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      The castle corridors were quiet and empty.

      Moonlight shone through a hole in the wall that shouldn’t be there, casting a pale white light on the darkened bloodstains that still adorned the gray stone.

      Jesus. This place was fucking destroyed.

      I shivered, staring closer at the ragged hole. Had a vampire been thrown through the wall by a shade? Or had the body that made this hole belonged to one of the undead monsters who’d snuck into the castle to attack us?

      I hoped like hell it was the latter.

      Vampires were powerful creatures. We were granted superhuman strength, speed, and the ability to hide within shadows by the magic that transformed us. But the shades were more than a match for us—which made sense, given our recent discovery that they were the resurrected corpses of long-dead fae. They still possessed fae magic and had used that magic to their advantage in the recent fight.

      If they hadn’t found the object they were searching for in Carrick’s artifact room and fled with their prize, our losses would have been even greater. As it was, over a dozen vampires had been killed trying to defend the castle.

      And worse, the shades had gotten away with the small stone statue they’d been after.

      No thanks to Carrick, that coward.

      Anger bubbled up inside me, churning like acid in my stomach. This familiar rage had been my near-constant companion for the past two days, ever since I woke up in my bedroom in the aftermath of the fight.

      I had tried to warn Carrick. I’d tried to prevent this catastrophe.

      But the king hadn’t listened. He’d been too busy chasing me around his throne room like a lecherous old man. Except instead of a pinch on the ass, he’d been after my fae blood. And when the shades—glamoured to look like his guards—had dropped their disguises and attacked, Carrick had fled through a secret door at the back of the throne room, hiding out until the coast was clear rather than leading his people in the fight.

      Even without the leadership of their king, the residents of the Penumbra had fought hard. Sol, Jerrett, Malcolm, and I had fought too, racing up to the artifact room where we’d tried to keep the shades from claiming their prize.

      Malcolm…

      My heart seemed to skip a beat at the thought of his name, the rhythm becoming painful and uneven.

      I rubbed my chest, as if I could soothe away the ache there, and forced my feet to keep moving past the destruction in the hallways.

      Cleanup was already underway, and as I rounded a corner, several vampires looked up from where they were gathering piles of rubble for disposal. They watched me as I passed, interest and a spark of hunger flashing in their eyes. But none of them leered at me in the way I’d been growing accustomed to, and when I caught the gaze of the female vampire who’d fought with us in the great hall, I thought I saw something like respect glinting in her blue eyes.

      None of them spoke to me, and I didn’t say a word either, just giving them a nod as I walked by.

      Something had changed since the fight. Before the shade attack, I’d felt like a walking piece of meat every time I left the sanctuary of my bedroom in the guest wing. Vampires—both men and women—would openly stare at me, running their tongues over their fangs as if they could already taste the sweet tang of my blood. Carrick had forbidden anyone from drinking from me, and that’d been the only thing that kept me somewhat safe.

      But now, I got the sense there was something else holding the vampires back. A sort of grudging respect, maybe. Although Carrick had emerged from hiding and tried to claim victory once the shades left, his people didn’t buy it. Unlike the gutless king, the brothers had fought alongside them as they defended the castle, and it seemed to have convinced them I was truly one of them.

      Whether that newfound respect would last once the shock of the shade attack wore off, I didn’t know. But truthfully, I didn’t plan on sticking around long enough to find out.

      Impatience burned in my veins, and I picked up my pace as I descended the wide stone stairs to the main level. Carrick had been avoiding us for the past two nights, claiming to be too busy with restoring the castle and dealing with the dead and injured. Which would’ve been a legitimate excuse, if I actually believed he was overseeing any of that. I hadn’t once seen him out in the castle helping with cleanup or repairs.

      A massive funeral pyre had been built for the dead, and they’d all been laid to rest last night. King Carrick had attended that ceremony only briefly before slipping away into the night.

      Coward.

      Jerrett and Sol had finally pinned him down and demanded an audience with him. I’d been in my room when a human servant delivered the message that I was to join them in the throne room. It was a testament to how much things had changed in the past few days that instead of being escorted through the palace by several guards, I was now allowed to walk the halls on my own.

      I much preferred it this way, although I missed having my three protective men walking with me.

      Malcolm.

      My heart clenched again, and I grimaced. It happened every time I thought of him, which happened so often that I’d gotten used to a constant burning ache in my chest.

      He hadn’t come back.

      I had fuzzy memories of the end of the fight, but I remembered some things very clearly. I remembered in awful clarity the sound Malcolm made when he was stabbed through the heart by a shade. I remembered the light in his eyes dimming, and the small, beautiful smile on his face as he looked up at me. I remembered forcing him to drink my blood so he could heal.

      But then things got a little cloudy.

      There’d been a feeling of ecstasy, pleasure so overwhelming I almost couldn’t bear it. And then pain. Pain so acute I couldn’t bear it.

      I remembered looking up into Malcolm’s face, seeing the bloodlust overtake him. And I remembered feeling peace—accepting my death knowing that he, at least, would live.

      The next thing I knew, I’d woken up in my bedroom, still alive and surrounded by Jerrett and Sol.

      According to his brothers, Malcolm had left right after the two of them finally broke through the collapsed doorway into the artifact room. He’d gone out the window, disappearing into the forest surrounding the castle.

      And he hadn’t come back.

      My emotions swung like a pendulum between grief and anger, confusion and guilt. I didn’t understand why he just left, and every minute that passed without him here felt wrong, unnatural.

      Somehow, whether through the bond of blood we shared or the experiences we’d all been through together, the brothers and I had become a unit. A family. And functioning without Malcolm here felt like trying to function with a limb missing.

      I gritted my teeth, trying to rein in my spiraling thoughts as I approached the throne room. The two guards outside nodded curtly and pulled the wide double doors open, granting me entrance.

      This room was a mess too. Several of Carrick’s guards had battled shades in here, and although there had only been a few casualties in that fight, the room itself had taken a beating. Several walls had large dents in them, and splintered wood littered the space. Carrick’s large throne was one of the only intact pieces of furniture left, and he sat in it now—slumped in it, really, like a kid throwing a temper tantrum.

      Jerrett and Sol, who stood before the dais, turned as I entered. Sol’s sightless green eyes with the mesmerizing white irises brightened with happiness, and I felt an answering lightness in my own soul. Jerrett pushed a lock of dark hair out of his eyes, his pierced lip quirking in a smile.

      Carrick, on the other hand, sank lower in his chair, scowling at me. If he hunched down any farther, he’d slide right off his seat.

      “Miss Tate.” He bit my name out, the greeting much more formal and stiff than how he normally addressed me. “Thank you for joining us.”

      “Of course.” I joined Jerrett and Sol, standing between the two brothers. Sol gave my hand a quick squeeze.

      “Go ahead, Carrick.” Jerrett shot the king a look that was half-smirk, half-glare. “Tell her what you just told us.”

      The king’s jaw clenched, and his nostrils flared. Finally, he spoke, his voice halting. “As I promised you, Miss Tate, I am a man of my word. I told you your trials would be considered complete after only two challenges, and I will stand by that. You may join the ranks of my people as an approved vampire.”

      “And?” Sol’s voice was soft, but a threat lingered under the surface.

      Carrick bared his teeth in annoyance. “And in light of your attempt to warn me about the shade attack, I will forgive our bargain and release you from your promise to let me feed from you when you completed your trials.”

      I blinked. What?

      That seemed way too easy. King Carrick might pride himself on being a man of his word, but he most definitely wasn’t a man of honor.

      I knew better than to speak my thoughts aloud though. I wasn’t sure what Jerrett and Sol had said to the king to make him agree to this, but all it would take was one wrong word from me to snap him back into a frenzy of bloodlust.

      Keeping my body as still as possible, as if moving too fast would stir my scent through the air and drive the king mad, I nodded slowly.

      “Thank you, Carrick.”

      Jerrett let out a grunt beside me, obviously not happy to hear me thanking the king for anything. I wasn’t a fan of it either, and Carrick most definitely didn’t deserve it, but if it got me out of here alive, I could feign gratitude.

      Carrick’s gaze cut to Jerrett at the sound, a spark of anger lighting in his eyes. But Sol spoke up quickly, before either of the men could leap for the other’s throat.

      “Now that that’s settled,” he said smoothly. “We should move on to more important matters. Willow, can you describe for Carrick the object the shades stole from the artifact room?”

      “Yeah.” I’d only gotten a brief glimpse of the thing, but I’d thought about it so often since that night that I’d memorized its appearance. “It was a small statue, maybe ten inches tall, made of stone. Roughly carved into the shape of a woman. She was kneeling, and I think she was pregnant. And she had a pig’s head instead of a human one.”

      Carrick had been glaring balefully at the three of us, but as I spoke, his brows furrowed with concern.

      “The Birth of Power,” he murmured.

      “The what?”

      “The Birth of Power.” Carrick repeated the words as if speaking to an idiot, and I suppressed the urge to snap at him.

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      He scoffed. “Of course you wouldn’t. It’s an ancient artifact, imbued with powerful fae magic. The Birth of Power is part of a set of five objects called the Stones of Power that, when used in concert, can amplify the effects of a spell to several thousand times its original power.”

      My jaw dropped. “A spell? Any spell?”

      Magic was still a little hard for me to wrap my head around, but it was getting easier now that I’d done some of it myself. But my ability to use Sight, phase into an ephemeral state, and create illusions still seemed very different than casting spells. I couldn’t stop picturing Harry Potter waving a wand and shouting an incantation every time I thought of magic like that.

      Carrick glowered at me. Now that he’d vowed not to feed from me, he seemed anxious to get me out of his sight.

      “Yes, any spell.” He licked one of his incisors. “Although, to my knowledge, the set has never been used. Soon after they were created, the five objects were scattered, each hidden in a secret location.”

      My heart dropped. “And do you know where the other four are?”

      Carrick hauled himself upright, stiffening his spine as he glared imperiously down at me. “My dear, do you truly think if I knew where all five were hidden, I would have only one in my collection?”

      No. If you had gotten your hands on all five, I’m positive you would’ve used them. And I don’t even want to think of what kind of horror you would’ve unleashed on the world.

      Carrick seemed to guess my thoughts. He leaned forward, dark gaze boring into me. “As you can imagine, whoever gets their hands on all five statues would wield immense power.”

      “And now the weird sisters have at least one,” I shot back, unable to keep the accusatory tone out of my voice. It wasn’t totally fair to blame Carrick for the fact that the shades had stolen the Birth of Power from his artifact room. Even if he had heeded my warning, we may have been too late to stop them.

      But we’d never know now.

      If Carrick had fought with us, maybe we could’ve stopped the attack. Maybe Malcolm wouldn’t have gotten hurt.

      Maybe he would still be here.

      The king sank back into his chair again, his indolent expression returning. “So what? They’ll never find the others. I spent years searching for them, sent out the most skilled hunters in my vampire guard, and they returned empty handed. Without the other four, the statue is useless. Let them have it.”

      “Let them have it?”

      My voice was a screech that bounced off the stone walls, and Sol gripped my arm warningly.

      “Yes, Miss Tate,” Carrick growled. “In case you haven’t noticed, I have more pressing matters to attend to here. Many of my best soldiers died in the attack. Citizens of the Penumbra are wary and full of unrest. I need to deal with my own people before I turn my attention to matters that don’t affect me.”

      “Don’t affect you?” I asked, struggling to keep my voice at a reasonable volume. “How can you say this doesn’t affect you? The sisters sent their shades to attack the Penumbra—”

      “I remember.” His deep voice cut me off. “But now that they have what they want, they have no reason to return. We will fortify the defenses of the Penumbra, and offer safety to vampires from any North American clan here. We will be a haven.”

      For a moment, I just stared at him, stunned at his shortsightedness. “That’s it? You’ll be a haven? Can all the vampires in North America actually stay here? Is there room?”

      Carrick’s expression hardened, and he shifted uncomfortably. “Well, not as such. But surely not all vampires will even want to—”

      “And what about other races? What about goblins and werewolves and… and whatever else is out there? What about your precious food supply—humans?”

      “They will fend for themselves, Miss Tate.” Carrick shifted again, his nostrils flaring. “They are not my concern. It is not my job to look after them.”

      The anger simmering in my stomach threatened to boil over, and I took a deep breath. Arguing with the king might get me killed, but it wouldn’t change his mind. How someone so selfish and small-minded could be the father of a man as brave and honorable as Malcolm was beyond me.

      But I no longer had time for this petty, cowardly king.

      “Fine.” I turned away from Carrick, shifting my gaze to Jerrett and Sol. “Then we’ll do it.”
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      The king snorted at Willow’s declaration. “What? You three?”

      “Yes,” she replied. “We need to find and destroy the other four objects before the sisters get their hands on them. We can’t let them cast a spell of that power.”

      Her heartbeat was strong and steady beside me as she addressed the king. The muscles of her arm under my fingertips were relaxed.

      A swell of pride rose in my chest. I’d known Willow was strong since the first moment we encountered her lying broken and bloody on the sidewalk after the shade nearly took her life. She had survived the attack, and even as life drained from her body, her spirit fought. In the weeks since, this beautiful creature had blossomed into a powerful, confident warrior.

      Carrick laughed, the sound grating in my ears even more than usual. “You three are free to do whatever you like. As I said, you’ve passed your trials. You are free to leave the Penumbra anytime you like, Miss Tate.”

      Willow exhaled a soft breath, but it was cut off by Carrick’s next words.

      “However, I won’t risk anymore of my people on this hunt. Too many have died already. If you wish to gamble on this fool’s errand, go ahead. But you’ll have no support from me.”

      Now her muscles tensed under my grip, though it wasn’t out of fear, but anger. “Too many died already because you never took the hunt for the sisters seriously in the first place! Because you let them infiltrate the Penumbra and hid while they struck down your people and ransacked the castle. Because you’re a fucking cowa—”

      “Oookay, Will. Time to go.” Jerrett grabbed Willow’s shoulders, tugging her away from the king.

      I tightened my grip on her arm slightly, and the two of us steered her toward the doorway. Turning back over my shoulder, I said, “We understand, Carrick. We never expected your help.”

      That subtle jab didn’t go unnoticed, but Carrick dismissed us with a grumble. Just in time too. Willow’s aura churned with anger, and Jerrett’s body was tense as a taut bowstring as we escorted Willow out into the corridor. If we’d stayed any longer, one—or all three of us—would’ve ended up going too far and antagonizing the king beyond what his thin veneer of self-control could stand.

      The double doors closed behind us with a thud, and I relaxed slightly. Jerrett and I both kept our grips on Willow though, as if we suspected she’d run right back into the room and challenge Carrick to a duel if we let go.

      As we walked up the stairs toward our rooms in the northwest corner of the palace, Willow finally drew in a deep breath and let it out in a heavy sigh.

      “Sorry. He just makes me so furious.”

      “Hey, sweetheart. You never have to apologize for putting a fuckstick like Carrick in his place.” Jerrett leaned down to plant a kiss on her hair. “We’re just trying to keep you alive. We kinda like you.”

      “Yeah?” Her voice softened. “I kinda like you too.”

      I ran my hand down her arm, feeling goose bumps rise in its wake, and threaded my fingers through hers.

      Like was hardly the word for what existed between all of us.

      I loved this woman. I was certain of it. Although I’d known her for a relatively short time compared to the full length of my life, it was those hundred and fifty years I’d lived that made me so certain of my feelings.

      In all that time, I had never felt about another woman the way I felt about our Willow.

      But I hadn’t said those words to her yet, and neither had Jerrett—I was sure of it. Everything between us felt like it was on hold until Malcolm returned. As if Fate had always meant for it to be the four of us, and without him, something was broken.

      Although Willow had slept in our arms the past two days and always found ways to stay physically close to us, she hadn’t initiated anything more. She wasn’t pulling away, exactly, but there was a wall around her heart that I knew would only come down when Malcolm returned to us and our group was whole again.

      If he returns.

      I silenced the small voice whispering in my head, not wanting Willow to pick up on my concerns.

      In truth, I had assumed he would be back by now. I understood why he’d left, knew the torture his memories must be putting him through. Jerrett and I had been so concerned with Willow after the shade attack that we’d barely noticed Malcolm slip out the window, dropping into the shadows of the trees below. We hadn’t pursued him because we both knew how our brother could be when he got lost in his own mind.

      I’d never known anyone who was as hard on themselves as Malcolm. His inner demons screamed so loud that sometimes I wasn’t sure if he’d ever drown out their voices. So I’d understood his need to escape for a while, to come to terms with what had happened—to process the fact that he’d almost killed Willow.

      But it wasn’t like him to stay gone this long. Not when danger threatened his people. Not when there was work to be done.

      “Are you all right?”

      Willow’s soft voice pulled me from my thoughts, and I felt her attention on me like the bright glow of a fire. She radiated warmth, and when she cast her gaze on me, I felt like the luckiest damn man in the world.

      “Yes, Willow tree.” I squeezed her hand. “I’m just anxious to get out of here.”

      I’d sensed other vampires watching us as we walked, and although their stares didn’t hold the same hungry malice they once had, I didn’t want to push our luck. Willow was still a half-fae confined in a castle with hundreds of vampires—the very race who had wiped out her people long ago, bingeing on their addictive blood and the power high that came with it.

      “Me too,” she whispered softly as we reached the door to her room. “But… should we leave? What if he—?”

      “Mal won’t be coming back here, Will. I’m sure of it.” Jerrett’s voice was sharp. Then he sighed, pushing the door open. “When he wants to find us, he will. His trail disappeared into the woods. He’s nowhere close. We’ll go back to New York, and he can meet us at the house. Hell, maybe he’s already there.”

      Willow’s aura brightened as we entered the large room. It was technically hers, but since Malcolm’s disappearance, Jerrett and I had as good as moved in. “Do you think so?”

      “Yeah, sure.” Jerrett laughed, though it was strained. “The fuckwaffle is probably sitting on the couch watching entire seasons of Pretty Little Liars and making Yuliya feed him bon-bons.”

      Willow snorted, walking over to the large wardrobe along one wall. “Does Malcolm really watch Pretty Little Liars?”

      “Eh, we have no definitive evidence of it, but I wouldn’t put it past him.”

      She chuckled, her aura brightening a little more. The wardrobe doors swung open, and my ears caught the soft swish of fabric falling to the floor.

      I froze, my head turning toward Willow. Jerrett groaned.

      “Motherfucking goddamn, sweetheart. Warn a guy first.”

      “You’ve seen it all before,” Willow shot back, a smile in her voice. “Pretty up close and personal, if I remember correctly.”

      My hands clenched into fists, my cock twitching as my heartbeat picked up. I couldn’t see Willow like my brother could, but I didn’t need sight to know that her round, firm breasts rose and fell gently with each breath she took. Or that her sweet nipples were pebbled into hard buds—not from cold, but in response to our attention. I knew her waist dipped inward in a soft slope, and the swell of her hips led down to strong, lean legs. And between those legs… I could smell her arousal, a scent I had come to crave even more, perhaps, than her blood.

      Willow sucked in a breath, her aura churning as a wave of desire washed over her. “I… God, I want you both. So much.”

      “Oh, fuck a holy angel.” Jerrett’s voice was tight.

      “But I don’t… I don’t think I can yet.” Willow shook her head in frustration, a soft cherry-almond scent wafting up from her hair as the strands moved against each other. “I want to. But without Malcolm here… I don’t know. Nothing feels right. I’m so worried about him. And mad at him. And a million other things at him.”

      “We know, sweetheart. We get it. Believe me.”

      “We truly do, Willow tree.” I stepped forward, tugging a small lock of her hair between my fingers. I could practically feel the softness and warmth of her skin, but I resisted the urge to pull her into my arms. Instead, I reached into the wardrobe, pulling out a pair of pants and a simple top. She would have no need for dresses for a while.

      “Thank you.” Her voice was quiet, heavy with unspoken words.

      She took the clothes from me, slipping them on quickly, and I relaxed. It was hard to maintain focus around a naked Willow.

      Jerrett cleared his throat, bringing us back to the topic at hand. “So it’s decided. We’ll leave tonight. It’ll take us a few hours to shadow run back to the car, and a few more hours to drive back to New York.”

      “Will we make it by dawn?” Willow asked.

      “Maybe not. But my car is enchanted to repel sunlight, so we’ll be fine.”

      “Okay.” Willow pulled on her boots before crossing to the bedside table to retrieve the small dagger she’d kept there since the attack. It made a soft snick as she slid it into her boot sheath. She straightened, turning toward us. “I’m ready.”

      “You travel light. I like it.” Jerrett chuckled.

      “I’d rather not take anything of Carrick’s.” Her voice darkened.

      Amen to that.

      We left the guest wing and trooped down to the castle entrance. Carrick had put more guards on duty at all the doors, though I had to wonder how effective they’d be in the event of another shade attack. At least he was making some effort to keep his people safe, even if his motive was purely self-preservation.

      We passed through the large entrance doors and down the path that led to the dense forest surrounding the castle. As we stepped into the woods, Willow let out a small sigh of happiness and relief.

      “What do you say, sweetheart?” Jerrett asked. “Ready to fly?”

      “Oh, hell yes.”

      Jerrett’s answering laugh was left in our wake as the three of us ran from shadow to shadow, moving like the wind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It took us several hours to reach the small country road in upstate New York where Jerrett had left his car. The speed of shadow running wasn’t conducive to conversation, so our run was quiet. I usually found it quite peaceful to travel through the night like this—the faster I moved between the shadows, the more they seemed to pull me into their depths, until the action became less like running and more like flying.

      But a few hours into our journey, I began to sense nerves and tension radiating from Willow, who ran ahead of me. With too much time to think, her worries were taking over, and I could feel her spiraling.

      She and Malcolm have that in common. They both get too lost in their own heads. I hope someday they can draw each other out.

      Jerrett slowed our pace as we neared his car. When we reached it, we piled inside, Jerrett in the driver’s seat, and Willow and me in the back. As soon as the doors closed, the tension inside the car seemed to build like a pressurized cabin. My brother pulled onto the highway heading south, and we drove in silence for ten minutes before Willow exploded.

      “Why did he just leave?” The words burst out of her like they’d been trapped in her soul for days.

      Jerrett sighed. “It’s complicated, Will. Malcolm is—”

      “Is what? What excuse does he have?” she ranted. “I saved his life. He saved mine. Or at least, he spared mine—which, considering what I made him do, is pretty much the same thing—and then he just disappeared. Why?”

      Silence filled the car.

      I was angry at Malcolm too, which made it hard to defend his actions to her. But she didn’t know what Jerrett and I knew. Maybe if she did, she’d understand.

      “We need to tell her, Jerrett,” I said softly.

      “What? No! That’s not our secret to tell!” The car jerked slightly as Jerrett looked back at me.

      “Malcolm may never tell her. He’ll let the shame eat him alive from the inside out instead. And she needs to know. She can’t forgive him unless she knows.”

      Willow pulled her legs up onto the seat, tucking them under her as she turned to face me. “What are you talking about? Forgive him for what? What do I need to know?”

      I could feel her curiosity burning like an ember. She wanted to understand Malcolm. She wanted to forgive him. And that stubborn jackass would never give her a reason.

      “Malcolm hasn’t drunk anything but animal blood or bagged blood for years. In solidarity, Jerrett and I have done the same,” I began, and Willow nodded along with my words. She knew this part already.

      Jerrett gave a grunt from the front seat, but he didn’t object again. I knew he would have if he thought I was truly betraying Malcolm, so I accepted his tacit approval and continued speaking.

      “The last person he drank from was a woman named Ariana Warren. She was a human who was brought into Carrick’s court after her family died. This was over a hundred years ago, during a period when more humans were aware of, and believed in, the existence of vampires. Small towns would sometimes offer up volunteers in exchange for protection, humans who would willingly live with us in the Penumbra.”

      “A hundred years ago?” Willow twisted her hair between her fingers. “I never read about that in the history books.”

      “Yeah, well, it wasn’t like our existence was common knowledge.” Jerrett snorted. “People from those small towns wouldn’t admit to outsiders that they knew about us. They’d have been branded witches or infidels and burned at the stake.”

      “Oh. Right.”

      “I was a newly turned vampire, only about twenty years past my transformation at the time. Malcolm, Jerrett, and I were already closer than brothers. We would often escape the castle for several days, hunting deer and other animals. Malcolm had always struggled with his vampirism. It wasn’t something he ever wanted.”

      “You know by now that Carrick was the one who turned him,” Jerrett added. “Mal never really forgave him for it.”

      “I don’t blame him.” Willow’s voice was sad. She scooted closer to me on the seat, and her warm cherry-almond scent tickled my nose. “It wasn’t something I thought I wanted either.”

      “Believe me, Will, Mal didn’t want to turn you. It’s probably still on the list of things he beats himself up for daily.”

      Willow’s head snapped toward the front seat. “But I want it now! I’ve told him that. I don’t blame him!”

      “I know.” I rested a hand on her knee, squeezing gently.

      “So what does that woman, Ariana, have to do with this?” she pressed, a note of unease in her tone.

      “Malcolm fell in love with her,” I said simply. “Before Carrick turned him, all Malcolm wanted was to start a family and build a simple life for himself. He never really let go of that dream. It made his father furious.”

      “Why?”

      “Shortly after he turned Malcolm, Carrick challenged the old vampire king and won. I think he had grand ambitions of the two of them ruling together, creating an empire. But Malcolm wanted no part of that. He didn’t want to be a vampire prince, much less a king one day. He didn’t revel in his supernatural power like Carrick did.”

      “So he fell in love with a human?”

      “Yep. And you can imagine how fucking well Carrick took that,” Jerrett confirmed, his tone hard.

      “Oh.” Willow’s voice was small and quiet.

      I knew it must be difficult for her to hear about Malcolm with another woman. I was fairly certain none of us had ever loved anyone the way we loved Willow, but I’d leave that admission to my brother. Malcolm would have to tell her that part himself.

      “Did Carrick… kill her?”

      Jerrett made an angry sound in the front seat, and the car jerked again. I took a breath, turning my gaze toward Willow.

      “No. Malcolm did.”

      “What?”

      I could feel her shock and horror like a blast of icy wind, and I braced myself against it.

      “Carrick tricked him. Malcolm had forbidden anyone to feed from Ariana—not even he would do it. He wanted to have a normal life with her, as human a life as possible. But he craved her blood. Craved it even more because he loved her.”

      I hesitated, memories of that awful night flashing through my mind. Carrick’s sharp laughter. Malcolm’s harsh, heaving sobs. The smell of Ariana’s blood.

      “Carrick got Malcolm very drunk at a feast one night. We don’t respond to alcohol the same way humans do, but enough of it in a short amount of time will have a similar effect. It starts to break down our barriers.”

      “Yeah, and the slimy motherfucker had been working on Ariana for weeks. Telling her that if Malcolm truly loved her, he would feed from her. Enticing her with how good it would feel, the bond it would forge between them,” Jerrett snarled, and Willow let out a soft gasp.

      “What you saw at the feast Carrick threw in your honor was tame, Willow tree,” I went on. “The night of Ariana’s death, a blood orgy was raging all around them. Malcolm was drunk, and Ariana begged him to feed from her. He gave in, and he lost himself. Bloodlust took over.”

      “He killed her.” Willow spoke on a whisper.

      “Yes.”

      “Just like he almost killed me.”

      “Yes.”

      “After that, we left the Penumbra. We’ve barely been back since,” Jerrett finished. “And none of us have fed from a human since then.”

      Silence fell in the car again as Willow processed everything she’d just learned.

      “Why didn’t he tell me?” she murmured at last.

      “He’s ashamed, Will. He’s convinced he’s a monster deep down, and he hates himself for it. He never forgave himself for what he did, and now, with you…” My brother trailed off.

      A warm, wet drop fell on my hand, still resting on Willow’s knee. A tear.

      “I… didn’t know. I never meant to make him relive that.” Her voice was choked with emotion, but it gained strength as she spoke. “But it doesn’t change anything. Even if I had known, I still would’ve let him feed from me. He was dying.”

      I cupped her cheek, feeling fresh tears spill over my thumb even as I wiped the old ones away. She grabbed my hand, squeezing it hard. Her voice held a note of challenge when she spoke next.

      “And it’s not the same. Ariana was tricked by Carrick. He used her to hurt Malcolm. But I did know. Maybe not about Malcolm’s past, but I knew what my fae blood would do to him—that he might not be able to stop. I went into it with my eyes wide open. I chose to let him feed from me. And I’m not. Fucking. Sorry.”

      She gripped my hand so tightly the bones scraped together, cradling it to her chest as she dropped her head onto my shoulder and sobbed. I brushed her hair back with my other hand, lending her comfort as Jerrett sped down the highway.

      This beautiful woman was so fierce, so kind, and so strong.

      And yet she hadn’t let the world harden her.

      There was a softness about Willow that I didn’t think would ever go away, no matter how long she lived, no matter how much heartache and ugliness she witnessed. Instead of using her power to control or abuse those weaker than her, she would use it to protect them.

      Just like Malcolm, Jerrett, and I would.

      She really was the perfect match for all of us, the missing piece to our little family.

      My thoughts strayed to the other missing piece, and I pressed a kiss to Willow’s head, worry spiking in my veins.

      Malcolm, where the hell are you?
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      After I cried myself out in the back seat of Jerrett’s Mercedes, soaking through the fabric of Sol’s shirt, I fell into a restless sleep. I kept jerking awake, afraid I was going to miss something important.

      Had Malcolm returned? Had the weird sisters shown themselves? Had the shades attacked again?

      But every time my head snapped up, my eyes flying open, I was greeted by the same dark scenery flying past the windows. The sky slowly lightened with the coming dawn, and when I jolted awake again as Jerrett pulled into the garage of their home in Washington Heights, the rising sun cast long shadows on the street behind us.

      Any lingering tiredness faded quickly as the garage door shut. I leapt out of the car and ran past the several other luxury vehicles toward the entrance to the brothers’ house. Jerrett and Sol stuck close behind me, and I knew that despite their attempts to act calm, they were as anxious as I was to know if Malcolm had returned.

      “No cars missing,” Jerrett muttered to Sol as we hurried down the hallway deeper into the house. “But fuck if I know whether that’s a good or bad sign.”

      “Hello?” I called, picking up the pace and poking my head into rooms as we passed. “Malcolm? Are you here?”

      “You’re back!”

      I jumped at the voice, and for one split second, hope bloomed. But as soon as the pitch and accent registered, my hope died a quick death.

      “Oh. Yuliya.”

      My tone was dull and disappointed, and the witch with the weathered face, white hair, and bright purple eyes stopped short in the doorway of the kitchen, her smile slipping into a frown. “What did I do?”

      “Nothing.” Sol stepped forward, slipping an arm around Yuliya and planting a kiss on her head.

      The old woman scrunched up her nose but couldn’t hide her pleasure at his affectionate gesture. These men were like sons to her.

      “It’s more about who you aren’t,” Jerrett added unhelpfully.

      Yuliya pursed her lips. Slipping out of Sol’s embrace, she swatted at Jerrett, scolding him in her thick Russian accent. “What are you talking about, you strange boy? I’m Yuliya. Your housekeeper. You haven’t been gone long enough to forget that, have you?”

      He nimbly avoided her hands, chuckling lightly. “Hmm, the name rings a bell.” Then his expression fell, growing serious. “But we’re looking for Malcolm. Have you seen him? Has he been back to the house?”

      “Malcolm?” Yuliya’s pale white brows pinched together. “No. He hasn’t been here. Is he missing?”

      Jerrett and Sol exchanged a quick look, one I was sure they hoped I didn’t pick up on. But I could see the concern on their faces.

      “Is Malcolm missing?” the housekeeper repeated, her hands fluttering slightly.

      “Not exactly missing,” Jerrett hedged. “We just don’t know quite where he is.”

      “That means missing!” Yuliya went after Jerrett for real this time, pulling the dishtowel off her shoulder and snapping it out at him like a whip. “What did you do? How did you lose him?”

      “Hey!” He rubbed his ass, where she’d tagged him hard with the towel, and darted behind me and Sol. “Don’t blame me! I didn’t make him fucking run off!”

      Yuliya narrowed her eyes at Jerrett, shaking a warning finger at him. “Get him back.”

      “That’s the fucking plan,” Jerrett muttered.

      The Russian witch’s expression smoothed as she turned back to me. I’d never been totally sure if she liked me, but any doubts about her feelings were put to rest when she tugged me into a tight embrace.

      “Don’t worry, dear. They will find him. They would move heaven and earth to find him,” she whispered before pulling back to look me in the eyes with a probing gaze. “So would you, I think. Good. He needs someone like you. They all do.”

      She kissed me on the cheek, and it felt like a benediction of a sort. These men were all way too old for their parents or immediate human relatives to be alive anymore—except Carrick, who could go fuck himself as far as I was concerned—but somehow, getting the blessing of their witch housekeeper felt like the next best thing.

      I smiled at her, although worry for Malcolm kept the grin from forming fully. “Thank you, Yuliya. I’m glad they have you too.”

      “Oh! Well, it goes without saying they need me. They would never survive without me.” She released me from her bony grip, turning back toward the kitchen. Before she passed through the door, she shot another look over her shoulder at Jerrett. “Find. Him.”

      “All right, all right.” He sounded like he couldn’t decide whether to be amused, annoyed, or worried.

      Yuliya returned from the kitchen a moment later with blood bags for all of us, telling us we looked too skinny. We took them gratefully before Sol led the way through the house, heading upstairs.

      “This does present a problem,” he said quietly. “We need to begin our hunt for the Stones of Power as soon as possible. But Yuliya isn’t wrong. We also need to find Malcolm.”

      Fear prickled along my skin. “You don’t think he’ll come back?”

      Jerrett ran a hand through the long lock of black hair that always fell over his eyes. “Yeah, eventually. But after Ariana, he was messed up for years. I don’t know how long it’ll take this time. And with those fucking shades on the loose, I don’t love the idea of him out there on his own.”

      Sol opened the door to my bedroom, gesturing me inside. To my great relief, he and Jerrett followed me in. I might be too worried and emotionally ragged to do anything more than sleep, but I wanted them with me.

      “I don’t like it either.” Sol sat down on the bed, running his fingers absentmindedly over the edge of his blood bag. “First thing tomorrow night, we’ll start trying to track him down.”

      “How hard will that be?”

      Jerrett snorted. “If he doesn’t want to be found? Nearly impossible.”
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        * * *

      

      The room was dark. The coverings on the windows blocked out the sun so effectively that I’d never guess it was midday.

      I should be sleeping. I needed to sleep.

      But the more I told myself that, the more elusive rest became.

      Jerrett muttered something unintelligible, burrowing his face into my hair. On my other side, Sol lay with his hand draped over my stomach, his touch possessive even in sleep.

      It was probably their many years as hunters and warriors that let them sleep so soundly with so many worries and troubles hanging over us. Good soldiers knew to grab rest when they could get it, and how to wake up alert and ready for action in seconds.

      Unfortunately, I possessed neither of those skills yet. So while they slept, I lay still and gazed up at the ceiling.

      What if we couldn’t find Malcolm? Would his brothers abandon the hunt for the sisters to find him? What if the two women got the Stones of Power while we were distracted? Could we risk that?

      Goddamn it, Malcolm. Why did you do this?

      A thought occurred to me. Could I direct my Sight to show me where he was? I’d only consciously brought on a vision once without some sort of shock to my system, the night I sat with Sol in the garden. Maybe I could do it again.

      I closed my eyes, trying to relax and empty my mind. It wasn’t easy, but the twin breaths filtering into my ears from the men beside me were more soothing than any meditation soundtrack ever could be. I focused on those sounds, matching my own breathing to theirs.

