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They took everything from me as a child.

Two crazed vampire twins stole my family from me and nearly my life.

Worse, they turned my favorite person into one of them.

 

I’m now a ruthless vampire slayer with one purpose.

Find the evil twins and seek my revenge.

And a mercy kill for…him.

He’d want nothing less.

 

My mission is clear.

I just have to find them first.

 

All goes well until I see him again.

For so long, I’ve ached to end his miserable existence he was forced into.

 

But he doesn’t want that at all…

He only wants me.
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Castilla

Five Years Old

 

Dah-dum-dum-dum.

Dah-dum-dum-dum.

Dah-dum-dum-dum.

“Hear it?” Laurent asks, his eyebrow lifted up like a cartoon character as he grins.

I’m trying. Laurent says there’s music in everything. In our hearts. In our apartment. Even outside in nature. Like now. In the rain. He says it sounds like drums beating if you listen hard enough.

All I hear are raindrops and sometimes a grumble of thunder.

“No.” I cross my arms over my chest and stick my bottom lip out.

Laurent laughs—and maybe I do hear music in his laugh—before he picks up his guitar from the coffee table. “Come on, kiddo,” he instructs. “We’ll go on the patio where we can hear better.”

Mommy doesn’t like for me to go out in the rain, but she’s trying to get my baby brother Jesse to sleep in my room—well, our room now—so she won’t know. Ever since she brought him home from the hospital a few weeks ago, she’s been too busy to play with me.

Laurent always finds time.

Mommy once told me I could call Laurent Daddy if I wanted to. He wasn’t there when she said it, though. What if he doesn’t want me to be his daughter? The thought of his smiling face twisting into a frown to tell me he doesn’t want to be my daddy has my heart hurting inside my chest.

Laurent is just fine.

He never ever frowns when I call him Laurent.

“Put your sweater on,” Laurent instructs, handing me my fuzzy pink sweater. “If you catch your death, your momma will chap my ass.”

I giggle because Mommy doesn’t like when Laurent curses.

Or smokes.

Or drinks.

Or plays his guitar too loudly.

Or stays out too late at the club.

Once I have my sweater on, I follow Laurent through the sliding glass door onto the patio. Where we live, we don’t have a pretty view of the park. Our view faces another building. Boring. Laurent never seems to mind that it’s boring, so I don’t let it bother me either.

“Sit,” he says, nodding at a patio chair as he pulls out his smokes from his shirt pocket. “Now close your eyes and have a listen.”

I plop down on Momma’s chair and scrunch my eyes closed.

Rain. All I hear is rain.

“I think I hear it,” I lie.

He chuckles as the scent of cigarette smoke billows around me. It makes me cough sometimes, but I never tell Laurent that. I don’t want to hurt his feelings. I want to keep him.

“Keep listening,” he says. “Listen to how the rain hits the metal railing.”

I lean forward, craning my neck so I can hear it better. Still sounds like rain. I pretend anyway, nodding.

Plunk. Plunk. Plunk.

My eyes pop open and I dart them over to Laurent. He’s stretched out in the patio chair beside me, his bare feet resting on the metal railing with his guitar in his lap. His eyes are closed as he plucks at the guitar strings. The rain splatters on his toes.

Sometimes, when he sleeps, I watch him. He’s the only one of Mommy’s boyfriends who stuck around. The rest were kind of mean or would stare at me weird. Laurent’s different. I want him to stay with us forever.

Once, I thought he was going to leave us, but then Mommy told him she was going to have his baby. Later that night, he came home stinking like beer, but he gave Mommy a ring. I wanted a ring too, but rings are for mommies only. That week, they were married by a judge, which didn’t make sense to me. I thought you were supposed to get married in a church to make it real. I don’t tell anyone in case that might make Laurent leave.

I never want him to leave.

Dah-dum-dum-dum.

Dah-dum-dum-dum.

Dah-dum-dum-dum.

Laurent’s fingers move at the same time the raindrops do, strumming his guitar. Like they’re making music together. I can hear it!

I gasp in surprise.

“Told you,” Laurent says, his cigarette wobbling between his lips. “Music is in everything. You just have to listen, Castilla.”

I grin at the way he says my name. Mommy calls me Cast, but the kids at school call me Casti. Laurent is the only one who says all the letters in my name like they’re all special.

Happily, I swing my legs and watch Laurent as he plays his song with nature. He closes his eyes again, a smile forming on his face. I peek at him when he’s not watching, always eager to gobble up new details about him. Like, today, I notice the shiny silver key that hangs around his neck.

Once, I tried to count his tattoos when I found him asleep on the couch with his shirt off. Mommy was mad at him that day and wouldn’t let him sleep in her room. So, when I came out for cereal, I stopped to count his tattoos. I got to six before he woke up, scaring me silly.

The music abruptly stops.

“Did you hear that?” he asks.

“More music?”

“Crying.” He stands, flicking his half-smoked cigarette into the rain.

“Jesse cries all the time,” I complain. Mommy does too, but it makes Laurent unhappy when she does.

“Not Jesse,” he murmurs. “Out there.”

I stand up and walk over to the bars, gripping onto two metal poles to stick my head through. Rain splatters my face and makes me shiver from the cold.

A scream.

I look down into the alley to see a girl who lives in the unit next door, running. She keeps looking behind her like the Boogieman is going to get her.

It’s then I see two people chasing her. Scary people. A man and a woman with hair white like snow. They snarl like mountain lions. She flings open the door below to enter the building and they go in after her.

“No fucking way,” Laurent hisses, grabbing my arm hard. “Get inside. Now.”

He’s too rough with me as he drags me into the house. It hurts, but I don’t tell him so. The screams aren’t as loud now. Laurent tosses his guitar onto the sofa and then yanks me into his arms to carry me. I cry out in surprise and he snaps at me.

“Quiet, Castilla!”

Hot tears form in my eyes at being scolded, but I clamp down on my bottom lip to keep my sob from escaping. He walks me into the room he shares with Mommy and sets me to my feet beside his trunk at the foot of their bed. The room is dark. Laurent once tacked a blanket over the window because he doesn’t like the sunshine waking him up in the morning. He leaves me in the middle of the room before he turns the overhead light on.

“Listen,” he says, kneeling in front of me. “You need to hide.”

“Why—”

“Goddammit, kid, just fucking listen,” he growls as he pulls the key necklace up over his head. “Get inside. You’ll be safe there.”

I whimper, worried about being stuck inside a trunk.

His brown eyes soften for a moment. “It’s probably nothing, but we can’t be too sure. Whenever my mother was afraid, she’d lock me up inside the trunk to keep me safe.”

“Did it keep you safe?”

“I’m here now, aren’t I?” He grins. “Come on. Be brave for me.”

“I’m not brave.”

“You are because you have to be.”

He unlocks the silver padlock and unhooks it from the metal latch. The lid creaks open and I get a whiff of something stinky. Like old books. Inside, it’s just big enough for me to fit.

“These were my mother’s,” he says as he retrieves a silk pouch from inside, leaving the trunk empty. “Hurry.”

The screams are louder. This one sounds like maybe it’s coming through the wall next door. She must have made it home, but it sounds like they might have caught up to her. A loud thump has Laurent cursing again. He presses a kiss to the top of my head as he slips the key necklace over my head and then picks me up. I tense up, not liking the idea of going inside, but he has an angry face on and I don’t like it, so I kneel down inside.

“Mercy be thy way,” he murmurs as he strokes my hair. “I’m sorry.”

I squish down inside the box upon his insistence, my heart beating louder than any drum I’ve heard. Music is in everything. Even inside my heart.

With a slam that makes me shriek, he closes the lid. The air inside quickly grows hot and sticky. I can’t stretch out my legs or arms. Metal clanks together and then he clicks it locked.

“Don’t make a peep,” he murmurs.

The floor creaks as he walks away. I can hear him whispering Mommy’s name. Jesse starts crying loudly as Laurent says things to Mommy that I can’t hear.

“You put her where?” Mommy yells as she comes into their bedroom.

“Jesus Christ, Demi,” Laurent barks back. “I told you to keep your voice down.”

Mommy isn’t quiet, though. She calls Laurent terrible names and then beats on the trunk.

“Baby? You in there? Oh my God, Laur, where’s the fucking key?!”

Jesse screams louder, which makes me start to cry. I don’t like this. I don’t like what’s happening. I’m scared.

“You don’t understand,” Laurent says, his voice cracking.

“No,” Mommy cries out. “Are you high? What the fuck are you speeding on now? I told you if you used one more time, you were out of here!”

“Demi,” Laurent growls. “Just fucking listen.”

“Give me the key.”

“Demi—”

“GIVE ME THE FUCKING KEY!”

“Demi—”

His words are cut off when she starts smacking him. I can hear it. It’s so loud. Jesse is screaming louder than ever before.

“Let go of me!” Mommy hisses.

“Just fucking stop and listen.”

“Where’s the key?”

“It doesn’t matter because there are goddamn vampires next door—”

“Vampires? Are you fucking kidding me right now?”

“Dammit, Demi. That’s what these are for.” A pause filled only by Jesse’s cries. “Protection.”

“You locked my baby in a trunk and are going to stab at motherfucking make-believe vampires with red wooden stakes?” Mommy screeches. “I’m calling the cops—”

Crack!

I shriek inside the trunk and push against the lid. It opens just enough to allow a bit of light in. Mommy, with Jesse squawking in her arms, is sprawled out on the floor.

Did Laurent hit Mommy?

“What are you going to do with those?” an unfamiliar female voice purrs like a kitten.

“Get back,” Laurent threatens. “Stay the fuck away from my family. I know what you are. I know all it takes is a stake through your black, dead hearts.”

The woman laughs and it echoes.

No, there’s a man with her.

There are two of them laughing.

“Weston,” the woman says, “deal with the…thing. It’s giving me a headache.”

Laurent yells, but then there’s a loud crashing sound. Jesse screams from where Mommy lies on the floor.

“Did I hit you too hard, little lady?” Weston asks, crouching in front of Mommy with his back to me. “My sincerest apologies.”

Mommy wakes with a sob and then her screams are so loud they hurt my ears. Because the louder hers get, the more I notice the silence of my baby brother. Sloppy, wet sounds can be heard and then a thud.

Laurent says there’s music in everything.

Like the ripping of fabric. The slapping of skin. Begging and begging. So much crying from Mommy.

I don’t hear any music.

Just too many scary sounds.

“Please,” Laurent begs, but he sounds like he’s hurting. “Please.”

Weston grunts and that’s when I realize I can’t hear Mommy anymore. All the sounds stop at once.

Except one.

Me.

Crying.

“What’s in the box, lover?” the scary woman asks. “Hmm? Another treat for my brother?”

Weston laughs, slapping the top of the box hard enough to make me scream. He stumbles away, crashing into something, and then starts yelling. I squeeze my eyes shut tight, hoping it’ll all be a bad dream that I’ll wake up from soon.

“What the fuck is that?!”

“She’s protected,” Laurent rasps out. “You’ll never get to her.”

Weston growls and snarls again when he slaps the box. “It burns!”

“Then stop touching it,” the woman snaps. “Whatever’s inside isn’t important.”

“But I want it,” Weston whines.

“So does this one,” she purrs. “He’ll die trying to get at it, too. Won’t you, love?”

“Fuck you,” Laurent chokes out, his breathing ragged.

“How about this?” Her voice is icy and mean. “If you survive the next twenty-four hours, we’ll come back for you. I imagine you’ll never get what you want and will be quite…thirsty. Next drink is on me, love.”

Heavy footsteps thud through the house and all that can be heard again is my crying.

“Laurent,” I whimper.

“I’m s-so s-sorry.” His musical voice sounds like he turned down the volume. It quickly fades to nothing.

Just quiet.

I’m all alone.
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Hiss.

Snarl.

Roar.

I wake from my nightmare only to find I’m trapped inside a real one. It smells like pee where I’ve wet myself and my stomach growls continuously from hunger. My hands and knees sting from where the splinters of wood have poked into my skin, making it bleed.

“Laurent?” I whisper. “Are you there?”

I push up against the lid to find him crouched so close his face nearly touches the box. His brown eyes seem to glow red like a monster. And his teeth…

“Get out of the box,” he roars, his voice deep and terrifying. I don’t recognize the sound of his voice. “Now, pet.”

Pet?

“I can’t,” I croak out, my throat so dry I can barely speak. “I want to, but I can’t.”

He reaches forward with one finger, but the moment his finger touches the box, it sizzles, and he yelps. “Get out!” he bellows. “GET OUT! GET OUT!”

I start to sob again. He surely won’t want me to be his daughter now. I can’t obey him.

“Where’s Mommy?”

“GET OUT!”

“Laurent—”

“GET OUT!”

Squeezing my eyes shut, I try to block out his sounds. Hungry. Crazed. Furious. He throws things at the box and burns himself a whole bunch touching it. He never gets inside.

And when I think I might starve to death, Weston and the woman come back. They talk to him like he’s their friend. They make strange sounds and the bed squeaks. Eventually, they leave.

Laurent doesn’t even say goodbye.

I beg and beg for Mommy to let me out, but she can’t hear me.

There’s no music anymore.

Not in my heart.

Not in the box.

Not anywhere.
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Castilla

Fourteen Years Later—Present Day

 

Rain in the city always floods my mind with nightmares from my past. With each pitter-patter of the rain, I’m forced to hear the musical soundtrack to the most horrific time in my life.

The day everyone I loved died.

You’d think, after fourteen years, I’d get over it. That I wouldn’t curl myself into a ball in the late hours of the night and sob until I’m wrung dry.

I can’t get over it, though.

I’ll never be done grieving until I bury Laurent with my brother and mother.

Until that day—and that day will come—I ache for the loss of my family.

My black combat boots seem to hit every puddle along the way, but I don’t care. The icy cold rain that saturates through the leather and into my socks, freezing my toes, is invigorating. I need the shock to my system. Tonight, when I’m in bed, I can feel all the pain that stays bottled up inside me. For now, I shove a lid on that box and get to work.

A car blares its horn as it passes, sending a wave of water splashing across my front. It’s annoying, but not uncommon. I don’t drive because I never learned how, so instead, I walk wherever I can and Uber anywhere that’s too far.

And then there’s Prudence.

Prudence is a little old lady with…abilities.

Let’s just say Prudence can get me anywhere in a flash.

Once I make sure I won’t get plowed by angry Manhattan drivers, I dash across the street to Headquarters. I have a meeting with Jude that I can’t miss. Aside from being my boss who sends me on his varying missions, he’s also one of my few friends.

I flip the hood of my poncho off the moment I’m under the safety of the covered doorway. The building is nondescript. An outsider would never know that E.V.I.E.’s mission is a dark one.

Eliminate vampiric influence everywhere.

I’ve been a slayer for this organization since I turned eighteen a year ago, though I’d been a thorn in Jude’s side back when he was simply a recruiter and I was a teen in desperate need of an ally. Rather than kicking me to the curb, he pulled me under his wing and kept me on the right path until he could properly recruit me. Fast forward to now and he’s director of E.V.I.E. while I’m one of his most badass slayers.

“Where you headed to in a hurry?” a deep voice rumbles, making me jerk to a stop once I’m inside the building.

I let my gaze roam over the man, quickly assessing him. Human. Based on the power that seems to ripple from him, I’d say he’s a recruiter. Has that same aura about him Jude does. Same swagger too. They’re all the same. Playboys with attitude problems. This guy seems young—late twenties or early thirties—so he might grow up one day to be half as good as Jude.

“Mind your business, Recruiter,” I grind out, passing him without a sideways glance.

The creep follows me onto the elevator. I mash the button to Jude’s floor and ignore his brooding presence.

“If you knew who I was, you wouldn’t speak to me that way. You’d respect me,” he states, his voice trembling with barely controlled fury.

I know guys like these.

The ones who like to intimidate to make them feel better about themselves and their mediocre dicks.

“Likewise, buddy,” I snap, pushing past him the moment the doors open.

He grabs my arm, stopping me.

A growl rumbles from nearby.

“Oh, James,” Jude says, not looking up from his desk. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

My baby rounds the corner, his black hair standing on end, eager to destroy anyone who hurts me. I jerk my arm out of James’s hold and reach into my pocket for my gift for Hades.

“Come here, boy,” I croon, crouching and holding the soaking wet sock up for Jude’s beloved dog. “Come see Casti.”

For a dog who looks like he crawled out of the depths of Hell—complete with red eyes and smoking nostrils when he sleeps—he’s quite the charmer. He licks the rain off my face and whines happily when I offer him the sock.

Hades loves socks.

“You spoil him, Casti,” Jude calls out. “Hades, leave her alone.”

James starts forward and Hades stops him with a snarl. I pop back up to my feet, scratching behind Hades’ ears. “He wants an apology.”

“For fuck’s sake,” Jude grumbles.

“An apology for what?” James challenges, his menacing body looming over mine.

“For touching me. For speaking to me like I’m some bitch who belongs to you,” I say in a saccharine tone. “Best you do it and get it out of the way. Otherwise he’ll hold a grudge forever.”

“For-fucking-ever,” Jude agrees.

“You’ve got to be shitting me,” James hisses. “I’m not apologizing to a damn dog.”

Hades drops the sock out of his mouth and growls, the rumble frightening enough to make your skin crawl. Not mine. He loves me and would never hurt me.

“Fine,” James snaps. “Sorry, mutt. Sorry for being a dick.”

Hades starts wagging his tail, scoops up his sock, and trots away. I smirk at James before I walk over to Jude’s desk. James takes a seat, but I make my way around the desk to hug Jude. Jude’s like the older brother I never had. Protective but also a pain in my ass. I love him nonetheless.

“How’s Mercy?” he asks, accepting my hug and giving me an affectionate pat to my ass.

“Insufferable,” I tease. “There is something I want to talk to you about, though.” I glare at James. “Later.”

Jude and I share a weighted look.

“Stay after and we’ll chat. For now, have a seat so we can get started,” Jude instructs.

I yank off my poncho and toss it onto the floor. James makes a blatant show of checking out my body. Sure, I’m like any other woman who prefers her sweatpants and oversized T-shirts, but it’s hard to kill vampires if you get tangled up in your clothes. My clothes are practical and efficient, albeit tight. I don’t twitch or squirm under his perusal, and instead arch a brow at him.

His anger toward me thaws as heat flickers in his gaze. With my poncho, I look like a little girl considering I rarely wear makeup and have a young face. But my body is another story. I have nice breasts at a full C-cup, but not big enough to be a nuisance. My body is trim with tight, sinewy muscles that were hard earned by night and weekend training with Jude, long before I came to work for him.

Before I was a slayer, I had other demons to slay.

And not the kinds that slip out of the portals and start shit from time to time.

The real kind.

Humans.

Jude taught me how to defend myself when I was just fourteen. I was weak and at my physical lowest point, but I also had more than just myself to think about.

“If you’re done checking out Casti’s tits, I want to talk about the Castlerocks.” Jude tosses a file on the desk. “Leroy Castlerock and his little brother Mikey run this pool hall a few blocks over.”

“Bloodsuckers?” James asks, an annoyed clip in his tone.

“Nope. But they’re friends with them. They’re running an illegal operation in the basement. Basically scrounging up willing homeless people to bathe, dress, and turn into human vending machines.”

“And this applies to me how?” James leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “I’m a recruiter, not a psycho slasher. I have skills that require me to locate the best of them,” he says, cutting his eyes my way, “and deliver them to you.”

I roll my eyes. All recruiters started as slayers and he’s acting like we’re a shitty profession.

Jude scrubs his palm over his scruffy face and leans back in his chair. I always wished I were attracted to him. He’s tall, handsome, intelligent. Protective as they come to the ones he cares about. Despite our age difference, I figure we could have made a go at it. I would’ve probably dropped my guard for someone like him.

But he’s like a brother.

A father figure even.

Thinking about sleeping with him gives me the heebie-jeebies.

