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        CHAPTER ONE

        ________

      

      

      
        
        TORI

      

      

      “It’s not too late to turn back. Nobody has to know you were supposed to be here.”

      My stepbrother lounged on the other half of the taxi’s backseat like he owned it. For all I knew, he did. 

      Will Godalming, son of war hero Lord Percival Godalming and all-star pain-in-my-ass, had tiny lines of strain at the corners of his eyes. The prick was actually worried about what my presence in Libra Academy would do to his reputation. 

      Unbelievable. 

      “My registration’s already been paid for.” I returned his glare. “My mom asked me to go, so I’m going.” 

      There was no way in hell I was going to let Will ruin this for me. Mom had spent her whole life pushing James and I to get into Libra Academy. 

      Now her only remaining child had been granted a full scholarship for a year of formal education, thanks to my new stepfather, and Will wanted me to back out.

      Will’s seafoam-green eyes ran over me from head to toe, attempting to look neutral, but he could never quite hide the omnipresent glint of malice. “I wasn’t under the impression you wanted to matriculate at all, much less from such a prestigious institution. Why put yourself through this?” 

      He sounded almost reasonable, but he never pushed for anything without an ulterior motive. 

      “Sometimes it doesn’t matter what you want,” I mumbled, glancing out the window. “You’ll survive. It’s only a year, and then you never have to see me again.”

      “The year is the problem. You don’t belong here.” Will ran a hand through thick chestnut hair, all six-foot-three of him taking up most of the taxi’s backseat. His eyes were hooded and sharp under thick brows, the bridge of his nose slightly crooked from at least one break. His upper lip was a touch fuller than the lower, lending the faintest cherubic cast to his features. 

      I knew by now that Will Godalming was anything but cherubic. A pair of horns would’ve been more appropriate.

      “You’ll barely see me.” It took every last drop of willpower to keep myself from snapping at him. “Won’t we be divided into teams? I don’t get why this such an issue for you. It’s one year of study to make my mom happy, okay?”

      Will ticked his answers off on his fingers. “Yes. Because it is. And not okay. If my father had any sense, he never would’ve tarnished our reputation in the first place by marrying a Holmwood.” He couldn’t keep the sneer out of his voice when he said my family name. I wasn’t sure he even tried.

      My throat tightened. After a long summer of wandering the Godalming mansion alone while my mom emerged from her shell long enough to enjoy her honeymoon, feeling distinctly unwanted by everyone and everything I came across, here was the crux. 

      I touched the tattooed rope of black dots at the base of my throat, the dots ranging from minuscule pinpricks to the size of a dime. It was the mark of my birth-clan, Holmwood, emblazoned around my neck for any slayer to read. The dots seemed to pulse under my fingertips. 

      Will had a tattoo much like mine, but the pattern clearly delineated that he was a Godalming, with the full honors and prestige accorded to that name.

      Mom had gotten the Godalming pattern added to her own Holmwood necklace after the wedding, but I’d refused on principle. Once a Holmwood, always a Holmwood.

      “Well, they did marry,” I said, taking a deep, steadying breath. “And it wasn’t your choice to make for either of them. Or mine.”

      Both of us lapsed into a tense silence. The glass-and-cement skyscrapers of New York rose around us, piercing a dense fog that seemed to hang over the city like a cloud. Regret had already settled in my bones; I didn’t belong here. 

      But Mom had actually smiled, a real smile, when I’d told her I’d go to Libra and bond with my new stepbrother, and come back with the honors my brother James had wanted to win so badly. With the exception of her marriage to Percival, who’d come riding into our lives on a white horse only six months ago, it was the first time I’d seen genuine happiness on her face in the last three years. 

      Neither Will nor I approved of their whirlwind romance and subsequent marriage, but I wasn’t going to piss on my mother’s parade. She’d been through too much already, and despite his son, Percival did seem to genuinely care for her. He’d been like the proud father I’d never had when I told him I wanted to go to Libra alongside my new stepbrother.

      Will’s thin tolerance of me had become a pure, crystal hatred from that day on.

      The taxi pulled to the side and slowed to a halt in front of a breathtaking building. “The Caitland-Moore Museum,” the driver said in a thick Brooklyn accent. 

      Like a beacon of vibrance in the endlessly dreary city, the Caitland-Moore was a confection of pink marble shot through with glittering silver veins, colonnades topped with trumpeting angels. The hopeful little girl in me wanted to gasp at the sight, but the older, more jaded part just scoffed, gripping my messenger back with white-knuckled fingers. 

      There were no more angels.

      Warm fingers wrapped around my fist and my heart shot into my throat. Will leaned towards me, taking up all the air in the cab, those green eyes boring into mine. He smelled expensive, like mint and cedar, a scent so heady I tried not to breathe in.

      God must’ve hated me on the day he gave me such an angry, alluring stepbrother.

      “Last chance, Victoria.” His voice was cultured and smooth, dark and rich as chocolate. “Just leave. Go back to where you came from, become yet another podunk moonspawn slayer, and stay out of my life.” 

      I didn’t need the prestige or any fancy degrees. I already knew how to be a slayer; I’d been working as one since I’d become a legal adult three years ago. I was here for one reason, and one reason only: because James’ dream had been to be accepted into Libra Academy, and then he’d died in a terrible, shitty way, and now I was going to do what he’d been unable to. 

      I’d spend a year of my life here in his memory. I would see to it that the Holmwood family name was engraved on these walls with pride, or die trying.

      The taxi idled. The rain fell. Will’s full lips pressed into a thin line as he read the resolve on my face. 

      “Have you ever killed a moonspawn, Will?”

      He cocked an eyebrow, but gave his reluctant answer. “No.”

      I held my hand out, showing him the underside of my left wrist. 

      Five tiny crescent moons, no wider than a baby’s fingernail, were inked in vivid scarlet on my skin. “For someone so willing to talk trash about us ‘podunk’ slayers, you seem a little behind the power curve.” 

      His lip curled and I practically flung myself out of the taxi, taking a deep breath of grimy, sour city air before I ducked my head back into the open cab, one hand braced on the door. 

      He wanted podunk? He’d get some fucking podunk.

      “So, you can piss off with all this talk of ‘tarnishing reputations’. It’s not like you’re doing your own family much credit. I’m already here, and I’m doing this, and you’ll have to get over your precious feelings.” I slammed the door and popped the trunk to grab my suitcase. Will was at my side a moment later, raising his chin to look down his nose at me with venomous eyes. 

      “Then everything that happens from here on out is on your own head, stepsister dear.”

      The taxi pulled away and I followed Will as he strode confidently into the gleaming Caitland-Moore.

      It was dry but freezing cold inside, and I immediately started shivering in my rain-flecked hoodie and jeans. Will stripped off his leather jacket and slung it over his shoulder, revealing a brawny physique in a white tee shirt, and goosebumps that had nothing to do with the cold rose all over my skin. 

      Nope. I was not going there.

      The Caitland-Moore was nearly empty at this late hour. Our footsteps echoed, bouncing off the high ceilings festooned with a fresco of angels. To our left, a massive archway looked in on the Hall of Geology, a thousand rainbow pinpricks of light glittering off the gems in their glass cases, and to the left, Will was striding into the Hall of Dinosaurs.

      I hurried after him, jogging under the wired-open skull of a roaring Tyrannosaurus Rex, passing exhibits of posed ankylosauruses and stegosaurus eggs. 

      A steel door labeled STAFF ONLY was nestled between pterodactyls and a stuffed reinterpretation of a saber-toothed tiger. Its yellow glass eyes gleamed forebodingly as Will yanked the door open and disappeared into the concrete stairwell. Behind us, a human woman eyed us suspiciously, but she didn’t follow. 

      We went down several flights, carrying our suitcases. I was starting to think Will was playing another one of his stupid pranks on me after we’d descended six flights of stairs. But hiding my panties in Percival’s dresser was way more humiliating than stupid, wasn’t it?

      My growing unease lessened when we reached a door at the bottom of the concrete spiral. 

      Unlike the staff door, this one was made of carved ebony. Dull, iron-plated runes encircled the edges, and the wood itself looked like a scene out of a fairytale: angels and demons battled in the sky above a field of slayers warring against moonspawn, while vampires waited below for their blood with open mouths. 

      Will pressed his hand to the door, said his name, and winced. 

      A bead of blood rolled over the wood and the door opened.

      “Welcome to the real Caitland-Moore Museum,” Will said. “Libra Academy is below.” His smile was thin and dangerous.

      I stepped in after him and the ebony door boomed as it shut behind us. 

      The walls and floor were pure white granite, glittering like snow, and the floodlights were trained on the plinth in the main hall. An eight-foot-tall articulated skeleton glared down at us with eyeless sockets, the thick, silvery bones denoting a male specimen.

      A pair of preserved, pearly wings spread behind the skeleton, casting a massive shadow over the hall. 

      “My god. They have a fucking angel.” 

      “And that should be your first clue that there is no God, genius.” 

      I shouldered past my stepbrother, nerves zipping to life in my stomach. This wasn’t just fun and games anymore. I was standing in the foyer of an ancient institution that had a motherfucking real-life dead angel waiting to greet people. 

      “Don’t be a dick, Will. Besides, nobody’s ever proven he’s dead.”

      “If this is your idea of impressive, you’ve going to sink here faster than I thought. Christ.”

      He could threaten me all he liked, but those threats were empty. His idea of raining hell down on someone’s head was to sneak their panties into his Father’s chest of drawers.

      I could handle that. 

      Part of me hoped that I’d be assigned to the opposite team so I’d get to prove my mettle against him. He may have had three years of education at an elite slayer academy… but I had four years of hands-on, balls-to-the-wall life experience in a town with a massive moonspawn population.

      No contest, if you ask me.

      “And just how much proof do you need?”

      A new voice rang through the hall, dark, smoky, pure sex. 

      Will rolled his eyes and I spun around, taking in the new arrival. 

      When I’d first laid eyes on Will Godalming, I hadn’t thought it was possible for someone to be so gorgeous in real life. 

      This guy was his darker, more sinister counterpart. He was tall and burly, his muscled chest and arms clearly limned under his dark shirt. Inky hair was cropped close to his scalp, showing off chiseled bone structure under bronze skin. 

      His eyes were black as onyx, cold and deep, framed with thick lashes. 

      God might be dead, but he seemed to be raining blessings on my head today. 

      My eyes automatically dropped to his neck, looking for his clan necklace, but his collar hid it. 

      “About time you got here, Godalming.” I could listen to that voice all day. He slowly looked me up and down, but there was none of Will’s malice in it, just an approving heat. “And who is this?”

      “This is my new stepsister, Victoria Holmwood.” Will would’ve sounded more excited about a funeral. “Tori, Sergio Enver. Goes by Sura.”

      Sura’s dark eyes ran over me from head to toe, and his lip curled in a seductive smile when he took my hand. “He said you were a pain in the ass, but he didn’t tell me you were beautiful, too.” 

      He raised my hand to his lips and kissed it, sending sparks of desire through my veins. 

      Where had this hunky delight of a beefcake been all my life?

      “I... uh...” For once in my life, words threatened to fail me. “Takes a pain in the ass to know one.” I cast a smirk at my stepbrother. 

      One way or another, we were going to bond like siblings, and he was going to like it.

      Will just met my gaze steadily, his eyes lightening to a pale jade. “We’re going to be late for team assignments. Let’s go.” 

      Sura looped my arm through his as we walked. My heart jumped into my throat, trying its hardest to hammer right through my ribcage. 

      This close, he smelled like oudh and pepper, with a faint hint of vanilla. 

      As delicious as he looked. Just breathing him in was filling my head with ideas of what he looked like under that shirt, but… he was Will’s best friend. Lusting after your dickish stepbrother’s bestie was never a recipe for success. 

      We stopped in front of an enormous circular aquarium in the center of a broad rotunda. I slowed to a halt when I realized it didn’t contain a drop of water.

      It was filled with air that shimmered like veils, a spindly, scrawny figure twisting in the middle of it. It looked like an emaciated, pale human…

      “Fae,” Sura said, barely giving the aquarium a second glance. “Sylph, I think. Fries all electronics. Hope you didn’t bring your phone.”

      I had brought my phone, which was probably a useless brick in my suitcase now.

      “Thanks for warning me, Will,” I muttered.

      My asshole stepbrother just raised a hand ahead of us. I kept my eyes firmly focused above his sculpted ass.

      Well, maybe I peeked once. But it was less than a second.

      “It’s a prank they play on all the new students.” Sura’s grin was crooked, showing white teeth. “Will’s always had a juvenile sense of humor. Lux or Tenebris?”

      The sudden question caught me off-guard. “What?”

      I probably seemed like a brainless moron. Maybe he had this effect on all women. 

      “Senior year is divided into two teams: Lux, to stand for light, and Tenebris, to stand for darkness.” 

      “Why would anyone want to stand for darkness?” I muttered. Vampires, demons, moonspawn… they were creatures of darkness. Not us. 

      Sura’s smile faded a little, and I wondered if I’d said something wrong. “Because without their duality, we would stand for nothing. Keep that in mind, Victoria the Beautiful. They spent freshman year hammering the elemental equation into our heads, and sophomore year was spent on sacred geometry.” 

      “Junior year was shades of morality,” Will said over his shoulder. “Two per team, twenty teams.”

      “And now we’ve moved to the final year, the greatest dichotomy of them all.” Sura’s arm flexed a little, just enough for me to feel the steel of dense muscle under my fingertips. Was that intentional? It had to be. “So, which one, beautiful?”

      “Lux, of course.” I still remembered the sting of the needle when I got my first sickle tattoo, celebrating my first moonspawn kill. Light would always drive out darkness. 

      “We’ll see.” I thought I saw a shadow cross Sura’s perfectly-sculpted features, but then that seductive smile was back so quickly I couldn’t be sure. “You look like you’ve got a dark side.”

      Without thinking, I looked away, unwilling to meet those glittering onyx eyes, until Will laughed. “She’s too sheltered to have a dark side.” 

      I glanced up at Sura. He smiled like the world was a joke and he was the only one in on it. 

      Sexy as it was, I had no interest in being the butt of that joke. The shit I’d seen would leave a dark mark on anyone. “Don’t we all have one?”

      The Caitland-Moore’s secret halls came to an abrupt halt, culminating in another set of gorgeous doors. These ones were huge, towering overhead, and the runes were burnished gold this time. “Seniors are the last to be divided.” Will gave me an impatient look, like I’d been holding him up the entire time. “The other years are already divided into teams and in their dorms.”

      He touched one of the doors, and it opened on its own with a low groan. 

      I caught a brief glimpse of an ivory chandelier hanging from a vaulted ceiling covered in frescoes, but the weight of nearly forty pairs of eyes landing on me drove the lovely architecture from my head. 

      The other seniors of Libra Academy watched as we walked in, all of them loosely grouped into what I realized was two factions. 

      They already knew their teams. Or at least they thought they did.

      Sura kept his grip on my arm and guided me after Will. Part of me wanted to tug away from him and walk in on my own, but I was feeling pretty dazzled in that moment. 

      Will might make fun of me for being podunk, but now I could see why. I was pretty sure there was more money in clothes, jewelry, and purses here than my family had ever seen. Through the sea of Rolexes, I spotted a pair of diamond stud earrings that put my Mom’s extravagant wedding band to shame, and a glance down showed numerous pairs of red-soled high heels. 

      I wanted to tell the girl in the six-inch heels that if she got in a fight while wearing those she was fucked, but being a pedantic twat was no way to make friends. She was already giving me a skeptical eye anyways, twirling one flawless chestnut curl around a manicured fingertip. 

      Christ, I was already developing a complex. My nails were filed down to the quick. Who wanted to break a nail while trying to take out a rabid moonspawn?

      “Is that the new sister, Will?” The casual, languid way she said his name suddenly made a lot about their relationship very clear. That was the way you said the name of someone you’d fucked. A lot.

      Honestly, she looked like his type. I wasn’t surprised. What I didn’t like was how she talked about me like I wasn’t there. 

      “Victoria Holmwood.” Now Will sounded like he was the corpse at the funeral. “New sister. Apolline Moreau. Ex-girlfriend.”

      Spot-fucking-on. If I ever wanted to, I could probably get a job as a second-rate psychic. 

      “Hey. Call me Tori.” I held out my hand to Apolline, who looked at it like I’d dredged it from under a dumpster. 

      Wow, okay. My nails weren’t that bad. 

      “Send her over to Lux.” Apolline jerked her dainty chin towards the opposite side. “We’re full.”

      The petty part of me wanted to burst out laughing. She seriously thought she was the Head Bitch in Charge over on Team Darkness and Death. What was this, a ‘join us, we have cookies’ joke?

      The rest of me was pissed as hell. What kind of person was that rude for no reason?

      “They haven’t divided us yet.” Will leaned against a pillar and crossed his arms over his chest. “You might be Lux.”

      His jade eyes flashed at me and away just as quickly. Might my asshole stepbrother actually be defending me, in his roundabout way?

      Sura just laughed at Apolline. “I’ll take Victoria the Beautiful over you any day, Polly-Wanna-Cracker.”

      Apolline flushed an ugly red color, and I wished I could turn back time five seconds to shut Sura up. Gorgeous as he was- and as tingly as that compliment had left me- I had a feeling his declaration had just earned me my first enemy at Libra. 

      All I wanted was to get through this year with top marks, no drama, and a stable, tolerant relationship with my stepbrother. 

      And maybe just a bite of Sura. 

      Or several. 

      Maybe a whole goddamn feast spread out over his brawny chest-

      “Welcome to your final year at Libra Academy, seniors.” A patrician voice rang through the hall, bouncing off marble walls and silencing the brewing murmurs. I was the only one who craned my neck to see the new speaker. “When the final semester concludes, your names will be etched into these illustrious halls. Your families will be honored. You will always have a clan name in Libra.”

      A tall, thin man moved toward us with languid strides, wearing a rumpled linen suit the color of bone with a vivid crimson tie. The colorless thatch of hair on top of his head was sticking up in all directions. I had the odd impression of a scarecrow with sea-legs when he walked.

      All in all, he was the last person I would’ve expected as the face of Libra Academy. 

      “Most of you already know me, but we have some new faces this year.” Yeah, right. Everyone’s eyes flicked to me for a second, but no one else. They were all too comfortable with each other to be anything other than friends and close acquaintances. A few of them even looked vaguely familiar, which was disconcerting. “I am Headmaster Burns, the sixty-second headmaster since Libra Academy’s founding in 1788. You will meet the rest of the faculty once you have been divided into your teams.” 

      Expectancy filled the air, students shifting silently with anticipation. Will exchanged an expectant look with Sura, and Apolline crossed her arms over her chest, her chin in the air. 

      Sura shifted next to me, and I breathed in another lungful of peppery-vanilla cologne. Maybe it was some of that weird pheromone cologne that was supposed to be like a human mating call. Whatever it was, it was working on me a little too well for comfort.

      “Ready, beautiful?” he whispered as Headmaster Burns untied a red ribbon from around a scroll. 

      “Who do you stand for, Sura?” I asked in a return whisper, even though I already knew the answer. He leaned in close, his lips almost touching my ear. A shiver ran down my spine. 

      “Always Tenebris. Maybe you should try it on for size.”

      “Fat chance.”

      Headmaster Burns unrolled the scroll and cleared his throat. “The prefect for Lux is… Aislin Liddell.”

      A round of polite applause sounded through the hall and a pretty dark-haired girl, tan and lithe with muscle, stepped forward to accept a golden pin. She took up a place at his right hand and beamed as several students, obviously her friends, clapped and cheered. 

      “The students appointed to stand for Lux are… Juno Endelyn. Silas Vaughan. Lara Dumont. Ethan Shaw. Caleb Wright. Beatrice Glover.” He read out ten names, and I didn’t realize I’d been holding my breath in anticipation until he reached the end of the list and I realized my name hadn’t been spoken. 

      The students chosen for Lux gathered behind Aislin, some reaching out to touch her shoulder or hand in congratulations. 

      I was going to stand for darkness. A weighty stone of disappointment churned in my stomach, but it wasn’t the end of the world. Not by a long shot.

       Sura grinned down at me. “Looks like my wish comes true, beautiful.”

      Headmaster Burns cleared his throat again and silence fell. Even though we were clearly the remainders, it seemed to be a tradition that they read it out anyways. “The prefect for Tenebris is William Godalming.”

      My mouth fell open and I shut it with a snap. Will was the prefect for Tenebris? 

      He hid my thongs in his father’s dresser, for fuck’s sake. They might as well have appointed a thirteen-year-old boy to the position.

      But Sura had released my arm to clap, along with the rest of Tenebris and most of Lux. Will accepted his gold pin without so much as a smile, standing stiffly at the Headmaster’s left hand. 

      “The students appointed to stand for Tenebris are Sergio Enver. Apolline Moreau. Selena Feldt. Gilcrist Rigel. Victoria Holmwood. Joshua Ferdinand. Lydia Hurst. Pheric Grant…”

      I automatically moved when I heard my name, joining the herd of students clustered near Will. Something touched a lock of my dark hair and I jerked, then realized Sura had playfully tugged me. If anyone else had done it, I might’ve punched them, but a butterfly of anticipation fluttered in my stomach instead.

      “This concludes the division between light and dark. As the year progresses, you will internalize the concepts of Lux and Tenebris, the eternal balance of the scales, and the duality of purpose.” Headmaster Burns rolled up the scroll once more. “You may depart for your dormitories. Good evening, students.”

      Aislin Liddell led Lux to the back of the hall, where they vanished into the right-hand door. 

      Will led us left.

      I found myself looking over a blonde girl’s shoulder, finding a long hallway with black walls, each white door labeled with a name. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to the order listed, and I finally found my own name and a small key hanging on a hook beside the nameplate. 

      Sandwiched right between Will and Sura.

      Bit suggestive, that. 

      Will took his key from the hook as Apolline elbowed past a gangly redheaded guy and snagged the key from the room directly across from mine. Awesome. 

      “Good night, Will,” I said, waving at him firmly, but he walked into his room and closed the door with a definitive snap, not sparing me a glance. 

      “‘Night,” Sura’s smoky voice said behind me. “Unless you want help unpacking?”

      Apolline opened her door and looked over her shoulder at us. The last thing I needed was for Polly-Wanna-Cracker to see me invite a tall, dark, handsome stranger into my room, and possibly my pants. 

      Which I had every intention of doing in the very near future, but tonight was not that night.

      “It’s one suitcase. Pretty sure I can handle it, thanks.” 

      “I was talking more about unpacking your disdain for the dark side by giving you a taste of no-holds-barred hedonism, but you know where to find me when you’re ready.”

      When, not if. 

      Holy shit, this guy had me pegged with a flaming arrow straight through my heart. And lady bits. 

      Apolline scoffed and shut her door.

      “That’s… um… a very generous offer.” What the fuck did someone say to that? They didn’t make slayers like this back home. Sura raised a dark eyebrow and tilted my chin up with one finger. 

      I couldn’t believe I was letting a guy tilt my chin up like I was in some sappy rom-com and we were about to make out in the rain, but here I was, in danger of one foot springing into the air. 

      “There is nothing generous about what I’m going to do to you.” His smoky voice was rough and thick, a low growl hidden just under his words and black eyes smoldering. 

      Every muscle in my body went taut, nipples hard as diamonds. I could put Tiffany’s to shame with the front of my shirt right now. 

      I was not here to get turned on in the hallway on my first night in a prestigious academy. 

      “As unbearably sexy as you make that sound, I’m going to have to listen to the voice of reason and turn it down. I’m here for an education in slaying, not hedonism.” I jerked away from his hand and unlocked my door. “‘Night, Sura.” 

      “If you say so, beautiful,” he purred, all six and a half feet of pure brawn leaning on the door frame. “Just remember- for you, my door is always open.”

      It took a lot of effort to close that door in his face, but by God I did it. And was immediately full of regret. 

      Did Fae electronics-frying abilities extend to vibrators?
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        CHAPTER TWO

        ________

      

      

      
        
        TORI

      

      

      Seniors in Libra Academy got their own rooms, thank God. Mine was simple, but it beat the cramped trailer Mom and I had been living in for the last three years by a long shot. 

      On the other hand, anything might’ve been better than the trailer, mostly because the reek of its previous moonspawn occupants made the whole thing smell like wet dog. 

      I had a queen-sized bed, a long dresser, a desk. A bookshelf in the corner was already stocked with the classics: Matsuyo’s Black Moon Trials, Pembroke’s Handy Guide to Eternal Damnation, and Dai Diyadin’s complete bestiary and encyclopedia series.

      The walls were light gray, and a soft charcoal rug covered the floorboards. Basic, spare, but everything I could’ve asked for. And ten times more comfortable than the Godalming mansion, where I was pretty sure even the household appliances were gold-plated.

      I rolled my suitcase to the end of the bed and threw open the two doors at the back of the room. One led to a small closet, and the other opened on a private bathroom with a walk-in shower. 

      With a sigh of relief, I unpacked, hanging up my clothes next to several sets of uniforms that had already been tailored to my measurements that summer. The Libra uniform was more function than fashion: crisp white shirts with a black tie, black pants with just enough stretch for a fight but not so thin they’d shred against asphalt, and a black leather jacket imbued against ichor and fangs. 

      That was one point in their favor. After walking into a roomful of Prada and diamonds, I’d half-expected the uniform to be some dinky little schoolgirl skirt and heels. That might’ve been enough to make me reconsider sticking around.

      The last object out of my suitcase was a photograph, the silver frame touched with lampblack at the edges, the upper right corner of the photo bubbled and curled. 

      But the subject of the image was untouched by the fire: me and James, sitting on the back porch of our house with our arms wrapped around each other, grinning at the camera. We’d been so happy, completely unaware that six months later that house would be a pile of charred rubble, and James would be dead. I didn’t remember grabbing the photo as Mom pulled me from the roaring structure fire, but it was the only thing that had survived the inferno.

      I touched the glass over James’ face. We weren’t twins, but we looked alike: both of us had Father’s thick dark hair and amber eyes, and Mom’s high cheekbones and pointed chin. 

      I set the photo on my nightstand, angling it so I would wake up every morning and see James smiling at me. 

      “I’m here, Jim-Jam,” I said, sitting down and sinking into the mattress. “At Libra, where you always wanted to be.”

      For a moment my throat swelled tight, so painful it was impossible to draw a breath. 

      “I know I was never really all that great at schoolwork, but I’m going to buckle down on this and get our name on these walls. Even though our new stepbrother hates me, and I’m pretty sure his ex-girlfriend does, too.”

      James just smiled back at me. 

      “But Sura seems okay. So maybe it won’t be all that bad.” The knot in my throat started to loosen a little. “Surprised he’s friends with Will, though. I’m trying so hard to just get along with him- he doesn’t need to like me, but a little less hostility would be nice.”

      If honey doesn’t capture the flies, set those fuckers on fire instead, James would’ve said. 

      “I can’t set my stepbrother on fire, James. Seriously, what kind of advice is that?”

      I glanced at the opposite wall. Will would be putting his own belongings away on the other side, probably still bitter that his obnoxious stepsister just had to tag along-

      Something hit the wall with a heavy thud. I leaped off the bed, every muscle in my body coiled tight and a knife in my palm within a second. 

      Another thud, and another. My heart pounded in my throat.

      I reached for the doorknob, my brain automatically flicking through the potential complications- what sort of creature could infiltrate Libra? A greater demon? The Fae? - when a loud moan cut through the thuds. 

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      My desk was rattling from the thuds as Will fucked whoever was screaming like a goddamn banshee on the other side of the wall. Libra was supposed to be a classy place; they couldn’t have made the walls out of something thicker than toilet paper?

      “It sounds like attempted murder than a good time,” I muttered. 

      Even though the girl’s screams and moans were ridiculous, verging on operatic, I could picture Will’s broad shoulders, the ripples and valleys of his chest and stomach, the lean muscles of his legs, all too clearly. He’d spent enough time showing them off poolside and in the training room this summer after the wedding, much to my dismay. 

      The thuds slowed down, and suddenly the sound of a mattress squeaking joined the Symphony of Sex I Wasn’t Having.

      I banged on the wall once, hoping he’d get the hint, but the squeaks only grew faster.

      “Fuck this,” I muttered. I grabbed my pajamas and toiletry bag and headed for the bathroom. 

      The rush of steaming-hot water drowned out the sound of Will’s mattress and the Orgasm Banshee. I breathed out a sigh of relief, squirted my favorite coconut shampoo in my palm and slapped it in my hair, and-

      A deep, satisfied groan emanated from the other side of the tiled shower wall. 

      “There is absolutely no way,” I whispered.

      I slowly scrubbed the shampoo in my hair, praying to every deity known to mankind that it was just the groan of a pipe, but another strained, low, and all-too-masculine sound made it very clear that it wasn’t. 

      Whatever, or whoever, Sura was doing, the sounds he was making sent jolts through every nerve ending in my body. He would be in his own shower, the water beading on his dark skin, rolling off his brawny shoulders and torso like pearls…

      I couldn’t do this. I ducked my head back under the water, rinsed myself clean and practically bolted out of the shower. 

      With the water turned off on my side, Sura’s low groans and hitches of breath were even clearer, even over the rush of the water next door. 

      I wrung out my dripping hair over the shower tile and paused against my better judgment, my heart in my throat and every inch of skin feeling tight. 

      Sura was the only one making a sound. There was no girl unless she was silent. So… he was probably gripping himself in his fist right now, slowly pumping his cock- which was probably huge, there was no way a guy that big wasn’t packing a proportional-

      No. My god, I had no business thinking about them that way. I should’ve told myself Sura was off-limits from the first moment I laid eyes on him. We were teammates. This was an academy, not an all-I-could-eat hunk buffet.

      I retreated to the bedroom, wishing I had earplugs, headphones, anything to drown out the Banshee’s climactic aria. 

      How was Will even going this long? Did he take black market hedgewitch stamina potion? The poor girl wouldn’t be able to talk tomorrow if they kept this up much longer. 

      I craned my head to look at James’ smiling face. “I did this for you,” I told him. “This is pure torture, I’ll have you know.”

      My nipples were still tight and hard from the memory of Sura’s groans, nerves humming with some sickening, forbidden desire. 

      A second later I was digging in my suitcase, searching for the vibrator… which was fried from walking by the captive Faerie. Just my luck. 

      This had to be a purposeful, coordinated attack against my sanity.

      Almost half an hour later, I broke. It was eleven o’ clock at night. We had our first day of classes tomorrow, Sura’s groans had moved to the bed on the other side of the wall, and the Banshee was growing hoarse. The final straw was the rapid-fire bang-bang-bang-bang-bang of Will’s desk against my wall and a particularly grating scream. 

      I was over it. They wanted to hear some real noise pollution?

      I let out a loud, drawn-out moan, pushing every ounce of pent-up frustration and irritation into it, and was gratified to hear Will’s banging falter. 

      Three could play this game. Sura’s groans hitched, and I let out another, really putting one-hundred-percent-effort into my acting chops and banging on the wall with one fist.

      Imagining Sura stretched out on the bed on the other side of the wall made it easier to let go. I put the Banshee to shame with my moaning, making them as silky and drawn-out as possible, hitching my breath in just the right places.

      The wall banged, one, two, three more times, and stopped. I fought back a grin between moans as a strident girl’s voice came through Will’s side of the wall, and a door slammed a second later.

      The sudden silence was a blessing rained down by Heaven. I gave them another five minutes of vocal performance and banging, driving my point home about how fucking obnoxious it was to have such inconsiderate neighbors, and finally let the moans taper off. 

      My victory was hollow, though. Envisioning Sura and Will naked, driving into me, their teeth grazing my skin, just had me craving real sex, my skin prickling and stomach flipping slowly.

      Not from them, though. Definitely not them.

      I slipped a hand under the covers, trying to envision anyone else, but it was Will and Sura who popped into my head as I touched myself. I bit my lip, keeping it silent, but when my back arched and the climax exploded through me, I heard Sura groan again next door, a sound that was quickly stifled. 

      Maybe he did have someone over there… but it wasn’t my problem. 

      I just hoped I didn’t dream about the bastards, too.
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        * * *

      

      The soft chiming of bells woke me from a restless sleep, filling my room and my head until I sat bolt upright in bed. 

      The chiming immediately stopped. 

      I dragged myself out of bed and pulled on a uniform, then wrangled my wild hair into a sleek bun. Most slayers who wanted to live to a ripe old age shaved their heads, ridding themselves of a potential handhold for enemies, but my hair was one of my few concessions to vanity. If anyone touched that bun, they were getting their hand chopped off. I’d only concede to shaving my head when I was too old to lift a sword.

      I hadn’t seen the crest over the leather jacket’s heart until I pulled it on: a silvery set of balance scales, with the sun and moon cradled on either side. They’d provided a belt and thigh holster, a standard-issue cold iron dagger, and a short sword. 

      I felt stiff and out of place. It was a far cry from hunting down moonspawn in my ripped jeans from the back of a rusted old pick-up, with nothing but my grandfather’s sword at my side.

      God, Will was right. I really was podunk, so far out of my element I might as well have been matriculating on the moon. 

      Before I left, I picked up the picture frame and kissed James. “Wish me luck, Jim-Jam.”

      Break a leg, Tori, he said in my mind. Better yet, break theirs.

      Now there was advice I could get behind. 

      I locked the door behind me and followed the other Tenebris students straggling down the hall. A guy with dark hair and glasses looked at me sideways as I passed, but I put my chin up and ignored him. It’s not like everyone else’s parents weren’t paying for their tuition, too. I had just as much a right to be here as they did. 

      There was a door in the back of the glittering atrium where we’d been assigned our teams last night, and beyond that was the cafeteria, a circular room with low, cozy lighting and groups of round tables, each heaped with communal trays of food.

      Even though the tables were scattered, it was clear that the divide between Lux and Tenebris ruled even here. Lux’s prefect, Aislin Liddell, had taken over the right side of the room with her team, while Will and Sura lounged over on the left. 

      Will’s arm was draped around a mousy blonde girl, Selena Feldt. He gave me a long glance from under his dark lashes, not even a trace of shame on his sculpted face, but that familiar glint of malice was still there. 

      Sura had his arm draped over the empty chair next to him, but his look was much less oblique, a little grin playing at the edges of his full lips.

      I pulled out the chair next to the empty one and opened my mouth. Good morning was what I’d meant to say, but instead a chorus of loud moans interrupted me. 

      A syrupy-slow smirk cut across Will’s face and Selena burst out laughing. 

      “Are you serious-”

      “Ohh, ohhhh, ooohhh,” Will moaned, his voice rising in a girly lilt at the end. “Have a good time last night, Tori?” 

      I glared at him, frozen next to the chair, hating that a faint flush rose on my cheekbones like a badge of shame. They’d started it- and now they were turning my own revenge back on me. “Says the guy who was trying to hump his desk right through my wall-”

      I was drowned out by another round of high-pitched moans, some of the other guys joining in and laughing. 

      Every time I opened my mouth, they’d start all over, and my hand twitched on the back of the chair. 

      Sick, black rage rose under the irritation, boiling through my veins like ichor. All I wanted to do was fulfill my dead brother’s dreams, but these spoiled, juvenile brats wanted to play dumb games. 

      Sura raised an eyebrow, his eyes on my white-knuckled fingers. “Leave her alone,” he said lazily, and patted the chair next to him. “I’ve got your seat right here, beautiful.”

      The other Tenebris guys- Gilcrist, Joshua, and Pheric- quit moaning, but they were still chuckling like children at the next table over. Apolline slid into the seat next to Selena.

      “Join us, Tori.” She took a tiny pile of berries sparkling with sugar and poured a cup of tea. “You can regale us with tales of the trailer park.”

      There was a small part of me that wanted to shove the chair back in and slink off to wait for class, still red with shame and fury. The larger part of me was far too angry to back down now.

      I sat next to Sura, taking a deep breath to calm myself. So, we’d all gotten off on the wrong foot. Bridges could be mended, bygones be bygones.

      “Good morn-”

      Another chorus of moans blasted through the cafeteria. 

      Selena leaned forward, but not far enough to lose body contact with Will. “Were you getting off on listening to your brother fuck me?” she asked. This close, her eyelashes were so blonde they were almost white. “That’s such a weird, gross thing to do.”

      She couldn’t have burned this bridge more thoroughly if she’d soaked it with gasoline and dropped a match. 

      “You wanna know what’s weird and gross?” I asked, shouting to be heard over the chorus of girly moans trying to drown me out. I’d never seen Will look happier at my irritation. “Trying your damnedest to become the next Scream Queen nominee while someone’s fucking you, you sound like a banshee trying to take it up the ass!”

      Selena’s eyes went wide for a second and Will’s fake moaning turned into a laugh. He turned it into a cough, his expression immediately hardening. 

      Sura’s booming laughter cut right through the rest of the moans, and a moment of silence fell. 

      “At least I don’t have to get off by listening to other people,” Selena said. Between her and Apolline, if looks could kill, I might’ve actually had something to worry about. “Nobody here would touch trash like you if Sitri himself came up and commanded it.”

      My lip curled. The demon prince Sitri, ruler of incubi and succubi, could make men and women, even slayers, go mad with lust over each other with a touch. “Guess it’s a good thing that none of you are worthy of laying a finger on me.”

      It was obvious from the sparkle in her eyes that she couldn’t resist the dare. Selena sneered and she reached for me, maybe thinking she would flick my face, humiliate me with a slap, but she didn’t make it that far. 

      I gripped her hand and bent it backwards, twisting her wrist back towards her chest. Selena shrieked and drew back, but there was nowhere to go, and I found myself leaning over Sura’s lap to pin her down, her bones creaking under my grip. 

      “I said none of you are worthy of touching me,” I said quietly. The entire cafeteria was silent as a tomb. Selena stared back up at me with wide eyes, her nostrils flared. “That means keep your fucking hands out of my face, or I’ll give you something really worth screaming about.”

      I exerted a touch more pressure, just enough to draw a gasp before I released her. 

      Will’s jade eyes lingered on my face as I sat back down and began piling food on my plate.

      Apolline finished her tiny pile of berries and pushed her seat back, and Selena followed, refusing to look at me or Will. 

      I glared at my stepbrother as I ate, trying to discern the tiny tells of emotion on his stoic face, but he was almost completely inscrutable. 

      “I’m curious, Tori,” he finally said, his elegant fingers tracing the rim of his water glass. “What did you find so… stimulating last night?”

      Sura’s gaze bored into me as I leaned forward. All my good will had been used up for the day, and not even fifteen minutes had passed in the company of other students. “Well, it certainly wasn’t the sound of your graceless jackhammering. I won’t claim to be a professional in these matters, but you sounded more like power machinery than a good lay.”

      Will had been looking at me with a strange expression, like he was waiting to see which way the winds blew before he committed to an emotion, but it subtly hardened into cruelty. “You’re in over your head, Tori. I tried to warn you.”

      “And I warned you that I won’t back down, so you might as well stop trying to convince me to. Besides, she looked pretty whipped to me.” 

      He just shook his head and got up. The Libra uniform fit him perfectly, highlighting his broad shoulders, the heavy muscles of his thighs… and I stopped my gaze from going any further, focusing on the little gold pin on his jacket instead. “We aren’t your kind. Best to keep your eyes open for snakes in the grass.”

      I suppressed a shudder. I hated snakes; they were worse than Merihem’s plague imps, and that was really saying something. 

      Before I could retort, Will had followed the Tenebris girls. 

      “Whatever you found so entertaining,” Sura said in my ear, his voice husky and breath warm. Goosebumps instantly rose all over my body and my head snapped around. His gaze was as dark as a starless sky and just as mysterious. “I’m looking forward to you finding it again.” 

      “I was just fucking with you both, Sura,” I said, feeling drained already. Was this going to be the next nine months of my life, fielding constant derision and scorn just to have the family name on a plaque?

      James wouldn’t have given up. He would’ve put these assholes in their place and taken his rightful spot at the top. I would do no less. 

      “I don’t think so, Victoria the Ravishing.” He touched my earlobe, tracing that tiny bit of flesh and no more. Every nerve in my body was hyper-focused on that one spot. “I know desire when I hear it.” 

      Okay, so maybe I’d been hyped up on adrenaline and unfulfilled urges, but he was reading way too far into it. I’d just wanted to ruin their night as much they’d ruined mine.

      “Sure. Next thing you’ll be telling me you’re one of Sitri’s lust-touched worshippers.” I rolled my eyes and popped the last blackberry in my mouth, crystallized sugar melting on my tongue. “I didn’t want to hear you, either.” 

      His smile had dropped, and without it, he actually looked dangerous. His rough, chiseled features were beautiful, but there was a darkness behind them. 

      “Really? You’re actually upset that I don’t want to listen to you jerk off?” Mostly because it got me hot and bothered and my only vibrator was so much dead plastic. “Grow up, Sura.”

      A moment later he wore a carnal grin. Maybe I’d just imagined that brooding, dark-eyed look. “You don’t have to listen to me, as long as I get to listen to you.” 

      “Being neighbors doesn’t mean we have some weird, voyeuristic arrangement. I was faking. I wanted to mess with you.”

      “Yeah?” He tugged my earlobe the tiniest bit. “So, what do you sound like when it’s real?” 

      I leaned in close, falling into the onyx of his eyes. Where Will’s were the sea in summer, Sura’s were the depths of the endless ocean. “Do you really want to know?” My voice got all breathy, but I couldn’t tell how much was acting, and how much was Sura’s effect on me.

      His tongue darted out and ran over his lower lip. His fingers had stilled against my neck. “Very, very badly, Victoria the Tease.”

      “Wow, very, very badly?” I was so close, my lips brushed his ear, his peppery smell filling my nose and sending a jolt right between my thighs. The front of his trousers was bulging, big enough to confirm my theory last night. Dear God. “It sounds like…” I nipped his earlobe and was rewarded with the slightest intake of breath from him. “A sexual harassment report with Headmaster Burns.”

      I drew back and he released his breath, eyes glittering. “That’s too bad. I was thinking you might sound like the most beautiful thing on this earth… if you had something better than jackhammering or your own fingers, that is.” 

      For a second I went cold and then hot, wondering how he’d known- he couldn’t possibly know what I’d done before falling asleep. Now all I pictured was Sura sliding into me, Sura’s tongue running up my thigh, Sura taking me from behind, his hands in my hair...

      He gave me a grin that was anything but innocent and stood up. “Let’s move before we’re late, beautiful.” 

      I liked the way he said we a little too much. Sura was no good for me.
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        CHAPTER THREE

        ________

      

      

      
        
        WILL

      

      

      She sat in the front of class on Tenebris’ side, a notebook already open and a pen in her hand, concentrating on Professor Knightley. Everyone else was still bleary-eyed, slumped in their seats, chins propped on hands, but Victoria Holmwood was fiercely focused.

      The only one who cared. 

      The only one who shouldn’t be here.

      Professor Knightley stood in front of an enormous desk, looking out over the horse-shoe of student desks. As always, Tenebris took left, Lux right. 

      Tori had claimed the end of the horse-shoe, right next to Sura. He had his orders, but there was something in the way he looked at her that had my nerves on edge. Calling her ‘Victoria the Beautiful’ wasn’t in his script, and I didn’t appreciate that particular deviation. 

      Problem was, I couldn’t even twist his little nickname into mockery. Tori was beautiful, with almond-shaped eyes the color of honey, flecked with green, and a tiny smatter of freckles over the bridge of her nose. Her lips were quicker to smile than not. My worst dreams always involved running my hands through her sable hair.

      Worse, under the beauty there was steel. She was a slayer through and through, in a way that soft schoolgirls like Apolline Moreau had yet to experience. 

      In a way I had yet to experience. 

      The little red moon-sickles inked inside her wrist pissed me off every time I saw them. Congratu-fucking-lations, Tori, you killed five rabid, half-starved moonspawn. Wow. 

      That didn’t change the fact that my wrists were still bare.

      “Welcome to your final year in Libra Academy.” Knightley’s deep voice boomed over the classroom. He was a hulking man with scar-knotted ebony skin and a permanent limp. A raid-gone-wrong on a demonic trafficking compound somewhere in the Nevada badlands had landed him here in the classroom, instead of out there on the front lines. “Almost everybody in this classroom should have a solid baseline education established- you might need to brush up, Ferdinand and Rigel, if you do not pay attention in my class. I will not be assigning extra credit assignments this year. It’s do or die.”

      Tori was staring at Knightley so hard I was surprised he didn’t catch on fire. This whole spiel was for her benefit. 

      “First semester will be spent on the finer points of hunting and slaying demons, vampires, moonspawn, and Fae.” Tori jotted his curriculum, her brow furrowed in concentration. “Next week we’ll begin our hands-on practical missions out in the city as well. Second semester will dive deeper into the classes and divisions of those species- the vampire courts, moonspawn pack hierarchy and strategy, and demonic summoning.”

      I kept my eyes on the blackboard for most of his speech, but my gaze kept drifting to my stepsister. Hot, bitter venom welled in me when I saw her. I’d like nothing more than to see her dumped back in the trailer park she came from with her usurping bitch of a mother. 

      “Third semester will be work on your final project: your job will be to find and take down a Shadowed World anomaly, be it a moonspawn nest, a demon spawn-portal, or a vampire bleeding ground, as a team. No solitary work will be accepted for a grade. If you manage your final project without dying, Libra will be glad to see you all graduated as slayers with full honors.”

      Constance Holmwood was as useless as a slayer came. Only Father’s blind, and frankly incomprehensible, obsession with the wispy blonde woman was keeping her alive now, holed up safe in Godalming Manor where no big, bad, scary demons could reach her. 

      She didn’t hold a candle to Michèle Godalming, and yet it was the superior slayer’s memory which had been erased like so much dust in the wind. I’d searched my home high and low, looking for any sign my mother had ever existed: a picture, a letter, even a strand of her red hair… but there was nothing. Since Constance and Victoria had walked into our lives, Father had erased every trace that Mother had lived there, hoping to make his new bride more comfortable.