      Light began to shine around me, and my eyes popped open.

      Shit! The runes.

      The pattern of scars adorning my body had begun to glow, giving off a radiant white-yellow light. Panic flared, and I used everything within myself to tamp down the fog rising in my mind.

      My body jerked, and Jerrett and Sol both woke up instantly.

      “Oh shit! Will?”

      “What is it?”

      “Her runes are glowing. Will, sweetheart, we’re right here. We’ve got you.”

      I tried to scramble out of bed, wanting to get far away from the brothers in case the evil voice in my mind directed me to kill them again.

      But I hadn’t even made it off the mattress when my soul suddenly became heavy as a lead weight.

      The glow around me disappeared from sight as I fell into blackness.
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      I fought against the nothingness, struggling to return to my body. What if while I was lost in a vision, the sisters gained complete control of my body? Would I regain consciousness in a few hours and find myself surrounded by corpses?

      No! No, no, no! Let me go back!

      But my Sight didn’t listen. I had asked for a vision, and it was apparently going to deliver whether I liked it or not.

      The heavy, all-consuming blackness finally faded away, and I found myself on a street corner. But this was nowhere I recognized, no time I recognized. It looked old and foreign. The street was made of nothing but packed dirt, and the buildings that lined it appeared to be made of sandstone. Overhead, the sun shone brightly, making me flinch even though I knew it was just a vision.

      Where am I?

      I shifted my focus up and down the street, searching for some clue. Why had my vision brought me here? Was this where Malcolm was?

      Movement to my left caught my attention, and I turned back to see two women walking down the street. One carried a small basket, and they strode arm in arm, their gaits so perfectly synchronized that they almost looked like a single, two-headed entity. Both women wore long white robes, and even before I took in their faces, I knew who they were.

      The weird sisters.

      But they didn’t look like I’d seen them in life. Granted, I’d only seen them once in person, but in all my other visions, they had looked the same. Now, there was something distinctly different about them. They looked… human. Softer. Sweeter. Less empty.

      They both had light blonde hair, arranged on their heads in matching ornate styles. Their faces were carbon copies of each other, with high cheekbones, full lips, and perfectly arched eyebrows. Their eyes were light blue, bright and alive with kindness.

      I watched as they stepped lightly past me, and without even having to put much effort into it this time, my consciousness moved, trailing after them. Several streets down, they came to a stop outside a small building and knocked on the door. A large, red-faced woman answered, and her eyes lit up with relief at the sight of them.

      “Neoma! Samira! Thank you for coming! Her condition is worsening.”

      The sisters shook their heads in unison, murmuring words of comfort and condolence. The large woman ushered them inside, and I slid in after them. The building was a home, but the architecture told me this definitely wasn’t the modern era. Everything was crudely built, and  there didn’t seem to be any electricity. Lanterns and a small fireplace lit the space.

      In the corner of the one-room domicile, a girl lay on a cot. She had a thin blanket over her body, and she shivered despite the sheen of sweat covering her skin.

      Neoma and Samira knelt by her side, flipping open the lid of the small basket. In a strange dance of four arms and hands, they began to remove ingredients and tools, mixing and grinding and combining things. At one point, I lost track of which limbs belonged to which person—they crossed over and under each other, moving with such precision it was impossible to tell.

      Finally, the women dipped their fingers into the small bowl they’d used to mix ingredients. With the reddish paste that had formed, they began drawing patterns on the girl’s face, arms, and neck.

      Runes? Worry spiked in me, and I wanted to shout, to warn the girl’s mother not to trust these sisters.

      But these runes weren’t made from cuts to the skin. Just from the paste. And as Neoma finished the last stroke and drew her hand back, the sisters began to chant. The runes glowed like mine had, and immediately, the girl’s ragged breathing seemed to even out and deepen.

      Samira touched the girl’s forehead, brushing her hair back lightly without disturbing the runes. The glowing light still pulsed from them, but it was beginning to fade. “She will live.”

      “Thank you. Thank you!” The mother’s voice was choked. Tears tracked down her weathered face.

      The two women didn’t answer, just smiled serenely up at her before gathering their things.

      What the hell? Had they healed that girl?

      Curiosity gnawing at me, I followed as they left the small, cramped house and continued down the street. I kept expecting my vision to end, for the blackness to pull me away, but the familiar tug didn’t come. Instead, I seemed almost bound to the sisters, tugged along after them as they visited several more houses, performing healing spells and distributing food and curative herbs.

      After leaving the house of an elderly man with fingers so gnarled he could hardly bend them, they changed course slightly, wending their way toward a large temple that dominated the small village. As they walked, they talked to each other in what almost seemed to be their own language. I’d heard of twins doing that, although I’d never known it was a real thing. And I guessed it usually wasn’t something that persisted into adulthood.

      When they reached the temple, they stopped at the entrance and bowed low. Inside, other similarly dressed people moved about the large space as the women walked up to the altar at the front and kneeled.

      Were they nuns? Or something like it? Where were we? I tried to memorize everything about the space around me for future reference.

      After paying homage to their god, whatever one that might be, the women stood and left the temple, nodding to several of their fellow worshippers as they passed. I let myself be tugged along in their wake, although truthfully, I was getting antsy. I wanted to get back to my body and make sure Jerrett and Sol were all right.

      Night had fallen outside while the sisters worshipped, and their white robes seemed to glow in the moonlight as they walked serenely down the street.

      Suddenly, a lanky figure dropped onto the path in front of them, landing in a crouch.

      “White witches.” He chuckled. “Out so late? Don’t you know the night belongs to darker things?”

      If I’d had a body, I would’ve screamed and jumped. As it was, fear tore through me as the women jerked to a stop. They blinked at the crouching figure in surprise. Before they could do anything more than that, the man rose to his feet, leaping toward them in the blink of an eye.

      He pulled the one on the right—Neoma?—into his grip, baring his teeth to expose long fangs.

      Not just a man then. A vampire.

      As he sank his teeth into Neoma’s neck, Samira was the one who screamed. The sound was full of such pain and anger it seemed to pierce my soul. She rushed for the man, reaching into the basket she held and beginning to chant an incantation. But before she could finish, the vampire reached out for her. With one arm still around Neoma and his fangs still lodged in her flesh, he grabbed Samira’s neck and squeezed, lifting her off the ground.

      The basket, and whatever spell she’d been reaching for to try to save her sister, fell to the ground, scattering across the packed earth as Samira’s feet kicked uselessly.

      The vampire continued to drink from Neoma, the sight unlike anything I’d ever seen before. Even the beginnings of the blood orgy after Carrick’s feast hadn’t been like this. This was vicious and cruel. The large man bit into Neoma’s neck again and again, tearing at the delicate, pale flesh with his fangs until blood poured forth in a torrent. He drank messily, making horrible slurping grunts as her blood ran down his chin and neck.

      Samira’s kicking feet slowed. The hands that had been clutching the man’s forearm fell limp by her sides. And when the vampire dropped her, she crumpled like a broken doll. He continued to drink from her sister until the spurting blood slowed, then he let her go as well.

      For a moment, he stared down at the two bodies, the bottom half of his face covered in blood and his dark hair glinting in the moonlight. Then a red-tinted smile spread across his face.

      He crouched down by Neoma’s head first, lifting her upper body and patting her on the cheek to rouse her.

      “Here, sweet one. Drink this.”

      With bloody fangs, he bit into his own wrist before forcing the limb into Neoma’s mouth. She sputtered, her eyes flying open as she tried to push him away. But he kept his wrist pinned there, holding her head until her throat began to contract with long swallows.

      “Good witch. Very good.”

      After a few minutes, he pulled away, and she scrabbled for his wrist, trying to yank it back toward her mouth.

      “Greedy little thing, aren’t you?” He tutted. “But we have to save some for your sister. She needs some too.”

      He left Neoma lying on the ground in a daze and walked over to Samira. The woman’s white robe was stained with blood, and she lay on her back, staring up at the sky as she sucked in small, rattling breaths. He placed his wrist over her mouth, and she almost choked on the blood at first. But then she too began to drink hungrily.

      I knew that feeling. I’d been barely conscious when the brothers had turned me, but I could still remember that primal urge to stay alive, my body’s instinctual reaction to devour the healing blood they offered.

      When Neoma’s neck wound had mostly healed, the man pulled away. In the darkness, it was hard to make out his exact features, but I could tell he had shaggy brown hair, a lean frame, and high cheekbones.

      “Come on, pets. Let’s get you home.”

      He scooped both women up by their waists, holding their sagging bodies like sacks of grain. He was tall, but nowhere near as broad as Jerrett, Malcolm, or Sol. Yet his vampire strength was enough to let him carry the two women with ease. He hefted them a little higher, and they both grunted weakly.

      Then he slipped away into the shadows.

      I stared after them in shock. The weird sisters were vampires? Who was this man who had turned them? I tried to make my consciousness follow after them again, but instead, I felt myself being pulled away. I flew backward down the street, the rushing scenery disappearing into blackness.

      A moment later, I slammed back into my body.

      No.

      Not my body. Someone else’s.

      Those weren’t my large hands I looked down at. They were Malcolm’s.

      When I cast my gaze up, I saw dense trees surrounding me, their bark almost purplish in the dusky twilight. My feet moved, and I walked through the forest, but I wasn’t controlling the movements. Malcolm was.

      But I was inside his head somehow.

      A barrage of unfamiliar thoughts and images assaulted me. I saw myself, covered in blood, my hazel eyes dull. Then a pair of blue eyes, shining with malice. Ariana?

      Before I could process that, my consciousness sank deeper into Malcolm’s, and his emotions swept through me. It was as though I’d been absorbed into his soul, his entire essence laid bare before me.

      I felt his guilt, the dark heaviness of it almost crushing me. I felt his anguish and remorse.

      I felt his love.

      It burned like a beacon in the tortured blackness of his soul.

      And I knew—beyond any doubt, beyond what words could ever express—that it burned for me.

      “Wildcat?”

      His mouth formed the word, and Malcolm’s deep, rumbling voice spoke. Surprise rippled through me like an electric shock. Could he feel me inside his mind?

      Yes! Malcolm, it’s me! Where are you? Please, tell me!

      I screamed my thoughts as loudly as I could, but I felt Malcolm’s head shake, heard him huff a breath.

      “You desperate fool,” he chastised himself.

      And then I was falling out of his body, pulled through space once again.

      This time, when I slammed back into a physical form, it was my own. My body jerked at the impact as if I’d fallen from a great height, and I gasped, my eyes flying open.

      “Will! Shit, are you all right?”

      Jerrett and Sol caught me as I sat up so fast my head spun. They each grasped one of my hands, steadying me. The runes on my body no longer glowed.

      I heaved in gulping breaths. “I had… a vision.”

      Sol’s brows furrowed, his light green eyes blazing. “What did you see?”

      “The weird sisters,” I panted. “Witches. A vampire.” The last part of my vision flickered through my mind, and my breath caught. “And Malcolm. I know how to find him.”
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      “I thought you said you knew where to find Mal,” I groused, pushing a thick branch out of my way. Little patches of moonlight filtered down through the leaves above us.

      “No,” Willow corrected, shooting me a mock-scowl. “I said I knew how to find him.”

      “It’s just not a very scientific method, that’s all. I thought you’d have more of a plan than just ‘wander through the woods.’ I mean, no offense, but I could’ve thought of that.”

      Willow slapped my arm lightly. She’d pulled her hair back in a tight ponytail, and she wore a pair of black cargo pants and a tight blue t-shirt. Now that we were out of the Penumbra, she had access to bras again—the only reason I was sorry to leave that place. She looked incredible though, not so much because of the clothes she wore but because of the spark in her eyes that gleamed in the darkness.

      This was the most animated I’d seen her since she woke up after the fight with the shades.

      And despite the shit I was giving her, I completely trusted her instincts. After telling us what she’d seen in her vision, including the fact that she’d somehow ended up inside Mal’s head, she’d insisted that she could find him.

      This wasn’t quite the same as when she’d seen Niagara Falls in her vision of the church. It was more like following a weak radio signal or a living compass.

      We’d piled into my car, Sol in the back and Willow riding shotgun, and just started driving. Following some nameless pull in her gut, she’d called out directions, guiding us slowly out of the city and eventually the state. Outside a large forest preserve in Vermont, she’d sat up in her seat like someone had zapped her with a jolt of electricity.

      She’d told me to pull over, and hope had flared briefly in my chest as I caught the faintest whiff of Mal’s scent. Willow wasn’t wrong. He’d been near here.

      Unfortunately, as good at tracking as Sol and I were, Malcolm was just as good at hiding. And he clearly didn’t want to be found.

      The trail had gone cold a little way into the forest, and we hadn’t been able to pick it up again. So we were left relying on Willow’s Mal-seeking sixth sense.

      “He’s here somewhere.” She glanced up at the darkened trees around us, chewing on her plump bottom lip. “I swear, this looks familiar.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure it does. The same way every bodega on every street corner in New York looks familiar,” I joked.

      Willow poked me, digging her finger between my ribs. “I’m serious. These are definitely the same kind of trees I saw in my vision. Malcolm has to be in this preserve someplace.”

      I grabbed her hand, tugging her toward me. “Hey, I believe you, Will.”

      She smiled, opening her mouth to speak. But her nose lifted into the air, a scent on the wind distracting her. Her pupils dilated, and I saw her lips twitch as if itching to pull back from her fangs.

      Beside me, Sol had noticed Willow’s movement and lifted his nose too.

      “Deer.” He smiled. “A small herd of them.”

      I grinned. “Hungry, sweetheart?”

      Willow snapped her jaw shut, looking at me in surprise. Then she grinned sheepishly. “Yeah, I guess I am. Those blood bags Yuliya gave us were fine, but I… I sort of liked what we had at the Penumbra better.”

      Pushing a branch out of our way, I gestured her through ahead of me. “Yeah, fresh is always better than bagged, even when it’s from an animal. We drink the bagged stuff in New York because it’s easier, but I gotta admit, I miss hunting.”

      “Is it hard?” she asked, gazing up at me curiously.

      “Hunting? Nah, not that hard. We’re predators, after all. It kinda comes naturally.”

      She lifted her head into the air again, a wistful expression passing over her face.

      A chuckle escaped me, and I gripped Sol’s shoulder. “I think our little vampire-fae wants to hunt, brother.”

      His lips tilted up. “I think you’re right.”

      “Come on, Will.” I lifted my eyebrows temptingly. “We’ll show you how it’s done.”

      She nodded, looking nervous and excited at the same time. When I raced off through the forest, she kept pace with me, Sol just behind her. The family of deer picked up on our presence too late, scattering in panic as we burst into their midst. We cornered the weakest one, but I hung back, wanting to let Willow take the lead. The deer stood frozen, large eyes locked on us as we crept through the darkness toward it.

      “You’ve got this, Willow tree.” Sol’s voice was low and soothing.

      She moved forward slowly until the buck sprang into motion, bounding to the left. Suddenly, a wall of darkness sprang up before the animal. It reared back, backtracking and running in the opposite direction—straight toward us.

      Willow reached out as it passed, grabbing its antlers and breaking its neck in a quick motion. The animal dropped to the ground, and she stood over it, her chest rising and falling quickly.

      “Holy fuck on a truck!” I glanced back at the strange black wall that had appeared out of nowhere. It was gone, and the forest looked untouched. “Did you do that, Will?”

      “Yes.” She looked shocked as hell herself. “I’ve never done that in a fight before. I only really used glamour one time, to turn my hair blonde. I didn’t even think, I just did it.”

      “And it worked like a charm.” Sol tilted his head up from where he crouched next to the animal. “It was a clean kill, Willow tree. He didn’t suffer at all. You did well.”

      Willow grinned, pride and excitement lighting up her face. Her happiness dimmed slightly when she looked at the downed buck, and she met my gaze in the darkness. “I’ve never killed anything before. I don’t know if I should feel proud of myself.”

      “We are predators, Willow,” Sol reminded her gently. “But we’re not monsters. There’s a difference.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded. “Can you show me?”

      Sol and I showed her where to pierce the buck’s neck to hit a vein, and I watched her feed. Her face slipped into an expression of pure bliss, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her. For some vampires, their first kill was just one of many, not savored or appreciated or given any real thought.

      But I knew it meant so much more to Willow. It was another milestone in her acceptance of who she was now. An admission that part of her was wild and untamed, and that it should be allowed to stay that way. And as she fed off the deer she’d brought down with her own instincts and hunting prowess, I hoped to God this wild creature would stay with us always.

      When we had all had our fill, she rose, looking down at the deer’s body. “What should we do with it? It doesn’t seem right to leave it here.”

      “It is, Willow. There are other scavengers that will come and take advantage of your kill too. It’s their turn now. You’re part of a cycle of life that most humans don’t pay much attention to. But it’s how the world works.”

      “The sun will be up soon—we should make shelter for the day. We can resume our hunt tomorrow night.” Sol tilted his head toward the eastern horizon.

      “Okay.” Willow nodded. Then her cheeks flushed, and she looked down at her feet. “Can you, um, give us a minute?”

      I tugged my lip ring between my teeth, arching a brow at her. “You and the deer?”

      Her blush deepened. “Yes.”

      “Sure, Will.” Hiding my smile, I nudged Sol with my shoulder, urging him to start off through the forest with me.

      Our footsteps were quiet, so even though she waited until we were at a distance, I still heard Willow’s soft voice when she crouched down by the buck behind us.

      “Thank you,” she whispered to the felled animal, and my heart fucking melted.

      Motherfucking Christ on a cracker. I love this woman.
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      As it turned out, we didn’t have to find shelter so much as make it.

      We probably had about an hour before dawn. It was still fully dark, but the sky was beginning to turn a blue-gray on the eastern horizon. Once again, I’d given little thought when we left the house in New York about what would happen if we weren’t able to get indoors by daylight. I really needed to start considering that more carefully, or I was going to end up a smoking pile of ash by the roadside someday.

      Luckily, my two vampire companions were more prepared than I was. We trekked a little farther into the forest before stopping in a small clearing. I was about to point out that we’d be even more exposed here than under the cover of trees when Jerrett pulled a small object from his back pocket. It was dark blue and about the size of a deck of cards.

      I frowned at it. Then I nearly jumped out of my skin when he tossed it on the ground and it expanded like a bouncy house inflating at super speed. Within seconds, a small tent sat in the clearing.

      “Holy shit!”

      Jerrett smirked. “I love when she says that.”

      Circling the tent, I searched for poles, but found none. The fabric was somehow holding its shape on its own. It wasn’t the most flashy use of magic, but somehow the mundaneness of this little trick made it all the more mind-blowing.

      “Do you just keep that with you at all times, in case of emergency?” I asked, looking back at Jerrett.

      He shrugged, running a finger down the front of the tent. The fabric parted as if he’d pulled a zipper, and he gestured me inside. “I should, but I really don’t anymore. After a couple thousand years, I’ve gotten pretty good at finding shelter from daylight. But I wasn’t going to take the risk with you.”

      My heart warmed at the protective gesture, and I hid a smile as I ducked inside.

      The interior of the tent was nearly pitch black, and the floor was made of a soft, spongy material, like a mattress-top. Jerrett and Sol followed me inside, and Sol pulled the two flaps together, running a finger up the crease to reseal the fabric.

      I heard another soft rustling sound, and a dim glow emanated from the ceiling, as if the fabric itself was giving off light. Jerrett and Sol stood before me, both grinning at my gaping expression.

      “You’re so easily impressed.” Jerrett winked at me. “It’s fun.”

      Pursing my lips, I tried to look offended instead of awed. “Well, you just pitched a tent in a couple of seconds. That’s impressive.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, I can pitch a tent faster than that.” He smirked at me, tugging his lip ring into his mouth.

      “You’ll have to forgive my brother.” Sol sighed, pulling me down to the soft floor beside him. My body draped comfortably against his, my head resting on his shoulder. “He’s been alive two thousand years, but at heart, he’s still a kid.”

      Jerrett flopped down next to us, sandwiching me between his large body and Sol’s. “I’ll tell you a secret, Will. When you get to be my age, you realize there’s really no such thing as ‘grown up.’ When they say age is just a number, they really aren’t kidding.”

      I chuckled, twisting my neck to look back at him. “So you’re admitting you’re immature?”

      His ice-blue eyes glowed in the dim light. “Fuck no. I’m the most mature motherfucker you’ll ever meet.” He pressed a kiss to my nose, then nipped the tip of it gently. “I just define it a little differently than most people.”

      “Ah. I see. In that case, you’re downright wise and sagely.”

      My teasing smile slipped as I gazed into his eyes, trapped for a moment in their luminosity. His strong body was pressed against mine, spooning me from behind. Cradled between Jerrett and Sol, I felt utterly safe and protected. Heat built in my core at the feel of the two hard, muscled men touching almost every part of me, but my heart twinged when I thought of the third man who should be here but wasn’t.

      I turned my head, nestling into Sol’s chest again. “Does Malcolm have one of these tent things with him?”

      Sol reached up to run a thumb across my cheek. “No, Willow tree. But like Jerrett said, we’re good at finding shelter. And he’s smart. I’m sure he’s fine.”

      The worry in his voice didn’t quite match his words, but I tried to let them soothe me anyway. Malcolm was fine. He had to be. I couldn’t accept any other possibility.

      I wrapped my arm around Sol’s body, wriggled deeper into Jerrett’s embrace, and let sleep claim me.
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        * * *

      

      It felt like I’d just drifted off when I jerked awake again, startled back into consciousness by a dream I couldn’t remember. My eyes flew open, taking in the dim interior of the tent.

      Jerrett and Sol were asleep, their chests rising and falling evenly. Jerrett had flopped over onto his back, and I mirrored the gesture, lying between them and staring up at the ceiling as I tried to figure out what had woken me. I felt strange—my head was cloudy, and there was a tugging feeling inside me, as if I were a fish on a hook being reeled in by a fisherman.

      I blinked, glancing dazedly down at the runes on my skin. Was it the weird sisters, Neoma and Samira, calling me?

      But the runes hadn’t lit up. I could barely make out the fine white lines criss-crossing my skin.

      I relaxed slightly, and as I stopped resisting the pull, I was struck by the strongest urge to leave the tent. Sitting up quietly, I crawled toward the entrance and ran my finger down a two-inch section of the wall. The fabric split where my finger touched, and cool blue light spilled into the tent through the opening.

      Dawn hadn’t come yet. But it would be here soon.

      The strange feeling inside me spurred me on as I zipped the fabric back up with my finger then phased out, standing and passing through the thin wall. Once outside, I turned to my left and began running through the woods, following the tug deep in my belly.

      It was almost like shadow running, when each shadow seemed to pull me in as I ran from one to the next until my feet barely seemed to touch the ground. Except this time I wasn’t slipping into shadows, and I wasn’t sure what was pulling me.

      A little voice in my head shouted warnings at me, but the fog in my mind made it impossible to process them. This was probably a bad idea, but I couldn’t put my finger on exactly why. All I knew for sure was that I needed to keep running, needed to go… somewhere.

      As I raced through the forest, the world around me began to brighten even more, the hazy gray pre-dawn light beginning to warm into a buttery yellow. The air seemed to change, becoming hot and stifling, and fear finally wedged its way into my consciousness, sharpening my mind.

      I slowed my pace, breathing hard as I glanced around me. The tops of the trees above me were lit by the sun’s rays. In just a few minutes, the sun would be high enough in the sky to cast its light on me.

      What the hell am I doing? What have I done?

      Was this the work of the weird sisters? Had they decided to try to exert their power over me to make me kill myself?

      But I’d been getting better at resisting their commands, at tamping down the magic of the runes when they flared to life. Besides, they weren’t glowing at all now.

      Figure out who’s behind this later. There’s no time right now!

      I needed to find someplace protected from the sun soon, or I would die out here. There wasn’t enough time to run back to the shelter Jerrett had created. Desperately, I cast my gaze over my surroundings, searching for anything. Could I hide in the shade of a tall tree? Maybe. But it seemed incredibly risky. Even if I wasn’t exposed to direct sunlight, ambient light could likely do some damage too. And the shadows would keep moving as the sun moved. If I got ejected from a shadow, I’d be forced into direct sunlight.

      The landscape of the forest had changed, becoming rockier and more hilly. A few large boulders stood at the base of a hill several yards away, and I pivoted toward them. Maybe I could find a spot between two of them that would provide enough shelter.

      As I approached, I realized what I’d thought was a shadow between two of the large stones was actually an opening in the side of the hill.

      My chest swelled with relief. A cave. Thank Fate.

      I put on an extra burst of speed, reaching the cave’s entrance just as sharp rays of sun broke over the top of the hill. I slipped into the comforting darkness, taking several steps inside. My soft footsteps sounded loud in the large, cavernous space, the crunch of rock and gravel echoing off the hard stone walls.

      The cave was bigger than I’d expected. I’d been prepared to wedge myself inside, but there was no need. The ceiling rose up ahead of me, several times my height, and the walls spread out on either side. I couldn’t tell how far back the cave went, and I squinted, peering into the darkness.

      A flash of light in the darkness caught my attention. I took two more slow steps forward, my eyes slowly adjusting.

      Then I froze.

      I wasn’t alone in here.

      My heart crashed against my ribs as a figure stepped forward out of the shadows. His eyes were hard, his expression even harder.

      “Malcolm?”
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      The wildcat stared at me in shock.

      Warm light from the mouth of the cave silhouetted her, picking up the small strands of hair that had escaped from her ponytail. She stood stock still, her hands balled into fists at her sides.

      “Malcolm?” she repeated, her voice even less sure this time, as if she thought perhaps I was an illusion or a mirage.

      I could hear her heart beating like a drum, and my heart raced along after it, determined not to be outdone.

      How was she here? Was she an illusion? A vision brought on by my guilt and intense longing?

      Goddamn it, I had missed her. Her sweet voice, her beautiful face, her fierce spirit.

      I hadn’t realized until just this moment how deeply I had missed her, how much I needed her. I’d suppressed those feelings the way an injured body suppressed pain, so I could continue to function. But seeing her now caused such an acute agony in my chest I thought my heart might give out—as if all the anguish I’d held back before suddenly flooded my system.

      Our gazes locked like two magnetic forces unable to pull away from each other. Her mouth opened again, but no more sound came out.

      Then, swift as the wind, Willow rushed toward me. Her hands connected with my chest, driving me backward.

      “Goddamn you!” She lashed out again, her hands moving in a flurry to match her words. “Goddamn you! Why would you just fucking leave like that? I was so worried about you! Why do you keep doing this? You make me care about you, you make me need you, and then you fucking abandon me!”

      I slipped out of her reach, not to protect myself, but to protect her. We needed distance between us.

      For a moment, it looked like she was going to launch herself at me again, maybe looking for blood this time. But she stopped herself, and the anger seemed to drain out of her body as suddenly as it had risen, as though someone had pulled the plug.

      What stared back at me now was so much worse.

      Hurt. Naked pain.

      “I’m so sorry, Malcolm,” she whispered, tears glistening in her eyes. “I didn’t know about Ariana. I had no idea what you’d gone through, what your father did to you.”

      Willow stepped forward slowly, approaching me like one might a wild animal. And like an animal, my muscles tensed, my nostrils flaring.

      “But I’m not sorry I saved you.” Her voice was soft. “I’ll never be sorry for that. Ever. And I was right to trust you, Malcolm. Don’t you see that? Because I knew you could stop.”

      She reached for me tentatively, and my arms shot out, my hands encircling her small wrists and forcing them away from me. The cherry-almond scent of her washed over me, mixed with the earthy scent of her fae blood, and just the feel of her soft skin beneath my fingertips made fire burn in my veins.

      The beast inside me growled, rattling the bars of its flimsy cage.

      “You’re wrong. Don’t you understand, wildcat?” My voice was low, threatening. “I almost didn’t stop. I didn’t want to stop. Not until I drank every last drop.”

      A shudder passed through her, but she kept her gaze locked on mine. “It doesn’t matter.”

      My lips curled back in a snarl. “It doesn’t matter? Are you insane?” Powerful emotions churned inside me, until it was impossible to distinguish the anger at myself from the anger at her. I stepped forward, invading her space, towering over her. “Is this what you wanted, wildcat? To drive me insane? Do you want to die? Because you will never be safe around me now. I’ve had a taste of you, and I’ll never be able to break the addiction.”

      Even as I spoke, her scent called to me like a siren on the rocks, begging me to leap into the churning sea and drag Willow down with me. My fangs descended as the beast within me roared.

      Gritting my teeth, I shoved Willow backward, trying with the last bit of sanity and strength left in me to protect her from the monster.

      She stumbled slightly before catching her balance, righting herself and staring at me with those wide hazel eyes. I saw her swallow, saw the muscles in her jaw clench.

      “No.”

      The word was a whisper, but there was strength behind it.

      “What?” I growled.

      “I said no.” Her chest rose and fell as she straightened, jutting out her chin. “I don’t believe I’ll never be safe around you. That’s not fucking true, even if you want to think it is. You’re stronger than that, Malcolm. I know it.”

      “You don’t know anything, little fae.”

      My voice was rough, dangerous… and sounded so much like my father’s that I felt revulsion well up in me like a tidal wave. For hundreds of years, I had told myself I wasn’t like him, that I was a better man.

      For hundreds of years, I’d lied to myself.

      Willow’s eyelids flickered, and her body jerked slightly. But she didn’t back down.

      “I’m not afraid of you.”

      Shame and disgust mixed with the hunger raging inside me, and I shook my head, holding onto my self-control by a thread.

      “Then you’re making a very big mistake, wildcat.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I am not the man you think I am. No matter what you think you know about me, there’s a monster inside me that wants nothing more than to devour you. To consume you. To ruin you.”

      Willow’s body stopped trembling. She stared at me in the dim light, as if trying to see the beast that lived under my skin. Then, with a slow and deliberate motion, she tipped her head to the side, exposing the long, delicate curve of her neck.

      “Then ruin me.”

      My heart stopped.

      For an agonizing moment, I stood transfixed, watching the flicker of movement as her pulse beat wildly in her veins.

      Then I lunged forward.

      I grabbed her arms roughly, but Willow didn’t even flinch. Challenge and acceptance, anger and love reflected in her beautiful eyes as she stared up at me. Hauling her body toward me, I lowered my head—and crashed my lips into hers.

      A small gasp escaped her, and I swallowed it greedily, working my mouth against hers in a bruising kiss. My fangs ached to pierce her skin, to bring forth the sweet blood that raged beneath the surface, but instead, I channelled every bit of my need into our kiss.

      Her arms wrapped around my neck as her tongue moved against mine, matching my strokes in strength and ferocity. Her fingers wound through my hair, grabbing fistfuls of it as though she needed something to anchor her. Our teeth clashed, and our breath came in gasps every time our lips broke apart for a second. Grunts and moans echoed off the walls around us, the primal sounds driving me on.

      I hadn’t been lying. I wanted to consume this woman. To possess her entire essence, to own her soul. Nothing was enough to quench my need. Every taste of her lips and tongue made me twice as desperate for the next.

      Breaking our kiss, I traced a path down her neck with my tongue, licking and nipping the skin. My sharp fangs grazed her delicate flesh, leaving red marks in their wake as she moaned low in her throat.

      My cock was rock hard, and Willow was crawling up my body, as lost to sensation as I was. She rocked against my swollen member, grinding against me desperately.

      In a swift movement, I laid her down on the cave floor, shoving her shirt up and unclasping her bra to give me access to her perfect breasts and pearled nipples. I drew one into my mouth, sucking so hard she cried out in a mixture of pleasure and pain. With one hand, I twisted and squeezed her other nipple until she thrashed beneath me. My other hand slid down to unbutton her pants, and Willow moved in clumsy motions to help me, kicking off the offending garment along with her shoes.

      When I sank two fingers into her wet heat, she gave a keening cry, clenching hard around me. I drove them inside of her, abandoning her flushed breasts to mirror the action with my tongue in her mouth as I kissed her hard again.

      Her heart was pounding out of control, and each throbbing beat, each pulse through her veins, taunted me—begged me to end this torture and claim her blood.

      But I wouldn’t.

      I would claim her instead.

      A feral grunt fell from my lips as I withdrew my fingers from Willow. I unzipped my pants and shoved them down only as far as was needed to pull my cock out, aligning myself with her entrance. And then, with no more warning or preamble, I surged forward, burying myself to the hilt inside her. She cried out, wrapping her arms and legs around me.

      Home.

      Peace.

      For a brief moment, the bloodlust inside me died as a feeling of perfect rightness spread through me. As if Willow’s body were a haven, the one true place I was always meant to be.

      Her eyes flew open in shock as she felt it too, and she stared up at me. Our faces were mere inches apart, our heated breaths filling the space between us as we gazed at one another in dazed wonder.

      A new need rose within me, sweeter and stronger than the need for her blood. I drew back agonizingly slowly, withdrawing almost completely before slamming into her again.

      Willow let out a grunt that seemed to come from the deepest part of her, and when she grimaced in tortured ecstasy, I saw that her fangs had dropped too.

      “More, Malcolm. Please.”

      Her body clenched as she said the words, her fingers digging into my arms, her inner walls gripping me so hard I groaned.

      I was beyond answering her, beyond speech. But I didn’t need any more encouragement than that. She craved this as much as I did.

      Grabbing onto her hips, I held her in a bruising grip as I pounded into her, using her body to chase the release I so desperately needed. Her perfect breasts bounced with each hard thrust, and her eyes rolled back, her mouth opening in a silent scream.

      Then her back arched and she clamped down around me, sobbing in hiccuping gasps as the orgasm shook her body.

      “Fuck, wildcat.”

      I thrust against the contractions of her inner walls, letting her milk my cock as my balls drew up and a release built at the base of my spine. I slammed into her harder, my rhythm growing choppy and irregular until, with a few long, deep strokes, I emptied myself inside her.

      We collapsed, breathing hard.

      I tried to keep my weight from crushing her beneath me, but she wrapped her arms around me, pulling me down on top of her. Her breasts were crushed against my chest, her warm skin nearly fused to mine, and her fingers threaded through my hair as I rested my head on her shoulder.

      The beast that lived inside me padded softly back into his cage, curled up, and slept.
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      Malcolm’s large body rested on top of mine, his softening cock still inside me.

      I ran my fingers through his hair and down his back, loving the way his muscles seemed to melt under my touch. In all the time I’d known him, I’d never seen Malcolm not tense. Even when he was relaxed, there was always a stiffness to him, as if he was constantly holding himself in check.

      But for the first time, that tension was gone.

      As he breathed deeply, his chest moving against mine, I thought maybe I could stay like this forever. Never mind that his shirt was still on and I was pretty sure his pants weren’t even all the way off. Never mind that my own shirt was still bunched up over my boobs, and a small, sharp rock was digging into my right ass cheek. I didn’t fucking care. None of those little details mattered as much as the feel of Malcolm giving himself to me and taking what he needed in return.

      A wave of emotion crashed over me, and I bit my lip as tears stung my eyes. They weren’t sad tears, though they weren’t exactly happy tears either. They were “holy shit” tears, the ones that leak out when the feelings inside you are just too much to contain.

      Something had clicked into place as Malcolm had fucked me with everything he had. Like I was a puzzle that had finally been completed, and now the full picture was visible. Sol, Jerrett, and finally Malcolm had all claimed me, and that knowledge made me feel whole in a way I hadn’t since I became a vampire.

      Or, hell, for my entire human life before that either.

      This was who I was always meant to be, and these men were the ones I was always meant to be with. Whether it was Fate, God, the universe, or just my own amazing luck that had brought them to me, I felt completely certain they were my destiny.

      I wriggled beneath Malcolm, rubbing my still-sensitive clit against his pelvic bone as I squeezed him tight, pulling a groan from his lips.

