidian chipping off at the impact.


      He slid to the floor, and I heard him growl. Then he was back up on his feet, stalking towards me, his expression murderous. I could see plainly that he was no longer interested in quietly dragging me off to the devil. He wanted my blood on his hands.


      A series of daggers lined the walls of the library. Lifting my hand, I called one to me, using my power to pull it from its post across the room and into my hand. Andre’s training came back to me, and I relaxed my muscles as the demon charged at me.

    


    
      I stood my ground as he closed the distance. At the last minute I ducked and slammed the dagger beneath the demon’s ribs, shoving it up with my considerable strength. It cut through flesh and bone and hit his heart.


      Above me the demon choked. Weakly he swiped at me, his claws slicing across my skin. Ignoring the pain, I shoved the knife farther into him. He swayed, and then his body slid to the side, collapsing next to me.


      I rose, wiping the black blood onto my dress and scowling down at the demon.


      “Well done, consort.”


      My head snapped up. A moment ago, the creature and I had been alone. Now, however, the devil stood in front of me, a legion of demons at his back. They filled the room, watching me curiously.


      Pluto turned his head to the side, addressing the beings behind him, “Look at how fierce my queen is,” he said. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was bragging. “Take note—this is how she deals with dissent, and I will not stand in her way as she metes out justice.”


      I narrowed my eyes at him. Convenient how he showed up after the fight was over.


      His lips quirked.


      The demons at his back scrutinized me, some appreciatively, others apprehensively.


      “Now,” he said to our audience, “leave us.”


      In the next several seconds they dissipated into wisps of smoke, and then they were gone completely, leaving behind only the smell of sulfur.

    


    
      Sliding his hands into his pockets, the devil strode over to the felled demon. A pool of black blood grew beneath the creature.


      “Is he dead?” I asked.


      “No, but after his impending stay in the dungeons, he will wish he was.”


      I cocked my head. “You set this all up, didn’t you?”


      “My dear,” the devil said, turning his attention to me, “even I can’t predict how a demon will act. I only knew that this one right here didn’t much like women.”


      “And, knowing this, you decided to have him serve me.”


      He studied me, his hands still in his pockets. “You think I am cruel.”


      I gave an empty laugh. “I know you are.”


      The devil’s heels clicked ominously as he crossed the room, stopping only a hair’s breadth away from me. “The Underworld is the most dangerous of all the realms. It’s built on power, and that power is derived from pain. Who gives it, who receives it. You are a teenage girl fresh from earth with one of the purest souls hell has ever seen.


      “So, yes, I arranged this. I waited, and I watched, and I made sure when you delivered justice, other demons were here to witness it. You need to be seen as strong independent of me or else no one will respect you.”


      What he said made a frightening amount of sense.


      He held out his hand. “Now, dinner?”


      “I already told your servant, I’m not hungry.”


      “Perhaps you mistook that for a request. It was an order. Now, dinner.”

    


    
      When I didn’t immediately take the devil’s hand, he grabbed mine, and the room dissolved around us, replaced with the dark dining room.


      So much for me asserting my will.


      I sighed. I needed to pick my battles better.


      Place settings now covered the entire length of the table, but the platters of food rested only near the two chairs at the head of it.


      “Do other demons eat here?” I asked, eyeing the table.


      “Sometimes,” the devil said, leading me to my chair.


      I tried and failed to imagine anything as civilized as demons eating together.


      After I sat, he took his own seat, once again angling it towards me. He stared at me for several seconds, a small smile playing on his face.


      “What?” I said.


      “You sit at my table, reside in my palace, and will soon warm my bed.” My cheeks heated at that. “After all my waiting and after so many tried to stop me,” he pulled a grape from one of the platters and rolled it between his fingers, “I am gloating.” He popped the piece of fruit into his mouth.


      “That’s what you call being a sore winner,” I said.


      “All talk of soreness and winning should involve my bed and less clothes.”


      I looked to the ceiling and silently beseeched it for deliverance.


      He watched me as he chewed. “Speaking of beds, you didn’t let the incubi seduce you.”


      I raised my eyebrows, though by now I shouldn’t have been surprised. This was his realm. Even if he hadn’t grabbed the thought from my mind, he likely had eyes everywhere in this place. And he’d already admitted to watching me.

    


    
      I swallowed. I couldn’t trust anyone here, not even myself. And there were things I knew, sensitive things. If he learned of them …


      I stopped that thought in its tracks.


      “You’ve pleased me greatly,” he continued. “You’ve only been here little more than a day, and already you’ve punished a demon who sought to control you and disarmed a band of incubi bent on seducing you.”


      “I live to please,” I said.


      His sharp eyes caught mine. “Do not speak falsehoods.”


      I couldn’t look away from him, but the more I stared, the stronger our connection pulsed. “I didn’t think you of all people would mind a lie.”


      “Do you want me to be that man? The Deceiver? Just tell me and I can be every horrible version of myself.”


      I couldn’t answer that, not when his mesmerizing eyes drew me in. Who was this god, who could be so awful and still have another side to him, one that lured me in?


      He must’ve felt the shift in my emotions, must’ve sensed how weak I was in that moment. He leaned forward, closing the distance between us.


      Before our lips could meet, that howling wind blew through the dining room, knocking over place setting after place setting. Glass and porcelain shattered as cups and plates hit the walls and floors. The screaming souls circled me.

    


    
      “The worst timing …” he muttered. “We’ll resume this later,” he promised. “Be good,” he said. “Don’t fuck any vampires.”


      In what world was telling someone that normal?


      “In hell,” he answered, winking at me as the wind lifted me into the air.


      He stood and gave me a salute with his wine glass. “Remember, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. And last, but not least—happy hunting.”

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 12


      Andre


      The moment he awoke, Andre nearly choked on the pain in his heart.


      Gabrielle’s gone once more, and she’s siphoning my soul away along with hers.


      His last vision of her had been frightening. Those corded vines wrapped around her, sucking her under.


      He rubbed his sternum, pinching his eyes shut. The bond soulmates shared might be made of nothing more than magic, but its absence physically hurt. Centuries of violence had taught him to handle pain, but … there was no preparing for this.


      He forced himself off his bed, pushing past the vampires that had hauled him inside yesterday, after Gabrielle was dragged back to hell.

    


    
      Gabrielle.


      If this evening was anything like the previous one, then she’d be back on earth, wreaking havoc on the righteous. He straightened his posture and strode down the hall. He could only hope history repeated itself.


      He found his human servants clustered in his conference room. They’d dragged some additional screens inside, and each played a different news clip. Unfortunately, none of them were of his soulmate.


      “Any sign of her?”


      “None since you went to sleep.”


      Not surprising, but damn him and his illogical hope. He’d gotten so used to being around her that every second that ticked by without her was one he lamented.


      My mate was right to be worried, Andre thought as he watched the news. Mortal news. For the last several centuries, the supernatural world had done a decent job cloaking itself from regular humans. But now it’d spilled over.


      On the screen, demons set fire to buildings, dragged people out of their cars and high into the air only to drop them. Some had attacked leaders and important political figures. And what they weren’t doing, their human servants were. Organized crime had apparently ballooned within the last day.


      Andre stroked his lower lip as he watched, his brows furrowed. Something larger than Gabrielle was going on, something she may or may not know about.


      “The seer and the fairy?” he asked one of his men.


      “They left hours ago.”


      Andre turned to him. “Where did they go?”

    


    
      “Sir, we don’t know.”


      “What do you mean ‘you don’t know’?” Andre’s voice had gone quiet.


      The man flinched, hearing the promise of violence in it. He opened his mouth but nothing came out.


      Andre helped him. “The next time those two leave without a tail, I will hold you personally accountable.”


      Andre’s phone rang. His mouth tightened when he saw who was calling.


      “Where is she?” he answered.


      “In a half hour, I’ll have instructions for you,” Leanne said. “If you want to ensure Gabrielle’s safety, I’ll need you to follow them to the letter. Until then, stay at Bishopcourt.” The line died before he could demand answers. He dialed her number only to be sent straight to voicemail.


      My God, did no one fear him anymore?


      Andre squeezed the phone tightly, then threw it across the room. It hit the wall, shattering into bits of plastic and metal. He threaded his hands over his head and stalked back and forth.


      How dare she ask him to just wait. He stormed out of there. He needed to kill someone.


      Gabrielle


      Heat scorched me as my body forced its way up, my cold skin drinking it in greedily. Magic and power vibrated through me.


      Since I’d arrived in hell, I’d wondered what exactly I was—not quite a vampire, not quite a siren or a human.

    


    
      I understood now. My existence was a twist on the myth of Persephone, who supposedly came to earth for half the year. Instead of half the year, I came for half the day. I bet if I timed it too, it would be near twelve hours exactly.


      Damp earth pushed me out, and I gasped in a lungful of air. Beneath me the ground shuddered, as though it wanted to throw me off its back. My hands dug into grass and soggy soil as I hunched over and caught my breath. The place smelled like old bones and rot and … my friends.


      “Took you long enough, Corpse Bride,” Oliver said.


      I looked up to see him leaning against a large tombstone.


      He eyed me and whistled. “Girl, you put the ho in hobo.”


      “Knock it off Oliver,” Leanne said. She knelt off to the side, tarot cards spread out before her, the knees of her jeans already soaked from kneeling for too long.


      “What? I’m just making an honest observation.”


      From my surroundings, it looked like we popped up in a cemetery. I shivered, and not from the early evening chill.


      The sense of not belonging was worse today. I hated that I felt more like myself in the pits of hell than I did here.


      I bowed my head, letting my hair curtain in front of me as my face crumbled. The need for violence called to me. I knew it was tied up in the devil and the sick bond between us, a bond that even after only two days I was tired of fighting.


      “Gabrielle?” Oliver called, the sassiness gone from his voice.

    


    
      “Give her a moment,” Leanne said.


      I removed my hands from the dirt, noticing that the grass near them flattened out. A wave of rage swept through me at that, and I breathed in and out through my nose, trying to control the dark emotions flooding me. After several seconds the anger dissipated.


      “Where are we?” I cleared my voice after I spoke, my voice hoarse.


      “Saint Keverne’s Cemetery, Oldcastle, Ireland,” Oliver answered. “Seems as though you like to show up along Otherworld entrances.”


      That made some sick sort of sense. Otherworld entrances were those areas where realms overlapped, points on ley lines where creatures could travel between worlds and within one.


      “And what does the mother of demons want to do tonight?” Oliver asked. “Imprison more Politia members, create more little demon babies? Go get drunk and yell at random people—that’s my personal choice.”


      I focused on Oliver. Yesterday I’d run around, first meting out vengeance, and then returning to my soulmate—


      A guttural sob rose up my throat, and I forced it back down.


      I can’t go back to him. Not unless I wanted him to incur the devil’s wrath any more than he already had. And yet each day he died a little more, now that our bond had broken, and each day my humanity stripped away a little more.


      We’d made promises to each other not to give up. He kept on living despite his deep desire to join me in hell.

    


    
      I could fight whatever it was I felt for the devil. And I would, not just because I made Andre a promise. He was my soulmate, and all the best parts of me loved all the best parts of him. And we embraced all the terrible aspects of both of us because those, too, made us who we were.


      I drew in a shuddering breath and wiped my hands off.


      I might have to avoid Andre for now, but I wouldn’t fall quietly into this fate, no matter how easy that would be, and no matter how badly certain parts of me wanted it.


      And the first step was getting some answers.


      Leanne made a noise. “Peel Academy, Gabrielle? Really?” she said, reading my immediate future in the cards. “That’s one of the least safe places for you to be.”


      “I need to get inside,” I said.


      There were two people I’d wanted to meet with, and the first was there.


      “Seriously, this is your worst idea ever—and not one of the fun ones, either,” Oliver said as we walked past the storefronts that faced the shore. Ahead of us, Peel Castle jutted out into the water, looking decrepit.


      “Ignore him,” Leanne said. “He’s just bummed that he won’t get to hang with you this evening.” Next to me, Oliver grumbled.


      Leanne had dropped that little tidbit shortly after I’d made my plans known. According to her visions, I wouldn’t be seeing my friends again until tomorrow evening.

    


    
      Probably for the best. I still grappled with my violent emotions. I didn’t want them to have to see me like this, or worse, be the victim of one of these moods.


      When we came to the end of the street, where we were to split up, we stopped.


      Oliver wrapped me in a hug. “I’m still pissed at you,” he muttered as he held me close. “Just do me a favor and stay safe so that I can be annoyed with you without feeling like an asshole.”


      I huffed out a laugh. “I’ll try.”


      He let me go, and I gave Leanne a tight hug. The affection soothed some of the hollowness in me.


      I stepped away from her.


      “We’ll see your skanky ass tomorrow,” Oliver said.


      I nodded and turned to go.


      Leanne caught my hand. “Wait.” She opened her mouth, searching for the right words before she spoke again. She gripped my hand tightly. “Please trust me when I tell you that I’m doing everything I can to help you.”


      I nodded, giving her a tight smile. My eyes had begun to water—bleed—whatever. “I know.”


      “I need you to hold that knowledge tight, even when things seem senseless.”


      “I can do that,” I said softly.


      She gave my hand a final squeeze. “Good,” she said, her own eyes watery. She let me go and grabbed Oliver’s arm. “We’ll see you tomorrow then.”


      I watched them walk away, the mist rolling in behind then, before I resumed my trek up to Peel Academy.


      As I headed towards the front gates, the enchantments of the place brushed up against my skin. Most of them were meant to keep me and other dark beings out. At first it felt like gentle resistance, but as I got closer it felt as though I slogged through water, and when I closed in on the castle grounds, it felt like moving through molasses.

    


    
      The gates at the front of the school were closed. On the other side of them professors had gathered. Someone or something had alerted them of my presence.


      “Back away, Gabrielle,” Professor Nightingale warned.


      I was the bad guy. I got that. But seeing and hearing an old teacher of mine stand against me still cut deep.


      I kept setting myself up for disappointment.


      “I need to get inside. There’s someone a need to speak with,” I said, fighting to keep my calm demeanor. Already I was awash with anger that anyone would stand against me.


      Behind the teachers, some students had gathered. Among them I saw Doris, an old nemesis of mine. She leaned in to speak with the group of girls, her eyes glued to me. An adult came by then and shooed her and the other lingering students inside.


      “You’re not coming in here, sweetheart,” Professor Nightingale said. “Not without a fight. Turn around now before anyone gets hurt.”


      The ground beneath me began to rumble. I couldn’t control it, this rage. It was too big for my body. It built and built beneath my skin. I lifted my arms, and the professors began to shout.


      The ground trembled, pebbles tinkling away from me. High overhead, the clouds rolled in, and all around us I could hear the surf crashing into the cliffs surrounding the academy, the force of it growing with each wave.

    


    
      The professors yelled at me to stop, but I was much, much too far gone to stop now.


      I closed my eyes, my jaw clenching as the power became a physical pain inside me. It needed an exit.


      All at once, I released it.


      For a split second, the night was quiet. Then my power blasted against the metal gates, the boom as loud as thunder. With a crack, the gates split apart like overripe fruit, and the enchantment dissolved into the air.


      The wicked part of me wanted to revel, but the part that was still human simply passed through. My thoughts were on other things.


      Fate. Redemption. Salvation. Controlling this unnatural anger bubbling through my veins.


      A good several seconds went by as professors recovered from the shock of seeing their main defense ripped away. Once they recovered, their attention turned to me.


      “Don’t.” That was the only word I could bite out against the torrent of anger and bloodlust riding me.


      They didn’t listen.


      The hits came from several directions. I couldn’t tell who was responsible for each, but it didn’t matter. My fury didn’t have a specific target. It lashed out like some great unseen hand, sweeping them off their feet. I didn’t want to stop there. I wanted to tear and rent and rip—


      I forced the rage back and instead pinned the professors to the dewy grass so they wouldn’t follow me.


      Just like the main entrance, the doors to the library gave me grief. Briefly. I was thankful that I could focus my unbridled rage on an inanimate object. My energy poured out, ripping the doors and hinges, and stripping the building of its enchantments.

    


    
      “Well you certainly know how to make an entrance,” Lydia Thyme, better known as the fate Decima, greeted me when I stepped inside. Peel’s head librarian and the middle of the three fates sat on one of the couches scattered throughout the room.


      She assessed the doors behind me. “It’s going to take me hours to put those enchantments back in place.”


      My limbs were jittery with the need to use my power again, and my skin glowed as the siren stuck close to the surface. Without looking, I forced the broken doors back into place and used my power to seal the entrance shut.


      I sat on the seat across from her, and it was an effort to even appear relaxed.


      “You want answers,” she said.


      “I do.” I need them, badly. “I don’t want to be this way,” I admitted.


      “What way?” she asked.


      “Dead. Evil. Immortal. His.”


      Decima shook her head. “Those are dangerous words. He could be listening even now.”


      I sucked in a shaky breath through my nose. “So you know how much I’m risking by being here and telling you these things.”


      “Mmmm,” she agreed. “What if I told you that what you want is impossible? What if I told you that there was no way out of your situation?”

    


    
      “I would find someone else who would tell me something different.”


      “Dangerous, dangerous words,” she muttered. And then, in the silence of the library, Decima began reciting the familiar riddle. “Daughter of wheat and grain, betrothed to soil and stain, your lifeblood drips, the scales tip, but will it be in vain?


      “Child of penance and pain, dealer of beauty and bane, a coin’s been flipped, the scales tipped, nothing will be the same.”


      Hearing the words spoken unnerved me more than they had when I first read them.


      “That poem is about you,” she said. She leaned forward in her chair. “You know there is one more stanza, don’t you?” Behind her the candlelight flickered.


      I shook my head.


      She began to recite once more. “Queen of souls of slain, prisoner of ash and flame, heaven dips, the world rips, the future is yours to claim.”


      This time, the back of my neck prickled, like unseen eyes watched me. “So I have a choice after all?” I asked, hoping I interpreted that last bit of the poem correctly.


      “You do,” she said. “I am not Nona. I will not steer you away from Pluto. But nor am I Morta, who would steer you towards him. I can give you council, but not much else.”


      “Then tell me what I need to do,” I said.


      “You already know what you need to do,” she replied.


      My anger slipped its muzzle briefly. I wanted to scream. Or throttle her. My fingers started curled inwards.


      So, so messed up.

    


    
      Decima sighed. “You remember Jericho,” she stated.


      “I was going to meet with him next.” He’d been the second person I wanted to speak with.


      She leaned back against the couch. “Unlike me, he has an agenda.”


      Well, that was nothing new. “Everyone has an agenda.”


      She smiled. “True.” She studied me for a second. “You know, Nona, Morta, and I made you for him.”


      We were no longer talking about Jericho.


      “A thousand upon a thousand years ago we crafted you from the threads of time. You were made for him. And he was meant to please you.”


      I didn’t say anything to that. I didn’t even bother thinking on it. I knew where I stood on that front.


      “As unlikely as it all seems, he was always your intended. The vampire was the mistake.”


      “Andre was not a mistake.”


      She pinched her lips together but didn’t contradict me.


      BOOM!


      My head snapped around just in time to see the doors ricocheting from the aftereffects of a magical hit. Reinforcements had arrived.


      My blood sang the thought of another brawl.


      “Go. Jericho will help you,” Decima said, pulling my attention back to her.


      “That’s not the only reason why I came here.”


      A spark of understanding flashed in her eyes. “I thought you wanted nothing to do with him.”


      “Can I borrow a computer?” I asked her.


      By way of answer, she gestured to a row of them that lined the wall. “I’m not going to hold off the authorities,” she said as I moved over to one of the computers, “and I don’t know how much longer that spell of yours will hold,” she said, eyeing the door.

    


    
      I’d woven a spell?


      “It’ll hold,” I reassured her.


      I slid into the seat and shook the mouse. The home screen was already up. I clicked onto the Internet and typed a single name into the search bar.


      Asiri.


      “If you wanted information on Asiri, you should’ve just asked.”


      “Stop reading over my shoulder,” I said, not looking away from the screen.


      “I’m not,” she said to my back, and I could hear the amusement in her voice.


      Fate, my mind whispered. She could see my future better than Leanne did. I searched and searched, but all that came up were links to nonsense.


      Lydia handed a book over my shoulder. “This you’ll find more helpful.”


      “Thanks,” I muttered.


      The Book of Forgotten Names, Vol. XXVII


      BOOM!


      The broken doors shook again, and I funneled a bit more of my power to them.


      The book was thin and clothbound, the color a washed-out black. I thumbed through the yellow pages and skimmed the table of contents for what I was looking for.


      There it was, third chapter. Asiri.

    


    
      I flipped to it and read the first paragraph: Asiri was an ancient Egyptian name for Osiris, the god of the Underworld. Aside from his proper name, the god was also referred to as “Lord of Love,” “He Who is Permanently Benign and Youthful,” and “Lord of Silence.”


      I reared back from the text. “‘Lord of Love’?”


      “That is why I remain undecided,” Lydia said quietly.


      I glanced up at her.


      “There once was virtuousness in him. Apparently, there still is. That he shared this name with you is a good sign. Every time you invoke it, you lend it power, restorative power.”


      “What are you getting at?” I tightly clenched the book. Two sentences was all it took to unbalance me completely.


      “Even gods are malleable. Bad to good, good to bad, they strengthen and weaken based on our belief in them. And,” she cupped my chin, “your belief in him is especially important because he will rise or fall to it.”


      Just like what Morta said all those weeks ago.


      I held her gaze for several seconds. “You mean he really is capable of good?”


      “Yes.”


      “And what happens if he … changes?”


      “That is what the world is holding its breath to find out. ‘The future is yours to claim.’”

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 13


      Gabrielle


      I was so, so troubled.


      Leaving a monster, that was one thing, but leaving a being so capable of good he was once considered the Lord of Love? And I might have the power to coax that love out of him?


      I’d seen hints of this side of him, I just hadn’t trusted them. Should I trust them now? What would it mean for the world to have a god like Osiris reigning hell?


      I ran a hand through my hair and drew in a shuddering breath. I pushed all thoughts of him away as I dropped my spell and the broken doors of Peel’s library collapsed.


      Outside, supernaturals were losing their ever-loving shit.


      Someone had released the professors I’d pinned to the earth, and since I’d visited Decima, the number of men and women waiting for me had tripled.

    


    
      Helicopters hovered overhead, circling and circling, their search lights directed on the school’s lawn. The patrol cars and tanks had returned. The Politia was back. Apparently they were gluttons for punishment.


      Gingerly, I stepped over the splintered wood.


      A spell slammed into me, knocking me back into the doorframe. Another followed on its heels, and another. My eyes fluttered at the onslaughts, and I gripped the doorframe until wood splinted.


      I could taste magic in my mouth, bitter and acrid, and feel it sizzle against my skin. They’d upped their game this time, adding spells against me.


      I was going down. They’d finally found a way to incapacitate me. I drew in a raspy breath when something changed.


      Like flipping a switch, the pain that assaulted my body turned into a current, and the current became power. I clenched my jaw as I pushed myself up, ignoring the sharp burn I felt on the pads of my fingers when I cut myself on a jagged edge of the debris.


      Surge after surge of power flowed through me, each one headier than the last. I glared at the swarm of supernaturals pitted against me. They backed up as I stood, some lifting their hands threateningly and others tightening their grips on their weapons.


      Spells continued to smash into me, and I braced myself against the force of each. My body greedily sucked up the pain, fueling my power. They were strengthening me. I didn’t understand how or why I could now do this, but I did know that this was decidedly bad for my enemies.

    


    
      I steadied my breathing and focused on the silence inside myself. All those faces staring back at me, twisted with hate and fear. And beyond them, the faces of students who peered through their dorm windows, watching with horror and curiosity. I wanted to end each and every one of their lives.


      I dug deeper within myself, beyond the seductive power that whispered into my ear.


      Remember who you are. Hate would never end hate.


      My power continued to build inside my veins, and it felt like I was sinking deeper and deeper, the pressure pushing me in from all sides.


      Break the cycle.


      Closing my eyes, I listened to the air moving in and out of my lungs. I didn’t want them to die. I just wanted to end this.


      Inhale.


      The power was going to crush me.


      Exhale.


      Like a damn breaking, it flowed out of me. That howling wind that consumed me back in hell now blew past me, knocking supernaturals over like dominos.


      “You will not harm me,” I commanded. My voice projected over the wind, and guns and bare hands lowered. “Now, you will sleep, and you will not wake up for another hour. And once you do, you will realize that I didn’t harm you when I could’ve.”


      One by one, their bodies swayed as their eyes closed. Knees crumpled and bodies collapsed onto the soft grass of Peel Academy’s lawn.

    


    
      I sauntered past them, making a point not to rush. Deep inside the buildings, I could hear students running down the halls, descending down stairs. Probably eager to avenge the adults that protected them.


      I waved my hand and barred the doors and windows. I hadn’t put dozens of supernaturals to sleep only to face another wave of them.


      Behind me, I heard the flap of wings. I’d forgotten all about cutting myself. While I’d been distracted, another demon had taken form.


      I turned in time to see it rocket into the sky and head straight for one of the prone supernaturals.


      “No,” I commanded, my skin flaring. “They are not to be harmed.”


      He hovered in the air. “Everyone not with us is to be harmed,” the creature said, speaking in Demonic.


      “If you lay a hand on them, I will kill you and send you back to hell.”


      “I take my orders from the Boss,” the demon said, his voice unnaturally low and gravelly. He resumed flying towards the sleeping supernaturals.


      Now I did allow myself to relish my fury.


      I threw a short burst of energy out. It slammed into him, knocking him off course. Bending down to the nearest officer, I picked up the man’s gun, belatedly noticing the blond hair. I caught sight of the smooth expanse of cheek peeking out beneath the familiar mop of hair.


      Oh, Caleb …

    


    
      We both made our beds, and now we had to lie in them.


      The gun that Caleb had trained on me I now trained on the demon. “Last chance,” I warned.


      “Fuck off,” the creature said, not scared in the slightest.


      He should be.


      I aimed and pulled the trigger, and I didn’t stop firing until I’d emptied the entire clip into him.


      He screeched, stumbling first to his knees and then to his stomach. I headed over to him, picking up an abandoned knife along the way.


      I stood over him, watching him choke on his own fluids.


      His spit black blood at my feet. “The Boss won’t be pleased that you stopped me,” he said.


      “He won’t be pleased that you didn’t listen to my order.”


      The demon gave a thick, choked laugh. “You’re just his consort. Once he gets what he wants from you, he’ll cast you aside. Then you will be at our mercy.”


      My tenuous hold on my anger slipped. Quick as lightning, I stepped behind him, grabbed his head, and dragged the knife across his neck.


      I released him and stood up, a grimace on my face. His body turned to smoke and ash, the black blood evaporating away.


      “You have made enemies of the minor demons.” Decima’s voice came from far behind me. She stood outside the door the library. “It was kind of you to spare the supernaturals. Kind, and telling. The demons know you are rebelling against your nature. I fear this does not bode well. Not at all.”

    


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 14


      Gabrielle


      I left Peel Academy, unnerved by Decima’s final warning.


      It shouldn’t have surprised me that a taxi idled a little ways outside the school grounds. Leanne had likely coordinated this too. I walked up to it, and sure enough, the window rolled down and the taxi driver asked, “You the girl that called for a ride to Douglas?”


      I nodded.


      He eyed my dress and bare feet. He shook his head and said, “Get in.”


      Half an hour later he pulled up to Jericho’s Emporium. I got out, realizing then that I didn’t have money to pay for the fare or the driver’s tip. But as soon as I slammed the passenger side door shut, the taxi took off.


      I guess Leanne had paid for it too. I’d need to thank her when I saw her next.

    


    
      The streets of Douglas were utterly abandoned. It was late at night, but in the past there’d always been people milling about. I eyed the streets nervously before I realized that I was the most dangerous thing out here.


      I walked up to the store both excited and nervous about what came next. Jericho would have more answers for me, but that was not the only reason I was here. Over fifteen years ago my mother had bought me my salvation in the form of a quill, and she paid for it with her life. I was finally here to collect.


      But as soon as my hand curled around the doorknob, power blasted me back. I flew through the air. My teeth clicked together painfully when I crashed into the street. My body skidded along the rough asphalt, tearing open skin like tissue paper. Blood seeped onto the ground, and I heard the telltale sizzle of it burning. In a few short seconds a demon would rise from the ground, a demon who’d know exactly where I was.


      If these creatures knew who and what Jericho was, then celestial quill or no, the devil would figure out what I was up to.


      I’d need to kill the creatures, but if I did so, it would still look suspicious.


      Damned if I do, damned if I don’t.


      Just damned. Period.


      This needed to be fast. I turned my attention back to the building. Now that I stopped to really pay attention, I could sense the enchantments. The place was steeped with them. I probed them with my power only to be met with ironclad resistance. Unlike the Politia and Peel Academy, these weren’t the kind my magic could break.

    


    
      “Jericho!” I shouted. “Let me in!”


      Nothing stirred. I couldn’t sense the man even now. Perhaps he legitimately wasn’t there. I still needed that quill.


      Consort, what are you doing here?


      Well, crap.


      I could hear the beat of wings in the distance.


      What. Are. You. Doing. Here?


      I ignored the voice. I didn’t dare think about my plans.