“The kid, Mikey,” Jude states, “he’s smart and fast. A quick thinker. Knows a thing or two in the martial arts. I think, with his knowledge of the underground vampire thugs, he’d be a key informant too.”

James groans. “Fucking great. So what? I’m supposed to convince this prick to quit his day job to prance around with chicks like teenage Buffy here?”

“That’s exactly what you’re going to do.”

“And if this is just a recruiting mission, why am I needed?” I ask, wondering what Jude’s angle is.

“Intel says there’s a nest of about twelve who frequent there as customers. Nasty sonsofbitches.” Jude shrugs. “Right up your alley, cupcake.”

I flip him off. “Thanks.”

“Oh, I get it now,” James drawls out. “She has this kid sister vibe rolling off her hard, which means you don’t want her to die. You want me to get my hands dirty and protect the little girl.”

Jude snorts out a laugh. “Man, I’m sending her to protect you.”

James stiffens and I shrug.

“I’m going for a smoke if we’re done here. I’ll wait five minutes and then I’m leaving your ass,” James warns, rising from his chair.

“Asshole,” I mutter when he’s not quite out of earshot.

Jude smirks and pulls the file back over to him. “What’s eating you up?”

“Oh God,” I groan. “I have a huge problem at home. Like massive.”

His features grow serious. “Mercy?”

I nod, frowning.

“Is she…” He trails off, making my heart sink.

“No,” I choke out, blinking back tears. “She’s fine right now. It’s just…” I shudder. “What do you know about bats?”

“Like baseball bats?”

“No, like spooky, creepy, go bump in the night bats.”

“Literally nothing,” he deadpans. “Why?”

“Mercy found a bat last night. It was injured and she wants to nurse it back to life. I read up online and all the websites have to offer is that bats are horrible pets. Which I already know. Doesn’t change the fact Nurse Mercy wants to heal it. It’s in no shape to be out on its own.” I sigh. “It’s going to die and she’ll be devastated.”

“Most normal people just get a puppy or a cat.”

“We’ve already established I’m not normal, Jude.”

“If you had given in like I suggested, maybe she’d be happy with her dog and not be seeking out pets in the alley.”

“Not every dog is like Hades. They’re work and I work too much to care for one.”

He chuckles. “Sorry about your situation. You’ll figure it out, kid. Make sure James doesn’t get his ass killed.”

“Would it really be a shame if he died?” I mutter.

“He’s a great recruiter.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll keep him alive. Get me some juice on bats, though, or we’re going to have one extremely upset little girl on our hands.”

“I’ll call around. Give Mercy a kiss from Uncle Jude.”

“I owe you.”

“You always say that.”

“Because I always do.”

“Not everything requires repayment, Casti.”

“No, but family looks out after each other.”

It’s the first time I’ve verbally acknowledged what he means to me. His lips purse together like he’s pissed off, but that’s just Jude. He’s not so great at showing his emotions either.

“Be nice to my baby boy over there,” I state as I stand. Hades barks. “See you soon.”

“Bye, kiddo.”
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Castilla

 

“If we get in there and you can’t handle yourself,” James says as we stalk through the rain toward our destination, “I’m leaving you behind.”

I roll my eyes. “A noble gentleman, I see.”

“The only thing noble about me is my dick, sweetheart, and sorry to break your teenage heart, it’s only into mature women with hair between their thighs.”

Fucking gag.

I hate douchebags like him.

Like Griffin.

A shudder trembles through me, but I ignore it. I won’t allow Griff to get inside my head. Not while at work. He does enough of that all the other times of the day. As we walk, I pat my leather, fitted vest to make sure my ruby stakes are secure and ready to use.

These two stakes are the only thing I have left of him.

Laurent.

I nearly died when I was five years old. Not from being a vampire snack. No, I nearly starved to death. By the time the landlord realized the rent check wasn’t getting paid, they let themselves in to discover the bodies of my baby brother and mother.

He murdered them, they said.

Locked me in a trunk because he couldn’t bear to kill me too, they said.

I was a miracle, they said.

Because while the bodies of my family rotted for fifteen whole days, I lived. Doctors and scientists poked and prodded for far too long, pondering over that mystery. The entire event traumatized my five-year-old self into silence. I couldn’t retell what had happened, not because I couldn’t remember, but because it was too painful.

Now that I work for Jude and have seen all kinds of weird, paranormal shit, I know it was the trunk that nourished me. Whenever I was on the brink of dehydration or starvation, the wood would glow with pretty gold etchings. It brightened my dark hell for those few moments. The hunger pains would fade. I’d no longer be dizzy. Just more time cramped in the confined space with a tiny crack of air to breathe from.

It wasn’t until I’d moved into the foster home that the two ruby stakes that had long since been confiscated by the police, appeared like magic on my pillow. I’ve kept them hidden and in my possession ever since, knowing they were the only tie I had left to my past. Jude looked into it once when I asked him about it to see how they came to appear, but he came up empty-handed.

When in my grip, though, they glow with the same markings I now know to be the Northern European Elder Futhark Runes. Like the trunk did, the stakes seem to strengthen and invigorate me. Jude did reveal to me what the markings meant.

Uruz. Life force, health, vigor, strength.

Algiz. Protection, healing, spirituality, higher self.

Tiwaz. Victory, justice, balance, sacrifice, fairness.

Somehow, they connected themselves to me. They found their way to me. The ruby stakes belong to me. One of Jude’s contacts, a historian from another realm, explained that the stakes were comprised of ruby infused with the blood of Christ and splinters of the cross He died upon. It pleases me to be a vessel for a higher being to destroy the evil on this earth.

Mercy be thy way.

I trip over a crack in the sidewalk, earning a snort from James. It’s jolting and reminds me I can reminisce later tonight in bed. Now’s the time to focus.

“Right there,” I say, pointing to a flickering white neon cue ball. “Stay behind me.”

“Please, girl, don’t insult me. I’ve beheaded men for less.”

I grab his bicep. He snarls at me, his dark eyes flashing with fury.

“Behead me later, douchebag. Just let me go first.” I release him and frown. “We don’t have to be enemies.”

“I’m not going to fuck—”

“And I don’t want you to. Jesus. Can we call a truce until we accomplish our mission?”

He narrows his eyes, clenching his jaw, but nods. “Fine. We get in, we watch each other’s backs, and we get out.”

“Great, now let me do the talking.”

And by talking, I mean kick some ass.

I fling open the glass door and scan the space filled with people, looking for the taller ones. The stronger ones. The ones who thrum with power and salivate with their never-ending thirst.

Leroy and Mikey are apparently smart because no one fits the bill. I walk right up to the bar and slap my hand on the surface.

“Where are the Castlerocks?”

The bartender laughs. “Get out of here, kid. You’re not old enough to be in here.”

James grabs my shoulders, moving me out of the way, and leans forward. His wrath ripples from him. “We have a meeting. Take us to the basement, chap, or I’ll send all your patrons home with missing teeth. Don’t try me, fucker.”

Whatever creepy-ass vibe James puts off, it clearly freaks out the bartender. It’s annoying, but it gets the job done. I do wonder, though, about my recruiter partner for the evening. Are his terrifying vibes another version of glamour? Could this massive guy be a vampire disguised as an asshole?

I’m tempted to poke him with my stake, but think better of it.

Jude would whip my ass if I killed his grumpy recruiter. Besides, it’s not unheard of to have vampires who slay their own kind. In fact, we have quite a few of those sprinkled amongst our ranks, though not everyone is privy to that information. Not every vampire is evil.

He’s not.

Pain squeezes my heart. Terrible timing. I can’t afford to hope that somehow Laurent is a friendly vampire. Hell, no vampire is exactly friendly. The ones I have to work with are tolerable at best. Loey’s the only one I consider a real friend, but that girl’s on a death mission. She’s definitely different than most.

However, Laurent is just like them.

The pale-haired siblings.

Cruel, unknown woman and her brother Weston.

They left Laurent there to complete the change alone, with me as a living, breathing bloody temptation just beyond his reach. His growls and howls and demands haunt me to this day.

He wanted to eat me alive.

They came back for him—those evil bastards—and probably blew through every town from here to Los Angeles, devouring people like they were snacks.

I have to kill him.

He’d want that.

Mercy be thy way.

“Follow me,” the bartender grunts, shaking me out of my head.

If I don’t get my head out of my ass, I’m going to get myself killed. I reach under my poncho, removing one of my stakes. The powerful rune magic it’s infused with buzzes against my skin, eager to aid in my mission.

The bartender guides James and me down a long hallway, through a supply room, and through a door that leads to a dank basement. It’s dark and smells musty, but I can sense the malevolence lurking below.

James shoots me a warning look over his shoulder—one I interpret easily. Be careful. I always am. Mercy commands that I am.

We reach the bottom and an older guy with a receding hairline, bulging belly, and a cigarette hanging from his lip glares at us.

“Eddie, why the fuck are the police—”

“Leroy,” Eddie snaps. “They’re not the police.”

Leroy stubs his cigarette into the ashtray and stands up, his stomach jiggling behind his stained shirt. “Get the fuck outta here.”

James prowls his way, his fury damn near clouding the air around us. It makes me wonder if magic is cloaking his true self. This one is a mystery to me.

“I’m here to have a chat with your baby brother,” James spits out. “You can find him and let us speak in peace, or we can do shit the hard way.”

Leroy sneers at him. “You can fuckin’ try, asshole. You’ll have to deal with Ricardo if you want to get to Mikey.”

James starts for the door behind Leroy, shoving the gluttonous bastard out of the way.

“Your funeral,” Leroy bellows.

As soon as James turns the knob, my stakes crackle to life. I grab my second stake, prepared to kick some bloodsucker ass.

Hisses can be heard as the vampires pick up on the energy James and I bring. Between my abilities and James’s unknown ones, the vampires are alarmed and pissed off.

Too damn bad.

I spot Mikey right away. He’s getting his dick sucked by a pale vampire. Based on the slurping and his lolled head, cum isn’t the only thing she’s sucking out of him. The three other vampires abandon the people they’ve been feeding on to rise to their feet, assuming a defensive position.

“I just want the kid,” James states in a bored tone. “Hand him over and we’ll get out of here.”

Mikey flips him off before tangling his fingers in the vampire’s hair. James, no longer patient, grabs the closest vampire by the throat, shoving him against the wall. The thing fights against his hold, but it’s no match for him. James is definitely…more.

I stalk right up to the vampire in front of Mikey and nudge her with my boot. “Beat it, bitch.”

She pops off Mikey’s dick to snarl at me. Unlike the other vampires in the room, her eyes are murky white rather than red. Her head tilts as she takes in my age, blood trickling down her chin.

“I said leave,” I bite out. “If you value your piece of shit life, leave.”

The two other vampires, having decided not to fuck with James, prowl my way, standing behind the woman like they’ll do what it takes to protect her.

Swinging my arms out from beneath my poncho, I reveal my weapons. They crackle and hum, the rune markings lighting up. The vampires aren’t afraid, more curious than anything.

“Put your pants on, Mikey. You’re going with my buddy over there.”

“Over my dead body,” the woman hisses. “We made a deal. He’s mine to feed on.”

Mikey, who’s probably close to my age, is still drunk from the effects of her venom. The pathetic guy sits there with his legs sprawled out and bleeding dick jutting out, a lazy grin on his face.

Jude sure knows how to pick ’em.

I’m about to pull the worthless asshole up when the female decides to attack. Wrong move, bitch.

The red haze I’ve become one with emits from the stake as white lightning flips out around the stake like tiny whips, desperate to end evil. I slash my arm to the side, plowing the sharp point into her throat. She cries out, a gargled sound, but she’ll live from this wound. If I want her dead, I have to stick her in that dead heart of hers.

“Leave,” I bellow, projecting fire into my voice, warning the other two vampires.

A sickening thud can be heard from the other side of the room, but I don’t have time to check on James. He can handle himself, contrary to Jude’s belief.

The female claws at me, snapping her teeth. While the other two seem more reasonable, looming behind her and not attacking me, this one is out of control.

“I really didn’t want to have to do this,” I grind out as I drive the other stake with precision through her chest.

Her body glows red as the power of my ruby stake slashes through her, attacking her blood one cell at a time. The sizzle of the magic cuts through her, eradicating the evil within seconds from the inside out. Unlike the usual staking, mine causes the beast to catch flame, the red haze and white lightning rolling through the flames. Soon, she’ll be nothing but teeth and bones, a grotesque warning for those like her who test the power of the ruby stakes.

This has Mikey’s attention. His mouth is parted as he fumbles to put away his messy dick. The other two vampires are retreating.

“Tell your friends—the ones in your nest who aren’t here—business is closed,” I instruct them. “Don’t come back no matter what Leroy offers. I have crap to do and you two seem reasonable unlike your friends.” I dart my gaze between the bones at my feet and the pile of ash at James’s.

“You can’t do that to my brother, man,” Mikey grumbles. “We got a good thing going with them and—”

“We’re through here,” one of the vampires says.

“Ricardo,” Mikey tries. “Hear me out.”

“No,” Ricardo snaps. He levels me with a hard glare. “The girl has said enough on your behalf. Goodbye.”

Ricardo and the other vampire start out the door, but James blocks their path.

“Why should I let you go?” James asks, licking his teeth. “You seem like trouble to me.”

“Lizzie was trouble,” Ricardo admits, “but your daughter took care of her.”

“She’s not my daughter,” James grits out. “Jesus, do I look that old?”

“Don’t answer that if you value your existence,” I blurt out to Ricardo. “What was wrong with her? Why do you say she was trouble?”

Ricardo turns to me, his red eyes flashing. “Tainted. Bad blood. Sick. Something was in her system, making her act erratically. I’m looking into it.”

Interesting.

“You know the nightclub run in the catacombs beneath The Basilica of St Patrick’s Old Cathedral here in Manhattan?” I ask, wiping Lizzie’s blood off my stake with my poncho.

Ricardo nods. “Been there a time or two.”

“I’ll be there thirty days from now near midnight. If you find information on what was in her, let me know.” I walk over to him after I’ve stowed my stakes away and offer my hand. “Do we have a deal?”

The other vampire grumbles.

“Enough, Victor,” Ricardo states. “We’ll play nice with the child.”

I’m used to assholes seeing me as a young, weak girl. Their words don’t insult me. You’d have to care, which I don’t.

“Good,” I say, thrusting my hand out again. “Shake on it.”

I know these vampires, especially the old ones. Most are reasonable and don’t mind co-existing. How he got mixed up with Leroy’s smarmy ass is beyond me.

He lets out a soft sigh and then clasps his icy cold hand around mine, his long fingernails biting into my flesh. His grip is strong and unyielding. He holds on longer than he should, clearly thrilled by the way my heart rate kicks up a few notches.

“We have a deal, young one. Are we dismissed?”

“Goodbye, Ricardo. Don’t make me hunt you down for information.”

“Don’t threaten me with a good time,” he says, baring his sharp incisors.

With a flash, he darts past James, his buddy following behind.

“Why couldn’t we just kill them?” James complains.

“Because you know Jude. He values information above everything. Ricardo seeks information that could be useful to him.” I shrug. “Grab your guy and let’s bail.”

He stops me with a hand to my throat, squeezing just enough to let me feel his strength. “I was wrong about you. You’re quite something, aren’t you?”

“Quite.”

His lips curl up on one side into a handsome grin he’s yet to show. “After I drop off this idiot, why don’t you and me—”

“No,” I mutter, pulling his hand from my throat. “I don’t date.”

“No one said anything about dating, darlin’.”

“James, there will never be a you and me. I’m not going to be your fuck buddy now that you deem me worthy. I don’t date. I don’t fuck. I just work.”

“Sad life, little one.”

“I already have my happily ever after,” I explain with a shrug. “Now I need to keep the villains away so I can keep her.”

“I knew you were a lesbian,” he grumbles.

I don’t correct him. Instead, I slip past him and on to my next destination.

Loey.
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The pulse of the music grows louder the deeper I descend into the nightclub. Being that it’s in the catacombs beneath The Basilica of St. Patrick’s Old Cathedral, you only go there if you know it’s there. It’s a hub of paranormal activity being that it’s a portal to other dimensions. Prudence, my old lady friend, knows all about traveling through dimensions. While in one of the other realms, she picked up an ability to transport within the same realm. It’s quite ironic how she can hold on to your arm and flash you to your destination within seconds, but it’ll take her ten minutes just to walk from her office at Headquarters to the restroom. She runs me home all the time, but I think that’s because she has grandmotherly instincts over Mercy, not that she necessarily wants to be my ride.

“This ain’t a daycare, runt,” a huge guy with a green aura says from the nightclub entry door.

“Elton knows me,” I drawl out. “Give him a call.”

“I’m not bothering the owner to let in some kid.”

Another guy, one I’m familiar with, places a hand on the annoying dude’s shoulder. “Rex, let her in. She’s cool.”

“Sorry, Jeb, not happenin’. It’s my ass that’ll get chewed out if I let in children, not yours,” Rex growls.

Jeb chuckles as he walks off. “I tried, man. I tried.”

Another woman comes to stand beside me. One I know very, very well. I side-eye Loey, not missing the mischievous glint in her blue eyes. Her blond hair is pulled back into a high ponytail tonight, giving her not just the girl next door vibe, but a cheerleader one too. Though it’s probably not helping my case to get inside because she looks like another young, innocent girl who doesn’t belong in this nightclub, I know looks can be deceiving.

“She’s with me,” Loey says, her voice nearly a growl of animosity.

Loey hates most people. Has attitude like you would not believe. Isn’t afraid to get into a brawl just to make a point. Luckily, we’ve bonded. Neither of us warms up easily, but our friendship was something in my life that just came easily.

Everything has been hard.

I’ll take what I can get.

“Because that makes a difference,” Rex sneers. “Go home. It’s bedtime, little girls. Your daddies—”

His words are cut off when Loey throat punches him. He grabs at his neck, gasping for air as his face turns purple. Loey grabs the front of his shirt, yanking the burly guy toward her.

“You’ll live, demon,” Loey says in a sweet, prissy voice. “Next time, you won’t. Pick on someone your own size. It’s embarrassing when little girls have to whip your big ass.”

She lets go of his shirt to pat his chest before shooting me a smirk. I follow after her, ignoring several salacious stares from clubbers. We make our way over to the bar.

“Can I buy you two baby dolls a drink?” an older man with a graying beard asks.

“No, but you and your buddy could give up your seats for two ladies.” She shakes her head. “I swear, chivalry is dead. I’ve been to more realms than I can count and the male population on each one is all the same.”

The man loses his interest and purses his lips in annoyance. “Try smiling and maybe you’d have a chance of getting laid.”

Our favorite bartender—Pok—leans forward and hisses at the man. Pok, though I’m not exactly sure what he is, is not one to fuck with. The old man gets the hint rather quickly, grabbing hold of the man’s arm beside him. They shuffle away, opening up the seats for us.

“Thanks, Pok,” I say, giving him a small smile. Not too wide. A few months ago, I grinned at him, and he gave me his number. Pass.

“Anything for my girls.” He beams back, his stare lingering too long on my lips. “Same as usual?”

We both nod and then he heads off.

“Pok has it bad for you,” Loey says as we sit on our stools. “I mean, he seems like he’s a pretty cool guy. Maybe you should have called him.”

“I’m not looking to make snake babies with him.” I shudder at the thought of having sex with a giant beast of a man-thing like Pok.

“Not every sexual encounter leads to babies,” Loey deadpans.

My only one has.

“So? Any good news?” I ask my friend. “Did you find them all?”

Her brows pinch and she scowls. “No. The Shadowed Sanctum has to be hidden behind a cloaking spell or something. I’ve searched everywhere, Casti. Everywhere. I’m running out of options.”