      “You can do that instead of drinking my blood anytime you want.”

      My voice was breathless and teasing. He chuckled softly, the sound muffled by my skin so that I felt it more than heard it.

      “Then I’ll be doing it quite often.”

      “Works for me.” I tugged lightly on his hair, and he lifted his head, gazing at me with eyes like warm pools of melted chocolate. “But I do want you to be able to drink from me. I wasn’t kidding; I know you can do it without hurting me. Without losing control. And I want you to know it too.”

      The melted chocolate hardened. The tension flooded back into Malcolm’s body, and he pulled out of me, trying to move away. But I wrapped my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist so he brought me with him when he sat up.

      “I’m serious, Malcolm. You don’t have to do it now, but I’m not letting this go.”

      “What does it matter, wildcat? You survived once. Why would you want to push your luck like that again?”

      His jaw clenched, and he wouldn’t meet my eyes. I moved my head, catching his gaze and holding it. I ran my fingertips along the side of his face, feeling the rough stubble on his jaw.

      “Because I want to know that if you’re ever hurt again, I can save you. I don’t want you to be afraid of hurting me. And…” I cupped his cheek, my breath hitching as my gaze dropped to his beautiful, full lips. “I want to be close to you. As close as physically possible, in every way possible. You told me once that in the right context, being fed from can be pleasurable. It was, when you fed from me back at the castle.” I grimaced slightly. “Until it wasn’t.”

      Malcolm pressed his lips into a thin line, and I could feel him slipping back into his self-recrimination and guilt. I dipped my head, peppering soft kisses over his mouth until his lips softened again beneath mine.

      “I want to do it the right way, Malcolm. So there’s only pleasure. No pain.” Then I grinned, drawing back a little. “Well, maybe a bit of pain. But the right kind. I believe with my entire heart that you can do that.”

      His dark eyes were stormy, and he looked like he was about to argue more. But I didn’t want to fight about it now. I’d just wanted to plant the seed in his mind. To help him begin to see that whatever beast he thought lived inside him didn’t control his actions.

      I also wanted to get his shirt off. I wouldn’t have changed a thing about what just happened between us, but now that we’d crossed that barrier, it was time for me to do a lot more exploring of his naked body. His broad shoulders and chest, defined abs, and lean waist didn’t deserve to be hidden away under clothes, no matter how well he wore them.

      So instead of letting Malcolm launch into whatever argument he was about to make, I pulled his shirt over his head, biting my lip in satisfaction as I took in the sight of his bare chest. It was shadowed in the dim light, but when I dropped my head, tasting the warm skin of his shoulder and neck, it didn’t matter if I couldn’t see every detail. I could feel plenty.

      He mumbled incoherent words of approval, turning his head to give me more access. Stealing a move from his playbook, I grazed my fangs over the tanned skin, leaving long red marks as I inhaled his scent of leather and musk. His harsh breaths, and the thickening of his cock, which was trapped between us, let me know he liked that move as much on the receiving end as the giving end.

      As I continued to explore his body with my mouth, teeth, and tongue, I felt the tension drain from him again. When I looked up to meet his gaze, his eyes were soft and full of worship. He smiled at me, and the sight was so beautiful it made my heart clench.

      I lifted off my shirt and bra, tossing them aside, then pressed on his chest gently, urging him to lie back. I wasn’t sure a man as rigidly controlled as Malcolm would yield his power to me, but he moved willingly, his gaze never releasing mine as he sank back onto the ground, leaving me straddling his waist.

      Crawling down his body, I tugged off his boots and got rid of his pants, staring with open awe at the thick, powerful muscles of his calves and thighs. They bunched and flexed under my touch as I ran my hands up his legs, crawling back up toward where his cock, now fully hard again, stood proud and erect. I held onto his hips and ran my tongue up the length of his shaft, relishing the muted groan that rose from his lips, the smell of his arousal mixed with mine, the flex of his hips as his cock sought my mouth.

      I obliged, taking the thick head between my lips and swirling my tongue around it before bobbing my head and hollowing my cheeks, sucking hard.

      Malcolm jerked and grunted again, then a chuckle fell from his lips. The sound was warm and happy.

      “You really are a wildcat.”

      With one more lick of his soft, velvety flesh, I released him with a satisfied smile. “Your wildcat?”

      “Always, Willow. Now and forever.”

      His eyes were still soft, but his words held a gravity that almost knocked the playful smile off my face. Vampires understood the meaning of “forever” in a way humans simply couldn’t, and Malcolm’s use of that word, knowing full-well what it meant, made powerful emotions swell in my chest.

      Suddenly, I was done teasing him. There was still so much more of his body left to explore, but I was done teasing myself too. That need to connect with him, to try to become one with him, to join with him in the most primal way, was rising inside me again. I crawled up his body quickly, straddling him and kissing him hard.

      His large hands found my ass, squeezing and massaging the flesh before guiding me down onto his cock. He thrust upward as I sank down, and we both sighed in relief as he filled me. I broke our kiss, sitting up and resting my hands on his chest, using the leverage to work myself up and down his length.

      It was less rushed, less frenzied this time, but no less intense. If our first time had been the breaking of a barrier, this was the sealing of a promise. Though we couldn’t kiss from this position, our eyes consumed each other, taking in every detail the dim light would allow.

      His hands held onto my hips, but he let me control the pace, watching me with such fierce pride and love that it set my body on fire. When his thumb slid over to circle my clit, I rode him harder, biting my lip against the flood of feelings cascading through me.

      Malcolm raised his other hand to cup my cheek, and I grabbed onto his wrist, turning my head to draw his thumb into my mouth, grazing my teeth over it.

      “Bite me, wildcat,” he grunted, his voice thick. His abs contracted as he thrust up into me.

      My eyes widened in surprise, and my tempo stuttered for a second as I glanced down at him. He traced his thumb over my lips, the other still working my clit, and I shivered under his touch.

      “Do it. When you come, drink from me.”

      Just hearing him say those words nearly undid me, and a few more strokes brought me over the edge. When the first wave of sweet ecstasy washed through my body, I grabbed his arm with both hands, sinking my teeth into his wrist.

      His cock thickened and jerked inside me, and he let out a harsh cry. Warm, rich blood filled my mouth as his come flooded my womb. I swallowed, drinking deeply as my entire body shuddered with release.

      The essence of Malcolm overwhelmed my senses. His taste, his sounds, the feel of him, the sight of his face as he let go completely—it triggered a second orgasm on the heels of the first, drawing out my pleasure until I felt like it would never end.

      I was still clinging to his arm, I realized, as the last aftershocks quaked through my body. My grip on him was all that was holding me up.

      Slowly, I withdrew my mouth from his wrist, lapping at the blood that seeped from the small wounds until they closed completely. My entire body felt weak and boneless, sated and exhausted.

      Malcolm drew me down to him, wrapping his arms around me.

      “Holy shit,” I whispered breathlessly.

      “I’d say so.” He chuckled.

      “That was… I can’t even… that was…”

      The world was still spinning. My body was numb.

      “Willow?” Malcolm lifted his head, looking down at me in concern. “Are you—?”

      But before he could finish his question, blackness took me.

      The familiar heaviness weighted down my soul, and my consciousness fell from my body. I spiraled through nothingness, trying to control my panic.

      At least I knew what this was by now, but my Sight’s habit of throwing me into visions at inopportune times was getting a little frustrating.

      Warn a girl first, huh?

      The world slowly began to coalesce around me, and for a brief moment, I thought I was back in the cave with Malcolm. But no. This was a room. It was dimly lit, just like the cave I’d been in, and the walls were roughly hewn from stone.

      I spun, trying to piece together where I was, and horror fell over me at the sight that met my gaze.

      Two figures slumped against the wall opposite me, bound several feet away from each other by thick chains.

      Neoma and Samira.

      At least, I was fairly certain it was the two white witches. It was hard to tell. Their beautiful blonde hair had fallen out of the elaborate updos they’d worn; now it hung in stringy, blood-matted clumps over their faces as they leaned against the wall. They were both covered in blood and dirt, their robes stained so completely that not a hint of white remained.

      As I watched, one of them—Samira, maybe?—jerked away from the wall, lunging toward her sister. The heavy chains binding Samira yanked at her wrists before she could reach the other woman, and she fell back against the wall, snarling and snapping. Samira’s long fangs slashed at her own skin, and she sucked greedily at the blood that spilled, seeming barely aware that it was her own.

      Neoma was nearly catatonic, but her flesh bore similar marks. Were they trying to feed from themselves? How could that possibly work?

      A door creaked behind me, and I shifted my focus just in time to see the lanky, brown-haired vampire who had attacked them enter the room. He tilted his head, watching Samira lap at her wounds like a wild animal.

      He clucked his tongue. “Bad girl. You know that’s not good for you. If you want fresh blood, all you have to do is ask.”

      The two women looked up at him, moving in unison like they so often did. Then, without a word, they both lunged toward him.

      “Nicely,” the man commanded, the single word snapping out like a whip.

      And it might as well have been. The sisters froze, almost at the ends of their tethers. Then they both bowed their heads, seeming to shrink into themselves. Docilely, they retreated to the wall, shuffling backward before dropping to their knees.

      “Please,” they whispered, their voices combining as one.

      The man grinned, his full lips spreading wide. He had high cheekbones and a strong jawline, and he would’ve been handsome if not for the sick gleam in his eyes.

      “Very, very good, pets. I knew you’d learn.” He chuckled to himself. “Got to start training them young if you want it to stick.”

      He retreated from the room for a moment, and when he returned, he shoved a scrawny, middle-aged man through the door ahead of him. The man took one look at the women and shrieked, trying to turn tail and run. But the vampire caught him and shoved him hard, sending him sprawling to the ground right in front of the two sisters.

      Bloodlust ignited in their eyes, and they pounced on the man.

      Sickened, I shifted my attention back to the vampire by the door. Slurping, snapping sounds and a high-pitched scream filled the room. The scream cut off abruptly, and the vampire smiled.

      The scene dissolved, and relief flooded me. I didn’t want to see more. If I’d had a physical body, I would’ve cried or thrown up—or maybe both.

      But when the world took shape around me again, I was still in this dungeon room. Time had passed, I guessed. The vampire women were no longer chained to the wall. The robes they still wore were little more than tatters now. Blood splatters stained the walls. The two women lay together on the floor, curled up together as if trying to lend each other strength even in sleep.

      The door opened, and they jerked awake. The vampire who had turned them walked in. He gestured to Samira, and she stood slowly, following him out the door.

      Then images began to flow by in quick succession, so fast it was difficult to register them. But as they flickered past me, they painted a picture of the events that had transpired.

      The vampire was keeping the sisters prisoner. As I watched, he fitted them both with collars that seemed to restrict their movements—although it hardly seemed necessary considering how well he had “trained” them. They fed only when he allowed it, and he often withheld blood for weeks at a time, driving them mad with hunger.

      Once he was certain they would no longer fight him, he dressed them up in lavish dresses and allowed them to dine with him upstairs in his opulent dwelling. He danced with them, kissed them, and used them like lovers, not seeming to care that they just lay there, catatonic. And every morning, he returned them to the dungeon, where they curled up around each other.

      When a familiar pull on my consciousness dragged me away from the scene, relief flooded me. I wanted to go back to Malcolm, away from the horror my Sight was forcing me to witness.

      Was that man the one who was truly behind all of this? Was he forcing the sisters to resurrect fae? Who was he?

      Bright light flared in my vision, and for a brief moment, a new scene appeared before me.

      The weird sisters, looking just as they did now, knelt on the floor in a massive, dimly lit room. Torches burned on the walls, and a large pentagram was etched onto the dark stone floor. They held a small statue between them. Gently, almost lovingly, they set it down on one point of the pentagram.

      The roughly sculpted stone bore the shape of a naked man, crouched low, with a lion’s head. One another point of the pentagram, a small statue of a child with a bird’s head sat. And on a third point was the statue the sisters had stolen from the Penumbra—the pregnant woman with the pig’s head.

      Only two points remained empty.

      “Soon,” one of the witches whispered. “All the murdered fae resurrected.”

      Her sister sighed. “Soon. An army of the undead.”

      Then, like mirror images, they reached up to press their palms together, their voices uniting into one.

      “Soon.”
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      I jerked awake, pushing at the hard wall I was pressed against.

      No, wait.

      Not a wall.

      Malcolm’s chest.

      I lay cradled in his arms, his thick bicep supporting my head, and my face nestled against his shoulder. I inhaled the musky scent of leather that always seemed to cling to Malcolm, my pounding heart beginning to slow.

      “Willow. Are you all right?”

      He helped me sit up, but I made no move to get off his lap. I felt foggy and disoriented, and my mind was still reeling from what I’d seen in the vision. After witnessing that horror, I wasn’t ready to leave the warmth and comfort of Malcolm’s embrace just yet.

      “Yeah. I had a vision of the weird sisters. Neoma and Samira.” I glanced down at myself, relieved to see that Malcolm had dressed me while I slept. “Thanks for putting my clothes back on. I didn’t mean to slip away right after…”

      I trailed off as I flushed, suddenly embarrassed. My Sight had truly awful timing.

      Malcolm lifted my chin with two fingers, ducking his head to claim a sweet kiss. “You have nothing to apologize for, wildcat. You can’t control it. Besides, we know you tend to slip into visions after intense experiences. And that was certainly intense.”

      I bit my lip, an echo of pleasure rippling through my body as I remembered. “Yeah, it was. Good though, right?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t just ask me that.”

      Warmth flooded me. I loved this more playful side of Malcolm. It was a side I felt certain very few people saw, and my heart swelled with pride that he trusted me enough to let me in like this.

      “What did you see in your vision?” Malcolm asked, and the warm feeling in my stomach froze to a block of ice.

      I caught him up on what I’d seen in my previous vision of the sisters, the one that had ended with me inside his head somehow. I downplayed the strength of the connection I’d felt to him when I slipped into his mind, but his eyes widened with surprise anyway. Then I continued on, picking up the sisters’ story where my new vision had begun.

      “Whoever this vampire is that turned them, he’s a psychopath. He makes your father look like a fucking saint,” I finished, shuddering at the memory of how the vampire had abused the two women.

      “What did he look like?” Malcolm asked.

      “Tall and lanky. Not as big as you or your brothers, but still very powerful. He had brown hair, about shoulder length, and sharp features. His eyes were green, intelligent, but somehow dead-looking. Sound familiar?”

      He shook his head. “Not particularly. If I could see him myself, maybe I’d recognize him. But there’s a good chance I wouldn’t. There are thousands of vampires worldwide; he could be from anywhere.”

      “Yeah. Wherever my vision took me, it didn’t look like the States. And it didn’t look modern. I don’t know when or where it was though.”

      The fog was nearly cleared from my brain. At least the after-effects of the visions faded more quickly now that I was mastering my powers. Reluctantly, I crawled out of Malcolm’s lap. I needed to focus, and that was difficult to do with his hard, warm body surrounding me, his scent filling my nostrils. He let me go, but I could feel his reluctance mirroring my own.

      “Do you think that man has something to do with this?” I asked.

      Malcolm looked thoughtful. “It’s possible. We’ll try to find out more about him, but in the meantime, our main priority has to be stopping the sisters from acquiring the last two Stones of Power. Their plan to raise an army of undead fae presents the most immediate threat, and once we deal with that, we can worry about this mystery vampire.”

      “Agreed.” I pulled my knees up to my chest. “We need to start tracking down the stones. Jerrett, Sol, and I haven’t made much headway on it. We were busy looking for you.”

      Malcolm grimaced. “I know. It’s nearly dusk. We can leave soon.”

      My eyes shot to the mouth of the cave where a dim, purplish light filtered in. “Was I out all day?”

      Crap. I’d missed out on a whole day alone with Malcolm. This vision had been longer and more intense than others I’d had in the past, but I was still shocked it’d kept me unconscious for that long.

      He seemed to know exactly what I was thinking when he wrapped his large hand around the back of my neck, pulling me toward him to kiss me again. “We will have other days, wildcat. Many of them.”

      Wicked tingles raced down my spine at the promise in his voice. And it wasn’t just the prospect of a day—or several—spent naked in his arms. I wanted all the non-sex stuff too. I wanted to know every facet of this complicated, tortured, kind-hearted man.

      I kissed him back, slipping my tongue into his mouth to get my fix of his taste, and sighed when he pulled back to help me to my feet.

      Bending over, I brushed off my clothes, which were a little worse for the wear.

      “Should we—?”

      The words were barely out of my mouth when movement by the cave’s entrance caught my eye. Two figures barreled inside in a rush.

      “God fucking damn it!” Jerrett cursed, shaking his limbs out as if they ached.

      They probably did. The sun would be barely past the horizon by now, so he and Sol must’ve run here through stinging rays of indirect sunlight.

      Sol’s blind gaze turned unerringly toward me. He didn’t even slow his stride, plowing into me and wrapping his arms around me in a hard embrace.

      His voice was rough as he whispered into my hair, “Thank Fate, you’re all right.”

      Guilt slammed into me at the fear in his tone. Of course, he and Jerrett must’ve been worried sick. I could sense the strain in Jerrett when he tugged me from Sol’s arms, lifting my head to attack my mouth with a ferocious kiss.

      “Thank fuck,” he muttered against my lips.

      “I’m okay. I’m sorry.”

      “I know, sweetheart.” Then his body stiffened, and he looked past me toward Malcolm. “Care to explain yourself, you son of a bitch?”

      Malcolm’s spine stiffened, but remorse flickered in his eyes. “I didn’t want to endanger Willow. I wouldn’t be any help on our hunt if I couldn’t be trusted around her—”

      “Yeah, fuck that.” Jerrett’s voice was sharp. “You need a day or two to get over your demons? Fine, take it. You’re scared of hurting Willow? I get it.” He released me and stalked toward Malcolm, his lips curling back in a snarl. “But disappearing into thin air like that? Dick move. We’re your brothers, you twat-waffle. You think we’re just going to leave you behind and continue the hunt without you?”

      Malcolm opened his mouth to respond, but Jerrett leapt toward him, fists flying. The broad-shouldered vampire barely blocked the attack, dodging and lashing out with a strike of his own.

      “Malcolm! Jerrett! No!”

      I started toward them, but Sol wrapped his arms around me from behind, catching me around the waist.

      “Let them be, Willow tree. They need to sort this out between themselves. They’ll be fine in a minute.”

      He turned me around to face him. His light green eyes gazed down toward me, and although I knew he couldn’t see me, his thumbs and fingertips ran over the curves of my face, as if absorbing every part of me. It was a testament to the hypnotic power of his touch that I barely heard the sounds of crashes and growls that echoed through the cave behind me.

      “Are you all right?” Sol murmured. “Is Malcolm?”

      I nodded, and his hands followed the movement of my head. “Yes. We both are. I think we worked out our… differences.”

      Sol’s lips tilted up at the corner, and I had a feeling he’d seen right through my lame euphemism. I wasn’t really worried he’d be angry about me and Malcolm, but he banished any doubts I might’ve had by leaning down and kissing me softly.

      “I’m glad, Willow tree. You two need each other.”

      He tried to draw back, but I followed him, keeping my lips pressed against his. I needed him too. Just like I needed Jerrett. And now that Malcolm was with us again, everything felt right in the world.

      Or as “right” as it could with two vampire-witches trying to harness dangerously powerful magic to use against us.

      When I finally broke the kiss, I realized the noises behind us had stopped.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see Malcolm and Jerrett walking toward us. Malcolm had a cut over his right eye, and Jerrett had a split lip, but their wounds were already healing.

      “Have a nice chat?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Jerrett belted out a laugh, tagging Malcolm on the arm with his fist. Malcolm swiped for his head, and he ducked, still chuckling. “You know it. We had a great heart-to-heart. Right, Mal?”

      “Yeah. We did.” Malcolm met Jerrett’s gaze, and something larger than words seemed to pass between them. Jerrett’s expression grew serious for a moment and he nodded.

      Part of me couldn’t believe this was how ancient vampires sorted out their issues. But then again, not too long ago, I’d gotten into a fist-fight with Malcolm after I thought he threw me under the bus in front of his father. So maybe it was a vampire thing—part of our predatory nature or something.

      “Good.” Sol released me, and the four of us started toward the cave’s entrance. It was full dark outside now, and moonlight gave the world a silvery hue. “Because we really can’t delay any longer. We need to start tracking down the Stones of Power.”

      “The two that are left, anyway,” I added, worry souring my stomach.

      Jerrett’s eyebrows flew up. “What?”

      “Yeah. The sisters already have three. I saw them in a vision. I’ll tell you about it on the way to… wait, where are we going?”

      In the aftermath of the shade attack on the Penumbra, we’d spoken often about the need to start the hunt for the Stones of Power. But I’d been too distracted by worry and anger at Malcolm to give too much thought to how we were going to accomplish that. Now that we were finally ready to start our search, I realized I had no idea where to begin.

      Jerrett draped an arm over my shoulder as we set off through the woods. “Same place we go anytime we need magical assistance, sweetheart. Hell’s Kitchen.”
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      We shadow ran back to the car, moving like whispers on the wind. When we reached it, Jerrett hopped behind the wheel and the rest of us piled inside. If I thought he’d driven fast on the way out here, it was nothing compared to the speed he set now.

      “Aren’t you worried about getting pulled over?” I asked, watching the dark scenery whizz by outside.

      Jerrett shot me a devilish look in the rearview mirror. “Nah. I had the witch who put the sunlight repelling spell on my car add a minor aversion charm too. Cops just don’t notice me.”

      I shook my head, biting back a smile. Of course, Jerrett would use magic to skirt the law like that. It was only fair, really. I was sure his vampiric senses and reflexes made him one of the safest drivers on the road, at any speed.

      It was just past 11 p.m. when we reached the city. Jerrett parked the car in a private garage that had to cost an arm and a leg, and the four of us ventured into the bright lights of Hell’s Kitchen.

      I’d generally avoided this part of Manhattan when I was human. It was too crowded, too busy for my tastes. The sights, scents, and noises were even more overwhelming now that I was a vampire, but I found myself entranced as we walked past giant video billboards and flashing neon signs. With all the bright lights around us, it was almost like being out in the daytime—something I still missed—and it made me giddy.

      My head swiveled on my neck as we walked, probably making me look like a damn tourist, but I hardly cared. Malcolm and Jerrett took the lead, and Sol walked behind me as we made our way through the crowded streets. I was so distracted that not even my vampiric grace could keep me from crashing into a girl waiting outside a club.

      I yelped, grabbing her shoulders to keep us both from toppling over. “Sorry! Sorry!”

      She shrugged my hands off, giving me a somewhat annoyed look as she twitched her low-cut top back into place. “It’s fine.”

      “Willow? Hot damn, girl, it’s you!”

      Before I knew what was happening, a new body plowed into me. Small arms wrapped around me in a bear hug.

      “Grace?” I stammered.

      My former co-worker pulled back, her dark eyes shining as her nose piercing sparkled in the light. She was perfectly made up, as usual, and her dark skin looked flawless.

      “Yeah, Grace!” She slapped me lightly on the arm. “What the fuck, girl? You just quit out of nowhere and don’t even call or text me or anything? You were one of the few people at Osiris I liked!”

      “Same here,” I said, and meant it. I’d been too shy to really get to know any of my co-workers at the bar, but Grace hadn’t let that stop her from becoming my friend anyway. I’d always been happy when I showed up at Osiris and found out she was working the same shift.

      “So, what happened?” Grace pressed.

      Her friend, the one I’d bumped into, moved away to talk to another girl in their group while Grace held me at arm’s length, looking me up and down.

      “Nothing,” I hedged. “I just needed some time off. I’ve got some other things going on, and I couldn’t juggle it all.”

      Her brows drew together. “Are you oka—”

      She broke off abruptly, her eyes widening as she glanced over my shoulder.

      I shot a look back and realized Sol, Jerrett, and Malcolm had all gathered behind me. Their stances were protective, although I doubted they’d have to fight off all five-foot-five of the bubbly woman I was talking to.

      “Ohhhh my fuck.”

      Never one to hide her emotions, Grace was staring open-mouthed at the three men flanking me, her jaw comically low. Her head whipped back to me, and a huge smile broke out across her face. She grabbed my elbow, tugging me closer, and I swore I heard a low, warning growl come from behind me.

      “Holy shit, girl! Is one of these guys Mr. Hottie? The one who broke your sexual dry spell?” she whispered, not very quietly at all. “Who is it?”

      Her question caught me flat-footed, and I opened and closed my mouth like a fish, not sure what to say.

      Grace’s nose scrunched up, and she looked from me to the guys standing protectively behind me and back again. Then understanding lit in her eyes, and she chortled.

      “No way. No fucking way! All of them?”

      She was still sort-of-whispering, but it was loud enough now that even her human friends turned our way.

      I could feel the brothers’ gazes burning into my back. They were waiting to hear what I’d say too. I knew they probably wouldn’t blame me if I denied it—this kind of thing wasn’t exactly common in the human world, after all.

      But I realized suddenly that I didn’t want to deny it. Hell, I wanted to shout it from the rooftops. These beautiful, dangerous men were mine. I was theirs. We’d gone through a lot to get where we were now, and where we were now felt more right than anything had in my entire life.

      “Yeah. All three.”

      I said it simply, neither boastfully nor shyly. Just a statement of fact. The truth.

      Grace’s reaction was immediate, and so over-the-top I had to laugh. She clapped both hands to the sides of her face, her eyes as big as saucers. Then she yanked me into another bone-crushing hug.

      “Goddess. You’re a fucking goddess. Teach me your ways, oh wise one.”

      I chuckled, returning her embrace. “You’re checking them out over my shoulder right now, aren’t you?”

      “Fuck yes, I am! Damn, girl.” She drew back. “We need to get together for drinks soon. I need alll the dirty deets on this craziness.”

      My heart dropped slightly. “Yeah. Yeah, we will. I’ll… call you.”

      “You better!”

      Her friends were heading into the club, and the girl I’d run into tugged on Grace’s arm. The petite bundle of energy gave me another squeeze before allowing herself to be drawn away.

      “Ask them if they have any friends!” she called back over her shoulder, making another laugh bubble out of me.

      When they’d all disappeared into the club, I turned around to face the three brothers.

      “Well, I guess that makes it pretty damn official, huh?” Jerrett grinned widely.

      “Guess so.” Sol’s smile was as bright as his eyes.

      Malcolm didn’t say anything. He just tipped my chin up and planted the smallest, sweetest kiss on my lips.

      Hell yeah, it’s official.

      I basked in their affection like a love-struck teenager for a moment before the purpose of our trip to Hell’s Kitchen filtered back into my consciousness. Malcolm cleared his throat, turning to lead us through the crowd again. This time, Sol walked with him while Jerrett hung back with me.

      I glanced back over my shoulder at the club Grace had disappeared into. I’d meant it when I said I would call her. When I’d been human, our friendship had been a little one-sided. I’d been too damn shy and afraid to contribute to it as openly as she did. But the more comfortable I began to feel in my own skin, the more I could see the two of us becoming really good friends.

      Hell, the fact that she’d been thrilled instead of horrified to learn that I was shacking up with three different men proved how big her heart was. And how open her mind was.

      When this was all over, I would find a way to make good on my promise and call her up for a drink and some girl talk.

      Lord knew, I had a lot to say.
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      Will’s face as we made our way through Hell’s Kitchen was pretty fucking priceless. I had to remind myself she’d only been in New York for less than a year before being turned. And after becoming a vampire, she’d been thrown right into the deep end of the supernatural pool. Coming back to the city, with its lights and noise and humanity, was probably a thrill after her time in the Penumbra.

      I tugged my lip ring into my mouth, biting back a grin. Just wait ’til she sees where we’re going.

      Mal pushed open the door to a small dive bar with a flashing neon sign that read “T—n Cat.” It was supposed to say “Tin Cat,” but in all the years we’d been coming here, I’d never seen the “i” lit up. The inside was small and cramped, filled with the kind of heavy drinkers who just wanted to shut the hell up and enjoy their shitty beer in peace.

      Willow’s brow furrowed as she took in the sketchy-looking place, but she didn’t question it as Mal led the way toward the back. In a dark hallway, two bathroom doors were painted red, standing out against the dark paint of the wall. Mal glanced back at the bar, but no one paid any attention to us. He pulled the men’s room door open and jerked his head, ushering us all inside.

      He followed us in, closing the door behind him. It was a single occupancy room, and with four of us in here, the fit was tight.

      Not that I fucking minded.

      Willow cocked her head to the side. She was sandwiched between me and Sol, her breasts brushing tantalizingly against my chest. “Um, guys? I know I just said I was with all of you, but I’m not sure I’m ready for a foursome in the bathroom of a dive bar.”

      Sol chuckled, resting his hands on her hips.

      My cock jumped at the teasing tone of her voice, and I lifted an eyebrow. “Are you saying you’d be into it somewhere else?”

      A flush rose in her cheeks. But this time, I was certain it wasn’t from embarrassment, but from another emotion.

      Goddamn it, I wish we had time to explore that more.

      Mal’s eyes were hot, but he shook his head. “That’s not what we’re here for, wildcat. This is the entrance to the Underground Bazaar.”

      “The what?”

      Instead of answering with words, Mal showed her. He hovered his hand over the wall opposite the door, tracing the lines of graffiti that covered the surface. A few moments later, the lines of paint shifted, reforming themselves into the shape of a door. Willow gasped, and Mal smiled as he pushed it open.

      “Stick close to us,” he murmured. “The Underground Bazaar is a clandestine supernatural market. No one here should be stupid enough to mess with four vampires, but you never know.”

      Will nodded, her eyes wide. In single file, we descended a set of winding stone stairs. The noise of the bazaar filtered up the steps, and when we finally stepped out into the huge underground space, the usual cacophony greeted us. Unconsciously, Will shrank back against me.

      The space was large and cavernous, with stalls and tents arranged in uneven rows stretching as far as the eye could see. Supernaturals of all kinds wandered the aisles as vendors hawked their wares. It was chaos.

      And I fucking loved it.

      We came here when we needed magical assistance on a hunt, to pick up spell ingredients for Yuliya, or occasionally just to grab a drink and relax without having to worry about humans noticing anything different about us.

      “It’s okay, sweetheart.” I gave Willow’s arms a squeeze, pressing a kiss to the back of her head. “Just follow Sol.”

      Sol had taken the lead, striding confidently through the crowd. Occasionally, he cocked his head to the side and altered his course slightly as he followed the sound he was after.

      “Where is he taking us?” Willow asked.

      “To Eustice. He’s a Finder. He’ll help us track down the stones.”

      She nodded, though I was sure my answer hardly satisfied her curiosity. We wended our way toward the back of the bazaar until Sol stopped outside a rickety wooden stall. It was more like a hovel than a stall, actually, a tiny little building with a narrow door at the front. The door was closed, but Sol rapped twice.

      “Eustice,” he called. “I know you’re in there. I can hear you.”

      A low hissing sound filtered through the wood. Yup, Eustice was definitely in. He moved locations in the bazaar frequently and often claimed to be closed. Unlike most of the business owners here, Eustice was a loner who preferred to keep to himself. If he didn’t need the work to get by, I was sure he would’ve made good on his promise to close up shop long ago.

      “Yessssss?” His sibilant voice drifted out.

      “Open up, Eustice. We need help.” Mal stepped forward, his voice commanding.

      Slowly, the narrow door creaked open. Eustice poked his head through the crack, scowling at us. His thin eyebrows were pinched together, and his thin lips followed suit. The vertical slits of his pupils were dark against his yellow irises.

      “Help with what?” he hissed.

      “Help finding something, dummy.” I pushed against the door, and he gave way, falling back immediately.

      If we didn’t take control of this meeting, it’d be another twenty minutes of back and forth while Eustice tried to think of a way to get rid of us. He wasn’t going to be able to, and we always paid well, so I figured we could skip the whole song and dance today.

      “That’ssss not very polite.”

      He pouted, retreating to the back of the small room as my brothers and I piled inside. Willow stepped in last, and an audible gasp escaped her lips as she got a good look at Eustice.

      Or, more specifically, at the snakes coiling all over his body. They hissed and writhed as they twisted around him, their yellow eyes an exact match to the ones in his head.

      Her gaze trailed down, and she did a double take as she realized the snakes were actually a part of him. Their bodies protruded from his bare chest and abdomen.

      “It’s rude to sssstare.” Eustice glared at her, wrapping his arms protectively around the snakes covering his body.

      “Ah, come on, Eustice,” I said amiably. “Cut her some slack. You’re the first Finder she’s ever met.”

      “Sssstill rude.” He shook his head, his shaggy white-blond hair falling over his forehead.

      “Sorry.” Willow wrenched her gaze away from the snakes to look him in the eyes.

      He sniffed, placated by her earnest apology. “What do you want?”

      “We need help finding something. Two somethings, actually,” Sol said. “We’re searching for two statues that are part of a set called the Stones of Power. They hold an ancient magic capable of enhancing other spells.”

      “What do you have to guide me?” Eustice asked, settling down to business now that he realized it was the quickest way to get us to leave.

      “Not much.” Sol grimaced. “We don’t know what they look like, or where they were last seen. Malcolm and Willow both had their hands on another stone from the set. They can tell you what that one looks like.”

      “Don’t care what it lookssss like,” Eustice muttered. One of the snakes wound around his neck to peer at us from over his shoulder. “Need to know what it feelsss like.”

      We all turned to look at Mal and Will.

      Mal frowned. “Willow held it longer than I did. She’s probably our best chance.”

      Eustice’s gaze shot to her, and he held out his hands, palms up. “Give me your hands.”

      Willow didn’t even hesitate before laying her palms on his. She might’ve been surprised by Eustice’s odd appearance, but she was no delicate flower. She was tough and brave as fuck. Her body stiffened when the snakes covering Eustice began to slither down his arms, wrapping around their joined hands and inching up her forearms. But she didn’t pull away.

      The Finder closed his eyes. “Now, think of the object. Think hard.”

      Willow mimicked his action, dropping her eyelids closed and biting her lower lip. Silence fell in the small hut, broken only by the low, soft hiss of the snakes. Eustice murmured a noise of approval. The snakes began to writhe faster, and Eustice’s shaggy hair stood on end, making it look like he’d been hit with a thousand volts of electricity. Willow’s hair followed suit, waving above her head as if it too were made of snakes.

      Eustice’s eyelids twitched, and he muttered softly to himself in his sibilant voice. After a few moments, the charge of almost electric energy around them faded. Their hair settled back down, and the snakes retreated up Eustice’s body.

      He cracked one eye open. “I’m not sssure I should tell you where they are. They’re dangerousssss.”

      “Yeah. That part, we already know. We’re looking for them so we can stop someone else from using them.” At Eustice’s frown, I added, “Would it help soothe your conscience if we pay you double?”

      His yellow eyes lit up. Ha. Thought so.

      The Finder’s hesitance wasn’t so much from any kind of moral code; it was just a tactic to jack up the price. We’d done this song and dance before too, and while on any other night I might’ve spent twenty minutes haggling animatedly with him, we didn’t have time for that shit right now.

      “Fine. Double.”

      Eustice’s thin lips stretched into a smile. He released Will’s hands, and she stepped back into Malcolm’s steadying grip.

      “I couldn’t find the object she touched.” He jerked his head at Willow, and the snake winding around his neck hissed in protest at the sudden movement. “It issss hidden from my view, along with two othersss.”

      “Shit,” Sol muttered. “Those must be the three the sisters already have. They hid them somehow.”

      Eustice brushed that aside, uninterested in the details of our hunt. His yellow eyes shone with triumph. “But I did find the other two.”

      “Where?” Willow asked quickly.