      Jericho is the enemy.


      So he did know who and what Jericho was, and he knew that he owned this shop.


      He’s your enemy, I clarified.


      That was the wrong answer, he said ominously, his voice curling itself around me.


      I realized then that he hadn’t known that I was here seeking out Jericho’s help. I could’ve been here to destroy him.


      But now the devil knew that wasn’t the case.


      Double crap.


      The wingbeats sounded closer. I glanced above me.


      A mistake.


      Three demons descended from the sky, heading right for yours truly. Another had just finished forming where I’d last spilled blood.


      I turned back to the building. “Jericho!” I shouted. “Let me in!”


      Nothing.

    


    
      “Jericho!” I came all this way, and he wasn’t even here.


      Me and my terrible luck.


      The demons grabbed me then, their claws digging into my skin. I threw my power out, knocking them off.


      Four demons coming for me not even a minute after I spoke with the devil? That wasn’t a coincidence. This was the devil’s doing.


      The four regrouped and began circling me. Before I could so much as devise a strategy to take them out, I heard the slick sound of swords unsheathing.


      I rotated just as the demon at my back shrieked. Twin blades glinted in the moonlight. Then they were gone, and the demon’s body slid apart. A second later it dissolved completely.


      I’d barely made sense of this first death when I heard the growls and shrieks of the others. Their attacker’s form was a blur, but I didn’t need to make out his shape to know just who it was.


      The last of the demons melted away to smoke, and behind them Andre stood, breathing heavily.


      He lowered his swords to his sides. “Soulmate,” he said, “I’m fine chasing you, but you have to let me catch you a time or two.” He said this all playfully enough, but the hardness in his eyes told a different story.


      “How did you find me?” I asked.


      Shit, shit, shit.


      He shouldn’t be here, and I shouldn’t be talking with him. Dangerous enough to be two-timing the devil. But to be near him at all after the devil’s warning …


      In one smooth movement Andre slid his swords back into their sheaths. “Leanne told me you’d be here.” He sauntered forward. “She also told me you were avoiding me.”

    


    
      That narc.


      “Are you, soulmate?” He peered down at me.


      I couldn’t lie to him. “Yes,” I said softly, the word catching in my throat.


      “Christo.” He looked away, running an agitated hand through his hair. “Why?” he asked, glancing back at me. He tried to mask the hurt in his voice, and had we not once shared a bond, I might’ve missed it. But I knew him almost as well as he knew himself. Andre was having a rare moment of insecurity.


      My throat worked. It took several seconds to gain control of my emotions enough to speak. “Because the devil threatened to kill you.”


      Andre’s eyes softened. “Soulmate, he does not have the power to do so himself, and no creature on this planet has both the balls and the ability to face me down.”


      He came forward, and I backed up. At the action, he frowned. It wasn’t often that I moved away from him.


      The softness fled from his eyes, and something hard and scary entered them. Something a whole lot like determination.


      “You insist on protecting me, but you won’t let me protect you,” I said.


      “This is not protecting me,” he said, indicating the space between us. “This is destroying us from the inside out. You think you do me any favors by staying away?” he asked, his voice dropping dangerously low.

    


    
      “Of course I do.”


      “No, my love,” he shook his head. “You’re putting distance and apathy between us.”


      “Andre, I need to protect you while I try to get myself out of this situation. And if I can’t …”


      “If you can’t, then you’re planning on resigning yourself to an eternity by the devil’s side instead of mine,” he answered for me.


      Had that been my plan?


      He nodded to himself. “I suppose you think that I’m going to be hurt enough to leave you here alone with your guilt and despair.”


      “Stop it,” I whispered. He knew me too well.


      He took a step closer, our chests brushing, and cupped the side of my face. “I am not some fair weather lover,” he said. “You gave me your body, and you gave me your heart.” His eyes gleamed as he spoke, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say he was trying to captivate me.


      “What’s more,” he tipped up my head. “I gave you mine.”


      He shook me gently. “We do this, over and over and over. You push me away when you need me the most. You fight my overprotectiveness—and I get that it’s an issue. I’m working on it.” He flashed me a rueful smile. “But this cycle? It ends tonight. Right now. This time, you and I are going to do things differently.”


      “But the devil—”


      “The devil has wanted my soul and all those connected to me for a very long time, and I’m still here. He’s had seven hundred years to claim it, yet he hasn’t. Don’t be fooled by any pretty lies he’s spun, soulmate.”

    


    
      Damnit, he had a point.


      “The worst has already happened,” he continued. “You’re trapped in hell for half of every day, and it’s breaking you.”


      I opened my mouth, but he spoke over me.


      “It is,” he said. “I can see it on your face, I watched it play out on the news, I can hear it in your voice, I can even smell it in your lies and your guilt. The person we need to worry about most is you.”


      He took my hands in his. “Now, this is what’s going to happen: You are going to stop running from me and stop protecting me. You’re going to yell at me when I infuriate you and I’m going to rage. And then we’re going to make up and continue on because that’s what soulmates do. We’re going to figure this out together. And so long as you love me, you are going to greedily—selfishly—accept my love. Even if that means putting me in the devil’s line of fire.”


      I pinched my eyes shut. I wanted to protect him—desperately so. But I was also trying to protect my heart from something so powerful that if I lost it, I might never recover.


      Before I could object, his lips were on mine.


      It wasn’t a question whether or not I was going to kiss him back. My mouth moved against his, and he pulled me against him, clutching me tightly. I almost cried out my relief. I had resigned myself to not having him so long as I was the devil’s, and I’d felt the ache of his absence every hour since.

    


    
      Clearly our bond wasn’t everything; it hadn’t stopped either of us from trying to protect the other. My bones ached from his absence inside of me. Having him at my side was a close alternative.


      “I’m not giving you up, soulmate,” he said when the kiss ended. He still held me in his arms. “I will never give up on you. I’m just hoping that one of these days you’ll realize that I am more stubborn than you are.”


      For the first time that night, I smiled, and the action caused him to smile, the corners of his eyes crinkling as he did so.


      A strange lightness took root in my chest and it bubbled up my throat. I tilted my head back in Andre’s arms and laughed for the first time since I’d been taken. Had I ever wondered why people fell in love? This was why.


      “Ah, that laugh. Soulmate, it makes me believe all things are possible.”


      Andre and I were so wrapped up in each other, neither of us registered the heartbeat until it was too late. One moment it wasn’t there, the next it was.


      A hand fisted in my hair, jerking my head back. A metal blade pressed against my neck. It happened so fast that I hadn’t realized that someone wanted to slit my throat until after the knife sliced across my skin.


      “For my son,” the man hissed, and then he was gone, along with that heartbeat of his.


      Had I been in any position to think on it, I would’ve recognized that voice as Byron Jennings’. But I only had eyes for Andre. His shocked expression must’ve mirrored my own.

    


    
      I grabbed at my neck, only to feel it slick with blood. The liquid drenched my hand in a matter of seconds as my arteries pumped it out. It dripped down my hands and into my clothes, and I heard it hiss as it hit the ground.


      “No.” Andre lunged for me just as my legs gave out.


      He cradled me in his arms as my blood continued to spill. My wound hadn’t healed. It should’ve. Weakly I reached for Andre’s hand. I caught it, only for it to slip away, so slick my hands were with blood. Pain should’ve assaulted me—and distantly I could feel it—but I think I was in shock.


      Andre rocked us. “Stay with me, love.”


      I reached for his hand again.


      My vision was fading, and I couldn’t speak. I tried forming words on my lips anyway. Keep fighting. I—love—you … soulmate.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 15


      Andre


      The moment he was sure her spirit had fled, Andre curled his body over hers, and he began to weep. He’d gone from one of the highest highs since she’d returned to … this.


      Hopelessness.


      His body shook with the force of his sobs as he crushed her to him. Her arms hung limply at her sides. So much had been asked of her—of them both. He let himself be weak now that she was gone. Taken. This time by a mortal hand.


      Around him dozens upon dozens of demons formed. He stayed there rocking her body in his arms long enough for several rounds of them to rise from the ground. He ignored them and they ignored him. One by one, they flew off into the night to torment the innocent.

    


    
      He didn’t care. His bloody tears dripped onto her skin.


      All I want to do is join you, soulmate. Fighting that impulse took more work than he’d let on earlier.


      The earth shifted beneath him. Andre thought nothing of it until the first vines sprouted between cracks in the asphalt. They grew fast, deepening the fissures in the street as they did so.


      “You can’t have her.” Andre’s hair began to lift. If he lost control now, he might never regain it. The thought appealed to him.


      The ground shifted some more, splitting the street open. The vines grew and stretched, and Andre tightened his grip. He didn’t want to let her body go. There were people out there, people who could coax life back into the newly dead. Pay or threaten them enough and they’d do it.


      The plants slid over Gabrielle’s body, avoiding him entirely. Andre attempted to rip them off only to have more sprout and tether her to the earth. He yanked his soulmate away from the unnatural plants, and to his great horror, rather than breaking, the vines sliced into his soulmate’s skin.


      Skin he’d spent months memorizing. He could trace each and every contour of her body. He knew all her angles and the shape of her smile. He’d committed to memory how she felt in his arms and precisely how they fit together.


      Letting out an anguished cry, Andre stopped trying to free her and simply stared down at her body cradled in his arms.

    


    
      “This was never how it was supposed to be between us, my love,” he whispered. Her dying over and over again and taking bits of him with her. Maybe that was how he was destined to enter hell—little chunks at a time.


      He knew death, had seen it claim mortals over and over again. None of it could’ve prepared him for hers.


      The earth opened up and vines tugged his mate’s body out of his arms. He pulled a knife strapped to his belt and slashed at the roots. He fought the vines to the bitter end. It didn’t change anything. The earth still claimed her. It sucked her down and the ground resettled.


      Andre placed a fist to his mouth to stifle the sobs shaking his body.


      There was no one here to witness this. No one save for him. This girl that no one could stand to look at. Her end shouldn’t be like this—murdered on some abandoned street. Just like her mother. Killed and discarded like someone’s trash.


      Andre had to shut his mind against these thoughts before they destroyed him.


      He now had another face to add to her list of enemies, a face he’d seen before. The man was a Politia officer and a shapeshifter. It had to be Caleb’s father, based on his features and what he’d said.


      The loose bits of asphalt vibrated against the street. He’d hunt down both Caleb and his father, then he’d kill the man’s son before his eyes.


      Pieces of the broken street had lifted off the ground.


      Only once he knew the pain of losing what he most loved would Andre kill him—or maybe he wouldn’t. Right about now death seemed like a godsend.

    


    
      “Andre?” An old man hobbled out of the store he knelt in front of.


      He almost didn’t react to his name. Not until he smelled the divinity of the being.


      The fury he’d nurtured had found a target.


      He swiveled to face the man. “You coordinated this.” Andre’s hair lifted, and the bits of gravel and loose asphalt lifted higher, beginning to swirl around him.


      “I assure you, I did not,” a weak, raspy voice replied. “I do, however, want to rectify the situation.”


      “You cannot, old man,” he said, his eyes returning to the disturbed earth. All at once his power abated and the rocks and asphalt fell to the ground. “No one can.”


      “Yes, it does appear you lost this particular battle. But you and I are angling to win a war, not a battle.”


      Andre stood, a severe frown on his face. The impulse to follow his mate into the ground was nearly impossible to drown out.


      She is immortal. She will come back. She must.


      “The devil is trying to seduce your mate,” the man said. “What is worse, his efforts are sincere.”


      “Who are you?” Andre asked.


      “An ally.”


      “Gabrielle has no allies.” None except for him and her two friends.


      Andre took a step forward. “You have told me who you are to Gabrielle,” Andre said, “but I still don’t know your name, and thus, who you are to me.”


      “Jericho Aquinas, the owner of this store,” he pointed to the dusty storefront behind him, “and the keeper of a valuable object that belongs to Gabrielle.”

    


    
      Andre’s eyes narrowed on him. The name rang no bells, and it should’ve. He made it his business to know powerful beings.


      “If you will please come in,” the man said, motioning to the door. “And hurry.” He looked up and down the block. “Our business needs to go unnoticed by all parties.”


      “If this is a trap, I won’t hesitate to cut you in two, angel.” As it was, Andre’s unholy power had a tight grip on him, and it wasn’t letting up.


      “Messenger,” the man corrected. “Angels are the sword of God. I am the mouth. I do not wish to be compared to them.”


      Andre wasn’t yet convinced the distinction had any merit. But Gabrielle had also faced off angels and still been intent on coming here, to Jericho’s Emporium.


      Andre inclined his head. “Lead on.”


      The man wheezed a laugh and clapped him on the shoulder. “You aren’t half bad, for a damned thing.” He turned on his heel and headed inside, his joints stiff from age—or so he’d like others to assume. The scent of holiness poured off of him.


      “Why trap yourself in such a withered body?” Andre asked, following him inside.


      “Perspective.” The man’s voice was a husk of what it should’ve been. “There is no vanity to distract me from my purpose here.”


      “And what is that purpose?”


      The man gave a shrug but said nothing.

    


    
      Andre took in the grimoires that lined one of the store’s walls. Rows and rows of seemingly benign knick-knacks lined the room. But the dusty looking glass to his right was actually a prized perception mirror. And the rusted daggers laying on the shelf next to him always landed where they intended.


      “How did Gabrielle find you?” Andre asked, his eyes roving over a magic carpet as he followed the messenger to the back of the store.


      And why has she never mentioned you to me? he wondered. It was his own fault, he supposed. Andre had found her leaving this store only days ago. He should’ve probed more then.


      Jericho mounted the stairs, his breath coming in pants. “She followed bread crumbs.”


      Immortals and their puzzles; they loved nothing more than to make the worthy work for their messages. “What did she find?”


      The messenger didn’t speak until they’d stopped outside a door. “A means to her salvation.”


      “Don’t give me hope, old man,” Andre growled. He couldn’t bear it. Gaining his mate only to lose her again.


      The celestial pulled out a key, but made no move to open the door. His voice dropped. “But that is exactly what I am giving you. What I’m about to entrust to you must remain the most heavily guarded secret you’ve ever kept. Not even the devil has eyes into this place, and I’ve taken pains to hide from him what you’re about to take. The seer’s shroud still flows through your system, yes?”


      “It does.” The potion Hestia gave him would wear off in several weeks. Until then, it hid him from the eyes of seers.

    


    
      “That is fortuitous for it will hide you from the devil’s sight as well. The seer’s shroud no longer protects Gabrielle, as you might’ve guessed from the earlier ambush. She is the least safe from the devil and his spies, and that is why I am putting what rightfully belongs to her into your safekeeping. If the devil suspects anything, he will now come for me. So, I ask you again, can you guard what I’m about to give you with your life and keep it a secret?”


      Andre gave a sharp nod, growing more curious about this object by the moment.


      When Jericho opened the door, Andre leaned into the blast of magic that hit him. The old man shuffled over to a shelf, grabbing an object cloaked with canvas. He set it on the table and removed the material.


      Dios mio.


      Andre hadn’t paid much attention to this particular detail in Gabrielle’s note. The item that could save her. But the proof stared back at him.


      Irrefutable.


      “It’s real?” Andre studied the iridescent feather trapped in the glass case.


      “I plucked it myself,” Jericho said.


      A celestial quill. Salvation indeed.


      Andre hadn’t even known one to exist anymore. Truth be told, he’d thought such things were myths. Even his soulmate’s letter couldn’t convince him otherwise. Hope, after all, was a dangerous thing.


      “This is Gabrielle’s?”

    


    
      Jericho inclined his head. “Nona and her mother paid a great price to procure this for her some time ago. It’s been hers ever since.”


      “Tell me how a quill like this works,” Andre said.


      “Simple. All it takes is ink, a piece of paper, and a heart’s desire. It’s not how the quill works that’s at issue. It’s keeping the existence of it a secret that will be difficult. Creatures of both heaven and hell would rebel if they knew she owned such an object.”


      Andre rubbed his lower lip. “Why is that?”


      “The queen of the damned requesting a favor of God?” Jericho gave a husky laugh. “The possibilities could be catastrophic for either side, depending on the request.”


      “But you’re not worried,” Andre stated, watching the messenger carefully.


      “It is not my place to cast worry,” he said. “But She isn’t, and that’s good enough for me.”


      “Why can’t God just hear Gabrielle’s complaint without use of the quill?” This method of requesting God’s favor seemed uncomfortably close to buying indulgences, those papers that granted absolution.


      Jericho began packing the feather and its glass case into a duffle bag. “God works in mysterious ways.”


      “That is not an answer, old man.”


      “It was a kind reminder that you are out of place to question Her motivations,” he said as he worked.


      “You cannot scare me into complacency. Why?”


      Jericho stopped packing to meet Andre’s gaze. The two stared at each other for a long minute. Then the withered edges of Jericho’s face crinkled into a smile and a wheezy chuckle. “God wants all Her loyal followers to respect the decision. Angels and other celestial beings will not question the validity of a plea made with this quill.”

    


    
      Men of peace and their regulations. Andre felt an odd sense of camaraderie with hell. They handled things by right of might.


      “And God will listen?” Andre asked.


      “She is already doing so.”


      Andre folded his arms. “Then why are angels attacking my mate?”


      “Because it takes masterful trickery to outmaneuver the devil, and God is well aware of this.”


      That could mean that angels were in on heaven’s plans, but more likely, it meant that God was going rogue on this one, and only a select few, like Jericho and now Andre, were aware of it. Either way, they’d continue to attack Gabrielle.


      This conversation was not helping Andre’s black mood.


      Jericho zipped up the packed duffle and handed it to Andre. Before the messenger let it go, he said, “A word of advice: Gabrielle should not use this until the time is right, and you should not make it known to her that you have possession of it. Otherwise, she’ll be the devil’s. Forever.”

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 16


      Andre


      Sunrise was less than an hour away when Andre returned to Bishopcourt and hid the celestial quill. Once he’d done so, he strode down the hall, ignoring the vampires that approached him.


      He headed to the guestroom where Leanne was staying and flipped on the room’s dim lights. He stalked inside.


      “Mine eyes,” Oliver said, blinking past the glare. The seer groaned next to him.


      Sharing one room, one bed, when they’d been given two. Was this how modern men and women interacted?


      “You better be looking for some late night nookie,” Oliver said, “or else—”


      Andre interrupted the fairy. “One does not command me in my own home.”

    


    
      “Andre?” Leanne’s head popped out of the comforter.


      She, too, fell silent as she took him in. Gabrielle’s blood still stained his clothing and he was sure a bit of madness twinkled at the back of his eyes. Now was not a time to piss him off.


      “What’s up?” She gathered the comforter to her chest.


      “If you want my continued protection,” Andre said, “you will take me with you tomorrow when you retrieve, Gabrielle.”


      Oliver eyed him up and down. “Much as I would enjoy that, she’s an earlier riser than you.”


      “I don’t fucking care. You either do this, or be at the mercy of the Politia.”


      Things were going to happen a little differently from now on.


      Gabrielle


      A finger traced my lips.


      I blinked my eyes open. Pluto sat on the edge of the bed I laid on, watching me intensely. My pulse jackknifed at his nearness.


      “Home early, I see,” he said.


      I sat up, my mind jogging back. I didn’t remember the return trip, not like yesterday.


      I let out a squeak when I realized all I wore was a see-through teddy and skimpy lingerie beneath it. “Who dressed me?”


      “I did.” There was no apology in the devil’s voice.


      “You saw me naked?”

    


    
      A hungry look entered the devil’s eyes. “I did.”


      Breathe, Gabrielle. “Did you … ?”


      “Touch you while I was at it?” Pluto finished for me. “That does happen when you remove clothes. Did I violate you? No. When you become mine, I want you aware and enthusiastic.”


      My body reacted in vastly inappropriate ways to his words, and our connection jolted. Even the siren stirred. Having my head and heart and body all at war with each other totally sucked.


      Hades sensed my reaction. He leaned over me, drawing closer and closer.


      He’s going to kiss me.


      I couldn’t do it. Not so soon after I’d left Andre’s arms. I swear I still felt his fingers on my skin and his taste on my lips.


      “What happened to me?” I asked.


      His mouth was a hair’s breadth away from mine, and I could see him weighing the benefits of ignoring my question.


      “Asiri.”


      His eyes shuttered and he pulled away. “A mortal slit your throat.”


      I reached for my neck, but the skin there felt smooth.


      “It wouldn’t stop bleeding,” I murmured, remembering.


      “The blade was cursed to prevent you from healing. Otherwise, you would’ve survived it.”


      My hand fell to my side. “Am I dead?”


      “You are immortal. So no, you are not dead.”

    


    
      I met Pluto’s eyes. An inferno flickered at the back of them. Something about the devil was … off. An agitation lurked beneath the smooth façade.


      “What is it?”


      Anger welled along our connection. “Don’t presume to understand me,” he snapped.


      Tou-chy.


      I began to get up. He pushed me back down, his face inscrutable. “I’m not done with you.”


      “Done with me?” My heart began to pound.


      I’d pushed him too far, using his old name like that. And now here we were on a bed with me wearing no more than strategically placed lace, and crap, I might have bigger things to worry about than a kiss.


      Pluto took several deep breaths, his chest rising and falling. “You tried to meet with the enemy. That … enrages me.”


      Now I watched him closely, not daring to move. I’d recognized something about him was off, but I’d vastly underestimated just how dangerous he was right now.


      “But what happened to you after that … I am used to anger. I relish it. I cannot fathom why I feel it on your behalf. Especially after you continue to betray me.” He picked up my hand and threaded his fingers between mine. Even this gesture was full of agitation, like he hated that he couldn’t help himself.


      His hand was in mine, and I hadn’t once flinched at his touch.


      I should’ve.


      I’m changing … and so is he. I’d seen the devil possessive, but not protective. I couldn’t trust this.

    


    
      “Perhaps I see my own nature reflected back in you. But I fear … ” He shook his head, and whatever he planned on saying died on his lips.


      “I’ve ordered the demons to strike angels and anyone fighting for them on sight. Our enemies are to endure the most painful deaths possible. Short of that, they are to be eliminated.”


      I shook my head. “I won’t stand by and watch your demons attack innocent people.” Even if most of those innocent people wanted me dead.


      He squeezed my hand hard. “Our demons, consort, or have you forgotten who you are and who you’re with? You are my queen and we will have a united front in this war.”


      War. There it was again, the reminder that no one could play nice.


      “Are we agreed?”


      I kept my mind carefully blank as I nodded.


      His hold relaxed. “Good. Then we can move onto other topics.”


      He rubbed his thumb over my knuckles. “To care about someone, it is strange, yes?”


      My brows knitted together but I nodded.


      “I’ve had no one to care about until you,” he admitted. “And now, with our connection, your death—temporary though it was—did crazy things to me.”


      My heart lurched. Fate had given him the wrong soulmate. Another woman might have been able to change him, another woman might’ve come to love him. There wasn’t a happy ending for us.

    


    
      Reluctantly, I placed my hand over his. “I’m fine.”


      He cast me an irritated look. “I don’t care how you are.”


      Liar.


      Hearing his words and the vitriol in them, I would’ve expected him to get up and stalk out of here. But if anything, I sensed that the devil wanted to be closer to me. I didn’t know how I felt about that, and that indecision troubled me.


      His eyes dropped to my lips, and oh God, oh God, oh God, he was leaning in, and there was nowhere for me to back up, and his lips looked far too inviting. The cord between us sang. This was so, so wrong, so—


      Pluto’s lips brushed mine, and before I could help it, I kissed him back. And, horror of horrors, I enjoyed it. The cord between us quieted. Through it, I could feel Pluto’s vast, vast hunger. For me, for kingdoms, for anything and everything he wished.


      Once the kiss ended, I opened my eyes. What I saw in his frightened me. I’d seen the look on Andre. I hadn’t planned on seeing Pluto wear it.


      “I’m not ready for this,” I said, and then pushed back the covers, brushed by him, and spirited out of there.


      He didn’t try to stop me. But I could feel his eyes like a brand on my back as I left the room. I was sure he could read every single thought of mine right now—all those confused emotions and unwanted feelings surging through me. Maybe he took comfort in the fact that we both had no clue what to make of this.


      Whatever he thought, he didn’t share it.

    


    
      I had to go back.


      I’d run, and that was all great and dandy, but chances were at some point I’d encounter another demon, and I wanted to be wearing more than just a teddy when that happened.


      With no little amount of dread, I returned to our bedroom. I shouldn’t have worried. The room was empty, the bed already remade. Wasting no time, I grabbed the first dress I saw—this one with a neckline that plunged past my navel.


      C’mon. Leave a little to the imagination.


      Okay, so I wasted a bit of time returning that one to the rack, only to pull out a spider silk crop top and skirt that joined together in the front. It still revealed a good deal of skin, but at least these sections were slightly less suggestive.


      I donned the outfit and slipped back out, my mind consumed with disturbing thoughts.


      I was at war with myself in almost every way possible. I wanted to do good, but I had a growing urge to commit wicked deeds. That didn’t help my already complicated situation with Andre and the devil. My mind and heart knew whom I loved, but my body and soul pulled me towards Pluto.


      Three days here, and my will was failing me completely. I needed to get to that quill before it crumbled completely.


      Guilt led me out into the fields of flame. The fire didn’t burn me, the heat didn’t sear me. My senses should’ve been exploited by this place, but they weren’t. The souls around me writhed and screamed and my heart wrenched at the sight. Such unending pain.

    


    
      It only heightened my own guilt. Who was I to deserve to walk the earth when my soul rotted from the inside out? Who was I to deserve love when I could only tarnish it? And who was I to live forever as a queen while all these souls suffered?


      Before I was conscious of what I was doing, I began to hum. All those poisonous insecurities of mine began to dissipate as I focused on the melody I created.


      Perhaps I imagined the wails dying down just a bit.


      The hum formed into notes and distinct words. I barely noticed the glow of my skin as the song poured out of me.


      Now it wasn’t my imagination. As I sang, the wails quieted. My heart knew the words to this song, and they fell from my lips. I sang about pain and suffering, and I sang about peace and redemption. I soothed these souls with my voice.


      “What are you doing?”


      I rotated to find the devil at my back. He looked spitting mad.


      I kept singing, but now I reached out to him because I was batshit crazy. His gaze flicked to my hand. Reluctantly he stepped forward and grasped it, though the anger in his eyes didn’t abate. Giving my hand a tug, he pulled me to him, wrapping his other arm around my waist.


      The fire around us melted away, replaced by the cold bedroom of the palace. My voice wavered, but I didn’t stop singing. Not until the devil captured my face in his hands and kissed me.


      My music cut off.

    


    
      Fuck. I was right back where I started with the devil.


      For a sheer instant, hell was quiet. Then the wails rose up again, even louder than before as they lamented the return of their pain.


      Pluto broke off the kiss. “You made them forget.”


      I blinked. I could apologize. He would want an apology. But I wasn’t sorry.


      Instead, I nodded. “For a time.”


      “You made them forget their pain,” the devil said, squeezing my arms. I couldn’t read the expression in his eyes. “It is my job to make them suffer, and you eased them of it.”


      I was waiting for his anger to beat down upon me, but seconds ticked by and it didn’t come. His eyes searched mine. Then roughly he let me go and stalked towards the door.


      “Asiri.”


      His entire body reacted to that name. Twice I’d used it today, and both times it affected him.


      “I researched that name.”


      He didn’t turn.


      “You were once loved by people,” I said.


      “That was a long time ago.” His voice sounded shaken.


      “But it happened?” I asked.


      Now the devil rotated to face me. “Why are you bringing this up, consort?”


      My eyes roved over him. “Can you be that man again?”


      Slowly he prowled back to me, his movements deliberate. It took all of my willpower not to back up.


      “You said it yourself once—I am no man.”

    


    
      “You’re Asiri.”


      He closed his eyes. I was uncovering a bit more of him every time I used that name, and the god that was revealing himself to me was markedly different from the one I was used to.


      “I didn’t give you that name to badger me with,” he said.


      “No,” I agreed, “but you gave it to me for a specific reason.” Tentatively I touched the side of his face. He grabbed my wrist, but rather than pulling my hand away, he anchored it in place as he leaned in.


      “Can you be that man again?”


      Why was I asking him this? What was the point? I didn’t want to like him more. I wanted to hate him. And usually I did. But right now, all I desired was to give him some small amount of peace, just like the rest of the lost souls here.


      His eyes opened. “For you, consort, I could try.”

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 17


      Gabrielle


      “I have something to show you,” he admitted. He still hadn’t released my wrist, and now he twined his fingers through mine and tugged me out of our bedroom.


      My dress slithered across the onyx floors as we crossed the palace. Pluto could’ve instantly transported us to whatever it was he wanted to show me, but he chose to walk with me instead.


      We didn’t speak for much of the trip, which I was coming to find was decidedly not a good thing. It made me focus on the way his thumb drew circles on the back of my hand and the electricity that jumped between the two of us. But most of all, it made me realize that since our connection formed, I never felt more like myself than when I was with him.

    


    
      Once we began to climb up a winding staircase, I had a good idea where we were going. But it was only when I saw the familiar doors to the library that I could be sure that was our destination.


      I glanced over at him in time to see one corner of his mouth lift.