      All that was left of her was a white headstone in a quiet cemetery, remains forgotten and moldering underground. 

      I could thank Tori for that, for obliterating all traces of my mother, all because her own mother was an empty-headed little twit who couldn’t stand knowing she could never fill Michèle’s shoes. 

      The summer had been hell, having to see Father walk around with Constance always on his arm, acting like everything had always been happy and care-free. Like we hadn’t spent three years in stiff, cold silence, my mother’s absence a glacial gulf between us. 

      Then there was Tori, everywhere I looked. Father was so taken with her, running his thumb over the sickle-marks on her wrist, asking what flavor of fucking ice cream she and Constance liked best, outfitting the training room for her needs, offering her a full-ride scholarship to Libra to make his replacement wife happy…

      I knew why he loved his new family so much, gloating over how beautiful they were, how nice it was to have life and happiness in the manor again. Because he didn’t have to think about Mother when he looked at them. He didn’t have to remember that her death was his fault.

      But because I was hers, he would never see anything but Michèle when he looked at me. 

      I’d have taken the frigid coldness between myself and Father over knowing he’d replaced Mother like she’d been nothing but a footnote in our lives, when she’d really been the heart.

      Tori sat back in her chair and Sura leaned a touch closer. Christ, if he needed to get laid that badly, he could have Apolline. Tori was off-limits. 

      I gritted my teeth as Knightley continued, limping to the desk and shuffling through his notes. 

      It would all be so much easier if my stepsister disgusted me on a physical level, but the memory of her moans last night was mixed with my memories of Tori back home in the training room, every curve of her body under the tight shorts and tank tops she wore, olive skin shining with sweat. 

      All the blood in my body rushed straight to my cock and I shifted uncomfortably. I could go find Selena again after class, provided she kept her mouth shut. After the music of Tori’s voice, Selena’s screaming would just sound like a half-dead beached whale.

      Maybe I’d just gag her.

      I’d closed my eyes while I was in Selena and imagined Tori’s long legs wrapped around my waist, her honey eyes heavy-lidded while she moaned in that slightly-raspy contralto, and came harder than I ever had in my life. 

      Self-loathing had immediately crashed over me in a sickening tidal wave. 

      She’d taken my place in Father’s heart, erased Mother, and thought she was the better slayer because she had a few more tattoos. Now she’d infected my mind against my will.

      I’d fucking ruin her. 

      Sura leaned over and whispered in her ear, and she glanced at him with a faint smirk on her lips, her mouth opening to say something. 

      Her eyes drifted past him, catching me staring back at her. 

      It wasn’t hard to glare at people with total searing disdain. I’d perfected it by practicing on Father. She blanched and looked back at Knightley.

      “Did you have something to share with the teams, Enver, Holmwood?” Knightley leveled his dark glare on Sura, who shook his head. 

      “I have a question, sir.” Of course she had a question. She was probably going to snake right into his good graces and make life hell for the rest of us. It’s what she was best at.

      Knightley raised an eyebrow, waiting.

      “You said we’re covering vampires, moonspawn, demons, and the Fae,” she said, tapping her pen on her notebook with the name of each Shadowed World race.

      “Yes, Holmwood. They do encompass the majority of the Shadowed World.”

      “What about angels?” 

      Instead of ripping into her, Knightley crossed his arms over his chest with a slight frown. Half of Tenebris started tittering, followed by most of Lux. 

      “God is dead, you blithering idiot,” Apolline snapped, leaning forward in her chair. “Heaven is sealed. Why would we worry about them?”

      My ex-girlfriend was the real blithering idiot, but that was neither here nor there. 

      Aislin Liddell made a derisive noise from the other side of the room. “Some of us don’t believe that, Moreau.” The rest of Lux immediately shut up, following their prefect’s lead.

      Knightley glanced at Aislin, his dark eyes lingering on her crown of blue-black hair. “You two believe God lives?”

      Tori nodded, holding her chin in the air, and met Aislin’s eyes across the room in solidarity.

      I needed to nip that burgeoning acquaintanceship in the bud before it blossomed into actual respect. I couldn’t afford Tori having a haven of friendship.

      “Some of us here would disagree with you after what we’ve seen.” Knightley’s smile was bitter. “But far be it from me to deny you hope.”

      “But what if Heaven was unsealed?” Tori pushed. God, what a suck-up. “You have a dead angel in your foyer set up like a centerpiece. You think the Kingdom of Heaven would overlook that insult to their dead just because we’re on the same team?”

      Aislin was nodding with my stepsister’s accurate but moot point, her clear blue eyes fixed on Knightley. Her deep crush on him was transparent to everyone but the prof himself. 

      “If Heaven is ever unsealed, Holmwood… there is no force in this world that could save us.” Knightley’s face had grown a little tighter, same as it always did when his ruined knee was paining him. “There’s nothing I could teach you that would help you survive an avenging angel. You would be better off praying for a quick death.”

      “Which would be a waste, because it’s never going to happen.” Apolline drummed her nails on the table and rolled her eyes. 

      Tori just shrugged. “Probably not. But I’d rather believe that God lives than believe only Lucifer survived the war.” 

      “We covered this two years ago,” Apolline said snidely. “While you were in the trailer park. Maybe you should just shut it already? You’re wasting valuable class time.”

      Apolline had never cared about class time before. I held back a scoff and let Tori soak in the humiliation. Faint pink flags had risen on her cheeks. “For an institution that lauds itself as the top of its kind, I did in fact expect an education on angels, too.” 

      “It was a worthy question, Moreau,” Aislin said, and my idiot ex didn’t dare snap back at a prefect. 

      “Regardless of our views on God, it’s time to move on to an overview of our actual plan.” 

      Knightley limped to the board and began drawing the spheres of the Shadowed World. “We’ll start with vampires this year. The Clouded Court has shown signs of upheaval lately, and it’s likely they’ll become pertinent for your third-semester project. Who remembers the current king?”

      “Jean Guilloux,” Aislin said promptly. 

      “I’d put good money down that’ll change within the year. A few new contenders have moved in on Clouded Court territory over the summer, including Càel the White Wolf and his sisters, the Morrìgna. Rumor has it their Maker might be involved as well.”

      Several of the girls in the room shifted when they heard Càel’s name, some of them whispering to each other with little smirks. Tori gave them an opaque look. 

      So, she didn’t approve of slayers lusting over vampires. That was something to keep in mind when we went out to Club Bathory.

      “When you young, invincible folk head out to the clubs this weekend-” Knightley held up a hand, silencing the few protests- “remember the rules of their court. They are the only rules that will stand between you and a slow death.” 

      I kept a careful eye on Tori, whose pen was poised against the page. 

      For someone who was brimming with knowledge of moonspawn, she’d never had much experience with vampires. She came from Port Leona, a small town next to a sunny beach, exactly the kind of climate vampires hated. Another tidbit that might tip the scales in my favor. 

      “Respect their monarch, first and foremost. Never offer your blood- it’s not compulsory for slayers entering their courts, only humans. And do not kill them on their own territory, or the others will swarm.” 

      Tori surreptitiously scrawled the bare-bones rules down, and an idea shimmered at the back of my mind. 

      The rest of the class passed in relative peace, and when Knightley released us to the training grounds, I was polishing the rough details on my plans for Tori. Sura led her ahead of the rest of Tenebris, walking a little closer to her than was really necessary. 

      What the fuck did he think he was playing at?

      I couldn’t tear my eyes from Tori’s profile when we walked into the massive gym, an underground slice of nature than had been carefully terraformed into biomes that replicated multiple environments: a flat, grassy plain, a section of jungle forest with dips and ravines, an urban sprawl of concrete, glass, and pipes.

      She looked amazed, craning her head to take it all in. What a bumpkin.

      Selena hung on my arm, giggling and saying something inane to Apolline, and I regretted asking her into my room last night. She’d been something to do, a distraction from my own irritation, but Tori had ruined that by superimposing herself in my head.

      I shook Selena off and caught up to Sura. Tori had wandered ahead, examining the edges of a freshwater swamp. 

      “Getting cozy with the target?” I muttered.

      Sura shrugged, finally dragging his eyes away from my stepsister. We’d met our first year in Libra, when my grief was still fresh and raw like an open wound. He’d become my best friend almost immediately after we teamed up to knock out Silas Vaughan, the annoying little cunt who’d thought he could get away with feeling up my girlfriend at the time.

      I no longer cared about Apolline, but Sura… sometimes I felt so close to him it frightened me. Like he was connected to me with invisible strings, my actions affecting his and vice versa. There was something weird about Sura; sometimes when I saw him, I could swear that reality was changing in front of my eyes, that he didn’t have clan tattoos, or that his skin was a slightly different color. 

      But that was impossible. The Enver necklace was tattooed right there on his neck, the Bracelets of Fortune clearly limned on his wrists. And I didn’t care about Sura’s weirdness, anyways. He was loyal and steadfast, my best friend when everything felt like it was falling apart around me.

      Right now, he looked obnoxiously awake, almost jittery with energy. He’d come to breakfast with way more zest than a six a.m. wake-up call warranted, especially after we’d committed to our plan to piss off Tori all night with groaning and the loudest sex possible.

      “You told me she was an annoying bitch.” Sura’s eyes drifted back to Tori like she was a lodestone. “She’s not annoying at all. Or a bitch.”

      “You didn’t have her living in your house all summer.”

      Tori was wandering a little close to the alligator pen. Part of me hoped she’d fall in. 

      “She’s fucking luscious,” Sura murmured. “Look at that ass.”

      I wasn’t going to look at that ass. It was the kind of ass I wanted to sink my teeth into, and I already had a hard enough time wrestling with that mental image because I’d seen a lot of that ass in cut-off shorts this summer. 

      “She’s probably got the sweetest pussy you’ve ever tasted. I’ve got an eye for that sort of thing.” 

      Tori’s husky moans echoed in my ears. Would she make those sounds if I laid her out across my bed and pinned her long legs apart, sucked her clit between my lips and pushed my tongue into her? 

      A prying hand cupped my stiffening cock and I jerked, looking down into Selena’s pale eyes. I’d never had an erection wilt that fast in my life. 

      “Get the fuck off me.”

      Selena withdrew and slunk away, glaring at me over her shoulder. She was too timid to snap back, which was fine with me. There was no way I could fuck that harpy again, anyway. Her screeching was the single most irritating thing I’d ever heard.

      I was getting painfully hard picturing Victoria Holmwood, the evil stepsister, the one who was responsible for Mother’s memory fading into mist. The sole reason I had nothing left of Michèle Godalming. 

      “I’m not going to force your hand on this, Sura,” I said quietly. “You’re your own man. But whether you’re with me or against me, Tori Holmwood isn’t getting through this semester intact.”

      He was taut, his eyes on Tori, his body leaning towards me. I felt those strange, invisible strings again, trying to pull us together onto the same path. 

      It was disconcerting, but I pushed back my unease. He was my best friend. We were a team.

      After what felt like a small eternity, Sura swallowed hard. “I’m always with you, Will,” he said, his voice gruff.

      I didn’t realize how tense I’d become, how unsure I was of Sura’s allegiance, until my muscles relaxed with an almost painful relief. 

      Tori turned away from the swamp and headed back to us. I took in the sway of her curvy hips, the shadows in her eyes, and the picture of Tori sitting on my desk, stripped down to naked skin and wrapped around my cock, flashed back into my head. 

      I indulged the idea for a few more seconds, how tight she’d be, her heavy breasts swaying with every thrust, teeth buried in my shoulder. 

      Would seeing her humiliated be as satisfying?

      I was willing to bet the answer was yes. 

      A murmur went through the group and I stepped to the front of Tenebris. Our training grounds tutor, Professor Ermengol, watched us all with her arms crossed over her chest. She was a petite, hard-faced woman in her fifties, with white streaked through her short dark hair, wearing the body-skimming enchanted armor of a full-fledged slayer. 

      She held up her hand and revealed an acorn-sized glass orb nestled in her palm, glowing a pale green. “There’s a matching orb somewhere in the forest,” Ermengol said. For such a small slayer, she was loud as hell, bellowing the words. “First team to retrieve it owes me one hundred push-ups. Losing team owes a thousand.”

      Not a single slayer hesitated.

      Tori was just ahead of me, sprinting towards the forest biome, and a dark shape came at her from the corner of my eye, hands reaching for her wrist. I grabbed Juno Endelyn and drove my elbow into her neck before tossing her aside. 

      Ermengol’s bellow echoed behind us “ENDELYN! To Mater Dolorum!”

      One down, nine enemies between us and that orb. 

      Ephraim pulled ahead of Tori and made the mistake of pausing instead of plunging into the forest. She nailed him like a freight train, sent the guy flying into a tree, and skidded down the embankment of a ravine without missing a beat. 

      Okay, that was pretty hot, I had to admit. 

      Still hated her, though.

      Aislin had two teammates flanking her, and they crested the hill over the ravine, leaving the rest of Lux to face Tenebris. Bad move. 

       I tipped my chin and my team scattered, ganging up on Lux’s remainders. 

      Sura picked up Silas and lifted him overhead to toss him back out of the biome. Tori watched him with a rapt expression, her eyes glittering. There was no way, absolutely no way she was getting turned on by that. 

      Beatrice Glover slid down the embankment behind her, and I watched with bated breath as my stepsister spun on her heel and executed a perfect snap-kick, her boot thunking right into Bea’s tits. 

      Sura let out a low growl and punched Ethan in the face, knocking the guy out cold, and Tori sucked in her lower lip, giving Sura a slow up-and-down look that spoke volumes about her thoughts. 

      Another Lux guy tried to come at her from the side but she grabbed his arm, yanked it over her shoulder, and threw him over her back. His breath was knocked out of his lungs in a sharp oof when he landed in the mud. 

      My traitorous best friend took a step closer to her, firmly planting his palm on a girl’s face and holding her at arm’s length, and Tori threw her elbow backwards to catch Caleb’s nose. They were only a foot away, staring into each other’s eyes like they were hypnotized.

      Un-fucking-believable.

      Caleb stumbled away, cursing and gushing blood like a fountain.

      “Sura, take down Aislin.” I cut through their sexual tension like cold iron through a Faerie. “Tori, get your mind out of the gutter and stay on the objective.”

      They both spun away from each other like they’d been burned, Tori’s cheeks turning red. She sent another Lux girl to her knees with a haymaker that had my cock stirring. 

      When most of Lux was groaning on the ground, bleeding, or both, I gathered the remainder of Tenebris. Everyone was gleaming with sweat, panting, and looked thrilled as fuck. 

      “Remember Ermengol’s lessons last year?” I asked, stepping on Ethan’s hand. “Look for the most obvious answer first. Aislin just left her team to eat shit because she thought it was supposed to be a challenge. Half go left in the ravine, half go right. It’ll be out in the open. Tori, you’re new, so you’re coming with me.”

      Her nostrils flared the tiniest bit, the only show of her irritation at me giving orders, but there was a little hope there, too. I couldn’t wait to crush it underfoot. 

      “Split up.” I turned, my boots crunching on the smooth pebbles at the bottom of the ravine. Tori was a shadow at my side. 

      Tenebris dissipated, spreading out to check the perimeter of the forest biome. By now, Aislin and her trusted two were probably close to the middle, in the dense, more jungle-like areas that held hidden traps, but Sura, being a tank of a human being, was more than enough to keep them busy.

      The ravine gave way to a little gully, complete with an idyllic burbling waterfall. Tori raised her eyebrows. She moved with light, cat-like steps, only the rustle of cloth giving away her position. 

      I stopped short of the blue-green stones lining the pond, but she kept going out of curiosity, just as I thought she would.

      A swarm of tiny ondines burst out of the pond, darting and jabbing at Tori’s face. She threw herself back in surprise, slipping on the turquoise underfoot, and landed on her back. 

      The tiny faeries swarmed her face and she swatted at them, but the ondines just exploded into water droplets when she hit them and reformed immediately after. 

      She reached for the cold iron dagger at her thigh and the ondines scattered. 

      I knelt next to Tori as she panted for breath. A drop of blood shone on her lower lip, red as a ruby, and I found myself touching her face, wiping the droplet away with my thumb. 

      She stared back up at me, the little flecks of green in her eyes standing out bright, barely breathing. 

      “Exactly as I thought. Something as simple as ondines almost took you out.” I dipped my hand in the pool, washing away her blood. The ondines didn’t come back. We had a long history, them and I. “When the time comes for practical missions, you’re going to be the weak link in the chain.”

      Her lips tightened and she jumped up to her feet. “I wasn’t expecting you to sabotage me.”

      “You missed out on three years of lessons.” I watched her smooth her jacket. Bits of hair had come loose from her bun. “Any other member of Tenebris would’ve known what to expect here. You have no practical experience with vampires or Fae.”

      Tori snorted. “Knowing the terrain by rote isn’t the same as practical experience. I have plenty of that.” She planted her feet, arms crossed over her full chest, and gave me the look I’d come to hate so much over the summer.

      There it was again. Miss I-Killed-Moonspawn-Before-You, Queen of Rubbing It In My Face. 

      White-hot anger scorched my insides black. I slammed into her, enjoying the way her eyes widened and lips parted when I gripped her throat and shoved her back against the ravine wall. 

      Her nails dug into my arm through my jacket, and I pushed closer, every muscle in her body tight as a wire and pressed against me. 

      Only inches away, close enough to kiss, but all I saw was that fucking look on her face when she told Father that his new wife was worried that she wouldn’t measure up to what he’d had before. A confession that had led to the destruction of everything I’d loved and lost.

      That was the day he’d begun the annihilation of Mother’s memory, destroying that last bridge connecting us.

      “Killing a few dogs isn’t the same as taking on a vampire court,” I hissed between gritted teeth. She swallowed, her throat working against my palm. “Everyone here but you has studied for years to be at the top of the hierarchy when they’re let loose in the world. When you come face to face with a Fae prince, tell me how your practical experience in the backwoods will help you.”

      Tori sneered, the first expression of open disdain she’d ever given me. It was almost astonishing, stifling the rage in my veins. 

      “Yeah? You ever meet a Fae prince, Will? Did you read a tidy little paragraph in your nice, safe library and practice how you’d kill one on a dummy?” Her eyes flashed, dark rage boiling to the surface. “We’re in the same fucking boat, and you are going to give me the chance to prove myself without being an absolute cock about it. I’m done asking you to be friends- you’ve made your thoughts on that clear.”

      She released my arm and grabbed my collar, yanking me even closer. A bare centimeter between our noses, her warm breath on my lips.

      “But next time you want to play some juvenile joke on me with your friends, I’m coming for you next.”

      My cock was hard as iron, pulsing with the thought of her moaning, coming for me in an entirely different context, ripping my shirt and fucking me in pure anger-

      Tori’s tongue slipped out, ran over her lower lip where the faintest traces of blood remained, her eyes never leaving mine. I’d pushed so close my thigh was between her legs, pinning her to the ravine wall. 

      All I had to do was push forward a little more, grind against her and see what sort of sounds she’d make for me while we were alone…

      Christ. 

      I released her and turned away, fixing one specific memory in mind. She was a snake, burrowing into other people’s lives and memories, poisoning them against each other. 

      “Let’s go.” My voice was cold as ice, anger and hate for my own weakness flooding me. “They’ll have the orb by now. Don’t fuck up again.”

      She followed me back to where Sura was gathering the rest of Tenebris, most everyone bruised, bleeding, and bloody.

      But Lux, to my satisfaction, was in much worse shape, and Aislin Liddell’s face was tight.

       The orb had been lying on the pebbled ravine bed in plain sight. In typical Professor Ermengol fashion, the exercise was never about finding the orb. It was about establishing a pecking order, seeing who’d slacked over the summer and who’d put in the extra work. 

      The professor herself stood at the top of the ravine, a hooded, veiled woman- one of the Dread Mothers, those few slayers with inherent magic- beside her. The tiny slayer laughed. 

      “A bunch of crybabies, the lot of them,” Ermengol said. “You’ve got your work cut out this year, Mater Dolorum.”

      Tori gave me a cold look, but I relished it. She’d just received the first, and only, lesson she would get out of this school. 

      We’d see if she’d take it to heart.
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        CHAPTER FOUR
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        TORI

      

      

      My first week passed in a blur. 

      Every morning started with the god-awful wake-up chime, followed by a breakfast that, while not filled with pleasant camaraderie, was no longer filled with a chorus of moans blasting through the cafeteria every time I opened my mouth. 

      Sura saved a seat beside him every day, but he’d withdrawn a little bit. He hadn’t made one overt innuendo since that first morning. 

      Even Will didn’t fuck with me. He cut opaque glances my way when he thought I wasn’t looking, and I studiously avoided meeting his eyes at those moments. 

      The bastard had gotten hard while he’d pinned me against the ravine, and worse, I’d been wetter than the damn waterfall, every muscle taut just to prevent myself from grinding against him. The past week had been wall-to-wall mental images that were way too vivid for my liking: what if I’d strained forward and bitten that full lower lip? What if I’d reached down and run my fingers over his thick, pulsing length? What if-

      My cheeks flamed every time that moment popped into my head, usually at the most inopportune times, like when I was supposed to be taking notes in Knightley’s classes, or when Professor Ermengol decided we looked too distracted and needed to have flaming swords thrown at our heads.

      After Ermengol’s classes, which took up most of the afternoons and evenings, everyone scattered. Some went to the library, which I was allergic to, and many back to their own rooms to study. 

      I was definitely in the latter group, until Friday evening.

      Sweat dripped down my face and seemed to soak through every inch of my white shirt as we trudged back to Tenebris Hall. Ermengol had set up a fun little obstacle course, given Will a big stick and plonked him on a platform at the end, and told us to steal the flag behind him or pay in pull-ups.

      Needless to say, Will had a great time, and now my arms felt like soggy noodles.

      “Time to get wet, Tori,” a deep, husky voice said in my ear. I almost jumped out of my skin and looked at Sura, who’d crept up behind me. How could such a big guy move so silently?

      “What?” I couldn’t tell if that flutter in my stomach was irritation, or the anticipation of more flirting. 

      “Get showered. We’re going out to Club Bathory tonight. Wear something small.”

      I stared at him with my mouth hanging open like a complete moron for a second, then shut it with a snap. “I don’t own anything small- not in the way you’re thinking, anyway. And what’s Club Bathory?”

      He had the longest lashes framing those black eyes. It just wasn’t fair. And I had a suspicion of precisely who owned Club Bathory, named after Elizabeth Bathory, a vampire countess who’d bathed in the blood of hundreds of virgins.

      “It’s the seat of the Clouded Court,” he said, slinging a thick arm around my shoulders. “Which is why we’re going. Best to get a leg up on the practical assignments while we party. And I’d like to see you in something besides this.”

      “I’m not partying,” I muttered. Partying was one-hundred-percent not on the agenda for getting top marks in Libra. “Or wearing a dress. I don’t even have one.”

      “Ask and ye shall receive.” He halted, keeping me pinned against him, which was horrifying because I was drenched in sweat, far from my best, and… hell, it didn’t matter what Sura thought. Still, I’d have preferred to be showered and clean if he was going to hold me against him like this. 

      He knocked on a door that said ‘Lydia Hurst’. She was one of the quieter girls, always on the perimeter of things, but she’d never been rude to me, and- oh, fuck. She was roughly my size.

      She answered the door and blinked up at Sura in surprise. 

      “Hey, Hurst. Do you have any small, slutty black dresses?” 

      Lydia looked at me and I grimaced. 

      “Sure,” she said, popping my bubble of hope. 

      A minute later, Sura shoved me in my own door and threw a tiny slip of fabric in after me. “Pick you up at eight, babe. Think sexy thoughts.”

      My door shut behind me. I threw the scrap that called itself a dress at the wall and peeled off my sweaty uniform before retreating to the shower. 

      Eight, my ass. He could eat my ass, because there was no way I was going to a vampire-run club, let alone one that was the throne of the local court. 

      In a tiny dress that would show off every pulse point on my body like a neon sign saying BITE ME. 

      I reached for the shampoo and heard the groan of pipes through the wall, and Sura’s water running. 

      Okay, cool, so he was naked right next door, with nothing but this tissue-thin wall between us. I could deal with that. It wasn’t like he was jerking off for my benefit anymore.

      The steaming water suddenly didn’t feel anywhere near as hot as the blood rushing through me. It was too easy to imagine him in the shower on this side of the wall, how cold the tile would be under my hands while he slid his cock in and thrust against my ass- 

      I swallowed hard. It’d been so long since I’d slept with anyone, I was willing to fantasize about my teammates, and shitty, awkward shower sex, no less.

      Okay. Time to make it realistic. If Sura was here, the height disparity would completely ruin everything, because his cock would be closer to my belly button than my pussy… and if I tried to suck him off, I’d just get a faceful of water the entire time.

       So, drowning and sucking dick at the same time. Awesome. 

      Sadly, the realism of this scenario was doing nothing for the fact that my body was hyper-aware that he was naked only about a foot away. 

      At least he wasn’t groaning. Because if he was, then I’d be thinking about him with that thick length in his hand, stroking himself until liquid beaded at the tip… 

      Almost without thinking, I reached down, slipping my fingers between my lips. My clit was so swollen just from thinking about Sura that it took me only seconds to bring myself to a desperate, panting climax, one hand on the shower wall holding me up while my knees turned to jelly. 

      This was ridiculous. Maybe there’d be humans in Club Bathory. We had weekends free to do what we pleased; I could find a nice, safe human guy, go back to his apartment, and fuck his nice, safe human cock until all these urges were satisfied.

      But I knew that’s not how it would really pan out. Humans were weaker, slower… it’d be like trying to use a vibrator with the batteries worn down to their last drop of juice. Not worth the damn time. 

      Besides, I’d probably hurt whichever poor guy I picked. When I did finally get laid again, I didn’t want gentle. I wanted rough, screaming, pounding sex. 

      My mind flashed back to Sura, and I deliberately wiped that thought away. Teammates, not bedmates. 

      Then Will, his jade eyes sharp as daggers, erection throbbing against me. 

      Stepbrother. Fuck. 

      I blew my hair dry and considered the little slip of silk lying on the floor. Human guy. Nowhere near as satisfying, but not in the danger zone. I might even be a Good Samaritan and rescue his pitiful ass from the vampires who’d suck him dry. 

      It was better than lusting over a guy who hated me, and his very fuckable best friend. 
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        * * *

      

      I regretted the tiny dress, which barely covered my ass cheeks. I wore my boots and thigh holster with a silver dagger clearly displayed. The glamour on it would prevent any humans from noticing it; almost all slayer armor and holsters were glamoured to look like average human clothing. It was best to blend in. 

      The sun was still low in the sky as all of Tenebris stormed through the Caitland-Moore and down the marble steps. New York’s endless skyscrapers were lit up with a bloody glow, but nobody looked twice at what looked like a typical group of college-age students. 

      Anyone who could see through glamour would know exactly what we were; no slayer was stupid enough to go unarmed, especially in a vampire’s territory. 

      Luckily, I wasn’t the only girl wearing a hoochie dress; Apolline and Selena’s ass cheeks actually were out, so technically, I was the prude of the bunch.

      It’d been obnoxiously gratifying when Sura’s eyes had glittered as he looked me over; even Will had gone silent, a muscle twitching in his jaw. He hadn’t looked my way since. 

      I hoped it bothered him that I was slandering the Godalming name by letting my tits and ass out. Here’s your podunk, dickhead. Percival was probably clutching his pearls somewhere right now, sensing a disturbance in the family honor.

      With that thought in mind, I grew exponentially more cheerful. Mom might be married to a millionaire with an actual mansion, and I might be matriculating at the most prestigious slayer academy in the country, but at the end of the day, I was still Victoria Holmwood. I wore cut-off shorts, holey tank tops, hoochie dresses, and I didn’t have to give a good goddamn what anyone thought.

      Several taxis pulled up, sleek black with a small silver crest on the passenger door. “Libra has their own drivers,” Sura said. “We’ll be using them for our practical missions, too.”

      Will was holding the door while Apolline and Selena climbed into the back of the taxi ahead of ours, his green eyes fixed on us. 

      “Ladies first,” Sura said. Gilcrist Rigel opened the other door and got in. Great. It would be a Tori Sandwich. 

      I climbed in, trying and failing to avoid touching Gilcrist with my bare legs. Through the windshield I saw Will slam the back door on Selena and stride away. 

      Sura got in, filling most of the taxi on the right side, his irresistible scent filling the small space. His fingers brushed my thigh, leaving a trail of goosebumps.

      “Bit cramped, this,” Gilcrist said, and his door flew open. Will grabbed his collar and yanked him out, then slid into his spot. 

      My lungs were shriveled little pods in my chest that refused to re-inflate. Will rapped on the back of the driver’s headrest, and I realized there was no one in the driver’s or passenger seat, but the wheel turned on its own and the taxi pulled away from the curb. 

      “Why doesn’t someone sit up front?” I asked, my mouth dry. “Passenger seat’s open.” No matter how small I made myself, Will and Sura were both enormous men by any standards, their legs pressed against mine. 

      “That’s the bodyguard’s spot.” Will didn’t even try to lean away. What the fuck kind of game was he playing with me now? “They don’t like people sitting in them.”

      “And… what are they, exactly?” 

      “Bound cacodemons.” Sura looked perfectly at ease with being squashed in the tiny taxi, his knuckles lingering near my knee. He looked at the driver’s seat like he could actually see the thing driving. “Best not to piss them off. Every once in a while, they get a burr up their asses and try to go on strike.”

      I folded my arms and tucked my elbows in, but the guys just seemed to fill the empty space with themselves, crowding in on me again. My heart was a steady, painful thump, so loud I was sure they could hear it. 

      The worst part was the thong I was wearing under the so-called dress, because I’d had nothing else that wouldn’t blatantly show. My bare cheeks were all over the soft leather of the seats, and shower masturbation had done absolutely nothing to take the edge off. I sent up a quick prayer that I wouldn’t be leaving any sort of… evidence of my tension.

      Will stretched his arm out on the seat, enveloping me in the scent of mint and cedarwood, and Sura’s knuckles moved a tiny bit north, grazing my thigh. 

      Human guy only! Nice, safe, bland… unsatisfying human guy.

      Hell, maybe there’d be other slayers who weren’t Libra alumni hanging out in Club Bathory. That’d be a good compromise.

      “So, what are the rules of the Clouded Court? Will King Guilloux be there?”

      Will tilted his head towards me and my heart stuttered a little. “Probably not. The actual throne is underground, but the entire Club Bathory building is their property. His court runs the club itself.” His lips tightened a little. “Don’t get ahead of yourself while we’re in there. It’s legal for humans to willingly bleed themselves, and you will see it happening. They’ll allow us to bring weapons in, but if you pull a knife on a vampire in there while they’re following the letter of the law, you forfeit your life to the King, and Libra won’t lift a finger to help you.”

      The thought was sickening. I couldn’t fathom being the kind of person who was so desperate for a vampire they’d willingly open a vein for them. It was disgusting. 

      “So, this is what we do for fun? Go to a vampire club and watch humans bleed themselves?”

      “And drink, and dance,” Sura said. “And make room, because this taxi is tight as fuck.”

      The huskiness of his voice when he said ‘tight as fuck’ did absolutely nothing for my nerves. 

      Especially when he picked me up and pulled me onto his lap, making my dress ride up even higher, and I felt the hard, thick ridge of his cock right against my mostly-naked ass.

      Sura stretched his legs out with a groan. “So much better.” 

      Will’s face had gone tight, his dark-lashed eyes narrow and cold, but a second later it was impossible to tell if he’d been glaring at all. “Interesting choice of clothes,” he said, stretching out to fill up the rest of the taxi. There was no escaping Sura’s lap now. “You look like a bleeder.”

      “You look delicious,” Sura growled.

      Good god, I was soaking right through the useless thong. 

      “It was Sura’s genius idea.” I was terrified that the slightest movement would rub me against Sura’s cock even more, and that I’d like it way more than was good for me. “I would’ve been fine with pants.”

      “Will’s just jealous he doesn’t look as good in a mini dress. Let the vampires see what they’re missing out on.” Sura’s fingers ran up my thighs brazenly now. “They like to go for the femoral artery when they’re performing.”

      “Performing,” I repeated, my heart in my throat and sex aching. 

      “They do blood-shows.” Will’s eyes followed the progress of Sura’s fingers along my leg. “Spread a woman’s legs and feed from her onstage.”

      “Ew,” I said, utterly revolted. Let something with fangs get that close to your lady bits? Hell no! The humans in those shows must’ve been clinically insane.

      Sura reached the edge of the skirt, caressed my hips, and found my forearms. “The bleeders usually just open their wrists, but if it’s mouth-to-skin, the vamps will drink from the brachial.” His hands moved upwards, just gliding along the curves of my breasts. I couldn’t breathe, every fiber in my body frozen. 

      “But if a vampire really takes a shine to someone, they want the carotid artery.” His hot, calloused palm covered my throat, pulling me back against him. His thumb skimmed the thin skin above my fluttering pulse. “It’s as intimate as the femoral is for a human, as close as they come to showing true love. Then their marks are there for everyone to see.”

      He paused, his hand resting on my chest, fingers dimpling my throat. My nipples were tight and hard, tenting the thin silk. 

      The taxi passed under a bright building, and for a moment the light played across Will’s face. He looked furious, face drawn and eyes like jade fire. 

      Then the shadows fell again and the anger was gone, replaced with neutrality. 

      I forced myself to grip Sura’s hand and pull him away from my throat. “Good thing I have no interest in being marked by a Shadowed Worlder.” 

      Sura’s body went rigid under me, but a second later the taxi pulled to a halt and the sudden motion slid me forward several inches, and he gripped my hips to stop me from colliding with the back of the cacodemon’s seat. 

      For a moment, time seemed to slow to a stop. He jerked me back against his iron-hard shaft, sliding all the way along the soaked thong and my wet, swollen center, pushing up at the same time. 

      I bit back a gasp, my body almost convulsing with the need to thrust against him, to unbutton his jeans with shaking hands-

      “Whenever you two are done groping each other, we’re here.” Will’s voice was more clipped than usual as he got out and slammed the door behind him. 

      I swallowed hard, fumbling for the handle while trying to pull the treacherous dress back down. 

      “Let me get it,” Sura said, his deep voice ragged. 

      I slid out on shaky legs, feeling like I was about to melt into a puddle of mush, and I hadn’t even come. 

      Before Sura closed the door, I could’ve sworn I heard a riot of cruel little giggles from the front of the taxi. 

      “Nosy little bastards,” I muttered. 

      Sura slid his hand around my waist and I turned to look up at a tall brownstone on a corner, illuminated with scarlet lights. Even the door was painted a vivid, bloody crimson that both warned and beckoned potential entrants. Fellow Tenebris students were already walking in, some tottering on heels, others with a naturally suspicious set to their shoulders.

      Sura grinned at me, his smile ominous in the scarlet light.

      “Welcome to Club Bathory.”
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        CHAPTER FIVE

        ________

      

      

      
        
        TORI

      

      

      Bodies writhed against me like eels, fragile humans glistening with sweat, slayers in leather and silver crosses, moonspawn in their human forms, wild-haired and half-feral. Several odd shapes in dark corners had my skin prickling; I was pretty sure there was an infernal Legionnaire in the corner, his rack of horns forming a natural crown, with a girl writhing in his lap. 

      The vampires of the Clouded Court mixed in with the dancers, flawless and pale-skinned, their eyes gleaming with nightshine, fangs glistening. Under the pulsing strobe lights and the glitter of magic in the air, they seemed almost as ethereal as Fae.

      A female vampire eyed Tenebris as we passed, snaking past the crush of dancers to the next floor up a set of metal stairs. She licked blood-red lips, her gaze lingering on Will even as she danced with a rapt human man.

      Club Bathory wasn’t a single club. The first level was populated mostly by humans, the walls black as pitch and the lighting low, so they wouldn’t see the finer details of the club’s owners… and if they did, the fangs and flawless features could be brushed off as makeup and special effects.

      The second floor was the club for the more adventurous humans, lost in the deep, pulsing bass of the music, where the special effects no longer looked so fake… and someone might leave with a bite or two. 

      On the third floor, the moonspawn started to grow in number, weaving their way in as the humans grew scarcer. By this point, most of them would’ve figured out that something was a little off and gone home, where they could pretend they’d imagined everything they’d seen. 

      Level four was a quiet cocktail bar, sandwiched between clubs. Any human who’d made it this far was a dedicated bleeder, holding their wrists over cut-crystal glasses for their vampire patrons, and slayers who were in town for a quiet drink sat at the bar in clusters. 

      By the sixth floor, glamours had been done away with completely. The vampires let their fangs flash, the moonspawn howled over the music, glittering with claws and jewels, and the odd demon slipped through the crowd. I even saw a pack of pixies dancing over a group of humans’ open mouths, tongues stretched out to catch the glittering sand falling from the Fae. 

      One of the elfstruck women grinned, and slowly peeled off her clothes to writhe naked against the nearest moonspawn.

      There were laws being broken left and right, inflicted against humankind… and I couldn’t do a damn thing about it. 

      Tenebris took over a group of tables in the back and a moment later, Sura handed me a beer. I tried to sniff it surreptitiously before I took a swallow.

      “I promise there’s no pixie dust in it,” he shouted over the music. 

      Didn’t pay to be careless, now did it? 

      I drained half the beer in a gulp, hoping to steady my nerves. I needed to chill. None of these poor, idiot humans had been coerced here. They were allowed free will, even if that meant bleeding out for a vampire or throwing themselves off a bridge while elfstruck.

      Fucking vampires. No respect for the sanctity of life, since they didn’t have lives of their own.

      But I wasn’t going to be a killjoy, not when it just now seemed like Tenebris might actually be starting to accept me. 

      Selena and Apolline came back to the tables, cradling their neon-pink cocktails, and Apolline snatched a pixie out of the air with a practiced hand and shook the little Faerie over the drinks. 

      “Cheers, bitch,” she said, and the girls downed them in one practiced motion. 

      Within thirty seconds, both of them were giggling, their pupils eating their irises. Selena slumped against Will, peeling the tiny strap of her dress over her shoulder like she was moving through syrup. 

      Will turned his head when she flopped back against him, his eyes catching the strobing lights as they met mine. I raised the bottle to my lips, wondering why I cared that his hand was on her thigh, or that he was tilting his face towards her neck, his mouth moving against her ear…

      “Let’s dance,” I said suddenly, draining the last of the beer and grabbing a Blood Bomb shot from the silver tray Pheric had brought over. It was cherry vodka, tinted red with food coloring with bits of muddled maraschino floating in it. Cute. 

      “Ugh, not that one.” Apolline snatched the Blood Bomb from my hand and put it back on the tray. “This one.” She pulled over a different tray and handed me two. 

      “What’s the difference?” I asked, immediately suspicious. They looked identical.

      Apolline raised a perfectly arched eyebrow. Her pupils had swallowed her irises entirely. “The pixies shook their asses over those ones. Duh, Trailer Trash.”

      What a bitch. I sniffed the shots, but all I caught was the powerful scent of cherry, none of the ethereal summer scent of pixies.

      I slammed two and dragged Sura into the crush of bodies. 

      It was like being swept away on a heated tide, my body automatically responding to the movements around me like we were one collective conscious. Sura’s hands ran over my shoulders, and then I was pulled out to sea.

      Hands gripped my waist, ran through my hair, and everything shimmered with pulsing red and violet. I laughed as I fell into a moonspawn’s sculpted arms, his eyes flashing yellow as he ground against me. 

      My stomach felt superheated, spreading through my veins until my lips and arms were numb. I felt like I was moving through water, every eddy of air, every breath tangible on my skin. 

      I blinked and there was a blonde vampire in my arms, slinking around me and running her fingers down my arms. She took a deep breath, her tongue tickling my neck. The sensation sent sparks coursing through me. 

      Her male companion moved behind me, the two vamps carrying me away on an undulating wave. In the back of my head, a tiny voice was screaming that something wasn’t right, that it wasn’t me in my body anymore. 

      I looked at my arms, wrapped around the female vampire’s neck. My skin glittered like I’d rolled in gold dust. 

      Elfstruck. The shots had been laced with pixie dust. Bitch wasn’t a strong enough word for Apolline.

      Knowing I was fucked up on dust should’ve horrified me, but instead I found myself melting against the male vamp, my breath hitching when he pushed his hips against my ass, fingers gouging into my hips. Despite the numbness in my limbs, everything felt warm and liquid inside me, my nerve endings pulsing with a low, constant hum. 

      The vamp ran her tongue over my collarbone, moving downwards, and lightning shot into my lower abdomen like I’d touched a livewire. 

      Before she could pull down the collar of my dress, another pair of hands tugged me away from the vamps. The blonde hissed but fell silent when she caught sight of the intruder. 

      Sura spun me around and tilted my chin up, taking in what must’ve been blown-out pupils and a blank expression. “I’m elfstruck,” I said thickly. Even my tongue was numb. “Apolline did it.”

      “Yeah.” The crush continued around us, never slowing, and I needed to go with them. Sura’s black eyes bored into me and I found myself falling into their abyss. “She likes her jokes. You’re high as fuck, Tori.” 

      “I need to dance.” Every moment that I held still was painful, my muscles jittering to move, to release the build-up of energy. I needed release.

      He spun me around without releasing me, giving me a place to dance and let the pixie dust work through me. My skin felt like it was going to crawl right off my body, hot, sticky, glittering. 

      Everything was beautiful. Why’d I ever think they were ugly? The vampires moved like silk and lightning, the moonspawn with primal carnality. Something reverberated through my chest as I danced, and I realized Sura was growling, his cock harder than iron while I ground against him. 

      I reached behind my head and laced my fingers around Sura’s neck, every inch of me aching to feel more of him. 

      A moonspawn with long dreads pushed a human up against the wall, sliding into her with one powerful thrust. I needed that. From Sura. Now.

      The blonde vampire who’d danced with me earlier crept in, catching the human’s face in a long, sharp kiss. 

      My center clenched, swamping my stomach with waves of want. 

      “Sura,” I rasped, leaning my head and looking up at him. He was taut, his lower lip shining where he’d licked it, leaving a trail of gold glitter behind. 

      Finally, after what felt like a tormented eternity, he pushed me towards the wall, out of the crush of violent dancers, shielding me with his body. 

      His fingers slid just under the hem of my dress. My heart was in my throat, every beat rippling through my body on an endless red sea. I was the heartbeat, the need, and the desperation all wrapped into one incandescent body.

      “I need you,” I whispered, resting my forehead on the back of his hand, which was splayed on the wall. His breath tickled my ear, but his fingers didn’t move any further. 

      “You’re not yourself, Victoria the Elfstruck.” I heard him swallow, even over the bass that thumped in my bones, like the pixie dust had given me super-hearing. “Would you want this without pixie dust?”

      Elfstruck Tori was truthful. “I want this all the time.” I wriggled against him, biting back a gasp. He was still hard, sending little electric zings through me. 

      Sura’s fingers moved a centimeter higher and I tried not to moan at how good that tiny bit of his skin felt against mine. “Would you want one of them, too? A Shadowed Worlder?”

      “What is this, Twenty Questions?” It didn’t come out as sharp as I wanted, my voice still thick. “I want you, Sura.”

      He pushed harder. “Would you fuck a demon if it came up to you right now?” 

      I bit back a laugh. “Of course not. I’m not that fucked up.” Which was a little untruthful, considering how easily I’d fallen into the vampire’s arms. They just felt so beautiful. “So you know I want you for you.”

      Sura had gone tense, his fingers just brushing the tiny slip of fabric between us. “Remember you said that,” he said, so quietly I wasn’t sure I’d heard it at all. 

      I turned, the brick wall scraping my bare shoulder blades, and found how fully trapped I was by his size. We were so close there was barely room to slide a sheet of paper between us. “I will remember this, Sura.” I rose on my tiptoes, but only the fact that he was bent over me made it possible for me to get close enough to kiss him. 

      My lips had barely brushed his when he dipped his head and found my ear instead, nipping the lobe before working his way down my neck. He ran the tip of his tongue over the tendon of my neck, sending a jolt straight through me. 

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, goosebumps rising everywhere and nipples hardening to tight, aching points. 

      He finally slipped his fingers under the thin fabric between us, groaning when he found me already soaking wet. 

      My head lolled back as he licked my neck, nipping me here and there and drawing shivers that seemed to ripple and echo inside me, each sensation mirrored and amplified by the pixie dust. His fingertips kneaded my clit, making my hips buck forward, and like he knew I couldn’t take the teasing any longer, he cupped my entire sex, slipping a finger inside me. 

      If Sura was the storm, I was the sea. The pounding music slammed the breath right out of my lungs, and I had no choice but to ride out the waves that threatened to drown me. His breath was ragged, heavy, rasping as he made me ride his hand. 

      My left hand moved like it had a mind of its own, trailing over the broad chest and barrel-like abdomen, finding dense muscle under his shirt. His cock was massive, straining against his jeans. Disquiet flickered through me for a moment; how could I take him without hurting? I’d never had sex with anyone that big before. 

      The disquiet faded away a second later. The pixie dust whispered to me that anything was possible. It was all greed and desire.

      I squeezed him and he let out the kind of noise he made from the room next door, sending my heartbeat skyrocketing. 

      He raised his head, lips swollen from kissing me, dark eyes shimmering like a night sky full of stars, and pushed into me harder, watching my face as I tightened around him. 

      “Don’t be greedy, Sura.” Will leaned on the wall next to me, blocking the view of Sura’s fingers between my legs from the rest of the club. The gold shine of pixie dust was smeared across his cheek. “I haven’t danced with her yet.”

      Sura sucked in a hissing breath, drawing his finger out of me. The part of me that watched from a distant shore thought that maybe I should be feeling shame, getting fingered in a vampire club in plain view, but the part of me still riding the Faerie high didn’t care, entranced by how pretty Will was, his sharp features limned with the crimson-and-violet lights. 