      “One isss in Scotland. One in Wales.”
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      My mind buzzed as we stepped out of the Tin Cat bar back onto the busy streets of New York. Every time I thought I found my footing in this strange new world, something else came along and knocked me off balance again.

      The brothers had told me early on that other kinds of supernaturals existed in the world. I’d seen goblins, both adults and children, up close and personal. And I knew Yuliya was a witch. But it was still hard to keep my cool in the Underground Bazaar as we’d passed by creatures of all shapes, sizes, and colors. The whole place had seemed to pulse with a kind of energy that was more than just the chatter and excitement of the patrons. It was as if a haze of magic had filled the large space, prickling against my skin.

      And Eustice. What the hell was that guy? Did all Finders look like him?

      When he’d taken my hands and let the snakes protruding from his body wind around our arms, I had felt them leeching thoughts and memories out of me. If the brothers hadn’t seemed so sure we needed his help, I would’ve shaken off Eustice’s grip and run screaming from the small room. As it was, it’d taken every ounce of mental strength I possessed not to slam down barriers in my mind to keep the Finder’s probing magic out.

      But it worked. It’d been worth it. We now knew where both of the remaining Stones of Power were hidden. Before we left Eustice’s hut, he’d listed off several coordinates in his sibilant voice, and Jerrett had typed them into his phone.

      “Scotland and Wales.” I shook my head in amazement. Then a sudden thought brought me up short on the brightly lit sidewalk. “Oh shit! I still don’t have a passport!”

      Jerrett tugged on my elbow to get me moving again. “It’s okay, Will. We’ve got ways around that.”

      “Oh.” Relief flooded me. There was no way in hell I was going to be left behind on this hunt because of something as mundane as a missing travel document. “Then we should look for tickets soon. Maybe if we can book a flight that leaves before dawn, we won’t…”

      I trailed off, realizing Malcolm and Sol had turned around to look at me. Jerrett was watching me too, his lip ring gleaming as he grinned.

      “What?”

      “We don’t need to book tickets. We’ll just take our plane,” Jerrett said.

      “What?”

      Sol reached for my hand, tucking it into the crook of his arm as we continued down the street. The late-night revelers gave us a wide berth, although I noticed several women gawping at the three men who accompanied me.

      “You have to remember, we’ve been around for a long time, Willow tree. I’ve only had a hundred and fifty years, but Malcolm’s had four hundred, and Jerrett’s had two thousand. We invested wisely, and time has done the rest.”

      I remembered thinking something along those lines when I first arrived at their house, but I’d never actually confirmed it with them. “So, you’re… you have…?”

      “More money than we know what to do with?” Jerrett laughed from behind me. “Yep. That.”

      “We’ll do the same for you,” Malcolm added. “We can help you set up investments that will gain value over time. But in the meantime, what’s ours is yours. We’ve all pooled our assets, and you’re welcome to anything and everything you need.”

      Warmth filled my chest. I didn’t really care about the money, although the private plane was pretty impressive. But the gesture itself nearly bowled me over. It was one more way they told me without words that I was theirs, and they were mine.

      “Thank you, Malcolm. Thank all of you.”

      Chocolate-brown eyes gazed down at me warmly. “Of course, wildcat.”

      “Told you, Will. There are some benefits to being a vampire. Give it a couple centuries and you’ll be rolling around in piles of money like Scrooge McDuck.” Jerrett gave a lopsided grin before his forehead creased. “Of course, that’s assuming we can stop those witch sisters before they unleash hell on earth.”

      Goose bumps prickled over my skin.

      Right. That.
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      The benefit of the brothers owning a jet became readily apparent. Because we weren’t subject to the timetables of commercial airlines, we didn’t have to worry about booking tickets to avoid the sunlight. After returning to the house in Washington Heights—where Yuliya alternated between beating Malcolm with a potholder and hugging him tightly—we changed clothes and ate. Then the guys gathered together some gear, and we left again just as the sun began to rise.

      When we reached a private airstrip outside of the city, Malcolm pulled the car inside a massive hangar. The door shut behind us, blocking out the sunlight, and we boarded the plane via a set of stairs leading up to the front. Malcolm stopped to talk to the pilot, a human with sandy brown hair, a neatly trimmed beard, and a serious face.

      I’d only been on an airplane once before in my life, but I tried to play it cool—at least, until I saw the inside of the plane. Then any attempts at coolness evaporated in a cloud of awe.

      “Holy shit.”

      The interior was large and luxurious. Instead of the cramped, uncomfortable blue seats I’d been expecting, large, plush chairs were arranged around the front of the plane. A couch and table sat farther toward the back, and behind them, a door led to the closed-off tail of the plane.

      “Goddamn, you’re fun to impress. It’s so easy,” Jerrett teased.

      “Well, stop being so impressive, and maybe I’ll stop being so easy,” I shot back, leaning into his body as he wrapped his arms around me from behind.

      “Never.” He nipped my ear with his teeth, and a jolt of pleasure raced through me. “Go explore, Will. I know you’re dying to.”

      He was so right.

      Jerrett released me, and I wandered around the large space, running my fingers over the soft leather of the seats. The windows were similar to the ones I’d seen on my previous flight—but they were pretty much the only reminder that we were actually on a plane.

      Malcolm rejoined us a moment later. “This should work well. With the time change, we’ll land in Scotland just after sundown. A car will be waiting. We can sleep on the way and be ready to go once we touch down.”

      “Perfect.” I plopped into one of the large seats, letting the soft upholstery cradle me.

      “What are you doing, sweetheart?” Jerrett cocked his head at me.

      “Oh. Is this your seat?” I glanced around at the other chairs. They all looked the same to me, but maybe the brothers had all claimed their favorites long before I arrived on the scene. It was their plane after all.

      He laughed. “Fuck no. But if you’re after a good day’s sleep, there are better options than that. C’mere.”

      Curious, I followed the brothers down the aisle, and when Malcolm pulled open the door to the back of the plane, my jaw dropped. It was a fully furnished bedroom, with blackout curtains on the windows and silky, cream-colored sheets on the large bed. Abandoning all pretense of playing it cool, I skipped over and threw myself on the mattress, rolling around on the luxurious bedding.

      “Okay, I admit it. I’m easily impressed.” I smiled, running my fingers over the soft silk. “Because this is amazing. My second time on an airplane, and I’m flying overseas in a jet that’s fancier than my old apartment.”

      None of the men responded, and I lifted my head, surprised at their silence.

      They stood just inside the door, and the expressions they wore wiped the smile from my face, even as my blood run so hot I thought I might spontaneously burst into flames.

      “I’m glad you like it.” Malcolm’s voice was a low, sexy rumble that made my core clench.

      “Goddamn, that bed has never looked better.” Jerrett ran his hand through the long lock of dark hair that fell over his eyes.

      But it was Sol who acted first, walking over to the bed, which dominated the room, and crawling up beside me. Nerves and excitement ricocheted through me as I realized this was the first time the men and I had been really alone together since Malcolm had come back to us.

      Since everything had shifted between us.

      Sol moved up the bed slowly, his eyes unseeing, but every ounce of his attention focused on me. One large hand moved to my face, smoothing my dark hair back.

      “I didn’t think I was jaded after living a hundred and fifty years, but having you join us… experiencing the world through your eyes? It makes me appreciate things I’ve taken for granted too long. You light up every room you walk into, Willow tree. You make the world a magical place.”

      “The world is a magical place,” I whispered, getting lost in his mesmerizing green eyes. “I just didn’t realize it until I met you three.”

      He smiled radiantly, his golden skin almost seeming to glow. Then he dipped his head, kissing me with warm, firm lips. As he moved his mouth against mine, my eyes fell shut, and I melted under his touch. He dipped his tongue into my mouth, sliding it along mine, tasting and exploring me.

      Hands ran up my calves, and with a start, I realized they weren’t Sol’s. I wanted to pull away from the kiss and look, but I was enjoying Sol’s expert lips too much. Besides, I was afraid if I opened my eyes, the little remnants of my past self would pipe up and make me chicken out of what was about to happen.

      And I really, really wanted this to happen.

      The hands on my calves moved upward, massaging my legs through the fabric of my pants. Hot breath penetrated the fabric too, letting me know how close another mouth was to my skin. It was Jerrett, I was pretty sure, but I still didn’t peek.

      Fingers threaded through mine, lifting my hand away from Sol’s back, where it had moved seemingly of its own accord. A kiss was pressed to my palm, then hot lips began to work their way over my skin, sucking, licking, and biting the sensitive skin of my wrist and arm.

      My pulse picked up. I gasped into Sol’s mouth, needing oxygen but unwilling to tear myself away from the kiss long enough to draw a full breath. Jerrett’s hands on my legs moved farther up my body, sliding underneath my shirt to caress my sides and stomach. But his face stopped right over my pelvis, and the pulses of heat against my clit as he exhaled were driving me to distraction. I whimpered, wriggling desperately, needing more.

      “Will.”

      Jerrett’s voice rose to my ears, soft but demanding. I moaned again, the sound ending in a frustrated whine as Sol pulled away from our kiss. Even Malcolm’s teasing nips to my arm and shoulder stopped.

      “Look at me, sweetheart.”

      The tenderness mixed with dominance in his voice sent a shiver down my spine, and my eyelids flew open at his command. I looked down my body to see him hovering over me, his mouth poised an inch from my pelvis. A wicked smile curved his lips, but his eyes blazed with heat.

      “You need to tell us, Will. Is this what you want?”

      My throat worked as I swallowed. My gaze shifted to Sol, laid out beside me, and then to Malcolm, who kneeled on my other side.

      I was soaked. I was so wet for these men already that I could smell my arousal, mixing with the heady scent of theirs. My skin felt electric, every slight touch zipping through my body and flowing straight to my core.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I nodded. Then, because I wanted them to know how sure I was, I forced my brain to focus and spoke in a low, rough voice.

      “Yes.”

      As if a dam had been broken by that one word, the three men descended on me, plunging my body into a sea of sensation. This time it was Malcolm who took my lips in a fierce, demanding kiss. Sol lowered his head to my breast, teasing my nipple with his tongue and teeth as his hand lifted the hem of my shirt. And Jerrett’s fingers worked the button of my jeans, a low growl rising in his throat.

      I cried out, the sound immediately swallowed up by Malcolm’s kiss. So many hands and mouths were on me, my brain was overdosing on sensations. The combined scents of smoke, leather, and spice surrounded me, enveloping me in the essence of these three powerful, sexy men.

      The plane rumbled beneath us, barreling down the runway, as the delicious onslaught of feelings continued. My hands moved restlessly, running over taut biceps and hard chests, threading through thick, silky hair. I wished I had more hands—wanted to be able to touch all of them at once, the way they were touching me.

      I was pressed deeper into the mattress as we left the ground, the force of our takeoff pinning me to the bed.

      And then I was falling through it. Falling out of myself.

      No! No, no, no, goddamn it! Not now!

      My body stiffened, and with the last bit of my strength, I tried to grab onto the brothers, to anchor myself to them. To keep the Sight from tugging me away. But it was no use.

      I heard my own sharp cry, and then I couldn’t hear anything. Couldn’t see anything.

      Darkness claimed me.

      Damn it! Why now? Why?

      I flailed my not-body in the nothingness of the vacuum, throwing a mini temper tantrum.

      Being worshipped by all three of the brothers had been amazing. Incredible. And it’d been about to get even better; I was sure of that. Regret ate at me like acid. My Sight’s habit of plunging me into visions when my body overloaded on sensations was starting to become a real problem.

      Calm down, Willow. If you’re getting a vision, it’s because there’s something you need to see. Sex can wait.

      Only about half my brain agreed with that reasonable voice in my head. The other half wanted to tell the plane’s pilot to take the brothers and me to some remote island where we could do nothing but finish what we’d started. I wanted to hide away with them someplace where there were no shades to fight. No weird sisters. No threat to vampires and supernaturals.

      But of course, doing that would make me no better than Carrick. One of the things I loved most about Malcolm, Jerrett, and Sol was their dedication to protecting others, their drive to keep the world safe. That was how I wanted to live too.

      So I stopped struggling against the blackness that pulled me under, letting the vision sweep me away.

      When the world took shape around me, I recognized my surroundings immediately. I was back in the dungeon with the weird sisters, in the room their captor had locked them in. Time seemed to have passed since I’d last seen it, decades maybe. The room showed signs of wear, and the style of the women’s dresses had changed—but the blank, dead expressions on their faces remained the same.

      The two sisters sat on the floor, slumped against the wall with their heads resting against each other. When the door to their dungeon cell opened, they didn’t even look up.

      But the man on the other side wasn’t the one who had turned them. This man was broader, with a neatly trimmed beard and streaks of silver in his black hair. At the sight of the women, he snarled in anger, baring his fangs.

      Another vampire.

      The sisters’ captor rushed in as the two women finally began to rouse themselves from their stupor. He darted forward, but the larger vampire shoved him into the wall. Several other vampires entered, restraining the lanky man as their leader crouched before the women.

      His face twisted with pity and disgust as he looked at them. He turned back to the man who had turned them, who was nearly spitting with anger. “Unapproved fledglings. Did you really think you could keep them secret forever, Ranolf?”

      But whatever Ranolf said in response was lost in a rush of blackness as the scene shifted and changed before me.

      When my vision cleared, the dank dungeon room was gone. I wasn’t exactly sure where I found myself now, but it looked like a court of some kind, opulent and beautiful. The walls were pristine white marble, which made the dark red fabric and shining mahogany of the furnishings seem even more vivid. Several vampires sat at a high bench, and standing before them were the two sisters and the man who had captured them, Ranolf.

      “Do you deny that you created two new vampires without the approval of the council?” a woman with sharp features and a reedy voice asked.

      “No.” Ranolf looked less angry than he had in his dungeon. Now he looked resigned and petulant.

      Unease rippled through me at the similarities between this hearing and the conversation Malcolm had had with his father about me.

      “The creation of these fledglings was not approved before you turned them. For breaking our law on two separate counts, your punishment will be severe.” Another man spoke. He had a long, hooked nose, and a distinguished air. He scowled at Ranolf. “Your fangs will be cut.”

      Ranolf blanched, then began shouting a litany of curses and pleas, alternately threatening and begging for mercy. He seemed truly horrified at the prospect of having his fangs cut, but I had a hard time feeling sorry for the sicko. He deserved whatever punishment he got, as far as I was concerned.

      But the man behind the bench raised his hand, his look so threatening it actually shut the lanky vampire up. Then he bent his head in consultation with the sharp-faced woman and the other vampire beside her.

      After a moment, the woman looked up, her gaze settling on the sisters. “We will dispose of these.”

      Shock lanced through me. Dispose? Did she mean what I thought she meant? What else could she mean?

      Ranolf nodded slowly, and Neoma and Samira, who had been gazing up at the council as if they were saviors, blinked in synchronicity, horror spreading across their faces. They looked as surprised as I felt.

      I wanted to yell at the council, to scream that this wasn’t fair. But I was tugged away again, hurtling through nothingness.

      When the world reformed around me, light almost blinded me. The sun was just beginning to peek over the horizon, winking in the distance like a gem. Despite the fact that I had no physical form here, my consciousness tried to shrink away, my vampiric nature making me instinctually fear the sun.

      I shifted my focus away from the slowly rising ball of light. I hovered over a wide open plain, almost a desert. The ground was dry and cracked, and only sparse patches of yellow grass popped up here and there. Behind me, Neoma and Samira were tied to a huge, thick stake.

      Disposed of.

      That was what the woman on the council had said.

      They’d been brought out here and left for the sun, and there wouldn’t even be anyone to bear witness to their deaths.

      The two sisters struggled against their bonds, straining to rest their heads together as the first sharp rays of the sun traveled over the curve of the earth, reaching their feet. They were muttering something, their separate voices twining around each other to create a third, separate sound.

      No. Not muttering. Chanting.

      Their voices rose in volume and pitch as the scent of burning flesh filled the air. Then, without warning, a blinding white light burst from them, exploding outward like a flare.

      It rushed over me, enveloping me.

      And then all was blackness.
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      “It hardly seems fair.” Willow’s voice was quiet as she gazed out the car window.

      “What does, sweetheart?” Jerrett shot back from the front passenger seat. Malcolm had insisted on driving, claiming that Jerrett’s obsession with speed wasn’t suited to the winding back roads of the Scottish highlands.

      “That guy, Ranolf, kidnapped Neoma and Samira. He turned them against their will and kept them secret for years. But when they were finally discovered, the people who should’ve been their rescuers betrayed them. The vampire council should’ve kept them safe, but instead, they were condemned to die. It wasn’t even their fault.”

      I could feel her body vibrating beside me as she tapped anxiously on her leg with the fingers of one hand.

      After she’d slipped into a vision on the plane, the three of us had curled around her prone form protectively, lending her what strength we could. She had been out for most of the flight—enough time that I started to worry, although Malcolm assured me her last vision had lasted nearly as long. She’d woken with a scream, convinced in her foggy state that the sun was rising, about to burn us all.

      I’d held her and comforted her until the dizziness and disorientation faded. Then, with a haunted undertone in her voice, she’d described her vision to us, ending with the flash of bright light around the women.

      It seemed clear that the visions Willow was having of the weird sisters were events from the past, not the future. And certainly not the present. Most likely, the flash of light had been some kind of spell the sisters had cast—something powerful enough to keep them alive despite direct exposure to sunlight.

      “I admit, I had the same thought when we had to sit and watch you complete your trials,” Malcolm said grimly. “I would’ve given anything to be the one in the arena instead. And by rights, I—we—should’ve been. It was our action that turned you into a vampire, not yours. But that has never been the way of vampires. The judgment and approval of fledglings is a practice stretching further back than any of us remember.”

      Willow shook her head, the fine strands brushing against each other as she moved. “I know we have to stop them, and I never thought I’d say this. But I feel bad for the sisters. It shouldn’t have been like that; and they weren’t even given the chance to prove themselves like I was.”

      “Every vampire kingdom has their own set of rules about the evaluation of new vampires.” Jerrett snorted. “Believe it or not, Carrick’s actually one of the more lax rulers when it comes to fledglings. Mostly because he doesn’t give a fuck about anything but himself.”

      Willow let out a heavy sigh. “It’s things like this that make me think I’ll never get used to being a vampire. Yes, we drink blood. But why does that have to mean giving up basic human decency? Why should that make us monsters?”

      “It doesn’t.” Malcolm’s voice was soft, thoughtful. “Or at least, it shouldn’t.”

      She shifted on the seat beside me, turning away from the window. “Well, I didn’t get any more hints as to where the sisters’ hideout is, so I can’t help with that. But we do know they’re capable of powerful magic, beyond what they’ve used to raise fae from the dead. And if they get their hands on all the Stones of Power…”

      “We won’t let them. We’ll find and destroy the two remaining stones. Then we can focus on tracking the sisters down.” I threaded my fingers through hers, squeezing her hand comfortingly.

      “Speaking of. We’re nearly there.” Malcolm turned the car onto an old, weather-beaten road, and we jostled over the uneven surface.

      Nervous tension filled the car, and I prayed to Fate that Eustice’s Finding magic had been accurate. We didn’t have time to go running all over the Scottish countryside searching for one of the stones. Not when the sisters were already so far ahead of us.

      The car rolled to a stop, and Willow popped open the back door, hopping out quickly. I could practically feel the anxious energy pouring off her. As I slid out behind her, a cool, salty breeze hit my face. Waves crashed in the distance, somewhere below us. We were on a cliff.

      I strained my ears, but I couldn’t pick up the sound of another person or animal for miles. We were truly in a forgotten landscape.

      “Let’s go.”

      Malcolm led the way along the edge of the cliff, up a slight incline. I focused my senses, paying attention to every sound, smell, and gust of air against my skin, honing in on the auras all around me. I stepped confidently after my brother, letting Jerrett walk with Willow behind me. We were all dressed in black, outfitted with weapons and a few charms that might come in handy.

      A change in the air ahead of us made me lift my nose. I could feel a large structure looming ahead of us. It was so old that even its aura seemed musty and worn down.

      “That must be it.” Willow’s whisper was picked up by the wind and carried away. “Jesus, it’s creepy looking. The way the rocks are crumbling away, it looks like it’s decomposing.”

      “Sol? What are you getting?”

      I could feel Malcolm’s attention shift to me as he spoke. We all stopped walking momentarily, and total silence fell. The heartbeats of my three companions thrummed loudly in my ears, but I could pick up no others nearby. A sweet, floral scent hit my nose, almost undetectable.

      “No one else is here. But I can sense magic. Protections, maybe.”

      Striding forward, I took the lead. My hand brushed over the rough stone of the wall as I stepped through the open doorway. A wooden door had probably once covered the entrance, but it was long gone. As I entered the ruin, the temperature of the air around me dropped several degrees. Willow sucked in a breath behind me, shivering.

      The ground beneath our feet was nothing but packed dirt, and cold air almost seemed to rush through the corridor we walked down, as if driven by some intangible force.

      “Can you see, Will?” Jerrett whispered.

      “Yeah. The light coming through the gaps in the wall is enough.”

      I let the fingers of one hand trail over the wall as we walked, breaking contact every so often in places where the stone had crumbled away. Suddenly, my footsteps slowed. Willow almost bumped into me before coming to a halt too.

      “What is it?”

      “Something’s different.” I probed gently at the wall, pressing my fingers against the rough texture. The hard rock under my fingertips became spongy, and with a shove, I stuck my hand straight through the wall.

      Willow stifled a yelp.

      “Hidden doorway,” I murmured. “Follow me.”

      Following the arm that had already penetrated the wall, I pressed my entire body through. It felt like walking through a thick web, but the material gave way before me until I emerged on the other side. The echo of my footsteps let me know I was at the top of a set of stairs that led downward.

      “Holy shit!”

      Willow’s voice was faint through the barrier, and I smiled at her exclamation. A moment later, she, Jerrett, and Malcolm pressed through the false wall, gathering around me.

      “Okay, now I can’t see,” Willow whispered.

      The words were barely out of her mouth when a soft noise came from beside us, and I felt heat on my face. Similar noises sounded along the staircase as torches lining the walls spontaneously burst into light.

      She swallowed. “Never mind.”

      Jerrett huffed out a laugh. “I don’t know whether to feel welcomed or warned.”

      “It’s probably an automatic spell triggered by anyone passing through the barrier. That means we’re on the right track. But I wouldn’t expect a warm welcome,” Malcolm murmured, starting down the stairs.

      The staircase was narrow enough that we could only descend in single file. When we reached the bottom, a new passageway met us. It stretched into the distance, damp and cold except for the heat from the torches lighting our way. Our footsteps were nearly silent, so when a soft click met my ears, I knew it hadn’t come from us.

      The clicking sound was immediately followed by several others, and adrenaline flooded me.

      “Get back!”

      I grabbed Willow, hauling her backward. She stumbled and went down, and I threw my body over hers. Malcolm, who’d been in the lead, dove to the ground beside us.

      A sharp hissing noise filled the air, and thousands of pinpricks of pain peppered my skin.

      “What—?”

      Willow’s words broke off in a coughing fit, and she groaned. I pressed the fabric of my sleeve over her mouth, letting it act as a filter.

      Keeping my head down and one arm thrown over our faces, I murmured, “Silver dust. A booby trap. Don’t breathe too deeply until it’s settled.”

      I could feel the hitch in her breath as my words registered. After a few moments of tense silence, I sat back, helping her up.

      “Good catch, Sol.” Malcolm’s voice was rough.

      We’d all avoided getting a face-full of silver dust, but he’d been closest to the spray that erupted from the walls. In large enough quantities, silver could kill a vampire. In smaller quantities, it caused severe injuries that took months to heal, since our rapid vampiric healing wouldn’t work on them. And in dust form, it ate away at the skin and lodged in the lungs like particles of glass.

      “Shit! I definitely don’t feel welcome,” Jerrett muttered.

      Suddenly, Willow’s hand in mine faded away until I grasped nothing but air. I could still sense her aura before me, but she’d gone incorporeal.

      “I’ll go ahead.” Willow’s voice was already moving away from us. “I can walk through the silver dust in this form and it won’t touch me.”

      “No, Will!” Jerrett called in a low voice. “I don’t want you wandering around this place by yourself. It’s too dangerous.”

      The girl who burst into our lives weeks ago would’ve forged ahead anyway, following her gut instincts. But now, Willow hesitated. Not because she was waiting for our permission, but because she was coming to see herself a true part of our team.

      And we worked together. It was what made us such good hunters.

      “Malcolm?” she asked softly.

      I could practically feel the conflict raging in him. The urge to protect Willow at all costs pitched against the knowledge that she was as strong—maybe even stronger—than any of us. She was delicate and beautiful, but she was also a warrior. And she possessed powers none of us had.

      “It’s a good plan. We could try to find an alternate route, but we’d lose precious time, and even if there is another way in, it’s likely rigged with traps too.” His voice hardened. “But don’t go ahead without us, wildcat. There has to be some mechanism to turn off the dust. Find that, and we’ll join you.”

      “I will,” Willow promised.

      Jerrett grumbled under his breath but didn’t protest further as she set off down the hallway. He knew Malcolm was right as well as I did.

      All of us waited in tense silence, ready to dive after her if the silver dust somehow managed to strike her ephemeral figure. But although the soft hissing noise came again, and little particles of dust stung my nose, Willow didn’t cry out. We backed up a few steps, letting the silver dust settle.

      In the cold corridor, my brothers’ heartbeats pounded in a synchronized rhythm, as if united by the one thing they beat for. Mine joined theirs, and the sound filled my ears as long minutes ticked by.

      Finally, Willow’s voice called from up ahead. “I think I found it! There’s a lever set into the wall. Shit, I hope this isn’t the trigger for some other booby trap.”

      The harsh sound of stone grating against stone filled the air, and I let out a breath. Willow’s aura flickered with excitement as she walked back down the corridor toward us. No silver dust burst from the walls this time, and I could almost feel her grin lighting up the dim tunnel.

      “It’s safe.” The tone of her aura shifted slightly as she solidified. “You can come through.”

      “Nicely fucking done, Will! Damn, having a fae on our side is badass.”

      Willow chuckled at Jerrett’s words, but a flicker of sadness seemed to pass through her. I knew she’d come to embrace her vampiric nature, but I could only imagine how strange it must be for her to have a whole other side to her heritage she’d never known existed. More than ever, I lamented the fact that vampires had all but wiped out the fae. I wanted Willow to know and understand all her powers, and although I did my best, it was impossible for me to teach her how to use her fae magic.

      I stepped forward and wrapped my hand around the back of Willow’s neck, pressing a kiss to her lips. There was no time to say everything I wanted to tell her, so I tried to put it all into my kiss. Her palm rested on my chest, her fingers gripping the fabric of my shirt for a moment. Then we turned and continued down the hallway, following Malcolm’s lead.

      The corridor twisted and turned several times, leading far away from the structure we’d originally entered. A small gust of wind whispered over my skin, and I tensed. The scent of magic it carried was stronger, more potent.

      “We’re close. Up ahead.”

      “I see it! There’s a room up there.” Willow’s voice was tight with barely contained excitement.

      “Watch out for more traps,” Jerrett warned.

      “Yeah. I—” Willow’s voice dropped. “Oh no.”

      I didn’t even need to ask what she saw. I could sense it. The stone door at the end of the hallway stood ajar. Whatever spells had once protected it were broken now. And through the crack in the door, the scent of magic wafted out.

      We picked up our pace, Willow practically running ahead.

      “Maybe it’s still there. Maybe it—”

      She shoved the heavy door open.

      I stepped inside after her, scanning the room with all my senses. The space was large and mostly empty, with a stone pedestal in the center. But no bright aura of magic rested atop it.

      “It’s gone,” Willow breathed.

      We were too late.
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      Crushing disappointment filled me.

      We’d come so close. Had Eustice been wrong about the location?

      No. He couldn’t have been. Everything about this place—the hidden location, the booby trapped walls, the large pedestal in the center of the room—indicated that some powerful, precious object had been kept here.

      It just wasn’t here anymore.

      Which meant that sometime in the last eighteen hours, the weird sisters had broken into the ruin before us and made off with their prize.

      And that meant they had four Stones of Power. Four out of the five small statues needed to unlock an ancient, powerful magic.

      We only had one more chance to stop them.

      “Damn it!”

      I gritted my teeth together, resisting the urge to use my vampire strength to topple the large pedestal. It could set off another booby trap or bring the old ruin down around our heads, and our situation was bad enough without me making it worse.

      “Well, fuck me in the fucking earhole.” Jerrett ran his hands through his hair, tugging the long strands back from his face.

      “We need to go,” I said. “We need to get to Wales as soon as we can. That’s our last chance.”

      My hands shook with nerves and adrenaline. The way I felt right now, I could probably run to Wales faster than we could drive there. A single thought pounded through my brain in time to the heavy thud of my heart.

      Stop them. Stop them. Stop them.

      Our last chance was so close, but so far away. How far behind the sisters were we? Did they already know of the location of the final statue?

      “We’ll have to drive through the day. The car has a sunlight repelling spell on it, so we’ll get as close as we can to our destination and wait until sundown.”

      Malcolm’s voice held the reasonable tone of a leader, but I could see worry and disappointment in his eyes.

      “In theory, the weird sisters shouldn’t be able to go searching in the daylight either. So if we move fast, maybe we can overtake them,” Jerrett tossed in helpfully.

      My stomach twisted. “Except they’ve already survived sunlight exposure once. Maybe they don’t fear the sun like we do.”

      “In that case, we’re fucked.”

      “We’ve seen no evidence of that.” Malcolm shot Jerrett a dark look, probably not wanting him to work me into any more of a panic than I already was. “And it hardly matters, anyway. We’re going after the final stone no matter what.”

      “True story.” Jerrett squared his shoulders, looking ready to fight a shade barehanded.

      With nothing more to be found in the empty room, we retraced our steps through the winding passage, up the stairs, and out of the ruin. Nerves still prickled over my skin—this place was incredibly creepy—but I was certain Neoma and Samira wouldn’t attack us here. They’d gotten what they came for, and gathering the final stone was worth far more to them than our deaths.

      We piled into the car, Sol and me in the back seat and Malcolm behind the wheel again. Jerrett pulled out his cell phone, looking up directions to the second location Eustice had given us.

      Damn it. Maybe we should’ve gone there first. But how the hell could we have known?

      The desolate, moonlit landscape glided past us as Malcolm sped down the winding roads of the Scottish highlands. For several hours, we didn’t pass a single other vehicle, but as the sky began to lighten, other cars slowly appeared on the road.

      Despite my buzzing anxiety, my eyelids began to droop as the sun rose. I was vaguely aware of Jerrett griping about Malcolm’s grandmother-like driving, and Malcolm shushing him, saying it was too late to swap now. A smile quirked the corner of my mouth. They really did act so much like brothers sometimes, but their love for each other was clear.

      “Rest, Willow tree.” Sol wrapped an arm around my shoulders, urging me down until my head lay on the firm muscles of his thighs. His strong fingers ran through my hair, massaging my scalp. “We’ve got you. There’ll be plenty of time to fight soon enough. Sleep now.”

      Maybe it was the soft command in his voice, maybe it was the delicious way my muscles melted under his touch, or maybe it was the exhaustion pulling at me like a heavy weight. But my body obeyed, and I drifted into a dreamless sleep.
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      Low voices filtered into my consciousness, and my eyes flew open. The sun’s rays lit up the clouds outside the car in a beautiful display of reds, oranges, and purples. For a moment, I thought I must’ve only dozed off for a second. Then I realized the light outside wasn’t sunrise, but sunset.

      I had slept all day.

      Tilting my head up, I shifted on Sol’s lap. His large, warm hand rested on my arm, and his head lolled to the side, his eyes closed. He looked heartbreakingly beautiful, his serious features relaxed in sleep. I was struck by the urge to run my fingers over the planes of his face, but I settled for soaking it up with my eyes instead, trying to memorize every aspect of this incredible man.

      “We’re close, according to the coordinates Eustice gave me. It shouldn’t take us long,” Jerrett murmured to Malcolm in the front seat, his voice quiet.

      “Good. With any luck, we’ll beat the witches there.” Malcolm’s voice was a low rumble. “Once the sun sets, we’ll act fast.”

      Excitement thrummed through me at their words, and I craned my head to peer out the window again, silently urging the sun to move faster. As supernaturally strong and dangerous as vampires were, nature had dealt us a serious handicap too. I supposed in the grand scheme of things, it made sense. Without this check on our power, it would be way too easy for vampires to dominate other creatures, upsetting any hope of balance in the world.

      But having to restrict our movements so heavily during the daylight hours was a total pain in the ass.

      I understood the appeal of a place like the Penumbra, where vampires could live their lives free from worry about the sun. Where they could run through the forest or explore the gardens at any time of the day or night.

      If only Carrick didn’t rule there, the Penumbra might truly be a haven.

      Thoughts of Carrick soured my mood. What was the king doing now? Hiding out somewhere beneath the castle, hoping that was going to keep him safe? If the witches got their way, there would be no safe place for vampires left on earth.

      But we wouldn’t let them.

      I sat up slowly, gently slipping out of Sol’s grasp. He stirred anyway, woken by my movement.

      Jerrett turned to look over his shoulder. “Hey, sleeping beauties.”

      “Hey.” I yawned, glancing at our surroundings. “Where are we?”

      “Near the west coast of Wales,” Malcolm said. “We got as close as we could by car, but we’ll need to shadow run the rest of the way. These lands aren’t public, and no roads lead where we’re going.”

      “And that’s where Eustice said the statue is?”

      Jerrett’s eyebrow ring flashed as he grinned at me. “Yep.”

      Excitement and nerves fluttered through me. It took all my self-control not to throw myself out of the car and start running now. As it was, I tracked the setting sun like a hawk, barely even registering the blood bag Sol pressed into my hands. But strength flowed through me as I drank, and by the time I finished, the sun had vanished behind the horizon with one final flare of light.

      It took another twenty-five minutes for the light to begin fading from the sky. I tried to take the time to focus, but I was about ready to crawl out of my skin from all the waiting.

      “Can we go?” I finally asked, practically bouncing in my seat.

      Malcolm and Jerrett shared a look.

      “Yes,” Malcolm finally said. “It’s not as dark as I’d like, but we can’t afford to wait any longer.”

      “It will be hot, Willow tree. Brace yourself.” Sol brushed back a strand of hair that had fallen from my ponytail before popping his door open.

      He was right. As soon as I stepped out of the car, heat assaulted me. It was like taking a hot shower after getting a sunburn. My skin prickled painfully, and I swore I could almost feeling it peeling.

      “Shadow run. That will help.”

      Sol took off to the north, and we followed. There weren’t a lot of trees to be found, so we used the smaller shadows of shrubs and rocks, darting from one to the next. The residual sunlight burned less while I was in the shadows, and after about twenty minutes of running, the pain faded entirely.

      I had no idea where we were headed, but I trusted the men to guide me. While we ran, I tried to keep my senses alert for any sign of Neoma and Samira or their shade minions.

      But no creatures accosted us, and after another ten minutes, Sol slowed his pace. On a small hill ahead of us sat what looked like an old castle. It was plain, with walls made of large gray stones and thick green grass growing up around it. The structure was maybe four or five stories tall with several towers that rose up higher, and although the roof on one side had caved in, the rest of the castle seemed to be structurally sound.

      It didn’t look nearly as creepy as the ruin we’d visited last night. But somehow, the normalcy of this place did nothing to soothe my nerves. The massive doorway stood open; any wooden parts of the castle had long since rotted away, leaving the entryway clear and undefended.