The defeat in her tone has us both growing quiet. Pok returns, giving Loey and me the sewer special. It’s not really sewer water, but it’s neon green, smells like something you’d paint your house with, and burns like a motherfucker. It’s also a really great drink to loosen you up. Whatever they put inside doesn’t just give a relaxing vibe to humans, it’s universal in the way it affects supes as well.

“Do you think it’s someplace you’ve already been but just hidden really well?” I ask as I pick up my sewer special. I sip it and cringe. So gross, but a zing of ease shoots down my spine. Exactly what I needed.

“It’s possible. Maybe even probable. I feel like such a failure.” Her eyes fall to her drink. “Sometimes I wonder why I’m still doing this. It’d be much easier…” She trails off, her blue eyes darting my way.

To die.

Or specifically, let me kill her.

The thought of my friend dying hurts, but it’s necessary. I get it. Mercy be thy way. She’s a vampire. Her life—an immortal one if I don’t intervene—is driven by thirst and violence. She’ll never be the girl she was before she was turned. Loey, at the end of the day, is a bloodsucker. An animal. Evil running through her veins, forcing her to prowl Earth and other realms, guided first and foremost by her need to feed.

I made a vow to my friend to put a stake through her heart if her suicide mission to find the five maledictums doesn’t work, and unfortunately, it’s a promise I’ll keep because that’s what friends do for each other.

“When the time comes, you know where to find me,” I tell Loey, reminding her I can do this for her. I will do this for her.

“Put your stakes away, Casti,” Loey teases. “I’m not ready to die tonight.”

“Good,” I say with a smile, “because Mercy is going to drive me up a wall wondering if you brought her a gift.”

Loey smirks as she reaches into her pocket. “Like I would ever show up empty-handed. My girl loves her trinkets.” She hands me a small, thin bracelet with a murky white gemstone weaved into it.

I take it from her, feeling a slight buzz of magic that pulses through it. “This isn’t a regular bracelet from the souvenir shop up the street, is it?”

“Don’t insult me,” she sasses. “This bracelet nearly cost me my life to obtain.”

“It won’t hurt her, will it?” I know I can trust Loey, but with Mercy, I worry. She’s so fragile.

“Quite the opposite, Casti. It’s infused with opal-root.”

“Never heard of it.”

“That’s because it came from The Pale Province.”

I sit up, my brows furrowing. “The Pale Province? Do you have anything on them?”

“I’ll admit, I wasn’t going there for that purpose. I was seeking out the Shadowed Sanctum. Word on the street was the people there have a dark side that hides behind their seemingly angelic presence. It felt like a good lead.”

“Tell me about the dark side. What did they look like?”

“Just like them,” she says, leaning closer. “The pale-haired twins who took your family from you.”

My blood runs so cold, I almost have a taste of what it feels like to be a vampire. Quickly, hot rage chases away the sick coldness. “Were they vampires?”

“They had vampiric tendencies but leant more toward the fae family. Very earth friendly. Close-knit species that live peacefully under a royal family who’s ruled over their realm since the beginning of time. The Zargonians.” She motions toward the bracelet. “The opal-root is derived from an ancient tree within the castle of The Pale Province. It sits in the middle of a pond. The royalty who live there drink directly from the water source and their healers mine the stones from the pond to help the sick or injured.”

“They’re not bloodsuckers?”

“They are not. However, when faced with the blood plague that ravages their kind from time to time, their teeth elongate, madness consumes their minds, and they feed on their own. The opal-root essence is what they give to those who show first signs of sickness outside of the kingdom.”

“And if someone contracts the blood plague, what happens to them?”

She shrugs. “They disappear. At first, I thought maybe they put their own kind down. A stake to the heart or toss them in the fire. But there’s no proof of any such ceremonies. If anything, they mourn when someone contracts the blood plague. It’s as though they’ve failed their own kind.”

“If not kill them, then what?”

“I think they banish them to other realms.” She frowns and sweeps her gaze across the crowded club. “I haven’t been able to discover where or how, but they do something with them and they don’t seem the type to simply imprison them.”

I let her words sink in. It’s possible these monsters were sent here to Earth. Right to my very city. Crazed by a disease that led them to kill everyone I love.

And they still lurk.

“I killed a vampire tonight. Crazed and seemed sick. Do you think there’s a connection?”

“It’s possible,” Loey replies. “I did hear something that might be of use. A provinceman told me no one in the royal family had ever gotten sick from the disease. However, the royal family had a set of twins. They were precocious and curious. He once saw them outside the walls of the castle and returned them to the kingdom himself. They rewarded him with food and land and opal-root stones. However, he never saw them again after that. They were never spoken about.” She lifts a brow at me. “It seems strange to me. What if they contracted the blood plague while playing and their parents sent them away?”

“It sounds too coincidental not to add up,” I admit. “This is the best lead I’ve had in ages. Thank you, Loey.”

“Next month, when we meet up, I hope to hear you found and killed those royal psychos.”

Hope flares up inside of me. With this information, I can have Jude put his people on locating them. Before, all I had to go off was one first name. Now I know their last name is possibly Zargonian and they’re royals from The Pale Province. This feels like a goldmine of information.

“You better have found the Shadowed Sanctum too,” I tell her. “You’re close. I can feel it.”

“We’ll see,” she mumbles in frustration. “Anyway, tell Merc I love her. I smuggled that bracelet from the provinceman I spoke with. As far as I know, this gemstone has never left their realm. It’s a very special trinket just like her.”

My eyes well with tears and I blink them back. Loey is good to Mercy and that makes her amazing in my book. Mercy deserves all the goodness in the world, even if it means stolen trinkets all over the planes of existence by an unlikely vampire friend.

“Don’t go soft on me, Casti,” Loey grumbles. “If you cry, I’ll cry. We know what happens when I cry.”

“Everyone dies.”

“Basically,” she sasses, making me laugh. “I better get going. I’ve been here too long. People will talk and you know how I hate when they talk.”

She slides off her barstool, but I stop her by grabbing her wrist. “Wait.”

Her eyebrow arches. “What’s wrong?”

“I need help…” I trail off, sighing.

“Who do I need to kill?” Her blue eyes glint with evil and her teeth nearly sparkle with her wide grin.

“If only it were that easy,” I grumble. “What do you know about bats?”

“They’re rats with wings.”

I shudder. “Mercy rescued one.”

“That, my dear, is way outside my scope of abilities. Call a shelter.”

“I did,” I groan. “They’re not taking in injured bats because they don’t have the capabilities to save them.”

“Maybe the bracelet will work on the bat,” Loey says with an unhelpful shrug.

“If this bat dies, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“If anyone can save a pitiful bat, it’ll be you and Mercy. I have faith in you.”

With those words, she drops a kiss on my cheek and disappears into the crowd. Who knew trying to save a bat would be the most difficult of my worries these days?
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It’s nearly three by the time I drag myself out of an Uber in front of my building. I’m tired, but my brain is wired. I can’t stop thinking about what Loey said. I’d even gone as far as to send Jude a text to get him on it for me. His old ass was probably already in bed, but I didn’t care. It’s too important to sit on.

Before I enter the aging building, I get a sense of being watched. My hairs stand on end and a chill races down my spine. Whoever—or whatever—is out there will have to wait until morning. I’ve had enough for one day.

Quickly, I let myself into my apartment building and take the stairs up to the top floor two at a time. Mercy will be next door at Edna’s. I have a key and come to get her whenever I get home, which is always late. When I reach her door, there’s a note tacked on it.

We’re at your place. – G

My blood boils as I snatch the note down and crumple it. I throw it to the floor as I stalk over to my apartment. Edna knows the only people allowed to pick Mercy up are me or Jude or Loey. Never Griffin. I’m going to have to set that old woman straight tomorrow morning.

My apartment is unlocked, which has me growing more furious by the second. I push inside and quietly close the door behind me. Straight across from the door, Griffin sits in the open window, staring out at the alley below. A quick sweep of my living room tells me Mercy is already in bed.

Good.

She won’t hear me bitch this bastard out.

My old foster brother. My nemesis. Her father.

“You were out late tonight. Does this happen often?” His deep voice rumbles through the air, vibrating my bones. “Had I known Mercy spends so much time with the neighbor, I would have come sooner for her.”

He turns his head, cutting his blue eyes my way. I try not to tremble under his stare. I may fight villains with sharp teeth every night, but Griffin unnerves me in a way no one else can.

“Leave, Griff.” I pull off my poncho and hang it on the hook just inside the front door.

He abandons his perch by the open window and prowls my way, a sinister grin curling his lips up. “You look good, Casti. I’ve missed you.”

His hand reaches up to touch my face and I recoil, shooting daggers at him with my eyes. He frowns and drops his hand. “Still mad,” he grumbles. “You have to get over it eventually, babe. I’m her dad. We made her together. You can’t get rid of me that easily.”

“Time to go,” I hiss. “Now before I make you.”

His blue eyes flash with challenge, but then he steps back. He may have overpowered me once when I was only thirteen, but he is in no way as skilled as I am. I’ve been fighting off evil, including him, since I was a kid. I know he must sense it too.

“I’ll wear you down eventually,” he murmurs. “Like old times. This time, you won’t run me off.”

Disgust has me wanting to choke him with my bare hands. Griffin is delusional to think he’ll ever catch me at a weak point again. We grew up in the same foster home together. Since he’s six years my senior, I trusted him like a big brother. I remember crying my eyes out when he aged out of foster care and left me alone. Every visit after felt like a gift.

Until I was thirteen.

When he held me in bed while visiting me, comforting me and consoling me. The kiss felt all kinds of wrong. What came after was what nightmares are made of. He obliterated the trust and love I had for him by trying to force a different type of relationship with me. Back then, I’d been weak. No matter how much I fought, he won. The man I saw as a brother fucked me. A brutal invasion that physically injured me and caused me to pass out from the pain. And then, he left me.

I met Jude by accident. I’d been waddling home from school one day, pregnant with Mercy and about to give birth any day, when I heard moaning in an alley. I was curious and found him bleeding out. He was quiet about how he got in that predicament and I was in no position to ask. I simply brought him water and food and did my best to nurse his injuries. Once he could stand, he asked me about the baby and how I got pregnant at such a young age. It was my turn to be quiet. He handed me his business card and told me he owed me a favor.

I cashed in on that favor not two weeks later in the hospital. When the State of New York was telling me my kid would also go into the system. Not with me. I’d called Jude bawling and begging for help. He stepped in, found me a group home for mothers, and paid for the legal representation to keep Mercy as mine.

“Go, Griffin,” I snap, leveling my glare on him.

All those year ago, I said the same thing to him when he showed up out of nowhere at the group home and demanded visitation for his daughter. I lied to him then and I’ll lie to him a million more times.

She’s not his.

Sure, maybe their DNA is the same, but she will never belong to that rapist sonofabitch.

“Don’t be cruel, Casti,” he gripes back. “I’m trying to right my wrongs so we can be a family. I’m older. I’m not a selfish bastard anymore. I just want there to be an us.”

“What did you tell Mercy?” I demand.

“That’s our little secret.” He grins, his handsome, All-American boyish face hiding the predator beneath the surface.

“Get out.” I’m no longer playing games with him. “Now.”

He steps closer, his nostrils flaring. “What private security firm did you say you work for again?”

“Leave.”

“Whatever, Casti,” he growls. “I’m trying to be a nice guy here, trying to get to know you and our daughter, and you’re being a total bitch.”

“You’re not to pick up my daughter ever again. Don’t speak to her. Don’t look at her. Don’t touch her. Understood?”

“This conversation isn’t over,” he warns. “I’m going to be in Mercy’s life no matter what because I’m her father. You’re going to have to get the hell over it.”

He storms out of the apartment and I snap the lock closed as soon as he leaves. Tears threaten and I feel like I might suffocate. I rush over to the window, gasping for air. The rain has softened. I’m teased with the musical sound it makes, but that reminds me of when my family was murdered, so I ignore it. I sit down on the window seat and stare down at the dark shadows in the alley.

Someone’s watching me.

I feel it again.

Eyes on me. Probing me. Penetrating me. It’s almost as unnerving as finding Griffin in my living room. Quickly, I shut the window, lock it, and then go to Mercy’s room to check in on her.

All terror and unease and stress melt away the moment I lay eyes on Mercy. Tiny, pale, dark-haired. She’s my little angel. So sweet and perfect despite the monstrous blood running in her veins. I hate Griffin with every fiber of my being, but I will always be grateful on some level for him giving me her.

She’s my everything.

My reason.

I still remember walking into E.V.I.E. when I was fourteen, not long after Griff showed up at the group home. My body was weak from giving birth and I had a baby to look after. I told Jude I’d help him in any way I could if he would just teach me how to defend myself. When I eventually learned he was involved in a group that slays vampires, my desire to help increased tenfold because I knew I could also get vengeance on the pale-haired twins.

A noise from a box near her bed has me pausing. The bat is still alive. Slowly, I walk over to it and peek inside. It’s moving, which is more than it did last night. She’s made the bat a nice home with fruit and veggies and water. I’m not sure if it can eat those things or if it has, but the fact she’s trying warms my heart.

Mercy is good to the marrow of her bones.

I sit down on the edge of her bed and run my fingers through her dark hair that matches mine exactly. Everything about her is just like me. I’m thankful Griffin didn’t give her anything of his.

“I love you, Mercy Rye.”

I pull out the bracelet Loey gave me and slide it on Mercy’s dainty wrist. I hope like hell the bracelet works. Mercy has transfusion dependent thalassemia. The genetic blood disorder was passed down from me, which I feel immensely guilty for. She requires monthly transfusions and we’re in a continual war to keep the excess iron from the transfusions from overloading her organs. This disorder leaves my baby girl in a constant weak state and always out of breath. Her internal organs need to be watched over and monitored because they could fail at any time.

Again, if it weren’t for Jude and his resources, I would’ve lost my baby girl a long time ago.

I leave her room to take a much needed shower. After I’ve changed into my white gown, I make my way back over to the window. I’m exhausted from the evening’s activities, but my mind won’t shut off. I crack open the window and breathe in the rainy air.

The rain patters in a way that is soothing to my soul. It makes me think of Laurent and my purpose with E.V.I.E. One day, I will find him and end it once and for all. I start to nod off, but snap awake when my phone buzzes with a text from Jude.

Jude: That’s solid info, kid.

Me: Don’t be coy. What do you have for me?

Jude: There’s been word on an illness plaguing vampires in the city. Just like you described that one you killed this evening. White, murky eyes. Madness. I only heard reports here and there, but I didn’t have much to go on yet.

Me: This connects to the pale-haired twins?

Jude: With what you got from Loey, I think it must. There was intel of a duo wreaking havoc. They called themselves the princess, the prince, and the dog.

Me: The dog? You think it could be Laurent?

Jude: It’s the most information we’ve had in years. I sifted through all the reports with any mention of mad vampires and compiled an analysis. They’re all condensed to a certain area. West side of The Bronx near Claremont Park.

I freeze as I consider his words. West Bronx. Those monsters ravaged my area fourteen years ago. I lived just miles away in a government housing apartment building in the south side of The Bronx.

Me: I know the area. I should check it out.

Jude: For sanity’s sake, don’t do this tonight.

Me: Fine, Dad. I’ll go tomorrow night.

Jude: Don’t call me that again, brat. I’ll forward on any other info I find in the morning. Get some rest.

I reply back that I will and then stare out the window, a satisfied grin on my face. It’s happening. I’ll finally put Laurent to rest like I’ve always dreamed of doing. When that day finally happens, I’ll hang up my vampire slaying hat—or poncho in my case—and move my daughter out to the country. Give her a slower-paced life where I can spend more time with her. As much as I love Jude, I need out of this city. I need away from Griffin. I need to begin my life without fear and vengeance guiding my every move.

Something moves out of my peripheral. I glance down into the shadows in the alley, watching for any movement. I’d been sure the shadow moved, but I could be dreaming it. For the longest time, I watch, waiting for yet another monster to reveal itself. When no one steps out, I let out a heavy sigh of relief before closing the window.

Tomorrow, I’ll find those bastards who killed my family and turned Laurent into one of them.

In the meantime, I’ll get some much needed rest.
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“Dracula.”

I wake to the sweet voice and crack an eye open. “Do what now?”

“I want to name my bat Dracula. Like the vampire.” Mercy pets my hair and smiles at me. “Do you think Dracula can turn into a vampire?”

“I don’t think that’s how it works,” I mumble. “Besides, Dracula is just a book and movie character. He’s not real.”

“I think he is,” she sasses.

I take a moment to admire my beautiful little girl. The sun shines in through the window, making her look like an angel. “You’re feeling better this morning?”

“Aunt Loey got me a magic bracelet,” she tells me, grinning. “See?”

She thrusts her little arm at me.

“How do you know Aunt Loey got you this?”

“She always gives me presents,” she says, her voice matter-of-fact. “And they’re all magical.”

I want to remind her that magic isn’t real, but I hate lying to her. She’s just five. If she wants to believe in magic, I’ll let her.

“Was the man nice to you last night?” I ask, growing serious.

She makes a sour face. “He said he’s my daddy.”

“Do you want him to be your daddy?”

Just because I hate Griffin with my entire being doesn’t mean I want to deny Mercy anything.

“No.” She frowns. “He thinks Dracula is going to die.”

Dracula probably will die, but I would never tell her that.

“Not daddy material, huh?” I pull her to me and kiss her adorable face. “Who needs a daddy when you have me?”

“My mommy is a real superhero,” she says, giggling. “I want to be brave like you one day and fight bad guys.”

I tell everyone I’m in private security because it’s easier to explain my strange schedule. Another lie in my life, but a necessary one.

“You’re already brave,” I remind her. “You fight an invisible illness and save bats. That’s superhero material right there, baby.”

“I want a cape,” she sasses. “So everyone can see how brave I am.”

“I’m sure we can arrange that,” I say with a smile. “Why don’t you get dressed in normal human clothes for now and I’ll make us some pancakes?”

“Pancakes!” she yells.

As soon as she runs off, I burst into tears. I could kiss Loey for this small glimpse of health for my daughter. Like any other healing trinket Loey has gifted her, I know the power won’t last when removed from its home realm. But to have her behaving like a normal, healthy five-year-old, even for one morning, is enough to have me overcome with gratitude.

Vampires suck. Literally.

Loey doesn’t suck at all.

I hate that she wants me to end her one day if necessary.

Life just isn’t fair to the ones who are deserving of so much more than the hand they’re dealt.

After a long moment of feeling sorry for myself, I swipe away my tears and face the day like the brave woman my daughter claims me to be.
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I avoid The Bronx for one reason only.

Horrible memories.

Even taking my Uber to the west side, I was careful to direct my driver down roads that avoided my old building. The terror that overwhelms me when I remember being locked in that trunk for so long and witnessing the murder of my mother and brother is overwhelming.

I can’t be weak.

Not when I’m following up on the only lead that’s amounted to anything I’ve had since that fateful day.

The driver pulls up to Claremont Park and stops. I’ve already paid on my app, so I grunt out my thanks, escaping the safe haven of his vehicle. It’s not raining tonight, so my poncho isn’t needed. My stakes are carefully hidden in my leather vest, and outwardly, I probably look like I’m ready for a biker bar or something.

No one suspects I’m here to kill vampires.

For a split second, I wish for some backup, but then I remember how distracting James had been. No, this is something I need to do alone. Jude knows this too, or he would’ve forced someone to come with me. The fact that Jude trusts me to handle this invigorates me.

The park is quiet this evening, which has me on full alert. I’ve learned over the years when the bloodsuckers are lurking, the birds and crickets quiet. As though they’re afraid of being seen and eaten.

Like those small creatures, I remain absolutely quiet. I’m not looking to get eaten. Especially by a horde of infected, crazed vampires.

Because it’s so quiet, my ears overhear everything. A rustle of leaves. A whistle of wind. A car honking from far away.

“Music is in everything. You just have to listen, Castilla.”

A shiver ripples down my spine at the memory. To this day, Laurent’s voice is so loud and clear in my mind. I can barely remember what my mother looked like, much less her voice, but I remember every detail about Laurent.