      “Not the time, Will,” Sura snarled. 

      Will slid his hand around my waist, raising a dark eyebrow. “The night’s still young. We’ve got all the time in the world.”

      Was it? It felt like a hundred years had passed since we’d walked in through the blood-red doors. 

      The two glared at each other for a moment, and I felt like I was missing something important, a subtext that only they understood.

      My stepbrother pulled me away from the wall. “Let Tori have a good time before you screw her,” he said, just audible over the music. 

      Sura watched with a tight jaw as Will tugged me back into the fray, his fists clenched at his sides. 

      Before he vanished behind the wall of dancers closing in around me, he raised his hand to his mouth, his black expression becoming a smirk before he sucked the finger he’d had inside me. 

      My body was humming with the unfulfilled wave of need Sura had started. Will touched his face, then ran his thumb over my lower lip, smearing the pixie dust there. 

      Just the sensation of his fingers on my face was enough to send a fresh wave of sparks through me, tempered with irritation. “Will, you absolute cock-block.” 

      He gripped my chin, pulling me closer, and my heart began thumping faster than the music’s bassline. His other hand snaked around my waist. “Tongue out, Tori.”

      I stared up at him, the jade of his eyes as clear as the sea, pupils tiny black points, and frowned. He wasn’t moving, focused on me with an almost frightening intensity. Everyone else, even me, was unconsciously moving with the music. “Are you elfstruck, too?” The dust was shimmering on his cheek…

      He licked his thumb and within seconds, his pupils had swallowed all that jade. “Duh. All the shots are laced with it.”

      Will moved closer, twining around me as the moonspawn began howling again. “Now, tongue.”

      “Just a speck, okay?” I opened my mouth, expecting him to grab a pixie from midair or touch his thumb to me. 

      His own lips and tongue were still shimmering with the pixie dust. Will leaned down, his hands tightening on my waist when he ran his tongue over mine in a slow, sinuous motion. 

      Even with the constant pulse of the dust, I was frozen in shock. My stepbrother traced my cupid’s bow, and finally drew back. His throat worked as he swallowed. 

      The dust was diluted, just enough to take the edge off the pounding in my veins. “You were jealous,” I said, my lips tingling when I smiled. It was strangely clear despite my muddled head. “Sura was getting some and you weren’t.”

      “What do I have to be jealous of?” He spun me around and I undulated against him, my skin sparking. “Selena’s here, all fucked up on dust, too.”

      But Will’s hands were dancing over my hips, like he wanted to grab me and couldn’t bring himself to do it. Selena was nowhere in sight. There was only us, the moonspawn, the vampires. A few other Tenebris students were dancing with Shadowed Worlders. 

      “Just admit it,” I said breathlessly, reaching up to touch his sparkling cheek. “You’re jelly. But the real question is- grape or strawberry?”

      Will bent down closer, his face pressed against my hair. “Which would you rather lick?” 

      Honestly, any flavor would be fine with me, as long as it was on him.

      I opened my mouth to answer, and a tiny bit of clarity popped my bubble. I was flirting with Will. Sura had almost brought me to orgasm in the middle of the club, and I was imagining licking jelly off my dickhead of a stepbrother. 

      Maybe the pixie dust was finally wearing off. “Neither,” I gasped. “I prefer marmalade.”

      I needed water and air, a place to clear my head.

      Will almost didn’t let me go, but I tugged my hand out of his and pushed through the fray. 

      The roof. I needed the roof, high above any of this mess. Halfway up the metal stairs to the seventh floor, I looked back down, and saw Will staring up at me, his jaw set, eyes cold. 

      I turned my back on him and almost ran the rest of the way up. 

      The only floor I paused on was the eighth, where I grabbed a cup of water from a trollish bartender, and after two more floors, both of which were blocked off from view of the staircase, I found the rusted emergency exit door to the roof. 

      It was only midnight, glittering glass buildings rose all around the brownstone, and the night sky was obscured by clouds and smog, but after the relentless crush of the pixie club, it was as peaceful as a Zen temple. 

      I chugged the water, gasping as the ice froze my throat, but between the cold and the slap of wind against my face, the grip of the pixie dust began to fade. 

      My body still ached for their touch, worked up until my blood felt like it was going to boil me alive from the inside. What had happened to Operation: Safe Human Dick? 

      All it took was two dust-laced shots, and I was letting a teammate fingerfuck me on a vampire’s dance floor. 

      My cheeks burned despite the cool night air. Honestly? I wished Will hadn’t interrupted. I’d have gone back to Libra with Sura without a second thought, sober or elfstruck. 

      Whatever was so magnetic about him, I needed to figure out how to shut it down. 

      I strode across the roof, intending to look over the side, but slight movement caught the corner of my eye and I spun, sliding my dagger from its thigh sheath. 

      What I saw drove the absolute last vestiges of drunkenness from my veins. A small part of me wished I was still high so my mind wouldn’t have to deal with the reality of what was before me. 

      A body had been chained to the top of the roof, silver chains glinting around their wrists and ankles and keeping them pinned spread-eagle. Whoever it was, they would’ve been unrecognizable, even if I’d known them all my life. 

      The body belonged to a vampire. Only a vamp could become so much black ash and char, bits of red showing through the shell of their sunburned body. 

      But their fingers twitched, and the lungs drew in an agonized, rasping breath. 

      The vamp had to have been chained out in the sun all day to look like that, but they were still alive.

      Swallowing hard, tasting bile in the back of my throat, I crept closer. 

      The vamp was female, the slightest signs of a feminine physique just discernible under the ruins of her body. Her eyelids had been cut off, and an entire day of sun exposure had burned her eyes milky white. Her lips and gums were so dry and shrunken they exposed her fangs to the root.

      My stomach flipped with nausea, and my palms were swimming with sweat. She’d been fucking mutilated. There was no coming back from this level of damage, not even if she drained several humans tonight. 

      For a moment, I forgot how much I hated her kind. She was still suffering, letting out a harrowing groan with every breath. 

      I gripped the dagger, taking small, shallow breaths. I couldn’t leave her like this, not even if it meant breaking the Clouded Court’s rule of violence against a vampire. I couldn’t leave her to this agony. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t what we stood for. 

      I knelt next to her, and her lips parted a fraction, another groan filling the air. 

      Chills ran over my skin when I realized she was saying something, and I leaned in closer.

      “Badb,” she rasped, barely louder than a breath. “I see you.” 

      I had no idea of what to say, or who the fuck Badb was. I gripped the dagger, wondering if I should get up and walk away, leave Clouded Court territory forever and pretend I’d never seen her. 

      “I’m ready.” She groaned again. “Ready. Please.”

      “Okay,” I said, my throat thick. “It’s over. Go with peace.”

      Without letting myself think or feel, I plunged the dagger down, driving it straight through her heart until it punched into the back of her ribs. 

      The burned vampire gasped and went still. She was so far gone it had taken less than a second to snatch away her life. 

      I didn’t pull the dagger back out until my heart had slowed its hammering in my chest. The thunderous beats were so hard I felt like it might explode right through my skin. 

      I’d just earned my first black drop tattoo, and it was only because someone had wanted this poor vampire to feel slow, lasting agony before she died. The mark would go on the inside of my right arm. I’d spent years as a child wondering when I’d earn my first drop, but somehow, even though I’d gained other tattoos through kills, it seemed obscene that by putting her out of her misery I’d earned an accolade. 

      I stood up on shaky knees and turned around. I needed to get as far from Club Bathory as possible before King Guilloux sensed the death of one of his subjects-

      An enormous figure stood in front of the metal access door, and for a wild second, I thought Sura had come up after me.

      But the giant was Nordic and pale-skinned, covered in lacerations from head to toe, with nearly every inch of that alabaster skin stained with black bruises. His hair was pale blond under the streaks of blood that covered him.

      Eyes like glacial ice cut right through me, but he took one step forward and fell to his knees, his gaze cutting between me, the dagger in my hand, and the body of the dead vampire. 

      His lips drew back over his fangs, his entire face contorting into a bestial expression. Vampire. Even with the blood and bruises, the pure rage on his face, he was beautiful in a rough, raw way. “You killed her.”

      He must’ve been hurt very badly, if he wasn’t coming after me this very second. Right now, while he was still healing, was my only chance to get through him and that door before this became the place that I died. 

      There was no point in lying. One vamp had seen me and would find the evidence on her body. Guilloux would know shortly that a slayer had killed a vampire on his territory. “She was suffering. I ended it.”

      A tendril of fear coiled through me at the look in his eyes. It was merciless, cold, brutal. God, I was so fucked if he healed before I could reach that door. 

      “Did you take her fangs?” 

      Confusion lanced alongside the fear. “I- no.” I shifted my stance subtly, ready to block him if he rushed me. “All I did was… help her along. There was nothing else I could do.” I could always jump off the roof and grab for a handhold…

      “If you killed her, she died by the blade,” he snarled, sounding more animal than man. “You dishonor her!”

      What the fuck? “I’m not the one who mutilated her,” I said, holding out a hand like he was a wild animal that needed to be calmed. 

      “If you killed her, you must take her fangs.” He got to his feet and stumbled forward several steps. My stomach almost let go when I saw that his left leg was twisted around backwards from the knee down. Who had these poor bastards pissed off? “She deserves that much.”

      I’d already condemned myself by murdering a vampire on Court territory, and now he wanted me to dismember her corpse? Hell no.

      “I’m not taking part in your barbaric rituals,” I snapped. Luckily for me, he was heading for the dead vampire, skirting me entirely, but as soon as I made the mistake of saying ‘barbaric’ he’d wheeled around again, his leg canted sickeningly.

      “You will come and take her fangs before you step foot out of this Court,” the vampire growled. Even thick with pain, his voice was a deep, gravelly bass, hard as iron. 

      The way to the door was free and clear. I stepped backwards, my fingers aching around the handle of my blade. “No,” I whispered. I’d earned a black drop, and a potential lifetime of looking over my shoulder for Clouded Court emissaries. I was done here.

      The vampire met my eyes, and I felt his hate, coiling like a dark, venomous snake as he marked my face in his mind. When he spoke again, the flatness in his tone was far more frightening than his rage. “You’ve dishonored Eluned Ravensbane, you coward. A worm among slayers. Unworthy, bloodless, craven.”

      His cold rage was becoming an inferno as he tore me down, naming each one of my perceived sins, but a single detail stuck with me. My first vampire kill was named Eluned Ravensbane. A distant, detached part of me memorized that name and tucked it away like a precious jewel in a box. 

      “I will not stop until I’ve seen you speared at the end of my sword,” the Viking vampire ranted, and there was a sharp crack as his knee began to heal, his leg twisting around to where it should be. 

      Maybe I was cowardly, but I wasn’t stupid. I fled.
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        CHAPTER SIX

        ________

      

      

      
        
        TORI

      

      

      “Let’s start today with an exercise in situational awareness. Who can enlighten me on this weekend’s news in the Shadowed World?” Knightley looked out at us expectantly.

      I stopped my foot from jittering under the table, but my fingers started drumming on my notebook. 

      Since I’d murdered Eluned on the roof of Club Bathory, my nerves had been shot. Sura had caught me fleeing the pixie club, but he and Will hadn’t asked what was wrong, just escorted me out of the club, summoned a demon-driven taxi, and walked me back into Libra. 

      I’d disappeared into my room and hadn’t come out until the class bell had chimed on Monday morning. I’d told James what I’d done, whispered prayers for him to help me, but he was dead and gone. James couldn’t do anything to help me now. I regretted putting Eluned out of her misery, as horrible as her death been.

      Nobody had come for me. Headmaster Burns hadn’t summoned me to the office to meet a vampire delegation from the Clouded Court. 

      For the first time, it was sinking in that I might get away with murder. 

      “King Jean Guilloux is dead.” Will’s cool, crisp tone cut through Knightley’s silent class. 

      The professor inclined his head, limping around his desk and turning his dark gaze on Will. How the fuck had my stepbrother known that? 

      I didn’t look at my stepbrother even though my curiosity was a raging volcano. Instead I kept my gaze firmly fixed on the chalkboard or on Lux, almost every member of which was still bruised and battered. 

      “And what, besides hearsay, told you that a vampire king had fallen?”

      “Club Bathory was open cover this weekend,” Will said lazily, his arm propped on his seat back. He looked every inch an insouciant asshole. “Pixie dust is worth its weight in gold, and they were scattering it by the bucketful. It was a celebration.”

      My stomach clenched. I didn’t want to remember the pixie dust or the molten, silky way it made me feel… or Will running his tongue over mine. 

      Nor did I like knowing I’d fucked up by not staying sober. I should’ve been learning the lay of the vampire court, not getting wasted on vodka and Faerie magic. I owed Apolline a solid punch in the nose; she had to have known what that much dust would do to me, that I could’ve ended up bitten by a vamp.

      “And who is the new monarch?” Professor Knightley looked over Lux, but most of them stared silently at the table. Aislin Liddell met his gaze squarely, her jaw set, the socket of one eye the color of a bruised plum. 

      When nobody answered, he leaned back against his desk and crossed his arms. “Thraustila is now the king of the Clouded Court. I expect few of you know who he is- but you might know his most loyal vassal.”

      “Càel, the White Wolf,” Apolline said with a fluttering sigh. 

      Even I knew that name, though I had very little practical experience with vampires. Càel was a household name among slayers: who bled out in your Wheaties this morning? Someone who pissed off Càel.

      “Yes.” Knightley nodded, but there were tiny lines of strain at the corners of his eyes. “The coup happened much sooner than we’d predicted, inevitable though it was. You all have a layman’s understanding of vampire Law; the throne is decided by blood. In this case, Thraustila and his opponent would’ve murdered Jean Guilloux, and dueled to the death themselves.”

      Apolline rubbed her temples, still suffering from a two-day bender on Faerie drugs. “Okay. So Thraustila is the king now. Big whoop. Far as I’m concerned, he throws great parties.”

      Knightley gave her a tight smile that wasn’t friendly in the slightest. “If you’d been paying attention in class, you would realize how important this development is. The fabric of the Shadowed World- our world- is determined by who lives and dies, but most of all, who rules. In the hours between Guilloux’s death and Thraustila’s coronation, vampire Law was null and void. While you were carelessly enjoying their offerings, Moreau, the Clouded Court was being upended around you. Thraustila murdered one of Càel’s sisters, possibly one of his own daughters, to gain the throne. The peaceful stability that Jean Guilloux spent decades establishing was shattered in one night.”

      My lungs didn’t seem to want to work. 

      “Thraustila murdered the other contender, Eluned Ravensbane, one of the three knights known as the Morrígna. Without Guilloux’s Laws in place, the White Wolf and his remaining sisters are free to rampage as they see fit.”

      No. I had killed Eluned Ravensbane. Thraustila had merely been the one to stake her out on the roof and let her cook in the sun all day. 

      Black dots danced in front of my eyes. I’d met Càel, the motherfucking White Wolf, right after I’d murdered one of the Morrígna, his beloved sisters. 

      And he’d sworn to kill me.

      “Have they openly murdered any humans yet?” Aislin asked. My stomach was churning so hard, if I opened my mouth to ask any questions, I might throw up. 

      “No, and therein lies the crux of this situation.” Knightley had sketched out the Clouded Court’s hierarchy on the chalkboard, and now he pointed to several names at the top: Càel and the other two Morrígna, Morgrainne Crowfoot and Rhianwen Moonfawn. “Since the coup and coronation this weekend, we haven’t heard a word about mass human deaths. Yet all evidence is contrary to what we know of this particular family: over the last three thousand years, Càel himself has wiped entire cities off the map, while the Morrígna have never been shy about bleeding their captives in victory, to the degree that they took the name of a war goddess and no one disputed it. Odd that they wouldn’t begin their reign with blood.”

      “They’re mourning,” I said, so low I almost didn’t realize I’d spoken aloud. 

      “Pardon, Holmwood?”

      I felt every gaze in that classroom like a lead weight on my chest. It took a lot of effort to sound natural. “They’re mourning, Professor. They’ve been a family for thousands of years, and… Thraustila murdered one of them.” I almost tripped. Almost. 

      But it made sense to me. After James died, I’d been a wreck. It’d taken months to want to go outside again or do anything at all. 

      Did vampires feel that sort of love?

      The professor nodded slowly. “Although I dislike attributing human emotions to vampires, it is very possible that they’ve gone silent to mourn their loss. For now, my advice to you students is to remain vigilant. Until King Thraustila issues new Laws, everyone will be treading lightly around the Clouded Court. You might find your practical missions to be a little more precarious than they were before… the first of which Professor Ermengol will assign later today.”

      “We’re still doing practicals after this?” Selena blurted out. 

      Knightley looked at her like she’d grown a third head. “This is the daily life of a slayer, Miss Feldt. If you can’t figure out how to analyze and negotiate an uncertain battlefield, you’re of no use to us.”

      When he dismissed us an hour later, my nerves had settled a little. 

      If Jean Guilloux had already been dead when I’d stabbed Eluned, then the Law against murdering vampires on their territory had been null. The Clouded Court might not bear me any ill will. 

      Càel certainly did, but somehow the thought of facing only one vampire, versus the entire court, was a little less terrifying. Even if that one vampire was worth the entire court in a fight. 

      Will strode past me, Apolline and Selena on his heels, and I finally realized I’d gained my own shadow. Sura had caught up, but today there was no good humor in his dark, chiseled face. 

      There were faint shadows under his eyes, like he hadn’t slept well, either. 

      He gripped my arm and we slowed to a halt outside Ermengol’s training grounds. 

      “What’s going on, Tori? You looked like you’d seen a ghost in Knightley’s class, and you’ve avoided me since…” Sura’s dark eyes were like flat black onyx today, no glittering humor in them. 

      My breath caught in my throat. What could I tell him? That I’d been dreaming of him since the night I’d met him, that I was terrified the vampire court would fall on my head any day now, oh, and that I felt sympathy for the vampire knight whose sister I’d murdered, even while I feared that my name was at the top of his kill list?

      I couldn’t trust Sura, either. No matter how much he flirted with me, he was still Will’s best friend. And I had no idea how Will felt about me now, only that trying to figure him out was like trying to keep steady footing on a wave-tossed ship. He veered between hate and tolerance like lightning.

      “Just trying to figure things out.” I flashed a humorless smile at Sura. “Remember the first night we talked? I’m here to learn, not to have fun.”

      Finally, a twinkle in the darkness of his eyes. “Aren’t women supposed to be good at multitasking?” 

      “I’m adept as fuck at multitasking.” We were going to be late to class. “But this is more important than getting laid, if we’re being honest.”

      Not entirely true, but he didn’t need to know that. 

      “Who says you can’t do both?” 

      A fuzzy memory floated to the forefront of my mind: the softest scratch of Sura’s dark stubble under my lips, the faintest brush of a kiss… before he turned his head away. 

      He was untrustworthy. Will’s best friend. A handsome face didn’t mean jack at the end of the day. “I’ll do both when I want to.” 

      I pushed past him, into the training grounds. 

      Will scowled as I walked in with Sura on my heels. “You’re going to cost us points on this assignment if you’re late.”

      “Maybe she was getting fingerfucked in the hall,” Apolline said, examining her pink-lacquered nails. 

      My face went cold, then hot, my heartbeat drumming in my ears. It’d been too much to hope for that no one had seen what Sura and I had done in Club Bathory.

      “Better to do it with my own kind than drool over a vein-licker.” I couldn’t hold back a sneer. Who would want to touch a Shadowed Worlder? They were the worst kind of depraved. 

      Especially Càel. Now that I knew who I’d almost gone toe-to-toe with, I was starting to wonder if it might be best to cut and run before he figured out my name. 

      Apolline raised a delicately-arched eyebrow, but Professor Ermengol cut through the tension in Tenebris with her sudden arrival. 

      “Practicals begin today, my sweets,” she said. Today she had two cloaked, veiled slayers with her: Mater Dolorum we knew all too well, Libra’s taciturn mistress of healing. The other was new to me. “And some of you will be gaining your first kill tattoos, which is why Mater Bellum is here. If you slay a Shadowed Worlder in the field, you will return to Mater Bellum for confirmation and your mark.”

      A ball of ice rolled around in my stomach. I could claim the black drop of a vampire-kill right now for Eluned Ravensbane… but I wouldn’t. I didn’t want that mark on me yet, no matter how long I’d dreamed of my first drop. 

      “There’s a moonspawn nest that needs cleared out under a human hotel. Rats.” Ermengol wrinkled her nose and named a very ritzy human establishment. “That’s on Lux. Good luck. Try not to die.”

      Aislin’s lips were set, and she was already organizing her team, decisively planning how to infiltrate the nest.

      “Tenebris, you’ve got reports of demonic activity in the old sugar factory. Bring lots of holy water. Shouldn’t be anything too serious, but don’t get cocky. Get out if it’s anything bigger than an imp.”

      Cold sweat broke out over my back. Of course we’d get the demons. 

      A memory assaulted my brain, the whiff of brimstone and old copper, an ichor-slicked claw running over James’ neck. 

      Will’s sharp tones brought me back to reality. “I want most of you on the perimeter. If anything flees, let it go, but I want to hear about it in detail, understand? Apolline, you and Sura will be our scouts. Selena, Tori, and I will search the basement.” 

      I shook off the fear creeping down my spine. This was a blessing, a chance to earn some slayer tattoos, a chance to find out which of the skulking bastards had murdered James.

      The main armory was next to the training grounds. My heart squeezed in anticipation as I eyed the walls laden with weapons, silver, cold iron, even an axe made of star-metal. Little glass orbs were nestled in foam cases, some filled with holy water, others with old blood. Arrows fletched with feathers of every kind gleamed like rainbows on the far wall. 

      It was one of the most beautiful sights I’d ever seen. 

      Lux was taking all manner of the silver weapons, but we needed holy water. An angelic blade would’ve been the most ideal weapon, but most of those had been lost over the centuries. The next best thing was iron blades that had been quenched in holy water after their forging and blessed by a priest. 

      Apolline was choosing some of the dainty glass orbs, and she stopped and stared at me when I grabbed several empty squirt bottles from the storage room and dunked them in the holy water tank. 

      I knew how fast the tides could turn where demons were involved. I wasn’t taking chances with the beautiful but fragile orbs. Sometimes the ugliest solution was the wisest solution. 

      When I turned around, Will and Sura were arguing quietly in the corner, so still and soft it was difficult to tell it was an argument at all. Only the tension in their muscles and hard glares gave away their irritation with each other. 

      When they saw me looking at them, they broke away from each other. 

      How odd. 

      “Change in plans,” Will said smoothly. “Sura will search with us. Pheric, you’ll scout with Apolline.”

      I shot a glare at Sura. Was he trying to horn in on my kills? Didn’t he think I could handle a few demons? 

      When we summoned a Libra taxi outside the Caitland-Moore, I held back my surprise to find that either a single cab had stretched itself out, or two had merged to create one long, black limousine. Each team could easily fit inside a single limo.

      Which was where I found myself pressed between Will and Sura again, no more comfortable this time thanks to the weapons we all bristled with. Several duffel bags of holy water took up all the floor space. 

      Selena glared at me from Will’s other side, and Apolline sat across from us, cracking her gum like we were going for a joyride. 

      My veins were fizzing with anticipation. Even if we didn’t come across the same kind of demon that had killed my Jim-Jam, it would still be a demon, which was the next best thing. I found myself craving the sting of the tattooist’s needle. 

      Where moonspawn kills were marked on our bodies as thin red sickles, and vampires as black drops, demons were recorded simply as dark dots because, over the course of the average slayer’s life, we were bound to kill so many demons we’d eventually run out of room. When I was younger, I’d met a slayer who’d killed so many demons, his entire back had been tattooed pitch black, and the dots spilled down over his hips and thighs. 

      Fae kills were recorded as tiny, royal blue six-pointed stars. I’d met very few slayers with more than a handful of those. 

      If we got lucky, today would mark the first of the swirling dotted pattern that would begin at the top of my spine and work its way down over the years.

      “Your thoughts, Tenebris.” Will was taut as a bowstring, thigh to thigh with me. 

      “What kind of demons?” Selena asked, phrasing it as a question. 

      “Could be any kind.” Will pulled his hand out of hers. “Narrow it down.”

      It was starting to make sense why Will had been made the prefect. Despite my mixed feelings about him, he wasn’t completely terrible at directing a group of people into action and using their brains.

      I pulled my elbows in, trying to avoid contact with the men on either side of me. “Why a sugar factory?” I wondered aloud. “Is it abandoned? Might be a good place to perform a ritual.”

      Will looked down at me, but I refused to look up and see if he was sneering at me or not. It was a valid question. Most demonic summoning circles needed wide-open places without any spectators. “It would be a good ritual space,” he agreed. He kept his voice neutral; I couldn’t decipher how he felt about my contribution to the group.

      Pheric, Joshua, and Ethan just stared at us. Pheric had gone a little pale. Were they frightened? 

      They should be. 

      “Sugar is also a traditional ingredient in love spells.” I crossed my leg, trying to make the movement look casual, but I couldn’t stand Will being pressed up against me any longer. “The factory’s original use might’ve been of some interest to the conjurer.”

      “Love spells, sugar, and demonic rituals. So, without any other information to go on, we could be looking at a conjurer who wanted to petition or bind a demonic entity into bringing them love.” Will shook his head, looking disgusted. “Or lust. Idiots.”

      “Prince Sitri,” Sura said, running his hand through his hair. “If they’re looking for lust, they were calling on Sitri.”

      He was still tense, every muscle I was in contact with as hard as stone, and his body heat warmed me even through the leather jackets we wore. His peppery vanilla scent was only amplified by the warmth cocooning me. I tried not to breathe too deeply, or look at him, or remember what he felt like when he had me pinned to a wall and his fingers between my legs. 

      Ironic, while we discussed the demonic Prince of Lust.

      “We’ll operate on the assumption of a conjurer and a summoning circle designed for Sitri, then.” Will leaned his head back against the wall of the limo. His dark hair was mussed today, like he’d run his fingers through it one too many times. “But be ready for anything else. Knowing Ermengol, it’s not going to be anything too dangerous.”

      Apolline rolled her eyes. “And what if he managed to actually summon him? Then what? We fight off a greater demon alone?”

      “What’s makes you think the conjurer’s a he?” Pheric asked indignantly. 

      “Because a woman would never be so desperate and hard-up to get laid that she’d summon a freaking demonic Prince,” she snapped. Good point. 

      “If there’s any sign of a greater demon on the premises, we’re getting the fuck out,” Will interrupted. “No one’s going to be a hero today. Gather intel, pay attention to everything you see, and we’ll meet back at the entrance for the debriefing.” 

      Everyone lapsed into quiet conversation or just sat with their own thoughts. Sura was uncharacteristically silent, and I wrestled with my own feelings for a moment. 

      “Not into scouting ahead, huh?” I whispered, looking up at the chiseled lines of his face, how silky his deep skin was. He took up more room by himself than almost anyone in the limo besides Will. “That’s the fun part.”

      A faint smile tugged at his lips. “Nah, the fun part is going into the creepy dark basement. Haven’t you ever watched horror movies, Tori?” 

      Not really. Real life was too much of a horror movie by itself, sometimes. “I’ve seen like… five minutes of Dawn of the Dead. Does that count?”

      “Our blossoming friendship is on indefinite hold until you’ve seen Texas Chainsaw Massacre and Psycho. Or maybe the Exorcist, that might be a little more appropriate, given the situation-”

      “You won’t have a blossoming anything if you get your asses killed in there,” Will said impatiently, and a hint of irritation touched Sura’s black eyes. “Keep your heads in the game.”

      Part of me wanted to snap at Will to shut the fuck up and let us talk privately, but we were crammed together. There was no privacy.

      And Will was looking a little more tense than usual, his lips tight. As the prefect of Tenebris, he had nine other lives in his hands, and he was responsible for everything going perfectly. 

      Things rarely went perfectly where greater demons were involved.

      Okay, so maybe it was a little more stress than your average twenty-one-year-old wanted to deal with. 

      I opened my mouth to tell him to chill. It would all be fine.

      “Why don’t you have horror movie night with us?” was what popped out instead. What the fuck was I thinking? Will didn’t want to be step-siblings, didn’t want to be friends, didn’t really want anything to do with me at all. 

      Will glared at me. It was impossible to tell if he was actually irritated, or just bemused. “How about we get through this practical without anyone dying first?”

      I fought the urge to beam up at him. It wasn’t a hard no or an insult. 

      The limo had left behind the glittering skyscrapers and lights for a section of the city that seemed to be made entirely of concrete, rust, and fog. Dark factories towered overhead, their windows busted out, chain-link fences sagged, and graffiti both new and faded covered every surface below ten feet. 

      I slid out of the limo after Will, my boots crunching on broken glass. 

      The factory in front of us had long gone cold. The name Sweet P’s Sugarworks was still just legible in old paint, high up on the brick face. 

      A faint gust of wind carried a strange combination of scents to my nose: smog and gasoline mixed with a tinge of burnt caramel and dark resin. 

      It was the thick, black sweetness that put my hackles up when I inhaled. “Do you smell that?” I asked Will quietly, out of earshot of the rest of Tenebris.

      He nodded, a muscle moving in his jaw. “We’ll make this quick.”

      Will, Sura, Selena and I went ahead. Everyone else scattered behind us, manning the perimeter of the old Sugarworks and taking note of anything remotely out of place. 

      Apolline and Pheric broke off to check the interior halls. 

      The smell grew thicker as we stepped inside the graffitied doors, and I pulled a dagger from my hip, every sense strained. 

      I was sure of one thing: there were demons here, and my knife had their name on it.
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      The bright beams of our flashlights illuminated more painted concrete, dripping water and long orange rust stains streaking the walls. Sunlight was two stories overhead, where the rest of Tenebris was gathered.

      The sticky, overly-sweet scent of burnt caramel was almost stomach-churning now, tempered only by the resin and a whiff of incense, which grew strong the lower we went. 

      I should’ve been nervous, but instead excitement was prickling through my limbs, my breath shallow and fast. It was just like old times, the hunt, the slow stalk of unwary prey.

      Will went first, followed by me, then Selena, and Sura brought up the rear. 

      We stepped into a long, low access tunnel, echoing with the drip of water. 

      “Left,” Will muttered, keeping his tone flat so his voice would echo less. The sweet scent was definitely stronger to the left. 

      Several rats squeaked and vanished as we moved down the tunnel, which ended in a rusted metal door. 

      Will threw caution to the winds and kicked it open. The loud squeal echoed like nails on a chalkboard, but nothing else moved or made a sound. “Holy water first,” I whispered. It was the perfect ambush spot, and many lesser demons were nothing if not predictable. 

      “They’re long gone,” Selena said dismissively, giving me a dirty look. “Demon reek lasts forever.” 

      Will threw out his arm when she tried to move forward, shining his flashlight into the room beyond. “Did I tell you to move?” he hissed. Selena tossed her blonde ponytail, the corners of her mouth turned down, but she didn’t reply. 

      Will stuck his flashlight between his teeth and squeezed one of the squirt-bottles of holy water in the room, dousing the edges of the door. 

      Still, nothing shrieked or fled. Maybe the demons really were gone. Perversely, disappointment swamped my anticipation. I’d been looking forward to my first demon-slaying tattoos.

      “See?” Selena snapped. “Ermengol wouldn’t send us on a suicide mission this early in the year. Leave it to the professionals, Trailer Trash.”

      She shoved his arm aside and strode into the room, the beam of her flashlight illuminating boilers and burst pipes. 

      Will took his flashlight out of his mouth. “They could be long gone,” he admitted. “We should probably finish this before nightfall.”

      “Is this Clouded Court territory?” I was suddenly prickling with an emotion beyond excitement or nervousness: fear. 

      “No, that’s west of us. But the veil between Earth and Hell might still be thin here. I should’ve left Selena upstairs.” He huffed and followed her. 

      I glanced up at Sura. The hairs on the back of my neck were standing straight up. “Think they’re gone?”

      In the darkness, he was almost frightening, big enough to steamroll anyone, with a face like a marble statue, hard and cold. His entire body was strained. “I know they’re not. We should go back.”

      I didn’t argue with his definite tone. There was something here with us, hiding behind that too-sweet smell. Nerves churned in my stomach like stones. “You think Will would listen?”

      There was something in Sura’s dark eyes that set me on edge. “No.”

      We followed Will and Selena, catching up near another door that led into an access tunnel. They didn’t notice us approaching, caught in their own private argument. “You don’t care what she does!” Selena was saying, her lips drawn back over her teeth. “You’ve known her for three months, and me for three years! Who do you trust more?”

      “It’s not about who I trust more.” Will’s eyes burned pale in the flashlight beams. “I trusted her to accompany us down. This isn’t about playing favorites.”

      “You just didn’t want to let her miss out on any glory,” Selena spat at him. “You think I didn’t notice you eye-fucking your own sister in the pixie club? Apolline’s gonna be sick she ever touched you when I tell her.”

      “Tell her whatever you want. Tori’s not my sister. She’s an unwanted bonus that came with my stepmom, nothing more. And right now, you’re the one who’s out of line. Professional, my ass.”

      I’d be lying if I said that didn’t hurt, even though I’d already come to terms with Will’s dislike towards me. 

      But far more important was why they were arguing, their voices growing louder, when we were supposed to be on a recon mission. 

      I started to snap, ready to hiss at Will and Selena to be quiet or get back, but a sudden burst of hostility rose in me as soon as I made eye contact, and my mouth took off on its own. “Who gives a shit who you trust? I wouldn’t trust you as far as I could throw you, Will, and you’re a first-class twat, Selena. Neither of you are professionals.”

      That wasn’t what I meant to say at all, but I gripped my dagger in tight fingers, already planning to step forward and make the smooth motion to slam it home between Selena’s ribs.

       I froze in place, the problem connecting in my brain just as Selena turned on her heel and strode through the door, scowling at Will. 

      There was a demon nearby, sowing and feeding on our discord. “Selena, no-!”

      She stilled in mid-step, liquid pattering around her, and it took my brain a second to catch up to my eyes. Several thick, black needles were sticking straight through her neck, holding her in midair. They sawed outwards, bringing forth a gush of scarlet.

      Her body crumpled, landing in her own blood with a smack. 

      Will lunged through the door, flying over Selena’s body and slicing through the organic appendages at the roots. The Berith imp, a tall, thin creature with wet, inky skin, screamed and threw itself aside, but Will moved like lightning, jerking his dagger up through its guts and dumping holy water over its head when it keeled over. 

      When the clouds of acrid smoke boiling from its skin had dissipated, the Berith imp lay curled next to Selena, slowly dissolving into dark ichor. The needles that had pierced Selena’s neck, the demon’s fingers, had already dissolved.

      Will took a deep breath. “A Berith imp. Sower of discord and murder.” His pale eyes flashed up to me and Sura. “How long until we’d turned on each other?”

      “About five seconds,” I said grimly. The Berith’s proximity had brought all my irrational, seething hatred boiling to the surface. If I hadn’t realized what it was in time, I knew I would’ve killed Selena myself, driven by demonic urging. That’s how demons operated; they slid into your head from a distance, convincing you bow to your most twisted desires and baser impulses. “We should go back. She’s dead, Will.”

      “I know she’s dead!” He visibly choked back more words, his eyes wide. “I know.”

      Will’s fists were clenched at his sides. He’d just earned his first slayer mark, and had his girlfriend murdered in front of him. I found myself wavering, unsure of whether to comfort him or stay focused on the assignment.

      Before I could make up my mind, he picked up his flashlight, clicked it back on, and let out a long breath. “We’re finishing this. We need something to bring back to Ermengol besides Feldt’s body.” 

      “And if we run into more Berith imps?” I wiped my sweaty palm on my pants. “We’re obviously not immune to their influence.” 

      Even as I spoke, I found myself following Will. He was right: we had to finish this. Something was calling, and I couldn’t ignore it.

      “Bad choice, Will,” Sura murmured, but he seemed strangely complacent about the decision, like he already knew what we were going to decide and had already accepted it. 

      Will stepped over the slowly spreading pool of Selena’s blood. “Go up if you want, Sura. I’ll find my way back, after I’ve seen what’s down here. Come with me, Tori.”

      A fine sheen of sweat glimmered on his face, and his lips were set, but there was a strange glint in his eyes. Rational Tori railed against the decision to go down, knowing we were open to demonic influence… but wouldn’t it be better if we had concrete evidence? There was something here, I just knew it, and if we could look at it with our own eyes and see, everything would be clear. 

      “I’m coming.” I walked past Selena, and Sura followed. 

      We didn’t encounter any more Berith imps, but my muscles were growing loose and languid, and the scent of burnt caramel was richer now, overlaid with the sweetness of honey, the rich musk of skin… I took a deep breath, tasting the scent like a flavor. Oddly, it no longer smelled like caramel or honey at all, but like masculine skin and sweat, the taste of hungry lips and leather. 

      I licked my lips, the sensation of Will’s tongue on mine tingling like it had just happened, my neck prickling where Sura had kissed me. 

      I knew it wasn’t the time to be thinking about that at all, but common sense seemed far away and unimportant. 

      The access tunnel gave way to a massive storage room where the dust on the floor had been cleared in strange patterns, like several heavy somethings had been dragged through here. 

      A massive summoning pentacle had been painted on the floor, the black paint shimmering under the light of massive taper candles that had burned down into rolling pools of wax. Several offering bowls, still full of their bloody contents, decorated the pentacle next to a cracked human skull, and the marks in the dust led towards the pentacle. Or away from it. 

      “They completed the ritual,” I breathed. It was hot in here, almost as sticky as the pixie club. I took a deep breath and tasted caramel and smooth skin. It seemed like the most natural thing in the world to shrug off my jacket. 

      “Prince Sitri is here,” Sura said. The tiny candle flames were reflected in his black eyes, and when I swung my gaze back to Will, I could’ve sworn I saw the faintest sheen of midnight iridescence on Sura’s skin. When I looked again, it was gone.

      “Where’s the conjurer?” Will stripped off his jacket, loosened his tie, and yanked it over his head. What an excellent idea. I followed suit, unbuttoning the top button of my shirt, and his eyes landed on the motion. 

      “Who knows? Help me out?” A slow grin spread across my lips, and my stepbrother didn’t hesitate, closing the short distance between us. 

      “The Prince is here now.” Sura’s voice was strained and low, lost under the sickening thump of my heartbeat and Will’s shallow breaths. “You might want to stop.”

      I yanked open Will’s shirt, revealing the chiseled slopes and valleys of his chest and stomach, dark gold from a summer in the sun. I didn’t want to stop, not in the slightest. Every fiber in my body was pulsing, reassuring me that this was the right thing to do, the only thing to do.

      “Don’t ruin their good time, Sura.” A new voice, dark, masculine, heavy with indolence and approval, filled the room like thunder. 

      Whoever owned that smoky, sultry voice was right. We were having a good time- hell, make that a great time.

      Will opened my shirt one button at a time, running his fingers over the swell of my breasts, and I finally lost patience. I gripped his open collar and pulled him down, his lips crashing into mine painfully, but the taste of blood and the sting of my split lip made it better, somehow even more real. 

      He sucked my lower lip between his teeth with a groan, and my fingers started fumbling at his belt buckle like I’d lost all control. 

      The fact that he was my stepbrother and hated me didn’t matter at all anymore. Will yanked the rest of my shirt off and tossed it to the ground, revealing my lacy burgundy bra, the clan necklace, the Star of Protection on my hip. 

      “Sura, come here.” I sounded raspy and languid, nothing at all like myself, but I couldn’t look at him while Will had his hands tangled in my hair, holding my head back to kiss his way down my neck to my breasts. “Come join us.”

      Will pulled the cup of the bra down and caught a pebbled nipple between his teeth, grazing my sensitive skin sharply enough to send a shiver through my whole body. My hands slid around the back of his neck, and he released my hair. 

      I wrapped my legs around his waist when he picked me up, gripping me under my thighs. He sucked my nipple harder, swirled his tongue around the tender flesh, and I moaned out loud, tormented by the feel of his thick cock throbbing against me. 

      Will’s growl reverberated against my skin, sending a jolt of pleasure straight to my pussy. I needed these strangling clothes off before I lost my mind. 

      “Sura, please,” I gasped, but he wasn’t with us. 

      He stood at the edge of the circle, looking up at an impossibly tall man, the most unearthly beautiful thing I’d ever seen. Humanity had never seen such perfection- we weren’t even capable of dreaming it. 

      The man’s hair hung to his waist like a sheet of beaten gold, eyes the color of the deep ocean staring at us through a fringe of dark lashes. He shimmered, like he stood in a haze of heat, and the massive golden ram’s horns curling around his head glimmered like stars.

      “Why don’t you join them?” the beautiful man asked, turning that blue-fire gaze on Sura. He was the owner of the smoky, lazy voice.

      Will’s fingers tightened, dimpling my thighs, and he pushed against me. The pressure against my clit was almost too much to bear. 

      “Prince Sitri, I abjure you to leave.” As huge as he was, Sura only reached the demon’s chest. The knowledge was a punch to the gut- that was Prince Sitri, in the flesh, right in front of us- then Will strode forward and my back collided with a wall, and his fingers finding my belt drove all thought from my mind. 

      “I need you, Tori,” Will rasped. “I’ve needed you so bad-” He pushed against me and I raked my nails over his chest, leaving red lines behind. 

      Sura watched us, an expression almost like pain on his face, mixed with a strange sort of ecstasy. I crooked my finger, writhing against Will as his fingers slipped under the waistband of my jeans and delved between my wet folds. When he stroked my clit, panting against my neck, my nerves lit up like fireworks. 

      “Nothing makes such a good midnight snack like repressed desire.” The demonic Prince sucked his lip between his teeth, watching us hungrily, but somehow it felt right for him to witness this. I knew in my bones that he was the architect of desire, drawing it out into the light where there was no shame. 

      Sura was panting too, his hard cock limned against his leg, but he turned his head back to Sitri with an effort, the tendons standing out on his neck. 

      “Not here. I abjure you to leave,” he snarled, and Sitri grinned just before Sura muttered something else and brought his foot down on the human summoning skull, crushing it to powder. 

      Prince Sitri vanished with a rumbling laugh, along with the heavy hum of pressure in the air. It felt like the room itself had popped, and all that was left was cold air on my prickled skin and the scent of damp and dust. 

      Will froze over me, his fingertips still pressed against my clit, cock straining against me. My bra straps were down over my arms, revealing the hard pink tips of my breasts, and we stared into each other’s eyes for a long, painful moment. 

      He yanked his hand out of my pants and released me. I dropped to the ground like a brick, scraping my back on the rough wall all the way down, but barely felt the sting over the tidal wave of hot shame and anger. 

      We’d known there was a greater demon, and we’d walked right into it like idiots, letting Sitri’s influence wind around us like snakes. So stupid, so fucking stupid- and it could’ve been worse, a Prince of Hell with a far more sinister agenda than Sitri’s desire to force humans to fuck.

      I yanked my bra straps back up over my shoulders and scrambled for my shirt, almost buttoning it wrong in my haste. “How’d you resist him?” I asked Sura, still breathless from the after-effects of Sitri’s presence. 

      He was breathing heavily too, but his eyes were glittering, skin flushed dark bronze. He looked strangely vibrant against the remains of the boiler room. “I barely managed it. I think he was too caught up with you two to notice me.”

      Will buttoned his shirt in silence, his skin pale and face rigid. 

      “I think our conjurer is dead,” Sura continued, nudging one of the offering dishes with his foot. “There’s blood here.”

      “Idiot probably ended up in Sitri’s little slice of Hell,” Will finally said. “I’m not wasting time looking for him. Let’s get Feldt and head up.” 

      Sura grabbed my jacket from the floor and dusted it off before handing it to me with a flourish. “For you, O Beautiful One.” 

      I took it, feeling cold inside. “You’re awfully jazzed up.” 

      “We just met a greater demon in the flesh and survived. What isn’t there to be jazzed about?”

      He had a point, besides our dead teammate and the fact that I would’ve screwed my stepbrother’s brains out if Sura hadn’t broken the circle. 

      Deep, deep down, in a small dark corner of myself that I refused to inspect, I wished he hadn’t broken it in time. 

      Will didn’t say another word until we found Selena’s body. He picked her up, carefully lifting her under her neck and thighs, uncaring of the blood soaking through his clothes. We retraced our steps to the surface. 

      The sun was going down on the Sugarworks when we left. The limo was at the curb outside the sagging fence, right where we’d left it, along with Apolline and Pheric. 

      Apolline went white as a sheet when she saw Selena, the hanging blonde ponytail almost black with blood.

      “What happened, Will?” she gasped, but he just shot her a death glare. 

      “Get in the fucking taxi and shut the fuck up,” he growled. 

      She stared at us for a moment, then yanked one of the doors open. Will eased Selena in, laying her across the seat and cradling her head in his lap. 

      It was a long, silent ride home.
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        CHAPTER EIGHT

        ________

      

      

      
        
        SURA

      

      

      Headmaster Burns, Knightley, Ermengol, and the Dread Mothers stared at us from across the headmaster’s desk. For the first time in over a year, a trickle of nervous sweat ran between my shoulder blades. If they’d figured it out, it was game over for me. It was death by drowning in a bath of holy water, a blessed iron blade right through the heart. 

      Half-formed plans flickered through my head. Kill them all- but I couldn’t raise a finger to hurt Will, and the idea of hurting Victoria the Beautiful was repugnant. Kill them all and take Will and Tori to Hell with me- but they’d fight to their last breath.

      Escape back to Sitri’s Court alone and spend the next millennia trying to forget them. 

      As Knightley opened his mouth to speak, I knew the last one was my only option if the jig was up. 

      Will’s muscles tightened, and I felt his anxiety and irritation like they were my own emotions. After three years of entangling myself deeper into his life, his family, his deepest hopes and fears and needs, the Cords of Fate had slowly wound around us. I hadn’t paid attention until it was too late. 