      I shivered as we stepped inside. No torches flared to life on the walls, but moonlight streamed in through the tall, narrow windows. We stood in a large open space. Arched doorways led off to our left and right, and rough, uneven stone steps along one wall led up to the second floor.

      “What do you think?” I looked at Sol.

      He sniffed the air, then jerked his chin toward the doorway on our right. “This way.”

      Thank Fate for his amazing senses. None of us could pick up the scent of magic like he could.

      Sol led us through the castle, pausing every once in a while to get his bearings. Toward the back of the castle, a spiral staircase led up to the wall-walk and a large tower.

      Sol stopped. “Up there.”

      I groaned. “Damn it. Why does it always have to be a tower?”

      Fear of heights had never been an issue for me, but I was starting to develop a very legitimate aversion to tall towers. Nothing good ever seemed to happen in them.

      The stairs were wide enough for us to walk two by two, and they spiraled tightly around a wide stone pillar. Sol and Malcolm took the lead, and Jerrett hung back with me as we began to ascend.

      “Sol,” I whispered. “I can’t sense the weird sisters here. Have you picked up any sign of—”

      The breath left my lungs as the stone beneath my feet suddenly crumbled away.

      I began to plummet through the hole, but in a flash, Jerrett’s hand closed around my wrist, yanking me up to the steps beside him. My heart thudded painfully in my chest, but there was no time to regain my equilibrium.

      With a rumble, the stairs below us began to collapse.

      “Go! Go, go!” I screamed.

      Even as I pressed my foot against the step to launch myself forward, the stone crumbled away, leaving me flailing. This time Jerrett lost his footing too, but Malcolm and Sol caught us. And then we were all running, racing as fast as we could up the staircase.

      Wind whipped my hair back from my face, and the sound of cracking stone filled my ears. It felt like running on air—every time I put my foot down, the surface seemed to disappear a second later. If I stopped, if I hesitated for even a split second, the crumbling staircase would pull me down with it, burying me under a pile of heavy rock.

      The spiraling staircase made me dizzy, and my stomach lurched with fear and nausea. We reached the landing on the top floor and—

      The rumbling stopped.

      Jerrett was right behind me, and the moment his feet left the top step, the staircase stopped crumbling away. Of course, all that was left were the top two steps and a gaping hole with a pile of rubble at the bottom. But the building was no longer eating away at itself.

      “What the hell?” I breathed, leaning over to peer down into the empty space below.

      Jerrett wrapped an arm around my waist, as if afraid the castle would somehow yank me over the edge. “Shit on a biscuit, that wasn’t a fucking coincidence. That was magic. If we hadn’t been vampire-fast, we would’ve been crushed for sure. Hell, we almost were anyway.”

      I swallowed hard. He was right. If he hadn’t been there to catch me when that first chunk of stone gave out, I would’ve fallen right through.

      Shivering, I stepped away from the edge. The soles of my feet prickled, as if uncertain whether to trust the floor beneath them.

      “We’ve got a new problem,” Malcolm muttered, turning to stare down the hallway we’d emerged into.

      I followed his gaze, my brow wrinkling. “Is that… a dead end?”

      “Sure as hell looks like it.” Jerrett scowled. “What the fuck?”

      The corridor ended about six yards away. But there were no doors anywhere along the gray stone walls.

      “This doesn’t make any sense.” I shook my head, running my hands over the stone. It refused to give way like the wall in Scotland had. “Sol detected magic up here. The staircase was clearly booby trapped. Why would anyone do all that for nothing?”

      “Because whoever hid these stones was a huge dick?” Jerrett suggested, and I almost laughed despite my worry.

      Malcolm met my eyes in the darkness, and I could guess his thoughts.

      “I’ll pass through.” I began to phase out as I spoke. “Maybe it’s the same as the silver dust trap. I’ll see if I can open a door from the other side.”

      “Be safe, wildcat.”

      “Always.”

      His hands fisted as I passed through the stone barrier. I knew they all hated letting me go ahead alone. I wasn’t a huge fan of it myself, truthfully, but it was our only option.

      The stone wall at the end of the corridor was thick, at least twelve inches. As I emerged on the other side, I blinked. Moonlight streamed in from the large windows spaced around the tower. And at one end of the room, a small box sat on a broad stone slab.

      Relief billowed through me. The final statue.

      “It’s here!”

      I raised my voice, calling back through the wall as I solidified. I scanned the stones for any lever or switch that might make a door appear, but the walls revealed nothing.

      Damn it.

      Well, maybe I could grab the statue and go out the window with it. The rough stone walls would provide plenty of handholds. My stomach twisted with fear at the prospect, but if it was my only option, I’d have to try.

      I stepped forward, anxious to take hold of the last remaining Stone of Power. But before I reached it, movement in the windows behind the large slab drew my eye.

      Two pairs of thin, pale hands slipped over the windowsills.

      Two lithe figures dressed in dark cloaks pulled themselves up.

      Neoma and Samira climbed into the room, their white-blonde hair shining in the moonlight, their dark eyes fixed on me.
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      A harsh cry sounded from inside the closed-up room.

      My blood froze. “Willow.”

      I could hear her heart pounding and the shuffling noise of movement behind the thick stones. There was another cry, then a screech.

      Goddamn it. I never should’ve let her go in without us.

      Rage and helplessness tore through me, making my muscles burn with the need to do something. I smashed my fists against the stone, making small chunks of rock crumble away. But the walls were thick and strong, designed that way for one reason—to keep intruders like us out.

      Sol lifted his head, his nostrils flaring as he caught a scent. “The sisters. They’re here.”

      “Motherfucking goddamn it!” Jerrett snarled.

      “All three together.” I managed to keep my voice steady, despite the emotions roiling through me.

      My brothers and I backed up several feet. Then, on my signal, we rushed the wall, slamming our shoulders into the rough stone. Pain radiated through my arm, but the large rocks shifted.

      “Again!”

      We slammed into it once more. And a third time. Between blows, my vampire healing worked to repair the damage to my body from the impact. Under the crashing sounds of our blows, I could still hear muffled noises coming from inside the room, and each one pierced my heart like a dagger.

      We’re coming, wildcat. Fight.

      The wall now had a concave dent in it, the large stones jarred from their resting place of hundreds of years. With a savage cry, my brothers and I threw ourselves at the stones again. This time, they gave way.

      We burst into the room in an explosion of rock and dust, pieces of the wall flying across the space. The sight that greeted us made me see red. The two weird sisters had Willow pinned to a large stone slab on the far side of the room. She struggled mightily against their grip, but despite their thin frames, the witches were at least as strong as I was.

      Willow was trying to go incorporeal, but every time she started to phase out, the runes on her body glowed with a flare of light, making her cry out in pain. Shit. The sisters couldn’t use the runes to control her as completely as they could the shades—she’d been able to break their hold the last time they tried. But they still had some level of power over her. Enough to keep her from using her fae magic to escape their grip.

      One of them brandished a thin, wicked-looking dagger. She pierced the skin at the side of Willow’s neck, and my heart lurched. Whether she was trying to kill Willow or complete the runes on her body, I didn’t know. And I didn’t fucking care. This witch had attacked the woman I loved more than anything, and I was going to tear her head clean off her body for that.

      With a savage roar, I raced forward. The two women glanced up, their black eyes focusing on me. They’d been so focused on Willow they’d ignored the crashing against the wall, but they couldn’t ignore the sight of me and my brothers bearing down on them.

      The one on the left hissed, abandoning Willow’s thrashing body and raising her dagger toward me instead. Willow immediately scrambled off the stone slab, diving toward a small box that lay on the ground nearby. It was tipped on its side, half open. I caught sight of the small stone statue inside just before the other sister snatched it out of Willow’s grasping fingers.

      “The stone!” I shouted. “Get the stone!”

      The witch brandishing the knife leapt for me, attacking in a flurry of limbs and swirling fabric. She was fast and graceful, her movements almost like a dance. I ducked back, avoiding the swipes of her blade. I caught her wrist and twisted, but the joint didn’t snap. Instead, she followed the movement, using the momentum of her body to swing up and around, spinning through the air. She landed lightly on her feet, grinning up at me.

      Beside me, Jerrett, Sol, and Willow were trying to reclaim the box with the Stone of Power from my attacker’s twin. She fought off my brothers, moving with astounding speed. The runes on Willow’s body still flickered as the witches tried to gain control of her mind.

      The one facing me leapt forward, taking advantage of my momentary distraction to press her attack. She bared her fangs, driving me backward with a series of vicious strikes. I pulled a dagger from my belt and threw it at her. It lodged in her shoulder, temporarily disabling her knife arm. The limb hung uselessly by her side, the blade tumbling from her grip. She ripped my dagger out of her flesh with her other hand, screaming in fury.

      If I’d expected a reprieve, I didn’t get it.

      She threw herself at me, hitting me with such force that I stumbled backward, going to my back. She crouched over my chest and bared her fangs, ready to tear out my throat. I cast around beside me, the fingers of one hand closing around a chunk of stone the size of a basketball. I scooped it up, palming the large, heavy rock. Then I heaved it into the side of the witch’s head.

      With a crunch and a snap, her head whipped to the side, her body following as she tumbled off me. I’d cracked her skull, or broken her neck. Or both.

      But her healing powers must’ve been working overtime, because she didn’t stay down. Although blood poured from her temple, slicking her platinum hair and the side of her face, she rose back up and crawled toward her dagger, which lay on the floor several feet away.

      Goddamn it.

      I dove for the blade too, reaching it just as she did. We grappled for control of it, rolling over and over on the floor. Her slim fingers slipped under mine, wrapping around the hilt and pulling hard. Blood dripped onto my face from her head wound, filling my nostrils with the scent of jasmine—too pleasant a smell for such an evil creature.

      She raised the knife, bringing it down in a lightning-fast movement. With a ragged shout, I raised my forearm, blocking just in time. She pulled back and tried again. But this time, I was ready. I stopped the blow and twisted her wrist, torquing it so hard and fast she didn’t have a chance to move with the attack this time.

      Her wrist snapped, and I wrapped my hand around hers over the hilt, controlling the dagger. With one hard shove, I drove the blade through her heart.

      The woman’s large, dark eyes widened in surprise, and a grim triumph welled in me. We’d come here to find and destroy the remaining Stone of Power, but ending the weird sisters here and now would accomplish the same goal.

      So why did I see triumph reflected in her eyes too?

      And why wasn’t she dying?

      The dagger had impaled her torso, driven in up to the hilt. Blood welled over our joined fingers, spilling down my arm. A direct hit to the heart should be enough to kill any vampire. The magic that made us what we were would take a few moments to fade, prolonging life unnaturally for a minute or two. But once the magic faded, the mortal wound would claim its victim.

      Having been stabbed through the heart myself very recently, I was intimately familiar with what that felt like. And the wound I’d suffered hadn’t been a direct hit. If it had been, I wasn’t sure even Willow’s blood could’ve saved me.

      I lay frozen, staring up at the woman above me. Waiting to see the spark of life leave her eyes. Waiting to feel the strength leave her muscles.

      But that moment never came. Her fingers released their grip on the blade’s hilt, forcing mine away too. Her pale, thin wrist was already healing from the break, and she stood up, backing away from me.

      What the fuck?

      How was that possible?

      There was no time to waste wondering. I leapt to my feet and ran at her, ready to rip out the dagger and try a hundred more times. She danced backward, evading my grasp. Then her gaze flicked over my shoulder. A yell drew my attention, and I shot a quick look in that direction too. Behind me, the other sister pulled the Stone of Power from its box and tucked it into her robe. She raised her hands, and the runes on Willow’s skin flared again. Willow screamed in pain as she fought off the witch’s control.

      The one with the stone darted toward the window.

      I turned back just as her sister lashed out with both hands, hitting me so hard I flew across the room and slammed into the side wall like a runaway train. The ancient stones rumbled and shifted at the impact, and I slumped to the ground.

      Like two roaches scurrying for cover when the lights went on, the sisters skittered to the windows, climbing up and over the large sills and disappearing into the shadows outside.
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      Silence fell in the large tower as we all stared at the windows.

      My body ached all over, and I was clutching the empty box that had once contained the final Stone of Power, as if by gripping it tight enough, I could somehow reclaim the object it’d held. Everything had happened so fast. One minute, I’d been about to pick up the last stone, about to claim victory over the weird sisters. The next, they were crawling into the room like something out of a horror movie.

      I’d fought them off as well as I could, but they’d overpowered me using the runes their minions had carved on my skin. Then Malcolm, Jerrett, and Sol had burst through the wall, and all hell had broken loose.

      But it wasn’t enough. Even my three powerful vampires hadn’t been able to stop the sisters. Thank Fate, Neoma and Samira hadn’t brought shade backup with them. We might’ve lost more than just the stone if they had.

      Finally, Jerrett broke the silence, clearing his throat as he pushed a lock of dark hair out of his eyes. “Um, was it my imagination, or did one of those witches have a blade sticking out of her heart when they slipped away?”

      “Not your imagination,” Malcolm confirmed grimly. “I stabbed her. It was a good hit. I know it was.”

      “So why the fuck isn’t she dead? That should’ve killed any vampire. Christ on a cracker, she didn’t even look injured.”

      “She took a blow to the head without slowing down too. I swear I heard her neck break. It’s possible a vampire could heal from an injury like that, but it should’ve slowed her down, at least.”

      “Maybe she used some kind of magical healing? Sol, did you sense a magic flare?”

      The blond vampire shook his head, pursing his lips. “No. Although their magic is strange. I haven’t gotten a good read on it.”

      Numbly, I walked to the window, leaning over the sill to look down the side of the building at the ground below us. Neoma and Samira were nowhere to be seen. They were probably shadow running off to wherever their secret lair was, bearing their final prize.

      “Can we track them?” I asked, scanning the moonlit landscape. The moon itself was nearly full, shining like a blue-white ball in the sky.

      Sol sighed. “We can try. We should get moving, while their scent is…”

      Whatever else he said was lost to me as a rushing sound filled my ears. The moon wavered before my eyes, and I felt my body pitch forward as my consciousness was pulled away. I thought I heard faint shouts, but then darkness pulled me under.

      When my vision cleared, I was gazing up at another moon. This one was a beautiful, waning crescent in the sky, providing only dim light as it shone down on a clearing in a wooded area. It reflected off the scalp of a short, bald man with beady eyes. Neoma and Samira stood in front of him. They were dressed in dark robes like the ones I’d just seen them in, though I had a feeling this vision was still in the past. How long ago, I had no idea.

      Although the women were identical, I’d seen enough of them in my visions that I was starting to be able to tell them apart—not by features, but by bearing. Samira was more direct, whereas Neoma was a little more hesitant. So it didn’t surprise me to see the one I guessed was Samira step forward, handing the bald man a bag of coins.

      It jangled as he weighed it in his palm, and a broad grin stretched across his face, revealing teeth that had been filed down to points. “That will do. Meet me tomorrow in my workshop. I need time to prepare the spell.”

      Dreadful curiosity filled me. Neoma and Samira were powerful witches. I’d seen that both in my observation of them before they were turned, and after, when they cast a spell that protected them from sunlight. What magic did they need done that they couldn’t do themselves?

      As if prompted by my thoughts, my vision wavered, showing me the scene I wanted to see. This time, I found myself in a windowless room. A fire blazed in the hearth, and shelves lined the walls, filled with vials and equipment I couldn’t identify. Several bones and other body parts lined the shelves too, some of them distinctly human-looking. Herbs and plants hung from the ceiling like spiders dangling from webs, left there to dry.

      In the center of the room was a stone slab, eerily similar to the one in the tower where we’d just fought the sisters. Samira lay on the table, completely naked. There was a fierce determination on her face, and she glanced up to Neoma, who stood by her head, looking down at her.

      The bald, sharp-toothed man stood by her side. As I watched, he began to chant in a low voice. He walked over to the fire and dipped a ladle into the brazier suspended over the flames. The thick liquid he poured into a small cup steamed and stank of decay.

      Still reciting a soft incantation, he brought the cup to Samira. She lifted her head slightly, allowing him to pour the liquid into her mouth. She grimaced, but swallowed.

      Ugh. That must taste awful. And it looks scalding hot.

      But she didn’t complain. A few large gulps downed the entire vessel, and when it was empty, the man set the cup by her head. He closed his eyes, hovering his hand over her torso as his voice rose in volume. She jerked slightly, and above her, Neoma winced.

      Then the man lowered his hand to her chest. For a second, I thought he was just an old lech, trying to cop a feel while he worked whatever magic he was doing. But then he pressed on the skin of her left breast, just above the nipple. Samira jerked again, her eyes going wide, as the man’s hand began to pass through her skin.

      She shrieked in pain, but he didn’t stop. He continued pressing through skin, flesh, and bone until his hand was buried to the wrist inside her chest cavity. When he started to withdraw it, Samira’s screams somehow increased in volume, her voice tearing through the room on a cry of pure pain. Neoma clenched her jaw, but she didn’t make any move to stop the man.

      Was this what they had paid him to do? Why?

      The man’s hand was coated in blood as he pulled it slowly out of Samira’s chest. It glistened a dark red, shining in the light of the fire. But his hand wasn’t empty. Clenched between his fingers, something pulsed in a steady rhythm.

      The witch’s heart.

      It thudded softly as he pulled it all the way out of her body with a horrible, wet slurping noise. The flesh over her breast sealed up immediately, the hole closing up as if it had never existed. As soon as it did, Samira’s screams stopped. She breathed raggedly, the sound contrasting with the steady thrum of her still-beating heart.

      The man’s chant faded in volume until he was only muttering. Neoma helped Samira sit up, and when she rose, shaking and shivering, the man handed her heart to her. Drops of blood fell from the organ onto her bare breasts. The magician nodded, and Samira took her heart in both hands and raised it to her mouth. She tore into it with her teeth, blood and strings of muscle dripping down her chin as she ate messily.

      I blanched. If I had any corporeal form in these visions, my stomach would’ve revolted. I’d made my peace with drinking blood—had come to enjoy it, even—but watching someone eat their own heart was several yards past my line of comfortability.

      Samira seemed to have recovered from her earlier pain. She even took the time to lick each of her fingers clean before looking up at the man. His chanting cut off with a final guttural word, and he grinned at her, showing off his rows of sharp teeth.

      “Did it work?” she asked, her voice husky.

      “It worked.” His beady eyes traced over her nude form, something worse than lust in them. A sick sort of pride. “Now you are truly immortal. Nothing can kill you.”
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      My soul slammed back into my body, jarring me roughly.

      I shot up, my eyes flying open. Now that I had a stomach again, I did what I’d wanted to do earlier. I leaned over and vomited up everything I’d eaten in the last twenty-four hours.

      “It’s okay, Willow tree. It’s all right.”

      Large, warm hands pulled my hair back. My ponytail had come loose in the fight and I hadn’t even noticed. The pads of Sol’s fingers massaged my neck as I heaved a few more times.

      The world spun. My stomach still twitched. It felt like I was suffering from an awful hangover. I hadn’t had such bad lingering effects from a vision in a while; but then again, I hadn’t seen someone eat a heart in any of my other visions.

      Letting my eyes fall shut, I lay back down, resting my head against the hard surface beneath me. Other hands were on me, massaging my legs, caressing my arms. I let their touch soothe me for a few minutes, until the world seemed to stop spinning around me.

      Slowly, I cracked open my eyelids.

      Jerrett sat on my right, looking down at me with ice-blue eyes that shone with concern. “Hey there, sweetheart. You gave us a fucking scare. I plan on living several thousand more years, at least, but I swear to God, you took a century off my life.”

      “What?” My voice was rough and ragged, like Samira’s had been.

      “You almost fell out the window.” Malcolm gave my leg a squeeze, his dark gaze burning into me. “Sol reached you just in time and caught you.”

      My eyes widened, and I glanced up at Sol, who stood near my head.

      “Oh shit. Thank you.”

      “Of course. I don’t know if the fall would’ve killed you; I’ve seen vampires recover from terrible injuries. But I have no desire to find out.”

      I reached up to grasp his hand, which was still massaging my head gently. As my head cleared, my surroundings came into better focus. I was lying on the stone slab in the tower room, laid out just like Samira had been in my vision. That thought made my stomach lurch again, and I sat up quickly, half expecting to be naked just like she’d been. But of course, I was still dressed in the black tactical wear I’d worn to this fight.

      “Are you okay, Will?” Jerrett chewed on his lip. “You were screaming. That’s never happened when you had a vision before.”

      I blinked at him. “I… I was?”

      No wonder my throat felt raw and tight. Had my body been reacting to what I saw in the vision? Or had it somehow channeled Samira’s pain? I rubbed my chest, feeling the slow, heavy beat of my heart against my palm.

      “I saw the sisters,” I whispered, then swallowed. “They met with a man, some kind of dark magician. He performed a spell that made them immortal. Truly immortal.”

      “What the fuck?” Jerrett breathed.

      “Yeah. I saw him do it. He… he pulled out Samira’s heart and made her eat it.”

      Sol’s eyebrows rose, and he turned toward Malcolm. “Well, that explains how she ran out of here with a knife lodged in her chest. You missed the heart because there wasn’t one there.”

      Malcolm chuckled darkly. “I can stop doubting my aim, at least.”

      “Have you ever heard of this before? Is there a way to break the spell? Some way to kill them in spite of it?”

      I glanced at all the brothers, who’d gathered in front of the stone slab to face me. But the looks on their faces made my heart fall.

      “I don’t know, wildcat.” Malcolm rubbed his chin, his thick brows drawing together. “But we can’t let it prevent us from trying to stop them. They have all the Stones of Power. If they manage to raise all the dead fae to form an army, we’ll never have a chance to get close enough to the witches to try to kill them.”

      A vague memory flickered through my mind. “Were you able to track them? I think I heard Sol say that right before I fell.”

      Jerrett blew out a breath, scrunching up his face. “No dice. We got a little distracted trying to make sure you weren’t dying.”

      “Damn it!” I stood, even though my legs were still shaky, and paced over to the window. I didn’t get too close and kept my hand securely on the wall this time, just in case. “First we delayed our hunt while we looked for Malcolm, and now you lost the lead on them because of me. I thought we were supposed to be stronger together, but it doesn’t seem like it’s working out that way.”

      Malcolm’s thick arms encircled me from behind, drawing me against his hard chest. “We are stronger together, wildcat. We need you on this hunt. We need you, period. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have slipped away from the Penumbra—”

      “—but if we’d left him behind and gone off hunting on our own, we wouldn’t have made it even this far,” Jerrett finished, nudging Malcolm before dropping a kiss to my hair. “We’re family, and we don’t leave each other behind, not even for expediency’s sake.”

      I liked the sound of that. As desperate as our situation was, there was no reason to believe that if we’d left Malcolm behind, or if they’d left me behind now, they’d be any closer to stopping the witches. And thinking about facing the daunting odds ahead of us without any of the brothers made my stomach lurch with disquiet. I was only keeping my shit together because they were all here with me.

      “Okay.” I nodded. “We stick together. No matter what.”

      “It doesn’t matter anyway,” Sol added. “As you said, the sisters have proven themselves to be powerful witches. Most likely, we wouldn’t have been able to track them far by scent. They wouldn’t make it so easy for us.”

      I knew he meant his words to be comforting, but they sent a coil of fear spiraling through me.

      “Damn it. They could be using the Stones of Power already.”

      “Yeah. They could. But until I see undead fae popping up out of the earth all around me, I’m gonna assume we still have a chance.” Jerrett shot me a sardonic grin as he walked to the window. “Think you’re up for a daring escape from a tower?”

      “Somehow, I knew it was going to come down to throwing ourselves out the window,” I grumbled, stepping out of Malcolm’s embrace.

      “It’s not so bad if you’re conscious for it. You can use shadows to break your fall. Just land in those. It’s like shadow running—except, you know, with more falling.” Jerrett pointed down the side of the tower.

      The moon had moved in the sky while I was unconscious, and now it sat low on the horizon. Large stones that framed the tower windows stuck out a bit from the wall, casting narrow shadows along the gray facade.

      “Let me see you do it first,” I said, trying not to sound as wary as I felt.

      I trusted Jerrett completely. And I mostly trusted my abilities. But we were at least eight stories up, and I was firmly in agreement with Sol about not wanting to find out if the fall would kill me.

      Jerrett gave me a wicked smile before hopping up into the window frame. He crouched there for a second, peering down at the side of the building like he was mapping his route. Then he dove forward. Despite his assurances, my heart leapt into my throat at the sight, and I rushed forward to peer out the window. Jerrett’s body appeared for a second, falling fast in a graceful dive, before he vanished into a shadow. He repeated the process several times, until he finally popped out of the shadow of a window on the first floor and landed lightly on his feet.

      My stomach swayed. Maybe I shouldn’t have watched him do that first. Somehow, knowing exactly what was coming made me more terrified, not less. But I shook off my fear, crawling up to sit on the window ledge with my feet dangling outside the building. Then I took a deep breath and jumped.

      It was nowhere near as graceful and elegant as Jerrett’s journey down. At one point, I missed the shadow I was aiming for and let out an undignified yelp, bouncing off the side of the building before I reoriented myself and dove into a new shadow. But I was in one piece when I landed with a dull thud next to Jerrett, and that was all I cared about.

      We watched Sol and Malcolm follow us down. Now that I was observing from the safety of solid ground, it was actually incredible to witness. I’d have to remember this trick, since I seemed to have a propensity for getting into fights in tall towers.

      With Sol in the lead, we started back toward where we’d left the car. We should just make it before sunrise.

      Before we began shadow running, I looked back up at the large castle, and at the tower that’d once held the Stone of Power. A shiver passed through me. This place seemed so innocuous. Nothing more than an abandoned ruin. That was probably what had helped the stone remain undiscovered for so long. Who would hide something so valuable here?

      “So, what’s the plan now?” I asked, tearing my eyes away from the large stone structure. “What do we do next?”

      Jerrett slipped an arm over my shoulders. “Now would probably a pretty good time to switch to plan B.”

      “What’s plan B?” I glanced up at him.

      “We need to prepare for the possibility that the witches will perform their spell before we stop them. And if they do, we’ll need to fight fire with fire.”

      “Fire with fire? What does that mean?”

      Sol turned back to face us, his expression serious. “We need to find the remaining living fae and convince them to help us battle their undead brethren.”
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      “This whole ass-fucking hunt has gone sideways fast.”

      I scrubbed a hand down my face, wishing there was something nearby I could punch. But since we were back on our private jet, there weren’t a lot of good options. My brothers would be pretty fucking pissed if I punched a hole through our plane—especially while we were in flight.

      We were on our way back to New York, hoping we could pick up the sisters’ trail there. Hoping they’d make a foolish move and show themselves. Hoping our magical contacts in the city could help us track down the remaining fae.

      Too much fucking hoping for my taste.

      “I won’t argue with that.” Mal sank into the seat next to me. Willow peered glumly out the window from a chair opposite me, Sol beside her. “We need more manpower. We need to be doing two things at once—searching for the sisters and searching for the fae. But I don’t want to split up.”

      “Do you think Carrick would lend us resources?” Will looked up, her eyes tired. “Now that the threat is no longer theoretical? If a massive army of fae shades is unleashed, there’s no way he’ll be able to keep the Penumbra from falling. Can you convince him to help us wipe out the threat before it becomes too big to fight?”

      Mal grunted, and even though he tried to look like he was considering the idea, I was sure I knew his answer. Fuck no.

      That selfish jackass wouldn’t lift a finger to help us, and if the shade attack did come, Carrick would sacrifice as many of his people as necessary to save his own skin.

      “I’ll try, wildcat,” Mal said grimly.

      And he would. Not because he had hopes of salvaging his relationship with his fuckstick of a father—it’d been bad for years, and Carrick had pretty much torched it when he threatened Will—but because she had asked him to. For her, he would leave no stone unturned. For her, he’d swallow his anger and speak to the king.

      If I hadn’t known before that Mal was head over heels for the girl, I did now.

      Willow smiled softly, though her eyes were still dark with worry. She rose, brushing her hand over Mal’s shoulder. “I’m going to get a little rest. Wake me if you need me.”

      She headed down the aisle, disappearing into the room at the back.

      “I’ll try reaching out to Eustice again. See if he can do some kind of finding magic to help us locate the remaining fae,” I said.

      “And I’ll… talk to my father.” Malcolm couldn’t even get the words out without baring his teeth in a snarl.

      Sol stood up. “I’m going to see if Willow’s all right. She seems off.”

      He strode down the aisle. I twisted in my seat, scowling over my shoulder at him.

      “Hey! No fucking fair. If I knew that was one of the options, I never would’ve picked ‘call Eustice’ as my job.”

      He just chuckled, giving me a smug half-shrug before disappearing through the door behind Willow.

      “Goddamn it. Un-fucking-fair.” I slumped back in my seat. I was tempted to join them, but I really did need to take care of this shit first.

      Malcolm got up and rummaged through a pack we’d left on the plane. He pulled out two communication charms. The three of us generally used cell phones to keep in touch with each other, but the two people we needed to reach were both a bit technology-averse. He tossed one to me, then took the other over to the couch, swearing under his breath. Probably getting it out of his system before talking to his dear old dad.

      I held mine in the palm of my hand, concentrating on who I wanted to contact. The black disc heated slightly, and then a semi-transparent image of Eustice’s face popped into view above it. He yelped when he saw me.

      “Jerrett! Thisss is an invasssion of privacy!”

      The great thing about these communication charms was that they allowed us to reach basically anyone we knew—and unlike a cell phone, there was no button they could press to decline the call. They didn’t even have to accept it. My head had just appeared in front of Eustice, and it’d stay there until I chose to leave or the charm wore off. These charms weren’t easy to come by, and they were single-use only, so we didn’t bust them out often. But today was a good day to dig into our stash.

      I grinned. “Hey, Eustice. You know, you’re always harping on about privacy, but really, I think you secretly love our visits.”

      “I’m with a cusssstomer.” His sibilant voice got extra sharp when he was mad. Like now.

      “Sorry, pal. Tell them to come back later. I need to talk to you. We’ll pay, you know we will.”

      Eustice’s reptilian eyes narrowed, and I could hear the snakes around his body hissing. “Double my consultation fee.”

      I rolled my eyes, anxious to get this moving along. “Triple it.”

      The Finder shook his head, opening his mouth to argue. Then he closed it. “That’ssss not how haggling works.”

      “It is today. I’ve got no time for this shit.”

      He blinked, then nodded. He made his excuses to whatever client he was with before turning back to me, running a hand through his white-blond hair. “What do you need? Did you not find what you were looking for?”

      “No. You were spot-on with the location of the stones; we were just too late.” I tugged my lip ring between my teeth. “We need to find the location of the last remaining fae clan.”

      “The lasssst fae?” His thin brows rose with interest, his yellow eyes gleaming.

      “Yeah. I mean, there are probably a few loose ones floating around, hiding out among humans or something. But there’ve always been rumors that the fae who survived the vampire massacres banded together and went into hiding somewhere. We need to know where.”

      “Why?” Eustice cocked a brow. “Feeling hungry?”

      “That’s not fucking funny!” I growled, an unexpected flare of protectiveness rising inside me.

      I’d been alive during the fifty-year period when the vampires all but wiped out the fae. I hadn’t participated in the killings, and truthfully, I hadn’t taken much notice of it at the time. But Eustice’s question struck a nerve. Those were Willow’s people he was talking about.

      “Sssorry. Sorry.” He held his hands up, looking a little frightened, even though hundreds of miles separated us.

      I ran a hand through my hair. “It’s fine. Look, can you help us or not?”

      Eustice fidgeted uncomfortably. “Not. I can’t find people, you know that.”

      A sound of annoyance rumbled in my chest. He’d mentioned that before, but with Eustice, I never knew if he was lying about his abilities just to get out of doing the work.

      Apparently, not this time.

      “What if you had a touchstone? We…” I cleared my throat, deciding there was no harm in telling him the truth. “We have a half-fae with us. Can you use her to track them down somehow?”

      Eustice shook his head, his shaggy hair floating around him in wispy tendrils. “Nope. Can’t do it.” He pressed his thin lips together. “But if you have a fae, what do you need me for?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Because we’re looking for more fae, dummy. Not just the one we have.”

      The pupils in his snake-like eyes gleamed black. “No, I mean ussse her to find the others. All fae are connected. Didn’t she tell you that?”

      Sitting up straighter in my chair, I leaned forward. “Uh, no. But she doesn’t exactly know much about the fae. What do you mean they’re all connected?”

      Eustice waved a hand, looking bored with this conversation already. “I don’t know, sssomething about how they all share one giant sssoul. They each have their own soul, but they’re also connected to a ‘master ssssoul’ and have a piece of it insssside them.”

      “How the fuck do you know this?” I asked, curiosity filling me. The fae had been gone long enough that for a lot of supernaturals, especially those with shorter lifespans, they were little more than legend at this point.

      “I read about fae magic for a Finding job.” He preened. “I’m thorough. That’s why I’m the best.”

      “Yeah, you are. Thanks, Eustice.”

      I tapped the communication spell again, and his translucent face vanished. Dropping the disc onto the seat beside mine, I leaned back into the plush leather. If Eustice was right, Willow would be our best chance at finding what we needed. But she’d never mentioned feeling a connection to any shared soul before. Did she have enough fae blood to access it?

      Before I could stand, Mal stormed down the aisle toward me. He collapsed into the chair across from me, every muscle in his body bulging with barely contained anger. With a growl, he curled his hand around the black disc of his communication charm, crushing it in his hand.

      I grimaced. “I take it your talk went about as expected?”

      “That selfish, cowardly son of a bitch! He’s refused to give us any support. And he’s closed up the walls of the Penumbra. There’ve been more attacks on supernaturals—the witches are feeding their shade army. And he’s leaving his people to fend for themselves.”

      “So much for the Penumbra being a haven.”

      Mal clenched his jaw. “He used up all his courage winning the throne, and now he huddles on it like a troll guarding his treasure. The man isn’t fit to rule anything.”

      I leaned forward, clapping a hand on his shoulder.

      “No. He’s not.” Then I raised my eyebrows, jerking my chin toward the wall. “Want to punch a hole in the plane?”

      Despite his anger, he huffed a laugh. “No, but thanks for the suggestion. How did your call go?”

      Eustice’s words echoed in my mind, and I thought of the sweet half-fae woman who had become our guiding light in more ways than one.

      “Interestingly. Turns out, we need Willow more than we ever knew.”
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      “Willow tree?”

      I stepped inside the bedroom and closed the door gently behind me. The sounds from the front section of the jet dimmed, and I reached out with my senses for Willow.

      She was curled up on her side on the bed, but she wasn’t asleep. Her aura churned with agitation.

      “Yeah? Do you need me? I was just resting.” Her voice was soft but strained.

      I crawled up onto the bed beside her, wrapping my body around hers and pulling her close to me, marveling at how perfectly she fit into my embrace. “No, you weren’t. I can tell something’s bothering you. What’s wrong?”

      She chuckled weakly. “Besides the threat to life as we know it, you mean?”

      I brushed a strand of her hair back. It was soft as silk beneath my fingertips, and the sweet cherry-almond scent of her, underscored by the earthy notes of her fae blood, filled my nostrils. My fangs dropped, tempting me to bury my face in the crook of her neck and pierce her delicate skin. But I swallowed back my bloodlust.

      “We’re all worried about that. But there’s something else too. What is it?”

      A heavy breath left her lips. “I just feel… torn. I know we have to stop Neoma and Samira. And when I think about what they did, what they’re probably still doing—sacrificing innocent lives to keep their shade army strong—I hate them. What they’re doing is evil.”

      “It is.”

      “But when I drop into those visions, I feel for them. At first, I thought maybe the man who captured them and turned them was the one behind all this. That they were just his puppets. But it doesn’t seem likely.”