      When we entered, I gasped. Floor-to-ceiling shelves now lined the room, each filled to the brim with books. Books that didn’t appear to be bound in human skin.


      Score!


      I spun in place, taking it all in.


      “Do you like it?”


      I swiveled around at the sound of Hades’ voice.


      “You did this?” I asked.


      His gaze passed over the shelves of books. “You’ve been bored, and you don’t wish to come with me to the fields.”


      I suppressed a cringe at the word fields. He wasn’t harvesting vegetables beyond the palace walls.


      “You’ve been spending time in here. You needed a library fitting for a queen.” He slid his hands in his pockets, wandering farther into the room, his gaze still glued to the books. “We will make it bigger. This is only temporary.”


      Bigger?


      I still hadn’t gotten over the fact that this was a gift. That someone could just give me a library. I didn’t want to be moved by this or overcome with the vastness of this present. It wasn’t something that I could repay in kind.


      Suddenly, I was nervous. What did Pluto want in return?


      Our gazes caught, and I swear he heard my thoughts. For once I wished I could read his. In the depths of those unfathomable eyes was a world of unspoken things. They sat right at the tip of his tongue, but he voiced none of them.

    


    
      Instead he bowed his head. “I will leave you here.”


      His words hit me in the gut, and I already felt the ache of his absence. I didn’t want him to leave. Not when he was like this.


      “Where are you going?” I asked. I crossed the room to where he stood.


      The look in his eyes deepened as I came to him. “Back to work. I have a realm to run.”


      I touched the base of my throat. He hadn’t tried anything. It was almost … disappointing. I pushed that thought away as guilt rose up in me. I loved Andre, damnit. I needed to be with Andre. Fantasizing about the devil was not okay.


      His jaw tightened. “Let him go, consort. He is not yours anymore. I am. This is not wrong; fighting it is.”


      The air changed, and Asiri, this strange god I’d caught glimpses of, retreated. “I will dine with you later. Until then, occupy yourself.” With that, his form dissipated.


      I rubbed my arms, thrown by his constantly shifting moods. No, not moods. Personas. He wore them like coats. Shedding one only to don another. It made me trust him less, not more.


      After he left, I made myself comfortable. I discovered that Pluto had stocked the shelves with novels in a vast array of genres.


      I felt like Belle, and the devil, my beast.

    


    
      A heartless, scary-as-hell beast, but you know, a beast nonetheless.


      Hours ticked by in that library. I read the final page in the first book I’d picked up. Closing it, I drummed my fingers along the cover. I wasn’t ready to read another novel, which left me to my thoughts. I brought my fingers to my lips and absently rubbed them.


      Earlier, the devil and I discussed some things, but it was what we didn’t discuss that troubled me. He didn’t mention me killing his demon. He didn’t mention my meeting with Andre, and he hadn’t done more than touch upon my attempt to find Jericho.


      What was he keeping from me?


      My thoughts turned to Andre. I held our earlier conversation close to my heart, hoping that he was having an easier time believing in us than I was.


      A war between realms, a malleable god, violent angels, and me at the epicenter of it all. My free hand rubbed my locket absently. The future is yours to claim.


      It didn’t feel like it at the moment. If anything, it felt like the future was claiming me.


      A bloody body was stretched out on hell’s dining room table.


      I shrieked when I caught sight of it, my hand going to my mouth.


      “I can see you’re acclimating well,” the devil said. His feet were propped up on the table, crossed at the ankles. He sipped wine from an opulent chalice and somehow he managed to not look completely ridiculous while doing so.

    


    
      Five minutes ago he’d telepathically rung me to come to dinner. Idiot that I was, I’d actually been eager to see him again. Whomever I thought he was earlier, I was wrong.


      The body on the table moaned.


      That man was … alive?


      He was laid out on his stomach, a pole running through the length of him. His hands and ankles were tied behind him, and someone had gone through and added what looked like cranberries and leafy greens around his body. He appeared uncannily like a spitted pig. Worst of all was his singed skin; someone had roasted him over an open flame.


      “Why is there a bloody man on the table?”


      “Archdemon,” the devil corrected, swirling his glass of wine. Gone was the caring Asiri I’d spent time with. His eyes now challenged mine. “He disobeyed me. Now he’s to be eaten alive.”


      I almost gagged. Nope, nope, nope. I’d go hungry. Whatever I walked into I was walking out of. Immediately. I swiveled on my heel and headed for the door.


      The devil appeared in front of me, blocking my exit. “Where do you think you’re going?”


      “I’m not eating a freaking demon.” I gestured to the charred thing.


      The devil gave me an indulgent smile. “You misunderstand.” He clasped my upper arms, and my skin crawled at his touch. “You won’t be eating him. I’d never allow you to partake in something so barbaric. No, the lesser demons will be.”

    


    
      Now this was the devil I remembered. I needed to commit this to memory.


      In spite of myself, I smiled. “You slipped up.” I was embarrassed that tears pricked my eyes. I’d been so easily had.


      The devil’s eyes flickered and his face contorted in anger. “You want me meek? Loving?” He pointed behind him. “That’s what happens when I soften. Demons rebel. Take a good look, my queen. The more kindness you ask of me, the more you will see this.”


      I sat on my room’s balcony, my back to the wall. The flames that surrounded the castle crackled, the shrieks of the damned blending in with them. I hummed below my breath, not ready to call the devil’s attention to me, but also unable to ignore all these souls’ pain.


      I cradled my head in my hands, waiting out the last of my time here for the evening. The devil had finally let me go, but not before he had me swear to join him the next time he hosted such a dinner. I wasn’t banking on being here the next time such a dinner occurred.


      The entire castle shook. I lifted my head from my hands.


      What in the world?


      The tremors increased, getting more pronounced by the second. A minute later, the doors to our room slammed open. Dinner must be over.


      Then the click of heels. The devil could move places instantaneously, yet he chose this entrance.

    


    
      The balcony doors flew open. A shadow fell upon me.


      “Are you trying to scare me again?” I asked.


      “I have enough fear to prey upon. I want something else entirely from you.”


      I wrapped my arms around my knees. “I just want to be alone.”


      “And I want to be near you,” he said.


      Much to my dismay, he sat down next to me. “I scared you earlier?”


      I looked over at him. “I don’t understand you. At all.”


      He smiled, staring off at the fields of fire beyond the balcony. “That is because I am a god. We aren’t meant to be easily understood. But one day you will.” He turned to me. “I await that day.”


      My throat worked. “Why do you have to be like this? Just let me hate you.”


      “Little bird, I know you won’t believe me, but I am all bad, and once I was all good, and I can be everything in between all at the same time.”


      “That makes no sense.”


      “In time you will understand this too. It is the logic of the gods, and you have only just come into your power. It will take eons to grasp this.”


      I watched his lips move, fascinated by them. On a whim, I reached out and traced them. My heart pounded faster and faster. He nipped at my finger, then took my hand in his.


      “I enjoy your tender heart. It must survive much to live here. This will not be the last terrible thing you behold. And I will admit a part of me craves your terror, because it is yours.” He leaned his head back and sighed. “Everything about you excites me.”

    


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 18


      Gabrielle


      This time, when I crossed over to earth, I felt water. As my body was forced upwards, the soil had gotten softer and softer. I’d cracked through the hard shell of the earth and was shoved into … this.


      Water.


      After I released enough air to tell which way was up, I kicked my way to the surface. I gasped in a lungful of air, my hair plastered to my neck. I wrinkled my nose at the smell of sulfur.


      Partially submerged columns surrounded me, and intricately carved, vaulted ceilings rose high overhead.


      Irony of ironies, I’d found myself in the middle of a church, one that had been lost to time by the looks of it. The entire floor was underwater. I toed the ground, and tiny bits of ceramic brushed against my bare feet.

    


    
      Whoops. In addition to all the really bad laws I’d broken in the past few days, apparently I got to add desecrating a sacred space to the list.


      Only, I wasn’t burning up like I’d assumed an unholy thing would. The disrepair of the place probably had a lot to do with it.


      A growl had my gaze darting up. Gargoyles lined the bannisters and the exposed bars bracing the columns of this place, and their beady, red eyes tracked me.


      Hold up. Beady red eyes?


      Not gargoyles. Demons.


      I spun in a circle; they’d fully surrounded me. And they eyed me like I was their next tasty meal.


      Aww, hell.


      A splash broke the silence. “Aaaaeeeei!” a familiar voice squealed. “Bloody fucking hell, Leanne. You couldn’t have at least warned me we were landing in a moat?”


      Not twenty feet away from me, Leanne, Oliver, and Andre appeared in the same pool of water I stood in.


      My heart spasmed. Today Andre looked worse than he had yesterday, his skin tighter and paler than it usually was. Our broken connection was taking a toll on him.


      He caught sight of me, and I could read the relief plain on his face. I wondered what he saw on mine.


      “You need to shut up. Now,” Leanne hissed, looking blindly around her. Neither she nor Oliver would be able to see much.


      I began edging towards them, my dress plastered to my skin. My eyes darted up to the demons whose attention now moved between all of us with interest. Andre followed my gaze up to the rafters, and his entire body tensed.

    


    
      The devil had been concerned about my safety here on earth. Perhaps he’d ordered these demons to watch me. Perhaps not. Either way, my friends were still fair game to them.


      “When’s Gabrielle getting here, Leanne?” Oliver asked, completely oblivious. “Because I can tell you right now, I can only take about ten minutes of this before I’m tapping out—eww, Leanne did you fart?” He scrunched his nose. “It smells rank in here.”


      Low growls echoed throughout the church.


      Perhaps it was a bit optimistic to assume the demons were here to protect me.


      Water splashed and shifted, and then strong arms wrapped around my waist. Even over the scent of sulfur, I could smell Andre’s pheromones. He brushed a kiss along my temple and dragged me back to my friends.


      One of the demons screeched, and it sounded an awful lot like a battle cry.


      “Oliver,” he said, placing my hand against the fairy’s arm, “we need to leave, now.”


      All around us demons jumped from their perches, their leathery wings snapping as they stretched open. Dozens of them descended on us, the beat of their wings blowing gusts of air against my face.


      “But Gabrielle—”


      “Is right next to you,” Andre said. “Now, Oliver!”


      The last thing I saw was the bared teeth of several of them as their claws reached for us, so close that I smelled their acrid breath.

    


    
      The basilica dissolved away. In its place were stone monuments and sand. My hands and knees hit the dry soil, and I stared up at giant columns and a wall of incised hieroglyphs.


      That was all the time I had to appreciate the scenery. Someone yanked me back, and my surroundings were brutally ripped from me. If traversing ley lines with Oliver felt effortless, this felt savage, like I was torn through the fabric of space.


      The Braaid appeared around me, and a cluster of men and women in uniform stood outside the circle watching. A knee dug into my back and magic flooded my senses.


      Under attack.


      My power built in response, but before I had a chance to release it, a spell slammed into me and the world went dark.


      When I woke, my hands were bound with spelled cuffs. My head leaned against a window and my body rocked gently.


      In a car. On the road.


      “It’s just as Lila told us.” The voice sounded far away. “She comes back every night. She can walk both realms.”


      I blinked as the last of the spell dissolved. My blurry surroundings came into focus. I sat in the back of a patrol car. I recognized the feminine voice that spoke. Maggie Comfry, my former boss.


      I’d been ambushed. The Politia must’ve foreseen this. Even with Leanne strategizing our next moves, she hadn’t been able to catch everything. No seer’s abilities were foolproof.

    


    
      I yanked on my cuffs, the jangling sound catching the officers’ attention.


      “Shit, she’s already awake,” Maggie said.


      The familiar smell of shapeshifter coming from the driver’s seat triggered my memory from last night. Byron Jennings grabbing my hair and slitting my throat. He’d found me again.


      My anger rose like a whip, and with it, my power. He and the rest the Politia thought they could control me, hurt me, tame me.


      I’d never felt wrath like this, and I no longer had the willpower to curb it.


      It was a testament to how powerful I’d gotten that even with the containment spell wound into the cuffs, I retained enough power to out-muscle the enchantment. I pushed my energy out, disintegrating the spell. The full force my power flooded me, thickening the air in the car. Another push of magic and the cuffs snapped open, falling away from my wrists.


      “What was that?” Maggie said, sensing a shift in the air. I saw the moment she realized the cuffs no longer contained me, her spine stiffening, her shoulders tensing. Slowly, she swiveled in her seat until our eyes met.


      I smiled, and power pulsed out of me.


      The windows and doors blew out. The sound of shattering glass and crunching metal echoed in the night. Wind whipped through my hair. I laughed as a howling gust of lost souls joined it.

    


    
      Byron slammed on the brakes and the wheels locked. We spun.


      My skin lit up at the chaos, and right in the middle of it, I leaned over the driver’s seat and whispered into his ear, “You’re going to regret what you did last night.”


      “Knock her out!” he yelled. “Knock her—”


      The butt of a baton slammed into my temple, and the world went dark once more.


      I woke briefly.


      “Should we just kill her?” Maggie’s voice.


      “You want her coming back for you?” Byron’s.


      I blinked open my eyes only to see a black baton coming down on me once more. Pain slammed into my temple, and I lost consciousness again.


      Eventually, the blackness bled away. A shiver wracked my body. I was too hot and too cold at the same time. My head pounded. It shouldn’t pound.


      I reached up to touch it and felt a lump.


      Where I’d repeatedly been hit.


      I rubbed my temples, trying to massage the pain away. Another shiver raced through me.


      “Feels terrible, doesn’t it?”


      My body tightened at the voice.


      I looked up. Iron bars separated me from Caleb. He sat outside my cell, his legs folded and his hands steepled against his lips. He watched me with tired, tormented eyes.


      “This feels familiar,” I said. Only this time I was the prisoner. “Are we in Castle Rushen?”


      Caleb nodded.

    


    
      Unlike the cuffs, the enchantments of this cell pounded away at my skin and sucked me dry of energy. Perhaps if I had been awake when they brought me here, I would’ve retained enough power to break free of the cell. But as I’d slept, the neutralization spell had drained me.


      I rubbed my temple again.


      “Yesterday, they meant to kill you,” Caleb said. “Maggie was then supposed to get a read off of your body.”


      As a psychometric, Maggie had the ability to pull information off of whatever she touched, living or dead, animate or inanimate.


      “Andre scared them off, then your body disappeared—or so they say.”


      I lolled my head back against the cement wall, letting him talk. This weak, I couldn’t do much more than listen.


      “That’s why they captured you tonight. To understand you better.”


      So they could better understand how to defeat me.


      “Why are you here telling me this?” I asked.


      “You could’ve killed me, but you didn’t,” he said. “And last night, when you faced us off, you spared the officers then as well.”


      I just stared at him.


      “I keep expecting death, not mercy from you,” he said.


      I didn’t really care what he made of me. I wasn’t doing this to prove anything to him.


      He fell quiet, and for a long time we sat there together, me in agony, him in deep reflection.


      “Remember our first date?” he finally said, shattering the silence.

    


    
      My jaw clenched. I nodded.


      “You asked me why I was interested in you, and I told you that you were mysterious. I hadn’t known … I hadn’t known the half of it.


      “And then Samhain came around.” He swallowed. “That night I began to realize that you were really as doomed as you warned me you were.” He blinked several times. “You were marked by the devil, but I believed I could save you. I truly thought that’s what I was doing when I pulled the trigger four nights ago.”


      So this was Caleb’s apology, part two, and I had to sit here and listen to it.


      Lucky me.


      “I still want to save you.”


      “There’s no coming back from what you did,” I said. “It doesn’t matter how you defend yourself. You tried to murder me. We will never be friends again.”


      He held my gaze. “I know, Gabrielle. I’ve figured that out.”


      “Then why are you here?” God, I felt like shit. I was sure the enchantments of this cell were turning my organs to mush.


      “Seers have been looking into the future,” he said. “It’s not good. But some have said …” His eyes captured mine, “some have said that there’s at least one future where you save us.”


      Bullets pinged in the distance, interrupting story time.


      Caleb stood, his attention going to the end of the hall.


      The gunfire stopped abruptly.


      Both of us waited with baited breath.

    


    
      A chorus of shots broke the silence, and after the ringing in my ears died down, I heard a dozen different screams.


      Caleb cursed. “I have to go.” He backed up and pointed to me. “We’ll finish this later.”


      “Wait—”


      “Later, I promise.”


      Caleb turned on his heel and took off.


      “Thanks for letting me out of here,” I muttered. Not that I should expect anything else. I’d done exactly the same thing only a couple days ago.


      I pushed myself to my feet and wrapped my hands around the iron bars of my cell. I listened to the sounds of people dying. Whatever was out there was bound to find me eventually. I had no doubt this had to do with me. So I wasn’t surprised when I heard the slow footfalls headed towards my prison.


      I was surprised when I saw my sassy friend saunter up to the bars that separated us. He stared into my cell, a little moue of disappointment on his lips. “Fate’s really sucker-punched you in the tits this time, Jailbait.”


      I raised my eyebrows. “Hello to you too.”


      Oliver held up a key, jingling it. “Lookie what I got. Just say it, I’m the best.”


      I exhaled, a smile curving my lips. “You are without a doubt the best.”


      In under a minute he had the cell opened, and I stepped out. As soon as I crossed the threshold, my power roared back to me. I sighed as my headache vanished and my injuries healed themselves.

    


    
      I rolled my shoulders back.


      Oliver gave me a gentle push. “C’mon, Corpse Bride, there’s so much to do and so little time.”


      “What’s going on?” I asked, following him.


      He laughed, and it sounded so nefarious. “You’re not the only one who can wreak havoc on the Politia. Your honey bee is de-stroying Castle Rushen and everyone inside. We need to move it. Dude has a track record of ruining castles.”


      His words were punctuated by a tremor that passed under us. The lights flickered out.


      “Well shit. Can you see, Corpse Bride?”


      “You really need to stop calling me that,” I muttered, grabbing his hand and leading him out of the prison block, the walls shuddering around us.


      Déjà vu hit me as we made our way down the back halls of the Politia’s headquarters. I’d done this only nights ago, and only nights ago it had been Bedlam here as well. When we hit the crossroads, I looked down the halls. To the right was my exit out of here. Straight ahead took me to the training rooms, and to the left … that would eventually lead back to the main entrance of the castle.


      I desperately wanted to go left.


      Plaster began to fall from the ceiling.


      “Son of a demon,” Oliver cursed.


      Son of a demon indeed. I had to get Oliver out before this place imploded … just as he said it would.


      Andre really did have a bad habit of destroying buildings.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 19


      Gabrielle


      As soon as we burst out of the castle, I turned to Oliver. “Stay here.”


      “What? But that’s no fun—”


      I left him mid-sentence, darting around the castle and back to the front. Officers had surrounded the building, their weapons trained on the main entrance.


      That awkward moment when someone’s inside your headquarters and you’re guarding against them coming out. Bet the Politia was forcing down a significant serving of humble pie right now.


      When the officers saw me, they began shouting, and some of them turned their weapons on me. I lifted a hand, and with a flick of my wrist, wrenched their guns from their grips. Another flick of my wrist and the guns crumpled in on themselves.

    


    
      Oh, I really liked doing that.


      I felt the now familiar rage searing my veins.


      Kill them all.


      Kill. Them. All.


      No. No. I fisted my hands and pinched my eyes shut.


      Chill, Gabrielle. You are not a psycho. Correction: you are not a violent psycho.


      I slowed to a saunter, then deliberately gave the officers my back as I headed inside, where the screams were coming from.


      It was just as bad as I’d assumed it would be. Somehow, nearly every officer that wasn’t outside was in that main room. Including Caleb.


      The halls that branched to either side of the entrance had been barricaded with tables and chairs, preventing the officers from escaping.


      And in the midst of all of this was Andre, his hair rippling. The air crackled with power. Two gigantic sheathed swords crisscrossed his back. He hadn’t used them—yet. Still, that hadn’t stopped him from wreaking havoc on the place.


      Some officers lay sprawled in front of him, moaning. The smell of blood was ripe in the air, and each of these officers laid in a growing pool of it. The sight and smell excited the predator in me.


      A closer look told me that all their injuries were non-lethal. A bullet to the arm, another with a hole through her calf. All gunshot wounds.


      The remaining officers—including Caleb—clustered at the back of the room, facing my soulmate down. I was surprised to find that I cared Caleb was unhurt. Not that he wouldn’t be, and soon.

    


    
      Guns pointed at their owners. And right when I walked in, they all cocked themselves.


      “Come any closer and I will shoot them,” Andre threatened.


      “Andre,” I said, stepping farther into the room, “do you not recognize my scent?”


      At the sound of my voice, his shoulders tensed. He turned slowly, the static-y energy of the room ratcheting up.


      “Soulmate,” he breathed.


      The weapons stayed trained on their targets, but he kept his back to the officers as he strode towards me. When he reached me he cradled the back of my neck and tilted my head up. His hair still rippled, and his eyes were largely unseeing. He leaned his head against mine, drawing in my scent.


      “They took you.”


      I touched his cheek. “And you came for me. Thank you.” A week ago I might’ve said this as a way of placating him. Now I meant it sincerely.


      His eyes closed, his body relaxing. “I haven’t breathed since they captured you.”


      He opened his eyes and kissed my lips, then my forehead. “I will eliminate these people, and then we will go home.”


      Blood roared between my ears.


      Yes!

    


    
      Andre began to pull away, and I stopped him, gripping his arms. I was missing something. I searched and searched before I remembered.


      Ah.


      “Let them live to see another day,” I said. Even as I spoke, I rallied against my own words. I wanted them all to pay for what they’d put me and Andre through.


      His nostrils flared. “They want you dead. I will not let your enemies live.”


      I clasped his cheeks with my hands, and forced his unfocused gaze on me. “I cannot be killed. They know this.”


      His unseeing eyes finally sharpened on me, and I thought I’d made a breakthrough.


      Over a dozen weapons fired at the same time.


      Mother fucker. He shot them.


      “What’ve you done?” I gasped as more screams lit up the night. I felt those screams soak into my skin, along with their pain. Power burned through my veins.


      Andre wrapped an arm around the back of my knees and lifted me up, his jaw hard. “Righted many wrongs.”


      My gaze moved around the room. The smell of fresh blood flooded it. My fangs, which had already descended, throbbed, and I swallowed down my unnatural thirst and all the dark thoughts that accompanied it.


      My gaze connected with Caleb’s. He clutched his bloody arm and gritted his teeth. He nodded at me, his way of telling me to go.


      Not that I had much choice, trapped as I was in a power-crazed Andre’s arms.


      “You promised me no more mass executions,” I said as he began to walk.

    


    
      The sound of groaning metal pulled my eyes back to the weapons behind Andre. Gun barrels bent themselves in unnatural angles. Then, as I watched, they clattered to the ground.


      His lips brushed my forehead. “They are flesh wounds, soulmate. They won’t kill them.” Andre said, carrying me out the entrance. Even though his eyes had focused, his hair still undulated.


      What was scarier than a blindly raging Andre? An aware and raging Andre. There was cruel determination in the set of his jaw.


      Andre’s grip tightened on me as he stepped outside. Since I’d been inside, several officers had acquired new weapons, which they trained on us.


      I lifted my hand and whisked these away from them, crushing the metal with my magic, before Andre had a chance to react.


      Behind the line of Politia vehicles and officers, Oliver leaned out of a black town car and was signaling to us.


      I pressed my power outwards, forcing cars and people back and creating a walkway that ended at our ride. Andre squeezed me, but otherwise gave no reaction to my power.


      He took his time reaching the car, glowering at every officer that watched. He was amped up and practically begging for an excuse to unleash more of his violent power. But no one lifted a finger. They watched the somber procession.


      It was a strange, uncomfortable standoff, and I was thankful when Oliver opened the door of the town car and we slid inside. Once we were in, our vehicle burned rubber and we fled the scene.

    


    
      I wiggled in Andre’s arms. “You can let me go.”


      Instead of doing just that, he nuzzled my neck, breathing in deeply. His hold tightened. “Let me—calm—down.” He forced the words out, pulling me close and inhaling me in.


      Tentatively, I threaded my hands into his hair and tugged him closer. “It’s alright, my life,” I said, using an endearment he typically murmured to me, “I’m safe. You got me out.”


      “Ho please. He got you out?” Oliver said from my other side. “He was crushing skulls like a barbarian while I broke you out of that cell.”


      I threw my friend a look as Andre’s hair stirred again. Now was not exactly the time for an argument. Not when Andre was ready to go on another rampage.


      “Pssh, fine, whatever,” Oliver said noticing my look. “He got you out. Happy now?”


      My vampire’s hand clasped my jaw and turned my head back to face him. “‘My life’? I am still yours?”


      I smiled. “Always.”


      As soon as we exited the car in front of Bishopcourt, Andre finally released me. At least, it was his version of releasing me. His hand still lingered on the back of my neck, his thumb absently circling my jugular. It was oddly erotic, and I had to shrug off the rush of heat that swamped my body.

    


    
      “Men!” he shouted, gesturing to a cluster of individuals waiting for us. “I want four of you guarding my soulmate at all times.”


      I swiveled to give Andre a look. “You can’t be serious.” I was essentially a goddess. Of the Underworld. My powers were unparalleled, and, more importantly, I couldn’t die. His soldiers could.


      “I will not watch you bleed out again, you hear me?” he said, turning those intense eyes on me. The air blew his hair and his coat about him, and my God, he was the most staggering man I’d ever seen. “It will not happen while I have power to stop it. That means I will have you protected, no matter how ridiculous you think that is.”


      I could tell by the set of his jaw that on this subject, he wasn’t going to budge. I gave him a sharp nod, my mood worsening as my attention moved to my new babysitters.


      “I need to debrief my men, but I will find you once I’m done. And when I do, I will show you just how much I missed you.” He gave me a final heated look, then left me.


      “Well that was exciting,” Oliver said when we headed into his and Leanne’s room. The door clicked shut behind us, leaving my four guards out in the hallway.


      Leanne was stretched out on the floor, her deck of tarot cards spread out before her. “So glad the last twenty-four hours are behind us,” she said. She glanced up at me. “Hi again.”


      Apparently this was what Leanne had been up to while Andre and Oliver had broken me out of jail.


      “No wonder you gave me the pep talk,” I said. Oliver and I plopped down on the bed, and wrapping my arms around a pillow, I peered over the edge at Leanne and her cards. “Thanks, by the way, for all the visions.”

    


    
      “That’s awfully appreciative for the anti-Christ,” she said, her lips twisting in a wry smile.


      I grinned back at her, though even now I struggled with my increasingly trigger-happy temper. “I’m trying to channel my inner Positive Polly. I’ve heard that no one likes ho-bag Holly.”


      “I do,” Oliver chimed in.


      Of course he did.


      “Hey, where’s the love for your rescuer here? I was in fact the one that got you out of that death trap holding cell. I don’t care what that goblin of yours says.”


      “Thank you, Oliver,” I said.


      “Hmph.”


      I threw my pillow at him because sometimes, when it came to fairies, you needed to keep it real.


      “Ow,” he said as it whacked him. I bit my lip to keep from laughing.


      I couldn’t even begin to describe how good it felt to do and say normal teenage things.


      He picked the pillow up and cocked his arm back.


      “Dude,” I said, rolling onto my back and putting my hands up defensively, “I’m a wrathful goddess now. You can’t hit wrathful goddesses. Those bitches will go crazy on you.”


      I was only half-joking.


      Oliver’s arm wilted as his eyes narrowed. “Well played, Corpse Bride, well played.”


      I sighed at the name.

    


    
      “I spoke with Nona.” Leanne’s words stopped me in my tracks.


      “What?” I said.


      Nona—or Cecilia, as I was fond of calling my former nanny—was dead as far as I knew. At least this incarnation of her was.


      I didn’t know how long it took other immortals to regenerate. Perhaps they returned just as quickly as I did.


      “Where is she?” I asked, scrambling to sit up.


      Leanne shook her head. “Not like that. I spoke with her in a dream.”


      That was no less spectacular, but I deflated a bit anyway. I missed her; there was no helping it.


      “What did she have to say?”


      Leanne gathered up her tarot cards. “Things,” she replied cryptically. “Are you in the mood to sneak out?” she asked, setting her deck aside.


      “Do you really even need to ask that question?” Oliver said for me.


      In response, a devious smile spread across Leanne’s face. “That’s what I thought.”

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 20


      Gabrielle


      We huddled in close, keeping our voices down just in case someone with supernatural hearing passed by the room.


      “What’s the plan?” Oliver asked.


      “Gabrielle needs to speak with the messenger before she can use the celestial request quill.”


      I did? Well, that was news. Hopefully that would go a little bit better tonight than it had last night.


      “The who?” Oliver asked. Loudly.


      “Ssh,” Leanne hissed. “The messenger. Jericho.”


      “Jericho … ?”


      “Aquinas,” Leanne said. “Jericho Aquinas.”


      “That rings zero bells,” he said.


      “It doesn’t need to ring any bells,” she said. “He’s waiting for us along the ley lines.”

    


    
      “Not at his shop?” I asked.


      Leanne shook her head. “Oliver, we need you to take us to him. You should be able to sense him from his divinity.”


      The fairy huffed. “I’m nothing but a glorified cabbie.”


      “You’re the best, and you’re the only one who can do this,” Leanne said.