Because of my driving need to kill him, I’ve forever immortalized him in my brain. On the lonely nights in foster care, I remembered our times together. When I was afraid of Griffin and everything he did to me, I imagined Laurent showing up to save me. He’s stayed such a focus in my mind, that when I finally do drive a stake through his heart, I worry about losing all those good memories and thoughts of him.

Crack.

I suck in a sharp breath, pausing on the path I’m walking on.

Focus, Casti.

“Leave,” someone whispers nearby. The voice is young. “Now.”

Whipping my head toward a copse of trees, I squint into the darkness. Rather than shy away, I pull my ruby stakes out and prowl in the direction of the voice.

“You must leave,” the voice says again.

A menacing growl echoes through the trees.

“Foolish woman, leave.” This time, the voice sounds like it’s behind me.

I’m not focused on the man who warns me but instead stalk the thing in the trees. The growling grows louder. I realize all too late why.

There are many.

I’ve stumbled upon the horde.

Though I’m no doubt outnumbered, I can handle this. I’ve handled so much more since I joined E.V.I.E. It’s what I’m trained to do.

Something hisses and then with superhuman speed, a vampire flies from the shadows, fangs bared. I get a glimpse of its milky eyes before it reaches me. Crouching just before it hits me, I manage to evade it, sending it hurtling over me. It stumbles, snarling in rage. I run over to it, shoving my stake through its back, though not with enough force to reach its heart. With a swift kick downward, I drive the stake the rest of the way through it.

Red lightning alights the dark forested area.

Quickly, I yank my stake from the burning corpse and fling around to fight off my next attacker. Somewhere nearby, I can hear snarling as a struggle ensues. Whoever tried to warn me off is apparently helping.

Two flashes of white hair fly past me, not bothering to stop. Self-preservation is clearly on their agenda. I know, without even seeing their faces or hearing their voices, they’re the ones who killed my family. I want to chase after them with everything in me, but I have one person on my mind.

Laurent.

He’s the only thing that matters right now.

Above vengeance, I must conduct my compassion kill.

Mercy be thy way.

A vampire charges straight for me. Long, dark hair hangs in its face. Murky white eyes meet mine, causing me to freeze.

I didn’t expect him to look so lost.

My moment of sudden sadness has him gaining the upper hand. He tackles me painfully to the ground. I cry out, struggling against his hold. His strong hands have my wrists pinned to the earth as he bares his fangs at me.

So sharp.

So long.

I don’t want to die.

I can’t die.

Mercy needs me.

A sob climbs up my throat and tears leak down my temples. Laurent lowers his mouth, his nostrils flaring as he inhales. Red flickers behind the white fog in his eyes. I expect my throat to be torn out, but he seems frozen, a war battling inside my head.

“Laurent,” I croak. “Please don’t do this.”

He’s ripped off me in an instant. I scramble to my feet, my chest heaving. Laurent roars and struggles, trying to get to me, but the man—er, teenager—behind him, holds him tight.

“I need to kill him,” I whimper, fighting tears. “It’s what I came here to do. It has to be me.”

“Darling,” the teen says, “I can’t let you do that. I’m here to save him.”

“No,” I bark out. “He can’t live like this. This isn’t him.”

I take a step forward and the boy shakes his head. “Don’t move. I’m an ancient vampire, darling, and I could take you out in a second, especially with this feral beast to distract you.”

I pause, scowling at him. “Why?”

“Because he deserves more than to live his life diseased by those monsters, untrained and driven by thirst alone.” He sighs as he bites into his own wrist. “He deserves a chance.”

“Bloodsucker—”

“Beck.” He narrows his red eyes at me. “And you’re Castilla. I know where you live and that you have a daughter named Mercy.”

I stumble back, which causes Laurent to growl harder. “W-What? You stay away from my daughter!”

“I don’t make promises I can’t keep, but I assure you, I’ll stay away for the time being,” Beck says as he brings his bleeding wrist to Laurent’s mouth.

Laurent ceases his struggling as he latches onto it. He greedily gulps down the blood. It leaks from the corner of his mouth, dripping from his chin. I’m frozen, watching with rapt fascination.

“What are you doing to him?” I croak out. “Are you hurting him?”

“Quite the contrary, darling. I’m hoping to chase that wretched illness from his veins.”

“What then?”

“Only time will tell.” He smiles broadly at me, showing off his pointy incisors. “Until we meet again.”

A flash blurs past me and before I can even suck in my next breath, I realize they’re gone.

Defeat washes over me. For years I’ve waited for this moment. Years. And in a blink, the chance is gone. It bothers me that he took Laurent, but at the same time, I feel relieved he’s away from the pale-haired twins. Beck, though outwardly young in appearance, seemed wise. Maybe he can help Laurent.

Then what?

Then, I’ll kill him. I’ll kill them both. And the pale-haired twins too.

Something tells me it won’t be that easy.

Nothing ever is.
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Castilla

Three months later…

 

He’s made of stone. Hard, solid muscle pressing into every inch of my body. I fight against his hold, but his grip on my wrists is unyielding. His dark brown messy hair has been clipped short on the sides and is longer on top, flopping over one brow.

White, cloudy eyes are gone and flaming crimson ones bore into me.

And fangs.

Dear God, his fangs are sharp.

As though he’s clued into my thoughts, he smiles wider. It reminds me of when I was a little girl. The urge to free my hands to wrap them around his solid body rather than trying to drive a stake through it is strong.

“Castilla,” he rumbles, his voice a deep growl as it caresses every letter in my name. “I’ve missed you.”

I whimper, which makes his eyes flash with hunger.

“Castilla…”

“Castilla.”

Jude’s voice has me jerking upright, a slight blush burning over my cheeks. For three months, I’ve had the same recurring dream. Laurent. A vampire, but different. Somehow more like his old self, not the monster who wanted to tear my throat out at the park.

“What’s going on with you?” Jude demands. “You’re off your game. Is it Mercy?”

I shake my head, sighing. “No. Just thinking about Laurent. I screwed up and it haunts me every day.”

“You need a break,” Jude says. “You’re tired.”

“I’m not,” I lie.

He’s right, though. I’m beyond exhausted. Mercy’s health has steadily declined despite her treatments and it’s worrying. Furthermore, I haven’t been able to get ahold of Loey. She’s missed our monthly meetups, which makes me wonder if she finally met the death she so badly craved. I haven’t been able to locate the pale-haired twins or Laurent. To add insult to injury, Griffin stops by the apartment a couple times a week and I have to force him to leave.

“Any word on Loey?” I ask, hating how my heart clenches painfully in my chest. At the end of the day, she’s a vampire. I wasn’t supposed to grow so close to her, but I have. It hurts knowing she may be dead, or worse, captured.

“None, but I have people on it. I’ll find her for you. Dead or alive.” He leans forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “I need a favor, Casti.”

“Of course,” I reply without hesitation. “Always for you.”

He smiles, his gaze roaming over my face in a loving way. If my brother Jesse ever grew to be a man, I imagine he’d be like Jude. Protective and caring and gentle, but fierce as fuck if anyone tries to mess with me.

“Everything is going to be okay,” Jude assures me. “Mercy. Laurent. Loey. Those mad twins. Some things just take time.”

“Like Mikey?” I tease.

Jude grumbles. He had a helluva time getting Mikey on board after we “recruited” him by force. James has got stuck with the task of having to retrieve him a few times once he escaped.

“Mikey doesn’t understand his purpose yet, but he will. It’s a long game, yes, but one I’m willing to play.” Jude steeples his fingers, his eyes glinting. “I’m not worried about Mikey. I am, however, worried about something.”

“If you’re worried, I’m worried. How do we fix it?” I ask.

He sighs in relief. “You know you’re one of the few people I can trust.”

“Because we’re family,” I say, a soft smile on my lips.

His features grow gentle. “Yes, family. Which is why I need someone not only trustworthy, but capable to help me.” He lets out a frustrated sigh. “There’s been buzz about a demon headed here. A powerful one. She could be trouble.”

“You’re bigger trouble for any demon,” I remind him. It’s the truth. Jude taught me everything I know and can do it ten times better. He’s a beast where it counts, and in his profession, it counts on all levels of his job.

“If it’s a trap, I can’t leave E.V.I.E. exposed like that. You know the less I get out there and handle problems, the better. All it takes is an ambush, then everything we’ve created here at E.V.I.E. is at risk.”

“Okay, so you want me to what? Kill it? What kind of demon is she? Will I need to bring a witch with me?” I hate dealing with witches, but we have some allies within the organization who aren’t all difficult. Still, I’d prefer to go at it alone.

“Nah,” Jude grunts. “I want this on the down low. Witches tend to run their mouths and you’re my best secret keeper. Depending on how powerful she is, I could use her for E.V.I.E. related missions.”

“A weapon?” I say, arching a brow.

“It’s best to have weapons of all kinds in our arsenal. As you know, the supe world doesn’t just consist of vampires. Most of the other supes tend to stick to their corners, but every now and again, they like to get in our way. This insures we stay on top and ahead of the game.”

“Always the strategist,” I tell him. “On top and five moves ahead of everyone else.”

“It’s why I have this job and someone like James does not,” he says with a smug grin.

I roll my eyes at him, which makes him chuckle. “Fine, King of Everything, where do I find this demon?”

“The nightclub. I think she’s planning to come through the portal.”

I perk up, eager to check around and ask about Loey while I’m there. “Done.”

We both stand and he comes around to my side of his desk. I get pulled into his arms for a brotherly hug. It’s hard warming up to people and letting them in, but I guess Jude wormed his way in long ago. I take a moment to inhale his scent and let out a content sigh.

“Stay alive for me, kid.”

“Wouldn’t dream of dying while on your payroll. It’d be bad for employee morale.”

He kisses the top of my head and then hands me the file he’s compiled on this demon. “Get out of here. See you and the demon soon.”

His unwavering confidence in me has me straightening my spine, eager to pull off yet another difficult task for him.
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The nightclub isn’t as busy tonight, which I’m thankful for. I can stick to the shadows and check out each and every person who walks by. I’d asked around a few regulars if they’d seen Loey, but they hadn’t. With each day that passes, I get sicker about the whole thing.

Before I left Jude’s, I skimmed over the file. The demon’s name is Violet. Purple hair and glowing purple eyes. Hard to miss. So far, no one meets the bill.

“Fucking bitch!” someone yells from the hallway that leads to the bathrooms.

I prowl in that direction, sidestepping drunks left and right. A man is sitting on his ass, staring through an open door that must be a storage room or something. He’s rubbing at his throat, pissed as hell. Based on his overabundance of hair on his hands, I’d say he’s part wolf. Fucking shifters can be such alpha assholes.

“Time to scram, pooch boy,” I tell him as I approach. “You’re in the wrong nightclub if you think you can push around a lady around here.”

He scrambles to his feet and spits in disgust. “Human.”

“A human who won’t think twice about castrating you before the next full moon. Beat it or I’ll show you what it feels like to get your ass kicked by a human.”

“I’m not scared of you,” he growls. “I could tear your throat out—”

A flash of purple fury explodes forward, slamming the shifter into the wall. He struggles and gasps, fighting against her.

Violet.

This is most definitely my demon.

“We both require an apology now,” Violet says, her voice cruel and unyielding.

“Fuck you,” he snarls.

I walk right up to him, pulling my stake from my leather vest. He whines like a kicked puppy when I press it against his ribs. Violet’s eyebrow arches up, clearly amused by my presence.

“Say you’re sorry,” I bark out. “We’re waiting.”

“Lesbian cunts,” the shifter snaps.

“Sticks and stones may break my bones, but your words are just pissing me off.” I narrow my eyes at him.

“Is that how the saying goes?” Violet asks, smirking.

“I’m improvising.” I glower at him. “Just like I’ll improvise on killing a shifter. You see, I know how to correctly kill you. Took that class last year. Pretty easy. However, I’ve never tried to kill one with one of my ruby stakes.” As though being summoned, the red lightning glows in the dark hallway, zapping into his body as a warning. The scent of piss permeates the air. “I could kill you I’m certain with the same stakes that have killed hundreds of vampires, but, dog, I think it’ll be much more satisfying to watch you have to go back into that club with piss running down your leg.”

Violet wrenches him away from me and shoves him. “Go, dog, go.”

He scampers away, cursing under his breath. Pussy.

“You must be Violet,” I say as I shove my stake back into my vest. “I’ve been looking for you.”

“Have you, now?” Her purple eyes seem to glow brighter.

“My boss, Jude, head of E.V.I.E. has requested I bring you in.”

“You’re not going to detain me and drag me in?” she challenges, her body seeming to thrum with the idea.

“I’m more of a killer than hired muscle,” I say, motioning at my body. “It’ll be much easier if you just come along and hear what Jude has to say.”

“Hmph,” she says, studying me in a way that feels all too invasive. “I was expecting a fight.”

“I mean, we could knock each other around a bit if you want, but I’d much rather finish my night without a busted lip. It’s been a long day.”

She laughs. “Straight shooter. I like that. Let’s go then. Take me to your leader.”

“He’s a good guy and an excellent strategist. Be nice to him, demon.”

A snort escapes her. “Nice? All I can promise is to let you escort me there. Once I meet with him, it’ll be up to him whether I’m nice or not.”

“Fair enough. I must warn you, though. He has a dog and if he feels like his master is threatened in any way, he’ll make a demon doggie snack out of you.”

“Dogs love me,” she assures me. “Men…that’s a little more complicated.” She motions ahead of us. “Lead the way, slayer.”
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The Uber drops me off on the corner between my building and the one next door. It’s dark tonight, the moon and stars hidden by the heavy cloud cover. The one sole light that illuminates the alleyway is out again, which means kids probably threw rocks at it to knock it out. I’m irritated that it’s one more thing I have on my to-do list. Tell the building manager to change the bulb. I’m bristling with annoyance when I feel it.

Another presence.

I pause, angling my head to listen for any unusual sounds. Slowly, I withdraw my ruby stakes, one in each hand, and continue my way down the alley with caution.

The closer I get to the door that leads into my building, the hairs on my arms stand on end. My heart rate speeds up and a slick, oily feeling washes over me.

“Castilla.”

The voice—deep and growly—has me frozen in equal parts fear and confusion. I’ve heard it every night in my dreams, so I can’t be sure if I’m imagining it or not. The only person who calls me by my full name is—

My thoughts are knocked out of my head as something strong and powerful leaps out of the shadows, pouncing on me. I cry out in surprise and then anger as I’m pinned to the brick wall, my arms in the grip of…him.

Laurent.

Not the one from the park or the one from the past.

The one from my dreams.

Same crimson eyes. Same hairstyle. Same intensity.

I can’t control the whimper that claws up my throat. I’m struggling against his hold, but he’s too strong.

“Let me go,” I command, my voice a harsh whisper.

Red lightning cracks from my stakes in my hands, bathing Laurent and the alleyway with red light. From behind him, a man approaches, and for one quick second, I am almost relieved when I think it’s Griffin. I hate him, but could sure use his assistance right about now.

“Hello, darling,” the voice says.

“Beck.”

“Fancy meeting you again,” Beck says, still not revealing himself fully from the shadows. “Are you ready to put the stakes away so we can have an adult conversation?”
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“Fuck you,” I snarl. “Fuck both of you.”

Laurent growls at my words, his face dropping until his lips brush against my neck. A shiver of fear rattles through my bones. Having his teeth so close to my neck terrifies me. I close my eyes, waiting for him to take a bite.

“Castilla,” Laurent murmurs, his lips caressing my neck in a way that sends a whirlwind of confusing emotions spinning inside me. “Oh, how I’ve missed you.”

He presses a gentle kiss to my pulsing vein before he pulls away. Beck approaches and I get a good look at him. He can’t be any more than sixteen or seventeen if he were human. I’ve learned not to go off human appearance when it comes to vampires. Some of the young ones are incredibly old and extremely powerful. Beck already confessed to being an ancient vampire. If he wanted to destroy me, he could do it in seconds. For some reason, he hasn’t.

“I’ll hold onto these until we finish our talk,” Beck says, plucking each of my ruby stakes from my grip. His hands are protected by leather gloves. Otherwise, I’m pretty sure it wouldn’t feel too good on his undead hands. He stows the stakes inside his long, black coat. We’re once again bathed in darkness, which unnerves me.

“I have nothing to say to you,” I grind out, no longer fighting against Laurent’s hold considering I need to save my strength and it’s pointless since he’s so much stronger.

“Then you can just listen.”

“Let me go,” I order. “I won’t talk until I’m free.”

Beck waits what feels like an eternity before he answers. “Very well. Laurent, release her.”

Laurent inhales me but then lets go, stepping back into the darkness away from me. My heart is pounding hard inside my chest. I try my damnedest to slow it down so that I’m not tempting the two vampires in my presence.

Breathe, Casti. Breathe.

“We have a mutual agenda,” Beck says from somewhere to my left. “Perhaps we continue this conversation in privacy.”

“No,” I grit out. “And I can guarantee you our agendas vary vastly.”

Beck chuckles. “Feisty female. I like you.”

“Sorry, buddy, I can’t say the same.” I edge toward the door, keeping my movements slow. “What did you do to him? He seems better now.” Better, but still going to die by my hand and soon.

Mercy be thy way.

“I’ll tell you when we have privacy,” Beck says. “Take us to your apartment.”

“Absolutely not,” I growl.

“We’re not here to hurt you or Mercy.”

“Keep my daughter’s name out of your mouth,” I snap. “Speak now or don’t. I don’t care.”

Beck sighs, his footsteps drawing nearer. “Either take us there or I’ll be forced to carry you up there myself.”

Upstairs, I have other things I could kill them with.

“Fine,” I acquiesce. “Though—”

“She be but little, she is fierce,” Beck finishes. “A Shakespeare fan myself.”

“I was going to say, though if you make one wrong move, I’ll end both of you without thinking twice.”

Beck and Laurent both chuckle, putting me even more on edge. I’m used to hissing, pissed off killing machine vampires. Not this. Not talkative, agenda seeking ones. I admit, my curiosity is piqued.

I slowly make my way from the wall to the door into the building. It’s probably extremely stupid on my part, and Jude would kill me if he knew, but I need to see what Beck wants first. If he can help me with the pale-haired twins, I will take it. They’ve been terrorizing NYC for far too long.

As soon as I step inside, I peek over my shoulder at the vampires following me. Beck is much shorter than Laurent. Both are wearing black slacks, white button-down crisp dress shirts, and long coats. Each of them has on a pair of expensive looking leather shoes. It’s almost amusing how properly dressed they are. As though they’re ready to go to a gala rather than to my tiny apartment I share with a child and a bat.

I step into the stairwell and Laurent strides forward, prowling ahead as though hunting. I’m confused because it almost seems as though he’s trying to protect me, which is silly because he’s a freaking vampire.

When we reach my floor, he pushes through the door and holds it open for me. I’m forced to brush past him as I enter the hallway. Laurent’s palm finds my back as to guide me. A shiver trembles through me.

“Shall we fetch Mercy first?” Beck asks.

“I said—” I snap but then fall silent when I realize there’s a note on my door from Edna.

I know you said he wasn’t allowed to get her, but he told me he’d call the police if I didn’t allow him to take her home and watch over her until you got there. I tried to text you. I’m too old for prison. My sincerest apologies.

Terror consumes me and Laurent growls. No longer concerned about two hungry vampires at my back, I shove my way into my apartment, anger fueling me. Once again, Griffin sits in the window, waiting for me.

“About time—who the fuck are they?” Griffin demands, stalking my way.

Laurent steps in front of me, his body tensed for a fight.

“They’re my friends,” I snap. “I told you you’re not allowed to take Mercy.”

“She’s my goddamn daughter,” Griffin growls. “I can do whatever I want where it concerns her.”