      I was still very young. For a demon, anyway. Two hundred years was just a sneeze on Sitri’s time scale.

      “But the Prince just let you go without marking you,” Knightley repeated. He seemed to have difficulty with that particular aspect of the evening’s events.

      “Yes,” Tori said flatly. 

      Of course Sitri just let them go. Will and Tori’s repressed lust for each other, and the anger it caused them, was far more amusing to the Prince than keeping them in Hell. He knew what digging your own grave looked like; he just provided the tools. 

      Will and Tori refused to look at each other. Their emotions rippled through me: Will’s were stronger, his physiological reactions mirrored in my own body when he was feeling a particularly strong surge, but the closer I got to Tori, the clearer hers became. 

      My heart was pounding in my throat with their anxiety. Tori’s shame burned in my face and Will’s unfulfilled lust sent a jolt of desire straight to my cock, while his mortification made my lungs feel hollow. 

      “I crushed the skull before he took it too far,” I interrupted, and went temporarily light-headed with their combined gratitude. “I was closest to the circle.” 

      Ermengol’s eyes were too sharp. Sometimes they lingered on me in a way that made me more than a little nervous, wondering if I should expect to wake up to an iron dagger in my chest. “Why weren’t you afflicted by the Prince’s presence, Mister Enver?” 

      Sergio Enver, the face I’d worn for three years, wasn’t fazed by anything. I leaned back in my seat and gave her a cocky grin. “Because I chugged half a bottle of holy water on the way down and wore the biggest goddamn cross you ever saw-”

      “Do not take God’s name in vain in this room,” Headmaster Burns interrupted. “Crosses mean nothing to a greater demon.”

      If I failed to convince them now, I could always turn them against each other with their own desires to give myself time to escape. Send Knightley after Aislin Liddell, whom he craved with a bone-deep longing he refused to acknowledge, turn Ermengol and her long-time lover Mater Bellum on each other, send Tori and Will back into each other’s arms, no matter how much guilt I’d feel over that one. 

      Headmaster Burns would be the problem. He felt no sexual desire at all, nothing for me to twist against him. 

      I shrugged casually, like it’d just been another day for me. “I’ve seen demons summoned before, sir. I’ve had experience back home with how they get in your head. Some of them a lot worse than Prince Sitri.”

      There was no “back home” outside of Sitri’s court. There’d once been a small clan of Envers, but they were long dead, and I’d erased most of their tracks before arriving on Libra’s doorstep with a forged letter of matriculation and the sum required for four years of attendance.

      They could investigate my falsified past, but all they’d find was evidence of a slayer family that had died under mysterious and brutal circumstances, which would lend credence to my story.

      Ermengol let out a breath. “Prince Sitri was never known for enslaving humans, sir.” 

      I resisted the urge to let out a sigh of my own. She believed me. 

      And no, Sitri didn’t need to enslave humans. Not when they so readily threw themselves into our arms of their own free will. The conjurer at the bottom of the Sugarworks had ended up in Sitri’s court, the faintest traces of his lust still perfuming the air, but he’d vanished before he could complete the circle and banish the Prince. 

      “No.” Headmaster Burns eyed the three of us, his lined face grim. “The Berith imp was likely an opportunist who found an open summoning circle and made use of it. Miss Feldt’s death was an unfortunate byproduct of human fallibility.”

      Human fallibility, human selfishness, same thing. 

      “Prefect Godalming. You struck the killing blow on the Berith imp, you’ve earned the slayer-mark. Mater Bellum will escort you to her chamber.”

      With that, we were dismissed. Will and Tori’s relief flowed through me like a stream, almost overshadowing my own relief at maintaining my cover. 

      They’d admitted to being forced into a compromising position by Prince Sitri, but neither had wanted to go into the exact details of what that had been. 

      Tori didn’t wait, striding down the hall without looking back. I fought the urge to follow her. She’d only snap at me, and I’d lose any headway I’d gained with her. 

      Mater Bellum beckoned silently to Will. He paused and glanced at me. I felt his unasked question in my mind, the Cords of Fate pulling us together again, and fell in at his side. 

      As an incubus, a demon of lust, the Cords should’ve been bonds of romance or lust. Instead, they were bonds of deep friendship, so deep that it was almost impossible to walk away from him sometimes, and I wondered where I ended and he began. Somewhere out there, the three fates, the Moirai, were laughing at their little joke.

      A demon becoming a slayer’s best friend. An incubus, no less, bound by friendship instead of sex.

      Mater Bellum’s chambers weren’t far. The inner sanctum was dark and dimly lit, with a low couch that she gestured for Will to sit on. 

      I stood in front of him as the Dread Mother prepared her ink and needle, wiping the skin at the apex of his spine clean. Will’s green eyes flashed in the dim light, but his lips were set, his jaw clenched. 

      His lust still hammered in my veins, mixed with rage at himself. When the needle pierced him, a tiny patch of skin at the back of my neck flared with sympathetic pain. 

      Moments later, the first tiny dot was done, the ink marking where he’d killed one of my kind. I wondered if my subterfuge were ever discovered, if he’d someday bear a tiny, inconsequential dot marking my death on his skin. 

      Mater Bellum wiped away a drop of blood, smeared ointment over the raw flesh, and silently shooed us out. 

      Will stretched his shoulders, shaking some of the tension out of his limbs. He didn’t speak until we’d returned to his room. 

      As the prefect, he had the best accommodations in Tenebris Hall, the king-sized bed, the overly-large shower, the weapons racks. Will collapsed on his bed, cradling his head in his hands with a sigh.

      I felt the faintest brush of Tori against my mind in the next room over. She was struggling, pacing, a ball of mixed emotions that flowed from one into the next without stopping: anger, sadness, guilt. 

      “It’s my fault Selena’s dead,” Will finally said, his voice flat. 

      I dropped into his desk chair and kicked out into the middle of the room. “You never liked her anyways.”

      I felt his irritation before he spoke. “No, but she was still my responsibility. She’s dead because of me. Her whole life wiped out just like that. That’s not the way she should’ve gone.”

      In all my two hundred years, I hadn’t really thought about life all that much until I met Will. Their souls would be recycled into the bodies of demons or angels, anyways; why worry about what happened on this single plane of existence? 

      But slayers were a picky lot about death and dying. 

      “Look, it was your first time up close with a demon.” Ha. “We always lose a few senior year, and more of us will die right after we graduate. That’s just life, Will.”

      He turned his cold gaze on me. “Father will hear about this by the end of the day. That his only son got a girl killed on her first practical of the year.” His lips drew back over his teeth. “And that’ll just leave more room for Tori to snake her way into his good graces. I’m done, Sura. It’s fucking over for me.”

      The Cords urged me to make this better. That was what human friends did; they listened to each other’s feelings and provided solutions. 

      Lucifer fuck me, but acting like one of them was hard sometimes. My solution would’ve been pretty simple: get rid of all that pesky shame and anger by fucking Tori senseless, which was what he wanted to do, then accept that life sucks, everyone dies, and move on. 

      But that wasn’t what he wanted to hear, which was unfortunate, because the sexual energy he and Tori gave off was enough to juice me up for days. It’d taken all my willpower to banish Sitri when my cock had been hard as iron, responding to the lust coiling between Will and his most forbidden desire, the most delicious meal I’d had in ages.

      “You have an entire year to show Percival what you are.” I propped my feet on his desk and leaned back in the rolling chair. “It’s not over, Will. We’ve got months to pull ahead.”

      He groaned into his palms, the sound muffled. “Yeah. But even if we win, Selena won’t be there for it, because I fucked up. I lost one of us.”

      In the moment of silence between us, I felt some of Tori’s emotions brush me again. Her spiral of anger and terror had finally spun out and been taken over by the desire and guilt. 

      All I had to do was reach out, prod that desire a little, and she’d knock on Will’s door…

      But that was ‘unethical’. The Cords made it very clear to me that this would be a violation of our friendship... and possibly of whatever else we had. 

      I’d forced myself to examine my own feelings, digging under the ever-present layer of lust and want to the Sura beneath, the one who’d been born when I met Will. There was more to existence than constant desires and surrender.

      Realizing that I wanted her to want me for me was just as painful as the moment I’d realized how deeply I was entwined with Will. I could make her want me… but that wasn’t the same as Tori choosing me of her own free will. 

      For the first time in my existence, I wished I wasn’t an incubus, but a real slayer. There’d be none of this annoying guilt, the irritating desire to know if she really wanted me or if some of my natural essence had spilled out and affected her. 

      I reeled myself back in, shutting off the connection to Tori’s mind. If I wanted her, I had to earn it the hard way. 

      “Sura.” Will slumped back on his bed and stared up at the ceiling. 

      “Yeah?”

      “How did Prince Sitri know your name?”

      I felt like a bucket of cold water had been tossed over me. Even though the Prince was the one who’d planted me in Will’s path, he’d find it very funny to drive a wedge between us and see what happened. See how strong the bonds between us were now.

      And I’d counted on Will being so caught up in Tori that he wouldn’t have noticed. 

      “Because I told him.” I let a hint of chagrin creep into my voice. “When he appeared, he asked me, and it just slipped out before I got my head on right.”

      “Huh.” Will went silent for a moment. “Yeah. I was… it took me a minute to realize he was actually there.” After what felt like a full minute without breathing, I allowed myself to relax. He’d accepted the lie.

      That was the fun thing about the rulers of Hell. They could walk down a crowded street, and nobody would actually see them. They would, however, feel their influence. Duke Amdusias sometimes liked to pop into human concerts and whip them into a frenzy, though no one would ever know the demon had been onstage as well, and Marquis Leraje could incite a riot just by strolling through a city.

      “We should probably just be glad we weren’t taken to his court,” I said, nudging the topic in a safer direction. “Live to fight another day, Will.”

      “Guess I have to.” He stared at the ceiling sullenly, but I felt what was really eating at him all too clearly, the emotion thrumming through the Cords.

      “Are you still planning this senseless revenge on Victoria?”

      Will sat up, eyes blazing. “Senseless? She was given every chance to back down and fuck off back to nowhere. Now she’s got even more ammunition against me. I’m not stopping until she’s gone.”

      My stomach churned with unfamiliar emotions. As intensely bound as I was to Will, I already felt those Cords reaching out for Tori, too. 

      Not to mention my own want for her. It was almost unnatural, that a demon of lust should be afflicted with uncontrollable lust himself. Will’s hatred towards her disturbed me on a deep level, but every time I tried to break away from him, the Cords pulled me back into line.

      It was starting to occur to me that we were bound too closely.

      “You’re still with me, aren’t you?” Will leaned forward, propping his forearms on his knees. He was streaked with dust, and still smelled like caramel and musk from Sitri’s influence. 

      I struggled against the Cords, but Will’s desires were too powerful, woven into my own psyche. “I’m with you.” Lucifer, I needed Victoria, a shield between myself and Will, even if it was just for a moment… even if it was giving in to my own nature and wants. “Don’t beat yourself up. We’ll figure this out.”

      I was almost breathless when I left his room, torn between his rage and the building thrum of want from Tori. 

      As soon as I closed the door behind myself and locked it, I peeled off the stupid little slayer uniform and let it fall to the floor. I hadn’t touched the crosses or holy water, which would’ve burned like fuck and made it hard to hold this false face over my own, but being so close to the iron was uncomfortable for an extended period. 

      I felt every particle of air against my bare skin, every bead of sweat, and breathed a sigh of relief. How they stood to be bound up in clothes for so long was beyond me. It was like some unnatural form of low-grade torture.

      Even from two rooms away, I still felt Will’s rage in my veins, but it was a little dulled by distance and Tori between us. 

      She was almost sick with lust, a bright spot of crimson against the dull gray background of the school. I crawled into my bed, only a foot away from hers, and fell into it, dulling even more of Will’s anger. 

      Except… it wasn’t anger anymore. Now that I was gone, he was free to spiral into his own darkest, most desired thoughts, remember how she felt under his lips…

      If I hadn’t been bound to Will, I wouldn’t have had so much as a shred of conscience about nudging the two together. I fed on the energy of the sex he had with others, but it was like eating ashes and dust, whereas with Tori…

      I’d been almost drunk on the energy they’d made. I’d almost forgotten to heighten the glamour I wore, to hide the glitter of my skin and eyes. 

      And they hadn’t even had sex. That was just an appetizer, a teaser of the banquet to come.

      I gripped myself, already iron-hard from Tori’s relentless waves of need, and settled into the glow of lust she made. 

      She was thinking about Will, what it’d feel like when he slid inside her and drove home, the phantom taste of him on her lips. Every cell of my own body was suffused with her desire, my cock straining as I pictured pushing into her. 

      I couldn’t hold back a groan of need, my own desires long-repressed. Since taking this human face, I hadn’t fucked anyone, fearing they’d sense what I was. I was ravenous. Starving.

      Tori’s emotions wavered, and suddenly her thoughts reached out to me. 

      Surprise almost drove the breath from my lungs. I hadn’t nudged her subconscious at all. This was all her, her own thoughts, her own free will. 

      She dreamed of Will, his lips on her neck… and of me, biting my lower lip and the feel of my cock against her ass. 

      I slowly pumped my cock, tight pressure building in my balls as Tori’s fantasies wound through my mind. She was an incubus’ dream, not holding back on a single detail of what she wanted us to do to her. 

      Her climax felt like a volcano inside me, shooting pure pleasure through my nerves. It took everything I had to hold back a deep groan as I released myself, my muscles jumping from the aftershock. 

      I felt amazing, like I could run a thousand miles without stopping, rip part a mountain with my bare hands. Even with the way these slayers fucked like bunnies, I hadn’t had a meal like this in years, pure, vicious longing coupled with an unfulfilled need.

      The last thing I wanted was for Tori to be driven away. These unfamiliar emotions were alarming; the drive to please Will, to be the best friend he needed; the bitter taste of wanting something so close, but so far away, in Tori. 

      Every day brought me closer to having to make a choice between the two. Be what Will needed… be what Tori wanted. 

      But how could I be anything for either of them when I didn’t even know what I was becoming?
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        CHAPTER NINE

        ________

      

      

      
        
        TORI

      

      

      After Selena’s death, the horror of almost fucking Will under the influence of a greater demon, and the subsequent investigation into how our first practical went so terribly wrong, I’d almost forgotten about one of my more pressing worries.

      We were a month into the first semester. Professor Knightley’s chalkboard was so covered in scribbles there was barely room to write anything else. Today when we walked in, Professor Ermengol was perched on his desk. 

      “Second practical starts tonight, my lovelies,” she said. “Let’s hope none of you are stupid enough to run face-first into a summoning circle this time.”

      My face flushed as I took my usual seat. Sura dropped into the chair next to me. Since the incident under the Sugarworks two weeks ago, he’d pulled back on his relentless flirtation again, but sometimes I’d catch him staring at me or Will, a secret lurking behind those dark eyes. 

      But Prince Sitri had done something for me that I hadn’t anticipated.

      He’d scared me straight. 

      After we’d been interrogated extensively on the circumstances of Selena’s death and the successful summoning circle under Sweet P’s Sugarworks, I’d been almost nauseous with desire and terror, the lingering after-effects of a demon Prince mixed with the fear that I was about to get booted right back out. I’d never see James’ dreams through. The walls would remain bare of the Holmwood name. I needed to be on there; if our name was inscribed on these walls, every Holmwood that came after me would have a place here if they wanted it.

      Who’d have thought Sitri, the ruler of Hell’s incubi, Inciter of Lust, would’ve convinced me to stay away from dick? 

      Knightley dropped a scarlet folio on his desk and flipped it open. “This assignment will be slightly different than the usual. It’s a request from King Thraustila.”

      The few murmurs in the back of the classroom went silent. The King of the Clouded Court was asking us for help?

      An icy fist buried itself in my guts. Càel the White Wolf was somewhere out there, with my face in his mind… and at the top of his hit-list. 

      “Believe it or not, we do work with vampire jurisdictions at times,” Knightley continued, acknowledging the stunned silence. “Why else do you think we’re permitted in their establishments? It’s a symbiotic relationship, rather like parasites and hosts… we gain access to their inner sanctums, and they have petty rivalries and disputes taken care of while keeping their hands clean.”

      Sounded more like we were the vampires’ hired guns and lapdogs to me, but I wasn’t about to argue with Professor Knightley. The guy had clearly seen some shit. 

      “So… we’re like the vampires’ clean-up crew?” a girl from Lux asked. Her name came to me after a second- Lara Dumont.

      “By helping Thraustila with these requests, we cement our position as trustworthy allies. He, in turn, might deign to allow certain of our kind near the vampire throne. Symbiotes, Dumont. This is Political Strategy 101.”

      Lara made a face and resumed tapping her pen on the desk. 

      “None of you will enjoy this practical, but this is an excellent view inside how we must engage with our Shadowed World counterparts. You do not have to get cozy with the vampires.” Knightley made a face when he said ‘cozy’, like he’d never experienced the word for himself in his life. “You do not have to become their best friends, but you do have to understand reciprocity and how to turn it to your advantage.”

      I waited with bated breath as he scanned the dossier Thraustila had sent him. “Lux, you’re to stake several rogue vampires. Come get the addresses and get to it.”

      Aislin got out of her seat and took a slip of paper from Knightley.

      “Tenebris, you’re to collect the ocean tax from the mermaids of Gravesend Bay.”

      I breathed a silent sigh of relief. How hard could it be to deal with mermaids?
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        * * *

      

      “I’m done! I don’t speak mermaid!” Apolline pulled a glob of stringy brown seaweed off her face. She was soaked with oily, brackish water from head to toe. “You handle her, Will!”

      The mermaid turned her enormous, lash-less gaze on Will. There was nothing of mythology’s sirens in these mermaids; their skin was mottled green and gray, hair tangled in slimy hunks, and they were covered in crude tattoos and piercings. The mermaid who’d come to the surface as the bay queen’s main delegate wore several rusted safety pins, a Coke can tab, the wire binding of a spiral notebook, and a teaspoon in her vestigial earlobes. Metal watches lined her arms from wrist to finned elbow.

      My stepbrother rolled his eyes and strode down the rocks to the shore, where he knelt to talk with her. 

      Or rather, play an alarmingly pathetic game of charades, in which the mermaid looked at him like he was an idiot, and Will grew increasingly irritated. 

      Sura sighed, his shoulders slumped and thumbs hooked in his belt loops. “We’re gonna be here all night.”

      “Yeah, if we have to rely on Will handling this. Knightley gave us this assignment and his little spiel for a reason.” Reciprocation, and dealing with Shadowed Worlders on their own terms. Mermaids were a part of Faerie, but they tended to be the more earthly Fae, adapting to their local environments, to the degree that cold iron had less effect on them. These particular mermaids clearly took ‘one man’s trash, another mermaid’s treasure’ to heart. “Let’s go find some bargaining chips.”

      Will’s head snapped around when Sura and I left the main pack of Tenebris, who were all staring at the mermaids in bemused fascination. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “To find some grease for the squeaky wheels. Keep her happy, we’ll be right back.” I avoided his jade gaze, hating how I still heated under that vivid stare. I couldn’t help but picture the way his eyes had looked when he gazed down at me in the Sugarworks, the burning lust and want slowly morphing into shame and horror.

      “Think things’ll ever stop being awkward, Victoria the Beautiful?” 

      I snorted, picking up a can and tossing it in a trash bin. Too pedestrian- the mermaids probably had plenty of cans. “Probably not. He hates me, and that little stunt Sitri pulled didn’t help.” 

      Something glinted at me from underfoot, and I knelt to pull a loop of wire out of the sand. That was a start.

      “You know, sometimes Will puts on a false face. You can be intimidating, Tori.”

      I let out a short laugh and strung several soda can tabs on the wire, followed by two glittering yellow crystal beads.

       “Seriously? You know what the first words Will ever said to me were? I didn’t even get the word ‘hello’ out of my mouth before he was being a dickhole.” I put on the most unflattering impression of Will’s voice I could muster. “‘Where’d you get this, the dumpster outside a Pump n’ Dump?’ I didn’t want Mom to get married, either, but here we are, and he’s never given me the slightest chance. So, fuck Will. Not literally, but figuratively. With a cactus.”

      Sura stared at me, the slightest hint of a grin on his lips. “Wow. Anything else you need to get off your chest?” 

      I shrugged, stringing a few more shiny bits on the wire. “I just don’t want to hear I’m intimidating when I’ve tried to be nice from the first day I met him, and he’s thrown it back in my face. Same with everyone in this damn school. You know why I’m here? It’s not for my own edification.” 

      “Why, then?” Sura handed me another bead, a black pearl dulled by the waves and sand. 

      “My brother…” For a second, my throat swelled shut again, same as it always did before I talked about James. The smell of ash, char, cooking flesh seared my nose… then I took a breath, and all I smelled was brine, fog, and gasoline. “My brother James was a year older than me. His dream was to earn a scholarship to Libra. I never wanted to do this- I wanted to be like Dad, and just learn the family trade.”

      Sura was blessedly quiet. If I stopped, I might never get started again. He found a fishhook and carefully cupped it in his palm. 

      “James went out one night to hunt. He came across a Sathanas demon that’d taken advantage of a newbie conjurer. The conjurer was already dead, and James killed the demon… or so he thought.” I took another deep inhale of sea air. I was on the shore. The fire was miles and years behind me. “It followed him home and… cut his throat. Mom was never the fastest with a blade, and I was so shocked, I couldn’t move. After James died, it… you know… burst into flame.”

      That’s what Sathanas demons did best. When they left the mortal realm, they exploded into flame and brimstone. 

      “Our house wasn’t big. It went up in seconds. Even though I was panicking, I grabbed the picture of James and me on the way out. It’s all I’ve got left of him. Not a body, not a grave, just a picture. I’m here because he wanted to come here, and I thought it might make Mom happy… and Will’s just been an asshole the entire time.”

      I realized I’d stopped walking, my boots planted and being swallowed by the sand. Sura was at my elbow, and after a moment of hesitation, he snaked his arm around my shoulders, pulling me into a hug against his warm, broad chest that felt like sinking behind a protective shield. 

      I wrapped my arms around his waist and rested my head on him. His heart sped up, pounding under my cheek. 

      He stroked my hair, all the way down my neck to my back. “You belong wherever you choose to be, Tori.” 

      “Tell that to Will.”

      He went silent for another minute, just holding and stroking me, until my heart had stopped banging against my ribs and the memories of flame and ash had banked again, tucked away in my memories. 

      “I will tell him.” Sura gripped my shoulders, looking down into my face like he’d never really seen me before. “I want you here. You want to be here. Who gives a shit what anyone else thinks?”

      “Not me,” I whispered, but there was something dark in his features that put me on edge. 

      “Not us.” He leaned closer, his irises cut from the same cloth as the night sky, the deep shade of his skin painted with the colors of the city lights. “So… while I’m not promising to fuck Will with a cactus, I’m here for you.”

      My heart started pounding from a much different emotion. Sura had made it very clear he was just a flirt, that sex meant nothing… and Prince Sitri had showed me just how weak I was, how desperately I craved physical affection after years without.

      I braced my hands on his chest and tried to push myself away, but he had the grip of a bear.

      “But would you fuck him with something gentler? A ficus, perhaps?” 

      Sura laughed and let me slip out of his arms. “Maybe a nice philodendron.” 

      “Nah, the ficus has more ridges.”

      Regardless of whether Will was actually in imminent danger of being fucked with foliage, the moment of tension was broken. Exactly what I wanted. 

      Well, not quite exactly… but it was better than being made the fool again. The last thing I needed was to be lured in by the desire to kiss Sura again.

      It was about time to reinstate Operation: Human Dick, stat.

      I held up the wire strung with beads, pop tabs, and holey stones. “Think she’ll like it?” 

      Sura bent down, picked up a paperclip, and strung it on the wire. “Perfect.”

      I twisted the ends of the wire together, and we walked back to Tenebris in companionable silence. Apolline was sulking on the grass, and Will’s face was hard with irritation when we returned. 

      “Move aside and watch a pro handle it,” I said, kneeling next to Will. This close to the mermaid, I saw every mottle in her skin, her filmy secondary eyelids, the translucent sheen of her teeth. She smelled dizzyingly of brine and silt. 

      The bracelet sparkled when I held it out, dangling from one fingertip, and the mermaid’s eyes widened in temporary interest. Gotcha, trash-maid. “This is all yours, free and clear with no debts incurred, if you send up the King’s taxes right now.” Even as an earthly Fae, they liked when you specified the total lack of debt. I had her right where I wanted her.

      Then she called my bluff. A bubble popped on her lips and she looked away. 

      Well, shit. 

      “You sure? The sparkle of the beads would look very fetching against your scales, if I do say so myself.”

      The mermaid gave me a skeptical look, but she couldn’t quite hide the glint of avarice in her eyes. 

      Sura knelt next to me, completely dwarfing me with his presence. “What if I throw in a fishhook and a watch? Free of debts, of course.”

      The bay queen’s majordomo slid her head his way. There was something almost serpentine in their movements, whether it was on land or water; she watched hungrily as Sura stripped off his stainless-steel watch and held it out to her. 

      She made a burbling noise that sent chills down my spine, and several ripples appeared on the water behind her. We’d known perfectly well she wasn’t alone, but they were so silent and invisible in their own element, it was impossible not to be a little creeped out when they emerged from beneath the surface. 

      Ten minutes later, a trash bag stuffed to the brim with odd, misshapen pearls was tossed on the shore, and the mermaid had snatched both the bracelet and Sura’s watch, with the fishhook thrown in for good measure. 

      “What does Thraustila want pearls for?” I asked, trying to touch as little of the bag as possible. 

      “Who the hell knows?” Apolline said impatiently, as Sura took the bag from me with a grin. 

      “Nice work, partner. We’re gonna kick everyone else’s ass on practicals.” 

      The rest of Tenebris was already trooping back to our limo, but Will hung behind, expressionless. 

      “Good thinking, Tori,” he said, his mouth tightening when Sura draped an arm around me again. “Maybe I spoke too soon about your ability to handle Fae.”

      Heat flared to life low in my abdomen, but luckily the prospect of having the bag of silty pearls that looked like bits of bone touch me put a damper on the idea of trying to kiss Sura again. 

      I frowned as we walked back to the limo. I’d been determined not to kiss him anyways, hadn’t I? Weird how I kept forgetting that. All I had to do was look into his eyes, catch the faintest shadow of a grin on his full lips, and I’d suddenly forget all the reasons I shouldn’t be attracted to Sura.

      And somehow, that magnetic attraction almost completely overshadowed the fact that a) Will had just paid me an ungrudging compliment, and b) he’d admitted he was wrong. For about two seconds, I almost felt bad about my desire to fuck him with a cactus. Almost.

      “The Fae like to trade, don’t they?” I asked with a shrug. All my knowledge of the Fae came from books. I’d met ondines, pixies, and mermaids, but never one of the higher castes.

      Then I remembered where we were going next. Just the thought of Club Bathory sent my stomach plunging towards the ground. “Uh… are we taking the ocean tax to Thraustila ourselves?”

      Will gave me an odd look. “Yeah, that’s part of the contract. We collect the tax and bring it to him, he gets to lay eyes on the next generation of enemies, we get to see his throne and report everything back to Knightley and Burns.”

      My heart was in my throat. All I saw in my mind’s eye was the Viking-like knight dragging himself across the roof to his dead sister’s corpse, roaring curses at me. 

      If he was there, with the remaining Morrígna, I’d be dead before I ever laid eyes on Thraustila. 

      “You okay, Tori?” Sura’s voice sounded like it came from far away. 

      “I’m fine.” I swallowed back my fear. If I ran away or refused to complete the practical, it was over for me. James’ dream would be forever out of my grasp. If Càel was there… I could invoke the nullification of Guilloux’s Law. At the very least, that’d buy me some time to come up with a plan to escape.

      Maybe I’d be able to stay behind in the limo with a few others. 

      Will was still giving me a strange look, but he got in the limo and took the bag of pearls from Sura. 

      It took half an hour for the limo to pull up in front of Club Bathory, but in my anxious mind, the ride only lasted thirty seconds. I blinked and the shore was gone, and I was looking up at the brownstone that was bathed in red lights. 

      “The throne is under the club,” Will said. “You all wait here until our business is concluded. I’ll take Sura and… Tori as my retinue.”

      For a moment, even he looked surprised at his choice, like he’d meant to say another name and mine had forced its way out instead. 

      A few weeks ago, I would’ve been thrilled. Now, I just felt like I was going to puke. But if I backed down, any progress I would’ve made in my relationship with Will would crumble under my feet like dust. 

      Self-preservation, or a solid, stepsisterly bond? Either way, I’d have to face Càel eventually.

      I climbed out of the limo after Sura, and Will slammed the door shut. “Tori, you’ve got the least experience with vampires.” Oh, boy. “Just smile and nod and look pretty. Let me do the talking.”

      For some reason my mind stuck on that last one as we followed him inside. Look pretty? Did that mean he thought I was pretty, or was it just a figure of speech?

      What a dumb thing to be worried about when I was sure I was going to end up drained and beheaded sometime in the next fifteen minutes. 

      The low-lit, human-friendly first floor bar was staffed by a vampire, a woman who looked like a caricature of a 1930’s silver screen starlet. She raised a pencil-thin eyebrow, pursed lips so red they were nearly black, and patted a set of platinum pin-curls as she looked Sura over. 

      “You’re early,” she said, in a breathy, theatrical accent. “The King likes punctuality in a slayer.”

      Will flashed her a smile, but his green eyes were chilly. “You must be the lovely Chloe.”

      Chloe simpered, but she was just as cold and watchful as Will. She pulled back a heavy velvet curtain that had been blocking the view of a bare brick hallway. “Down the stairs to your left. Sisbert will help you down.”

      Our very own vampire escort. Fabulous. 

      Every hair on my body was standing straight up as I followed Will down a set of metal stairs, completely focused on keeping my hand off the hilt off my sword. Now that Thraustila’s Laws would be in full effect here, touching a weapon in his presence was probably the vampire equivalent of a death threat. 

      It turned out Sisbert was a squat, hard vampire who was all muscle and scar tissue, with a heavy executioner’s axe slung across his back. He grunted at Will when he saw us and opened a dented metal door. Old blood stained the concrete stairs, overlaid by the sharp reek of bleach. 

      We followed Sisbert down two more levels, and he finally halted us in front of a door painted the precise color of arterial blood. 

      My palms had gone clammy, and even Will was a shade paler than usual, but Sura was as casual as ever, looking around the underside of Club Bathory and openly examining Sisbert. 

      With roughly ten minutes remaining on my estimated lifespan, I had the sudden urge to turn and run, scholarship be damned, but Sisbert strode behind us, crossing his arms over his chest and blocking the stairwell. He grunted again and tipped his chin at the door.

      Will gripped the bag of pearls with white knuckles, pushed the door open, and we walked into King Thraustila’s court together.
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      Even though my heart was beating so hard I tasted blood, I kept myself outwardly calm, flanking right while Sura took Will’s left. 

      I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting from a vampire’s throne room, but it was set up like an actual court, complete with a massive gilded chair where the vampire king lounged while he watched our approach. Numerous vampires watched from the sidelines, but my attention was reserved for the dais.

      The only thing that kept the surprise off my face at the sight of Thraustila was the fact that Càel the White Wolf was standing right next to the king’s throne, his pale blue eyes searing right through me. Now that he was fully healed, no longer twisted and broken, he stood half a foot taller than the average man, built on the same bear-like lines as Sura. He wore an old, notched broadsword across his back, almost as long as I was tall, and he never looked away from me for a single second.

      Every thump of my heart was painful, like a fist squeezing the final remaining beats.

      Two vampire women flanked the king’s other side, the same configuration we’d formed around Will. One was tall, with braids of red hair hanging to her waist, her face a strange mix of age and youth: hard blue eyes glared out from a young, freckled face. The other was shorter, softer, her strawberry-blonde waves loose, gray eyes focused on Will with level watchfulness.

      The remaining Morrígna both held swords and axes, as though waiting for us to strike first, and wore leather armor. They’d prepared for war on our arrival. From the way they stood, it was easy to picture the missing piece of their puzzle: Eluned Ravensbane’s spot was left empty. I wondered which was Morgrainne Crowfoot and Rhianwen Moonfawn.

      It was King Thraustila who took me by surprise the most. I’d expected a vampire like Sisbert: someone made entirely of scars, gristle, and muscle. 

      A lanky sixteen-year-old boy stared back at us, black hair flopping in his eyes. Rings of old eyeliner stained the skin under his eyes, so he looked like he watched us out of dark pits, and he wore heavy steel rings on every finger, depicting motifs of skulls, crosses, and roses. The one on his left thumb said FUCK in pretty cursive letters.

      He wore nothing but a kilt and heavily-buckled Goth boots, with a ruby-studded medallion resting on his thin, pale chest. 

      When my surprise at Thraustila’s apparent youth faded, my gaze was drawn back to Càel, like his hate emitted an irresistible force I couldn’t help but answer to. 

      “We’d like to thank you for this invitation into your court, King Thraustila,” Will said. When the king nodded, he took several steps forward and knelt in front of him. My stomach churned at the sight of a slayer on their knees in front of a vampire, but Will dropped the bag and opened it, revealing the mermaids’ warped pearls. “The ocean tax, as requested.”

      The King slumped back in his throne. “Perfect. But what I was really interested in was meeting my new allies.” He had a thick accent, ancient, the kind that no one had heard in the world for thousands of years. 

      I watched Càel watch me. His blond hair curled around his ears, and the planes of his face seemed carved with a hammer and chisel: a little rough around the edges, but the hard planes and angles were appealing. It was a shame such a man had been made vampire.

      Will got up slowly as the Morrígna shifted in place, the freckled redhead sneering. “We’re honored, Your Majesty.”

      “You know my name, of course.” Thraustila tapped his fingers against the arm of the throne. “I would like to know more about you and your brethren.”

      I was watching Càel so intently that I saw the tiniest shift in his muscles, a giveaway of his anticipation. This was the moment he was waiting for.

      “I’m Will Godalming. This is my second, Sura Enver, and my stepsister, Victoria Holmwood.” 

      “Stepsister?” Thraustila breathed, as Càel’s blue eyes flashed. 

      “Victoria,” he mouthed, and gave me the kind of grin you mostly saw on rabid dogs.

      Great. He knew my face and my name. I might as well scribble down Libra’s street address and my room number and hand it to him now. Maybe I could sharpen his sword for him while I was at it.

      “Family is everything, isn’t it, Will Godalming?” the King asked. The way he was slumped made him look like a petulant teenager… which I supposed he was, even after several thousand years. “A stepsister… much like my own.” He gestured to the Morrígna. 

      The freckled knight didn’t look like she enjoyed being compared to a slayer, and Will’s smile was tight. “Yes. Family is everything, Your Majesty.”

      A touch of disquiet prickled down my back that had nothing to do with Càel’s intense scrutiny of me. What the hell did the vampire king care about our familial relations?

      “The bonds of blood transcend the waters of the womb,” Thraustila said. His steel rings clinked against the chair. “That concept appeals to me, mortal or not. I would very much like to establish those bonds with your kind, Will. We will form a new kind of family.” He smiled, showing sharp fangs. “A new era of the Shadowed World awaits. Respect the Law of the Clouded Court, and every door will be open to you.”

      “Our masters will be happy to hear it, Your Majesty.” 

      “Then go enjoy the fruits of our labor,” the king said lazily. “If my allies are pleased, I am pleased.” 

      He beckoned with a single finger, and a male vampire with dark, tattooed skin, a shaved head, and hazel eyes ushered a young woman forward. A human woman. 

      She was wearing a tiny dress spangled with silver sequins, and she looked torn between terror and exhilaration. 

      Sura gripped my hand, and I realized every muscle in my body had tensed up. Was Thraustila really going to do this here? In front of us?

      Càel’s eyes drifted down to Sura’s hand on mine. 

      Thraustila gripped her arm, turning it until the soft white underside of her forearm was exposed. “Go on,” he whispered, gazing levelly at Will. “The Faeries’ dust is on the house tonight, my new friend.” 

      The woman gasped as his lips drew back and he sank his fangs into her, opening her brachial artery and painting his face with her blood. For a moment, I could see what he’d been millennia ago, a wild-eyed boy from ages past, dripping with the blood of his enemies, but then he yanked her into his lap to feed and the illusion was broken. 

      Will rose and bowed before turning his back on the king, and it took everything I had to bow and turn my back on Càel. 

      I forced my chin up, expecting a blade to sprout through my chest at any moment, but I passed through the blood-red door with my skin unpierced. By the time we made it back up to the lounge, I was starting to think I might live to see another sunrise. 

      “Are we going back now?” I asked, and Will shook his head. 

      “No. We’re going to get Tenebris and have a good time on the house. It’d be a deadly insult to turn down his offer.”

      I held back a groan of despair. 

      Apolline was horrified. “Will! We’re not dressed for this!”

      “I don’t give a damn if you’re wearing your uniform or a paper bag,” he snapped. “You’re going to go have one goddamn drink to make him happy, and then we can go. This is part of the negotiations.”

      We didn’t end up in the pixie club, at least. The fourth floor was quiet and dark, and the other Shadowed Worlders who were in there left us alone for the most part. 

      I stirred my cocktail with a little paper umbrella; it was violet-tinted lemon vodka, with lavender buds and a twist of lemon peel sitting on top, rimmed with sugar. Sura told me it was called a Pixie’s Puss, but I wasn’t that gullible.

      One of the vampire waiters brought the same drink to Lydia Hurst. “One Pixie’s Puss,” he said with a completely straight face. 

      “Seriously?” I muttered, and Sura grinned at me, leaning in a touch closer than he really needed to. 

      “Be glad I didn’t order you a Cambion’s Salty Backdoor.” 

      I made a face and dropped the paper umbrella in the glass. Càel was nowhere to be seen, but my skin was still prickled with goosebumps. Even the quiet of the lounge was too much, pressing in on me like a hand. 

      Apolline and Lydia, her replacement Selena, mixed spoonfuls of pixie dust no larger than a grain of sand into their drinks and vanished into the club overhead. Will sent the other half of Tenebris to keep an eye on them, but they would inevitably end up elfstruck as well. 

      “Good thing it’s Friday, I guess.” I couldn’t tear the image of the human woman’s face out of my mind, only moments before Thraustila plunged his fangs into her. Had she volunteered? What did a human get out of letting a vein-licker feed on them? Maybe they were paid. 

      “Take off your jacket and loosen your tie, Victoria the Morose.” Sura casually draped his arm on the back on my leather chair. His body heat was palpable from inches away. “Let the spirit of the weekend flow through you.”

      “I’m not morose. See? I’m drinking a Pixie’s Puss.” I took a mouthful of the tart-sweet drink and tried not to make a face. 

      Will dropped into the armchair across from us. “You’re not going up to the club?” 

      “No. I’m not really in the mood for getting elfstruck out of my mind, thanks.” I shrugged and took another sip of the Puss. It really wasn’t awful after the initial blast of flowery lemon. 

      And almost choked. Càel walked up the stairway, his blue eyes catching mine from across the room. He jerked his head upwards, once, and moved on to the pixie club before Will or Sura noticed him. 

      I knew where he wanted me to go. The roof. The expression of his face said it all. I could either go of my own free will, or he’d drag me up there. 

      My moment of reckoning had come. I was going to die with a stomach full of Pixie’s Puss… but there were probably worse ways to go. 

      One way or another, I couldn’t avoid Càel or live in fear forever. If this was the day God intended me to die, then I was going down full of free liquor.

      “Never mind. Let’s go to the club.” I drained the Puss, ignoring Sura’s bemused glance. 

      Will cut in before Sura could get his arm around me again, on my heels all the way up the stairs. I had to lose them before I met Càel; my asshole stepbrother didn’t deserve to die, and I didn’t want them finding out what I’d done, anyways. 

      The thumping bass of the pixie club reverberated through my chest as I spun at the top of the stairs. “Sura? You were right. The Puss was really good- can you get me another, please? I don’t think the bartender liked me much.”

      That was true, at least- Chloe had moved up this floor, her eyes all for Sura. I felt a prickle of irritation at the desire in her gaze, but it was ridiculous to get jealous over a guy who I’d decided was firmly off-limits. 

      “I… sure?” Sura gave me an odd look, but he drifted back downstairs. Now for the one who was more likely to throw a monkey-wrench in my plans. 

      Apolline made it easy for me. She stumbled into me, her pupils eating up her irises, and giggled. “Oh hey, Trailer Trash.”

      “Hey, Polly-Wanna-Cracker. You know who really wants to dance? Will.” 

      She could barely focus her eyes on my face. “Will? Really?”

      “Yeah. Look at him- he’s so sad and alone.” Will was actually trying to bat a particularly motivated pixie away from his face. Thraustila was taking his hospitality edict very seriously. “Why don’t you go take some of that dust off his hands and help him out?”

      “Yeah, I’ll take that dust,” she said breathlessly, and I helped her stumble directly into Will. 

      I heard my stepbrother swearing even over the music as I escaped up the stairs to the next level. 

      Despite Thraustila’s warning about respecting his Laws, I wrapped my fingers around the hilt of my sword. Odds were pretty good that if Càel was going to kill me, I wouldn’t even be able to draw the thing before he was on me, but it made me feel a little better. If I was going to die anyway, I’d rather do it with a sword in hand.

      I pushed the access door open, revealing the spangled sky and skyscrapers overhead, and closed it behind me. 

      Càel the White Wolf, the scourge of Thraustila’s Court, was waiting, his arms crossed over his chest, back to me. 

      I took several steps forward, and the light caught the faded lines of whip-marks across his arms. 

      “Victoria Holmwood.” His voice was deep, tinged with an accent as dead as Thraustila’s. Now that he was no longer roaring in pain and fury, he sounded almost like a normal person. 

      “That’s me.” I stopped ten feet away. Eluned’s body was gone, but the white concrete was stained with the slightest hint of ash. “And you’re Càel. Now that we know each other’s names, it’s almost like we’re friends.”

      I wasn’t going to apologize for murdering his sister. Not when it was what I was made to do, and not when she’d been suffering so terribly. Better to die quickly than live in torment.

      He finally turned, taking me in with much closer scrutiny than I’d been afforded in Thraustila’s presence. 

      Goosebumps had risen all over my body. Every instinct screamed that he was a predator, that it was in my blood to stand against him and fight to my last breath. 

      “Friends.” He smiled, but the expression didn’t touch his eyes. “You’ve done what thousands of men before you have failed to do: killed one of the Morrígna.”

      “I did.” I refused to look away from that icy gaze. That was all the justification he would get. I didn’t have to explain myself to a vein-licker.

      “Eluned had to be beaten in combat, tortured, and staked out in the sun for a full day before she was so weak that a tiny little slayer like you could best her.” My grip tightened on my sword. Càel moved, slowly circling me like a shark in the water. “Did she have any last words?”

      It was hard to maintain my clear, pure hate for vampires when I would’ve done the same thing in his shoes. If the demon who’d killed James was here… it wouldn’t live to escape to Hell. “She said she saw Badb, and that she was ready.”

      Càel let out a sigh, so soft I almost didn’t hear it. I turned my head to keep an eye on him, and he unsheathed the broadsword. 

      My muscles tightened, but he just dropped it on the roof with a clang and pulled his shirt off, revealing what would’ve been a mouthwatering sight… on a slayer. “I don’t need a sword to defeat you, Victoria. If you win, I’ll let you walk out alive.”

      “And if I lose?” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. There was no losing. It was win or die.

      Càel shrugged, a ripple of muscle across his broad shoulders. He looked like a berserker from the Iron Age transplanted into modern times, half-naked and scarred. “I think you can imagine.”

      I could, all too clearly. I slid my sword out and dropped into the guard stance, where I’d wait for him to strike first. 

      “Do you have any last words, Victoria Holmwood?”

      My mouth was dry, muscles tense, every cell in my body clamoring that they didn’t want to die yet. It wasn’t my time. I still had so much left to see and do. But here I was, still a green slayer against vampires, going toe to toe with one of the most merciless of them all. 

      I’m sorry I couldn’t avenge you, James, or get our name on the wall, but if I die here… I guess I’ll find out if there’s a Heaven with you in it. “See you soon, Jim-Jam.” I gritted my teeth and nodded to Càel. “I’m ready.”

      He gave me a considering look. “Who is ‘Jim-Jam’?”

      “My brother, James.” My palms were sweaty as hell. Not good. “What does it matter to you? Let’s get this over with.”

      A second later he was gone. 

      A foot smashed into my hip and sent me flying. I curled and rolled, then spun on my heel to strike back against Càel, curving my sword in a broad arc. 

      The blade missed his chest by an inch and then he was within my reach, smashing his palm flat against my chest and sending me sprawling again. 

      I landed flat on my back, the air beaten out of my lungs, and realized with a sick lurch that he was playing with me. 

      The muscles in my stomach screamed when I flipped back up onto my feet. Càel gave me a smile that was full of cool, unshakeable confidence. 

      There was no way I was going out so easily. The next time he lunged, aided by preternaturally fast speed, I was ready. The edge of the blade just caught his shoulder, slicing down across one pectoral. 

      Blood welled in a thin line, and the wound healed immediately. 

      But it was enough. Even if I died here, I’d drawn blood on Càel the White Wolf. Put that in the books, bitches. 

      Càel looked down at the streak of red on his chest, lazily running his thumb over the still-wet blood. “Want a taste?”

      My stomach lurched. “Fuck no.” 

      “Sure?” He licked the blood off his finger, never looking away, like he was daring me. “Only three people have ever tasted me.”

      Was that an innuendo? From the glint in his eye, it was. “But did they live to tell the tale?”

      Càel laughed softly. “No.” 

      I desperately wanted to wipe my palms, but I didn’t dare, not as fast as he was. “I’ll pass, then, thanks.” You couldn’t pay me to drink vampire blood. 

      He moved in again, and I slashed out at him, but he was too quick. I missed. The spot where Eluned had died was between us. “Why’d you want me to take her fangs?” I circled the spot, careful to keep my ever-so-slightly weaker left side angled away from him. 