      “Buttering me up won’t get you anywhere, Leanne. Anyway, Corpse Bride needs to shake her shadows,” Oliver said, glancing meaningfully at the door in question.


      “Let’s grab something to eat, then think more on this,” I suggested, a plan already taking root.


      Leanne bit back a smile, and I suppressed mine. She already knew exactly how this was going down.


      “I want chocolate and a piña colada,” Oliver announced.


      “What do think this is, a resort?” I asked as we headed out of the room, the four guards at our heels.


      “Hell yeah it is,” he replied. “Have you seen Andre’s bar? For a guy with a limited appetite, he comes well stocked.”


      “Very well stocked,” I agreed. The innuendo just sort of slipped out. So sue me, I was damned. Hell had rubbed off on me.


      “You little hussy!” Oliver squealed giving me a push. “I knew it! Hung like a horse!”


      Okay, this was quickly getting out of hand.


      “You can have chocolate,” I said. “We’ll see about the fruity drink.” Giving Oliver sugar was bad enough. Throwing alcohol into the mix was just asking for trouble.


      I led my friends beyond the kitchen to Bishopcourt’s large pantry, the guards still trailing us. My skin brightened as I swiveled to face them. I noticed Leanne discreetly plug her ears. Oh, the perks of having a seer for a best friend. Oliver didn’t have to do anything; he could withstand my glamour since he was not of this world.

    


    
      “Make yourselves discreet for the next several hours,” I commanded my guards. “If anyone asks where Leanne, Oliver and I are, tell them that Leanne’s giving Oliver a private reading, and I decided to take a shower.” It wouldn’t keep Andre away—not for long anyway—but it might allow our absence to go unnoticed.


      Once I finished giving orders, my guards retreated through the kitchen. I closed the door after them, trapping us inside the pantry. I headed to the square door set into the floor.


      “Illegal glamouring is awesome and all that jazz,” Oliver said as I set to work opening the hatch, “but what exactly are you doing?”


      “Getting us out of here.” My skin dimmed as I spoke.


      Once I’d opened the door, the three of us entered Andre’s cellar. Since I’d last been down here, someone had installed new shelves and restocked the wines. I made my way to the rack that hid the persecution tunnel. When I got to it, I—carefully—pushed it aside, revealing the dark passage beyond.


      Praise Jesus for these shady passageways.


      It took us about fifteen minutes to sneak off the property to the taxi waiting for us just outside the edge of Andre’s property, courtesy of Leanne’s earlier planning. It took us another fifteen minutes to make it to the nearest ley line entrance, and then an instant for us to find ourselves in an entirely new land.

    


    
      I stared out at the ruins. Arid plants grew between stone slabs and craggy rocks. A chilly wind blew over us, carrying with it the distant smell of the sea.


      “Where are we?” I asked Oliver.


      “Ancient Troy,” a soft voice responded. I turned in time to see Jericho making his way to us, his aged body curved inwards.


      As soon as I caught a whiff of his divinity, the need for violence assaulted me. I fisted my hands and fought the urge off.


      “Why here?” I asked as he approached me.


      “Ah, I see you assumed I called for this meeting.”


      I furrowed my brows. “You mean you didn’t?”


      “No, I did in fact arrange this.”


      I tilted my head, thoroughly confused.


      His eyes met Leanne’s, and he nodded to her. Without a word, she melted away from us, dragging a reticent Oliver along with her.


      Jericho took my hand and patted it. “Assumptions, my dear, are dangerous, as you well know.”


      He could say that again. The good guys wanted me dead, the bad guys wanted me safe, and the devil wasn’t nearly as ferocious as I’d always imagined him.


      We began to walk, the shrubs thrusting themselves as far away from me as they could. Small plants withered beneath my feet. I locked my hands together and squeezed them to tightly leash in the urge to attack him.


      “You’ll have to excuse me,” Jericho said. When I glanced over at him, he appeared chagrinned. “Now is not the time for lessons in perspective. This mind is, at times, a maze I wander through. Often I lead myself down wrong avenues.”

    


    
      A shiver raced up my spine at his words. Not his mind, this mind. The form he’d taken.


      “Do you have the quill with you?” I asked.


      “I don’t,” he admitted.


      “Then we have to get back to your store.”


      “It’s not there, either, I’m afraid.”


      It took me a second to process his words, and even once I did, they didn’t compute. Not really. “Then where is it?” I asked.


      “Gone.”


      “Gone?” I raise my eyebrows, disbelieving. I squeezed my hands harder. “Where did it go?”


      He shrugged, and I didn’t know it was possible to be this angry at a divine thing.


      “Jericho, I need that quill.” I was desperate, so, so desperate. I was going to lose the last of myself soon. I could feel it in my bones. Already it took most of my energy to just appear normal when a maelstrom of negative emotions swept through me.


      “Another whom you trust holds it for you, but I will not tell you who.”


      My wrath was rising. “Why not?”


      “Your very being betrays you. The devil can see into your mind, and the world watches your every move. Too many people are looking in. Once you find that quill, you will have minutes to use it before the powers that be will try to converge on you.”

    


    
      I rubbed my forehead at his cryptic words, some of my anger ebbing. I still wasn’t over the fact that he’d moved the quill behind my back. “Couldn’t all those people figure out that I’m looking for the quill from this conversation?” If people were watching me and my future, then they’d see this.


      At least I assumed so, until Jericho spoke.


      “I’d imagine not,” he said. “The seer’s shroud still runs through your friends’ veins, and as for me … I can block prying eyes from foreseeing my future when I want. No one save for perhaps the devil will know of this conversation.”


      So Jericho had taken precautions I hadn’t even considered.


      “You’ll have one chance.” Jericho lifted his head to the sky. The wind was picking up, and I could faintly hear the violent crash of the surf in the distance.


      “Your presence affects not just the people, but the very nature of this realm,” Jericho said. “The skies and sea rebel. Fires blaze, the earth quakes. If you don’t take it when the time comes, then this all ends.


      “Heaven and hell are moving in. Beings that have no business traversing this plane are now entering it.” He picked up my wrist. “Some through your blood rites, some through the celestial gates.


      “You are the cause hell fights for. The cause heaven fights against. But—” Jericho’s eyes got devious, “the quill will allow you to right these wrongs and return the world to the way it once was.”

    


    
      I narrowed my eyes at him. What was so damned special about this pen? “Can’t I just tell a few angels that I’m on their side?”


      “And why would they believe you? You are the devil’s wife—the Deceiver’s wife—and the queen of the damned. No one will believe you.”


      “Do you?”


      “It is not in my place to judge.”


      “And a glorified pen is?”


      “It can only scribe true intentions. You use the quill, you bind your entire essence with it.”


      Alright, it was a pen with a built-in lie detector.


      “You only get a single chance to use this quill,” he said. “One. So whatever you write, you must think long and hard about it.” His eyes went to the sky again. “And you must wait until the time is right before you use it.”


      Apprehension tightened my stomach. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “Last time we talked, I told you that you wouldn’t be able to use it until you died. Now I am telling you that you will not be able to use it until you feel compelled to.”


      Was he serious? I spent half of my day in hell. “But I already feel compelled to use it.”


      “No, you don’t. At some point, you will though. And that, my dear, is when you must scribe your plea.”


      “But I don’t know where it is.”


      “That too will be apparent in time.” He closed his eyes and breathed in the air. “Hell rises, heaven falls, and earth rebels. I must go.”


      Jericho stepped away from me. “Remember my words, Gabrielle. A war emerges that will rip worlds apart, and only you can stop it.”

    


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 21


      Gabrielle


      “No pressure or anything,” Oliver said, sauntering back with Leanne’s hand tucked in the crook of his arm.


      “You heard that?” I picked my way around the ancient stone structures. The moment Jericho left, the violence riding me receded. I could finally relax my muscles now that I didn’t fear I’d jump someone in a fit of rage.


      “I’m a fairy. What did you expect?”


      Good point.


      Next to him, Leanne stared out, her eyes unfocused. She murmured under her breath. The words that I caught—such as bloodbath, death, and damnation—I chose to ignore.


      “How long has she been like that?” I jerked my chin towards her.


      “The real question, sweets, is when is she not like this?”

    


    
      Another decent point.


      My poor friend. It was largely my fault that she had one foot in the present and one in the future.


      I rubbed my forehead absently. “I don’t even know where the quill is. And here I thought my biggest problem would be figuring out how to word my request.”


      “Pssh,” Oliver said. “That one’s easy. Just write, ‘Yo God, hook a bitch up.’”


      I gave him a look.


      “What?”


      The beat of wings interrupted us.


      Oliver and I glanced to the heavens. Thick, ominous clouds hid the source of the noise.


      “What’re the odds that those are just birds?” Oliver asked.


      “Zero,” Leanne replied, her eyes still unfocused.


      “And what are the odds that whatever’s up there means us no harm?” he asked.


      “Zero,” she said again.


      Figures emerged from the clouds, and iridescent feathers glittered above us.


      “Fuck,” I swore as my rage welled up once more.


      “You can say that again,” Oliver stated.


      I glanced over at him, but he wasn’t watching me. And he wasn’t watching the angels. I followed his gaze.


      “Double fuck.” A swarm of demons cut across the sky, dipping lower as they got nearer. They were heading straight for us.


      We were surrounded, the demons from one side and the angels from another. Just when our luck seemed to have run dry, the two groups caught sight of each other. A demon let out a sharp screech, and the swarm changed its trajectory, aiming instead for its winged enemies. The angels drew their swords.

    


    
      “Okay, my best bitches,” Oliver said, “thumbs out of our asses. It’s time to go.” He extended his arm, and Leanne and I latched onto him.


      The demons had begun to shriek, and the angels bellowed out their battle cries. The last thing I saw was the clash of claws and steel and the last thing I heard was the wet sound of ripping flesh. Then, thankfully, we disappeared.


      A very tall, very pissed off vampire glared down at me, his arms folded. “Where have you been?”


      He’d been waiting for us in the kitchen. Fury rolled off of him. His fangs were clearly visible, and he didn’t bother retracting them.


      I got his meaning loud and clear—he was seriously debating eating us all. Okay, maybe not me, but I’d also bet that my unholy blood would give him indigestion.


      Andre’s eyes moved over my friends. “I give you shelter, and this is how you repay me?”


      I stepped in front of them, recapturing Andre’s attention. “They’re helping me, as they always have.”


      “Why was I not informed?” he demanded, his eyes moving from me to my friends, then back.


      I reached out and touched the side of Andre’s face, half expecting him to swat my hand away. I should’ve known better. Almost unconsciously, he leaned into the touch. “You’re busy dealing with the Politia and your coven. And you didn’t need to be there.”

    


    
      Beneath my hand, a muscle in his cheek jumped. Ho, he was pissed. “When it concerns you, I always need to be there.”


      That was sort of sweet, in a super overbearing kind of way.


      “And I will be there from now on.” He turned his glare towards Leanne and Oliver. “Your continued stay here depends on it.”


      Righteous indignation bubbled up. He did not just threaten my friends. “Don’t you—”


      “And you, soulmate, are not to glamour my men.”


      I turned his face so that my lips brushed the shell of his ear. “I could’ve done a lot worse and you know it.”


      His jaw tightened.


      “I wanted to do so much worse. Keep talking, and I might.”


      “Oooooooh,” Oliver said from behind me.


      Andre swiveled his head to narrow his eyes at me. I pushed past him, not nearly ready to deal with Andre’s sour mood when I was still struggling with my own dark impulses.


      He caught my wrist as I passed.


      I yanked it from his hold and stalked away.


      The air stirred behind me, and then he swept me off my feet, holding me in his arms for the second time that night. He hauled me out of the kitchen, where he’d cornered us, and pretty soon it was clear where, exactly, we were heading.

    


    
      “I’ve led armies, ruled a coven for centuries, and kept every important supernatural player in my debt. Yet I cannot seem to manage one itsy bitsy siren.”


      “I’m not itsy bitsy.”


      His nostrils flared. Our heads were so close together.


      “You drive me insane,” he said. “You know that, right?” The edge had left his tone. The thing about Andre was that it really was easier to ask for forgiveness rather than permission. And when his bad mood melted away, as it was doing now, his hot, schmexy side made an appearance. He pulled me in closer and bumped his nose against mine.


      “What were you thinking, leaving like that?” he whispered. “I was … scared. I don’t do well with fear.”


      I tightened my hold around his neck. “For the record, Andre, I wasn’t trying to get myself killed or running away from you.”


      “I know, soulmate, and I expect you to fill me in on exactly what it was you were doing.” His warm breath brushed against my cheek as his mouth crept closer. “But for now …”


      He stopped talking so that he could press his lips to mine. Unlike some of our other kisses, this one wasn’t frantic or hungry. It was romantic and reverent. I wrapped an arm around his neck, pulling him closer, when we heard it.


      “Regina,” a voice glided in from outside.


      Andre stiffened, his mouth breaking away from mine. We both looked to the end of the hallway. The voice had come from beyond the back balcony.

    


    
      He set me down, and we followed the voice to the rear of Bishopcourt.


      When we reached the French doors that led out to the balcony, Andre stopped me. “You are not to exit this building until I okay it.”


      And this was why I always asked for forgiveness rather than permission. His commands practically begged me to break them.


      “If I okay it,” he amended.


      Begged me.


      I nodded absently, having no intention of following his orders.


      He flashed me a stern look, like he didn’t trust me—smart vampire—and he stepped up to the doors.


      “Regina Inferna.”


      The hair of my arms stood on end at the sound of that voice. A slip of a woman walked out from the garden beyond the balcony, and the blood drained from my face.


      “She can’t be real,” I whipered.


      She really couldn’t. After all, I’d already killed the woman in front of me.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 22


      Gabrielle


      I pressed a hand to the glass. “Lila.” I breathed the name. The cambion had tried to kill me back in Romania. I’d beat her to it.


      Or so I thought.


      “Regina.” Her voice carried along the wind.


      A pulse of energy lashed out of Andre. Never a good sign.


      “Stay here,” he warned me. He opened the door to the balcony and strode to its edge.


      Lila watched Andre exit, and I watched her. Her smirk, her calculating eyes, the sexuality that dripped from every one of her features.


      She was a phantom. She couldn’t be real.


      Andre stopped at the balcony. “You know how this ends,” he said. “Leave.”

    


    
      “As soon as you hand my queen over, I’ll be gone.”


      I couldn’t see Andre’s face, but I didn’t need to. A wave of power rippled through me. It was a magical warning shot of sorts.


      “You test what little patience I have, sneaking onto my property and demanding my soulmate.”


      “She is not yours, Andre.”


      “She has always been and will always be mine.” His hands slammed down on the balcony, his power fissuring out. Bishopcourt shook violently as the blast tore through it. I braced myself against shockwave, even as it knocked Lila to the ground.


      I was moving before the cambion pushed herself up.


      “Get back inside,” Andre said, not turning around. Bits of the balcony crumbled beneath his hands as he dug his fingers into the railing and fought to maintain control of his power.


      “Not without you,” I said.


      Andre swiveled to face me, annoyance and love flashing in his gaze.


      Peering through her curtain of hair, Lila’s eyes darted to the roofline, and she smiled. I followed her line of sight, and my breath caught.


      Perched along the roof were dozens upon dozens of demons.


      Well, damn.


      They dove.


      “Andre!” I shouted.


      Hearing the urgency in my voice, he shoved me to the ground. My fear forced a burst of power out. It wasn’t very strong, and my aim was sloppy, but Andre grunted as it passed through him, the demons screeched as it hit them, and I heard a muttered “motherfucker” from Lila.

    


    
      “Inside!” Andre roared, grabbing my upper arm and yanking me up.


      Too late. Several demons latched onto his skin, their claws and talons slicing through it. More descended on me. I threw my power out, this time directing it towards our attackers.


      I’d been ambushed for the second time this evening, and I was having none of it.


      Several sets of footsteps pounded towards us. A moment later, Andre’s men and some of his coven joined the fighting. Already my soulmate was a blur of movement. He pulled out a dagger he’d been carrying on him and began mowing through his opponents.


      I had no such weapon.


      The creatures kept coming at me and I blasted them off with bursts of energy, but it only stunned them. I needed a strategy. I knew that other beings that wielded magic could shape the power itself into a weapon.


      Once I blew the latest round of demons away from me, I imagined honing my power into a long, thin blade. When the next creature came at me, my power slashed out, and I envisioned it slicing my opponent through the chest.


      He stumbled back as my magic hit him, and a tiny scratch appeared across his pectorals.


      Epic fail.


      While I was distracted, several demons swooped low and plucked me from the balcony. I twisted in their arms as we rose rapidly into the air.

    


    
      “No!” Andre shouted. His power grew, and I could feel the electricity of it charging the air.


      The flap of demon wings was a drumbeat, each one taking me farther and farther from Bishopcourt. Andre’s mansion was beginning to look like a toy.


      My skin brightened as my own power built, fear and anger driving it onwards. Energy flooded my system, more by far than I knew what to do with. Thunder roared overhead as magic blasted out of me, ripping me from the demons’ grips. I began to fall from the sky, the ground rising to meet me.


      I heard Andre’s shout, saw his form blur as he raced towards me. Several more demons swooped in and caught me before he could.


      I kept shooting my power out, trying to shake them, but the demons had swarmed. They packed in tightly around me until I could see nothing but red eyes and leathery skin. Nowhere for me to go. They growled as I struggled. A meaty fist smashed into my temple, and the world went black.


      When I woke, it was to a nightmare. A dozen grotesque faces peered down at me, and twice as many hands held me down. I struggled against them, but for the second time that night, I felt exhausted.


      I cast my senses out. Wherever we were, it was dark and cool. I could barely smell the earth over the iron tang of blood.

    


    
      Pain flared down my forearm, and I realized that was what woke me. I let out a moan as warm liquid trickled down my arm.


      Blood.


      That fucking hurt, and held inert like this, I couldn’t see what was happening. Just the excited, hungry looks of the demons as they stared at my limbs.


      Another sharp pain sliced down my arm. I hissed in a breath, even as my fangs throbbed.


      What’s happening to me?


      I tried to move again. A set of claws clamped my head in place, but even with the tight grip, I managed to tilt it enough to catch a glimpse of my body.


      My blood was everywhere. On my arms, dripping onto the altar I laid upon, collected in goblets and removed from sight.


      As I watched, a demon slashed its claws down my pale flesh, reopening the wound that had only just stitched itself together. I screamed, more from shock than from pain. Another chalice appeared, and the demons used it to collect the liquid seeping out of me. I tried to catch my breath and control my panting, but you couldn’t put a leash on fear.


      Lila’s face joined the others, her dark eyes glittering. “Regina Inferna, finally a goddess in the flesh.”


      Even in the dim light I could see she was real. Alive.


      “How?” I croaked, my throat parched. I watched her die after I’d delivered the deathblow. I saw her last breath leave her lips and heard the final beat of her heart.

    


    
      Her lips curved into a satisfied smile. “Resurrection.”


      Resurrection? That was actually a thing? Why had no one told me that—


      I screamed as they began cutting into me again.


      Lila reached out and dragged a finger down my cheek. “I know it hurts. I remember how it felt.” Her eyes grew distant, and her finger dug into my flesh.


      My skin blossomed as the siren joined me. “Let me go,” I commanded, my voice much weaker than it ought to be.


      Nothing happened. I hadn’t been expecting the siren to affect Lila or the demons, but I had hoped they’d listen to me because I was their queen. Especially the demons. In the past they’d listened to my commands. Sometimes. But when they didn’t, it was because …


      Because someone of higher rank had ordered them otherwise. There was only one person who outranked me in hell.


      The devil.


      Andre


      “Where is she?” Andre demanded, stalking through his house. He threw his dagger to the side. Best not have it with him when he confronted the girl. Not when he was like this.


      His shirt was in bloody tatters. God, he wanted to run something through with a sword. Those beasts had grabbed Lila shortly after they’d seized his mate, whisking away the one person he’d really enjoy gutting.


      “Where is my soulmate?” he bellowed. “Leanne!”

    


    
      How had she not seen this? Why had she not warned him?


      He stormed into the room she shared with Oliver. He found the two snuggled in bed, ear buds in their ears, a laptop between them. Both of their eyes were closed, and their heads leaned together.


      “Leanne!”


      She blinked her eyes, groggy. “Hmm?” She squinted through the darkness.


      Andre came over to the side of her bed, grabbed her upper arms, and shook her. “Gabrielle. Where is she?”


      That roused her. “With you?”


      “Guess again,” he said, his hold tightening.


      “Ow, okay, okay, give me a minute,” she said.


      “We don’t have a minute.”


      “Why do you people think I’m all knowing? Not even Nona knew everything.”


      Next to her Oliver stretched, and a yawn shook his entire body. He perked up further at the sight of Andre. “What’s going on?”


      A muscle in Andre’s cheek feathered. “Gabrielle’s been taken.”


      “Again?” Oliver said. “This is obviously becoming a thing.”


      When the girl’s eyes unfocused, he released her. She gazed at nothing for a long time. Long enough for the fairy to get dressed. She sucked in a sharp breath, and a shudder racked her body.


      Dread flooded Andre’s system; it was becoming a familiar bedfellow.

    


    
      Leanne closed her eyes.


      “What’ve you seen?”


      She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. You’ll see it for yourself soon enough.” Her eyes fluttered open, and it heartened Andre to see resolve in them. “We are going to rescue Gabrielle,” she said. “And we might be too late.”


      Gabrielle


      The devil ordered this. He ordered this.


      The betrayal hurt worse than I thought it would. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but damn me, I was. I’d expected different because he was different.


      At least I thought he was.


      I was a stupid, stupid girl, and I got played worse than the rest of those fools that made deals with the devil.


      “… We need your blood,” Lila was saying. I honed in on her as the demons continued to slice through my skin. “It has the power to build armies.”


      The second awful insight of the evening hit me like a freight train.


      They were using my blood to make more demons. Enough, perhaps, to take over the world.


      My struggles renewed. “Let me go!”


      The demons’ grips tightened.


      I thrashed, screaming at them. When that didn’t work my voice dropped low, menacing. “I swear, if you don’t let me go, I will hunt each one of you down and kill you.”


      Okay, it was an empty threat, but—


      I cried out as one of them cut behind my knee. I felt the press of cold metal and the drip of blood as they collected it in another container.

    


    
      “Stop, please,” I begged, my eyes finding Lila’s. A shameful tear snaked out of my eye.


      She petted my hair back. “You look so pretty when you cry. It’s going to be alright.”


      More pain followed her words as the demons continued to bleed me. I reached for my power again, but it was so weak. The demons didn’t even pause when it battered against them.


      Lila clucked her tongue. “That’ll only make this take longer.”


      I was going to die, and the very things I unwittingly created were going to be responsible for it. They’d make it slow, too.


      I had to remember who was really responsible for this. The devil promised that he’d never hurt me. He’d lied, as usual, and I was the sucker that believed him.


      Black dots danced in front of my eyes. My breathing became labored. What was the point? I felt my muscles relax and my mind began to slip, slip away.


      “Get her some blood!” someone shouted—Lila, I think.


      Off in the distance, I heard a shriek. It cut off abruptly, followed by a gurgle. A chorus of screams rose in response. The smell of foreign blood grew stronger, and I forced my eyes open. I hadn’t realized I’d closed them.


      A demon holding a cup pushed through the group and came to stand next to my head. I could smell the metallic scent of blood and the fear that had been taken with it. The creature extended the glass, pressing it to my lips.

    


    
      Those earlier screams … they’d butchered and bled someone, and now they were feeding me that person’s blood. Bile rose up again. I tried to turn away from the cup, but the other demons had me pinioned. I pressed my lips tightly together.


      Another creature grabbed my jaw and squeezed, placing more and more pressure on it. Still I kept my jaw clamped shut. I wouldn’t do it. They couldn’t get me to drink it.


      But they could.


      Claws tore into the skin of my cheeks; my jaw felt as though it was about to break. My lips reluctantly parted, and the demon began to pour the blood down. I began to cry in earnest as I unwillingly drank it. The siren wept with me. Lila watched the entire time, a creepy little smile on her face.


      The blood kept coming, and when I’d finished the glass they’d poured down my throat, they replaced it with another, forcing the liquid down until I no longer fought them.


      The demons hadn’t cut me for a while, and I thought, rather optimistically, that perhaps they were done. As soon as they removed the chalice from my lips, I felt the first prick of pain. I thought wrong.


      They began to cut into me again and again, collecting my blood and carting it off. I had to deal with the very real possibility that from now on, my nights would be like this—sliced and bled to create an unholy horde of them. And then they’d wipe out the earth.


      I wanted to scream and rally against that. I wanted to strike down each and every one of them. But even after the blood, I was still weak, and with each cut I grew weaker.

    


    
      My eyes drooped again, and again I heard more screams. A minute later they forced more blood down my throat. My strength returned, awful consciousness returned. My fear and my horror returned. Then the cutting began once more.


      Over and over again it went, each round more brutal than the last, and I recovered less and less. How long had it been? Minutes? Hours?


      Darkness rimmed the edges of my vision. It crept closer and closer. I couldn’t push it away, not even a little. And then it embraced me completely.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 23


      Andre


      They were too late.


      The intricately carved rooms that made up the Mogao Caves Oliver led them to were already abandoned, the smell of burnt blood thick in the air. It mixed with the stench of the newly dead. On either side of him, time-faded paint clung to the earthen walls, depicting Buddhist imagery. Now bright speckles of blood partially obscured them.


      A year ago Andre wouldn’t have recognized the emotion that had his chest rising and falling faster and faster. Now he was familiar with the tight grip of fear.


      Screams floated in from beyond the ancient walls. It was the sound of dying dreams, dying lives. Had the situation been different, Andre might’ve tried to help, but right now he had to find his soulmate. That ran on loop in his head.

    


    
      The farther in they walked, the stronger the smell of flesh and blood.


      “Oliver, Leanne, don’t leave my side. And … prepare yourselves.”


      Andre followed the smell, his strides purposeful. They passed through beautiful rooms cut from rock. Sacred rooms. But not Christian ones that could keep demons—and Andre—out. If they could, he would be a pile of ash resting at the threshold of this place.


      The next room they walked into halted Andre in his tracks. He’d been expecting the carnage, his nose had prepared him. But there were some things the eyes were never ready for.


      The room was full of butchered innocents. Slashed throats, glassy eyes, mouths open in silent screams. Blood and gore covered them and the ground they lay upon. It was a shock every time evil showed its true face.


      A small noise slipped out of Leanne’s lips.


      Andre’s fear only deepened as he studied the wounds of the dead. They’d been torn apart, no one death exactly like the other, but each always had one consistent wound. A cut along an artery.


      If they did this to innocents, what did they do to his mate?


      His mouth tightened as he passed through the room. None of the bodies were Gabrielle’s. Her body would no longer exist on this realm if that were the case.


      The smell of so much blood had distracted him from Gabrielle’s scent. Now he caught a whiff of it, and it overwhelmed his senses.

    


    
      He was moving before he was even cognizant of it.


      Her blood.


      Her blood.


      Her blood.


      Too much of it outside of her body. Far too much to survive. And that excluded all the blood that had hit the ground and vaporized.


      Andre almost fell to his knees then. Leanne had warned him they’d probably be too late. He’d braced himself for it, but just like seeing great evil, there was no preparing for the reality of losing the love of your life.


      No matter how many times it happened.


      Masochist that he was, Andre pressed on. When he entered the chapel, he saw her.


      Dios mio.


      He stopped at the threshold, his feet taking him no farther.


      Gabrielle lay on a stone altar, her arms folded across her chest, her face serene. She wore a crimson gown, the color saturated with her blood and the blood of the dead. The fabric stuck to her skin, and he could see rivulets of the viscous liquid dripping down her arms and snaking through her hair. Even her bare feet were mostly coated with it.


      Drip, drip, drip.


      Blood snaked down the sides of the altar, drenching most of what had probably once been a holy surface. Only her face was untouched, and she looked … serene.

    


    
      So long as Andre lived, he would remember the sight of her so at peace amongst this bloodshed.


      Behind him he heard the pattering of Oliver and Leanne’s footsteps.


      When they got to his side, the fairy gasped. “Is that—? Did she kill—?”


      “No.” Andre couldn’t believe Gabrielle was responsible for the carnage in the other room. He wouldn’t.


      “What happened?” Oliver asked.


      They stared at the one person who might know, but she was as still as death.


      Tha-thump.


      She lives.


      The sound of her heartbeat jolted him into action. Andre moved as fast as his legs could take him, crossing the room, his boots splashing through puddles of blood. Whatever had happened to her, she’d at least survived it. Finally, finally, some of Andre’s fear dissipated. The desperate need to protect her grew in its place, borne from the possibility that she really was losing herself to the devil.


      He dragged her off the altar and into his arms. With one hand, Andre cradled her head and shoulders against his chest, uncaring that the blood of so many men and women now seeped into his clothing. His soulmate, his beautiful, tormented soulmate.


      He’d been here before, done this before. And now he’d do it again.


      Andre brought his wrist to his lips. His fangs dropped, and he used them to slice open his skin. Blood welled and he pressed the wound to Gabrielle’s lips.

    


    
      She wasn’t responding.