      I made a low noise in my throat. “No. It doesn’t.”

      “So why is my Sight showing me these things? Why is it making me feel sorry for these women?” She sighed, interlacing her fingers with mine and pulling my arm tighter around her. “I never thought I’d say this, but I want to be a vampire. I do. I’m happy with who I am, and I’m so happy I found you and your brothers. But I don’t agree with the vampire laws. I think they’re wrong.”

      Her voice was soft and sweet, but full of the strength and conviction I’d come to expect from her. I tugged her shoulder gently, urging her to roll over onto her back and propping myself up on one elbow to lean over her. I wished I could see her eyes. Jerrett had described them to me once, and I imagined the rich hazel as a beautiful blend of greens and browns, like a forest in the summertime.

      “I think you’re right, Willow tree. Certain laws and traditions have been in place for so long that no one questions them anymore. Vampires were once the leaders of all supernaturals. It hasn’t been that way in North America for quite some time, since Carrick has no interest in leading. That’s why Malcolm, Jerrett, and I split off from the court. We wanted to do good in the world, and we thought we’d found the best way.” My brow furrowed. “But maybe there’s another way to do good. Maybe there’s a better way forward.”

      Willow’s delicate hands came up to frame my face, and I felt her gaze on me.

      “I want that,” she whispered. “Vampires created the threat we’re up against now through their negligence and cruelty. What they did to Neoma and Samira was unforgivable. And I want to believe I’m fighting on the right side, but I have to know this won’t happen again.”

      “Not if there’s anything I can do to stop it.”

      She drew in another deep breath, and her body seemed to relax, the tension draining from her. I hoped she believed my words, because I meant every one of them. When Jerrett had approached me on my deathbed with the offer to turn me, he had told me not just what vampires were, but what they could be. We had the power to keep evil at bay.

      Maybe it was time we started looking more closely into our own ranks for the threat.

      Unable to resist, I dropped my mouth to Willow’s, finding the soft bow of her lips easily. She yielded to my touch, her body melting under mine. Her arms wrapped around my neck, and she traced the muscles of my back.

      “Sol?” she breathed into my mouth. “I can’t turn off my brain. Make me stop thinking for a while.”

      My lips curved into a smile against hers at the desperation I could already hear in her voice.

      “I can do that, Willow. Do you trust me?”

      “Yes,” she whispered, arching into me.

      “Good girl. Then do exactly as I say. I’ve got you.”

      She let out a slight whimper, and I felt her shiver beneath me.

      I broke away from our kiss, working my way down her body. I removed articles of clothing as I went, pulling off her shirt and bra before slipping her pants and panties down. She lifted her hips to help me, and when I had her fully naked, I kneeled between her open legs. She didn’t try to close them, didn’t try to hide from my attention, but her breaths came faster. Her heart was pounding in a hard rhythm, and I could already smell the arousal soaking her sex.

      My cock strained to free itself, hardening at the thought of her so slick and ready for me. I stood, quickly disposing of my clothes. Then I crawled up the bed again, lying down beside Willow. She rolled over to kiss me, draping her soft, warm body over mine, and for a moment, I lost myself in the sweetness of that kiss.

      But I had promised to make her brain stop working, and I intended to keep my word.

      I slapped one of her ass cheeks lightly, pulling a startled moan from her lips. “Up, Willow tree. Ride my face.”

      She didn’t hesitate. She crawled eagerly up my body, settling her knees on either side of my head and bracing her hands on the wall. Her scent burst into my nostrils, overwhelming me, stealing my self-control. She smelled so fucking good, and that was nothing compared to how she tasted. I wrapped my hands around her thighs, spreading her legs wider and holding her in place as I thrust my tongue inside her.

      Her body jerked, and she seemed to simultaneously try to pull away and press closer. But I didn’t let her. I was controlling this show, not her. Keeping her core just where I wanted it, I sucked and licked and tormented her. I alternated between fluttering my tongue over her clit in a fast rhythm and lapping at her in broad, flat strokes.

      Helpless moans and cries fell from her lips, and when her body spasmed with a powerful orgasm, I barely let up the pace, riding her through the pleasure and over another peak. The second orgasm made her sag weakly against the wall, but I still wasn’t done. Using my grip on her thighs, I flipped her onto her back on the mattress. Then I tugged her legs, pulling her toward me.

      My cock was oozing precum, so hard from the scents and sounds of her pleasure that I worried I wouldn’t last long enough to keep my promise. I squeezed the base hard to give myself a fighting chance, breathing deeply as I positioned myself at her entrance.

      “Look down, Willow tree. Do you see what you do to me?”

      She tipped her head down, and a low moan fell from her lips.

      “Keep your eyes right there. Watch me as I fill you up.”

      I felt her nod, her breath turning into soft pants. Bracing myself on one arm, I used the head of my cock to massage her sensitized clit, making her writhe beneath me. I teased her as long as I could, and when I couldn’t take it anymore, I surged forward, sliding into her slick heat in one smooth stroke.

      Willow cried out, her legs wrapping around me, her heels pressing into my ass to try to bring me even closer.

      “What do you see, Willow?” My voice was rough, the words strained.

      “I see… you buried inside me. Your thick cock stretching me, and my body wrapped so tight around you. You’re filling me. We’re… one.”

      Her voice was breathless with lust, awe, and something else that made my heart surge with happiness.

      “Yes. We are.” I drew back slowly, knowing she was watching my cock, its veins pulsing and slick with her wetness. I could feel her gaze like a physical touch, and it heightened every sensation. “Now hold on to me. And don’t come until I tell you to.”

      Her inner walls clenched at the commanding tone in my voice. She was close again already, I could feel it. But she would learn that delaying pleasure only heightened it. Using one hand on her hip to steady her, I set a hard pace, driving into her over and over. Our pelvises met with wet slapping sounds, and I broke the rhythm occasionally to grind into her.

      Willow’s fingernails dug into my shoulder. “Sol. I’m gonna come… I can’t stop it.”

      “Yes, you can.” I picked up my pace, feeling the waves of heat coming off her skin.

      “I can’t!” She tossed her head back and forth, her whole body tensing beneath mine.

      Feeling her come apart around me was rapidly shredding any self-control I had left. I palmed her breast, still driving into her, then buried myself to the hilt and pinched her nipple hard.

      “Come, Willow tree. Come for me now.”

      The orgasm tore through her as if an electric current traveled from her nipple to her clit and back again. I hurtled off the edge at the same time she did, emptying myself inside her in several long pulses.

      I pulled out and collapsed beside her, wrapping an arm around her and drawing her sweaty body close to mine. Her leg draped over me, and her hand splayed across my stomach as she made an adorable little noise of contentment.

      The churning agitation of her aura had calmed. I lifted my head to press a kiss to her hair. “Better?”

      She made another sleepy noise of assent, and I chuckled.

      A knock at the door startled us both out of our post-sex haze. I’d been too distracted to notice footsteps approaching.

      “Uh, hey, guys?” Jerrett’s sardonic drawl filtered through the door. “While you two were fucking like vampire bunnies, some of us were doing actual work out here. We may have a lead.”
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      I sat up quickly, pushing my damp hair off my face. At some point, my ponytail had come completely loose, and the messy strands now brushed my shoulders. With a noise somewhere between a laugh and a moan, I grabbed my scattered clothes before tossing Sol his things. He snatched them out of the air, his senses on point as always.

      “Just a minute!” I called, a giggle rising up on the last word. I was having a hard time getting my brain to function, and my limbs felt weak as a baby deer’s as I dressed quickly.

      Sol dressed too, much more calmly and gracefully than me. Then he scooted up on the bed, leaning against the headboard and patting the spot next to him. I crawled up just as Jerrett, apparently tired of waiting, opened the door.

      He stopped, lifting his nose to take in the scent of the room. I didn’t even need vampire senses to know the smell of sex hung heavy in the air. Jerrett’s eyes dilated as he bit his lip; when Malcolm stepped inside, a similar hungry expression crossed his face. Somehow, my sated and exhausted body sparked back to life as the smell of their arousal mingled with ours. But Jerrett shook his head to clear it, refocusing on his original point.

      “I talked to Eustice. He can’t help us find the missing fae, but according to him, you can.”

      His blue gaze settled on me, and I was tempted to glance over my shoulder, just in case there was someone behind me far more suited to the task.

      “Me?”

      “Yep. Supposedly all fae are connected somehow, by a single shared soul or something.” He squinted at me. “Do you feel anything like that?”

      A single shared soul? My head spun, and I shot a glance at Sol. “Oh shit. Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to have you fuck all my brain cells away.”

      Sol chuckled, the sound warm and happy.

      “Un-fucking-fair,” Jerrett muttered, looking so put out it was almost comical.

      I suppressed another giggle. This was serious business, but I felt a little like I was drunk. It was hard to make my mind focus.

      “Actually, it may be a good thing.” Sol sat up, kneeling on the mattress to face me. “Your barriers are down. Your mind and soul are probably more open now than usual. If a connection truly exists between you and the remaining fae, now is the perfect time to try to reach out and search for them.”

      Hmm. He had a point. And if it meant I could lean into this loopy feeling instead of trying to make my brain cells work normally, all the better.

      I sat up too, crossing my legs and glancing between all three of the guys. “Okay. So how do I do it? I mean, I know how to control my Sight… kind of. But the rest of my fae powers are a little iffy.”

      Jerrett climbed onto the bed next to Sol. Malcolm followed, until they all sat around me, their presence both soothing and empowering.

      “I dunno, Will.” Jerrett quirked his eyebrow, making the metal ring flash. “I don’t know fae magic. But I believe in you. I know you can do it.”

      Pulling in a deep breath, I closed my eyes. Hands settled on my legs, anchoring my body.

      Reach out and find the fae. Find their soul.

      It couldn’t be the same as falling into a vision. This had to be something more conscious, more deeply connected to me. Tentatively, I reached out with my feelings, searching for some sign.

      The first thing I felt was the three men gathered around me. I could sense their strength, their power. Their feelings for me.

      Leaving the safe cocoon of their love behind, I extended my reach even farther, stretching out into the ether. I sat like that for what felt like hours, calling out into the blackness of space, hoping some signal would come back to me.

      When it finally came, it shocked the hell out of me.

      My soul felt like it was thousands of miles away from my body when it connected to something strong and bright, powerful and mercurial. It was foreign, yet somehow completely familiar. As if it had always been a part of me.

      A gasp flew from my lips in the body I’d nearly forgotten I had. From far away, I heard myself whisper, “I found them.”
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      Our flight lasted longer than I would’ve liked.

      That was mainly because I was a terrible navigator—though in my defense, it’s really hard to give good directions when you’re following an indescribable tug deep in your soul. The plane’s pilot was incredibly patient with me as I adjusted our course countless times, and we touched down to refuel in Texas before continuing south.

      The closer we got, the more intense the pull became, and I was practically jumping up and down by the time I instructed the sandy-haired man to land in Costa Rica. He found a small airstrip in a remote, wild area, and the brothers and I slipped off the plane, hiding in the shadows. Our long day of travel meant we arrived just after sunset, which was perfect. I wouldn’t have had the patience to wait inside the plane like we had in the car back in Wales.

      Leaving the pilot to deal with the humans, we ventured deeper into the thick forest surrounding the small air field.

      The air was hot and muggy, the humidity making the flyaway hairs that had escaped my ponytail curl slightly. Sounds of hundreds of insects and animals buzzed around us, making the entire jungle seem to pulse with life. Very little moonlight pierced the thick canopy, and the large leaves of trees and plants appeared black and shiny in the dim light.

      “So, what do you say, Will?” Jerrett turned to me, only the sharp angles of his face visible. “Where to?”

      I let my eyes drift closed, tapping into the shared soul again. It was becoming easier and easier as I became familiar with that part of myself. Then I raised my hand and pointed through the trees.

      “That way.”

      We took off, shadow running in the dark, since it made navigating the thick undergrowth easier. The men followed my lead, and I ran with wild abandon, loving the rich smell of earth and flora that surrounded me. I felt so at home in it, and I realized it was probably my fae side rising to the surface. The part of me that had always loved getting lost in the woods, that loved good food and drink.

      As we made our way deeper into the jungle, the feel of the other fae began to strengthen. We were close. However many fae still existed in the world, we were very near the only large community of them left.

      I slowed, slipping out of a shadow and jogging lightly, lifting my nose into the air. Now I could smell them as well as sense them. The rich, earthy scent of fae blood filled my nostrils, and a sharp pang of hunger hit me. My vampire side craved that taste, and for just a moment, I understood what the vampires back at the Penumbra had felt when they were near me.

      Ugh. Creepy.

      Shaking off the bloodlust, I refocused on my fae half, letting that side of me lead the hunt. Beside me, I saw Malcolm running his tongue over his sharp fangs, white teeth flashing in the darkness.

      Shit. I hope it wasn’t a huge mistake to come here.

      My fangs had dropped too. But I had to believe I could maintain control around the fae, and that my men could too.

      Sol cocked his head, his nostrils flaring. “We’re close. We must be. The scent is incredibly strong.”

      I nodded, stepping forward. “I think we are. I can—”

      But before I could finish that thought, the world shifted. A massive net rose up from the jungle floor, wrapping all four of us in an awkward jumble of limbs as it lifted us high in the air. I yelped, and Malcolm grunted. Jerrett swore.

      Wedged between two hard bodies, I snaked an arm out to push against the mesh net. When my hand touched the material, a burning sensation spread through my body, as if the net channeled low voltage electricity. Ignoring the pain, I slipped the fingers of my other hand through the webbing and pulled, trying to tear a hole in it.

      The material didn’t give.

      I gave it everything I had, but my muscles felt weak—as if were no more powerful than a human.

      “Fuck,” I panted. “I can’t rip through it.”

      “Me neither.” Sol shifted against me. “It’s negating our vampire powers. I can’t drop into a shadow below us either.”

      “Shit.” I let go of the net. I couldn’t avoid touching the painful material, but if I wasn’t going to be able to tear through it, there was no point in holding onto fistfuls of it.

      “Wildcat.” Malcolm’s head was somewhere around my stomach. “How close are those fae you sensed?”

      I swallowed. Summoning my focus despite the pain and fear ricocheting through me, I tapped into the all-soul again.

      “Close. Very close.”

      “Yeah.” Jerrett’s voice was dry. “No fucking shit.”

      Light flared in the undergrowth around us. Torches lit by a magical red-orange flame glowed in the darkness. I twisted inside the net, craning my neck to see better.

      Below us, figures stepped out from the cover of the jungle. Their shadowed eyes were trained on us.
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      My breath hitched. The figures gathering beneath us were fae; I was sure of that. Many of them had strangely colored hair that looked even more inhuman in the light of their flickering red torches.

      They also carried wicked-looking weapons—spears and swords and long, curved daggers.

      Shit. That’s not a great sign.

      If this band of fae had managed to survive the vampire massacre and stay alive all these years, it was probably because they dealt with any intruders in their realm swiftly and brutally. And they’d obviously figured out ways to protect themselves from vampires specifically. All our supernatural advantages were wiped out by whatever magic was in this net.

      A tall woman stepped forward. She had pale blue, spiky hair and darkly tanned skin. Her features were strong, almost masculine, but that somehow made her look even more strikingly beautiful. Another fae approached her, muttering quietly while gesturing up at us. She kept her eyes trained on the net as she listened, her gaze hard and assessing.

      I tried to hear what the man was saying, but without my vampiric hearing, I could only make out unintelligible sounds. Shit. I had no idea how much I’d come to rely on my new powers until they were taken away from me. I felt handicapped, weak, and helpless.

      Except… maybe I wasn’t.

      This net negated vampire magic. But would it do the same to fae magic? I doubted it. Why would the fae design a weapon that could be used against them? Which meant that maybe I could…

      I focused, imagining myself dissolving into smoke. Almost as soon as I had the thought, I felt myself begin to phase out, my form becoming incorporeal.

      Jerrett twisted, looking over at me quickly. “Will? What are you doing?”

      “It doesn’t block my fae magic. They can’t hold me.”

      “No, Willow! Don’t—”

      But before Sol could finish speaking, I slipped through the mesh netting, dropping to the ground below. Shouts and exclamations rose up from the crowd gathered around us, and as I straightened, the fae pressed in, every one of their weapons now pointed at me. The spiky-haired fae drew her own blade, a broad short sword made of a metal so bright it was almost white.

      “How did you do that, vampire?” she demanded in a husky voice.

      I held my hands up, trying to keep them from shaking. “I’m part fae.”

      She cocked her head, narrowing her eyes. “That’s a new one. I’ve seen bloodsuckers try a lot of tricks over the years, but I’ve never heard of one claiming to be fae.”

      “I’m not claiming to be fae. I am fae. That’s how I can do this.”

      I remained incorporeal, worried that the second I solidified, I’d find a spear sticking out of my chest. But if this woman didn’t believe me, I’d have to do something else to prove I wasn’t lying.

      Her gaze flickered up to the jumble of bodies contained in the net. Malcolm, Sol, and Jerrett had all twisted around to better observe what was happening on the ground.

      “Kill them,” she ordered, jerking her chin upward.

      “No!” The shout tore out of me as my heart slammed against my ribs. “Wait!”

      The woman looked down at me again, suspicion tinting her silvery blue eyes. “Why?”

      “They’re with me. I’m part-fae; that’s how I found you. And they’re with me. We mean you no harm. We came to ask for help.”

      “Why would we help a bunch of lying bloodsuckers?”

      “I’m not lying!” My voice rose in desperation. “I’ll prove it. Then will you hear me out?”

      She didn’t answer, but her brows pinched together thoughtfully as she stared at me. I figured that was as close to a yes as I was going to get, and if I didn’t act soon, she’d grow impatient and have the men killed before I could do anything.

      I phased back into solid form, ignoring the shouts of dismay from the vampires above me. Every fae clustered around me shifted slightly, drawing their weapons back to strike.

      Fate, please let this work.

      I’d only used glamour a few times, and I prayed my skills wouldn’t let me down now.

      Keeping my unblinking gaze fixed on the fae leader, I began to alter my appearance in my mind’s eye. I replaced my dark brown hair with spiky blue strands, shifted my complexion, and broadened my features. My hazel eyes lightened to a bright, silvery blue.

      When I was certain I’d altered every detail, I stopped, drawing in a deep breath.

      The fae woman cocked her head at me, her eyebrows raised. Then, suddenly, she barked a laugh. I was so tense the sound made me jump about a foot in the air, but I kept a firm grasp on the glamour I’d cast.

      She grinned. “You’ve got guts, I’ll give you that.” Her eyes narrowed. “And I can feel you through the All-Soul. You are part-fae.”

      I let out a shaky breath, relief flooding through me. “I can feel you too. That’s how we found you all.”

      The woman’s expression hardened, and she walked slowly toward me, the sharp tip of her sword aimed for my heart. “But that doesn’t explain what you’re doing bringing three bloodsuckers into our realm. Or why you smell like a bloodsucker yourself.”

      With the net no longer binding me, I had my vampire strength and speed back. I could try to fight her if it came down to it. But whether I’d win against a group this size was another question entirely. So I stayed still, keeping my hands raised.

      “I’m also part vampire. I was dying, and those three men turned me to save my life. They’re hunters who have taken a vow to protect both humans and supernaturals from predators and threats.”

      She scoffed. “Have they now?”

      “Yes.” I dropped my voice. “When I met them, they were hunting a shade that had been attacking innocent people. Then more shades appeared. These shades are being controlled by two ancient and powerful vampire women who are resurrecting fae to serve in their undead army. They’ve stolen five ancient artifacts called the Stones of Power, and we think they’re planning to use them to bring every dead fae back to life.”

      I didn’t mention the sisters’ motivation. If I told this woman that they were planning to wipe out all vampires, would she help us? Or would she bless the weird sisters and wish them luck in their quest?

      But if Neoma and Samira succeeded in casting their spell, more than just vampires would suffer. The number of supernaturals that would need to be sacrificed to keep their undead army strong was unthinkable.

      The fae leader’s silvery eyes widened when I mentioned the Stones of Power. And when I spoke of resurrected fae, a pained look crossed her face. She stood stock still, staring at me for a few moments, and it took all my self-control to keep myself still too.

      Finally, she nodded, seeming to come to some decision. “Do you vow on the All-Soul that neither you nor your companions will harm anyone here?”

      I nodded, my heart leaping. “Yes! I vow it.”

      She glanced up again, distaste twisting her features. Then she jerked her head at the man she’d spoken to earlier. “Cut them down.”

      His mouth dropped in surprise, but he didn’t argue. He and another fae slipped into the jungle foliage, and a moment later, the net came crashing down. I moved quickly to avoid being crushed by the three bodies inside, and they landed with a none-too-gentle thud.

      I couldn’t help but think the rough landing had been entirely purposeful on the fae’s part, but I kept my mouth shut about it. Sol, Jerrett, and Malcolm leapt to their feet, throwing off the netting and stepping out quickly. Once again, everyone around us shifted, brandishing their weapons a little higher.

      “I am Nahini,” the blue-haired woman said.

      “Willow.” I gestured to the men beside me. “And Jerrett, Sol, and Malcolm.”

      She barely acknowledged the vampire brothers. “Come with us. And don’t try anything. If you do, I promise you won’t leave here alive.”

      The fae circling us began to move through the jungle, keeping us surrounded on all sides, their weapons still drawn.

      I walked ahead of my men, shooting a glance back to meet Malcolm’s chocolate brown eyes. He nodded gravely, as if reading my thoughts.

      We’d made it this far.

      Now we just had to hope the fae would actually help us.
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      We made our way through the thick growth of the jungle slowly. Fae weren’t gifted with the same supernatural speed vampires were, so shadow running wasn’t an option. Although I wondered why Nahini didn’t just take us through a portal, like I’d seen the shades who infiltrated the Penumbra do after they stole the Birth of Power. If I remembered correctly, Sol had said it was a magic not all fae possessed. So maybe no one in this particular patrol had that ability—although I found that hard to believe.

      Maybe Nahini worried about being able to maintain control of us if we went through a portal. The one I’d seen before had only been large enough to pass through single file.

      But whatever the reason for it, our slow trek gave me plenty of time to think. The magical flames of the fae torches flickered, casting eerie shadows on the foliage around us. Large banana spiders camped out in thick webs strung between tree limbs, and more than once, I walked through the sticky stuff. I hadn’t noticed how many of them there were when we were shadow running, but their long spindly legs made a shiver run up my spine.

      Somehow, it didn’t seem right for a vampire to be afraid of spiders, but I couldn’t help it. I’d almost rather fight shades.

      To distract myself from the creepy-crawly little monsters, I studied Nahini, who walked beside and a little ahead of me. She didn’t have pointed ears or anything, but her appearance was definitely not human.

      As if she could feel my attention on her, she whipped her head around quickly. “What?”

      I looked away from her challenging glare, not wanting to antagonize her. “Nothing. I was just wondering how I never knew I was part-fae. Until I was turned into a vampire, I had no idea any of this existed. I think the lineage is from my mother’s side, but… well, my hair has always been just plain brunette. And same with my eyes. Always hazel. If I hadn’t seen a lot of evidence already, I’d think maybe I’m not fae.”

      She tipped her head, the barest hint of a smile teasing her lips. “Why? Because you don’t have blue hair?”

      Feeling a little silly, I shrugged. “Well, yeah.”

      Nahini glanced around quickly, then her appearance shifted. Her features softened, becoming less angular, and her hair and eyes changed color. For a split second, a regular-looking human with auburn hair and dark green eyes looked back at me. Then she shifted back.

      I blinked. “What the…?”

      Now she did smile, pleased that her little magic trick had impressed me so much. “That was my true appearance. Fae look basically human, but we glamour ourselves as a means of expressing our inner truth.” She gestured to her current blue-haired, silver-eyed state. “This suits me more than what I was born with.”

      My jaw dropped, but I closed it and stammered, “It does.”

      She nodded with satisfaction at my assessment. “Not all fae choose to alter their appearance, but it’s generally considered a rite of passage.”

      I nodded, still staring at her in awe. Then Nahini seemed to remember I was a prisoner she still didn’t trust, because instead of volunteering any more information, she turned away again and picked up the pace.

      After another hour of walking in silence, lights gleamed through the trees ahead of us. Nahini barked orders to the fae who accompanied us, and several broke away from our group, sprinting ahead. When we reached the fae village, I bit my lower lip to keep from gawping.

      The castle at the Penumbra had dominated the landscape, but here, the buildings were folded right into the environment. Small huts were built between trees, using the trunks and branches as structural elements of the design. Some were even situated high off the ground, nestled into the sturdy limbs of large trees. Nahini led us to one of those, taking us up a winding set of wooden stairs that jutted out from the thick trunk. When we reached the large treehouse-like building, the fae she’d sent ahead of us emerged and ushered us in.

      The wooden door closed behind us, and I stopped just inside the room. Jerrett, Sol, and Malcolm flanked me, standing so close their bodies brushed against mine.

      Despite our height in the tree, the floor was sturdy and solid, the room well-built. Nahini entered last and nudged us all forward. Other fae guards spread out around us.

      At the head of the room, seated on a wooden chair covered with soft cushions, sat the most strangely beautiful woman I’d ever seen. Her waist length hair was white, except for two streaks of deep red that framed her face. Her nose was long and sharp, and the wisdom and intelligence in her dark eyes made me think she was much older than her appearance let on.

      She wore a dress of simple but fine fabric, and she sat up straighter as we stepped forward.

      “Why did you bring four vampires here, Nahini?” Her melodic voice was sharp.

      “Three vampires and one part-fae, Queen Tiorelle,” Nahini corrected, her tone neither challenging nor cowering. “And they say they need help.”

      The fae queen, Tiorelle, raised her white eyebrows, her gaze moving immediately to me. “Ah, yes. I can feel it. Explain yourself, part-fae.”

      So I did. I started with the moment the first shade attacked me, and didn’t stop until I reached the part where the two sisters had escaped out the tower window with the final Stone of Power.

      Tiorelle traced an idle pattern on the wood of her chair with one finger. “And what do these sisters want?”

      I swallowed. I hadn’t wanted to tell them this part. But before I could decide what to say, Malcolm spoke up behind me.

      “They want to annihilate all vampires.”

      Tiorelle’s dark gaze moved over my shoulder, boring into him. “It seems to me the vampires have deserved that fate for many, many years.”

      “That may be true.” Malcolm’s voice was grave, and I heard some of the old self-loathing creep into his tone. “But if these witches are allowed to raise their undead army, vampires will not be the only ones to suffer.”

      The streaks of red in Tiorelle’s hair shifted color, becoming a dark teal. Her nostrils pinched with anger.

      I blinked. Woah. It was like she had a mood ring on her head.

      “I don’t see how that is our problem.” Her tone was hard. “No one stepped forward to help our people when we were being wiped out.”

      My heart sank. I appreciated what Malcolm was trying to do, and I knew none of the men behind me had taken part in the slaughter of fae. But Tiorelle was right. She and her people had no reason to help us, and every reason to wish ill for vampires.

      I flicked a glance at the fae soldiers stationed around us. Shit. Will they let us out of here alive? Or will we have to fight our way out?

      Battling the fae was the last thing I wanted. They were my people, and despite the fact that I knew even less about them than I did about vampires, I felt at home here somehow. As if the shared part of my soul knew it belonged here.

      I cleared my throat, focusing on Tiorelle again. “I know it seems like the vampires brought this on themselves. I won’t lie, I’ve had that exact same thought. But the truth is, right now it doesn’t matter who’s responsible. It doesn’t change the situation we’re in now, and it won’t change the fact that hundreds of innocents will die if we don’t stop the sisters.”

      She didn’t respond for several moments, staring at me while her hair slowly shifted color again, darkening to a deep blue. When I’d all but given up hope, she spoke.

      “We will help you.”

      Relief made my muscles weak. “You will? Thank you.”

      “Save your thanks,” she said sharply. “We don’t do it for you, nor for your vampire consorts. Our ancient ancestors and brethren do not deserve to be pulled from their eternal rest and forced to serve an evil master. We will save them from that fate if we can.”

      I nodded, oddly touched. She made no effort to hide her dislike of me and my men, but her voice softened when she spoke of her people—even those who were already dead. It made me like her, even if the feeling was nowhere near mutual.

      “I have heard of the Stones of Power. To harness the power of all five stones will take time, but we must move quickly. Tomorrow I will gather my best fighters and make preparations, and at dusk, you must move out. In the meantime, you may eat and rest.” Her gaze sharpened, and she nearly snarled as she added, “Food. No blood. Not even an animal in the forest.”

      “Understood.” Malcolm dipped his head, and I heard Jerrett and Sol murmur their assent too.

      The fae queen waved a hand, and Nahini hustled us back out the door. Even though we were now technically guests of the fae, the guard that surrounded us wasn’t any lighter on the way back down the tree. Real trust was still a long way off.

      Nahini led us through the village woven into the fabric of the forest. She pointed out the hut that would be ours to rest in for the coming day.

      “We’ll make sure it’s light-proofed,” she added grudgingly, before sending off two fae to see to the inside of the hut.

      Ahead, a large bonfire gleamed in the darkness, and as we approached it, an overwhelming number of incredible smells met my nose. I stopped dead in my tracks, unable to walk and focus on the sensory overload at the same time. Drool flooded my mouth, and I suddenly realized how incredibly hungry I was.

      Before all this happened, before the brothers entered my life, baking had been my go-to activity for stress reduction. Creating and eating good food had always been one of my favorite things in the world. But the past couple weeks had been so intense that I’d been lucky if I managed to eat at all, much less enjoy what I put in my mouth.

      Nahini chuckled, her silvery eyes dancing. She gave me a gentle shove toward the fire. “I know that look. Go on. Eat. These are your people, just as much as those bloodsuckers are.”

      I practically ran forward. Stumps and rocks were arranged in little clusters in the clearing near the fire, and younger fae made their way around the space, offering food and drink to their elders, who congregated together. Conversation came to a halt as all eyes turned to us, but Nahini barked something in a language I didn’t understand. Everyone looked away, though I could feel their dislike crawling over my skin like ants.

      That put a bit of a damper on my excitement, and I found a cluster of stones well away from the main group. I didn’t want to get jumped in the middle of dinner or submit the men to too much temptation. The scent of fae blood hovered under the delicious smells of food and sweets, making my fangs itch to drop.

      When we were settled, Nahini gestured to one of the young fae, calling him over. His eyes were a soft purplish-pink, and his face flushed up to the roots of his multi-colored hair as he crept closer.

      “They need food and drink,” she instructed.

      His brows shot up, then he scampered off without a word. Nahini also left us, and a few moments later, the boy returned loaded down with food. He carried plates made of large leaves molded together. Another young fae handed us goblets filled with a rich, sweet drink that tasted vaguely alcoholic.

      “This is incredible,” I murmured, closing my eyes for a second to breathe it all in.

      “I’m glad we could bring you here.” Malcolm’s voice was low and soft, and I looked up to meet his gaze. “I hate the circumstances that made our visit necessary, but you deserve to know both sides of yourself.”

      Sol nodded, firelight flickering in his white-green eyes.

      “Fuck yeah.” Jerrett smiled. The young female fae serving him looked a little dumbstruck by his lopsided grin.

      You and me both, girl.

      I looked at them all gratefully. “Me too. Thank you for coming with me.”

      There was so much more to say, but my stomach let out a loud rumble before I could form the words.

      Though they hadn’t given us any utensils, I was beyond caring about niceties like that. I dove in with my fingers, scooping up tender chunks of meat and vegetables and warm pieces of bread. More food came, and I attacked it with equal fervor. When the young fae boy brought out a moist, dense cake that tasted of honey and coconut, I almost kissed him on the mouth.

      It was unlike anything I’d ever had before, but I couldn’t remember ever tasting something so good. This food wasn’t as fancy as what I’d been served in Carrick’s court, but taste-wise, it beat the king’s lavish feasts hands down.

      I moaned, licking the last remnants of the sweet cake off my fingers.

      An answering groan startled me out of my daze, and I looked up to find three pairs of eyes fixed on my mouth as it closed around the tip of my finger.

      A flash of white-hot fire raced through my veins like gasoline igniting under a match. Suddenly, I could barely breathe, as though all the oxygen in the entire forest had been sucked up by the inferno of desire blazing between me and the brothers.

      “I’m…” I swallowed, trying to remember any words. “I’m not hungry anymore.”

      “Really?” Jerrett’s smile was panty-soakingly wicked. “Because I’m suddenly starving.”
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      I stood on shaky legs, unable to tear my gaze away from the three dangerously powerful men before me. The firelight dancing over their skin highlighted their beautiful features. Malcolm’s strong, broad face. The sharp angles of Jerrett’s cheekbones. Sol’s golden hair and dimpled chin. They were all so stunningly handsome I couldn’t comprehend it.

      And the way they were looking at me nearly undid me.

      “We should get some rest.”

      My words came out on a low, husky whisper. Then I turned and walked toward the hut Nahini had pointed out earlier, willing my legs to keep me upright. Several fae guards followed at a distance, but I hardly noticed them. All my attention was on the three men walking behind me and the heat of their gazes on my back.

      A thrill of anticipation rushed down my spine, and my sex throbbed.

      When we reached the hut, the guards stationed themselves around it as Malcolm, Jerrett, and Sol followed me inside.

      The moment the door shut behind us, the dam burst.

      All three men converged on me in a hurricane of warm mouths and hot breath. Malcolm’s hands found the hem of my shirt, tugging it over my head, while Jerrett deftly unhooked my bra. The men’s clothes came off as well, and then Sol was before me, kneeling as he peeled my pants and panties slowly down my legs.

      The brush of his fingertips over my skin sent jolts of sensation spiking through me. When he reached my ankles, Malcolm and Jerrett supported my arms, keeping me balanced as I lifted one foot, then the other. Then Sol cupped my ass in his large hands, bringing his mouth to my core. At the first fluttering lick, my knees buckled, but his brothers held me upright.

      Sol hauled me closer to his mouth, burying his tongue inside me as Jerrett kissed me deeply, echoing Sol’s action with his own tongue. Malcolm’s lips ran along my neck as his hands massaged my breasts, teasing my nipples into stiff peaks. They all moved in perfect synchronicity, as if they were somehow connected, brought together by a singular purpose.

      The smell of smoke, spice, and leather swirled around me, mixed with the heady scent of their arousal and the tangy scent of their blood. I needed it all.

      Unable to help myself, I pulled my lips from Jerrett’s demanding kiss and dropped my mouth to his neck, sinking my teeth into the flesh just alongside his tattoo. He stiffened and groaned, his hard cock grinding into my hip as I drank from him in greedy swallows, rivulets of blood escaping my mouth to trail down his chest.

      One of my hands clutched at Jerrett’s powerful back, and my other found its way to Malcolm’s cock, my fingers wrapping around his swollen member. Precum beaded at the tip, and I spread it across the velvety skin, eliciting a groan from him. He thrust into my grip, his breath quickening. His fingers on my nipples moved more roughly, twisting and pinching the hard nubs as lightning bolts of pleasure shot through me.

      I unlatched my teeth from Jerrett’s neck, lapping up the trails of blood that escaped as the wounds closed. I teased his nipple with my tongue, and he growled low in his chest.

      Sol never stopped his exquisite torture, working me over until my legs shook with the need for release. When the orgasm finally hit me, I hauled the blond vampire to his feet, biting his chest as waves of pleasure washed over me. The tangy, spicy taste of his blood flooded my mouth, mixing with the flavor of his brother’s on my tongue.

      “Oh fuck, Willow tree.” He grunted, threading his fingers through my hair as he let me drink from him.