      The vampire’s cocky grin faded. “It’s the tradition of our kind, slayer. She died on a blade, and her time on this earth deserves to be honored. Thousands would kill to wear the fangs of a Morrígna.”

      “Excuse me, I’m sorry- wear her fangs?” What kind of barbaric shit was that? Just when I thought vampires couldn’t get any more disgusting, they found new and interesting ways to prove me wrong. 

      “I believe I just said that. Do you slayers ever bother to learn about anyone other than yourselves? It’s a blessing to have a great foe wear your fangs, a sign that a vampire was worthy of combat and a noble death.”

      I couldn’t believe I was about to disparage myself to a vein-licker, but… “You said it yourself. She was already weak and dying. It wasn’t exactly a fair fight.”

      Càel went still, which made me nervous. He wasn’t even pretending anymore, and we both knew he could snap my neck like a twig before I blinked. “Why did you kill her, Victoria Holmwood?”

      My sword had never felt so heavy. “Because she was dying.”

      “No.” Càel’s fists curled. “Why did you kill her? What did you feel when you drove a blade through my blood-sister’s heart?”

      I sensed the end was coming. His strange humoring of me was at its end. The spot where Eluned had breathed her last was just under my feet, and the memory of my dagger piercing right through her crackling ribcage to the roof made me feel ill. “I felt terrible for her. She was in so much pain, dying, and… she said she was ready. I wouldn’t want to suffer like that, either.”

      Càel nodded, a short, sharp jerk of his chin. “You killed her because she needed you, when she couldn’t hold the blade herself. Not because of hate for what she was.”

      I felt like I was moving through a dream, where nothing was going quite the way I’d imagined. In my head, I’d already been bleeding out from a fatal wound at this point, not discussing the philosophical implications of why I’d murdered a vampire. 

      “She said please. She asked for the end.” 

      That’s when he struck. I blinked, and he’d pulled my sword out of my hand as easily as taking candy from a baby. It clattered across the roof. 

      I punched back, aiming an uppercut at his chin with all my bodyweight behind it, but he grabbed my fist and yanked it forward, his ankle hooked around mine. Oldest trick in the fucking book, and I fell for it like a novice.

      I went down hard, with Càel crouched over my chest. His fingers found my throat and dug between my tendons, and he smiled when he felt my heartbeat skyrocket. “You’re at my mercy, slayer.”

      “Sure looks like it.” My voice came out hoarse and strangled under the pressure of his palm around my throat. The small, scared part of me that didn’t want to die wanted to close her eyes, but a slayer didn’t go out like that. I’d look Càel the White Wolf right in the eye while he strangled the life out of me. “Is this the part where you rip out my innards and string them over the club like Christmas decorations?”

      A misty look came into Càel’s eyes. “Ah, gizzard-stringing. I haven’t done that since… 1431, in a small village in France.”

      I coughed, sharp pains shooting through my neck. “I’m trying to use humor to cope with my impending death, thanks for ruining it.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be ruining many things for you in the near future, Victoria Holmwood.” The pressure on my throat eased a little. “We agree that you’ve lost this battle?” 

      “Don’t tell me you’re going to yank my teeth out and wear them as earrings, but yeah. I’d say this looks like a loss for me.”

      Hope battled with the lingering fear in my chest. Call me crazy, but it looked like I was going to live to fight another day… for what reason, I didn’t know, but I wasn’t going to look a second chance at life in the mouth.

      “I have no need for your blunt, puny canines.” He sat up, his fingers trailing over my throat as he looked me over. “You will walk out of the Clouded Court unharmed tonight.”

      If I didn’t still have two hundred and fifty pounds of musclebound vampire sitting on my chest, I would’ve sagged with relief. “What’s the catch?” I was terrified he’d cut his wrist and drip some of that blackened blood in my mouth, effectively binding me to him, but Càel’s fingertips stopped at the edge of my collar and moved no further. 

      “You will take Eluned’s fangs and-”

      “Absolutely not. Go ahead and tear out my throat, but I’m not a vampire, and I’m not beholden to your savage little traditions.” 

      A dark expression crossed his face, and for a second, I thought he might dig his fingers right back in. Instead, he leaned in close, so close I felt his breath on my face. Surprisingly, he didn’t reek of blood. “One day, you will honor my sister. But tonight, I’m willing to make an exception. In honor of our new… friendship.” His smile showed his fangs very clearly. 

      Fuck me and my big, smart mouth. “So, I’m free to go?”

      Càel finally stood and I took a deep breath, a sharp pain zinging through my ribs. He bent down and dug his fingers into my collar, then lifted me upright to stand on legs still shaking from the adrenaline rush. “You owe me your life.”

      I was fully prepared to say something snotty in return, but the massive vampire ducked his head and pressed his lips to my neck. He took a deep breath that tickled the sensitive skin at the nape of my neck, and the tip of his tongue flicked out to brush against the pulsing artery under my skin.

      All thoughts of smart-assery died. I was one second away from a brutal death, completely on his sufferance. For once in my life, I could shut the fuck up and take the gift of life without ruining it.

      Càel was less than an inch away from the rest of me, close enough that I felt every flex and bunch of his muscles, the tension radiating from his powerful limbs. The spot where his lips and tongue moved over my neck was tingling, but he didn’t sink his fangs in. He just kissed me, one hand rising to touch my face. 

      He smelled like a forest, juniper and mint and deep woods combined with the delectable scent of a male, which was disturbing, because he was a vampire and they should’ve rightfully smelled like blood and graves…

      I exhaled, disgusted with myself for my brief moment of attraction, and realized that his tension wasn’t the only thing I felt between us. “Ugh!” I planted my hands on his chest and shoved him away, and he let me. 

      His pupils were dilated, and he ran his tongue over his lower lip. “You smell delicious.” His voice had gone deep and raspy, and a chill ran over me. 

      “You’re a vampire, you think anything with blood in it smells delicious. Christ.”

      He exhaled and took a deep breath of grimy city air. His fists were balled at his sides again, and I kept my eyes focused on his face rather than the broad expanse of body below it. That was the first sign of weakness: letting the enemy in behind your guard. He was a Shadowed Worlder, no matter how good he might’ve looked as a human, and no matter how large his… tension was. 

      “You’re to check in at Club Bathory once a week, no less.” Càel picked up my sword and handed it to me hilt-first. I didn’t try to get cute and kill him again; it was pretty obvious how that would pan out. “I’ll know as soon as you step foot on Clouded Court territory, so don’t worry about trying to find me.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t going to worry about that at all,” I muttered, sliding my sword in its sheath. “Wait, how will you know I’m in the Court?”

      He licked his lips, his gaze on my throat.

      I touched my neck, and my finger came away tinged pink with blood. Did he bite me?

      Càel saw the question in my eyes when I glared up at him. “You were already bleeding, Victoria. But now I’ve tasted you. I know you… and I intend to know far more.”

      Usually I wasn’t speechless, but he really had me there. No defensive sarcasm came to my rescue. “Why? I’m not going to spy for you, you’re absolutely not feeding on me, and I’m responsible for Eluned’s death. What do you get out of this?”

      He crossed his arms over his massive chest, and I picked up his shirt from near my feet and handed it to him. He looked down at the fabric, and let it drop again. 

      “Seriously, can you put your clothes back on?”

      “Does this make you uncomfortable?” He took a step closer. “I don’t need you to spy for me. I don’t care what the slayers do in their little fortress. I’ll feed from you if I damn well please, and you’ll thank me for it, because it’ll mean you’re not dead yet. And you are not responsible for Eluned’s death.”

      “None of that really answers my question.” I took a step back from the advancing vampire and bumped into the access door. 

      “And you didn’t answer mine.” He braced his huge hands on either side of my shoulders- the old adage that you could tell the size of a man’s dick by the size of his hands popped into my head, and boy, was that shit accurate right now- and leaned in close. 

      I owed the vampire my continued existence… for now. “Yeah, you being half-naked makes me uncomfortable. Where I come from, it’s considered civilized to wear clothes.” Says I, Victoria of the Ass-Revealing Hoochie Dress.

      A faint grin played around Càel’s lips. “Or… is it because you don’t want to lose face in front of your kind?”

      I scoffed. “Lose face how, exactly? Please don’t tell me you’re implying some sort of attraction on my part, because that would never happen.”

      He cupped my chin, like this was a romantic movie and he wasn’t a blood-sucking monster, and tilted my face up so I had to look him in the eye. There were tiny crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes, and his nose had been broken several times while he was human. Not even vampiric perfection could smooth that out; he must’ve been in his late twenties when he’d been turned. 

      If I’d been born millennia ago and he didn’t have fangs, there wouldn’t have been a question in my mind. Huge, Nordic, and clearly ready for a good time? Check, check, and check. 

      But not a vampire. Whatever Apolline and her like found acceptable, that wasn’t the way I’d been raised. The lines between slayers and other Shadowed Worlders were too deep and indelible to be crossed just because he was rugged and gorgeous.

      “You forget something,” he whispered, raising goosebumps on my skin. “Slayers still have a human physiology. I hear your heart race when I touch you. I see your pupils dilate when you look at me.” True to form, my heart was in fact racing as his fingertips traced my jaw. “The blood rises in your cheeks.” 

      “Thanks for the biology lesson, but all of that could also be chalked up to an organism under extreme stress. Don’t look into it so hard.”

      “It could.” His smile grew wider and his thumb ran over my lower lip. “But your body language tells me a different story. You’re an open book.”

      I immediately crossed my arms over my chest. “Read this one, then.”

      He leaned in closer, maybe to threaten me with a bite, but his body stiffened and he drew back, pulling me away from the door. 

      It swung open. Will and Sura spilled out, swords in their hands. My stepbrother’s eyes widened, and immediately narrowed, almost as icy as Càel’s, while Sura gave the knight a veiled look. 

      “Is there a reason you’re up here with the White Wolf, Tori?” Will asked, his tone as cutting as glass.

      Càel looked him over, his light eyes somehow growing even paler even though he had a little half-smile on his face. “Your sister and I were simply… exchanging stories.” His gaze shifted to mine conspiratorially. “Interesting that you’d have no last words for this brother.”

      “Stepbrother,” Will muttered. I could almost hear him gritting his teeth.

      “That’s because we’re related by marriage only. Not blood.” My stomach was flopping around like a fish in my abdomen. There was no way in hell I was telling Will or Sura how badly I’d fucked up… or that I was now on the hook with one of Thraustila’s most loyal knights. 

      Or that somewhere between the beginning and ending of our fight, he’d apparently taken a dangerous shine to me, and I had no idea why.

      “Why would Victoria need any last words at all?” Sura was still tense and unsmiling, his eyes flicking between us, tongue running over his lip like he could taste what had happened between us. 

      “We were talking about morbid shit because that’s what vampires are best at.” I shot Càel a look that told him no, I was definitely off-limits, no matter what my physiology was telling him. “You know, last words, dead siblings, wearing teeth, stuff like that.” 

      I needed to get out of here and be alone with my thoughts. I’d been granted a reprieve on my life… but at what price? 

      Will sheathed his sword, and Sura followed suit, even if neither of them looked happy about it. “Maybe you should do that where we can see you.”

      “This is all part of negotiations, isn’t it?” I asked my stepbrother quietly. “Get friendly with the vamps, make Papa Thraustila happy?”

      “Don’t let him hear you call him that,” Càel murmured. “He doesn’t need any more ideas.”

      Will hadn’t stopped glaring at Càel. I got it, vampires were disgusting, but it wasn’t like he was the one who’d just spent an hour thinking it was the last moments of his life. “Maybe not that friendly.”

      “Don’t you slayers have some trite phrase? Sharing is caring?” 

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. I’m not an object you can just pass around whenever you feel like-”

      “Of course you’re not, Victoria,” Càel purred. “But this brother of yours seems unnecessarily defensive for a male without a claim on you.”

      A claim? A male without a claim? 

      “Stepbrother,” I automatically corrected. “And you know what? I’m leaving. Nobody has a claim on me, and I don’t need either of you to defend my honor. If I want to talk to a vampire, I will damn well talk to a vampire- but don’t take that to heart, Càel. I’d like to see as little of you as possible.”

      The knight only grinned at me as I pushed past Will, running his tongue over his fangs. “We’ll see about that, Victoria Holmwood.”

      Like hell he was getting the last word. I popped my head back through the door. “No, we won’t!” 

      Unfortunately, his voice drifted down the stairs after me. “Oh yes, we will.” 

      Nope. The terms were crystal clear- as long as I stepped foot in Club Bathory once a week, his conditions were satisfied. I’d walk in the door and walk right back out.

      Càel the White Wolf could take it or leave it, but either way, it was the best he was going to get.
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      The rest of the week passed without incident from either demons or vampire knights, which was just the way I liked it. 

      What I didn’t like was Will’s newfound protectiveness that seemed to have come out of nowhere.

      Ermengol tossed us in the jungle biome for training that week. “It’ll be just like Indiana Jones, my precious little doves. NOW GO GET THAT BLOOD-RUBY OR YOUR ASSES ARE MINE!”

      Aislin Liddell and the rest of Lux were already halfway up the side of the Aztec pyramid, and most of Tenebris had orders to tail them and hinder their quest in whatever way possible. I squinted up at the glittering sandstone steps. “Is this a replica, or did some crazy headmaster actually decide to transplant an entire pyramid into underground New York?”

      “Try option two.” Will bypassed the main steps and led me, Sura, and Gilcrist along the side, crashing through thick undergrowth. The humidity was localized to the jungle biome, but I was already sweating through my shirt. “Pretty sure it was in the 1850s, when P.T. Barnum was stealing the limelight with his museum.”

      “So… people toured down here to see a real Aztec pyramid? They let in humans?”

      “No. I think just having the thing was enough to satisfy the need for one-upmanship. Who cares about Barnum’s flea circus when you’ve got this?”

      Gilcrist swiped glittering sweat off his forehead. “I’d take almost anything over this.”

      A portion of the pyramid’s base was a little lighter in color. Will and Sura pushed against it, and a secret door slid aside, revealing a pitch-black passageway. “Knew it was still here,” Sura said. He grabbed an old torch off a wall bracket that looked distinctly un-Aztec to me and pulled a lighter out of his pocket. 

      When our torch was blazing, we filed into the tunnel, Sura leading the way. A hundred yards in, a dry, rasping sound filled the still air, and Sura stopped. 

      “What is that?” I peered around him, but the blackness ahead was impenetrable.

      “If you get vertigo, don’t look down.” Sura held the torch out, illuminating the way ahead. The hall suddenly narrowed into a rail-less stone bridge only a foot wide, dropping ten feet on either side. 

      Snakes filled the bottom of the pit, their scales glittering under the torchlight in a rainbow of hues, sliding over and under each other in a writhing mass. Their pale underbellies flashed white. 

      Bile rose in the back of my throat. “A literal snake pit. That’s… super cool.”

      I hated the creepy-crawly little fuckers, the way they coiled in endless loops, how fast they moved when they wanted to strike, the pale translucence of their fangs. Fuck. Snakes.

      “Can you keep going, Tori?” Will’s voice was quiet. 

      I swallowed, willing my stomach to stop lurching. “Yeah. I just… ugh, I just hate snakes so much.”

      “I know, I remember you said something about that this summer.” Will shifted behind me. “I forgot about this part, or I would’ve sent you with everyone else…”

      “No, I can do this. It’s just snakes. No big deal.”

      Sura held the torch high to illuminate the bridge all the way across. My fingers trembled as I took one step at a time across the narrow bridge, the scaly rasp of the snake nests filling the air on either side of me, but my body knew balance. There was no way for me to fall in. 

      Still, I breathed a sigh of relief when the hallway widened again and we left the snakes behind. 

      “The antechamber should be just ahead,” Will said. “It’s a shortcut we’re not supposed to know about.” 

      True to his word, there was one more secret door, which opened to reveal a plinth lit with magical sunlight. A ruby the size of my fist was nestled on top, its innards shining bloody red.

      “That was a little too easy.” I wasn’t stepping foot in that antechamber until someone else did. “What’s the catch?”

      Will strode in and grabbed the blood-ruby from the plinth. He tossed it in the air and caught it solidly in his palm. “The catch is that there is no catch. It’s so simple nobody believes it could possibly work… so they end up scaling the pyramid and going through a bunch of rigged traps instead.” He grinned and tucked the blood-ruby in his pocket. 

      “Wow. You’re an evil genius, Will.” I had to admire his cunning at times.

      “Here’s the tricky part,” he said, pushing the door shut until it was cracked a hair’s width, just enough to see the plinth within. “Aislin’s more straightforward, but she’s not stupid. There’s a good chance she knew Tenebris was coming for her and waited them out, then circled around. Ermengol still counts it as a win if you steal the artifact off the opposing team.”

      “So, we wait for her to show up before we leave,” I said. As soon as Aislin arrived in the antechamber, we’d be good to go. 

      “One of us waits,” Will said. “I’m not carrying the artifact out into the jungle until I’m sure Lux isn’t waiting to jump us out there. You wait here for Aislin. I’ll wait by the pyramid entrance. Sura and Gilcrist will go scout ahead and come back when it’s clear. If Lux makes it to the antechamber first, Tori, you’ll know the coast is clear, and we’ll run it back together.”

      The dry rasp of the snakes echoed down the hall. “What if Gilcrist stays, and I scout with Sura?”

      Gilcrist laughed. “Aww, are you afraid of being alone in the dark?” 

      “No, but I do have a lot of experience in stealth and tracking, so it seems a little more sensible to send me.”

      For a moment, Will’s expression was twisted by the torchlight so he looked furious, green eyes snapping with anger, then it was gone. “That’s the thing, Tori. You’ve got the practical experience, but he doesn’t, and he’s not going to learn if we keep him back.”

      That was a fair point. My guts twisted. “Can I have your lighter then, Sura?”

      “Sure.” He pressed the warm metal cylinder into my palm, his fingers lingering against mine for a little longer than strictly necessary. “We’ll make this fast, okay, Tori?”

      I gave him a quick smile. “Seriously, it’s fine. I’m not afraid of the dark.”

      “If Lux shows up, just beat a quick retreat,” Will said. Sura and Gilcrist went ahead, leaving us alone in shadow for a moment. Something touched my shoulder and I resisted the urge to jerk back. It was just Will… his hands on my shoulders, so close I felt his presence in front of me.

      “Look, Tori. I trust you to keep them off our backs. Gilcrist is okay in a fight, but he’s a flake, and I need Sura out on the front lines.” His fingers tightened and he rubbed his thumbs over me. He trusted me, finally. I almost hated how a warm, fuzzy glow lit up in my chest at that admission.

      I let out a tiny sigh. James was right. I could do this. It would take time and patience, but eventually, I’d have a happy relationship with my stepbrother. Step one, winning his trust, was almost complete. “I’ve got this, Will.”

      “I’ll be waiting for you.” Something brushed my hair, light as a feather, and then he pulled away. His footsteps were swallowed by the darkness. 

      I settled against the wall to wait, peering through the hairline crack of the secret doorway. It took them another half an hour, but finally Aislin Liddell’s cautious figure moved into the antechamber, the sunlight casting blue highlights in her dark hair. “It’s gone! Those sneaky fuckers!”

      A chorus of groans met her voice: almost all of Lux was with her, stumbling into the antechamber covered in bruises, dirt, slime, and other unnamable things. They’d really been through the wringer.

      And that was my cue. I slipped away from the door, moving as quickly as possible while still being silent and careful. The darkness was so complete it felt like it was physically pressing against my eyeballs.

      On our way in, I’d counted one hundred paces from the secret door to the edge of the snake pit. When I neared ninety, I pulled out the lighter, and flicked it on. 

      It sparked and sputtered out. 

      Panic lanced through me as I shook the lighter and tried again. It sparked every time I flicked it, until the tip of my thumb was aching. 

      The lighter was nearly empty. I’d have to cross the tiny slip of a bridge over the snake pits in the dark. Their rasp filled the air in a low, buzzing churn, almost seeming to grow faster in proportion to my panic. 

      It was just a bridge. I could crawl across the damn thing on my hands and knees if I wanted to be the crybaby Ermengol was convinced we were. 

      Or I could strap my balls on and just walk across the damn thing. Realistically, walking over a pit of snakes was one of the least horrific things that I’d ever be forced to do. 

      I felt around with my boot until I found the edge of the pit and the bridge, and stood poised for a long moment envisioning the straightness of it, how many steps it had taken to cross. A few deep breaths later, my heart had stopped pounding, and my hands were still. 

      Something scraped against stone behind me when I was five steps across the bridge. From the direction of the antechamber. 

      I froze in place, listening for any further movement, but my stalker was a step ahead of me, like they knew precisely where I was. 

      They grabbed my hair and yanked me around, and I found myself pinwheeling on the edge of the bridge, my heart in my throat, fear flooding my limbs. A throaty, feminine laugh filled the air. “Thanks for kicking my tits in, Gash. Why don’t you try this on for size?”

      Kicking her tits- oh, fuck. Beatrice Glover, from Lux, whom I’d taken out with extreme prejudice in our first training session. 

      She punched me in the chest and I fell, clawing out to grab her and missing. 

      I hit the pit of snakes and they churned under me, hissing in my ears and exploding in all directions. Their winding, sinewy bodies coiled around my arms and legs, over my throat, over my face-

      I bit back a scream of blind terror and disgust, every muscle in my body locking up tight. Warm, slick scales twined over me as Beatrice laughed overhead and vanished.

      I was alone. Alone, the snakes writhing under me like a living bed of scale and muscle, slowly swallowing my limbs whole. 

      My stomach threatened to empty itself but I swallowed back a mouthful of saliva as prickles ran over my skin from head to toe. First, I needed to sit up, then I was going to climb out of here without puking. 

      I forced my limbs to loosen, drawing in a sharp breath when a snake wrapped itself around my wrist and squeezed before slithering away again. There were so many I couldn’t even tell if there was a solid floor under us, but my clothes protected me from most of their awful, scaly bodies. 

      A tongue flicked my cheek and I stopped moving for another breathless moment, my heart hammering painfully. 

      They were horrible, but they hadn’t bitten me yet. I wasn’t being strangled to death. If I could deal with blood on my hands and dead bodies, I could deal with snakes. I’d just sob and puke my guts out later.

      The snakes writhed alarmingly as I pushed myself precariously to my feet, sinking thigh-deep in the pulsing mass… and touching nothing solid. Only more snakes.

      “You’ve got this, Tori,” I whispered, my voice cracked and shaking. “Find the wall.”

      It took some strange maneuvering, sliding through the snakes rather than walking. I fell flat on my stomach like them a few times, groaning at the sensation of writhing coils under my chest and stomach, but eventually I felt the harsh scrape of stone under my fingers and almost cried.

      Something surged under the mass of snakes and my heart shot into my throat. They all hissed, slithering around as the pressure around my legs increased. There was something a lot bigger than a blacksnake in the pit with us. 

      I was completely reliant on sound and touch in the pitch-blackness, and when that big something broke through the seemingly endless layer of smaller snakes, I thought I might be on the verge of genuinely losing my mind. Whatever lived under the pit of these disgusting, slithering monsters… I didn’t want to see it. 

      It bumped against my hip, slid around my ass, the smooth contraction of muscle gliding against me. 

      My nails tore as I scrabbled at the wall, searching desperately for any tiny handhold to lift myself out of here, but the gritty walls were flat. 

      The thing nudged me again, and something that wasn’t a snake gripped my jacket, pulling me back from the wall. I slapped at whatever had a hold of me, biting back a sob of desperation- and felt hands. 

      The giant snake reared up and crashed down on me, driving me face-first into its smaller brethren with a wave of choking brimstone stench. A smaller serpent wriggled against my lips as the demonic parent slid over me, a hundred vestigial hands plucking at my hair and clothes. 

      It dragged me through the snakes, flipping me over and sending a shower of the little fuckers flying, and I raised my hands in front of my face like a shield. 

      The demon wriggled against me, grinding me into the smaller snakes that no longer seemed so horrifying, and brought its head down to mine. The edges of its jaw scraped over my fingertips, and I expected to feel the soft, smooth underside of snakeskin.

      Instead, I felt a chin-like ridge… leading to a moist slit, and nostrils that huffed brimstone-scented air in my face. Two round orbs glared at me through my fingers, glowing with their own internal fire that lit the tiny space between us. 

      A long, forked tongue flickered out and slid between my fingers, touching my lips and cheeks… tasting me. 

      My mind seemed to break for a moment. I was sure I actually heard the glass of my sanity fracture and shatter. 

      “WILL! SURA!” The demon’s mouth opened wider, writhing over me like it enjoyed the jagged sounds of my screams. 

      Its jaw unhinged under my palms, the wetness of its mouth swallowing my hands. I couldn’t stop screaming, couldn’t think, couldn’t move…

      A tiny body slithered through my hair and wrapped around my ear as another slipped beneath my shirt, wriggling past my collar and tie. Their demon-father pushed down on me, angling its head to swallow me whole. 

      Warm light blazed through the dark and the demon reared back, its eyes squeezed tightly shut. With a grating screech it released me, plunging to the side and diving below its endless nest of children. 

      I laid in the snakes, gasping for breath as they slid over me in their own blind panic, displaced in a wave by the burrowing snake-demon. 

      A dark shape jumped down in the nest and I screamed again, throwing myself to the side, but strong hands gripped me and pulled me upright. It was Will, gripping me around the waist and touching my face, forcing me to look at him. 

      “Victoria. Stop screaming.” I took a shuddering breath, tears spilling over with my relief. “I’ve got you.”

      Will’s face was beautiful in the low light, but my head automatically jerked down, searching the snakes writhing around my legs for their father. He tilted my face back up. “No. Keep your eyes up, Tori. It’s gone.” 

      I nodded frantically, hair spilling over my face in a wild mess. “It’s gone,” I repeated, my breath threatening to speed into hyperventilation again. But it wasn’t gone. It was right under our feet.

      Will nodded. “It’s gone. Sura’s got us.”

      I dimly realized there was a rope, and Will’s grip on me wasn’t to keep me from shattering to pieces. He wrapped it around his wrist and it jerked us upwards. I lunged at Will and wrapped my arms around his neck, nails digging into his leather jacket, terrified I’d be left behind in my literal living nightmare.

      He squeezed me tightly as Sura yanked us up over the side, shedding snakes the whole way. I didn’t release Will until he’d pulled us over the side of the bridge, and then I slid forward on my belly until I reached the wide expanse of the hallway, my hands shaking the entire way. 

      When I was safe, I collapsed face-first in the dirt floor, trembling all over. Large hands enveloped my shoulders. “Tori. Let’s get you out of here.” 

      Sura sounded like he was talking from very far away. Black blotches bloomed in front of my eyes. “I think I’m going to pass out,” I mumbled.

      Which was precisely what I did next.

      I came to with most of Tenebris and Lux standing around me and Professor Ermengol kneeling next to my head, an uncorked vial of smelling salts under my nose.

      “She’ll live,” she announced, tucking the vial away. “Get up, Holmwood, that won’t be your last time in a Naga pit if you want to lay around all day.”

      I scrambled to my feet, burning with shame that I’d passed out like a brand-new slayer after their first kill. Sura grabbed my shoulders, steadying me, and I looked away from Aislin Liddell’s sympathetic gaze. 

      Beatrice Glover smirked, her arms crossed over her chest, and her eyes I did meet. I hoped she understood just how deeply she’d fucked up today. Next time I met her on the training grounds, it wasn’t just her tits I was going to kick in.

      “So? Who fetched my blood-ruby?” 

      Will silently pulled the ruby out of his pocket and handed it to Professor Ermengol. “We did.”

      The professor tucked the glowing stone in a velvet pouch. “Good enough for today, darlings. Get her out of here before she pukes on my grass, Godalming.”

      “Come on, Tori,” Sura said, leading me to the door. He walked me all the way back to my room, uncharacteristically quiet. My stomach was still churning, the rasp of scales on my skin so fresh in my mind I was almost convinced there were still little snakes crawling over me. 

      Will stepped around Sura to open my door for me. “We need a moment alone,” he said, his voice tight, and Sura gave him a long, hard look before he nodded and backed off. 

      My stepbrother herded me into my room, and as soon as the door closed, I stripped off my jacket and tore off my tie, fumbling at the buttons down the front of my shirt. I had to get the feeling of the Naga off my skin, no matter who was in here, or I’d lose my mind and the contents of my stomach. 

      Will strode into the bathroom while I was still unbuckling my pants, and the pipes groaned like they always did when he started the shower for me. 

      I kicked off my boots and finally stood shivering in my black lace bra and panties. There were no snakes left in my clothes, but my skin was rippled with goosebumps. “What do you need, Will?” My teeth chattered from the delayed shock. “I’m not getting all the way undressed until you leave.”

      He dropped his jacket on my bed, pulled his tie over his head, and started unbuttoning his shirt. “I’m getting in with you.”

      I could barely breathe as he dropped his shirt on the pile and unbuckled his pants, sliding them down over his hips and muscled thighs. When he stepped out, he was wearing only boxer briefs that outlined things my imagination would have to file away for later. 

      He pushed me into the bathroom, pulled the pins out of my unwinding bun until my hair spilled down my back, and tugged me under the hot water, holding me against his chest.

      For a few seconds I considered shoving myself away, but I was shaking with full-body chills despite the heat of the water and Will’s skin, and the hard, dense muscle under my face and breasts felt far too good to let go, stepbrother or not. 

      He leaned against the wall, making a tiny noise at the coldness of the tile, and let me melt against him. The water pounded over my head and back in a soothing waterfall.

      I tentatively wrapped my arms around Will’s waist, unable to resist running my hand over his broad back, his tense muscles clearly delineated under my palms. He shifted under me with a hissed breath, his hands on my shoulders pushing me away, but that created too much space, and I desperately needed his warmth to stop shaking. 

      I pushed up against him, more concerned with not losing my safe haven than with the fact that we had barely anything between us, and felt why he’d moved. His cock was hard as iron and hugging him tighter only ground me against him. 

      Will’s fingers dimpled my shoulders. “Tori…” His breath was ragged. Sparkling drops of water clung to his eyelashes. 

      “I just need you to hold me, Will.” My voice was raspy and sore from screaming. “Please.”

      I didn’t care that it was Will Godalming holding me while I pulled myself back together, or that part of me hated him and how much he tried to piss me off. There were no demons, snakes, or demon-snakes in his arms, and it felt like the safest place in the world to be.

      Ironic, given how much he despised me. 

      His heartbeat sped up under my cheek, but he wrapped his arms around my arms and back and hugged me closer, so every inch of skin was touching. His hardness pressed against my lower belly, long and thick, and I shifted a little. Just enough to draw a strangled gasp out of him. In a sick sort of way, it felt good to be the torturer for once.

      But Will’s wanting sent desire spiraling through me, and my nipples pebbled despite the heat of the water. 

      “Stop moving, Tori,” he said through gritted teeth. 

      I slid my hands upwards over his back and hooked my fingers over his broad shoulders, giving a little wiggle to get into place. Perfect. It’d take a crowbar to pry me off my rock.

      His heart was thumping just under my cheek, water running in rivulets over the hollow of his throat and down his chest. When I wriggled, his arms tightened, almost crushing the breath out of me, and his hips jerked forward.

      Breath rushed out of me and need boiled over from somewhere deep inside, a ravenous, aching hunger for him. 

      “Make me,” I growled, and tipped my head up to run my tongue over his neck, tracing the limned tendon under his golden skin. 

      He tilted his head forward with a groan and yanked the band of my bra, tearing the hooks right out, and slid his hands over my waist to the lace panties just clinging to my hips. “This isn’t why I came here,” he said, pupils dilated to points in that sea of jade. “I wanted to be here for you.”

      “This is being here for me.” I released his shoulder and shimmied out of my bra, letting it drop to the shower floor, and hooked my fingers in the waistband of his boxer briefs. 

      I hesitated, torn between desperate lust and trepidation. Will hated me. 

      But he also trusted me.

      He’d said I was useless, unwanted baggage.

      And yet he had his hands all over me whenever no one else was around. I blinked water out of my eyes, trying to figure out how and where everything had gone sideways. 

      “Why would you want to be here? You can’t stand me.” I looked up into his water-beaded face. “You make no sense, Will Godalming.”

      A muscle worked in his jaw. He pushed a strand of wet hair out of my face, running his thumb roughly over my cheekbone. “You make no sense either, Victoria Holmwood.”

      I couldn’t do this. He was too volatile, and I couldn’t stand not knowing where I stood with someone… especially someone who wouldn’t even deny his ill will towards me, who didn’t even want me here. I slid my thumbs out of the band of his boxer briefs. 

      “Where do you think you’re going?” he whispered roughly, pushing me against the tiled wall with a massive thigh shoved between my legs. That gnawing ache was back, my heart pounding in my throat as pleasant shivers ran through me. 

      “Wherever the fuck I please. You don’t get to run my life just because you’re the prefect.” A flush of anger bloomed behind the desperate need, but it felt distant and trivial. My thumbs were back in his waistband like I’d never removed them at all. “And maybe I hate you too, Will.”

      Will ducked his head, his lips finding my neck and nibbling the tender flesh. “Yeah? Tell me how much you hate me, then.”

      “A lot,” I whispered, sucking in a breath. His teeth grazed my earlobe, danced over my shoulder, and he bit down just hard enough to dimple the skin. “I think you’re a grade-A prick who cares about nothing but his reputation.” 

      His teeth pressed down harder, then they were gone, his lips moving over the line of my collarbone. “Keep going.”

      “You’re cruel and cold. You wouldn’t even give me a chance to try to fit in.” 

      Will paused at the hollow of my throat, and ran his tongue down, tilting his head to catch one pebbled nipple between his lips. He cupped my breast and my waist, fingers trembling minutely.

      “You play stupid, juvenile pranks,” I gasped, trying and failing to keep my back from arching, my nails sunk into his shoulders. Every swirl of his tongue around that sensitive flesh sent a shiver through me. “I’ve never felt so alone as I did while living in your mansion full of people. Nobody dared talk to me while you were around.”

      He suckled my nipple and released it, sliding to his knees and running his hand over my stomach. He hooked his fingers in my panties and slid them down over my hips till they puddled around my ankles. 

      My heart was hammering in my throat. Will’s hair was almost black with water and I ran my fingers through it, every fiber in my body taut as his tongue slid downwards. 

      “You’re such a heartless bastard.” My words hitched, became a moan when he pushed between my folds and ran over my clit in a sure, smooth stroke. His own groan vibrated against my thighs and my fingers tightened in his hair. “A malicious, unfeeling- oh, god- calculating fucker.” 

      White-hot need shot through me as he sucked my clit, my thighs shaking against his shoulders, only his hands wrapped around my legs holding me upright. 

      “I hate you, Will.” My own vehemence, mixed with ragged lust, startled me, like the words had been ripped out of some deep, dark place hidden inside me. “I hate you so much.” 

      It was a relief to finally say what I really felt, the black emotions I’d been stewing over for months now. It was all out in the open, and the last of my hopes died when the truth came out between us. He’d never be a brother of mine. That possibility was gone. 

      Not now, when he was panting between my legs, doing things to me I’d never felt before, and I felt such twisted glee at finally letting him know how I really felt. 

      He circled my clit slowly, jade eyes looking up at me. “Tell me again how you really feel, Tori.” Will’s whisper was muffled, because he devoured my pussy again like he couldn’t get enough. 

      My eyes practically rolled back in my head when his lips closed around my aching flesh. “I hate you,” I whispered, breath hitching, finally giving in and falling over the edge. 

      The orgasm that ripped through me had my limbs shaking like leaves, loud moans filling the bathroom. Will gripped me hard enough to leave bruises to hold me up while I shivered to pieces on him. 

      When I’d stopped shaking, he licked me, long and slow, and sucked his lower lip between his teeth as he rose to his feet like he still wanted to taste me. My breath came in quick pants as he eased his boxer briefs over his hips, eyes feasting on me from head to toe. 

      “You know why you really hate me, Tori?” His cock sprang free, thick, long, with a perfectly flared crown. Will twisted the knob and turned off the water, and the sudden silence without the drumming rain in the background seemed deafening. 

      “I just told you why,” I said, my abdomen tightening at the sight of my stepbrother completely naked. God, he looked fucking delicious.

      Will picked me up, holding me under my thighs, and I wrapped my legs around his waist as he walked out of the bathroom. He climbed onto my bed and lowered me to the mattress as water soaked the sheets. 

      His cock slid over my wet pussy, and I shuddered under him. 

      “You hate me because I’m not the perfect little replacement pawn you wanted,” he said, his voice deepening to a growl. “You wanted a new James, and you got me instead. I don’t exist to fill a void in your life, Victoria.” 

      His hands were all over me, thumbs gliding over my hard nipples, squeezing the softness of my hips. Will pushed forward again, sliding the underside of his cock against me, and drew a breathless moan from my throat. He pulled back, the thick head poised against my entrance. 

      “I will never be your brother.” He looked almost angry, eyes snapping with heat, lip curled. “I’ll never be that for you, no matter how much you hate me for it.” 

      “Good, because I don’t want you to be!” I snarled back. That would’ve been a lie before. Now, though...

      Will smiled, devastatingly beautiful with those dark lashes and full lips. “We finally agree on something,” he said. 

      He thrust forward and filled me with one strong push, letting out a gasp as I tightened around him. If I’d thought his mouth between my legs felt good, this was like lightning fizzling through my veins, every cell clamoring for more of him.

      Will’s groan was like a shot of adrenaline to my heart. I curled my hips against him, gasping as his flat lower stomach ground against my clit, and he sat up to grip my hips and pull me firmly against his pelvis. 

      He rocked his hips towards me, hitting that delicate spot with every push, the slick feeling of his cock sliding in and out driving me mad. I was hardly aware of the sounds I was making, thick, throaty moans every time he pushed forward. 

      Will’s teeth sank into his lower lip as his gaze roved from my face to my breasts and back up again, his tempo speeding up as his thumb found my clit. 

      I hooked my legs over his shoulders, and he pounded in hard, shaking the whole bed as he gasped. The sensation of being completely pulverized, coupled with the delicate skim of his thumb, sent me back over the edge. 

      I arched against him when I came, gasping his name over and over, gripping handfuls of the sheets. 

      He pulled my legs from his shoulders and pinned them open, hips smacking against my thighs and ass, and leaned forward to kiss me, tongue plunging between my open lips. “Will,” I whispered, feeling ragged and languid, everything hidden behind a hazy glow, but he silenced me with another deep kiss. 

      His cock throbbed and he groaned into my open mouth when he released himself in me, his muscles flexing and loosening under my hands. “Christ, Tori.” His eyes blazed, lips parted. “Holy fuck.”

      When he relaxed, I wrapped my legs around his waist, holding him against me while I ran my fingers through his damp hair. He rested his head on my shoulder, his breath warm against my neck, our hearts both pounding between our water- and sweat-slick skin. Goosebumps rose on my neck when he nudged forward and kissed me. 

      I stared up at the ceiling, still burning up for him on the inside, a touch of panic glazing my afterglow. 

      What had we done?
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        CHAPTER TWELVE

        ________

      

      

      
        
        SURA

      

      

      Lucifer shank my ass, but it was almost impossible to keep a grip on my glamour. My veins fizzed and bubbled with the force of their need, spiraling through my entire body and jolting straight to my cock. 

      For the first time in three years, I didn’t feel like I was starving or withering away inside. I hadn’t come that hard in months, three orgasms back-to-back, stroking my cock with a painfully tight grip… savoring every bit of their lust and want, so delicious it practically melted on my tongue. 

      The only thing that could’ve made it better was being with them, but I might’ve actually exploded from all the sheer pounding lust after so long without. 

      Victoria the Luscious smelled like pure sex under her coconut shampoo. Every time she shifted in her chair the scent filled my nose. It was maddening. 

      Being around Will wasn’t much better. 

      Knightley paced the classroom. After how close I’d come to being caught in the Sugarworks, he still had a glint of suspicion in his eyes when he looked at me. “While we’re on the subject of vampires and political machinations within their courts, you might find yourself taking part in these activities. One older slayer tradition is actually derived from a vampire custom: war-chains, or wearing the fangs of fallen vampires.”

      Victoria straightened in her seat like she’d been hit with an electric jolt. 

      Now that was interesting… because no matter what she said about just talking to Càel, she couldn’t lie to my true nature. Somewhere under the layers of denial and hate and prejudice, she’d imagined him pounding into her, but she’d hidden that thought under an ocean of disapproval. 

      But if she was willing to entertain fucking a vampire… how might she feel about an incubus?

      Judging from her admission about her brother, not good. To her all demons were the same: vermin to be crushed out underfoot.

      “In this, we are slightly alike. Vampiric tradition holds that combat is the only honorable death. Being drained of blood is a cowardly, weak way to die. Even worse is being staked out in the sun to burn.” 

      Victoria’s hand jerked, leaving a scrawl in her notebook. 

      “They aspire to die by the blade, and the highest honor is having their enemies wear their fangs as tokens. It is a way of saying that they were worthy foes, deserving of eternal honor.”

      She’d stopped taking notes and was watching Knightley with the sort of intensity she usually reserved for training sessions. I took a deep breath, tasting coconut and desire. If Will hadn’t been at our first training session to intervene, I wouldn’t have minded stripping her down right in the middle of the forest and burying my face between her thighs…

      “Few of the younger slayer generations maintain that tradition. Some slayers- like your father, Will, Lord Percival Godalming- have collected impressive war-chains over the course of their careers, but they’re reserved as formal military wear at this point.”

      She returned to her notes, frowning thoughtfully at the words. 

      No matter how much I dreamed of her, lusted over her, Will’s seething anger would always be a blockade between us. Still, part of me was slowly breaking away from him, struggling to make room for my desires within the Cords of Fate. 

      She’d opened up to me first. She’d trusted me enough to tell me her deepest fear and needs, not Will.

      But for all that, I couldn’t bring myself to tell him no. He was the only reason I’d awakened from my servile, lustful existence at all, and opened my eyes to other kinds of love besides physical pleasure. 

      I shouldn’t have been so torn. I wasn’t their kind. I owed them nothing.

      And Victoria’s hatred had been so clear when she spoke of her James. When I returned to Sitri’s court, I’d take a vacation to Satan’s slice of Hell, find the Sathanas demon who’d killed James, and rip its fucking spine out. If it hadn’t been for that fucker murdering her brother, maybe there’d have been a thread of hope for someone like me. 

      An incubus without a home. I could no more go back to Sitri’s court and fall into lust again than become a human. I belonged nowhere.

      I leaned in close to Victoria. I’d take what I could get for now. “Got a particular interest in vamps?” She turned her head, looking up at me with those big eyes, honey flecked with green like spring leaves. 

      “I grew up around moonspawn,” she whispered. “Vampires didn’t spend a lot of time down in Port Leona. Too sunny.”

      Ah, right. She’d grown up near a beach in the south, according to Will. 

      “Guess you should pay attention, with Càel on your ass.” I’d felt his lust loud and clear, and empathized a little too much. Not gonna happen, big guy. She was the perfect slayer through and through. Too bad he didn’t have a thing for Apolline. She was still trying to get a vamp to bite her.

      Tori shot me a look. “Càel’s not getting anywhere near my ass.” 

      Lie. She’d thought about it for less than two seconds, but it was just enough to send a jolt of lust through her. 

      I plucked that sensation from her mind and savored it. 

      “That won’t stop him from trying.” Hell, I knew she hated demons, but that wasn’t going to stop me from trying. The part of me that was becoming more human contemplated how angry she’d be if she ever found out what I was. It was interesting, this twisting sensation of guilt. I’d never felt it until I’d met Tori, and it was growing more unpleasant by the day. “I’d do the same, in his shoes.”

      I shot her a grin, the kind I knew she liked, with crinkles in the corners of my eyes and white teeth. Sergio Enver was one attractive human face.

      Again, that whisper of guilt. If I peeled this glamour off and let her get a good look at my true face, how long would it take her to recover and bury a knife in my chest?

      If she knew that I’d reached into their hearts and minds yesterday, giving them the tiniest nudge to act on their hidden desires, would she skin me alive?

      “Well, he’ll be waiting a long time, then.” She returned my grin. The spray of freckles across her nose should’ve made her cute, but the angles of her features made her beautiful. 

      The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. “Next time we’re in Club Bathory, you’re my date.” 

      Her grin faded a little, no longer joking but a little nervous. “Like… a real date?” 

      The guilt dissipated, becoming a glowing orb of happiness. I felt her want. She wanted me, and I hadn’t even had to pluck the strings of desire in her. “Yeah. Drinks and dust are on me. I’ll stay with you the whole time- Will doesn’t get to cut in.”

      She looked down at the table. “I… okay. It’s a date, then. This weekend.”

      Knightley cleared his throat. “Again, Mister Enver, do you have something to share with the class?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do, Professor Knightley.” I rested on my arm on the back of Victoria’s chair, enjoying the way her cheeks turned pink. “I have a date with Victoria Holmwood this weekend, and I’m super fucking stoked about it.”

      I was pretty sure I’d seen something like this in human movies- didn’t they like public declarations of love and want?

      Tori had gone past pink, somewhere into crimson. A flash of lust filled the room behind me: Will, at the end of the table, the memory of Tori writhing under him playing through his mind… followed by a quick burst of anger. 

      The Cords tugged, trying to pull me back to Will, and I shrugged them away. I wanted this for myself. For once, I wanted to make the choice and pursue what I wanted.

      I needed my idiot bestie to open his fucking eyes and see what he had in front of him. 

      “Congratulations, Enver. I’m glad we all got to hear about your hormonal outburst. Now shut the hell up and pay attention, or you’re getting a failing grade for the semester.” Knightley glared at me before turning back to the chalkboard. 