      His wound sealed up, and he had to reopen it, again and again. On the seventh try, he felt her mouth latch onto his wrist. His body relaxed as she drank from his vein, and he pulled her closer.


      “I will never give up on you, my sun,” he whispered to her in Romanian. “I will pull you from the dark, just as you have me.”


      Leanne and Oliver watched from the doorway, not daring to come any closer.


      Andre pushed the blood-matted hair away from his mate’s forehead. Her skin brightened, either from the blood or the close contact, and after another minute or so, her eyes fluttered open.


      “Soulmate,” he said.


      Her mouth left his wrist and her throat worked. She stared at him as he pulled her more fully into his arms, a strange look on her face. Her throat still worked and her nostrils flared. She began to shake in his arms. And then, all at once, she came apart.


      She let out a shuddering sob. Her eyes grew faraway as the trembling increased. He’d seen this before, usually from men freshly removed from battlefields. Trauma.


      She drew in a long breath and closed her eyes. When they opened again, she was back with him.


      “My blood. They took it. The demons. They held me down and took it. Then they forced me to drink blood of the people they killed, so they could take more of mine.”


      Christo. The horror of it all weakened his knees; if he hadn’t already been kneeling, that would’ve brought him to the ground. They did this to the most powerful woman he knew. They did this to the person that released them. They did this to his soulmate.

    


    
      The power he kept locked away rose, as it usually did when Gabrielle’s life was threatened. Oliver and Leanne, who had crept closer at the sound of their friend’s voice, were now pushed back by the force of it.


      Something built at the back of his throat—a roar, a wail, something. The bulk of his power gathered around it, building, building—


      A cry cut through his awareness.


      “Oh my God. Oh my God. Get it off of me.”


      He glanced down at his soulmate to see her clawing at the bloody robe she wore, horror plastered across her face.


      His power dissipated as he focused on her. Now wasn’t exactly the time or place to change. Demons were still wreaking havoc outside these walls—if the screams were anything to go by—and they could be back soon. Not to mention that on any other occasion, Gabrielle would be terrified to expose herself in such a place, especially when she didn’t have clothes to change into.


      But he couldn’t bear to see her traumatized, and she couldn’t bear to wear the clothes her tormentors must’ve given her.


      “Oliver, Leanne, turn around.”


      “Don’t need to ask me twice,” Oliver muttered. “Boobs hold no sway over me.”


      Andre turned his attention back to his soulmate as her friends faced away from them. Gabrielle was already ripping the fabric, uncaring that she was exposing herself as she did so.

    


    
      Andre shrugged off his jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders. He grabbed her bloodstained hands and clasped them in his own. She yanked against his hold, but he wouldn’t let them go.


      “Andre—” she sobbed out.


      “Look at me,” he commanded. “Look at me.”


      Reluctantly she did so.


      “Let me do this, love.”


      She frowned, her lower lip trembling—her entire body trembling. And damn if the sight didn’t break something in him. He would tear out her enemies’ hearts and dance upon their ashes for this.


      She released a long breath and nodded.


      Andre ripped the dress down the middle, scowling with each yank. The devil did this. He’d been given this covetous bond, this radiant woman, and he was destroying her piece by piece. Andre’s resolve hardened into place. They would trump the devil at whatever game he was playing, and they would do it soon.


      Once he’d ripped the dress off, he removed his shirt and used it to wipe off the blood that stained her skin. He couldn’t get it all off, but he did the best he could, even toweling off her hair. His soulmate pulled his jacket closer around her.


      “Thank you,” she whispered.


      He paused, then grabbed her chin. “Never thank me for something like this.”


      Before she could respond, he kissed her. She latched onto him, falling into the kiss like it was the only thing tethering her to the earth. He clutched her close, breaking off the kiss to whisper. “I will always come for you. I will always follow you, and I will always, always try to save you.”

    


    
      Gabrielle


      I lay cradled in Andre’s arms as he, Leanne, and Oliver led me back to Bishopcourt. As far as coping went, on a scale of one to ten, I was at a two. Physically, I might be in the arms of my soulmate, but mentally, I was still pinned to that altar, being sliced open over and over again.


      Lila and those demons disrobed me at some point. I’d been unconscious and they’d changed me. And they were minions of hell.


      Don’t think about that.


      I must’ve let out a sob because Andre tightened his hold. “You’re safe, soulmate.”


      He whispered to me in Romanian, pressing me close to his chest. He’d finally gotten the damsel in distress that he always wanted. I was pretty sure he now regretted ever wanting her.


      The demons took so much blood. They had to have brought hundreds—if not thousands—more to life. That many could destroy entire cities within a day. The world was in serious trouble.


      It was a sobering thought that I really was the anti-Christ even against my will. I didn’t want to bring the blight to earth, but I had. The time for denial was over.

    


    
      “I have to see him.” I whispered more to myself than anyone else.


      The devil, the man who forced me to hell and ordered me to be cut and bled, would be waiting for me on the other side of dawn.


      Andre didn’t respond to my words, so I continued to speak. “He did this, and now I have to see him.”


      Andre gathered me closer to him. “I swear I will spend every last breath hunting him down.”


      Bloody tears slipped out of my eyes. There was no armor strong enough to protect me from the devil.


      I drew deep on my own need for retribution and vengeance.


      “I will be the one to stop him.” My voice came out colder and stronger than I’d planned. “I will be the one to end this once and for all.”

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 24


      Gabrielle


      The brush of lips against my wrist roused me. My eyes snapped open, taking in the vaulted onyx ceilings and the agonized faces that seemed to be carved into the stone itself.


      I jerked my hand away from the thing that kissed it, my chest rising and falling faster and faster as I became more aware of my surroundings. I pushed myself into a sitting position, noticing absently that I’d woken up in the bed I’d dreaded so much only days ago. Now betrayal overrode fear.


      The devil watched me, his face passive. He’d been bent on his knee next to the bed when I woke up. He stood.


      “You said you’d never hurt me.” My voice broke as I spoke.

    


    
      He winced, and the sight of it infuriated me.


      “Don’t pretend you feel something,” I snapped.


      I needed off this bed. I needed to pace.


      “Oh, but I do,” he said, those strange eyes of his taking me in. “For the first time in a long time, I do feel.”


      “Your demons held me down and cut me over and over again.” My voice broke. “I know you were the one that ordered it.”


      “I did what I had to do for us both.”


      There. He admitted it—and savaged my heart while he was at it.


      “You did it to punish me,” I clarified. I knew enough about him to know that he’d punish me for betraying him like I had over the last few days.


      “No,” he said obstinately.


      I would’ve been surprised had I actually believed him.


      He grabbed my shoulders. “I am telling the truth.”


      I pushed his hands away, turning my face from him. I couldn’t stand to look into those eyes.


      He grasped my face and rotated it so that I was forced to gaze at him. “I did it for us, and I would do it a thousand times over.” Wrath clouded his features.


      A thousand times over.


      I barely survived it once.


      I needed to get away from this monster. I scrambled off the far side of the bed. He stood as I rounded it, seeking to cut me off. The doorway out was on the other side of him.


      I ignored his presence as I made a beeline for the exit. My body was too small to contain all the anger, all the pain, all the terror that coursed beneath my skin.

    


    
      The devil didn’t like me ignoring him. He caught my arm and spun me around.


      “Let me go.” I pushed at his hands.


      “Listen to me.”


      “Let me go!” Now I struggled in earnest.


      “You will not be mad at me.”


      “Fuck you. I’m not mad at you—I hate you.”


      Our connection throbbed, weeped. We were wrapped up in each other, our destructive natures circling one another.


      “No,” he said, grabbing my upper arms and squeezing them.


      I pushed against him. “Yes,” I hissed. “I hate you so much it’s hard to breathe.”


      His face was the epitome of anger. His eyes traveled over my features, his upper lip curling. Then he reeled me in and he pressed a kiss against my lips.


      I pushed against him, fought as his mouth pried mine open. And then I tasted him, the brimstone and ash and blood. The taste of endless death and pain. My power flared, and I slammed it into him. He stumbled back, but once he regained his footing, he moved into my space again.


      “How dare—”


      I slapped him, putting the full brunt of my strength behind it. His head whipped to the side, and he froze in that position.


      My breaths came in angry heaves, and I didn’t care. I was done being used, done bending to an unbending man. Done with this.

    


    
      He touched his cheek. “You hit me.” His face twitched like it couldn’t decide what expression to wear.


      I did, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit that it felt good. I’d be high-fiving angels right now if I could.


      Suddenly, the devil whirled on me. He grabbed my neck and swiped my legs out from under me. I hit the ground hard, and the devil came down with me. All I could sense from him was his barely contained nature. All that evil pressing down, peering at me through humanoid eyes.


      I so did not sign up for this shit.


      His face hovered right over mine, and the fingers around my throat dug in.


      “Do it,” I wheezed. “Hurt me worse than your demons did. Give me another reason to hate you.” It was so much easier to ignore our terrible connection this way.


      He released my neck and slammed his fist into the floor. “Bloody fucking hell! I’m sorry,” he said, his eyes flashing.


      My breath caught in my throat. He’d never apologized before.


      “You think I’m happy about this? That the key to my power lies in another? That I must be made vulnerable to her—to you? I’ve guarded myself against this for so very long, but the enemy still found a way in, and I welcomed Him with open arms.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “Our connection.”


      “What does that have to do with anything?” I asked.


      “What doesn’t it have to do?” He stroked my cheek as though he couldn’t help himself.

    


    
      “I’ve been planning my war and my great escape for millennia. I knew there’d be costs—I’d expected pain, sacrifice. I thought it would be physical. I hadn’t expected you. I hadn’t planned on watching you take my pain and making those sacrifices for me.


      “More than anything else, I hadn’t planned on my pain and sacrifice being emotional. I hadn’t expected it to hurt here,” he touched his chest, “where I can’t so easily heal myself.”


      I didn’t breathe.


      The Deceiver had been deceived. He hadn’t planned on using me to build his army on earth; he’d just improvised. He also hadn’t planned to care about me, but through our connection he’d been forced to.


      What had he said? He’d let the enemy in?


      I stared up at him as realization set in.


      Of course. Of course.


      Soulmates were bonded pairs. Love, among other things, passed through that connection. And from all that I gathered, God and love were synonymous.


      The devil had let his enemy in.


      “Yes,” he said, reading me, “you finally understand the chink in my armor.”


      “Why did you take me if you knew this?” I asked.


      He pushed himself to his feet and extended a hand to me. I hesitated.


      “Little bird, for once this really isn’t a trap. I have answers for you. Take my hand.”


      Though I was loathe to touch him, I did so, grasping his hand. He hauled me up.

    


    
      We left our room. “The reason I took you, despite the risks, is really quite simple: you give me access to Earth.”


      “Once upon a time, there were three fates.” The devil and I walked through the castle gardens. I hadn’t spent much time here, so close to where all those screaming souls were. The sound of so much agony chaffed against my spirit—and it was already so downtrodden.


      The devil called this place the glass garden, and I understood why. Trees, bushes, and flowers were hewn from obsidian. They seemed to grow straight out of the lava rock beneath us, so lifelike I could see minuscule veins on the leaves, and rough bark on tree trunks.


      I touched the petal of a flower we passed. It felt … alive. This was a strange, disturbingly beautiful place.


      I withdrew my trembling hand. I was putting myself back together piece-by-piece after last night, but I was still shaken by all that had happened.


      “These three fates sought to appease the old gods,” the devil continued. “So they formed husbands and wives for them. One of those gods was me.”


      He snapped off a nearby rose. “You were to be my gift.”


      Ah, the good ol’ days when women could be given like presents.


      “Some of the other gods had received husbands and wives, and some had married each other. Each union diluted the power of the gods—one pie, too many pieces. They fell, and the remaining gods claimed their power. I saw what these marriages did, and I knew I did not want you.”

    


    
      The feeling was mutual.


      Even as I thought that, my connection tugged me closer to the devil.


      “Initially,” he clarified, picking off the rose’s obsidian thorns one by one and tossing them to the side. “Don’t misunderstand—I very much liked the idea of my own woman—someone made specifically for me who would spend eternity at my side—but I was ambitious, and I wanted to share my power with no one.


      “But the fates promised me that my wife would make me powerful, that she wouldn’t lead to my destruction like the wives of so many other gods had. And this place …” The devil surveyed our surroundings. I followed his gaze. Beyond the obsidian hedge that bordered the lush garden I could see the tips of flames reach high into the sky. Its brightness reached far, but it couldn’t drive away a darkness above it. “This place can make even a god go mad, if left alone for long enough.”


      Methinks that was exactly what happened.


      He led me to a dark stone bench, and we sat down, his body angled towards mine. “They gave me a glimpse of you.” He reached out to touch my hair. “And I was gone. You’d taken me completely. They made me a mate who could unearth who I once was, before time and power and loneliness warped me into this.”


      “This is not just about you,” I said.


      Sure, somewhere in that twisted form of him, there was a kernel of love, and I had the ability to lure it out of him. My heart ached with the need. But what if he broke me first?

    


    
      There was no use rehashing what happened to me last night. He knew about it, and he had to realize how close he’d already come to cracking my mind.


      “I would never break you,” he said.


      “Stop reading my thoughts.”


      “I cannot. You were made for me. That is how much a part of me you are.”


      He rolled the stem of the glass rose in his hand. “I’ve always believed thorns rather than flowers incentivized people.” He took my hand and pressed the rose into it, curling my fingers around it. “Thorns haven’t worked with you. I’m trying flowers.”


      I stood, holding the strange flower in my hand. “I don’t want this.” I stared down at the obsidian rose in my hand, then looked up at him. “I don’t want you.”


      I felt full with emotion. Hate and fear and pain filled me, but underneath it all was love. Through our connection, God did in fact penetrate this place. I swallowed down my rising sickness. My one last link to God lay in this connection. This connection to the devil.


      This was so wrong.


      He stood, and he caught me before I could leave. Cupping me cheeks, he said, “Asiri.”


      I furrowed my brows.


      “Say it,” he said.


      “Why? What’s the point?”


      “Say it.”


      I sighed. “Asiri.”


      He closed his eyes. When he opened them, more than just an infinite swirling abyss stared back at me.

    


    
      “Let me go,” I said, latching onto his wrists. I’d pry them off of me if I had to.


      “Don’t you see it? We are more, Gabrielle. You know this. We hate more, but we can also love more.


      “Let me in, consort. Let me into the heart of yours. I swear I won’t betray it.”


      First an apology and now a request.


      “You’re already in my heart.” Thanks to the connection I could feel him with every beat of that organ.


      “By design I am, yes. But not by choice. Let me in.”


      “I wouldn’t even know how.”


      “You need to give in. Give in.”


      “To what?”


      “Your heart.”


      It was already taken, and the man that held it lived in a different realm.


      I closed my eyes.


      “Look at me.”


      I shook my head.


      “Teach me how to be better. Open your eyes and show me how to live. How to love.” His voice was so gentle, so soothing. I desperately wanted to believe that he wasn’t an evil being.


      A tear trickled out of my eye, and I felt his thumb brush it away.


      “Please,” he said.


      All at once, it broke.


      I broke.


      The damn that held back my rising pull to him and all the emotions that went along with it poured out.

    


    
      My eyes snapped open and I drew in a shuddering breath. “Asiri.”


      “Consort, I feel you. I finally, truly feel you.” He smiled, and angels should weep at the sight. It was almost too much, and I was falling, falling, falling. Down into those eyes of his, down into our connection. There was nothing separating us except two sets of skin and the space between us.


      He pulled me to him, and kissed me.


      I could feel him. Him. This ageless, timeless thing. His soul was full of whitenoise, of shrieking souls and pain.


      I wasn’t sure where I was. My lips were on his, and I could taste him and feel him, but that was distant, background noise to the feel of him. I’d reached inside him, and he’d let me in. Of all the beings out there, Asiri seemed like the most closed off, and he let me in. Only his soul, or whatever this was, battered against mine. I was surrounded by a terrible howling noise, and I could feel the discontent that festered inside of him.


      So I began to hum, softly at first. I pulled on the siren, brought her through the connection, and together she and I began to sing. The storm inside Asiri settled, the howling quieted, and it calmed the raging madness inside of him.


      The air shifted, and we were back in his bedroom—our bedroom. He moved us to the bed I dreaded so much.


      And then I was running my fingers over his wing scars. And then I was kissing them.


      “No more pain,” I whispered against his skin. He laid me on the bed before joining me. For the first time ever, I saw an expression on his face that was free of the violent tendencies he was so well known for.

    


    
      Only one thing lay in his eyes now.


      Hope.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 25


      Gabrielle


      What am I doing?


      I felt like I was surfacing from a dream. One where monsters and gods played with mortals, and I’d tamed the worst of them.


      My thighs rested over sculpted shoulders. A mouth pressed against my core, giving me the most intimate kiss. Not a shred of fabric covered me. Without thinking, I fisted my hands—hands that gripped already mussed up hair.


      The color was wrong.


      Not Andre’s.


      What in the bloody hell am I doing?


      Every fiber of my being focused on the naked man kneeling between my legs. He paused in his ministrations to kiss my inner thigh, and I saw his face.

    


    
      My heart almost died of fright.


      The devil was going down on me.


      OhGodohGodohGod.


      This was my own personal nightmare.


      I shook off what felt like the aftereffects of a drug.


      “Gabrielle.” His lips moved against my skin.


      I yelped and tried to disentangle myself from him. I’d willingly let the devil into my heart, and I’d lost myself in the process. I could still feel him there, making himself comfortable. He was in me and I was in him.


      His hands captured my thighs and held them in place. “No sense being shy now, little bird,” he said, his hungry gaze moving over me. “You are going to finally, completely be mine.”


      Cue internal screaming.


      No, no, no, no, no.


      I squirmed against his hold. “That can’t happen.”


      His eyes narrowed, and I felt the shift in his mood as though it were my own.


      “You say this to me now, even exposed to me as you are?” He glanced meaningfully at the juncture between my thighs—which was, to my utter mortification—spread before him.


      “I love someone else.”


      He glared down at me. “You gave me your heart, and I gave you mine.”


      I don’t want your charred husk of a heart, and I want whatever I gave you back.


      I’d made a grave, grave mistake, and I might lose the only man that had ever mattered to me because of it. Kisses were one thing, but this? Relationships died every day for less. The devil and I might not have done the deed, but we were naked in his bed, and I’d been participating in some heavy petting. Andre would have every reason to leave me.

    


    
      Contemplating that hurt too much. I pressed the heel of my hands against my eyes. I might’ve already lost him, and I knew it. I knew it.


      I was a goddamn fool.


      Whatever I’d soothed inside the devil now fell back to chaos. He slid out of bed, naked from head to toe, and all I wanted to do was call him back to me. I hated that. Our connection had betrayed me. I had divided loyalties, and I really, really shouldn’t. Not after all the pain the devil had put me and countless others through.


      He paced. I could see the scars trailing down his back where his wings had been ripped from him. “It’s the vampire, isn’t it? Even after everything, it’s still him you want?”


      “It will always be him,” I whispered.


      The devil turned from me and leaned a hand against the wall as though catching his breath. He let out a roar and slammed his fist into the stone surface. Flakes of obsidian chipped away beneath his fist and the entire building shook from the power of the blow.


      “No, Gabrielle.” He swiveled to face me. “You are mine, and I vow to you, those words of yours will change. You’ve just made this a whole lot easier for me.”


      Goosebumps broke out along my skin at his ominous vow.


      “It really doesn’t matter at this point,” I said. “I lose something, no matter what.”

    


    
      The devil drew in a long breath and collected himself. “The longer we live, the more we lose. Innocence, virginity, friends, time, and if you live long enough—and you will—memories.


      “Few things survive. Andre won’t survive you, but I will.” His calm demeanor was all the more frightening now that I could see right inside him. I could feel the torment of his emotions battering against mine. “You’ve already opened your heart to me. Your mind and body will follow soon enough.”


      He grabbed his clothes and began pulling them on. I gathered the bed sheets to me, covering myself. Once he was dressed, he headed to my armoire and threw an outfit onto the bed. “Get dressed. The time for secrets is over. I will show you your legacy.”


      Coming here was a mistake.


      Not that the devil had left me much choice. As soon as I’d donned another gown, he’d roughly grabbed me and transported us out of the bedroom.


      We stood amidst the burning souls, the flames fueling the devil’s inhuman anger. Every so often I sensed another emotion flicker beneath that rage of his. Hurt was the most common, followed by frustration. Love wasn’t something you could compel another to feel. He understood this, but he didn’t have much patience or practice waiting for me to love him. From what I gleaned from our connection, he felt entitled to it.

    


    
      But ever since his final words back in the bedroom, he’d acted calm, as though he weren’t a ticking time bomb set to go off at any minute.


      He raised his hands to the fire, which roared and crackled. “This, consort, is power.” Souls screamed around us, clawing at themselves like they might be able to tear the pain off of themselves.


      “So you can make souls feel pain. How big of you.”


      The devil was not right in the head. Maybe I’d broken him before he had the chance to break me.


      “Their pain is what gives me power.”


      Like I said, not right in the head.


      The devil narrowed his eyes. “You misunderstand. I’m not talking about enjoying their pain; I’m talking about using it. An engine needs fuel to run and a person needs food and drink to live. I am no different. As the fire burns these souls, it creates usable energy, energy that feeds my power, and now yours.”


      Mine?


      I set that horrifying thought aside. Otherwise, it would distract me from the fact that the devil was giving up his trade secrets, one of which was that essentially, hell was nothing more than a glorified steam engine.


      And the devil was the terrible machine it propelled.


      “My power gets its source from pain—both emotional and physical. The more souls I have, the more power I collect.


      “And now you create chaos and mayhem, fear and anger and pain topside,” he continued. “I could never feed on the emotions of the living before you became my queen.”

    


    
      Alarm raced through me. “And now you can?”


      He inclined his head. “And now I can.”


      I almost stopped breathing. “How?” I whispered.


      “Through our bond.”


      I stumbled back. The roar of the flames the screams of the damned became background noise to the pound of my heart.


      It was so much worse, so much worse than I’d imagined.


      “You think you are the only one held here against her will? My eyes see no real sunlight, my lips taste no real food. I smell only brimstone and rot. I live off of corrupted souls.”


      He held his arms up and gestured around him. When he faced me again, something incredibly tragic entered his features. “This has been my prison for as long as I can remember.


      “But now that you’re here, that all will change.”


      He harvested the dead and I harvested the living.


      I placed my fingers to my temples and rubbed. This entire time I hadn’t realized … All that power. I thought it came for free. I should’ve known better. Everyone pays a tithe. Especially me.


      I dropped my hands. A long time ago Andre told me that the devil did all that he did for one sole purpose.


      Power.


      My gaze slowly lifted to his. “What will you do with all that power?”


      He cocked his head. “Isn’t it obvious? We take over other realms, one by one. Earth first,” he said, sauntering to me, “because that one’s the most powerful and the most corrupt. And now it’s accessible.

    


    
      “Limbo will fall shortly after that. Then the Otherworld—I’ve already begun to claim it, but this will be the proverbial nail in its coffin. The fae are delightfully nasty things; it will be nearly effortless to bring their world into the fold. And eventually … the Celestial Plane. Heaven.”


      Horror, true earth-shattering horror, dawned on me.


      He meant to take over every world in existence, and I was the key to them all.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 26


      Gabrielle


      I was back.


      The earth spit me out into snow, and I dug my hands in it. The devil wanted this place, and he would use me to get it.


      World domination. Excuse me, worlds domination. That was his end game.


      A shudder worked its way through my body. Now that I was here, an increasingly large part of me wanted to see his plans actualized. It was the same part of me that fed off of suffering.


      However, knowing how my power worked allowed me to better control it, and through it, my tumultuous emotions.


      The devil had shared his secrets, but I hadn’t shared mine. I didn’t dare think about them. My mind was no longer a safe place for even me to linger.

    


    
      But I was finally ready to act on those secrets.


      Well, as soon as I made it back to civilization, I thought as I took in my surroundings. Snowcapped mountains jutted up around me. I saw no houses, no streets, no signs of life—other than frost covered grass. And that looked pretty dead to me too.


      I was dusting snow and dirt off myself when I heard the hiss of breath. A moment ago, where there’d been empty space, my friends and Andre now stood. And Andre … Andre’s heart was breaking, I could see it on his face.


      He must’ve smelled the devil on me or seen my sins in my expression.


      He stepped forward, then fell to a knee, like his legs could no longer support him. The weaponry strapped to his body clinked as he did so. “What did he do to you?”


      I wasn’t going to get a chance to see that smile of his before I confessed. I stumbled over to him, kneeling in the snow in front of him. We were close, but we weren’t touching.


      Andre was having none of that. He scooped me up around the waist and pulled me close to him.


      Somehow this was even worse. To be held in his arms while I confessed.


      His nostrils flared at the smell of my guilt and—hopefully—my remorse.


      I glanced at my friends. They were now going to witness this conversation. Oliver looked like he wanted a bag of popcorn.

    


    
      I exhaled a shaky breath. “The devil and I … did things.”


      “What things.” Andre’s voice was flat, but I could see the world breaking in his eyes.


      How to explain the sensation of letting the devil in. It hadn’t felt like it did with Andre, this warm presence that was a part of me. The devil staged an aggressive takeover. He’d seized my heart and decided to occupy it. I’d lost myself in the process, by the time I surfaced I’d found myself in an intimate situation with him.


      Andre squeezed me tightly and shook his head. “Forget it. It doesn’t matter.”


      “Of course it matters,” I whispered.


      “No, it doesn’t. What matters is how you felt about it, and how you feel about me.”


      At his words, bloody tears dripped down my face. “I can’t fight him off, Andre. He ordered me to be held down and bled and not twenty-four hours later, I allowed him to get close to me.” Admitting that hurt something fierce. “How do I feel about it? Disgusted. Horrible. Evil.”


      “Enough.” Andre’s voice cut through the night.


      My mouth snapped shut.


      “Do you love me?” he asked.


      I swallowed thickly and looked away.


      “Do you love me?” he repeated, turning my head to face him.


      “With everything that is good in me, yes,” I said.


      Most of the pain in his eyes seeped away at that. “That is all I need, Gabrielle. Through thick or thin, I am yours.”


      I searched his face. My heart was thawing, my mind was disbelieving. “You’re serious,” I said.

    


    
      “You think I don’t understand?” he said. “I have lived for seven hundred years, soulmate. I may have lost much in that time, but I have also gained some wisdom. I knew going into this what you faced. I hate that you shared something physical with that abomination, but not as much as I hate that he shares a bond with you.” He tilted my chin up. “But most of all, I hate that this has fallen on your shoulders.” He held me close. “When it comes to you, nothing is beyond my forgiveness. I am yours, soulmate. Are you still mine?”


      Our bond had withered away, but even without it, and even after seeing into the devil’s soul and being with him, I still chose Andre. I would always choose Andre.


      I nodded.


      He smiled, and I’d been wrong earlier when I thought the devil was the most attractive creature to ever exist. Because that title belonged to the man that held me in his arms. I felt small and unworthy and tainted, yet Andre stared at me like the sun rose and set on me.


      He gave me a squeeze. “Say it.”


      “Andre, so long as I live, I am yours.”


      Shortly after our conversation—and shortly after some meaningful looks from Oliver that demanded I fill him in once we were alone—the fairy tapped into the ley line and took us back to the Isle of Man.


      Or at least he was supposed to.


      I knew something was wrong immediately. I couldn’t experience ley line traveling the same way fairies could, but I’d gotten used to Oliver’s techniques. And these weren’t it.

    


    
      A second later, I understood why.


      I hissed at the feel of natural light on my skin. It didn’t burn like it would’ve a week ago, but whatever creature I now was, I preferred darkness to light.


      As my eyes adjusted, I took in my surroundings. I wasn’t back on the Isle of Man, nor was I amongst the snowcapped mountains I’d arrived at.


      A huge stepped pyramid towered in front of me, and surrounding it were waves and waves of people and demons. More winged beasts crowded the sky. Every single one of them had their eyes trained on me.


      Holy crap. This was going to be the devil’s revenge, part two.


      Gray claw tips dug into my skin, and I realized this demon must’ve snatched me on the ley line. He now dragged me forward. I tripped over my bare feet, my spider-silk dress slithering behind me. Last time I’d been in this situation, I hadn’t acted fast enough.


      I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.


      Power built inside me. I was going to blast this dude to Aruba. I’d already pulled my arm back to release the energy when I realized that it wouldn’t matter.


      Too many of them.


      I was laughably outnumbered, and if I tried anything, at the very least another demon would replace the one I obliterated. And that was being optimistic. Knowing my luck, I’d get the mob descending upon me.


      The wind kicked up as we reached the base of the stone structure, and off in the distance I caught sight of rolling storm clouds. They were heading this way, and fast.

    


    
      I got a close look at the pyramid the demon now dragged me up.


      Chichen Itza.


      I was a little rusty when it came to world history, but I was pretty sure this was one of the places where the Aztecs ripped out the beating hearts of their victims.


      Considering that I hadn’t treated the devil’s too kindly, I could only imagine what lay in store for me here.


      The devil’s revenge, part two, indeed.


      I was so screwed.


      Andre


      Motherfucker!” Oliver cursed.