Beck rushes forward with inhuman speed, clutching the front of Griffin’s shirt. His voice is low and seductive as he speaks to Griffin, his face inches from his. “You were just leaving. You never saw us. You’ll find someone else to bother tonight.”

Griffin nods, clearly consumed by Beck’s glamour ability. Without another word, Griffin walks out and closes the door behind him.

“Thanks,” I grumble and mean it. “Have a seat. I need to check on Mercy.”

I leave the vampires to sneak into Mercy’s room. She’s asleep, but her bat rustles around in his box. His wing is damaged beyond repair, so he’ll never fly again. The poor little thing—Dracula—relies on my daughter for food and water. Thank goodness she’s a whiz on her tablet and found all sorts of information online to help her care for her bat.

I’m just pressing a kiss to her forehead when I feel an imposing presence. It’s unnerving to see Laurent in my daughter’s room. His brows are furled as he takes in her sleeping body.

“Swear on your life you’ll never hurt her,” I whisper. “Right now.”

Laurent’s crimson eyes lock onto mine. “I swear it. I won’t hurt you either.”

His words, though probably a lie, wrap around my heart like a noose. I don’t like the way it warms me inside. Reminds me of a simpler, happier time when I was a girl. Before my world went to hell.

I walk right up to him, tilting my head up so I can see his eyes up close. His palm rises to my cheek and he delicately caresses my warm flesh with his cool hand.

“It’s hard seeing you again,” I admit, my voice barely audible.

“Likewise, little one.”

A tremor of—something—rumbles through me. I grip his wrist and pull him from my daughter’s room before closing the door behind us. Beck is sitting prim and proper in an armchair, an expectant look on his pale, boyish face.

“Speak,” I grumble, making my way over to the window seat. “I’m tired and want to go to bed. Let’s get this over with.”

Laurent doesn’t sit, but edges closer to me, his crimson eyes burning into me.

“My name is Beck Zargonian,” Beck says, running his fingers through his blond hair. “I am from The Pale Province.”

“The pale-haired twins are your family?”

“Weston and Wynona are my blood, yes,” Beck agrees. “I’ve been searching for them for nearly sixty years.”

“You had them,” I snap, a surge of anger bursting up inside of me. “Instead, you interrupted me and took him.” I thrust my thumb toward Laurent, who has prowled closer.

“You were going to kill them.” Beck shrugs. “I couldn’t let you do that.”

“But they killed my mother and baby brother,” I hiss, my body trembling with fury. “They turned the man I adored into this.” Tears threaten as I meet Laurent’s gaze. “How is that the same agenda? I want them gone from this planet.”

“Which aligns with my agenda, I assure you,” Beck says. “I’ve been asked by their father, Marlon, to retrieve them. He thinks he can heal his children from the blood plague. Because of my obligation to my familial lineage, I must oblige.”

“They won’t go willingly through the realms,” I grumble. “They’re feral.”

“Feral indeed. Mad with disease. They’re unaware of what runs through them. With a concoction Marlon has created, I believe the injection could immobilize them long enough for Laurent and me to carry them back.” Beck leans back in his seat, crossing his arms over his chest. “They will be out of your hair and back where they belong.”

“They belong in Hell,” I snarl.

“We both know Hell can barely keep the gate closed. Our demon population on Earth is proof of that. No, the mad twins belong back with their family so that if they can’t treat them, they can end them according to The Pale Province’s royal authority.”

“So you want me to agree to help you capture and inject those bastards who tore my family from me?” I demand. “To give them a free pass?”

“I will be in your debt, darling,” Beck says. “I always pay my debts.”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to make him agree to kill Laurent once it’s done as debt repayment, but one look at his intense features boring into me, and I know I can’t ask that. Not right now when I’m tired and stressed. One day, I’ll kill Laurent, but I’m not about to negotiate that into my deal with Beck.

“You healed Laurent,” I say, frowning. “Why don’t you just heal them too?”

“Laurent is still but a young vampire and he was born a human. His blood was much easier to cleanse. The twins are of fae descent, which requires more than I can give them.”

They deserve to die. In this realm—the one they stole so much from.

“Mommy?” a sweet voice says from the doorway.

I nearly choke on my tongue. “Baby, go back to sleep.”

She shakily steps forward and sways. Laurent, in a flash, scoops her in his arms. It all happens so quickly. Before I can stop him, he’s brought my daughter to Beck, lowering her into his arms.

“What are you doing?” I screech, storming over to them. “Let her go.”

“She won’t remember this,” Beck assures me. “Hello, sweet cherub.”

“Hello,” Mercy says, her voice soft and faraway. “Are you an angel?”

“No, Miss Mercy, I am not.” Beck grins at her, his fangs bared. “But you are.”

Mercy giggles and touches his pointy fang. I launch myself at him, but Laurent is suddenly behind me, locking me in his strong arms.

“Please don’t,” I beg. “You promised.”

“Ouch,” Mercy murmurs, a rivulet of blood running down her finger.

Beck licks the wound closed and then he smiles at her. “All better, darling.”

She curls into him, falling back asleep. My heart is hammering in my chest and I realize hot tears have been running down my cheeks.

“You bastard,” I choke out.

“She is very ill. I can taste it in her blood.” His brows furrow as he studies my sleeping child. “Her blood is tainted.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” I snap at him. “Laurent, let me go.”

Laurent’s palm finds my jaw and he angles my head to one side, running his nose along the column of my throat.

“Careful,” Beck warns. “You’re still young, Laurent.”

Despite having been a vampire for years, it’s clear that Beck only recently taught Laurent how to feed properly and control his urges.

“I’m not going to bite her,” Laurent growls, his lips against my flesh. “You’re safe with me, Castilla. I made a vow to you.”

His words warm me and I hate that. I hate what he’s become. I hate the terror I felt when he desperately tried to get into the trunk he forced me into not long after he turned.

I realize I’ve long stopped fighting him and am jelly in his grip. He’s holding me upright, his strong arm under my breasts keeping me pressed against his firm body.

“Do you hear the music?” he murmurs against my ear, making me shiver. “The strong cadence of your heart beating? Such a lovely sound.”

I’m unable to speak, but I give him a nod. I feel as though I’m under some sort of spell. I was glamoured in training but never in a real life case. It makes me wonder if that’s what is happening. Am I being made to be compliant?

An insistent tongue lashes against my skin, teasing over my carotid artery. I whimper because despite the fear coursing through me, it feels good. I like his tongue on me, which is all kinds of messed up. He suckles the flesh, making me gasp.

“Laurent,” Beck rumbles, his tone a warning. “You’re asking for trouble.”

“She tastes divine,” Laurent replies, his teeth nipping at the flesh but not drawing blood. “I want to drink from her and put my cock inside her.”

A moan tumbles from me. His erection is pressed against my backside and I can’t help but rub against it. I’m dizzied by his touch and his mouth.

“I’m going to fuck this beautiful creature,” Laurent murmurs, his hands roaming down my front to cup my aching pussy. “Claim her as mine.”

Beck sighs. “You’ve mastered glamouring. Time to release her, lad.”

“No,” Laurent growls, rubbing at my clit over my leather pants. “She’s mine.”

“If I have to get up off this sofa to come physically restrain you, I will. I’m stronger and older. Don’t test my patience.” Beck pauses. “Now, Laurent.”

He releases me with a snarl and I collapse to the floor. My mind feels foggy and confused. Everything still pulsates and throbs with need.

Beck slides Mercy over onto the couch and she doesn’t wake. He stands and then assists me to my feet. “I can help your child.”

I sober up quickly. “What? How?”

“Trust me. I can help her, but I need your help. Do we have a deal, darling?”

I’d do anything to help my daughter.

Anything.

Even if it means partnering up with Beck to capture the pale-haired twins.

“We have a deal,” I agree. “Now get out of my house.”

Beck grins and takes a bow. “We shall speak soon.”

My eyes latch onto Laurent’s, confused by the way my pulse quickens when my gaze falls to his mouth. Beck pats his chest and they finally leave. The moment the door closes behind them, I suck in a deep breath of air.

He can help Mercy.

Holy shit. Beck can help Mercy.

I burst into tears because it feels too good to be true.
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Laurent

 

With each step away from her, I feel less and less in control of my thirst. I’d done well the past three months learning to control my urges, but it’s all been blown to bits by an encounter with Castilla.

My stepdaughter.

Last I remember of her, she looked just as her daughter does. Small, innocent, terrified. Protecting her from the impending doom had controlled my every thought and action that fateful day. I’d urged her into the Rune trunk my mother gave to me, knowing the infused magic would give her the protection she needed.

I knew, eventually, she may even need protection from me.

Weston and Wynona turned me into everything I feared. A vampire. A blood-thirsty mongrel. Growing up with a mother who never held back in telling me the truth about supernatural beings, I wasn’t at all surprised to see the vampires and knew exactly what they were after.

Blood.

The blood of children, according to Beck, is the tastiest and most pure. One of my earliest vampire memories is the scent of Castilla as she’d sobbed inside the trunk I locked her in. I’d been given a tiny whiff of blood from a scratch or a scrape and it was maddening. For years and years I’ve thirsted for that particular taste but always come up short.

Until tonight.

She was no longer a child, but I smelled it again, though faintly veiled below a thin layer of skin. I’d craved—no, I ached to sink my teeth into her neck and suck her dry. Then, the more I inhaled and touched her, the more a different craving arose.

I wanted to bite her everywhere and then fuck her until she passed out from loss of blood.

Sick.

I’m sick.

Those bastards stole life from me and gave me this…animalistic heart where I starve for blood in its purest form. I didn’t realize how much they’d stolen from me until Beck saved me. I owe him everything. After months of his devotion and care, he healed me from the blood disease.

“Take my arm, Laurent,” Beck says, his voice calm despite the authority rumbling through it.

I want to race back upstairs and pin Castilla down. Shred her clothes and spread her legs. Shove my cock deep inside of her as I drink from the fat vein in her neck. I’m hard as stone in my pants, eager to take what’s mine.

Mine. Mine. Mine.

“Now.” Beck grips my bicep and then flashes us back to his stately castle-like home in upstate New York. “Feeling better?”

I glance around his den, my eyes landing on the cackling fire, and nod. “I can think clearly again.”

“Good. Let’s have a bite to eat and we’ll discuss what happened this evening.” He motions for me to follow him into the dining room. I make my way after the man who’s built like a teenage boy and then settle at one head of the table. “How do you feel about Castilla? No judgment. I can’t help you unless you tell me.”

Irritation washes over me. I’m not embarrassed, just confused. I don’t understand how I want her more than any living creature I’ve come in contact with thus far since turning into this monster.

“I want to drain her,” I rumble, “while I fuck her raw.”

He studies me for a long moment as two maids come in carrying silver-domed plates. They set down one in front of each of us, then remain standing nearby. Beck lifts the lid off his tray, moves the fortune cookie aside, and takes the white linen napkin. He tucks it into the top of his shirt, creating a bib of sorts. I do the same, my mouth watering for my meal.

The maids kneel in unison and then offer their wrists to us. I’m beyond starved, but Beck is proper as hell. Had he known what a loser I was before I was turned, he probably wouldn’t have welcomed me with such open arms.

I didn’t have a job.

My only income was my occasional musical gigs at bars.

I’d married a woman I didn’t love because I’d knocked her up. We fought like hell, but it was worth it in the end because she gave me a baby and I’d also gained a cool-ass kid.

I lost everything because I failed to protect them.

Beck, prior to this life, was a warrior. Though he was young, he fought in battles and dethroned authoritarians. Somehow, he made me his pet project and saved me. I’m grateful, but I still don’t understand why.

“Go on, Laurent,” Beck says, his red eyes glinting as he feeds from his maid. “You’ve shown incredible restraint. Reward yourself.”

I bring the maid’s wrist to my lips. Without preamble, I nick her flesh with my teeth and then latch on, taking greedy pulls of her blood. While the maids eat a strict diet to keep their blood infused with nutrients we need and the taste an optimum flavor, she doesn’t sate my thirst like she should. Her blood tastes bland. The blood I crave is from Castilla.

Once Beck has had his fill, he licks away the wound on his maid’s wrist, using his healing saliva to close the wound. I quickly follow suit, mimicking his actions. It was only after Beck saved me that I realized I had powers. I can’t teleport as he does, but I have unique hearing and can dreamwalk.

“We need Castilla to aid in our agenda,” Beck says, dabbing his lips with his napkin. “I can uphold my end of the bargain with her daughter, but she’ll need to uphold hers in helping me. You’ll have to refrain from taking your prize until we’ve completed this mission.”

My prize being her.

“She’s my stepdaughter,” I remind him, my morals fragile and cracking due to time passed and what I’ve become.

“That all ended the night you were turned,” Beck replies. “Besides, the way you held and touched her tonight says you don’t believe in that relationship anymore. You want another one. And not just to drain her. You want to keep her.”

A growl rumbles through me. “Damn right I do.”

“Perhaps you’ll be able to if you can control your urges. She certainly seems taken with the idea of you. Had I not intervened tonight, you might have bedded her and who only knows what.”

“I’m everything she hates.”

“For now,” he says. “Next time you dreamwalk, talk to her. Get to know her. Our kind, in the past, have used dreamwalking as a way to forge relationships with our human counterparts. To create a bond between a mate who can sate our needs in every way. In the past, our kind was skilled at mating with someone in order to keep us from devouring every person with a pulse. It’s the greed of those in recent centuries that have dropped those ideals and gone with their instinct to feed rather than mate. I see, though, you’re a lot like me. The urge to mate, claim, own overpowers your thirst. This is something we can work with.”

“What if I bite her?” I croak out.

“You will.” He shrugs. “She’ll probably be angry about it too. Doesn’t change the fact that she’s yours and you’re hers. Might should warn the dear girl that it’ll happen and what to expect so she doesn’t drive a stake through your heart.”

“Speaking of stakes…” I frown at him.

“Don’t worry, Laurent,” he says with a chuckle. “I left them in the apartment before we left. I wouldn’t leave her defenseless. Not when she has the ruby stakes at her disposal.”

“Those were my mother’s,” I reveal.

“I know.” He winks at me. “Why don’t you go lie down? I don’t want you to miss your dreamwalk. It’ll be dawn soon so you don’t have much time.”
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“Do you hear it?” I ask, dragging my thumb over her plump bottom lip.

“No.” Her brows furl and she pouts. “Why do I keep dreaming about you?”

“Because you want me to bite you, Castilla.”

She gasps in horror. “I most certainly do not want that.”

“You do,” I tease with a grin, baring my fangs. “And I will grant your wish. But it’ll have to be in person. Your dreams don’t count.”

Her body relaxes at my words. “You can’t hurt me in my dreams?”

“I can’t hurt you ever.”

“But you just said you want to bite me,” she argues.

“You will like it.”
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“You’re here again.”

“Every night. I’m a dreamwalker. I can visit every day until your death if I want.”

She sighs, though not at all annoyed. “Maybe I don’t want you in my dreams.”

“Then stop letting me in.”

“I’m not letting you in!”

“I can’t force what you don’t want, Castilla. It doesn’t work that way.”

Her body tenses and she frowns. “I’m used to people taking what they want. I fight back now, though.”

I stroke my fingers through her hair. “Someone hurt you.”

“He did,” she says, her eyes watering, “but I was given Mercy, so I suppose it’s okay.”

“It’s never okay for someone to hurt you. I will slaughter anyone who tries.”

“You’re not my boyfriend.” She huffs. “You’re my stepfather.”

“Really?” I murmur, dipping down to kiss her supple lips. “Because if that were true, you wouldn’t let me kiss you like this.”

She moans and I deepen the kiss. Her fingers grip my hair as she pulls me closer. I wish this weren’t a dreamwalk and in reality.

“Soon,” I whisper against her lips. “I’ll kiss you in real life soon.”

Each night she argues. Tonight, she doesn’t. No, she kisses me again.
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Now that I’ve come into my powers, I’m learning I can glamour, dreamwalk, and spike—short transport through hard materials like doors and walls. While glamouring is nice to get my way and dreamwalking is great for visiting Castilla, it isn’t until I quietly pass through her apartment door that I enjoy the ability to spike.

Beck will be pleased at the growth in my power.

The apartment is quiet. I creep through the dark space, wincing slightly when one of the boards beneath my feet creaks. Tilting my head to the side, I listen for any sounds. Nothing. Just the rustling of the bat in Mercy’s room. I start to step forward when something attacks me, taking me by surprise.

I hear everything.

But I didn’t hear this or even sense it.

Something sharp digs into my flesh beneath chin as a tiny female tackles me to the floor. Red lightning lights up her big brown eyes.

“Good evening, love.” I grin at her. “I wanted to surprise you.”

Her features are still twisted in anger but then confusion bleeds through. “Why doesn’t this burn you?” She pulls her ruby stake away and holds it between us.

“Because those belonged to my mother and were passed on to me. Since, they’ve been passed on to you. But the stakes never forget their owners.”
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Castilla

 

I’m puzzled about the ineffectualness of the stakes and slightly annoyed by Laurent’s sneaking in, but I can’t ignore that I’m also secretly excited to see him.

Which makes no sense.

I’m exhausted after hunting down the pale-haired twins all night to no avail. Every night it’s more of the same. They leave a trail of bodies or infected vampires, but are quick to hide or run away before I can get to them.

Yet, I’m feeling quite awake now that Laurent is here.

As though his presence makes my body thrum and my chest tighten. I should be disgusted over the fact I’m straddling the waist of a vampire and haven’t killed him yet because I’m too drunk on the memory of his dream kisses.

“Dreamwalking is real, isn’t it?” I ask, frowning at him. “You were there, weren’t you?”

“I needed to see you.”

That means, for the past two weeks since he and Beck first came into my apartment, he’s been kissing me and talking to me and touching me in my dreams. Before that, for those three months, he was also there. Every night since that night in the park, I’ve spent with Laurent.

“You should go,” I grumble, though deep down I don’t mean it, which scares me.

“I’d rather stay.”

With those words, he rises to his feet with me in his arms, so quickly my head spins. He prowls through the dark apartment, carrying me to my bedroom. My heartrate quickens when he lowers us onto the bed, this time with me beneath him.

“Laurent,” I murmur, a weak protest before his lips press to mine.

Unlike my dreams, this feels real. It took me years to let Jude close to me, but Laurent is storming my heart without problems. I want to push him away and tell him to go, but I like his touch.

This is sick.

He’s a murdering vampire who wanted to eat me as a child.

He won’t hurt me.

“Doesn’t this disturb you?” I murmur when he pulls away. “The last you saw me, I was a child.”

“You’re different to me now than you were then,” he whispers. “I still have the desire to protect you with everything in me, though. That never went away.”

He peels away my gown, leaving me in only my panties. I let him. I let him strip away my only barrier between us. What is wrong with me?

I don’t care.

I just want him.

“Are you glamouring me?” I ask, my chest heaving with each breath I take.

He pulls away to turn on the bedside lamp. His dark hair is disheveled, and his red eyes shine with need. “I don’t think so.”

“How can I be for sure?”

“Take your panties off and spread your legs,” he rumbles, his voice almost musical. My nerve endings flare to life and a whine crawls up my throat. I start to lift my ass to obey when he splays a palm over my stomach. “Leave them on.”

The fog clears and I gape at him. “You just did it.”

“Feel the difference?”

I nod, hating how much of my want is just on me. He’s not doing anything but being himself. I’m to blame for this intense craving for him.

His lips crash to mine again, his teeth nicking my lip. It stings and the metallic taste of my blood spreads over my tongue. A feral growl escapes him as he sucks my lip into his mouth. His cock—hard and impressive—rubs against my clit, making me whimper.

I want less clothes between us.

I want all of him.

“You taste divine,” he growls. “I want more.”