      There was no way I was concentrating on this. Will was still tense, and my cock had stiffened at the replay of his memories: Victoria’s clit on his tongue, the sweet taste of her as he sucked her between his lips. I knew that when I got to taste her for myself, the reality would be a thousand times better than a memory that didn’t even belong to me.

      Will cornered me after class, letting Tori and the rest of Tenebris walk ahead to the cafeteria. Knightley had slammed and locked his door behind us, shaking his head. 

      “What are you playing at, Sura?” he asked, eyes flashing the exact shade of Asmodeus’s hellfire. He would’ve fit right into Hell himself, with the face of a fallen angel. “A date?”

      “You’re not the only one who’d like to get laid around here. I like her, Will. Not much I can do about that.”

      He was a roiling ball of energy: all that desire, twisted with guilt and rage. It was almost sickening to be this close to the storm of emotions. 

      “You can back off until she’s gotten what she deserves.” 

      The Cords were strained, so tight I almost felt them fraying. “I’ll always be on your side, Will, but you’re taking this too far.” I’d hoped pushing him into finally fucking her would help clear his head, but he was more torn than ever.

      I’d done this to him, my best friend.

      “Am I? She didn’t even see me, Sura.” His frustration was palpable, fists curled at his sides. “I could’ve been anyone, so long as I was a warm body to take her brother’s place. She didn’t give a fuck that my family was falling apart around me so long as she got her replacement James, she didn’t care how I felt about it, and because of her useless mother’s inferiority complex, every trace of my mother was erased. I have nothing left of her, Sura. Nothing.”

      Will’s lip curled back over his teeth. His grief was still raw, a black cloud overtaking his other emotions. “I figured if I finished this year with accolades, Father might finally look at me with something other than contempt, but thanks to Miss I-Eat-Moonspawn-and-Demons-for-Breakfast, he’s put all his faith in her. He spent all summer practically jizzing himself over her- I don’t see why he didn’t just marry her, too.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but the words were choked in my throat. Will’s rage was seeping over to me, locking my muscles up tight. I took a deep breath before he realized something was wrong, forcing his emotions out of my head. 

      “Ever think maybe you didn’t see her, either? She lost her brother, her mom’s a barely-functioning emotional wreck… you’re not the only one hurting, Will.” 

      He gave me a sharp look. “I’m not the one who went out of my way to destroy every single trace of my mother.” 

      The guilt was stronger now. Maybe I was becoming more human than I’d realized. “The stunt with the snakes was going too far.” 

      I’d seen him slip a thick wad of cash to Beatrice Glover, but his plan wasn’t clear until I felt Tori’s disgust in the darkness beneath the pyramid. 

      At that point, it’d been too late to interfere. The Cords between us weren’t frayed yet, making Will’s desires my own. His anticipation had overridden my dismay. 

      I needed to cut them. We weren’t the same person. I’d never be my own demon as long as I was bound so tightly to Will’s needs… but if I abandoned him, Prince Sitri would drag me home. I’d spend the next thousand years soaking in hellfire for failing my task. 

      “I didn’t know there was a Naga in there,” he muttered. He at least had the shame to look down at his feet. He’d fucked up, and he knew it- Tori’s terror and his shame had combined into one sickening emotion that had almost taken me down too.

      “Yeah? So how far are you planning on going? Until she’s actually injured? When do you get to decide she’s suffered enough?” For the first time in our friendship, I wanted to punch him- or play his own game and turn myself loose on him.

      All I had to do was grab his shoulders and kiss him, wrap my tongue around his, and fill his head with images of desire- and he’d make a fool of himself. I could make him fuck Apolline again, even knowing how disgusted he was by her now. Was that fair recompense for sending Tori into a Naga’s arms?

      “I don’t know.” His voice was so quiet it was almost impossible to tell he’d spoken. 

      I crossed my arms over my chest. How to get this across to him without giving him more reason to suspect… “You know our walls are paper-thin, right?”

      “Yeah.” His rage was tucked away again, far in his mind where I couldn’t feel it, and crimson need billowed over his crystalline emotional cage. He couldn’t keep his mind off Tori, the way his stomach dropped when he pictured her under him, the feel of her around his cock. 

      “Call it quits, then. You’re even. She pissed you off, you forced her into her worst nightmares. Maybe try being happy you got someone like Tori dropped in your lap like an unexpected gift.”

      When his emotions lightened, I made an effort to block them off. The Cords trembled, like they knew what I was trying to do and disapproved. 

      I didn’t really care. Be your own demon, Sura. 

      Humans liked pep talks. Turns out they worked. 

      “And what about your date?” Will looked up at me, no longer looking quite so pissed. 

      I couldn’t help but grin. “I’m a sexually liberated being, I can share.” Oh, if only he knew. 

      Another thought flashed through him, hitting me like a punch to the gut: Tori between us, writhing on our cocks, as Will leaned forward to catch her mouth in a kiss…

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. Maybe he did know. I stopped myself from staring at him, wondering if he suspected what I was. The prospect of sharing Tori had turned his repressed thoughts and desires into a flashing sign at the front of his brain.

      He blinked and the thought faded, thank Lucifer, because my cock was pulsing and every fiber of what I was urged me to act on those desires.

      I had to sever the Cords before I entwined any further into his psyche, or my free will would be subjugated by his once more. 

      Will sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I screwed up. I shouldn’t have fucked her.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, frowning. “I thought I could keep that in check.”

      Maybe. It’d taken the tiniest nudge in the history of incubus-kind to send them over the edge. I might not have needed to do anything at all, but their building desire had left me ravenous and I needed them. 

      “Believe me, Will, if I get the chance, I’m doing the same.” A wicked grin split my face, just a hint of the incubus peeking out, but I reeled it in before Will opened his eyes. “But unlike you, I’m going to treat it like my birthday came early.” 

      He shook his head, but the tension was gone. I could’ve sighed in relief. 

      Two more days, then I was going to do whatever it took to make Tori mine.
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        CHAPTER THIRTEEN

        ________

      

      

      
        
        TORI

      

      

      If I’d thought I was going to get away with my one-foot-on-Clouded-Court-territory plan, I’d been sorely mistaken. 

      The vampire bastard was waiting for me. I wore the tiny red mini-dress Lydia had lent me, and it was impossible to ignore the tingle in my stomach when Sura licked his lips, the tension in his hand on my waist. 

      Will was quiet. He hadn’t said one cruel thing since we’d done the deed. Maybe he was reeling as badly as I was; confusion, want, and anger all vied for first place inside me. 

      He was right. When Mom met Percival, totally by chance, I’d jumped blindly at the chance to take back what I’d lost. I saw a guy who would’ve been James’ age, the chance for a happy family again, no more long weeks of Mom going into a fugue and forgetting to eat, no more sleepless nights. 

      I’d been so determined to force us into the role of happy siblings I hadn’t stopped to consider if he even wanted that. 

      But now that I accepted we’d never fit that mold, it opened new doors that left me sick with both trepidation and excitement. I tossed and turned at night, unable to sleep without imagining Will in the next room over, more than a little terrified that we’d never be able to look each other in the eye again. 

      Christmas was going to be so fucking awkward.

      The limo pulled up in front of Club Bathory, and I let everyone else get out, including Sura, until just Will and I were left. 

      He paused, his eyes running from my bare legs, the low neckline, up to my face. I’d smudged black eyeliner around my eyes, figuring if I was going to a vamp club I might as well look the part. “You look beautiful, Tori.”

      For a second, I was speechless. Will’s green eyes cut like shards of glass as he climbed over to me. “You’re all Sura’s tonight, but I want you to know you’ll be driving me wild, too.” He leaned forward and caught me in a kiss, his tongue plunging into my mouth. 

      Heat filled my center, nipples hardening under the silky dress as his fingers ran up my thigh. “Someone might see,” I rasped, pulling away. Whether or not we wanted it, everyone else thought of us as the same family.

      “Let them see,” Will whispered. “I don’t give a fuck what any of them think.”

      I might’ve wrapped my arms around his neck, but Sura leaned back into the open door. “At least let me have a few drinks with my date before we undress her, yeah?”

      The total confidence that either of them would be undressing me took my breath away. 

      Maybe because Will was about halfway there, pushing my skirt up. 

      And knowing that if I wanted to, I could end this night on Sura, riding that huge cock like my very first pony-

      “You’re blushing, Tori,” Will said dryly. “Reel it in or all the vamps will get excited.”

      They were so casual about the idea of sharing. Holy fuck. I’d died and gone to Double-Dick Heaven.

      I straightened myself out, got out of the limo, and stopped dead in my tracks. 

      Càel was leaning against the brick wall outside Club Bathory’s doors, next to a shadowy vampire bouncer who didn’t look too pleased about his company. The White Wolf gave me a syrupy-slow, gorgeous grin… or one that would’ve been gorgeous, if it weren’t for the fangs. 

      Even so, an unwanted jolt of lust pulsed in my stomach. “Great, it’s you.”

      The actual bouncer looked horrified, inching away from Càel. 

      “Cutting it a little fine, aren’t you, mo shíorghrá?”

      I spread my arms, scowling up at him. A vampire had no right to look that good… or so happy to see me. Especially given how we’d met. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “What did he call her?” Will muttered to Sura. 

      Càel tapped an imaginary watch on his wrist. “With ten minutes to spare.”

      “No idea. Sounded like he was gargling pebbles,” Sura said. 

      “You’re tracking me down to the minute? That’s a little obsessive, don’t you think?” I crossed my arms over my chest when Càel’s pale gaze dipped lower than my face and his grin widened. 

      “The agreement was for once a week,” he purred. “To the minute. But you look so delicious, I’d have forgiven the late fee this once.” The bouncer was trying to fold himself as small as possible into the corner of the doorway, which wasn’t working very well, given that he was built like a refrigerator. I wondered if I should be nervous that a guy who terrified walking refrigerators was eye-fucking me with a purr in his voice.

      Probably, yeah, but my lady bits had other ideas. 

      “Well, my end of the agreement is fulfilled for this week. If you’ll excuse me, I have a date.” I looped my hand through Sura’s arm, took one step forward, and slammed into Càel’s chest. 

      Goddamn, he was fast. I inhaled in surprise, breathing in his foresty juniper-and-mint-on-manly-bod scent. 

      It was probably a testament to his reputation that neither Will nor Sura stepped in when his face moved towards mine, but Will’s jaw tightened when Càel took a deep breath and smirked. 

      “I smell your brother on your lips, shíorghrá. Is that what they do in New York?” 

      “I’m not her brother,” Will said, tension evident under his even tone. “And even on Court territory, your rights end where hers begin. She’s done nothing to break your Law.”

      Without thinking, I slipped my fingers through Will’s and his hand clamped down on mine. Càel didn’t miss the gesture. 

      “How strange. I believe you introduced yourselves as siblings to my King only seven days ago.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, ready to retort, but Will squeezed my hand. The feeling of his fingers laced in mine, Sura at my side, and Càel in front of me kicked up butterflies in my stomach. 

      Now that was a ménage scene I didn’t need stuck in my head later. 

      “He’s just trying to fuck with you, Tori,” Will said smoothly. “He knows perfectly well we’re not related by blood.”

      “How defensive you get,” Càel said with a laugh. He laughed like he was genuinely amused, with a smile that lit up his whole face. 

      Watching him laugh like that, it was hard to believe he was responsible for so much death and mayhem over the centuries. 

      “What does that word mean?” Will was right. I wasn’t going to give Càel the satisfaction of knowing he could rile me up. “Heergraw?” I probably butchered it, judging by the slight wince Càel had. Good. 

      I also should’ve known he wasn’t going to let me off easy. “Appalling pronunciation. It’s for me to know, and you to figure out, Victoria Holmwood.”

      He disappeared so quickly I was a little stunned. Will released my fingers, and after a few seconds, the vampire bouncer uncurled from his safe space in the corner. I patted his shoulder as we passed; if vampires could sweat, the guy would’ve been swimming. 

      The pixie club was already swarming with bodies and the gold glitter of dust when we pushed the door open. I saw flashes of other Tenebris students here and there, Apolline with her lips and tongue sparkling as she danced against a moonspawn in ripped jeans, Lydia out of her shell and… yep, there went her dress, too.

      Sura wound his fingers through mine with a grin. “Not this one, Victoria the Resplendent.” He pointed up. “Seventh Heaven.”

      The seventh was one of the floors blocked of all light. The tiniest coil of disquiet tugged at my limbs, then I pushed through the crush of dancers to the staircase and found a dark metal door to the side. 

      The words Seventh Heaven had been painted on it in bright pink Gothic letters, glowing under a blacklight. A portrait of a demon’s face grinned down at me, forked tongue coiling through the letters. “Can’t believe I haven’t seen it before,” I shouted. The bass thump of music was echoing in my chest and bones, shaking my body apart. Crazy that the pixie club would be so much louder up here. 

      “Because it’s enchanted,” Sura shouted back. “You don’t see it unless someone who’s been here invites you in.”

      I glanced back down the staircase over my shoulder. Will had taken up residence in the corner of the pixie club, the rim of a beer bottle pressed to his full lips. For some strange reason, I didn’t want to leave him there, but… this was supposed to be my date with Sura. 

      Sura pushed the door open. Glittering smoke billowed out, tinted in shades of hellfire, and he pulled me through. The door immediately slammed behind me, locking us into a swirling storm of fog and pulsing crimson lights.

      It was almost impossible to make out the bodies through the thick fog, but Sura never let go of my hand. The fog finally cleared a little around the edges of a black-lacquered bar, where a demon with broken horns was slinging drinks. 

      I tried not to stare, a hot gush of fury filling my stomach, but it was impossible not to examine a demon standing this close. 

      He was an ex-Legionnaire, which meant he looked like a larger-than-average human, with dark hunter-green skin. Black brands were burned into his chest and abdomen, and if his horns hadn’t been shattered near the roots, they would’ve formed a large, curled rack. 

      The demon looked up at Sura with eyes that burned like marsh fire. “You brought a date, Mr. Enver.” His precise, faintly-accented voice surprised me a little- I’d expected an incomprehensible gargle of demonic gibberish.

      Sura pulled out a chair for me and I slid into it, never tearing my gaze from the bartender. “Victoria Holmwood, Korso. Korso, Tori. She’s new in Libra.”

      “And you brought her to precisely the one place she shouldn’t be?” If I didn’t know better, I’d say Korso sounded dry. 

      My stomach was flipping in earnest now. Why was Sura on such good terms with a Legionnaire? “I decide where I want to go, thanks.” 

      Korso’s disconcerting eyes flickered, but I held them steadily. Shockingly, they weren’t as terrible to look into as I thought they’d be. Sura’s hand slid over my shoulder, his fingers stroking my skin and wandering to the back of my neck, and Korso’s head tilted a fraction to the left.

      “Very well, Victoria; we’ll introduce you to Seventh Heaven the proper way.” 

      He placed a row of shot glasses on the bar top and pulled out a bottle of liquor that no human distillery had created. The whisky was rich and dark, but it had a glint to it that spoke of demonic origins, like the liquid would spark and burst into flames at any moment. 

      Korso lit a match and touched it to the surface of each shot glass, but instead of burning continuously, the whisky lit up, turned black as pitch, and the flame guttered out.

      He took one for himself, put two in front of Sura, and handed me one, which I was fine with, because there was no way I was taking more than one shot of what looked like tar scooped right out of Belial’s toilet. 

      I picked up the little glass, which was much heavier than it had any right to be for such a small amount of liquid. 

      We could’ve just gone to his room to watch horror movies and… hang out (my brain stuttered over fuck his brains out, but I pushed the thought aside), but instead we were in a demonic bubble nestled inside a vampire club, and I was about to willingly drink…

      “Satan’s Bathwater,” Sura said with a wicked grin, raising his shots. 

      “All hail the Dark Prince!” Korso declared fervently.

      Sura downed one of the glasses. “All hail.” He slammed the other.

      What the hell? “Small snail the quark mince,” I muttered quickly, and tossed it back before Korso could ask me what I’d toasted. 

      Satan’s Bathwater went down like molasses, so dark and rich I could almost bite into it, caressing my tongue all the way down until it landed in my stomach and filled me like a glowing coal. Then the inferno hit. 

      Korso slid me a glass of ice water. I downed half of it before the sensation of being eaten alive from the inside settled, and the Bathwater zipped through my veins with a gnawing buzz.

      “Wow,” I breathed. “That’s some good shit.”

      Korso nodded sagely. “Indeed it is.” 

      Sura took his second shot and shook his head when Korso offered him water. As drunk as I suddenly was off one shot, the lights were rippling strangely off their skin, and the fog didn’t seem so thick anymore. A dark iridescence touched Sura’s skin, shimmering, begging me to touch him. “If you’re a demon, why is this called Seventh Heaven?”

      “Jokes, Tori,” Sura said in my ear, his hands at my waist. “Demons like their jokes.” 

      I allowed him to spin my bar stool around until we were face to face. His fingers trailed over my knees, pushing upwards. “Why are you so friendly with demons, Sura?” My words were thick, like they had a hard time pushing past my tongue. “Isn’t this conduct unbecoming of a slayer?”

      He grinned, teeth flashing white against his deep skin. “Tori, right now you’re like the poster girl for conduct unbecoming. Might as well take it all the way.” Sura pushed between my knees, ran his hands over my hips, and my stomach exploded into little fiery, black-winged butterflies. 

      What, in Sura’s book, was taking it all the way? I slid off the stool, stepping so close you couldn’t have slid a sheet of paper between us. He towered overhead, but I reached up and touched the hard line of his jaw, tracing it down to his chin. 

      “If you’re going to fuck him, take it out there.” Korso’s terse voice interrupted the spell. “Importing infernal liquor is very expensive. Can’t have you damaging the goods.”

      “Just ignore him.” Sura was barely audible over the thumping bass that seemed much heavier now that I was well and truly drunk. He swallowed, his dark eyes glittering as he looked down at me, and I blinked. For a moment, with the way Seventh Heaven’s glittering fog wreathed his head, it looked like he’d had horns. “Come with me, Tori.”

      Well, hell yes, I would.

      I let him pull me through the fog, into the mass of dancers. Unlike the pixie club’s chaotic strobing lights and screams overlying the music, everything here seemed so much more intense, pulsing into my bones, like the dancers weren’t just dancing. 

      It was a ritual. I slowly realized that as I fell into the wave, buoyed by the others. There were humans, wide-eyed and slack, demons with their curling horns and marsh fire eyes, and even a slayer or two alongside me, their skin imprinted with geometric tattoos.

      Balls of foxfire drifted overhead, and I caught one glowing orb in my hands, passing it along to the next dancer and leaving a line of crackling light between us. 

      Sura’s fingers danced over my waist. There was no room between us as he ground against me. “Remember what you said our first night here?”

      I strained to hear him over the music, lost somewhere between the tides and the heat in my limbs. Korso’s whisky was less frenetic than the pixie dust high, making me feel like I was swimming in fire. “I’ll be honest, I mostly remember the more… physical parts.” 

      A quick smile flashed across his face. “You said you wouldn’t fuck a Shadowed Worlder.”

      “And I stand by that.” I slid my hands over his heavily-muscled thighs, luxuriating in the feel of him against me. “So don’t go trying to set me up with Korso.”

      Sura scoffed, pulling me back against him. His cock was like an iron bar across my ass. “I wouldn’t share you with Korso for anything,” he said. “I’m just curious.” 

      “To be honest, I can’t believe I even let you bring me into a demon club. The idea of sex, or hell, even feelings for someone not of my kind just seems… inimical to everything we are.” A small, spiny imp chattered overhead when it heard me, and a thought hit me like a punch. Apolline and her like were openly interested in vampires… and Sura had clearly been a regular of Seventh Heaven for a while. “You’ve been with demons before, haven’t you?”

      What other reason could he have for being part of a hidden demon club?

      I couldn’t hide the sick swoop in my stomach when I pictured Sura entangled with a demoness, drunk on their brand of infernal power, and his hands tightened on my shoulders when I stiffened.

      “No, I haven’t been with a demon, Tori.” He spun me around, forcing me to look up at him. “Look, I really didn’t bring you here to grill you about your sexual preferences. Korso’s good people, and I just wanted to have a good time with you without Will cock-blocking.”

      Okay, so Korso seemed alright. Couldn’t blame a guy for defending his stash, and Satan’s Bathwater was pretty goddamn tasty, contrary to my assumption.

      And it was nice, just me and Sura for once, with that strange shimmer of magnetic attraction between us. I moved closer, and someone bumped into my ass and sent me face-first into Sura’s chest, which was admittedly a nice place to be. 

      “Wow, I’m gonna get the wrong idea if you start throwing yourself at me like that.” Despite his light-hearted tone, he was taut as he pulled me in tighter, and the heavy bulge in the front of his jeans was all too palpable with the lack of space between us. 

      The infernal whisky running through my veins made me a lot bolder than I would’ve usually been. “Maybe I want you to get the wrong idea.”

      Sura hesitated, his tongue running along his lower lip in a slow, sexy way, but he still gripped my wrists hard, sending pleasant zings through my body. God, he was strong. “I wanted to do this the right way.” 

      “What’s the right way?” I twisted my wrists, but he had a firm grip on me. “We’re in a demon club, drunk on Satan’s Bathwater. I don’t think ‘the right way’ has any place here.”

      He hissed when I pushed the rest of me up against him, standing on my tiptoes so I was only inches away from his nose. My heart was pounding with the music, every cell in me straining towards him like I was iron and he was a lodestone. 

      Sura’s smile had faded, his gaze intense. “I’m not interested in just fucking you, Tori. I want more than that.”

      I couldn’t tell if my heart was drumming so fast, or if that was just the beat. “Maybe I do, too. Doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy ourselves right now.” I twisted against him, my hip rubbing against that massive cock, and he drew in a hissing breath through his teeth, releasing my wrists to grip my hips again.

      I cupped his face and pulled him down to kiss me, closing my eyes against the hot crimson glare of the lights, and he yanked me against him, his cock grinding into me. For one dazzling moment, Sura’s lips were soft beneath mine, the scent of whisky and peppery vanilla clinging to him, and I opened my mouth to tease him open…

      He turned his face aside, dark eyes veiled, jaw tense. Rejection swiped cold claws through me, shredding through the warmth of the whisky.

      I let my hands slowly slide from his face. “That’s the second time you’ve avoided kissing me. So, you want more, but you don’t want this. You’re not making a lot of sense.”

      Sura straightened up, brows drawn together, looking strangely furious. “Seriously, Tori, I do want you, I just…” He stared at me like he was steeling himself to do something, but after a long, tense moment, his shoulders slumped. “It doesn’t feel right, yet.”

      “Ah. Okay.” I backed away, stung by rejection. Good enough to grind on… but not good enough to kiss. It felt like I’d had cold water dumped over my head, dousing the fire of the whisky as my heart was stuck in my throat. “I’ll just leave you to figure out the right time, then.”

      His fists balled at his sides, but he didn’t stop me from melting into the crowd. 

      I took a deep breath of glittering fog, irritation gnawing at me. So he’d fingerfuck me in a club full of people but kissing me was asking too much. Sure. Made perfect sense.

      Worst first date in slayer history.
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      The door to Seventh Heaven wasn’t where I’d left it. I pushed through the dancers on the perimeter, searching for the flash of pink neon, but a wiry, gray-skinned cambion slid in front of me, licking his lips. 

      With the exception of the tiny fledgling horns poking out of his forehead and the gray skin, he could’ve been a human. “Hey, baby. Looking for a good time?”

      “No.” I pushed past him, but the cambion kept pace with me. 

      “You look like a hot piece of ass. The kind of ass that belongs in my Maserati. You ever been in a Maserati? I know a guy with a yacht down in Atlantic City, if you want to party with us-”

      “I absolutely do not want to party with you.”

      “Sure? Baby, we can take this back to my place, I saw your boyfriend brush you off. If you want to fuck, I’m down.”

      I sighed. “I will not fuck you on a yacht, I will not fuck you in a box. I will not fuck you here nor there, I will not fuck you anywhere. Get what I’m saying?”

      I turned and walked away, but the asshole snagged the back of my dress, his hand sliding down to cop a feel. Wrong fucking move.

      I slid my dagger from the hidden thigh sheath, but the cambion’s grip loosened, and I spun to find him pinned against the wall with Càel’s hand wrapped around his throat. 

      Where the hell had he come from so fast? 

      The knight squeezed, until the cambion’s gray skin turned an alarming shade of plum. A moment later his fingers punched through the half-demon’s throat, and hot blood sprayed over the convulsing crowd. 

      Càel lifted the dying cambion and threw him into the crowd. Several imps dove for the soon-to-be corpse, dragging it off into their corner. 

      I stared at him and wiped the single drop of blood that had hit me off my cheek. Càel tracked the movement, wearing a glove of blood up to his elbow. If it weren’t for that gory, vivid mark, it’d be impossible to tell he’d just ripped a cambion’s throat out and tossed him like a feather.

      There was no point in asking questions. I knew immediately, with a gut-deep instinct, why Càel had murdered him. The cambion had disrespected me. 

      And Càel considered me his. 

      No one walked away from disrespecting someone the White Wolf thought of as his own. “This changes nothing,” I whispered, lost under the music, but a grin spread across Càel’s lips like he’d heard me anyway. 

      It was probably because Will had gotten me wound up, and Sura had compounded it before metaphorically splashing cold water in my face, but a tingling warmth started low in my stomach and moved downwards at the bestial, hungry look in Càel’s eyes. He’d just shredded a demon on my behalf, and he eye-fucked like a pro. 

      He raised his unbloodied hand and crooked a finger, calling me over, but I shook my head and turned away. A hint of pink neon flashed ahead. 

      “There’s always next week, Victoria.” Càel’s hand wrapped around my throat, stopping me in mid-stride. His tongue flicked against my earlobe, sending shivers down my spine. It was uncanny how fast his kind moved.

      “Won’t happen next week, either,” I said. My voice was swallowed by noise, but I knew he heard me. 

      Càel’s soft lips pressed against my neck, and my nipples hardened, responding instinctively to his natural carnalism. 

      God, if he didn’t have fangs…

      “As always, we’ll see, mo shíorghrá. Sweet dreams tonight.” His lips moved against my neck, and my head canted to the side of its own accord. He cupped my face, holding me against him so I could feel the full length of his hard cock, and kissed my throat for another long moment.

      I had no idea why I went with it, leaning into him and enjoying how my breasts felt heavy and swollen, nipples aching for the touch of his lips and tongue, but it was only Càel’s low, rough snarl of need that had my eyes snapping open again.

      He was so rough, so powerful, and so not my kind. 

      “Good night, Càel,” I rasped, and pulled myself out of his hands. A small, traitorous part of me hoped he’d pull me back against my will, but I pushed through the pink-lit door without anyone else laying hands on me. 

      I paused in the staircase outside. When I turned, the name Seventh Heaven was still clearly visible in its bold Gothic lettering. Now that I’d been invited in once, it seemed I had a standing invitation to return.

      Will was no longer in his corner, and I ended up leaving Club Bathory alone, an entire school taxi to myself. With no one else around but me, the two cacodemons laughed uproariously in the front seats, but refused to answer any of my pointed questions. I couldn’t even see the little fuckers, because they refused to drop their invisibility.

      I walked into the Caitland-Moore alone and took the stairs down through Libra’s museum. A few members of Lux were gathered around the mummified husk of a moonspawn display, catching up on homework, but I ignored them as I strode to Tenebris Hall, still surging with irritation, rejection, and entirely unwanted desire for the enemy.

      As soon as I was back in my room, I kicked off my shoes, stripped off the stupid little dress, and pulled on a pair of soft shorts and a tank top. 

      Worse than the confusion and temptation I felt whenever Càel was near was knowing I’d fully planned to bring Sura back here after our date. Ending the evening with a re-read of Dai Diyadin’s bestiary for homework instead of releasing the tension between me and Sura with some hands-on activities just seemed so… pathetic. 

      I flopped on my bed and closed my eyes, the room still spinning a little. I could say one thing for Satan, he sure had some potent bathwater. 

      “I’ll be honest, this kinda fucking sucks, Jim-Jam,” I whispered. My voice was raspy from the whisky and shouting over the music. “I feel like I finally fit in with the school, but Sura and Will keep messing with my head. One minute they’re hot, next minute they’re cold…” I heaved a sad little sigh. “He wouldn’t even kiss me on our first real date. Is it me? Am I too podunk for them? Do I have halitosis I’m unaware of?” 

      Quit wallowing, Tori. James’ voice was a ghost in the back of my mind. Assholes aren’t worth your tears.

      “I guess not.” My throat worked for a minute. “Sometimes it seems like they genuinely like me, though. And Will… I don’t know what to do about him. He was right. I tried to use him to replace you, but nobody could ever replace you, and now I don’t know how to feel about him… or if I should feel anything for him at all. He’s still my stepbrother by marriage.” 

      Jim-Jam would’ve grinned and punched me in the arm, if he was alive. Love is love, you dork. 

      “Well, it sure as hell isn’t love. More like mutual tolerance.” I rolled over to grab the picture and touch Jim-Jam’s smile. 

      My hand froze on the frame. There was only one smile in the frame: mine. 

      The rest of the photo was missing. Someone had ripped it in half, leaving a raw, ragged edge like a wound, and a blank white space where Jim-Jam should’ve been. 

      Concrete seemed to fill my lungs. I couldn’t breathe, my hands shaking on the soot-stained frame, eyes glued to that torn edge. “No, no, no.”

      I dropped the worthless frame on the bed and started searching my room, moving blindly from one piece of furniture to the next. The bed was untouched, the bookshelf’s dust undisturbed, the desk bare of anything but my notebook. 

      My stomach dropped as I pushed open the bathroom door and found the light on and toilet seat up. 

      Minuscule pieces of confetti littered the toilet bowl like dust. Whoever had broken in, they’d shredded his picture so badly it’d be impossible to piece it back together again, painstakingly cut it into pieces smaller than an ant. Half of it had already been flushed. 

      I sank to the cold floor, bracing my back against the wall while I gasped for breath. It was like losing James all over again; this one last token I had that he’d ever existed, treated like literal shit and flushed down the toilet. 

      Prickles rose on my arms and legs. Whoever had done this had enjoyed their cruel work, destroyed it beyond any hope of fixing, all to punch through my chest and squeeze my heart until it felt like it wither and die in their grasp. 

      I gripped my legs and dug my nails into my skin until I drew blood. Hot, silent tears dripped down my cheeks. 

      He was finally gone for good. The absolute last object I had that proved to the world that James Holmwood had once lived and breathed. I didn’t even have a grave to visit.

      I took a deep, shuddering breath and closed my burning eyes. 

      It was just a picture, Tori. I’m still here in your head. Now find the cunt who did this and kick their asshole through their teeth.

      “I think I will, Jim-Jam,” I whispered, my throat convulsing on a sob. “I think I’ll do exactly that.”
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        * * *

      

      My eyes were still red-rimmed at breakfast the next morning. Will held me back, his hand clamped around my wrist until the rest of Lux and Tenebris had moved on to the training grounds. 

      “What happened last night? Where’d you go, Tori?”

      I stared at him, feeling more than a little like a zombie after a sleepless night. His dark lashes cast shadows on his cheeks that made him look like he’d been crying, too. 

      “Someone broke into my room and… destroyed something of mine.”

      A strange expression flitted across his face and he went still. “Lux managed to pick their way into a few rooms last night and fucked with people’s things. They flipped Lydia’s bed and pissed on Gilcrist’s mattress. I’ve already talked to Aislin to discipline her people. What happened?”

      I looked down, biting down hard on my lip to keep it from trembling. “They took my picture of J-J-Jim-Jam and shredded it. That was all I had, Will.” 

      The words ended with a gasp for air as my throat swelled shut again, and there was no holding back the tears again, even if I bit right through my lip. Will wrapped his arms around me and pulled me against his chest, his face buried in my hair while I cried. 

      For once, there was no tension or latent sexual frustration when I melted against him, just the comfort of having someone hold me while the rage and grief spilled out in a flood. I cried until I was hiccupping and the chimes had split the silence of the cafeteria, but Will just pressed his lips to my forehead and held me tight. 

      I finally took a shuddering breath. My eyes were gritty from so many tears, and my throat ached, but the raw, jagged hole in the middle of my chest no longer felt like it was bleeding out everywhere. With the flood of misery, a little scar tissue had formed around the edges. 

      “Fuck, I’m sorry, Tori,” he whispered. I sat up, wiped my eyes on a cloth napkin, and pushed back from the table. 

      “We’re late. Let’s get to class. Maybe fucking up some of Lux will make me feel better.” It wouldn’t, but wishful thinking was better than dwelling on the loss. I had a feeling Beatrice Glover’s name was on this. 

      Will cast a warning glance at Ermengol when we walked in together. She eyed us beadily, but after a long look at my wan features and red eyes, she just directed us to one of the simple training courts and put us to work against Silas Vaughan and… Beatrice. What joy.

      I picked up one of the training staves and took my place in front of her. She raised an eyebrow and attacked without preamble, and it was such a relief to not hold back. There was no shit-talking, no posturing, just the plain, simple knowledge that we hated each other’s guts and wanted to fuck the other up beyond repair. 

      After ten minutes of fighting with steadily-increasing brutality, we evolved into a refreshing death-match. Her staff cracked across my knuckles and caught my shoulder, and I blocked her next sweep to jam the end of mine right into her solar plexus and swing it upwards to catch her chin. Blood burst from her split lip.

      Silas jumped away from Will to defend his partner, entangling the end of his staff with my ankles, and that was the only thing that stopped me from burying this stick right in her eye socket. Sweat dripped in my stinging eyes and I stumbled, which was all the time Beatrice needed to sweep my legs out from under me. 

      I landed on my back and knocked the breath right out of my lungs, and Silas was straddling me, gripping my collar and shoving something down the front. 

      Will hit him like a cannonball, ripping him off me, but I barely noticed because something slick and warm was squirming and thrashing against my breasts. 

      There wasn’t a lot of coherent thought involved in ripping my shirt open right there on the training court. A blacksnake spilled out, no more than a foot long and as thin as a pencil, but the sensation of its scales grating against my skin had me dry-heaving. 

      “For a girl who hangs out in Seventh Heaven and gets fingerfucked in public, you sure seem worked up over a little trouser-snake,” Beatrice said, laughing through bloodied teeth. 

      I stopped retching long enough to grab my staff and drive it upwards, right between her legs. She stopped laughing with a choked scream and I jumped on her, knocking her to the ground and landing bodily on top of her. 

      “Fuck you,” I hissed, that sick, black rage I hated so much pounding through my veins like a siren’s call. I wanted her to suffer, wanted her to pay for what she’d done in the pit, what she’d probably done to my Jim-Jam. “Did you break into my room?”

      She spat blood at me, her eyes glazed and wild. I punched her in the face, the satisfying crack of her teeth snapping together filling the air like music. “Did you? Did you destroy my brother’s picture?”

      Beatrice laughed again, the sound tinged with hysteria. “Did we?” she mocked. Her voice was slurred. “Who needs a picture of a dead idiot, cunt? He obviously wasn’t worth shit alive.”

      Every fiber of my body was trembling. I heard shouting from far away. 

      “Why?”

      She grinned and spat out another thick glob of blood instead of answering. Someone touched my elbow and I shook them off, driving my fist into Beatrice’s nose to the dark pounding music in my head, the harmony of crunching bones and screams filling my ears in a glorious crescendo. 

      Several hands gripped me, hauling me off Beatrice’s supine body, and I clawed to get back at her. 

      Massive arms wrapped around me, pinning my arms to my sides. “Calm down, Tori. She’s out.” Sura. The smoky darkness of his voice pushed back some of the rage, enough to let me think clearly. 

      Ermengol and Mater Dolorum knelt over Beatrice, and the professor’s sharp eyes flashed up to us. “Excellent right hook, Holmwood, but we don’t condone students murdering students in training. Take her to Headmaster Burns- restrain her however you see fit.”

      Sura and Will dragged me into the hall amidst the silent teams. Aislin Liddell was pale and furious, glaring after me. 

      “Victoria the Vicious, are you with us?” Sura pinned me to the wall between him and Will, wiping blood off my mouth with his sleeve. “You almost killed her.”

      “I wish I had,” I said, my own words sounding like they came from miles away. “She cut up my picture of James.”

      But now that her blood was all over my hands in a warm, wet penance, I felt a little more at peace when I told Sura what she’d done, a little more scar tissue healing the edges. The loss would hurt for a while longer- hell, maybe years, who knew- but seeds of acceptance had taken root. 

      Knowing I’d permanently ruined Beatrice’s face helped that along a little. 

      He kept his hand on my face, stroking my bruised cheekbone with his thumb, his lips set. “I’d have fucked her up myself if I’d known.” There was a tension in his voice that set me on edge. “What can I do, Tori?”

      I gave him a crooked, humorless smile. “Take me to the headmaster’s office? Unless you think I need to be restrained, of course.” 

      Will met Sura’s eyes over my head, and another one of those annoying wordless communications zipped between them. The tension was so thick I could’ve cut it with a knife. “You might as well let me up. I’m done going psycho.” For now. “I promise to go peacefully.”

      I held up my hands like they were cops and I was about to be arrested, and Will relaxed with a sigh. “The worst you’ll get is a detention. Not like students haven’t killed each other before.”

      “You don’t say.” They flanked me as we walked to the headmaster’s office. 

      “Shit happens when you play with sharp objects for a living.” 

      Headmaster Burns wasn’t particularly pleased, and I left out the part about James’ picture. That was a private hurt, one I wanted to nurse alone… or at least until I decided I was done with Beatrice for good. 

      He ended up giving me a detention with Ermengol, looking like a large, weary scarecrow as he wrote my demerits out in a ledger. “We’ll have to notify Lord Godalming about this, of course,” he said, and I shrugged.

      Who cared what Percival thought? I’d just lost the only memento of the person I was truly here for. If I wanted to break Beatrice’s nose again, no one was going to stop me, least of all my stepfather.
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        CHAPTER FIFTEEN

        ________

      

      

      
        
        WILL

      

      

      Tori was an absolute wreck. The last thing I expected was to feel like the worst person in the world over it.

      The night after the Glover bitch had pocketed the second half of her promised payment and fucked up her room, Tori had looked annihilated. Utterly destroyed. Emotionally gutted- no, slaughtered.

      For about ten seconds that morning, I was confused as to why Tori would be so distraught just over having her room torn up. Then she’d told me what my accomplice had really done.

      Instead of pissing on her mattress and tearing up her homework, Glover had destroyed the only thing Tori had left of her dead brother.

      I was floored by the guilt, as painful as if someone had repeatedly punched me in the gut with an iron fist. 

      That was my fault. Even if my hands hadn’t touched it, I’d facilitated breaking her heart. I’d as good as destroyed her last remnant of James, the brother she still cried over and talked to when she thought no one heard her, myself. 

      I was the one who’d ruined her.

      After I’d paid Beatrice to dump her in the snake pit, which had been so much more fucked up than I’d anticipated, I’d felt terrible and tried to comfort her, wondering if I should tell the truth… only to end up buried in her tight pussy in what was the best sex of my life. Now I could barely look at her without salivating. 

      Several nights after she’d been given detention, I still couldn’t sleep, because the realization was weighing on my chest like a stone gradually crushing me to pulp. 

      I liked her. Tori was tough as fuck. She packed one hell of a punch. She was a ray of sunlight on a demon-clouded day, poured into a gorgeous body. I had no interest in being any kind of brother to her. I wasn’t a cardboard cutout James-surrogate; if I heard ‘stepbrother’ come out of her mouth one more time, I might puke.

      She’d been demolished, but there she was, lying in a shitty, weed-choked courtyard between brick buildings with her arms behind her head and one leg propped on her knee, looking like she was sunbathing instead of posing as demon-bait.

      The only reason she was so cheerful was because she was going to unzip the demon’s guts as soon as it appeared, but still. Her resilience after so much bullying and psychological torture was admirable as fuck. I didn’t even care so much about her little I-have-more-experience barbs anymore, because they were true. She could hold her own in a fight. 

      Unless it was against snakes.

      I leaned on the brick wall of our rendezvous point, scarcely breathing. I couldn’t do it anymore. I’d gripped her heart in my fist and crushed it, but now I couldn’t stomach any more revenge. 

      Sura had been right. It wasn’t satisfying. It felt like poison spreading through my veins, a vicious hatred that was never satisfied with what it had wrought, only wanted more, more, more.

      I had no idea how I was going to tell her. 

      Sura was silent, watching Tori with a level gaze. He’d barely spoken a word to me since the morning Tori had fractured Glover’s face in three places. I was the one who deserved those punches.

      “I’m going to tell her.” My whisper was flat enough that Tori wouldn’t be able to hear me. 

      Sura’s lip curled and he shifted in place. “Yeah? Finally had your fill?”

      “Yes,” I gritted out. Sura had always understood me better than anyone else. I knew he’d read every bit of what I was feeling in that one word. 

      After an eternity, he glanced my way. “I tried to tell you. Revenge isn’t always satisfying. Most of the time, it’s just a load of bullshit.”

      “Thanks, Doctor Enver, for your professional opinion. I fucked up. That’s all I’m trying to say.”

      Thirty feet away, Tori jiggled her foot impatiently, then suddenly went still. 

      “You need to be better to her, Will.” Sura frowned as he watched her. “You don’t know what I’d give for someone to look at me the way she looks at you-”

      “Shh.” I gripped his arm. With the other half of Tenebris out hunting imps, we needed full focus on Tori, and she’d just sat bolt upright. 

      We moved down the alley, silent shadows as Tori climbed to her feet… and stumbled, weaving like she was drunk.

      A woman strolled seductively into the courtyard, naked as the day she was born, which made perfect sense because she wasn’t human. She was a succubus, her shimmering skin tinted violet, a pair of glossy dark horns curling back over her skull. 

      The succubus was on Tori in a heartbeat, one finger tipping her face up to look into bright foxfire eyes. Her lips moved, but from this distance, it was impossible to hear what she was whispering to my slayer.

      Tori leaned towards her, her mouth slack, and raised her hands to touch the succubus’s dark hair. 

      “We need bigger fucking crosses,” I muttered, and took aim with the Glock. Each bullet had been doused in holy water. “This is getting ridiculous.”

      Demons were the biggest pains in our asses. Vampires and moonspawn more or less operated under a set of rules, and the more dangerous Fae thankfully made themselves scarce, but demons were wild cards. It was almost impossible to stop them from turning a person’s subconscious against them, and impossible to understand their true motives until it was too late. 

      Tori had been hit with the succubus’s siren-call before she even saw her. 

      At least we were at the perfect angle. I fired, just as the succubus pushed herself forward into Tori’s arms. 

      The bullet tore through the demon’s thigh, and the succubus’s call was cut short. Tori shook her head whiplash-fast and shoved the demon away from her, drawing her blessed iron sword and pressing the tip to the demon’s throat. 

      The succubus went to one knee, looking up at her with an expression so abjectly pathetic and pleading I almost lowered the gun. Tori, who’d already felt her inside her head, wavered, her sword lowering inch by inch as the succubus tried to grip her mind again. 

      Only knowing about the demon’s body count over the last few months kept me from dropping my guard. She was dangerous- mostly to me and Sura, but she probably wouldn’t mind a female victim if Tori didn’t get the fuck away from her. 

      “Victoria.” Sura called to her before me, and Tori’s head jerked. “Run her through.”

      He sounded cold, more callous than I’d ever heard him sound before. The succubus’s enormous eyes turned his way, and the pleading on her face was replaced with surprise and hope. “Sura!”

      Tori took a step back, raising the point of her sword again so it was level with the succubus’s neck. “How… how do you know his name?”

      Sura had frozen, his eyes flicking between the succubus and Tori. 

      So that’s what the guy did when he went up to Seventh Heaven. Made a lot more sense now. 

      “Don’t let her do this to me,” the succubus begged, pearly tears sliding down her cheeks. “Sura, please.”

      Tori’s lip curled. The succubus was putting every ounce of her power into begging Sura, but he was completely unmoved by her pleas. 

      My attention was so focused on Sura and the succubus, I was taken completely off-guard when Tori rammed the sword through the succubus’s chest and upended a bottle of holy water over her head. The demon twisted and flailed with a shrill scream, and began to dissolve into black ichor as soon as she hit the flagstone courtyard.

      “Next time there’s a rogue succubus running around, feel free to step in and actually do something,” she said, giving Sura a look so cold I almost felt the air ice over between them. Tori marched off through the buildings, heading to where the Libra taxi waited for us. 

      I dumped the rest of my own holy water over the succubus’s body. By morning, she’d be so much oozing ichor, and the sun would burn off the rest.

      Tori had her arms and legs crossed when we climbed into the back with her, and Sura was smart enough to give her a wide berth until we got back to the Caitland-Moore. She was a purist, I knew; if Sura had been fucking demon women, he’d just kissed any chance he may have had with Tori goodbye. 

      She practically dashed up the stairs to the museum, but Sura was on her heels, grabbing her arm to spin her around. The way they were illuminated against the pink-gold glow of the museum would have been picturesque, if it wasn’t for the cold rage on Tori’s face and the way Sura gripped her, refusing to let her leave.

      Someone cleared their throat behind me before I could take a step up the stairs, and a lead-lined brick sank in my stomach. I slowly turned, already knowing who awaited me. 

      Father watched me from the back of a dark Bentley. “Get in, William.”

      I glanced back at Tori and Sura, but they were already heading inside, quietly and viciously arguing. 

      “Get. In.”

      With the brick sinking somewhere near my feet, I stepped to the passenger side and slid in next to Father, my lungs gone glacial and shallow. For once, Constance Holmwood was nowhere to be seen, and the driver, a mute homunculus, didn’t so much as turn its head when I got in. 

      Lord Percival Godalming was a patrician man, with thick streaks of gray at his temples, and the kind of hardened face a slayer developed when they’d lived as many years as he had without dying. He was even capable of looking kind and handsome, when he was around his replacement family, but when it was just us, he was all iron, cold and hard with no give.