      Andre glanced around and his heart dropped. “Where is Gabrielle?” They stood in front of Nona’s ruined cabin and his soulmate was decidedly absent.


      “Um,” Oliver said.


      “What happened to her, fairy?” Rage rising.


      “A demon was waiting for me. He snatched her as soon as I tapped into the ley line.”


      Andre’s fangs descended. “A demon was waiting for her,” he repeated.


      This was the second time in two days that she’d been captured along a ley line. First it was some goon working for the Politia. Now this. He could feel the storm brewing beneath his skin. God, he needed to hurt someone.


      Oliver squeaked. “They ambushed me. It’s not like I gave her to them.”

    


    
      Yet the fairy was here and she wasn’t. Again.


      He grabbed the fairy’s shirt and leaned in. “Take me to her.”


      Andre would be damned if they had a repeat of last night. And if there were demons waiting for them—all the better. He owed them for what they did to his mate.


      Leanne, whose eyes were hazy, spoke up. “No, Andre. You’ll have to sit this one out.”


      Andre turned his glare on the seer; the look was lost on her sightless eyes. “Why.”


      “Because where she’s being held, the sun still shines.”


      Gabrielle


      I might not have blasted the demon to smitherines, but I was definitely dragging ass when it came to following him up the pyramid. He growled and yanked on my arm. I glared up at him as I tripped up another two stairs.


      “You have got to be kidding me.”


      I whipped around at the sound of Oliver’s voice, a smile blooming along my face. He and Leanne stood at the base of the pyramid, right in the middle of the crowd of demons and not-so-nice-looking people.


      “Shi-it, Corpsie,” Oliver said, assessing the crowd, “you really did a number to yourself this time.” When he caught the eye of a human next to him, he said, “What? Never seen a fairy before? Yeah, that’s right, back off.”


      The demon jerked me nearly off my feet, and I stumbled up more steps.

    


    
      “Freaking-A.” That was it. I hadn’t used my power up until now because I had no means of escaping this place. But now that my friends were so close, I was done with the man-handling.


      My skin glowed, and I heard gasps ripple through the crowd at the sight, reminding me that I had a huge audience. I wasn’t going to think about why they’d gathered. I wasn’t.


      Energy formed in my palm, and I threw it out at my captor. The demon flew back. I didn’t wait for him to hit the stone.


      Demonic howls rang through the skies above me as I ran down the staircase. I noticed ominously that no one else dared to step onto the pyramid.


      With each step I took, the stairs shook and the sky rumbled. The already howling wind picked up and that storm I’d seen on the horizon was now directly overhead. Flashes lit up the clouds and the entire clearing.


      Lightning struck the top of the step pyramid. I covered my eyes. Once the brightness dimmed, I lowered my arm—and froze.


      All that is holy.


      Standing at the top of the ancient structure was the devil.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 27


      Gabrielle


      The devil lifted his hands in the air, and the crowd bellowed. The excitement here was full of lust—for battle, for chaos and bloodshed. Rows upon rows of demons and humans watched him.


      I kept backing up until I bumped into my friends. The crowd closed in on us from all sides.


      “How did he get here?” Oliver asked.


      I stared up at the devil as he surveyed the land. “I have no idea.”


      “Think he’ll go away?”


      “No,” Leanne said. “He came to claim earth, and he came for Gabrielle.”


      “Me?” I squeaked. He already got me in hell.


      He shouldn’t be here. Traveling to earth was my power. But somehow he’d managed it.

    


    
      The devil began descending the steps. Cameras and phones were aimed at him, and dread pooled in my stomach. Clips of this would hit the Internet. Word would get out of his existence on earth. There was power in fear, power that the devil knew how to harness.


      Another world to feed upon.


      “Whelp, coming here was a bad idea,” Oliver commented.


      The devil’s eyes searched the crowd. After a moment, they found mine. He extended an arm towards me. And then he smiled. “Come forward, my queen.”


      I froze at his voice, as did the audience. The crowd parted, and an aisle was created that led directed from the stepped pyramid right to yours truly.


      Shit, shit, shit.


      A thousand different faces turned to me, some of this world, some not.


      Members of the crowd had pulled Leanne and Oliver away from me—the latter of whom was giving his captor the stink eye.


      “Bow to your queen,” the devil continued. “My consort.”


      And now a thousand different beings bent at the waist. My eyes darted from them back to the devil. Our connection pulsed and then I felt a pull from his end. The bastard was siphoning off my energy.


      You aren’t using it.


      I narrowed my eyes at him.


      He smiled at me, stepping down stair after stair. “She is mother to the demons here, our lady of chaos.”

    


    
      Thunder rumbled overhead, flashes of light brightening the dark clouds.


      “What’s going to happen when he gets to me?” I threw the question over my shoulder to Leanne. Those that held her frowned at me, like I was supposed to be in-the-know when it came to the devil. Ha!


      “I already told you, Gabrielle. He’s going to claim you.”


      My eyes bulged. “Like in the Biblical sense?”


      “I don’t know. Maybe. Definitely a kiss at the very least.”


      I was still stuck on maybe. My attention flittered back to the devil, who stalked down the pyramid steps and towards me with purpose.


      Fuck maybe.


      My power surged and I blasted it forward, making sure to avoid hitting Oliver or Leanne. Humans and demons flew into the air, knocking others over like bowling pins.


      Lighting struck the ground with a thunderous boom a hundred yards from the pyramid. A chorus of screams punctuated the blast.


      I strode forward. First I grabbed Leanne’s hand and then, after blasting another round of beings off of Oliver, I grabbed his too.


      Another bolt of lightning speared a tree at the edge of the clearing. It caught fire, the branches going up in flame.


      Run, little bird, and hide yourself good, because when I find you, you’ll regret crossing me.


      I stared up at him. Fifty yards and hundreds of people lay between us, but when our gazes locked, I could feel him in me and me in him. We were back in his castle, his soul laid bare. Anger and hurt so deep it was bottomless rose up to greet me, and even now I reached out and began to hum. We were the point and counterpoint in the universe. He was a wound and I was the needle and thread that would sew him up.

    


    
      I fell into those eyes and under that spell once more. I sucked in a bite of air, and when I released it, our surroundings disappeared.


      The change of scenery was so sudden, and the devastation in front of me so extreme, I staggered back.


      “Whoops,” Oliver said. “Wrong exit. Hold on.”


      “Wait,” I said.


      San Francisco sat across the bay, the tightly packed buildings dotting the landscape. Only, much had changed since the last time I’d seen it.


      The Bay Bridge canted sideways, part of the roadway dipping towards the water. Beyond it, I could see the partially exposed skeletons of several skyscrapers, like some great beast had taken a claw to them.


      “What happened to this place?” I asked, my voice desolate.


      “Demons,” Leanne said.


      I swiveled to her. Her eyes, which had been going in and out of focus, were sharp once more.


      “This is the work of demons?” I asked.


      “Mainly. Some of it was just collateral damage from human and angel counterattacks. They’re fighting back.”


      The world blurred as I blinked back tears. Indirectly I’d caused all of this.

    


    
      “Oliver, can you show me more?”


      “You know I hate to be the voice of reason,” Oliver said, “but we shouldn’t linger on ley lines more than necessary. Especially not when that possessive vampire of yours is waiting for you back on the Isle of Man. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but patience isn’t his strong suit.”


      “Please,” I said. “I want to see what I’ve done.”


      “She’ll be fine,” Leanne said. “Show her two more cities.”


      Athens was smoldering, the Parthenon all but wiped away. Rio de Janeiro had been all but leveled, and the city’s Christ the Redeemer statue was nothing more than a pile of rubble.


      I gasped when we returned to the Isle of Man. We ended up next to Nona’s cottage.


      An instant later, Andre was clasping me to him. He pressed a kiss to the crown of my head before pulling away. “Soulmate, are you okay?”


      “I’m fine.”


      He searched my face. “What has put the darkness in your eyes?”


      “The devil has arisen to conquer the world,” Leanne said, back to focusing on nothing. “He uses borrowed power to live and breathe, and he has come here to destroy.”


      Dread settled beneath my skin. While I’d been fighting for my life, the devil had been taking over the world. I felt him pulling from my connection even now.


      “The devil is here?” Andre said, releasing me.

    


    
      “Yes,” Leanne hissed. “And he comes for you and your mate. Beware of Bishopcourt. The battle between worlds has begun, and the heart of it will play out inside its walls. To go there is to face certain death, but you must if you wish to save the world.”


      All at once her eyes rolled back and she pitched forward. I caught her as she fell.


      Dazedly, she blinked up at me. Her gaze sharpened. “You know what you must do.”


      My jaw set in grim determination. The time for running was over. “I need to end this.”


      “You need the quill,” Andre added.


      I turned to him, forgetting for a moment that I’d told him about the celestial quill in the letter I’d left him several days ago. “I do.”


      Andre whipped out his phone, and called one of his men.


      Quill? The devil’s voice flowed like water through my mind.


      I released Leanne to massage my temples, trying to not think about anything.


      “Soulmate?”


      What are you hiding from me?


      “Stop it,” I gritted out.


      “Who’s she talking to?” Oliver said.


      “The devil,” Leanne answered.


      Andre closed the phone. “Bishopcourt is already surrounded,” he said, taking my hand and rubbing his thumb over my knuckles. “Many beings are expecting our return.”

    


    
      Consort, I’m coming for you.


      I made a noise at the back of my throat. “He knows something’s off.”


      That was all the warning Andre needed. He scooped me into his arms. “It’s alright, soulmate. We’re ending this now. The fairy is right, you need that quill. I know where it is, and I’m going to get it for you.”


      The vampire has put the nail in his own coffin.


      “Oh God,” I moaned, “the devil’s listening. He wants you dead, Andre.”


      “What’s new?” he said. He rotated to my friends. “Oliver, Leanne, a taxi is coming for you. It’ll drop you off at a nondescript apartment in the city.” He looked down at me. “From here, soulmate, we go it alone.”


      The countdown had begun. Now it was a race to save the world.


      We’d left Oliver and Leanne back at the ley line, and began sprinting towards Bishopcourt, the place Leanne had foreseen us dying.


      Both Andre and I chose to not touch on that topic.


      “You know where the quill is?” I said as we ran. It made sense now, why Jericho was so cryptic and so unworried. He left the quill with the one person I was closest to.


      “Yes.”


      I didn’t bother asking how or where it was. That would only serve to feed the devil more information. Andre would show me, hopefully before it was too late.


      It is already too late for him, the devil hissed.

    


    
      He hadn’t left my mind alone. I could feel him lurking at the back of my eyes, watching, waiting.


      We sprinted across the countryside, using our inhuman strength to carry us over fields. By the time we could see Bishopcourt, I could tell we had some big problems on our hands. Angels and demons blanketed the skies. The Politia and dozens upon dozens of other individuals crowded Bishopcourt’s lawn.


      “Christo,” Andre swore.


      “Was it like this when you left?” I asked.


      Andre shook his head. “Many supernaturals had come to our gates, but my men and my coven had held them off.”


      Something had obviously changed within a short period of time.


      I could see vampires tearing out the throats of humans and demons alike. Demons lashed out at anyone they could, even their own when they got in the way. Angels seemed to focus their attention on the demons, but as I watched, I saw one bring down a vampire. Andre choked back a cry as several other individuals who’d been fighting turned to ash.


      We wouldn’t be the only victims the battle claimed tonight.


      Stop thinking like that, I chided myself. The future can change. End this quickly enough and no one else has to die.


      “The quill’s inside?” I asked. I bit my lip as soon as the words were out. The less I knew, the better.


      “We’re going to use a passage you’ve never taken before,” Andre said instead. “Follow me, keep quiet, and try not to attract any attention.”

    


    
      A.k.a., don’t light up like a Christmas tree.


      We ran toward a squat stone fence. Bishopcourt was still a ways away, and from what I could tell, no one had noticed us.


      I’ve noticed, consort.


      “The devil is still watching,” I said.


      Andre began shoving stones away from the wall. “Doesn’t matter.”


      Beneath the stones was an old iron door. I could sense the cloaking spells that had long ago been cast, as well as several hexes and a few curses meant for unwelcome intruders.


      Andre ripped the door open, the metal screeching as it was forced from its resting spot. I glanced to the battle to see if anyone had noticed, but there were too many beings to account for.


      Andre reached for my hand and helped me down into a subterranean passageway. My feet hit the stone floor, and a moment later, Andre’s did as well. He closed the metal hatch as best as he could, and then we were off, my bare feet splashing into puddles.


      For Andre’s benefit, I let the siren peek out enough to illuminate where we were going. One of the powers I’d acquired as queen of hell was the ability to see even in absolute dark. Andre, however, even with his night vision, couldn’t see when there were no light sources.


      Eventually, we came to the end of the passage. To my dismay, it ended with a wall of brick. If there’d ever been a door here, now it was long gone.

    


    
      Andre whispered something in what sounded like Romanian, and I felt the release of a spell. He took my hand and pulled me through the wall.


      For the merest of moments, I felt like I was trapped under the ground again. But then we stepped out, onto the other side.


      I glanced around, my mouth parting in surprise as I took in Andre’s secret library. I studied the wall we’d just come from. It was one of the few areas of the room that was bare of bookshelves or furniture, and now that I could sense magic, I could feel the spell woven into it.


      Turning back to the rest of the room, my eyes honed in on the glass case sitting on Andre’s coffee table. In it rested my salvation.


      No! The devil’s roar echoed inside me.


      I clutched my head. No place to hide from him.


      “Soulmate,” Andre said, capturing my hands and lowering them, “if you are ready, use it now.”


      I nodded as the last remnants of the devil’s voice died away.


      I’d only taken a single step towards the quill when a clap of thunder shook the walls of Bishopcourt.


      Andre and I looked at each other.


      The devil was here.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 28


      Gabrielle


      Andre dashed across the room.


      “Where are you going?” Desperation laced my words.


      Andre turned to me. He was already at the foot of the stairs that led to his bedroom. “I’m buying you time.”


      “Please don’t go.” If he went out there and tried to stop the devil, he could die. The king of the damned was no longer a phantasm; he was a god made into flesh.


      In five long strides Andre was across the room, clasping me tight in his arms. He pressed a kiss to my lips.


      “I love you. I’ll be all right, soulmate. Use the quill and finish this.”


      Andre was being brave. I could be brave too.


      I nodded.


      Before I had a chance to do anything else, he released me, and in a flash he was gone.

    


    
      My body went weak with fear.


      He’ll be all right. He’ll be all right.


      The sooner I ended this, the safer we’d all be.


      I dropped to my knees in front of the coffee table and lifted the glass that caged the quill. The sight of it took my breath away. I reached for it, only to hear a growl tear through the hidden tunnel that had led me here.


      A moment later, the wall shuddered as something large rammed into it.


      I swiveled just in time to see the wall explode inward, brick and plaster clattering to the ground. A plume of dust rose into the air. As it dissipated, a demon stepped through.


      First I saw a large clawed foot. My eyes rose, taking in gray, muscular legs and then wide, wide shoulders. The demon’s face was more beast than man, its huge teeth too big for its jaw, its nose nothing more than two slits, and the pupils of its red eyes horizontal.


      It—or rather, he (I was studiously ignoring that part of his anatomy)—growled low in his throat.


      Today would not be like yesterday. This creature would not hold me down and bleed me. He’d been sent to deliver me back to hell.


      We stared at each other for a second, and then the moment popped like a bubble. I lifted my hand as he dove for me, fangs bared.


      I threw my power out at him, sending him careening back out the opening he came through.


      My gaze darted about the library. I needed a weapon. Andre had to store some here. This room was, after all, a final defense against enemies. If someone else managed to break in, Andre would have a stash of weapons to defend himself with.

    


    
      I scanned the walls and shelves, but saw nothing that came close to a lethal instrument.


      The demon roared as he got to his feet.


      Aw, crap.


      I flicked my wrist at a nearby row of books, and using my power, flung them at the demon. He growled and lifted an arm as they smacked into him. With another twist of the wrist I emptied an entire shelf of books, silently apologizing to Andre as some of them exploded into an array of pages.


      All I managed to do was piss off a demon and discern that no weapons were hidden behind the books.


      I hoped Andre was having better luck than I was.


      Andre


      Andre rested a hand on his chair back and waited for the devil in his study. If it was time to end his long life, then he’d do it for Gabrielle. Gladly.


      But not without a fight.


      Even from here he heard the howling wind rip the front doors open. There were no screams to punctuate the devil’s entrance. Bishopcourt had already emptied itself of its occupants. They’d either fled, or they were now outside, battling for their lives.


      Heels clicked against the entryway floor, moving away from where Andre waited until he could barely hear the footfalls. A minute later they returned, making their way towards him. They paused outside the study.

    


    
      The door crashed open, and the devil stepped inside. The two men stared each other down.


      “You can’t have her,” Andre said.


      “She’s already mine.”


      The devil had a sword sheathed at his waist. He’d come prepared like a mortal might.


      The devil clasped his arms behind his back. “Who would’ve known all those centuries ago that it would come to this?” He surveyed the room before his eyes returned to Andre “You’ve made a good life for yourself. Pity it all has to end.”


      Andre reached over his shoulders and pulled his swords out. He rolled his wrists, loosening up his arms.


      The devil raised an eyebrow but made no move to draw his own weapon. “I granted you not just mercy, Andre; I gave you immortality, a gift other men have died for. Had you lived your mortal life, you would’ve been no one. Your bones would’ve rotted to ashes by now. You wouldn’t have been alive to steal my bond and my mate.”


      Andre flared his nostrils. “You stole my father’s soul and damned me with this curse.”


      “I didn’t see you regretting my goodwill when you took my queen to bed.” The devil said the words aloofly enough, but an inferno scorched at the back of his eyes. “You are the only reason she rebels, the only reason she fights my will.” The devil’s eyes narrowed. “Can you even fathom how much this angers me? I am Rex Inferna, the king of hell. Legions fall to my feet. Billions fear me; billions more worship me. I am no one’s second choice.”

    


    
      At that, Ande’s mouth curved into an unpleasant smile. “You are most human’s second choice. That is all you will ever be.”


      Now the devil didn’t bother masking the fire blazing in his eyes. He pulled his sword from its scabbard. “The world tilts and changes and yet it comes back to where it all started: you, me, and Old Man Death.”


      Gabrielle


      The demon grabbed me by the throat and tossed me across the room. I smashed into the coffee table, my body landing on top of the quill’s glass case. It shattered beneath me, and dozens of different shards dug into my back.


      I rolled away just as a meaty fist came crashing down, splintering the coffee table where I’d laid not a moment before. I stumbled to my feet, my eyes frantically searching for a weapon. Blood dripped from the nicks on my back. I heard a hiss as at least one drop hit the ground.


      Seriously? Can’t a girl catch a break? I thought as another demon began to take shape. This was like fighting a freaking hydra.


      Spotting a walking stick in the corner of the room, I called it to me. And then I went Gandalf the Grey on the monster’s ass. I smashed the cane across the demon’s face, whacking him again and again until the staff broke and he collapsed to the ground.


      A growl came from behind him as the other demon finished forming. Dropping the remnants of the cane, I ran down an aisle of shelves. I needed a better weapon than a walking stick. Feet pounded at my heels as the demon bore down on me. A hard body slammed into my back, tackling me to the floor.

    


    
      I fell to all fours, pinned in place by a hulking piece of demonic flesh. If I died now, the world was—pardon my French—so fucked.


      Ahead of me, my eyes caught sight of a chest tucked away in a forgotten corner.


      Lifting a hand, I levitated it off the ground and catapulted it at the demon holding me down, the one who was giving an evil little laugh now that he had me where he wanted me. The chest beaned him, wood and metal exploding against his flesh. He slumped to the side, half on, half off me.


      Praise Jesus and all the baby angels in heaven, a dozen different weapons scattered out of the remains.


      Sliding out from under the demon’s deadweight, I lunged for the sword closest to me. In one smooth movement I’d unsheathed it, and in the next I brought it down upon the demon’s neck. His head didn’t have time to roll before he turned to smoke and ash.


      I was stalking towards demon number two when I heard the clash of swords in the distance.


      And they were getting closer.


      Andre


      “Doesn’t this feel familiar?” the devil said. He and Andre began circling each other. “Only then you had a pitchfork.”

    


    
      The devil disappeared. In the next instant Andre felt a boot at his back. It had been a long time since anyone had caught him off-guard. The devil shoved him forward.


      Andre didn’t fall, but as he caught himself, the devil twisted his wrist and snatched one of the swords right out from under him.


      “Like taking candy from a baby,” the devil said, testing the weapon out in his hand. “And I’d heard so many tales of your skill with a sword.” He backed towards the door, sheathing the sword he’d come with now that he had Andre’s.


      Andre followed him, chafing at how easily the devil divested him of one of his weapons. “Wrong sword, Lucifer,” Andre said. “Ask Gabrielle. She can tell you all about my skill with my sword.”


      The devil gave a wordless shout, swinging Andre’s stolen weapon at him. Andre smiled as he parried the blow. He’d wanted to get under the devil’s skin, and he’d succeeded.


      They fought their way out of Andre’s study. Steel clinked and sparked as their weapons collided with unnatural force. They were blurs, moving down the hall as they traded blows. There was no mistaking where the devil was leading him. Andre’s room got closer and closer, until they were passing through the door. His heart skittered as he caught a whiff of sulfur and the remnants of his soulmate’s blood.


      The distraction nearly cost him.

    


    
      The devil’s stolen sword arced over Andre’s head, ready to split him right down the middle. At the last second he blocked the blow.


      Their swords locked. “What a disappointment you would’ve been to your father,” the devil said, “whoring and killing your way through the centuries. Tell me, do you think he would’ve traded his soul for your life if he’d known what you’d do with it?”


      Andre slid the devil’s blade away and kicked him in the chest, sending the dark god sliding to the entrance of Andre’s secret library. “You’re going to have to do better than that, Lucifer,” Andre said.


      “Andre?”


      His blood froze as he heard his soulmate’s call. The devil was between them. Andre wasn’t fool enough to think that she’d already used the quill. If she had, it would be unlikely that he and the devil would still be fighting. And positioned as they all were, Satan could kill her now and their one chance at salvation would evanesce.


      The devil seemed to realize this. He smiled at Andre and disappeared.


      Andre ran for the doorway, his body doused in fear. It had all been one elaborate trap. The devil wanted Andre to watch his soulmate die, along with the last of his hope and that of the world’s.


      Andre stood at the top of the stairs when the devil appeared in front of him, dropping the sword he stole to wrap a hand around the back of Andre’s neck. And then the devil’s other sword was in his hand.


      With a hard thrust, he shoved it into Andre’s chest. The blade parted skin and pierced Andre’s heart, exiting through his back.

    


    
      Andre’s mouth opened, but no words came out. He touched the wooden blade that impaled him and knew he’d indeed been tricked. Only, it wasn’t Gabrielle who would die, and it wasn’t him that would be forced to watch.


      The devil clutched him close. “Feel that, vampire? That is death.” He pulled the sword out, the blade making a wet, slick sound. “It won’t be fast, but it will give you enough time to think about what exactly waits for you on the other side.”


      Gabrielle


      I dropped my sword after the second demon dissipated into smoke and ash. My breaths came in great heaves. The clash of swords grew louder, until it was right above me.


      I scrambled through the debris, searching for the quill. Before I came upon it, I heard a familiar voice.


      “… to do better than that.”


      “Andre?” I called.


      Another sinisterly familiar presence tugged at my heart. The devil had already consumed so much of it that I hadn’t noticed that throb of his closeness. He was right up there with Andre.


      I couldn’t think about that.


      I began turning over the ruins of the coffee table and tossing aside scattered books, my heart pattering like rain on a rooftop.

    


    
      There.


      It shimmered amongst the debris, not a single vane of the feather out of place. It had survived the fight.


      Just as my fingers closed in on it, my back arched and pain seized my heart. I clasped the skin over it, gasping for breath. My first thought was that it was my body’s reaction to touching a holy object. Then I heard the devil’s voice and the slick slide of a blade leaving flesh.


      My pulse pounded in my ears.


      I smelled the blood before I saw it.


      Borrowed blood.


      Oh God, no.


      A moment later a body tumbled down the spiral staircase that led into the library. My knees weakened. “Andre.” I ran, stumbling over my own feet in my haste to get to him.


      “Soulmate,” he said. I’d heard that voice say many things in anger, in love, in sadness, in agony. Never had I heard it so weak.


      I wound an arm underneath his shoulders. He clutched his chest as I dragged him to the couch. Blood sluggishly seeped between his fingers.


      “Why isn’t it healing?” I asked, my voice rising with panic. I had his torso propped on my lap.


      “Love.” The endearment was little more than a whisper. In that one word was an explanation, one I didn’t want to hear.


      Nononononononono—no.


      “Why, Andre?”


      His head lulled against my breast. “Staked. The sword … was wood.”

    


    
      “No.” There were only a few ways you could kill a vampire; a wooden stake through the heart was one of them.


      I didn’t realize I was crying until my tears hit his cheek.


      “Don’t cry, my life,” he breathed.


      “Andre, don’t leave me. Please.”


      He gave a slight shake of his head. “Never.” His hand groped for mine. I helped him, slipping my hand into his. His skin had never been this cold.


      I couldn’t breathe. Heaven above, this was what loss felt like.


      Only one way left to save him. I still clutched the quill. My grip tightened.


      This ends now.


      Desperation fueled me. My eyes frantically searched the room. A leather-bound book rested below the coffee table. I grabbed it and ripped out the first page.


      I wrapped Andre’s hand around the quill. “We’re doing this together.”


      “No—please, soulmate. It’s yours.”


      I ignored his plea, bringing our joined hands to the paper. Belatedly I realized that I didn’t have any ink for it.


      Fuck.


      My eyes searched the room. I could fumble through all the odds and ends in Andre’s private library, but he could be dead by then.


      You know this can’t possibly save him anyway. I pushed the thought away. I would save him. That was what soulmates did; they saved each other. And fate be damned, he was my soulmate.

    


    
      Only, it was looking like there was no ink to transcribe this.


      And then a horrible, macabre idea entered my mind when my gaze returned to Andre.


      Blood. I could use his blood.


      A sob slipped out. I pinched my eyes shut as I dipped the quill into a pool of Andre’s spilled blood.


      What mischief is my little queen up to now?


      The devil was suddenly, staggeringly present. I could feel him like a swift wind brushing past me. The question he asked was irrelevant. He knew what I was doing, what I had. I realized then that he’d been watching from the shadows, waiting for me to come this far only to snatch victory from my grasp.


      I had seconds—if that—to finish this.


      The devil began to coalesce in the room.


      “Leave, soulmate,” Andre pleaded with me.


      “Never,” I said, throwing his words back at him.


      I began writing, dragging Andre’s hand along with mine, glancing up at the shadows as I did so.


      S-A-V-E


      The letters were a mess. Blood was poor ink, and my normal difficulties with quills were only exacerbated by the unwilling vampire who kept trying to pull his hand away.


      U-S


      Smoke wrapped around me, souls screaming.


      A-L—


      The quill was ripped from my hand before I’d been able to write the final “l” in my message. I hadn’t even managed to write a full three words.

    


    
      The devil snatch the sheet from me.


      “No—!”


      I reached for the paper only to watch it go up in flame in the devil’s hand.


      I counted my breaths, in and out, in and out. I waited for divine judgment to strike me and Andre. For us to be whisked away from the room.


      Nothing happened.


      I failed.


      I failed.


      The world as we knew it would end. Andre would die, and I would rot away in hell for an eternity. It was almost too much to comprehend.


      The devil turned his wrathful gaze on me.


      “Consort.”


      Never had I heard so much anger packed into a single word. Betrayal gleamed in the back of his eyes. I hadn’t expected that. Not from the Deceiver.


      I stared at him, a stubborn part of me still holding out for some sort of divine intervention. But the seconds ticked by and deliverance never came.


      It really didn’t work.


      It was a good thing I was already sitting, because if I wasn’t, my legs would have given out.


      “Even in my native tongue, there are not words for what you’ve done,” the devil said, speaking to me in Demonic.


      I swallowed back bile. If Andre and I weren’t going to be saved, then things were about to get very, very bad. I would not face them sitting down.

    


    
      Andre groaned as I lifted him enough to slip out from under him.


      The devil seethed, the shadows around him expanding


      “This is not your native tongue, Asiri,” I responded, moving away from Andre so he’d avoid the devil’s attention.


      “How dare you use that name with me now of all times!” The walls of the room shook under the force of his words, and my hair whipped around me.


      Having the devil’s love was bad. Slighting the devil that loved you was far, far worse.


      He disappeared only to reappear directly in front of me. He grabbed me by the neck and dragged me across the room, slamming my body up against the wall. The entire time he stared me in the eyes. I could see pain in those inhuman irises, pain that stemmed from love.


      I choked as he lifted my body up, my feet leaving the ground. “I banish you to the deepest, darkest region of hell, consort. May you rot until you’ve paid your penance, then rot some more.”


      The words were barely out of his mouth when I felt the devil draw on my power. I gasped as I felt my life force sucked from me. I could hear wood begin to splinter far below us. I knew what was coming.


      “No.” This came from Andre, who was trying to stand.


      The devil spared him a glance, his lips curling with his anger. He swept his free hand out, and a wave of energy hit Andre square in the chest.