The wound on my lip closes and he pulls away, his crimson eyes blazing with lust. I practically pout from the loss of him. His kisses are gentle and reverent as he trails them along my jaw to my neck. He laps at my skin right over my carotid as though he wishes he could bite me there. I almost beg him to but then figure it’s a bad idea considering the location. He continues his trek to my collarbone and then to my breast. When his lips wrap around my nipple and he sucks, I buck off the bed. Each time he swipes his tongue over my nipple, I see stars.

I want more.

I need more.

“Bite me,” I whisper, terrified at my request.

“I should show restraint.” His teeth tease at the flesh. “I really should.”

“I want you to. It’s my choice. You won’t kill me.”

At least I hope not.

“Never,” he growls.

A moan escapes me when he pierces the skin on either side of my nipple. An animalistic groan rumbles from him as he sucks in a long pull of blood. Immediately, my body feels as though it’s flying. My nerves are buzzing with need and my arousal can be felt as it soaks through my panties.

He bites me again, this time on my other nipple. The heady, blissful sensation intensifies. Another bite below my ribs. Another one on my stomach. Again, lower, near my pelvic bone, just above my underwear. And then the fabric is being shredded like it’s nothing. His teeth sink into my thigh.

“Mine,” he murmurs, dragging blood along my upper thigh to the mid portion.

His teeth bite into me again, this time perfectly on my femoral artery. The room spins as he sucks hard. Light dims and I close my eyes. He rubs his thumb along my clit as he sucks harder. My body weakens, drunk on the bliss.

“Stop,” a voice commands. “Now, Laurent.”

I can’t open my eyes. I’m drifting into the darkness. Snarling can be heard and then my wounds are being licked closed.

“Drink,” the voice orders. I recognize it as Beck. “Drink, darling.”

Something metallic and tangy drips on my tongue. I wince, but it tastes like something I need. I latch my mouth to his wrist, sucking what must be his blood. Clarity hits me like a freight train.

What happened?

When I open my eyes, I’m covered by a sheet and Laurent is gone. Beck frowns at me as he pulls his hand away and licks the wound closed.

“Laurent can’t seem to control himself around you,” Beck says. “I think it would be best if you don’t invite him in.”

“He didn’t ask for an invitation.”

“Next time, whether it be a dreamwalk or in real life, ask him to leave.”

Tears well in my eyes at his words. I don’t want to send him away. I just found him. I missed him. My plan to kill him—mercy be thy way—feels ridiculous and monstrous now that I’ve kissed him.

“I don’t think I can,” I whisper.

“He’ll kill you if you don’t,” he warns. “You’d be dead by now if I didn’t show up looking for him. All it takes is a good bite to a main vein, darling, and your life drains far too quickly. He hasn’t learned to control himself yet.”

Beck pulls away and then stands. “Tomorrow night, we try again to find the twins. Be ready.”

He flashes away, leaving me cold and lonely. Sadness creeps inside me, infecting every part of my being. When I finally do drift off to sleep, eager to see Laurent, I’m met with empty dreams.

He doesn’t show up.
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“This way,” Beck says, prowling through a dark alley.

Laurent is at my back, but he’s cold and distant. After what happened the night before, he hasn’t spoken a word to me. At first, I thought it was for the best, but now it just hurts. Sure, he bit me a few times, but I asked for it. And, like Beck said, he couldn’t control it, but it’s not his fault he’s still a new vampire.

If Jude knew what I’ve been up to lately, he’d throttle me. Slayers aren’t supposed to fraternize with vampires. We can use them as allies and have them as friends, but romantic relationships are frowned upon. Hard to kill them when you’re in love with them.

Eventually, I’ll be forced to kill Laurent.

My chest aches just thinking about it.

Beck slows at the sound of voices around the corner. One of them is familiar. I’m racing past Beck before he can stop me. I discover Ricardo—the vampire from the Castlerock bar who stood me up for our one-month date for information—pinning a feral vampire to the wall, snarling at him.

“Ricardo,” I bark out.

“Leave, girl,” he hisses. “This doesn’t concern you.”

“It concerns me,” Beck rumbles. “That vampire has the blood plague.”

Ricardo cocks his head, eyeing up Beck. “And you know this, how?”

“Experience.”

“You’re like twelve,” Ricardo grumbles.

“I’m old where it counts,” Beck states. “A seventeen-year-old body means nothing to me except what I was forced to be in for eternity. My experience and knowledge outmatch yours.”

“We want the same thing,” I tell Ricardo, approaching slowly. “We can compare notes.”

An arm encircles my waist and I’m pulled against Laurent’s chest. I’m shocked by the claiming move.

“Start talking,” Ricardo says, his hold steady on the vampire that fights him to no avail.

“The twins we’re looking for are infected with the blood plague. As soon as we find them, we can deal with them and this problem goes away,” Beck says to Ricardo.

“But what about the ones they’ve infected?” Ricardo demands. “If it’s a plague, it’s only a matter of time before everyone’s got it.”

“I’ve been following this problem,” Beck tells him, “and because of their royal blood line, they’re the carriers. All they can do is infect others, but those infected can’t continue the infection. If we deal with the source, the problem will be eliminated.”

“You’re gonna kill ’em, slayer?” Ricardo asks, smirking.

“The infected ones, sure,” I reply, “but the twins are going home.”

“Interesting.” Ricardo releases the feral vampire. “Do what you do, slayer.”

On instinct, I shove Laurent away while withdrawing my stakes. Since I’m the only blood pumping body here, the vampire charges my way. The red lightning crackles to life as I swing at the approaching psychopath. My stake drives through its heart, a perfect hit.

It screeches as it falls to the ground. Flames light up the dark alley. The vampire screams until all that can be heard is the popping of its flesh as it burns.

“That will always be disturbing as fuck,” Ricardo mutters. “So what now?”

“Don’t be a stranger and contact me if you hear anything on the twins.”

Ricardo stalks away without another word, leaving us in silence. I peek over at Laurent, catching him staring intently at me. He looks away and it makes my heart crack down the middle.

“You and Mercy need to come by my home soon,” Beck says, snapping me from my thoughts.

“Why?” I frown at him.

“Her condition worsens each day. I know you haven’t fulfilled your obligation to me yet, but you’ll just be in debt.”

Laurent’s jaw clenches, like he wants to approach me, but he remains still.

“I’ll think about it,” I murmur. I’m not completely sure I trust a vampire to heal my child, but I’m running out of options. The transfusions aren’t working like they should.

“You won’t have to think too hard,” Beck warns. “When it’s time, you’ll know.”
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Laurent

One Week Later…

 

Each night we hunt for Weston and Wynona. All we find is a trail of infected vampires that have to be put down. I’m in awe of Castilla. She’s a force of nature. Small, but powerful. The way she wields the ruby stakes is something my mother would have been proud of.

It was supposed to be me.

I’d been given the stakes when she died. Taught how to slay the evil of our world. Sad fact was, I didn’t want to. I wanted to play my guitar and sing. A lover, not a fighter. Mom would roll over in her grave had she known what a pussy I grew up to be. I kept my heirlooms but never used them until Weston and Wynona arrived. I’d forced Castilla into that box, never considering the fact she’d be trapped there or could have died. And, rather than using the ruby stakes on those two beasts, I froze. Watched in sick horror as they slaughtered my wife and baby boy. I’d wanted to die after that. I felt like I deserved it for being unable to protect them.

My only thought as I’d transitioned from human to blood-thirsty beast was that I did manage to save sweet Castilla.

But then my thoughts were ravenous.

I wanted to break apart the trunk and feed on her pure blood that beckoned to me. Had I not locked her away, I would’ve done just that. They’d all be dead.

“See you around,” Castilla says, stopping in front of the door at her apartment. “There’s always tomorrow.”

“Wait,” I murmur, unable to stop from reaching out and touching her wrist. “I need to apologize.”

Her brow lifts and her lips part. “For what?”

“For what happened last week.” I wince at the memory despite my mouth watering. “When I lost control. When I bit you.”

She steps closer, her head tilting up. “You’re blaming yourself for something you can’t control.”

“I can control it,” I argue. “At least, I think I can. I just…you tasted…” I run my fingers through my hair, shooting her a pained expression. “I just wanted you. All of you.”

“I’m going to go get Mercy from next door and tuck her into bed. Want to come by in a bit and talk?”

“Dreamwalk?”

“Real talk.”

No. Absolutely not. I can’t.

“Yes,” I murmur. “I want to talk about everything. All that’s happened to you. Mercy. Your job. Everything. I just want to hear your voice and watch your lips move, Castilla.”

She laughs and it makes my black soul sing. “That’s not creepy or anything.”

My eyes are glued to her pert ass in her leather pants as she walks next door. I flash outside and it isn’t until I’m standing in front of Beck I realize I didn’t just flash—run at top speed—but I teleported.

“Ahhh,” Beck says, his eyes wide. “New ability.”

“They seem to keep coming.”

“This is good.” He cocks his head to the side, studying me. “I overheard you’re staying to talk.”

“You heard correctly.”

“You know your way home.” He starts to walk away, but I grab his bicep before he can get far.

“Beck, wait.”

He lifts his brows in question.

“I…” I trail off. “Aren’t you worried I’ll lose control again?”

“No,” he says, surprising me. “I’ve been observing you since that night. Your powers are growing, which means so is your control. You know the point of no return, and I think you’ll avoid crossing it in the future.”

“And if I don’t?” My heart cracks down the middle at that thought.

“You will.”

His faith in me gives me hope.

“But, Laurent?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t turn yourself off to everything around you. You must be aware of threats always.”

I give him a fierce nod. “To protect Mercy and Castilla.”

“No,” he says, shaking his head. “Castilla can protect them both. I’m talking about you.”

“Don’t worry about me,” I scoff.

“Wynona and Weston want you back.”

“I’m no good to them now,” I growl. “They don’t need me.”

“No, but they’re spoiled royalty. You were one of their toys that’s been taken away. They want you back. That’s the intel I’ve gathered. I want you to be careful.”

“Of course.” I give his bicep a squeeze. “Thank you. I’ll see you soon.”

He teleports away, leaving me alone. I practice my own newfound ability, imagining where I want to be, and then appear there.

Castilla gapes at me and Mercy, who’s awake, giggles.

“Hello there,” I greet, not meeting Castilla’s irritated glare.

“Are you a superhero like Mommy?” Mercy asks, her little voice like tinkling bells.

I grin at her. “I am. Your mother is a tough slay—”

“Time for bed,” Castilla interrupts, cutting me off with a sharp look. “Feed Dracula, brush your teeth, and then I’ll tuck you in.”

“What’s your name?” Mercy asks me.

“Laurent.”

“I’m Mercy.”

“That’s a beautiful name, Mercy. You’re a beautiful girl.”

“My bat is beautiful too,” she says, smiling up at me.

“Bats are beautiful?” I tease. “I’ve never seen a beautiful bat before.”

“Because you haven’t seen Dracula!” She grabs my hand, tugging me to her room. “Look. Isn’t he the prettiest bat ever?”

I peer into the box to inspect the bat with a damaged wing. “He’s something, all right.”

“Teeth. Bed,” Castilla reminds her.

“One day Dracula is going to heal and fly to the full moon,” Mercy says, ignoring her mother. “And turn into a vampire!”

A laugh tumbles out of me. “Is that so, huh?”

“My aunt Loey knows magic,” she explains. “I’m going to ask her to get Dracula a magic necklace that turns him into a vampire.” Her nose scrunches up. “Do you believe in vampires? Miss Edna says they’re not real.”

“I believe that anything is possible,” I murmur, patting her on the head. “Better listen to your mother and get your teeth brushed.”

“Will you tell me a story?”

“I could sing you one.”

Castilla sucks in a sharp breath.

“You can sing?” Mercy asks.

“I think I’ve still got it.” I wink at her.

Mercy hurries off to brush her teeth. I turn to look at Castilla. Her arms are crossed over her chest and she gnaws on her bottom lip. The same bottom lip that started something I almost indefinitely finished last time.

“You’re good with her,” Castilla says. “Like you were with me.”

I remember Castilla was such a sweet girl—too sweet to be Demi’s daughter in fact. I’d been worried at first to become a stepfather, but Castilla was a good kid. Made life easier because she was well-behaved. We’d connected over music, which was always my passion. Hell, most days when I felt like leaving Demi, I stayed for that kid. She needed me in some way and I refused to let her down.

I ended up leaving her in the end.

I’m here now, though.

Everything may be all messed up and our relationship dynamics have changed, but my overwhelming need to protect her and be here for her hasn’t.

I step closer until our chests touch. She lets out a shuddered breath of air when I run my fingers through her silky hair. My other palm splays over her leather-covered ass and I squeeze, drawing her closer so she can feel my erection between us.

“I shouldn’t want you,” she whispers. “Wanting you changes everything I’ve been trained to do.”

“I know I’ve wronged you.” I lean my forehead against hers. “I want to make it all right.”

She clutches the lapels of my jacket. “Laurent, you didn’t wrong me. You were a victim. If anything, you saved me. You saved me long before those vampires showed up just by being you.” Her eyes water as they meet mine. “I adored you. So badly I wanted to be yours.”

“You are mine.” I lean forward, dropping a kiss to her lips. “All mine.”

“Back then, I wanted you to be my father.” She sighs. “Now, I want you in other ways. It’s all fucked up and if anyone finds out, like Jude, I’m so screwed.”

“Your boss?” I growl, my chest tightening with jealousy.

“And friend. He’s like a brother to me.”

“It’ll be our secret then. I’ll have you however I can get you.” I kiss her again and again and again and—

“You’re kissing Mommy! Are you getting married? Are you going to be my dad?”

Castilla and I fly apart, caught in the act by Mercy. The little girl has her hands on her hips, eyes bright with hope and a smile on her cute face. Castilla’s face is bright red.

“We’ll talk about it another day,” Castilla evades. “Into bed, miss. It’s late.”

Castilla tucks Mercy in and then sits beside her. They both look at me in an expectant way. Waiting. So hopeful and excited. My heart threatens to burst.

I need my guitar.

Beck brought one home recently when I revealed my love for music. Without considering what I’m doing, I teleport home, grab my guitar, and teleport back before their next breath. Mercy squeals with delight while Castilla shakes her head. She’s smiling, so she’s not too angry with me.

“There’s music in everything, Mercy,” I explain as I strum my guitar. “You just have to listen for it.”

I spend the next half hour singing everything from nursery rhymes to songs I made up for Castilla until Mercy falls asleep. Leaning the instrument against the dresser, I hold a hand out for Castilla. Without hesitation, she takes it.

I walk her back to her bedroom and close the door behind us. Nerves flicker in her gaze, but she waits for me to make the next move. Gently, I unbutton her vest and pull it down her arms. It falls to the floor with a heavy thud since her stakes are inside. She raises her arms so I can pull off her black tank top. Her tits jiggle with each nervous breath she takes. I cup them both and dip down to kiss her.

“So beautiful and mine,” I murmur as I pull down the cups of her bra. Her breath hitches when my thumbs caress her nipples. “Say it, Castilla.”

“Yours.”

I grin against her lips as I unhook her bra. Once it falls to the ground, I make quick work of her leather pants. She looks hot as fuck in them, but I need her naked. Her palm presses to my chest, pushing me back as she pulls off her boots, pants, and socks. Standing in just her black panties, she waits for me to undress. My moves are quick and jerky as I yank off every offending piece of clothing. Her brown eyes darken as she drinks in my naked form. I grip my cock and stroke it, loving the way her eyes latch onto the movement.

“You forgot something,” I murmur, stepping close to her so I can cup her pussy over her panties. “Or maybe you forgot it on purpose.”

“Maybe,” she breathes.

I push the fabric away to tease her clit with my finger. She moans, grabbing my shoulders to hold on. Each time I bring her near her orgasm with just my fingertip, I pull away so I can enter her body with it.

“Please,” she begs. “I need you.”

“I want you coming around my cock,” I growl. “Not a second before.”

“Then fuck me already.”

She cries out when I shred her panties, leaving her bare. I take her to the edge of pleasure once more but pull away at the last minute. Wrapping an arm around her waist, I pick her up and prowl over the bed with her in my arms. Once I have her settled, I wrench her thighs apart and tease her with my cock, never entering her.

I was adamant about feeding before I came tonight, but it doesn’t stop the intense craving to suck her dry. But, as Beck reminded me, I’ve grown stronger lately. I can control those urges.

“Bite me, Laurent.”

Except when she says that.

Fuck.

“Castilla,” I warn. “You test me, woman.”

“You won’t let me die. Do it.”

I push my cock inside of her, loving the way it squeezes the hell out of me. With a hard thrust, I bury my dick deep inside her. Slowly, I fuck into this woman, desperate to make her forever mine.

That’d break Beck’s number one rule.

Don’t turn anyone into a vampire no matter what.

I pounce on her, eager to kiss her pretty mouth. Her cunt squeezes my dick in a vicious way that has me losing myself to my animal urges to take and own. I fuck her like she might disappear. Hard. Claiming. Nearly violent.

She pulls away from our kiss, turning her head to the side to offer her pretty neck. I don’t think twice. I simply bare my fangs and pierce her flesh. Intoxicating blood surges from the puncture wounds into my mouth, feeding the feral beast inside me. I suck in a long pull with each hard thrust into her. Her moans are addictive. With each gulp of her heavenly blood, I feel as though our bond strengthens and grows unbreakable. It isn’t until she comes with a yelp that I manage to break away from her neck. Blood runs from the wounds and I quickly lick it until it heals. She murmurs my name as she digs her nails into my shoulders. I come with a savage roar, filling her with my seed. I’m too starved for her in every way to pull away. Instead, I hug her tight and nuzzle my nose in her hair. I like having her impaled on my cock and trapped beneath me where she belongs.

Eventually, I pull out of her, but don’t let her go out of my arms. Dawn will be upon us soon and I’ll need to be in the safety of Beck’s home when that happens. Until then, I listen to her whispers as she tells me every horrible thing that’s happened to her since I locked her in that trunk.

By the time I have to teleport back to Beck’s, I’m ready to set fire to the entire damn world.

She’s mine now and anyone who’s wronged her will pay.

I’ll make sure of it.
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Castilla

 

She’s worse.

Just like Beck said she would be.

Still, I’m afraid of what he’ll do.

“I have her scheduled for another transfusion next week,” Dr. Brown says. “But…”

“But what?” I demand, tears threatening.

“We should talk about what the future looks like after that if this doesn’t work.”

Something in his resigned gaze has me sick to my stomach. I can’t do this. I can’t watch my child die.

“Would it help if I found her father? Could his blood help?” I ask, my voice weak with emotion.

“Her body attacks everything we put in it. You’d think it would mean she’s strong, but in reality, it leaves her weak. There are some other options, clinical trials, but there’s just not enough data to be sure.”

“The transfusion will work,” I state, my voice strong with conviction.

“I hope so,” Dr. Brown replies, his eyes unable to meet mine.

It’s not going to work.

I suddenly feel that in my bones.

“Can we eat lunch with Uncle Jude?” Mercy asks, clearly not aware of the conversation between me and her doctor.

“I think that’s a great idea,” I say, forcing a smile. “Dr. Brown. We’ll talk soon.”

“I’m sorry, Ms. Rye. I really am.”

“Me too.”
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“How is the Zargonian case coming along?” Jude asks as he drives through traffic, back toward my apartment building.

I glance into the back seat to check on Mercy, but she’s fast asleep. After her checkup and lunch with Jude, she’s worn out. Her skin is pale and it breaks my heart to watch her weaken each day.

“We seem to be one step behind them. I need to get ahead of them,” I say with a sigh.

“The vampires you’re working with are being compliant.”

I give him a clipped nod.

“Oh no,” he grumbles.

“What?” I demand, frowning his way.

Someone honks and he begins driving again.

“That face. It means something has happened. Something maybe you don’t like or something you don’t want to tell me.”

“Could it be both?”

“Are you in danger? Have they hurt you?” he demands.

“No.” I rub at my temple. “It’s just…I can’t kill him, Jude. I can’t kill Laurent.”