      “I received a letter from Headmaster Burns.” Even when leaning back in his seat, he still looked like he had a steel rod for a spine. “It had quite a bit to say regarding your conduct thus far this semester.”

      The brick in my stomach became a swirling knot of nausea. Being named prefect didn’t mean shit if you got a girl killed and led two others into a demonic Prince’s summoning circle without thinking. “I take full responsibility for what happened to Feldt,” I said, ashamed of the rasp in my voice. 

      “I’m not referring to Feldt,” Father said impatiently. There was a bite to his coldness that didn’t bode well. “One slayer’s death doesn’t concern me. I asked you to finish out your matriculation in Libra with top marks and a commendation- but in a month’s time, all you’ve managed to do consistently is fuck up.”

      My marks were good. Just… one step below Tori’s, because she’d been holed up in her room, studying her ass off every night we weren’t out on practicals or in Club Bathory. I opened my mouth to defend myself, but Father cut me off.

      “Victoria has dealt with blow after blow, and still she comes in with top marks in your classes. Maybe this is because she’s had true-to-life experience, while you’ve been a coddled brat your whole life.” Fire flared to life deep in my gut, the familiar twist of that old hatred. “Perhaps that’s my fault. But the fact remains that you don’t hold a candle to your sister, and she’s been dealing with extreme opposition since she arrived. Did I not ask you to introduce her to her new peers with the respect afforded to her?”

      I gritted my teeth, fighting the urge to snap back that she wasn’t my sister. It also didn’t help that I’d orchestrated every facet of the extreme opposition. “She’s an adult woman who wants nothing to do with networking.” True. I thought Tori might be happiest if we left her in a flophouse with a sword and several hundred moonspawn.

      She wasn’t like us, no matter how hard she studied.

      “Connie has been distraught since we received the letter. Victoria was forced to physically defend herself against a low-breed, and where were you, William? You’ve earned one tattoo this year, after numerous practicals. By my final year in Libra, half my back was already covered! Your sister is head and shoulders above you. By all rights, she should’ve been made the prefect. Your lack of initiative is shameful. What would Michèle think?”

      The worst thing about Father’s rants was that he used Mother’s name like a weapon, even though he’d never given a shit about her. He was a cold, calculating machine, landing each strike precisely where it would hurt the most. 

      By the end, he’d cut me right back down where he wanted me, but a venomous snake was coiled in my stomach, waiting to strike back for once. “Mother would wonder why you sound so obsessed with Victoria. Perhaps you married the wrong Holmwood.”

      Father’s face tightened, and a second later his fist caught the corner of my mouth. He drew back, wiping the blood off his knuckles with a white handkerchief as his hand shook. “You will not spread slander and lies in this family, William.”

      Sharp pain spread through my upper lip, the skin sliced from his family ring. I gently touched the stinging wound. 

      “I expect you to make an attempt to surpass Victoria, though I don’t expect much from you. She’s exceeded you in every possible way.” His cold green eyes glinted. Was that what I looked like when I glared at people? Cutting and vicious? “She’s the only one of my children who wants to lift our family name. I’m glad she advised me to purge our home of the ghosts of our failures so we can look to the future… and it’s time you did too, William.”

      With a flick of his fingers, I was dismissed. Good dog, go get your marks. Go babysit your sister.

      The Bentley drove away as soon as I slammed the door behind me. Cool air whipped my face, stinging against my cut lip. 

      So, she was better at everything. Of course she was. How could I, Michèle Godalming’s only son, possibly compare to Constance Holmwood’s precious get? Father had been all too happy to burn everything, to bulldoze over marble and dirt and let weeds grow over Mother’s grave… it was Tori’s fault. Her fucking poison dripped in his ear. Where she and her mother had a clean slate to start fresh, my foundation had been gutted and burned, and I was expected to stand in the ruins with a perfect Godalming smile.

      Tori never should’ve left the trailer she came from. She could’ve racked up a thousand moonspawn sickle-tattoos, happy as a pig in mud, without inserting herself into Father’s life. Into my life. He could scream about slander and lies all he wanted, but the old fucker clearly had a raging boner for both the Podunk Princess and her mother. It was sickening.

      I strode up the steps of the Caitland-Moore and found Sura and Victoria in the lobby, hissing at each other. Sura glowered down at her, and her fists were clenched at her sides.

      “It’s pathetic!” she snapped. Her hair was slowly coming undone, tendrils of dark hair framing her face. “They’re nothing like us! I can’t believe you’d take me to a club where you go to fuck demons, then tell me a bold-faced lie about it.”

      “I never had sex with her,” Sura growled back. 

      “Yeah? You never had sex with the succubus who knew you by name and begged you to help her?” Victoria scoffed, and I had to admit, the evidence against Sura was pretty damning. He wasn’t the only slayer who found his kicks in the Shadowed World, though. “The point is, you lied. To my face. On our date. In the place where you probably fucked demons. I don’t have room in my life for assholes who lie to me.”

      Her honey eyes, brilliant with rage, snapped to me as I approached. “And you, Will. You just let this shit slide? We kill them. They kill us. We don’t fuck the trash we take out.”

      “Plenty of people fuck demons, Victoria,” I snapped back. 

      She drew up short, her lips twisting. “I should’ve known better than to expect actual standards from you.” Before I could say anything, she spun on her heel and disappeared into the stairwell. 

      Sura’s sharp, glittering eyes caught my cut lip. “What the fuck happened to you?”

      I felt like I’d been punched, but not by Father. The sting of that had faded; it wasn’t the first time he’d lain fists on me, nor would it be the last. 

      The real hurt came from how much she sounded like him. Like I was a piece of shit she’d scraped off the bottom of her shoe. “Father,” I said distantly. So those were her true colors. No wonder Father had snapped up Constance; he’d had an eye on the younger Holmwood the entire time, as well. Like called to like. 

      And to think I’d been only hours away from begging her for forgiveness. She thought she’d had it bad? She’d taken everything from me. She was an embarrassment to the family name, and Mother would turn in her grave if she knew what was happening in her home. 

      If Tori’s time at Libra so far had her fracturing like glass, one little tap would shatter her, and she wouldn’t have the fortitude to steal my place in this school’s board of honor. Father would be ashamed he’d put so much credence in the likes of Victoria Holmwood.

      “Victoria’s upset with you for the succubus, huh?” I tried to sound normal, but Sura didn’t seem to notice the strangled note in my voice. He was too lost in his own world. 

      “I don’t really care what she’s upset about.” Sura’s shoulders jerked in a shrug. “Let her be pissed. Not my problem.” No matter what he said, he was obviously furious too, his eyes sparking. If he breathed too hard, sparks might shoot out of his nose.

      The toxic glimmer of an idea came to mind. “How well do you know the bartenders in Seventh Heaven? There’s something I need, but if word gets back to Father, I’m done for.”

      “What do you need?” Sura glanced my way. I felt that strange tug between us again, like we were destined to be on the same path, our roles and rage entwining. 

      “Something that’ll have Tori acting the fool.” In front of the entire Academy. Let Father see how upstanding his new daughter was. “Doesn’t he trade in infernal liquor?”

      He ran his tongue over his teeth, giving me a considering look. “I can get something better.”

      “By Samhain.”

      She wasn’t going to make it to semester two. Miss I-Can-Do-Better, probably getting her first fucking demonic tattoo right now, was going to get a taste of some bitter medicine.
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        CHAPTER SIXTEEN

        ________

      

      

      
        
        CÀEL

      

      

      “The club is full.”

      Several pairs of eyes blinked up at me, like I’d spoken to them in Old Norse and they were trying to decipher it.

      “That means you’re not invited in.”

      The leader of the gaggle of human women drew herself up, the rich, warm scent of her blood washing over me, mixed with a bit of perfume on the edges. 

      How interesting, that only two weeks ago I might’ve defied Thraustila’s edict to invite them in and feed like a king for a night. Now they smelled tempting in the way a glass of water might seem tempting to a human: necessary to live, but bland and boring. Not like the glass of wine my shíorghrá had become. 

      My gaze automatically rose from the humans to the streets, instinctively looking for the black chariot of the slayer academy, but the little blonde in the spangled dress cleared her throat. “Hello? Excuse me? I can literally see in the door right behind you- it’s practically empty.”

      Five minutes till Victoria broke the pact between us, and then she’d be subject to my mercy. As much as I ached to see her, a twisted, low part of me hoped she’d break it, just so I could claim the payment for a broken oath: body and blood.

      The little gnat in front of me tried to push past, her heels clattering on the brownstone steps, and I flung out an arm. Thraustila had forbidden murdering humans in plain sight. Smart, given how well human technology had progressed with their cameras and videos, but irritating.

      She ran face-first into my bicep and stumbled backwards, falling into another woman who caught her awkwardly. 

      “Do you speak English?” I asked, tamping down my annoyance. 

      She stumbled upright with a sneer. “Duh! Didn’t you hear me?”

      No black chariot. Four minutes. I flashed to the bottom step, leaning down over the stupid human. “Then what part of ‘the club is full’ was difficult for you to decipher?”

      My hand twitched to wrap around the stupid blood-bag’s throat, but her eyes had widened in sudden fear, the air perfumed with it like an acrid stench. Even if I brought her in to feed, her blood would be tainted with adrenaline now. 

      “Get the fuck off my property.”

      Her friends helped her up and they tottered away, casting the evil eye over their shoulder at me. 

      Three minutes. Two.

      The beast curled in the depths of my soul purred, stretching as it prepared to take over. She’d slipped, just as I thought. She was mine.

      The chariot- a limousine, according to the all-knowing magician, Google- sped up to the curb and the door opened with thirty seconds to spare. Victoria got out, her dark hair tousled, wearing a sheer slip of a tank top under the leather jacket. As soon as she saw me waiting, she scowled, the expression strangely fierce on that beautiful face.

      “Here I am, boss,” she called. There was a faint drawl in her voice that made her sound as smooth as syrup. “Hello and goodbye.”

      I was at her side before she could climb in and close the door again. “You’re here without your escorts?” 

      She didn’t entirely stiffen under my touch this time, but stared up at me with a mix of frustration and consternation when I touched her cheek. Although I’d been denied the right to demand reparations for a broken oath, just touching her settled the restless irritation in my veins. “They’re not my keepers.”

      Under the heady bloom of her skin, I smelled her anger, hot and burning. Since the last time I’d seen Victoria, looking almost unbearably delicious in Seventh Heaven, something had happened to her. “Why do you smell so angry, mo shíorghrá?”

      “Don’t call me that,” she muttered, but her limbs loosened a tiny bit, just enough to let me know my foot was in the door. I just needed to break the rest of it down… with a delicate touch. She was one of those purists, the slayers who turned up their noses at Shadowed Worlders because we’d been created differently. 

      It would take a careful approach to bring her to me, like a wolf luring in a doe.

      “If someone has displeased you, I will disembowel them before I bleed them out,” I said, tracing the soft edge of her lower lip. “You will have the privilege of crushing their heart in your fist when I’ve hacked their ribs open for you.”

      She stared up at me, her lips slightly parted. I’d never seen such a beautiful mouth, those eyes like an ancient forest with their long, soot-black lashes. Maybe she’d even deign to kiss me in return when I leaned in...

      “What the ever-loving fuck, Càel?” 

      She didn’t like it? Disemboweling wasn’t as easy as human movies made it look. One wrong slip of the knife and you ended up with shit everywhere. “Would you prefer drawing and quartering? The rack? I believe King Thraustila has imported an iron maiden for entertainment purposes-”

      “No!” She drew back, leaning against the limo. “You know what, I’m going home. I’ve fulfilled my end of the pact. See you next week.” 

      She was flustered beneath the anger. Her heartbeat sped into a horse’s gallop whenever I was near, and that, combined with the way her pupils widened when she looked at me, was all the invitation I needed. 

      “I think you need a drink first, Victoria.” She resisted for a bare second, but I slammed the limo door shut, blocking her way back in. “And you will tell me who has angered you and why. I will not disembowel them until you approve.” 

      I’d been gentle with her up until this point, playful, careful to keep most of what I was hidden behind a benign exterior. I hadn’t lived for a thousand years by being kind to women. Thraustila hadn’t Made me to be a lamb in wolf’s clothing.

      Now I let a bit of the iron slip into my voice, and I gripped the back of her neck and steered her inside. There was still a little of her resistance in it, but I liked the way she pushed back against me, a refusal to give in to total compliance. It helped that I could be rougher with her; my grip would’ve crushed a human woman’s bones, but Victoria was stronger, faster, tougher than her human counterparts.

      Club Bathory was in fact closed to humans tonight, except for those select few who had been chosen to participate in the evening’s entertainment. Gregory took his place at the door when we’d passed, and Victoria made a small noise of surprise when I steered her down the hall instead of up to the clubs. 

      “What’s your king planning tonight?” she asked, a little breathless. I wondered if it was from my grip or proximity. 

      Truth be told, it was hard to tell these days what Thraustila had planned. He wasn’t adapting to the modern world as well as the rest of us. 

      And as much as I wanted Victoria, she wasn’t privy to that level of information. “Blood-sports,” I replied, grinning down at her. Her olive skin paled a little, but I didn’t bring her down to the blooding chamber.

      There were enough separate bars in Club Bathory that we employed no less than a hundred bartenders at any given time. Jericho, a vampire who’d been an old man when he was Made, was the only one who manned The Artery. 

      I steered Victoria right onto a bar stool and sat on the one next to her, resisting the urge to lean forward and take a deep breath. Fuck, but she smelled delicious. 

      And now that I was looking at her front, the peaks of her hard nipples were easy to see under the thin silk shirt she wore. She tugged her jacket shut, hiding the mouthwatering sight, and I held back a low growl. 

      Small steps. No disemboweling, no murder, no tearing off her shirt in the bar. According to the great magician Google, women in this modern age had a thing called ‘feminism’ and tearing off their clothes in public was frowned upon. What a disappointing facet of this era.

      Victoria gave me a cold look, but that did absolutely nothing to deter me. She was the one who called to me, blood to blood. I had an eternity of patience to give her.

      “Have a drink, Victoria. Tell me what bothers you.”

      She scoffed, but Jericho was watching her with his eternally cataract-marbled eyes. “A glass of red wine, please. I’ve got a problem with you, Càel.”

      “And what is that?” Maybe she did want her clothes torn off, and I was being too gentlemanly about it?

      Jericho slid her a glass of red, and the way her soft lips looked when she sipped the wine had my cock stiffening at the thought of her wrapped around me. 

      “Somewhere between… threatening to murder me-” I held back a wince. I’d been out of my mind with agony on the evening we’d met, every bone in my body shattered and slowly healing. The pain had swamped me so badly I hadn’t recognized her call for what it was. “And actually attempting to murder me, you changed your mind. I want to know why.”

      She took another gulp of wine, the alcohol making her eyes glossy. She’d taste like a 19th century Tuscan vineyard if I drank from her now. “I hate owing debts. I hate not knowing where I stand with people. And the fact remains…”

      She trailed off, saving me the need to clamp my hand over her mouth. Only two people in this world knew who’d really sloughed Eluned Ravensbane, one of my three blood-sisters, from the mortal coil, and I needed it to remain that way. 

      She’d saved my blood-sister from agony and a dishonorable death. She’d acted exactly as a Morrìgna would. 

      But Clouded Court territory was not the place to discuss that, nor the other complication between us. A vampire was always free to ignore a bloodsong, that deep call that resonated between souls. 

      It was the first time in my long existence I’d felt the bloodsong, and now I understood why it was so dangerous. A vampire would be willing to break any allegiance, turn on his Maker, tear through a thousand bodies to get to his singer. 

      Victoria’s soul sang to me, a steady, hollow drum like a heartbeat in the back of my mind. The scent of her made all other women smell faint in comparison. As soon as I’d realized what it was, the moment she’d earned her place among the Morrìgna by driving her blade through Eluned’s heart, I’d known I would have a choice to make.

      My Maker would use her as bait in his blood-sports if he knew. She was a danger to his authority over me.

      “Because you’re very bold for one of your kind.” I said, waving Jericho away. “I admire your bravery and your willingness to face me. And the fact remains…” I leaned in close enough to nibble her earlobe, enjoying the way her skin rose in goosebumps even while she held as still as a statue. “...that I want to fuck you senseless, little slayer. Right after I find whoever pissed you off and… ruin their day.”

      She swallowed hard, but the tiniest smile cracked her scowl. “I don’t think they deserve to be disemboweled, Càel.”

      “Perhaps, perhaps not.” She hadn’t mentioned-

      “And I stand by the old ways. Vampires and slayers just don’t mix like that.”

      Fuck. I had it on good authority that my kind and hers did mix like that, very well, in fact, but if she wanted to be stubborn, I was up to the challenge.

      “You should broaden your horizons, Victoria.” 

      She swirled the dregs of the wine in her glass, and I reached over the counter to grab the bottle. Her eyes widened when she saw the price tag scribbled on the bottom of the bottle, but I poured another glassful anyways and let the low growl creep into my voice. “Don’t say a word, slayer. Drink it. We’ve had a thousand years to amass our fortune, one bottle is a drop in the sea.”

      Victoria took a sip, her lips already stained deep red, and stared into the wine like it held answers to unasked questions. 

      “Who upset you? What happened?” I reached out and laid my hand over hers. Her fingers twitched, but she forced herself to hold still. After a fraught moment, she relaxed. 

      “Fine. If you want to be a therapist for free, that’s your problem, not mine.” I nudged the wine glass her way and she took another swig. Praise Lilith for the tongue-loosening elixir of the grape. “I went on a date with Sura. The big guy, you know?” Oh, I knew. There was something about him that didn’t quite ring true to me. “Anyways, he lied to me about screwing around with demons. I just…” 

      She shook her head, took another gulp. “A demon murdered my brother. They kill us, and he takes me to a club on a date where he’s fucked them. After I told him about James. I just feel so stupid for thinking anyone here gave a shit about upholding our honor.” 

      “Tell me about James,” I said, keeping my voice soft. “Your Jim-Jam.”

      She blinked and looked down at my hand on hers, her chin set. “A Sathanas demon killed him and my family’s been in shambles since. My mom’s barely functional, my stepdad has insanely high standards that I feel strangely obligated to meet, and I promised James I’d get our name on Libra’s wall of honor.” She took a deep breath. “When I got back to the academy after the shitty date, someone had taken my picture of Jim-Jam and… and destroyed it.” 

      Her lips drew back over her teeth, and she forced the expression away with an effort. My hand tightened on hers, every fiber of my being thrumming to leave, to find the cunt who’d done this to her and flay their skin from their body, but she let out a low noise. I’d been squeezing too hard. 

      “And to top it off, some bitch threw me in a snake pit, and now everyone thinks it’s really fucking funny to hiss at me because I passed out over it like a green slayer. It’s stupid, but… God, I wish I’d stayed in Port Leona. If I’d never come here, I wouldn’t have lost that picture. That’s all I had left of him.”

      The bloodsong had deepened in the back of my mind, becoming a steady, pulsing beat that urged me to fold her against my chest, but I knew it was too soon. 

      “I understand what it’s like to lose a sibling you love like your own blood,” I said, running my thumb over her wrist. Her pulse sped beneath my touch. “I have nothing left of Eluned.”

      Pain flashed in her eyes. Fuck. She thought I was blaming her. 

      Quickly, I tapped my head. “But she lives here. Her memory is with me. The picture is just a piece of paper, Victoria. Your Jim-Jam lives in your mind now.” I touched her temple and the silky strands of black hair, my fangs feeling too large for my mouth with how badly I wanted to taste her. 

      She took a little breath that stuttered in the middle, but her heartbeat settled. “Sometimes it feels like he’s still talking to me,” she whispered. “I just felt less alone when I could still see his face.”

      At times I still heard Eluned’s voice… telling me to not be such a hot-headed bastard. She’d been the cruelest and hardest of the Morrìgna, but it hadn’t saved her from Thraustila’s greed for the throne. 

      As she talked, Victoria had turned towards me, her body language more open. Her big eyes ran over my face, taking in every feature, and for the first time in my entire life I felt a twinge of misgiving.

      What if my singer didn’t find me pleasing? What if I was too bloody, too vicious, too depraved? Not to her taste? I already knew she was my taste, like Lilith Herself had fashioned the perfect woman for me with Her own hands, but I couldn’t force Victoria to stay with me. Not without losing what little trust I’d gained. 

      “You’re not alone, Victoria. You hold the memory of his final battle and his voice in your memories.” She leaned her head into my palm, the tiniest change in pressure that spoke volumes. “We are living reliquaries.”

      A tiny smile crossed her lips. “He would’ve liked the idea of that. Better than me crying over a picture, anyways.”

      “And as for your shitty date, there’s still the iron maiden I’d like to test out.” 

      Victoria laughed, her fingers entwined with mine. Maybe she didn’t notice. Maybe she even liked it. “Càel. Seriously. No maiming or murder.”

      The column of her throat was smooth and beautiful, untouched by blade or fang. It was too easy to picture my own neat punctures on that skin, marking her as mine forever, the only woman I’d ever claim in my second life. 

      She stopped laughing, as though she sensed my desire to rip her off that chair and into my lap so I could run my tongue along that throat to her wine-stained mouth. Her jacket had fallen open again, revealing the hard nipples I was dying to taste limned against the silk, and the pounding of her heart sped up when she caught me eyeing her. 

      There wasn’t a lot of room to hold back with the bloodsong was pounding in the back of my head. She was Morrìgna. She was mine.

       I wanted Victoria, and I would have her. It was that simple.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Rose]
        

      

      
        
        CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

        ________

      

      

      
        
        TORI

      

      

      I didn’t get a chance to raise my guard again, feeling loose and languid from hundred-year-old wine I had no business drinking, laughing at Càel’s jokes that probably weren’t really jokes. He was the last person I’d expected to find comfort in after a week of rage and misery. 

      That was probably why I was totally unprepared for my emotional walls to crumble to dust, and my physical barriers to follow right after it. 

      When he gave me another hungry once-over, my entire body responded to his clear desire. Càel didn’t give me a biology lesson this time. 

      He moved faster than the eye could see, burying his hands in my hair and tilting my face up, devouring my mouth with an intensity that had me curling against him. Càel kissed like he wanted to consume, his tongue slick as silk against my lips. For a dazzling moment my entire body was completely attuned to him as I gripped his massive arms, pushing back like I wanted to feast on him in return. 

      Càel was rough and raw once he dropped the charmer act, hunger zipping through my veins straight between my thighs, and he thrust one of his thighs between my legs like he knew exactly what I wanted. Just the sound of his groan had me shivering in his arms.

      My tongue slid between his lips and found the hard, smooth edge of one fang. Reality came crashing down on me in a harsh, unwelcome wave. 

      He was a vein-licker. He had to survive by drinking blood, no two ways about it. 

      I planted my hands against his chest and pushed back, turning my head aside with a gasp. Càel kissed my jaw, working his way down my throat in a slow, luxurious way that was both seductive and dangerous. One slip and my jugular was gone. 

      “Càel, stop,” I whispered, my fists bunching in his shirt. You didn’t run from a vampire. Like all predators, they had the instinctive need to chase. “I don’t want you.”

      Lie or not, that got his attention. His lips paused just below my collarbone, and I felt a strange sensation that I realized was a frustrated snarl reverberating through my chest. Eyes the color of a cloudless Arctic sky found mine. 

      “No?” The word came out clipped and painfully tense. 

      He wasn’t going to make a hypocrite of me, regardless of what my body was telling him. For the thousandth time, I wished Càel was a mortal man so I could strip him down right here and now, which every fiber of me longed to do. 

      “No.” I kept my hands planted on his broad, firm chest, ignoring the desire to run my nails over his skin. “And don’t try to tell me my physiology is lying. I’m more than my body’s reactions. I don’t choose to do this.”

      If I couldn’t stand the idea of Sura fucking demons, there was no way I was going to screw a vampire on a whim. Not after what I’d yelled at him in a moment of rage and betrayal, how pathetic it was to have to look outside your kind and lie about it later. 

      Part of me got it now. Even a Shadowed Worlder could reach into my soul and resonate with me on a level no one else did. 

      Didn’t mean I had to give up on my beliefs.

      After a long, fraught moment, Càel stood up, towering over me. I slipped off the bar stool and wobbled a little bit, and despite his frustration, he gripped my arms until I was steady.

      I couldn’t bring myself to look him in the eye. If I did, my resolve might crumble. Heaven help me, he was the White Wolf, the murderer of thousands, and I liked him. 

      By all rights, he was one of my worst enemies.

      “Good night, Càel,” I murmured, and his thumb rubbed my arm before he released me. 

      He leaned in close when I turned my back, pushing my hair behind my ears. “There will come a day that I don’t let you walk away from me, little slayer.” Goosebumps rose all over my body, and my knees became liquid. It was hard to tell if I loved or hated the sound of that. Maybe both.

      I didn’t look back as I left the vampire’s private bar, letting out a long, slow breath as I walked up the stairs. I’d gotten two stories up when muffled cheers came from behind a cracked door. 

      I slowed almost automatically. I’d never seen a vampire feeding, let alone their blood-games. How bad was it? 

      The door opened easily enough, and I slipped into a dark room that was more of an amphitheater, surrounding a stage. The only light in here was bloody. 

      The audience was almost all Shadowed Worlders: packs of howling moonspawn, vampires, even a slayer or two who watched with sardonic little smiles. A human woman had been spread out across the floor of the amphitheater on a round platform, her ankles and wrists restrained with chains. Several other humans, all women, were gathered in a small group near the side, watching with a tense mix of fear and excitement.

      King Thraustila watched from the side, surrounded by several more humans and his vampire guardians, the Morrìgna, who looked as impassive as he was excited. Morgrainne was wearing her armor, but Rhianwen had been poured into a pale blue silk dress, a sword at her hip.

      The tattooed, dark-skinned vampire I’d seen near Thraustila’s throne was juggling knives over the chained woman’s body, and her platform slowly rose until she was dangling from the chains, her head slumped. 

      “Place your bets, Fiends, place your bets!” A vampire in a suit strolled the perimeter of the amphitheater, his voice audible even above the moonspawns’ howls. Korso bent over a woman draped in diamonds and offered her a steaming cocktail. The pixies had gathered in a cloud, dancing manically over a tray of drinks. 

      I almost gasped at the sight of a full-blood Fae woman, thin as a slip, her eyes gleaming like newly-minted pennies. She grinned at a moonspawn, showing sharp black teeth, but he purred back and snatched a pixie out of the air, which he presented to her like a flower. 

      She took the squirming pixie and bit off its head before settling next to the moonspawn. The cloud of its peers darted away, abandoning the drinks in their panic.

      “Feast your eyes, Fiends, on Iskandar, the Flame of the East!”

      The vampire with the knives circled the human’s platform, and I looked away, my stomach churning. I didn’t want to see this. There was a reason humans weren’t invited into the bar on these nights… a reason I hated Shadowed Worlders.

      They were savage to the core.

      Before I backed out of the room, a flash of pale hair caught my eye from across the amphitheater. Càel slipped in through the back near the small human-only section, hulking over everyone else, but silent as a panther. 

      For a crazy second, I thought he saw me in there, when he took a step forward, but he was behind one of the human women. She jerked, her mouth opening in a lusty gasp when she realized who was burying his hands in her hair and pulling her head to the side. 

      A strange emotion coiled low in my stomach, radiating outwards until my fists were clenched at my side. Càel laved the beating pulse in her neck with his tongue, slow and sensuous as a lover, while her hands fluttered upwards to his hands and hair. 

      I realized with a start that I was jealous. Watching him kiss her neck like she was something precious to him made me sick to my stomach, and not because he was about to feed on her. It made no sense. 

      Càel kissed his way down to her arm, which was scarred with numerous circular marks. He looked up when his fangs slid into his skin, meeting my eyes from across the room, like he’d known I was there and watching the entire time. 

      There was nothing sexual in the way he fed from her now. He pulled his hand from her hair, her wrist held to his mouth with a simple, emotionless economy. 

      He had wanted me to see that. It was a message: to see what I could have for myself if I wanted, that he would give me that raw sensualism while everyone else was given all the consideration of a can of soda. 

      The chained human woman Iskandar was working on woke up with a low, animalistic groan, and the bubble around me popped. No matter how good Càel’s mouth felt on me, no matter what he wanted, he was still one of them. Monsters. 

      I turned on my heel and strode from the amphitheater, no longer sure if I was angry with Càel for forcing me into this, or with myself for wanting him at all. 
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry.”

      Sura cocked his head my way, giving me a wary look. “Excuse me, want to repeat that a little louder for everyone in the back?”

      “No. Don’t push your luck.” I ducked his blow, but he barely missed me by an inch. I felt the air of his fist speeding where my face had been a second ago. “This is between me and you, and I’m sorry for what I said. It was a shitty assumption to make.”

      I kicked hard, aiming for his knee, but for such a big guy he danced to the side like it was nothing. 

      “Yeah. I wasn’t lying. Just because I know someone from Seventh Heaven doesn’t mean I’ve fucked them, Tori.” 

      I paused to gulp breath, sweat pearling on my forehead. Christ, but this guy made a sparring match look like a pleasant Sunday stroll, while I was over here sweating my ass off. “I know. I shouldn’t have accused you of all that. It’s not really an excuse, but I was already pissed off and having a hard time, and that just kinda… tipped me over. I don’t think you’re pathetic, or gross, or anything else I said. So, again: I’m sorry.”

      He finally slowed down in his relentless attacks. “Before I accept your apology, what brought this on?” I felt like those dark eyes could see right through me to the truth of it. 

      “Just gonna keep me waiting, huh?”

      “Yep.”

      I wiped my forehead on my sleeve and swallowed hard. Both teams had been spread out far enough across the training courts that no one would hear our private conversation unless they walked right by us. 

      “A vein-licker kissed me, and I got it. It’s easy to let them in when they feel like being charming. I hate them more than anything, and even I couldn’t keep up my defenses all the way.” I scoffed bitterly. “I was wrong.”

      Worst part was, I dreamed of Càel kissing me, what could’ve happened if I hadn’t pushed him away. If he hadn’t been honorable enough to stop when I said no.

      Sura moved closer, only inches away, running a hand through his inky hair. “Who? Which vampire?” He’d gone surprisingly tense, and his voice dropped. “Càel?”

      I nodded. I felt like such an asshole for screaming at Sura when I saw now how easy it was to fall into a Shadowed Worlder’s arms. And honestly… I believed him. He was so friendly with everyone; it was easy enough to picture him making friends with all kinds of demons and vampires.

      “Sura, I’m not worried about Càel right now. I’m trying to apologize. You’ve been nothing but a friend to me since I got to this shithole, and I fucked it all up.” 

      He just stared at me, expressionless, and something deep inside me faltered. 

      “Bring it in, Victoria the Repentant.” He held out his arms, and I was so overwhelmed with relief, I could’ve cried. I forced myself to step sedately into his bear-like hug instead of throwing myself at him, relieved that I had one person I cared about back. “Apology accepted. I told you the truth about her: she was a friend of Korso’s. I never touched her. But I probably could’ve been more up-front with you about the kind of people I hang out with. They’re really not all bad- well, she was, I guess, since she was murdering people, but you win some, you lose some.”

      “It was just a lot to take in after what happened,” I said, my words muffled against his chest. Nobody smelled as good as Sura, and I snaked my arms through his jacket, feeling the taut flex of muscles under his shirt. “I do have one question, though.” 

      “What’s that, babe?” He hugged me like he was restraining himself from crushing my bones to dust, but as always, something in the power of his grip made me feel like a little breathless and heavy. 

      “What do you want from me?” I pushed back just enough to meet his eyes. “You won’t even kiss me, but… I just want to know where we are. Friends, more-than-friends, neighbors… mortal enemies?” 

      Something dark flashed across his face, there and gone. “Look, Tori, I’ve had a lot of one-night-stands, but I’ve never had a real relationship. I know how weird that sounds, but I’ve never dated someone. It’s always been just sex. I just… want more than that, and I don’t want to mess anything up.”

      My heart was pounding so hard he had to be able to hear it. “I want more, too. But I’m a little touchy-feely-” 

      “I couldn’t tell,” he said, as my hand snaked up his muscled back. 

      “And I do want to be kissed, at the very least.” 

      He was only inches away, and Ermengol’s voice boomed through the training grounds. “You should be putting away your weapons, not playing hide-the-salami on my courts!”

      Sura made a face and reluctantly released me. “Did you get your tattoo done yet?”

      I froze in the middle of picking up my forgotten staff. “No, not yet.” After the emotional crash of fighting with Sura and finding common ground with Càel, I’d completely forgotten the succubus had been my first demon kill. A tiny black dot to be emblazoned at the apex of my spine. “Will you come with me?”

      He slung his staff over his shoulder. There was a hesitance in his gaze that sent butterflies storming through me. “You really want me there?”

      “Um, yeah, obviously. That’s what more-than-friends do for each other, or so I’ve been told.” 

      Will had already shelved his weapons and gone. Sura and I put ours up, and walked down to Mater Bellum’s chambers, occasionally giving each other quick, goofy grins like we were preteens on our first date.

      Mater Bellum, the Dread Mother representing Mother War, was in her chamber. She had me laid out on my stomach across a long, low couch before I’d even finished telling her what I’d accomplished. Sura knelt next to me, his fingers laced through mine as Mater Bellum ran an antiseptic cloth over the nape of my neck. My skin cooled like ice as soon as the air dried the liquid, which numbed the sting of the needle as she engraved the first black dot into my flesh. 

      It took only seconds, but it was there for a lifetime, proof of my first demon kill. Mater Bellum smeared a dab of ointment on the stinging pinprick and released me. 

      Instead of walking me to my room, Sura pulled me to his. My entire abdomen felt hollow with nervousness and anticipation.

      I wasn’t really sure what I’d been expecting. Somehow, two months into the first semester, I’d never seen their bedrooms because I avoided them like the plague. My own neat, tidy little space all I really needed.

      Sura shrugged off his boots and jacket and unbuckled his weapons belt, leaving them piled on and around his desk chair. Books were stacked in piles across the top of the desk, took up every inch of available real estate on his bookshelf, and had formed a tottering tower next to his bed.

      “Wow, you really like to read.” I peered at the book on top of the pile, catching the words How to Romance Difficult Women before Sura flipped it over. 

      “Let me see,” he commanded, grabbing my wrist and yanking me to the bed. I pulled my hair aside and felt his breath touch my still-tender neck as he examined the dot. “You have… six kills now.” 

      Seven, my brain amended, and for a terrifying second I considered telling him about Eluned Ravensbane, but something held me back. Even though Guilloux’s Law had been nullified that night, there had to be some other consequence to murdering one of the Morrìgna, besides Càel’s attention.

      And Sura had noticed my tattoos and counted on his own. I’d never told him myself how many moonspawn I’d killed in Port Leona.

      “Not bad for a podunk,” I said with a grin, letting my hair fall back into place. 

      Sura pulled my legs over his lap, his gaze intense. It was too easy to forget the sting of newly-inked skin and all my worries when he touched my jaw, ran his thumb to the point of my chin, and pressed the pad of that finger to my lower lip. 

      “Not bad at all, Victoria the Beautiful.” The air in my lungs might’ve been made of lead. He pulled me forward, that delicious pepper-vanilla scent in my nose. “But now I want to kiss you.”
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      The first kiss started out almost chaste. 

      I held myself back, refusing to push faster than what he wanted, even though that magnetic attraction to Sura thrummed in my veins like an irresistible force. Every instinct said to tear off his clothes and lick him all over; keeping my conscious mind above it was harder than I would’ve thought. 

      He held my chin, tilting his head to press a slow, soft kiss to my lips. Even while holding back, he made it seem like pure sex. What would’ve been an innocent, boring kiss from anyone else became a tease from him, a promise of something more delicious to come.

      Sura nestled a kiss in the corner of my mouth, trailing over my cheekbone to my jaw. My hands curled in his collar as he slid my jacket off my shoulders, pulling my collar aside to kiss the delicate skin between my neck and shoulder. 

      His teeth grazed my skin, sending a wash of goosebumps over me before he worked his way back up to my lips. I was barely aware that I was moving, letting my jacket fall aside as I climbed into his lap and straddled him so I could run my fingers through his black hair. That irresistible force in my bones was impossible to ignore. I needed to touch every part of him. 

      He grabbed my hips and held me still, pulling back an inch. “Slow down, Victoria the Impatient. We have all the time in the world.” Despite his warning, his voice had gone deep and husky, a sound that seemed to stroke me from the inside. 

      “I am going slow,” I whispered, pressing a kiss to his forehead and moving down to the bridge of his nose. “This is very. Very. Very. Slow.” I kissed him between every word, tracing the high ridges of his cheekbones, faint dark stubble scratching my lips when I found his jaw. 

      I undid his shirt, revealing deep bronze skin over burly muscle, and Sura tried to pull my fingers away from the cloth. “I’m not a one-night stand,” I growled, gripping the edges of his shirt with white-knuckled fingers. “I won’t up and disappear just because I touched you.”

      I ducked my head to kiss his neck, and blinked. Blinked again. When I looked at the black ink of the clan necklace around his throat, the dots and whorls seemed to waver at the edges of my vision. I ran my fingers over the ink, but it didn’t disappear. 

      “What’s wrong, Tori?” Sura palmed my ass, squeezing just enough to bring my attention back to him. 

      “Your clan tattoo. There was something weird about it.” I sat up and ran my fingers down his chest, and the ink seemed to flicker again, like a holographic illusion laid over his skin instead of under it, where it should be. 

      Sura grabbed my hair and forced my mouth down to his.

      All thoughts of weird tattoos left my mind when he nipped my lower lip, coaxing me to open for him. The rough grip of the hand clamped around my hip dragging me forward made me gasp against his mouth, and his tongue slid over mine in a messy tangle.

      When he broke away, eyes glittering like flat onyx, I swallowed hard. Desire pulsed through me in a sudden rush, a desperate, needy hunger that had me peeling my clothes away before they drove me insane. The scrape of cloth against flesh wasn’t what I wanted, not with Sura under me. Every part of me felt swollen, my pussy wet and aching for him. I couldn’t even stop myself from grinding against him, moaning in his ear.

      He unbuckled my belt and stood me up to shimmy them over my hips, and I yanked his shirt open. Everything about him was sculpted and gorgeous, his skin like silk under my mouth. I was moaning, the sound distant in my ears, because the only noise I could focus on was Sura’s groans of need and my own heartbeat pounding in my veins.

      His cock strained at the front of his jeans and I peeled them off, almost ripping the zipper in my haste. I needed him. Nothing was more important than relieving this unbearable need. 

      When he sprang free, long, thick, fucking delicious, he gripped my wrists, stopping me from touching him. I whimpered, struggling against his powerful restraint, writhing against him. 

      “Sura, don’t you dare fucking tease me like this,” I gasped. The apex of my thighs was already slick with how badly I wanted him. 

      He pushed me back onto the bed, settling between my legs and pinning my hands over my head. Under his mass, all I could do was try to wriggle until I was in the perfect spot, but he kept his hips just far enough away that no amount of wriggling was going to get him inside me. 

      I let out a frustrated groan as he ran his tongue up my neck. “Please, I need you.”

      “I don’t think you need me that bad,” he said, his lips vibrating against my throat. “I’m not convinced.”

      My hips jerked, and while I was still achingly empty, the pressure of his hard lower belly against my clit had me moaning, grinding against him. 

      I didn’t even care when the lock on his door rattled and Will stepped in, missing a beat in his stride for less than a second before he shut it behind him and threw the lock again. 

      Sura turned his head with a grin. “I don’t think she wants it bad enough.”

      Heat bloomed low in my belly as Will shed his jacket and shirt, his jade eyes piercing right through me. “No? Maybe she should take care of herself, then.” He unbuckled his jeans slowly, deliberately. 

      Oh god, I was so close to coming just from the pressure of Sura between my thighs, the solid grip of his hands around my wrists. I hadn’t realized just how badly I wanted Will again until he dropped the rest of his clothes, slowly climbing over the bed and running his mouth along my thigh, nipping the soft skin of my hip. He crawled to the top of the bed with cat-like fluidity.

      “Will.” I drew in a hissed breath as he took over for Sura’s hands, and the dark slayer moved downwards, sucking a nipple and rolling it over his tongue. Pleasure shot through me, zipping straight to my clit. 

      “How badly do you want this?” He pressed down on my hands, holding me firmly in place. Will’s voice, always sexy, now had the same ragged edge as Sura’s. “How much are you willing to beg?”

      “I want it more than anything,” I gasped, surprising myself. “Please, Will!”

      Sura’s lips slipped over my stomach. He pinned my thighs apart, drawing a shaky moan out of me, and his mouth paused just above my wet folds.

      “Beg, Victoria,” Will whispered. His hands tightened around my wrists. 

      My breath quickened, becoming urgent pants. “Please, please, please! I want you so badly I’m burning inside, I need you, Sura-”

      He groaned, the sound vibrating against my clit and making my hips buck upwards. Sura broke first, running his tongue upwards and curling it into me, his fingers digging into my thighs. 

      My back arched from the sheer ecstasy that rippled through me at his touch, and Will snarled low in his throat. “She’s not done.”

      I could’ve cried when Sura’s mouth left me. The two cruel men turned me over, forcing me onto my hands and knees. Sura kneaded my ass, and something in the primal position made the burning desire to fuck them burn even hotter. 

      Will knelt in front of me, his hands tangled in my hair. His thick cock was already stiff. Just the memory of him pounding into me made me groan, because I already knew what he was capable of making me do. 

      I licked my lips, and wrapped my mouth around the smooth, hot crown, flicking the tip of my tongue against the underside. 

      “Oh Christ,” he gasped when I pushed down, taking as much of him into my mouth as I could with a low, satisfied moan. Vindication coiled in the back of my head, the knowledge that I was able to bring my stepbrother to his knees, that he was really the one begging here. 

      But nothing else was coherent. All I wanted was to feel them in me, to burn off the hot, demanding hunger. 

      “Fuck, give her what she wants,” Will panted, his hand tightening in my hair. He didn’t push my head down, letting me luxuriate over the silky taste and texture of him. 

      Sura pulled my ass back against him, the head of his cock pushing against me. How had I ever thought he was too big to take all at once? I wanted every last inch of him- and fucking hell he delivered, sliding in with one smooth, powerful stroke, stretching my pussy around him.

      I would’ve been screaming my lungs out from how amazing it felt when Sura pounded into me like he wanted to make it hurt, but the sounds were muffled. He was fucking me so hard, I was sliding down Will’s cock bit by bit, pleasure shuddering through me in relentless waves. 

      Sura reached around my hip to knead my clit. His powerful thrusts, and Will’s hitched groans, sent me spiraling into an orgasm so intense I started shaking. 

      Will kept his grip on my hair while I came, his cock throbbing in my mouth, and Sura gripped my ass as he hammered home and released himself, fingers digging into my hips. 

      My stepbrother pulled my head back and I gasped for breath, still shuddering. “You wanted cock so bad, get up here and take it.” 

      Sura slid out of me and I crawled astride Will, shivering as I slid down his shaft. Even after coming on Sura harder than I’d ever come in my life, being filled by Will was intense, every muscle in his body taut. 

      His jade eyes were fixed on my face, pale and icy. 

      My hips gyrated, slow at first, speeding up when he bit his lip and gripped my waist, pushing up against me, his hand sliding between us to stroke my sensitive clit. When Will’s eyes darkened and he gasped, burying himself in me to the base as he came, I finally let go and hit that peak again, my arms wrapped around his neck, breasts pressed to his chest. 

      The low, insistent need for sex had finally dissipated, leaving me satisfied and warm, draped over the one guy I never would’ve considered if it hadn’t been for our time together in Libra Academy. 

      Sura pulled me off Will, cradling me between them. “That was a hell of an apology, babe.”

      Just being this close to Sura already had me wanting more, but I tamped the thought down. So the guy was so fucking attractive he was like a sex powerhouse for me. I’d end up bruised if I tried to keep going, even though I knew I’d crave him all the time now that Pandora’s Box had been opened. 

      I collapsed onto the bed as Sura curled around my back as the big spoon. His fingers trailed over my thigh, tickling me all the way up. I was going to be a little sore tomorrow, and I’d need to visit Mater Dolorum for a contraceptive philter… but it was oh, so worth it. 

      Will stretched out, all lean golden muscle, his dark hair falling in his eyes. He swept it aside carelessly, lying on my outstretched arm. “Samhain’s in two weeks.” 

      “Yeah.” I spread out my fingers on the white sheets, and he slid his hand over mine so our outstretched fingers made a ten-pointed star. “What about it?”

      “Libra holds a huge party for it every year to celebrate the dark half of the cycle. We thought…” He trailed off, his fingers tightening on mine. 

      “You might want to be our date,” Sura said, his lips moving against my shoulder. 

      “Our date,” I repeated, looking up into Will’s dark-lashed eyes. “For both of you.” 

      My stepbrother’s fingers clamped down around mine. “I don’t give a flying fuck what anyone thinks. We want you with us, and that’s all that matters.”

      Sura finger-walked his hand into the dip of my waist and up over my shoulder. “Don’t you want to try more than a little taste of hedonism?” he asked, his voice all smoke again. 

      I squirmed until I was lying flat on my back, a leg flung over Sura’s thigh, one foot propped on Will’s. For some reason, I didn’t want to share Sura’s aversion to kissing in front of Will. That was something for us to work through… and yet, here he was, tempting me with more of his rough, pounding delights. 

      “We were pissed at each other this morning. Let’s start with baby steps into debauchery, maybe?” I squirmed, but his erection was already hard again, pressed against my hip. It was hard to focus on anything else when he was touching every part of me like he was trying to memorize the contours of my body. 

      “Nobody takes baby steps into debauchery, babe. They dive in headfirst and hope the excitement doesn’t kill them.”

      “So, you’ll be our date.” Will’s tone was crisp. “It’s expected you’ll be seen with me, anyways.” 