      The devil’s hold on my neck cut off my scream. Andre fell back, and this time he didn’t move. The world turned red as tears leaked from my eyes.

    


    
      “You cry for him? Him?” The devil grew bigger and more powerful as his pain fueled him. So much hurt lay in those eyes. Right now, the all-powerful devil was a wounded thing. I couldn’t have created a more dangerous creature.


      The room filled with static electricity.


      Even with him feeding off his own pain, more and more of my energy drained from me. I heard stone crack and wood splinter as the floor lurched and shifted.


      “Asiri,” I said.


      He squeezed my throat until he crushed my windpipe completely. As black dots spread across my vision, the vines snaked around me, and then they dragged me down to hell.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 29


      Gabrielle


      The deepest, darkest region of hell was exactly how the devil described it. Deep and dark. I could feel the weight of the very earth itself press against me.


      I blinked my eyes, but I saw only blackness. Oblivion. One could go crazy down here. I reached around me, but felt nothing. Perhaps this all just went on and on. Nothingness, forever.


      Andre was down here somewhere—or he would be very soon—burning in the flames, damned to unbearable agony. My blood chilled at the possibility. Fear triggered the siren in me, and my skin began to glow.


      Wherever this place was, it was no longer the darkest region of hell. On a whim, I reached for the locket around my neck and yanked it. I heard the dainty clasp snap, and I tossed it away from me.

    


    
      No more doubt, no more uncertainty, no more straddling two men. I knew whom my heart belonged to. I’d spend every last second of my undying life trying to free Andre from this place, regardless of the punishment the devil doled out. It didn’t matter what the fates had decided; he was my destiny and I was his.


      But first I needed to escape this place.


      I began walking in ever increasing circles, reaching out in search of walls. When I’d done this for several minutes and came across none, I stopped. This place could be endless.


      I reached above me. My arms met only cold air. The only surface I’d come in contact with was the earth beneath me. So I knelt against the floor, pressing my hands to it. My blood thrummed as I did so, and power raced down my arms and into the ground. It poured from me until instinct commanded that I reclaim the magic I’d only just released. So I called the power back to me, drawing it up from the ground.


      I didn’t know exactly what I was doing until a wisp of golden light curled up from the earth, thickening and coalescing as I watched. My power was making it corporeal. My brows furrowed as the golden wisp became a silhouette and the silhouette became a man.


      Not a man, a soul. A damned soul that had been trapped beneath the floor of the darkest, deepest region of hell.


      Souls couldn’t die. Not even damned ones that had been spent of their energy. They just became a part of the matrix that made up this place.

    


    
      Once I’d pulled the soul from the ground, the urge to repeat the process rode me.


      I continued to pour my power out of me, only to pull it back from the earth. Each time I did so, more souls took shape around me.


      I couldn’t say how fast time passed down here, or how long it took for those wisps to fill out into the semblance of people. But even after they’d filled out, they stayed by my side. Each gave off a slight glow, and the deepest, darkest region of hell brightened.


      As I worked, I wondered about the devil. I hadn’t heard him in my head when I should’ve. It took effort to yank one of my hands from the earth and put it to my heart, the power that gripped me reluctant to let me go. I could still feel the devil inside me, but I sensed a cocoon of magic swathing our connection. Thousands of intricate threads of magic had woven themselves around it.


      I had no finesse when it came to magic. Spells were a witch’s forte, not mine, and while I could now sense magic and understand it at a rudimentary level, I knew in my bones I couldn’t have made the enchantment that wrapped itself snug around our connection. I could, however, sense this spell’s function. It blocked the devil from sensing what I was up to without closing him out completely. It was the magical equivalent of feeding security cameras benign footage to cover up a heist. The devil could feel me, but he couldn’t sense what I was up to.


      I knew enough about spells to know this one was powerful—strong enough to outwit the devil. The back of my neck prickled. Whatever instincts were conducting my movements had also led to the creation of that enchantment.

    


    
      At that, the tingle in my hands became almost unbearable as power built up. The itchy feeling beneath my skin forced me to resume my efforts. The ground pulled my hands to it like a magnet, and I resumed my task.


      What seemed like an eternity later, the earth released my hands with a pop, and my power ebbed back inside me. I leaned back on my haunches as the last spirit finished taking form. That was when I realized there were hundreds of them—maybe thousands. All hovering around me, casting that eerie light on this place. They waited, staring at me, and I stared back.


      Alrighty.


      This situation was … weird. Weirder than normal. And my normal wasn’t exactly all that normal.


      The souls didn’t speak, but they began to crowd me. I really didn’t want to hug this out, but there was nowhere for me to go. I felt their bodies brush against mine. Instead of the usual agony that I’d come to expect when I brushed up against the souls of this place, I felt … peace.


      They began to touch me. My skin still glowed, so I assumed that even in death the siren appealed to them. Until, of course, those hands latched onto me and my feet left the floor.


      I let out a yelp.


      I yanked against their grips, putting my supernatural strength into it, but any hands I shook off were replaced by others. Glancing down, I noticed with dismay that spirits were now beneath me as well as around me. I tilted my head up. Dozens crowded the space above me. They surrounded me completely, sheltering my body with all their forms.

    


    
      We rose up, moving as a unit. Each of their faces was turned skyward. Their features blurred then sharpened. I’d given them back their form, but they no longer had physical bodies to hold those forms in rigid place.


      As I watched, some of the spirits disappeared above me. First their heads, then their torsos, and finally, their legs. I realized that was because we’d finally come across a ceiling. Only I wasn’t a spirit. I’d smash up against that ceiling, and then I’d fall back down.


      I renewed my struggles as more souls disappeared. Like before, I couldn’t break their holds. And then the ceiling was above me, and there wasn’t any more time to struggle.


      I gritted my teeth and held my breath, preparing myself for impact. But instead of smashing against the stony ceiling, I moved through it much the same way I moved through the ground when I traveled between worlds. The spirits dragged me through it, and as they did so, my power flared. I could sense more spirits trapped in this section of hell. My power whipped out of me and then it retracted, pulling souls out from the earth as it did so.


      Once I broke through the earth, the spirits released me, continuing to float upwards. I dusted myself off, noticing that I stood inside the palace, the black stone walls arching high above me.


      Home sweet home.


      I stood in the middle of the great entrance hall. Across from me, two large doors led out to the fields of fire.

    


    
      The place was utterly abandoned. Not that this was unusual in and of itself. This time, however, I could feel it. All the heavy players had been released from hell.


      A manic need took hold of me. It thrummed through my veins. I was a vessel. A vessel for this power that demanded I release more souls.


      I lifted a hand and aimed it at the double doors. I blasted them open, and then I stalked outside, down the palace steps.


      It was time to pull souls from the fire.


      Andre


      Andre blinked until his surroundings came into focus.


      Devil stabbed me, banished Gabrielle to hell—


      The scrape of steel on steel and the boom of thunder filtered in from somewhere far beyond the walls of his library.


      And now the bastard is waging war outside.


      He tried to sit up, but his limbs were weak. So, so weak.


      I’m dying.


      It was almost unbelievable. He’d been alive for so long, been the most powerful being around for so long, that he thought he might be impervious to death at this point.


      But all it had taken was a wooden sword. A child’s play thing. He recognized it earlier as one of several usually stashed in Bishopcourt’s training room.


      With much effort, Andre lifted a hand and probed the wound. He hissed as it screamed. The skin around his heart felt raw and ragged, and blood oozed out. Andre let his hand fall back to his side. Time to get on with the business of dying.

    


    
      He laid there as his life slowly seeped out of him, his eyes fixed on the ceiling. His mind spun.


      As soon as he died, Andre would drag the last of his coven to hell. A part of him wondered if they could sense his encroaching death. If their limbs moved slower, if their bodies weakened.


      Then his mind moved to less pleasant places. He’d be bound in the fires of hell, burning for eternity, and he’d have to watch that monster with his soulmate. He couldn’t decide what was worse—witnessing the devil’s cruelty towards Gabrielle or his kindness. Likely Andre would have to see both. And he couldn’t do a single thing about it.


      The nearby grandfather clock ticked down the final minutes of his long existence. They said that when you died, your life flashed before his eyes. But it wasn’t his life Andre was thinking about.


      Gabrielle’s smile. Gabrielle’s laugh. Gabrielle’s bad jokes. Gabrielle’s clumsiness. The way Gabrielle looked at him when he moved inside her.


      He couldn’t give that up. Not yet.


      Andre gripped the edge of the coffee table next to him. A cry tore out of him as he pushed himself up.


      This was nothing. He’d seen men with arrows wedged between shoulder blades and sunk deep into guts. He’d seen their bodies sliced open and bludgeoned in, and still they fought. And fought for what? Their country? Their religion? If ever there were worthy causes to fight for, fighting for his soulmate and his world would be them.

    


    
      While there is life left in you, live.


      Gabrielle


      I headed straight for the hellfire, led by some unseen hand. As I passed through the flames, my instincts tugged me forward, toward a soul that needed saving.


      I halted in front of a sexless gray wisp. This one had almost been swallowed whole by this place. I fed it power and a form took shape. Thick, rounded limbs and soft skin. A woman, I realized, as she filled out. Then color came. Long auburn hair, brown eyes. Each feature became more distinct until her image had fully filled out.


      When I arrived here, in this damned land, I knew instinctively how to place a soul into the fire. Releasing one was a little different, a little trickier, and yet I knew the movements intuitively. I wrapped my power around the woman and tugged, like pulling a weed from the ground. Once she was free from the flames, I released her. She floated up, up, up. A bright light in the darkness. The screams quieted as they watched.


      I moved through the fire once more, my power driving me towards another soul. This one, after he regained his contours, was a burly man. He smiled at me before he drifted upwards, joining a collection of souls gathered far above me.


      I repeated the process again and again. Why I passed by certain souls and stopped at others, I couldn’t say. Some other force guided my hand. I didn’t know who these souls were or why they called out to me, but I did know that I wasn’t liberating all of hell’s prisoners.

    


    
      The devil said it wasn’t possible to release a soul from the fire. What he meant was that it was impossible for me to release a prisoner. But that was before he’d thrown our connection wide open, thrown it open so that he could tap into my power.


      He’d dipped into my power, and now I was dipping into his.


      Time lapsed as I freed souls, and the more I touched, the more dissociated I became. I lost my identity somewhere in those flames, and thank God for it. I would’ve gone mad otherwise. The sheer number of souls I freed, the faces of those I bypassed, the power I wielded—it was all too much for even an immortal like me to bear.


      Until, that was, I came up to my father.


      My identity rushed back to me all at once. Unlike the other souls, this one was personal.


      In front of me was the man who died to save me. The man I’d dreamed about intermittently for a decade. I couldn’t stop the wetness that welled up in my eyes, both from the agony that contorted his features, and from the knowledge that I’d get to free him from that suffering.


      That realization led to another: There was a method to this madness. The souls I released weren’t picked at random. Each had arrived here unjustly.


      My power gushed through me the moment I touched my father’s soul. The terrible agony that consumed him fled.


      I ran my hand reverently over his essence as his form brightened and filled out. It didn’t take much energy to revive his soul completely.

    


    
      A shimmering hand reached for me. I looked up, meeting my father’s gaze. I felt the brush of his spirit as he ran his phantom fingers down my cheek, gazing at me with stark adoration.


      I leaned into his touch, and I smiled at him. “I’ve missed you, Dad,” I said, blinking back my tears. He moved his hand to his heart, then back to me.


      I nodded, understanding what he couldn’t say. “I love you too.”


      I released his soul from the fire, and stepped back to watch his ascent. My heart rejoiced as he floated up beyond the reach of the flames, where they could never get to him again. I stayed rooted in place until he joined the other souls gathered far above me.


      When I resumed my work, I allowed my body to be directed by the power once more. I kept vigilant, however. My father’s release had reminded me that Andre was down here somewhere. With the same senses I used to locate souls, I searched the vast fields of flame for him.


      I couldn’t feel him. Where was he? Could he still be … alive?


      Hope flooded me, only to get squashed a moment later. He’d told me himself; he’d been mortally wounded. He might not die right away, but he was indeed dying. And that was a soul the devil would claim.


      But as I continued to work, I didn’t sense him, nor did I come across him. My steps began to slow as I realized, ominously, that my power was coming to a close and I still hadn’t found my soulmate amidst the flames.

    


    
      And then my feet dragged me forward one final time. I could feel it inside me—this soul would be the last I released.


      I swallowed as I came to a stop in front of a reedy man with hollow cheeks and sparse white hair.


      Not Andre.


      I’d released thousands upon thousands of individuals. Among them I’d seen some vaguely familiar faces from Andre’s coven—an alarming discovery since I believed many of these individuals to still be alive—but I hadn’t come across my soulmate. Worse, I still couldn’t sense him.


      I stared out across the roaring inferno that spanned as far as the eye could see. Despair curled around my heart like a lover.


      My soulmate was lost to me.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 30


      Andre


      Andre stumbled down the persecution tunnel set into his library. He clutched a hand tightly to his chest, staving off the slow drip of blood through his wound. Now that he was moving, something beyond his own determination compelled him onwards. Fire burned through his blood. No longer could he feel the magic draining from him. No longer was the pain so horrible that it seized up his muscles.


      Andre paused to lean against the wall and rub his eyes. His fingers came away with blood.


      The celestial request quill hadn’t worked. Gabrielle had one chance, and she wasted it trying to save him. He hadn’t been strong enough to pull away, and now the quill was gone, along with the last of his hope.

    


    
      The world would have to save itself. God wasn’t listening.


      Ahead of him the ground rose where the iron hatch fit into the ceiling. It took far longer than it should’ve to shove open the metal hatch. A dying Andre had little more strength than a mortal man.


      He hissed as he pressed a forearm against the iron and pushed, the position causing his wound to tear further. His lips curled inwards at the searing pain, but he pressed on, the need to be outside now singing through his veins. With a deep groan, the door released, smacking into the ground with a heavy thump.


      Andre braced himself for more agony as he hauled himself up by his arms. It was all he could do not to cry out like a babe.


      Bloody heavens above, that hurt.


      Once he dragged himself onto the grass, he rolled to his back, took a fortifying breath, then pushed to his feet. His free hand went to the hilt of his sword as he scanned the horizon.


      The fields surrounding his home were overrun with supernatural creatures. Among them were the Fallen, the devil’s most coveted demons because, like him, they were once angels. He caught sight of Lila, that hateful cambion, urging men on with her voice.


      Distinctly fewer vampires were out here now. He had to press his lips together when he caught sight of the piles of clothes. They’d died defending him, knowing as they fought that if they fell, it would be to their doom. Had he ever doubted their loyalty, he did no longer.

    


    
      Flashes of light arced across the sky as witches and sorcerers threw spells. Sparks flew as the swords of angels clashed against the claws of winged demons. The entire place looked like a swirling stew of light and shadow.


      Chaos.


      Andre could imagine it devolving further—each creature losing their form, creation unmaking itself until the world returned to the primordial place where it began.


      He blinked and the sharpness of the landscape roared back to life around him. As soon as fighters caught sight of him, he’d become a target. And just about everyone out here wanted him dead.


      He gritted his teeth as he pulled the sword from its sheath, the metal zinging as he did so. To die on the battlefield was a glorious death.


      Right in the middle of the melee, the devil slashed through beings indiscriminately with Andre’s sword, a maniacal smile on his face. He must’ve felt Andre’s stare because he turned and his gaze locked on the vampire king.


      The devil’s eyes narrowed.


      Straightening his stance, Andre stalked forward. The devil should’ve taken his head when he had the opportunity. Andre was going to make him regret it.


      Only he never got the chance.


      Gabrielle


      I searched the fire for my soulmate, used every sense I could to probe the vast reaches of hell.

    


    
      Nothing.


      Despair was giving way to panic.


      “Andre!” I shouted. My voice got lost in the roar of the fire and screams of the doomed.


      Above me, the souls I’d released were descending back towards the flames. Why were they returning? My power rushed over me, pushing my selfish thoughts back, urging me to lift my hands to these souls and embrace them.


      No.


      I dug my heels in and fought against the instinct to give in.


      “Andre!” I shouted again, moving away from the souls.


      They followed me, closing in from all sides. I tried to push past them only to feel their phantom hands latch onto me. I shrugged them off only to feel more grab me.


      They’d done this before, but then I’d had no real reason not to follow them. Now I had plenty. I forced my way through them, noticing absently that the fire no longer had the ability to burn them.


      I managed to slog several feet before too many had hold of me. I called on my power, seeking to magically force them off, only to feel it shy away from me.


      Traitorous thing!


      My feet left the ground as the souls lifted me up.


      “Wait, stop!” I struggled against them.


      The spirits wouldn’t let me go, and together we rose high above the flames. The souls that remained tethered to the fire screamed louder, echoing my own thoughts. “Let me go!”


      A familiar soul brushed against my cheek. I opened my eyes, and my father stared back at me. He shook his head then tilted his face to the darkness above us, where thousands upon thousands of souls floated. He took my hand, and with a small smile, led me up.

    


    
      His message was clear enough. We were all leaving this place.


      “N-no,” I sobbed out.


      This should’ve been joyous. My father held my hand, and we were rising from the pits of hell. But the farther away we moved, the more certain I was that I would not be returning. I couldn’t save Andre if I never came back.


      Then and there I made myself a vow: I’d see this through. And despite whatever came to pass, I wouldn’t rest until Andre was in my arms again. Only then did I stop fighting and allow these souls to sweep me away.


      The darkness above us receded as thousands of glowing spirits illuminated our surroundings. So many surrounded me that I could barely see beyond them. I caught the barest glimpse of the Underworld’s cavernous roof.


      It struck me then just how finite this place actually was. The land of the damned really wasn’t so big. It might stretch on for leagues and leagues, but it had a floor and it had a ceiling. No wonder the devil was so eager to leave this place.


      Souls crowded around me, their faces upturned. All these people had been bound unfairly to hell, all so that the devil could gain a bit more strength. I’d righted his wrong and freed them. That counted for something. More than just something. That counted for a lot.


      I reached the ceiling and, like before, the earth parted to make way for me. I could still feel my father’s hand in mine. Beyond all that peace that suffused his touch, I could feel his deep love. It was all going to be okay.

    


    
      Unlike the other times I’d pushed through the earth, this time the ground didn’t fight me. I flowed through it, gaining speed along with the specters. Together we rose higher and higher until I could sense vestiges of life.


      All at once, we burst through the ground, and then we were on earth.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 31


      The ground shook as angels, humans, demons, and everything in between fought. In the sky, underwater, on land. With swords and guns and claws and fangs and talons. Red blood and black blood and blood that seemed to be weaved of light all spilled. Beings that stared eternity in the eye fell alongside mortals.


      The elements stirred themselves into a frenzy as good and evil fought for dominance. Waves crested hundreds of feet high, swallowing up ships and crashing into coastlines. Gale force winds tore at buildings and swept away homes. Fires blossomed in thick forested areas and spread like a disease, descending upon entire towns. As worlds fought, the earth rebelled, ripping apart like all the prophecies feared it would.


      The ground trembled, so subtle at first that it couldn’t be told apart from the quakes that already shook it. It was just enough to scatter pebbles and further disturb the already agitated bodies of water.

    


    
      A high pitched noise sounded in the distance. It rose in volume as the earth’s tremors built on themselves. The noise grew louder and louder, until battle cries could no longer be heard over the sharp whine.


      All at once, the sound cut out.


      Fighters lowered their weapons in the silence.


      And then, with a cataclysmic boom, the dead rose.


      Gabrielle


      I emerged from the earth alongside the souls I’d freed. They lifted into the sky, their forms taking a warm golden hue. Beyond them, I could make out Bishopcourt.


      I’d surfaced in the middle of the battlefield. I only had a moment to take it in, soaked with blood and broken bodies. Those that hadn’t fallen on the field watched me and the souls rising. My skin hadn’t stopped glowing, and now it shone as bright as the angels that hovered in the sky.


      My entire life had led me to this moment, and my one true purpose was to return these souls to their rightful home. I realized that now as they continued to ascend.


      My father brushed a kiss against my cheek, just a whisper of contact, and then he let me go. I felt the loss deep within me; I would see him again, but not for a while yet. But he had his fate and I had mine.


      He was the last one to leave me. I watched his form grow smaller and smaller as the heavens finally claimed him.

    


    
      “Consort!”


      The devil’s voice shattered the peace. He stalked forward, his face twisted in anger. That fury had no place here.


      Even though the souls had released me, I kept rising, my toes skimming the grass only for a moment. The magic within me drew me off the ground and into the air. I could feel it crawling beneath the skin, burning, burning—


      “Consort!” he yelled again.


      Power was filling me up. Too much of it. The blinding light of it obscured my vision, but I made out the devil’s form. He stalked towards me, deep shadows shrouding him.


      The pain of so much power dug its claws in me. I could barely focus on him over it. And conscious thought … that was going too.


      Still a vessel …


      The devil stopped in front of me, his inhuman rage mingling with a yearning so deep it shone out of his eyes. I reached down for him as I rose, beckoning him to take my hand. I was still low enough to grab his if he gave it to me.


      He stared at my outstretched hand. His yearning won, and he reached for me.


      I realized what was going to happen an instant before it did. And in that instant, I hesitated—briefly.


      Even after all the carnage and destruction he’d wrought, a part of me didn’t want to see this being hurt. But I was just a vessel, and a far more generous being steadied my hand.

    


    
      The devil grasped it, and his eyes locked on mine. For one earth-shattering second, everything else fell away.


      I saw the future.


      A lifetime of endless night. Years and decades of coaxing kindness from whatever this being had left of his heart and nurturing forgiveness from mine. Then centuries of affection given freely between us. Finally, an eternity spent creating something else out of his prison beneath the ground and the worlds he’d conquered, something that seemed closer to paradise than damnation, something closer to happiness than hate.


      Amidst all those nights of change, I was there, in his arms, in his mind, in that slowly healing heart of his. All those nights he cradled me close, whispered words of wondrous praise. And I came to love him, and he came to love me. Together we vanquished the monster within him, and hell as we knew it became nothing more than a horrific nightmare of a time before forgiveness.


      I almost screamed as the vision cut off. That future was the future the fates had plotted all those centuries ago, one that would change worlds and lives and afterlives. I’d held that future in my grasp. But now, now it slid through my hands like grains of sand.


      Even no longer mortal, I couldn’t handle life on the scale of gods, love on the scale of gods.


      I was just a vessel. A vessel nearly used up.


      The world came back into focus, and for one terrible moment, I saw Asiri staring back at me, the benevolent god of the dead. Hope brightened his eyes an instant before he realized the future we saw would never be his.

    


    
      With a loud clap of thunder, my connection to the devil snapped. That strange, inhuman presence that had filled my heart was now shoved out.


      Reflexively, I loosened my grip. The devil’s hand slid from mine, and the earth opened beneath him. His lips parted, but no words or screams came out. We shared one last piercing gaze, and then he was falling, falling farther and farther down that chasm in the earth. The entire time he made no noise, but his eyes—his eyes said a million things.


      The ground sealed up above him, and the devil, for the second time in his long existence, fell to the pits of hell.


      Andre


      Andre staggered at the sight of his soulmate. She’d always been unearthly, but rising from the ground, her skin shining brighter than he’d ever seen it, leading countless souls from the earth … in that moment she truly was not of this world.


      His broken heart sang at the sight of all those glowing souls. The devil had banished Gabrielle to hell, and instead of following orders, she’d coordinated some sort of widespread prison break. For once Gabrielle’s rebellious streak was causing someone else grief. A smile wavered along his lips.


      That’s my girl.


      The entire field watched raptly. Everyone, save the devil. His chest rose and fell, rose and fell.


      “Consort!” he shouted. The shadows around his form expanded, and energy poured off him. He wasn’t masking his otherness like he always had. And an angry Lucifer wasn’t good. It fed right back into his power. “Consort!”

    


    
      Andre began striding forward, gripping his sword tighter.


      Gabrielle reached for the devil, her body levitating off the ground.


      The devil grasped his soulmate’s hand. Something about the embrace made Andre halt his progress. He couldn’t see the devil’s face, but he could see Gabrielle’s. For the first time in a long time, he couldn’t read her. She was utterly devoid of expression. This woman of his, he finally caught a glimpse of what she might look like after the eons chipped away every last piece and parcel of her humanness. She would’ve been nothing like Andre. Time would’ve fashioned her into a distant but humane goddess. Someone far loftier than him.


      Andre swallowed. This had always been above and beyond him. He could see that now. Gabrielle rode the power; the power didn’t ride her. She was the sun, and the devil that held onto her was the deep blackness of the universe.


      And then the electricity that filled the air, the magic that coated his tongue, something about it … changed. A clap of thunder echoed in the dark sky. Below Gabrielle, the earth split open, and she released the devil’s hand.


      The dark god fell silently, and even from this distance, this angle, Andre could tell that the devil hadn’t looked away from Gabrielle. The ground resealed, and Andre’s soulmate had done away with Satan as though he were the mortal and she the goddess of old.

    


    
      Demons, angels, and supernaturals all watched her in horror, in wonder. Andre’s bleeding heart squeezed at the sight.


      She tilted her head skyward once more. The power that drenched her now bled away the black attire she wore, replacing it with iridescent robes. They rippled around her body, moving as though the air was as viscous as water. Whatever magic this was, Andre was sure he’d never seen anything like it.


      She had hovered in the air while she held the devil’s hand, but now she rose until she levitated twenty feet above them. Angels shifted their sword arms, preparing themselves to fight her. But she wasn’t attacking. She wasn’t aware at all from what Andre could tell.


      His soul cried because he couldn’t see his Gabrielle in this woman.


      Gabrielle


      Power roared through my veins, continuing to brighten my skin and tear me apart from the inside out. I’d thought it might settle now that the devil was gone. I hadn’t thought it could hurt worse than it already had.


      I was wrong on both counts.


      My eyes didn’t see, my ears didn’t hear. I was pain, limitless pain. My power built on itself, boiling my blood as it did so. I blindly stared at the heavens as it drew out the damnation within me like one would a poison. But it also felt like it was killing me.

    


    
      My back arched and I screamed, the sound like nothing of this earth as the siren rode my voice.


      Oh God, the pain. Just a vessel, a vessel for darkness and light to battle, and either might win, but I would lose.


      The power stole the rest of my thoughts. It stole everything.


      For one brief second, the world came to a halt as I hovered in the air. And then the power burst through my skin, ripping me apart, and Gabrielle as I knew her was nothing more than smoke and memory.


      Andre


      Something was wrong. Gabrielle’s skin continued to brighten, and her face contorted.


      Andre had frozen in place, just like everyone else out here.


      He forced his feet into action. It felt like pulling himself from a bog, each step difficult. He sheathed his sword as he staggered towards her.


      Gabrielle continued to brighten, her body arching. She opened her mouth and let out a scream. The noise brought Andre to his knees.


      Beautiful anguish.


      Then it all stilled. He felt the silence and the breath of magic against his skin.


      Dear Lord, it was too late.


      Andre roared as light consumed Gabrielle’s body. And then that light, that blinding light, blasted from her. It was so bright it lit the night sky, so bright it drained their surroundings of color.

    


    
      It swept over the field, and Andre saw the demons closest to Gabrielle combust, flames ripping through them, before the light swallowed that too. He heard Lila’s shriek a moment before it consumed her.


      The shockwave raced towards him, and he only had a split second to realize that the light would burn through him. He dropped his sword and opened his arms to embrace his death.


      Andre didn’t even have time to scream as it ripped through his body, incinerating muscle, bone, and seven hundred years of life.


      And then the curse of vampirism was finished, once and for all.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 32


      Gabrielle


      My skin throbbed. Each cell felt like it had its own pounding pulse.


      Bit by bit, the blinding, all-consuming light drew away from the edges of my vision and color seeped back. With it came sight.


      The sky had lightened since I last gazed upon it, now a dusky dark blue. In the east, pinks and purples bled into it.


      My body began to descend and I dimmed. My earlier power fled, draining me of the last of my energy.


      Weak. So unbelievably weak. My feet gently touched the grass, then the backs of my thighs, then my shoulders and head. Laid down by some unseen being.


      I barely had energy to move, but I managed to tilt my head to the side. The grass beneath my cheek didn’t wilt or flatten itself away from me.

    


    
      Bishopcourt stood off in the distance, smoldering. Around me, a field of men and women lay, some dead, some stirring awake. No one had been left on their feet. Well, aside from the angels that hovered in the sky, but they hadn’t been standing in the first place. The only beings wiped away completely were the demons. Not even their bodies remained.


      Banished to hell along with the devil.


      As the last of my power left me, my heart jolted, and I felt a familiar tug as my bond flared to life. I placed a hand over my chest and felt the pump of that organ.


      I’m alive.


      After all that I’d done, I was sure the energy would eat me up.


      I heard a gasp in the distance, then, “Soulmate.”


      A jolt flared through my body, and my connection throbbed.


      It couldn’t be.


      I pushed myself to my forearms, the air stirring my hair. Across the field, Andre stared at me, his gaze intense. Shocked.


      I thought he was dead. I thought I’d lost him. But there he stood, looking very much alive.