He nods as though he understands, which is impossible. “Not all vampires are enemies. I know we slay vampiric influence, but sometimes there’s a gray area that we have to play in.”

“Like Loey?”

“And others,” he agrees. “Beck and Laurent.”

“What if I’m not cut out for this job anymore?” I croak. “What if I get myself killed because I can’t see the danger right in front of my face?”

“You’ve been incredibly intuitive since the first day I met you. That insight doesn’t disappear, Casti.”

“I want to trust Beck and Laurent.” My eyes burn with tears. “I need to trust them.”

“Then do it,” he says. “If they betray that trust, send them each into the afterlife with a ruby stake through their hearts.”

We both laugh at his words. He pulls up in front of my building and parks. I’m thankful he’s here to carry my sleeping daughter upstairs. Once he gets her settled in bed, he gives me a hug, kissing the top of my head, and then leaves.

Can I trust Beck and Laurent?

I don’t have a choice.

If Mercy isn’t in this world, I sure as hell want no part of it.
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“You about ready to go see Miss Edna?”

Mercy scrunches her nose. “Can I go with Laurent instead?”

“No,” I say with a smile. “Laurent has superhero work to do, remember?”

She pouts as she packs her bag. I try not to lose my mind when she wobbles or sways. Her time is running out and it scares me to death.

I’ve made my decision.

Tonight, when it gets dark, I’ll ask Beck to do it. To take us back to his home and perform a miracle if he can. We can begin our hunting once more as soon as she’s safe and healthy.

We spend the next little while getting ready. At the first sign of darkness, Laurent appears in my living room. He strides right over to me, pulls me to him, and kisses the fire out of me.

“I missed you,” he whispers against my lips. “So much.”

“I missed you too.” I’ve been reduced to a lovesick teenage girl. “I want to go home with you tonight. Both of us.”

His eyes widen in surprise. “To see if Beck can treat her?”

“Yes,” I admit, “and to see where you live. Mercy doesn’t get out much. I think she would have fun.”

He grins at me, delight shining in his red eyes. “I might keep you there forever.”

“If Beck heals my daughter, I might just let you.”

Slam.

Bam.

Crash.

Our happy time is cut short when the front door splinters as two vampires burst through it. Beck tumbles inside, snarling at Weston. I shriek, shoving my daughter behind me as I curse the fact my stakes are in my bedroom.

Laurent hisses, standing in a protective stance in front of us as Wynona steps past Beck and Weston, who are still wrestling for the upper hand.

“There you are, dog,” she purrs. “We’ve been looking for you.”

Laurent growls. “Leave, bitch.”

“Don’t be rude to your mommy.” Her murky white eyes widen when she locks eyes with me. “The little girl grew up. Are you playing house with her now?”

“Stay back,” Laurent roars when Wynona steps forward.

“We can turn them both,” Wynona offers. “You can keep them forever.”

“Stay the fuck away from my family,” Laurent snarls at her.

Wynona screeches, lurching forward, but Laurent is quicker. Stronger. Fiercer. He grabs her and pulls her into a choke hold. She flails and hisses, but he’s too strong.

“I should rip your head off your shoulders,” Laurent growls.

I touch his back, reminding him they need to live in order to complete my deal with Beck. As much as I want them to die, I can’t lose Mercy over vengeance.

“You’re going home,” Laurent snaps. “Beck, you good?”

Beck has also subdued the other vampire, though he’s a lot more disheveled than Laurent.

“Ready,” Beck says.

“You won’t be gone long?” I ask, my voice a soft squeak.

“We’ll be back before dawn,” Beck assures me. “Let’s go.”

The four of them teleport in a flash.

“They got the bad guys!” Mercy cheers.

My heart is racing in my chest. “They sure did, baby.”

I turn to kneel in front of her. My hand shakes as I run it over her pale face, assessing her for damages even though I know she was safe behind me. Soon, this will be all over.

“They were right,” a cold voice says from behind me.

I’m on my feet in the next instant, swiveling around to face the person in my apartment. Him. Griffin. The fangless monster in my world.

“Get out,” I snap, injecting all the venom I have into my voice.

“Not without my daughter.”

“She’s not yours. She never was yours. She never will be yours.”

“DNA says differently.”

“Fuck DNA!” I bellow. “Get out!”

“You know, Casti, I let you play mommy and do your thing, but tonight proves what those vampires told me. You’re not in security or some cop. You’re a vampire fucker. That shit will get my child killed and I won’t sit around for it.” He bends to pick up a broken piece of my door. “Come to Daddy, Mercy.”

“No,” she whispers. “You’re not my daddy.”

Griffin stands up, his blue eyes flashing in fury. “I’m your father and if you keep up the back talk, I’ll punish you. You may have gotten away with shit like that with your mother, but it won’t happen with me.”

“Get the fuck out of my apartment you rapist piece of shit,” I hiss. “Go!”

“Not without what I came for.”

He moves too quickly and before I can protect myself, he smacks me in the head with the wood. Stars glitter in my vision. I hit the ground hard, blacking out.

I can hear her screams until they fade into nothing.

He took her and I can’t do anything about it.
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Laurent

 

The Pale Province is cold and desolate. I don’t like it and my heart calls for me to reenter my own realm. Being in another realm feels as though all my connections to Castilla have been severed. Like the removal of a limb. I hate the sick feeling roiling in my stomach.

For years, I drifted, disconnected from everything.

In the blink of an eye, Castilla was back in my life. Beautiful. Older. Tough. I’d worked so hard to be the man she needs, even if I am a vampire. Touching her bonded me to her, but kissing her, tasting her, fucking her… As soon as we took that final step, I felt her. Heard her. Practically became one with her. From all the way across the state of New York, I could feel her emotions and need coursing through invisible cords that bound us. I’d damn near gone crazy with the need to get back to her. And now? Now it feels as though she’s dead to me. I hate it with everything in my being.

“May I offer you a drink?” a servant asks, his smile polite.

“No, thank you.”

I’ve been waiting here for hours while Beck speaks to the twins’ father in privacy. They’ve been locked inside a cell in the catacombs beneath the royal castle, awaiting whatever it is Marlon has planned for them. I’d wanted to leave, but Beck asked me to stay. I owe him that much. Plus, he thinks he can help Mercy. I’d do anything for those girls, even if that means having to be bored out of my skull while Beck has a family reunion.

Beck finally returns with Marlon. Marlon thanks us for our assistance and then disappears.

“We good to leave?” I ask, practically thrumming with the need to teleport.

He nods. “They’ve been detained. If he can’t get his serum to work, they’ll be dead at first light.”

Music to my ears.

“Great, let’s go. I have a bad feeling.”

We teleport back to Castilla’s. The moment I see a man holding her, I bare my fangs, ready to pounce.

“Let her go!” I roar, fury in my words making me tremble.

“It’s just Jude,” Castilla says. “Oh, Laurent! He took her!”

She runs from the man’s arms right into mine as I try to make sense of her words. Who took who? Her tears soak my shirt as she sobs. I hug her tight, kissing her head.

“What happened?” I demand, my eyes locking with Jude’s.

His lips press together in a firm line. “Griffin took Mercy.”

Griffin?

I remember the motherfucker’s name because it was right after I made Castilla mine that she revealed how he raped her as a young teenager. That monster will die soon.

“Where could he have gone?” I ask, my body shaking with rage. “I will kill him for you. Bring his fucking head back on a stick.”

“I have my people on it,” Jude assures me. “They’re looking as we speak. We’re just waiting on some sort of intel so we can go after her.”

“She’s not far,” Beck says.

“What? How do you know?” Castilla demands as she pulls away to regard Beck.

“I’ve tasted her blood. It’s unique and bitter and tainted. I can smell it from miles away.” He points north. “We’ll find her.”

Jude storms over to Beck, poking him in his chest. “You tasted her blood? She’s a fucking kid, man!”

“It was an accident and I’m going to heal her. We just have to find her first.” Beck sighs and shakes his head. “If you’re done berating me, let’s go.”
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Jude gets called away by a crisis at the organization he works for, which is fine by me. I breathe a little better when the man isn’t touching my girl. She’s distraught and terrified for Mercy. The only man she needs comforting her is me.

“I hate him,” Castilla grumbles for the millionth time. “I’m going to kill him.”

And I’ll help.

That fucker needs to die. Mercy doesn’t need her sperm donor taking care of her. She has me. I could be a much better father than Griffin could ever dream of. I missed my chance with Castilla and my son, Jesse, but I’ll be damned if I miss that opportunity with Mercy.

Beck stops, his entire body tensing.

“What is it?” Castilla demands. “Did he hurt her?”

“She’s weakening. Mercy is scared and it’s depleting her of her energy. I think she just passed out.” His jaw clenches. “He’s keeping her on the move and it’s wearing her out. We’re running out of time.”

I grab Castilla’s wrist and we run faster down the street. We could teleport if we knew where they were. Right now, we’re just chasing how Beck can sense her. The sky is beginning to turn purple, which means in another half hour or so, we’re fucked. Beck and I will be forced to leave. The thought of leaving Castilla alone to deal with the search of Mercy by herself sickens me.

I’m a fucking vampire.

I should be powerful. No match against a human man.

And yet…

In thirty minutes, I’ll be worthless.

“This way,” Beck growls. “Something’s happened!”

He flashes ahead, but I can’t leave Castilla alone. She runs as fast as she can. Time passes too quickly as we race after him.

The sun will be here soon.

So soon.

I can practically feel it already sizzling my flesh.

“There,” Beck barks out, running between two buildings.

We reach them in no time. Mercy is unconscious in Griffin’s arms and his eyes are wild.

“We were supposed to be a family,” Griffin chokes out. “Now she’s dead.”

“She’s not dead,” Beck snaps. “Give her to me.”

Griffin shakes his head, tears rolling down his cheeks. “No.”

Castilla steps forward. “Griff, honey, look at me. Mercy is dying. If we don’t let Beck heal her, she’ll die. Please, I need you to do this for our daughter.”

I suppress a growl deep in my throat. I want to tear his throat out with my teeth, but he’s holding precious cargo and we’re on borrowed time. Castilla knows this motherfucker better than I do. I have to trust her to lead.

“Give her to Beck, Griff.”

“So your bloodsucker boyfriend can kill me?” he roars. “Fuck no!”

“Please,” Castilla begs. “I’m what you really want and you know it. Let him take her and then you can have me.”

“No,” I snarl. “Absolutely not. You’re both coming home with us.”

Griffin’s eyes narrow at me. “You’d choose me over him?”

Castilla tenses. “I’m choosing Mercy. Do we have a deal?”

Minutes pass while he debates his answers. The sky above us is lightening to a light purplish-blue. We’re out of time.

“Griffin, just give her to him.” Castilla approaches him and stands too close to him, not thinking about her own safety but only Mercy’s. Griffin seizes Castilla’s arm with his free hand, locking her in his tight grip. If I take Castilla to teleport, I’ll take him too. Fuck. “Now.”

Beck rushes forward, snagging Mercy from his arms. I start forward, but Castilla stops me with her words as Griffin drags her against his chest, his hand gripping her delicate jaw in a way that says he could snap her neck in an instant. The violence in his eyes says he will.

“Go, Laurent. Now before it’s too late.” She glances at the sky just as my skin begins to sizzle as the sun’s harmful rays threaten to end my existence. “Come back for me.”

I don’t want to leave.

I can’t.

He’ll hurt her. I know this with every fiber of my being.

Beck grabs my arm and before I can protest, we’re in the dark safety of his room. I lose myself to rage, cursing and punching every wall in sight. Beck sets Mercy down and tries speaking to her.

“Get over here and help me,” he barks out. “I need you to bite her.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I roar. “We’re supposed to be helping her!”

“It’s just so we can remove the toxic blood. Not all of it. Just enough that mine can help. I can’t do both. Come now, Laurent. I need you to save this little girl.”

I let out a frustrated groan because everything in me screams to teleport back to Castilla even if it means death by burning from the sun. But I know Castilla trusted me to handle Mercy. I can’t let her down.

I bring Mercy’s dainty wrist to my mouth. It pains me to have to bite her, but I know it’s necessary. As soon as I suck the tainted blood into my mouth, I wince. It’s horrible, but it needs removing. Despite the roiling in my gut, I gulp and gulp and gulp. It isn’t until I’m shoved away that I realize I might have once again gone too far.

Beck licks the wound closed and then bites his own wrist. He holds his gushing wrist to her open mouth, filling it with his powerful blood. His fingers massage at her throat, forcing the liquid down. She chokes and sputters but then grips his arm, sucking in his healing blood. He lets this go on until he starts to sway.

“You should stop,” I growl at him.

“Not yet.” He trembles. “She needs more.”

I grip Mercy’s free hand and squeeze it. “Almost done, darling.”

“Call for a maid,” Beck mutters. “I’ll need to feed immediately.”

Flashing out of the room, I round up his favorite maid and then hurry back. He’s on his side, gray and unmoving when I reach them. Mercy is greedily gulping from his wrist, crimson running down her chin.

Enough.

I grab his arm and pull it from her mouth. She starts to pitch a fit, kicking and screaming and crying. Lucky for me, she’s a small child and can be overpowered.

“Feed him,” I bark at the maid. “Now.”

She rushes over to him, lifts her skirt, and straddles his head, offering her femoral to him. It takes some maneuvering on her part, but she manages to nick her flesh with his teeth. I can tell the moment when he comes to because his hands grip her thighs. Mercy continues to cry and howl. A terrifying growl I’ve never heard rumbles from Beck—protective and fierce.

I need to keep her quiet.

In his weakened state, there’s no telling what he would do.

Softly, I sing to Mercy. I sing her songs that used to be her mother’s favorites and ones I made up about her mother. It doesn’t take long before she’s quiet, staring up at me with awe. I stroke her hair and kiss her forehead, thankful she’s alive. Only time will tell if this thing Beck did will work.

“Where’s Mommy?” Mercy says, finally calm.

“She’ll be here soon.” The lie on my tongue is bitter. Truth is, I don’t know if we’ll ever see her again. I left her with her worst nightmare. And I have to wait until dark to get her back. I just hope it won’t be too late.


[image: ]

[image: ]

Castilla

 

Allowing Griffin to take me to his apartment was a bad idea. But I was too depleted of energy to run away. All I need to do is make it through twelve hours and then Laurent will be back for me. He’ll take me to Beck’s and I can see my little girl, who I hope to God is okay.

“I could make you some breakfast,” Griffin says. “Are you hungry?”

“Yes,” I lie. Right now I feel like puking. “Please.”

He walks into the kitchen while I quickly glance around his space. I have my stakes, but those aren’t too effective on a human. I could run, but Griffin is fit and could easily outrun me. I need to be smart. Stalling is my best option until I can call for help or sneak away.

“What’s wrong with Mercy?” he asks from the kitchen.

Anger flashes hot through me. “There’s nothing wrong with her. She’s perfect.”

He emerges from the kitchen, his features twisted into an annoyed scowl. “You know what I mean, Casti. Why is she dying?”

“A blood disorder,” I snap. “The transfusions aren’t working anymore.”

“What a shame,” he says, approaching me. “We can make another one, babe.”

I blink at him in horror. “What?”

“A child. We made one before and we can make another one. Maybe this one will do better being raised by both parents.” He shrugs.

“Fuck. You.” I shove him hard. “You asshole!”

His eyes narrow and his lip curls up. “Maybe next time, you can put up less of a fight. All that trauma during conception probably damaged our baby.”

Rage explodes inside of me. I smack his face hard.

“How dare you insinuate—”

The words are knocked out of my mouth when he smacks me back. Harder. With more force. Before I can recover, he grabs me, yanking me to him. I scream and kick out, but he’s too strong. All the classes with Jude fly out the window. I trained heavily for this moment, but terror consumes me like a tidal wave. He carries me to his bedroom. I freeze as a despondent wail escapes me.

No.

I can’t do this again.

Please, no.

He flings me onto the bed. I scream, launching myself away from him, but he’s too quick. I’m dragged back toward him, my ass prone to him. He presses his body against mine, pinning me to the bed as his hand curls around my throat.

Tears rush down my cheeks as I squirm. His grip tightens, cutting off my air supply. Sickness creeps through me at the realization his now-hard dick is rubbing against me through our clothes.

Horrors of the past come flashing back.

I cry hard, and unable to suck in air, I begin to black out. His free hand gropes me in all the places that aren’t his. The despair of my situation wins. I pass out in the monster’s arms.
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In and out.

Out and in.

I’m dizzied and confused as I blink my eyes open. It all comes rushing back. As the sunset blazes in through the window, I know I’ve spent all day in the monster’s clutches. Each time I come to, I rage at him until he chokes me out again. My throat is sore and swollen. It’s better than the alternative. Just thinking about him inside of me again has bile creeping up my throat.

Never again.

I’d rather die.

What about Mercy?

My heart aches. Laurent and Beck will take care of her. Or Jude. Maybe even Loey if she’s not dead. There are people who care about her and would love her. They wouldn’t let her forget about me.

I pull against my bindings, hating the way the rope burns into my wrists with each movement. He tied me up the first time I lost consciousness. Ever since, I’ve been trying to escape when I come to.

Pots clatter in the kitchen, which means he’s probably cooking. I use the time to work at my bindings. My hands are purple from what I can see because he tied the rope so tight.

I wish Laurent were here to help.

Each time I woke today, I realized with despair that Laurent didn’t dreamwalk. I feel like he would if he could, which means he can’t. I don’t know what to make of it. Did they make it back home before the sun rose? Did Beck fail in healing Mercy? I can’t imagine why he wouldn’t reach out to me. Rather than contemplate horrible possibilities that’ll only reduce me to tears, I try and devise a plan.

I’m going to have to lure Griffin back in here. Convince him to release me. Play the broken girl act and then run like hell. I can do this.

“Griffin,” I croak out. “Griffin.”

The clanging stops, so I call for him again. Seconds later, he appears in the doorway, a scowl on his face.

“I’m sorry,” I lie. “You’re right.”

He doesn’t move as he studies me. “You just want me to untie you.”

“Of course I want you to untie me,” I grit out. “I want to drink some water and eat. I want to talk this out.”

After a long, pregnant pause, he stalks over to me. “You can go to the restroom and clean yourself up. Dinner is almost ready. One wrong move and you’ll regret it, babe. Trust me.”

I give him a sharp nod. He sits on the edge of the bed and begins untying the complicated knot. Once my arms are free, I stretch and curl my fingers to encourage the blood to run through them. I allow his assistance to help me up and out of the bed. He walks me to the bathroom, but before he follows me in, I stop and shake my head.

“You’re not going to watch me pee,” I grumble.

He smirks. “I can if I want to. You can’t stop me, Casti.”

“How do you ever expect us to be a real couple if you don’t let me be me?” I snap. “You’re delusional if you think I’ll have anything to give you if all you do is take.”

His brows furl as he mulls over my words. “Fine. I can see the logic in that. There’s nothing in this apartment worth trying to use as a weapon. Trust me.”

Pass.

That ship sailed when he forced himself inside my body all those years ago.

“Whatever, Griffin. I’m tired and starving and weak. You’ve made your point. I understand that you can overpower me. I’m trying to play nice here.”

“Good girl.” He pats my head and walks off.

As soon as he’s gone, I shut the bathroom door. Quickly, I take a much needed bathroom break. After I wash my hands, I splash cold water on my face to keep me alert. My neck is purple and blue, swollen twice its normal size. Griffin is such a psychopath. I’m going to kill him. I just have to find a weapon first.

Quietly, I search all over the bathroom. There’s nothing of use in the drawers and cabinets, just like he said. It’s frustrating, but I accept my losses and move on. As stealthily as I can, I slip out of the bathroom into his bedroom.

His room turns out to be useless too. No weapons whatsoever. Crap. If I could get to my vest I grabbed before my quest to find Mercy last night, I could stab him in the throat with a stake, but he’s clearly taken it and hidden it away.