      When I pulled away, he drew my face toward his, branding me with a searing kiss. Then, in a flash, he lifted me into his arms and carried me to the large bed set against one wall of the hut. He tossed me down on the soft mattress, and I bounced gently. “Turn over, sweet one.”

      I scrambled to obey, my mind and body blazing with need. I’d already come once, and I’d sated my hunger with Jerrett’s and Sol’s blood. But it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough.

      Jerrett and Malcolm appeared beside me, hands and mouths resuming their worship of my body. Sol crawled up on the bed behind me, his hands gripping my hips, pulling me back toward him. With one long thrust, he entered me from behind, and all four of us groaned.

      I felt exquisitely full, my breasts heavy as they swayed with each thrust. But I still needed more, craved more.

      “Drink from me.” My voice was low and breathy, a pitch I hardly recognized. “Please. I want you all to drink from me.”

      Malcolm’s body stiffened beside me. I felt him start to pull away, but I used one hand to draw him back. He wouldn’t deny me. I wouldn’t let him.

      “Please.” It was hard to form a rational argument with Sol’s thick cock driving in and out of me. But I had to make them see how badly I—we—needed this. “I know you can handle it. Because it’s not just fae blood. It’s my blood. And I know you’d never hurt me.”

      “Wildcat, no. We—”

      I silenced Malcolm’s protests by tugging him toward me, rising up into a kneeling position and kissing him desperately. The change of angle made Sol’s thrusts hit delicious new places inside me, and I gasped into Malcolm’s mouth.

      “I know you can do it, Malcolm. I trust you with my life. I love you.”

      Something shifted in the air as those whispered words lingered between us. Sol’s pounding thrusts slowed, and he wrapped his arms around me from behind, pressing my body tight to his, one hand circling my clit slowly.

      “Do you truly love him, Willow tree?”

      “Yes.” I answered Sol while staring into Malcolm’s deep chocolate eyes.

      “Is he the only one you love?”

      “No.” Another orgasm was coming, working its way through my sensitized body.

      “Who else?” Sol’s voice was soft but commanding. Jerrett licked his lips as he pulled my hair to one side, draping it over my shoulder to expose the length of my neck for his brother.

      Before I could answer, I felt sharp fangs drag along my shoulder, not biting, but piercing the skin in two thin lines. Pain flared as blood welled, and all the brothers froze, breathing heavily.

      Then Sol’s lips were on me, closing around the wounds as his tongue swirled across my skin, drinking every drop. I felt his body shudder with ecstasy against mine, and I turned my head, wanting to see his face. His beautiful green eyes were half-lidded, his nostrils flared.

      “You, Sol,” I whispered, my walls clamping around him as if trying to keep him inside me forever. “I love you.”

      He drew out and slammed back into me, his cock pulsing as he came. The feel of him coming inside me, mixed with the overwhelming sensation of sharing my blood with him, brought me over the edge again. We clung to each other, riding out our shared pleasure.

      I collapsed forward onto the bed as Sol pulled out. A moment later, Jerrett turned me over onto my back, settling between my legs. The thick head of his cock nudged my entrance.

      “As fucking happy as I am to hear you love my brothers, I’m feeling a little left out here, Will.” He grinned cheekily at me. “Is there, I dunno, anybody else in this room you love?”

      Despite the haze of desire I floated in, his words drew a belly laugh from me. I reached up to stroke his cheek, enjoying the way his ice-blue eyes dilated at my touch. “I motherfucking goddamn well love you, Jerrett. And your foul mouth.”

      His grin widened, and his cock pushed deeper inside me. “Makes sense. That is the most lovable part of me.”

      Then he drove all the way in, and speech became impossible. Our gazes locked together as he rode me slow and hard, each thrust an unspoken promise of devotion. His jaw muscles ticked as he neared his breaking point, and when he was close, he dropped his head to my breast. He bit down, making four perfect puncture marks, and I clenched my jaw against the pain-edged pleasure.

      He lapped at the welling blood like a cat, his tongue piercing dragging over my stiffened nipple. I jerked at the sensation, another orgasm taking me by surprise as it tore through me. The feral grunt that fell from my lips tipped Jerrett over the edge, and he drove into me hard and fast before burying himself to the hilt, his cock pulsing as he emptied himself inside me.

      He collapsed on top of me, his tongue darting out to catch the last few drops of my blood as he groaned with satisfaction. Then he pulled out, leaving me sprawled on the mattress.

      I was boneless. Exhausted. But not finished yet.

      Sol and Jerrett lifted me up, situating me on top of Malcolm so I straddled his hips. His dark eyes watched me intently as, with the help of his brothers, I slowly rose up, sliding back down to impale myself on his cock. It was almost more than I could take. My body had been through so much already, an overdose of pleasure.

      But I needed this. I needed him.

      I rolled my hips slowly at first, watching every reaction that passed over his face as I did. Jerrett and Sol kept their hands on me, peppering kisses over my skin. Under their worshipful touch, my body came alive again, fire licking beneath my skin as I began to ride Malcolm harder, running my fingers over the hard planes of his chest and stomach.

      “Malcolm,” I whispered, the words hardly more than a breath. “Please. I need you so much.”

      His hands came to my hips, guiding my movements. The rippling muscles of his abs contracted as he fought off his release. “Willow…”

      I saw the struggle. I saw the fear and doubt and desire swirl behind his eyes.

      And I saw the moment he gave in.

      He pulled me down hard on his thick length, sitting up to wrap his arms around me. He buried his head in the crook of my neck and bit down hard. Pain and pleasure sang through my body as I mirrored his action, biting down on his neck. We drank from each other as his hot come flooded my womb, and I shattered around him.

      It felt like he was consuming a part of my soul, not just my blood. Malcolm took two long pulls, his cock twitching inside me with each one. Then, with a deep, shuddering breath, he pulled back. His dark brown gaze met mine, sparks of red dancing in his irises. He brushed my hair back from my face and kissed me deeply.

      When we broke away from each other, we collapsed on the bed. Jerrett and Sol joined us, the four of us wrapped up in a tangle of limbs, hands, sweat, and blood.

      For a moment, nothing but our heavy breathing filled the space. The air was heavy with the scent of blood and sex.

      “It was just the three of us for so long.” Malcolm’s voice was deep, and his hand stroked my hair. “And I thought that was all I needed. I trusted my brothers with my life, and I loved them with my soul. But it wasn’t enough, wildcat. None of us knew it, but all this time, we were waiting for you.”

      “We fucking love you, sweetheart.” Jerrett pressed a sloppy kiss to my stomach. “Always will.”

      “Thank Fate, we found you.” Sol’s fingers trailed up my arm, eliciting a wave of goose bumps.

      Too overwhelmed by emotions to speak, I just nestled deeper into the nest of warm, hard bodies surrounding me, feeling utterly safe despite the dangers waiting outside this hut.

      Something had changed between us. Whether it was the declaration of our feelings, the sharing of our bodies, or the blood that had passed between us, I could feel the bond between me and the brothers almost as if it were a physical thing. It would connect us for eternity; there was no going back.

      They owned me as much as I owned them. We had ruined each other.

      In the best possible way.
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      Nahini had made good on her promise to sunlight-proof the hut we slept in. So good, in fact, that when a knock came at the door, I had no idea if it was day or night. The brothers and I had passed out in a pile on the bed, and it was the best sleep I’d gotten in my entire life.

      The knock came again, and I grumbled as the three warm bodies cradling me moved quickly. By the time I roused myself, blinking in the dim light of the magic-lit lanterns that hung on the wall, all three men were up and dressed. Malcolm tugged his shirt down and walked to a small basin filled with water. He wet the cloth that sat beside it, then returned to the bed, sitting down beside me as he gently cleaned the streaks of blood from my face and body.

      Maybe I should’ve been embarrassed to wake up looking like such a mess, but where these men were concerned, I was done feeling embarrassed about anything. They’d seen me near death and in the throes of ecstasy. They’d told me they loved me and accepted my love in return. I had nothing to hide from them, now or ever.

      Malcolm dropped a kiss to my lips, and Jerrett handed me my clothes. I stood to slip them on as another knock rattled the door.

      “Vampires!” Nahini’s husky voice called. “It’s night. You can open the door. And you’ve got two seconds to do that before I break it down.”

      Suppressing a laugh, I hurried to the door and tugged it open. Nahini stood outside in the dim twilight glow, flanked by several fae guards. As she looked past me at the brothers, her nose twitched. I was sure even a non-vampire could smell the scent of arousal that still hung in the room. Her assessing gaze flashed to me then back to the brothers, but she didn’t comment.

      She jerked her chin in my direction. “You come with me. You three”—she pointed to the brothers—“are to see Queen Tiorelle. We’ll move against the witch sisters soon.”

      My heart clenched. I was actually excited about the prospect of spending time alone with a fellow fae; there was so much I wanted to learn. But the thought of leaving the brothers behind filled me with worry—not for me, but for them.

      “We’ll be all right, Willow tree.” Sol brushed a kiss against the side of my head, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “I trust them.”

      That made one of us. The fae might be my people, but entrusting them with three parts of my soul wasn’t easy.

      Nahini’s silvery eyes warmed for a moment as she watched the way Sol comforted me. But when she caught me looking at her, she hardened her expression again, pursing her lips.

      “Come on,” she repeated, before turning and marching away.

      I shot one last glance at my men then followed her, hurrying to catch up. As we wended our way through the village hidden within the foliage of the jungle, the warrior fae shot a sidelong glance at me.

      “So. You and the bloodsuckers?”

      She seemed curious more than openly antagonistic, so my response wasn’t defensive.

      “Yes.” I shook my head, almost not believing it myself. “It may seem strange, but it doesn’t feel that way. They’re the best men I know.”

      She pursed her lips. “They do seem surprisingly honorable for vampires. And they haven’t killed you yet.”

      I almost laughed at her use of the word “yet,” but my humor died as I remembered why she thought that. Every fae here probably felt the same way—that it was only a matter of time before the visiting vampires tried to kill them. That was how it had been for so long.

      “They won’t.” We entered a small clearing where slips of moonlight filtered through the thick foliage above, dotting the rich earth with silver shapes. I turned to face her when she came to a stop. “They would never harm me. And I truly believe they would never hurt anyone here. They’re not monsters.”

      The fae shrugged, looking unconvinced. Then she smiled, shaking out her arms. “Queen Tiorelle will be the judge of that. In the meantime, I’m supposed to help you with your fae powers. That glamour you cast last night was pretty good, but I can show you how to use it as more than just a party trick.”

      My brow furrowed. “What do you—?”

      A massive beast charged out of the forest toward me, cutting off my words.

      It had rough, pink-gray skin and huge tusks and horns, like a cross between a wooly mammoth and a rhinoceros. It flattened trees and plants as it thundered across the clearing, moving faster than such a large creature had any right to.

      Instinct unfroze my petrified limbs, and I threw myself to the side just as the thing reached me. I wasn’t quite fast enough though. One of the monster’s tusks caught the back of my leg.

      But no pain flared. I felt nothing.

      I landed in a roll and leapt to my feet, turning just in time to see the creature barreling toward me again. Gritting my teeth, I stood my ground, holding my breath as the massive animal passed right through me. I watched it charge halfway across the clearing before it disappeared like a wisp of smoke. Then I turned back toward Nahini, my eyes wide.

      She nodded. “Well done. I gave him extra speed, but you still managed to dodge his first attack. Mostly.”

      “What the hell was that?”

      “A figment of my imagination. Glamour made it manifest.”

      I stared back at the empty space where the rhinoceros-like creature had last stood. “It seemed so real.”

      Nahini’s silver eyes sparkled with pride. “I’m good. A powerful glamour can include sounds and smells as well as images—though you can never give your illusions physical form. Changing your own or other people’s appearance is one thing, and can have many uses. But this kind of glamour is a powerful tool in a fight.”

      “I bet.” I turned back to her. “I did something like this once, when I was hunting a deer with Sol and Jerrett. I glamoured a wall of blackness in front of it to confuse it and send it back toward us.”

      “This is the same principle.” She grinned, her strong features fierce. “But decoy glamours are even more effective when they move. You try.”

      Shit. I’d known this was coming. I squared my shoulders and shook my head to clear it as Nahini stepped back, watching me intently. I was tempted to close my eyes to concentrate, but I resisted the urge. I needed to learn how to do this with my eyes open, or it’d be useless in a fight.

      Not quite ready to tackle something as big as the beast Nahini had created, I decided to draw on what I already knew. A moment later, a second Nahini walked out of the forest, striding toward us.

      The real Nahini beside me barked a laugh. “I’m flattered, half-blood. If I hadn’t seen you disappear into your hut with three vampires last night, I’d think you have a thing for me.”

      A blush rose in my cheeks, but I kept the glamour going. “I didn’t think you’d love it if I replicated one of them.”

      “Ha!” She clapped me on the shoulder. “I like you, half-blood.” Then she waved a hand through the torso of her ephemeral twin. “You can get rid of this. There’s more I could teach you, but we don’t have time. We need to find the sisters before they complete their spell.”

      I let the glamour drop, and the fake Nahini faded out of sight. My sharp ears picked up the sound of movement in the jungle around us, and a few moments later, the scent of fae blood hit my nose. Several more people stepped into the clearing. I shot a questioning glance at Nahini as they gathered in a circle around us.

      “What?” She arched a brow. “You’ve never heard of a fairy ring?”

      Actually, I had, although I never in my wildest imaginings believed they were real. But I wasn’t quite sure what a fairy ring entailed. Were we all supposed to dance naked under the moonlight or something? What would that accomplish?

      “You told us your Sight brought you visions of the sisters, Neoma and Samira, but not their location.” Nahini’s face grew serious, and she took my hands. “Send out your Sight again. We’ll support and amplify your magic, so you can find out what we need to know. Where are the witches?”

      “Where are the witches?” The gathered fae repeated her question in one voice, pressing their palms together and arching their backs as if offering up their hearts to help me.

      I felt the magic radiating from them, and this time, I did close my eyes. I’d never been particularly good at summoning visions. Usually, they slammed into me at the most inopportune times—though thankfully, none had stolen me away from my men last night. But today, surrounded by the magic of my fellow fae, I had no doubt a vision would come.

      And it did.

      My soul sank like a stone, and I felt my knees hit the ground just before my consciousness slipped away from my body entirely. The blackness took me, but it felt less terrifying than usual. There was comfort to be found in this quiet, empty space.

      When the world coalesced around me, I recognized my surroundings. The familiar pentagram on the floor drew my attention, but now the lines etched into the stone glowed with an eerie, yellow-green light. At each point of the pentagram, one of the Stones of Power rested. Shades paced restlessly around the large room, and Neoma and Samira stood at two tips of the pentagram, their eyes glistening in the dim light. Two of the small statues were lit up like beacons, and a third was just beginning to glow from within.

      Where are the witches?

      The words echoed in my head, and I swore I could hear the voices of the fae back in the clearing.

      Where are the witches?

      It wasn’t enough to see what they were doing. It wasn’t enough to know they had shades guarding them or that their spell had begun. I needed a sign, a landmark. Something I could identify that would lead us straight to them.

      I focused on that thought, and slowly, my consciousness began to float backward, away from the women. I wound my way down a dark tunnel and up a long flight of stairs, emerging in another large room. This one was so dark I could barely see anything, but I caught a glimpse of several stone caskets laid out around the space, statues of weeping angels poised over them. Then I slid through the wall and out into the night air. Bright moonlight fell on the headstones and tombs around me.

      A cemetery.

      The weird sisters were hiding in a cemetery. Inside an old tomb.

      But I needed more.

      Where are the witches?

      I flew backward, over the tops of gnarled, twisting trees. Over a narrow path leading through the sweeping plot of land. Finally, I came to rest by the iron gate at the entrance. Moss-covered stone walls surrounded the gate, and on one of those walls was a plaque that read “Highgate Cemetery.”

      Relief and gratitude swept through me as my Sight tugged me away, slamming me back into my body. I arrived back in my physical form with a jerk, pitching forward. I was still on my knees and would’ve face-planted if Nahini hadn’t caught me in her arms.

      Around us, the fae slowly straightened, dropping the connection between their hands.

      “What did you see? Did you find them?” Nahini helped me up, gripping my shoulders to keep me steady.

      “Yes,” I answered breathlessly.

      A warm feeling filled my chest as I looked around the fairy ring. Sol had tried to help me understand and control my magic, but it had never felt like this before. These were my people, just as much as the vampires were. And although they might not truly accept me yet, I was so glad I’d found them.

      A ripple of fear cut through my happiness, coating my veins in ice.

      We’d found the fae. And with their help, we’d found the witches.

      Now there was only one thing left to do.

      We had to stop them.
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      Thanks to the magical boost my Sight had been given by the fairy ring, my recovery from the vision was much quicker than usual. When Nahini released my shoulders, I was able to stand on steady legs.

      She led me back through the overgrown village. Some of the fae who’d joined us in the clearing disappeared back into the jungle, but a number of them followed after us. At the base of Tiorelle’s massive tree, Malcolm, Jerrett, and Sol waited for us.

      Malcolm handed me a weapon when we reached them. It was a small curved dagger with a sheath and belt. I took it gratefully and slung the belt around my waist. I still didn’t have a lot of weapons training, but I felt better having something sharp and pointy with me.

      “Are you all right?” he asked in a low voice.

      I nodded. “Yeah. Nahini showed me how to use glamour more effectively. And we found out where the sisters are hiding. At Highgate Cemetery, in London. How did your meeting with Queen Tiorelle go?”

      “Better than I’d hoped. She won’t be joining us personally, but she’s agreed to send several of her best warriors to help us in the fight,” Malcolm said, dipping his head toward Nahini.

      She nodded sharply in reply before turning to the fae who had been following us. “We leave in five minutes. Be ready.” They scattered, and Nahini turned back to us. “I’ll open a portal that will take us there. My warriors and I will deal with the shades while you break the witches’ spell.”

      The blue-haired fae stepped away from us, raising her hands. The air in front of her began to shimmer, and a pale white glow appeared, fluttering like a curtain in a breeze. It looked just like the portal the shades had disappeared through after they stole the Birth of Power from the Penumbra.

      Pulling my eyes away from the entrancing sight, I turned back to my men. “Thank you for speaking to Tiorelle. I know the fae still don’t fully trust us, but maybe this can start to change that.”

      “I hope so.” Malcolm nodded thoughtfully. “I’d like to see vampire/fae relations improve, although I’m sure my father has no interest in that.”

      “Do you think other vampires could be convinced to uphold a treaty with the fae?”

      “If a strong leader ordered them to, sure.” Jerrett snorted. “So that leaves Carrick out.”

      My stomach soured at the mention of the king. We were about to risk our lives trying to stop the weird sisters from destroying all vampires, and Carrick had refused to help. The fae, who had less at stake than he did, would be the ones to fight alongside us. That man didn’t deserve to rule a single household, let alone an entire vampire kingdom.

      But that was a problem for another day.

      First, we had to ensure there would still be a vampire kingdom to rule.

      “It’s ready.” Nahini stepped back from her creation.

      The fae warriors who would accompany us reappeared a moment later. They were outfitted with a variety of weapons, ranging from large to small but all deadly looking.

      Nahini gestured to the assembled fae, and they stepped through the shimmering veil in single file. I reached back, grabbing Sol and Jerrett’s hands in mine and squeezing them. Malcolm’s hand fell on the back of my neck, and for a moment, I let that connection to all three of them ground me. Fear beat at the door to my heart, but I felt less terrified knowing they’d be with me.

      “I love you all.”

      The words were still new and strange on my tongue, but I had no doubt they were true. I might only have known these men for a short while, but I loved them with a passion and certainty I’d never once felt for Kyle during the nine years of our marriage.

      “We love you, wildcat,” Malcolm said. “We’ll keep you safe.”

      Sol and Jerrett murmured their assent, their grips tightening on mine.

      Then Nahini gestured to us. I stepped forward, bracing myself as I walked through the shimmering veil of light. Immediately, I was sucked away by a powerful force. It spun me around like a sock in the dryer on high speed, then spit me out in a dark cemetery.

      I stumbled forward, catching my balance quickly. Malcolm appeared behind me, moving me gently out of the way to make room for Sol, Jerrett, and Nahini. As soon as the fae leader stepped through, the shimmering veil began to fade.

      She glanced at the gathered fae then at me. “You can guide us from here, half-blood.”

      Casting my gaze around, I searched for a landmark to orient myself. I caught sight of a strange gargoyle with three arms carved on top of a headstone.

      I remember that. The tomb should be just over the hill behind the gargoyle’s back.

      “That way.” I pointed, then started off, following my memory of the cemetery’s layout. My vision had been clearer in that regard than any of my previous attempts. It almost felt like I’d been here before.

      No shades accosted us as we made our way over the rise and approached the large tomb that hid the entrance to the sisters’ lair. But I’d seen how many of them lingered inside. They wouldn’t make it easy for us to reach their mistresses.

      Outside the tomb, I hesitated, looking back at the group behind me. “This is it.”

      The tomb was made of white marble, stained gray with age. It was large and ornate, with no discernible door. In my vision, I had just passed through the stone. The fae and I could get in that way, but that would leave the brothers behind. We needed to get them inside too.

      “We will enter first,” Nahini said, stepping up beside me as if she’d read my mind. “We can phase out and slip through the wall. We’ll keep the shades occupied while you and your bloodsuckers break in.”

      I nodded, stepping back toward my men. Nahini and her band of a dozen fae warriors all phased out, becoming incorporeal as smoke. They passed quickly through the wall, and the moment they did, muffled shrieks rose up from inside. The shades had spotted them already.

      There was likely a secret entrance that the sisters used, since they couldn’t become incorporeal, but we didn’t have time to find it. Besides, we weren’t going for subtlety here—brute force would do just as well.

      “Can we break it down?” I asked, looking at the smooth marble wall of the tomb.

      “Hey, who do you think you’re talking to?” Jerrett smirked at me, cracking his neck. “With the boost I got from your blood last night, I feel like I could fucking take that thing down myself.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Malcolm drawled. “We’ll all do it. On three.”

      He counted down, and the four of us rushed the wall, slamming into it with the force of a truck. The impact reverberated up my shoulder, and pain flared in my arm. But my body healed itself even as we struck again. On the third hit, the wall crumbled inward, and we darted forward over piles of broken marble.

      The fight was in full swing. The inside of the tomb was already in disarray as the fae battled shades in the large space. I felt a pang of guilt for disturbing the resting place of whoever had been interred here, but we had no choice. The witches planned to disturb a whole lot more than these few souls.

      A shadowy figure raced toward me with a shriek, but before I could move to fight it, something incorporeal ran right through me. Nahini. She solidified in front of me, facing off with the creature.

      “Go, half-blood!” she cried. “This is our fight. Find the witches! I’ll send two of my men with you.”

      She swiped out at the shade with her short, wide sword. It screeched, phasing out. But she followed, keeping herself between the shadowy creature and me.

      I dodged to the side, leaving her to deal with the shade. “Malcolm! Jerrett! Sol!”

      The three men looked up from where they were dismembering one of the dark creatures. One by one, its limbs shriveled and shrank.

      Malcolm hurled a desiccated arm at another shade that charged them, and then all three of the brothers turned to race after me. The inside of the tomb was dark, lit only by the moonlight that filtered in through the hole in the wall. But I found my way to the staircase by memory, and as we ran down the large stone steps, light began to glow ahead of us.

      We emerged into the long hallway that led to the witches’ underground lair. Two shades rushed down the corridor toward us, but the fae warriors who’d followed us darted forward, swinging their weapons.

      I didn’t even slow down, just ran down the tunnel past them. We never would’ve made it this far if not for our fae backup, and we couldn’t afford to waste the advantage they’d given us.

      My men ran with me, our footsteps so light they were nearly silent. Ahead of us, I could hear the shuffling sound of more shades, and two soft, lilting voices. Neoma and Samira.

      We burst into the large room at the end of the tunnel, and I pulled up short. I’d seen this place twice in my visions, but nothing could’ve prepared me for the sights and smells that assaulted me. At the far end of the broad space, the sisters stood by the pentagram. That part of the room was lit by torches on the walls, and by the light glowing from the pentagram itself.

      But the perimeter of the room was shadowed in darkness. On one side, the walls were covered in bones, and the stench of stale, putrid blood filled the air. I gagged. Had the witches been feeding their army of shades in here? Or had they been eating rotten flesh themselves?

      At the sight of us, the weird sisters’ lips pulled back in identical snarls. Several more shades patrolled this room, and their attention swung to us.

      Neoma pointed toward us, hatred sparking in her eyes. “Kill them!”

      As one, the shadowy creatures converged on us. But I barely noticed that. My gaze was fixed on the pentagram behind the sisters. The lines of the pentagram glowed more brightly than they had in my vision, and now I could see runes within the pentagram itself burning with the same eerie light.

      And at each of the five points sat one of the Stones of Power. Four were now lit with a bright red and orange light, as if the stones had been placed in a forge. The fifth was beginning to glow, the spark of magic igniting from within.

      The spell was almost complete. We had to stop this now.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            26

          

          

      

    

    







            Willow

          

        

      

    

    
      “The last stone!” I shouted, ducking past an advancing shade and racing forward, using every bit of speed I possessed.

      I was only a few feet away from the pentagram when something hit me like a freight train, plowing into me from the side. I flew through the air, hitting the ground hard and rolling to a stop.

      Shit.

      Shaking my head to clear it, I rose to my feet. The sister who’d slammed into me stood near the pentagram, her eyes narrowed at me.

      The brothers still fought the shades near the entrance to the cavernous room. As I watched, Jerrett grabbed one by the arm, using his grip to propel the monster into a wall. He placed his foot on its shadowy back and wrenched its limb free of its body. That seemed to be one of his favorite moves, and while gruesome, it was definitely effective.

      Malcolm broke off from the battle to make a run for the dimly glowing Stone of Power, but Samira leapt for him, screeching like a banshee as she wrapped her arms around his body, sinking her fangs into his shoulder.

      Rage tore through me at the sight. That fucking bitch. Nobody is allowed to bite my man but me.

      I raced toward them. Malcolm roared, wrapping both hands around her head and twisting. Her fangs were wrenched from his flesh in a spray of blood, and the sound of bone snapping echoed through the large space. But with a feral smile, she twisted her broken neck back into place.

      She was about to go for his neck again when I wrapped my hand around the back of her dark robe, fisting the fabric and yanking hard. She fell away from Malcolm, turning to face me. His blood colored her mouth like a sloppy lipstick ring, and a drop of it trailed down her chin.

      As soon as her attention was diverted, Malcolm threw himself toward the final Stone of Power. But Neoma was there to intercept him, moving even faster than he did. Her small palms connected with his chest, and he flew backward.

      Samira advanced on me as shades shrieked on the other side of the room. Jerrett made a break for the pentagram, but a shadow creature blocked his way, distracting him. Sol still fought at the perimeter of the room.

      Damn it. The witches and their bodyguards are too strong and too fast.

      It was like a dangerous, magical game of king-of-the-hill. The sisters just had to defend their position long enough for their spell to take effect. Which would be any minute, given the bright light emanating from the last stone and the strong magic coming from the pentagram. It pulsed like an electric charge, making the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.

      Samira leapt toward me as her sister fought with Malcolm. I phased out just in time, and the witch passed through me with an angry shout. I raced to the pentagram and solidified, but the moment I did, Samira was there. This time, I ducked her blow, darting out of her reach.

      We were getting nowhere fast.

      We needed greater numbers on our side. Despite the fae’s help, we just didn’t have the manpower to take the sisters on. And they knew it.

      But maybe I can change that.

      An idea struck me, and I backed away from the pentagram, tapping into my fae power. Then I imagined three faces I knew so well I could draw them in my sleep.

      A moment later, several more Sols joined the fight. Then three more Jerretts appeared. Finally, a group of Malcolms charged toward the pentagram from opposite sides.

      Neoma screamed with rage, darting toward the closest one to shove it away. But her hands passed right through the illusion.

      “Nicely fucking done, Will!” Jerrett called, slipping into the group of Jerretts running toward Samira.

      Her eyes darted from one to the next, trying to distinguish the real from the fake. She swiped out at one, but her hand went right through him. Then the real Jerrett leapt forward, landing a hard kick on her chest that drove her backward. He drew a dagger from his waist and brought it down hard against the stone floor, breaking the lines of the pentagram.

      The greenish-yellow light wavered, wisps of it drifting up from the broken line. The spell had been disrupted. But was it truly broken? The Stones of Power still glowed.

      I solidified again, throwing myself toward the final stone. My fingertips brushed it as Samira grabbed my ankle, pulling me away. I rolled onto my back in the center of the pentagram. The witch crawled up my body, pinning me down and baring her fangs at me.

      “You will not stop us!” she hissed, rage burning in her dark eyes.

      “Maybe I won’t.” I grunted, holding her off as she snapped at me. “But he will.”

      Her eyes widened, and she looked up just in time to see Sol—the real Sol—raise his foot and bring it down hard on the final Stone of Power. The magically heated stone exploded, sending bits of rock flying outward. Sol was hurled backward, hitting the wall of the cave behind him.

      The runes inside the pentagram flickered and died.

      For a moment, silence fell in the large, dank space as the sisters watched their magically boosted spell fade into nothing.

      Then a snarl like a feral mountain lion rose from Samira’s throat, and she sank her teeth into my neck. I gurgled a pained scream, phasing out even as her fangs gouged holes in my flesh. Before she could rip my throat out, I dissolved into smoke and rolled away. The vampire witch screamed in fury, whirling toward me, spittle and blood flying from her mouth.

      The glamoured versions of the brothers had disappeared. My control wasn’t good enough yet to maintain them without conscious effort. The remaining shades, summoned by their mistresses, launched an attack on Malcolm and Jerrett. Neoma raced toward Sol as he picked himself up from the floor by the wall.

      We’d stopped their plan. They couldn’t save their spell anymore, and they knew it.

      Now they just wanted vengeance.

      Samira turned away from me, launching herself into the fight.

      I stood in the middle of the ruined pentagram, watching the scene play out with a sinking feeling. The witch sisters would keep fighting forever. They would summon other armies, cast other spells. But they would never stop trying to destroy all vampires. Starting with the men I loved.

      No. I can’t let them do that.

      Still incorporeal, I tapped into my fae magic again, creating another glamour. But this time, I cast it on the sisters themselves. Drawing on my memory of the first time I’d seen them in a vision, I painted them as they had once been in my mind’s eye.

      The dark, bloodstained cloaks they wore faded from view, replaced by the pure white fabric of their holy robes. I erased the dark pits of their eyes, giving them shining gray irises. Their unnaturally taut skin softened, a rosy glow rising to their cheeks. Their light golden hair wound around their heads in beautiful, ornate styles.

      Samira snarled at Malcolm, but instead of fangs, all that showed was a row of even white teeth. Then her gaze caught on her sister, and the snarl died in her throat.

      She blinked.

      Neoma fought Sol, the hateful expression she wore looking out of place on her old face. When she noticed Samira had stopped fighting, she turned toward her sister and froze.

      Tension hung in the air like a thick fog as the sisters locked eyes.

      Jerrett rushed toward Samira, but I held up a hand.

      “No!” I hissed. “Wait!”

      The men could keep attacking the sisters until the walls of this place crumbled from age around us, but it wouldn’t do any good. I’d seen them survive injuries that would’ve killed other vampires. I’d seen them eat their own hearts to escape death.

      We needed to fight them another way.

      Jerrett’s blue gaze flashed toward me, confusion in his eyes. But he followed my directive, backing away from the vampire woman.

      Neither Neoma nor Samira seemed to notice. I wasn’t even sure they’d heard me speak. They stared at one another, walking slowly toward each other until they met on one side of the pentagram. The torchlight flickering from the walls illuminated their pale, beautiful faces, almost seeming to make them glow.

      Steeling myself, I walked forward, stepping between them in my incorporeal form. Reaching out, I slipped a hand into each of their chests. My fingers passed right through their physical forms, but I swore I could feel the empty spaces where their hearts should be.

      A sudden vision hit me, but I didn’t leave my body. Instead, the vision seemed to flow into me through my connection to the sisters, playing out in my mind’s eye even as I remained focused on the room around us.

      Bright white light flashed in my vision. When it faded, I saw the stake the sisters had been tied to when their fellow vampires condemned them to death. Two small figures, hunched and misshapen, crawled away from the stake. The sisters. Whatever spell they’d cast had saved them from the sun, but it hadn’t saved them completely.

      Their bodies had been almost completely destroyed. The two pitiful creatures found a cave and buried themselves in the earth, going dormant for thousands of years while their strength returned. I saw the landscape change around them. And finally, I saw them emerge, tearing their way out from the layers of rock they’d been trapped under. They had healed, but their appearance had shifted, their skin stretched too-tight, their eyes like black pits.

      I saw their hunt for Ranolf, the man who had captured them. They searched for him for years, working in concert like they always did.

      When they finally found him, the lanky, brown-haired vampire had all but forgotten them. He hissed, baring his blunted fangs. Then his eyes widened with shock as he slowly pieced together the memory of the women he had enslaved.

      They waited. They waited until they were sure he remembered. And then they killed him.

      Their old master fought, but the witches were too strong by now, their wrath too great. Blood flew through the air in great arcs as they attacked him, and when they were through, there wasn’t a single recognizable body part left.

      In my vision, Samira looked up at her twin, her pale face painted red with blood.

      “Not enough,” she whispered, her voice both hate-filled and broken.

      Neoma shook her head. “Not enough. Never enough.”

      I watched both of their faces harden, the once sweet features contorting with a soul-deep rage.

      Then the vision faded, and all I could see was the darkness of the cave. Shouts sounded near the entryway as the brothers held off the remaining shades, keeping them distracted.

      I blinked, a profound sadness filling me. “I get it.”

      At the sound of my voice, Samira jerked slightly. But neither she nor her sister broke their gaze, still staring at each other. It was like they were hypnotized by the sight of their past selves.

      Keeping my incorporeal hands inside their chests, I imagined every bit of light, peace, and goodness inside myself pouring into them.

      “It wasn’t enough,” I whispered, tears tracking down my cheeks. “Of course it wasn’t. It could never be enough to sate your rage. Killing him didn’t make you feel better, did it? It wasn’t enough?”

      Neoma shook her head, a dazed look on her face.

      “So you decided to kill all vampires. Everyone who betrayed you.” I drew a deep breath. “But how do you know that will make the pain stop? You can keep feeding your anger, but it’ll never die that way. You were right. It will never be enough.”

      Samira let out a low sob, and the sound twisted in my heart like a knife.

      These women hadn’t deserved their fate. They were mistreated by their captor and betrayed by the vampires who should’ve been their rescuers. But in their quest for justice, for vengeance, they had become something even worse.

      And that wasn’t what they’d ever really wanted. In life, they had been witches of light and healing. They had wanted a happy existence and a peaceful death. I couldn’t give them the first; it was far too late for that. But I could finally, after thousands of years, give them the second.

      “I’m so sorry,” I told them, my words burning with truth. “I’m so sorry for you both. You didn’t deserve what happened to you. But it’s okay. You don’t have to keep fighting. Others will pick up the mantle. We’ll make things better, I promise. You can have peace.”

      Neoma reached out toward her sister, and their palms met. I was caged between them, as if the three of us were some sort of strange statue.

      Light shone from the place where their hands were connected. It grew so bright I couldn’t look directly at it, and I felt the warmth of it like the sun on a hot summer day.

      “Peace.” Their voices twined together in the air, melodious and harmonic. “Rest.”

      I nodded, peering through the radiant light to see their faces. Beautiful and serene as they had once been. “Yes. You can let go now. It’s okay.”