      Yeah, it would be expected, but not as his… girlfriend? Fuck buddy? Who the hell knew? But after a month of awkward tension between us, I needed to decide what Will was to me, and stick with it. All I knew for sure? He was definitely no brother of mine.

      “Yeah.” I cleared my throat, feeling strangely embarrassed. I’d had boyfriends, but none had knocked me off-guard quite like these two. “Yeah, I’ll be your date. I guess. Sure.”

      Will’s grin was genuine, lighting up his whole face. For a second my breath caught in my throat as he pushed forward to kiss me, lips warm and insistent. A flutter of heat ran down to my pussy… but the ache between my legs told me it wasn’t happening again. Not tonight.

      “See? I knew you’d fit right in with Tenebris,” Sura said. “Welcome to the dark side.”
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        CHAPTER NINETEEN

        ________

      

      

      
        
        TORI

      

      

      I slid out of the limo, placing one foot on Clouded Court territory. Everything hurt from head to toe, and all I wanted to do was collapse in my bed and sleep for the next eighteen hours, but I’d been terrified of what breaking my oath to Càel might mean for me. 

      I wasn’t sure if I was afraid of him or not… but either way, the last thing I needed was to find out if I should be.

      Ever since I’d beaten the shit out of Beatrice, the rest of Lux had been gunning for me, and Aislin Liddell seemed inclined to turn a blind eye to her team even if she never laid a hand on me herself. Beatrice was still under Mater Dolorum’s care.

      With the semester two exams coming up right after Samhain, Professor Knightley and Professor Ermengol had decided the time was ripe to light a fire under our asses. This translated into pitting us against each other, both in practicals and on the training field, and sitting back to watch the carnage like they were spectators at a pleasant afternoon round of croquet.

      For us, this meant being so exhausted and battered that we all just slumped off to bed as soon as we were done having the crap kicked out of us.

      Will was dead to the world, between holding his own for Tenebris while directing eight other people, and Lux was making up for Beatrice’s absence with the sort of bloodlust usually reserved for rabid moonspawn.

      The wind picked up and ruffled my hair, carrying a hint of chill, but Càel didn’t mysteriously appear right in front of me like he usually did. 

      In fact, he hadn’t done that since the night I’d spilled my innermost thoughts to him and seen him feeding on a human woman, but he’d at least acknowledged that I’d kept up my end of the agreement between us. 

      Club Bathory’s arterial-red door remained closed, the throb of music echoing behind it, and I put my other foot on the pavement. There. I was fully standing on Clouded Court territory now.

      And still no Càel.

      I scowled, hesitating next to the open limo door. Let’s be honest, Tori, you’re not waiting around because you care about upholding the oath. Jim-Jam’s sardonic voice echoed in my head. 

      “Shut up, James,” I muttered. 

      But I waited another minute anyways, almost holding my breath. When Càel didn’t appear, I shouted up at the roof of the brownstone. “I could’ve been sleeping, you vein-licking jerk! Debt’s paid for the week!”

      I collapsed back into the limo and slammed the door behind me. The cacodemon driver pulled away. 

      Without really meaning to, I glanced back at the doors of Club Bathory. No Càel. 

      When my heart sank, I told myself it was just exhaustion. I’d just spent all day cramming books in my head and fending off Juno Endelyn’s vicious attacks. 

      It most certainly wasn’t because I wanted to see a certain vampire knight at all. 
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        * * *

      

      I tugged the hem of the dress Sura had convinced me to buy, turning to look in the mirror. It was longer than the hoochie dress, reaching mid-thigh… but it was also skin-tight. I felt a bit like tits and ass squeezed into a small black sausage casing. 

      It looked great, but if I breathed too hard, this thing might split at the seams. 

      The devil I spoke of appeared, with Will at his side. My stepbrother shut the door behind him. The suits they wore just made them look even more broad and imposing, which wasn’t helped by the fact that Sura’s collar was undone and his sleeves rolled up, adding to the sexiness factor by a factor of a thousand. Will looked perfect as usual, the gold prefect pin on his lapel, giving me a lazy once-over. When he sucked in his lower lip with a grin I almost melted.

      “You look gorgeous, Tori. Good enough to eat.” He wrapped his arms around me from behind, nipping my earlobe and pressing a soft, warm kiss to the side of my neck. Butterflies swirled through my stomach in a nervous storm; what if it was obvious we were together? I refused to join clan Godalming on principle as an adult slayer, but still, Mother had married in. 

      “What’s wrong?” Will’s jade eyes met mine in the mirror. 

      I fastened a gold necklace around my neck, touching the black demon-kill tattoo as I clasped it. “What will people think about this?”

      It was one thing when nobody knew, and an entirely different kettle of fish to go to a party on my stepbrother’s arm when it was clear we were together. 

      Will’s fingers skimmed over my shoulders to my throat, running along the black dots of the Holmwood clan necklace. “I’m a Godalming. You’re a Holmwood. I met you for the first time five months ago, and that’s all there is to it.” When my expression didn’t change, his fingers tightened a touch. “You’re one of us.”

      Sura tipped my chin up to look at him. Between the two of them, my heart was pounding from the memory of the only time we’d all been together. “Come on, Tori. It’s the biggest celebration we’ll see all year, and it’s your only year in Libra. Enjoy it while it lasts.”

      “I guess so.” My stomach hadn’t entirely unknotted, but maybe they were right, and I was being too uptight about it. Will smiled at me in the mirror. 

      “Trust me. You’ll never forget it.”
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        * * *

      

      I walked into Dresden Hall flanked by the guys and tried to not let my mouth drop open like the bumpkin they all thought I was. The mansion was owned by an old, rich slayer family, and they clearly had more money than they knew what to do with. Who else had a floor that was coated in glazed gold leaf, and a koi pond with a fresco of Heaven painted on the bottom smack in the middle of their ballroom?

      Each class of Libra had been invited. The freshmen were clumped near a twelve-foot-tall statue of Hades, still too young to join the sophomore and junior classes by what looked like a literal fountain of wine. The younger students eyed Lux and Tenebris as we filtered in, some jealously eyeing the wine, and others eyeing the more attractive seniors.

      A long dining table had been set with untouched food and cut-crystal glasses, reddened bones placed among the settings. Placards read out names at each chair, listing the names of the fallen invited to dine at the dumb supper while the veil between life and death was thin.

      “Where’s the Headmaster?” I asked. Ermengol and Mater Bellum were leaning against a column, whispering to each other, and Knightley was seated at one of the tables for the living. Burns was nowhere to be seen.

      “Last year he introduced the party by riding in on a red horse.” Will scooped a glass of wine from a passing waiter and handed it to me. “The year before, he swooped down from the ceiling with a scythe.”

      “He’s a bit of a nutcase when he’s not actually taking things seriously,” Sura said, draining half a glass of wine in one swallow. His arm was oddly stiff in mine. 

      I leaned into him, wishing I could kiss the almost-glossy skin at the base of his throat, where the marks of his clan tattoo ended. “Why so stiff, Sura? You’re the party animal in this trio.”

      He gave me a grin that looked a little forced. “Just dead from exam prep. Second semester is when it gets real. This is the last big party before we have to buckle down.”

      God, he was right. After this, we’d all be cramming for real-world final exams. Club Bathory would become a distant dream. 

      The gold-and-topaz chandeliers overhead flickered, and a group of freshmen gasped. A glass shattered a moment later when the lights went out entirely. 

      “Here we go,” Will muttered. 

      Sickly, greenish-yellow light bloomed in the rear of the ballroom, and a massive shape unfurled as it grew, resolving into a skull-faced creature in a black cloak. It held out a staff topped with a lantern and banged it on the floor three times. 

      The noise echoed through the ballroom like thunder and a freshman girl shrieked. 

      “Welcome to Libra Academy’s 231st Samhain Ball!” Death announced in Burns’ echoing voice. “We invite our dead to join us on this night until the break of dawn! Dance among the living and make merry!”

      For a single second, my heart stuttered as black-robed shapes glided through the ballroom, like Burns had managed to call the shades of death out of the grave to join us. One got close enough that I realized they were solid- not a real ghost among them at all. They were Libra alumni who came back just for the annual Samhain celebration. 

      Burns slammed his staff one more time and the same eerie fox-fire lights flickered on around the room, casting us all in a deathly glow. Music blasted through the hall, humming in my bones. He swept off his skull mask and Knightley handed a bottle of beer up to him without moving from his chair. 

      Apolline was already dancing with one of the black-robed alumni, wearing a dress as scandalous as any she’d worn to Club Bathory, but her blue eyes cut my way, flickering over Will and Sura.

      My stomach swooped, even with a glass of wine to settle my nerves. Within half an hour, most of Libra was drunk. A group of freshmen girls had formed a ring around the pond, which was glowing pale blue under a blacklight orb, already drunk off contraband whisky Burns was turning a blind eye to. 

      I danced with Sura, my strange sense of disquiet growing as the party around us grew wilder and more raucous. 

      Apolline finally abandoned her dance partner to down a glass of water. She pulled a cell phone out of her wristlet and glanced at the screen with a vicious little smirk that became a wide, gleeful grin. 

      Others were taking out phones too, some with expressions of confusion and disgust, others laughing, the sound lost against the music. 

      I realized I was alone. I’d been so distracted watching Apolline, I hadn’t even noticed Sura and Will had vanished. 

      My stepbrother’s ex-girlfriend looked up at me, still grinning, and loped over to hook our arms together. “Bathroom,” she whispered in my ear, dragging me into the dark, away from the foxfire lights. 

      She herded me into a bathroom that was all stark white marble, big enough to house a crowd. “You really took it to the next level, didn’t you, Trailer Trash? Daddy Godalming’s going to be so curious to know what kind of education his money’s been paying for.” Apolline slapped her phone into my palm, a video already pulled up on the screen. 

      I was light-headed, my heart pounding so fast it filled my entire chest as I watched myself suck Will’s cock like a starving woman, with Sura’s disembodied hands squeezing my ass as he pounded into me. 

      The camera had been placed precisely so it was obviously my face, my mouth wrapped around my stepbrother, my clan necklace in plain sight. Even worse was the audio, the choked moans and finally the pleading for more when Will slid himself from between my lips. 

      “I’d say at least eighty grand went to your double penetration education,” Will said. “That’s for one semester, Podunk. Glad to see you spent it in a worthwhile position.”

      I almost dropped the phone. He’d come in silently, flanked by Beatrice, Lydia, and Sura. The sole Lux member gave me a nasty grin, her lips and nose still swollen from my fists. 

      Sura didn’t meet my eyes. He just stared at the floor.

      “You sent this to everyone.” My voice sounded like it came from another person, breathless and hurt. 

      “Everyone who matters.” My stepbrother slid his hands in his pockets with a shrug. “Now they all know exactly what you are.” 

      As if on cue, Beatrice and Apolline threw themselves at me. I acted without thinking, smashing the phone into the side of Apolline’s head, but her fist caught me in my stomach and when I doubled over, Beatrice smashed her knee into my face. 

      White-hot pain exploded in my head. Blood spattered the floor, painfully crimson against the white marble, staining it forever.

      Apolline squealed when I recovered long enough to get a handful of her hair and shove her into the wall, using all my body weight to slam her into it, but Beatrice and Lydia grabbed hold of my hair and arms, tossing me to the ground and raining blows on me. 

      It seemed endless, a torrent of fists as I curled up in a ball. A clump of hair was ripped out by the roots, flaring through my skull, and someone- Beatrice, I thought- kicked me in the side hard enough to steal my breath. 

      “Don’t kill her, you stupid bitch.” Will’s voice was as sharp and cutting as glass. “Get off her, Glover.”

      The blows finally stopped. Heels clattered on the bathroom floor, and a dark shadow bent over me. My eyelids cracked open to see Will, whose gaze lingered on my split lip, seeping blood over my chin and chest in a red torrent. 

      I coughed, spitting blood. “You fucker.” My tongue stung, cut open by Lydia’s blows.

      “I told you to stay home, Podunk Princess. To go back where you came from.” He touched my cheek in an almost gentle gesture, and his voice dropped, his next words just for me. “You had this coming, Victoria. Snake that you are, it was only right that you meet your own kind. I should’ve left you in the pit with them. I thought you might feel right at home.”

      I blinked blood out of my eyes, unable to form words through the fog of pain and rage. 

      “You remember Michèle Godalming’s face?” He cocked his head, examining me with the same intensity a bird of prey might give roadkill. All I could do was jerk my head to the side in a quick no. “Of course you don’t. You are the reason there’s nothing left of her. You, Victoria. You didn’t stop for a single second to consider what you were walking in on. Life with Father isn’t all horseback rides and training and fucking movie night. It’s watching her headstone get ripped out of the ground like she was so much trash. It’s watching every last trace of someone you loved get thrown on a bonfire because the pathetic sad-sack he married couldn’t stand knowing whose shoes she had to fill. It’s knowing that every photo of her, every word she wrote, went up in smoke because of you.”

      I took a shuddering breath, gagging as blood ran down the back of my throat in a hot, wet trickle. Percival had held a bonfire that summer, but… what the fuck did that have to do with Will’s mom?

      Understanding clicked in my brain, as loud as a gunshot. Before the wedding, Mom had come down with a panic attack. We were trailer trash, after all, and she was marrying a goddamn millionaire. Even Mom knew that life wasn’t a Cinderella story.

      I’d confided in my soon-to-be stepfather about Mom’s fears, that she was worried she wouldn’t measure up to his standards, to the family name. Percival had patted my shoulder, giving me the crinkle-eyed smile Mom had fallen in love with, and told me he’d take care of it, it’d all be okay. That his Connie had nothing to fear.

      I didn’t know he’d burned everything to do with Will’s dead mother. That she’d had a grave there.

      “Will, I didn’t know-” But he pressed his finger to my lips. 

      “The time for excuses is long past, Victoria. You know what it’s like now.” A distant part of me couldn’t believe I’d ever thought he looked cold before. That was nothing compared to the Arctic tundra of his eyes now, like frosted shards of glass. “I never intended for it to happen, but there’s a strange poetic justice in it. James for Michèle.”

      Hot fury exploded under the pain and I struggled to sit up, clawing at Will’s face. “You shit-eating bastard-”

      Beatrice and Apolline grabbed my shoulders and pushed me down, delicately avoiding the sprays of blood. Will reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a thick wad of cash… and a small vial full of a clear liquid. 

      “Payment for services rendered, Beatrice. You can fuck off after this.” Will handed the Lux girl the cash and held up the vial so I had a good look at it. “You’re an embarrassment to the family. I never told you how glad I was that you didn’t take the Godalming name. If I had to see it tattooed around your neck with the rest of your trash-clan mark, I’d be sick. And after tonight, there’s no way you’ll be permitted to continue your education here. Should’ve dropped out with a clean slate while you had the chance, Holmwood.”

      Even though I knew there’d be no help from him, I looked at Sura desperately, struggling against the full weight of Apolline and Beatrice holding me down. His lips were drawn back over his teeth in a grimace, fists balled at his side. “Sura! Don’t let them do this!”

      Lydia grabbed my head and slid her hands around my chin. I snapped, trying to bite her fingers, but she stayed out of reach and pried my jaw open, nails digging into my cheeks. 

      Sura looked away. Will uncapped the vial and tipped it over my open mouth. 

      Whatever the liquid was, it tasted like thick, caramelized vanilla, sliding down my throat with a trail of heat. Lydia snapped my jaw shut, clamped her hand over my mouth, and pinched my nose shut. 

      I struggled until I saw black roses bloom in front of my eyes, but I eventually gave in and swallowed. 

      A gush of heat filled my stomach, sizzling outward to fill my limbs, and the heavy sensation of needing to touch everything, needing to be touched, consumed my mind. There was nothing else, just the swollen ache between my legs and my panting breath. 

      I needed to fuck him, no matter how much I hated him. That emotion was distant and unimportant when what mattered was having his hands all over me, his cock sliding into my pussy…

      Even the sensation of the other girls holding me down was almost orgasmic. I reached up to touch Apolline’s hand, sparks flying through me everywhere our skin touched, and gasped, my back arching. 

      Will stood up, capped the vial, and I distantly heard the sound of glass clinking against porcelain and a toilet flushing. He surveyed me with a cold look. “Push me harder,” I muttered to Beatrice, my words slurred between panting breaths. 

      They hauled me upright. Nothing hurt anymore; not when everything felt so good, cool against my feverish skin. “Are you going to fuck me?” I asked Sura, stumbling towards him. 

      He gripped my wrists, holding me away from him, looking away like he couldn’t stand to see me. 

      “Push her out there,” Will said, opening the door. “Let her make a fool of herself and record everything.” 

      Sura pulled me into the darkness of the ballroom, all spinning, dizzying lights and foxfire, and shoved me into a crowd. 

      Someone caught me and I moaned, wrapping my arms around their neck and writhing against them. 

      Knightley stumbled back into a table, his hands on my shoulders holding me back. “Miss Holmwood, what in the Nine Hells are you doing?”

      I couldn’t stand the feeling of this constricted dress scratching against my hyper-sensitive skin anymore. With a quick zip, the lung-crushing, offensive material was gone, peeled away like gossamer. 

      I breathed a sigh of relief, running my hands over myself and shivering from my own touch. Headmaster Burns dropped a tankard of beer from where he sat behind the staff table, talking to a young freshman professor I’d never seen before. I stalked forward and climbed up on the table on my hands and knees, touching the Headmaster’s face. 

      He wasn’t what I wanted. Not young and strong enough to give me what I needed. I turned my attention to the younger professor, who was frozen in his seat, his gaze flicking down over my mostly-naked form. 

      “Come fuck me,” I whispered, running my fingers through his hair. “I need you.”

      He had a phone in his hand, the screen dimmed, but I knew that video. I’d just seen it myself, after all. I grinned through the blood, the caramelized heat in my veins dulling all pain. “You can have that, you and your friends. Come on, I have all the pussy you need.”

      He swallowed hard, his eyes flicking from my bloodied face to my naked, swollen breasts, and Headmaster Burns stood up, peeling off his cloak. 

      Thank god, someone was finally going to help me. I was going to burn up, twisting in pain, if I didn’t come soon. 

      “Hold her arms, Knightley,” he commanded, holding up the cloak. Powerful hands gripped my arms and I convulsed, almost falling off the table, and ground my ass against whoever was holding me. 

      “Don’t do anything you’ll regret, Miss Holmwood,” Knightley said, sounding grimmer than usual, and the Headmaster tried to throw the cloak over me. 

      I twisted away, sliding to the floor and breaking Knightley’s grasp. He didn’t want to touch my bare skin, a fact that almost made me sob. Didn’t they see how I was burning up inside without someone touching me, how painful it was?

      A dark pair caught my eye: Will and Sura. Apolline held a phone, recording my antics, but Will’s scowl fractured into an uneasy grimace. He strode forward, holding his jacket out like Burns. 

      I couldn’t let him catch me. Even through the haze of lust, I knew I had to get away. 

      I stumbled to my feet, losing both shoes and cloak, and pushed through the crowd. “Tori!” His shout sounded like a hundred miles away under the music, tinged with panic. “Grab her!”

       Some people moved aside, but others reached out, hands surreptitiously touching my ass or breasts, and every time I felt fingers on flesh, I moaned out loud, stumbling. I needed someone in me to take away this agony.

      The doors were wide open. 

      Will shouted something, lost in the music and laughter, but I fled into the night before they could torture me more.
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        CHAPTER TWENTY

        ________

      

      

      
        
        TORI

      

      

      My bare feet should’ve ached. My split lip should’ve been stinging. The air should’ve been chilly against my bare skin, but everything was hot and pulsing. 

      I stumbled down an alley, running into the brick walls and opening scratches in my shoulders that felt like nothing at all, and someone blocked the exit. A burly man with hard eyes, wearing a ripped, stained hoodie. “What’s this?”

      My feet stopped, like part of my brain knew this was wrong. The rest of me wasn’t there. I ran my hands over my breasts, my nipples hardening under my touch. He wasn’t quite right, not what the sweetness in my veins was telling me I needed… but he’d do for now.

      “Will you fuck me?” The thought of him shoving me up against the brick wall and ramming into me filled my mind, and I took another step forward.

      His eyes flicked up to someone in the alley behind me. Another human guy. I needed to feel hard, pounding flesh so bad I’d even take a human right now, anything but this empty torment. 

      “What’s the catch? A hot chick covered in blood shows up and wants to fuck us?” I turned to stare at the new guy, holding back a snarl. What was the catch? The only catch was that they probably couldn’t take me hard enough to satisfy the aching need.

      “The fuck’s your problem, Ron? It’s called opportunity. Come here, babycakes, I’ll help you out.” Dirty Hoodie gestured towards me in a come-on, and I gratefully stepped forward with a hissed intake of breath, looping my fingers in my panties to slide them down. Oh, thank fuck, just one small respite in this want… and yet, a small voice railed in the back of my head. I didn’t want this. I’d rather die than do this.

      But it didn’t matter, not with that sweet syrup running through me.

      “I dunno, John. Something seems fucked about this. Why’s she bloody?” 

      Hoodie glared at him. “Shut your mouth or get the fuck out.” 

      John slunk away, which probably saved his life.

      Hoodie’s lips split into a grin as he reached down to unbuckle his belt. 

      A huge blur hit Hoodie like a train, and he made a low, flat sound as the shape drove him backwards into a dumpster. He slumped to the ground, a massive hole gaping in the back of his skull, eyes blank and unfocused. 

      Càel stared at me, his brow creased, lips drawn back over his teeth. His eyes ran over me from head to toe, taking in the crusted blood even while his nostrils flared. “Victoria?”

      This time, when my body responded to the sight and sound of a male presence, everything responded, not just my pussy. It was like fireworks going off in my brain when I saw Càel, relief and pure, clean lust welling up under the urgency. 

      “Càel!” I ran to him, jumping up to throw my arms around his neck. Somehow, I knew I was safe. Safe, and with someone who could help me. “Take me home. I need you.” My god, I needed him so bad. Why was I so stubborn about taking what I wanted? All it took was this sweet venom to make me see how stupid I’d been. 

      Instead of running his hands over me like I wanted, he gently held my chin. I tried to kiss him when he drew close, but he just sniffed my mouth and scowled harder, if that was possible. 

      The fact that he looked coldly furious and had just smeared a human’s brains all over a dumpster didn’t matter. He was huge, sexy as fuck, and I wanted him. Just the sensation of my hardened nipples brushing against his chest was sending zips of pleasure through my nerves.

      “Where did you find incubus saliva, mo shíorghrá?”

      I had no idea what he was on about, only that his perfectly carved lips would be even better served buried between my legs. “I want you to fuck me senseless now, Càel,” I told him breathlessly, sliding my hand under his shirt and finding the perfect ridges of a chiseled abdomen, before sliding down. “I need you to fill me. All. The way. Up.”

      I ran my fingers over the huge bulge in the front of his jeans, and the inferno ripped through my veins. I needed this man. 

      He let out a low snarl and yanked his shirt off. I leaned forward and ran my tongue over his hard, rippled stomach, but he pulled the shirt over my head, covering my nakedness, and scooped me up like a bride-groom. 

      I struggled against the bonds of the fabric as he carried me through the city, moving with the vampires’ insane speed. I still hadn’t freed myself from the shirt when we reached the crimson lights of Club Bathory. 

      “You’re not yourself, Victoria.” He kicked the door open and carried me inside, past a surprised Chloe, and down the stairs. “It’s demonic influence. Forced lust.”

      “The only forcing I care about right now is how hard you’re going to force me to fuck you.” I squirmed against his chest, pleasure rippling through me. 

      “Who fed this to you?”

      I got one hand free and touched his face, tracing his sharp jaw and full lips. “Who cares?” I asked dreamily. 

      “I care, shíorghrá. Because I’m going to break every bone in their body before I flay them alive.”

      A coil of hot rage rose under the uncontrolled lust. I knew who had done this… but Càel gripped me closer, and I forgot the anger. “Wow, that’s the sexiest thing you’ve ever said.”

      “I’d be happy to discuss the intricacies of flaying any time you like, Victoria, when you’re not full of incubus saliva.”

      I had no idea where in Club Bathory he’d taken me, but he released me just long enough to open another door and slam it behind him. I managed to squirm out of most of the shirt by the time he laid me on a huge bed. 

      To my dismay, he backed away after he put me down. “Where do you think you’re going?” I ripped his shirt off and tossed it aside. The only sensation I wanted to feel was his skin against mine, screw clothes.

      He took me with a ravenous look, his cock straining against his jeans. “Incubus saliva doesn’t wear off on its own,” he said, his voice gruff. “It’ll stay in your veins until you burn it away.”

      I climbed across Càel’s bed, stripping off the thin panties and tossing them after the shirt. My clit felt swollen against my wetness, waiting for his touch. “Please come to me, Càel.” I wasn’t above begging. Not when I was this close to getting what I needed.

      He took a step forward, then another, until he was kneeling at the side of the bed. I slipped my legs over the side, pushing my hips forward and opening my thighs.

      His face tightened, but he kept eyes fixed on my face. “I want you to know that I would wait to touch you, but I can’t stand the thought of someone else being the one to burn off the incubus spit. You’ll be like this until someone fucks you.”

      “I don’t want you to wait,” I said impatiently. I leaned forward to unbutton his jeans, my hands shaking, but he pushed me back on the bed, finally allowing his gaze to drop below my face. I bit my lip against a groan as the hardness of his cock grew even firmer against the fabric of his jeans, and he trailed his fingers from my shoulders to my breasts, his thumbs running over my pebbled nipples.

      Bright, hot delight spiraled through me, centering in my pussy. I couldn’t stop my head from falling back, making soft sounds as his fingers moved downwards. 

      He’d barely touched my wetness before he let out a snarl, pushing me flat against the bed, spreading my legs, and plunging his tongue into me. A tidal wave of lust and relief washed over me as my hips curled to meet his mouth. I buried my fingers in his blond hair, gripping a handful when he made a satisfied sound.

      My body spasmed when he sucked my clit, swirling his tongue around me until my legs were shaking. The desperate lust drove through me, pressure building low in my stomach, and I let out a cry when a climax thundered through me. 

      I hadn’t even stopped trembling when another surge of lust hit. It wasn’t enough, as amazing as it felt. I needed more. 

      I writhed against Càel’s mouth, my breath rasping. “I need more of you.” It was more of a whimper than words, but he held me down and ran his tongue over me before he stood up and slid his jeans off. 

      Christ, he was huge. My pussy throbbed at the sight of him, the ridges of his stomach ending in a hard expanse of muscle and a perfect cock. 

      I stretched out on the bed with a grin as he climbed over me, every flex of muscle lithe and mesmerizing, and paused with his cock poised to slide into me. 

      “Hard.” I arched towards him, gripping the sheets over my head. My nipples ached for his tongue. “Rough. Tear me the fuck up, Càel.”

      He wavered, then the decision solidified in his eyes. He pulled upright so I was straddling him, gripped my hips, and thrust me down on his cock. 

      I made a strangled sound of pure ecstasy and bucked against him, following the base commands my body instructed me to do. Càel picked me up, both hands under my ass, and slammed me into the wall. 

      He hammered into me like he wanted to split me apart, growling against my throat. Waves of pleasure surged through my body with every thrust. Càel didn’t fuck me like a slayer; he was an animal, pounding so hard my entire torso quivered, battering me into the brick wall.

      I bit down on his shoulder between gasps, leaving a perfect set of teeth marks when I came again, liquifying against him. He had me in just the right spot to grind against my clit, drawing out the orgasm. 

      His teeth brushed my shoulder, found my neck. Fangs slid over the tender skin of my throat and I swallowed hard. I was vulnerable, at his mercy….

      And thinking clearly. The liquid Will had dosed me with- incubus saliva- was wearing off with every cresting wave of pleasure, no longer battering in my veins like something else was driving my body. 

      Càel pushed upwards, his pelvis grinding into my hips, stretching me out around him. Exactly what I’d wanted. 

      To my intense shock, I still wanted him. I writhed against him, taking as much of him as I could, tilting my head back for his teeth, but he didn’t bite. I pushed away a twinge of disappointment. 

      I could always say it was the saliva, but for now I wanted to lose myself in him and forget everything that had happened tonight. 

      “Let me ride you now,” I demanded, trying to push the same urgency into my voice I’d had when the incubus’ influence had been on me. Càel’s thrusts slowed, stopped, and he carried me back to the bed. 

      His light blue eyes were glittering as he collapsed with me on top of him, his hands running over my waist and breasts, teasing my sensitive nipples. “Take whatever you want, shíorghrá.”

      I rocked on him, my hands splayed out over his chest. Càel held my thighs, his stomach flexing as he held himself back from driving upwards. 

      He made a noise low in his throat when I leaned forward to kiss him, my eyes fluttering shut. I tasted myself on his lips, his tongue sliding into my mouth to tease me. 

      When the next endless orgasm burst through me, I gasped against his lips. His growl was a low, heavy reverberation in my chest that drew out the sensation of my nerve endings melting into bliss. 

      But everything else was starting to hurt as the last traces of demonic influence left me. My lip ached fiercely and countless bruises were forming all over me. My next gasp was more pain than pleasure, but there was one last thing I needed from Càel. 

      “Now it’s your turn,” I said, sitting up as smoothly as possible and grinding against him. “I want to feel you come for me.”

      I fucked him hard, putting all my effort into it, because I wouldn’t feel this from him again. I wanted him to have the most mind-blowing orgasm of his long-as-fuck life after what he’d given me. 

      His thighs tightened and his hips drove upwards. The sound of his groans and panting against the sensation of his cock pulsing in me was incredible. 

      A sharp pain tore through my ribs. Beatrice had kicked me, and now I was feeling the pain. Càel was upright almost instantly, still buried in me while he examined the developing bruises. “Are you back?” he asked, cupping my face in one enormous hand. 

      It was so easy to forget what he was. What kind of vicious killer brought a slayer home and took care of her?

      “I’m back.” My hands were wrapped around his shoulders to hold myself upright. There was no hiding from the intimacy of being face-to-face. I couldn’t even look down to hide my gaze, because I was still wrapped around him, and the sight of the body I’d just used would just bring back that latent, forbidden lust. 

      “Will you tell me now?”

      I shook my head. Under the afterglow, the black rage that I tried so hard to tamp down was a seething ocean, slowly engulfing me one dark thought at a time. I needed to keep it from bubbling over, for just a little while longer. “I need clothes, please.”

      Càel drew a hissed breath when I stood up, letting his slick cock slide out of me, and only that smoldering ocean of rage kept me from going back for more.

      I needed to get back to Libra Academy and salvage what I could, ensure I still had a place there. 

      Will, Sura, Apolline, Beatrice, and Lydia… I’d fix them on my own time. 

      Càel disappeared and returned minutes later with women’s clothing. They had a similar smell as him: like a dark forest, green and herbal, but with a tinge of flowers.

      “You’re closest in size to Rhianwen,” he said, handing me dark jeans and a cream silk blouse, and placing a pair of boots on the floor. “She won’t miss them.”

       I sure hoped not, because I wasn’t walking back to Libra naked. I pulled on the clothes, which were a little too wide in the hip and a little too tight in the bust, and jammed my feet in the boots.

      Càel brushed his fingers through my wild hair and wiped away the crust of flaking blood from my cheek. “I can find you a doctor here,” he said. “You are welcome to stay in the Court.” Some of the coldness I’d come to expect from his kind had filtered back into his eyes, and I knew he was thinking about things like flaying, whipping, and tearing open ribcages. 

      We had a common interest there. 

      “I have to get back to the school, and hope my reputation isn’t completely fucked.”

      He walked me back up to the entrance of Club Bathory and poured me a glass of water while one of his vampire underlings prepped an unmarked taxi. It was still dark, the moon hanging in the sky. 

      Càel gripped my shoulders and touched my cheek. “You will come back every week,” he said quietly. “This doesn’t change our oath.”

      I met his gaze steadily. None of this was how I would’ve chosen to give up on my beliefs. But if Càel hadn’t found me, someone else would’ve taken advantage. He’d saved me from that indignity.

      The ocean inside me surged. Five people were responsible for this. Five people had broken that last barrier I’d held up between myself and the Shadowed World. 

      I leaned into Càel, taking a deep breath of the pine-and-forest scent that was now suffused with sex. 

      “Of course I’ll be back.” A hint of surprise touched his features when I looked up at him. “I’ll need hands-on courses in flaying people alive. You’re my expert.”

      He’d been scowling from the moment he found me- except when he’s buried in you, my mind taunted- but now his lips pulled back in a grin that didn’t show a speck of amusement, only bloodlust. He leaned close to whisper in my ear. “Just give me the word, Victoria. I’m yours to command.” His fangs flashed white, and I idly wondered what they would’ve felt like in my flesh.

      The taxi pulled up, and Càel opened the door for me. Every moment I spent in his company seemed more and more surreal. 

      “Thank you,” I whispered, looking up at him. The scowl was back. With that expression, it was easy to see why everyone was afraid of him. 

      He leaned forward and brushed a kiss over my bloodied, swollen lips, his tongue flicking out to taste my blood, and he groaned when I kissed him back. I liked the feel of him, how he took what he wanted, but gave me exactly what I needed in return. “Don’t thank me, shíorghrá. I wanted you.”

      And I’d wanted him, but I’d wanted to make the choice on my own. 

      I got into the taxi and let the vampire take me home.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you have any idea what you’ve done to this school’s reputation, Holmwood?”

      Everything hurt in earnest now. A sharp pain streaked through my ribs with every breath I took. “Yes, sir.”

      Headmaster Burns paced behind his desk. His Death costume was rumpled, lavender shadows stained the skin under his eyes, and he smelled like a whisky bar. “That video was disseminated to several family members whose contributions keep this school running. They’ve already sent messages asking me what kind of institution they’re funding.” His face tightened, gray under unshaven stubble. “Lord Godalming is furious, needless to say.”

      My stomach dropped like a brick. “Please. I… I can come back from this. I’ve got excellent marks for the first semester.”

      I had to stay in Libra. No matter what. Even if it meant taking the heat myself for a little while. 

      “Excellent marks mean nothing against repugnant conduct.”

      Knightley was seated in the corner, his chin propped on his hand as he considered me. Ermengol’s arms were crossed over her chest. The young professor I’d invited to fuck me while under the influence of incubus saliva- Professor Darcy- couldn’t even look me in the eye. 

      “What did you take that inspired such antics, Holmwood?”

      I shook my head. There was no way I was telling them it was incubus saliva- that substance was contraband, with the blackest of marks against it. Sometimes, inflicting uncontrollable lust on someone was worse than just poisoning them outright. 

      Besides, I wanted to take down Will and Sura myself. I’d start by finding where the fuck they’d procured it. No sane apothecary would pass incubus saliva on to a couple of college-aged guys, not unless they wanted a midnight visitor.

      Next, I’d find out how they’d gotten a camera past the Faerie. They’d spent a lot of time planning this. Now I was going to return the favor, with interest.

      “I bought some infernal liquor, sir. I snuck it in a flask and had a bad reaction.” At least it wasn’t completely illegal. 

      “And you thought the Samhain celebration was the appropriate place to try out infernal liquor? I expected more intelligence from one of our students.”

      If I’d felt less thorny inside, tears might’ve slipped over then, but a tireless anger flowed through me, holding all other emotion at bay. “I’m willing to do whatever penance it takes to make up for it, Headmaster. I know I can graduate with top marks and restore your school’s reputation. Please give me one more chance.” I looked up at him, swallowing back bloody spit. “Please.”

      Headmaster Burns leaned on his desk and stared down at me. “Knightley? Ermengol?”

      Professor Knightley sighed, and my cheeks burned with shame, but he surprised me. “I say give her another chance, Burns. It’s not the first time, nor is the last time a student will do something extraordinarily stupid.” He flashed me a stern look. “Let the shame be her teacher.”

      Ermengol nodded slowly. “I vote probation. Transfer her to Lux- Liddell is a harsher taskmaster than young Godalming.”

      My stomach flipped. Darcy said nothing, still gazing at the floor when Burns straightened up. “Very well. You get one more chance, Holmwood. Lord Godalming has already been informed of your misconduct.” Of course I was the only one who’d be in trouble, those fuckers had made sure to stay out of the camera’s sight and cut the video perfectly. Everyone might know it was them, but without a face, they got away scot-free. “And you will be on probation for the entirety of the second semester. If you can keep your track record clean, you’ll be permitted to finish out the third semester of senior year and graduate with honors.”

      A poisonous idea shimmered to mind. “Did my stepfather have anything to say?”

      Headmaster Burns gazed at me impassively. “Rest assured your stepfather will be arriving to speak with you in person about your conduct. For now, you can move your belongings to Lux Hall. Miss Liddell will assign your room and team role. Afterwards, you will go see Mater Dolorum.”

      I swallowed a sigh of relief. I had my chance. One semester was all I needed to drown them beneath the waves of that pitch-black ocean in my skull. “Yes, sir. Thank you.” I moved stiffly when I lurched out of the chair, my ribs screaming, but the faculty were silent as I limped to the door and saw myself out. 

      I would be in Lux, right where I’d wanted to be from the beginning. But instead of a ray of light, I would be a blot of darkness, the shadow that ate, and ate, and ate until everything was consumed.
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        CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

        ________

      

      

      
        
        SURA

      

      

      Will’s eye sockets were shadowed dark, like the sockets of an empty skull. He paced back and forth, glaring at his cell phone. It laid on his desk, still and silent. No word of Victoria since she’d vanished into the night. 

      There was a void inside him, a black, screaming pit that swallowed all coherent thought. 

      “Will.” He didn’t look at me, just continued pacing. 

      I almost couldn’t think straight myself. The humanity of the emotions storming through me were almost incomprehensible. What did it matter if we’d taped her? It was just sex. Why were my guts twisting around like snakes, uncomfortable prickles running through my limbs? 

      From a calm, distant standpoint, I knew all these things: bitter regret, churning guilt. Fear that we’d hurt her. I was just dissociating, sinking further into the guiltless mind of a demon to evade culpability.

      Prince Sitri would’ve laughed and laughed if he knew what I was feeling now.

      Besides, why should I care? She’d made her thoughts on my kind clear. Sergio Enver, the fake human face I wore, was all she found attractive about me. In her eyes, Sura was trash, less than an animal, worth no more than a black dot of ink beneath the skin. A trophy she’d forget as soon as the sting of the needle faded.

      Victoria Holmwood had only ever been shallow, seeing the surface. Will was right. She was a snake. 

      Even if he didn’t now believe it himself.

      “Will. Did you destroy the video?” I tried to pull the Cords of Fate away from him and disentangle myself from that black storm of emotion. 

      He finally nodded, a single sharp jerk of his head, and looked at me. “We need to go find her. I can’t- what the fuck was that shit, Sura? She wasn’t supposed to…” He trailed off, clenching his fists until his knuckles went white. “I didn’t mean for that to happen. She could be anywhere; she could be hurt and terrified…” He trailed off, imagining much worse things than Victoria hurt and terrified. As he should. Even I hadn’t anticipated what such a large dose of my saliva, imbued with a lust so deep it was like madness for a human, would do to her. 

      Will choked on the words. “We need to get her. I don’t care what Burns said, we’ll take the staff exit if we have to. We need to find her.”

      He stopped pacing, frozen in place. The widening of his eyes was all I needed to know someone was behind me. 

      I turned and saw the patrician man I’d met only a few times before: Lord Percival Godalming, the head of Will’s clan. His face might have been carved from stone. I moved further back into Will’s room as the man walked in, looking impeccable in a dark suit even though it was six in the morning. He must’ve used one of the slayers’ liminal doorways to arrive so quickly. 

      “Where is Victoria?” His demand was simple and deceptively calm. 

      Will shook his head as he stood up, his fists balled at his sides. “I don’t know. We haven’t heard anything and they won’t let us leave.”

      Lord Godalming leaned on a cane tipped with a silver jaguar head, looking over his son with the same look Victoria gave demons: like they were cockroaches, something slimy that had crawled out from a dark, unpleasant corner. 

      Will’s emotional pit was becoming a jagged, icy wasteland, all sharp hate and yearning fear. He’d never admit out loud how desperately he wanted to live up to his father’s expectations, but I felt that fear as keenly as if it were my own every day.

      Tonight, though, the fear was all for his stepsister. 

      Lord Godalming backhanded his son with a sharp crack, sending Will flying into the wall. His skull broke the plaster open, raining white dust over his hair and the carpet. “I gave you very simple orders, William. Live up to the prefect badge and protect your sister. You’ve absolutely fucked the family name, you little shit. You think it isn’t apparent who sent that video?”

      Wobbly footsteps echoed down the hall, and Will straightened up, red spots of rage burning on his cheekbones. “I’m not her brother,” he hissed. “Just let me fucking find her-”

      Victoria’s steps faltered outside the door. Her emotions were even more sickening than Will’s storm, like a dark sea of ichor that threatened to swamp her from the inside, but her eyes roved over the tableaux Lord Godalming, his son, and I made. 

      Relief burst through Will like a ray of sunlight, followed by a sickening gulf of guilt and regret.

      “Victoria.” Will’s father strode to her, one hand hovering in the air like he meant to touch her busted lip and bruised cheek. “Thank God you’re alive.”

      She smiled. She’d been beaten black and blue, dosed with my saliva, run naked into the night and vanished for hours… and she was smiling. “A Good Samaritan found me. I’ll be okay once I’ve seen Mater Dolorum.” 

      Even with that smile in place, her internal maelstrom never ceased.

      Lord Godalming’s hand was shaking. “I’ve already spoken to Headmaster Burns. They’ll keep you on, of course. You needn’t worry, dear.”

      She nodded, her eyes flicking to Will, who was tense, barely breathing. “I’ve been transferred to Lux. I admit I screwed up, Dad. I’ll do whatever it takes to win honors by the end.”

      Pure, fiery rage lanced through Will’s guilt. 

      I knew as well as he did that she’d never called Lord Godalming ‘Dad’. It was perfectly calculated to cut Will to the quick and make him bleed. 

      And it worked.

      “Yes, you’ll be perfectly fine under stronger leadership,” Lord Godalming said, cutting a glare at his son. “I’ll be back for the Guardianship Gala in the second semester, dear. As long as you’re sure you’ll be fine after tonight-”

      “I’m sure,” Victoria said, just a bite of impatience to her tone and emotions. “Go on home to Mom. I need to move my things and get this seen to.” She touched her lip with a bright, apologetic smile. 

      He settled for patting her shoulder, instead of the embrace he clearly wanted to give her. “Rest up and get back to it, dear.”

      “Bye, Dad. Don’t worry yourself.” She touched his hand, the smile becoming tender, the perfect daughter come home after being a little naughty, no big deal, tomorrow was another day. 

      Without even looking at me once, like I was yet another cockroach under his shoe, Lord Godalming mouthed “Don’t fuck up again” at Will and vanished. 

      Victoria stood outside the door in the hall, the smile sliding off her face as soon as Lord Godalming disappeared. She waited until his footsteps had faded before she stepped beneath the door frame, looking over Will from head to toe. 

      When her gaze switched to me, I felt like I was being laid bare under her gaze. It was pure poison, blacker than Satan’s scowl, promising nothing but seething, inescapable hatred. 

      “I hope you both feel big now,” she said quietly. “I hope every second of that was worth it for you, because you’re going to be paying me back with blood and pride. It’s going to get so very ugly in here.”

      A small smile grew on her lips, genuine this time. It was the smile of someone who wanted us to suffer and would laugh the entire time. Will stared at her, his breath coming fast and shallow. “Tori… I’m so fucking sorry. That wasn’t what I meant to happen.”

      Victoria’s eyes glittered. “Seems like exactly what you meant to happen. Incubus saliva? That’s not the sort of thing someone buys with good intentions.”

      It was impossible to tell from his still face that his emotions were boiling over, tinged with numb shock now, and mine were on the verge of doing the same. She knew what I’d given to Will.

      I was the one who’d tainted her tonight.

      “You think I’m a snake, Will? You have no idea. Snake venom works fast, but I’m going to work real slow, bit by bit, and you won’t even feel yourself rotting away until it’s too late. And Sura… I’ll be taking more than my pound of flesh, so you might want to start watching your back. You see, both of you fucked up. You didn’t take me out while I was down. And now I’m back, and I know everything that makes you tick.”

      Her grin became feral, and she reached out and gripped the knob of the door, pulling it closed as she stepped out. “Sleep tight. Watch the grass for snakes.”

      The door snicked shut and her footsteps disappeared. Will’s muscles were as coiled as tight as the snake she’d called him, and he let out a shaky breath. 

      “I told her that,” he said with a hollow laugh. “I told her to watch for snakes in the grass. Oh, fuck me.” He sat in the chair, burying his head in his hands, still laughing even though nothing was funny. 

      I sank onto his bed, resting my forearms on my knees. His words weren’t the only ones coming back to bite us in the ass. I’d told her she looked like she had a dark side. 

      I’d had no idea. 

      

      
        
        The End
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        Read BAD BLOOD, the second book of Victoria’s Trilogy:

      

      

      

      Forgiveness is divine weak. A woman who desires revenge should dig two five graves. An eye for an eye makes the world blind is incredibly satisfying.

      Will and Sura made me believe I was one of them, only to betray me in the worst way. With a second chance to prove I deserve to be in Libra Academy, I’m going to serve the pain back in spades. I’ll destroy Will’s pride and unearth Sura’s secrets, annihilate their family honor… and stab their accomplices in the back for good measure. If they die, they die, but I’ll be the last one laughing. 

      My hate for the Shadowed World has been turned inside out, in no small part because of my alliance with Cael, a knight with an inexplicable desire for me. Who’d have thought a vampire would be the one to defend me from my own kind? 

      With my unlikely ally at my side, I’ll have my revenge on the ones who tried to ruin me. No punishment is too harsh for them. But our feud isn’t the only one, and there are others who want me dead and gone. 

      Unfortunately for them, I’ve got vengeance to spare.
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