I creep out of his room and sweep my gaze over the living room. Unless I plan to beat him with a television remote control, I’m doomed.

“Have a seat at the table,” Griffin says, pointing at the two place settings.

There’s a fork at each place. I could use two forks for weapons. With a stiff spine, I sit down and casually rest my hand over the fork.

“Remember when we used to have sloppy joes every Friday night?” He grins at me as he sets a pot of sloppy joe meat on a hot plate. “They were your favorites. I used to love the way your eyes would light up at something as simple as food. Your eyes used to light up for me too.”

I grit my teeth to keep from saying something that’ll end up with me tied to his bed again.

“After we made love…” He trails off, a sad smile forming on his lips. “You stopped looking at me that way.” He snaps his head my way. “You glared at me with hatred and shivered with fear.”

“I was a child,” I whisper, unable to let this delusional bastard keep talking about what happened like it was a love story.

“You were mine.” He chuckles as he sets a bun on my plate and opens it. “Still are.”

I curl my fingers around my fork. “You destroyed my trust in you. You raped me, Griffin. It was the most painful thing I’d ever endured.”

He scoffs. “Give me a break. You gave birth. Lovemaking doesn’t hurt that damn bad.”

“I had to get stitches,” I say, my bottom lip wobbling. “They begged me to tell them who did it to me, but I was too scared to say a word.”

He slathers some sloppy joe onto my bun, ignoring my words. Once he places a piece of cheese on it, he covers it with the top bun.

“Eat, Casti, you’re wasting away,” he growls.

“Why did you do it?” I demand, a hot tear racing down my cheek. “Why?”

I had plans to escape this monster, but right now, my past is demanding answers from him.

“Because you loved me and I loved you,” he bites out. “It’s not my fault you were too small.”

A sob escapes me. “You were supposed to protect me.”

“I gave you Mercy!” he roars. “Jesus Christ, woman, give it a rest! It’s in the past. I fucked up. Okay? You happy? Why do you think I ran off? I felt like a piece of shit for what went down.”

“What went down?” I screech. “Nothing went down. You held me down and forced yourself inside of me! I begged for you to stop! And you didn’t want to hear it because you covered my mouth with your hand!”

Someone bangs on the door.

“Griffin, open up!”

Familiar. Family. Home.

“Jude?” I cry out and then I scream, “Jude!”

Griffin stands, yanking me up from my seat as the door crashes in. Jude storms in, his face red from exertion. I pull from Griffin, but then the point of a blade presses into my neck.

“Stay back,” Griffin warns.

“Man, you can walk away from this right now,” Jude says. “All you have to do is let Casti go. In about twenty minutes, you’re going to be swarmed by some very pissed off vampires. Might as well get a head start.”

“Fuck the vampires,” Griffin growls. “And fuck you.”

“Jude,” I sob.

“It’s okay, kiddo,” Jude assures me. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

A pinch of pain makes me gasp. Griffin inhales my hair. His body trembles with fury.

“She’s not going anywhere,” Griffin says in a dark tone. “If I can’t have her, you people sure as fuck don’t get to.”

“No!” Jude barks as pain rips along my throat.

An arc of blood shoots out of my neck, splattering Jude. Griffin drops me and I collapse to the floor. A gun fires and then a loud thud beside me.

“Stay with me, baby girl,” Jude says, his voice full of pain as he covers my wound with his large palm. “Stay the fuck with me!”

My body grows cold and fast. The blackness creeps in and the sounds grow muted. I can hear Jude yelling at me. When he says something about Mercy, my eyes focus on him and the wet streaks on his cheeks that are mixed with my blood.

“There you are,” he croons. “Stay with me. Mercy is safe, you hear? I got a call from Laurent. He’s too weak to travel. They both are. But whatever they did worked. Mercy is alive and well. He called me to tell me Griffin had you. It took all motherfucking day, but I found you. You see? I’m here. I came for you. You’re going to be okay.”

I’ve never heard Jude sound afraid until now. Never heard him babble or seen him cry.

I try to speak, but my mouth won’t work. My eyes close again, but his yelling at me keeps me aware. The pain is intense and the blood is leaking too quickly from my neck despite his best efforts to hold it closed.

I’ll be gone soon.

Jude and Laurent will make sure Mercy is taken care of.

“About damn time,” Jude growls.

“Cool it with the attitude,” a familiar voice says. “Or you can kiss your little sister goodbye.”

“Oh, come the fuck on,” he snaps. “Quit with the games. She’s the best damn friend you have. Fucking heal her already.”

The beautiful blonde squats beside him, her blue eyes glinting. “She’s beyond healing.” She grins at me.

Another figure comes to squat beside her. “Not so tough now, little one.”

“Don’t make me regret calling the both of you,” Jude snaps. “Help me. I can fire your ass, Ricardo, just as quickly as I hired you.”

Ricardo shrugs. “Just stating the obvious.”

“Goddammit,” Jude barks out. “You’re wasting time. The both of you!”

Ricardo leans forward, but Loey digs her fingers into his bicep, stopping him. It feels like time pauses as they stare down at me, the sharpness of the world growing duller with each passing second.

“Look at her,” Loey says, stroking my hair. “She’s about to die.”

“So help me, Loey,” Jude snarls at her. “Do it already.”

“If she hates me for it, that’s on you.”

“I’ll deal with that shit later. For now, keep her here. Mercy needs her. I need her.”

Loey bares her fangs at me, hunger flashing in her gaze. I don’t fear my friend, though. She would never hurt me. I want to ask her where she’s been, but now’s not the time. All that matters is she’s alive and I got to see her one more time.

“This is going to hurt,” Loey warns, an evil flickering in her eyes. “Sorry in advance.”

Jude removes his hands on my throat and Loey pounces. My eyes roll back in my head when her mouth latches onto the gaping wound in my neck. Rather than lick it closed, she sucks hard, urging the rush of blood from my carotid to flow even faster, draining me of my life.

Maybe their plan was to put me down quickly so I wouldn’t hurt anymore.

My eyes flutter closed and I think about Mercy.

As long as she’s okay, it was all worth it.

I black out with my daughter’s beautiful face the last thing on my mind.
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Castilla

 

Thirst.

Bone-deep.

Excruciating.

I need to feed.

My eyes pop open and I try to make sense of my surroundings. A dark bedroom with silky sheets. I can scent blood. I want it—no, I need it.

The pain inside me won’t go away until I satisfy my thirst. I crawl out of the bed, wondering how I got into one of my nightgowns, and prowl toward the door.

It’s locked.

I bang and scream and try to shred it with my nails to no avail. With a furious snarl, I stalk toward the curtains. Nothing but brick is behind them.

I’m trapped.

I’m going to starve to death.

A pained howl escapes me. I need to feed. I need to feed. I’m prowling back toward the door when I notice a table. A glass of wine—no, blood sits on top. I pick it up and greedily chug it down, going as far as to lick the glass after. Once it’s gone, I throw the glass in a rage.

The door clicks open. I rush over to it, snarling, but am blocked by Laurent. When I try to move past him, he captures my wrists and shoves me against the wall.

“Move,” I roar.

“No,” he growls, licking away some blood from the corner of my lips. “You’re going to let me take care of you and get you through this.”

I hiss at him, fighting his hold. “What did you do?”

“Nothing. This was all Loey. And without her, you’d be dead.”

“I’d rather be dead!” I yell. “Now let me go!”

My body seems to burn everywhere he touches me. The thirst for him is nearly outweighing the thirst for more blood. Nearly.

“You’d rather be here. With us. Your family.” He kisses my forehead. “With Mercy.”

The anger and frustration burning through me dissipates some as I remember my daughter. She’s here. She’s safe.

But not from me.

“I’m a monster now,” I bark out. “I’ll destroy her!”

“You won’t because I won’t let you,” Laurent assures me. “You’ll settle after a good fucking and when the maid comes for dinner.”

“I need to feed,” I whine. “Please.”

Based on the way I dig my heels into his ass and rub myself against his erection, my need to fuck is just as strong.

“Fuck first, dinner later.” He grins at me. “I’ll teach you how to curb that hunger inside you. Do you trust me?”

“It hurts,” I mutter. “So bad.”

“Then let me make you feel good.”

He reaches between us, freeing his cock from his slacks. I grab at my gown, lifting it up so he can access me. With a groan, he drives deep inside of me.

I want him to consume me.

Our lips crash together and a pleased moan escapes me when my newly elongated incisors pierce his tongue. Blood floods into my mouth and I greedily drink it from his tongue. His hips piston hard, fucking me against the wall hard enough it cracks along the mortar between the bricks. I suck on his tongue, blissed out on the pleasure he’s bringing me both by his blood and his dick. He reaches between us, rolling my clit between his thumb and finger in an expert way that has me climaxing. Heat floods inside of me as he comes. He wrenches his mouth from mine, a devious smirk curling up his bloody lips.

I’m numb and weak and so incredibly satisfied at the moment, high on him.

He carries me over to the bed and then strips me of my clothes. Once he’s naked too, he flips me onto my stomach and then fucks me all over again. This time, he bites my shoulder, sucking blood from me.

This goes on for hours until I’m unable to move. Then, a human with a pulsating neck walks in, reeking of pure, delicious blood. I salivate and snarl, but Laurent easily keeps me in his hold.

“Dara, feed my lovely girl, please.”

“Of course,” Dara says, sitting on the edge of the bed and offering her arm.

“You can learn to control your urges, my love,” Laurent says, stroking my hair. “If you want to see Mercy, you must learn.”

Flashes of Mercy her entire life from the moment I saw her on the sonogram until Beck carried her unconscious body away from me filter through my mind. I nod, hating the urge to kill this maid and trusting Laurent to get me through it.

“The maids are friends. Giving and well paid for their services. We don’t hurt them,” Laurent says. “I want you to count to ten inside your head once you latch on. No matter what, no matter how hungry you may feel, I want you to let go after ten seconds.”

I snatch the maid’s hand and jerk it to my face. Baring my teeth, I sink into her warm flesh. The burst of fresh, human blood nearly has me orgasming again. I moan as I greedily drink from the source.

I want it all.

I want all of her.

“Three, four, five…”

Laurent’s counting is annoying, but it clears the blood lust in my head. I count along with him, dreading every second closer to ten. When we reach ten, I groan but reluctantly pull away. I lick at her wrist, mesmerized by the way the wound closes up.

“Good girl,” Laurent praises. “You may go now, Dara.”

I whimper, still starved for more, but then Laurent’s mouth is on mine, praising me with a kiss. Just when I think I’ll die of thirst, he spreads my legs and pushes his dick inside me again. My senses obliterate as I find my way from starvation to sexual need.

He fucks me right into a stupor.

I close my eyes and I see Jude.

He groans but smiles at me. Hades wags his tail, jumping up on Jude’s legs. He whines and cocks his head to the side.

“Is this a dream?” I ask, confused as to where I’m at.

“You’re already dreaming, baby vamp. I’d say I was proud, but that’d ruin my reputation here at E.V.I.E.” He leans forward and kisses my cheek. “Glad you’re still around, kiddo.”

The kiss doesn’t feel real, but it warms me nonetheless.

“I think you ruined your rep when you hired Ricardo,” I say, curling my lip up.

“Ricardo and I have similar goals. Besides, I need a strong replacement. I’m pretty sure I just lost my favorite one.” He sighs, but he’s smiling. “Hope retirement treats you well, kiddo.”

Retirement?

The idea of spending my days playing with Mercy and loving Laurent without vengeance dictating my every move sounds quite lovely.

“Come see me when you’re not naked, Casti.”

I look down, shocked to see my nude body. “W-What?”

“Take her home, Laurent,” Jude says, chuckling.

Strong arms wrap around me, pulling me back.

I’m suddenly back in the bedroom beneath the silky sheets. No longer a dream but in reality.

“I love you, Castilla.” Laurent always says all the letters in my name like they’re important to him. Reverent. And musical, like a song. He says you can hear music in everything.

I can hear the steady beating of the drum like organs inside all seven maids as they flit around the massive home that belongs to Beck. I can hear giggling from far away, the sound like tinkling bells. Wind whistles outside, soft and alluring. Laurent hums, somehow harmonizing to the sounds that I shouldn’t be able to hear but can.

“I can hear the music,” I tell him, grinning. “It’s beautiful.”

He kisses my lips. “And so are you.”

“Why do I feel sleepy?” I ask. “I thought vampires never slept.”

“We reenergize during the day. The sun is rising. Just rest, my love.”
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“Thank you, Dara,” I say after I lick her wound closed. “You taste yummy.”

The maid laughs and shakes her head. “Never been called yummy before, but thank you. Mr. Zargonian takes care of me and my family. It’s a pleasure to serve.”

It’s been days of learning to curb my thirst. There were times I thought I would die, but Laurent always got me through it. Each night, I’ve visited Jude in a dreamwalk, those times with clothes on. I’ve learned I can fuck Laurent a million times and never grow tired. I also learned I can spike and glamour too. Once I learn to teleport, I’ll find Mercy. I miss her terribly, but Laurent doesn’t think I’m ready.

Dara leaves and I continue my pacing. I’m full of nervous energy. Laurent says that never happened to him, so he’s unsure what it means.

I know what it means.

I need my daughter.

I won’t rest until I have her in my arms.

I’m afraid that I’ll want to sink my teeth into her tiny neck, but I trust that when that time comes, Laurent will intervene.

Something flies into the bedroom through the door Dara left open. It flaps around the room before landing on a table. A bat. Not just any bat, but—

“Dracula!” Mercy shrieks.

I freeze, shocked and overcome with joy when my daughter runs into the room. She runs. My little baby girl who was so fragile and weak runs.

“Sorry, Mommy,” Mercy says. “He’s a bad bat. Flies all over the place. Are you better yet?”

Laurent is tense and ready to pounce, but I don’t need him to protect her. That’s what her mother is for.

I squat down in front of her. “I sure am, sweetie. How did Dracula learn to fly?”

“Beck!” She grins her toothy smile at me. “Did you know Beck can visit me in my dreams? He said one day you can too!”

Beck, the man in question, appears behind her, his red eyes flashing when he realizes our proximity.

“What did you do to Dracula?” I ask Beck.

“I healed him with some opal-root water Marlon gave me when I returned the twins,” Beck says, his sharp gaze thick with warning.

Just to test him, I reach forward to brush a hair out of Mercy’s eyes. He spikes my way, gripping her shoulders.

“Did you give Mercy opal-root water too?”

“No,” he clips out. “I performed a blood halfectomy.”

Laurent prowls closer. He must sense my growing desire to rip Beck’s hands from Mercy’s shoulders.

“What’s a blood halfectomy?” I demand.

“It means I’m a vampire now!” Mercy says with a loud giggle. “I’m going to teleport to Aunt Loey and then to Uncle Jude.”

I snap my glare up to meet Beck. “What. Did. You. Do?”

Laurent clutches the back of my neck in a comforting move that also feels like he might grip me to keep me from killing Beck.

“It’s something they did a lot when children were dying left and right from the typhoid fever. Elders would suck the infected blood out and replace it with theirs,” Beck says. “It’s similar to the way we heal humans when they are hurt.”

“But,” I growl.

“But because they’re infused with so much elder blood, their small bodies require it to live.” He holds up a hand when I scoff. “It’s not that unlike a transfusion that she’s already used to, except this time, it only happens once every year.”

“Until…” I rise to my feet.

Beck sighs. “Until around the age of sixteen. Then, I’ll have to turn her or she’ll die.”

“You motherfuck—”

“Mommy,” Mercy interrupts. “I’ll be a vampire like you and Laurent and Beck and Aunt Loey.”

I want to kill Beck for telling her all this shit.

“Honey,” I start, but Beck shakes his head, stopping me.

“We can take care of her,” Beck says. “She’ll live and then she’ll remain with us for eternity. It’s a gift, darling. Accept it.”

Laurent nods at me. My mind pulsates with confusing emotions. But seeing Mercy so alive and well and happy sends joy right to the forefront of my mind.

“Ready to take a walk under the stars, little one?” Beck asks, grinning at Mercy.

“Yes!” She squeals when he scoops her up and places her on his shoulders. “Let’s go!”

“We’re not done talking about this,” I warn Beck. “I have a lot of questions.”

“I presume you will,” Beck says.

“When we get married like Mommy and Laurent, can we get a Ferris wheel at our wedding?” Mercy asks Beck as they exit the room.

Married?

I start for them, but Laurent is quicker and stronger. He holds me back despite my snarling.

“Let me go!”

“Nope,” Laurent murmurs. “Not after that bomb she just dropped.”

“He better not be filling her head with sick, perverted fantasies!”

“He’s not a pervert. Calm down.”

“She thinks they’re getting married!”

He kisses my temple. “That’s because they are. When he finalizes the blood-halfectomy when she’s sixteen, they’ll become mates for life.”

“Over my dead fucking body!”

“Castilla,” Laurent rumbles. “It’s the way the procedure works. He gave her most of his blood for her life. He runs in her veins now. One day, he’ll have to complete the process or she’ll die. If she dies, he’ll become feral and overcome with rage.”

“I will not have him hurting a sixteen-year-old girl,” I snap. “You know what Griffin did to me. I can’t let that happen again.”

“Shh,” he murmurs, nuzzling my hair. “Beck has never had sex. Ever. He has a body of a child himself.”

“He’s like eight hundred years old or something!”

“Which means he’s had plenty of practice in restraint. He won’t hurt her. Being that she’ll one day be his mate, he’ll protect her with everything in him. And one day, when she’s old enough, he’ll court her like the old ways.”

“How do you know all this?”

“Beck has a library full of books. I’ve learned a lot about the history of our kind.”

“You swear he won’t touch her until she’s eighteen?”

He laughs. “I can assure you he won’t even think of her as a romantic prospect for at least another sixteen years. On her twenty-first birthday, he’ll begin the courting process.”

“What if she says no?”

“He’ll have to work harder to woo her. Some of the books said the courting took decades until the female was won over.”

“Why is he spending time with her now? Is he trying to get a head start?”

“No,” he says with a chuckle. “She calls him Uncle Beck right now. To her, he’s a protector and nothing more. He doesn’t see her as a future wife. Just the girl who he’s destined to give up his life for if necessary.”

“This isn’t romantic to me,” I grumble. “I don’t accept it.”

“It’s not your love story to understand.”

I let out a frustrated sigh. Beck has only been kind to me, Laurent, and my daughter. He’s definitely old-school and gentlemanly. I’ll be reading up on those books and watching him like a hawk, though. A mother can never be too careful when protecting her young.

“If he looks at her weird, I’ll behead him,” I finally say.

“I would expect nothing less. But the ruby stakes now belong to her,” he says, a smile in his voice. “They showed up on her pillow the night you turned. Perhaps you could teach her a thing or two about how to use them for the next eleven years. Could offer you some peace of mind.”

“I’ll teach her that boys are horrible and rotten.” A smile tugs at my lips. “Beck will have his work cut out for him in another sixteen years when he thinks it’s time to date my daughter.”

“So feisty and fierce.” He turns me to face him and kisses my lips. “I love you, Castilla. Don’t ever change.”

I stare up at the man who I loved when I was only five and never understood just what that love would morph into one day. So maybe this bonding thing goes deeper than blood after all. A soul mates kind of thing.

“I love you too, Laurent.” I lift myself up and wrap my legs around his waist. “Now fuck me like you’re trying to keep me forever.”

“Ahh, so you want to skip right past the courting phase and straight to the honeymoon?” he teases, his red eyes gleaming.

“You can buy me flowers and call me sweetheart after you give me an orgasm that Loey will hear all the way in whatever realm she’s in.”

“That sounds like a challenge.” He grins at me like a predator about to devour his prey. “Challenge accepted, my love. Hold on. I was going easy on you before. I’m about to blow your mind.”

And he does.

Every day from now until the end of time.

 

 

(If you enjoyed this paranormal romance,
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