      A breeze swirled around us like a soft sigh, and then the light enveloped them completely.

      Neoma and Samira burst into dust.
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      “Holy donkey-fucking shitballs.”

      That was about all I could think to say as the cloud of white dust that had once been two insanely powerful vampire witches drifted away into nothing. The light that’d flooded through the room faded, plunging us back into semi-darkness.

      Willow solidified, her hands still held out to either side of her.

      She blinked up at me, tear tracks cutting down her cheeks, which were dirty from the fight. Her expression was sad, but relief and triumph reflected in her eyes.

      “Are they gone? Truly?” Sol cocked his head like he was listening for any sign of the witches’ return.

      The shades that’d been attacking me and my brothers like good little undead guard dogs had collapsed as soon as the witches disappeared, their bodies shriveling back into bony gray corpses. That, more than anything else, convinced me the weird sisters were definitely gone. When they’d winked out of existence, their spell on the resurrected fae had died too.

      “Yeah, I think so,” I muttered, stepping across the ruined pentagram.

      I kicked one of the remaining Stones of Power, sending it flying across the room where it shattered against the wall. Sol had already broken one, but what the hell, right? No harm in destroying all of them. I didn’t want even the vague possibility of a repeat of this fiasco anytime soon.

      “They are. I can feel it.” Willow stepped toward me, her knees wobbling.

      Catching her around the waist, I pressed her body against mine. Her hair had come loose from the ponytail she’d secured it in—it never seemed to want to stay put—and I brushed a strand of it behind her ear.

      “Damn, Will. I’ve never seen anything like that. What’d you do?”

      “I…” She shook her head, looking a little dazed. “I didn’t do anything. They did it. I just offered them the possibility of peace. They took it.”

      Mal stepped forward to crush the remaining stones beneath the heel of his boot. “What do you mean?”

      “I showed them what they used to be, before all of this. Before anger and pain and hate twisted their souls. The dark magician’s spell made them truly immortal, but I think it was powered by their will to stay alive. By their unrelenting drive for vengeance. When they let go of that, they were free to die.” She swallowed. “Which I think is what they really wanted. All this? Everything they did? They were just trying to find peace.”

      Another tear leaked from her eye, clearing a new path down her cheek. I wiped it away, smearing the dirt away with it.

      “I’ve never known anybody like you, Will,” I murmured. “No one as fierce, or as sweet, or as motherfucking beautiful as you.”

      Cupping her face, I kissed her, and she clung to me like she might not be able to live if I let her go.

      Shit, I could relate to that.

      Mal and Sol walked over as we broke away from each other, and Mal pulled Willow into his arms. He did his usual “checking her for injuries” move, which I was pretty sure was just an excuse to feel her up a little bit. Still, I was relieved when his search didn’t turn up anything but scrapes and bumps, most of which had already healed.

      He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, glancing around at the bodies that littered the floor and the bones lining the walls. “We’re done here.”

      “Thank Fate for that.” Sol grimaced.

      “I can’t believe it’s over,” Will whispered as we made our way toward the corridor. “No more shade attacks. No more glowing runes trying to control me. No more innocent supernaturals being used as batteries to fuel the undead.”

      She looked a little dazed, like she expected to wake up from this dream any second. It made sense. Her entire existence as a vampire so far had been focused almost entirely on dealing with the sisters’ threat. Hell, the only reason she’d been turned at all was because one of the witches’ shades had left her so close to death we had no other option.

      I inhaled the sweet scent that was uniquely her. Even in this underground lair that stank of death and decay, Willow was like a breath of fresh air.

      The weird sisters had been responsible for a hell of a lot of bad shit. But their actions had also brought this beautiful, strong woman into our lives, and I could never be sorry for that.

      Sol led the way up the stairs. Inside the tomb at the top, silvery moonlight pouring through the hole in the wall made the fae look like ghosts.

      Nahini glanced up as we entered. “Is it done?”

      I liked that she didn’t waste time with unimportant questions. This woman got right to the fucking point.

      “Yes.” Willow nodded, stepping forward. “The sisters are dead.”

      “Good.”

      I glanced around at the shriveled gray bodies littering the floor. “Let me guess—they all collapsed a little while ago?”

      “The ones we hadn’t already killed, yes.” The fae woman’s silver eyes burned in the darkness. “There weren’t many left.”

      Yup. I definitely liked this woman.

      “And your people? Are any…?” Willow’s brow creased as she peered at the bodies scattered around the large space.

      “We lost two.” Nahini set her jaw. “We’ll bring them back to our realm where they can be given proper death rites.”

      “I’m sorry, Nahini,” Willow said softly.

      The fae warrior shook her head. “It’s the way of the world. Our people are used to death. It keeps us company like an old friend.”

      “Your help tonight won’t be forgotten,” Mal assured her.

      Nahini didn’t seem much interested in praise or platitudes. She just grunted a response before leading us outside. In the chilly pre-dawn air, she summoned a shimmering portal in the air.

      “I’ll send you wherever you want to go before I bring my people home.” She threw a sharp look our way. “Do not return to the fae land. Just because you’ve been there once doesn’t mean you’ll be welcomed again.” Her gaze flicked to Will, who was sandwiched between Sol and me. “Except you, half-blood. You may come.”

      Willow dipped her head, acknowledging that as the gracious invitation it was. Honestly, I’d half expected the fae warriors to turn on us as soon as the sisters were defeated.

      “Thank you.” Mal extended a hand, and after a slightly-too-long beat, Nahini took it. “We are in your debt for the risk you took to help us.”

      Her intelligent eyes sparked as she cocked her head at him. “Tell the vampire king that. He’d be a fool to let the fae die out entirely. The world needs us. It needs our magic.”

      My gaze shot to Willow. Mal and Sol turned toward her too.

      “Believe me”—Mal’s voice was low and serious—“I have no intention of ever letting the fae die out.”

      Nahini’s brow wrinkled. She seemed a little baffled by the connection that existed between the three of us and Willow. But I didn’t give a fuck. I liked the fae woman, but I didn’t need her understanding or approval when it came to loving Will.

      The portal glowed with white light, and Nahini ran a hand over it. “Where do you want me to send you?”

      “Oh. Um, I don’t know. Back to New York?” Willow asked, looking to all of us for confirmation.

      “No.” Mal straightened, squaring his shoulders. “The Penumbra. There’s something I need to do.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            28

          

          

      

    

    







            Malcolm

          

        

      

    

    
      The fae woman nodded solemnly. She passed her hands over the portal, making the glowing white curtain of magic ripple. Then she stepped back, gesturing for us to step through.

      With a look back at my brothers and Willow, I passed through the veil. The portal sucked me in and spit me out in the forest of the Penumbra. The sun burned low on the eastern horizon, but its rays couldn’t harm us here. I lifted my face toward the dulled sunbeams, breathing in the fresh air. This place truly was beautiful, although it had become hard for me to see that beauty through the haze of painful memories of my time here.

      Sol, Jerrett, and Willow stepped through the portal behind me, and the shimmering veil disappeared. The wildcat seemed to be recovering from the fight, her hazel eyes lighting with hope as she realized we truly had stopped the witches. She gazed around at the forest as if it were the first time she’d ever truly seen this place.

      “Why did you have Nahini send us here? I thought we’d go back to your place in New York.”

      “Our place. And we will, eventually. But there’s something I have to do here first,” I said. “Something I should’ve done many years ago.”

      Jerrett and Sol both turned to me. Sol’s face softened with pity and understanding, but Jerrett’s expression was fierce.

      “About fucking time,” my oldest brother growled.

      “We have your back, brother. Always,” Sol added.

      We started through the woods toward the castle. Willow walked quickly, coming abreast of me and peering up at my face. “What are they talking about? What do you need to do?”

      I didn’t answer. I just reached out and took her hand, interlacing her small fingers with mine. Truly, I wasn’t sure what her reaction would be if I told her what I planned. But I needed to do this; Willow herself had showed me that, whether she knew it or not.

      When we reached the castle’s entrance, the guards looked up in surprise at our approach. One abandoned his post and darted into the castle, no doubt to tell Carrick we were coming.

      By the time we reached the throne room, the entire castle seemed to have been alerted to our return. Whispers trailed after us in the corridors, and several vampires dipped their heads in respect as we walked by. Good. Perhaps word of our fight against the witches had spread through the Penumbra in our absence.

      My father looked from his seat on the throne as I threw the throne room doors open.

      His eyes widened in feigned surprise. “Malcolm! I’m delighted to see you’ve returned. Now that the threat from the shades is over—”

      “It is over.” I cut him off with a sweeping gesture, striding toward the dais. “No thanks to you.”

      His dark eyes hardened, but he kept his tone even. “I have been protecting my people. Keeping them safe—”

      “No, you’ve been hiding. Using your people as a shield to keep yourself safe from any outside threat. It ends now.”

      Carrick scoffed. “My son, I don’t know what—”

      “I challenge you for the throne. Step down or die, old man.”

      My father’s face froze. Although the man was a master manipulator, I knew the look of shock on his face was genuine. He’d turned me all those years ago with delusional plans of the two of us ruling a vampiric empire together. But I had never wanted this life.

      Never wanted to be a vampire. Never wanted to be a king.

      I’d spent so many years denying the legacy he tried to force on me that I knew he never expected a threat to his reign to come from me.

      Truthfully, a part of me still wanted to deny it. My stomach churned at the thought of taking on such a great responsibility. Of ruling all the vampire clans in North America.

      But if I didn’t do it, my father’s rule would go on unchallenged.

      And I could no longer allow that.

      “My son.” Carrick worked to make his voice sound calm, but I could hear the strain in his words. “There is no need for that. I always intended to share my power with you. We can work together.”

      “No, we can’t.” I lifted my chin. “You are not fit to rule.”

      Behind me, I could hear Willow’s heart thudding in her chest. She’d stopped breathing. Jerrett and Sol were both tense and alert, ready to leap to my aid if Carrick ordered his men to attack.

      The king’s expression hardened. He glanced around at the guards stationed around the room, but what he saw in their faces didn’t seem to bolster his confidence. A few of the guards were the same ones who had been present when the shades attacked the castle—they’d seen the king slink off to safety while they fought, and they didn’t seem particularly inclined to help him now.

      “Fine,” Carrick bit out at last. “I had hoped to spare your life, son. But if you think your misguided cause is worth dying for, so be it.”
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      The arena floor smelled of dust and blood.

      It had been over a hundred years since I’d fought in this ring, forced to battle fledgling vampires at my father’s behest in what I now saw as a truly disgusting ritual.

      When I left the Penumbra after Ariana’s death, I’d sworn to myself I would never step foot inside this arena again. I’d already broken that vow once to protect Willow. And now I was breaking it again.

      This will be the last time.

      Carrick strode into the arena from the opposite end, his arms raised above his head as if inviting the crowd to cheer for him. But the gathered throng was quiet, watching in riveted silence.

      He had removed his shirt, as I had mine. We would fight in the oldest way vampires knew. Without weapons. Without armor. Tooth and nail, to the death.

      The king was twenty years my senior. When I was human, that age difference had meant something. But now that we were both over four hundred years old, those twenty years felt like nothing. Although his body was that of a middle-aged man, he was as strong as I was. Or stronger.

      We met in the middle of the large open space of the arena. Carrick extended his hand, making a show of his sportsmanship for the crowd. When I grasped it, he leaned in closer, lowering his voice as he spoke into my ear.

      “This is your last chance to back down, son. If I win, I’ll have your friends put to death for treason. And I will feed from your precious fae bitch every day until she begs for death.”

      Ice rushed through my veins at his threat. Against my will, my gaze flicked up to the platform at one end of the arena. Willow and my brothers sat staring down at us. Even from this distance, and amidst all the other noises, I thought I could make out the steady thrum of Willow’s heartbeat. Her large eyes were bright with worry, her hands clenched into fists in her lap.

      I knew my father meant what he said. If my challenge was unsuccessful, he would take his lingering wrath out on the people who meant the most to me. My brothers would die. Willow would be tortured and then killed.

      But as terrifying as that thought was, it only strengthened my resolve—made me more certain I was doing the right thing. I had let Carrick bully and neglect his people for too long. I could no longer ignore it.

      “Then I won’t let you win.” My voice was hard as stone.

      Carrick’s lips curled back. His fangs had already dropped, and darkness was overtaking his eyes.

      We separated, stepping back and circling each other slowly. The crowd had gone completely quiet—or maybe I’d just blocked out every sound, every sight but the man before me.

      His frame was similar to mine; I’d inherited my broad shoulders and muscled arms from him. And though the man was a coward, he was a powerful fighter.

      My feet moved lightly over the packed earth as I circled to my left, looking for an opening in Carrick’s guard. His muscles bunched a split second before he launched himself at me. I dodged out of the way, but before I could turn back to face him, he swung his large fist like a mallet, catching the back of my neck. A burst of pain made white spots flare in my vision, but I kept my balance. When Carrick threw himself at me again, I grabbed him, using his own momentum to hurl him toward the wall of the arena.

      He crashed through the wooden siding, disappearing into the space below the seating banks. Murmurs and whispers rose up from the crowd, but I kept my gaze trained on the darkness beyond the wall, straining my ears to pick up any sign of him.

      Seconds ticked by. Slowly, I advanced toward the hole.

      Carrick burst through the wall to my left, sending pieces of wood flying as he launched himself at me again. He brought me down, and we rolled over the dusty ground, fists flying. My father reared back, baring his fangs for a killing strike, but I threw my arm up. His incisors tore into the flesh of my forearm instead of my neck.

      Gritting my teeth against the flare of pain, I wrenched my arm away, tearing loose from his fangs. Ragged gashes on my forearm bled freely, chunks of flesh dangling from them.

      Carrick grinned at me as I leapt to my feet, his teeth red from my blood. I struck out with a flurry of swings, but my wounded arm slowed my movements. The flesh was knitting back together, but until the muscles repaired themselves, I couldn’t make a proper fist.

      He dove for me again, but this time I saw the move coming. I met his attack with a blow that sent him flying backward, and the moment he landed, I was on him. My bloody forearm had healed, and I rained down blow after blow to his face, letting memories of his threats to Willow fuel my anger.

      When his nose broke with a satisfying crunch beneath my fist, I paused, pinning his head to the ground with a hand around his neck.

      “You shouldn’t have threatened her, old man. Maybe it never would’ve come to this.”

      Carrick gurgled something, unable to get enough air to speak. I could see a flicker of panic in his dark eyes, fear rising to the surface now that he was no longer winning.

      I bared my fangs, staring down at where my bloodstained hand wrapped around his neck.

      I can make it quick. He’ll barely suffer.

      My heart pounded dully in my chest. As awful as it may be, I’d dreamt of doing this for years. After my father had manipulated me into killing Ariana, I’d wanted to kill him. But something had stopped me then, and the same thing stayed my hand now.

      This man was my father.

      He was a slimy toad, a bully, and a coward. But long ago—more than four hundred years ago—he had simply been my father. The man who taught me how to hunt, how to trade. Who told me stories when I was a small boy, sitting up with me late at night under the stars. A man I had looked up to.

      I lowered my face, keeping my gaze trained on him as I increased the pressure on his neck. “If I let you live, will you yield the throne to me? Will you vow to leave the Penumbra and never return?”

      His eyes flared with anger and helplessness, but his face was blotchy, and I could hear his heartbeat stuttering, his lungs heaving. With the slightest of movements, he nodded.

      For a few more seconds, I stared into his eyes, warring with myself. I saw fear overtake his features as he realized I wasn’t going to stop.

      Then, with a jerk, I pulled my hand away and stood. Carrick rolled to the side, coughing and gasping, holding his damaged throat. Blood spilled from his nose, and he didn’t look the slightest bit royal at the moment. He looked like a pathetic old man.

      A deep sorrow filled me, and I turned away from him, facing the crowd and raising my arms. The whispers and murmurs grew in volume, turning into shouts and cheers of approval.

      Then a sharp cry rose above the rest of the crowd. Willow.

      It was all the warning I got before my father was on me. He leapt onto my back from behind, plunging a dagger into my chest as he sank his fangs into my neck.

      Agony tore through me. He’d missed my heart, but not by much. The wound at my neck and the wound in my chest seemed to overtake my senses. I could feel Carrick drinking from me, sapping my strength along with my blood.

      He must’ve picked up the knife when he disappeared into the bowels of the arena. He’d wanted a failsafe in case he lost.

      And perhaps he’d known I wouldn’t be able to kill him in the end.

      My hands felt numb as I reached for the blade protruding from my chest. I needed to get it out so my healing could set in. But before I could, Carrick twisted the blade, sending another wave of pain shooting through me.

      I will feed from your precious fae bitch every day until she begs for death.

      A soul-deep rage bubbled up inside me as I remembered my father’s promise; it burned like fire through my muscles and veins. I felt my teeth lengthening and sharpening, could feel the skin of my face stretching taut over the shifting bones as battle fury filled me.

      Leaving the dagger embedded in my chest, I reached instead for Carrick. Grabbing onto his shoulders, I threw myself forward, hurling Carrick over my body and onto his back. His fangs tore from my neck, blood spurting in a wide arc from where he’d ripped into an artery.

      But I was beyond caring.

      The monster I’d spent so many years trying to contain was pawing at the walls of its cage, demanding release. And sometimes, it took a monster to defeat a monster.

      With a feral roar, I leapt on Carrick. One blood-slicked hand wrenched the dagger from my chest, and in a single movement, I impaled him through the heart.

      His eyes went wide.

      His hands clutched uselessly at the dagger’s hilt.

      Carrick’s heart had stopped beating, but the vampire magic sustained his consciousness for a few moments beyond his body’s natural death.

      In that time, no words passed between us. We just stared into each other’s eyes as the life drained from his body. And in those dark eyes, so similar to my own, I saw what could have been. I saw how the two of us could’ve ruled side by side, dominating all those weaker than us. I saw my father’s hope that I would embrace the gift he had given me. And I saw his pain at my rejection.

      Then I saw the light of life leave his eyes.

      My fangs retracted. The haze of bloodlust faded. Slowly, I reached down and closed my father’s eyes. In death, he looked so much like the man who had raised me that it broke my heart; but he hadn’t been that man for centuries.

      I leaned down, pressing a kiss to his bloodied forehead. Then I stood.

      “Is there anyone else who would challenge me?” I roared into the crowd.

      Silence greeted me. Thank God. The wounds in my chest and throat were closing slowly, but blood still dripped from my neck in slow pulses.

      Hiding any signs of weakness, I stared out at the assembled vampires in challenge. Some of the faces gazing back at me appeared pleased. Many looked stunned. A few looked disgusted and angry—my father’s closest supporters. They would have to be dealt with quickly and decisively, or I risked a bloody civil war.

      But there weren’t as many angry faces as I’d expected. My father’s selfishness and cowardice had endeared him to few.

      I let the silence settle over the crowd, turning slowly to take them all in. When my gaze reached the dais where my brothers and Willow stood, I met the wildcat’s hazel eyes.

      Relief, pride, and love stared back at me.

      She had seen my beast. And she didn’t fear it.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            29

          

          

      

    

    







            Willow

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh fuck. I can’t fucking feel my legs.”

      “They’re over here,” I gasped jokingly, struggling to catch my breath as I collapsed into the pile of sweaty, hard male bodies. To drive my point home, I pinched Jerrett’s leg.

      “Ow! Oh, thanks, Will. There it is.”

      He sat up and leaned over, pressing a sloppy kiss to my lips. Then he collapsed back onto the mattress again.

      I ran my hands over the smooth planes of muscle that surrounded me. Jerrett’s leg. Sol’s toned stomach. Malcolm’s large bicep.

      Sol buried his face in my hair. “You’re incredible, Willow tree. Every time with you is better than the last.”

      A warm feeling swelled in my chest, adding to the flush already covering my breasts. The three of us had been sleeping in the same bed for the past week, ever since our return to the Penumbra. Along with the rest of the repairs to the castle, Malcolm was having Carrick’s old quarters gutted and refinished. In the meantime, we’d taken another large suite in the same wing.

      I figured at some point maybe we’d all go back to having our own rooms. And I did want one-on-one time with all the men, time to savor the individual connections I shared with each of them. But after everything we’d been through, I was absolutely fine with sharing all three of them every night for a while. I felt more at ease when I was with them.

      And in moments like the one we’d just shared, when they worshipped my body like it was their new religion, and I worshipped theirs right back, I felt more whole than I’d ever imagined possible.

      “Right back at you,” I murmured happily, turning my head to claim another lazy kiss from the blond vampire.

      As my pulse slowed, and the sweat and streaks of blood on my body cooled, my eyes slowly drifted shut. It was early evening, and although there was so much to do, all I really wanted was to stay curled up on the large bed with my lovers for the rest of the night.

      Too bad that most definitely wouldn’t happen.

      “Are you ready for this?” Malcolm was sprawled on my other side, and he propped himself up on an elbow to look down at me.

      I blinked up at him. “Are you ready?”

      He made a face, part resigned grimace and part proud smile. I reached up to run a hand down the side of his face, loving the feel of his warm skin under my fingertips.

      “You’ll be amazing,” I promised.

      “You both will.” Jerrett cracked an eye open to look at us.

      Sol chuckled. “Agreed. So stop worrying about it.”

      I made a face, and Malcolm laughed. “Easier said than done, right, wildcat?”

      Instead of answering, I buried my face in the crook of his neck, inhaling the leather and musk smell I loved so much as Malcolm wrapped his body around mine. His slowly softening cock pressed into my belly, and I relished the feel of being skin-to-skin with him.

      Watching Malcolm fight his father had been one of the most terrifying experiences of my life—and that included our hunt for vengeful witch-vampires and deadly shades. When Carrick had betrayed Malcolm, leaping up to attack him after yielding in battle, my heart had stopped. Jerrett, Sol, and I had been on our feet, ready to jump into the fray, when I saw something snap inside Malcolm.

      I’d never known what he meant when he talked about the beast inside him, but I understood now. I’d seen it. But I wasn’t afraid of him, and I never would be.

      Because the truth was, not all monsters were evil. Some of them fought back against the dark.

      I kissed a trail up his neck, finding his lips, and his grip on me tightened as his tongue delved into my mouth. Behind me, Sol ran a hand down my side, sending a shiver of pleasure up my spine. I began to move against Malcolm, seeking more friction and—

      A knock came at the door.

      “Go the fuck away!” Jerrett yelled as the rest of us groaned.

      “Uh, all right,” a soft female voice called, and I heard the sound of footsteps retreating down the hall.

      “Stop scaring the servants, Jerrett.” Sol rolled away from me with a chuckle, elbowing Jerrett off the bed.

      Shoving a lock of dark hair out of his face, Jerrett grabbed his pants off the floor. He slipped them on quickly, then poked his head out the door.

      “All right, all right, come back.” He laughed. “She’s ready for you.”

      Malcolm and Sol rose too, throwing on their clothes quickly. I sat up, wrapping the sheet around my body.

      Sol leaned over to kiss my head. “We’ll see you soon.”

      Jerrett swung the door wider to admit the servant girl, and the three brothers slipped past her into the corridor.

      A small sigh escaped my lips. I’d known we wouldn’t be able to lounge in bed the whole night, but I’d hoped for another hour at least. It must be later than I’d thought.

      “Are you ready, Miss Tate?” the girl asked. She was human. I could hear her heart thudding nervously, its tempo faster than a vampire’s.

      “Yes. Thanks.”

      She ducked her head in a quick nod before disappearing into the attached bathroom. The scent of lavender rose into the air as she filled up the large tub. I slipped from the bed and threw on a robe, following the steamy, floral scent. When the tub was full, she took my robe and helped me step into the tub.

      The warm water cradled my body, rinsing away the blood and sweat. The girl, Tamara, washed my hair and then slipped out of the room, leaving me to soak in peace for a few minutes.

      It still felt very strange having servants ready to attend to my every need. All their quiet deference threw me off balance. I much preferred someone like Yuliya, who wouldn’t hesitate to go after me with a weaponized dishtowel if she thought I deserved it. Jerrett had been working on convincing the old witch to split her time between their house in New York and the Penumbra, with the guarantee that no vampires would ever feed from her.

      In the meantime, I consoled myself with the knowledge that the human servants in the Penumbra were here of their own free will. After Malcolm killed Carrick, one of the first things he did was give all the humans in the castle the opportunity to leave. I was shocked at how many chose to stay, and I suspected some of them were still too deeply enthralled to fully understand the choice Malcolm had presented them.

      That was something we’d have to address in the future, but there was plenty of time to sort through it later. I’d make sure only those who truly wanted to be here remained. And I had no doubt we could find plenty of willing humans to replace those who left.

      Hell, Grace had practically been drooling over my men the night she met them. She might leap at the chance to be worshipped by other handsome vampire men—not that I was at all certain I wanted to invite her into this world. I’d drop a few hints when I met up with her for our girl time in the city and see where things went from there.

      I could feel my brain starting to churn with the sheer number of things there were to do and think about. But I dipped my head under the water, clearing my mind.

      Today, there was only one thing to do. Everything else could wait.

      When the water began to cool, I rose from the tub. Tamara was there instantly, wrapping a large fluffy towel around my shoulders. I dried off, and she helped me dress in an ornate red silk gown. The top hugged my curves, pushing my boobs up to create an attention-grabbing amount of cleavage, and a single strap crossed over my left shoulder. The skirt was full and layered, swishing around my legs as I walked.

      Tamara plunked me into a chair in front of the vanity and went to work on my hair and makeup. I let myself zone out as she worked, and when she finally tapped me on the shoulder, the face that gazed back at me from the mirror took me by surprise.

      The elaborate updo and subtle makeup made me look powerful and poised. I looked older than my twenty-seven years, a hint of the vampiric timelessness I’d noticed in the brothers appearing in my features.

      “You look beautiful, Miss Tate.” Tamara’s rapid heartbeat had slowed as she fussed over me, and now she beamed at me proudly.

      “Thank you, Tamara. Is it time?”

      “Nearly. Are you ready, miss?”

      A laugh bubbled up in my chest. “Nope. But let’s go anyway.”

      With a sweet smile, Tamara opened the door for me. She bobbed her head and set off down the hall, leaving me with the two vampire guards outside. Wordlessly, they escorted me down to the throne room.

      With every step, my nerves grew. By the time we reached the large double doors outside, my hands were shaking. When the doors opened, and hundreds of assembled vampires turned to look at me, I thought I might faint.

      But then my gaze moved to the front of the room where Malcolm stood, looking more powerful and handsome than I’d ever seen him. Sol and Jerrett flanked him, standing tall and proud. At the sight of the three of them, my anxiety calmed, and without conscious thought, my legs carried me toward them.

      When I reached the dais, Malcolm smiled at me, taking my hand in his. His gaze slid down my body, lingering for a moment on my breasts, and I suppressed a grin; he never had been able to resist them. Then his dark eyes met mine again, the chocolate brown warm and comforting.

      “You make a stunning queen.”

      “And you make a handsome king.”

      “All right, all right, keep it in your pants,” Jerrett teased in a low voice. “He’s not king yet.”

      “Speaking of which,” Sol murmured. “It’s time.”

      My heart lurched with excitement and nerves, but Malcolm’s grip on my hand stayed steady and strong as we turned to face the assembled crowd of vampires.

      This is it.

      The coronation ceremony was about to begin.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            30

          

          

      

    

    







            Willow

          

        

      

    

    
      Several hours later, I was stuffed with good food and dizzy from greeting so many well-wishers. Between practically every bite, someone new approached our table in the great hall, wanting to have a word with Malcolm or me.

      Though it was encouraging to see so many citizens of the Penumbra embracing the change in leadership, it was exhausting as hell too. I had never in my life imagined being a queen, and I knew Malcolm had never had ambitions to be king. But I loved and respected him so much for choosing to step up and do what needed to be done. The least I could do was try to fill the role I’d been given with the same grace Malcolm did.

      I had a feeling it would be a learning process though.

      Jerrett and Sol were seated at the high table with us, bookending Malcolm and me. The vampires here were used to seeing the three brothers together, so it came as no surprise to anyone that Malcolm immediately named Sol and Jerrett his top advisors. And although a few of Carrick’s old supporters had raised holy hell about a half-fae hybrid being crowned queen, the men had dealt with them swiftly and efficiently, putting down a rebellion before it could even begin to form.

      Any other vampires who might’ve objected went silent after that.

      There was still a long way to go before I was truly accepted by everyone here, and I was sure some would only hate me more when I bucked ancient traditions and questioned old laws. But I was determined to see the end of the vampire trials. We’d find a new system for regulating the creation of fledgling vampires—one that didn’t punish innocents who were turned against their will.

      “You look so serious.” Jerrett leaned over to whisper in my ear. “Is the weight of the crown that heavy already?”

      Figuratively? Yes. Literally? No. The actual crown was light as a feather, a small golden band that encircled my head.

      I nudged him lightly. “It’s not that. I was just wondering how much longer we have to stay at the feast.”

      He chuckled, looking out over the crowd. “Give everyone another drink or two, and they won’t even know we left.”

      He was right. Another round of drinks later, and hands started to roam, the vampires indulging in their blood craving as the humans they fed from gasped in pleasure. My core grew slick with arousal at the gasps and moans filling the room. But I’d leave the blood orgy to the rest of the castle residents. I had no desire to share my men with anyone.

      “My queen.” Malcolm’s warm eyes glinted with humor as he stood and pulled my chair out for me. “Shall we?”

      I nodded eagerly, trying to maintain some level of decorum as the four of us slipped from the room.

      “So, what now?” I glanced at the three men as we headed back toward our chambers.

      “I thought we should blow off a little steam,” Malcolm answered. “It’s been a long week. I think we’ve earned it.”

      That sounded like an excellent idea, and I bit my lip as I considered all the very enjoyable ways we could blow off steam. When we reached our room, Sol spun me around, unzipping my dress and letting it pool by my feet. The unmistakable scent of arousal filled the room, but instead of hands and mouths descending on me, Jerrett handed me a tank top and a pair of pants.

      “Here. Put these on.”

      Surprised and a little disappointed—although we indulged our desire for each other often, I still couldn’t get enough—I did as he commanded, slipping on the clothes along with the boots Sol handed me.

      The men changed too, slipping into clothes they could move easily in. Then we headed downstairs and stepped out of the castle into the murky dawn light. As we walked into the forest, my muscles relaxed like they did every time I found my way back to nature—a part of my fae heritage I was growing to love.

      The spring air was cool against my skin, and the scent of earth, pine, and moss filtered into my nostrils.

      When we were half a mile into the woods, a small noise caught my attention. I peered into the distance, catching sight of a shimmering white veil and a blue-haired woman standing in front of it.

      “Nahini?”

      I strode through the undergrowth, the men keeping pace with me easily as we approached the fae warrior.

      Her strong, masculine features were stoic, but for a quick moment, one corner of her mouth lifted in a smile. “Congratulations on your coronation, half-blood. You too, bloodsucker.”

      I almost laughed at her refusal to address us in any more formal terms than that. We might be the vampire king and queen of North America, but I had a feeling that to Nahini, we’d always be “the half-blood and the bloodsucker.” And I could live with that. I didn’t need fancy titles or blind obeisance. I’d take a fae warrior giving me shit over a sycophantic hanger-on any day.

      Malcolm seemed to be of the same mind, because he dipped his head and replied lightly, “Thank you, Nahini.”

      “I came to pass on my queen’s congratulations as well,” Nahini added. “And extend an invitation to all four of you to visit our realm in the future. She would like to talk more about how the fae and vampires can help each other.”

      Hope and joy bloomed in my chest. I wanted to jump up and down with glee, but I restrained myself.

      “Thank her for us, please. We’d love to.”

      Nahini nodded. Then she did grin. “Next time you come, I’ll show you how to create a portal. Your fae magic is strong enough, I’m sure you can do it.” Her gaze flicked over the three men gathered around me. “Might come in handy if you all have to hunt any more supernatural threats.”

      I smiled back at her. “That would be amazing.”

      Evidently deciding that was enough friendly conversation for one day, she cleared her throat, squaring her shoulders. Then she dropped her chin in a sharp nod and disappeared back through the wavering veil.

      When the portal winked out of existence, I turned to look up at my men. “Holy shit!”

      “Well put, sweetheart.” Jerrett smirked, his lip ring flashing.

      “This is good.” Malcolm looked thoughtful as he stared at the spot where Nahini had disappeared. “We’ll have to move slowly, but I’m hopeful we can begin to truly repair vampire/fae relations.”

      Sol clapped a hand on Malcolm’s shoulder. “Tomorrow, brother. There’s time to think about all of that later, but let it go for tonight.”

      “Hell fucking yeah!” Jerrett grunted, stretching his arms over his head in a way that made his muscles shift and bunch distractingly. “No more thinking. No more talking. I need to move.”

      Sol turned to me, his strange, beautiful eyes gleaming. “You know, Willow tree, Malcolm wasn’t there for your first hunt. Feel like showing him what he missed?”

      My pulse picked up, excitement already thrumming through my veins. “Hell fucking yeah.”

      “Hey!” Jerrett pulled me into his large body, his fingers tickling my ribs. “That’s my line. You can have ‘holy shit,’ because you say it so well. Oh, and ‘fuck.’ You can always have ‘fuck.’”

      He waggled his eyebrows mischievously at me. I rose up on my tiptoes to press a kiss to his wicked lips, then I slipped out of his grip, racing away through the forest.

      The men moved too, running like the wind alongside me as we wove through the tall trees of the Penumbra. Sol caught the scent of a buck in the distance and took the lead, guiding us toward our prey.

      I let out a wild whoop as we ran, leaping over fallen logs and darting around trees. Without slowing my pace, I phased in and out, practicing the fae magic that ran through my veins. I would use it during our hunt.

      Tonight’s hunt, and all the ones yet to come.

      Malcolm may have accepted the crown, but he hadn’t said anything about giving up the oath he and his brothers had taken to protect the world from supernatural threats. And even though we’d defeated the weird sisters, I had a feeling there were still plenty of other threats out there. More evil things would come.

      Sol made a soft noise, prompting us to veer left. His brothers and I converged around him, all four of us moving together as one. I couldn’t help the feral, dangerous smile that spread across my face as the wind whipped strands of my hair from its updo.

      Let them come. My vampires and I will always be here to stop them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        THANK YOU FOR READING!

      

      

      
        
        Thank you so much for following Willow and her men on their journey!

      

      

      
        
        If you’re hungry for more, check out my completed reverse harem urban fantasy series, Magic Awakened. You can grab the prequel novella FREE here!

      

        

      
        Or turn the page to find out what’s coming up next from me… :)

      

      

      
        
        Want access to exclusive teasers, cover reveals, giveaways, and more? Join my reader group, Sadie Moss’s Rebel Readers!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What’s Next From Sadie Moss

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Wolf Hunted]
          
        

      

      
        
        Wolf Hunted (The Last Shifter # 1)

      

      

      
        
        Four renegade wolf shifters. An innocent young woman trapped in a web of lies. When their fates collide, sparks will fly…

      

      

      
        
        Diagnosed with a rare terminal illness, I’ve spent over half my life in the Strand Corporation’s state-of-the-art treatment facility. I keep my chin up and do everything the doctors order, praying one day I’ll walk out of here in perfect health.

      

      

      
        
        But when that day finally arrives, it’s nothing like I hoped it would be. Instead, it comes in a hail of gunfire, along with four distractingly handsome men who say they’re here to rescue me. 

      

      

      
        
        On the run with these mysterious men and hunted by the very people I believed were my caretakers, I begin to realize nothing is what I thought it was.

      

      

      
        
        Turns out, I’m not really sick.

      

      

      
        
        I’m not completely human either… 

      

      

      
        
        Get it now!
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