      He glanced down at the torn and bloodstained material that covered his chest. His fingers rubbed over the skin. The wound that the devil delivered, the one that should’ve killed him and sent him to hell, had vanished, and his heart—

    


    
      I closed my eyes, just to make sure I heard correctly.


      Tha-thump. Tha-thump. Tha-thump.


      It beat. His heart beat.


      How was that possible?


      I opened my eyes as wonder spread across Andre’s features. He strode forward, his movements somewhat stilted. I got the impression that he might be just as weak as I was.


      As he got closer, our connection got stronger.


      Our connection.


      A sob slipped out of my mouth. I forced myself to my feet and stumbled forward. I tripped over myself, but then he was there to catch me in his arms. One of his hands skimmed up my neck and tilted my jaw up.


      Our connection—our connection!—throbbed. And then our lips met, and it went blissfully silent.


      I couldn’t imagine any mouth could feel this soft or anyone could taste this good. Andre’s lips glided over mine, his arms tightening around me. I’d seen a future with the devil, a future that stretched on and on, and in it I was happy. But it didn’t hold a flame to a single lifetime with this man.


      Neither of us expected this, neither of us thought it was possible. We’d fought and fought, and I wasn’t sure we ever truly believed we’d make it out alive. And now I was in Andre’s arms, my hand pressed against his beating heart.


      Eventually we had to come up for air. An hour ago, we wouldn’t need to catch our breaths. Now we did.


      Andre still held me tightly against him, his hand cupping the side of my jaw. His eyes searched mine, his chest rising and falling. “What is the meaning of this?”

    


    
      I blinked back watery tears.


      Watery tears. Not blood.


      “I think it’s over, Andre. It’s finally over.”


      “Dios mio,” Andre whispered.


      He reeled me back into his body, trembling around me. A tear hit my cheek, sliding down into my mouth. I tasted salt and water, and as my nose buried into the crook of Andre’s neck, I could smell him. Not his pheromones. Him.


      We truly were no longer vampires, which meant we weren’t damned. Only, I wasn’t sure we were human, either. I still retained my ability to smell and hear things normal mortals couldn’t.


      Above us, the sky brightened. We gazed to the skies, our arms still locked around one another’s.


      The angels stared at me now, their brows pinched together, their mouths frowning. And as people roused themselves, they too studied me until they caught sight of what was happening above us.


      Light backlit the dark clouds. They parted, and a beam of light stretched from beyond them to the field. Not light from the sun, which was rising in the east; light from on high.


      The atmosphere inside the beam of light shimmered and coalesced into a man with iridescent wings and dark skin and eyes that seemed to contain the entire universe. He had the same otherworldly beauty as all the angels, but I could feel the power of this man eclipsing theirs.

    


    
      He wore golden gladiator sandals and a cloth made from the same fabric as my own attire that draped around his hips. And he wore little else.


      “I, the messenger known on earth as Jericho Aquinas, come bearing an edict for heaven, earth, and hell,” he said, his voice carrying over the field.


      That was what Jericho really looked like? Holy heavens, the dude was a babe.


      “In response to a plea made on a celestial request quill, God, our holy mother, has intervened.” He held up a scroll that shimmered. “This is Her edict.”


      He unrolled the paper and began reading. The language he spoke wasn’t meant for human ears.


      Teoian, my mind whispered, the language of the gods.


      The sound of it reverberated in my bones, too powerful and vast to be understood. I caught the sound of my name amongst the words.


      He paused. When he resumed speaking again, it was in another foreign language, one that enveloped me in a peaceful embrace. I felt the brush of divinity in this language not because of its power but because of the holiness that washed over my skin.


      The angels stared at the messenger in growing shock as he spoke.


      Jericho paused once more, and this time when he spoke, it was in English. “In return for freeing those unjustly imprisoned in hell, God has granted amnesty to all who were tricked by the fallen one once known as Lucifer. God has additionally granted amnesty to those both directly and indirectly involved in the release of these souls.

    


    
      “The curse of vampirism has been lifted from those still living, along with their immortality. Whatever magic their body retains will be theirs to keep until the day of their death. Their sins up to the present day have been expunged.


      “Lucifer, who sought to break this world to his will, has been stripped of those powers he so recklessly wielded and divested of a mate he sought to entrap. The bonds that he broke in the process have been mended.


      “God’s vessel, Gabrielle Fiori, is to be recognized for her involvement in stopping the devil, as is Andre de Leon, Leanne Summers, Oliver Borealis, and Nona, the weaver of life. Any wrongdoing on their part is absolved by this heavenly decree.


      “With these words, heaven acts out its will. May these times not be forgotten, lest history dare repeat itself.”


      Jericho lowered the scroll and stared out across the field. His eyes briefly landed on me before continuing on. “Be good, humankind, for gods play with mortals and our reckoning is mighty and final.”


      With that, his form shimmered out of existence, and the ray of light dissolved away.


      Andre’s hand tightened on mine as he stared towards the lightening sky. The angels had left shortly after Jericho, and the remaining supernaturals scattered like dust in the wind. The only other beings that lingered were the last of Andre’s coven. There weren’t many, and I recognized even less.

    


    
      We watched the horizon. The sun crested in the east, and for the first time in seven hundred years, Andre felt its rays on his skin.


      He sucked in a ragged breath, and I saw a tear slip down his face. He closed his eyes as he drank the sensation in, and then he was laughing, his whole body shaking from it. I couldn’t tear my gaze away from him. I’d thought he’d been beautiful before, but under the glow of the sun, he was magnificent.


      He picked me up by the waist and twirled me around him. I cupped his face, drinking him in. The sun didn’t incinerate his skin, no vines rose to claim me. Our hearts beat together.


      “You did it soulmate—you saved us all,” he said. “My God, we’re finally free.”

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 33


      Gabrielle


      Two weeks later


      In the end, I had led to the extermination of vampires, just like the prophecy said I would. The curse of vampiricism now lifted, there were no more vampires. Just a bunch of scary-ass mortals.


      Unlike the devil, God gave words and intentions the benefit of the doubt. My plea to save us all hadn’t even been fully written, and I hadn’t clarified who, exactly, I’d been referring to. But God had divined my intentions nonetheless and she’d expanded it to include everyone throughout the ages who’d been duped by the devil. God hadn’t just saved our souls, she’d saved our lives.


      I set down the brush I’d been running through my hair and stared at my reflection in Andre’s bathroom mirror. My skin glowed softly from the song I hummed underneath my breath.

    


    
      We might be mortal, but neither Andre nor I were human. I was still a siren, and I could definitely still beguile Andre with my voice—not that he fought it too much. Our bond had reestablished itself, a feature distinct to supernaturals. But most of all, we retained some of our power.


      We’d kept the heightened senses that came with vampiricism—including night vision—and we still both had extraordinary strength and speed. Even more extraordinary was that both of us could still call on small amounts of magic, and I maintained the ability to sense it. It was a mere echo of what we once wielded, but it came with no strings attached.


      There was no longer a name or classification for us. We now fell outside the categories given to supernaturals. It made me wonder if other beings had come into existence as solutions to past battles between good and evil. I guess I would find out once I had children of my own whether they’d inherit these same abilities.


      My gaze moved to the packet of birth control pills sitting on the bathroom counter. Speaking of children, I had to have the vastly uncomfortable conversation with Andre about contraception, a conversation that he, unlike me, didn’t find awkward in the least. He did, however, enjoy watching my face flush with embarrassment.


      Behind my reflection, I caught sight of a broad, muscled chest just as a hand snaked around my waist. Andre leaned in from behind me, pressing a kiss to my cheek, then nipping my ear playfully. “What has my soulmate flustered?”

    


    
      I swiveled around in his arms to face him. “Sneaking up on people is not nice.”


      He nuzzled my neck, breathing my scent in. “Mmmm, it’s not, and you are flustered.” The hand around my waist stroked my skin languidly. “Are you still thinking about last night, as I am?”


      See? No qualms.


      My face heated, and Andre flashed me a wicked smile. His eyes strayed briefly to the packet of pills, and the smile vanished.


      And that was the other thing. Now that kids were back on the table for him, I was pretty sure Andre wanted them. Eep. No—please and thank you. I wouldn’t be crossing that bridge for a long time.


      A long, long, long time.


      “Soooooooooouuuuuulmate!” Oliver screeched from the hallway.


      Andre flared his nostrils. “Why is he calling you that?”


      “Because you do, and he loves nothing more than irritating the wrong people.”


      We met the fairy out in the hall. On his heels was Leanne.


      “Has anyone told you that your bed sucks?” he said by way of greeting. “I bet you’ve laid on stone slabs softer than that thing.”


      I narrowed my eyes at Oliver. He’d unofficially taken over my dorm room, much to his former roommate’s delight and much to Leanne’s horror. Andre’d balked at the idea of me returning to the dorm rooms now that I was enrolled at Peel Academy once more. A day after Jericho delivered his message, I found my packed belongings sitting at the foot of Andre’s massive bed.

    


    
      “Are we going to discuss this?” I’d asked him.


      “I’ve left you with the enemy for far too long. I’m not making that mistake again.”


      I’d all but rolled my eyes at that, but I didn’t fight him too doggedly on this issue. After moving heaven and hell for him, I wasn’t all that eager to leave his side.


      And, two weeks later, I found there were few things better than falling asleep and waking up in the arms of a former vampire king.


      It might all come to an end in two days, however; that was when my mother was scheduled to arrive. We’d see how that would go over.


      She’d learned along with the rest of the world that gods and devils existed—as did supernaturals of all shapes and sizes—and that her daughter was both the anti-Christ and the girl that saved the world from the devil.


      My mother was obviously having some issues processing all of it.


      “Oh, and I’ll have you know that I put a hex on Doris to make her nose hairs grow to her chin,” Oliver said, pulling me back to the present.


      “Oliver!” I gasped.


      “What? She was rude to Leanne and you, and she casts those judge-y eyes of hers at me. Anyway, that’s not why I’m here.” He grabbed my wrist. “We need to go to Castle Rushen. Now.”

    


    
      The remains of Castle Rushen, that was. They were still renovating the building after Andre demolished it, and they would be for some time.


      “We’re not going anywhere near that castle,” said my still-so-over-protective-it-hurts soulmate.


      Since the world almost ended, Andre and I had become something of a sensation. Both the supernatural world and the human one were captivated with our story. It was all nice and well, until you wanted to grab a cup of coffee and someone recognized you.


      “Oh my god, you’re Gabrielle Fiori, aren’t you?”


      “Were you really fated to the devil? Did you actually have to marry him?”


      “Can I have a picture with you?”


      “Told you,” Leanne said, back in the present.


      Oliver huffed, then glanced at me, raising his eyebrows. I gave him a look that said, What do you want me to do? I had to pick my battles with Andre, and this was not one of them.


      “Fine, fine. We won’t go, spoilsports. Do you have a television?”


      By means of answer, Andre brushed past us and stalked down the hall.


      Oliver leaned in. “Broody-as-hell. Gah, you lucky bitch,” Oliver said, eyeing his backside.


      The three of us and a couple of Andre’s men entered his conference room and circled the television. Oliver picked up the remote resting on top of it and clicked to the appropriate channel.


      A news station popped on the screen. In the background I could see Castle Rushen and a number of vehicles with flashing lights.

    


    
      The caption that ran along the bottom of the screen read, Cult and Corruption within the Politia.


      I sucked in a breath and glanced at Oliver. He wore a smug grin, and when he caught my eyes, he wiggled his eyebrows. Behind me, Andre leaned forward, splaying his hands on the conference table.


      On the screen, Byron Jennings was carted away into one of the police cruisers. Human police cruisers.


      The revelation that paranormals really existed was met with mixed reactions. But here on the Isle of Man, where supernaturals had been an open secret for centuries—if not millennia—the police force was happy to aid us.


      Byron’s eyes briefly met the screen, and I shuddered. Darkness dwelled there. I hadn’t noticed it before, but having once felt its touch, I recognized it in others now.


      I was surprised to see that Byron hadn’t shifted and escaped his captors. Whatever cuffs held him bound, they must’ve been spelled to contain a shifter.


      “He already confessed to three attempted murders,” Oliver said, staring at the screen.


      I glanced over at my friend, my eyebrows nudging up. Something cold and hard entered the fairy’s features, and I realized that I’d only ever seen a happy Oliver. Well, okay, sometimes I’d seen him miffed, but never like this.


      “Three attempted murders?” I repeated, confused.


      Oliver sighed. “That moment when you realize your friend is such a badass she doesn’t remember those times someone tried to kill her. One was outside of Jericho’s Emporium a couple weeks ago, and the other was at the beginning of the school year, at Andre’s club Mystique.”

    


    
      I touched my throat, remembering the knife biting into my flesh. The other instance did require me to paused and think back. I flipped through my memories and—yes, I remembered. I was in Andre’s VIP suite when a man attacked me. He tried to stab me in the heart. He’d been captured but he’d later disappeared without a trace …


      “Holy shit.”


      “Yeah, and the individuals responsible for capturing Leanne’s doppelganger on the night of Samhain?” Oliver’s chin jutted to the screen. “Officer Maggie Comfry and Byron Jennings—again. Bastard. That was murder attempt numero tres.”


      I swallowed down a lump as my eyes met Leanne’s. I’d worked alongside both inspectors.


      Andre spoke. “You did this?” he asked, his attention focused on Oliver.


      My friend buffed his nails. “Mhm. I cleaned the Politia out. House of Keys knows everything, thanks to my sleuthing.”


      My eyes widened.


      Oliver nudged me. “This is why it’s always a good idea to be friends with a fairy. We are in the business of vendettas.”


      Note to self: never get on Oliver’s bad side.


      He hadn’t so much as let on that he held any interest in the attempts on my life and Leanne’s. But he had. It reminded me of all those other times he’d noticed things. He’d figured out the Samhain murders before I had, he’d been the one to point out the killer in Romania had been a cambion. Oliver noticed things and, despite his reputation for having loose lips, I was beginning to understand that he calculated a great many things.

    


    
      “Byron and Maggie aren’t the only officers involved, either,” he said now.


      “There are more?”


      “Oh, honey, lots more. So you know how I’d been sleeping with the chief constable?”


      I suppressed my shudder. Oliver, however, didn’t bother suppressing his. “By the way, remind me never to date old men. They’re all wrinkly, and saggy, and—”


      Ew.


      “Don’t date old men,” I rushed out.


      He clucked his tongue. “You’re not supposed to give me that advice right now, Corpsie. Anyway, I’ll have you know I screwed that man for you.”


      I scrunched my face. “Please be lying.”


      “’S all in the line of duty. He made terrible grunts though. You know, when he—”


      “Oli-ver!” Eeeeeewwww!


      “Relax. Wouldn’t have pegged you for a prude.” He opened his mouth to continue, eyed Andre, who watched the fairy with flinty eyes, and clicked his teeth shut. He cleared his throat. “As I was saying, men talk when they feel good, and Chief Constable Morgan had quite a lot to say about the Eleusinian Order. Do you remember them?”


      I nodded. They were the cult that wanted to reunite me with the devil. They’d believed he was Hades and I was his Persephone.

    


    
      “The wrinkly old constable admitted everything in a few moments of weakness. Apparently there are a number of Politia officers working with the order, and several more who are in it. Seems being a part of it is a pretty high honor. It’s the kind of exclusive club that draws in fat men with little arms and big egos … and hotshot Politia members. Byron’s a part of it. So is Maggie, and—” Oliver paused and looked at me regretfully, “Caleb was being groomed to join.”


      That news didn’t hurt nearly as much as it once would’ve. “How long was he aware of them?”


      He shook his head. “I don’t know that, sweets. But I don’t think he ever officially joined.”


      On the T.V. Chief Constable Morgan was led through the crowd.


      “How did you accomplish all this?” I asked.


      Oliver cocked a hip, an irreverent grin pulling at his lips. “You mean besides boning an old man?”


      I scrunched my face. “Besides that.”


      “Camera phone, recorder, a few favors—” he lifted a shoulder, “the usual.”


      I nodded, breathing deeply as some weepy emotion welled up in me. “Why did you do all this?”


      Oliver took my hand. “No one fucks with my friends.” He gave it a squeeze. “No one.”


      Damnit, I was going to cry.


      “Also, I enjoyed the shit out of being sneaky.”


      I sniffled and laughed, then I yanked on his hand and reeled my friend in for an epic hug.


      “Whoa,” he said, as I squished him to me. “Hey there—don’t mess up the hair,” he wheezed. “And maybe let up a bit. You’re still strong.”

    


    
      “You’re seriously the best.” He’d gone out of his way to bring me and Leanne justice.


      Andre stepped around me and clasped the fairy on the shoulder. “Oliver, I owe you for meting out my mate’s revenge.”


      The fairy in question preened under Andre’s words. “I like being owed. And I believe that’s two favors I’ll have to cash in at some point in the future.”


      I noticed Andre tense slightly under the reminder, and I bit back a snicker.


      I was looking forward to this normality. Worrying about your boyfriend meeting your mom and your friends all getting along together. My life would never be typical, but finally it would be free of darkness.


      I pulled Leanne aside a little while later. Andre had wandered off to catch up on his many business ventures, which he’d neglected while we were on the run. Oliver, meanwhile, was in the kitchen, dictating to the in-house chef what he wanted to eat.


      Leanne and I reclined on one of the couches in Bishopcourt’s sitting room.


      “Should I be worried about the future?” I asked.


      She shook her head. “It’s all finally over, Gabrielle.”


      I released my breath. “Logically, I know it is, but sometimes I can’t help but worry it’s not.” Over the last two weeks I’d suffered from nightmares. In them, I was still in hell, still bound to the devil, and Andre was down there with me. He’d rouse me from them and kiss my terror away, but the memory of them still lingered.

    


    
      I stared down at my hands. “I’m not used to good things happening to me—I always expect something”—or someone, more precisely—“to take them away.”


      Leanne looked thoughtful. “The future is ever-changing. Nothing about it is certain. I can’t promise you anything more than a possibility of what’s to come, but what I do see is a life filled with lots of happiness and very little pain. And if that ever changes, I can tell you that I’ll be there for you, through thick and thin. As will Oliver. And, most especially, as will Andre.”


      She scooched over on the couch and gave me a hug. “And like anything else, when it comes to the future, all I can really tell you is this: safe travels.”


      I squeezed her back. “Safe travels.”

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Epilogue


      Gabrielle


      5 years later


      “I still can’t believe you didn’t let me wear white.” I stood in the bedroom of Andre’s house in Cluj Napoca, trying not to let nerves get the better of me. Being someone’s soulmate was one thing. Marrying him amongst an audience of hundreds of people was another.


      Oliver fussed around me, arranging my wedding dress.


      “Sweets, you’re the queen of darkness, and the queen of darkness doesn’t wear white to her wedding.”


      “The queen of darkness probably doesn’t wear pink, either.”


      “Ombre,” Oliver sniffed. “And I did give you a little white.”

    


    
      Technically he had, right around the bodice. It just wasn’t much. At least the shear back didn’t drop so low, like his original mockups. I had to fight him on that one.


      “You can see my back dimples,” I’d said, when he unveiled the first iteration.


      “Yes, and they’re adorable.”


      “I don’t want people to see my back dimples,” I’d protested.


      “Listen, ho, this is already a prude wedding dress for a fairy.”


      “And I’m not a fairy.”


      “You’re an honorary one in my book.” There he went sweetening me up. “And way too bloodthirsty to be considered otherwise.”


      Back in the present, I let my “mate” of honor make last minute adjustments to the dress he’d designed.


      “Leanne,” he asked over my shoulder, “got any evening forecasts?”


      “For the fifth time, Oliver, I’m not telling you whether or not you’re going to get laid tonight.”


      He huffed. “What is the point of having a seer friend if she’s not going to even tell you these things?”


      Before Leanne had a chance to reply, my mother entered the room, holding my bouquet.


      The first time she met Andre, like any reasonable mother, she might’ve freaked a little. The guy had bad news written all over him. But Andre had won her over fairly quickly, like he tended to do when it came to women. It helped that he was my soulmate … and that the other man I’d been fated to had been the devil. That kind of put things into perspective.

    


    
      “Sweet daughter of mine,” she said, her eyes tearing up as she took me in, “you look radiant.”


      “Thank you, Mom.” I had to breathe through my nose. Gah, I was going to cry too.


      Pull it together, Gabrielle.


      She handed me my bouquet, then leaned in and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “The car’s here. Are you ready, honey?”


      I blew out a breath and nodded as a nervous smile pulled at the corners of my mouth. “Yeah, I am.”


      In the holy stillness of St. Michael’s church in Cluj-Napoca, beneath the stained-glass eyes of angels and saints, I married Andre de Leon, my soulmate and the former king of vampires.


      The moment I’d caught sight of Andre standing at the altar, his hair brushed back from his tanned face, I’d lost myself in those dark eyes of his.


      Jericho read the marriage rites, wrapping our hands with a silken cord. The symbolism wasn’t lost on me. The fates had woven our threads together. But we hadn’t simply been given this love. We’d fought and earned it.


      Andre’s jaw worked as he stared down at our joined hands, fighting back some strong emotion. He smiled at me when he realized I’d noticed. Even if I hadn’t, the electric connection between us would’ve given him away.


      “You have declared your consent before the Church,” Jericho said. “May the Lord in Her goodness strengthen your consent and fill you both with Her blessings. What God has joined, men must not divide. Amen.”

    


    
      Andre’s lips pressed to mine. The kiss was gentle, reverent. A promise to cherish our mortal life together as well as our immortal afterlife—one free of damnation, devils and eternal pain. Our stained souls had been cleansed.


      Back at Andre’s home in Cluj, the wedding reception was in full swing. After greeting a barrage of people and taking way too many wedding photos, I’d gotten a brief respite with him and Leanne.


      My smile felt like it was about to fall off.


      “So,” Oliver said, swirling his glass of wine and giving an eligible bachelor a predatory look. The man stumbled into an older woman, spilling her wine all over them.


      Oliver tore his gaze away. “Are you going to go all Twilight on us and push out a vampire baby within the next year?”


      I rolled my eyes, bringing my own glass to my lips. “Andre and I are no longer vampires.”


      “Hmph.” Oliver pursed his lips. “Well, if Andre knocks you up and the baby pops out of you Alien-style, I’m shooting it.”


      “Oliver, shut the hell up,” Leanne said, snatching an hors-d’oeuvre from a passing waiter.


      “I’m just saying.”


      “Why is anyone talking about babies?” I asked. Geez, I got married mere hours ago.


      “Seriously, sweets?” Oliver lifted his fingers and began ticking off reasons. “One, this is a wedding. It’s everyone’s excuse to rush your life the hell up and make you feel as uncomfortable as possible. And two,” Oliver gave my groom, who was chatting with some of my relatives across the room, a once-over, “that man is a stallion. He can just look at you, and boom, you’re pregnant. If it weren’t for your birth control, the dude would probably have to wear two condoms when you did the nasty, just to be safe.”

    


    
      “I’m so not comfortable with this discussion,” Leanne said, making a face as she ate her appetizer.


      Andre glanced over then. Even from across the room his heated gaze burned into me.


      Oliver leaned in. “Boom. Pregnant.”


      I gave him the side-eye. “Say that again and I’ll make you my unborn child’s future nanny.”


      “Ew, a nanny to a little monster? That would be … acceptable. He’d be the cutest little shit ever, and I could be his fairy godmother … oh, I dig.”


      “‘He’?”


      “Sorry to inform you Gabrielle, but that man,” he nodded to Andre, “shoots straight Y’s.” The man in question had returned to his conversation. I noticed his lips twitch, however. The punk was totally listening in.


      My mother came over then, wrapping her arms around Leanne and me, and gave us a squeeze. She rubbed my arm affectionately. “What are the Three Stooges up to now?”


      “The Three Musketeers,” I clarified.


      She snorted. “That will be the day.”


      Did I ever mention that my mother was snarkier than me?

    


    
      Oliver jumped in. “I was just telling Queen of the Damned here to lie back and think of England tonight.”


      “Ugh,” I said, wincing, “that is so not appropriate.”


      My mother, however, didn’t seem to mind nearly as much as I did. She peered over at Andre, then turned back into our huddle. “England?” She shook her head. “That would be a waste of some perfectly dirty thoughts.”


      Oliver squealed. “You did not just!”


      She gave him a wink and pulled away. “I’m parched and the wine here is good.” From the nice pink tinge to my mother’s cheeks, I was thinking that she’d already had plenty to drink. “Try not to get up to too much trouble—I’m looking at you, Oliver.”


      Oliver placed a hand to his chest. “Moi?”


      “Mhm.”


      “Never,” he said.


      Leanne and I exchanged a look, and then broke out into laughter. Oliver swiveled back to us and raised his glass. “To best bitches, forever and ever.”


      We joined our glasses with his and clinked them together. “To best bitches, forever and ever.”


      The reception was winding down when Andre took my hand and led me back to our room, flashing me a secretive smile that had my heart racing.


      Early on in our relationship I’d assumed that even soulmates’ passions cooled as the newness of their bond wore off. But, if anything, time had deepened the sweet ache I felt for Andre.

    


    
      He glanced back as he led me through the halls of his—our—house, and his nostrils flared at the scent of my desire. Once we were out of sight of any prying eyes, he scooped me up in his arms.


      When I wove my arms behind his neck and pressed a kiss to his cheek, he raised an eyebrow. “No objections to being carried?”


      I shrugged a shoulder. “I’m willing to go with tradition just this once.”


      His lips quirked. “I’ll make sure to savor it then.”


      He placed me down only once we were inside our bedroom. I took in the hundreds of flickering candles that lit the room up. The sight of them had my skin brightening.


      The door to our bedroom clicked shut, and I swiveled around. Andre leaned against it for a moment as he drank me in. His look was all predator. He’d kept himself away from me for over half the day entertaining guests, and before that, preparing himself for the wedding.


      He was done waiting.


      In two swift strides, he caught me. An arm snaked around my waist, the other cradled the side of my face as our lips met. The current between us amplified at our closeness.


      Andre pulled away. “Gabrielle de Leon,” he rolled the name on his tongue, “my wife.”


      A smile split across my face. “Andre de Leon, my husband.”


      He flashed me a blinding smile of his own. “We did it, soulmate,” he said. “We survived the devil, a near-apocalypse, and—most insidious of all—a wedding.”

    


    
      A surprised laugh slipped out at that.


      Andre’s eyes fixated on my mouth, and then he leaned in, capturing my laughter between his lips. With a moan, I fell into the kiss, pulling his head closer to me. By the time our mouths parted, we were both breathing heavy.


      “Soulmate, I am the most blessed man to walk the earth,” he said, his voice husky with desire.


      His gaze turned heated again, and the time for talking was over. We tugged at each other’s clothes, making our way to the bed. Our movements only relaxed once skin met skin and Andre settled over me.


      I gasped as he slid himself inside. Using both his hands, he brushed away the hair that framed my face.


      He moved against me, and I broke eye contact for a moment to close my lids and enjoy the sensation of being joined with him.


      When I opened my eyes, it was to find him staring at me like I invented happiness. “I love you soulmate,” he said. “Forever and always, I love you.”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      


    


    
      Letter to My Readers


      Thank you for walking this journey with me. It’s been over two years since The Unearthly first hit shelves, and six years since Gabrielle’s story first began to haunt me.


      For me, this is a bittersweet moment as Gabrielle, Andre and the gang were the first fictional characters I wrote, and this is the first series I’ve had to end. These books have become very dear to me, as I hope they have you.


      I will continue to write plenty of paranormal novels in this world. Even another—gasp—siren’s story. Despite what the supernatural world thinks, another siren’s out there, and her story will be told in Rhapsodic, an adult paranormal romance novel that will be released in 2016. In addition, I have several other supernaturals who inhabit Gabrielle’s world, and I’ll be sharing their stories in the coming months and years.


      If you enjoyed The Unearthly series, I ask that you consider joining my mailing list where I announce my new releases.


      I’m so very humbled by your readership. If I could, I’d give you all big hugs. As it is, I’ll have to settle for virtual ones.


      Hugs and happy reading,


      Laura



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Be sure to check out Laura Thalassa’s new adult post-apocalyptic romance series


      The Queen of All that Dies



      Out now!


      Click here to buy it on Amazon



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      What if you had the power to become invisible for a price?


      I did,... and I paid. Dearly.


      Be sure to check out this new young adult series by Dan Rix


      Translucent



      Out now!


      Click here to buy it on Amazon



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Be sure to check out Laura Thalassa’s new adult science fiction series


      The Vanishing Girl



      Out now!


      Click here to buy it on Amazon



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Other books by Laura Thalassa


      The Unearthly Series:


      The Unearthly


      The Coveted


      The Cursed


      The Forsaken


      The Damned


      The Fallen World Series:



      The Queen of All that Dies


      The Queen of Traitors


      The Vanishing Girl Series: 



      The Vanishing Girl


      The Decaying Empire


      Novellas:



      Reaping Angels
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      Born and raised in Fresno, California, Laura Thalassa spent her childhood reading and creating fantastic tales. She now spends her days penning everything from young adult paranormal romance to new-adult dystopian novels. Thalassa lives with her husband and partner in crime, Dan Rix, in Oakhurst, California. For more information, please visit laurathalassa.blogspot.com.
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